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Book Description:

Molly Delavan was on the run from a past which threatened her child and her future.

Seth McCabe had chosen a life lived in the shadows.

Neither of them could afford to trust strangers...until circumstances threw them together on a cold Chicago night. Now they both must struggle to keep their secrets...and guard their hearts.
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​Chapter 1
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MOLLY GRITTED HER TEETH against the pain that started low in her back and swelled outward. Again. This was the third time since she’d started home. But it was nothing. It couldn’t be time yet. She was only eight months along. Besides, she had heard about such things, pain that started and faded away. A lie, a trick of the system. The fact was that she had just spent too much time on her feet today, and the discomfort would stop soon for sure. Besides, she was still four blocks from home. Nothing to do but keep on walking.

“Everything is going to turn out fine, Ruthie Ann. It will,” she promised, smoothing one hand over the mass of her abdomen and clutching her slippery packages with her other arm as she shuffled forward. “Let Mom tell you about all the pretty lights and decorations I saw today, and when we get home I’ll put up our tree. It’s small, angel. A sweet little thing. Like you. But it’s plenty big for the two of us. You’ll see when you finally get out and can look for yourself.”

She tried to smile as the aching web of distress within her grew stronger, stealing her breath this time. The sidewalk stretched out in a narrow, crooked swoop of gray that was long. Very long. Home couldn’t be close enough. The cold wrapped itself around her. It climbed inside her. Molly forced herself to keep shoving one foot in front of the other, to keep moving past each crack in the walkway.

“It’s okay, Ruthie. We’re doing okay. Keep kicking those little feet of yours, sweetie. Relax. Be calm. Maybe we’ll call the doctor when we get home after all,” she whispered. “Just to make sure you’re all right. But of course you are. Of course you’re perfectly fine.” The words dropped low and fast as she tried to increase her pace.

The dark was deeper here, the lights that illuminated the shopping area blocks back more sparse. Long stretches of vision-stealing shadow were broken only by the brilliant biting glare of the street corners. And the next corner was coming up, but slowly. So slowly. The pressure in her back spread in long, unstoppable waves. It moved much faster than her feet.

She should have started back sooner, but it was Christmas, and she wanted everything to be ready for her baby. She wanted life to be perfect the way it hadn’t been for her.

“Almost home, sweetheart.” She gasped out the words on a breath as the pain receded and she inched her way to the corner, across the street, and up the next.

“Almost there,” she said again as she felt it coming back, chasing her down. The pain had fed and grown this time. It threatened to take over her whole body, to swallow her child.

Lurching forward, spilling her packages, Molly felt her toe nick against the thick rise of an uneven sidewalk slab. Instinctively she raised one arm, curling the other over her stomach as the black ground came up to meet her. Moving too fast to stop herself, she twisted, trying to shield her child from the fall.

Not alone. Not this way. The words shot through her brain. Despair engulfed her. Then the ground smacked her with a mighty blow and the world exploded into great shards of light.

~ ~ ~
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HIS EYES WERE ACCUSTOMED to darkness, so Seth McCabe had no trouble making out the small lump of clothing and sprawled limbs blocking the walkway that led from his apartment building. A drunk or an addict, he thought at first, but he’d seen more than his share of such and this particular person didn’t have that stripped-to-the-soul look.

Seth stepped closer, knelt and reached out.

“What in the—damn,” he said, noting the small pool of blood beneath the beauty’s matted curls, the telltale swell of advanced pregnancy beneath her too-snug coat.

Her hand was cold, the pulse faintly flickering. She shouldn’t be moved, but it was freezing here, the ground obscenely so.

“Ada,” he bellowed, calling for his neighbor and landlady, an ancient woman who lived in the basement.

No answer. She’d be asleep. Of course she would. Ada went to bed with the sun’s last light.

“Ada,” he yelled again, reaching the window in three quick strides and beating on it with his bare knuckles. “Ada, it’s Seth,” he yelled, when he saw the light come on and her face approaching the glass. “Call for an ambulance. There’s a woman out here. Hurt. Pregnant. Very cold.”

“Okay, I’m coming. I’m coming. I’ll call. Be out there in a minute,” the woman yelled, whisking aside the sheer curtains and motioning him back to his post.

That was all there was time for. His voice had ripped through the night and apparently through the young woman’s consciousness, too. She stirred, and he rushed back, kneeling at her side.

He pulled off his jacket. Smelly. Dirty. He didn’t want to let it touch her, but he couldn’t leave her in the cold alone, and Ada was old. It would be long minutes before she would be able to bring him a blanket.

Carefully he tented the cloth around her, building a cocoon.

“Shh. Don’t move,” he whispered. “Be still. Help will be here soon and we’ll get you to the hospital.”

Small fingers reached out and clamped his wrist with a desperate, squeezing grip.

“My baby. Ruthie. She’s coming. She’s coming too soon.” Her voice was rushed, pain-drenched, scared.

“Don’t let me—not here on the ground. It’s so cold. Too cold for her,” she begged.

Seth felt rather than saw her head bobbing back and forth in denial.

He brushed a dirty finger across the smoothness of her cheek, trying to get her to lie still. “Don’t do that, lady. You may have injured your back or your neck. When the paramedics come, we’ll move you somewhere warm. Until then, blankets are on the way,” he soothed. “We’ll take care of you.”

But her moan of denial was almost animal-like. “No.” She planted her hands on the ground, trying to sit up. “Not my back or neck. Just—my shoulder. I’m—fine. Got to get to the hospital now. It’s too soon. Please. Please.”

Those small, gripping fingers latched on to his. He felt determination in that grasp. And pain. And most of all, fear. That was it. She was probably right—and wrong, too. It wasn’t just her shoulder. She’d winced when he’d touched her face. But the temperature was dropping. He had to get her out of this. If her baby was early, she might not have the luxury of waiting for rescue to arrive. Seconds could count. Half seconds. Come on, hadn’t he already learned the danger of waiting when lives were at stake? Dark, aching images threatened to rise up, but he shut them down. Forced himself to fill his mind only with the moment and the woman before him.

“You got it, lady. Let’s get you to help ASAP.” And kneeling before her, Seth gently scooped her into his arms. He had no car, no need of one in a city like Chicago, but Ada had an ancient clunker she parked on the street, and he knew she duct-taped spare keys under the front license plate.

“I’m taking your car, and I hope you’ve got gas, Ada,” he bellowed as the lady in question made it to the street and wrapped him and his package in white wool. “Call off the rescue team. Tell them we couldn’t wait.”

Depositing his passenger as carefully as he could in the back seat, Seth spun out of the tight space and roared off into the night.

“The hospital’s—”

“Don’t worry, lady. Been there more than a few times. Hold on, and we’ll have you to help inside of five minutes.” If we don’t get stopped for speeding or running red lights, he thought, slowing down slightly to make sure the intersection was clear, then pushing the accelerator as far as he dared in a populated area.

There was no answer from the back seat, just a thick, struggling gasp and a muffled moan.

Damn, he hated this kind of stuff. Why couldn’t someone else have found this one, someone more suited to heroics? Not him. He didn’t do dead-center Samaritanism. Not anymore.

“You okay?” he asked when she still hadn’t spoken.

He went through another intersection, slowing to hazard a swift glance back. The glare of streetlights reflected off a pair of night-darkened eyes and showed small teeth biting into her lip.

“Faster,” she begged, sucking in air and letting out a guttural groan.

The hospital rose up on the next block, a white glow that seemed to promise safety but which Seth knew was a lie at times.

In a squeal of brakes, he screamed up to the curb, threw open his door and hers and gathered her close. Even pregnant as sin, she was nearly weightless in his arms. Tension stiffened her slender limbs, and he felt an unwelcome urge to pull her even closer, to somehow comfort.

“Come on, lady, hang on,” he ordered, rushing for the emergency room doors. “Just a few more minutes and you and the kid will be tucked safely away.”

Away from him. And his part would be done. Over. Finished. Great.

He skidded up to the desk.

“She’s having a baby. She’s early. She’s hurt,” he declared to the woman looking down at the papers on her desk. “She needs attention. Fast,” he added.

The woman stiffened at the tone and frowned. She opened her mouth, clearly ticked off, then sucked in her breath and raised her brows as she saw who and what was in front of her.

“McCabe?” Still she hesitated, blowing out a deep breath.

“No time for that exciting insurance talk you love this time, Stace. Make it right and get whatever questions you need answered as you go, all right?”

The clerk made a quick assessment of the damaged, frantic woman in his arms, calling for the triage nurse who quickly sized up the situation and moved into action. Quietly asking questions of her patient, she asked Seth to help with the wheelchair.

Lowering the lady he’d been holding, Seth looked at her. For the first time they were face-to-face in a well-lit room, and he noted the slight, shocked widening of lovely brown eyes as she saw what stared back at him from the mirror every day.

“Thank you,” she managed to whisper as he released his grip on her.

“Anyone you need me to call? You want to give me your name, and the name and number of your next of kin?”

“Molly,” she said simply as another pain caught her, doubling her over. “No one.” And then she was gone.

For one frozen second, the brain that protected him from totally stupid acts shut down. She looked so small, surrounded by all that metal. He wanted to follow, to ask who had gotten her pregnant and left her alone, to issue orders to the nurse to take good care of her.

But he clenched his hands and willed his mind to saner paths. He’d been forced to act and he had acted, but he was glad that his part was over. Besides, she was in good hands, Seth reminded himself. He might have a personal distaste of hospitals, a slimy mix of gratitude and loathing, but he knew that Central Chicago Community had an excellent staff. Overworked but dedicated.

She’d be fine. Of course she would. And even if she wouldn’t—

“You never came in and let Dr. Knight follow up on that last knife wound, I hear, McCabe,” the clerk said, her voice a reprimand as Seth walked past on his way to the door.

Automatically he raised his hand to the jagged scar that ran from his eye to his ear, one of several that crisscrossed his cheeks in addition to the waxy pink burn mark that marred the left side of his forehead.

“It’s fine, Stace,” he said, continuing on his way.

“We’ve got some talented plastic surgeons here, McCabe. Some of those scars could be smoothed out a bit. You don’t have to leave them as they are.”

“Builds character.” He turned and faced her as if to prove his point, frowning for the best effect.

“Hmph,” was her only response to his blatant attempt to shock the socks off her. “Are you going to check up on her later?”

And then what? he asked himself. They’d become pen pals? She’d feel honor-bound to send him a fruitcake every Christmas? He’d start to worry about her, to wonder how she was doing?

“You’ll take good care of her. I’m done here,” he said, echoing his former thoughts as he wandered back onto the street. He was used to walking away, used to doing what was necessary and then moving on, and there was still plenty of the night left to him. Time to get some work done.

But as he ditched Ada’s jalopy at home and made his way to the grittier streets of the city, a pair of sad brown eyes rose before him.

He shut down his conscience, turning his attention to the homeless shifting their weight from one foot to another, trying to keep warm on a night where there was no warmth to be had. He forced himself to pay attention, to record the sounds and smells and feel of this place.

Still later as he sat at his computer, pounding the keys, the memory of a woman’s softly spoken words of gratitude intruded on his thoughts and made him garble his text.

He put his headphones on and let Vivaldi drown out the echo of a voice that had been sweet even though it had been filtered through a fog of hurt.

And when he woke uncharacteristically in the dying hours of the morning, wondering what the night had brought for one small, slender woman and one child pushing her way into the world before her time had come, Seth got up and left the house and the temptation of the telephone.

He moved back into a pocket of the city where crime and ugliness had a place in the spectrum of life. Where trust was dangerous, and every man was essentially alone. By choice.

And he was home.

~ ~ ~
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MOLLY WANDERED DOWN the street for the fifth time in as many days. She held her blanket-shrouded bundle close and felt Ruthie Ann’s little lips touch the spot of skin where she had left her coat open so they could have contact.

“I haven’t seen him yet,” she whispered. “If I could only remember which house it was, but...I just can’t recall.” Still, she had to find him, and she had to be careful. If the wrong person found her and the baby...no, she refused to even think about that. It really wasn’t safe wandering the streets like this. Still, that man had saved their lives. Molly was afraid he might also have done more, something involving the hospital bill. She had to settle with him soon. If only she knew who he was.

She hated not knowing his name when she knew so much more: his comfort, his touch, his voice, a pair of ocean-deep gray eyes, a face like no other. His face was fierce, scarred, maybe even frightening to some. It was the kind of face a person didn’t meet up with often on a city street, not during the naked lightbulb brightness of daytime. And that was what worried her most.

What if he stayed inside all day? The man had paid her bills. She was sure he had, judging by the hospital gossip and the guilty, evasive looks on the nurses’ faces when she had asked. She couldn’t have that. She could never be indebted to any man, not after that nightmare experience with her ex-fiancé, Kevin Rickman. The thought that anyone might have control over her in any way, even anonymously, and even if their paths never crossed again, was just unthinkable. It terrified her.

“Somehow we’re going to find him and pay him back,” she promised again.

The baby blew a wet bubble against her mother’s skin. When the sudden, ear-assaulting roar of an engine made Molly jump, and a choking cloud of black smoke had her coughing and trying to shield Ruthie, she turned her back to the car. Her ears caught the cadence of a sharp metallic clicking.

“That’s it,” she whispered, spinning around.

The ancient gray sedan meant nothing to her. Nothing fell into place when she saw it, and no bells began to ring. But that sound...over and over her in the back of her mind, she heard it. She remembered the accompanying pain as if it were still funneling through her in great, heaving waves.

Without hesitation, Molly rushed to the passenger window, rapping against the grimy glass.

Long seconds ticked by. She rapped again as the window was slowly rolled down.

“What do you want?” An iron-haired woman with hard, black marble eyes demanded.

A woman. Not the one at all.

“I—I rode in this car. I’m sure of it,” Molly stammered. “The night I had my baby, but—”

“She came out all right then?” the woman growled, but her face lost some of its sternness.

Molly held Ruthie closer. She nodded. “She’s perfect, but...the man—”

“What man?” The crabbiness had returned like an angry tornado.

“The one who drove me to the hospital. Does he live around here, too? Are you related?”

The woman snorted and shook her head. “Why do you care?”

“I want to thank him, to pay him back.”

“Don’t bother. He won’t want your thanks.”

She’d already figured that much. The clerk at the hospital had been every bit as secretive as this witchy woman.

“Does he live here?” Molly persisted.

But the woman was already rolling her window up. Molly pounded on the moving glass one more time. Louder.

“Stop that,” the woman ordered, stalling the window one inch from the top. “Give it up, lady. Just be grateful everything turned out well. The man you’re looking for doesn’t really exist. As to where he lives...anywhere. Everywhere.”

“Here?” Molly pointed to the apartment building closest to the car.

“Not really.”

As the woman drove away, puffing smoke out the back of her car, Molly pondered her words.

“Not really, Ruthie Ann,” she said. “That must mean he’s here now and then, anyway. That means if we keep looking...”

It bothered her a bit that the man didn’t want her thanks, but it didn’t change things. She had lived much of a lifetime with other people who hadn’t wanted her, either. People who had tried to control her thoughts and her actions, not caring what she wanted or needed. Now she made her own choices, and she tried to make the right ones. Thanking someone who had saved her life and her baby’s...well, that just had to be the only right thing to do. More important, there was the matter of the money. It scared her. Clearly the man didn’t want any more contact with her, but he had plunked down big-time money for her baby. That just couldn’t pass. Money meant power, and she was never letting a man have power over her again.

Besides, she was making her own rules now, flying by the seat of her pants. She wasn’t sure what she was doing half the time, but she knew she had to build a home Ruthie. As a woman who lived looking over her shoulder, she intended to make sure her baby’s home was safe.

Molly shivered and pulled her baby closer. She was all that Ruthie Ann had and all that her daughter could depend on. “Which means,” she told her baby, “that right now you and Mom have to go to work. Later, we’ll try to figure out how to locate our mystery man.

“Unfortunately, he appears to be better at hiding than we are. Even so, we’re going to find him. A strong, independent woman stands on her own two feet, Ruthie. She pays her debts so that she has to depend on and answer to no one. Remember that.”

Ruthie Ann made a smacking sound.

“If that means, look out, mister, the Delavan women are on your trail, then I agree,” Molly said. “As soon as work is over today, we’re going to lay siege to this apartment building.”
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​Chapter 2
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“I SAW HER TODAY.”

Seth stared out the door he had just opened and gazed right into the smug look plastered on Ada’s face.

“What are you doing up here, Ada?”

She crossed her arms and looked over the rims of her glasses at him. “Told you. I saw her again today.”

“Saw who? Ada, I’m three stories up. No way do you have any business huffing and puffing your way up all those stairs.”

“Hmph. I’m not getting chummy with the funeral directors yet. You just don’t like anyone nosing into your business.”

“You’re right. That’s why I chose this place. I thought any normal eighty-year-old woman would stay on her own floor.”

“Must be disappointing to find out you were wrong, then.”

“Must be. Especially since I’ve been living here three years and you’ve never bothered crawling up my way before.”

“Never had anything to say then. Not like now.”

She waited expectantly. He felt like simply letting her wait. But she was eighty years old, and as his landlady she had the right to demand he let her in. The fact that she hadn’t done so in the past tipped the scales. Seth swung back the door to allow her past him.

Ada shook her head. “I didn’t come up here to bother you. Much. I just wanted to let you know that she’s still looking for you. Her and that baby.”

He didn’t ask who she meant. No need to, since she’d already told him several days ago, and since Stacey at the hospital had already told him the woman had been asking questions, too.

“It’s not right, you letting her wander around looking for you when you’re right here.”

“She’ll go away soon. She’ll accept the fact that she’s not going to find me, and the fire will die down.”

“I’m not so sure about that. Not when she suspects you and I have some sort of connection. And she’s starting to attract attention. No surprise with a looker like her, but I just thought you should know since you seem so hell-bent on staying in the shadows.”

He looked down at the old woman then, and she stared him straight in the eye. She didn’t flinch, even though he knew his face was no prize on an ordinary day and that consternation only worsened the effect.

“So what are you suggesting, Ada?”

“I’m not suggesting anything, but if you were to let the woman get her thank-yous off her chest, things could probably settle back down around here. She seems to think she owes you gratitude, and it’s bothering her that she hasn’t been able to do anything about it.”

“It bothers you that she comes around looking for me?”

Ada’s iron-gray brows drew together. Her mouth pursed up, emphasizing the age lines that lived around her lips. “A woman shouldn’t be wandering the streets for hours. It’s not safe. It’s cold. And I can’t watch my TV shows when I see her feet passing by my windows again and again.”

A low chuckle escaped Seth. “Ah, so it’s an act of mercy you’re wanting me to perform, Ada? Get rid of the woman so you can watch MacGyver reruns in peace.”

Ada leaned forward, crossing her arms. “A man who wants to be left alone is a thing I can understand. A man who hides from a woman is another thing entirely.”

He sucked in a deep breath. “I’m hiding, am I?”

“Looks that way to me. If you’d wanted the woman to freeze to death, you could have left her lying on the ground.”

And with that, Ada turned and went back down the stairs.

“If you don’t talk to her soon, McCabe, I’m going to tell her every secret I know about you.”

“You don’t know my secrets, Ada,” he called down.

“I don’t, but I could find out if I wanted to.” And then the door to her apartment clicked closed behind her.

Seth was left staring at the white plaster walls and the faded rose-patterned carpeting. He frowned and moved back into his own apartment. Night was near, but he didn’t turn on the lights. Instead he leaned against the wall, sliding slowly to the floor, his long legs stretched out in front of him.

Ada was right. She could easily have found out anything she wanted to know long ago, but she hadn’t. She’d left him in peace, and that was the reason the two of them got along.

But this new hitch in his life, this woman scooting up and down the street, trying to find out who he was, setting up some do-gooder’s mission to shake his hand and offer him thanks he didn’t want or need, was an intrusion of a different kind. No doubt he shouldn’t have paid the woman’s hospital bill, but it was obvious as heck that she couldn’t cover the costs herself. Besides, he had his own reasons for paying the woman’s bill, retribution for things he had failed to do in the past.

Still, he couldn’t have the woman coming around. He couldn’t work if he had to worry about being followed, if he had to worry about protecting some innocent from wandering in where she didn’t belong. And if she was tailing him, she might end up in some very deadly places. Or she might blow his cover. No one knew or could know who wrote the “Mean Streets” column for the Chicago Standard. There were hundreds of stories on the streets waiting to be told, but to get those stories, he had to be able to blend in, to be at home in the parts of town where no one willingly chose to go. Except for him. Because he belonged there. Because, without his work, there would be only...thought...memories...the fear that woke him up shaking and perspiring in the night.

He’d hoped the lady would have given up by now. He hadn’t wanted to see her again.

You dog. You’re lying. You liked looking at her and the way her body fit into your arms, McCabe.

Yes, and he hated the fact that she’d dragged any feeling from him at all. That wasn’t like him. He felt only what he allowed himself to feel, which was almost nothing. No doubt his reaction had been brought on by the fact that everything had happened so suddenly he hadn’t had time to erect any fences. But none of that mattered now, and it looked like Ada was right. The beautiful lady with the big brown eyes, the soft skin and the baby was more persistent than he’d anticipated.

He had to make her go away and not come back. Now.

~ ~ ~
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THE MAN OBVIOUSLY DIDN’T want to be found.

“He’s avoiding us for some reason, Ruthie Ann. We need to make it clear that we’re not interested in interfering in his life. But it’s really important that we locate him and do what we have to do, so we can move on. I just hope it happens soon.”

Molly stopped walking and looked up at the street that was starting to empty now that dusk was falling and the light was growing dim. She had lost time the past few weeks when Ruthie was too young to bring out and about, and now it was already almost February and she was coming up against one dead end after another. She spent her days as an assistant in a bakery, taking her baby with her, but that left only evenings and Sundays to search for her unknown rescuer.

“You’d think we could find one single man when we know more or less where we were that night. The man who saved us knew that woman we saw. He called her by name. He took her car. Sooner or later, he has to go back there, don’t you think?”

She looked down at Ruthie, who was blowing bubbles and kicking her legs inside her baby snowsuit. Molly smiled and gathered the little body close.

“I think your mother is just going to have to be more aggressive, sweetie,” she told Ruthie. “Maybe I’ll have to camp out on the lady’s doorstep until our unknown hero shows up.”

“That wouldn’t be a wise move, lady. Think again.”

The strong male voice came from the shadows and Molly gasped, hugging Ruthie tightly and whirling to see who had spoken.

But she already knew the answer to that. Her midnight stranger had startled her, it was true, but she knew his voice. It was a soft, sensual voice that came upon her in dreams in the middle of the night, a voice belonging to a faceless, nameless man. Ever since that night, these dreams had come, and she woke alone in the darkness, her hands empty and reaching.

Molly frowned and stifled a groan. She supposed those sensual dreams were simply the result of her enforced solitude. At any rate, it certainly wasn’t this man’s fault that his voice haunted her. She hoped her face didn’t reveal her thoughts.

“Why shouldn’t I camp out on your friend’s doorstep?” she finally asked. “It seemed the only way I might find you.”

She had moved closer to him, but she still couldn’t see the man, and Molly realized that he had stepped away, into the deeper darkness beneath an awning.

“You didn’t need to find me. And Ada wouldn’t hesitate to call the cops if she thought I had a trespasser,” he said.

“She knows I’ve been looking for you.”

“Yes. She told me you’d been here several times. She asked me to accept your thanks. I’m doing it.”

The words came out slowly, stiffly, as if they were being dragged from his body.

“So you can stop trying to find me now. You’ve found me. You’ve thanked me. You can go home now.”

She raised her brows. “But I’m not done yet. I owe you more. I owe you money.”

“No. You don’t.”

“You paid my hospital bill, didn’t you?”

“Someone tell you that?”

“Not exactly. It was more the way the people at the hospital looked when I asked about it. It was obvious someone had paid, and that the same someone didn’t want me to know.”

“If that someone didn’t want you to know, then why are you snooping?”

“Snooping?” Something hard and stubborn rose up inside Molly. “I wouldn’t call it that.”

“What would you call it?”

“Taking control of my life, teaching my daughter right from wrong. Taking money from strangers is wrong.”

He didn’t answer. So, she had finally found something he couldn’t argue with.

“Make an exception in this case,” he said suddenly, sending her sense of accomplishment floundering.

“I’m sorry. I can’t do that.”

“Sure you can.” His words were casual, his voice firm. Most people would walk away now, she realized, but most people hadn’t lived the life she’d lived. As a child, she’d been forced to smile for the cameras, a child star until she wasn’t young and cute anymore, at which point she had been abandoned like a junk car, dumped on her aunt. Later, when both her parents and aunt had died, there had been Kevin. She’d thought he loved her, but she had been wrong. All he’d been interested in was her former fame, and worse, her child’s potential to someday make bundles of money for him. He had threatened and verbally abused her and he had used very effective tools to get her to do as he wished. So, having a man tell her to go away wasn’t all that frightening in the grand scheme of things. She didn’t pay that much attention to what people wanted anymore, because what they wanted had seldom been in her best interests. And now she had her child’s interests at stake.

“You’re done hanging around here,” the man insisted. “Picking you up was just a gut reaction. It was nothing.”

Molly frowned. “I don’t consider my life and the life of my baby to be nothing. If you hadn’t come along, we might have died. I live alone. No one would have come looking for us.”

Suddenly the man stepped from under the awning, revealing nearly black hair and gray eyes darker than the shadows filling in the hollows of the buildings. The pale scar on his rigid cheekbone stood out in stark relief against the skin surrounding it. He moved closer.

“Damn it, don’t you even have an ounce of common sense? How do you know I’m not a stalker, that I wouldn’t come to your house and take anything I wanted? Don’t you know better than to tell a man that you’re living alone?”

His voice was low and hard. The air about him seemed to shimmer with the power of his presence, his maleness, making it hard to think about anything but him.

Stop that, Molly told herself. No wonder the man wanted nothing to do with her. Those extra hormones that had been coursing through her body for months were suddenly acting up. If he even knew what had just gone through her mind...

Maybe he did. She studied the angry man before her, saw his clenched fists, the way he seemed to be fighting to control his emotions.

“This would be a real good time for you to go home,” he said softly. “You shouldn’t be here. Not when you don’t know anything about me.”

She didn’t, and yet...

“You wouldn’t hurt us,” she said suddenly, knowing he was right, but somehow sure that she was right as well. In these past few months, she’d been forced for the first time in her life to stand on her own, to make quick decisions. Sometimes, many times, she had made the wrong ones, but this time—

“You didn’t rob me,” she insisted, “and if you’d wanted to take advantage of my situation, you would have already done so.”

“Maybe I wanted something else that night. Maybe I thought you had someone waiting for you at home. Or I was just waiting for you to recover from childbirth. Maybe I was just waiting for some guaranteed time alone.”

“I don’t think your friend Ada is the type who consorts with criminals. And if one of us is a stalker, it would be me.” She raised her chin and stared him in the eye.

“As I said, you’ve thanked me. You can go now.”

He was, no doubt, right. This wasn’t Mayberry, a world where every stranger eventually became a friend and every problem was resolved in thirty minutes. Still, this was her world now, hers and Ruthie’s. For the first time in her life she got to make the rules, to decide how she and her child would go on for the rest of their lives. She was on the run, frightened and uncertain of almost everything. Still, she chose not to run from this man, but to do what she had to if she were ever to be truly free.

She managed a weak smile. “You saved our lives, you spent a lot of money on us. Words couldn’t possibly be enough.”

“And if I say they are?”

“You don’t get to decide. As I said, a mother needs to teach her child the right way to live.”

“She’s just a baby.”

Ruthie had started to coo, and the man looked at her as if Molly had a monster wrapped in a blanket. And yet his words had been almost gentle, softer than anything he’d said thus far.

“Maybe so, but I’m not, and I can’t let anyone pay my way,” Molly argued. She shifted Ruthie in her arms and the blanket fell away. The man glanced at the baby, then quickly raised his eyes as though he couldn’t bear to look at the child.

“I’m not trying to be a pest, but—look, I work in the bakery down the street. I can pay you a little at a time. You’ll tell me the amount?”

She could see by the dark wariness of the stranger’s eyes that she had gone too far and that he wasn’t going to tell her a thing.

“All right then, I’ll decide when I’ve paid enough. I’ll do some research, ask some questions.”

He reached out and just barely touched her arm. She gasped at the unexpected contact. “Don’t ask questions. Don’t come back,” he said, and he let her go.

In only a moment, he had slipped away into the darkness.

Molly felt suddenly alone. His touch had been brief but warm, and no one touched her anymore. She didn’t let them.

She looked down at the baby, who was starting to yawn.

“Well, pumpkin,” Molly said with a long sigh and an attempt at a fake smile. “I think that went rather well, don’t you?”

The baby blinked once, then blew a small bubble.

“Come on, Ruthie Ann,” Molly said, cuddling her daughter close. “Let’s go home and get some rest. This paying your debts business is pretty tough stuff. But don’t you worry. This time I have a plan, and we’re in control.”

But a few minutes later when a stranger in a store told her she looked familiar and that she had a beautiful baby, Molly felt panic surge through her. She had tried to find a place where she and Ruthie could be anonymous, where they could blend in and disappear.

So maybe she and her unnamed hero had something in common, after all. Neither of them wanted to attract attention. She knew her own reasons. She wondered what his were.
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​Chapter 3
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“WHO IN THE WORLD DO you think she is?” Cecily Thommins stared at Ada, part of a group of four women who had been gathering together to play cards, share celebrity gossip and stories of the neighborhood for forty years. Cecily was squinting behind her glasses, staring through the basement window at the young woman sweeping the street in front of the apartment building.
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