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            For Nikoel…I want to be more like you! You make

everything better.

             

            For Mari and Stacey…for always being just one text message away.

             

            For Liz…I don’t know how I got so lucky. I still have that first e-mail from you. That

was a very good day.

             

            For Lindsey…What would I do without you?

             

            For Alex…for making it

all shine.

             

            And for Nick, Derek, Mom, Dad, Shannon, and all my friends who lift me up and keep me grounded.
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         Hemophilia A occurs in one in five thousand live male births. The number of people with hemophilia in the United States is about twenty thousand, according to the National Hemophilia Foundation. It is a rare but life-altering condition. It is even rarer for a girl to have hemophilia. In a case like Charli’s, where her father is a hemophiliac, the girl is a carrier for the condition. However, some carriers have a blood factor that puts them in the category of hemophilia, and they can have symptoms and require treatment like a true hemophiliac.

         I truly found everything I learned fascinating, and I hope that Alex and Charli’s story will help others understand a little more about this condition.
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            The National Hemophilia Foundation

            www.hemophilia.org

            The Hemophilia Federation of America

            www.hemophiliafed.org

            The World Federation of Hemophilia
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            CHAPTER ONE

         

         The answer to his prayer came in bright-purple leather.

         He hadn’t been expecting that.

         Alex didn’t know if the woman was supposed to be a superhero or what, but he was definitely in need of a little saving.

         Along with the leather pants and vest, she wore a black tank top and black boots that went to midcalf. And then there was her big stick.

         She was battling a guy with an equally big stick. It was a staged fight, part of a bigger demonstration of the techniques taught in the classes at Active Imagination Martial Arts and Fitness Studio. Still, the strength and skill it took to wield the weapons were obvious.

         Even to Alex, who had never given two seconds of thought to what it would take to wield a weapon.

         A flyer had been thrust into his hand at the mall entrance. When he’d seen the words kids and superheroes, Alex had assumed the kids would be the ones playing superhero. But not one of the fifty or so watching the demonstration, ranging from about age four to nearly twenty, was dressed up.

         The seven adults demonstrating various martial arts, stage fighting, and weaponry techniques were, however. One guy looked like an Indiana Jones impersonator, another was clearly a Superman knock-off, cape and all. A couple of others also wore leather, though none as well as the woman in purple.

         “Self-esteem is how you feel about yourself, no matter what other people say,” the woman said, finishing the battle and addressing the crowd as she had been doing periodically throughout the demonstration.

         Alex glanced down at the pamphlet in his hand. Maya Goodwin. She was the owner of the studio and taught a few of the classes. It offered classes to adults too, but it seemed that Maya specialized in working with the kids. The Super You class, where the kids dressed up as superheroes, was apparently her specialty.

         Which made her exactly the person he needed to meet today.

         “It’s knowing who you are, no matter what’s going on around you,” she went on. “It’s the person you want to be in good times and in bad.”

         Her voice was as sexy as her ass in the tight purple pants. And that was saying something. She couldn’t have been more than five six or five seven. Her hair was nearly black, with deep-red stripes through it, and stopped at her ears. Her eyes were also dark, shining brightly from swoops of black and purple that looked like a mask but were clearly painted on. She was trim, the pants and her sleeveless top and vest showing off the contours of muscles that spoke of regular workouts. Her outfit also did nothing to hide the jagged scar that ran from below her jaw on the left down her neck, disappearing under a few inches of leather and then reappearing to join three others traveling down her upper arm to her elbow.

         Alex could have told himself that it was his medical degree that made him curious about the injury that had caused those scars, but he knew better. That was the kind of disfigurement that made everyone curious about what had happened. But the scars simply joined the list of things he found fascinating about her.

         For instance, she seemed so much bigger than she was. Her voice was strong, her smile confident, and the way she moved her body and handled her weapon was mesmerizing. Or something.

         Alex couldn’t explain it. He’d stopped at the demonstration because it made him think of his nine-year-old daughter, Charli, and her obsession with the huge movie franchise Galactic Renegades. Something Alex knew next to nothing about. He’d intended to grab a registration form, ask a few questions, and be on his way. That had been twenty minutes ago. During that time he’d found himself moving steadily closer to the raised performance platform.

         Now he stood at the front of the crowd, only a few feet from Maya, probably blocking the view of a bunch of little kids, unable to take his eyes off her.

         He’d known when she first noticed him. Their eyes had met, and for just a moment, she’d faltered in what she was saying.

         This woman didn’t falter. He had no idea how he knew that, but he did. The big-stick battle might have been part of a show, but her passion and confidence were not. And ever since he’d come to the front of the group, she hadn’t made eye contact with him again. Alex found that as intriguing as the rest. Did he fluster her? And if so, why was that the best thing that had happened to him in some time?

         “You can be anything, but first you have to imagine it,” Maya said to the crowd. “And that’s what our classes are about. Yes, it’s martial arts and self-defense and weapons work, but it’s more than that. It’s about figuring out what makes you feel strong—not just physically but emotionally. That answer is different for everyone. We all get our strength from different places.

         “Some of the kids will come and find a group of friends. Some will come and find an adult mentor to look up to. Some will come and find their inner strength from doing something that’s hard, that they never thought they could. And some will come and find their strength in letting go, in having a safe place to play and imagine and pretend.

         “Yes, we dress up,” she said, with a light laugh that made Alex feel as if he’d just taken a shot of brandy. She gestured to the people in capes and spandex. “And we encourage the kids to become a character in class. We want the character to represent the things they love most about themselves, along with some traits they want to develop.”

         Maya was moving across the stage, addressing the crowd, talking to the kids as well as the parents. Her enthusiasm was clear and contagious, and she was obviously quite comfortable as the center of attention.

         Alex knew what it was like to have a hundred pairs of eyes on him at once. He was a nationally renowned expert in genetic disorders and regularly spoke to groups of patients and caregivers as well as lecturing to medical students and to colleagues from multiple fields. But he was never completely at ease in front of a crowd.

         Maybe because he was always hiding something.

         Maybe he needed a costume.

         “We spend the first two classes helping them develop their character,” Maya continued. “We have teachers and a counselor on our staff who work with the kids by asking them questions about what things they like about themselves, what they admire about others and why, what powers they most wish they had, and more.

         “Then our amazing artist, Kiera”—she pointed to another woman who was dressed as some sort of warrior princess. The princess raised her hand and smiled—“sits with each child and helps them sketch how they want their character to look.

         “Then one of the top costumers in Boston, Sophie”—this time she pointed to a curvy blonde dressed in a white jumpsuit—“comes in and helps us put the costumes together. Their time and expertise make this program truly unique and utterly wonderful.”

         If her words hadn’t been enough to get people pulling out their pens to sign up and write checks, the smile she gave them would have been.

         Damn. Alex shook his head. If she ever turned that smile on him, she could have anything she wanted.

         “Kiera and Sophie are going to bring around some sign-up sheets while Ben and I do another bo staff demonstration,” she said as her sparring partner stepped forward. “And then we’ll take some questions.”

         Bo staff. That’s what the big stick was called. Alex pulled his phone from his pocket and typed in a note. He’d have to look that up later. Right now his eyes and brain seemed unable to do anything but watch Maya Goodwin.

         She and Ben positioned themselves several feet apart on the platform. She was on the side closest to Alex, which meant he couldn’t see her face. They did a little bow and then they went at it. The sticks clacked against one another as they moved together, then away, thrusting and blocking and turning. It was almost like a dance—if you were constantly trying to knock down your partner while you tangoed.

         Alex watched her intently, noticing that there was a limit to how high she could raise the arm due to the scars and that she most often swung and thrust with her right arm, perhaps due to a lack of strength on the left. She continued to use the arm, wincing as she did, but not giving Ben a single advantage. They turned in a wide circle and finally she was facing Alex’s direction.

         As far as marketing techniques went, this was brilliant. Put the hot girl in leather to get the dads to pay attention. Show off her kick-ass bo staff techniques to get the kids’ attention. Have her use buzz words like self-esteem and fitness for the moms. And then pass out sign-up sheets.

         Alex was ready to sign up himself.

         His head and heart had been spinning for the past two months, since he’d found out that not only did he have a nearly ten-year-old daughter with a woman he remembered only as “the cute blonde who liked butterscotch schnapps,” but that his daughter was sick. Because of him.

         Ironically Rachel, who hadn’t touched schnapps since that night, had found him only because of Charli’s condition. She’d read an article he’d written about hemophilia for a parenting magazine. She’d recognized him from his photo and tracked him down at Boston Children’s Hospital with the help of his bio at the end of the article. Otherwise he still wouldn’t know his daughter.

         And if he could untangle his emotions about missing ten years of Charli’s life and the guilt over being the reason for her condition in the first place, he could get closer to her and be a real dad to her.

         His first step in proving that Charli was the most important thing in his life was bonding with her over the things she loved. Galactic Renegades and superheroes, to start. He could ask her all about them, of course, but he couldn’t deny that a part of him wanted to impress her by already knowing a few things when they talked.

         The first time Charli had initiated a conversation with him, it was to ask him who his favorite Galactic Renegades character was. His initial reaction had been Well, shit. His second had been to answer Beck Steele, the tough-guy fighter pilot Alex had heard of only because one of his favorite actors played the character. But he’d known that she suspected he was lying.

         He knew nothing about superheroes or sci-fi space sagas and was apparently no good at faking it. He’d been watching one Galactic Renegades and superhero movie after another ever since. He was still unclear on whether the renegades were considered superheroes, but he wasn’t sure it mattered. If Charli liked Renegades, then Alex was going to become a GR expert.

         He watched the woman in purple and wondered what she knew about Galactic Renegades and Piper, the newest young heroine in the movie franchise. The first three movies had come out about five years ago, but now they were doing a next-generation kind of thing, and Charli was all in. That meant Alex needed to get all in.

         Just then Maya pivoted and lifted her staff into the air. But just before Ben struck, her gaze swung to Alex. They made eye contact for less time than it took him to suck in a deep breath. But it was enough to cause a reaction.

         Ben’s staff came down swiftly, but instead of blocking with her staff, the woman flinched. Ben’s stick hit her on the shoulder, and she went to her knees.

         There was a moment of stunned surprise from the audience and the performers alike before she got to her feet and swung to face them with a big smile.

         “We work on things like concentration and focus as well as getting up again after you’ve been knocked down,” she said. “And with that, I’m going to let Sophie take my spot, and she and Ben are going to show you some sword work.”

         The blonde in white looked around quickly, and someone thrust a sword and scabbard into her hand. It seemed obvious to Alex that Sophie hadn’t been prepared to step in, which made him think that Maya was taking herself out of the demo unexpectedly and might be hurt.

         She moved to the side with the rest of the demonstrators, rolling her shoulder forward and back. But she didn’t seem in distress, and Alex made himself stay put. He wasn’t her friend, and while he was a physician, he certainly hadn’t done any acute injury care recently. Or ever. He’d gone to medical school for a very specific reason, and his focus had gotten him the residency at Boston’s Children’s Hospital. He’d been there ever since.

         Though she talked and smiled at her fellow superheroes, Maya was also scanning the crowd—and avoiding looking at Alex again. He smiled. He was either distracting her because she was attracted to him or because she thought he was a stalker. And he’d be very happy to get close enough to assure her he was not stalking her. Which would seem stalkerish.

         He should just focus on the whole Active Imagination presentation and staff. Any one of them could probably help him with the plan he’d started forming for Charli’s birthday.

         But if he’d been thinking about what he’d need to do to keep Charli safe while she took part in a class where she could be the one who got smacked by a bo stick, he would have missed Maya slipping off the edge of the stage and making her way around the side of the crowd of people.

         Alex turned and saw two teenage boys talking to a girl about their age. The girl didn’t seem pleased. She yanked her arm out of one boy’s hold and tried to pass them, but they stepped together, blocking her way. Alex frowned and noticed Maya heading in their direction. He slipped to the side and then headed around the back of the crowd, who were oblivious to any drama unfolding behind them.

         The girl finally managed to push past the boys, and she walked quickly down the east corridor of the mall, turning into a clothing store after about twenty yards.

         The boys followed. And so did Maya.

         Alex headed in that direction as well, picking up his pace. She probably knew the kids or something. Maybe they’d been in one of her classes. Still, something told him to follow.

         Or maybe it was just that he wanted a few minutes of time to talk to Maya privately. Or that once she’d left the stage, the demonstration had lost most of its appeal for him.

         Maya made it to the storefront a few strides in front of him. She glanced at him, startled, as he came up beside her. She opened her mouth, but before she could say hi or ask if he was a stalker, something in her peripheral vision inside the store drew her attention. Her brows slammed together, and she headed in.

         Alex was right behind her.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The last thing she needed was the hot guy from the demonstration distracting her in here. But Maya couldn’t take time to get rid of him. She had to make sure the girl she’d seen being harassed was okay. So she headed into the store and tried to ignore him.

         The store was deserted except for one young female clerk at the register on the far side of the store. The boys had the girl in a corner behind several racks of clothes. The one in the green hoodie had a hold of her wrist, and she was clearly trying to get loose.

         Maya went straight for the kids, but the guy who had followed her hung back. He pretended interest in a table of T-shirts, but he was close enough that he could hear everything. She didn’t know what his deal was, but as long as he stayed out of the way, it would be fine.

         “Leave her alone,” Maya said firmly as she approached from behind the boys.

         The boy in the black denim jacket glanced over his shoulder at Maya. “This is none of your business,” he told her. Then he got a good look at her. He straightened and turned. “It’s not Halloween, babe.”

         Maya planted her hands on her hips, her feet spread. “I said leave her alone.”

         The other boy and the girl both stopped struggling and focused on Maya.

         The first boy, who couldn’t have been more than seventeen, laughed. “You a big, brave superhero or something?”

         Maya’s eyes narrowed. “Or something. Like Boston PD.”

         “Yeah, well, everything is fine here,” the kid in the black denim said, disdain dripping from his voice. “We’re just talking to her. We’re not doin’ nothin’ wrong.”

         “I saw you stop her outside and then follow her in here. Guessing she’s already turned you down,” Maya told him. “So how about you back off?”

         “I’m not hurting her. We’re friends.”

         “I don’t care if you know her or not,” Maya said. “No means no.”

         “Tell her that you didn’t say no to me,” the kid in the hoodie said to the girl.

         The girl winced, and Maya assumed the boy had squeezed her wrist. Maya started to step forward when she heard, “Can I be of some assistance?” from right behind her.

         She turned. It was the guy. It made sense that he had a sexy, deep voice. It totally fit.

         She shook her head. She could not be distracted by him right now.

         The boys swung to face him, which drew their attention away from Maya. She took the opportunity to move in closer.

         “No, you fucking can’t,” the first kid said. “You can mind your own damned business.”

         “How about you lower your voice and let go of the young lady?” The guy’s tone was authoritative, and he drew himself to his full height—which had to be at least six two—and his gaze hardened.

         She wasn’t getting distracted. But damn, he looked good being all big and bad and heroic.

         The kid in the hoodie straightened as well and took a step forward, dragging the girl with him. “How about you stop harassing me?” Green Hoodie asked. He looked at Maya. “I’d like to file a complaint.”

         “Too bad. I don’t have any forms with me, and my memory is terrible if I don’t write things down,” she said blandly. She also wasn’t on the force at the moment, but he didn’t have to know that. “I guess it would end up being your word against mine about what happened.”

         “I’m not afraid of you,” the kid said.

         “That’s because you’re stupid,” Maya told him bluntly. “Which is also, no doubt, one of the many reasons that she wants nothing to do with you.”

         “Okay, everyone relax,” Hot Hero interrupted, stepping closer. “Do you know these guys?” he asked the girl, who had been standing there, her eyes wide.

         She glanced at the boy holding her, then looked at Maya. Maya gave her an encouraging smile.

         “No,” she said. “They just came up to me outside.”

         “And do you want to be with them?” the guy asked.

         Her eyes still on Maya, the girl shook her head.

         “Let her go.” He delivered the words in a tone that should have made the two teens’ knees shake. Even Maya felt her eyes widen.

         Green Hoodie’s hand loosened on the girl’s wrist, and he took a step forward. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

         “I’d like to be the guy who’s going to make you understand that you can’t put yourself into other people’s space just because you want to,” he said. “But no matter what else, I will be the guy who’s going to make sure this girl leaves the mall without you.”

         The girl suddenly jerked her arm and pulled free from Green Hoodie’s hold. Maya moved quickly to put herself between the girl and the two boys. “Are you hurt?” she asked the girl.

         “No.”

         “You need help getting home?”

         “No.” The girl worried her bottom lip. “I still need to buy what I came for.”

         Maya glanced at the boys. “I’ll make sure they don’t follow you. If you want, I’ll shop with you.”

         The girl looked at the boys, her expression hardening. “You don’t have to.” She took a deep breath and looked at Maya again. “But I’ll be at Daniel’s looking for a dress. If you have time.”

         Maya relaxed slightly and smiled. “I’ll meet you there.” There was no reason this girl should have to leave the mall just because these two jackasses had insinuated themselves into her day.

         As the girl left the store, the boys started to move too. Maya spun, her smile gone. “No way. You’re not leaving yet,” she told them.

         “The fuck we’re not,” Black Denim said.

         “You’re going to wait until security gets here to throw your asses out of the mall,” she told them.

         “We’re not leaving this mall until we’re damned good and ready,” Black Denim said.

         Maya was unfazed. “I’ll follow you around the entire time you’re here.”

         “And do what?” the boy challenged.

         “Nothing. Unless you decide to be assholes again.”

         The kid balled up a fist and took a step toward her.

         Maya braced herself, readying to block any attack.

         But she didn’t need to bother.

         “Stop right there.” Hot Hero grabbed the kid’s shoulder.

         The kid swung around and pulled his arm back, but as soon as his attention and center of gravity shifted, Maya moved in. She wrenched his arm behind his back and put him on his knees.

         “Goddammit!” The kid started to turn. “I’m going to—”

         Maya put a knee in the middle of his back and pushed him onto his stomach. She pulled his other arm behind his back and held his wrists pinned together.

         “I’m pressing charges with the Boston PD!” the kid shouted.

         “Well, good luck with that. They can’t fire me twice,” Maya told him.

         She hadn’t been fired. She’d been given a desk job after her injury. But she simply wasn’t made to sit in an office all day, so she’d left and started the studio. But she didn’t owe this kid any explanations.

         “You’re not even really a cop?” Black Denim asked, writhing underneath her.

         She put more of her weight onto him. “Well, consider this a lesson in consequences. You mess with someone who doesn’t want you, and you could get messed with by someone you don’t want.”

         Suddenly there was a sharp pain in her side. “Dammit!” The kid in the hoodie had punched her. The dick. The surprise of it made her let up her pressure on Black Denim. He tried to roll, but she leaned on him again, as Green Hoodie turned toward her hero and the store employee he was talking to. She opened her mouth to yell at him but the kid kicked him in the side of his knee before she could make a sound. Holy shit.

         The guy swore, and his leg buckled. Maya instantly started to move toward him, but Green Hoodie swung around and grabbed her hair, pulling her off his friend. He shoved her, and she went to her butt, her head colliding with the display stand behind her. Stars danced in front of her eyes, and she had to work for her next breath.

         Just then two security guards showed up. “Alright, what’s going on?” one asked, coming around the racks of clothing.

         Hot Hero immediately got to his feet. He grabbed Green Hoodie by the front of his sweatshirt and lifted him onto his tiptoes before turning and shoving him toward the security guards. Then he lunged for Black Denim as the kid spun toward Maya. He got a hold of the denim jacket and started to pull, but Maya drew her leg up, kicking out and sending the kid sprawling.

         She scrambled to her feet, and she couldn’t avoid gasping and grabbing her side. She started forward, but one of the guards and two other teenagers who’d come into the store were on Black Denim first.

         But she forgot all about the kid when Hero Guy tried to put weight on his leg and grimaced. “Hey, you okay?” she asked, ignoring the stabbing pain in her side. Son of a bitch. She’d fractured ribs less than a year ago at Comic Con, and it felt as if the kid had hit her in exactly the same spot.

         The guy opened his eyes. “Yeah. I’m good.”

         “Doesn’t look so good,” Maya said. He had straightened his leg, but he had sucked in a quick breath as he’d done it.

         “I’m fine. You could have a concussion,” he told her. “Let me take a look.”

         He was going to take a look at her? She shook her head, then winced at the pain it caused. “No nausea, no dizziness, no ringing in the ears, and I remember everything that happened.” She frowned. “Even the first time you distracted me and I stuttered, and the second time you distracted me and Ben got a shot in, and the third time when that kid was able to get a hold of me.”

         The guy actually smiled. “Those were all my fault?”

         She nodded, then winced again. “I never get distracted.”

         His grin grew, but he asked, “You know the symptoms of concussion?”

         “I do martial arts,” she said. “We fall down sometimes.” Her whole staff knew first aid and had experience using it. Working with weapons required it. “How do you know how to do a concussion check?”

         “Doctor.”

         Huh. “What kind of doctor?”

         “Pediatrician. So yes, your head is bigger than the ones I’m used to dealing with.” He gave her a cute smile. “But it’s basically the same thing.” He glanced around, then took her by her upper arm and pulled her to a chair that sat outside one of the changing rooms.

         “You’re kind of grabby,” she complained, but she found she didn’t really mind. He had nice hands. Big hands. Strong hands. And he had, after all, jumped into the fight with her.

         “Yeah, the Hippocratic oath is so inconvenient at times,” he said drily.

         That amused her. “You just can’t take my word for it?”

         “Sorry.”

         He put her in the chair and then started to kneel to look her in the eye. He frowned as he bent his knee, however, and stopped with his hands on his thighs instead, putting his face right in front of hers.

         He was really good-looking—sandy-blond hair cut short, deep-green eyes, a deep voice that rumbled right through her.

         And she was suddenly just fine with him taking a look at her. She’d show him whatever he wanted to see. “I’m not familiar with this concussion test,” she said softly as he continued to just look at her.

         “This is turning out to be more of a test of my willpower than of the condition of your head,” he told her.

         Oh, she liked that. “I thought maybe it was some kind of medicinal magic.”

         “Not being able to take my eyes off of you?”

         “Well, my head suddenly doesn’t hurt anymore.” Wow, she hadn’t flirted like this in a long time.

         They just paused there, smiling at one another in a way she couldn’t remember ever having smiled at someone. Just smiling. For several long seconds.

         “What about that?” he finally asked, pointing to where she was pressing her hand against her side.

         She sighed. “A rib, I think. He punched me in the side.”

         Big Bad Doctor’s eyes hardened. “He punched you?”

         He straightened and turned toward where they’d left the kids with the security guards. Maya had the distinct impression he wanted to go after the kid who’d hit her. And that did funny things to her stomach. Security was on the way out the door with them, though.

         “Let me check your rib,” he said, focusing back on her.

         “You’re not in great shape yourself, Dr. Wonderful.” She gestured to his knee, which was clearly bothering him. “I’ve had cracked ribs before. And worse.” She indicated her shoulder with a small smile. His gaze followed the line of her scars. “Besides,” she said, dropping her hand from her side and straightening in the chair, “I have a dress to shop for.” The girl was probably waiting for her in Daniel’s Boutique.

         “That was really nice of you to offer.”

         She shrugged. “A girl shouldn’t shop for a dress alone. I don’t know where her friends or sisters or mom are, but the least I can do is be sure she looks for something in red.”

         “Red?”

         “She’ll look great in red,” Maya said.

         “And you’re also going to talk to her about being safe? Not shopping alone?” he asked.

         Maya frowned. “No. There’s no reason she can’t shop alone. That’s crap. Those guys had no right to harass her.”

         He nodded his agreement. “But you’re not just going to shop and blow it off.” He said it as a statement, not a question.

         She had no idea how he knew that, but no, she wasn’t just going to shop with the girl. “I’m going to talk her into coming in for a few free self-defense classes,” Maya admitted. “Next time she’ll be the one with the knee in the guy’s back.”

         “Not worried about her cracking a rib?”

         “The only reason that happened was because a certain good-looking doctor distracted me,” Maya said. “As long as she stays focused, she’ll be okay.”

         He almost looked smug for a moment. “Maya, I—”

         He was cut off by a chorus of “Oh my God!” and “There you are!” and “What happened?” as Kiera and Sophie swept into the store.

         But she didn’t miss that the guy knew her name. She had no chance to say anything else to him. Or to find out his name. Or even to say thanks. Or good-bye.

         By the time she’d been hugged by her friends and was looking around for him, he was gone.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Hi.”

         Rachel looked tired. But she smiled as she noticed the takeout bags in his hands.

         “Hi. Thought I’d be in charge of dinner tonight,” he said.

         “You’re my hero,” she said, stepping back and opening the door wide.

         “It’s just tacos.”

         “There’s no such thing as ‘just tacos,’” Rachel said with a laugh.

         Rachel had invited him to have dinner with Charli and her every night to help Charli get used to him and to start building their family unit. Rachel was a great cook, but she was also working full-time providing day care for special-needs kids, still unpacking their little house, and dealing with Charli, who wasn’t exactly thrilled about the move to Boston. Alex figured that in a real family, the parents took turns with things like dinner. So here he was with tacos.

         Rachel led the way down the hallway to the kitchen. “Charli! Your dad’s here! Dinnertime!”

         Alex wondered if he’d ever get used to the sharp twinge of emotion he felt in his chest every time he heard the word dad in relation to himself.

         He hoped not.

         He heard her footsteps coming from the living room and braced himself for the stronger twinge that always came when he first saw her. He also wasn’t getting used to that.

         Charli came around the corner. Her hair was stuck up under a pale-green stocking cap. She was wearing a pair of tan pants that had been cut off at the knee, the ragged ends still dangling. She wore black boots that went to about midcalf, and a white T-shirt. She had draped a long red scarf over her body from one shoulder to the opposite hip. She was also scowling.

         The twinge was as sharp and real as every other time.

         He’d never wanted kids. He’d understood early on that any female child of his would at least be a carrier for hemophilia. And Charli was. But more, she was a carrier who actually had symptoms of hemophilia. He hated that. He’d have done anything to change it. Except not have her. Now that he knew her, he couldn’t imagine not having her. But he’d never pictured himself as a father and had had no idea that there was an emotion that was a combination of pride, protectiveness, joy, and fear and was so strong that it could take a man’s breath away.

         “Hey, Charli,” he greeted her, resisting the urge to scoop her up and hug her.

         He had yet to do more than touch the top of her head. She was well behaved and friendly when he was around, but she was definitely not interested in hugs or cuddles from him. Yet. He knew it was too soon to expect that. But he held out hope.

         “Hi.” She gave him a little smile but then went right back to scowling at her mother.

         She really was beautiful. She had Rachel’s bright-blond hair, her nose, her face shape. But she had Alex’s eyes. And the current stubborn set to her jaw definitely came from him.

         “I need a black scarf,” she told Rachel.

         “I don’t have a black scarf,” Rachel said. “I think that one looks nice.” She pulled the tacos from the bag and started distributing them among three plates.

         “It doesn’t look nice. It’s red,” Charli told her. “Piper wears black.”

         Alex could, in fact, verify that. He’d watched the Galactic Renegades movies featuring Piper more than any of the others, just because he knew Charli loved that character.

         “You need a black scarf to dress up like Piper?” he asked.

         Rachel shot him a look that clearly said, “Don’t you dare offer to buy her a black scarf.”

         He and Rachel weren’t a typical couple. They weren’t in love. They hadn’t raised Charli together for the first ten years of her life. But apparently he could read Rachel’s looks already. He supposed that was something.

         “I need a whole Piper outfit,” Charli said, climbing up onto one of the stools that sat at the island in Rachel’s kitchen. “But Mom says it’s more creative to make it myself.”

         Awesome. He was already being torn between going along with Rachel’s rules and wanting to please Charli. “I met a woman who makes costumes,” he said, reaching for one of the plates. “I wonder if she could do Piper.”

         Rachel gave him a frown.

         “We could have someone make a Piper costume?” Charli looked as if he’d just told her he knew someone who could make her a flying pony.

         Okay, he hadn’t actually met the woman who did costumes for the Super You class, but he’d seen her, and he knew how to get a hold of her. Of course that would require him to call or stop in at Active Imagination. And he wasn’t sure that was a good idea.

         “I think so,” he said carefully. He tried to give Rachel a look that said, “No worries. I’ve got this.”

         Rachel’s frown deepened. So his look hadn’t gone through. Maybe they weren’t that great at the wordless communication yet.

         “That would be amazing!” Charli exclaimed.

         Amazing was one of her favorite words, but so far Alex hadn’t heard her use it in regard to something he’d done. It took only one time and he was addicted.

         He grinned at her. “I’m glad you think so. Let me see what I can do.”

         What he could do was go to Maya Goodwin’s studio and hire her friend to make the costume. That seemed simple enough. But he’d been around Maya for about an hour total, and he already knew that he shouldn’t go to her studio. Because he’d want to keep going. And he couldn’t do that.

         He was not in a place to start something with Maya. Or anyone. The two females he needed to concentrate on were in this kitchen with him right now. Yes, Charli needed him. But so did Rachel. She’d raised his amazing daughter on her own while going to school and working. The least he could do was give her his time, and support, and attention, now that she was back in his life.

         “I just really think it’s more fun if you make the costume yourself,” Rachel told Charli, handing her three tacos with the lettuce removed.

         Alex made a note that Charli didn’t like lettuce. At least on tacos. As he’d learned about strawberries the other day, her not liking them on top of yogurt did not mean she didn’t like them in other ways. He’d been making a lot of notes—mental and actual—over the past couple of months.

         “But this is red,” Charli said with a sigh, dropping the scarf on the floor. She picked up a clump of cheese and ate it, seemingly devastated about having the wrong-colored scarf.

         “Then maybe you can find something that’s black that you can use instead of the scarf,” Rachel said, giving Alex a look over Charli’s head.

         He understood that look too—“Leave it alone.”

         Alex diverted the conversation, making small talk with Rachel, listening raptly as Charli told them about school and an upcoming science project her class would be working on.

         “Speaking of projects, I was hoping you’d help me with an art thing I want to do with the kids next Wednesday,” Rachel told Charli, gathering up the taco wrappers and sauce packets from their dinner and sweeping them into the trash can. “I got a bunch of glitter glue on sale.”

         “Okay,” Charli said with a shrug. “But Toby doesn’t like glitter.”

         Rachel turned back, drying her hands on a dish towel. “He doesn’t?”

         Alex had been paying attention to—and actually inputting notes into his phone as soon as he got in the car every night about—the subjects Rachel and Charli talked about, along with Charli’s food preferences, her favorite TV shows, and anything else he learned in his time with them. He knew that Toby was one of the kids Rachel babysat after school every day. He had cerebral palsy and was in a wheelchair full-time. He also didn’t speak, but Charli insisted he communicated with her, and Rachel didn’t seem to doubt it.

         Alex hadn’t met any of the four kids Rachel cared for. She had two for only a couple of hours after school, and two she had all day while their parents worked. They had a variety of diagnoses, but all had needs that made Rachel, with her nursing degree, a perfect caregiver.

         He felt a familiar twinge of guilt. After their night together, he’d gone off to finish college and medical school. Rachel had gone off to have a baby alone, who she’d had to raise alone, who had then been diagnosed with a rare bleeding disorder that she’d had to manage alone. And still, today, she was a kind woman with a nursing degree who provided care for special-needs kids.

         He really should fall in love with her.

         Alex sighed. If only it were that easy.

         “So what do you think Toby would like?” Rachel asked Charli.

         “He wants to make swords,” Charli told her.

         “Swords.” She shot Alex a look.

         Charli nodded. “So we can have a sword fight.”

         Rachel sighed. “Is it Toby that wants that or you?”

         Rachel had told Alex how great Charli was with the other kids. She played with them and read to them after school and helped her mom with some of the caregiving tasks, like snacks and washing them up when the pudding got all over. Alex was so in love with his sweet, big-hearted daughter. Rachel had done a great job.

         This was all so complicated. He wanted to want Rachel. Clearly they’d had a physical attraction at one time. He remembered the sex being good. Being around her now was no hardship. Still, he felt nothing even close to the spark he’d felt for Maya Goodwin the moment he’d seen her—a total stranger dressed as a superhero at a mall.

         But maybe over time he would fall for Rachel. Hell, people had made long-term relationships work based on less than he and Rachel had right now. And even if he didn’t desire her and wasn’t in love with her, he owed her. Big-time.

         “I want to make swords and have sword fights,” Charli confessed, climbing down from her stool. “But Toby does too.” She crossed her arms, a stubborn look in her eyes. “He loves GR as much as I do. But when we play, he’s Conner, and I’m Piper.”

         Conner was another of the new young heroes in the series. Alex was glad he’d bought the box set. And the fan guide. And the Galactic Renegades encyclopedia.

         “Well, we can’t make swords,” Rachel said, again looking at Alex. “I don’t think a day care is an appropriate place for that. And when you and Toby have your sword fights, you’ll need to use imaginary ones. Promise. I don’t want you pulling out long sticks or kitchen knives or something.”

         Alex felt a shudder go through him. He didn’t want to think about a couple of kids swinging knives around and possibly cutting each other. That could be a devastating injury for anyone, but especially Charli. He cleared his throat. “I agree with your mother.”

         Rachel looked relieved, and he belatedly realized she’d been trying to get him to join the conversation. Yeah, they definitely needed to work on reading each other’s looks.

         “Nothing hard or sharp,” he told Charli.

         Charli sighed. She was nearly ten. She knew the risks. She just didn’t heed them all the time. She thought her mother was overreacting. Alex knew exactly where Charli was coming from. And that she was wrong.

         “So pillow fights,” Charli said, pouting.

         “I didn’t even love your last pillow fight,” Rachel said. “You were climbing all over the furniture, jumping off of things, and swinging hard enough that you were all knocking each other over.”

         Charli rolled her eyes and looked at Alex. “I can’t even have pillow fights.”

         Alex lifted his brows. So she was suddenly comfortable enough to appeal to him for help winning an argument with her mother? He gave her a small headshake. Even he knew disagreeing with the mom in front of the kid was a no-go.

         “Falling against a table and hitting your head would be a very dangerous situation,” Rachel went on. “Being hit in the face with a pillow hard enough to bite your tongue or get a bloody nose is also very dangerous.”

         Charli threw her hands up theatrically, swiveled her stool, and jumped to the floor. “I guess I’ll just go look up arts and crafts and get used to a lot of glitter glue in my future,” she said as she slumped from the room, the very picture of dejection. Or at least of put-on dejection.

         Alex shook his head and looked at Rachel. “Wow. That was dramatic.”

         She laughed. “Get used to it. At least some of that was fake drama. She knew I’d say no to swords. There are times when it’s all real drama, and she can get really loud about how mean I am.”

         “When has she gotten loud?” Alex asked.

         “When I wouldn’t let her play soccer with her friends. When I said she couldn’t do gymnastics. When she couldn’t take karate.” Rachel wiped a paper towel over the countertop absently, even though the surface was clean.

         His heart ached. “I’m sorry. I know it’s tough.”

         She nodded. “One good thing about the move, even though she does not see it this way, is that we moved away from her friends who were getting to do all this cool stuff that she can’t. It helps to feel like she’s missing out because she moved instead of missing out because she can’t do the stuff they do.”

         Alex fucking hated that Charli was going through that. He remembered it all too well.

         “Alex—”

         He knew what was coming.

         “—you have to help me discourage this stuff. You know how she throws herself into things. Getting her a Piper costume means she’ll be running and jumping around this house, making things into swords and pretending to take on the galaxy.”

         He blew out a breath. To date he’d gone along with 99 percent of Rachel’s decisions. But he was about to put his foot down. He looked Rachel in the eye. “Rach, I respect the hell out of you. And I’ll continue to defer to you on most of the parenting stuff. But I’m getting her a Piper costume. This is my first birthday with her, and I’m going to go overboard. This is your warning.”

         Rachel took a deep breath. “Fine. But you can’t encourage this weapons fascination.”

         “I’m going to give her sword fighting lessons too.”

         Rachel’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

         He nodded. “We can’t just constantly say, ‘You can’t do that’ or ‘Be careful’ or ‘No.’ There are doctors for that. We’re her parents. We need to at least try to help her find a way to do the things she wants to do.”

         Rachel’s mouth actually dropped open. “And you, of all people, think our daughter, who has a bleeding disorder, should have a sword?”

         “With modifications and treatment, she can do a lot of the things she wants to try,” Alex said firmly. He had been thinking about it—among other things—since the mall demonstration.

         “Alex…” Rachel was clearly having trouble wrapping her mind around it.

         She was overprotective. He understood. He’d met many parents like that. There were a lot of things kids with hemophilia could do, but some activities were riskier than others, and parents had to be the ultimate decision-makers.

         But he was one of Charli’s parents and he wasn’t budging on this. When he was growing up, his overprotective, anxious mother had made everything about his hemophilia. She’d told coaches, teachers, and his friends’ parents all about it. She would tell strangers in the line at the grocery store. And every single time, people looked at him differently after they knew. His condition had been part of everything he tried growing up—or the reason he didn’t get to try. He wasn’t doing that to Charli. He would find a way to help his daughter do the things she loved.

         “You have to trust me, Rachel,” Alex told her, his voice low and even. He was trying to be reassuring, but he’d made up his mind. “I will help you raise our daughter. But you have to let me do things my way sometimes. I will do dinner, I will help with homework, I will take her to practices. And I will keep her safe. But she won’t hear, ‘You can’t do that’ from me.”

         Rachel looked at him, chewing the inside of her cheek. He got her hesitation. Rachel had always been Charli’s only protector. Until now.

         “I love her, Rach,” he said. “Let me do this.”

         Finally she accepted the determination in his gaze. She nodded. “Okay. Fine. I trust you.”

         She wasn’t thrilled, but he’d prove it was all okay. He’d never let anything happen to Charli.

         “Thank you.” That meant a lot to him.

         Rachel made them coffee, and they headed into the living room together. It was about an hour until Charli’s bedtime, and she usually worked on homework at the coffee table. If she didn’t have any, or got it finished, they all watched TV until it was time to go upstairs. The routine had become well established over the past two months, but Alex was still amazed by how great it felt to sink into the corner of that overstuffed couch, stretch his arm along the back, and just be there. He would help with her homework or ask questions about the TV shows Charli liked. It seemed she enjoyed filling him in on the plots and characters, and he would ask questions just to hear her talk, not actually caring one bit about the sitcoms.

         But tonight it felt different. It felt as if he was really a part of this now—a real part of Charli’s life. He was giving input; he was making decisions; he was advocating for her. And he was going to make some of her dreams come true. That was being a dad.

         He settled back as one of Charli’s favorite shows started. It was a comedy about a young teenage girl and her best friends who ran a smoothie stand on a beach in California. Alex didn’t think that the State of California would actually give a business license to a bunch of kids no older than fourteen, and it seemed to him that they were off having kooky adventures far more than they were actually at the smoothie stand, but Charli giggled throughout, and that was all he needed.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Bring your hand up higher,” Maya coached Sophie as they turned on the mat. They were facing each other, their weapons drawn. “When I swing up, you cut down, and it will look completely smooth.”

         Sophie huffed out a breath. “I thought I did that.”

         As the owner of a small theater and a playwright, Sophie knew the importance of practice, but she was also a fan of improvisation here and there for authenticity. And fun. Maya didn’t worry about Sophie’s ad-libbing. Maya’s skills with the weapons they used for their workouts and performances were far beyond Sophie’s. Still, the sai—the metal batons with one long prong and two short—were sharp.

         “Hand higher, Soph,” Maya said.

         Sophie sighed and lifted her hand.

         They went through the move again and then repeated the portion of the routine they had so far from the top.

         “Then I think she should sidestep and thrust,” Kiera said from the side, where she was sitting on the floor with her legs crisscrossed and the choreography they’d written on her lap.

         “Okay,” Maya agreed. “Then I’ll act like she connected and stagger back, she can jump forward, we’ll go to the floor, roll, I’ll lose one of my sai, and she’ll end up on top.”

         Kiera nodded and scribbled the notes down.

         “You want to go through that part or go from the top?” Maya asked Sophie.

         “From the top,” Sophie said. “I can’t believe I’m working up a sweat here.”

         Maya grinned. Sophie didn’t like to sweat. Or breathe hard.

         “You’re barely glowing,” Kiera told her from the sidelines.

         Sophie pressed a palm to her forehead and withdrew it, showing them both that it was damp. “Sweating.”

         “I’ll show you sweat, Soph,” Rob said as he came into the studio. “How about you thrust and roll around with me for a while?”

         They all laughed. Rob lived next door to them in the other unit in the old house Kiera had inherited from her grandmother. And he was only a friend.

         “Thank you, no,” Sophie said. “Sweating is overrated.”

         “Maybe you’re not sweating right,” Rob said with a wink as he dropped down next to Kiera.

         Sophie sighed. “Actually, I barely remember sweating like that.”

         Maya laughed. And tried to keep her thoughts from going to the hot doctor from the mall. That had been happening with annoying regularity ever since she’d looked around the clothing store and found him gone.

         It wasn’t that she minded being attracted to him. He was good-looking, had stepped into the tumultuous situation to help, and had even gotten hurt doing it. He’d been amusing and mildly charming. But then he’d disappeared. Which had her more intrigued than she wanted to admit. Especially when Kiera had said, “All the best heroes disappear before the heroine can thank them. Spider-Man never sticks around.”

         Maya had been thinking the same thing.

         It was silly and fanciful, but she appreciated silly and fanciful once in a while. It could be very therapeutic. Glancing around her studio now, she had to smile. She was a twenty-eight-year-old woman who spent at least two nights a week doing weapon work with her best friends in a room that was covered in framed superhero posters, and no less than one night a month with them around their dining room table making costumes, masks, and weapons—out of plaster and foam board, of course.

         Fanciful was right up her alley. She fully embraced it. Ever since the injury that had taken her off the force, it had been a bit of a coping mechanism.

         So if she wanted to think of the hot doctor as a superhero, she would.

         “Arm up, Maya.”

         Maya looked up to find Sophie smiling at her with an eyebrow arched. Oh, she’d spaced out there in her daydream for a second. Oops.

         She raised her hands, a sai in each. “Bring it.”

         Sophie brought her weapon down in a wide arc as planned, and they moved around the mat, turning, twisting, ducking, and swinging in a perfect pattern.

         Until movement at the doorway to the main room caught Maya’s eye and she glanced over.

         Sophie sidestepped and thrust as written, but Maya didn’t move fast enough to avoid the sharp tip of Sophie’s sai. The point pierced the soft cotton of her tank and the skin along her side. It wasn’t deep, but it definitely stung.

         And bled.

         “Maya!” Sophie dropped the sai and lunged for her. “Oh my God!”

         Maya pressed her hand against her side. “I’m fine. It’s no big deal.”

         “You said we wouldn’t need protection tonight,” Sophie scolded, planting her hands on her hips. “Dammit.”

         “We didn’t need protection,” Maya said about the thick leather vests they sometimes wore to practice when they were using things that could accidentally cause, well, blood and stuff.

         “What happened?” Kiera was beside her, pushing Maya’s hand out of the way and lifting Maya’s shirt.

         “I didn’t move fast enough.”

         “Yeah, I noticed,” Kiera said drily. She prodded the skin around what turned out to be a small cut. “But why? You knew it was coming.”

         The sound of someone clearing his throat made them all look toward the door. It was Rob. And he was pointing at…the hot doctor.

         “That’s why,” Maya said.

         “Oh.” Kiera straightened, seemingly forgetting about Maya’s injury completely. “Oh.”

         Sophie was also staring at him. “Is he the one—”

         “He is,” Maya interrupted, pushing between them on her way to where the doc was standing. “Hi,” she said, stopping in front of him.

         “Hi.”

         Wow, he was good-looking. In a totally not-at-all-her-type way. Sure, he had a little hero in him. He was a doctor, after all. A pediatrician even. What woman wouldn’t pay at least a little attention to those green eyes and a love for kids?

         Maya realized they were standing there just looking at each other as they had in the store two weeks ago. She glanced over her shoulder to find Rob, Kiera, and Sophie watching them with interest, and decided to find a little more privacy. She grabbed the doctor’s wrist and pulled him down the hallway around the corner.

         “You’re a little grabby,” he said as he followed her.

         She looked up and grinned at his use of her words from the other day. And just him being in her studio. On purpose. “Sorry.” She stopped and dropped her hold.

         “Don’t be.” He didn’t smile. He was frowning, in fact. “You’re hurt. Again.”

         “You distracted me. Again.” She pressed her shirt against her very minor wound that had, amazingly, stopped stinging.

         He looked down at her sliced shirt. “Thought you said that doesn’t happen.”

         “It doesn’t.” And she couldn’t explain it now. Yes, he was good-looking. But for God’s sake, she met good-looking guys like him every day. Okay, maybe every week. Well, once a month for sure. Probably.

         “Sorry.”

         She didn’t want him to be sorry. She didn’t want him to be sorry for coming to see her. And she didn’t want him to stop doing it. “How’s your knee?” she asked.

         He frowned again. “Better. Fine.”

         “Good.” She waited. He’d come to her, so surely he’d tell her why if she gave him a chance. But she wasn’t a patient person, so it was only about twenty seconds in before she asked, “What are you doing here?”

         That seemed to pull him out of whatever thoughts had been going through his mind. “I’m here to sign up for a class.”

         Oh. That was almost as good as him being here to ask her out. Almost. “A class?”

         “The Super You class,” he clarified. “I need to know everything there is to know about superheroes, Galactic Renegades, and sword fighting.”

         “Well,” she said slowly, “that class would cover some of it.”

         “So I’m here to sign up.”

         “But…you’re not a kid,” she said. “And you don’t have a kid with you.”

         His lips curled at one corner again. “Is there an age limit on the classes? I didn’t see that in the fine print.”

         No, because who over the age of twelve would want to dress up as a superhero and take a class with a bunch of kids? “I can honestly say this has never come up,” she told him. “And you know that makes you sound kind of creepy, right?”

         He chuckled. “And yet here you are in an empty hallway with me.”

         She lifted a shoulder. “I think I mentioned the distracting thing.”

         His smile didn’t dim. “Yeah, tell me more about that.”

         Her lips twitched, but she stared him down. “How about I tell you that my combat skills don’t always require a sharp blade or a big stick.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Alex laughed. He liked Maya. The thought hit him directly in the gut.

         Maya smiled brightly, and he admitted that he was intensely attracted too. Now fast attraction—that he’d experienced before. But it had been a long time since even that had happened.

         “I’m Dr. Alex Nolan. I’m on staff at Boston Children’s Hospital. I’m on their website if you want to look me up.”

         Maya suddenly frowned. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”

         “Of what?”

         “Googling pediatricians and finding out who you are after the mall the other day,” Maya said.

         Alex raised an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t that be a little creepy?”

         “Probably,” she agreed. “Maybe that’s why I didn’t do it.”

         He laughed. “Well, to further decrease the creep factor, I do have a kid,” he said. “A daughter. Charlotte. We call her Charli. She’ll be ten next month. She’s very into superheroes, GR, and swords, and I know nothing about any of that. I liked the demonstration at the mall and thought I’d come check out your studio.”

         “So you’re wanting to sign her up,” Maya said with a nod. “Okay, not creepy at all.”

         “Uh…” Alex knew this was going to sound strange. “Actually, I want to take the class myself.”

         Maya frowned. “These classes won’t teach you about superheroes exactly,” she said. “They are kind of a combination of stage fighting and martial arts and self-esteem workshops.”

         “I know.” He’d been on the website. Which was how he’d found out more about the studio. And where he’d stared at Maya’s photo before looking up more about her on the Internet. Which was how he’d found out that her classes had won some local awards, she’d been a brilliant cop—who had not, incidentally, been fired for beating someone up—and she regularly blogged about superheroes and their fandom and the psychology of that fandom. He’d bookmarked her page immediately.

         He could learn a lot about superheroes and GR from the movies and Internet fan sites, but what he needed to know was the why. Why were superheroes so popular? What was with the obsession that pulled even people like Maya in? Her blog was a gold mine. Now all he needed was to learn the sword techniques.

         “And the things you do in class sound like the perfect bonding activity for Charli and me. I’ll take the class and then go home and teach her.”

         Maya looked puzzled. “Why not just bring her to class?”

         “She…” He swallowed. Charli would love Maya. Hell, if she saw Maya with those pointy weapon things, she’d want to be Maya.

         But Alex had seen Maya only twice, and he’d already witnessed her get hit with a bo staff, punched in the ribs, and cut with some kind of sharp hand weapon. Which reminded him that she’d been bleeding.

         He looked down, but the bleeding had already slowed or stopped. Which was what happened when a person with normal blood got cut. But Charli didn’t have normal blood. She didn’t bleed faster, but she would bleed longer—because of the genetic mutation he had passed on to her.

         He’d told Rachel that Charli should be able to try whatever she wanted. But he’d also told her he’d keep Charli safe. If Charli took classes here, he would have to fill Maya and her staff in on the hemophilia and precautions and treatment…

         No. In his experience, the words bleeding risk made people nervous. Maya would look at Charli differently. She’d start treating Charli differently. She’d think about Charli differently. He wanted the weapons work to be fun. Safe, but fun. It could be that way only if the person teaching her knew all about hemophilia and didn’t get overly anxious about it, and if that person could make the necessary adjustments without Charli even knowing there were adjustments to be made. Obviously the only person who could teach her was him.
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