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    To those who want to give up. 

Don't. 

You are loved beyond measure. <3
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Chapter One

Katherine
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New Year’s Eve, 2020

This year sucked. Every single brutal moment. I’m glad it’s over, but a new year doesn’t mean a fresh start. So, I took a walk to clear my head and ended up in the one place I could breathe. The place I associate with Dad, and now Mom. The loneliness intensifies as I stare out over the expanse of Lower Manhattan, an ominous twinkling maw of dark disappointment.

I embrace the howl of the wind whipping my hair. My eyes water and my cheeks and nose burn from the icy chill. I turn my back against it, snagging a perfect view of Freedom Tower gleaming in the distance. 

I had to bribe the guard to give me ten minutes on the observation deck. My father worked in this building years ago. I can’t see the Empire State Building without thinking of him. Or Mom. It seems only fitting to spend my final moments where I feel closest to them. 

The past few months only added fuel to the raging dumpster fire that will forever be known as the year from hell. After the beginning of the year where a pandemic tipped the economic scales right into the toilet, I found myself unemployed as well as grieving. Not only did the six-year relationship with a man I thought I loved come to an abrupt end, but it happened only days after I lost Mom.

When this year started, I had hope, now I want nothing more than to join my parents in Brooklyn cemetery. Life is a joke, and I am no longer amused.

The city lay in eerie silence below. It should be raucous and vivacious celebrating the end of the shittiest year on record. Instead, everyone hides inside their homes terrified of what the new year will bring. 

A cold gust of air from the Hudson River and some scattered snow flakes wrap around me. I’m reminded of a film tucked somewhere in the back of my mind where two lovers meet on the top of the Empire State Building. But I’m not here to meet a lover. No, I’m here to end the miserable existence I call life.

This year took the very last fuck out of my savings account of fucks to give. I’ve got nothing left. Cancer took Mom in November. That was the final straw, honestly. While Mom was here, I had a purpose, a reason to keep going. Now, there’s nothing. I can’t even see a silver lining in the distance, it’s all hazy and distorted like a mist hovering over the edge of a cliff. I might as well embrace the inevitable. 

It’s over. 

I glance over the edge of the railing of the towering skyscraper. Since the lockdowns, the building management began construction on the observation deck, which removed the typical barriers protecting pedestrians from dealing with items being tossed from a hundred floors up. But now there’s nothing between me and the ledge. The lights of Freedom Tower flicker in the distance. A beacon of hope and perseverance, but I remember, and it does nothing to quell the hopelessness constricting my heart. 

I lean over the rail. A gust of wind pushes against my back giving me the nudge I need. Reflexively, I grip the rail tighter. If I die, it’ll be on my terms, damn it. I won’t let fate take this from me too. 

The once great, thriving city that never sleeps slumbers beneath my feet. I close my eyes and pray. I ask for forgiveness, for some semblance of clarity. Something. Anything. 

My phone rings and one hand slips from the railing. I flounder for a moment, and my heart lodges in my throat. I grip the railing with one hand, my back to the world below until the ringing stops. Carefully, I remove my phone from my pocket. 

Unknown caller. 

Figures. I swipe up to unlock my phone. A gust of wind blows across the deck. I stumble back, but the phone slips from my grip and falls. I watch in slow motion as my phone tumbles through the air and drops toward to the street below. 

It’s a sign. It has to be. I take a deep breath. Maybe this isn’t the solution. Maybe I should give the new year a chance. How could things possibly get any worse? 

“Hey, lady. What the hell are you doing?” A beam of light shines right in my eye. 

My heart pounds in my throat. I jump and my hand slips, making me twist around in a blur. The whole world sinks into slow motion, just like my phone, as I fall back into the open space surrounding the Empire State Building. A scream tears from my throat as I grab for the railing, but it’s too late. It’s over. I’m falling.

I watch the beam of light grow smaller and smaller until it’s a pinprick in the distance. The lights of the Empire State Building create a halo overhead as I fall. This is better, falling backward. That way I don’t see what’s coming. 

My mind accepts the inevitable. I’m on my way, Mom. Dad, I’ll see you soon. I stare into the heavens as I drift through the cold air, but surprisingly, I'm no longer cold. What a way to celebrate New Year’s Eve. Is it midnight yet? Does it matter? 

Not anymore. I close my eyes and embrace the inevitable. 

The impact I expected never comes. I wait for a moment, and it stretches into several moments. Did I survive the fall? No, this can’t be right. 

I crack open one eye. 

The sun rises over the bay casting the city in beautiful shades of red and orange. Huh? Maybe I imagined falling. I grip the railing and whip my head around in disbelief. 

The observation deck is empty except for me. I check my pockets. Nope, my phone is definitely gone. I inhale deeply wondering if I somehow passed out last night and woke up from the nightmare which seemed so damn real. 

The skyline spreads before me like a panoramic photograph. It’s gorgeous. Wait.

I blink twice before it hits me like a dump truck on the Washington Bridge. 

“No, it can’t be.” I mutter before rubbing my eyes and looking again. But the scenery doesn’t change. 

It’s the skyline I’ve known my whole life, but there’s something wrong. Instead of Freedom Tower, there are two identical towers stretching into the sky on the southern tip of Manhattan Island. The Twin Towers. The ones that fell on September 11th, 2001. 

“No. They’re not there.” I turn and face the building. After several deep breaths, I spin around and take in the view once more. 

They’re still there. The World Trade Center Towers stand tall against the sunrise. 

I back up until I hit the wall. No, what’s going on? This can’t be right.

A garbage can in the corner catches my eye. There’s a newspaper tucked behind it. I rush over and pull it out. 

Spreading it on the ground, I scan the headlines and search for the date. December 31, 1984. I read it over and over hoping it’s a joke, a prank. Someone’s mad at me for trying to kill myself, so they’ve decided to pull a fast one on me, show me how lucky I am or something stupid. 

I stand up and spin around. No one. Nothing. No cameras, no phones recording my reaction. Not a goddamn thing. What the fuck?

I snatch up the paper and tuck it under my arm. There has to be a reasonable explanation for this. There has to be. I chew on my lip and run through the possibilities in my mind. 

Damn. I’ve got nothing. The paper crumples under my arm. Okay, I need a minute. 

One more peek to confirm I’m not insane. Nope. The towers are still there. I take three deep breaths focusing all my energy on filling my lungs with air. The cold stone beneath my fingertips grounds me. After several minutes, a calm settles over me. 

I open my eyes and find the sun rising in the distance. The towers cast shadows over the city below. If I’m actually in the year 1985, then I haven’t been born yet. My birthday isn’t until June. Shit. Mom is pregnant with me right now.

What the hell is happening? I take another deep breath and focus on the facts I have. Where did we live when I was born? Dad. Holy shit. Dad. 

Excitement bubbles up from the pit of my stomach. Dad’s alive. Tears fill my eyes. I can see Dad again. I cry out in relief. 

Wait. Remember. What did Mom tell me? 

Dad died when I was three years old. February 17, 1989. That’s more than enough time to find him. Where did she say he worked? 

It hits me like a slap to the face. The Empire State Building. It’s why I came here in the first place. To find a connection to Dad. To have him talk me out of this insanity. In some strange way I wanted him to reach out and stop me, to give me some hope for the future. Is it possible he had a hand in this? 

I shake my head. No. This is insane. All of it. I didn’t try to kill myself. I didn’t end up traveling through time. This isn’t 1985. I’m dead. This isn’t real. 

“Ma’am?” a voice echoes across the small observation deck. 

I jump and spin around to face the voice intruding on my existential moment with the universe. “Yes, sorry.” 

“Ma’am, what are you doing up here? The deck doesn’t open for another two hours.” 

“Oh.” I laugh and wave a hand. “It’s a long story. I’ll go.” As I head for the elevator, the man follows behind me. 

“Are you okay, ma’am?” he asks as the doors close sealing us inside the elevator car. 

“Yes, of course.” I clear my throat. “Why do you ask?”

“If you don’t mind my being blunt, ma’am, you don’t look well.” He pressed the button for the ground floor. 

A memory flashes in my mind. The number fifty-four. I grasp it with both hands. “Would you mind pressing floor fifty-four? I forgot something.” 

He eyes me suspiciously. I force a smile, and he shrugs before pressing the button I requested. When it stops, he turns to face me. 

“I’ll be on the ground floor. Let me know if you need help with anything.” 

The doors slide open. Nervous excitement churns in my gut. “Thank you. I will.” 

I step into the hallway and turn to the left, unsure of which direction I should go but knowing I need to put some distance between me and the man who found me on the rooftop. 

The elevator doors close and the numbers start declining on the illuminated panel over the elevator. I breathe easier. 

It’s early. No one is in any of the offices yet. Right? I locate the information board and scan the list of offices on this floor. 

Lawyers. Bankers. There it is. Lincoln Architecture Firm. Beneath it, I read the list of employees barely registering the names until one douses me with ice water. Jackpot.

I rest my hand on the name. Mr. Victor Cohen. Dad. I close my eyes and breathe deep. 

Is this really happening? Shit. It’s New Year’s Day. If it wasn’t a holiday, he would be arriving for work shortly. I glance around the deserted floor and spy their main office door. I try it, but it’s locked. Damn. 

I could wait here until he shows up. No. That could be days. I haven’t showered, and there’s nothing to eat. My stomach rumbles at the thought. 

Then a stray thought built from years of watching science fiction paralyzes me. What if I screw up some space time continuum or create a paradox by seeing him? But nothing’s proven. It’s all theoretical. I mean, everything will be fine, right? 

Besides, I think a paradox only happens when you encounter yourself, and I haven’t even been born yet since my birthday isn’t until June. I clap my hand over my mouth and stifle a chuckle. Holy hell, this is freaky. If this is New Year’s Day 1985, then Mom is in her mid-twenties and Dad’s just hit thirty. I’m older than my parents now. 

But they’re alive. A small voice whispers. Hope blossoms in my chest. I can see them again, then reality hits me with a baseball bat. They don’t know me, and they’ll think I’m crazy if I tell them who I am. 

It doesn’t matter. It’s Dad. Nothing can stop me from seeing him. Not a goddamn thing. 

I need a plan. 

My foot crunches on a piece of paper as I step away from the door. I retrieve it, noting the name at the top of the page. Mr. Arthur Maxwell. 

A noise behind the office door startles me, but before I can react, the door swings open. A shooting pain thunders through my head and over my shoulders. The world goes dark. 
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Chapter Two

Arthur
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The door meeting resistance should have worried me, but it didn’t. This wasn’t the first time some idiot put a chair or trash bin in front of the office entrance. For an architecture firm, the floor layout was as unfortunate as the door placement since it aligned perfectly with the elevator doors creating all types of traffic issues during the workday. I shove the door open with my shoulder, and it slams into something. 

I peer around the edge of the door and frown. There’s no one there. Then I glance down at the floor and my blood turns to ice. Shit. A dark-haired woman wearing winter boots and an oversized wool coat lay sprawled at my feet. Is she breathing? 

Tossing aside my briefcase, I kneel beside her and feel for a pulse. Okay, she’s alive at least. I roll her onto her back with little resistance. Her pale skin reflects a hint of color, and she’s breathing steadily, as though trapped in a deep sleep. Her thick eyelashes lay heavy against her cheeks. 

She looks familiar. Maybe one of the maids working overtime on the holiday? I brush my hand across her forehead, removing the dark waves when I notice the smear of blood across her hairline. 

“Fuck.” I gently rock her. “Ma’am. Can you hear me? Ma’am? Goddamn it, wake up.” My prodding does nothing, and there’s no way to hide the panic rising in my voice.

I can’t call the cops or an ambulance. The last thing I need right now is an investigation into why this woman is lying on the floor outside my office with a headwound. I know enough lawyers to know involving the cops is a one-way ticket to trouble. With the upcoming proposal meeting with the Hudson Group for a new hotel in Manhattan around the corner, I can’t take any chances of having an incident, no matter how accidental, ruin such a prime opportunity. 

I sound like a heartless bastard. With a groan I place my briefcase inside the office and lock the door. The woman doesn’t even whimper when I pull her into my arms and shift her body against me. I stumble a bit under the weight but quickly find a comfortable position. I’m too old for this shit. 

I press the down button next to the elevator. When the car arrives, I step in and select the ground floor. Her head rests against my shoulder lolling from the elevator’s wobbly descent. My driver should still be waiting outside. I only meant to come into the office for a moment and verify some paperwork. Then she happened. I glance down at the woman in my arms and squash the protective instinct rising from the pit of my subconscious.

No. You’re not her knight in shining armor. You knocked her out. Now you’re kidnapping her. What kind of man are you, Arthur? If I could reach inside my own mind and rip out the part of my brain now accosting me, I would do it without hesitation. Instead, I ignore it and focus on the numbers as they count down. 

When we reach the ground floor, the guard’s eyes widen when I step from the elevator carrying the unconscious woman. 

“Mr. Maxwell.” He rushes forward. “What happened, sir?”

“Oh, one of my new temp secretaries. She fell asleep in the lounge late last night, and I can’t seem to wake her.” I shrug but it’s lost under her weight pressed against my chest.

The guard doesn’t seem too convinced with my lie, but he doesn’t need to believe me. One of the regular guards appears around the corner. Mike. He’s worked at the building since I started here fifteen years ago. 

“Oh, I see you found her.” Mike gestures to the woman in my arms. “She was up on the observation deck this morning. Asked me to stop on your floor. She one of your employees?”

I nod. “Yes, started last week. A temp.” 

“She looked a little lost up there on the deck this morning.” He stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Might want to keep an eye on her.” 

“Yeah. Found her passed out on the couch in the lounge. I guess the party was too much for her.” I tsk. “Well, gents. I need to get her home.” 

“No problem, Mr. Maxwell. Happy New Year.” Mike tips his head and motions for the other guard to open the door. 

Once I step out into the cold morning air, I exhale with relief. The black Cadillac pulls up to the curb ahead. When my driver, Cyril, steps around the car, his brow arches in surprise. He says nothing and opens the rear door.

It takes a bit of fancy maneuvering, but I manage to get her comfortably situated in the back seat and slide in next to her. She’s still unconscious. I sigh. What a way to start the new year. 

Cyril slides into the driver’s seat and glances at me in the rearview. “Where to, sir?”

“Home.” I catch the glimmer of curiosity and open criticism in his eyes.

“Yes, sir.” He pulls away from the curb and out into the early traffic. 

I pinch the bridge of my nose and take a deep breath. What the hell am I going to do with this mess? I peek at the woman beside me. A pronounced smear of blood mars her forehead. I’m a horrible person. I should have called for help or at least let her rest in the office until she woke up. But no. I didn’t need this kind of gossip spreading through the office, let alone the building.

Within fifteen minutes, I’m inside the penthouse elevator with the mysterious woman limp in my arms. It takes some time to slide the key in the lock, but once we’re inside the apartment, a weight lifts from my shoulders. I carry her to my bed and lay her on the down coverlet. 

She moans and shifts but doesn’t wake. I unbutton her coat and slip it from her shoulders. The oversized monstrosity hinders me from assessing whether or not I did more damage than a knock on the head. I set it aside, noting the familiar designer style much like the new coat Victor bought last month, but the material is worn and well-loved. I shove the thought aside. A puzzle to ponder later. 

After a quick inspection, I note no other injuries with a sigh of relief. I gather towels, a wet cloth, and the first aid kit I keep for emergencies.

Her lashes flutter when I brush the cloth over her hairline. The blood washes easily enough from her dark hair, but the raised bump above her hairline bleeds afresh when I dab it. A cut, not too deep, but enough to cause a deceptive amount of visual trauma. I must have caught her with the edge of the door. 

Guilt washes over me. Maybe I should have taken her to the hospital. At least then I could be assured of her care, even if the circumstances of her injury seem suspicious. I take a breath and head into the kitchen to get something cold to compress over the wound. 

I grab the phone and dial the number I know by heart. 

“Dr. Thompson.” 

“Hey, it’s Arthur.” 

“Hey. You’re up early. Didn’t you have a party at the office last night?” 

I rake my hand through my hair wishing I had cut it last week. “Yeah, but we went home shortly after midnight. Are you on call today?”

“No.” Rob pauses. “Do you need something or are you calling to wish me a Happy New Year?”

“Can you come over? I need your help with something.” 

“Did you murder someone and you need me to help hide the body?” Rob chuckles. “That shit will cost you. We’re not kids anymore, you know. I have ethics I’m bound to.”

“Exactly, which is why I need you to get your ass over here.” I groan. “Bring your bag of miracles.”

“What happened?” The tone of Rob’s voice shifts, and I can tell he’s worried. 

“I’ll explain when you get here.” I hang up the phone before he has a chance to respond. He’ll keep me on the line all day if I let him. Hopefully it’s enough of a teaser to convince him to come over. 

When I return to the unconscious woman in my bed, I place the bag of frozen peas in a towel and place it on the lump. Then I pull a blanket up over her. A soft moan makes me pause. She twitches her nose and exhales. 

My gaze drifts over her features. Delicate brows, full lips, and a nose curved slightly off center. I wonder what color her eyes are. Probably a bewitching shade of brown or vibrant blue. The thought swiftly fixes itself in my mind and I’m thrown off. 

I don’t know anything about this woman. I’ve already dug myself into a nest of lies and perjured myself for her. I push aside any idle curiosity I have for her and focus instead on at least establishing an identity. 

Carefully, I peel back the blanket to check her pockets. Wait, no pockets. What kind of garments are these? Some form of exercise leggings I expect, only made from thick material to provide warmth. The oversized cream sweater hides her figure. I search her innocently, ignoring her soft curves. No pockets and no identification. I frown. The overcoat. 

I pick it up from the chair and search every pocket. A handful of crumpled papers, a key, and a stick of gum wrapped tight in silver paper. Great. Nothing. 

The doorbell startles me. I dash across the apartment and open the door. 

Rob steps inside carrying a small leather case. “What the hell is going on?”

I lock the door and lead him into my bedroom, gesturing to the woman lying in my bed as though it were a grand revelation and would explain itself. 

“What the fuck did you do?” Rob rushes to her side and checks her pulse. He’s quick and thorough. I watch him follow the same methodical procedures he learned when he was in med school. 

“I went to the office this morning to get some paperwork I forgot. When I went to leave, I hit her with the door.” I lift my hands in supplication when Rob turns and shakes his head. “By accident. It was a fucking accident, okay?”

He returns his attention to the woman. “How long has she been unconscious?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. An hour maybe?”

“An hour?” Rob grits his teeth. “You should’ve called me right away.”

“Why?” Fear grips me and I know I’m going to hell for not calling the ambulance. “Is it bad?”

Rob peels back the makeshift ice pack and inspects the wound on her head. He tuts and replaces the cold pack. “No. But I don’t like the fact she hasn’t regained consciousness.” 

I stand steadfast in my decision as he takes her pulse and checks the dilation of her eyes. 

“What’s her name?” He reaches into his bag.

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen her in the building before.” 

“Does she have any identification? A driver’s license?” He fishes around searching for something in the bottom of the bag. 

“No.” I cross my arms, bracing against the judgement emanating off Rob in waves. If we weren’t friends for the last twenty-odd years, I would tell him exactly where to take his sorry ass. Truth is, I need his help, and he knows it. 

He opens a small case and withdraws an ammonia capsule. I catch a brief hint of it when he cracks it open and waves it under her nose. 

She jolts against the assault of chemicals. Her eyes fly open, not blue. Not brown. A mixture of the two. Interesting. Wild, she lurches upright and grips her head with a tentative hand, hissing as her fingertips brush the abrasion. 

“Take it easy. You’re safe.” Rob sits on the edge of the bed and smiles. I want to slap him already. His bedside manner always earns him bonus points at the hospital. I stay back and observe from the side. 

“Where am I?” She blinks, trying to remember but obviously struggling. “Who are you?”

“I’m Rob. This is Arthur. You’re in his apartment. You are injured. Do you remember what happened?” Rob’s soothing voice seems to work its magic as she relaxes her shoulders. 

She licks her lips and scrunches her nose in thought. “I was at the Empire State Building...” She mutters almost to herself. Her eyes widen. “Am I dead?”
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