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PRAISE FOR

WOMAN ON THE EDGE

“One woman’s struggles with motherhood and another’s desperate desire to be a mother collide in this explosive debut. A white-knuckle read that welcomes a bright new talent to the world of psychological suspense.”

Mary Kubica, New York Times bestselling author of The Good Girl

“A shocking premise and two intriguingly damaged characters whose story lines hurtle toward each other, colliding in a powerful, moving climax. A propulsive read! Samantha M. Bailey is a writer to watch in the thriller genre.”

Robyn Harding, bestselling author of The Party and The Arrangement

“Begins with a shocking, tragic event and doesn’t stop there. An impressive debut that will keep you reading until the final twist.”

Samantha Downing, USA Today bestselling author of My Lovely Wife

“A fast-paced, twisty roller-coaster ride in which a desperate widow, a guilt-ridden new mother, and the secrets of the past collide—with a baby’s life hanging in the balance. … I couldn’t race to the end quickly enough! An exciting, binge-worthy debut.”

Kristin Harmel, bestselling author of The Winemaker’s Wife and The Room on Rue Amélie

“From its first chapter—its first line!—Woman on the Edge will grip you like so few novels manage to do. From the moment two women’s lives collide on a subway platform to the shocking finale, you’ll be dizzied by the twists and turns the story takes. Some writers toil their entire career trying to master this kind of adept plotting, but Samantha M. Bailey nails it in her first effort. Woman on the Edge stayed with me for days after I turned its final pages. A truly thrilling debut.”

Amy Stuart, bestselling author of Still Mine and Still Water

“Begins with a bang and takes the reader on a tense, emotional journey of love, betrayal, and loss, and straight into the heart of a mother willing to do anything to protect her child. Infused with riveting, hold-your-breath suspense, this masterful debut needs to be your next binge-read. A knockout page-turner.”

Heather Gudenkauf, New York Times bestselling author of The Weight of Silence and Before She Was Found

“A captivating thriller … Bailey masterfully spins a chilling tale of deceit and duplicity that will have you guessing until the very end. Filled with unexpected twists, tight prose, and penetrating characters, this novel heralds the arrival of an immensely talented author.”

Lori Nelson Spielman, New York Times bestselling author of The Life List

“This is the page-turner you’ve been looking for! Bailey’s writing is gripping and emotionally resonant at once, and her debut novel, perfect for fans of Lisa Jewell and Kimberly Belle, will keep you on the edge of your seat until the final sentence.”

Marissa Stapley, bestselling author of The Last Resort

“A tale so tightly told that you won’t swallow or exhale for the entire duration. Dark, riveting, utterly gripping!”

Roz Nay, bestselling author of Our Little Secret

“One word: exhilarating! Woman on the Edge was impossible to put down as the twisty thrills kept on coming—and kept me guessing—leaving me breathless. Fans of Shari Lapena will no doubt gobble this one up in a heartbeat.”

Hannah Mary McKinnon, bestselling author of Her Secret Son and The Neighbors

“Gripping from the first page to the last, Woman on the Edge had me nail-biting and breathless all the way through. But even after you’ve turned the final page, this riveting and deeply felt thriller from debut author Samantha M. Bailey won’t relinquish its hold on you.”

Laura Sims, author of Looker

“With the narrative acceleration of a runaway train, Woman on the Edge kept me at the edge of my seat for its entire zigzagging ride; I had to remind myself to breathe. Bailey’s confident prose and dark satire enrich the ingenious plot, and her authentic characters—whether damaged, yearning, or downright diabolical—make this compulsory reading for fans of suspense. An exceptional debut!”

Sonja Yoerg, Washington Post bestselling author of True Places

“Exhilarating and evocative … Woman on the Edge had me gripped. This book effortlessly ticks all the boxes: wonderful world building, realistic characters, and a gripping plot that made me keep flipping the pages. It’s about obsession and madness, motherhood and trauma. This is a debut you’ll want to slip straight to the top of your to-read pile!”

Christina McDonald, author of The Night Olivia Fell

“Readers, clear yourself a block of time for this one, because once you pick up Woman on the Edge, you won’t want to set it down. From its breathless first chapter to its startling conclusion, Bailey is in control, delivering a gripping plot, palpable tension, and characters pushed ever closer to the brink in this unmissable debut.”

Paula Treick DeBoard, critically acclaimed author of Here We Lie and The Drowning Girls

“A glowing debut that starts with a bang and never lets up, Woman on the Edge weaves the stories of two women, both on the edge, who find themselves at different times the protector of a baby girl. Unrelenting suspense and a taut, propulsive plot add up to a first-rate, heart-pounding mystery. I loved this one!”

Emily Carpenter, bestselling author of Burying the Honeysuckle Girls

“Opens with an ingenious setup: a woman on the subway hands her baby to a total stranger, then jumps in front of an oncoming train. But were they really strangers, and did she really jump? Suspicions swirl in this propulsive debut, and the truth is revealed in twisty, page-turning increments that culminate in a whopper of an ending. A clever and addictive read from a bright new talent.”

Kimberly Belle, USA Today bestselling author of Dear Wife

“Every mother’s worst nightmare comes to life in this taut, razor-sharp thriller. Bailey’s genius is in her story’s structure. By alternating the voices of two narrators—a new mother driven to the edge of insanity and a woman crawling out of the emotional abyss of her devastated life—gruesome clues reveal the sinister events that led one to abandon her infant in the arms of the other before ending her life. Crackling with suspense, the blistering pace of Bailey’s story will keep you turning pages late into the night to find out who—if either—is telling the truth.”

Josie Brown, bestselling author of the Housewife Assassin series

“A knockout premise, breakneck pacing, and a twisty plot with two strong women at its core make Woman on the Edge irresistible. I read it in one sitting, absolutely riveted by this propulsive tale of motherhood, loss, and betrayal. A must-read for thriller lovers.”

Daniela Petrova, author of Her Daughter’s Mother

“Samantha M. Bailey’s highly anticipated debut grips you from its first line. Quick-paced with roller coaster-like twists and turns, Woman on the Edge is a thrilling story of two women whose lives, in one brief moment, are forever changed. You’ll be breathless as you tear through the final pages. Loved it!”

Liz Fenton & Lisa Steinke, bestselling authors of The Two Lila Bennetts

“Page-turning, up-all-night, expertly tracked … Woman on the Edge is a twisty tale where paranoia, double takes, reversals, and deceit bend to the awe-inspiring power of a mother’s love. Not to miss!”

Julie Valerie, author of Holly Banks Full of Angst and the Village of Primm series
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To my parents, Celia and Michael, who filled my childhood with books, so much love, and the belief I could do anything if I worked hard enough.

Mom and Dad, this one’s for you, because of you.






No language can express the power and beauty, and heroism and majesty of a mother’s love; it shrinks not where man cowers, and grows stronger where man faints, and over the wastes of worldly fortune sends the radiance of its quenchless fidelity like a star in heaven.

—EDWIN HUBBELL CHAPIN
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CHAPTER ONE MORGAN


Monday, August 7

“Take my baby.”

I flinch at the brittle, scratchy voice. I’m standing on the subway platform as I do every day after work, waiting for the train to come. I used to try to smile at people, but I’m warier now. Ever since my husband, Ryan, died, no one knows how to act around me, and I don’t know how to act around them. I usually keep to myself, head down, which is why the voice surprises me.

I look up. I thought the woman was talking to a friend, but she’s not. She’s disheveled, wearing faded black yoga pants and a stained white T-shirt. She’s alone, and she’s talking to me.

She clutches a sleeping baby to her chest with one arm. She knows she has my attention now. She presses up against me, and my purse bangs into my side. Then she digs sharp nails into my bare wrist. “Please, take my baby.”

Icy fingers of fear run up my back despite the sweltering heat inside Grand/State station. The woman is on edge, and so am I—literally, at least. I always stand on the edge of the platform so I can be first on the train. One hard push is all it would take for me to fall onto the tracks. As bleak as the last eighteen months have been, no matter how ostracized I’ve become after Ryan’s suicide, I’ve made a new life for myself. I don’t want it to end here.

I gently extract my arm from her tight grip. “Sorry, could you …”

She steps even closer to me, so close that I’m on the blue strip. Her eyes are wild, lips so bloody and raw, like she’s been chewing on them. She clearly needs help. I pull my long black hair around my face, lower my gaze to the gray speckled tiles, and say, “We should step back a bit. Here.” I put a hand out to guide her away from the edge, but she won’t move.

She’s making me so nervous. As a social worker, I recognize the signs of distress, signs I should have noticed in Ryan. If I hadn’t been the loyal, obtuse, willfully blind wife I never thought I’d become, my husband might have turned himself in and gotten help before it was too late. He might have realized that even though he’d be found guilty of embezzlement, there were worse things to lose. Like life itself. If I’d noticed anything ahead of time, I might not be paying for the crimes I didn’t even know he’d committed until he was dead.

I might even be a mother myself now, like this woman in front of me.

She looks awful. Clumps of matted dark curls stick out haphazardly from her scalp as though her hair has been hacked with a chain saw. I look away quickly.

“I’ve been watching you,” she says to me in a strangled voice.

She squeezes the sleeping baby so tightly, too tightly, and I fear for the safety of the child. The woman’s eyes—ringed with such dark circles it’s like she’s been punched—flick back and forth.

“Are you looking for someone? Is someone supposed to meet you here?” Then I curse myself for getting involved when I should just give her my boss Kate’s number at Haven House, the women’s shelter I work for. I’m not the lead counselor and head advocate at the shelter anymore. I’ve been demoted to office manager. I wish I’d never met Ryan. I wish I’d never fallen for his crooked smile and self-deprecating humor. And I have no recourse. I still have a job. I did nothing wrong, yet I lost so much, including everyone’s faith in me. My faith in myself.

She is not my client to counsel. Who am I to counsel anyone?

Her haunted eyes land back on me, and on her gaunt face is a look of pure terror. “Keep her safe.”

The baby is fast asleep, her tiny nose and mouth pressed too closely to her mother’s chest. She’s unaware of her mother’s suffering. I feel myself unwittingly absorbing this woman’s pain, even though I have enough of my own to contend with. I’m about to give her the shelter phone number when she speaks again.

“I’ve been watching you for a long time. You seem like a nice woman. Kind. Smart. Please, Morgan.”

My head jolts back in shock. Did she just say my name? It’s impossible. I’ve never seen her before in my life.

The woman kisses her baby’s tufts of hair, then stares at me again with those piercing blue eyes. “I know what you want. Don’t let anyone hurt her. Love her for me, Morgan.”

I know what you want?

“How can you possibly know anything about me?” I say, but my voice is drowned out by an announcement to stay back from the platform’s edge. The woman’s cracked lips move again, but I can’t hear her over the wind roaring through the tunnel.

I’m truly panicked now. Something about all of this just isn’t right. I feel it in my gut. I need to get away from this woman.

People surround us, but they don’t seem to notice that something strange is going on here. They are commuters in their own world, as I was just a few minutes ago.

The woman’s eyes sweep the platform once again. Then her arms reach out. She launches her baby toward me; my hands catch the infant by instinct. I look down at the child in my arms, and I tear up. The yellow blanket she’s wrapped in is so soft against my skin, the baby’s face serene and content.

When I look back up at her mother a second later, the train is shrieking into the station.

And that’s when she jumps.
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CHAPTER TWO NICOLE


Before

Nicole tapped her gold Montblanc Boheme Papillon pen—a gift from her husband, Greg—on the last page of Breathe’s glossy winter catalog. Something was off. The model leaned into warrior pose, showcasing the new line of straight-leg yoga dress pants. Nicole squinted at the picture. Yes, there was a wrinkle on the model’s knee. That wouldn’t do. This ad campaign was her last major project before she went on maternity leave at the end of the day. As founder and CEO of one of the bestselling athleisure and wellness companies in North America, she had final approval on everything that Breathe produced. She wouldn’t walk out of work until this catalog was perfect.

Nicole sighed. How was she going to stay away from the office? She’d never even taken a vacation without her phone and laptop. She hadn’t really taken a vacation at all, come to think of it. She’d be away only six weeks, she told herself. A month and a half that she’d negotiated with her nemesis, Lucinda Nestles, executive chairperson of Breathe, and the other board members. She wanted to start her life as a mother off right, but she couldn’t imagine not working. In a lot of ways, Breathe was her first baby. Now, she was carrying her second. It would be okay, though. Tessa, her best friend and Breathe’s chief product officer, would keep her apprised of all affairs while she was gone.

She pushed the wireless intercom to call her office manager. “Holly, can you ask Tessa to come see me as soon as she gets in?”

“Yes, of course,” Holly replied.

Nicole pulled her thick chestnut curls off her face and laid a hand on her swollen belly. She felt a foot or maybe an elbow protruding. The reality of her impending motherhood both excited and terrified her. It wasn’t something she’d planned. She’d gone to her doctor to get relief from what she believed was a serious bout of the stomach flu. Instead, she learned she was thirteen weeks pregnant. She was always so busy with work she’d forgotten to track her period, and the stress of her job made it irregular. The shocking news had sent a hot flash of fear through her chest. But the moment the ultrasound technician ran the sensor over her stomach, filling the air with the noise of what sounded to Nicole like a herd of galloping horses, she felt hope and anticipation. A chance at redemption. This was an opportunity, a chance to absolve herself of the past. A chance to bring forth a new life—for her baby and for herself.

She smiled now when she thought of the night she’d shown Greg the sonogram. She had waited until they’d come home from the launch party for Breathe’s ten-minute-wellness app. Right after they’d settled on the couch to debrief, as they did after every Breathe event, she slipped the black-and-white photo in his hand.

“What’s this?” he’d asked, his brow furrowed.

She wasn’t sure how he’d react, exactly, but she knew it would be okay. “Our baby.”

“What?” he’d whispered, as though any louder would make the news more real.

His eyes grew huge, and he paled so quickly she thought he might pass out.

“I know we never planned this, but it’s happened.” She reached for his hand and entwined her fingers with his. Her husband loved when she touched him. He adored her. He put her needs above his.

He still looked stunned, but his eyes softened. “I’m going to ask this only once, and then I’ll be right by your side no matter what you answer. You want this baby?”

She looked right into his eyes. “I want this baby. We can give a child everything, Greg. We’ll be great parents. We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

He smiled then and looked again at the paper. “I don’t see it.”

She’d laughed and pointed out the tiny bean in the picture.

He cocked his head at her. “You always said you never wanted kids.”

Greg was right.

“I didn’t know how much I wanted it until it happened.”

“I assume we’ll get a nanny. You’re not going to stay at home, obviously.”

Nicole flinched. She’d never hire a nanny. And she’d never tell Greg the reason. So all she said was: “I’ll see how much time I can take, and Breathe has a day care on-site.”

He nodded but still looked floored by the massive life change they’d never planned for.

On their first date—mere hours after she’d slammed into the back of his Audi because she was rushing to a meeting—she’d told him she never wanted children, as a baby at the next table screamed throughout their entire meal. He’d laughed it off and said he would leave the decision in her hands. Empowering her even then. And when he’d winked, it had sent sparks through her. They’d discussed the possibility once more right after they’d gotten married a year later, but Nicole was firm: They were both career-focused, and kids would weigh them down. She never did tell him why she’d been so adamant she’d never be a mother. Greg was her rock. She never wanted to be a failure in his eyes. She loved him deeply, and now she realized that a baby would bring them even closer.

At the seventeen-week sonogram, his sweaty hand gripping her clammy one, the technician had announced, “It’s a girl!”

Greg kissed her cheek and whispered, “I’ll never let her date, you know.”

And Nicole closed her eyes, letting the news wash over her. Her life had come full circle. One girl lost, and one gained.

Now at almost forty weeks, the end of her pregnancy, the bean had grown into a baby whose sharp, little limbs jabbed Nicole daily, letting her mother know she was there. She was alive.

Nicole felt so much gratitude for Greg. For the kind of man and husband he was. For the way he had given her a family once again. She looked at the photo she’d snapped that morning. It was of the gorgeous creamy-white crib she’d dog-eared in the Petit Trésor catalog. Greg had surprised her by setting it up in the nursery the night before while she was sleeping. It must have taken him hours.

This morning, he looked ready to drop when he led her into the room. “Surprise!” he said.

“Oh, Greg, I love it. Thank you!” And she hugged him hard, hoping he’d be able to stay awake for his full workday. Yes, Breathe had made them rich, but Greg was successful in his own right, a stockbroker, not a kept man.

Her reverie was interrupted by Holly, who walked into her office. She placed Nicole’s mail in a neat pile next to her purple computer. “Tessa’s on her way.”

Nicole shook her thoughts from her personal life and all the changes that were about to happen. “Great. I reviewed the updated website, and we’ll need to make a few tweaks. The Chaos to Calm program looks too busy.” She thought for a second. “Can we get the e-team to streamline it to five yoga poses instead of seven? And check with sales for the latest orders on the fall line of track jackets. If they’re where they should be, Tessa can roll out the app with marketing to coincide with the release of the brochure.”

Holly nodded and handed her a white envelope. “I opened all your business mail but not this one. It looks personal, and I didn’t want to pry. Maybe it’s just a fan letter after the feature in the Tribune?”

Nicole’s pulse instantly sped up. She could hear her heart pounding in her chest. She saw the familiar shaky scrawl across the front of the white envelope that Holly held out to her. It bore her maiden name—Nicole Layton. It was postmarked Kenosha, Wisconsin. The place where her life had fallen apart nineteen years ago. Not a fan letter. Not in the least.

Nicole hadn’t wanted her pregnancy mentioned in the Chicago Tribune for precisely this reason. She didn’t want anyone from her past to know she was having a daughter. Lucinda insisted the article would be great PR: Nicole, a powerful, pregnant CEO who touted balance, would prove women really could have it all. The story was about the company’s visionary accomplishments: Breathe’s empowering and healing mindfulness workshops, its singular line of body products created “for women by women,” and the company ethos about women leading balanced lives. A portion of the proceeds of all Breathe products went to a foundation that provided support and counseling for orphaned teenagers—teens just like Nicole herself. Her parents were killed in a car accident during her senior year of high school, so she knew what it was like to feel alone, to have nothing and no one. What she didn’t know was that the newspaper would fail to respect her wishes, that it would mention her pregnancy and that she was expecting a girl.

The story had come out a week ago, and every day since, she wondered if another letter would arrive. And now it had.

She reached for the envelope and clutched it. “Thanks, Holly,” she said, managing to keep her voice on an even keel. She hoped the sudden sweat coating her skin wasn’t evident. “Can you get me the latest numbers from San Francisco for the Stream collection? The tankinis aren’t selling as well as they should. I need the numbers before my board meeting. This is my last one before my leave.”

“I can’t imagine a board meeting without you. How are we going to do this?”

“You’ll be fine. You’ve got Tessa and Lucinda, and the entire staff here. You won’t miss me at all.”

“Just promise you won’t Skype in wearing a Breathe nursing bra.”

Nicole laughed. “Not much chance of that,” she replied.

Holly left, closing Nicole’s office door behind her.

The false smile on Nicole’s face faded instantly. She debated ripping the envelope into little pieces. Not reading the words inside meant not knowing what threats lay ahead for her. But something in her made her want to know. Her throat tightened.

The first such letter she ever received was delivered the fall of her freshman year to her residence at Columbia College. It contained three typed sentences.


I know what you did. You were supposed to keep her safe. One day you will pay.



Razor-sharp fear had sliced at her chest, and her fingers had gone numb. One white envelope arrived every year after that, without fail, until five years ago, the letters suddenly stopped. She’d hoped Donna had finally healed from that horrific summer, like Nicole had tried to, and that she’d really stopped harassing her. But it seemed that wasn’t the case. Nicole’s hand shook as she held the envelope now. Donna, who’d draped herself over her baby like a protective cloak. Who’d fretted over her child’s every sneeze. Who’d repeatedly pop into little Amanda’s room as she slept, making sure the remote-control-operated butterfly mobile spinning above the crib still played its lullaby on a continuous loop. Donna was a mother who loved her baby girl as much as Nicole already loved her unborn child. But Donna had lost hers forever. How could any mother ever heal from that?

And now, here was a new envelope. With it still clutched in her hand, Nicole heaved herself out of her desk chair. With a full-grown baby inside her, it had gotten harder to move around. But besides her massive belly, she was still fit and toned thanks to daily yoga, which she did right in her office. She encouraged all her employees to take time in their workdays for themselves.

She laid the envelope beside her and slowly lowered herself onto the yoga mat under the floor-to-ceiling window, easing from a prenatal lotus pose into cat pose. Focusing on her breath, she whispered, “My heart is centered and open. I love myself and allow my heart to connect with the hearts of others. I forgive myself and want to live with gratitude and grace.” Her baby stretched in her womb, and she embraced the bond she felt with her unborn daughter.

Nicole was ready. She sat up on her mat, grabbed the envelope, and opened it. Then she slid the white paper out.


You don’t deserve a baby girl. You’re a murderer. You can’t keep her safe.



The typed words smudged with Nicole’s tears. So Donna had read the Tribune article and knew she was having a girl.

Nicole put the letter back in the envelope, then pulled herself up by gripping the edge of the windowsill. With the envelope in hand, she pressed her hot cheek to the cool glass that overlooked West Armitage Avenue. She watched the women entering and exiting Breathe’s first storefront, adjacent to the corporate offices, which took up all four floors in the slate-gray building at North Halsted in Lincoln Park.

Her daughter fluttered inside her.

Now Nicole’s chest tightened, and her breath released in shallow gasps. Black dots flitted across her vision. She reached out a palm to steady herself against the window, the traffic below only agitating her vertigo. She couldn’t faint at work.

“Nic?”

She quickly crumpled the paper into a ball and looked over her shoulder to see Tessa’s tiny frame in her office doorway. In seconds, Tessa was at Nicole’s side, a gentle hand on her back.

“You’re okay. Deep breath in. Good. Now let it out. Again.” Tessa breathed with her. “Once more. Good.”

Tessa knew how to calm her. Nicole trusted her with her work, with her secrets, with her health.

“Thank you, Tessa,” she said.

“We just have to breathe. It’s you who taught me that, Nicole.”

She smiled to herself. “I guess that’s what friends are for—to keep each other breathing.”

“Exactly,” Tessa said, her wide, kind smile filling her face. “I can’t remember the last time you had a panic attack.”

Nicole remembered it vividly. It was four years ago when she and Tessa were reviewing the catalog for Breathe’s first baby skin-care line. As Nicole flipped to the shot of the beatific mother sitting in a rocking chair, cradling her swaddled infant, she suddenly gasped for air, clutching at the excruciating pain in her chest. The mother in that photo had reminded her of Donna. The memory of that traumatic summer bubbled to the surface before she could stop it. She’d been so ashamed. Tessa was an employee, a product designer then, and Nicole hadn’t wanted to blur the lines.

But Tessa had been so understanding. A yoga teacher and holistic-wellness graduate, she taught Nicole how to manage her panic attacks. Her calm, soothing voice and light touch had worked. Over time, Nicole was able to go off her antianxiety medication. She and Tessa bonded. Tessa had risen in the ranks to chief product officer, and Nicole’s right hand. She felt close enough to Tessa to tell her almost everything about that summer nineteen years ago in Kenosha. And telling that secret released such a heavy burden, a burden that was weighing on Nicole in increasingly frightening ways. In a sense, her friend Tessa—because she did become a friend, so much more than just an employee—had saved her life.

Besides Nicole’s older brother, Ben, who she rarely saw, Tessa was the only person who knew anything about what had happened all those years ago. She didn’t want Greg to know any of it, or about her panic disorder. To him, she was strong, capable, and a leader. That was the woman Greg loved, and Nicole refused to show him anything else.

Nicole’s breathing slowed, and the vise grip on her chest loosened.

“Want to tell me what precipitated that?” Tessa asked.

Nicole turned to lean her back against the window and looked at Tessa’s young, beautiful face. Her long, white-blond hair in its ubiquitous braid and her petite figure. She was only twenty-nine to Nicole’s thirty-six, but at times, she was so much wiser than her years. Type B to Nicole’s type A. Tessa had no significant other, no kids. Her life was how she wanted it. Free and unencumbered. Nicole often envied her. She didn’t seem to need other people, not the way Nicole did. And she certainly never seemed to feel alone.

Nicole pushed herself away from the window. This was supposed to be the happiest time in her life. Another new beginning. She wasn’t going to let Donna ruin everything, again.

So Nicole lied when she answered Tessa’s question. “I guess I’m just feeling nervous about the birth. And I think leaving Breathe in Lucinda’s hands is making me anxious, too. It’s my company, and it’s been everything to me. It’s hard to imagine that for the next six weeks I won’t be here.”

“But I will be here. And Lucinda believes in Breathe. She’s thrilled to be acting CEO in your absence.”

That made Nicole grin. When she’d taken Breathe public, she’d negotiated a permanent placement as CEO, barring any unforeseen circumstances. Lucinda had voted against it, and she’d lost. Now, at least for a few weeks, Lucinda was getting what she wanted. Once Nicole was back from maternity leave, she would have to reward Tessa for her loyalty, maybe promote her to VP.

“If you could see her in the board meetings …” Nicole said to Tessa. “Anyway, you’re right. It will all be fine.”

Tessa laughed. “You okay to make the meeting?” she asked.

“Of course.” Nicole straightened. She was a CEO, for God’s sake. She’d taken her company public when she was only twenty-eight. How could she be undone so easily? The past was the past. It was just a letter. Words couldn’t hurt her now.

“Tessa, I’m fine. I can totally make the meeting.”

“Okay. Swing by my office when you’re out, and we can go for dinner to celebrate your last day.”

“I’d love to, but Greg and I are having a date night. I could go into labor at any time, so we want to make the most of these last few days together.”

Tessa smiled and walked out of her office. Nicole went to her desk and shoved the letter in her drawer. But as she collected herself and prepared to leave for her final board meeting before she became a mother, Donna’s message rang ominously through her.

You can’t keep her safe.

A horrific thought occurred to Nicole: What if she’s right?
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CHAPTER THREE MORGAN


The brakes grind with an earsplitting screech against the metal tracks. I scream and scream and scream and when I open my eyes, the train has barreled right into the station. And it’s too late.

“Help me! That woman just jumped! Oh my God! I have her baby!” I cry. My arms and legs shake so violently I’m afraid I’ll drop the baby. I barely look down onto the tracks, but when I do, I see the woman’s limbs splayed at all the wrong angles, and I know she’s dead. I look away, afraid to see more. The flashing red lights of the train bouncing off the walls blind me. I hear alarms, and yet all the sound feels far away, as if I’m underwater.

Swarms of people howl, push, and shove. The train’s doors open, and commuters spill off until there’s no room left to move on the platform. People are panicking, yelling, pointing down at the woman on the tracks. Where are the police? Where are the paramedics? Even though I know there’s no hope, they at least have to try.

Fighting not to throw up, I wrap my arms around the baby’s back and turn us both so we can’t see her mother.

One person after another surround me until I’m so hot I can barely breathe. I see their lips move, but I can’t take it all in. It’s too fast, too intense.

“Who was she?”

“Why did she jump?”

“Was she a friend of yours?”

“Is the baby okay?”

They’re all firing questions I can’t answer. Sweat pours down my face, and I need air, but I’m swallowed by the crowd, frantic to move.

I feel a thud against my back, and I stumble. “Call nine-one-one! Help!” I scream again as I fall forward.

A hand grabs my arm and pulls me away from the edge.

“Please, please help me,” I cry to the man in a Chicago Transit Authority uniform I find beside me. I’m afraid I’m going to pass out and drop this precious child. He steadies me with one hand on the baby’s back and the other around my shoulder.

I can’t get enough air into my lungs. I lean into him. “I— She—”

With a sickening wave of panic, I realize that the baby could be injured. I frantically peel away the yellow blanket she’s wrapped in. I brace myself, afraid I’ll see blood and bruises, but it’s all baby-smooth skin of chubby arms and legs. A perfect baby in an ivory onesie who presses her little rosebud mouth to the shoulder of my thin white dress.

My knees buckle. Then the baby is taken from my arms, and a sudden coldness rushes through me.

“This is the woman, Officer!”

“Ma’am, are you okay? Did you witness the incident?” a police officer says as he drapes a blanket over my shoulders.

“She was talking to the lady right before she jumped.”

“She took her baby!”

A cacophony of voices thrashes in my ears. I watch as the baby is handed from a male officer to a female one. Then they both disappear in the crowd, and the baby who was a moment ago safe in my arms is gone.

The officer by my side leads me away from the tracks. When we’re farther up the platform, he pauses to let me lean against the hard tile of the wall.

My teeth chatter. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what just happened. Where are they taking that poor child? Why would her mother do that?

Take my baby.

Morgan.

Had the woman really said my name, or had I imagined it? I clutch my head, soaked with cold sweat, and watch the other witnesses comfort one another and emergency personnel race down to the track level. It’s almost as if I’m not really here. I have no clue who that woman was. I can’t stop crying.

The officer stands beside me, watching me with interest. “Why don’t we go to the station where it’s quieter and we can talk?” he asks gently.

The station? No. I never want to go back to that place.

I was taken there after I found Ryan lying on the floor of his home office, a shotgun dangling from his fingertips and a bleeding hole in his stomach. My husband was dead by his own hand. I knew nothing then. I know nothing now.

Why is this happening?

I have no choice but to follow the officer as he marches through the mob. I have no choice but to look down when I pass the dank, dark pit of the tracks, where the mother’s mangled body is being lifted onto a stretcher. Her arms are askew, her legs crushed, and her face covered in blood, so much blood her features are no longer visible. Bile rises to my throat and I gag. My legs are so weak, I’m barely able to walk.

Love her for me, Morgan.

“It’s impossible,” I say out loud.

The officer doesn’t hear me over the chaos and yelling and directions being shouted at everyone.

I taste my fear, metallic and cold, swirling in my mouth. My steps are heavy as I trail behind the officer through Grand/State, past the traumatized onlookers, past the tracks, my head bowed because it feels like everyone is watching me. But it’s a feeling I’ve grown used to since Ryan left me the way he did. I’m Ryan Galloway’s widow. The wife of a thief and a suicidal coward. Now I’m the last woman another suicide victim spoke to. The person she begged to help her.

I pull my battered black purse closer to my chest. Then I notice something purple stuck to one side.

It’s a Post-it note. I didn’t put it there. I slip my hand over it and curl it into my palm. The officer leads the way up a flight of stairs. I stop and wait as he clears the mobs of people so I can follow. While he’s distracted, I turn the paper over in my hand. On it, in large loopy script I don’t recognize, one word is written, a name.


Amanda.
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CHAPTER FOUR NICOLE


Before

A fierce contraction tore through Nicole’s lower back. On her hands and knees on the plush, private hospital bed, she again refused the epidural the nurse and Greg kept urging her to have. For four years, she’d gotten through every panic attack, even the most recent ones, with no medication. Because of Tessa. She would deliver her baby into this world drug-free.

“She doesn’t want drugs. I promise we can help her through it. Put your hand here on the small of her back.” Tessa kneeled beside her on the left side of the bed. Greg stood to her right.

Nicole felt the heel of Greg’s large palm dig into the exact spot of her most excruciating cramp. She breathed out on a moan.

“You’ve got this.” Tessa wiped the sweat from Nicole’s forehead.

Greg’s hand stilled. “You’re in so much pain, Nic. Are you sure you want to do this? There’s no shame if you change your mind and need meds.”

Nicole turned her head to her husband, grimacing. “It’s supposed to hurt.” She wanted it to hurt. She wanted to feel every moment of her labor.

This was her family. Greg and Tessa were both here with her, supporting her. She could do this.

As another spasm seized her, she breathed in and out five times, like Tessa always told her to, focusing on the agonizing wave of torture until it faded.

“Thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you two,” she managed when the pain subsided a little.

Nicole reached for Tessa’s hand and squeezed. “I’ll hold your hand for as long as you want, but don’t break my bones!” Tessa joked.

“Here.” Greg slipped his fingers into Nicole’s. “Squeeze with all your might.”

The moment of calm was interrupted by a loud, frenzied beeping. A team of nurses rushed in, jabbing the fetal monitor above the bed and pushing Greg and Tessa out of the way.

“What’s wrong? What’s wrong with my baby?” Nicole frantically gulped air. Her lungs compressed.

“Your baby’s heart rate is plummeting. Everything is going to be fine, but you need an emergency C-section.”

She struggled to understand.

“What’s going on? Is my wife going to be okay?” Greg’s voice was panicked, not his usual affable tone, which frightened Nicole even more. She was the one who panicked, not him. He was the calm one. He was her rock.

“She’ll be fine, but we need to get her to surgery. Please, we need to do this right now.”

Tessa marched back to Nicole’s side. “She doesn’t want a C-section. That’s not the plan!”

“Please, Tessa. Listen to them,” Greg said. “It’s okay.”

Nicole caught sight of her husband’s face. What she saw sucked any remaining oxygen from her lungs. He looked … hopeful. Like perhaps it would be a good thing if he didn’t become a father today. Or any day. No, it wasn’t possible. It was ridiculous. She was in pain, in agony, and she was seeing things that weren’t there. She was sure she imagined it, because just a moment later, he was beside her and sweetly kissed her forehead. “I love you, Nic. It’s going to be fine. I’m not leaving your side.”

She couldn’t do or say anything else because a mask was placed over her face. Nicole was unconscious before she could ask if her daughter was going to survive.



The sharp odor of antiseptic filled Nicole’s nostrils. She tried to sit up. Numb from the chest down, she couldn’t move, so she groped around on the bed for anything that could leverage her. Something hard and cold was placed under her chin and she vomited.

“Nausea from the anesthesia. It will wear off. I’ll put an anti-nausea in your drip, so you don’t throw up again,” a soft voice said.

She moved her head to the side and saw a woman in pink scrubs smiling kindly at her. And that was when it all came back to her, why she was there, what was going on.

“My baby. How’s my baby? Is she—”

The nurse grinned. “She’s fine. She’s just fine.” Then she wheeled a clear bassinet close to the bed. A tiny infant with wisps of dark hair lay sleeping on her back. Her paper-thin eyelids fluttered. Nicole couldn’t believe this delicate, perfect baby was hers.

“Congratulations, Mommy. Would you like to meet your daughter?” The nurse picked up the baby and laid her on Nicole’s chest, holding her there with a small, steady hand.

Without warning, massive sobs erupted from Nicole, startling the nurse.

“It’s overwhelming, love, I know. She’s perfectly healthy. Six pounds, nine ounces, and twenty-two inches long. And beautiful from head to toe. You’ll be numb for a while and a bit groggy. I’ll take her now, but I’ll bring her to you to breastfeed soon so she gets the colostrum.”

The nurse took the baby back before Nicole was ready. She was processing slowly; everything was happening too fast, and it was hard to make it stop.

“Where are my husband and best friend?” She gazed at her daughter in the nurse’s arms. Her nose was so tiny, and her perfect mouth was a wonder. Nicole tried to control her tears, but she couldn’t. She was a mother. A rush of love, so engulfing, so complete, spread through her entire body until the ferocity of it almost hurt. Then a tide of grief came over her as she remembered holding Amanda with such care so many years ago.

“They’re waiting just outside. You need to recover a little bit more before any visitors can come in.”

Her daughter was so still in the nurse’s arms. Terror climbed up her throat. “She’s breathing, right? Is she breathing?”

The nurse gave her a reassuring look. “She’s breathing just fine.” Nicole felt the tension leave her body. No matter how hard she fought it, she was slipping into sleep. When she next opened her eyes, Greg was sitting on the edge of the bed, with empty arms.

She shot up, her stomach screaming in protest, a burning and pulling. “Where’s the baby?” she cried.

“Careful, Nic. You have to take it easy.” He pointed at the bassinet under the window. “She’s right there, and she’s gorgeous.”

Seeing the tiny figure swaddled in pink slowed her racing heart. She had given birth to a healthy daughter, and despite the frightening surgery, she was a mother. She reached for her husband’s hand. “Do we really have a baby?”

Nicole’s heart melted at the sight of Greg’s awe-filled eyes. “She looks exactly like you. She’s beautiful,” he told her.

She knew when he met their daughter, he’d fall in love.

He let go of her hand and went over to the bassinet, then lifted their baby out and brought her to the bedside. She looked so tiny in his large arms. Nicole laughed out loud because Greg held her so delicately, as if worried he might break her.

“I’m not sure when I last held a baby. She’s so small.”

“Babies are tough,” she said, then wished she could take the words back. She knew better than anyone how fragile they really were.

He laid a kiss on their baby’s forehead, and she felt another flood of affection for her husband. Then he carefully handed her their daughter.

Nicole cradled her newborn, stroking her soft, round head and funny strands of black hair. “She’s ours, Greg.” To her daughter, she whispered, “We’re going to take such good care of you.” Then she looked up. “Where’s Tessa?” She couldn’t wait for her best friend to meet the baby. Hold her. She’d never seen Tessa with a baby before. Auntie Tessa was going to spoil her rotten.

“She went to get you some food from that vegan place you love. She said there was no way you’d eat hospital food.”

Nicole laughed. “She’s right. I just can’t wait for her to meet our little Quinn.”

They’d decided before she was born to name the baby Quinn, Nicole’s mother’s maiden name. Hearing it said out loud brought both joy and sorrow, and she felt the tears well in her eyes. How she wished her mother were sitting beside her, telling Nicole how proud of her she was.

Greg looked perplexed. “Why does the name card on her bassinet say ‘Amanda’?”

Nicole stared at him, sure she’d misheard. “What do you mean?”

“There’s a little card on the side of her bassinet. I like the name Amanda, too. Whatever you want to name her is fine by me.”

She looked over at the bassinet and saw the name card, squinted to read the small type.

Amanda Markham.

No, no, no. How? That name. Why was that name on her baby’s bassinet?

She felt a panic attack coming on. She had to stop it before Greg saw it happen. Now wasn’t the time. This was the most beautiful moment of their marriage. Gratitude, faith, and trust, she repeated silently, inhaling and exhaling, to clear her crown chakra.
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