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    To my readers,

who have faithfully supported me in many ways throughout the years and have asked for Amanda's story to continue.

This sequel is for you! ♥
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Saturday, May 4

1:42 PM

––––––––
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AMANDA LUGGED THE LAST cardboard box from her car and plopped it onto the kitchen counter with a thud. She blew her bangs out of her face and rubbed the tension from her shoulders with a contented sigh.

All moved in. Finally.

She examined the clean floors and freshly vacuumed carpet. It had been three long weeks of driving over after work to scrub, dust, and air out Hector's old house to make it habitable once again.

Today, she'd been able to pack up her meager belongings and move everything from her damp basement apartment into her new home.

Her home—the title still didn't seem real. She was a homeowner now. These sturdy walls were hers. These creaky kitchen cabinets holding nothing but Hector's old flyswatter, these drafty windows, this faded carpet with a snag running under the dining room table ... Okay, so it wasn't perfect. But it was hers. And she'd update things to be more her style eventually. When she had more time. More energy. More money.

She rubbed her protruding abdomen, keenly aware that all three of those things would be in short supply for the next eighteen years.

Amanda stretched her aching back. Maybe she should have waited for Dad to help her load her car with all those heavy boxes. He looked surprised when he came home from work at lunchtime and found that she'd already done the job herself.

He'd shaken his head at her as if she were a stubborn little girl once again. "Amanda, I could have done that. You shouldn't be lifting things."

She could only offer a shrug. Dad was busy enough with his constant work on the apartment, community service at the soup kitchen, new job, and recent AA attendance. Not to mention his doctor's appointments to monitor his ​cirrhosis. She'd moved in there without anyone's help. She could move out the same way.

Ignoring his complaints, she gave him a sweet smile. "I'm pregnant, Dad. Not disabled. I can take care of myself."

He grinned and muttered something about her inheriting her stubborn attitude from her mother.

"And what about you?" Fist on her hip, she shot him a glare, voided entirely by the smile tugging at her lips. "You refuse to move in with me. There's plenty of space in Hector's old house. You could save your money instead of paying rent here."

Her dad laughed at that. "You'll need all that space when the baby is born, believe me. And you'll have your hands full enough without an old man to take care of. Besides, Evan needs me here to help fix this place up. The work keeps my hands too full to hold a bottle." He punctuated his argument with a sheepish dip of his head.

Amanda hadn't been able to disagree with his logic, so she'd hugged her dad goodbye and had driven to North River Junction to settle into her new house.

Now she patted her swollen middle. "Well, it's just you and me, kid."

A flutter of nerves swept through her chest, and she lowered herself onto a bar stool. She opened her pocketbook and pulled out a small, worn piece of paper. She unfolded it, smoothed out the creases, and studied Bill's handwriting between the crinkled, golden borders. He had written this check to pay for her abortion all those months ago. And she'd refused to cash it. Instead, she kept it as a reminder. She'd never ask him—or anyone else—for anything ever again. She'd make it on her own two feet or die trying.

Carefully folding the tattered check, Amanda slipped it back into her purse. She could do this. She just needed to get organized. Make a list and check off one item at a time until she was ready for her daughter to arrive next month.

She mentally calculated a list of needed items—crib, infant tub, high chair, playpen, diapers, bottles, burp cloths, clothes ... and gobs of other accessories. A headache threatened to crawl up the back of her neck. The only baby item she owned right now was a pink onesie she'd purchased after the gender-revealing ultrasound weeks ago. Not even close to enough.

She sucked in her breath. A shopping trip tomorrow to fill the nursery would do her a world of good. She'd be okay. She could do this alone.

Her shoulders dropped a fraction.

She had no other choice.
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Sunday, May 5

12:35 PM

––––––––

[image: ]


SO MUCH FOR SHOPPING.

Amanda eased the door to Room 42 closed, leaving Mrs. Tiddleman resting comfortably after an exhausting morning of hysterical fits.

"Thank you." Libby swiped her blotchy cheeks with her palms as she tiptoed away from the door. "I didn't know what else to do. You're the only one who can get through to her. I couldn't get her to sit still long enough to eat or drink anything all morning, and I didn't want to resort to restraints after those awful bruises she had when she got here."

"It's okay." Amanda patted the CNA's back as they walked down the hall. "You did the right thing. Restraints would have only added to her trauma. Give it some time, and she'll learn to trust you. You've only been here a few weeks."

Libby nodded as she combed her fingers through her blonde ponytail. "I don't know what I'm going to do when you go on maternity leave."

Amanda tensed. "That's not for over a month. You'll find your groove before then."

"I hope you're right." Libby latched onto Amanda's arm. "Hey, let me buy you lunch for coming to my rescue in there."

"Is it that late already?" Amanda checked the time. "Wow. Okay. Listen, I'm going to head to my office and get a few things done since I'm here. Bring me a grilled chicken sandwich, and we'll call it even. And I won't complain if a chocolate milk finds its way to me, either." She winked.

Libby perked up, some of her typical spark returning to her eyes. "Coming right up, boss."

Amanda lifted her pointer. "Uh-uh. I told you to stop calling me that." Her stomach rumbled. "Might want to put a rush on that lunch order. Baby girl's getting impatient in there."

"Okay, be back in a jiffy." Libby hustled down the hall toward the cafeteria.

Amanda stifled a laugh and continued in the direction of her office. She came to a stop when Jill poked her head out of her doorway. "Amanda? What are you doing here?"

"Oh, uh ... just getting a few things done."

Jill narrowed her eyes. "Are you sure it had nothing to do with Mrs. Tiddleman's outbursts this morning?"

Amanda blushed. "Well, I—"

Jill held up her hand. "I know Libby's young, but you promised me when you hired her that she'd be able to handle the job without a babysitter. You'll be on a six-week leave soon. She has to be able to stand on her own two feet by then."

"I know. I understand. She'll get there. I'll make sure she does." Amanda's voice trailed off. Who was she trying to persuade here? Jill or herself?

"And you, Miss Overtime, need to start taking care of yourself," Jill tilted her chin toward Amanda's belly, "and that baby of yours. I don't need you going into premature labor and leaving me in the lurch." Jill's voice softened along with her expression. "Got it?"

Amanda relaxed. "Yes, ma'am. I'll go home after I eat some lunch, okay?"

"You'll be out of the building by one-thirty, or I'm personally escorting you to your car." Jill raised a pencil-thin eyebrow with a playful grin and turned on her heel.

Shaking her head in amusement, Amanda strode to her office to wait for her meal to arrive. She sat down and kicked off her shoes. Her feet throbbed, and her limbs felt weak. Jill was right, as much as Amanda hated to admit it. She couldn't keep working herself to the bone anymore. It wasn't good for her or the baby. Maybe she should recruit a handful of more experienced CNAs to help train Libby in the skills she lacked so Amanda wouldn't feel so swamped. Before the idea had time to gel, her pride rose up to kick it across the room. No, she didn't need anyone thinking she couldn't handle this.

When she worked for Peg, she'd been able to whip any newbie into shape by herself. She prided herself on that fact, and Peg often called on Amanda to work her magic on a young CNA who otherwise might have been let go. Nothing was stopping her from doing it again. She could turn Libby into a star employee if she set her mind to it.

But first, Amanda needed to go home and get some rest before tomorrow's shift. She'd postpone her shopping trip until next Sunday. There was still time to get everything she needed. Starting tomorrow, she'd concentrate her efforts on getting Libby to complete her tasks without second-guessing herself. Once that was accomplished, Amanda's weekends should free up considerably. 
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