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      “Just Braxton-Hicks contractions. You have nothing to worry about. Your body isn’t ready to deliver this baby,” Dr. Kramer assures me with a smile. “However, if for any reason you do go into early labor, the baby’s in the right position and already large enough.” Once the buzzing of this god-awful chair lowering begins, she stands from her rolling stool and peels off her clinging rubber gloves—snap…snap—then tosses them into the garbage. “You can get dressed now.”

      “That’s a relief. They weren’t bad and they were far apart, but I don’t have anything to compare them to. Maybe they weren’t even contractions and were gas pains. Since I was alone, it was a little nerve-racking,” I confess.

      “I’m sure it was. And you can never be too careful. It’s good you came here today. Do you need help getting up?” Dr. Kramer offers her hand.

      “Nope. I’ve got it,” I respond, lifting my legs out of the stirrups as gracefully as possible for an eight-month pregnant woman, then push off the cushioned armrests. Relief washes through me as I plant my swollen feet on the cool floor. You’d think I’d be used to it by now. Does any woman like sitting spread-eagle in that contraption? I don’t think so.

      Dr. Kramer takes off her maroon cat-eye glasses and lets them dangle from the gold chain around her neck. “Now, Katrina, we talked about this last time. You have a plan in place, correct? Bag packed? Someone to call to take you to the hospital? And all the numbers you need should be programmed in your phone.”

      I nod without making eye contact, then walk behind the sterile white curtain to put my clothes on. Can someone tell if you’re lying with just a nod? I do have a plan in place to an extent. My bag’s packed and ready by the door, but I don’t have someone to call other than an ambulance or an Uber. I moved alone to Golden Crest, Pennsylvania, four months ago and have kept to myself most of the time. I could ask my badass next-door neighbor, Ginny (who’s also my landlord), but she doesn’t drive a car. She’s obsessed with her bicycle and Harley. It would be pretty comical, hauling a woman in labor to the hospital on the back of a motorcycle. But Ginny could use my car or call an ambulance. I wonder if she even has a driver’s license.

      My only other friendly connections have been with some of the galleries who have my watercolor paintings on display. A couple have already been sold. Oh, and there’s my agent, Daisy, but she splits her time between New York City and the Hamptons. That’s a two-to three-hour drive from here. She’s the only one I talk to from my old life. The only one who stuck around. She understands what it’s like to be different.

      The same day I told my husband, Stan, that I was pregnant, he served me with divorce papers. Then he relinquished his parental rights a couple days later. How thoughtful of him. Asshole doesn’t come close to what I think of him. A month later, I took charge of my life and landed here in Golden Crest. I couldn’t be happier. Funny, right? Most expectant mothers would be devastated in my situation, but with the money I got out of the divorce and my success as an artist, I have enough to be self-efficient. I can do this on my own.

      Maybe I’m high on pregnancy hormones and, once the baby arrives, I’ll fall apart. Ugh. I hope not. If the issues I’ve had increase with hormone fluctuation, I dread what will happen when my hormones crash after I give birth.

      Why is it the things you don’t want to think about are always the forerunner of your thoughts?

      I slip out of the exam room and make my way over to the receptionist. Three pregnant women are waiting in line. I smile at my shape-shifting basketball of a belly while I wait to make my next appointment. Little Toby is performing his gymnastics routine again. He’s always active after my checkups. Doctor Kramer asked if I wanted to know the sex months ago, but I said no because I already know it’s a boy. There are things I know before they happen, but I can’t explain why. And figuring out why or how I know them—I haven’t tried. Fear prevents me from finding out.

      Once I have my next appointment scheduled, I step out of the office onto the bustling sidewalk of this touristy town. Quaint stores, small galleries, cafés, and trendy restaurants line this main street. I take a deep breath of the fresh June air. It smells a lot better here than it did in Philadelphia. The warm sun seeps into my pale skin, supplying me with a good dose of much needed vitamin D.

      A generous whiff of freshly baked cinnamon rolls from my favorite bakery a couple buildings down teases my nose and stomach. Time for my daily dose of buttery goodness with a ginormous amount of cream-cheese icing.

      While I satisfy my sweet tooth at a table near the café window, I check the time on my phone. I still have a little while to window shop before I need to get home. Ginny’s nephew, TJ, is coming to my house today to look at the bedroom I want painted and some baby furniture that needs to be built. Ginny wasn’t happy when she realized I was planning to do it myself. When I ordered the cherry wood furniture, I assumed it’d be already assembled. Nope. Of course, the delivery person didn’t give a shit. She offered to ask her nephew to help, even though he’s a total stranger to me. He’s a high school teacher in his thirties. That sounds innocuous enough, right?

      I should have gotten this ready months ago, I know. But I had such a hard time getting pregnant, I was a little afraid to do it sooner. I know superstition isn’t healthy, and it’s not usually my thing, but when I want something so badly, it’s hard not to be.

      I clean up my spot and toss my garbage into the can by the door. I glance back at the cinnamon rolls on the counter. Maybe I should⁠—

      You don’t need another one for home.

      With a growl, I walk out of the café. I turn to walk in the direction of my car but then decide last minute to go in the opposite direction. I stroll down the street and stop short in front of an upholstery store I haven’t noticed before. My pulse blasts through my veins, and I place my hands on the window to keep my balance. Inside is an antique rocking chair with beautiful white, green, and blue fabric. The wood used for the arms and legs swirls around itself to give it a unique style. I’ve seen it before. Even sketched it. But how?

      I close my eyes and take several cleansing breaths, willing my pumping heart to slow down. A feeling of peace rushes through me, like it has every time this has happened since I moved to this town. It’s just more proof that this is where I’m supposed to be.

      Before I can stop myself, I enter the store. Bells chime cheerfully overhead. I make my way straight to the chair, then pull my phone out of my purse and unlock the screen. Damn. I have only five percent battery left. Shocker. Well, it’s enough to take a picture or two. No one seems to be around, so I take a few shots.

      I trace my fingers over the shiny cherry wood design. I look closer and realize the delicate floral upholstery is exactly the way I imagined it. The azure blue and grass green on the white fabric are mini flowers and leaves. It’s even more beautiful than my mind conjured it. I wish I had my sketchbook with me to compare the details.

      There’s still nobody around. After a minute, I lower myself onto the chair. Annoyed with my ponytail digging into the back of my head, I pull off the band and let my hair flow over my right shoulder. With my purse on my lap, I rock myself slowly. Ahh. This feels good. It fits perfectly, as if it were made for me. It would look fantastic in Toby’s room. Excitement bubbles inside me. I close my eyes and enjoy the soothing motion. Maybe I could have it delivered today.

      “Can I help you?” A friendly, masculine voice pulls me from my dreamy state. One I know. Wait a minute! It’s his voice. No! It can’t be. But it has to be. Shocked to my core, I push myself up and off the chair, probably faster than I should have.

      I look up at the guy and freeze like a deer in headlights, but then my lips tug up at the sides. It is him. Our eyes meet, and I forget to breathe. Every cell in my body pulsates with pure bliss. Wow. He’s devastatingly handsome—way more than I’ve imagined.

      His face lights up like he recognizes me too. “Hi.” Does he?

      “Hello.” My heart pounds, full of life as if it’s found its missing half, as if it’s finally complete. He rubs his hand over his heart like he can feel it too; his smile widens. This instant, soul-deep connection is undeniable. It goes beyond anything I’ve felt before. I want to wrap myself around him and never let go.

      It all makes sense now. Everything is falling into place.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” he says with a twinkle in his eye. “You didn’t have to get up. I could see you were enjoying yourself.”

      The crackle of electricity surrounding us sends pleasurable shivers up and down my spine. I flick my annoying curtain bangs away from my eyes and swoop my loose hair back over my shoulders. His warm gaze travels over my face, lingering on my mouth, and my breath quickens. An instant rush of heat blankets my body, creating a tingling sensation in areas that haven’t been intimately touched in a long time.

      Finally, I have a face to match that familiar, calming voice. I always wondered what his facial features looked like. His almond-shaped eyes are a brilliant blue. It’s even close to the color I picked out for Toby’s bedroom and the flowers on the rocking chair. His prominent nose looks like it might have been broken at some point, and his expressive, crooked smile, perfect white teeth, and kissable lips make me wonder what he tastes like. I bite my lower lip, then my eyes lock with his. We stand there grinning at each other; no words are necessary. This is mind-blowing.

      A phone rings loudly somewhere in the store, popping our bubble, providing the distraction I need to calm my raging hormones. He jerks his head toward the back of the store and points his thumb behind him. “Sorry. I need to answer that, and the phone’s in the back. I can help you in a minute if you wait.”

      I rest my hand on my belly. His bright eyes lock on my stomach as if he hadn’t noticed, and the sweetest smile stretches his lips. If only my ex-husband would have looked at me like that. But if he had, I wouldn’t be here right now. And I’m pretty sure this is where I’m meant to be.

      The obnoxious ring from the phone stops, and much-wanted silence blankets the room.

      Toby decides to kick me in the ribs, forcing me to lean over. “Ugh.” A heavy breath wooshes out of me, and I press my hand to the side of my bump. That was a doozie. Maybe he’ll be a soccer player when he’s older.

      The man’s warm gaze morphs to concern, and he steps closer. “Whoa. Are you okay? You’re not going into labor, are you?”

      The ringing of the phone interrupts us again and he huffs. So annoying. Maybe that’s why Toby’s kicking me.

      I wave my hand in the air. “No, no, no. Don’t worry. I’m fine. Believe it or not, I still have another month to go. The baby’s doing his morning exercise. It’s kinda crowded in there.”

      The ringing continues, and his jaw clenches. “That ringtone drives me nuts. I keep telling my mom to change it. Dogs can probably hear it from a mile away.” He chuckles, then scratches his eyebrow, his flexed bicep on display. This is getting ridiculous. I’m probably drooling at this point.

      I can’t help it, he’s hotter in person. My mind did not do him justice. I’m starting to question my sketching skills. He’s about six foot four with broad shoulders and a thick neck, like he plays a sport. I sweep my gaze over his defined chest, solid biceps, and stomach, all pleasantly showcased by his tight charcoal-gray T-shirt. Oh, boy. My fingers tingle, begging to ruffle his unruly sandy-brown hair. A shade darker than my own.

      I’m blown away that the man from my visions is in this store. In front of me! Should I touch him to make sure he’s not an illusion? Probably not a good idea. Shit! He’s looking at me funny, and I realize I’ve been staring. What were we talking about? Oh, yeah. The chair.

      “No worries. I can come back tomorrow to find out how much the chair costs.” Or I can sit in it all day and watch your every move like a stalker. Instant lust.

      He steps back, frowning. “I’m sorry, the chair’s not for sale. It’s only for display.”

      My shoulders droop, and my heart clenches. “Oh. Really? That’s too bad. It’d be perfect for the baby’s room.” Why would I find this chair, one I’ve drawn from my memory, and not be able to buy it?

      “I’ll be sure to tell my parents. My dad refinished the wood, and my mom reupholstered it. It’ll make her day, hearing someone loves it as much as she does.” He rolls his eyes when the phone rings again. I didn’t realize it had stopped. “You’re going to stay, right?” He nods his head as if answering for me. “Let me get it because it could be important since the person keeps calling back.”

      “Sure.” The word escapes too quickly from my mouth as I watch him head toward the back, forcing myself not to stare at the cargo shorts cupping his perfect ass. Not happening, Kat. Instead, I let my eyes travel north, tracing the contours of his sculpted back muscles. My body is an inferno, wanting to be touched. I should go before I embarrass myself.

      I rub under my eyes, probably smearing my makeup. “Think about something else like your swollen feet or full bladder,” I mumble to myself. Nothing helps. I turn around and gaze out the window. This is all a mind trip. I should be freaking out, not thinking about sex.

      Toby nudges me again in the ribs, distracting me from my hectic thoughts. The bell over the door chimes, and an older woman with a cane walks into the store. Time to go home, even though I told sexy guy I would stay. If fate truly has led me to this town, to this store, to him, I’ll run into him again. I glance toward the back of the store where he’s still on the phone.

      Yeah. We’ll meet again.

      I leave with a huge smile on my face and head toward my car.

      Minutes later, I take a right and enjoy the beauty of the houses lining the street. I slow down and pull into my driveway. I shift the car into park in front of the detached garage and relax in the seat.

      I fall more in love with this renovated Georgian-style house every day. The entire structure is sheathed in a gray stone veneer with white trim. A brass door knocker graces the fancy front door, and the portico roof and white columns add welcoming warmth to this place I call home. My favorite part of the house is the gabled attic. My landlord added dormer windows to it when she renovated, and now it’s my art studio.

      My ex and I lived in a modern, luxury penthouse in Philadelphia. I didn’t take much with me when I left, so I don’t have nearly enough furniture to fill this place. What I did have was too modern for this house, really. But that’s okay—I wanted to start fresh anyway. The place was pretty neutral when I moved in— white walls, cream-colored carpets, hardwood floors. All lovely, just boring. Only thing is, I suck at decorating. I’ve been adding furniture one piece at a time. Toby’s room is the first I’ve really focused on changing. Once I get it painted and arranged, I’ll think about the rest when and if I have the time. I’ve been working on my art like crazy so I can take some time off when Toby arrives. Having a change in scenery has been a huge inspiration. My paintings are practically creating themselves at this point.

      A pair of blue jays flutter past, heading for the copper bird feeder by the window. I found it last week at a garden center. It looks like a mini opened umbrella with a dish for the seeds instead of a handle at the bottom. As soon as I saw it, I knew it belonged in the tree in front of the kitchen window. I felt giddy when I realized I could buy it because I have a house now. No more twenty-fifth floor stuffy penthouse.

      A trio of cardinals fly in and chatter at the blue jays. I chuckle, imagining that they’ve met for coffee and a snack. My smile fades. I do miss having friends nearby… But I guess they weren’t true friends, because I haven’t heard from a single one since I left Philadelphia. That’s okay, I remind myself. I’m starting over.

      Toby kicks again, and I realize my bladder’s ready to explode. Grabbing my things, I head toward the house and let myself in. Keys and purse hit the kitchen island as I make a beeline to the bathroom around the corner. Relieved, I go back to the kitchen, fill a glass with ice water, and head to the office on the other side of the house. My private paintings and sketchbooks are there.

      I get myself settled in the cozy black leather desk chair and take a deep breath. Then I open the top drawer, and with building excitement and shaking hands, I take out two battered sketchbooks and place them on the desk next to my laptop. The covers are worn, and some of the pages are creased and ripped. I pick up the latest one and flick through the pages.

      I stop at a colored sketch of the rocking chair I just found in town. I reach for my phone, then grind my teeth and drop my head back. “Grr, Kat! You left it in your bag.” Since I’ve been on my own, talking to myself out loud has become a habit. Probably not a good thing, but does it matter?

      I place the sketchbook back on the desk. On the count of three, I heft myself out of the chair. My stomach contracts, feeling like it’s solid as a rock. A sharp pain rolls through my back, almost bringing me to tears.

      “Hoo-oh-leeeey shit,” I bellow, grasping the edge of the desk. I breathe deeply and wait as my stomach muscles loosen up again. If that’s what a contraction feels like, I’m in deep trouble. The previous ones were nothing compared to this. And it sure as hell wasn’t Toby kicking my side. When the time comes, you bet your ass I’ll be taking that epidural!

      Should I be worried? Nah. The doctor said I was fine. I’m sure it was only a muscle spasm or a pinched nerve. Maybe I pushed myself too hard this morning. I didn’t sleep well last night either.

      I straighten, then roll my shoulders and rub my back as I waddle to the kitchen. Retrieving my bag, I mosey on back to the office—because, really, what’s the rush? No need for another shot of pain today.

      I lower myself onto the chair like I’m setting a record for the world’s slowest squat. I make myself as comfortable as I can and start rummaging through my purse. Where is that phone? And then I realize. “Seriously, Katrina? You lost your phone again! Damn it!” Pretty sure it’s sitting on the rocking chair or lying on the floor in that store. I am the worst when it comes to keeping track of my phone. If I haven’t left it somewhere, then I’ve let the battery run down. A spike of excitement perks me up. It gives me a good excuse to go back to the store and see that hottie again.

      Of course, with my condition, I know it’s not safe to be without a cell phone, especially since I don’t have a landline. That should be my focus, not the guy at the store.

      I hang my purse off the back of the chair, then pick up the opened sketchbook. My finger delicately traces the outline of the picture. This is the most recent sketch I’ve made of the chair.

      Damn, I wish I had my phone. Even without the photo to compare it to, I can still see the similarities. It’s amazing. The pattern and colors of the upholstery are spot on. The blue on the material matches the paint I want on the walls in Toby’s room. The design of the wood is a little off. Hey, I’m not perfect.

      I pick up the other book and search through the pages. I stop at a favorite sketch of an old-fashioned key. I’ve seen this more than once too. It’s a brassy gold color, and the top of it is a heart filled with rubies. My mind spins, wondering what it represents. I turn the page and smile. Here he is, the guy at the store. The drawing is of a faceless man with the same light brown hair, short on the sides and wavy on top. The outline of his angular jaw and the strong columns of his neck are similar. I can’t wait to draw his eyes, nose, cheeks…and that mouth. Oh, that delicious mouth. And not just that. Everything about him was drool-worthy. I could draw him over and over again and keep every single sketch just for myself.

      Why am I not freaked out by this whole situation? From finding this house to the rocking chair to him appearing in front of me in real life? The vibes surrounding us were so powerful, I’m surprised the pictures in the store didn’t fall off the walls. Seeing him felt like I’d found my favorite thing I’d thought I’d lost forever.

      All the images my mind has created are coming together like a puzzle. What will it look like once it’s complete? Is this the start of something good, or will it leave me ostracized? Stay positive, Kat.

      The loud rumble of Ginny’s Harley pulls my attention away from the sketches. Is she leaving? I’m surprised she doesn’t want to be here when her nephew arrives. I glance at the clock on my laptop. Shit! I lost track of time. I stack the sketchbooks and place them back in the drawer.

      I push off the chair with the support of my hands on the desk. Without warning, pee gushes in my underwear. What the hell? A blinding pain shoots through my stomach again, and I bend over, cradling my belly.

      Holy hell! I don’t think that’s pee.
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      My patience is running thin because I can’t find the order this customer is referring to. This is my mom and dad’s upholstery and furniture restoration store. They both have appointments this morning and their employee is on vacation so I’m helping them out until one of them returns. The bells chime and disappointment hits. Shit. The beautiful stranger has left. Then I hear the bells again. Or maybe not.

      Mom traipses through the back door just in time. I toss her the phone and tell her the problem quickly so I can go back out front. Her eyebrows shoot up in surprise, then presses the phone to her ear.

      I dash to the front and stop in the middle of the room. There’s an elderly woman looking through swatches, but the most beautiful pregnant woman I’ve ever seen is gone like she was a figment of my imagination. Fuck! I drag my hand through my hair. Why am I lusting after a breathtaking woman who looked like she was hiding a basketball under her tight black tank dress? Her contagious smile practically knocked me over like I was tackled on a football field during the Superbowl.

      I shake myself out of my stupor. What am I thinking? She’s married and pregnant! But the air crackled around us like fireworks, pulling me toward her with a magnetic force. And I’m pretty sure she was checking me out with the way her eyes traveled over my body.

      I have dated a lot of women, but none of them ever captivated me with just her physical presence in the same room. Not even my ex-girlfriend, almost fiancée. My desire to wrap this woman up in my arms was so powerful, I’m glad the phone rang. It prevented me from making a real bad decision. I’m a hugger, or some say a cuddler, and it can come off as too forward.

      Most of the women I dated in college and in the NFL were focused on my career, spotlight, and money. When I’d be affectionate or act like a nice guy, they didn’t like it. Because I’m a large man and played in a rough sport, they wanted me to act tougher. But I’m a lover, not a fighter. And a family man. How to treat a woman right was instilled into me since birth. Most of my extended family are women.

      I don’t get it. Why do some women like to be treated like shit instead of demanding respect? That’s why I’ve been going solo for a couple years now. I want someone who needs me as much as I need her.

      The customer interrupts me with questions I can’t answer. Once Mom’s off the phone, I ask her to help the lady. I hover there, staring at the rocking chair, then notice a cell phone lying on the floor next to it. It has to be hers. I pick it up, and the cracked screen remains black. I push the side button to see if it’ll light up, but it doesn’t.

      “Hey, TJ.” Mom startles me, rubbing my back with her hand. I fumble with the phone, almost dropping it. “Thanks for holding the fort. Sorry it took me so long to get back. As usual, Dr. Kramer’s office was a bustling mess. All those pregnant women. There must’ve been something in the water a few months ago, or maybe it was the blizzard we got last winter. I wish there’d been something in the water when I tried to get pregnant again.” She chuckles, but I can see it still hurts. “A slender woman was at the counter when I arrived. I saw her from the back and didn’t notice she was pregnant. Then she turned to leave, and I think my eyes bugged out of my head. She looked like she’d swallowed a basketball—she was all belly. I could have balanced a tray on it. Her back must be killing her. Ugh! I remember those days.”

      Mom would’ve done it over and over again if she could have had more kids.

      My alarm goes off on my watch to remind me of my appointment. “Your timing was perfect, Mom, but I have to leave now. I’m supposed to meet Ginny’s tenant to check out the work she needs done on her house.” I hand Mom the cell phone. “I found this phone on the floor by the rocking chair. I think it belongs to a woman who was in here a little while ago. I’m sure she’ll come back for it. And she looked like she swallowed a basketball too.”

      My heightened interest gets the best of me, and I ask, “What did the woman at the doctor’s look like?” Not that she’d be the same person…

      Mom takes the phone. “I’ll put it in the drawer under the register,” she says, then rubs her chin. “As for the pregnant woman, other than her belly, um, she had gorgeous green eyes that lit up her entire face. Her dirty-blond hair was in a long ponytail. I think she wore a blue or black tank dress and maybe flip-flops.”

      If she’s the same woman, which it sounds like she is, Mom didn’t notice how her soft, petal-pink lips glimmered or the way she blushed when I spoke to her. I could lose myself in her expressive aquamarine eyes. Her skin glowed just like they say a pregnant woman’s does. Her hair was a shiny golden brown that flowed in relaxed waves. But I’ve seen a lot of pregnant women, and no one shimmered like she did. If I were her husband, I wouldn’t let a day go by without making sure she knew how beautiful or wanted she is. I want to slap myself because I am not her husband and never will be. Thankfully, no one can hear my inner conversation.

      “Did you hear what I said?” Mom nudges my side. “Dirty-blond hair in a ponytail⁠—”

      What’s the difference between golden brown and dirty-blond?

      “Yeah, it sounds like it could be her. Dr. Kramer’s office isn’t too far from here. Her hair wasn’t in a ponytail though.” I shrug. “Either way, the woman loved the rocking chair. I felt bad when I had to tell her it wasn’t for sale. Her body physically drooped with disappointment.”

      “Really?” Mom’s face lights up. “I’m thrilled that she liked it, but you’re well aware why I won’t sell it.”

      “Yes, and I don’t need to be reminded. Anyway, I have to go. I’d hate to be late. Talk to you soon.” I kiss her on the cheek, then go to the back to grab my motorcycle helmet and step outside to where my Harley is parked.

      My aunt offered my services to her new tenant, who’s divorced and pregnant, to prepare the house for the baby’s arrival. What’s with all the pregnant women? The tenant has a unique name I can’t seem to get out of my head. Katrina Klenkos.

      Ginny says the baby’s room needs to be painted and there’s some furniture to put together. Shouldn’t take more than a couple of days. Not even. Supposedly the woman is on her own. No family or friends live nearby to help her.

      After a short ride to the house, I park my bike in the driveway behind a midnight-blue BMW SUV. I trot up the couple of stairs to the front door and ring the doorbell. I wait a few seconds, then press again and bang the knocker. Did I get the time wrong? But there’s a car in the driveway.

      “Help me!” a woman shouts from deep inside the house. “Please!” The door is locked, so I run toward the back of the house and hear her again near the side door in the breezeway. If this door is locked too, I’ll have to kick it in. I turn the doorknob quickly, and it gives way. I swing it open and gasp. It’s the woman from the store. She’s lying on the floor in the kitchen, cradling her stomach, breathing heavily. Her face is bright red, and sweat covers her tight, crinkled face.

      We stare at each other. Her eyes flash as realization kicks in. We speak at the same time.

      “You’re TJ?”

      “You’re Katrina?”

      “Ye—!” She grunts loudly.

      I rush over and kneel next to her on the floor. “Yes, I’m TJ! What’s wrong? Did you hurt yourself? Holy shit, are you in labor?”

      Her panicked eyes freeze on mine. “Y–yes.” She grabs my hand, squeezing it tightly. Another agonizing groan comes out of her mouth. “My water broke a little while ago. The baby’s coming. Fast! The pain…I can’t—I can’t handle it.”

      “What do you need me to do? Did you call for help?”

      “No. Lost my phone. No landline.”

      “Fuck. I think you left it at the store. I only have my motorcycle.” I look around, for what, I have no idea.

      “I have—There’s no time.” A guttural moan releases from her mouth. “Toby wants to come out now!”

      Toby?

      I drag my hand through my hair. Okay. I can do this. Letting her squeeze my other hand, I call 911 from my Apple watch.

      “Nine one one. What’s your emergency?”

      “A woman is in labor at home, and I think it’s going to come any minute. I don’t have a car, and I’m afraid to move her.”

      “I have a car, but we won’t make it in time,” she calls out, panting.

      The operator asks our names, location, and several other questions. I answer them as best I can.

      “She should lie on her left side. An ambulance is on the way and should arrive in ten minutes. Stay on the line.”

      “Okay.” It’s a good thing my watch is automatically on speaker.

      “Katrina, I need you to lie on your left side like the operator said.” I help her get into position. She looks so uncomfortable. Should I try to move her somewhere else? “Where are fresh towels and sheets?”

      “Upstairs. Linen closet.” She screams in agony. “Hurry. It won’t stop.”

      “You have to let go of my hand.” She does, and I bolt upstairs to the linen closet. I know this house well. I grab as many towels and sheets as I can and run back downstairs. I toss them near Katrina, run to the living room for some throw pillows from the couch, then bolt back.

      “Katrina, I have some pillows. Can you lift your head for me?” I gently place my hand under her head and help her raise it so I can shove one of the pillows beneath her. I push the sweaty hair away from her face. “Is that better?”

      “The baby…I have to push. I’m scared. What if something happens to him?” I crawl to her feet. She pulls up her dress and spreads her legs.

      Oh, fuck. You’ve got to be kidding me. Okay, TJ. Get a hold of yourself. You’ve caught footballs for a living, you should be able to do this too. You’re on crack if you think this is the same! Oh, come on. You love adrenaline rushes. You’ve got this.

      I might be losing my mind, but I refuse to let her know. “It’s okay. I’ve got you. You’re safe. Take deep breaths.” I keep my voice as calm as possible. Her eyes spring open as if I’ve said something wrong. My heart beats in my ears. Sirens blare in the distance. “They’re almost here. You can do this.”

      She screams like she’s dying, and I panic. I never want to hear that gut-piercing sound again. What if something’s wrong? Didn’t she say she still had another month before the baby was due?

      “Scream all you want. Swear, punch, or kick me. Do whatever you need to get through the pain.” I yank a sheet out from the pile along with two big, fluffy towels. “I have to lift you a little to spread a sheet and some towels under you.” This is going to make a mess on the tiles, but who cares? I should move her to the couch to make her more comfortable, but I don’t think that’s a good idea if the baby’s about to come. It’s okay—I’ll clean it up later. But this is unsanitary. This is dangerous for both of them!

      I spread the sheet out and layer towels onto it to make a thick barrier between the floor and Katrina. I push to my feet and hook my arm under her knees and lift. Using my foot, I slide the fabric under her, then gently put her back down. I kneel again and straighten the material, trying to block out the moans, groans, growls, and screams echoing through the house. This is surreal.

      “Katrina, you okay? You’re still with me, right? Talk to me.” What if she passes out? I teach chemistry, not biology. Like it’d make a difference. What’s taking the damn ambulance so long?

      “Fuck! TJ, I need to push. I can’t hold it any longer,” she cries out in pain, trying to sit up.

      “They’ll be there in two minutes,” the operator says calmly. My body jerks in surprise. I forgot she was still on the line with us. Screw calm. I’m at the end of my sanity.

      “That’s not fast enough!” I bark back.

      Fuck. I place myself close to Katrina’s legs and force myself to look. “Holy shit! I can see the head.” This is unbelievable. Finally I hear the ambulance in front of the house and ask the operator to tell them to come to the side door. A few seconds later, the paramedics rush in.

      I scurry out of the way. “No!” Katrina cries. “TJ, don’t leave me.” She reaches out and I move back to her side, taking her hand in mine, kissing the back of it. What am I doing?

      “I’m not going anywhere. I’ve got you. You and the baby are safe.”

      “Toby,” she mumbles.

      “Yes, you and Toby are safe.”

      “Hi. I’m Loretta. And you are?” The paramedic steps close and gets Katrina’s attention. Latex gloves snap as she pulls them on.

      “Katrina Klen—Klenkos,” she groans in between short breaths.

      Loretta looks at me. “And you are?”

      Before I can answer, Katrina belts out, “Fiancé!” Well, okay then. Not sure why she said that, but I’ll go with it.

      “Stop talking. I need to push!”

      Loretta kneels down. “Let’s get a look at you.” Once she does, her eyes flash, and she says, “We have no time to transfer.” She yells some orders at the other paramedic, and he runs out the door. “Fiancé!” She directs her drill sergeant voice at me, and I jolt. “What’s your name?”

      “TJ.”

      “TJ, I need you to help her into a sitting position so she can push.”

      I sit down behind her, lift her torso, and rest her back against my chest.

      “I can’t do this,” Katrina cries. “I’m so scared, and it hurts like a motherfucker!”

      “You can do this.” I grab the edge of the towel next to me and wipe her sweaty forehead. “In a few minutes you’ll meet Toby, and the pain will disappear.”

      “Time to push, Katrina,” Loretta commands. “Your baby wants to come out and meet you.”

      After that, I’m in awe of this woman leaning against me and squeezing my hand like it’s a stress ball, to the point my fingers are almost purple. Noises I didn’t realize a woman could make almost shatter the windows, and she’s swearing like a truck driver. There’s a brief silence, followed by the exhilarating sound of a baby crying, then Katrina’s exhausted body collapses against me. Her sobs of joy bring me to tears too because this is the most frightening and amazing thing I’ve ever experienced.

      The female anatomy is a true miracle. How can anyone look at a woman’s body and not be astonished at what it can do?

      “You’re the proud mama of a baby boy.” Loretta wraps him up in a towel and places him in her arms.

      Katrina sobs again. “Toby’s here.”

      “He’s beautiful.” I press a kiss to Katrina’s temple like she’s really my wife and this is our son in her arms. I’m kind of freaked out that his name is Toby, but I won’t bring it up right now.

      What the fuck are you thinking? Snap out of it. She’s a stranger. But this moment changes things. Shut up!

      The next few minutes go by in a blur as I’m hyped up on adrenaline. One minute I’m holding Toby, then I’m grabbing Katrina’s purse and packed suitcase to take to the hospital and locking up the house. Now I’m following the ambulance to the hospital on my Harley. The paramedics kept saying words like tear and bleeding. It didn’t sound good.

      How is this my life?

      I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.

      And the most terrified.
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      Ten little fingers, ten little toes. Even though this morning was downright traumatic and I thought for sure my body was going to rip in two, this precious boy sleeping peacefully in my arms makes it all worth it. His soft snoring and grunting tickle my ears. I can’t stop smelling his unique scent. His soft pink skin hasn’t been exposed to air pollution, strong soap, or clothes detergent yet. It’s all him with a dab of milk. I wish I could save it, because I know he won’t smell like this forever.

      The utter happiness and relief blanketing me is euphoric, overshadowing the exhaustion and discomfort I still feel. When we arrived at the hospital, the doctors fussed over us, checking for complications from what Toby and I had endured. I had a small tear, so I lost a lot of blood, but not enough to be life threatening. Toby might be a month early, but he’s six pounds, one ounce. And he’s absolutely perfect with his pouty lips, cute button nose, and thick head of light brown hair.

      I was worried about being a single mom, but right now, I feel like I can do anything. And I will too, to protect Toby and make sure he has the best life possible. Even if it’s only us forever.

      Unconditional love. We hear that phrase all the time, but not everyone experiences what it means or feels like. I’ve never felt this kind of love until today.

      All along, I’ve been let down by the people I should have been able to rely on the most. People who should’ve loved me no matter what, yet every one of them disowned me without an iota of remorse.

      As a daughter, I tried to love my parents for who they were, but I gave up. A person can take only so much mental abuse before they figure it out. And I did. I wasn’t wanted. As for my ex-husband, I accepted it a long time ago that we didn’t have the kind of love we should’ve had to be married. I think what we had turned out to be a marriage of convenience. It took a while for me to fully comprehend that, but it’s probably why I’m not devastated from the divorce.

      What would I have done if TJ hadn’t showed up when he did? The contractions came on in a flash and escalated so fast, they felt like one long torturous one. With no phone to call anyone, I was terrified. I tried to get to the door, but the pain was so unbearable, it took me to my knees. Truly, I thought we were going to die alone in that house.

      “You made one heck of an entrance into this world,” I whisper to Toby. Tears pool in my eyes. “I have a feeling you’re going to keep me on my toes.”

      I’m still not sure how I got this private room. It looks like a real bedroom or a fancy hotel room. The wall behind the bed is done in a pretty floral pattern of pastel pink and yellow. There’s a wooden closet and a set of drawers running along most of the wall across from my bed. How long do they expect new mothers to stay here? A twin sofa bed and matching chair are lined up under the window to my left. The bathroom to the right of my bed looks brand new with shiny white tiles, chrome fixtures, and a large walk-in shower. This will cost a pretty penny out of pocket, but right now, I don’t care. Since he’s the only child I’ll give birth to, I can splurge to be comfortable. I’ll worry about it when I receive the bills.

      I was able to take a quick shower earlier, and I even got a nap in, with Toby next to me in his bassinet. Of course, as soon as he woke up, it was cuddle time. He hasn’t left my arms since. I can’t believe how easily I’m moving around. I didn’t think I’d be able to walk at all, let alone shower.

      TJ must have given my things to the paramedics because my purse and suitcase are here in my room. It felt good to put on my own clean, loose-fitting shorts and a tank top. I don’t remember much after Toby was born. I know I got here by ambulance, but I’m not sure what happened after that. One of the nurses told me that I kept asking for my fiancé. Using the actual term fiancé, not TJ. How embarrassing. What a mess I’ve created! I’ll claim insanity brought on by exhaustion. Yeah, that sounds good.

      Holy shit, my landlord’s nephew is TJ. The man I ran into this morning. The man from my visions. How screwed up is that? It was pretty embarrassing for both of us at first, at least for me, when he got a good look at my privates. But then a contraction hit, and all modesty went out the window. I put myself in his shoes, and my stomach flips.

      When—or if—he sees me again, will he only see my vagina instead of my face? I can’t help but chuckle. It’s so absurd. If he were my husband, I wouldn’t feel so humiliated.

      What it comes down to is, he saved me and Toby, and I’ll be forever grateful, even if I never see him again. I owe him everything. And the paramedics. Tears pool again and distort my vision.

      Knockity, knock, knock.

      I swipe away a tear that has set itself free and blink my eyes several times to focus. I grab my glasses off the table next to me and slide them on.

      Well, speak of the devil. My chest swells with joy. TJ’s lingering by the door with a bouquet of blue and purple flowers and what looks like a small stuffed football.

      Swoon. Swoon. Swoon.

      Then I notice his sheepish smile, and I want to shrivel up and die. I knew it! He sees my vagina sitting on this bed, not me. Just fabulous. Suck it up, Katrina. I straighten my smile and focus on how damn gorgeous he is…with tamed hair this time. Either way, he’s perfect. His clothes are different. He’s wearing a periwinkle blue T-shirt and khaki shorts. The color of his shirt makes his eyes look insanely blue, like they were touched up on Photoshop.

      His smile turns into a full-blown one. I want to squeeze his adorable cheeks. That look alone probably melts the heart of every woman he meets. It sure does mine. My mouth has a mind of its own, and I can’t keep it from forming into a huge smile.

      “Hi. This is a nice surprise.” Ignoring my aching lower body, I sit a little taller in the bed, careful not to disturb Toby. He squirms a little but remains sleeping.

      “Up for a visitor?” TJ remains by the door, waiting for an answer. “I stayed away as long as I could.” Hmm. Interesting. That almost sounds like he couldn’t wait to see me. Or us. I’d like to think so. I’ll live in my dream world for now.

      “Of course. Come in.” I wave him over. “You’re the first.” So pathetic. I don’t have anyone to call. Well, there’s my agent, Daisy, but she’s in St. Thomas for a couple of weeks for a surprise wedding. It wouldn’t matter anyway because I still don’t have my phone to call anyone. I could use my room phone, but who memorizes phone numbers these days? “You can close the door if you want. It’s a little loud in the hall sometimes.”

      He clicks the door shut, then approaches and extends his hands. “The flowers are for you, and this football here”—he wiggles it—“is for the little guy who was in such a rush to conquer the world. It’s never too early to love football.” Great…a football fanatic.

      On cue, my eyes tear up again. Not because of that. Damn hormones. “Thank you so much. Really.” My emotions are wreaking havoc throughout my body.

      “Hey, I didn’t mean to make you cry.” He moves closer to the bed, his face full of concern. “Maybe I shouldn’t have come.” Is he crazy? A tear drips down my cheek. He lifts his hand toward me as if he’s going to wipe it away, then hesitates.

      I sniff. “I can’t help it. It’s a mix of you being so incredibly thoughtful and brave after what I put you through, my hormones, and just being happy. I wasn’t sure if I’d see you again.”

      “Nothing could keep me away.”

      Really? Why? “See what I mean? I’d take your gifts, but this little guy won’t make it easy for me.”

      TJ looks around the room. “I’ll put the flowers over here for now. Before I leave, I’ll ask for a vase.” Please don’t go. He places the bouquet on the windowsill. “How about I tuck the football next to you on the bed.”

      “No. Let me have it. It looks so soft.” He hands it to me, and I purposely caress his hand with my fingertips when he pulls away. Our eyes lock, and he flashes me the softest of smiles. My hammering heart is going to leap out of my chest and hide in his pocket. Good thing I’m not hooked up to a monitor. The nurses would think I’m having a heart attack. I squeeze the football for a distraction, then brush it against my cheek. “Oh. It’s so squishy and soft. Thank you. Toby will love it. It’s his first present.” I place it next to me.

      “My pleasure.” He backs away from the bed and stuffs his hands in his front pockets. “So how are you doing? You look great. I like your black glasses.” I’m so glad I took a shower. I felt and smelled so disgusting.

      “Thanks. I usually wear contacts, but I took them out before I showered. Toby and I are just perfect. Well, okay, I’m not perfect, but close to it.” I laugh. “I’m exhausted and pretty sore. This little guy arrived a month early and went through a rapid birth, but you’d never know it. The doctors gave him a clean bill of health. I’m so relieved.”

      TJ inches closer until his thighs are almost touching the bed. Heat radiates off his body, and I bask in it. He leans over a little to take a peek at Toby lying on my chest.

      “He’s been sleeping most of the time.”

      Toby’s new baby smell will always be my favorite scent, but TJ’s heavenly fresh scent comes in a good second. Maybe it’s the fabric softener he uses or his body wash. I don’t care what it is, I love it.

      “He’s a real cutie. What a head of hair. Just like mine.” He ruffles his own thick curls and steps back.

      I chuckle. “You do have great hair. He’ll be lucky if he does.”

      “I’m glad you’re both doing well. I can’t remember a time I’ve ever been so scared. I’d have never forgiven myself if something had happened to you. And then when you were in the ER and I didn’t know what was happening, I was a mess. I didn’t feel comfortable pretending I was your fiancé to get information.”

      He avoids looking at me after he says that, and I want to hide under this bed. My suitcase catches his eye, and he points to it.

      “Oh, good. I see you got your suitcase. And your purse, I hope.”

      “Yes. I got everything. Thank you again. You were a lifesaver.”

      “Really? I had no idea there’s a Life Savers flavor called TJ,” he says, his voice raspy.

      I burst out laughing. “Hmm. I’ve never had a TJ-flavored one before. I wonder what it tastes like.” I’m unable to disguise the flirty humor in my voice. If I’d met him at a different time in my life, I’d be all over him to get a taste.

      We exchange a playful look. “Maybe you’ll find out one⁠—”

      Nurse Penny opens the door and drifts in like a welcoming breeze, interrupting our bizarre conversation. “Oh, you’ve got your first visitor. Is this your fiancé?” I cough and TJ clears his throat. Penny glances over and does a double take.

      “TJ? What in the world? I can’t believe you’re here. What a nice but weird surprise.”

      He walks over to her and gives her a big hug that lifts her off her feet, then sets her down and kisses her cheek. She looks so tiny next to his big frame. I guess I would too, being only five foot seven.

      She looks him up and down. “Well, you’re definitely not her fiancé. You haven’t brought a girlfriend around in a long time. And your mother would kill you if you didn’t tell her.”

      What a relief. He’s single. Stay focused. His relationship status isn’t important right now. Clearing up the entire fiancé fiasco is though.

      His eyes jerk to mine, and I know I should say something. “Um. He was— That was a mis⁠—”

      “Aunt Penny, I wondered if you were working today. How’s my favorite nurse doing? I mean, favorite aunt.” Aunt? He looks at me and puts a finger to his lips. “Shh. You didn’t hear that. Aunt Ginny would kill me.”

      Phew. He’s helped me out again. Why did I even say he was my fiancé? Penny’s already asked me twice when my fiancé was coming to visit. Like she couldn’t believe Toby’s father wasn’t here. I distracted her so I didn’t have to answer. My one lie in that moment of desperation seems to have taken on a life of its own.

      “Your secret’s safe with me. I won’t tell Ginny. Promise.” Oh, don’t you worry, TJ. I’m good at keeping lots of secrets.

      He looks back at my nurse. “Aunt Penny, you’re looking as gorgeous as ever in your petal-pink nurse uniform,” he teases. “I’ve always said pink’s your signature color.”

      She chuckles and pushes him playfully away, then switches her focus to me. “This big fella’s always a flirt and a jockster. Oops, I mean jokester,” she jabs, squeezing his cheek.

      I burst out laughing, then realize I’m shaking Toby. I look down, and he’s still blowing z’s.

      Penny looks back at me. “Our TJ has a heart of gold. One of the best men I know.”

      He rolls his eyes, stifling a smile. “She’s supposed to say that, Katrina. I’m her only nephew.”

      She waves her hand and turns to TJ. “Anyway, I just spoke to your mom this morning. We scheduled a spa day for next week. This hospital’s running me ragged. I start my new schedule next week. Did you hear I cut down on my hours? Can’t wait. Anyway, don’t even get me started on the grandkids. I love them to death, but they think I’m twenty years old and can run miles.” Penny wipes her forehead and takes a breath after talking so fast. “I get winded just thinking about babysitting them this weekend. I’ll need a good day of pampering after that.”

      “Well, Mom loves her spa outings with her favorite sister,” TJ claims, then walks over to the chair next to the sofa. He pulls it closer to my bed and sits down.

      “Only sister,” Penny mumbles from the corner of her mouth.

      This conversation is making me feel like I’m part of the family, and I can’t stop grinning for so many reasons. It’s too bad he isn’t my fiancé.

      I feel like I’ve known this woman for longer than the few hours I’ve been in this hospital. She’s in her sixties and has been working here for over thirty years. She has three daughters of her own and four grandchildren, all under the age of five. Also all girls. God help them. Her energy is infectious, she’s a natural mother hen, and she’s a serious winker.

      My chest aches because I don’t have a mother to rely on anymore. Anymore? Who am I kidding? My parents were negligent and cruel from the minute I was born. My mother was a cold, bitter woman, and my father followed her blindly. Affection was not part of my upbringing. Prayers and punishments took the place of any comforting words or affection one would expect.

      I should have been able to share Toby’s birth with my parents, but I don’t want wicked people around him. Ever. They would have turned the happiest day of my life into one filled with begging for God’s forgiveness. I intend to fill Toby’s life with laughter, warmth, fun, and most of all love. And if we’re lucky in the future, a family that includes a father for him. On that thought, I glance up to catch TJ staring at me adoringly. I wonder what he’s thinking.

      “So, Ms. Katrina.” Penny approaches, blood pressure apparatus and electronic thermometer in hand. “How are you feeling?”

      “Penny, what did we already discuss?” I sass. “Please call me Kat. Katrina makes me feel old.” Plus, the way my mother always said it made me hate the name. Mean and condescending.

      Penny winks again. “Oops. Forgot.” I always thought winking was annoying, especially when a guy does it, but she makes it endearing.

      The sound of Velcro being separated follows her to my left side. I lift my arm, and she wraps the cuff around it and pulls it tight. Then she hangs the stethoscope from her ears, warms up the head of it and pushes it under the cuff. Slowly, she starts pumping the apparatus. I look from TJ to Toby and back again. TJ’s eyes are still trained on me, and he’s got a lopsided grin on his face. Why can’t I be a mind reader? I don’t think any man has smiled at me so much like I’m the most fascinating person.

      The hiss of air being let out of the cuff pulls me from his stare. Penny removes the stethoscope from her ears and lets it hang from her neck, then picks up her tablet.

      “Your BP’s still a little low, but that’s not unusual with Toby’s delivery.” She taps the information into the device. “If you want to be released the day after tomorrow, you need to be sure you’re eating and drinking enough. Would you like some more tea or water? Are you hungry? How’s your pain level?” She stops to peer at Toby. “And how’s our cutie pie? I can see he’s lovin’ his mama, but he needs to eat something soon too.” Wow, that’s a lot of questions.

      “I’ve been drinking my water and nibbling on some crackers. Toby’s been sleeping. He moves around a little and makes his little squeaking noises. As for pain, it’s manageable so far. Did I answer all of your questions?” I have the urge to wink, but I’d look like I have something in my eye.

      “With flying colors. Now let’s take your temperature.” She unclasps the stethoscope from her neck and slips it into one of the many pockets on her uniform top. Then she takes the thermometer out of another pocket. She places it in my ear. How can a machine give accurate results after being in my ear for only two seconds? She pulls her hand away. “No fever. Let’s keep it that way. Since your rapid birth took place in an unsterilized environment, you’re more susceptible to infection. The same with Toby.” The doctors and nurses I’ve spoken to have explained this to me several times. They want to observe me and Toby closely to watch for signs of infection.

      “We’ll let Toby sleep awhile longer,” Penny says, stepping back from the bed. “So now that we’ve got that out of the way, TJ and Kat, how did you meet?”

      Silence follows, then I finally speak up. “I told you how someone found me at my house and saved us. It was TJ, and in the heat of the moment, I told the paramedic he was my fiancé because I was afraid they’d tell him to leave. I didn’t want to be left alone.” I glance at TJ, who sits up and rubs his thighs. “It just flew out of my mouth, and then it was too late.”

      “Hold the phone!” Penny squeals. “TJ, you’re their hero? And a fake fiancé? Oh, it’s all coming together now.” She glances at me with a lit-up face. “That’s why you named your pumpkin Tobias.”

      I flick my gaze to TJ in surprise. “Your real name is Tobias?” Holy shit. Mind blown again.

      “Yep. It caught me off guard when you kept saying Toby when you were in labor. I thought you were talking about me at first. I haven’t been called Toby since I was little.”

      “Wow. What a coincidence.” Stroking Toby’s soft cheek lightly, I explain. “I named him Tobias, Toby, as soon as I got pregnant. Weird, huh?”

      Penny eyes shoot to TJ. “Oh, your mom is going to love this. Did you tell her yet?”

      “No. I haven’t spoken to her, so please keep it to yourself. I’m sure she’ll call you right away once I do.” He glances at me, then looks to the ceiling. “They’re a couple of Chatty Cathy’s.”

      “This is a juicy story.” Penny picks up the tablet and rests it in her arm. “I want to hear everything before I get called away.”

      I giggle. “So, TJ. What’s your side of the story?” I’ll keep the focus on him as long as I can.

      “Do tell.” Penny grins.

      “Aunt Penny, Katri—Kat?” He eyes me for approval. I nod. “Kat’s renting Aunt Ginny’s house. Ginny asked me to do some work on the house. I went over there to check it out and I heard her yelling for help inside. I called 911 because she said the baby was coming any minute and I only had my motorcycle. If the paramedics hadn’t arrived right when they did, I would’ve delivered Toby.”

      “Don’t play it down,” I protest. “You saved us. I had no phone to call anyone.” If I could grab his hand and squeeze it, I would. Or better yet, I could curl up on his lap and bury my face in his neck. Why do I feel he would allow me to do it without question?

      TJ stands with an amused grin. “By the way—” He pulls a phone out of his pocket and extends his hand. “I believe this belongs to you. The screen’s cracked.”

      He turns his hand over, and I see the raised zigzag scar near his knuckles. I gulp and take the phone from him. He starts to retreat, but I stop him. “Wait. Can I see your hand?”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “Huh?”

      “I’m sorry. The mark on your hand. Can I see it?”

      “Oh, this scar?” He comes closer and points to the zigzag. I drag my finger over the slightly raised, reddish skin. A static-like spark electrifies my fingertip. His hand twitches, and I wonder if I imagined it or if he felt it too. I look up and see him focusing on our hands, his forehead crinkled. He did.

      Unbelievable and completely amazing. This scar matches a sketch I drew around three years ago. It’s the background photo on my phone. In the picture, two hands are holding each other in a tight grip. One hand is small and feminine, and the other has a similar scar. A sudden thrill rushes through me, and I almost can’t contain myself. I press my lips together, hoping my face won’t reveal my thoughts. Act calm. My excitement comes to a mad halt when I realize he might have seen the picture. How would I explain it if he recognized the scar on the hand? He didn’t act like he did when he gave me back my phone.

      “That looks like it hurt. What happened?”

      “Something stupid. A couple years ago, I was helping my mom take material off an old couch. I didn’t see a long nail sticking out, and I’m sure you can guess what happened next. It wasn’t pretty. And this mark is what I have to show for it.”

      “It’s kinda cool, the way it looks like a bolt of lightning. Almost like it’s a tattoo.”

      “I guess you could say that.” Silence follows.

      Penny clears her throat but doesn’t say anything. I forgot she was there. We were in our own little bubble. Well, I was anyway. If the obvious smirk on her face is anything to go by, I’m guessing she noticed a moment between us. I only touched his hand, but something more than that happened. It’s the bone-deep connection again.

      I take a breath. “So, okay. Thanks for my phone. What a relief you found it. It’s not the first time I’ve lost it. Now I can take pictures of Toby.”

      “Wait. Give it back. Let me take a few for you with Toby now,” TJ offers. I pick it up to unlock it, but the screen is black.

      “Of course, the battery’s dead.” I groan. “Let me charge it. There’s a white charger in the top drawer by the closet, TJ. Would you mind getting it for me, please?”

      “Sure.” He walks over and opens the drawer, then pulls it out. “Got it,” he says, dangling it from his hand.

      “You can charge it by the railing of the bed. Here. Let me do it, TJ,” Penny offers. He hands it to her, then she comes around my bed and plugs the cord into the socket. “There you go. Once it has a little juice, TJ or I will take as many pics or videos as you want. The first hours are always so precious. Well, they all are, but you know what I mean.”

      “I do.” I sigh. Every moment of my life with Toby will be precious. They might’ve been more special if I’d had family or friends with me to take pictures or videos right away, but TJ and Penny are here instead. And that’s okay. They’re filling the void for the time being. Hopefully for longer too. “Thanks, Penny.”

      “You bet, Kat. So TJ, why do you have Kat’s phone?”

      “I left it at his store,” I explain before he can answer.

      “Mom’s store,” he clarifies.

      Penny cocks her hip, her index finger pointing back and forth between us. “So you knew each other before today?”

      I chuckle, shaking my head. “Funny enough, no. I saw a rocking chair in the window this morning and went inside. He was the one to help me. I didn’t know he was Ginny’s nephew. Just one crazy twist of the day.”

      “Get the hell outta here!”

      “Nope,” TJ and I say in unison, smiling at each other.

      Penny clasps her hands over her heart. “Oh my gosh! Fate takes a hand. This should be made into a movie. It’d be a box office hit like The Notebook or The Vow, especially if you fell in love in the end. And of course live happily ever after.”

      “I’ve seen The Notebook and loved it, of course. I haven’t seen The Vow, though,” I say. “I’ll have to look it up. Not that I’ll have spare time to watch TV anytime soon.”

      “Pfft. All the sleepless nights coming up, what else are you going to do?”

      “Good point.”

      TJ shakes his head and laughs at Penny. “Always the romantic. You’re probably Hallmark’s favorite customer.”

      She snickers. “Damn straight! You should be in the local newspaper. I can see it now.” Penny drags her hand through the air while saying, “Famous wide receiver catches footballs and babies.”

      “Not babies. One baby. And I’m a retired wide receiver,” he mumbles. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Don’t call Stewart at the Herald.”

      Famous wide receiver? Very interesting. I’ll file that away for later. I’ll have to Google The Vow and him. Now the stuffed football makes sense. His athletic build definitely matches the sport.

      “I can’t help it. I’ve heard a lot of crazy stories at this hospital, but this tops them all. I swear, your mom’s going to go nuts. And then your cousins.” She glances at me. “My sister’s gonna beg to meet you. I can guarantee that. You’ll love Lydia. She’ll probably bring Toby one of TJ’s footballs or jerseys.”

      I wouldn’t mind meeting her if she’s anything like Penny and TJ.

      “TJ brought a football for Toby already,” I say. “He’s way ahead of everyone.” Penny lifts her eyebrows. She can’t see it because it’s on the other side of me. TJ grabs it for me and tosses it in the air, then catches it.

      She takes it from him and beams. “Isn’t this adorable? My teeth are starting to hurt from the amount of sweetness overflowing in this room.”

      A phone pings, and they check their phones. Well, I know it’s not mine. It’s Penny’s. She tosses the football on the bed, then puts her phone back in her pocket.

      “Duty calls. I’ll be back in a little while. When Toby wakes up for a bottle, buzz the nurses’ station. Don’t forget to keep hydrating, Kat.” She checks her pockets to ensure she has everything, then picks up her tablet.

      “Will do. Thanks.”

      TJ rises and taps my leg. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to find a vase for your flowers.” I nod and watch him follow Penny out the door.

      Once he’s gone, I kiss Toby’s forehead. TJ is perfect. I have such a strong feeling that he’s going to slip into our lives and fit right in. If today is any measure, he already has. But even if I’m wrong, no matter what, I’ll always be grateful that he was with me when Toby was born. He kept me from being alone during one of the most important moments of my life. How could I ever repay him for all he’s done for me? I’ll have to think on that.

      What I do know for sure, this has been the best day of my life.

    



