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In February, 2015, I lost a job I’d held—and enjoyed—for the last fourteen years. I was unprepared for the emotions that attacked immediately after. I felt betrayed. Depressed and anxious. Abandoned and worthless. And yes, I felt stupid, too. A week later, I suffered personal losses in the deaths of a beloved coworker and my godfather barely two days apart. And the final indignity was having to resign my position on a non-profit board to which I’ve devoted a tremendous amount of time and energy after my skills came under attack.

February was a dark time for me. I spent days not bothering to even leave my bed. There was no point.

But I have some wonderful friends and family in my life who wouldn’t let me wallow in my private pity party. There was a deadline, you see. So I bought myself a new laptop with my final paycheck and started writing the story in your hands right now.

It saved me. It pulled me out of bed each morning. It drove me and kept me sane, focused and yes... hopeful. (Nadia’s name has real meaning to me, too.) I’d suffered a kick—hell, several of them—to the gut, but writing this story gave me one tiny thread of confidence to clutch... confidence that there was indeed something I could still do right.

I hope after reading it, you’ll think so, too.

—Patty
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Join her Mailing list

Check out her Facebook

Follow her on Twitter@PattyBlount

Chapter One
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“Mothers are all slightly insane.”

The quote from a book she couldn’t quite remember popped into Kara Larsen’s head, riding the sound wave of a crash that rocked the floor beneath her feet. For a split second, she froze, waiting for her daughter’s cries. When none came, she leaped from the shower and darted across the hall to her daughter’s room, and found her precious bundle of energy surrounded by the toys from her toy box.

Every single one of them.

With a loud sigh, Kara clutched the door frame as the adrenalin surge left her knees weak and her heart galloping. With a silent prayer of gratitude that her daughter wasn’t hurt, she turned back for the bathroom but Nadia spotted her, held out her arms and said, “Ma.”

Uh oh.

Kara grinned and shook her head. “Not yet, Milk Dud. Mommy has to get dressed first.” And maybe, just maybe, swallow a few gulps of coffee.

“Ma!” Nadia struggled to her feet, toddled to the safety gate that kept her securely in her baby-proofed room and lifted wounded blue eyes to her mother’s.

“In a few minutes, my girl. In a few minutes.” Kara ran a hand over her daughter’s honey-brown curls and bent down to kiss those pudgy cheeks only to get clobbered by Nadia’s toy telephone. Kara only just managed to catch it before it careened into a framed portrait of her parents hanging on the opposite wall.

Catch. Catcher. “Right. Catcher in the Rye.” Kara snapped her fingers. That’s where that quote had come from. Nadia paused in her room-destroying efforts, enthralled by the sound of Kara’s fingers snapping. She pointed to her mother’s hand and held up her own, perplexed by her little fingers’ silence.

Uh oh, Kara thought. Nadia got impatient with her tiny body’s inability to do the things her mind wanted it to do. “Where’s your Teddy?” When Nadia turned and waddled toward her stuffed bear—who was currently lying face first under the crib—Kara said another prayer of gratitude to whoever had invented distraction as a parenting technique and beat a hasty retreat to the bathroom to dry off. She was running extremely late this morning and not for the first time, reminded herself to shower at night when her baby girl was asleep.

Mornings were not Nadia’s thing.

Then again, neither were nights. The baby had woken up twice last night for no apparent reason. She wasn’t sick, hungry, or wet and Kara dearly hoped it was a passing phase. She couldn’t function on so little sleep. If she didn’t get coffee in the next ten minutes, she was going to start throwing toys around, too. Oh, who was she kidding? She had no time for tantrums. She was due at a client’s downtown office at two o’clock, still had to get dressed, still had to dress Nadia, and still had to make that damn coffee. Then, it was off to a safety course at the fire house, followed by a quick dash into a department store to buy a gift.

“Ma!” Another toy crashed into the wall outside Nadia’s door.

“Bubble wrap,” Kara muttered. “Order the whole roll.” Over her shoulder she called out to the baby. “Let’s sing, Milk Dud! Sing with Mommy. Sweet Caroline. Bop, bop, bah.”

“Bah! Bah! Bah!”

“Good girl.” While her daughter sang, she dressed quickly in a pair of black slacks and a silk tank in bright turquoise and topped it with a soft white cardigan.

White was so not a good idea. She shrugged it off, folded it up and put it in her bag. She stuffed a long gold chain into her pocket and fastened tiny studs in her ears—Nadia liked to pull on her jewelry. In the mirror above her dresser, she faced her reflection and tried not to sigh about the bags under her eyes. She dotted on concealer, flicked her eyelashes with a bit of mascara, dabbed her lips with some gloss and grabbed for her shoes.

It was only when she bent over that she noticed the towel still wrapped around her hair. She grabbed a can of mousse, sprayed a dollop into her palms, and scrunched it through her wet hair.

“Not bad,” she said, but not to her reflection. No, she said it to the alarm clock. She’d managed to get dressed in under ten minutes. BN—Before Nadia—it used to take her an hour to get ready. Steve used to complain bitterly about that.

Steve. Her heart gave its customary twist whenever she thought of Nadia’s father but she quickly put that aside. There was no time in this morning’s routine for regrets. She’d cut her hair, streamlined her makeup routine, and changed her job. She’d done whatever she’d needed to do to make sure she had time for their daughter.

Her daughter.

And it still wasn’t enough. Her whole life had become one extended juggling act. In the eighteen months since Nadia’s birth, she’d already had two nannies. The first had quit when Nadia was seven months old and the second, soon after she’d started walking. Okay, yes, Nadia was a little on the, ah...energetic side. And yes, she was prone to outbursts of temper. And she didn’t care for naps. Or bedtime. But she was a bright, beautiful, perfect little girl who—

“Ma!” Another toy hit the wall—this time, her farm animals See N Say. It bounced and let out an off-key moo.

Kara smiled. Nadia was a bright, beautiful, perfect little girl who ruled her world with pudgy hands and sticky kisses. If that was insane, Kara wouldn’t trade a second of it.

Another glance at the clock had Kara frowning. Beth was late. She was supposed to have arrived fifteen minutes ago. On cue, the front door buzz rang. Kara sighed in relief. Beth had a key; she didn’t need to let her in. Kara hurried back to Nadia’s room, stepped over the gate, and snatched her little bundle of energy into her arms. “What should we wear today, Milk Dud? A pretty dress?” Together, they peered through the tiny outfits in the closet. “This?”

Nadia shook her head, sending honey-colored curls flying. “Dis!” She lunged for a purple outfit Aunt Elena had bought her and Kara laughed.

“Okay.” Kara took the hanger off the rod and carefully put Nadia on the changing table, peeled off her pajamas and soggy diaper, and started another chorus of Sweet Caroline.

“Bah, bah, bah!” Nadia picked up her favorite part, kicking and clapping her hands.

“Good morning!” Beth’s voice greeted them from the other side of the gate.

“Hi, Beth.”

“Beh!”

“Hi, Nadia.” Beth’s smile widened and gave Kara a sense of relief. Beth Chapman had come to them via recommendation from the previous nanny. A tall thin woman in her early twenties, Beth was attending college at night—studying child psychology, which was certainly a plus in Kara’s eyes—and not currently dating anybody, which was another plus. Beth stepped over the gate, pulling her long dark hair into a ponytail elastic. “Bad night?” She asked Kara.

“Up a few times, but I don’t know why. No fever, no signs of a new tooth.”

“No rash?”

“Nothing.”

“I’ll call you if I spy any symptoms.”

Kara smiled, comforted. She tugged the purple capris pants over Nadia’s diaper, the bright pink top that matched over her daughter’s head. “Ooo, pretty Nadia.”

The baby clapped her hands.

Kara grabbed the baby brush and tried to tame her daughter’s curls, but Nadia’s hair wasn’t quite long enough to pull up into elastics. The best she could do was fasten a Velcro clip in it to keep a curl from blocking her bright blue eyes.

“Has she eaten?”

Kara winced. “She had a cup of milk when we woke up, but I haven’t had time for food.”

Beth nodded and held out her arms. “Okay. How about scrambled eggs?” The suggestion seemed to please Nadia, who let out an eardrum-shattering scream.

While Beth took Nadia to the apartment’s galley kitchen, Kara hurried around the apartment, tossing all the toys back in their toy box, disposing of the dirty diaper, and gathering her laptop and files. She grabbed her phone from its charging station and hastily checked her schedule.

“Okay, today’s a light day,” she began as Beth fastened Nadia into her high chair and spread some Cheerios on the tray. “CPR class at the fire station, then I’ll head to the office for two client meetings this afternoon. I’ll be home by four.”

“Oh, right,” Beth grinned. “Hot firefighters. Maybe one will get your temperature up?” With one hand, she cracked eggs into a bowl and beat them with a fork.

Kara rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right.” Like she had time for guys and dating and all the messy emotions that went along with that.

“Gah!” Nadia pounded her tray, sent Cheerios flying. Beth swirled butter into a frying pan while Kara picked up the cereal. When she tossed the handful of oats into the trash and caught sight of the oven clock, she calculated she’d have just enough time to stop for coffee and still make it to the fire station in time for class if she left this minute.

“Ma!” Nadia held up both arms and Kara melted. She leaned in for one of her daughter’s sticky kisses and tight hugs and shut her eyes. She would go without coffee.

“Bye-bye, Milk Dud. Be a good girl. Call me if you need anything, Beth.” Kara collected her bags and strode to the door.

“Hang on.” Beth paused in her egg scrambling to put a to-go cup in Kara’s hand. “Bought you a present.”

Kara stared at the cup and then flung her arms around the angel disguised as a nanny. “You are so getting a raise.”
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It looked like a tiny coffin.

Reid Bennett swallowed down the sour ball that clogged his throat and tugged the infant CPR dummy’s case out of the locker with a muttered curse. He hated these classes. Hated having to teach them, hated practicing on the dummy.

There was something far too real in practicing CPR on a lifeless child-size body.

His mind shot to Erin and his stomach pitched and rolled but he managed to keep down the donut and cup of bad coffee he’d scarfed for breakfast on his way to the fire house. He killed the light, shut and locked the door. He squeezed his eyes shut, gave himself a minute to make sure all thoughts of Erin were firmly locked behind a door of their own where he couldn’t reach them.

“You ready, Reid?”

He whipped around, found Gene Brooks, his partner watching him carefully. “Yeah, let’s get this over with.”

“You look like crap. What’s wrong? You and Alison have a fight?”

Reid shrugged. Alison had kicked him to the curb a few nights back. If he were being honest with himself, he was relieved. “Alison’s history. You got any antacids or something? My stomach is rolling like a wave pool.”

Gene’s narrowed dark eyes and angled head told Reid he wasn’t buying the upset stomach crap, but he merely nodded and pulled out a roll of TUMS from his pocket. “Sure thing.”

“Thanks.” Reid popped two into his mouth, chewed the chalky tablets and handed back the roll.

“So what happened?”

Reid flicked a look at Gene. “What makes you think I have any idea?”

“Sorry, sorry.” Gene raised both hands. “I figured you ended it.”

He wasn’t sure if she ended it or he did. He’d thought they were hanging out, having fun, but suddenly, Alison had wanted more. The white dress, the baby carriage, the happily ever after.

All he wanted was... to forget.

“So how many signed up today?” He changed the subject.

Gene grinned. “Full house. We’ve got twelve.” He made sure his uniform shirt was tucked into his waistband and grabbed one of the two rolling dummy cases Reid had pulled from the storeroom. “Wait ’til you see the triplets.”

Reid heard the note of interest in his partner’s voice. “What triplets?”

“Oh, not really triplets. Three ladies. All wearing dresses up to here,” Gene said with a hand just under his butt. “And plunging to there,” he finished with his hand hovering just above his belly button. “God, I love summer in the city,” he said with wink. “Women hoping to hook a firefighter.”

Reid’s lips twitched. Three more groupies. This could be fun. Perking up a bit, he nodded and craned his neck, trying to get a peek.

“Oh, hey, we’re meeting Friday night at seven, okay?” Gene held a door open, stepped aside for Reid to step through, but Reid stopped.

“Meeting who where?”

Gene looked at him sideways. “Hell, Bennett, you swore you weren’t gonna forget.”

Forget what?

Gene stepped closer, put a hand on Reid’s shoulder. “You. Me. Vickie and her visiting cousin.”

He shut his eyes and groaned. “Uh. Yeah. Vickie’s cousin. Atlanta. I remember.”

No, he hadn’t.

Gene laughed. “Don’t forget to bring a shirt, okay? Vickie’s cousin hates the uniform.”

Hates the uniform? Already, Reid wasn’t liking Vickie’s cousin much. He followed Gene’s lanky form to the conference room just off the apparatus floor. Chairs had already been set up for class, the coffee and Danish arranged at the back of the room. Participants were filing in so he popped the latches on the small case, removed “Trevor,” the infant CPR dummy, and put it on the table at the front of the room. Gene did the same with “Travis,” the child form. Reid took the cap off his head, ran a hand over his buzzed hair and replaced the cap.

Gene’s eyebrows climbed. “Relax, Reid. It’s a CPR class. You’ve taught dozens of these things.”

Yeah. He had. And knew—better than anybody—just what happened when the training wasn’t enough. Again, his mind stubbornly turned to Erin and again, he stubbornly locked away those thoughts.

“Show time,” Gene murmured when the first parents arrived.

This session was mostly women. Three women came in at once, carrying Starbucks to-go cups, wearing matching sun dresses and eyeballing him like he was a slab of cake at the bakery. So these were Gene’s Triplets. Two blonds and a brunette with a mile of legs. Yep, this was going to be a good class.

A pregnant woman came in next, and his sour stomach kinked into a tight coil. She was with a guy—her husband, maybe? Quickly, the room filled up, the trio of friends chattering loudly. He turned his back, gave all the participants some time to settle, to get acquainted with each other, and tried fruitlessly not to think about the pregnant woman in the first row.

“Um,” a throat cleared and Reid tensed. “Excuse me, but are you the instructor?”

He turned, his mouth in a tight line, and met the direct gaze of a triplet—a brunette poured into a pink sun dress. She made no attempt to disguise her blatant scan of his body and it took all of Reid’s focus not to squirm. Jeez, he was wearing a paramedic’s uniform for God’s sake, not a thong. He waited for a beat, but there was nothing. No spark. No chemistry.

No interest.

“Yeah.” He all but shot the word at her and her face twisted into annoyance for a moment.

One of the blonds with her immediately detected her friend’s failure and stepped forward. “Well, when do you plan to get started?” She pressed him, tapping the watch on her wrist for emphasis. Her sun dress was a blue and white checked thing. It reminded Reid of the tablecloth his grandma used to put on the patio table.

“We got time yet.” He smiled at her. She was tall, almost as tall as he was. He glanced down and discovered why.

She’d worn six-inch spiked heels to a CPR class. He managed to stop the eye roll just in time.

The blond held out her hand. “I’m Candace. But you can call me Candy.”

God help him, if she said Candi with an I, he was going to lose it. Another eye roll threatened but he manned up and smiled wider. “Reid Bennett.”

Behind him, he could hear the rest of the class getting a bit restless. The sounds of Tsks of annoyance, huffs of indignation, and drumming fingers could be heard plain as day. He cleared his throat to call the class to order, but his attention was diverted by the distinctly disgusted look on the face of a beautiful blond in the back of the room. Her hair was a mess of waves that just skimmed her jaw. A pair of sunglasses perched on top of her head. In one hand, she had a cup of coffee and in the other, a cell phone. She wore pants and holy crap—flat shoes. It had been so long so he’d come across a woman who didn’t dress to impress and he had to admit, it was nice imagining what the curves under that outfit looked like.

She caught his gaze, held it. And smiled. His lips twitched in response. “Good morning. I’m Reid Bennett, paramedic. Please silence your cell phones.” That was a pet peeve of his... people interrupting his class to take calls, or worse, wasting half of it sending texts. “Today, we’re going to learn proper CPR techniques for infants—” he indicated one dummy. “And for older kids.” He put his hand over the other, gulping hard when his voice cracked.

“Hi, Reid,” the trio said in unison and laughed.

He paid them no attention. The stunning blond in the back rolled her eyes. And then to his surprise, she whipped a gold chain out of her pocket and slipped it around her neck. Suddenly, he wanted one thing—to learn this quirky blond woman’s name.

He continued on with his lesson, explaining the ABCs of CPR, under what circumstances to perform it, and then launched into the differences in anatomy that made learning on different size dummies so important. Every time he glanced back, he noted the pretty blond paying careful attention and on at least one occasion, checking out his butt.

Finally, it was time for the demonstration. Reid stepped over to the infant dummy. “Okay. This is Trevor. We walk in, discover baby Trevor isn’t breathing. The first thing we should do is try to rouse him. Tap his feet and shout. Even a sleeping baby should show a startle reflex by this.”

Reid tapped Trevor’s feet. “Trevor! Wake up, Trevor!” He shouted. “If there’s no response, go through your ABCs. Airway, Breathing, Compressions. Trevor is an infant under a year old. You’ll put one hand here and the other here,” he said, demonstrating with a hand on the dummy’s head and just under its chin. “This opens the airway. Look and listen. Do you see the chest rising and falling?”

“My chest is rising and falling,” Triplet Two stage-whispered to her cohorts.

Reid ignored her. “Do you hear or feel breath on your face? If not, you’ll move to Breathing. Give the baby two rescue breaths by covering his mouth and nose with your mouth and gently blowing in only enough air to make the chest rise.”

Reid blew two quick breaths into Trevor the dummy.

“Oo. Blowing can make other things rise,” Candy said.

Reid shot her a glare. Why couldn’t she be more like the woman in the back of the room? Still glaring, he continued. “Next, you’ll start compressions. You want to do about thirty compressions. Because Trevor’s so little, under a year old, you’re going to use two fingers, not your entire hand. You’ll put those two fingers right here, on the breast bone, just under his nipples.” Reid put his two fingers on the spot indicated. “Press down only about this far,” he said, demonstrating on the dummy’s chest. “Compress fast. It helps to think of the song Staying Alive and do compressions to that beat.”

This time, whatever one of the triplets said had all three of them dissolving into bawdy laughter. Reid snapped up straight, but before he could say anything, the blond in the back stood up. “Excuse me but some of us would actually like to learn how to save a child’s life today.”

Reid’s heart almost stopped. The woman was pretty enough as it was, but when she was all riled up like she was now, she was breathtaking.

“Oh, okay there, Buffy.” Candy sneered.

To Reid’s astonishment, the blond charged down the aisle with fire in her eyes. He managed to quickly step between the little spitfire and the three Weird Sisters before first blood was drawn. Gene came to his rescue. “Ladies, ladies, I have an idea. Since this class doesn’t seem to be what you expected, maybe you’d like to take a tour of the fire house with me, meet some of the crew?”

Predictably, all three pairs of eyes lit up at the prospect of fresh man meat. Gene grinned at Reid as he escorted the women out of the conference room. The pregnant woman fanned her face. “Thank God.”

“I’m sorry for that. Let’s start again.” Reid attempted to redirect everyone’s attention, but an eardrum-shattering scream pierced the air and for a moment, he thought they were under attack. Then, he discovered the source.

It was the tiny occupant of a baby stroller that had just been pushed into the room.

Reid’s spit dried up.

He stared at the baby’s round blue eyes and light brown curls, his vision fading and his throat constricting. Erin. His heart said. She’s gone, his brain reminded his heart a second before it twisted inside his chest. The pretty blond was suddenly in front of him and he nearly grabbed her to steady his cracked and splintered heart, but his arms were weighted with lead.

“Beth? What’s wrong?” She addressed the girl pushing the stroller. He was only dimly aware that the girl called Beth was upset. He heard bits and pieces of their conversation. “Tried to call you” and “My mother” and that was it before the two women hugged tightly and the girl was gone, leaving the baby in the stroller behind.

Reid shook his head. He heard words, but they just weren’t penetrating the scream in his mind. Slowly, he shook his head. “No kids. You need to leave. No kids.” His voice was a croak.

The baby’s mother looked up at him with enormous brown eyes filled with frustration. “Do you have any idea what kind of schedule juggling I had to do to be here today? She stays. I’ll remove her if she acts up.” When the baby grinned and leaned forward to snatch the teething biscuit her mother handed her, Reid’s heart twisted behind his ribs.

Okay. Okay, he had to do this. He spun on his heel and barked out an order. “Gather around Trevor. Each of you needs to demonstrate proper CPR technique to earn your certificate. Then, we’ll move on to...” He paused to gulp down the lump in his throat, glanced at the older dummy. “To Travis.”
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Kara stalked down the street, steam pouring from her ears. What a colossal waste of time and effort. Life-saving skills for parents, indeed! She had a good mind to write to the FDNY and the governor to report that paramedic for the deplorable way he conducted that class. Flirting with those three shameless women who only wanted to slide down a firefighter’s pole and then having the nerve, the unmitigated gall to ask her to leave only because of Nadia?

It was despicable.

Unconscionable.

It was—it was—oh, she was too mad to think up more words.

“Ma,” Nadia said with a pout.

“I know, honey,” Kara told her. “He was awful, wasn’t he?” Resolutely, she put the rude paramedic out of her mind. She had more important things to worry about, like how she was going re-juggle her already juggled schedule. She bit her lip and said a quick prayer for good news for Beth, whose mom had called her from a doctor’s office, begging her to come. The word cancer was mentioned and Kara’s stomach clutched at the thought. Her own mom had passed in the September 11th attacks and not a day went by that Kara didn’t wish she was still with her.

Her phone pinged, a text message from her three-thirty client asking to reschedule. Kara sighed in relief. That certainly made things easier. Okay, then. Thinking fast, Kara went through her mental back-up plan. She would take Nadia to her office and then call Elena. If her sister could rearrange her schedule, Kara would still be able to meet Mrs. Brewer at two. And if not, she’d ask Mrs. Brewer to come downtown, and pray that one of her coworkers would kindly mind Nadia while Kara helped Mrs. Brewer plan her estate.

A sudden fear swept through Kara. She had no supplies for her daughter. She quickly checked the bag that hung from the stroller’s handle. Cup, diapers, wipes, Cheerios container. No lunch.

Damn it. Okay, she’d have to stop at a market on her way to the office, pick up a few jars of Gerber, some yogurt—Nadia adored yogurt and some animal crackers. Kara picked up her pace and began walking downtown. It wouldn’t take long, maybe fifteen minutes or so.

Good thing she’d worn those flats today.

She darted into the first market she found, picked up lunch for both of them and continued her trek, happy the weather was cooperative, at least. The sun shone brightly, but the city’s infamous humidity wouldn’t reach its peak until July. It was a day for playing in the park and for a moment, she considered calling in sick so they could do just that.

But they were here now.

She negotiated Nadia’s stroller through the heavy glass doors to One Chase Manhattan Plaza and headed for the elevator bank. The offices of Gordon Brothers Financial Services were located on the twenty-first floor.

“Kara?” The receptionist smiled at Nadia. “Uh oh. Nanny problems?”

Kara nodded. “Beth’s mother had a medical emergency.”

Tracy, the receptionist, frowned. “Oh, no. Okay, well, I can mind her for you while you meet with Jonathan.”

Kara squeezed Tracy’s hand in gratitude. “Thank you so much. I’m going to get her settled first. See you in a bit.”

Kara turned down the corridor and then went east to her office. She quickly powered up her computer system, slid her laptop from its bag and connected it to the desktop. She noted the pile of messages on her desk—all of which she’d already seen on her cell phone and handled.

So far so good.

She reached into her desk drawer, grabbed the cosmetic case stowed inside and quickly reapplied deodorant. Next, she unpacked the food she’d bought on the way in. She tapped her sister’s cell phone number and put the phone on speaker while it connected.

“Hey, Kara, what’s up?”

“Beth had some bad news today and can’t watch Nadia. Do you have any time you can take this afternoon?”

“Sure. I can take a long lunch. Where are you?”

“My office.”

“Perfect. I’m at mine, so I’ll see you in about ten minutes.”

That was a stroke of good luck. Elena frequently worked from home, which was Hoboken, New Jersey since her wedding to Lucas Adair last Christmas. But her corporate office wasn’t far from Kara’s and the sisters often met for lunch.

“You are a life saver, Laney!”

She ended the call and scooped Nadia out of the stroller. “Nadia, want to see Aunt Laney?”

Nadia clapped her hands and Kara smiled. “Okay, she’ll be here soon. Let’s get you into a new diaper, okay?”

She kicked off her shoes and knelt on the floor, a fresh diaper and the package of wipes at her side. She unfastened Nadia’s diaper and just as she began cleaning the mess inside, a knock on her door sounded.

“Hey, Kara, are you—whoa.”

She looked up, found her boss standing there, his nose wrinkled in disgust. “Hi, Mr. Drew. Be done in a minute.” Her face on fire, she cleaned Nadia’s bottom in record time, making sure it was spotless before fastening the new diaper in place. She tucked the wipes inside the dirty diaper, wrapped it tightly into a ball and put it into a plastic bag she dropped into the trash bin under her desk. A quick squirt of antibacterial lotion on her desk and she was ready to face the world again.

“Aren’t we meeting?” Mr. Drew looked at his watch.

“Yes. My nanny had a family emergency this morning.”

“I see. So Mrs. Brewer’s estate planning...any progress?”

“Yes.” Kara slipped back into her shoes and sat Nadia on the floor beside her desk with a board book from the bag on the back of the stroller. That should occupy her for about sixty seconds. “I’ve discussed potential courses of action with Mrs. Brewer and based on her feedback, believe we’ve got a direction. We’ll discuss it further this afternoon.”

“Aren’t you meeting her today?”

“Yes, at two.”

“Why not have her sign papers then?”

“She said she wants to discuss the plan in person before we do that.”

“I see,” Mr. Drew said and stepped forward, his crisp dark suit barely moving. He sat in her visitor’s chair and Nadia decided that was an open invitation. She toddled to him and held out her book.

“Up.”

Kara’s face burst into flames but Mr. Drew just lifted her daughter to his knee without so much as a stutter in the directions she only just noticed he was giving her.

“...think we should consider some high-risk investments, as well.”

“Yes, uh, of course.” Kara made a note while he spoke. After they’d discussed every one of her clients, he shifted Nadia to his other knee and cleared his throat.

“I have a new client for you.”

Kara’s eyes widened. Of all the things he could have said, she hadn’t expected that. Since Nadia was born, she’d cut back her hours even though she knew that risked career growth, but right now, time with her daughter was more important than bonuses and promotions.

“What do you know about Ronald T. Saxon?”

Kara’s eyes went even wider. “Of Saxony House?” The Saxon family owned a string of high-end department stores, not to mention a variety of properties up and down the east coast.

“The same. Ronald T. asked for you personally. He’d like to meet you today.”

She almost winced. “Today’s not good, Mr. Drew. I have to arrange alternative care for Nadia.”

“See what you can do. He’s interested in wealth management and establishing a charitable foundation.” He stood up, put Nadia on the floor and grinned. “Any questions?”

Oh, boy. Oh, wow. Kara was practically dancing in her chair. “Yes, one. How does Mr. Saxon feel about kids?”

Mr. Drew grinned. “That’s what the charitable foundation is for.” He took out his cell phone, tapped the screen. “I’ll have the file sent to you.”

Kara nodded, knowing his assistant would do so in moments.

“Keep me posted,” he said with a nod and left her office.

“Oh! Excuse me.”

Kara bit back a curse when her sister, Elena, collided with Mr. Drew at the door. “Mr. Drew, this is my sister, Elena.”

“Miss Larsen,” he extended a hand. “Nice to meet you. I take it you’re called in on babysitting detail?”

Elena flicked a glance at her sister, who nodded. “Yes. The nanny had a medical emergency today.”

“Well, thank you for your fast response. I’m glad Kara has you to help.”

“Wow.” Elena shot her a sly grin after the office door shut behind Mr. Drew. “He’s quite the hottie.”

Kara rolled her eyes. “Is that why you neglected to mention you’re Mrs. Adair now?” She asked, with a pointed look at the rings on her sister’s left hand.

“Oh, please. I only said he’s cute in that Wall Street wolf kind of way. I never said I was ready to leave Lucas for him.”

Kara considered that. Jonathan Drew was a handsome man but... aside from the fact that he was her boss and therefore, off-limits, she’d never thought of him as such.

Elena angled her head. “There’s no spark. No look.”

Yes! Kara nodded. That was it exactly. He was just another human in the same orbit. They didn’t have any connection beyond that. Since Nadia was born, Kara hadn’t felt that spark with anyone and sometimes wondered if it was gone for good.

Suddenly, Elena gasped and her face split into a wide grin. “There’s my girl!” She bent over and snatched a squealing Nadia from the floor, pressing loud kisses to her chubby cheeks. “So how’s Beth?”

“Beth’s fine, it’s her mom. She’d been having some pain in her abdomen and went to see the doctor. They suspect cancer.”

“Oh, God, no.” Elena’s eyes shut and she held Nadia just a little bit closer. It had been years—more than a decade—since they’d lost their own mother, but the wound still ached.

“Laney.” Kara moved closer, squeezed her sister’s hand. “I am so glad you’re home.”

Elena’s eyes filled at that. Elena had come back to New York for the first time since their mother’s death when Kara was expecting Nadia. Kara hadn’t known it at the time, but her sister felt responsible for Marie Larsen’s death, had been blaming herself for it since 2001. They’d had a huge argument, a loud and bitter fight that ended when a teenaged Elena had spitefully screamed, “I hate you! I hope you drop dead!” to her mother.

That had happened on September 10th. And on September 11th, Marie Larsen went to work early that morning...and never made it home.

It had taken a lot of effort to convince Elena that Kara needed her. The day she’d arrived in Manhattan—in fact, merely a minute or so after she’d stepped out of the car in front of Kara’s building, Elena had met Lucas Adair, a man she was convinced her mother had sent to punish her. It took even more effort to convince Elena that Luke wasn’t her penance, but her forgiveness.

That Christmas had been good to all of the friends in their circle. Sabrina, Cassandra, and Jade—the sisters of her heart. Besides Nadia’s birth just a few days before the holiday, Sabrina reunited with her first love, Jake Killen, her daughter’s father. Cass reunited with her Irish musician, Sean McKinnon. And Jade found love with the boy who had once been her best friend, Ben Stephens and would be marrying him this summer.

Kara had been happy and excited for them all. And she was thrilled to once again have her sister back in her life. But deep down in a secret corner of her heart, she wondered why her mother hadn’t sent her a good guy.

And then she gave herself a good swift mental kick for that thought. She had a perfect baby girl.

Who needed anything more?

Chapter Two
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The night was long.

Reid woke while it was still dark, scrubbing his nose with his knuckles. He swore he could smell her—baby powder, no-more-tears shampoo, and apple juice all at the same time.

Erin.

His entire body shook and trembled with the need to see her, to hold her, to have her alive.

He sat up in bed, swung his legs to the floor and forced deep breaths in and out of his lungs. His daughter was gone. Dead.

Dead, dead, dead.

The word echoed inside his skull, every reverberation a hammer strike to his heart.

It happened every time he saw a baby that reminded him of Erin. He’d be fine as soon as his cold heart accepted what the brain knew. He got up, padded on bare feet to his bathroom and opened the lid on the toilet—an old habit Lynn had impressed on him. His marriage had crumbled soon after they’d buried Erin, but Lynn had hated the toilet open. Well, at least she’d taken those stupid wooly covers with her when she’d left him.

He flushed and ran the shower as hot as he could stand it. Slowly, the ache deep inside his core subsided. Oh, it never disappeared completely. But it was bearable once again. He slung a towel around his hips and stumbled to the kitchen to put the coffee on. He hated single-serve cups and let Lynn take the Keurig while he kept the old-fashioned percolator. He’d measured everything out the night before and plugged the pot into the outlet while he returned to the bathroom to finish his morning routine. The slow thrum of the coffee perking helped to steady him and the aroma that quickly filled his small apartment cleared the fog from his brain. Just as he was about to pour a cup, his cell phone vibrated.

“Bennett,” he answered.

“Good morning, Sunshine. It’s Carrie.”

“Yeah, I know. Caller ID. What’s up?” Ordinarily, he liked Carrie, the admin at the fire house. She was a no-nonsense pro who took no crap from anybody. Including him.

“Tour One is short-handed and you’re next up on the rotation.”

Reid groaned. Midnight to eight AM. Just what he needed after barely sleeping last night. “What about my regular tour?”

“You’re off today. Your two days’ down starts at eight AM tomorrow and then you can return to Tour Two, so shouldn’t be a problem.”

Yeah, if he actually were able to sleep. Reid tried to focus. He’d be sleeping all day Friday but would be off Friday night, Saturday, and back to work at eight AM on Sunday.

“Fine. See you tonight.”

“In your dreams.” Carrie laughed and hung up on him.

He put the phone down and stared at it for a minute. He had the whole day to himself. What the hell should he do with it? With a grin, he put his travel mug away and took out his favorite coffee cup, filled it to the top. First things first, he decided. He took his coffee to the shabby sofa, clicked on the TV and caught up with the world with his feet up and his shirt off.

He could get used to this.
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“Ma!”

Kara peeled open one eye, glanced at the clock. Five-forty. She glanced at the baby’s video nursery monitor. Nadia was standing in her crib, rubbing sleep out of her eyes, curls standing every which way. With a moan, she dragged herself out of bed and managed to climb safely over the gate that had kept Nadia in her room ever since she’d mastered doorknobs.

“Good morning, Milk Dud.”

Nadia raised both arms and whined to be picked up. Kara took her and put her instantly on the changing table. “Oh, boy. That’s a wet diaper, isn’t it?” Potty training wasn’t too far over the horizon. With a pang, Kara realized how fast Nadia had grown already. She was nearly eighteen months old already.

Kara stripped off the baby’s wet pajamas, tossed them into the laundry bin. The baby was sticky and smelly. “Want to take a bath, Nadia?” she asked with a sigh.

Her daughter’s eyes went wide and she pointed to the bright yellow duck in the corner of her room so Kara detoured and let Nadia pick it up. In the bathroom, she began filling the tub and Nadia dropped the duck into the water with a splash. Fifteen minutes later, she was soaked, the bathroom was half-flooded, but her daughter was squeaky clean again. She dressed Nadia in a fresh diaper and yellow two-piece outfit with a bright pink flower. She scooped up Nadia’s hair into a soft clip at the top of her head.

In the living room, she flipped on the TV and hit Play on Nadia’s favorite video. Nadia settled in front of the screen, dancing to the cheerful tune. Kara cut up a banana and poured some Cheerios onto a plate and put it on the coffee table. Nadia could pick when she was hungry. She poured her a cup of milk, too.

Now, she thought with a sigh, she could take care of coffee. She selected a single-serve cup, popped it into the machine, and waited—not patiently—for her travel mug to fill. Once that was done, she carefully fitted the lid to the mug—Nadia was a grabber—and settled on the sofa with her cell phone.

Today was Thursday. She usually worked every other day in the office. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, she was off, though she did tend to catch up on paperwork while Nadia slept. She was anxious to contact Ronald T. Saxon. She’d left messages yesterday because Mr. Drew had said the client wanted to meet her immediately, but none had been returned. She scrolled through her schedule. Tomorrow was light. If she heard back from Mr. Saxon, she could easily meet him.

Her phone pinged with a reminder. Jade’s bridal shower was fast approaching, not to mention the wedding.

Damn it, damn it, damn it! She’d completely forgotten. Well, that’s why her entire life was tapped into her iPhone. Okay, so she would head out on a shopping trip and then take Nadia to the park, let her run around and play. They’d have pizza for supper and hopefully, an early night so that Kara could brush up on the Saxon financials still in her bag.

Nadia drained her cup and flung it at Kara.

“Nadia, no. We don’t throw.”

Unperturbed, the baby climbed on the sofa beside Kara and made a grab for the iPhone, but Kara was too quick. “Uh uh. This isn’t a toy. This is Mommy’s. Where’s your phone?” She’d given Nadia her old Blackberry to play with. Nadia scanned the room, pointed to the shelf where the TV was.

“Go get it.”

Kara put her phone to her ear. “Ring, ring! Hurry, Nadia. Answer your phone.”

Nadia took the Blackberry, cradled it between her ear and shoulder.

“Hello? Who’s on the phone, Nadia?”

“Ay nuh.”

“Oh, hi, Elena!” Kara pretended. “Tell Aunt Elena about your show.” She watched, amused, as Nadia walked around the room, muttering words only she understood and making hand gestures to go with them. Kara picked up her working phone and recorded her daughter’s pretend game, sent the file to her sister’s phone. Elena would enjoy it. She sipped her coffee and settled back against the sofa, hoping Nadia would go down easy for the morning nap.

The baby coughed and Kara went tense. Her eyes searched for something, anything that might be wrong, but Nadia’s color was fine, her eyes were clear and bright and she’d finished her breakfast. It was likely nothing but Kara couldn’t help worrying. After all, she was still new at this mommy thing.

Her stomach rumbled and she took her coffee back to the kitchen, popped a few slices of bread in the toaster and found a container of yogurt in the refrigerator.

“Me.” Nadia joined her.

As they shared the yogurt and the toast, Kara relaxed. Her baby girl couldn’t be coming down with something and have this much of an appetite. With a sudden yearning that almost stole her breath, she wished her mother were there to offer advice. Mom was often on Kara’s mind but even more so since Nadia’s birth. “Wait until you have kids of your own,” her mother had often said. “Then you’ll understand.”

Kara’s lips curled. Oh, she understood. And oh, how she wished her mother were there to say I told you so. She rubbed her chest, tried to soothe away the ache that thoughts of her mother always caused, only to be superseded by guilt when she remembered it wasn’t just about her. Her whole family and their friends—they’d all suffered the same loss. Her brothers had been so young and needed a lot of attention. Her father had been adrift and chose to move the family from state to state. Her sister was perhaps the one most deeply affected by their mother’s death.

Everyone was better today. Not over it, never that. But better. Anthony and Stefan had adjusted well. Both had finished grad school and were planning to start a business. Her dad finally settled in Florida after he found an old list her mother had written about her favorite places. Elena married Lucas, the man she was convinced was a sign from her mother. Everyone had gotten a sign from Mom.

Except her.

Kara used to tell herself it was because she didn’t need help the way Dad, the boys, and Elena did but that was a lie. She needed help badly. She needed a sign from Mom. It just seemed like Mom wasn’t in the sign-sending business anymore.

The last sign she’d sent was Lucas, though it had taken Kara ages to convince her sister Lucas wasn’t punishment for the fight she and Mom had had the night before her death. Wait, no. That wasn’t quite right. The last sign Mom had sent was her room number at the hospital, the day Nadia was born. Six-eighteen. Her mother’s birthday. When Elena noticed that, that was when she finally believed that Lucas was a sign of forgiveness and not punishment.

With a pang of guilt, Kara lunged for her cell phone and checked the date.

Today was June eighteenth.

“Okay, Milk Dud. We’re going to visit Nana in the park.” They hadn’t been to the September 11th Memorial since December, when Elena and Lucas had gotten married in an intimate evening ceremony.

With a plan in place, Kara put Nadia down for her morning nap and then pulled on jeans and a T-shirt. She packed a full bag, hung it on the stroller handle and just in case, added Nadia’s favorite blanket and bear. She checked her email and phone messages but there was still nothing from Ronald T. Saxon. Kara sighed and glanced at the time. Nadia would likely sleep for at least a half hour more so she started doing some research on the man. Old money, inherited since his grandfather had opened the first Saxony House department store. Kara had never shopped there—it was by appointment only. She added a visit to her mental to-do list.

Ronald T. was a dabbler, she noticed. He’d owned an airline—briefly—and a few casinos. He’d recently modified Saxony House operations to offer sales of last season’s couture to the general public. The events were always well-attended. Kara supposed nobody cared they were wearing last year’s styles. By the time Nadia stirred forty minutes later, Kara had filled pages of a lined pad with notes and questions for her new client.

She quickly changed Nadia’s diaper, strapped her into her stroller and left the apartment, her coffee mug in the stroller’s cup holder. They walked first to the library on Murray Street, where there was Toddler Time. Nadia loved stories and Kara checked out two books to read at bedtime. It was just before noon when they passed a department store. Stifling a yawn, Kara decided to pop in for a quick look for Jade’s bridal shower gift.

“Gah.” Nadia pointed at an adorable top.

“Yes, that is cute, isn’t it?” Kara responded, but kept walking. The top was a beautiful shade of green and suddenly, the rude paramedic in yesterday’s CPR class popped into her head. Yes, the man was handsome, she had to give him that much. He was tall, muscular and had beautiful eyes the color of sea water—

Ah. That’s why he was in her head. The color of that blouse reminded her.

She shook her head, amused by the way her thoughts leaped these days, and turned into Accessories. She had no time for men right now and even if she did, she’d choose one she at least liked.

She examined the purses and wallets and tote bags and suddenly laughed. Where was her brain? Purses and wallets were not bridal shower gifts. Undaunted, she headed down another aisle, but nothing sang Perfect to her. With a sigh, she took out her cell phone and tapped Sabrina’s entry.

“Hi, Kara. What’s up?”

“Help!”

“Uh oh. Shopping?”

“How did you guess?”

“Because I’m doing the same thing and was just about to call you.”

The two women laughed. “I do have one idea,” Bree began. “Jade’s been saying for ages how she wants a real home office. What if we all coordinated and got her—”

“Stuff for her office? That’s brilliant!” Kara grinned just as Nadia squirmed and squealed in her stroller. She unzipped her bag, pulled out the sippy cup and handed it to her happy baby. Nadia settled down. Kara pushed the stroller to the rear of the store. “Okay. Bulletin boards. Memo cubes. Oooo, organizers. Desk sets.”

“Oh, I like that idea,” Bree cut in. “Send me a picture.”

Baby Nadia drained her sippy cup. “Ma.”

“In a minute, baby.” Kara picked up one of the blotter sets. “I found one that’s beautiful. Blotter, pencil cup, note cube, and a tissue box cover in a gorgeous blue print. Hold on, I’ll send you an image.” Kara tapped her phone, snagged the image and sent it off to Bree.

Nadia threw her cup out of the stroller just as Bree exclaimed, “Oh, I love this! But what’s that giant letter on the right of the frame?”

Kara stepped around the baby’s stroller. “Ooo, they’re paperweights. Initial paperweights. Should I get her one for her first name or her last?”

“The new last name, definitely,” Bree decided. Kara crouched down, found an S and hefted it up. “Okay. Got an S. I’m going to grab the blotter set, too. How about you?”

“I know this is a long shot, but I saw a gorgeous vintage desk that will go perfectly in that room, right under the window. What if we all kick in? I’ll call Cass.”

“And I’ll call Elena.”

“Perfect! The blue of the fabric on that blotter is going to look amazing.”

“This is a great idea, Bree—”

Kara couldn’t speak when she stepped back in front of the stroller. Couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. The paperweight slid from her fingers, crashed to the floor.

She crumbled after it.

The stroller was empty.

Chapter Three
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Reid strolled down the street, enjoying the warm sun and air. It galled him to spend his unexpected day off shopping, but he’d given Gene his word he’d try to make a nice impression on his girlfriend’s cousin. Even though he wasn’t all that into double dating, he’d show up and give it his best shot. And that meant a shirt that fit well, didn’t have any missing buttons or advertising logos or catsup stains. His sisters were always going on about his hazel green eyes, said he should play them up, so he was on a mission to find a decent green shirt. He shrugged. Eyes were eyes. Didn’t much matter what color they were.

Thinking about eyes suddenly put that pretty blond back in his brain. The way she’d told off the three rude women in his class, eyes blazing. Kara Larsen was her name, according to her registration form. She was a wonder. He loved that she’d taken his class seriously. He loved the way she’d looked, the way she’d dressed, even the way she’d spoken.

Stop. He told himself.

There could be nothing with her. She was a mother.

That baby. Big blue eyes, honey-colored curls—she looked so much like Erin, he had a brief moment of terror that it was Erin and that he’d fallen into some kind of nightmare.

Jaw clenched, he forced himself to regroup and move on. With any luck, Vickie’s cousin from Atlanta would enjoy his company. He pulled open the door to TJ Maxx, determined to find a shirt that might make his sisters happy.

Inside the store, he made his way to the men’s department, picked through the shirts. Button down, polo or T-shirt? He had no damn clue. With a sigh, he stepped back, ran a hand over his head and froze.

There, at the end of the shoe display, stood a baby.

“Erin.”

He pressed a fist to the hole in his gut.

The baby squealed and took off at a waddling run, waving a plastic cup with a lid on it. He chased her, caught up to her seconds before she reached the escalator. His heart damn near stopped at the thought of escalators and those curls. He scooped her up into arms that felt like two strands of spaghetti and just stared at her.

It was the same baby from the CPR class. Where was her mother? Where the hell was her mother?

“Ma,” the tiny human said, thumping his chest with a fat little hand.

“Good question.” He found his voice and with it, his temper. Mouth tight, he strode through the store, spotted the pretty blond from his class taking snapshots of desk accessories, for God’s sake. Her stroller was parked two feet away. Just as he was about to call out, she noticed the empty carriage. Her face lost all its color and everything in her hands slid to the floor.

“NADIA!”

Her eardrum-shattering scream bounced off all the walls in the store. People stopped and stared. A security guard ran toward her just as she fell to her knees. Reid crossed the aisles, the baby rubbing her hand on the bit of stubble on his cheeks. “Hey! Miss Larsen!”

The woman was hysterical.

“Ma!” The baby in his arms shouted and that got her attention.

“Nadia? Oh, God. Oh, my God!” She scrambled to her feet, ran toward him and snatched the baby from his arms, pressing kisses to her face. “Thank you, thank you. Oh, God! I thought she was taken, kidnapped, murdered—”

“Stop,” he snapped out the order that had mother and child blinking up at him in shock. “She wasn’t taken or kidnapped or murdered. She was toddling along by men’s shoes, completely unsupervised while you’re over here chatting on your friggin’ cell phone! Do you have any idea what could have happened to her?”

He wasn’t sure where all this temper was coming from.

All he knew was that by the end of that sentence, he was shouting so loudly, his throat ached. Worse, he was just winding up. Jabbing a finger in the air, he added, “You know, people like you don’t deserve kids.”

Huge brown eyes slipped shut and he knew he’d gone too far, knew he’d hurt her.

He’d wanted to hurt her and that scared the tar out of him.

Her face—already bloodless—went paler. She nodded and sniffled. “You’re right. You’re completely right. I don’t deserve her. Thank you for saving her.”

With one last kiss to the baby’s head, the woman buckled the protesting baby back into her stroller, bent to retrieve the cell phone, and made a fast exit. When she was out of sight, Reid let out his breath, painfully aware that every eye in the store was pinned to him—as well as quite a few cell phones. He tugged his cap over his face and stalked back to the men’s department, grabbed the first shirt he saw, and headed for the cashier.

Last thing he needed was the chief coming down on him for his poor public relations skills.

“Cash or credit?” The cashier inquired softly.

Reid cleared his throat. “Um. Cash.”

“You were right. She wasn’t watching her baby. You were right to yell at her.”

He stared at the girl. She couldn’t be more than twenty-one years old. What the hell did she know about watching kids, being responsible for them? He took out his wallet, whipped out a twenty and shook his head. “No. I wasn’t. She was in shock. I never should have let her leave here like that.”

She bagged his shirt, handed him some change and a receipt. He didn’t bother to thank her. Just grabbed his bag and ran in the direction Ms. Larsen took when she left the store.
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Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God!

Kara walked fast down the street, sobs backing up in her throat. The fear that had run through her. It was like a cold blade straight through her core. One minute Nadia was sipping from her cup and the other, she was simply gone.

Shivering despite the warm weather, Kara walked faster. Her phone buzzed but she knew she’d completely lose it if she had to tell the story about what just happened. She needed to settle down. She needed peace.

She needed her mother.

She pushed Nadia’s stroller to the September 11th Memorial. She’d adjusted the stroller so that the baby faced her instead of the street. She would never take her eyes off her daughter again. Once inside the park, she strolled directly to the fountain and found her mother’s name on the brass plaque. Marie Larsen had been a financial advisor with Burke and Kirkpatrick, a firm whose headquarters had been located in the World Trade Center. The Trade Center was gone now; in its place, a new Freedom Tower and this beautiful memorial.

Her grave.

Kara traced her mother’s name in the brass and felt the hot heavy tears flow. “Mom! Oh, God, Mom, I almost lost her today.”

She bowed her head over the plaque and let the fear and the grief take her for a few minutes. When she raised her head, it was just in time to witness Nadia escape her safety strap and take off across the plaza.

“Nadia! Come back here!”

With a shriek of laughter, the baby ran.
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The streets were busy—a New York City lunch hour always was—but there was no sign of Kara Larsen and her blue baby carriage.

Cursing, Reid strode south. He’d completely flipped out on her. Okay, so she should have been watching her kid instead of gabbing on the phone, but he knew better than anybody just how slippery toddlers could be. In fact, he wasn’t sure if she’d noticed that the baby’s seatbelt was still buckled when she’d firmly put the screaming toddler back into the stroller.

He had.

The kid had executed a Houdini. She wasn’t the first to wriggle out of a safety strap. He shuddered at the times he’d had to respond to the end result of such times. Regardless, he was way too hard on her. She’d paid careful attention during his class, even though she’d had a baby with her. And every time she’d looked at that baby, he’d seen her brown eyes soften with love.

He knew love like that. Well, he had known it once.

Now, he was empty. His temper spiked and not for the first time, he wished the chief would let him teach a Preventable Accidents class so he could show these moronic parents just what happens to toddlers while they send out one more email or answer one more call.

He walked for blocks and found himself at the September 11th Memorial. The trees on the Memorial Plaza were blooming, providing welcome patches of shade in the June sun. He was still hot from anger and needed a nice quiet patch of shade. He sat on a bench facing the twin fountains, a spot he’d frequently visited.

His brother had died out there, one of the first responders who’d run into the burning towers while hundreds had run out. Reid missed him like he’d miss his arm or his leg. Not a day went by when he didn’t look for Kyle, talk to him, confide in him. He supposed it was his imagination. Or his grief. He didn’t really care to explain it away. All he knew was that he took comfort in talking to Kyle. And yes, sometimes, Kyle talked back.

“Kyle,” he whispered to the trees and swore he heard his brother chuckle.

Wow, you really messed up.

Reid sighed. Hard to argue when it was the truth. He slid his sunglasses into the neck of his shirt and scrubbed at his face. This day completely sucked and he still had a full shift to work tonight.

Cut her a break, man. She’s a single mother.

Reid pressed his lips together. He had cut her a break. That’s why he’d backed off, wasn’t it?

Bullshit. You backed off because you’re scared.

He scrubbed a hand over his hair. “Jeez, Kyle. I come here for comfort not torture.”

Yeah, yeah. Look, Reid. You need to stop punishing yourself for what happened to Erin.

Reid’s temper surged and his hands fisted. “Leave it alone, Kyle.”

Can’t do that, bro. You need a second chance. And here it comes again.

“What the hell are you—”

A panicked scream split the peace and quiet of the park. He’d heard that scream before.

“Nadia!”

He whipped around, found Kara Larsen chasing the same little girl he’d rescued barely twenty minutes ago. Christ, did this woman never learn anything? To make things worse, the baby was running straight for him.

With a loud curse, he stooped down and let the toddler run right into his arms, bracing himself for the spike of pain that lanced through his heart when she did.

God, she even smelled like Erin. Adjusting her comfortably to one hip, he stalked toward her insane mother.

“You,” she sneered, snatching her daughter from his arms.

“Twice in thirty minutes,” he taunted with a pointed glance at the large watch he wore on his left wrist. “Must be some kind of record.”

“I’m sorry she bothered you.” She whipped around and strode back to the fountain, where she’d left the baby’s stroller.

Reid blinked at that. She hadn’t bothered him. Not exactly. “Okay, look.” He hurried to catch up to her. “I’m sorry. I may have, ah, over-reacted a little.”

She said nothing, just continued walking back to the stroller.

He noticed the strap was still fastened. He lifted it with one finger. “Look. This strap you’re using is a joke. You need to buy her a safety harness she can’t wriggle out of, understand?”

She spun around, her eyes all but exploding from her face. “Of course I understand! I am a certified financial advisor who holds two graduate degrees. Do not speak to me like I’m one of those three air-heads in your class.” She whirled again and Reid had to admit, a pang of guilt prickled his conscience until her cell phone buzzed and she took it out to answer the call. That’s when his already high blood pressure shot to red line levels.

He grabbed the phone out of her hand. “I don’t think you do.” He stepped up, invading her personal space. He knew he was being rude and condescending and didn’t much care. This was about preventing tragedy and she was going to damn well listen to him whether she wanted to hear it or not. “In my line of work, I know exactly what happens to kids whose parents spend too goddamn much time with their cell phones and shopping trips and selfies and trust me, lady, it ain’t pretty.”

He slapped the phone back into her hand and shoved his sunglasses back on. “Turn off the friggin’ phone and pay attention to your kid.”

He strode off and got halfway across the plaza before guilt caught up to him.
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Kara stared at the obnoxious paramedic’s back as he strode away, dozens of retorts and insults playing on her lips. Nadia squeaked and Kara felt every ounce of temper pour out of her body. She was tired. Oh, God! She was tired.

“Gah,” the baby said, pulling at the phone Reid Bennett had just slapped back into Kara’s hand. Absently, she let the baby have it and lowered her head to the bronze plaque that bordered the fountain, tracing her mother’s name.

For the first time since she’d gotten there, Kara noticed the dozens of other visitors and mourners milling around the Memorial and felt her face burn. How many had seen that exchange with the paramedic? How many had seen Nadia escape her stroller and shaken their heads at what a terrible mother she was? She’d just needed to buy a present. One present!

“Mom. Oh, God, Mom, I miss you so much. I brought her here because it’s your birthday and—and—”

She shut her eyes as the horrifying moment of shock at seeing that empty stroller replayed in her mind. Nausea. Crippling fear. Guilt so profound, it amazed her she was still vertical. All had converged in that one moment of time and she’d fallen to her knees.

Nadia sneezed and Kara found a tissue to wipe her tiny nose. She tossed the tissue in a trash bin. It hit her then. A sudden vicious kick to the forehead. She’d never have more babies. This was it. A family of two.

And she couldn’t even handle that much.

She shook her head, tucked the phone in her bag, and turned Nadia’s stroller for home. She never noticed Reid Bennett standing nearby, hands shoved in his pockets, watching.

Chapter Four
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Reid watched Kara Larsen leave the Memorial, baby Nadia safely facing her mother in her navy blue stroller. He hadn’t heard what she’d said to the name engraved on the north pool. But he’d seen her body language. And that confirmed he was the biggest kind of ass there was.

He watched her back until she disappeared and then he slowly walked to the edge.


Marie Elise Larsen


Her mother.

How did he know that? He had no damn idea. He just did.

A muscle twitched in his jaw and only then did he realize he’d been clenching it. Wrong. Wrong. Wrong! That single word echoed inside his head. This was all so wrong, so freakin’ ironic, he could hear Alanis Morissette singing it.

His daughter. His brother. He was barely thirty-three years old and already had lost so many, it frequently surprised him when he remembered there were countless others who had suffered tragic losses of their own. He wondered what Marie Larsen had been like. He imagined her—blond hair like Kara’s, reading bedtime stories to the baby. Nadia would have called her Nana, like Erin had called his mother. She’d have bought frilly dresses and hair ribbons and enough stuffed animals to fill an entire apartment.

Help her.

His brother’s command sent a chill skating down his back and he went still. A picture formed in his mind, a picture so clear, it almost took him to his knees. A woman he didn’t know and had never seen, holding Erin on her lap, reading The Velveteen Rabbit, her favorite story.

“Jesus, Kyle, what are you doing to me?” Tears burned the back of his eyes but he wouldn’t cry. He couldn’t. He never had. It was like he just...switched off or something since the day he’d lost Erin. He’d never visited her grave. He’d never looked at her picture. He couldn’t bear it.

Showing you.

“Well, stop. I can’t.”

You won’t.

The image faded and took with it his brother’s comforting presence. His lips trembled but he put his sunglasses on and left the park.
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Late that night, Kara prowled her apartment, cell phone pressed to her face. “Laney, it was like losing Mom all over again...only worse. Impossibly worse. I’m supposed to protect her and I—”

“Stop, honey. Nadia’s fine and worrying about all the what-ifs will make you crazy.”

“I can’t!” Kara stood in the hall where the wall was scarred from the toy Nadia had thrown, and peeked in on her sleeping daughter for what had to have been the hundredth time, staring at the steady rise and fall of her tiny chest. Her breathing was noisy and Kara’s stomach dropped. As if today hadn’t been eventful enough.

“Kara, you’re a wonderful mother—”

“I’m not, Laney!” Kara flopped on the living room sofa. “I never saw her leave that stroller...God!” A sob cracked her voice. “And now she’s coming down with something.”

With a bone-deep yearning, Kara wished her mother were there. Mom had been so accurate it was scary. Kara had been nineteen years old, away at college, when her mom had called her the day after she’d lost her virginity. Kara would have blamed Elena for squealing to their mother except she’d never told her sister. Mom had just known.

“How is she now?”

Kara wiped away tears. “Asleep but her breathing is loud. She’s almost snoring.”

“I’m coming over.”

Through the phone, Kara heard Lucas, her sister’s husband, murmur something. “No, no, Laney, we’re fine. Stay with Luke.”

“You sure? I can be there in twenty minutes or so.”

“Yes. I’m sure. It’s almost midnight. I don’t want you riding the PATH train at this hour.”

“Okay. Call if you need us.”

Kara tossed her cell phone to the coffee table in front of her sofa and sighed. She’d thought she could do this. She’d really believed she could be a good mother, just like her own mother had been. When Steve bailed after she’d told him she was pregnant, she’d naively thought she could love their baby enough for both of them. But nobody told her that babies came pre-installed with their own little personalities. Even Bree, whose own daughter was now twelve years old, never mentioned how mind-blowing, stomach-churning hard motherhood could be.

Mom had made it look so easy. She’d worked outside the house, had four children, kept the house and filled their lives with all sorts of enrichment opportunities. Kara had fond memories of dance classes and music lessons, museum trips and scouts. Mom had never lost Elena or one of the boys in a busy department store.

God, she missed her mother. She stared at her phone and on a whim, tapped the contact still stored but of course, Mom’s number had long since been disconnected or reassigned or retired or whatever the wireless companies did with dead numbers.

Dead. The word almost choked her. She was about to toss the phone down, when the list of alerts caught her attention. She scrolled through the reminders and cursed out loud.

She’d forgotten all about Ronald T. Saxon. He’d called earlier.

Twice.

“Oh, Mom,” she said on a sob. Kara covered her face and let the tears fall.

She must have dozed. She jolted back to awareness, found herself curled on one end of the sofa, heart pounding and head full. Something had awakened her. She listened, heard only the hum of the building. She shifted, deciding her bed was more comfortable than the sofa. She took one more peek at her daughter and heard it. A bark. Her baby was gasping for air, every breath whistling in the quiet night.

Kara grabbed her from the crib, strode to the bathroom, and ran the shower hot. Steam was good. That was what all the books had taught her. Nadia stirred, tried to breathe, but launched into a coughing fit that jerked her entire body, every cough sounding like the bark of a baby seal.

“Oh, God,” Kara gasped when she saw the baby’s hands.

They were blue.

She ran for the cell, still on the sofa where she’d tossed it, and dialed 911.
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Minutes ticked by, longer than hours. Finally, the buzzer sounded and Kara left Nadia in the middle of the living room floor, flung open the door, waited anxiously for the elevator to arrive on the fourth floor. She left the door open, went back to Nadia. Her feet and her hands were blue and her breath rattled in her tiny chest. Kara sat on the floor beside her, stroking the curls away from her face. She didn’t understand this. Nadia wasn’t sick until a few hours ago! She’d had a runny nose—that was all. She had a little cough and a runny nose. What happened? What the hell happened?

“Paramedics! Hello?”

“In here!”

Two men carrying canvas bags hurried in. Kara looked up, right into the scowling face of Reid Bennett.

“You,” he snarled.

It was him, the same paramedic who’d taught the CPR class. The same paramedic who’d rescued Nadia in the store. Kara could only shake her head. She didn’t care how much he hated her, how much she annoyed him. He had to help her little girl. He just had to.

“Mr. Bennett. Her hands. They’re blue. Please. Help her.”

He frowned, bent to the floor and did his job. “Patient is lethargic.” He whipped out a stethoscope and inserted it in his ears. He lifted the baby’s shirt, listened to her heart and lungs. “No signs of rash. No fever. Inspiratory and expiratory stridor.” He tilted the baby’s head back, flashed his pen light into her mouth. “Airway’s clear but tissues are swollen.”

“Heart rate’s high,” his partner, Jacob Stewart, muttered. “How much does she weigh, ma’am?”

“Um. Twenty-two pounds.”

“And how old is she?”

“She’ll be eighteen months old on the twenty-first.”

“Has she been sick?”

Kara spread her hands. “No! She was fine all day, until dinner. Then she started coughing and had a runny nose and acted strange. I gave her some cold medicine before bed.”

“Strange, how?”

“She didn’t want me to put her down. She’s not usually a cuddler.”

“When did the breathing issues begin?”

“She woke up about twenty minutes ago, barking like a little seal. I ran the shower but the steam didn’t help. When I saw her hands go blue, I called 911.”

“You did the right thing, ma’am,” the paramedic reassured her. He unzipped his bag, pulled out a pediatric oxygen ball valve mask and handed it to Reid.

Reid gently placed the mask over Nadia’s nose and mouth and began rapidly squeezing the ball. The baby made a small protest and that started another coughing fit.

The other paramedic shook his head. “We need to transport. Now.”

“What is it? Oh, God! Please. Is she okay?”

“Sounds like croup, probably spasmodic,” the nice paramedic replied. “Your daughter’s airway is swelling shut. We need to transport her immediately to the emergency room for intervention.”

“Okay. Okay. God. Yeah. Okay. Right.”

Kara stood up, ran to the bedroom, came back with a bag and began stuffing things inside it. Blanket, phone, keys, Nadia’s favorite Teddy bear. The paramedics packed up their gear, scooped up the baby, and moved for the elevator. Reid clicked the mic fastened to his shirt, began transmitting their patient’s vitals. “ETA, eight minutes.”

“Ambulance 6, acknowledged.”

With their tiny patient safely aboard their rig, Reid continued to squeezed the bag over Nadia’s nose and mouth while the other paramedic drove, lights and sirens on. Beside the stretcher, Kara watched, crying silently. Reid cursed. “Ms. Larsen. Kara! Look at me.”

Kara raised damp brown eyes to his and instead of the annoyance and disgust he’d shown her earlier that day, she saw kindness.

“She’ll be fine. She needs some albuterol, maybe some epinephrine, and she’ll be just fine.”

Kara shook her head. “She...she wasn’t even sick. How am I supposed to know? Something was off today. I knew it, but I didn’t know what and I nearly lost her.” She pressed a hand to her mouth and squeezed her eyes shut.

Reid kept pumping air into the baby’s lungs with one hand, gave her mother’s hand a squeeze with the other.

The rig turned sharply and slowed to a stop. Nadia started to fight against the mask over her face.

“Hello, little Miss Nadia,” he said, smiling down at her. “Remember me?”

She reached up a pudgy hand and patted his face.

“Oh, you do remember me. That’s a good girl.” The back door opened and together, he and his partner directed the stretcher out of the rig and into the Emergency Room. Nadia was getting increasingly more restless and frightened. “Kara, sit up here and hold her. Try to soothe and calm her down,” Reid ordered.

Kara sat on the bed, reached for her daughter as Reid transferred her from the stretcher, still pumping fresh air past swollen tissue. “Okay, baby. You’re okay now. Look! What’s this?” She took her cell phone out of her huge bag and let the baby play with it.

His partner whistled from the nurses’ station. “Bennett. Ready to roll. Come on.”

Kara froze. Leave? No! He couldn’t possibly leave her alone. Not now. She knew what he thought of her. She knew he thought she didn’t deserve Nadia and he was right. But right now, she didn’t care. All she knew was that she was completely, one-hundred percent, unable to take care of Nadia by herself.

A nurse took the mask from him. He turned to leave and before she could think twice, Kara flung out a hand, gripped his wrist. Shook her head.

“Ms. Larsen?” Reid tugged his arm but she only tightened her grip.

“Please. I...I can’t. I just can’t.”

The paramedic whistled again. “Bennett!”

Reid glanced back at Kara Larsen, put up a hand. “Yeah. Just a minute!” he called back. “Ms. Larsen, I need to get back to work.”

Kara bit her lip, shut her eyes. “Of course. I’m sorry. I know you have things to do, but please. You can’t leave me with her. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what’s wrong with her! What if I make another mistake and it kills her?” She was babbling. She was almost hysterical. His muscles tensed under her hand and she knew she was clutching him hard enough to bruise but didn’t care. All that mattered was Nadia.

Nothing else.

“Ms. Larsen. Kara! Look at me!”

Kara blinked up at the man who held Nadia’s life in his hands.

“You got anyone you can call?”

“Oh. Yeah. Sure.”

With a nod and a tight-lipped smile, he took out his own cell phone, exchanged it for the one Nadia was now waving around like a rattle. “Go ahead and call. I’ll stay with you until they get here.” Kara took her phone and dialed Elena, but Lucas answered.

“Luke?” Kara’s voice cracked. “It’s Nadia. She’s having trouble breathing. No, not yet. We’re waiting for the doctor now. Yes. Yes, please! Thank you. Thank you. I love you, too.”

“Nadia’s father?”

What? Oh. For a second, Kara thought Steve was there. “No, no. Lucas is my sister’s husband. They’re on their way.”

Reid only stared at her. “Shouldn’t you call Nadia’s father?”

Kara shook her head before he finished the sentence. “Nadia’s father took off the second I found out I was pregnant. I haven’t talked to him since. I’m not even sure he knows he has a daughter.”

“Gah,” Nadia said under her mask and Reid smiled down at her.

Kara gasped. Reid Bennett had a beautiful face when he wasn’t scowling. He caught her staring at him and she noticed she was still clutching his arm. She coughed, removed her hand like it burned. “Oh. Um. Sorry.”

“It’s my job.”

“Oh. Right. Of course.”

A woman wearing a lab coat over scrubs walked in.

“Doctor Warren. Patient is Nadia Larsen, eighteen months old, twenty-two pounds,” Reid gave his report as soon as the doctor reached the bed. He caught his phone before Nadia chucked it to the floor.

“Mom, hold her still, please,” Doctor Warren ordered while aiming a light into Nadia’s mouth. The baby gagged on the tongue depressor and started to cry in earnest. Kara struggled to hold her still and steady but Nadia seemed to suddenly have eight arms and legs.

“Nadia, no.” Reid’s firm voice did the trick. The baby stared at him, but stopped fighting. He held down her legs while Kara restrained her hands so Doctor Warren could finish her examination. With their heads bent over Nadia, Kara noticed Reid had a day-old growth of stubble on his cheeks that did nothing to hide the sharp cheekbones and cleft in a strong chin. Now that he wasn’t scowling, she could tell his eyes weren’t brown as she’d thought. No, they were green with specks of gray and maybe even a bit of gold and—

Oh, God, they were pinned to hers. She looked away, at the strong hands holding her daughter. He had huge hands, but they were gentle on her daughter’s soft skin and for that, she was grateful.

It took nearly thirty minutes for Elena and Lucas to arrive. By that time, Nadia was sleeping, a mask strapped to her face administering steroids.

“Kara! Oh, honey.”

On jellied legs, Kara stood up to grab her sister in a fierce hug. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Of course.” Lucas squeezed her hand on his way to Nadia’s bed. He curled one limp hand around his finger, a muscle in his jaw twitching. “I’ve never seen her so still. Even when she’s sleeping, she’s active.”

Laney’s lip quivered. “Oh, Kara. What’s wrong?”

Reid cleared his throat. “She’ll be fine. A bad case of croup. The doctor sedated her. They’re giving her nebulizer treatments. Steroids will open the airways, get her breathing normally again. You’re in for a long night, but she’ll be fine.”

Kara stepped away from her sister’s comforting hug and held out a hand that still trembled to Reid. “I know what you think of me. But thank you. For saving her. For staying with us.”

He squirmed, shifted, made a few non-committal sounds and nodded. He took a few steps, halted and then turned back, thinking of the grandmother Nadia had never met.

Help her, his brother had said.

He had and hoped it was enough.

Chapter Five
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Reid saved the report he’d typed up, shot it to the printer and yawned. Night shift sucked. He grabbed the print-out and stood. “Okay, Jay. I’m out.” He shook hands with Jacob, handed him the print-out.

“Yeah, thanks for the help tonight. Can I buy you breakfast before you grab your train?”

Reid thought about that for a moment. He didn’t have a train to catch. He lived in a dump not far from the fire station. But he’d been up since early yesterday morning. “Rain check? I need to crash.”

“You got it. Thanks again, man.” Jacob held up a hand and Reid left the office, grabbed his gear from the locker, and headed to the street. Before he reached the exit, Carrie, the administrative assistant called out.

“Bennett! Hold up.”

Reid turned, waited for her to catch up.

“Your CPR class the other day. You had four people not complete it?”

“Four? No. That should be three.”

The assistant shook her head. “Gene told me about the three women who confused this station with a singles cruise. But I also show insufficient rating for a...” she checked his clipboard. “Kara Larsen.”

“No, that’s an error. Kara Larsen completed the course.”

“Do you remember her ratings?”

Reid hesitated a second too long. “Uh, yeah. She completed the infant section with an eighty percent and the child section with a ninety.”

The assistant gave him the side-eye and slapped the form into his hand. “Retest her.”

Reid sighed. “Yes, ma’am.” He stuffed the form in his duffel bag and took off, stopping in his favorite coffee shop for a cup of liquid fuel. He slung his bag back on his shoulder, turned a corner and almost collided with...

Kara Larsen.

“Sorry, sor—oh. It’s you.”

The flat tone had him holding back a smile. “Ms. Larsen. How’s Nadia today?” From the flat hair and purple circles under her eyes, Reid figured it had been a rough night.

“Better. My sister is staying with her today while I—”

“Let me guess. Off to get your nails done?” He glanced at her hands, spotted the short, bare nails. “Or maybe another shopping trip?”

Her eyes narrowed and she stepped around him. He changed directions, fell into step beside her. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“No. I didn’t.”

He laughed. “Okay. Look. There was a problem with your test yesterday. You have to retake the class.”

She skidded to a stop and faced him. “I what? No. Out of the question. I don’t have time for more of your Dating Game contestants.”

He almost snorted. Dating Game. How old was this woman? “Okay, okay. How about if I meet you and just redo your test so you can get your card? We can even do it while your daughter naps. Shouldn’t take more than twenty or thirty minutes.”

She turned and walked away, heels stabbing the pavement with sharp clicks. She was wearing heels today. And looked damn good in them, not to mention the power suit that skimmed her curves.

In two strides, he’d caught up to her. “You sure it’s a good idea to leave a baby who’d almost stopped breathing?”

She halted and spun so fast, she damn near cut his cheek with a whip of her hair. “The hospital released my daughter, which I have to believe they wouldn’t have done if she were still at risk. I left her in the extremely capable hands of her godmother while I keep an appointment that may very well allow me to keep my job. So if you’ll excuse me.”

Keep her job. Reid suddenly remembered she was a single mother. What kind of guy leaves a woman who’s pregnant with his kid? Swallowing back his opinions of this guy, he shook his head. “I can’t excuse you. I’m sorry. I have to retest you.”

Kara’s face was flushed with color and Reid had to admit, it suited her. With a loud sigh, she pulled out her always handy cell phone and checked her calendar. “This afternoon. Two o’clock.”

He almost winced. Technically, that would be like four or five AM for him. “Fine. I’ll be at your place around two.”

She nodded. “Here’s my address—”

“I’ve got it. It’s on your registration form.”

“Make it three o’clock.”

He raised his cup to her in a toast. “Have a good day.”
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A good day.

Yeah, sure.

Since Nadia’s birth, Kara typically did what she had to do and fell into an exhausted sleep each night only to repeat it the next morning. She didn’t notice good days from bad.

Until now.

She’d had all of two hours of sleep and was on her way to meet Ronald T. Saxon, the biggest client of her career and didn’t care whether she signed him or not.

No, that wasn’t true.

She couldn’t lie to herself. Of course she cared. Just not as much as she should, given her position. She knew how lucky she was. She was well-educated, her professional reputation was solid and afforded her luxuries like being able to cut back on her hours, work from home whenever she needed, and even say no to certain assignments. She hated herself for this, but she couldn’t say no to Saxony House.

And that only shined a brighter light on all her shortcomings as a mother.

She walked into the lobby, barely nodded to the security guard and rode the elevator to her floor. Deep in her spiral of self-flagellation, she barely acknowledged the greetings called out from colleagues and settled in her office, pulling up specs and background information and her notes—such as they were, given everything that had taken her focus off this particular client.

She rose, fetched coffee and skimmed the notes, but her attention kept wandering to green eyes and stubbled cheeks.

“Kara, are you—Oh.” Mr. Drew opened her office door and frowned at her. “Wow. You look terrible.”

Stung, she managed a tiny smile. “Words every woman longs to hear.”

“Sorry, sorry. Are you okay?”

Tears almost drowned her but she managed to stop the deluge. She shook her head. “I called 911 last night. Nadia turned blue.”

“My God, Kara. What happened?” Her boss shut the door and took the seat near her desk, his handsome face creased with concern.

“Ah, croup, they told me. They kept her until about six this morning, gave her steroids and nebulizer treatments. She’s with my sister now.”

Mr. Drew angled his head and studied her for a long moment. “Kara, do you want this client? Be honest. If you don’t, I can—”

A wave of tears pressed on the dam she’d erected but she swallowed and held up a hand. “Mr. Drew, I do want this client. But the timing—”

“I understand. We’ll tell Saxon the truth. He asked for you by name. If he’s unwilling to wait, then—”

Gratitude rose up along with the tears and Kara trembled. “Thank you, sir.”

A knock on the door interrupted them. Tracy opened it and escorted Ronald T. Saxon inside.

“Mr. Saxon. Welcome.” Mr. Drew extended a hand. “This is Kara Larsen.”

Ronald T. Saxon was not what Kara had expected. She’d expected old money and an upper crust accent and privilege. That’s what her research had shown. But he was younger than she expected; no older than fifty. He wore slacks and an untucked shirt, sunglasses tucked carelessly into the open V at the neck. He had a full head of silver hair with a trim beard. He grinned and shook her hand. “Kara, it’s great to finally meet you. You have quite a reputation.”

Stunned, Kara stuttered. “Oh, um. Well, that’s flattering.”

He shook his head. “Flattery’s usually false. That wasn’t.” He sat down at one of the chairs in front of Kara’s desk, put a cardboard tray of Starbucks in front of them. “I bought four regulars. Help yourselves.”

Already at ease, Kara did. She stepped around to her chair and realized she really did want this client. She would find a way to make this work. While Kara and Mr. Drew sipped from the cardboard cups, Mr. Saxon pulled out a tablet and set it on Kara’s desk. He tapped the screen a few times and a photo appeared.

It was of a child. A little girl, not much older than Nadia, sitting in a wheelchair. Beside her was a model dressed as a cartoon princess. The child smiled like it was Christmas morning but the yellow tinge to her complexion made it clear she was critically ill.

“This is Marnie. She’s my neighbors’ little girl. They’ve got four children. The oldest is the same age as my son. I’ve known these folks for a long, long time. When Marnie was about three, she was diagnosed with a rare disorder.” Mr. Saxon frowned at his coffee cup for a long moment. “I won’t bore you with all the medical jargon but the net-net is Marnie died shortly after this picture was taken.”

Kara swallowed hard. Her emotions were already hovering way too close to the surface. Looking at pictures of a little girl who’d never grow up after spending the night in the hospital while her own daughter struggled to breathe was simply too much. Her eyes slipped closed and Mr. Saxon continued.

“After Marnie passed, we found out that a promising drug therapy might have saved her but it was mired in miles of government red tape. I want to fund research into treatment for kids like Marnie, get them access to the things that work as fast as we safely can.”

“The foundation you want to establish,” Kara said.

“Yes. Marnie’s Love.”

Kara smiled. “Okay. Tell us how you envision this foundation and how you’ll grant funding.”

Mr. Saxon dipped back into his case and pulled out a folder. “I’ve already spoken to my lawyers and set aside the funds for initial start-up costs, licenses and fees, and recruiting my board. Kara, I’ve heard you’re heavily involved in the September’s Families Guild. I want Marnie’s Love to operate on a similar basis.”

She winced. September’s Families had saved her after she lost her mother. She’d been a steady supporter and had volunteered countless hours to the cause. Since Nadia’s birth, Kara’s involvement had dwindled to almost nothing. These days, Elena devoted much of her free time to the cause, along with her new husband. “SFG is a non-profit foundation, Mr. Saxon. We could go that route but have you considered a donor-advised foundation instead?”

“You’re not the first to suggest a DAF but I don’t know much about them. What’s the advantage?”

“Immediate tax benefits plus it’s much easier to establish and manage from an administrative standpoint,” Kara responded. “We find a fiscal sponsor partner—an existing charitable non-profit who does all the heavy lifting. You set aside the funding and the plan for distributing those funds and the partner takes care of disbursing money according to the terms you specify. It could be to a single charity or numerous ones doing the kind of research you want to support.”

Kara’s cell phone buzzed. A quick glance at the screen and her heart twisted. “I’m sorry. I have to take this.” She answered the call without waiting for a reply from either gentleman. “Elena? What’s wrong?”

“Hi, Kara. Nadia has a fever. It’s 101. She has no other symptoms. I even checked her for rashes.”

Fever? She didn’t have a fever yesterday. Does croup cause fevers? Maybe it was her teeth. “Okay. Give her a dose of the baby acetaminophen and watch her. In three hours, if she’s still feverish, give her the ibuprofen dose, too.”

“Okay. Got it.”

“Thanks, Laney.”

When she ended the call, Kara found both men watching her, wearing twin looks of concern.

“Kara, you have a child who’s ill?”

She nodded. “Yes, Mr. Saxon. My daughter had to be rushed to the hospital last night. She’s doing much better today—or she was, until now. Apparently, she’s now running a fever.”

“How old is she?”

Kara reached for her phone again, tapped the screen and showed him a picture of Nadia she’d snapped just the other day. “Eighteen months old on the twenty-first. Her name’s Nadia.”

“Nadia,” he echoed. “How beautiful.” He stood up, gathered his papers and handed her the folder. “Go home, Kara. Take care of your daughter. This will wait until you’re ready.”

Touched, Kara nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

He stood up, coffee cup in one hand, case in the other. “Jonathan, thank you for arranging this meeting. Kara, I look forward to working with you. Keep the file. I want to know more about the DAF option you suggested.”

“I’ll find you a list of potential sponsors and we’ll go from there,” Kara agreed.

Mr. Saxon shook their hands and opened the office door. In the open space, he turned back. “Kara, I’ve got a car waiting for me outside. Happy to drop you wherever you need to be.”

Kara shot an anxious glance toward her boss. It wasn’t entirely appropriate but it would save her time. “Are you sure it’s no trouble?”

“I wouldn’t have offered if it was.”

Grateful, she nodded and began collecting her belongings and five minutes later, was sitting in the rear of a comfortable SUV with tinted windows. Quickly, she gave Mr. Saxon’s driver her address and settled back with a sigh. It was the first time she’d relaxed that day.

“I like the donor-advised foundation idea,” Mr. Saxon said. Before Kara could respond, he added, “I like even more that you were willing to put my goals for this fund before your own need for commission.”

Ah. Kara nodded. He’d spoken to other advisors then. She’d wondered if he had. “I’m fortunate, Mr. Saxon. I’m good at what I do and can comfortably support my daughter and myself. I don’t have to chase commissions. I can choose the challenges that interest me.”

One silver eyebrow arched at her. “Oh, I’m a challenge?”

“Of course,” she admitted without hesitation. “Saxony House has been around for a very long time and has in-house counsel, not to mention a long-standing relationship with two of the top fifty firms in the city.”

“Saxony House is my family’s business. Like you, I’m fortunate that my name allows me to live comfortably.” He paused, watched a construction crew digging up a street. “I’m bored with retail, Kara. That baby girl—”

Abruptly, he broke off and turned to face her more directly. “Please forgive me because this is going to sound so arrogant. You know what my family is worth? What I’m worth? Marnie never got to see her fourth birthday. I could have helped her, helped her parents, if I’d known the biggest obstacle blocking her treatment wasn’t government approval, but insurance forms and copays. If they’d come to me in time, I could have covered it all and not noticed the dent. I spend my days planning sales events and ordering next season’s couture and a little girl died.” He shook his head and turned to look out the window again.

Kara said nothing. He was wrong, though. He didn’t sound arrogant.

He sounded human.
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To Reid’s surprise, he slept like a baby despite the sounds of the city playing outside his window and woke up refreshed. He grabbed a quick shower, shaved, and drained two cups of coffee before leaving the house.

He was halfway to Kara’s building when he realized he had a problem.

“Damn it. Travis and Trevor.”

Yeah, it was kind of hard to certify somebody on CPR without the CPR practice dummies. He made a quick detour back to the fire house, took the cases from the storage closet, and hailed a cab at the curb.

He made it to Kara’s building with five minutes to spare. He hauled the two cases from the taxi just as a sleek black SUV slowed to a stop. He didn’t spare the car a second glance until Kara Larsen stepped out of it—followed by some smooth rich dude who looked old enough to be her father.

“...not arrogant at all. I think you’re incredibly sweet.” He heard Kara tell the guy, who smiled, shook his head, and murmured something in response Reid couldn’t hear. Whatever it was made Kara’s face go all soft and trembly and suddenly, Reid wanted to pummel the man.

Wait, what if he was actually Kara’s father?

“I’ll be in touch, Mr. Saxon.”

Yeah, so definitely not her dad. Reid watched this Saxon watch Kara stride on high heels into her building and then realized he’d need a hand hauling the dummy cases up to her floor. He hurried after her, glaring at Saxon as he climbed back in his fancy ride.

He caught up to her at the elevator. “Hold the door, please.”

A small hand jutted through the door just before it slid shut. “Oh. It’s you.”

A sarcastic retort floated on his tongue but he swallowed it back when he got a good look at her. “Did you get any sleep last night?”

“Not really.”

She looked straight ahead, watched the floor indicators light up in turn.

“Neither did I.”

It took her a minute and then she sniffed once. “Funny.”

Third floor. “So, you, ah, dating the Dos Equis guy?” He waved his hand toward the street.

Her head snapped around. “The Dos—do you mean Mr. Saxon?”

When he said nothing, she rolled her eyes. “Not that it’s any of your business, but Mr. Saxon is a new client. When he heard Nadia was sick, he gave me a ride home.”

Fourth floor. The doors slid open and she stepped out, heels clicking on the floor, keys jingling in her hand. “And what do you care anyway?”

Damn good question.

She opened the door to her apartment for him. He wheeled Travis and Trevor into the living room where he’d administered air to baby Nadia the night before, and found another blond sitting on the sofa, eyeballing him. On her lap, baby Nadia lounged, clutching a bear and a blanket. Her face was flushed and she didn’t smile.

“Ms. Larsen.” He jerked his chin at the woman he’d met at the hospital, Kara’s sister.

“Mrs. Adair,” Kara corrected him, crossing the room to press her palm to her daughter’s forehead.

“You can just call me Elena.”

“I’m Reid. Reid Bennett.”

“Nice to meet you. Thank you. For last night, I mean.”

Reid nodded, turned to Trevor’s case, unlatched it. “Is right here good?”

“Good enough.” Kara disappeared down a hallway so Reid took the time to study the baby on Kara’s sister’s lap.

“The baby’s breathing well today? No more barking?”

“She has a fever.”

Ah. That explained why the baby was so lethargic.

He stepped closer, knelt on the floor and smiled. “Hi, Nadia.” He brushed the honey curls off her face, ignoring the way his fingers seemed to scream for more. Her face was hot. But the baby didn’t smile. She just blinked at him. He didn’t have any gear with him, but he wanted to hear her lungs. Without asking, he put his ear to the baby’s chest, ignoring the sudden tension in Elena Adair.

“What are you doing?”

He turned, straightened and found Kara standing in the living room wearing jeans and a T-shirt now. The high heels and the power suit were gone.

“I wanted to hear her chest. She’s much clearer.”

Kara nodded and stared at him. He stared back until she cleared her throat. “So, um, how do you want to do this?”

Right. The dummies. He quickly unlatched the cases, put each on the carpeted floor. “Okay, you remember the class? You come across baby Trevor, lifeless. What do you do?”

“Um, airway, breathing, and compressions.”

He lifted his eyebrows. “Don’t tell me. Show me.” He waved a hand over Trevor.

“Oh. Um, right.” Kara inched closer and lowered herself to her knees. “Um. Trevor! Trevor!” She shouted, patting the dummy’s feet and shaking his shoulder. “No response.” She put her hand on the dummy’s forehead and gently lifted his head up, putting an ear to his face. “I don’t see his chest moving or feel air on my face. Starting CPR.” She pressed her mouth over the dummy’s nose and lips and blew two fast breaths into the body. With two fingers, she pressed down on the dummy’s chest.

Reid noted her finger position. She began compressions. At thirty, she bent and administered two more breaths.

“I’d stop right now to call 911, then resume.”

“Good.” Reid checked off the boxes on the form. “Nice work.” He moved to Travis. “Okay. Same scenario. You walk in, find Travis unresponsive. What do you do?”

Kara stared at the figure and tucked her hair behind her ears. “Travis! Travis!” She tried to rouse the ‘child’.

She repeated her earlier actions but Reid noted her hand placement was incorrect. He leaned over, moved her hands up about an inch on the figure’s sternum. He drew his hands up her arms, stopped at her elbows, locked them. “Begin compressions.”

She performed the compressions properly so he checked that off his form.

“Ma! Ma! Ma!” Nadia whined.

“I’ll take her to the other room, Kara. Finish your test.” Elena scrambled to her feet, disappeared down the same hallway.

“Okay, you passed.” Reid handed her the form, showed her where to sign. “Sorry about the mix-up.”

She merely shook her head. He got a whiff of something sweet, like apples. Green apples. He liked it so he didn’t move away. He just stood there, looking at her. He liked looking at Kara Larsen. She was beautiful, even with the circles under her eyes and the anxiety puckering her forehead. He opened his mouth, about to tell her so.

And then that damn cell phone of hers pinged. She scrambled to check the display. “Nadia’s medicine. It’s time for her next dose,” she quickly explained and he winced.

Okay, so this time, it was a halfway decent use for a cell phone.

He watched Kara move to the kitchen, pour a dose into a cup.

“Hold it.” Reid put up a hand. “Don’t you have one of those medicine syringes?”

Kara sucked on a cheek and shot him a ball-shriveling look. “Yeah. In her room.”

“Okay, look. I get that I’m not your favorite person, but making sure little Nadia gets the right dose, the whole dose, is important. Will you let me show you?”

Brown eyes narrowed at him and she blew out a breath, ruffling the hair on her forehead. “Fine. Come on.”

She led him down the hall and into Nadia’s room. Elena was rocking the baby on a chair in the corner.

“It’s time for her next dose, Laney. Reid’s going to do it.”

Elena’s eyebrows shot up, but she said nothing, just stood and carefully transferred Nadia to Reid’s arms. Kara took a medicine syringe from a drawer, poured the cup full of medicine into it and handed it to Reid.

“Okay, right now, she’s a little mellow, but when she’s feeling better, she’s going to fight you. This is how you overcome that.” He sat on the rocker Elena just vacated, adjusting Nadia on his lap. From over her head, he cupped her face, and gently pinched her nose shut. When she opened her mouth, he squirted the medicine into the back of her throat. She coughed once, shot him the same look her mother so often skewered him with and said, “Gah.”

Reid laughed. “Yep. It’s not juice, that’s for sure. But it is good for you so you can get better fast.” He pressed her tiny button of a nose.

The baby squirmed on his lap and put her head down on his shoulder. The laugh died on his lips. He wrapped both arms around Nadia and wished he could just sit there for the rest of his life, rocking her. His eyes slipped shut and his entire body ached for Erin.

When the tears burned behind his eyes, he stood up, put the baby into Kara’s arms and thrust his hands deep into his pockets. “I know it’s not elegant but it works.” His voice was gruff. “Don’t mix medicine into food or drink unless you clear it with the doc first. And never tell her it’s candy or yummy or anything like that. I gotta go.”

He didn’t wait for a reply. He strode back to the other room, fastened Trevor and Travis back in their cases. Time to get the hell out of there.
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“Oh. My. God.” Elena collapsed onto the sofa, fanning her face. “That man is hotter than the sun. Totally PD.”

With the baby on her hip, Kara closed her front door, locked it, and rolled her eyes. “You’ve been married all of six months. Shouldn’t Lucas be the only guy you call panty-dropping?”

Elena waved a hand in annoyance. “Oh, trust me, Luke has nothing to worry about. Reid didn’t even notice I was in the room. Neither did you, for that matter,” she added with an eyebrow wiggle.

Kara joined her sister on the other end of the couch. “Oh, please. He can’t stand me. He thinks I’m a bad mother.”

Elena rocked her head from side to side. “I admit, he’s opinionated about the way things should be done. But I didn’t see disapproval in those very nice eyes of his. He checked out your boobs. And you kept looking at his butt.”

“Oh, God, Laney.” Kara shut her eyes and lowered her head. “I’ve been out of high school for a very long time, you know.”

“Yeah, I know. That doesn’t mean there wasn’t a Look.”

“What look?”

Elena’s smile widened. “The look, Kara. The one like a full page ad screaming, I want you.”

Kara’s face grew hot. “Okay. So I looked. It doesn’t mean we’ll be choosing china patterns.”

“Give it time. It obviously hasn’t occurred to you that this whole there’s a problem with your certification form thing this afternoon might have been just a ploy to see you again?”

Kara froze. It hadn’t. She thought about that for a minute and then shook her head. “No. If anything, he orchestrated that just to check up on us. Maybe he thinks I keep Nadia chained to her crib or something.”

“Ma!” Nadia squirmed and Kara put her down, happy to see Nadia interested in playing. She moved to the basket and pulled out a cardboard picture book to put at Kara’s feet. “Ma!” She said again.

“No, baby, that’s a book. Book.”

“Book!”

“Good girl!” Kara applauded with a bright phony smile pinned to her face. As soon as Nadia’s attention was caught by something else, it faded.

“Kara. She’s okay. She didn’t cough at all and the fever’s down.”

Kara didn’t find that thought comforting. “The doctor said it tends to hit at night.”

“Then I’ll stay here tonight. Just in case.”

Kara nearly leaped up to inflate the air mattress but then remembered her sister had her own life, her own job, both of which she’d skipped today to be there for her and her daughter. “No, honey. Luke needs you home.”

“Kara, you know Lucas wouldn’t even blink if I told him I was staying here to help you with Nadia.”

Kara shook her head. No. She had to do this on her own. She was the one who messed up, starting with her choice of men and now she was a single mother. Her mind flashed back to her first breakup. She couldn’t have been more than fifteen and was convinced the pain would never end. Somehow, Mom knew. She’d called her from her office and instead of yelling at her or feeding her dumb platitudes, her mother had told her to hop on a train and meet her in Manhattan. They’d spent the evening eating decadent desserts and trashing boys and by the time they’d gotten home, Kara had stopped feeling sorry for herself and was ready to move on.

Mom would have taken one look at Nadia yesterday and known she wasn’t feeling well. More importantly, she’d have known how to help her. Kara squeezed her eyes shut. She’d be so disappointed in her if she could see her now.

Maybe that’s why she wasn’t sending her any signs the way she had for Elena.

Chapter Six
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The next morning was sunny and warm, a perfect June day. She’d fastened a wide hat over Nadia’s curls and had sweaters for both of them folded in her bag in case it got chilly. She also had a picnic lunch packed. It was going to be just a Mommy and Baby day in the park.

Mom used to take them to the park nearly every day when she’d been little until Elena got to the age where she ruined whatever plans they’d tried to made. Elena had been... well, she’d been a brat.

“Ms. Larsen. And little Miss Larsen.”

Kara’s stomach did a long slow roll. She stopped, turned, and found Reid Bennett walking toward them, a broad grin on his face—a good look for him—and a to-go cup in his hand. When he smiled, she forgot her own name. He wore jeans and a T-shirt and dark sunglasses and she had to resist the urge to fan her face. Why? Why did her hormones surge for this guy, with his scowly face and disapproving attitude? Okay, yes, he wasn’t scowling just then but seriously, why?

“Ms. Larsen?”

Kara shook herself back to reality. She was a mother, for God’s sake. “Mr. Bennett.”

“It’s Reid.”

“I know.”

He laughed and scratched the back of his head. “Are you ladies out shopping again?”

She narrowed her eyes. Was that some kind of crack? “No. We’re heading to the park.”

“Ah. As it happens, so am I.”

Uninvited, he fell into step beside her and made a funny face at Nadia.

“Gah!”

Her thoughts exactly. They walked on, Reid sipping his coffee. “Mr. Bennett, are you following me?”

He glanced sharply at her. “Following you? Where the hell did you get that idea?”

“You have a habit of being wherever I am.”

“Maybe it’s a sign,” he said with a shrug and a wink and she tripped over a crack in the sidewalk, heart galloping.

A sign.

He grabbed her elbow with his free hand, steadied her. Oh, God. He couldn’t know. There was no way he could know. Unless—“Did my sister tell you the story of how she met Lucas?”

He frowned. “I haven’t said more than a few words to your sister.”

Kara cast her eyes heavenward. Oh, Mom, please no. Not him. She snuck another look at Reid. Oh, he was definitely attractive. Well-defined muscles filled out his T-shirt. He had close-cropped hair with stunning eyes. And if she were being completely honest with herself, he did make her pulse race. And yes, she had to admit the biggest bullet point in Reid Bennett’s Plus column wasn’t his looks... it was that he genuinely seemed to care for Nadia. After Steve’s abrupt departure, Kara would damn well not make that mistake again.

Reid turned his face, caught her staring with a lift to his eyebrow. “So are you gonna tell me the story or what?”

She sighed and debated that for a moment. Why not? “Okay. Nadia’s father bolted the second the pregnancy test turned positive,” she began. The distinct tightening of Reid’s jaw at that news added another point in his Plus column. “I considered not... not going through with it for exactly two minutes and then decided I would love this baby enough for both of us. But as I got near my delivery date, I started to panic. I couldn’t settle on a name. I couldn’t stop crying. I couldn’t do a damn thing.”

“You were alone?” He frowned down at her, stepping around a delivery guy.

“No,” she said, smiling. “Never alone. My mom has—um, had—this circle of friends. Four sorority sisters. They stayed friends from their first year of college on. And when all of them started families, they raised us to become the best of friends. More than friends. We’re family. I had a regular parade of visits from all of the aunts and Sabrina, Jade, and Cassandra.”

“But?”

She almost grinned. “I needed my family. I had all these friends and honorary aunts, but not my dad, not my brothers or my sister. I called Elena and begged her to come.”

“Where was your family?”

“Florida now. My dad and two brothers. Laney was there then too. She hadn’t been back to New York since Mom was killed.”

“And you stayed?”

Kara shrugged. “I followed Steve. That was my first mistake. He got offered a job here and told me he was taking it. I said I’d come, too. It wasn’t until after he left me that it finally dawned on me that he’d never actually asked me to come with him. I just assumed.”

“How long were you together?”

Kara brushed aside an insect that landed on Nadia’s hat. “Since college. On again, off again.”

Reid let out a low whistle.

“Anyway, Elena arrived on Thanksgiving weekend. I wasn’t due until Christmas time, but I had to leave work well before that. Sciatic issues.”

Reid winced and nodded.

“I had my nose pressed to the window in my living room, counting the seconds until Elena arrived. Finally, the car pulled to the curb. She got out and some jerk knocked her right into the snow. Lucas helped her up.” She laughed once. “Oh, my God, you should have seen it. There’s Elena, sprawled in the snow, looking up at Luke with this huge smile like he was Prince Charming come to rescue her from her tower. Oh! Wait!” She fished her cell phone from her bag, scrolled through her pictures and handed him the phone. “I kept it.”

Reid smiled at the image. “Whoa. She does look Cupid-shot.”

Kara laughed and nodded. “I teased her mercilessly about that look. It looked like love at first sight to me, so I kept trying to shove them together. I sent Elena down to September’s Families Guild, where I volunteered. Lucas is head of one of the committees. I even called him to put the baby’s crib together.”

With a laugh and shoulder nudge, Reid said, “In other words, you meddled.”

She sniffed and with no shame, admitted, “Yes, I did. Not that it helped. Laney was determined to escape from New York as soon as the baby was born. She wanted nothing to do with him. She said it wasn’t fair to start something she couldn’t finish.”

“But you didn’t listen.”

“Not exactly. Luke didn’t listen. You see, Luke’s mom was also killed that day. But unlike us, he refused to leave. He thinks this is holy ground. He has this friend, Al, who sees signs everywhere. Al told both of them they were meant to meet. It was the moms playing matchmaker. Really freaked them out.”

“Ah.” Reid nodded. “They didn’t believe it.”

“Well, Luke wanted to believe, but he had a hard time convincing her.” They’d reached the park and sat down on a bench where Nadia could watch a couple of guys playing Frisbee.

“She couldn’t see the signs.”

“No, no, that’s just it. She could. She saw the signs from Mom everywhere she went. And it completely freaked her out. She was convinced Mom was punishing her from beyond the grave. It wasn’t until the last sign that Elena finally got it.”

“What was that?”

“The number of my hospital room. It was Mom’s birthday. I finally convinced her that it was Mom’s way of forgiving her.”

Nadia began stirring in her stroller, so Kara unfastened her harness and set her loose. She grabbed her phone and her wallet, tucked them into pockets and got ready to chase the baby.

Reid drained his cup, pitched it into a trash can. “So what about you? You don’t believe in the signs?”

She shook her head. “I do. I believe completely. I’ve been waiting for my sign for years. But Mom only seems to be talking to Laney.” She turned to him, spread her hands apart. “Until now.”

She felt him tense next to her. “What do you mean?”

“I mean she agrees with you. I’m a bad mother.”

He reached up, scratched the back of his neck. “I don’t think you’re a bad mom.”

“You said people like me don’t deserve kids,” she said, lowering her eyes. That still stung. “You said I made you ill.”

He grimaced. “I um...well, I’m sorry for all that. I said all that because I was scared. I...uh...well, I know what can happen to kids when they’re unsupervised and wel—just forget it. It’s obvious Nadia is a happy baby and you take good care of her.” He turned, watched Nadia trying to climb onto the bench.

Kara shook her head. “I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m not like my mother was. Four kids and she never spent the whole day in her pajamas or settled on a boring gift certificate for someone’s party or lost one of her children in a store. She always, always had patience for us. Even Elena.” She laughed once. “Aunt Enza, she used to threaten us all with the wooden spoon but Mom? I don’t remember her ever raising her voice except to Laney because Laney was a real handful—an angry and defiant kid, but even then, Mom knew just what to do.” She buried her face in her hands and did her best not to dissolve into a puddle.

A moment later, Reid’s hand settled on her back and she nearly dissolved anyway.

“Did your mom work?

Kara nodded. “Yes. At Burk and Kirkpatrick.”

“Well, how did she do that if you weren’t in daycare?”

“We had a housekeeper.”

When he snorted, she snapped upright and managed a laugh. “You probably think I’m crazy.”

“No. I think you’re overwhelmed. That doesn’t make you crazy.”

She wasn’t convinced.

Reid rolled his very nice eyes. “Come on. Tell me what signs you think she’s sending you that mean you’re a bad mom.”

Kara looked at him sideways. Wasn’t it obvious? “You. She keeps sending me you.”
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Reid’s jaw dropped and smacked the ground at his feet. “Sorry, what?” He put out a hand, guided the baby to the back of the bench, which she grasped and jumped up and down.

Kara rolled her eyes. “You heard me. She keeps sending me you. The CPR class. The department store. The Memorial. And then I called 911 and they sent—” her voice cracked.

When her eyes slipped shut, he sighed. “They sent me.”

She snorted. “Yeah. Mr. Judgmental.”

He jerked at the spike of pain in his gut. Judgmental. That had been Lynn’s favorite word toward the end of their marriage. He thought he’d been past that. Thought he’d learned some things since then. He blew out a heavy sigh. “Kara. I’m so sorry.” He stood up. “I promise I won’t bother you again.”

“Whoa, whoa, wait!” She jumped to her feet, swinging the baby to her hip. “I never said you were bothering me.”

He gave her the side eye and she laughed, patting his arm. “Well, okay, yes. You really did bug me at first. But now that I know my Mom sent you, I’m trying to keep an open mind.” She gave his arms a squeeze, took a step closer and looked up at him with big brown eyes filled with so much hope, his mind emptied. It took a minute, a full minute for the thought to connect, to penetrate the instinctual awareness he had of her. She smelled like baby powder. Oh, wait. It was the baby on her hip who smelled like baby powder. She felt...soft. She was standing only inches away from him. All he had to do was shift, lean in just a little and he’d be—

Kissing her.

Yes, her lips were on his. Or maybe his were on hers. He wasn’t sure how it happened or who moved first, only that it—they—had and then his hands moved, mapping the curves he knew she had under that T-shirt, under those jeans. Her fingers cupped his face and the kiss got deeper, took on a life of its own. Blood rushed from his head to other parts of his anatomy. He couldn’t feel his legs anymore. He needed to breathe but didn’t want to end the best kiss of his life for something so...so inconsequential as air. No. It would take more than that to make him stop.

“Ma!”

A tiny hand thumped his chest. He was abruptly two feet away from Kara, gasping like he’d just been drenched with a fire hose. He leaned over, braced his hands on his legs. Kara’s lips were swollen and wet from his mouth. Her eyes were bright and unfocused and he could see her nipples through her shirt and knew she wanted him as much as he wanted her. All he had to do was reach out a hand and take what she was offering him.

What he wanted.

Instead, he backed up another foot. Kara’s eyes sharpened and a tiny frown appeared over them. Another foot away and her hand came up to hold him still. Every damn muscle in his body screamed at him to move toward her, not away, but he shook his head. She wanted to believe he was sent from heaven but he knew better than that.

Heaven didn’t send people anywhere. It took them.

He turned and strode away as fast as he could without a word.
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Kara watched Reid practically run from her and wondered what the hell had just happened. Was she really that bad at kissing? Okay, it had been years since she’d kissed anybody like that but wasn’t it like riding a bike? She pressed a hand to her lips. They still tingled. She couldn’t remember them doing that when Steve kissed her.

“Yay!”

Her daughter clapped and Kara sank back to the bench. Nadia squealed and wriggled free, almost toppling to the ground. Kara caught her just in time.

“Nice catch!” A familiar voice rang out.

Kara looked around, found Almir Suliman walking toward her, and broke into a huge grin. “Al! How are you?”

He kissed her on both cheeks and then did the same for Nadia. Nadia patted the stubble Al had recently decided to grow to cover the long scar on his face and Kara lifted her eyebrows. Her daughter was really into guys with facial hair all of a sudden. And then her heart nearly stopped. Daughter. Into guys? God help her. She reached into her bag, found Nadia’s Cheerios container.

“I’m good, thanks. I heard what happened with her royal highness here. Is she okay now?”

Kara nodded. “I think so. They said it was a croup attack, probably an allergy. She’s on oral steroids now and hasn’t had any issues since.”

“Oh, good.” Al sat beside her on the bench, took the Cheerios container out of her hand and put it on Nadia’s head. The baby squealed in delight at knocking it off. “I was worried. You can call me any time you need help, Kara. I’m closer than Luke and Elena are.”

Her sister lived with Lucas in his Hoboken condo, a train ride away. Almir lived near her, in Tribeca “You’re right. I didn’t think and I’m sorry.”

Al shook his head. “I wasn’t trying to make you feel guilty.” With a flash of white teeth under the dark whiskers, he put Nadia on her feet and she immediately took off with a squeal of giggles. Al chased Nadia. Kara chased Al.

But in her head, she was replaying what had just happened with Reid.

The kiss. Calling it a kiss seemed insulting somehow. Like calling the Mona Lisa a picture of some woman. She couldn’t remember who’d moved in first. She couldn’t remember a beginning. It was like being sucked into a vortex except you didn’t mind and didn’t want it to ever stop.

Even now, she felt his absence. She pressed a hand to her heart but not because it was still racing.

Because now it held another crack.

Chapter Seven
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What, what, what?

The question played on an infinite loop as Reid fled from the park. He’d come out for a run and BAM!

Kara Larsen crossed his path again.

Again.

What were the odds? The fire house, the department store, the 911 call. Twelve people in his class and her assessment form is the one that gets screwed up?

She’d said he was the sign she’d been waiting for from her mother. What if she was a sign from Erin?

No. He would not go there. No, it was categorically insane to believe that. He was a mess. Emotionally shut off, according to Lynn. He was scarred and scared. He couldn’t help anybody. He especially couldn’t help anybody with a kid.

Help her, his brother had said.

He tripped on a shoelace and nearly face-planted. Get a grip, Bennett. He crouched down, tied the lace and thought of Kyle. He didn’t believe in fortune-telling, and he never checked his horoscope. He didn’t believe in psychic mediums and ghosts. And even though he hadn’t been to a church in more years than he could count, he did believe in life after death. He didn’t give a crap who thought it was weird, it was the reason he visited the Memorial and talked to Kyle, and took comfort when he felt he could hear his brother speak back.

It was also the reason he never visited the cemetery where Erin was buried.

Lynn said he needed closure. He needed to see her grave, needed to accept that their daughter was dead.

Yeah, well he wasn’t accepting anything.

And never would.
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The next morning, Reid headed to a little cafe he liked, but Kara was there with her sister and two men. He recognized one from the hospital. The sister’s husband. But the second one was a stranger. The four of them laughed and took turns minding Nadia, who kept trying to escape from her high chair.

He watched for a moment and left when the hostess offered to seat him nearby.

He was working the day tour when a 911 call sent him to one of the downtown brokerage houses. He was administering CPR to an unconscious trader when a pair of very nice legs distracted him. He followed them up, up, up and found they belonged to Kara Larsen.

She gave him a tiny smile and disappeared into an office.

Which was a good thing because seeing her in her dressed for success clothes distracted him so much, he feared he’d kill his patient.

Every day, that’s how it went. Every damn day, everywhere he went, he either spotted her or ran right into her and then, had to endure one of those awkward silences when you wished a sinkhole would open under your feet and save you.

At the Memorial, he talked to his brother.

Maybe you should stop fighting it.

“Jeez, Kyle, you know I don’t believe in fate.”

Not fate, Reid. She’s a woman. You’re a man. Do the math.

He had. And the fact was she wasn’t just a woman, she was a mother. And he couldn’t be a father again.

He just couldn’t.

So why was he striding right up to her, a week after that kiss in the park, carrying an extra cup of coffee like he’d actually planned to meet her?

“Here.”

Her eyebrows shot up in stunned shock. “Thank you?”

“Hi!” Nadia said with a squeal and wrapped her arms around his leg.

“Hi to you, too!” He couldn’t resist leaning over and pressing her little button nose. “She learned a new word. That’s really great.” There was another awkward silence while he watched Nadia chase a bright red ball, trying to think of something else to say. Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. With a sound of annoyance, he shifted his weight and spread his arms. “Okay. Let’s just get this over with.”

Kara swallowed a sip of coffee and walked away from him to catch Nadia’s ball before it rolled too far away.

Okay, so she was going to make him work for it. He followed her. Together, they kept a small perimeter around Nadia and the ball.

“I know you probably think I’m a dick for the way I ran away last week so go ahead and get it off your chest.”

Damn it. He said chest. Now he couldn’t help looking at hers. She wore a T-shirt with a pair of pink shorts or pants or whatever they called those things that ended at the knee and damn it, he wanted to kiss her again. With a sigh of disgust, he sank to the grass, put his cup beside him and stared at his hands, trying to find the right words. Nadia ran to him and dropped into his lap. He caught her just before she neutered him. She reached up a hand, rubbed the scruff on his face. When she puckered her lips and kissed his cheek with a loud “Mwah,” he almost wept.

He didn’t speak for a long moment. When he looked at Kara, she was staring at him with eyes as soft as melted chocolate. He nuzzled her daughter and sucked in a breath for courage. “Okay, here’s the thing. I like you and God knows why, but you obviously like me, too.”

He ignored her snort of derision. Nadia decided to pull off her shoes and play with her toes. He laughed. Couldn’t keep shoes and socks on Erin if you’d glued them to her feet. “The thing is I’m not looking for anything...long term. I, ah, just got out of a relationship and I’m not over her.” He didn’t bother explaining it was Erin he was talking about, not Lynn. He figured he was getting through to Kara because she finally sat on the grass next to him. “But I want to give this a shot, see where it takes us.”

Kara’s eyebrows quirked at the word us and Reid took that as a good sign.

She didn’t say anything immediately. When she finally did open her mouth, her words almost stopped his heart. “Tell me about your daughter.”

She might as well have shot him.

“How did you know?”

She took his hand, squeezed it. “Your partner. Gene? He told me when you flipped out during the CPR class.”

He wanted to launch himself off the ground and hit something. Anything. If he hadn’t been holding Nadia, he would have. It took him a few minutes to figure out how to respond. Finally, he met her gaze. “She’s dead,” he admitted flatly. “I don’t talk about it. About her. Ever.” So why did he suddenly feel this urge to spill his guts and tell her all of it, right down to every tear he’d been unable to shed?

“I’m sorry.”

Words he’d heard a hundred, maybe a million times since Erin’s death. They never helped. They never soothed.

Until Kara Larsen said them.

Abruptly, he realized he was clutching Kara’s hand like a lifeline. Deliberately, he relaxed his grip and pulled his hand away. “You really think I’m a sign from your mother?” He wasn’t a sign; he was a hot mess.

Kara bent over, retrieved her daughter’s discarded footwear and redressed Nadia’s chubby feet. “Yeah. I do. I get that you don’t want to get into something serious and we don’t have to. But you were a good dad, Reid. So show me how to be a good mom. That’s all I want.”

That’s all.

He thought about that image his brother had planted in his mind, the one of Kara’s mother reading to his daughter. The right thing to do would be to run fast and far. Instead, he nodded. He offered his hand back to her, felt that sizzle singe him all the way down to his toes, and for the first time since his daughter died, found himself wishing for more.

That he had more to give.
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“So, uh, where do we start?” Kara asked, strapping Nadia back into her stroller.

He scratched his jaw. “Well, would you like to hear my first impression of your daughter, that day in my CPR class?”

Kara waved a hand. “Oh, yes. Please enlighten me.”

“She’s bored.”

She blinked. Of all the things he could have said, she’d never expected that. “Bored,” she echoed, trying it on for size. “How so?”

“Look at her verbal skills. I’ve only heard Nadia say three or four actual words. Most of her communication is through shrieks and whines. And you come running whenever she does it, so she has no real need to form words.”

It stung, but yes. Reid made a good argument. A damn good argument. “So what do I do?”

“Read to her.”

“I do. I take her to the library’s story time. I read to her every night.”

“That’s great. Keep doing that. And expose her to new things. Maybe get her into daycare.”

“Daycare?” Kara frowned. “Absolutely not.” When Reid gave her the eye roll, she explained further. “Beth, my nanny, is fantastic with Nadia. Her mother’s sick, so she needed some time but—”

Reid held up his hand. “Kara, I’m sure your nanny is great, but Nadia’s not a newborn anymore. She needs to learn how to play with other kids her age. There’s a Montessori school not far from here where she can play and run around and exert all of this energy she’s got. You’ll find she’ll sleep better at night and won’t be so likely to Houdini on you.”

Houdini. Yeah, that was one way of putting it. Kara thought about it for a long while. Last week, when Al had taken Nadia out of her stroller and run around the park with her, the baby had fallen asleep on the way home—something she’d never done before—and slept straight through the night. Maybe there was something to this.

“Okay. Suppose I did enroll her in this program. What about communicable diseases and germs?”

“Everyone has to be vaccinated.”

“Okay, but what about the anti-vaxxers?”

“You make sure the program doesn’t have any before you leave her there.” Reid angled his head. “She won’t forget you.”

Kara nibbled a fingernail and fought back the stupid tears burning in the back of her throat. Nadia was a year and a half. She’d gotten her first tooth and taken her first steps. Maybe it was time to let someone else teach her new words and new skills.

“Okay.”

Reid’s eyes widened. “Really? You’ll consider it? Let’s go over right now so you can see what it’s like.”

With a sigh, Kara steered Nadia’s stroller in the direction Reid indicated. He was right. Rainbow Montessori wasn’t far. The director, a smart woman who introduced herself as Carol Hart, gave them a tour of the entire facility and introduced them to several teachers.

“Well, what do you think, Ms. Larsen?” Carol asked some time later.

Kara bit her lip and wished her mother were there. She’d know what to do. “I don’t know. It’s a lot to think about.”

“Can I make a suggestion?” Carol slid a look toward Nadia’s stroller where the baby was shouting and waving her hands at the toddlers in the classroom. “Unbuckle her. Let her join the children in this class and see how she likes it.”

Kara met Reid’s gaze and he gave her an encouraging nod. She hesitated a moment, but unbuckled Nadia and set her on her feet. Nadia instantly took off, running for the table where several toddlers were squishing some form of clay between fat little fingers. The teacher, Miss Jackie, was using cutters to punch shapes out of the dough.

“What’s this one, Madison?” she asked a little girl who was about Nadia’s size, but acted much older.

“That’s a ball.” She took it and tried to bounce it, but it just splatted on the table. The babies all laughed, including Nadia.

“And what’s this one?”

“A log.”

Kara’s eyes nearly fell from her head. A log? Was this child a savant of some kind?

“Let’s all make some logs.” Miss Jackie took a chunk of the dough and rolled it between her hands. “Here, Nadia. You try.”

Kara’s heart filled to near-bursting with pride as her daughter copied the teacher’s motions and made a log of her own.

“Yay, Nadia!” Miss Jackie applauded. “You made a log. What did you make?”

“La!”

Kara grabbed Reid’s hand. “Did you hear that? She said it. She said log.”

“Ms. Larsen, why don’t we leave Nadia here and return to my office?” Carol Hart suggested. “I can explain our policies and rates to you and your husband.”

“Oh, we’re—”

Reid squeezed her hand. “Good idea.”

Ninety minutes later, Kara was a bundle of raw nerves. She had so many misgivings about daycare, but Reid was all for it and Reid knew what he was talking about. The facility was clean and child proofed. The exits were controlled so that Houdinis like Nadia couldn’t escape without help and nobody could enter without proper ID. There was even a tiny natural playground out back that was entirely fenced in.

“I don’t know,” Kara repeated, still nibbling her nail.

Reid sighed and tugged her back down the corridor to the classroom door. “Look at her. She’s happy, Kara. She’s having fun. She hasn’t even noticed you’re gone.”

Kara’s eyes welled up. “I know!”

Reid laughed and tugged her into his arms. “Come on now, Mama. Time to cut the cord. You asked for my help. This is it.”

“Okay. Okay, let’s try it.” She took out her checkbook and returned to Carol Hart’s office to make arrangements. By the time the paperwork was signed and the ID cards generated, parents had started to pick up their children. A man in a shirt and tie nodded as he passed and entered Nadia’s classroom. A little boy’s excited shout of “Daddy!” had Kara’s eyes filling up all over again.

“Come on. Let’s get you both home before you lose all your electrolytes,” Reid teased. They stepped inside Nadia’s classroom. The man in the tie was holding his son with one arm and stuffing a blanket and stuffed animal into a bag with the other.

“Nadia, time to go home,” Kara called.

Nadia was climbing on a large sculpture of some sort. She leaped down and across the room. Kara crouched down and opened her arms but Nadia ran past her and into Reid’s arms.

“Daddy!”
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He’d left Kara and Nadia at the corner and headed to his night tour, that word echoing off the walls of his skull.

He hadn’t been called Daddy in two years. Two years, seven months to be exact.

After he’d figured out how to breathe again, he decided it was a bad idea, a very bad idea to be around Kara Larsen. She made him forget the promises he’d made himself. No, no, that wasn’t it. She made him want to forget everything he’d promised himself. But he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t let himself be that man again. He’d barely survived it the first time around.

“Hey, Bennett.” Gene held up a hand. “Shit, you okay? You look like you saw a ghost.”

Reid almost laughed. He opened his locker and started changing into his uniform. “Yeah, I’m fine. Kara’s kid called me Daddy today. Almost crapped my pants.”

Gene’s eyebrows shot up. “Uh oh. Let me guess. You breaking up, running for the hills?”

Reid shrugged. “It’s not like that. I’m just helping her out.”

Gene nodded and winked. “Riiiiiiiight.”

Stubbornly, Reid shook his head. “Okay, look. I’m not saying I have no interest in Kara. She’s smart. She’s gorgeous. If she didn’t have a kid, I’d be all over that. But she does. I can’t risk it.”

Gene sat on a bench in front of the lockers. “You can’t risk what, exactly? Having her kid call you Daddy?”

Reid slammed his locker door. “So what are you telling me? Because that ship sailed, I should say What the hell and just go for it, get Kara and her daughter all sucked up into my crap?”

Gene shook his head. “No, man. I’m pointing out the obvious. You’ve already tried staying away and yet, you’re in her life. So why don’t you just try to make it work this time instead of putting the brakes on? Come on, pal. Nut up.” Gene stood up, patted Reid’s back and headed for the break room.

Reid stared after him, cursing him silently. It was all so easy for people like Gene. He had a steady girlfriend. In fact, Gene was never not in a relationship and as far as Reid was concerned, that hardly qualified him to be giving out advice. At least he knew when hearts were at risk and took steps to prevent the inevitable pain. He was sparing all of them that—couldn’t Gene see that?

Sparing you, you mean.

His brother’s voice in his mind broke through his mental tirade.

Admit it, little bro. A relationship is exactly what you want.

And because he was obviously losing what few marbles he still had left, his former wife’s voice picked up where his brother’s left off.

Remember what I told you when we signed the divorce papers?

Yeah. He had. She’d told him it was obvious she couldn’t make him happy anymore and if he was ever lucky enough to find someone who could, he’d better hold onto her with both hands.

Damn it, that was the heart of it. He was happy around Kara and her daughter. He’d even laughed.

Out loud.

He wasn’t sure when he’d done that last because he always felt switched off. Powered down. Life happened around him, not to him. He wasn’t sure when it happened, but yeah...he felt on when he was with Kara and Nadia.

He sank to the bench in front of the lockers and absently buttoned his shirt. Could he do this? Could he open his cold dead heart a second time and not shred the pieces that were still intact? They’d both been hurt before, he reminded himself. Both had known loss and grief. Both were parents.

Because even though Erin was gone, he was still and always would be her father.

Could he do things right this time?

He waited a moment, then two, but all of the voices in his mind were silent. He couldn’t help but wonder if Kara would think that was a sign, too.

Chapter Eight
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It was raining Friday evening when Reid rang Kara’s buzzer.

“Hello?”

“Kara, it’s Reid.”

She buzzed him in and had the apartment door open for him. He stepped into the living room, a plastic bag full of Chinese take-out cartons in his hand and found her holding Nadia on one hip. “Who’s hungry?”

Kara’s jaw dropped while he lined up the cartons on her counter. When the bag was empty, he balled it up, stuffed it under her sink. He shrugged out of the hoodie he’d put on to protect himself from the rain, tossed it over her sofa. He held out his arms and Nadia practically tumbled into them. “How is Nadia liking daycare?”

Kara’s eyes raked over him and the few drops of rain he could still feel on his skin evaporated. He swallowed hard, hoping he was doing the right thing, hoping he could be the kind of man a woman like Kara Larsen wanted.

“Oh,” Kara finally said. “Um, good. She couldn’t wait to start playing. The teacher said she was very vocal. Look. They gave me a report.” Kara showed him the form with the Rainbow Montessori logo.

Reid skimmed it and grinned. “Some issues with sharing, huh? Okay, she’ll learn.” He adjusted the baby in his arms. “And what about you, Miss Nadia? Did you have fun today?”

The baby nodded once.

Reid turned shocked eyes to Kara’s. “She nodded! That’s new.”

Kara smiled proudly. “That’s nothing. Watch this.” She pointed to the baby. “What’s your name? Hmm? Tell us your name.”

Nadia laughed and shouted, “Nah da.”

Reid’s eyes widened even more. “Wow.”

“And who’s this? What’s his name?” She pointed to Reid.

Nadia laughed and said “Eed.”

Reid’s lips curved in a delighted grin. “I’m Eed.

Kara clapped. “Yay! Good girl. High five.” But her smile quickly faded. He watched her hurry to the kitchen, find some plates and utensils, and set them out on the counter next to the cartons.

“And how was your week?” He asked her with a probing look.

“Fine.” Kara looked away and shrugged and he knew she was lying.

Okay, maybe not lying. But he could tell something was wrong. He knew her tells now. She was biting her lip and avoiding eye contact. And, she didn’t have purple circles under her eyes so she was sleeping well, which meant Nadia was sleeping well. So what was bothering her? She scooped lo mein onto a plate, still avoiding his gaze. He slid a hand under her chin and lifted her face. “Kara. What’s wrong?”

She put the plate down and squeezed her eyes shut. “You were right, Reid. You were right. Daycare is exactly what she needed. She’s making friends and soaking up knowledge like a little sponge.” Kara turned, looked at Nadia. The little girl was sitting on the floor, cuddling her bear. “Look at how calm and quiet she is.”

He crossed his arms and angled his head. “I’m confused. I was right. Daycare was what she needed. And you’re miserable. Why?”

She put the food carton down and gripped the counter for a moment. “Forget it.”

“No.” He took her by her arms, turned her to face him. “Out with it.”

“Fine.” She blew the hair from her eyes. “You’ve heard of Saxony House?” When he nodded, she gave him a tiny shrug. “Well, Ronald Saxon is my new client.”

Right. The Dos Equis guy. He knew that. Her eyes lifted to his and he waited for the big reveal. “And?” He prodded.

“I’ve been helping him set up a charitable foundation, and one thing led to another and I may get the opportunity to manage his personal portfolio, too and well—” she waved a hand toward her daughter. “With Nadia in daycare, it’s been, I don’t know. Better. Easier. The hours fly by and suddenly, it’s time to pick her up.” She pulled away from him, the words falling out of her mouth. “I should feel guilty. I should miss her more. I should—”

Ah. That explained everything. “You got any wine?”

She blinked. “What?”

“Wine. Got any?”

“Oh. Um. Yeah.” She found a bottle of white in her refrigerator, slid it over to him. He rooted around in a drawer, found a corkscrew, and opened the bottle. He poured her a glass.

“Take a sip.”

When she did, he took the glass, put it on the counter and covered her hand with his. “Now tell me why you’re doing this to yourself.”

“Why I—what?”

The expression of outrage and confusion on her face had him biting back a grin. “Come on, Kara. You’ve obviously decided you have to feel guilty because you don’t feel guilty. Why?”

“I’m her mother, Reid—”

“Yes. I know. You’re also a financial advisor who holds two graduate degrees,” he said, mimicking the way she’d given him that information weeks earlier. “You enjoy your work. You’re good at it. This Saxon guy is a big deal. So I repeat, why are you forcing yourself into a guilt trip?”

“Because I’m supposed to want to be with my daughter.” She flung up her arms and spun around, strode to the sofa and collapsed on it.

“Who told you that?”

Her eyes snapped to his, and then away. “Nobody. It’s just—”

“It’s just bull-”

“Reid!” Kara looked pointedly at her daughter.

He joined her on the sofa. “Kara, didn’t you tell me your mother worked outside the home?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, so where is this 1950’s sitcom ideal of yours coming from?” When she didn’t reply, he added, “You worked hard to finish college, pass whatever tests you needed for certification, and you love the work. All of that is part of who you are.”

She looked at him sideways. “A few weeks ago, you were yelling at me for not putting my kid first. Now you’re telling me it’s who I am?”

He nodded. “I was wrong, Kara. Wrong to yell at you the way I did and wrong to judge. You’re doing what’s right for you and what’s right for your daughter. That’s all that matters and that’s all you should care about. Now finish the wine. I got this.” He waved a hand toward the food.

“I can’t. I have to get Nadia ready for bed. But this looks good. Thanks for bringing it over.” She forked up a bite of the sautéed vegetables, swallowed it and groaned, the sound sending blood gleefully out of his head.

Reid grabbed Nadia’s pink plate, spooned some vegetables and a dumpling and piece of chicken onto it. He carefully cut up everything into chunks. “Nadia, hungry?”

She nodded once and he laughed. It really was adorable. Reid took two plates to the coffee table and Kara took one. They sat on the floor and ate in silence. Nadia popped a green bean chunk into her mouth and made a face.

“Hmm. Okay, not a green bean fan. Try this one, Nadia.” Reid pointed to the chicken.

“Yum!” Nadia said.

“Another new word? Wow.”

Kara smiled tightly. “Yeah. Wow.”

Reid’s brow furrowed. Apparently, there was still more guilt. “Okay, Kara.” He put his fork down. “One thing you need to know about having a kid? They don’t stay little.”

She speared him with a look that would have killed a lesser man, he was sure.

“I know you hate it, but your job as her mom is to prepare her to separate from you when she’s old enough. Look at her progress in just one week!” He waved a hand. “She’s more verbal and not as wild. That doesn’t mean she doesn’t adore her mommy, and it doesn’t mean she’s forgotten who you are.”

Her eyes welled up and she dropped her fork to bury her face in her hands and Reid knew he’d hit the target. He pulled her into his arms and stroked the soft blond hair. “You’re giving your daughter exactly what she needs.”

“Mama.” Nadia crawled over, patted Kara’s back.

Kara immediately snapped up and wiped her eyes, but Reid muscled her back. “Hold on.” He held out his other hand to Nadia and drew her in. “Mommy’s sad, Nadia. What should we do?”

Nadia kissed her mother’s forehead.

Kara blinked and then met Reid’s gaze.

“Oh, you’re a good girl to take care of Mommy,” he told the baby. “Kara, you don’t have to protect her from everything. It’s good to let her see real life once in a while.”

Kara shook her head. “I never saw my mom cry or lose her temper. I don’t think I ever even saw her sweat.”

Oh, boy. That explained so much. Reid nodded. “After my brother died, my sisters used to want to talk all the friggin’ time about how wonderful he was. All the jokes he told, all the great things he did, you know?”

Kara nodded. “Yes, my brothers and Elena and I do the same thing.”

“You know what we never do?”

Kara ran a hand down Nadia’s hair and shook her head. “What?”

“We never ever talk about the bad stuff. And trust me, Kyle did some pretty horrible sh—uh, stuff. It’s like grief erases all of that, you know? Even if you could talk about it, you discover you can’t remember half of it anyway, so what’s the point?”

Kara tilted her head, quirked an eyebrow. “Yeah. What is the point?”

He smirked. “The point is that memories are faulty things to begin with. Factor in grief and missing somebody so much, it feels like part of you is missing, too... well, memories get reduced to these Hallmark card things, a few pithy words, no—”

“Pithy?”

“Yes, I know what it means. Shut up.” Reid tickled the back of her neck. “As I was saying, memories lose clarity, you know?”

Kara smiled halfway and nodded. She pressed Nadia’s head to her shoulder, patted her back. The baby put her head down and grinned at Reid. They sat quietly, Kara holding Nadia and Reid still holding Kara.

Like a family.

His heart pounded uncomfortably against his ribs for a few beats but even still, it felt good. It felt...right. He reached over, brushed his finger down Nadia’s nose and her eyes shut. “She’s wiped.”

“She’s not the only one,” Kara said on a yawn. Slowly, she climbed to her feet, careful not to startle the baby, and disappeared down the hall. When Erin was Nadia’s age, he’d sit on a rocker and read her a book, then make sure the window was latched and the safety gate in place.

His feet bounced. Nadia wasn’t his daughter but the need to verify her safety grew to an itch he had to scratch. He got up, followed Kara to the first door where she was gently pulling pajamas onto her now-sleeping daughter.

The room had two windows—both had safety gates across them. There was a toy box in the corner, the kind with a gap under its lid so Nadia’s little fingers couldn’t get caught. There was a rocking chair, he noted with a smile. He leaned against the frame while Kara carefully put Nadia in her crib and slowly raised the side. She moved to a shelf across the room, turned on the video monitor and then met him at the door. She fastened a gate across the door frame and then shut the door.

“The gate across the door is good thinking,” he said thickly. “I’ve, um. God, I’ve responded to a few 911 calls where toddlers have left their apartments.” He would not go there. Not now.

Kara shot up a hand. “Don’t tell me.”

He nodded quickly. “Yeah. Gladly.”

She moved back to the kitchen, stuffed the diaper she’d just changed into the trash, and washed her hands. Reid grabbed their plates and took them to the sink. “Still hungry?”

She stared at him for a long moment and shook her head. “No.”

He stepped closer. “Tired?”

“No, I’m kind of wired now.”

He took another step. He was kind of wired, too. Gene was right. He could do this. It was time. Hell, it was way past time. He took his eyes over her body, curve by curve, plane by plane, noted the glint in her eye and the grain of fried rice stuck to her shirt and forgot how to breathe.

“Reid?”

“Hmm?”

“Why are you looking at me like that?”

He took another step. “Like what?”

“Like...like you want to kiss me. Really, really want to kiss me.”

“Because I do. I really, really do.”

“Oh,” she said and he knew she wanted it, too.

He was close enough to touch her now. But he didn’t. Not yet.

“Reid?”

“Hmm?”

“You can. Kiss me, I mean.”

He couldn’t help it. He laughed. See? He never laughed but with her, he couldn’t seem to help it. “Patience, Kara.” He held up his hand, floated it just over her shoulder, not touching, but only just barely. “Do you feel that?” Her skin flushed and pebbled wherever he moved his hand.

“Yes,” she breathed. “What is it?”

His hand shook from the effort not to touch, but he drew it slowly over her body, astounded by her reaction—and his.

“It’s...” He almost said it was a sign. “It’s a promise, Kara. This can be—it will be so good. Do you want me?” He knew the answer but needed to hear her say it.

“I do. But...”

Oh, so not the word a guy wants to hear when there’s precious little blood left in his head. “But?”

“I haven’t done this in a long time. A really long time. The last time I did this, I didn’t have stretch marks and my boobs were a lot higher and—”

He couldn’t wait another second. He closed that tiny little gap and swallowed the rest of her sentence. Her lips opened under his and his hands finally filled with her. His tongue slid against hers in a dance older than time while her hands roamed over his shoulders and back and down to squeeze his butt. He felt that same charge, that same heat fire up his skin the way hers had under his hovering hand.

He boosted her up to the counter, stepped between her legs, and framed her face with his hands. “Kara. Please. Let me stay tonight.”

She pulled back. “Just tonight?”

“To start with.” He moved his hands under her shirt, rubbed her breasts with his thumbs and then crushed her to his chest in a bear hug. “I thought I could be just friends but it’s not possible. You’re so beautiful and such a good mom.” He whispered in her ear.

She went still in his arms.

“I love the way you look. The way you feel. I want more, Kara. More than friends.”

He lifted his head, waited for her reply.

She stared at him for a long moment. Finally, she slid from the counter and he thought that was it. She was sending him home for a century of cold showers.

Instead, she smiled and held out her hand.

[image: image]

She led him to her bedroom, pushed him down to the side of her bed and walked back to the shut the door.

“I couldn’t concentrate in your CPR class,” she murmured. “I couldn’t stop fantasizing about you. About your lips on me instead of the dummy’s. About your hands on my chest.”

“Yeah?” he said on a deep rasp and felt his skin blaze. Smooth, Bennett. It took him a moment, but he figured out how to talk again. “As soon as I noticed you, I couldn’t take my eyes off you.” He drew her down onto his lap and kissed her long and deep. Her thighs clenched and he knew she ached so he turned to lay her carefully down and pressed his hips to hers. That same electrical charge shot from him to her and had her arching off the bed.

“God!” She said with a long moan and he had to agree. Her hands slid under his shirt, tugged it up and over his head. She reached for his fly next. He sat up, grabbed his wallet, put it on the bed beside them while she dragged the jeans down his legs. He toed off his shoes, kicked the pants off his ankles and pulled her back to the bed on top of him. When she drew her fingers down the length of him, he wanted nothing more than to let her do whatever she wanted.

But she’d just told him she hadn’t done this in a very long time. He knew the last time she’d done this, she’d made a baby with a bastard who’d walked away from both of them. He got to his knees, leaned over her, pressed a string of kisses along her jaw. She had to know how beautiful she was. How desirable. How sweet and sexy. He would show her. If it took him all night, he would show her. She pulled her knees up so he began there. He lifted one bare foot, kissed the sole, repeated the gesture on the other foot. He ran his hands up her calves, smiling when she giggled. He opened the fly on her jeans, tugged them off and tossed them to the floor.

Her T-shirt was next on his list. Slowly, he edged the hem up, revealing an expanse of creamy skin. She wore plain cotton underwear in baby blue—no lace, no frills—that shouldn’t have been the least bit sexy but it made the blood pound in his ears. What the hell was she doing to him? He bent to kiss the top of one breast, then the other. She pressed his face closer to her body and he used that opportunity to flick open the bra, pull it down her arms and fling it to the floor.

His hands shook when he cupped her breasts. They were heavy in his hands. In the dim light from the bedside lamp, he could see the faint white lines etched into the skin around the dark nipples, and around her belly button. He knew she hated those marks. He knew she was worried she wasn’t sexy anymore. When her hand snaked up to cover herself, he cuffed her wrists over her head and murmured, “Uh uh. Never hide, especially not from me.”

She squirmed and shut her eyes and he knew she didn’t believe him. So he’d prove it. He bent his head, traced every single mark with his tongue and didn’t stop until she was moaning under him. He started slow, keeping things easy. Smooth. He could do this, he reminded himself. One step at a time.

He took one nipple into his mouth and when her fingers nearly ripped the hair from his scalp in response, felt his own desire kick into higher gear. He grabbed her hand, pressed it to his groin. “Look what you do to me, Kara.” She moaned and the sound spurred him on. Hungry now, a little greedy, he took his hands on a cruise over her body, a touch here, a caress there, a dip right there. He was focused, almost desperate to hear her call his name. Her hand locked around him and his own groan shattered the air.

“Please,” she whispered. “Now.”

Absolutely now. He grabbed his wallet, rolled the condom on and paused above her, just to look. Her lips were swollen from his kisses and her nipples were wet from his mouth. Her breaths came in pants and her entire body shimmered in the dim light, a low hum filling his ears...ready.

Waiting.

Anticipating.

Revving.

He plunged, filling her, watching those always anxious eyes blur for him. Her hands roamed down his back and settled on his ass, pulled him in deeper. Thrust after thrust, she wriggled under him, an instinctual need to be even closer. He took her mouth as he moved and she lifted her legs, wrapped them around his waist and arched her back, her body clenching around his.

His mind emptied. Running on instinct, he moved, faster and faster, that low hum now a roar he felt in every cell of his body until she shouted his name, and it was exactly what he needed, all that he needed. He came with a long, low moan and collapsed, his mind capable of forming only one thought.

Kara.
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Her heart thudded on her ribs like an out of control freight train.

Or maybe it was his.

Her limbs were lead and her mind thought it was dreaming. Kara was one raw and still twitching nerve ending. She managed to move a hand, dropped it on Reid’s head where he’d dropped it, sprawled on her chest. Under her fingers, another of those tingles began and spread—slow and hot—across her entire body.

She’d had sex with Reid.

No, this wasn’t sex. Calling what she’d just experienced sex did it—did Reid—a huge disservice. Her body was still quaking.

“What was that, Reid? What the hell was that?”

He lifted his head, smirked down at her with bedroom eyes. “A Friday night.”

“I’m serious.” Kara slapped his shoulder.

Slowly, he shifted and she gasped while he sighed. He got up, disappeared into her bathroom to deal with the condom. A minute later, he was back and pulling her to his side, kissing her deeply. She stared at him, studying him, trying to figure him out. He’d freaked out when she’d told him about her mom’s signs and tonight, he’d shown up with dinner and a shoulder to cry on and then given her the best sex of her whole life and—and what? What was this?

“Stop,” he said.

“Stop what?”

“You’re worrying. Dissecting. Obsessing. We just had the world’s most incredible sex and as soon as my eyes uncross, we’re gonna do it again.”

“God.”

Reid laughed, shifted so he could kiss one breast, then the other. Oh, hell. Kissing wasn’t enough. He circled one nipple with his tongue. “I like these. A lot.”

She slapped his bare shoulder again. “Come on. They’re covered in stretch marks.”

“Yeah. They are. Still think they’re beautiful. You’re beautiful.”

She shut her eyes. “Okay, Reid. You got me into bed. You don’t have to keep trying.”

He went still and then sat up, regarding her with a slight frown. “Think I’m lying?”

She squirmed under his scrutiny. “No. I think you’re being nice and—”

“Kara, I’m not nice. When I like something, I say so. When I don’t like something—oh, say like the woman I just made love to accusing me of lying—”

“Reid, I never said you were lying. I just think maybe you’re exaggerating and I don’t need that, okay?”

Still scowling at her, he threw up his hands. “Fine. Get your sagging tits and dimpled ass back here.” He slapped her on said ass—it wasn’t the least bit dimpled—and she giggled.

“It’s not dimpled...is it?” She twisted around, tried to get a look at it. He flopped to her bed with a dramatic sigh and tossed his arm across his face.

She lifted a hand, traced the muscles on his abdomen. “I really love this.” She drew her finger along the V of his abdominal muscles.

“Do you?” He flexed, made her giggle. Something else flexed and he reached for his wallet and her belly flipped.

“Again?” She wasn’t sure she could bear it that way again.

He angled his head but his eyes met hers and held. “Oh, yeah. Again. Saggy tits really turn me on.” He rolled on top of her and she smiled.

“Okay, okay! I get it. You like them. I’m glad.”

He kissed her softly and it went on for a long time until she forgot about dimples and stretch marks. “Reid?”

“Mmmm?”

“What the hell is this?” she asked. It wasn’t just sex. And it damn well wasn’t just a Friday night. Damn it, the earth hadn’t just moved, it had changed directions and was still going. She had to know he felt it, too.

Abruptly he stopped kissing her and sat up. He took her hand, rubbed his thumb in circles over her palm. “Kara, how many guys have you slept with?”

She tugged her hand free and covered her face. “Reid!”

“Tell me.”

“No!” She flung herself onto the pillow, arm over her face.

“Kara. How many?”

She nibbled on a nail, felt her face burn. And held up two fingers.

“Two? You slept with two guys before me?”

She shook her head.

He peeled the hands away from her face. “Kara. Are you telling me I am only the second guy you’ve ever slept with?”

Her entire body cringed. She flipped over, buried her face in the pillow and waited for the mortification to finish killing her.

But that didn’t happen.

Instead, her cell phone rang. Reid grabbed it before she could move, read the display, and cursed softly. He got up, tossed the phone to her.

“It’s Steve.”
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He sat on Kara’s sofa, absently stuffed cold food into his mouth while the rain fell softly outside. In the bedroom, he could hear Kara’s soft voice, but not what she said.

Two men.

Christ, she was practically a virgin and he’d—He shoved the carton away in disgust. And now her ex was calling her on the same night they’d—

He cursed again and got up to pace the length of the living room. Kara’s voice was getting louder—she was pissed off, that was clear. He heard Nadia stir and squeak in her crib so he tip-toed to her room, peeked inside. She was standing up in her crib, blinking owlishly and looking as miserable as he felt.

He stepped over the gate across the door and lifted her up.

“Da,” she said and wrapped her tiny fist around his heart.

“Not—” He broke off, bit his tongue. “Not Daddy. Reid.”

“Eed.” She put her head on his bare chest and he sighed. Gene was right. It was too late. Entirely too late. He cuddled the toddler closer, noticed her heavy diaper.

“Come on, little miss. Let’s get you clean and dry.” He grabbed a fresh diaper from the stack on the dresser and gently put the baby down. He slid off her pajama bottoms, unfastened the wet diaper, gave her bottom a quick pass with a baby wipe and had the new diaper in place before she had time to squirm.

He was refastening the snaps on her pajamas when he felt Kara’s presence. Wisely, she didn’t say anything and risk waking Nadia up further. He put Nadia back in her crib, handed her the blanket and watched her curl up with it against her cheek.

He quietly stepped back over the gate and shut the door. Kara was waiting in the hall.

“I thought you left.”

He stared at her, unable to decide if that was what she wanted...or simply expected. “I’m not him.”

Her eyes popped and she put up a hand. “Thank God for that.” She took a step closer, eyes skimming his torso and stopping at that V muscle she’d admired just a few minutes earlier. “I only meant you seemed pissed off when the phone rang so I just thought—”

“Kara, I’m sorry.” He cut her off, gripping her shoulders. She’d put her clothes back on and his fingers burned for her skin. “I didn’t know he’d been your only.”

“My only,” she repeated and huffed out a laugh. “I think of him in more negative terms. My mistake. My biggest regret.” She pulled away, sank to her favorite corner of the sofa. “You think I’m comparing you to him and okay, I’m sorry, I am. I can’t help it. It was never—” she broke off, bit her lip and her face turned red.

Why the hell that made him want to kiss her was completely beyond his comprehension.

“He never...oh, hell.”

He knew she was trying to say that the sex was better with him than with Steve. But that didn’t flatter him as much as it should have. For the first time since Erin’s death, he wanted more. He swallowed hard and asked the question whose answer terrified him. “What did he want?”

“He wants to see me. Us. He wants to see Nadia. Next weekend.”

He was wrong. There was another question whose answer terrified him more. “What did you say?”

“I almost said no. When he told me Elena sent him a text message the day Nadia was born, I nearly hung up on him.” She got up, paced restlessly. “He knew! The son of a bitch knew he was a father for the past year and a half and said nothing until now.”

“Sperm donor,” he corrected quietly. “Anything else has to be earned.” He waited a beat. “You didn’t tell me what you said. Are you gonna meet him?”

“Yeah. I have to.”

Ah, right. Chicks and closure. He nodded. “Okay. I’m coming with you.”

She shook her head. “Reid, you’ve done so much for me already. I can’t ask you—”

“You didn’t ask. I said I’m coming.” He blocked her path, folded her into his arms. “He hurt you once. He won’t get another chance.”

Against his bare chest, he felt her laugh. “Your job is to prepare me to separate from you—” she laughed when he snaked a hand under arm and tickled her.

“Yeah, yeah, very funny. I’m still coming.”

She pulled back, eyes aimed at his groin. “I think you’re overstating things a bit.”

He shifted his hands, grabbed hold of her hips and ground himself against her. Her lips curled into a naughty grin. “Whoa. That was fast.”

“Catch up.” He picked her up, tossed her to the sofa and covered her with his body. Slowly, he traced her jaw line down her neck with his lips, and pulled aside her top to find those beautiful breasts again.

“Reid.” She urged him on but he only shook his head and smiled against her breast.

“Listen to the rain, Kara.” He lifted her hands, stretched them over her head. “I’m gonna be a while.”

She opened her mouth to protest so he took offensive action and covered it with his own. When he felt her hands stop straining against his, only then did he pick up where he’d left off.

Chapter Nine
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“Whoa,” Elena said. It was Sunday morning and it was just the three of them for breakfast. Lucas was volunteering at the church soup kitchen and Reid was on duty. “Are you going through with it?”

Kara watched her daughter lick the syrup off a French toast stick. “I don’t want to. But I feel like I have to. She’s his daughter.”

Her sister snorted and sipped her hot chocolate. Elena’s taste buds had stopped maturing sometime around age ten. She despised coffee. Kara had no idea how she functioned. “So how’s Reid?” Elena asked with a little eyebrow wiggle.

Kara’s stomach did a long slow roll at the mere mention of his name. Her face burst into flame.

“Kara! You didn’t!”

Nadia said, “Eed!”

Elena pressed both hands to her gaping mouth. “Oh, my God, you did! And you didn’t tell me? So things are getting serious with you two?”

She wasn’t sure what things were between them. They had great sex. No, no. That wasn’t right.

They had mind-blowing, Earth-moving sex. Reid had spent the night Friday. And Saturday. Kara kept finding herself checking the clock, counting down the hours until the end of his shift.

“Kara, what’s wrong?”

She waved a hand. “I don’t know, Laney. I just...have a pretty bad track record where men are concerned.”

Elena snorted. “Sweetie, for you to have a track record, you to have, you know, an actual track. You were with one guy besides Reid and he turned out to be an ass.”

One guy. “Reid kind of freaked out over the one guy part.”

“What do you mean?” Elena angled her head.

“I think it scared him that he’s only the second guy I’ve ever... you know, been with.”

Elena gasped. “No way! You mean Steve Orland was your first?”

“Laney!” Mortified, Kara scanned the coffee shop, wondering if every person in the place just heard Elena’s announcement. Nadia knocked over her sippy cup and she dove under the table, grateful for the second or two of hiding time.

It was humiliating to ask sex advice from your younger sister. But if it meant keeping Reid Bennett, she’d endure any taunting her sister wanted to dish out. “I don’t want to mess this up, like I usually do.”

“Whoa.” Elena put up both hands. “What do you mean, usually do?”

“Things with Steve were great until I got pregnant.”

Again, Elena put up both hands. “Sorry, Kara, you didn’t get pregnant by yourself. And things weren’t great with Steve. Honestly, they never were.”

Stung, Kara blinked at her sister. “I was in love with him, Laney. I moved out of state to be with him. I gave him my virginity.”

But Elena shook her head. “Kara, I love you like a sister—”

Kara threw a straw at her. “Ha ha.”

“I love you better than anyone and you love me. We’ve known each other since I was born. You know all my secrets.”

“Now I do.” Kara covered Elena’s hand, gave it a squeeze. There was a time when that hadn’t been true. But Nadia’s birth and meeting Lucas changed everything for Elena...and for Kara, too.

“And I can tell you that without a doubt, you settled. Steve Orland was never a prize, honey. He wasn’t even runner up.”

That stung a bit. “Elena—”

“Just listen.” Elena put a piece of toast on Nadia’s tray. “You have this kind of warped and rosy image of the guy, but that’s not how things really were.”

Kara nodded. Reid said the same thing about her mother the other night. “Selective amnesia?”

“Bingo.” Elena nodded.

“Bee oh!” Nadia agreed.

“Good girl, Nadia!” Elena applauded. “You don’t seem to remember the tears you shed over him. He forgot to pick you up at the airport that time, remember? You got home, found him playing video games. He never wanted to go out with us, only his friends. You spent holidays apart because he only wanted to spend them with his family. And SFG? Remember that?”

Kara’s stomach fell. She had forgotten all of that. SFG—September’s Families Guild—had come to mean the world to her. But Steve told her it was an organization made of people who wanted to exploit September 11th victims, not help them. When she reminded him that she was one of the families the guild helped, he shrugged and said she was the exception. All she could remember is the determined set to his jaw when he left after she’d learned she was pregnant.

“Reid’s lucky to have you. The only way you can mess this up is if you forget that and start obsessing over why he’s with you instead of every other girl in the world. Don’t go down that road. Don’t try to figure him out. Just let him be.”

Kara stared into her coffee cup and wondered how she was supposed to do that.
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The week passed by at warp speed. Nadia continued to thrive in her new school, picking up new words every day.

Kara wished she had a word for whatever it was that she and Reid were doing. Friends was too weak. He was so much more than that. Lovers was too, well, sordid though Kara supposed it was certainly accurate. And partners was just too presumptuous.

She thought of her mother. Mom would have called it keeping company. She may have juggled millions of dollars in assets each day, but she could be hopelessly old-fashioned when it came to love and marriage, and living together? She’d have borrowed Aunt Enza’s wooden spoon if she’d known about Steve Orland.

But somehow, Kara had this feeling her mother approved of Reid... of what she was doing with Reid.

Whatever that was.

She hadn’t told him that because she didn’t want to freak him out. She respected his boundaries. He’d been clear from the beginning that he didn’t want to talk about the daughter he’d lost, and while her obsessive, anxiety-producing self might have worried how exposing her daughter to him could be perceived as an unhealthy substitute, there was always this peaceful sense of right that enveloped her whenever he was with them.

Mom’s influence. Definitely.

He wasn’t with her when she stepped through the door of the restaurant where she’d agreed to meet Steve and she felt his absence acutely. But he’d pulled an extra tour.

It had been over two years since she’d had any contact with the man she’d planned to marry, to spend the rest of her life with, and she was thinking about the guy she’d met weeks ago instead.

That had to be a sign.

She sat at the bar, ordered a soft drink, tried—in vain—to wait patiently. Five minutes passed, then ten. She grabbed her purse, intending to leave when a throat cleared behind her. “Um, hey, Kar.”

She’d hated that nickname. Her name had four letters and two syllables. It didn’t need shortening. She turned, set eyes on her daughter’s father. And felt absolutely nothing.

“Hey.”

He leaned in for a kiss but she dodged him. Was he kidding?

He cleared his throat again. “You look, um, different. Not so glamorous anymore, huh?” He waved a hand over the hair she’d cut since having Nadia.

He looked...old. Not just older. But old. His dark hair was showing some gray streaks at the temples. There were new lines on his forehead. The bright blue eyes her daughter had inherited were duller than she remembered.

“Have a seat.”

He managed half a smile and sat next to her, ordered a beer. “You didn’t bring her.”

Her eyebrows went up. “I thought it best that we speak first.” She lifted her glass.

He nodded like he completely supported that decision. “So, uh, Nadia, huh? Why did you pick that name?”

Her shoulders tensed and the glass froze halfway to her lips. “What do you mean, that name?”

Steve picked up his beer bottle, gave her a little shrug. “It’s just...so unusual, you know? Why didn’t you pick a normal name?”

Kara managed half a laugh and dropped her glass to the bar with a thud. “If you wanted a say in her name, maybe you should have stayed.”

And even as the words left her mouth, Kara realized she was happy he hadn’t. The thought was unsettling. What did that say about her judgment? About her values? She’d made a baby with this man. How could she have been so completely off-target?

Steve hunched over his beer. “She’s okay? Healthy, I mean?”

“She’s perfect. Would you like to see pictures?” Kara reached for her phone, but Steve stopped her with a hand over hers.

“Kar, I’m sorry. I really am. I know you don’t believe that but it’s true. I had reasons for not wanting to bring a child into this world. Good ones.”

“Yes, and I shot those plans to hell when I got pregnant all by myself.”

“I didn’t say that—”

A strong arm landed across Kara’s shoulders. “This him?” A terse voice demanded.

Kara’s heart lifted along with her spirits. She turned into Reid, saw he was in uniform. “Reid! You’re here. Are you still on-shift? You’re not going to get in trouble for this—”

“I’m on a meal break,” he replied, eyes stuck on Steve.

“Meal break,” Steve said with a knowing look at Kara. “Didn’t take you long to move on.”

She never saw Reid move.

One second, Reid’s arm was around her shoulders and the next, he had Steve pinned face first to the bar, arm twisted behind his back.

“Reid!”

Reid ignored Kara and leaned down, spoke directly into Steve’s ear. “Here’s how this is gonna work. You’re gonna speak to Kara with respect, not insults, or I’m going to tear you apart and then treat your wounds just so I can do it again. We clear?”

“Yeah. Yeah, okay.”

Reid let Steve go, signaled the wary bartender who had one hand on her phone, and ordered a soft drink and a burger. “You hungry?” He asked Kara, but she shook her head. Her stomach was too twisted to eat.

Steve ordered the same and leaned forward. “Okay. I’m sorry for what I said. I didn’t mean to—” He broke off with a curse and started again. “I wanted you to move on. I wanted you to be happy and you obviously are.”

She waved a hand, impatiently. “Why are you here? Why now?”

Steve grabbed his beer, slowly picked at the label on the bottle. “You know that scar I have here?” He jerked a thumb at his chest.

“Yes. You fell off your bike.”

He shook his head. “That was a lie. I never fell off my bike.” He snorted out a sad laugh. “I, uh, can’t ride a bike. I wasn’t allowed to when I was a kid.”

“So that scar was—”

“Surgery. I was born with a heart problem, Kara. My brother had it, too.”

Kara stared at him. “Your brother. The one who died when he was fifteen.” And then her eyes went wide. “Oh, God. You said he died in accident. Was that a lie, too?”

Steve nodded.

Kara crossed her arms and glared. “Why. Tell me why you would lie about a thing like that.”

“I swore I’d never involve you in this.” Steve scrubbed a hand over his face. “I was nine when David died. My folks had no idea he had a heart problem until it was too late. When we discovered I had it, too, my life came to a full screeching stop. My parents were reeling from losing David and then, the thought of losing me, too...well, it was too much for my mom. She pulled me out of baseball. She pulled me out of gym class. The following year, she decided to home school me.”

“You have no idea what it was like.” Steve paused, swallowed some beer. “I love my mother, Kar, I really do. But she...I don’t know. She just totally lost it after David died. There were nights I woke up and found her in a chair, just watching me sleep.”

Kara shook her head slowly. He’d never said anything. He’d never trusted her with this. “My God. Wasn’t there someone you could talk to? Your dad. Your relatives?”

Steve waved his hand. “My dad was no help. Whatever crazy things Mom came up with to ensure my health and safety were just fine with him. I had no life. I swear to you, if she could have put me in a plastic hamster ball, she would have. I never told anybody.”

“Not even me.”

“Especially not you. Kar, you have no idea how much work it took just to let her agree to let me go to college. I had to promise not to go too far away, to call her a dozen times a day, and to see whatever doctor she needed me to see. You were the first normal thing I ever had in my life since Dave.”

Tears spilled from her eyes when Kara took Steve’s hand and squeezed it. “You should have told me, Steve.”

“I should have. But I couldn’t. It was easier to keep you separate. It...well, it was like a vacation. I could put up with Mom’s hysteria for you.”

“What about after college? What about coming here?”

“When I got the job up here, I thought I had it made. New York was far enough away that I could live on my own without her constant presence. She was happy with the phone calls and reports from my doctors. For a while.”

Kara’s eyes snapped to his. “Doctors? You had more than one?”

The server came, put baskets of food in front of both men. Steve picked up a fry, ate it with his eyes shut. “If she could see me eating artery clogging food, she’d—”

When he broke off, shook his head, she knew. “Oh, God.” Kara pressed both hands to her mouth. “When did she die?” Beside her, Reid shifted, but still didn’t touch his meal.

Steve shook his head. “She’s not gone. Dad and I committed her. A few weeks ago.”

Kara lowered her head, tried to process all of this. It made sense now. Their weird on-again/off-again romance, the way he’d always done holidays and visits by himself. Even the fights they’d had about all the activities she’d wanted to do but he always said no—it all made sense now.

And then her blood chilled. Her hand groped for Reid’s, found it. Clung.

“Steve. You said you and your brother...could Nadia?”

He looked away. “It’s possible, Kara. I don’t know.”

Her baby. Her precious, beautiful baby.

Reid pulled out his phone. “What’s wrong? With your heart.”

“I have something called COA. Coarctation—”

“Of the aorta.” Reid nodded, typing it into his phone. “You showing any symptoms?”

“Not until I was about ten or twelve. Breathing issues, cold extremities, pain during activity.” Steve pulled out an envelope from his pocket, put it on the bar. “Test results, doctor reports, all of it.”

“I could...” Kara pressed her lips together. “Oh, God, Steve! I could lose her. And you kept this from me!”

“Stop.” Steve shoved his food aside and took Kara’s hands. “Listen to me. You cannot run around like the sky is falling, do you hear me? That’s why I left and that’s why I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want my mother anywhere near you and if she knew about Nadia—” He broke off, flattened his lips. “No kid should go through what I did. I was a prisoner, Kara.”

Reid took the envelope, stood up, tossed some cash to the bar. “I’m due back on shift. Orland, why are you here? Why now?”

Steve and Reid stared down, unblinking. Kara looked from one to the other and figured it out.

Steve was here because he thought that with his mother safely in a hospital, he had another shot with her.

Chapter Ten
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Reid strode back to the fire house, a to-go bag holding the lunch he couldn’t eat.

“Hey, man.” Gene jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Mmm, what did you bring me?”

Reid tossed the bag at his partner. Gene opened the bag, found a whole burger, bit through half of it in a single bite. Reid threw himself into a chair while Gene stuffed his face, and opened the envelope Steve Orland had given Kara.

COA. Coarctation of the aorta. Son of a bitch.

He skimmed the contents of various reports. Orland was mostly symptom-free but did have low blood pressure in his legs. Reid went over it in his head, every minute of Nadia’s ambulance ride to the hospital. Had he missed this? Was it really spasmodic croup or were her symptoms just the first emergence of a congenital defect that her moron of a father passed on to her?

He drummed his fingers on the table and dug deep into his memory. She’d had a cough—the classic barking seal cough. Her throat was swollen. And she’d responded to steroids. He’d never checked the blood pressure in her legs. And Kara had reported that her extremities were blue that night.

Jesus. Oh, Jesus Christ. He raked his hands through his hair, tried to remember the symptoms, the prognosis for COA but he couldn’t think, couldn’t see past the agonizing crush of memories of his own dead daughter, pounding on their cell door.

Nadia. God, no.

On a shaky breath that sounded dangerously close to a sob, Reid was about to feign illness and skip the rest of his shift but the tones sounded and Dispatch directed them to a stuck elevator over on Wall. While Gene drove around traffic, lights and siren hot, Reid prayed.

The call was textbook. They were in and out without complications and a few unbearably long hours later, his shift was over. He unlocked the two deadbolts on his door, walked into his crappy apartment, tossed his keys on the counter, grabbed a beer and settled deep onto the saggy sofa with his duct-taped laptop and spent the rest of the night finding out everything he could on coarctation of the aorta.

And when the sun came up, he showered, changed clothes, grabbed the stack of print-outs he’d made during the night and headed for Kara’s. He was in this now. He wasn’t letting go of either of his girls without a fight.
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“Reid.” Kara smoothed her hair back. “Hi.”

She was dressed in baggy pajama pants and a T-shirt. She had those purple circles under her eyes and what looked like a Cheerio stuck to her shoulder and he still felt that kick in the gut. He stared for a moment and then kicked the door closed, dropped the folder of papers he’d spent all night collecting and lunged for her.

“God, you’re beautiful.”

“Wha—”

He spun her around, pressed her to the door and covered her mouth with his, swallowing her words. There was a moment of shock and then she melted into him. He devoured her—she tasted like coffee and yeah, maybe Cheerios, and he couldn’t get enough. He wrapped his hands around her butt and hiked her up, pinned her hips with his own and dove back to her mouth for more, more, and still more.

“Eeeeeeeeed!”

Nadia’s screech of pure joy jolted him back down to earth and he dropped Kara like they’d just gotten caught making out on the dance floor at the eighth grade formal. The toddler wrapped herself around one of his legs and because he wasn’t quite steady on them after that kiss, he hauled her up into his arms. She pressed both hands to his cheeks and kissed him right on the lips with one of her loud “Mwahs!” and he felt that same wave of helplessness that once came damn close to drowning him come back for an encore.

“You look about as good as I feel,” Kara remarked, studying him from the apartment door. “Rough shift?”

He shook his head. “No, it was fine. I was up all night researching this COA defect.

Kara’s lip trembled. “You were?”

“Yeah, and I left some messages. I have friends. Doctor friends. If you’re willing to blow off today, I might be able to get Nadia in to see one of them. Just to be sure.”

Kara opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. “Reid, you don’t have to do this. I remember what you said about long-term. And even though you’ve never told me about your daughter, I know being around Nadia has to be hard for you. So if you want to get out, or if you need time, I get it.”

He stared at her, not sure his ears were working. “You want me gone?”

“What? No!” Kara’s hands snapped up, palms out. “I’m asking you if you want to be gone.”

He was tired and cranky and yeah, really damned worried so excuse him if he couldn’t read subtext. He put Nadia down, dragged a hand through his hair and collapsed onto Kara’s sofa. She was still pressed against the damn door where he’d left her. “I don’t get exactly how you hear up all night and left some messages with doctors and conclude I want to be gone.”

“I’m just asking.”

“And I’m just saying it’s stupid. Now are you going to let go of that door and talk to me or not?”

She glared at him. “I...I can’t.”

“What the hell do you mean, you can’t?”

Her face went red. “I mean the damn door is the only thing holding me up because my knees are shaking.”

With a curse he only just managed to bite back because Nadia was there, he scooped Kara up at the knees and sat back on the sofa with her on his lap. He peeled the dried-up Cheerio from her shoulder and held it out to her. “Breakfast?”

She snorted. “No. Last night’s dinner.”

Nadia ran over and climbed up beside them and wrapped her sturdy arms around Reid’s neck.

“Okay,” he said, pulling in a long, slow breath to steady his own nerves and then did it again so he could steady Kara’s. “Okay. You spent the night doing the same thing I did. She doesn’t have symptoms, right?”

Kara shook her head. “I thought maybe that croup attack could be, you know?”

Yeah. He did know.

“But the steroids helped her. I haven’t seen her cry in pain and she loves to run around and be active.”

“Okay,” Reid repeated. “We can use a wait-and-see approach. Or we can be proactive and get her tested.”

Kara considered that for a moment. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about Steve.”

Reid’s stomach dropped.

“The way he lived. All the secrets he never shared. For so long, I hated him, Reid. I hated myself for getting fooled, you know? I can’t do that to Nadia. I need to know, Reid. I can’t live with all of that what-if stuff churning in my head. Parenting is hard enough and I—”

His arm tightened around her because he knew her. And knowing her as he did, he knew she’d spent the better part of the night beating herself up over all of this. “We’ll have her tested. I brought my bag so I can do her blood pressure myself.”

Kara nodded. “I read that it’s often different in the lower extremities.”

“Yeah. It’s just one more thing we can rule out.”

“Eed.” Nadia patted his cheek.

He turned to her with a grin. “Hi, little miss.”

The baby giggled and stepped on Kara’s stomach, plopping herself between them and said, “Mine.”

Reid and Kara exchanged glances and burst into laughter. “Does she mean you or me?” he asked.

To his amazement, Kara went bright red. “Um. You. Definitely you.”

“Yeah, so why are you so embarrassed?”

Kara pressed her lips together. She’d take the Fifth on this or perish. And when her belly let out a long loud rumble, Reid pulled an exaggerated face of shock and Nadia giggled. “Mommy’s hungry. Wanna make Mommy breakfast?”

Nadia gave him a single nod and Reid dumped Kara off his lap.

“Hey!” She protested but he’d already scooped up her daughter and headed to the tiny galley kitchen. “What are you making?”

“Toast.”

She lifted her eyebrows. “Seriously?”

“Trust me on this, toast is the limit of my breakfast skills.”

“You can’t cook at all?”

“Didn’t say that. If you had a grill handy, I’d woo you with my steak skills.”

She grinned at him, felt some of the oily nausea curled in her belly ease. “Talk is cheap. I will, of course, require proof of your mad steak grilling skills to verify the veracity of this claim.”

“Verify this.”

“Hey, hey, not in front of the baby!”

He laughed and Kara’s breath caught. Reid Bennett didn’t laugh out loud often but when he did—whoa. He smiled, smirked, leered, occasionally grinned revealing very nice teeth, but a laugh with actual sound?

If she wasn’t already sleeping with him, that sound alone was panty-dropping.

And you know what? She was going to roll with it. She stretched out on the sofa, cupped her hands behind her head and crossed her ankles, watching Reid hand her baby girl a few slices of bread that she carefully fit into the slots on the toaster. He opened the fridge, found butter and some jam, put those on the counter, and then joined Nadia while they waited for the pop.

“Any minute now, Nadia... it’s going to pop. Are you ready? Here it comes...”

The toaster popped and Nadia clapped her hands. “Yay!”

Big, surly, pissed off Reid Bennett clapped his hands, too.

He smeared butter on the toast slices, cut them into triangles, and handed the plate to Nadia. “Okay, little miss. Can you very carefully bring this to Mommy without dropping it?” He held the plate in two hands and showed Nadia how to walk slowly.

Nadia repeated her single nod, and he handed her the plate. Kara was amazed watching her wild child walk instead of run carrying a plate she never dropped.

“Here, Ma.”

Tears sprang out of nowhere and Kara grabbed Nadia and crushed her to her heart. “Good girl, Nadia! You are so smart.”

The moment was shattered by the ring of a cell phone. Over her daughter’s head, her eyes met Reid’s and she was certain she saw tears in his.

“Hello?”
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It was a wild chaotic race, trying to get two girls dressed in twenty minutes.

Reid wasn’t sure he’d ever recover.

He finally plucked Nadia from Kara’s arms and took care of the squirming toddler himself. “You. Shower.”

Kara’s lips twitched. “Wait, I think this is where I’m supposed to say, Me Jane.”

He swatted her butt. “Get in the shower.”

She tried to look pissed, but yeah. The look she gave him said she was anything but pissed off. He took Nadia to her room, opened drawers and found socks, pants with flowers that matched a shirt with flowers and wondered if she needed a T-shirt or onesie under it. It was eighty degrees outside, so he skipped the onesie.

“Okay, little miss, Reid’s gonna do just one thing. Will you help?”

He took out the pediatric blood pressure cuff he’d brought with him, fastened it around her leg, just below the knees. He grabbed the valve and his stethoscope, found the posterior tibial artery and quickly inflated the cuff.

“Ninety over sixty.” He unfastened the cuff and moved it to her arm, repeated the procedure. Nadia watched him with huge blue eyes full of trust.

Steve’s eyes, he knew now.

“Ninety-five over sixty. Okay, okay.” He refused to worry, refused to freak out. It’s a manual cuff; he could have messed it up, plus it wasn’t a drastic difference.

“Okay, good girl, hands up!” He raised his own and she copied, allowing him to pull the flowered top over her head. “Time for pants. Left leg. Right leg. All done.”

“Yay!” She applauded.

“Yay is right.” Reid felt like he’d just pinned a heavyweight to the mat. He put away his gear and when he looked up, Nadia was gone.

Houdini’d on his watch. Aw, hell.

“Nadia?”

A giggle from Kara’s bedroom had him running. Damn, she was stealthy. He never heard her move. He found her in the middle of Kara’s bed, hiding under the sheet.

“Gotcha!” He pounced and she squealed, kicking her feet.

“Pway!” The baby covered her head with the sheet again.

“You want to play, little miss?”

When she nodded once, Reid grinned and whipped the sheet off the bed.
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By the time Kara emerged from the bathroom, dressed and Cheerio-free, she discovered Reid had Nadia’s bag packed with juice, crackers, and a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

No crust.

They were awfully quiet. She went back down the hall, peered into Nadia’s room, saw that the gate was fastened securely over the door... and pressed both hands to her gaping mouth.

The sheet from her bed was draped over Nadia’s crib, two huge boots sticking out from one end, two pudgy bare feet right next to them. Quietly, she stepped over the gate, heard her baby girl giggling in response to Reid’s deep rumbling voice. She crept closer, fell to her knees and peeked inside.

“Hi, you two.”

“Ma, see?” Nadia raised her arms.

“I see. Did Reid make you a tent?”

He scoffed. “This is a blanket fort.”

“My apologies. Why is there a blanket fort in my daughter’s room?”

“Hey, when a little girl invites me to pway, I pway.” Reid grinned at Nadia. Nadia grinned right back.

That’s when Kara felt it. Deep inside that spot in her heart, the one that held her memories of Mom and Steve, the one that demanded protection from further damage, she felt warmth grow and spread and realized she was in love with Reid Bennett. “Damn,” she whispered.

Reid’s smile faded. “Yeah. It’s time to go.”

She didn’t correct his mistaken perception for her whispered oath.

Minutes later, they’d wrestled baby, bag, stroller, and print-outs into a cab and were heading to New York Presbyterian. “Doctor Tully is a friend. I’ve known him for a long time. He’s sharp, kind of abrupt so don’t let him rattle you,” he coached.

Kara nodded, nibbling her nails.

“Do you want Elena?”

She took Reid’s hand because it touched her that he would think of that. But she shook her head. “I haven’t told her about this. Any of it.”

“Why the hell not?” He frowned.

“Because.” She sighed. That wasn’t an answer and just as he was about to call her on it, she continued. “Because she’s a newlywed and deserves to enjoy that. Because she’s already done so much for me.”

“And because you still think you have to do every damn thing by yourself.”

Her mouth set in that mutinous twist he now knew too well.

“Reid, please.” She hadn’t let go of his hand. That was something. He looked down, studied the way his rough hand swallowed her softer one. The nails were short and unpolished. He’d ribbed her about that once. Made some snarky comment about manicures. Kara never did things for herself like manicures or Starbucks. As far as he could tell, she hardly wore makeup except for some mascara and whatever the stuff was that she dotted on the purple circles under her eyes.

Suddenly, it hit him that he’d never done anything for her either. Brought her flowers. Taken her to a movie. Something. Her phone let out a single ping and she let go of his hand to check it.

“Oh. Right. Reminder to pick up a present for Jade’s shower. I forgot all about it. Ever since that day in TJ Maxx...” she trailed off, tucked the phone back in her bag with a shudder.

The day he’d blasted her between the eyes with both barrels. The day he’d told her she didn’t deserve to have kids.

Jade. He remembered that name. One of her circle. These people were important to her. Her mother’s sorority sisters and their children.

The cab pulled to the curb and he gave her hand a reassuring squeeze before climbing out and unloading his precious cargo.

Chapter Eleven

[image: image]

The hospital gave Kara the willies.

She’d been here twice in all the years she’d lived in New York. The first time was a similarly desperate cab ride while she was in labor and dressed to the nines for a holiday party she’d gotten to enjoy for all of twenty minutes before her water broke. And the second time was Nadia’s ambulance ride.

Reid carefully strapped Nadia into her stroller, pushed it through the automatic double doors. At the main desk, he asked for Doctor Tully, and they were directed to take the elevator to the eleventh floor. Tension radiated off him in waves, and she wanted to tell him to leave, this wasn’t his fight.

But she wanted him to stay. She wished Nadia were his. With all her heart, she wished it.

They were the only ones on the elevator—unusual for a New York City hospital on any given day. She fought the ridiculous urge to laugh when she wondered if it was a sign. Oh, why hadn’t she called Laney? She needed her sister, her family around her right now. And Al, who always knew where to look for—and find—comfort.

She wondered if the eleventh floor had any meaning. When she’d given birth to Nadia, they’d assigned her to room six eighteen—her mother’s birthday. But eleven?

Nothing.

Oh, Mom, she prayed. Please, please help me.

Reid chose that precise moment to turn to her and flash the full grin, the one that revealed teeth, the one her sister and her friends would have dubbed PD—panty-dropping. He was dressed in cargo shorts, a loose T-shirt and sported a day’s scruff under eyes that bore the effects of a sleepless night.

And still, he stopped her heart.

The elevator doors slid open. Reid pushed Nadia’s stroller down the corridor, around wheelchairs and carts holding everything from linens to food.

“Hey, Bennett, good to see you.” A tall man wearing a lab coat extended his hand, grinning at Reid. He turned to Kara. “Hi. Sean Tully.”

“Hey, Doc. This is Kara Larsen and her daughter, Nadia.”

Kara found her voice. “Thank you so much for seeing us today, Dr. Tully. I don’t think I can close my eyes until I know for sure.”

Dr. Tully shook Kara’s hand. He was young, probably not much older than she was. He had a small lion clipped to the stethoscope looped around his neck. When he crouched down to make a funny face at Nadia, Kara was immediately at ease. “Come on into my office. Reid emailed me some of the details. Maybe you can fill in the blanks?”

He led them into a carpeted office, and indicated a small sofa against a wall instead of the huge desk that dominated the room. Framed diplomas hung on the wall above the desk. By the computer, a tiny skeleton stood, suspended from a hook. Kara and Reid sat side by side, but Nadia began to fuss in her stroller. Before Kara could distract her, Dr. Tully took the lion off his stethoscope and handed it to her while Kara relayed everything Steve had told her.

Dr. Tully took her back through her pregnancy and delivery, Nadia’s health history including that frantic ambulance ride for croup, her immunization records, and her developmental milestones. He took the stethoscope off his neck, inserted the ear pieces and listened to Nadia’s heart and lungs.

He grabbed a pediatric blood pressure cuff from his desk and wrapped it around Nadia’s arm. “Ninety-five over sixty-seven.”

“Is that bad?”

Reid squeezed Kara’s hand, shook his head. “It’s fine.”

“COA patients tend to have high blood pressure, so this is good.

Kara’s heart lifted.

He repeated the blood pressure procedure on Nadia’s leg. Nadia fussed and threw the lion on the floor.

“Hey.” Reid held up a finger and looked stern. The baby’s lip jutted out in a pout, but she settled down. Kara stared at him in amazement. She’d never seen her daughter respond like that.

“Eighty over sixty.”

Reid’s face went blank and Kara’s stomach jumped to her throat. “What? What is it? What does this mean?”

“Kara, it doesn’t mean anything, not by itself.” Dr. Tully took the stethoscope out of his ears, gave Nadia back the lion toy. “Has Nadia been diagnosed with a heart murmur?”

“What? No!”

Dr. Tully sighed. “I’d like to get her in for some more tests. Ideally, a chest x-ray, but at her age, she’ll never sit for it unless we sedate her. I’d like to do an echocardiogram as soon as possible. That will tell us if her heart is enlarged and confirm the presence of a murmur.”

Kara swallowed. “Confirm it?”

Nodding, Dr. Tully nodded. “It’s faint, maybe a grade one, but it’s there and ordinarily, I wouldn’t be concerned about it, but given her father’s medical history, it’s worth a closer look.”

Reid’s phone buzzed. He gave Kara’s knee a pat and stepped outside to answer the call.
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“Hey, Reid, you busy?” Gene asked.

“Yeah, what’s up?” Reid strode across the corridor to a tiny waiting area boasting a flat panel TV hanging on the wall and a small selection of toys and books for young children.

“Oh. Uh, nothing. Just wondered if you were up for another try with Vickie’s cousin? She’s coming up from Atlanta for—”

“No.”

“Jeez. Okay, man. You don’t need to bite my head off. What’s up with you? Are you...are you at the hospital?” Gene asked as a PA system paged someone stat.

“Yeah. Kara’s kid.” Reid sank into a plastic chair, read the sports stats crawling by on the flat panel TV bolted at the top of a wall.

“Kara’s kid. So you’re off the market? You’re in this thing with Kara all the way?”

“No. Yes. Christ, I don’t know.” And before Reid could stop it, he was blurting it all out, every stupid twisted word.

“So let me get this straight,” Gene interrupted when he reached the part about the heart defect. “The guy that left Kara pregnant suddenly shows up because Mommy’s in a padded room and he figures he can have a life now and then adds, Oh by the way, your daughter may have this life-threatening heart defect?”

“Yeah.”

“That is seriously whacked.”

Reid would have gone with a different phrase, but whacked worked too.

“Okay, Bennett, I have to ask. With baby daddy back in the picture, where do you fit in?”

Reid shifted the phone to his other hand. “It’s...complicated.”

Gene cursed. “Come on, man, you’re not an idiot. She’s got a kid with that douche. No matter how whacked he is—that puts him in a different category than you.”

Reid’s muscles coiled. Gene wasn’t wrong. So why the hell did that piss him off? “You were the one who told me to go for it.”

“Yeah, that was before! Can you honestly tell me you don’t already love her little girl?”

Reid’s eyes slipped shut. “I gotta go.” He spotted a book on the floor, under a chair. He crouched down and reached for it.

“Reid, wait. I’m sorry, buddy. Just...just be careful, okay? You’re like the son I never had.”

A laugh snorted out of him. They were the same age. “Okay. Dad.” He rolled his eyes.

“Suck me,” Gene said and ended the call.

Reid stared at the book in his hands and then at Dr. Tully’s office. He did love that little girl, God help him. And if he were being completely honest, he was in love with her mother, too. A man would have to be dead not to love Kara Larsen. But Reid was a realist. Losing Erin taught him that love doesn’t fix everything and in some extreme cases, makes the broken things a hell of a lot worse.

It was because he loved her that he did not go back inside that room.

Chapter Twelve
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An hour later, a knock on the door had Kara’s heart leaping. She’d wondered if Reid had been called in to work. But it wasn’t Reid who walked in.

“Lucas. What—” A wave of emotions surged through her. Relief and joy and love. A second later, Luke’s best friend, Al, followed him.

“Reid called Elena, she called us.”

“Oook!” Nadia, naked except for her diaper, kicked her pudgy legs and wiggled to get to her new uncle. Luke took the happy toddler from her mother, a frown furrowing his brow.

Al put an arm around Kara. “What’s going on?”

“Oh, Al.” The emotions she’d felt a second ago gave way to panic and despair. Tears choked her, but Kara explained everything.

“COA,” Luke repeated. “Jesus Christ, Kara! Why did you not call us?” Luke demanded.

Kara shook her head. “You have your own things to worry about. I didn’t want to add—”

“Bull—”

“Luke!” Al cut him off with a pointed look at the baby in his arms and Lucas sighed.

“Okay. Okay, I’m sorry, but you’re on your own when Elena gets here. She’s bringing the girls.”

Thunderstruck, Kara stammered, “She...wait, what?”

“You heard me. As soon as Reid called, she started a damn phone tree.”

“Oh, God.” She closed her eyes, swallowing the nausea burning at the back of her throat. Reid had called her sister. Her sister would call everybody and then they’d know. They’d all know how completely useless she was as a mother. Why would he do that to her? And why didn’t he come back? Kara’s hands began to tremble. She was cold. She was so cold.

Dr. Tully walked back into the office, raised his eyebrows at the two new faces. Lucas and Al introduced themselves. “Okay, did Kara fill you in?”

“No. She didn’t.” Luke glared at her. “All I know is my niece may have some kind of heart defect?”

“We’re going to run a few tests to rule out her father’s condition. I need to sedate her so we’re just running the clock for a few hours, waiting until she’s digested her breakfast.”

“Tests? What kind of tests?” Luke handed Nadia to Al and sat beside Kara. He took one of her hands, sandwiched it between his and rubbed warmth back into it. She wanted to tell him not to bother because she was pretty sure she’d never feel warm again. Her heart was slowly breaking, one tiny fragment at a time.

Like eggshells. It always used to annoy her when those stupid hardboiled shells came off one tiny piece at a time and—Oh, God, she was officially losing her mind. She was completely useless as a parent. Dr. Tully’s voice sounded like it was far, far away and she was thinking about hardboiled hearts.

“...an echocardiogram and a chest x-ray.”

Kara focused on the conversation around her, felt Lucas tense.

“I thought x-rays were bad for kids this little?”

“If the echo is clean, we won’t need the x-ray.”

“Will you have the results immediately?” he asked, his jaw tight. He was truly worried, bless him. She’d have welcomed anyone her sister had married, but Luke was truly family.

Dr. Tully pressed his lips together. “It’s possible. But I need to have a surgeon consult.”

Kara lifted her head. “Surgeon?”

“A precaution. A second opinion.”

The door opened and a woman in scrubs poked her head in. “We’re ready for you, Dr. Tully.”

“Okay.” He extended his hand to Kara. “Are you ready to do this?”

There was a buzzing in her head, a kind of white noise that seemed to drown everything else out. All she could hear was Nadia. She picked up her daughter, grabbed her bag from the stroller handle and followed Dr. Tully.

He turned back to Luke and Al. “There’s a waiting area across the hall. We’ll find you there.”

“I’m coming with them,” Lucas insisted.

“Luke—” Kara began.

“I’m coming.”

Al thumped Lucas on the back. “I’ll coordinate from here.” He waved his cell phone.
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In an empty room, Dr. Tully gave Nadia a sedative to drink in a little cup, and turned to a computer on a cart beside the bed. Whatever the stuff in the cup was, Nadia liked it and wanted more. Kara wished they had some for Mommy, too. Her heart was thudding out of her ribcage and her whole body started to throb to the beat. She felt sick inside, down to the bone. She couldn’t lose her daughter. No. It wasn’t...it just wasn’t possible. Healthy babies don’t simply die.

Reid. Reid lost his daughter.

A sob bubbled up and Luke’s arm came around her, held tight. “First step, Kara. This is only the first step. Whatever happens here, it is absolutely not the end, understand?”

Through blurry eyes, she looked at him. “Yeah. Okay.”

“Ma,” Nadia whined and dropped her head onto Kara’s breast. The sedative was already working.

“It’s okay, Milk Dud. It’ll be okay.” Kara paced with the baby on her shoulder, rocking her gently and humming to her.

“Kara.” Dr. Tully turned. “Even if we do find COA, it can be corrected with surgery. It doesn’t have to be a life lived inside bubble wrap.”

Bubble wrap. Kara suddenly remembered the hole Nadia almost put in the wall and how she’d briefly considered wallpapering the apartment with rolls of it. That felt like centuries ago now.

“Kara,” Lucas whispered. “She’s out.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Carefully, Kara put her precious angel on the bed, covered her with her favorite blanket and brushed the curls from her face.

Dr. Tully shifted the blanket, fastened electrodes to Nadia’s little chest. “This won’t hurt her, Kara. It’ll take about forty minutes or so.” He squirted some ultrasound gel onto her chest and began running a wand over it. The computer on the cart recorded the readings, and he occasionally clicked buttons on the keyboard, freezing certain images, changing parameters.

The sound of Nadia’s heart filled the room and Kara closed her eyes for a moment, listening to it, memorizing it, absorbing it. Then she watched Dr. Tully’s face for frowns, smiles, concern—any sign at all. But it revealed nothing. Back and forth, over and over, he moved the wand over the baby’s heart, the minutes dragging by so slowly, Kara was sure time had stopped.

“Okay, Mommy. That’s it. You can redress her.”

“And? Did you find anything?”

Dr. Tully shook his head. “Kara, I can only tell you this. There is a heart murmur. Whether it’s COA, well, I really need to consult with the surgeon.”

“When will you know?”

“Redress the baby and we’ll talk back in my office. I’ll have him paged while you’re doing that, okay?”

She wanted to grab Dr. Tully by his lapels and shake him. He needed to understand, this was her baby’s life, this was her life because without Nadia in it—oh, God. Oh, God!

“Hey, hey, it’s okay, Kara.” Lucas must have seen evidence of her impending breakdown because suddenly he was right there, folding her into his arms. “Dr. Tully will do what he has to so you can get answers right away. You need to hold it together just a little longer, okay, honey?”

Frantically, she nodded, fought down the panic and hopelessness that had her by the throat.

“Where are her clothes?”

“Um. In her bag.”

Lucas found Nadia’s little pants and top with the flowers that Reid had put on her that morning. A cold ball of dread spun in her gut. Where was Reid? Luke’s phone buzzed just as he got Nadia’s top tugged down. “Elena’s here, Kara. And she’s brought reinforcements.” He picked up her still sleeping daughter and flashed her the smile that made her sister fall in love with him. “You’re not alone in this anymore.”

She managed a convincing smile as Lucas cradled Nadia’s head against his shoulder and headed for the door.

She picked up her baby bag and was about to follow when she spotted Nadia’s favorite blanket on the floor. She scooped it up, stuffed it in the bag and left the room, and shook her head because Luke was wrong.

Alone was all she was ever going to be.

Chapter Thirteen
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The sun was shining and a soft breeze blew over the September 11th Memorial. Reid looked out over the twin pools, all that was left of the tall buildings that once occupied those spaces, and talked to his brother. “Kyle. Tell me what to do.” He wanted Kara but knew damn well he didn’t deserve her. She needed someone who could be a true father to Nadia, someone who could give them everything he had without holding back.

Someone else who would make blanket forts with Nadia. Someone else who would make love to Kara every damn night. He wanted to tear the limbs off the figure of his imagination.

Serves you right for running.

Reid’s head snapped up. Embarrassment battled with fury and Reid’s jaw clenched.

Running. The word made Reid cringe in humiliation. He was a trained first responder, for God’s sake. The only running he did was toward danger, not away from it. But run was exactly what he’d done. He didn’t deserve Kara. He didn’t deserve either of them. “Look, you know me, Kyle. Better than anybody. I’m not one of those guys who’s into all that feeling his feelings crap, okay? Kara needs someone who can take care of Nadia.”

And yet, here you are, talking to a ghost.

Reid didn’t say a word. Okay, sure, he talked to Kyle and often heard Kyle talk back, but that was...well, it was just taking comfort wherever and however you can in this world, and he wasn’t about to apologize for it.

Reid watched a couple make a pencil rubbing of a name on the plaque that surrounded the pool. Their faces were tight and drawn. It had been over a decade and their pain was as raw, as chronic, as his own. But his was worse. His was worse because he’d been able to go on living after losing his brother. He fell in love, got married, made a baby.

And lost her, too.

Whoever said time heals all wounds didn’t know shit about grief.

He started the walk back to his apartment alone.
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Reid nursed a beer in his dark apartment, listening to the Lees arguing in Chinese in the apartment below his, and absently rubbing at the ache in his chest that just wouldn’t go away. Since he’d gotten home, something was off—not quite right. He couldn’t figure it out. He was edgy. Raw.

Like an exposed nerve ending.

He’d considered getting good and drunk and zoning out until it passed, but he was on tour tomorrow. Restless, he prowled the two rooms of his apartment. He flipped through TV channels, thumbed through magazines, checked his email, even thought about going for a muscle-burning run, but nothing appealed. Nothing held interest.

Except his phone.

He kept staring at it, willing it to ring while praying it wouldn’t. He’d checked it a dozen—a hundred times—but there were no messages from Kara. He could call Dr. Tully himself, he supposed. Not that it would do any good. He knew the damn speech about confidentiality. He wasn’t family. He wasn’t entitled to any information about Nadia Larsen’s condition and the kick of it all was that he could have been. The ache in his chest powered up a notch as he thought about how enormously he’d screwed everything up. The more he thought about Nadia and Kara, the more intense that edgy and raw sensation grew.

Damn it, he knew better. He knew better than to let his emotions out. Since the end of his marriage, he’d taken every step necessary to make sure the women he let into his world held no interest for him beyond a few laughs and maybe a little fun in bed. And then he’d met Kara and fallen so hard so fast, he never noticed the trip until he’d face-planted with a bone-jarring crash.

Could he do it again? Could he be a husband again—a father? He didn’t damn well know and that’s why he was sitting in a dark room, pouring beer into his sour stomach, and listening to his neighbors screaming like extras in a movie. He sat for a long time, forgot about the beer, until he couldn’t take it another second. He got up, grabbed his keys. He had to get out of here, get out of his own head for a while. He was about to open the door when a muffled thump stopped him.

He looked back, and on the floor beside the table where he’d tossed his keys, he spotted the book he’d found in the hospital that morning.

The Velveteen Rabbit.

He picked it up, stared at it for a long moment, that edgy raw feeling about to explode inside him. He rushed to his bedroom, pulled the box from the shelf high in his closet and pawed through the blanket, teddy bear, and photos until he found it. Erin’s copy of the same book.

Before he could think twice about it, he’d grabbed his keys and headed out of the apartment. A subway and bus ride later, he was striding into Mount Saint Mary Cemetery only to skid to a stop.

“Help you, sir?” An elderly man in groundskeeper greens frowned at him.

Reid swallowed hard. “Yeah. My daughter. I don’t know which one’s hers.”

The man nodded and indicated an office. “Follow me.”

A few minutes later, he was in a golf cart, meandering around narrow paved lanes edged with acres of green grass and aisles of marble headstones. The cart rolled to a stop and the old man jerked his chin toward Reid’s right. “Your girl would be there, on the left.”

Reid stopped breathing.

“Sir?”

“Oh. Yeah. Right.” He climbed out of the cart on legs like noodles and stepped onto the plush lawn. He didn’t remember this, didn’t remember the rows of headstones standing sentry-like, didn’t remember the bench under a tree at the end of the row. He forced himself to walk down that row and when he looked back, the cart and the old man were gone.

He took a step and another step and there it was.

His daughter’s grave.

He fell to his knees and traced her name in the marble. Erin Isabelle Bennett. He brushed leaves off the figure of the angel carved into the top of the stone. With a gasp, he wrapped his arms around the stone, unable to stop the roaring in his head or the ache in his chest, and for the first time since he’d buried his daughter, he cried in great gulping sobs. “Erin, oh God, baby.”

He sat there, cursing himself for letting his emotions escape their locks. Feelings were messy. Irritating. Uncontrollable. They swept through him like a goddamn tornado, leaving destruction in its wake. And pain.

And finally, exhaustion.

When he’d finally emptied all the tears he’d stored up, he sat on the grass and opened the book and read his daughter every printed word of it.
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It was morning when his cell phone vibrated in his pocket and woke him up. He bolted upright, dropped the books still clutched in his hands, and swore he smelled baby powder and apple juice. He was on his couch with no memory of getting home. He sucked in a deep breath, shut his eyes, and saw that image again... the one of Erin sitting on a woman’s lap, reading a book together.

“Okay,” he whispered. “Okay.”

He clutched the book, holding that picture in his heart. He may not believe in signs the way Kara did, but they sure seemed to believe in him. He blew out a long slow breath and when he saw the clock, cursed out loud.

He was an hour late for his tour.

His phone vibrated again. “Yeah.” He snapped. His voice was thick and his throat felt like it had been sandblasted.

“Jesus, Reid! Where the hell are you?”

“Sorry, Gene. I’m sick. I’m goddamn sick.”

“How sick? ’Cause the chief is ready to kill you.”

“Great,” Reid groaned and stumbled to the bathroom, switched the phone to speaker. “Can you cover for me?” He ran the water, splashed his face, used the toilet.

“Holy hell, Bennett. What happened?”

“Told you. Sick.”

“Are you...oh, man! Tell me you’re not hungover.”

Reid snorted, winced when it hurt his entire face. “I wish.” He coughed, cleared his throat, blew his nose on a wad of toilet paper. “Look. Just tell the chief I’ve got some kind of sinus infection thing going on, okay?”

“Yeah. Okay,” Gene agreed. “Now tell me what’s really going on.”

“Not now, Gene.”

“Reid, I—”

Reid ended the call, shoved his phone in his pocket and staggered to his bedroom.
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“Ma!”

Kara peeled open an eye, saw her daughter jumping up and down in her crib, her honey-colored curls a mess. “Good morning, Milk Dud!” She crawled off the air mattress she’d set up on the floor of Nadia’s room after Dr. Tully had sent her home with no results because he’d been unable to reach the surgeon. She rescued Nadia from her crib, did a quick diaper change, and let Nadia discover the joy of bouncing on the air mattress. Her squeals of delight each time she flopped woke their guests.

The door squeaked open. “Well, somebody sure woke up happy!”

“Ayn uh!”

“Oh my God, did you hear that? She said my name!” Elena applauded. “Lucas! Get in here!”

A muffled curse from the bedroom was quickly followed by bare feet slapping the wood floor. “What? What happened? Is she okay?” Lucas wore nothing but pajama bottoms and Kara wiggled her eyebrows at her sister. Luke was a good-looking man.

“She said my name.” Elena opened the safety gate Kara always kept across the bedroom door and held out her arms to Nadia but the baby was having too much fun jumping on the bed.

“Yeah? Watch this. What’s my name, Nadia?” Lucas pointed to himself.

“Ook!”

“Yay!” Everybody clapped and Nadia bounced on the air mattress again.

But after a moment, their laughter felt forced. Kara avoided her sister’s eyes. She hadn’t wanted to get into why she’d never called Elena, but supposed it was inevitable.

Elena cleared her throat. “So, um, thanks for letting us have the big bed.”

Kara braced. Elena was stalling. “Oh, yeah, sure. No problem. The air mattress isn’t really good for two so...yeah.”

Lucas looked at each sister and then headed for the other room. “I’m gonna grab a shower.” He bent, pressed a kiss to Elena’s head as he went by.

Kara managed a tight-lipped grin when Luke left. “That’s a great guy you’ve got there.”

“The best.” Elena agreed. “I wouldn’t have him if you hadn’t helped me.”

Kara’s eyes widened. Okay, so she’d meddled a little and did what she could to push Elena and Lucas together—big deal. “I didn’t do anything, Laney. Just made it hard for you to leave, that’s all.”

Elena reached over and squeezed Kara’s hand while Nadia scrambled off to her toy box. “Kara, did you get any sleep at all last night?”

Kara sighed. “I did but I am wiped out, Laney. I feel... I am so bone-deep scared, I can’t feel anything. I know that sounds stupid—I just love her so much.”

“It’s not stupid at all. She’s your daughter. I know you’re scared, we all are. But you love Reid, too. Don’t you?”

Love. There was that word again. Twice now, Kara was sure she’d found it. And both times, she’d chosen poorly. She ignored her sister’s question. “Thanks for staying with me. You and Lucas both. Hey, aren’t you both late for work?”

Elena shook her head. “We took personal days. We’re going to be here when Dr. Tully calls.”

Kara shook her head. “No. No, I can’t let you do that.”

“You’re not letting us do anything. We decided and that’s that.” Elena stood up, ripped the cap from the mattress and the air whooshed out. Nadia giggled at the sound. “And you didn’t answer my question.”

Kara’s eyes swam but she didn’t cry. She wouldn’t. Not ever again. “Why do people always leave me, Laney?” The tears choked her, made her voice crack, but she refused to let them fall.

“Because they’re dicks,” her sister pronounced decisively but Kara waved her hand.

“No, no, not just Steve and Reid. Everybody, Laney. You left me. Mom left me.” And the tears burst from the dam she’d tried to erect. “Dad barely talks to me and the boys—well, you know they’re into their own things and probably think of me during the holiday season—if that much.”

Elena scooted closer and wrapped her sister in her arms. “Kara, first of all, Reid told me you’re struggling with Nadia and we’re gonna talk about that but not right now. Second, you’re right. I did leave you, but I’m back and I’m right here. If you needed help, all you had to do was ask and I’d have been here in minutes. The only thing I can’t give you is Mom because she didn’t leave you, she was taken and that’s a big difference. But Kara, she’s still here.” Elena put a hand over her heart. “She’s still guiding us. You taught me that, remember?”

Kara nodded and sniffled. Nadia heard the sound, her happy smile fading when she saw Mommy upset. “I waited for my signs, Laney. For years, I’ve been waiting for my signs and I thought it was Reid. I was so sure Mom sent me Reid.”

“I think she sent him you.”

Kara huffed out a laugh at that. “Yeah, because I’m such a prize.”

Elena slapped her arm.

“Ow!”

“You are a prize and Reid will figure that out.”

Kara shook her head. “No. He was clear from the beginning, Laney. He didn’t want serious. He didn’t want long-term.”

“Kara, he’s in love with you.”

Kara’s eyes snapped to her sister’s. “What?”

Elena nodded. “The first day I met Lucas, remember what you said about The Look?”

“Oh, Laney, I don’t—”

“Yeah. You do.” Elena gripped her sister’s hand, gave it a squeeze. “And so does he.”

Kara’s jaw dropped and she lifted her eyes.

“Don’t give up hope, Kara.”

Nadia tossed a toy out of her toy box. It was a pink terrycloth doll Aunt GiGi had given her when she was born. She pounced on it with a squeal and a rolling giggle that made Kara want to laugh and cry at once. Hope. Nadia’s name meant hope. That’s why she’d chosen it. Was it only a year and a half ago? Part of her felt like she’d had Nadia forever. And another part of her felt like forever could never be long enough.

Chapter Fourteen
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The hours ticked by like days. Elena fielded calls and texts from her honorary aunts, promising to call the second Kara heard from Dr. Tully. The buzzer sounded and Lucas answered.

“Bree and Cass and the guys are here,” he reported.

“I can’t believe you guys.” Kara said with a shake of her head. “I didn’t want you to know. Any of you. And now everyone’s taking time off work to hold my hand.”

Elena’s eyes narrowed. “Well, of course we are. We’ve been there for each other since we were born, Kara. Through our periods and first kisses and crushes and bad breakups and...and loss.” Elena shut her eyes. “This is as serious as things get and you need us. Don’t shut us out.”

Kara buried her face in her hands for a moment. Elena didn’t get it. Nobody did. Nadia was her daughter, her responsibility, her miracle. “I wanted to be a good mom, Laney. Like Mom was. Remember? She always knew...no matter what it was, she had that mom intuition thing going on and knew—often before we did—when something was bothering us. Bree is the same way. Look at Charlie! She’s amazing and Bree didn’t need help. She took care of her own child and went to school, began a career. I have a career, a good one, and I can’t keep up!” She flicked a hand over the apartment’s living room, where a basket of laundry awaited folding and a pile of mail sat unopened.

“That is the biggest crock of shi—uh, poop I’ve ever heard.”

Kara’s eyes snapped up, met Sabrina’s in the doorway.

“Bree.”

Bree and Cassandra stepped into Kara’s apartment, followed by the guys each had loved once, lost, and then found again. Kara’s heart gave a little twist when she thought of it. Jake Killen was little Charlie’s dad, but hadn’t known Bree was pregnant when he left her all those years ago to marry someone else. Now married to each other, the two were partners in every sense of the word. And Sean McKinnon, the Irish musician Cass had loved in college, was back in her life. The only one of their circle missing was Jade, but even she had reconnected with a childhood friend and was blissfully planning her wedding. Kara was the only one still alone.

As if she’d read her mind, Cass crossed the room and took her hands. “You’re not alone in this, honey. Never that.”

Kara looked at them all. Bree and Cassandra, the sisters of her heart. Elena, the sister in it. Behind them stood the three men who loved them. All wore identical expressions of worry until Nadia looked up and shrieked. “Reeeeee!” She all but tackled Bree with a hug and a loud kiss and then leaned out of her arms to tumble into Cassandra’s. When she was done kissing everybody, Nadia ran to her room and began pulling out toys, clearly intending for everyone to play with her because why else would they all be here?

Tears burned Kara’s throat and she turned to Sabrina. “Bree, you—”

“Sorry, Kara, but you’re wrong. I had tons of help. I lived with my parents, I had all of you and I had Aunt GiGi and Aunt Joane, too. I never would have been able to finish school without you guys. I couldn’t have given Charlie skating lessons and hockey clinics and trips to the city if I didn’t have all of you.”

Jake took her hand and Kara could see the apologies form on his lips but Bree shook her head. “No, Jake. No more apologies. We’re past that now.” She gave his hand a squeeze and turned back to Kara. “The point is I did have help, Kara. From everybody including you. Don’t you remember that time I called you because I needed diapers but couldn’t leave the house?”

Kara’s eyes went wide. “Yes! Charlie had diarrhea and went through an entire box.” She’d forgotten all about that. Sabrina had been beside herself so she’d taken the train to Long Island, carting two boxes of diapers, and stayed the weekend because Bree’s parents had gone upstate.

Cass spoke up. “I’m right here in the city, Kara. I’d have been here in minutes. Why didn’t you tell me?”

The hurt tone in her friend’s voice couldn’t be missed. Kara crossed the room to the laundry basket, started folding Nadia’s little outfits into a neat pile. Elena caught Bree’s eye and muttered a curse before pulling the basket out of her sister’s reach. “Okay, Kara. Spill it. Right now.”

Lucas put up a warning hand, but Elena shrugged him off. Kara’s face crumbled. “You guys,” she cried, holding out a hand to Bree and Cass. “You all have your own happy endings now and you waited so long for them. And Laney. Honey, it took you years just to come home and now you have Luke and I can’t, I’m sorry, I just can’t be this neurotic mess who calls you all over here every time my baby says Boo.”

“Boo!” Nadia exclaimed.

Sean scooped her up into his arms while everybody laughed softly. “Oh, you’re a wee smart thing, ya are.” His nose wrinkled. “Oh, and a wee smelly thing, too.”

Kara stood up, but Sean waved her off.

“Sit down, Mama. I know how to change a nappy.” He carried Nadia to her room.

“Okay, okay,” Cassandra raised both hands. “Now isn’t the time for this. Tell us about Steve’s condition and Nadia’s tests.”

Kara drew in a deep breath for courage and told them all what she’d learned. “There is a murmur. I don’t know if that means she has this coarctation thing or not and I’m going to lose what’s left of my mind if this phone doesn’t ring.”

Jake cleared his throat. “When are you supposed to get the results?”

“Dr. Tully assured us he’d call today,” Lucas announced. “He needs a consult with a surgeon but couldn’t reach him yesterday.”

“What about Steve? Has he called since you met him?” Cass asked.

Kara nodded. “I got a few text messages. He’s sorry. He wants to come home, meet his daughter.”

Elena snorted. “What did Reid have to say about that?”

At the sound of Reid’s name, Kara’s blood chilled. “He wasn’t happy about it at the time. Now it appears he no longer cares.”

“Oh, honey.” Bree put her arms around Kara.

“He wouldn’t have called me if that were true,” Elena pointed out. “He didn’t want you to be alone. Give him time, Kara. He’s wrestling with a heavy load.”

Kara lowered her head and sighed. She wished she knew how to do that. But the truth was Reid had never told her anything about his daughter, except that she’d died. He didn’t trust her with the details. And it seemed like he could no longer be bothered to learn all about hers.

“Here we are, all clean and smelling sweet again.” Sean emerged from the second bedroom with Nadia on his shoulders. Cass stood up with a smile and peeled the baby off him, covered her chubby cheeks with kisses.

“Okay.” Lucas stood up and clapped his hands. “Here’s what we’re gonna do. We’ll get you both dressed, pack some toys and food for Nadia and we’re all heading to the park. Make sure your phone is charged so when Dr. Tully calls, you can speak as long as you need to until every question is answered and all your worries are gone.”

Kara shook her head. The last thing she wanted was to leave the safety net of her apartment. She’d probably end up losing Nadia again and Reid would—

“You know what? That sounds like a good plan,” she said. She had real issues, real worries and if Reid Bennett was too pig-headed to deal with his own problems, then she sure didn’t need him in hers.
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It didn’t take long. Many hands make light work, or so her Nana used to say. Kara pushed Nadia’s stroller—the baby was securely belted—there was a packed bag hanging from the handle bearing snacks, Nadia’s lunch, extra diapers, her favorite blanket, and a first aid kit.

Just in case.

Her cell phone was in her pocket, where she’d be sure to feel it when it vibrated.

Sean, Jake, and Lucas brought a ball from Nadia’s toy box, but wouldn’t let her have it until they reached the park. Nadia, to Kara’s embarrassment, was not taking that decision very well, and was screaming at the top of her little lungs.

“Ignore it, right?” Kara asked Bree. “That’s what the experts always say about tantrums.”

“Yes.” Bree nodded firmly. “She’s mad and that’s okay. She needs to learn to control her own temper.”

Sure enough, Nadia decided to stop screaming by the time they’d reached the first intersection. And by the time they’d reached the park, she was back to babbling and laughing. They’d just found a patch of grass in the warm June sun when the fire alarm pierced the air and Kara’s thoughts immediately flew to Reid.

Elena patted her back.

Kara let out a heavy sigh and watched Bree smile up at big Jake Killen, the pro hockey player who’d won her heart when she was just nineteen years old. Jake stole a kiss when Sabrina spread out the blanket. She turned her gaze to Cass and Sean. Sean ran his thumb down Cassandra’s jaw while she whispered something to him, a contented smile playing on his lips. Soon, the whole group of them would travel upstate to witness Jade and Ben marry. Bree and Jake. Cass and Sean. Elena and Lucas.

And her.

Just her.

She tuned them out, tuned them all out. Oh, of course she was happy for all of them. But if she were being completely honest with herself, she was even happier they’d all dropped everything for her and Nadia and that made her feel terribly guilty. She hated even more when things didn’t make sense the way they didn’t right now. Kara thought back to the Christmas just before Nadia was born and how determined Elena had been to ignore the signs everyone else saw in bright neon. It was Al, Luke’s best friend, who’d been able to crack that tough stubborn Larsen skull of hers.

“Hello!”

Speaking of. She looked up, smiled at Al in his shirt and tie.

“Lucas texted me. Is it okay to join you?”

“Of course it is!” Kara scooted off the blanket and pecked Al on the cheek. Lucas joined them, did that one-armed bro hug thing guys seemed to enjoy. She waited. She waited for Al to turn to her and point out the signs she hadn’t noticed. It was what Al did. Didn’t she deserve a little happiness? Didn’t she deserve love like her friends? Her sister?

She’d gone over it all a dozen—a thousand times. She’d never upset her mother. She’d never said things in anger to her the way Elena had. She’d never carried around any guilt. Things had been perfect! Okay. Maybe not perfect. She’d never gotten along well with her father. That hadn’t changed. After her mother was killed, her father grew even more distant. The last time she’d seen him was just after Nadia was born. He called once a month or so and sent Nadia gifts from time to time but no, things had not improved.

Was her mother punishing her for that? Was the sign she’d been waiting for to fix things with Dad? Every damn day, she searched and second-guessed and saw signs where obviously none existed. She scrubbed her hands over her face, hoped it wasn’t burning with mortification, and concluded she was a fool of monumental proportions.

“Ma! Out.” Nadia demanded from her stroller.

Absently, she unfastened Nadia’s restraints, set her daughter loose on the unsuspecting park visitors. Instantly, Nadia grabbed for the ball the guys had brought along.

“Okay, yes, you can play ball now,” Lucas told her with a laugh. He led her to a patch of grass and gently tossed her the ball. Nadia giggled and shrieked as she chased after it.

“Relax, Mama.” Bree smiled. “The guys will all watch her.” She jerked her chin toward the lawn where Sean and Jake had already joined the game.

Grateful, Kara sank to the blanket and watched her daughter play.

“Tell me about Reid.” Cass patted Kara’s knee.

Kara shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about him. He was just another mistake.”

“No. No, sweetheart. He wasn’t.” Elena shook her head. “You love him and Kara, I’m telling you, he loves you right back.”

Kara laughed once. She was done with love.

“Uh oh, she’s on a breakaway!” Jake shouted.

Kara’s head snapped around just in time to see Nadia dart after the ball and disappear, all three guys chasing her. “Oh, God.” She scrambled to her feet, hurried to catch up. By the time she had, she found her daughter safe and sound...

In Reid Bennett’s arms.
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Reid walked through the park, his steps slow to keep the pounding in his head from ratcheting back up.

No. That was an excuse.

He was stalling.

He had to see Kara, apologize, explain everything. He just didn’t have the words. He knew he was a bad risk. He had little to offer...except scars. And they ran so deep, he wasn’t sure there was anything else left. He knew only that he loved her and hoped to God that could be enough.

He spotted an empty bench and sank down, not surprised to find his hands shaking. He’d thought leaving and staying away were the right things to do. After trying it for a day, he now concluded it wasn’t possible. The pain was crushing. He couldn’t get Kara—or Nadia—off his mind. Every blond he saw was Kara. Every toddler he saw was Nadia.

A shriek to his right had his head snapping toward a baby running his way. Four guys were chasing her. He was on his feet before the thought connected. Nadia.

“Eeeeeeed!”

“Jesus.” The baby was in his arms and it was Nadia and he never wanted to let her go. “Hey, little miss. Where do you think you’re going, huh? And where’s your mommy?” He looked up, expecting to find Kara right on Nadia’s heels, but instead, found a huge guy heading straight for them.

“Hey! I’ll take her now, thank you.”

When the stranger held out his arms for the child Reid turned her away, shifted her to one arm, ready to fight to the death to protect her if he had to. “I don’t think so, pal.”

The big man’s eyes narrowed and suddenly, Reid knew who this was. “You’re...holy crap, you’re Jake Killen, the hockey player.”

“Yeah, yeah, now give me back my niece.”

Reid’s jaw dropped. “Your what?”

The three other guys caught up, arranged themselves around him. He recognized one of them. “Lucas.”

Luke’s jaw tightened. “Reid.”

At the sound of his name, the other men coiled like snakes about to strike and Reid’s stomach fell to his feet. “Guess Kara mentioned me, huh?”

“Yeah. She did.” Jake crossed his arms, looked down at Reid.

“Reid?”

Reid jerked at the sound of Kara’s voice. She was wearing those short pants things with a flowy top that hinted at the curves he knew were under it. The purple circles were back under her eyes and she wore no makeup that he could see. And still, everything inside him lit up like a night on Broadway at the sight of her.

He took a step toward her and another and just as he was about to touch her, she stepped back and all the pain hit him again.

“Eed. Kiss.”

Jeez, he almost forgot Nadia on his hip. He turned and Nadia pressed a loud kiss right on his mouth and he couldn’t help it. He laughed. “How is she, Kara?”

Kara looked away, her mouth tight.

No. God, no. The blood in his veins turned to ice.

“We don’t know yet.”

“Son of a—” He shifted Nadia’s weight. “Here. Take her. I’ll call Tully myself.”

“You don’t—”

“I told you his bedside manner kind of sucks.” Reid pulled the phone out of his pocket, scrolled through his contacts. “He doesn’t get how worried we are...yeah,” he snapped into the phone. “This is Reid Bennett. I need to talk to Dr. Tully right away...yeah. I’ll hold.”

“Reid.”

Impatiently, he paced in a circle, shot up a hand when Kara tried to stop him. The big hockey player stared at him like he was a few Fruit Loops short of a bowl and Lucas kept conferring with his buddy, a guy with a wicked scar on one cheek. The fourth guy, a scruffy rocker type, had his arm around Kara and if Reid didn’t have a phone to his ear, he’d have tried to tear it off.

He waited, paced some more and decided he didn’t like the way all four of these guys were looking at him. “Tell the guard dogs to stand down, Kara.”

The rocker snapped up straight but Kara held him back with a raised hand.

“What are you doing, Reid?”

“Eed, Ma.” Nadia patted Kara’s face.

“Yes, honey, it’s Reid.” She humored her daughter but never took her eyes off his. “You left us. Without a word, you just walked out.”

“Yeah. I did. And we’re gonna talk about that as soon as this mother—Yeah. Tully. This is Reid Bennett. You got results yet for Nadia Larsen? Everybody’s worried here—”

“Yeah.” He sank back to the bench. Kara’s face lost its color. He held out his other hand and she took it, sat beside him with the baby on her lap. “Yeah. You sure? Okay. Tell her in plain English.” He gave Kara the phone and took Nadia from her.

“Dr. Tully, this is Kara Larsen.”

He sat with the baby on his lap, pressed her head to his heart and shut his eyes.

“Is she okay, man? Tell us.”

He couldn’t speak. He could hardly breathe. All he could do was nod.

“Yes.” Kara was crying. “Thank you.” She dropped the phone and just stared at her baby. “No sign of coarctation. No high blood pressure.”

“Kara. What about the murmur?” Luke crouched down in front of her, one hand protectively on Nadia’s chubby leg.

“He spoke to the surgeon and they’re sure it’s an innocent murmur. The harmless kind.” She pressed both hands to her chest and took a deep breath. “She’s fine, guys. She’s fine.” And then she burst into sobs of relief.

All four guys surrounded her, tried to soothe her. Nadia began to whimper in his arms and Reid rolled his eyes. “Okay, that’s it. Here you go, little miss. Uncle Lucas wants to hold you.” He all but dumped the baby into Luke’s arms and scooped Kara into his arms. “Listen to me, Kara. The baby is fine. Did you hear me? She’s fine.”

Kara trembled but nodded. “Yes. I heard you. Let me up.”

“Uh uh. Not happening. Not until we talk.”

“You had nothing to say yesterday.”

“I know it and I’m sorry for it. That’s why we’re gonna talk.”

Her four guard dogs were holding themselves a little conference. “Guys. Can you take Nadia for a while? Give me and Kara a few minutes?”

The hockey player took a step forward but Lucas and his buddy shook their heads.

“It’s okay, guys. Go find the girls, give them the good news.” Kara waved them off.

“Ya got ten minutes,” the rocker told him with a hint of Ireland in his words. “Make her cry again, and we’ll want a word of our own.”

Reid glanced from man to man. “So, I’m guessing now wouldn’t be a good time to ask you for your autograph,” he said to the hockey player. “Maybe a quick selfie? Yeah. Didn’t think so.” He ignored them and looked down at Kara. “I flaked out on you yesterday and there’s a reason. I’d like to share it with you, if you’ll let me.”

Lucas adjusted the baby on his hip, picked up their ball and started walking away, two of the guys flanking him. With one last glare over his shoulder, the hockey player followed.

“Let me up, Reid.”

“Uh uh. Kara, I’m never letting go of you again,” he blurted. “I’m sorry for hurting you, for walking out yesterday and for the pain I put in your eyes. I’m sorry.” He held her face in his hands, forced her to look at him, to see his sincerity but she wasn’t buying it. She looked up at him, brown eyes flat and swimming with tears.

“So why did you?”

It wasn’t the words that slashed him. It was the tone. Arctic cold and lifeless and he knew he’d done that to her.

“I was scared.”

She sent him a look so derisive, he felt his balls shrink.

“We were all scared.” It was subtle, that inflection she put on the word all, but it told him what she really thought of him.

He shook his head. Damn it, this was killing him. “You know all that stuff you told me about the signs from your mom?” He didn’t wait for her to reply, just pushed it all out before she could stop him. “I believe in that stuff. Hundred percent. I go down to the Memorial all the time to talk to Kyle and I swear to you, he talks back.” He slid her off his lap, got up to pace again. “He tells me when I’m being an ass, he tells me he misses me and he tells me I’m a good person even though—” His voice cracked. He cleared his throat, swallowed hard. “Even though I’m a dick most of the time.”

He didn’t look at her. Didn’t dare. “I was twenty years old when Kyle died. He was twenty-four. Just landed his first job with the NYFD and had the world in his hands.” He held up his empty palm, let it fall. “I was so lost, Kara. I have two older sisters but we’re not close. Kyle and me? We were like this.” He held up two fingers, twisted together. “I spent a long time just...just existing, you know? Going through the motions, waiting for my life to end so I could be with my brother again. I didn’t want to sleep, didn’t want to wake up, didn’t want to do anything. I just...marked time.”

He sat back down, scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck and stared at the ground. The park was crowded today—not unusual for a warm day at the end of June in New York City. He was only dimly aware of joggers passing by, people walking dogs or pushing strollers. All he could see was Kara.

“I kept coming down here. Even when it was just a pit, I kept coming down here. It made me feel close to him. The first sign he ever sent me, it was a few months after the attacks. New Year’s. I came down here during this icy sleet deal that damn near froze my nuts off. I’m walking along and I see this flyer and I pick it up because it’s dry, you see? It’s dry in the middle of this ice storm. I mean, what are the odds? Turned out it was a recruiting thing for the fire department. They were, uh, you know...low on crews.”

He glanced over at Kara, wondering if she understood the significance of that. Her eyes squeezed shut and he nodded to himself, satisfied.

“I signed up and became a paramedic and I know, right here,” he said, thumping his chest. “I know it was my brother who guided me.” Reid sat back, stretched a hand over the back of the bench. “I finished the training, landed an assignment, and the days got...” he trailed off, trying to find the right word. “Not easier. But somehow, I got stronger. I could cope. I met Lynn. One day, she told me she loved me and to my total shock, I realized I loved her back. So we did what people are supposed to. We got married, we had a kid and—God.” A sob tore from him and Kara’s lip trembled. Her hand came up to soothe and that encouraged him.

Maybe it wasn’t too late.

“We named her Erin. I wanted to name her Kylie, after my brother, but Lynn hated it so we named her Erin.” He shoved a hand in his pocket, took out his wallet, and handed her a picture of all three of them taken at Erin’s third birthday. Kara took it, smiled sadly.

“She looks like you.”

He nodded, feeling the punch of that right in the throat. “She had hair the same color as Nadia’s, and my eyes.” He took back his wallet, snapped it shut, swiped a knuckle under his eyes. “She, God! She... died about three months after this was taken. And it was my fault.” He took a deep breath and let the pain shatter him.

Tears fell from his eyes, embarrassment burned his cheeks and the chronic ache he’d lived with for years became acute agony. Since his baby girl died, he never talked about her, never looked at pictures of her, and every time he thought of her, he shoved those thoughts into a dark corner of his mind and chained the door. “I never talk to her the way I do Kyle. I don’t visit her grave. I don’t look at pictures. I don’t even think about her if I can avoid it because I’m—God! I’m too damned scared, Kara. I don’t want her to tell me what I already know.” He slapped a hand over his heart again.

She shook her head, inched closer to him and put her hand over his. The gesture broke him.

“Kara. Oh, God, baby, I’m so sorry.” He clutched her tight and when her arms came around him, vowed to never let her go again. “When Nadia... Jesus, I couldn’t do it again. I wouldn’t survive it a second time.”

She went still, but he wouldn’t let go of her.

“Lynn thought I was watching her. I thought she was watching her. I can’t even remember what we were doing that was so goddamn important but neither of us were watching her and she escaped. She got out of our apartment and out to the street. A car hit her and—and she bled to death in my arms. All of my training. And I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t save her.”

His entire body shook in her arms and she didn’t let him go. Her hands stroked his back, his hair, soothing him, calming him. He wanted to sink into her and never surface again.

But he had to finish it.

“I shut down. Shut everybody out. Eventually, Lynn left me. I was damn close to losing my job when Kyle sent me another sign. Know what it was?”

She shook her head.

“Infant and child CPR classes.”

Kara almost smiled.

“Yeah. I know what you’re thinking. I hate doing them. I was sitting in the conference room when my captain asked for volunteers and next thing I know, the gig is mine. I don’t even remember putting my hand up.” He managed half a laugh. “Anyway, I did a few classes and then parents started coming to the fire house, telling us how the class saved their son, their daughter, their niece or nephew. I managed to hold on, stack up the days again. And then I met you and your daughter.”

Deliberately, he put her away from him.

“This is—you are the first time I’ve been happy since I lost my kid.”

She shook her head, her eyes filling with tears again. “Then why did you take off without a word?”

“Because of this.” He opened the bag beside him on the bench, took out a book.

“The Velveteen Rabbit?”

“This was my daughter’s favorite story. I was at the Memorial, talking to Kyle and I saw this image. It was a woman reading this book to my daughter. I’ve never seen any pictures of your mother but I know it was her. Kyle told me to help you, but you said—”

“You were my sign.”

“And I believed it. It was so easy to believe it. Until Steve showed up, put the fear of hell in you. All I could think was I’m going to lose another child. I can’t do that again.” He shook his head slowly, hypnotically. “I took that call, sitting in that waiting area and there was a book on the floor. This book.”

He took out the second copy of The Velveteen Rabbit from the bag, waited for her to say something. To tell him if he was bat shit crazy or not.

“It’s a sign, Reid.”

“Yeah, it is. I thought it was a sign telling me to run—fast and far. So that’s what I did. But I think that was a mistake, Kara.”

“Oh, you think?”

Her biting tone cut him to the bone, but he was determined to finish this. He laughed once at her impatience, a tiny huff of air. “I started wondering, what if I’m wrong? What if the book isn’t a warning, but an invitation? So yesterday, I went to Erin’s grave, Kara.”

Kara pressed both hands to her mouth, cried for him.

Encouraged, he rambled on. “For the first time since she died, I visited her grave, I read her favorite book to her. And I cried, Kara. I cried like a two-year-old and the whole time I was there, I didn’t feel guilt or blame. I felt...kind of lost. And so alone.”

He laughed once, a rasp of breath on a raw throat. “When I thought of you and Nadia, I swear to you, I heard a voice say Go.”

She didn’t say anything and Reid sighed.

“I can’t spend another minute away from either of you. I love you, Kara. I love you both.” Her mouth fell open at those words, but he took her hands in his before she could say anything. “I spent all night trying to figure out how to make this right and I don’t know if I can, but please,” he begged with a squeeze of her hands. “Please believe that.”

Kara shook her head. “Reid. I do believe it. And I’m in love with you, too.”

The lead weight in his gut eased.

“But I don’t know if that’s enough.”

And just like that, it crushed him again.

“Reid, I was happy, too. The happiest I’ve ever been in my life. I had you and I had my daughter and I was learning to be a good mother and then you left us.” She waited a beat but he said nothing. There wasn’t anything he could say to make this better.

“How do I know you won’t leave again? How could I trust you? If we got together, I’d want to make brothers and sisters for Nadia and then what? Will it be a concussion during baseball practice? A fall during cheerleading? You’ll blame me for not watching our children and we’ll be just like you and Lynn, and I...” she trailed off, her lip quivering. “I can’t do that.”

He swallowed hard.

“Kara, please. Please.” He fell to his knees in front of her. “Don’t do this, baby.”

“I’m not saying no, Reid. I just... I have to think about this. It’s not just me. I have to do right by Nadia, too. I need time.”

He stood up, shoved his hands in his pockets. “Yeah. Okay. You’re right.” He shoved the books back in the bag. “Coffee’s yours. I was on my way to your place and—” he shrugged and didn’t bother finishing the sentence. “I’m sorry, Kara. I am so sorry.”

He turned, walked away.

She let him.

Chapter Fifteen
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The days blurred together. Beth’s mother was doing better. Her diagnosis was not cancer but Kara elected to leave Nadia in daycare, where she was thriving, learning new words and making friends. Her little girl was even invited to another child’s second birthday party.

She tried to put Reid behind her but that turned out to be impossible, especially when her CPR card arrived. She kept staring at it, twisting it in her hands. Her card number was 1221.

Nadia’s birthday.

She tossed the card to her kitchen counter and tried to convince herself it meant nothing, just like all the other signs she’d seen. She went to bed each night thinking of Reid and woke up the next morning picking up right where she’d left off. Putting him behind her was an exercise in futility.

Steve continued to call, begging for another chance. Kara had finally decided to allow him to meet his daughter. Her nerves were a jumble of frayed edges and she really wasn’t sure this was a smart move, but he was, after all, Nadia’s father. So one hot afternoon after a day spent with demanding clients and an irritated boss, Kara hurried into the Rainbow Montessori School to pick up her precious baby, only to find her in a bad mood, too.

Something in the air, no doubt.

She fastened Nadia into her harness, steeled herself against the baby’s angry screams and collected her things from her little cubby. There was a report from her teacher inside. Nadia had not napped that day. She also hadn’t finished her lunch.

Fantastic.

“Hi, Milk Dud.” She crouched down to Nadia’s level, ran a hand over the baby’s tender cheeks. Nadia squirmed away. “Show Mommy your teeth. Can you say cheese?”

To her delight, Nadia did. And there it was, a new tooth swelling her little gums. Kara rooted through her bag, found a teething ring, and fastened it to the stroller. Nadia happily clamped down on it. Kara went back in the bag, retrieved a bottle of baby pain reliever and quickly administered a dose the way Reid had taught her.

She was supposed to meet Steve at a restaurant nearby and really wished she could cancel since Nadia was feeling out of sorts. But she didn’t want Steve at her apartment either. Best to show up and make a fast exit as soon as Nadia got cranky. She waved to the school personnel on her way out and started walking. The air was heavy and humid and she hoped they’d be safely home by the time the rain started. By the time she found the place, Nadia was asleep and Kara was concerned. Nadia didn’t like to sleep. This could only be a sign they’d be in for a long and unhappy night.

She snorted. Stupid signs.

With a sigh, she pushed through the door to the restaurant and shivered. The air conditioning was set to meat locker temperature. She pushed Nadia’s stroller to the side, asked if Steve Orland was there yet and got a blank look.

Wasn’t that just perfect?

“Fine, I’ll need a table for two with room for the baby to be out of your traffic path.”

She was escorted to a table for four where the server removed one of the chairs. It wasn’t ideal, but it would do. She ordered a soft drink and nibbled at the bread basket as soon as it was put down. She watched Nadia sleep while she ate. The baby’s curls were matted from the humidity and goosebumps were evident on her chubby legs. Kara took Nadia’s blanket out of her bag, spread it over her and sat back, scanning the place for Steve. Her eyes settled on a figure at the bar.

Reid.

A group of people blocked her view and when they moved, the figure was gone. The ache in her chest peaked and left her on the verge of tears. She wished she could stop her eyes from seeing Reid in every guy with dark buzzed hair. She simply couldn’t take much more.

“Hey, Kar.”

She jerked, looked up to see Steve Orland, former love of her life standing next to her. He bent to kiss her but she backed away. He pressed his lips together, pulled out a chair to sit and noticed the baby in the stroller. “Oh, wow. This is Nadia?”

Kara nodded.

“She looks like me.” He laughed.

He peeled off the blanket and started unfastening the restraint. Kara shot out a hand to restrain him. “What are you doing?”

“I’m waking her up. I want to meet her, not watch her sleep.”

“Not a good idea, Steve. She’s not feeling well and trust me on this, you don’t want to meet her when she’s cranky.”

“Oh, come on, Kar.” Steve waved a hand. “My daughter needs to be awake to meet her daddy, right?”

She bristled over his choice of pronoun. “Steve, don’t—”

He already had the sleeping toddler out of the stroller. “Whoa. Sturdy little thing. Jeez, what do you feed her?” He sat down, arranged Nadia on his lap. She blinked owlishly at Kara and then realized someone else was holding her.

“Eed.” Nadia swiveled around to see who it was, but it wasn’t Reid.

“Hi, Nadia,” Steve grinned down at her. “I’m your daddy.”

Nadia’s lower lip jutted out and her body went tense. Kara had time to think uh oh before she let loose with the first ear-piercing scream.

“Whoa. Jesus.” Steve held her out like she was a bomb about to detonate. Kara took the baby out of his arms, shooting daggers at him the whole time. The baby was terrified. She’d never seen her like this before. With one hand, she sifted through the diaper bag and found Nadia’s sippy cup, but the distraught baby knocked it out of her hands. Kara’s face burned under the stares and glares of all the other customers, and she did her best to soothe the baby but nothing worked.

“Maybe you should just ignore her. Let her cry it out.” Steve cast a disapproving glance at the screaming baby.

“If you’d let her sleep in the first place, she wouldn’t be screaming right now.”

“Oh, so it’s my fault.” Steve rolled his eyes.

“It is your fault,” she all but spat back at him.

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry.” He held up both hands. “Can you put her back to sleep or something so we can eat in peace?”

“Sure, Steve. I’ll just press the power button.” Kara was certain that if her hands weren’t full of screaming, squirming baby, she’d have stabbed Steve Orland with her salad fork at that moment.

A throat cleared behind her. “Uh, Kara?”

For a moment, time stopped. She whipped around to find Reid standing there, his brow furrowed, and wondered if this was a hallucination, another mistake. She took in the green eyes circled by days of no sleep, the rugged jaw shadowed by stubble and her heart took off soaring and her belly flipped. Nadia saw him and held out her arms. “Eed.”

He was here. He was here and suddenly Kara didn’t care about what he’d done, what he’d said, what he hadn’t done. All that mattered was him.

He shifted, looked at her baby girl and his face completely transformed. The smile exploded from him, lighting up his eyes and strangely, having the same effect on her. “Give me her bag. I’ll take her while you two...talk.” He took the baby, settled her on one hip and frowned. “New tooth, huh, little miss? That’s gotta hurt. Come on. Let’s see if we can make you feel better.”

He was here and he knew.

Kara just stared at him, a storm of emotions whipping through her. She handed Reid the bag dangling from the stroller’s handle and watched him disappear to the rear of the restaurant into the Men’s Room. She could still hear Nadia’s cries.

Beside her, Steve sighed. “Wow. Some set of lungs on her.”

Kara shot him a glare. “I told you she’s not feeling well.”

Steve looked up from the roll he was buttering. “But she’s fine, right? You said she has none of the problems I do?”

“No, no. She’s just teething. She’s fine.”

“Okay. So what looks good?”

He picked up his menu and Kara’s blood began to boil. She’d brought her daughter here to meet her daddy for the first time and Steve was deciding between the shrimp cocktail or the buffalo wings for his appetizer while his daughter was in the Men’s Room with some stranger.

Some stranger.

The words echoed in her ears. She stared at Steve like it was the first time she’d ever seen him.

Some stranger.

Abruptly, it struck her that here was the sign she’d been searching for since her mother died. It wasn’t Reid.

It was Steve.

Steve was her sign.

She’d wanted a second chance at love. She’d been given it. She’d needed only to be reminded of what might have been to see what could be. It made her dizzy but yet, it made perfect sense. She laughed out loud and jumped to her feet, grabbed Nadia’s stroller and headed for the rest rooms.

“Hey, what are you doing? I thought we were having dinner?”

“Steve, I made a mistake. I thought Nadia needed her daddy.” And she did. It just wasn’t Steve. “Let’s face facts. You have no interest in this baby and you never did. Get a lawyer. Surrender your paternal rights and just...just go away. Just go and don’t call me again.”

She left him there with a buttered roll in one hand and a menu in the other and pushed the stroller to the bathrooms. She burst into the Men’s Room, found Reid with Nadia in his arms, a balled up diaper on the folding changing table. The baby had her head on his shoulder and his lips were pressed to her head as he gently swayed and sang Sweet Caroline to her. Kara walked in just as they’d gotten to the Bop bop bop part.

It would be that song. He always knew.

The door closed behind her and Reid spun around, stopped singing. Nadia didn’t budge and Kara knew if she tried to take her daughter out of those strong arms, Nadia would throw another tantrum that would put the previous one to shame.

He jerked his chin at the door. “You—”

A flick of her hand stopped whatever he was going to say. Kara wiped tears from her eyes and stepped closer. “Reid, you’re not perfect.”

His eyebrows shot up, but he kept quiet.

“I’m not perfect either and you helped me fix that. You gave me help when I needed it. You taught me how to be a good mother because you are such a good father.”

His lips trembled but she kept going.

“Forgive me. Please, Reid. Forgive me.”

His eyes still held that haunted look, the one that told her he still didn’t think he was good enough. She had to convince him. Had to make him see he was perfect.

“I’m in love with you and I sent you away because you weren’t perfect. You told me everything. Your faults, your mistakes and I sent you away when you were just scared. I really hope you can forgive me for that because—God.” Her voice broke and he stepped toward her, took her hand. “Because I have some questions to ask you.”

“Kara, I—”

She shook her head and went down to one knee, like he’d done in the park. “Reid Bennett, I love you. Will you marry me?”

His mouth fell open, and he tugged on her hand, but she kept going. “Wait, there’s more. Will you love my daughter? You always know what she needs and you’re not afraid to say no to her when she needs it. Will you be her father and give her your name?”

Reid’s tender glance at Nadia, all but asleep in his arms, told her his answer.

“It’s true. You aren’t perfect. But you’re perfect for me and I hope you’ll say yes.”

“Say yes, man. I really gotta go.”

Kara jerked around, found a guy in the doorway dressed in shirt sleeves and a loosened tie.

“Go ahead.” Reid told him and tugged Kara to her feet. “Jesus, Kara, it’s a men’s room. You know what kind of germs are in here?”

“I don’t care.” She wrapped her arms around him, vowing never to let go of him again.

“She’s got a tooth coming in.”

Tears filled her eyes. He always knew. “Yeah. I know. I gave her pain reliever. She hasn’t napped today and she didn’t eat much either.”

“Ah.” Reid nodded. “That explains the melt down.”

“Wanna get out of here?”

His eyes clouded. “What about what’s his face?”

“I told him to take a hike. I asked him to get a lawyer and surrender his paternal rights.”

He smiled down at her, tightened his hold. “Bold move.”

They turned for the door but the commuter guy at the urinal flushed and called out on his way to the sink. “Dude! You gonna answer the lady or what?”

Kara put her hands on her hips. “Yeah, dude, are you?”

“Yeah. I am.” He turned to the man. “Your hands clean and dry?”

“Uh...”

“Great. Hold the baby.”

The guy’s jaw dropped while Reid carefully transferred a sleeping Nadia into his arms.

“Kara, yes.”

“Yes?”

“Definitely yes.” He took her in his arms and kissed her soundly, deeply, and thoroughly for a long, long moment. When they finally broke apart for air, he hugged her tightly and whispered a promise in her ear. “Parenthood still scares the hell out me, Kara. But I promise you I won’t run ever again.”
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It began raining just as they reached Kara’s building. Nadia was still sleeping so they decided to leave her in her stroller.

“She’s going to be wild when she wakes up,” Kara warned him.

“We’ll deal.” Reid shrugged. “Now. Come here.” He tugged her down to the sofa and into his lap. “What changed your mind?” His hands stroked her face, her arms, her shoulders and as much as she wanted to peel the clothes off his body, she knew he needed to hear all of it.

“You did.”

His hands went still. “Me?”

“Yes. That day, in the park? You said we.”

Puzzled, he angled his head. “What?”

“You said we were worried right before you called Dr. Tully yourself.”

“Oh.” He shook his head and shrugged.

Exasperated, Kara blurted out all of it. “Oh, Reid. It’s you. All of you. Everything. It’s medicine and a blanket fort and a peanut butter and jelly sandwich with no crust and a new tooth and Sweet Caroline. You sang to my daughter. You know exactly what she needs even when I don’t.”

“I beg to differ. I sang her Sweet Nadia.”

“My mistake.” She laughed. “It’s saggy tits and a dimpled butt and how excited they make you. It’s the way your eyes get wide and dark when you stare at my mouth. It’s the way you laugh.”

He sat, mute, while she rambled on.

Kara took a deep breath. “You’re already part of me, part of my life and my daughter’s. Who else but you would call my sister and all of my friends because you knew I needed them even if I didn’t want them? You were so scared and even then, you thought of us.” She quickly sobered and laid a hand on his cheek. “I was scared, too, Reid. But I thought only of myself. If you can forgive me for that, I’ll spend the rest of my life convincing you I love you.”

“I know.”

She feigned insult. “Oh, you do?”

“Yeah. Look.” He took out his phone and cued up a video. “The men’s room guy shared this.”

Kara watched the video of her proposal, Reid’s stunned face, and their final big kiss. When they pulled apart, she watched her eyes link to his and a wide smile set her face aglow.

“There it is. Right there.” He tapped Pause. “That, baby, is a Look.”

She laughed and kissed him soundly because he was right. There was indeed a look, one she knew would be on her face every time she looked at him.

Nadia whimpered in her stroller, sat up, looked miserably at them and let out another shriek.

“I’ll get her,” Reid offered.

“Okay. I’ll get her some soft food.”

They got up, walked to opposite ends of the apartment, partners working toward the same goal.

One that would keep them together for always.

Epilogue
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“Sign here and here.” The lawyer shifted the stack of papers.

It was a cold blustery day in December. Nadia would be two years old in a few days. Reid had already decided on her birthday gift...if he could convince her mom that every little girl needed a kitten, of course. He signed on the spaces the attorney indicated and gave her back the pen.

She smiled at him. “That’s it.”

Reid gave her a sideways look. “You’re kidding.”

“I never kid about the law.” She took the papers, put them in a folder and zipped them into her case. “We’ll file for a new birth certificate, which will take a while, but yeah, it’s official. You have a daughter. Merry Christmas.”

On cue, Nadia clapped her hands. “I love you, Daddy!”

Unable to speak, Reid lifted his eyebrow at the woman who’d become his wife at an intimate ceremony held on September 11th. Kara merely smiled. “We’ve been practicing.”

He grinned and held out his arms to the squirming tot and held her close. He looked at the people assembled in the room with them. His parents, his sisters and his partner, Gene—and Kara’s circle of friends and honorary aunts, her father and siblings—Jesus, he had in-laws. He was still trying to get used to that. They were all here for him, for his family.

Family.

The word, the mere thought of it, increased the size of the lump in his throat that Nadia’s happy words had created. He coughed once, cleared his throat and addressed them all. “Everybody, this is my daughter. Nadia Marie Bennett.” Applause rang out and Nadia clapped her little hands while a few dozen cell phone cameras captured their smiles.

Reid’s eyes found Kara’s and held. Soon, they’d make another announcement and their family would grow. But not today.

Today was for Nadia.

Their daughter.

The End
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New York never changed.

Elena Larsen stood beside her friend’s Zipcar and took a good look around. The crowds, the traffic, the smell of street vendor chestnuts floating on the cold December air. It was all exactly the way she remembered.

“Laney, I am so glad you finally joined us this year.” Cassandra gave her a reproving look.

“You’re glad?” Elena laughed. “I single-handedly saved the economy. My checkbook will never recover.” From the car, she hauled two shopping bags that strained their handles.

“Hey, it’s Christmas. ’Tis the season for checkbook abuse.” Cass walked around the car and grabbed her in a tight hug. “If you let another decade go before visiting us again, I will hunt you down and kill you.”

Elena hugged back but made no promises. New York may have been home at one time, but now it held only bad memories.

“I have to run. Give Kara a kiss and a belly rub for me, okay? Bye!” With one last wave and a blown kiss, Cass was back in traffic, a cab driver offering his opinion of her driving with a raised finger and a blare of his horn. Cassandra Baines was the quintessential New Yorker—a study in contradictions, a mix of urban polish and take-no-crap attitude. Kara, Elena’s sister, was even more so. Elena had no doubt attempting to rub her sister’s pregnant belly would get her hand slapped—which, she concluded with a wry grin, was probably why Cass had suggested it. She shook her head with a laugh. Damn, it had been good to see her—really good. Thirteen years is too long for friends to go without real, face to face contact, Cassandra had scolded her when she’d first seen her. Elena tamped down the guilt that flared in her gut—she’d had to leave.

She simply couldn’t bear New York City after that day.

She hefted her luggage—a huge suitcase on wheels and a small laptop bag—over a patch of snow and did her best not to look south.

She looked.

And realized she’d been wrong. New York had changed.

The spire of One World Trade Center glinted in the sun and she felt a tug on her heart that she’d never expected to feel. She hadn’t been in Manhattan since she was fourteen years old and despite the scar on the skyline, there was something here that still whispered home.

Elena stood and stared and was abruptly bumped from behind. Unbalanced by the bags clutched in her hands, she couldn’t stop the fall, and landed in a heap in the same mound of snow she’d tried to avoid. “Hey—” she protested, but a strong voice overpowered hers.

“Hey! Watch it!” A man shouted at the guy who’d shoved her, but it did no good. The obnoxious guy never looked back. The stranger bent to her, held out a bare hand. “Are you okay?”

Elena looked up into the face of the man who’d come to her aid. Dark hair curled over the edges of a knit hat, framing dark eyes that glinted with annoyance and concern. His cheeks were ruddy from the frigid air and his mouth, just the shape of it, made her own drop open with a little gasp.

Oh, wow.

She watched, hypnotized, for a long moment until that mouth curled. “Miss? I’ll ask again, are you okay?”

Elena gave herself a little shake and nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine, just—just really pissed off.”

The stranger grinned and Elena’s breath clogged in her lungs. His mouth was enticing when it was pressed into a tight, annoyed line but when he smiled, it was damn near lethal.

When he smiled, something changed.

Fluttered.

Clicked.

She shivered and shook off the sensation, placing her gloved hand in his without thinking. Suddenly, she was upright with no memory of how she’d gotten there. Her rescuer was large.

Tall.

Broad.

Yet she felt completely safe in his hands. She blinked and swayed, and he shifted his hands to her shoulders. A delicious warmth spread over her.

“You’re sure you’re not hurt?”

She jerked, nodded. “No. Uh, yes, I mean I’m good.” Jeez. She couldn’t remember how to form words. His smile was intoxicating. Perfect teeth, just the right shade of white between loves coffee and Osmond cousin bracketed by honest-to-God dimples—the last time Elena saw dimples this cute, a boy had smiled at her only to vanish into the crowd gathered to honor the victims lost on September 11th. She thought he was an angel who’d stopped her from doing something even worse than what had already happened. He’d tucked something into her hand, something that caught the sun, a bit of light that cut through all that darkness.

A snowflake. A crystal snowflake ornament. She’d kept it all these years and still wasn’t sure if she’d imagined the boy who’d given it to her. The man in front of her wasn’t him—couldn’t be him—he wasn’t as tall for one thing. Looking up at that boy had put a crick in her neck. But he sure reminded her of him. Oh, she could happily spend the rest of her life staring at this man’s smile.

“Miss?” He shifted, obviously uncomfortable with her scrutiny and she crashed back to the present, mortified that she was still holding him.

“Oh. Sorry.”

She hurried to pick up the shopping bags and when she reached for the luggage handle, he shook his head. “I’ll help you.”

“It’s okay, I can manage.” She gave it a small tug.

“I’m sure you can. But I’ll help you anyway. Where do you need to go?” He tugged back.

Frustration, embarrassment, and just plain anxiety at being back in New York frayed Elena’s last threads of patience. “I said I can manage. Thanks for your help. I can take it from here.”

The man studied her. She studied him back. He was big—easily six feet with broad shoulders and narrow hips. He wore a dark jacket with a scarf looped around his neck. To her total surprise, he laughed and held up his hands in surrender. “Obviously, you’re a native New Yorker home for the holidays.” He handed over her bags.

Home.

The word stabbed through her heart and she rubbed her chest where the wound still stung. They’d left home not long after the towers fell and moved to Virginia, where the house was nice enough, if you liked old Victorians. And she supposed the Georgia house had charm. The Florida house was big, even had a pool. But her dad never stayed long in the jobs that took him and what was left of their family from state to state. Maybe that was why all those houses had felt more like hotels than home.

No. No, that wasn’t why.

It was because her mother wasn’t with them. She was lost here, in New York—a whisper on the wind that blew across lower Manhattan.

Her grave.

Elena forced a smile. “Yes.” She turned to leave.

“I’ll walk you to where you’re going.”

Elena shook her head. “Thanks, but I’m here.” She jerked a thumb at the building behind them. “My sister’s place.”

Another grin. Impossibly, it was more devastating than the first one. “Merry Christmas.” He extended a hand. “I’m Lucas but everyone calls me Luke.”

His attitude, the twinkle in his eyes, his smile, his dimples. Jeez, they could melt the snow under her feet, or under her – Oh God. She quickly dusted snow off her butt, feeling her face burn when his grin grew wider.

“I like your hat,” he offered. “My mother would have loved that.”

Loved—past tense.

Elena couldn’t miss that. Her eyes snapped to his, held there, and yes, if she looked closely, she could see sadness under the twinkle. Courtesy demanded that she acknowledge his statement, but self-preservation compelled her to avoid it. Elena never spoke of her mother and the attack that killed her and did her best to not think of it. Discussing his mother would send her right back into that dark place she’d spent thirteen years clawing her way out of. Instead, she thrust out her hand, clasped his. “Merry Christmas to you, too. Thanks for rescuing me.”

It couldn’t have been warmer than twenty-five degrees and he had no gloves, but somehow, their brief connection shot a jolt of heat through her system.

When she failed to offer her name, Lucas shoved his hands back into his pockets and asked, “Can I give you a hand getting inside?”

“Um, no. I’ve got it. Thanks again.” Elena took a definite step back.

The move made his hands come up, surrender-style. “Not a line, not a ploy, I promise.”

“No, I didn’t think it was. I just don’t want to keep you from wherever you’re going. You’ve already done a lot. Thank you.”

“What’s your name, pretty lady?” He angled his head and her mouth opened all by itself because her brain was completely entranced by that smile.

“Elena.”

“Elena. Nice meeting you. Merry Christmas again.”

“You, too. Merry Christmas.”

She wheeled her suitcase and hefted her shopping bags through the door of her sister’s building. When she looked back, the man with the supernova smile was gone and she sighed in relief.

And, maybe, just a little disappointment...
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