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For David—my very own Mr. Forever.
To Erika, Karen, Lisa, Marilyn, and Simone—for friendship, laughs, and advice. I included a word just for you. Twice.
“You’re the father of my baby.”
It wasn’t the first time Dr. Caleb Paden had heard the accusation. Under the hot lights of the live television stage, where he routinely guided foolish couples on how to build a successful marriage, he would save this relationship and ensure a stable home for their child. But first he had to get the other half of the couple in front of the camera. Someone had missed their cue to bring out the father, so the chesty brunette was glaring at him.
“Did you hear me, Dr. Paden? You’re the father of my baby.”
“Is this a joke?” It must be. A cruel practical joke, with career-damaging consequences.
“It is not a joke,” the thin, blonde host of The Brighid Show replied in the thick Scandinavian accent that her fans loved.
Clearly, this was a gigantic misunderstanding. The child wasn’t his. He hadn’t carelessly knocked anyone up. He was discreet and meticulous about using protection. No child of his would go through the type of childhood he’d endured. If people followed his advice, no child anywhere would go through it.
“Don’t you remember last year in Vegas?” The accusing woman folded her arms across her chest, pressing her breasts against her thin red shirt.
“I’m sorry. You must have me confused with someone else.” But as he said it, he felt just as baffled and frustrated as he had that night in Vegas.
“You deny you had sex with me?”
Unfortunately, he couldn't deny it. Worse, he still didn’t remember her name.
“I don’t believe it’s feasible that I’m your child’s father.” He kept his voice neutral, although he felt anything but calm. “I’d be happy to discuss your situation in private.” Not on national television. He never aired his own issues. Never. “Brighid, I know our time is limited. Let’s bring out today’s Forever Marriage couple.”
“Nobody else today.” Bridgette almost let her accent slip. His brother’s ex-wife was enjoying watching him squirm. “My audience and I are much more interested in how you and Jennifer will settle your differences for the sake of your child.”
The woman’s name was Jennifer. Gaining that piece of information, no matter how insignificant, helped settle him. Data and facts were his friends. They were at the foundation of all his advice.
“I don’t have a situation anymore,” Jennifer said, her confrontational tone replaced with satisfaction. “I needed to tell you I had a baby and now he’s yours. I’m not cut out to be a mother. I tried the whole settling-down-in-a-small-town-to-provide-what’s-best-for-the-kid thing. It’s not for me. I’m going back to Vegas.”
Caleb looked around, his stomach knotted with panic. “Where’s the baby now?” He couldn’t allow a backstage assistant to tote the child out in front of the camera. As an adult, he was certain he’d feel the repercussions of this disaster for years to come. It was always worse for the children. Always.
“I found someone to watch him until you can pick him up. He’s in Illinois. Don’t worry. This lady is a foster parent—well, almost. She wants to be one. I practically did her a favor by letting her keep the kid and get some practice.”
They were currently in New York. The baby’s mother was on her way to Las Vegas. And the child was in Illinois with some woman who didn’t have the qualifications to be a foster parent. He had to get the child into a stable situation immediately. Once that was settled, he’d make an appointment for a paternity test and prove once and for all that this woman’s accusations had no merit.
* * * *
“The lawyers are researching if we have a claim to file a breach of contract suit with The Brighid Show. I’ll personally haul her back to court for violating the terms of our divorce.” Ethan yanked Caleb into the waiting limousine. “In the meantime, hello, you have a kid? You could have warned me before it was announced to the entire nation. Advanced warning equals damage control.”
Caleb leaned back in the seat and pinched the bridge of his nose. “There was no advanced warning for me either.”
“Is there a chance the kid’s yours?”
He wanted to believe there was absolutely no chance. But celibacy was the only one hundred percent guarantee, and he wasn’t a priest. “I did sleep with her, so there’s a chance. I used a condom. I’m sure of that. I’m careful. I’m always careful for exactly this reason.”
“Yeah, you’re Mr. Responsible.”
The resentment in Ethan’s voice frustrated him even more. “Hey, I met her because I flew out to talk some sense into you before you tied the knot for the third time. When you blew me off and said your vows in front of Elvis and a dozen showgirls, I went to the hotel bar for a couple drinks.”
“You had a one-night stand with a woman you met in a bar? I take back what I said about you being cautious and responsible.”
“She was the bartender.” And she’d been sympathetic to his frustration that he could fix marriages all over the country but couldn’t fix the ones in his own family. They were both single, consenting adults and had used protection. He had nothing to apologize for, certainly no reason for his career to blow up on live TV.
Despite that, he had a baby to think of, a child that only he could act in the best interest of. He opened the window to the driver. “Take me to the helipad.” He closed the window and looked at his brother. “I need the plane to take me to Illinois, ASAP.”
“For all you know, she did the same thing with a different man every night. She probably has no idea who the child’s father is. Being on national television makes you a visible target,” Ethan said. “The lawyers will arrange with the court to have the kid's DNA tested. I’ll spin the PR in the meantime. If he does end up being yours, then you can pick him up and we’ll arrange a nice father-son photo op.”
Caleb couldn’t believe Ethan was talking photo ops while he was panicking over lives being ruined. “I’m aware this is a disaster for my company and my reputation. But first, I have to get to this child who’s been abandoned by his mother and make sure he’s safe.”
“You mean you’re actually going to follow the whole Children—First Priority mantra?” Ethan asked sarcastically. “Just because you have a book out with that title doesn’t mean anyone’s going to believe you practice what you preach.”
“Then you have a PR job to do,” Caleb said. Too many people had turned on him today. He needed Ethan’s support. “Children are and always have been my first priority. You do what you need to do to make sure everyone knows that.”
Ethan leaned toward him across the limousine seats. “If the kid ends up being yours, you’ll have to get married.”
“I’m not marrying a woman who abandons her baby.” Not to mention, one who chose to blithely air her decision in front of the whole country. He didn’t even know the baby’s name. He only knew the gender because of pronouns.
“Not to Jennifer. To a woman who believes in The Forever Marriage. To a woman who will model your holy commandment of friendship is more important than any physical encounter. I’m going to have a hard time convincing people you actually believe that sound bite when you have kids popping up across the country from one-night stands and you don’t have a single female friend in sight.”
“One accusation hardly constitutes kids popping up across the country. And I use Forever with every breath I take.” Marriage was Caleb’s life. If he had a spouse, he’d have to take time for her, leaving him less time to devote to marriage. Forever was the roadmap to make relationships divorce-proof and give children a stable home.
“If I’m going to spin anything, you have to give me something to work with.” Ethan opened his briefcase and took out a manila envelope. He dumped it on the seat next to him, covering the black leather with white and pink envelopes. A fuchsia one fluttered to the floor.
“What are you doing?”
“This is about your personal commitment. Pick one.”
“How is picking a mystery envelope going to fix my reputation?” Not to mention the life of an innocent child, who’d done nothing to deserve being brought into the world under these circumstances.
“These letters are from the office mailroom. The women who wrote them have embraced Forever and want to marry you. At least they did before they saw The Brighid Show today. Pick one and contact her. If you want to restore the public’s faith in your commitment to raising children in wedded bliss, you have to show them that you’re doing it in your own life.”
“You carry these around with you, waiting for the right moment to have me pick a wife by playing ‘Go Fish’?” The idea was absurd. Surely, Ethan could see that.
“Actually, I was going to cull through them for possible candidates for me. I am on the hunt for a wife, you know.”
Caleb clenched his jaw. As if three failed marriages weren’t enough to make a mockery of The Forever Marriage, Ethan was considering getting hitched a fourth time. But going off on him would be more than hypocritical right now. Caleb had more important things to focus on than his brother’s relationship history. “I know the situation looks bad right now. But we have solid examples on our support staff. John and Debbie Winston, for example, have been married thirty-five years, follow the rules to the letter, and couldn’t be happier. Plus, they have four children who are well-adjusted, model citizens.”
Ethan picked the fuchsia envelope off the floor and thrust it at him. “Using others as examples worked fine until Jennifer dropped the baby bomb and made you look like a fraud on national TV. Next time you sleep with a woman, give her your cell number so she can discuss these things with you privately.”
Caleb tossed the envelope back on the pile without opening it. “I’ll set up a conference call for first thing tomorrow morning with our counselors and staff, to reassure them of my commitment to marriage.” Between now and then, he’d go to Illinois, pick up the child who might or might not be his son, and make the first step in placing the baby in a stable environment.
“Do you want to be a therapist that people look up to for advice and respect, or do you want to be sneered at by the world and never see your face on TV again?” Ethan opened the fuchsia envelope and scanned what appeared from Caleb’s vantage point to be a Valentine’s Day card.
“I’d be perfectly happy never to see another television camera in my life. I do the TV gig because it gives more highly effective exposure to Forever than I can get through any other medium.”
“Don’t worry. Getting exposure is the least of your problems now.” Ethan dangled the valentine in front of him. “This woman thinks you have a hot body.”
“Not a Forever requirement.”
Unperturbed, Ethan picked up another envelope and slit it open. “How about this one? ‘Dear Dr. Paden, I am a firm believer in Forever.’”
“A promising start,” he allowed, turning around to check in with the limo driver for an updated timing on when they’d get through the traffic snarl in Times Square, so he could text updates to the helicopter and airplane pilots, who wanted to leave right away to land ahead of the snowstorm barreling in on the middle of the country.
“I’m looking for a rich husband, and you fit the bill. The thought of having sex with an arrogant prick like you really turns me off. But we can still be friends, of course.” Ethan raised a brow. “How many women are going to give you an offer like that? Are we on? I can book the reception hall and the caterers.”
Caleb put his cell phone away and glared at him. “Why don’t you do something useful like polish your résumé?”
Threats of firing, unfortunately, had no effect on family. Ethan dumped the letter for another envelope. He ripped it open, and his eyes widened. “Forget the gold digger. This is the one you want in your bed.” He turned the page toward Caleb. He caught a glimpse of overinflated breasts before Ethan turned the picture toward himself and shamelessly ogled it. “On second thought, she needs someone who will appreciate her fine qualities, not be her friend.”
“Mock me to my face all you want,” Caleb said, his teeth clenched so tightly that his jaw ached. “If you do it to the press, I will fire you. I don’t care if you’re the best marketing man in the world and my only brother.”
“I am the best,” Ethan said confidently. “And your only brother too.”
“That’s why I need you to have my back for the next couple days while I straighten out the situation with the baby. A child is at stake here.”
* * * *
As soon as he picked up his son, Caleb would find the nearest hotel and pack it in for the night. He hadn’t seen a snowplow or salt truck, let alone another car. Heck, he could hardly see the road through the blowing snow. The best-case scenario of making it back to his Manhattan apartment by nightfall clearly wasn’t going to happen. He wasn’t even going to make it back to Chicago.
Apparently, his airplane pilot had made the right call by refusing to fly into the storm. They’d landed near Chicago, instead of continuing to the western side of the state to the landing strip near Galena. But that meant Caleb had been trying to navigate the unfamiliar rental car for hours as the road conditions deteriorated to a near whiteout.
The car fishtailed. Caleb fought the steering wheel to keep it on the road. Or at least where he thought the road was.
“Arriving at destination, on right,” the GPS announced from its perch on the dash.
Caleb pressed the brake pedal to make the turn. The car skidded and slid again. Where was the driveway? On the GPS screen, the blue car cruised by the checkered flag graphic. When he looked away from the screen, everything was white. He was in the middle of nowhere. There was no driveway.
Caleb squinted through the fat flakes that battered his vehicle from all sides. Behind him to the right, the top of a mailbox might have been sticking out of the snow. He stopped the car in the middle of the road. Trying to stay on the road while driving in reverse seemed risky at best. He needed to turn around. He swung to the shoulder to execute a three-point turn. Then he twisted the wheel and went forward. The tires spun. After a breathless moment, the car shot forward.
Caleb slammed the brakes and nearly skidded into the ditch. The car stopped just in time. He took a deep breath and reevaluated the situation. He was doing this to save a child. It was worth it. Every second was precious. He was okay. The car was okay. He had to keep going.
He shifted into reverse. The tires spun again. He lifted his foot, then pushed the gas all the way down. The car shot backwards. He let off immediately and went for the brake. The car continued to slide backwards, mocking any control he tried to exercise. Unless he did something fast, he was going to slide backwards into the ditch.
He turned the wheel to keep himself on the road. The car spun in circle and then slid in slow motion, nose first, down the steep bank into the ditch.
“Arriving at destination, on left,” the GPS chirped.
* * * *
The man who had promised to save her marriage—and instead ended it—was standing on Olivia’s doorstep. She pinched the plastic clip back into her perennially tousled hair and took in his half-frozen form and snow-coated suit as he told her his too-familiar name. Somehow, he still managed to look like his stuffy book jacket picture.
“Come in, Dr. Paden.” She stepped back from the door to allow him inside. “I didn’t expect you or anyone, really, would come for Liam tonight.” The storm had been the answer to her prayers, giving her extra hours and potentially days to get used to the idea. Jennifer had been more than ready to walk away from the boy, but Olivia was not. It would break her heart to let him go.
Knowing she had to let him go to this man made it that much more difficult.
“His name is Liam?” Dr. Quack’s teeth chattered as he stepped inside.
She had to turn the baby she loved as much as she loved her own son over to a man who hadn’t bothered to learn his own kid’s name. “Yes, and mine is Olivia.” Not that she expected him to remember that either. She closed the door behind her unwanted guest. “Do you have a car somewhere, or did you walk here?”
“It’s at the end of the driveway.”
The man was practically frozen. She wouldn’t turn anyone away in this weather. How could she send Liam out in it with a complete stranger? “Babies travel with a lot of accessories. Why don’t you bring the car up to the house?”
“That’s not going to happen. It’s in the ditch and it’s not moving an inch.”
Her heart soared. She had another day before she had to let Liam go. “Come to the sitting room. I have a fire going, and I’ll get you some blankets and hot tea.”
“I’d prefer coffee if you have any,” he said as he followed her through the house.
She’d happily stuff him with gallons of coffee if it put off the time where she’d have to take him to meet Liam. “I’ll put a pot on. Make yourself comfortable.” She handed him the quilts from the back of the couch before escaping to the kitchen.
She’d taken Jennifer in when she was seven months pregnant and needed a job and a place to stay. It hadn’t been ideal for either of them, of course. In the five months Jennifer had lived here, Olivia had done the lion’s share of the housekeeping chores she was paying the other woman to do. Motherhood had been completely overwhelming and unpleasant for Jennifer. Olivia had taken over most of those duties, as well. But those had come naturally, out of love.
Two days ago, Jennifer had dropped the bomb she was leaving and would send Liam’s father, whom she’d never mentioned in the past five months, to pick up the kid. Olivia hadn’t known who the man was and still wouldn’t have if it wasn’t for dear old Maude Richardson’s urgent phone call to tune in to The Brighid Show this morning.
Olivia returned to the sitting room carrying the silver serving tray with the typical guest fare, minus the hot tea, of course. Dr. Paden was standing in front of the fireplace. The quilts were folded on the couch behind him. He waved one of her brochures at her as she entered. “Your home is a bed and breakfast called—” he consulted the brochure “—The Scot’s Mansion?”
“That’s right.” She set down the tray and filled his cup from a carafe. She was an innkeeper. She knew how to be a gracious hostess, whether or not she took a personal liking to her guests. She just had to think of him as a guest, not the man who was taking Liam away from her. Or the man who had broken up her marriage with horrendous advice. “The Scot’s Mansion has been in my family for three generations. We’re known for miles for our scones.” She held out the tin to him and forced her hostess smile. “Enjoy.”
“Scones?” His disgust was as palpable as if she’d announced the kitchen was teeming with roaches.
“You don’t like them?” She set the tin on the side table and arranged the dishes of butter and strawberry preserves.
“No.”
She bit her tongue over the urge to tell him how much she detested his books. “I use a family recipe my grandmother brought over from Scotland. I serve plain scones along with two other flavors of the day.”
“Coffee will suffice.” He picked up his cup. “Thank you, Olivia, for your hospitality. It appears I’m in need of a room tonight for myself and my, uh, son. A suite would be best, if possible. I’ll pay the going rate, naturally.”
He had no idea what her going rate was for misguided marriage therapists. Not that it mattered. Whether he ultimately paid it or not, he had to sleep here. The storm didn’t leave either of them a choice. And she had plenty of rooms. Her only other scheduled guests for the entire week had cancelled due to the weather. “Of course you need to stay. But Liam already has his own room and he’s currently asleep there.”
“Now that I’m here, he’ll stay with me.”
Her heart fell to the pit of her stomach. “Dr. Paden, you’re chilled and must have had a terrible drive here. Why don’t you relax and worry about yourself this evening. Liam is content and settled in for the night. He generally goes to sleep before dinner and sleeps through to the early morning. I’d be happy to introduce you to him then.”
Dr. Paden set down his coffee cup with an ominous clank. “I didn’t come here for coffee and scones. I came for my son. Take me to him now.”
Olivia’s hands shook. She clasped them behind her back to keep them out of sight. She had no legal claim to Liam. But how could she give up the child she loved as her own to this overbearing, pompous ass?
If he hadn’t been so rattled from the whole driving into a ditch and nearly freezing to death before he reached the house, Caleb would have gone to his son first thing. After all, he’d spent nearly six hours traveling with that single goal in mind.
He followed Olivia back through the foyer, summoning a herculean effort to not run past her in his impatience. She led him to an alcove that he’d failed to notice earlier. Now he saw a set of stairs going up, along with a small, discreet sign that read, “Private residence. No guests beyond this point.”
Olivia walked up the stairs. He was appalled the baby was hidden this far away from the room she’d originally taken him to. The child could have been wailing his head off and they wouldn’t have heard a peep. He’d been right to insist on seeing him when he did. From this moment on, the child would be well cared for.
The room at the top of the stairs was cluttered with pictures and folded clothing. Olivia stepped around a Lego tower on the carpet. Caleb nearly stumbled over the scattered remaining Lego pieces trying to avoid the tower. He shuddered to think of her doing the same with the baby in her arms. Clearly, he had arrived just in time.
Olivia paused at a half-open bedroom door. “This is Liam,” she whispered. “You can see he’s perfectly safe and sleeping peacefully.”
He clenched his teeth so tightly the vein at his temple throbbed. She was still trying to keep him from his own child. He marched into the room. A white crib took up nearly half the space. Hanging over its top was a plastic rod with a miniature monkey, giraffe, and hippopotamus attached by little strings. There was likely a fancy name for the contraption, but he didn’t know what it was.
He peered over the edge of the crib. Camouflaged by the monkey sheets, matching padding along the sides of the crib, and clothing with a tiny monkey pattern was the tiniest human being Caleb had ever seen. The baby’s eyes were closed and his mouth was slack open. His head was turned slightly to the side, exposing the tiny pulse on his neck.
Liam. His son.
Caleb’s chest constricted until he felt physical pain. This perfect, sleeping child was absolutely innocent and completely at the mercy of the adults in his life.
Caleb had always believed his mission was to look out for the helpless children in this world, but he’d never literally felt it in his chest and gut before. This helpless baby depended on Caleb to protect him from everything.
“I won’t let you down,” he whispered.
He bent over the side of the crib and put his hands on either side of the child. The baby’s entire head would fit in his palm. He tried reaching around him, but everything about him seemed so small and delicate. In contrast, he felt clumsy and oversized. He needed to pick him up without hurting him but didn’t have a clue what was the best way.
He thought back to movies he’d seen recently, news reports with children in them, and even women with strollers on the sidewalk. Most of them lifted kids under the shoulders. Now that he thought of it, he was pretty sure he remembered his mother had picked him up that way, and she hadn’t broken him—not physically, anyway.
“Support his head,” Olivia whispered. He hadn’t heard her approach, but her hands were suddenly on top of his, guiding one hand under the baby’s head and the other under his back as she leaned over the crib next to him.
For a second, Caleb couldn’t move or breathe. On one level, her touch was innocent and impersonal. Worse, it was intrusive. How dare she tell him how he should handle his child.
On the other hand, he couldn’t breathe. Somehow, an innocent touch with a stranger was the most intimate he’d ever felt. It shook him to the core. It wasn’t sexual. It wasn’t friendship. It was a connection, something he didn’t even believe in, for goodness sake. But he’d felt it just the same.
He looked at Olivia. Her blue eyes widened and she drew her hands back quickly. Whatever this thing was that didn’t exist, she’d felt it too.
“It’s important to always support Liam’s head. Otherwise, you could hurt his neck.” Her voice shook slightly and she stepped away from the crib.
Simple attraction, Caleb rationalized, determined to put it behind him. Mutual, but still inconvenient and potentially complicated. Hopefully, it wouldn’t surface again.
Liam sighed and shifted his tiny body. Caleb lifted him slowly, making sure the weight of the head and neck were settled on his hand. The baby wiggled again and whimpered as Caleb raised him above the mattress. He wanted to somehow shift the tiny bundle closer to him into a more comfortable position for both of them. But he was afraid to move his hands and hurt the child’s delicate body.
The baby squirmed some more. His face turned from milky white to a flushed red, and he let out an ear-piercing howl. This wasn’t natural. Caleb glanced at Olivia to see if she shared his panic. “What do I do now?”
She looked disgusted. He got his wish on that inconvenient attraction. Whatever she’d felt for him before, the moment was definitely over. “You’re the one who insisted on waking him up. You’re on your own.”
“You can’t leave me with him. What if I drop him or hurt him? What if I’m hurting him right now?”
Olivia stepped behind him. She shifted his arms until Liam was cradled against his chest. “You’re not hurting him. You disturbed his sleep and he’s not happy about it.”
She might as well have added, “I told you so.” He wasn’t going to stoop to her childish behavior. He also wasn’t going to notice or feel bereft by the lack of contact as she dropped her arms from around him.
“Now you can cuddle him and apologize,” she said, as if he’d caused Liam’s unhappiness. “Bring him downstairs when you’re ready. He usually starts looking for a bottle after he wakes up.” She leaned over his arm and kissed the baby’s forehead. “It’s all right, sweetie. You’ll get another chance for beauty sleep in a little while.” She smoothed her finger down Liam’s cheek.
The baby stopped mid-wail and looked at her with wide, trusting blue eyes. Olivia walked out of the room. Liam shifted his gaze to him.
Caleb gave his most gentle smile, and he broke the news. “Hey buddy, there’s a rumor going around that I’m your dad.”
Liam’s face scrunched up again. His mouth opened and he howled his displeasure.
“I know you’ve had a rough few months, but it’s going to get better now.”
Liam’s cries intensified. His eyes squeezed tight and he stretched his body, as if he was trying to wiggle away.
Caleb glanced through the open bedroom door to the living room. Olivia was nowhere in sight. She shouldn’t have left him alone with a screaming baby. That was completely irresponsible of her. She needed to have the child’s best interests at heart. She had no way of knowing he wouldn’t drop the baby or intentionally hurt him.
He looked at Liam’s angry scrunched face. “You don’t like to be woken up. I get it. How about you stop crying and we can discuss what’ll make you happy?”
Liam screamed and flailed his arms, striking Caleb in the chest.
* * * *
Twenty minutes of the baby crying without stopping for a breath was enough to make Caleb reconsider that he could walk into the house and leave with the baby and everything would be all right. Obviously, it wasn’t that simple. This child had no way of understanding that Caleb was here to fix his situation.
The twenty minutes also gave him the courage to walk out of the bedroom, make a wide path around the dangerous Legos, and carefully ease his way down the stairs with the screaming bundle in his arms. He couldn’t remember ever being so proud of himself for not tripping.
Olivia had mentioned a bottle. He looked around to figure out which way to the kitchen to get one. Apparently, Liam’s screaming alerted her, because at that moment she came through a swinging door with a bottle full of milk.
If Caleb wasn’t so worried about dropping the baby he might have kissed her feet. As it was, he needed to somehow extend his hand to accept the bottle while still supporting the baby’s head without squeezing the child too hard with his other hand.
“Bring him to the sitting room. We’ll get you situated in there.” Still carrying the bottle, Olivia marched down the hall. She didn’t look back to see if he followed.
“You know, maybe you should feed him this first time, and I can watch,” he called, trailing behind. He knew in the big picture exactly what a kid needed, but he was beginning to realize there was an ocean of little, practical details that he didn’t have a clue about. He’d held Liam long enough to figure out he was wearing a diaper, which meant it was going to need to be changed regularly. The contents occasionally might even be messy. That was uncharted territory he had no desire to step into.
“Let me get this straight,” Olivia said once he entered the same room with the fireplace she’d taken him to earlier. She folded a quilt over the armrest of a chair across the room from the fire. “You had to rip Liam out of his crib because you couldn’t wait another second to get him away from me, but now that there’s actual work involved, you want to give him back.” She blew out a breath that made the loose strands of her brown hair flutter around her face.
Caleb had been so single-minded in his determination to do the right thing for this child that he hadn’t considered her feelings in any of this. Jennifer had clearly taken advantage of her, possibly to the point where Liam recognized Olivia as his primary caregiver. Now, he was imposing on her without so much as a “thank you” for everything she’d done.
He sat in the seat she’d set up for him. “Thank you for taking care of Liam in my absence. Tally up the hours you’ve spent on him times your hourly rate, and add it to my hotel bill at the end of my stay. I’ll reimburse you for your troubles.”
Olivia’s cheeks turned a dark red that matched Liam’s coloring. Clearly, he’d insulted her, and he was about to fall victim to a scathing tirade.
A kid dashed into the room, cutting her off before she spoke a word. “Did Dad call to say he was coming to my birthday? Did he?”
“He hasn’t called yet.” Olivia took a deep breath, visibly forcing herself to relax. She took the bottle and rubbed the nipple against Liam’s open lips. He paused in his screaming, and then began to suck in earnest, leaving a ringing silence his wake.
Caleb put his hand on the bottle in the same position that she’d held it as she turned back to the older child.
“Can we call him now and ask?” the boy asked. Caleb guessed his age to be somewhere between three and twelve, which was a pretty big range, but he didn’t have enough interaction with children to narrow it down.
Olivia ruffled the boy’s hair with affection. “Austin, I need to fix dinner for our guest.”
“Why are you letting him hold Liam?” he asked suspiciously, and then continued talking without waiting for a response. “I thought we were going to have the place to ourselves because nobody could get here and bother us with all the snow.”
Olivia put her hands on the boy’s shoulders and bent down to his level. “Your dad promised to call tomorrow afternoon. Come in the kitchen and you can help me fix the salad.”
Apparently, Liam wasn’t the only kid Olivia took in whose parents took off on them. But if that was the case, why had she looked ready to disembowel Caleb for suggesting he pay for Liam’s care?
Austin grinned and bounced on his toes. “Okay, Mom.” He threw his arms around her in a quick hug and then tickled Liam quickly under the chin. “Cutchie-cutchie-coo.”
Liam grinned around the bottle stuck in his mouth and made a tiny sound that might have been a giggle. He waved his arms and kicked his legs.
Austin turned and dashed back out of the room.
“Sorry about that,” Olivia said. “He’s a little rambunctious.”
“He’s your son,” Caleb observed. Which meant she was married. He felt ridiculously disappointed that the spark he’d felt earlier could never develop into anything.
“Yes.”
“And his dad is away on a trip?”
“In a manner of speaking, I suppose.”
“He doesn’t live here?” There was an edge in her tone that made Caleb dig deeper. But then he realized how his question might be interpreted, so he added, “I’m not hitting on you. I’m a marriage therapist, so I have to ask. Occupational hazard.”
“No, he doesn’t live here. We’re divorced.” Each word was forced out with a sharp, bitter edge.
The spark he’d felt from earlier sprang back to life. Caleb ignored it; not only was Olivia Wells divorced, she had a kid. Caleb would never act on his attraction to a single mom. The child was already a victim of divorce and the screwed up psyche that went with it. No way would he add to the boy’s misery.
* * * *
After Liam finished his bottle, he reached his arms up to Olivia. She took the boy and held him, completely at ease, as she showed Caleb to his room. Then she took the baby with her while she left to prepare dinner, assuring him she could juggle both tasks just fine. Caleb needed to return to the rental car for his few personal belongings, and he couldn’t very well navigate the ditch with the baby in his arms, so he agreed.
After he’d dried the snow off his pant legs and returned the most pressing business calls, he walked into the dining room and stared at the long, forbidding dark wood table. The three chandeliers above the table were smaller than the single one in the sitting room but were of the same bronze and frosted glass. They glittered with a dim glow that romantic types adored and he detested.
Candles were set at three-foot intervals down the table. He walked to each one and blew them out in succession. A single place setting with more silverware than he generally used in an entire week sat at the end of the table furthest from the kitchen.
“Have a seat, Dr. Paden, and I’ll bring out the first course.”
He turned to find Olivia behind him. Gone were the old sweater and rumpled hairstyle from earlier. She was wearing an ivory blouse buttoned all the way up her neck, a flowing skirt with a print of deep blues, greens and purples and conservative black heels. Her hair was pulled back in a bun that was saved from being austere by the curly tendrils escaping around her forehead.
“Call me Caleb, Olivia.”
“As you like.” She inclined her head regally, but something about the way her eyes burned made him believe she had a completely different name she’d prefer to call him if given the opportunity. She uncorked a bottle of wine and poured him a glass.
“You know, I’m not really a guest,” he pointed out. “You don’t need to go to any special trouble for me.”
“The Scot’s Mansion provides gourmet dinners every evening. And yes, you are a guest,” she replied, sweeping out of the room.
By the time he seated himself and placed his napkin on his lap, she’d returned with a silver tray balanced on her palm over her head. She lowered the tray and placed a blue-rimmed china bowl in front of him. “Butternut squash bisque,” she announced.
The pale yellow-orange cream was garnished with little brown dots of some kind of spice and a green leaf in the middle. He’d have preferred a simple vegetable or chicken noodle soup from a can. “Is Liam sleeping again? Maybe I should eat upstairs where I can hear him if he cries.”
“I’m taking care of him. Would you prefer raspberry vinaigrette or honey Dijon for your salad?”
“No dressing.”
She left him alone again. He picked up his soupspoon and took a tentative sip. It wasn’t as bad as he anticipated. In fact, it was surprisingly good for a fancy dinner. But that wasn’t the point.
She swept back in, exchanging soup for salad, and then salad for main course, always with the question, “How is everything so far?”
He hated being grilled on how some new concoction tasted, and he hated salads with seven different types of lettuce. He hated that The Forever Marriage was already feeling the effects of this morning’s revelation. And he hated that he didn’t know enough about babies to take over caring for Liam. “It’s too quiet.”
She laughed. “I thought you’d enjoy the blessing of not having a baby screaming through your meal. I’ll put some music on.”
He used his fork to slide the pineapple slices off his ham. The potatoes on his plate were shaped into fancy puffs and sat next to a serving of baby carrots. Food was not an art. It was a necessary inconvenience in life. He preferred to get it over with as quickly as possible.
Low classical music came through invisible speakers, and Olivia returned to his side. “Let me know if you want seconds. There’s plenty of everything.”
“I’d like a glass of milk.”
The request seemed to throw her. “Is something wrong with the wine?”
He spent too many evenings with the wine and hors d’oeuvre crowd, enduring both the food and the conversation. He wasn’t with them tonight. He didn’t have to pretend. “Nothing’s wrong. I prefer not to drink when I’m caring for a child.”
Olivia didn’t comment. She simply delivered his milk and left him again. He scraped the glaze off the ham and ate all the food on his plate, except the despised pineapple. Another slice of ham and a drink refill would hit the spot. Olivia didn’t immediately appear to fill his need.
Waiting for her to read his mind was foolish. He was perfectly capable of going into the kitchen and serving himself. He could even eat seconds standing over the sink. When he was done, he’d gather Liam and settle into his room for the evening. He’d check the weather and Ethan’s social media posts.
He crossed the room with his plate. As he neared the swinging kitchen door, he heard low voices and female laughter. He pushed his way in.
Conversation stopped mid-sentence. The three people at the table turned to look at him. Olivia, Austin, and another woman were eating mashed potatoes and ham without pineapple, on colorful plastic plates. The women had iceberg lettuce covered in ranch dressing on the same plates as the rest of their food. Liam sat in a baby swing just beyond the table, pumping his arms and legs and gurgling happily.
Comfort food. Surrounded by family.
And they’d left him out.
* * * *
Olivia rose to her feet while Penelope and Austin stared openly. Guests never stepped foot into the kitchen. Like her upstairs apartment, this section of the house was off-limits. She’d only left Caleb alone for a couple minutes, not long enough to cross the line to neglectful. Normally, she ate with her family before she served the dinner meal to her guests. But the unexpectedness of needing to cook for a guest, coupled with him waking Liam, had thrown off her planning. “Can I get you anything?”
“Yes. A seat at your table.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t check on you sooner. We have a ‘no guests’ policy in the kitchen.”
“I’m not a guest. I didn’t come here to relax and eat your cooking.”
She reached out to take his plate from him. Regardless, he was now paying her for those things. And she was desperately trying to hang on to the last few moments of normalcy before he ripped Liam away from her. “Would you like seconds, or are you ready for the next course?”
He refused to relinquish custody of the dishes. “What is the next course?”
“Crème brûlée.”
“Austin.” Caleb surprised her by calling her son by name. “What are you having for dessert?”
“Leftover candy from a party at school.”
Olivia sighed, still unable to wrestle his plate from him. “If you prefer candy, Dr. Paden, I’m sure I can scare up a couple chocolate hearts.”
“I don’t want chocolate. I don’t want crème brûlée. I detest cooked pineapple and glaze on my ham. I refuse to endure another impeccable five-star meal alone.”
Olivia stared at him. She’d dealt with disgruntled customers before, but a scathing tirade because she’d thrown everything together perfectly was a first. “Feel free to get in your car and drive away. I’m certainly not holding you here against your will. You know where the door is.”
“You’re right. I apologize,” he said stiffly without an ounce of sincerity. “I’m not going anywhere tonight. But I’m willing to pay a premium for the things that matter to me.”
“Which would be?” She gulped a deep breath that strained her chest. Guest or not, she’d punch him if he offered to pay her for taking care of Liam again.
“Milk, no alcohol, no gussied-up food, no glaze, no scones, lots of coffee.”
Her job was to cater to her guests, even the rude, demeaning ones. Her parents had entrusted The Scot’s Mansion to her, as her grandmother had to them. She’d nearly run the inn into the ground trying to save her marriage. She was determined not to let her personal issues interfere with her business decisions again. “I’ll do the best I can to accommodate. I can’t exactly run to the store for your favorite ingredients right now.”
“Another thing, don’t dress up to serve me. I’ll eat in the kitchen with you from now on.”
“You certainly will not.” This was her territory, her workspace, and her chance to enjoy her time with her family without the polite pretenses she had to keep in place for guests.
“I’m eating wherever Liam is. You decide if you want me in the kitchen or if your family will join me in the dining room.” Caleb finally relinquished his plate and glass into her hands. More accurately, he shoved them at her. Then he turned to Penelope and extended his hand. “I’m Dr. Caleb Paden, founder of The Forever Marriage.”
“That explains a lot.” She gave Olivia a knowing look and then clasped his hand. “I’m Penelope, Olivia’s sister.” She pulled her hand free and scraped her chair back. “I have to get back to work.”
The chair wobbled and Caleb steadied it. “Where do you work?”
“In the basement. Come down and see some time.” She vanished out the swinging door.
Olivia choked. Penelope never extended an invitation to visit her haven.
She refilled Caleb’s plate and started to take it to the dining room. She stopped at the swinging door. Caleb was sitting in the chair her sister had vacated.
“I’m going to start cleaning the kitchen.” Olivia clenched the plate in both hands in an effort to keep from dumping it over his head. “You’ll be able to eat your meal in peace in the dining room.”
“I’d rather eat in here. That way I can keep an eye on Liam. I’ve learned from experience that moving him when he’s already content is a recipe for disaster.”
She looked from the baby to Caleb’s sheepish smile. She either had to accept his presence or give up Liam’s. Neither was acceptable. It galled her to admit that Dr. Caleb Paden, founder of The Forever Marriage, was the lesser of two evils.
Olivia had mixed feelings about watching Caleb carry Liam out of the kitchen. On one hand, she’d encouraged Jennifer to do the same, so she could clean up after a meal and tend to the guests without juggling a demanding infant. If Caleb was going to be a full-time father, it boded well for Liam’s future to have a parent who was proactive about taking over.
On the other hand, somewhere in the past three months she’d started to think of Liam as hers. Intellectually, she knew she had no right. But her selfish heart claimed him as her son and strenuously opposed his being raised by someone who didn’t love him and would ultimately raise him to have fundamental values vastly different from her own.
After the kitchen and dining room were spotless, she checked on Liam under the pretense of making sure he had everything he needed. He was lying in a portable crib in Caleb’s room, staring at the rattle Caleb was shaking in front of his face. Diapers and changes of clothes were stacked on top of the desk. Toys that played music and lit up, rattles, and stuffed animals sat in a basket next to the crib. Everything was under control. There was no reason for her to stay.
She backed out of the room before she gave in to her urge to scoop up the baby and take over. Instead, she went upstairs and immersed herself in Austin’s bedtime routine, savoring the rare uninterrupted time with him, even as she fretted over Liam.
Once Austin was tucked in bed and had fallen asleep, she returned downstairs. She generally hosted a community hour in the sitting room with liqueur, hot tea, and scones for the guests. Considering Caleb’s disdain for those offerings, coupled with his new baby duties, she doubted he would be interested in partaking. Still, he’d put his credit card on file as a paying guest, so she was obligated to make it available.
From the direction of the guest rooms, she could hear Liam sobbing. With effort, she forced herself to turn toward the kitchen instead. She brewed a pot of decaf coffee and measured the formula to fix another bottle. The housekeeping line rang, and she picked it up while shaking the bottle.
“I’ve tried everything. He won’t stop crying.” Caleb sounded desperate.
“Did you check his diaper?” At this point, Liam was probably overtired and overstimulated and couldn’t settle down to sleep in his new bedroom. But she’d already made the connection that Caleb dug in his heels if he thought her suggestions were intended to separate him from his son, so she didn’t propose he let Liam return to his own bed in her upstairs apartment.
“Diaper?”
Olivia wished she could see the facial expression that went with his tone. “It comes with the territory when you have a baby.”
“Blasted practicalities,” he muttered. “I’m going to need your help.”
The phone clicked in her ear, and Olivia found herself smiling. Darn it, she didn’t want to like him or be amused by him. She forced her expression into a neutral line and walked down the hall to Caleb’s room.
He had the door open, waiting for her. “You were right about the diaper.” His expression was ashen. “I think he might be seriously ill.”
“Ill?” Olivia walked into the room and set down the tray holding Caleb’s coffee and the baby bottle. “What happened?”
“Look at the diaper contents. It’s not normal. Something is very wrong.”
Olivia leaned over the crib and took a look. He thought Liam was seriously ill based on a single poopy diaper? “It’s a normal baby stool. A messy one, to be sure, and one that he’s been sitting in for a bit. No wonder he’s throwing a fit for you. He’s uncomfortable and needs a change.”
“Are you sure that’s all?” Caleb still seemed dubious, but his cell phone rang, distracting him. He stepped out of the room to take the call before she could insist he do the diaper change.
Rather than make Liam wait any longer, she quickly went through the routine and cleaned him up. Then she lifted him out of the crib and cooed and cuddled with him for a few precious moments. He soon grew tired of playing and tried sucking on her finger, clearly looking for food. Olivia dimmed the bedroom lights and settled into a stuffed chair in the corner to feed him his bottle.
He was over halfway through the bottle before Caleb came back into the room. He tucked his phone back into its case on his belt buckle and crossed to where she was sitting. Silently, he studied the baby in her arms. He didn’t ask to take over the feeding and she didn’t offer.
After a few long moments where she was beginning to feel self-conscious under his scrutiny, he sat on the bed facing her. “This must be pretty awkward for you to have some strange guy come in and take away this child you’ve been caring for.”
Her head jerked up. She hadn’t expected him to consider her feelings. Actually, she preferred that he didn’t. It was easier to hate him if she believed he was an insensitive blowhard. “I’ve always believed love, not biology, makes a family. Which makes me Liam’s mother in every way that matters.”
“You can be assured he’ll be well cared for from now on. I’m committed to raising him in a stable home.”
That was supposed to comfort her? “A stable home is hardly the same as having someone who loves him.”
“You don’t have to worry about anything. As I mentioned to your sister earlier, I’m the founder of The Forever Marriage. I’ll tell my office to ship you a set of my books. It’s is a proven model based on friendship, respect, and—”
Proven to send a healthy marriage straight to divorce court. She couldn’t bear to hear the rest of his words. “Yes, I’ve heard of it. People are supposed to play house with their best friend and ignore that they really want sex with the hottest babe in the bar.”
Caleb’s eyes narrowed and he leaned toward her. “Since we’re isolated from the bar tonight, we’re stuck playing house. I’ll teach you some tips, so the next time you tie the knot, you’ll do it right.”
Liam squirmed and cried out.
Olivia forced herself to relax her rigid arms. The nerve of this man. “What gives you the right to make offensive judgments about people you don’t know? Your way may not be the only right way. In fact, your way may not be right at all.”
He looked shocked, either because she was the first person to tell him to his face his theories weren’t perfect or because she dared to exhibit emotion. For Liam’s sake, she had to talk some sense into him. He needed to abandon his theories before he passed them on to his son.
His phone rang again and he shifted his attention to the device. “Excuse me, but I need to take this call.”
Olivia continued to cuddle Liam, long after he'd finished his bottle and closed his eyes. Caleb didn’t return to the room. Finally, she left the room and carried the baby to his crib upstairs where he belonged. She didn’t get the opportunity to talk sense into Caleb and convince him his marriage preachings were dead wrong. But as long as Liam was in her custody, Caleb wouldn’t have a chance to corrupt him.
* * * *
Caleb needed the weather to cooperate so he could get Liam home and focus on the crisis engulfing The Forever Marriage. The media and Ethan were referring to the public flap from The Brighid Show as a scandal. Everyone wanted to focus on the details of his relationship with Jennifer instead of his company message. Marriages were dying every day because everyone fixated on sex and missed the point of Forever. Olivia had blown it off with glib misunderstanding. It was no surprise she was a divorce statistic.
After an early morning conference call to refocus his employees and marriage counselors on the key points of Forever, he was starving. He walked into the dining room to find a single plate and silverware at the end of the table where he’d eaten the torturous meal last night. “I requested an informal, simple meal. Cut out the eccentric chef ridiculousness.”
Olivia looked over her shoulder at him as she set a bowl of scrambled eggs in front of his place setting. Her hair teetered on top of her head, looking absurd yet impossibly sexy with the oversized clip topping it off. “This eccentric chef ridiculousness, as you so elegantly put it, is how I earn my living. I can accommodate your request for informal by sitting with you while you eat, but you’ll have to come out of your room much earlier if you want to eat with my family. Austin would have starved to death—or at least complained enough that you’d think he would—if I made him wait this long.”
He swept his gaze down the rest of her body. She’d discarded the evening’s prim blouse and skirt for another of those baggy sweaters and tight jeans that he’d taken an instant preference for. “Doesn’t he have school?”
“The storm hasn’t let up, so it’s a snow day. He’s playing in his room.” She leaned across the table to set a plate of bacon next to the eggs.
“Where’s Penelope?” He tried not to admire the way she filled out those jeans. What part of “completely off-limits single mother” did his body not understand?
“Working, I’m sure. She develops custom perfume scents. She’s a very talented chemist.” Olivia stood and walked around the far side of the table.
If he remained stranded here and needed a break from emailing Ethan and straightening out Olivia’s misguided ideas about relationships, perhaps he’d indulge in a short tour of the perfume industry. He waited for Olivia to sit to his right before he seated himself. Only then did he realize the critical question he should have asked immediately before all the others. “Who’s watching Liam?”
He was panicking too much to be certain, but he thought Olivia rolled her eyes. “He was up early this morning with the rest of us. He’s down for his morning nap now.”
“Shouldn’t you go upstairs to hear him if he cries?” Even as he said it, he realized if anyone should head upstairs to listen for the baby, it should be him. To make matters worse, he’d stepped aside and let Olivia handle Liam for the entire night. Somehow, he was going to have to figure out how to multitask his parental and company responsibilities.
“Baby monitor.” Olivia lifted her sweater to expose the electronic device clipped to her jeans. “This one vibrates if he makes noise, so I know he’s awake, but it doesn’t disturb the guests.”
Caleb concentrated on his eggs to avoid ogling the enticing flesh above her jean line. He needed to start a list of things to buy. That fancy monitor would head up the list.
Olivia smoothed her sweater back into place and fell into silence.
“I thought about our conversation last night,” Caleb said, too aware that she was listening to him chew. “I think the reason you don’t appreciate the expertise of The Forever Marriage is that you don’t know what it offers.”
This time she did roll her eyes, as she rearranged the scones on the tray in front of her. “God forbid I be both ignorant and foolish in your eyes. By all means, enlighten me in thirty seconds or less.”
He chose to rise above her sarcasm. She’d given him the opening, and he never passed up an opportunity to teach people when there were children involved. He’d graciously accept her apology for her attitude once she realized the merit in his work. “The Forever Marriage has seven main points, each corresponding to the letters of the word ‘forever.’”
“How very convenient.” She shot him a sneer as she nudged the scone tray in his direction. “Did this appear to you by divine messenger or in a Cracker Jack box?”
“It’s the result of solid research and deep thought, not a religious experience.”
“Really? I could have sworn you were trying to convert me.” She picked up a scone and took a bite.
Good Lord, she knew how to push his buttons. He took a large forkful of eggs to give himself time to calm down before he spoke. “F is ‘friendship before all physical encounters.’”
“Let’s agree to disagree on that.”
He certainly was not agreeing to any such thing. Friendship was the most important point, and he was going to fight until she recognized the truth. Or until the roads were clear enough that he could move on to the more pressing issues in his life. However, he was willing to discuss the other six points before they went back to that one. “’O is open communication.’”
“A basic of every good marriage,” she said agreeably, taking another bite of scone and leaving a tiny, tantalizing crumb at the corner of her mouth.
“The Rs are really listen and respect.”
“I have no problem with that. It’s part of being a good innkeeper and a decent human being.”
He resisted pointing out that she wasn’t treating him with respect or decency at the moment. “The Es are ‘each person must use good manners’ and ‘explore each person’s world.’ V is ‘validate each person’s dreams.’”
“And what if those dreams come at the expense of the relationship?” This time, her question sounded sincere, instead of a potshot at him.
“The dreams are secondary to the relationship, but you have to respect the other’s dreams and explore his world and dreams with him. You have to give him a chance.”
“A chance to let the marriage fall apart.” She was back to potshots. “Honestly, I don’t have a problem with most of the commandments in your little letter game, but I think you’ve left a few things out.” She set the scone on the tabletop to tick each item off her fingers. “Sex, tenderness, intimacy, needs, kissing, sentimentality. Hey, why don’t you add those and improve on your theory? You can call it Forever Stinks.”
Instead of trying to see the precious gift he was offering, she turned it into a joke. Couples who were already taking his advice knew what a gold mine they had and wouldn’t stop due to the fallout from The Brighid Show. Unfortunately, cynics like Olivia weren’t rushing to follow his theories when his own example was being twisted as a contradiction of his teachings.
As much as he hated to admit it, there might be something to Ethan’s badgering about his personal life. He needed to put in practice what he told everyone else to do. If he had a woman in his life he trusted, who was his friend and wouldn’t embarrass him with outrageous behavior, they could pose for the media as an example of Forever in action. A woman who measured up to his principles and gave weight to his words.
Olivia was the opposite of a woman who met those criteria. Not only was she divorced, she had a kid. She was completely and irrevocably off-limits. He never so much as flirted with women who were mothers. He would not step in and out of a child’s life, leaving chaos, confusion, and abandonment in his wake.
The fact that she looked incredibly hot in those tight jeans and ragged sweater was irrelevant.
* * * *
“Mom, will you play out in the snow with me?” Austin asked.
Olivia looked over at him as she finished wiping down the kitchen counter. From the set of his shoulders, she knew he expected her to say no. This winter, she’d turned him down more often than not to take care of the baby and meet the demands of the inn. Liam had awakened from his nap, but she could do it today. More importantly, she wanted to and should do it.
She was making Caleb’s life too easy for him. If she forced him to own up to his responsibility and care for Liam while he was stranded here, she had a chance that he’d realize he didn’t want to be bothered with the constant attention and mundane tasks involved. From there, he would see she was the best person to care for Liam, and they could work out a guardianship agreement where Liam could stay in her care.
It was a slim possibility, but it was worth a try.
Olivia smiled at Austin. “Yep, let’s do it. Put your snow pants on. I’ll be ready in a minute.”
With Liam in one arm and a fresh bottle in the other, she made her way to Caleb’s room. He opened the door with the phone to his ear. “Can it wait? I’m in the middle of something.”
Yes, she’d made the right call. She ignored his disgruntled look and walked in, laying Liam in the middle of Caleb’s king size bed. “Sorry. Babies don’t have any concept of adult obligations. Here’s a bottle if you need to feed him. You have diapers and wipes. I’ll be right outside your window if there’s an emergency.”
“I’ll call you back,” Caleb said to the person on the other end of his phone call. Then he set aside his phone. “You mean outside outside? What are you going out there for?”
“I’m going to play with my son.”
“Play? Do you know how much snow has come down in the past twenty-four hours?”
“That’s the point, actually. Playing in the snow happens to be a common winter pastime in northern climates, especially among children and parents caring for young children. You do realize Liam is going to want you to participate in these activities with him next year and for a decade or two into the future?”
He cleared his throat. “I’m aware parenting is a long-term commitment.”
“Are you? It’s not just a commitment. It’s a long-term relationship with your child. And writing about it takes a completely different set of skills and patience than living it.” She walked toward him. “Have you ever been in a long-term relationship before?”
“As a matter of fact I have.”
“Really? With a woman?” She didn’t believe him.
“Yes, for six years.”
That stopped her fire. She’d expected weeks, maybe a month. Really, who could put up with him any longer? “What happened?”
“She died.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.” Her heart wrenched and she cupped his cheek in an inadequate attempt to convey her sympathy.
He turned his head away, forcing her to drop her hand and end the contact. “We were going to be a therapist couple. We were in complete agreement on the Forever points.”
“She was your soul mate.” Olivia ached. There was nothing she could do to ease the pain of his loss, but throwing nasty barbs at his theories hadn’t helped. She should have spoken nicer to him.
“She was my friend. We never fought or shouted at each other. We never would have slammed out the door after an argument, leaving our kids to wonder if we were ever coming back.”
“Friends can go off to explore their dreams and never come back either.” Case in point, Austin’s absentee father.
Caleb’s eyes were glazed. Olivia wasn’t sure he had heard her. “Beth and I were going to make sure the kids of this world never had to endure what we went through. I’m still trying to reach everyone. I could have saved you from dragging your kid through a divorce. Keeping your marriage together would have saved Austin untold trauma.”
How dare he announce her son was traumatized. He had no basis for such an opinion. If he spent more than a minute in Austin’s company, he’d realize how wrong he was. The love between a parent and a child was the only kind of love that truly endured and withstood the test of time.
Maybe if he spent enough time with Liam, he would finally come to that realization. Then he could spend time developing the father-son bond, instead of destroying relationships with his Forever nonsense.
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