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Glancing at the clock on the car’s dashboard,
Emma cringed. Her pampering day at the spa had run a little late.
Okay, thirty minutes wasn’t exactly a little late. Now it was only
an hour before she and Aidan were supposed to be at his company’s
Christmas Party. Somehow in that hour they were going to have to
drop Noah off at Aidan’s niece, Megan’s, house since she had
graciously offered to baby-sit for them.

When she rolled to a stop at a red-light, she
dug her phone out of her purse. Her fingers flew over the keyboard
as she typed Five minutes from the house. Hair stylist was
behind. So, so sorry. She didn’t know how much good trying to
text Aidan would do. Her last few messages had gone unanswered, and
she was afraid to call the house in case Noah was still
napping.

He had surprised her that morning at
breakfast with an early Christmas present—a gift certificate to Spa
Sydell where she could spend the day getting pampered with facials
and massages before having her hair and make-up done for the party.
Now that she was a stay-at-home-mom, she relished anytime she could
have a day just for herself. It had been the most amazing present,
especially since Aidan was spending the day having “man” time with
Noah.

But now Emma didn’t even want to begin to
wonder how Aidan was getting ready for the party with Noah crawling
around and getting into everything. All she had left to do was slip
into her cocktail dress, but when she had left Aidan and Noah
earlier in the day, Aidan was in his ratty sweatpants and hadn’t
showered or shaved.

She whipped the car into the driveway and
eased into the garage. Grabbing her purse, she hopped out and
hurried into the kitchen. Beau met her in the doorway. “Hiya, boy.
Let me guess. Daddy is pissed and not speaking to me?” Beau cocked
his head at her, causing Emma to laugh. “Okay, let me rephrase
that. Where are the guys?”

He wagged his tail before turning around and
heading out of the kitchen. “Okay, I’ll follow you then.” Glancing
into the living-room, she saw the television was on. “Aidan?” she
questioned as she started down the hallway. Beau sat outside the
master bedroom doorway, thumping his tail on the floor. Emma smiled
and patted his head. “You’re such a good boy. Thanks for letting me
know where they were.”

When Emma started into the bedroom, she
skidded to a stop. Lying on one side of the bed, Aidan was sleeping
soundly with his right arm draped over his head. Next to him, Noah
lay in the same position. A smile curved on her lips, and she
couldn’t stop the warmth spreading through her chest at the sight
of the two people she loved most in the entire world. Digging her
phone out of her purse, she tip-toed over to the bed. She snapped
several shots of the mirror images of father and son.

Now she knew why her texts had gone
unanswered. He wasn’t upset—he was dead to the world. Easing down
beside Aidan, she leaned over and kissed his cheek and then planted
a chaste kiss on his warm mouth. “Wake up, sleepyhead. It’s time to
get ready for the party,” she said against his lips.

While Aidan barely stirred, the sound of her
voice caused Noah to stretch his fists over his head and kick his
legs. Emma reached over Aidan’s waist to pick Noah up. Kissing his
cheek, she said, “Hey angel. Did you miss mommy?” His drowsy blue
eyes opened—the same piercing ones his father had. A small grin
formed on his lips, which caused Emma to melt. His tiny hand came
up to brush his fingers over her cheek. She kissed each one of them
before pretending to nibble them, which always made Noah laugh. “I
missed you, and I’m going to miss you tonight, too. But Megan is
going to take good care of you, and you’ll get to play with
Mason.”

Noah cooed in response, reaching for the
strands of her auburn hair that he loved to twist between his
fingers.

At Aidan’s snore, Emma shook her head. “Come
on, let’s wake up Daddy.” She sat Noah next to Aidan. “Go on. Wake
him up,” she instructed. With a grin, Noah immediately reached over
and smacked his hands over and over on Aidan’s chest. “Dada!” he
cried.

Aidan’s eyes flew open, and he gazed wildly
around the room before finally taking in Emma. His mouth opened in
a wide yawn before he spoke. “Now there’s a wake-up call. Just glad
he wasn’t close to my crotch,” he muttered before rubbing his
eyes.

Emma laughed. “Hey, I tried kissing you, but
you wouldn’t wake up.”

With his trademark sexy smirk, he replied,
“Damn, I hate I missed that one.” He started to move closer to her,
but she pushed him back.

“Well, you wouldn’t have missed much with
Noah in the bed, not to mention the fact we’re going to be late to
the Christmas Party.”

“Who cares about being on time? We can just
make an appearance.” Pulling himself into a sitting position, Aidan
stared at her for a moment, drinking in her appearance. “You look
beautiful,” he murmured.

Warmth filled her cheeks. “Thank you. And
thanks again for my early Christmas present. I had the most amazing
day.”

He smiled. “You’re welcome.” He reached out
to tenderly take one of her loose curls between his fingers—he and
Noah both had an obsession with her hair. “I’m so glad you left
your hair down.”

“I did it for you—I know you like it loose
wavy.”

He winked at her. “Just like the first night
I ever saw you.”

With a grin, she said, “Yes, but the
difference in that night and tonight is I’ll be coming home with
you. Unlike two years ago when I said you were the last man on
earth I would ever sleep with.”

Aidan chuckled. “What a difference a couple
of years can make, huh?” He leaned over to nuzzle her neck. “You
gotta admit that we’ve made the most of the past twenty-four
months. Not only did you end up sleeping with me many, many
times—”She smacked his arm playfully to which he pulled away and
winked at her. “But you married me, gave me a beautiful son, and
are now pregnant again with my child.”

“With your daughter,” Emma teased.

With a groan, Aidan replied, “We’re not sure
it’s a girl yet.” He sighed and shook his head. “But if it is, I
hope she never, ever dates a guy like me.”

“Now stop running yourself down. You’re a
reformed manwhore, remember?”

“That’s right.”

“The past is past, and all we have is our
present and the future.”

“But we wouldn’t necessarily have now if it
weren’t for my notorious past or your rather tragic one.”

Emma smiled. “That’s true. I guess we owe
everything to one party, huh?”

Aidan nodded. “Yeah, we sure as hell do!”

***
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The shrill sound of a cell phone ringing cut
through the hazy levels of Aidan Fitzgerald’s subconscious. Rolling
over in bed, he slapped his hand blindly along the nightstand to
find it. Once his fingers made contact, he snatched it, rubbed his
thumb over the bar and brought it to his ear. “Ello?” he murmured
drowsily.

“Please tell me you haven’t forgotten what
today is?” his father’s voice boomed into the phone.

With a groan, Aidan pulled himself into a
sitting position in the bed. He cupped the phone to his ear and
then furiously rubbed the grit and sleep out of his blue eyes.
“Good morning to you too, Pop.”

“I swear on all that is holy that if you’re
hung-over at your godson’s baptism I will personally beat your
ass!”

His father’s words doused him awake. Glancing
over his shoulder, he read out the time on the digital clock. 9 am.
Three hours before he was expected at Christ the King for his
great-nephew’s baptism. Although he was probably the least suited
for the job, somehow he managed to let his niece, Megan, convince
him to take the role of godfather for her baby, Mason. “I’m not
hung-over, Pop. I was just sleeping late. It is Saturday, and not
all of us have bodies that are regulated to military time.”

When his father harrumphed disapprovingly
into the phone, Aidan formed a perfect picture in his mind of his
father’s almost certain indignant expression. He could just see him
gripping the cordless phone tight along with his ramrod straight
posture as his snowy white head of hair shook disapprovingly. “Yes,
I can only imagine you needed the rest after a late night doing God
knows what,” Patrick grumbled.

A smirk curved on Aidan’s lips when he
thought of the previous nights R-rated escapades. Thinking back
didn’t help the morning wood he was already sporting. “Look, I’m
awake, and I’ll be there to pick you up at eleven, which will give
us a whole hour before the service. Okay?”

“You better be.”

“And miss another guilt trip? I wouldn’t
dream of it,” Aidan said before he hung up. He tossed the phone
back onto the nightstand. Burrowing back under the covers, he then
spooned up against the leggy blonde who had been his Friday Night
Fuck Buddy for the last six weeks.

“You have to leave?” Lydia asked with a
yawn.

“Not yet,” Aidan replied, snaking his hand up
to cup her breast.

As her nipple hardened under his touch, Lydia
gave a soft moan. “What was the phone call about?”

He paused in kissing her bare back. “Just my
dad. He wanted to make sure I was awake and sober for my godson’s
baptism today.”

Lydia snorted. “You’re going to be in church
at a baptism?”

“Yep, I’m the godfather,” he replied,
pressing his erection into her naked backside.

Teasingly, she wiggled away from him. “I
thought godparents were supposed to be moral and spiritual guides
for children.”

Aidan chuckled. “Are you trying to say I’m
going to be a bad influence for Mason?”

She glanced back at him. “Come on, Aidan.
You’re the last person on earth who needs to be giving any guidance
to a kid. All you know is drinking and fucking.”

“And I’m pretty damn good at both of them,
aren’t I?”

Lydia giggled. “You and that ego of
yours.”

“Can we please stop talking?”

“Except for dirty stuff?”

“Exactly.” Aidan nibbled his way up her bare
shoulder. “Today is going to be such an emotional hassle. I just
want to forget about all that shit by fucking you senseless. Your
body is always such a good distraction.”

Instead of warming to his touch, Lydia
stiffened. “So basically you want to use me?”

Aidan’s lips stilled on her neck. “No, that’s
not what I meant.”

She whipped her head back to pin him with an
icy stare. “That’s sure what it sounded like.”

He gave a frustrated grunt. “Wow, that’s a
nice 180 on the emotions.”

“Well, excuse me that I don’t take too kindly
when a man insinuates that I’m only good for screwing his mind off
of things.”

“That’s not what I meant. But don’t try to
call what this is between us more than it really is.”

She cocked her eyebrows. “And what do you
consider us?”

“We’re fuck buddies, Lydia. What is it
exactly that we do if it’s not use each other for sex?”

“I think what we’ve been for the last six
weeks is a little more than your clumsy summation,” she
snapped.

“Oh Christ, don’t tell me you’re now looking
for an invitation to go with me to my godson’s baptism today?”

“I’m sure as hell not. I was just making
conversation.”

Aidan shook his blonde head. “I can see where
this is going. You think meeting my family will magically make us
more than two people who meet for sex once or twice a week?”

Sliding away to the edge of the bed, she
pulled the sheet against her chest before glaring at him. “You can
be a real asshole, did you know that?”

Aidan threw up his hands in frustration.
“Right now all I know is I’m confused at what the hell is your
problem? I thought we’d been having a lot of fun together, and we
could have some more—specifically before I had to leave for a real
hellish day.”

“We were having fun, but I don’t want to be
used by you, Aidan. No woman likes the idea that she’s just a piece
of ass to be used whenever or however some jackass wants to,
especially when he wants to emotionally check-out for a while. I am
a person, you know, with feelings.”

Oh Fuck. Here it was. The ‘I want more’
conversation that inevitably ruined every good friends with
benefits or hook-up situation he had ever been a part of. Things
had been going so great with Lydia. He’d met her one night after
work at his favorite hang-out, O’Malley’s. They’d done an hour or
so of drinks with the typical mindless get to know you conversation
before going back to her place for the hottest sex he’d had in a
long time.

After the third round of sex when he was
crawling out of her bed to leave, he’d broached the subject of
meeting up once or twice a week. Still in a sex haze, she’d been
more than willing. So for the last six weeks, he’d been well
satisfied by what they had, and he wanted nothing more.

Of course, the problem was that he always
went into every sexual relationship making it clear that he would
not want more. But every single time it got fucked up by some chick
clinging to the desperate hope that they would be the one to tame
him. With hate and loathing for him burning on Lydia’s face, it
would now seem she was about to join the long line of former
flings.

He cocked his brows at her. “So that’s it?
We’re done because you’re suddenly feeling used?”

Lydia tore back the sheet and shot out of
bed. “Get out! Get out of my house, you sorry son of a bitch!”

“Fine, I’ll be happy to,” Aidan grumbled as
he unraveled himself from the comforter. Just as he stood up from
the bed, Lydia threw his pants at him. They smacked into his face
followed by his shirt. “Jesus, I’m going, okay? Trust me that I
don’t want to stay here with you one second longer.”

He jumped into his pants. Her tirade had
doused any desire he had along with his erection. He didn’t bother
buttoning them up or putting on his shirt. He snatched up his shoes
that he had kicked off in the living room before stomping out the
front door.

Unfuckingbelievable.

One phone call from his father had managed to
cock block him with Lydia forever. What was it about chick’s and
meeting families? The last time he had actually dared to bring a
girl around his family was almost six years ago. It had been just
two years after he had broken things off with his former fiancée,
Amy. At the time, he hadn’t thought anything about asking his
newest flame to join him. After all, it was just a harmless
4th of July BBQ—or so he thought. But the moment his
flavor of the month met his mom and dad all she could hear were
wedding bells. Two days later she started referring to them as
“we”, and Aidan stopped calling her. He didn’t do “we”.

He never did and never would.

Well, that wasn’t exactly true. He had tried
monogamy, relationships---even an engagement, but he had been so
badly burned by it that he vowed never again. Seven years later, he
was happy being a confirmed bachelor with no plans of ever settling
down. Even though it seemed to be his family’s mission in life to
get him married, settled, and with a houseful of kids.

Aidan shuddered as he pulled into his
driveway. No way in hell was that ever happening.

***

After taking a leisurely shower and then
shaving, Aidan had slipped on his finest suit before heading out
the door to pick up his father. Just as he expected, Patrick was
already waiting for him in the driveway. “It’s just now eleven,”
Aidan said as Patrick opened the door.

“I didn’t say anything.”

Aidan grinned. “I was just stating facts in
case you tried to say I was late.”

“Do you really think I’m that much of a
crotchety old man?” Patrick mused as he buckled his seatbelt.

“You’re starting to get that way a little
bit, Pop.”

Patrick chuckled. “It must be the fact I’ve
been spending too many Saturdays down at the VFW. Those other
senior citizens are rubbing off on me.”

Aidan grinned. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s what it
is.”

“Did you remember Mason’s gift?”

Fighting the urge to roll his eyes, Aidan
replied, “Yes, Pop. I did.”

“I was just asking. Why are you being so
testy? Not enough sleep last night?”

Aidan tore his gaze off the road to stare at
his father. “I plead the fifth on that one, thank you.”

“That sounds pretty guilty to me. You should
have brought your lady friend to the Baptism.”

With a snort, Aidan replied, “No, I don’t
think so.”

“Ashamed of your family?”

“Of course not. Besides, she’s not much of a
lady, least of all a friend. We’re not anything anymore.” Under his
breath, he muttered, “Not that we were much to start with.”

Patrick sighed. “I still hope that one day
before I die, I get to attend your son or daughter’s baptism.”

Aidan couldn’t help jerking his hands on the
wheel, which caused the car to swerve on the road. “Pop, please.
I’d like to make it through today without a guilt trip, okay?”

“So it’s wrong for me to wish you were
married and had children?”

With a grunt, Aidan whipped the car into the
parking lot behind the church. “I’m going to say this, and then I’m
done with conversation, okay? The closest thing I’m ever going to
be to a parent is standing up as Mason’s godparent. Got it?”

Patrick nodded sadly. “Fine son. Whatever you
say.”

“Good. Now come on. It isn’t every day your
first great-grandchild is baptized, right?”

“That’s true,” Patrick said, with a
smile.

After getting out of the car, Aidan popped
the trunk. He took out the bag from the jewelry store that held the
finely wrapped package with Mason’s cross in it. Even though he had
gotten a small one, Aidan imagined it would dwarf Mason’s small
form for quite a while. The kid was barely six weeks old—a little
young for a usual baptism, but since it was close to Christmas, it
was the best time to get all the family together, including his
sister, Julia, who lived out of state.

As they stepped into the church, Patrick
motioned Aidan to one of the side rooms. When he opened the door,
he was bombarded by his sisters and their families. All his nieces
and nephews wanted hugs and to tell him about what had been going
on at school or dance classes or soccer practice. He gave each of
them his undivided attention. Finally, they abandoned him for
Patrick, and he could take a relaxing breath.

After handing over Mason’s gift to his
brother-in-law, Tim, he turned to his sister Angie.

“Well, if it isn’t The Godfather,” she
mused.

He grinned. “The one and the only.”

She hugged him tight. “We’re so honored that
you agreed to do this for Mason. He’s a lucky little man.”

Aidan pulled away to stare skeptically at his
sister. “Frankly, I’m still surprised I even made the list of
perspective candidates period. Surely there were more…how should I
say this? Suitable choices?”

Angie shook her head. “You were the only one
in the world Megan wanted.”

A gentle tug pulled at Aidan’s heart at the
mention of Megan. He had always tried hard not playing favorites
with his nine nieces and nephews, but he had always had a strong
bond with her.

Pulling off his coat, he glanced around the
room. “Speaking of, where are Megan and the Little Man of the
hour?”

She laughed. “Oh, she’s inside with Mason.
She said she wanted to get in a few rosaries before the
Christening.”

Aidan nodded as the volume in the room seemed
to magnify with all his younger nieces and nephews. Needing an out
to the chaos, he said, “I’ll go sit with her awhile.”

The corners of Angie’s lips quirked up.
“Maybe you should stop off in the confessional first?”

“Ha, ha,” he muttered before slipping out of
the room.

Standing at the doors leading into the
church, he peered at the altar. He spotted Megan on one of the
front benches, kneeling down on one of the risers. He strode up the
aisle. When he saw that she was finished praying and merely gazing
up at the giant crucifix, he knelt and crossed himself before
sliding onto the bench beside her.

“Hey Hot Mama,” he said in a low voice.

She grinned at him as she slipped her rosary
into her coat pocket. “Hey Ankle. Glad you could make it.”

Aidan shook his head at her old nickname for
him. As the first grandchild, Megan spent a lot of time with
Aidan’s parents. When she first started talking, she couldn’t say
‘Uncle Aidan’. Somehow his name got meshed into ‘Ankle’. None of
his other nieces and nephews called him that—it was just one aspect
of their special bond.

Aidan craned his neck to eye Mason’s sleeping
form in the carrier beside Megan. “You know I wouldn’t miss this
for anything in the world. I mean, it’s not every day a man as
young as myself gets made his great nephew’s godfather.”

“Trust me, I’m very honored to be in your
presence.” Megan eyed him up and down before shaking her head. “I’m
assuming you had a wild night last night.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Hmm, from the bags under your eyes and the
fact Papa called me twice this morning to see if I had heard from
you.”

Aidan swept his hands to his cheeks.
“Seriously? I thought I looked pretty fabulous.”

“Always so cocky.” Megan nudged his shoulder
playfully. “Sure we don’t need to douse you with a little holy
water?”

“Ha, very funny. Your mother was already
advocating that I skip seeing you and head straight for
confession.”

“I’m sure she has a point. I mean, seriously,
when was the last time you were in church?”

Aidan quirked his blonde brows at her. “What
is this, the Spanish Inquisition?”

Megan laughed. “Oh, man, that reminds me of
our Monty Python marathons.”

Aidan grinned. “Your mom got so pissed when I
let you watch that when you were like seven.” He shook his head. “I
couldn’t believe you were smart enough to get most of the
humor.”

“You were always such a bad influence, but I
loved you anyway.”

Leaning over, Aidan kissed Megan’s cheek.
“And I loved you, too, even though a lot of the time you were an
aggravating little pest.” At her outrage, he winked. “We had some
good times together, didn’t we?”

“Yep, we did.”

They sat in silence for a few seconds. “So
how are you holding up?” He motioned to Mason. “You know, being a
new mom and all?” Aidan asked.

Megan fiddled with the hem on her dress. “I’m
hanging in there.”

Crossing his arms over his chest, Aidan said,
“Now you know it isn’t polite to lie to your favorite uncle.”

She sighed, blowing a few blonde strands out
of her face. “Okay fine. Being a single mom is a lot harder than I
thought it would be, even with Mom and Dad’s help. I’m stressed out
all the time with trying to finish nursing school, and mentally…I’m
borderline falling apart. How’s that?”

Aidan put an arm around her shoulder, drawing
her close to him. “Aw, sweetheart. I hate to hear that.”

Megan shrugged. “It’s okay. Nothing you can
do.”

“Still no word from the douchebag?”

Glancing down at her hands folded in her lap,
Megan shook her head. “Nothing since he sent the last check after
he signed with the Falcons.”

Aidan growled at the thought of the punk who
had knocked-up Megan. If he could just get his hands on him…He
didn’t give a shit that the jerkoff was a 6’3 offensive lineman for
the Atlanta Falcons. He would still make sure to rearrange his face
as well as taking his testicles as a souvenir.

“I know what you’re thinking, and he’s not
worth it,” Megan said.

With a wink, Aidan replied, “You let me worry
about that one.”

“At least with the money he sent, I can get
my own apartment. I need a little independence from Mom and
Dad.”

Aidan shook his head. “You should stay home
and mooch off them as long as possible.”

Megan giggled. “Thanks a lot. I would think
you of all people would understand about wanting to stand on your
own two feet and not have your life choices over-analyzed
constantly by your family.”

“You have a point there,” Aidan mused. He
could only imagine how Angie loved giving Megan daily advice about
what she was doing right or wrong. Hell, she did it to him, and he
wasn’t even her child. But as the oldest of his sisters, Angie had
always been his second mother. And in the five years since his
mother’s passing, she relished the job with new vigor.

Tightening his arm around Megan, he said, “So
you’re willing to throw away rent on an apartment, but you won’t
take me up on my offer?”

She rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Ankle? There
is no way in hell you would really want me to live with you.”

“Hey now, watch your mouth. We’re in church
for Christ sake!” he joked.

Megan laughed. “Listen, it’s really sweet of
you to offer, but trust me, you would be regretting it an hour
after Mason and I moved in.”

“I would barely see you guys with the guest
bedroom upstairs and my late hours. I could even move Beau out to
the backyard and give you the basement.”

“Let me guess. Part of the bargain would
include me doing your laundry and cooking your meals?”

Rubbing his chin, Aidan replied, “Hmm, that
sounds good.”

“Of course it does to you.”

“Nothing wrong with you taking care of your
favorite uncle.” When she didn’t reply, Aidan squeezed her
shoulder. “Okay, I was just teasing you, and I wouldn’t expect you
to do laundry and cook. Why won’t you let me help you out?”

Megan shook her head. “It’s very sweet of you
to offer, and I should jump at the chance. But I need to do this on
my own.”

“Fine. Be a stubborn ass.”

“It’s a Fitzgerald family trait,
remember?”

Aidan grinned. “That it is.”

“Well, I think in your generosity you’re not
thinking clearly about what a buzz kill it would be having me and
Mason at your house.”

“Is that right?”

“Mmm, hmm, just think about this one. You’ve
brought home your flavor of the week for some hot sex, and she
either sees some young chick running around or hears a baby crying.
Dude, you would so be striking out in the bedroom with some major
blue balls.”

Aidan widened his eyes. “Margaret Elizabeth
McKenzie, what a mouth you have in church!”

“I learned it all from my very naughty
uncle.”

With a grunt of frustration, Aidan said,
“I’ll have you know I don’t bring women home.”

She rolled her eyes. “God, you are such a
player.”

“Not you too?”

Megan grinned. “I can’t help but highlight
the error of your ways. I mean, I’ve been played by your kind many,
many times and burned even more. I’m a woman scorned,
remember?”

Aidan winced at the thought of how he treated
women—girls very much like Megan. How could he want to castrate
Mason’s father when he wasn’t any better himself? Well, except for
the fact he made damn sure to always wear a condom to ensure there
weren’t any Little Aidan’s running around out there.

Megan glanced down at her watch. “Will you
keep an eye on Mason for me while I go to confession real
quick?”

Aidan’s eyes widened as he took in the
sleeping infant in the carrier. “Um, Meg, I don’t—“

“Oh come on. He’s dead to the world, and
you’ll be fine. Besides, you’re his godfather.”

“Yes, a position I’m wishing I hadn’t agreed
to.”

Megan swept her hands to her hips. “I need to
go to confession before I stand at the altar with my son, Ankle.
Are you really going to tell me no?”

“Fine, fine. Go on.”

“Thank you,” she said, before kissing him on
the cheek. Her heels clicked down the aisle. It hadn’t been a full
minute after Megan disappeared into one of the confessionals that
Mason began to stir in his carrier. Leaning over, Aidan rocked him
a little, hoping to avert a crisis. But when the baby’s tiny face
crumpled, Aidan muttered, “Oh shit.”

A wail erupted from Mason’s lips that echoed
throughout the church. “Hey Little Man, don’t do that.” He rocked
the carrier faster, which just seemed to piss Mason off more.

“You really should pick him up when he’s
crying like that,” a voice said over his shoulder. He glanced back
to see his sister, Becky’s, three sons staring skeptically at him.
From eleven year old, Percy’s, exasperated expression, Aidan knew
it had been him giving the advice.

“Fine,” Aidan grumbled. He bent over and
gently slid his hands underneath Mason’s writhing body. Already
outfitted in his Christening gown, Aidan found it hard to grab onto
more than just lace in his hands, especially since he was worried
about hurting him. Finally, he rescued Mason from his baby carrier
hell. Aidan propped him on his shoulder and gave him a few
reassuring pats. “All right, Little Man. You’re free. Give it a
rest with the crying,” he said.

His thirteen year old nephew, John, snorted.
“Wow, Megan must’ve been smoking something when she chose you as
godfather.”

Aidan scowled at John over Mason’s head. “For
your information, I was the only one she wanted for the job.”

“Give him his passie,” five year old Georgie
suggested.

Aidan furrowed his blonde brows. “His
what?”

“Dude, you gotta be kidding,” John said. He
leaned over Aidan and grabbed Mason’s diaper bag. Digging inside,
he pulled out a pacifier and waved it at Aidan before sticking it
in Mason’s wide-open mouth. Immediately, the baby calmed down.

With a sigh of relief, Aidan’s gaze swept
over the three boys. All three wore khaki pants, white button down
shirts, red ties, and blue blazers. He shook his head and grinned.
“Nice get-ups. You could pass for a boy band like the Osmond’s or
something.”

“The who?” Percy asked.

“Never mind,” he mumbled. Glancing past the
boys, he sighed with relief at the sight of Megan coming out of the
confessional. He was more than ready to hand Mason back over to
her.

She grinned at him. “Couldn’t resist Mason’s
charms?”

“Ha, very funny.”

“Yeah, I heard him all the way in the
confessional.” She reached over and took Mason from him. Nestling
the baby close to her chest, she then smiled at Aidan. “You know,
you looked like a natural holding him.”

Aidan opened his mouth to protest, but John’s
snickering interrupted him. “Seriously? He could barely get Mason
out of the carrier, not to mention he had no idea what a pacifier
was.”

“He can always learn,” Megan argued.

“Yeah, don’t hold your breath on that one,”
Aidan replied.

It was then that the priest came striding up
to them. “Miss McKenzie, we’re ready to begin.”

Megan nodded. “John, Percy, Georgie—go run
and tell the others it’s time.”

“Okay,” Georgie replied before sprinting down
the aisle.

After the boys hurried off, Megan grinned.
“Ready?”

Aidan smiled back at her. “As ready as I’ll
ever be.”

***
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Adjusting the last place setting on the
table, Emma Harrison stepped back to surmise how everything looked.
Not that her three best friends really cared about the set-up.
Tonight was about camaraderie and support rather than appearances.
But the perfectionist and Public Relations side of Emma felt the
need for everything to be just right.

Candlelight flickered throughout the dining
room while muted orchestra music played festive holiday carols in
the background. Although it was Christmas time, the centerpiece of
the table wasn’t poinsettias. Instead, it was a huge arrangement of
vibrant wild flowers—much like the ones in the mountains where she
had grown up. In the middle of the flowers was a picture of her
late fiancée, Travis.

Today was December 15th--the five
year anniversary of his death. The day that marked the end of the
perfect life they had together. It had all been taken away because
a drunk driver leaving a holiday party had crossed the center
line—killing himself and Travis instantly.

Most people couldn’t fathom having a
celebration of life party for someone who was dead. But when the
first anniversary of Travis’s death approached, Emma’s best friend
since 7th grade, Connor Montgomery, broached the subject
of marking the date each year with drinks and dinner from Travis’s
favorite restaurant. Emma had liked the idea and invited along
Travis’s roommate and best friend from medical school, Nate Rossi,
and his fiancée, Casey Turner, who happened to be her best friend
as well.

The first year they had tried eating at the
restaurant, but it was too loud and crazy for the emotions they
were feeling. The next year they decided to host it at someone’s
house—with the same food and drinks but with a more intimate type
setting for the somewhat somber occasion.

The doorbell ringing brought her out of her
thoughts. She hurried to the front door and threw it open. “Hi
guys!” she cried.

Her best friends of seven years, Casey and
Nate, stood on the porch, bundled in coats and scarves from the
December chill. Casey waved her hands, which both held wine
bottles. “Hello, hello. We come bearing spirits.”

Emma laughed as she eyed the alcohol in
Nate’s hands as well. “I’m glad to hear it. Connor texted me about
five minutes ago that he was on his way from picking up
dinner.”

Nate grinned as he and Casey stepped into the
foyer. “It’s only for my love of Travis that I eat the Olive
Garden’s alleged Italian food.”

Shrugging out of her coat, Casey nodded.
“Remember the time we took him to a more authentic place Downtown,
and he was like, ‘This isn’t real Italian food!’.”

“Poor Travis. He had too much of the
mountains in him to be very continental,” Emma mused.

Nate shook his head. “That was just part of
his charm.”

Emma smiled. “That’s true.” She’d just hung
up their coats when Connor burst through the door, laden down with
food bags.

“I’m here, so we can get this party started,”
he bellowed.

“I think I might be slightly more excited for
the food than your presence,” Emma teased.

“Whatever,” he replied, leaning in to kiss
her cheek. He then made his way past her into the dining room to
deposit the food bags on the table. Plates were passed around, and
the food was slid from plastic to-go containers onto Emma’s late
mother’s china. Then the wine was poured into crystal goblets. Once
everything was ready, they sat down.

Throughout dinner, the wine flowed as freely
as the conversation. For a while, they danced around the ghosts of
the past by catching up with the present. It wasn’t until the
plates had been cleared that Travis once again became the topic of
conversation. “Please tell me you made Trav’s favorite dessert?”
Connor asked, rubbing his belly.

Emma grinned. “What do you think?”

Connor’s eyes rolled back in bliss. “Thank
God. I’ve been craving Red Velvet cake all week!”

After heading into the kitchen for the cake
courtesy of her Grammy’s secret recipe, Emma came back into the
dining room. As she passed around the slices, they began to follow
through with another tradition—telling a favorite Travis story.

When it came time for Connor’s, he took a
long gulp of wine. “My favorite Travis story…” He inhaled deeply as
he cocked his head. “It would probably be when I came out to
him.”

Emma groaned and covered her eyes. “Oh God,
not that one.”

Nate glanced between her and Casey. “Wait, I
don’t think I’ve heard this one.”

Casey shook her head. “Me either.”

Connor grinned. “See, I’ve saved the best
story for last.”

Emma snorted. “I don’t know about that
one.”

After shooting her a look, Connor continued.
“So picture it—”

Emma giggled. “What is this, the Golden Girls
with Sophia and ‘Picture it—Sicily?”

Connor cleared his throat. “Can I just tell
my damn story please?”

“Fine, fine.”

“So as I was saying, here we were in an empty
football locker-room. Travis and I had equipment duty, so we’re the
last ones back in from practice. We’re standing there in nothing
but our jock-straps, and it just hits me—”

“That you’re in love with Travis?” Casey
asked.

“God no!” Connor replied. He turned to Emma
and smiled. “No offense, Em. But Travis was so not my type.”

She grinned. “None taken. Now finish the
story.”

“Anyway, so he’s getting his shit out of his
locker to go take a shower, and I know it’s now or never time. I
mean, I’d come out to Emma like a few weeks before. Like her,
Travis had been my best guy friend since middle school, so I knew
he needed to know. My heart was thundering so loud in my ears I was
sure he could hear me. But I knew that I couldn’t wait one more
day, least of all a minute, without telling him that I was gay. So,
I grabbed his shoulder, whirled him around, and said, “Trav, I know
you’re going to hate me after I tell you this, and I’ll understand
if you never speak to me again. But dude, I’m gay.”

Nate’s dark eyes widened. “Holy shit. What
did he do?”



Connor’s lips curved into a wide smile. “He
goes, ‘Conman, that’s nice of you to want to unburden yourself to
me when we’re both stark ass naked, but I’ve known you were batting
for the other team for a long, long time. And I could give a shit
less. You’re my buddy, and that’s all that matters’.”

Casey glanced over at Emma. “Had you told
Travis about Connor coming out?”

Emma furiously shook her head. “No, of course
not. It wasn’t my story to tell.”

With a laugh, Connor said, “You could have
knocked me over with a feather at his reaction. But that was Trav.
On the one hand, he was this typical, rough and tumble, manly man
jock. But then he also had a hell of a tender side.” Connor sighed.
“He was the sweetest, most accepting guy I have ever had the
pleasure of meeting. And one of the best friends I’ve ever
had.”

Tears stung Emma’s eyes. “That’s true.”

Casey held up her wine glass. “To Travis. One
hell of a stand-up guy who was taken from us far too soon.”

Emma leaned forward and clinked her glass
with the others. “To Travis.”

***

At a little before midnight, Casey and Nate
started to leave. As Nate helped Casey slide on her coat, she
asked, “So we’re still on for the office party tomorrow night,
right?”

Emma wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know,
Case.”

“And why not?” Casey asked.

“After tonight, the last thing I want to do
is get dressed up for a bunch of meaningless conversations over
cocktails and hors d’ouvers.”

Casey wagged her finger at her. “With Nate
working, you promised you would be my date. Besides, you haven’t
been at the company that long. You need to make an appearance.”

Emma exhaled a defeated breath. As much as
she hated to admit it, Casey was right. After four years at her old
job, she had transferred to Burke and Company back in October at
the request of one of her former work colleagues. Her boss,
Therese, had pulled a lot of strings to get her the job and the
sizeable pay increase. Emma knew couldn’t let Therese down.

“Fine, fine. I’ll be your date.”

Casey grinned. “Good. I’m glad to hear it.
And wear something super sexy. Since it’s the building Christmas
party, there will be more than just the eligible, single guys at
our company.”

Rolling her eyes, Emma asked, “Let me guess.
You would advocate the green dress you picked out for me to wear
when I sang at that corporate party last year?”

“Ooh, the one that’s practically backless,
has a plunging neckline, and shows off that fabulous rack of
yours?”

“Yes, that one.”

Casey bobbed her head. “Oh yeah, you’ll have
the men eating out of the palm of your hand.”

“Fabulous,” Emma muttered.

After giving Nate and Casey both lingering
hugs, they headed out onto the porch. “Bye guys. Love you lots,”
Emma said, waving one last time before she closed the door. She
walked back into the living room and then flopped down on the couch
beside Connor. Letting out a long, drawn out sigh, she gripped one
of the pillows to her chest.

“It’s no good, Em.”

“What?” she asked.

“The act you’ve got going on.”

Emma cocked her eyebrows at Connor. “What
act? I think it’s time to cut off your wine, especially if you
won’t crash here for the night.” When she reached to take his
glass, he smacked her hand away causing them both to laugh.

“You’re unhappy. I can tell.”

“Of course I am. Today always makes me sad,”
she argued.

Connor shook his head. “There’s more than
that.” He leaned closer to her to where their thighs and shoulders
bumped together. “Tell me.”

Nibbling her lip, Emma stared down at her
lap. “You know what it is.”

“The baby thing?”

She nodded.

“Is it because of mine and Travis’s last
phone call?” When Emma shrugged, Connor gave her a sad smile. “I’ll
never forget the way he sounded that day. I don’t think I had ever
heard him happier in all my life—well, except for the night of your
engagement party. ‘Conman, you’re never going to believe it. I’m
going to be a daddy!’ he said.”

Tears stung Emma’s eyes as the painful memory
seared into her soul began to fester and burn. She’d been a week
late for her period. She was an emotional wreck thinking she was
pregnant, but Travis was ecstatic. Although they had been engaged
for over a year, Emma still didn’t want to consent to them getting
married. There was Travis’s medical school to think of and her
starting her career. But Travis didn’t care about any of that—he
just wanted Emma to be his wife.

Sniffling, Emma wiped the back of her hand
across her nose. “He kept saying, ‘Yeah, now you’ll have to go
ahead and marry me like I’ve been beggin’ you to’!” she said, her
voice choked with emotion. She didn’t stop to wipe the tears
rolling down her cheeks. “He never knew any different. I got my
period after he left for work the day he was killed.”

Connor reached over and drew her into his
arms. Hard, guttural sobs wracked her body as Connor rocked her
back and forth. “Emmie Lou, he died one of the happiest men in the
world. Be thankful for that.”

“I am…but he never should have died. He
should be here with me. He should be with Nate doing his
internship, and we…we should have children.”

“It’s no good to think that way,” Connor
argued. He pulled away to cup her face in his hands. “You have to
move on. Travis would want you to be happy—to find someone else to
make a life with and to become a mother like you’ve always dreamed
of.”

At his mention of motherhood, Emma’s breath
caught. An idea—a somewhat crazy notion for someone like her—had
been flickering within her for months. As much as she tried pushing
it aside while rationalizing that it couldn’t or wouldn’t work, it
continued to grow. “Connor, if I asked you do something for me,
would you?”

His dark brows shot up questioningly. “Why do
I feel I should probably say no?”

“Please?”

“What is it?”

Hesitating, she drew in a deep breath. She
wasn’t sure if she could actually come out and admit it. Finally,
she found the courage to ask, “Will you have a baby with me?”

Jerking his hands from her face, Connor shot
off the couch. “Excuse me?”

“You’re the only man in the world I love. I
want you to give me the child I’ve always wanted—I want you to be
my baby’s father.”

Connor’s eyes bulged. “Emma, you do recall
that I am very gay and in a relationship with a man that I
love. I can’t…” He raked his hands wildly through his hair. “I
wouldn’t even know how to begin to do that with you.”

At his bewildered expression and his words,
Emma couldn’t help laughing. “I’m not asking you to sleep with me
to conceive the baby.”

“You’re not?”

Emma shook her head. “No, of course not. I
meant that I wanted you to be my sperm donor—like in a clinic and
all, not a bedroom.”

Staring at her in shock, realization finally
dawned on Connor, and he let out a long, exaggerated breath.
“Oh…thank God.”

“But thanks for letting me know that having
sex with me would be the greatest nightmare of your life,” Emma
joked.

With an apologetic smile, Connor sat back
down with her on the couch. “Don’t be offended, Emmie Lou. You know
the ‘no women for me’ ship sailed a long time ago.”

“Hmm, yes, I believe I had something to do
with that back then as well.”

Connor winced. “I just thought if I tried
making out with a girl, I’d know once and for all if I was really
gay.”

Emma laughed. “And I’m glad I helped you
figure it out.”

With a grin, Connor said, “If I remember it
correctly, I did get it up for you.”

“Oh, ew!” she cried before covering her face
with her hands. She immediately thought back to Connor’s fifteenth
birthday party. All their other friends had left, leaving them
alone in his parents’ basement. Although girls were crazy about
him, Connor never settled down or dated much. Instead, he preferred
flirting with them and hanging out with Emma.

After sneaking half a bottle of his dad’s
Jack Daniels, he tearfully confided in Emma that he thought he
might not be attracted to girls at all. He begged her to let him
kiss her, to make out with her to see if he really was gay.
Considering she’d never gone past first base with anyone, she was
more than a little reluctant. Emma peeked at him through her
fingers and shook her head. “I can’t believe you were the first guy
to feel me up.”

Connor chuckled. “I do believe I did a little
more than feeling you up. I’m pretty sure I dry humped you into
oblivion that night until I came in my pants!”

Emma smacked his arm playfully. “Ugh, I can’t
believe you remember all that.”

“Yeah, it wasn’t just the fact I was making
out with my best friend that was a major turn off. It was that to
finally… come I had to fantasize about a dude.”

Rolling her eyes, Emma said, “Once again,
thank you so much for reminding me of that fact. It’s totally not
given me a complex or anything in my extreme dateless state!”

“Oh come on, Emmie Lou, you had half the male
population jonesing for you back in the day, and if you got your
head out of your ass and back into the dating game, you would see
that straight dudes everywhere want to bang that hot bod of
yours.”

“Yeah, they want to bang me. They just don’t
want to get to know me or have committed relationship. Once they
find out I’m old-fashioned and won’t have sex right off the bat,
they run away.”

After an awkward silence, Connor sighed.
“This is where you bring up the baby part again, right?”

“I can’t believe you would act so surprised
about it all. You know how much I want a child—how I’ve always
wanted a big family. I’ll be thirty in a few months. It’s not now
or never time, but it’s getting close.”

“So why not find some dude to settle down
with and have kids. You know, get on Eharmony or something like
that. I mean, surely Nate has to know some eligible men to hook you
up with.”

Emma huffed with frustration. “I’ve not had
an actual relationship since Travis, and I’m not sure if there’s
really anyone else out there for me.”

“But you haven’t even tried. I mean, with
your mom’s cancer and her dying, you shut down for so long. Maybe
it’s time to really put yourself back out there again,” Connor
argued.

Shaking her head, Emma said, “Aren’t you
listening to me? I want a baby. All my life has been loss and
death.” She brought her hand to her abdomen. “I want life growing
within me—a part of me and my parents.”

“Em—”

Tears sparkled in her eyes. “I have so much
love to give a child. Please, Connor.”

He grabbed his wine glass and downed the
remaining contents. He then rose off the couch to stumble back into
the dining room. Emma watched as he snatched the last wine bottle
and refilled his glass. When he came back to the doorway, he shook
his head. “But why do you need me? Why can’t you just go to a sperm
bank and pick out a sample from a Brad Pitt with a 170 IQ?”

“Because I don’t care about Brad Pitt looks
and high IQ’s.”

Connor snorted. “Thanks a hell of a lot. You
sure don’t know how to sweeten the pot, do you?”

Emma rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I
meant. I was thinking way past superficial things, but while we’re
on the subject, yes, you will bring the most excellent DNA to my
baby, both in looks and in intelligence, okay?”

“Whatever,” he grumbled before taking another
long gulp of wine. He flopped back down on the couch beside
her.

“Connor, don’t you see the bigger picture
here. If I can’t have a baby with someone I’m romantically in love
with, I still want it to be with someone I love. I know you’re a
good and decent person, and you would be such a good father.” When
he didn’t say anything, Emma leaned closer to him. “And think about
your parents. Besides Grammy and Granddaddy, my baby wouldn’t have
grandparents, and I know that yours are amazing to your sister’s
kids.”

“That’s true,” he murmured, still not meeting
her expectant gaze.

Emma sighed. She knew she had just thrown him
for a loop, and it was going to take him awhile to process
everything. “Look, I’m sorry that I brought it up.” When she
started to rise off the couch, Connor grabbed her arm.

“Okay.”

She furrowed her brows at him. “Okay
what?”

He exhaled noisily. “Okay, I’ll be your baby
daddy or sperm donor or whatever.”

Emma’s chest constricted, and she almost
couldn’t breathe. “Really?”

Connor nodded. “Yeah, why not.”

“But are you sure? I mean, you don’t need
more time to think about it?”

“Nope. Let’s have a baby.”

Emma squealed with pleasure before throwing
her arms around Connor’s neck and squeezing him tight. “Oh my God!
I can’t believe you’re really going to do it!” She pulled away to
kiss both his cheeks. “I love you so very much.”

“I love you too, Emmie Lou.”

She nuzzled her head against his neck. “But
what made you change your mind?”

“Travis.”

Emma jerked her gaze up to meet his. A grin
curved on Connor’s lips. “It was like I could almost hear him
telling me to do it—to make you happy since he couldn’t.”

A mixture of happy and sad tears pooled in
her eyes. “I can never thank you enough for doing this. I can’t
imagine being happier than I am at this moment.”

He rubbed his thumb across her cheek. “I
think the day we find out you’re good and knocked up will beat this
one.”

She smiled. “Or the day our baby is
born?”

Connor nodded. “And if it’s a boy, I wanna
name him Travis—Travis Connor Montgomery.”

“I would like nothing more, especially for
the baby to have your last name.” She titled her head at him. “But
what if it’s a girl?”

“Travisina?” Connor suggested.

Emma giggled. “No, I don’t think so.”

Connor laughed. “We’ve got time to work on a
girl’s name.”

“As long as he or she is healthy, I don’t
care what we have.”

He pushed away from her to grab up their wine
glasses. “Let’s drink to our future child.”

“To our baby,” Emma said before toasting with
Connor.

***
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Aidan swept through the front doors of the
Commerce Country club. He nodded at a few of his fellow colleagues.
His fingers went to adjust the tie on his tux. He had barely been
in the damn thing for thirty minutes, and it already felt like it
was choking him. Spotting his best work buddy, Blake, he weaved in
and out of the couples to meet up with him.

“Well, hello, Fitzy, how goes it?” Blake
asked.

Without a response, Aidan jerked the glass of
Scotch from Blake’s hand and downed it in one fiery gulp. “Hmm,
that bad huh?” Blake asked with a smirk.

“Sorry man. I’ve been in family hell all damn
day.”

“The Baptism thing?”

Aidan nodded. “That was at noon, but then
there was a party at my sister’s house.” Aidan shuddered as he
thought of how he had gotten corned by each of his sisters
throughout the afternoon. Although they hit him at different times,
their message was a unified one. He was thirty-two years old, and
it was time for him to settle down and carry on the family name. It
had been a living hell. “I just escaped an hour ago.”

Blake furrowed his brown brows. “You mean,
there wasn’t any good booze at the party to at least take the edge
off?”

“Yeah, but if I had started downing it like a
lush, that would have just given my sisters more ammunition to give
me shit about. Not to mention my dad would have joined in on the
tirade as well.”

“Then I guess it’s time you started drinking
heavily. Why don’t you head on over to the bar and get us both
another Scotch?” Blake suggested.

“I may make it two for me and one for you,”
Aidan grumbled.

“Pace yourself buddy. The night is
young.”

Aidan bobbed his head and once again weaved
in and out of the crowd. He was almost to the bar when someone
jostled into him, causing him to lose his footing for a moment. He
whirled around to see a vision before him. He had seen and screwed
beautiful women before, but she was something altogether special
and enticing. Her alabaster cheeks flushed with embarrassment, and
she was hiding her face behind a shroud of her fiery auburn hair
that fell in waves down her bare back. And damn if she wasn’t
wearing an emerald dream of a dress that hugged her ample curves
like a second skin. He loved red heads, but most of all, he loved
red heads in green. Something about the color brought out every
perfect feature they had.

“Are you okay?” he finally asked.

She nodded her head furiously. “I’m so sorry.
My heel got caught in the carpet for a second. That’s why I bumped
into you.”

He gave her his best sultry smile. “No harm
done.”

“Once again, I’m sorry,” she said.

Before he could stop her, she spun around and
headed for the other side of the room. As he watched her retreating
form, he shook his head and fought the urge to adjust himself with
the heat pooling below his waist. Now there was an interesting
development. She was just the kind of woman he would enjoy taking
home and ensuring she screamed his name over and over when she
came. The shy guise she had going on stoked his interest because he
could pretty much bet that with the color of her hair, she had a
fiery personality to match it.

After grabbing up the two Scotch’s, he headed
back to Blake. Two of his other work buddies, Chris and Oliver, had
joined Blake. “Hey guys,” Aidan said with a beaming smile.

Blake gave Aidan a quizzical look as he took
his glass. “Did you throw back a couple more of these?”

“No why?”

“Because you have a bounce in your step that
you didn’t five minutes ago.”

Aidan chuckled. “That’s because I found the
woman I’m spending the night with.”

“Damn, you work fast. Who is she?” Chris
asked.

“She’s a fiery redhead in a green dress that
I’m going to enjoy spending hours coaxing the inner hellcat out
of.”

Oliver moaned. “Emma fucking Harrison.”

Aidan widened his eyes. “Really? You could
identify her just by that measly description I just gave you?”

Crossing his arms over his chest, Oliver
said, “Long ass legs, fabulous tits, green eyes, long red hair and
kinda shy?”

Aidan choked on his Scotch. “Yeah, that’s
her.”

Oliver shook his head. “Good luck with that
one, bro. She works on my floor, and half of the dudes there have
tried to hit that and struck out.”

Gulping down the last of his drink, Aidan
only grinned. “Oh, I do like a challenge. I usually come harder at
the end of the night.”

Chris and Blake snorted with laughter. “Only
you, man,” Blake replied.

“You gotta admit that the chase is hot,”
Aidan argued.

Chris shrugged. “Not when I’m horny as hell
like I am tonight. I’d rather them just fall over with their legs
open.”

“Whatever, man,” Aidan said, craning his neck
through the crowd. Finally, he spotted his emerald hottie. “What
did you say her name was again?”

“Emma.”

“Thanks. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going
to go work on getting Emma to pry her lovely thighs apart for
me.”

“Good luck. You’re going to need it,” Oliver
said.

Aidan only shook his head. He never needed
luck to seal the deal with a woman. He had his looks, his sex
appeal, and his personality. So what if a few inept PR guys had
struck out with Emma. He wouldn’t.

***
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He was staring at her again…and smiling.
After catching the very handsome guy she had bumped into earlier
eyeing her across the crowded room, Emma had vowed not to look in
his direction again. Instead, she had tried focusing on the
conversation between Casey and the other girls from her floor. But
when she’d peeked up through her eyelashes, she’d caught him
looking. He didn’t seem embarrassed by the fact he was openly
staring at her. So she had finally gotten up the courage to give
him a shy smile back.

And that was the game they had been playing
for the last five minutes—stealing glances and smiling at each
other.

“Who are you grinning at?” Casey asked.

“No one,” Emma quickly lied.

“Ooh, I think Em’s on the prowl,” Therese
said with a grin.

“I am not,” Emma protested.

“Yes, you are,” Casey said, her gaze scanning
the room. “So who is the lucky guy?”

Emma sighed. “Fine. I literally ran into him
a few minutes ago on the way back from the bathroom. He seemed
really interested, but I was too mortified by getting my heel
caught in that stupid rug to stay and chat.”

Casey grinned. “Ooh, sounds promising. Is he
hot?”

Without glancing over, she could see the
guy’s image in front of her as plain as day—the piercing blue eyes,
the sandy blonde hair, and his tall, somewhat muscular form. “Yeah,
he was really handsome.”

Casey’s dark eyes widened. “Oh shit it is on!
Em just called a dude handsome.”

“Oh whatever.” She nibbled her lip for a
minute before finally saying, “I really would like to know who he
is. I-I’d like to talk to him again.”

“Talk to him? No baby girl, we’re so
getting you a date at the least. I mean, I haven’t seen you this
stoked about a guy in forever,” Casey said.

“So where is he?” Therese asked.

“Well, don’t make it obvious. But he’s
leaning up against one of the marble columns.”

She didn’t dare look as the others turned
their gazes on her mystery man. Casey gasped in horror. “What’s
wrong? Who is he?” Emma asked.

“No, absolutely not. That’s Aidan
Fitzgerald.”

“So?”

Casey shook her head wildly. He’s sex on a
stick, Em, so you need to stay the hell away from him unless you
wanna get used!” she had replied.

Therese nodded. “He has the worst reputation
as a womanizer. I heard that he could only keep older secretaries
because he slept with all the others.”

Emma’s eyes widened. “Seriously?”

Her other friend, Rachel, said, “He was
caught at last year’s charity benefit with his pants around his
ankles doing some donor’s wife.”

“There’s no telling how many women he’s
banged in this building,” Casey said.

“Oh God,” Emma murmured as she fought the
waves of nausea rolling over her. How in the world had she managed
to bump into such an asshole? When she glanced up at him again, he
was still staring—or maybe it was more that he was leering at
her.

“Shit, I think he’s coming over here,” Casey
said.

When they started inching away, Emma’s mouth
gaped open. “You’re leaving me alone with the notorious
manwhore?”

Casey rolled her eyes. “You’ll be fine. Just
tell him where to get off.”

“Thanks a lot,” Emma grumbled.

With a definite swagger in his walk, Aidan
came striding up to her. “Hello again.”

“Hi,” she said shortly.

“I thought after our earlier meeting that we
never got the chance to be formally introduced. I’m Aidan
Fitzgerald.”

“Yes, I know.”

“You do?”

Emma smirked at him. “Yes, your reputation
precedes you.”

Aidan cocked his brows at her. “Oh, so a
pretty thing like you from Public Relations knows all about my
exploits in Marketing?”

“How did you know I—”

He grinned at her. “I have my spies,
especially those who happen to know all sexy as hell redheads named
Emma in PR.”

Emma fought the urge to roll her eyes at him.
God, he was so cocky. If there was one thing she couldn’t contend
with in a man it was ego, and she wasn’t sure she had ever met a
man who thought more of himself than Aidan did.

Lowering his voice, Aidan asked, “So what do
you say we get out of here and maybe go back to your place?
Somewhere we could get to know each other a little better.”

“Are you propositioning me, Mr. Fitzgerald?”
she asked curtly.

His eyes widened in surprise. “You can call
me Aidan, and all I want is to go somewhere a little less crowded.
We can stop by a bar first if you would prefer.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes,
I’m sure you would prefer getting me drunk off my ass so I would
sleep with you more willingly, right? I mean, what are the odds
that you actually want to hear my take on the economy or who is
going to win this year’s Superbowl?”

At the bewildered expression on Aidan’s face,
Emma had to bite her lip to keep from laughing.

“Excuse me?” he demanded.

“Oh, I think you heard me just fine. I would
imagine you’re not used to getting turned down. But listen very
carefully when I say that I do not appreciate being propositioned
by the company manwhore.”

Undaunted, he pursed his lips. “Is that
right?”

“Yes, it is.”

He leaned in closer to her, his fingertips
feathering along her arm. “Babe, if you’re afraid of your friends
thinking badly of you because you want to fuck me, then we don’t
have to leave together. No one has to know but you and me.”

Emma jerked her arm away. “I do not
want to sleep with you.”

Aidan grinned. “Oh yes, you do.” He lightly
tapped her temple. “Your mind is telling you to be repulsed by me
because of my womanizing reputation, but your body thinks
otherwise.”

“I don’t think so,” Emma huffed, taking a
step back. She didn’t like the fact that it appeared her body was
reacting to him, especially the heat growing between her legs.

Leaning over, his breath scorched against her
earlobe. “Then why are your nipples suddenly hard?”

Emma gasped and shoved him back before
crossing her arms over her chest. “Maybe because it’s December and
it’s cold?” She shook her head. “Honestly, you are absolutely and
positively disgusting.”

“Angry sex can be really hot, and if I had to
wager, it’s been a while for you.” He winked as he pulled her to
him. “So you can just take it all out on me.”

His triumphant smirk drove her over the edge.
“I’m going to say this one last time. You are the last man
on earth I would ever sleep with. It may be shocking to you, but I
actually have principles and scruples, and they’re all saying that
you are one of the most self-absorbed assholes I have ever met.
There are worse things than being single and going without sex, Mr.
Fitzgerald. Leaving here with you and letting you touch one inch of
my body would be the most degrading thing I would ever have to go
through. So I will kindly ask that you remove yourself from my
presence. Because one way or the other, you are leaving. Either I’m
going to call security or knee you in the balls to get you to
go.”

Aidan’s mouth gaped open in shock before his
blue eyes narrowed at her. “Fine then. Your loss.” He then turned
and stalked away, leaving her breathless.

Casey and the others came hustling back over
to her. “Oh my God! You were amazing, Em!” Casey said.

“You heard?” Emma squeaked.

Casey nodded. “We tried not to eavesdrop, but
we couldn’t help it.”

Therese grinned. “You really told him.”

“Yeah, I guess I did.”

Rachel patted Emma’s back. “You should really
be proud of yourself. I don’t think he’s ever had a woman talk to
him like that.”

Emma sighed. She didn’t know how she felt.
Now that the adrenaline was no longer pumping through her, she
didn’t feel so cocky. Instead, she felt mortification at what she
had said to him. She hoped she never, ever had to face him
again.

Casey took her hand. “Come on. Let’s get you
a celebratory drink.”

Emma laughed. “Seriously?”

“Yep, we all need to toast the day you told
off Mr. Aidan Manwhore Fitzgerald!”

“Do you mind if we do it somewhere else? I
don’t want to run the risk of running into him again tonight.”

“He’s already left.”

With a gasp, Emma said, “Really?”

Therese bobbed her head. “He blew right out
the front door of the club right after you told him off.”

Casey grinned. “So we have the whole place to
ourselves to drink and unwind. Okay?”

Forcing a smile to her lips, Emma said,
“Okay.” There was nothing more that she wanted to do at the moment
than forget meeting Aidan Fitzgerald.

***
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Glancing down at her phone, Emma grimaced.
Stupid Atlanta traffic. It didn’t matter if she left thirty minutes
or an hour before she needed to be somewhere, it never failed that
she would be late because of gridlock. Her heels clicked along the
pavement as she hurried down the sidewalk to It’s a Grind
Coffee-Shop. Her face broke into a wide grin at the sight of Connor
waving from a table by the window.

As she pushed through the door, the familiar
bell tinkled over her head. She powerwalked over to Connor. “I’m
so, so sorry! I left in plenty of time, I swear.”

He smiled. “It’s okay. I went ahead and
ordered for you.”

“Aw, you’re so sweet.” She leaned in and gave
his cheek a kiss. Easing down in her seat, she shrugged out of her
coat. When she caught Connor’s gaze, she cocked her eyebrows as
concern flooded her. “Are you okay?”

Connor sighed. “Jeff and I have been
fighting.”

“Oh no. I’m so sorry to hear that.” Emma
reached out and squeezed his hand. “You’re not breaking up, are
you? I mean, you two seemed so perfect and happy.”

Tears shimmered in Connor’s dark eyes. “Not
if I agree to his ultimatum.”

Emma’s brows furrowed. “Please don’t tell me
he wants you guys to move again. I couldn’t bear the thoughts of
you living in Savannah. It’s too far away.”

“It’s not about moving.”

“Then what is it?”

A strangled cry erupted from Connor’s lips
before he turned away from her. “Please tell me what it is,” she
begged.

Connor finally brought his haunted gaze to
hers. “He says he’ll leave me if I go through with fathering your
child.”

Emma jerked her hand from his and covered her
mouth in horror. “But why would he demand something like that of
you?”

Connor shrugged and ran his hand maniacally
through his hair. “He’s always been a little jealous of my feelings
for you. He thinks if I have a kid with you, that’s just going to
make our bond even stronger.”

Biting down on her lip, Emma didn’t dare
argue the truth in Jeff’s assumptions. Having her child be part of
Connor would always bind them together. “But he knows you’re going
to sign a contract saying you won’t have any financial or emotional
obligations.”

He shook his head. “He’s not stupid, Emmie
Lou. He knows the minute my child is growing inside of you, I’ll be
emotionally invested.” He gave her a sad smile. “And how could I
not? I love kids, and I love you.”

“But it doesn’t have to be something that
tears you guys apart. What if I talked to him? What if I—”

“It’s not going to change anything.”

A jagged, agonizing pain tore through her
chest, and she had to fight to breathe. “You aren’t going to be my
sperm donor anymore, are you?” she questioned in a whisper.

“I’m sorry, Em, but I can’t,” he replied with
tears once again in his eyes.

Her emotional torment quickly turned over to
anger. “Yes, you can! You’re just being selfish and won’t!” she
snapped.

Connor jolted back like she had slapped him.
“Em, please. I’ve been with Jeff for three years. I love him. I’m
committed to him, and he is to me.”

“And I’ve loved you and been by your side for
eighteen years. If Jeff really loved you, he wouldn’t make you
choose between us or deny you the opportunity to be a father.”

“He’s not ready to be a dad yet. I have to
respect his wishes.”

Emma threw up her hands. “Fine, then he
doesn’t have to be a father and neither do you. All I need is your
DNA from a clinic!”

“I can’t.”

Tears stung Emma’s eyes. “You’re really going
to keep me from becoming a mother?”

With a scowl, he replied, “I’m not the only
option. There are thousands of donors out there you can pick from.
You don’t have to have me.”

“I told you before that I didn’t want to have
a baby with just anyone. They could mix up the samples, and I could
end up having some serial killer’s kid. More than anything in the
world, I wanted to know and love the person—just like a do
you.”

“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to find someone
else.”

Tears streamed freely down her cheeks. “How
can you do this to me? You promised that you would help
me—that Travis was telling you to do it—and now you’re just going
to turn your back on me?”

“It’s not that easy, Em.”

“It seems pretty cut and dried to me. I guess
that’s what hurts the most. I don’t know why you won’t fight for
me—to make an ultimatum with Jeff.”

Connor’s dark eyes narrowed at her. “Don’t
you get it? I have fought for you! I’ve argued with Jeff
until I’m blue in the face, but this is where we’re at now. I can
either chose you and lose the man I love, or I can chose not to be
your sperm donor.”

Emma shook her head. “You forgot one part of
that last statement. If you choose not to be my sperm donor, then
you lose me too.”

When she started to rise out of her chair,
Connor grabbed her arm. “Emma, don’t do this!”

“I’m sorry. But that’s just the way I
feel.”

“But you know how much I love you,” Connor
protested.

“Maybe. I mean, I thought you loved me, but I
guess just not enough.” She then slung out of his grip and stalked
out of the coffee-shop. Fumbling in her purse, she dug out her
phone as she hustled down the sidewalk to her car. She could barely
hold down the sobs as she dialed the familiar number. “Hey Case,
it’s me. You got a minute?”
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CHAPTER ONE

Emma Harrison
stood back to admire her hard work. A brief smile of satisfaction
flickered on her face. Somehow she had managed to perform an almost
miraculous undertaking of transforming the dingy 4th
floor conference room into an exquisite pink dream. She was
especially proud of herself considering decorating and party
planning weren’t exactly her forte. Of course when it came to
selling the image any mother-to-be would want in a baby shower, her
position at one of the premiere advertising agencies in Atlanta
helped a lot. Cocking her head, she noticed the It’s a Girl
banner was hanging slightly to the left. After she fixed it, her
fingertips smoothed over the pale pink tablecloth adorned with
refreshments and colorfully wrapped presents for the upcoming
arrival.

She blew an errant strand of auburn hair out
of her face and tried smoothing it back into the knot at the base
of her neck. Yes, this is exactly what I would want for my baby
shower…if I ever get to have one. A stabbing pain entered her
heart before crisscrossing its way through her chest. It was a
feeling she was becoming all too familiar with as her thirtieth
birthday loomed around the corner, hovering over her like a dark
cloud, while motherhood, along with Mr. Right, still evaded her.
Being husbandless and childless was all the more painful after her
parents’ deaths. After losing her mother two years ago, she had
sworn she would replace the love she had lost by finding a husband
and having a child. Unfortunately, nothing in her life seemed to
work out as well as she planned it in her head.

Struggling out of her thoughts, she flipped
her watch—the one that had belonged to her late mother—over to read
the time. Only fifteen minutes before the guests, mainly her
coworkers, started arriving. Okay, Em, it’s time to get your
game face on. The hostess of the shower can’t let the green
eyed monster of jealousy consume her and cause her to go apeshit,
flipping over tables and throwing gifts in a Hulk-like rage! Get a
grip!

The pep talk did little to still the churning
emotions coursing through her. She gripped the table until her
knuckles turned white. As the silent tears streamed down her
cheeks, she quickly wiped them away. Raising her deep green eyes to
the ceiling, she thought, Please help me get through
this.

“You know, I have a nail file in my desk
drawer if you want to slit your wrists. It would be a hell of a lot
quicker than what you’re doing now!”

Emma jumped and clutched her chest. She
whirled around to see her best friend, Casey, smirking at her. She
frantically swiped the remaining tears from her eyes with the back
of her hand. “Jeez, Case, you scared the shit out of me!”

“Sorry. I guess you were just so lost in
misery and self-loathing that you didn’t hear me say your
name.”

Ducking her head, Emma replied, “I don’t know
what you’re talking about. I was just checking to make sure
everything looked all right before everyone gets here.”

Casey rolled her eyes. “Em, what were you
thinking agreeing to this? It’s slow emotional suicide.”

“How could I not? Therese is the one who got
me the job here. She taught me everything I know. She’s gone
through three rounds of In-Vitro Fertilization. If anyone
deserves a baby shower, it’s her.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t have to be the one to
throw it. I mean, she would have totally understood—especially with
everything that’s happened lately with Connor.”

Emma’s phone buzzed on the table. She glanced
at the ID and grimaced. “Speak of the devil.”

“Is he still calling and texting nonstop?”
Casey asked.

“Yep. Lucky me.”

“Let me answer. I’ll tell that asshat you’re
going to get a restraining order or something.”

“He’s harmless, Case.”

“You just need to tell him to man-up, grow a
pair and give you some sperm.”

A giggle escaped Emma’s lips. “As tempting as
that would be, I’d better pass. The whole sperm/baby thing is what
started this whole mess to begin with.”

Casey gave a frustrated grunt. “The very fact
you’re considering having someone donate sperm is ridiculous.” She
placed her hands on Emma’s shoulders. “You are way too beautiful
and sweet and amazing to give up on the dating world to have a
kid.”

“Nice pitch there with the compliments. Have
you ever thought of working in advertising?” Emma mused.

“Ha, ha, smartass. I wasn’t trying to sell
you anything. It’s the damn truth. I don’t know when you’re finally
going to believe it. Most of all, I want to know when the men
around this city are going to get their heads out of their asses
and see it too!”

Emma threw her hands up in exasperation.
“Case, considering my biological clock is clanging, rather than
ticking, I think it’s a little late for all that.”

“But you’re not even thirty,” Casey
protested.

“I know that, but I’ve wanted a baby since I
was twenty. I want—no I need—to have a family again. Losing
my parents and not having brothers or sisters—” Her voice choked
off with emotion.

Casey rubbed Emma’s arm sympathetically.
“You’ve still got lots of time for babies. And the husband could
still come along. ”

Rolling her eyes, Emma said, “Might I remind
you of the idiot parade I have had the misfortune to go out with in
the last six months?”

“Oh, come on, they weren’t that bad.”

“Are we grading on an extreme curve or
something? First, there was Andy the,” she made air quotes with her
fingers, “practically separated accountant whose wife
tracked us down on our date and proceeded to go mental on him in
the middle of the Cheesecake Factory.”

“Shit, I remember him now. Didn’t the cops
get called?”

“Oh yes. I had to call Connor to come get me
because they were both arrested for disrupting the peace!”

“So there was one bad seed in the mix,” Casey
argued.

“Then there was the mortician who regaled me
all during dinner about the ins and outs of embalming, not to
mention I think he had a pretty unhealthy attachment to some of his
dearly departed clients.”

Casey made a gagging noise. “Okay, I’ll admit
that necrophilia could turn anyone off from dating for awhile.”

“Awhile? How about a freaking
lifetime, Case?” Emma shuddered. “Thank God, it was one date, and
he never touched me.”

“So two bad eggs. There’s a whole city of men
out there, Em.”

Emma swept her hands to her hips. “And I
guess you’re having selective amnesia about Barry, the
dentist?”

Casey scrunched her face up as in pain. “Is
he still in jail on those voyeurism charges?”

Emma bobbed her head. “Thankfully, the state
is pretty tough on asshats who set up hidden cameras in the
men’s locker-room at the gym!”

“Well, those are the extreme cases.”

“Frankly, some of the other girls in our
department think I need to write a book on bad dating
experiences!”

“Now wait a minute. You’ve gone out with some
decent guys, too.”

Emma sighed. “And the instant they realized I
wasn’t going to bed with them before the appetizer arrived, they
bolted for the door. If we actually made it through dinner, then
the stench of my marriage and baby desperation drove them
away.”

Casey grinned. “See you’re going about this
the wrong way. You need to give in to the idea of throwing caution
to the wind and having mindless sex to conceive.”

“I don’t think so.” Emma shook her head.
“Just because Connor bailed on the idea of sperm donation, doesn’t
mean I’m giving up. Somehow, someway, I’m going to have a child to
love.”

***

Aidan Fitzgerald rubbed his blurring blue
eyes. He peeked through his fingers at the clock on the computer
screen. Damn, it was already after seven. Even if he wanted to
finish the project, his brain was too fried. He could barely make
out the words in front of him. He turned off his computer, secure
in the thought that his newly elevated promotion of Vice President
of marketing meant he could wait until the morning and not have
someone bitch at him for slacking off.

With a groan, Aidan rose out of his chair and
stretched his arms over his head. He grabbed his bag and headed to
the door. As he flipped off his office lights, his stomach rumbled.
There was probably nothing at the house to eat, so he’d probably
need to pick up something on the way. For a brief instant, he
wished there was a woman waiting on him with a home-cooked meal. He
quickly shrugged the thought away. A couple of meals weren’t worth
the hassle of long-term relationships. In the end, he was much
happier with begging dinners off one of his married sisters. At
least until they launched into one of their tirades about how he
couldn’t be a bachelor for the rest of his life, and at thirty-two,
it was time for him to settle down and have a family.

“Bullshit,” he muttered under his breath at
the thought. The attractive cleaning lady down the hall raised her
head.

She then gave him an alluring smile.
“Goodnight Mr. Fitzgerald.”

“Goodnight Paula,” he replied. He smacked the
button for the elevator, fighting the urge to close the gap between
them and strike up conversation. He raked a hand through his sandy
blond hair and shook his head. Talking to Paula would most likely
lead to some tryst in the storeroom closet, and as much as he would
enjoy that, he was getting a little old for those kinds of
hook-ups.

The elevator jolted him down to the first
floor. Heated voices met Aidan the moment he stepped off, causing
him to grunt in frustration. Damn, the last thing he needed after
working late and being cock-teased by the cleaning lady was to come
up on some domestic dispute. And from the tone of both a man and
woman’s voice, that’s exactly what it was.

“Connor, I can’t believe you cornered me here
at work!” a woman hissed.

“What was I supposed to do? You won’t answer
my calls or emails. I had to see if you were all right.”

“I told you to leave me alone, and I meant
it!”

“But I love you, Em. I don’t want to lose
you.”

At the sound of scuffling, the woman’s voice
raised an octave. “Stop! Don’t you dare touch me!”

The protective side of Aidan stirred at the
woman’s tone, sending him barreling around the corner. “Hey! Get
your damn hands off her!” he bellowed.

The couple startled at the sight of him. The
woman’s tear stained face flushed crimson, and she ducked her head
to avoid Aidan’s intense gaze. Immediately, he recognized her—Emma
Harrison, 4th floor advertising, and the woman he’d
tried unsuccessfully to take home from the company’s Christmas
Party. From the way she refused to meet his eye, he knew she
recognized him as well.

Aidan turned his attention to the guy,
Connor, whose eyes were wide with fear. He hastily dropped his
hands from Emma’s shoulders and took several steps back. Connor
looked like he was ready to bolt out the nearest exit. Aidan then
realized how intimidating he must appear with his fists clenched at
his side, his jaw hard set. He tried relaxing his stance, but his
blood still pumped so hard in his ears he couldn’t.

Connor held up his hands in surrender. “I’m
not sure what you think was going on, but we were just
talking.”

Aidan narrowed his eyes. “I think from the
way she was crying and begging you to stop touching her, it was a
lot more than talking.” He started to ask Emma if she was
all right, but she blew past him and escaped into the restroom. He
glared at Connor.

“Look man, you’ve got it all wrong. I—”

“What’s not to get? You obviously can’t let
your ex-girlfriend or ex-wife or whatever she is go, even though
she can’t stand for you to touch her!”

Nervous laughter erupted from Connor. He
silenced it the minute Aidan cocked his eyebrows at him and took a
step forward. “Trust me, you’re so very, very wrong. Emma’s not my
ex.”

“Then what’s the deal?”

Connor cleared his throat. “Fine, you want
the truth? Here it is. I’m gay, and Emma’s been my best friend
since middle school.”

Aidan’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously?”

“Yep.”

“Huh…then I stand corrected. Sorry about
that.”

Connor shrugged. “It’s okay. I probably
would’ve done the same thing if I thought some asshole was hassling
a woman. Well, I probably wouldn’t if he was twice my size like
you.” He glanced past Aidan to the bathroom and grimaced. “Dammit,
I hate when she’s mad at me. I don’t think she’s ever been so angry
and so hurt. I just don’t know what to do to make it right, ya
know?”

Aidan shifted on his feet, sensing the
conversation was headed into emotional territory, which was
somewhere he tried avoiding at all costs. He held one hand up. “Hey
man, it’s really none of my business.” But the moment the words
left his lips, he was sure they had fallen on deaf ears. The
anguished expression on Connor’s face told him he wouldn’t be
getting away without hearing the full, dramatic story, unless he
literally tried to out run him.

With a sigh, Connor ran his hand through his
dark hair. In a low voice, he said, “She’s crazy about kids, and
her biological clock is all in a snit to have baby for like the
last two years. Loving her the way I do, I’d promised her I’d be
the father and donate to the cause.”

Okay, so maybe that wasn’t the story Aidan
had expected. “Don’t tell me. You chickened out when it came down
to doing the deed?”

Connor scowled at him. “Ha, ha, asshole, real
funny. For your information, it was going to be done in a
clinic.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Aidan mused, with
a sly smile.

“Dude, gay, remember?” “Sorry.” For reasons
he couldn’t possibly fathom, Aidan was so intrigued by the story he
felt the need to prompt Connor to continue. “So what happened?”

“My partner isn’t ready to have children. I
promised him that Emma didn’t necessarily want me involved, but he
won’t budge. It’s been hell choosing between the man I love and my
best friend.”

“Why can’t she just go to a sperm bank or
something?”

Connor chuckled. “Emma has it in her mind
there will be this horrible mix-up where her choice of a prime
donor’s sample was swapped with some serial killer’s.”

Aidan grinned. “I guess I can see her
point.”

A buzz went off in Connor’s pocket. He dug it
out and then groaned at the ID. “Shit, it’s Jeff. He’ll have my ass
for coming here and trying to talk to Emma. I really, really
have to go.” His gaze once again went to the bathroom. “I hate to
leave her though…”

“You go on. I’ll see she gets to her car
okay.”

“Really? That would be awesome.” He thrust
out his hand. “It was nice meeting you…”

“Aidan. Aidan Fitzgerald.”

“Connor Montgomery.” After they shook hands,
Connor smiled. “Thanks for all your help and for totally misreading
the entire situation.”

Aidan laughed. “It was a pleasure almost
kicking your ass.”

“Hey now,” Connor replied. When his phone
rang, he winced and gave a short wave before bringing it to his
ear. “Babe, yeah, sorry I missed your texts. I’m on my way home
now.” He pushed through the glass doors and disappeared into the
night.

With a shake of his head, Aidan started
across the lobby to the bathroom. He rapped on the door. In a
shrill voice, Emma shouted, “Go away, Connor! I have nothing else
to say to you! Not to mention, you just embarrassed the hell out of
me in front of one of the biggest assholes in the company!”

“Biggest asshole, huh?” he murmured under his
breath. Not exactly a title he was proud of, especially coming from
a woman. He was used to hearing much more flattering descriptions
of himself from them. Well, at least in the beginning before he
walked away. After that, things usually took a nasty turn.

“I’m not leaving this bathroom until I know
you’re gone!”

Aidan sighed. She was a determined one that
was for sure not to mention stubborn as hell. His mind flashed back
to how beautiful and sexy she’d looked at the Christmas party—how
the slinky green dress she’d worn flowed over her curves making her
irresistible. When he’d seen her across the room with some
girlfriends, he had been determined to spend the night with her.
Her shy smiles and glances up at him through her eyelashes had
spurned him on to close the small space between them. Of course, by
the time he’d arrived at her side, her interfering friends had
already informed her of his dubious reputation as a heartbreaker
and serial womanizer.

“Women,” he muttered under his breath as he
pushed through the bathroom door. Emma sprawled out on the tapestry
settee with a wet paper towel over her eyes. On one side, her skirt
was jacked halfway up her hip, giving him a fabulous view of legs
and thighs. At the sound of footsteps, she gave a frustrated grunt.
She stabbed the air in front of her with her index finger. “I swear
if you don’t leave me alone, I’m going to kick you so hard in the
balls there will no longer be any question about whether you can
father my children!”

Aidan chuckled. Her deep auburn hair so
foretold her fiery personality—one she’d showed him at the
Christmas party. All her bashfulness had evaporated in an instant
when she told him in no uncertain terms that she had no desires to
be one of his conquests or one night stands.

“Actually, it isn’t Connor.”

At the sound of a stranger’s voice, Emma
snatched the towel away from her eyes. Horror washed over her face
at the sight of Aidan standing before her. Quickly, she jerked her
skirt down and ran a hand through her disheveled hair. “I didn’t
expect to see you, Mr. Fitzgerald,” she said, meekly.

A grin slunk across his face. “No, I imagine
you were expecting to get to castrate Connor.”

Emma’s cheeks and neck flushed the color of
her hair. “I’m sorry you had to hear that, and I’m so sorry you had
to get in the middle of our argument. As embarrassing as it was—it
is—I appreciate what you tried to do.”

He shrugged. “I was happy to help.”

“Well, I am grateful. And I’m sorry for
ruining your evening.”

Never one to forgo an opportunity, Aidan
grinned. “You haven’t ruined my evening. In fact, the night is
still young, so why don’t you let me buy you a drink?”

She twisted the paper towel in her hands
before tossing it into the trashcan. “Um, that’s nice of you to
offer, but it’s been a long day. I should probably get home.”

“We could walk right across the street to
O’Malley’s.” At her continued hesitation, he laughed. “I promise
it’s not an offer to try to ply you with alcohol in your weakened
emotional state to get you to come home with me.” Secretly, he
hoped a drink or two might be able to thaw her icy veneer and give
him a chance to move in for the kill.

He wasn’t too surprised when shock flooded
Emma’s face. “Really?”

He crossed his fingers over his heart.
“Scout’s Honor,” he lied.

The corners of her lips quirked up like she
was fighting a smile. “Okay then. After the day I’ve had, I could
sure use one.” She glanced back at the mirror. “Oh, I’m a mess.
Could you give me a few minutes to freshen up?”

“Of course. I’ll be right outside.”


CHAPTER TWO

When the door closed behind Aidan, Emma
released the breath she had been holding in a long, exaggerated
whoosh. Deflated, she leaned against the bathroom counter.
Drinks with Aidan Fitzgerald, are you insane? Every woman in
the building knew his reputation of screw-em-and-leave-em, and
unless you wanted your heart broken, you steered clear of him.
Thoughts of their encounter at the Christmas party flashed like a
lightning storm through her mind.

Being new at the company, she had her eye out
for any potential single men. After catching him staring at her
several times, she’d innocently questioned Casey about who he was.
She had shaken her head so fast Emma was sure she was going to get
whiplash. “He’s a sex on a stick, Em, so you need to stay the hell
away from him unless you wanna get used!” she had replied.

The other ladies chimed in with very detailed
descriptions of some of Aidan’s infamous exploits with different
women at the company. So when he came sauntering over with his
bedroom eyes and swagger, she sent him on his way, tail between his
legs with her hard rejection.

She dug her make-up bag out of purse. Gazing
in the mirror, she reapplied some loose powder on her face. Her
tear-stained eyes needed the works of new eyeliner, mascara, and
eye-shadow. As a finishing touch, she rolled a tube of rose colored
lipstick across her lips.

Emma surveyed her reflection and groaned.
Why are you even bothering with your face? All he cares about is
what you look like from the neck down, preferably the waist!
God, of all the men in the building, it had to be Aidan that came
to her rescue. Mr. Manwhore Fitzgerald himself. He was the type of
man who wasn’t used to ever getting rejected, so he must have a
score to settle with her.

She tossed her makeup bag back in her purse.
With a deep breath, she headed outside. True to his word, Aidan sat
on one of the benches outside the bathroom. He shot up the moment
he saw her. “Ready?”

“Sure.”

They pushed through the revolving doors and
stepped out onto the sidewalk. Emma’s heels clicked along the
pavement. The warm air from the heavy traffic rushing past them
ruffled the bottom of her short skirt, and she fought to keep from
having a Marilyn Monroe Seven Year Itch moment. “You go to
O’Malley’s often?” she asked, trying to make conversation.

Aidan nodded. “A couple of nights a week me
and some of the guys from my department have a beer. Maybe catch
the latest game.” He punched the crosswalk button. “What about
you?”

Emma wrinkled her nose as they started across
the street. “Not really. I’m not much on the atmosphere.” When he
raised an eyebrow at her, she quickly said, “I mean, it’s fine
going with you tonight. It’s just not some place my girlfriends and
I like to hang out.”

With his signature cocky grin, Aidan held the
door to O’Malley’s open for her. “Let me guess. Since you’re with
me, you won’t have to worry about a bunch of drunken assholes
hitting on you.”

“Exactly. Well, maybe just one drunken
asshole.” She glanced up at him. “Depending on how much you
drink.”

Aidan’s eyes widened before he laughed. “I’ll
try to watch myself.”

A young blonde stood at the hostess stand.
She beamed at the sight of Aidan and adjusted her shirt to give him
a better view of her cleavage. He rewarded her efforts with a
smile. “Can we get a booth, Jenny?”

“Sure, Aidan. Follow me.”

As Jenny sashayed her hips in front of them,
Emma rolled her eyes at Aidan to which he winked in response. Jenny
sat them at a dimly lit table in the back of the bar. She handed
them a menu, and then stared directly at Aidan. “See ya later!”

He gave a brief wave and then turned his
attention to the menu. Feeling Emma’s heated gaze, he looked back
up. “What?”

“Nothing,” she murmured.

“If your nothing is about Jenny, I
told you I came here a lot.”

“I didn’t say anything,” she countered.

“You didn’t have to. The death glare you were
giving me was enough.” He smirked at her. “Since I know you want to
ask, Jenny is not one of my conquests, and I’ve never seen her
anywhere outside of O’Malley’s. Besides, her dad owns this place,
and he wouldn’t hesitate to kick my ass!”

For some reason, Emma found that statement
comforting. Still, she managed to keep her best poker face on and
shrugged her shoulders. “It’s none of my business.”

He only chuckled as a waiter came up the
table. “What can I get you two this evening?”

Aidan nodded at Emma. “I’ll have a margarita
on the rocks with no salt, please,” she said.

“Heineken in a bottle.”

The waiter jotted their order down on a
napkin and then headed over to the bar. Emma rested her elbows onto
the table and put her head in her hands. A long, exasperated sigh
escaped her lips.

“Bad day, huh?”

She raised her head, and a sad smile
flickered on her face. “Not one of my best. I really can’t blame
Connor for the worst of it either. It was already shot to hell
giving Therese a baby shower.”

“Your boss?” he asked, and Emma nodded. The
waiter returned with their drinks. Emma took a dainty swig of her
margarita while Aidan pulled a hearty gulp from his bottle. An
anxious feeling came over her at his curious expression, and she
feared he was about to ask a pretty loaded question.

“What was so wrong about the baby shower?
Someone get shitfaced on spiked punch and not want to play one of
the silly games like Guess What’s in the Diaper?”

Okay, so that wasn’t the question she was
expecting. “How in the world do you know what goes on at baby
shower?”

He grimaced. “I have four older sisters.
Trust me, I’ve spent some time in baby shower hell.”

Emma grinned. “I guess you have.”

“So what happened?” he prodded.

With a shrug, she replied, “Nothing really.
It was just harder than I thought it was going to be.”

“Because you want a baby of your own?”

She gasped and almost knocked her margarita
over. “Wait, how could you…?”

“Connor told me.”

Emma widened her eyes as a warm flush danced
over her cheeks and neck. “H-He did? W-What else did he say?”

Aidan took another swig before he answered.
“That he was supposed to father your baby, but he backed out.”

Even though she’d only had one sip of her
drink, the room tilted and spun around her. She shook her head,
trying to shake herself free of the nightmare turn the conversation
had taken. This couldn’t be happening. “I’m going to kill
him!”

“You don’t need to do that.”

“Are you kidding me?” Emma’s voice shot up an
octave. “It was bad enough when he was texting and calling all the
time. Now he’s shown up at my work to harass me. But worst of all,
he told you, of all people, the most private detail of my
personal life!”

Aidan leaned forward, bumping his elbows
against hers. “Me of all people…what’s that supposed to mean?”

Emma ducked her head. “Nothing.”

“Oh no. You’re not getting off so easy.”

“It’s just with the type of man you are, you
can’t possibly understand my problems or my desires.”

Aidan snorted. “Let me guess. Because of my
alleged womanizing reputation, I can’t fathom what it must be like
for you to want to be a mother so bad you’d get your gay best
friend to knock you up?”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Then tell me.”

Emma leaned over to where their faces were
only inches apart. “Since you think you know everything, tell me if
you understand this. Have you ever wanted something so bad you
think you’d die if you didn’t have it? That the mere thought of it
keeps you up at night. You can’t sleep, you can’t eat, you can’t
drink. You are so consumed by that desire nothing else matters, and
you’re not sure life is worth living if you can’t have it.” Bitter
tears stung her eyes, and she bit down on her lip to keep from
sobbing right in front of him.

While Aidan remained silent, Emma shook her
head and leaned back in her chair. “See? I rest my case. A man like
you can’t possibly understand what wanting a baby feels like for
me.”

“No, I get it. I really do.”

She arched her auburn eyebrows at him. “I
doubt that seriously.”

“Maybe to a certain extent…” A slow,
lascivious grin slunk across his face--one that sent warmth to her
cheeks and made her squirm in her chair. “I wanted you so bad at
the Christmas party I thought I’d die when you refused to come home
with me.”

The husky tone of his voice startled her.
“Excuse me?”

He scooted his chair so close to hers that
she fought the urge to back away. She gulped at his nearness. The
lustful gleam flashing in his eyes made him like the Big Bad Wolf
looming over her. “How much plainer can I make it? You were so damn
sexy in that green dress. Your hair was down and fell in waves
around your shoulders. And you kept giving me those innocent little
smiles from across the room.” His breath scorched against her cheek
before he whispered into her ear. “I’ve never wanted to fuck
someone so much as I wanted to you.”

She shoved him away with all the strength she
could muster. “God, you’re such an egotistical bastard! I’m baring
my soul to you about wanting a child and you tell me you want
to…to…”

Aidan crossed his arms over his chest.
“You’re a big girl, Emma. Can’t you say fuck?”

“You’re seriously disgusting.” She gripped
the edges of her glass and narrowed her eyes at him. “If I didn’t
desperately need the rest of my margarita, I’d throw it in your
arrogant face!”

He chuckled at her outrage. “Now is that
anyway to talk to the future father of your child?”

She snapped back in her seat like a rubber
band. “E-Excuse me?”

“I’m talking about a little proposition for
us both to get something we really, really want. I give a little,
and you give a little.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m talking about offering up my DNA for
you. Connor said you refused to go to a sperm bank because you
might end up bearing Satan’s spawn, so I figure I’d make a good
candidate.”

Emma widened her eyes as the shock waves
rolled violently against her. “You can’t be serious.”

“About which part: me being a donor or that
I’m a better choice than Satan’s spawn?” he asked, with a wicked
grin.

“Both…but mainly that you would want to be
my sperm donor.”

“Yeah, I’m serious.”

“Do you have any idea what being a sperm
donor entails?” she questioned.

He smirked at her. “I have a pretty good
idea.”

Emma shook her head. “How can you act so
flippant about it? It’s a huge commitment.”

“Give me a break. We’re talking about jerking
off into a plastic cup, not donating an organ.”

“It’s a little more than that actually.”

“I had some buddies do it in college. Nothing
too strenuous.” Aidan shrugged. “Besides, it’s not like I’m
agreeing to marry you and bring up the kid. It’s just a little DNA
shared between acquaintances. I’m sure Connor was going to sign
something saying he wasn’t raising the kid, right?”

“Yes, we had discussed a contract when Jeff
continued not to want Connor involved.”

“I bet I’m an even better candidate than
Connor was.”

“And how is that?”

“Everyone wants a healthy, smart, and
attractive kid, right? Well, I just got a clean bill of health with
my yearly company physical. My family doesn’t have a history of any
major diseases or mental illness. I graduated top of my class from
the University of Georgia, and I have my MBA.” He winked at
Emma. “And I think it’s safe to say I’d bring some mighty fine
looking genes into the picture.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “But what’s the
catch? No offense, but besides us working at the same company, I
barely know you. And what I do know isn’t very flattering.
Regardless of how lightly you’re taking it, offering a part of your
essence is a huge sacrifice on someone’s part. I just can’t imagine
you doing anything so unselfish.”

Aidan swept his hand over his heart. “Damn,
Emma, that really wounds me. I mean, I just put my life on the line
not an hour ago when you and Connor were fighting, yet I’m still a
selfish prick.”

She rolled her eyes. “Just answer the
question.”

He grinned. “Okay, okay, you’re right. My
motives are not completely unselfish.”

“I knew it!” she huffed.

“Here’s my proposition. I offer to father
your child, and you in turn, promise to conceive it with me
naturally.”

Fear radiated over her, causing to her to
shudder. “Naturally? As in you and I…have sex?”

“Most women would find that a little more
appealing than you just did,” he mused.

She shook her head furiously. “I can’t have
sex with you!”

“Why?”

“I just can’t.”

“You’re going to have to give me a
reason.”

Emma twisted the paper napkin in her hands
like she was prone to do when she was nervous. “It’s just I believe
sex is something sacred and special meant to be done between two
people who are deeply committed to each other and who are in
love.”

His brows furrowed. “And how many times have
you been deeply committed to someone?”

She refused to meet his expectant gaze.
“Once,” she whispered.

“Holy shit.” He shook his head. “That’s
unbelievable.”

Emma snapped her gaze up to meet his. “I’m
sure it’s hard for you to comprehend anyone who doesn’t bang
everything that moves! But I don’t play that game. And yes, I was
twenty when I lost my virginity to a guy I’d been dating for over a
year who later became my fiancée.”

“I didn’t realize you were divorced.”

“I’m not. He got killed in a car accident six
months before we were supposed to get married.” Emma fought the
deluge of emotions that arose from Travis’s memory. Regret was
there as much as grief. How many times had she tortured herself for
pushing their wedding date back? At the time, she thought she was
being practical and sensible. She wanted to finish college, and
then she wanted him to get half-way through medical school. That’s
how she had met Casey. Her boyfriend, Nate, and Travis were best
friends at Emory.

Aidan brought her out of her thoughts.
Grimacing, he said, “Jesus, Em, I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” she murmured.

“How long ago was it?”

“Four years.”

He choked on the beer he had just guzzled.
After he recovered from a coughing fit, he asked, “You haven’t have
sex in four years?”

“No,” she whispered, running her finger along
one of the deep grooves in the table’s wood. She hated herself for
admitting it to Aidan, but he had to understand why his proposition
was so absurd. Even though her need for a baby was desperate, it
wasn’t desperate enough to warrant having casual sex with a
notorious womanizer. Or was it…

“Fuck me,” he murmured. “How do you stand
it?”

Emma narrowed her eyes at his incredulous
expression. “When the last four years of your life have been a
living hell, sex doesn’t really rank high on your list of
priorities.”

Aidan furrowed his brows. “What do you
mean?”

She stared down at the napkin, which now lay
shredded in her lap, and tried to keep her emotions in check. The
last thing she wanted to do was become hysterical in front of him
for the second time that evening. “After Travis, my fiancée, was
killed, I just shut down for a year. I guess you could say I was
like a zombie. I got up, went to work, and came home. Then just as
I started to see sunlight again, my mom was diagnosed with cancer.
She was my whole world, and for eighteen months, my entire life was
consumed with taking care of her.” Tears blurred her eyes. “And
then she just slipped away.”

At the sight of Aidan’s stricken expression,
Emma gave a nervous laugh. “I can only imagine right now you’re
wishing you’d never asked me out for a drink, least of all
propositioned me.”

“That’s not what I was thinking at all.”

“Oh really now?”

“If you must know, I was thinking more about
how I’ve never met a woman like you before.”

“Is there supposed to be a compliment in
there?”

“Of course there is. I’m not that big of an
asshole, you know.” After she rolled her eyes skeptically, he took
her hand in his. “You’re like a paradox to me. One minute you’re
like this fragile flower and the next you’re tough as unflinching
steel.”

Emma couldn’t keep her mouth from gaping
open. “I can’t believe you just said something that deep and
sensitive.”

“I have my moments,” he replied, with a
grin.

“By all means, please try to have more of
them.”

Aidan’s jovial expression turned serious.
“I’m truly sorry about everything you’ve been through in the last
few years. No one should have to endure so much and do it
alone.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, as she tried not
to stare at him like he had suddenly grown horns. Was it actually
possible that underneath his self-centered persona there was
actually a good heart? One that truly cared about all she had been
through?

“And I’m also sorry about giving you such a
hard time about the sex thing. It’s quite refreshing to meet a
woman with old fashioned ideals.”

“You’re serious?”

Aidan gave Emma a sheepish grin. “Yes, I am.
It’s also nice to know that you’re very public rejection at the
Christmas party wasn’t just about me but more about your personal
beliefs.”

“Honestly, could you be more egotistical?”
Emma replied, but she couldn’t help smiling at him.

“All joking aside, I can see why you want to
have baby.”

“Oh you can?”

He nodded. “You’ve had so much death and loss
that you just want a little life in you.” He squeezed her hand.
“Right?”

Emma sucked in a raspy breath as his words
reverberated through her. How was it possible for someone like
Aidan to tap into the very heart of her emotions when even Casey
sometimes didn’t understand her deep desire for motherhood? “Yes,”
she murmured.

“Then let me give you that. Let me give you a
baby.”

She fought the urge to pinch herself at the
absurdity of the situation. How had she gone from being an
emotional wreck at the baby shower to having a man offering to
fulfill her wildest dreams? The rational side of mind her railed
against her heart. “Do you have any idea how crazy this sounds? I
don’t even know you! Why are you even offering up a part of
yourself to me of all people?”

“I already told you why.”

Emma gave a frustrated sniff. “So you can
sleep with me. That’s your only motivation?”

He gave her a crooked grin. “You vastly
underestimate your allure and sex appeal.”

“If I’m going to even begin to take you
seriously, you’re going to have to give me a better reason than
that.”

Aidan squirmed a little in his chair and
cleared his throat before replying. “Well, there is another
reason…”

“And?”

He scowled at her. “Okay, fine. I promised my
mother when she was dying of cancer that I would have children some
day. This way, I figure I can keep my promise with the least amount
of commitment necessary.”

Although he tried to hide it, Emma could see
the pain simmering in Aidan’s eyes. It was obvious how much he
loved his late mother. “I’m very sorry about your mother,” she
murmured.

He shrugged. “It was five years ago.”

“Why did she make you promise to have
children? I mean, didn’t she just assume you would have them one
day?”

“Not really.”

She gave a disgusted shake of her head. “I
bet you can’t even stand being around kids.”

“For your information, I have nine nieces and
nephews and a three month old great-nephew. If you talked to any of
them, they would tell you what a good uncle I am.” He took out his
iPhone and scrolled through a few pictures before thrusting the
screen in front of her.

“Oh,” Emma murmured, as she surveyed the
smiling faces. “I didn’t realize you had such a big family.”

“Four sisters, remember? Plus, we’re Irish
Catholic.”

She nodded. “Aren’t you a little young for a
great nephew?”

He pointed to an attractive middle-aged
woman. “Angela is fifteen years older than I am, and Megan wasn’t
actually expecting to become a mother at twenty-two.”

Emma smiled at the newborn in the young
girl’s arms. “He’s beautiful.”

“In nine months, that could be you,” Aidan
said softly.

Emotions swelled in her chest, and she felt
like she couldn’t breathe. She momentarily closed her eyes,
desperately trying to keep the frail thread of her sanity from
snapping in two. The answer to all her problems was sitting
directly across from her. All she had to do was say yes, and she
could finally be a mother. It was all too much to process, and she
desperately needed to get away from Aidan to think clearly.

When she finally opened her eyes again, she
found Aidan staring at her. She smiled apologetically. “I’ve had a
lot thrown at me today. I’m going to need some time to think about
this.”

“I understand. Take all the time you need.
You know where to find me.”

Emma nodded and then stood up. “Thanks for
the drinks…and for listening.”

He nodded. “Anytime.”

And then she did something that surprised
herself. She leaned over and kissed his cheek. When she pulled
away, Aidan’s eyes bulged. “Goodnight,” she murmured before
hightailing it out of the bar.

Late summer heat smacked against her face as
she started into the night. Drained emotionally and physically, her
legs felt wobbly, and she stumbled a little on the uneven pavement.
She had just entered the dimly lit parking deck when someone
grabbed her arm. Emma whirled around and used all her strength to
connect with the assailant’s face. Hard.

“Damn, you have a good right hook,” Aidan
groaned, bringing his hand to his right eye.

“Oh God, I’m so sorry! I didn’t know it was
you!” she apologized.

“No, it’s okay. I was a dick to not call out
your name first.” He peeked at her through one eye. “Let me guess.
You took the company up on their Female Assertiveness Training
course?” She bobbed her head. “Yeah, well, they taught you well.
I’m just glad you didn’t go for the old SING method.”

“Oh, the Solarplexus, Instep, Nose, Groin
thing?”

Aidan nodded. “Nailing me in the balls
wouldn’t have worked very well with my offer.”

Desperate to change the subject away from his
manly parts, she asked, “What are you doing anyway?”

“My car is here.”

“Oh, that’s right,” she muttered, feeling
like an idiot.

“And I promised Connor I’d make sure you got
to your car okay.”

She tried to resist the fluttering of her
heart at his act of kindness. “Thank you. That was awfully sweet of
you.” She pointed down the aisle. “I’m just over there.”

“I can walk you.” When she eyed him
skeptically, he grinned. “You know, to prove chivalry isn’t dead
and all.”

“Okay then.”

Their shoes echoed off the pavement, filling
the silent parking deck. “So, um, do you live nearby?” he
asked.

“No, I’m about thirty minutes away in East
Cobb.”

“That’s not too bad a drive. You know, when
there isn’t any traffic.”

Emma ducked her head to keep from giggling at
Aidan’s bad attempt at small talk. She must not have hid her
amusement very well because he suddenly asked, “What’s so
funny?”

She smiled. “Oh, I was just wondering when
you might mention the weather.”

“I was that bad, huh?”

“It’s okay.”

He grinned at her. “I guess I’m off my game
because you’re not like the women I usually come in contact with.”
When she opened her mouth to protest, he shook his head. “Trust me,
Em, it’s a compliment.”

“Oh, I see.” Emma motioned to her Accord.
“Well, here I am.”

“Connor would be proud I got you here safe
and sound.”

Emma grunted as she fished her keys out of
her purse. “If he lives to see tomorrow after blabbing to you like
he did. I’m surprised he hasn’t taken out a billboard on I-75
saying, “Please Knock Up My Friend!”

Aidan laughed. “Go easy on him. He cares
about you.”

Her eyes widened in surprise at the
tenderness of his tone. “I know he does.” They stood awkwardly for
a moment, staring into each other’s eyes. “Well, thanks again for
tonight and for walking me to my car.”

“You’re welcome.” While Emma pressed the
unlock button on her key fob, Aidan started walking away, but then
he stopped. He turned back and shook his head. “Oh fuck it.” Taking
Emma totally off guard, he shoved her against the car. He wrapped
his arms around her waist, jerking her flush against him.
Electricity tingled through her at his touch, and his scent invaded
her nostrils, making her feel lightheaded.

She squirmed in his arms. “What are you—”

He silenced her by leaning over and crushing
his lips against hers. She protested by pushing her hands against
his chest, but the warmth of his tongue sliding open her lips
caused her to feel weak. Her arms fell limply at her sides.

Aidan’s hands swept from her waist and up her
back. He tangled his fingers through her long hair as his tongue
plunged in her mouth, caressing and teasing Emma’s. Her hands left
her side to wrap around his neck, drawing him even closer to her.
God, it had been so very long since someone had kissed her, and it
had taken Travis a week to get up the nerve to kiss her like this.
Aidan was hot and heavy right out of the gate.

Using his hips, Aidan kept her pinned against
the car as he kept up his assault on her mouth. Just when she
thought she couldn’t breathe and might pass out, he released her
lips. Staring down at her with eyes hooded and drunk with desire,
Aidan smiled. “Maybe that will help you with your decision.”

And then he pulled away and started off back
down the aisle, leaving her hot, bothered, and alone against the
car.


CHAPTER THREE

During the
next day at lunch, Casey strolled through Emma’s office door and
tossed her wallet on the desk. “Do not under any circumstances let
me near the vending machines. I have another dress fitting in a
week, and it’s salads and celery until then.”

Emma half-heartedly chuckled. Her mind was
still reeling from the previous night’s events to be too involved
in Casey’s wedding dress diet drama. She had spent the night
tossing and turning as her mind whirled with Aidan’s proposition.
But mainly she’d been kept awake by her lips still burning from
Aidan’s scorching kiss. Her body had ached with longing most of the
night as well until she had finally broken down and dug her
vibrator out of the nightstand drawer.

After plopping down in the chair, Casey
cocked her head at Emma. “What’s up with you?”

“Nothing,” Emma lied.

Casey eyed her while opening up her
Tupperware container. “Bullshit. You look like hell.”

“Thanks. I’m going to assume that’s the low
carb diet stress talking, and you’re not just intentionally being
bitchy?”

“Ha, ha. You look like you’re having a baby
shower emotional hangover today,” Casey replied, through a forkful
of lettuce.

“No, it’s nothing like that.” She doodled
mindlessly on her desk calendar. Although she wasn’t really sure
she was ready to say anything to Casey about her evening with
Aidan, she would burst if she didn’t tell someone. At the same
time, she knew she needed her best friend’s advice if she was
really going to take his offer seriously. “Case?”

“Hmm?” Casey didn’t look up. Instead, she
stared at her salad with a disgusted expression. “You know, I’d
kill for some ranch dressing right now.”

“I need to tell you something.”

Casey snatched her gaze from the Tupperware
over to Emma. “Oh shit. I don’t like your tone. What is it? You’re
getting fired? No, wait, I’m getting fired?”

Emma waved her hand dismissively. “No, no,
it’s nothing like that. It’s just…” She drew in a deep breath.
“After the baby shower, I had drinks with Aidan Fitzgerald.”

“Oh Jesus you didn’t! Em, I warned you about
him!” Casey pinched her eyes shut. “Please tell me he didn’t take
advantage of your weak emotional state after the baby shower?”

“Give me a little credit,” Emma huffed.

Casey’s dark eyes flew open. “Then what
happened?”

Emma then proceeded to tell her everything
from Connor showing up and confronting her to Aidan’s offer of DNA.
When she got to the part of conceiving naturally, Casey shot out of
her chair, sending her salad flying. “Holy shit, Em!”

“I didn’t say yes.”

Casey’s eyes widened. “And why not?”

“Why not? You just freaked out two
seconds ago when you thought I had hooked up with him!”

“That’s different. I know you want a
relationship—a husband, and Aidan Fitzgerald is not
husband material. But he’s sure as hell stud material.” When Emma
didn’t respond, Casey leaned over her desk. “Why did you really
turn him down?”

Emma refused to look up. “Well…you know.”

“That’s your answer? I can’t think of a
possible reason to say no! Let me break it down for you. You have
the opportunity to get what you want most in this world, a
baby, from a smart, healthy, good-looking man while
combining it with potentially mind blowing sex.”

Emma flushed and shook her head. “You know my
experience, or lack thereof, with men. I wouldn’t even know how to
begin.”

“Oh, I’ve got a million different scenarios
in mind right now on how you start,” Casey replied, waggling her
eyebrows.

“Ew!” Emma screeched.

Casey laughed. “Okay, okay, I won’t torture
you with anymore innuendos.”

“Thank you.”

“But,” Casey said, holding up one hand, “only
if you’ll promise to take Aidan up on his offer.”

Emma jerked her fingers through her hair in
frustration. “Trust me, there’s a very insistent but annoying voice
in my head telling me to march up to his office this very instant
and tell him yes. Like it was some weird twisted stroke of fate
that made him appear when he did last night.”

“Sounds like the voice of reason talking to
you, and I couldn’t agree with it more. He’s offering to give you
the experience of a lifetime, in more ways than one. I mean, if I
hadn’t been in love with Nate for five years, I would’ve considered
letting Aidan make a play for me.”

Emma crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh
really?”

“Yes,” Casey replied dreamily. “It’s like I
told you before, he’s sex on a stick. Who wouldn’t want to
experience that at least once in their life?”

“So what you’re saying is Nate isn’t sex on a
stick?”

Casey chuckled. “Nate is barely sex on a low
fat wheat-thin. But I sowed a few wild oats back in my day, so I’m
totally satisfied with what I have.” She bent over to grab up her
abandoned container and silverware. Waving her fork at Emma, she
said, “You, on the other hand, have a bag of oats needing
satisfying.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Let’s leave my oats
out of this please.”

“Come on, Em. Aren’t you the least bit
curious what it might be like to have sex with him?”

Heat rose in Emma’s cheeks as she thought of
Aidan’s steamy kiss against the car. If he could get her that hot
and bothered in a dingy parking lot, what could he do in the
bedroom? “Of course I am. I’m about to hit my sexual prime, so I’m
not totally dead in the desire area.”

“Then what the hell is the problem?”

Emma pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Okay,
here’s a really bad analogy for you. Aidan is like the Indy 500 of
Sex, and I need someone who is more—”

“Bumper cars?”

“I was going to say the slow lane,
smartass.”

Casey laughed. “Sorry. I couldn’t help going
there.” She straightened up in her chair. “Go on then.”

Emma twirled her pencil absentmindedly. “What
I meant is that Travis and I were the same speed. Sure, I’d messed
around with a few guys, had some third base action, but nothing
like with him. He had only been with one other girl. We dated
forever, and he was patient and took his time.” She shook her head.
“Aidan doesn’t impress me as the patient, understanding type. He’s
more like the ‘wham, bam, thank you ma’am’ type.’”

“You won’t ever know unless you try. And
hell, Em, he’s not a Neanderthal whose going to grab you up by the
hair and drag you off to his cave.” Casey paused and licked her
lips. “Although that scenario has some kinky potential.”

“Case, please,” Emma moaned.

“Fine. Here’s the bottom line. Regardless of
whether you’re in love with the person or not, sex is all about
communicating. So just let him know what you want or don’t want. He
obviously wants you pretty bad if he’s willing to offer up his DNA
for a little roll in the hay, so I’m sure he’ll be more than
willing to do it your way.”

Images of Aidan’s fleeting kindness and
concern flashed in her mind. He wasn’t the total asshole she had
once thought he was. “I guess so…”

Casey sighed. “Okay, Em, let’s forget all
about the sex pressure and about what kind of man Aidan is. Just
for one moment think of nothing else but what it would feel like
this time next year to hold your very own baby in your arms.”

Tears stung Emma’s eyes at the thought, and
it took her back to what Aidan had said to her last night. A
baby—that was the bottom line. Sure, Aidan was practically a
stranger to her, but it would be the same thing, if not worse, if
she used a sperm donor. She had the opportunity to get to know her
baby’s father live and in the flesh where she never would if she
went to a clinic. She hadn’t been left with a whole lot of options,
so if she was going to have a baby, this plan made the most
sense.

She drew in a ragged breath and then exhaled
it noisily. Casey had managed to break down what little resolve she
had left. “Once again you’ve proven you belong in advertising
because you’ve just sold me on taking Aidan’s proposition.”

Casey squealed as she came around the side of
the desk. Throwing her arms around Emma’s neck, she grinned
wickedly. “Oh Em, just think about the beautiful child you and
Aidan are going to make together. He or she will be a hell of a
heartbreaker one day!”

Emma smiled. An image flickered in her mind
of a baby with her piercing green eyes and Aidan’s sandy hair. She
was about to make her dreams come true.


CHAPTER FOUR

A few days later when Emma glanced up, Aidan
stood framed in her doorway. Cupping her hand over the phone, she
motioned him in. As he swept into her office, her attention was
reluctantly drawn away from his handsome features and back to the
voice on the line. “Yes, I’ll set that up. Thanks again.” She hung
up and penciled in the appointment. Once she was finished, she
smiled at him. “I’m glad you could see me today.”

“I’m always happy to make time for you Emma.”
It irked her when he smiled at the warmth tingeing her cheeks. “I’m
assuming since you called me down here you’re ready to take me up
on my offer.” He leaned in, resting his palms on her desk. His face
was mere inches from hers. “I’m sure you’ve thought about it long
and hard, weighed your options.”

“Yes,” she murmured, as her body was becoming
all too aware of the closeness of his. She hated he had that much
effect on her.

“Was it the thought of seeing me naked that
finally sealed the deal?”

At his impish grin, Emma rolled her eyes. “Do
you think you could muster just an ounce of maturity considering
the seriousness of the situation?”

Aidan chuckled and plopped down in the chair
across from her. “Fine, I’ll try.”

“It would be in both of our best interests to
enter into this arrangement from a business standpoint. First, we
need to submit to blood tests to ensure there are no chances for
STD’s or other health issues.”

“I can assure you I’m clean, but I’ll be
happy to submit.”

“Thank you.” Emma passed a manila folder over
to him. “I also had my lawyer draw this up.”

He eyed it before bringing his gaze back to
hers. “A contract, huh?” He leaned back in his chair and flipped
the folder open. “Is this one of those contracts like in that kinky
book where we outline what we’re willing to do or not do during
sex? Like our hard limits and safe words?”

Emma felt a wildfire of embarrassment
spreading through her cheeks. “Absolutely not!”

Aidan laughed. “Glad to hear it. Just so you
know, I don’t go in for freaky shit like whips and chains.”

“That’s so good to hear! Now can you please
take this seriously?” Emma huffed. She rose out of her chair and
came around the side of the desk. “This contract outlines what is
expected, or I suppose I should say, what is not expected of
you in regards to what happens after you father my child.” As Aidan
skimmed over the first few paragraphs, she continued. “Honestly
what it boils down to is protection for you. It ensures I can never
try to hold you to any financial obligations, such as child support
or paternity settlements.”

“Section Five doesn’t seem to have anything
to do with finances,” Aidan replied, holding out the contract.

Emma didn’t have to look at the paperwork.
She knew exactly what the paragraph entailed. “Section Five
protects me in case you ever try to sue me for custody or try to
take the child.”

“You think I would do something like
that?”

“Well no. It’s just my attorney said—”

Aidan’s eyes darkened. “This paragraph says I
can never have verbal or physical contact with my child.”

“I didn’t think you wanted to. You said
before you never really wanted children or the responsibility,” she
argued.

“That’s true, but what if I change my mind?
Say years from now, I want to see how he or she turned out? And
what if the kid wanted to see me one day?”

“I don’t know.” She hung her head and leaned
back against the desk. “When it was Connor fathering the baby, I
had all the answers. We’d known and loved each other since we were
twelve. His parents wanted grandchildren, so I knew he would be
involved in some way, regardless of what Jeff wanted.” She raised
her head to meet Aidan’s expectant gaze. “With you, everything’s up
in the air.”

They stared at each other for a moment. Aidan
reached in his suit pocket and took out a pen. “Fine. We’ll do it
your way.” He started to scrawl his signature across the
contract.

“Wait!” she cried.

He glanced up at her in surprise. “What is
it?”

She drew in a deep breath before exhaling
loudly. “If you’re truly serious about seeing the baby, we can
renegotiate.”

“Okay. But just amend the part about being
able to see the child. I don’t want any part of changing diapers or
middle of the night feedings, got it?”

She smiled. “I understand.”

“So how do we proceed?”

“Actually, I was hoping as soon as
possible—well, as soon as our test results come back. I should be
ovulating then.”

“Huh?”

She flushed. “It’s the time when it’s easiest
for me to get pregnant.”

“So we won’t be banging 24-7?” Aidan asked
with a grin.

“No. That’s not how conceiving works.”

“What a pity,” he mused.

Emma went back around her desk to glance at
her calendar. “Would a week from Monday be okay?”

“Sounds good to me.”

Chewing on her lip, she hesitated before
outlining for him the rest of her baby-making demands. She was
embarrassed to talk about some of it in front of him.

“Spit it out, Em,” Aidan ordered, his tone
laced with amusement. She momentarily narrowed her eyes at him
since he was all too good at reading her body language.

“Okay, so here’s the deal. It’s best if we
have sex every other day during my fertile period. Having sex
everyday can be counterproductive for conceiving. So would you be
willing to meet me again on Wednesday and potentially Friday?”

“A MWF sex schedule? How efficient,” he
mused.

“Please be serious.”

A wicked grin flashed on his face. “Fine,
pencil me in. I’ll be ready and erect whenever you need me.”

“Thank you,” she replied, with a tight smile.
“Now that’s taken care of, where should we meet?”

“I’m thinking you want to keep this as
businesslike as possible, so it’s probably best we use some neutral
ground like a hotel room, rather than one of our homes.”

She nodded. “That sounds good.”

“Why don’t I make us a reservation at the
Grand Hyatt?”

Emma’s mouth dropped open. “The Grand Hyatt?”
she repeated.

Aidan chuckled. “I’m not a Best
Western/Holiday Inn sort of guy, Em.”

“Oh, no, that’s fine. It’s just I thought
since you were helping me out and all, I would take care of the
hotel fee, and several nights at the Hyatt is a little out of my
budget.”

Aidan shook his head. “No, I’ll take care of
it.”

“But—”

“I think it’s safe to say I make a lot more
money than you, so let me take care of this.” At her sharp intake
of breath, he held up his hands. “Besides, you need to be saving
your money to take care of the kid.”

Even though she didn’t like his salary
reference, she realized he had a point. “Fine then. You can
pay.”

“Thank you.”

“So Monday night at seven?” she asked.

“It’s a date.”


CHAPTER FIVE

At the sound of
the doorbell, Emma threw on her robe and hurried down the hallway
to let Casey in. She barely cracked open the door when Casey
demanded, “How are you holding up?”

Emma groaned. “I’m supposed to meet Aidan in
an hour, and I feel like I’m going to puke at any moment. I may
need a Xanax to make it through the night!”

“I imagined as much,” Casey replied as she
stepped into the foyer. “Never fear. I’m here now to talk you down
from the ledge and to ensure you’re looking fabulous.”

Emma gave Casey a quick hug. “You don’t know
how much this means to me.”

“Don’t mention it.” She patted Emma’s back.
“Besides, you’ve put up with a lot of my relationship bullshit over
the years. I figured I owed you!”

They strode down the hallway and into Emma’s
bedroom. “So what are you wearing?” Casey
asked.

Emma motioned to a rather
demure black dress hanging on the closet door. Casey shook her
head. “No, no, no! That one is way too understated for something
like tonight!”
           

“Honestly, Case, he knows I’m a sure thing.
Why does it matter what I have on? It’s not like I’ll be wearing it
long.”

Casey rolled her eyes. “Don’t be silly, Em.
Men are so visual. You’ve got to get him raring to rip your clothes
off and ravish you the moment he sees you.”

“But we’re having dinner first,” Emma
protested as Casey barreled into the closet and flicked on the
light.

“Good, let him be at half-mast the entire
time and wanting to eat you for dessert!”

“I seriously cannot believe you thought that,
let alone said it!”

Casey gave a contemptuous snort. “Well, one
of us has to think of these things.”

Emma ignored her and went back to the
bathroom to start on her make-up. She slid rose-colored blush
across her ivory cheeks when Casey finally burst through the door.
“Ooh, this one!” She thrust out a short, strapless emerald chiffon
dress.          

The lilac colored walls of the bathroom
suddenly began to close in on Emma. She shook her head wildly at
Casey. “No, I can’t wear that.”

“Why not? It’s sexy, but not slutty, and it’s
his favorite color on you. Plus, it’ll show off that fabulous rack
of yours!”

A slow, emotional burn radiated through her
chest, and for a moment, she was so overcome she couldn’t speak.
When she finally did, her voice was strained with emotion. “That’s
the dress I wore to mine and Travis’s engagement party.”

Casey’s beaming expression momentarily
faltered, but then she quickly plastered back on a smile. “You
should totally wear it again. That was a happy night, and tonight
is a happy one because it starts a new chapter of your life, the
one where you become a mom.”

Emma stared at the dress
for a moment. A crystal clear image cut through her mind of her
mother, clutching her heart, and smiling broadly. Her mother’s
voice echoed through her mind the same as it had that day in the
store. Oh Em, honey, that dress is to die
for! You’ll take Travis’s breath away. She
closed her eyes, trying both to savor the memory and keep her
emotions in check. When she was sure she wouldn’t cry, she opened
her eyes and smiled at Casey. “You’re
right. It needs some more wear and some more memories with
it.”

“That’s the spirit!”
Wrapping her arms around Emma, Casey squeezed her
tight. “Damn, I’m proud to call you my best friend. You’re so
strong and resilient with all you’ve been through, and then
deciding to have a baby on your own like this. You’re my own little
Steel Magnolia!”

Emma grinned. “Who knew it would take casual
sex to get you so sentimental.”

“I’m just so happy for you, and that I’ll get
to be an auntie.”

“Godmother, remember?”
            

Casey wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know if I
want all the moral and ethical responsibility that comes with being
a godmother. I’m more the naughty aunt who sneaks them into R rated
movies and buys them booze when they’re underage.”

Emma giggled. “We’re going to have to work on
that mentality, especially before you become a mom!”

“Bite your tongue on that one, missy. We’ve
got to get Nate through his internship before we even think of
kids.”

Emma went back to working on her make-up
while Casey started in on her hair.

“What do you think? A lose knot?”

“No, Aidan likes my hair down and wavy,” Emma
replied as she applied some eye-shadow.”

“Ah, there’s my girl thinking of what Aidan
wants. You’ll have him eating out of the palm of your hand in no
time!”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Why
do I feel like Scarlett O’Hara in Gone
with the Wind all the sudden when she
bemoans why women have to act so silly to catch a
husband?”

“Well, technically you’re not doing all this
for a husband—you just want Aidan to spring an erection…or
two.”

Emma’s body shook with laughter, sending her
eyeliner arching up her temple. “Case, dammit, look what you made
me do!” she said when she finally caught her breath.

“Me? I didn’t do anything but state
facts.”

After cleaning off her smudged eyeliner, Emma
flicked her wrist over and glanced at her watch. “Shit! We have to
get a move on, or I’m going to be late!

***

Emma stared down at her phone for the
millionth time. “Shit, shit, shit!” She was now fifteen
minutes late, and her original text to Aidan had gone unanswered.
She feared he was going to get pissed off and just leave. After
all, he didn’t have to wait for women—they were usually willing and
able at his slightest command. Her phone buzzed as her car eased up
to the valet stand. Fumbling inside her purse, she dug it out.

One glance down at the message and her heart
stilled and then restarted. “You sure as hell better get here.
Fast. Not settling for a cold shower tonight.”

“Ma’am?” the valet asked.

With her thoughts consumed by Aidan, she
didn’t even realize her car door had opened and a young man now
stared expectantly at her.

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

Emma took the ticket from him and hurried
into the hotel. Her gaze swept over the mass of strange faces in
the lobby. When she didn’t see Aidan, she craned her neck,
searching through the crowded room.

Finally, her eyes met his, and she gave a
tentative smile. He strode determinedly towards her. At his
frustrated expression, she held up her hands. “Oh, Aidan, I’m so,
so sorry I’m late. Traffic was a nightmare and –”

He silenced her once again by crushing his
lips to hers. He kept this kiss a lot more chaste than the night in
the parking deck since they were in the middle of the teeming hotel
lobby. When he pulled away, Emma smacked his arm.

“You’ve really got to stop doing that!” she
protested.

“Kissing you?”

“No, interrupting me.”

“I’m sorry, but I couldn’t help myself.
You’re like a fucking vision tonight.”

She widened her eyes and then smiled. “Okay
then, you’re forgiven.”

Aidan grinned. “Glad to hear it. Are you
hungry?”

“A little,” she lied. The very thought of
eating made her want to throw up. Her nerves were still too out of
control.

“Come on.” He rested his palm against the
small of her back and guided her towards the hotel restaurant. A
waiter outfitted in a tux sat them at a table with a gorgeous view
of the sun setting over the city. He took their drink orders and
then left.

When she reached for the menu, her fingers
grazed Aidan’s. He glanced up and gave her his signature drop dead
sexy smile. A mixture of burning longing coupled with crippling
anxiety pulsed through her, and she shifted her gaze back to the
menu. Breathe, Em. You can do this.

“What sounds good?” he asked, breaking the
silence.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she murmured, keeping her
eyes firmly on the menu. Food was the farthest thought from her
mind. All she could think about was what was going to happen after
dinner. What would it feel like to finally be intimate with someone
else again? Most of all, she worried she could never live up to the
expectations he had set for her.

Emma was never more grateful when the waiter
returned with her margarita. She tipped it up and took a long,
fiery gulp, sucking half the glass down. She shuddered when the
alcohol hit her stomach.

By the time the waiter took their food order,
she had guzzled the scorching tequila heavy drink and ordered
another one.

“I guess they make a pretty mean margarita
here, huh?” Aidan asked with a tight smile.

She bobbed her head enthusiastically.
“Totally.”

While Aidan launched into a conversation
detailing his promotion to Vice President of marketing and how he
was looking forward to all the traveling, Emma worked at draining
her second margarita. She barely processed his ramblings about
working overseas and within the country for business. Instead, she
focused on slurping the liquid courage through the tiny straw.
Without missing a beat, she waved the waiter over for another.

Aidan cut himself off mid-sentence and
quirked his blonde eyebrows. “Are you trying to get drunk off your
ass so you can endure having sex with me?”

“No, no, that’s not it at all!” she
cried.

He leaned in across the table. “You barely
drank half of your margarita last week. Now you’re downing them
like a lush fresh out of rehab.”

Emma drew in a deep breath, deciding it was
best to be honest with him. “It’s just…I’m nervous that’s all.”

“About us sleeping together?”

Emma nodded.

Aidan’s brows creased. “Are you afraid I’m
going to hurt you or make you do something you don’t want to?”

“No, it’s nothing like that.”

“Then what is it?” he demanded.

“I’m afraid of being a disappointment.”

His mouth fell open in disbelief. “How could
you possibly think that?”

She shrugged. “Because you’ve been with a lot
of women…I don’t have the experience. I’ve only been with one man,
and outside of him, I don’t know what men want.”

“First of all, despite what the rumor mill
says my number is relatively low, Emma. It’s not like I’ve fucked
half of the city, or I’m Gene Simmons from Kiss. And second, sex is
basically the same premise no matter who you’re with. Different
people bring different likes and desires to the table.”

She toyed with the straw in her drink. “I
guess I’m afraid once you’ve been with me, you won’t want to follow
through with our bargain.”

“Like I’d be so turned off by the experience
I’d never want to sleep with you again?”

“Yes,” she murmured. When Aidan threw his
head back and roared with laughter, her lip trembled slightly.
“It’s not funny.”

His amusement quickly faded. “Oh Em, I’m
sorry if I hurt your feelings. It’s just I couldn’t imagine you
would actually believe something like that.”

“Well, I did.” She sighed. “I do.”

He held up his index finger. “Let me make
this abundantly clear. There is no way in hell you could ever
disappoint me to where I wouldn’t want you.” He drew closer to
her—his fiery breath singed the sensitive skin on her earlobe. “I
get hard just looking at you.”

Emma’s cheeks flushed at his words. “I can’t
believe you just said that!”

Aidan grinned. “It’s the truth. The moment I
saw you tonight I wanted to sweep you upstairs.” Taking her hand,
he ducked it under the tablecloth and brought it to his lap. “See
what you do to me?”

Emma’s mouth ran dry at his words, and the
fact he was already at half-mast just like Casey had wanted. She
ran her tongue over her lips. The way he was staring at her made
her body tingle from head to toe, especially between her legs. God,
he was so sexy—a little too sexy for her liking. If he was able to
get her so hot and bothered just sitting at the table, she couldn’t
imagine what it would be like in bed with him. In that moment, her
anticipation won out over her nerves. “I think I’m ready to go
upstairs if you are.”

Aidan’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Even
without dinner?”

She bobbed her head.

“Let me guess. You’re afraid you’ll lose your
nerve?” he asked.

With the ridiculous amount of alcohol pumping
through her system, she gave him a sultry smile. “No, I’m just
ready for you to fuck me.” The moment the words escaped her lips,
she gasped and ducked her head. “Oh my God, did I actually just say
that?”

“You keep talking dirty, and I won’t be able
to walk upstairs without giving away my condition to the whole
room.” He quickly signaled the waiter for the check.

Once he had paid, Emma shot out of her chair,
sending the room spinning around her. “Oh shit, I’m dizzy.”

Aidan grabbed her shoulders to steady her.
“Are you going to be able to walk?”

“I think so. But whether or not I ever drink
again is debatable.”

He chuckled as he wrapped his arm around her
waist and led her out of the restaurant. Emma leaned her head
against his chest, enjoying the woodsy smell of his cologne. When
he started for the elevators, she glanced up and asked, “Don’t we
need to check-in?”

He fished the room key out of his jacket
pocket and waved it at her. “All taken care of.”

“Aren’t you just the man with the plan,” she
replied, and then giggled like it was the funniest thing she had
ever said. When Aidan glanced down at her in amusement, she shook
her head. “Seriously, never, ever drinking again.”

“Nah, you’re pretty cute when you’re tipsy,”
he said, punching the elevator button.

The doors opened, and they stepped inside.
The car’s jolt upward made Emma’s legs feel rubbery, and she clung
to Aidan tighter. The elevator dinged when they reached their
floor. “After you,” Aidan insisted when the doors opened.

“Thank you.” But when she stepped out, she
turned right and then left, unsure of which way to go.

“This way,” Aidan instructed, taking her by
the arm.

When they reached their room, Emma’s gaze
caught the brass nameplate on the door, and she grabbed Aidan’s
suit sleeve. “What are we doing here? This is a Honeymoon
suite.”

“Yes, I realized that when I booked it. I was
told it happens to be one of the nicest ones they have.” He
grinned. “Besides, I thought you might be more comfortable doing
what we have to do if it looked like we were married.”

She blinked in disbelief. “That’s so sweet.
You’ve thought of everything, didn’t you?”

“Anything to make you more comfortable.”

Her heart fluttered at his words. “Thank
you.”

Aidan unlocked the door. “After you.”


CHAPTER SIX

Emma walked into the suite and gasped. A
trail of intertwining pink and red rose petals led the way from the
living room into the bedroom. On the coffee table, a bottle of
champagne chilled in a silver bucket next to two champagne flutes.
An overflowing bowl of strawberries dipped in chocolate caused her
stomach to growl. She turned her gaze and then followed the rose
petals into the bedroom where rows of candles waited to be lit, and
a pink wrapped package sat on the bed.

She glanced back to Aidan who was shrugging
out of his suit jacket. “You did all this for me?”

“I’d like to take credit, but the staff did
all the fruity candle stuff and flowers,” he replied, tossing the
key card on the table. At her continued bewildered expression, he
chuckled. “What did you expect? A single bed and a quickie? I know
this is just about procreating, but give me a little credit.”

“No…but I just didn’t imagine this.” She
smiled shyly. “For what it’s worth, thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“What’s in the box?” she asked, motioning to
the bed.

“Something for you.”

“Me?”

He nodded and handed her the package. “Before
you open it, let me say this. You already know you don’t need to do
anything but breathe to give me a raging hard-on—”

“Aidan!” she protested.

He laughed at her outrage. “Anyway, I’m kind
of a lingerie man, so I thought you might humor me and wear
it.”

She opened the lid on the box. After whisking
away the pink tissue paper, her eyes honed in on emerald green
satin. Her fingers trembled as she reached inside to pull out the
baby-doll nightie. The bodice had intricate green and gold beading
and embroidered flowers with sheer material that would reach her
thighs along with a matching thong.

“Is it okay?”

“It’s beautiful,” she murmured. The thought
of him shopping just for her was overwhelming. Did he do that for
all his conquests, or did they come with their own readymade
lingerie? “Thank you.”

Aidan’s face broke into a wide grin. “I don’t
know about it being beautiful. It’s more about how you’re so
fucking sexy when you’re in green. Just like that green dress at
the Christmas Party and the one you’re wearing tonight.” He
tenderly brushed a strand of her auburn hair out of her face. “That
color makes everything about you stand out from your hair to
eyes.”

“But how did you even know my size?”

“Casey helped me out with that one.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Why am I not
surprised? I’ll have to remember to thank her for that.”

Aidan laughed. “Well, if it makes you feel
any better, she swore she’d cut my balls off if I ruined this night
for you.”

“She didn’t?” Emma squeaked.

“Oh yeah, she did.”

“Between Connor and Casey, I can’t believe
you even want to go through with this!”

“It’s okay. I work well under pressure,”
Aidan joked. He motioned his head to the bathroom. “Now go get your
game face on and change.”

Emma giggled. “Okay, then.” She slipped into
the bathroom and shut the door, locking it for good measure. She
unzipped her dress, and it pooled into a whisper of chiffon on the
floor. After exchanging her panties for the thong, she whisked off
her bra and put on the nightie. There were no buttons or zippers,
just a satin bow to tie in the middle to keep it in place. When she
finished, she stared at her reflection in the mirror. “Oh my,” she
murmured. Somehow donning the nightie had morphed her into a
full-on sex kitten. She could practically hear Casey’s voice
ringing in her ear. Go get him, babe!

As her hand hovered over the doorknob, she
took a few reassuring breaths before opening it. Aidan had his back
to her when she stepped out of the bathroom. The bedroom flickered
in candlelight and soft music played from an ihome in the corner.
She couldn’t believe he was going to all this trouble. In her mind,
she’d imagined him leading her upstairs like the Big Bad Wolf and
devouring her before she could get the door closed.

She stood awkwardly in the middle of the room
waiting for him to notice her. She shifted on her feet, rubbing her
bare arms. Finally, she cleared her throat. When Aidan whirled
around, his eyes widened. “Holy shit, Em.”

Self-consciously she tugged on the baby
doll’s hem, trying to cover herself a little more. “How do I look?”
she asked, as she slowly turned around for his approval.

He closed the space between them in two long
strides. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he jerked her against
him. His breath teased against her cheek as he whispered, “Sexy as
hell.”

“Thank you.” Bolstered by his compliment, she
leaned in and brought her lips to his. This time she slid her
tongue into his mouth, eagerly seeking his warmth. His hands slid
down from her waist to cup her buttocks. He hitched one of her legs
over his hip, grinding his need into her. Emma moaned at the
exquisite feeling of him through her thin panties. As he moved
against her, she wanted to feel more of him—his bare skin on
hers.

She tore her lips momentarily away from his.
“Aren’t you taking anything else off?”

“I was waiting for you to undress me.”

“Oh,” she murmured. Thankfully, he had
already taken off his tie, so she didn’t have to worry with that.
Her trembling fingers reached for the buttons on his shirt. She
fumbled with the first one before undoing the rest. She pulled his
shirt apart and widened her eyes at his sculpted chest. Without
questioning herself, she ran her hand down the center of his chest,
over his washboard abs, and down to his belt buckle, causing Aidan
to suck in a breath and his stomach muscles to clench. Enjoying the
effect even her slightest touch had on him, she glanced up and
smiled. “Nice chest. I bet you spend hours in the gym.” Before he
could respond, she shook her head. “Could I sound more cliché?”

He chuckled. “Nope, more like in the pool. I
was an All State Swim champion back in the day.”

Hmm, I bet you look good enough to eat in
a Speedo, she thought.

Aidan’s chest shook with laugher, and she
realized with horror she had slipped up and said that thought
out-loud. “Play your cards right, and I just might wear one for
you.”

Eager to see more of him, she hastily
unhooked his buckle and jerked the belt out of the loops. After she
tossed it to the ground, she glanced up at him. His heated gaze
burned into her, and she felt a warmth flood her cheeks and go down
her neck. She reached up to push his shirt off his arms. It slid to
the floor.

Now all that was left was Aidan’s pants, and
for Emma that was the most intimidating—or at least what was
inside. Once she unbuttoned his fly, her fingers fumbled on
the zipper. When she pushed it down, her hand brushed against his
erection. It bucked against his underwear, waiting to be freed to
her touch. She leaned in against him, pressing her body flush to
his, as she reached into the back of his waistband to push his
pants over his buttocks. Her hands momentarily stopped to cup both
of his cheeks before grabbing the material. She slid down his body
in the same motion as his pants.

“No compliments for my ass?” Aidan
questioned, his voice laced with amusement.

When she reached the floor, she cocked her
head up at him. “Very nice?”

He laughed. “Thank you.”

Cupping the back of his legs, she pushed her
way slowly back up. Her fingernails raked over his calves and
thighs. Aidan never took his eyes off of hers. Once again, she
found herself cupping his buttocks as she moved her fingers to the
waistband of his underwear. Just as she started to free his
erection, he jerked her hand away. When she glanced up at Aidan in
surprise, he shook his head. “It’s going to be all about you this
first time.” Then he brought his lips to hers, plunging his tongue
into her mouth. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he massaged
her tongue with his.

Aidan kissed a warm trail from her mouth over
to her ear as his hand came up to cup her bodice. “You have the
most amazing pair of tits.”

A nervous giggle escaped her lips.

“What?” he asked.

“You sound like a horny frat boy.”

He grinned. “Do I now? And just what would
you have me call them?”

“Breasts maybe?”

His fingers delved inside the bodice, cupping
her warm flesh. When his thumb flicked back and forth across her
nipple, she gasped. He smiled at her response. “Okay, you have the
most beautiful breasts. Is that better?”

Emma arched into his hand. “Mmm, much
better,” she replied breathlessly.

“I can’t wait to get my mouth on them.”

She moaned as he brought his other hand to
her neglected breast and started kneading them both. In a statement
that surprised herself, she asked, “What’s stopping you?”

“Hmm, this little bit of fabric. Do you mind
if we get rid of it?”

She shook her head.

Aidan brought his fingers to the satin bow at
her cleavage. Slowly, without taking his eyes off hers, he slid the
ribbon loose. He gave it a slight tug before the nightie gaped
open. His gaze dropped to her chest, and he licked his lips. Emma
felt the heat rising between her legs, and she shifted on her feet,
pressing her thighs together for relief.

Her head lolled back when his mouth closed
over her nipple. He suckled it deeply before flicking and swirling
his tongue across it. His hand kept stroking her other breast as
his tongue worked the nipple in his mouth into a hardened pebble.
She couldn’t fight the cry of pleasure that escaped her lips. Her
fingers automatically went to his hair, tugging and grasping at the
strands as the pleasure washed over her.

Aidan licked a wet trail over to the other
breast before claiming the nipple. The ache between her thighs
grew, and she knew if he touched her there, he would find she was
drenching in need for him.

As if he could read her mind, Aidan snaked a
hand down her stomach. His fingers feathered across her belly
teasingly, causing her hips to buck. He hesitated before finally
dipping them between her legs. Emma panted against his lips when
his fingers worked against her sensitive flesh over the fabric. Her
hips arched involuntarily against his hand, rubbing herself against
his fingertips.

“Think we should get rid of these, too?”

“Uh-huh,” she muttered almost
incoherently.

He chuckled as his fingers tugged at the
waistband, sliding the underwear down over her buttocks. Just like
she had done to him, his body followed the panties to the floor
except he kissed and nibbled a trail down her thighs and legs. She
felt at any minute her knees would buckle and give way. Thankfully,
Aidan gripped the back of her thighs to keep her steady as she
stepped out of her panties.

Kneeling before her, Aidan’s fingers delved
between her legs, seeking out her swollen clit. The moment he
stroked it, she cried out and gripped his shoulders tight. His
thumb continued rubbing as his fingers slid into her wet folds.
They swirled against her tight walls, working her into a frenzy of
desire. She bit down on her lip to keep the ecstatic cries buried
in her throat from escaping. But it became useless as he continued
his assault on her core and brought her closer and closer to
coming. As the wave of her first orgasm crashed over her, she dug
her nails into Aidan’s back and thrust her pelvis hard against his
hand.

Aidan rose off the floor. He kept his hands
tight on her waist to steady her as she tried to get her bearings.
“You’re so fucking hot when you come,” he murmured into her
ear.

She flushed at his words, her breath still
coming in uneven pants. Gently, he nudged her towards the bed and
then eased her down onto her back. Pushing on her elbows, she
scooted up on the mattress. Aidan loomed over her, desire burning
bright in his blue eyes. Emma shuddered under his gaze. As his body
covered hers, he pushed her legs wide apart. He then kissed a path
from her neck, down through the valley of her breasts, and over her
belly.

When his head dipped between her legs, Emma’s
eyes pinched shut in ecstasy. As his fingers entered her again, his
tongue swirled around her clit, sucking it into his mouth. Emma
fisted the sheets in both hands. “Oh Aidan!” she screamed.
Immediately, her hand flew to cup her mouth. God, what’s
happening to me? I’ve never screamed in bed before. His fingers
kept a rapid pace while he kept licking and sucking at her
center.

“Oh yes! Yes, Aidan…please,” she murmured,
twisting the sheets tighter in her hands. Her hips kept up a manic
rhythm as he plunged his fingers and tongue in and out of her.
Finally, it sent her over the edge, and she climaxed violently.
When she started coming back to herself, she realized one of her
hands had abandoned the sheet and had twisted into Aidan’s
hair.

After she released him, he slid his briefs
off, giving her an eye-full of his massive erection. He rose up on
his knees between her legs and grinned down at her. “So what’s the
best baby-making position?”

What the…? Had he seriously just asked her
about what position to use. “Um, well, supposedly Missionary.”

“Sounds good to me.” He bent over her,
positioning himself between her thighs. When his cock nudged
against her opening, she tensed and gripped his shoulders. Aidan
kissed her tenderly on the forehead. “I’m going to take this nice
and slow, okay?”

She nodded and clamped her eye-lids shut.

“No, look at me, Emma.”

Obeying his command, she peeked up at him.
Gently, he started easing himself inside. Emma gasped in pleasure,
rather than pain, as he filled her. “Hmm,” she murmured when he was
finally buried deep inside.

“God, you feel amazing,” he whispered into
her ear.

“I could say the same about you,” she
replied.

He chuckled as he stayed stock still for a
moment allowing her to get accustomed to his size. “Yeah, but for
me, it’s more about being able to feel so much. I’ve never been
inside a woman without a condom before.”

“Really?”

He bobbed his head. “Guess you’re taking my
non-condom virginity.”

“Oh,” she murmured.

Slowly, he pulled out to thrust back into
her. “Oh fuck, yes, that’s hot,” he groaned into her ear.

Once he found a rhythm, Emma raised her hips
to meet him. They moved in almost unison, their breaths coming in
ragged pants.

But after several minutes, Aidan surprised
her by keeping up his languorous pace. It was tender and
sweet—almost like the lovemaking she used to have with Travis. An
emotional ache burned through her chest, and she shuddered. She
didn’t like the shift of feelings she had. This was only supposed
to be sex for procreation, not making love. When she gazed into
Aidan’s eyes, she saw the restraint in them. Taking his face in her
hands, she smiled. “You don’t have to hold back on me.”

“It’s been a long time since you had sex, and
I don’t want to hurt you,” he replied, practically gritting his
teeth from the effort.

“I’m not a virgin, so you won’t hurt me.” At
his continued slow, almost methodical pace, Emma realized she was
going to have to reach him on his terms to get him to stop. At the
same time, she didn’t know if she had it in her to demand what she
needed to. Drawing in a deep breath, she smacked his bare ass.
Hard. “Aidan Fitzgerald, you better fuck me like you mean it!”

Aidan’s head jerk back like she’d slapped
him. “Christ, Em, I can’t believe you said that.”

The usual blush tinged her cheeks, but she
shook her head. “Don’t treat me like some fragile flower. I want
you to enjoy this.”

“Fine then,” he practically growled.

She squealed when he rolled them over to
where she was riding him. He lay still, buried deep inside her,
waiting for her to take the reigns. Tentatively, she rocked against
him until she slowly started speeding up the pace. Leaning back,
she rested her palms on his thighs. She rode him hard and fast,
grinding against him until she found just the right spot to send
her over the edge again. “Yes! Oh God!” she cried.

Aidan rose up into a sitting position. He
took one of her swaying breasts in his mouth and sucked deeply
while gripping her hips tight. He changed the rhythm to work her
against him, pulling her almost off his cock and then slamming her
back down on him. She felt him go deeper and deeper each time, and
as much as she was enjoying the feeling, Aidan was grunting in
pleasure against her chest.

Just when Emma thought she might come again,
Aidan pushed her onto her back and brought her legs straight up
against his chest to where her feet rested at his shoulders. She
whimpered when he rammed himself back inside her. He smirked in
satisfaction down at her, and she knew she was in for it. She had
told him she wanted to be fucked, so he was going to give it to
her. Hard.

As he pounded into her, his balls smacked
against her ass. He groaned as the position took him deeper again.
Her cries of pleasure seemed to fuel Aidan on as he thrust again
and again. She felt the tension in his body and realized he was
getting close. Suddenly, he spread her legs and brought them back
to their original position, face to face and wrapped in each
other’s arms.

When Emma’s last orgasm tightened her walls
around Aidan’s cock, he thrust one last time and then let himself
go inside her. “Oh, fuck, Emma!” he cried before collapsing on top
of her.

They lay entangled together, catching their
breath. “Don’t ever doubt yourself again,” Aidan murmured into her
ear.

“Really?”

He pulled back to smile at her.
“Totally.”

“Thanks. You were pretty amazing
yourself.”

“I think I already got that fact from how
vocal you were.” He pushed the hair out of her face. “You’re
certainly not shy in the bedroom, are you?”

Mortified at what she might have said or done
in the heat of passion, Emma buried her face in Aidan’s neck. “Oh
my God,” she murmured.

“Yeah, you like to say that one a lot, too.
Of course, I’m a bigger fan of when you scream my name,” he mused.
When she continued hiding her face from him, he nudged her
playfully. “Come on, Em. Don’t be embarrassed. It was sexy as
hell.”

“Really?” she squeaked.

“Yes.”

After exhaling a satisfied little sigh, she
pulled away to smile shyly at him. “I guess I got carried away
because I didn’t know it could be like that.”

“You didn’t have sex like that with your
fiancée?”

“Yes, but I loved him.” At Aidan’s
furrowed brows, she blushed. “What I mean is I thought I’d never
enjoy sex unless I was in love with the person.”

“Well, I’m glad I could prove you wrong,” he
mused.

They lay quietly for a few minutes. Emma
could tell Aidan wasn’t one for post-coital cuddling, which further
cemented his image as a womanizer to her. She watched as he kept
staring up at the ceiling or shifting under the covers. He probably
didn’t sleep with most of the women he went to bed with. He cleared
his throat. “Wanna join me in the shower?”

“Not yet. I’m supposed to wait before doing
that.”

“Why?”

She blushed. “Are you sure you really want to
hear about all this?”

“Of course I am.”

Emma couldn’t believe that after just
sleeping with Aidan she couldn’t bring herself to say certain words
in front of him or explain to him some aspects of successful
conceiving.

He nudged her with his elbow. “Come on, Em.
What is it?”

“Fine. I read that you should wait twenty or
thirty minutes before using the bathroom or showering. You know, to
help the sperm along and everything.”

“That’s it? I thought by the way you were
acting it was something truly embarrassing.” Aidan grinned.

“Trust me. Talking like this to you is
mortifying.”

“Okay, whatever. So the deal with the sperm
is it’s kinda like a ‘you can’t go swimming for thirty minutes
after you eat’ kinda thing?”

“I guess,” she murmured.

“What else are you supposed to do?”

“Aidan,” she protested.

“Come on. You can do it. You just said sperm
in front of me, and I didn’t run for the hills. I think I can
handle it.”

A giggle escaped her lips. “Well, they did
say you could put a pillow under your hips. It helps tilt the
cervix and uterus.”

Aidan shook his head. “Okay, you got me. You
said the intolerable word, uterus. I’m outta here.”

She swatted him playfully as he pretended to
rise out of the bed. He kissed her forehead. “Damn, you’re sexy
even being embarrassed.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Seriously, Emma, I grew up with four sisters
in a small three bedroom, two bath house. I’ve seen and heard
enough female stuff to scar any guy psychologically for years. I
promise there’s nothing you can possibly say that will gross me
out.”

She laughed. “Yeah, well, I’m an only child
who took about a year before I could talk about my period in front
of my boyfriend.”

Aidan then took one of the extra pillows he
was propping on and snaked it under the covers. He slid his hand
under Emma’s bottom, hoisting her hips into the air. “All right,
then, it’s time to help the boys out!”

She laughed and squirmed against him. “I
could have done that myself.”

“I’m happy to help.” He wiggled the pillow
underneath her but didn’t remove his hand. “And I’m never going to
pass up the offer to grab your ass!”

“Don’t you ever stop?” Emma huffed.

“Give me another round, and you’ll be begging
me not to!”

“We’ll have to see about that.”

He gave her a wicked grin before flipping
back the sheet. “Round Two begins in the shower in fifteen
minutes.”

“Okay,” she replied.

Emma watched his gloriously naked form stride
into the bathroom and turn on the water. A shiver of anticipation
washed over her at the thoughts of sex with him again. Warmth
filled her cheeks and crept down her neck at what she had said and
done. But he had liked it, so that was all that mattered.

Time seemed to tick agonizingly slow as she
waited to get up. She wondered if there would be any hot water left
for her. Finally, she threw back the covers and hurried into the
bathroom. Steam enveloped her when she entered, and she heard Aidan
humming.

She opened the glass shower door and slipped
inside. “Wow, this shower is huge,” she remarked.

“Honeymoon suite, remember? They expect
couples to be in here together for long periods of time.”

“I suppose so,” she replied.

He handed her some body wash. She squirted
some onto her hand and started to lather it up when she felt
Aidan’s hands on her waist. When he started to pull her against
him, she backed away. At his puzzled expression, she smiled
sweetly. “I believe you said it was about me the first time.” She
reached down to grip his length. “This time it’s about you.”

Aidan smirked. “If you say so, ma’am.”

Her hand, slick with soap, slid up and down,
working him into a rock hard state. He gave a grunt of pleasure
when her other hand reached between them to cup his balls,
massaging them gently. “Hmm, pretty good technique for a girl who
claims she doesn’t have a lot of experience.”

“Oh, but I’ve only got started, Mr.
Fitzgerald.”

“Christ,” Aidan murmured when she sank to her
knees. She ran her hands up his thighs, washing away the soap. When
he was fully rinsed, she pressed his legs further apart. With her
hand gripping him, she licked a trail from his navel down to his
base. The water cascaded over her back as she licked his tip. She
swirled her tongue around him teasingly, causing Aidan to groan.
“You’re killing me.”

His breath hitched when she took him inside
her mouth. Drawing him in and out, she kept her hand working steady
as well. A faint sense of pride filled her when Aidan closed his
eyes and banged his head back against the tile. His hands went to
her hair, and he twisted his fingers through the long strands as
she bobbed up and down on him. When she started to feel like he was
coming close, Aidan gently pushed her away. “Don’t want to waste
it, babe,” he replied, when she glanced up at him.

Aidan gripped her shoulders and pulled her up
off the floor. Spinning them around, he pushed her up against the
tile. He grinned at her as he hitched one of her legs over his hip
and pressed himself inside of her. “You got me so worked up with
that performance Round Two may be a little shorter than
planned.”

“That’s okay,” she panted. She wrapped her
arms tight around his neck, pressing her breasts flush against his
chest. The water suctioned them together as he began to move. After
several deep thrusts caused her to cry out, Aidan glanced into her
eyes. “I’m not hurting you, am I?”

“No, you’re good.”

“Just good?” he teased.

She grinned. “Great, wonderful, magnificent,
Oh, God, Oh God!”

He laughed. “You’re such a smartass.” He
increased his pace, eliciting moans from both of them. Just when
Emma was getting close, Aidan grabbed her ass and swept her other
leg off the ground, impaling her on him. She gasped with pleasure
as he banged her back against the shower wall. “Squeeze me tight,”
he instructed. She wrapped her legs tight around him, taking him
deeper when she did. “Oh God, yes,” he groaned against her
collarbone.

Aidan moved frantically against her. Her back
burned from being smacked against the shower wall with his thrusts,
but everything else felt too good to complain. Instead, she panted
against his ear, crying out his name when the orgasm ripped through
her. Just as she clenched around him, he came, pinning her hard
against the wall. “Damn,” he murmured. He turned his head to grin
at her. “Yep, pretty damn good, Ms. Harrison.”

She laughed. “Thank you, Mr. Fitzgerald.
Think you could let me down now? I’m going to have tile burn.”

His eyes widened. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

When she was back on her feet, her legs felt
rubbery like they might not hold her. Their position wasn’t
actually on the “to do” list of conceiving, so she knew she needed
to get back to bed. “I better go lie down.”

“For the boys,” he mused with a grin.

“Yes, for the boys.”

After grabbing a towel, she stumbled out of
the shower and wobbled into the bedroom. Drying off quickly, Emma
grabbed the nightgown she had stowed in her purse and slid it over
her head. A glance at the clock on the nightstand showed it was
after midnight. She yawned and wondered how she was going to get up
in the morning for work. Turning back the sheets, she slipped into
the bed.

Aidan stepped out of the bathroom, a towel
wrapped around his waist. Self-consciously, she clutched the sheet
around her. “Did I wear you out?” he asked, with a grin.

A shy smile curved on her lips. “A little,”
she replied. She couldn’t bring herself to turn away when he
dropped the towel and slid on his underwear. But then her heart
sank as he started to reach for his pants. “Aren’t you
staying?”

He turned back to her. “I hadn’t planned on
it really. But you can. The room’s covered for the night.”

“Oh,” she murmured, unable to hide her
disappointment.

She felt the heat of Aidan’s stare before he
drew in a ragged breath. The bed sagged under his weight when he
sat down. “Em, you knew what kind of man I was before we got into
this. I don’t usually—”

“No, it’s fine.”

“You sure as hell don’t sound or look fine
about it.”

“It’s just you just threw me for a loop with
the lingerie and champagne. It all became less business-like and
more...” She shook her head. “But I get it now. It’s always going
to be just sex with you.”

Aidan groaned and ran a hand through his wet
hair. “I should have realized this would happen,” he muttered.

“I’m fine, okay?” At his skeptical look, she
sighed. “This is all a whacked out emotional roller coaster for me,
and I’m sorry. I’m sure you hate women who get all demanding and
emotional.”

He grimaced. “Sometimes.”

She gave him a sad smile. “I figured as
much.”

“Actually, it’s me I hate this time for
leading you on.” With a frustrated grunt, he dropped his pants and
started back to the bed. When his hand gripped the sheet, she
jerked her head up in surprise. “What are you doing?”

“What the hell does it look like I’m doing?
I’m coming to bed,” he grumbled.

“But I thought—”

“I guess since you’re going to be the mother
of my child, I can make an exception in your case.”

A strangled cry erupted from her lips. The
last thing she wanted from him was pity. The moment Aidan got into
bed she edged as far away from him as possible. In a huff, she
twisted around in the sheets, leaving him in the cold in more ways
than one.

“Em?” When she refused to answer him, he
scooted across the mattress to her. “Why are you so pissed off? I’m
staying, aren’t I?”

Emma turned back to glare at him. “I don’t
want you to stay out of obligation or pity, Aidan. I want you to
stay because you wanted to.”

“Fuck. I didn’t mean for it to come out like
that. I just meant that I should stay since you were different than
the others…someone special.”

She momentarily softened her expression.
“Really?”

“Yeah, really.”

“Okay, then.”

“Can I have some cover now? I’m freezing my
ass off.”

“Of course. I mean, we can’t have anything
happening to that fabulous ass of yours now can we?”

“That mouth of yours is trouble,” he mused,
as he slid under the covers. Surprise flooded her when he spooned
up against her, and she couldn’t keep the satisfied sigh from
escaping her lips.


CHAPTER
SEVEN

Sunlight streamed in through the open
curtains, warming Emma’s face. She rolled over, shielding her eyes
with her arm. For a moment, she forgot she wasn’t in the comforts
of her own bed. And then the revelation hit her. She was in a king
sized bed in the Honeymoon Suite at the Grand Hyatt.

When she turned over, she found Aidan had
already left, without a goodbye. A pang of sadness crisscrossed its
way through her chest, but she tried reasoning with herself that it
was already almost miraculous he had stayed the night. She couldn’t
expect for someone like him to wake her and give her a good-bye
kiss. It was way out of his realm of understanding.

She glanced over at the clock and saw it was
after seven. If she wanted to make it to work on time, she knew she
needed to get going. Slipping on her dress from the night before,
she lamented she hadn’t thought ahead of bringing something else to
wear. At almost thirty, she had never experienced a walk of shame
before, and now she would have one. After all, who in the world
wore chiffon at seven in the morning?

Thankfully, the hallway was silent as she
hurried down the floral carpeting to the elevators. When she got
downstairs, only the hotel staff milled around in the lobby. She
tried holding her head high as she passed them. She managed to keep
her dignity until she gave the valet her ticket. He eyed her attire
and rumpled hair and a knowing smile etched across his face. “One
minute, ma’am.”

Emma inwardly groaned and willed herself
never to forget an overnight bag again.

***

She barely made it into her office before
Casey stormed inside and slammed the door. “I can’t believe you
haven’t called me!”

Holding up her hand, Emma warned, “I haven’t
even had coffee yet. I’d hold off on launching the Inquisition for
at least thirty minutes.”

“Hmm, someone’s testy. Didn’t you get enough
sleep last night?” Casey asked, wagging her eyebrows.

“No, as a matter of fact I didn’t.”

Casey squealed and then flopped down in the
chair. “Deets, Em! I desperately need deets!”

“Then go be a good best friend and get me
some coffee,” Emma moaned.

With a huff, Casey rose out of her chair.
“Fine. But you better give me every single, erotic detail when I
get back!”

As Casey stalked out the door, Emma sat her
things down and turned on her computer. In the middle of reading
her appointments for the day, her phone buzzed in her purse. She
grabbed it out and scrolled through her texts. Seeing one from
Aidan caused her heart to leap into her throat.

Sorry I didn’t say good-bye. You looked too
peaceful to wake up. Looking forward to Wednesday---A

Emma couldn’t fight the goofy grin from
filling her cheeks. He wasn’t such a huge asshole after all. He
actually cared enough to send her a text to check on her.

Quickly, her fingers flew over her keyboard.
Thanks. I did sleep well last night…well, after everything. I’m
looking forward to Wednesday too.

Casey came in the door with a steaming mug of
coffee and passed it over to Emma.

As Emma blew little waves over the dark
liquid, Casey’s lips turned downwards into a pout. “Em, I really am
hurt you didn’t call me on the way home this morning. I mean, I’ve
been dying all night and morning to hear from you! I drove Nate
practically crazy last night wondering about how you were
doing.”

Emma shot out of her chair, sloshing coffee
onto the floor. “You seriously told Nate about mine and Aidan’s
hookup?”

Casey rolled her yes. “Of course I did. Don’t
you think he’d wonder what was up when you turned up pregnant out
of the blue?”

“I guess you have a point.”

“I think by the end of the night, he was just
as antsy to hear from you as well. I think his concern was more
about making sure you were okay, and that Aidan hadn’t tied you up
to subject you to some kinky shit or something.”

Sweeping her hand to her hip, Emma gave Casey
an exasperated look. “And what did you expect? Me to text you a
blow by blow account of what was happening?”

“That would have been interesting. I’m not
sure how moans and groans translate in text speak.”

“You’re impossible,” Emma muttered, gulping
down some coffee. The warm liquid burned a welcoming caffeine trail
down her throat and to her stomach.

“So how was it?”

A flashback of the previous night’s events
flickered through Emma’s mind like an X-rated movie, and she
couldn’t help blushing. “Amazing.”

“So it was everything you thought it would be
with him?”

Emma nodded. “And more.”

Relishing every detail, Casey leaned forward
so far in her chair that she almost face-planted to the floor. “So
how many times did you come?”

“Casey!” Emma cried.

“Oh come on, Em! With Nate’s crazy interning
hours, I have to live vicariously through you,” Casey argued.

Warmth flooded into Emma’s cheeks. “Okay,
fine then. Four…No wait five. There was the time in the shower,
too.”

Casey’s dark eyes widened, and she clapped
her hands gleefully. “Em, that’s fanfuckingtastic!!”

“Only you would clap for orgasms!”

“I can’t help it! I’m just so happy for
you.”

A dreamy sigh escaped Emma’s lips and then
she told Casey some of the details that weren’t so mortifying. When
she got to the part about Aidan staying the night, Casey’s eyebrows
furrowed. “What’s wrong? Didn’t you think that was sweet?” Emma
asked.

“Yeah, it is but…”

Emma twisted her hands frantically. “Would
you just spit it out?”

“I just want you to be careful, Em. You’ve
slept with him once, and you’re already starting to invest too much
emotionally.”

“I am not!” Emma protested.

“Yes, you are. You wigged out when he tried
to leave last night, and you’re already giddy about him texting you
this morning. I just don’t want to see you get hurt, okay?”

Emma let her head fall back against the
chair’s headrest and sighed. “You’re right. I am feeling too much.”
She blew a strand of hair out of her face and gazed over at Casey.
“Why does everything have to be so damn hard on me? Women
everywhere can drop their panties and have mindless sex, but no,
not me. I have to get emotionally invested in a douchenozzle who is
only willing to knock me up for his own pleasure!”

Casey laughed. “Don’t be so hard on yourself.
Even I have to admit that the douchenozzle, as you call him, does
have some serious seductive game. Hell, I might’ve even been
tempted to feel a little more with the fact he took me to dinner,
gave me lingerie, and stayed the night.”

“I need a new strategy. I’m going to have to
keep it purely physical from now on out. I’ll go in, do the deed,
and get the hell out of there.”

“That’s my girl.”


CHAPTER
EIGHT

On Wednesday when Emma stepped into Aidan’s
office, he glanced up from his paperwork and drank in every aspect
of her appearance. She knew she appeared so different than how he
left her the other morning—practically naked under the sheets with
her long auburn hair splayed across the pillow. Today she appeared
every bit the seasoned professional woman in her pencil thin grey
skirt, black frilly blouse, and heels. She’d also swept her hair
into a loose knot. But even as finely dressed as she was, she might
as well have been naked from the way he was staring at her.

Get in and get out quickly, and you don’t
get hurt she tried reminding herself. She met Aidan’s hooded
eyes and blushed. “Hi,” she said, shyly.

“Hello. To what do I owe the pleasure of
seeing you?”

Deep breath, Em. You can do this. All he
can do is say no…and then potentially embarrass the hell out of you
for suggesting such a thing in the middle of the day. Not to
mention he could potentially file a sexual harassment charge.
She glanced around. “Um, you aren’t busy right at the moment, are
you?”

“No, I’m in between meetings. Why?”

She chewed her lip Once again, she was unsure
if she could actually approach him like this. From the moment she
took her ovulation test in the bathroom, her mind screamed how
crazy she was to even think of propositioning Aidan while they were
at work. The entire elevator ride up, her conscious worked in
overdrive to call her a brazen slut for even considering a booty
call in the middle of the day.

She tuned the voices in her head out. “Well,
you see, my temperature spiked a little while ago.”

Aiden’s brows furrowed. “You came up here to
tell me you’re sick?”

With a nervous laugh, Emma replied, “No, no,
it’s nothing like that. It’s just…” She drew in a breath, trying to
still her nerves. It did little to help her shaking knees.
Especially since she was going to have to talk about more alleged
unmentionables again. “You see I’ve been taking these tests to tell
when I’m ovulating and when I’m most fertile. And well…it’s
now.”

He stared at her, unblinking and barely
breathing, for a moment before a smirk curved on his lips. “Oh, so
you came up here for a fuck?”

Emma cringed. “Do you always have to be so
crude?”

He chuckled. “I’m sorry. Would you prefer I
call it an afternoon delight?” he teased, seeming to enjoy the fact
she was now squirming in her heels.

“Please stop,” she murmured. Testing her
courage, she stepped closer to his desk. Miraculously, the legs
that felt rubbery actually supported her. With him acting like such
a sex crazed ass, she didn’t have to worry about not feeling
anything for him. This was the despicable Aidan she remembered from
the Christmas party, not the one who had spooned with her the other
night. She realized she needed to file away his behavior in her
mind for whenever she started slipping into the emotional land mine
of feeling more for him.

Drawing on more willpower caused her to inch
around the side of the desk. When she met Aidan’s leering gaze, she
sighed. “Could you please act the way you did the other night?”

“And how was that?”

She ducked her head. “I don’t know…just not
like this.”

“I’m sorry, Em. It’s just I’m not used to
being made to feel like a piece of meat in the middle of the
day.”

She met his amused gaze. “I’m sorry if I made
you feel like that. I would much rather have waited for tonight.
You can’t imagine how hard this is for me. To come up here and
proposition you like this is absolutely terrifying, not to mention
mortifying. But as much as I hate it, I need you to help me
conceive. And I need you now.”

Aidan shifted in his chair, and Emma could
tell her plea was having an effect on him. “I have to admit that
you needing me like this is one hell of a turn on, Em,” he mused.
Motioning to the door, he instructed, “Lock it.”

Emma scurried to ensure nobody would
interrupt them. When she returned to his side, Aidan pressed the
button on his phone. His secretary’s voice came over the speaker.
“Yes, Mr. Fitzgerald?”

“Marilyn, please push back my 3:00 meeting.
I’ve had something unexpectedly come up.” He winked at Emma.

“Yes sir.”

“And please make sure I’m not disturbed for
the next thirty minutes.”

“I certainly will.

Once Emma was sure he had hung up, she shook
her head. “Half an hour? Someone sure thinks highly of himself and
his stamina.”

Aidan laughed. “Never doubt my stamina.”
Rolling his chair back, he swiveled around to where his knees
knocked into hers. Desire burned in his eyes as he brought his
hands up and laced his fingers around the back of his head. “Okay
then. I’m all yours, babe. All you have to do is take me.”

Emma’s eyes widened. “But aren’t you…” she
trailed off, her gaze flickering over to the leather couch.

He slowly shook his head back and forth.
“You’re the one who needs me. The ball’s in your court.”

Mortification and anger rocketed through her.
He would make this harder on her than it had to be. “Fine,” she
huffed. Without taking her eyes off of his, she jerked her straight
skirt up to her hips.

Aidan sucked in a breath when she flashed him
a view of her lacy thigh highs. “Damn, those are sexy,” he
murmured.

After she slipped off her panties, Emma eased
her skirt back down a little and stepped over to him. She would
have loved to smack the smirk right off of his handsome face. The
amused glint in his blue eyes told her he was enjoying her
embarrassment way too much. With more force than she needed, she
knocked his legs apart with one of her knees. She then bent over
him, bringing her fingers to his belt. His erection already tented
his pants. After quickly unzipping him, she started to ease down
onto his lap.

“What no foreplay?” Aidan asked, his voice
vibrating with humor.

She scowled at him. “This isn’t about getting
off. It’s about getting what I want,” she countered, her hand
slipping into his underwear to grip him around her fingers.

“Sorry babe. But if I don’t get off,
you don’t get what you want.”

Rolling her eyes, she guided his erection
between her thighs. As she slid slowly and deliciously down the
length of him, Aidan groaned and brought his lips to her neck. Once
he was all the way inside her, he licked a moist trail up to her
ear, sucking on her earlobe. “Hmm, someone’s so wet and ready for
me without even a touch. I must have some effect on you, babe.”

Emma ran her fingers through his hair,
jerking his head up to meet her gaze. With a smile, she said,
“Don’t flatter yourself. It’s clearly biology. It’s the hormones
and estrogen, not you, that’s got me this…”

He gripped her hips tight, his fingers
splaying into her flesh. “Say it.”

She hesitated before whispering, “Wet.”

Aidan growled and thrust his tongue into her
mouth. Emma shifted her rhythm to ride him faster. His hands eased
from her hips to the waistband of her skirt. After he untucked her
shirt, his determined fingers worked their way down the row of tiny
pearl buttons.

Emma bit her lip when his hand slipped inside
the lacy cup of her bra to caress one of her breasts. As his thumb
pinched her nipple, she couldn’t help the moan that escaped her
lips. She hated herself even more when Aidan smiled triumphantly up
at her. He was determined she would want him for more than just
procreating, and it pissed her off she had given in to him. Anger
pushed her to rock harder against him, hoping to finish him off
quicker.

But Aidan must have anticipated her. He
gripped both sides of her buttocks firmly in his hands and then
scooted to the chair edge. Emma squealed and gripped her legs
around his waist to keep from falling. “Hold on,” Aidan said. In
one sweeping movement, he was on his feet, sending Emma’s arms
tight around his neck. His chuckle warmed her ear. “Ease up a bit,
babe. I’d still like to breathe.”

“Sorry,” she whimpered.

He gently eased her down on the edge of his
desk, and then brought his lips to hers. Kissing her hungrily, he
pushed her onto her back. She shifted her hips and once again
wrapped her legs around his waist, bringing him in even deeper.
They both groaned against each other’s lips at the sensation.
“Fuck, Emma,” he murmured as he thrust into her.

Keeping a steady pace, he tore his lips from
hers to start kissing down her neck. His mouth replaced where his
hand had been earlier, tonguing and sucking on her nipple. Emma
closed her eyes. Her resolve not to feel anything faded as she
panted and pushed herself further into his mouth. When he moved to
the other breast, she knew she was close to the edge of coming.
“Aidan,” she panted.

He raised his head from her breast to watch
her as she came. “Seeing you do that drives me crazy,” he said. He
thrust a few more times and then he was done. “Christ!” he cried
out.

They lay motionless for a few seconds, both
coming down off the shared high. Aidan raised his head and gave
Emma a lazy grin. “As usual, that was pretty damn amazing.”

“Yes, it was,” Emma replied, her breath still
coming in heaving pants.

“Any chance of your temperature spiking again
today?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Damn.”

She giggled. “Sorry.”

Aidan kissed her before prying himself away.
As he pulled up his pants, Emma slid off the desk. She readjusted
her bra and then shimmied her skirt back down. “Oh, my panties!”
she murmured, glancing around the floor.

“I got them,” Aidan said, bending over beside
the desk. He eyed the lacy black thong with the pink rosebuds
before handing it over to Emma. “Too bad I didn’t get to see you in
just that.”

“There’s always next time,” she quipped with
a smile.

He laughed and started tucking his shirt in
his pants. Emma slid up her panties and then smoothed down her
hair. “Um, would you mind if I used your couch for a little
while?”

“For the boys?”

She nodded.

“Of course not. I need to head on down to my
meeting anyway.”

“So, see you Friday night?”

Aidan winked and then smacked her ass. “See
you then.”


CHAPTER NINE

Two Weeks Later

Emma tried with every fiber of her being not
to eye the red circled date on her desk calendar for the hundredth
time. Her period was late--two days, two sleepless nights,
seventeen hours, and fifty-two minutes late to be precise. Since
she had always been like clock-work, her frayed nerves were working
in overdrive. Sure, it was physically possible for the first time
to have been a charm. But was it also possible her body was so
ready to be a mother and Aidan was such a sex God they had
experienced immediate success?

If the glaring circled date wasn’t enough to
send her over the edge, there was always today’s heart encircled
one. She wondered why she felt the need to mark it when there was
no possible way she could ever forget its important. It had been
seared and branded on her heart and soul.

Today was the two year anniversary of her
mother’s death.

Just as anguished tears pricked her eyes,
Casey popped her head in the door. “Come on, chick. I’m taking you
to lunch.”

Emma smiled. She didn’t bother hiding the
fact she had been crying. Casey knew the importance of the day as
well. Last year, she had plied Emma with alcohol and chocolate and
then spent the night, holding her in bed as she wept
uncontrollably. “That’s sweet of you to offer, but really, I don’t
mind just staying here.”

“And what kind of best friend would I be if I
left you here alone on today of all days?”

“The kind who recognizes how I shut-down
emotionally during times of duress and withdraw from my family and
friends?” Emma asked hopefully.

Casey snorted. “Nope, it’s not happening. You
need a bottomless margarita, some highly fattening food, and a
dessert dripping in chocolate and calories. And I’m going to have
the immense pleasure of supplying it.”

Emma knew it was pointless to argue with
Casey. Besides, she really did want to get out of the office and
try to get her mind off things for a while. So she rose out of her
chair and smiled. “Fine then. If you’re paying, then I’m going to
eat, drink, and be merry!”

“That’s my girl.”

As they started down on the elevator, Casey
asked, “You don’t mind if Nate joins us, do you?”

“Of course not. I haven’t gotten to see him
in forever.”

“You and me both. Ugh, I think I’m going to
have to start running over to the hospital on my lunch break for a
quickie.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “You’re terrible.”

When they arrived at the restaurant, Nate
already had a booth waiting on them. He rose out of his seat to hug
Emma. “How are you holding up, Emmie Lou?” he asked. She fought the
urge to smile at hearing her granddaddy’s childhood nickname on
Nate’s lips. It was one Travis loved to tease her with, and when
Nate had overhead him, he thought it was hysterical and
automatically adopted it.

Thankfully, Emma knew his question related to
her mother’s anniversary, not her late period. “I’m hanging in
there. Some days are better than others.”

He nodded and patted her back. As he resumed
his seat, Casey nudged Emma to sit beside him. She knew Casey
didn’t want her having to sit alone. “No, no, you guys hardly get
to see each other,” Emma protested.

“It’s better this way. I can stare into
Nate’s eyes sitting across from him.”

“Most of all, it will keep her from molesting
me under the table,” Nate replied, with a wink.

Emma snickered and slid in beside him. Casey
eased down across from them. After the waitress left with their
drink orders, a sharp pain seized Emma’s abdomen, and she gripped
her menu tighter.

Casey immediately picked up on her distress.
“What’s the matter?”

She cut her eyes over at Nate and then back
to Casey and shook her head. The last thing she wanted was to
discuss womanly issues in front of him—intern or not. And even
though he was more than just Casey’s fiancée—he was a good and
trusted friend—it still bothered her. “Oh nothing.”

“Shit, you aren’t cramping, are you?”

Emma felt her cheeks warming as she tried to
hide behind her menu. “I said it’s nothing.”

Casey rolled her eyes. “Oh for fuck’s sake,
Em. Nate knows all about vaginas and ovaries, so quit acting
embarrassed in front of him.”

“I’m not acting embarrassed…I am
embarrassed!” Emma replied.

Ignoring Emma, Casey looked pointedly at
Nate. “You know how Em’s been hitting it with Aidan to get
pregnant?” He nodded. “Well, she’s two days late for her period
now.”

Emma closed her eyes, wishing the floor would
open up and swallow her whole. Nate cleared his throat, trying to
ease the tension. “If you are cramping, it could be a good thing.
Sometimes when the egg implants into the uterine wall, you’ll
experience moderate to severe pain that is similar to menstrual
cramps.”

Casey gave Nate a beaming grin. “Baby, you’re
so sexy when you spout that medical jargon.”

Emma snorted as Nate leaned over the table to
give Casey a lingering kiss. “You guys are seriously sickening.”
Once they had stopped making out, she smiled at Nate. “But thanks
for the information. I’m hoping that’s what it is.”

“I’m hoping for you, too. You’ll make a
wonderful mother, Emmie Lou. God knows, you deserve some
happiness,” Nate replied, squeezing her hand.

“Thank you. I appreciate that.” She was
interrupted by her phone buzzing in her purse. She glanced at the
text and smiled.

I don’t know if you’re still speaking to me
or not, but I’m thinking of you today. No one, besides my own
mother, meant as much to me as yours did. She always loved and
accepted me for who I was. Not to mention she made the best damn
chocolate chip cookies I’ve ever had! I love and miss you, Emmie
Lou!

It was from Connor. He had even used her
nickname. When she started to text him back, Casey cleared her
throat. Emma snapped her gaze up. “Sorry, I didn’t think—”

Casey motioned over Emma’s shoulder. When she
turned around, Connor stood with a bouquet of lilies—her mother’s
favorite flower. Tears filled Emma’s eyes as she popped out of her
seat and threw her arms around his neck. “Oh my God, I can’t
believe you’re here!”

“I’m just glad you’re hugging me, rather than
slugging me.”

As she pulled away, Emma giggled. “I guess I
left things pretty bad between us, huh?”

“Dude, I thought I was a goner between you
and that guy—oh what was his name again? The one who thought I was
your boyfriend and was going to kick my ass.”

Casey snickered. “His name is Aidan, but I
think we can refer to him as Em’s prospective Baby Daddy.”

Connor’s eyes widened, and he staggered back.
“You got that guy to be your sperm donor?”

Emma shot Casey a murderous look before
jerking her out of the booth. “No, not exactly.” She motioned for
Connor to have a seat. “I think I need to fill you in on some
things.”

Connor waved the waitress over before sitting
down. “I’m going to need a beer…actually, go ahead and bring me the
pitcher!”


CHAPTER TEN

Aidan hustled off the elevator from his last
meeting of the afternoon. With his new promotion, his days were
slammed from the moment he walked through the door until he clocked
out. Thankfully, it was only half an hour until he could leave.

He stopped at his secretary’s desk. “Any
messages, Marilyn?”

She shook her head. “But there’s a Ms.
Harrison waiting for you in your office.”

Aidan’s cock twitched at the mention of Emma.
The last time she’d been in his office they’d had a mind blowing
quickie. He sure as hell hoped that was what she was back for.
“Thank you.”

He licked his lips in anticipation and pushed
open his office door. Any hopes he had of getting laid were dashed
the moment he saw Emma sprawled out on his couch, sobbing
hysterically. His throat closed in horror, and he struggled to
breathe. He’d been accustomed to scenes like these when he was
growing up. With four sisters, he’d seen and heard just about
everything.

But usually whenever an estrogen shit-storm
rose on the horizon, he and his father got the hell out of dodge by
escaping to the ballpark or pizza place. No matter how successful
in business he was, there was one thing he couldn’t handle:
emotional females.

Emma glanced up to see him standing in the
doorway. Their eyes met, and she broke down again. “Oh shit,” he
muttered, running his fingers through his hair. He hesitated before
slowly walking over to the couch. As he stared down at her, he
rocked back and forth on the heels of his feet. Finally, he took
out one of his monogrammed handkerchiefs from his suit pocket and
handed it to her. “Emma, what’s wrong?”

“I just got my period.”

He grimaced. “Um, I’m sorry. I’ve got some
Advil over in my desk if you’ve got the cramps or something.”

She blew her nose and glared up at him.
“Don’t you get it? I got my period, so I’m not
pregnant.”

“Oh,” he murmured, finally understanding her
major freak-out.

“And I know getting pregnant the first time
was a long shot and all, but I can’t help thinking what if I
can’t get pregnant? I mean, sure my gynecologist says I’m
healthy and capable, but what if she’s wrong?”

Aidan opened his mouth, but Emma kept
barreling on, her voice raising an octave. “Or what if I just have
this huge mental block that becomes a physical one where I can’t
conceive? What if I wasted all my fertile years and now I’m just
going to be barren and alone for the rest of my life?”

She broke down again, her chest heaving from
the hard sobs that racked her. Aidan stood rooted to the floor,
silently debating about turning on his heels and running out the
door. What the hell was he supposed to do with her like this?
Reluctantly, he sank down beside her on the couch. Without him even
offering, Emma threw herself at him. Her tear-soaked cheeks pressed
into his neck while her body trembled against him. He momentarily
froze, and she might as well been comforted by a marble statue.

He cleared his throat and tried to get his
bearings. “Shh, it’s okay. Don’t cry,” he said, patting her back.
That seemed to be the encouragement Emma needed because she then
tightened her arms around his neck. Since he didn’t know what in
the hell else to do, he just let her cry.

An eternity seemed to pass before she had
worn herself out. Her breath came in frustrated pants, and her body
shuddered. “Are you okay now?” he asked hesitantly.

Emma jerked away at the sound of his voice.
Suddenly, a mortified expression flashed across her face. “Oh God,
I’m so, so sorry! I can’t believe I came up here and freaked out on
you!”

“It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. Shit! When I saw…when I knew I
wasn’t pregnant, all I could think of was getting to you. I even
bypassed Casey’s office.” She shuddered. “God, I’m so embarrassed
you had to see me acting like such a psycho!” she moaned, burying
her head in her hands.

Trying to lighten the mood, Aidan said, “You
know, you’re kinda giving me a complex here.”

Emma raised her head. “What?”

“I think deep down you’re most upset about
the prospect of having to have sex with me again.”

She giggled. “No, that’s not it at all.”
Nudging him playfully, she asked, “Don’t tell me you are actually
underestimating yourself in the bedroom department?”

He grinned. “Not exactly.”

“I didn’t think so.” She leaned over and
kissed his cheek. “No, Aidan, sex with you has been the biggest
surprise of all in my crazy scheme.”

“A surprise? You’re sure not one for
stroking the male ego, are you?”

“Stop fishing for compliments, Mr.
Fitzgerald.” Emma cupped his face with her hands, trailing her
thumb along the stubble on his cheek. “Besides, I thought I did a
pretty good job of stroking you the last time we were together.”
When his eyes widened, she laughed. “And in seven to ten days when
I’m fertile again, I look forward to finding myself back in the bed
of such a sex god as yourself—as long as you’re willing.”

“Oh, I’ll be willing.” He took one of her
hands and kissed her fingers. “I could be willing now.”

She shook her head. “Seven to ten days.”

He groaned. “You love to torture me, don’t
you?”

“I’m sorry. I promise I’ll make it up to you
then.” Emma gave him a chaste kiss on the lips. “I really do want
to thank you though. My freak-out today…it wasn’t just about not
being pregnant.”

“It wasn’t?” he asked, warily.

Drawing in a ragged breath, she said, “Today
is the two year anniversary of my mom passing away. Days like these
are always hard, but then realizing I wasn’t pregnant…it was kind
of a double blow.”

He squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry. I lost my
mom five years ago. Her birthday, Mother’s Day, the day she
died—they’re a bitch.”

Emma stared in awe at him, and Aidan felt
surprised at himself as well. He had never imagined him sharing
something so personal, but there was something about Emma that made
him want to open up—to share things with her he usually wouldn’t
dare. “Were you close to her?” she asked softly.

Aidan shifted uncomfortably as a reel of
loving memories played like a movie in his mind. “Yeah, I was.
Well, I’m still close to my dad. But my mom….” A small smile curved
on his lips. “She was thirty-eight when I was born. I was the long
awaited son to carry on the family name, and the late-in-life
baby.”

“I bet she spoiled you rotten,” Emma
mused.

“She did. And my four sisters.” He shook his
head. “Jesus, it’s a wonder I’m not gay growing up around all that
estrogen.”

Emma laughed. “No, instead you became a
manwhore.”

“Hey now,” he replied, nudging her knee with
his.

“How about a manwhore with a heart of
gold?”

“That’s a little better.”

She smiled. “Thanks for giving me a shoulder
to cry on.”

“I’m glad I could help.”

They sat motionless for a few seconds,
staring into each other’s eyes. Finally, Emma cleared her throat
and stood up. “I guess I better head on home now.”

When she started past him, Aidan grabbed her
arm. “Why don’t you come home with me tonight?” For a moment, he
thought someone else was speaking. His voice sounded foreign to
him, not to mention what it had suggested was a completely foreign
notion to him. He rarely invited women to his home—it was always
their place or a hotel room. Only long-time sexual partners crossed
that barrier. But Emma was turning him into a total emotional pansy
and making him break all his rules. First, he’d stayed the night
with her, and now he was asking her to his house.

If he was surprised, Emma was floored.
“W-What?”

“You know, so you don’t have to be alone with
everything that’s happened today.”

“Are you sure?”

He nodded. “I could throw some steaks on the
grill, or I could make us some pasta or shrimp scampi.”

“You cook?” she asked incredulously.

“Yes, smartass, I cook.”

“I’m impressed. I had no idea you were such a
triple threat. I mean, culinary skills, being master of the
universe at work, and of course we can’t forget your bedroom
talents.”

He laughed. “I’m full of surprises,
babe.”

She nibbled on her bottom lip, and Aidan was
sure she was waging a battle with herself on whether she should
take him up on his offer. “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?”

“I’m positive. We can just hang around and
relax.”

“That sounds heavenly.”

“Meet you outside in ten?”

Emma nodded. “Want to give me directions or
just follow you?”

“I can just take you and bring you back to
your car.”

“Oh no, that’s too much trouble.”

“Em, it’s fine. Why don’t you meet me
downstairs in fifteen minutes?”

“Okay, that sounds good.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Emma’s mind
raged war on herself the entire elevator ride back down to her
floor. You’re breaking all your rules going to his house!
Remember your ‘get in, do the deed, and get out’ mantra? Agreeing
to let him cook for you and try to console you is sure as hell not
a part of that. You’re going to regret this! She had become her
own worst enemy.

“Enough!” she shouted just as the elevator
doors opened. The two women waiting to get on gave her a strange
look. She ducked her head and then power walked to her office.
Grabbing up her purse and bag, she slammed and then locked the
door.

Once she got downstairs, she paced around the
lobby. Just when she thought about bailing on Aidan to preserve her
own sanity, he appeared before her. “Sorry I kept you waiting.”

“Um, no, it’s fine.”

She followed him out the side door to the
parking deck. When the keyless entry in his hands flashed the
lights of a coal black Mercedes convertible, she gave a low
whistle. “Nice car, Mr. Fitzgerald.”

Aidan chuckled. “Thank you, Miss
Harrison.”

“I’m impressed I get to be escorted in such
style.”

He shook his head. “There you go with that
mouth again.”

Emma tossed her bag on the floorboard and
then slid across the leather seat. Besides the fact it cost twice
as much as her Honda, it was impeccably clean on the inside. Not a
crumb or spec of dust could be found while in her car a small
village could have been fed by leftover food of grabbing breakfast
or dinner on the run.

“Mind if I put the top down?”

“No, please do. It’s beautiful out
today.”

Aidan hit a button on the console, and the
roof started to retract. As they exited the parking deck, Emma dug
in her purse for a clip. After sweeping her long hair back, she
closed her eyes and let breeze wash over her.

“Don’t tell me I’m so boring you’re going to
sleep on me?”

Emma giggled. “I’m sorry. I was just resting
my eyes for a minute.”

They weren’t on the interstate long before
Aidan got off on an exit. When he pulled into an older, established
neighborhood, Emma turned to him in surprise. “You live here?”

He chuckled. “What’s that supposed to
mean?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I saw
you living in a sleek and trendy apartment building with a swinging
bachelor pad.”

“Well, if you want the truth, I used to live
in, as you say, a sleek and trendy apartment building, downtown.
But then my sister, Angie, who is a real estate agent, convinced me
that I needed to stop throwing money away renting and make an
investment in some property. Somehow she smooth talked me into to
buying in our other sister, Becky’s, neighborhood.” He glanced over
at her and grinned. “I think it was more on the pretense of them
being able to keep tabs on me, but it evens out because I get a lot
of free meals.” He pointed to the left at an enormous two-story
colonial with a wrap around front porch. “That’s Becky’s.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“Thanks,” Aidan replied, making another turn.
“She needs a big house to keep the monsters in.”

“Monsters?”

“My three nephews.”

Emma giggled. “I see.”

Aidan eased into the driveway of a two-story
brick house with white columns. Emma’s jaw dropped at how typically
un-Aidan the house appeared. All that was lacking was a white
picket fence with toys strewn about, and he would look like a
regular suburban husband and father.

After Emma got out of the car, she walked out
of the garage and widened her eyes at the emerald green grass and
multicolored flowers. “Wow, did you do all this?” she asked,
motioning to the immaculately kept lawn.

Aidan snorted. “Oh God no. I can’t grow
anything but a little mold in my refrigerator. My dad is the one
with the green thumb. Not only that, but he’s retired, so it’s his
mission in life to do yard-work for his kids.”

“That’s really sweet of him.” She followed
Aidan up the front porch steps and into the house. He punched in
the code for the alarm when it started beeping. She tried not to
show her surprise as she took in the wide-open floor plan of the
living room. Floor to ceiling windows bathed the room in light, and
high wooden beams crisscrossed over the ceiling. Considering what
she had first thought of him, she expected furniture that was
functional, modern, yet cold. Nothing like the warm overstuffed
chair and love seat or the antique quilt swept over a couch. “Did
you have a decorator?” she asked as she trailed behind him into the
kitchen.

“No, I did it all myself. Well, my sisters
helped of course. They take it upon themselves to spoil me in all
domestic areas.” He turned around and surveyed her expression. “So
you like it?”

“Like it? I love it. You’ve gone above
and beyond just investing in some property. This is a home anyone
would be proud of.”

A slow smile spread across his face. “Thank
you. Coming from someone like you, that means a lot.”

“Someone like me?”

He raked his fingers through his hair,
stopping to tug at the strands at the nape of his neck. “Oh you
know, someone who is real—someone who appreciates a home over a
house.”

Emma opened her mouth to respond, but a loud
thump interrupted them.

Aidan rolled his eyes. “I should probably
warn you about Beau.”

“You have a roommate?”

He chuckled. “Not unless you consider an
eighty pound black Lab who eats me out of house and home and snores
louder than a bear a roommate.”

“Oh you have a dog!” Emma squealed.

He gave her an odd look. “Damn, I didn’t
think you’d be that excited about my old smelly Lab.”

She grinned. “You don’t know how much I love
dogs! I’ve wanted to get one for so long, but my schedule has been
so crazy I was afraid it would be alone too much.”

“I understand. I actually take Beau to Doggy
Daycare a couple days a week.”

“You do?” she asked, fighting to keep the
corners of her lips from turning up in a smile.

With a scowl, he replied, “Yeah, yeah, I’m a
total pussy.”

Emma stood up on her tiptoes to ruffle
Aidan’s hair playfully. “Aw, actually I think it’s sweet you do
that for Beau.” Then she moved her hand down to his chest. “And it
just goes to show what I really believed all along—you actually
have a heart in there.”

“I’m glad to hear I’m coming up a little in
your esteem. I would hate to have our future child scarred because
his mother thought his dad was a heartless, sex-fiend asshole.”

Her face crumpled as she snatched her hand
away from his chest. Aidan gave her a sheepish look. “I didn’t mean
to upset you by mentioning the baby.”

“It’s okay. I’m way too emotional today.”

He cupped her chin and gave her a reassuring
smile. “It will happen, Emma. It may be next month or next year,
but you’re going to get pregnant.”

Tears pricked her eyes. “Thank you.”

“Even if we die trying, we’ll make it
happen.”

She laughed. “Somehow I think you would enjoy
the death by sex part.”

His eyes closed in exaggerated bliss. “I
can’t imagine a better way to go.”

They were interrupted by a low, keening howl
at the basement door. “Guess I better let Beau out before he has a
nervous breakdown,” Aidan said. He turned the knob, and Beau came
lunging out. He immediately tackled Emma to her knees, but she just
laughed good-naturedly. “Down Beau! No jumping!” Aidan
bellowed.

“It’s okay,” she said, as Beau slurped his
pink tongue over her cheek. “He’s just glad to see somebody.”

“He’s an obedience school flunkie,” Aidan
muttered.

“Aw, I’m sure he’s really the bestest boy in
the whole wide world! Aren’t you sweetheart?” Emma said, her voice
raising an octave. Beau wiggled all over at her attention, his tail
thawping against Aidan’s leg. He went into doggie heaven when she
started scratching behind his ears, making grunting noises and
finally sitting stock still.

“Okay, boy, time to go outside.”

Beau refused to budge from Emma. Aidan rolled
his eyes in exasperation. “Outside. Now!”

Emma kissed the top of Beau’s head and then
rose to her feet. “You better go on outside before you get us both
in trouble,” she said, pointing to the backdoor.

Beau reluctantly started across the kitchen,
his claws tapping across the hardwood floors. Aidan opened the door
and let him out into the backyard. He shook his head as Beau
frolicked after a butterfly. “Great. He’s already totally whipped
by you.”

“I can’t help that everyone, even animals,
love me,” Emma joked.

Aidan turned back to her and grinned.
“Someone is cocky tonight.” His eyes widened at the sight of her
legs. “Oh shit, I’m sorry.”

Emma glanced down to see the ragged holes
where Beau’s claws had snagged her stockings. “It’s no big
deal.”

“You want something to change into?”

She bobbed her head. “That would be great,
thanks.”

“Follow me.”

Emma fell in step behind Aidan as they
started down the hallway. She wasn’t too thrilled at the prospect
of following him into the master bedroom, so she stopped in front
of a wall of pictures. “Are these all of your family?”

Aidan turned back and then nodded. “Yeah,
Angie, did that for me. She got all the pictures together and then
arranged them for me as a house warming present.”

“She did a great job.” As Aidan dipped back
inside the bedroom, Emma continued gazing at the photographs. Aidan
was the spitting image of his late mother. Several of the pictures
were of his parents when they were younger and older. “I love this
one of your parent’s at their 50th Wedding Anniversary.
Your mother was so beautiful,” she called.

“Thanks.”

“And your dad is handsome, too.”

“I told you I’d bring some attractive genes
to the table!”

She rolled her eyes at his cockiness. “Your
dad looks like a really sweet and nice man.”

Aidan poked his head out of the bedroom door.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Emma shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I had
this impression of your dad being like Hugh Hefner, and you
following in his footsteps.”

Aidan laughed as he handed her a pair of navy
sweat pants and a white t-shirt. “Trust me, my dad is the farthest
thing from Hef. My parents were high school sweethearts. I’m not
sure if he ever slept with anyone but Mom. She’s been gone five
years, and he’s barely dated at all.”

“That’s so romantic,” Emma gushed.

“Yeah, but he’s lonely. If he’s not hounding
one of my sisters, he’s calling me, guilting me to come visit. I
know he’d like someone to be there with him all the time, but he
just can’t seem to let go of Mom. I keep telling him to move on,
but he just refuses.”

Emma grew exasperated at his tone. “Maybe
he’s not ready yet. Maybe a love as strong as theirs isn’t so easy
to get over as you think,” she countered.

“I guess. But Jesus, he needs to lighten up
on the expectations that I should always be at his beck and
call.”

Emma threw her hands up in exasperation,
unable to hold her temper any longer. “Has he been a good father to
you or not?”

“Yeah, of course he has.”

“Then he shouldn’t have to call you to beg
you to come by. You should be the one calling him and checking to
see how he’s doing. Maybe paying him back for some of the
sacrifices he made while you were growing up.”

“I know, it’s just—”

“Trust me when I say this Aidan, he won’t be
here forever. I did everything I could for my mother while she was
alive, and sometimes guilt still consumes me. I wouldn’t ever want
you to be haunted by regrets.”

“Damn, Em, you make me feel like a real
asshole.”

With her anger evaporating, she suddenly felt
embarrassed for going off on him. She ducked her head. “I’m sorry.
I just know you have a really good heart, that’s all.”

“Then if you believe in me that much, I’ll do
better, okay?”

She peeked up at him through her lashes and
smiled. “Okay.”

He cleared his throat and motioned across the
hall. “You can go change in the bathroom.”

“Thanks. I probably need to wash my face too
after my crying tirade. I’m probably a mess.”

“Would you like to take a shower while I fix
dinner?”

“Are you insinuating I stink?” she asked,
with a grin.

Aidan chuckled. “No, I just thought it might
make you feel better. If you want, you can soak in the Jacuzzi
tub.”

Emma closed her eyes and sighed. “That would
be fabulous.”

“Come on then.”

She followed him into the bedroom. With its
light blue walls and white trim, it had an airy, cozy feel. She
fought the urge to giggle at what she had imagined of his
bedroom—silk sheets, a mirror over the bed, and black or red
walls.

It was quite the opposite. An enormous
four-poster bed sat in the middle of the room. The only thing that
stood out to her was how neat and organized everything was. “You
must pay a fortune to your cleaning lady,” she mused.

“I don’t have one.”

“You do all this yourself?”

Yeah, I like cleaning.”

After peeking in the bathroom, Emma mused,
“Looks like you’re kind of a neat freak, huh?”

“I might be just a little anal retentive
about everything being in order.”

“Hmm.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?” he asked,
sweeping his hands to his hips.

“Nothing.”

“Let me guess. You took a few psych courses
in college, and the experts say that most often obsessively clean
people are trying to put order into a life of emotional chaos?”

“I didn’t say that.”

He snorted. “You didn’t have to, Dr. Phil.
Now if you’re through analyzing me, I’ll let you go and take your
bath.”

“I appreciate it.”

After she closed the door behind Aidan, she
turned on the water. Slipping out of her clothes, she tried
stripping herself of the day’s stress. Once the tub filled up, she
turned on the jets. She eased down into the bubbling water and
sighed with contentment. She had just laid her head back when the
door burst open.

With a shriek, she rushed to cover her
breasts with her hands. Aidan chuckled. “Jesus, Em, there’s no need
to panic. I’ve seen everything you’ve got, remember?”

Warmth rushed to her cheeks. “I know. You
surprised me, that’s all.”

He held up her purse. “You left this in the
kitchen, and I thought you might need it.”

She nodded. “Thank you.”

Aidan sat the purse on the vanity. “Okay, I’m
really going this time, and I promise to leave you in peace.”

Emma giggled and then eased back into the tub
after he closed the door. She probably could have stayed in for
hours, but when her fingers started pruning and wonderful aromas
started wafting back to her, she figured it was time to get
out.

After drying off, she pulled on Aidan’s
clothes and swept her hair back into a ponytail. When she grabbed
her purse, her phone buzzed. She had missed a text from Casey.
Haven’t seen you since lunch. Hope you’re okay.

Emma fought the desperate sobs that
threatened to overtake her. With trembling fingers, she texted
Casey. Got my period. I’m at Aidan’s. Call u tomorrow.

It only took a second for Casey to reply.
So, so sorry, babe. I’m here for you. Love ya.

Emma couldn’t help feeling surprised at
Casey’s reaction. She had expected her to demand to know what the
hell she was doing at Aidan’s rather than throwing back margaritas
with her. At the very least, Emma thought she would have
discouraged her for spending any time with Aidan that didn’t
involve baby-making.

With a sigh, she stuffed her phone back in
her purse and then started out of the bedroom.


CHAPTER
TWELVE

When she got to the living room, she could
hear Aidan humming along with the kitchen radio. She peeked around
the corner and watched in amazement as he cooked. How was it
possible that this Aidan could be the same cocky, self-absorbed
womanizer who sometimes drove her crazy? It was like he was two
people inhabiting the same body.

Aidan caught her staring, and she smiled
shyly at him as she padded barefoot into the kitchen. She inhaled
deeply. “Something smells wonderful.”

A pleased expression grew on his face. “I
decided on the scampi. I thought we could eat out on the patio if
that’s okay?”

She nodded. “Sounds great.”

He opened the back door, and she stepped
outside. Beau came galloping up to her. “Down boy! Don’t even think
about it!” Aidan shouted.

Beau reluctantly nudged Emma’s legs. “Good
boy,” she replied, rewarding him with a scratch behind the ears. As
she gazed around the immaculately kept patio and backyard, her eyes
widened at the sight of an in-ground pool. “This is all so
beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

He held out a chair for her, and she eased up
to the table. He already had it set it for them complete with linen
napkins. A glance at her full plate of scampi sent her stomach
growling. When Aidan sat down, she smiled at him. “I can’t thank
you enough for the bath and the clothes. I feel like a new
person.”

“You’re welcome.”

After taking a bite of pasta, she glanced up
to find Aidan staring at her chest. Self-consciously, she crossed
her arms over her breasts, trying to hide the fact they kept
straining against the material. She cleared her throat, and he
quickly looked away. “Aidan Fitzgerald, are you staring at my boobs
like a horny teenage boy?”

He gave her a sheepish grin. “It’s kinda hard
not to when they’re about to bust out of the shirt.”

She huffed exasperatedly. “Well, I hated to
stretch it since it isn’t mine, and it fits everywhere but the
chest.” She glanced down and shuddered. “Ugh, I so want to get a
breast reduction.”

“Jesus, why would you ever want to do that?
Your breasts are amazing.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “That’s such a man
thing to say. You have no idea what a real pain they are. My back
kills me, not mention it’s hard finding shirts to fit. Then there’s
the whole factor of them getting bigger when you’re pregnant.”

Aidan licked his lips. “They do?”

“Yes, pervert, they do.”

He laughed. “Sorry, but I’m a total boob man,
so that prospect really turns me on.”

“A boob man as opposed to what? An ass or a
thigh man?”

He nodded. “Of course, it goes without saying
that both your ass and thighs are amazing, too.”

She gave him a sarcastic smile. “Oh, thank
you so much. Here I was worrying that they were hideous, and you’d
been traumatized to have to see them. Glad I’ll rest easy
tonight.”

“I’ll overlook that sassiness considering the
day you’ve had. Instead, I’ll offer you more wine,” he
remarked.

She held up her glass. “Thank you. It’s
delicious.”

As he poured, Emma glanced out over the
fading sunlight shimmering across the water. “I’ve got to say I’m
more than a little jealous of your pool.”

It’s actually what sold me on this place.
Like I told you before, swimming was my passion growing up, and
after I left home, I always wanted another pool.” He took a sip of
wine and then turned his intense gaze on her. “So what was your
passion when you were younger?”

“Hmm, it’s probably a total cliché but
singing.” She ran her fingers over the rim of her wine glass.
“Well, I guess it still is my passion.”

“Really?”

Emma was shocked by the eager expression on
Aidan’s face. “Yeah, my family is really big on Bluegrass and
Country. I grew up singing with a band that’s made up of five of my
male cousins. We would play at festivals and at the bar my Uncle
Gary owns.” Emma laughed. “I guess you would call it a honky-tonk
more than anything.”

He shook his head. “Why is it almost
impossible for me to picture you singing in a smoky, rough and
tumble bar?”

“Oh, I didn’t just sing there. I did at
church, too.”

Aidan grinned knowingly. “Ah, you’re a church
girl. That explains a lot.”

She stopped swirling the pasta around on her
fork and shot him a look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Now I know why you felt the way you did
about sleeping with me—why you don’t have any sexual partners in
your past besides your fiancée.”

“Having morality and spirituality aren’t bad
things,” she countered.

“I didn’t say they were. In fact, it’s what I
like most about you.”

Emma snorted. “You can’t be serious.”

“Well, I am.” He moved his hand across the
table to graze his fingers against hers. “Until I met you, I never
knew innocence could be so damn sexy.”

Although her cheeks warmed at his
compliments, she couldn’t help the smirk that curved on her lips.
“You really are a smooth one, aren’t you?”

Aidan jerked his hand away from hers and
crossed his arms over his chest. “I didn’t realize I was being
smooth at the moment. I was just trying to flatter you a
little.”

Emma chewed thoughtfully on a bite of shrimp.
“I think it oozes so naturally you don’t even realize you’re doing
it. I think you’d even manage to do it in a coma.”

“Oh really?”

“Yeah, all your nurses would be fawning over
you—even the male ones. You would probably end up getting really
shitty care. Not to mention there would probably be a daily fist
fight over who got to give your sponge bath.”

Aidan threw his head back and roared with
laughter. When he gazed at her, his blue eyes twinkled with
amusement. “Jesus, Em, I don’t think I’ve ever laughed with a woman
as much as I have with you.”

“I assume that’s a compliment, right?”

“Oh yes, a big one.”

Emma nibbled on the edge of her fork, trying
to decide whether she had the courage to ask the question that had
been plaguing her for a while. “So have you really never been in
love before?”

Aidan choked on the bite of scampi he had
taken. He succumbed to a coughing fit before taking a long gulp of
wine. “That one came out of nowhere,” he replied, in a strangled
voice.

“Not really. You just want to avoid the
question.”

He made a frustrated noise in the back of his
throat. After staring out at the glimmering water, he finally said,
“Yes, I have been in love before. Are you happy now?”

“That’s all I get?”

“Were you hoping for some salacious
details?”

Emma grinned. “Maybe.”

“Well, I think that’s enough for tonight.” He
picked up her empty plate and started to rise out of his chair when
she reached over and lightly touched his arm. Emma could see the
struggle in his eyes, not to mention he kept clenching and
unclenching his jaw. He appeared to internally bashing himself
about whether to be honest with her.

Not wanting to cause him pain, she shook her
head. “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me. It was rude to
ask.”

“No, no, I’ll give you the gory details,” he
replied, easing back down.

Emma’s jaw dropped open. She couldn’t help
leaning forward, expectantly waiting to hang onto every word.
Between hearing about his parents and now his love life, so many
pieces of Aidan’s puzzle were coming together.

“Her name was Amy, and we were fifteen. We
were both on our high school’s swim-teams. She was my first
relationship, my first sexual experience, and…” He fidgeted in his
chair. “The first girl’s heart I broke.”

Emma’s own heart suddenly ached for a girl
she didn’t even know. “Why did you break-up?”

“We dated through high school and tried
making it work the first semester of college, but my heart just
wasn’t in it anymore. More than anything, I didn’t want to be tied
down. So I got the wandering eye.”

“She caught you cheating?”

Aidan rubbed his hands over his face. “Fuck,
I can’t believe I’m telling you all this.”

“Please finish.”

“No, I broke it off before she found out.
Then three years later, I ran into her at a friend’s wedding, and
we started seeing each other again. Neither one of us were swimming
competitively anymore, we had finished up college and were starting
our careers. After another year together, the logical thing to do
was…”

“Get engaged.”

He grimaced. “But as much as she wanted a
proposal, I just couldn’t man up and do it. The thought of being
tied to her the rest of my life made me physically feel choked.”
His body gave a slight tremor. “And then I did something really,
really shitty, so she broke up with me.”

“What did you do?” Emma questioned
softly.

“She walked in on me having sex with another
woman.”

Emma’s hand flew to her mouth, and she stared
at Aidan in horror. “That’s…so cruel.”

His expression darkened. “Yeah, in case you
didn’t get the memo, I’m an asshole, remember?”

“But you can be so kind and considerate. The
very fact I’m not at home alone, crying into a pint of Ben and
Jerry’s proves that. Instead, I’m sitting here eating the dinner
you cooked and wearing your clothes. That’s true compassion.” She
shook her head sadly. “Those are the reasons why it’s so hard
imagining you could do something so callous to someone you
loved.”

Aidan shrugged. “The past is the past I
guess. At least she found someone else and has been happily married
for the last eight years.”

“You’ve seen her?”

“No. My mom used to at Mass with her husband
and kids” Aidan grinned sheepishly. “Mom seemed to love rubbing it
in my face.”

“She was probably still mad at you for
ruining such a good thing.”

“Probably.” Aidan emptied the rest of the
wine bottle into his glass. “So now that you’ve heard my sad story,
what about you?”

“You already know mine.”

Aidan shook his head. “I’m not talking about
being in love. I’m talking about breaking someone’s heart.” He
propped his elbows on the glass table. “With your face and body, it
isn’t possible you haven’t broken at least one guy’s heart.”

“I never said I didn’t,” Emma protested.

“Aha! So spill,” Aidan said.

“It’s certainly not as salacious as
yours.”

He smirked at her. “I would imagine not,
Goody Two Shoes. I’m sure the fact you wouldn’t sleep around broke
quite a few hearts.”

Emma crossed her arms over her chest. “Last
time I checked, your heart is above your waist, not below it.”

Aidan laughed. “Okay, okay. I get it. So
what’s the story?”

“Fine. Here’s the Sparknotes version: his
name was Steve, we were eighteen, and I was in love with his best
friend.”

“Ouch, that had to suck for ol’ Steve.”

“I never meant to hurt him, but from the time
I turned sixteen, there was never anyone in the world for me but
Travis.”

“Did you go out with him to make Travis
jealous?”

“No, at first I thought Steve would make me
forget him. We were all in school and church together, but Travis
acted like I was nothing more than a friend. Steve was the kind of
guy who brought you flowers and called you in the morning to see
how you were doing. He also respected my boundaries about sex.”

“Poor Steve,” Aidan joked.

Emma laughed. “Now I didn’t say he wasn’t
getting any sexual satisfaction.”

“Just not the full enchilada.”

She wrinkled her nose. “If you have to put it
that way, I guess so.”

Aidan grinned. “So what happened?”

“Even though he should have been everything I
could ever want in a boyfriend, I felt nothing. It wasn’t fair to
him, so I broke up with him. He was so devastated he got Travis to
come and talk to me.”

Emma ducked her head, fighting the dreamy
smile spreading across her cheeks. “Travis came stomping in my
room, red faced and furious, demanding how the hell could I break
his best friend’s heart. After listening to him rant and rave for
about five minutes, I finally just screamed I was in love with
him.”

Aidan’s eyes widened. “Holy shit! That took
balls. What did he say?”

Emma laughed. “That he was in love with me
too, but he didn’t want to hurt Steve. So we waited a few months to
start dating, and then we were inseparable.”

“And Steve was okay with it?”

“He wasn’t thrilled, but he found someone
else.”

Aidan stared at her for a moment and then
grinned. “After unloading that heavy shit, I think we need some
more wine.”

“Yes, I think we do, too.”


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

When Aidan didn’t return within a few
minutes, Emma went in search of him. She found the kitchen empty
but heard raised voices coming from the hallway. She craned her
head around the corner to see who Aidan was talking to. Three sandy
haired boys stood in the foyer outfitted in swimming trunks and
carrying pool gear. Their faces were downcast. The smallest one,
who couldn’t have been more than five, stomped his foot and huffed,
“But Uncle Aidan, you promised we could come swimming anytime!”

“I know, Georgie, but you see—”

The tallest one shook his head. “Dude, this
is so not cool.”

“Look, I told you guys that you could come
back tomorrow. It’s just tonight isn’t a good time,” Aidan
argued.

Emma stepped out into the hall and cleared
her throat. Four pairs of eyes focused on her. “What’s going
on?”

“So, she’s why we can’t go swimming!”
the middle boy exclaimed.

“Ooh, Uncle Aidan’s got a girlfriend!”
Georgie said before dissolving in giggles.

Aidan groaned in frustration. “Emma, these
are the monsters I mentioned earlier: John, Percy, and
Georgie.”

Stepping forward, Emma waved and gave them a
bright smile. “Hi guys.”

“Hi,” they murmured. They seemed almost
mesmerized by her presence. It made Emma wonder if they’d ever seen
a woman at Aidan’s house before.

She cocked her head at them. “Let me guess.
Any chance you guys were named after the Romanic poets?”

The tallest one rolled his eyes. “Yeah,
unfortunately our parents have a major thing for boring, stuffy
British dudes.”

Aidan gave an exasperated grunt. “What he
means to say is my sister and brother-in-law are both English
professors at Georgia State.” Pointing to the tallest one, he said,
“The thirteen year old with the mouth is John Keats. My middle man,
Percy Shelley, is eleven, and George Byron, or Georgie, is five.”
He turned back to her. “And guys, this is my friend, Emma
Harrison.”

“It’s nice meeting you. Looks like you were
all set to swim, huh?”

“Yeah, until Loverboy over here decided to
ruin it for us,” John replied, scowling at Aidan.

Jabbing his finger in the air, Aidan
practically growled, “Watch your mouth.”

Emma hid her amusement behind her hand. Once
she recovered, she said, “In his defense, your uncle didn’t know I
was going to have such a bad day today and need some company. But I
don’t mind one bit if you guys stay and swim.”

Aidan’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “You
don’t?” he asked at the same time Georgie squealed, “Really?”

“Sure why not.”

“All right!” Percy exclaimed before barreling
past Emma. John and Georgie were close on his heels.

Emma laughed at their excitement while Aidan
shook his head. “I can’t believe you just agreed to have them
stay.”

“They’re here to swim, so I highly doubt
they’ll even bother us.”

“Famous last words,” Aidan muttered as he
ushered Emma back outside.

At the sight of Georgie about to jump in the
shallow end, Aidan rushed forward and grabbed him up. “Whoa, whoa,
Little Man. Don’t you dare get in without your floaties.”

“But floaties are for babies!” he moaned,
writhing against Aidan’s chest.

“I don’t want to hear it.” He sat Georgie
down and flipped open a brown storage bin. He pulled out two Power
Ranger arm floaties. He slid them up Georgie’s arms. “Your mom
would kick my butt if she showed up and you weren’t wearing
these.”

Georgie glowered at Aidan before running off
and jumping in the pool.

“Uncle Aidan, will you help me with my
backstroke again?” Percy asked.

Aidan glanced over at Emma. “You mind?”

“Of course not. In fact, I’d love to see you
in action.”

He smirked before leaning over to whisper in
her ear. “I’d wear that speedo I promised you, but I think it would
freak the boys out.”

She giggled and shoved him away. “Go get your
swim trunks, cocky.”

While he disappeared into the house, John
swam closer to where Emma was sitting. He propped his elbows on the
ledge. “So how long have you been Uncle Aidan’s girlfriend?”

She fought the flush creeping across her
cheeks at his directness. “He’s just my friend.”

He gave her a look that said he clearly
thought she was bullshitting him. “Wish I had friends as
pretty as you,” he said with a grin.

Emma couldn’t help giggling. “Why thank you,
John. You’re quite a charmer, aren’t you?”

He puffed out his chest, and Emma could have
sworn she was seeing Aidan at thirteen. “The girls seem to think
so.”

“Hmm, I think besides your hair and eyes, you
may have inherited your flirting ability from your Uncle
Aidan.”

Aidan chose that moment to come back outside.
He glanced between her and John with a curious expression. “What
are you two talking about?”

“How much John looks like you.” She gave
Aidan a mischievous grin and winked. “And acts like
you.”

Aidan crossed his arms over his bare chest.
“John, are you making the moves on my friend?”

John paled a little. “No, I was just talking
to her. I mean, you never, ever have girls over here or
bring them to Papa’s.”

Now it was Aidan’s turn to get flustered.
“Whatever.” He dove into the pool and swam over to where Percy
waited expectantly on him. Emma watched as Aidan gave Percy
demonstrations and then feedback on his form. In between giving
instructions, he would throw a gleeful Georgie in the air and let
him splash down.

Emma drew in a desperate breath and tried to
still the fluttering of her heart at the sight of Aidan interacting
so effortlessly with his nephews. When he pulled himself out of the
pool and came striding over to her, she couldn’t help staring in
wonder at him.

His eyebrows shot up at her expression.
“What?”

“I just never imagined seeing you around
kids.”

“Oh yeah, I’m freakin’ Ward Cleaver, aren’t
I?” he snorted in response.

“You don’t give yourself enough credit. For
some reason, you don’t like to admit how much you care about
them.”

“Is that right?”

She nodded. “If you were so anti-children,
you wouldn’t have offered to let them come and swim, and you would
have let Georgie in the water without his floaties. Plus, you just
spent twenty minutes giving Percy swimming lessons.”

Aidan furiously toweled his wet hair, a scowl
forming on his face. “Em, I don’t know what you’re hinting around
at right now, but I’m never going to be father material, okay?”

“You shouldn’t feel so negative about
yourself,” she protested.

Before Aidan could say anything, a shriek
came from the pool. Georgie was paddling over to the ladder, tears
streaming down his face. Once he got out, he streaked over to Emma
and Aidan.

“He held me under!” Georgie cried, pointing
at John.

“It was barely a second. Stop being such a
big baby,” John replied.

“I-I couldn’t breathe!” Georgie snubbed,
grinding the tears from his eyes with his fists.

“Walk it off, Little Man. You’ll be all
right,” Aidan said.

His response made Georgie cry harder and
earned him a glare from Emma. “What?” Aidan questioned.

“Come here, sweetie,” Emma offered, opening
her arms. Georgie quickly scrambled into her lap and then wrapped
his arms around her neck. “Shh, you’re okay now.” She turned her
wrath on John. “I think you owe your brother an apology.”

John’s eyes widened as he glanced from Emma
to his uncle, but Aidan only shrugged. “Um, I’m sorry,
Georgie.”

“You promise not to do it again?” he asked,
his voice muffled against Emma’s collarbone.

“Yeah, I promise.”

Emma rubbed Georgie’s back in wide circles.
“See, everything’s fine. You want to go back in the pool?”

“No,” he snubbed.

Percy rolled his eyes at John who then
snickered. “Yeah, if I was pressed up against that rack, I wouldn’t
want to leave either!” John said while Percy nodded in
agreement.

Even though he said it in low voice, both
Emma and Aidan heard him. While Emma fought to keep the flush from
creeping across her cheeks and neck, Aidan stepped to the edge of
the pool. “All right, get out this instant. If you’re going to be
that disrespectful to my friend, you can march your horny little
asses home!” he growled.

John and Percy’s eyes widened, but they
didn’t mouth off. Defeated, they started for the pool steps.

“Wait, Aidan, don’t make them go home for
that. They’re just being boys,” Emma argued.

He whirled around. “Are you kidding me?”

“I’m sure they feel very bad for being rude
and would be willing to apologize.” She stared pointedly at the
boys. “Wouldn’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Percy said.

John nodded. “I’m very, very sorry for saying
something like that about you Emma.”

“Thank you.”

For good measure, John glanced up at Aidan.
“And I’m sorry for being disrespectful to your girl—” He paused at
the death glare Aidan gave him. “To your friend,” he finished.

“Me too,” Percy said.

Emma gazed up at Aidan and smiled. “See,
problem solved.”

Georgie raised his head. “What does horny
mean?”

Emma couldn’t help giggling at the absurdity
of the situation, especially when Aidan’s eyes widened, and he
stared helplessly at Emma to explain. “It’s not something you need
to know about, and your uncle shouldn’t have said it,” she
replied.

“Ooh, Uncle Aidan, you’re in trouble,”
Georgie said, wagging his finger at Aidan.

Emma grinned. “Yes, Uncle Aidan is a very bad
boy. We should wash his mouth out with soap, shouldn’t we?”

Georgia giggled. “Yes, we should.”

“Hello?” a woman’s voice called from inside
the house.

“Mommy!” Georgie cried, peeling himself off
Emma and running to the doorway.

Emma started to stand up, but Aidan blocked
her, thrusting his towel at her. When she started to protest, he
grimaced and motioned to her chest. She glanced down and flushed.
Comforting Georgie had soaked her white shirt, and you could see
straight through to her lacy white bra. “Oh shit!” she stared
wildly around the patio for an escape.

Aidan held out his hand. “Come meet
Becky.”

“Are you kidding? I’m not meeting your sister
looking like a bimbo from a wet t-shirt contest,” she hissed.

“You’re not going to have much of a choice.
The minute Georgie tells her there’s a woman here with me, she’s
going to be all over you.” He stepped forward and wrapped the towel
around her. “Just pretend you’ve been swimming.”

“Okay,” she murmured reluctantly.

Just as Aidan predicted, Becky appeared in
the doorway, holding Georgie’s hand. At the sight of Emma, she
power walked over to them. With her sandy hair and piercing blue
eyes, Becky and Aidan could have passed for twins. She patted Aidan
on the back. “Well, Little Brother, I wouldn’t have let the boys
come over if I knew you had company.”

“This is Emma Harrison—she’s a friend from
work.”

Emma extended her hand and gave Becky her
best smile. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.”

As Becky continued sizing her up, Emma
cleared her throat. “Your boys are absolutely adorable. I’m so glad
I got to meet them.”

Becky grinned. “Thank you. I only hope they
were on their best behavior.” She then gazed over at Aidan with a
determined look on her face. “I didn’t know you had such pretty
work friends.”

Aidan snorted at his sister’s directness.
“Yes, there’s a high standard of beauty at the company.”

Becky nudged him playfully. “Well, we won’t
impose on you two any longer.” She motioned John and Percy out of
the pool. They reluctantly dragged themselves out and started
toweling off. Becky wrapped the towel tighter around Georgie. “Now
what do we say to Uncle Aidan for letting us swim?”

“Thank you,” they echoed in a sing-song
chorus that caused Aidan and Emma to grin.

Then both John and Percy looked pointedly at
Emma. “Thanks for talking Uncle

Aidan into letting us stay…both times,” John
said, a pink tinge on his cheeks.

Emma smiled. “You’re welcome.”

Becky stared from the boys to Emma, and then
she gave Aidan a knowing look. “Well, you two have a lovely
evening.”

“Thank you.”

They walked Becky and the boys to the door.
Once they were gone, Aidan groaned and rubbed his eyes as he
collapsed into the chair. “Jesus, I’m glad they’re gone.”

“Aw, I hate to see them go. They’re really
sweet boys.”

He chuckled. “Oh yeah, I should have asked
them to spend the night. I’m sure John would have loved to share a
bed with you and your rack.” He shook his head with disgust. “The
little pervert.”

“He’s thirteen. What do you expect? I highly
doubt you were an angel of virtue at that age,” Emma countered with
a smile.

“No, I was a pervert, too.”

“I figured as much. I swear he looks and
acts so much like you.” She giggled. “He’s another
Fitzgerald player in the making.”

Aidan’s cell phone started ringing, and when
he glanced down at it, he grimaced. “Damn, this is the India
office. I have to take it. Make yourself at home, okay?”

“No problem,” Emma replied, scratching Beau’s
ears.

As soon as Aidan left the room, Beau hopped
up on the couch with her. “Wanna find a chick flick to watch with
me?”

He licked her hand. She grabbed the remote on
the table and started flipping channels. “Ooh,” she murmured when
she saw one of her favorites, Nottinghill, was on. She
snuggled deeper into the couch, continuing to stroke Beau’s shiny
black fur. After awhile, her eye-lids grew heavy, and before she
could stop herself, she nodded off.

***

“Yes, I look forward to seeing you next
month, Mr. Benwaldi,” Aidan said before hanging up. He rose out of
his desk chair with a heavy sigh. In truth, he wasn’t too thrilled
of the prospect of leaving the country for a month, but it had been
a stipulation of his new promotion. Of course, he hadn’t thought to
mention his imminent departure to Emma yet. He wasn’t sure how she
was going to take him leaving in the middle of their baby-making
quest. Maybe he could convince her to fly over for a few days if
the next week’s try didn’t take.

Wait, what the hell was he thinking? Emma
wasn’t his girlfriend or his wife. Asking a woman to fly across the
ocean was way past his level of commitment, even if it was more for
her benefit than his.

“Man, I’m the worst host ever. Sorry that
took so long,” he said, as he walked into the living room. He
skidded to a stop at the sight of Emma asleep on the couch with
Beau beside her. For a moment, he didn’t know what to do. Should he
wake her up and take her to get her car, or should he offer her the
guest bedroom? Or should he take her to his bed? It wasn’t like
they hadn’t slept together before.

He eyed Beau and gave a frustrated grunt.
When Beau gazed drowsily up at him, Aidan wagged his finger. “You
know damn well you’re not allowed on the furniture.”

Beau responded by yawning and then burrowing
deeper to Emma’s side.

Aidan bent over the couch, his hand sweeping
across Emma’s cheek. “Wake up, Em,” he said softly.

“Hmm?” she questioned without stirring.

“You need to go to bed.”

“No. Too tired,” she murmured.

He rubbed her arm. “You’ll sleep better in
bed.”

She gave a short snore in response. Aidan
rolled his eyes. Of course, she would have to make this harder on
him. “Okay, fine. I’ll put you to bed.”

He reached underneath her legs and then
brought his arms around her back. With a grunt, he lifted her up
off the couch.

Emma gazed up at him through hooded eyes.
“Are you my Knight in Shining Armor, now?”

“Oh yeah, I’m a helluva knight,” he
grumbled.

“You’re making me break all my rules.”

“Huh?”

Her eyes closed, and he thought she’d gone
back to sleep. “You make me feel too much…I’m just supposed to use
you for sex like you use me.”

His chest tightened at her words. Is that
really what she thought of him? Even though it was usually the
truth, he didn’t like hearing it from her…at least not now. “Em,
open your eyes and look at me.”

At his command, her drowsy green eyes focused
on his. “Don’t you ever think I’m using you, all right? I may have
always wanted to have sex with you, but I would never, ever use
you.”

She wrapped her arms tighter around his neck,
her lips grazing his cheek. “You’re a good man, Aidan Fitzgerald,
even if you don’t want to admit it.”

“You think so?”

Her head bobbed lazily. “I never would have
imagined you would take care of me like you did tonight, especially
when there was no promise of sex. But you did.”

Aidan rolled his eyes as he eased Emma down
on his bed. “That makes me a real gentleman, huh?”

“Umm, hmm,” she murmured, snuggling under the
covers.

“I’m glad you think so highly of me, Em.”

“Just don’t break my heart,” she said
softly.

She was already breathing heavily when he
replied, “I’m going to try my best not to.”


CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

Ten days after her dinner and sleepover at
Aidan’s, Emma forced herself to throw her rule book out the window.
Daily texts, emails, and phone calls from Aidan even made Casey a
believer in resurrecting his potential boyfriend material. And now
the red circled date on her calendar told her it was time to start
Round Two of Baby-Making.

This time Aidan insisted she come to his
house. The “all business” parameters of their arrangement had been
broken, so there was no point in meeting at a hotel. After running
home to freshen up, she headed over to his house.

He answered the door in boxers and a t-shirt.
“Sorry, I just got out of the shower.”

“Yeah, I just did the same,” she replied, as
she followed him into the house.

He grinned at her over his shoulder. “You
should’ve showered here, and we could have killed two birds with
one stone.”

Emma laughed. “I guess you’re right.”

“Are you hungry?”

“A little.”

“I can order in some Chinese.”

Emma pretended to be horrified. “You mean you
didn’t cook for me tonight?”

Aidan chuckled. “Sorry babe, not tonight.
Work’s been kicking my ass.”

“The new promotion?”

He nodded. “Even though the money is
fabulous, I’m starting to wish I’d said no.”

After digging in one of his drawers, he
pulled out a menu and handed it to Emma. “Let me know what you want
to eat.”

Instead of looking at the food options, Emma
was puzzled about what was different about Aidan. Then she realized
what it was. “Boxers? When did you start wearing those?”

He leaned back against the kitchen counter.
“Well, I did a little research, and I found out that boxers are
better for the balls and sperm counts.”

“I see,” she replied, fighting the flush that
was creeping across her cheeks.

“Yeah, the article says it seems to help the
swimmers with their mobility, and we want Olympic Gold this time
around.”

Emma’s heartbeat accelerated, and she sucked
in a breath. “So you started wearing boxers to help me
conceive?”

“Yep. And I also read that it’s better to
store up sperm to make them more potent.” He pushed himself off the
counter and came to stand in front of her. “So I’ve held off on any
sexual activity that might result in me wasting swimmers.”

“Oh,” she murmured.

“Does that surprise you?”

She nodded. “I just assumed you were seeing
someone or…”

“Screwing someone?” When Emma didn’t respond,
Aidan swept the hair away from her face and stroked her cheek.
“There’s no one but you—not even my hand since I saw you last.”

Her eyes widened when she got his meaning. “I
guess it’s been a really long ten days, huh?”

His expression became pained. “Frankly, I’m
about to explode.”

Emma laughed. “I’m really impressed with how
serious you’re taking this.”

“Whenever I attempt to do something, I intend
to do it well and give it all I have. And that includes knocking
you up.”

She smacked his arm playfully. “You’re such a
charmer.”

Aidan laughed. “Let’s see if I can’t charm
the panties off of you right now.”

“What about the food?” she questioned.

“We’ll work up an appetite,” he replied.

The menu fluttered from her hands and fell to
the floor. “Sounds good to me.”

Staring into each other’s eyes, the
electricity in the room shifted. Suddenly, it seemed Aidan couldn’t
get her naked soon enough. He gripped the hem of dress and then
pulled it up, jerking it over her head. She was glad she chose to
change her underwear when his eyes roamed appreciatively over the
green and gold bra and panties she was wearing. But he didn’t stare
for long. Instead, he gripped her waist and hoisted her up to sit
on the marble countertop. His fingers unhooked her bra and whisked
it away as Emma wrapped her legs around his waist.

Aidan’s lips hungrily met hers as his tongue
darted in and out of her mouth. His hands cupped her bare breasts,
kneading them like he knew she liked. She rewarded his efforts with
a moan against his lips. Aidan’s hands left her breasts to grip the
waistband of her thong. He stripped it off and down over her
thighs.

He then spread her legs, hooking her knees
over his shoulders. When his tongue darted inside her heat, Emma
threw back her head. “Mmm, oh God, yes!”

“Say my name, babe,” Aidan murmured against
her sex.

With him continuing his teasing assault on
her clit, she very quickly rewarded him with, “Yes, Aidan! Oh, yes,
oh yes, Aidan!” Her shaky legs spread wider to allow him more
access. She was rewarded by Aidan sliding his fingers in and out of
her while his tongue lapped and teased at her folds. Her fingers
gripped the edge of the countertop as she came hard and strong.

When Aidan’s erection, rather than his
fingers, nudged at her opening, her eyes flew open, and she jerked
back. “No, not like this! Not here!”

Aidan’s eyebrows shot up into his forehand.
“Don’t tell me you have an aversion to sex on kitchen countertops?
I promise they’re clean.”

Emma felt her face warming. “That’s not
it.”

He ran his fingers through his already
sweat-slicked hair. “Em, you think you could cut to the chase? I
mean, I’m standing here with a raging hard-on right now, and all I
want is to be buried deep inside you.”

“I just don’t want to look back and realize
my baby was conceived on a kitchen counter, okay?”

Aidan stared at her for a moment before
howling with laughter. “If my memory serves me correctly, I banged
you on my desk at work after you worked me over in the desk
chair.”

“You wouldn’t go to the couch!” she
argued.

“But don’t you think babies have been
conceived in worse places?”

Emma crossed her arms over her bare breasts
in a huff. “We’re not talking about other people’s babies. We’re
talking about mine.”

He rolled his eyes and then grinned. “Emma
Harrison, you are going to be the death of me in more ways than
one.” When he pulled her closer to him, she started to protest, but
he shook his head. “Just hold your horses, princess. I’ll
get you back to the bedroom, okay?”

She grinned. “I’ll make it worth your while,
I promise.”

As he lifted her off the counter, she gripped
her legs tight around his waist while he held her steady around her
hips. “Hmm, just what are you suggesting?”

She titled her head to the right, appearing
to be lost in thought. “How does after we go a round, I give a lot
of oral attention to your most prized possession?”

Aidan groaned. “Worth every fucking step of
hauling your sexy ass to my bed.”

Emma giggled. “I figured as much.”

“You’re so bossy and demanding, Em. I can’t
believe I give into you.”

“That’s because you want to give into
me. Admit it. I’ve softened you towards sex.”

His eyes narrowed. “Are you trying to say I’m
a pussy in the bedroom now?”

“Of course not, silly. I just meant I’ve had
an effect on the way you think and act about sex, just like you’ve
changed me. You’re tender, sweet, and thoughtful instead of just
being about your own pleasure. Future women will thank me.”

Aidan didn’t reply. Instead, he tossed her
unceremoniously onto her back on the bed. She gasped in shock at
his roughness. “Why Mr. Fitzgerald, how ungentlemanly of you,” she
teased.

He gave a sharp shake of his head. “Your
little episode in the kitchen has made me wait long enough to fuck,
Ms. Harrison. You can consider yourself forewarned that there will
be no more Mr. Nice Guy!”

She would have been lying if his words
coupled with the gleam of desire burning in his eyes didn’t turn
her on. He shoved her knees apart with his hands, widening her
legs. His expression turned predatorily dark as he positioned
himself over her. With one harsh thrust, he drove himself inside
her. Impaled by him, she shuddered at his forcefulness. He smirked
down at her. “Looks like your body is betraying that prim attitude
of yours. Guess I’ve had an effect on you as well.”

“I’m not the one denying it. You are,” she
panted.

He continued pounding into her, the smacking
of their skin echoing through the room along with Aidan’s almost
animalistic grunts. She knew he was screwing her like this to prove
a point to himself, and she wanted nothing more to prove to him he
had changed.

So she brought her hands to his face, drawing
his lips to hers. He momentarily stilled his thrusting when she
darted her tongue into his mouth, sweetly stroking his tongue with
hers. She swept her hands through his hair, tugging at the strands
at the base of his neck. He groaned low in his throat.

Emma’s hands feathered down Aidan’s back.
Instead of raking her fingernails into his flesh, she swept
deliciously slow circles over his ass. Now it was his turn to
shudder. She cupped his buttocks, pressing him further inside her,
while raising her hips. “Slow and sweet now, please?” she
asked.

His eyes flew open, and a smile curved on his
lips. “When you ask that way, how can I say no?”

***

With one round complete along with keeping
her promise of oral attention, Emma woke up snuggled into the crook
of Aidan’s arm. Pressing her ear against his chest, she listened to
the gentle hum of his heartbeat. She had almost gone back to sleep
when Aidan’s voice roused her.

“Are you awake?”

“Mmm-hmm,” she murmured.

“There’s something I need to tell you, and I
really need for you to be fully awake for this one, Em.”

His words doused her with the same effect as
a cup of coffee. She rose up to peer at his troubled expression.
“Why do I have the feeling you’re about to drop a major bomb on
me?”

Aidan exhaled a ragged breath. “Because of my
new promotion, I have to go to India to help start the new office
branch over there.”

Inwardly, relief washed over Emma. A million
devastating scenarios had raced through her mind. Most of them
involved him no longer wanting to see her or be a part of
baby-making. “How long will you be gone?”

“This is the part you’re not going to
like…two weeks to a month.”

Emma gasped. “But that means you might not be
here next time to…” She ducked her head. “Well, you know.”

Aidan rubbed his thumb across her cheek. “But
I might be. I just don’t know how long it’ll take.”

She nodded. “It’s okay. I understand.”

“You do?”

“It’s not like you’re just choosing to go on
vacation or something. It’s work—you have to do it. I do realize
you have a life besides me and my baby-making scheme.” She smiled.
“Besides, it’s not like I can keep you chained to the bed for my
own needs.”

His chest vibrated with laughter beneath her.
“Oh, Em, I didn’t know you could be so kinky.” Propping up on his
elbows, he grinned down at her. “Anytime you want to handcuff me to
the bed, you just let me know. I’ll happily oblige you.”

Emma pulled herself up to straddle him. “I
think we’re doing fine just like we are.”

His fingertips feathered over her thighs.
“Now why doesn’t your reply surprise me? If you find kitchen
counters offensive for conceiving, I’m sure any notion of bondage
is out.”

“You told me before you didn’t go in for all
that.”

“That’s true. But for you, I’d make an
exception.”

Rolling her eyes, Emma leaned over, licking
her tongue up his neck and along his jaw. When she was almost to
his mouth, she pulled back. “Do you think you could oblige me in
another round?”

Aidan grinned. “Why of course.”

At that moment, Beau leapt onto the bed with
Emma’s underwear between his teeth. “Beau! No, give me those!” she
shrieked, grabbing for his mouth. Once she swiped the panties from
him, his wet nose nudged against Emma’s thigh, trying to push her
off Aidan’s lap.

“Beau, you old cockblocker! Get down!” Aidan
cried.

Emma fell over on the bed giggling. Between
Aidan’s comment and Beau’s antics, she could barely catch her
breath. Beau began licking her face, and she had to push him away.
“No, boy, stop,” she gasped.

“Get down!” Aidan cried, trying to grab
Beau’s collar.

When Beau was successfully off the bed, Emma
turned to Aidan. “What’s going to happen to him while you’re
gone?”

Aidan shrugged. “Even though he hates staying
overnight, I guess I’ll board him at his Doggy Daycare.”

Emma glanced over the side of the bed at
Beau. He proceeded to give her the saddest hound dog face he could
muster. “Aw, poor baby.” She turned to Aidan and smiled. “I could
keep him for you.”

Aidan grunted. “What the hell would possess
you to want to do that?”

“Because I love him, and I hate to think of
him being unhappy for two to four weeks.”

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

Emma nodded. “Don’t you trust me with your
dog?”

He laughed. “Of course I do. And if you
really want to put up with his smelly ass for two to four weeks,
he’s yours.”

She peered over the side of the bed again.
“Did you hear that boy? You’re going to come and stay with me while
Daddy goes to India.”

Beau thumped his tail appreciatively while
Aidan snickered. “I can’t believe you just called me Beau’s
Daddy.”

She gave him a wicked grin as she trailed her
fingers up his thigh and then took his slackened cock in her hand.
“Would you rather me call you Big Daddy?”

He licked his lips in anticipation. “Oh yeah,
that’s good.”

“Which part? Me stroking you like this or
calling you Big Daddy?” she teased.

“Mmm, both,” he replied.

Once she had worked him to full mast, she
guided him to her already wet core. Emma grinned at Aidan. “Okay
then, Big Daddy, let’s try once more to make a baby.”


CHAPTER
FIFTEEN

Emma gnawed on her already frayed nails.
Sitting on the bathroom countertop, her legs swung back and forth.
Her whole body hummed with nervous energy. She drew in a frantic
breath, trying to calm her out of control emotions, but nothing
short of a margarita the size of a fishbowl would help at the
moment.

She cut her gaze over where Casey lounged on
the settee, eyeing three different pregnancy test sticks. “How long
has it been?” Emma squeaked.

Casey groaned. “About five fucking seconds
since the last time you asked! Jesus, Em, you’re going to give me a
stroke!”

“I’m sorry. It feels like an eternity since I
peed on those freakin’ sticks. I’m losing my mind.”

Someone started in the bathroom, and Casey
leapt up, bracing herself against the door. “Sorry, it’s out of
order. Try the one down the hall.”

The person grumbled, but then backed off.
Emma widened her eyes. “I can’t believe you’re bogarting the
bathroom for my pregnancy test!”

“Do you want a strange chick taking a whizz
in the middle of your big moment?”

Nervous laughter bubbled out of Emma. “No, I
guess not. But we don’t know if it’s going to be a big moment or
not.”

Casey grinned. “You’re a week late this time,
Em. And don’t forget that Aidan took extra care of his swimmers. I
think the odds are in your favor this second time around!”

“As much as I want it to be, I have a feeling
Aidan will be a little disappointed at no more baby-making
sessions, especially since he’s storing up his energy while he’s
out of the country.”

“Who says it has to end?”

Emma’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Because
the purpose will be over then…I’ll be pregnant.”

“Yeah and keeping him coming back for more
just might land you something you never bargained for.”

“And what’s that?”

Casey gave her a knowing smile. “A
husband.”

The room spun around her, sending Emma’s head
slamming back against the mirror. She brought her hand to her
forehead to still the maddening spinning. “Don’t say things like
that to me when I’m already about to explode.” When Casey didn’t
reply, Emma opened her eyes. “What is it?”

“They’re starting to change colors!”

Emma sucked in a breath before leaning
forward on the bathroom counter. “And?”

“Holy shit, one has two lines and the others
say ‘Yes’!”

Falling off the counter onto the tiled floor,
Emma staggered over to Casey and grabbed her by the shoulders.
Bewildered, she asked, “But…so does that mean…?”

Tears sparkled in Casey’s eyes. “It means
you’re pregnant!”

“Are you sure? You didn’t read the boxes
wrong or something?”

“No, I’m positive, and the tests are
positive!”

Emma froze as her body desperately tried
processing her emotions. They ricocheted through her at warped
speed causing her body to tremble. She couldn’t blink, least of all
draw breath. All the painful years after Travis’s and her mother’s
deaths she had spent hoping, praying, and longing for a child
converged on this one moment. It was physically and emotionally
overwhelming. Pregnant…she was actually pregnant.

Casey shook her gently. “Breathe, Em, you’ve
got to breathe.”

Silent tears streamed down Emma’s cheeks. Her
hand tentatively went to her abdomen. “I can’t believe it’s
actually happening.”

“It feels good to be right,” Casey joked, as
she wiped her own tears away on the back of her hand.

Emma’s elated expression started to fade.
“What if the tests were wrong? I mean, what if--”

Casey shook her head. “You could buy ten more
tests to humor yourself, but it’s real this time.”

Reaching for a tissue, Emma dabbed her eyes.
“Don’t you see? There’s just been so much disappointment and
sadness in my life that it’s hard for me to grasp that something I
want so much can actually happen.”

“Em—”

“You don’t understand what it’s been like for
me. So many times I’ve gotten my hopes up for true happiness only
to have it dashed. Travis and I were planning on starting a family
right away. He joked about knocking me up, so we could have Shotgun
Wedding. I wanted nothing more than to have his child, and then he
was gone. Then I lost my mother.” Her lip trembled. “I’m scared
this is all going to fall apart, Case.”

“Don’t be afraid.” Casey drew Emma into her
arms. “I’m here for you, and everything is going to be all right.
It’s finally your time, Em. You’re just going to have to
keep the faith and believe it.”

Emma closed her eyes and let Casey’s optimism
wash over her. “I want to believe it. So very, very much.”

Casey pulled away to give Emma a reassuring
smile. “Well, you better because it’s the truth. Now look in the
mirror and say the words.”

“Seriously Case?”

“Do it!”

“Fine.” Emma stared at her pale, mascara
streaked face in the mirror. “I’m pregnant, and I’m going to be a
mother.”

“Damn straight! Now when are you going to
tell Big Papa the good news?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Even though we’ve talked
on the phone and skyped since he’s been gone, I don’t want to do it
that way.” At the wicked expression on Casey’s face, Emma crossed
her arms over her chest. “I know what you’re wondering, and the
answer is no. We did not have phone sex!”

“How disappointing,” Casey pouted.

Rolling her eyes, Emma said, “Anyway, to get
back to the original point, I think it’s best I wait until he gets
home.”

“And when is that exactly?”

“Sometime next week.”

“Good. By then, you will have had time to see
your Gyno, and you’ll know without a shadow of a doubt you can tell
him the good news.” She held open the bathroom door. “I say we blow
out of here at five and go celebrate with non-alcoholic beverages
and chocolate!”

Emma grinned. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

***

A week later, Emma stepped out into the
waiting room of her OB/GYN’s office to the expectant faces of Casey
and Connor. She couldn’t hide her beaming smile. “I’m really,
really pregnant!”

Popping out of their chairs, they both
erupted with loud cheers and gave Emma a long, excited group hug.
On the way to the car, her phone buzzed in her purse. She dug it
out and gasped. At the airport. Heading home. Want to meet for
drinks at O’Malley’s at six?

She quickly texted Aidan back. Sure.
Sounds good. See you then.

At his next response, Emma skidded to an
abrupt stop and stared at her phone. Both anxiety and longing
gripped her at his words. Good. I’m looking forward to kissing
and licking every square inch of that fabulous body of yours
tonight.

“What’s the matter, Em?” Casey asked.

“Nothing…just a text I got.”

Connor snorted. “Just a text my ass! From the
practically giddy expression on your face, I’m assuming it’s from
Big Papa Fitzgerald!” Connor joked.

Emma giggled. “Yes, it is. He’s on his way
home.”

Peeking over her shoulder, Connor gasped.
“Damn, girl, he’s looking forward to licking every inch of your
body? Em’s gone kinky on me!”

“Would you stop!” she shrieked, jerking the
phone away from his view. Her reaction sent Connor and Casey
giggling like mad as they hopped into the car.

Fumbling for her car keys, she wasn’t quite
sure how to respond to Aidan’s text. Finally, she typed a quick
See you then. As she cranked up, she had a gnawing feeling
in the pit of her stomach that telling Aidan wasn’t going to be as
easy as she thought.


CHAPTER
SIXTEEN

As his plane skidded across the runway at
Hartsfield Jackson, Aidan fought the urge to shout for joy. For
him, there was truly no place like home. He tapped his foot
impatiently while he waited for the plane to come to a stop. Four
weeks away had felt like an eternity. Even though he wanted nothing
more than to grab a couple of chili dogs from the Varsity along
with a twelve pack from the liquor store, he had very important
dinner plans and even bigger nighttime plans.

After deplaning, he broke into a jog from the
gate, grabbing up his luggage as fast as he could. Glancing at his
watch, he had forty-five minutes to make it to O’Malley’s. He
would’ve liked to have had time to freshen up, but his rumpled
shirt and wrinkled dress pants were just going to have to do.

Miraculously, he stepped into O’Malley’s a
little before six. When Jenny saw him, her face lit up. “Hey
stranger! Glad to see you’re back.”

He smiled. “Thanks. It’s good to be home. You
can’t imagine how much I missed this old hole in the wall. You
can’t quite find the same beer or burgers over there.”

Jenny laughed. “So do I need to reserve a
large booth for the crew and your Welcome Home party?”

“Um, no, actually, I’m meeting someone.”

“Someone or some woman?”

He coughed. “A woman.”

Aidan couldn’t help feeling surprised when
Jenny’s smile widened. “Is it the pretty red-head you were here
with before?”

His mouth gaped open. “Wait, how did you
guess that?”

She grinned. “I knew there was something
between you two when you came in—something different from the other
women I’ve seen you with.”

“But we weren’t even dating then.” He shook
his head. “We’re not even dating now.”

“Oh please.” Jenny waved her hand
dismissively at him and grabbed two menus. She led him to the same
secluded area he had sat with Emma in before. This time she gave
them the back corner booth, ensuring they would have a lot of
privacy. “You guys make a really good-looking couple,” she said
before leaving him once again open-mouthed.

Aidan’s only response to Jenny’s compliments
was to give a frustrated grunt. He eased down in the booth and took
out his phone. After scrolling through several emails and texts, he
glanced up to see Emma sweeping through the door. He sucked in a
breath and tried to still the accelerating of his heartbeat. What
the hell was happening to him? No woman had ever had this much of
an effect on him. The time away seemed to have made her even more
beautiful than he remembered, but there was something different
about her—something softer, more vulnerable. It was a hell of a
turn on.

When Jenny said something to Emma, she beamed
and ducked her head. Without blinking, Aidan watched Emma as she
followed Jenny to the table. Her dress slid over her hips,
accentuating the curves he was familiar with. Her long auburn hair
hung in waves, cascading over her shoulders. He gritted his teeth
when he noticed some of the other male patrons ogling Emma as she
passed them by. Even though he had no right, he wanted to scream at
them that she belonged to him.

Her face lit up when she met his gaze.
“Hey!”

As he started rising out of the booth, she
rushed over and threw her arms around his neck. He opened his mouth
to say hello, but her lips crushed against his. As she deepened the
kiss, Aidan tried to keep his bearings by tightening his arms
around Emma’s waist. Damn, he had missed the feel of her lips, her
tongue, and the way her body molded against his.

A low whistle behind them caused Emma to jerk
back much to Aidan’s dismay. Jenny grinned at them and winked. “Now
who needs the guys when you can get a homecoming like that,
huh?”

Emma’s cheeks grew red, but she laughed.
Tilting her head to the side at Aidan, she asked, “Am I enough of a
Welcome Home party?”

He grinned. “At the moment, hell yes, you
are.”

Jenny squeezed past them to sit their
silverware on the table. “I guess I’ll leave you two lovebirds
alone now.”

“Thanks Jenny,” Aidan said.

He arched his eyebrows when Emma plopped down
next to him in the booth rather than sitting across from him. “Miss
me that much, huh?”

Her laughter made his heart vibrate with
warmth. “Yes, actually I did.”

Aidan stared into her twinkling green eyes.
“I missed you, too.” A hell of a lot more than I want to
admit.

“Me or the sex?” she asked.

“Both,” he answered honestly.

She giggled. “I figured it would only be the
sex.”

“You underestimate yourself as usual.”
Propping his arm on the back of the booth, he turned to get a
better look at her. “But I can’t help myself if it sounds like I’ve
only been missing the sex when I tell you how fucking gorgeous you
look tonight.”

“No, it’s okay.” Her cheeks flushed. “And
thank you.”

Aidan leaned over to nuzzle her neck,
inhaling the delicate smell of her perfume. He groaned in the sweet
agony. “The way your dress is hugging all your curves and your hair
falling loose and wavy, just begging me to run my fingers through
it, makes me want to forget dinner and take you home instead.”

When she stiffened, he raised his head.
“What’s wrong?”

“I need to tell you something.”

“Anything. Well, as long as it isn’t
something like you’re not coming home with me tonight.”

“I’m pregnant,” she blurted.

The air wheezed out of him, and he felt like
he had been kicked in the groin. “Okay, that’s not quite what I was
expecting.”

“I found out a week ago, but I wanted to wait
until you got back to tell you. I thought it would mean more in
person.”

Now he knew why she appeared so different.
Pregnancy had her absolutely glowing with pure happiness. A sense
of immense pride radiated through him that he had a part in making
that happiness. His lips curved in a genuine smile. “That’s
wonderful news, Em. I’m thrilled for you.”

Happy tears sparkled in her eyes. “Oh Aidan,
I can never thank you enough for making this dream possible!” she
cried, throwing her arms around his neck again. She squeezed him
tight. “I still can’t believe it happened after only two months of
trying. Do you know how blessed and lucky we are? Some people have
to try for months and months—even years.”

“Yeah, that would have been miserable,” he
joked.

A girlish giggle escaped her lips. “I am
sorry that we didn’t get to…well, you know, have sex as much as you
would have liked.”

Just the mention of that word on her luscious
lips made him squirm in the booth. “So am I, especially since I’ve
practically been a monk the last few weeks.”

Her eyes widened. “You mean you kept up with
the boxers and no activity of any kind?”

“Well, I might have taken care of business
once or twice,” he replied, sheepishly. “But I abstained all last
week in preparation.” Now after all that work, he was going home,
tail between his legs, and extremely frustrated. It was truly going
to be just him and his hand that night.

Emma cupped his face in her hands. “Oh, you
poor baby! You’ve really gone above and beyond for me through this
whole thing.”

When she brushed her fingers over his lips,
he grabbed her hand. “Please, Em, don’t. I’m way too fucking
frustrated for shit like that.”

A smile that was both teasing and sweet
spread on her face. “I tell you what. Since you’ve made me the
happiest woman in the world, I think I more than owe you a round or
two to put a smile on your face.”

For the second time that night, Aidan felt
like he had been kicked in the groin. “You can’t be serious.”

Her brows furrowed. “Don’t you want me to be
serious?”

“Of course I do! I want to push your dress up
over your thighs, rip off the lacy thong I imagine that you’re
wearing, and fuck you senseless right here in the booth.”

Emma sucked in a breath and widened her eyes.
“I take that as a yes.”

Aidan grinned. “Hey, it’s been four
weeks babe. You’re lucky I’m not dragging you into the bathroom for
a quickie.” When her nose wrinkled in disgust, he couldn’t hold
back his laughter. “Don’t worry, Em. I’ll control myself.” Running
his hand under her dress, he squeezed her thigh. “At least while
we’re in public.”

He was surprised when she didn’t smack his
hand away. Instead, she merely smiled invitingly up at him. “Can we
at least eat first?”

“Of course we can. You’re eating for two now,
right?”

Emma snorted. “Supposedly yes. But the way
I’ve been packing it in lately, you would think I was having
triplets or something.”

Aidan waved the waiter over. After Emma
finished rattling off all that she wanted, Aidan couldn’t hide his
amusement. “You’re seriously going to eat all that?”

She bobbed her head as the waiter left. “It
won’t matter as much this time since I assume I’ll be burning a lot
of calories later, right?”

He chuckled. “Hell yes!”

For the rest of dinner, he behaved himself.
Instead, he focused on how joyfully animated Emma became as she
talked about the baby and the pregnancy. He had never seen her talk
a mile a minute or smile so much. He began to wonder how her cheeks
couldn’t hurt. He momentarily stiffened when she mentioned that
both Casey and Connor had accompanied her to her first
doctor’s appointment. “So now he’s all about you having a baby as
long as he didn’t father it?”

Emma’s fork froze in mid-air while her face
crumpled. “He just wanted to come and support me since you were out
of town.”

“That was nice of him,” Aidan said, unable to
keep the sarcasm out of his tone.

“If you don’t want him at the first
ultrasound, I won’t invite him.”

Aidan didn’t know why the hell it bothered
him. It wasn’t like he had any plans of being involved in the
baby’s life…or did he? For some reason, just the thought of Connor
being in his baby’s life dropped a heavy blanket of
possessiveness around him. Shuddering, he tried ridding himself of
the feeling. Besides Connor seemed like a genuine guy—he obviously
didn’t have to worry about him being competition in Emma’s bed.

“Aidan, you didn’t answer me?”

He met Emma’s intense stare. “What?”

“I asked you again if you wanted it to just
be the two of us at the first ultrasound.”

Swallowing hard, he finally responded, “Um,
yeah, sure.”

Any doubt about his decision faded at the
expression of pure, unadulterated happiness that flashed on Emma’s
face. Knowing he was the reason behind it warmed him straight
through to his soul. It was a feeling he thought he could come to
enjoy experiencing more of.

“Great,” she replied, nibbling on her last
French fry.

He couldn’t help grinning when he surveyed
her empty plate. “Would you like some dessert?”

She pursed her lips at his teasing. “No, I’m
good for now, thanks.”

“Then can we please get the hell out of here
and go back to your house before I have a permanent case of blue
balls?”

Emma giggled. “I guess so. Just be glad I
have some Ben and Jerry’s in the freezer, or we would be making a
pit stop.”

Aidan groaned as he threw a wad of bills on
the table. “You love to torture me, don’t you?”

Running her hand up his thigh, Emma stopped
just before she touched his cock. When he sucked in a sharp breath,
she merely took her hand away and picked up her drink. Swirling the
straw around, she then brought it to her lips and worked it in and
out of her mouth while she drank. “Hmm, that’s so good.”

His mouth gaped open in shock. He couldn’t
believe she was doing this to him. His sweet, innocent Emma, the
mother of his child, was being a total cock-tease. And in some
small way, he was enjoying the hell out of it.

When she finally looked at him, she burst out
laughing. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help myself.”

“Just make sure you keep that attitude up the
rest the night,” Aidan replied, nudging her out of the booth.


 


 


 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

After they left O’Malley’s, Aidan followed
Emma home. When she pulled in the garage, she hopped out of her car
and met him in the driveway. He glanced around the yard. “Where’s
Beau?”

Emma laughed. “I put him in his swinging
bachelor’s pad down in the basement before I came to meet you. Want
me to go let him out?”

He shook his head as they started up the
walk-way “No, I can wait to see him until after I devour you at
least once.”

Emma made a tsking noise. “Poor Beau. His
Daddy is always thinking of his own needs first.”

Aidan laughed. “He’s a dude, so he would
totally understand.”

“Oh really?”

“You better believe if some bitch in heat
came by, he wouldn’t think twice about thinking with his dick and
running out on me.”

“Is that what I am to you? A bitch in heat?”
Emma questioned, feigning outrage.

“Of course not…well, you might’ve been before
I got you pregnant.”

Shaking her head at him, she unlocked the
front door and held it open for Aidan. When she turned to close and
lock it behind them, Aidan beat her to the punch. Grabbing her from
behind, he took her hands and placed them flush against the wooden
door. He buried his face into the side of her neck before wrapping
his arms around her waist and pressing his erection against her
backside. Grinding into her, he moaned, “God, Em, I want you so
much it hurts.”

The feel of his need against her caused
warmth to flood her core. She had missed him emotionally, but the
growing ache between her legs was her body’s way of showing her
just how much he had been missed physically.

One of his hands slid from her waist up her
torso to cup her breast. When he kneaded it roughly like she
usually enjoyed, she yelped in pain, rather than pleasure.

At her reaction, Aidan instantly tensed. He
spun her around to face him, his brows creased with worry. “I’m
sorry, Em. You used to get off when I did that.”

She cupped his face in her hands, rubbing her
thumbs along his jaw-line. “It’s not your fault. I should have
warned you that my breasts are…” She bit her lip and tried to
imagine how she was going to explain this. “Well, they’re really
tender right now because of being pregnant.” Even though she tried
fighting it, she felt her face flushing in embarrassment.

“Oh, I see.” When she forced herself to look
at Aidan, he was staring quizzically at her breasts. After he
scratched his chin, Emma asked, “What?”

“Is there, like, milk already in them or
something?”

She laughed. “No, no, it’s nothing like
that.”

Although he seemed relieved, he still wasn’t
touching her. Slowly, she grabbed the hem of her dress and pulled
it over her head. She held Aidan’s smoldering gaze as she reached
behind her back and unhooked her bra. After she let it drop to the
floor, she took his hands in hers and brought them to her chest.
“Just be gentle, okay?” She worked his hands over her breasts,
illustrating the pattern and pressure to use. “Mmm, that’s good,”
she said.

As his fingers rolled and teased her nipples
to hardened peaks, he arched his eyebrows questioningly at her.
“Very good,” she murmured.

While he kept up his ministrations, she
reached over to loosen his tie. Once she slipped it off, she
started at the buttons on his shirt. After whisking it away, she
started for his belt buckle. She must not have been moving fast
enough because Aidan’s hands left her breasts to unzip and kick off
his pants.

At the sight of his rumpled boxers—the very
ones he was wearing just for her to conceive— she grinned. Taking
his hand, she led him down the hall towards the bedroom. He used
his free hand to caress her backside. It was like he couldn’t stop
touching her even for a second. When they got into the bedroom, he
slid his hand from her buttocks to grip her waist, pulling her
towards him. She wrapped her arms around his chest, enjoying the
sensation of feeling his bare skin on her breasts.

Aidan’s mouth met Emma’s in a frenzied,
desperate kiss as she guided them over to the bed. She brought her
hands to his chest and shoved him, sending him sprawling onto the
bed. Instead of lying down, he raised himself up into a sitting
position. Grabbing Emma’s hips, Aidan tugged her closer.

After spending a few minutes delicately
licking and sucking her nipples, he kissed from the hollow of her
breasts down over her stomach. His nimble fingers whisked off her
panties, leaving her naked and feeling vulnerable in front of him.
When he didn’t begin kissing or stroking her, Emma glanced down at
him. Her breath hitched at the sight of him staring at her
belly.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing,” he murmured.

“You didn’t expect me to already be showing,
did you?”

“No, of course not. But your body is already
changing in little ways. I can tell.” Lightly, he grazed her
abdomen with the back of his fingers. He wore an almost mesmerized
expression. “So there’s a part of me in there, huh?”

“Yes,” she said softly.

He titled his head to the side, smiling up at
her. “Damn. That’s pretty amazing when you stop to think about
it.”

The tiny fluttering of her heart broke into a
full gallop at his words. “It is.”

When Aidan leaned in to feather tender kisses
across her belly, Emma came undone. The gesture brought tears to
her eyes. She bit down so hard on her bottom lip to keep from
sobbing that a metallic rush of blood filled her mouth. Just as she
thought she might go over the emotional abyss, he flicked his
tongue over her clit while his fingers sought out her core.
Gasping, she brought her hand to his hair and fisted the strands.
All thoughts escaped her mind except for the exquisite torment of
his tongue as it licked and sucked over her sex.

It didn’t take long for her to throw her head
back and cry out his name as she came. As her body was still
reeling, he gripped her waist and spun her around, pushing her
towards the bed. Emma fought the wave of dizziness that spiraled
over her that was unfortunately not the usual post orgasm kind, but
instead was another aspect of pregnancy plaguing her.

With a hungry smile, Aidan pressed her down
onto the mattress. But then when positioned himself over her body,
he froze. He then rocked back to sit on his knees between her legs.
“What’s wrong?” Emma asked.

He scratched his head. “Um, I don’t quite
know how to say this.”

Propping up on her elbows, Emma asked, “What
do you mean?”

“Here’s the thing. I’m kind of afraid.”

Emma felt like her eyebrows were going to
shoot right off her forehead. “Excuse me?”

“What I mean is, I’m afraid of doing
something that will hurt the baby. Like crushing it with my body on
yours or thrusting too deep or some shit like that.”

“Oh, I see,” she murmured. She fought the
urge to laugh at the absurdity of the situation. Never in a million
years would she have imagined Aidan being afraid of sex.

“Well, my doctor didn’t say anything about
abstaining from sex, so I think we’ll be fine.”

Hope flashed in Aidan’s eyes. “You
think?”

She could no longer hold back her laugher.
“Yes, I’m positive.”

“Oh, so this is funny now?”

She nodded. “If you could see the look on
your face.”

Scowling, he crossed his arms over his chest.
“Well, excuse me, for wanting to protect our child.”

Emma rose up and took Aidan’s face in her
hands. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed. It’s just that most
couples, married or unmarried, don’t stop having sex when pregnancy
happens.” When he started to argue, she put a finger over his lips
to silence him. “But I do appreciate your worry and concern. Each
and every time we’ve been together, you’ve always been considerate
not to do anything that would hurt me. I’m sure you’ll continue
doing the same thing now.”

He grimaced. “It’s just…I’m worried because
it’s been awhile for me. If I’m being totally honest, it’s one of
the longest periods of going without sex in my adult life, and I’m
worried about getting too carried away.”

“It’ll be fine. Trust me, I’ll let you know
if something is wrong.”

Aidan gave her a wary look before he
nodded.

“Now why don’t you make love to me? Nice and
slow,” she said.

Aidan blew out a puff of air. “I can
try.”

Emma couldn’t help giggling at the determined
expression on his face. “I can’t believe Mr. Aidan Fitzgerald—Sex
God Extraordinaire—is doubting his bedroom abilities.”

At her taunting, Aidan’s expressed flipped
over from anxious to smoldering in barely a second. “There goes
that mouth of yours again,” he replied, his voice low and
husky.

“Umm, hmm,” Emma murmured, bringing his face
to hers. She needed his warm lips on hers desperately. Sliding her
tongue into his mouth, she caressed his, causing him to groan deep
in the back of his throat.

Emma reached between them and took his
erection in her hand. She stroked him hard and fast, causing
Aidan’s jaw to clench. After working his glorious length a few more
moments, Aidan grunted, his hips bucking back and forth into her
hand.

“Em,” he murmured.

She then guided his erection to her folds. He
entered her slowly, tediously, inch by inch, until she was filled
with him. She realized then how much she had missed the feeling of
him being inside her. When he pulled out, Emma gasped at the empty
feeling. His frantic eyes met hers, and she smiled. “It’s okay.
Keep doing what you’re doing.”

“I’ll try,” he replied, plunging back inside
of her.

Emma gripped Aidan’s shoulders while widening
her legs. His pace became exquisitely languorous. With each stroke,
Emma raised her hips to meet him. They moved in perfect unison
together, panting and drawing breaths in the same measure.

Aidan took Emma’s hand and brought it between
them. “Touch yourself,” he instructed. Embarrassment filled her at
his request. When she started to jerk her hand away, Aidan shook
his head. “If you won’t touch yourself, then touch me…touch
us.”

A shudder went through her at his words, and
she felt herself not only relenting but feeling wildly turned on.
Tentatively, she slid her hand down to where they were joined,
feeling him sliding in and out of her. She ran her fingers over his
cock, slick from their shared arousals. Aidan moaned in approval.
“Yeah, babe. Oh fuck, that feels good.” After working him over, she
finally brought her hand back to her clit and started to stroke and
rub it.

Closing her eyes, she let the feeling wash
over her. It was almost too much—the sensation from Aidan thrusting
in and out coupled with stimulating herself. It didn’t take long
for an orgasm to build and ripple through her. “Aidan! Oh Aidan!”
she screamed.

“Oh, fuck, Em, I don’t think I’m going to
last much longer,” Aidan said, through gritted teeth.

She brought her lips to his, kissing him hard
and passionately while he shuddered and came into her. He fell
against her like he usually did, covering her body with his.
“Dammit to hell!” he cursed. His expression was one of horror when
he met her gaze. “Christ, did I hurt you just then?”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Aidan, would you stop
worrying? I’m fine.”

“You sure?”

She grinned. “Maybe ready for dessert.”

He snorted. “I thought what we just did was
some fucking wild dessert!”

“Hmm, well, that was really, really hot, but
I’m more in the mood for something cold and sweet.” When he quirked
his eyebrows at her, she giggled. “But what we just did was pretty
sweet too!”

“Let me guess. Ben & Jerry’s are calling
your name, huh?”

Emma nodded.

“Then let me be a true gentleman and go get
it for you.”

“Ooh, post sex ice cream…how romantic!” she
mused.

“There goes that mouth of yours again,” Aidan
replied, as he climbed out of bed and started for the kitchen.

“Good thing I’m about to fill it with ice
cream, huh?”

Aidan winked at her over his shoulder. “I
could think of something better to cram in your mouth.”

She tossed a pillow at him for his audacity.
“Go get the ice cream, and I’ll think of letting you back in this
bed.”

“Oh, you’ll let me back. In fact, I’ll wager
you’ll be begging me.”

As he started out of the bedroom, Emma
couldn’t help shivering in anticipation of what the rest of the
night held in store.


CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN

Drifting between sleep and consciousness,
Emma felt something moist trailing up her bare back and over her
neck. When Aidan pressed his morning erection against her backside,
her eyes flew open. She turned to gaze at him over her shoulder.
“Good morning to you, too. Or should I say the both of you,” she
said, her voice laced with amusement.

Aidan’s chuckle hummed in her ear. “I’m sorry
I woke you. I couldn’t help getting so turned on when I woke up
next to a fiery, naked goddess.”

“Are you thinking by merely flattering me I’m
going to let you have your way with me again?”

“I sure as hell hope so.”

“Hmm, I thought I gave you your consolation
sex prize last night. I don’t recall this morning being a part of
the deal.”

“So you want to tease me and play hard to
get, huh?” Aidan snaked his hand across her belly and between her
legs. She sucked in a breath. “Was that a yes?” he asked, his
fingers speeding up their tempo.

“It’s definitely not a no,” she murmured,
tilting her head back against his shoulder.

Just as she felt herself building to an
orgasm, the familiar morning nausea seized her. “No, no, stop!” she
cried.

Aidan gazed down at her in surprise. “What’s
wrong?”

“I—” She clapped her hand over her mouth,
willing herself not to throw up on him. She clambered over his legs
and streaked into the bathroom. She barely made it before her
stomach clenched. She gripped the sides of toilet seat and retched
violently. Over and over, her stomach heaved. Exhausted, she sank
to her knees. When she glanced up, Aidan stood framed in the
doorway. He had managed to slide on his underwear, and she noticed
her episode had killed his libido.

“Morning sickness?”

“Umm, hmm,” she moaned.

“Can I get you anything?”

“No, I—” She heaved again. Dragging her arm
across her mouth, she didn’t dare look at Aidan. It was too
embarrassing having him see her this way. Staring at the tile, she
said, “I’m fine. Really. Go back to bed.”

Without a word, Aidan left the bathroom. Emma
couldn’t blame him. She could only imagine this unattractive aspect
to pregnancy would just be another reason to drive him away. What
would he want with someone like her when he could have any woman he
wanted?

Pressing her cheek against the toilet lid,
she felt the bile rising in her throat again. She silently willed
herself not to get sick again. Then Aidan appeared in the doorway.
Emma peered up to see a glass of water and a bag of saltine
crackers in his hands. When she stared at him in shock, he gave her
a sheepish grin. “I thought this might help.”

He hadn’t run away. Instead, he had tried to
find something to make her better. The gesture sent Emma’s emotions
reeling like an out of control Merry-Go-Round. “Thank you,” she
whispered.

Instead of leaving them on the counter and
running out the door, he grabbed the hand towel and ran it under
the cold water. He then eased down beside her, taking Emma’s face
in his hands. “Aidan, you don’t--” she protested.

“Shh, just let me take care of you.”
Tenderly, he swiped the rag across her cheeks and her forehead. The
gesture tugged at her heart, and overwhelming love for him radiated
in her chest. If there had ever been a doubt to the depth of her
feelings, it was cemented at that moment. She closed her eyes so he
wouldn’t see her tears. “Does that feel nice?”

Unable to speak, she bobbed her head.

“I’m so sorry about the puking,” he said.

Her eyes flew open. “It’s not your
fault.”

He grinned. “Well, it kind of is considering
I knocked you up.”

She gave him a weak smile. “But I asked you
to. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine.”

“Has it been bad so far?”

She nodded. “Every morning…some afternoons.”
She shuddered. “And then certain smells.”

Aidan twisted the rag in his hands. “I wish I
could do something to help. I feel so helpless having to watch you
suffer.”

Her chest constricted again at his words.
“It’s enough you just being here—comforting me like this.” She
reached out to touch his cheek. “You have such a good heart and so
much love to give. You’re going to be a wonderful father.”

He stared at her in almost disbelief—his
chest rising and falling harshly. She could see him emotionally
shutting down right in front of her. He shook his head. “I think
you give me too much credit. Besides, I’d be a real jackass if I
left you alone when you were sick.” He rose off of the floor and
tossed the rag on the counter.

Chewing her lip, Emma realized this was
probably the best she was ever going to get from him—just enough
care and concern to keep his conscience from eating at him. It
wasn’t ever going to be enough to make him love her or commit. She
just needed to accept that fact so she could guard her heart. She
could only give herself to him physically—even though she
desperately hoped that physical intimacy would lead to a stronger
emotional one for Aidan.

So she drew in a deep breath and pulled
herself off the floor. “I’m going to take a shower.”

He whirled back around in surprise. “You
think you’re up to it?”

“The nausea and the puking never last long.
I’m feeling better now.” She smiled. “You want to join me?”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m not making any promises.” She pulled
back the shower curtain and turned on the water. “Besides, we both
need to be ready to go out in a little while because I’m going to
expect you to buy me some breakfast. You know, for knocking me up
and all.”

He grinned. “I think I can do that.”


CHAPTER
NINETEEN

An hour later, Emma buckled herself in while
Aidan let the top down on his convertible. “What sounds good?” he
asked as he pulled out of the driveway.

“Hmm, IHOP? I keep craving pancakes.”

“Then IHOP it is.”

While flipping through the radio stations,
Aidan’s phone rang. He glanced at the caller ID and grimaced. “It’s
my dad.”

“Haven’t you talked to him since you got
back?”

“No.”

Emma shook her head. “I can’t believe you
didn’t let him know you’re home safe and sound. I bet he’s worried
out of his mind.”

“Thanks for the guilt trip,” Aidan mused.

She stuck her tongue out at him playfully as
he answered the phone. “Hey Pop…yeah, I got in last night. Sorry I
didn’t call you. I was a little tired.”

Emma snorted at his lie. He hadn’t been too
tired to go a round with her. When she met Aidan’s gaze, he stuck
his tongue out at her, and she giggled.

“I’m planning on coming by to see you.” He
paused. “I know you’ve really been working hard on your rose
garden, but now isn’t actually the best time.”

Emma cleared her throat, and Aidan glanced
over at her. “Take me back home and go see your dad,” she
murmured.

He shook his head.

“Yes, he misses you and –”

“Dad, I’ll be happy to come over as long as
you don’t mind I have a friend with me.”

Wait, what? He was actually going to take her
to meet his father? That was a whole level of commitment she never
imagined from him.

Aidan must’ve registered her surprise because
he whispered, “You don’t mind?”

She shook her head, and he smiled. “All
right. We’ll be over in ten minutes.” After he hung up the phone,
he turned to Emma. “Are you sure you’re all right with this?”

“Why would I mind?”

Aidan shrugged. “I don’t know. My dad
is…well, he’s a blue collar, Irish Catholic ex-Marine who loves
puttering around his rose garden and playing with his
grandkids.”

Emma grinned at his summation. “Considering
most of my mom’s family is blue-collar, I think I’ll be fine.
Besides, he’s my child’s grandfather.”

“I just didn’t want to waste your Saturday
listening to my dad drone on and on about his different species of
roses or his war stories.”

“I think it sounds like fun.”

“You need to get out more, babe.”

Emma experienced the familiar tightening in
her chest at his flippant attitude. Her smile faded. “I think deep
down you really don’t want to introduce me to him.”

Aidan glanced away from the road to stare at
her. “What? Why?”

“You don’t want to have to explain anything
to him about what we are or what we aren’t. Not to mention you
don’t want to have to pretend I’m your girlfriend.”

“Well, I hadn’t actually planned on
introducing you as my girlfriend. I was going to lie and say we
were working on a project together for work.”

“Oh,” Emma murmured.

“You didn’t think I was going to waltz in
there and drop the bomb on him about the baby, did you? I think
that would freak him out a little.”

“Are you ever planning on telling him?”

“And what would I say? ‘Hey dad, this is the
girl who asked me to knock her up because her biological clock was
ticking. Maybe once and awhile, she’ll let you see the kid if you
want, but I signed a contract where I don’t have to have any
parental or financial obligations.’”

Emma shook her head. “You know I had that
part of the contract edited. Besides I would never keep the baby
away from its grandfather...or its father.”

Aidan glanced over at her in surprise. “You
mean you wouldn’t object to me having a bigger part in the baby’s
life?”

Emma’s heart thumped so loudly in her chest
she was sure Aidan could hear it. She fought to find her voice. “Of
course, I wouldn’t mind. I want you to do whatever you feel
comfortable with.”

Aidan remained quiet for a few seconds. Then
he sighed. “I want to make one thing clear. Having a bigger part
doesn’t mean I’m going to be a typical father and help you raise
it. And I’m sure as hell not changing diapers or getting up in the
middle of the night to feed it or anything.”

Emma bit her lip to keep from grinning. She
continued chipping away at his hardened veneer little by little. It
was a small step, but she would take what she could get.

“That’s okay. I didn’t expect you to do any
of that. I just wanted him or her to at least know who their father
was.”

“Then we’re good to go.”

Aidan pulled into the driveway of a modest
brick home. Just like at his house, the yard was breathtaking. “You
weren’t kidding when you said your dad had a green thumb,” she
mused as they got out of the car.

Aidan grinned. “Wait until he shows you his
rose garden.”

“He has an entire rose garden?”

“Yes, with several different breeds.”

“That’s amazing. Maybe he would be willing to
give me some gardening tips. I’d love to have more flowers growing
around the window of the baby’s room.”

“I’m sure he would be more than happy to
help.”

As Emma made her way up the driveway, she
stumbled. Aidan snaked an arm around her waist to steady her. “Are
you all right?”

“I’ve just been a little dizzy lately.
Another wonderful side effect of early pregnancy.”

“Glad to hear it wasn’t our exertions last
night making you lightheaded,” he replied with a smirk.

She smacked his arm playfully. “You’re
terrible.”

“Well, hello, there!” a silver headed man
called from the side of the house.

Surprise flooded Emma when Aidan didn’t drop
his arm from her waist. “Hey, Pop.”

“Good to see you, son,” Aidan’s father
replied with a smile. He shielded his eyes from the sun and gazed
at Emma. “And who is this pretty lady?”

“This is Emma Harrison. She and I work
together.”

Emma extended her hand and smiled. “It’s a
pleasure to meet you Mr. Fitzgerald.”

“Please call me Patrick,” he replied, shaking
her hand. “Do you like roses, Emma?”

“Yes, I do. I was just admiring all your
beautiful flowers.”

“Come then. Let me show you my rose garden.”
He held out his arm like a gentleman of the past, and Emma slipped
hers through it. They strolled across the front yard with Aidan
trailing behind them.

When they turned the corner, Emma gasped at
the rainbow of colors. “Oh it’s breathtaking!”

“Thank you. I’ve just worked on integrating
several new breeds.”

Aidan’s phone rang. After he grabbed it out
of his pocket, he groaned. Patrick and Emma glanced over at him.
“It’s work. I better take this.”

“Go ahead, son. The roses will still be here
when you finish,” Patrick replied, good-naturedly.

Aidan walked around to the corner of the
house. Emma delicately fingered a red rose before bending over to
smell it. The intoxicating fragrance perfumed her senses, and she
sighed with pleasure. “These are so beautiful.”

Patrick beamed with pride. “Those are Don
Juan’s or Sweetheart Roses. They’re also known as climbing roses
because they grow well on arbors and sides of buildings. The nice
thing about them is they’re so resilient they don’t need a lot of
pruning to come back year after year.” Patrick traced his finger
over one of the thorns. “My late wife actually planted these.”

Emma’s heart ached at his sad expression. She
reached over and rubbed Patrick’s arm tenderly. “Aidan told me
about her passing away. I’m very sorry for your loss. In a way, I
know what it feels like to lose someone who is your whole
world.”

“You do?” Patrick asked softly.

“My mother died of cancer two years ago. She
was everything to me, especially after my father was killed when I
was six.” She gave him a sad smile. “Sometimes it feels like I’ll
never get over it—like I’ll just have this gaping hole in my heart
for the rest of my life.”

Patrick nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly how it
feels.” He took her hand in his and squeezed it tight. “Thank you
for sharing that with me.”

“You’re welcome.”

Silence hung around them as Emma kept
admiring Patrick’s garden. She had just inhaled what she imagined
was a Yellow Rose of Texas when Patrick’s voice startled her. “So
you and my son work together?”

“We’re both at the same company, but he
actually works a few floors above me.”

“I see.”

Emma glanced up from the rose she was
admiring to find Patrick giving her a knowing look. “And you two
expect me to believe there’s nothing between you but that you
work together?” he asked, with a smile.

Emma flushed. “Well, no, I mean, it’s
complicated.”

“Isn’t love always complicated?”

“I-I guess so. But we’ve only known each
other for a couple of months, so he’s not in love—I mean,
we’re not in love.”

Patrick pinched his lips together. “Do you
see this rose?”

Emma nodded.

“It doesn’t look like it’s going to bloom,
does it?”

Tilting her head, Emma eyed the closed bud.
“No, it doesn’t.”

“Ah, but that’s where appearances are
deceiving. Sometimes the ones that bloom fastest fade quickly. It’s
these that are the toughest to coax out that make some of the most
gorgeous flowers.” He snipped a long stemmed Don Juan and handed it
to Emma. “You can tell me that you and Aidan aren’t in love, but
looks can be deceiving.”

She gasped and almost dropped the rose. She
opened her mouth to argue with Patrick, but Aidan came strolling
up. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s all right, son. I was enjoying getting
to know Emma better,” Patrick replied. Emma ducked her head to
avoid his intense stare. “Won’t you two join me for lunch?

“I was actually in the process of taking Em
out to brunch when you called.”

“Psh, who wants brunch when you can have a
home cooked meal? It’s your mother’s Shepherd’s Pie.”

Emma watched as Aidan’s eyes lit up, and she
knew she could forgo her craving for pancakes. “That sounds
delicious,” she said.

Aidan raised his eyebrows questioningly, and
she nodded. “Okay, then, we’ll stay.”

“Wonderful!” Patrick exclaimed, motioning
them to the backdoor.

Emma smiled. “I have to admit I’m very
impressed with the culinary skills of the Fitzgerald men.”

Patrick glanced at Aidan over his shoulder.
“Oh, you’ve cooked for Emma?”

She fought the urge to giggle at what looked
like a red flush creeping across Aidan’s tanned cheeks. “Yeah, just
some scampi. Nothing exciting.”

“He’s just being modest. It was
delicious.”

Patrick held the door open for them. “I guess
us Fitzgerald men have become forced into learning to cook—mine
because of being a widower and Aidan for being a confirmed
bachelor.”

“I’m sure whatever you have prepared will be
delicious,” Emma said.

Patrick picked up an oven mitt. “Aidan, why
don’t you take Emma on to the dining room and set another plate at
the table while I get the food together?”

“Why don’t you let me help?” Emma
offered.

He smiled. “That would be wonderful.”

Once everything was finished, they all sat
down. Patrick reached out his hands. “Aidan, would you return
grace?”

Emma’s mouth gaped open in shock. Never in a
million years would she have pegged Aidan anything remotely close
to religious, least of all being entrusted with saying the
blessing.

As he reached out for her hand, Aidan winked.
“Close your mouth, Em. You’ll catch a fly like that.”

She pinched her lips together and shot him a
murderous glance. But when he took his hand in hers and grazed his
fingers tenderly over her knuckles, her anger evaporated. “Dear
Lord for what we are about to receive make us truly thankful.
Amen.”

As they lifted their heads, Patrick repeated,
“Amen.” Emma gave Aidan a coy smile and murmured, “Short and
sweet.” He merely chuckled and put his napkin in his lap.

The moment Patrick took the lid off the pot
Emma’s stomach clenched. Oh no, not now. Please not now! she
silently begged. As the meaty aroma invaded her nostrils,
nausea overtook her. The bile rose in her throat, and she clamped
her hand over her mouth. “Sorry!” she murmured before leaping from
the table, knocking her chair over in the process.


CHAPTER
TWENTY

Aidan swept a nervous glance over to his
father. He swallowed hard as Patrick stared at Emma’s retreating
form. At the sound of the bathroom door slamming, Patrick raised an
expectant brow.

His mind whirled with how he was going to
possibly explain Emma’s behavior and keep their secret. He finally
smiled apologetically. “I should have mentioned that she was a
vegetarian, and that the smell of meat makes her sick.”

“Don’t bullshit me.”

“Excuse me?” Aidan demanded, leaning forward
in his seat. That was certainly not the response he expected. His
lie seemed pretty plausible to him. Well except for the small fact
that Emma had happily accepted a lunch invitation for meaty pie not
ten minutes ago.

Patrick shook his head. “She’s pregnant,
isn’t she?”

Aidan’s own stomach churned, and he fought
the urge to bolt from the table just like Emma. “What would possess
you to think that?” he croaked. He sure as hell hoped Emma hadn’t
mentioned something to Patrick while they were looking at the
roses. If anyone was going to drop the bomb about his impending
fatherhood, it was going to be him.

“Because of your mother. She couldn’t stand
to be in the same room with meat when she was pregnant with you.
Even the faintest smell would send her to the bathroom. The worst
was when we were in the city and passed a hotdog stand.” Patrick
smiled wistfully. “I haven’t seen anyone have that kind of reaction
since her, not even your sisters.”

Aidan cast a glance down the hall. “Emma’s
only about six weeks along. The morning sickness, or I guess I
should say nausea, is hitting her really bad.”

“I assume the child is yours?”

“Of course it is,” Aidan growled.

“Surely you can see why I would question you.
After all, you introduced her as a friend from work and now you’re
telling me she’s pregnant with your child.”

“I didn’t quite know how to tell you.”

“Are you planning on marrying her?”

“It’s not that simple.”

Patrick’s eyebrows arched in surprise. “It
isn’t? I thought when you got a woman pregnant, you did the
honorable thing and offered to marry her. Why the hell were you
sleeping with her if you didn’t love her or see a future with her?
Or are you still hell bent on being the asshole who uses women for
his selfish own purposes?”

Aidan narrowed his eyes and gripped the edge
of the lace tablecloth. “Jesus Christ, Pop, don’t hold anything
back. Tell me how you really feel!”

“I’m sorry, but you’re thirty-two years old.
You haven’t had a single long-term relationship since you broke it
off with Amy.” Patrick shook his head sadly. “If I’m being
completely honest, I could say that Amy and Emma remind me a lot of
each other. I certainly don’t want to see Emma get hurt like Amy
did, especially if she’s carrying my grandchild.”

“Look, quit playing me out as the villain.
Emma wanted a baby, so I agreed to help her.”

Patrick opened and closed his mouth like a
fish out of water. Once he had a moment to adjust to the news, an
amused smile curved on his lips. “Ah, you’re like her stud horse or
something?”

“Not funny.”

“Sorry, son. I couldn’t resist.” He patted
Aidan’s arm. “All joking aside, I just want you to think long and
hard about what you’re doing. I can see you care deeply for Emma,
and she does for you.”

Aidan shifted in his chair and stared down at
his hands. “I don’t know how I feel.”

“You know what your mother would say, don’t
you?”

Sinking fast in the quick-sand of his
father’s words, Aidan swept out of his chair and went to pour
himself a drink. He pulled the Scotch from the cabinet. “Don’t
bring her into this. She badgered me enough herself. Always
wondering why I broke Amy’s heart, or why I wouldn’t settle down,
marry some nice girl from church, and punch out a bunch of kids.”
He conveniently left out the part about how she had made him
promise on her deathbed to have children one day.

“Don’t you realize son she knew that’s what
would really make you happy.”

Aidan scowled. “But she never saw the real
me—she only believed the good parts. If she had really stopped to
think about it, she would have realized I never wanted to be tied
down or be stuck with the same woman day in and day out.”

Hurt radiated in Patrick’s eyes. “Is that
what you think of the forty-five years I had with your mother?”

Aidan threw his head back and stared at the
water stain on the dining room ceiling. He wished he had never
answered his phone or agreed to come over. Most of all, he wished
he had never, ever thought bringing Emma with him would be a
good idea. She had been right when she anticipated her presence
would bring on the third degree. Aidan sighed and looked over at
his father. “No, Pop, that’s not what I think. But we’re different
people.”

“Emma could be the best thing that’s ever
happened to you.”

A snort erupted from Aidan’s lips. “How the
hell would you know that? You’ve been with her all of an hour!”

“I may be an old man, but I’m not blind.
She’s the total package, son. She’s just as beautiful on the inside
as she is on the out. How can you not be amazed by what a special
young woman she is? Why if I was your age, I’d be doing everything
in my power to make her mine—especially if she was carrying my
child.”

Aidan opened his mouth to argue, but at the
sound of the bathroom door creaking, he closed it. “Not a word,” he
whispered to his father. When Emma appeared, her face was
positively ghost-like except for the flush of embarrassment on her
cheeks. She eased down in her seat and tentatively glanced across
the table at Aidan.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She gave a weak smile. “I’m fine.” She then
turned to Patrick. “Mr. Fitzgerald, I’m so sorry for ruining your
lunch like that.”

He held up his index finger to silence her.
“You did no such thing.” He reached across the table to squeeze her
hand. “Besides, it does an old man’s heart good to hear he’s going
to be a grandfather again.”

“Shit, Pop, I said not a word!” Aidan
exclaimed as Emma’s eyes widened as big as saucers.

“You told him?” she demanded.

Patrick shook his head. “Now don’t be getting
upset with him. I’m the one who guessed it. When my late wife was
pregnant with Aidan, she suffered terribly with morning
sickness—well, we jokingly called it the all day sickness because
it wasn’t just regulated to the morning. And smells bothered her
something terrible.”

Emma clutched her abdomen. “It’s awful.”

“If I were a betting man, I’d put good money
on you’re carrying a boy. After all, my wife only experienced what
she did with Aidan.”

Emma gave a dreamy smile. “A boy would be
wonderful, but I’ll just as happy with a girl—as long as he or she
is healthy is all that matters.”

Patrick patted her hand. “Oh, but you need a
boy. That way the Fitzgerald family name will go on.” He turned to
Aidan. “You are planning on giving the baby your last name, aren’t
you?”

“Jesus Christ, Pop! Lighten up.”

“I’m a staunch Irish Catholic, son, I’m not
going to ease up on the legitimacy of my grandchild.”

Aidan felt the blood draining from his face.
He immediately reached for his glass and knocked back the rest of
the Scotch. At his father’s continued scrutiny, he shifted in his
chair. “Well, Emma and I haven’t discussed it.”

“Don’t you want to carry on our family’s
name?” Patrick turned his intense gaze on Emma. “I was the only son
of my parents, and I had only one son. I have five grandsons and a
great-grandson, yet our name will die out with Aidan.”

“Oh come on, Pop, it’s not like I’ll be the
last Fitzgerald ever. Granddad Fitz had seven brothers!” Aidan
argued.

Patrick crossed his arms over his chest in a
huff. “Fine then. If you won’t give the baby your name, I’ll give
him mine!”

When Emma squeaked across from him, Aidan
knew she was upset by the overt tension between the two
strong-willed men facing off. “Would you please knock it off?
You’re freaking Em out.”

Patrick’s expression immediately softened.
“Emma, I’m so sorry if I offended or upset you. I’m fiercely
protective of my family, and now that you’re carrying my
grandchild, you’re a part of that.”

Aidan watched as Emma’s expression turned
from apprehension to positively beaming. “That’s very sweet of you
to care so much. My baby will be very lucky to have you as a
grandfather.” She drew in a breath. “But before I got pregnant,
Aidan and I set very clear parameters on what his role would
be.”

“So you object to the baby having his name?”
Patrick demanded.

“Well, no…I mean, I wouldn’t mind.” Before
Aidan could stop himself, he glowered across the table at Emma. She
quickly shook her head. “But I don’t want to pressure Aidan into
anything. No offense, Patrick, but you’re kind of putting him on
the spot. I don’t want Aidan to feel uncomfortable.”

Patrick harrumphed and leaned back in his
chair. “Fine then. I’m just an old fashioned, out of touch, old
fart!”

Emma giggled. “Aw, no you’re not. Actually,
you remind me a lot of my mother’s father. He’s really been more of
a father figure to me after my father died. Granddaddy is very
traditional and old-fashioned. And pretty easy going until you mess
with his family.”

“He sounds like my kind of man.”

“I think you two would get along very well.
He shared your same questions and concerns when he learned I was
unmarried and pregnant.” Emma twisted the napkin in her lap.
“Actually, he had quite a few choice words for me.”

Aidan experienced a twinge of protectiveness
at Emma’s discomfort. “You didn’t tell me that.”

“Everything is okay now. In fact, he’s really
creative when it comes to woodworking, and he’s carving the baby a
rocking horse.”

“That’s a nice way to make amends,” Patrick
mused.

Emma smiled. “Yes, it is.”

Patrick appeared
thoughtful. Then he stood up. “Come, Emma, there’s something I’d
like you and the baby to have.”

He held out his hand, and
Emma smiled, slipping hers into his. Aidan watched as he pulled her
out of the dining room chair and led her down the hall. He sat
stunned, still unbelieving the effect Emma had on his father. Aidan
hadn’t seen him so animated in months. It was like she had brought
a piece of him that was dead back to life—something not even he or
his sisters had been able to do.

Curiosity caused him to
rise from his chair and seek them out. He found them in his
parent’s bedroom. Emma stood in the middle of the room, peering
intently at the walk-in closet. Shuffling noises came from within,
and Aidan heard his father curse softly. Finally, Patrick appeared
with a yellowed box faded with time, a beaming smile on his face.
“For my grandson,” he said, handing Emma the box.

She swept her free hand to her hip and challenged, “And what
if it is a girl?”

“Trust me on this one.” When Emma huffed in protest, Patrick
laughed. “All right, all right. It will work for my granddaughter
as well.”

Emma opened the box’s lid.
Aidan leaned forward as she gently pulled away the tissue paper. A
little cry escaped her lips. Gently, she pulled out a white baby’s
gown with intricate lace and pearls. “It’s beautiful.”

“It’s Aidan’s christening
gown,” Patrick said.

Aidan sucked in a breath.
His father’s words coupled with Emma holding a piece of past made
him feel like he had been punched in the gut. If there was any
doubt how his father felt about Emma and their child, it was
cemented by the tiny gown in her hands. He wasn’t entirely sure he
was ready for this level of emotion and commitment. “Dad, Emma’s
not even Catholic,” Aidan protested.

Without taking his eyes off
Emma, Patrick shook his head. “She might humor me and have the baby
Christened though.”

Emma nibbled on her bottom
lip. “The truth is I’m Baptist.” At
Patrick’s sharp intake of breath, she held up her hand. “But
considering you and Aidan are Catholic and the baby will be half
Catholic, I suppose I could. If it meant a lot to you.”

A broad smile formed on
Patrick’s face. “It sure would.”

“Then I would be honored.”

“Thank you, sweetheart,” Patrick embraced
Emma, squeezing her tight. “Thank you most of all for being such a
beautiful light in the world…and in my son’s life.”

Aidan stared at his father in horror. Had he
lost his mind? Emma wasn’t a light in his life…was she? He tried
ignoring the tears sparkling in Emma’s green eyes when she pulled
out of Patrick’s arms. She kissed him tenderly on the cheek. “Thank
you for wanting to be a part of my baby’s life.”

The continued exchange of
emotions between his father and Emma made it feel like all the air
in the room had been sucked out. Simply breathing in and out made
his chest feel like a Sumo wrestler was pressing down on
him. A beautiful light in my son’s
life kept replaying over and over again in
his mind.

Deep down inside him, a little voice agreed
with his father. Emma made him burn with desire one minute and
laugh the next. The way she interacted with Beau and his nephews
tugged at his heart. She was the kind of woman if he got physically
sick, she would be there to nurse him through it, and if he fell on
hard times emotionally, she would be his rock.

How had he been so fucking blind?

Aidan’s gaze wildly scanned the room. No, he
just needed to get out of his parent’s bedroom, out his father’s
house, and then maybe he would be able to think.

He cleared his throat. “I hate to be a party
pooper, but we really need to get going. I’ve got a lot to take
care of after being gone the last month.”

Patrick nodded. “I
understand, son. I’m just so glad you came by.” He smiled at Emma.
“That you both came by.”

It took Aidan a moment before he was able to
say, “So am I.”

Emma clutched the Christening gown to her
chest as she trailed Patrick out of the bedroom. Aidan followed
close on their heels. “Now that we’re acquainted, there’s no reason
for you to be a stranger. You know where I live, so you don’t have
to rely on Aidan to bring you by.”

Jesus, two hours with the girl, and his
father was already giving Emma full access to come over whenever
she felt like it. For all he knew, his father would get down all
the family photo albums or his old high school yearbooks to
entertain Emma with. What a nightmare.

Patrick gave Emma a final hug before turning
to Aidan. “Don’t be a stranger.”

“I’ll try.”

As Emma started down the porch steps, Patrick
grabbed Aidan’s arm. “Will you at least try to consider some of the
things we talked about?” he asked, in a hushed whisper.

“I’ll try, Pop. I really will.”

Patrick smiled. “Good. I’m glad to hear
it.”

Emma slipped into the passenger seat as Aidan
jogged down the front walk. When he slid inside the car, he exhaled
a long, ragged breath. Emma turned and gave him a tentative smile.
“That was…interesting.”

“You could say that,” he replied, cranking
up.

After he pulled out of the
driveway, he glanced over to see Emma running her fingers over the
fabric of the Christening gown. “I bet you were adorable wearing
this,” she remarked.

“No, I’ve seen the
pictures. I look like a chubby little pansy wearing a
dress.”

“You could never look like
a pansy,” she teased.

Aidan grunted in response.
Staring ahead, he gripped the steering wheel tighter, desperately
trying to keep control of the feelings raging within him. They
didn’t speak for a few minutes.

When Emma finally did, her
voice was strained. “I’m sorry for today.”

Aidan tore his gaze off the
road to stare at her. “What are you talking about?”

“Meeting your father. It
was too much pressure and commitment for you. I can
tell.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

“Oh please. You were about
to hyperventilate under the stress when we were in your parent’s
bedroom.” Emma shook her head. “I seriously started to worry you
were going to have a stroke or something.”

“It wasn’t that
bad.”

The skin on his cheek
singed from the glare Emma was giving him. “At least be honest
about the situation, Aidan.”

A low growl erupted from
the back of his throat. “Fine. That was a total and complete mind
fuck for me, okay?”

“That’s better.”

“Yeah, right.”

“I’m serious. I always want
you to be honest with me, especially about how you
feel.”

“Women always say that, and
then the moment you tell them how things are, you get verbally or
physically bitch slapped.”

Silence echoed through the
car for a few minutes. Finally, Emma spoke. “Look, I don’t have to
keep the gown. You can give it back to Patrick and explain to him
you only agreed to give your DNA, not yourself.”

He banged his fist into the
steering wheel. “Dammit, Em, that’s not what I want!”

Cutting across two lanes,
he wheeled into a supermarket parking lot. After screeching to a
stop, he killed the engine. When he turned to face Emma, her eyes
were wide, and she had pressed herself up against the door as far
away from him as possible. “When I said today was a mind-fuck, it
was in more ways than one. Seeing you with my father—the way he
reacted to you—it’s made me come unhinged. But not in the way you
think.”

“Oh?”

He shook his head. “When I
met you, my life was exactly like I wanted it to be. Then I was
only thinking with my dick when I thought I could get you pregnant
and walk away. And now…it’s all so fucking complicated I don’t know
which way is up anymore.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
to cause problems for you or to be a burden.”

Aidan rolled his eyes.
“Jesus, Em, how can you even think that?”

Her brows furrowed.
“Because you said—”

With a frustrated grunt, he
raked his hands through his hair. “Dammit, I’m no good at this. I’m
saying and doing everything wrong.”

“I don’t understand,” she
murmured.

“Deep down, I’m still the
same person I was when we first started all this—no marriage, no
major commitment, no long-term relationships.” He sighed. “But…I
want to try to have more with you.”

Emma gasped. “You
do?”

He stared at her intently.
“Even though I hate to admit it, I really missed you while I was
gone.”

“Are you sure you didn’t
just miss the sex?”

He scowled at her. “Yeah,
I’m sure.”

She gave him a tentative
smile. “Then that’s very flattering.”

“Fuck, I didn’t think you’d
make me work this hard for it.”

“Excuse me?”

“I thought…” He shook his
head. “I thought you wanted us
even more than I did.”

“I do,” she replied
softly.

“You have a hell of a way
of showing it.”

She glared at him. “Well,
you’re not really playing fair. You’ve been kind and considerate,
if not downright caring, the entire time we were trying to
conceive, yet you constantly kept me at arm’s length. Every time I
thought you might truly be interested in me, you’d shut down. And
now you wait to spring the fact you might want more when I’m a
hormone fueled emotional wreck.”

“What difference does that
make?”

“Everything!” She pointed
out the windshield to where a teenage bag boy was collecting carts.
“I’m so whacked out on hormones right now that kid could ask me to
marry him, and I would say yes.”

“That’s fucked up,” Aidan
mused.

“Yeah, it’s called
estrogen, and it’s working overtime right now. If you want to know
what that feels like, it’s kind of like how the massive dose of
testosterone pumping through you fuels the head below your waist,
driving most of your decisions.”

Aidan threw his head back
and laughed. “Are you trying to say I only think with my
dick?”

“I don’t think I’d be
pregnant right now if you didn’t,” Emma said softly.

His expression darkened.
“Am I to assume that’s the estrogen talking or are you just trying
to cut me?”

Emma ducked her head. “Yes
and no. It’s just that everything is so emotionally overwhelming
right now. Meeting Patrick today…” She bit down on her lip and then
stared out the car window. “I know we were only together for such a
short time, but it was almost like the moment I met him I felt a
connection to something I haven’t had in a very, very long time—a
father’s love. I’ve only felt that before with my grandfather, and
he’s my own blood.”

Aidan’s chest tightened at
Emma’s visible pain. He reached out and took her hand in his.
“Em—”

She turned back to him with
tears in her eyes. “You think you’re trying to protect yourself?
Well, so am I. As much as I want to say yes to you Aidan, I have to
protect myself and the baby.”

“The baby? Do you honestly
think I’d do anything to hurt it?”

“Not intentionally. But I
can’t let you get invested in our lives if you might bail when some
woman in a short skirt and huge breasts turns your
head.”

“That was fucking low,” he
growled.

She wiped her eyes. “I’m
sorry, but you know at some fundamental level it’s the truth.
You’ve said yourself a million times that you don’t do long-term
relationships.”

“Yeah, well, people can
change you know.”

“You can’t imagine how much
I want to believe that,” she whispered.

Aidan sighed, drumming his
fingers on the steering wheel. “Look, that phone call I got from
work was about how I have to fly to DC on Tuesday. I’ll be gone for
a few days. Will you think about it while I’m gone?”

“I will if you
will.”

“What’s that supposed to
mean?”

“It means I want you to
make sure you fully comprehend what you’re asking of me and
yourself. And I want you to have a pretty clear picture of just
what ‘more’ means to you.”

“Fine.” He gave her a
pointed look. “I will if you will.”

The corners of her mouth
quirked up in a smile. “It’s a deal.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE

The sound of a car in the driveway caused
Beau to hop off the couch and start barking madly at the window.
“What is it boy?” Emma asked, abandoning her book. Beau whined and
raced to the front door. Rising from the couch, Emma started over
to the window. Surely Aidan’s niece, Megan, hadn’t changed her mind
about Emma baby-sitting and come back for her four month old son,
Mason. She had struck up an almost instant friendship when Emma met
her at Sunday lunch at Patrick’s. Even with Aidan out town, Patrick
had insisted she and his future grandson come join them. It
had been a little overwhelming being with all of Aidan’s sisters
and their families, but overall, she had a wonderful time being
part of his family.

Since Megan had been thrilled by the prospect
of Emma baby-sitting, she couldn’t imagine that she would have
changed her mind. When Emma peeked through the blinds, her heart
leapt into her throat.

It was Aidan.

What was he doing here? When she had talked
to him the night before, he had told her it would be another week
before he came home. Glancing down at her faded Scooby Doo pajama
bottoms and ratty tank top, she shook her head. There was no time
to try and make herself more presentable. Of course, explaining
Mason’s presence was going to be a little more difficult.

She threw open the front door. Beau scurried
out into the night, yapping and wagging his tail. He mowed into
Aidan and almost knocked him down as Emma hurried out onto the
porch. “Hey! What are you doing here?”

Aidan scratched a wiggling Beau. “My last few
meetings got rescheduled for next week. I hopped the first plane
home, so I could surprise you.”

Swaying on her feet, Emma fought to catch her
breath. He had actually done something spontaneously romantic? “Aw,
that’s sweet. It’s a very nice surprise.”

Abandoning Beau, he closed the gap between
them. “I also wanted to come straight over here to see if you had
given anymore thought to us having more.”

“I have.”

Aidan’s brows furrowed. “And?”

“The answer is yes,” she replied with a
smile.

Aidan’s expression turned over like a switch
from apprehension to happiness. “I’m so glad to hear that. I’ve
been thinking about it the whole time I was gone.”

“So have I.”

“Most of all, I wanted things resolved before
I have to go back to DC.”

“When do you leave again?”

“Tuesday.” Emma’s chest tightened at the
prospect.

Aidan’s hungry eyes roamed over her, and he
grinned. “Barefoot and pregnant, huh? Now all I need is you to go
in the kitchen and fix me some dinner.”

She rolled her eyes. “I would have cooked you
something if I knew you were coming. The best I’ve got is the
left-over pizza I ordered in tonight.”

He pulled her to him, crisscrossing his arms
around her waist. “I’ll forget all about dinner if you’ll come
inside and give me a real homecoming,” he teased, licking a moist
trail up her neck.

She shivered with her building need, but then
shook her head. “Um, I don’t think that’s going to be
possible.”

“Why not?”

“I have company.”

Aidan’s arms tensed around her. He jerked his
head back to stare at her with a puzzled expression. “You have a
guy with you?”

She nodded. “A very handsome one, too.”

His jaw tensed. “But you just said…you just
agreed to having more with me.”

She bit her lip to keep from grinning at his
outrage. “I know. But he was here before I knew how you felt. And I
have to admit, there’s just something about this guy I can’t
resist.”

Without another word, he slung out of her
embrace and barreled in the doorway. “Wait, Aidan, I’m—”

He ignored her and busted through the foyer.
Hot on his heels, she tried to catch him before he started yelling
and screaming for the imaginary guy to get the hell out of there,
least of all before he woke up Mason. She watched as he skidded to
a stop and froze in front of the Pack N Play where Mason slept.

He whirled around. “Mason. You mean I
just got all worked up over a baby?”

She giggled. “Yes.”

Aidan exhaled in a wheeze, and he bent over
to rest his elbows on his knees. “I can’t believe you just did that
to me! I was expecting to have to throw some dude out of here.”

“Oh, just what every girl wants—a possessive,
raging Knight in Shining Armor.”

He scowled at her and swept one of his hands
to his chest. “No, shit, I think I’m having a heart attack or
something.”

Emma walked over to him and pressed her hand
over his heart. “Aw, poor baby, want me to kiss it and make it
better?”

He poked out his bottom lip and gave her a
puppy-dog face until she leaned in and kissed his heart over his
shirt. “Thank you.” He cast a glance over his shoulder at Mason.
“So what exactly is he doing here?”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and
pressed against him. “What can I say? I have a thing for the men of
the Fitzgerald family.”

The corners of Aidan’s lips turned up in a
slight smirk at her statement. “Is that right?”

“That and Megan’s overwhelmed with exams
right now, so I offered to keep him to let her get some
uninterrupted work done. Plus it’s good practice for me.”

“Wait, so he’s spending the night?”

“Yep.” She leaned up to teasingly nip his
lips with her tongue. “But he’s sleeping in the Pack N Play, and
you get to be in the bed. With me.”

“Hmm, I like that scenario.” He kissed her
hungrily while guiding her back towards the couch.

“Whoa, wait a minute. I didn’t mean for us to
get started now,” she murmured against his lips.

“When is there a better time?”

Emma let him push her down onto the cushions.
“We really should wait until Mason goes down for the night. He’s
going to need a bottle and a bath.”

“He’s fine.” He eased himself on top of her,
still careful not to bear too much weight on her. While one hand
delved under her tank top, the other went for the waistband of her
pajama bottoms and then stopped. “Damn, are these Scooby Doo?”

She giggled. “I wasn’t expecting company, and
I have a slight obsession from growing up with the old
cartoon.”

“They almost killed my hard-on.”

She slid her hand between them and then
quirked her eyebrows. “Seems fine to me.”

“Hmm, keep doing that, and I think it’ll be
more than fine.”

She kept rubbing him through his pants while
he licked a hot trail down her neck to her breastbone. As he
lowered the straps on her tank top to bare her breasts, a shriek
came from the other side of the room. For a minute it didn’t
register with her, but then Mason started wailing loudly. She
immediately broke their kiss and jerked her hand off his cock.
“Stop…baby,” she panted.

“No, it feels so good,” he murmured against
her collarbone.

Emma rolled her eyes and smacked his chest.
“Aidan, are you deaf? Mason’s crying.”

“Oh shit.” With an agonized groan, Aidan
pulled away from her. She slid out from under him and hurried over
to the Pack N Play. Mason held his arms out to her as giant tears
slid down his cheeks. “Aw, shh, it’s okay, sweet boy,” she said,
scooping him up. His cries quieted a little when he was in her
arms. “What’s the matter angel? Are you hungry?”

Emma kissed Mason’s cheek and rubbed wide
circles over his back while he grinned at Aidan over her
shoulder.

“What a little cock-blocker,” Aidan
grumbled.

Emma gasped and whirled around. “What did you
just call him?”

“A cock-blocker, which is exactly what he is
at the moment.”

Mason screeched a cry, and Emma hugged him
tighter. “Don’t listen to Uncle Aidan, sweetheart. He didn’t mean
it.”

Aidan motioned to Mason. “Look at him. He’s
perfectly fine as long as you’re holding him.”

She shook her head. “You’re a complete and
total asshole.”

“You shouldn’t cuss in front of the baby,” he
chided with a grin.

Emma widened her eyes. With a huff, she
walked over to Aidan. “It’s almost time for him to eat. Hold him
while I go fix his bottle.”

Surprisingly Aidan didn’t protest when Emma
thrust Mason into his arms. Mason immediately stopped snubbing and
stared wide-eyed at Aidan. “Yeah, that’s right. You’re stuck with
me now, and I don’t have a nice rack for you to snuggle up to.”

Emma smacked his arm. “Don’t you dare talk to
him like that! He’s only a baby! Breasts are just food to him,
pervert!”

“Damn, Em, when did you get so violent?” he
joked.

Mason gave Aidan a toothless grin when Emma
stomped off. Aidan chuckled. “I guess she’s right, huh? But one day
you’ll understand what it’s like to be left at half-mast by some
chick.”

“I heard that!” she called to him as she
slammed the refrigerator door. After heating the formula, she
returned to the living room just as Mason started to get fussy
again. Aidan started to hand him back to her, but she shook her
head. “Can you give it to him while I go run his bath?”

He gave her a playful smirk. “And if I
refused, does that mean I wouldn’t have any chance of getting back
in your Scooby Doo pajamas tonight?”

“I would say the odds would be slim to
none.”

Aidan took the bottle from her. “Guess it
wouldn’t hurt for me to feed him. It’s been awhile since one of my
sister’s forced me to do this, so I’m a little rusty. But you’re on
your own for the diaper changing.”

Emma swept her hands to her hips. “So let me
get this straight. You’re basically only feeding Mason not to help
me out, but to ensure you’ll get laid tonight?”

“I consider it a win-win situation for both
of us.” He gazed down at Mason who was sucking his bottle down.
“And for him, too.”

“Just when I think you’ve moved past being a
sex-crazed asshole, you act like this.”

Aidan cocked his eyebrows. “All my married
friends have warned me about how bad your sex life takes a dive
after you have kids. I guess you’re giving me an early warning,
huh?”

“You’re impossible!” She stalked off to her
bedroom. After slipping inside the bathroom, she turned on the
faucet and tested the temperature. Once it had filled up enough,
she turned off the water and headed back into the living room. With
Mason in the crook of one arm, Aidan flipped channels on the remote
with the other.

“Did you burp him?”

He glanced away from the TV. “Huh?”

She rolled her eyes and took the empty bottle
from Aidan. “I’m gathering that you never had much to do with your
nephews and nieces when they were babies?”

“Not a whole lot. Why?”

“Because once you give a baby a bottle, you
have to burp them, or the gas will cause them pain.”

“Fine, I’ll burp him.” Aidan brought Mason to
his chest and swatted his back.

“A little harder,” Emma instructed.

After Aidan gave two quick pats, Mason burped
loudly and then promptly spit-up all over his shoulder. “Jesus
Christ!” Aidan cried, staring down in horror at his shirt.

“Oh, calm down. It’s just a little
spit-up.”

“This is a hundred dollar shirt, Em.”

“You act like he did it on purpose.” She
handed him the box of wet wipes from the table and then picked
Mason up. “While I’m giving him his bath, would you do me a favor
and put the Pack N Play in my bedroom?”

“Yeah, whatever.”

“Thank you.”

As she went down the hall, she heard Aidan
grumbling to himself as he washed off his shirt. Once she got Mason
bathed and into his pajamas, his eyes were heavy. Peeking out the
bathroom door, she saw the Pack N Play set up and realized Aidan
had done what she asked. That redeemed him a little in her eyes.
She rocked Mason for a few minutes in the glider until she knew he
was sound asleep.

When she started out of the bedroom, she
thought about Aidan’s sarcastic comment about babies and sex. She
was still irritated with him for being selfish, but she didn’t want
to turn him totally off the idea of marriage and children when
things were going so well between them. Raging a war within
herself, she finally let the devil on her shoulder win out, rather
than the angel. After all, she loved being right, and she was going
to prove Aidan wrong if it was the last thing she did.

She tiptoed over to her dresser and opened
the bottom drawer. Buried at the bottom under bras and panties was
a black corset with spaghetti straps and garters that Casey made
her buy for baby-making. She hadn’t ended up needing it. With its
frilly black panties, it was definitely the most daring piece of
lingerie she owned. Fortunately, she could get away with leaving
the last few snaps unbuttoned for her expanding belly.

“Yep, this will do the trick,” she whispered.
Grabbing it, she hurried into the bathroom and changed. When she
eyed herself in the mirror, she didn’t look like an expectant
mother sporting a tiny baby bump. She looked like a full-fledged
vixen.

She padded down the hall. When she got into
the kitchen, she could hear the high energy voice of a sports
reporter echoing through the living room.

“Mason’s asleep,” she announced.

“He didn’t give you much trouble?” Aidan
asked, never taking his eyes off the television.

“No, he went to sleep like an angel.”

“That’s good.”

“Want a beer?”

“Yeah. That’d be nice.”

She got one out the fridge and walked slowly
over to the couch. He didn’t even look her way when she handed it
to him. He popped the top and took a swig.

“What are you watching?”

“The Braves game.”

“You wanna play a game instead?” she asked
coyly.

He took another sip of beer before turning to
look at her. As his gaze swept over her body, he spewed the liquid
out of his mouth. “Jesus, Em, what the hell are you wearing?”

She glanced down at her ensemble like it was
the most normal thing she owned. “Just a surprise for you. Don’t
you like it?”

“Oh I like it.” Aidan licked his lips, his
eyes lingering on the cleavage spilling out of the bustier. “It’s
just I thought after I had acted like such a freaking prick, I was
striking out in the sex department tonight.”

“Well, I should give you a good spanking for
being so bad earlier.”

Aidan laughed. “I think I might enjoy
that.”

With a suggestive smile, she rose off of the
couch. Aidan’s gaze widened at the sight of her garters and lacy
thigh highs. She took a pillow off the couch and dropped it on the
floor. Bending over him, her fingers went to the button of his
pants. “I wanted to finish what we started earlier before we got
interrupted, if that’s okay.”

“That’s fine with me.”

She slid his zipper down, and Aidan lifted
his hips to allow her to pull his pants off. His erection strained
against his underwear. Kneeling between his legs on the pillow, she
ran her hands up and down the inside of his thighs, her fingernails
scraping against his sensitive skin. “Please, Em,” Aidan
murmured.

Emma smiled sweetly at him as she pulled down
the waistband of his underwear and freed his erection. Taking him
in one hand, she licked a slow trail from root to tip. Her tongue
flicked and swirled around the head. She suctioned just the head in
her mouth and then released it. Aidan groaned. “Babe, don’t tease
me. It’s been too long.”

She continued her slow assault on him,
feeling him grow larger with her ministrations. She blew air on his
glistening tip, which caused a low growl from Aidan. When he
started to protest again, she slid him into her mouth. Aidan gasped
and bucked his hips, causing her to take him deeper. She slid him
in and out, sucking hard on the rim of his head, while gripping him
with her hand. Each time she did, he moaned in pleasure. “Oh Em, oh
fuck!” She sped up the pace as his fingers tangled into her hair.
“I’m going to come if you don’t stop,” he warned.

But she wanted all of him so she just kept
working her mouth over his cock, taking him deeper and deeper each
time along with suctioning more pressure around him. Finally, he
cried out, lifting his hips and bathing the inside of her mouth
with him. She licked and sucked until he was dry, and when she
gazed up at him, his eyes burned down on her. “God, that was
good!”

“I’m glad you liked it.”

He bent over and pulled her onto his lap.
Emma felt herself grow wetter as she straddled him. Aidan’s hands
found their way to her breasts, lifting them out of her bustier. As
he cupped them, he glanced up at her with a smirk. “I think I get
the meaning of your little game now.”

“My game?” she asked innocently.

He nodded. “You wanted to prove to me that
you can have a baby and still have a hot sex life.”

She arched her eyebrows. “Oh, do you think
that what I just did was really that hot?”

Aidan rolled her nipples between his fingers,
causing them to harden. “You wearing something this sexy and then
sucking me off? Hell yes, that’s incredibly hot.”

“I just wanted to welcome you home.” She
rubbed herself over his slackened cock, bringing it back to life
with several determined thrusts of her hips.

“Em, you’re driving me wild,” Aidan murmured,
his lips brushing against her breasts.

“Take me to bed then,” she commanded.

“With pleasure.” He gripped her by the hips
and pushed her onto her feet. As he stood up, he dropped his
underwear.

“And hurry up and take off your shirt. It
smells,” Emma instructed as she started to the bedroom. She swayed
her hips provocatively to get his attention. She snickered when she
heard the buttons popping on Aidan’s shirt and them scattering
across the hardwood floor. Only he would ruin an expensive shirt
for sex.

She barely made it down the hall before he
reached her side. He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her
into his arms. His breath scorched against her cheek. “I’m going to
make you come so hard you’ll scream my name.”

Emma shivered in anticipation as she pressed
herself against Aidan. “Shh, we’ll have to be quiet, or we’ll wake
Mason,” she replied.

Aidan snickered. “I didn’t expect an
audience.”

“Well, what do you suggest?”

He glanced across the hall and then pulled
her into the guest bedroom. He started to shut the door, but Emma
shook her head. “I won’t be able to hear Mason.”

Aidan grunted in frustration and then pushed
her towards the bed. His fingers deftly unhooked the clasps on her
bustier. When her breasts were freed, his mouth immediately closed
over one nipple. His erection pressed against her belly, and she
felt herself growing more and more aroused. His hands went to her
panties, shimming them down her legs.

He spun her around and bent her over the edge
of the bed, her elbows resting on the mattress. He spread her legs
further apart. His cock nudged her entrance from behind, and he
asked, “Is this okay?”

“Umm, hmm,” she murmured.

On the first thrust, Emma cried out. Aidan
leaned over her back, his voice ringing in her ear. “Don’t wake
Mason up,” he warned.

She glanced over her shoulder at him. “What
happened to making me scream?” she panted.

“Oh, I can still do that.” His hand reached
around and found her throbbing clit. He stroked it as he pounded in
and out of her. “Is it too much, babe?” he asked, in a hoarse
voice. She knew he was still afraid of doing anything to hurt the
baby.

She shook her head. “No, it’s good. So
good.” Aidan’s other hand snaked around to cup her breast, pinching
the nipple between his fingers. “Yes, oh yes!” Emma cried, almost
reaching her first orgasm.

When Aidan removed his hand, she mewled in
frustration. Once her high started unraveling, he brought his
fingers back, deftly stroking and caressing her, building her back
up again. “Yes! Oh, Aidan, oh please! Aidan!” she cried.

“Please what?”

“Please keep touching me! Please make me
come!”

He stroked her faster and faster until she
pressed her face against the mattress, fisting the sheets in her
hands, and screamed.

Feeling himself close, Aidan gripped Emma’s
hips tighter and buried his face in her neck. He came so hard but
didn’t bother masking his throaty cries. When he was finished, he
pulled her up and turned her around to face him. “If you keep
giving me homecomings like this, I think I’ll request to travel
even more.”

“Aw, that would be nice, but then I would
miss you too much during the week.”

Aidan grinned. “Miss me or the sex?” he
asked, throwing back her usual question.

She cocked her head. “Why the sex of
course!”

He grunted and smacked her playfully on the
ass. “I’ve said it once, and I’ll say it again. That mouth of yours
is trouble.”

She wiggled out of his embrace. “I’m going to
go take a shower. Want to join me?”

“You don’t even need to ask.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 A
little after three, the sound of Mason’s cries woke Emma. She
pushed against Aidan who was sprawled on top of her. “Wake up,
Aidan.”

“Hmm?”

“Mason’s crying.”

He groaned and rolled off of her. As Emma
threw on her robe, Mason let out a high pitched squeal. “Jesus,
that kid has a set of lungs on him,” Aidan said before pulling a
pillow over his head.

She hurried over to the Pack N Play. “Shh,
it’s okay, sweetheart,” she murmured, picking Mason up. His wailing
eased a little, but he still continued crying.

Aidan’s voice came muffled from under the
pillow. “Em, would you mind taking him and the screaming somewhere
else?”

Rage burned through Emma. How dare he treat
her that way? Shifting Mason onto her shoulder, she used her free
hand to smack Aidan’s naked back. Hard.

He flung back the pillow and glared up at
her. “What the hell was that for?”

“Why are you being such an insensitive
asshole?”

“Because I’m overworked, jet-lagged, and just
want to sleep,” he growled.

Emma shook her head. “Your behavior tonight
is seriously giving me something to think about.”

Aidan rose up in the bed and rubbed his eyes.
“What are you bitching about now?”

“Is this how it’s going to be with our baby?
You only thinking of your own selfish needs, resenting the baby
when it comes between us and sex, and most of all, making it seem
like I’m a single parent when you’re in the same room with me?”

With a roll of his eyes, Aidan jerked off the
sheet. “Fine. I’ll go fix his fucking bottle. Will that make you
happy?”

“Maybe,” she replied. Even though he stomped
bare-assed out of the room, Emma grinned that her speech had
affected him enough to react. Every little battle was a victory in
her favor. She eased down in the glider, rubbing Mason’s back.
“Hang on sweetheart. Uncle Aidan’s going to get your bottle.”

Her words had little effect on him, and by
the time Aidan came back, he was red-faced, snorting with hungry
anger, and flailing his arms and legs.

“Damn, Little Man, take a chill,” Aidan said,
shoving the bottle at Emma.

“Thank you,” she said, with a smile. “Looks
like temper tantrums run in the Fitzgerald family,” she mused, as
Mason latched onto the bottle.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,”
Aidan replied with a grin. He collapsed back onto the bed. “He
obviously gets that from his father—the dickhead who knocked Megan
up and ran off.”

“What a jerk. Who could even think of leaving
an angel like Mason or a sweetheart like Megan,” Emma replied. She
eased the glider to and fro as Mason sucked the milk down greedily.
“You were hungry, weren’t you?” she asked, as she placed him on her
shoulder and burped him.

Cradling him to her chest, she gave him his
pacifier. After she began humming softly, she saw the calming
effect it had on him. When she started singing softly, Mason’s eyes
grew heavier and heavier. Then he was fast asleep.

When she stood up to put him back to bed, she
did a double take at the sight of Aidan propped up on one elbow,
staring at her. With only the light from the hallway, she couldn’t
quite tell if it was lust or love that burned in his eyes.

“What?” she whispered, easing Mason down onto
the mattress.

“I’ve never heard you sing before.”

“Oh that.” She ducked her head, trying to
fight the embarrassment pricking her skin. She pulled the blanket
over Mason.

“You’re really good.”

She jerked her gaze up to stare over at Aidan
in surprise. “Seriously?”

“Like an angel.” He took her hand and pulled
her back into the bed. “I mean, you told me you sang and all at
church and at the bar, but I had no idea you were that good.”

“You’re just being nice.”

“And when have I ever done that?” Aidan
mused, with a sly smile.

Emma giggled. “Okay, I guess you’re right
about that one.”

His lips grazed along her collarbone before
he glanced up at her. “I’m serious, Em. Your voice is absolutely
amazing.”

“Thank you.” She pressed her lips to his.
“Anytime you want me to sing you to sleep, I will.”

“I’d like that.”

Emma scooted closer to Aidan, burying her
face in the crook of his arm. “I really hate you have to leave
again.”

“So do I,” he murmured.

She fought with herself before asking the
next question. “I know we agreed that we both wanted ‘more’, but
did you ever figure out what that meant to you?”

His fingers, which had been rubbing lazy
circles over her skin, froze on her shoulder blade. “Not exactly.
Did you?”

Propping her chin on his chest, she brought
her gaze to his. “I would hope it meant at the very least
monogamy.”

“Of course it would.” He creased his brows at
her. “You know I haven’t been with anyone else since I
propositioned you that night at O’Malley’s.”

“I know. It’s just—”

“You’re afraid because of my past I might not
be able to stay monogamous?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

He sighed. “I can understand why you feel
that way, Em. But I was serious when I told you I wanted to try for
more with you. I can’t make any sweeping guarantees, but I at least
want to try. I like you. I like spending time with you, even
outside the bedroom.”

Emma knew that what Aidan was offering was
huge for him. It felt like nothing to her, but after all, she
wasn’t a commitment phobic womanizer. The fact he hadn’t gone on
some exotic sex tour of India or hooked up with someone in the
Delhi office meant he was honestly trying. She stared into his
eyes. “I can accept that.”

“And I would assume you aren’t on the
look-out either, right?”

Emma couldn’t help the contemptuous snort
that escaped her lips. “Do you even have to ask? Besides, the last
time I checked being pregnant didn’t put you on Maxim’s Hot 100
list.”

He rolled his eyes. “There you go putting
yourself down again about your sex appeal. You always so oblivious
to the effect you have on other men.”

“Yeah right.”

“You didn’t even realize the night I got in
from India and met you at O’Malley’s, I almost got in a bar fight
with all the men who were ogling you.”

“Seriously?” Emma asked.

“How can I get it through your head how
fucking sexy you are?”

She pointed at her expanding bump. “This is
sexy to you?”

“I could care less if you have a belly or
not, Em. You are the one who makes yourself sexy, not a
body. It’s not even the way you looked in that luscious lingerie
you had on earlier. It’s the way you swayed your hips and shook
your ass in front of me, knowing it would drive me insane, or the
way you sucked me off with total abandon.”

Heat filled Emma’s cheeks at his words while
warmth pulsed through her veins at the sincerity in which he spoke
them. “So you’re still going to be rampant for me when I’m nine
months pregnant, maybe thirty pounds overweight, and swollen up
like a Goodyear blimp?”

Aidan chuckled. “Yes, I will.”

“Hmm, we’ll see about that one.”

Just as Emma was settling down to go to
sleep, Aidan asked, “So our definition of more is merely not dating
anyone else?”

“I think that’s a pretty good start. Don’t
you?” Even though she wanted everything and more with Aidan,
she didn’t want to scare him off. She thought it best to continue
with relationship baby-steps and work her way up to the really big
ones like moving in together or dare she even hope and dream,
marriage.

“I suppose so. I mean, we’re already spending
all our time together. No need to work on that.”

“I agree.”

“So we’re good with our ‘more’?” Aidan
asked.

Even though she wanted to cry, scream, and
rail that she hated their definition of more, she merely smiled.
“Yeah, we’re good.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Two Months Later

Soaking in the oversized tub, Emma eyed her
swollen feet with disgust. She had thought she wouldn’t have to
face the particularly unattractive side effect of pregnancy until
she was much farther along. But as she moved out of her first
trimester into her second, her feet had started going under daily
transformations. Since she had spent most of the day on them doing
back to back advertising presentations, they were worse than
usual.

Beau lounged on the tile in front of the tub,
snoring slightly. With Aidan traveling out of town every other week
with his Vice President status, Beau had become as much her dog as
his. She picked him up from Doggy Daycare, and he helped pass the
lonely nights without Aidan by sleeping by her side.

Emma had just rewarmed the water for a longer
soak when Beau raised his head up. After giving a yip, he ran to
the bathroom door. “Oh, I bet Daddy’s home from New York,” she
said. As Beau wiggled all over and swung his tail to and fro, Emma
couldn’t help sharing his excitement.

“Em?” Aidan’s voice bellowed from the
hallway.

“In the bathtub,” she called.

He threw the door open and grinned broadly at
her. “Hey baby!” Beau yapped at Aidan’s heels as he started over to
the tub. He gave her lingering kiss before turning his attention to
Beau.

“How was your trip?” she asked, as he
scratched Beau’s ears.

Aidan groaned. “The same ol’ shit.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Which means the same
ol’ shit of leaving back out of here next week, right?”

“Unfortunately yes. I guess that’s what they
pay me the big bucks for.” He eyed her bubble bath covered form.
“Isn’t it a little early for that?”

She giggled and pulled one of her legs out of
the water. “I suppose it is, but I thought I would soak awhile to
make my swollen pregnancy clown feet go down.”

Kneeling down, he took her foot in one of his
hands and kissed the instep. “I’ll massage them for you when you
get out.”

Emma cocked her eyebrows at him. “Uh-huh, and
what do you want in return for such treatment?”

Aidan chuckled. “Who said I wanted something
in return? My Baby Mama’s feet are swollen, so I feel a
responsibility to make things better.”

She grinned. “Water’s still warm. You could
join me.”

His fingers immediately went to his shirt
buttons. “You don’t have to ask me twice.”

Emma gazed appreciatively at him while he
stripped. Each time he was gone, it made her miss and crave him all
the more. After stepping into the tub, he wrapped his arms around
her, pulling her onto his lap. He surprised her when he kissed her
tenderly, rather than with his usual hungry passion. Of course,
when he ran his fingers up her spine, it caused her to shiver with
anticipation.

“Are you going to tell me what’s on your
mind?” Aidan asked.

“Huh?”

He chuckled. “You feel a little tense, that’s
all.”

“Just a stressful day at work,” she lied.

“And what else?” he prompted.

“Fine. There’s something I’ve been waiting to
ask you.”

“Okay. Shoot.”

“So about this next business trip?” she
asked.

“Hmm?” he murmured, tangling his fingers
through her damp hair.

“Do you have plans for the weekend after you
get back?”

“Not that I know of. Why?”

Emma knew it was now or never to approach him
with this potential bomb. Sure two months had rolled by where they
had been spending more and more time together. He kept his devotion
to monogamy, even going so far as to skype and call her late nights
when he was away. Most nights he was in town, she slept over or he
slept at her house. But they still hadn’t quite breached the level
of commitment she wanted, nor had they said the “l” word that she
so craved to hear.

“Well, it’s my family’s annual Barn Dance up
in the mountains. My mom’s family that is.”

Aidan snickered. “And what exactly is a Barn
Dance?”

“Exactly what it sounds like. My cousins’
band plays music, people dance, there’s usually homemade BBQ…and
moonshine.” Emma grinned at Aidan’s wide eyes. “Mainly it’s a
family reunion of sorts. I planned on going up on Saturday
afternoon and coming back Sunday evening. I would really like it if
you joined me. My grandparents are especially interested in meeting
you.”

Aidan smiled. “Sure.”

“Really?” Emma squeaked, unable to hold back
her shock.

Aidan nodded. “You’ve suffered through
meeting most of my family. I should repay the favor. Besides, I
always love getting out of the city for the mountains. We could
even take Beau with us.”

Emma laughed. “Oh, he’ll be in doggie heaven
at my grandparents. They have about thirty acres of land along with
a pond.”

“That sounds amazing for more than just
Beau.”

Emma couldn’t still the fluttering of her
heart at his excitement about meeting her family. “So I can tell
Grammy we’re coming?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t miss it for the
world.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Aidan threw the last of his clothes in the
suitcase and then zipped it up. He grunted in frustration when his
cell went off in his pocket. Since he was already running late to
pick up Emma, he didn’t need any more interruptions. Luckily, he
knew it wasn’t her demanding to know where he was because it wasn’t
her familiar ring tone. “Hello?”

A slightly inebriated voice boomed on the
other line. “Fitzy, where the hell are ya man? The entire gang is
down at O’Malley’s waiting on your sorry ass!”

It was his buddy Blake. Aidan had
conveniently forgotten to tell him and the other guys from work he
wouldn’t be making their usual Saturday meet-up. “Sorry dude, I’m
about to head out of town with Em.”

“You’re with Emma again?” he whined,
over the roar of the boisterous crowd in the background.

“Yeah, we’re going to visit her family up in
the mountains. A Barn Dance or some shit.”

“Fuck that, man. You spend all your time with
her now. Not to mention you’ve got a kid on the way. You might as
well have grown a vagina.”

“Yeah, spending lots of sexy time with a
beautiful, fiery redhead really makes me a pussy!” Aidan replied,
with a chuckle.

Blake snorted. “You have no idea the fucking
quicksand you’re treading on. Sure, it seems like easy fun now, but
just wait. Emma’s no fool. She’s tightening her noose, and you’re
too mind fucked to see it.”

“Don’t be saying shit like that about Emma,”
Aidan snarled.

“I’m not the only one saying it, Fitzy. The
whole gang is worried about you. And don’t say we don’t know what
we’re talking about. Three of us have been through divorces,
remember?”

Aidan shifted the phone to his other ear. He
wasn’t enjoying the turn the conversation had taken. He didn’t like
Blake’s tone or the potential truth in his words either. “Nice
groups of friends I’ve got running their mouths behind my
back.”

“Yeah, well, just mark my words. If you don’t
get out fast, you’ll wish you had listened to us one day.”

“Go fuck yourself, Blake!” Aidan shouted
before hanging up. He shoved his phone back in his pocket. Who the
hell did Blake think he was? Emma wasn’t forcing him to do
anything. No woman ever had and no woman ever would.
He was with her because he was enjoying what they had. There was
nothing wrong with that. He was giving just as much as he wanted
to, and she wasn’t forcing his hand at anything else.

At the thought of his friends drinking and
giving him shit about Emma, he couldn’t help muttering,
“Douchebags.” He grabbed his suitcase and whistled for Beau. “Come
on, boy. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

Beau happily complied and went into full
wiggling mode when he saw he was getting in the car. Knowing he was
running late, he sped along the interstate and then zipped along
the familiar streets over to Emma’s house. He pulled in her
driveway at a little after three. He ignored the text buzzing in
his pocket because he was sure it was her. Instead, he hopped out.
Beau started to nudge forward, but he shook his head. “Stay
boy.”

After jogging up the front walk, he smacked
the doorbell. “It’s open!” she called.

As he pushed through the door, he saw her
suitcase and purse sitting on the foyer floor. He heard rustling
around in the kitchen. “Sorry, I’m a little late. Beau took forever
to pee,” he lied. He didn’t feel the need to tell her one of his
asshat friends had made him later than Beau’s bladder.

“You didn’t leave him at home, did you?”

Aidan laughed. “No, he’s having a fit in the
car. I swear he recognizes your house.”

Emma’s girlish giggle floated back to him.
“Poor baby. It’s been his off and on again home the last few
months. I put him a rawhide bone in my purse to help make the trip.
But we’ll probably need to stop off once to let him pee.” She gave
a frustrated sigh. “Who am I kidding? I’ll probably have to
stop more to pee than Beau will!”

She came around the corner, and his heart
shuddered to a stop. Every time he saw her after being out of town,
she took his breath away. She wore an emerald green sundress with
thin spaghetti straps. The hemline fell just below her knees. Her
enhanced pregnancy cleavage strained against the cups on the
bodice. But it was the brown cowboy boots that made him do a double
take.

Emma started to rush past him to throw
something in her suitcase when Aidan reached out and pulled her to
him. “Damn, you look sexy as hell.”

Her brows furrowed as she glanced down at
herself. “Seriously?”

He licked his lips and nodded.

“This is one of the few dresses I can still
get into. I think it might be time to cave in and buy some more
maternity clothes.”

His fingers splayed over her baby bump,
touching her tenderly over the thin material. “To be four and a
half months pregnant, you’re barely even showing.”

She blew a stray strand of hair out of her
face. “Tell that to my zippers.”

“And the boots?”

“Oh, these help me stay true to my country
roots. I wear them all the time when I’m in the mountains.”

He grinned. “I like them…a lot.”
Cocking his head, he gave her his best ‘I want to devour you’
smile.

Emma wagged her finger at him. “Oh no. Don’t
even go there.”

“Baby, I’ve hardly seen you, least of all
touched you, in the last week. I’m about to explode!”

“We need to get on the road. It’s already
after three,” she protested.

“What’s wrong with taking a little detour?”
Before she could argue anymore, Aidan crushed his lips against
hers, his warm tongue sweeping into her mouth. He snaked one arm
around her waist, drawing her against him. She started to squirm
away when he pressed his erection into her. “Don’t make me meet
your grandparents with a hard on.”

She smirked at him and started wiggling out
of his embrace. “It’s a long drive. I’m sure you will cool off by
then.”

With a frustrated grunt, Aidan tightened one
of his arms around her waist. He then brought his other hand to
slip one of her tiny straps off her shoulder, pushing the material
down to bare her breast. As he kneaded her flesh, his thumb brushed
back and forth across her hardened nipple. When he heard her suck
in a breath, he teasingly pinched the bud. It appeared to do the
trick because a surge of passion overtook Emma. She brought her
lips to Aidan’s while arching herself against him.

He licked from her chin up to her ear. “I
want you so bad, Emma,” he murmured. When he took her chin between
his fingers and tilted her head back, Emma stared at him with
hooded eyes.

“Then take me,” she murmured.

Kissing her again, his hand slid under her
dress. Emma moaned into his mouth when his fingers found the heat
between her legs. He stroked her over her panties until he could
feel her moist desire through the fabric. Then he delved his
fingers inside her —keeping the same rhythm with his tongue as with
his fingers. She tore her lips from his, her breath coming in heavy
pants. “Mmm, Aidan…yes, God! Aidan! Yes!” she cried, pinching shut
her eyes as he brought her to the brink.

She whimpered when his fingers slid out of
her. His hand then went to jerk her panties down to her knees. He
brought Emma’s hand to his crotch. She reached out to fumble with
the button and then the zipper on his jeans. Once she freed his
erection, she stroked him hard and fast, using the drops of pre
come for friction.

Aidan sucked in a ragged breath and then
removed her hand. “That’s enough of that,” he muttered in a
strained voice.

He backed up to the couch, pushing his pants
and underwear over his hips. He tugged Emma’s hand, jerking her to
him. They collapsed onto the couch with Emma’s heat straddling him.
After guiding himself into her, he started moving her hips against
him. Frantically, he thrust himself in and out of her as Emma
leaned over to kiss him. She didn’t last very long before going
over the edge again.

Even though he was close, Aidan didn’t want
to come. Nothing felt as good as being buried deep inside Emma. He
kept raising his hips and bringing her hard down on his cock. He
threw his head back and closed his eyes as the intense sensations
rolled over him. Finally, when he thought he couldn’t stand it
anymore, he gave in to the release and came flooding into her.

***

As Aidan cradled her to his chest, Emma
covered her eyes with her hands and groaned. “What’s the matter?”
he asked.

“I can’t believe I just let you screw my
brains out right before I’m going to my grandparents.”

Laughter rolled through Aidan. “I’m sorry I’m
a horny bastard and couldn’t help myself. But if we’re really
honest, it’s more your fault than mine.”

Emma gasped. “And just how the hell is it my
fault?”

Aidan winked at her. “You just had to look so
damn sexy in that dress and those cowboy boots.”

“You’re impossible,” she huffed. Secretly,
she was more than pleased to hear him calling her sexy and not
being able to keep his hands off of her. The bigger she got, the
less desirable she felt. But then Aidan made her feel as beautiful
as the day he first propositioned her at O’Malley’s.

He kissed her neck while running his hands up
and down her back. “Damn, I missed you,” he murmured against her
throat.

“Me or the sex?” she asked, repeating her
familiar question.

“After all this time, are we still playing
that game?” he growled. “You. I fucking missed you,
okay?”

She pulled away to grin at him. “Oh, Aidan,
you’re so romantic. Whisper more sweet words to me!”

His eyes widened, but then he laughed.
“Sorry, guess that wasn’t really romantic, huh?”

“I appreciate the sentiment. I’ve missed you,
too.” She ran her fingers through his hair and smiled. “Even though
it brought us together, I really loathe your job sometimes.”

“Tell me about,” Aidan grumbled.

“You think you’re still going to be traveling
like this when the baby gets here?”

“I hope things will calm down by then.” He
feathered kisses along her jaw-line. “They think they can use and
abuse me because I’m a bachelor. Maybe I should tell them I’m going
to be a father, and they’ll go easy on me.”

Emma stiffened. “You mean you haven’t told
anyone in your department about the baby?”

“Not exactly…I mean, my friends and work
buddies know.” He grinned. “Spending time with you has kinda cut
into our beer binges down at O’Malley’s, and they’re not really
happy about it.”

A grunt of frustration erupted from Emma’s
lips. Jerking herself off of Aidan lap, she worked at wriggling her
panties back up her thighs and readjusting her dress.

“What’s wrong?”

“You seriously have to ask that
question?”

He grimaced. “You’re pissed because I haven’t
told my boss about the baby.”

“Of course I am!” she huffed, stalking across
the room for her suitcase.

Aidan rose off the couch and adjusted his
pants. “Em, wait, would you listen to me?”

She whirled around. “Is this when you tell me
you’re sorry and that you just didn’t think about mentioning it?
That somehow the fact you were going to be a father in less than
five months just slipped your mind?”

He held up his hands defensively. “Look, I
really am sorry. It’s been crazy at work the past two months that
we’ve been working on being more of a couple. I’ve barely been in
the home office a week straight. I promise you that I’m not being
intentionally deceptive about you or the baby. I swear.”

When she realized the sincerity in Aidan’s
voice, Emma sighed. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have freaked out like
that. These stupid hormones make me totally irrational
sometimes.”

“No, you were right to get pissed. It’s not
like I’ve gone out of my way to introduce you to my friends or tell
them we’re official.”

Emma felt the electricity in the room shift.
Was Aidan really talking about making things more official between
them? Did that mean maybe living together? It seemed like a quantum
leap considering they hadn’t even spoken the “l” word yet. It
wasn’t for the fact that Emma wasn’t deeply in love with Aidan. She
was just too afraid of scaring him away. Their entire relationship
was such a fragile balloon that she was afraid would pop at any
moment.

Aidan raised his eyebrows questioningly at
her. “So are we okay?”

She smiled. “We’re fine.”

“Good then. Let’s get the hell out of town
then!” Aidan said, grabbing Emma’s suitcase.

She drew in a deep breath and tried to
mentally and emotionally prepare herself for what was to come.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


When Beau saw her coming down the driveway, he started barking and
wagging his tail. His head was out the backseat window as she came
around the car.

“Did you miss me sweet boy?” He pressed
against the door and gave an appreciative whine. “Aw, I missed you,
too!” She shot Aidan a disgusted look over her shoulder. “You
shouldn’t have left him in the car this long!”

“All the windows are down.” He gestured to
Beau’s wiggling body. “Look at him. He’s perfectly fine.”

“I guess so,” Emma murmured, scratching
behind Beau’s ears.

“You spoil him too much,” Aidan mused,
tossing her suitcase in the backseat.

“I do not.”

“Oh really? Every time I come in the door, he
starts looking for you. He could give a shit less about me now. Not
to mention, he expects to lie around on the couch and eat my table
scraps.”

She blushed. “Oops.” As soon as she slid
across the seat, Beau leaned over the headrest to lick her cheek.
“Are you ready to get the city grit out of your fur?” Emma asked,
patting the Lab’s head. He wagged his tail and licked her again.
“Yep, I think he’s ready.”

Aidan snorted as he pulled out of the
driveway. “Once he sees all those wide open spaces, he may never
want to come back.”

After he took the 75 North exit, they started
their pilgrimage out of the city. The urban backdrop melted away
into an emerald blur of trees and pastureland. The closer they got
to the mountains the cooler the swirling air around them
became.

A pang of homesickness reverberated through
Emma as they drove along the familiar roads. She had spent her
whole childhood in the mountains until she had gone to college in
Atlanta. There was a very large part of her that longed to move
back, especially when it came to raising the baby.

When they neared her grandparents’ property,
she leaned forward in her seat. “Okay, you’re going to turn right
at the black mailbox.”

Aidan turned to her in surprise. “Onto that
gravel road?”

“Yep.”

After they wound around a couple of curves,
they came to an open field. Up the hillside was her grandparent’s
house and barn. Aidan turned to her with widened eyes at the sight
of the multitude of cars and people milling around. “This is all
your family?”

She nodded. “There are usually about fifty
people or more. By the time the barn dance starts tonight, it’ll be
around a hundred.” She eyed the skeptical expression on his face.
“You sure you’re up to this?”

“Sure, it’ll be fine as long as no one wants
to kick my ass for knocking you up.”

Emma laughed. “Most of my family is okay with
my pregnancy. My grandfather and some of my uncles might give you a
hard time though.” She hesitated before dropping a bomb on him.
“Um, since we aren’t married, don’t plan on us sharing a bedroom
tonight.”

“Excuse me?”

Emma grimaced. “My grandparents are very
old-fashioned. They won’t condone us sleeping in the same bed if we
aren’t married.”

“Even though you’re pregnant with my
child?”

“Yes.”

He exhaled noisily. “Good thing I got some
before we left. It would have been a long, long weekend.” He
laughed when she smacked his arm playfully in outrage.

“Come on. Let’s go face the firing squad,”
Emma said, with a grin.

“Fabulous,” Aidan groaned as he climbed out
of the car. He clipped the leash to Beau’s collar and let the
squirming lab out of the backseat.

Delicious aromas filled Emma’s nostrils, and
her stomach growled. She was so thankful her nausea had passed
because she wanted nothing more than some of her grandmother’s
Brunswick stew.

“Is that homemade BBQ I smell?” Aidan
asked.

“Yes, it is. Everything will be homemade from
the apple pie to the moonshine.”

“Damn, I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.
Well, not exactly at the part about the moonshine.”

Emma giggled. “Good luck not having my uncles
force some homebrew on you. They’ll want you to prove your
manhood.”

Aidan opened his mouth to protest, but a
woman’s voice cut him off. “Emma!” she shrieked, clapping her
hands. Emma didn’t even have to turn to recognize the voice. Just
the sound of it echoing around her coated her body with a thick
blanket of love. Spinning around, she saw her grandmother striding
towards her.

From her teased silver bouffant hairdo to the
worn red and white gingham apron she wore tied firmly over her
dress, Grammy never seemed to age or change. She was the one
constant beacon in the storm Emma had been able to count on her
entire life for love, support, and strength.

Grammy’s face lit up like a Fourth of July
sparkler. “There’s my beautiful baby!” she exclaimed, drawing Emma
into her strong embrace. Squeezing her tight, she said, “I’ve
missed you so much, darlin’.”

“I missed you, too, Grammy.”

She pulled away and smiled. “You’re going to
have to start coming up here more than twice a month. Your
granddaddy and I get mighty lonesome for you.”

Emma giggled. “We talk every other day. Do I
really need to come up that much more?”

“Yes, you do. Especially when the baby gets
here.” She reached out to gently touch Emma’s swollen belly. “Look
how big you’ve gotten!”

“Tell me about it. None of my clothes
fit.”

“Well, consider yourself lucky you didn’t
start showing right off the bat. Your mama had to have maternity
clothes the second month she was pregnant with you!”

Emma smiled at the memory of her mother
laughing about how she practically showed from conception.

“So how are you feeling?” Grammy asked, her
brow creasing with worry.

“Better. Thank God the morning sickness
stopped now that I’m out of the first trimester. I’ll get to find
out what I’m having next week. I’m doing the early gender
sonogram.”

Grammy’s beaming face grew even brighter.
“Wonderful. Of course, I still say you’re carrying it like a
boy.”

Emma glanced over at Aidan and grinned. “That
would make Aidan’s father happy to hear you say that. He’s sworn
since the moment I met him, it’s a boy.”

Grammy turned her intense green eyes on
Aidan. “So this incredibly handsome and dashing man you’ve brought
with you must be Mr. Fitzgerald?”

Heat rose in Emma’s cheeks both at her
grandmother’s compliments and how she was to make the introduction.
“Yes, this is Aidan. He’s…”

“The sperm donor?” Grammy questioned.

Aidan chuckled. “Yes, but in more ways than
one.”

Grammy clutched her stomach and doubled over
with laughter. When she recovered, she held out her arms for Aidan.
“Well, come here and give me a hug, Mr. Sperm Donor.”

Emma watched in amazement as Aidan willingly
hugged Grammy. She couldn’t believe how effortlessly he already
seemed to be interacting with her family, considering how he had
freaked out so much when she met his nephews and Patrick.

Patting Aidan’s back, Grammy said, “We’re so
very happy to have you here with us for the weekend. I hope you’ll
enjoy yourself.”

He gave her a dazzling smile. “Thank you,
ma’am. It’s a pleasure to be here.”

Grammy wagged a finger at him. “As for
fathering Em’s baby, there’s something I need to say about
that.”

Emma chewed her bottom lip and threw a
worried glance between her grandmother and Aidan. Her chest
tightened in apprehension at what Grammy might say to him. If it
was anything like the early phone calls and first visit she had
with her grandparents about her unmarried pregnancy, Aidan was in
for a severe tongue-lashing.

“Yes, ma’am?” Aidan asked pleasantly, but
Emma couldn’t help noticing how he flicked Beau’s leash back and
forth with nervous energy.

“Having a child on her own is certainly not
what my husband or I wanted for Emma. We’d rather she had found a
husband and then had children.” She shook her head sadly. “At one
time, she had that. But then life hasn’t exactly been fair to Em.
She deserves all the happiness in the world, and I know that
nothing will make her happier than finally having her dream of
motherhood come true.”

Tears filled Emma’s eyes at the overwhelming
love and truth in her grandmother’s words. When she dared to look
over at Aidan, he was smiling. “I couldn’t agree with you more,
Mrs. Anderson. I’m just very grateful I got to help make Emma’s
dreams come true.”

Grammy cupped Emma’s chin and smiled. “You’re
positively glowing, sweetheart. I don’t think I’ve seen that look
in your eyes since before your mother passed away.”

“Oh, thank you,” Emma replied, wiping away a
tear.

Grammy patted Aidan’s arm. “So after all of
that, I just want to thank you for making Emma so happy and in
turn, her family as well.”

“You’re more than welcome, Mrs.
Anderson.”

“Please call me Virginia.” She then made a
tsking noise at the sight of some women carrying pans of food to
the barn. “Oh dear, you’re gone for one minute, and people take it
upon themselves to do everything. I better go make sure dinner
isn’t a total disaster!”

Once she was out of earshot, Aidan exhaled
noisily. “Well, that was certainly unexpected.”

“The warm welcome?”

Shaking his head, he slipped an arm around
Emma’s waist. “No, I didn’t realize I’d be such a hero for knocking
you up. Don’t they usually get the shotguns after you in these
parts?”

Emma giggled. “Let’s just say it would be a
whole lot different if we were teenagers.” She titled her head to
gaze up at him. “Of course, I highly doubt the teenage Aidan would
have given me the time of day.”

“You never know. I would have been very
interested in corrupting you and stealing your virtue.”

Emma nudged him playfully. “Then Granddaddy
and my uncles would have shot your most prized possession off.”

Aidan chuckled. “That would have been a
tragedy.”

“Oh yes, you wouldn’t have been able to get
me pregnant later on,” she mused.

He pressed his lips against her ear, causing
her to shiver. “Or give you mind blowing multiple orgasms.”

“Aidan!” she squealed, shoving him away.

He laughed at her outrage. “You know I’m
right though.”

A booming voice interrupted them. “Emmie Lou,
get on over here and give me a hug!”

She rolled her eyes but smiled in spite of
herself. “While Grammy might have been a piece of cake, Granddaddy
is probably going to be a real pain in the ass about all this,” she
said to Aidan. She felt him tense a little as he followed her over
to where a silver headed man stood in faded jeans. “Granddaddy,
when are you going to learn I’m a little too old for that
nickname?”

He grinned. “Nonsense. You’ll always be my
baby girl and my little Emmie Lou!”

Emma hugged him tight, closing her eyes in
contentment as his familiar scent of peppermint and Old Spice
filled her nose. “I’ve missed you.”

He pushed her shoulders back and cocked a
bushy, silver eyebrow at her. “It’s been two whole weeks, Baby
Girl! I’s about to send the boys down to the city to check up on
you.”

“I’m sorry, but things have been a little
crazy lately.” She noticed her grandfather’s gaze was no longer
focused on her. Instead, he stared quizzically at Aidan. “Oh,
Granddaddy, I want you to meet someone.” Grabbing Aidan’s hand, she
pulled him forward. At the sight of their fingers intertwined, the
congenial expression on Granddaddy’s face evaporated, much to her
dismay, and was replaced by one of veiled anger. Emma couldn’t help
noticing that Aidan’s forehead had broken out in beads of sweat not
from the heat, but from Granddaddy’s intense glare. “This is Aidan
Fitzgerald. He’s my baby’s father.” She smiled at Aidan. “And this
is my grandfather, Earl.”

“Nice to meet you, sir,” Aidan said, his
voice cracking slightly.

Earl shifted his chaw of tobacco and eyed
Aidan’s hand. He reluctantly pumped it up and down. “Nice meetin’
ya.”

“Emma!” someone called. When she threw a
glance over her shoulder, her cousin Dave waved.

“One second. I’ll be right back.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY-SIX

Aidan reluctantly let go of Emma’s hand.
Frankly, he wanted to be a downright pansy and run after her. The
last thing in the world he wanted was to be left with the old man.
He shifted uncomfortably on his feet, wiping the sheen of sweat off
his face with the back of his hand.

Earl spit out a stream of tobacco juice. “So
you plannin’ on stickin’ around after the baby is born?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You gonna help out with raisin’ it?”

“Well, we haven’t really worked all that out
yet.” As Earl’s expression darkened even more, Aidan quickly
replied, “But I’m going to try. Honest, I am.”

Earl’s eyes narrowed. “What about marryin’
her?”

Aidan felt like he’d been kicked in the
balls. He fought to catch his breath. Shit, if I answer this
question wrong, this dude is seriously going to kill me. His
mouth ran dry, and he licked his lips. Is it getting darker out
here, or am I’m going to pass out?

“Son, you didn’t answer my question. Are you
gonna marry my Emmie Lou or not?”

“Granddaddy!” Emma cried, her eyes wide with
horror. Aidan wheezed in relief that he was momentarily off the
hook.

“What darlin’? It’s an honest question.”

Emma flushed red from her cheeks down to her
neck. Even her bare shoulders were tinged. “No, it isn’t. Aidan and
I are comfortable with the arrangement we have. If we get ready to
change anything, we’ll let you know, but until then, we don’t want
to feel any pressure, okay?” When her gaze flickered over to
Aidan’s to see if he was okay with her answer, he nodded.

Earl kissed the top of Emma’s head. “Fine,
Baby Girl. I won’t mention it again.” He gave Aidan one last
smoldering look of disgust before strolling away.

“He’s just messing with you,” Emma said. When
he didn’t reply, Emma reached over and rubbed his arm. “You aren’t
really afraid of him, are you?”

He glanced back at Earl. Surrounded by four
of his grandsons, he sat whittling on a stick. The long blade of
his knife gleamed in the sunlight causing Aidan to shudder. “Hell
yes, I am! I know he seems like your sweet little grandfather, but
the man could end me if he wanted, probably with his bare
hands. And I’m sure your uncles and cousins wouldn’t mind helping
him bury me in a shallow grave.”

The corners of Emma’s lips turned up. “You
aren’t serious?”

He snorted. “Frankly, I’m a little scared to
go to sleep tonight for fear he’ll sneak in my room and whittle my
dick off for getting you pregnant.”

“That would be a tragic loss now wouldn’t
it?”

“Oh yes, it would.”

Emma giggled. “It’s not just about me being
his only daughter’s child or his baby granddaughter or the typical
grandfatherly/fatherly protecting me from the Big Bad Wolf aka men
stealing my virtue.” Her amused expression turned dark. “He’s
taking my pregnancy a little harder than Grammy because he’s
old-fashioned. Being a deacon at his church, he’s never going to be
able to accept that I’m bringing a ‘bastard’, so to speak, into the
world.”

Aidan sucked in a sharp breath and narrowed
his eyes. “He actually said that to you?”

“Not in those exact terms, but yes.”

“That’s a hell of a way to think about his
great-grandchild.”

“Yeah, well, your father felt the same way.
Remember how he wanted to give the baby his name?”

“That’s true,” Aidan relented.

The clanging of a bell interrupted them.
Aidan whirled around to see Virginia holding an old cowbell. She
grinned. “All right everybody! Dinner time!” she shouted, motioning
towards the barn.

“Hungry?” Emma asked.

“Famished.” He grinned and draped his arm
over her shoulder. “I worked up quite an appetite this
afternoon.”

Her mouth dropped open before she elbowed him
in the gut. “You’re terrible!”

“You know you love me,” he teased.

When she stiffened slightly, he knew he had
said the wrong thing. His loaded words had a different connotation
than what he intended. Quickly, he tried recovering. “I mean,
what’s there not to love about a foul mouthed pervert who is always
looking for the sexual innuendo in life, right?”

“Exactly,” she replied, with a grin.

Aidan’s couldn’t stop his jaw from dropping
when they reached the barn. The outside rustic appearance was quite
deceiving when it came to the inside. All the stalls had been
cleared out to leave one giant room. There were ten to twenty round
tables set up with folding chairs. In the center of the room, a
small, wooden stage rose from the ground where several guys were
tuning their instruments.

“Pretty cool, huh?” Emma asked.

“I had no idea you guys took it this
serious.”

“Yep. There’s even a small kitchen in the
back, too.” She giggled at what he assumed was his bewildered
expressions. “With as much extended family as I have, we needed a
place where we can all get together.”

“Jesus, I don’t think I even know this many
people, least of all be related to them,” he mused, as she steered
him toward the food table.

“Trust me, by the end of the night, they’ll
consider you family. I like to think of us as the family in My
Big Fat Greek Wedding, except we’re Southern.”

Aidan wasn’t sure if that was really such a
bad thing. Everyone had been so welcoming and friendly to him—even
with him technically being the asshole who had knocked Emma up and
not married her.

After fixing teeming plates of BBQ along with
mouthwatering sides, Emma led him to an empty table. When he bit
into his sandwich, he moaned. “Oh.My.God. This is delicious!”

Emma smiled. “The sauce is Grammy’s own
recipe.”

“Really? She could seriously sell bottle and
sell it. It’s ten times better than most of the BBQ joints in
Atlanta.”

“You’ll have to tell her that. It’ll make her
day.”

“I’ll be happy to.”

An elderly man shuffled up to the table.
“This seat taken, Em?”

“No, Uncle Pete. We were saving it just for
you and Aunt Ella.”

Pete smiled broadly at Emma before giving her
a hug. Aidan couldn’t help reveling in the effect she seemed to
have on everyone up here. She was always charming to everyone back
in Atlanta, but there was something almost angelic about her up
here.

More people crowded inside the barn, and the
band started playing. Aidan had just polished off his second plate
of BBQ and was debating a third when Earl sauntered up to him.
Aidan warily eyed the Mason jar in Earl’s hand that was filled with
clear liquid.

“Ever had any homebrew, City Boy?” he
asked.

“Granddaddy, his name is Aidan,” Emma
hissed.

“Excuse me. You ever had any homebrew,
Aidan?”

“No sir, I don’t believe I have.”

Earl thrust out the Mason jar. “Why don’t you
try a little?”

“Is that a trick question, sir?”

“Whaddya mean?”

Aidan sucked in a ragged breath before he
spoke. “Well, it’s just Emma told me about you being a very
religious man, so I wouldn’t imagine you do a lot of drinking. If I
accept, you’ll think me a drunkard who doesn’t deserve to date your
granddaughter. On the other hand, if you do enjoy a drink once in
awhile and I refuse, then you’re going to consider me a sissified
city boy. Right?”

Earl stared Aidan down. Finally, a wide grin
broke on his face. He thumped Aidan heartily on the back. “I like
your way of thinking.” Without breaking Aidan’s gaze, he brought
the Mason jar to his lips and took a long gulp. “A little sip of
spirits never hurt anyone.”

Aidan laughed as he took the moonshine from
Earl. The moment the liquid entered his mouth it burned a fiery
stream of torment down his throat and into his stomach. With Earl
watching him expectantly, he did his best to fight his watering
eyes and the urge to choke and hack. “Good stuff,” he replied,
mustering the manliest voice he could. He quickly passed the jar
back before he could be expected to drink anymore.

With a chuckle, Earl turned to Emma. “Maybe
he’s a keeper after all, Emmie Lou.”

She widened her eyes as Earl walked off. “I
can’t believe you’ve managed to win him over, especially so fast.
It took Travis ages not to get a death glare 24/7, and we’d known
each other our whole lives.”

Aidan smirked at her. “After everything we’ve
been through, I can’t believe you doubted my ability to charm the
pants off your grandfather.” He leaned over and whispered in her
ear. “Let’s not forget all the times I’ve managed to charm the
panties off of you.”

Playfully, she pushed him back. “You seem to
forget the first time you tried to play Marketing McDreamy with me
at the Christmas Party, and I said absolutely and totally not.”

Aidan chuckled. “That’s the truth. Worst
rejection of my life.”

“I doubt that.”

“Trust me, babe. It was.”

She couldn’t hide the surprise on her face.
To change the subject, she said, “Would you go get us some
dessert?”

He raised his eyebrows. “Still hungry?”

She laughed. “Asks the man who ate two plates
of BBQ to my one.”

“All right. I’ll go get you something
sweet.”

She kissed his cheek. “The baby and I thank
you for it.”

“Yeah, yeah. You’re going to milk this
pregnancy thing for everything it’s worth, aren’t you?”

“Damn straight,” she replied.

Chuckling, he rose out of his chair.
“Anything specific you’d like?”

“Maybe a little sampling of everything?”

He gave her a mini-salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

After hitting up the desserts in a major way,
Aidan started back to the table with two plates filled to the brim.
When he got there, Emma held a tiny infant in her arms while
chatting up a young couple. “Oh, Aidan, these are my cousins Stacy
and Mark.” She glanced down at the baby in her arms and a broad
grin stretched on her face. “And this is my namesake, Emma
Kate.”

“You’re kidding.”

Stacy smiled. “Well, Emma Katherine was our
great-grandmother’s name, but I couldn’t imagine a sweeter person
to name my baby after than Em.”

“Neither could I,” Aidan replied, winking at
Emma.

“Come on, hon, we better go get a plate
before all the food is gone,” Mark suggested.

When Stacy reached for the baby, Emma shook
her head. “I can watch her while you guys eat.”

“Really?”

“Of course. It’ll be good practice.”

Mark chuckled. “Wow, I don’t think we’ve had
a baby free meal in the six weeks since Emma Kate was born.”;

“Thanks, Em,” Stacy replied.

Aidan eased down beside Emma as Mark and
Stacy walked off. Her appetite seemed to have evaporated with the
baby’s appearance. So he started working his way through his plate
of sweets as Emma cooed at the baby. “Isn’t she beautiful?” she
asked.

Aidan cut his eyes over to the infant swathed
in pink from head to toe. “She’s almost as beautiful as her
namesake.”

Emma laughed. “Aren’t you the charmer?”

When he had overloaded himself with sugar, he
pushed his plate away. Emma leaned over, holding the baby out to
him. “Want to take her for awhile?”

“So you can eat?”

“No, I just thought you might like to be
around a little girl for once. You only have younger nephews.”

Aidan eyed Emma Kate warily. She was so tiny
and fragile compared to Mason’s bulk. He was afraid he might break
her somehow. “Seriously, Em, I don’t know anything about little
girls.”

“And we could just as easily be having a
girl.” She then handed Emma Kate over to him. Reluctantly, he
nestled her in the crook of his arm. Her eyes fluttered open, and
she stared up at him. Her face began to crumple, and she looked
like at any minute she was going to scream.

“Shit! I’ve pissed her off!” Aidan
moaned.

Emma laughed. “No, you haven’t. Just rock her
a little and put her pacifier in.”

Aidan fumbled for the bib where the pacifier
was attached. When Emma Kate opened her mouth to cry, he popped it
in. Immediately, she started sucking on it and calmed down. He
swayed his arms back and forth, and within a few minutes, her eyes
grew heavy. When she was asleep, Aidan glanced over at Emma. He
couldn’t fight the proud grin that stretched on his face.

“You’re a natural,” Emma replied.

“I don’t know about that.”

Mark and Stacy came back to the table with
their food. “Good for you, bud. You know, preparing for the
future,” Mark said, motioning to Emma Kate in Aidan’s arms. “I’d
barely been around a kid before I had mine.”

“Well, I’m lucky to have lots of nieces and
nephews.” He shifted Emma Kate in his arms. “And from them, I know
enough about dirty diapers that I’m pretty sure she’s soaked
through.”

Mark groaned. “Fabulous.”

Emma rose out of her chair. “No, no. I’ll go
change her.” Aidan happily gave her the baby before glancing down
to see if he was wet as well.

Stacy handed Emma the diaper bag with a grin.
“You’re the best, cuz.”

“No problem.”

As Aidan watched Emma’s retreating form, a
piercing giggle erupted in his ear. “Hey, handsome, I’m Mary. You
wanna dance?”

Aidan turned around to see a girl—a very
gorgeous girl, but a teenage one at that, beaming at him. “Um, I
don’t think so.”

Her ruby red lips puckered in a pout. “Why
not?”

“First of all, I’m here with Emma, and
second, I think I’m a little too old for you.”

“I’m nineteen. Besides, Emma is my cousin.
She won’t mind.”

Aidan fought the urge to say Like hell she
wouldn’t! Even pregnant, Emma had enough hellcat in her to
knock Mary into next Tuesday for flirting with him. With an
exasperated sigh, he held his hands up. “Look, it’s really nice of
you to ask, but really, I have to say no.”

Emma picked that moment to come back with the
baby. She surveyed the two of them before speaking. “What’s going
on?”

“I wanted to dance with Aidan, and he won’t,”
Mary admitted.

Aidan gritted his teeth. “And I clearly
explained to her that I was here with you.”

“One little dance wouldn’t hurt.” Emma then
titled her head up at him—giving him a sickeningly sweet smile. “I
don’t mind, if you don’t.”

Oh no, she had not just sold him out to her
horny cousin. He knew she must have some motive for doing this. It
was some way of getting a dig at him for not making them more of an
official couple—to illustrate he was more available or something.
That or he was just way too paranoid about her motives.

“Fine,” he muttered, as Mary jerked him by
the hand and dragged him to the dance floor. Thankfully, it was an
upbeat song, so he wouldn’t be forced to press up against her. He
had no idea how to dance like the music called for, and by the look
of pure amusement radiating on Emma’s face, he knew he was making a
fool of himself. He was going to get her back for this if it was
the last thing he ever did.

When the dance ended, he forced a smile.
“Thank you, Mary.”

“Anytime, hot stuff,” she replied, smacking
his ass. She gave him a wink before hurrying off to join a gaggle
of girls in the corner.

“What the fuck?” he muttered under his
breath.

“Still up for a dance, stud?” Emma asked.

“Considering your cousin just mauled my ass,
I’m not really feeling it.”

Emma giggled. “Oh please? I wanna dance with
my man.”

The music turned over from a fast breakdown
to a sweet ballad. Aidan reluctantly let Emma wrap her arms around
him. “I’m sorry you got molested,” she said, gazing up at him.

Aidan snorted. “Whatever. I just can’t
believe you pawned me out like that to her. I thought there would
be a catfight when you saw us talking.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “I’m not that
jealous.”

“Oh really?”

She grinned. “Besides, when I was changing
Emma Kate, I heard some of the girls saying they had bet Mary she
wouldn’t have the balls to dance with you. I figured I should let
her win big tonight.”

Aidan threw his head back and chuckled. “I
cannot believe they were doing that.”

“You’re a good-looking older man, why
wouldn’t they?” She wrapped her arms tighter around him. “Back in
the day, I might have even put a little money on getting to dance
with you.”

His lips nuzzled her neck. “Babe, I’m yours
for free anytime, anywhere.”

“Hmm, I just might have to take you up on
that,” she replied.

After swaying to another slow song, they
returned to their seats as the band appeared to be taking break.
The lead singer, who Emma had introduced as Dave, took the
microphone. “I just want to take a moment while all my friends and
family are here to make a big announcement. Yesterday, I asked
Laurel, the love of my life, to marry me, and she said yes!” Dave
said.

While the crowd erupted in bellowing cheers
and whistles, Aidan felt Emma tense beside him. Although she
plastered a beaming smile to her face, he could tell her cousin’s
engagement bothered her. It didn’t take much for him to understand
why. He knew that even though she was thrilled to be having the
baby, she still wanted what Laurel had—love, commitment, and a
sparkling diamond on her finger. Aidan wondered if he was the man
who could give Emma that or if she was just wasting her time
believing he could.

“Now, I’d like to take a break for a few
minutes and dance with my lovely fiancée.” His gaze searched
through the crowd until it honed in on their table. “Em, would you
come up and do the honors?”

If Emma had tensed before, she went
absolutely rigid at the prospect of singing. “No, no, no! I haven’t
sung in so long.”

“That’s not true. You regaled Mason and me
with your vocal stylings a few months ago,” Aidan argued.

Emma shot him a death glare. “I think there’s
a hell of a lot of difference singing a baby to sleep in the
privacy of my own bedroom than in a barn full of people!” she
hissed under her breath. She then shook her head at Dave. “Really,
I couldn’t.”

A tall, leggy blonde came bounding up behind
them. It didn’t take Aidan long to deduce she was Laurel. “Oh
please, Emma, sing Cowboy Take Me Away! You were singing
that the night Dave and I met!”

Aidan brought his lips closer to Emma’s ear.
“Go on. You know you could knock their socks off singing in the
shower.”

She jerked away to stare at him, her mouth a
perfect o of surprise. “Really?”

He nodded.

“Okay, okay, I’ll do it.”

Another cheer went through the crowd when
Emma rose out of her seat. As she climbed onto the stage, Aidan
leaned forward in his chair. He couldn’t wait to actually see her
perform.

Emma’s shaking hand took the microphone off
the stand. She cleared her throat a few times before speaking. “I
think you all know I haven’t sung professionally in two years, so
you have to believe me when I say that only pure and true love
could get me on this stage. It’s the love I feel for Dave, who over
the years has been like a brother to me, and it’s the love between
him and his sweet, beautiful fiancée that makes me able to sing
this song for you.” Her gaze went to Dave and Laurel who were
already wrapped in each other’s arms, waiting expectantly on their
song. “This one is for you.”

The twang of the rosin coming across a
fiddle’s bow coupled with two guitars echoed through the barn.
Aidan watched as Emma’s nervousness faded away the moment she heard
the familiar chords. With complete confidence, she brought the
microphone to her lips and began singing. The room filled with
people melted away, and for Aidan, it became only the two of them.
Pinching his eyes shut, he let her velvety voice wash over him. He
didn’t care if the lyrics were about a cowboy sweeping a woman away
from the big city into the wide-open spaces of the country. He just
focused on the immense pride that filled him at her
performance.

When she finished, applause and cheers roared
through the room so loud they stung Aidan’s ears. Emma flushed a
deep crimson, but a beaming smile filled her face. She curtsied
prettily. “Thank you,” she murmured.

“Now sing Sweet Dreams, Emmie Lou!”
Earl shouted.

Emma shook her head furiously as she started
to put the microphone back on the stand. “No, Granddaddy, I’ve sung
enough for one night.”

Earl stomped his foot on the sawdust floor.
“Emma Katherine Harrison, your granddaddy wants to hear some Patsy
Cline, so sing Sweet Dreams!”

Aidan couldn’t help chuckling at the
stalemate between Emma and her grandfather. “Uh-oh, Em, he’s
calling you by your full name. Better do what the man says,” he
called.

She shot him a murderous look before turning
back to her cousins. “I assume you guys remember Sweet
Dreams?”

Dave, who had rejoined the stage, held up his
hands. “Oh no, this one is all a cappella, little cuz.”

Pointing a finger at them, Emma said, “I just
want you to know I’m going to hurt each and every one of you for
this!”

The boys laughed heartily as they shuffled
off the stage. Emma turned back to the crowd and pointed her finger
then at Aidan. “That goes for you, too.”

He grinned. “I’ll happily take whatever you
want to dish out. Now make your granddaddy happy and sing.”

When Aidan glanced over at Earl, he nodded
and smiled at him. Maybe he was really off the hook…or at least his
dick was. He settled back in his chair and focused his attention on
Emma.

The moment Emma began singing the old country
song a hush fell over the barn. If she had been good on Cowboy
Take Me Away, she was hitting this one out of the park like a
grand slam. Closing her eyes, she belted out the lyrics with such
feeling and emotion that Aidan noticed tears sparkling in several
people’s eyes.

Aidan’s enjoyment began to fade when Emma got
to the second verse. A haunting, aching quality entered her voice
as she sang Patsy’s lyrics about never wearing the ring of her
lover or having him reciprocate her love. His chest tightened at
how so much of the song could relate to him and Emma. He wondered
if she often had sweet dreams of a life together with him—one that
might never come true.

Thundering applause jolted him out of his
thoughts. Emma had finished singing and now half the room were on
their feet cheering for her. She flushed and grinned. “Thank you,”
she murmured into the microphone.

Dave and her other cousins joined Emma back
on stage. Each one hugged and kissed her before picking up their
instruments. They started up a song as she came back to join him.
“So what did you think?” she asked breathlessly.

“Absolutely amazing.”

Emma beamed at his compliments. “Really?”

He nodded. “You were spectacular singing to
Mason, but damn…you were like American Idol good up there.”

She giggled and kissed his cheek. “Thanks.”
After eyeing the couples on the dance floor, she turned back to him
with a pleading look. “Want to dance again?”

He groaned. “If we must.”

***

It was after eleven by the time the last
guest left. Pleasantly exhausted, Aidan dragged himself up the
hillside to the house. After grabbing their suitcases out of the
car, he joined Emma as they trailed behind Earl and Virginia. “Now
Aidan, you’re going to be sleeping here,” Virginia said, pointing
to a bedroom.

He dropped his suitcase in the doorway. It
didn’t take him long to surmise his bedroom just happened to be
next door to Earl and Virginia’s. It was a nice way for them to
keep tabs on him. He smiled back at them. “Looks cozy. Thank
you.”

“Emma, you’re going to be in your mama’s old
bedroom.” Earl then looked pointedly at Aidan. “Way down the
hallway from us.”

Aidan turned a laugh into a cough. It was so
absurd that he and Emma were in their thirties and being treated
like teenagers. “Then I suppose I should say goodnight now,” he
said. Wrapping his hands around her waist, he pulled her against
him. “Sweet dreams, Emma.”

“Sweet dreams to you, too, Aidan,” she
murmured.

And even though he knew Earl wouldn’t like
it, he gave Emma a chaste kiss on the lips. She grinned at him
before saying goodnight to her grandparents. With a final wave, she
went on down the hallway.

Reluctantly, he went inside and closed his
door.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Emma felt she was doing something truly illicit when she tip-toed
past her grandparent’s bedroom towards Aidan’s. Her trembling hand
slowly turned the knob, and she breathed a sigh of relief at
finding it unlocked. Slowly, she pushed it open, trying not to let
its loud creak echo through the hallway. She lamented the fact she
hadn’t thought to grab the WD40 from under the kitchen sink.

Emma found Aidan propped up in bed with
multi-colored paperwork strewn over the handmade quilt. Beau lay
next to him. At the sight of her, Aidan’s eyebrows shot up so far
they disappeared into his hairline. “What the hell are you doing?”
he hissed.

Holding up a finger, she closed the door
behind her before responding. When she turned back around, she
grinned. “I wanted to see you.”

Aidan rolled his eyes. “Jesus, Em, just when
I think my dick is safe from your grandfather’s wrath, you sneak in
here.”

She giggled as she made her way over to the
bed. “Oh come on. You know he’s not going to do anything like
that.”

“I’m not holding my breath.” His eyes roamed
over her practically sheer nightgown. “What do you really
want?”

“Can’t you tell? I want that hot bod of
yours…bad!” she teased.

He grunted. “Don’t torture me by saying
things like that.”

“Actually, I thought you might like to go for
a midnight swim.”

“Really?”

Emma nodded. “The pond is just below the
house.”

“Is it safe?”

“Sure, that’s where I learned to swim.”
Nudging his knee with her elbow, she said, “Of course, I wasn’t an
All State Swim Champion, so what do I know?”

Aidan shook his head as he threw off the
quilt. “There goes that mouth of yours again.”

Emma giggled. “So I guess that means you’re
up for it?”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m in,” Aidan replied, stepping
into his tennis shoes.

They crept out into the hallway. Aidan
stepped on one of the creaky floorboards, and they both froze. When
Earl didn’t come streaking out into the hallway with his shotgun,
they continued tip-toeing on into the living room. Emma grabbed a
flashlight out of the table by the door while Aidan unlocked the
deadbolt.

Once they got out onto the porch, they
hurried down the steps and onto the gravel path that wound behind
the house. They barely needed the flashlight with the glowing full
moon illuminating the way. When they reached the long dock, they
were both winded.

Aidan bent over, propping his elbows on his
knees. Once he had caught his breath, he raised his head and took
in the surroundings. “Damn, it’s beautiful out here.”

“This whole area is like the most magical
place in the world,” Emma replied, breathlessly. Stepping closer to
him, she gave him her best coy smile. “You know I haven’t been
skinny dipping with a boy in a long, long time.”

He grinned. “Have you not?”

Emma shook her head. She brought her
nightgown over her head, leaving her completely naked in the
moonlight.

A pained noise erupted from Aidan’s throat.
“Fuck, this whole time you weren’t wearing any
underwear?”

“Nope.”

“I should have ravished you in the bedroom
then!”

She giggled as Aidan proceeded to tear off
his shirt and boxers at record speed. When he reached for her, she
backed away. “I said skinny-dipping, not defiling my grandparent’s
pond by having sex.”

His hands swept to his naked hips, drawing
her attention to his erection. “Did you really think I hauled my
ass out here just for a midnight swim?”

“I don’t know what you might have thought,
but that’s not what is happening.”

“Yeah, we’ll just see about that one.”

“Guess you’ll have to catch me first,” she
teased before diving off the dock.

As she plunged into the depths, the icy water
pricked over her body like tiny needles. She had no idea that it
would be so cold this late in the summer. Usually, it was like
tepid bath water.

When Emma broke the surface, she fought the
chattering of her teeth. She whirled around at the sound of
splashing behind her. Even in the dim light, she could see the
gleam in Aidan’s eyes. “I do believe I’m going to catch you.” She
giggled as he closed the gap between them in two fluid
breaststrokes.

Instead of fighting him, she gleefully let
Aidan pull her against his chest. “Gotcha!” he said.

She poked her lip out. “Not a fair fight,
considering I’m pregnant and you’re a good swimmer.”

“True, very true. What kind of man would I be
to take advantage of my Baby Mama? I’ll behave now, and we’ll have
a nice swim.”

She arched her eyebrows in surprise.
“Seriously?”

He gave her a wolfish grin. “Well, there’s
also the fact this cold water is doing nothing for my hard on!”

“Then I guess after our swim, we’ll just have
to make it to land for any action.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Later, as they remained intertwined on sandy
shoreline, a tangle of arms and legs, Aidan’s brows furrowed.
“What’s wrong?” Emma asked.

“I’m just surprised you haven’t blown my
horndog ass to the curb yet.”

“Huh?”

“You know, the constant sex stuff. I would
have thought you wouldn’t be up for it being pregnant.”

Emma burst out laughing both at his statement
and the serious expression on his face. She rubbed the stubble on
his chin. “So I guess this is when I know you didn’t read the
pregnancy book I gave you.”

Aidan grunted. “Yeah, the moment I pulled
that one out on a plane or in public someone would have come to
revoke my balls.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Reading a pregnancy
book would not emasculate you in the least bit. Besides, you could
have bought it for your iPad.” At his doubtful look, she tweaked
his nose with her fingers. “If you had read it, you would have
known that a woman’s sex drive often increases during pregnancy so
much that husbands and boyfriends just can’t keep up.”

“You’re shitting me?” he asked, his dark blue
eyes wide.

“Nope. I’m not.”

Aidan grinned. “That’s fanfuckingtastic.”

Emma laughed. “Yeah and who knows what else
might be lurking under the cover of that book. I suggest you read
it.”

“Fine. I will.”

Inwardly, she did a victory dance even though
she had to be a little deceptive to get him to read about
pregnancy. The more he knew and understood about the coming months
the better. At times, pregnancy wasn’t entirely attractive, and she
wanted him to be prepared.

Aidan pulled himself off of her and got to
his feet. Emma stayed motionless, admiring his naked form in the
moonlight. He turned back to her and offered her his hand. All
inappropriate thoughts of him vanished at his gentlemanly behavior.
When he helped her up, she gave him a chaste kiss on the lips in
thanks.

“Damn, I wish we had thought about a towel,”
Aidan said.

Emma grinned. “Ask and you shall receive.”
She walked over to the edge of the dock where a worn, wooden box
the size of a steamer truck sat. It was something Granddaddy had
made a long time ago for his grandchildren to house their swimming
gear. She pulled out two checkered picnic blankets. “Not exactly
towels and they’re a little musty, but they’ll do the trick.”

Aidan appreciatively took one from her.
“Sounds good to me.”

As he dried off, Emma wrapped herself in the
faded blanket. When she shivered, he reached over and started
rubbing her arms to warm her. “Ready to go back inside?”

“Let’s stay out here awhile.”

“Are you serious?”

Emma nodded and motioned towards a hammock
drawn between two massive oak trees. “It’s a beautiful night, and
we can do some stargazing.”

Aidan snorted. “Stargazing in a hammock? That
sounds like a bad romance novel cliché.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize you enjoyed reading
bodice ripper novels with their throbbing and pulsing members.”

“Ha, ha,” he replied, playfully smacking her
ass.

After Emma threw on her gown and Aidan put on
his boxers, she took his hand and led him over to the hammock.
After she lay down, she pulled him down beside her. Once she
wrapped her arms around him, she titled her head up at him. “So is
this really so bad?”

He grinned. “Nope. It’s quite nice,
actually.”

“Good. I’m glad you think so.”

“I can’t believe how much brighter the stars
are once you get out of the city. Being up in the mountains makes
you feel like you could reach out and touch them,” Aidan mused.

“Everything is more beautiful out here.”

“Do I detect a hint of homesickness in your
voice?”

Stalling, Emma’s gaze followed a droplet of
water as it trailed down Aidan’s bare chest. “Em?” he prompted.

She sighed. “Sometimes I think I’d really
like to move back up here—especially to raise the baby.”

Aidan tensed beneath her. “Are you
serious?”

“This is where I grew up—the place I hold
most dear in the world. All my family is here. If something
happened to me or with the baby and I needed her, Grammy’s almost
an hour away.”

“Are you trying to say you feel alone back in
Atlanta?”

“Well, no, I mean, Casey has always been
there…and you’re there.”

Aidan grunted. “Wow, I rate after Casey,
huh?”

“I didn’t mean it like that.” She raised her
head to meet his intense gaze. “You know how much you mean to me,
and how much I…care for you.”

Relief filled her when Aidan’s expression
lightened. “But I don’t know anything about babies, nor am I a
certainty, right?”

“Exactly.” She then held her breath waiting
for him to say that she had nothing to worry about in the certainty
department. That he wanted even more with her. That he would be
there always—in the middle of the night if the baby got sick and
she was scared to death or if she was exhausted from a long day at
work and needed a few minutes to decompress.

“If you’re worried about being all alone,
you’ve got my dad, my sisters, and Megan. I promise you’ll have a
support system in them.”

“That’s good to know,” she murmured, fighting
the tears. Her chest clenched in agony with Aidan’s response. He
didn’t mention anything about being more of an official couple or
him being there for her. So how could she truly count on him?
Instead, he had skirted responsibility and commitment once again.
When was she going to learn? Or more importantly, when was she
going to give up on him?

***

 


The sharp jolt of the hammock’s sway woke
Emma up. Fluttering her eyelids, she looked up at the sky. Early
morning sunlight streaked across it, making it a swirling mixture
of blues, pinks, and oranges. Somehow she and Aidan had managed to
fall asleep under the stars. At the sound of someone clearing his
throat, Emma tried scrambling out of the hammock, but Aidan wrapped
his arms tighter around her. “Where do you think you’re going?” he
asked sleepily.

Emma swept her gaze from Aidan over to where
Granddaddy stood, arms folded over his chest. “We have company,”
she whispered.

Aidan’s blue eyes flew open, and a look of
horror crossed his face when his drowsy eyes focused on Earl. He
immediately jerked away from Emma and held up his hands in mock
surrender. “I’m really sorry about this, sir. I never meant to go
against your wishes by sleeping with Emma under your roof,” he
said, sounding more like a pleading teenager than a man.

Earl peered around the woods and then up at
the sky. “Don’t quite look like you’re under my roof, does it?” he
asked, the corners of his lips turning up.

Emma exchanged a glance with Aidan. Was her
grandfather really going to let them off the hook so easily? “I’m
sorry, Granddaddy.”

Earl shrugged. “Guess there ain’t much I can
say about it. You’re both grown adults. What you do is your
business, even if I don’t agree with it.”

“But I still don’t want you to be
disappointed in me,” she replied.

“I could never be disappointed in you, Emmie
Lou.” He patted her leg. “I love ya too much, even when you drag a
poor feller out of his bed to go skinny dipping.”

Emma’s hand flew to her mouth while Aidan
burst out laughing. “But how…?”

“That don’t matter. I’s not comin’ out here
to give you two a hard time. Your grandmother just wanted me to
tell the two of you that breakfast was ready. Then we’re going to
church.” He gave them a knowing look. “All of us.”

After Earl shuffled off, Aidan threw his arm
over his eyes. “I cannot believe he caught us.”

She giggled. “I can’t believe you’re
complaining about that, rather than having to go to church.”

“Trust me, I’m not thrilled by the prospect,
but I’ll go, especially if it makes him and Grammy happy.”

“It will.”

“Then come on. Let’s go get ready to be
holy!”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Aidan fought his suspension of disbelief as he sat in the backseat
of a car bound for Earl and Virginia’s church. The last time he had
been to Mass was Mason’s baptism, and he couldn’t even remember a
time before that. So much for keeping the promise he made to his
mother about attending once a week. At least she would be proud he
was getting some kind of moral guidance.

Sitting beside him, Emma remained quiet.
Aidan cut his gaze over to her. She looked beautiful in an ice blue
dress that was far less daring than the sundress she had worn the
day before. With her hands folded in her lap, she appeared demure
and innocent except for the swell of her stomach. Before he could
stop himself, he reached out and took her hand and his.

A smile curved on her lips before she turned
to look at him. “You sure you’re okay with this?” she
whispered.

“Fine.”

As they pulled into the crowded parking lot,
Emma shook her head. “Famous last words.”

He didn’t get a chance to question her.
Instead, they were ambushed the moment they got out of the car.
Emma coming back home to the mountains and to church seemed to have
an almost celebrity status. It took him totally off guard.

Women were oohing and aahing over her while
she was given countless hugs. Hands were thrust at him and
introductions made. He gathered she hadn’t brought a man,
boyfriend, or male piece of flesh with her to church since
Travis.

Finally, the throng of people cleared, and
they were able to walk into the building. “So,” he said, opening
the door for her.

She grimaced. “So?”

“Can I get your autograph later?” he
teased.

Emma giggled. “You’re so bad!”

“I didn’t realize I was dating the town
sweetheart.”

“Sorry. I forgot to mention it,” she
grumbled.

“Next you’ll tell me you were Homecoming
Queen or something.”

When she pinched her lips tight, he widened
his eyes. “Seriously?”

She nodded. “But it was a really small high
school.”

Aidan draped his arm over her shoulder. “What
else have you been holding out on me, Queenie?”

“Emma? Is that you?”

Aidan felt her tense beside him. He surveyed
the attractive and well-dressed woman who appeared to be in her
fifties. Her beaming smile faded when her eyes honed in on Emma’s
swollen belly. An expression of agony flickered across her face,
and Aidan thought she might burst into tears.

“Hello, Jane. It’s good to see you again,”
Emma said, pleasantly.

Jane momentarily recovered, dragging her gaze
off of Emma’s stomach and back up to them. Without hesitation, she
drew Emma into her arms. “You’re absolutely glowing, sweetheart.
I’m very proud and happy for you. I’m so glad your dreams of
motherhood are finally coming true.”

Emma’s body trembled in Jane’s embrace, and a
sob rolled through her. Aidan fought the urge to drag her away from
this woman who was obviously causing her so much pain. He cleared
his throat. “I’m Aidan Fitzgerald. It’s nice to meet you,” he said,
thrusting out his hand.

Jane warily eyed it over Emma’s shoulder
before slowly pulling away. “Where are my manners? It’s nice to
meet you, Aidan. I’m Jane Lewis.” She took his hand in hers.
“Congratulations on the baby. I’m so very, very fond of Emma.” Her
chin trembled. “She was once going to be my daughter-in-law.”

Aidan’s chest constricted. Jane was Travis’s
mother. Now it all made sense. Seeing Emma pregnant only made her
think of Travis’s child that would never be. He squeezed her hand.
“I’ve heard lots about your son, ma’am. I’m very sorry for your
loss.”

She smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”
She released his hand and stepped back. “Now you take good care of
our, Emma, okay?”

“Yes ma’am,” he said. Although the moment the
words left his lips, he waited to be struck down. It wasn’t as if
he was lying in the house of God. It’s just he didn’t know if he
could ever live up to the expectations Jane and everyone else in
church and in town might have for him where Emma was concerned.

Jane gave Emma a final hug before joining her
husband. As Emma wiped the tears from her eyes, Aidan exhaled
noisily.

Emma gave him a sheepish grin. “Sorry about
that. I should have warned you we might see them.”

“No, it’s okay. It was just intense. At
first, I thought she was just some holy roller pissed off that you
were unmarried and pregnant. But then when I found out who she
was…” He shuddered. “Please tell me Travis wasn’t an only child,”
he said as they eased on their bench.

“No, he had two sisters.”

“But her only son.”

Emma nodded.

“Damn.” Aidan’s eyes widened when he realized
he had just cursed in church. “Sorry,” he mumbled under his breath.
He glanced over at Virginia to see if she had heard him, but
luckily, she was chatting up one of her friends.

Then the service got underway. Aidan listened
appreciatively as Emma belted out the hymns. His mind began to
wander during the sermon, and he was never more thankful when
church ended.

When he shot out of his seat, Emma laughed.
“Guess you’ve had your fill, huh?”

“You could say that.”

Earl came up behind them and thumped Aidan on
the shoulder. “Come on, son, I’d like to introduce you to a few
people.”

Aidan reluctantly nodded. He wasn’t quite
sure he wanted to hear the introductions Earl might make for him.
After all, he was just Emma’s boyfriend…or the sperm donor…or the
asshole who knocked up the sweet angel of the community.

Surprisingly everyone was very friendly and
welcoming. Of course, one guy continued staring daggers at him, and
Aidan wasn’t too surprised to learn it was Steve—another blast from
Emma’s past. Even though he had a beautiful wife beside him, Aidan
could tell Steve was very protective of Emma.

He was nevermore thankful when Earl ushered
him out the door and into the yard. After Earl finished introducing
him to just about everyone outside as well, Aidan craned his neck
through the crowd for Emma. A hand patted his arm. He glanced down
to see Virginia. His expression must have spoken volumes because
she pointed over his shoulder. Turning his head, he saw Emma
standing at the far side of the church cemetery. He then nodded at
Virginia, and she gave him an encouraging smile.

Drawing in a deep breath, he started weaving
his way through the maze of different shaped and colored
tombstones. Finally, he reached Emma. She stood stoic and silent in
front of a pink granite monument that read “Harrison”. Underneath
it were names “Noah and Katherine” along with their birth and death
dates. A large silk flower arrangement sat at the base of the
monument.

“Em,” he said softly, putting his arm around
her waist.

Tilting her head, she gave him a sad smile.
“I’m fine. Really. I always come out here when I visit.”

Aidan gazed at Emma’s father’s death date.
“Your mom never remarried?”

“For a little while. It was about five years
after my dad died. I was in middle school then. It only lasted a
couple of years. Not that Paul was a bad guy or anything. I still
talk to him from time to time. Mama just said there wasn’t anyone
in the world for her but my dad.”

Aidan nodded. “Sounds like Pop.”

They stood in silence for a few moments, the
wind rippling their hair and clothes. Aidan’s heartbeat accelerated
when Emma reached out and took his hand in hers. “I don’t remember
much about my father, but I know my mother would have loved you,”
she whispered.

He squeezed her hand. “I’m glad to hear that.
Considering how much Pop adores you, there should be no doubt how
my mother would feel.”

Emma smiled at him. “It’s good our baby will
have lots of guardian angels to watch over him or her.”

Thinking of his mother made Aidan’s throat
close up. He could barely croak, “Yes, it is.”

“Come on. We better get back. Grammy’s got a
feast waiting on us at the house.”

Aidan bobbed his head and let Emma lead him
back across the cemetery.


CHAPTER
THIRTY

After making their goodbyes, they all piled
into the car to head back to Earl and Virginia’s. The moment they
entered the house, the wonderful aroma of a roast wafted back to
Emma. Grammy had risen early not only to prepare breakfast, but
lunch as well. Even after the insanely large breakfast she had
devoured, Emma’s stomach still rumbled. Inhaling sharply, Aidan
moaned in appreciation. “God, that smells like Heaven.”

Grammy smiled at him. “Thank you, son.” She
then wagged a finger at Emma. “You’re going to have to start
cooking more for your man.”

While it was silly, Emma still felt her
cheeks flushing at the mention of Aidan being her man. He
raised his eyebrows. “You mean you know how to cook like
that,” he said, jerking his thumb towards the kitchen.

She giggled. “Of course I do.” She nodded her
head at Grammy. “I had the best culinary teacher anyone could
have.”

“Hmm, I’m in for a treat then.”

“Yeah, don’t hold your breath on that one.
Between work and the pregnancy exhaustion, I don’t have a lot of
time or energy for cooking.”

Grammy tsked as she wrapped her red gingham
apron around her waist. “You better start making time, sweet girl.
After all, the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.” She
then winked at Aidan before heading into the kitchen.

When Aidan snickered at Grammy’s
admonishment, Emma nudged him in the stomach with her elbow. “Don’t
make me tell her the way to your heart is through your dick,” she
whispered.

Aidan’s eyes widened, and he made a strangled
noise. He glanced left and right before hissing, “I cannot believe
you just said dick in your grandparent’s house!”

Emma laughed. “And I love how you’re not even
trying to argue that it isn’t the truth!”

He scowled before easing down into one of the
dining room chairs. On her way into the kitchen to help Grammy, she
ruffled his hair playfully. He glanced at her over his shoulder and
grinned.

Two of her uncles along with their wives and
families sauntered in, filling the massive antique table to its
capacity. Emma edged Mary out of the way before she could plop down
next to Aidan. Even though she had won the bet, Mary seemed
hell-bent on continuing to see how far she could get with Aidan,
and Emma was happy to draw the line. Mary scowled at her before
stalking down to the “kids” table.

At the scuffle between the two, Aidan
chuckled. Emma responded by rolling her eyes. “Wipe the sexy little
smirk off your face, or you’ll keep encouraging her.”

“Nothing wrong with her stopping by to say
hello.”

“Oh really? Last night you didn’t seem too
taken with her attention.”

“And last night, you were encouraging
her, not me.” Leaning over, he nuzzled her neck before she
shoved him away. “Besides, I’m still not taken with her. It’s just
hilarious seeing you get your panties in a twist over a fawning
nineteen year old girl.”

“My panties are not in a twist,” Emma huffed,
smacking her linen napkin down in her lap.

He took her hand in his and brought it to his
lips. Kissing her knuckles, he gave her his best puppy dog
expression. “You know you’re the only one I want, right?”

Emma struggled to breathe. Even though he was
joking around with her, his words hit straight home. “Yes, I
know.”

Her heart melted when he winked at her. They
were interrupted by Earl taking his seat at the head of the table.
“All right everyone. Let’s return thanks.”

After Granddaddy gave the blessing, they
started passing the bowls and plates of food around. Filling hers
to the brim, Emma let the familiar portions melt on her tongue.
Glancing over at Aidan, he seemed to be enjoying the meal and
conversation just as much as she was. For a moment, she tried to
imagine what it would be like if this were every Sunday. Even if
she didn’t move back to the mountains, it was comforting to think
of Aidan being by her side for future Sunday dinners or family
events. She just didn’t know if that was getting her hopes up too
high.

When the main course and dessert were
finished, Grammy and her aunts started gathering up some of the
dishes. Emma rose out of her chair. “Here, I’ll help you clean up,”
she said.

“Thanks, honey,” Virginia replied.

While the rest of the men started vacating
the table to duck-out of cleanup duty, Earl nodded at Aidan. “Come
on out on the porch with me and the boys, son,” he suggested.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

Earl nodded. “We can leave the women folk to
the dishes while you tell me a little more about yourself.”

Emma couldn’t fight the smile spreading
across her cheeks. She knew if Granddaddy wanted to know more about
Aidan, then he had really made an impression. At his momentary
hesitation, she gave him a gentle nudge. Aidan finally put one foot
in front of the other to follow Granddaddy outside.

Once the dishes were done and the kitchen
cleaned, Emma hurried to check on Aidan. She skidded to a stop at
the sight of him lounging in the porch swing with a pocketknife in
one hand and a piece of wood in the other. Her mouth gaped open.
Before she could ask what the hell a city boy like himself was
doing whittling, he grinned. “Your granddaddy is teaching me.”

She laughed. “I see.” She motioned towards
the gleaming knife. “Just be careful, okay?”

“Aw, he’ll be fine. He’s not quite the
sissified city boy I originally thought he was,” Earl replied.

“High praise indeed,” Emma mused, easing down
next to Aidan. In a hushed voice, she murmured, “Don’t even think
about taking up chewing tobacco to impress Granddaddy. I won’t let
you anywhere near my mouth with a chaw of nastiness.”

He chuckled. “You have nothing to worry
about.”

As the afternoon wore on, Aidan put aside his
whittling and wrapped her in his arms. A happy sigh escaped her
lips as she snuggled against his chest. She tried ignoring the
flashback that assaulted her of sitting the same way with Travis
after Sunday lunch many years before.

While Grammy filled her in on some of the
local gossip she had missed in the last two weeks, Emma watched as
Aidan’s eyes grew heavy. It wasn’t long before the heave and sigh
of the porch swing caused him to nod off. She kissed his cheek and
rose out of his embrace. There was somewhere she wanted to return
to before they had to leave.


CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE

Aidan woke up to Beau’s tongue slurping
across his face. Rubbing his eyes, he peered around the front
porch. The rest of Emma’s extended family had left. Only Virginia
sat in one of the rockers, working on a quilt for the baby while
Earl read a newspaper. Aidan fought the urge to shake himself at
how he felt like he was in a scene straight out of a Norman
Rockwell painting.

“Well, hello there, sleepyhead. Decide to
finally wake up?” Virginia asked.

“Yes, ma’am. I apologize for nodding
off.”

She waved her hand dismissively at him. “Why
naps are the best parts of lazy Sunday afternoons.”

Aidan gazed around the porch. “Where’s
Emma?”

“Down at the dock.”

He nodded and motioned for Beau. After
pounding down the porch steps, he followed the winding path around
the house to the pond. When he got to the shoreline, he froze.

Emma sat on the end of the dock, dangling her
legs over the edge. Her sundress was hiked up to her thighs, and
she swirled her feet and calves around in the water. She leaned
back with one hand while the other rubbed wide circles around her
belly. A serene smile curved on her lips.

The mere sight of her sent a stabbing pain
ripping through his chest. It was a pang of true and pure emotion.
In that single instant, it was like the Earth shifted on its axis,
and every molecule in his body shuddered to a stop.

He was in love.

A suffocating panic crippled him, causing his
lungs to burn. He had never felt like this before. Not even what he
had with Amy could compare. The feelings flickering within him the
last few months had grown from a tiny ember into a raging fire. And
now that inferno of emotions threatened to consume him.

He loved Emma.

Fuck. He absolutely and completely loved her
with every fiber of his being. And that very fact scared the hell
out of him.

Aidan raked a trembling hand through his
hair. God, how had he let this happen? They had just been having
fun spending time together, enjoying each other’s company, not to
mention having great sex. He had done it dozens of other times with
assorted women. Of course, he had never gotten to this level of
emotion for them either. He always ended it way before that could
happen.

His foolish offer to give Emma more
had ended up taking more from him than he could have ever
bargained for. It felt like he was submerged in an undertow of his
feelings and was drowning hard and fast.

He needed desperately to get away from her.
If he could just put some distance between them, then his feelings
could change. He might be able to go back to the way he had felt
about her the weeks before or even the day before. But in reality,
he knew the depth of his lie. Every time he had been away on
business, he had missed her—sometimes even ached for her in his
heart, not his dick.

In the end, maybe it didn’t matter if he
loved her. He could not imagine giving up the entirety of his life
to being all she would need. To be choked by the responsibility of
being a husband and father…fuck no.

Aidan started to back away, but a twig
snapped beneath his feet, causing Emma to turn her head.

“Hey,” she called.

Beau raced past him and down the dock. He
splashed into the water, sending a small wave crashing over Emma.
“Beau, you stinker!” she shouted.

Aidan forced himself forward towards Emma.
She smiled at him as he approached. “Sorry, I left you in the
swing. I wanted to come down here before we had to leave, and you
were sleeping so peacefully I didn’t want to wake you. Especially
since I dragged you out of bed last night.”

“It’s okay.” He glanced down at his watch.
“We probably need to be heading back.”

Emma nodded and swung her legs out of the
water. After she pulled herself to her feet, she gasped.

“What’s wrong?” She stood frozen, her hand
pressed against her stomach. Aidan took a step forward. “Em?”

She grabbed his hand and placed it where hers
had just been. “Feel that?”

Aidan almost jerked away at the slight
vibrations beneath his fingertips. His heart shuddered to a stop
before restarting. The baby—his baby—was moving. “Yes,” he
croaked.

Emma beamed up at him. “It’s amazing, isn’t
it?”

He was too overwhelmed to speak, so he bobbed
his head. “I’ve never felt it move before. I’m so glad you were
here with me when it happened.”

“Me too.”

When the movement stopped, Emma wrapped her
arms around Aidan’s neck. “I can never thank you enough for giving
me this wonderful gift of life. You’ve made me the happiest woman
in the world, and I love you for it.” He widened his eyes at her
words while she leaned in and kissed him. “I love you, Aidan,” she
murmured against his lips.

Part of him wanted to be honest with her and
himself and openly admit that he loved her. But the hardened part
of him refused to let go and give her those three simple words. He
pulled away from her kiss. “Em, I…”

Although hurt radiated in her eyes, Emma gave
him a shy smile. “It’s okay. You don’t have to say it back. I just
wanted to tell you how I felt.” She took his hand in hers. “Come
on, we better get going.” He let her tug him down the dock and back
up the hillside.


CHAPTER
THIRTY-TWO

The shrill beeping of the alarm jolted Emma
awake. Knowing what a deep sleeper Aidan was, she rolled over,
shaking him gently. “Babe, the alarm.”

He grunted before smacking his hand on the
clock repeatedly before it finally went off.

When Aidan fell back over in bed, Emma fought
the urge to run her hands down his bare chest. He was always so
handsome in the mornings—his face so rugged, his sandy hair
disheveled. Instead, she snuggled against his side. When she draped
her leg over his thigh, he stiffened. “You can have the shower
first,” he mumbled.

“You could always join me,” she
suggested.

“No, go ahead,” he said, pulling away from
her. “I wanna sleep in a little longer.”

Stung by his words and actions, Emma jerked
back. Salty tears streaked down her cheeks as she made her way into
the bathroom. He had been so different, so distant since they had
come back from the mountains. He had been working later and later
hours the last week at the office. By the time he got home at
night, she was already in bed or asleep. He hadn’t touched her
intimately since they had made love on the pond’s shore at her
grandparents.

Leaning against the shower wall, fear
crippled her. Had committing the carnal mistake of telling Aidan
she loved him driven him away? What happened now? Did she just
pretend she had never uttered it and hope things would return to
normal, or did she push things even further by demanding to know
what his intentions were?

After spending the entirety of her shower
crying, Emma tried to pull herself together to get ready for work.
Throwing on her robe, she stepped out of the bathroom. Aidan still
hadn’t stirred from the bed. Maybe she was making something out of
nothing, and he was truly just tired.

She eased down on the mattress and rubbed his
bare back. “Wake up, sleepyhead, or you’ll be late for work.”

He grunted as he rolled over to face her.
“Fucking job from hell.”

“You haven’t forgotten what today is?”

“No, it’s the baby’s gender sonogram.”

Emma smiled that he remembered. “It’s at
four. You’ll still be able to make it, right?”

He fisted the sleep out of his eyes. “Sure. I
had Marilyn cancel all my afternoon appointments.”

Leaning over, Emma gave him a quick kiss.
“I’m glad to hear that.” A contented sigh escaped her lips. “I
can’t wait to see if your dad and Grammy are right about it being a
boy.”

“Yeah, that’ll be something,” he said, his
voice devoid of emotion. From his tone, she might as well have been
discussing whether it was going to rain outside, not what his first
born child would be. Instinctively, her hand went to her abdomen as
if to protect the baby from Aidan’s callous attitude. When he swept
his gaze to hers, she ducked her head so he couldn’t read the hurt
in her eyes.

“So I’ll see you this afternoon,” he said,
flinging the sheet back.

Unable to speak for fear of sobbing, she
merely nodded.

Without another word to her or a goodbye
kiss, he hopped out of bed and stalked into the bathroom.

***

When Aidan glanced at himself in the bathroom
mirror, he shook his head in disgust. “Yeah, that’s right, drive
the stake into her heart even deeper, you fucking asshole,” he
muttered under his breath.

Defeated, he turned on the shower. Standing
under the scorching water, he let it pound and singe his skin. He
rolled his shoulders from the burden that hung heavy around him.
The one he felt cloaked and suffocated by since the day on the
dock. Damn that day—the one that had completely fucked up his life.
At times, his lips burned from Emma’s declaration of love against
his mouth after their kiss. Even his fingers tingled, and he could
almost feel the baby’s movement under them.

Love like he had never known entered him that
day, and instead of embracing it, he kept railing against it.

Closing his eyes, all he could see was Emma’s
rejected form in the bedroom, the silent sobs she tried to hide
from him. Would it really have killed him to show her a little more
attention and kindness on today of all days? He groaned and banged
his head against the shower wall. No, he’d gone full on bastard by
refusing her advances and acting like a total douchebag about the
ultrasound.

Damn, he was just exhausted. The constant
traveling and the late hours were wrecking him physically. Then
everything with Emma was tearing him apart emotionally. He couldn’t
sleep without taking something, and he usually had to chase that
with alcohol to even get it to work. The more he was in Emma’s
presence, the more he felt like he was drowning. Like a true
coward, he tried avoiding her as much as possible. Some nights he
debated sleeping on the couch in his office.

He didn’t know what he was going to do. But
something had to give.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

For the rest of the day, Emma felt overcome
with giddiness. She refused to let Aidan’s morning attitude ruin
her excitement. Casey lifted her spirits by taking her out for a
pre-celebratory lunch. Then at a little after four, she pushed
through the doors of her OB/GYN’s office and tried to fight her out
of control nerves.

When she started to sign in, the receptionist
gave her an apologetic smile. “It’s probably going to be awhile.
Our technician got held up at the Sandy Springs office.”

Emma’s heart momentarily sank. “You’re
kidding? You mean I’m going to have to wait even longer? I’m
already about to bust!”

“I can only imagine! She’s trying to get over
here as fast as she can.”

Emma grinned. “I understand. I’m just glad I
can find out now. I don’t know how women waited nine months in the
past.”

The receptionist laughed. “I know, right? But
I promise we’ll call you back the minute she walks through the
door.”

“Thanks.” Emma then plopped down in one of
the comfy chairs and took her iPad out of her purse. She thought
she might as well read until Aidan or the technician showed up. She
got so lost in her romance novel she barely realized her phone was
ringing. Grabbing for it, she saw it was Aidan calling. “Hey, where
are you?”

When he spoke, his voice was hushed, and she
knew he must’ve been in a meeting or right outside of one. “The
fucking CEO showed up out of nowhere two hours ago wanting to go
over all the reports we’ve been working on. I don’t know if I’m
going to be able to make it.”

“It’s okay. The sonogram technician is
running late from one of their other offices. Just try to come
whenever you can, okay?”

“Okay. I’ll try.”

“Love you,” she said.

The only response she got was the click of
the line going dead. At first, she tried reasoning with herself
that he had to go because of his job. But arguing with herself
didn’t help. She fought the overwhelming urge to burst out in
tears. Not only was she facing the sonogram alone, but Aidan hadn’t
even bothered to say good-bye. And he still refused to say he loved
her back.

Digging a tissue out of her purse to dab her
moist eyes, she glanced up at the commotion coming in the doctor’s
office door. “At least let me go in first and see if it’s okay,” a
familiar voice said.

A man snorted in response. “Screw that! Big
Papa can just kiss my ass if he doesn’t want me here!”

Emma’s heart surged at the sound of Casey and
Connor bickering. At the sight of her, they shut up. “Hey, what are
you two doing here?”

Connor gazed around the practically empty
waiting room. “I think the better question is where’s Big
Papa?”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Would you stop calling
him that? And he got stuck in a meeting.”

“Oh,” Casey murmured.

They were interrupted by a nurse poking her
head into the waiting room. “Ms. Harrison? We’re ready for you
now.”

“Oh, okay, thanks,” Emma replied, popping out
of her seat. She had hoped for a longer delay to give Aidan more
time, but it didn’t look like she was in luck.

Out of the corner of her eye, Emma saw Casey
throw a hesitant glance at Connor before she stepped forward. “Want
us to come back with you?”

Emma nodded. “I’d love that.”

Casey beamed while Connor cleared his throat.
“We’ll just stay until Big Papa, erm, I mean, Aidan gets here. Then
we’ll let you guys have your moment.”

His sincerity and thoughtfulness touched
Emma, and she reached out and ruffled his hair—a sign of her
affection since their teenage days. She smiled. “Thanks.”

The nurse held the door open for them. When
they stopped in front of a set of scales, Emma groaned. “Do we
really have to do this part?”

The nurse laughed. “Sorry honey. We need to
know how much weight you’re gaining and how you’re measuring.”

“Fabulous,” Emma replied, stepping on the
scales.

Casey and Connor peered over her shoulder to
see the number. “Do you guys mind!” Emma exclaimed.

“You’ve only gained fifteen pounds. That’s
very good,” the nurse said, marking it in Emma’s chart.

“Guess you and Big Papa have really been
burning the calories when he’s in town, huh?” Connor joked. While
he and Casey dissolved in giggles, Emma shot them a murderous
glance.

They followed the nurse into the ultrasound
room, which was muted with light. Emma recognized the technician,
Janine, from her previous ultrasounds.

“Big day, huh?” Janine asked.

“Yes, a really big one.”

Janine’s gaze honed in on Connor. “This must
be the proud father, huh?”

Connor widened his eyes, and he held up his
hands. “No, no, just a friend.”

“The father is caught in a business meeting.
I hope he can make it before we’re done,” Emma explained.

“No problem. I’ll be sure to make you
photocopies and a DVD of the ultrasound just in case he
doesn’t.”

“Thanks, Janine.”

She patted the examining table. “You know the
drill by now.”

Emma nodded. After climbing up, she laid back
and got comfortable. When she started to unbutton her pants, a
strangled cry came from Connor’s throat. “Wait, you’re not going to
be naked are you?”

At his apprehension, both Emma and Casey
snickered. “No, silly. You’re just lucky this is an abdominal one
and not a transvaginal,” Emma replied.

Connor’s brow creased. “What’s the
difference?”

Janine swiveled in her chair and picked up
the transvaginal wand. She waved it at Connor, and he paled when he
realized what all it entailed. “Oh shit.”

Casey thumped him on the back. “See, nothing
to worry about. You’re not going to be scarred by having to see
Em’s vagina.”

“Ha, fucking ha,” he grumbled. But when he
eased down into his chair, he pushed it as far against the wall as
possible, so there wouldn’t even be the possibility of seeing
anything.

Janine squirted the jelly-like substance onto
Emma’s belly. The coolness caused her to shiver. “Sorry about that.
I would have had it warmed for you, but I didn’t have time,” Janine
apologized.

Emma smiled. “It’s okay.”

Janine then began running the wand over
Emma’s abdomen. Craning her neck, Emma stared at the grainy image
forming on the screen. She sucked in an apprehensive breath until
the sound of her baby’s heartbeat filled the room.

“For you first timers, there’s the
heartbeat,” Janine said to Connor and Casey before pointing on the
screen at the tiny billowing in and out of the heart.

“Oh wow,” Casey said.

Janine smiled down at Emma. “It looks
and sounds very strong, too.”

“That’s good to hear.”

Pressing the wand harder on Emma’s stomach,
Janine peered at the screen. “Well, you’re in luck. Your baby is
giving us a pretty good shot between the legs.”

“Really?”

Janine nodded. “Sometimes they’re lying at
angles which block the gender, or they’ll just be stubborn and turn
where we can’t see. But yours must want us to know without a shadow
of a doubt.”

Emma’s chest tightened. Her mouth ran dry,
and she licked her lips. Glancing over her shoulder, she eyed Casey
and Connor. They both leaned forward so far in their chairs that
Emma feared they would fall in the floor.

“So what it is?” Emma croaked.

Janine smiled. “It’s a strong,
healthy….boy.”

A sob erupted from Emma’s throat as happy
tears stung her eyes. Patrick and Grammy had been right. It was a
boy. She was going to give Aidan a son to carry on his family name.
She closed her eyes and gave a silent prayer of thanks to God that
her son was strong and healthy.

When she opened her eyes, Connor and Casey
were at her side. Both leaned over to hug her. “Congratulations,
Mama!” Casey said, kissing Em’s cheek.

“A boy, huh? Hope he’s as handsome and smart
as his Gunkle Connor.”

“Gunkle?” Emma questioned.

“You know, ‘gay uncle’.”

Casey snickered. “I’m not sure how Big Papa
Fitzgerald is going to feel about that one.”

Emma laughed. “I think he’ll be okay with it.
I mean, who doesn’t appreciate people to love their child?”

“Hell yeah, I’m going to love him! He’s part
of you, so that makes him all the more loveable,” Conner said, with
a wink.

Janine handed Emma a DVD along with several
print-outs of the ultrasound. “Congratulations again.”

“Thanks,” Emma murmured, her gaze honing in
on the grainy images in her hand.

“So when are you going to tell Big Papa?”
Casey asked.

“Oh, um, I guess when he gets in tonight. I
don’t want to tell him over the phone or by text or something.”

“You should go surprise him at work,” Connor
suggested.

Emma ran her fingers over the ultrasound
picture. At any moment, she expected it to evaporate and for it all
to have been just a dream. After Casey cleared her throat, Emma
bobbed her head. “That sounds like a good idea. From the way he
sounded, it could be pretty late.”

Casey pulled Emma into her embrace and then
kissed her cheek. “I’m so proud and happy for you.”

Emma grinned. “Thank you.” She squeezed Casey
tight. “Most of all, thank you for being my rock through all of
this, especially today.” She smiled at Connor. “And you, too.”

“We wouldn’t have it any other way,” Casey
replied as Connor nodded. She kissed Emma’s cheek. “Now go on and
tell Big Papa the happy news.”

“I sure will!”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 “I
want to thank you all for staying late. I’m thrilled at how
everything has panned out, and I look forward to a successful
merger.”

As soon as the CEO exited the boardroom,
Aidan dug his phone out of his jacket pocket. Glancing down at the
time, he grimaced. There was no way in hell he could get across
town to Emma’s appointment. Shame echoed through him when he felt
relieved at missing the ultrasound. Confirming the baby’s sex made
its impending arrival all the more real. Loosening his tie, he
fought the choking feeling that continued to plague him. His hand
tingled again, and he was right back on the dock feeling the baby
move with Emma.

He was rubbing his fingers under his collar
when someone cleared her throat. He glanced up to find the
boardroom empty except for a stacked brunette who was new to his
department.

“I don’t think we’ve been formerly
introduced,” the brunette said with an inviting smile. “I’m Heather
Donnovan.”

He extended his hand. “Aidan Fitzgerald.”

“Oh, I know who you are,” Heather replied,
letting her hand linger on his a little longer than it should have.
“You have quite a reputation here.”

Aidan’s eyebrows arched. “Do I?”

She nodded. “Both in and out of the
boardroom.”

For the first time in his whole life, Aidan
was completely inept at how to handle a woman’s advances. Normally,
he would have taken the initiative from the moment she stayed back
to be alone with him. But now he was at a total loss for words.

She tilted her head to the right and grinned
coyly. “You know I’m new here in Atlanta, so I don’t know a lot of
people. Would you like to have a drink with me?”

Aidan’s heartbeat accelerated as the weight
of Heather’s question crashed over him. His mind and heart battled
against each other. It sent his blood pumping harder and harder
through his veins until it pounded like a brass band in his ears.
He had been down this road many, many times before. He knew exactly
what Heather was insinuating, and it wasn’t just a harmless drink
after work.

He could almost taste the need radiating off
of her. If he made the move, she probably wouldn’t object to him
fucking her right on the boardroom table. The very thought of
pushing up her skirt, tearing off her panties and devouring her
sent heat stirring below his waist.

And then the image of Emma lounging on her
grandparent’s dock, her hand tenderly stroking the belly that
carried his child, flashed before his eyes. She loved him, and deep
down, he loved her. He shouldn’t take Heather’s offer. No, he
couldn’t take her offer.

But then the suffocating weight of a
relationship and impending fatherhood once again bore down on him.
He had never asked for any of it. All he wanted was to finally get
Emma into bed and then move on like he always did. He clenched his
teeth. Damn, Emma, for making him want more with her…for making him
love her.

No, he would not drown himself in his
feelings for Emma. He would get out now while he still could.

“There’s O’Malley’s across the street,” he
croaked.

“That sounds wonderful,” Heather replied, her
voice a throaty purr.

When he started to walk around the side of
the desk, Aidan found himself rooted to the floor. His brain
screamed at his feet and legs to pick themselves up, but they
refused. It was as if they owed some strange allegiance to his
heart and to Emma. At Heather’s puzzled expression, he forced a
smile to his face. “Sorry, sitting in meetings like that always
makes me a little stiff.”

“In some places that isn’t a problem,” she
replied, with a giggle.

He laughed at her innuendo while his legs and
feet finally worked. He grabbed his briefcase and started out the
boardroom door with her.

Even though Heather chatted non-stop the
entire elevator ride down, Aidan didn’t hear her. He bobbed his
head at certain points or smiled, and that seemed to be enough to
pacify her. All he could do was focus on what he was trying to
accomplish. He had to purge Emma from his system, and if it took
fucking Heather to do it, then he was going to do it.

He held the door open for her as they swept
into O’Malley’s. He cringed at the sight of Jenny behind the
hostess booth. At the sight of him, her eyes lit up. Her face
started to break into a wide grin, but then she noticed Heather.
Her expression immediately darkened, and anger flashed in her
usually cool blue eyes.

Aidan cleared his throat. “We need a booth,
Jenny.”

She shook her head furiously, causing her
blonde ponytail to swish back in forth. “I’m sorry, but we seem to
be full tonight.”

Staring past her, Aidan eyed the half empty
bar and turned his pointed gaze back on her. “Looks to me like
you’ve got plenty of room.”

“No, I’m sorry we don’t. I guess you and your
friend will have to go somewhere else.”

Heather clicked towards Jenny on her high-end
heels that Aidan wagered probably cost more than Jenny made in a
week. He held his breath as Heather surmised Jenny. Then her plump
red lips curved into a cat-like smile. “Looks like someone is a
little jealous that we’re here together, Aidan. What’s the matter,
honey? Are you one of Aidan’s spurned lovers or former one night
stands?” Heather ran her acrylic nails up his back, causing him to
shudder. “I’m glad to see you live up to your bad boy reputation.
I’m pretty much guaranteed an interesting evening now.”

Jenny sputtered something under her breath
that Aidan didn’t catch. Heather cast one last superior glance at
Jenny before saying, “I’ll wait for you outside. I’m sure you’ve
got a well-stocked liquor cabinet at your house. No need to waste
our time here.”

At Heather’s departure, Jenny’s eyebrows shot
up so high they disappeared into her hairline. “Where is Emma?
Better yet, what the hell are you doing with her?”

Aidan narrowed his eyes. “Frankly, it’s none
of your damn business!”

“Well, I’m sorry, but when one of my friend’s
is about to fuck up his life royally, I make it my business!” Jenny
countered.

A growl erupted deep in his throat. “I don’t
need this bullshit from you.”

Sadness washed over Jenny’s expression. “I’m
begging you, Aidan. Don’t do this. I’ve never seen you as happy
since you’ve been coming in here with Emma. She’s so good for you,
don’t you see that?” When he started to walk away, she grabbed his
arm. “Before you go home with that skank for a night of mindless
and meaningless sex, think long and hard about what you have with
Emma, and don’t break her heart…and yours.”

Aidan stared into Jenny’s pleading eyes
before slinging her arm away. Without another word, he stormed
through the door and out to Heather’s side.

***

After Heather followed him home, Aidan got
out of the car. He had barely closed the door when Heather launched
herself at him, pinning him to the car. His mind instantly flashed
back to his and Emma’s first kiss in the dingy parking deck. An
ache rolled through his chest.

Grabbing Heather to him, he tried to make
himself forget. Her tongue swept into his mouth as her fingers went
to his hair. Her lips were harsh, and it lacked the tenderness he
had with Emma. He shook his head, trying to rid any thoughts of
her.

At his reaction, Heather broke their kiss,
tugging his bottom lip between her teeth. “Take me inside and fuck
me until I scream!”

He chuckled at her directness. “I think I can
do that.”

It had been so long since he had been with a
demanding female. Aidan could barely get up the front walk with
Heather running her hands over him as well as rubbing her hips
against his. “I have nosy neighbors, you know,” he said, when her
hand caressed his buttocks.

“Ooh, an audience, huh? That’s kinky.”

He gazed down at her. “You’re a naughty girl,
aren’t you?”

She giggled. “Oh yeah.”

When they got inside, Aidan kicked the front
door closed behind him. Heather wrapped her arms around his neck,
grinding her pelvis against his groin. Normally, he would have been
at half-mast already, but there was nothing stirring below his
waist. “Show me your tits,” he said, in a voice he couldn’t believe
was his own. He tried ignoring the churning of his stomach.

With an obliging smile, Heather ripped her
shirt over her head. Aidan’s hands immediately went to her breasts.
After kneading them through her bra, Heather’s Double D implants
didn’t turn him on or feel the same way in his hands that Emma’s
natural breasts did. He pinched his eyes shut. Quit fucking
thinking about Emma!

Grabbing Heather by the waist, he dragged
them over to the couch. He plopped down and jerked her to straddle
his lap. He brought his mouth to hers, desperate to feel anything
for Heather and not Emma. After unbuttoning his shirt, Heather
raked her nails down his chest. Rocking against him, she moaned
against his lips. She was close to getting off just from writhing
against him, and he felt nothing.

No, that wasn’t entirely true. Everything he
had ever felt for Emma pulsed through him. Her laugh, her shy
smile, her giggle—they flooded his mind. She might as well have
been in the room with them. He could feel her all around him. His
nose stung with the smell of her perfume while his body ached for
the feel of her delicate curves beneath him.

When he dared himself to look at Heather
again, he finally felt something. Revulsion. How in the hell had he
gotten to this point? What could have possibly possessed him to
think bringing Heather home was a good idea? Fighting the rising
bile in his throat, he started to push Heather off his lap.

At the same moment, her hand went to his
crotch. When she found his lack of arousal, she jerked her lips off
of his. “Um, what’s going on?”

Raking a shaky hand through his hair, he
sighed. “I can’t do this.”

She cocked her head at him. “Do you have some
impotence problem or something?”

“I wish.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

It means you have to leave right now. It
means I’m making the biggest mistake of my life. I love Emma, and I
cannot do this to her. He shook his head. “I’m really sorry,
Heather.”

“Aw, don’t get embarrassed, babe. We can work
this out.” She gave him a seductive smile. “I can work this
out.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Halfway to Aidan’s office, Emma thought of Beau stuck at Doggy
Daycare. “Shit!” She whipped across two lanes to the symphony of
honking horns. Her mind had been so occupied with her new baby, she
had forgotten all about her old one.

She screeched into a parking space and
hurried out of the car. The moment Beau saw her through the fence
his entire body started wiggling all over, bringing a grin to
Emma’s face. “Hiya boy, did you think I’d forgotten you?”

He gave an appreciative bark and ran over to
the entrance door to wait for her. Sandy, the owner, greeted Emma
with a smile. “I was just beginning to think Beau might end up
spending the night with us.”

“No, I’m so sorry. I had my ultrasound this
afternoon, and it got delayed.”

“And what are we having?” Sandy asked.

“A boy.”

“Oh that’s wonderful!” She opened the door
and clipped on Beau’s leash. “Did you hear that? You’re going to be
a big brother.”

Beau ignored her and headed straight for
Emma. He nudged her belly with his wet nose as if saying hello to
the baby. Sandy’s eyes widened. “That is so sweet!”

Emma laughed. “He’s just started doing that
in the last few days. Ironically, after I felt the baby move for
the first time.” Emma shook her head. “It’s like he’s finally
sensing something is different, and it’s not just fat inside this
belly!”

Sandy chuckled. “He probably didn’t notice
anything because you’re barely showing!”

“Aw, I appreciate that. I feel like I’m
ballooning up.”

Beau jerked on his leash. “All right, boy,
we’ll go home and see Daddy.” His ears perked up at the mention of
Aidan. “Night, Sandy.”

“Night!” she replied, waving.

Emma wrestled Beau to the car and got him
inside. “There’s no way I’m taking you to Daddy’s office. I guess I
better drop you off at home before I go see him.”

Beau whined at the prospect as they pulled
out of the parking lot. Since Aidan’s house was closer, she figured
she would take him there.

At the sight of Aidan’s car in the driveway,
Emma’s heart shuddered to a stop. The fact a silver Audi sat next
to it caused her lungs to constrict. She fought to breathe.
Thoughts flashed through her mind like a lightning storm. He
said his meeting was running late. He’s supposed to still be at
work. He’s at home.

With shaky hands, she killed the engine and
opened the car door. Beau lunged out, but Emma didn’t even bother
holding his leash. Instead she focused on trying to put one foot in
front of the other up the sidewalk.

Using the key he’d given her, she pushed open
the front door. The living room was bathed in darkness except for
the muted lights from the chandelier. Aidan lounged on the couch
while a leggy brunette straddled his lap. He was still fully
clothed except his shirt was unbuttoned and untucked. The woman, on
the other hand, had stripped off her shirt, and her short skirt had
ridden up her thighs. Aidan’s hands were on her forearms as if he
was about to push her off of him.

For a few agonizing seconds, Emma could only
stare in disbelief. Blinking, she tried waking herself up from the
nightmare in front of her, but no matter how hard she tried, she
couldn’t. It was all too real. The man she loved and the father of
her child had stood her up on one of the most important days of her
life to screw another woman. A strangled cry erupted from her
lips.

At the noise behind them, Aidan startled.
When he saw Emma standing there, his eyes widened in horror, and he
sucked in a breath. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

Tears pricked and stung her eyes, but Emma
gave a maniacal laugh. “What am I doing here? I think the
better question is what the hell are you doing?”

The sound of another voice caused the
brunette to whirl around. Her gaze trailed from Emma’s face down to
her swollen belly. A hiss erupted from her lips before she shook
her head. “I don’t fucking believe this.” She turned her head and
then her wrath on Aidan. “No wonder you couldn’t get it up! The
guilt of cheating on your pregnant wife must’ve really been eating
at you!”

“She’s not my wife…yet,” Aidan replied, his
voice hushed.

The brunette sent a stinging slap across
Aidan’s cheek, and Emma had to bite her lip not to thank her for
doing it. At that moment, she would have loved to have done far
worse physical harm to him. “I don’t care what she is! You’re a
fucking bastard!” She jerked herself off Aidan’s lap and snatched
up her shirt. After throwing it over her head, she grabbed her
heels and stalked towards Emma. The fury in her face melted a
little. “I’m really sorry. I heard at work he was a player, and I
wanted a play. I had no idea…” her voice trailed off as she glanced
at Emma’s stomach.

“Thank you,” Emma whispered as the woman
started on by. She jumped at the slamming of the front door. On
wobbly legs, she took a few step forwards, closing the gap between
her and Aidan. He rose up on the couch, fumbling with the buttons
on his shirt.

When she stood there, just staring, he
exhaled a ragged breath. “Say something.”

Emma raised her eyebrows at him. “And what
would you like me to say?”

“I don’t know…just anything to keep you from
looking at me like that.”

“Well, frankly, I think your female friend
said it best. You’re a fucking bastard!”

“I agree.”

“And that’s all you have to say for yourself?
Not that you’re sorry you valued the importance of today so little
you skipped out on the ultrasound to cheat on me?”

Aidan shook his head. “I didn’t sleep with
her.”

She threw her hands up in exasperation. “You
were going to before I interrupted you!”

“I swear to you I was not going to screw her.
I had just told her I couldn’t, and that
she should leave. Jesus, you heard her yourself say I couldn’t get
it up!”

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better
about the fact you had some skank riding you when I walked in
here?”

“Look, I admit I fucked up. But I am
sorry.”

“Oh, I guess you’re also sorry you lied to me
when you said you would change. God, I was so stupid to believe you
would treat me any different than Amy or the other women. I should
have realized this is who you are and what you do.”

“Emma, please, I am sorry!”

“Really? Do you honestly feel that or are
those just some words you think you can say to make things right
between us?” Her voice choked off with the sobs rising in her
throat. “Are you really and truly sorry you broke my heart?”

Aidan winced. “You have no idea what I’ve
been going through lately. I’m never going to be all that you need
me to be, Emma. And the pressure from trying just broke me.”

She didn’t bother wiping away the tears
streaming down her cheeks. “So what you’re saying is trying to have
a relationship with me drove you into the arms of another
woman?”

His expression became anguished. “No, that’s
not what I mean.” He shook his head wildly. “I’m fucking up what I
need to say and do. And you’re making this harder on me. I feel bad
enough for what I’ve done.”

“Harder on you?” she questioned, her
voice raising an octave. “How could this possibly be hard on you?
I’m the one who opened myself up to all this pain despite my better
judgment.” She ground the tears out of her eyes with her fist.

He took a step towards her, but she backed
away from him. “Don’t you dare touch me after your hands have been
all over that whore!”

“Emma, please don’t do this. I told you I was
sorry. I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you.”

Without even thinking, Emma blurted, “Tell me
you love me.”

He stared at her, unblinking and unmoving.
“What?”

“You’ve been emotionally shut off from me
since the day I told you I loved you. So if you really mean it when
you say you’re sorry and you really don’t want me to go, then say
the words. Tell me you love me.”

At his hesitation, stabbing pain crisscrossed
through her chest. The silence echoed through her as loud as a
freight train. She shook her head. “That’s what I thought,” she
murmured.

Her hands went to the purse at her side, and
she fumbled for the DVD of the sonogram. Using all the hurt and
anger welling inside her, she chucked it at him. It smacked hard
against his chest, causing Aidan to wince. “Not that you’re even
interested, but that’s a video of your son. I can only hope
and pray he grows up to be nothing like his father!”

Sobbing, she turned and fled from the room.
Beau followed her out the door, howling and crying right along with
her. As she fumbled with her keys, Aidan called several times for
her to come back, but she refused. Then he started calling for
Beau.

“Go back, boy,” Emma instructed, pointing a
shaky finger to Aidan. She flung open the car door, but he still
wouldn’t leave her side.

“Dammit, Beau, I said come!” Aidan shouted,
stepping off the porch. He stalked over to them and tried dragging
Beau back by the collar.

But Beau jerked away. His nose nuzzled Emma’s
belly, and he whined. Emma met Aidan’s horrified glance. “Yeah,
that’s right. Your dog is even more loyal to me and your son than
you are!”

With a defeated look, Aidan hung his head and
released Beau’s collar. “Fine, take him.”

“Come on, boy. Get in the car,” Emma
instructed. Beau wagged his tail and eagerly hopped inside. Without
another look at Aidan, she slammed the door. Squealing out of the
driveway, she tried to keep her emotions in check. But it was no
use. She got half a block down the road before she had to pull
over. Tears blinded her eyes to where she couldn’t see in front of
her, and she couldn’t breathe from the sobs raging through her
chest.

A knock at her window caused her to jump.
Hope ricocheted through Emma that Aidan had come after her.
Glancing up, her heart fell.

Becky stood outside the car, peering
curiously at her. “Emma?”

Damn. She hadn’t even thought about the
prospect of ending up on Becky’s street. The last person she wanted
to see was one of Aidan’s sisters. Mortified, she wiped her eyes
with the back of her hand and tried to compose herself. Finally,
she pressed the button to roll down the window. “Hi,” she said,
meekly.

Becky sucked in a breath. “Oh God, he
didn’t?”

Tears once again filled Emma’s eyes. Unable
to speak, she merely bobbed her head.

“I’m so, so sorry. He loves you, sweetheart.
I know he does. The whole family knows it. He’s just being a stupid
asshole.”

Emma hiccupped between a sob. “Tell that to
him and the woman he was about to sleep with before I walked
in.”

Becky’s eyes widened. “I’m going to
kill him,” she muttered through gritted teeth. She shook her
head. “And if I don’t, one of the other girls will. God forbid this
gets back to Pop.” Becky opened the car door. “Get out. You’re
coming inside with me.”

“No, I can’t. I’m a mess. What would I say to
the boys?”

“Tate’s got them at movies tonight. It’s just
me.”

When Emma continued to hesitate, Becky
crossed her arms over her chest. “Listen, you’re coming in the
house with me if I have to drag you myself.”

“I’m parked on the side of the street.”

“It’ll be fine.” Becky eyed Beau in the
backseat. “What are you doing with him?”

“He wouldn’t let me go.”

Becky snorted. “Whoever said men are dogs
missed the mark. Beau’s got true loyalty.”

Emma gave a half-hearted smile. “Tell me
about it.”

Becky pulled Emma out of her seat and wrapped
an arm around her waist. “Listen, we’re going to order in some
Chinese or pizza or whatever you and the baby want. Then I’m going
to call the girls. We’re going to have a strategy meeting about
Aidan.”

Emma threw up her hands. “And just what do
you hope to achieve? Hog tie him and force him to be with me? In
case you missed the memo, he doesn’t want me! He’s made that
abundantly clear not only by almost screwing another woman, but by
not being able to tell me he loves me.”

“It’s not like this is the first time he’s
done this, Em. Surely he’s told you about Amy?”

“Yeah, how he wouldn’t propose, and then she
caught him with another woman and broke up with him.”

“Did he also tell you how he spent the better
part of that year drunk and in and out of therapy because he had a
nervous breakdown over what he did to her?”

Emma gasped. “No, he didn’t.”

“Hmm, I guess he also managed to leave out
the part where he tried over and over again to get her to come back
to him, but she refused? He finally had to give up when she married
someone else.”

Emma could hardly believe her ears. Aidan had
lied to her about what had happened with Amy. He had never allowed
the true depth of his feelings for Amy to be known. “He never told
me any of that.”

“I know my brother. He did what he did to you
tonight to push you away, not because he wanted to screw another
woman. He self-sabotages himself every damn time!” She grunted in
frustration. “By the way he acts about relationships, you would
think he was raised in some dysfunctional home by crack-heads or
something.”

Emma leaned against the car and put her head
in her hands. “I don’t think I can handle all this!”

Becky pulled Emma’s hands away, and then
stared her in the eye. “You’ve got to decide right here and now if
you’re going to fight for him.”

“Me? Why the hell do I have to do the
fighting? He’s the one who fucked up royally!”

“I didn’t say he didn’t. But fighting for him
doesn’t mean you’re a doormat and go running back to his open arms,
Em. It means you’re willing to put up with whatever bullshit it
takes to get him to win you back.”

“You actually think he’s going to try?”

Becky grinned. “Oh yes. Tomorrow morning,
maybe even tonight, Aidan Fitzgerald is going to rue the day he
ever let you walk out of his life, and you’re going to get to enjoy
every minute of it!”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 Aidan
sat in the pitch black living room for hours after Emma left. He
would reach for his phone to call her and then stop himself. He
would start to get up to go after her and then think himself a
fool.

No, he wasn’t what she needed. He could never
live up to her expectations of what a husband and father should be.
They were both better off. He had wanted a way out for the past
week, and he had found it.

But instead of feeling relief, he felt
misery.

Freedom from the choking and suffocating
emotions hadn’t come with Emma’s departure. Instead, they felt
tighter around him than ever before. Defeated, he rose off the
couch to grab a beer. His foot accidentally kicked the DVD case
across the room. He left it laying there as he headed into the
kitchen.

After snatching the six pack out of the
fridge, he started back into the living room. His eye caught the
plastic DVD case, and he stopped to pick it up. Tossing it on the
table, he turned on the TV and started flipping through the
channels.

It was after his third beer that the
curiosity finally got to him. He took the DVD out and put it in the
machine. The sound of the latest basketball game faded, and it was
replaced by a thump-thumping echoing through the room.

His son’s heartbeat.

Frozen, Aidan stared at the grainy image on
the television screen. The last time he had seen the baby it barely
resembled anything. It was a strange tadpole looking thing. Now its
features were prominent—its arms and legs flailed while its tiny
mouth fluttered open and shut.

If he had been paralyzed by the emotions when
he felt the baby move, they were nothing compared with actually
seeing his son. A part of him was growing strong and healthy inside
Emma. A child that he had promised his mother he would have.

But his son was gone. And so was Emma. He had
thrown happiness away with both hands. Sinking down on the couch,
he allowed the sobs to roll through him. The last time he had cried
had been when he had lost his mother. Now he was experiencing
another soul crushing loss.

With trembling fingers, he reached for his
phone. After dialing the familiar number, he brought the phone to
his ear. “Please answer, please answer,” he begged.

“Hello?”

“Pop, it’s me. I’ve fucked up, and I need
your help.”
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Preface


 


Aidan tried to still the rapid beating of his heart
as he raced up the front walkway. Stumbling on the porch steps, he lurched
towards the front door. He banged both of his fists against the wood as hard as
he could. “Please! Please open up! I have to talk to you!” he shouted. His hand
slid down the jamb to the doorbell. His finger punched it relentlessly like a
SOS call in Morse Code.


Finally, his desperate ministrations were rewarded
by the front door swinging open. At the sight of her tear stained face, his
soul twisted in agony. “Please…please just let me talk to you!”


She shook her head. “There’s nothing left to say,
Aidan. We’ve been down this road too many times. I’ve come to the conclusion
that your actions will always speak louder than your words.”


“No, last night is not what I want. It’s just
I was scared with the baby and everything that’s happened between us in the
last few weeks.”


When she tried sweeping past him out the door, he
pushed himself in front of her like a shield. “Aidan, move. I have to
get to work. Nothing you have to say is going to change the way I feel right
now.”


“Can’t you call in? I love you, and I want to make
this right.” He raked a shaky hand through his already disheveled hair. He was
still in the wrinkled clothes he had worn the day before. He hadn’t slept,
hadn’t eaten—he had spent the night consumed with how to get her back. “No
matter what you think, I do love you…and I do want the baby.”


She raised her head to glare at him. Aidan took a
step back at the unadulterated rage that burned in her eyes. “Don’t you dare
say that! I know how you really feel about me being pregnant—the burden it is
on your life. If anything, it’s the reason you were fucking that girl! Because
when you’re scared, you always manage to screw up!”


Shoving him out of the way, she stomped down the
porch steps. He followed close on her heels. “Okay, you’re right. It was a
burden—maybe it still is. But I realize now I was just being stupid. I love
you, and I do want to marry you and raise our child.”


She skidded to a stop. Her shoulders sagged before
she slowly turned around. “Right now you think that’s what you want. But I know
you too well. Before we get married or before the baby is born, you’ll get
scared and cheat again.” She shook her head sadly. “I was stupid to think me
being pregnant would change you. That somehow it would make you commit. But you
can’t even be faithful for your baby.”


Aidan reached out for her, but she spun away and ran
down the sidewalk. When he finally caught up to her, she had locked herself in
the car.


He banged his fist against the window. “Please.
Please don’t do this!”


She threw the car in reverse and squealed out of the
driveway. The engine roared as she sped down the street. Aidan closed his eyes
in defeat. He staggered back, trying desperately to stop himself from
hyperventilating.


Then the sound of screeching tires and busting glass
caused Aidan’s heart to shudder to a stop. He sprinted to the edge of the
driveway. His entire world slowed to a crawl at the sight of the mangled heap
of twisted metal in the distance.


“AMY!” he screamed.


 








 


 


 


 


Chapter One


 


Aidan jolted out of his nightmare to find himself
facedown on the kitchen table. Sweat trickled down his face. He raised a
trembling hand to swipe it away. That was when he realized it was tears, not
sweat, soaking his cheeks. He hadn’t had a nightmare about Amy’s accident in
years. It only took a second for him to remember what had brought it on.


Emma.


Everything he thought he had felt for Amy was
magnified a million times with Emma. He had only thought he knew what love was.
Without even trying, she had managed to illicit feelings in him he never could
have imagined. And now she was gone.


A defeated cry of agony slipped from his lips.


“I see we’re back to the nightmares, huh?”


Aidan jumped before jerking his gaze over his
shoulder. “Hello to you too, Pop. How’d you get in?”


Patrick gave him a tight smile. “I have a key, son.”


When he whirled around in his chair, Aidan’s head
spun, and he had to grip the table to steady himself. “Yeah, well, whatever
happened to knocking?”


“I did, but you never came to the door. Now I can
see why.”


Aidan stared up at the blurry double images of his
father’s frowning face. One look of absolute and total disgust would have been
enough, but damned if in his drunken state, there had to be two.


Patrick leaned back against the counter, crossing
his arms over his chest. “Son, I do believe you’re shit-faced!”


After snorting contemptuously, Aidan’s face smacked
hard onto the table. His chest rose and fell in laughter at the fact his father
had actually said the word shit-faced. Of course his level of inebriation also
made it funnier.


When he finally composed himself, he exclaimed,
“Actually, Pop, I was shit-faced five beers and three shots of Patron ago. I
think it’s safe to say I’m fucking plastered.”


“So is this where we are again?” Patrick huffed.


Raising his head, Aidan furrowed his brows. “What do
you mean?”


Patrick’s face clouded over in anger. “You know
exactly what I mean. You’re starting the same damn patterns as you did nine
years ago, right down to the drinking like a lush.”


“I called you because I wanted your help, not a
lecture. So if you came over here to yell at me then you can just fuck off!”


The next thing Aidan knew Patrick had yanked him up
by his hair and was glaring down at him. “Don’t you ever speak that way
to me again! I’m still your father, and you will show me respect. You got
that?”


“Just leave me alone!” Aidan blared, trying to pull
himself away.


Patrick tightened his grip on Aidan’s hair, causing
him to wince in pain. “All right. That’s it. I’m going to treat you just like I
would a prick of a recruit in The Corp who had screwed up!”


Before Aidan could protest, Patrick dragged him out
of the kitchen chair. It clattered noisily to the floor. “Didn’t know you still
had it in you, old man. You’re pretty agile for a seventy-two year old,”
Aidan mused.


“You better shut up if you know what’s good for
you!” Patrick snarled before shoving Aidan towards the hallway. He might’ve
passed out again if Patrick hadn’t kept a firm hold on the scruff of his neck
along with his belt buckle.


When they got into the master bedroom, Patrick
pushed him in the bathroom. Aidan whirled around to catch Patrick locking the
door. Dread washed over him. Nervously he staggered back as Patrick stalked
over to him. “Shit, Pop, you aren’t gonna beat my ass again like the time in
high school when you discovered that pot stash under my bed, are you?”


Ignoring him, Patrick went to the shower. After
flipping on the water, he grabbed Aidan’s arm and jerked him into the stall.
Ice cold water rained down on him. Even through his clothes, each droplet felt
like a jagged knife piercing his skin. He tried to get out, but Patrick slammed
the shower door shut. “You’re going to stay in there until you can sober up and
discuss what happened like a man!”


Aidan thrashed against the door, but Patrick held
firm. “I’m too old for this bullshit, son. I may not be around in nine years
when you try to pull another stunt like this again. At least let me die in
peace knowing that you’ve got a wife and child to love!”


Patrick’s words froze Aidan more than the cold water
pelting him. Just the thought of how he had hurt Emma sent pangs of regret
reverberating through him. Instead of protesting any further, he turned and
stood under the shower nozzle, letting the icy water sting him like the lashes
of the whip. Hanging his head, he wished it was a whip. He deserved to be
beaten for everything he had said and done in the last few weeks to Emma and in
turn his son. Physical punishment would be a welcome relief to release the
emotional torment within him.


“You manning up now?” Patrick asked.


“Yes sir,” Aidan murmured under the stream of water.


“Good. I’ll go put on a pot of coffee. I’ll be
waiting for you when you’re ready to talk.”


Biting his lip, Aidan couldn’t stop the tears
filling his eyes from spilling over his cheeks. He wanted more than anything
for his father to somehow find a way to help him get Emma back. “Thanks, Pop,”
he said, his voice wavering with emotion.


“You’re welcome.”


Aidan forced himself to stay under the water until
his cloudy senses became clearer. When he could walk without staggering, he got
out of the shower. His teeth chattered as he tore off his soaked clothes. After
toweling off at record speed, he padded into the bedroom and threw on a pair of
pajama pants and a t-shirt.


When he got to the kitchen, Patrick sat at the
table. A smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “Sorry I had to go all
Marines on you.”


Aidan shook his head. “I deserved it. Frankly, you
should’ve kicked my ass.”


“Becoming a masochist, are we?”


Shrugging, Aidan poured himself a cup of coffee. “I
deserve nothing less. I hurt the ones I care about the most.”


Patrick sighed. “I don’t know about that. There’s a
lot of goodness in you, Aidan. I wish you could see that.”


“Must not be much goodness in me if I keep fucking
up.”


“Speaking of that…” Patrick eased back in his chair,
resting his arm along the top rung. “Before I offer to help, I have to know one
thing.”


Aidan arched his brows and took a tentative sip of
coffee. The scorching liquid seared his tongue. “What is it?” he croaked.


“Do you honestly want Emma back because you love
her, or is it because you feel guilty?”


“This isn’t like what happened with Amy,” Aidan
protested.


“It’s just a simple question, son. Do you want to
spend the rest of your life with Emma and your son or not? I mean, most men who
are truly in love don’t go and try to sleep with other women.”


Hot, bitter tears stung Aidan’s eyes. “I do love
her, Pop. That’s the God’s honest truth.” He ground the tears out of his eyes
with his fists. Sinking down in a chair across from Patrick, he related all the
details of the day on the dock. “Even though I couldn’t say it to her then or
even tonight when she wanted me to, I do love Emma.”


“So the year you tried to get Amy back that was all
about—”


Aidan closed his eyes in pain. “Guilt, not love. She
managed to kill the love I had for her by deceiving me. But because of the
baby, I was going to stand by her.”


“Does Emma know any of this?”


Snapping open his eyelids, Aidan replied, “I only
told her about the cheating. I didn’t think she could handle the rest.”


“I think you need to tell her.”


Aidan grimaced. “I will. If she ever speaks to me
again.”


“I have a feeling she’ll come around.”


“Don’t tell me it’s because of your damn Irish
intuition,” Aidan said, quirking his eyebrows.


“No, it’s because Becky got a hold of her leaving
here tonight.”


Groaning, Aidan rubbed his hands over his face.
“Great. I’m sure they’ll be leading a charge over here at any moment to roast my
manhood over an open flame!”


Patrick chuckled. “Don’t sell your sister short. She
and the rest of the girls may want to castrate you for your actions, but they
do love you and want to see you happy.” He leaned forward and patted Aidan’s
hand. “And they know how you’ve screwed up in the past and sabotaged your own
happiness.”


Aidan’s nostrils flared in anger. “They don’t know
the whole story, Pop. They don’t know what Amy did!”


“I know that. It’s a secret that stayed firmly
between you, Amy, and myself.”


Clenching his fists, Aidan said, “Don’t you know how
many times I wanted to scream at Mom when she was singing Amy’s praises,
throwing it in my face about how she was married and happy? If she had only
known it was Amy who fucked me up in the head for any other woman.”


“That was your choice not to tell her, son. I didn’t
like keeping it from her. Your mother and I had so few secrets, but I kept
yours.”


Aidan softened his furious expression. “I
appreciated it, Pop.”      


Patrick smiled. “You’re welcome.” He got up and
poured out the remainder of his coffee in the sink. “So, you’re going to talk
to Emma and tell her the truth about Amy?”


“Yeah. Just as soon as she’ll speak to me.”


“Good. I’m glad to hear it.” Patrick glanced at his
watch. “Well, I guess I better be hitting the road.”


Aidan’s chest clenched at the prospect of being
alone. “It’s awfully late for you to be out driving. Maybe you should stay here
for the night.”


He met his father’s gaze. With his eyes, Aidan tried
saying what he was too embarrassed to admit: He didn’t want to be alone.


Patrick gave a brief nod of his head. “I guess
you’re right. You don’t mind putting your old man up for the night?”


Aidan gave a half smile. “I’d be happy to.”


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER
TWO


Three Weeks Later


 


“N, Thirteen,” the Bingo announcer’s voice droned.


“What did he say, dear?” Mrs. Petersen asked Emma,
glancing down at her card.


Knowing that Mrs. Peterson was practically stone
deaf, even with her hearing aids, Emma drew in a deep breath and shouted, “N,
THIRTEEN!”


Mrs. Petersen smiled and bobbed her gray head.


When Patrick chuckled beside her, Emma arched her
eyebrows. “What?”


“Come on, Emma, you’re a beautiful, vibrant young
woman. What in the hell are you doing here at the VFW with me and a bunch of
other old farts?”


She giggled. “Are you kidding? How could I miss
Saturday Bingo? What about all the fabulous prizes I could win? That bulk sized
box of Depends is calling my name.” When his chest vibrated with amusement, she
wagged a finger at him. “Hey, you shouldn’t laugh. You’ve had a pregnant wife
and daughters. You know lack of bladder control is serious business.”


His eyes widened. “Such a little sass pot, aren’t
you? What a mouth you’ve got for such a supposedly sweet girl.”


Emma’s heart stilled as she heard Aidan’s deep voice
echo in her ears, “That mouth of yours is trouble.” A raging ache burned
through her chest, and she fought to catch her breath. Trying to push the
painful memories away, she shook her head. “Well, you know the real reason I’m
here is because you’ve been having dizzy spells and shouldn’t drive.”


He scowled. “Becky took both sets of my car
keys before she and Liz blew town!”


“It’s Fall Break for their kids, and they’re only
going to be in Disney World for four days. It’s not their fault they were
worried enough about you to take your keys. It’s your own fault for allowing
that damn Fitzgerald stubbornness to keep you from going to the doctor.”


“I have an appointment next week.” When Emma raised
her eyebrows skeptically, Patrick swiped his finger over his heart and swore,
“Scout’s Honor.”


“If you say so. I should insist on taking you myself
to ensure you get there.”


Patrick groaned. “Great. Now I have another
worrywart daughter on my ass all the time.”


Emma’s heart warmed at the notion of being
considered as his daughter. Regardless of how she felt about Aidan, she could
never, ever distance herself from Patrick and his love.


After a woman with a blue bouffant clapped her hands
manically and shouted, “Bingo!” Patrick leaned forward in his chair, a serious
expression washing over his face. “So are we not going to talk about the white
elephant in the room?”


Emma cut her eyes over to him and grinned. “You mean
the fact that one of the prizes is an enema bag?”


Crossing his arms over his chest, Patrick huffed,
“That is not what I’m talking about, and you know it.”


She ducked her head, staring down at her Bingo card
like it was the most fascinating thing she had ever seen. “I’d rather not,” she
whispered.


“Look, Em, I’m sure you’re already experiencing the
intense love a parent can have for their child. Aidan is my son, and I love him
with all my heart.” When she jerked her head up to glare at him, he held up
both his hands in surrender. “But that doesn’t mean I condone what he did to
you. Trust me, I wanted to inflict bodily harm on him.” An amused glint
twinkled in his dark eyes. “Well, I sort of did.”


Emma gasped. “What did you do?”


He chuckled. “Trust me, it was nothing that he
didn’t deserve, or that my seventy-two year old ass could actually dish out!”


“You’re terrible!” Emma replied, but she couldn’t
help giggling.


Patrick took his hand in hers. “I just want you to
know I’m Switzerland in all this, okay? I love you and my grandchild, just like
I do Aidan.”


“Thank you. I appreciate that.” She squeezed his
hand. “And I hope you know I would never ask you to take sides or try to keep
you away from the baby because of what happened with Aidan.”


“I know that, sweetheart. From the first day I met
you, I knew what kind of girl you are, and there isn’t a malicious bone in your
body.” He paused and shook his head. “But if I don’t say what’s in my heart,
I’m going to explode.”


Gnawing one of her already frayed fingernails, Emma
held her breath, bracing herself for what Patrick had to say.


 “I’m extremely worried about Aidan. It’s been three
weeks, and he’s miserable, Emma. He doesn’t sleep, and he barely eats.”


The spiteful, vindictive side of her relished in the
thoughts of Aidan’s suffering. She gave Patrick a skeptical look. “I seriously
doubt that. He’s probably just vying for your sympathy and trying to turn you
against me.”


“No, I’ve seen it with my own eyes. He’s been
staying with me because he can’t stand being alone.”


Emma widened her eyes as her heart clenched in agony
for Aidan. Although a very large part of her delighted in the thought of him
hurting as badly as she was, another part of her pitied him. As much as she
wanted to despise him, she couldn’t. Every moment of the past three weeks, she
had tried to bury her feelings and embrace the fact Aidan would never be completely
emotionally available. To let him back into her life would be to walk barefoot
over the shards of her broken heart. He would cut her again—it was inevitable. 


But from the depth of her soul, she still loved him.
There was a part of her that feared she always would—just like a part of her
still loved Travis. She hated herself for feeling that way.


“Can you honestly say that nothing he has done in
the past few weeks has softened your heart to him?” Patrick asked.


A tortured sigh escaped her lips. When Becky had
said Aidan would try to win her back, she hadn’t been kidding. Not even being
forewarned could have prepared for the initial barrage of telephone calls,
texts, and emails. He had even tried coming to her office, but she had asked
the security guard to remove him. It had been quite a scene with Aidan
scuffling with the guard to try to get to her. He had then been warned by her
manager never to come on her floor again.


Then he switched tactics. Her house soon doubled for
a florist’s with all the flowers he bought. Every bouquet and every dozen roses
he sent had a separate card filled with his ramblings of remorse, how much he
missed her, and how much he cared for her and the baby. Since there was still
no profession of love, she gave him the silent treatment.


“Em?” Patrick questioned, jarring her out of her
thoughts.


She twisted the hemline of her blouse in her
fingers. “Don’t you know how hard it’s been with my feelings, coupled with my
pregnancy hormones, to ignore him?”


“I would be lying if I said I wasn’t impressed with
his tenacity. Not even with Amy did he do something as heartfelt as that poetry
book.”


Emma pinched her eyes shut. That damn book! It had
almost shattered her resolve. When she had opened the wrapped package and found
an antique edition of love poetry by the Romantics, she had wept uncontrollably
for an hour. The sight of John Keats, Percy Shelley, and Lord Byron brought
thoughts not only of his nephews, but the glaring fact he remembered she loved
their poetry. And while it was a book filled with sentiments of love, he still
hadn’t said the words himself. For Emma, that meant everything.


“I’m truly sorry he’s going through so much. But I’m
hurting, too,” she finally said.


“I know you are, honey. But if I asked you just to
talk to him for a few minutes, would you humor an old man?”


“Oh Patrick, don’t you see. I’m scared.”


“That he’ll…cheat again?”


She bobbed her head. “With Travis, I never had to
worry about him being unfaithful. He was totally devoted from the time we first
started dating. I haven’t dated a lot or been out in the world, so I don’t know
how to be with someone like Aidan and keep my sanity.”


Patrick rubbed his chin. Emma could tell there was
something he wasn’t saying—something that held a piece of Aidan’s puzzle. “I
don’t like to beg, but would you just consider sitting down with him and trying
to hear him out? I know it would mean the world to him, and I think it would
mean a lot to you, too.”


A whoosh of air deflated her chest. “I guess I could
try.”


“That’s my girl,” he said, his face lighting up.
“Good. Now that I’ve got that out of the way, I could use some dessert. Want
something?”


As if on cue, Emma’s stomach rumbled, and she
grinned. “Even though I shouldn’t, would you bring me back some more of that
homemade pound cake?”


Patrick smiled. “Good choice. I was going after a
piece myself.”


She grabbed his sleeve. “Just make sure it isn’t
Mrs. Forrester’s. I think she accidentally put salt instead of sugar this
time.”


He chuckled. “Oh lord. I do believe she has a screw
or two loose.”


“You shouldn’t say that. You know she’s sweet on
you,” Emma teased.


“And don’t think I’m not going to keep running away
from her. She’d probably kill me with food poisoning or something.”


Emma laughed. “You don’t have to run too fast. She’s
just one of your many admirers.”


“Whatever,” he grumbled. As he rose out of his
chair, Patrick winced and rubbed his chest.


“Are you all right?” Emma asked.


“I’m fine,” he murmured. But when he took another
step forward around the table, he gasped and then collapsed onto the ground.


“Patrick!” Emma cried, leaping out of her chair. She
raced over to him and knelt down, grabbing his hand in hers.


“My heart,” he moaned.


“Someone call 911!” she screamed, trying to fight
the rising panic that drummed in her chest.


“I will!” the bingo announcer replied, bringing his
phone to his ear.


“Here give him this,” a lady said, thrusting an
aspirin in front of Emma’s face. She took it from the lady and brought it to
Patrick’s lips.


“Swallow this.”


He lifted his head and let her put the pill in his
mouth.


“You don’t have any other medicine with you to take?
Like nitroglycerin?”


Patrick grimaced. “Left it in my other pants,” he
wheezed. At what must’ve been her horrified expression, he murmured, “Sorry.”


“No, don’t apologize. It’s okay.”


“Pray, angel.” A shaky hand came up to tenderly
touch her cheek.


Tears stung her eyes. “Of course, I will. I am. And
you do too! Say a Hail Mary or whatever it is you Catholics do!”


Patrick chuckled and then winced. “Don’t make me laugh.”


“I’m sorry.” She squeezed his hand tight and tried
to give him a reassuring smile.


“If this doesn’t go well—”


Emma’s body tensed. “No! Don’t you dare talk like
that!”


He closed his eyes briefly before opening them.
“Listen to me. If I don’t make it, promise me you’ll give Aidan another
chance.”


“Oh Patrick,” she moaned.


“Promise,” he urged.


The last thing in the world she wanted to do was lie
to a potentially dying man. Somehow she found the courage to nod her head.
“Okay, I promise.”


“Good girl.”


When firemen came barreling through the door, Emma
said a thanks to God that the fire station sat just across the street from the
VFW. Since most of them had EMT training, she knew they could help Patrick
until the ambulance arrived.


“Excuse us, ma’am,” a young guy said.


Emma reluctantly dropped Patrick’s hand. The two
firemen inched past her and squatted beside Patrick. Entwining her fingers, she
brought them to her lips that were murmuring prayers. She watched as one man
put an oxygen mask over Patrick’s face while the other took his pulse.


Lost in her own thoughts, she didn’t even hear the
ambulance siren. The next thing she knew EMT’s had arrived and were putting
Patrick on a stretcher. “Em!” came his panicked cry through his mask.


“I’m right here,” she called, pushing one of the
firemen out of the way. Groping along the gurney, she snatched up his hand.
“I’m here. You’re going to be just fine.”


The stretcher rumbled and shook along the uneven
pavement as they wheeled him to the open doors of the ambulance. Emma had to
fight to keep up with them, and she found herself winded as they started to
load Patrick inside. His face crumpled when she was forced to let his hand go.


“I’m still here!” she cried, fighting the tears that
scorched and burned her throat and eyes.


Emma felt a hand on her shoulder. A young fireman
with kind eyes smiled at her. “Do you want to ride with him?”


“Please, can I?”


“Sure you can. Just come around to the front with
me.”


Emma stepped closer to the doors of the ambulance.
“Patrick, I’m going to be right up front. I’m not leaving you. Okay?”


He bobbed his head. “I love you, and I’m right up
front,” she cried again, as the fireman pulled her away.


They walked around the side of the ambulance. He
opened the passenger side door for her. “Up you go.”


She braced herself on the doorframe and tried
hoisting herself up. With her adrenaline depleted, she was too weak. Hands came
around her waist and pushed her forward. She gasped as she flopped onto the
seat. Once she collected herself, she turned around.


The young fireman’s cheeks flushed crimson. “Sorry
about that.”


“No, it’s okay. Thanks for the help.”


He grinned before slamming the door. Emma turned in
her seat to watch the EMT’s working on Patrick. “See, I didn’t leave you,” she
said.


The wail of the ambulance’s siren starting up caused
Emma to shudder. Like an electrical storm in the summer, long buried memories
flashed in her mind. Although she gripped the sides of her seat, she was miles
away from the chaos surrounding her.


With her hand wrapped firmly in her
mother’s, she skipped into the fire station. At the sight of her father, she
squealed and ran forward. “Daddy! Daddy!”


“Hey baby,” he said, hoisting her into
his arms. She wrapped her legs around him as he squeezed her tight. “So you’re
finally getting to see my new station, huh?”


Emma nodded. She hadn’t quite understood
why they had left the mountains to come to the city. In fact, she had cried big
tears from the back window of the car when she watched Granddaddy and Grammy
waving goodbye. But Daddy had tried to explain he could make more money if he
worked as a fireman in Atlanta, rather than in Ellijay. They could have nicer
things. He’d even gotten her a puppy to try to make things easier.


“Let me wear your hat! Please Daddy!”


He chuckled. “Of course you can.” When
he sat the fireman’s visor on her head, Emma’s neck felt wobbly and weighted
down. He walked her over to the gleaming red fire engine. “You want to hear the
siren, angel?”


She squirmed in his arms. “Oh yes!”


He climbed onto the rig and sat her down
on the seat. Her hands automatically went to the steering wheel, and she turned
it back and forth, pretending to drive. He blared the horn. “Again, Daddy!” He
grinned and honked it until the rest of the guys in the firehouse were ready to
throttle him.


Like wispy shadows of fog swirling along rooftops
and skylines, Emma’s mind unveiled another memory just a short year later. She
was at school and sitting on the reading rug. With rapt attention, she listened
to her teacher reading from a book about bears having a Halloween party where
popcorn overflowed their house. The classroom door creaked opened, and Emma
stared in surprise at Granddaddy standing in the doorway. She raced over to
meet him, happily taking his hand. Out in the hallway, he pulled her into his
arms and carried her outside. Grammy stood at the car hugging Nana, Daddy’s
mother. Emma peppered him with questions. “What’s happened, Granddaddy? Why are
you all here in Atlanta? Where’s Mommy and Daddy?”


For the first time she could ever
remember, Granddaddy had tears in his dark eyes. “Emmie Lou, there was a bad
fire, and your Daddy was trying to save these children. He got them out safely,
but he…” His voice choked off with emotion. “Baby, your Daddy’s gone to live
with the angels.”


That one statement sent her kicking and
screaming out of his embrace. “No, no, no! Daddy wouldn’t leave me! He’s taking
me to the circus this weekend.” Her fists beat into Granddaddy’s belly. “You
tell the angels to bring Daddy back!” she cried.


The sound of the ambulance doors rattling open
snapped Emma into another memory. Once again she clutched her mother’s hand
as they weaved in between the tombstones in the cemetery. She had never seen so
many people in all her life. People kept calling her daddy a hero. They sank
down onto one of the velvet chairs under a green tent.  Clinging to her
mother’s side, she jumped with every rifle blast of the Twenty-One gun salute.
Then a man knelt before her mother with a folded flag. He glanced over to Emma
and gave her a sad smile. She would never forget his soulful brown eyes.


“Ma’am?”


Emma jolted back into the present. Glancing over her
shoulder, she saw that Patrick’s stretcher had already been taken from the
ambulance. The EMT, who had driven them to the hospital, stood with the
passenger side door opened, beckoning her with his hand. “Here let me help
you.”


“Thank you,” she murmured. After she hopped down, he
led her through the automatic doors. Pointing down the hallway, he said, “They
took him to room two.”


She nodded. “Thank you for everything.”


Emma staggered down the white tiled floor. An
antiseptic smell assaulted her senses. Men and women in blue and green scrubs
hustled between rooms and patients. She gave the nurses station a fleeting
glance before cutting across the hall to where Patrick was. When Emma started
for the door, a nurse blocked her. “No, ma’am.  You can’t go in there. You’ll
have to go to the waiting room.”


“How is he?”


“We don’t know anything yet. They’re running tests.”
The nurse gripped Emma’s shoulder. “If you’ll just go have a seat, someone
will—”


Emma shook her head furiously from side to side.
“Please, let me stay here. I won’t get in the way, I promise. He didn’t want me
to leave him!”


The nurse took in Emma’s swollen stomach, and her
expression softened. She glanced over her shoulder before sighing. “Okay. Is
there anyone else you should call?”


Emma had been so consumed by the ghosts of the past
along with Patrick’s condition, she hadn’t even thought of calling Aidan or his
sisters. Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh God, I can’t believe I didn’t call his
children!”


“It’s okay, honey. I’m sure you’ve had a lot to
process. Why don’t you step right over there?” the nurse motioned to a table
with a shiny black phone on top of it.


Emma nodded and walked away from Patrick’s door. She
eased down into the uncomfortable plastic chair. With Becky and Liz in Disney
World and Julia living out of state, Aidan and Angie were the closest in
distance of getting to the hospital. She tried Angie first, hoping she could
get her to call Aidan. But she didn’t pick up, so Emma was forced to leave her
a voicemail asking her to call her as soon as she could.


With shaky fingers, she dialed Aidan’s cell number.
He answered on the third ring. “This is Aidan Fitzgerald.”


The sound of the deep timbre of his voice vibrating
her ear made her chest tighten. For a few moments, she couldn’t process
thoughts, and she certainly couldn’t speak. “Hello?” he prompted.


“Um, it’s me.”


Aidan sucked in a sharp breath on the other line.
“Emma…” The way he said her name caused her to shiver. It hummed with a mixture
of both pleasure and pain. “God, it’s so good to hear your voice.” She remained
motionless, unspeaking and unblinking. He was paralyzing her with just his
voice. “Please say something. Please talk to me, Em,” he begged.


Snap out of it a voice deep
within her screamed. She shook her head. “I’m not calling because of all that.
It’s your dad. We’re at the ER at Wellstar.”


His tone changed over in an instant. “Wait, what
happened to Pop?”


“I don’t know yet. He had chest pains and collapsed
at the VFW. They’re running tests. He’s conscious and breathing on his own.”


“Fuck. I’m an hour away below Atlanta.” He growled
in frustration. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”


“Okay,” she replied. She hung the receiver up before
he could say anything else.


She turned her attention back to Patrick’s door. A
slow eternity seemed to tick by as Emma waited for news. She paced back and
forth outside. Every time another doctor or nurse entered, her heart shuddered
to a stop. Wringing her hands, prayers rolled through her mind continuously.


After trying unsuccessfully to get two nurses to
give her an update, she leapt at the next person to come out of the door.
Twisting her fingers into his white coat, she held on for dear life as the
tears pooled in her eyes. “Please, please you have to tell me what’s
happening!” she demanded.


The doctor brought his hands to hers, and instead of
shoving her away, he took them tenderly in his own. She glanced up into a pair
of soulful brown eyes that radiated with empathy. “What’s your name,
sweetheart?” he asked.


“Emma.”


A warm smile cut across his handsome face—one that
in any other situation might have caused her heart to beat a little faster or
even a stirring below her waist. His jet black hair fell in waves across his
forehead, and his pearly white teeth contrasted against his dark skin. “Emma,
I’m Dr. Nadeen. I need for you to take a deep breath and calm down, okay?”


She shook her head wildly. “But I—he—”


“Mr. Fitzgerald is going to be just fine. We have
him stabilized while we’re running some tests. But it doesn’t appear that it is
anything life threatening. He’s in good hands. I promise.”


The news caused her knees to buckle, and she would
have dropped to the floor if Dr. Nadeen hadn’t wrapped his arms around her.
“Whoa, now.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Come with me.” With one arm firmly
around her waist, he led her to the room across the hall from Patrick’s.


“No, I need to stay with him,” she protested as he
eased her down onto the bed.


“You can see everything that goes on from here.” He
knelt down in front of her and brought his fingers to her wrist. “Your pulse is
racing. You’ve got to calm down. Can I get one of the nurses to call your
husband?”


Emma winced. “I don’t have a husband.” When he
started to open his mouth, she shook her head. “Or a boyfriend.”


“I know you’re worried, but you have to look out for
yourself and your little one.” His gaze dropped to her belly. “How far along
are you?”


“Twenty-three weeks,” Emma replied.


“Ah, and do you know what you’re having?”


“A boy.” Her hand went to her abdomen. “A very
active boy from the way he’s kicking right now.”


He chuckled. “That means he’s strong.”


Emma rolled her eyes. “I don’t know if it’s so much
a strong child or a strong willed child. He likes to let me know when he
thinks it’s time for us to eat.”


He opened his mouth, but he was interrupted by a
nurse poking her head in. “Dr. Nadeen, we need you in Room Three.”


He glanced over his shoulder and nodded. He then
turned back to Emma. “I’m so sorry, but I have to go.”


She smiled. “It was nice meeting you, Dr. Nadeen.”


“No need to be so formal. I’m Alpesh, but you can
call me Pesh.” He grinned. “Now I want you to lie back and put your feet up for
a bit. Just take it easy, okay?” Jerking his thumb across the hall, Pesh said,
“He’s going to be fine, and I’m sure he wouldn’t want you worrying in your
condition.”


Emma couldn’t help laughing. “My condition? I’m only
pregnant.”


He wagged a finger at her. “I mean it. I don’t want
to see you up again until I come back. Got it?”


“You’re awfully bossy,” she replied as she swung her
legs up on the bed and smoothed her top down.


“They teach us that in medical school,” he quipped
before he headed out the door.


Emma shook her head before taking her phone out of
her purse. There was little rest between fielding texts left and right. Julia,
Aidan’s second oldest sister, was on her way in from Alabama while Becky and
Liz were packing up to cut short their Disney trip.


A nurse peeked her head in and caused Emma to jump.
“I’m sorry. Dr. Nadeen said I should—”


The nurse smiled. “It’s okay, honey. I was just
wondering why Dr. Nadeen had put down this room was occupied, but there was no
chart.” With a knowing look, she replied, “But I can see why now.”


“He’s very kind.”


“He’s one of the best we have—the best doctor and
the best bedside manner.” She winked at Emma. “And by far the best looking.”


With her cheeks warming, Emma replied, “That’s
nice.”


“Take care then.”


“Thank you.”


The nurse hadn’t been gone long when Pesh reappeared
in the doorway. Emma quickly tried to hide her phone. Especially considering
the sign that warned no cellular devices was right next to her.


She gave him a sheepish grin. “Sorry. I had to let
everyone know how he was.”


Pesh laughed. “It’s okay, Emma. I’m not going to
call security on you. I’m just glad to see you stayed put and aren’t back to
pacing.” He strode over to the bed.


Clumsily, she pulled herself into a sitting
position. Her eyes honed in on the plastic bag in Pesh’s hand. When she gave
him a puzzled look, he opened the bag to reveal a Coke, a bottle of water, a
pack of peanut butter crackers and a bag of Doritos.


“What’s all that?” Emma asked.


“Some of my secret food stash to feed your hungry
little guy.”


An inferno burned across her cheeks and neck,
causing her to twist the hem of her shirt. “You didn’t have to do that.”


“He’s hungry, isn’t he?”


“Well, yes, but—”


Pesh smiled. “Then here. I don’t mind sharing.”


Instead of hunger pains, her stomach fluttered with
butterflies as she took the crackers from him. “Ah, you must be a peanut butter
fan, huh?” he remarked, as he sank down on the stool in front of her.


“Yes,” she murmured, as she opened the package.
Peering up at him through her lashes, she said, “I certainly hope I’m not
keeping you from your patients.”


“You’re in luck. It’s actually a slow day for us,
considering most of the trauma patients get taken downtown.”


Emma arched in her brows in surprise, considering
all the rushing around she had seen earlier in the hallway. “Really?”


He nodded. “Besides, you may not have been
officially admitted, but with you almost fainting and your pulse, I’m concerned
about you. Therefore, I consider this a consultation.”


Confusion flooded her at the somewhat amorous
feelings crisscrossing over her at Pesh’s thoughtfulness and care. After she
bit into a cracker, he held out the Coke and water for her to choose from. When
she reached for the Coke, he jerked it away. “Now Emma, you know better than
that. Caffeine isn’t good for you.”


“No fair,” she replied, with a grin.


Pesh winked at her. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have
tempted you with such an elicit substance.”


Emma’s cheeks once again felt inflamed, so she took
a swig of water to try and cool off. “How’s Patrick?”


“Better. As soon as you finish eating, you can go
see him.”


“Really?” she asked, through a mouthful of cracker.


Pesh nodded. “He’s been asking for you.”


“He has?” She then crammed in another cracker as she
stood up. Once she swallowed, she said, “Okay, let’s go see him.”


With an amused shake of his head, Pesh said, “I
should have known not to say anything until you had finished eating.”


“How about I promise to finish the crackers while
I’m with Patrick?”


“I guess that sounds fair.”


Emma grinned as they started out the door. “I can’t
thank you enough for the food and for looking out for me…and for Noah.”


Pesh stuffed his hands into the pockets of his lab
coat. “Ah, so our strong little guy is going to be named Noah?”


“Yes, after my late father.”


He smiled. “He’s very lucky to have you for a
mother.”


Emma couldn’t help the heat that rose in her cheeks
at his compliment. “Thank you. I’m going to try to be the best I can for him. I
had a great role model in my late mother.”


“You’ve lost both your parents?”


She nodded.


He shook his head. “So much sorrow.” His hand
touched her shoulder. “But just from the look on your face and the love in your
eyes, I can tell how much joy this child is bringing you.”


“Yes, he is,” she murmured. She was almost overcome
by the sincerity in his expression and voice.


“Dr. Nadeen to examining room five. Dr. Nadeen to
examining room five,” came a voice over the loudspeaker.


“I guess you’d better go,” Emma said.


He nodded. “No rest for the weary around here.”


She smiled. “It was very nice meeting you.”


Pesh took her hand in both of his, tenderly stroking
her flesh with his fingertips. “The pleasure was all mine.”


As hard as she tried, she couldn’t ignore the
longing shiver that ran through her body at the touch of his hand on her skin.
“Good-bye,” she mumbled before stumbling into Patrick’s room.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER THREE


 


Aidan reached out his hand to flag down a passing
nurse, but the sound of singing stopped him cold in the middle of the hallway.
Strains of Danny Boy floated back to him—his father’s favorite song.
Only second generation Irish, Patrick had grown up with the songs of the old
homeland like Danny Boy and The Fields of Athenry. Aidan couldn’t
remember a time in his life when his father wasn’t humming one of them.


But it wasn’t his father singing. The sweet harmony
of this voice cut through to Aidan’s soul, causing him to flinch.


It was Emma.


Her voice drew him nearer and nearer like a siren
leading a man to his doom. His steps slowed to a crawl as his eyes honed in on
the door down the hall from him. The last time he heard her sing was at her
grandparent’s Barn Dance. The night before he realized he was truly and
completely in love with her—before he had broken her heart.


Pausing in front of the doorway, Aidan tried to
still the rapid acceleration of his heartbeat. His father reclined back with
Emma perched beside him on the hospital bed. She held his hand that was
tethered to an IV pole in both of hers. Although Patrick had oxygen tubes stuck
in his nose, he appeared to be feeling fine and was enjoying his impromptu
concert.


When the last notes of the song echoed off the drab
walls, Patrick applauded. “Beautiful, Emma! Absolutely beautiful!”


Even though she ducked her head, Aidan could see her
usual flush of embarrassment that tinged her cheeks. “You’re welcome.”


“Without a doubt, you have the voice of an angel, sweetheart.”


Emma leaned over and kissed his cheek. “You know
there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you, and that includes singing a song
with impossibly high notes in the middle of the ER.” One hand flew to her
abdomen while a smile spread across her face. “Noah must be a true Irish
Fitzgerald. He’s going crazy dancing right now.” Taking Patrick’s hand, she
brought it to her belly. “See?”


Aidan sucked in a breath and staggered back.  What
the hell? His son had a name, and he hadn’t even had a part in it. How could
she do something as monumental as naming his child without asking him? He
shouldn’t have cared that Emma had bestowed her late father’s name on their
son, but he did. Anger pulsed through him. Stalking through the doorway, he
blurted, “Excuse me? Noah?”


Patrick and Emma both turned to stare at him. Emma’s
face reddened from her ivory cheeks all the way down to her neck while her
frantic gaze darted around the room as if looking for an escape. Scrambling out
of the bed, she backed as far away from him as she could.


Although his attention should have been on his
ailing father, Aidan couldn’t take his eyes off of Emma. Any anger he felt for
her quickly evaporated, and his heart constricted with love for her. God, he
had missed her. He didn’t realize just how much until she was standing right in
front of him like a vision. She could have been one of Patrick’s roses in
bloom. Her breasts were fuller, her stomach was rounder, and her hips wider. He
fought to catch his breath.


When Patrick cleared his throat, Aidan quickly gazed
over at him. Patrick smiled. “Yes, Noah Patrick, after his grandfathers. Don’t
you think that’s a fine name for your son?”


“Yes, it is,” Aidan murmured, glancing back at Emma.
When she finally dared to look at him, he bobbed his head. “Noah Patrick Fitzgerald
is a very fine name.”


Her eyes widened at the insinuation of his last
name. Aidan braced himself for her to protest, but she started inching for the
door instead. “Um, I’m going to go get something to drink.”


“I’ll get it for you,” Aidan offered.


“No, no, I’m fine. You need to be with your father.”


When she swept by him, Aidan fought to keep his arms
pinned at his side so he wouldn’t reach out and grab her to him. Her perfume
filled his nostrils and invaded his senses. He closed his eyes in agony. Once
she was safely out the door, his shoulders sagged in defeat. “She really hates
me,” he croaked.


“No, son, she doesn’t.” When Aidan snorted with
self-contempt, Patrick shook his head. “As much as she would love to hate you,
she can’t. She’s just gun-shy about you right now because of the dumbass move
you pulled on her.”


“Actually, it’s me who should hate her.” He
grimaced. “Acting like I was diseased and naming our son without me!”


Patrick grunted. “Whenever you’re done with your little
tirade, might I remind you that I’ve been hospitalized?”


Aidan widened his eyes. “Shit, Pop, I’m so sorry.
Seeing Em again knocked me on my ass.” He closed the gap between them. “You
look okay, but are you? I mean, was it a heart attack?”


Patrick started to open his mouth when a knock came
at the door. A tall, dark-headed doctor smiled at them. After his eyes made a
quick sweep over the room, his smile faded a little. “Hello again, Mr.
Fitzgerald. You’re looking much better now than when I first saw you today.”


“I believe I have you to thank for that, Dr.
Nadeen.”


Dr. Nadeen strode into the room. “We have your test
results back. It appears that you have two arteries that are eighty percent
blocked. I’ve consulted with our head cardiologist, and just to be on the safe
side, we feel it’s best to keep you overnight and schedule an angioplasty for
the morning.”


Patrick grimaced. “Not one of those again?”


With a chuckle, Dr. Nadeen replied, “Yes, I noticed
from your records you had the procedure before.”


“Unfortunately, yes.”


“You’re going to have to start taking better care of
yourself and maintaining a heart-healthy diet, so you won’t be back here
again.”


Aidan snorted. “Good luck with that one.”


Patrick chose to ignore him. “At least it’s not
something major like open heart surgery.”


Dr. Nadeen nodded. “I’m sure this news will make
your granddaughter feel better.”


Patrick’s brows furrowed. “My granddaughter?”


Dr. Nadeen ducked his head but not before Aidan
caught a faint smile on his face and gleam in his dark eyes. “Emma—the
beautiful redhead who almost passed out because she was so worried about you.”


“She almost fainted?” Aidan questioned at the same
time Patrick replied, “Aw, bless her heart, I sure hate that I upset her so
much.”


“It’s okay. I got her to lie down for a while, and I
got her little guy—I mean, her, something to eat.”


Aidan’s chest clenched not only at Dr. Nadeen’s
familiarity with Emma, but the mention of Noah. This dude was getting under his
skin and fast. Even though Aidan was a guy, he knew competition when he saw it.
It wasn’t just the fact that Dr. Nadeen had the looks that made women’s panties
ignite, but the fucker was kind and considerate. Throw in the fact he was a
doctor, and he was a triple threat.


Finally, Aidan found his voice. “That was very kind
of you. I appreciate you taking care of her,” he said, trying hard to speak
without gritting his teeth.


A warm smile spread across Dr. Nadeen’s face. “I was
happy to do it for her. Your sister is a kind young woman—her spirit shines from
within.”


Aidan’s mouth gaped open. What the hell? He thought
Emma was his…sister? “Did you just say…?” Aidan sputtered.


Patrick shook his head. “Emma isn’t my
granddaughter, Doc.”


“Oh, my apologies. You have a very sweet daughter
then.”


“No, no, she isn’t even related to me.”


“Ah, I see. Well, you’re very fortunate to have
someone in your life who cares that much about you.”


Patrick glanced from Aidan to Dr. Nadeen. “Did I
hear you call her beautiful?”


Pesh’s expression turned apologetic. “I’m sorry. That
was entirely too forward of me.”


“It’s all right, Doc.” Rubbing his hands together,
Patrick said, “Hmm, I can’t help but play matchmaker while I’m laid up here.
Would you be interested in dating Emma? She’s single, you know.”


Aidan glared at his father, which only caused
Patrick to widen his grin. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Aidan
hissed.


“Forcing your hand.” A mischievous gleam burned in
his eyes, and Aidan knew there was no stopping him. He didn’t know how after
everything Patrick had been through that day he could still find the energy to
goad his own son. He knew what a sore spot Emma was.


At the moment, she was more like a gaping hole in
his chest. “You better be damn glad you’re in the ER right now,” he muttered
under his breath.


Patrick ignored him and focused his attentions on
Pesh who was staring strangely at the two of them. “Whatcha say, Doc?”


“Uh, well, I don’t normally pick up women in the
emergency room, Mr. Fitzgerald,” Dr. Nadeen murmured, shifting uncomfortably on
his feet.


“Oh please. This isn’t picking up. It’s a fix-up.
That’s totally different,” Patrick argued.


“Pop,” Aidan growled.


With a hesitant smile, Dr. Nadeen said, “Maybe we’ll
get a chance to talk again.”


“She’s six months pregnant!” Aidan countered.


Dr. Nadeen jerked back like he had been slapped. He
cleared his throat before he spoke. “Yes, I’m well aware of that. It’s what
concerned me most when I met her. I didn’t want her to get so upset in her
condition.”


Aidan grunted but didn’t argue.


Dropping his gaze to the floor, Dr. Nadeen said,
“After she assured me there was no husband or boyfriend to call, I thought I
had surmised she wasn’t with anyone. I apologize if my assumptions were wrong.”


“Don’t worry about my son, Doc.” Patrick stared
pointedly at Aidan. “He has no claims on Emma’s happiness. Anymore.”


A sense of understanding seemed to pass over Dr.
Nadeen’s face. “Oh, well, when you see Emma again, tell her to call me.” He
took a card out of his iPad case.


Aidan snorted and crossed his arms over his chest. “It’ll
never happen. Em’s not the kind of girl who calls a man. She’s very
old-fashioned.” His blue eyes narrowed at Dr. Nadeen’s dark ones, silently
taunting him to give the card to Patrick.


Dr. Nadeen smiled. He took a pen from his coat
pocket. He then turned his attention to Patrick. “Mr. Fitzgerald, would you
happen to have Emma’s number? I’ll be happy to call her myself.” He held up a
hand. “But only on the pretense of inquiring about her health after today’s
incident.”


Patrick chuckled. “Why yes I do.”


After Dr. Nadeen had scribbled the number down, he
gave Aidan a fleeting glance before looking back at Patrick. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.”


With a sheepish, grin, Dr. Nadeen said, “Now I
suppose we should get back to business.” He peered down at his iPad. “If you’ll
hang tight for just a few minutes, we should be ready to transport you
upstairs. Surgery is set for…” he scrolled through something on the screen
before wrinkling his nose. “Bright and early at seven am.”


“I figured as much.”


Dr. Nadeen laughed. “Well, I’ll wish you the best of
luck then, Mr. Fitzgerald.” He leaned over and shook Patrick’s hand.


With a wink, Patrick replied, “Same to you, Doc.”


Cutting his eyes over to Aidan, Dr. Nadeen gave a
slight nod before walking to the door.


When he exited the room, Aidan turned a wrathful
gaze on Patrick. “After the last three weeks of experiencing my pure and total
hell, how could you do that to me, Pop?”


“I didn’t do anything to you.”


Aidan gripped the rails on the hospital bed and
leaned in closer. “Giving him Emma’s number? Pawning her off on him?”


Patrick grinned. “I’m glad to see I got you fighting
riled right now.”


“Oh, I’m far from riled. I’m fucking livid!”


“Good. You need to be. It’s important that you keep
up your fighting spirit.”


Aidan shook his head. “What will my spirit matter if
she…” His heart shuddered at the thought of Emma being receptive to Dr.
Nadeen’s charms. After all, he was a good-looking doctor who wasn’t even turned
off by her being pregnant. That should be enough to make any woman swoon.


“There is not a doubt in my mind that Emma loves
you, and while Dr. Nadeen’s interest might be flattering, it will only serve
one purpose.”


“And what’s that?” Aidan croaked.


“To show her there’s no one else in the world for
her but you.”


They were interrupted by Julia sweeping through the
door with her husband, Tim. While Becky, Angie, and Aidan favored their mother,
Julia and Liz both took after Patrick with their dark hair and eyes. She gave
Aidan a quick hug before wagging her finger at Patrick. “Pop, I can’t believe
it took a collapse at the VFW to finally get you checked out!”


Patrick rolled his eyes. “I was going to the doctor
next week.”


“Always a stubborn ass,” Julia replied, pinching the
bridge of her nose. “I’m just thankful you weren’t alone. Thank God Emma was
there, and you were so close to the fire station.”


The mention of Emma’s name heightened Aidan’s
senses. She had been gone an awfully long time to get a drink. “Speaking of Em,
I better go find her.”


“You do that, son.”


“She was out in the hallway when we came in,” Julia
replied.


As Aidan whirled around, he stumbled over his feet,
almost knocking Tim over. Julia grabbed his arm to steady him. “Easy, Little
Brother. I don’t think she’s running away. Yet.” She then winked at
Aidan.


“Thanks, Jules,” he mumbled under his breath. When
he stepped out into the hallway, he craned his neck left and right, but he
didn’t see Emma. Walking briskly, he smacked the button for the Authorized
Personnel Only entrance and walked into the waiting room. Slumped in one of the
chairs, Emma’s fingers texted furiously on her phone.


“Em?”


She jumped at his voice. “I, uh, I thought you and
your family needed some space.”


“That was sweet, but you could never be in the way,”
he said.       


Emma held his gaze until her cheeks tinged, and she
dropped her head. “I was just seeing if Casey or Connor could take me to get my
car.”


“I’ll will,” he offered.


Nibbling her bottom lip, he could tell Emma didn’t
like his proposal at all. “Well, since it’s Saturday night, I can’t seem to get
either of them to answer, so…”


“Good. Then it’s settled.” He held out his hand to
her. She eyed it warily. “Let’s go tell Pop goodbye.”


Hesitantly, she put her hand in his. Crackling
electricity surged from his fingers all the way up his arm. From her stunned
expression, he wasn’t the only one to experience it. He refused to let go until
she pried her grip from his. He didn’t argue with her. Instead, he pressed his
hand into the small of her back, leading her to Patrick’s room. 


When they got to the doorway, they found the room
was empty. “Oh, they must’ve already taken him upstairs.”


The corners of Emma’s mouth turned down in a frown.
“I didn’t get to tell him good-bye.”


“I’ll text Julia and get her to tell him I’m taking
you home.”


Emma bobbed her head in agreement.


As they started back down the hall, he turned to
her. “I could pick you up in the morning, so you could see him before the
surgery.”


“Aidan, I—”


He grimaced. “Yeah, I guess I’m the last person on
earth you want to spend time with, huh?”


She reached out and touched his arm. Once again,
electricity pulsed through him, and he fought to catch his breath. “I just
thought it would be better for me to drive myself, so you don’t have the burden
of taking me home tomorrow after Patrick’s surgery.”


“Trust me. Pop’ll have my sisters fawning all over
him.” He swept a lock of hair away out of her face and pinned it behind her
ear. “Besides, you could never be a burden to me.” His fingertips feathered
across her neck, causing Emma to shiver.


Her eyes widened, and she jerked away. “We should
get going.” She spun around and started power-walking back into the waiting
room. Aidan almost had to break into a jog to catch up with her.


When she started out the door, he grabbed her arm.
“Wait here. I’ll go get the car.”


“Thank you,” she replied, ducking her head.


Aidan experienced a bounce in his step as he started
into the parking lot. He had a chance to be with Emma again, and he was going
to get her to see the truth if it was the last thing he did.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FOUR


 


Aidan had barely put the car in park by the curb
when he hopped out. “What—” she began, but then she realized he was getting out
to open the door for her. She couldn’t help but cock her eyebrows at him. “My,
my, aren’t we the gentleman tonight?”


He gave her a tight smile. “If you’ll really stop
and think about it, I was always a gentleman.” His body gave a slight tremor
when she crossed her arms over her chest. “Well, for the most part, at least.”


“I guess,” she replied. He motioned for her to get
inside. With the biting chill in the air, Emma gladly slid across the warmed
leather seats of Aidan’s car.


He closed the door and then hurried around to his
side. “It’s awfully cold for October, isn’t it?” he mused.


Shivers went all down Emma’s body like rivulets of
rain. Immediately she thought of their parking lot conversation after Aidan
first propositioned her at O’Malley’s. He had been nervous then and talked of
traffic. She knew now just how nervous he was since he had resorted to talking
about the weather. The memory touched a raw nerve, sending a longing ache for
the past through her.


To ease the chill of emotions, she rubbed her hands
together. Aidan reached forward and turned the heater on. She glanced over at
him. Her heart thumped wildly at his continued attentiveness. “Thank you.”


“You wanna grab some dinner?” he asked.


“I’m not really hungry,” she lied.


Aidan grunted. “Guess Dr. Nadeen filled you up,
huh?”


Emma tensed at the jab. “He just brought me a
snack.”


“Well, you need to eat.” He glanced away from the
road to pin her with his stare. “For Noah’s sake, if not yours.”


She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m well aware of
what Noah needs, thank you.”


He grimaced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to
come out like that.” He sucked in a ragged breath. “It’s just I figured you
needed to eat for him, even if you were still upset about what happened today
with Pop.”


The sincerity in his voice, along with his
compassion, softened Emma. Her eyes took in his thinner frame. Patrick hadn’t
been exaggerating when he had said Aidan hadn’t been eating. “From the looks of
it, you could stand to eat as well.”


His jaw tensed. “Maybe if you’ll eat with me, I
can.”


Emma knew the last thing in the world she should do
was agree to dinner. But she felt her resolve slowly fading as her traitorous
stomach growled. She winced when it caused Aidan to smirk at her. “Hmm, so you
are hungry? Was it just the company you wanted to refuse?”


She twisted her fingers into the hem of her top.
“Let’s not argue anymore, okay?” At his hopeful expression, she sighed. “Take
me to dinner.”


The corners of Aidan’s mouth turned up, and Emma
could tell he was suppressing a beaming smile.


When he pulled into a familiar parking lot, she
couldn’t help but gasp. “Here?” she squeaked at the flickering green and orange
neon O’Malley’s sign.


Aidan shrugged as he turned off the ignition. “It
was the first place I saw. Besides we both like the food here and atmosphere,
right?”


A rush of painful memories crashed against her like
ocean waves in a turbulent storm. “I suppose,” she murmured.


Ever the gentleman, he held the restaurant door open
for her. For a moment, she was thankful not to see Jenny at the hostess stand.
Then a piercing squeal caused her to snap her gaze toward the bar. “Emma!”
Jenny screeched. Her face lit up as she hopped off her stool so fast it crashed
to the ground.


After bounding over, Jenny threw her arms around
Emma’s neck. “Oh my God! I can’t believe it!”


Warmth filled Emma’s cheeks as well as her heart at
Jenny’s over the top enthusiasm. “It’s good to see you, too.”


Jenny pulled away. Her blue eyes flashed with
happiness as she took in Emma’s appearance. “You look absolutely stunning!” Her
gaze honed in on Emma’s protruding belly. “Man, I hope I look as hot as you do
when I’m pregnant!”


Emma laughed and placed a hand on her stomach.
“Thank you. I don’t exactly feel hot at the moment.”


“Trust me, you look it, sexy mama! Hell, you barely
look pregnant, and you’ve got to be what, like six months now?”


Emma nodded.


“Congratulations on it being a boy.”


“Thank you.”


Jenny turned her attention to the hostess. “Why
don’t you take Aidan on back to a booth? I want to hear more about the baby.”


With a nod, the hostess grabbed two menus and
motioned for Aidan. He reluctantly followed her. He even threw a few cautious
glances over his shoulder at Emma.


Jenny took Emma’s hands in hers. Her once jovial
expression faded into one of concern. “I just want you to know how worried
we’ve been about Aidan. That first week my dad had to drive him home a few
nights.” Shimmering tears pooled in her eyes. “We were afraid we were going to
lose him.”


Emma sucked in a breath. Before she could respond,
Jenny shook her head. “Look, I know he screwed up. I tried to warn him when he
had the audacity to bring that skank in here.”


“H-He brought her…”


Jenny bobbed her head. “Sometimes I wish I hadn’t
refused him a table. I think maybe if he had thought about it a little longer
he would have never taken her home.”


Over Jenny’s shoulder, Emma saw Aidan staring expectantly
at her. “I have to go.” She started to pull her hands away, but Jenny squeezed
them tight.


“I don’t know what I would do in your shoes. I hope
and pray I never have to. But I do know I’ve never seen a man more miserable
over screwing up in my entire life. He’s been so eaten with guilt and remorse
that we’ve been afraid it would consume him.”


Emma didn’t know what to say, so she merely jerked
her head in acknowledgement. On wobbly legs, she made her way over to Aidan.
Thankfully, the waitress hadn’t put them in the same section where they had
been before.


Aidan had already ordered their drinks. Since she
hadn’t had any caffeine so far, she didn’t ask for something different than the
Coke that was already on the table. After taking a sip, she started scouring
the menu. Glancing up, she asked, “What sounds good?”


Aidan shrugged. She could tell from the way he
twisted his bottom lip back and forth between his teeth that he was struggling
with something. She opened her mouth to question him when their waitress
returned. “What can I get for you?”


Emma peered at the menu. “Hmm, I’m having a hard
time deciding.” When she looked up, she met Aidan’s haunted eyes. She knew she
needed to do something to ease the tension a bit. “Are you paying?”


His brows furrowed. “I can. Why?”


She grinned. “Good. I was torn between ordering
something less expensive and then something more expensive. But if you’re
paying, I’ll treat myself.”


When she winked at him, a slow smile tugged at his
lips. “Order the whole damn menu. I don’t mind.”


“I think I’ll have the Ribeye, well-done, with the
steamed vegetables. And I’d like a salad too with honey mustard on the side.”


Nodding, the waitress scribbled down the order. She
then turned to Aidan. “And what about you?”


“Just the beer is fine for me,” Aidan replied.


The waitress started to leave for the kitchen, but
Emma banged her fist on the table. “Oh no, you don’t! You’re not just going to
sit there and drink like a fish. You better order something and do it right
now! That was part of the deal, remember?”


“Em, I don’t want—”


She swung her hostile gaze from him over to the
waitress who had paled a little at the growing tension. “He’ll have the
Porterhouse steak, medium rare, with a loaded baked potato. You can also bring
him a side of the garlic mashed potatoes because he’s is addicted to carbs and
potatoes. He’ll also have a salad, but make his Caesar. And can you please
bring a loaf of bread with lots of butter as soon as you can?” She cocked her
head at Aidan. “He loves your bread so much he could make his meal just eating
that.”


He stared at her in shock. The waitress’s pen
hovered over the pad until Aidan bobbed his head in agreement. “Okay then. I’ll
put your order in and bring the bread.”


“Thank you,” Emma replied, handing her the menus.
After taking a sip of Coke, she found Aidan staring at her. “What?”


“You remembered what I like,” he murmured.


She slammed her glass down harder than she meant to.
“Of course I do. The only thing predicable besides your outrageous libido is
your stomach. You ordered the same thing each and every time we came here.”


A ghost of a flirtatious smile played at Aidan’s
lips. “If I don’t clean my plate, are you going to spank me, Mommy?”


Emma crossed her arms over her chest. “No, but I
will force feed you myself like the damn petulant toddler you insist on acting
like!”


He brought a hand to his chest. “Ouch, Em.”


“Don’t start with me, Aidan. You look like hell, and
you need more nourishment than alcohol all the time.”


He plopped his elbows on the table and leaned
forward. “Doesn’t seem fair, does it?”


“What?”


“That I look like such hell, yet you look so fucking
beautiful.” A pained sound came from deep in the back of his throat as he eyed
her green maternity top. “And you’re wearing green just like the first night I
ever saw you.” One of his hands reached out to brush against hers. “God, you
were and still are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”


She blew out a frustrated puff of air.  “I don’t
want or need any of your pick-up lines or compliments, thank you very much!”


He shot her a wounded look. “Can’t I tell the mother
of my child how beautiful she looks? How pregnancy has made her blossom into an
even more breathtakingly sexy woman.”


Emma’s heart stilled and then restarted at both his
words and the passion in which he delivered them. The gleam in his eyes
elicited a response between her thighs as well. She wanted to smack her
traitorous body as well as the pregnancy hormones pumping through her.


“What I need more than compliments is for you to
shape up, Aidan,” she said, softly.


“What’s that supposed to mean?” he demanded.


The waitress, armed with a basket of bread, hovered
in front of the table. “Erm, here you go.” She practically threw it at them
before sprinting away.


Ignoring his question, Emma cut a piece of bread.
After slathering it with enough butter to raise anyone’s cholesterol level, she
held it out for Aidan. He didn’t protest. Instead, he took the slice from her,
letting his fingers linger on hers longer than they should. After he swallowed
the bread almost whole, she grinned triumphantly at him. “I knew you were
hungry,” she noted, as she fixed him another piece.


“Hungry for your company,” he replied, in an
agonized voice.


Closing her eyes, she shook her head. “Please
don’t.”


“Look at me,” he commanded.


Reluctantly, she opened her eyes to stare into his
blazing baby blues. “It’s the truth dammit! You don’t know the hell I’ve been
through because you wouldn’t talk to me! You wouldn’t let me apologize or talk
this through. You fucking cut me off.” He shuddered. “I’ve been dead inside the
last three weeks. But now that I’m with you…”


“Let me guess. Now that you’re back in my presence,
you’re like a butterfly emerging from a cocoon?” she snapped sarcastically.


“Keep talking that way to me, and I’ll quit eating.”


She gritted her teeth. “I’m glad to see you’re still
impossible.”


He winked at her as he finished off his third piece
of bread. She twisted her napkin furiously in her lap. “You act like you’re the
only one who’s been suffering.”


Aidan’s face perked up. “You mean, you’ve missed
me?” he asked, his voice vibrating with emotion.


“Of course I have! How could you even ask such a
thing?”


His shoulders sagged. “I just figured when you
wouldn’t talk to me that your hate won out over anything else you felt for me.”


“My hatred for you does fuel a lot of my emotions.”


“Touche,” he replied, tipping his beer up.


“Somehow you forget that what should have been one
of the happiest days of my life was trampled and spat upon by the man I loved
and the father of my child!”


Torment pulsed in Aidan’s eyes as he slowly removed
the bottle from his lips. “Jesus Em,” he muttered.


His pained expression overwhelmed her, and her chest
rose and fell in harsh pants. Finally she found her voice again. “I’m sorry,
but it’s the truth. Trust me, I may look more put together than you, but I’m
not. I’m just as much a wreck on the inside. I can’t shut down this time like
when I lost Travis or my mom. I have Noah to think about.” A bitter laugh
rumbled from her chest. “So you may think the last three weeks have been hell
on you, but you can rest assured they have been for me just as much if not
more!” Snatching her napkin from her lap, she dabbed the hot tears that pricked
the corners of her eyes.


Aidan’s chin trembled. “I swear to God and all
that’s holy I wish I could take it back,” he whispered.


He reached out for her hand, but Jenny appeared with
their salads. Emma’s emotions suddenly switched gears, and she felt terrible
that their outward animosity had scared the other waitress off. For a few
minutes, they didn’t speak. It seemed too much had transpired between them to
say anything else. By the time Emma had daintily cut her lettuce, drizzled on
her dressing, and taken a bite, Aidan had scarfed down his entire salad.


Emma’s fork paused in midair at the sight of his
fingers plunging in and out of his mouth. His tongue licked and sucked off
every last bit of dressing. Assaulted with memories, her body trembled as she
remembered what those fingers and that tongue felt like. Feeling enflamed, she
tried looking anywhere but his delicious mouth. What is wrong with you? The
last thing on earth you should be thinking about is sex with Aidan! The
hormonal pregnancy roller coaster ride she was on seemed hell bent on careening
off on a sex crazed course.


When he met her gaze, his hollowed cheeks flushed.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to act like such a caveman.”


“N-No, it’s okay. I’m glad to see you eating so
well. You’re obviously very hungry.”


He gazed up at her through his long lashes. “But too
stubborn to admit it, right?”


She swallowed her bite of salad. “You never can
admit what you should,” she said softly.


“I know,” he grumbled, as he snatched the last slice
of bread.


She sighed. “I meant what I said about you needing
to shape up. You have to take care of yourself. I don’t like the excessive
drinking—it worries me for your health and safety. Regardless of what we are or
aren’t, you’re still going to be a father. I can’t have a drunk in my--” she
paused. “I mean, in our baby’s life.”


His tortured gaze held hers as he chewed. “So I can
still be in Noah’s life, just not yours?”


Not knowing how to respond, she pushed her salad
around with her fork. “Em?” Aidan pressed.


“I would never keep you away from Noah if you truly
wanted to be a part of his life.”


Jenny interrupted them by bringing their plates.
“Everything okay so far?”


Emma forced a smile at the almost loaded meaning of
the question. “It’s delicious thank you.”


“I’d like some more bread,” Aidan said.


Jenny nodded. “I’ll take care of it.”


They fell into silence again. “You need to eat your
salad,” Aidan finally said.


“Oh, so now you’re telling me to eat?”


“You’re supposed to be eating a lot of green, leafy
vegetables for the folic acid.”


She arched her brows in surprise. “And just how do
you know that?”


Through a mouthful of baked potato, he said, “What
to Expect While You’re Expecting.”


Her heartbeat thundered in her chest so loud she was
sure he could hear it. “You actually read the book I gave you?”


He bobbed his head as he shoveled in a bite of
steak. “Read some others too,” he muttered between chewing.


She stared at him in disbelief. When he finally
looked at her and not his plate, he grinned. “So eat your salad.”


Pursing her lips, she glared at him for a moment
before picking up her fork. Once she filled her mouth with an enormous bite of
lettuce, she mumbled, “Happy?”


“Mmm, hmm. Eat your steak too. Noah needs his
protein.”


Emma snorted exasperatedly but did as she was told.
When she cleaned her salad plate, Aidan clapped for her. She laughed in spite
of herself. “I don’t think two people have ever been so obsessed with one
meal,” she mused.


“I guess we both benefit from having someone take
care of us.”


“Maybe,” she murmured.


After pushing his empty plate out of the way,
Aidan’s expression grew grave. “I need to tell you the truth about what
happened with Amy.”


“I already know.” At Aidan’s puzzled expression, she
replied, “Becky told me about how you tried for a year to get her back. How you
became an alcoholic…had to go to therapy. It really doesn’t affect us.”


Aidan cringed. “Yeah, well, that’s only half of the
story.”


A chill ran over Emma, causing her to shudder. “What
do you mean?”


“Only Amy, Pop, and I know the real truth.” He
downed the rest of his beer and shook the bottle at the waitress as she passed
by.


“So tell me,” Emma prompted.


“After all of our years together, Amy was desperate
for us to get married.” He drew in a ragged breath. “She was so desperate that
she went as far as to try to trap me into marrying her.”


The world tilted and spun around Emma. “You mean…”


“Yes, she was pregnant.”


Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my God.”


“The second time we got back together we weren’t
swimming competitively, so she started broaching the subject of not doing
double the contraception anymore. After awhile, she finally wore me down. She
was on birth control, so I figured that was enough. I stopped using condoms.”


Emma arched her eyebrows at his admission. “You told
me I was the first woman you’d ever been inside of without a condom.”


He scowled at her. “Yeah, well, excuse me if I
thought it would have totally fucked up the moment by admitting that after
going off condoms just twice, my ex-girlfriend got pregnant.” He gave a bark of
a laugh at Emma’s gasp. “Yeah, I’m pretty potent, huh? That’s how I knew I
would be a good candidate to knock you up.”


“That’s a disgusting way of putting it,” Emma
hissed.


Aidan’s expression softened. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean for it to come out like that.”


“Anyway, so Amy got pregnant on birth control?”


A bitter smile then twisted on his face. “Oh no. An
accidental pregnancy? That would have been easy to forgive. After all, the
fucking directions on the box even admit it’s only 98% effective.” His fingers
ripped at the label on his beer. “Nope. A year into us being back together and
me running like hell from any commitment, she stopped taking her birth control
without my knowledge.”


“Oh Aidan,” Emma murmured. She didn’t know what else
to say. “So you’re trying to tell me you have a child out there somewhere?”


The angry expression drained off his face and was
replaced by one of absolute sorrow. “I wish that were the case.”


Emma couldn’t help but reach across the table and
take his hand in hers. “What happened?” she prodded.


The waitress returned with his beer, and Aidan
drowned half of it before speaking again. “A few weeks before I found out she
was pregnant, Amy and I had been out partying with some friends, and I got
plastered. That night as I was digging around in the medicine cabinet for some
Advil, I accidentally knocked her birth control in the sink. You can imagine
how surprised I was when it was unused, not to mention the prescription hadn’t
been refilled in two months. When I confronted her, she admitted she’d stopped
taking it because she thought a baby would solidify our relationship.”


Aidan shuddered. “I was furious. I packed my things
and left for my parents. I refused to talk to her or see her.” He leaned
forward on his elbows. “Kinda like what you’ve been doing to me.”


Emma rolled her eyes. “Finish the damn story,
Aidan.”


He held up his hands. “Fine then. She eventually
came to my office and showed me the pregnancy test.” He gave Emma a sad smile.
“The fact that the Amy I thought I knew and loved had betrayed me by trapping
me into getting married was terrible, but the worst part was the fact I was
scared out of my freaking mind at the prospect of being a father at
twenty-four.” He took two long pulls from his beer. “I’m sure you can imagine
what happened next.”


Her stomach turned at the prospect. “Go on,” she
instructed.


He sneered at her. “You want me to actually say the
words?”


“Fine. That’s when Amy caught you screwing another
woman.”


“Yes,” he croaked.


Emma narrowed her eyes. “Wow, I guess we have a lot
in common. Maybe we should get t-shirts that say, ‘We were both fucked over by
Aidan Fitzgerald’!”


“Em, please,” he begged.


She huffed out an exasperated breath. “Fine.
Continue.”


“Amy threw me out of the house that night. The next
morning I went back over and tried to reason with her. I told her I was sorry,
that I loved her, and that in spite of what had happened between her trying to
trap me and then me screwing someone else, I still wanted to marry her. She
wouldn’t have it. She got into the car and sped away.”


Emma’s brows shot up in surprise at the tears
sparkling in Aidan’s eyes. “She ran a stop sign in the subdivision trying to
get away from me. A car smashed into the driver’s side. Thankfully, she walked
away with just a few scrapes and bruises.” His chest rose and fell in harsh
pants. “But she miscarried later that day.”


Involuntarily, Emma reached out and took Aidan’s
hand in hers again. His expression, his tears, and his words broke her heart.
All the pieces of his puzzle finally fell into place.


“All these years you’ve felt guilty about the baby,
haven’t you?”


He nodded, swiping the tears from his cheeks. “I
never wanted it, and then I…killed it.” He started sobbing then. Emma chewed
her lip and fought herself from rising out of the booth and going over to him.
Her better judgment lost out, and she found herself cradling him in her arms.
The old Aidan she knew would never have cried, least of all in public. He was
absolutely broken by the ghosts of the past and present.


She rubbed wide circles over his back. “You’re not
to blame for what happened with the baby, Aidan, any more than Amy is just
because she was driving too fast and ran the stop sign. Accidents happen.”


Raising his head, he swiped the tears from his
cheeks. “Accidents may happen, but people never forget them…or forgive them.”


Emma ignored the double meaning of his statement in
regards to her. “I’m sure time has helped to heal any bad feelings Amy had for
you. I’m sure she’s struggled with her own guilt over what she did to you by
trying to trap you.”


He shrugged. “I hope so. She certainly helped to
screw me up for every other woman.” His blue eyes honed in on hers. “Maybe it’s
me who can’t forgive. If it hadn’t been for her, maybe I wouldn’t have fucked
things up so epically with you.”


“Maybe,” she murmured.


His fingers came to grip her chin. Tilting her gaze
up to meet his, he shook his head. “For the most part, our proposition was
about me getting the chance to have sex with you, and I did promise my late
mother I would one day have children. But it was also about being able to find redemption
with myself…and with God. I thought if I could help you bring a baby into the
world, it might take away the hurt of the past.”


Emma’s mouth dropped open in surprise. For a few
moments, she could only stare at him in utter and complete shock. All this time
he really had possessed a deeper, more admirable desire for wanting to be her
sperm donor.


“Do you hate me now because of that?”


She shook her head wildly back and forth. “No, how
could you even think that?”


“It’s just you were staring at me and not saying
anything. I thought you might feel used or deceived.”


“That’s not it at all. In fact, I was thinking much
more highly of you because of what you told me.”


“Really?”


“I’m glad having Noah is a way you feel you can
repent for what you did. It’s never too late for redemption, Aidan.”


A hopeful look entered his tortured eyes. “I’d give
anything and everything in this world to redeem myself with you. Just please,
please give me the chance.”


Emma couldn’t hold the intensity of his desperate
gaze any longer. Staring down at her lap, she fought to breathe. Her mind
whirled with trying to process her out of control thoughts while her chest
heaved with emotion. Did she really want to give him the chance to redeem
himself? Could she actually do that to herself and her heart? And if she denied
him, how was she even to have him a part of Noah’s life without letting her
feelings get in the way?


“Please, Em,” he begged.


“I guess I can try,” she finally replied. When she
glanced back up at him, his blue eyes shone with determination. “I’m not making
any promises.”


He smiled. “I can take that—I can take whatever
you’re willing to give me.” 


Jenny interrupted them by bringing over their check.
“Would you like some dessert?”


Emma laughed when she appeared to be asking her more
than Aidan. She patted her very full belly. “No, I think I’m good.”


Aidan swept his hand inside his jacket pocket for
his wallet. Without even glancing at the bill, he stuffed a wad of cash in the
envelope. When Jenny started to protest at his generosity, he shook his head.
“I owe a lot more than that to you and your dad for taking care of me in the
last few weeks.”


“We were happy to do it.” Jenny leaned over and gave
Aidan a quick hug. “Just promise to take care of yourself, and we’ll call it even,
okay?”


He nodded as his eyes burned into Emma’s. “I’m
already feeling like my old self again.”


She cocked her eyebrows at him. “Let’s hope that’s
not every aspect of your old self,” she said, rising out of the booth.


“Damn, Em, do you always have to shred me with those
freakin’ claws of yours?” he grumbled as he stood up.


Jenny threw a worried glance between the two of them
before forcing a smile to her face. “Well, I hope to see you guys again soon.”


Emma gave Jenny a reassuring smile. “Thanks you.” After
giving her a quick hug, she started out of the bar. Aidan hurried to catch up
with her. He stepped in front of her just before she could open the door.


“Thank you,” she mumbled, trying to ignore the
little zap of electricity she felt when his body touched hers. She edged away
from him as they started back to his car. The drive over to the VFW was silent
except for the muted sound of the radio playing love songs that were like
spikes to her broken heart.


When they pulled up to her abandoned car, she didn’t
want to leave him. Her brain screamed for her to pick up her hands and feet and
get going. Finally, as her hand reached for the door handle, Aidan grabbed her
shoulder. “Wait!” he cried.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FIVE


 


Aidan’s chest tightened at the prospect of letting
Emma out of his sight for even a second. They had come so far in the last few
hours he was afraid it might all fade like a dream if they didn’t remain
together. He was desperate for anything to keep her with him. A thought flashed
in his mind, and he blurted, “Can I see Beau?”


Emma stared down at her lap. He could tell she was
raging a battle within herself about whether to let him come over. “Please?” he
pressed.


Her shoulders sagged, but she raised her head and
smiled. “Of course. I mean, he does miss you.”


Aidan gave a bark of a laugh. “I doubt it. He chose
you over me, didn’t he?” He was then assaulted with the painful memory of the
night Emma caught him with Heather. The sight of Beau running after Emma,
nudging her stomach and whining to go with her, cut through to his heart the
same way it did that night. Shuddering, he forced a smile to his face. “I’m
sure he’s too busy eating table scraps and lying around on your couch to miss
me.”


“No, he really does. After all, you were his daddy
for two years.”


“Good because I’ve missed him.” He leaned over the
gearshift towards her. “I’ve missed him every moment of every day.” Her green
eyes widened both at his proximity and the fact that they both knew he wasn’t
talking about Beau anymore. The electricity crackled all around the two of
them.


“You can follow me home.”


“Thank you.”


He waited until she was safely in her car and
cranked up before he pulled out of the parking space. On the way to her house,
his fingers drummed anxiously against the steering wheel. Even though it wasn’t
more than ten minutes, he couldn’t seem to get there fast enough. Hope pulsed
through him that she might finally forgive him and fully let him back into her
life.


As he started to pull into the driveway, a yard sign
caught his eye. Squinting in the darkness, he gasped at the recognition of the
realty sign. The words For Sale sent a stake through his heart.
Animosity overwrought the amorous feelings he had pulsing through him.


He screeched to stop barely off the road. His blood
pounded in his ears as he clambered out of the car and slammed the door. He was
at Emma’s side before she had time to close hers. “YOU’RE MOVING?”


Shrinking from his anger, she pressed herself against
the car. “Yes,” she whispered.


Shame washed over him that his reaction had
frightened her. “I’m sorry for shouting at you, but how could you not tell me?”


“I was going to,” she argued


“When? The day the moving van came? Christ, Emma,
we’ve been together all night! I unveiled my heart and soul, yet you couldn’t
manage to tell me this one little detail?”


“I’m sorry.”


He was afraid to ask the next question because deep
down he already knew the answer. “And just where are you going?”


“I’m moving back home—to Ellijay. I’m going to live
with Grammy and Granddaddy for a while until the house sells, and then I might
find a place of my own close by them. They’re getting older. Granddaddy fell
off a ladder a week ago and just had to have hip replacement surgery. They need
me, but more importantly, I need them.”


He shook his head. “I won’t let you take my son from
me!”


Emma’s green eyes narrowed into angry slits. “Don’t
you dare threaten me like that! You know I would never keep you from Noah. Just
because I don’t live here, doesn’t mean you won’t get to see him.”


“Ellijay is a fucking hour and a half away! How will
I get to see him when he’s that far from me? Are you going to put me on some
visitation schedule? Like every other weekend or some bullshit?”


She rubbed her temples. “I don’t know what I’m going
to do. I just know I can’t stay here anymore. Alone.”


“Dammit, Emma, I can’t believe you could be so
cold.”


She jerked her chin up and glared at him so hard
that he took a step back. “You asshole! How dare you accuse me of being
cold! I’m not the one who cheated and ruined everything between us!”


“I didn’t sleep with her,” he protested.


Emma threw her hands up. “The fact you couldn’t get
it up or I interrupted you is irrelevant to the point, Aidan! You brought some
stranger into your home on the pretense of screwing me out of your heart and
mind!”


He grimaced. “I’ve said it a million times in a
million different ways that I’m sorry!”


“I know you have, but just like I told you back at
O’Malley’s, I would work on forgiving you, and it’s going to take a hell of a
lot of time. So don’t expect me to fall into your waiting arms like nothing
ever happened any time soon. I had a life before you, and I’m going to have one
after you!” She turned and stalked away.


“Em, wait!” When she kept on walking, he called,
“Fine, you want even more grand gestures? Here’s another one.” He sank down
onto his knees on the sidewalk.


When Emma whirled around, her eyes grew wide. “What
are you doing?”


He gazed around them. “What the hell does it look
like I’m doing? I’m on my knees—totally and completely begging you to forgive
me.”


“Get up!” she hissed when a couple walking their dog
paused to stare at them. 


“Not until you forgive me.”


She growled in frustration. “I said it would take
time, so quit being dramatic.”


He shrugged. “Fine, call me a Drama Queen. Call me
any fucking name in the book! Just get all the anger and hate out of your
system, so you can work on forgiving me tonight.” He opened his arms wide. “I
said it on cards, in text messages, and voicemails, and even in that fruity
book of poetry I sent you. But now I’m going to say it to your face in case
it’s the only other chance I have.”


Suddenly in that moment Aidan didn’t feel so sure of
himself. He drew in a ragged breath. “I am sorry, Emma. I’m so sorry for
breaking your heart. I’m sorry for being an utter prick and being afraid of my
feelings for you. Most of all, I’m sorry for screwing up the perfect life we
had by pushing you away and cheating on you.”


Emma’s face flushed with warmth as the woman on the
sidewalk gasped. Aidan turned to her. “Yeah, that’s right. I’m one of the
countless assholes who break women’s hearts. I couldn’t tell Emma I loved her,
and I almost screwed another woman trying to push her away.” He smacked his palms
hard against his chest. “But from the depths of my heart and soul, I’m so, so
sorry!”


“Jesus dude, have you lost all your pride?” the man
questioned, which caused the woman to punch him in the arm.


Aidan chuckled. “Yeah, I have. Because I’m willing to
do whatever it takes to win her back,” he pointed to Emma and smiled at
her.


When Emma strode over to him with a determined look,
Aidan felt his hope rising. It quickly faded as she grabbed him by the hair and
yanked his head up. “Get off my front walk this minute, or I’m going to call
the cops!” She shook her head maniacally. “I can’t believe you just embarrassed
me in front of my neighbors like that!”


“I thought you wanted a man who would say how he
truly felt?”


She rolled her eyes. “This,” she said, motioning
wildly to him, “is not what I had in mind.”


“Fine,” he said pulling himself off the ground. He
leaned closer to her and cocked his eyebrows. “But can you honestly say you
weren’t the tiniest bit impressed by that?”


The corners of her lips pulled up, and he could tell
she was fighting not to smile. “Maybe a little.”


“Aha, I knew it!”


“Come on. Let’s go inside before you can be more of
a twatwaffle tonight.”


He burst out laughing. “What did you just call me?”


“It’s one of Casey’s words.”


“Hmm, let me guess. It’s probably one of Casey’s
words for me?”


She nodded as she unlocked the front door. “Yes, but
with some stronger expletives along with it.”


“I figured as much.”


“Have a seat. I’ll go let Beau out of the basement.”


When Aidan eased down on the couch, a memory flashed
in his mind of making love to Emma in the very same spot before they went to
see her grandparents for the first time. He heard Beau long before he saw him
racing around the corner.


“Hey boy!” he cried, rising up off the couch.


At the sight of Aidan, Beau went into full freak-out
mode with his whole body wiggling while he whined and cried. He barreled into
Aidan, knocking him back down onto the couch. Then he went to licking Aidan’s
face, hands, and any other body part he could get his tongue on.


Emma laughed. “See, I told you he missed you.”


Beau barked a few times as if in agreement, and then
went back to slurping his tongue over Aidan’s face. “Okay, boy, I missed you,
too.” Aidan rubbed over Beau’s back and then patted his head.


“Now sit down, Beau, and be a good boy,” Emma
instructed.


To Aidan’s surprise, Beau obediently slid down onto
the floor and sat stock still for Aidan to pet him. “Damn, I can’t believe
you’ve gotten him to obey.”


“It’s taken some time.”


“Did you take good care of Mommy while I was gone?”
Aidan asked, scratching Beau’s ears. At her sharp intake of breath, he glanced
up at her and winked.


“He’s been wonderful company. Especially at night,”
she replied softly.


“I can imagine. The nights alone have been hell on
me.”


Emma opened her mouth to say something, but then
suddenly wagged her finger at Beau. “Stop that licking, or I’m going to put the
cone of shame back on you.”


Aidan laughed as he patted Beau’s back. “Don’t be so
uptight, Em. He’s just a dog. Let him lick himself if he wants to.”


She shook her head. “If he keeps licking like that,
he’s going to cause an infection with his stitches from his surgery.”


“Surgery?” Aidan repeated lamely. “What happened to
him?” When Emma didn’t respond, Aidan glanced up to see her flushing and
ducking her head. Oh no. She couldn’t have gone there. She wouldn’t have done
that. Taking Beau by the collar, he turned him slowly around. At the sight of
his lost manhood, he sucked in a breath. “You had him fixed?”


Emma nibbled on her bottom lip. “The vet suggested
it. He said it would help calm Beau down and make it easier for him to get
acclimated when Noah’s born.”


Aidan rose off the floor. “Jesus, Em, first you
wanted my balls on a skewer, and now you had to take my dog’s!”


“I never wanted your…balls!” she huffed in protest.


“Symbolically you did.”


She rolled her eyes. “But look how much calmer he
already is.”


Aidan glanced at Beau. As much as he hated to admit
it, he was way more relaxed. “Yeah, well, you should have consulted with me first.
He’s my dog!”


She winced as if in pain. She took a few slow steps
before easing down into the chair. “Whoa, wait a minute. Don’t walk away. We’re
not through discussing this.”


“Em?” When she didn’t respond, he walked around the
side of the chair. He squatted down in front of her. His heart jolted to a stop
and restarted at the anguished expression etched on her face. “Em, what’s
wrong?”


“I’m…cramping.” She closed her eyes, and her chest
rose and fell in harsh breaths. “It hurts really bad.”


Fear crashed over Aidan’s head. “Come on. Let’s get
you to the hospital.” Before she could protest, he took her hand and helped her
out of the chair. She whimpered and clutched her abdomen. “I’ll carry you if
you need me to,” he said.


“No, I can make it,” she replied.


He wrapped his arm around her waist to steady her.
“Stay Beau,” he called over his shoulder. Beau whined, but reluctantly, he sat
down in the foyer. When they started out the door, Emma froze. “My purse.”


“I’ll get it.” He whirled around and went to snatch
it from its place on the floor. He then returned to Emma’s side to help her out
of the door and down the porch steps. “You want to take your car since it’s
closer? I can move mine.”


She shook her head. “No, no, yours is fine.”


“How’s the pain?”


“Intense,” she panted.


“Are you bleeding or do you think your water broke?”


“No, it’s just the contractions.”


A tiny flicker of relief filled him. “It’s going to
be okay, Em. We’ll get you to the hospital, and whatever it is, they’ll fix
it.”


His heart shattered when she stared up at him with
eyes pooling with tears. “I hope so.”


“Have faith.”


He opened the car door and eased her down onto the
seat. As soon as he shut her door, he sprinted over to the driver’s side. He
climbed inside and cranked up. After pealing out into the street, he glanced
over at Emma.


Her eyes were closed and her brows furrowed while
she bit down on her lip. Taking one of his hands off the steering wheel he
grabbed up one of hers. Her eyes flew open, and she stared over at him. “I’m
here for you, Emma.”


“Thank you…I’m glad.” She squeezed his hand tight.
Refusing to let go, she used her other hand to dig her phone out of her purse.
She thrust it over at Aidan. “Call Casey,” she murmured.


Keeping one hand on the wheel, he used his other to scroll
through Emma’s contacts. He braced himself for the wrath to come as his finger
pressed dial. Casey answered on the third ring. “Hey Hot Mama, sorry I haven’t
had a chance to call you back yet,” she said without a hello.


“Um, this is Aidan.”


A long pause came on the line. “What the hell are
you doing with Em’s phone? Please don’t tell me you’ve done something truly
insane to try to get her back? Because if you have, I will make sure that you
go to jail for a long, long time where a very large and hairy man can make you
his bitch!” she shrieked loud enough for even Emma to hear.


“Casey, listen to me. I haven’t kidnapped Emma.
We’re on our way to the ER at Wellstar.”


Casey gasped. “Oh God, what’s wrong?”


Aidan glanced over at Emma whose eyes were once again
pinched closed while her jaw was clenched in pain. “She’s having some
contractions.”


“She’s not bleeding is she?”


“No, just the contractions.”


Aidan heard who he assumed was Nate talking in the
background. “It sounds like a good sign that she isn’t bleeding. Nate thinks it
might just be Braxton Hicks, but we’ll be there just as soon as we can.”


“Okay. Can you call Connor, too?”


Emma’s eyes flew open, and she looked at him in
shock. Aidan figured she was amazed that he didn’t have to be told to do everything,
and he could actually be considerate of her feelings.


“Yeah, sure.”


“Bye.”


Casey merely hung up, so Aidan cut the call off.
“Anyone else you want me to call? Virginia?”


Emma shook her head. “I don’t want to worry Grammy
yet in case it is something like Braxton Hicks.”


“Okay, if you’re sure.”


They made the rest of the drive in tense silence.
After screeching into the hospital parking lot, Aidan wheeled up to the curb at
the emergency room and killed the engine. When he got out and started over to
Emma’s side, a security guard hustled over. “Sir, you can’t park there.”


“Look, my…” he trailed off when he realized he
didn’t know what to call Emma. She certainly wasn’t his wife and their
relationship status didn’t qualify as girlfriend either. “She’s,” he finally
emphasized, “having early contractions, so I’m getting her inside. If you don’t
like it, then tow my fucking car!”


The security guard held up his hands. “Sorry sir.
Once you get registered, please come out and move the car. A nice Mercedes like
that will get knocked to hell at the impound lot.”


Aidan growled with frustration as he held his hand
out to Emma. “Fine. But I’m not coming back out here until I know both she and
my kid are okay!” With his free hand, he dug a hundred out of his wallet. “Watch
it for me, okay?”


The guard looked left and right before he hastily
snatched the money. “Yes, sir.”


Turning his attention back to Emma, he helped her
out of the car. She grimaced as she stepped onto her feet. “Lean on me,” Aidan
instructed as she took a tentative step onto the curb.


With one arm wrapped around her waist, Aidan led
Emma through the mechanized double doors and into the ER lobby. She gripped his
hand tighter and from the expression on her face, he could tell the pain was
worse. “Just a little further, Em,” he said.


At the registration desk, he eased her down into a
chair. When the clerk didn’t come up immediately, he banged his fist on the
desk. “Excuse me, but she might be in preterm labor here!”


The receptionist nodded to a nurse. “We’ll go ahead
and take her on back.”


“Thank you,” Aidan said.


A nurse came out of the doors with a wheelchair.
Aidan helped Emma to her feet and then helped her over to sit down in the
wheelchair. When he started to go back with them, the receptionist called to him.
“You can’t go back until we have all of her medical information.”


“I’m already pre-registered here through my OB/GYN,”
Emma muttered, through teeth gritted in pain.


“Then he’ll have to stay until we get the insurance
information.”


Aidan stared helplessly at Emma as she handed him
her purse. “My cards are in my wallet.”


He raced through the paperwork. Most of it he left
blank, hoping they already had it since he didn’t know it. The irony wasn’t
lost on him that Emma may be carrying his child, but he had no idea if she had
ever had any major surgeries or childhood illnesses. Just as he started to
punch the button to open up the doors, someone cleared his throat.


It was the security guard. “Fuck!” Aidan cried.
Several people in the waiting room looked up at him. Digging his keys from the
pocket, he sprinted past the security guard and to his waiting car. Tires
squealed as he pulled around the entrance and back-tracked it to the available
parking deck.


When he got back inside, he punched the button on
the Authorized Personnel Only doors. His gaze spun desperately around the
hallway of rooms. Feeling an odd sense of deja vu from earlier in the day, he
was just about to flag down a nurse when Dr. Nadeen appeared before him, his
face tense with worry. “She is in room five,” he said.


Although he hated to say it, Aidan mumbled, “Thank
you.”


He threw open the door to find the curtain pulled.
The sound of a baby’s heartbeat echoed off the walls. “Em?” he cried.


“I’m here.”


He raced forward, throwing the curtain aside. At the
sight of Emma in stirrups and a doctor between her legs, he froze. “Aidan,” she
urged, motioning him to her side. The insistent tone in her voice caused him to
move quickly. He sidestepped the doctor and went to her side. He grabbed up her
hand and squeezed.


“I’m sorry. I had to fill out all this paperwork and
then go move my car.”


“It’s okay.”


He shook his head. “No, it’s not. You shouldn’t have
had to be back here alone. You needed me.” He gazed down at her. “I needed to
be with you.”


“You’re here now. That’s all that matters.”


Aidan couldn’t stop himself from leaning over and
kissing her forehead. He would have to give the hospital props. They had been
there barely twenty minutes, and Emma was already outfitted in a hospital gown
and was being seen by a doctor. He couldn’t help but wonder if it was not only
the seriousness of her condition, but also Dr. Nadeen that helped matters
along.


The doctor, whose white coat had “Dr. Pendleton”
embroidered in blue, rose off his stool. “You can come out of these now.” Emma
eased her legs out of the stirrups as Dr. Pendleton slid the table back down
for her. After he tossed his rubber gloves in the trash, he turned to face
them. “Even though you were experiencing preterm labor, you’re not dilated, and
your cervical plug is still intact.”


At what Aidan assumed was his blank expression, Dr.
Pendleton said, “Those are good factors. I’m going to have a nurse come in and
administer Turbutaline, which will stop the remaining contractions you’re
experiencing. I’ll come back in and do an ultrasound to see how your baby
looks. From his heartbeat, he seems to be a little agitated, but that could be
from the uterine walls contracting.” He turned to go to the door. “Since you’re
condition is now stable, I’ll be back in a little while to check on you.”


Aidan’s legs didn’t feel like they would support him
any longer, so he collapsed into the chair by the bed. Relief washed over him.
For the moment, it appeared that Noah was going to be okay, and in turn, Emma
was as well.


“Thank you God,” Emma murmured.


A commotion came outside the door. “What the—”Aidan
began before Casey and Connor burst inside the room.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SIX


 


“Em!” Casey cried, hurrying over to the bedside. She
wrapped her arms around Emma and squeezed tight. “What’s the verdict?”


“For now, I’m okay, and Noah’s okay. Some preterm
labor, but they’re able to stop it.”


Casey and Connor both exhaled noisily. “Thank
goodness,” Connor said.


A nurse interrupted by coming in to administer the
shot of Turbutaline. She eyed everyone before shaking her head disapprovingly.
“You really shouldn’t have such a crowded room. You need rest and relaxation.”


“Please don’t make them leave. They are relaxing to
me,” Emma protested.


She tsked before sticking the needle into Emma’s IV.
“Dr. Pendelton won’t like all these people in here, disturbing you, and he’s
about to come back in to do your ultrasound.”


“We’ll step outside for a bit,” Casey said
diplomatically.


“Yeah, we don’t want to get you in trouble,” Connor
agreed.


When Aidan didn’t budge, Casey shot him a look. “I’m
staying with Emma and my son,” he replied tersely.


“Whatever,” she snapped before starting for the
door. She and Connor were about to go out when Dr. Pendleton swept inside. They
pressed themselves up against the far wall. Without a hello or an admonishment
to the over-capacity room, he proceeded to do the ultrasound. Emma felt
slightly comforted seeing Noah’s form on the screen. His heart rate had
thankfully calmed down. “He looks like he’s planning on staying inside for
awhile,” Dr. Pendleton remarked before turning off the machine.


He stood up. “While everything appears to be
improving, I’m going to insist on strict bed-rest for at least the next week to
two weeks. You may lie down or sit, but your feet are only to touch the ground
to use the restroom. I’d advise that you use a seat in the shower, too. Is that
clear?”


Emma gasped. “But my job—”


Dr. Pendleton held up a finger to silence her. “Ms.
Harrison, I know it seems that since we have the situation under control at the
moment that all is well, but the future stability of your pregnancy rests on
the care you give yourself in the next ten days.”


“I understand,” she murmured, trying to calm the
rising panic that pricked its way like needles over her body.


“As for your job, I’ll fill out the necessary
paperwork for you to take a leave of absence. The most important thing right
now is for you to rest and limit your stress level.  We don’t want any more
premature labor.”


“How long do I have to stay in the hospital?” Emma
questioned, her voice wavering.


“I want to keep you over night, and then you’re free
to go home. Let me go check on the status of moving you upstairs.”


After Dr. Pendleton exited the room, Emma’s emotions
spiraled out of control. She tried fighting with everything in her not to
totally and completely lose it at the prospect that Noah’s life might still be
in danger. It was too much to bear, and she couldn’t stop the floodgates from
opening.  A strangled cry erupted from her lips, sending both Casey and Aidan
racing forward to comfort her. Somehow Casey elbowed Aidan out of the way,
blocking him from getting to her.


A frustrated grunt came from Aidan. Casey ignored
him and grabbed Emma’s hand. She squeezed it tight and gave her a reassuring
smile. “Don’t cry, Em. It’s all going to be fine. Lots of women have to go on
bed rest for a while, and then the rest of their pregnancies are completely
normal.”


Between hiccupping sobs, she replied, “I hope so.”


“I know so. And I’ll take you to Grammy’s first
thing in the morning, and she’ll get you through this.”


Emma shook her head as the tears slid down her
cheeks. “I can’t go to Grammy’s. Granddaddy had hip replacement surgery a week
ago, and she’s already ragged from taking care of him. I can’t put any more
stress on her at her age.”


Aidan cleared his throat and sidestepped Casey to
stand in front of Emma. “You’re coming home with me. I’m going to take care of
you.”


A hiss erupted from Casey. She jerked her hand away
from Emma’s to jab a finger in Aidan’s chest. “Over my dead body!”


Aidan’s eyebrows shot up. “Excuse me?”


Casey’s nostrils flared. “You’ve got to be out of
your fucking mind! You take care of her? You’re the very reason she’s in
this condition.”


He winced. “With Pop’s episode, Emma’s had a lot of
stress on her today as well as in the last few weeks.”


“Don’t you dare try to pawn this off on someone
else!”


“Look we all know I fucked up! Royally. Even though
I’d give anything to take it back, I can’t. But I can make it right, and one
way to prove to Emma how much I care about her is to take care of her when she
needs me most.”


Emma sucked in a breath at Aidan’s words. She was
sure one of the countless monitors she was hooked up to was about to go haywire
with her accelerating heartbeat. Shock reverberated through her that he had
even suggested taking care of her, least of all that he actually meant he’d do
it. While deeply touched, she couldn’t imagine how her frayed nerves could
allow her to be so close to him. Finally, she shook her head. “I don’t think—”
she started.


His blue eyes blazed with a steely determination.
“This isn’t up for discussion.”


Casey snorted. “Oh hell yes, it is up for
discussion. If anyone is going to be taking care of Em, it’s me, fuckwit!”


Aidan’s face clouded over with fury, and Emma feared
he was about to truly lose his temper. His jaw clenched as he leaned closer to
Casey. “You seem to forget that’s my child she’s carrying. He is my
responsibility. You can sure as hell believe that nothing else matters more to
me in this world than my son.”


Glaring back at him, Casey countered, “Too bad you
weren’t thinking about Noah when you almost screwed that skank.”


At Aidan’s growl, Connor squeezed between them.
“Okay, enough!” He shook his head. “Damn, you two have got to chill with the
pissing contest about Em. Would you stop for a minute and think about how much
you’re upsetting her?”


Both Aidan and Casey snapped their gaze from Connor
and stared at Emma. Their attention caused her cheeks and neck to flush.


Aidan’s expression softened. “I’m sorry, Em. I don’t
want to upset you. I just want…” He ran his hand through his sandy hair. “I
just want you to let me take care of you and Noah.”


The sincerity in his words sent her heart fluttering
again, and she hated herself for it. After nibbling on her lip, she questioned,
“What about your job? You can’t possibly travel like you have been and take
care of me.”


“I’ll just take a leave of absence like you are.”


Emma couldn’t help widening her eyes. “You would do
that?”


“Of course I would. You need me,” Aidan said, edging
closer to the bed.


“But with your position, will they even consider
granting you one? I mean, it’s not like we’re married.”


Aidan shrugged. “If they don’t, then I’ll just quit.
You and Noah mean more to me than a job.”


Casey crossed her arms over her chest in a huff.
“And what if your libido kicks in one night after seeing some slut in a short
skirt? Are you just going to run out on her again?”


“Case,” Emma pleaded at the same moment Aidan
snarled, “Don’t fucking go there!”


“I cannot believe you’re honestly considering
letting him do this. He broke your heart, Em!” Casey cried, throwing her hands
up in frustration.


Emma sighed. “Yes, I’m well aware of what he did.
But at the moment, I don’t see any other choice but to accept what he’s proposing.”
She then turned her gaze to Aidan. “My house is a wreck with the move. I’d have
to stay with you.”


His beaming smile thawed a little of the remaining
chill towards him in her heart. “Of course you can. I’ll put you up in my
bedroom since its downstairs and the bathroom is closest.”


“Thank you. I’ll need some of my things. Casey, can
you go with Aidan and help him pack up what I’ll need?”


Casey’s eyes bulged like Emma had just asked her to
help Satan achieve world domination. “I can’t stand being in the same room with
him, least of all help him paw through your things!”


Emma rolled her eyes. “Fine then, be an immature ass
about it. I’m sure Connor will be happy to do it.”


“Sure thing, Emmie Lou,” Connor replied, stepping
forward to thump Aidan’s back. From the way he winced, Emma was sure Connor had
hit him a little harder than necessary.


“I appreciate that Connor,” Emma replied. Staring
pointedly at Aidan, she said, “Just the essentials. I won’t be staying very
long.”


The corners of Aidan’s lip curled into a
self-satisfied smirk. “We’ll see.”


“You’re impossible,” she muttered.


“Okay, then, guess we better head out and get
started.  That way everything will be ready for you when they discharge you in
the morning,” Connor said.


Aidan nodded. “Sounds good.”


After a long, drawn out sigh, Casey said, “Fine.
I’ll go with you.”


“Seriously?” Connor and Aidan said at the same time.


“Yes,” she snapped.


Connor held his hands up. “Fine. It’s your funeral.”


“Let’s face it. Considering I’m the only one out of
the three of us who has a vagina and knows what Em would want, you’re going to
need me.”


With a snort, Connor said, “Yeah, well, I’ve known
her longest and—”


“You’ve practically got a vagina?” Casey teased with
a smile.


“Har, fucking, har!”


Emma laughed. “Would you guys knock it off and get
going?”


“Man, you’re already bossing us around,” Connor
said, with a grin. He nudged Aidan. “You’re in for a fun two weeks, Slave Boy.”


Aidan chuckled. “I don’t mind. Emma can use and
abuse me to her heart’s content. As long as she’s happy and healthy, I’ll do
anything she pleases.”


Connor stared at Aidan for a moment and then shook
his head. “Yep, you’ve got the love-bug bad, dude. Very, very bad.” He turned
back to Emma and winked. “See you tomorrow, Emmie Lou.” He leaned over and gave
her a hug and a kiss. Before he pulled away, he whispered in her ear. “Work him
hard, Em, but give him a chance too.”


“I’ll try.”


Connor swapped places with Casey who also gave Emma
a big hug. “When I’m done, I’ll come back and stay the night with you,” Casey
said.


Emma shook her head. “No, no, I’ll be fine. It’s
just one night. It’s not like I haven’t spent a few nights in the hospital.
It’s just I’m usually on the other side of the bed.”


“Are you sure? Nate’s pulling an all nighter
tonight, so I don’t mind.”


“I’m positive. You can come in the morning or to the
house tomorrow.”


Casey’s body went taut at the prospect of Aidan’s
house. “We’ll see.”


When Casey turned to go, she swung her massive purse
around, nailing Aidan in the balls. With a groan, he doubled over, puffing out
a few breaths and then sucking them in. Once he recovered, he jerked his head
up. His blue eyes narrowed into slits of fury.


Casey gave him a sweet smile. “Oh, I’m so sorry. My
bad.”


Aidan muttered under his breath, but he didn’t
challenge Casey. “Come on,” Connor said, taking Aidan’s arm. Once Aidan and
Connor had gone out the door, Emma called, “Case?”


Glancing over her shoulder, Casey said, “Yeah?”


Emma gave her a tight smile. “Be nice to him,
please?”


Casey sniffed a frustrated breath. “How can you ask
that of me? You know how I feel about that…douchenozzle!”


“I know, but there’s more to what happened than you
understand. So give him a little bit of a break.”


Whirling around, Casey threw up her hands. “Dammit,
Em, why do you have to be so nice and forgiving?”


“I didn’t say I was forgiving him. I just understand
more now.” At Casey’s continued doubtful expression, Emma said, “Just trust me
on this one.”


“Fine, I’ll be civil, but I can’t be nice.”


“Does civil mean you won’t nail him in the balls
again?”


Casey gave an evil grin. “It means I’ll try.”


“Try hard, okay?”


She nodded.


“Thank you.”


Casey blew her a kiss before heading out the door.
Throwing her head back against the pillows, Emma blew out a puff of air. Her
hand went to her abdomen as she continued gazing up at the ceiling tiles.
“Please God, please watch over Noah and don’t let anything bad happen to him.
Nothing else in the world matters as much as delivering him healthy into this
world at the right time.” Closing her eyes, Aidan’s face flashed before her,
sending her eyes popping back open. “And if Aidan is truly the one, soften my
heart to him…or give me a sign I should move on.”


Her prayers were interrupted by a nurse and an
orderly. “Time to move you upstairs.”


The orderly brought the wheelchair over, and Emma
swung her legs out of the bed. After she sat down, she smoothed the hospital
gown down over her legs. They took a quick trip up the elevator to the 3rd
floor. She couldn’t help but wonder which floor Patrick was on.  She made a
note of her room number, so she could text it to Casey…and to Aidan.


A sweet-faced middle aged nurse came in just as she
was getting settled in the bed. “I’m Connie, and if you need anything, you just
let me know.”


Emma smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”


Once Connie and the orderly left, Emma turned on the
TV to try to get her mind off of things. She was enjoying some old reruns of I
Love Lucy when a gentle rapt came at the door.


“Yes?” she called, her brows furrowing at who would
possibly be knocking.


It cracked open before Pesh stuck his head in. “Hey
there.”


Emma inwardly groaned. He was the last person on
earth she expected to see. Shooting up in the bed, she smoothed her ruffled bed
hair and hoped she didn’t have leftover raccoon eyes from crying. “H-Hi.”


Wagging his finger, he made a tsking noise as he
stepped into the room. “Just couldn’t let Mr. Fitzgerald be outdone, huh?”


Emma laughed. “No, I don’t suppose so.”


Motioning to the chair next to the bed, Pesh asked,
“May I?”


“Sure.”


His jovial expression suddenly grew serious. “You
can’t imagine how horrified I was to see your name come across the computer
screen.” He shook his head. “So I was right in thinking you needed to take
better care of yourself?”


“Unfortunately yes. But it’s not only today though.”
Emma glanced down at the standard order hospital blanket. “The last three weeks
have taken their toll, I suppose.”


“Does it have anything to do with your relationship
with Mr. Fitzgerald’s son?”


Emma jerked her gaze from the blanket over to Pesh.
“W-Wait, how did you…”


He gave her an understanding smile. “It’s a long
story.”


“So is mine,” she replied, with a mirthless laugh.
At the tension in the air, Emma desperately sought to change the subject. “I
thought you had gone home for the day. When I was brought in, I was hoping you
would be my doctor. Dr. Pendleton’s bedside manner is quite lacking.”


“I apologize for that.”


“It’s not your fault he’s so gruff.”


“No, but it’s my fault that you had to see him.”


“What?”


A sheepish grin curved on his lips. “You were
assigned to my caseload, but I asked him to see you instead.”


Emma gasped. “But why?”


Ducking his head, Pesh replied, “Because I knew I
wanted to see you personally in the future, and that would be too uncomfortable
for both of us if I had to…” He drew in a sharp breath as pink tinged his tan
cheeks. “Well, if I had to examine you physically.”


Understanding crashed over Emma as she thought of
how thoroughly Dr. Pendleton had examined her. “Oh,” she murmured.


He leaned forward in his chair, his dark eyes taking
on a pleading glint. “I don’t want you to think I’m a creep or something for
wanting to get to know you better. It was Mr. Fitzgerald who first broached the
subject.”


Emma widened her eyes in horror. “He actually did that?
I’m going to give him a piece of my mind when we’re both better!” When his
shoulders sagged in defeat, Emma felt terrible that he appeared insulted by her
words. “Oh Pesh, I’m so sorry. It’s not that I wouldn’t want to go out with
you.”


His dark eyes lit up with hope. “Really?”


“Yes. I just can’t believe that Patrick would do
such a thing.”


“Because of what was once between you and his son?”


“Yes that and the fact he was laid up in the
emergency room. It’s not the most opportune time to be playing matchmaker.”


“I guess I planted the seed when I called you
beautiful.”


Emma’s cheeks warmed at his compliment. “Thank you.”


Staring down at his hands, Pesh said, “I want you to
know that taking your phone number from Mr. Fitzgerald, saying that a total
stranger is beautiful—that’s not who I am. I’m sure none of my colleagues would
believe I had done such a thing.”


“Really?”


Pesh nodded. “The truth is I haven’t reacted to a
woman like I did with you in a long, long time.”


“Oh?”


He peeked up at her through his long, dark lashes.
Sorrow radiated in his eyes. “Eighteen months ago I lost my wife to an
aneurysm.”


Emma gasped. “I’m so sorry.”


“You can’t imagine what a helpless feeling it is to
be a physician, and you can’t save the woman you love most in the world.”


“How old was she?” Emma tentatively asked.


“Only thirty-five.”


“That’s so young.”


Pesh nodded. “Jade was adopted when she was just
three. Her adoptive parents didn’t know anything about her medical history.
From what I’ve been able to gather, it could have been preventable had we known
the signs and symptoms of what to look for.”


At his anguished expression, Emma reached out for
his hand. With a grateful smile, he slipped it into hers. “I know what it’s
like to lose the love of your life.”


Pesh’s dark brows arched in surprise. “You do?”


She nodded. “Five years ago my fiancée was killed in
a car accident.”


“I’m so sorry.” An awkward silence filled the room.
Finally, Pesh gave a short shake of his head. “Hmm, between your lost fiancée,
your breakup, and me being a widower, I suppose we would make a tragic pair,
wouldn’t we?”


“People do move on,” she said softly. But when she
uttered the words, she was thinking more of Aidan than of Travis. Was Pesh the
sign she had prayed about? Or had everything that had been thrown at her in the
last three weeks just confused her too much?


“In the eighteen months since I lost Jade, I could
never imagine ever wanting to date another woman again.” He smiled at her.
“Until today.”


“But why me?”


“Why not?”


“You do realize I’m six months pregnant right?”


“I’ll tell you the same thing I did Mr. Fitzgerald’s
son when he mentioned it.”


Emma’s cheeks burned at the mention of Aidan. She
didn’t even want to begin to imagine what the conversation had been like
between Patrick, Aidan, and Pesh. Her mortification was interrupted by Pesh
squeezing her hand. “The fact you’re pregnant has no bearing on how beautiful
you are outwardly or the kindness that radiates from within you.”


Unblinking and not breathing, she stared at him in
disbelief.  How was it possible that a handsome, successful, compassionate man
was interested in dating her when she was six months pregnant with another
man’s child? “Pesh, I’m very grateful for your flattering compliments, but my
life is so very complicated at the moment.”


“And I’m not helping matters with my amorous
declarations, am I?”


She gave him a sad smile. “You’ve been through so
much that you deserve true happiness. I have to be totally honest when I say I
just don’t know if I have anything to give you at the moment.”


Pesh tilted his head to one side in thought. “What
if we just tried getting to know one another as friends and see where it goes?
I know you’re not going to be able to get out and about much in the next few
weeks, so I could come and do house calls. You know, check your vitals.” He
momentarily grimaced. “That sounds completely stalkerish, doesn’t it?”


“No, I—”


“It’s been so long since I was in the dating game.
I’m sure I’m saying and doing everything that is a major turn-off.”


Emma gazed at his drop dead gorgeous face and
wondered how he could ever turn any woman off. “I would love to have you come
and check on me.”


His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Really?”


She nodded. “I’m sure after a few days stuck inside,
I’d love the company as well as the medical expertise.”


A pleased smile cut across Pesh’s face. “I would
like that very much.”


“Me too.”


The pager on Pesh’s belt went off. “Guess that means
I better head out.” He rose up from the chair. “So I look forward to seeing you
sometime this week.”


“But how will you—”


Pesh held his hand up. “Mr. Fitzgerald has already
taken care of that.”


Emma rolled her eyes but smiled in spite of herself.
“Why am I not surprised?”


He laughed. He once again took her hand in his and
then brought it to his lips. “You better promise to take very good care of
yourself.”


Finding it hard to breathe, she could only murmur,
“I will.”


He then turned and went to the door. Just before he
slipped out of it, he gave her one last wave. Once she heard the door click
shut, her head fell back against the pillows. Shaking her head, she couldn’t
believe the insanity of the day’s events. If anyone had told her the day before
a gorgeous man would be asking to go on a date with her, she would have told
them they were out of their mind. The same could be said for everything that
had transpired at dinner with Aidan from his admission about Amy to his desire
for her forgiveness.


Exhausted from the day’s events, she closed her eyes
and tried to block out all of her out-of-control thoughts and fears.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SEVEN


 


Around three in the morning, Emma’s full bladder
woke her up. As she swung her legs out of the bed, she froze. Warmth spread
through her chest at the sight of Aidan fast asleep in the chair. Sometime
during the night he had come back so she wouldn’t have to stay by herself. Her
heartbeat accelerated at how much he truly cared for her. Any thoughts of Pesh
vanished from her mind as she sat on the bedside staring at Aidan.


His neck hung forward at a precarious angle, and she
knew he would have a terrible crick in it. She stood up on her wobbly legs and
leaned over him. “Aidan,” she murmured, bringing her hand to his cheek.


“Hmm?” 


“Wake-up.”


His eyes snapped open, and he sprung up so fast he
almost lunged into her. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”


She smiled. “I’m fine. I just needed to go to the
bathroom, and you were about to break your neck sleeping that way.”


Wincing, he rolled his shoulders. “You should get a
nurse to do a bed pan and stay off your feet.”


She snorted. “I’m not that helpless, thank you very
much.”


Amusement twinkled in his eyes. “Want me to carry
you?”


“Absolutely not! The last thing I need is my
soon-to-be caregiver to get a hernia from trying to lift me.”


“Em, you would not give me a hernia,” he replied.


“Whatever,” she murmured before padding into the
bathroom. After she finished and washed her hands, she came out to find Aidan
already asleep again and snoring slightly.


Shaking her head, she slipped back into bed. She
felt like she had barely closed her eyes when she felt someone’s breath warming
her cheek. “Em, wake-up sweetheart.”


Fluttering her eye-lids, she saw Aidan hovering over
her. “What time is it?”


“Six. I wanted to let you know I was going upstairs
to be with Pop before his surgery.”


“Okay. Tell him I love him, and I’m praying for
him.”


“I will.” He hesitated a moment before leaning over
to kiss the crown of her head. “I hate to leave you.”


“No, you need to be with your dad.”


“I’ll be back just as soon as I can.”


Emma nodded. When he turned for the door, she said,
“Aidan, wait.”


He whirled around with his eyebrows cocked, waiting
for her response. “I just wanted to say thank you for staying with me last
night. It really means a lot that you didn’t leave me alone.”


He smiled. “Although you don’t need to say thanks,
you’re more than welcome.”


When he closed the door behind him, Emma laid her
head back against the pillows. In no time she was asleep again until the
morning breakfast trays came rumbling around on their carts. Along with the
morning meal came another nurse to check her vital signs. Emma was forcing down
some of the hospital’s rubbery bacon and overcooked eggs when her hospital room
door swung open. “Morning sunshine!” Casey said, sweeping inside.


“Good morning.”


“I brought you something comfortable to go home
in…well, I guess I should have said something to go to the douchenozzle’s
place.”


Emma rolled her eyes. “How did it go last night?”


“Fine. I managed not to maim him or draw blood.”


“I’m glad to hear you didn’t cause any more physical
harm. Did you spare him emotionally as well?”


Casey grunted as she plopped down in the chair. “I
probably said five words to him tops.” Gazing around the room, she asked,
“Speaking of, where is the douchecanoe this morning?”


Emma grunted in frustration before replying, “He’s
with his sisters waiting to see how Patrick’s surgery goes.”


“Ah, I see.”


She had just opened her mouth to tell Casey about
Aidan staying the night when Pesh entered the room. “Morning. I just wanted to
check in to see how you were feeling before I started my shift.”


Emma bit down on her lip to keep from laughing at
Casey’s expression. Open-mouthed and wide-eyed, Casey drank in Pesh’s
appearance from his head down to his toes. When he glanced at her, he thrust
out his hand. “I’m Dr. Alpesh Nadeen.”


“C-Casey Turner,” she replied.


“She’s my best friend,” Emma informed him as Casey
kept staring.


“It’s very nice to meet you.” Side-stepping Casey,
he came to Emma’s side. “I’m hoping you won’t think it was completely
inappropriate, but I snuck a little peek at your chart this morning.”


“You’re a total stalker,” she teased.


Pesh grinned, causing dimples to appear in his
cheeks. “Well, with that said, everything looks good. I think once you take it
easy these next fourteen days, you’ll be fine for the rest of your pregnancy.”


“I hope so.”


“Have faith. It’s all going to be just fine.” Once
again his pager interrupted them. He glanced down at it and scowled. “Guess I
better get downstairs.”


“Thank you so much for coming by.”


He nodded. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, and we’ll
iron out our dinner plans.”


“Dinner?”


He cocked his dark eyebrows at her. “You didn’t
think I would just come check your vitals and run out the door, now did you?”


Emma felt her cheeks warming at the insinuation.
“Well no, but—”


He held up a hand and smiled. “We’ll talk about it
later.” He turned to Casey. “Nice meeting you.”


“Yes, nice meeting you too,” she replied, her gaze
honing in on his ass as he walked out the door. Once they were alone, she
whirled back to Emma. “Holy shit, Em! You have precisely five seconds to fill
me in on who the hell Dr. McDreamy Bollywood is!”


Emma laughed and then she proceeded to tell Casey
everything. Once she was finished, Casey shook her head slowly back and forth.
“Wow…I mean…just wow.”


With a dreamy sigh, Emma said, “Tell me about it.”


“So are you going to give him a chance?”


Emma shrugged. “Maybe.”


“I think a man like that warrants a little more than
a ‘maybe’.” Casey gazed longingly at the door Pesh had only moments ago exited.
“I mean, incredibly good looks aside, the man is compassionate and caring…and
completely the opposite of the commitment-phobic dirt-bag.”


“I’m already too stressed, Case. I can’t throw in a
potential new man to the mix right now.” When Casey started to protest, Emma
shook her head. “Besides, I’m still not sure I’m ready to move on from Aidan.”


Casey rolled her eyes. “Seriously? You’re going to
let your feelings for the douchenozzle screw up a potentially amazing
soul-mate?”


“Aidan is the father of my child. I’ll always love
him for that fact alone, but there’s still so much between us.” At Casey’s
tight lipped expression, Emma said, “There’s no easy black and white here,
Case. It’s all grey. Besides what I still feel about him, his actions in the
last twenty-four hours are very endearing. He’s risking his job to take care of
me. He came back last night so I wouldn’t be alone. He’s begging and pleading
for my forgiveness. I can’t just ignore that.”


Casey’s shoulders drooped in defeat. “I just don’t
want to see you get hurt.”


“I know you don’t. And trust me, neither do I. But I
have to at least let him try and see this thing through, or I’ll always regret
it.”


Casey started to protest but was interrupted by
Emma’s phone buzzing. She glanced down at it. “Aidan’s on his way up.”


Casey wrinkled her nose. “I better get a move on, or
I’ll be late to work.”


“Hold down the fort for me while I’m gone.”


She grinned. “Will do. You just make sure to take
extra good care of yourself and Mr. Noah, so you can get back as soon as you
can.”


Emma smiled. “I sure will try.”


Casey leaned over and gave Emma a quick hug and a
kiss. “I’ll be over to see you soon.”


“Good.”


As Casey started out the door, Aidan breezed in. He
flinched and pushed himself as far away from her and her pocketbook as he
could. “Easy Big Papa, your boys are safe this morning.”


He sighed in relief. “I’m glad to hear it. They’re
still a bit traumatized from last night.”


Throwing a glance over her shoulder, Casey winked at
Emma. “Bye.”


Emma waved before turning her attention to Aidan.
“How’s Patrick?”


“Good,” Aidan replied.


Emma sighed in relief. “Thank God.”


“You’ll be happy to know the first thing he did when
he got back to his room was ask about you.”


Tears welled in Emma’s eyes. “Really?”


Aidan nodded. “He said to give you and Noah his love,
and he would be over to see you just as soon as he got sprung out.”


Emma laughed and wiped her eyes. “That’s so sweet.”


“Yes, sweetness runs in the Fitzgerald DNA,
especially with the males,” Aidan mused.


She shot him an exasperated look. “Isn’t it a little
early for you to be this cocky?”


Aidan chuckled as a nurse came into the room with
Emma’s discharge papers. Once she had signed everything, Aidan said, “Guess
that means we get to hit the road, huh?”


Emma nodded and started to get out of the bed. “As soon
as I change clothes and run a brush through my hair.”


Aidan’s brows furrowed. “Don’t stand too long while
you’re changing. Sit on the edge of the tub or the toilet seat.”


Emma huffed out an exasperated breath. “Are you
going to be this overprotective when we get to your house?”


He bobbed his head. “Yep, at least until I know you
and Noah are out of the woods.”


Her frustration evaporated a little at his
sincerity. “Okay, okay, I’ll sit down while I get dressed.”


After she padded into the bathroom, she happily tore
off the hospital gown and then threw on the yoga pants and long sleeve shirt
Casey had brought. She then slid her somewhat swollen feet into the size bigger
tennis shoes she recently had to purchase. She pulled her long hair back into a
ponytail.


When she was done, she came out to find a nurse
waiting with a wheelchair. She eased down in it while Aidan grabbed the bag
Casey had brought along with her purse. The nurse then wheeled her down the
hallway to the elevator. “Make sure you read your discharge papers about what
to do and not to do. It also indicates when you need to go back to see your
doctor.”


Before Emma could respond, Aidan replied, “I’ll make
sure she does.”


The nurse gave Aidan a big smile. “I bet you’re
going to take very good care of her.”


“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be giving her lots of TLC.”


When Emma cocked her head at him, he winked. Once
they got to the lobby downstairs, the nurse said, “We’ll wait here while your
husband goes and gets the car.”


Emma made a slight strangled noise while Aidan
skidded to a stop. “Um, okay,” she finally squeaked.


Aidan cut his eyes over to her before jogging out to
the parking lot. It didn’t take him long to return with the car. “Good luck,”
the nurse said before she closed the car door.


“Thanks,” Emma replied. She quickly buckled her seat
belt and turned to Aidan. “Okay then.”


As they pulled out of the parking lot, Aidan said,
“There’s someone else who is very anxious to see you.”


“Oh?”


He took his gaze off the road and grinned at her.
“Beau.”


Emma laughed. “I hope you brought him home last
night.”


“I thought his home was your house?”


“His original home.”


“Ah, then yes, I did. Of course, he kept circling
through the rooms looking for you.”


“Poor baby.”


“I’m sure he’ll be more than ready to share your bed
and your leftovers when you get there.”


She grinned. “I hate sleeping alone, so I’ll be
thrilled to have him as my bed buddy again.”


Aidan opened his mouth to say something but then
closed it.


“What?” she asked.


“Nothing.”


Since she sensed his comment dealt with offering his
services as her bed buddy, she decided to drop it. When they turned on Aidan’s
street, Emma’s chest clenched as she was enveloped by a mixture of both happy
and painful memories. As he pulled into the driveway, she couldn’t help but
flashback to the night she had found both his car and another’s.


When he killed the engine, he glanced over at her.
“Why don’t you sit tight while I go unlock the door, so you don’t have to
wait?”


She shot him a look. “Aidan, I think I can stand for
two seconds while you open the door.”


“Fine,” he grumbled.


She couldn’t believe how extreme he was taking her
bed rest. One minute it was infuriating and the next it was endearing. She just
hoped her hormones would allow her to appreciate him rather than verbally berate
him.


The next thing she knew Aidan had moved like
lightning from the car and through the garage, so by the time her slow-moving
form reached the door, he had it unlocked and opened. “Nice footwork, Speedy,”
she remarked.


“You’re welcome.”


Beau came yipping into the kitchen. “Hey boy, did
you miss me?” He whined and then nudged her belly. “Aw, we’re both okay. I just
have to take it easy,” she informed him.


“Speaking of taking it easy, let’s get you on to
bed.”


“You’re so bossy,” she replied as she padded down
the hallway.


When she entered Aidan’s bedroom, she gasped. The
quilt Grammy had made her when she was a little girl was draped over the bed
while the antique silver framed pictures of her parents sat on the nightstand.
Her glider and ottoman rested to the right side of the bed. She turned back to
him, unable to hide her surprise. “Did Casey suggest this?”


“No,” he murmured.


Her heartbeat broke into a wild sprint. “You mean,
you did this? For me?”


“Yeah, I did.” Aidan rubbed his neck furiously when
she continued staring at him. “Casey got your essentials and all, but I thought
you needed some things to make you feel more at home here. Even if you say you
aren’t staying long.”


She couldn’t breathe, let alone speak. Oh God, why
did he have to be so amazing? Every time he did something caring and
compassionate, it almost broke her heart, instead of warming it. It was like
throwing it in her face once again that besides the one glaring mistake he had
made, at his very core, he was a good man—one who deserved to earn her
forgiveness.


Emma took a few tentative steps over to him.
Standing before him, she stared into his questioning blue eyes. She leaned in
and gave him a hug. “Thank you, Aidan. This means so much to me.”


He quickly wrapped his arms around her. She closed
her eyes and let the feeling of comfort and even love wash over her. His warm
breath tickled the skin on her earlobe. “I’m glad you like it. I want to do
anything and everything I can to make you happy.”


“Well, this was a wonderfully amazing start.”


“You’re welcome.” She could hear the pleasure
vibrating in his voice.  “So do you want to rest for awhile? Or I could fix you
an early lunch.”


“Actually, I’d kill for a shower. I feel pretty
disgusting.”


Aidan nodded. “I picked up the seat from the medical
supply store. Let me go get it ready for you.”


“Great, I’m going to feel eighty years old,” she
grumbled, trailing behind him into the bathroom. She skidded to a stop at the
sight of her favorite robe hung over the door and all her toiletries and makeup
laid out on the counter.


Aidan put the toilet lid down and motioned for her
to sit. “You don’t need to be on your feet, remember?”


With a sigh, she obliged him and sat down. It didn’t
take Aidan long to get the seat set up. After he turned on the water and
adjusted the temperature, he glanced over his shoulder at her. “Okay then.
You’re all set.”


“Thank you.”


When Emma didn’t move, Aidan’s brows creased in
worry. “You need some help?”


The very thought of him seeing her naked again sent
a stinging rush of warmth across her cheeks. She shook her head back and forth
furiously. “I can handle it.”


“Fine,” he replied. When the door closed behind
Aidan, Emma’s fingers went to the hem of her shirt and then froze. Her gaze
honed in on the shower seat. A flashback of the later days of her mother’s
cancer battle assaulted her. Her mother’s ravaged form trying desperately to
get in and out of the shower flashed in her mind, and she shuddered.


That vision coupled with everything she had been
through in the last twenty-four hours sent her emotions careening out of
control. Most of all, fear still hung heavy around her. It was like a silent
specter in the room, mocking her that her perfect dream of having a child would
actually come true. Just the thought of losing Noah sent a chilling shiver
reverberating through her.


Burying her head in her hands, she wept unabashedly.
Even though she knew she shouldn’t, she let the sobs roll through her. At the
bathroom door cracking open, she froze.


“Em, are you all right?”


“I’m fine,” she replied forcefully, but her wavering
voice betrayed her.


Aidan stepped inside. She tried to hide the
trembling of her body as he tentatively walked across the tiled floor. Peeking
up at him through her fingers, she took in his worried expression at the sight
of her still sitting on the toilet. “Why aren’t you showering?”


“I, uh…”


Kneeling down in front of her, he took her chin in
his fingers, raising her head to meet his gaze. “Em, you’ve got to stop crying.
It isn’t good for you or Noah.”


“I’m sorry,” she whispered hoarsely.


He brought his other hand up to cup her face. “You
don’t need to apologize. You’re here with me now, and everything is going to be
okay.”


Furiously she shook her head. “But don’t you see?
Everything is not okay!”


“I know, but—”


“It’s easy to stand there and tell me not to get
upset, but you have no idea what I’m going through at the moment!” she
shrieked. 


He cast his blue eyes downward. “I realize that,
Em.”


She swiped her cheeks with the backs of her hand.
“Every minute, every second, I can’t help thinking of it all falling apart. I’m
so scared something bad is going to happen to Noah. I’ve lost everyone I’ve
ever loved. I can’t lose him, too.” Her chest heaved as another racking sob
rolled through her.


Without hesitation, Aidan drew her into his strong
embrace. She should have shrugged him away. Being close to him when she was so
emotionally broken was playing with fire. But she was so very tired of being
alone all the time and having to bear every burden on her own. Aidan had enough
strength for the both of them, and just being held in his arms sent comfort
pulsing through her.


Grabbing him around the back, she fisted his shirt
in her hands, hanging on for dear life. Aidan’s lips warmed against her ear,
causing her to shiver. “Shh, please, sweetheart. Don’t cry,” he crooned in her
ear. “I’m here for you, and we’re going to get through this together.”


His words reassured her, and for both him and for
Noah, she tried composing herself. When her cries begin to quiet, Aidan pulled
away and stared intently at her. His blue eyes blazed with intensity. “Listen
to me. You have every right to be scared, but I want you to believe me when I
say that Noah is going to be fine. He’s blessed with some strong as hell
genes.” Placing his hand on her belly, he smiled. “He’s part Fitzgerald, and
for generations, the men of my family have been known for being tough, scrappy
fighters with a will of iron to survive.”


“Really?” she questioned with a hiccup.


Aidan nodded. “But even more than the fighting Irish
Fitzgerald blood pumping through him, he’s inherited the most amazing DNA from
his mother. She’s the strongest person I’ve ever known.”


His words, coupled with the sincerity in which he
spoke them, caused a burning wildfire in her chest. “Oh Aidan,” she murmured.


He brushed her hair out of her face. “You just have
to keep being strong, Em. That fire that burns so deep within you—the one
that’s seen you through the darkest times—you’ve got to stoke it to burn a
little brighter.”


“I’ll try.”


“Good. I’m glad to hear it.” He rose up off the
floor. “Now come on. All the hot water is going to be gone before you get
cleaned up.”


When he tore his shirt over his head, she widened
her eyes. “What are you doing?”


“Taking my shirt off. I don’t wanna get drenched
helping you take a shower.”


Her head shook wildly from side to side. “I don’t
need your help.”


“You’re exhausted, Em. Just let me help you, okay?”


“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


“And why not?”


Heat flooded her cheeks. “Because you’ll see me…”


A playful grin curved on his lips. “Have you
forgotten that I’m well acquainted with every beautiful inch of your body?”


She stared down at her hands in her lap. “No, but it
was different then. We were different then.”


The feel of his intense stare made her finally look
up. “And it’s different now because I’m not going to devour you when I see you
naked. I’m going to take care of you. There are more levels of intimacy than
just sex, Emma.”


“I know,” she whispered.


“So let me help you.”


She exhaled a defeated breath and nodded. “Will you
turn the chair around, so I’m not facing you?”


An amused glint twinkled in his eyes. “Yes, Miss
Modest, I can.”


“For your information, there’s more of me than the
last time you saw me,” she argued as he adjusted the seat.


He turned around and shrugged. “I doubt that.
Besides, you’re still just as beautiful as the first time I saw you.”


“Always the flirt, aren’t you?” she replied with a
grin.


“Just stating facts, ma’am.” Aidan’s hands then
reached for the hem of her shirt. Instead of protesting, she let him pull it
over her head. His gaze hovered over her cleavage a little longer than it
should have before he tossed her shirt onto the wicker hamper. “Stand up,” he
instructed.


“You’re so bossy.”


“And you’re so damn stubborn,” he countered as he
pulled her pants down.


Left in only her underwear, she shivered. As if to
even the playing field, Aidan’s fingers went to his fly and took his pants off
as well. His eyes met hers as she brought her arms around her back and
unfastened her bra. After it slid to the floor, she wrapped her arms around her
breasts.


“Oh Em, seriously? Quit acting like I’m some pervert
getting off at this.”


That little flicker of hellfire sparked within her
at his exasperation. Her hands then went to the waistband of her underwear, and
she ripped the panties down her thighs as best she could with her belly getting
in the way. Meeting his surprised gaze she strode over to the shower and sat
down on the chair. “I’d like my vanilla body wash please and the pink sponge. Thank
you.”


His chuckle echoed off the bathroom walls. Sticking
his hand in the shower, he gave her the body wash. “I already put your shampoo
in there.” He closed the shower door behind him. Emma didn’t dare glance back
to see if he’d dropped his boxers or not. “Want me to wash your hair?”


“You seriously want to do that?”


“Of course. Besides it’s not like you’re going to
let me wash the good parts anyway.”


A giggle escaped her lips. “I thought you were going
to behave,” she protested.


“I am. That’s why I want to keep my hands busy with
your hair.”


“Fine then.”


Taking the shower nozzle, he brought it to her head,
soaking her hair. Once it was fully wet, he squirted the peach smelling shampoo
in one hand and then worked up a lather.


She couldn’t help moaning as his fingers massaged
her scalp. “Oh God, that feels so good.”


“I’m glad you like it. If I end up getting fired for
taking this time off, maybe I have a future in cosmetology.”


Emma laughed. “I can’t quite see you doing hair for
a living.”


“Me either.”


“You know, you washing my hair like this reminds me
of Out of Africa when Robert Redford washes Meryl Streep’s hair,” Emma
remarked.


“My mom loved that movie.”


“Really?”


Aidan laughed as he started rinsing her hair. “Yeah,
she loved anything with Robert Redford. She used to say he reminded her of a
blonde haired version of Pop.”


“Oh my God, now that I think of it, Patrick does
look a little like Robert Redford!”


“I can’t believe he hasn’t already mentioned it to
you. It used to give him a big head.”


“Hmm, an inflated ego? Sounds like a Fitzgerald
family trait.”


“Ha, ha,” he replied. When Aidan’s fingers ran over
the ridge of her scar, she tensed. “Em, what’s this?”


The sponge she had been bathing with fell from her
hands and onto the tile floor. “It’s nothing. Just an old war wound.”


“It doesn’t feel like nothing.” Aidan’s hand left
her head and came to rest on her shoulder. “Tell me.”


She hugged her arms around her chest. “It’s a
reminder of a very painful time in my life when I did something very stupid.” When
Aidan’s hand remained frozen on her shoulder, she sighed. “After my mother
died, I was so alone. My grief for Travis was still very fresh. There was no
husband, no father, no mother...I couldn’t see through the dark clouds that I
still had Grammy and Granddaddy.”


A tremble ran through her body as she let the
skeletons of her past dance precariously around her. “One night when I was in
the mountains, I got up in the middle of the night and got into the car. I
started flying over those curvy roads, hoping another car would come along, and
I could end it all.”


“Oh God,” Aidan muttered, his hands squeezed her
shoulders tight.


She glanced back at him. “I slammed into a tree
instead. And even though it totaled the car and gave me that horrific scar, I
walked away.”


“Was that the only time you tried to…” She could
tell he couldn’t bear to say the words.


Emma gave a quick nod. “After that night, I knew it
was meant for me to stay alive—to try to live a happy life for my parents and
for Travis. I found a really good therapist, and she, along with my family and
my faith, helped me through it.”


“Thank you for sharing that with me.” He leaned over
and planted a kiss on the crown of her wet head. “You’re the most amazing woman
I’ve ever met.”


“I don’t know about that.”


“You really are.”


“What I did was really stupid and selfish and —”


Aidan shook his head. “I’m not going to judge you,
Em. I’ve never had to go through the hell that you have. I’m just glad you’re
here.”


“Thank you.”


He turned off the water. Glancing back at her, he
asked, “All clean?”


She laughed. “Yes, all clean.”


He opened the shower door and went over to get her a
towel and her robe. She was glad to see he still had on his underwear. Although
with it soaked through, she had a very fine view of the imprint of his ass.


Rolling her eyes at her out-of-control hormones, she
turned her gaze back to the tile. When he handed her the towel, she started
drying off her arms and legs. He pulled her hair up and wrapped another towel
around her head.


“Are you getting hungry?”


“Umm, hmm,” she murmured as she slid into her robe.


“What sounds good?”


She arched her brows in surprise. “You’ll fix
anything I want?”


“Yep. Or go out and pick it up.”


“How about some of your shrimp scampi?”


Aidan nodded. “While you’re drying your hair, I’ll
fix it and bring it to you.”


“Are you going to bring it on a silver tray with a
rose bud in a crystal vase?” she asked, with a grin.


“Always that mouth,” he muttered as he headed out of
the bathroom.


Emma giggled as she got out her hair dryer. She
eased down on the toilet seat before Aidan could order her to do it. Once her
hair was dry, she slid into a pair of pajamas and got into the bed. Beau
happily climbed up beside her.


She eyed a stack of books on the nightstand before
reading through the titles. They were predominantly nonfiction, self-help
books. She picked up one of her favorites, Tuesdays with Morrie, and
began rereading.


Aidan appeared a little while later with a tray with
two plates and two drinks but sans the crystal vase and rose. She sniffed
appreciatively. “Oh God, that smells so good!”


“Thank you.”


She eased up in bed and took the tray. As Aidan
grabbed his plate, she motioned to the nightstand. “What’s up with the reading
material?” she asked.


Pink tinged his cheeks. “Oh, um, well, those were
recommended by my therapist.”


Emma choked on the bite of scampi she had taken.
Once she recovered, she asked, “You’re in therapy?”


He nodded, turning his head from her intense gaze as
he sat down in the glider. “How long have you been seeing a therapist?”


Staring at his plate, he nudged a piece of shrimp
around with his fork. “Do you even have to ask?”


“Yes,” she whispered.


He snapped his gaze up to meet hers. “I made an
appointment the morning after I epically screwed up my life and yours.”


“I see.”


“I really like Dr. Leighton. She’s really helping me
work on a lot of things.”


“How often do you go?”


“Three times a week.”


Emma gulped. “That often.” Even when she was dealing
with her immense grief, she only went twice a week.


He gave her a sheepish grin. “I asked for the most
intense program because I wanted to fix myself as fast as I could…for you and
for Noah.”


She couldn’t still the rapid beating of her heart.
He wanted to be a better man for her—to right all the wrongs he had done, and
most of all be everything she wanted and needed him to be. Part of her wanted
to reach over and hug him tight—to tell him that her heart still belonged to
him and always would. But she couldn’t. She was too gun-shy.


“Wanna watch a movie?” he suddenly asked. When she
gave him a skeptical look, he grinned. “Your pick, I promise.”


Her mind whirled with the possibilities. “The
Sound of Music.”


Aidan winced. “Christ, do we really have to watch a
musical?”


“You said my pick!” she countered.


“Fine, fine,” he muttered, digging into the mammoth
box of DVD’s he had brought from her house. Once he found it, he popped it into
the player and then grabbed his plate. He eased in the bed beside her rather
than back in the glider.


“How’s the scampi?”


“Mmm, delicious.” She grinned at him. “I sure hope
you made more.”


He chuckled. “In your condition, I figured it was
best to double the recipe.”


“Oh my hero,” she replied.


“Let me guess. Your hero is going to be marching his
happy ass back to the kitchen in a minute to get you another plate.”


She batted her eyelashes at him. “Yes, but I’ll be
sweet and at least wait until you finish eating first.”


“Angel of mercy,” he muttered through a mouthful of
scampi.


Giggling, she flipped on the TV. As the opening
credits began and Julie Andrews started twirling and singing on the
mountaintop, Emma snuggled the blanket closer to her and sighed with
contentment.


“You really dig this shit, don’t you?” Aidan asked.


She glanced over at him. “What if I were to tell you
I played Maria my senior year in high school?”


Aidan swallowed hard. “You mean you wore a nun’s
costume?”


“Of course I did.”


He licked his lips. “Damn, that’s hot.”


She rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible.”


Aidan chuckled. “Sorry babe, but every man has his
fantasies.”


“You fantasize about me in a nun’s costume?”


“Actually you in anything…or nothing,” he replied
with a wink.


“Whatever,” she mumbled as she fixated her gaze on
the screen and not him.


After another plateful of scampi, her eyes grew
heavy. When she glanced over at Aidan, his eyes were glassy, but she wasn’t
sure if it was from exhaustion or being forced to watch a musical. She nodded
off just before the Von Trapp’s escaped into Switzerland.


When she woke up, it was dark outside. Glancing over
her shoulder, Aidan wasn’t beside her anymore. The sound of the shower running
alerted her where he had gone. Peeking at the clock on the nightstand, it was
just after six.


Yawning, she stretched her arms over her head before
pushing herself into a sitting position. Shifting her body made her bladder
scream for release. Nibbling her lip, she gazed at the closed bathroom door.
There were two options: bust in on Aidan’s shower or be a coward and go down
the hall to the half-bath in the foyer.


She shook her head at the thought of walking so far.
With a heavy sigh, she hoisted herself out of bed. Beau slid off beside her.
“Hang tight, boy. I’m not going far.”


He ignored her and continued by her side as she
padded into the bathroom. Steam enveloped her and momentarily clouded her
vision. Just as she started for the toilet, Aidan shut off the water and
stepped out of the shower in all his naked glory. Her eyes met his shocked baby
blues before her gazed dropped below his waist. Her pregnancy hormones kicked
into overdrive at the sight, and she licked her lips.


“Are you done ogling my package?” he asked,
amusement vibrating in his voice.


She reluctantly jerked her gaze up to his. “Wait,
what?” she asked. Then mortification rocketed through her, and she quickly
ducked her head. “I’m sorry. I needed to pee.” She sidestepped his dripping
wet, naked form and headed for the toilet.


Aidan laughed at her embarrassment. He grabbed a
towel, but instead of wrapping it around him, he took his time drying off his
arms and chest. Emma ignored him and focused on relieving her bladder. Once she
was done, she went to the sink to wash her hands. She rolled her eyes when
Aidan still hadn’t covered up.


“What sounds good for dinner?” he asked.


Keeping her gaze on the vanity, she said, “Anything.
I’m starving.”


“Seriously?”


She laughed. “You better get used to feeding my out
of control appetite.”


“I can try,” he mused as he finally wrapped a towel
around his waist. “How does pizza sound?”


“Mmm, heavenly.”


“Then I’ll order in some pizzas.”


She giggled. “Yes, you better make them large. Ooh,
and get some Cinnamon Bread too!”


“Okay then, I will.”


“Can we watch more movies?”


Aidan shuddered. “More chick flicks?”


Emma poked out her bottom lip. “Pwease?”


He rolled his eyes. “I guess so.”


“Aw, thank you, thank you, thank you!” she cried,
throwing her arms around his neck.


With her mouth inches from his, she quickly turned
her head and kissed his cheek. He stared intently at her for a moment. “All
right. Enough of that. Get back into bed and off your feet.”


“Yes Drill Sergeant,” she sighed.


As she started out of the bathroom, he popped her
ass playfully. When she glanced at him over her shoulder, he shook his head.
“Always you and that mouth!”


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER EIGHT


 


Emma woke up a little before one, and after using
the bathroom, she slipped back into bed. Aidan was dead to the world, snoring
softly. She had just covered back up when her phone buzzed on the nightstand.
She leaned over and picked it up.


It was a text from Casey. Checking in on you, Em.
Hope you’re resting & feeling all right. Call me in the am.


Emma smiled at Casey’s concern. I’m fine. Thanks
for asking. Btw, what are you doing up so late?


I might ask you the same question.


Had to pee. 


Ah, gotcha. I’m waiting for Nate to get
home and bang me!!!


Rolling her eyes, Emma typed Poor guy. No rest
for the weary with your libido around!


Lol. True. Speaking of resting, where’s
the assclown?


Emma giggled as her fingers flew over the keys. He’s
asleep beside me.


WHAT THE FUCK? ARE YOU INSANE?!!!


Yeesh with the shouting! It’s not like
we were doing anything. We fell asleep watching movies.


I sure hope you punished him with some
epic chick flicks.


She glanced over at Aidan’s passed out form and
almost felt sorry for what she had inflicted on him. Almost. Lol, let’s just
say I gave him a trifecta of estrogen with The Sound of Music, Steel
Magnolias, and Fried Green Tomatoes. I think he actually cried in
Steel Magnolias…but I think it was more about him being stuck watching them
instead of football.


He didn’t have to stay and watch them,
Em. He wanted to be with you…the fuckwit.


Emma couldn’t help grinning at the screen. It
doesn’t matter if he wanted to be with me. I’m still not sure I need to be with
him. Regret filled her the moment she finished typing. She wasn’t sure that
statement was entirely true.


Hmm, does your change of heart have
anything to do with Dr. McDreamy Bollywood?


Nibbling her bottom lip, Emma hesitated before
typing, Maybe…maybe not.


When’s the hot date?


It’s not a date. He’s just coming over
to check my vital signs.


He’s bringing dinner, Em. It’s a date.


Whatever.


Emma could imagine Casey rolling her eyes and
huffing with frustration as she typed. Look, just don’t count Dr. McDreamy
Bollywood out just because Aidan’s grown a vag and become all caring and considerate.


Aidan has not grown a vagina!


It wouldn’t hurt him if he did. Maybe
he’d think with his dick a little less!


Case….


Fine, fine, I’ll quit running down the
douchenozzle.


Thank you


Actually, I think you need to test out
my theory about Aidan’s considerate vag.


What?!!


You need to send him to get you
something to eat. Aren’t you craving something?


Emma pursed her lips in thought. She craved both
bacon and ice cream constantly, even at breakfast she could eat the two
together. I could go for a double Baconator from Wendy’s and a Frosty.


Ha! Good one. They’re open til two. Send
him out. ASAP


Case, he’s dead to the world.


Oh for fuck’s sake! Wake him up and let
him show off his shiny new vag!


Emma huffed out a frustrated breath. Fine. Ttyl


Night! Don’t think I won’t check back in
to see if you really did it.


You’re evil


But you love me!


Yes, I do.


Love you too.


After she tossed her phone back onto the nightstand,
she glanced over at Aidan. He was in his favorite non-sexual position—on his
stomach with his arms wrapped tight around the pillow cushioning his head. With
his face turned towards her, he looked so peaceful. She felt terrible waking
him up—even if she really was hungry and not just trying to prove something to
Casey.


With a sigh, she poked his back. “Aidan?” He stirred
a little.  “Wake up.”


“Em?” he questioned drowsily.


“Yeah, um, I hate to bother you, but I kinda have a
craving.”


With his eyes still shut, he yawned. “Want me to get
you something from the kitchen?”


She nibbled her bottom lip. “Actually, I wanted
something from Wendy’s.”


His eyelids flew open. “Seriously?”


She nodded.


“What time is it?”


“One.”


“You want me to go out and get you something to eat
now?” he asked incredulously.


“Please?”


He stared at her for a moment, unblinking and
unmoving. She could only imagine the thoughts racing through his mind. Just
when she thought he might tell her to go back to sleep, he rose up into a
sitting position and rubbed his eyes. “What do you want?”


“A double Baconator, fries, and a chocolate frosty.”


“Christ, at this time of night?”


“I could eat bacon and ice cream all day.”


“Remind me to buy some at the store tomorrow,” he
said as he got out of bed.


“So you’re really going?”


He waved his pants at her. “Of course I am.”


“Guess you have grown a vag,” she murmured.


Pausing with one leg in his pants, Aidan said,
“Excuse me?”


“Oh, nothing.”


Once he zipped up his fly, he leaned over the bed
towards her. From the light trickling in from the bathroom, she could see the
amusement on his face. “I could have sworn you just said I had grown a vag.”


“No, I said that you really had grown a lot. You
know emotionally,” she lied.


“Uh-huh.”


Before he could pull away, she leaned up and kissed
his cheek. “Be careful and thank you.”


He grinned. “I will.” When he got to the bedroom
door, he turned back. “Just make sure Casey knows that I wear my alleged vagina
with pride, not because she took my manhood with that purse of hers, but
because I want to be a better man for you.”


Emma widened her eyes. “How did you—”


He chuckled. “When I started gathering all the
personal stuff to bring here, Casey accused me of growing a vagina. I figured
there was no one else you would be texting at one in the morning besides her.”


Shaking her head, Emma said, “Whatever. Just go get
my food please.”


“Me and my vagina will be back in twenty minutes.
Tops.”


And with a wink, he was gone.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER NINE


 


Emma woke the next morning to the shrill ringing of
her cell phone in her ear. Squinting at the clock with one eye, she groaned. It
was barely seven in the morning, and she knew only one person would be calling
her that early.


Fumbling for her phone, she grabbed it and pressed
the button. “Good morning, Grammy,” she murmured drowsily.


“Hey sweetheart. How are you feeling?”


“Sleepy.”


Grammy laughed. “I’m sorry to wake you, but you know
that Granddaddy and I think sleeping past five is too late.”


“That’s a travesty when you guys could sleep in.”


“Listen honey, I wondered if Aidan could come up
here today? I took some things out of the freezer that I thought you would
like, and I’m about to start fixin’ some casseroles for him to heat back up
later on.”


“Grammy, you should be taking care of yourself and
Granddaddy, not me!” Emma protested.


“Oh, what’s a few casseroles? Most of it I’d already
cooked and put away. Besides, I can’t rest if I think you and the baby aren’t
getting good, healthy food.”


“Aidan’s actually a really good cook, Grammy.”


She harrumphed into the phone. “Not like me.”


Emma laughed. “That’s true.”


“So you think he’ll be up here after while?”


Glancing over her shoulder, Emma was surprised to
find Aidan still in the bed beside her. “I’ll ask him when he wakes up.”


He popped one eye open. “I’m awake,” he muttered.


“Does that mean you’re going up to Grammy’s to get
us some food?”


“She’s cooking?”


Emma nodded.


He grinned. “Hell yes. I’ll get my clothes on right
now.”


With a laugh, Emma replied, “He’ll be up there
around noon.” At Grammy’s sigh, Emma said, “He needs to fix us breakfast first
and get a shower.”


“All right then. I love you, baby girl.”


“I love you, too.”


Once Emma hung up the phone, she cradled it to her
chest. She wanted more than anything to feel Grammy’s arms around her. No
matter what was going on in her life, somehow just being in Grammy’s embrace
made everything all right.


“You miss her, don’t you?”


She tore her gaze over to Aidan and then nodded.
“Will you give her a great big hug and kiss for me when you get up there?” she
asked.


Aidan laughed. “I don’t think Virginia would let me
past the front door without hugging and kissing me.”


Emma giggled. “That’s true. But give her one anyway,
okay?”


“I will. And then I’ll be sure to come back home and
give you her love too.”


“Thank you.”


Collapsing back against the pillows, Aidan groaned.
“Jesus, my first real day I can sleep in from work, and I’m awake at
seven-thirty.”


“You don’t have to get up now. We can try to go back
to sleep.”


“Sure you’re not hungry?”


Emma wrinkled her nose. “No, I still get a little
nauseated in the morning.”


“Will you set the alarm for ten?”


She cocked her eyebrows. “You’re really planning on
snoozing late, huh?”


“Mmm, hmm,” he murmured. 


When she pushed back under the covers, Aidan scooted
over in the bed. His arm snaked around her waist as he spooned against her.
Nuzzling his face into her neck, he said, “Warm me up.”


Her breath hitched as she glanced over her shoulder
at him. “Are you really that cold?”


He popped one eye open and gave her a sly grin.
“Maybe.”


“Uh-huh, well, just watch it, mister.”


They had just settled back down when Noah struck up
a kicking frenzy. “Oomph,” Emma said, shifting to the right.


“Seriously, Em, I’m not trying to cop a feel!”


She giggled. “I know you’re not.” She took his hand
and brought it to the place on her stomach where Noah’s foot was thumping.


Aidan sucked in a breath. When she glanced back at
him, he wore an expression of pure wonderment. He met her gaze and smiled. “Is
he always so active in the mornings?”


“Sometimes. Usually, he really gets going after I
eat.”


“Ah, like he’s on a sugar rush or something?”


“I guess so.”


Even after Noah settled down, Aidan kept his hand
firmly against her belly. Although Emma should have protested, she didn’t. It
felt too good with his arm around her. And within a few moments, she fell into
a contented sleep.


 


***


 


After the alarm went off at ten, Aidan hopped out of
bed. As Emma rose up, she figured he was headed for the shower, but instead, he
reached for his phone.


“What are you doing?”


“Calling Becky.”


“Why?”


“Besides going to Grammy’s, I need to go to the
grocery store and run a few errands. It might turn out longer than I expect,
and I don’t want to leave you alone that long.”


She rolled her eyes at him. “I think I can make it
from the bed to the bathroom just fine, thank you.”


He shook his head as he stepped out of the bedroom. 
“Hey sis, can you do me a favor?” she heard him ask. He wasn’t gone long before
he came back inside. “Becky’s coming over.”


“Fabulous,” she muttered.


Aidan’s brows furrowed in confusion. “I thought you
liked her?”


“I do. In fact, I love her like my own sister. It’s
just I feel so overprotected at the moment—like I’m in a fishbowl.”


“I’m sorry, but I can’t help worrying about you,
Em.”


Her chest clenched at the earnest expression on her
face. She didn’t know why she had to fight him so much. She should just stop
and enjoy the fact he was being so attentive and caring. So instead of arguing,
she threw up her hands in defeat. “All right, all right. Becky can come
baby-sit me.”


He grinned. “Good considering you didn’t have a
choice.”


“Aidan,” she warned.


He leaned over to kiss her cheek. After he pulled
away, his lips hovered close to hers. When she looked into his eyes, she saw
the longing burning bright. Part of her wanted to reach out and kiss him, but
the other part knew what an explosive land mine that was. Putting her hand on
his chest, she gently pushed him back. “You better go get a shower. Grammy will
be standing on her head and blazing the phone lines if you’re not there right
at twelve.”


Hurt momentarily flashed in his eyes before he
bobbed his head. “Okay then.”


Emma’s heart clenched as she watched him march
defeated into the bathroom.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TEN


 


Aidan made the trek out of the city up to the
mountains. It was just after noon when he pulled to a stop in front of Earl and
Virginia’s house. He drew in a breath of trepidation as he started up the front
walk. He had just started up the porch steps when Virginia threw open the front
door. “Well hello there handsome! Good to see you again.”


Relief flooded him that at least one of Emma’s
grandparents didn’t hold a grudge. Of course of the two, he had worried the
least about Grammy. The worst she could do was frail him with a frying pan—Earl
was the one of the knives and shotguns.


He smiled. “Hello Virginia. It’s good to see too.”


Just like he expected, she wrapped her arms around
him and squeezed him tight. “How’s my sweet girl holding up?”


“Right now she’s mad as hell that you’re cooking for
her and not taking it easy,” he replied as he pulled away.


Virginia cocked her silver head at him, and he
grunted. “Even though she wants me to tell you she’s fine, I can’t lie.”


“I figured as much.”


“Physically, she’s doing fine, but it’s the emotions
that are killing her…and me.” Shoving his hands in his pockets, Aidan rocked
back on his heels. “I wish I knew what to say or do to make her feel better. I
hate to see her cry, and it kills me to see her scared like she has been.”


Virginia rubbed his arm. “Aw, honey, I’m sure you’re
doing a fine job taking care of her. Being pregnant is hard enough without
throwing in pre-labor and bed-rest into the mix.”


“What does it matter how well I’m taking care of her
when it’s my fault she’s where she is?”


“Now you can’t think like that.”


“It’s the truth, isn’t it?”


Virginia shook her head. “I’m not here to judge you
or chastise you about what happened, Aidan. That’s between you, the good Lord,
and Emma. And if I know my baby girl like I do, the greatest stress on her came
with what happened to your daddy. Riding in that ambulance, hearing those
sirens, I know it brought back everything that happened with Emma’s daddy.” She
cupped Aidan’s chin. “So don’t run yourself down so much, okay? If you’re in
the pits, no one is going to be there to bring Emma up.”


A hesitant smile played at his lips. “I guess so.”


“Well, I know so.” She waved him towards the house.
“Come on in and let’s get the food. I don’t want to keep you away from Emma too
long.”


“Not that she would care,” he muttered under his
breath.


Virginia cast a knowing glance over her shoulder at
him. “She cares a lot more than you think she does.”


That sentiment made Aidan’s heartbeat accelerate and
gave him a little more hope. As he stepped into the living room, he locked eyes
with Earl who was lounging in the recliner. He gulped and steadied himself in
anticipation for a showdown. “Hello, Earl.”


“Howdy Aidan,” Earl said, muting the television.


“How are you feeling?”


Earl shrugged. “I’m getting around a little better.”


Virginia huffed out a frustrated breath. “He’s
trying to do too much, and he’s going to land himself back in the hospital.”


He shot her an exasperated look. “I hate sitting on
my ass all day and being waited on hand and foot,” Earl lamented.


“You sound like Emma,” Aidan mused.


“Bless Emmie Lou’s heart,” Earl said.


As Virginia swept by Earl, she kissed his cheek.
“Trust me, darlin’, no one wants you up and about more than I do.”


Earl grinned up at her. “You’re an angel, Ginny.”


An almost girlish giggle escaped her lips before she
turned to Aidan. “Sugar, you just have a seat, and I’ll go pack up everything.”


Aidan glanced uneasily between her and Earl. “Are
you sure I can’t help you?”


She shook her head. “Nope. I need to take out one
last casserole from the oven.”


After she headed into the kitchen, Aidan reluctantly
eased down onto the couch. He swallowed hard when he eyed the gun cabinet only
a few feet away.


The sound of Earl’s voice caused him to jump.
“What’s wrong with you?”


“N-Nothing.” When Earl’s brows shot up
questioningly, Aidan sighed. “I was actually contemplating how much of a
jumpstart I could get on you if you went for the gun case.”


Amusement twinkled in Earl’s eyes. “Son, I’m not
going to shoot you for what you did to Emmie Lou.”


“You aren’t?”


He shook his head. “First off, I want my
great-grandson to have a daddy, and if you were maimed or six feet under, that
wouldn’t do him much good.”


Aidan gave a shaky chuckle. “No, I suppose not.”


Earl glanced past Aidan to the kitchen before
turning his attention back to him. “Second off, I’m a lot of things, but a
hypocrite ain’t one of them.”


“Excuse me?”


With a deep sigh, Earl said, “Let’s just say when I
was young and stupid, I made a mistake much like you did.”


Aidan couldn’t keep his mouth from dropping open in
shock. “So you, um…”


Earl rolled his eyes. “How plain you want me to make
it for you? I was a cocky twenty-five year old bastard who just because Ginny
couldn’t give me all her attention anymore because of our two sons, I let some
cheap floozie almost ruin my marriage.”


“Yeah, that’s pretty plain.”


“Thankfully for me, Virginia gave me a second
chance, and I’ve spent the last fifty years making it up to her.”


Leaning forward, Aidan asked, “How long did it take
her to forgive you?”


“A long, long time.”


Aidan exhaled in frustration. “I just hope Em will
be that forgiving.”


“Depends on how much work and effort you put into
it.”


“Seriously? I swear that I’m working my ass off.”


Earl harrumphed. “Trust me, until you’ve dug ditches
in ninety degree heat to earn the money to buy your wife the pearls she’s
always wanted, you ain’t got no room to talk.”


With a wince, Aidan said, “I guess not.”


Virginia’s voice echoed from the kitchen. “Okay,
honey, it’s ready.”


When Aidan stood up, Earl held up his hand. “Listen,
son, you just gotta keep tryin’. Emmie Lou comes from a long line of stubborn,
hard-headed women. But I do know that she’s crazy bout’ you, so if you really
want her, then you just keep on tryin’ to win her back.”


Earl’s comforting words sent a smile stretching
across Aidan’s face. “I sure as hell will.”


 


***


 


Once he got back into Atlanta, Aidan made a grocery
stop and finished up a few errands before heading home. When he swung the car
in the driveway, his heart shuddered to a stop. Becky’s car was gone. His mind
whirled with out-of-control thoughts. What if Emma had started having
contractions again, and Becky had rushed her to the hospital? Tumbling out of
the car, he didn’t bother closing the door. Instead, he rushed through the
garage door and skidded into the kitchen. “EMMA!” he cried.


The sound of gunfire and explosions assaulted his
ears. Craning his neck, he saw John and Percy sitting on the couch each with a
game console in their hands. “Where’s Emma? Where’s your mother?” he demanded
without even a hello.


John glanced up and rolled his eyes before looking
back down at his game. “Dude, hold your ball-sack. Mom got called to some
emergency department meeting at the university, so we’re babysitting Emma until
she gets back. Georgie’s back in the bedroom with her now watching Finding
Nemo or some shit.”


Aidan’s relieved emotions were too jumbled to call
John out for his mouth. “Oh, well, good.” He jerked his thumb towards the
garage. “Can you guys come and help me get in all the groceries and stuff from
Em’s Grammy’s?”


“Seriously?” John asked.


Aidan grunted. “Yeah, I’m serious. Call it payback
for mooching off my pool all summer.”


“I thought you let us use your pool because we’re
your favorite nephews?” Percy questioned, rising obediently off the couch.


Aidan chuckled and ruffled his hair. “I guess that’s
true.” When John still hadn’t budged, Aidan reached over and took his game
away.


“Hey!” John started to protest.


“Move your ass and you might live to play it again.”


Huffing, John got off the couch and stalked through
the kitchen. Aidan and Percy followed behind him. Aidan popped the trunk and
leaned in to start handing some of the bags to the boys.


“Uncle Aidan?” Percy began.


“Yeah?”


“Don’t you think you ought to marry Emma?”


Aidan jerked his head up, slamming it against the
trunk lid. “FUCK!” he shouted as he saw stars before his eyes. A few more
expletives escaped his lips as pain raged through his skull.


“Nice mouth you got there,” John chided.


Gritting his teeth, Aidan rubbed his aching head.
“You mention that one to your mom, and I’ll tell her about your ball-sack
comment.”


John’s eyes widened. “Dude, that is so not
cool!”


“Yeah, well, deal with it.” Aidan started to resume
gathering up the bags when he noticed Percy staring expectantly at him for an
answer. Aidan sighed. “Perce—”


His blonde brows knitted together. “Don’t you love
her?”


“Oh Christ,” Aidan muttered, raking his hand through
his hair. He winced as pain once again shot through his head. “Did your mom put
you up to this or something?”


“No. When I asked her the same question, she just
said that you were a cad.” Percy shrugged. “I don’t even know what that means.”


“I’m pretty sure it’s a dude who acts like a
douchebag to women,” John said.


Aidan glared over at John. “I am not a cad!”


John held his hands up. “I didn’t say it. Mom did.”


Leave it to his sister the English professor to
resort to name calling him something from the nineteenth century. He handed
Percy one of the box’s from Earl and Virginia’s. “Perce, it’s complicated
because—“”


“You’re a cad?” John asked.


Ignoring him, Aidan said, “I was stupid and did
something that hurt Emma’s feelings pretty bad. It’s going to take her some
time to forgive me and let me back into her heart.”


Percy shifted the box he was carrying to one hip.
“You’re having a baby with Emma, so the responsible thing to do would be to
marry her,” he said sensibly.


Aidan blinked a few times at Percy. “Did I hit my
head harder than I thought, or did you actually just sound like a mature adult,
rather than a kid?”


Percy shrugged. “Maybe. Dad always says I’m an old
soul.”


Aidan laughed. “I think he called that one right.”
He glanced over to John who wore an amused smirk. “Of course, anything you say
has to sound light years above this one,” he said, jerking his thumb at John.


“Whatever,” he grumbled.


Aidan picked up a light bag and handed it to John.
“What’s this?” he asked, peering inside.


Aidan quickly snatched it back. “Erm, that’s for
Emma.”


“Doesn’t quite look like her size,” he mused with a
wicked gleam in his eyes.


“That’s because it’s for Noah, smart ass.” He
motioned to the trunk. “Go on and bring those in. I’m going to go check on
Emma.”


John grabbed a few more bags while Aidan and Percy
started in the house. He left the boys in the kitchen and started down the
hallway. The sound of Emma’s laugher warmed his heart. Then in a sing-song
voice, he heard Georgie call, “Noah…Noah! Kick for me Noah!”


Standing in the bedroom doorway, Aidan surveyed the
scene with a smile. Emma held a flashlight to her baby bump. Hovering close to
her, Georgie stared expectantly at Emma’s stomach as if waiting for something
earth shattering to happen.


Emma glanced up to see him and smiled. “Hey. You’re
back.”


“Grammy sends her love and the promise she’ll be
down within the week.”


Emma huffed out a frustrated breath. “And
Granddaddy?” she asked tentatively.


“Is still in a lot of pain, but he’s doing pretty
well. And he managed not to verbally or physically assault me.”


Emma’s brows raised in surprised. “That’s good
news.”


He motioned at her and Georgie. “What are you guys
doing?”


“Trying the flashlight trick,” Georgie replied, not
taking his eyes off Emma’s belly.


“Flashlight trick?” he repeated, as he walked over
to them.


Emma nodded. “Since a baby’s eyes start to open in
the sixth month, supposedly pressing a flashlight to your belly will make him
move.” She smiled down at Georgie. “He’s never felt a baby kick, so he wanted
to feel Noah.”


Aidan chuckled. “Any luck?”


Georgie’s lips turned down. “Nope.”


“He’s showing his true Fitzgerald stubbornness by
not cooperating,” Emma said.


“Hey now, I think he’s equally inherited some of
that from you too,” Aidan argued.


“Kick Noah!” Georgie ordered.


Aidan laughed at his determination. “Did you ever
think that maybe you’re making him mad or something? How would you like someone
sticking a flashlight on you and shining it in your eyes?” Grabbing Georgie by
the ankles, he slid him down the bed. “Let’s see how you like it, huh?”


Georgie giggled when Aidan snatched his shirt up and
pressed the flashlight to his stomach. “Stop it, Uncle Aidan!” he said, when he
could catch his breath.


“Did your baby start kicking?” Aidan asked.


Georgie pushed his shirt down. “I don’t have a baby
in my belly, silly!”


“You don’t?”


“No, only mommie’s have babies in their bellies.”


“Oh, I see.” He tickled his fingers up Georgie’s
sides, causing him to laugh and squirm again.


“Quick Georgie!” Emma cried.


Aidan grabbed Georgie’s waist and hoisted him back
up to Emma. She took his hand and brought it to her belly. His eyes widened.
“Uncle Aidan, Noah’s kicking me!”


Emma grinned. “He must like the sound of your laugh
because that’s what got him going, not the flashlight.”


Georgie dropped his hand to lean over and kiss the
spot where he had been feeling. “I love you, Noah!”


Aidan smiled when tears sparkled in Emma’s emerald
eyes. He was getting used to her hormonal waterworks at the drop of a hat.


Georgie, however, peered up at her in surprise. “Why
are you crying, Aunt Emma?”


“Because you’re such a sweet boy,” she replied,
drawing him into her arms. She kissed the crown of Georgie’s head as she hugged
him. It didn’t escape by Aidan how Georgie had called Emma ‘aunt’, and she
hadn’t protested. 


“I gotta go pee-pee,” Georgie said, squirming away
from Emma and hopping off the bed.


As he swept by Aidan, Emma’s gaze honed in on the
bag at his side. “What’s that?”


“Oh, um…” He rubbed his jaw and shifted on his feet.
He didn’t know why he was nervous about giving her the gift. It was just a
stupid onesie. “It’s something for Noah.”


Emma’s green eyes instantly lit up. “Really?”


“It’s nothing much. I just saw it in the store and
thought of him…and you.”


With a grin like a kid on Christmas morning, she
snatched the bag from his hands. Her fingers dug inside to pull out the onesie.
She unfolded it and peered at the writing. “I’m cute, Mommy’s cute, and Daddy’s…”
She tore her gaze up to meet his.


“Daddy’s lucky,” he finished for her.


“Oh Aidan,” she murmured. Tears once again welled in
her eyes, but a pleased smile curved on her full lips as she ran her fingers
over the onesie. She tilted her head up at him. “Thank you. This is too
adorable and sweet. And I love that the first article of clothing anyone has
gotten for him is from his father.”


“Besides his christening gown,” Aidan reminded her.


“Oh, you’re right. But still.”


“If I knew you were going to get that sentimental
about it, I would have bought him something nicer,” he mused.


“It’s not just the onesie, Aidan. It’s what it
says,” she said softly. Her eyes met his, and his heart leapt at the love he
could see burning in hers. If he could only bottle moments like these, he could
then give them back to her whenever she tried to doubt her love for him.


“Aunt Emma?” Georgie asked, squirming back up on the
bed.


“What honey?”


“I was just wonderin’ how did Noah get in your
belly?”


“Um,  well…”


“Mommy says he’s Uncle Aidan’s baby, so did he put
it there?”


Emma’s eyes bulged as she stared up at Aidan. “Uh,
well…”


John and Percy then appeared in the doorway. “You
know, I’m a little fuzzy on that one too, so maybe you can explain it to us
all,” John said, with an amused smirk.


Aidan turned to scowl at John. “Georgie,” he began,
“where babies come from is really something you need to ask your mom and dad
about.”


Georgie’s blonde brows furrowed. “Why? Is it a
secret?”


“No, it’s just, um, well…” Aidan rubbed the back of
his neck while trying to come up with an answer. Finally, he remembered what
his own mother had told him when he was just a kid and his sister Angie was
pregnant. “It’s like this. When a man and woman love each other very much, the
love grows inside the woman and makes a baby.”


Rubbing his chin, John asked, “So I guess that means
you love Emma, huh?”


Aidan shot him a death glare before turning his gaze
back to Georgie. Wonderment flickered on his face at the explanation. “That’s
so cool that I grew as my Mommy and Daddy’s love,” he murmured.


When Aidan dared to look at Emma, she stared
wide-eyed, open-mouthed back at him. Although he insinuated it every day, he
still hadn’t managed to actually say the words. Maybe now was the perfect time
to say it and seal the deal between them.


“Hey guys, there’s some homemade brownies from
Emma’s Grammy in the kitchen if you want some.”


Georgie scrambled off the bed while John and Percy
hightailed it down the hall. Once they were alone, he smiled at Emma. “How was
my explanation?”


She sucked in a breath. “Good…and sweet. And he
totally bought it.”


“But did you?”


“What do you mean?” she whispered.


His heartbeat pounded in his ears. This was it. It
was now or never. He took a tentative step forward and opened his mouth.


“Aidan Fitzgerald, what are you doing giving my sons
chocolate before dinner?” Becky demanded from the doorway with a hand on her
hip.


Fuck! His moment had been totally ruined. He whirled
around to glare at Becky. She gave him a funny look. “Between John and Percy,
I’m not sure if you have any brownies left for Emma.”


He raked a hand though his hair and sighed
resignedly. “I’m sorry, Sis. They helped me lug in the groceries, so I thought
they could use a snack.”


She grinned. “I guess you’re forgiven then.” Becky
then turned her attention to Emma. “Everything go okay while I was gone?”


Emma nodded. “They were the best baby-sitters I’ve
had so far.”


Becky laughed. “I believe they’ve been your only
ones besides my little brother here.”


With a teasing smile at Aidan, Emma said, “Oh, he’s
so much more than just a baby-sitter.”


He arched his brows at her. “Oh, really?”


“Mmm, hmm. You’re a cook, a house-keeper, and an
entertainer.”


Aidan shook his head but laughed in spite of
himself. “Yes, I am all those things.”


“Well, I guess I better round up the boys and head
out,” Becky said. She came over to the bed and gave Emma a kiss. “Take care of
your self, Mama.”


“I will…and Aidan will.”


At the loving expression on Emma’s face, Aidan
couldn’t help smiling. “Of course I will.”


“Work him hard then,” Becky said. She gave Aidan a
playful nudge before kissing his cheek.


“You can bet she will,” he mused.


“Bye then,” Becky called with a wave.


Aidan stared at Emma for a moment. Should he go
ahead and say it now or wait until a more opportune moment? Emma’s phone going
off confirmed that he might as well wait.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


The next few days rolled along in a monotonous
rhythm. Before long, Emma had completed her first week of bed-rest. She read,
she watched TV and movies, and she visited with Casey and Connor as well as
Aidan’s sisters. True to her word, Grammy came down for a day, and neither Emma
nor Aidan could keep her from cooking them a huge meal along with a dessert.
Emma especially enjoyed when Patrick came by. She was so glad to see him
looking healthy and a complete opposite from when she had seen him last. They
were both on the road to recovery, and she was so grateful.


Fortunately, Aidan’s leave of absence had turned
into more of a work from home situation. Emma liked the fact he was kept busy
so he wouldn’t be hovering over her 24/7 acting like a deranged mother hen. It
wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy having him around. She loved the fact he was
willing to do anything and everything she asked him to. He was good company
with the fact he ate all his meals with her and usually fell asleep watching
movies, which meant he ended up sleeping by her side.


Every day they seemed to grow closer and closer. But
worry gnawed deep in the pit of her stomach. She feared her hormones and the
close quarters of her bed-rest situation were making her blind to the truths of
Aidan’s character. After all, she’d been fooled by him once before. Could she
really ever trust him completely again? Could she emotionally withstand
building a life with him only for it to all fall apart if he cheated again?


On Monday afternoon, she had just settled in to
watch a marathon of one of her favorite old series, Dr. Quinn Medicine Woman,
when her phone buzzed beside her. At the name on the screen, her heartbeat
accelerated so fast it threatened to beat out of her chest.


It was from Pesh. Would it be presumptuous of me
to inquire about checking on you tonight?


She shook her head as she read and reread his text.
Not only did he always sound so different than the men she knew, but he was
always so kind and thoughtful. He had already called twice to check on her, but
he had yet to broach the subject of coming by.


Sure. That sounds great.


I’ve even secured a portable ultrasound
machine, so we can check on Little Man.


At the mention of Noah, Emma’s heart melted. Aw,
thank you so much.


Is five too early? I have to go in at
nine tonight.


That’s fine.


Wonderful. Do you like Indian food?


Emma nibbled her bottom lip before responding. Actually,
I’ve never eaten any.


Seriously?


Yep.


Wish you could see how far my mouth is
hanging open right now.


With a giggle, Emma typed Sorry. Diehard Southern
girl raised in the boonies.


We’ll have to remedy that. I’ll bring
you several courses from my favorite Indian restaurant.


That sounds wonderful.


Just text me the address, and I’ll see
you in a little while.


As her fingers punched out the street number of
Aidan’s house, revulsion flooded through her. Was she seriously about to bring
another man into Aidan’s house? A man whose very presence had the ability to
confuse her about the depth of her feelings for Aidan? “Ugh, you’re a hateful,
awful person, Emma Harrison!” she moaned, her head falling back against the
pillows. Why did everything have to be so complicated?


She knew what Casey would say. It became complicated
because Aidan almost banged another woman and broke her heart and her trust. If
he hadn’t made such a mistake, she wouldn’t even be entertaining the idea of
Pesh. But at the same time, Aidan had been trying so hard to win her
forgiveness, and she couldn’t ignore the fact he was her child’s father.


“Heartless bitch,” she muttered as her internal
monologue worked on overdrive of calling herself out.


But in all honesty, it wasn’t like she was inviting
Pesh over to have sex with him. He was coming in a medical capacity for
goodness sake. Just because he happened to be bringing dinner didn’t mean it
was a date or anything special. She had told him at the hospital that she
wasn’t sure she had anything to give him, so it wasn’t like she was leading him
on…or being unfaithful to Aidan.


Now all she had to do was figure out a way to tell
Aidan about Pesh coming over. Her stomach churned at the prospect. Fortunately,
she didn’t have to wait long. He appeared in the doorway only a few moments
later as she still sat staring at her phone screen.


“You need anything?”


She forced a smile to her lips. “No, I’m good.”


“Listen, I know you hate me hovering and all, so
would it be okay if I ran some things down to the office? They don’t seem to understand
this whole ‘leave of absence’ thing.”


“No, no, that’s fine.”


“I may run by the gym after that. I shouldn’t be
gone more than two hours. I can pick us up some dinner on my way in.”


“Oh, um, that won’t be necessary.”


Aidan gave her a funny look. “Won’t you be hungry
then?”


“Actually, Pesh is coming by for a house call in a
little while. He’s bringing dinner with him.”


Emma sucked in a breath as Aidan’s blonde brows
disappeared into his hairline. “You’re having a date with Pesh tonight?”


“It’s not a date!” she protested.


Aidan crossed his arms over his chest and countered,
“He’s not just stopping by to take your pulse, Em. The fucker is bringing
dinner.”


She winced. “No, it’s not like that. Pesh knows that
I’m not looking to start anything right now. He’s just checking on me to be
nice. You know, friendly and all.”


“It sure as hell doesn’t sound like that to me.”


At his harsh tone, Emma stared down at her quilt.
“Look, this is your home and your hospitality I’m imposing on. So if you really
feel that strongly about Pesh, I’ll tell him not to come.”


When she dared to look up again, Aidan’s expression
momentarily softened. “You mean you would do that? For me?”


“Of course I would. Give me a little credit for
considering your feelings.”


After jerking a hand through his hair, Aidan gave a
frustrated grunt. “And you’re sure you’re not trying to start something up with
him?”


“The last thing I need right now is more stress in
my life, and any relationship, especially a new one, is always stressful.”


“Even with me?”


She cocked her head at him. “I wasn’t the one who
caused the stress in our relationship, remember?”


Aidan cringed. “I’m well aware of what I did as it
continuously comes back to bite me in the ass. Like with this foreign fucker
sniffing around you.”


Emma rolled her eyes. “He has a name, and it’s Pesh.
If you would take the time to get to know him, you would realize he’s not the
type of man trying to take advantage of me or get in my panties.”


“No, it’s worse because he isn’t,” Aidan grumbled.


“What?”


“I’d rather he be some douchenozzle trying to get in
your pants because you’d be totally repulsed by that and tell him where to get
off—just like you did me at first.” Aidan grimaced. “But it’s worse because
he’s some honorable dude who doesn’t care that you’re pregnant with another
man’s child. He reeks of commitment for God’s sake. Hell, you’ll probably be
engaged by the time he leaves tonight!”


After taking in Aidan’s words, Emma remained
speechless. When they had stared each other down for a few agonizing seconds,
Aidan sighed. “Fine. Let him come by and check you out.”


“He’s not checking me out. He’s checking my
vital signs. He even has a portable ultrasound to check on Noah.”


“Fabulous,” Aidan muttered before starting to the
door.


“You’re not being fair,” she said.


Aidan whirled around, fire burning in his eyes.
“Excuse me?”


“Can’t you at all empathize with what I’m going
through? All this confusion I’m feeling about you and about us and all the
uncertainness—you felt this too, didn’t you?”


“Are you insinuating that what you’re going through
right now is the same thing I did about committing to you?”


“No, it’s just—”


Aidan held up a hand. “I’d think long and hard about
making any comparisons, Em. Because in the long run, my confusion led me to
screw up the most wonderful thing I ever had.” He shook his head sadly at her.
“I wouldn’t want you to have to go through the same thing.”


Her chest caved in at his words, and she had to suck
in a few harsh breaths. Was Aidan right? Was she throwing away happiness with
both hands because of her stupid uncertainty?


His voice brought Emma out of her thoughts. “How
long should I be gone tonight?”


“Aidan, you don’t have to leave. You can stay right
here and see that there’s nothing going on.”


“I may be a masochist but only to a certain extent,”
he replied bitterly.


Emma sighed. “He’s coming at five, and he has to go
into work at nine.”


Aidan bobbed his head in acknowledgement. “I’ll have
my phone if you need me.”


Without another word, he left her. When the back
door slammed shut, she jumped. Beau came into the bedroom and gave her a WTF
look. She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah, it’s all my fault, right?”


Beau barked and came over to the bed. Emma sat up
and leaned over to scratch his ears. “Come on. I need to get ready. We’re
having company this afternoon.”


Beau’s ears perked up at the mention of company, but
she shook her head at him. “But I’m sure you’re not going to like Pesh very
much. You’ll get all territorial, which means I probably need to put you in the
basement.”


He whined and backed away, causing Emma to giggle.
“Not now, silly. Just before the company gets here.”


She then got busy getting ready for Pesh’s arrival.
After she showered, she put on a small amount of makeup. To prove to herself
and to Aidan it wasn’t a date, she didn’t bother putting on one of her nicer
maternity dresses or outfits. She maintained her daily wardrobe of stretch
pants and a long-sleeve shirt.


After banishing Beau to the basement, she was
lounging on the couch with a book when Pesh rang the doorbell. “Come in,” she
called.


Pesh pushed through the door. His gaze scanned the
room for her. When his eyes met hers, he gave a beaming smile. “Well hello.
Don’t you look wonderful?”


Emma glanced down at her clothes and then back up to
him. “Seriously?”


He chuckled. “I don’t mean your attire. I meant that
your color looks very good. Your bed-rest appears to be agreeing with you
because you have a healthy glow.”


“Oh, well, thank you. That’s good to hear.”


“You aren’t starting to feel a little stir-crazy,
are you?”


She grinned. “Maybe a little. I’ve only been out of
the house once to go to the doctor. Nothing exciting.”


“Well, speaking of the doctor, let me get my bag and
the monitor, and we’ll check to see how you’re doing.”


“That sounds good.”


Pesh disappeared out onto the porch for a moment
before returning with a black medical bag and a large box with a handle. He sat
them down on the side of the couch. He then glanced around the living room,
taking in the décor. “You have a very beautiful place.”


“Thank you, but I can’t take the credit since this
isn’t my house.”


He eased down on the couch beside her. “I should
have realized you were staying with someone.”


Nibbling her lip, Emma replied, “Actually, this is
Aidan’s house.”


Pesh grimaced. “I’m alone with you at his house.”


Emma’s cheeks warmed. “I’m sorry if it makes you
uncomfortable. He’s the only one who could take care of me.”


“It’s fine.” He placed his hand on top of hers.
“I’ll go anywhere if it means getting to spend some time with you.”


She met his intense gaze. “Thank you,” she murmured.
Everything that she had argued with Aidan about being interested in Pesh seemed
to fly out the window when she stared into his soulful, brown eyes.


He flipped over her wrist and began taking her
pulse. “A little fast, but it seems good,” he noted.


Leaning over, he started digging through his medical
bag. He stuck the stethoscope buds in his ears and brought the silver disc to
her chest. His demeanor was all professional as he instructed, “Breathe
normally.” As he shifted the disc across her chest, his arm brushed across her
breasts, and she stiffened. If Pesh noticed her reaction, he didn’t acknowledge
it. Instead, his brows furrowed as he listened to her heart and lungs.


Pesh’s closeness caused her heartbeat to accelerate.
His woodsy smell, the heat from his body, the tousled dark hair she wanted to
run her fingers through—it drove her to distraction. Breathing normally like he
had requested was completely out of the question. Instead, she managed to draw
in several harsh pants. Pesh’s dark eyes swept from the stethoscope up to hers.
He took the buds out of his ears and smiled knowingly. “Either I’m making you
nervous, or you need to get back to the hospital for your erratic breathing and
heartbeat.”


She felt a warm flush creeping across her cheeks.
“No, it’s you,” she murmured.


He cocked his eyebrows. “So you’re saying if Dr.
Pendleton were here taking your vitals you wouldn’t be reacting this way?”


Laughter sputtered from her lips. “Of course not.”


Shifting his body, he leaned in closer to her. His
dark eyes penetrated hers. “Why do I make you nervous, Emma?”


Her mouth ran dry, and she licked her lips.
“Because…” You’re so damn good-looking, and your fabulous body kicks my
pregnancy hormones into overdrive, making me think things about you I normally
wouldn’t. But more than the lust, you’re kind and compassionate, and if given
the chance, I could see myself falling for you.


Emma exhaled the breath she had been holding. “I
told Aidan that there was nothing between us, and that you knew I couldn’t give
you more. But now that you’re in front of me, looking at me…” She shuddered.
“You confuse me.”


“I confuse you?”


Staring down at her hands, she said, “I still care
very deeply for Aidan, but when I’m with you, I start to feel…differently.”


“I could argue that it’s merely biological, and that
your body is just seeking out a mate to protect you and your child.”


“If that’s the case, then I would only feel for
Aidan, right?”


Pesh’s expression grew serious. “So I at least have
a chance to woo you?”


“To woo me?”


He laughed. “Not a word you would usually use?”


“Not exactly.”


He tilted his head in thought. “Hmm, a chance to win
you over by romancing you? To wine and dine you?”


Emma smiled and pointed to her belly. “There will be
no wining, and with my bed rest, our dining is going to be a little limited.”


“Ah, but that’s why I brought food to you.” He rose
off the couch. “Let me go get it, and we’ll commence our wooing.”


When he winked at her, she laughed. “Okay.”


Pesh stopped when he got to the door and turned
around. “As long as I have a chance to win your heart, Emma, I’ll take whatever
you can give me.”


Emma tried not to be overwhelmed by his words. All
she planned on giving him was her friendship, and that was it—nothing more and
nothing less. Regardless of what her traitorous body wanted to feel that was
going to be it.


He carried two large food bags when he swept back
through the door. “Goodness. I don’t eat that much you know!” Emma teased.


Pesh laughed. “I know, but I just wanted you to get
a good flavoring for different Indian courses and dishes.” He glanced around.
“Should I take these to the kitchen?”


“No, just put them here on the table. We’ll have a
picnic of sorts.”


“Sounds good to me.” Once he sat the bags down, he
turned back to her. Rubbing his hands, he said, “Before we dig in, let’s check
on Little Man.”


Emma laughed at his enthusiasm. “Okay.”


“It’s hard to believe technology has come so far
that we actually have portable ultrasound machines.”


“It’s crazy.”


Pesh set up the device and then turned to lift her
top. Emma instinctively reached out to knock his hand away. His eyebrows shot
up in surprise. “I’m sorry. I was just—”


“I know. I was being ridiculous.”


She then eased her top up over her belly and
lamented the fact Pesh had to see her like this. If he managed to see her
swollen stomach and didn’t appear totally repulsed, maybe he really was worth
giving a chance romantically. She quickly shook the thought out of her head
when he squirted the cold jelly on her skin.


He ran the wand over her stomach, and Noah’s grainy
image appeared on the screen. “There he is. Looking good too, I might add.”


Emma focused in on Noah. His arms and legs flailed a
bit as the wand seemed to disturb his resting. In fact, he gave two
enthusiastic kicks to prove he wanted to be left alone. “His heart rate is
normal, and everything looks good with the placenta.” Pesh glanced up from the
monitor to meet Emma’s gaze. “No more contractions or pain?”


“Nope. Everything has been fine.”


He smiled. “Such a blessing to hear. I’m sure once
you’re off bed-rest in the next week, you can look forward to a happy and
healthy remainder of your pregnancy.”


“That’s what I’ve been hoping and praying for,” Emma
replied.


Pesh patted her hand reassuringly. “Just believe
it.” He then put away the wand. 


Emma glanced down at her sticky belly. “Do you mind
grabbing me a hand towel from the kitchen?”


From his medical bag, he produced a towel. “I always
come prepared.”


She laughed. “Well, thank you then.”


“While you get cleaned up, I’ll go get us some
plates and silverware.”


“Sounds good.”


As Emma swiped herself clean of the jelly, she heard
Pesh opening and closing cabinets. He had started into the living room when a
bang at the basement door caused him to jump and almost drop everything. His
wide-eyes met Emma’s as scratching and howling persisted at the door. “Is Aidan
keeping someone hidden in the basement?”


She giggled. “That would be our…um, well, Aidan’s
very spoiled dog, Beau.”


Pesh nodded as he set down the plates. “Want me to
let him out?”


“I guess so. I wasn’t quite sure how he might react
to you.”


“Animals usually love me, so we’ll see if I can win
him over.” When Pesh opened the basement door, Beau came bounding in. He raced
over to Emma and licked her hand. “Hey good boy.”


Then his ears perked up, and he swung around to take
in Pesh. A low growl erupted in his throat. “No, no, Beau. Pesh is our friend,”
she said, grabbing his collar.


Pesh slowly walked over to the couch. Tentatively, he
stuck his hand out for Beau to smell. After Beau took it in, he still stared
hard at Pesh. “I would almost think Aidan had warned him about me before he
left tonight,” he mused. 


Emma laughed. “He’s usually really good around
strangers, but I was afraid this might happen with Aidan gone.”


“He’s just being a good, territorial dog. Since he
doesn’t know me, he’s protecting you and the baby.” Pesh tilted his head to the
side. “Hmm, let’s see if I can make friends.” He dug his hand into one of the
bags. “Let’s see if a piece of Samosa might seal the deal.” He reached out to
Beau with the piece of what looked like a tortilla.


Beau glanced back at her. “It’s okay. You can have
it.” Reluctantly, he inched forward and snatched the bread out of Pesh’s hand.


“What exactly is that?”


“It’s a wrap of potatoes and spices.”


“Oh jeez, then he’ll be in heaven. He loves potatoes
almost as much as his daddy does.” When she realized what she had said, she
couldn’t fight the flush filling her cheeks.


“So while I get things unpacked, do you want to tell
me what happened with you and Aidan?”


Emma grimaced. “Do I have to?”


“Not if it’s going to upset you. I would never want
to cause you any pain.”


She groaned. “No, I guess it’s only fair that you
know what you’re dealing with.”


“Or what I’m up against?”


“I guess,” she murmured.


“So, you and Aidan were dating, you got pregnant,
and he couldn’t commit?” Pesh suggested, as his hand delved into one of the
bags.


Oh God. How could he be further from the truth? “Not
exactly.”


Pesh drew his attention away from the containers he
was taking out and looked at Emma. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”


“No, it’s just at the hospital when I said it was a
long story, I wasn’t kidding.” After drawing in a deep breath, she proceeded to
tell Pesh everything from the start of wanting Connor to father her child to
Aidan’s betrayal.


When she finally finished, Pesh shook his head.
“You’re right. That was a really long story.” At his teasing, Emma smacked his
arm playfully, and he grinned. “Thank you for sharing that with me. I know it
couldn’t have been easy unburdening yourself of all that pain.”


Emma cocked her head at him. “Do you always talk so
proper—so worldly?”


“My parents like to say I’m an old soul. I guess
that’s why I sound the way I do.”


“Were you the oldest?”


Pesh nodded. “Yes, you could say I’m the classic
oldest child stereotype. My baby brother…well, he’s a whole other story for
another day.”


Emma laughed as Pesh started pouring out some soup
into a bowl. She sniffed appreciatively at the bowl. “Hmm, what’s this?”


“Rasam or tomato soup.”


She took a tentative bite. “That’s really good.”


“I thought you might like it. It’s very healthy too.
Good for digestion.”


Emma laughed. “The restaurant should hire you to do
PR for them.”


“You think?”


She nodded. “I should know. I mean, I do work in
advertising.”


After taking in a few spoonfuls of the soup, she
eyed another container Pesh was opening. At her apprehension, he said, “Just
take a bite of the Daal Makhani.” When she gave Pesh a skeptical look, he
laughed. “Trust me. It’s good for you. It has a lot of protein and fiber in
it.”


The moment she thrust the spoonful into her mouth
she knew she had made a mistake. “That’s hot.”


“Seriously?”


She bobbed her head while waving her hand in front
of her mouth. “I guess I should have mentioned I’m kinda a wuss when it comes
to spicy foods.”


“Oh, well, then. Why don’t you skip out on that and
take the Butter Chicken instead.” Pesh put some orange looking chicken on her
plate.


“So tell me about your family,” Emma said. It was
hard to talk considering her tongue was still enflamed. 


“Well, my father came to America with his parents
when he was just a teenager. He wanted to leave India behind and become
Americanized.” Pesh shook his head. “He even changed his name to Charlie.”


“Really?”


Pesh grinned. “Yes, no one I know except my mother
and my late grandparents called him by his real name.”


Emma pushed her fork around the plate, uncertain of
what to eat next. “What about your mother?”


“She’s the reason why I’m not completely
Americanized, or have a name like Bill or something.”


Emma giggled. “I can’t quite see you as a
‘Bill’…William maybe, but definitely not Bill or Billy.”


“Me either.” Pesh wiped his mouth with his napkin.
“She came over to marry my father when she was just eighteen. They had known
each other as children, but it was very much an arranged marriage.”


“Oh,” Emma murmured. She took a tentative bite of
the lesser of the spicy evils. “Was your marriage arranged?”


“No. In fact, Jade was the first non-Indian girl I
ever dated.”


“Was your mom angry?”


He bobbed his head. “At first. But Jade very much
wanted to acclimate herself to my life and my customs. Over the years we dated,
she slowly grew on my mother.” He grinned at Emma. “As for my father, the
traitor to his culture, the thoughts of a blonde hair, blue eyed
daughter-in-law was a dream come true!”


Emma laughed. “I can only imagine.” When she glanced
up from her plate, she saw that Pesh’s expression had turned serious. “What?”


“I can only imagine he would be thrilled with an
auburn haired beauty with sparkling green eyes.”


Her fork clattered noisily onto the floor. She and
Pesh both leaned over to retrieve it, and they ended up bumping heads. “Oomp,”
Emma muttered. She brought her hand to her head and rubbed her aching hairline.


“I’m sorry I upset you,” Pesh said softly.


“You didn’t upset me. It’s just that…” She nibbled
her lip, unsure of how to proceed. “When you say things like that, I feel like
I’m leading you on. I don’t want you to get hurt.”


“Emma, I am a grown man. I’m fully capable of taking
care of myself and my feelings. I’m also well aware of how plain you’ve made
your intentions to me.”


She shook her head. “Then why bother wasting your
time on me if I’m all closed off?”


“That’s the same question one might pose to Aidan.
Why should he bother pursing you after what he’s done and how you still feel
about him?” He gave her a hesitant smile. “Because you’re worth fighting for.”


“Oh God,” she moaned. She covered her face with her
hands.


“Did I say something wrong?”


From behind her hands, she replied, “Oh no. That’s
the problem. You never say the wrong thing. Everything you say and do is
absolutely wonderful.”


Pesh laughed. “I’m sorry for confusing you, Emma. I
really am.”


She peeked through her fingers at him. “Really?”


“Well, I could lie and say yes, but the truth is I’m
glad I’m slowly breaking down your walls. I want you to be able to see that
whenever you’re ready and if you really want me, I’ll be here.”


“You would say something like that,” she grumbled.


Standing up, Pesh stretched his arms over his head.
“Okay, I think it’s time for a conversation change and for me to clean up.”


“Oh no, you don’t have to do that.”


“I wouldn’t dream of overstepping your hospitality
by leaving a mess.”


“There you go with that worldly talk again,” she
remarked.


He wagged his finger at her. “Okay, so I talk
worldly. What’s something unique about you?”


“Hmm, well…”


“Oh come on. I know there has to be tons of unique
things about you.”


“Okay then, I’m a singer.”


His dark eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You are?”


She nodded and then told Pesh all about growing up
singing at her cousin, Gary’s, bar.


“You sang at bar called ‘Doc’s’?” Pesh asked, the
corners of his lips turning up in amusement.


“Yes, I did. That was Gary’s nickname.”


“Hmm, I like the irony.”


When Pesh winked at her, she shook her head. “Okay,
so I’m a singer. What’s something else unique about you?”


Scratching his chin, Pesh said, “Well, I own and fly
my own plane.”


Emma widened her eyes. “You do?”


“Yep. Actually, it isn’t entirely my own plane. My
father and middle brother also have their pilot’s licenses.”


“Wow, I’ve never been up in a small plane before.”


“Then I’ll have to take you some time.”


Emma’s heartbeat fluttered at the insinuation. As if
he read her confused thoughts, Pesh grinned. “Are you sure you’re done eating?”


Considering her stomach was already churning from
the mixture of spices and dishes, she knew she couldn’t eat another bite. “I’m
good. Thank you.”


“You won’t mind if I take the left-overs in for the
other doctors and nurses?”


“No, no. Go right ahead.”


Pesh grinned. “So I didn’t sell you on Indian food,
huh?”


Emma laughed. “I think from now on I better stick
with one dish instead of sampling them all.”


Pesh had just finished cleaning up when his pager
went off. “Seriously?” he grumbled.


“What’s wrong?”


“They need me in a little early tonight. Full moon
has all the crazies coming out I guess.”


“Really?”


Pesh glanced up at her and smiled. “Which part? Them
needing me to come in or that a full moon really brings out the craziness in
people?”


She giggled. “Both I guess.”


“Oh yes. Full moon nights in the ER are something
out of a horror movie.”


“Then I’ll keep you in my prayers.”


“Please do.” He glanced at the bags around him. “I
think I’m going to have to make two trips. Be right back.” He grabbed the food
bags and his medical bag and headed out the door. Beau started to follow after
him.


“No boy. Come here.”


He immediately came to Emma’s side. The look he gave
her brought a smile to Emma’s lips. “No, I’m not running off with him. Your bed
buddy and provider of table scraps is staying put.”


Beau wagged his tail at her comment. When Pesh came
back in the door, Beau stiffened. Pesh eyed him as he came around the couch for
the ultrasound machine. “Hmm, guess that Samosa didn’t cement our friendship,
huh buddy?”


Beau proceeded to jump on the couch and lay his head
down on Emma’s lap. Pesh laughed good-naturedly. Wagging a finger at Beau, he
said, “You take good care of her and the Little Man, okay?”


Emma smiled. “He will.”


“Thanks for letting me come over tonight.”


“No, it’s me who should be saying thanks for the
fact you were willing to check on me and for bringing dinner.”


“It was my pleasure, and one I hope to repeat in the
future. But I think I’ll wait until you’re off bed-rest to commence more of my
wooing.”


“Okay, I guess we can do that.”


Pesh stroked his chin in thought. “Do you like the
opera?”


“Oh, yes, I adore it. I’m a big fan of the cultural
arts.”


After digging his wallet out of his pocket, Pesh
produced several tickets. “These are for next week’s performance of Aida.
You should be off bed-rest by then. Would you like to go?” At her hesitation,
Pesh said, “Just as friends, Emma.”


She exhaled in relief. “Thank you. I would enjoy
that.”


“Then I look forward to seeing you again next week
for our non-date to Aida.”


“Me too.”


Pesh grabbed the machine and then leaned over to
tenderly kiss Emma’s cheek. Beau raised his head and gave a low growl. “Beau!”
Emma admonished. He ducked his head and gave her his best sad hound dog face. 


“I guess that’s my cue to be going.”


“I’m sorry about him.”


Pesh shook his head. “Don’t be sorry about anything,
Emma. For Beau, for not enjoying dinner…” His face hovered inches above hers.
“Most of all, don’t be sorry for what I might’ve made you feel tonight.”


She stared up at him, unblinking and unmoving. “I
won’t.”


“Good.” He then stood up, and with a final wave, he
walked out the door.


Once they were alone, Beau whined and snuggled up to
her. “Oh give me a break, would you? It’s not easy being a big, pregnant ball
of hormones!” She then fell back against the pillows and turned on the TV.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWELVE


 


At a little after nine, Beau raised his head and
woofed happily. “Hmm, I guess that means Daddy is home?”


Beau wagged his tail as he raced to the kitchen. The
beep of the house alarm alerted her of Aidan coming in the back door. “Hiya,
boy. You hold down the fort for me while I was gone?”


Aidan came into the living room with Beau still
yipping at his side. “I sure hope he didn’t do anything embarrassing like pee
on you to mark his territory while your date was here.”


“No, he didn’t,” Emma snapped.


“Speaking of, how was your date?” Aidan asked,
tossing his keys on the table.


“It wasn’t a date,” she muttered.


“Excuse me, Miss Testy.” He inhaled sharply. “Ugh,
what stinks in here?”


“Pesh brought Indian food for me to try.” Emma’s
stomach rolled at the thought of ever eating again, least of all anything with
spices.  “Where have you been?” she asked, trying to change the subject.


“I had me a hot date.”


Emma jerked her head up to stare at him. She
couldn’t stop her eyes from widening in shock or her mouth dropping open. He
had been with another woman? After everything he had said to her before he
left? Her nausea revved into overdrive at the prospect, and she fought the
rising bile in her throat. “Y-You did?”


He nodded and plopped down on the coffee table. His
knees knocked into hers, and she fought the urge to pull away from the
closeness of him. He leaned in on his elbows. “Picture this outfit. Cut-off,
Daisy Duke’s with the ass cheeks hanging out—”


“Short shorts? It’s late October!”


Aidan held up his hands. “I’m not finished.”


Crossing her hands over her chest, she huffed out a
frustrated grunt. “Fine.”


“Anyway, so like I was saying, there were the Daisy
Dukes, cowboy boots, and to top it all off there was the halter top with the
bare mid-drift…” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Man, I was
looking good!”


His eyes snapped open, and then he winked at her.
Emma stared at him in disbelief. “There wasn’t a girl wearing that…you mean
you…”


Aidan laughed. “I was just teasing you, Em. I went
over to Pop’s, and we watched the game. I sure as hell wasn’t out with a
woman.”


The prospect of him being on an actual date had
worked her into such an emotional firestorm that along with the relief she
felt, she also knew she was going to be sick. She had only a moment to panic
about whether or not she would make it to the bathroom before she leaned
forward and threw up in Aidan’s lap.


He gazed from his soiled pants back up to her eyes.
“Damn, Em, I know my joke was bad, but did you seriously have to puke on me?”


Tears of mortification stung her eyes. “I-I…I’m
sorry.”


His expression turned from amusement to compassion
when she burst into tears. He reached over and rubbed her arm. “Hey, don’t cry.
You’re not the first person to puke on me. I did belong to a fraternity back in
the day. Nothing is worse than drunk guy vomit.”


“I can’t believe you’re being so nice about it,” she
sobbed.


“Well, it’s not like you did it on purpose.” He
raised his eyebrows at her. “Did you?”


“No! I would never do that!”


He rubbed her cheek with his thumb. “I know. I was
only teasing you again, Em.”


“I don’t think the food agreed with me—too many
different spices and sauces,” she replied, wiping her nose with the back of her
sleeve.


“Hmm, I think that speaks volumes about the company
as well, don’t you?”


“Aidan,” she warned, her embarrassment fading into
anger at his assumptions.


He cocked his head at her. “Sounds to me like Noah
is trying to tell you something. I’m glad the Little Man already has his dad’s
back.”


She narrowed her eyes at him. “I’ve never eaten
Indian food before. It has nothing to do with my feelings or Noah’s.  It’s my
digestive system speaking, thank you very much,” she snapped.


Aidan grinned. “Ah, there’s those lovely pregnancy
mood swings I love so much.”


She sniffed in a frustrated breath. “Come on. You
need to get cleaned up, and I need to go back to bed.”


When Aidan stood up, vomit slid down his pants legs.
He made a face. “Jeez, I think that’s seriously about to trigger my gag
reflex.” His hands went to his button, and he unzipped his pants. He quickly
stepped out of them and balled them up. “I better throw these in the washer.”


Emma leaned forward to get up off the couch just as
Aidan turned. Her face grazed across his crotch. At his sharp intake of breath,
she jerked back. “Uh-sorry,” she mumbled.


“This night just keeps getting better and better,”
he grumbled. Before he started to the bedroom, he turned back and offered Emma
his hand. Her heart kick-started at the small gesture.


“Thanks.”


“You’re welcome. Listen, I’ll grab my stuff and hit
the shower upstairs so you can have mine.”


Her hormones went into overdrive. “Aw, that’s so
sweet,” she murmured.


Aidan gave her a playful smirk. “Damn, babe, it
doesn’t take much to impress you, does it?”


She rolled her eyes. “Excuse me for being grateful
for your kindness,” she huffed before stalking into the bathroom and slamming
the door.


Aidan poked his head in just as she swept her top
off. She squeaked at the sight of him. “Um, you do remember I need to get my
shit from in here, right?”


“Yes, go ahead.”


Only in her bra, Emma began brushing her teeth. Once
Aidan swept up his shampoo and body wash, he leaned to grab his toothbrush
before bestowing a kiss on her bare back. Longing shuddered through her. If
Aidan realized her reaction, he didn’t say anything. “Now don’t stay on your
feet too long.”


Giving him a salute, she mumbled through a mouthful
of toothpaste, “Yes sir.”


He shook his head. “Always you and that mouth.”


She grinned at him before he headed out the door.


 


***


 


When Emma finished showering, Aidan was still
upstairs. Exhausted from the emotional rollercoaster ride of the day, she fell
immediately into a deep sleep. But it wasn’t restful. Dreams plagued her.
First, she had one where Aidan and Pesh were fighting over her with a duel to
the death like in the olden days. Then she dreamed that when Noah was born, he
looked just like Pesh, rather than anything like her or Aidan.


Finally, her mind reeled into another dream—one that
was all too surreal since it had once happened.


Cool water lapped against her bare neck and
shoulders as she kicked her legs to stay afloat in Grammy and Granddaddy’s pond.
She could almost touch the bottom if she let the water cascade over her head.
As she treaded water, Aidan swam up to her with a predatory gleam in his eyes.
A shiver of anticipation ran through her.


“Are you cold?” Aidan asked.


“A little,” she murmured.


“Then let me warm you up.” He pulled her into his
arms and brought his lips against hers. “Mmm, you taste sweet…a little sweeter
than usual.”


She grinned against his mouth. “I might have made a
pit-stop for some cake before I came to your room.”


Aidan chuckled. “Midnight craving for food and sex,
huh?”


“Yep.”


“I think it’s time we fulfilled that second craving,
don’t you?”


“Please.”


“Wrap your legs around me, babe.”


She did as she was commanded. Aidan grunted as he
started walking them through the water to the shore. “Am I too heavy?”


“No, not at all,” he murmured through gritted teeth.


She laughed. “Aidan, I can make it myself. You don’t
have to carry me.”


“It’s not that you’re too heavy. It’s just this is
harder than I thought it would be in the water.”


“Aw, but you’re my hero now for sure!” She then
brought her lips to his cheek. She kissed a trail down to his jaw before
nipping and licking her way over to his lips. She moved her hips against his
groin.


“Damn, Em,” he murmured gripping his hands tighter against
her ass.


“Am I getting you worked up?”


“Oh hell yes.”


“Good.” She thrust her tongue into his mouth,
seeking out his warmth. She let his dance teasingly over hers. Then like a
flick of a switch, they turned from teasing each other to ravaging each other’s
mouths.


Once Aidan stepped out on shore, he held Emma tight
as he sank to his knees, causing her to squeal as she was pitched back. “You
okay?” he asked. She glanced up at him. The full moon cast a halo around his
head, making him appear momentarily angelic.


“I’m fine now.” She widened her legs to allow him to
ease between them. “Make love to me, Aidan.”


He stared intently into her eyes, and she knew the
fact she had used the term making love had not been lost on him. “Whatever you
want, babe,” he replied with his usual cocky smirk.


When he thrust into her, she cried out and gripped
his shoulders tight. He moved slowly, tenderly within her. His tongue mirrored
the movements of his languorous strokes while his hands cupped one of her
breasts, bringing the nipple to a hardened peak.


Just as she was so close to coming, he changed his
pace and began rocking harder and harder against her, causing the sand and
twigs beneath her to dig into her back. He shook her in his arms. “No, not like
that. Be gentle with me, Aidan,” she murmured.


Slowly she was sucked out of making love on the
shore and back into Aidan’s bedroom. Someone was shaking her. No, Aidan was
shaking her.


“Em, wake up.”


Her eyelids fluttered open to stare up at his
concerned face. “What happened?”


His hand left her shoulder to cup her cheek. “You
were moaning. I think you were having a nightmare or something.”


“No, I was about to come,” she mumbled drowsily.


“Excuse me?”


Suddenly she was wide awake. Her hands flew to cover
her face that burned with mortification. “Oh God.”


Aidan chuckled beside her. “Em, you naughty girl.
Were you moaning because you were having a sex dream?”


Ignoring him, she rolled over to her side. She
fluffed the pillow and flopped back down.


“Wait a minute. When you said, ‘Be gentle with me
Aidan’, that wasn’t about me waking you, was it?”


“I’m going back to sleep now.”


He nudged her shoulder playfully. “Oh come on, Emma.
Admit it. You were dreaming about having sex with me.” His voice vibrated with
pleasure. “I must’ve been good if you were about to come.”


She snorted exasperatedly. “I’m surprised you’re
even asking about how good you were. Don’t you always think you’re amazing?”


His hand snaked around her shoulder, rolling her
back over. With one arm on the other side of her head, she was pinned beneath
him and forced to face him. “You’re the only woman in the world I want to be
amazing in bed for or to give mind-blowing, multiple orgasms to.” He shook his
head. “No one else, I swear.”


Staring into his eyes, she brushed the back of her
hand over the stubble on his cheek. “You need to shave,” she murmured.


Aidan arched his eyebrows. “You don’t want me to
grow it out? Maybe have a goatee or a beard?”


“No, I like it just the way it is.”


“Then I’ll shave. For you.”


Overwhelmed by her burning feelings for him and
still reeling from her sex dream, Emma leaned up and brought her lips to his.
Aidan immediately froze, and she felt like she was kissing a marble statue.
When her mouth opened to slide her tongue against his lips, he slowly started
to thaw. Her hand that had been caressing his cheek slipped into his hair. She
ran her fingers through the silky strands, tugging and pulling as she went just
like her teeth did to his bottom lip.


Aidan gave a low moan in the back of his throat as
he thrust his tongue into her mouth. God, she had missed the feel of his mouth
on hers—his tongue dancing tantalizingly along hers. Desire pooled below her
waist, and she knew she wanted him more than ever before.


He moved his hand from her shoulder to her breast,
kneading and cupping the sensitive flesh through her nightgown. She widened her
legs, allowing his hips to dip between them.


But when he started to lift the hem of her
nightgown, Emma’s eyes flew open as reality, rather than a dream, crashed over
her. “Wait, Aidan no!”


He pulled his head from her neck to stare at her
with eyes hazy and drunk with desire. “Please tell me this isn’t because you
don’t want to do this, but it’s because we’ve both just realized the doctor
said not to?”


She nodded. “I’m not even supposed to have an orgasm
because it can cause contractions.”


He smirked at her. “Then it was a good thing I woke
you from the sex dream, huh?”


Blushing, she gave a half-laugh. “I guess so.” As he
pulled himself off of her, she said, “I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be. We both got carried away.” He smiled as
he snuggled against her. “Besides, it may not be as physically gratifying just
to hold you all night, but there’s nothing I’d rather do.”


Emma groaned. “Why do you have to say things like
that?”


“What?”


She lowered her gaze. “You keep saying and doing all
these amazing things. It confuses me.”


“You want me to be an asshole or something?”


“No, of course not.”


“Oh I get it. You want me to be the old,
self-centered Aidan, so it’s easier for you not to feel what you do.”


“I didn’t say that.”


“But don’t you want me to change?”


“I fell in love with the old Aidan, remember?”


He growled in frustration. “But don’t you want me to
be a better man for you and for Noah?”


“Of course I do.”


“Then let me say and do what I want.”


“Fine.”


They lay in silence a few moments. “You’re really
never going to forgive me, are you?” Aidan asked.


“Wait, where did that come from?”


He rose up into a sitting position. “Everything I’ve
done for you in the past eight days, everything I’ve said, all the apologies,
trying to make it right…it hasn’t meant shit to you, has it?”


“That’s not true,” Emma argued.


“Obviously it is. If you were totally sold on us
getting back together, you wouldn’t let Pesh come over, even in a medical
capacity. You would have already said you wanted to be with me.”


“I said if it bothered you so much, I wouldn’t let
Pesh come over, and you were more than welcome to have stayed here—it’s your
house for goodness sake. You could have stayed and seen for yourself that nothing
romantic happened between Pesh and me. But you chose to leave.”


“So now you’re trying to act like I left so that
must mean I didn’t really care if Pesh tried to make a move?”


“No, that’s not it at all.”


“Once again, everything is all my fault, right?”


Emma rubbed her temples. “Can we please not argue
about this? I’m tired.”


“Yeah, well, so am I.” He flung the covers back and
stomped from the bed. Emma didn’t bother asking where he was going. The
pounding of his feet on the stairs told her everything she needed to know.


Using her fists, she ground the tears from her eyes.
Dammit, why didn’t she know what was the right thing to do? Why couldn’t it be
clear that she needed to be with Aidan, or she needed to tell him good-bye? Why
did she constantly feel like her emotions were yo-yoing back and forth?


At her weeping, Beau appeared and jumped into the
bed with her. “Oh Beau,” she sobbed, wrapping her arms around him. He lay stock
still, letting her get all of her emotions out. Finally, she fell into an
exhausted sleep.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


 


The atmosphere between Emma and Aidan was strained
for the last few days of her bed-rest. Although Aidan brought her everything
she needed, catered to her every whim, it wasn’t the same as before. He no
longer stayed and watched movies with her. And even with Beau beside her, the
bed was cold and empty without him at night.


Aidan was forcing her hand. He felt he had done
everything humanly possible to make her forgive him, and now he was done going
the extra mile. Whatever happened between them was now up to her. And she was
completely clueless on how to proceed.


When she went to see her OB, Dr. Middleton, she was
satisfied that everything looked great, and Emma could come off bed-rest and
return to work the following week. Although she should have been happier,
uncertainty still remained heavy. Did she leave that afternoon and go back to
her house? Did she stay and try to work things out with Aidan? Or did she
prepare to move to Ellijay to be with Grammy and Granddaddy like she had
originally planned?


After she and Aidan got into the car, a tense
silence hung around them. Finally after what felt like an eternity, Aidan
sighed. “Listen, Em, you’re probably not going to like what I’m about to say,
but I feel like I need to.”


“Okay,” she replied hesitantly.


“I know you’re officially off bed-rest, but I don’t
think you need to be doing anything really strenuous to start with. So if
you’re willing, I’d prefer if you kept staying at my house…at least a little
while longer.”


When she turned to stare at Aidan, she saw his jaw
clenching and unclenching. He was trying to keep his emotions in check. She
knew that meant he really wanted her to stay. That thought made her heart beat
a little faster. “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?”


Aidan tore his glance away from the road to pin her
with his stare. “Of course I wouldn’t. Stay a couple more days or weeks.” Then
under his breath he murmured, “Stay forever.”


Her breath hitched at his allusion to commitment,
but she decided not to press it. “If you’re really sure, then I’d love to
stay.”


She gave him a bright smile, which caused a smirk to
curve on his lips. “Good. I’m glad to hear it. Now why don’t we celebrate by
letting me buy you dinner?”


“No, no, this one needs to be my treat. You’ve
already done enough.”


“Hmm, I don’t think I’ve ever let a woman pay for
dinner,” Aidan mused.


“Good. You can learn that there’s a first time for
everything.”


Aidan chuckled. “All right, Em. Since dinner is on
you, let me find the most expensive place possible!”


 


***


 


The following night Emma prepared for her non-date
to the opera with Pesh. After putting the final touches on her hair, she stood
back from the bathroom mirror and took in her image. With its empire waist and
wide spaghetti straps, the violet colored cocktail dress came just below her
knees. Her nose wrinkled a little at how her straining pregnancy cleavage
wanted to spill out of the top. It seemed like she had gone up a cup size in
the last few days. She would be sure when she wasn’t wearing her coat to wear
her drape.


She hadn’t been dressed up in so long, and she had
originally bought the dress to wear to Casey and Nate’s rehearsal dinner since
it promised to be a swanky affair. But she was glad to get more wear out of it
to the opera.


At the sound of the front door slamming, she
cringed. “Em?” Aidan’s voice called.


“I’m in the bathroom.” Like a true coward, she had
yet to mention her plans of going out with Pesh. She knew it would cause
unnecessary trouble. She had hoped to be able to sneak out before Aidan got
home. Leaving behind a note or text that she would be out would have been so
much easier than having to face him. But Aidan couldn’t seem to get it through
his head that there was nothing between her and Pesh, and at the same time, he
had yet to tell her the magic three words she had been longing to hear.


While in her mind she told herself that her opera
plans were innocent, her heart raged in fury at her. Deep down, she knew she
was hurting Aidan, and that regardless of what he had done to her, that made
her a horrible person. She should have told Pesh no the first time he broached
the subject of attending the opera, but instead, she gone against her better
judgment and agreed.


She was snapped out of her thoughts at the sound of
Aidan shuffling down the hall. “I picked up some Chinese on my way in. I
thought if you were feeling up to it, we might go to Percy’s swim meet tonight.
He really wants us to come. I swear, he’s called me like five times.”


Emma winced at the fact she would not only be
disappointing Percy but Aidan as well. He appeared in the bathroom door with a
half-eaten egg roll in his hand. He took one look at her, and his mouth gaped
open. “I think you’re going to be a little overdressed for the YMCA.”


Warmth flooded her cheeks. “Actually, I’m going to
the opera tonight.”


Aidan’s face fell. “With Pesh?”


She gnawed her bottom lip before responding. “He
asked me last week because he had an extra ticket. Another couple will be
there, so it’s not like we’ll be all alone. It’s a way of celebrating me being
off bed-rest.” At the hurt radiating in Aidan’s eyes, she quickly added, “It’s
just downtown at the Fox. I won’t be out late, and I promise to stay off my
feet as much as I can.”


His silence caused her chest to cave in. She knew
she had to get away from him. As she started to brush past him out the door,
she noticed a crumb of eggroll on his face. Raising up, she ran her thumb over
the corner of his lip, catching it.


He grabbed her arm, his blue eyes flashing with
desperation. “Em, don’t go. Please.”


She hoped he didn’t noticed how she had started
trembling. “Aidan, I’ve already told Pesh I would, and I’m dressed. Besides,
it’s not a date. I promise.”


He scowled at her. “Of course, it’s a date. You may
think it’s just as friends, but I’m sure he doesn’t. Or he at least wants you
to believe that lie while he’s moving in for the kill!”


Emma stared down at the bathroom tile. “Yes, it’s
true that Pesh would like us to be more, but I told him I didn’t know what I
wanted.”


“That’s not true. You want us. I know you do.” When
she refused to look at him, Aidan’s hand gripped her chin, forcing her to look
at him.  “Why do you keep fighting this? Fighting us?”


She tried pulling away, but he tightened his arms
around her. “I’m not fighting us. There isn’t really an us anymore, is
there? You made damn sure of that when you couldn’t tell me you loved me and
tried to screw another woman!”


He narrowed his eyes at her. “Oh hell yes there is!
There was before, and there still is.”


Emma shook her head as tears burned her eyes. “Will
you ever get it? You broke my heart, Aidan! You shattered me into jagged pieces
from which I’m not sure I can ever be whole again with you or any another man.”


His face contorted with agony. “And I said I was
sorry. I’ve begged and pleaded with you to forgive me. I’ve even tried to show
you in every way how very sorry I was. Because of the last ten days, what we
have is even stronger now, but dammit, you keep railing against it because
you’re afraid I’m going to fuck up again!”


Emma cheeks warmed from her anger. “And how do I
know you won’t? You said you wanted more with me last time and look where it
lead us. How do I know that you won’t put a ring on my finger and then freak
out and screw around on me?!” she demanded.


“Because I won’t. I swear to God and everything that
is holy that I won’t!”


“You can’t make a promise like that. You can’t be
sure what you’ll do tomorrow or five years down the road.”


“I am sure! I know in my heart that I’ve
never felt for anyone like I’ve felt for you. All I want is you.”


“Aidan—”


His response was to crush his lips to hers. That
familiar electricity popped and crackled around her. Physical need, along with
love, pulsed through her, and she thought she would die if she didn’t get
closer to him. She wanted to touch and taste every inch of him.


Aidan gave an agonized groan when her tongue brushed
against his lips. He widened his mouth, accepting her tongue and teasing it
with his. Almost instinctively, she wrapped her arms around his neck as his
went around her waist. They moved frantically against each other.


When he started to pull away, she gave a cry of
protest. “Feel us, Emma. It’s right here, and all you have to do is accept it,”
he murmured against her lips.


Her eyes opened, and she gazed up at him. “Emma, I
l—”


The sound of the doorbell cut him off and snapped
her out of his spell. “Oh God,” she moaned. Her hands dropped from his neck to
push against his chest. “Let me go.” When he still held her tight, she brought
her panicked gaze to his agonized one. “Please, Aidan.”


His arms dropped limply from her as his shoulders
drooped in defeat. “Fine. Go to him. I hope he can give you what you obviously
don’t want from me. But don’t think for one minute that you’re not doing the
same thing I did. You’re running away from happiness and trying to calm your
fears with someone else.”


He then turned and left her alone in the bathroom.
Feeling lightheaded, she gripped the countertop. Tears pooled in her eyes, but
she fought to keep her composure. She heard Aidan open the front door and ask
Pesh inside. She glanced in the mirror and grimaced. Her kiss with Aidan had
smeared her lipstick. “Just a second!” she called.


“Take your time,” Pesh replied good-naturedly. Emma
was sure he was just being polite considering the fact Aidan was there.


Once she finished adjusting her make-up, she grabbed
her purse and hurried down the hallway. Pesh stood in the foyer with his back
to her. His hands were thrust into his pockets nervously playing with his keys
while Aidan was nowhere in sight. She cleared her throat. “I’m so sorry I was
late.”


He whirled around and then drank in her appearance.
A bright smile curved on his face. “You look so absolutely gorgeous that any
man would be a fool not to instantly forgive you.”


“Thank you,” she replied. She couldn’t help noticing
how handsome he looked in his dress coat that hid the suit and tie he was
wearing underneath. A cream colored scarf was draped around his neck. “You look
very nice yourself.”


“Thank you. I appreciate that.” He glanced around
the foyer. “Where’s your coat?”


“Oh, just one second.” She started for the closet by
the kitchen when Aidan appeared, clutching her formal dress coat in his hands.
“You don’t want to forget this. It’s supposed to be down in the 40’s tonight. I
don’t want you or Noah catching a chill,” he said.


She started to reach for it, but he held it out to
put it on her. Turning her back to him, she faced Pesh. His jaw clenched as she
watched Aidan slide the coat up over her arms and onto her shoulders. “Thank
you.”


“You’re welcome.” Aidan’s fingers lingered on her
until she finally stepped away from him.


“I guess we better go. We don’t want to miss our
dinner reservations,” Emma said to Pesh.


“Good seeing you again, Aidan. Tell your father I
hope he’s taking good care of himself.”


“Yeah, same to you. I’ll tell Pop you said hello.”


Emma couldn’t believe that Aidan was practically
being cordial. But when they reached the front door, he called, “Take care of
my girl.”


Pesh’s hand froze on the doorknob. “Um, I will,” he
muttered before he jerked the door open for Emma. Once it closed behind him,
Pesh exhaled noisily.


“I’m so sorry for that,” Emma began as they started
down the stairs.


“It’s okay. I would probably have reacted the same
way.”


“Seriously?”


Pesh nodded as he held open the door of his Jaguar.
“If someone was trying to encroach on the woman I loved, I’d probably be less
than civil.”


“But you’re not encroaching. He knows we’re just
friends.” Emma couldn’t help noticing that Pesh flinched at the word friend.
“We are still friends, aren’t we, Pesh?”


A smile forced its way to his lips. “Of course we
are.”


Uneasiness crept into the pit of her stomach. Her
expression must’ve alerted Pesh to her feelings because he said, “Emma, if you
don’t feel comfortable about tonight or leaving Aidan, we don’t have to do
this. I would never, ever want to do anything that makes you uncomfortable.”


The sincerity in his voice made Emma shake her head.
“No, I’m fine. Let’s go.” But the truth was she was far from fine. Her emotions
buzzed and hummed like a swarm of locusts ready to overtake her at any moment.


He nodded, and after she had eased down into the
seat, he closed the door for her.


Once he made his way around the car, he slid inside
and cranked up the engine. He turned to her and smiled. “I’m glad you’ve
consented to come with me tonight. My sister and brother-in-law will be joining
us.”


“Oh,” she murmured at the insinuation of a double
date.


“But Shevta is aware we’re not committed to one
another, so you don’t have to worry about it being strange.”


Yeah, I’m sure she thinks there’s a lot
more between us than you’re letting on—just like Becky did!  Emma thought,
but she pinched her lips tight. Her fingers went to the hem of her coat, and
she twisted it with nervousness.


Pesh tried filling the uncomfortable silence with
conversation about his sister and brother-in-law. Emma could tell he was very
fond of Shevta, and she sounded like an amazing woman.


“Where are we eating?”


“An Indian restaurant close to the Fox.”


Emma’s stomach churned at the prospect, but before
she could try to put on a poker face, Pesh burst out laughing. “I’m only
teasing you.”


A nervous giggle escaped her lips. “Really?”


He momentarily tore his eyes away from the road to
give her a beaming smile. “I made reservations at The Livingston, so we would
be right across the street and have plenty of time to eat and relax.”


“Oh, I’ve always wanted to eat there. It’s in such a
beautiful, old building with the Georgian Terrace Hotel.”


“I’m glad I made a good choice.”


Emma smiled. “I think one day when I’m not pregnant,
I’ll get up the courage to try Indian food again.”


“Do you really think so?” When she bobbed her head,
Pesh said, “Now that is what I call courage.”


“Actually, you don’t know the entire story and how
true that statement is!”


“Oh, what happened?” 


She winced before relating the story of throwing up
on Aidan. Of course, she did manage to leave out a lot of details about what
went on between them that night.


Pesh’s expression turned serious. “I hate to hear
you got so sick. I should have realized mixing all those spices wouldn’t be
good for you—especially if you had such a sensitive palate.”


“It’s okay. Things like that happen,” Emma said as
they eased into the parking lot across from The Livingston.


After turning off the car, Pesh turned to her. “So
we’ll be on the lookout for the blandest food possible tonight to ensure you
don’t have to make a run for the bathroom or throw up in the orchestra pit?”


Emma laughed. “I’m not that sensitive.”


“Phew, good to hear.” He then came around not only
to open the car door for her, but he took her hand to help her up out of the
car.


She cocked her head at him. “You know, I’m not so
enormous yet that I’m having mobility issues.”


He winked. “I know. I just used it as a ploy to get
to hold your hand.”


Emma couldn’t help laughing at the impish grin that
formed on his cheeks. “May I keep it to escort you into the restaurant?”


“I suppose so.”


“Didn’t want you to think I was getting too
forward.”


“I’ll make sure to let you know if that happens.”


When the crosswalk sign turned, they hustled across
the street and into the restaurant. Once they reached the hostess stand, Pesh
dropped her hand. “Reservation for Nadeen,” he said.


The hostess glanced down at her book. “Yes, two of
your party is already here. Please follow me.”


Pesh motioned for Emma to go first, and she fell in
step behind the hostess. When they stopped in front of the table where an
attractive Indian couple sat, Emma drew in a deep breath.


“Shevta, Sanjay, this is my friend, Emma Harrison,”
Pesh introduced.


Emma thrust out her hand to Shevta. “Nice to meet
you.”


Shevta rewarded her with a broad smile as she pumped
Emma’s hand. “The pleasure is all mine, Ms. Harrison. Please sit down.”


Emma shook Sanjay’s hand before eyeing an empty
seat. After helping her off with her coat, Pesh pulled out her chair and then
eased her up to the table.


Once they had given their drink orders, Shevta
turned to Emma. “So I understand you’re a big fan of the opera?”


“Oh yes. My mother used to bring me to the Fox when
I was younger. I was only thirteen when I first saw Aida.”


“Sanjay and I have had season tickets since we got
married. With his crazy schedule, we haven’t been able to include Alpesh as
much as he would like,” Shevta said.


“I’m so very grateful you allowed me to tag along
this evening.”


With a sly smile, Shevta said, “Oh no, we’re
thrilled to have you.”


Emma shifted in her seat and tried focusing her
attention on her menu and not the growing tension at the table about what she
and Pesh were or weren’t.


 


***


 


The rest of dinner went smoothly, and she actually
enjoyed being out with Shevta and Sanjay. Of course, Pesh was his usual
charming self, and she couldn’t help feeling a tiny fluttering in her chest
each time she caught him looking at her or whenever he winked playfully.


Once they finished their meal, they walked across
the street under the flashing lights of the illuminated Fox Theater sign. When
the usher led them to the third row in the orchestra, Emma turned back to Pesh
with widened eyes. “These seats are amazing!”


He smiled as he took her coat. “I’m glad you like
them.”


“Like them? I don’t think I’ve ever been this close.
I’ll feel like I’m back on the stage. Well, not like I was ever on a stage like
this.”


“You were involved in the theater?” Pesh asked as
they eased down into the plush velvet seats.


“Oh yes.” Emma then spent the remaining time before
the lights dimmed regaling Pesh about her musical roles.


From the time the curtain rose, Emma sat mesmerized
in her seat. The costumes, the score, the performances—they were breathtaking
and so much better than she remembered. When the cast came out for their
curtain calls, she clapped until her palms stung and turned red.


As they started up the aisle, Emma felt Pesh’s hand
on her lower back, guiding her from being knocked about in the crowd.
Blustering cold air met them as they pushed through the lobby doors and under
the awning.


“It was very nice meeting you,” Sanjay said.


“Same to you,” Emma replied, shaking his hand again.


Shevta leaned over to whisper in Emma’s ear. “We
hope to see you again soon. I haven’t seen Pesh so happy in a long time.”


At the insinuation, Emma’s chest caved, and she
found it hard to breathe. How could she explain to Shevta that she didn’t
reciprocate Pesh’s feelings, and that no matter how hard she tried not to, she
was only going to hurt him in the end? Or was she only lying to herself by
ignoring the tiny flickering building within her whenever Pesh smiled at her or
did something sweet or thoughtful? With Pesh, she would never have to worry
about unfaithfulness or not being able to say how he felt. He wore his heart on
his sleeve, and he was so old-fashioned, he would never think of cheating.


Finally, she murmured, “Thank you.”


As they waved good-bye to Sanjay and Shevta, Pesh
linked his arm through hers. “So did you enjoy Aida again?”


“Oh I adored it! It’s such a beautiful love story,
even the sad parts.”


“You had me worried with all the sniffling.”


Emma grinned. “I couldn’t help it. It’s a mixture of
me being a hormonal ball of mush as well as the fact I always cry in emotional
parts of movies, books or the theater.”


They were about to round the corner to the parking
lot when Pesh stopped. “What’s wrong?” Emma asked.


Pesh motioned to the horse drawn carriage at the
curb. “How about a ride?”


Emma widened her eyes at both the romantic sentiment
and the prospect of getting into the carriage. “I would love to, but...”


“You’re afraid you can’t get up there?”


She furrowed her brows. “How did you…?”


He laughed. “Lucky guess. But have no fear. I’m
pretty sure we can manage it.” He took her hand and put it on the carriage
side. “Now put your foot in the stirrup.” His hands went to her waist and
tenderly hoisted her up. She pulled her other leg up and then pitched forward
onto the seat. “Oomph,” she muttered, as she tried rearranging her dress.


“Are you okay?”


“I’m fine.”


“Okay, we’re ready,” Pesh called to the driver.


“Yes, Mr. Nadeen.” With a crack of the reins, the
carriage lurched forward, sending Emma collapsing back against Pesh’s chest.


As she pushed herself off of him, Emma asked, “How
does he know your name?”


“If you want a carriage ride after ten, you have to
hire one.”


“You hired a carriage ride for us?” Emma questioned
incredulously.


“Yes, well, at the time, it seemed like a good
idea—another way for me to woo you. Of course, that was before I picked you up
and experienced the whole scene with Aidan.”


Emma ducked her head. “I’m so sorry.”


Pesh’s fingers tenderly cupped her chin, forcing her
to look at him. “Please don’t apologize. I’m just happy to have had this lovely
evening with you.”


At his earnest expression, Emma smiled. “So am I.
And thank you for being so understanding.”


“It’s my pleasure.”


They took in the sights and landmarks while the
traffic and people bustled around them. To combat the cold, she snuggled closer
to Pesh. He momentarily tensed before wrapping her in his arms. Although she
hated herself for it, she couldn’t help noticing how he felt entirely different
than Aidan. He was taller, more muscular. She felt almost tiny wrapped in his
embrace, even with her ever expanding belly.


“Emma,” he whispered.


She jerked her head off his chest to stare up at
him. The intense longing burning in his eyes took her off guard and sent the tiny
flickering within her to start crackling and building. Before she could stop
herself, she leaned forward, giving Pesh the invitation he sought.


His warm lips brushed tentatively against hers. When
Emma didn’t pull away, he pressed them harder. Ever the gentleman, he didn’t
try to deepen the kiss by seeking entrance for his tongue. Instead, he pulled
away to stare into her eyes. The flickering had sent flames shooting below her
waist, and she brought her lips back to his. This time she slid her tongue along
his lips. Pesh gave a moan low in his throat before darting his tongue against
hers.


In that instant, Emma couldn’t get close enough to
him or get enough of him. Her hands were in his hair while she shifted to
almost sit on his lap. She whimpered in frustration when Pesh’s hands came to
her shoulders to push her back. “Emma, no.”


“What?” she muttered through her haze.


He shook his head. “This isn’t you. It’s your
hormones.”


“Wait, no. That’s not it at all.” She gazed up at
him. “Trust me when I say, you’re a really, really good kisser.”


Pesh chuckled. “And in five minutes, you’re going to
hate yourself and me, just like I do right now.”


“Why?”


“Because I feel like a giant jackass for even
putting the moves on you considering you’ve just come off bed rest, we barely
know each other, and your emotions are with someone else.”


She blinked a few times, taking in his words. Then
her hands flew to cover her face. “Oh God, I just acted like a complete and
total slut, didn’t I?” Emma moaned.


“No, you didn’t.” When she peeked at him, Pesh gave
her a sheepish grin. “Besides, you have your pregnancy hormones to blame. I
should have known better.”


She reached out to take his hand in hers. “It’s not
just the hormones that make me want you, Pesh. You’re an amazing man—handsome,
strong, compassionate, giving of yourself and your heart. Any woman in my place
would be willing to drop her panties for you, even if they usually had
morality.”


He laughed. “All this time and who knew I was such a
panty melter.”


Emma grinned. “You need to get out of the ER more.”


“If I had more evenings to look forward to like
this, then maybe I would.”


At his insinuation, Emma stared down at her lap. A
frustrated noise came from the back of Pesh’s throat. Unwrapping himself from
her, he scooted over to the other seat and tapped the driver. “Ed, I think it’s
about time you backtracked and took us back. It’s a little too cold for Emma to
be out this long.”


“Yes, sir.”


For the remainder of their ride, he sat across from
her, and they talked of Atlanta, not what was happening or not happening
between them. Emma felt frozen solid by the time they got back to the car. She
thrust her hands in front of the heater while shifting to enjoy the heated
leather seats.


“I’m sorry you got so cold. I should have realized
the weather wasn’t cooperating for a carriage ride.”


Rubbing her hands together, she turned to smile at
him. “No, I enjoyed it. Everything about tonight has been so wonderful.”


“Hmm, should I take that for a real compliment
considering you’ve been cooped up for two weeks?”


Emma laughed. “Yes, you should. Although you
probably could have taken me to something I hate like a sporting event, and I
would have enjoyed it.”


“Not much on sports, huh?”


Wrinkling her nose, Emma said, “My heart is with the
theater and the arts.”


Pesh smiled. “I’ll have to remember that.”


They had barely gotten on the interstate when
exhaustion set in. The toasty warm car and the fact she hadn’t done so much in
weeks kept her fighting to keep her eyes open. It wasn’t long before she nodded
off.


The car coming to a stop jolted her awake. Her
eye-lids fluttered open to take in Aidan’s driveway. Yawning, she turned to
Pesh. “I’m pretty rude company, aren’t I?”


He shook his head. “I’m surprised you made it as
long as you did. It’s been a big day.”


“Yes, it has.”


“Here, let me walk you to the door.”


As Pesh started around the car, Emma grabbed her
purse. The house was dark as they started up the front walk-way. Aidan hadn’t
left the porch light on for her. She drew in a shaky breath at the thought of
facing him again.


When they got on the porch, Emma turned to Pesh. “I
want to thank you again for the lovely evening.”


Pesh smiled. “It was my pleasure. I hope it’s
something we can do again.”


Emma nodded. “Me too.” She leaned over to kiss Pesh
chastely on the cheek. When she started to pull away, Pesh quickly pecked her
on the lips. And then before she knew it, his lips were moving against hers.
Within a second of them being joined, his tongue plunged into her mouth, and
Emma knew it was all over.


He wrapped his arms around her, drawing her flush
against him. She brought her arms against his chest, but instead of pushing him
away, she slid her hands up to his neck and curled her fingers into his hair.


At her actions, a growl reverberated deep in Pesh’s
chest. Without warning, he pushed her back against the brick wall. As he
pressed himself into her, she could feel the fabric of her dress, along with
her thigh highs, snagging against the rough foundation. But she didn’t care.
She couldn’t get enough of him being close to her. His smell, the way his body
molded against hers, the way his tongue set her on fire as it darted in and out
of her mouth.


All thoughts of any propriety flew out of her head.
The very fact she was making out with another man on Aidan’s front porch should
have immediately doused any desire she felt. But instead, her chest rose and
fell in rapid breaths.


Pesh tore his lips from hers and started kissing
down her neck. Throwing her head back, she murmured, “Mmm, oh Aidan.”


Her eyes flew open as Pesh stilled his lips. A
strangled cry erupted from her throat as she pushed away from him. Oh God, she
had said his name. In a moment of pure and electric passion with Pesh,
she had called out Aidan. Embarrassed tears stung her eyes as she turned
to flee.


Pesh grabbed her arm. “Wait, Emma.”


“Oh God, I’m sorry! I’m so, so sorry!” she cried, as
tears streaked down her cheeks. She tried pulling away from him to escape
because she couldn’t bear to look at his face.


“Stop it, and look at me!” Pesh commanded.


Emma dragged her gaze off the tiled porch floor and
up to Pesh’s face. “Please, just let me go. There’s nothing you can say that
would make me hate myself any more than I already do.”


Surprise flooded her when he drew her into his
strong embrace. “I don’t hate you, so you sure better not hate yourself.”


She jerked her head back to stare incredulously at
him. “I just called out the man who broke my heart’s name while I was making
out with you!”


Pesh’s expression saddened. “And when I pressed you
back against that wall, all I saw in my mind was Jade, and all I wanted to feel
was her.”


Instead of being angry, Emma’s heart ached for Pesh.
“I’m so, so sorry.”


“I think she confirms what I’ve feared for a long
time. We’re just two broken people who aren’t ready for someone else, no matter
how hard we try to force it.” He pushed a strand out of her face. “We’re both
still desperately in love with other people.”


“I want to love Aidan…I mean, I do love him,
desperately at times, but I’m afraid to let myself feel what I do. Your wife
was always true to you. She would have never left you.”


“I’ll admit that what Aidan did still infuriates me
to where I want to inflict bodily harm on him. But he loves you, Emma. He’s
been working his ass off the past two weeks to try to get you to see that.”


“But he can’t even say the words. Every time he
tries, he gets interrupted and then he never makes an effort again!”


Pesh took her chin in his fingers and forced her to
look him in the eye. “I want you to think about this for a minute? What would
you rather have? Words that can be spoken lightly and then taken back so
easily, or would you rather actions?”


A reel of images of Aidan’s behavior over the last
weeks flickered through her mind. He had risked his job to take care of her.
Not to mention, he had cooked everything and anything she wanted, made midnight
runs for bacon and ice cream, massaged her feet while watching chick flick
movies he hated and held her when she had felt despair.


He smiled. “I don’t know why he can’t say the words,
but I know without a doubt he loves you. For most of his life, Aidan probably
loved himself more than anyone else in the world. And now he loves you more.”
His hand briefly touched her belly. “And he loves his son.”


A sob tore through her chest, and she didn’t fight
the tears that came. She threw her arms around Pesh and squeezed tight. “Why do
you have to be so wonderful? You should be mad as hell and turning over
furniture, calling me a tease or something!”


Pesh laughed. “The last thing I am is a hypocrite. I
know exactly how you feel.”


“You’re going to make someone a wonderful husband.”
She pulled away to cup his face in her hands. “I want a wife and family for you
more than you can ever imagine.”


“It’s just not time, yet, Emma.”


She kissed his cheek tenderly. “I’m going to pray
for your heart to open to someone. Jade would want you to be happy.”


Pesh clenched and unclenched his jaw, and Emma knew
he was fighting his emotions. “I know she would,” he whispered.


“Then make two women who adore you proud and find
yourself a wife.”


His mouth fell open as he stared at her. Emma smiled
and nodded. “I do care for you, Pesh. I realize now the feelings I had for you
weren’t entirely romantic, despite my behavior in the carriage or here on the
porch. Regardless of the fact I love Aidan, I can’t help but care for you
deeply.”


“I care for you, too. And I want you to be happy
more than anything in the world.” He leaned over and whispered in her ear, “And
I think that happiness is right inside that door.”


Tears stung Emma’s eyes. Unable to speak, she bobbed
her head in agreement. When Pesh pulled back, he winked at her. “Hurry on in
and make Aidan’s night.”


She gave him a final kiss on the cheek before
digging the keys out of her coat pocket. “Thanks again for everything.”


“You’re welcome.” He then waved good-bye before
hurrying down the porch steps to his car.


Emma’s fingers trembled as she unlocked the door.
Tentatively, she stepped inside the house. Darkness enveloped her as she made
her way through the living room. She was surprised not to find Aidan awake. Her
nose wrinkled as she eyed the beer cans littering the coffee table.


As she took off her coat, something warm and furry
brushed against her leg. “Aw, boy, were you waiting for me to come home?”


Beau whined and nudged her belly. “We’re home now.
You don’t have to worry anymore.” She reached over to scratch his ears.
“Where’s Daddy, boy?”


He yipped and then started for the stairs. With the
way they had left things, she wasn’t too surprised that he wanted to be apart
from her so he hadn’t slept in his bedroom. Taking the stairs one at a time,
she then crept down the hall to the guest room. Beau’s claws clacked behind
her. When she reached the door, she turned back to him. “Stay boy.”


He reluctantly slid down on his paws to lie outside
the bedroom. She smiled at him. “Good Beau.”


Her shaky hand worked hard to turn the doorknob.
Aidan’s soft snores met her as she stepped inside the darkened bedroom. Since
he hated sleeping in the dark, the nightlight next to the bed lit her way
across the floor. She eased down on the bed beside him. Lying on his back, the
sheet was bunched around his waist while one arm was thrown lazily over his
head.


As she gazed down at him, she wondered how she had
ever thought she could want anyone else. Mortification caused her to shudder
when she thought of how she had kissed Pesh when all along she had only wanted
it to be Aidan’s lips and Aidan’s hands on her. Just like Aidan
had fought his feelings for her by taking home a stranger, she had tried to do
the same thing with Pesh. And like him, nothing she could have ever done with
Pesh would have driven away her true feelings for Aidan.


In the end, there would only be two loves in her
life—Travis and Aidan. She rubbed the back of her hand along his cheek. It
brought a smile to her lips because she realized how he was keeping a close
shave because he knew she liked it.


When he didn’t wake at her touch, she leaned over
and kissed his lips. She pulled away and stared into his sleeping face. “I love
you, Aidan Fitzgerald. I always have, and I always will. I’m sorry for hurting
you,” she whispered.


He grimaced in his sleep, his hands fisting the
sheet. “Em…Em please…I…I love you.”


Emma’s heart jolted and then restarted. Her hand
flew to her chest and rubbed where the slow, aching burn filled her. He was
calling out to her. Somehow, somewhere in his subconscious he really did want
her, and he had said the words she had longed to hear. At that moment, she
wanted nothing more than to make love to him and truly cement their feelings
for each other.


With another kiss, Aidan still slept soundly. Biting
her lip, Emma knew the one way she was going to have to wake him up to ensure
he would be ready and willing. Leaning over she began kissing a moist trail
down his bare chest. When she reached the waistband of his underwear, he still
hadn’t stirred. Easing it down, she took his cock in her hand. Working her
fingers over him, his length began to swell. Aidan shifted in the bed, but his
breathing didn’t change.


When she slid him into her mouth, his hips bucked.
Then a low groan rumbled through his chest. “Emma,” he murmured, and she
paused. Her heart stilled when she realized he was still asleep and calling out
for her.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


 


Aidan tried shaking himself out of his dream. Once
again, his nights were filled with Emma. His days were consumed by the growing
ache of his feelings and now he was even tormented in his dreams. Tonight was
physically painful as he could actually feel her lips on him, moving him in and
out of her warm mouth.


He groaned. “Emma,” he murmured. God, he wanted her.
He wanted to wrap his arms around her and bury himself deep inside. He wanted
to hear her cry out his name again like she had before. “Emma, I need you.”


“I’m here, baby, and I want nothing more than to
make love to you.”


His eyes flew open. He realized he wasn’t alone in
the bed. This was no dream Emma. She was real and was straddling him while she
worked her lips and tongue over his erection. “No, wait,” he croaked. When she
licked and then sucked one of his balls into her mouth, he threw his head back
against the pillow. Fuck, it had been so long. His hips moved involuntarily,
bucking his length farther into her mouth.


No, no, no. He couldn’t do this. Their relationship
started on sex, and he wasn’t about to let it restart that way. It was about
love this time—pure and beautiful love. He pushed himself into a sitting
position. “No, Emma, don’t,” he said.


Her eyes glanced from his cock up to his eyes in surprise.
He shook his head. “I don’t want you to do this.”


She pulled away so violently he winced as her teeth
scraped along his length. He tried to grab her shoulders, but she stumbled off
him so fast that he couldn’t. She ran into the bathroom and slammed the door.


He rolled his eyes up to the ceiling. Why did he
seem to have a gift for completely and totally fucking things up every single
time he was around her? He threw back the sheet and hurried over to the
bathroom. He could hear her crying. When he reached for the doorknob, he found
it locked. “Em, I’m sorry. You misunderstood me, I swear.”


At his words, she cried harder. Aidan banged his
fist so hard into the wood his hand screamed in agony. “Dammit, Emma, would you
please open the door and let me explain?”


“How could I possibly misunderstand you? You said
you didn’t want to sleep with me!” she screeched in between the sobs that drove
spikes into Aidan’s heart.


Growling with frustration, Aidan kicked the door.
“Em, has there ever been a time in our relationship when I didn’t want you?
You’ve always kept me at half-mast just being in the same room.”


Her crying grew louder, and he could hear her
fumbling under the counter for what he assumed was more toilet paper. He was
correct when he heard her blow her nose loudly.


Raking his hands through his disheveled bed hair, he
shook his head maniacally. He knew he had to do something and do it fast. He
was losing her to Pesh, and in her fragile physical and mental condition, this
was enough to drive her over the edge. He sighed. “So are you really going to
make me do it this way—in my boxers with a hard-on from your delicious mouth
while you’re crying in the bathroom?”


“Please…just leave me alone.”


“No, I will NOT leave you alone. I want to be with
you, Em. I want to be with you every fucking moment of every fucking day!” As
his heart began beating rapidly, he took in a few ragged breaths. This was it.
Now or never.


“And you know why? Because I love you! Did you hear
that? I love you, Emma Harrison! I love you with everything in me. If I
was honest with myself, I’ve probably loved you since that first night at
O’Malley’s. I just couldn’t say it until now.”


Silence echoed back at him. “Trust me. It’s not that
I didn’t want you to keep sucking me off. It’s that I didn’t want us to do
anything else sexual until I told you how I felt about you. Even though the
doctors say we can, I don’t want to fuck you or have sex with you. I want to
make love to you, Em.” He stared at the closed door. Why wasn’t she
saying anything? Why hadn’t she thrown the door open and rushed into his arms?
Wasn’t he saying what she wanted to hear?


Aidan didn’t know what else to do, so he just kept
speaking from his heart. “Everything has been so crazy with Pop and you and
that damned Alpesh trying to steal you away and making me crazy with jealousy.
I’m so fucking sorry I didn’t tell you I loved you that day on the dock. Even
before you told me, I knew how I felt, and it scared the shit out of me. I felt
more for you in that instant than I did for Amy in the four years we were
together.”


When she still didn’t say anything, his throat
burned as tears flooded his eyes.  Dammit, he never wanted to cry in front of
her. He rested his forehead against the door. “Please, Em. I love you so much
it hurts. I ache for you in my soul. Please…I can’t live without you. I want to
be with you every minute of every day. I want to marry you and make a life with
you. I want to raise Noah and be a family together. Please…please say you want
to be with me forever.”


When the door flew open, Aidan had to brace his arms
against the frame not to fall forward. Emma stood before him, wide-eyed, open
mouthed, and with mascara blackened tears streaming down her cheeks. She took a
tentative step toward him. “Say it again,” she finally whispered.


A sob choked off in his throat. “I love you.”


“Oh, Aidan,” Emma replied. She cupped his face in
her hands, brushing away the tears that had fallen down his cheeks with her
thumbs. She brought her lips to his and gave him a tender kiss. When she pulled
away, her expression was a mixture of happiness and regret. “I’m so sorry for
tonight and for hurting you with Pesh. Deep down, I never, ever stopped loving
you, and you were right when you said our feelings had grown in the last two
weeks. It was just…I was angry and bitter and broken hearted over what you did.
But even though I wanted to hate you, I never could. And once again you were
right because I thought I could make my feelings for you go away by trying to
start something up with Pesh, but I couldn’t.” She gripped the sides of his
face in her hands. “I swear to you that my heart will always belong to you.”


He shook his head with disgust. “You never should
have had to wait, Em. Part of me wanted you and Pesh to end up together. I knew
he could give you everything I should have without question, and his love
wouldn’t be tainted by cheating.”


Emma brought her finger to his lips to quiet him.
“Stop beating yourself up. You made a mistake, and now it’s forgiven.”


Aidan sucked in a breath. “Really?”


“Oh yes.” She gave him a lingering kiss before
pulling away. “And I should have never gone out with Pesh tonight or had him
over. Not only was it disrespectful and hurtful to you, it was stupid of me to
try to tempt fate. Besides, he could never give me what you have. You made my
dreams come true by giving me Noah. The fact that I fell in love with you
exceeded anything I could have ever imagined. And now that I know you love me
back—” A sob cut off her voice.


Aidan tenderly swept the tears from her cheeks. He
couldn’t bear seeing her cry, especially since everything was finally right
between them. “I’m serious about marrying you, Em. But I want to propose to you
the right way—not half-naked and sporting wood. I want to ask Earl for his
permission, and I want to get down on one knee and put a ring on your finger.
You deserve that, and I want you to have it.”


Her green eyes widened. “Really?”


He bobbed his head. “I swear.”


“Oh God, you make me so, so happy!” she cried,
throwing her arms around his neck. Rocking her back and forth, he squeezed her
tight. “I love you, I love you, I love,” she murmured into his ear.


“I love you, too,” he replied.


She squirmed against him, and when he eased up on
his embrace, she stared up at him with a combative mixture of both love and
lust in her eyes. “Make love me to Aidan,” she pleaded.


“Is that what you want? Because there’s nothing else
in the world I would rather do.”


Grinding her pelvis against his, she said, “I want
you more than anything in the world.”


Aidan’s hand went to the zipper on her back. He slid
it down agonizingly slow. Emma wiggled, trying to hurry out of the dress. “Why
are you taking so long?”


He chuckled. “I didn’t realize you wanted to be
naked so much.”


Her green eyes blazed up at him. “I want to be as
close to you as I can. I need to feel your skin on mine. Then I’ll know this is
all real…we’ll be full circle to where we started from.”


With a groan, Aidan jerked the straps of her dress
off, letting it puddle to the floor. He unhooked her bra and whisked it away.
As his hungry gaze took in her breasts, he licked his lips in anticipation. “Is
it just me or—”


She rolled her eyes. “Way to ruin a moment.”


Aidan chuckled. “Sorry, but I couldn’t help noticing
that they’re…bigger.”


“Yes, and they’ll probably grow even more. Don’t you
remember I told you they would?”


“It must’ve slipped my mind.” With a smirk, he said,
“Trust me, I’m not complaining.”


She grinned. “I didn’t think you would.”


He kissed along her cheek and nibbled her neck as
his hands cupped and kneaded her ample breasts. His lips came back to hers as
he caressed her flesh until her heaving breaths came harsh against his lips. He
broke their kiss to suckle one of her nipples. She tugged the strands of his
hair as he swirled his tongue over the sensitive bud. When he grazed it with
his teeth, she cried out, arching into his mouth.


Once he had worked one nipple into a hardened peak,
he kissed his way over to the other. All the while, Emma began to grind herself
against his erection. “I want you now, Aidan. Please,” she panted.


“It’s been too long, hasn’t it?” he murmured against
her breast.


“Oh, yes,” she cried, thrusting her hips against his
hand as it dipped below her waist.


His thumbs slid inside the waistband of her panties
and then pulled them down her thighs. When they dangled at her knees, she
kicked them off. Her fingers then went to his boxer shorts to slide them off
his hips.


Standing naked together, they gazed into each
other’s eyes. “I think we can skip most of the foreplay, don’t you?”


“Mmm, hmm,” Emma murmured sliding her hands up
Aidan’s bare chest.


He eased himself down on the side of the bed. Taking
Emma’s hand, he tugged her to him. She kept her eyes locked on his as she rose
up to straddle him. When the warmth between her legs covered his cock, he
moaned. “Wrap your legs around me tight, Babe.”


Emma quickly obliged, and then Aidan pushed them
back to the center of the bed. Then his hand delved between her legs, causing
her to whimper. As he thrust a finger into her core, he felt her walls clench
around him. “I just wanted to make sure you were ready for me.”


“I’m always ready for you, my love,” she whispered.


He brought both of his hands to her waist and gently
raised her up. He then guided his erection between her wet folds. As Emma slowly
slid down on him, Aidan feathered tender kisses along her collarbone. After he
was all the way in, he shuddered with pleasure. “Oh God, I’ve missed the feel
of you.”


When he lifted his head, she smiled down at him.
“I’ve missed every glorious inch of you, too.”


He laughed. “There you go stroking my ego.”


“I think we fit together perfectly.” She gazed down
to her expanding belly. “Well, except for that getting in the way.”


Aidan pushed the long strands of auburn hair out of
her face. “Don’t ever think Noah’s in the way. He will always be the string
that ties us together. He’s our love growing inside you. He may not be the
reason why I fell in love with you, but he’s the reason why I got another
chance at life.” He gave her a deep, lingering kiss. “You saved me, Emma.”


Tears sparkled in her green eyes, and her chest rose
and fell in harsh breaths like she was trying to keep her emotions from
spiraling out-of-control. “Oh Aidan.” She cupped his face in her hands. “I love
you so much,” she murmured against his lips.


Pressed chest to chest, Emma began to lift her hips
as Aidan raised his. She panted in his ear as the slow, languid strokes took
him deeper and deeper. Wrapped together, they kept their eyes on each other.
They were a tangle of arms and legs—but they were one.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Two Weeks Later


 


The shrill ringing of her cell phone roused Emma
from a deep sleep. Fumbling her hand along the nightstand, she finally gripped
it in her hand. Almost robotically she slid her thumb across the answer key and
brought it to her ear. “Hello?” she croaked.


“Em!” Casey shrieked before dissolving in sobs.


Emma jolted awake like she had downed several cups
of coffee. “Case, what’s wrong?”


In between hiccupping sobs, Emma could decipher only
a few words. “Jason. Groomsman. Alcohol poisoning after the Bachelor’s Party.
Hospitalized. Short one of the bridal party. Wedding ruined.”


Emma pulled herself into a sitting position. “Casey,
take a few deep breaths and calm down, okay? The wedding is not ruined just
because some asshat groomsman drank himself into the hospital.”


“But we rehearsed everything with seven groomsmen.
The pictures will be all screwed up!”


“Isn’t there another one of Nate’s friends or
relatives that could fill in and wear Jason’s tux?”


“I don’t know! Besides who the hell is going to fit
into a 6’4 bodybuilder’s tux anyway?!!?”


Emma glanced over her shoulder at Aidan sleeping
soundly, and an idea popped into her head. “Um, well, Aidan has a tux.”  There
was a long pause on the other end of the line. “Are you still there?”


“Why am I not surprised James Bond has his own tux?”
came Casey’s biting reply.


“It was for work purposes, Case.” Emma sighed.
“Look, I get that he’s still not one of your favorite people, but—”


“No, no, you’re right. We don’t have many options,
and Nate actually likes him.”


“Well, I’m glad at least one of you likes the father
of my child.”


Casey groaned. “You know I like him…I’m just not
back in love with him like you are.”


“So you want me to tell him to be suited up and
ready to roll at noon with the rest of the bridal party?”


“Yes, I would be thrilled and honored if he would be
there.”


Emma laughed. “Yeah, you sounded really convinced on
that one.”


Casey snickered. “I’ll work on it by the time I see
him, okay?”


“Okay then. I’ll see you later.”


“Bye.”


After Emma hung up the phone, she slid back under
the covers. Snuggling up to Aidan’s warm body she leaned over and kissed his
lips. “Wake up, baby.”


He grimaced while his eyes remained closed. She
kissed him again. “Em?” he murmured against her lips.


She nuzzled her forehead against his neck, her thigh
draping over his. Mistaking it for an invitation, Aidan snaked his arms around
her waist and pulled her up to straddle him. Emma shook her head. “Whoa,
cowboy, just what do you think you’re doing?”


He grinned lazily up at her. “I’d think you were
more the cowgirl in that position.”


Emma laughed. “Yeah, well, this cowgirl isn’t ready
to ride today.” When Aidan made a face, she added, “Well, at least not right
now. I need to ask you something.”


Aidan cocked his eyebrows at her. “What is it?”


Emma then related everything she had talked to Casey
about. When she finished, Aidan exhaled noisily. “You mean she actually wants
me in the wedding?”


“Sure, she does.”


Aidan gave her a skeptical look. “Seriously?” When
she bobbed her head enthusiastically, Aidan smirked at her. “Emma Katherine
Harrison, you are the worst liar in the world.”


“Look, Nate really likes you, and Casey always did.
She’s just having a hard time forgiving you.” Her response elicited a grunt
from Aidan. “So does that mean you’ll do it?”


“Of course I will.”


“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she replied,
kissing his cheeks and then his lips. “You’re really going to make Casey so
happy doing this. She thought her perfect day was ruined. No woman wants the
slightest thing to go wrong on her wedding day. I mean, it’s supposed to be the
happiest day of your life, right?”


A far-away look clouded Aidan’s eyes. “Maybe I
should call and tell her I’ll do it. You know, really try to smooth things
over.”


“That would be awesome.”


He brought his lips to hers, kissing her tenderly,
while running his hands up her back. “You go on and get in the shower. I’ll
come join you in a minute.”


“Why do I have the feeling the cowboy is going to
expect to ride off into the sunset during our shower?”


He threw his head back and laughed. “Go on and let
me talk to Casey.”


“Fine, fine,” she muttered as she climbed off of
him.


Whatever Aidan had to say, it took him awhile to do
it. Emma was getting out of the shower when he came in the bathroom.
“Everything go okay?” she asked, sweeping her hair back in a towel. When he
didn’t respond, she caught his reflection in the bathroom mirror. He was
brushing his teeth, but his lips were fixed in a wide, almost goofy grin.


“Aidan, did you hear me?”


He spat out a mouth-full of toothpaste. “Huh?”


“I asked you how the call went.”


Once again, a wide grin curved on his lips. “It went
really, really well.”


She eyed him suspiciously as she dried off. “Well,
good. I’m glad to hear it. Having you and Casey back on friendly terms would be
the answer to a prayer.”


Aidan turned off the water. “Em, I’m not the one who
hasn’t been accepting. I mean, I got nailed in the balls for Christ’s sake!” 


“I know you haven’t.” She kissed his bare shoulder.
“That’s why I’m so proud of you for being the bigger person by trying to make
things right.”


He cocked his brows at her. “You’re proud of me?”


“Mmm, hmm.” At his grin, she smacked his ass. “Now
get a move on, mister. Casey’s emotions today are like treading on thin ice.
Being late is the last thing we need.”


“I thought you had to go get beautified with her?”


“I do.” Emma eyed her phone on the counter. “Shit. I
better throw something on. I’m supposed to be at the spa in thirty minutes.
Will you be a real sweetheart and bring my dress to the church?”


“Of course I will.” When he leaned over to kiss her,
his mouth tasted of mint.


“Thanks,” she murmured against his lips.


“I love you,” Aidan said as he pulled away.


“I love you more,” she argued with a grin.


 


***


 


After a luxurious morning at the spa having facials
and massages, the entire bridal party’s hair and makeup were done. Emma
couldn’t help giggling at how comical Casey looked in a tracksuit coupled with
her full make-up and intricate veil and sparkling tiara.


Casey stared down at herself. “What? You don’t think
there’s something wrong with this look, do you? I bet I could walk in Wal-Mart
like this, and no one would say anything.”


Emma grabbed her purse. “Hmm, high praise indeed
from the Wal-Mart shoppers.”


Casey laughed. “Come on. We gotta haul ass to the
church.”


Rolling her eyes, Emma said, “Only you would say ass
and church in the same sentence.”


“You know you love my potty mouth.”


“I love everything about you, bestie.”


Casey held up her hand. “No more emotional landmine
comments like that, Em. I can’t risk my make-up.”


Emma laughed. “Fine. I’ll be a total hard ass the
rest of the morning. Happy?”


“Thrilled. Now come on.”


Emma and Casey, along with the rest of the bridal
party, headed to Christ the King Cathedral. It had been Nate’s church since
childhood, and Emma thought it made a beautiful venue for a wedding.


Once locked into a preparation room, they got busy
getting Casey into her mammoth dress. Emma stood back, gazing at Casey. Her
earlier promise was forgotten when tears filled her eyes. “You look amazing!”


Casey pointed a finger. “Em, you promised!”


“I can’t help it. It’s the hormones making me even
more emotionally crazy!”


“Ugh, you seriously have to quit the waterworks or
you’ll have me crying, and this waterproof stuff only works so much.”


“Fine, I’ll go put on my dress.”


“Good. And while you’re at it, think of disgusting
things, people who piss you off—anything not to be crying.”


Emma swept a hand to her hip. “Don’t you think
people will wonder why you’re very pregnant bridesmaid has such a ‘screw you’
look on her face?”


Casey laughed. “As long as you’re not crying, we’re
good.”


“You’re impossible,” Emma grumbled as she slipped
into the dressing room. The maroon dress hung in its bag on the hook where
Aidan had delivered it. She slipped into it, and then after trying to wrestle
with the zipper, she headed back into the main room for help. Carlee, Casey’s
sixteen year old sister, happily obliged.


Emma eyed her reflection in the mirror as a knock
came at the door. “It’s Aidan,” a voice called. Carlee giggled as she ran to
open the door.


When Aidan stepped inside, his gaze flickered over
the room for her. The moment he saw her, he beamed. “You look beautiful!”


Emma grinned. “Thank you.” Staring down at her
dress, she shook her head. “Frankly, I feel like an Oompa Loompa at the
moment!”


“Trust me, babe, you don’t look like one.” When she
gave him a skeptical look, Aidan winked at her. “Then I must have a Willy Wonka
fetish because I’d like to devour you right this instant.”


Emma smacked his arm playfully as Casey asked, “And
what about me? No compliments for the bride?”


Without missing a beat, Aidan said, “You’re an
exquisite vision of perfection in white who will take Nate’s breath away the
moment he sees you.”


Casey grinned. “Smooth Big Papa, very smooth.”


He leaned in and pecked her check. “It’s the truth.”


“I’ll take it then,” she replied.


“I’m so glad to get to be a part of your happy day.”


“So am I,” Casey replied, with a wink.


Emma’s mouth gaped at their exchange, especially
when Casey kissed Aidan’s cheek as well. What happened to her hating him? Was
the very fact he had been willing to stand in and save the day enough to make
Casey forgive Aidan for all he had done wrong?


“Did you need something?” she asked.


“I just wanted to check on you, see how you’re
feeling, but most of all, I wanted to bask in your rapturous beauty.”


“OMG, that’s so sweet!” Carlee exclaimed while one
of the other bridesmaids bobbed her head.


Aidan’s lips curled into a cocky grin at their
appreciation of his sentiments while


Emma rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”


He laughed. “Actually, it’s time to take the bridal
party photographs.”


“I thought as much.”


Aidan placed his hand on her shoulders, his
expression waxing concern. “I may have been joking, but I did want to check on
you.”


Her heart warmed at the seriousness his tone had
taken. “I’m fine.”


His lips tightened into a hard line. “Try to stay
off your feet as much as you can today.”


“Aidan,” she protested.


“I’m serious.”


“I was cleared to return to work and all normal
activity two weeks ago, remember?”


“That still doesn’t mean you should be going full
throttle all the time. It was one thing going back to work, but between the
rehearsal dinner and bachelorette party this week, you’ve been pushing
yourself.”


As much as she hated to admit it, she was exhausted.
“Okay, okay, Mr. Bossy. When we finish with the pictures, I’ll sit down and put
my feet up until the ceremony.”


A pleased smile filled his lips. “Good.” He brushed
one of the curly tendrils out of her face. “But save me at least one dance at
the reception.”


Her stomach clenched at the very mention of the
reception. Not only was she singing at the ceremony, but Casey had asked her to
sing during hers and Nate’s first dance. Aidan must’ve noticed her apprehension
because he drew her to him. “Getting stage fright?”


She gulped down the rising bile in her throat. “A
little.”


“You’ll sound amazing. You always do.”


“I hope so,” she croaked.


He pulled away to cup her face in his hands. “Well,
I know so.” He brought his lips to hers. Both a calming and pleasing tingle
spread from the top of her head down to her toes.


“No, no, no! Don’t you two start! You’ll ruin Emma’s
make-up before the pictures!” Casey protested.


Aidan groaned against her lips before Emma broke
apart from him. “You are such a bridezilla,” he kidded.


Casey laughed. “Watch it, Big Papa. I might find
another purse to nail you with.”


With a shake of his head, Aidan only chuckled at her
jibe. “Don’t think I haven’t warned Nate to steer clear of you when you’re
pissed and wielding a purse. It’s a dangerous weapon!”


Emma continued to be so shocked by their friendly
banter that she merely followed dumbly behind them as they walked into the
sanctuary. After taking a million pictures, first with Casey, and then after
she disappeared, with Nate, Emma began to feel her face was frozen in a smile,
and she might be blinded from all the flashbulbs.


All too soon it was time for the ceremony to start.
Emma took her place in front of Carlee and gazed out at the massive crowd in
attendance. Glancing over her shoulder, she watched as Casey took her father’s
arm. He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “You’ll always be my little girl,” he
said.


A pang of sadness washed over Emma that her own
father would never walk her down the aisle. At the same time, she knew that if
she and Aidan ever married, Granddaddy would be more than happy to do the
honors. She turned away from her feelings of sadness and regret. Instead she
embraced the ones of pure and complete happiness at the future ahead for both
herself and Casey.


She didn’t have to force a beaming smile to her face
when she met Aidan at the altar door. As she slipped her arm through his to
take their walk down the aisle, Noah gave a gentle kick. She couldn’t help
feeling like the most blessed woman on earth.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


 


Emma sat with the bridal party at the head table
under multiple glittering chandeliers. She couldn’t believe how beautiful
everything looked from the overflowing floral arrangements to the ice
sculptures. Casey and Nate’s families had gone all out for the reception.


After devouring his plate, Aidan cut his eyes over
to survey how she was playing with her food. “Noah’s going to get feisty if you
don’t eat,” he cautioned, wiping his mouth with his linen napkin.


“I’ll eat when I finish singing. The last thing I
want to do is puke from nerves on Casey and Nate’s big day.” At his skeptical
look, she replied, “I promise as soon as I’m done, I’ll shovel it in, including
several pieces of the bride and groom’s cakes!”


Aidan took a sip of champagne before nodding in
agreement. “When are you up?”


“After the speeches.”


“That’s not long.”


“Looks like it’s sooner than I thought,” she
replied, motioning to where Nate’s brother and best man stood with a microphone
in his hand.


While Anthony spoke, Emma noticed it was Aidan, not
herself, who had begun squirming in his seat. His hand shifted from his thigh
to his coat pocket several times. When she shot him a questioning look, he
mouthed, “Sorry.”


Once Anthony finished his speech to a round of
applause, Carlee took the microphone with a shaky hand. Already teary, she lost
it as soon as she began speaking about her sister. It wasn’t long before
everyone was crying, Emma included.


When the bandleader took the microphone from Carlee,
Emma felt the butterflies in her stomach turn to boulders. Once again, Aidan
became shifty in his seat. “Don’t tell me you’re nervous for me?” she whispered
in his ear.


“Oh, um…yeah, I think I caught your nerves or
something,” he finally mumbled.


“And now it’s time for the bride and groom to take
the floor for their first dance as man and wife.”


Emma winced. “That’s my cue.”


Aidan grinned. “Break a leg, babe.”


“Thanks a lot,” she mumbled.


Without anyone else seeing, he reached out and
smacked her ass. His playfulness melted her nervousness.


The first time Casey ever heard her sing at an open
mic night at one of their favorite coffee shops, she swore Emma sounded just
like one of her personal favorites, Patty Griffin. So there had never been any
question that Casey wanted Emma to perform Heavenly Day for her first
dance with Nate. It was also one of Emma’s favorite songs to sing.


She gripped the microphone confidently and stared
out into the packed ballroom. “Seven years ago my late fiancée said, ‘Hey, I
think you’re going to love my roommate’s girlfriend. She’s really sweet, but
more than that, she’s crazy and funny as hell too!’”


Emma smiled at the guest’s laughter. “I knew the
first time I met Casey that Travis had been right, and we were going to be best
friends. I also came to love Nate as well. I’ve been blessed to call her my
best friend for all these years, and that she and Nate have been a part of my
life in both the good times and the bad.” Emma saw the tears sparkling in
Casey’s eyes. “There aren’t words to express how happy and thrilled I am for
them as they start this new journey of their life together as man and wife. I
wish them all the blessings in the world and pray that God showers them with
many, many heavenly days.”


The band struck up the first few notes of the song,
and then Emma found herself wrapped in the zone. She poured her heart and soul
into the words, and when she finished carrying out the last note, she knew she
had hit it out of the park.


Thunderous applause sounded all around Emma,
bringing her out of the high she received from performing and back onto the
stage. She smiled at the reaction. “Thank you very much.”


When she handed the microphone back to the
bandleader, he cried, “Wasn’t that amazing?”


Applause continued ringing through the ball room,
causing Emma’s cheeks to redden even further. She hurriedly plopped down into
her seat next to Aidan.


“How many of you would like to hear Emma sing
something else?”


Whistles and cat calls erupted at the prospect.
“Looks like they want an encore, babe,” Aidan said, with a grin.


Emma shook her head. “I’ve already sang twice.
They’re going to think I’m some attention whore or something,” she protested.


“Not when people are requesting you do it.”


The band leader’s voice interrupted them. “Aidan,
why don’t you come up here and see if you can’t convince Emma to sing something
else for us?”


When he started to get up, Emma grabbed his shirt
sleeve and hung on for dear life. “No!” she screeched.


He smiled reassuringly down at her. “I’ll never
understand how one minute you can be the most self-possessed, professional
singer, and the next scared to death to perform.”


“It’s just part of my sweet neurotic side,” she
replied.


“Look, just take a deep breath. I’ll go make up some
excuse that you’re too exhausted to sing again in your delicate condition.”


“Thanks a lot,” she grumbled.


Aidan stepped over to the stage and took the
microphone from the band leader. He gazed out at the audience. “Well, I’m supposed
to be up here to either beg Em to sing for you again or to make her apologies.”
He glanced back at Emma. “But I must admit that the real reason I’m standing
before you has nothing to do with either one.”


A whisper of conversation cut through the crowd.
“I’m standing before you today as one of the happiest men in the world. I have
the love of a beautiful woman and a healthy son on the way. But even that isn’t
enough. Witnessing the commitment today at the ceremony, I can’t help but want
what Casey and Nate have.” A chorus of ‘aw’s” rang throughout the room. “So
there’s just one question I want to ask Emma right now.”


As he strode over to her, Emma couldn’t help feeling
absolute and total disbelief. He sat the microphone down on the table to a loud
squeal. Reaching into his suit pocket, he took out a black, velvet box. Emma
widened her eyes when it opened it to reveal a sparkling diamond.


Once he had it in his fingers, he knelt down on one
knee before her. “Emma Katherine Harrison, angel of mercy and forgiveness, love
of my life and mother of my son, will you make me the happiest man in the world
and say you’ll marry me?”


“Oh my God,” Emma murmured. She couldn’t stop the
tears from pooling in her green eyes as her hands flew to cover her mouth. “Oh
my God,” she repeated.


“That’s not exactly the response I was hoping for,”
Aidan teased.


Tears of elation streamed down her cheeks as she
threw her arms around his neck. “YES! Yes, I will marry you!”


The room erupted again with applause. Emma brought
her lips to Aidan’s. Just when he started to deepen their kiss, she pulled away
to feather kisses over his cheeks, his nose, and his forehead. Finally, she
brought her lips back to his.


He pulled from their embrace to take her left hand
in his. His thumb tenderly ran over her knuckles before he slid the ring on.
“There. Now we’re officially engaged.”


She giggled before grabbing him by his shirt and
jerking him to her again. As she kissed him passionately, he laughed against
her lips. “Em, you do remember we’re in a room full of people, right?”


She squealed and then pulled away. Laughter echoed
around them. “That’s a mighty fine yes, don’t you all agree?” he called the
crowd.


“Hell yeah!” Connor called from his table. 


Emma covered her face in embarrassment. Fortunately,
the band leader came over and took the microphone back. “How about a song for
the newlyweds and the newly engaged couple?” he asked.


“No! I don’t want to take away anything from Casey’s
day,” Emma protested.


“Babe, she and Nate knew all about this. That’s what
I called to ask her about.”


“Really?” Emma then glanced past Aidan to where
Casey stood with a broad grin on the dance floor. When Emma raised her brows
questioningly, Casey nodded and then blew her a kiss. Looking for Nate’s
approval, he smiled and gave her a thumbs up.


“Okay then. Let’s dance.”


Aidan then led her out onto the floor. As she
brought her arms around his neck, she couldn’t help but stare in wonderment at
her ring. From time to time as they swayed to the music, she would momentarily forget
about it until the light caught the diamond, and it sparkled back at her. She
felt the urge to pinch herself to make sure it hadn’t all been some wonderful
dream.


“You like it?”


“It’s beautiful.”


Aidan beamed. “I wasn’t sure what you’d like, so
Connor helped me pick it out.”


“Really?”


He nodded. “He has damn good taste.” A grin cut
across his face. “Of course, each time I tried to go for a cheaper ring, he
liked to remind me of things from our past.”


Emma laughed. “I don’t think I even want to know what
all he said to induce you into buying such a large diamond.”


“He should think of a side career for the CIA. His
powers of persuasion are intense.”


The song then came to a close. “All right everyone.
It’s time to cut the cake. Does anyone wanna put good money on the fact that
Nate will be drenched in icing in about two seconds?” the bandleader questioned
to a chorus of laughter and catcalls.


After the cake was cut and everyone stuffed
themselves on the sugary, decadent deliciousness, Emma once again returned to
the dance floor with Aidan. As they swayed to the music, Aidan smiled down at
her. “So future Mrs. Fitzgerald, when are we going to tie the knot?”


Emma tilted her head to the right, lost in thought.
“As much as I’d like to not be pregnant in a wedding gown, I want us to do it
before Noah’s born.”


“Ah, legitimize the Little Man and all, huh?”


She giggled. “Exactly.”


“Do you want something like this?” he asked,
motioning around the swanky ballroom.


Emma wrinkled her nose. “I had something like this
planned many years ago.” Aidan tensed at her alluding to her wedding with
Travis. “I want something simple with just our closest family and friends.” She
glanced up at him. “We could get married at my church and have the reception at
the barn.”


Aidan inhaled sharply. “Pop’s gonna shit a brick
when I don’t get married in the Catholic church.”


“Then we can think of something else.”


“What about the meadow that overlooks the pond?”


“You don’t think it’ll be too cold?”


“We’ll keep the ceremony short and sweet,” Aidan
joked.


Emma grinned. “Okay, that sounds good. Then we can
have the reception in the barn. Will that suit you better?”


“All I care about is the part where you say ‘I do’
and become my wife.” Aidan brought his lips to hers. When she darted her tongue
in his mouth and pressed herself against him, Aidan pulled away in surprise.
“Are you trying to start something with me, Ms. Harrison?”


Not taking her eyes off of his, she bobbed her head.
“Take me upstairs.”


“You’re joking?”


“Do you want me to beg?”


“Emma,” he growled.


“Aidan,” she began sweetly, “Will you please take me
upstairs to our big rented suite and make love to me until I pass out from
exhaustion?”


His eyes widened like she had lost her mind. “I
can’t believe you just said that.”


“Would you rather me be dirty and say please take me
upstairs and fuck me until I pass out from exhaustion?” she teased.


“You’re killing me, Em. Absolutely and completely
killing me.”


“Then do something about it.”


“Aren’t we supposed to stay until Casey and Nate
leave?”


“Nate’s family is Italian. They’re going to be
drinking and partying until two in the morning.”


Aidan’s blonde brows furrowed. “Like Mafia Italian?”


Emma giggled. “I don’t think so.” She nudged him
playfully. “Just go on over and make them an offer they can’t refuse on taking
your fiancée upstairs to consummate your engagement.”


He scowled at her. “You’re supposed to consummate a
marriage, not an engagement.”


“Fine. I’ll do it.” Emma took his hand and led him
off the dance floor.


“At least the crowd is thinning out,” Aidan noted.


“What are you so worried about?”


“I just don’t want to piss Casey and Nate off.
They’ve already been forgiving and generous enough to agree to share their day
with my proposal.”


When they walked over, Casey was licking the icing
off Nate’s cheek where she had previously smashed him with it. Emma leaned over
and whispered something in her ear. Casey grinned broadly and nodded her head.
Aidan shot Nate a helpless look to which Nate winked. “I gotcha man,” he
mouthed.


Emma tugged on Aidan’s hand. “All right, Big Daddy,
you can take me upstairs and ravish me now.”


He chuckled. “If I had known putting a rock on your
hand would have made you this playful, I would have done it a helluva lot
sooner.”


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 


As they stepped onto the empty elevator, Emma took
Aidan off guard by shoving him against the wall. “Em, what—”


She cut him off by crushing her lips to his. Taking
his hands in hers, she jerked them above his head and pinned them against the
wall. Her tongue thrust into his mouth, greedily seeking out his own and
rubbing tantalizingly over it. A low groan erupted deep in his throat. Clasping
both of his hands in her one, Emma trailed her other hand down his chest and
below his waist to cup his growing erection.


He tore his lips away from hers. Panting, he stared
into her emerald greens eyes that burned with desire. “Emma Harrison, are you
trying to rape me in this elevator?”


Squeezing his cock, she raised her eyebrows at him.
“I didn’t think you could rape the willing?”


He chuckled. “Good point.” As she worked his length
over his pants, her lips went to kiss a warm trail up his neck. He shivered as
she licked along his jaw-line. “Let me guess. This extremely horny moment was
made possible by pregnancy hormones?”


Her giggle vibrated against his cheek. “Yes, it was.
Ugh, they’re insane.” She released his member and pulled away. “I think I’m
starting to understand what it’s like to be you.”


Throwing his head back, Aidan roared with laugher.
“You mean what it feels like to be a horndog?”


Wide-eyed, she replied, “Uh-huh.”


“Then why did you pull away?”


“Well, because—”


“That wasn’t me complaining, babe.”


She grinned as she ran her hands up the front of his
tux. “So you don’t mind being molested in a public elevator?”


“Nope. In fact, I was enjoying it a lot.”


The elevator dinged, and the doors opened on their
floor. “Guess we’ll have to continue this in our suite,” Emma said.


Aidan slipped off his tux jacket and brought it in
front of his waist to hide his condition. Although he enjoyed the hell out of
Emma being so aggressive in the elevator, it somewhat wrecked his plans for the
evening. There would be no slow seduction scene as an engaged couple
considering he was at half mast.


Emma took the keycard from him and unlocked the
door. He held his breath as she stepped inside. “Oh my God,” she murmured.


He craned his neck to watch as her heels tapped
across the rose petals littering the floor. On the table, there was a bucket of
champagne and strawberries. Even though he couldn’t see her face, he knew her
gaze was taking in the bedroom where candles waited to be lit, and a pink
wrapped package sat on the bed.


She whirled around to stare at him in the doorway.
“It’s just like…”


He smiled. “Our first time.”


Tears shimmered in her eyes as she closed the gap
between them. This time when she kissed him it was with love, not passion. “I
love you so, so much, Aidan,” she murmured against his lips.


“I love you too.”


Pulling away, she cocked her head at him. “I’m not
even going to ask what’s in that box because I can’t believe you found lingerie
to fit me.”


He rolled his eyes. “You act like you’re some wide
load. All you have to show for being pregnant is your bump.” He brought his
hand to her stomach. “You’re the sexiest, most beautiful pregnant woman I’ve
ever seen.”


“Aw, baby, you’re so sweet.” She leaned up to nip
his bottom lip with her teeth. “But you don’t have to keep complimenting me
because you’re so getting laid tonight.”


He grunted. “You and that mouth.”


She grinned. “Well, you’re stuck with it, so you
better enjoy it.”


“Oh, I’ll enjoy it, and so will many parts of my
body.”


“Naughty, naughty boy,” she murmured before kissing
him again.


Aidan kicked the door shut while Emma nudged him
toward the bedroom. When they passed the table with the strawberries and
champagne flutes, he stopped. Desperately wanting to savor the moment, he said,
“Wait, a minute babe.”


“What is it?”


“Why don’t I pop open some bubbly and celebrate our
engagement?” he asked.


Emma’s auburn brows furrowed. “But I can’t—”


Aidan turned the bottle around to reveal it was only
sparkling cider, sending a beaming smile on Emma’s face. “Oh, I love it. You
thought of everything.”


He started unwrapping the bottle, but Emma took it
away from him. “Let’s save it for later.” Her fingers then went to the buttons
on his shirt.


“You don’t want some cider first?” he questioned,
amusement vibrating in his voice.


She stared up at him—a mixture of love and lust
radiating in her eyes. “No. I just want to make love to my fiancée.”


“I like the sound of that,” he replied as she pushed
his shirt over his shoulders and down his arms. “I’ll like it even better when
you’re Mrs. Aidan Fitzgerald.”


“Hmm…my feminist sensibilities should get riled at
that insinuation, but I do like the sound.”


As he took off his pants, Aidan asked, “You don’t
want to do something crazy like Emma Harrison-Fitzgerald, do you?”


“No, Mr. Neanderthal, I don’t.” She grinned up at
him. “I just want to be your wife.”


“And as soon as possible right?”


“Of course.”


“Think we could throw something together in a few
weeks.”


Emma sucked in a breath. “Wow, I didn’t know you
were in such a rush.”


His knuckles tenderly grazed her abdomen. “We don’t
have that much time before Little Man’s arrival.”


“That’s true, but wedding planning isn’t easy—even
for a small one like we’re considering.”


He poked his lip out. “I just wanna be your
husband.”


She laughed. “And you will be, Mr. Impatient. I’m
not going anywhere, and if you try to make a run for it, I’ll lasso and hogtie
you.”


“Mmm, there’s my naughty cowgirl.”


“You’re impossible.” Raking her fingers through his
hair, she shook her head. “We may not be bonded together in holy matrimony, but
our relationship was cemented the moment Noah was conceived.”


As Aidan’s lips met hers, his fingers went to the
zipper on her dress. With a flick of his wrist, the dress fell open, and he
pushed it off her shoulders. His brows furrowed before his lips quirked up at
the sight of her granny panties. “Ooh, Em, can you get a few more pairs of
these?”


Emma’s face turned the color of the fuchsia dress
pooled at her feet. “I had to wear these, thank you very much.” She crossed her
arms over her bare breasts in a huff. When he chuckled, she shot him a death
glare. “It’s not a laughing matter, Aidan. I mean, I’ve always been a curvy
girl, but you better prepare yourself for a lot more of me to love.”


“I already told you that you’re nothing but a
belly…but any fat that wants to set up shop here,” he paused to cup her breast
while his other hand went to her ass cheek, “Or here, is fine with me!”


She rolled her eyes. “Once again, you’re completely
and totally impossible.”


“And you’re so sexy when you’re pissed off.” He
kissed her before she could back talk him. Her mouth tightened with her
resistance, so he slid his tongue against her lips. When she refused to budge,
a low growl came from the back of his throat. “Quit being so damn stubborn,
Em,” he muttered against her lips.


His hand snaked between them to cup between her
thighs. He stroked and caressed her over her alleged granny panties, causing
Emma to tense. When he slipped a finger between the elastic and into her
warmth, she gasped. He took the opportunity to thrust his tongue in her mouth.
Her hands that had been hanging limply at her side went to his hair, and as she
threaded her fingers through the strands, Aidan knew she had surrendered.
“There’s my girl,” he said as he feathered kisses across her cheek. When he got
to her ear, he plunged another finger inside of her as he whispered, “My
beautiful, sexy girl who takes my breath away no matter what size she is or
what underwear she has on.”


A breathy moan turned into a laugh. “You’re smooth,
Big Papa. Very, very smooth,” she replied, repeating Casey’s line from earlier
that day.


With his fingers still working their magic, he eased
her down onto the bed. He curled up beside her. Her eyes pinched shut as she
writhed against his hand, bucking her hips against him as he sped up his pace.
“Mmm, please,” she murmured, her breath hot against his cheek.


“Please what, babe?”


“Make me come, Aidan.” The moment his thumb brushed
against her clit, her fingers gripped the edges of the blanket as she cried
out.


Not wasting anytime, he slid his fingers out of her
still clenching walls and discarded her panties. He wrangled out of his boxers
and rose up on his knees. With her expanding belly, it was always interesting
finding a position. Spreading her legs, he thrust himself inside her.


Emma wrapped her legs tight around his waist, and he
gripped her behind the knees. As he pounded into her, she raised her arms above
her head and fisted the sheets. When she bit down on her lip to keep her
passionate cries quiet, Aidan stilled his movements. “Don’t be bashful, Em. Let
me hear you,” he urged.


Her cheeks tinged pink. “What if someone else does?”


“Who cares? I want to hear you. I want to
know what I do to you.”


She trembled at his words. “Okay,” she murmured.


He grinned down at her. “Good.” When he plunged back
inside her, he was rewarded with a low moan from Emma. Bringing his hand
between them to stroke her while he moved in and out caused her to shriek and
then scream. He closed his eyes and threw his head back as Emma’s cries were
music to his ears. It wasn’t long before she went over the edge, calling out
his name over and over again. He continued thrusting in and out of her as her
walls convulsed around him. He wasn’t ready yet. He wanted to prolong his
pleasure as long as possible. But when he felt Emma tightening herself around
him, his eyes snapped open. She smiled triumphantly at him as he started to let
himself go. Now it was his turn to emit deep, throaty cries and groan.


Once he finished shuddering inside of her, Aidan
rolled over on his back, collapsing beside Emma on the bed. His chest heaved,
and he fought to catch his breath.


She snuggled up to him and kissed his cheek. “I love
you, Aidan.”


“I know,” he panted. The loud smack of her hand
coming down on his thigh echoed through the room along with his deep chuckle.
He turned to catch her outraged expression. “And I fucking love you too,
Emma.”


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Three Weeks Later


 


Emma surveyed her reflection in Grammy’s full length
mirror. Turning left and right, she let the poofy layers of her bridal gown
twirl around her. In her mind, the dress had been the most beautiful thing she
had ever seen with its empire waist flowing into yards of satin along with the
intricate pearl and sequined encrusted beading of the bodice. She never
imagined finding such a beautiful maternity bridal gown, especially on short
notice.


But now that the big day had arrived, she wasn’t so
sure. “Ugh, I think it’s safe to say I look like the Stay Puff Marshmallow
Man,” she moaned.


“Oh hell no, you do not!” Casey argued, adjusting
the glittering tiara at the top of Emma’s head.


Emma’s cousin, Stacy, nodded as she helped to fluff
out the long veil. “Don’t be silly, Em. You’re absolutely gorgeous.”


“If I were straight, I’d totally want my bride to
look just like you,” Connor said, with a wicked grin.


“Oh God, you’re starting to sound too much like
Aidan,” Emma replied.


“Now you listen to them, sugar. You look stunning!”
Grammy cried from behind Emma. She hadn’t even looked up from digging around in
her jewelry box for one of Emma’s “borrowed” items. The blue lace interwoven
into her garter counted for her something “blue” while the dress and veil
completed the “new”. Carefully concealed under the yards of fabric was her
“old” in the form of a pair of cowboy boots. Today she was going for comfort as
well as shoes that fit on her swollen feet and wouldn’t make her trip and fall.


Emma sighed. “I appreciate you guys trying to make
me feel better, but seriously, it’s a toss up between the Stay Puff dude and
The Michelin Tire guy.”


Casey snorted. “Stop fishing for compliments.”
Grasping Emma’s shoulders, she turned her around. “You are the most beautiful
bride I have ever seen in my entire life, and I’m including myself in that
figure! It doesn’t matter if you’re seven months pregnant. The moment you start
down that altar, you’re going to take Aidan’s breath away.”


Tears welled in Emma’s eyes at Casey’s compliment.
“Oh shit, don’t start the waterworks now and mess up your makeup!” She waved
her hands frantically in front of Emma’s face.


Emma pushed them away. “Okay, okay, I won't cry.”


“Good.”


With a strand of pearls in her hand, Grammy stepped
over to them. “Can you all give us a moment?”


Casey smiled. “Sure. We’ll go get the bouquets out
of the fridge.”


“Don’t even think I’m letting you put on my
boutonnière.”


“And just why not?”


“Because you always end up stabbing me!” Connor
cried. They continued bickering as they went out the door.


Once they were alone, Emma arched her brows
expectantly. Grammy’s expression was so serious it made Emma uneasy. Trying to
lighten the mood, she joked, “You know you don’t have to have the sex talk with
me, right?”


Grammy waved her empty hand dismissively. “I should
hope not. Of course, I assume that ship sailed back with Travis.”


Emma’s face warmed as she nodded. Without another
word, Grammy moved to stand behind Emma. She brought her hands over Emma’s head
and then slipped the strand of pearls around her neck. They rested a little
past Emma’s collarbone.


After she fastened the clasp, Grammy gripped Emma’s
shoulders and then caught her gaze in the mirror. “All my life, I wanted a strand
of real pearls. For our third wedding anniversary, your granddaddy worked two
extra jobs to buy these pearls for me after he did something much like Aidan
did.”


Emma gasped in horror. “Oh Grammy, I can’t believe
Granddaddy would ever do something like that!”


“He thought he could run from marriage and
commitment, but when he did, he realized his mistake. It’s something I’ve never
told anyone, not even your mama.” Grammy smiled. “Of course, our making up
after his affair was the whole reason why she was here in the first place. I
guess I got these pearls and your mama out of the deal.”


“So you forgave him?”


“I’m still with him, aren’t I?”


Emma fingered the pearls while thinking of all the
happy years her grandparents had together. Never once had she ever seen a crack
in the façade. They were what she aspired to be when it came to a married
couple.


Grammy patted Emma's back. “I wanted to tell you
this today so you would understand that no marriage is perfect. There’s going
to be good times and bad times and heartache and joy. Don’t ever think that
because of what happened before that your love isn’t as strong or as beautiful
as anyone else’s. It's the love that goes through the hardest trials and
survives that is worth having.”


“Thank you, Grammy.” She leaned over and kissed
Grammy’s wrinkled cheek. “Do you think Aidan and I will be as happy as you and
Granddaddy have been?”


Grammy smiled. “I think you will.”


“I hope so.”


“Time flies so fast when you’re happy and in love.
One minute you’ll be young, and the next minute you’ll be standing in front of
your granddaughter, who looks so much like her mama did on her wedding day.”


At the mention of her mother, Emma’s eyes misted
over again. She would have given anything for her mother to be standing beside
her, adjusting her veil, and telling her she made the most beautiful bride.


When she met Grammy’s eyes again, Grammy shook her
head. “The last thing on earth your mama would want is for you to be sad today.
She would want you to be happy and to embrace the wonderful future ahead of you
with Aidan and with Noah.”


“I know she would. It’s just hard.”


Grammy stepped around to touch Emma’s cheek. “I
know, baby girl. She was my only daughter, and I’d give anything to have her
here. But she’s never very far away. She’s always right here.” Grammy placed
her hand over Emma’s heart. “She’ll be there with you today, and when that
sweet baby boy comes into this world and is put into your arms for the first
time, she’ll be right there too.”


Emma bit down on her lip to stifle her emotions
before throwing her arms around Grammy. “Thank you for being here with me
today.”


“It’s my pleasure honey.”


Granddaddy cleared his throat in the doorway. “All
right, that weddin’ plannin’ woman said to tell y’all it’s time.”


Emma pulled out of Grammy’s arms. For a flickering
second, she saw Granddaddy in a different light for the mistakes of his past,
but then she thought of Aidan and of forgiveness, and a smile curved on her
lips.


She walked over to him and kissed his cheek. When
she pulled away, she grabbed the lapels of his suit and smiled. “Look how
handsome you are.”


Granddaddy beamed. “It’s my best suit. I hoped it
would do.”


“I’ll be honored to be on your arm.”


As they started out the door, he stopped her.
“Virginia told you about the pearls, didn’t she?”


Emma’s mouth gaped open. “How did you know?”


“The look on your face when I walked in.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be, Emmie Lou. I’m just surprised that Aidan
didn’t tell you.”


Her eyes widened in disbelief. “You told him? When?”


“The time he came up here to get the food while you
were on bed-rest.”


“But why?”


Granddaddy grimaced. “I wanted him to understand
that I knew where he was coming from, but at the same time, I wanted him to
fight like hell to get you back.”


“You like him that much?”


“I do.” Granddaddy grinned. “I think I might even
love him.”


Emma jerked her head up to stare at him in surprise.
“Seriously?”


“I’m happy for you, Emmie Lou. I think ol’ Aidan’s
gonna make you a mighty fine husband.”


“Oh Granddaddy,” she murmured, her eyes filling with
tears.


“Don’t cry now.”


“They’re happy tears, I promise.”


“Yeah, but you’ll get me in trouble with all the
hens around here if you mess up your make-up.”


She giggled. “All right then. I wouldn’t want to get
you in trouble.”


“Good then.” Eying Emma’s dress, he scratched his
head. “Let’s see how we’re gonna get you out of here in that thing.”


She giggled as she turned to the side and slid out
of the bedroom doorway. As she swept out into the living room, she found the
wedding planner organizing the bridal party. “How do I look Aunt Emma?” Georgie
asked, spinning around in his tiny tux.


She grinned. “You look so handsome and so grown up.”


He thrust out his pillow. “I thought today I would
get the real rings.”


“I’m sorry, sweetheart, but Casey and your Papa
Patrick are in charge of the rings.”


Georgie cocked his head. “Then why the hell am I the
ring-bearer?”


Emma’s eyes widened while Casey tried to hide her
laughter behind her bouquet. “George Byron Parker! Don’t you dare say a naughty
word like that!” Emma chastised.


“Is hell a naughty word?”


“Yes, it is.”


Georgie shrugged. “Oh, I just heard John and Uncle
Aidan using it.”


“Well, let them be in trouble, not you.” She patted
his back. “You have a very important job as the ring bearer, even without the
real rings. You’re part of our wedding party, and that makes you very special.”


“Really?”


“Yes.”


Georgie seemed momentarily appeased. Then his face
clouded over again. “Do I really have to walk with her?” he jerked his chin
over to Emma’s cousin, Sarah, the flower girl.


“What’s wrong with Sarah?”


Georgie rolled his eyes in exasperation. “She’s a girl!”


Emma bit her lip to keep from grinning. “I promise
she’s a very nice girl, and you won’t have to hold her hand or anything.”


“Good!”


Marie, the wedding planner, clapped her hands. “Okay
then. It’s time. Georgie, Sarah, you’ll go out first. Then I need Connor,
Stacy, and Casey…oh my, that rhymed,” Marie giggled.


Casey rolled her eyes as she handed Emma her
enormous bouquet. “This chick has seriously got to go.”


Emma welcomed the laugh that bubbled from her lips.
It helped to ease the nerves she felt. Drawing in a few deep breaths, she tried
to calm herself down. After all these years, it was finally happening. She was
getting married. As she felt Noah kick beneath her yards of fabric, she shook
her head and smiled. God had certainly blessed the broken road of heartache and
loss to get to this point of extreme joy.


As they stepped onto the front porch, Emma glanced
up at the sky. It was like God had smiled down on their special day by blessing
them with not only a beautiful cloudless sky, but one of Georgia’s unseasonably
warm days for late January. She leaned on Granddaddy’s arm as they took the
path around the house. Memories flashed through her mind of taking the same
turn with Aidan as they snuck away for their midnight skinny dipping escapade.


The grassy aisle leading up to the altar was covered
with intertwining red, pink, and yellow rose petals. Emma’s heart warmed as it
was a special touch, not just to liven up the dying winter grass, but it was a
reminder of happy times with rose petals in the hotel room on their first
baby-making venture as well as their engagement. It brought a beaming smile to
her face. But her smile grew even wider at the sight of Aidan standing at the
front of the altar. He peered down the aisle, trying desperately to catch a
glimpse of her.


The string quartet finished playing Canon in D
and then changed over to the first strains of the Bridal March. “It’s
show time, Emmie Lou,” Granddaddy said, a mixture of amusement and regret
vibrating in his voice.


She drew in a deep breath and stepped forward into
the aisle. As everyone rose out of their chairs for her entrance, her gaze
honed in on Aidan’s as he finally took her in.


His mouth gaped open while his blue eyes widened.
Her breath caught at his reaction. Instead of the cocky grin she expected at
her appearance, surprise filled her when Aidan’s eyes shimmered with tears. Her
heart shuddered and then restarted. In that moment, all she wanted was to
power-walk up the aisle so she could get to him and throw her arms around him.
She couldn’t imagine ever loving him more than she did in that moment.


An eternity seemed to pass before she reached his
side. Aidan swept the tears from his eyes with the back of his hand. Although a
shaky smile flashed on his face, emotion raged in his blue eyes. Without
thinking, she let go of Granddaddy’s arm and wrapped her arms around him. “Oh
Aidan,” she murmured, squeezing him tight.


“Emma, I’m almost speechless. I mean, you’re like
nothing I ever could have imagined.” He sucked in a ragged breath and shuddered
in her arms. “You’re like a fucking vision.”


Once again, a flashback filled her mind of the night
she met him for their first baby-making session. He had crossed the crowded
hotel lobby, kissed her, and then told her those words. “God, Em, I love you so
much it hurts,” came his pained whisper in her ear.


“I know. I love you so much, too.”


The minister cleared his throat. “I don’t believe
we’ve gotten to that part yet.”


Remembering where she was and how she was totally
blowing the carefully scripted plan, she jerked away. “Oops,” she replied, a
warm flush filling her cheeks.


Laughter rang through the crowd. Stepping back, she
slipped her arm once again through Granddaddy’s. “I’m supposed to give you
away, Emmie Lou, not have you run away as fast as you can,” he quipped. 


She smiled at him through her tears. “You’re never
giving me away, and you know that.”


“I wouldn’t have it any other way, Baby Girl.
Especially not with you carrying that fine, strapping great-grandson of mine.
He’s gonna need a man to teach him a few things.”


“Granddaddy!” Emma hissed as Earl winked at Aidan.


The minister once again cleared his throat. “Dearly
beloved we’re gathered here today in the sight of God to join together Aidan
Patrick Fitzgerald and Emma Katherine Harrison in the bonds of holy matrimony.”
Emma began to tune the minister out and drown herself in the smiling image of
Aidan before her.


She barely noticed when Granddaddy officially gave
her away and left her side to go sit with Grammy. She even had a hard time
focusing on her cousin, Dave, as he sang a twangy rendition of John Lennon’s Grow
Old Along With Me. There was no one for her in that moment but Aidan—the
man who had made all of her dreams come true.


Emma jolted back into reality when the minister
called her name, and she then repeated her vows as he prompted her. “I, Emma
Katherine Harrison, take you, Aidan Patrick Fitzgerald, to be my lawfully
wedded husband. To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better or for
worse, in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer until death us do
part.”


In a booming voice, Aidan repeated his vows with
complete and total assurance, which made Emma’s heart flutter. He then took her
wedding band from Patrick, his best man, and slid it onto her finger. “With
this ring, I thee wed.”


When she glanced up at him, he winked at her, and
she couldn’t help grinning at the glimmer of his cocky side rearing its head.
She took his ring from Casey and slipped it on his finger and repeated the
words.


They then turned to the minister who smiled. “By the
power vested in me by God almighty and the fine state of Georgia, I now
pronounce you husband and wife.” He gave Aidan a pointed look. “You may now
kiss your bride.”


“About time,” Aidan replied before bringing his
hands to cup her face. His lips met hers in a chaste, yet passionate kiss.
Thunderous applause echoed around them as Aidan pulled away.


Linking her arm through his, they started down the
aisle and down the hill to the barn to celebrate.


 


***


 


As Dave and her cousins’ band perfectly harmonized
the lyrics to her first dance song, Emma swayed in Aidan’s arms. Glancing up at
the canopy of twinkling lights, she couldn’t believe how Marie and her team had
transformed the barn into a winter wonderland. It was utterly breathtaking, and
she couldn’t help sighing with contentment at how perfect everything had turned
out.


Working on their tight schedule hadn’t been easy,
but Grammy, along with her aunts and cousins, had whipped up a meal better than
any catering company. Just the thought of the delicious BBQ she had consumed
sent a small burp escaping from her lips.


With his blue eyes twinkling with amusement, Aidan
gazed down at her. “Excuse me,” she peeped.


“Eat a little too much?”


“Maybe.”


“Damn, it was good.”


“It was, wasn’t it?”


“Yes. Everything has been good. Well, this song
could be a little better.” Aidan wrinkled his nose. “How in the hell did I let
you talk me into John Denver for our first dance as man and wife?”


“For You is a beautiful song. Did you even
bother listening to the lyrics? It’s about how the rest of my life is for you
and you alone!”


Aidan grinned at her outrage. “You’re right. It is a
beautiful song. And Dave is knocking it out of the park. But still…”


“And just what would you have preferred?” Emma asked
as the last chords of the song finished.


Before she could press him again, Dave interrupted
her thoughts. “Our next song was especially picked out by Aidan. He wanted Emma
to know how much the lyrics mean to him and their relationship. So Em, here’s You
Save Me.”


Emma gasped as she jerked her gaze from Dave to
Aidan. His signature cocky smirk curved on his lips. “You really did that?” she
asked as Dave began singing the Kenny Chesney classic.


“Yes, I did.”


As she stilled in his arms, she let the familiar
lyrics echo through her mind. She felt Aidan’s breath warming her cheek. “And
it’s the truth, Em. You do save me. I would still be lost if you hadn’t come
into my life, and I thank God everyday that you gave me another chance to show
you how much my soul cries out for you. There will never be anyone else for me
in the world.”


Tears welled in her eyes as he tilted her chin to
look at him. His jaw was hard-set with determination. “I mean it, Em.”


“You saved me too,” she whispered.


He kissed her tenderly before pressing his face to
her cheek. “If you would have told me this time last year I would be a married
man with a kid on the way, I would’ve laughed my ass off and called you crazy,”
he mused. When she tensed, he pulled away and smiled. “Boy, I was a crazy
bastard then.”


She returned his smile. “I would have done the same
thing if someone had told me I would not only be married but carrying the child
of the creep who hit on me at the Christmas Party.”


Aidan laughed. “Fate has a funny way of working
things out, doesn’t it?”


“Yes, it does.”


He tightened his arms around her as the song came to
a close. “So why don’t we hurry up and cut the cake, so we can get the hell out
of here and start our honeymoon?”


Emma rolled her eyes. “Are you really that
impatient?”


He grunted. “You cut me off ten days ago. I’m going
to explode.”


“I wanted our first night as man and wife to be
special,” she countered.


A smirk twitched on his lips. “Then let’s make it
special sooner.”


“Patience is a virtue, Mr. Fitzgerald. I’m not going
to miss out on dancing the night away with you because of your libido. Besides,
I want to dance with Granddaddy and your father, and I want you to dance with
Grammy. We’re only going to have a wedding reception once.”


“Okay, okay,” he grumbled.


Leaning in, she whispered in his ear, “I promise
I’ll make it worth your while.”


Aidan chuckled. “You don’t have to promise me
anything, babe. I’m so crazy in love with you I’ll do anything you
ask—including waiting to get laid.”


Wrapping her arms around his neck, she said, “Oh,
who needs poetry when I have you to say romantic lines like that?”


He grinned. “You know I’m one hell of man, babe!”


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER NINETEEN


 


As sparklers lit the way through the dark, Emma and
Aidan ran to their car while being pelted with birdseed. Emma only gave the
shaving cream covered and condom decorated Mercedes a fleeting glance before
throwing open the door and collapsing onto the seat. She swiped off the pieces
of birdseed stuck to her hair and dress.


Aidan grinned as he cranked up the car. “Sure hope
we don’t get attacked by a flock of militant birds with all this shit on us.”


Emma laughed. “So how far is it to your buddy’s
cabin?”


“About twenty minutes from here in Blue Ridge.”


With Emma in her last trimester, Aidan had put his
foot down about them flying anywhere for their honeymoon. He had been able to
get a week at a secluded cabin that belonged to one of his work buddies.


“I’m sorry it’s not somewhere exotic like the
Caribbean or romantic like Venice,” Aidan said as they pulled onto the highway.


“After Noah is born, I’m holding you to that Italy
promise.”


“It’s a deal. And since I know you won’t get on a
plane without him, we’ll make the Little Man an international traveler before
he’s a year old.”


“Aw, I love it.” Reaching over, Emma took Aidan’s
hand in hers. “It doesn’t matter where we go as long as I’m with you.”


He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her
knuckles. “I feel the same way babe.”


After taking a turn off the interstate, they drove
along the dark and curvy mountain roads. Glancing at the directions on his
phone, Aidan made a final turn. “Greg had maintenance come out this afternoon
and get things set up for us.”


“Like sex up the place?” Emma asked with a grin.


Aidan grinned. “Maybe. They delivered some food as
well. We’ll go out to dinner a couple of times too if you want.”


“With us out here in the middle of nowhere, how do I
know you won’t hold me hostage as your sex slave?”


Aidan threw his head back and roared with laughter.
“No babe, you’re my wife, never my sex slave.”


“Pity,” she murmured. When he jerked his wide-eyed
gaze from the road to meet hers, she giggled. “Just kidding.”


He exhaled a noisy breath as they turned into the
driveway. Floodlights momentarily blinded her. When Emma stepped out of the
car, she fought to keep her mouth dropping to the ground in disbelief. She
glanced at Aidan and shook her head. “What?” he asked.


“You said your buddy was letting us have his cabin.
That,” she motioned to the giant mansion, “is not a cabin. It’s a lodge
at least. I bet it has eight or ten bedrooms.”


“And we can christen every one of them while we’re
here,” Aidan remarked.


She laughed. “Yeah, we’ll just have to see about
that one.”


“Come on. If you think this is amazing, wait until
you see inside.” Taking her hand, Aidan pulled her up the front walk-way and up
the porch steps. Once Aidan unlocked the door, he glanced back at her with a
mischievous twinkle in his eyes.


“Whatever you’re thinking, I can without a doubt say
the answer is no!”


Aidan chuckled. “Come on. I just wanted to carry my
bride over the threshold.”


She couldn’t help rolling her eyes. “Your bride is
seven months pregnant. Besides, you’re supposed to do that at your home, not
your honeymoon destination.”


Ignoring her, Aidan swept his arm underneath her
knees while the other went around her back. She shrieked when he swept her off
her feet before kicking open the front door. “Oomph,” he muttered as he
staggered across the threshold.


Emma burst into laugher at both his determined
expression and his purple coloring. “Don’t go incapacitating yourself before we
can get the honeymoon started, babe,” she teased.


“Yeah, yeah,” he replied as he gently set her on her
feet in the foyer.


“Aw, my hero,” she said, leaning up to kiss him.


He grinned at her. “Go on and explore the ca—”


“Lodge,” Emma corrected.


“Whatever. I’m going to go get our luggage.”


“Be careful. I wouldn’t want a city boy like you
taken off by a bear or a coyote.”


He shook his head. “Always that mouth of yours.”


Once Aidan headed out the door, Emma turned her
attention to the living room. It was outfitted with large, overstuffed couches
and chairs. A floor to ceiling stone fireplace sat in the middle of the room,
and after picking up the remote on one of the tables, a press of a button sent
it roaring to life. Tilting her head, Emma took in the high ceilings with their
crisscrossing wooden beams. As she walked around the room, she saw the large
circular staircase leading to the next floor.


Aidan came huffing inside with three of their bags.
“Need some help?” she asked.


“No, I got it,” came his muffled reply from behind
the luggage.


When he started down the hallway, she followed him.
At the end of the hall was the master bedroom. Her eyes widened when Aidan
flipped on the light switch. Not only did it boast a huge four poster bed, a
sitting area with a couch, loveseat and chair, but its own fireplace with a
furry rug in front of it.


“Is that…?” she asked, pointing down at the floor. 


Aidan grinned. “No, it’s fake bearskin or some other
politically correct fake fur.”


“Good to know.”


“I bet it feels soft against your skin though,” he
murmured, his breath hovering over her cheek.


“I bet it does.” She leaned in and gave him a
lingering kiss. When she pulled away, her gaze fell to the bags at their feet.
“Wait, that’s not everything.”


Aidan scowled. “Isn’t it enough to get us started?”


She shook her head. “You didn’t bring in my treat
case.”


His brows shot up. “You’re what?”


A sly grin stretched on her lips. “You heard me. It
has all the treats that I got at my lingerie shower. Handcuffs, massage oil,
some edible underwear—”


Aidan held up his hand. “No need to explain anymore.
You had me at handcuffs,” he replied before hurrying out of the bedroom and
down the hall.


Shaking her head, Emma then turned her attention to
the far wall of the bedroom. It had floor to ceiling windows with glass doors
that opened onto a balcony. Emma gasped as she stared out of the window at the
magnificent view. Even with just the glow of the porch light, she could see the
mountains for miles and miles. She couldn’t imagine how breathtaking it would
be when the sun came up.


The sound of more luggage dropping to the floor
alerted her of Aidan’s presence again. His arm snaked around her waist, pulling
her back against him, while another hand slid up to caress her breast. “Isn’t
the view amazing?”


“Yes, it is,” he murmured into her neck as his
erection dug into her backside.


“Would you stop being a horndog for just a minute
and look out there?” She gestured to the wide expanse of pine trees.


“Five seconds ago the words massage oil and edible
underwear were coming off your delectable lips. I don’t want to look at
anything but your body until I’ve had you at least twice.” When she started to
squirm out of his hold, his breath scorched against her earlobe. “You.Naked.Hot
tub.Now.”


She glanced over her shoulder at him and rolled her
eyes. “You sound like a caveman!”


He chuckled. “I feel like one too. Making me go almost
two weeks without sex is torture, Em.”


“Actually, it’s good practice. After Noah’s born,
it’ll be at least five or six weeks before I’m operational down there again.”


Aidan groaned. “Oh God, don’t remind me.” Taking the
hem of her dress, he pulled it over her head. “Take your shoes off,” he
instructed. Gladly, she stepped out of the low heels that were already causing
her feet to swell.


Taking her hand, he started to lead her out into the
hallway. “But I’m not supposed to get in a hot-tub when I’m pregnant,” Emma
protested.


“I’ve got it all taken care of, babe. I made sure
they took all the necessary precautions to lower the water temperature. It’ll
be about the same as lukewarm bathwater.”


“Really?”


He nodded and pulled her closer to him. “Besides, I
figure with you riding me, you won’t be totally submerged in the water anyway.”


Emma shook her head. “You always have a devious
little sex plan, don’t you?”


“Yep.”


She laughed as Aidan opened the door to the room
across from the master bedroom. With just a flick of a switch, dimmed
candlelight illuminated the room. “Electric votive candles? Who is your friend?
The Ladies Man or something?”


Aidan laughed as he started unbuttoning his shirt.
“Actually, he’s married with five kids.”


“Guess he likes to keep the romance alive, huh?”


The hot-tub sat bubbling in the corner of the room
against more floor to ceiling windows. In the daytime, she imagined the view
would be almost as impressive as the one in the bedroom.


After ripping off his shirt, Aidan started for his
pants. Emma took the cue and started helping him. Once she slid off his belt,
she doubled it over in her hands. While Aidan bent over to slide his pants and
boxers down, she took the opportunity to smack his bare ass with the belt. The
cracked echoed through the room.


Aidan whipped up in surprise while rubbing his ass
cheek. “Emma, what the hell was that about?”


She giggled. “You don’t like a little spank every
now and then?”


The corners of his lips curved up in a smirk. “Now I
didn’t say that.”


Without taking her eyes off of his, she smacked his
other cheek. She shivered when his blue eyes burned dark with desire. “Why are
you spanking me?”


“Because you’ve been a naughty boy.”


His blonde brows arched up. “Have I now?”


“Mmm, hmm. All you’ve cared about since we got here
is getting your pleasure.” She brought her hand to her chest. “What
about mine?”


“Ah, so I should attend to your pleasure first?”


“Yes, please.”


“And what would you have me to do?”


Emma’s sassiness began to waver, and suddenly she
didn’t think she could say the words. “Um, well…I want us in the hot-tub.”


“And?” Aidan prompted as he reached around to unhook
her bra with quick, expert precision.


“I want your mouth on me.”


“You do?” He whisked her panties away, leaving her
feeling very vulnerable under his hungry gaze. He brought his thumb to her
mouth and traced her bottom lip. “You want my mouth here?”


“No,” she murmured.


His fingers trailed down over her chin and down her
neck to cup her breast. “You want my mouth here?” he repeated. 


She shook her head. Releasing her breast, he slid
his hand down her hip to cup the mound between her legs. “Do want my mouth
here?”


“Yes. Please,” she whimpered as his hand began to
work her into a frenzy.


“Then come here.”


Emma cried out in frustration when Aidan took his
hand away. He backed up toward the hot tub. She watched as his deliciously
naked form climbed inside. He crooked his finger at her. Still clutching the
belt, she let it fall from her fingers to clatter to the floor. When she
stepped into the hot tub, Aidan was still standing. Gently, he pushed her to
have a seat on the side. Kneeling down before her, his hands went to her knees
to widen her legs.


Glancing up at her, Aidan feathered his fingertips
back and forth over her outer thighs, causing her to shiver. Emma bit down on
her lip to keep from arching her hips toward him. Leaning over, he began
tediously kissing and nibbling his way up the inside of her thigh. Just when
his warm breath hovered over her mound, he turned and began to give her other thigh
the same attention. “Aidan…”


“What babe?”


“Stop being a tease,” she murmured.


His laugh vibrated against the sensitive skin of her
inner thigh. He raised his head. “I’m sorry. You did tell me where you wanted
my mouth, right?”


“Yes.”


Dipping his head back between her legs, Aidan licked
a slow trail up her moistened slit. His fingers came to spread her warmth
before he thrust his tongue inside. As he plunged in and out of her, Emma bit
down on her lip to keep her vocal cries silent, but a deep moan rumbled through
her chest. With one hand, she grasped the side of the hot-tub while the other
went to the strands of Aidan’s hair.


After he removed his tongue from inside her and
began circling and suckling her clit, he thrust one finger and then two into
her. Mimicking the crooking he had done before with his finger, he hit her
g-spot, and Emma threw her head back and screamed. As he continued to assault
her with his fingers and tongue, she cried out his name. Her hand abandoned his
hair and both went to grip the sides of the hot-tub. Her hips moved against his
mouth and fingers, forcing him deeper, as she lifted her ass on and off the
side of the hot-tub. Just when she thought she couldn’t stand anymore, she
tensed as she came hard and fast.


“Aidan! Oh yes! YES!” she cried.


Although she was still clenching around his fingers,
Aidan used his other arm to pull her off the side of the hot-tub to straddle
him. Instead of having her face him, he turned her to ride him the opposite
way. He replaced his fingers with his pulsing erection. He groaned against her
back when he slid deep inside. Gripping Emma’s hips, he worked her on and off
his cock.


Emma leaned back so she could turn her head to kiss
him. Her arm curved around to wrap her fingers in his tousled hair. As his
tongue plunged into her mouth, his hands left her waist to cup her aching
breasts. He kneaded the flesh and twisted her nipples into hardened peaks,
causing her to gasp with pleasure into his mouth.


“Can you take it harder, babe?” he panted against
her cheek.


“Yes.”


His hands left her breasts, and he once again
gripped her waist. He raised his hips to thrust harder as he pushed her on and
off his cock. Emma glanced over her shoulder at him before clenching her walls
tight around him. “Oh fuck, Em,” he muttered before throwing his head back
against the hot tub wall.


Bracing her hands on her thighs, she rode him faster
and faster until they were both grunting and groaning with pleasure as the
sound of smacking skin and thrashing water echoed through the room. After
awhile, Aidan asked in a ragged breath, “Are you close?”


“Maybe,” she replied.


His response was to take one of his hands and bring
it between her legs. The moment his fingers rubbed against her clit, she came
undone. She cried out his name again as she collapsed back against him, resting
her head against his shoulder. He gave a few more hard thrusts before spilling
himself inside her.


Once Aidan finished convulsing, he wrapped his arms
tightly around her before kissing a moist trail up her neck. “Damn, that was
worth the wait.”


Since she could barely move, Emma murmured, “You
think?”


“Oh yes.”


“I’m glad you think so. I wanted our first time
making love as man and wife to be special.” Glancing at him, she grinned. “I’m
not sure what we just did qualified as making love, but I’ll take it.”


Her body rose and fell with his laugher. “No, it
wasn’t. I’ll make it up to you. Next time it’ll be slow and gentle—real
lovemaking for my wife.” When he sucked on her earlobe, she shivered.


“Mmm, that sounds good.” Their moment was
interrupted by Emma’s stomach rumbling.


“Guess you worked up an appetite, huh?” Aidan mused.


“I’m always hungry lately. Or I guess I should say Noah
is always hungry lately.”


“Go on and raid the pantry.”


“You sure?”


With a cocky grin, he asked, “What kind of
sex-obsessed asshole would I be to deny you sustenance?”


“Hmm, your usual self?” she teased.


“Not funny.” He grunted before easing out of her and
gently pushing her to her feet. When she wobbled a bit, his hands grabbed her
waist. “Easy now. Let me help you out.” After he climbed out of the hot-tub, he
took both of her hands in his to make sure she didn’t slip.


She rewarded his efforts with a kiss. “Thank you, my
love.”


“You’re welcome.”


Two terry cloth robes hung behind the door, and after
toweling off, Emma gladly threw on one.  She padded down the hallway into the
kitchen. Flinging open the massive stainless steel refrigerator door, she eyed
the contents. Aidan must’ve placed quite an order for them because there was a
huge vegetable tray, one of all kind of sandwich meats and cheeses, and a bowl
of fresh fruit.


After grabbing the vegetable and fruit, her eyes
landed on a can of whipped cream. Glancing back at the bedroom, she nibbled her
lip and wondered if she had the sassiness to actually suggest it. Turning
around, she placed the items on the counter before taking a deep breath and
grabbing it. As she started munching on some carrots and celery, she knew what
she really wanted. “Babe?” she called.


“Yeah?”


“Did you bring in that box of food that Grammy sent
with the BBQ leftovers?”


“Hang on. I think it’s in here.”


While she heard him fumbling around in the mountain
of suitcases, she opened the fruit bowl. She was half-way through it when he
finally appeared. “Grammy’s to-go boxes look like luggage,” he mused.


“She’s serious about the Tupperware and containers.”
Motioning to the floral bag, Emma said, “I bought her that from the Americus
Mart in Atlanta.” Then something else caught her eye, and she gulped. “You
found my handcuffs?”


A mischievous grin curved on his lips. “While
looking for the leftovers, I found your treat bag.”


Her cheeks warmed at the thoughts of some of the
items. “Most of what was in there were joke gifts from my lingerie shower. Not
real stuff for us to use.”


“Then why did you bring them?”


She shrugged. “I was in a hurry, so I just threw it
all in the bag.”


Aidan twirled the furry green handcuffs on his
finger. “You don’t want to try these?”


Nibbling on her lip, she said, “I will if you will.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


Slowly she walked around the side of the counter.
Aidan hadn’t even bothered putting on a robe or any clothes. She snatched the
handcuffs off his finger with one hand while she brought her other to his
chest. Pushing him, she directed him over to one of the kitchen chairs. “Sit,”
she instructed.


“Yes, ma’am,” he replied, a curious gleam in his
eye.


Opening up one of the cuffs, she took his hand.
Without protesting, Aidan let her snap it around his wrist. Walking behind him,
she pulled his other hand back and then cuffed him. Aidan tugged against the
binding, but it didn’t give. “Hmm, am I your prisoner now?”


“Maybe.”


Glancing over her shoulder, the can of whipped cream
caught her eye. When she started over to get it, Aidan shimmied around in the
chair. “Where are you going?”


She grinned back at him. “You’ll see.” She grabbed
the can then made her way back over to him.


He gazed at the can and then cocked his brows at
her. “And just what do you plan to do with that?”


“Why eat it of course.” She shook it up and then
popped off the top. Leaning over, she squirted a zigzagging line from his
chest-bone down to his belly button. Aidan jerked at the cold liquid hitting
his skin. Straddling him, she eased down on his lap. When she licked her lips
in anticipation, Aidan’s growing erection bucked between them. She stared down
at it and grinned. “Down boy. You’ll get your turn.”


Aidan groaned at the insinuation and let his head
fall back. She brought her mouth to his chest and started licking and sucking
off the whipped cream. Aidan’s breath hitched as she went further down,
nibbling and tasting his skin. Just when she got to his erection, she started
her way back up his chest. He let out a frustrated gasp of air and bucked his
hips. Once she had licked his chest clean, she climbed off his lap.


“Stand up.”


“Wait-what?” Aidan frantically asked.


Emma rolled her eyes. “Do you honestly think I’m
getting on my knees on this hardwood?” She made a tsking noise. “You gotta work
with me Big Papa.”


A relieved look flashed on his face. “Thank God.”


She brought her lips to his, giving him a long,
lingering kiss. Aidan swept his tongue around her mouth and over her lips,
searching out the sweetness of the whipped cream. Sliding her hand between
them, she worked her fingers over his hardness.


Aidan moaned against her lips. She released him and
then broke their kiss to ease down in the chair. His hands fought against the
cuffs. “Take off your robe,” he commanded.


She glanced up at him and shook her head. “Please?”
he croaked.


“You really want me naked?”


“Mmm, you know I always want to see you. Your
breasts, your legs, your pussy.”


“Aidan!” she squealed dropping the whipped cream.


“What?”


“I can’t believe you said that word!”


“Which one?” he teased.


Knowing he wouldn’t let up until she said it, she
whispered, “Pussy.”


He chuckled. “What would you rather me say? Your
cu—”


Her hand flew over his mouth to silence him, and she
shook her head wildly. “No, no! That one is even worse.”


When she took her hand away, a smirk curved on his
lips. “Emma, did you not enjoy me stroking and licking your pussy
tonight?”


“Please stop saying that!” She bent over to pick up
the whipped cream can.


“When I get out of these handcuffs, I’m going to
finger your—”


She shot him a warning look. “I mean it, Aidan.”


A wicked grin flashed on his face. “You’re going to
beg me to fuck your…down there.”


Fighting not to smile, she said, “If you don’t stop,
I’m going to use the sash of this robe to gag you so I don’t have to hear you
anymore.”


Aidan chuckled. “At least that means you’d be
naked.”


“You’re impossible.”


“Come on, babe. I just saw every inch of you fifteen
minutes ago.”


“Fine, fine. If it’ll shut you up,” she huffed. She
untied the sash, and the bulky robe fell from her body.


Aidan gave her an appreciative wink. “Thank you,
beautiful.”


She glanced shyly up at him. “You’re welcome.”


Cocking his head, he then asked, “Now will you
please suck me off?”


Emma busted out laughing. “When you ask nicely like
that, of course I will,” she teased. She waved the can of whipped cream at him.
“But let’s sweeten the pot, okay?”


“Mmm, okay.”


After squirting a considerable about of whipped
cream into the palm of her hand, she started slathering Aidan’s cock. He
shuddered and closed his eyes. When she leaned over to flick her tongue across
the tip, he groaned. She slid her tongue from the root back to the tip, nipping
and licking off the sweetness. Then she gripped him in one hand and swept him
into her mouth. Hollowing her cheeks, she suctioned him hard.


He bucked his hips while his arms flexed against the
binding of the cuffs. She knew he wanted to be free to wrap his fingers in her
hair. When she let him fall free of her mouth, his body trembled. “Em, please.”


Ignoring him, she went about licking off the
remaining whipped cream while making long strokes with her hand. Her fingers
were almost stuck together, so she sped up the pace. Taking only the tip back
in her mouth, she swirled her tongue around and around the shaft, alternating
between suctioning it and teasingly flicking it. Aidan’s chest heaved, and his
breath came in raspy pants.


When she took him deeper in her mouth, a groan
rumbled through his chest. She could feel him tensing and tightening for
release. She jerked him harder and faster in her hand while her mouth worked over
him. “Yes…uh…oh God, Em!” A shudder ran through his body as he came into her
mouth. “Fuck yes!” His hips jerked and bucked through his release.


He gazed down at her with a thoroughly fucked gleam
in his eyes. “Please tell me you have a key for these?”


Rising out of the chair, she then crooked her finger
for him to follow her down the hall, and he happily obliged.


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY


One Month Later


 


Aidan trudged through the garage door, exhausted at
the prospect of boarding a plane for Charlotte in just a few hours. At least
he’d gotten to leave work a little early. After he dropped his briefcase on the
kitchen table, he called, “Em?”


“I’m in the nursery,” she replied, her voice muffled
from above.


He smiled as he started up the stairs. Her voice raised
in song trilled back to him. When he got to the nursery doorway, he saw her
bustling around, putting away some blue blankets in the chest of drawers. “Hey
baby.”


She whirled around. “Hey. I was just finishing up in
here, and then I was going to pack your bag.”


With a grimace, he said, “I’m still not so sure
about leaving you.”


She crossed the room to him. “It’s going to be fine.
You’ll barely be gone for two days.”


“I still don’t like it.”


Emma wrapped her arms around his neck. “My due date
isn’t for another three and a half weeks. First babies rarely come early, so
it’s going to be fine.”


“You’re still having Casey come spend the night with
you, right?”


She grinned. “Yes, worry-wart. In fact, she and
Connor are taking me to dinner, and then we’re having a slumber party.”


Aidan laughed. “That should be an interesting
evening.”


“Jealous that you’ll miss the make-overs and
gossip?”


“No, I think I’ll pass.”


“Suit yourself.”


He gazed around the light blue nursery walls. At
first, he was skeptical about Emma’s idea of doing a Noah’s Arc theme to play
on Noah’s name. Through her work contacts, she had found an artist to draw a
rainbow and animal themed mural along the walls. He couldn’t believe how
amazing it had turned out. The last piece of furniture had been delivered the
week before, so the room was now outfitted with a bed, changing table, chest of
drawers, and glider and ottoman. Now all it needed was Noah himself to complete
the picture.  “Looks like you’ve got everything just about ready for Little
Man’s arrival.”


She nodded while rubbing her belly. “Just a few more
stuffed animals…the full-sized giraffe and elephant are still on backorder.”


“More stuffed animals? You already have enough
animals in here to make a zoo.”


She grinned. “No, it’s an Arc we’re going for,
babe.”


“Whatever.”


She grabbed his hand. “Come on. You can shower and
shave while I get you packed.”


“Are you insinuating I stink?”


She giggled as they started down the stairs. “No,
but considering you overslept this morning and ran out the door without
shaving, least of all showering, I’m thinking you should have one before your
business dinner tonight.”


“I thought you liked it when I had a little
stubble?”


She smiled and rubbed his cheek. “I do, baby.”


His reached out to caress her backside as they
started into the bedroom. “You usually like it most when it’s rubbing against
your thighs as I’m going down on you.”


“Aidan Fitzgerald!” she squealed smacking his hand
away.


He laughed. “You know it’s the truth.”


She wagged a finger at him. “Go get in the shower,
dirty boy.”


Wrapping his arms around her waist, he pulled her to
him. “I could be a lot dirtier if we were to have a quickie—a nice send-off
before I have to leave.”


She squirmed out of his arms. “You need to clean up,
and then you have a flight to catch, mister. So get busy.”


Aidan groaned. “You’re such a party pooper lately.
No loving for your man. I thought the sex ban wasn’t supposed to happen until after
Noah was born.”


He knew he was in serious trouble when her green
eyes narrowed at him. “Yeah, well, I’m so sorry that I’m exhausted from
working full-time, keeping up this house, and most of all, carrying your son
whose Fitzgerald stubbornness knows no bounds when he wants to kick and move
all night when he should be sleeping,” she countered.


Raking his hand through his hair, he gave a defeated
sigh. “I’m sorry. I just miss you—I miss us. That’s all,” he said before he
trudged into the bathroom.


He showered and shaved in record time. Wrapping a
towel around his waist, Aidan opened the bathroom door. He took one step into
the bedroom and froze. His mouth gaped open in shock.


Emma lounged on the bed, propped up on her elbows in
the green negligee he had bought for their engagement night that she never got
to wear. What truly made his cock twitch was the fact she was wearing her
cowboy boots and a cowboy hat.


His mouth ran dry. “What are you doing?”


“Well, since I’ve been so tired lately and haven’t
been in the mood, I felt bad about denying you a quickie. You really have been
kind and understanding, and a horndog like you does have his breaking point.”


Aidan chuckled. “Thanks…I think.”


“So, I thought I’d make it up to you by giving you
the going away present wanted,” she replied with a coy smile. She patted the
bed beside her. “So giddy-up, Cowboy. I’m finally ready for a ride.”


Aidan cocked his head and grinned. “Well, yippee
ki-yay, mother fucker!”


She giggled as he closed the gap between them. “I
can’t believe you just made a Die Hard reference.”


“Yeah, well, I can’t believe you told me to giddy-up
like I’m some horse.”


“You were my stud horse once upon a time, remember?”


“Were. I’m your husband now, so the whole
giddy-up thing is a little ridiculous.”


“Roll-playing, babe.” Sweeping her hat off her head,
she placed it on his. When he started to take it off, she said, “Uh-huh. I like
it.”


“You can’t be serious?”


She bit her lip before reaching over to snap the
towel from his waist. She drank in his appearance and then grinned up at him.
“Mmm, yes, I like the sight of you naked in a cowboy hat very, very
much.”


“Em, you naughty girl,” he murmured, as he leaned
over to kiss her. He made quick work of whisking the negligee over her head.
The sight of her voluptuous, naked form sent his erection bobbing against his
stomach. He cupped her full breasts as his tongue plunged into her mouth. He
worked the nipples until they were erect buds, causing Emma to moan and nibble
his bottom lip between her teeth.


She then brought her hands around his neck and
stroked and tugged the hair at the base of his neck. He groaned into her mouth
as his fingers trailed from her breast down to the apex of her thighs. “No
underwear? You were pretty confident your little stunt would ensure I was a
sure thing, huh?”


She laughed. “And when are you not a sure
thing?”


“Never. Because I never get enough of you.”


Emma’s amused expression faded. “Aw, baby, that’s so
sweet,” she said, her eyes shining with love for him. She brought her lips to
his and kissed him passionately, letting her emotions flow out through her
kisses. “I love you, Aidan,” she murmured against his lips.


“I love you, too.” Easing her on her back, he
gripped her hips and slid her bottom to the edge of the bed. Opening her legs
wide, he positioned himself between them as he stayed on his feet. “You okay
with not taking me for a ride?”


“You can take me anyway you want, Cowboy.”


He gave her a wicked grin as his fingers found her
center, which was already dripping with need. “You really were ready for me,
huh?”


“It’s the hat,” she panted as he worked his fingers
in and out of her.


He rolled his eyes. “Seriously?”


She scowled at him. “You fantasize about me in green
lingerie—I wanted you in a cowboy hat.”


“Then I’m glad I can make your fantasies come true.”
He found her sweet spot, and she gripped the sides of the bed.


“Oh yes, yes, right there, Aidan. Oh God! Please!”
she cried, bucking her hips into his hand. When he sent her over the edge, her
head writhed back and forth as she came.


He slid his fingers out of her and then positioned
himself at her entrance. With one thrust, he filled her, causing them both to
moan. “Mmm, wrap your legs around me tight, babe. I want those delicious cowboy
boots digging in my ass.”


She obliged him, and he gasped with pleasure.
Gripping the sides of the mattress, he began thrusting in and out of her.
Emma’s legs remained tight around him, and when he slowed his pace, she dug her
boot heels into his flesh, indicating she wanted him to speed up.


Staring down at her, he cocked his brows. “Are you
sure?”


She licked her lips. “Mmm, hmm,” she murmured.


Obeying her command, Aidan pounded into her. The
more frantic his movements became the more sweat began to trickle down his
body. He would almost need another shower when he was finished with her. He
knew they didn’t have long so when her walls clenched around him, signifying
she had gone over the edge, he gripped her hips and thrust faster and harder
until he cried out her name as he came inside her.


Panting, he leaned over to plant a kiss on her lips.
“Thank you, babe. That was a helluva send off.”


She giggled. “And thank you for indulging my cowboy
fantasy.”


“You’re welcome, ma’am.” Aidan replied, while
tipping his hat back. “Now after you unwrap your delicious legs from me, might
you oblige me with a ride to the airport?”


“I’d be happy, too.”


“Just give me a second to drown myself in some
cologne to mask this heady sex smell. Don’t want to make my business associates
jealous that I got some.”


“Aidan!” Emma squealed, shoving him off of her.


He chuckled. “There’s nothing I love more than
teasing you, Em. Especially when you react like that.”


She grinned. “And I love that you have to tease me
so mercilessly.”


His thumb came to caress her cheek. “And I love
you.”


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


 


After dropping Aidan off at the airport, Emma
hurried back home. She had just enough time to get ready before the doorbell
rang, announcing Casey’s arrival.


Beau trailed down the hallway behind her as she went
to answer the door. On the second ring, Emma cried, “Would you give me a break?
I’m moving slow.”


She heard Casey’s laughter out on the porch before
the doorbell began to go on and off at lighting speed. “Don’t be a twatwaffle,
Case!” Emma said, as she threw open the door.


Casey wiped her eyes from her amusement. “I had to
tease you.” She then took in Emma’s appearance. “Aw, Em, you look beautiful,”
she squealed, kissing her cheek.


“Thanks. I feel like I threw myself together.”


“What do you mean? You had all afternoon to get
ready before you took Aidan to the airport, didn’t you?”


Emma ducked her head, a flush creeping across her
cheeks. “Well, I might’ve given Aidan a going away present.”


Casey once again roared with laughter. “Em, you
naughty girl.”


“I can’t help it. Even though I’m exhausted, stupid
pregnancy hormones have me horny all the time!”


“Hmm, I’m horny all the time, and I don’t even have
the benefit of being pregnant,” Casey mused.


“Then you’ll kill poor Nate when you’re pregnant.
It’s insane. Trust me.”


Wrinkling her nose, Casey said, “Well, that’s
something I’ll have to worry about in the far distant future. It sure as hell
ain’t happening now.”


Emma grabbed her purse. “Ready to go?”


“Yep. Let’s go get Connor.”


Fifteen minutes later, Casey swung into Connor’s
driveway. He was insistent on driving them in his brand new Lexus 350 SUV.
“Sweet ride, buddy,” Emma said as she climbed into the backseat.


“Thanks. Jeff and I really like it.”


“Everything still going well with you two?” she
asked.


Connor glanced back at her and grinned. “Yep. In
fact, we’re talking about getting married.”


“Really? That’s wonderful.”


“Yeah, obviously we won’t be able to do it around
here, but we’re all about making the commitment.


“That’s awesome,” Casey said, buckling her seatbelt.


“I’m going to expect you two to be my bridesmaids…or
groomsmen…hell, something in the bridal party.”


Emma and Casey laughed. “It would be our pleasure,”
Casey replied.


“As long as it’s after I’ve had enough time to get
some baby weight off,” Emma teased.


Connor eased up to the red-light. “Oh please. Like
you’ll have that much to lose.”


Emma groaned. “Trust me. It’s more than you think.”
Leaning forward in the seat, she waved her swollen fingers at Connor. “See some
of the lovely fluid retention.”


“Ew, that’s disgusting.”


“You should see my feet.”


Casey shook her head. “Oh please, Em. You’re weight
gain is basically only tits and belly.”


Emma wrinkled her nose as Connor snickered. “And
you’ve had a bodacious set of ta-ta’s since 7th grade.”


“Connor!” she cried before smacking his arm.


“Please, you know that from the time you turned
twelve, every guy was talking to your boobs and not your face.”


Emma rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay. That’s enough
talk about my breasts for one evening. I think it’s time for a conversation
change!”


“Fine,” Casey and Connor murmured in unison.


“So where are we off to eat?” Casey asked.


“There’s two new restaurant openings downtown
tonight. Might be some celebrity sightings, too,” Connor said. He glanced back
at Emma to gage her response.


She wrinkled her nose. “Can’t we do something more
familiar with less of a crowd?”


“Jesus, you already sound like an old-fart married
woman,” Connor moaned.


“I can’t help that being pregnant makes me tired.”


“Oh no. Don’t be blaming it on the pregnancy. It’s
your fault for giving Aidan a sexy send-off complete with cowboy boots,” Casey
said with a wicked grin.


Emma flushed as Connor groaned. “Oh God, I could
have lived a life-time without that one.” He shook his head like he was trying
to shake himself of the thought. “Okay, so no high-end, glitzy places for Miss
Banging Boots back there.”


“Ugh, I can’t believe you two sometimes,” Emma
grumbled as Casey snickered.


“Well, it’s your night, love, so you can pick,”
Casey said.


“How about the Cheesecake Factory?” Emma suggested.


“Fine, we’ll go to the uber not happening Perimeter
location,” Connor joked.


“Good. I’m excited,” Emma said with a grin.


When they got to the restaurant, they had to fight
their way through the teeming crowd. “Doesn’t look so uber not happening to
me!” Emma shouted over the noise.


“It’s Friday night. It’s going to be crazy
anywhere.”


Thirty minutes later when they finally got a table,
Emma’s feet were screaming in agony. As she flopped down in the booth, pain
shot up her lower back. “Ow!” she yelped.


“Are you okay?”


She giggled. “Yeah, I was expecting a little more
cushioning—not that I don’t have enough padding back there.” When Connor
started to open his mouth, she wagged a finger at him. “I don’t need any
comments about how I’ve always had junk in my trunk either, thank you very
much.”


“You’re such a prude,” he replied with a wink.


By the time they finished their meal and Emma had
gorged herself on her favorite Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup Cheesecake, she was
exhausted. She wanted nothing more than to go home, get into her pajamas, and
curl up on the couch. She just hoped that Casey and Connor didn’t have anymore
big plans for the evening.


As they got up, Emma winced as her hand flew to rub
her back. What had been a dull throbbing during dinner was now pulsing. She
hobbled out of the restaurant and tried desperately to keep up with Connor and
Casey.


“Guys, we’re not running the Peachtree Road Race.
Would you slow down!” she called.


“God, Em, just when I thought you couldn’t be any
slower,” Casey remarked, walking back to her.


“My back is killing me.”


Casey snorted. “Do you have a sex sprain?”


Emma narrowed her eyes. “It isn’t a sex sprain. It
started back in the booth.”


Thankfully, they made it to the car. When she got up
into the SUV, a strange feeling rippled through her back and belly before a
deluge of water swept down her thighs. At first, mortification filled her that
she was experiencing pregnancy incontinence. But then the revelation hit her.
She had gone to the bathroom before their meal arrived…and before dessert. “Oh
God,” she murmured.


“What’s wrong?” Casey asked, checking her reflection
in the mirror and applying more lip stick.


Emma drew in a ragged breath. “Um, I think my water
just broke.”


Both Casey and Connor whirled around in their seats,
shock and horror etched across their faces. “What?” Casey demanded.


“Yeah, I’m pretty sure. It’s all over me.”


“Oh shit, Em, don’t tell me you just ruined my new
leather seats?” Connor moaned.


Casey smacked his arm hard. “It’s not like she can
help it.”


Embarrassment warmed Emma’s cheeks. “I’m so, so
sorry, Connor. I promise I’ll pay to have it professionally cleaned.” The
moment the words left her lips raging pain crisscrossed its way through her
abdomen, causing her to cry out. She pinched her eyes shut and breathed in
deep, trying to ride it out.


“Em?” Casey questioned.


Once the pain passed, she opened her eyes. Both
Casey and Connor stared expectantly at her. “Yeah, um, I think we’re going to
have to cancel our sleepover. I need to get to the hospital. Now.”


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


 


“Goodnight!” Aidan called as he left his business
dinner. Rolling his shoulders, he fought the fatigue that filled him. He wanted
nothing more than to get back to the hotel and call it a night. When Emma’s
familiar ring tone came on, he dug his phone out of his pocket. “Miss me
already, sweetheart?” he joked.


“You have no idea,” she replied, her voice strained.


He froze on the sidewalk. “Em, is there something
wrong?”


“Um, well, don’t freak out—”


“Too late.”


“My water broke, and I just got admitted to the
hospital.”


Aidan’s eyes closed in agony. “You can’t be
serious.”


“Trust me, I wish I was joking.”


“But you’re not due for three more weeks. I would
have never, ever left.”


“Listen, it’s okay. You just need to get to the
airport.”


“Em, there’s not a single flight out of Charlotte
back to Atlanta tonight.”


“I know. That’s why I have Plan B.”


“And just what does that entail?”


“Pesh is on his way up to get you in his plane.”


“You have got to be kidding me.” When she didn’t
respond for a minute, he said, “Em, are you there?”


He heard her draw in a ragged breath.
“Having.a.really.bad.pain.”


He winced. “Oh shit. I’m sorry. I want to be there
so bad to hold your hand...to help you.”


It took her a few seconds to respond. “Good. Then
you’ll meet Pesh at the airport—”


“Em, you know I have a thing about small planes.”


“Aidan,” she growled before huffing and puffing.


When she groaned in agony, he knew he was in
trouble. “Let me guess, at the moment, you don’t give a shit about my fears or
what I want or don’t want to do, right?”


“Exactly!” she snapped.


“Okay, okay. I’ll get to the airport, and I’ll be
there as soon as I can.”


“Good.”


“I love you, Em.”


“I love you, too.”


With fear and trepidation rocketing through him,
Aidan raised a shaky hand to flag down a cab. Screw his bags back at the hotel.
Noah was on the way, and he desperately needed to get to Emma. He had just slid
across the cab’s leather seat when his cell phone rang again. Even though it
was an unknown number, he had an idea who it was.


“Hello, this is Pesh Nadeen,” the familiar voice
echoed on the other line.


“Um, hey.”


“Listen. When you get to the airport, have them
bring you to the small planes hanger, rather than the main gates. I’ll be
waiting for you.”


“Okay. And uh, thanks again for doing this for
Emma…I mean, for me. For us.”


“No problem. It’s my pleasure.”


Aidan rolled his eyes as he hung up the phone. Of
course, it was his pleasure. Pesh was just the kind of standup guy that even
when nothing could be gained romantically with Emma, he would still do the
right thing. Pesh’s kindness shouldn’t have irritated Aidan so much, but for
some reason, he just couldn’t let go of what had almost happened between Emma
and Pesh.


Aidan wrung his hands the entire trip to the
airport. When he got out, he glanced around the hanger. His eyes widened and a
shudder ran over him at the sight of what he imagined was Pesh’s plane already
on the small runway.


He stuck his head in the door, eyeing all the other
death traps contained within. “Um, hello?”


Pesh came out of a side door with a clipboard. “Hey,
Aidan. I was just logging our flight plan with the tower. But we’re good to go
now.”


“Oh, okay.”


As they started out of the hanger and onto the
tarmac, Aidan skidded to a stop. When Pesh realized he was no longer walking
beside him, he turned around. “What’s wrong?”


“Emma didn’t mention what I thought about small
planes?”


“No, but she seemed to be a little preoccupied with
getting you to Atlanta when I talked to her.”


Aidan winced. “It’s just I sorta have this
aversion…or fear about anything smaller than a 747.”


Pesh’s dark brows furrowed. “But this is a Cessna
270—one of the safest small planes around.”


Gesturing at the aircraft, Aidan asked, “That isn’t
the kind that JFK Jr. crashed, is it?”


Pesh shook his head. “That was a Piper Saratoga.” He
opened the side door for Aidan. “Go on, hop in. We need to get on our way.” At
Aidan’s continued hesitation, the corners of Pesh’s lips quirked up. “You’re
really afraid, aren’t you?”


Aidan narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, I am. Call me a
pussy or whatever you want to, but these things are death traps!”


Without another word, Pesh dug into the bag at his
side. He took out a bottle of pills and tossed it at Aidan. “What the hell is
this?” Aidan demanded.


“Valium. It’ll help you relax during the flight.”


Aidan smirked at Pesh. “Isn’t that kinda illegal for
doctors to just have drugs lying around to push off on people?”


“I’m not a pill pusher,” Pesh snapped. Pain washed
over his face. “The pills belonged to my late wife. She always got nervous
flying commercially or in my plane. They’re expired, so they won’t be as
potent, but it should be enough to calm you down.”


Aidan opened his mouth, but Pesh started around the
plane. “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath. He had just been a major dick to a
guy who was just trying to help him get back home to see his child be born.
Popping open the bottle, he threw back two of the pills since they were
expired. He swallowed them down and then shuddered at the remaining taste in
his mouth.


Putting one foot in front of the other, he walked
over to the plane and climbed inside. Pesh already had a head-set on and was
flipping switches. “Hey,” Aidan said. When Pesh didn’t reply, Aidan reached
over and touched his arm. “I’m sorry. That was a real asshole thing for me to
say to you. I mean, you were only trying to help me—in more ways than one.”


Pesh shrugged. “It’s all right. You’re just
stressed.”


“That’s no excuse for me to act like such a dick,
especially about your late wife.” Aidan drew in a ragged breath. “Emma never
told me you were a widower. I’m very sorry for your loss.”


“Thank you,” Pesh replied. He gave Aidan a genuine
smile before turning back to the cockpit and controls. When they lurched
forward to start their descent down the runaway, Aidan gripped the side of his
seat.


Pesh handed him a set of headphones. “Here, this
will help with the cabin noise.”


Aidan reluctantly put them on. He heard a voice
ringing in his ear. “Flight 33, you are now ready for take-off.”


“Roger that,” Pesh replied.


Aidan closed his eyes tight, hoping the expired
Valium would start taking effect. He focused his thoughts on Emma, wondering
how she was doing. He hoped and prayed that Noah would wait to come until he
could be there. Aidan wanted nothing more than to see his first born take his
first breath.


The next time he opened his eyes they were climbing
altitude. Darkness enveloped the plane as they careened through the wispy
strands of clouds. Once they had leveled off, Pesh reached for his phone.


“Dude, what the hell are you doing?”


“I need to make a quick call.”


Aidan shook his head wildly back and forth. “Uh-huh.
Watch the skies or something. You don’t need to be distracted and make us
crash!”


Pesh chuckled. “Calm down. I’ve got this covered.”


Aidan grumbled under his breath. He would have given
anything if he had his rosary with him. Of course, he would probably have to
dig through several of his drawers to find where it was. God, I will totally
and completely go to Mass every day…well, at least every week, if you will get
me safely out of this death trap and safe and sound to Emma’s side.


Pesh’s voice snapped Aidan out of his thoughts.
“This is Dr. Alpesh Nadeen. I’m requesting to be kept in constant contact on
the condition of Emma Harrison, 4th Floor Maternity. Anything and
everything on delivery status should be called in.” After a beat, Pesh nodded.
“Thank you.” He turned his phone off and handed it to Aidan. “Now you’ll know
everything that’s going on.”


Aidan arched his eyebrows at Pesh. “Wow, thank you.”


“No problem. I can’t imagine how hard this must be
for you.”


With a snort Aidan replied, “Whatever emotional hell
it might be on me, I don’t even want to think about what Emma’s going through.”


“You can rest assured she’s getting the best physical
care.”


Aidan grimaced. “Shit, I don’t even want to think
about the physical part…especially the pain she might be in. I wanted to be
there for her through all that.”


“If there’s one certainty about Emma, she’s as
strong as nails emotionally and physically. She’ll make it through.”


“You think?”


Pesh turned to him and grinned. “After the epidural
takes effect, I’m sure of it.”


They were interrupted by the ringing of Aidan’s cell
phone. He snapped it out of his suit pocket. “Hello? Em?”


“No, it’s Casey. Emma wanted me to call and make
sure you were okay and in flight.”


Aidan’s heart melted at the thought that even in her
condition, Emma was still her usual compassionate self and worrying about him.
“Tell her I’m fine, and to not give one more thought of me.”


Casey started to relay the message and then Aidan
heard a shriek. “Damn, Emmie Lou, lighten up with the squeezing! I’d like to be
able to have feeling in my hand again,” Connor screeched.


“Um, so how are things going?” he asked hesitantly.


“You don’t want to know.”


“Well, Pesh has the hospital keeping us posted on
her condition too.”


“Good because right now she’s giving me the evil eye
for being on the phone.”


“Hey, Em, we could put you and Aidan on Skype if
you’d like?” Connor suggested.


“I do not want my vagina Skyping! I just want Aidan
here, okay?” Emma shouted with a rage that Aidan hadn’t experienced very many
times.


“See what I mean?” Casey asked. 


“Shit, that’s intense.”


“Oh thank God. The anesthesiologist just walked in.
Be careful okay?”


“I will. Give Emma my love.”


“Will do.”


Aidan hung up the phone and squirmed in his seat.
“Things are pretty rough at the moment, huh?” Pesh asked.


“Yeah,” he murmured.


“It’s going to be fine, Aidan.”


He turned to see Pesh’s reassuring smile. “She’ll
still love you after this, too. You’ve made all her dreams come true. The
moment she holds Noah in her arms for the first time any of the pain and
suffering she experienced will just evaporate in an instant. And you
will be the one who gave that to her.”


“Damn, you really are a decent guy, aren’t you?”


Pesh chuckled. “I guess I am.”


The cockpit seemed to start spinning around, and
Aidan had to close his eyes from the dizziness. “Is that you doing that or the
drugs?”


“It’s safe to say that it’s the drugs.”


The next thing Aidan knew he was being shaken awake.
“Come on, sleepy head. We gotta get in the car.”


“It’s over? We didn’t crash?” Aidan asked as he
rubbed his eyes.


“Nope. We’re safe and sound here at McCollum.”


The mention of the airport snapped Aidan into action.
He fumbled out of his seat belt and then fell out the door Pesh had opened for
him. “We’re only ten minutes from the hospital, right?”


“Yep. Last call came through shortly before we
landed. Noah’s still not here, and Emma’s only dilated to seven.”


Aidan’s brows furrowed. All the pregnancy knowledge
seemed to have flown out the window. “Wait, so that means…?”


“No pushing until ten. We’ve got time.”


“Thank God.”


They slid into Pesh’s waiting Jaguar. At Pesh’s lead
foot, Aidan raised his brows. “Not worried about cops?”


“Being a doctor is like having a Get Out of Jail
free pass. All I have to say is there’s an emergency.”


Aidan grinned. “I’m liking you more and more every
minute.”


Pesh laughed. “I knew I would grow on you.”


“I’m not sure about that one.”


They pealed up to the entrance of Labor and
Delivery. Aidan threw open the car door. When he went to close it, he met
Pesh’s gaze. “I can never, ever thank you enough for this. I’m serious.”


“I was happy to do it. For Emma…and for you.” Pesh
smiled. “Now go meet your son.”


“I will. And thanks again!” Aidan sprinted from the
curb and through the mechanized sliding doors. He hopped onto the first
available elevator. Once he got to the floor, he raced down the hallway to
Emma’s room.


He skidded in the door. At the sight of a nurse
between Emma’s legs, he had an odd feeling of Deju vu from when he brought her
to the emergency room. Bending over, he propped his elbows on his knees and
tried to catch his breath.


“Hello there, Big Papa! You’re just in time,” Connor
said, with a grin.


“Really?” he panted.


The nurse smiled. “Yes, she’s just dilated to ten,
and we’re going to start pushing.”


“Aidan, come here,” Emma said, her voice a little
hoarse.


He stumbled forward to reach her side. He cupped her
face in his hands before kissing her on the lips. He then kissed both her
cheeks and her forehead. “I’m sorry, Em. I’m so, so sorry I wasn’t here for
you.”


“It’s all right. You couldn’t help it.”


“I know but—”


Emma gave him a weak smile. “I’ll let you make it up
to me some other time, okay?”


He gave a playful groan. “Ah, so this will be the
ammunition you use against me for years to come, huh?”


“Maybe.”


He brushed the sweat slick strands of silky auburn
hair out of her face. “Has it been bad?”


“The pain?” When he nodded, she made a face. “It was
pretty horrible until the epidural kicked in.”


“The bruises on my arms will vouch for that one,”
Connor quipped.


“So you’re not hurting now?”


“Nope. In fact, they have to tell me I’m having a
contraction.”


Aidan glanced over his shoulder at Casey. “Guess you
guys got to have all the fun without me, huh?”


Casey grinned. “From the brief glimpse you got on
the phone with me, I’m not sure how you can categorize it as fun.” She shook
her head. “When Em’s in pain, she’s scarier than Reagan in The Exorcist.”


Aidan laughed while Emma blushed. “Was I really that
bad?”


“Yeah, but I still love you,” Casey replied. She
leaned over and kissed Emma’s cheek.


The kind, middle aged nurse thrust her hand out to
Aidan. “I’m Annie. I assume you’re the proud father-to-be?”


Aidan bobbed his head. “Yes, I am.”


“I’m so glad you made it in time to see your son
come in to the world.”


“So am I.” His gaze went to Emma’s. “I never thought
I would say this, but thank God for Pesh.”


She smiled. “We do owe him a lot.”


Aidan held up his hand. “Let’s not get carried away
now.”


The door pushed open, and a female doctor not much
older than Emma entered the room. She looked familiar, and Aidan remembered
that he had met her once before when they were doing a Round Robin with all the
OB doctors in the practice. The name on her white coat read Dr. Karen
Middleton.


She smiled at them. “So Baby Noah has decided to
make his entrance into the world?”


Annie nodded her head. “Yes, he has.”


Slipping on a pair of rubber gloves, she glanced
between Aidan and Emma. “Then let’s get the show on the road. Shall we?”


 








 


 


 


 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


 


Emma drew in a deep breath. This was it. When it
came down to pushing, it was the real deal.


“Okay, Emma, if you’re ready,” Annie said.


She nodded, and using her hands, she pushed herself
up in the bed.


“If you don’t object, we’re going to put up a
mirror, so you can watch Noah be born. Is that okay?” Annie asked.


“Sure. I want to see him.”


“Um, where can I stand to ensure I won’t be seeing
Em’s vagina?” Connor asked. Emma shot him a look, and he held up his hands. “I
love you, darlin’, but I’ve made it eighteen years without seeing your
vajayjay, and I’d like to keep it that way.”


Annie chuckled. “Stand there behind the bed, and you
won’t catch a glimpse or a reflection,” she instructed.


“Thank you so much!”


Annie then motioned at Aidan. “If you’ll take one of
her legs and,” she paused to look between Casey and Connor. Immediately Connor
shook his head. “Like I said, I’ll be back here in the corner.”


Casey laughed. “I would love to help.”


Aidan took Emma’s left leg while Casey took her
right. “Okay, Emma, breathe normally, grab the backs of your legs, and push
down while we count,” Dr. Middleton instructed.


Emma sucked in a deep breath and then started pushing
as hard as she could. She barely heard Dr. Middleton and Annie counting to ten.
“Good. Stop.” Emma had just caught her breath when Dr. Middleton said, “Okay,
again.”


Pinching her eyes shut in concentration, she went
through three more exhausting rounds when Annie exclaimed, “Open your eyes,
honey. He’s crowned.”


Emma’s eyelids flew open, and her expectant gaze
honed in on the mirror, peering in wonder at Noah’s tiny head. “Aw, Em, it
looks like he’s got strawberry blonde hair!” Casey commented.


Aidan grinned. “Nah, I think it’s redder, and he’s
more of a Ginger.”


She gritted her teeth at him. “Don’t you dare call
our son a Ginger!”


Connor and Casey laughed while Aidan leaned in and
kissed her cheek. “I’m only teasing you, babe. I just hope it will darken up
and be as beautiful as yours.”


Emma opened her mouth to thank him, but Dr.
Middleton interrupted her by saying, “Okay, now another big push.” When Annie
got to ten and Emma started to relax, Dr. Middleton shook her head. “Keep
going, keep going.” Just when Emma thought she couldn’t go anymore, Dr.
Middleton said, “Okay, stop.”


Emma’s head fell back against the pillow from the
exertion. She didn’t know if she had any strength left within her to push
again. Closing her eyes, she drew in a few deep breaths to try to dispel the
exhaustion.


“Just one more big push, Emma,” Dr. Middleton said.


Gripping her hands tight into the backs of her
thighs, she put everything she had left and then some into the push. Dr.
Middleton’s voice echoed over the loud groan emitting from Emma’s lips.


“And here he is!” she exclaimed, holding a wailing
and bloody Noah up for both Emma and Aidan to see.


The world around Emma shuddered to a stop, and all
she could focus on was Noah’s strong cries. It was as if every molecule, every
cell, and every fiber of her being hummed and buzzed with the new life in front
of her. Noah—flesh of her flesh and bone of her bone—was the most beautiful
thing she had ever seen or heard for that matter. Tears stung her wide eyes.


“My, my, he’s still a big boy for being three weeks
early,” Dr. Middleton remarked with a smile.


Unable to speak, Emma reached out her arms for Noah,
desperate to hold him. He wouldn’t feel real until she could put her hands on
him. “Hang on, Mama. Let’s get him cleaned up a bit,” Annie said.


A towel was placed on Emma’s belly, and then Noah
was laid in it. He continued to scream as Annie toweled him off. Once he was
cleaner, she wrapped him in a blanket. An eternity seemed to pass before she
handed Noah into Emma’s waiting arms.


After kissing the crown of his head, Emma gathered
him against her chest. His wailing immediately ceased. His eyes, once pinched
shut in anger, popped open, and he stared up at her. The moment their eyes met,
Emma’s heart stilled and then restarted. Her emotions spiraled out of control,
and she wasn’t sure if she could keep them in check. “Hey my little angel. I’ve
been waiting for you for so, so long,” she murmured.


When Aidan leaned over the side of the bed to rub
his thumb over Noah’s cheek, Noah kept his gaze on Emma. “Looks like he only
has eyes for you,” Aidan mused.


She didn’t bother wiping the tears streaming down
her cheeks. Glancing up at Aidan, she asked, “He’s beautiful, isn’t he?”


Aidan smiled. “He’s the most amazing and beautiful
thing I’ve ever seen in my entire life,” he replied, his voice choking off with
emotion.


“Daddy, are you ready to cut the cord?” Dr.
Middleton asked passing Aidan a pair of surgical scissors.


Emma watched with amusement as Aidan’s shaky hands
took them from her. “Um…where should I…?”


Annie motioned to an area, and Aidan hesitantly cut
Noah from Emma. “Good job.”


“Okay, Mama, I hate to take him away, but we need to
weigh him and get his PKU done. Then you can have him back for awhile.”


After kissing each of his cheeks and his tiny button
nose, Emma reluctantly handed Noah over to Annie. Craning her neck, she watched
as they set him down on the scales. “He’s seven pounds, seven and a half
ounces.”


“Imagine if he would have stayed in cooking for
another three weeks or longer,” Aidan said.


Emma shuddered. “Don’t even joke about how big he
could have been. He was plenty big enough!”


With a chuckle, he kissed her. “Speaking of amazing
and beautiful, can I just say how proud I am of you?”


She grinned up at him. “Really?”


He bobbed his head. “I just saw life come out of
you. It’s…well, it’s fucking intense!”


“You know, some men have a hard time ever looking at
their wives or girlfriends the same way again after experiencing birth,” Dr.
Middleton said, finishing up with Emma’s post delivery care.


“I can see why,” Connor murmured from his corner
perch.


Aidan shook his head. “She might be a mother now,
but she’ll always be my Em,” Aidan replied.


“Damn, Big Papa, that was sweet,” Casey remarked,
swiping the tears from her eyes. She leaned over to brush the hair out of
Emma’s face. “That was both exhilarating and terrifying. But I wouldn’t have
missed it for the world.”


Emma kissed Casey’s cheek. “I’m so glad you were
here with me.” Glancing over her shoulder, she smiled at Connor. “And you too.”


“I’m just glad I got to see it all without having to
really see it all…if you know what I mean,” Connor replied, with a wink.


Emma and Aidan laughed while Casey shook her head.
“I can’t believe you’re so scared of a vagina.”


“I’m intimate enough with Emma without having to get
up close and personal with her vagina!” Connor countered.


Emma turned her attention away from Casey and
Connor’s bickering and back to Noah. She watched as he had his footprints
taken, screamed as he was stuck for the PKU, and then finally was swaddled into
a blanket and a cap placed on his head. “Ready to hold him, Daddy?” Annie asked
with a smile.


Emma’s heart melted a little when Aidan glanced back
at her for her approval. She grinned and bobbed her head at him.


“You don’t want him back first?”


Although she wanted nothing more than to have Noah
in her arms again, she wanted Aidan to have his first moment as a father. “No
go ahead. It’s time you held your son.”


“Okay,” he said.


As Annie passed Noah into Aidan’s waiting arms,
tears welled in Emma’s eyes at the look of absolute and total wonder that came
over Aidan’s face. He stared down at Noah, unblinking and unmoving. Finally, he
shook his head. “He kinda looks like a glowworm all bundled up like this.”


“Keeping him swaddled makes him feel like he’s back
in the womb,” Emma replied.


Aidan continued staring down at Noah. One tiny fist
escaped his tight bindings, and he thrust it up at Aidan almost defiantly. It
caused Aidan to smile broadly. “Ah, there’s that Fighting Fitzgerald spirit
coming through. No one ties you down, right Noah?”


Emma shook her head. “You’ll be changing your tune
about that defiant spirit when he gets to be a teenager.”


“Nah, I like him tough and feisty.” Noah’s response
was to stick his tongue out, which made Aidan chuckle. “Yep, see, already a
cocky little thing like his Old Man.”


Casey took a hesitant step towards Aidan. “So we
know he’s got his daddy’s douchenozzle personality—”


Aidan arched his brows. “Hey now.”


Casey grinned and patted his back. “Just teasing
you, Big Papa. My question is who does he look like?”


“He looks just like you, Em,” Aidan noted as he took
in Noah’s tiny features.


“Hmm, let me see,” Casey said, peering over Aidan’s
shoulder. She squealed and clapped her hand to her chest. “Oh my God, that
face! He’s so handsome and adorable!”


Emma beamed from ear to ear at Casey’s compliment.
Connor walked over to them. “Between Aidan and Emma it was a given he’d be
good-looking. But is he really Emma’s mini-me?” Connor questioned.


Casey cocked her head. “No, he’s got a lot of Big
Papa in him, too.”


Aidan threw a glance over his shoulder at Casey.
“Really?”


She nodded. “He’s definitely got Em’s hair and
mouth, but he’s got your nose and eyes.


Aidan grinned at Emma. “He got some mighty fine genes
that’s for sure.”


She laughed and rolled her eyes. “Uh-oh,” Aidan
murmured as Noah’s face clouded over, and he appeared ready to cut loose with a
giant scream.


“Looks like right now might be a good time to see if
he wants to latch on,” Annie suggested.


“He’s already hungry?” Aidan asked incredulously.


“Some come out of the womb ready to eat, others it
takes hours,” Annie replied.


“If he’s hungry, I want to try,” Emma said, holding
her arms out for Noah.


“Yeah, um, on that note, I think I’ll head out,” Connor
said, starting for the door.


Casey laughed. “Why don’t we go out and tell the
rest of the waiting crowd that Noah’s here.”


“There’s a crowd?” Emma asked in surprise.


Casey nodded. “Nate texted me that the waiting room
is full with yours and Aidan’s families. Patrick’s out there, and Grammy and
Granddaddy just walked in. He said Becky’s boys made her promise to bring them
even if it was the middle of the night. “I’m sure they will all want to get a
peek at Mr. Handsome.”


Emma felt slightly overwhelmed at the prospect of
all the visitors, especially with her post-delivery exhaustion setting in. But
a sense of renewal filled her at the thought of all the people waiting to see
and love Noah. It made her feel very grateful and very loved. “Okay, that sounds
good.”


Once Casey and Connor left, Emma slid her hospital
gown down on one side and took Noah from Aidan. As she brought him to her
breast, apprehension filled her that she might not be able to do this. What if
her milk wasn’t strong enough, or they had to seek out a Lactation Consultant?
She had heard from her friends as well as reading in books how breastfeeding
was tricky business.


But miraculously after rooting around for a few
seconds, Noah latched on to her nipple and began to nurse heartily.


“Oh you’re so very lucky,” Annie noted.


With tears filling her eyes, Emma glanced lovingly
from her son back up to Aidan. A smile filled her cheeks. “Oh, you have no
idea.”


 








 


 


 


 


Epilogue


 


Aidan rubbed his blurring eyes before stretching his
arms over his head. A glance at the clock on the computer screen told him it
was clearly past time to call it a night. His phone buzzing in his jacket
pocket also reminded him to get his ass moving. So he grabbed his jacket off
the back of the chair along with his briefcase and headed out the door.


When the elevator doors dinged opened, a loud
commotion drew his attention. Instead of barreling forward ready to save the
day once again, he only smiled. He knew that the cause of the commotion was an
eight month old angel with his father’s blue eyes and a lighter version of his
mother’s fiery auburn hair.


Turning the corner, he saw Emma standing beside a
stroller, flushed with all the attention Noah was receiving from a gaggle of
female admirers. Even though they had almost been married a year, she still
took his breath away each and every time he saw her. Most days he didn’t get to
see her all dressed up like she was now. Outfitted in black stilettos, a short
black skirt, and a slinky green top that showed off her fabulous cleavage, she
made heat stir below Aidan’s waist.


Lately since becoming a stay-at-home mom, Emma spent
her time in yoga pants or jeans. But to him, she could look amazingly beautiful
and sexy in a ragged t-shirt and his boxers. While she lamented the alleged ten
pounds of baby weight she still needed to lose, he loved the fact it seemed to
reside in her breasts and ass just as he had teased her about.


In the end, quitting work had been a tough decision
for Emma. At first, she had tried working part-time, but most days she still
ended up in tears at the prospect of leaving Noah. Because Aidan wanted her to
be happy, he suggested she quit. So when Noah was three months old, Emma left
the company.


That’s why this particular evening she had wanted to
meet him at the office so the women she used to work with could see how much
Noah had grown. He noticed that not only were several of the women those she
worked with, but some of them were from his floor as well, including his
secretary Marilyn. They all stood around, smiling and cooing at Noah. He
perched in his stroller like a King with his court. Peeking up at them through
his long eyelashes, he flashed his two new bottom teeth when he grinned.  


Aidan shook his head at his son. He was already a
terrible flirt and knew exactly how to work the ladies or anyone for that
matter. He was truly a chip off the old shoulder when it came to attracting the
attention of females. Of course, anytime Aidan made that comment, Emma liked to
smack his arm and roll her eyes.


He strode over to the group of women. “Well hello
there.”


Noah’s gaze jerked from his admirers and over to
Aidan’s. “Dada!” he cried holding his arms up.


Aidan’s heart melted at the sight. No matter how
many times he heard Noah call for him, he always had the same reaction. Pure
love tingled from the top of his head down to his toes. “Hey Little Man,” he
said, picking Noah up out of the stroller.


“Give Daddy a kiss,” Emma prompted.


Noah immediately leaned over to bestow a wet,
slobbery smooch on Aidan’s cheek. A chorus of “aw’s” rang around him.


“I can’t believe how much he looks like you, Aidan,”
Marilyn said.


“He does, doesn’t he?” he replied with a grin
directed at Emma.


She rolled her eyes while another woman shook her
head. “I see some of Emma in him too—especially that sweet smile of his.”


Emma laughed. “That’s only when he’s not giving the
cocky Fitzgerald grin that he does most of the time.”


Noah began to squirm in Aidan’s arms. “You getting
hungry, Little Man?”


Reaching in her bag, Emma took out a pacifier and
popped it in Noah’s open and ready to scream mouth.


Marilyn smiled. “Well, we better let you two get
going.”


It took a couple of minutes for them to say their
good-byes and for each one to give Noah a kiss on the cheek. While he may have
been fussy before, he reveled in their attention and waved happily good-bye
before taking out his pacifier to blow kisses.


Aidan set Noah back into the stroller. “I’ll get
him, babe. You take a breather.”


As Emma held open the door for Aidan, she shook her
head and grinned. “What?” he asked.


“I’m sure that most people in this building would do
a double take at the sight of Mr. Manwhore Fitzgerald pushing a stroller.”


He scowled at her. “That’s former Mr. Manwhore,
thank you.”


She giggled. “That’s right. You’re my Mr.
Manwhore now.” She gave him a playful smack on the behind as they started down
the sidewalk.


“Mrs. Fitzgerald, I will kindly ask that you not
maul my ass in public.”


“Oh really?”


A sexy smirk curved on his lips. “Save it for when
we get home.”


Emma giggled. “Okay, then I will.”


When the crosswalk sign flashed for them to go,
Aidan pushed the stroller onto the street. “Are you sure we should be taking
Noah to O’Malley’s?”


Emma shot him an exasperated look. “We’ve brought
him here at least five times. Jenny has been blowing up my phone with texts
about when we’re coming back.”


“Yeah, but he was smaller then. And there’s all that
smoke.”


“We sit in the non-smoking section, Aidan.” Once
they made it to the other side of the street, she gazed up at him. “Besides,
he’s part Irish. Shouldn’t he be growing up around booze?”


He rolled his eyes. “Har fucking har.”


She grinned and then linked her arm through his. “I
love you, babe.”


“Right back atcha,” he replied, before leaning over
to kiss her.


When Emma reached to open the door, Jenny burst
through it. “Oh my God! I thought you guys had decided not to come!” She barely
gave a fleeting glance at Aidan and Emma before she reached out to Noah.
“There’s my big, beautiful boy!” After spitting out his pacifier, he grinned
and waved his arms to let Jenny pick him up.


“I see we rank pretty low these days, huh?” Aidan
said with a smile.


“Exactly. At least it’s consistent. I mean,
everywhere we go from your dad’s to Grammy and Granddaddy’s it’s the same,”
Emma replied.


As Jenny bounced Noah in her arms, they followed her
inside. “Can we get a booth as far away from the smoking section as possible?”
Aidan asked.


He watched as Emma and Jenny exchanged a glance
before Jenny nodded. “Sure. Nikki, can you take them to booth fifteen, please?”


Nikki nodded and started trailing through the bar.
When Emma reached for Noah, Jenny shook her head. “No, no, no. I haven’t gotten
my fill of him yet.”


Emma laughed. “When he gets fussy like he wants to
eat, just bring him over.”


“I will. You two can have some privacy. Like a date
night,” Jenny said, with a grin.


“Right. I don’t even remember what those were like,”
Aidan mused.


“Yes, you do. Remember how Megan kept Noah for us
two months ago so we could go back to the lodge in the mountains?”


Aidan’s mind immediately flashed to dropping Noah
off at his niece, Megan’s, apartment before they went back to the lodge where
they spent their honeymoon. While Noah had been happy to go to Megan and
excited to get to play with his cousin, Mason, Emma had wept the entire ride to
the mountains. Thinking of her behavior, he shook his head. “You mean the night
you spent texting Megan every five minutes to make sure Noah was all right?”
Aidan countered.


Emma grinned. “Yes, that’s the one.”


“Whatever,” he replied as they hurried to catch up
with Nikki. She was standing in front of the booth in the farthest corner.


When Emma slid in beside him rather than across the
booth, Aidan’s brows furrowed. At the sight of the dreamy expression on her
face, he asked, “What are you all moony about?”


“Don’t you remember?”


“Remember what?”


She sighed. “This is the same booth we sat in the
night you came home from India.”


“Really?”


She bobbed her head before leaning in to give him a
lingering kiss. Her tongue had just brushed against his when someone cleared
her throat, ending their brief make-out session. Nikki gave an apologetic smile
as Emma snapped back from Aidan like a rubber band. “So what can I get you two
to drink this evening?”


“Just a Coke for me,” Emma replied.


Aidan grinned. “You should have a drink. I mean, you
aren’t breastfeeding anymore, and we’re allegedly on a date night.”


A flush crept across her face, and Aidan knew he had
embarrassed Emma by mentioning breastfeeding. Finally, she shrugged. “Nah, I’m
good.”


“Come on. Have a margarita, Em. You deserve to
celebrate and cut loose a little. I’ll even be the DD tonight,” Aidan urged.


She shook her head at him and then glanced up at
Nikki. “Just a Coke.”


Aidan grunted. “Fine. Be a killjoy. I’ll have a
Heineken on tap.”


“I’ll be back to get your food orders in just a
minute.”


Aidan nodded at Nikki before she walked away. Then
he turned his attention back to Emma. “Why didn’t you want to have a drink?
Were you afraid I was plying you with alcohol to get you drunk, so I could take
advantage of you?”


She grinned. “Since when do I have to have alcohol
in me to get your libido kicking?”


He threw his head back and laughed. “Never.”


A squeal drew their attention to where Jenny was
bouncing Noah on her hip. He was reaching for one of the balloons that the
bartender was blowing up for him. Aidan couldn’t help smiling at the look on
Noah’s face as he kicked his legs excitedly.


Emma cleared her throat, and Aidan glanced over at
her. “I’m sorry, babe. Now I’m the one not doing a good job at date night.”


“Well, speaking of your libido…” Aidan watched as
she shifted her menu and chewed her bottom lip.


“Em, what’s the matter? You look a little pale. Are
you all right?”


“I need to tell you something.”


Out of the corner of his eye, Aidan saw Jenny with
three bobbing balloons walking Noah over to a group of admirers. He held up a
finger. “Just a second, Em.” He rose up from the booth. “Jenny, don’t get him
so close to the smoking section,” he called.


She glanced back at him over her shoulder and
nodded. Once he felt like Noah was safely away from the second hand smoked
danger, he turned back to Emma. “I’m sorry. What is it?”


“Well, it’s…I know we weren’t actually planning on
this, but—”


“Aw, look, Em. Noah’s blowing kisses to all the old
men at the bar.”


The next thing he knew she had grabbed both of the
sides of his face in her hands, forcing him to look at her. “Would you please
listen to me!”


“Jesus, what is the matter with you?”


Her green eyes narrowed at him. “I’m pregnant!
That’s what is the matter!”


His heart jolted to a stop. “Y-You’re what?”


Emma’s expression momentarily softened. “I just came
from the doctor. That stomach flu I thought I had...yeah, that’s not what it
was. I’m six weeks pregnant.”


“Holy shit…but we were using condoms.”


Pink tinged her cheeks. “Not the weekend at the
lodge.”


He leaned over and lowered his voice. “Yeah, but I
pulled out.”


Emma cocked her brows. “And you’re Mr. Super Potent
Sperm, remember?”


Aidan swallowed hard. His mind whirled with
out-of-control thoughts. He was going to be a father again. He hadn’t even
thought of the prospect of having more children until Noah was at least two, if
not older. Sure, his sisters Angie and Julia were fourteen months part, but he
had never imagined having two so close together. Noah would still be in diapers
when the new baby arrived. Jesus, he could barely survive all of Noah’s
changings…what would it be like with two?


“Aidan?” Emma prompted. When he met her gaze, he
could immediately read how she was feeling. She was thrilled at the prospect of
another child to love, but she was also fearful of his reaction.


He brought his lips to hers and gave her a deep,
reassuring kiss. When he finally pulled away, tears shone in her eyes. “Does
that mean you’re okay with this?”


His hand went to tenderly touch her abdomen. “I’ll
admit I’m scared shitless at the prospect of another child, but we’ve already
been through so much. Another baby will just mean more love.”


Her bright smile warmed his heart. “Oh, Aidan, you
made me the happiest woman in the entire world by giving me a baby. Then you
made my life complete by giving me your heart and your love. I can’t imagine
anything more amazing than another child of yours.” She then gave him a
lingering kiss.


When she pulled away, he grinned. “Does this mean I
can expect your libido to be kick-starting soon like when you were pregnant
with Noah?”


She gave him a sly grin and then winked. “Oh yes.”


He closed his eyes in exaggerated bliss and brought
his hand to his chest. “Be still my heart.”


She nudged him playfully as Nikki returned to take
their orders. When Emma ordered her usual Rib-eye, Aidan stared at her in
surprise. “You’re ordering a steak?”


“Sure, why not?” she replied as she handed the menus
back to Nikki.


“I thought meat made you sick in your first trimester
when you were pregnant with Noah.”


Emma shuddered. “Oh it did. I couldn’t even stand
the smell of it, remember?” Surprise flashed on her face as the wheels turned
in her head. Without missing a beat, a smile spread across her face. “I guess
that means this baby is a girl!”


“Oh God,” he moaned.


Emma tilted her head to the side and gazed up at
him. “What’s the matter, Big Papa? You don’t think you can handle a girl?”


“I think I’ll be fine until she gets to be a
teenager, and then I may end up in prison for cutting some little horndog’s
dick off!”


Emma laughed. “Poor thing. With you as her daddy,
she won’t get to date until she’s thirty.”


“And it’ll be a good thing because if she’s half as
beautiful as her mother, she’ll have all the boys chasing after her.”


Tears sparkled in Emma’s eyes at his compliment.
“You’re so sweet.”


“It’s the truth.”


“But I do remember you saying you would bring some
mighty fine genes as well.”


“We’re a good baby-making pair, aren’t we?”


Emma snorted. “In more ways than one.”


Aidan laughed. “Who knew you would be so fertile and
I would be so potent?”


“That just means after this baby, we’ll have to be
more careful or consider more options.”


Aidan shook his head furiously back and forth.
“Don’t even think about suggesting a vasectomy!”


Emma rolled her eyes. “I was thinking either birth
control pills or something for me. Don’t get your balls in a twist that I want
to take your manhood or something.”


Aidan couldn’t help sighing with relief. “That’s
good to hear.”


“But don’t think just because I’m going on birth
control, I’m finished with baby-making.”


He arched his brows at her. “Oh really?”


“Mmm, hmm. I want a big family just like yours.”


“Em, I don’t think I ever signed on to father five
kids.”


“Oh but you’re so good at it,” she teased.


He groaned. “There goes you and that mouth again.”


“Well, I’ll think of cutting myself off at three if
you’ll shut me up and kiss me.”


“I’ll be happy to oblige ma’am.”


Aidan brought his lips to hers. Just as her warm
mouth opened invitingly, a high pitched wail caused them to break apart. They
watched as Jenny hustled a red-faced, crying Noah over to them.


“What’s the matter, sweetheart?” Emma asked.


“Muh! Muh!” he cried.


Emma shook her head and grinned as she took Noah
from Jenny. “I can’t believe he can say dada all day, but I get called ‘muh’!”


Burying his face in Emma’s neck, Noah’s cries
quieted as Emma hummed to him. Their food arrived then. “Wanna come to Daddy,
Little Man, so Mama can eat?”


Noah tightened his arms around Emma’s neck at the
insinuation. “Come on now. Mama needs to eat for your little brother or
sister.”


When Aidan reached to take Noah, he screamed and
clung to Emma. “Oh Jesus. He’s getting to be such a Mama’s Boy,” Aidan
lamented.


“There’s nothing wrong with that. I seem to recall
another Fitzgerald boy who was one, and he turned out all right,” Emma replied,
while rubbing wide circles across Noah’s back and kissing the strands of his
strawberry blonde hair.


Aidan nodded at her insinuation to him and his
mother. She was right. He had been a Mama’s Boy and proud of it. “Well, that’s
true, but did have some screw-ups until he found the love of another good
woman,” Aidan replied.


“Then we’ll just have to hope and pray Noah finds
the same one day.” Emma smiled at him over Noah’s head. “And until then, he can
be my Mama’s Boy.”


Aidan grunted. “Come on, Little Man. You’re really a
Daddy’s Boy, aren’t you?” he prompted. Peeking through Emma’s auburn hair, Noah
grinned at Aidan. The small gesture caused Aidan’s chest to clench, and he
fought to breathe.


“Are you okay?” Emma asked.


“I’m more than okay.” He leaned over to kiss Noah’s
cheek before kissing her tenderly on the lips. “I’m fucking amazing.”
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Coming Soon from Katie Ashley


 


Music of the Heart


 


For Abby Renard, the plan was supposed to be
simple—join her brothers’ band on the last leg of their summer tour and decide
if she’s finally ready for the limelight by becoming its fourth member. Of course,
she never imagined stumbling onto the wrong tour bus at Rock Nation would
accidentally land her in the bed of Jake Slater, the notorious womanizing lead
singer of Runaway Train. When he mistakes her for one of his groupie’s, Abby
quickly lets him know she sure as hell isn't in his bed on purpose.


 


Jake Slater never imagined the angel who fell into
his bed would resist his charms by promptly kneeing him in the balls. Of
course, the fact she seems like a prissy choir girl makes her anything but his
type. So he is more than surprised when after betting Abby she wouldn’t last a
week on their tour bus, she is more than willing to prove him wrong. But as
Jake’s personal life begins to implode around him, he finds an unlikely ally in
Abby. He’s never met a woman he can talk to, joke with, or most importantly
make music with.


 


As the week starts comes to a close, neither Abby
nor Jake is ready to let go. Can a sweetheart Country songstress and a bad boy
of Rock N Roll actually have a future together?


 


 


 


Drop Dead Sexy Summer 2013


 


For Olivia Sullivan, love is more a four letter
curse word than a sentiment. Growing up as the daughter of a small town
mortician, guys didn’t warm to the fact there were dead people in her house. At
thirty, taking over the family business and becoming the town Coroner helped to
cement undateable status. Of course her past sex history didn’t help matters
either.


 


Attempt number one with her first love ended before
it got started with a horrific latex allergy hospitalization. Attempt number
two had him coming and then going with an undiagnosed heart condition. For the
past three years, Olivia has closed up shop for fear of what might happen next
in the bedroom. 


 


After being forced to go single to her mother’s
lingerie shower, Olivia stumbles into an out of town bar with one intention:
find an able bodied stud to go home with to end her losing sex streak. Enter
Holden Caulfield Mains aka Catcher, who earned his nickname not just from the
book he was named for, but for the fact he was sure to catch the attention any
woman who came with a five mile radius. Waking up after a night of the most
mind blowing sex she could have ever imagined, a horrified Olivia runs away
thinking she’s Catcher behind.


 


When Olivia’s small town is wracked by its first
murder, she never could have imagined her one night stand would reappear in the
form of the GBI’s lead investigator. To her mortification, Catcher isn’t ready
to let go of their sizzling chemistry, and he doesn’t understand the meaning of
no. As things start to heat up between them, the body count starts to rise, and
they’re led on a wild goose chase from back woods mountain Nudist Colonies to
altercations with the Dixie Mafia.


 


 


 


Do Not Go Gentle: NEW ADULT
Summer 2013


 


Maddie and Allie had been best friends since
Pull-ups and Pre-K. Raised on the same rural road and with their parents close
friends, nothing had ever come between them. But the summer after graduation
changes everything. When Allie’s dad starts spinning out of control with his
PTSD, an altercation leaves her black and blue. Maddie never could have
imagined that acting on a whispered accusation would lead not only to a
friend’s broken trust, but to a fiery midnight blaze that took Allie and her
mother out of this world at her father’s hands. Maddie is left with a gaping
hole in her soul and the unimaginable guilt that she was somehow to blame.


 


Miles away at college, Will thought he could escape
the impending chaos at home. At twenty-one, he never could have imagined the
entire world he knew would go up in smoke, leaving him orphaned and without his
little sister and confidante, Allie. With the life he once had in ashes, Will
can’t see the way ahead, nor can he shake the crippling grief that threatens to
consume him. No one makes him feel alive again or want to embrace the uncertain
future except Maddie.


 


In Will, Maddie has someone to help her pick the
pieces of her shattered life without Allie. He’s the only one who understands
what she’s going through. Her old friends, her boyfriend of two years, none of
them seem to comprehend what her dark world is like. The more and more time
they spend together, the more they depend on each other. But everything they
have is threatened when the lines between friendship and lovers start to blur. 


 


 


 


The Pairing: A Companion
Novel to The Proposition and The Proposal


 


Pesh’s love story with Megan—Aidan’s niece and baby
Mason’s mother.


 








 


 


 


 


Katie Ashley writing as Krista Ashe in
Young Adult


 


Jules the Bounty Hunter—Currently
Available


 


High-speed car chases, hiding out in overgrown
bushes, nabbing the bad guy—all in a days work for Julianne aka Jules St.
James. Sure growing up with a bounty hunter for a father was a little
unorthodox, but she wouldn’t have it any other way. After all, how many sixteen-year-old
girls can take a man down with her bare hands, fire an assault rifle, or become
a chameleon by using fake identities to nab bail jumpers? On her father’s Texas
ranch, she’s just one of the guys with her older, twin brothers, Remington and
Colt.


 


So when Jules’s father insists she spend the summer
with her absentee mother—a former Savannah debutant and current member of high
society, she is more than a little pissed off. Jules has had little use for her
mother since she blew out of town six years ago to trade garden parties and
black tie affairs for being a bounty hunter’s wife. A summer in Savannah with
Mommie Dearest means having refinement and culture shoved down her throat while
styling the latest haute couture fashion.


 


But Jules’s father has another reason behind sending
her to Savannah. The society family of Emmett Marshall, a white-collar bail
jumper resides there. The mission is for Jules to get close to Marshall’s
teenage son, Jackson, thus trying to unravel any clues about his father’s whereabouts.
Locating Marshall could mean a hefty payoff —enough for Jules’s freshman year
of college.


 


Since she's better at taking down a guy than hooking
up with one, Jules feels like she's in over her head. Enter Wyatt Deluca.
Working for Jules’s bounty hunting cousin, Wyatt's suave services are enlisted
to help her reel Jackson in. The tattooed, motorcycle riding bad boy is a 180
from sweet, cultured Jackson, but the more that Jules hangs around with Wyatt,
the more confused she is about her true feelings and her ability to do her job.


 


 


 


The Guardians: Currently
Available


 


Got Wings?


 


Elijah and Cassie aren’t your old-school angels
chilling in the heavens and strumming harps. They’re members of the Guardians,
an elite force of angels masquerading under the guise of high school teens.


 


Their newest mission is no walk in the clouds. In an
effort to seek out troubled teens, they, along with fellow angels, Rafe, Sophie
and Gabriel, will pose as a family of adopted brothers and sisters and enroll
in high school. Along with their gift of “emotional divination”, which is to
take on the pain of those who are suffering, they experience their own roller
coaster rides of teenage emotions.


 


Accustomed to working with children, shy Elijah is
overwhelmed when he is assigned to Abby, an honor roll cheerleader. When she
discovers she is pregnant and her boyfriend abandons her, Abby turns to Elijah
for support. As his feelings for Abby intensify, Elijah also struggles with the
desire to be a guardian to Abby’s unborn baby. However, as Elijah is trying to
do good, a dark force hovers over him in the form of Lucius—one of Satan’s
demons. Things escalate when Elijah threatens Lucius. It will come to a fight
to the finish with Elijah either being defeated or damning Lucius back to Hell.


 


Song bird Cassie sings her way into the lead of the
school musical and into the life of Zach, a guitar-strumming lost soul. After
constant beatings from his step-father drive Zach to a suicide attempt, Cassie
must teach him about hope and faith. However, a dark force in the area leads
Cassie to mistakenly interpret that Zach is her assignment. Instead she was
meant for Lauren, her musical rival and the girl who has an intense crush on
Zach. Cassie must somehow find a way to befriend Lauren, help her along and
continue to help Zach without destroying Lauren in the process.


 


To fail means death for their assignments, and to
fall in love ensures a fall from grace. No one ever said high school was easy


 


 


 


Nets and Lies: Coming January
31st, 2013


 


Always awkward in her 5’10 frame, Melanie Reeves
finds her saving grace through basketball. Not only is she the varsity team
captain, she’s the pride of Coach Thompson, who holds the keys to a college
scholarship. Melanie has also found 'courtly' love with Will, Coach T's
handsome, ball-playing son. When Melanie is on the court, everything is
perfect....until she is forced to face an opponent who doesn't play by the
rules.


 


Jordan Solano's power lies in her beauty and sex
appeal. Never afraid of breaking the rules, she engages in a scandalous
flirtation with the school's married basketball coach. But the flirtation
quickly turns into accusation, and Coach T's job and reputation are placed in
jeopardy after Jordan charges him with rape. Jordan's own reputation has the
school administration unwilling to believe her. That is, until she makes a
startling claim - she's not the only victim.


 


Suddenly, all eyes are on Melanie, and it isn't for
her amazing free-throws. A man's job, a girl's reputation, and her boyfriend's
entire world now rest in Melanie's hands. She has to decide: keep her secrets
and protect her future, or put an end to the lies...and lose everything


 


 


 


Don’t Hate the Player…Hate the Game: Coming
March 1, 2013


 


For Noah Fitzpatrick being the best friend to a
douchebag and player like Jake Slater has never been easy. It's been a rocky
road since kindergarten when Jake duct taped Noah to his chair before recess.
With just six weeks to high school graduation, Jake accidentally blows his
drunken ass up on his grandfather's tractor, and Noah finds himself immersed
not only in a whirlwind of grief, but on a quest to find a mystery girl from
Jake's past.


 


While cleaning out Jake's room, Noah and Jake's dad
make a startling discovery. Instead of the obligatory porn collection or pot
stash, they find a ring, but not just any ring. Its half a carat of commitment
in a platinum setting-proving even man whores have taste. After Jake's mom
pleads with Noah to find the girl who meant so much to Jake, Noah begins a
modern day Grail quest to track the girl down.


 


Since Jake was a notorious player with a legendary
collection of trophy panties, Noah finds himself in over his head. There are
the usual suspects like Avery, the Ice Princess Jake dated for appearances, or
Presley, the school mattress Jake dated for convenience. But the trail begins
to point to the most unlikely of suspects: Maddie, the Valedictorian and choir
girl who was trying to help the unmotivated jock graduate--the girl who also
has surprisingly caught Noah's eye and meddled with his heart.


 


Hanging out with Maddie shows Noah a different side
of Jake--one that was deeply human and surprisingly douche-free. And the more
he tries to solve the mystery of the ring and of Jake, the more Noah starts to
discover about himself and of love.


 








 


 


 


 


Sneak Peek of Kelli Maine’s Dolls and
Dom’s Novella


 


Guys & Dolls


 


Behind the sheer, red curtain, Black Betty adjusted
her leather corset, rolled her shoulders and took a deep breath. The chatter of
male voices in the club came at her in waves, low, deep, and laughing. Ice
cubes clinked in rocks glasses filled with double malt scotch.


She’d been at Dolls & Doms for so long she was
certain she knew every man in the room. Being a private,
membership-by-invitation-only men’s club a few scant miles from the Vegas
strip, the roster filled with rich, famous and politically-elected males wasn’t
difficult to keep up with.


Tonight’s event was just another bachelor party.
Another bare ass to smack.


Her
signature song, Ram Jam’s Black
Betty,
began and blared loudly over the club’s obscenely expensive sound system. She
took a deep breath and flung her long, blonde hair back over her shoulders.


Pushing
through the curtain with one spiked, black boot, she sauntered across the stage
and down three stairs to the main floor where she shoved away two men on either
side of her. Cheers rang out as she strutted through the crowd and flicked her
long, black whip. It cracked on the marble floor in front of a cocky looking
twenty-something dressed in an expensive gray suit, sitting in a leather club
chair smoking a cigar—Alistair Ingram, hottest leading man on the big screen
and the groom to be.


Betty
had seen the front page engagement shot over the summer on one of the lurid
entertainment magazines while she was in line at the supermarket. She’d picked
it up and flipped through, noting the way Alistair preened in front of the
camera, never once posing with his fiancé who stood five yards behind him
carrying a big, heavy-looking box. Betty gave the marriage a year on the
generous side—if his bride-to-be got smart and dumped his pretentious butt.


Circling
her hips, she went into auto-pilot. Her routine was like driving a car by now.
She’d say it was like riding a bike, but she’d never learned to ride one. Every
best-man who booked a party wanted a Dom. She supposed they figured being
spanked was permissible by the bride-to-be, whereas performing erotic torture
on a Doll—the club’s cutesy name for subs that Betty despised—would fall into
the cheating category.


She
straddled his lap, leaned forward and pushed her breasts together, inches from
Alistair’s face. When he reached out to touch, she stepped back and cracked the
handle of her whip against his knuckles.


A
wicked grin spread across his lips. He shook his hand and sucked the knuckle of
his index finger, his melted chocolate eyes blazing. Jesus, he was hot.
But he knew it all too well. Betty couldn’t wait to get him alone and wipe that
shit-eating-grin off his face.


This
was one man who needed to be taught a lesson.


Betty
knew her punishment mentality was against every rule in the book. Everything
she did to him was to be consensual and done for pleasure—pleasure through
pain. But she couldn’t help her desire to punish the ones who were deserving.
The ones like her first husband. The ones who thought they were above
respecting women.


She
slipped a blindfold out of one of her thigh-high, black boots and secured it
over his eyes. “Stand, Doll,” she commanded, snapping her whip at his feet.
“For the next hour, you’re mine to play with.”


His
friends shouted and jeered as he stood. Betty glanced around and caught the
familiar faces of other movie and T.V. actors, a few musicians, a director, and
a producer who she’d brought to his knees on multiple occasions.


She
unclipped a spiked collar from her garter and buckled it around Alistair’s
neck. “Quite the charmed life you live, Doll. Time to get a little dirty.”


That
fucking grin still sat stiff on his lips, and he ran a hand through his
dark-blond hair, leaving it sexy and tousled. There was no help for her, she
wasn’t going to play Miss Nice Dom tonight.


Betty
winked at the tall man standing next to the groom’s chair. “You’re the best
man, I presume?”


He
shot her a star-studded smile. “I am.” He played a lawyer on T.V. She’d seen a
couple episodes of his show on her nights off.


“Go
get me the leash on the bar,” she commanded, twirling her whip so it wrapped
around the best-man’s legs.


He
placed his hands on his hips in mock irritation. “Don’t I get a please?”


“Baby
doll, you only paid me to make one person beg tonight, and it sure as hell
isn’t going to be me.”


Best-man
tossed his head back laughing, and strolled to the bar to fetch her leash.


“What
are you going to do to me, Black Betty?” Alistair asked, rocking his hips and
shoulders back and forth, the smoke from his cigar spiraling in the air.


She
grabbed his hair and jerked his head down, placing her lips beside his ear.
“I’m going to make you wish you were tucked in bed nice and snug next to your
pretty little fiancé, Doll.”


He
chuckled and rubbed his hands together.


Best-man
was back with the leash. She yanked it out of his hands and clipped it on
Alistair’s collar. “Walk,” she commanded, tugging on the leash and leading him
through his friends.


The
music transitioned into Submission by
Delphic,
and Betty cringed internally as the club’s Dolls stepped timidly through
doorways, dropped to all fours and crawled across the marble floor.
“Entertainment’s here!” Best-man shouted.


Betty
knew for the most part it was all an act. The Dolls worked there because it
meant a damn good paycheck—same reason she was still there. This was a job, not
a lifestyle like it was for the members of real BDSM clubs. This was vanilla,
and after the last ten rocky-road-years of her life, she fucking adored
vanilla.


No,
this place wasn’t hardcore. She’d gone head first into that lifestyle and
gotten tossed right down on her back. She still had the scars to prove it
thanks to husband number two, who’d never been one for safe words. Hence the
reason she’d never be a Doll. She’d never find herself on her back again.


But
a few of the Dolls, like Red Mary, let themselves believe this was some kind of
glamorous lifestyle. That letting these rich assholes do whatever they pleased
to her was going to make one of them fall hopelessly in love with her. She was
here to be saved, to find the fairytale. She probably even let them fuck her.


She’d
figure out soon enough that there was no fairytale. Nobody knew that better
than Black Betty.


“Through
here.” Betty flung open a door and led Alistair down a hallway paneled in rich
mahogany. “Give me this.” She grabbed the half-smoked stogie out of his
fingers, dropped it on the marble floor and swiveled the ball of her foot on
top of it.


“That
cigar was two hundred bucks. Probably more than you make in an entire week.”
The side of Alistair’s lip hitched in a snide smirk.


Betty
grabbed his cheeks and squeezed. Hard. “No speaking unless you’re asked a
direct question. You answer me by saying yes mistress. Do you understand
me Alistair Ingram?”


He
let out a contemptuous snort of laughter. “Oh, I got it.”


She
shoved him against the wall, kicked her leg up and pinned him with her spiked
heel against his chest. “Do. You. Understand. Me?”


Alistair’s
face went blank. She wished she could see his eyes under the blindfold. He held
his hands up at shoulder level, surrendering. “I understand.”


Betty
pressed her heel into his chest harder. She knew it was her imagination, but
she swore she could feel his heart pounding under her foot. The thought ignited
a smoldering heat between her legs. She leaned in, her lips mere centimeters
from his. “I understand, what?” she said, her voice a harsh whisper.


“I
understand, Mistress Betty.”


“Just
mistress.” She lowered her foot to the floor and yanked his leash. “Your fiancé
will make me her maid-of-honor when I’m through breaking you, Superstar.”


She
couldn’t miss how his breath came quicker. All the dumbasses who were members
got off on the idea of being cock teased. She’d wind him up so tight, he’d blow
with the slightest touch of her feather tickler.


Reaching
a black door, Betty put a hand on Alistair’s cheek and turned the cut crystal
doorknob. “Welcome to my lair, Doll.”
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