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Dedication

 


 


Merry Christmas to all my readers. May your
holiday seasons be filled with beauty and laughter, and may the New
Year bring you health, happiness and prosperity.


Chapter One

 


 


The gun pointed at Kelly McMaster’s forehead
had fear icing her veins. Blood drained from her face. She didn’t
dare breathe or move.

The red glassy eyes glinting through the
assailant’s ski mask were cold, hard. “Do as I tell you and no one
will get hurt.”

Clothed in a worn oversized hoodie,
low-riding baggy pants, and dirty, ratty tennis shoes, the man’s
build would be unrecognizable. But judging by her height of
five-eight, she would guess him to be five-eleven or six feet.

Rank body odor overpowered the fresh scent of
pine from the Christmas tree in the lobby as he shoved a paper sack
at her. His hands trembled almost as badly as the one she used to
reach beneath her money drawer to press the button alerting
security. They would deal with contacting the police and hopefully
catch this criminal.

While she was fumbling with getting the cash
into the small sack, thoughts of her son rush to mind. TJ had no
one but her. Kelly choked on a silent sob. Why hadn’t she completed
her will and guardianship papers when she started this new job in a
strange city? If something happened to her, what would become of
her child? She couldn’t bear the thought of her parents raising
him. Not after the childhood she had endured.

“Hurry,” the man urged, but all she saw was
the barrel of the 9mm closing in on her, and her son,
motherless.

As Kelly pushed the last of the monies into
the sack and handed it to him, she glimpsed movement from the
corner of her eye. Helen, the bank manager, dragged a customer
behind a desk and they both ducked out of harm’s way.

Kelly didn’t begrudge them. Collier Bank’s
protocol was compliance in cases of robbery. No heroes. Just
activate the security button, give the money to the perpetrator and
get out of the situation safely. She hoped to God it worked.

When the man’s attention jerked to the left,
she automatically glanced over a shoulder. Joe, the teller from the
drive-through window, stood paralyzed as he stared at the masked
man and his gun. He made the situation even more dangerous when he
moved, almost falling as he scrambled to get back to safety behind
the wall.

The robber stiffened. His frantic gaze
scanned the area behind him while his hold on the gun waivered.
When he realized the two of them were alone, he roared, “Get out
here. Now.”

His abrupt words triggered her flight
response. She started to sink beneath the counter, but the pistol
waving wildly in her face stopped her midway.

“I will shoot you.” His warning held enough
menace that she believed him.

Panic-stricken, but still in control of her
senses, she moved around the counter, hands up. Nothing bad could
happen two days before Christmas, right?

Tucking the sack into a pocket, he grabbed
the back of her sweater, wadding it in his fist. When the pistol
jabbed against her spine, Kelly cried out. She couldn’t help
herself. Keeping her close and pushing her forward at the same
time, he made his way to the door and outside, using her as a human
shield against the security guard who appeared with his gun
unholstered.

The momentary standoff ended when the scream
of sirens jerked their attention toward the street. In the
distance, red and blue lights whirled, vehicles slowing and
stopping. But it was her assailant’s panicked curse that shattered
her remaining vestige of calm.

Kelly pinched her eyelids closed against his
brutal grip. No way would this man escape. Did he plan to take her
hostage or would he kill her here or later? If God were on her
side, maybe he’d let her go unscathed when he was finished with
her.

The shove against her back came unexpectedly.
Suddenly, she was released and falling. Her arms flailed, but it
was too late. Her knees bit the asphalt, pain splintering as her
hands braced to catch herself from face-planting. Gravel dug into
her palms, stinging. Through moist eyelashes, she glanced up to
watch the criminal jump into a beat-up car, tires screeching as he
sped away. The smell of burning rubber clogged her nose as a wave
of relief wrenched her tears free.

As she wept, someone placed a warm hand on
her back. She looked up to see Carl, the security guard. He dropped
to a knee beside her. “Are you okay?”

Kelly couldn’t speak. Chilled to the bone,
her blood felt like liquid ice, razor sharp, moving through her
veins unmercifully. The only thing she wanted at that very moment
was to hold her baby in her arms and never let him go.

She looked up as a blur of black-and-white
patrol vehicles streaked past in pursuit. One of the squad cars
separated from the pack, squealing around the corner and entering
the shopping center. The vehicle’s front end bobbed, making a
scraping sound when it struck a speed bump. The whirring blades of
a police helicopter overhead beat like war drums in her ears.

Carl helped Kelly to her feet on legs that
felt more like jelly than flesh and blood. “He’s gone, young lady.
You’re safe.”

So cold. She crossed her arms over her
chest, feeling no relief. Would she ever feel warm again?

The guard glanced at the two officers getting
out of their car. “Will you be okay if I leave you for a minute? I
need to speak with the officers, but I’ll be back.”

She nodded weakly. And then she was left
alone. With her head down she could hear several more patrol cars
speed past in pursuit of the man who had shaken her sense of safety
and well-being.

“Ma’am, are you okay?” The deep male voice
forced her head up to meet the eyes of the police officer speaking
to her. His expression tightened.

“Kelly?”

This can’t be happening.

For a brief moment, Kelly forgot about the
robbery and the fact her life had hung in jeopardy. Instead, her
thoughts were hurled back to a wintery night in Denver.

Trey had been attending a conference, while
she had been out on the town with her friends. Fate had them ending
up at the same honky-tonk, or that’s what her romantic heart had
thought at the time. She had been young. He had been charming. One
thing led to another and she had woken up in this man’s hotel room
minutes before he had to leave to catch an airplane.

He had been her first and last one-night
stand.

It had been what her friend, Sally, called a
wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am kind of moment—a moment that would remain
with Kelly for the rest of her life.

As Carl continued to speak to the other
officer, Trey shucked his black leather coat and wrapped it around
her shoulders. His all-male scent surrounded her. Funny how she
remembered it so clearly.

“Are you hurt?” He brushed a strand of her
long red hair out of her eyes. “Do you need a paramedic?”

“No,” she managed to say, even though she was
anything but fine. She’d had a gun waved in her face, poked against
her spine, her knees and palms were bleeding, and now the only
person who could really hurt her stood before her.

“Sergeant Burstyn?” a short, redheaded
officer called out to Trey.

“I’ll be back,” he said, squeezing her arm
before he turned and walked away.

So Trey’s last name was Burstyn. She hadn’t
caught that small detail two years ago.

Kelly didn’t have time to ponder the issue as
Helen came running out of the bank straight for her. “Are you
alright? I’m so sorry.” The mid-forty-something woman hugged Kelly
tightly.

“Helen, there’s no need to apologize. Really.
There wasn’t anything you could do.”

“The branch is on lockdown,” Helen informed
her. “Ohmygod! Look at your knees—your hands. We should get you
back inside. The police will want to talk to you and get a
statement.”

As they headed toward the glass doors, Kelly
glanced over her shoulder to find Trey watching her. After two
years, not much had changed. He was six-foot-two of lean muscle—a
devastatingly handsome man whose long black eyelashes framed
to-die-for baby-blue eyes that had made her swoon when she first
met him.

Entering the bank, she was immediately joined
by the teller from the drive-through and two other coworkers, who
had been in the vault during the confrontation. They chatted
excitedly at the same time.

“Were you scared?” asked one of the women who
had been safely tucked away. “I was scared and he wasn’t even
pointing the gun at me.”

“I almost shit my pants when I saw the gun.”
Joe’s eyes were still wide with disbelief. His nervous laughter
filled the brief silence.

“How much money was in your drawer?” Helen
asked.

How much money?

At the moment, Kelly had no idea, but she
knew it wasn’t over their drawer limit if that’s what the woman was
getting at. “I’d just reduced my till and had only three customers
before it happened.” She always adhered to policy, even though only
thirty minutes remained to her shift, which ended at two. “He
couldn’t have gotten more than a thousand dollars.”

Helen looked pleased. “Did you get a good
look at him?”

Kelly didn’t get a chance to answer because
two paramedics approached carrying bags. The female EMT was a
stern-looking woman who eyed Kelly’s coworkers. “If all of you
could move back, we’ll have a look at her injuries.” While the man
began to take her vitals, the woman began cleaning pieces of gravel
out of her palms. That’s when Carl, Trey, and the redheaded officer
walked into the bank.

 


While his partner Larry accompanied the
security guard to a secure room to view the tapes, Trey began
interviewing the witnesses, starting with Kelly. She grimaced,
hissing when the female paramedic put antiseptic on one of her
wounded palms. The male EMT began to administer attention to a
knee. Trey couldn’t help roaming his gaze up one of her bare,
shapely legs—legs that had been wrapped around him one snowy
night.

His cock twitched with the memory.

Not many women left him with unfulfilled
yearning, but this one had, as sure as if she’d marked him. There
had been something about her that had called to him long after that
one night. He had attempted to find her, but even he knew that
distance made for a poor bed partner. They had been just strangers
passing in the night.

But now she was here—in his city.

As he drew closer, the scent of an antiseptic
warred with her soft flowery scent. Damn. He found himself
wanting to drag her into his arms and taste those luscious full
lips. He smiled when they made a little pouty gesture as a large
rectangular bandage was placed over one of her wounded knees.
Smaller coverings were placed on her hands.

“Kelly, could you answer a couple
questions?”

She looked up at him with those mesmerizing
green eyes. “Sure.”

As the paramedics rose and gathered their
supplies, he took a seat by Kelly on the couch. “So when did you
move to Mesa?”

A frown joined the stiffening of her spine.
“Are you insinuating that I had something to do with this?”

“No. God, no. I was just wondering when you
moved to Arizona.” She would be under investigation, everyone in
the bank would be, but he personally didn’t suspect she was
involved.

“Oh.” Her shoulders relaxed and she eased her
back against the cushion. “I’ve been here less than a month.”

“I’ll need your full name and address. For
the report,” he quickly added. After she supplied the information,
he jotted it down on a small tablet before continuing. “Can you
tell me what happened?”

“My last customer had just walked out the
door and I was cracking the seal on some quarters. When I looked
up, he was standing there. He pulled a gun from the pocket of his
hoodie and pointed it at me.” Licking her lips, she trembled.

Trey wanted to console her, shelter her in
his embrace, but that would be inappropriate, so he clenched his
pen and paper tighter and listened as she gave the color and shape
of his eyes, his height, and what she could about his clothing and
build.

“Did he wear gloves?”

“No.”

“Any defining marks, scars or tattoos?”

Her eyes lit up like glowing emeralds.
“Between his thumb and forefinger, he had a jagged scar. His right
hand, I think. Yes. The hand he held the gun in.” Another tremor
assailed her.

He asked a couple more questions before
giving her a form and instructing her to write down everything she
could remember. While she completed the report, he began to
interview another employee.

The forensic van arrived as he was wrapping
up the interview with the bank manager. She glanced toward Kelly.
“Can I dismiss my staff now? It’s been over two and a half
hours.”

Trey had what he needed. “Yes.”

As she moved away from him, Larry joined him.
“You know the shapely redhead?”

“Yes.” Trey glanced at Kelly once more. When
he had last seen her she had been thinner, willowy. But his partner
was right. She had filled out. Nicely. Her breasts were a little
fuller than he remembered, and her hips more rounded, which made
her that much more attractive. Of course she’d been only twenty-one
when they met.

Larry smirked. “Well?” The true meaning
behind that single word was not lost on Trey.

“Just someone I met at a conference.” Someone
who had rocked his world.

Larry gave him one of his famous yeah,
right expressions. “You don’t look at her like a casual
acquaintance.”

“Hell, Anderson. What do you have to talk
about? You’re looking at her like she’s tonight’s dessert.” And
Trey didn’t like his partner’s leer—not one little bit.

“Yeah. Sharing the same hair and eye coloring
with her, I thought we’d make beautiful babies together,” the
officer jested. “Or at least have fun trying.”

Trey balled his hands into fists, barely
restraining himself from coldcocking the jerk. “Let’s wrap things
up. I want to go home.” He had a couple more hours to his shift.
Finishing the paperwork involved with this call would take him
longer than that to take care of. Then maybe he’d swing by Kelly’s
place and see how she was doing.

Just then Trey’s radio erupted. He
listened.

They had the man responsible for the robbery
at gunpoint. A minute later, the arresting officer announced the
suspect was in custody. Score one for the good guys.


Chapter Two

 


 


Home.

 


Kelly released a sigh, happy for the very
first time to see the small, cramped condominium. It wasn’t much,
but it was better than living with her folks, which had been pure
hell. Her father bitched every time he heard a squawk from his
grandson. Her mother hadn’t been any better.

No. They definitely wouldn’t be ideal
candidates for raising her son should something ever happen to
her.

Putting her purse on the kitchen table, she
thought of her brother. Perhaps Stu would consider guardianship?
Currently stationed in Iraq, he had one more year in the Marines.
Of course she had no idea whether he planned to reenlist.

It was either Stu or her best friend, Sally.
Both were single, an instant family would be a hardship on either
of them. As Kelly saw it, she had little choice.

Gazing at her meager surroundings, emotion
swelled in her throat, making it difficult to swallow. A teddy bear
lay on the second-hand couch, a truck beneath the small stand that
held a television set she bought from a yard sale. A five-dollar
Christmas tree was tucked in the corner with strands of popcorn
garlands. A dozen cheap bulbs placed up high so TJ couldn’t reach
them, and a strand of lights with only half of them blinking off
and on, also adorned the branches. Tears bloomed in her eyes at the
five gifts wrapped in the same candy-cane paper. All of them
purchased for less than thirty dollars.

Kelly hated how she felt. She was a fighter—a
survivor—not this wimpy woman who leaned against the table for
support.

But today had mentally kicked her in the
teeth. Then, when all she wanted to do was see her child, hold her
baby in her arms, the babysitter hadn’t been home. Kelly had texted
Lori and discovered she had taken the children she cared for to a
nearby farm to tour and play with the animals. After that they were
grabbing a bit to eat. It would be approximately three hours before
TJ was home.

Which reminded her, Kelly hadn’t eaten
anything since this morning. She strolled into the kitchen and
paused. How long she stood there she didn’t know, but she was
trembling. When her knees threatened to buckle, she moved toward
the table and drifted into a wooden chair.

That’s when the tears began to fall.

Kelly sobbed uncontrollably, convulsive gasps
that made her shake even more. Cradling herself, she rocked back
and forth. By the time her outburst ended, her nose was stuffy and
she could hardly breathe. Her body felt boneless, unable to
move.

Time ticked by before she found the energy to
stir. When she did, a whiff of sour body odor touched her nose and
she cringed. The scent must have rubbed off on her when the man
pressed his body against hers. Thank God they had caught the guy.
But what she needed this moment was a bath.

Pushing away from the table, she stood and
started to undress as she climbed the stairs. When her sweater
covered her face, the offensive stench rose again. She briefly
considered burning her clothes. Only the fact that she didn’t have
the money to replace them stopped her from further wanderings.

As she stepped into the bathroom, she turned
the faucet on, checking the temperature before she poured a small
amount of bubble bath below the flow of water. Yanking the first
bandage off her right knee made her breath catch, the stinging a
painful reminder of the gunman and robbery.

“Owww. Owww. Owww.” Kelly was prepared
for the pain as she removed the rest of the coverings. Her knees
were sore and red, palms pitted where pebbles had embedded
themselves.

Carefully she stepped into the tub, easing
down and hissing when the hot water sluiced over her injuries to
awaken another wave of throbbing pain. It smarted for only a moment
before she leaned back and willed herself to relax. Her eyelids
drifted closed and, much to her dismay, Trey’s baby-blue eyes
popped into her mind.

Her body warmed and it wasn’t due to the
water.

There was no denying the man looked hot in
his uniform, but she didn’t know what to do about meeting him
again. Of course their paths may never cross after today, and that
would be for the best. She wouldn’t know how to handle him or the
situation she now found herself in. Forgetting him, as well as the
way he had masterfully touched her, kissed her, and made love to
her, was to her benefit. With the last thought, she sank deeper,
going completely under while holding her breath.

When she broke the surface, sputtering, Kelly
wiped the white foamy bubbles from her face and then reached for
the shampoo. She must have lost all sense of time, because the next
thing she knew the water was cold, her skin pruning. Shivering, she
washed, rinsed and rose, grabbing a towel. Hand-drying her hair,
she wrapped the cloth around her head in a turban style before
reaching for another to pat her skin dry. Halfway to the bedroom,
she heard the doorbell ring. Figuring it was Lori, Kelly ran into
her room and grabbed her silk robe. Cramming her arms into the long
sleeves, she rushed down the stairs. Breathlessly, she swung the
door wide, and her heart skipped a beat.

“Trey?”

His gaze widened before it fell to her
cleavage. Which, much to her dismay, was on display, showing way
more flesh than was appropriate. Her sash must have come loose on
her way down the stairs. Tugging the ends together, she quickly
retightened the belt.

His devilish smile made her pulse race. “Now
why did you go and do that? I was enjoying the view.”

“Hardy-har-har. What are you doing here? More
questions?”

Even as she spoke, Kelly knew that wasn’t the
reason, because he was out of uniform. Instead he wore a basic
black leather jacket and what appeared to be a red t-shirt tucked
into low-riding jeans that hugged muscular thighs and long, strong
legs. A big black Stetson and boots to match told her a little more
about him. He was a cowboy, or a city-slicker wannabe.

“I thought I’d stop by and see how you’re
doing.”

Much to her chagrin, her cell phone started
to ring. Glancing over her shoulder, she looked at her purse and
saw the flash as it rang again. Kelly didn’t want to ask him in,
but she needed to get her telephone in case it was Lori.

When another ring chimed, she said, “Come on
in. I have to get that.” Then she pivoted and retrieved her
phone.

“Hello?” When a guy introduced himself as
being from a local refrigeration company, she told him no thank you
and clicked the phone off, setting it next to her purse. “I hate
salesmen,” she grumbled.

“Me too.”

When she turned to face Trey, he had taken
off his hat. A wavy dark lock fell down his forehead.

“How you been, Kelly?”

“Good. I’m good. And okay.” She moved to the
door, hoping he would get the hint.

Instead he glanced around her inferior
apartment. “I see you’re ready for Christmas.” If he was appalled,
he didn’t say so or react in such a way.

Still, a wave of humiliation spread across
her face, heating her cheeks. “And you?”

Trey harrumphed, the sound somewhat of a
laugh and a choke of disbelief. “Not a thing purchased. I thought
I’d go after work tonight or maybe wait for the last minute and
face the crowds tomorrow, since I’m off for the next four
days.”

Kelly glanced at the wall where a kitty-cat
clock hung, its tail swishing back and forth. How long ago had she
spoken to Lori? Anxiety prickled her skin.

“You look good, Kelly.” He said her name as
if it were a sensual caress.

“Thank you—” She released a short burst of
laughter. Was he kidding? She was an emotional wreck. Her movement
dislodged the towel around her head. As she caught it, strands of
long, wet red hair tumbled down to her elbows. A smile touched her
mouth. “So? Do you prefer the wet dog or the scared victim look
more?”

“Both.” He moved so close that she could
smell soap and aftershave. “Anyone in your place would have been
frightened. You held it together better than a lot of people.”

A sudden knock on the door startled her. She
jumped, her breath rushing out of her lungs.

Oh God. No. She glanced at Trey.

“You going to answer it?” he chuckled.

“Uh. Yes.” The second she pulled the door
open, her son waddled in, throwing his arms around her legs.
Kelly’s heart melted, until her gaze met Trey’s. She didn’t have a
moment to analyze what his startled expression meant before Lori
stood in the doorway, concern darkening her eyes.

“Kelly, are you all right?”

“Momma. Up,” the child at her feet
demanded.

Kelly scooped him up in her arms, kissing a
soft, reddened cheek before she answered, “I’m fine. Thank you for
dropping TJ off.”

“Sure. Is there anything I can do? You know
I’d be happy to keep Trey with me tonight.”

Kelly’s heart dropped to her feet. She didn’t
dare look behind her.

Her reaction must have troubled Lori, because
the young woman gave her another worried glance, and then peered
over her shoulder. “Well, then. I better get back to my husband and
the kids. The rest of the children’s parents will be picking them
up soon. Call me if you need anything.”

 


Trey couldn’t take his eyes off the boy Kelly
held as she spoke to the thin blonde at the door. At first he had
been shocked that Kelly had a child. Then, as he studied the chubby
little toddler, he was taken aback by how much the little guy
looked like Samuel, his brother’s three-year-old son. Trey would
even swear the boy had the Burstyns’ eyes, an undeniable crystal
blue. But those weren’t the only similarities that made the hackles
on the back of Trey’s neck stir. The toddler had shiny black hair,
and damned if he didn’t have the same tuft of hair sticking up
against his forehead that matched Trey’s. Poor kid. He’d
fought that damn cowlick most of his life.

It was about that time Trey felt his knees
grow weak. But what threatened to wipe his legs out from under him
was when the woman called the boy Trey. Like a puzzle, the pieces
fell into place.

Still he refused to accept the obvious.
Instead he did the math to determine approximately when this child
could have been conceived. Shit. If he guessed right, that
would make conception right around the time of the Denver
conference. But he had used a condom.

The last of the air in his lungs rushed out
as he stared at the small image of himself—his son. Denying it
would be futile.

Overwhelming emotions bombarded him all at
once. Disbelief. Betrayal. Anger. Fury so hot that it surged
through his veins like liquid fire. How long did Kelly plan to keep
his son from him? If it hadn’t been for the bank incident he would
have never known he had a son, let alone that they were living in
the same city.

Kelly shut the door and turned to him, her
face pallid. “We need to talk.” Her voice trembled.

He barely held his rage beneath a veneer of
calm—the only thing stopping him from reaching out and strangling
the woman. “Looks like the talking should have happened two years
ago.” He set his Stetson upon the scarred coffee table before the
couch.

TJ started to squirm in her arms. “Down.” But
she held on to him with a death grip.

“I tried to contact you.”

Uh huh, he thought silently. Sure
you did.

“Momma. Down.” The boy’s request turned into
a cry. “Down. Down.”

She started to bounce him on her hip. “Shhh,
sweetheart.”

“Let him down, Kelly. I’m not going to run
off with him.” And neither was she.

Hesitating, she finally set the boy on his
feet before glancing back up at Trey. “I didn’t know your last
name, until today.”

“What about the hotel? The conference
organizers?”

Her backbone stiffened defensively, but she
didn’t raise her voice. “I did contact them. Privacy laws forbid
them from giving me any information. You don’t have any idea how
many times I heard that excuse. Plus I had no idea where you lived,
worked.” With flames in her eyes, she ground her teeth together.
“Whether you believe it or not, I did the best I could.”

TJ approached him, staring up at him
curiously. He placed his tiny shoe on Trey’s boot and then
stretched his arms. “Up.”

Trey’s heart thudded against his chest. He
started to bend down and retrieve the toddler when Kelly’s coolness
shattered. “No!” A panicked expression flashed on her face before
it hardened, and then softened like her voice. “TJ, come to momma.”
She took a step forward as Trey hauled the boy into his arms.

For a moment, she stood silently, her
breathing labored, her eyes moist—from fear or possessiveness, he
didn’t know—and at that precious second he didn’t care.

“Hey, buddy.” TJ smoothed his palm over
Trey’s chin and laughed when he felt the small prickles of his
beard. The boy’s childish giggle made Trey grin ear to ear. “So you
think that’s funny.” He pressed his cheek next to the child’s and
rubbed up and down like he did Samuel’s belly on occasion. TJ burst
into a plethora of titters, causing Trey to laugh out loud.

“I should get him ready for bed,” Kelly said,
holding out her arms expectantly.

“I think due to the circumstances, me
spending a little time with my son warrants a later bedtime.”

“Yes, but—”

Trey shot her a look that he knew could
curdle milk, because he’d used it on more occasions than he’d like
to admit in his line of work to gain a person’s cooperation. It
worked to quiet her, but it didn’t last long.

“I don’t want him falling asleep dirty. He
needs a bath.” She inhaled deeply and released the breath, unaware
that her robe had drifted apart again.

But his cock had noticed, and it firmed
beneath his zipper. He let his gaze sweep down her. “I’ll give him
a bath while you slip into something less comfortable.” He needed
all his senses about him.

She glanced down where his eyes had stopped.
“Dammit.” When TJ stared at her, she corrected herself. “I mean
darn.” Licking her lips nervously, she glared at him. “Have you
ever given a child a bath?”

“Kelly, I come from a big family—two older
brothers, two younger sisters, two nephews and three nieces. I’ve
given my share of baths and babysat. If you’ll show me to the
bathroom I’ll take care of the rest.”

Again she hesitated, staring at him like he’d
grown two heads, before she finally gave in. “This way.”

Still holding TJ, he followed her up the
stairs, his randy gaze locked on the gentle sway of her hips. By
the time he made it to the top, his dick was so hard it was
uncomfortable.

Didn’t that beat all? His was madder than
hell at this woman and still couldn’t think past the desire to bed
her.

“The first door on the left. I’ll get his
pajamas and a towel.” She disappeared into another room as Trey
started to slip off his son’s shoes. The little guy wiggled and
squirmed, but fortunately Trey was able to get him undressed
without any tears.

Quickly, he checked the sizes of his shoes
and clothing. The boy needed a pair of real jeans and boots. He’d
have to wing the fit of a cowboy hat. Turning on the faucets, he
checked the temperature of the water. When it was lukewarm he set
TJ down and the boy immediately started to wave his chubby arms and
splash water to strike Trey in the face.

“I forgot to warn you that TJ is a wild man
in the bathtub.” She set a diaper, a pair of footed, thermal
pajamas and a worn towel on the commode. “His hair needs
washed—”

“I can handle it.” The minute the sharp reply
left his mouth he regretted it. If what Kelly said was true, she
had attempted to contact him. He watched her walked away as he
began to soap up the wild sea serpent dousing his father with more
water.

In reality, his and Kelly’s night had
consisted of partying with her friends and a couple of other
conference-goers, and an attraction too strong to deny. Heavy
petting led to a quick trip to his hotel room and the rest was
history. She had completely worn him out, so much so that he had
barely awakened in time to catch his flight. And he wasn’t free of
fault either, because she had given him her number, but somewhere
between the room, a taxi ride, and the airport he had lost the
small piece of paper she’d written the information on. It could
have happened any time he had withdrawn money from his pocket.

So clearly he was as much to blame as she, or
maybe no one was to blame. Maybe they needed to chalk this one up
to Murphy’s Law and just move forward.

After washing and rinsing TJ’s hair, he
lifted his son out of the tub and wrapped him in the towel. The boy
was in good spirits, jabbering incoherent gibberish that only
another child would comprehend. It was beyond Trey.

“Momma!” He threw open his arms.

She smiled lovingly and reached out for him.
“I’ll dress him.” He went willingly into her arms.

Trey snatched the diaper and pajamas off the
commode before she could. Their eyes met. His determined. Hers
weary. When she realized he wasn’t going away, she turned and
walked into the bedroom and laid their child on the bed. Trey
placed the boy’s clothes beside him.

As she bent over, the t-shirt she wore edged
upward, displaying smooth, unblemished skin above the band of her
jeans. Would it feel as soft as it had two years ago? She worked
with expertise to clothe the ever-moving child as Trey scanned the
room.

Her queen-size bed and dresser, which
appeared to have several drawers off their tracks, were the only
furniture and all that would fit in the cramped room. It sickened
him to think what she might have gone through during this last two
years. Had she been alone? Did she have family to help her? If so,
why would she move away and obviously place herself and their child
in financial straits?

“Dink,” TJ cried out.

Trey shot a questioning glanced at Kelly.

“He wants milk,” she answered before he could
speak. “Sure, baby, let’s go downstairs.” Kelly heaved the heavy
bundle into her arms.

“Here.” Trey extended his hands. “I’ll take
him.” But his offer was met with defiance.

“I’m more than capable. Remember, I’ve been
doing this for over a year, by myself.” Without saying another
word, she spun on the balls of her bare feet and stomped from the
room.

Zing! He felt that jab go straight to
the heart, because Kelly was right. But dammit, it wasn’t his
fault. Crestfallen, he followed her down the stairs and into a
kitchen large enough for only one person to maneuver comfortably,
which meant she bumped into him.

“Why don’t you go sit on the couch, watch
some football or something,” she snapped.

“Okay. And I’ll take our son, so you
can do what you have to in here.”

“I’ve been—”

“Yeah, I know. You’ve done this a million
times, alone.” He took TJ from her arms and walked out of
the room.


Chapter Three

 


 


Tears beat against Kelly’s eyelids, but she
wouldn’t let them fall. She had seen the way Trey looked around her
bedroom. When his gaze landed on the broken dresser, her soul took
another blow of humiliation. Still, she shouldn’t have been so
bitchy. He hadn’t known that TJ existed until today. In all
honesty, he had a right to be angry at the circumstances, but not
at her. She had done her best.

If only he had called her. Clearly that one
night hadn’t meant as much to him as it had to her. The
refrigerator opened with a pop and she reached in to retrieve the
small carton of milk. Like an idiot she had thought there had been
something special between them, something magnetic. But it had been
only sex—a true one-night stand.

Kelly barely caught herself from muttering
one of her mother’s mantras as she poured the milk into a cup. “You
reap what you sow.” But her favorite by far was, “We are the makers
of our own destiny.”

And all of this, she scanned her meager
surroundings, was her destiny.

When she heard TJ whimper, she glanced up to
see Trey cooing softly to him while he bounced the boy on his
knees. Without hesitating, she snapped closed the lid to the sippy
cup, put the milk back in the refrigerator, and walked around the
counter.

“He’s getting tired. Here, honey.” She
extended the cup to TJ and he took it and immediately started to
drink. In no time, he eased back, relaxing in Trey’s arms,
snuggling against the big man’s chest.

This was her favorite part of the evening,
holding TJ as he fell asleep. But tonight his dad held him. It
nearly broke her heart to see the image of father and son, and
surprisingly a tinge of jealousy struck.

TJ was her son.

She had carried him nine months, given birth
to him, walked the floors when he had an earache or cold, and
soothed all the bumps and bruises.

Again, tears beat against her eyelids, but
she remained strong. At the moment, Trey’s intentions were unknown.
Finding out one fathered a child and actually being a father to
said child were two different things.

As TJ’s eyelids drooped, Trey asked, “Where
is his room?”

“There is only one bedroom. He sleeps with
me.”

Trey frowned. “That’s not a good arrangement.
My brother says—”

“Your brother isn’t a single mother living
off a strict budget. I’ve done the best I can.” She began to
tremble with unsuppressed anger. “The roof over our head, the food
we eat, everything I supply without help or government aid. We
don’t have much, but what we do have is love. I do what I have to
and right now the sleeping arrangements are such.”

“Kelly, I’m sorry.”

She inhaled a deep breath before easing it
out and letting go of some of her fury. “It’s okay. Just take him
to bed. I don’t want us to argue around him. He’s had enough of
that throughout his life.” The inquisitive look Trey threw her said
she had some explaining to do. Why couldn’t she just keep her mouth
shut?

When Trey returned, he cautiously took a
place beside her on the couch. “Kelly, I didn’t mean to demean what
you’ve done. I respect you. Most women would be living with their
family, but here you are. The good thing is that you don’t have to
worry about finances or anything else. I’m here now.”

Unease skittered across her arms, raising
goose bumps. “And what does that mean, Trey? Does that mean you
will agree to pay child support?”

“It means I will handle everything. You two
can move in with me. You can even quit working to stay home with
our son.”

“What? We can’t do that. You have a life. We
have a life. We’re complete strangers.”

“We’re not complete strangers, Kelly.” His
hand rose, his palm warm against her cheek. “Don’t you want our son
to have everything he needs?”

Kelly jerked away from his touch. “TJ has
everything he needs.”

“Dammit, Kelly. You’re being unreasonable.
Between my family and me we can give TJ everything. A home.
Education. A family and ranch for him to run and play on. It’s his
heritage.”

Oh God. The knot in her throat grew to
the size of a baseball. The fact he was implying that he and his
family had money didn’t escape her. If she didn’t agree, did he
plan to take her to court? Take TJ away from her?

“Get out,” she said breathlessly.

“Kelly?”

“Out! If you think you’ll take my baby from
me, I’ll fight you. Dammit, Trey, I’ll fight you.” She didn’t know
until he wiped tears from her cheeks that she was crying—crying
like her heart was breaking, because it was.

“Christ, Kelly. Is that what you think I’m
trying to do?”

She couldn’t speak, only tremble with fear
and anger for the second time today. But this was a completely
different kind of panic, because no one was taking her baby. What
she wouldn’t give to wake up and have all of this be a dream, but
it wasn’t a dream—it was a nightmare.

He reached for her. “Shhh. Darlin’, don’t
cry.”

It did Kelly no good to struggle against his
overwhelming strength. He easily pulled her resisting body against
his, his masculine scent nearly choking her between sniffles as she
fought to regain control. It didn’t help that he held her or gently
stroked her damp hair. He was her enemy, the only one who could rip
her heart from her chest.

“I didn’t mean to make you cry. Please, baby,
stop crying. We’ll work something out, together.”

Kelly wanted to believe him—needed to believe
him.

As she calmed down, her mind began to churn.
Maybe giving him a taste of actual fatherhood, a trial run, would
solve her problem without getting the court system involved.
Because who knew better than she that raising a child wasn’t all
fun and games?

TJ was a ball of energy and the little devil
would make that point clear sooner rather than later. After the
holidays, she and TJ would return to their home. Trey could go back
to whatever he was doing before he walked back into her life.

This time when she pulled away he let her
go.

“Just hear me out, Kelly. I have a house and
acreage on my family’s ranch outside of Chandler. It’s a
four-bedroom home, with a big fenced yard. You and TJ will have
your own rooms. You can come and go as you please. And more
importantly, I’ll be there to help you while I get to know my
son.”

As if on queue, TJ let out a blood-curdling
scream. She jumped to her feet and ran for the stairs, Trey right
behind her. When she entered the bedroom, she went straight to the
boy and picked him up. Immediately she could tell he was feverish.
Tears stained his reddened cheeks as he pulled on an ear.

God. Not another ear infection.

“What’s wrong with him?” Trey’s eyes were
huge.

“Well, it looks like you get your first dose
of parenting. Your son has an ear infection. We need to take him to
the doctor.”

 


One thing Trey could say about his son was he
had good, strong lungs. The baby screamed when his mother wrapped
him warmly in a blanket. He shrieked all the way down the stairs,
where they stopped to get Trey’s hat and her purse. TJ was still
howling when they stepped outside. Trey got the car seat from
Kelly’s beat-up old car and fastened it in the backseat of his
truck before she buckled him in. And damn if the boy didn’t cry all
the way to the doctor’s.

Night had fallen. His vehicle’s lights
bounced off the street, casting shadows. Trey had been around sick
children throughout his life, but there was something about his own
that made this personal and frightening. What if it wasn’t an ear
infection? What if something else was wrong? The thought made his
teeth grind together. And yet Kelly acted so undisturbed. Yes, she
was concerned for TJ, it was in her wary eyes and her tight
expression, but she spoke so softly, so reassuringly to the
boy.

“Go left at the light. When you make the turn
you’ll be able to see the facility,” she informed him.

The building was lit up and the entrance easy
to find as he pulled into the parking lot that held only a few
vehicles. “Would you like me to carry him in?”

Kelly agreed to his suggestion, but TJ had
other ideas. He wanted his mother and nothing would change his mind
as they made their way inside the building.

Juggling him on a hip, Kelly went straight to
the front desk. When she began to struggle, trying to hold TJ and
retrieve her insurance identification out of her purse, Trey took
TJ, but the child wasn’t happy. He shrieked so loud, Trey swore the
high-pitched wail busted his eardrum. In fact, he was grateful when
Kelly tucked her things back in her wallet and opened her arms. TJ
crawled eagerly into them, hugging her like she was a lifeline as
she took a seat.

The woman had the patience of a saint as she
jostled the boy while they waited. He was so upset that he didn’t
pay attention to the brightly lit Christmas tree or the presents
beneath it or even the television, which played some kind of
children’s movie.

Thankfully they didn’t have to wait long
before a nurse appeared and ushered them back into a room. Several
more minutes passed before a doctor of Indian descent entered the
room with the same brunette nurse who had lead them into the
back.

Since Kelly had her arms full, the doctor
held out his hand to Trey. “Good evening, I am Dr. Nair, Mr.
McMaster, what do we have here?”

The misconception caught Trey off guard. Of
course TJ would have his mother’s name since she hadn’t even known
what Trey’s last name was when the child was born. Still it rubbed
him the wrong way.

Before he could gather his wits and respond,
Kelly stepped forward and began to explain the events of the
child’s day and his symptoms. Trey stepped aside. Intrigued, he
watched how she conducted herself, interfacing with the doctor as
he examined TJ. And it wasn’t an easy task. Kelly had to hold the
squirming, bawling child firmly during the entire ordeal. Trey
offered to help, but she shook her head.
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