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Grayson Hollister walked into the living room completely naked, his hair still wet from the shower. September might have been right around the corner, but here in southern Virginia, it had to be almost eighty degrees. He poured a cup of coffee and left it black. Took a look at his green sobriety chip, hanging by a ribbon on a cabinet door. Ninety-six days and counting.

A ball of fluff rubbed against his bare ankle and purred. Make that two balls of fluff. He set down his coffee and opened a container of kitten food. “Here you go, little beggars.” He’d adopted Kit and Caboodle from the local pound last month, even though he’d promised Turk he wouldn’t. But when the babe who ran the animal shelter asked him straight out, what was he supposed to say? He had a weakness when it came to pretty women. Always had. Probably always would.

“Sorry, buddy,” he said as he filled Turk’s food dish on the other side of the kitchen. The aging German shepherd ambled over, giving the calico kittens a wide berth. Turk got to work on his food, and Grayson got to work scrambling three egg whites. Rye bread in the toaster, a handful of strawberries on his plate, and more coffee. He stretched and sighed. Biceps hurt like hell after yesterday’s workout, but he had to get back in shape before next week’s boot camp began.

Kit meowed at him, and he picked her up with one hand. She weighed a pound, maybe two. He left a light on at night because he was afraid he’d step on her, she was that tiny. Caboodle weighed more than his sister, but he hadn’t quite figured out how to run around on the hardwood floors without wiping out. Now he pawed at Grayson’s foot and looked up with plaintive blue eyes.

“The two of you’ll be the death of me.” He returned Kit to the floor and scooted them both toward the living room. His log cabin wasn’t big, but it was perfect for him. Open floor plan, with a kitchen, breakfast nook, living room, and half bath downstairs, and a loft that held his master bedroom and bathroom upstairs. A balcony looked down over the first floor and the fireplace he’d built by hand from fieldstone gathered around his five acres of property. All told, the cabin was less than a thousand square feet at the end of a dirt road atop Yawketuck Mountain, but the privacy that surrounded it more than made up for the space inside.

He hadn’t always craved solitude, of course. For a long time, he’d craved the exact opposite: excitement, danger, unpredictability, crowds chanting his name—the bigger, the better, and no matter if they called for his success or his blood. Noise made him feel alive. Living one moment to the next without one fucking thought of the consequences made him feel invincible, triumphant, virile, unstoppable. Better than that, it helped him forget the acts of his past that he couldn’t undo.

But things changed.

From the window over his kitchen sink, Grayson could see the corner of the only other house on this road, a small one-story with blue siding and bright red shutters. Kara McGarrity had lived on Fourth Road longer than Grayson, but though he ran into her occasionally, he didn’t know her that well. She kept to herself, didn’t seem to have a man or a family around. She was tall and solid, with long dark hair and an engaging smile. Every so often she stopped by his place, usually to drop off mail that had ended up in her box instead of his. The one time they’d gotten snow, she called to ask him for the name of his plow guy. And once she’d gone away for a week and asked him to keep an eye on her place. She had no pets and no plants to water, but she single-handedly ran the food pantry downtown, so Grayson figured she did most of her nurturing at work. He appreciated having a neighbor like Kara, one who kept to herself but was there just in case he needed a favor. He imagined she probably felt the same.

He polished off his breakfast and checked his email. Hollister Training Centre was his pride and joy, a boxing gym and martial arts center he’d opened three years ago upon moving from southern California. The town of Yawketuck wasn’t made up of much, just your standard diner, bank, laundromat, gas station, couple of churches, and hardware store. There was a town hall and a police station, a couple of dive bars, and a few shops on the outskirts of town: Italian and Chinese restaurants, a secondhand clothing store, and a liquor store.

The warehouse that Grayson’s gym occupied sat by the highway, far away from the liquor store. By design. Hollister Training Centre didn’t have much of a view, but people didn’t come there to tree-gaze. He wasn’t sure how business would be when he’d first opened, but he’d built a steady clientele over the last couple of years, and two of his youngest prodigies had turned semi-pro. He had enough regulars now to support the place and then some. Recently, he’d decided to sponsor a boot camp for the locals. Southerners loved their grits, their fried chicken, and their biscuits and gravy, and Grayson had quickly figured out that Yawketuck could use a place to burn off all those calories.

Life sure was different here than in southern California, but since his former life had just about killed him, he supposed different was good.

From the living room came the sound of soft snoring, and when he looked over his shoulder, he saw Turk curled up on the sofa with Kit and Caboodle tucked into his furry stomach. Grayson had never considered himself a father figure—he’d ruined one marriage so far, and having kids was a foreign concept to someone who’d fucked up his own life pretty much every way possible. But he’d turned out to be a decent pet owner. It was kind of nice having them around.

He set his dishes in the sink and rinsed out his coffee mug. In his backyard, two doe grazed beside the chicken coop. He’d have to collect eggs before he left, which meant he needed to get his ass in gear. His six chickens had turned out to be fabulous layers, and he had fresh eggs for breakfast, lunch, and dinner nearly every day. Sometimes he left a couple dozen on Kara’s front porch.

The sound of tires kicking up gravel startled him, and he glanced outside in time to see a red sedan heading up the road. It passed Kara’s house and was gone before he had time to wonder what it was doing on Fourth Road. Huh. Wasn’t like people came up here to sightsee.

He shrugged and bounded upstairs, where he put on a clean black polo shirt with the initials HTC embroidered over the pocket, paired with long black shorts and sneakers. He ran some gel through his hair, brushed his teeth, and headed back down. Turk had disappeared, but the two kittens remained sound asleep on the sofa. Damn, they had the power to make him smile. He ran a hand over each one. Kit curled into his touch.

“Turk, buddy, where’d you get to?”

The dog wasn’t in the kitchen or sitting at the sliding door that looked out on the backyard. Instead, Grayson found him whining and trembling at the front door.

“Gotta go again? Hang on.”

He found the leash and clipped it onto Turk’s collar. “Already walked you this morning,” he reminded the dog. He wondered if Turk was beginning to lose control of his bowels, or if he’d started to go a little senile. Even with all the wildlife that shared their property, the dog rarely got excited. He’d give a woof or two if he saw a buck, and sometimes he pawed at the door when a squirrel got too close, but usually he was content to sleep in the sun. Grayson had never seen him act like this, like he was about to burst through the door headfirst.

“Here you go,” he said as he opened the door.

And stopped.

On the wide front porch that ran the length of the cabin sat two chairs, a welcome mat, and a carrier with a baby strapped inside.

“What the fuck?”

The baby looked up at him with wide, clear eyes. It didn’t make a peep, and for a second he thought maybe it was just a doll, but then it blinked and wiggled its toes. Grayson ran to the end of the driveway, but the red car was long gone. This isn’t happening. Maybe he’d imagined it. Maybe he was hallucinating. But when he looked back, the carrier remained on the porch, with Turk sitting as close beside it as he could.

Holy hell. He retraced his steps. Looked down. The round face with chubby pink cheeks and pale blue eyes stared up at him. A tiny wrinkle appeared above its equally tiny nose, and with one giant gulp of air, the baby began to wail.

Turk whined and stuck his nose into the carrier.

“Leave it alone, buddy.” Grayson looked around again. His palms began to sweat. His mouth went dry. This wasn’t a goddamn church or police station. Whoever had driven this baby out here had traveled eight miles straight up Yawketuck Mountain, then passed First, Second, and Third Roads, then driven another two miles down a dead-end road to Grayson’s cabin. He didn’t have a mailbox out on the main road. Or a sign on his property, or anything that indicated he lived here at all. No landline. No paper delivery. He liked it that way. He’d planned it that way.

So who the hell left a baby here?

It hadn’t stopped crying, so Grayson picked up the carrier and took it inside. He’d call the police, that was all. Chief Taylor would send someone out, and the kid would go to Social Services or wherever kids went when their parents left them on random strangers’ doorsteps.

“Shit.” Who would do something like this? Hell, he wouldn’t even do something like this to Kit or Caboodle.

He sat on the sofa and put the baby on the floor. Its crying slowed, and it looked up at him with those eyes that resembled the sky.

“Are you a girl or a boy?” he asked, before realizing that was about the stupidest thing he could’ve said. How old was it? It wasn’t a newborn, but it didn’t have any teeth he could see, and its tiny fingers resembled a doll’s.

A small bag had been wedged beside the baby, with a bottle and what looked like a couple diapers stuffed inside. Grayson bent closer and saw the edge of a piece of paper sticking from between the diapers. He pulled it out and read the three typed lines aloud.

Her name is Jade.

Please take care of her.

She’s yours.
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Kara McCarrity ran a damp rag over the kitchen counter and checked her grocery list. She hadn’t planned on making another run to Greenway before the weekend, but the Helping Hands food pantry had gotten hit harder than usual this month. Yawketuck’s free breakfast and lunch program in the town park went on hiatus the last two weeks of summer, which meant a lot of the local families didn’t eat much unless they came into Helping Hands. Yawketuck’s only grocery store was small and overpriced, and while Kara hated shopping at the giant supermarket in Greenway, it had everything she needed at half the cost.

I should be in by 4, she texted Harmony, the college student who helped at the pantry. They didn’t open their doors until six, so there wasn’t any rush. She straightened her white T-shirt and gray capris. On her feet she wore Converse sneakers with red and blue stripes. Comfortable, casual, and clean, like always. She never tried to look or act like she was better than anyone who came to the pantry. She wasn’t. Everyone in the world had been down on their luck at some point, including her. She’d spent years living on food stamps and the favors of strangers. Didn’t make her proud, but neither did it make her less worthy than anyone else. 

Outside, Grayson’s chickens pecked at the edge of her lawn. As far as neighbors went, he wasn’t a bad one. She’d lived on Fourth Road for almost ten years, and while she loved her privacy, she’d admit that a retired boxer was a nice security feature to have next door. Not that she’d ever been bothered by strangers. Not even salesmen or religious recruiters knocked on her door, and that was fine by her.

Her cell phone buzzed, and she answered on the first ring. “Harrison!”

“Hi, Ma.”

She sank into a chair at the kitchen table. Every morning her only son called. Just to check in, he claimed, but she knew he worried about her living alone on the mountain. “I’m not even forty,” she told him over and over again. “Healthy as a horse, and I can take care of myself.” She glanced at the long scar on her left arm. I always have.

“Working today?” Harrison asked.

“Just this afternoon.”

“You gonna get to Nashville to visit us one of these days? Charity has two more teeth. She’s cutting ’em like a pro.” First-time parental pride filled his voice.

“Really? You’ll have to send me pictures.” Her son and only granddaughter lived almost three hours away, which meant Kara only saw them every few months.

“I will. But can’t you come and visit? Even for a day or so? Lisa has the spare room all made up for you.”

“It’s busy season here for the pantry.”

“Isn’t it always?”

Sadly, yes, she wanted to say. It amazed her, the way some of those movie stars or billionaire politicians lived, spending money like it was water when there were so many hardworking people who could barely keep the lights on or put food on the table.

“How’s work?” she asked instead of answering. Harrison had put himself through vocational school and was now one of the top electricians in his community. Kara was fiercely proud of him, especially considering the way he’d grown up.

“Busy. Crazier than ever. Which is good for my bank account, but not so good for seeing my wife and kid.”

“You’re a good father. A good provider.” A lump rose in her throat. So many men weren’t. So many men knocked up their girlfriends, or knocked around their girlfriends, cheated and drank and swore and hurt the people who loved them most.

“So are you, Ma. A good provider, I mean. You always were.”

She watched the chickens peck their way through her yard and back toward Grayson’s. She hadn’t seen him leave for work yet, which was odd. He was usually down the mountain before her, certainly before eleven in the morning. Idly, she wondered if he was sick. Or maybe hungover. He seemed like the party type: covered in tattoos, with a strong jaw, quick smile, and a rough-and-tumble background. Lord, people in town loved to talk. And since the day Grayson arrived, they hadn’t stopped.

“Have a good day, Ma,” Harrison said. “And take a look at your calendar. Get Harmony or one of the other girls to fill in for you. Come visit us.”

“I will. I promise.” She hung up and pulled her long hair into a ponytail. Though crow’s feet had settled into her skin a few years ago, and she’d taken to using reading glasses at night, there wasn’t a touch of gray in her hair. She didn’t care if it was vanity, she was proud of that and kept it long and loose except at work. She’d cut it only once, years ago. Sometimes she fantasized about chopping it all off again, especially on hot days like this one, but then she remembered what had led her to cut it in the first place. She’d never go back to that bleakness.

She made a small circle around her home, turning off the lights and pulling curtains and blankets into place. She wasn’t a total neat freak, but she liked order. The TV was still on in her bedroom, and she picked up the remote to shut it off just as an ad for Hollister Training Centre came on. The ad panned across what must’ve been the inside of the gym, with two boxing rings in the center and equipment lining the walls. Grayson himself appeared at the very end of the ad, holding the camera with a steady gaze and inviting her to stop in for a free training session and a discount off his next boot camp. It wasn’t slick, but it was effective, mostly because of the man doing the talking.

“Bet he has more women chasing him than he knows what to do with,” she said aloud.

A knock came on her door, and she turned off the TV. Had to be Grayson. No one else ventured onto her property. Maybe he’d be holding another carton of eggs. Every few weeks, he dropped by with one. She’d grown to love the flavor of them and was spoiled now; eggs she bought at the grocery store tasted stale and flat in comparison.

But not this time.

This time, her neighbor was holding a baby carrier, with what looked like a very healthy baby inside.

“What on earth...?”

His face was white. A sheen of perspiration covered his forehead. “I don’t know. She just showed up.”

For all his height and bulk, the guy looked like he might fall over. A German shepherd followed close behind, looking concerned. When Kara bent down to look inside the carrier, the dog woofed and nosed its way through her open door.

“Turk, stay back,” Grayson ordered, but Kara waved him off.

“He’s fine. Come on in.”

The baby was adorable. A little girl, if Kara had to guess, though the green and white striped onesie didn’t give anything away. The baby burbled up at Kara with a gummy smile and pale blue eyes that reminded her of Harrison at that age. But then the full meaning of Grayson’s words struck her.

“What do you mean, she just showed up?”

He was literally wringing his hands as he stood on her doorstep.

“Come inside. You look like you’re going to pass out.” She took the baby carrier and led dog and man into her living room. “Can I get you some water?”

“Please.” He sat on her sofa, an enormous masculine presence inside a house that hadn’t had one in four or five years. Tattoos up and down his arms and legs, muscles that popped in all directions, and a faint scent of soap and shampoo. A jaw line that belonged on a magazine cover, and a worried expression that endeared him to Kara at once.

A twinge of something far away and unfamiliar teased her. Good Lord, she hardly ever noticed what a man looked like these days. She’d sworn off romantic involvement so long ago, it was like a different life. But she’d have to be dead and six feet underground not to notice the raw sexuality of the man sitting in her living room.

Kara set the carrier on her kitchen table while she poured Grayson a glass of water. “Here.”

He drank it in one long, single gulp. His dog wandered back and forth between the kitchen and the living room, until Kara finally picked the baby up and settled it on her lap. She sat in the rocker opposite Grayson and waited.

He dug a crumpled piece of paper from the pocket of his shorts. “This was in between the diapers.”

Kara took the paper and read it. She wasn’t surprised, to be honest. It wouldn’t be a stretch of the imagination to think Grayson left a trail of women, broken hearts, and babies he didn’t know about behind him.

“I know what that says,” he said, “but she’s not mine. She can’t be.”

Kara looked at the paper again. Jade. It was a pretty name, though an unusual one for the South.

“I was getting ready for work, and Turk was going crazy. When I opened the door, there she was.” He looked at Kara. “Did you see a red car drive down here? Maybe an hour ago? That has to be who left her.” His cheeks flamed. “Who does that, anyway? Who leaves a baby on the front porch of a stranger’s house?”

Maybe you’re not a stranger to the person who left her there.

But Kara left the comment unsaid. He seemed so distraught, and so sure he wasn’t the father, that she didn’t want to push or pry. Instead, she looked down at Jade as she rocked back and forth. The sweet smell of baby skin took her right back to holding her newborn granddaughter, and before that, to her first days with Harrison after she brought him home from the hospital. He’d been a cranky, colicky baby, and she’d still been living at home at that point, so she’d spent many sleepless nights trying to comfort him. But this baby didn’t seem cranky or colicky in the least. She waved her little fists in the air and tried to focus on Kara’s face.

“Well, she’s beautiful. And she seems healthy enough.”

“There was a bottle in the carrier and a couple of diapers.” Grayson stood and began pacing around the tiny living room. “I didn’t know what else to do. I thought you might have some idea.”

“You should probably call the police.” The dog sat beside her rocker, sniffed Jade, then put his head on his front paws and closed his eyes.

“That’s what I thought too, at first.”

“But?”

He cracked every knuckle in both hands. Kara’s gaze moved over his arms, trying to read his tattoos. Most were intricate, with lines that crisscrossed and formed patterns or words before disappearing up his sleeves. She saw something that looked like a panther, the American flag, a cross with a date under it. Someone’s name. Another, different date. A trophy. A sunrise. Do you have your whole life written on your skin? She glanced down at the scar on her own arm. She hadn’t chosen that reminder of her former life, but it was there just the same, permanent as any tattoo.

“What if she is mine? I’m not saying she is. I really don’t think she could be.” He dropped his chin. “How old do you think she is?”

“Couple of months. Maybe three or four.”

He nodded and went even paler than before. “So there’s a chance.”

Kara chose her next words carefully. “Do you want to try and find the mother first? Before you involve the police?”

“She’d be charged with abandonment or something, right? If they knew she left Jade on a doorstep?”

“I would think so.”

“What would happen to...?” He gestured at Kara’s lap.

“She’d probably be put into a foster home. Social Services would open a case and take it from there.”

He stuffed both hands into his pockets. “I don’t know what to do.”

Kara bounced Jade on her lap. She was a chubby thing, certainly well-fed and cared for up to that point. Kara wondered what set of circumstances had brought her mother, or whoever had left her on Grayson’s porch, to abandon her.

I could never have done that to Harrison.

But in the middle of the darkest nights, on the occasions when her boyfriend’s stepfather came home drunk and angry and demanding, she’d almost understood how someone could. If your life was so frighteningly awful that you couldn’t see any way out of it, and if you had a child you loved more than life itself, wouldn’t you give that child up to save him or her?

“If she is your child,” she hedged, “is there a chance you know who the mother is? Or where you could find her?”

He colored.

“Listen, Grayson, I’m not passing judgment here. I’m about the last person in the world to do that. If I can help you, I will.”

“Really?” Relief splashed across his face.

Good Lord, her livelihood was spent helping people in dire straits. “Of course.” She stood and nestled Jade close to her shoulder. “Let me see if she’ll take a bottle.”

“You know how to do that?”

Turk sat up and whined the minute she left the living room. He followed her into the kitchen and watched as she put Jade back into the carrier, then opened the cupboard.

“Of course I know how to do that.” She found some powdered formula and mixed it up. She wasn’t taking any chances with the bottle Grayson had found with the baby. Whatever was inside might’ve been hours old. “I have a granddaughter who’s almost a year old,” she added.

When he didn’t say anything, she looked over her shoulder. He was still standing in the middle of her living room, his mouth hanging open. “You’re a grandmother?”

“Let’s not use that word,” she said as she washed out the bottle. “Charity isn’t old enough to call me anything yet, but I’m hoping when she does, it’ll be something like Mimi or Noni. Something cool.”

“There’s no way you’re old enough to be a—” He stopped, paused a second. “There’s no way you’re old enough.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that.” Kara poured the formula into the bottle and sat down at the kitchen table. “I had my son when I was sixteen. He had Charity when he was twenty-one, although he was a hell of a lot more mature than I was at that age.” The baby took to the bottle at once, to Kara’s relief. So I know all about single parenthood. “I see plenty of young parents at the pantry,” she said. A sudden thought struck her. Every now and again, girls she didn’t recognize came into Helping Hands. They were friends of friends, nomads who stayed in the area for a few months before moving on, and they lived on the outskirts of town or on the other dead-end roads on the mountain, homeless or in tents or broken-down RVs someone had abandoned long ago.

Was it possible one of those girls had left Jade on Grayson’s porch by mistake? Most people in Yawketuck knew where Kara lived, and that didn’t bother her. It was a small town, after all, and safe enough. But maybe a desperate mother had meant to leave the baby with Kara instead of Grayson and just gotten the wrong house.

She’s yours.

The line on the note seemed to suggest otherwise, but who knew? Maybe She’s yours simply meant I’m giving her up to you.

Kara looked over at Grayson, then back at Jade. Something tugged at her heart. Either way, whether this baby was meant for him or for her, they had their work cut out for them.

“And here I thought it was going to be an ordinary Tuesday,” she said. “Good thing I keep a car seat in the garage. After she’s done with this bottle, you and I need to figure out where Jade came from.”

She kept her attention focused on the baby and not on Grayson’s smile of relief, because, oh good Lord, that smile could be a woman’s undoing.
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A granddaughter? Grayson scratched his head as he opened Kara’s garage door. He never would’ve guessed it. Doing the math in his head, he figured she must be around thirty-seven or thirty-eight, just a couple years older than him. She sure didn’t look it. She had a rocking body and a smile that could light up this side of the mountain. Plus she was smart as hell and ran the entire Helping Hands food pantry on her own.

He felt along the wall of the garage to flip on a light before he tripped over something, but as soon as he could see, he realized he needn’t have worried. Kara McGarrity’s garage was as organized as the inside of her house. Her two-door silver Mazda was parked in the exact center. Two garbage cans sat by the door next to a lawnmower. Cabinets hung on the wall, labeled with hand-lettered signs like Christmas Decorations and Garden Things. He whistled. Should have her come over and organize my place. He didn’t live in a pigsty, but he was a bachelor, after all. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d labeled anything.

A small, upright toolbox sat against the wall opposite the garbage cans, along with a row of large plastic bins labeled in the same careful handwriting. On top of the closest one was a blue and gray car seat. It looked an awful lot like the thing Jade had arrived in, but when he picked it up, he could see there were more straps involved. The panic that he’d managed to control earlier returned twice as strong.

Kara owns it, so she must know how to use it, right?

He’d never felt more inadequate in all his life.

“Is this it?” he asked as he walked back inside.

She was standing at the kitchen sink, rinsing out the bottle as Turk watched from her feet. She looked over her shoulder and nodded. “Do you know how to put it into a car?”

“You’re kidding, right?”

She laughed. “Sorry. I thought maybe you’d had some experience at some point.”

I tend to avoid dating women with children, he almost said. Actually, most of what he’d done in his adult life probably didn’t count as dating at all. He didn’t make a habit of taking women out to dinner or buying them lingerie or jewelry. He mostly met them in bars, bought them drinks, and then slept with them until they got tired of him or vice versa.

“Nope,” was all he said. “You do, I’m guessing.”

She wiped her hands on a towel and leaned over to check on Jade. The baby’s eyes were heavy, and she looked like she’d fall asleep at any moment. “She needs a diaper change.”

“I don’t know how to do that either.”

Kara didn’t say anything, just picked up the baby and the diapers and disappeared into a small half bathroom off the kitchen. Grayson put the car seat on the floor. Shit, he felt useless. He cracked his knuckles and paced around the first floor, looking at the few pictures hanging in the living room, until Kara and Jade emerged again.
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