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      Paige Warren has always followed the rules, only to discover some should be broken. Anthony Bledsoe loves her deeply but discovers he can’t trust her. Can the magic of McCallister’s Paradise bring these two together or are their pasts too difficult to reconcile?

      

      Diving guide Paige Warren dreams of helping her disabled brother experience the joys of deep-water diving. An accidental pregnancy followed by catching her cheating fiancé sends her into a tailspin, farther from her dreams than she’s ever been. Can she be a mother? Should she? Worse, what will happen to her brother if she selfishly chooses a different life plan?

      

      Coworker Anthony Bledsoe has secretly loved Paige for three long years. He’s longed for her to leave the jerk of a fiancé who won’t move to McCallister’s Paradise to support her dreams. Anthony’s the one who’s always had her back and been by her side through the dangers they face during a workday. However, learning more about Paige’s life clashes with his own, and Anthony wonders if love is enough. He can’t trust Paige, and maybe he’s been lying to himself about love this entire time.

      

      It will take more than McCallister’s Paradise’s brand of magic for a wounded woman and a cynical man to learn to trust in love.
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      Two wounded souls heal past hurts by trusting in love. – Bestselling Author Rachelle Ayala

      

      A great book about learning to meet in the middle and hearing each other out before jumping to conclusions! Such a great reminder for us all! – Rebecca Austin

      

      I always enjoy happily ever afters & this book didn't disappoint. It dealt with relevant issues delicately and had a pleasant mix of suspense and romance. - Lisi Cabrera

      

      Loved it, it was one of the more intense books in the series. - Anne Kulasa
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      Paige Warner stared at her fiancé, anger rushing through her body while he hurried to pull on his pants. The woman underneath him didn’t even have the decency for that. She simply covered herself with a sheet, a wide smile on her face.

      “It’s about time you caught us,” the hussy said. “Now he can finally break up with you.”

      Paige barely flicked a glance at her, not caring about the name or face of the person in her bed one way or another. No—Paige’s hard glare darted right back to Jason. “How could you?”

      He zipped his pants in a rush, then strode for the bedroom door. “Let’s talk in the living room.”

      “Talk?” Paige shook her head, then sneered. “I think we’re past talking.”

      “Come on,” he whined in that damn voice he always used to get his way. “Just calm down and let me explain things. Let’s talk this out.”

      A rage the likes of which Paige had never felt flooded through her. “Don’t use that tone on me ever again, you bastard! I’m not falling for your lies, and I already know what I need to know. I’ve been working my ass off on McCallister’s Paradise, sending you money for the household bills every month, and you’re in here screwing some other woman? I’ve got the facts I need. There’s nothing more to talk about. You’ve nothing left to explain.”

      Jason turned around, a stricken look on his face. “Don’t say that. This isn’t the time to be hasty. I didn’t mean to do this, and it’ll never happen again.” His wheedling, whiny tone was nearly intolerable. How had Paige never noticed before? “Come on, baby girl. Come talk to me.”

      In the past, Paige would have rushed to his now open arms, wanting to ease the sadness in his eyes. She’d always wanted to make things right for him. It had become second nature over the years.

      Not today. Today, she’d finally seen the truth. This was all an act. He didn’t care about her. He cared about having his cake and eating it too.

      “I’ve suspected in the past there was a reason you stayed here even though I live clear over by Hawaii now. Still, I kept telling myself you’d never stoop this low, you’d never cheat on me, and I should trust you.” She twisted the ring off her finger, holding it out. “It was your choice to keep up this long-distance relationship. You must’ve kept quiet and pretended to love me because you wanted my money. Can’t believe I was so stupid for so long.”

      “That’s not what’s going on here.” With a trembling hand, Jason took the ring, though he kept trying to grab her hand to put it back on her finger. “We can work this out. Let me explain.”

      “I’m already well aware how sex works. Please, don’t explain.” Paige clutched her purse tight to her chest, thinking about the little stick inside that she’d rushed to the mainland to show him. Her first, and last, unannounced visit. Jason had always insisted they schedule everything before, so how many others had there been?

      Though it was painful, she glanced around the bedroom she’d once thought of as her own, searching the space around the unnamed woman. It was hard not to notice the glaring lack of protection.

      She shook her head, her anger building by the second as she realized how little he regarded her health. “You obviously haven’t worn condoms no matter who you’ve been with. Did you give me a parting gift?”

      Something more than the positive pregnancy test in her purse, anyway.

      “Shut up, bitch,” the woman said, her satisfied smirk at having ‘won’ Jason morphing into a scowl. “I don’t have any diseases unless I got them from you!”

      Paige scoffed, finally feeling a bit of irritation toward her apparent rival instead of just her cheating fiancé. “You think we’re the only two women he’s banging? Get real, lady. Maybe we both caught something from another poor little fool.”

      “Stop it, Paige. Please. Don’t talk like that. There’s no one else. I swear it.” Jason sounded desperate. “This woman’s not important either. You’re all I care about. This was just a slip up. Don’t break up with me.”

      The woman in the bed clicked her tongue, every bit as pissed as Paige now. “I’m a slip up? That’s what you’ve decided to say? We’ve been going at it like rabbits for eight months. You’re really going to pick her over me after everything you’ve promised?”

      “Eight months?” Paige’s head reeled with confusion. “So this isn’t some fling, but a relationship? How could you? How the hell...? Do the past seven years mean nothing?”

      “Oh, come on!” The woman let out a snort. “You met him the first day of college. You’re so naïve. That shit never works out. You’ve been off to Hawaii for three years and only come home every couple of months. Of course, he’s not faithful. I’m here. I’m what he needs. I can be with him in ways you aren’t willing to be. Just go back to your stupid island and leave us alone.”

      Suddenly, all Paige’s fury flowed away. She’d been expecting this, hadn’t she? They really hadn’t been a couple since she went to McCallister’s Paradise to work as a scuba diving guide. He’d told her to follow her dreams and get the work experience she needed, but he also hadn’t wanted to live on the small private island. Really, their relationship ended the moment she left California.

      There was no point in telling him about the pregnancy. She’d figure things out on her own.

      Instead, she forced a smile. “She’s right. We’ve been over a long time, haven’t we?”

      Jason sighed, clenching his hands into fists. “I don’t want us to be.”

      “Because you don’t want me to stop sending money?” She shrugged. “My name’s not even on the apartment’s lease anymore. There isn’t anything here I can’t live without. Throw my stuff away or donate it. You won’t hear from me again.”

      “Wait.” Jason reached for her as she walked past, but she jerked her shoulder from his grasp. “I still love you, Paige. I want to marry you like we planned.”

      Paige laughed, bitterness bubbling under the surface even though she wanted to show him a strong front. “I could never marry a cheater. Goodbye.”
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        * * *

      

      Anthony Bledso set the last of the scuba gear into place below deck, then walked up the stairs. His best friend and boss stood in the cabin, writing notes in the logbook.

      “Long day,” Anthony remarked, flopping onto a padded bench at the side of the boat’s cabin. “We usually have all three of us with a group that large.”

      Parker McCallister shrugged. “Paige said it was an emergency. Can’t be helped that she had to rush to California for the weekend. We managed. Everyone was happy.”

      “Plus, you offered to comp them all some underwater pictures. I’m sure you’ll get plenty of positive reviews, despite the confusion.”

      Parker smiled. “Just have to know what the customer wants.”

      That was true. Part of what made Parker so good at running the snorkeling and scuba diving trips on his family’s island resort was the fact that he was great at knowing what the customers wanted. Anthony loved working for Parker. He was fair, friendly, and the sort of boss anyone would kill to have. On top of that, he was Anthony’s closest friend.

      Because of that friendship, Parker could read Anthony like a book, unfortunately.

      “You’re worried about her,” Parker said. No need to mention who. There was only one woman ever on Anthony’s mind.

      “She doesn’t normally pop over to California randomly like this,” Anthony said. “What if something happened to her boyfriend?”

      “He’s her fiancé now,” Parker reminded in a stern tone, still not looking up as he worked on the logbook. “And if something happened to him, Paige will take care of it. She’s not a weak woman. You don’t have to worry.”

      Anthony sighed, slumping a bit further into the bench and covering his eyes with the crook of his elbow. “Yeah, I know. She’s wonderful.”

      Parker gave a low chuckle. “Don’t tell me you’re hoping something’s really happened to Jason.”

      “I don’t wish the guy dead or anything.” Anthony dropped his arm and met Parker’s gaze, giving him a wry smile. “But if he, say, broke up with her to clear the way for someone else, I wouldn’t be sad.”

      “Hmmm... Paige would be, though.”

      That was true. No matter what, Anthony didn’t want Paige sad. He hadn’t loved her the past three years only to wish for her unhappiness now.

      “You’re right,” he said. “Besides, I wouldn’t know how to handle it if she were single. I doubt I could tell her how I feel, even if Jason wasn’t in the way.”

      “Three years is a long time, my friend. Why don’t you move on? There are plenty of available women living on the island who would love to date you. Hell, there are plenty who’d be happy for a one-night stand. Maybe you should just get laid and get your mind off Paige for a while.”

      Anthony shuddered at the thought. “Yeah, right. Get one of them knocked up like I did in high school and go through that pain again? No thank you.”

      Parker sighed, closing the logbook and coming over to sit next to him. He punched him lightly in the shoulder. “Sorry, buddy. I forgot about the baby and how you lost it. Can’t imagine my life without my kiddos, so I can see how sex with a random hookup wouldn’t appeal.”

      “You’re so lucky to have Sierra and the kids,” Anthony said, finding it hard not to be jealous of his friend’s happy home life.

      Sure, maybe Parker’s long-time girlfriend had issues that prevented her from wanting to marry him, but they were completely committed to one another. They’d lived together the past three years. Sierra had adopted Parker’s son, and they had a daughter together. It seemed like the perfect life.

      “I’d do anything to get what you have,” Anthony admitted.

      “Yeah, I know.” Parker slung an arm around his shoulder, giving him a brotherly squeeze before releasing him. “But Paige isn’t the woman who’s going to fulfill your dream of a happy marriage with tons of rug rats. I think it’s time you moved on.”

      “Dammit.” Anthony clenched his hand into a fist, digging his short nails into his palm. “I know you’re right, but I’ve loved her for so long. She’s the first woman I’ve ever looked at in that way since that bitch killed my baby. I’m not sure there’s another woman out there who I could care about. Paige is the one for me.”

      Parker shook his head, the frown on his face clearly doubtful. “Is she the one for you really, or are you clinging to her because she’s already taken? I think you’re afraid to put yourself out there and love again.”

      “That’s not...” Anthony wanted to argue, but he had to stop himself. What if Parker had a point?

      “Look, I know when Tiffany decided to have an abortion, a little piece of you died,” Parker said, hitting the subject head on even though Anthony flinched hearing his high school girlfriend’s name. “You guys were only juniors though. You didn’t plan to get pregnant. Maybe you didn’t want her to do what she did, but it was her body and her choice. Don’t you think it’s time to move on? It’s been a lot of years. Find a woman you can actually be with and try to start a real relationship. It’s totally worth it. My family’s everything to me.”

      As much as he hated admitting it, what happened in high school was his fault. He was the one who convinced Tiffany to have sex. He was the one who told her they didn’t need to use condoms because he didn’t want to hold back until they bought them. Her pregnancy was his fault. He hated her for killing his baby, but if he had respected her enough to wait until they had condoms, it never would have happened.

      “I know you’re right,” he told Parker. “It’s hard to take, though. Besides, I really do love Paige. She’s so beautiful and smart, and she loves all the things I love. We’d be perfect together. Jason doesn’t deserve her. He won’t even move out here and support her while she does what she loves.”

      “Well, I’m with you on that,” Parker agreed. “I can’t imagine being separated from Sierra. If she wanted to move to chase a dream of hers, no matter what I had to give up, I’d go with her.”

      “And that’s why Paige should leave him and pick me.” Anthony grinned. “I’m obviously the better man. I’d do what it took to keep her smiling.”

      “I’m sure you would.” Parker agreed. “On that note, let’s get the hell out of here. Time for me to head home and see the smile on my lady’s face.”

      Anthony sighed. “I’m heading home to an empty apartment. You’re an asshole for rubbing your perfect life in my face.”

      With a chuckle, Parker heaved himself off the bench. “You could head to the bar and make friends. Nothing says you have to go home and pine after a woman who’s planning a life that doesn’t include you. Just stop at the store to buy condoms first.”

      Anthony chuckled along with his boss but couldn’t help but think the idea might have merit. Paige was the most perfect woman he’d ever known. Still, he had to face facts. She would never be his.

      It was time to move on.
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      Paige lay in her small studio apartment on McCallister’s Paradise. Thankfully, she’d been able to catch the very last jet from Kona out to the resort. She hadn’t even considered staying on the mainland. It would’ve been too tempting to see Jason again. She didn’t want to give herself any reason to look back. He was her past.

      She patted her belly. “Now, little fetus, we just have to figure out what to do with you.”

      In her family, abortion was out of the question. Still, being a single mother at twenty-six wasn’t what Paige had planned. She was nowhere close to attaining her goals yet.

      With a sigh, she rolled over and snagged her cellphone from the nightstand. Before she could second-guess herself, she found Anthony’s name and connected the call. He should be off work by now. She’d tried to avoid time alone with the man over the years because she knew he had a crush, but none of that mattered now. She was a free woman. He was a good guy, and Paige didn’t feel like being alone and sulking tonight. She needed a distraction.

      “Hello?” Blaring music made it hard to hear his greeting. “Paige? Ish thish yoush?”

      Oh, great? Was he slurring his words?

      “Anthony? Are you okay?”

      “Jush fine. Fiiinne.”

      “Hey, baby,” a female voice yelled over the din in the background. “Why you on the phone when you’ve got a hottie in front of you?”

      “No, no, no,” Anthony said to the woman, sounding like a child. “Thish is the woo-man I lurv.”

      “What?” she shrieked. “You’re a dick!”

      The distinct sound of a smack came through loud and clear over the pounding music. A clattering sound was followed by the call ending.

      “Shit.” Paige closed her eyes for a moment, wondering if Anthony was in trouble. In the three years she’d known him, he’d never gone drinking unless Parker accompanied him. Sometimes, they went as a group after work. She’d never so much as heard of him getting drunk. He could handle his alcohol. Tonight, something had changed.

      Damn. He might be in trouble.

      Hopping out of bed, Paige shimmied back into her clothes, gave a quick once-over with a brush to her hair, slipped on her shoes, and rushed out the door. If she was the ‘woo-man he lurved,’ it looked like she had to go save the drunken fool from himself.
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        * * *

      

      There was only one club on the island were resort guests weren’t allowed. That had to be where Anthony went. Paige burst through the doors, searching the bar and dancefloor.

      When she finally spotted him, she shook her head at her own foolishness. Anthony was propped against the bar, flashing his trademark megawatt smile at a circle of admirers. Paige was pretty sure most of the women simpering at him worked on the island as waitresses and housekeepers. His deep brown eyes were a bit blearier than usual with all the drink he must’ve imbibed, but that didn’t slow the women vying for a chance to stroke his muscled arms or even go in for a feel of the pecs that hours and hours of swimming had built. So much for her playing the hero and saving him from himself. The man was in his element.

      Just as she turned to go, someone in the crowd spotted her. “Hey, Paige! I thought you were in California for the weekend. Come drink with us!”

      “Paige?” Anthony’s voice rang above the music louder than the rest. “My Paige is here?”

      Before she had a chance to dash out the door, two strong arms closed around her, and a heavy weight settled against her back.

      “Oh, Paige.” The words were sighed right into her ear, but she could hear relief in them. “I was show, show worried.”

      “You’re so, so drunk.” She patted his arm, wondering if he’d fall over if she insisted he let go. It felt like more than half his weight rested on her smaller frame. How did he even make it from the bar to her side so quickly? “Where’s Parker?”

      “He said I should find someone to screw.” Although he was drunk and still slurred often, Anthony managed to tell her right in her ear, as though he confided a secret. “I’m never getting the woman of my dreams, so that’s that. Time to move on.”

      Paige wondered if he remembered he was talking to the woo-man he lurved. Either way, he was completely blitzed.

      “Come on, big guy. I’m afraid there’s no screwing happening for you tonight. You went past drinking for courage right into being so drunk that there’s no way in hell Junior’s getting up tonight.” Paige slid to his side, wrapping her arm around his waist. “Let’s get you to your apartment.”

      “But Parker’s right.” Anthony kept his arm around her shoulders, stubbornly refusing to move but also not looking at her. His face twisted in an expression of pain Paige had never seen before. He always looked happy-go-lucky without a care in the world, but right now...right now, the man looked utterly broken. “Paige donna love me one bit.”

      He huffed out a long sigh, staring into the distance. He seemed to have forgotten that Paige stood next to him. She wished she could comfort him somehow because it seemed that drunk Anthony really was heartbroken over her, but she feared he was too far gone in his inebriation for her words to make a difference.

      “Oh well,” he finally continued, slapping his free hand against his pants as though to wipe dust off it. “Parker shays not all women are bitches. I jus hafta go for it. Someone’ll love me.”

      Paige couldn’t help but let out a gasp. His words made her heart squeeze tight and her stomach cramp with pain. “You callin’ me a bitch?”

      Anthony looked down, his bloodshot eyes meeting hers. He’d definitely forgotten she was there while absorbed in his drunken thoughts. His megawatt smile graced his face once again. It almost looked as though the torment from before was a lie. He squeezed her shoulder. “Paige? I’m show glad yoush back. I wash show, show worried.”

      “Yeah, right,” she muttered under her breath.

      At least she knew what he really thought about her now. All this time, she’d thought he was lost in the throes of a crush, but he and Parker had apparently talked about her behind her back. They’d even called her a bitch.

      Well, whatever. It wasn’t like she couldn’t deal with a little workplace harassment. Paige had dreams, and they didn’t include staying on McCallister’s Paradise forever. She’d use this place to get the money she needed to start her own business. That should go faster without Jason sucking over half of her funds away every month.

      “Let’s take you home. I might be a bitch, but I’m not completely heartless. I’m sure no one here will make sure you get home safe, and you’re too damn worried about others to look after yourself.”

      Anthony smiled, patting a large hand against her head until he wobbled and had to grasp her shoulder again. He walked unsteadily by her side out of the club. “You aren’t a bitch, Paige. You’re the best woman I know.”

      Torn between laughing or screaming, Paige led Anthony down the moonlit path toward the employee housing unit. The quiet sound of waves lapping against the pristine beach the opposite direction calmed her. She finally opted for laughing.

      Anthony stared; his big eyes luminous in the moonlight. “What’s so funny?”

      “Drunks. Drunks are funny.” She shook her head. “Come on. It’s been a very long day. I’ll get you as far as your door, then I’m going to collapse in my own bed. I was wrong about wanting company tonight.”

      Anthony stopped walking, standing straighter than he had so far. Maybe the humid breeze off the ocean had sobered him up a bit. He cupped her cheeks in his hands, staring at her with an intensity he’d never favored her with before. “Is everything okay? We didn’t expect you back until Sunday night.”

      “Well...” Paige gulped and knocked his hands away, resuming walking to the housing buildings.

      She’d wanted to tell him about things with Jason. In fact, she’d toyed with the idea of taking Anthony into her bed after telling him her sorrows. She thought she could lose herself in his hot body and forget her worries, at least for one night. Now, knowing he thought she was a bitch while a part of him also loved her—or thought he did—she couldn’t do that.

      She gave her brightest smile as she glanced at him. “I’m fine. False alarm. There was no emergency, so I came back to work my shift. We’re always busy on the weekends. Couldn’t leave you and Parker in the lurch. I caught the first flight back.”

      By this point, they’d reached their building. Anthony lived on the first floor and seemed more stable after the walk. He opened the door to the inside of the building for her, gazing at her speculatively while searching her face for who knew what as she walked inside.

      Since he was definitely alert now, Paige didn’t want him to notice her missing ring. She shoved her left hand into the pocket of her jeans, then nodded down the hallway. “You’re just two doors down, right? I think you can make it from here. I’m bushed from flying all day, so I’m heading to bed. Goodnight.”

      “Oh, yeah.” His voice was meeker than she’d ever heard, a bit confused, but no longer slurred. “Of course, you’d be tired after all that. We can talk tomorrow. Goodnight.”

      She rushed to the elevator, knowing she was a coward fleeing the scene instead of confronting him about what he’d called her. Still, people said a drunk never lied. She couldn’t count on Anthony. He’d gone from having a crush to hating her. Just because she wasn’t sure why it happened didn’t change the facts any.

      Today had sucked all the way around. It was time to go to sleep. Perhaps tomorrow would look better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Anthony woke early, head pounding like a mother. Drinking had been a huge mistake. He never did that. Parker telling him to go find a new girl had seemed like a good idea at the time, but all Anthony could think of while at the bar was Paige. After several shots, he’d started to loosen up a little, but women eventually turned away after talking with him a while.

      The conversation always turned to the woman of his dreams.

      Imagine his surprise when he’d heard someone call her name. Anthony still couldn’t remember exactly why she’d said she was already home, but he did remember one thing with clarity. He’d hurt her somehow.

      Ignoring the way his head pounded like a convict looking for an escape route, he rushed through his morning routine. It took two passes of brushing to get the funk out of his mouth. What in the world had he been drinking?

      A quick shower had things more under control and the pounding to a dull roar. After dressing and smoothing back his black hair, Anthony was almost presentable. Now, it was time to wake his goddess of beauty and find out what he’d done to put that frown on her face.

      Making his way up the elevator to the top floor of the housing unit, Anthony walked all the way to the end of the hallway, stopping in front of Paige’s door. Soft music coming from the apartment let him know Paige was already up and doing her morning routine. That was a good thing. After her long day yesterday on airplanes, he wouldn’t actually want to wake her, but he needed to know what had happened. Something bad happened to her in California. He could feel it.

      Taking in a deep breath to settle his nerves and racing heart, Anthony tapped on the door.

      After a few seconds the music stopped, and the door opened a crack. Paige’s pretty, aqua blue eyes peered out at him, toothbrush in her mouth. She popped the brush out. “Wha?” she asked around the paste.

      He couldn’t help but laugh. “Go ahead and finish brushing.”

      She shook her head. “Jus say wha ou nee and leave.”

      Dang. She really was mad if she didn’t even want to talk to him. Anthony searched his memory. Until they’d reached the housing unit last night, everything was muddled. What might he have done? When his goddess was upset with him, nothing felt right. Maybe she would never be his lover, but she was the woman he cherished most in the world. He had to make things right.

      “Look, whatever I did to upset you, I’m terribly sorry.” He pushed against the door, hoping she would step back and let him in like she had a few times when he’d visited in the past. Unfortunately, she clung stubbornly to her spot.

      “Forgiven.” She slammed the door in his face.

      Anthony winced when he heard the deadbolt shoot home. That didn’t sound like forgiveness.

      Deciding to give her a few more moments to finish getting ready for the day, Anthony slid down the wall next to her door. They didn’t have to report to Parker’s boat for another two hours. Since Paige didn’t appear to have a lot of friends on the island, mostly hanging around him and Parker, then sticking to herself on her time off or occasionally letting Anthony talk her into eating together when she couldn’t visit California, Anthony didn’t expect her to leave her room before work. How could he tempt her out?

      Then again, food was always the answer. He still needed something to put the final cure on his hangover. She’d flown nearly the entire day yesterday. Airport food couldn’t have been that satisfying. She must be starving.

      Standing back up, Anthony did the best he could to stop the trembling in his limbs. It wasn’t like it was a date. Paige had Jason. Anthony knew that, but it didn’t stop a guy from wishing. That bastard was one lucky guy. He got the goddess’s love all to himself. Anthony wondered if he even appreciated what a wonderful blessing he had.

      Knocking briskly, he told himself not to be a pansy. They were friends, and he wanted to take care of her like he always did. “Come on, Paige. I understand you’re mad at me right now about something, but we need to get in a good breakfast. It’ll be nonstop at work. Lots of dives scheduled. If you miss breakfast, you’re going to be hating life by quitting time.”

      “Sierra will pack sandwiches for lunch,” Paige said from her side of the door. “Go away.”

      “I didn’t want to use this, but it seems I have no choice.” Anthony smirked a little, hoping it would come out in his voice. “You have to let me treat you. You took care of me last night when I was drunk, so I owe you. It’s not fair to leave me in your debt like this.”

      Silence was the reply for a few moments, and then the door opened once more, wider this time. She finished tying her dark hair back in a thick braid, the way she always wore it for dives, then tossed it over her shoulder where Anthony knew it fell nearly to her luscious behind. Yeah, he could stare at that view for hours on a dive or on the boat.

      Her aqua eyes narrowed again, and Anthony tried to wipe what must be a goofy grin from his face. “If you’re taking me out as thanks,” she said, “don’t expect me to go easy on your wallet.”

      “Is that a yes?” Anthony’s goofy grin was right back, but he didn’t care. “Wonderful. I knew the way to your heart was through your stomach. We’re really a wonderful team, since it’s the same for me.”

      “No one said we’re a team.” She slipped on her shoes, but the cold words sent a shock through Anthony. Normally, they kidded around like that. “I don’t expect one of the diners around the shopping plaza. You’ve got reservations at The Pavilion, right?”

      “Ummm...”

      She wasn’t joking about this costing him. Still, if she wanted The Pavilion, he’d try his best to get it for her. He had no clue where this coldness emanated from. This wasn’t the warm, friendly goddess he knew. Something was wrong. Anthony had a sneaking suspicion that not all of it had to do with him. She’d never once come home early from a trip to California. Something happened with the fiancé.

      Grabbing his phone, he typed a message to the head chef directly. It was good to be friends with the McCallister family. It gave a guy an advantage on all things relating to the island.

      Before too long, The Pavilion’s recently appointed head chef, Davin, replied.

      Anthony flashed Paige a grin. “Not only is there a table ready for us, but it’s the best in the house. They had a cancellation for one of the seats against the outer railing for a time slot in fifteen minutes. Davin put our name on it.”

      “I’m being so rude to you right now, and you go and actually get me a table at an expensive restaurant like that?” Paige tilted her head, blue eyes narrowing. “I’m being a bitch even by my standards. You really want to eat with me?”

      “A bitch? No way.” Anthony shook his head in blunt denial. “Look, I can tell something bad happened in California. Then, you come home and end up taking care of my drunk ass. I can’t remember everything we talked about, but I rarely let myself drink to that point. I get all maudlin and stupid. Plus, I say things that rarely make sense. My college buddies used to razz the hell out of me. Said I’d mix up two different stories and totally ruin them both. They never knew what I was talking about. Me drunk is a dangerous thing. I’m sure I said some dumb shit. Sorry you had to babysit.”

      Something crossed behind Paige’s eyes—it almost looked like hope. Then, she looked down at the floor. “I had no idea you were that bad of a drinker. It surprised me.”

      “That’s why I normally go with Parker, stick to beer, and head home as soon as Sierra gets tired of her love being gone.” He chuckled. “If I ever get married, my wife won’t have to worry about me staying out all night with the guys and her wondering if I’m cheating. Even if I went out, I’d be home nice and early. You can see what a disaster it is if I try anything else.”

      “Cheating...” Paige’s gaze flicked upward, barely touching on his before she looked away again. “Well, that table’s not going to wait forever. I’ve always wanted to try their fancy foods. Let’s hurry!”

      While talking about the food, she sounded more like herself. Anthony grinned in relief and offered his arm. “Breakfast awaits, my lady.”

      Even if she still had misgivings, Anthony knew Paige wouldn’t refuse food. They’d always bonded over that, even when she wouldn’t join him for other outings because of her fiancé. As he’d hoped, after a few more seconds of thought she accepted his arm, using it to pull him into the bright corridor of their housing building.
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        * * *

      

      Paige never expected to eat in the fancy outdoor dining experience of McCallister’s Paradise. They might live on a literal paradise, but as the workers there, they rarely partook of the fancy lifestyle the rich guests enjoyed.

      The restaurant was stunning. The Pavilion was just what the name suggested—a covered pavilion built onto the water, open on all sides, and absolutely breathtaking. The wooden structure stretched far into the ocean, standing high above the waves. Beautiful blue water surrounded it with only the side facing the beach being obscured by the kitchen and the ramp down to the shopping district of the resort. That was the only thing to take away from the feeling of dining on the ocean itself.

      Twinkle lights wrapped around the wooden poles holding a large canopy roof in place. Other than wood, low tables with expensive crystal drinking glasses, more silverware than Paige had ever seen in her life, and China dishes her grandmother would have killed for, there was nothing but ocean. She took in a deep, satisfying breath of humid, salty air while the host led them to their table.

      Just as Anthony had promised, it was near the outer railing. The only thing separating them from the water was a sturdy banister made of wood carved so beautifully, it took a dedicated eye to realize it wasn’t pieces of driftwood.

      “This is gorgeous,” she breathed, the words hardly making any noise at all.

      As though he were attuned to her, Anthony shrugged. “Not nearly as gorgeous as my goddess.”

      Paige pulled her gaze from their surroundings, looking at him across the small table. He stared at her with a dreamy expression, eyes focused on her as a different smile than he normally wore played around his mouth. It was softer somehow. Was he talking about her?

      “What did you say?” she asked.

      To her surprise, Anthony’s cheeks turned a dull red. “I-I d-didn’t say anything.”

      He most certainly had. How did she go from bitch to goddess? This man was completely throwing her off guard at every turn. Perhaps it was just that her life was so out of whack right now. Once she decided what to do about her pregnancy, surely things would settle down. That had to be what had her so up in arms. Maybe he was thinking of someone else. Perhaps it seemed like he had looked at her and smiled, but he’d actually been looking through her while thinking of someone else. That happened sometimes. If he didn’t want to share his thoughts, it wasn’t any of her business. She wouldn’t push him.

      “Anyway,” she said, deciding to let it drop and not embarrass him further, “this place is awesome. Now I feel bad for making you take me here. I’ll pay for my own breakfast.”

      “No way.” Anthony shook his head firmly. “It’s probably my only chance to take the prettiest girl on the island on a date like this. Let me play the gentleman and foot the bill.”

      Paige stared at him in confusion, finally not able to handle it any longer. “Last night you told me what you really think of me. Why are you going so far to pretend we’re friends? I don’t understand.”

      For a few seconds, Anthony’s tanned complexion paled. He brushed hair from his face where the wind had teased it, swallowing audibly. “Did I tell you everything? That’s so embarrassing. I’ve felt this way so long. I know you have Jason, and I won’t get in your way. Please don’t stop being friends with me. Nothing has to change between us just because I’m in love—”

      “Not your stupid drunken love confession.” Paige felt like pulling her hair out. “I mean the fact that you and Parker agreed I’m a bitch and there are much better women on this island!”

      The sound of clanking silverware around them quieted and the other diners gaped their direction.

      “Shit,” Paige muttered softly, slumping low in her seat. She’d forgotten for a moment where they were. This was sure to earn her more bitch points with the McCallister family. She couldn’t afford any of those, not if she wanted to open her own diving company one day.

      A server popped up from seemingly nowhere, her smile brighter than it should be, considering the tension at the table. “Have we decided what to order?” she chirped.

      Anthony gave her a pointed glare, the likes of which Paige had never seen on his face. Boy, he was just full of new expressions lately. “We haven’t even been given menus.”

      “Oh.” The woman gave a flustered laugh, setting down the menus in her hand.

      Paige took pity on the server, knowing her outburst in front of resort guests must have thrown the younger woman out of sorts. “Sorry,” she whispered. “That won’t happen again. I didn’t mean to raise my voice.”

      The server gave a small nod. “It’s okay. I wouldn’t say anything to a guest, but if someone realized you guys work here...”

      “They’d complain and we’d all be in trouble. You’re right,” Paige agreed. “Everything’s okay. We’ll be fine now. I promise we won’t cause problems. Could I have some coffee?” She thought about the fetus she carried, still unsure whether she would keep or abort it. Until she made a decision, she should slow down on caffeine. “Actually, make it an orange juice, please.”

      Anthony gave her a quizzical look, eyebrows raised since he knew how much she loved her coffee, but he smiled at the server, ordered a black coffee, then perused the menu. After a few seconds, he leaned closer to her side of the table to speak without being overheard. “For the record, I’ve never, ever called you a bitch. Never even thought it.”

      “Said it right to my face,” she whispered back.

      “There’s one reason I might have talked about that yesterday while drunk. Parker and I talked about an ex of mine before I went to the bar. She’s the bitch.” He paused, grimacing with the same sad look Paige had noticed the night before. “She did some things I’d rather not go into. I told you, my stories get muddled when I’m drunk. That comment was not about you.”

      He reached out and touched the back of her hand. His fingers were gentle against her, as though she were made from spun glass and he was afraid to break her. His touch was calloused from years working on a boat and moving heavy gear, nothing like Jason’s soft hands that had never seen hard work. His touch felt comforting and nice, trustworthy. Even though Paige knew she should jerk her hand away, not believe the lies he just fed her, she couldn’t force herself to do it.

      Anthony had always been sweet, always treated her with kindness. Did she really want to push that warmth away? She had no one and nothing right now. The only person she thought she could absolutely trust, who was supposed to love her until death do them part, had shown her it was utter bullshit. Would it kill her to lean on Anthony a little? He seemed so genuine.

      Last night, he’d been honestly confused and not making sense. Perhaps he wasn’t lying. Even if he was, it was a beautiful lie. She just wanted something to believe in right now. Just for a little while, just until she got back on her feet and felt strong enough to do this on her own again.

      She took his hand in hers. “Okay, I believe you.”

      “You do?” He sagged in relief, his smile going back to the huge one that must have ladies tripping over themselves for a chance to speak with him. “Oh, good. I don’t know what I’d do if you thought I said that about you. I still feel bad that you spent the night thinking that.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” She squeezed his hand. “You’re a good friend. Thank you.”

      His beautiful eyes clouded ever so slightly. “A friend. Yeah, yep. That’s what I am. A friend. And you’re engaged to a dude in California. We’re friends, and I’m totally good with that.”

      Paige could hardly stifle her smile. It was probably a good thing she hadn’t slept with him last night—other than the fact he was too drunk to perform. He was too innocent and too precious for a man so old. For the first time, she looked at Anthony as a man and not just her work buddy. Now that she was single, she realized it would be easy to hurt this guy. She didn’t want that.

      She’d have to work hard to keep them on friend-only terms. Her heart was nowhere near ready to think of anything else. Maybe single nights of passion and paying Jason back for his infidelity, but that wasn’t the sort of man Anthony was. Good thing she’d figured that out before doing him damage.

      “Hurry and decide what to order, buddy,” she said, making her voice bright and giving him a grin. “Let’s try some of this fancy food and get ready for the day. I called Parker this morning to tell him I was back. He says we have a beginner group this morning, a snorkeling trip midday, plus an advanced diving group this afternoon. We’ll need our strength.”

      Anthony’s face became solemn for just a moment when she called him buddy, but his smile surfaced once again. “We’ve got this. There’s no job the three of us can’t handle, right?”

      “Right!”
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      Anthony was bone tired after work. His hangover headache had disappeared after making up with Paige at breakfast, but exhaustion struck him hard as they cleaned and put away gear after the last dive.

      Paige, on the other hand, bounced around below deck as they finished up. “That was so much fun! We don’t often get to go on decompression dives!”

      “That’s true. Experienced divers aren’t often the ones booking our tours.” Anthony hefted a refilled oxygen tank into place, securing it into the cupboard with a tiedown. “Doing a dive that deep makes me remember my own diving goals. I’d like to check out some of the underwater caves Parker told me about in these parts, but I don’t have a diving buddy to go with.”

      “Parker won’t go?” Paige pushed the last of the wetsuits into place and closed the door to their designated cupboard.

      “Eh, before he met Sierra and had kids, probably, but I wasn’t at master diver level back then. I wasn’t ready to risk something that dangerous. Now that I’m ready, I need a new diving buddy.”

      Paige’s aqua eyes sparkled. “I’m your buddy, aren’t I?”

      He snorted. “Yeah, but someone goes back to the mainland every time we get an opportunity for a dive like that. We’d probably need a few days to sail out to where the caves are, a couple days to explore, and then the return trip. Even if Parker would let us both go, I highly doubt Jason or you would think going with me for a trip like that was a good idea.”

      “Well...” Paige twisted at her ring finger, and for the first time, Anthony noticed her engagement ring was missing.

      He hadn’t paid enough attention this morning. His head had still pounded a bit too much. Had her ring been on then? Did she lose it on the dive today?

      Grabbing her hand, he brought it close to his face, as though that would somehow make it appear. “Where’s your ring?”

      She let out a long sigh, pulling her hand back. “Jason has it.”

      Legs shaky, Anthony reached for the wall behind him, wishing this level of Parker’s ship had benches. Did the man keep it to clean it, or was it more permanent? Then again, she did come home early. He didn’t know whether he should be happy for himself or sad for Paige.

      “Don’t look so stricken,” she chided. “I’m the one who returned it to him. This was my choice.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t come back home early unless something went wrong.” Before Anthony could second guess himself, he pulled her into his embrace. Sure, she’d made it clear that he was just a friend, but friends could console each other when shit hit the fan. “What happened?”

      She laughed, though it sounded like she only did so to keep herself from crying. Wrapping her arms around his back, she rested her cheek against his bare chest. “I went to tell him some news I thought was important. The dick wasn’t expecting me this weekend, since I wanted to surprise him. There was a reason he always insisted I plan my trips with so much advanced notice. The surprise was on me.”

      Knowing all too well what she must’ve walked in on, Anthony gently stroked Paige’s wet hair, smoothing back the strands that had come loose from her braid. “I’m sorry, goddess. He’s an idiot.”

      “Or a genius. I sent him money every payday for the entire three and a half years I’ve been here.” The self-loathing in her voice ran deep. “The woman he was with said they’d been together eight months. All I could wonder was how many there’d been before her. In fact, I’m wondering just how many girls he’s banging right now. Maybe he’s got one for every day of the week. They’re probably all like I was, thinking they’re special. Psh... what a joke.”

      “Hey, guys?” Parker’s head poked down the stairs. His eyes widened when he spotted them. “Uh, sorry to interrupt but Sierra and the kids came down to the beach to meet me. It’s family dinner night over at Quinn and Carlie’s. I need to go.”

      Paige pulled away, flashing a bright smile up the stairs as she moved to her bag and pulled a dry shirt over her swimsuit. “Sure thing, boss. We’re done putting everything away. Forgot you wanted to have family night and that’s why you were hesitant about letting me leave in the first place. Didn’t that used to be in the middle of the week?”

      “Yeah,” he agreed, looking bewildered at Paige’s brightness after she had just been upset in Anthony’s arms. “Mom and Dad are on the island this weekend, though, so we moved things around.”

      “Oh, how wonderful! Tell John and Susan hello.” She started up the stairs, not giving Anthony another glance.

      Parker moved out of her way, then gave his friend a hard glare. “Hurry,” he said. “Grab your stuff and go after her. I’m not sure what I walked in on, but she must need you right now.”

      Anthony wanted to run after her, but he wasn’t sure that was what she needed. She’d been telling him in no uncertain terms they’d never be more than friends. As her friend, did she want to talk to him about Jason? Could Anthony stand listening to her tell him about the way another man mistreated the woman he loved?

      Parker had less hesitation. “Get your ass moving!” He jerked on Anthony’s arm, pulling him up the stairs while throwing Anthony’s bag of dry clothing at him. “If you don’t go now, she’ll make it home while you sit here gaping. Go help her through whatever this is. You’ve been mooning over her for years. Now is when she actually needs you. Get it done.”
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        * * *

      

      Paige ran as fast as she could, taking a shortcut through deep sand dunes toward housing. It wasn’t easy going, but she was in good shape. Maybe the extra exercise could work off some of her frustration.

      Why had she opened her big mouth? Anthony had a way of disarming her and pulling out the truth. He was too damn sweet, that’s what it was. After working with him for the day, she could no longer suspect he’d meant to call her names. She fully believed he’d been talking about someone else.

      That left her with the problem of him thinking he was in love with her. He’d even called her goddess again a few seconds before Parker interrupted them. That just wouldn’t do. She was no goddess. She couldn’t even keep the man who promised his life to her faithful. There was no way she could handle being someone’s goddess.

      Suddenly, her burst of energy drained, and she felt more tired than ever before. Paige flopped down near the top of a sand dune, facing the ocean. Fall fast approached, days getting shorter with each sunset. Though it felt too early, the sun already made a beeline toward the water’s edge as she watched, sinking away while turning the sky shades of gold that lead to brilliant splashes of vermillion and finally the soft blue of impending twilight. Early stars appeared within the blue vastness, fighting the last light of the sun for dominance over the sky.

      Paige stroked her belly, looking at the scene so different from the one in Los Angeles, where she barely ever noticed stars over the bright city lights that vied for attention. Here, the lull of waves crashing while the sun slipped further away was enough to put even her tangled heart at ease.

      “What am I doing, fetus?” she asked the life growing inside her. “Is it even fair to consider bringing you into my mess of a life? I should probably see the island doctor soon. You’d be so much better off not stuck with a dud like me.”

      Wait. She’d never seen a doctor, and it didn’t occur to her to check on something before. Pulling out her phone, she quickly typed in a search. “Safety of diving while pregnant”

      The search lists immediately showed her that it absolutely wasn’t a good idea, especially not the type of dive she’d done today where they’d gone deep enough to have to take decompression stops along the way. She might have already done irreparable damage to the little fetus inside her.

      “Oh, shit.” She flung her phone into the sand, patting her belly. “I’m sorry, fetus. I didn’t know. I should have known, but I wasn’t even thinking about getting pregnant. Damn, I suck.”

      “Paige? Finally. I’ve been looking all over for you.”

      Paige jumped when Anthony plopped onto the sand next to her. The screen on her phone was still lit, and he picked it up, glancing at it.

      “Diving while pregnant? What’s this for?”

      Before she could think up a good excuse, Anthony handed the phone back, looking at her in the rapidly fading light with another new expression she hadn’t seen before. This one was serious. There was no scorn or happiness, just concern and maybe a touch of anger if she read him right.

      “Did that guy knock you up and then cheat on you?”

      Yep, definitely anger there. At least it wasn’t directed at her. She didn’t know why, but the relief she felt at that was tremendous.

      Still, she couldn’t tell anyone about this. Not until she decided what to do. It wasn’t Anthony’s business or his problem.

      Turning off the display on her phone, she forced a smile. “Don’t treat me like some sort of victim where Jason’s concerned. I’m in control of my own life. However, this wasn’t research for me. A girlfriend from back home called to ask me about it. She just found out she’s expecting, but she had a dive planned.”

      It was amazing how easily the lie came off her tongue. Then again, she’d told a lot of lies to cover for Jason when her parents would ask why they never came back home to visit. She’d never wanted anyone to see him in a bad light, so she’d become a good little liar. Whatever it took for everyone to see him as a perfect boyfriend and later fiancé. She could hold her life together if she convinced herself the lies were truth. What a joke.

      Anthony’s brow furrowed, but he remained silent. Even in the darkness, she could see that he seemed to be considering something, so she remained silent, waiting for him to speak.

      “I didn’t mean to say you were a victim,” he said softly. “I’m just angry that he cheated on you. If I were your fiancé...”

      He broke off, letting the words hang between them.

      After what felt like forever, he finally moved a bit closer, putting an arm around her shoulder. Even though she knew she probably shouldn’t accept his comfort, especially when she’d just lied to him, she couldn’t help but lean into his embrace. It was too nice having someone to count on right now. She needed that.

      Still, she didn’t want him to get the wrong idea and feel hurt later.

      “You’re such a good friend, Anthony. I’m not sure what I’d do without you.”

      He heaved a small sigh that she felt through her contact against his side more than heard, but he didn’t say anything.

      After he held her in silence for a while, the sun completely disappeared. Finally, he cleared his throat. “Guess I should let you go and call your friend, huh? Wouldn’t want her to go for a dive and hurt the baby.”

      Paige felt guilty all over again, thinking about how she’d already been on several dives since becoming pregnant. Three before she knew and then the one today when she was too stupid to look into safety measures.

      “Unfortunately,” she admitted, “she already went on a few dives. She probably screwed that poor fetus up.”

      “Fetus?” Anthony’s head whipped around, and he favored her with a glare she’d never seen directed at her before. “It’s not a fetus. It’s a baby.”

      Paige rolled her eyes at his overreaction. “Great. You’re one of those, huh? Well, it’s her body, and she called it a fetus.”

      “And what? You agree with her? Okay, sure.” Anthony jerked his arm off her shoulder, separating their bodies almost as if he could no longer stand to touch her. “Women’s bodies, women’s choices. The dad never gets a say.”

      “You’re being a bit harsh.” She shook her head, honestly bewildered. “What’s gotten into you?”

      “I’m just sick of people like you acting this way. You’re all the same. I can’t stand it. You don’t care about the babies, and you definitely don’t care about the fathers. You think the mom should do whatever she wants and no one else matters.”

      He didn’t know anything about what she dealt with, and he’d attacked her anyway. Paige wasn’t about to hold still for it.

      She stood up, her anger now matching his. “You don’t know anything about why a woman might make certain choices, yet you’re going to judge my friend like she’s injuring you personally? You aren’t the level-headed, good man I thought you were. We’re done with this discussion. You can sit here on your high horse if you want. Just leave me the hell alone.”

      Not looking back once, Paige stalked the rest of the way to the housing unit. She couldn’t tell Anthony the truth about her situation even if she wanted to. He wouldn’t understand her dilemma. That was fine. She’d known she was on her own from the moment she caught Jason cheating.

      Besides, she never asked to be Anthony’s damn goddess anyway! It wasn’t her fault he’d just discovered she wasn’t perfect when he’d put her on some sort of gilded pedestal.

      She slammed the door to her apartment, flopping onto the bed and squeezing her eyes closed. She refused to cry. Instead, she tried her best to forget about Jason and Anthony until it was time to sleep.
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      Paige waited at the island’s only medical office bright and early. The doctor’s wife, Betty, opened the door with a smile.

      “You work on Parker’s diving tours, right?” Her blond hair had to come from a bottle, but she wore a motherly smile and instantly put Paige at ease. “I don’t know everyone on this island as well as I’d like though. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

      “I’m Paige Warner.” She offered her best smile. “I know I don’t have an appointment, but it’ll be another busy day out on the boat. I hoped you could fit me in. I really need to see the doctor before work today.”

      “Luckily, we mostly deal with small bumps and bruises that occur when guests think the island is some bubble-wrapped paradise, then get reminded it’s a wilderness with fancy hotels.” She chuckled. “We’re completely free until the small accidents start. Come on in.”

      At Betty’s warm welcome, Paige felt herself breathe a little easier. She wasn’t sure what she would have done if they’d turned her away. She didn’t really want to explain to Parker why she couldn’t dive for a while. Plus, even though Anthony had pissed her off last night, she really did need to figure out what she and Fetus were doing.

      Fetus. She had to laugh at herself. If she did have this kid, that might just end up being its name. It already felt like she’d named it that, and she talked to it all the time now. She’d only known about it a few days, but it felt like a part of her. If she didn’t already harm it irreparably by the dives she’d done, was she really ready to abort it? Could she?

      A sudden wave of dizziness took over her with those thoughts, and she reached blindly for one of the chairs in the small waiting room. As she slumped into it, Betty looked over her shoulder.

      “Sweetie, are you okay? Your smile was so pretty I thought this was something routine.” The nurse rushed to her side, squatting in front of her and reaching out to touch her wrist, checking her pulse. “A little elevated but not bad. Do you feel like you can walk into an examination room?”

      “Yeah.” Paige sucked in a few breaths to clear her head. “I think I’m just overwhelmed. Maybe I hyperventilated and made myself dizzy?”

      “You weren’t hyperventilating,” Betty assured her. “However, extreme stress could have made you feel suddenly faint. Let’s get you in a room in case someone else walks in, and I’ll get some initial paperwork filled out. My husband, that’s Dr. Peterson, he’s running a little behind this morning, but he’ll be along soon.”

      “That’s okay, Nurse Betty,” Paige assured her. “I might be more comfortable talking to you about this.”

      “I see. Woman troubles. Okay, back we go.” Betty helped her to her feet, then put an arm around her waist to guide her to the room. After helping her onto the bed, she patted Paige’s back in her motherly way. “Unwanted pregnancy?”

      Stunned for a few moments, Paige just gaped at her. “Ummm... I don’t know yet. Pregnant, single as of two days ago, and I’ve been on a several decompression dives, most recently yesterday afternoon. Judging when I was last with my ex, I’m six weeks along. I didn’t know it was bad to dive when pregnant. I should have, but I didn’t. Did I screw Fetus up or is there a chance it’s okay?”

      Betty frowned, seeming to be thinking. “Well, for moral reasons, there isn’t a lot of research on diving while pregnant. Most decompression research I know about has been done on sheep. Low birthweight, brain defects, or miscarriage are some of the risks.”

      “Yeah.” Paige covered her eyes, not wanting to face any judgement that might be in Nurse Betty’s gaze. “I looked it up on the internet last night when it finally occurred to me that I did something stupid. That’s what it said there. I hoped you might know more.”

      “Honey, if you’re a diver, why didn’t you know this all beforehand? I’m not trying to judge, but if you and your ex wanted to get pregnant...”

      “No. That wasn’t the plan. I don’t want a baby.”

      “Oh, the way you were concerned, I thought you did. Are you considering putting it up for adoption, then?”

      This woman would probably judge her too. Paige knew even mentioning killing a fetus was enough to get the stink eye from a lot of people—just look at her family and Anthony. She knew her family would never speak to her again if they ever found out. It was a tossup whether Anthony would.

      Finally, she took her courage in both hands. “I wasn’t planning adoption either. I’d have to stop working for a while to have the baby. I can’t really afford that.”

      “If you’re six weeks along, the morning after pill is still an option.” Betty said the words in the same tone as everything else she’d said. “It’s a little less effective after six weeks, but if you took it today, it’s a pretty good bet. Once you go past ten weeks, you’d probably need to go to a bigger clinic and get a procedure done instead.”

      Paige uncovered her eyes, staring at Betty. “No lecture?”

      Betty gave her a kind smile. “Do you want one? I can tell just by your words and reactions that you’re already beating yourself up over this, as are most women I talk to in your position. I’m just here to give you options, not tell you what to do.”

      “I...” Paige squeezed her hands into tight fists, letting her fingernails dig into her palms. The pain was small compared to what Fetus might feel if she chose to kill it. Still, would Fetus have a lot more pain if she’d already hurt it by diving? “Is there a way to tell if Fetus was hurt by the dives?”

      “We can do all the preliminary tests,” Betty said. “We’ll have an ultrasound, bloodwork, that sort of thing. We can watch throughout your pregnancy. Unfortunately, complete brain function and knowing whether it will develop to full maturity as far as birthweight will be hard to determine in the beginning stages. By the time we know those things, you’ll already nearly have a baby on your hands and be past the point of abortion.”

      “So, basically, unless I want the poor thing ripped out of me in a procedure like the horror ones I’ve seen on TV they use to scare people about abortion, I have three or four weeks to decide to take this pill.”

      “D and C is still an option after ten weeks, yes,” Betty said. “I won’t argue whether it’s good or bad. Sometimes, abortion is the only option. If you’re belittling anyone who had to take that route without knowing their story, you’re as bad as the people you feared would look funny at you.”

      “Oh!” Paige widened her eyes, realizing Betty was right. What was she thinking? It seemed values pounded into her since birth were hard to let go of, even as she considered breaking them herself. “Everyone has their reasons. I’m just not sure I can kill Fetus. I don’t think I want to be a mother, but this is such a big choice. What I need right now is a doctor’s excuse to stay on the boat and not dive while I make a decision.”

      “Sure.” Betty smiled again. “I’ll get the doc to run the ultrasound and check you out. We can give you the pills so that you have them in the event you decide to take them, but call me before you do in case you end up needing help. Doing it alone can be hard. Also, if you change your mind about adoption, McCallister’s Paradise actually has a really nice plan in place for pregnant employees and even expectant fathers, so that’s always an option.”

      Paige took in some breaths that felt freer than they had moments before. “Thank you. I definitely came to the right place to get information.”

      “Sure, sweetie. Let me go grab the doc.”
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        * * *

      

      Parker stared at Anthony while they took gear off the racks on the ship, eyes as round as quarters. “He cheated on her?”

      “Stupid prick.” Anthony growled. “I’d like to rip his throat out.”

      “Can’t have that. You’ll go to prison, and I need you here.”

      Anthony knew Parker wanted to lighten his mood, but all he’d been able to think about last night was how strong Paige had tried to be and how much he ached for her. Sure, they’d gotten into that stupid fight over her friend getting pregnant. They certainly had different views on that, and he hoped they never spoke about it again. That didn’t keep him from wanting to beat the shit out of Jason for hurting her.

      Anthony sighed. “Couldn’t the prick just be a decent human and break up with her if he wanted to see other women?”

      Parker shrugged. “You’re assuming all people are decent humans? Are you forgetting about my ex?”

      “Ugh. Sorry, dude. Forget I said that.” Anthony patted Parker’s shoulder. “At least you got Ryan out of the deal.”

      Parker grinned. “Ryan is certainly worth it. He completes our family.”

      Anthony forced a smile, trying to be his usual happy self. When it came to kids, it was difficult. Even if he had to be a stepfather, just like Sierra was a stepmother to Ryan, Anthony would jump at the chance. If only he’d worn a condom back in high school. Now, he felt like being thirty and childless was his punishment for making a stupid mistake and getting Tiffany pregnant. Her aborting the baby had been part of his overall punishment.

      Gloomy now in a way only thoughts of his lack of love and family could make him, Anthony rededicated himself to work and tried to keep his mind off it. He looked for flippers for the guests scheduled on the snorkeling trip in an hour, then finally faced Parker again. “Sierra isn’t Ryan’s real mom, but that doesn’t make a difference, does it?”

      “Not one bit. Why?”

      “Maybe I should just adopt a kid. I hear it’s hard to do, but I have a stable income, and I’d be a good father.”

      Parker laughed. “You’d be a great dad, but maybe you should give it a little more time to do things the old-fashioned way. Your dream girl just barely came back on the market. She needs a little time to heal from this breakup, but then she might look your way.”

      “Nope. She’s made it clear we’re only friends.”

      “Give it time.” Parker gave him an encouraging slap on the shoulder.

      Somehow, it did help. Anthony went back to his job, double-checking life vests. Despite the argument with Paige last night over babies, he made sure all her personal gear was in perfect order while he checked the gear for their guests. She’d called earlier to say she would be late, and Anthony wanted to make sure nothing happened to her out in the open water.

      As though his thoughts summoned her, footsteps sounded above deck.

      “Hey, guys!” Paige’s cheerful voice called out, followed by the patter of her footsteps skipping down the stairs. “Sorry for being late. I’ve been feeling a bit dizzy since coming back from California, so I stopped in at the clinic.”

      She breezed past Anthony, giving him a small glare, as she approached Parker with a note outstretched in her hand. Yep, still mad about their fight. He’d have to apologize. She was right that it wasn’t his business what her friend did.

      “What’s this?” Parker asked.

      “It’s not a huge deal,” she explained. “Just a doctor’s note. I’m sorry, but for the next few weeks, Dr. Peterson thinks I should remain onboard and do the safety checks when we’re doing scuba dives. I’m okay for snorkeling trips, but this dizziness has been bothering me for a while, so he thinks I should make sure it’s not something to do with decompression sickness. He wants me to check in with him regularly for the next little bit.”

      Unable to stop himself, Anthony took a step closer. “Are you okay? Why does he think you’re dizzy?”

      She leveled a glare at him. “None of your business. It’s a private matter.”

      “She’s right.” Parker flashed a smile. “It’s no problem, Paige. You’re just as capable of monitoring up top as I am. I’ll do dives with Anthony. It’ll be just like old times before you joined the crew.”

      “Great.” She gave him a pat on the shoulder. “Thanks, boss. I knew you’d understand, but I’m still grateful. I know it’s not easy to shift things around.”

      “Doesn’t matter today.” Parker indicated the gear they had laid out on the wooden flooring. “Today’s all snorkeling trips. Help us get this upstairs, but if you feel dizzy at all, take it easy, okay? I don’t want you overdoing. Make sure you drink lots of water and rest whenever you need. That’s an order.”

      Paige smiled and gave him a salute. “Aye, aye, Captain!”

      Parker grabbed an armload of flippers, then disappeared above board.

      Not sure what to say after her clear rejection, Anthony grabbed all the life vests he could manage. “Just leave this. I’ll get it. Are you feeling sick as well as dizzy? Save your energy for swimming.”

      “I’m not an invalid. This is just a precaution. I can still do my job, so leave me alone.”

      Brushing past him while letting out a huff, she grabbed the remaining lifejackets and a couple of goggles.

      Knowing from experience that arguing with her was pointless, he decided he would simply wait for her to head up the stairs so he could walk behind her. She was still mad about their argument last night. He needed to find the right time to apologize, but for now, he was more concerned about her dizziness. He wished she’d have told him. He didn’t want her anywhere around the stairs on her own until this was solved.

      Frustration about being friend-zoned and having to love his goddess from afar was one thing, but there was no way he’d ever let her get hurt on his watch.

      As he followed closely behind her, she stopped abruptly and whipped her head around. “What are you doing?”

      “Aren’t you dizzy?” The higher step she stood on put her eyeline on his level, so he had a perfect view of her icy glare. “I’m not leaving you on stairs alone. If you fall and get hurt, as your friend, I’d be really sad.”

      Her eyelids narrowed, and irritation was plain to see behind those aqua orbs he loved so much. “We aren’t friends anymore, Anthony. I realized last night that we’re too different. I don’t need you to pretend to be a hero. Just leave me alone.”

      Marching away from him for the third time in as many days, Anthony was too dumbfounded to do more than watch her go. Was this all really because he’d disagreed over what to call a pregnancy and had stuck up for the dads who didn’t get a choice? Or maybe she was embarrassed about telling him Jason cheated on her. Whatever it was, he needed to figure it out fast. He couldn’t stand this much longer.
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      Paige tried to keep a professional smile in place throughout the day. The resort guests were all sorts of excited and happy, hopefully so entranced by the beauty just below the surface of the water, they never noticed her sour mood.

      “Oh, Paige!” The two children she currently monitored in the latest group had stuck to her like glue, and the little girl was darling. She pulled on Paige’s arm in her excitement. “Look right below us. What is that?”

      Dutifully, Paige dipped her head down, even though she knew exactly where they were on this stretch of the ocean. The small coral reef their island boasted was right below them. The different fish and plant life that called this spot home mingled in the water, just out of reach with the height of the tide.

      She came back up at the same time as the children’s heads broke the surface. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Paige gave her first genuine smile of the day.

      “I want to touch it,” the little girl proclaimed.

      “Sorry.” Paige shook her head. “Do you want to kill something that isn’t even bothering you?”

      “Kill it?” The little girl frowned. “What does that mean?”

      Hmmm... in this era of video games and phones sucking all of children’s attention, they knew very little about the real world. Things like conserving wildlife probably didn’t factor into their daily life much. Heck, it had only interested Paige more than hanging out with her friends as a teenager because she’d been so obsessed with the ocean.

      “You guys play video games, right?”

      “Sure,” the little boy pipped up. “Dad even lets us play the rated M ones sometimes.”

      Oh, good. They knew about guns and killing then. This would be easy.

      “So, when you shoot a bad guy, they die, right?”

      The kids bobbed along the surface of the water in their lifejackets, nodding in agreement.

      “Unfortunately, a lot of marine life doesn’t need a gun to kill it. Pollution from humans and oil spills, all sorts of things hurt it. If we touch it or try and take things from it, we might damage it. If that beautiful place dies, we can’t restart the level and try again. It’ll be gone forever.”

      Both children’s eyes grew wide. The little girl was younger but seemed to catch on seconds faster than her brother. “If you kill something, it’s gone forever?”

      Paige’s heart panged a bit as she thought about Fetus. “Outside of a video game, yes. Let’s just look at the fish and the pretty coral, okay? We want to leave them alone so we can look at them again sometime in the future.”

      Both kids nodded firmly. “No touching,” they agreed.

      She spent the remainder of the time pointing things out to the children and helping them pose for the underwater pictures Parker always took of their guests. However, her mind was only on Fetus. She only had a few weeks to make the biggest decision of her life. Once she killed something, it was gone forever. How could she decide this?

      She had no one to turn to. Her mother wouldn’t even think about listening. If she mentioned it, her mom was sure to hang up and refuse her calls for weeks. Her dad would refuse her calls for all eternity. She had cut off all her old friends when she’d started dating Jason, attentive to his every want and need all throughout college. After college, she’d moved to McCallister’s Paradise. Jason never wanted her to make any friends, saying all she needed was him.

      It was a wonder the man ever had time to cheat, since she called him every night. However, there was the time difference. Plus, the girl in his bed had known about her. His woman of the week must’ve always agreed to stay quiet when she called. How stupid they all were—mostly her, though. At least the other women knew he had a fiancée. She’d blithely believed he was faithful to her, even when she’d questioned it, she’d always told herself he wouldn’t do that to her.

      The only people she ever talked to on the island in any meaningful capacity were Parker and Anthony. Parker couldn’t know she was pregnant, not until she figured out what to do. Anthony... Anthony would be every bit as bad as her parents if he found out the friend she’d mentioned was really her. She had no one and nothing. It was just her and Fetus, and she had no idea if she could figure things out in time.

      “Paige?” the girl’s squeaky voice sounded a bit panicked. “Everyone’s swimming away. Are you okay?”

      Coming back to her senses, Paige forced a smile. “Sorry. I was lost looking at the water. Should we go? Race you two back to the group.”

      “You’re on,” the brother said, taking off before she said go.

      “No fair!” the sister cried, hurrying after him.

      Smiling at their sweet innocence, Paige swam after them, purposely staying behind to watch their progress. When they caught up to the group, she made a big deal out of what good swimmers they were and congratulated them both on beating her in the race.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony couldn’t take his eyes off Paige. He tried to watch her as covertly as possible, not sure what to make of her attitude. She was certainly sad, though she smiled sincerely at the few children scattered throughout the snorkeling trips that day.

      He wished he had the courage to speak with her, but anytime she caught him staring, her glare was enough to tell him what she wanted.

      Stay away! We aren’t friends anymore.

      He could almost hear those hateful words again, just like in the morning on the boat.

      They packed up the gear in silence while Parker entered information into the logbooks above them. Any time they bumped against each other in the hold, Anthony tried to find something to say to her, some way to apologize for last night, but she ignored him so thoroughly, the words died before reaching his lips. After what felt like forever, they shut the last cupboard and ascended above board.

      Parker flashed a grin. “Clean up’s so much quicker when we don’t have the scuba gear out.”

      “Sure is.” Paige practically sparkled, so radiant was the smile she favored him with.

      Anthony tried not to grumble, but a sound must’ve slipped out because Parker shot him a wry smile.

      “That was a lot of guests,” Parker said. “I’d say we’ve all earned a beer. What do you guys think?” He pulled a cooler from a hidden cabinet under the table his logbook sat on. “One to celebrate a job well done?”

      Anthony glanced at Paige. Would she at least agree to having a drink with him? Even if they weren’t friends anymore, they could still be work buddies.

      “Sorry. I shouldn’t drink while I’m having this dizzy issue. Not until the doc figures out what to do.”

      That was a valid reason, but Anthony couldn’t help but feel like what she rejected wasn’t the drink but spending time with him.

      Parker shrugged but snuck a glance Anthony’s direction. “Sure. I’d planned to have Anthony walk you home if alcohol made things worse, but it’s a good idea to avoid it. Have to keep my bonny first mate in tip-top condition.”

      Paige laughed. Damn, Anthony loved that sound, even if he was frustrated right now. “I’m not sure about being your first mate. Isn’t that Anthony? He’s been here longer.”

      “Ah, but you’ll be running the ship while we boys dive the next few weeks. I’ll want you steady on your feet if you have my life in your hands.”

      “Sure thing.” She smiled again. “I won’t let you down, no matter what.”

      “We know you won’t, right Anthony?”

      Suddenly drawn into the conversation, Anthony couldn’t stop himself from meeting Paige’s gaze. For the first time today, her eyes didn’t narrow in anger when they met his. “No matter what,” he said softly, “I always trust you, goddess.”

      Her mouth dipped into a slight frown, but she looked more like she was thinking than that his words upset her.

      After a few moments, Parker clapped him on the shoulder. “Well, if we aren’t drinking, I’m heading home to my family. Anthony, would you make sure Paige makes it home safe? You guys are in the same housing unit anyway. No matter how much I nagged, she refused to take it easy today. I’m a little worried about what’ll happen if she gets dizzy during the trip up the pathway.”

      Anthony looked at Paige, not sure she’d agree after their conversation this morning. Truthfully, he wanted to spend time with her. Even if she was embarrassed about telling him the truth about Jason or mad at him for arguing about her friend’s baby or fetus or whatever, none of that mattered. He wanted to be there for her... if she’d let him.

      He stood, taking a step her direction. “I’d love to walk you home, but only if you’re okay with that.”

      She stayed motionless for a few moments, but finally nodded. “Okay.”

      They all stepped off the ship, then waved goodbye to Parker as he hopped on a four-wheeler to drive to his family home on the edge of the island. Anthony desperately wanted to take Paige’s hand, but forced himself to shove his fingers into the pockets of his swim trunks.

      “It was a good day,” he said, trying to keep the conversation light. “The water was clear. I think the guests were happy.”

      “They were. I even taught the kids I was in charge of a bit about conservation and the importance of not touching things. They were all receptive. That’s a plus.”

      “Yeah.”

      They fell silent after that. Anthony wondered if it was as awkward for her as it was for him. They used to walk home together most nights. Even when they didn’t talk, it had never felt like this. Normally walking beside Paige felt like spending time wrapped in a comfortable blanket on a cold day—safe, warm, and everything right in the world. Tonight, he was on pins and needles, trying not to fall off the tip of an iceberg when he couldn’t fathom the depths of the water below.

      “I have no one to talk to,” she said softly, sounding forlorn. “I know you’re the last person who probably wants to hear about this, but I have no one. I’ve tried to convince myself I can do this alone without anyone else, but I just don’t think I can. Will you listen to my story a little? Just listen for now, not talk.”

      She sounded needy. Something he’d never heard from her before. As much as Anthony desired to have all that Paige was, she was always independent and sure of herself. For the first time ever, she needed him.

      He stepped a little closer to her on the path, taking his hand from his pocket to allow it to gently brush hers while they walked, though he didn’t grab it. “I’m listening.”

      They walked on a few more moments in silence. Anthony had just decided she’d changed her mind when she finally started to speak.

      “I have plans, Anthony, big plans. Maybe I’m a selfish person but having a husband and thinking about starting a family, it takes a lot of time. Time I’m not sure I ever want to give. Maybe that’s why Jason cheated on me. He knew I would never give up my goals and devote myself to becoming the perfect wife and mother.”

      Wow. That was a strike straight to his heart. He’d fallen in love with a woman who didn’t want a family. Ironic, since the one thing he wanted most was to be a husband and father.

      “Still,” she continued, unaware of his shock, “I’m not even as sad about the breakup as I should be. I’m going to be so busy once I open my own business. What I have planned will take all my energy. How fair would that be to a kid? I mean... Well, what I mean is if Jason and I had a kid in the future.”

      “Wait? You’re opening your own business?” Despite his promise to just listen, Anthony realized there was a lot about Paige he didn’t know.

      She glanced at him, her eyes lighting with joy for the first time in far too long. “Oh, have I never told you why I’m even here? It’s all for Michael. You see, my older brother has muscular dystrophy. He still gets around for the most part, but the disease continues to progress and steadily sucks away his dreams, especially since he’s been confined to a wheelchair most his life. The one thing he wants more than anything is to scuba dive, but it’s hard to find adaptive scuba lessons near our hometown. I want to open a school for him and people like him back home.”

      Anthony couldn’t help but return her bright smile. That was a worthwhile dream for his goddess. He couldn’t believe he’d never realized just how giving and wonderful she was before this moment.

      Suddenly, the light in her eyes dimmed. “Problem is, I didn’t realize just how much money or time it would take.” She shrugged, throwing her shoulders back. “That doesn’t matter, though. I’m determined to make his dream come true. Once Mike gets certified, I’m going to take him on some great dives. I’ll give him memories to sustain him through the rougher days when the disease takes even more from him. He’s going to get those dreams fulfilled, no matter what.”

      The sadness had left her voice completely, and Paige sounded full of life and hope. Anthony had never heard her so happy or excited, and it was absolutely entrancing.

      “Is that why you work here?” he asked. “Are you trying to raise enough money?”

      “Partly,” she agreed. “Resorts are a good place to do this. Plus, I’ll earn credits for dives and recognition. It’s a great way to advance my certifications. I need credentials if people are going to trust me to train them. My little sister, Patty, has a mental disability, but she’s been bitten by the scuba bug as well. I think it’s because she idolizes Mike so much. I’ll need to learn adaptive courses for her if I can. I want us all to go together on some dives, at least the easier ones she’ll be able to handle. This is something I’d love to do for more families too.”

      “Wow, that has to be hard on your parents, having two children with special needs. Any more siblings.”

      Paige shook her head. “Not from lack of trying, but my poor Mom had four miscarriages after Patty. She begged Dad to stop, but he doesn’t believe in birth control.” For the first time Anthony could remember, he saw a tear well in the corner of Paige’s eye, though she quickly blinked it away. “No matter what kind of dick Dad wanted to be, Mom couldn’t handle losing any more fetuses. She snuck off to a doctor and started taking the pill in secret.”

      That did sound rough. What sort of man wouldn’t listen to the woman he loved? It seemed unthinkable that Paige’s poor mother had to go through that.

      “Luckily, for her,” Paige continued, “a Pap smear showed some precancerous cells. Doesn’t seem lucky, right? But Mom finally had a legit reason to get a hysterectomy. She could stop the pill and thus stop living in fear that he’d find out about the pill one day. Poor woman. That man is too stubborn. To think, I almost married one pretty damn similar to him. I didn’t realize it before, but I see it now that I’m out of the situation and can see the things Jason made me do.” She heaved a sigh, going silent as she retreated into her own thoughts.

      That was okay, however. She’d given Anthony a lot of food for thought. It was no wonder Paige had such strong feelings about being in control of her own body. It must’ve been hell watching her mother grieve for so many lost pregnancies, then not be allowed to use birth control because the man who was supposed to love her said no. Her mom had to sneak birth control just to make it so her heart could stop breaking with each new pregnancy.

      He wondered how old Paige was when this all happened. Perhaps he shouldn’t have been so quick to judge her word choice last night. It was so hard not to make snap judgements based what had happened to him in high school, but she’d been right. He had no idea what a woman was going through when she made her decisions.

      Even though he had painted Tiffany as a villain, he didn’t really know what agony she might have gone through when deciding to abort their baby back then...

      He cleared his throat, refusing to examine that thought any closer. It hurt too much, and he wasn’t ready for it. “Sounds rough on your mom. Still, I love this idea of yours for your business. It sounds worthwhile. Was Jason going to help?”

      “Hmmm... I find that highly unlikely, considering what I know now. He knew what I wanted before we ever started dating. After college, he told me to come out here and get the experience and the money, but he expected me to send money to him each month to pay my fair share of the California apartment. That’s set me back a bit. I’m nowhere near my financial goals to pull off the school. On top of that, if he wasn’t willing to move to paradise with me, I’m thinking there’s no way he ever planned to move to the boonies of Wisconsin and help me cater to differently abled people. I can’t see him having the patience or the temperament. I should have realized all that sooner, I suppose, but I didn’t want to admit I made a mistake when I chose my boyfriend.”

      He was a man who used her for her money and couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. Yet, here was Paige berating herself and saying it was her fault. Anthony very much suspected there was no way Jason ever intended on helping her. The man was a user. He’d used Paige and never felt guilty about it.

      Unable to stop himself any longer, he took her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “It’s a great goal. You’re even more wonderful than I knew.”

      She gave him a soft smile, but then pulled her hand away. “But I’m so screwed up. I’m in an even bigger jam now than when I first met Jason.” She rubbed her belly gently, reminiscent of the way an expectant mother might. “My goals are farther away than ever.”

      The odd belly rub reminded him he’d never actually apologized. “Hey, about last night. I need to say I’m sorry. I had no clue everything your mom went through and what you saw. I don’t know what your friend is dealing with. It’s not up to me whether you call it a baby or a fetus. I was way out of line. All I know is you’re my goddess, and I don’t want us to fight anymore.”

      Paige looked at him, narrowing her eyes once more. “How can you keep calling me that? I’m nowhere near a goddess. I’m a screwed-up human who couldn’t even keep my fiancé interested. I’m nowhere close to keeping a promise I made to my brother clear back when I was ten years old, and if you knew even more about me... I’m no goddess. I’m a wreck!”

      She turned to flee, but there was no way Anthony was going to let it be four for four.

      Reaching out, he grabbed her arm, pulling her to his chest. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders. She pushed against him, fighting to escape.

      “Stop it, Anthony. I don’t want to talk anymore.”

      He continued embracing her. “We don’t have to talk. Just let me hold you.”

      “No.”

      “Even screwed-up goddesses need comfort. Please? I need your comfort just as much.”

      Paige sighed, but then rested her head against him and relaxed. “Only a few minutes. Don’t expect me to get all girly and cry.”

      “I don’t. You’re the strongest woman I know. I’m always watching you. It’s hard not to stare at the star that shines brightest. You might feel screwed up right now, but you’ll figure things out. I’m glad you talked to me. Your goals are wonderful.”

      She tipped her head up, looking into his eyes as the inky night deepened around them. “You really think so?”

      “Absolutely. I wish I had a goal that grand. I’m just working here because it’s a job and I like to dive. It would be awesome to work at this place you create and actually help people.”

      She chuckled a bit, resting her forehead back on his chest. “Be careful. You might find yourself recruited to leave with me in a few years, and then where would poor Parker be?”

      “I’d follow you to the boonies or to the ends of the Earth, goddess. Parker could find new guides.”

      Paige looked back up at him, a small frown once again on her face, the kind that said she was confused, not angry. “I really think it’s time we go home.”

      “Sure.”

      He reclaimed her hand. To his delight, she didn’t pull away. Nor did she complain when he took the elevator up to her floor and walked her to her apartment.

      As soon as she had the door unlocked, he leaned in, placing a chaste, almost-friendly-but-not-quite kiss on her cheek. “Goodnight, goddess. If you need to talk, I’m always a phone call away. I mean that.”

      Her hand went to her cheek, but she didn’t respond.

      Deciding this was a good place to leave things, Anthony went to the waiting elevator and returned to his room. Maybe things weren’t perfect between them, and they still had more to learn about each other than Anthony had realized, but his goddess was even better than he’d expected. His love for her would only continue to grow.
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      Paige awoke to the chime of an incoming text message. Through sleep-heavy eyes, she fumbled for her phone. Parker. Damn, it was before six in the morning.

      “Fetus, this is another reason you and I don’t belong together. Kids are morning creatures. I do not like waking up with the birds.”

      Opening the message feature, Parker’s text surprised her. Hey first mate, tough news. Sudden storm expected this afternoon, so I cancelled the dive. I can handle the small group of snorkelers this morning on my own. Get some extra rest.

      No way. Until she and Fetus figured out a plan, snorkeling was the one thing she could do. Typing quickly, she sent back a message: You deserve a break, boss. I’ll take out the group this morning.

      Her phone chimed a few seconds later. Nope. Anthony’s off too. It’s only a group of three. They’ve requested pictures, so it has to be me. Your health comes first. Go back to sleep. I know you hate early birds and worms.

      Parker could be stubborn. With a wry smile, she typed back a thank you and pulled the covers over her shoulders. She hoped that snorkeling group wasn’t going out for a bit longer. The tourists might always think this was a tropical paradise, but Paige swore it felt cooler with each passing year. She’d become acclimatized to paradise.

      Being back home in Wisconsin where it snowed in the winter, she’d freeze half to death. Whenever she did leave this island, she needed to remember to buy clothing and bundle up. Speaking of home, she checked her phone again, figuring out the time difference. Michael was sure to be awake. Talking about him last night made her realize how long had passed without them speaking.

      The phone only rang once. “Sis? Is that you?”

      She couldn’t help but smile. “How’s it going, Mike?”

      “Better since one of my favorite sisters called.”

      “Always the same answer.” Paige laughed. It was impossible not to feel cheerful when talking to her amazing brother.

      “Well, you and Patty are the best sisters a guy could have, so that answer is always true.”

      Even though Mike’s speech was a bit slurred due to the muscular problems he had from his disease, he was still easy to understand and sounded no worse than the last time Paige had spoken to him. She always gave a small sigh of relief when this happened. Mike had a good team of doctors, but unfortunately his disease could be tricky. There were never any warnings when he had a flare of the disease or when things took a turn for the worse.

      “I miss you, Michael.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      She patted her tummy, thinking of Fetus. There was no way she could talk to him about that. “Nothing, really. I’m going to be fine. I just haven’t been home in so long, and I really miss you.”

      “You and Jason should visit. I don’t know if you heard, but I was able to finally get my own place again. A nurse comes every day, but I have a guest room and everything. Jason seems afraid of Mom and Dad, but you could stay here so he can avoid them.”

      How could she admit what a failure she was? She didn’t even have his dive school anywhere near ready, and now she needed to tell him she’d wasted most of her money the last three years on a man who no longer mattered. She huffed a small sigh.

      “I’d like to come see you, but Jason won’t ever be coming again.”

      “Really? Like never?” Mike laughed, then let out a little whoop of joy. “Always hated that dick. Did you wise up and finally dump him?” After a few moments of silence, he seemed to think about what he said. “Um, I mean, you okay, sis?”

      After a few seconds, Paige couldn’t help herself, she burst out in laughter. “I’m better now. Thanks, I needed that. Yeah, I broke up with him. We’re over. Caught him in bed with another girl. Finally realized how dumb I was by staying with him.”

      “Well, he was the idiot, not you. You were always way too good for a dude that wouldn’t even come home and meet your family.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Here’s the new test for the next guy, okay?” Mike sounded way too gleeful. “Listen up.”

      Paige chuckled. “I’m listening, I’m listening.”

      “First date, you ask the guy if he’ll fly home with you. Tell him all about your family, how messed up we are, especially Mom and Dad, and say your second date is in Wisconsin or nowhere.”

      “Little aggressive, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t care.” Mike gave a little sigh. “If you do that, maybe I’ll get to see you soon. Plus, if a dude can handle us, he’s probably the one.”

      “I want to see you too. Things are complicated for me right now, but I’ll come home soon, okay?”

      “Patty asks for you all the time.”

      Paige closed her eyes, imagining her little sister. Even if she was technically only four years younger, Patricia had the mind of a four-year-old child and would never progress farther. She really had no way of understanding why Paige never came home. “If it didn’t confuse her so much, I’d call her. Can you tell her and Mom I send my love?”

      “Always.”

      “Thanks, Mike. I know it’s taking a long time, but I haven’t forgotten our promise.” She held back tears, again wondering what to do about Fetus if she was to keep her promises to her brother. “I’m going to work harder now. We’ll dive together someday soon.”

      “Paige, are you really okay? You know I only want you to be happy, don’t you? I’m fine. When you send me pictures of your dives, it’s so awesome. If I get to go, that’d be cool, but the most important thing is your happiness. Forget about Jason and find some happiness. If coming back here won’t do it, then don’t come back.”

      “Oh, why do you have to be such an angel?” She blew a raspberry into the phone. “You make me feel like a complete failure because you’re so dang perfect. You always were the perfect kid.”

      Mike laughed. “No way to stop this masculine perfection. You have to deal with it.”

      Paige was back to laughing again. “I’ll call back sooner next time, and I’ll send more pictures. I bet Parker has some great ones from the last few weeks. I’m off today, but I’ll send them the next day, okay?”

      “Sure thing, sis. Take care of yourself. I’m glad you got rid of the douchebag.”

      “Yeah, I think I am too. Love you, Mike.”

      “Love ya.”

      As Mike disconnected the phone, Paige lay back in her bed and gently rubbed her stomach once again. Mike always knew the right things to say. He never seemed to let his problems get him down. Not that she thought he never got frustrated. He was human, after all. Still, her big brother was the most amazing person. In some ways, his attitude reminded her of Anthony. Always a large smile, a kind word, and concern for other people. It was as rare to find a frown on Mike’s face as it was to find one on her coworker’s.

      “What do you think, Fetus? Mike says not to worry about him, but everything I’ve done my whole life has been with his happiness in mind.” She sighed, snuggling down into the covers again to hide from the chill. “If I keep you, I don’t think Mike will ever get to dive, and I’ll never open my school. Plus, you’ll be stuck with a crappy mom who’s too selfish to ever give you a nice life. All I want is to spend time in the water and dive. Can I even raise a kid in that kind of life?”

      Unfortunately, there was no way Fetus could answer her. She had no one to turn to. She had a follow-up appointment with Betty next week. Perhaps the nurse would be willing to talk a bit more then.

      For now, she had an unexpected day off and it was still before seven in the morning. Time to sleep. She might not have regular dizziness or any real symptoms of morning sickness like some of those other women, but she shouldn’t turn down the chance for extra sleep.
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        * * *

      

      It was well after noon before Anthony decided to make his way to Paige’s door. While he realized she needed extra rest, she probably also needed food. Her dizziness wouldn’t go away if she didn’t get proper nutrition and stay hydrated.

      Admittedly, this time around he was somewhat hesitant to knock. She was truly single. In all Anthony’s wildest dreams, he’d never imagined Paige would break up with Jason. In the back of his mind, he couldn’t forget Parker saying part of the attraction Paige held was the fact that she wasn’t available, but Anthony wasn’t sure his boss was right.

      Now that Paige was single and available, Anthony found himself wishing to stick by her side. When Paige was ready to date again, he intended to be the only option she could see. Perhaps wanting to dominate her life and take over before she had a chance to catch her breath was wrong, but Anthony knew he could make his goddess happy, just as soon as she was ready to give him that chance.

      After a few breaths for courage, he gave a brisk knock.

      There was some rustling from inside, a bit of silence as Paige probably checked the peephole, and then the door opened. “Anthony? What are you doing here?”

      He flashed his best smile, hoping to put her at ease. “I figured you probably hadn’t come out of your room, since Parker gave us the day off. Wanna grab a bite with me and maybe find something fun to do?”

      She frowned. “I don’t know if I should.”

      “Come on. It’s a friend date. There’s no one else for me to hang out with, and you said you’d be my buddy.”

      “Your diving buddy.” She tried to sound stern, but the corners of her lips turned up slightly as if she fought a smile.

      “A buddy’s a buddy, right? Come on, I’m starving. If you’re feeling dizzy, I’ll walk slow, and you can hold onto my arm. I promise to take good care of my goddess all day long, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Nothing besides my charming escort, of course.” Despite her words, she turned and slipped on some sandals and shrugged on a jacket, snagging her phone off the desk in the tiny apartment, and dropping it into her purse before slinging it over her shoulder. “Lead on, buddy.”

      Somehow, when she said buddy this time it felt more intimate, not like she was holding him at a distance. With a light heart, Anthony offered his arm. Paige accepted it without hesitation, leaning into him slightly as they made their way to the elevator.

      “Sorry to tell you this,” he admitted. “I can’t afford The Pavilion again. It’ll have to be the usual diner.”

      Paige smiled a bit ruefully, leaning her head on his arm as they waited for the elevator doors to open. “I was mad at you because I thought you called me names. I expected you to run away with your head down, not actually take me to The Pavilion. Should I pay for lunch today to make up for that?”

      “Nope. I invited you on the date, goddess. I’ll pay.”

      Anthony held his breath a few moments, wondering if she’d protest about him not adding the word friend before date. To his delight, she either didn’t notice or no longer cared. She also didn’t protest about being his goddess, which had to be forward progress.

      “You said we were doing something fun after?” she reminded him. “What’s the agenda?”

      They stepped onto the elevator. He pushed the ground floor button while keeping a firm hold on her with his other arm. “I was worried about what to plan. Are you still dizzy today? I don’t want to do anything that might put you in danger.”

      “I’m feeling fine now. It might be panic attacks or something.” Paige turned her face away, not looking at him as she said this. “The doc wants to keep me out of situations that might turn dangerous. As long as I can quickly sit down or stop what we do, anything’s fine. Diving is out, because I have to be in full control for something like that.”

      “True. Let me think of something worthy of a goddess while we eat then. However, if you come up with something you’d like to do, let me know. I get the feeling you’ve not had much chance to explore the island, since you stick to your room a lot when you’re here.”

      As they walked down the pathway toward the shopping district, Paige gave him a sharp glance. “How do you know that?”

      “Uh...” Anthony couldn’t keep his gaze on hers and looked away in embarrassment. “I’ve had a crush on you since the first day you came here. I just...”

      “Stalked me?”

      He whipped his head around to look at her, not sure how to deny it without it sounding like an excuse. It was just easy to know what she did when they lived in the same building.

      Luckily, Paige wore a wide grin. “I wish things would continue this well once you know the real me. It’s kinda nice having someone think I’m great.”

      “You are great,” Anthony replied in a firm tone. “The more I learn about you now that we’re having real conversations and not coworker idle chat, the more I like you.”

      Paige’s face seemed to scrunch up a moment, as though his words pained her, but it cleared quickly. “Well, I don’t know much about you, and I spilled a lot about my goals and my family last night. How about today, we take time getting to know you?”

      His goddess was interested in him? This had to be some sort of miracle.

      “Whatever you want. I’ll do whatever I can to fulfill your wishes.”
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      Paige clung to Anthony’s muscular waist, laughing into the warm wind that found its way under her helmet. She’d never experienced the island like this before. Up one sand dune, down the other side, only to ascend yet another. The ATV rumbling beneath them meant freedom of a kind she’d never experienced.

      “I love this!” she shouted, unsure if Anthony could hear her.

      He must have because his laugh followed the wind to her ears, and Anthony gunned the throttle, taking the next steep dune at a faster pace.

      With a squeal of delight, she gripped him even tighter, her heart pounding with excitement at both the danger of falling and the thrill from the speed. Why had she never done this before? It wasn’t like today was the first time Anthony had invited her out. Jason had held her back from experiencing so much since she reached the island.

      After a while, they left the beach, making their way up a well-groomed path lined on each side by jungle-like trees. Birds called out warnings, launching their brightly plumed bodies from nearby trees as the engine drew near. Beautiful ferns all shades of green coated the ground just off the trail, and a myriad of colorful flowers dotted the landscape, peeking through the lush ferns.

      Her heart felt like it lodged in her throat, and emotion overcame her at the splendor. She’d missed out on this for so long. She’d also never invited her family for the McCallister’s Paradise Family Days when the McCallister family graciously allowed employee family members to visit the resort at a huge discount. Maybe this year would be the time to have Mike and Patty come to the island. If she could show them scenes like this, it would be worth any problems that arose.

      Of course, taking care of both siblings at the same time would be a challenge. Somehow, she knew before asking that she could count on Anthony’s help. All she had to do was ask. He was such a dependable man. It would be all too easy to take advantage of him. She had to be careful not to drag him into her mess.

      At the same time, he really was fun to be with now that she allowed herself that luxury.

      They climbed one last hill, and Anthony suddenly pulled the ATV to the side of the trail. He cut the engine, then pulled his helmet off, tossing around his sweaty black hair to clear it from his face before turning to grin at her.

      “This is as far as we go with wheels. Ready for a romantic stroll, my goddess?”

      She let out a small grumble, then removed her own helmet. “You really gotta stop with all the flattery.”

      He smoothly caressed her cheek with the back of his hand. The motion was so natural, it felt like something they’d been doing forever, and for a moment, she didn’t even consider moving away. “Why?” he whispered, voice deep and sexier than normal. “Making your heart pound too hard?”

      Damn, but he was hot. She couldn’t let herself get carried away. There was so much between them still unsaid, but if she didn’t pull away from his caress right now... He leaned ever closer, his lips nearly in kissing range.

      “Yeah, right!” she said, shoving him away with a light push even though her entire body screamed at her not to interrupt whatever was about to happen. Knowing she couldn’t afford to stay close to him, she forced herself to climb off the machine. “Where are we headed, anyway?”

      “It’ll be worth it.” Anthony seemed entirely unfazed about her stopping him. Of course, she was sure now he’d been teasing and wasn’t really planning to kiss her. He opened the storage cooler attached to the back of the ATV and handed her a bottle of water, opening his own and taking a long drink. “Parker told me about a perfect place to view the sunset up here, but it’s quite the hike. Easy trip, but far.”

      “And then we’ll come back in the dark?” She raised her eyebrows, surprised he would plan that when he’d been so worried about her dizziness.

      “I have headlamps in the backpack I’m taking. Plus, Parker promised it’s an easy walk with a maintained path the entire way.”

      She looked around, noting the lack of other ATVs. “I’m surprised there aren’t more people, in that case.”

      Anthony’s mouth twisted a bit, for the first time looking uncomfortable. “Honestly, they’re telling people to stay off the trails this afternoon. High chance of a storm, remember?”

      Paige stared at him for a few minutes, then couldn’t help bursting into laughter. “So why, exactly, are you taking me out when there’s a bad storm coming? What goddess wants to be rained on in the dark?”

      “Parker said there’s a cave there we can stay in if the storm actually comes. I can get you back before work starts tomorrow if we end up sleeping here.”

      “This was Parker’s idea?” She found that a little surprising. He’d seemed to want her to rest today and take care of her health.

      “I texted him while you went to the bathroom after we ate. Luckily, he was done with the snorkeling tour and gave me some ideas. I was desperate. I packed dinner and everything. This will be fun, a little camp out for us.”

      Paige shook her head, though she did sigh a bit regretfully. “I’m having a lot of fun, and I don’t want to ruin your plans, but there’s no way I can spend the night in an old cave. I’m definitely feeling autumn move in these past few days. I’d freeze to death once the sun sets. If it rains, I’m not going to have any fun.”

      Plus, it wouldn’t be good for Fetus, no matter how she looked at it.

      “Dang it. What was I thinking? You’re right, of course.” Anthony’s megawatt smile was nowhere in existence, and his gorgeous brown eyes looked as dejected as Paige had ever seen. “You’ve been sick besides. This wasn’t the best idea. I’m sorry for not planning it better. I’ll take you home.”

      Putting the cap on her water, she placed it back in the cooler, then reached for Anthony’s hand. “Hey, I didn’t say I was ready to end our date.”

      Jumping with clear startlement, he looked up. “You aren’t?”

      “I’m having a lot of fun, and you still haven’t told me about yourself.” She squeezed his hand, somehow feeling at ease with him. “Let’s race back down the jungle and over the beach. That was so much fun. I definitely want to do that again. Then, we can go on the beach near our housing unit to eat dinner. If the storm comes up, we’ll run inside and keep talking there.”

      Anthony’s mouth worked for a few moments without words coming out. Finally, he managed to say, “Whose apartment?”

      Hmmm... seemed like she’d let herself get too into this being a real date, forgetting to keep him on friend terms. She could almost see the thoughts clicking behind his “guy brain” and what they were probably doing to the dangly bits between his legs.

      “Either’s fine,” she said, letting go of his hand. “After all, we’re friends, so we can talk anywhere.”

      He gulped, then nodded. “Yeah, yeah. That’s right. I’m friends with a beautiful goddess. A beautiful, single goddess. One who is just my friend.”

      She couldn’t help herself from laughing. There was something so sweet and utterly charming about the way he lusted for her, and the way he held himself back and didn’t come at her when she made her limits clear. Jason would have never respected her boundaries the way Anthony did. Taking a bit of pity on him, Paige reached out her hand, snagging his and squeezing it gently.

      “Things could grow from friendship, maybe.” She stared into his eyes, wondering if it was a mistake when undeniable hope bloomed inside his. “I’m so messed up right now, and I don’t know if you’ll like me once you know me better.”

      “Yes, I will.”

      She closed her eyes, wishing she could be as sure of that as he was. “I just got out of a relationship, and I have a lot to think about. Can’t you be my friend? I don’t have any of those and I really need one.”

      “I’m honored to be your friend.” Anthony smiled his beautiful smile, prior frustration completely gone. “Let’s race back down these hills and over that beach. If you want to feel speed again, I’ll give it to you.”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. He wanted to give her a lot more, she could tell, but her heart softened even more at his ready acceptance to her wishes.
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        * * *

      

      After their thrilling race back down the beach, Anthony laid a blanket on the sand close enough to their housing unit they could quickly rush inside if the predicted storm appeared. Joyfully, Paige made the perfect date partner, setting out their picnic feast without waiting for instructions. He loved the way she jumped in and did things without apology or excuses.

      He also felt somewhat encouraged about what she’d said earlier, even if it was only a slight promise to the future. Things could grow from friendship. She needed time, and he tried his best to understand that. She’d been with Jason a lot of years. He couldn’t expect lingering feelings to vanish overnight. Even if they’d rarely seen each other the past three years, Paige had considered herself emotionally entangled with the asshole.

      One day, she’d be ready to move into the future. As hard as it was to be patient, Anthony hadn’t waited this long to throw it all away now.

      Deep, throaty laughter reached his ears. Looking up at her mirthful face, he raised his eyebrows in inquiry.

      The laughter lit up her beautiful face, making her blue eyes sparkle more than normal. “I didn’t know unpacking food took so much concentration. Care to share what has you so occupied?”

      Embarrassed, Anthony cleared his throat and turned away, hoping she hadn’t seen the panic that must’ve reflected in his eyes for a moment. After composing himself, he tossed a cocky smile over his shoulder. “I was thinking about my goddess, of course.”

      She groaned and rolled her eyes. “Again with that? Ugh. Can’t you say something serious for once? I’m not saying it’s not flattering, ‘cause it is, but it feels a little...” She shrugged.

      Damn. He’d only been saying what he truly felt while doing his best to flirt and please her, but maybe she’d been honestly telling him not to say it. He’d thought all this time she was being coy and only pretending she didn’t like it. “Feels a little what? Tell me, please. I need to know.”

      “Okay. It feels fake and over the top, like you’re trying to be some perfect prince.” Her aqua gaze steadily met his. “It sounds like a pickup line some douchebag in the bar would use, not like a declaration of love. I can almost hear Jason using it to get another unsuspecting fool into his bed.”

      “Uh...” Anthony sat there, words failing as anger, hurt, and sorrow all flooded through him. He’d never cared for anyone the way he cared for Paige, and she’d rejected him just like that.

      “I was being honest with you,” she pointed out. “Can you be honest with me and let me know how my words make you feel?”

      Did she really want that? Wouldn’t she want the perfect, smiling, princely version of him—the man everyone liked because he was kind? Who wanted a petty man who was jealous and angry and hurt?

      “It’s not important,” he said, shrugging. “I didn’t mean to make you feel that way.”

      Paige’s eyes narrowed. “If you ever want to be more than my friend, it is important. Tell me the truth. I’m tired of pretty lies to keep me happy and clueless, dammit!”

      “Fine.” He understood what she meant. Jason lied to her for who knew how long. This wasn’t the same thing, and once again she’d compared him to that jerk, but he knew what she meant. “I hate it, okay? I hate hearing his name, I hate that you look at me and measure me against him, and I really hate that you think anything I do is even close to something he would do.”

      “Oh.” It was as though she didn’t know what else to say, her wide, startled eyes simply staring at him.

      Anthony clenched his hands into fists, not quite finished. “If I’m being one-hundred percent honest, I want to fly to California and beat the shit out of him for hurting you. I want you to forget him and realize I’m the man who’s loved you all this time. I’m the one for you. He was just an asshole who used you and hurt you. Oh, and I never, ever want to hear you use his name when we’re on a date and never compare me to him again!”

      To his surprise, Paige stared at him a moment longer, then let out a short laugh. Her eyes took on the normal sparkle they had when she felt truly amused about something, and she reached into the food bag to pull out the last of the sandwiches.

      “Was that, uh, was I funny?” he asked softly, anger fading as he accepted a sandwich.

      She smiled, scooting closer and setting the bowl of mixed fruit between them. “Not funny, per se, I’m relieved. You have feelings like a normal person. You always slap that damn smile on, and I have a hard time reading you. It reminds me of Mike. However, with my brother, I can read him. I know when he’s faking a smile, usually so Mom won’t worry, and I know when he’s truly happy. I don’t know you that well yet.”

      Yet. That one word was the sound of hope.

      Anthony knew he got obsessive and wanted things his own way—that pettiness had been a lifelong struggle. It sounded like Paige had been completely dominated by her ex and mistreated at the same time. He wanted no part of his love to be like Jason’s. The best way to stop comparisons to the man from happening was to be nothing like him. That meant Anthony had to do something about this petty obsessiveness he struggled with.

      He ate his dinner in silence, watching the ocean. It felt good having Paige by his side, calmer now that they’d cleared the air with their honesty. It seemed neither of them felt the need to speak. If he had to put a name to his current emotion, it would be comfort.

      Parker had said Anthony wanted Paige because she was unavailable. That had to be wrong. Anthony wanted her because she was the first person he’d ever felt completely relaxed around. Even before this, he felt comfort with her. She was the person he could let his guard down around and not worry.

      Still, he wasn’t sure she felt the same. She needed to know him so she could trust him too. It was time to tell her more about himself. It all started with family.

      “Your dad was pretty hard on the family, right?” he asked after their food was a mere memory. He designed the question to gauge if there was any common ground he could latch onto to start his story, but her family life sounded pretty different from his.

      Paige shrugged. “He’s a hard man. He loves us, but he has strict ideas on proper behavior and isn’t flexible. He’s not a bad person, but he can’t accept modern times where women do more than what their men tell them.”

      She’d been through so much. If her father had simply been absent from her life, they could have bonded over that. Instead, he’d forced her to fight for independence. It was no wonder she lashed out when he became pushy now.

      As though unable to help himself, Anthony reached for her, cupping her cheek and pulling her closer. When their foreheads touched, he wanted to take her lips, but held himself back.

      “This is why you fight, right? He treated you like a possession, not a person. Your mom couldn’t make her own choices. Later in life, you did what Jason said and sent the money even though you didn’t want to. This is what you’re fighting now.”

      She gave him a smile, then a little shrug. “Probably.”

      “And that means, no matter how badly I want you to be mine and mine alone, you never will be.”

      Her eyes fluttered closed for just a second, then she opened them, a steely determination making them appear a shade darker than usual. “I’m my own now. I’ve been someone else’s for a long time. I don’t want to be that woman anymore. No matter what life throws at me, I want to be a woman who faces it with confidence. If there’s a man who can stand by my side, not in front of me, that’s what I want for my future.”

      Anthony savored the sweet feel of her breath on his skin, and the fact that she didn’t back away. He decided to merely accept this small piece of herself she shared for this moment in time. The drive in her gaze was beautiful. He wanted her everything, but this was all he could have. How could he learn to walk beside her when he wanted to protect her from anyone who would do her harm?

      “I want to kiss you so badly.” The words slipped out without him meaning them to.

      Her hand took ahold of his, pulling it from her cheek as she backed away. Even though he missed her warmth, at least she kept her fingers wrapped around his.

      As though he’d never spoken about kissing, she looked at the ocean where clouds gathered. The earlier threat of a storm looked to be materializing. Caps on the waves broke stronger with white heads, rushing in on the tide as though warning them to flee as the wind kicked up its pace.

      “Guess that’s our cue to get off the beach, huh?” Anthony stood, helping Paige to her feet.

      She grinned. “Yep. Mother Nature is about to let loose. Could be fun to watch from the window in my room. I have a pretty good view of the ocean, being on the top floor. We probably can’t see it from your room.”

      “We’re still hanging out?”

      “Of course.” Paige turned to him, tilting her head. “Unless you’re wanting to go home now since I won’t kiss you. If friendship isn’t enough and you want to go back to the bar and your barflies, I’ll understand.”

      “No, no, I’d love to watch the storm with you.” Even if his voice came out in a yelp instead of sounding cool, Anthony no longer cared. Did looking cool in front of Paige really matter? She wanted to know him, the real him. She wanted him to tell her the truth about himself and not give her flattery or work hard to make her feel good.

      Honestly, making her feel good was something he enjoyed, but he needed her to know him better, so she understood that. She’d just gone through a breakup. She only knew him as a coworker right now. Just because he’d been obsessively watching her over the past three years and knew so much about her habits and moods, that didn’t mean she had the faintest idea who he was beyond the man who smiled brightly at the island’s guests and his coworkers.

      Time to go to her room and get closer. The only way to get what he wanted would be to tread the path Paige chose. She needed a friend.

      By her own admission, friendship might turn into more later. It was hard to believe that could happen, but if there was even the smallest chance, he’d take it. He wanted to be the friend she turned to when she was ready for more.

      In the meantime, he needed to learn how to walk beside her.
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      Just as they reached the building, the humid air turned to a misty drizzle. If the storm on the water was anything to judge by, it would only be a few more minutes before the drizzle turned into a deluge. Anthony couldn’t hold back his smile while pressing the elevator’s call button. He was about to watch a storm from his goddess’s apartment window.

      He just couldn’t express that aloud.

      “Your grin is far too big and cheesy,” Paige teased, skipping into the elevator and pulling him along from hands that were once again joined after they’d cleaned up their dinner mess. “Are you really that happy about this?”

      “Spending the whole day with my favorite person?” He didn’t bother to hide his true feelings, now that he realized how much she wanted to see them. He let his smile look as goofy as it wanted to instead of taming it to its usual princely one that guests and coworkers all loved. “I’m really happy. I’ve wanted to spend time with you from the moment I met you. This is like winning the jackpot in a huge lottery that I never thought could really happen.”

      She smiled, leading the way to her room when the elevator stopped on her floor. “Flattery still won’t win you a kiss.”

      “You said you wanted honesty. Don’t shame me about it when I give it to you.”

      She was silent until they reached her door, unfortunately releasing his hand to open it. She flipped the light switch on inside before inviting him to follow her into the small space.

      Her apartment was an exact replica of his, though his didn’t face the beach, and he couldn’t have seen the ocean from the ground floor anyway. Placing the basket from their dinner on the small desk at the side of the doorway, he noted how clean Paige kept her living space. It was cleaner than his home, for sure. Likely the leftover habits from living with a strict father who made her follow the rules expected from a woman.

      In addition to the resort-provided furniture of a desk, a dresser, and a twin-sized bed, Paige had pictures that looked to be drawn by a young child hung up all over her walls. Nearly every available surface was covered.

      He’d only been in her room a handful of times, and he’d never asked about these before. They’d multiplied since the last time he visited. Knowing more about her family, he had a good guess. “Did Patty send these?”

      A wide grin took over Paige’s face, and her entire demeanor relaxed. He hadn’t realized she was nervous about him being there until that moment, but it seemed she was over the nerves now. “Mike sends them with his letters. Patty isn’t good with letters, but she tries. Since it frustrates her, she mostly draws pictures to express her love. I’d say she’s pretty talented.”

      It looked like any other child’s scribbles, the kind most parents hung on their fridge, but the pride Paige held for them made Anthony’s heart squeeze with more love for her. She might’ve said she never wanted children, but he thought she lied to herself. No one looked this fondly at something like this if they were actually as selfish as she thought she was.

      “That’s really sweet,” he said. A nearby picture caught his eye, and he stepped forward for a closer look. “Does she have a dog?”

      “Oh, that one?” Paige chuckled. “She’s been asking for a Husky for as long as I can remember. Dad says she’s not responsible enough. The entire house is covered in magazine pictures and her drawings of this dog. Her name is Blue Eyes, picked by Patty of course, and one day Dad just might be worn down enough to buy her. Every time one picture rips and Dad thinks he’s getting a piece of wall back, Mom helps Patty hang up another one.”

      Paige looked so alive and happy talking about her siblings. A little shot of jealousy couldn’t help but go through him. “You’re so lucky.”

      She turned to look at him, smoothing her mussed up hair from the wind they’d encountered, but never losing eye contact. “Am I?”

      Not able to handle her intense gaze, somehow feeling like she could see into his very soul, Anthony headed for the window. The storm had risen to the fury promised. The waves tossed about seafoam before crashing down and sucking it into the inky darkness beneath. Any dive would have been doomed, dangerous and scary as they scrambled to get ashore while the ocean life reacted to the changes in the currents.

      A lightning flash on the water made Anthony jump. It was beautiful. Beautiful and deadly. The deadly part was something Anthony could never forget. There was rarely lightning near McCallister’s Paradise, but these bad storms did occur sometimes. Now that he’d let his guard down with Paige, he wondered if he’d be able to fake it through this storm and act as happy as normal.

      Paige came to his side, her arm slipping around his waist as she leaned her head against his shoulder. It was as though she somehow sensed he needed the warmth and comfort her presence provided. “It’s beautiful, but so dangerous too.”

      “Yes,” he agreed, voice nearly a whisper. “Life is like that.”

      “So, what are you jealous about?” she asked, pulling no punches. “Is it because you don’t own me?”

      Well, he deserved that, but this time was different.

      He shook his head, unable to keep his hands to himself, especially since she was the one who initiated the contact. He needed her. Planning to watch the storm had been a mistake, but with her by his side, he could handle it. Threading his fingers through her wind-tossed hair, he was careful not to pull any tangles as he massaged her head.

      She let out a small noise of contentment, sighing against his side as they stared at the raging weather.

      “I’m jealous that you have such a wonderful family,” he replied, once he had control of his emotions. “I envy that so much.”

      She didn’t say anything but snuggled a bit closer. It helped. He could do this, share about himself like she’d asked.

      “My dad was an obsessive scuba diver. He was this big, happy guy, always cheered everyone up, larger than life, ya know? He and Mom were so in love, and I was their precious boy.”

      Paige’s hand slipped into the one not running through her hair. She stayed silent, as if understanding his happy life hadn’t stayed that way. Her quiet support was enough, even though he normally ran from memories of the past.

      “Mom and Dad had me loving water before I could even walk. I took those swimming lessons they have for babies. It was all about diving and the sea with my family. If there was a weekend we didn’t spend on the boat, I can’t remember it.” Another huge bolt of lightning struck the ocean, and Anthony couldn’t stop the shudder that shook him.

      Paige released his hand, hugging him in earnest now. She stepped backward and drew him away from the window, leading him to her bed. She sat them on the small mattress, her warmth never once leaving his side. Still silent, her arm went around his back while her free hand found his again. It was as though she could sense how fragile he felt right now, how much he needed her in this moment.

      Taking in a deep breath, Anthony forced himself to continue. “The storm wasn’t all that different from this one.” He stared out the window even though he could no longer see the ocean from this angle. Occasional lightning cracked across the gray sky. “Dad knew better than staying on the water. Mom argued with him, but he said we already went all the way out, and the storm was still so far away. He promised it’d be fine if we took a quick dive before going back.”

      Paige let out a small gasp, giving him a squeeze, which let him know she was there and listening.

      “Of course, Mom was every bit as knowledgeable about diving as Dad. He should’ve listened to her. By the time we went down, the water was murky. Dad kept giving the signal to keep going. He ignored Mom’s hand signal insisting we surface.”

      “How old were you?” Paige whispered.

      “Nine. Barely. I’d turned nine the weekend before. That birthday’s a great memory, though. It was during a dive in Fiji.”

      He wished he could cling to his birthday memory, but thoughts of that last horrible dive always overshadowed the happier days. During the storm, his mom had stayed right by his side, arguing through frantic hand signals with his dad. No matter how many times Anthony thought about that dive in the years that followed, he still couldn’t figure out why his dad had been so determined to dive.

      “I wish our last dive had been like the one in Fiji, but it wasn’t. Not at all.”

      Paige rubbed his arm softly. “You don’t have to force yourself. I’m glad you’re talking to me, but if it’s too much to handle—”

      “No. I want to tell you.” He tore his gaze from the stormy skies, losing himself in the compassion filling her beautiful blue eyes. “It’s okay. This is an important part of who I am. If you want to listen, I think I need to tell you.”

      Paige nodded, moving her hand to cup his cheek briefly, before taking his hand again and turning her gaze to the window. “What happened next?”

      “It was like a long nightmare.” Anthony returned his own gaze to the window, but what he really saw was that murky water, felt the claustrophobia and fear that his younger self suffered. “Eventually, the water became so dark that our headlamps couldn’t cut through it. We could barely spot each other, even as close as we swam. The currents were all out of whack with the storm and everything was stirred up. Dad gave the signal to descend again, but Mom refused. She gave the up signal again and made it firm, telling him we were returning. He didn’t care. Dad broke the cardinal rule.”

      “What?” Paige squeezed him a little tighter, holding him as though she wished she could comfort his nine-year-old self. “Surely he knew better than that. Refusing her so many times and then going on alone...”

      Paige’s shock was clear. An important rule of diving was to surface if a diving partner needed to. One never split up from their partner, and always surfaced for any reason if a partner deemed it necessary. Every diver knew that as sure as they knew their own names.

      “We lost sight of him in seconds.” Anthony sighed. “Whatever Dad thought was down there was more important than me and Mom, I guess.”

      He sat in silence a few moments then heard a small sniffle from Paige. The woman never cried, not even when talking about her asshole of an ex, and yet she sniffed at his story?

      “Maybe telling you that was a mistake. I should’ve stopped when you told me to.” He pulled away, leaning back on the bed so he could look at her properly. “You asked to know more about me. You didn’t ask to hear how pathetic a few of my memories are. I have happy stuff too, I promise. That trip in Fiji is better. Let’s talk about that dive.”

      She sniffed again, staring at him with her usual unwavering gaze that had him melting into her eyes. She wasn’t actually crying, but still feeling compassion for him in a way he hadn’t expected. “Stop that. You said it’s an important part of you. I’m glad to know your history, even if this dive was so scary. It hurts to imagine, though, just picturing how terrified you must’ve been. So young, and you watched him go into the darkness like that. Your dad sounds so wonderful, I can’t imagine what possessed him. Did he explain what was so important? Why did he do that to you guys?”

      Anthony swallowed a few times, trying to get his throat moist enough to allow speech. “Nothing ever made sense again.” He leaned up and ruffled her hair, trying to smile but knowing he didn’t quite achieve it. “After several agonizing decompression stops along the way, Mom and I made it to the boat. We huddled in the cabin, praying Dad would return. The storm tossed us around, and I don’t even know if we stayed close to where he dove in or if the boat drifted away from him despite the anchor’s best attempts to keep us in place through the swells.” Turning away, he couldn’t bear to face her as he finished the story. “Dad’s body washed ashore three days later.”

      “I... I don’t know what to say.” Paige’s fingers clasped around his, and she sniffled again. “I had no clue your princely smile hid all this pain.”

      “It’s not a story I tell people. Not even Parker.” He met her eyes again, not surprised to find hers were as misty as his own felt, though neither of them allowed any drops to fall.

      “Well, sometimes talking helps.” Paige looked down, though Anthony wasn’t sure what she looked at and couldn’t read her expression or understand her thoughts this time. “It really helped me when I talked to you earlier.”

      He shrugged, trying not to make a big deal out of it, even if he was thrilled to know he’d helped her. “I’ve told Parker some of the important stuff, but you’re the only one who ever said you wanted to really know me. You shared about your family, and I wanted you to know about mine. I’m not sure why, but it felt important. I was a lucky kid, but I wish I still had that warmth around me, the way you seem to. I really long for a family, probably because I miss what I once had. Your siblings are awesome, and even your parents, though strict, love you a lot.”

      “Makes sense. I understand the jealousy comment now. How’s your mom these days?”

      “She’s okay.” Anthony shrugged. “She married a friend from work a couple years after Dad passed. He’s not the love of her life, and she never smiles like she used to, but he’s reliable and made a decent stepfather for me. He hates the water, but Mom lost her passion for diving anyway. I had to find other people to take me, since I never lost my love for it. Mom says she’s happy enough with her life, whatever that means. Her husband seems not to have a clue they aren’t deliriously happy, so good for him, I guess.”

      “Ah, the pieces fit together even more now.”

      “What’s that mean?” He arched an eyebrow, always curious when she made that tone like she was oh-so enlightened.

      “You can’t be involved romantically with a friend since you’ve seen what happened to your mom’s joy.” She nodded, seeming to know she was right without needing his confirmation. “That’s why you’ve been acting like such a brat when I push you away. It’s not entirely because you don’t understand boundaries, but you’re scared. Your mom doesn’t love her friend, even though she married him.”

      Even if she was partially right, that wasn’t everything.

      “Scared? Hell, woman. I’m impatient.” Anthony leaned close, crowding her space. He let the hungry passion he felt come across in his expression as he dropped his eyelids and licked his lips, staring at her lusciously kissable mouth. For the first time ever, he dropped the strict control he always placed on himself while around her. His body thrummed with need, and he barely kept his sexual tension at bay. His ardor for her begged to be loosed. He drew his lips so close to hers that he could taste the air she exhaled, so sweet, so damn delicious he just wanted to eat her up. “I know you need time, but that doesn’t make waiting any less of a hellish torment.”

      “Wow.” She fanned her face, leaning slightly away, licking her own lips with a dreamy look in her eyes. “An honest you is way hotter than the fake smile and pickup lines.”

      He snagged her chin in his hand, so she couldn’t run. “Is it now? Would you like a little more honesty?”

      She swallowed hard, the sound even louder than their lightly panting breaths. “Show me what you’ve got,” she challenged, flashing him a flirty wink.

      Needing no further encouragement to get closer, he pressed his body to hers. Still with her chin captured lightly with his fingers, he brought his face against hers. Sliding his cheek against the satiny skin of hers was like heaven, the feel of her skin against his hotter than he’d dreamed. His lips reached her ear, and he allowed them to touch the lobe ever so slightly, taking in the wonderful scent of her light perfume mixed with the beach and wind and exertion from the day. Her body trembled as he took in her essence, but she didn’t try to move away.

      After satisfying himself that he wouldn’t soon forget the bouquet of her, he went to work on his real purpose. After bumping her ear again with his lips, he breathed suggestively into the ear itself, satisfied when a shimmy went throughout Paige’s body and a soft moan of pleasure slipped past her lips to warm the small space left between them. As though she didn’t even know what she was doing, her arms went around his neck, and her lips lightly touched against his neck in the barest of kisses.

      This game was getting mighty dangerous. A few more moments, and he really wouldn’t be able to control himself one bit. It was time for that honesty he’d promised her. Sliding his hand from her chin up her face and then threading it through her hair, he let out a long sigh, wishing he had the stamina and willpower to stay in her embrace a bit longer. Still, he knew his own weaknesses. This had to stop. The danger was real. He wasn’t yet the man who could walk by Paige’s side, so this could go no further.

      “Honestly, I need to leave,” he whispered breathily. “I can’t handle any more tonight if I’m to stick to your wishes.”

      “Oh.” The small utterance she gave held a world of disappointment, making Anthony’s heart sing.

      “Don’t worry, my goddess. There are no cheap pickup lines here and no deception.” He allowed his lips to brush the shell of her ear again as he spoke, gently sucking the end of the lobe for just a fraction of a second and sending more tremors running throughout her. “I’m your friend, and I’ll wait as long as I have to. That means, tonight, I must go home. I can’t control myself a second longer. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anyone. You’re beautiful, strong, compassionate, and more wonderful than I ever suspected. Thank you for spending the day with me.”

      She seemed shocked as he pulled away and slipped from her arms, sitting there without moving. Anthony wondered if he’d overdone it with the compliments, but she’d said he should be honest. It didn’t get much more honest than that.

      Turned on by her beautiful heart as well as the way she’d moaned so sweetly when he’d been close, he knew he had to beat a hasty retreat or risk ruining any goodwill he might have achieved. Still, it was so hard to let her go.

      Just as he reached the doorway, the springs on the bed squeaked. “Wait.”

      That one word stopped him in his tracks. He was powerless to do anything but obey her command. It took all his strength not to turn and face her. He knew he wouldn’t be able to hold himself back from taking a kiss if he saw her face right now. “What is it?”

      “I’m selfish,” she whispered, “I know that, but can we go out again?”

      He couldn’t help but grin. “If that’s selfish, we’ll be selfish together because I want nothing more than that. Make sure you lock this door behind me. See you in the morning for work.”
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      It had been more than a week since Paige’s date with Anthony. Over a week since he left her in her bed, so confused and riled up that she’d found herself dreaming of romance instead of her life goals. That was the first time she could ever remember that happening. Work had gone on as usual, with Anthony seeming to make a point of not touching her now that he’d expressed desire.

      If she was honest, the man was absolutely maddening.

      Still, nothing she could do about it today. It was her day off, and she had a follow-up appointment with Dr. Peterson scheduled. Time to see how the doc thought Fetus had fared through its mishaps of early gestation. The pills Betty gave her were safely stashed in the bottom of Paige’s sock drawer. Every time Paige thought about them over the past week, even vaguely considered swallowing them, she became paralyzed.

      The story of Anthony learning to swim before he could walk, the happy memories of his childhood before his father wigged out—those played in her mind on a constant loop whenever she thought of taking those horrid pills and handing Fetus an eviction notice.

      She rubbed her belly while waiting for the elevator. “Yep. Looks like you’re stuck with this shitty mom, Fetus. Sorry, but I don’t think I can do the right thing here. I always knew I was selfish, but it’s beyond selfish to force you to deal with me, huh?”

      Not caring about her latest crisis, the elevator arrived without giving her any more time to consider her options. With a sigh, Paige stepped inside and pushed the button for the ground floor. She wondered how long it would be before she had to tell the world about Fetus. Anthony wouldn’t want to kiss her once he found out. It was all fun and games until shit got real—and shit was about to get very, very real.

      There was a high possibility that Fetus would be brain damaged from the dives Paige already completed or have low birth weight or whatever else those scary web searches had said before she couldn’t stomach reading about her mistakes anymore. On top of that, Paige would go from being a person at least one man saw as a goddess to becoming an absolute loser.

      There was no way she’d ever fulfill Mike’s goal of teaching him to dive. Even opening her own school would be beyond her once she became a mom, let alone finding money to buy the adaptive equipment she would need to make her main dreams come true. There was no real reason to even stay on McCallister’s Paradise, especially since she couldn’t guide guests on dives for the rest of her pregnancy. She should probably tell Parker the news and return to Wisconsin. She’d need a steady job before Fetus came, especially if it did end up having issues from her prior negligence.

      Stepping off the elevator when the doors opened, she ran into the person she’d most hoped to avoid this morning. “What are you doing here?”

      Anthony’s smile was the goofy one he’d shown her during their date last week, and he reached out a hand to steady her when his appearance startled her into stumbling back a pace. “I was on my way up to see you. You must’ve read my mind. Wanna get breakfast before I go to work? I know it’s not fabulous as far as dates go, but we haven’t had any friend time together, so...”

      His heated gaze clearly said he wasn’t asking for a friend date, even if he tried to pass his invitation off as such. As much as she’d been thinking about him since the date, Fetus had to take priority if she was ever going to be any kind of mother.

      Hoping he could sense her real regret, she shook her head. “I’m sorry. I have other plans today. I wished you’d asked sooner.”

      “Oh, I see.” His gaze faltered a bit, dropping to his feet. He stepped back, and in the same sad voice he’d used to talk about his father, he asked, “Are you having breakfast with another guy?”

      The idea was so absurd that she had to laugh. “Are you crazy? Who else do I even know? Even if I knew another single guy on the island, you think I’d trust him?”

      Anthony’s head snapped back up, hope making his deep brown eyes glow with an inner light. That radiance made him more handsome than before. “I’m still no match for you. I can’t get this friend thing down. Especially since I want to be your everything. I’ve been trying so hard all week to not get pushy or try and possess you, but it’s tough. All I’ve been able to do is keep my distance.”

      Now she understood. “So that’s why you haven’t held my hand or done any of those little touches you used to sneak in. I thought you were angry for some reason. Like, maybe because I let you leave that night.”

      “You thought that? No, never.” He shook his head. “It’s just too hard to be honest with you at work, since I have to put on my work face and show the guests what they need. Even so, I want to give you what you need. No matter how rough it is to hold back. I’d rather protect you, stand in front of you so you’ll never get hurt.”

      “But that will hurt me,” she reminded him, keeping her rebuke gentle since she realized he’d already figured that out. “I’m my own person and tired of being treated like property.”

      He nodded. “That’s why I’ve given you space. It isn’t lack of desire. If I could, I’d spend every spare moment with you, but I’m trying to adjust so we both get what we need out of this. I’ll figure it out, I know I will. Give me time.”

      It was a relief to know he wasn’t angry with her, or that he hadn’t changed his mind after leaving her room. With the odd chill between them all week at work, she’d started to wonder if he decided waiting for her was too much work.

      Smiling, she took his hand, gently squeezing his fingers. “I need time too, so that sounds perfect.”

      He returned her smile. “If it’s not a date with another guy, mind if I walk you wherever you’re heading?”

      Well, this was the tricky part. She’d just let herself get all sappy and overcome by his sweetness, but once he learned the truth about Fetus, all this was over. Anthony thought the father should have a say about ‘the baby.’ Would he want her to go back to Jason and let the man have equal rights with the child? What a nightmare.

      On top of that, there was still the fact she’d thought about aborting Fetus. If Anthony ever found out about that, she couldn’t imagine what fight would ensue. Were they even the type of people that should look at each other with lovesick eyes and pretend they could become a couple?

      Also, he loved diving so much, he didn’t even stop after his father was killed doing it. She was going to have to move back to Wisconsin. Dives there weren’t exactly the tropical paradise ones he enjoyed here. How could she ask him to move there with her so they could be together?

      “Paige?” He tugged on her hand lightly. “Can I walk with you?”

      She quickly shook her head, flashing a false smile. “No need. Why don’t you get your breakfast? I’m sure you have a long day today. Aren’t there four groups?”

      “Morning group canceled. Didn’t you notice the rain?”

      She’d been so distracted the past week, she’d rarely paid attention to much besides her thoughts about Anthony and Fetus. “I didn’t.”

      “Do you even have an umbrella?” Anthony gave an exasperated little sigh, checking the hand he wasn’t holding, then hefting an umbrella in his free hand. “No matter. Mine’s big enough for us both. Where are we headed?”

      “It’s fine, I’ll go grab mine. This isn’t a big deal.”

      He stood silent for a few moments, then let go of her hand. “Okay. I only wanted to spend a few extra moments with you, but if that’s not something you want, I won’t force the issue. Have a good day.”

      He marched toward the door, only steps away, and Paige’s heart clenched with sorrow. It wasn’t a good look to see him leaving, even if she had basically told him to, even if she knew she should let him go to make things easier once she told him the truth.

      “Anthony, wait!” She rushed to his side, unable to stop herself, recapturing his hand just as he opened the door. “It’s just a doctor’s appointment to check up on my dizziness. You can’t go in with me, so I didn’t want you to worry.”

      “Let me decide whether or not I want to worry, okay? I’d rather at least walk you there, getting extra time with my goddess, than be anywhere else.”

      Why the heck did he have to be so sweet? Especially at a time like this when she’d just told him a bold-faced lie. It was so hard keeping this all straight. Perhaps she should follow her own advice and be honest with the man. If she told him the truth about Fetus, faced her fears that he would turn away from her just as fast as she knew everyone else in her life would, at least she wouldn’t have to lie any longer.

      That was scary, though. She found she really enjoyed being with him. The past week, she’d missed this warm hand holding her own, the silent companionship he offered. These were more than feelings of friendship, but she had to push that away.

      Before she could decide whether to tell him, Anthony had her pulled out the front door and the umbrella over them. He held her close while walking down the wet path to the island’s clinic. Paige couldn’t help but notice that his shoulder received a steady drip of water against his rain jacket. Meanwhile, he made sure she stayed completely dry.

      “I don’t deserve you,” she said softly, her words nearly swallowed by the patter of early-morning rain on the see-through plastic above them.

      As though he had radar for her voice, Anthony chuckled. “You said I had to stand beside you. This is one thing I can do to protect you while still following your wishes. Let me.”

      When he put it that way, it was hard not to lean on him and wish this could all be real. If she just kept her mouth shut about Fetus, she could hide it for few months. Dr. Peterson couldn’t tell anyone she was pregnant. All he could do was provide notes forbidding her from going on dives. While there was a chance Parker might fire her or lay her off until she was fit for duty again, no one could force her to say she was pregnant. Also, there was still the option of the pills Betty gave her. They would work for three more weeks.

      No, wait. Could she do that? She didn’t know, but she didn’t think so. It hurt her heart to consider that option. A week ago, she really thought it was her only choice, but now she wasn’t so sure. Especially not if the blood work was okay. If Fetus had a fighting chance, the pills needed to go away.

      “What’s going on in that brain of yours?” Anthony asked, pulling her closer to his warm body. “You’re alternating between being relaxed and being so wound up it feels like you’re about to shatter. Is there something more going on with this dizziness than you’ve told me?”

      If that wasn’t ever the observation of the century—if he substituted dizziness and Fetus, there was a lot more going on. Paige gave a noncommittal murmur, snuggling close to Anthony’s rain jacket and getting lost in the masculine smell she’d come to associate with him. Jason had always smelled a bit too metrosexual for her tastes. She knew Anthony hated comparisons, but he always had a manly fragrance, part clean linen, part earthy musk. The scent had clung to the air in her apartment long after he’d left last week.

      “You always smell so good,” she said, deciding there was no reason to hide it. “What cologne do you use?”

      He shook his head. “Trying to get out of telling me about your health? That won’t work.”

      “No, I’m serious. If I end up leaving the island, I’d like to know what scent you use so that I can—” Wait! What the hell was she saying? This was some sappy high-schooler bullshit. Not the sort of stuff she’d ever said to any man. Heat flamed her cheeks, and an embarrassment she’d never felt before flooded throughout her entire body. “Forget all that,” she practically screamed. “Erase it from your mind. I never said it.”

      “You most certainly did say it, and I love that you’re thinking that way.” Anthony dipped down, his lips brushing against her ear like he’d done before in her apartment. “You said it, and I will never forget just how good it feels to hear you like my scent and want it around even when I’m not.” He pulled away, a small frown marring his good looks when Paige finally dared look up.

      “What’s wrong, then?”

      “You talking about leaving the island. What’s really going on with this dizziness? Is it that bad?”

      Oops. He had her all scrambled now. What was wrong with her? She wasn’t like this with anyone. Even her father and Jason couldn’t make her lose her mind. She might obey their commands, but in the back of her head, she’d always rebelled a tiny bit and kept her cool. Following orders might’ve been her job, but she’d always struggled against it. Now, her mind was completely gone, not a thought in there.

      Could this mean she really did feel something greater than friendship for the man walking next to her?

      She forced herself to laugh. “Nothing that dire yet. This is a worst-case scenario thing. The doctor’s taking care of me, so I’m sure it’ll all be fine. But telling you I wanted to know your cologne was really...” She broke off, heat flaming her cheeks again. Never in her life had she responded this way when talking to a man.

      “Don’t be embarrassed, goddess.” Anthony’s lips were like velvet as they suddenly caressed her cheek with a gentle touch. “I’ll give you a bottle tonight after work under one condition. Well, make that two conditions.”

      She stopped walking as the clinic came into view. “I’m not sure I’ll agree. What are they?”

      “First, you have to have dinner with me. I could even bring something to your room on my way home from work. This way, we can spend more time getting to know each other.”

      Though she attempted to control her breathing, it became a bit ragged before she knew it, and her heart galloped along at a more rapid clip. Did that mean they’d get closer physically too. Her body said she wanted that. It wasn’t like he was a stranger. Still, there were lies between them that she created, and she didn’t want that to ruin things.

      Clearing her throat, she took in a few deep breaths. “That turned out being dangerous last time, remember?”

      “True.” Anthony sucked his bottom lip into his mouth, and all Paige could focus on was the movement. How badly did she want to suck that lip into her own mouth right now? Pretty damn badly! “What if we make a rule?” he asked.

      “Rule?” Her head was spinning as she still focused on those lips.

      Something else caught her attention, but it didn’t help any. Water dripped down the side of his cheek, making its way to his lower lip and tracing it enticingly. The drop then continued down his chin, sliding down his neck and over his Adam’s apple. Was he always this damn sexy? It was impossible for a girl to concentrate on words in this situation.

      “A rule,” he repeated, reclaiming her attention with his mouth. “I’ll sit in the chair at your desk. Unless you want me to kiss you, you don’t invite me to the bed. Then, we’ll both know where we stand.”

      Desperately grasping for the meaning in his words, Paige considered them. She wondered if she could invite him to the bed for kisses right now. After several long heartbeats, she pulled herself together and cleared her throat. “What if you don’t want to kiss me?”

      He chuckled, wrapping her hair around his hand and drawing her closer. His breath bathed her face and he whispered in a deep, husky voice that sent a shot of delicious anticipation throughout her. “That won’t be a problem, goddess. I always, always want that.”

      After a moment, Anthony seemed to shake himself, releasing her and taking a step back, though keeping the umbrella angled to protect her from the continual rain.

      “What’s the second condition?” she finally managed to ask, though she felt none too stable.

      “Oh, that. This one’s easier. I want a bottle of your perfume.” His usual princely smile was back, but somehow Paige didn’t feel it was forced this time. “I don’t want you to leave the island. If it happens, I’m probably finding a way to follow you and nurse you back to health. Still, I’d like to have it for now while I’m working to become the man you need. I’d like to put some next to my pillow at night. I’m sure I’d have sweet dreams with that.”

      She arched an eyebrow, finally feeling a little like her normal self as the prior spell broke with his regular smile. “Sweet dreams? You’re sure about that?”

      He chuckled, though it sounded a touch naughty and caused her to tremble again with anticipation of what tonight might hold. “Sweet, wet? It’s all the same, right? If you do the same with my scent, I’ll be a happy man.”

      Deciding she didn’t know how to answer that, Paige simply smiled. “I’m going to be late for my appointment, and you should probably grab breakfast and head to work.”

      “Sure, but is tonight a date then?”

      She felt like this was a game she could easily lose, but it was so hard to turn away. He’d always been there, waiting, watching her in silence, and he seemed serious about loving her.

      Tipping up on her toes, she kissed his cheek. “It’s a date.”

      He pressed the handle of the umbrella into her hand. “If you can’t walk home, take a car. I’ll pay for it later if need be. I’ll call you just as soon as work ends and have takeout food waiting for me to pick up. The moment I can get to you, I’ll be there.” With a small wave, he turned into the pouring rain and jogged off into the mist.

      Holding the umbrella handle with both hands close to her heart, Paige couldn’t help but feel swoony. Anthony really was a great guy. She’d never felt like someone cared about her. If Fetus was okay, she needed to tell him the truth and stop these lies, but she also didn’t want this fantasy to end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Paige stared at Nurse Betty, tissue in hand as she blew her nose again. “Shoot. Is it the hormone changes making me so damn weird? Normally, I hardly cry. Just earlier, I was acting like a teenager with a crush on the football star. And now, I’m blubbering like a toddler. My mind keeps losing focus for no reason. I’m a mess.”

      Betty rolled the doctor’s chair she sat on closer to the patient chair, patting Paige’s leg. “It’s going to be okay. I’m sure you’re under a lot of pressure. Let’s take everything one step at a time, okay?”

      “I just want to know if the blood work came back okay. Since you didn’t call, I’ve been telling myself it did. Then again, another part of me feared that maybe you didn’t call because you don’t give bad news over the phone.” Paige shrugged. “I convinced myself again this morning that it was good news, but ever since I stepped into the waiting room, I’ve been terrified it’s bad news and holding back these stupid tears.”

      Betty offered the normal, matronly smile. “I can’t read the results to you, but the doctor will be in soon. I’m guessing by the degree of worry you’re displaying and the fact you never called last week, you decided against the morning after pills.”

      “I...” Paige’s tears suddenly dried, uncertainty coloring her thoughts once again, even though she thought she’d made her final decision. “I don’t know what to do, Betty. If Fetus is completely screwed, is it fair to give birth? Then again, if my mom had aborted Mike or Patty—” A strangled sob cut her words off. She couldn’t imagine her life without either of them. Who cared if they had issues? They were still her brother and sister.

      Then again, she wondered what they thought about their lives. Mike always acted happy, even though she knew he couldn’t possibly be happy all the time. Not only did her brother have physical limitations holding him back from doing things he wanted to do, but she was well aware of the amount of pain he dealt with on a daily basis.

      Learning what a painful hole of emptiness had been torn into Anthony’s heart despite the smile he normally wore made her wonder if Mike was in any way satisfied with the life he led. Of course, her brother would never tell her differently. He always put on a brave face and said his life was great. Was it really?

      Could Fetus be happy if she’d somehow messed it up?

      And little Patty? She didn’t even have a chance to know what a ‘normal’ life could be. Then again, Paige was pretty certain her sister was happy. Most four-year-olds were easy to please and got over things quickly. Even if Patty was physically in her twenties, she was mentally four and no different from other children. The only thing that would make her life better would be if Blue Eyes came out of her pictures and turn into a real dog.

      “I’m conflicted,” she finally said, drying away her tears and forcing herself to think rationally. “There’s a part of me that believes there’s no way I should be a mom. I’d suck at it and ruin a kid. Even if Fetus is perfectly normal, a mom like me who’s always on a boat and always thinking about the next dive would be awful. Then again, my friend just told me about his dive-obsessed parents. He had a wonderful childhood diving with them every weekend. Well, it was great until his dad went off the rails.”

      There was no way she’d tell Betty who this friend was, but Anthony’s story had given her hope. If Fetus caught the love for diving, it could become a family activity. That might not be so bad. Just so long as Fetus had the mental and physical capacity for it.

      “If Fetus has already been exposed to too much nitrogen on the dives I took, will the tests show that,” Paige asked, wondering if she’d given the kid the worst case of the bends in history without even knowing.

      “Paige, calm down and listen to me, okay?” Betty gave her an affectionate pat, then pulled printed papers off her clipboard and handed them over. “I’ve looked at all the information I could find in medical journals and online and printed them for you. Remember we talked about there not being much information on diving and pregnancy?”

      Paige nodded, accepting the papers.

      “There is really very little known. However, from studying all this, even though they say not to dive, I think it’s highly unlikely you’ve done any significant damage to Fetus.”

      “Really?” Relief flooded Paige’s entire body and she slumped backward, hitting her chair into the wall with a dull thud. “You think so?”

      “The surveys they’ve conducted were informal at best, and there’s no substantial evidence that diving is what made a difference in birth defect rates.” Betty’s face turned sterner. “I’m more concerned about your mother’s history of miscarriages and the defects that run in your family. Does anyone besides your siblings have mental or physical limitations?”

      Thinking about it, Paige nodded. “Three of my cousins from my mom’s side have the same mental challenges as my sister. I have two more cousins, also on Mom’s side, with muscular dystrophy. There’s also one with lupus. An uncle has something that caused him to be institutionalized at a young age, but Mom never talks about him.”

      Betty nodded in understanding. “So, your mother’s side of the family has a lot of issues, genetically speaking.”

      “I guess.” Paige shrugged.

      “What about miscarriages in the other members of the family?”

      “Dad didn’t really let us associate with them much,” Paige admitted. “If they had miscarriages, I’m sure Mom wouldn’t have been allowed to tell us kids.”

      “Do you think it’s likely?”

      “Is this important?”

      Betty nodded.

      With a sigh, Paige dug her phone from her purse. She knew her mom would want to know why she asked a question like this, but hopefully she could put her off for now.

      Texting quickly, she wrote: Having a physical today. Sorry to bug ya. Do unexplained miscarriages run in your family?

      All my aunts and sisters had two or more, my mom had four. Why ask about this now? Are you okay?

      Yeah, I’m fine. Nothing to worry about. It’s just a physical but since I’m getting married soon, the doctor said we should update all my medical history. She hated lying to her mom like this, but it was a lot easier than launching into the truth right now. If she said anything about Fetus, she’d also have to admit she broke up with Jason. Not exactly the conversation she wanted to deal with.

      After a few seconds, a new message beeped through. Oh, good. I worried you were having some trouble. Dad and Patty have me running circles. Call if you need anything else. Loves.

      Well, thank goodness she was busy. That saved some awkwardness. Paige’s overly demanding father worked in Paige’s advantage this time. She showed the initial response to Betty.

      Betty let out a small sigh. “I’m afraid you need to prepare yourself.”

      Paige furrowed her brow, confused. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s not exact science, but you might have a higher chance for miscarriage since so many of your family members have had it. I’ll ask again, have you decided you want this child?”

      Paige sucked in a breath. “If Fetus is healthy...”

      “If you want it, we need to get proactive and aggressive right now with your health.”

      Just as she said that her husband, Dr. Peterson, walked into the room. He gave Paige a friendly grin. “There she is. How’s our mermaid feeling?”

      “Mermaid? I’ve been beached, doc.” Paige forced a smile, giving a token effort to his joke. “Not much of a mermaid right now.”

      He shrugged, pushing his glasses further up the bridge of his nose. “No worries. Thirty-three more weeks plus recovery, and you’ll be right back at it.”

      Betty handed him the clipboard with Paige’s vitals and the information they’d talked about. Dr. Peterson looked over the notes, letting out a low, concerned-sounding hum. “Looks like we need genetic testing, so you know what to expect either now or in the future.” He glanced back up. “Or did you take the pills, Ms. Warner?”

      Paige took in another deep breath, finding it hard to get enough oxygen in the examination room. She was about to make a life-altering decision. Still, now was the time to listen to her heart. “No, and I don’t want an abortion. Betty said diving might not have done anything at all. Maybe we have a rough road, given my family history, but if Fetus has a chance, I want to give it the best life I can. Let’s do the genetic testing and see what we’re facing.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, food in hand, Anthony tapped on Paige’s door. It opened quickly, but the dreamy smile she’d worn earlier that morning was nowhere to be seen. If anything, she looked exhausted and a touch frightened.

      “Come on in.” She turned from the door, flinging herself onto the bed. “You can sit next to me. I don’t think kissing will be on your mind after I explain everything.”

      Worry gripped him. His prior expectations for the evening vanished as concern mounted. Placing the bag of food, their drinks, and the small bottle of cologne he’d brought on the desk, he then quickly made his way to her prone body. He sat gingerly next to her, wondering how he could help fix whatever news had her so distraught. He regarded her in silence for several long moments, but she didn’t look at him or seem inclined to tell him what she’d found out from the doctor.

      Unable to stand the suspense, he reached out and lightly caressed her hair. “Did they discover what caused the dizziness? Is it something bad?”

      With a drawn-out sigh, Paige rolled onto her back. She scooted as far to the other edge as she could get without sliding off the bed, as though she didn’t want any risk of touching him accidentally.

      Taking the hint, Anthony stopped caressing her hair, drawing his hands to himself as he simply watched her.

      She gazed at the ceiling, obviously avoiding his eyes. “I really did become dizzy once, it wasn’t a complete lie. The first time I went to the clinic, I was so overwhelmed that I nearly passed out. I was dizzy that first day, really I was.”

      “It wasn’t a complete lie?” Which meant she had been lying. If dizziness wasn’t the problem, what was?

      Anthony had a feeling this was about to become a long story. Careful not to let their bodies touch, since she didn’t want that, he lay next to her. He also stared at the ceiling, hoping to relax her. Perhaps if he didn’t stare, it would be easier for her to speak.

      “I promised I’d listen to you with no judgement,” he reminded her.

      “Yeah. Except when it comes to babies and fetuses.”

      His eyes narrowed before he could stop them, and he hoped she wasn’t looking. “What does that have to do with you?”

      “Oh, come on. I think that statement alone is enough to figure it out, Anthony. You aren’t stupid. Do you really want to make me say it?”

      Anthony closed his eyes, wishing he could undo those words by pretending she’d never said them. “So, the emergency trip to California was to tell him you’re pregnant.”

      “See, I knew you could figure it out.” She let out a bitter-sounding laugh. “Believe it or not, for about two days, I was happy. Not because I wanted a kid,” she clarified, “but because I thought he’d be happy. My goals getting ruined by an unplanned pregnancy didn’t matter if he was happy. My goals never did figure into any long-term plans regarding my future with Jason, even if I didn’t completely realize that before. No matter how much I love Mike and Patty, the goals I had for them as family were second-best at most, but usually much further back than that. I would have done anything Jason said.”

      Anthony’s heart squeezed with equal parts pain and rage. Paige’s voice was so small and meek. He’d never heard her like that. She always put on a brave face at work. Or perhaps she was her true self at work. Maybe she allowed herself to be the person she really was, only when neither her father nor Jason were around to tell her who to be.

      Now... now she sounded so different. It was almost as though she expected him to pounce on her weakness and exploit it. In fact, Anthony was sure that was exactly what she expected. Likely because that’s what the other men who claimed to love her had always done.

      Breathing in and out several times to control the conflicting feelings rushing throughout him, making rational thought difficult, Anthony finally turned to face her.

      To his surprise, her unwavering gaze was staring straight at him. Those aqua eyes were laser focused, not missing a single breath or quiver of his eyelashes. Had she already seen enough to make her distrust him? Anthony knew, as much as he hated it, everything Jason had done to her in the past was now on Anthony’s shoulders. He was being judged by that bastard’s measuring stick. It might not be fair, but Anthony loved Paige, and he wouldn’t back down just because life wasn’t fair.

      He returned her gaze unflinchingly. “What did Jason say when you told him about the pregnancy?”

      Her expression hardened. “There was no point in telling him. Fetus is my problem, and I’ll figure it out on my own.”

      Without thought, Anthony’s hands balled into fists. “Fetus?”

      She arched an eyebrow, the timidity gone from her expression as though it had never existed in the first place. “What would you call it? Baby? I’m seven weeks along. It’s not even viable yet. I dove four times, first not knowing I was pregnant, then not thinking how stupid it was. Nurse Betty said that might be fine, and I started to hope. Then, they tell me all the genetic problems Fetus is facing before it even gets past eight weeks. Fetus isn’t a baby. It barely has a chance.”

      Her eyes stayed icy and hard, but Anthony sensed something more in them. There was vulnerability beneath that tough exterior. She challenged him, expecting him to fight with her over the terminology for the baby. She expected him to give her a reason to throw him out. Still, she said the word fetus almost like it was a name. She wouldn’t name it if she didn’t care for it, even if she’d named it Fetus, would she?

      She seemed so distant right now, but he knew this wasn’t his goddess. She only wanted to protect herself. Under this hard shell was a scared woman who’d been through too much. He didn’t know why he thought this, he simply believed it to be true.

      Not questioning this impression, Anthony softly took her hand, stroking the inside of her palm with his thumb. “What’s the next step then? If genetics are an issue, are they running tests?”

      Paige’s eyes widened slightly before returning to a more normal expression, no longer scowling at him. “You aren’t running?”

      “Is that what you expected?”

      Her gaze dropped between them, landing on their joined hands. “Yes.”

      “You aren’t alone anymore. Stop pushing me away.”

      Her gaze slowly traveled back up his body to finally rest on his eyes once more. “But if Fetus dies, I’m a huge failure as a human being. I let myself forget this week what a horrible thing I’ve done and find some happiness with you. That’s not fair. Fetus might not make it, and even if Betty says the dives aren’t to blame, I can’t be sure of that.”

      Oh, his poor goddess. He’d thought she was so tough and put together, but she’d been tearing herself apart about this. Considering the way he’d acted when she’d first referred to a baby as a fetus, he understood why she hadn’t thought she could trust him. Perhaps he eventually needed to talk to her about Tiffany, but that could wait. Tonight, she needed reassurance.

      “If I brought you any measure of happiness during a time when you’ve been so scared, I’m grateful for that.” He brought her hand to his mouth, brushing a kiss against the back of her fingers. “I’m sure Nurse Betty knows what she’s talking about with the baby.”

      “Fetus,” Paige said strongly. With her free hand, she rubbed her stomach. “Might be the kid’s name if it makes it, so get used to it.”

      Anthony couldn’t help but chuckle, a bit relieved that he was right about her using it as a name. “Come on, you aren’t really going to name the kid that. What about Mike Junior for a boy or Patty Junior for a girl? I’m sure there’s something better than Fetus.”

      Paige smiled, her eyes shining and clear for the first time that night. “Do you think that could happen?”

      Anthony turned on his side, unlinking their fingers so he could run his hand through her hair again. “Dr. Peterson is a good guy. He’s going to consult with specialists and get all the testing you need. I know he will. Once Parker finds out, he and Sierra and all the rest of the McCallister Clan will stop at nothing to help you deliver a happy, healthy baby. If you want Mike Junior born healthy, you probably couldn’t be in a better place.”

      All at once, her body went limp. Releasing a long sigh, Paige turned toward Anthony, snuggling into his chest. Her arm slid around his back. “I should have trusted you. Why did I try and push you away?”

      He held her close, inhaling the fragrance that he loved so much. “It’s okay. Even though we’ve known each other so long, you’ve been given a lot of reasons to distrust people. Together, we can teach you it’s okay. McCallister’s Paradise is your home, and the people here are your family. And I...”

      Anthony broke off, overwhelmed by the desire to kiss her and never stop. But she was vulnerable right now, fragile. She didn’t need him pawing at her.

      He cleared his throat. “And I realize you’ve grossly overestimated my ability to not attack you tonight. Time to go to my chair and get our dinner out of the bag.”

      When Anthony tried to pull away, Paige hugged him even tighter, refusing to release him. “Don’t go,” she pleaded.
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      Now that everything was in the open, now that he still cared about her and still desired her, Paige didn’t want Anthony holding back. Maybe she was stupid. Maybe it was the hormones talking. Whatever it was, Paige trusted Anthony and it didn’t make sense to deny themselves.

      “I don’t care if I just broke up with my fiancé. He and I had barely been together over the past three years.” Paige shimmied herself up Anthony’s body so she could press her lips to his, giving him a soft, somewhat chaste kiss. “You’re the man I’ve spent most of my time with since I moved here. You’re the man I joke around with every day, grab a beer with after work, count on having my back if things go wrong on a dive. You’re the one who’s been here for me. I’ve said you’re just a friend, but I can see clearly now. You’re so much more.”

      “Wha—” His brow furrowed. A cross between hope and need shifted behind his dark eyes. “Paige, I don’t think you’re in the right state to decide this. If you touch me more, I’m not going to be able to resist. I don’t want to take advantage of you.”

      Pressing her chest against his, Paige then ran her toes up his leg until she found the hem of his shorts and teased at the bottom of it. “Who’s taking advantage of whom?”

      A tremble went throughout him, and a deep, guttural moan puffed from his mouth to bath her face in its delightful warmth. “Paige, stop.”

      His mouth said one thing, but his body said something entirely different.

      She nipped at his bottom lip, sucking it into her mouth like she’d imagined earlier in the morning. Damn, but he tasted as good as she’d expected. An involuntary gasp passed from her into him, and she caressed his side and slid her leg between his, continuing to kiss him.

      As though he could no longer protest, Anthony tightened his hold on her, clutching her to him. His tongue made its way into her mouth, hot and slick, tasting her and claiming her in a possessive way Paige loved.

      She bumped her hips toward him, giving him encouragement that she liked what he was doing. He seemed too uncertain to continue without that. She’d only had four weekends a year she spent with Jason since working at McCallister’s Paradise to experience sex. She could already tell things would be very different with Anthony.

      Every touch he tried was halting and careful. If she didn’t make a noise to tell him she liked it, he backed away. Jason had always gone full force, gotten his rocks off, rolled over, and went to sleep. She was excited to see how things with a man who cared for her could be.

      “Hey,” Anthony whispered, pulling away slightly. “Where did you just go?”

      “What?” She shook her head. “I’m here. I’m right here.”

      “No.” He pulled back farther, looking into her gaze. He caressed the skin by her eye with a gentle touch. “I’ve been dreaming of this moment for three years. It’s been hard not being with anyone, but all I could think of was you. Still, if you aren’t ready for this, I can wait longer. I promise, I’ll be patient if it’s what you need. I don’t want to rush you into anything.”

      “Oh my god.” Paige widened her eyes, hardly able to comprehend what he said. “Three years? You haven’t... with anyone... in three years?”

      “Um, longer, really.” A devilish grin came to his face. “But don’t worry. I’m not greedy. I’ll make sure you get what you need before taking care of myself.” He dotted kisses down her cheek before seeming to come back to himself. “Wait. I was stopping, wasn’t I? Do you want to eat dinner?”

      She drew away from him, still shocked about his comments. “You were at the bar picking up chicks when I got back from California.”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “Where you rescued my drunk ass. You saw how well that went. It’s been quite a bit longer than three years, but since I met you, there has never been a doubt in my mind that abstinence was right for me.” He gave a small shrug. “I planned to love you from afar, but I knew there would never be another love like this for me.”

      What had she been thinking a few minutes ago? There was no comparison between this wonderful, precious man and Jason.

      Paige was so eager to kiss him again that she leaped at him, bumping their noses. They both laughed, but Anthony didn’t let it slow him as he took her actions for the consent to continue that they were.

      Before Paige fully understood what had happened, her world rotated and she stared at the ceiling again, this time with one very big difference. Anthony’s wonderfully handsome face took up most of her line of sight. She reached out, tracing her fingertip over his square jaw, then brushing it over his lips. He pursed them, kissing her fingers in passing while she continued with her investigation of the planes of his face, moving up to his slightly scratchy cheek, then tracing his beautifully outlined cheekbone. His nose was marginally crooked, and Paige went down it with a gentle touch.

      Finally, she met his gaze. Those deep brown eyes. They captivated her. How did she never notice him looking at her? It was so obvious now. He wasn’t playing around, he wasn’t trying to control her, and he wasn’t a jerk like so many men she knew. He was just Anthony—a great guy, a wonderful friend, and the man she was falling for.

      “You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.

      “Beautiful?” He chuckled. “I think that’s what I’m supposed to say to you.”

      She shook her head. “On the inside and the outside. You’re a beautiful person. I don’t know why you picked me but thank you.”

      He leaned down, making the same exploration of her face that she’d done to his, except he used his lips to accomplish it. Deliciously ticklish kisses covered every part of her face before he met her gaze from even closer than before.

      “I picked you because you’re beautiful inside and out too, Paige. I could see it the moment we met. Learning more about you, your goals, your family, it just confirms it for me. There’s never been a more beautiful woman. Not ever.”

      His lips went to her neck, sucking and licking with an intensity that belied the sweetness of their prior interlude. Paige gasped, running her arms around his neck and digging her fingers into his back as pleasure made her heart rate rise and her nipples tingle.

      With expert movements that made her wonder if he was as out of practice as he claimed, Anthony shed their clothing. The lights were still on, and Paige worried whether her body disappointed him in any way, but his wide grin soon allayed that fear. His hands and mouth worshipped her body, sucking and licking, fondling and caressing. She could do nothing but moan and sigh as he kept her on a tightrope of pleasure.

      “I want to touch you too,” she protested, but he moved around too much for her to do much more than tighten up again as his teeth bit lightly against her nipple. “Oh, oh, damn. That feels so good.”

      He sucked hard, then nibbled lightly. Pleasure waves shocked throughout her sending pleasant tingles to her nether regions, the only place Anthony had yet to touch. Even though he hadn’t done anything there, Paige already knew she was dripping wet for him. No one had given her attention like this before, and her body was a quivering mass of expectation and desire.

      Unable to handle it any longer, she wrapped her legs around his waist. To her surprise, she could immediately feel that his attention to her body had turned him on as much as it had her. His erection was at attention, pushing against her leg as he quickly turned his body and tried to peel her legs away from him.

      “Stop, Paige. I’m not done warming you up yet,” he said.

      “Damn you.” Paige clung to him with both her legs and her arms, drawing him against her. His scent revved her engine even higher. “I’m so hot I’m about to melt. If you warm me more, I’ll be a puddle!”

      She pulled him upward to kiss him, moaning into his mouth as she ran her hands along his back, scratching ever so lightly. His erection jutted against her as though he could barely contain himself.

      Still, he broke off the kiss, pulling away. “Will this hurt Patty Junior?”

      “Oh, good heavens.” Paige had had it with his consideration. “This isn’t dangerous at all, but if you keep stalling, things will get dangerous for you! Take me, dammit!”

      Anthony’s cheeks turned slightly pink, and he gave her the most innocent, boyish smile she’d ever seen. “I’m not trying to anger my goddess. I want this to be perfect.”

      “That’s not fair.” She flashed him her flirtiest pout. “Now I can’t even be sexually frustrated because you’re too sweet.”

      He laughed, leaning down to steal a kiss. “I don’t want you frustrated. I want you very, very pleased.”

      His voice had dipped to that deep, bone quaking bass she’d noted before. At the same time, his hand traversed her stomach, making its way over to the soft tuft of hair he’d not yet touched and teasing around the join between her legs.

      She squirmed with anticipation, shifting her hips as she relaxed the grip with her legs and tried to get his hand to touch her flesh more directly. “Oh, please, Anthony. I’m so ready to be touched by you.”

      His throaty chuckle did interesting things to her spine, sending spikes of pleasure throughout her. His lips found her neck again, sucking so hard that she knew he was marking her skin. She didn’t even care. Paige threw her head back in ecstasy, loving the sensation of his mouth against her, staking his claim with his powerful sucking.

      When his fingers slid through the slick folds of her lower lips, tickling in all the right places, Paige was unable to hold back a cry of pure delight. Anthony’s fingers alternated between sliding inside and all the way out to tease at her pleasure center, flicking that tight nub faster and faster before stopping to plunge back inside her. Once more pulling his fingers out of her wetness, he stroked the bundle of nerves as fast as he could, making her cry out in pleasure and dig her nails into his back. For a few moments, he focused entirely on sucking on her neck and rubbing her clit.

      Paige was about to lose it. Her entire attention centered into this one moment. She’d never felt such overwhelming passion. Her moans of delight could likely be heard by everyone in the building, and she couldn’t even care. All she could do was feel absolute pleasure as she squeezed her eyes tight, the cusp of orgasm so close. She almost didn’t want it to happen. The blissful sensations were such that she wished it could go on forever.

      “You make me feel so good,” she panted through her moaning. “So incredibly good.”

      Anthony’s lips left her neck, and she whined in protest. Before she could get entirely upset, his mouth dropped over hers, hot, moist, and needy. His harsh breaths rattled into her, every bit as excited as she was.

      “Goddess,” he breathed. “Oh, I’ve needed you for so, so long.”

      “I’m yours,” she said between his sweet kisses. “I’m yours.”

      The ministrations he’d given to her lower body stopped and she wanted to cry with their loss, but as she opened her eyes and saw Anthony sheathing himself in a condom, she sighed in relief. He wasn’t leaving. He was preparing for the main event.

      Anthony kept eye contact, lifting one of her feet to his shoulder, kissing her ankle tenderly while keeping his eyes slanted to gaze into hers. He stayed on his knees, pulling her hips upward and guiding himself to her opening. His eyes clearly commanded her to watch his every move, somehow making things more erotic.

      He bumped his large shaft against her, rubbing up and down in slow, agonizingly hot motions. Paige couldn’t stop herself from rocking her hips, wanting him inside. The anticipation was almost more than she could take. He held the tip of himself against her, rubbing it along the spot where his fingers had paid so much attention. As her clit once again became riled with his motions, the flighty sensation of impending orgasm came back all too readily. He hadn’t been kidding about pleasuring her. She’d never had so much pleasure. It was hard to keep her eyes open when all she could concentrate on was how good the way he rubbed against her felt.

      “I’m so close,” she told him. “I want you, Anthony.”

      He kissed her foot again, then smiled. “That makes me happy.”

      With agonizing slowness, he perched himself over her and entered. Larger than Paige imagined, it was probably good he went slow, but she didn’t want to wait. She wanted him. She wanted him to fill her up, to fill the empty spaces that had never been touched by love before. When she thought he would turn away from her in disgust, he’d instead continued to offer love. She needed him like she’d never needed anyone.

      “Please,” she begged. “Please, love me.” Wrapping the leg he wasn’t controlling around his waist tightly, she thrust upward, arching her back to meet him. She then sought his mouth, greedily taking his lips and moaning her pleasure into him, letting him swallow her cries of joy.

      His own pleasured groans echoed back into her. As if no longer able to control himself, Anthony thrusted hard, ramping up the excitement and building the pressure with each second. The angle of her foot on his shoulder opened her up differently than she’d had before, and each thrust left her open to him in a way that brought an avalanche of pleasure.

      Just as their bodies twined together on the bed, so did their mouths fight for dominance, tongues seeking and loving the other, moans and groans being shared and swallowed.

      After a time that was all too short, yet more wonderful than Paige could have imagined, she could no longer hold back. The intensity of sensation took over completely. She tightened around Anthony, running her hands through his hair.

      “I can’t hold it in anymore,” she warned.

      “I’m there too.”

      He increased the tempo, pounding into her with a ferocity that she loved, the sweat of their lovemaking mixing to create a new scent all their own. With a frenzied crescendo of gasping moans, they soared on the ocean swells of passion, riding them as far and wide as they could go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Anthony woke, languid and satisfied. He could hardly believe tonight’s turn of events. Still, he wouldn’t berate himself for letting it happen. He’d given Paige several chances to turn back. He’d been more than a gentleman. She’d wanted him as badly as he’d wanted her.

      On the bed next to him, she still slept, a slight smile on her beautiful face. He dropped a kiss onto her forehead, then took the opportunity to gaze at her naked body without the fog of lust clouding his ability to appreciate it.

      She was just as beautiful as he’d pictured. Thin, but not stick straight. Her breasts weren’t large, but that was actually better for someone who loved diving. He could only imagine how hard it would be if she had double-D’s to contend with in the water. He supposed they had suits to help with that, but still, her slighter proportions suited her frame. He certainly wasn’t at all disappointed in what he saw.

      When he thought about the little life inside her small frame, thought about it growing steadily day by day, that was also exciting. If she let him make love to her, if she trusted him this much already, that must mean she planned to keep him around. If he could be by her side while Mike Junior grew up and became a great diver, that might be the answer to all Anthony’s prayers.

      Of course, they still had to figure out what to do about Jason. After all, the man deserved to know about his own kid. He was sure Paige understood that. It wasn’t something they had to discuss right now. It could wait. Once they found out little Patty Junior was okay from a genetic standpoint and Paige was feeling stronger, they could discuss what to do about custody and legalities. If they were lucky, perhaps Jason wouldn’t want to bother with a kid, and they could get him to sign his rights away.

      Anthony would take on the job of Dad in an instant.

      As he sat musing about the possibilities, his goddess began shivering. He gathered her gently in his arms, surprised she still slept so deeply. Perhaps all the worry about this pregnancy, dealing with it on her own, had taken a toll. Now, she knew she had his help. Plus, he’d like to think his excellent skills had done some work toward wearing her out further.

      Tracing the blossom of red on her neck, the mark he’d left out of a petty desire to claim her as his own, he couldn’t help but smile. She’d cried out so sweetly in pleasure as he’d made it. It would be hard to cover with her swimsuit at work tomorrow. Parker would know in an instant they’d been together. Not that he thought their boss would care, but Anthony took a perverse bit of pleasure in knowing Paige was finally his after all these years.

      To his dismay, her shuddering continued, even wrapped in his arms. He worried about her and the baby. Was it fatigue? The room wasn’t all that cold, but she had complained about feeling the chill of the oncoming autumn, even though they lived in a tropical paradise.

      “Paige,” he whispered, kissing her lightly on the mouth. “Goddess, wake up. You need to take a hot shower, eat dinner, and get to bed.”

      There was no response, but she continued to shiver.

      Was this something to worry about?

      Anthony shook her shoulders, alarmed. “Paige! Wake up.”

      She woke slightly, brushing him away. “I’m too tired, Anthony. Let me sleep.” Her teeth chattered slightly, but she snuggled into him and was soon sleeping again.

      Not knowing what else to do, Anthony snagged his pants off the floor and grabbed his cell phone. Luckily, he’d saved the doctor’s cell phone number after a diving injury last year. Not caring how far past business hours it was, Anthony quickly connected the call.

      “Hello?” The voice that answered was the bubbly sound of Nurse Betty.

      “Nurse Betty? I’m sorry to call so late, but this is Anthony Bledso. I’m here with Paige Warner. Um...” Maybe having sex really did this. She said it was fine, but he was a bit hesitant to state the situation.

      “What’s wrong?” Betty asked, the bubbliness gone. “Can I speak with her?”

      “She won’t stay awake,” Anthony admitted. “We... uh. Shoot, look, we were intimate. She’s shivering cold now. She woke up for a few seconds but told me she’s tired and to let her sleep. Did I do something to her? To the baby?”

      Betty let out a little laugh, sounding relaxed enough to calm Anthony slightly. “Poor girl’s been under so much stress. I suspect you being there is a relief and perhaps being intimate gave a little release. Now, she’s let her guard down and is exhausted. The shivering, she told me she’s been more susceptible to cold. Could be changes in her body due to the pregnancy, or it might just be she’s sensitive to cold naturally. Why don’t you bundle her up in some warmer clothes and let her sleep until morning? If she’s still not back to normal then, I’ll send the doctor over to make a house call and make sure it’s nothing to worry about.”

      “You sure this is just exhaustion?” Anthony couldn’t help but feel doubtful despite the nurse’s confident tone. “She said the baby might have some genetic things wrong. What if the uh... s-sex did s-s-something and they’re hurt?”

      Damn—this was mortifying, but he had to make sure he hadn’t hurt them.

      To his relief, Betty laughed. “You don’t have to worry. I promise it’s not that. Sex is perfectly safe during pregnancy. I really think you should bundle her up and let her rest tonight. I think all that girl needs is a night without stress. She’s been under so much lately with all the decisions she’s been trying to choose between.”

      “Decisions?” Anthony couldn’t help but wonder what else might be going on.

      “Oh, well... They no longer matter. Just never you mind,” Betty said. “Paige will be fine. Keep an eye on her. Have her call in the morning to check in, okay?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Not entirely reassured, Anthony hung up the phone.

      Warmer clothes? He cleaned himself up and quickly dressed, then checked the things he’d tossed off her earlier. A short-sleeved shirt and shorts. Not exactly bundle up clothing. He wondered if she had pajamas somewhere.

      Approaching her dresser, he felt guilty about opening it without her permission. Then again, she was sound asleep, and it didn’t look like she’d wake anytime soon. Technically, he did this on nurse’s orders, so it was fine to go through a lady’s stuff in that circumstance. At least, that was how he would justify it to himself.

      Assuming her pajamas might be in the first drawer, he opened it. He stared inside, unable to move for a second.

      Wow... just wow.

      Sparkly underwear, slinky lingerie, socks of all shapes and sizes. The drawer was stuffed to the top. He wondered, now that they’d made love, whether she’d wear any of these things for him next time.

      Regretfully, he knew he shouldn’t look through it. Besides, he needed to hurry and get Paige dressed. He closed the drawer and opened the next one. This was what he needed. PJs of every shape and size filled this one. Finding the ones that looked the warmest, he settled on a long-sleeved top and a pair of capris pants made from sweatpants material.

      Hurrying back to the bed, he gently moved Paige around, working hard to get the clothing on her as quickly as possible. Every once in a while, she’d wake a bit, complain at him for waking her, but then she’d help him get the clothing into place. Once he had her dressed, he gently tucked her into the covers.

      Unfortunately, she continued shivering off and on. Maybe a pair of those socks would do the trick. If her feet were cold, she would remain cold. He would massage them once he put the socks on, then fold them into the covers. That should work.

      Hoping she possibly had a pair of wool socks or some other fabric designed to trap heat, Anthony dug through the drawer. When his hand encountered a paper bag just under the top layer of socks, he pulled it out, puzzled. As the socks fell out of the drawer onto the floor, a packet of papers was revealed.

      The heading of the paper caught his eye: What to expect with emergency contraception.

      All rational thought left Anthony’s mind. No longer worrying about invading her privacy, he grabbed the bundle of printed pages. He sat at the small desk near the doorway, pushing their long-cold food to the back. The first page of the papers told all about how to take the morning after pills. It talked about how effective it was. It even said it could be taken until week ten.

      Anthony glanced at Paige. She’d rolled over and snuggled into the blankets, no longer shivering. She’d said she was only in week eight or maybe she’d said seven. A sinking suspicion made his stomach cramp. He grabbed the paper bag from the sock drawer and looked inside. Just as he feared. She had the goddamn abortion pills on hand!

      He flipped to the next page. This one told about other abortion methods. Things she could do after passing ten weeks of conception. There was even more stuff about killing babies. The longer he read, the more disgusted Anthony became. After that, there was information on diving while pregnant. At least it did look like Betty was right about that. There was a chance Paige did some damage to the baby, but it wasn’t conclusive. The last pages talked about a link between miscarriages in families, and there were pages about mental disorders and muscular dystrophy as well as explanations of genetic testing.

      All of these were from the doctor. The baby killing pills were from the doctor. How much of what Paige told him today was a lie? Why did she need these pills if she wasn’t killing the baby? Was that why she still insisted on calling it a fetus and wouldn’t call it Mike or Patty Junior? He’d been so stupid. He thought she was wonderful, but maybe that had been him projecting his hopes on her.

      He wanted to be a dad so badly, he’d even hoped Jason would give up his rights, letting Anthony be the daddy to this baby. Little did he know, Paige was no different from Tiffany. This baby wouldn’t even see his or her first day on Earth. The only reason Jason didn’t already know about his child was because Paige was in control of her own body and planned to murder it without telling him.

      She’d acted so sincere, like she was really worried about the genetics and heartbroken the baby might not be okay. Anthony was so confused. Why would she do that? Was this all a con to get him to feel sorry for her? But why? She could have just pretended she liked him, and he would have held her and lavished her with attention. Did she get off on tricking him into confessing his feelings and making him think she loved him back, only to ‘make love’ to him and then crush him?

      Disgusted and distraught, Anthony shoved his phone into his pocket and stuffed the pills and papers back into her sock drawer. Shutting off the bedroom light, he locked the bottom lock on her door so she would be safe until she woke. Even if he was heartbroken at finding out the truth about her, he still couldn’t allow anyone to hurt her.

      Knowing he should have never opened himself up to trusting another woman, Anthony hurried home to wash the smell of her off his skin. Remembering how right she’d felt in his arms wouldn’t do any good. Women were all the same. He’d fooled himself into believing differently, but it didn’t matter. They couldn’t be trusted.
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      Paige woke up slowly, stretching languorously with a grin that had to be as goofy as the one Anthony only showed her. She’d rarely felt this wonderful. Not only did her body ache in the most pleasant way possible, she’d slept better than she had in months.

      One thing felt off, however. There was no lump of manflesh in the spot next to her. Anthony had today off, so there was no reason for him to be up already.

      She cracked her eyes open, searching the small room. It only took a few seconds to confirm he wasn’t in the bedroom or bathroom, and his clothes were missing from her floor. Despite all the evidence that he’d left without waking her, she cleared her throat.

      “Anthony?”

      Hoping against hope he was somehow hidden out of her view and would pop out at the sound of her voice, she held her breath and waited for him to appear. When that didn’t happen, she flopped onto her back and sighed up at the ceiling. She shouldn’t let herself get too disappointed. Perhaps he went home to shower and get ready. Knowing him, it was entirely possible he wanted to take her for breakfast before she went to work. They had become a little too distracted to eat dinner last night.

      Still, she would have preferred to wake up in his arms. She hadn’t expected things to go the way they had, especially not so quickly, but she didn’t want to fight her feelings anymore. Anthony wasn’t like the other men she’d dealt with in her life. He was warm and loving. He cared about her feelings and her dreams.

      It was such a nice change. If only she’d let herself see him three years ago, instead of holding onto her relationship with Jason like it was ever going to go anywhere. Her stupid pride had a tendency to get in her way like that.

      She gave her tummy a loving pat. “That’s something Mama’s going to work on, okay? If Anthony sticks around, we’ll make sure we don’t let pride chase him off. We got this.”

      Deciding she was sticky and gross from all the exertion the night before, Paige stood and crossed to the bathroom. If Anthony went to take a shower, she shouldn’t laze about in bed. She wanted to spend as much time with him as possible before work. Plus, she wanted to give him the small bottle of perfume she’d bought for him yesterday. Somehow, they’d never gotten around to exchanging those like they’d promised.

      A refreshing shower later, she wandered around the room with nothing but a towel on her head, snagging her phone off the nightstand to see if Anthony had called while she showered. Her heart leaped with joy when she saw the missed call notification. However, one swipe down to pull up the name had her frowning.

      “The doctor’s office?” Her heart pounded painfully, and her mouth suddenly went dry. She clutched her belly, already halfway to panic. “Could they already have tests back, Fetus? That’s too fast. I’m not ready for bad news.”

      She had to call Anthony. She didn’t want to get results by herself. He wouldn’t want her to, she was sure of that.

      After two rings, his phone sent her to voicemail. She pulled the phone away and hung up without leaving a message. That was weird. It was almost like her call had connected, but he’d hit the ignore button. Deciding to try again, she reconnected the call, only to have it immediately go to voicemail.

      “We can’t get paranoid, right?” She asked Fetus. “Maybe my call came in at the same time as another one. Why would he ignore us?”

      Typing out a quick message, she told him about the doctor calling and asked if she could come to his place to call them back. She waited for the icon on the message to indicate he had read it, but after five minutes, it stayed on the screen saying sent.

      “Hmmm... Fetus, now I’m starting to get paranoid.”

      Deciding there wasn’t much she could do besides get dressed and knock on his door to find out what the problem was, Paige opened her top drawer to grab clean underclothes.

      That was when she spotted it. The reason he must’ve left. The reason he wouldn’t take her calls. Sitting on top of everything were the pills, no longer inside the bag. Underneath that was the paperwork Betty had printed off for her, everything from genetic testing to abortion methods. The edges of the paper were wrinkled, as though the last time someone read them, they’d been so angry they’d clenched the papers tightly.

      Paige’s phone rang again, making her jump and drop the pages. They fluttered to the floor, and she ignored them as she checked the call display. Nurse Betty, not Anthony.

      Heaving out a long breath, Paige realized she couldn’t count on him again. He got his jollies off last night, found this stuff, and instead of asking her about it, decided to judge her. He’d promised not to judge, but refusing her phone calls and being gone when she woke was answer enough.

      Keeping her voice as cheerful as possible, she swiped to answer. “Hello, Nurse Betty. Is everything okay?”

      “That’s my line. You sound good though. I’m guessing he overreacted last night.”

      Paige tilted her head, wondering what the nurse meant. “Who?”

      “Your new man. I heard you got a little busy.” Her tinkling laughter only fueled a sudden, burning anger in Paige’s stomach. How did Nurse Betty know that?

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, don’t be embarrassed,” Betty said. “It must’ve been fabulous if it knocked you out. Honestly, after all the stress lately, I think you needed that release. Poor man thought he killed you, though, but I told him you needed to sleep and would be fine in the morning. Glad I was right.”

      “Um, yeah.” Seemed like Anthony must have called Betty sometime in the night.

      “He said you were shivering, so I told him to bundle you up. How’s that going? In truth, I am a bit worried about how sensitive you are to cold right now. It might be a bad idea for you to go into the ocean at all if this keeps up.”

      “No, no.” Paige paced around the bedroom, wondering what she could possibly say to keep the island’s medical staff from completely taking her job away. “I can’t stop working. I mean, unless it’s a danger to Fetus. If I have to for that, I’ll do it. If it’s about my comfort level, I’m just shivering a little and I’m okay with that. In the water, I haven’t felt uncomfortable. It’s just the wind and the cool humidity once the sun goes down.”

      “Okay. As long as you have Anthony taking care of you, I’m sure you’ll be fine. He can keep you warm, right?”

      This was not a professional conversation, but Paige figured Betty probably didn’t get much of a chance to gossip since there were no other nurses on the island. “About that...”

      “Is he good in bed?” Betty laughed. “I’ve been married so long I don’t even remember the last time we did more than kiss. I tell you, girl, pregnant or not, enjoy it while the romance lasts.”

      That was definitely ‘Too Much Information.’ Ugh. Paige wanted out of this conversation.

      “Thanks for checking on me. I’m fine now, so don’t worry. I haven’t eaten yet, though, and I work soon. Can’t keep Fetus hungry, so I’ll have to let you go.”

      “Oh, okay. I’ll call to schedule your next appointment when some of the blood work comes in, okay?”

      “Great. Thanks!”

      As fast as she could, Paige disconnected the call before Betty could ask anything else. It was sort of funny, and any other day Paige probably would have laughed. This morning, however, her heart panged with grief.

      Why the hell did Anthony try so hard to make her open up to him if he was just going to act like everyone else in the end? He didn’t want to hear her explanation. He didn’t even ask why she had that stuff. He left and then refused her calls.

      So much for him holding some epic love for her over the past three years. He got her in bed, took what he wanted, then left at the first sign of something that didn’t please him. She should have taken the warning for what it was when he insisted on Fetus being called a baby. He wasn’t the type of man to respect other peoples’ choices. It didn’t matter that she’d decided on the choice he agreed with. He didn’t respect her enough or trust her enough to think she could make that decision. That’s what really rankled.

      Worse than that, she knew if she’d made the other choice, his love was so fickle that he would have hated her for it. What kind of love was that? Didn’t love struggle through tough times and find ways to compromise? Okay, sure, Paige had never seen that kind of love, but if she was getting rid of the kind of love that told her what to do and made demands, she wanted the love that cooperated and worked on issues together.

      Anthony was just like her father and just like Jason. Maybe the type of love she longed for wasn’t out there. If that was the case, she’d put her all into loving Fetus and keeping her promises to Mike.

      “And you can piss off, Anthony. It’ll be your loss when Fetus grows up healthy, happy, and a great diver. You’ll regret it when you don’t get to be a part of our lives because you’re just like every other douchebag out there.”

      Refusing to let loose the tears threatening the backs of her eyes, Paige blinked them away, got ready for work, and headed for the front door. After all, she hadn’t been lying when she told Betty that Fetus needed breakfast.

      She’d be the best damn mother in the world. Anyone who doubted her would know how wrong they were in the future, and it wouldn’t even matter. Who needed a man in their life? She had herself. She’d keep following her dreams and find a way to get Mike and Patty diving. While doing all that, she’d raise a wonderful child and teach them to dive too.

      It would be hard, sometimes it might even be lonely, but she could do this. She was strong. If Anthony wasn’t strong enough to stand by her side now, he didn’t deserve to be there in the future.
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        * * *

      

      Despite Anthony’s protests because he didn’t want to face Paige, he stepped onto Parker’s boat after the last tour late that night. As expected, Parker and Paige sat on either side of the boat, drinking sports drinks, having already cleaned up the gear.

      Paige’s eyes flicked to him momentarily, but a small sneer coated her lips and she quickly looked away.

      He took a second to study her since she decided to ignore him. The mark he’d left on her neck last night was every bit as visible as he’d thought it’d be. Now, instead of making him proud, it twisted his stomach with nausea. How could he sleep with a murderess and not know it?

      “Hey, Anthony.” Parker’s voice was friendly, but his eyes darted between the two of them, clearly concerned about the tense air. “Glad you came.”

      “What do you want?” he all but growled, flopping onto the bench near his boss.

      Parker’s eyebrows narrowed. “You and Paige are both in pissy moods today, I see. I’d hoped to give you a bit of good news, but now I’m not sure it’s going to be seen as such.”

      “Whatever. Just say what you need to so I can go home.”

      Paige let out a huff of exasperation. “Such a douche,” she whispered even though it was plainly audible to all three of them.

      “Okay, here’s the deal.” Parker cleared his throat, obviously feeling awkward. “Some old buddies of mine from diving school got ahold of me last week, wanting to explore those caves. Remember the ones I told you about?”

      Anthony couldn’t stop the bitterness from creeping onto his face. The underwater caves where Paige had promised to be his new diving buddy. How could he forget those? Unable to stop himself, he snuck a peek across the deck at her. As though she’d also realized what caves Parker meant, her gaze found his for a second before darting away.

      “The underwater ones a few days out,” he replied.

      “Right.” Parker beamed with his good-natured smile. “So, they want to do an excursion, but they need a fourth diving buddy, plus someone up top to watch the tanks and keep track of weather and radios.”

      Anthony shook his head. “What month are they wanting to do this?”

      “Next week, actually.”

      “What?” Paige stood, seeming shocked. “That’s the dumbest idea I’ve ever heard.”

      “I agree,” Anthony said, not even caring that he agreed with a baby killer. “The weather around here is too volatile right now. Storms kick up with no warning. You could be diving one minute, and the boat could be carried away in a storm the next.”

      “Ten-day excursion,” Parker said, as though he hadn’t heard their concerns. “It’d be fifty-grand for each of you, plus you’d get to see the caves.”

      “For each of us?” Anthony shook his head. “You mean Paige and me? No way. These are your friends. Shouldn’t you come out with me?”

      Parker shook his head. “I can’t leave the island for ten days right now. We’ve got too much scheduled. I was able to find a temp diver that I know to come fill in while you’re gone.”

      “Send the temp with me,” Anthony said. “She can’t go.”

      Paige’s head whipped toward him. “What do you mean I can’t go?”

      “You’re pregnant,” Anthony said, all but spitting the words at her. “Well, at least, I think you are.”

      “Hey,” Parker protested.

      “Shut up,” Paige hissed. “You shut the hell up.”

      “Or what?” Anthony challenged, standing to glare down on her.

      Her hands fisted by her side, and the glare in her aqua eyes said she was ready to punch him. “Or I’ll make you shut up.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You going to murder me like you plan to murder that innocent baby?”

      “Anthony!” Parker bellowed, shoving him onto the bench.

      “You... Why...?” Paige gave up trying to form a question, simply staring at him. Her eyes grew wide, then turned shiny as though tears were forming that she wouldn’t let fall. She kept her eyes wide, not blinking, but continued looking at him with some undefinable expression on her face.

      He didn’t want to admit it, but she looked broken and hurt.

      For some strange reason, Anthony’s heart clenched with anguish. He wanted to replay the last ten minutes and take back everything he’d said since stepping on the boat. He wanted to speak to her about everything like an adult and ask what was going on. He’d never even asked if she’d felt better this morning.

      “Paige?” Parker stepped forward, voice soft and gentle. He acted almost as though he approached a wounded animal, creeping slowly toward her with his hand outstretched in a coaxing manner. “Are you okay?”

      “No. No, I’m not.” With that, she whirled around and fled from the ship, running across the sand as fast as she could go.

      Unable to stop himself, Anthony started to chase after her. That look, the hurt. What the hell had he done that for? Before taking more than two steps, he remembered why he cut her from his life and forced himself to sit back down.

      Frustrated, he dug his fingernails into the skin of his palms, wishing he could stop caring about her. She was a baby killer. She was Tiffany all over again. Why did it matter if she pretended to have feelings now?

      “Shit.” Parker shook his head. “You freaking idiot.” Parker’s fist came out of nowhere, connecting with the side of Anthony’s jaw.

      Everything went black for a moment, and Anthony slumped sideways. When he finally made sense of what happened, he glared at Parker. “Why the hell did you hit me?”

      “Do you even know what you just did?” Parker shook his head repeatedly, pacing the deck and pounding the fist he’d hit Anthony with into the palm of his other hand. “You are such a stupid asshole.”

      “She has morning after pills in her room, dude. What’d you expect me to do, congratulate her?”

      Parker turned, glaring at him with an even fiercer gaze. “I should hit you again. Maybe if I beat you senseless, you’ll find a little sense while you’re knocked out.”

      Anthony put his hands up in self-defense. “What the hell, dude? I don’t understand why you’re so pissed at me. She’s the one who’s in the wrong.”

      “Maybe I’m pissed because I had a long talk with Paige on our lunchbreak today. Maybe I’m pissed because she’s suffering so badly, and you’re a huge jerk who doesn’t know anything.”

      “What?” Regret bubbled inside Anthony even stronger than before. “What did she tell you? Is Patty Junior okay? Did she end up getting sicker last night after I left?”

      Parker’s eyes narrowed. Anthony had never seen him mad before, but the man was furious. “I’m not telling you. I’ve listened to you cry about how much you loved this girl for years. At the same time, you’ve bitched about that girl aborting your baby in high school without once wondering how scary things were for her. You never considered what she might’ve been going through.”

      “Sure. It’s easy for the man with a perfect family life to look down on me for wanting one,” Anthony grumbled.

      Parker scoffed. “And it’s easy for the guy who knocked some teenaged girl up to say she should have had the baby and taken responsibility for it and given up the rest of her life, even though she had no guarantee he wouldn’t just walk away. You had no clue what she dealt with back then. It was a lot to ask. You’ve held this grudge to the point that you don’t trust any women.”

      “That’s not fair,” Anthony broke in. “I told her I wouldn’t leave. I wanted that baby. I told her in so many ways.”

      “You were sixteen. Did you ever consider it might not have been Tiffany’s choice? Maybe her parents forced her to do it. Or maybe her parents would have disowned her if she told them about the baby. You don’t know, and you didn’t care about anything but yourself.”

      Anthony folded his arms, not wanting to hear this from the one friend who always had his back in the past. “So, what, you think killing babies is okay? Your life would be better if your bitch of an ex had killed Ryan instead of having him?”

      Parker sighed. “You’re lashing out instead of listening to me. You never listen to anyone else or consider there are different ways to think about things.”

      “I wanted to be a father. I would have been a good dad to that kid.” Anthony rubbed his face, which he feared was already starting to bruise. Parker hadn’t held back, and the throbbing was quite painful. “Am I horrible for not forgiving that?”

      “No, but you do need to look at all sides of the matter. Especially now when it isn’t even your baby. You didn’t ask Paige about those pills or what she’s going through before leaving her yesterday, did you? The fact that you left makes you both an idiot and an asshole. You don’t deserve her, which is good because you threw her away so easily. You threw away someone who thought you were something special.”

      No. He couldn’t be swayed by this. It was obvious that Paige told Parker about everything today. Since she no longer had Anthony’s shoulder to cry on, she’d somehow convinced Parker that killing her baby was okay. Anthony would never believe she was right about that.

      He returned Parker’s glare, standing back up. “None of this matters, boss. You don’t have to agree with my decisions. If Paige is killing that baby, there’s no way she and I could ever be friends, let alone lovers. Maybe it’s none of my business because it’s her body, but even if that baby has health issues, he or she deserves a chance to live.”

      Parker rolled his eyes. “See? All you care about is your truth and your perspective. For the record, I happen to agree. I want her baby to be born. Still, I’m not the one who’ll be living with those choices, whatever the choice is, for the rest of my life.”

      “Whatever. Let’s not talk about this. It’s not our business. You were right. Tell me about the caves.”

      “No.” Parker shook his head. “They want the best crew. If you and Paige won’t work together, I’ll tell them we can’t do it. Such a pity, though. Paige needs money for her goals. Plus, if she wants to have a chance at keeping that baby, she’s going to need a lot of money. That bonus could’ve come in handy. Too bad you won’t work with her.”

      With that parting shot, Parker marched off the boat, seemingly too disgusted with Anthony to look at him any longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Paige stood under the shower for a long time, telling herself the water on her face was only salty because it was ocean water from today’s snorkeling tours, not tears. She wouldn’t cry over the hateful things that man said. He didn’t matter.

      “Why do I care, Fetus?” Her voice trembled, but she ignored that too. She never cried over men.

      Not even catching Jason in bed with another woman had made her cry. There was no reason to cry over this. Sure, Anthony’s words had been like direct hits to her soul, ripping it to shreds in a way no one ever had before, but she still had no reason to cry.

      Letting out a bitter laugh, Paige blinked the tears away, deciding to be done with them. She rinsed off and got out of the shower, quickly drying and going through her nightly routine.

      After she’d talked to Parker earlier in the day and let him know the truth about her pregnancy and the complications surrounding it, he’d called Sierra. That woman had also suffered quite a lot of stress during her pregnancy, mostly because she was afraid to be a mother. Understanding completely what Paige was feeling, Sierra had sent over a package of items to help keep calm during this stressful time. It had been waiting at the doorway when Paige got home.

      Opening the box after dressing in warm pajamas, the first thing she noticed was a card on top. Smiling at the drawing of a pregnant woman pulling her hair on the front, she opened it to find a handwritten note inside.

      Paige,

      We’ve only spoken a few times on Parker’s boat, but I want you to know I’m here for you. The McCallister’s Paradise Family sticks together. Parker says you want to have this baby no matter what. I work at the childcare center, so even if your baby has special needs, I’ll do research and figure out what to do from a childcare standpoint. Don’t worry about that.

      Also, when we hung up earlier today, I talked to Larissa. She always gives the McCallister women massages when we’re pregnant for stress relief. When she heard everything, she immediately wanted to help. She’ll fit you in every week on your days off from the boat, and don’t worry about the cost. When Parker makes your work schedule, he’ll set the massages up.

      Please come hang out at the daycare with me on your next day off. Parker said you haven’t made friends around here because you went to California a lot but that situation changed. Let’s get to know each other. Can’t have too many friends, right? Besides, I think seeing the center might relieve your mind about what happens once the baby comes. Make sure to use the relaxation devices I sent and try not to worry. We’re all here for you. Call if you need anything, or if you want someone to talk to.

      Love, Sierra.

      Her number was included below her name.

      Wow... Paige hadn’t expected all that. She’d never reached out to anyone on the island before, let alone anyone connected to the mighty McCallister family. Sure, Parker was nice, but he was her boss. To think that Sierra wanted to be friends. Not only that, but Larissa McCallister, the eldest McCallister sibling’s wife, wanted to give her free massages? She could hardly believe it.

      Eager now to see what Sierra sent, Paige dug into the package. It was perfect for a tired body. Sierra knew her stuff. There was a sound machine that would display different light patterns across the ceiling, soothing the mind in two ways. A heated blanket with massage features would ease tired muscles and help with the chill she’d been suffering of late. There was a plethora of calming tea safe for pregnancy. In addition to those big items, there were all sorts of other small comfort items—lotions, scent satchels, eye masks with cooling gel, facials, and other beauty products designed to help her feel normal as the pregnancy progressed.

      It seemed the McCallister clan had it down to a science with pregnancies these days. It made sense, as most of them were procreating on the regular, all the siblings having found the loves of their lives.

      “Hmmm...” Paige rubbed her stomach, taking one of the small scent satchels in her other hand and inhaling the soothing aroma of lavender. “Too bad I didn’t find the love of my life before getting pregnant. Those McCallisters make it look easy, Fetus, but it really isn’t. The second I started to think this might turn into love, he left us.”

      She decided she had to stop worrying about Anthony. Maybe she could set the sound machine up and use it to fall asleep early. It might help reduce the stress from today and let her forget that she’d cried over that man in a most uncharacteristic way. Paige was in the process of playing with the settings and choosing a light display for the ceiling when a loud knock startled her.

      She glanced at the doorway, wondering who would visit. It might be Parker or Sierra checking on her. Still, they’d probably call instead. They had a family to take care of. She didn’t really know anyone else on the island besides Nurse Betty and Dr. Peterson. Again, they would call.

      The only other person was Anthony, but she had a hard time believing he’d chase her all the way to her room to fight more. He didn’t seem quite that petty. Then again, she’d never expected the rotten things he’d said to her on the boat.

      The knock reverberated through the room again. “I know you’re in there, Paige. I have something to talk about.”

      She stared at the door a long moment in silence before letting out a puff of air. “Why are you here, Anthony? There’s nothing to talk about.”

      “Please.” His voice was so plaintive, it was hard to resist.

      Paige wanted to stay firm, especially since he was the only person to make her cry in a very long time. Still, if she cried over him, there must be a reason. It was twice she’d cried over him now. She could blame the hormones, but that couldn’t be the only reason, could it? If it was hormones, why wasn’t she crying about everything?

      Still not sure she should, Paige opened the door, though made no moves to step back and let him inside. She glared at him through the opening. “What is it?”

      “Can I come in?”

      “No.”

      His expression fell, but he nodded. “It was dumb to ask. You wouldn’t want me in your private space after today. I don’t think I want to be in it anyway, but we do need to talk. That money’s a good opportunity, and I don’t think we should turn it down.”

      Paige narrowed her eyes. “This is about the stupid diving trip?”

      “Fifty-thousand dollars.” He shrugged. “That’s a lot of money towards helping your brother dive.”

      “Don’t act like you’re doing this for me,” she snapped. “Why would you help a baby killer? Go away.”

      She tried to shut the door, but Anthony’s foot darted out, shoving its way inside. “Wait.”

      Deciding to ignore him, she slammed the door as hard as she could. It was satisfying to hear him whimper when the door banged into his foot. She knew he still only wore his light water shoes. It had probably hurt so maybe he’d get how serious she was and go away.

      “Come on, Paige,” he said, unfortunately still not giving up. “Parker says if we don’t do this together, he’s canceling the trip. We work together or neither or us go. If you’re keeping Mike Junior, you need money for more than the dive school. Even if you don’t keep the baby, you need money, right? The dive school’s going to take a lot of cash, and you’ve been giving it all to your ex the past three years.”

      She paused, knowing he was right even though she hated that fact. “My money troubles aren’t your business,” she snapped.

      “No,” he agreed, “but it does give a good reason for us to work together.”

      She opened the door back up a bit, trying to keep all expression from her face as she stared at him. “Is it possible for us to work together and give the clients a good time? It might end up being a shit show. If things go bad out there, I’d rather not rely on someone who doesn’t have my back or trust me. The way the weather is this time of year, we have to be a team. If we can’t, this is too dangerous to think about.”

      As though he couldn’t bear to look at her, Anthony dropped his gaze to the floor. “Yeah, I know you’re right. We’d have to find that mutual trust again.”

      “Yeah. In a week. I don’t think that’s possible.”

      “I should have talked to you, not left last night.” His voice was soft, and the words sounded grudging, like he only said them because he felt pushed into it.

      “Last night?” She forced herself to stay calm, refusing to let him know she was hurting. “Don’t even let it worry you. I’ve already forgotten everything about last night.”

      “Oh. I see.” He kept his head pointing at the floor. “Guess that means there’s nothing to worry about. We can go on as we have before.”

      “Guess so,” she agreed, trying not to let the pain in her heart take over on her face. It had been the best experience of her life with a man. She’d thought it was actually making love, but it had really been nothing. “Then we can work together. There’s absolutely nothing to worry about, and we’ll tell Parker tomorrow that we accept the job.”

      “Okay. We won’t talk about the subject I brought up on the boat tonight, and things will work out fine.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” she said, fighting a lump in her throat. This was how things would be now. They were nothing to each other. She was a baby killer, and he was the man who hated her for it. Despite what she thought, they never made love. “See you at work. Goodnight, Anthony.”

      He finally looked up. Distress flashed behind his eyes, hurt and confusion plain to read on his entire face. “Is this really how it’s going to be between us?”

      She swallowed hard, trying to break up the knot of emotion clogging her airway so she could sound calm. “What do you mean?”

      “We really pretend nothing happened?” He reached out, his hand touching her shoulder for a moment before she jerked away involuntarily, his touch making her hurt so much worse than before. He clenched his hand into a fist and drew it back to his side, eyes etched with sorrow.

      How could he reach for her after the way he treated her? He didn’t get to pretend he was the injured party here. He was the one who’d left after saying all those sweet things. Left without even talking to her. Not only was she hurt, devastated, and heartbroken, she was pissed!

      “Actually, we can’t pretend nothing happened,” Paige clarified, her anger winning as she glared at him again, her voice strong without a hint of the tears she’d held back before. “We’ve learned we aren’t friends. I can’t trust you with my heart, and you won’t trust me with yours.”

      “That’s...” It seemed he wanted to say something, but in the face of her anger had no idea what to say. His eyes couldn’t meet hers, and he looked everywhere but at her face, gaze finally settling on the floor again.

      “However,” she continued, “I trust you at work. You’re an excellent diver and we’re both professionals. The diving trip will be fine if we both remember that.”

      “Sure, got it.” Anthony nodded without looking up. “Goodnight, then.”

      As he turned and headed for the elevator, Paige’s anger drifted away as though it had never been, and the sadness once again took over. She swung on an ever-moving pendulum of emotions where he was concerned. She blinked at hot tears and shut the door quickly, glad Anthony hadn’t turned around and caught the few that slid down her cheeks before she managed to close him away from sight.
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      It was six days after their fight outside Paige’s apartment. Anthony stood on the small pleasure yacht Parker’s friends had sent to the island ahead of the trip. Obviously, this Jackson man was super rich if he could afford to send his boat ahead for preparations. Still, preparing the necessary equipment and supplies for their ten-day excursion to the underwater caves had kept Anthony busy over the past week. He hadn’t had a lot of time to spend dwelling on how lonely he was without Paige at his side.

      Speaking of Paige…

      He did his best to eavesdrop without being caught, but Sierra and Paige had just returned from Paige’s latest doctor appointment. Their voices reached him while they spoke to Parker who’d come aboard the yacht to help with final checks. Anthony couldn’t help but edge a little closer, worried about Paige despite the distance between them over the past week.

      “And what did the doc say?” Parker asked, voice so low it was hard to hear, but Anthony strained his ears and stopped moving.

      Paige wouldn’t still be seeing the doctor if she wasn’t pregnant. She must not have taken the pills. He wished he could talk to her about it, but the only thing she’d said to him since that night had to do with work. They no longer talked about anything personal.

      “The initial blood work looks problematic.” Paige’s voice was muffled, and it sounded like she’d been crying. Still, Anthony could pick that voice out no matter what. He heard it in his dreams every night, even if she rarely talked to him in reality now.

      Sierra wrapped her arm around Paige’s back, hugging her. “Shhh... It’s okay.”

      Dammit. Anthony couldn’t take this anymore. His goddess was crying. He hated himself for not being there to comfort her.

      No longer thinking, his body sprang to action. He marched across the deck to the group. Not looking for approval or rejection from Parker or Sierra, he gathered Paige into his arms, holding her to his chest.

      She struggled against him for a few minutes, trying to break free, but likely realizing it was futile, she sank into him, seeming to lose all strength in her legs.

      Anthony scooped her up, carrying her in his arms like the broken person she currently was, and taking her below deck. Fortunately, this yacht was completely different from their work vessel. It boasted three bedrooms and a bathroom as well as a kitchen and dining area. Not asking Paige what she’d prefer, Anthony marched to the bedroom that was to be hers for the trip, setting her gently on the bed and sitting next to her.

      He rushed to the bathroom to grab some tissue, then came back and handed it to her.

      She continued sobbing, and Anthony simply stroked her hair, not saying anything and letting her work through her emotions. After several minutes, she finally wiped her face and looked up at him where he leaned over her. She grabbed his hand, stopping its motion in her hair. “Why?”

      “Why what?” he asked.

      “Why are you being nice to me?”

      Anthony found it hard to look into those aqua blue eyes, those eyes holding so much pain, those eyes he’d missed so badly the past six days. He found it even harder to look away. “I always want to be nice to you, but I’m also an idiot.”

      A ghost of a smile flitted across her lips before disappearing again. “Parker’s been saying that same thing all week.”

      “What did the doctor say. Is something wrong with...?” He stopped himself. He was going to say Patty Junior, but he felt that would cause a bigger rift between them. He couldn’t bring himself to call the baby Fetus, however.

      “Fetus is fine,” she answered, not flinching away from him even though he jumped when she said it. “At least for now. They can’t do any actual tests on it until the pregnancy is further along. The tests they did were on me. It seems I’m a carrier for about every genetic thing they tested for.”

      Hefting a large sigh, she lay down and rolled over to face the wall, turning her back on him. “It isn’t your problem, Anthony. Doc says I’m fine for this trip. Just give me a few minutes, and I’ll be back up to help finish getting everything ready.”

      “I’m worried about you, goddess, not the damn trip.”

      “Please don’t call me that. You know I’m not the person you thought I was.” Her shoulders shook slightly, but her voice was strong when she spoke again, “Just go. You have your answer. I’m still pregnant. You aren’t going on a trip with a baby killer. Let yourself be relieved and go back to work.”

      It was a slap in the face, but one he knew he deserved. Had she ever had any intention of aborting her child? Now, he wasn’t too sure. Putting together what she’d told him before and adding in what Parker said, he wondered if the pills weren’t only a backup plan. Or possibly, in a moment of confusion and weakness, Paige had considered it, only to change her mind.

      Why, oh why, hadn’t he talked to her instead of assuming the worst?

      “I’m an idiot, Paige. I already confessed to that.” He reached out, stroking her hair again.

      This time, Paige was no longer weak and compliant. She knocked his hand away, sitting up. “Stop. We’re coworkers, not friends. We agreed to that, remember? Next time you see me cry, just leave me alone. I’m not your problem, Anthony. I’m not something broken that you have to fix. You know I never cry. It’s just the hormones from being pregnant. I’ll be fine. Don’t try and fix me!”

      She stood, striding from the room without another glance.

      Anthony slumped his head over his knees, burying his face in his arms while taking deep breaths. She’d be fine without him, he knew that. She was strong. She’d be fine no matter the situation.

      The question was, would he be fine without her?
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        * * *

      

      Sierra and Parker waited anxiously for her when Paige returned from below. She offered them a smile, hoping the pain she felt from Anthony’s kindness didn’t leak through.

      “Sierra told me,” Parker said, closing the distance and patting her arm in a brotherly fashion. “So, it’s still a few weeks out before you can start DNA testing for Fetus?”

      Paige closed her eyes, breathing deeply for a few moments. She finally opened them again, gazing right at him. “You guys have been wonderful, so I hope this doesn’t sound like I’m unappreciative.”

      Parker floated a glance Sierra’s direction.

      Sierra simply offered Paige a smile.

      “I’m not doing more genetic or DNA testing.”

      She waited for them to argue, but instead they both nodded.

      Sierra brushed Parker away, wrapping Paige in another hug. “Fetus is lucky to have you as its mama. No matter what happens, we’ll be here to help.”

      Paige released the first completely relaxed breath she’d had since waking up the morning Anthony had walked out on her. Even if she had no one else to turn to, these two had her back. She’d never had a lot of acceptance in her life, beyond her brother and sister, but now it felt like the circle of people she could trust had expanded.

      Once the pregnancy was further along and the doctor felt more positive about her chances of not having a miscarriage, Paige would share the news of Fetus with Mike and Patty. She knew her siblings would be over the moon with excitement. Her father would likely judge her as a tramp since she was unwed, but he’d at least be glad she had done her duty by having it. Truthfully, it’d probably never cross his mind to suspect she’d considered the alternative. Her mom would be happy, but Paige hoped that happiness wouldn’t fade if Fetus had special needs.

      No matter what happened once this baby was born, she would love Fetus, protect it, and be the best damn mother she could. No genetic test would change that. It felt good that her new friends understood this.

      “How’d things go with Anthony?” Parker asked after Sierra broke off their hug. “I was surprised he took you away like that.”

      Paige shrugged. “He tried to be supportive. It was okay.”

      “But you’re still upset with him. Are you sure everything’s going to be fine on this trip?” Parker’s eyes narrowed. “Those were some harsh things he said last week, and things have been awkward ever since.”

      Paige put a sunny smile on. “Work is work. I promise, your friends won’t have a clue we’re quarreling. Have guests noticed anything amiss this week?”

      “Well, no.”

      “Exactly.” Paige flashed a wink. “We’re professionals, boss. Stop worrying.”

      “Professionals?” Parker jerked his chin toward the middle of the boat. “Tell that to his face.”

      Paige followed the direction Parker indicated, spotting Anthony at the top of the stairs, frozen in place. She wondered how long he’d stood there listening to them. He couldn’t look more morose, and Paige had a difficult time not going to him, even while part of her argued that he’d only hurt her again if she let him back in.

      His hand on her head, soothing away her hurt and frustration over the test results, had felt so good. Being with him again, despite the hurtful things he’d said last week, was like a small slice of heaven for the few moments she hadn’t let herself think and had just enjoyed it. If only she could be with him, if only she could trust him like she had for that single, blissful night they’d shared.

      She wanted to see that goofy grin he only showed her. She wanted to feel his delicious kisses against her neck and experience bliss in a way she’d never known except in his arms. She wanted to shudder with passion in the way only he had ever made her do.

      It was impossible. Even his hand caressing her head had soon become too painful once she’d stopped feeling and started thinking. Remembering him accusing her of being a baby killer had dried up all her gushing feelings of love, leaving her dusty and bitter inside like a barren desert that had once been a beautiful oasis.

      “We’re professionals,” she said again. “Your friends won’t know a thing. Now, excuse me while I make my final checks. I’d like to get a good night’s rest so I’m ready for this trip tomorrow. Doc said it won’t hurt me or Fetus, but I am supposed to stay well rested, warm as I can, and hydrated.”

      She could feel three pairs of eyes on her as she returned to work, but Paige wanted the bonus money that came with this job. If Fetus ended up with special needs, no matter how great the insurance plan from McCallister’s Paradise was, there were always unexpected expenses.

      Her heart couldn’t pine for the gentle Anthony she had thought she knew. Not anymore. She’d made her final decision about Fetus. Nothing else matter. She would only look toward the future.
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      It was late afternoon of day two on the ocean. Anthony checked the instruments inside the cabin, making sure they were on course with the GPS coordinates Parker had provided. Anthony didn’t know how he got roped into steering the yacht. He wasn’t any sort of captain. Even though the small yacht had limited space, Anthony had assumed Jackson and his friends were either captaining the boat themselves or bringing on a crew. It was a shock to find out the entire crew consisted of the three friends and Anthony and Paige.

      Even with Anthony’s subpar sailor skills, they should reach their destination tomorrow evening. According to the radar, they would come upon some small islands sometime in the night, so either he or Paige would need to stay alert to navigate through that. Parker never warned him about those, but it was possible he hadn’t taken this exact route before.

      “Come on, beautiful,” came the booming voice of one of the guests. “Just sit on my lap.”

      “You know I won’t,” Paige said, voice clipped, although it sounded like she was moments from laughter.

      Anthony looked out the glass window onto the boat’s rear deck in time to see her brush the owner of the boat, Jackson’s, hand away when the man patted her behind.

      Damn!

      Anthony clenched his teeth so hard his jaw made a popping sound, but he knew from yesterday’s experience that he’d better leave it to Paige. If he came to rescue her from the flirtations of those men, she’d accuse him of not trusting her. Yesterday, she’d told him in no uncertain terms that she could handle their advances by herself.

      It rankled, though. The men on this trip were handsome, rich, and ready for a good time. When they’d found out one of the guides was female, they’d apparently thought Parker had handed them a playmate.

      Jackson was the All-American football star type. Muscled to the hilt, blond, blue eyes, and probably hadn’t met a set of panties he couldn’t charm onto the floor. He was the most aggressive in his advances, which had now moved on to touches and caressing her backside.

      Lucas and Lance were more reserved, though still attractive and rich enough to get any gold diggers’ blood pumping. They must both get women on the regular and likely expected a turn with Paige. Anytime Jackson wasn’t around, they did their fair share of flirting and trying to fondle.

      “Hey, Paige?” Lucas pushed his sunglasses onto the top of his head, tossing a flirty gaze as the ocean breeze blew his brown hair wildly around the glasses. “You up for some meat?”

      Paige narrowed her eyes, and Anthony watched in anticipation, hoping she was about to hand him the beatdown that stupid line deserved. “Not sure you have anything worth offering.”

      The other two laughed, swigging their beer, while Lucas simply shook his head. Anthony couldn’t help but grin as well.

      “If you’d only agree to let me into your room tonight, baby, I’d have all the meat you ever needed,” he replied.

      Anthony rolled his eyes. What a douche.

      “However,” Lucas continued, “what I meant for now is whether you want me to cook dinner. I’m thinking steak tonight.”

      Paige laughed, seeming to enjoy all the attention. “Sure. I love a nice, thick, juicy piece of meat. Show me what you got.”

      Anthony slammed his fist onto the countertop next to him, cursing under his breath as he ripped his eyes away from the scene back to the front window and tried to block the sounds of their happy laughter. Ever since they’d met the trio, it felt like Paige had been extra flirty. Was she doing this to punish him? He already understood that he’d made a mistake.

      On top of that, Parker had spent the past week before the trip telling him just what a jerk and idiot he was. Anthony had tried to figure out what to do to get out of the situation, but it hadn’t really dawned on him until Paige came back from the doctor two days ago just how big of a mistake he’d really made.

      She wasn’t aborting the baby. In fact, he’d overheard when she’d said she wasn’t doing any further testing at all. She’d take the baby however it came. Why hadn’t he just talked to her that night after finding the pills? If only he’d trusted her and stayed at her side until she woke up the next morning. He loved her so much—making love had only caused those feelings to run deeper. If he had discussed it with her, everything would be different now.

      The things he’d said were inexcusable. He couldn’t begin to make it up to her, but he also couldn’t imagine letting her go. The question was, how could he possibly win her back? Anthony had no idea how to accomplish that. While stressing over earning her forgiveness, having to watch her flirt with these assholes was like living in his own personal hell. Could this trip be penance enough to win her back once they returned home?

      As though Parker could sense his mood from afar, the radio crackled and his voice came over the line, “Hello, Paradise to Solitary Hawk. Come in.”

      Anthony shook his head, finally lightening up enough to laugh as he answered. “What’s with the stupid code names? Those aren’t the registered names of this ship or the island’s radio.”

      “Figured it’d be you at the controls this time of day, and I can only imagine you need a friend about now.”

      “Well...” Anthony’s laugh turned bitter and mirthless when he looked out the back window at Lucas grilling steak. Paige stood close to Lance, preparing other things for the meal and laughing as she tossed her braid over her shoulder, leaning closer to Lance in the process. “More than you know.”

      “They always thought they were studs back in dive school.” Parker chuckled. “We all did. I always got the chicks, of course. Who wouldn’t pick me, right?”

      “Don’t let your wife hear you talk like that.”

      “Wouldn’t matter,” Parker quickly assured him. “From the day I met Sierra, no one else has ever mattered. Kinda like you with Paige.”

      Anthony let out a long sigh, then clicked the radio back on to reply, for once glad the group out on the deck was having so much fun. Paige wouldn’t overhear anything he and Parker talked about, even with the cabin’s door open. “Did you ever screw up this big?”

      “You do remember I hid an illegitimate child from a woman who was terrified of kids, right?”

      “Yeah. Pretty big screw up, I’d say.” Anthony couldn’t help but chuckle, feeling somewhat relieved. “She forgave you, so maybe there’s a chance.”

      “Watch Paige around those guys, okay? I mostly radioed you because I remembered something about our class days. They used to try and trick girls into drinking too much to get them into bed when they couldn’t win them away from me fairly. I’m sure Paige keeps refusing to drink with them, but if they exchange her water with vodka and she drinks it before realizing...” He trailed off, but Anthony immediately got his meaning.

      “She might take a big gulp if she was thirsty enough, and that could send her in a panic about F-F...” He couldn’t do it, even though he wanted to be supportive.

      “Fetus.” Parker’s voice was bland. “If you want her back, get used to calling the baby by its nickname. If you can’t even do that much, she’s never going to trust you again. It’s just a word. Get over yourself, buddy.”

      “F-F-Fetus.” Anthony clenched his free hand into a fist. “Dammit. You’re right, I know you are. It’s just a stupid word. She’s using it as a name, and I know that. It’s a knee-jerk reaction, and I have to get over myself.”

      “Where is she right now? I’m assuming she can’t hear you stuttering about saying Fetus like an idiot.”

      “Fetus, Fetus, Fetus. I can do it. I really can. I’ve got to do what she needs from me.”

      Parker just laughed over the radio, but Anthony knew it was his way of showing support.

      He looked up to find Paige to answer Parker’s previous question, gritting his teeth before answering. “As far as where she is, your pal, Jackson, is trying to cop another feel of her ass while she’s making some sort of potato dish with lover boy Lance. Meanwhile, big meat Lucas is manning the grill, but says he really wants to go to Paige’s room tonight and show her what kinda meat he’s got waiting for her.”

      “Oh, shit.” Parker’s laughter rang out again in a tinny manner over the radio. “That good already? They move fast. Poor blockheads don’t even know you’re their real competition. They think it’s just each other.”

      “I can’t stand it,” Anthony admitted. “I want to rip their hands off her and say she’s my goddess and they damn well better stop sexually harassing her. I want to tell them if they touch her one more time, I’m throwing their asses into the ocean and speeding away.”

      “How’s Paige handling it? I had really figured those guys would’ve grown up by now, but I should have laid down the law before you left. If it gets too bad, I’ll fly the helicopter out there and take care of it.”

      “Yeah, right.” Anthony snorted. “I’m sure she’d love that. I tried to protect her yesterday, and she yelled at me. Told me she could handle herself. Said she knew I didn’t trust her with her own body, but I’d just have to deal with it and butt out. If she found out I talked to you about this, she’d probably be even more pissed off.”

      “Oh, man, you got it rough out there.” Parker’s sympathy was evident. His boss felt guilty for putting him in that situation, but his friend felt bad that the girl Anthony loved was still angry with him. “Sorry about all this, bud. Just try and remember how good that bonus will be for the both of you. It’s only eight more days.”

      “At this point, I’d rather drain my savings account and give that to Paige then watch them continue to harass her.”

      “Let’s think of a way to get your goddess back so she can count on you.” Parker’s suggestion, good as it was, did nothing to ease Anthony’s frustration.

      “That’s probably easier said than done.”

      “There’s gotta be a way. I’ll ask Sierra for suggestions too.”

      Anthony sighed, but nodded. “A woman’s perspective can’t hurt.”

      “Look, my last group is here for a snorkeling trip, so I have to go, but keep your chin up. I don’t think all hope’s lost. She wouldn’t be so hurt and angry if she felt nothing for you. At least, that’s what Sierra and I think. Keep an eye on her and keep her safe, but don’t lose patience with the clients. It really is a lot of money they’re paying you to put up with them for ten days.”

      “Do you think that’s why she’s doing it? Flirting, I mean.” That hadn’t occurred to him, but in her eyes, flirting was probably a small price to pay for fifty-grand.

      “Not entirely. I bet she likes seeing your reactions, too.” Parker laughed again. “Oh, also, keep an eye on the weather. Heard there’s a chance for a major storm in your area tonight. Might have to batten down the hatches, so to speak.”

      “That’ll really suck. We’re also set to run into some small islands through the night. Might have to change our course if that happens. If so, we’ll arrive at the caves later than planned.”

      “Upload any route changes to the satellite.”

      “You got it, boss. Talk to you tomorrow.”

      By the time he was finished, Paige had completed her dinner tasks. To his surprise, she looked toward the captain’s cabin, then walked his direction, brushing away catcalls or invites to sit next to the guys.

      She stepped inside, surveying the calm ocean waters out the prow windows before looking at him with solemn eyes. “Doing okay in here?”

      As always happened around her lately, his tongue seemed to twist itself in knots. He wanted to say something suave and irresistible, something to make her race back to his arms, but instead he simply nodded.

      “Lucas wanted me to ask how you like your steak cooked.”

      So, she came on his say-so? That rankled, and Anthony found himself sneering. “Tell the grill master to handle his meat however he wants. I’m not fussy.”

      Her eyes narrowed ever so slightly, but she gave a curt nod and turned to go.

      Parker’s warning suddenly went through his mind. She might not like him butting in, but it did come from Parker. “Hey, wait a sec.”

      She paused but didn’t turn around.

      He kept his voice soft so the men wouldn’t overhear, somehow feeling like it would be a bad idea to let them know he was on to their games. “Parker radioed me a minute ago. He had some warnings about the shenanigans his friends get up to, and he warned me to watch out for you.”

      She let out a huffy breath and finally turned back around, glaring. “Even Parker thinks I can’t handle myself now?”

      “It’s not that,” Anthony assure her quickly. “Apparently, these guys aren’t the type that are too proud not to dose a lady if things aren’t going their way. He never thought to warn us before because he probably thought they’d grown up, but he got a little worried. He said there’s a high chance you might end up with some alcohol in your drink. While one sip might not hurt Fetus, Parker thought it could be awfully upsetting to you. I don’t want you going through that, so I said I’d pass along the message. Fetus deserves better than that.”

      He was proud of himself at how smoothly the name came off his tongue. Good thing he had practiced.

      Paige also seemed surprised. Her eyes widened slightly, and she took another step into the cabin. “I’m only drinking water and occasional sports drinks since Doc said to stay hydrated.”

      “Yeah, I know. Still, if you didn’t know there was a chance, they could even put vodka in your water. If you were thirsty enough, you might glug a bunch down without even smelling it first. That refillable water bottle you use has one heck of a seal.”

      She nodded in agreement. “Nothing leaks. I probably wouldn’t realize until too late.”

      “Yeah. You’d be none the wiser until you felt it burning your throat. I don’t think one shot at this stage would do much to Fetus, but since we don’t know what that kid might already be dealing with, it’s best not to take a chance, right? I don’t want you under any more stress than you already have.”

      She glanced at the floor, eyebrows furrowing as though perplexed. After a few seconds, she took in a deep breath, then met his gaze again. “Why are you suddenly okay with calling it Fetus?”

      Yep, Parker was right. Damn that man, he was always right. Good thing they were friends, or Anthony might’ve had to start hating him.

      “It’s not up to me to decide what you name your baby, goddess. I just have to hope that one day, we’ll get to be friends again and you’ll give me a chance to love Fetus too.”

      “Hey!” one of the guys shouted from out on the deck. “Are you coming back or what, Paige? These steaks are already past rare, so I hope that’s not what the asshole wants.”

      Anthony didn’t bother hiding his grimace. “It’s not that I don’t understand you choosing their company, but I won’t pretend I’m not jealous. I wish I hadn’t screwed up and ruined everything. All I can think about is how much I miss being with you.”

      Paige’s eyes flickered with an emotion Anthony couldn’t define, but after a second the smile he recognized as her professional one plastered across her face. “This is work, and I’d better get back out there. The clients are a bit tipsy and getting restless. I’ll holler when dinner’s ready so you can put the navigation on autopilot and join us.”

      “Just remember what I said about your drinks. Take care of yourself and Fetus, okay?”

      Her smile softened into a real one for just a fraction of a heartbeat. “I’ll keep a close eye out. Thanks for that.”

      As he watched her walk back to the deck, Anthony couldn’t help but hope Parker was right. Maybe there was still a chance he could fix his blunder with Paige. It wouldn’t be easy. If he wanted a chance to be by his goddess’s side, he’d first have to learn how to grow up and stop holding onto things from the past.
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      Paige finished making dinner with the clients, more wary of their flirting and not trying too hard to flirt back. The only reason she’d been doing it over the past two afternoons had been to piss Anthony off. Maybe it was wrong, but it had felt nice to have three handsome studs pounding at the door to her stall, just thinking she was a nice filly they wanted to mount—not looking at her like she was a baby killer they regretted sleeping with.

      Sure, she wasn’t going to do anything with them, but she got a certain amount of satisfaction in seeing how pissed Anthony looked every time she’d caught him spying. She had to laugh at her own childishness. Most of her life, she’d strived to make the right choices and act with a calm head. Mistakes weren’t tolerated by her father growing up, and Jason had expected her to be perfect once they’d started dating. She could have never imagined being this petty to someone. Why did it feel like something she had wanted to do to Anthony?

      It was, admittedly, quite a small revenge for the horrible things he’d said to her. Paige had to wonder if she wanted to ‘get back’ at him so that she’d then have a reason to forgive him. Ever since he took her below deck after her last doctor appointment, stroking her hair and giving her encouragement, she hadn’t been able to stop thinking about how good it had felt to be back safe in his arms.

      “Hey, baby.” Jackson’s beer-soaked breath washed over her face, making her pregnancy-sensitive nose protest in the worst way as her stomach churned. “Did you drink that sport drink I got for you?”

      Paige froze, wondering if Parker and Anthony’s warning had already proven itself to be timely. She smiled vaguely, holding the bottle she’d been drinking from all day. “Oh, are you the one who refilled this?”

      “Yep. Isn’t that good? I guessed your favorite flavor right, didn’t I?

      Deciding not to admit she hadn’t drunk it, and wouldn’t, she simply smiled.

      “I knew it, you looked like a strawberry girl. Now, come closer. Food’s just about done, but we have enough time to cuddle. Sun’s going down soon. Let’s make out while we watch it.”

      She flashed him another fake grin. “Think I’ll pass, just like last night. I don’t cuddle with clients. Pretty sure we already went over this.”

      “Come on. You’ll change your mind in a few minutes. I know you will. If not, just drink a little more.” Jackson slipped an arm around her shoulder, his teeth somehow finding her ear and nipping it before Paige even had time to struggle. “I’ll make it worth your while to forget I’m a client. Not only in satisfaction, but money is also no object if that has you worried. Be mine for the trip, and I can make all your dreams come true.”

      “What the hell?” Paige shoved at him, trying to squirm away. “We’re divers, you jerk. I’m not a prostitute.”

      “I didn’t say that.” He didn’t let go, no matter how she struggled. His hand slipped down, cupping her breast through the knit sweater she’d pulled on once the sun started setting. He licked the shell of her ear, making her want to retch as fear trembled throughout her. “All women like presents, right? Just relax. In a few seconds, this will seem so right. Drink your juice.”

      She continued struggling, but before she could even come up with words tell him off for spiking her drink or treating her like a prostitute, a familiar pair of hands pulled her into safe, strong arms. She relaxed against the familiar chest, taking in Anthony’s heat and calming scent, in no mood to scold him for interfering this time.

      “Excuse me,” Anthony said, his deep, angry voice a soothing rumble against her back. “I hate to interrupt everyone’s happy sunset watching, but there’s a problem back on the island. I need Paige in the captain’s cabin right away.”

      “Whatever the problem is, handle it yourself,” Jackson protested, standing up.

      Anthony released one arm from around Paige, pushing her behind his back and linking his fingers through hers, hidden from Jackson’s view. He shook his head. “It’s an emergency radio call from Parker. He needs us both.”

      Just from the tone he used, Paige could tell Anthony was about to explode. This was more than the simple jealousy he’d displayed to this point. Anthony was seriously about to rage out on this man. He must’ve seen exactly what the jerk had been trying to pull. It was likely Anthony also realized Paige had been struggling to get away.

      Thank God he’d come to her rescue. She knew she had been adamant about him not protecting her and walking beside her when they’d talked in the past, but this had been more than she could handle. Still, judging from the look of absolute fury on Anthony’s face, things were about to get dicey.

      Jackson might look like a pro-athlete, but she’d seen Anthony lug equipment around like it was nothing. She thought he could easily take the other man in a fight. She didn’t want it to come to that.

      Clearing her throat, she peeked from behind Anthony’s back and gave a wide smile. “Sorry, Jackson. If there’s an emergency back home on the island, I have to hear it too. We’re a family on McCallister’s Paradise. You wouldn’t deny me hearing about what’s going on with my family, would you?” She gave the cutest pout she could manage at the guy who had just tried to molest her.

      He finally shrugged, sitting down. “No problem, babe. Just hurry back. If it’s bad news, I’ll dry your tears.” He ran his tongue over his lips suggestively, and Paige once again wanted to gag.

      Anthony’s hand tightened around hers, but she squeezed it back gently, hoping he wasn’t about to fly off the handle. They needed to get into the cabin and close the door. It was the only thing she could think to do. Did Parker know just how crazy his so-called friends were before agreeing to send her and Anthony away with them into the middle of nowhere?

      “Thanks,” she chirped, using her fake happy voice. “Be back soon.”

      That seemed to calm Anthony down, as though he realized what she was doing.

      Lucas looked up from where he and Lance tended the food. “I hope everything’s okay. This is all finished now, but we’ll wrap your plates up to save them for after.”

      Anthony nodded and mumbled a thank you before leading her quickly to the cabin. He had her go inside first, then swiftly shut and locked the door behind himself. Only then did he release her hand, slumping against the door. “I hope that bastard doesn’t have a key to get inside. What was he doing to you? It didn’t look like there was any mutual enjoyment going on!”

      Paige’s legs were suddenly too shaky to hold herself upright, and she went to the nearby bench, sitting in the corner where she’d be out of Jackson’s sight. “Can you shut the blinds?” Her voice trembled and she squeezed her hands together. “Please.”

      Anthony’s head snapped upright, and he squinted at her in the gathering gloom of the setting sun. “Did he hurt you?”

      She shook her head, rubbing roughly at the ear he had nibbled on and licked, wondering if it would ever feel clean again. “It would have been different if you hadn’t rescued me. I talk a big game that I can take care of myself, but...” She shuddered, rubbing harder. “He overpowered me like I had no muscles at all.”

      Anthony went around the windows, pulling the shades facing the back of the yacht, then flipped the light on inside the cabin. He left the window on the doorway uncovered. “I want to be able to see if they approach us. Stay over there where he can’t spot you if he comes close.”

      “Anthony?” A shudder went throughout her body.

      “What is it?” He sounded so concerned, Paige couldn’t help but confide in him. Maybe he’d broken her trust, but compared to the men outside this room, Anthony was a saint.

      “Parker’s friends have moved on from college-aged pranks of getting girls drunk.” She rubbed her hands together, wishing they had a sink in the room where she could wash Jackson’s fingerprints off her skin. There was no way she would walk the short distance to the bathroom, however. “I don’t think it was alcohol he put in that bottle.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She pulled her legs onto the bench, hugging her knees to her chest as though that could somehow protect Fetus from hearing anything bad. “He asked if I enjoyed the drink he’d refilled for me. Luckily, I didn’t drink anything when I went out there since you warned me, but he must’ve thought I did. He started forcing me to cuddle and nibbled on my ear. He told me in a few minutes it wouldn’t matter if I was reluctant, that I’d like it. Said if I didn’t, I should drink a little more. I think it was either a date rape drug or some sort of aphrodisiac he tried to give me.”

      Anthony simply stared at her for several long minutes, clenching and unclenching his fists. His face underwent several color changes from pale to bright red. The silence was so intense, Paige wasn’t sure she could handle it.

      He closed his eyes, then let loose a roar of anger. “I’ll kill him!”

      Anthony bolted upright, marching for the door.

      “Wait,” Paige cried out. “Don’t do anything right now. I need you to stay with me!”

      Anthony’s hand was on the doorknob, gripping it so hard his fingers had turned white, but after a few agonizingly long seconds, he released it and turned to her. Breathing so harshly it was loud enough for Paige to hear, he blinked a couple times before finally rushing to her side. He threw himself to the floor, kneeling next to her.

      As carefully as though she were made of spun glass, he took her hand between his trembling ones, pressing the back of it against his cheek. “I was in here sulking about having screwed up with you, feeling bad because you flirted with them. I should have had the yacht on auto pilot more often and been out there helping you. If I’d stuck around, they wouldn’t have dared try anything. This is all my fault. You’re my work partner. We’re supposed to have each other’s backs. I should have had yours. I’m so sorry.”

      “Anthony...” Unable to bear the heartbreaking sorrow in his voice, Paige tugged her hand lightly to free it from his grasp.

      “Sorry.” He released her quickly, looking at her with horrified eyes. “I wasn’t trying to—”

      “Shhh...” She turned her hand over, putting it inside his once more, but then moving it upward to cup his cheek in her palm instead of having her knuckles pressed against him. “I’m the one who told you I could handle them. You left because I pushed you away. We were both being childish, and it led to this. Let’s not place blame. We have to figure out what to do now.”

      “First things first, we call Parker and turn around.” Anthony leaned into her touch for a few seconds before lifting his gaze and staring into her eyes. “I want you staying in the cabin with the door locked until we get home. I’ll bring up bedding and I can escort you to and from the bathroom when you need it. You aren’t to go near those men alone.”

      He really did still care about her. Paige could have no doubts. Regardless of the awful things he’d said, her heartbeat quickened when she saw the love in his eyes right now. She wasn’t ready to entirely forgive him, and she wasn’t sure she could ever trust him like she had started to before, but she could count on him for this.

      “Okay.” She nodded. “I’ll go with your plan.”

      He stood up, holding her hand as it slid down his face, seeming loath to let it go. “You and Fetus can count on me. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “I trust you.”

      “Thank you for that. It means a lot.” Anthony squeezed her hand once before releasing it, then turned for the radio. “This is Solitary Hawk to Paradise. You there, boss? We have a problem.”

      Paige raised an eyebrow at the handle names but figured Parker and Anthony must be playing little kid games at the controls. It seemed like them, and the cute, boyish nature of it calmed her after everything that had happened.

      After a few minutes of dead air, Anthony tried again. Still no response. He put the radio back on its hook, sitting on the end of the bench near her. “He had one last group of snorkelers when we talked earlier. I’m sure he’ll be back soon. I’ll try every five minutes until we get through.”

      “What about my bottle? Don’t we need it for evidence?”

      Anthony nodded. “I didn’t think of that.”

      Even though Paige felt shaky, she stood. “Okay, so we have to eat dinner and get my bottle. Let’s think of a reason we need to return to McCallister’s Paradise and tell them over dinner. Then, it won’t look suspicious when we talk to Parker and get the okay to turn the boat around.”

      Anthony frowned. “I don’t want you near them.”

      “Neither do I,” Paige agreed, “but it might be dangerous if we don’t placate them. They outnumber us and we’re two days away from rescue if things go bad and Jackson hurts one of us.”

      Anthony frowned, but she knew there was no disagreeing with her words. He sighed and nodded. “These men might’ve been Parker’s friends years ago, but he doesn’t know them now. People change, and these guys are criminals.”

      “Exactly,” she agreed. “We need an excuse to head home that won’t raise suspicions with what just happened. Since you said Parker insisted on talking to me too, it could be about me. What if it’s bad news about—”

      “No,” Anthony interrupted. “I’m not saying anything about Fetus.”

      Paige couldn’t help but smile. “I wouldn’t tempt fate that way. Let’s say my fiancé died, and I need to come back immediately for funeral arrangements. You’re my friend and I’m heartbroken, so it’ll make sense I only want to be by you while we head home. Shouldn’t that stop them?”

      “Should we really lie about a death?” Anthony seemed a little hesitant.

      Paige shrugged, smiling slightly. “I don’t have a fiancé, so it’s not like we’re cursing someone.”

      “Good point.” Anthony stood, offering his arm as though they were still the good friends they’d been before last week. “Stick close. I know I’m not your favorite person in the world, and I hope to one day fix that. Right now, I’m better than the alternative.”

      With a nod, Paige got up and took his arm, letting her sorrow at what she and Anthony had lost cause tears so she could pull off the act of having lost a fake fiancé.
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      Anthony sat Paige on one of the chairs on the deck, fussing over her in a way he knew the guys wouldn’t be able to help but notice. It was apparent something was wrong.

      He walked to Lance, the least aggressive seeming of the clients. “Did you say you set dinner aside for us?” He kept his tone solemn, doing his best to act sad instead of showing the anger roiling in his gut. It was tortuous stopping himself from going over and punching Jackson repeatedly. The man had dared touch Anthony’s goddess without her permission, and that was a sin he couldn’t forgive.

      Luckily Lance seemed unaware of Anthony’s turmoil and nodded at his question about dinner, eyes wide and obviously concerned over his somber tone. The man quickly rushed to a shelf built onto the grill, grabbing two plates covered with foil. “Here you go. What’s up, man? Was Parker’s news really that bad? You look like someone died.”

      “Well...” Anthony glanced back at where Paige sat, pursing his lips as though he considered admitting something, then shook his head. “Can you grab Paige’s drink? I think she left it on the deck by Jackson. It’s not my news to tell. I’ll see if Paige wants to say it herself, but I’m not sure it’s even real to her yet. This is so sad...” He let loose a long sigh. “I don’t know what she should do now. Without him around... Man.” Anthony scrubbed at his head as though he were at a loss. “Anyway, once we’re done eating, I’ll help her tell you what’s happened.”

      Lance’s eyes were wide, and Anthony was sure he’d already figured out someone important to Paige died. “Yeah, dude. Sure. Anything you need. I’ll go grab that drink. You take care of Paige.” He hurried away, eager to help.

      It surprised Anthony that Lance was such a decent person in the moment, but he was happy for it. Maybe Lance and Lucas weren’t total scum like their apparent leader. He wondered if Lance even knew Jackson put something in Paige’s drink.

      Setting Paige’s food in front of her, he kept most of his attention on the three friends, watching them from the corners of his eyes. Lance said something to the other two in a voice too soft to overhear as he snagged Paige’s bottle from its spot on the bench beside Jackson.

      Jackson tried to snatch it back, but Lance held it out of reach.

      Yep, that poor sap didn’t have a clue the drink was drugged. At least that meant he wasn’t in on Jackson’s dastardly plot. Anthony’s rage built once again as he wondered just how many times in the past Jackson had used whatever substance was in there on another unsuspecting girl. Whether it was a date-rape drug or an aphrodisiac, he took consent away from the woman who drank it. It wasn’t okay. More than before, Anthony wanted to shove him into the ocean and sail on without him.

      After a few seconds of Lance arguing with Jackson, Lucas finally stood, shoving Jackson so he couldn’t make another grab for the bottle. “Dude, something’s seriously wrong and you’re bitching about her drink? Knock it off. Why’re you always such a dick? I don’t know why we put up with you sometimes.” He shoved Jackson again, knocking him onto the bench before turning to Lance. “Come on. Even if Jackson’s an asshole, doesn’t mean we have to be. Let’s go find out what happened.”

      Anthony flicked his gaze to Paige, flashing her a reassuring smile. “It’s only him doing it. That’s good news for us.”

      She nodded, visibly relaxing.

      On their way to the table, the two men stopped by the cooler, grabbing several bottles. When they made it to them, Lance set down several drink choices. “Here. I wasn’t sure what you drink, Anthony, and Jackson spouted some nonsense about Paige’s drink being too warm and needing dumped out.” He shook his head. “Here’s your bottle, Paige, but I also brought out some water, soda, or another cold sports drink if you want.”

      Paige grabbed her bottle, giving him a nod. “Thanks. The drink inside isn’t important, but my fiancé gave me this bottle.” She blinked several times, then turned her face into Anthony’s shoulder, sniffling.

      Both men looked startled. “What’s wrong with your fiancé giving you a bottle?” Lucas finally asked, seeming a little slow on the context clues from the conversation.

      Lance punched his shoulder. “Shut up, idiot,” he hissed.

      Anthony heaved a sigh as though he were greatly troubled. “Paige, you have to tell them.”

      “I can’t.” Her voice sounded as though she cried. Even Anthony felt fooled.

      He put his arm around her, wishing the deck chairs didn’t get in the way of holding her more completely. “Do you mind if I let them know what Parker said then?”

      She shook her head, sniffing again and clinging to him.

      He patted her hair softly, looking at the men across from them. “Parker told us Jason, that was Paige’s fiancé, he was in an accident at work this afternoon.”

      “He was her fiancé?” Lucas asked.

      “What kind of accident?” Lance chimed in.

      Well, it would have been good if they’d talked about this. Anthony didn’t have a clue what kind of work Jason did. He felt bad even using Jason’s name, but since the man wasn’t Paige’s actual fiancé anymore, he really wasn’t condemning him to death.

      He gave a small shrug. “Something about a forklift and a large load tipping. He got crushed, trapped.”

      Paige let out a small wail of sorrow, and Anthony almost laughed. Did the woman take drama lessons in college?

      “And he...” Lucas gulped, looking at Paige with sad eyes.

      Anthony nodded. “Yeah.

      “I have to go,” Paige sobbed, finally looking up, straight into Anthony’s eyes.

      He was impressed to see real tears brimming on her lashes. She never cried in all the years he knew her. Right now, she played her part beautifully.

      “I’m getting to that,” he assured her. “Why don’t you eat. They made us this nice meal, and we need to keep your strength up. There’ll be lots to take care of when we get back.”

      “He’s not really gone, right?” She looked at Anthony, her eyes pleading with him. “I don’t want to be on my own. I finally thought I found someone who would love me for who I am, not who they wanted me to be. Do I have to give that up now?”

      Woah. For a minute there, it felt like she spoke directly to him. He knew she didn’t feel that way about Jason. Was she crying over their lost relationship, crying over him being an asshole after they made love and he found the pills?

      He softly wiped the tears that had trailed down her cheek. “No man would willingly leave you, goddess. If there was ever a way to come back, he’d take it in a heartbeat. Even now, I bet he’s kicking himself for not making the choices that would let him stay with you forever.”

      The tears came a little faster, but Paige turned to her plate, cutting into the steak and managing to eat. Anthony sat beside her, eating his own, even though he couldn’t really taste it as he thought about her words. Was that her way of telling him she wanted him to try harder and come back to her? Did she still want to trust him and love him, but she needed to see that he would love her for herself, not his image of what love should be?

      Lucas twisted open a bottle of beer after they had sat in silence for a while, taking a pull on it before looking at Anthony. “I don’t mean to be insensitive at this time, but what happens now?”

      Anthony gave what he hoped sounded like a regretful sigh, glancing at Paige and then offering the men an apologetic smile. “Parker said to turn around. He explained your travel insurance should offset the costs and, of course, you won’t owe the bonus pay to Paige and I. Jason has no family. It was just him and Paige. She needs to get back fast to take care of all the arrangements. Parker and I agree this is for the best. We feel bad about your trip, but if you wait for us to restock the boat, we can set out next week and do it then. Parker will get someone else to accompany us while Paige takes the time she needs to handle family matters.”

      Paige slipped her hand beneath the table, touching his leg. Her fingers tightened against his shorts. He felt every bit as tense as she did, hoping they would buy the explanation. He’d barely thought to offer the excuse of traveler’s insurance paying and the rescheduled trip, but all that should make it seem natural. If these two bought the story, Jackson would have no choice but to go along with his friends.

      To Anthony’s relief, the men both nodded.

      “Sounds good,” Lucas said. “Sorry for your loss, Paige.”

      “Me, too,” Lance agreed.

      Paige sniffed, but nodded. “Thank you both so much. It still doesn’t feel real, but I guess I have to take care of this for him even if I can’t believe he’s gone.”

      “Such bullshit!” A growl came out from the far side of the deck, causing all four to jump. Jackson charged to the table, glowering at Anthony. “We aren’t turning around. Tell Parker to send her replacement via helicopter and take her back the same way.”

      Lucas frowned. “Jackson, don’t be a dick. Her fiancé just died.”

      “She doesn’t have a fiancé. Parker told me she was newly single when I asked.” Jackson glared at Paige, and she shrank against Anthony’s side. “I thought you said you drank your juice. You lied, didn’t you? Give me that damn bottle.”

      Paige snatched it away moments before Jackson could grab it.

      Anthony practically lunged over the table, grappling at Jackson’s arms before he could do anything to steal it from her. “Run, Paige! Go to the office and lock the door. Keep calling until Parker picks up!”
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      Paige hated leaving Anthony to deal with Jackson on his own, but she was too afraid of letting that dick get ahold of the only evidence they had against him. She was sure Anthony could handle him, as long as Lucas and Lance didn’t decide to help their pal.

      She raced as fast as she could, slamming the door to the cabin and locking it. Staring out the door window made her sigh in relief. Anthony stood over Jackson’s prone body, while Lance and Lucas held the jerk down. Even if the other two weren’t fully sure what was happening, it seemed they were willing to believe Jackson was in the wrong.

      Feeling relieved for the first time since Anthony passed along Parker’s warning, Paige hurried for the radio and tried to contact her boss. After several attempts, there was still no answer.

      Checking the time, she realized there was a real possibility that he’d finished his last tour and already headed home. With only a temp worker, Parker wouldn’t have hung around long to visit or share a beer. He would have been anxious to return to Sierra and the children. While she and Anthony had eaten in a hurry, she might have just missed him.

      “Where should we stash this bottle, Fetus?” She rubbed her tummy and searched the cabin. “We have to keep it hidden so the asshole can’t pitch it into the ocean before we get it tested.”

      Finally settling on the cupboard below the counter as the only spot with protection, she opened it up and found the safe that contained the ship’s flare gun. She was sure Jackson probably knew the code, but if Lance and Lucas where truly on her side, perhaps he wouldn’t have a chance to look for the bottle. She placed it carefully inside, double checking that the lid was sealed tight and the contents wouldn’t leak, then locked the door.

      Just as she stood, an alarm beeped on the weather alert panel of the ship’s control center, startling her. Paige jumped but quickly turned her attention to the screen, pulling up the report data and the radar. She gasped when the extent of what she looked at hit her.

      She gazed out the front window, noting the ocean looking as serene and placid as it had earlier. According to the alert, things would soon change.

      “Shit.” She raced to the door, no longer caring about Jackson. “Anthony! Get in here, quick!”

      He glared from his spot near the benches where the three men appeared to be interrogating Jackson—with fists. “I’m a little busy.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” She shook her head. “This can’t wait. A huge storm is coming, the likes of which I’ve never seen. We aren’t going to be able to avoid it.”

      “What?” He faltered, his expression going blank a moment before he looked at the other men, unclenched the fist threatening Jackson, then turned back to her. His face paled, and she could only guess he thought about the day his dad died. “Parker mentioned a storm earlier, but there was nothing on the radar.”

      “There is now. It’s coming hard and fast. We can’t get out of the way before it hits.” She could hear the panic in her voice. She was certain the men heard how near to panic she was. “It no longer matters what that asshole tried to do. We’re in real trouble. Let him up. I’m honestly afraid there’s a chance none of us will live through the night, judging by the ferocity of what’s bearing down on us. We need to prepare for the worst.”

      Lance and Lucas looked at Anthony and then each other, hesitating to release their prisoner.

      “Now!” Paige boomed, clapping her hands once. “This isn’t a drill. For now, I’d say everyone needs to put on a wetsuit and a life jacket. This is a good-sized yacht, but I’m guessing a storm this big could capsize this boat. We might end up in the water before it passes us.”

      The four men stayed frozen, as though unable to process her words. Finally, Jackson jerked himself from Lance and Lucas’s grasps. He glowered at Anthony’s back. “Great. Instead of keeping the ship safe, this idiot’s out here accusing me of shit I didn’t do and letting my yacht sail into a storm.”

      Lance glared at Jackson. “Aren’t you the one who was supposed to captain the ship?”

      “Yeah,” Lucas agreed. “I thought you were the one with all the skill.”

      “They’re right,” Anthony chimed in. “You’re the one who forced me into captaining this ship. Besides, we all know your version of events is not how things happened.”

      “Sure they are,” Jackson said, turning to his friends. “I told you guys I didn’t do anything to that bitch over there. Can’t believe you’re trusting this jerk over me.”

      Lance rolled his eyes. “Give it up, Jackson. I don’t believe you’re innocent, so cut the shit. My sister told me an interesting story a few years back. I haven’t completely trusted you since then, even if I never said anything. She told me she woke up in your bed after a party I couldn’t attend. Said she was sore, had bite marks, and figured she had sex with you, but couldn’t remember how she got there or anything that had happened after you gave her a drink the night before.”

      Jackson scoffed. “That never happened.”

      “Yes, it did,” Lance insisted. “Vivian isn’t a liar. I believe her. Besides, it all makes sense now. She begged me not to make a big deal out of it and got upset when I got mad, wishing she’d never told me. That’s the only reason I kept quiet like she asked. But now that it’s not just her...” His eyes flashed with something dangerous. It was obvious he wanted to beat Jackson every bit as badly as Anthony did. “Now I know you really did it and she didn’t imagine things or consent to something like she feared she might have.”

      Next to Lance, Lucas nodded his agreement. “Same thing happened with my cousin, but she begged me not to tell too, saying everyone would think she drank too much and was a whore. But me? I’m an idiot. I thought there was no way you’d do something that despicable. I’m so fucking dumb. I thought she really must’ve drank until she blacked out.” Lucas’s hands balled into fists, and his face twisted with disgust. “You gave her drugs and raped her, didn’t you? And I didn’t believe her. Dammit!”

      “Oh, stop.” Jackson sneered. “She wanted me. She liked me fucking her. They all want me to fuck them.”

      Lucas let out a low growl, his entire body tense. Even from her spot by the cabin, Paige could see how hard he shook with rage. “If this storm doesn’t kill you, we’re done,” he said, the growl still in his voice. “Don’t speak to me ever again. I’ll make sure you pay for what you did to Paige, Vivian, Lucy and who knows how many others? She didn’t want what you did. This isn’t pouring the shy girl a drink at a party to loosen her up. It’s totally taking away her ability to make choices. It’s rape. You belong in prison. You disgust me.”

      “Whatever,” Jackson grumbled. “We’ll see how much pussy you get without me helping you out.”

      Lucas lunged for him, but Lance grabbed him at the last moment, holding him back. After a couple moments, Lucas seemed to get himself under control. He nodded at something Lance said too softly for Paige to hear, then turned away from Jackson, even though he looked absolutely shattered.

      Lance supported Lucas’s weight as they walked away. He patted Anthony’s shoulders as they walked past. When the pair reached Paige, they mumbled an apology, both looking devastated and ashamed before they headed down the stairs to get below deck.

      She couldn’t stop the shock she felt, and she was sure her eyes must be as round as saucers. It seemed they’d had some sort of idea what Jackson was up to, but they’d tried to ignore it, at the urging of the women around them who he’d taken advantage of. Now, the men could no longer deny what a monster he was, and they were mortified. She felt somewhat sad for them, knowing they had lost an idol they never should have looked up to in the first place.

      Her gaze then darted between Anthony and Jackson, wondering if one of them would still throw a punch. To her relief, Anthony ignored the other man as the worthless sack of shit he really was. Instead, Anthony crossed the deck in a ground-eating stride, coming for her. His eyes never left hers and he flashed a reassuring smile, likely trying to help her calm down from both word of the storm and the scene they’d just witnessed.

      “Let’s see what we’re in for,” he said, patting her arm gently. “We’re also headed for some small islands tonight. I had figured one of us would stay awake to steer through them, but if the storm is going to be that big...”

      He didn’t need to say it. With a storm that big, navigation would be a nightmare. They would fight as hard as they could, but other than trying to face the prow into the waves and do the most they could to keep from capsizing, the ship would go where it went. All they could hope for was that the radar had somehow malfunctioned and showed her a grimmer picture than what they faced.

      Scared, she couldn’t stop herself from wanting his comfort. She grabbed his hand, pulling him with her into the cabin.
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        * * *

      

      Silently, they stared at the weather panel. The radar showed Paige the exact same scene it had moments before. The storm was bearing down on them quickly. It would likely reach their location within an hour or two. There was nowhere to run, as it stretched across too much of the ocean.

      “Put out a distress call,” Anthony said, pulling her from her thoughts that were about to turn to panic. “I’ll reroute our course to head as far from the islands as we can get before the storm hits, and I’ll send the new coordinates to the satellite link, so Parker knows where to start looking after the storm.”

      “Where to start looking?” Paige took in a shaky breath. So, Anthony thought the same way she did. This storm was so big, there was a good chance the yacht wouldn’t make it through unscathed.

      “Parker had suggested we lock everything down when he called earlier,” Anthony explained. “I’m not sure if he could see how big this was at that point or if it’s grown since then. I’m worried we’ll crash into an island, but it looks like he was right about the storm.”

      “Do you think he meant we should leave the yacht on complete autopilot? While you and I aren’t pro captain material by any means, we’ve got to be able to do better than the autopilot function. What if the storm crashes it into one of those islands? Autopilot might not be good enough to stop that.” She couldn’t wrap her head around how irresponsible that seemed.

      “Unless the storm is so bad, he’s afraid this yacht is too small to make it through unscathed.”

      Paige sighed and looked again at the screens. “Seems to be a lot of rain and high winds according to that Doppler radar. I only wish the satellites in this area could detect if there’s lightning.”

      “Unfortunately, this isn’t an area traveled often, and there are no large landmasses here nor trade routes. We’re far enough away from Hawaii at this point that the storm probably hasn’t reached the most sophisticated weather analysis equipment.” Anthony rubbed at his long hair, seeming more tired than scared, unlike Paige. She’d worried he’d fall apart because of his father, but it seemed he was able to focus on work. “The storms at this time of year are the very thing I worried about when these crazy men wanted to do a trip this month. Hurricanes very rarely come near McCallister’s Paradise, but it’s the right time for them. I’m sorry to say that I think one’s headed for us.”

      “A hurricane?” Paige didn’t want to think about that.

      “Maybe not quite, but it’s going to be close to that level, I’m afraid.”

      Wouldn’t they have known if a hurricane formed in the area? The news always talked about it for days and days. Then again, all the reasons to not have a sophisticated weather satellite in the area was also a reason not to monitor for hurricanes in more than a general sense from a large satellite picture. If this was a smaller storm where there were no people and no land, would anyone care except a meteorologist?

      Hands shaking, she entered the distress call into the system, knowing that if this was a severe tropical storm or a small-scale hurricane, no help was coming until it passed. Anthony reset their course with the automatic piloting system, then sent their new coordinates to where Parker could get them.

      His warm hand then enclosed around her shaking one. “Try not to be afraid. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”

      She swallowed hard. “Because we’re coworkers?”

      “No.” Anthony stared into her eyes for a long time, not saying anything.

      She let herself be lost in the familiar kindness of those brown orbs. Eyes she had fallen in love with, even if they could sometimes be cruel.

      “I want to protect you and Fetus,” he said, not flinching at the word like he had in the past. “I want to protect you both because you mean more to me than anyone else in the world, because you are my everything.”

      She wanted so badly to let him in, but that could just be fear talking. She’d been through so much lately. The end of her engagement, the rollercoaster with Fetus and the decisions she’d had to make, the fabulous sex with Anthony and then his betrayal, the prick Jackson trying to roofie her, and now a hurricane trying to kill her. Was she in any kind of emotional state to make a decision?

      Squeezing his hand, she then let it drop from her grasp. “Let’s live through the night and then see what the future brings.”

      Hurt flickered behind those brown eyes, but he forced a smile and nodded. “Of course. Survival is what’s important. On that note, I’ll stay and try and navigate through the storm. I want you below deck where it’s safer. Let’s talk to Lucas and Lance and have them keep an eye on you, make sure Jackson stays away from you.”

      “No!” Paige jerked on Anthony’s hand as he tried to lead her from the cabin, digging her heels in both literally and metaphorically. “I’m not leaving you to face this alone. Neither one of us is a good enough sailor to face this, but I’m certainly not letting you do it by yourself.”

      Anthony gave a small sigh. “Paige, I just finished saying I wanted to protect you and Fetus. I tried to be the man you needed and walk beside you, but this situation is not one I can do that in. You’ll be tossed around this cabin when the waves start, and Fetus might get hurt. You can’t stay up here.”

      She worried at her bottom lip, knowing he was right. “But the same is true for you. You might get tossed around and injured. No one would know if a wave hit the boat and slammed you into a wall. You might be knocked out and no one would know.”

      A tremble of panic fluttered in her chest at this thought. She might have been angry with Anthony the past little while, but she had always thought in terms of him being there. He was with her at work, with her in the same housing unit. If things went wrong in this storm, he could be taken from her, just like that story of her fake fiancé.

      “You can’t stay here alone,” she repeated, gripping his hand as tight as she could.

      “Someone has to,” he said, tone gentler than she expected.

      “Why does it have to be you?” she argued, not willing to back down. “Until those guys got to the island the other day, we assumed one of them was captaining this ship. We’re supposed to be their diving guides. We did the grunt work of getting the yacht ready to go but no one ever claimed we were expert sailors. Parker told you to go with it when Jackson ordered you to steer the yacht, but we’ve only ever driven Parker’s tiny little boat. We thought we’d be fine because of the autopilot, but this storm is beyond our skills. This isn’t up to you to handle.”

      Anthony’s gaze wavered, and she could tell her logic was getting to him. He rubbed his free hand over his eyes, looking even more tired than before. “I did a bit of studying before we got out of range from internet service. I really am afraid we’re in for a rough night. The autopilot turned to the severe storm setting might actually do better than I can if Jackson won’t navigate the ship himself. It’s the most sophisticated on the market. The man hasn’t spared any expense.”

      “Then, as much as I hate facing that asshole, let’s go talk to the guys and tell them we aren’t responsible for the ship tonight.” Paige didn’t even care at this point if Jackson spent the entire night in the captain’s cabin and found the bottle. She wanted Anthony below deck where it was safer. “You can best protect me by being nearer me through the storm anyway. Let’s tell them our decision.”

      He stared at her for a few moments, looking as though he might argue, but finally nodded. “Let me set the autopilot on the correct setting. Where’s your water bottle?”

      Paige shook her head. “It’s locked in the safe with the flare gun, but I don’t think that’s going to matter at this rate.”

      Anthony went to the controls and reset them. He then bent below the counter.

      Paige rushed forward, stopping him. “If this yacht goes down, the last thing I’m going to care about is keeping track of that bottle.”

      “I’m not grabbing it,” Anthony said, voice calm. “I’m changing the combination so Jackson can’t get it if he decides to man the controls himself.”

      “Oh.” Paige couldn’t help but be impressed. She was unaware he could do that.

      After several sets of beeps, Anthony stood. “I used it like a telephone keypad to spell out Fetus followed by your birthday. We’re the only two who know it now. If we survive and the boat does too, we’ll have proof. If not...”

      “We’ll survive,” she said firmly, refusing to let either of them think of other options. “If the proof doesn’t, we’ll get other women he’s drugged to help us.”

      Anthony took in a deep breath, then nodded. “Let’s go explain the situation and get you safe in your bed before the storm hits.”

      Just as they were about to leave, the radio went off, Parker’s voice coming over and sounding somewhat panicked. “Anthony? Paige? Are either of you there?”

      Anthony hurried to pick up the receiver. “We’re both here.”

      “That storm is huge now. You have to take evasive action. Now!”

      Paige had never heard their boss sound so out of sorts. If Parker was worried, the situation must be serious. He was the most experienced on the water of all of them. She was a great diver and knew how to run the boat in a normal situation, but she was by no means captain material. She suspected Anthony was in the same situation as her.

      It seemed Parker wasn’t finished speaking. “Tell Jackson to get his ass in that captain’s chair and steer his own damn yacht. He decided you guys should be in charge, but that wasn’t agreed before he showed up here and this is above your pay grade.”

      “That bad, huh?” Anthony asked, finally getting a chance to speak when Parker took a breath.

      “It’s moving faster than a normal storm,” Parker said. “When I talked to you earlier, I figured you’d easily be able to outrun it, but it’s headed right for the path you where on and it appears to be picking up speed and gaining mass. It’s…” Parker let out a loud huff, obviously distressed.

      Anthony kept his finger off the button so Parker couldn’t hear them, looking at Paige. “Do I tell him about Jackson and why we can’t trust him?”

      After thinking for a moment, Paige shook her head. “It wouldn’t do any good right now, and he’s already in a panic. He can’t do anything from there. We have to stick together.”

      The hard look in Anthony’s eyes soften just slightly. “I’ll be here for you, no matter what.” He clicked the button on the radio receiver. “We had just decided there was nothing Paige or I could do. We don’t have the skills. We set the ship to auto pilot and we were heading below deck to ride out the storm.”

      “Auto?” Parker was obviously shocked. “Auto won’t be good enough to navigate this. I told you, it’s moving faster and is bigger than I thought it’d be. Jackson needs to get in there.”

      “Well, Jackson might not do it,” Anthony replied. “He’s not helping but I’m going to tell him it’s either him or auto pilot. I’m not letting Paige risk herself up here getting knocked around by a storm, and she refuses to let me do it either. You’re right. Neither one of us is good enough to pilot a boat through this storm. Those islands coming up just make it harder. I don’t think we can outrun this thing because they’re in the way. I set a new path to avoid the islands and hopefully get out of the way of the storm, but it’s a small window to avoid it. If the storm moves…”

      Paige couldn’t help herself; she once again wrapped her hand around Anthony’s free one, squeezing it. The comforting warmth of him squeezing hers back made her racing heart calm down and took some of her fear away.

      After a few seconds, Parker’s resigned voice came through the radio. “Call me just as soon as the storm passes. I’ll have the helicopter and my boat on standby. If you guys don’t call as soon as the weather clears, I’m coming for you. You’d better be okay!”

      Anthony chuckled into the radio. “Got it. If we aren’t okay, you have permission to be pissed off. How about that?”

      “I’ll be really pissed,” Parker threatened. “So take care of Paige and Fetus. No matter what it takes, the three of you have to be okay.”

      “Got it,” Anthony replied, “and we’re counting on you to rescue us if all goes bad. Now, get home to Sierra and the kids. She has to be worried about why you’re so late.”

      “She’ll be more worried when I tell her about this. Stay safe.”

      Anthony hung up the radio receiver, then squeezed Paige’s hand again. Giving her a bright smile as though nothing was wrong, he led her toward the door. “Ready to face the guys?”

      All she could do was nod and follow him out of the cabin. Luckily, Jackson had already disappeared from the deck. She wasn’t looking forward to facing him. When they went down below, the doors to the men’s bedrooms were already shut. Anthony closed the door at the top of the stairs, then looked around the small kitchen and dining area.

      “What can we do to make this place safer?”

      Paige shrugged. “Everything’s as secure as it’s going to be. I’m not sure you should sleep out here, though. There are knives and such. If the boat gets tossed around, they might come loose.”

      Anthony let out a scoffing laugh. “I’m not asking Jackson to let me sleep in his room even if he goes upstairs to navigate, and it’s totally out of the question for you to join him so I can have your room. Lance and Lucas already share the last bedroom.”

      Though she knew it would send mixed signals, especially after she’d rejected him again earlier, Paige nodded in the direction of her room. “My bed’s big enough for two. I trust you. There’s no way you’d do anything to me, and there’s nothing in that room except the bed and my clothing. We’ll be safest there together.”

      Anthony closed his eyes, breathing in so deeply that she could hear it. After a few moments, he nodded. “Okay. Let’s tell everyone else just how bad it is and to prepare themselves for a rocky night, tell them it’s up to them if they want to navigate the boat instead of leaving it up to autopilot, and then we’ll get some sleep while we can before the waves make it too difficult.”
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      Anthony laid carefully on Paige’s bed, trying his best not to touch her. It was the hardest thing he’d ever done. He knew he should be sleeping, using the time they had before the ocean rebelled, but having her so close was complete torture.

      He still wanted to beat the shit out of Jackson for what he’d tried to do, but the fact that Paige was at least on speaking terms with him again was a blessing. Not that he’d want her that scared just so she’d speak to him, but it was a silver lining of sorts. Thankfully, he’d been unable to take his eyes off her earlier tonight, like usual, and had seen what the bastard tried to pull as soon as he’d attempted to force her.

      She was mentally strong, no doubt about that, but she’d been physically powerless against Jackson. Anthony had reacted before he’d even thought about her wishes. The way she’d trembled in fear hadn’t made him feel victorious about saving her, however. It had only made him want to hurt the one who’d dared harm her.

      “Anthony?” Her quiet voice barely made a sound above the waves lapping along the hull of the ship. “Having a hard time sleeping?”

      She could probably feel the tension in his shoulders. Letting out a small sigh, he tried to relax. “Sorry. Am I keeping you awake?”

      “It’s not your fault. A lot happened tonight. I’m tense too. Knowing that Jackson decided to leave the controls up to autopilot is even more stressful, but I’m glad you agreed to stay here with me. I wouldn’t rest at all if you were in the captain’s cabin alone.”

      “Oh, there’s no reason to worry about me. You’ve had a rough enough day as it is.” He tried to scoot further away, wanting so badly to touch her that he knew he couldn’t let himself relax even a little or he’d lose the willpower to fight against snuggling. “I’m glad you’re okay and he wasn’t able to do more than he did. I wish he’d never even touched you, but you’re strong so I know you’ll be okay. Once this storm blows over, I’ll get you back to the island and away from that man. Lucas and Lance agree, so try not to worry.”

      Suddenly, the warmth of her soft palm fell against his arm. “You feel so far away right now. I hate this distance between us.”

      He shuddered with need at the sensation of her skin on his, wanting so much more. “It’s for the best. If you touch me, I can’t hold myself back. Just stay on your side.”

      Paige made a small sound of protest, but removed her hand, taking her warmth and affection, the things Anthony most wanted, with her.

      He closed his eyes in frustration, not sure he could handle being next to her when they were no longer lovers or friends. She’d said to wait and see if they survived the night, but all he wanted was to hold her, precisely because they might not survive the night. “You’re right,” he grumbled. “This does suck.”

      “If only you would have trusted me.” Her complaint was quiet, once again almost lost by water hitting the boat. “I trusted you more than I’d ever trusted anyone except Mike. It hurts so bad that you threw it away so easily.”

      The pain that knifed through him at her words was almost too much to take. Unable to stop himself, he rolled over. Her aqua eyes stared straight into his, wide and luminous, looking mournful. Everything he felt inside, lost, lonely, sad, and broken, he saw those same emotions shining from her eyes.

      Keeping himself stiffly held away from her, he clenched his hand at his side. “Is there any way you’ll ever forgive me? I know an apology won’t do it, but I meant what I said earlier. You and Fetus are everything to me. It’s not just as a coworker or a friend. I love you, Paige. I want to be here as a man for you and your baby. I’d like to be the one Fetus calls Daddy, and I’d like to be the man who goes home with you and opens that diving school. I’d like to help teach your brother and sister the joys of diving, all while we teach our kid to love it too.”

      Paige let out a small gasp, then blinked a few times, seeming at a loss for words. Finally, she shook her head. “You wouldn’t be saying you love me if I’d had an abortion. I can’t trust you, Anthony.”

      While he wanted to argue, he knew she was right. If she’d killed the baby, he would have never forgiven her. Not because he wouldn’t have still loved her—there was probably nothing that would change that. He was lost in his love for her. Still, it would have been impossible to forgive her if she’d aborted the baby.

      There was only one thing left to try, and that was to tell the truth about his past and hopefully explain his reactions. “I guess it’s time to tell you about Tiffany.”

      She quirked an eyebrow but said nothing to let him know if she wanted to hear what he had to say. All he could do was go forward and hope she’d listen.

      “Remember when you thought I called you a bitch, and I said it was my ex I’d meant to call that?”

      She nodded.

      “Tiffany was the last real girlfriend I had. The last girl I’d allowed myself to trust until I met you.”

      “Tch.” Paige shook her head. “Except you don’t trust me.”

      Anthony couldn’t help himself. He narrowed his eyes in a glare. “But I did trust you, right up until I found the pills! You’re the first woman I’ve trusted since high school!”

      Her mouth fell open in apparent surprise, but then closed again and she nodded at him to continue.

      “I was a dumb, horny teenager. Tiff and I had been dating for two years, ever since we were Freshmen. When she finally agreed to sex, I was all over that. Only problem was, I didn’t have a condom.”

      Paige gave a bitter-sounding chuckle. “I can see the after-school television special playing now. You convinced her to do it anyway, and she got pregnant.”

      “Well, after having sex quite a few times she got pregnant, but, yeah, that’s what happened. After we’d done it once without protection, I didn’t really want to use it. The time we tried a condom, it didn’t feel as good, so I told her I’d pull out and it’d be fine.” Anthony shook his head at his own stupidity. “For a moment of pleasure that was just a bit more intense, I risked so much.”

      “And then?” Paige sounded like she already knew the rest of the story, but he needed to say it anyway. She might not forgive him, but at least she’d know the whole story of why he reacted the way he had.

      “I begged and begged and begged her to keep our baby,” he admitted. “I was going to drop out of high school, and I had a job lined up. It was good money. Enough to raise our baby. I told her I’d marry her. The only thing I’d ever wanted was to be a good dad just like mine was before that last dive. I promised to make her happy and provide for her and our children.”

      “How old were you?” Paige asked.

      “Just barely turned sixteen.” Anthony shrugged. “Well, she hadn’t turned sixteen yet, now that I think about it. She skipped an early year in grade school and was younger than the rest of us. She wouldn’t turn sixteen for two more months. She had sex with me that first time as my birthday gift.”

      “Dang. So she was only fifteen? Even having sex that young aside, getting pregnant on top of it?” Her voice rose at the end and she shook her head, seemingly in disbelief and obviously sympathizing with Tiffany. “That’s a lot for a young girl to deal with. Heck, it was a lot for you too. Dropping out, going to work, and raising a kid when you were still a kid. Must’ve been overwhelming.”

      “I wanted it, though.”

      Paige nodded. “I can tell you really did, but she wasn’t ready for all that, right?”

      “Good guess. And I know exactly what you’re thinking. Her body, her choice.” Anthony frowned, that familiar anger at the unfairness of it all bubbling up in him. “Not even her word meant anything. We argued over it for a couple weeks, but after a while she promised not to get an abortion. In fact, it was right around her birthday when she finally agreed. We were going to have a fancy dinner at a romantic restaurant to celebrate the baby and her birthday. She swore she understood how much I wanted the baby and agreed she loved me and wanted it too. She said we’d get married and raise our baby together. The very next day after that conversation, a Friday, she didn’t come to school. The day after that she showed up at my house early in the morning. She was calm and cold, almost having no emotion. She said her parents took her to a clinic and there was no longer a baby to argue about.”

      It didn’t matter how much time passed; Anthony couldn’t remember hearing about his child dying without getting emotional. His eyes welled and his nose felt itchy, but he refused to cry and show Paige he was a wuss as well as a jerk who hadn’t trusted her. Blinking back tears, he sniffed to stop his nose from running and then shrugged.

      “She quickly found a new boyfriend and then never stopped smiling. It was like our baby never happened. I fell into a depression, realizing people lie and don’t care how much it hurts those around them. That was the last time I fully opened my heart to someone. Well, the last time until I met you.”

      “You went fifteen years without a girlfriend?” She shook her head, not seeming to believe him.

      Anthony shrugged. “There were a few women I went out with, but every time it started becoming serious, I’d remember how Tiffany lied and killed my baby. That would always put an end to things.”

      Paige’s brow furrowed. “I’m nobody special. Why would you fall for me?”

      “You’re wrong about not being special, but I’ll leave that argument for now and try to answer. At first, it’s fair to say I fell in love with your looks. I’m a guy, what can I say?” He flashed her a wink and relaxed a little when she grinned. “Then, I got to know you little by little as we worked together. I learned how trustworthy and wonderful you are. I learned you’re the type of person a guy could count on. As the years passed, I started to hate your boyfriend in California. I knew he didn’t appreciate you or he’d be here with you. You’re so wonderful and so perfect. If only I could reach your heart, show you how much more you deserved...”

      Anthony stopped, not sure how to explain what he’d felt for her all these years. He’d always know his feelings for her were wrong. She’d had Jason. He’d known his love was doomed from the very beginning. It hadn’t mattered. He’d been enamored from day one.

      “Boy, did I have you fooled.” She snorted. “I’m not any of the things you think I am.”

      “What do you mean?” Anthony furrowed his brow, confused.

      “I’m such a liar, such a horrible person.” She sighed, untangling their fingers and then tucking her hands around herself as though to shrink even smaller to make sure she didn’t accidentally touch him. “Since I met Jason, I’ve become the best liar I’ve ever known. ‘Oh, no, Mom. We can’t come to Thanksgiving this year. Jason has a report at work due.’ ‘Yes, we’d love to see you too, but we’re busy this Christmas.’ I’ve told so many lies, I can’t keep track.” She closed her eyes, her face seeming to switch between a hard, unfeeling mask and complete, utter sadness without ever deciding which one to settle on.

      Unable to stop himself when seeing her in so much pain, Anthony reached out, placing one hand carefully against her shoulder and patting it gently. “Those weren’t lies you wanted to tell. You wanted to spare your family’s feelings because Jason wouldn’t go, right?”

      Her face finally twisted to grief for several seconds and she let out a soft sob before reigning it all back together and opening her eyes, meeting his gaze and nodding. “Yes, that’s right. The worst part is, I also told myself those lies. It didn’t dawn on me until I left him just how much of a liar I’d become. The woman you admired was a fake, Anthony. If I had killed Fetus, that wouldn’t have been a surprise. I’ve been a selfish, self-serving bitch for many years now.”

      “I don’t believe that,” he said, surprised to realize that was the truth. “You’ve told lies to survive, but I don’t think you would ever tell lies to be selfish. I also don’t think there was any way you would have taken those abortion pills unless the doctor had told you it was the best thing for Fetus and needed to be done.”

      Paige’s lips twisted in a wry smile, though tears still trembled on her lashes, looking like miniature crystals against the aqua blue of her beautiful eyes. “You sure have a lot of faith in me now, considering you had none a week ago.”

      “That had everything to do with me and my past,” he said, finally unable to stop himself from touching her more intimately, taking his hand off her shoulder to cup her cheek carefully in his palm. “It had nothing to do with you. I realize that now.”

      She gave a soft sigh and pressed her face into his skin, seeming to relish his touch for the first time since their one night together. A single teardrop fell from her lash and traced down the outer edge of his palm, though he didn’t move to wipe it away, savoring the feel of her skin.

      “I’ve missed this,” she admitted, covering his hand with her own as she relaxed onto the pillow, almost as though she wanted to make sure he wouldn’t stop touching her.

      “So have I.”

      “How can we ever go back to what we had?” Her eyes met his, filled with an angst that she’d never displayed before.

      It wasn’t going to be easy to reassure her. He knew that was his fault. He’d done so much wrong. It would be hard to make things right. Regaining her trust was not as simple as saying he loved her and having things fall into place.

      “Little by little,” he said after a few seconds of thinking. “We’ve known each other a long time. More than anyone else ever has, you know what’s in my heart. I’d like to think, since you’ve shared your dreams with me, I also know what’s truly in yours.”

      “You have a point. Not a lot of people know about my plans for the scuba diving school. My family, Jason, and you. That’s about the extent of those I’ve trusted.”

      A faint shock ran throughout Anthony’s body when she guided his hand down toward her mouth, pressing it to her lips and kissing his palm softly before threading her fingers through his.

      “I think,” she continued, paying no attention to the fact that her kiss had surprised him, “other than Mike, you’re the only one who has truly cared about my dreams.”

      Damn. He wanted to kiss her lips so badly. Just the softness of her mouth against his hand had been too stimulating. Flashbacks of their single hot night together tightened his shaft and he shifted uncomfortably, forcing himself to do deep breathing exercises in an attempt to calm his overactive desires.

      “I know your past scared you, Anthony.” Paige’s brain definitely wasn’t headed the same direction as his.

      He looked at her, breathing in and out a few more times before trusting himself to speak. “I don’t want it to get in the way anymore, though. I want my future to include you. Is there any chance of that happening?”

      “Maybe. I want you to really think about something, though. This thing you’ve been saying all along, her body, her choice. Tiffany was only fifteen, and you said her parents took her to the clinic. Have you ever considered that maybe she didn’t have a choice?”

      Not something he’d ever wanted to consider, since Anthony had always felt like the injured party, but his sex drive was completely destroyed by Paige’s question, and he had to consider her point. He’d spent his entire life full of hate without ever truly considering there being two sides to every story.

      After a few seconds, he gave a tiny nod. “Parker has asked the same thing a few times, honestly, I’ve just always pushed the idea away, not wanting to consider it. However, she was awfully young. I haven’t wanted to see or think she might not be the bad guy, but a fifteen-year-old girl, knocked up by her older boyfriend...” He snuggled a bit closer to Paige, no longer worrying when his legs brushed against hers since she had seemed to invite him to get closer. “I’m probably lucky her father didn’t come after me with a shotgun.”

      “I can’t imagine it was easy on her, despite what it looked like to you.”

      Anthony’s knee-jerk reaction had always been to argue with Parker when his friend tried to bring this up, to say Tiffany had smiled as though nothing was wrong, had been cold when she told him what she’d done. Now, he stared into Paige’s eyes, trying to really listen. Paige had obviously been given those morning after pills. Even if she didn’t take them, she must have had some thoughts about taking them. She must know a bit of what Tiffany went through.

      “Was it hard for you?” he asked. “I mean, when you thought about taking the pills?”

      “Will you freak out if I tell you the truth?” She raised an eyebrow, more a challenge than a question.

      Anthony couldn’t help but chuckle. Just then, a sudden wave lifted the ship, pushing him more firmly into Paige. “Woah. Sorry about that.”

      “Looks like it’s starting. The storm’s here.” Paige wrapped her arms around Anthony’s neck. “If we hold each other, we’ll probably end up less battered. Well, assuming the ship doesn’t completely capsize.”

      Anthony couldn’t help but thank the Storm Gods for letting him get close to Paige, as he wrapped his arms around her back and pulled her tight. Several more waves buffeted the ship, tossing it back and forth. “I do want to know the truth,” he said softly into her ear from his place holding her against him.

      “At first, I thought I would take them as soon as I got them,” she admitted, making Anthony’s stomach clench though he kept himself calm since he knew the ultimate outcome. “I agonized over the fact that I’d taken decompressive dives and likely screwed Fetus up. I worried that it was feeling pain, that I’d done something irreparable. Plus, what business do I have being a mother?”

      “You’ll be a wonderful mother,” Anthony interrupted, unable to stop himself.

      She chuckled lightly. “I’m glad you think so because I’m going to do everything I can to bring Fetus into this world now. Hopefully we get to see what kind of mom I turn out to be.”

      Hopefully? He wondered about her wording but decided to let her continue with her story.

      “After learning Fetus was probably okay from the diving standpoint, I started wanting to have it, but then I worried I was being too selfish from other reasons. How could I expect Fetus to put up with someone like me for a parent? I started talking to Fetus all the time, started really hoping, and that hope was also terrifying.”

      Anthony held Paige just a bit tighter. “Are you saying that you basically changed your mind on a daily basis for different reasons, some of them because you wanted the baby so badly and others because you thought you weren’t good enough?”

      “More like I’ve changed my mind moment by moment.” She pulled away a little and met his gaze. “Also, I knew my family would disown me if they ever learned I had an abortion. If my family would have encouraged an abortion, I’d probably have been more on the side of taking the pills. Influences have a lot to do with that decision.” She shrugged. “If I was a child still, only fifteen, I’d probably do whatever I was told by my parents, no matter what my boyfriend said, then try to make the best of it and pretend it never happened.”

      Anthony closed his eyes, leaning his forehead against Paige’s as he thought over everything she’d said. If Tiffany went through the same issues, changing her mind from second to second, worrying about what people would think of her, what her life would become, if she could be a good mother, what would happen to the plans she’d had before becoming pregnant, whether her family would disown her...

      “Dang it.” He let out a sigh, feeling all the anger and hatred he’d held for so long leaking from him with that breath.

      “What is it?” Paige asked.

      “I never even tried to understand her,” he said. “She probably acted happy around me because I was so damn mean to her. I bet she just wanted to get away from me as fast as she could and avoid a confrontation. What if she grieved for our baby as much as I did, but couldn’t come to me because I treated her like shit?”

      “It’s a possibility, especially if her parents forced her into it.” Paige’s fingers left his neck, teasing through his hair at the base of his head. “I’m not sure of her situation. I’m not saying every woman regrets her abortion. I’m sure there are some out there who are using it as birth control and don’t care. I can’t speak for every woman, but I think a fifteen-year-old is probably not that hardened to life. Just as a guess.”

      “No, I think you’re right.” For the first time since he was a teenager, a peace came over Anthony regarding that situation. “I couldn’t see it, mostly because I was so hurt, but she had pressure of her own. Thank you for explaining this to me. I can finally let it go.”

      “Really? That easily?” She sounded shocked.

      Anthony couldn’t help but laugh, holding her tighter as the boat rocked even harder. “I’ve been struggling to come to terms with it ever since finding those pills in your sock drawer. I wanted a reason for it to make sense so I could regain my trust in you. Now, I understand. Tiffany’s abortion was never about me. If I could have put my ego aside a long time ago and stopped making it about me, I could have found forgiveness for myself and for Tiffany, and I probably wouldn’t have screwed up your trust in me to begin with. I only hope that I can win you back somehow.”

      Paige seemed to relax even more in his embrace, snuggling her face into the crook of his neck. “Thank you.”

      “Why are you thanking me?”

      “You don’t want to be compared to him, but Jason never wholly listened to me. Even if he listened to the words I said, he never tried to understand. Something trivial, something major, my opinion didn’t even need to be voiced. It was wasted breath. I’m grateful that you not only listened, you heard me. It’s a nice change.”

      Not able to stop himself, Anthony brought one arm from behind her back to stroke his fingers up her neck to her chin. Ever so gently, he tipped her face upward. She followed with no resistance, letting him know she wanted the same thing.

      Slowly, giving her every chance to stop him, he brought his mouth to hers. “I’ll always hear you,” he murmured before taking her lips in a soft, tender kiss. “Yours is the voice I need in this crazy world.”
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      Paige’s heart couldn’t help but flutter at Anthony’s sweet words and soft kisses. If only the ocean hadn’t picked that exact moment to become serious. It seemed like she and Anthony were making real progress toward reconciliation, but the ocean waited for no one.

      As soon as Anthony leaned in for another kiss, a particularly aggressive wave lifted the boat at a terrifying pitch, sliding them to the point they were nearly doing headstands at the top of the wall.

      With lightning-quick reflexes, Anthony kept the arm under her wrapped tight, holding her to his chest. He planted his free arm over their heads barely in time to stop them from crashing into the wooden wall.

      “Dang.” Paige freed both her hands from around his neck, supporting her own weight.

      “No,” he protested. “Hang onto me. We’re going to fall the other way any minute now!”

      He was right. Logically, if they went up one side of a wave, they would go down the other. She hated being a burden to him, but that was the best way to protect Fetus. Right now, being a good mom meant letting Anthony help.

      She wrapped herself back around him just in time as the swell dropped them, and they plummeted to the bottom of the bed. Luckily, they’d both left their shoes on, anticipating this, and they braced against the wall as they fell without sustaining damage.

      Cursing came from a nearby bedroom. From the way she remembered they were set up, the guys would have just banged their heads, having their beds set in the opposite direction. She hoped Lucas and Lance were okay, but Jackson deserved whatever he got.

      Even over the waves, the wind had picked up considerably, the howling sounding like so many hungry animals who’d come to devour the morons out on a boat in this kind of weather. Paige shuddered inside Anthony’s arms while a new swell thrust them back up the bed and over into the far wall.

      “Dammit.” Anthony shoved his leg between hers, bracing against the wall just in time to stop her from slamming her back into it. “If the waves were all one direction I wouldn’t worry, but it seems we’re swirling.”

      “Which isn’t good. If we start taking on water...”

      “I know.” Anthony kissed her forehead. It was done as an obvious attempt to soothe her.

      She loved his sweetness, even though he was obviously just as frightened as her.

      They were at the mercy of the storm, unable to do more than try to stay on the bed and as injury free as possible while anticipating which way the waves would toss them next. It wasn’t long before a rushing noise on the inside of the boat made Paige’s heart pound with more terror than she’d thought possible.

      “Anthony. The water...”

      “I hear it.”

      She watched the door, hardly bracing to help Anthony keep them from bashing the walls as she prayed water wouldn’t come into the room. “What do we do?”

      “We sit tight. It might not be that much.” Even though she couldn’t tell whose heart beat harder, his voice was the perfect lilt of calm as he held her close. “If the boat stays afloat, we wait it out.”

      She shuddered in his embrace, not wanting to think about the alternative. If they took on too much water and the vessel went down, their one chance of survival would be trying to make it in open water until rescue came. From the howling of the wind and the huge swells of waves tossing the yacht around, she didn’t want to think about how much effort it would take to stay upright and breathing if they had to swim.

      Keeping one arm encircling Anthony’s neck, she wrapped the other around her stomach when there was a small lull in the most violent motions of the waves. “It’s going to be okay, Fetus,” she whispered, “Anthony and I will keep you safe.”

      Anthony’s lips pressed against her forehead. “We will, Paige. We’ll do everything it takes.”

      The sound of rushing water became even louder, and Paige looked into Anthony’s eyes while the boat continued its flinging motion as if it had only stopped to allow them that instant of peace. He flashed a reassuring smile, and she could’ve almost believed it if his dark eyes hadn’t been strained with terror.

      The burbling of water rushing underneath the bedroom door was the signal that their time was almost up.

      “The boats almost done, Anthony. Can we really survive out there?” she asked.

      He stood, fastening his life vest before leaning down and fastening hers. “I’m afraid we’ll have to find out. We need to open that door before the water pressure is too intense to do so. We’d better warn the guys too. I’d hoped we’d be lucky, but it isn’t meant to be.”

      “How long do we wait before going?”

      Another wave caught them, and Paige nearly faceplanted into the wall, catching herself just in time.

      Anthony wasn’t so lucky, ramming backward since he’d been standing. He rubbed at his head, groaning loudly enough to be heard over a crack of nearby thunder. “If the hull gets more than half full of water, I think we have to assume she’s going down. I have my ax out in the living room to get through the door, but...”

      But that would put them in waters that were hard to stay upright in while on the boat. She couldn’t imagine how hard it would be with only a life jacket. Even breathing in the waves and rain would be a struggle.

      She reached out, locking her fingers through his and hoping she offered him at least some measure of strength. “It’s a chance. Better than dying on this mattress, right?”

      “I can’t die until you completely forgive me. Let’s do this.”

      “What do you mean? You want to go now and take our chances?”

      He nodded. “Maybe we can find one of those islands. It’s better than waiting for the boat to suck us under when she goes down.”

      Anthony led the way from the bedroom and into the living room that was indeed filling with water. He stopped at the equipment closet. Though it surprised her, Anthony didn’t hesitate while he pulled scuba gear from inside.

      “What are you doing?” She had to yell over the howling of the storm and sloshing of the knee-deep water. Everything seemed louder outside her bedroom.

      He nodded his head toward Lance and Lucas’s room. “Go tell the guy’s we’re bailing. I’m getting gear. There’s a good chance the storm’s going to push us under water once we’re in the open waves. We’ll have a better chance with oxygen tanks.”

      Paige clutched at her stomach, worrying about Fetus. Still, if she stayed on the yacht, there was a bigger chance of something happening when it was sucked under. She’d do her best to stay close to the surface of the water even if she had to dive down a little, but Anthony was right. Their chances were better with oxygen than without.

      Fighting against the storm tossing her around the small hallway, she reached the other door and knocked on it briskly before sliding it open. Lucas and Lance were both upright, clinging to a small desk in the room that was bolted to the floor. The glanced at her, and Lance offered a sheepish smile.

      Paige returned it. “Ready to get out of here? Water’s rushing in. Anthony and I have agreed this boat can’t take much more.”

      Just as she said that, the ocean gave a sickening heave and they all flew sideways. Snapping wood accompanied the roaring wind and rushing water, boards popping and the boat groaning.

      Paige dug her nails into the wood of the doorframe, waiting for the ship to right itself. The popping continued as more and more wood joined the groaning.

      “Shit!” Anthony was suddenly behind her, standing at a different angle than she was. “The boat tipped. It’s not going back. Let go, Paige.”

      She was in his arms before she could fully comprehend, then on her feet again, standing on the wall now that the boat had tipped. It was not all that stable, but the yacht wasn’t going the other way. That must mean it was in the process of sinking. That couldn’t be good. Fear raced through her. They had to get out of here before it was too late.

      “Let’s get a move on, guys,” Anthony bellowed, even pausing to pound on Jackson’s door. “There’s no time left.”

      Still holding her safe at his side, Anthony led her toward the closet that had held the oxygen containers. However, they were now scattered over the yacht’s small kitchen.

      She shrugged herself out of his arms, knowing they had no time to spare. The popping sounds of the boards increased even as she rushed for a set of breathing gear, and little cracks opened in the wood under her feet, water rushing through them.

      Unable to help herself, a touch of panic set in when she looked at the stairs to outside. They now sat above their heads with the way the boat had tipped. The water deepened by the second, while their escape route was far out of reach. She shrugged into the breathing gear as best she could over the top of her life vest, but she wondered if Anthony had a plan of getting them out before they drowned or sank to the bottom with the yacht.

      Lucas, Lance, and Jackson all made their way into the living area, frowning at the water leaking inside.

      Jackson sneered. “So much for you guys being the best.”

      Anthony let out a low growl, but Paige sloughed through the water as quickly as she could, grabbing his arm and pulling him toward another set of scuba gear. “He’s not worth it,” she said softly. “The only thing that matters right now is you, me, and Fetus.”

      He closed his eyes briefly, then shook his body all over as though releasing some sort of tension. When he opened his eyes again, he nodded. “Let’s get out of here.”

      She helped him get into the gear and then they both did security checks, acting as though it was a regular workday and they weren’t in the middle of the biggest storm of their lives. Somehow, the normality calmed Paige’s mind despite the rising water level.

      “Should we really leave the life jackets on?” she asked as Anthony stood looking at the stairs above them.

      He spared a glance for her, but then nodded. “We don’t know when rescue might come. We’re both good swimmers, but even we can’t stay afloat if it takes days. I only suggested we take oxygen in case the storm pushes water in our faces and we can’t breathe. I don’t want you diving with Fetus, and I’m not leaving you alone. I’m never leaving you again, Paige. I promise.”

      Even though she knew it wasn’t appropriate, her heart fluttered at the seriousness and determination in his eyes. She couldn’t help the smile that came to her face. She hooked her fingers through his once again, knowing she was already more than halfway down the road to complete forgiveness.

      “Let’s get off this boat before it sinks,” she said.

      By this point, the water was up to their thighs, and more leaks had started along the sides of the room.

      “Hey, Anthony?” Lance called. “Didn’t you say something about having an ax? We gotta do something quick, or this is going to be the last dive we ever do when this boat takes us down.”

      Anthony nodded. “It’s in that cupboard you’re standing on, but I don’t think there’s a wall we could get through even if we can get that cupboard open with the water on it.”

      “There is,” Jackson said, for once seeming more interested in getting out of the situation than fighting. He knocked on a panel near his shoulder. “This here is a tunnel between here and the captain’s cabin. It’s meant as storage for extra security equipment I didn’t have installed. That place is likely already completely submerged based on the way she tipped, but if we can crawl through here, put our oxygen on, and swim out, we’ll eventually get away from the boat.”

      “We’ll need to move fast,” Anthony said. “If she gets too full of water while we’re in there, we’ll get sucked down with her.”

      “Exactly,” Lance agreed, finally managing to lift open the cupboard with Lucas’s despite the weight of the water. Once he freed the ax, he walked toward Jackson who pointed out the panel again and stepped out of the way. Lance swung with all his might a few times, opening the passage. Luckily, it was still free of water. “When you reach water, the life jacket will work against you, so pull yourself along however you can. We should send Paige through first.”

      “Like hell we will!” Jackson pushed Lance away, jumping up into the hole and pulling the rest of his body inside. He flicked on the headlamp of his scuba gear and readied his breathing mask. “Good luck, assholes. See you if you make it.”

      Lucas shook his head as Jackson disappeared into the darkness. He linked his fingers together and held them out in front of him, then looked at Paige. Though he didn’t say anything, it was obviously an offer to boost her into the passage.

      Although she wasn’t comfortable going in right after that jerk, she knew there wasn’t much he could or would do to her in this situation. His sense of self-preservation was keen. She was likely safe from him. They all needed to get moving. She put her foot in Lucas’s hands and let him give her a boost, moving quickly once she was in the tunnel to make room for the others.

      “I’m right behind you,” came Anthony’s voice seconds later.

      After a few more seconds, she heard a grunt, then another. “I came last and made it in,” Lucas called, “so we’re all here. Go as fast as you can, Paige. It’s probably about twenty feet or so. We’ll keep to your pace. As soon as you run into water, warn us, then go ahead and put your oxygen on. It could go from a little on your hand to over your head in seconds.”

      That was good advice. She was nervous, but she couldn’t let that slow her. The tunnel was pitch-black, and she had no idea how far ahead of them Jackson had gone or if he was already in the captain’s cabin. She couldn’t hear him crawling, but she wasn’t sure she would notice over the pounding of her own heart or the sounds of the men behind her.

      Suddenly, her entire upper body plunged into water. Choking and sputtering, she backed up. She should have taken a cue from Jackson and turned her lamp on. What had she been thinking?

      “Paige?” Anthony was by her side, wiping water from her eyes, mouth, and nose. “Are you okay?”

      When she got her breath back, she brushed his hand away. “I’m okay. It just surprised me. The way the boat’s tipped, I think we’ve made it to the cabin right here. This goes downward and it’s full of water. Nothing gradual like we thought. One step and we’ll be fully submerged. We’re going to need to put on our breathers and go for it.”

      She clutched her stomach, wondering how far under the surface she and Fetus already were. Was it far enough that she or one of the guys were going to end up with the bends as the life jackets forced them back to the top? Just because the boat wasn’t entirely full of water, that didn’t mean it wasn’t already sinking. She hadn’t considered that, but they might already be far below.

      She took in a deep breath, slowly letting it out. “Now’s not the time to panic,” she said. “It’s better to live and worry about the consequences later.”

      In the darkness, she couldn’t see Anthony’s expression, but suddenly she could feel his breath on her face. His lips found hers lightly, just for a moment. “We’ve got this,” he whispered. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      “See you on the surface.”

      Pulling on her mask and twisting on the oxygen, she decided not to make the same mistake twice and turned on her headlamp before diving into the water.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony had believed following the dim light of Paige’s headlamp would be the scariest part of the whole ordeal. He hadn’t expected the nightmarish scene once they finally found the broken-out window of the captain’s cabin. He grabbed Paige’s hand before she could swim out of the window, looking out into the inky blackness.

      There was nothing to see beyond the yacht. Murky waters that could hold anything—or nothing at all. All Anthony could see was his dad’s excited smile as he continued signaling down, while his mom impatiently made the hand gesture to surface. It was the exact same feeling. There might as well be nothing beyond the yacht. It was too dark to tell how far the surface might be or how fast or far they had already sunk.

      Paige seemed to have no such qualms. She tugged on his arm... hard! Pointing to her stomach, she then pointed to the surface.

      Dammit. Anthony couldn’t let himself get lost in old fears from scattered memories. He had the woman he loved by his side and a child to save. Not his younger self, but a real baby who had yet to experience the world. Firmly reminding himself of that, he locked his arm through Paige’s, pushed them away from the window as far as he could to hopefully avoid the current the yacht was creating as it sank, and let the life jackets do what they were meant to do.

      There was no sign of Lance, Lucas, or even Jackson. Anthony spared a moment to worry about them, but Paige and Fetus were his priority and all he could focus on. He had no time to look for them. He couldn’t afford to sink any further with the boat.

      The yacht hadn’t been sinking for very long. If Anthony was right, they weren’t very far below the surface, despite what it looked like in the darkness from the storm. He didn’t believe it was far enough down that they’d need to decompress, which meant they should be okay and not get sick with the bends. That also meant Fetus should be safe.

      The other men would have to take care of themselves. They were all capable divers. Anthony would help the woman he loved.

      As though anxious they would lose each other, Paige came closer while they ascended, wrapping her arm he wasn’t holding around his neck, the way they’d held on to each other in bed. He wasn’t about to argue. Their jackets would bring them up to the surface without effort on their part. Even if it was slower than swimming, they had enough oxygen to last several hours. Extra time in the water meant less time being lashed by the unrelenting storm above. Holding Paige and keeping her nearby was all he wanted.

      Within a few short moments, they surfaced. Paige turned off her oxygen and the headlamp, turning off his equipment as well. She took care of pulling them out of the way so they could each breathe. Anthony took the hint, not letting her out of his arms. When she had finished, she rested head against his shoulder. It seemed she was as unwilling to separate as he was.

      The wind whistled over their heads and rain pelted them, cold in contrast to the warmer ocean waters. They rose on each swell of the waves to rush back down, sometimes fighting the water to breathe, sometimes having a calm spot where they could catch their breath.

      Through it all, they held each other. Unspoken was the fact that they never caught sight of the other men. Neither mentioned what might have happened to them or if they even made it off the boat or got lost in the captain’s cabin and were now stuck at the bottom of the ocean.

      Only one thing mattered to Anthony, holding onto Paige until the storm stopped and he figured out what to do next.
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      Paige’s brain felt fried. The storm had passed sometime in the night and it was now sometime past noon, but she was sure she must be hallucinating. She couldn’t really be seeing trees out in the middle of the water. Hours in the sun without sunglasses had started to wear her down. Not to mention, thirst was becoming a real issue.

      Anthony’s hand tightened on hers. They had long since stopped clinging to one another, too exhausted to do more than hold hands after so many hours. “Do you see that?” His voice was hoarse.

      When she glanced his direction, his face was as burned as hers felt and his lips were flaking and chapped. She tried to moisten her mouth, hoping she could get sound out. After a few false attempts, she finally managed. “The land? I thought it was a hallucination. If you see it too, it must be real.”

      “It’s those islands. I said we wouldn’t get out of their path before the storm.” He gently tugged on her, pointing her in that direction. “I told Parker about them when we’d talked. I bet this is where he sends the rescue crew.”

      Rescue. Throughout the long, dark night, Paige had often entertained the idea that the sun would never rise. The two of them never spoke about rescue. Even after the sun came up, they hadn’t really discussed it. She wondered if Anthony had felt the same as her, worried they’d somehow jinx things by talking about a potential rescue while being two tiny specks of nothing in a huge ocean.

      At least if they were on land, there was a chance they could set up some sort of smoke signal or make a message in the sand. It also meant they might find water before they died of dehydration. Paige already felt ill from accidentally drinking so much saltwater.

      “It’s land, but still pretty far away.” She didn’t want to complain, as it might be their only hope, but she was already exhausted.

      “You can do this,” Anthony said. “You’re the toughest woman I’ve ever known. A night without sleep fighting a storm isn’t enough to stop you. Come on, where’s that fighting spirit? Or are you going to let me beat you?”

      He attempted what looked like a challenging wink. However, in the bright light shining down on them, both his eyes tried to close, and it ended up spoiling the effect entirely.

      Paige couldn’t help but laughed, her energy somewhat restored.

      “That’s what I like to hear,” he said. “Even if that giggle was only to make fun of me, I’m okay with that.”

      “Save your breath and start swimming. You might think you’re the most charming man in the world, but that won’t make the waves carry you to the island.”

      He chuckled, flipping on his back and doing a slow backstroke in the direction of the land. “Who knows. Maybe I’ll charm a mermaid into helping me out?”

      Deciding he had the right idea with the backstroke to get maximum speed with minimum effort, especially since Paige had ditched her scuba gear hours earlier when its weight proved too much for the life jacket to handle, she flipped on her back as well. She put on a burst of speed to get herself aligned with him, making talking easier.

      “With your luck, mermaids are the ugly creatures luring men to their deaths, not the pretty cartoon version that go around saving them.”

      “Nah, I’m not worried.” He laughed. “There’s no siren’s song that could lure me to my death.”

      “Don’t be too sure about that.” Paige slowed, not wanting to burn all the energy she had left. The land was quite the swim and their only hope. It was important to pace herself. “It’s said the mermaids appear beautiful before they turn into savage beasts who eat the sailors. Their song is so enchanting, there’s no escape.”

      “It’s not that I don’t believe they could be both beautiful and savage beasts,” he said, falling into rhythm with the pace she set. “I’ve just already found my goddess. She’s stronger than any mermaid could ever be. You’ve already enchanted me, and there’s no reason for me to ever look at another woman. I’m pretty sure the only female who might come close to enchanting me as much as you have would be our daughter. I mean, whenever we have a daughter. If Fetus is a boy, he’ll enchant me plenty too though, I’m sure.”

      Paige’s heart did a little flip-flop flutter, and her head dipped below a wave as she lost focus for a moment. Before she could even come up sputtering for air, Anthony had stopped swimming and was at her side, holding her in his strong arms and pulling her head above the surface.

      Embarrassed he’d thrown her so out of whack, she glared at him. “You don’t play fair. I told you I’m not a goddess, and you can’t just say things like that. Too much flattery should be a penalty in trying to win my trust back.” Even though she had to admit, at least to herself, it was impossible not to trust a man who would risk his own life in a horrible storm to make sure she and her unborn child were as safe as he could keep them.

      “It’s not flattery,” he said, letting her float from his arms when she was stable again, then taking his place beside her and resuming his backstroke toward the island. “It’s the truth, and I’m not going to stop. You’re the woman I need in my life. You’re the one I’ve been waiting for all this time. But, you’re probably right about that being enough talk. We need to conserve our energy and keep swimming. That island looks to be a couple miles away.”

      Even though he effectively got the last word in, Paige wasn’t sure how to argue with him anyway. Did she even want to? If they never made it off the small island, none of it mattered. And if they did, she wasn’t sure holding onto her anger over a difference of opinion was worth it. They had talked it out, they both understood the other’s position now.

      He knew all the reasons she could consider an abortion. She knew all the reasons he was appalled by that. Yes, he’d said some horrible things to her, things she was frankly surprised could even come out of his mouth. It had hurt, the broken trust had hurt, but knowing about Tiffany changed things.

      He was obviously trying to understand her position and had listened to Paige’s point of view about Tiffany. She wasn’t used to that. That alone went further toward restoring her trust in him than all the flowery compliments or heart-pounding kisses.

      Not that she didn’t like his kisses.

      If they lived through this, Anthony was the man her heart longed to be with. She couldn’t judge him for making mistakes, not when she’d made so many of her own. He was human. That meant he was bound to make mistakes. She only had to look at her past and look with an eye toward her future to know she was human as well. She could honestly say that poor Fetus would have a bumpy ride. She was bound to make more mistakes as time moved forward.

      If Anthony was willing to look past all that and make a future with her in it, it was time for her to quit running.

      First, they had to get out of this damn water and back to McCallister’s Paradise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      It felt like forever before Anthony’s feet were able to reach the bottom. If his exhaustion was this profound, he could only imagine how Paige felt. No matter what, he had to take care of her. She was supposed to be keeping hydrated and well rested on this trip. The past twenty-four hours had been stressful beyond belief, and she hadn’t had a drink of anything but saltwater since they had dinner the night before.

      Ignoring his cramped and protesting muscles, he stood upright and reached for Paige before she even realized they were close enough to touch.

      Despite the way she had continued to backstroke and keep in time with him, she looked half asleep and half passed out. She couldn’t go on for much longer. When his arms wrapped around her waist and he hoisted her against his chest, she pulled away a bit, eyes wide and startled.

      “What are you doing?” Her voice was scratchy and dry since they hadn’t talked in some time, again saving energy.

      “We’re here,” he replied. “Just rest and let me take care of everything. I’ll find somewhere for you to sleep while I look for water.”

      For a moment, she had a mulish expression in her eyes, filled with anger and a touch of her usual sassiness. Anthony was sure she was about to protest.

      “If not for yourself,” he hurried to say, “let me do this for Fetus. You need to rest your body for Fetus’s sake.”

      After a moment, her expression cleared and she nodded, wrapping her arms around his neck. “Fine. You win, but only because I’m the one carrying our baby. If you were the pregnant one, I’d be finding us water and shelter.”

      Anthony couldn’t help that his heart trilled a little, extra strength flooding into his muscles to battle the exhaustion. Not only had she referred to it as theirs, she’d also called it a baby. If that wasn’t progress, Anthony didn’t know what was. They really were listening to and communicating with each other.

      Stepping completely out of the water onto a sandy beach took a bit of the enthusiasm from Anthony’s bubble of happiness. His arms felt leaden and his legs barely had energy to shuffle across the sun-bleached sand.

      Paige let out a soft sigh, kissing his cheek. “Let me down.”

      “No.” He knew it was plain, male stubbornness, but he wanted to carry her.

      “Just until we find a safe place in the shade to rest, away from the sun,” she said. “We’re both exhausted. We need to find water, but we have to rest our muscles first. If you hurt yourself now, what will Fetus and I do? We need you, Anthony.”

      “But...” He was stuck, knowing she was right, but still wanting to be a man she could count on. He didn’t want to already go back on his word to help her to a safe place.

      Paige let go of him with one arm, rubbing her stomach and looking at it, before meeting his gaze. “Please? You said you would be the man to work with me, not disregard my opinions? If there’s a man I want helping to raise my child, it’s that man.”

      “You fight dirty, don’t ya?”

      She laughed, then let go of her stomach to stroke his cheek, pulling him in for a salty kiss. Even though it stung his chapped lips when the little bit of saliva they each possessed mixed, it was still the nicest thing he could imagine. They were alive, they’d made it to land, and he had a beautiful goddess in his arms who still had the energy to laugh, tease, and kiss.

      Setting her down gently while maintaining the kiss, he made sure she had regained her balance completely before breaking away. He chewed his lip as he looked at her. “Are you okay? I can lift you back up if you need me to.”

      She looped her arm through his. “Why don’t we help each other?”

      “A team?”

      “Yep. Can we be a team again?”

      This might not be the time for this conversation, but he knew what she was really asking. Could they let go of everything that had happened after he found those pills? Could they trust each other once again and be a real team?

      “I want that with all my heart.”

      “That’s all I want, too.” She squeezed his arm tighter against her body. “Let’s find someplace to rest, then worry about surviving until Parker finds us.”
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        * * *

      

      After two days on the island, nighttime was still the worst. Paige tried to cuddle closer to Anthony under their makeshift lean-to. Insects flew around, buzzing incessantly, and the sunburn she’d acquired that day while trying to make a help signal hurt even more now that the sun had set and the bugs were biting. Not to mention the burn only made her colder than normal.

      “Paige?” Anthony rolled over, facing her, voice heavy with sleep. “Can’t rest? Are you thirsty?”

      Now that he mentioned it, she was, but the small water well they’d managed to dig wasn’t producing much moisture. She didn’t want to drink too much and leave him without.

      “I’m okay,” she said.

      He shook his head, sitting up and reaching for the small supply cache they’d made. “I found some empty bottles on the beach and filled them both up over the day. I dug the well even deeper, and I think it’ll fill up again by morning. Drink one.”

      Two whole days already. It was hard to believe. They hadn’t found much food, and the thirst was more than enough to drive her mad. Unable to stop herself, Paige snatched the bottle as soon as he twisted the lid from it, greedily gulping the slightly dirty water inside.

      He accepted the empty bottle and put it away. After that, he lay down and invited her to rest on his arm, wrapping her in his strong embrace as soon as she settled against him. It effectively chased the insects away and most of the cold at the same time. For the first time that night, Paige finally relaxed. She didn’t know why, but the bugs avoided him. Maybe it had something to do with hormones or vitamin levels.

      “Parker will come soon,” he promised, just like he had each night and each morning before.

      “I know,” she agreed, trying to soothe him just as much as he tried to soothe her. “With that huge S.O.S. out there in the sand now, there’s no way he’ll miss us if they fly over in the helicopter.”

      “Right. He had the general area where the yacht was before it went down. He and Sierra won’t just give up on us. They’re looking for us.”

      “Of course they are,” she agreed, wrapping her arms around the strong one covering her.

      She couldn’t help but notice his biceps seemed a bit thinner than before. Nearly everything edible he’d given to her, claiming Fetus needed it the most and all but forcing her to eat. Even so, the lack of food was taking a toll. She could only hope that her body had everything Fetus needed that wasn’t supplied by their meager findings, and the baby would be fine. This wasn’t what the doctor had agreed to when he said she could go on this trip.

      As though sensing her worries even though she didn’t voice them, Anthony held her a little tighter. “Tomorrow, I’ll hike to the other side of the island. There have to be bananas somewhere. Even if they aren’t ripe, we could cook them.”

      Paige had been trying to be supportive of whatever Anthony suggested they try, but she really didn’t like the idea of him doing that. First off, no matter how hard they had tried to start a fire, it had never worked. Neither one of them had a clue how to do it without proper equipment. Trying by rubbing sticks together had been laughable.

      How could she tell him not to go without hurting his pride or the trust they had finally rebuilt? They were a team now, in every sense. She trusted him and felt like they were headed in the right direction, but she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. If he went off by himself that far and something bad happened to one of them, it could spell disaster. How could she disagree with him while still letting him know she respected his ideas?

      As though her body agreed she needed a reason to distract him without hurting his ego since they were starving and not at their best currently, Paige got a sharp, stabbing pain in her lower abdomen. What in the world had happened? She didn’t need that sort of help. Trying to ignore it, she searched for something to say to Anthony. Then, the pain happened again. This time, it was much more intense, to the point that the pain was unbearable.

      “Ugh.” Unable to stop herself, she pushed away from Anthony, doubling over and clutching her stomach.

      “Paige? What’s wrong?”

      She breathed in deeply, trying to control the burst of pain. “I-I’m not sure. It’s hurting so bad. Maybe I drank too much water too fast?”

      “It’s your stomach?” In the faint moonlight filtering into their poorly constructed shelter, Paige could see the alarm on Anthony’s face. “Is it your stomach or your uterus? It’s not Fetus, is it?”

      “The baby? I...” Paige thought about where she was holding her stomach, down low, not up high where her actual stomach would be if this was from water. “No, it can’t be. Fetus is fine. He has to be fine.”

      Anthony took in a few audible breaths, then flashed a reassuring smile. “Of course, he’s okay. When did you decide he was male, by the way?”

      She could tell he was now trying to distract her, but she didn’t care. At this very moment, she needed a distraction. If she was having a miscarriage, what would she do? There was no medical care here, no one to help her. She had no doubt that Anthony would give his very life for Fetus’s if he could, but not only did she not want that, it wouldn’t work.

      She squeezed his hand and rolled back into his embrace, ignoring the lingering jabs of discomfort flaring here and there. “I’m not sure it was a conscious decision. It sort of came out. I wonder if it is a boy? If we have a boy, what would you name it?”

      Anthony sat very still for a few moments, then his hands suddenly roamed over her hair, gently caressing it.

      After a while, Paige grew impatient. “Why aren’t you talking?”

      “I don’t know what to say,” he admitted, his voice sounding thick with emotion. “Are you telling me that you want me to help pick out names for Fetus?”

      Suddenly, Paige wasn’t sure if she’d overreached. Wasn’t he the one saying he wanted to be the dad? She’d thought they agreed to let the past go and move forward. Didn’t that mean they were together and a couple, or had that been the adrenaline talking because they’d made it to the beach? Neither one of them had said anything the past two days while they’d made camp, but she’d been under the assumption they were together.

      Not sure if she should be angry or mortified, Paige tried to back away from him. “Sorry. I assumed that you wanted to be Daddy but if I was wrong, it’s not a big deal. Don’t worry.”

      Before she could move more than a couple inches, Anthony’s strong arms were around her, holding her tight against him. His mouth found hers, kissing her deeply. His tongue lapped at her lips until she opened them, and he made his way inside, loving her mouth thoroughly with an emotion that she couldn’t deny. His love was a palpable force that took her breath away.

      He let out a soft moan as he stroked her back, rubbing her hip while continuing his kiss until she was nearly breathless. Forgetting the pain in her stomach, she couldn’t keep her hands off him any longer. Finding the chiseled muscles of his back beneath his thin t-shirt, she gently outlined every plane of them, loving the way his skin tightened beneath her touch and his heart hammered against her chest just as fast and hard as her own.

      Finally, when she thought she’d pass out from being so lightheaded from his kisses, he pulled back, pressing his forehead against hers, staring into her eyes with those deep pools of brown seduction she loved so much.

      “I didn’t dare hope,” he said softly. “When we got on the beach, we were both happy we’d made it to land and didn’t die in the ocean. The others have been nowhere to be seen and probably didn’t make it. I thought you trusting me again just meant we could be friends. I didn’t know you meant I got everything I asked for. Is that what this means?”

      She leaned up just a little, just enough to reach his lips and place a chaste kiss against them, not wanting to lose herself in his heat before telling him clearly. “I nearly went mad without you, Anthony. When I woke up that morning and you were gone...”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      Paige backed up a bit to put a finger against his lips. “I understand now. Just like I hope you understand why I considered taking those pills.”

      Anthony nodded, pursing his lips to kiss her finger, not trying to speak again.

      “Still, when you were gone, I was devastated. You’re so different from the men I’m used to, but I thought you played me. I thought you were the same. When we were on Parker’s boat and you said those things about me being a murderer...” Paige shrugged. “I thought you were worse. Even if there was a reason you said them, I decided I didn’t want to forgive you, not ever.”

      Anthony sucked in a loud breath but stayed silent.

      That had to be the thing she loved the most about him. He let her speak. He listened to her speak.

      “Missing out on what could be a great love because we didn’t communicate would be the biggest mistake we’d both make, don’t you think?” she asked.

      He nodded his head so hard that she had to laugh. He gave a little fake growl at that, biting the finger that had blocked his mouth, though it soon turned into a playful nibble and then he sucked on it.

      “Ah.” She let out a tiny gasp. “I kinda like that. If we ever get off this island and the baby’s okay, let’s do more of this.”

      “You got it. Whatever my goddess wants, my goddess will get.”

      “How about more of those lips?”

      “Of course, goddess.”

      Just as he leaned in to kiss her, another sharp jolt slashed throughout her abdomen. Paige cried out, hissing at the pain as tears welled in her eyes.

      “Paige? What’s happening?”

      She shook her head, not sure what good alarming him would do. “I think I need to go to the bathroom. Sorry. Put those lips on hold. I’ll be right back.”

      “Don’t be long.”

      She did her best to nod and smile at him before she crawled from the lean-to.

      As soon as she stood, there was no mistaking the sticky squish that ran into her underwear. She couldn’t be having her period when she was pregnant, but she remembered her mom bleeding like that each time she miscarried.

      “No,” she whispered. “Please, no. I can’t lose this baby. I can’t survive losing Fetus.”
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      Paige had been gone too long. Even if she’d had something left in her stomach for a bowel movement, which Anthony greatly doubted, she should have been back. He was worried about those pains. While he worried about the baby, he worried more about her.

      He couldn’t stop thinking of the things she’d said about her mother—the multiple miscarriages, the way Paige’s father had forced her to keep getting pregnant despite the poor woman continuing to have miscarriages, the secret birth control—she must be thinking about all those complications with those pains bothering her. Paige was supposed to stay rested and well hydrated on this trip. That should have been easy to manage. Anthony should have been the one making sure it happened.

      Despite his best intentions, he hadn’t protected her at all. He found little food, barely secured enough water to keep her functioning, and he’d let her work her ass off all day on that S.O.S. signal, dragging heavy rocks and driftwood all over the beach while he hunted for something to eat.

      Could she handle it if she lost the baby?

      That thought had him out of their makeshift bed of palm fronds and into the chilly night air, peering through the moonlight to see where she’d gone. He couldn’t spot her, but over the sound of waves lapping against the island’s shore, he thought he heard soft sobbing.

      “Paige?”

      The sobbing stopped, but she didn’t answer.

      “Come on, Paige. Where are you?”

      He stumbled in the semi-darkness to the spot he’d thought the sobs had come from. Even though she didn’t speak, small rustling of ferns alerted him to her presence. Thank goodness she wasn’t stealthy. Even over the water he heard her.

      When he found the tree she’d hidden behind, the moonlight outlined tears on her cheeks. It also highlighted the underwear she’d pulled around her ankles. What was worse, Anthony saw the dark, wet patch on the underclothing.

      He fell to his knees, ignoring the small rocks digging into his flesh under his board shorts. He took Paige’s hand, noting it was slightly tacky, likely some of the blood from her panties. “Does your abdomen still hurt?”

      Her eyes finally met his, bright with tears. She nodded. “It’s a stabbing pain. Do you think Fetus feels this?” She sobbed softly once more before getting herself under control. “I don’t want him to hurt.”

      “I read once that babies don’t feel pain until the third trimester.” He gazed at her intently, letting her know that he was being completely honest. He’d worried if his own child had felt pain during the abortion so had done research on the issue. He wasn’t sure he believed the articles claiming they didn’t feel pain or not, but it had given him some measure of comfort. “If it’s true, Fetus isn’t feeling any pain, so don’t worry.”

      She seemed to breathe a bit easier, though she was still distraught. The blood obviously had her alarmed. Not that Anthony blamed her. With the history of her mom’s miscarriages, she must be sure she was about to lose the baby.

      “It might not be him causing the bleeding,” Anthony said, trying to keep calm both for her sake and his own. “I’m sure there are other reasons you could bleed. Let’s not assume the worst, okay?”

      “I...” She chewed on her already chapped lips, causing them to bleed as well. A fresh trickle of liquid dripped down, but she hardly seemed to notice as her arms went protectively around her stomach. “This is my fault. I was going to take those pills, and now I’m being punished for considering it. I’m a horrible person and now my baby is going to die.”

      “No, goddess, that’s not how this works.” He gently tipped her face up toward him, wiping at the blood around her mouth before giving her a tender kiss. “You aren’t being punished. Let’s get you back in the shelter where it’s more comfortable. You’ll freeze out here and that can’t be good for you or the baby. I’ll figure something out after that.”

      She shook her head. “I’ll get the shelter dirty with the blood. I’ll just stay here in the rocks. It’s what I deserve.”

      Damn. She was in a bad way. Anthony wasn’t really surprised. He’d known the moment she’d told Parker and Sierra she was no longer planning on genetic testing and was taking the baby however it came that she was too attached to care anymore. The thought of possibly having a miscarriage now was breaking her mind. He had no clue what to do, but he couldn’t let this destroy the woman he loved. No matter how much he might freak out later if they lost the baby that he wanted more than he could admit, he loved Paige more. She took priority.

      Ignoring her weak protests, Anthony stood and scooped her into his arms. Even though they hadn’t eaten in days, fear at losing her to her grief gave him strength beyond his means. He trudged back to the shelter, holding her tight against his body.

      “But, the blood,” she protested, even her voice getting weak now.

      “I’ll clean you up once we’re back inside. I want you on the bed.”

      Her body finally relaxed, trusting him with her weight and her entire being. Anthony relaxed a little too, grateful for this signal that she hadn’t given up on him. They were still in this together. She had a right to panic. If she relied on him to help her through it, they would figure this out.
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        * * *

      

      Just like he’d promised, Anthony settled Paige into the palm fronds and fussed over making her comfortable. She couldn’t help but clam down and relax with him by her side. She could see the fear and worry in his eyes that matched her own, but he wasn’t panicking, and that helped her.

      As soon as she was as comfortable as he could make her, Anthony pressed the second bottle of water against her lips.

      Paige did her best to fend him off. “It’s yours,” she protested. She couldn’t take his share. He had been working harder than her. He needed it.

      “I’ve been drinking plenty.” He offered her a grin she was sure was meant to reassure her. “I could go another few days without water if I had to. You and Fetus need this. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

      As he lifted the opened bottle to her lips again, Paige had the distinct feeling she could either swallow the slightly gritty liquid or drown. He wasn’t messing around. Knowing it was probably all he could do for the baby right now, she understood where he was coming from and allowed him to feed her small sips of the water.

      After he had given her about half the bottle, he replaced the cap. “We’ll save the rest for a little later. I’m heading down to the beach to clean your clothes and get water to wash your body. How’s the pain level? Will you be okay by yourself for a few minutes?”

      She gripped his hand briefly. “It’s better. No more stabbing, only a dull ache now.”

      “Good.” Without asking, he stripped the clothing still down around her ankles off, bundling it under his arm as he snagged a pot they had found a day earlier. “I’ll be back soon. Try to sleep while I’m gone.”

      She worried about him going out in the dark, but she worried even more about getting their bed bloody. Already tomorrow, she’d need to replace so many of the palm fronds. Well, if Anthony allowed her to do any work. If not, it would all be up to him. She hated the thought of that.

      Then again, he was proving all over again how much he cared about her. She really could trust him to be there. This was the Anthony she had always known. The one saying those awful things after the whole pill fiasco was not the real man. This sweet, reliable man was the one she loved going on dives with, the one she knew would never leave her in the lurch, and the one she had to admit she had completely fallen in love with. There was no escaping this fate.

      She prayed that Parker found them, and they could go back to their real life. If they got off this little island, she was going to take her brother’s advice. She was going to find happiness for herself. She’d still like to chase her other dreams, and she certainly hoped her baby was somehow okay and this wasn’t a miscarriage but some other health issue.

      But no matter what was happening, she wanted to go back to McCallister’s Paradise and find happiness. That happiness started and ended with Anthony Bledsoe.
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      Anthony awoke to the soft pattering of rain and the cool drips of it falling through their makeshift roof onto his face. Beside him, Paige shivered in her sleep, mumbling sleepily in complaint about the cold. She did feel the cold so much more than most people. Even though it was chilly, they were still in the tropics.

      He really needed to get serious about finding a way to start a fire for her. The longer they stayed here, the more her body was worn out with shivering. After setting the pot out to collect fresh rainwater, he hurried back to Paige.

      Gathering her against him, he lay partially on top of her to shield her from the drizzle leaking through the leaves they’d inexpertly stitched together above their heads. As though he were her own personal heater, Paige nuzzled against his chest, gave a sigh of contentment, then drifted into a deeper sleep.

      Anthony felt guilty for not waking sooner and realizing she was cold. He’d never had the opportunity to sleep next to a woman before, so he wasn’t great at snuggling. Paige definitely loved to cuddle. He wasn’t sure if it was only for the body heat or because his presence comforted her. He hoped the latter. He wanted to be important in her world as much as she was in his. However, living the rest of their days on this crappy little rock was not his idea of providing a great life for his goddess.

      There was no food, limited water, and his hopes of Parker finding them dwindled by the day. While Paige’s bleeding seemed to have stopped and she’d never passed any blood clots through the night, keeping both their hopes alive that she might not have had a miscarriage, Anthony still wanted to get her back to civilization.

      It might be time for him to swim to the next island over and see if there was anything better there. If he went today, he might have just enough energy to make it. The problem was, could he make it there and back? By his estimation, it was about three miles. They were going on their third day without food, and Anthony felt the effects.

      “Hey.” Paige’s small, chilled hand stroked his chest. “What’re you thinking about so hard?”

      He startled slightly, then smiled down at her. “I thought you fell back into a deep sleep.”

      “I started to, and I’m definitely a lot warmer thanks to the most wonderful man I know protecting me from the rain, but I could feel how worried you were, and it woke me.”

      He frowned, hating that he’d disturbed her. “Don’t worry about anything. You and Fetus need the rest.” Her usually perfect braid was disheveled. He smoothed her hair behind her ears, leaning down to kiss her forehead. “I’ll do whatever it takes to protect this family. Your job is to rest and take care of our baby.”

      She smiled. “I’d wondered if you picked up on that when I called him ours before. You didn’t really react.”

      “I was too happy.”

      “And if I lost him?” Uncertainty and fear shone in her gaze.

      “We don’t know anything until we get to a doctor, but if he was lost, you didn’t lose him.”

      Lowering his face, Anthony caught her lips with his. The wound she’d caused the night before was still cracked open. He tenderly kissed around it, not wanting to cause her pain. Gently, he sucked on the other side of her mouth, taking her bottom lip between his, hoping she could feel his earnest passion and how much he loved her in that kiss. She let out a small moan as her arms went around his back, holding him to her as they continued their soft, quiet kisses.

      He finally broke away, letting out a long sigh, though he smiled. “I want so much more than that, but we are both exhausted and something is going on with your body. Until we know, I won’t do anything that could hurt you. But, if we’ve lost the baby, we’ll grieve for him together. If, in the future, we decide together we want to try again, we can. If not, that’s fine too.”

      Paige sucked in a loud breath, staring at him with wide eyes. “But all you’ve ever wanted is a baby. If I lose Fetus, I’ll have ruined that chance for you once again. I don’t want you to suffer because I wasn’t good enough.”

      Anthony felt sorry that she worried about that, even though he understood why. “You helped me grow up, goddess. I was holding onto something that I didn’t understand. It won’t be your fault if you have a miscarriage, though. We’re in this together, goddess. If we lose the baby, of course I’ll be sad. If you can’t go through the pain of trying again, I’ll wish it was different, but I’ll still understand. There are so many other things we could do if we decide we want a family.” He stroked her arm with a loving touch, hoping she could feel his sincerity. “We could adopt, we could become auntie and uncle to Sierra and Parker’s kids and spoil them rotten, we could go to orphanages and play with the kids there. We will work together to plan something we can both live with. What I can’t live without is you, so whatever the doc says when we finally get to one, you have to remember that I love you and I need you to be okay.”

      As though his words broke a dam inside her, Paige started crying. She wrapped her arms even tighter around him, pressing her face into his chest. She kept saying something, but Anthony couldn’t understand a word.

      Finally, she quieted down. Her face was red and tear streaked when she pulled away, but she leaned up to him without hesitation, kissing him deeply before backing up. “I love you, Anthony. I don’t need anything in this world except you. Stay with me always.”

      “Forever, goddess.” He took her lips again, happiness exploding in his heart. She was truly his. There was no questioning it now. “I love you, Paige.”

      The sound of rustling leaves barely penetrated as he kissed her again.

      “I hate to break this up,” a male voice said, “but we’re here to rescue you.”

      “Yeah,” another voice agreed. “This’ll be much more comfortable in a real bed, you lovebirds.”

      Anthony whipped his head toward the entrance of their shelter. “Lucas?”

      At the same time, Paige said, “Lance?”

      The men laughed. They looked as rough as Anthony was sure the two of them did, but their smiles were contagious.

      “Parker’s down at the shore with his boat,” Lance said. “Let’s get going.”

      “We were about to give up,” Lucas chimed in. “Thank goodness you had that S.O.S. out there. We never would have found you otherwise.”

      Anthony grinned. “Paige made it yesterday. She’s wonderful, isn’t she?”

      The men agreed.

      It was then that Anthony realized he’d never put her clothing back on the night before since it was wet. Luckily, his body over hers kept her from their view, but if he shifted just a little, they’d get a show of his goddess’s body. Not good!

      “Give us a sec to get ready,” he said. “We’ll meet you at the boat.”

      “Don’t get too distracted kissing,” Lucas teased.

      Anthony looked at Paige, his happiness at rescue fading a tad. “Actually, hurry and tell Parker we need the quickest accommodations to a hospital possible. Tell him Paige might be having a miscarriage.”

      “Miscarriage?” Lance asked, the teasing tone of his voice gone. “Shit. Didn’t know you were pregnant, but we’re on it.”

      The men raced from the shelter, leaving them alone.

      Anthony gave her one more kiss on the forehead. “Let’s get you dressed and down to that boat. Everything’s going to be okay now.”

      “I know it will be.” She smiled, even if her whole heart wasn’t in it. “You’ll be by my side the entire time, so we can handle whatever happens.”
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      After a helicopter picked them up and a fast ride to Kona, Hawaii, Paige sat in an obstetrician’s office, feet in stirrups, holding Anthony’s hand. The pain of the ultrasound wand going inside was almost too much to handle, but she refused to complain. She needed to know if Fetus was okay. The doctor had explained that she was still early along in her pregnancy and that intravaginal method was best.

      “Let him be okay,” she whispered in a half prayer, ignoring the continued pain in her vagina as the doctor moved the probe.

      Anthony squeezed her hand.

      After a few moments, the doctor smiled and drew a circle on the monitoring screens with his mouse. “See that flutter there?”

      She and Anthony both looked, nodding.

      “That’s the heartbeat. It’s strong and sure. Exactly what I would expect. Whatever happened with the bleeding, it wasn’t the fetus miscarrying.”

      Tears of relief sprang to Paige’s eyes, and she trembled with relief. “Oh, thank goodness. I don’t know what I would have done.”

      Anthony’s free hand stroked her cheek lovingly. “If it wasn’t the baby, why did she bleed? She had horrible, stabbing pains and quite a bit of blood. She’s not complaining right now, but I can tell that wand you’re poking around up there is hurting her.”

      The doctor stopped looking at the monitor to study Paige’s face. “Is that true, Ms. Warner? Is the probe giving you pain?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t want to say anything. I had to make sure Fetus was okay, but...” She let a little hiss escape. “That actually really stings.”

      “Just hang on a few more seconds, okay? I want to get all the pictures we’d normally take at your eight-week ultrasound while I’m here. It’s almost over.”

      “Whatever you need,” Paige agreed. “Keep our baby healthy. That’s all I care about.”

      “You’re so brave,” Anthony said. “Have you thought any more about names if he really is a boy? I know I jokingly said Mike Junior when we were fighting over calling him Fetus, but what name would you really be interested in?”

      Paige could tell Anthony was doing his best to distract her from the pain the wand probe caused. It was sweet of him. Especially since, now that she knew Fetus was okay, the pain was more in the front of her mind and she had a hard time blocking it out.

      “What names do you like?” she said instead. “You’re the one who’s been waiting on a baby for so long. What would you like? Boy or girl, and what are your baby names? I’m sure you’ve thought about this more than I have.”

      “Actually...” He shrugged. “After Tiffany, I thought I was being punished and so I never allowed myself to think of it. I guess it’s something we’ll figure out together.”

      “All done,” the doctor called in a cheerful voice, removing the probe. “Now, I’d like to do an external inspection and see if I can tell why you’re having pain. I’m guessing an infection. You said you were basically stranded in the ocean for an entire day and then on a deserted island for a few more days with no way to wash or care for yourself hygienically?”

      “That’s right,” Paige agreed.

      The doctor readied some things on a table, likely tests for bacteria or infections, then went back to inspecting between her legs. If Paige had any energy left, she’d probably be mortified, but she had yet to eat or drink anything, was exhausted beyond belief, and all she could really concentrate on was being thankful that Fetus was okay and she and Anthony had made it safely off the island.

      “I wonder why Parker took the boat out to find us,” she mused, trying to keep her mind off the doctor between her legs.

      “Probably knew it would take a while to find all five of us. He could stay out longer in his boat.”

      “Did you hear if they found Jackson?” Not that she cared about the man, but she didn’t wish him dead.

      Anthony shook his head. “I didn’t ask. They might still be searching for him. I’m sure Lance and Lucas have already filled Parker in on what happened, but we’ll discuss it when he gets back.”

      “Just visually, this exam shows what I suspected,” the doctor said, securing sample bottles and then throwing his gloves away and washing his hands. “Looks like you have an awful infection going on. Likely, the saltwater exposure caused irritation that opened sores, then the poor quality of living let an infection feaster and that led to bleeding. I can see why you worried about a miscarriage, but the pregnancy looks fine. Some antibiotics and food and rest, you’ll be good in no time.”

      Paige smiled at the doctor, and Anthony squeezed her hand, relief flooding through them both. “What’s the infection?” he asked.

      The doctor shook his head. “Not sure what yet, exactly. I’ll put a rush on the samples I took so we know what to treat her with.”

      There was a knock on the door and a nurse poked her head in. “Excuse me, Dr. Fisher. Mr. Brad McCallister just called from McCallister’s Paradise. When you are done here, we’ve prepared VIP rooms for these two upstairs. They’re to bypass admissions and head straight up to get showered and cleaned up. Then, we’ll start their rehydration treatment and anything else needed. An orderly is waiting outside to help them as soon as you’re finished.”

      The doctor nodded. “Good timing. We’re done and there’s no need for her to get dressed. Stay in the hospital gown, my dear. In fact, I think it would be good if the orderly wheels you up.” He glanced back at the nurse. “She hasn’t eaten anything for days and barely drank. The fetus is strong, but I don’t want to take chances. Treat her with kid gloves. Send these samples to the lab with rush orders and get her on treatment ASAP.”

      “Yes, doctor.”

      Things happened quickly after that. Paige couldn’t even keep track. Apparently, the doctor’s orders meant she wasn’t even allowed to shower on her own. A female medical assistant helped her as soon as they reached the top floor, washing her hair several times until the water finally ran clean.

      Normally, Paige would have protested, but the examination had made her body hurt too much and she was exhausted after the last several days. She let the woman do whatever she wanted, grateful to smell soap again instead of whatever mixture of salt and stank she and Anthony had sported.

      After brushing her teeth for the third time, she patted her belly while the lady helped her into a clean hospital gown. “It’s all going to be okay, Fetus. You’re safe now. Mommy and Daddy won’t let anything like this happen to you again.”

      The medical assistant tied the robe closed behind Paige’s neck, then dried her hair, meeting Paige’s eyes in the mirror. “Oh, are you and that man a couple? We didn’t know. Brad McCallister gave orders for two rooms. Should we put you together in a single suite?”

      Paige couldn’t help but smile at the other woman’s reflection. “Brad McCallister is a great boss but he’s in charge of the entire island. If Parker had called, he would have known. It’s up to Anthony, but I’d love it if he would be here with me.”

      “Let’s get you settled into bed and see how long it takes to find a vein for your IV. You’re awfully dehydrated. After that, I’ll try to find your...” She faltered a minute, then shrugged. “Boyfriend?”

      Paige laughed. Anthony was so much more than that. It seemed odd for that to be the only word to describe him. “Sure, boyfriend works.”
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      Anthony was on cloud nine as they rolled his bed into Paige’s room, parking him close enough that they could hold hands. “It was horrible being separated from you, but I didn’t say anything because I figured you needed your rest.”

      She gave a faint smile, so soft he almost missed it. “I’m not sure I’ll ever sleep well without you nearby again. You’ve spoiled me too much.”

      “Guess I just have to keep spoiling you.”

      She threaded her fingers through his, closing her eyes. Within seconds, she’d drifted off to sleep. The drip of her IV was wide open, going as fast and strong as his own. She had a second bag on hers, and Anthony could only guess that they’d figured out which antibiotic she needed and put her on it.

      Though his stomach rumbled with the thought of a light dinner they’d been promised, he also felt his own eyes drifting closed. Clean, safe, and knowing Paige and Fetus were both okay, his body completely relaxed for the first time in what felt like weeks.

      The next thing Anthony knew, soft banging noises pulled him from sleep. Saliva at the corner of his mouth let him know just how deeply he’d gone under despite thinking he was too hungry to sleep well.

      “Hey, sleepy head.” Paige grinned at him, slurping up what smelled like chicken broth, though one hand was still joined with his. “Food’s here.”

      A covered tray was pulled across him on a hospital table. Anthony pushed the bed’s control buttons to sit upright, taking the brown dome off the food. It was all intended for a weak stomach: gelatin, soup, pudding, and a single piece of toast. It looked like heaven.

      Tearing into it with abandon, Anthony had never tasted food so delicious. “This isn’t The Pavilion,” he said between bites, “but it’s just as good.”

      Paige chuckled. “You always take me to the best places, lover boy.”

      The pet name and her true happiness did things to his insides he hadn’t expected. This was what he’d been searching for all along. Maybe everything went dreadfully wrong many times, maybe he’d almost lost her over and over again, but it was all worth it.

      Pushing his food tray aside, he stood from the bed.

      Paige’s eyes widened. “Anthony? What are you doing? You’re supposed to stay down and quiet? You might hurt yourself. Get back in bed.”

      “I’m going to.” He moved her nearly-empty food aside, letting down the rail on the side of her bed. “I can’t stand the distance between us. I need you in my arms.”

      Her eyes lit up and she nodded. “My stomach is too full for more food. All I need now is you.”

      With that permission, he climbed in beside her, careful not to tangle their IV lines. He nuzzled her neck, breathing in the unusual scent from the hospital’s soap, kissing at her collarbone before making his way to her lips. Someone must have treated those lips because they were no longer chapped and flaking, but supple and soft beneath his mouth.

      “We made it, Paige. We made it because we had each other.” He put his hand on her stomach. “No matter what happens with our baby’s bio dad or what happens with his medical health or what happens when we move back to your hometown and start your business up, we’ll be together. I never want to spend another night without you in my arms. Can I do that? Can I always have you in my arms, no matter what?”

      Paige sucked in a little breath, caressing his cheek and staring at him. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying I know what I want. What I want is you, forever. Marry me. Let’s support each other through everything life hands us. We made it through this, so there’s nothing we can’t make it through.”

      “There’s still a chance I might have a miscarriage,” she warned. “My family doesn’t have a good record—”

      He cut her off with a kiss, deepening it until she stopped struggling and wrapped her arms around him. After they were both breathless, he backed off.

      “If that happens, what did I tell you?”

      “We’d grieve together and then decide how to move on.”

      He nodded. “Together. That hasn’t changed.”

      “It’s really me you want?” she asked. “Not just because of the stress and the baby?”

      “Do you still not trust me?” He tried to remind himself she was only questioning him because of her jerk of an ex. He had to let her figure this out on her own. “From the moment I met you, it’s always been you, Paige.”

      “Even if I’m not the goddess you thought I was?”

      “You’ll always be the goddess I love, each flaw only making you more unique and more loveable.”

      “Okay.”

      Anthony sat there for a minute, not sure what she said okay to.

      She narrowed her eyes. “Your flawed goddess just agreed to marry you, think you could drum up some excitement?”

      “That was you accepting?” Anthony shook his head, not sure whether to laugh. “I thought you were accepting that you were my goddess. I just poured my heart out to you. Think your acceptance of my proposal could drum up some excitement?”

      Paige chuckled. “Ask again.”

      “Paige, you’re the light of my life and everything I’ve ever wanted. Will you stay with me for the rest of our lives and be mine forever?”

      “Anthony, you’ve made a huge mistake. You’re never going to escape me now. You’re mine so don’t even think of running.”

      She lunged at him, kissing him so deeply that Anthony’s fatigue completely melted away, a moan leaving him. Not only would he never think of running, if she kept kissing him like that, he’d never think again.

      And he was perfectly okay with that.
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      One and a half years later

      “Mike, do you have him okay?”

      Mike struggled to turn his head to glare over the back of his wheelchair, favoring Paige with a scowl. “Sis, I might be a little slower than last year, but I can still move. I got ’im.”

      Little Mikey Felix squealed up at his namesake with glee, tugging on Mike’s scruff of beard.

      Before Paige could fret about it more, Anthony’s arms encircled her from behind and his head rested on her shoulder. “He’s got it, worrywart. Who knew I’d be the laid-back parent? I always figured if I became a dad, I’d be so uptight my wife would have to give me sedatives.”

      Paige relaxed into his arms. “Well, you married me and adopted Mikey already, so it’s too late for regrets. You’re stuck, lover.”

      Anthony leaned around her shoulder even further, catching her lips in a kiss that was just as sweet as always. “You know I never have regrets, goddess. Especially since you changed his middle name from Fetus to Felix before filling out the birth certificate.”

      Paige chuckled. “Only because I knew you’d never forgive me.”

      “Okay, okay,” Sierra said, walking down the beach path near them. “I come to get the kids and dogs to tell them it’s time for dinner, only to find you making out again. I know it’s tough on newlyweds, but you really have to stop doing that in front of the kids.”

      Anthony’s shoulders shrugged against Paige’s back. “Mike’s keeping them entertained. I made sure they weren’t watching.”

      “Yeah, right,” Sierra said, a teasing lilt to her voice. “You expect me to believe that you looked at your bride and still had any braincells left over to think about the children?”

      Anthony’s arms tightened around Paige’s stomach. “Okay... probably not. Is Parker done frying the fish?”

      “Yep, and Paige’s dad is helping with that while her mom finished up the salad. It’s all set. If I can get Ryan, Emma, and Patricia to stop playing with the dogs to come inside, we’ll be ready to eat.”

      Paige squeezed Anthony’s arms beneath her hands. “Will you help Mike and Mikey get up to the house? Even in that beach wheelchair, it’s too much for Mike to wheel himself.”

      “Plus, our first decompression dive is tomorrow.” Anthony placed a quick peck on her cheek. “Wouldn’t want your brother too tired before the dive.”

      Paige couldn’t help but smile as Anthony left her to help the boys. She decided she’d better help Sierra. There was no way her sister would willingly stop playing with Parker and Sierra’s dogs unless Paige reminded her she wouldn’t get to go on the diving trip tomorrow if she didn’t behave. Their dogs might not be her Blue Eyes, but they were real, live dogs and not drawings or magazine photos. Each time in the past year and a half Mike and Patty had come to visit, Patty had wanted to spend all her time visiting Sierra’s house to play with the dogs.

      Her sister really couldn’t care any less about diving. It had become somewhat of a joke with the rest of them, Paige and Mike laughing the hardest about it, but at least Paige had been able to spend time with Mike and Patty. That was the part that really mattered.

      Maybe it wasn’t entirely the dream she’d once had to open her own school back in Wisconsin, but when the McCallister family had learned about her dreams to open an adaptive scuba school, they’d stepped up to the plate. Parker had worked day and night on a business plan, helping Paige think of all the pitfalls and all the benefits, coming up with something they could present to Brad and Matt. Parker fully supported her dream of running a school, he just hadn’t supported her and Anthony leaving the island to do so.

      As a compromise, he agreed to help them get a school started on McCallister’s Paradise. Thus, after much negotiation, the Patricia Michael Equal Scuba School was born. McCallister’s Paradise took on the biggest risk, and Paige was sure they had lost money on the deal so far, but even Brad McCallister, who was all about making the family money, had seemed pleased with the arrangement. Maybe it was because of good publicity. Helping handicapped people had to create positive PR, even if the expense made it impractical for most families.

      Still, rich people must also have children and loved ones with different abilities. Over the past year they’d been open for business, Paige had been surprised at the number of classes they’d been able to hold.

      Luckily, her brother and sister had already attended three. Tomorrow would be their first real dive into deep waters. Paige’s mom and dad had traveled to the island this time, supposedly to take care of little Mikey while Paige and Anthony both dove with her siblings, but Paige wondered if they weren’t just as excited as their children about the dive.

      “Hey, Patty,” she called as soon as she reached her sister and the others, unsurprised to see Patty’s folded arms and the mulish expression on her face as she looked at Sierra. That was one unhappy girl. “It’s time to eat, honey.”

      “Don’t wanna,” she complained. “They have dogs, sis.”

      “Yes,” Paige agreed, using the calming voice one did with a stubborn child. “And they let you play with them every time you visit, don’t they?”

      Grudgingly, Patty nodded. “Daddy’s mean. He won’t let me have Blue Eyes.”

      Paige walked to Patty, giving her a gentle hug. “I know, sweetheart. That’s because dogs are a lot of work. It’s not all play. Still, I bet if you eat all your dinner, Sierra will let you take the dogs for one more walk before bedtime.”

      Sierra nodded. “Sure will. Ryan can help.”

      Ryan was very mature for a five-year-old, and he gave Patty a wide grin. “They also go for walks in the morning before I go to daycare. You can come then too, if your mom says it’s okay.”

      Patty gave Paige a sidelong look, as though considering that. “We’ll be at the hotel in the morning. Can you ask Mom?”

      “We’re diving tomorrow, sis.”

      “Oh!” Patty’s face lit up. “I forgot! I passed the test.” She beamed at Ryan, more excited about it than Paige thought she’d be. “Sorry, but I can’t go in the morning. Let’s hurry and eat dinner so we don’t get in trouble and can walk them tonight.” She grabbed Ryan’s arm and all but pushed him up the beach.

      With a chuckle, Sierra hefted her young daughter, Emma, onto her hip. “I know it’s too young for them to tell if Mikey will have any cognitive impairments, but even if he does, I’m sure you’ll do just fine.”

      Although the observation left Paige a bit bashful, she smiled all the same. “Thanks. Anthony being by my side helps me stay upbeat and positive, but it always helps to hear it from others.”

      They walked slowly up the path toward the house, Sierra not seeming in a hurry. “I gathered from talking to your parents that they don’t know Anthony’s not Mikey’s biological father?”

      Paige shook her head. “We decided there was no reason to tell them. Jason wants absolutely no part of anything. He signed away all his rights and agreed to the adoption. He’s moved on with that girl I caught him in bed with, I guess, so a baby is the last thing he wants. That works out perfectly for Anthony. We’ll tell Mikey at some point when he’s older, if he’s mentally able to understand, because he’ll deserve to know that Anthony picked him. As far as my parents…” She sighed. “My dad would only judge us, and my mom would worry. Anthony obviously doesn’t care one bit that Mikey doesn’t share blood with him.”

      Sierra let out a soft giggle. “We know around here blood doesn’t make a family.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Heat flared to Paige’s cheeks again. “You’re so good with your kids. Now that we hang out so often, I always forget that Ryan isn’t yours by blood either.”

      “I never think about it, to tell you the truth. I bet Anthony won’t think about it with Mikey either.”

      Hearing that from another parent in the same situation as Anthony helped calm Paige. She sometimes worried Anthony would wake up one day and realize she and Mikey weren’t what he wanted after all. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him. After everything they went through a year and a half ago and then all the challenges of a tough pregnancy, starting a business, and raising a baby, they’d definitely found trusting each other to be the least of their worries.

      That didn’t mean there wasn’t always a small bite of anxiety that sometimes crept in, waiting for Paige’s moments of extreme weakness, ready to beat her down and make her fear that the worst could still happen. She tried her best to keep these doubts from Anthony, but she had the feeling he always knew. It seemed, when she was at her weakest, those were the days he asked her to talk to him. He always held her, not speaking, simply listening. It helped. He was still the man she could talk to and know he actually heard her.

      “You’re smiling,” Sierra noted.

      Paige covered her lips briefly, then shrugged and smiled even brighter. “I’m happy.”

      “This island has a way of doing that.”

      “No, it’s not the island. It’s my life.”

      Sierra nodded, opening the door on the porch and ushering her inside. “The island is magic, didn’t you know? It finds the best life you could have and brings it to you. McCallister’s Paradise might be a vacation getaway to some people. To those of us who call this place home, our entire lives are magical.”
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      The following night, Anthony checked on little Mikey for the third time, finding it difficult to leave him even though he was sound asleep. He had loved diving with Paige’s siblings, but he always regretted the days they weren’t able to see their son from morning until night.

      He heard Paige’s footsteps behind him moments before her arm slid through his. “Come on, honey. Mikey’s not going to wake up. Sierra said he wore Grandma and Grandpa out, and then he played with the kids at daycare the whole time it was open, then chased Ryan and Emma around with the dogs all evening. He’s going to sleep like a log.”

      “I missed him. We were on the water a long time today.”

      Paige’s lips fell against his bare shoulder, then she leaned her head there, looking through the doorway at their kid with him. “Me too, but I have to admit that fulfilling the dream of taking my brother and sister on that dive was worth missing a single day with Mikey. Plus, I knew Sierra would keep him safe.”

      Anthony chuckled. “What about your parents? They watched him too.”

      “Sierra’s been watching him since he was born. I trust her the most.”

      He laughed harder. “You really are a worrywart if you don’t trust your parents enough.”

      “Shhh... while I know you like laughing at me, keep it down.” Paige kissed him again, then arched an eyebrow. “If you wake our son, we won’t get adult time. I’ve been looking forward to that since Sierra told me how tired he’d be.”

      That stopped his laughter. As much as Anthony loved his son, he missed getting his wife all to himself. Not needing further invitation, he scooped her into his arms in a bridal carry, marching down the hall to their bedroom.

      She let out a squeal of surprise, but he was ready for that and sealed her lips with a kiss before the sound could escape.

      “Don’t you wake him,” he said softly when he pulled away.

      She gave a sexy laugh, then greedily sought his lips again.

      Kicking the bedroom door softly shut as they entered, Anthony checked to make sure the baby monitor was on before placing Paige on the bed. He wasted no time running his hands along the slick curves of her satin nightgown, only now realizing she’d put on one of his favorites after showering. She must have planned on seducing him, probably not realizing how little it would take.

      “I love you,” he whispered into her ear, kissing the lobe and down her neck, stopping to suck on her collarbone just where he knew she loved it.

      “Oh,” she moaned, running her hands through his hair and already arching her back, ready for him. “I love you, too.”

      After their brush with death on the yacht, diving made them both appreciate life more. Making love was always better after a dive. Every touch was felt more intensely, every kiss tasted sweeter, every moan uttered from Paige’s lips was like a beautiful song in his ears.

      He ran his hands over her breasts and down her stomach, loving the way her hips bucked and she moaned louder. When he tucked his hand beneath her short nightgown, he was unsurprised to find bare skin the only thing to greet him. She hadn’t wanted panties to get in the way, so eager for their union.

      “I want you,” she said, voice a plea that nearly sounded painful. “Touch me. I can’t wait too long tonight.”

      He could never deny her when she begged. Running his fingers up her inner thigh, he teased light brushes of sensation just around her entrance, not quite touching anything.

      “Anthony, please.” She wriggled under him and then her lips latched onto his while her hand went to his sweatpants, rubbing his already burgeoning erection. “Please,” she breathed into his mouth.

      “Damn,” he whispered between kisses. “You stroke me like that, and I’m going to cum in my pants.”

      She stopped kissing him, her eyes were filled with lust when she looked up, but a sly smile crossed her lips. “You’re as turned on as me?”

      He tipped his head down, sucking on her neck before nipping it a little, finally fingering her the way he knew she wanted him to. He slid his index finger through the wet folds of her sex, rubbing up to the bundle of her pleasure center while giving another love bite to the spot on her neck that drove her wild with pleasure.

      “Oh, yes!” Her hips grinded and gyrated again.

      He fingered her faster. “How could I not be as turned on as you?”

      Taking her mouth with his own, he brought her to the brink of pleasure with his hand, noting the pitch of her excitement by the way her breath changed and how high-pitched her cries were, cries that he swallowed into his own mouth so they wouldn’t wake the baby.

      Just when he knew she was going to break and go into a haze of pleasure, she suddenly did something unexpected. Shoving against him, she yanked his fingers away from her. “Stop!”

      Startled, Anthony jumped back. “What happened? Did I hurt you?” He looked her over, trying to determine what occurred. His erection rapidly dwindled, unsure what made her stop. This had never happened before. He wouldn’t be able to forgive himself if he’d hurt her.

      Thankfully, she smiled. “I’m not hurt, sorry for scaring you.”

      Heaving out a sigh of relief, Anthony sat on the bed awkwardly, not sure what to do. “Okay...”

      She sat up as well, running her hand over his face, then bringing her thumb across his lower lip, dipping it inside his mouth for just a moment. “You’re just as excited as I am, right?”

      “Uh, well...” Anthony looked down at his completely deflated pants. “I was, but when I thought I had hurt you, it kinda... fell.”

      Paige stared at him for a few seconds, disbelief waring with a smile on her face. Finally, she lunged to close the distance between them, holding him tightly. “How did I get this lucky?”

      Not sure what she meant, Anthony wrapped her in his arms, hugging her in return. “I’m confused what happened, but I’m not going to complain about having a goddess in my arms.”

      She kissed him softly on the lips, the former passion gone but this kiss no less loving. “I never thought I’d be with someone who can’t even think about having sex if he thinks there’s something bothering me. That’s about the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. You do know there’s a lot of dudes out there who would’ve just stuck it in and figured it was my problem, don’t you?”

      Even after all this time, they were still talking about Jason. And maybe Jackson. That bastard had lived through the shipwreck, surviving on another island with Lucas and Lance. At least the jerk would spend the next seven years in prison. They hadn’t been able to retrieve the evidence in Paige’s bottle, but when Paige pressed charges, women came from all over to share their stories and help backup Paige’s account of what happened by saying what Jackson had done to them. With Lance, Lucas, and Anthony all as witnesses to the scene on the yacht, Jackson was found guilty within two hours of jury deliberation.

      Still, the trial had taken a toll on her. That was one of the reasons he worried about Paige in bed lately and her screaming stop had scared him so much. The trial had only finished two months ago. He worried that she might have moments she didn’t want to be touched or he’d do something wrong that would scare her. She had indeed known jerks who would keep going without caring what she needed. Anthony would make sure she never had to suffer through treatment like that again.

      “I’m not most men,” he finally said, smoothing her hair back. “I’m your husband and the man who loves you more than anything else. If there’s something wrong with you, of course I’m not going to get my jollies off whether it’s what you want or not.”

      “That is very, very sweet.” She smiled again, and the happiness was contagious. As long as his goddess was happy, everything in Anthony’s life was good. “There’s just one problem,” she continued.

      “What’s that?”

      “I didn’t want to stop, per se.” She batted her eyelashes, looking so damn sexy that Anthony was sure he’d be able to get it back up again in no time if she was ready to continue.

      “What did you want, then? Why did you make me stop?”

      “You always take control when we make love,” she said, eyelashes still fluttering in a way that was completely alluring. “You are always pleasing me so much.”

      Her hand pressed against his chest, encouraging Anthony to lie back. Curious, and ready to give her whatever she wanted, he did so. Her soft skin gently caressed the contours of his abs, tickling over the ridges of muscle and heading straight for the waistband of his sweats.

      “Are you going for my pants?” he asked.

      She nodded. “They’re in my way.”

      He still wasn’t completely hard, but he had a feeling that wouldn’t be a problem for long. When Paige peeled his sweats off, he helped kick them away. She sent his boxers with them.

      Her cool, soft hand encircled his shaft, giving it an experimental stroke. “Not quite ready to play, is he?” She jerked it a little, and Anthony sucked in a breath.

      He let out a low groan of pleasure while he grew harder down below as her hand continued working its magic. “It’s getting there.”

      She licked her lips. “I have an idea to get him there faster.”

      Crawling down the bed, Paige got between his legs. She had never done anything like that before, and while Anthony hoped she might be doing something he’d always been too afraid to ask for, he also didn’t want to ask now in case it wasn’t what she wanted to do.

      She licked her lips again, and Anthony’s balls tightened, anticipating what the inside of her mouth would feel like. Leaning over him, she gripped his shaft in both hands at the base. The already-hardening tip jutted toward her, eager and ready. She kept her eyes locked with his.

      Just before her mouth reached it, he came to his senses. “Don’t force yourself to do this!”

      Paige stopped, only about an inch from the head of his throbbing rod. Her breath on it was nearly too much to handle, and it was all Anthony could do not to rocket his hips upward and plunge himself inside her sweet little lips.

      “You don’t want it?” she asked.

      “I—”

      She tightened her grip down lower, almost to the point of pain. “Didn’t we say we’d always be honest?”

      “Yikes, that hurts.”

      “Then tell me, do you want this?”

      Embarrassed, all Anthony could do was nod.

      “I can tell.” Paige chuckled, looking down. A small bead of clear fluid leaked from the tip of his cock.

      She licked it, the warmth of her tongue sending a jolt of pleasure down his shaft, through his balls, and throughout Anthony’s entire body. Swirling the precum on her tongue, she rubbed it around the head of his dick. Once she tired of teasing him that way, she took the head inside her mouth, humming with what sounded like pleasure as she did so.

      “Oh, yes. That’s so good.” Anthony couldn’t stop himself. It was too good, too much pleasure. Even though he didn’t want to hurt her, he found himself thrusting, shoving himself just a bit further into her face.

      He had never wanted to ask her to do this for him, especially not after the life she’d had and the bad things she’d endured, but this was like a slice of heaven. It felt better than it had any right to feel.

      Her eyes met his again, and she released him from her mouth. “Show me, lover. Grab my hair and direct me. I’ll take everything you give me. I love you, and I want to give it all to you, just like you give your all to me.” She released him with one hand, grabbing his hand to guide it to her hair.

      It was too much. He couldn’t resist the invitation. Curling his hand in her silky tresses, he gave a small tug, forcing her to look into his eyes more deeply. “First things first,” he said, voice growling and low with passion. “The only thing I really need is your love.”

      “Done, now let me give you the best head of your life.” She went back down on him.

      Anthony lost himself to the pleasure of the moment, giving her what she asked for, directing her, holding her, forcing her, pumping himself into her. It was a tenuous balance between rough and tender, but the trust and love in her eyes that she kept on him the entire time made it feel so good, so right. Her hot, swirling tongue gave him pleasures he’d never imagined, and it wasn’t long before he could handle it no longer.

      Just as he was about to blow his wad, he pulled her off him. “I’m gonna cum.”

      “Not yet,” she panted, wiping her face. “Together.”

      Hiking her nightgown up, she surprised him once again. Eyes still on his, she straddled his midsection, lowering herself down until they joined.

      “Oh, you’re so wet,” he murmured, reaching up to rub her nipples in the way he knew she loved. “Did you like blowing me that much?”

      “I did, I really did.” She planted her hands on his chest, using him as leverage as she rode him hard and fast. “I’m so close myself. I love you so much.”

      “I love you.”

      Just as his orgasm took over, the face Paige always made before her own pleasure descended also claimed her. Wrapping her in his arms, he kissed her deeply while ramming into her. Swallowing her cries of pleasure, he poured his own into her.

      Joining his goddess, his perfect match, they took and gave each other everything they had, loving each other completely, all walls broken down with only love and trust left between them.
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        * * *

      

      Paige lay in Anthony’s arms, snuggly and tired, but blissful and happier than she’d ever thought possible. “Are you awake?” she whispered, not wanting to disturb him if he’d fallen asleep after they’d finished making love.

      His hand made a lazy pass through her hair, then he kissed her head. “Barely. Everything okay?”

      “It’s great. Too great, which is a little scary, but really great.”

      He chuckled, leaning down to kiss her with a tenderness that told her just how much she was cherished. It was as sweet as their lovemaking had been spicy. Life with Anthony was the entire package.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something,” she said, feeling a little shy.

      “You know there’s nothing I won’t listen to,” he reassured her, just like always.

      She sat up slightly, folding her arms onto his chest to prop her chin on them, staring at him while resting against his body. “Mom told me today that she’s grateful I moved here and found you. She said she worried every day I was with Jason. I know you don’t want me to mention him while I’m with you, but I thought you should know. Also, Mike said he’s never seen me so happy, and he wants to take you out for a beer tomorrow before they fly out. Dad agreed with Mike and wants to tag along. They asked me to see if you’d be up to doing that or if it’d be too awkward.”

      Paige held her breath. She knew Anthony was a good guy, but he had yet to spend any meaningful time with her family without her around. She was pretty sure this was Dad and Mike’s test to see if Anthony was truly good enough to be married to her. Not that she would leave him regardless, but she wanted her family to love him just as much as she did.

      To her relief, Anthony grinned. “I’m glad they asked. I’ve been trying to get the courage to ask them, but I was afraid they’d leave before I found it. I’m still not great at reaching out to people, it seems, so that’ll save me the trouble.”

      Relieved, she smiled. “You really are the perfect partner.”

      Anthony shook his head. “That’s you, goddess.”

      “Maybe neither one of us are perfect. Maybe we’re just perfect for each other.”

      He tightened his arms around her, holding her close, the grin on his face broader than she’d ever seen. “I’ll vote for that. Since we’re talking about things, I have a confession to make.”

      She nodded at him to continue. It was her turn to listen. They often had talks like this after making love. It was their way to stay connected and make sure they kept their relationship on the right track. She truly felt satisfied by their time in bed together, but their postcoital talks were just as important, whether they happened that night or the next morning. They meant the world to her.

      “I found Tiffany on social media finally,” he said, voice sounding a bit tired and not as excited as normal when they talked.

      “Oh.” Paige nodded. “Did you reach out to her?”

      “Sent her a message a week ago. I didn’t say anything to you sooner because I was worried. If the discussion didn’t go well...”

      She wished he had leaned on her, but this was the last part of Anthony’s past that he’d needed to deal with. She’d taken care of Jason when they asked him to sign away the rights to Mikey and let Anthony adopt him. She couldn’t judge Anthony for being nervous about talking to Tiffany.

      “What happened?” she asked, reaching up to run a soothing hand through the hair at Anthony’s temple.

      “She accepted my apology, apologized in return. She’s married now with three kids, has a happy life. She says she still thinks about our baby and grieves for it. You were right, her parents forced her into the abortion, and she was too young to know how to handle it.”

      “And are you okay?”

      Anthony captured the hand at his hair, bringing it to his lips and kissing her palm. “If I was on my own, hearing she’d moved on to have a big, happy family would’ve probably devastated me.” He reached down, pulling at Paige.

      Knowing exactly what he wanted, Paige scrambled up the bedside, getting closer to his face. When his arms closed around her and his lips found hers, she savored the sweet, tender kisses he pressed onto her lips.

      After several minutes of his loving ministrations, he finally broke it off. “Now, I’m happy for her. I told her that we were kids and we should both move on, stop beating ourselves up. I told her I was married with a wonderful son, apologized for the way I acted after it all happened, wished her ongoing happiness, and that was that.”

      “Do you feel better?”

      He nodded. “I’m glad I could finally apologize. I should have handled it all differently, should have supported her. I was wrong. It feels good to be able to admit that.”

      Paige couldn’t help but chuckle. “The mighty Anthony admitting he’s wrong. Mark this day in your calendar, folks. It may never happen again.”

      “Oh, you!” He flipped her over on her back, hands going to her sides.

      She let out a little shriek when he tickled her, laughing uncontrollably. “Wait! You’ll make me wake up Mikey.”

      “Don’t care,” he said, tickling without mercy. “You started this, and he can just come hang out with Mom and Dad if that happens.”

      Laughing harder, she could think of only one way to stop him. Leaning up, she wrapped her arms around his neck, plastering her lips against his and laughing into his mouth.

      After a few moments, his fingers stopped tickling, the movements changing to something more sensual and their tongues tangled, and their breaths mingled.

      “Are you asking for round two?” he panted, clearly confused.

      “I thought I was tired from the dive today, but I’m so happy that I’ve got energy to spare.”

      He laughed. “No complaining when Mikey wakes us up early. I can’t take it easy on you when my goddess says things that are so cute.”

      “Show me what you got, lover boy.”

      “Oh, I will, for the rest of our lives.”

      Kissing her again, Paige had no complaints when he proceeded to do just that.
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      Hello, dear readers! The seventh book on the island! Can you believe it? I never imagined we’d spend so much time on McCallister’s Paradise when I first met these characters, but I love that you all enjoy going back to Paradise with me. This book dealt with a heavier subject than the islands normally do, and I hope you still enjoyed it.

      Sometimes, I find there are books that I have to write. This was one of them. I have no political agenda or need to push one way or the other. I consider myself mostly Pro Life, but I also believe there are exceptions to everything and that I should not be the one telling other women what to do. From the standpoint of someone who was not able to have my own children biologically, I also have a hard time understanding abortion, but I’m a person who loves playing Devil’s advocate as well. Needless to say, I had a lot of fun looking at all angles during this story.

      I’ve also known several would-be fathers who were extremely excited about their impeding fatherhood, only to have that taken away for no reason, having been given no choice in the matter. It’s a tough situation. It was interesting to explore and discover what led to the particular situations in this story, since I didn’t really know going in the why behind what was happening. I hope you also had a good time reading as it unfolded.

      This story touching on the subject of date rape was actually unintentional, but parts of my private life always make it into the books, and women’s safety and issues are always important to me. One of my favorite groups that I support is RAINN (Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network) for the work they do to help survivors of sexual abuse. My son is now working in the prison system as a correction officer, and he works on the unit with the sex offenders. It is a difficult position for him. His job is to keep them safe, but at the same time he knows they’ve taken safety and rights away from others. I’ve had to find a way to humanize them so he can perform his job while still trying to hold back the bitterness in my heart at the people who perform these acts. But, survivors have to stay strong and stick together and even if it finds its way into my writing, I guess it’s good because I get to make sure the perpetrator always go to prison, even if he gets away with it for a while like Jackson did. Reality is, Jackson should get more time, but laws still aren’t fair, and the criminals never serve the life sentence their victims are given…

      If you or someone you know are a struggling survivor of sexual assault and do not know where to turn, in the United States, RAINN is a good place to start. They can connect you with local resources and information. Visit them online at https://www.rainn.org/ or call at 800.656.HOPE (4673). They also run many petitions that people can sign to help bring our congressmen’s attention for bills and the like.

      Unfortunately, the older list I had for international connections is no longer valid and I’m having a hard time finding a reliable one. Here is what I could find: For European countries: https://www.rcne.com/links/international-organisations/ For Canada: https://trccmwar.ca/our-services/24-hour-crisis-line/ For Australia: https://www.rape-dvservices.org.au/

      In happier news, I’m already working on my next book, McCallister’s Paradise 8. Some of you may remember Matt Coleson’s charity, New Beginnings, from book 3. It’s now time for some of the characters who moved to McCallister’s Paradise with him to get their romance. Of course, Matt and Sydney will likely be in this book quite a bit. I’m looking forward to it. Sydney has always been my favorite McCallister sibling—don’t tell the others, don’t want any jealousy issues.

      In my personal life, we’re getting ready to move into a different house. We’ve had quite a bit of drama since our move to the bigger city last year. That’s made it hard to write at times, but hopefully this move will mean a calming of sorts. My headaches are an ever-present part of my life, but my doctor has hit upon a regimen that does help somewhat. It seems my bad headaches are worse now, but I also have a bit more headache-free days. It’s a trade-off. Perhaps worth it. The jury is still out, but it’s a change at least from before.

      Anyway, until next time when I finish Running From Love: Workers in Paradise – 3 (McCallister’s Paradise Book 8), happy reading. Follow your dreams and have a happy and healthy start to 2020!

      ~ Chantel

      December 30, 2019

      Join my newsletter and get a free book: Here

      Join my Facebook group: Here

      Visit my Amazon Page: Here
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        CONTEMPORARY ROMANCE

        McCallister Paradise Series

        McCallister’s Paradise

        At their tropical island resort, the McCallister family works hard. Life in Paradise should be perfect. After all, the place is great for a romantic getaway. Unfortunately, the five McCallister siblings are still searching for their happily ever afters... and romance always seems just out of reach.

      

        

      
        But determined hearts won't be denied. And when love is on the line, a McCallister doesn't fall halfway!

        Happy Endings

        Handsome, wealthy Quinn McCallister is the most eligible bachelor on McCallister’s Paradise. Making his family's island resort a success is all that matters to this workaholic. Everything changes when he meets the beautiful new massage therapist...

        Diving Into Love

        This playboy never gets burned, at least not by love, but the flames grow hot when he meets a fiery redhead at his paradise home.

        For Love or Charity

        A threatening message leads Sydney McCallister to Matt Coleson’s door. They never expected to find they had so much in common or that they would have so much to fight for.

        Love’s Ride

        Loving the island therapist from afar seems like the right thing to Brad McCallister. His meddling sister lands him a date, but there is only one thing Chelsea will agree to do. Survival takes on a whole new meaning on a hiking date gone wrong.

        Cooking Up Love

        A single mother gives everything to raise her daughter in a loving, safe environment—falling for a handsome playboy was not part of the plan.

        Lusting For Love

        When opposites attract, the special ‘magic’ of McCallister’s Paradise could be the only hope to teach them about true love.

      

        

      
        Trusting In Love

        Paige has always followed the rules, only to find rules should be broken. Anthony secretly loves Paige but can’t trust her. How can a wounded woman and a cynical man ever trust in love?

      

      

      
        
        Blissful Contracts Series

      

      

      
        
        Blissful Contracts

        Need married in a hurry? Millionaire Partner, Inc. is here for you! Find the perfect companion to fulfill your needs, whether you're looking for love or something else.

        Opal

        After a car accident ruined her life, she was forced into an arranged marriage just to survive. Byron is intense, but something about him attracts her.

        Ruby

        For a thief who only deals in retrieving stolen items for their rightful owners, having a contract bride might be just the cover story he needs. It doesn’t hurt that he is starting to fall for his beautiful new wife.

        Sapphire

        Running for Congress requires a suitable family life. However, their possibly connected pasts makes everything difficult for this young politician. Can love find forgiveness for past mistakes?

        Diamond

        An arranged marriage is not high on this businessman’s priority list, but he’d do anything to make his dying grandfather happy. He never expected to meet someone he could trust.

        Emerald

        After finding the perfect bride to help him recover after an injury, Asher thinks his life is going great. When someone threatens his new bride, will he figure it out in time to keep her safe?

      

        

      
        Content Warning: The Blissful Contracts Series is about overcoming past adversities and finding true love through those trials. Sensitive readers may be triggered by discussion of past traumas including mental or physical abuse, rape, or mental illness. Reader discretion is advised.
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        Romantic Suspense

        Stand-alone titles:

        Always & Forever

        A suspected murderess flees her former life in search of tranquility, but the past refuses to die, threatening to destroy her new-found happiness.

        (This title is Chantel’s debut book)

        Murderous Lies

        Imprisoned for murders he didn’t commit, Max Kensington is exonerated after eight years when a new witness steps forward. He returns to his hometown and no one’s happy to see him, least of all his ex-fiancée, Rosemary Spelling.

        Crime & Passion

        A decorated police officer, more intent on justice than following the letter of the law, lands in trouble when a gorgeous schoolteacher finds a dead body on the beach.

        (This book can be considered a prequel for Agents in Love series but not needed to understand series – the characters cross over, however.)
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        Romantic Suspense Series:

      

      

      
        
        Agents in Love Series:

        Love & Deception – Book 1

        A secret agent is sent to infiltrate a suspected terrorist organization. Despite his best intentions, he falls hopelessly in love with the investigations target, an alleged key player of the group. Everything changes when he receives new orders—kill the target.

        Love & Redemption – Book 2

        Swearing off sex is anything but easy for bad girl Shelley Daniels. Especially after she bumps into super sexy Gavin Hart, who’s running for his life.

        Love & Compromise – Book 3

        A secret agent struggling to redeem herself gets stuck with a cocky private investigator - sparks are sure to fly. Can they work together and catch a killer?

      

      

      

      
        
        Love Under Fire Series:

        Blazing Love

        An emotionally injured veterinarian assistant tries to resist the heat of a blazing hot firefighter, but she can’t avoid the flames of his passion.

        Blazing Hotter

        Former bad boy and firefighter Frankie Hernandez struggles to recover following injuries sustained during his last fire. Physical therapist Cassie Flick is at her wit's end with the handsome hunk and comes up with an idea to help get his life back. Those plans are derailed when she receives a delivery of flowers. While flowers seem sweet, Cassie and Frankie are shocked when they read the threatening note that comes with them.
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        Contemporary Romance

        Stand Alone/Series:

        Season For Love: A Christmas Romance Novella

        The specter of death tempered by beautiful miracles is all in a day’s work for head nurse Tess Riggs and pediatric specialist Dr. Dash Brisson. They both consider themselves practical and levelheaded, so throwing caution to the wind and realizing Christmas is the season for love could be their biggest challenge yet.

        Unexpected Gift – Cali’s Story (Sweet Christmas Romance Novella)

        Aspiring decorator Cali Johnson moves to New York City—lonely, afraid, and far from home during the holidays. When she finds a lost cat in her apartment building, she strikes up an odd friendship with his reclusive owner, Marcus Ritz. If only she knew what he was hiding.

        Unexpected Gift 2 – Dani’s Story (Sweet Christmas Romance Novella)

        Housekeeper Dani Johnson is nursing a broken heart, so flees across the country to hide out in New York. Certain even Christmas festivities can’t thaw her frozen heart, Dani is in for a shock when she meets the local veterinarian technician and his adorable kittens.

        Loving Lucy (Sensual Christmas Romance Novella)

        Issued a challenge at the company Christmas party, reserved accountant Blake Carmichael determines to catch Lucy Brier’s interest, a woman he’s lusted after for years. Lucy’s determined to win her own bet—quit flirting and stay single until next Christmas…a full year without a man, next to impossible for the audacious brunette.

        Tempting Trish (Sensual Christmas Romantic Suspense Novel)

        Christmas on a singles’ cruise, what could be better? Well, except for the pesky details of Rider Stone’s shipmates disappearing under suspicious circumstances and the fact that he was blackmailed into taking the trip in the first place. Tempting Trish Brier to fall for him is the only sane thing happening for Rider on this Christmas cruise.
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        Sport Novella:

      

      

      
        
        Serving Up Love

        Rising tennis star Melanie Rush has a crush on her sexy tennis coach, Ethan Patterson. He has strict rules against relationships within his tennis program, but Melanie wants to break them all. How much is love worth when scandal slams their careers into the ground?
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        Paranormal Romance

        Gifted Visions (Psychic Detective Romantic Suspense)

        When a psychic and a skeptic pair up to find a missing teenager, nothing prepares them for the horrors they uncover.

      

        

      
        Hunting Love

        Ghosts aren’t the only ones hunted on this tour—someone wants Zoe’s life. Meanwhile, Travis craves her heart.
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        Boxed Sets – Check out these deals!

        McCallister’s Paradise Complete Series – Books 1 Through 5

        The first five books for one low price! Read the stories of all the McCallister siblings!

      

        

      
        Blissful Contracts Complete - Books 1 - 5

        Books 1-5 in Blissful Contracts series for a discounted price.

        Agents in Love Collection (Prequel, Book 1, and Book 2)

        Crime & Passion

        Love & Deception

        Love & Redemption

      

        

      
        A Sweet & Spicy Christmas: 5 Christmas Stories

        Unexpected Gift 1

        Unexpected Gift 2

        Season For Love

        Loving Lucy

        Tempting Trish

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  

cover.jpeg







