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      “You might want to answer this.” Miriam poked her head through the door of Dr. Caleb Hunter’s office and waved a pager in her hand. “It’s been buzzing for the past fifteen minutes, and now they’re on the phone. Something about an urgent case.”

      “Tell them I’ve gone home.” Caleb wearily raised his head and eyed his silver-haired secretary hovering in the doorway.

      “They’ll call your cell.”

      “It’s on silent. Tell them I’m busy. Tell them I’ve another case to attend.” He ran both hands through his dark hair and sighed. “Tell them I was taken in the rapture. Honestly, Miriam, I don’t care. I’ve been here since ridiculous o’clock this morning. I’m just not interested in another case tonight.” And he certainly didn’t have the unwavering focus required to perform a cardiac procedure when he was utterly exhausted.

      His secretary of over a decade crossed her arms, the folds of her skin bulging beneath her fingertips, and tapped the toe of her beige-colored flat on the ground. Miriam Stewart had been by Caleb’s side since the early years of his private practice. She organized his life both at work and at home, had known both his children since they were born, and had supported him through the devastating loss of his wife after the birth of their second child. She was a petite woman who stood for no nonsense, and he’d come to love and respect her firm yet loving nature.

      Miriam peered over the glasses perched on the bridge of her nose and smiled softly. “You sound beat. You should go home and get some rest. And give those children of yours a big hug.”

      Caleb rubbed his hands over his face. He’d been at the Metropolitan Hospital since six that morning. It was now nearing five in the evening and the sun had almost descended behind the dull gray buildings of the hospital campus, reminding him that yet another day had all but passed without seeing his children, Lucas and Molly. He ignored the guilt and the real reason of his reluctance to leave the familiar surroundings of the hospital, and lifted his gaze to Miriam’s.

      “Would you mind telling whoever it is that I won’t take it? Not tonight. They can call Dr. Maloney or Dr. Abraham.”

      “No problem,” Miriam replied. “I’m glad you’re being sensible. But please promise me you’ll go straight home. No staying on and finding extra things to do.” A flicker of concern flashed through her blue eyes.

      “Yes, Mom.” He forced a smile as his loyal secretary returned to the reception area to tidy up. With all the overtime she clocked, she was well deserving of a Christmas bonus this year.

      Guilt gnawed at Caleb as he dropped his head into his hands. He needed to stop making excuses to stay late. All the other specialists managed to go home on time and be with their families at the end of each day.  But the thought of being at home at night, alone, made his stomach knot.

      His children would be tucked up asleep, and he would go through the motions of checking in on them before he collapsed into his large empty bed, fighting insomnia and the painful memories tearing at his heart, reminding him of all they’d lost.

      

      Two hours later, Caleb pulled his silver Audi into the garage of the two level home in Upper Manhattan. The upstairs windows were darkened, while the internal lights sliced through the downstairs curtains, casting their beams across the manicured front lawn. Grabbing his briefcase, Caleb locked the car and slipped into the house almost slamming straight into Grace, the family’s nanny, as she strode out of the dining room.

      “Oh, Dr. Hunter. I’m so glad to see you.” Grace clutched one hand against her chest and the lines on her forehead deepened as she glanced up at him. Her dark hair, streaked with white, was pulled tight into a bun and she gnawed on her lower lip.

      “Is everything okay, Grace?” Caleb placed his briefcase on the hall table and unbuttoned the cuffs of his sleeves before turning his gaze back on the woman who’d been in his employ since the birth of Lucas. In her mid-fifties, Grace had been a godsend helping Camille while he worked long hours. A lump lodged in his throat at the thought of his late wife, and he undid the top button of his shirt to relieve its constricting hold around his throat.

      “Yes. Well, not really.” She twisted the hem of her blouse in her fingers and lowered her gaze. “The children are in bed, and your dinner is in the oven. But, I have to return home. It’s my mother.”

      Home for Grace was in Sydney, Australia. She’d moved to New York City thirty years ago, where she’d met and married her late husband, Robert. Being a nanny was her joy when she couldn’t have children of her own, and the love she poured out onto Lucas and Molly helped ease Caleb’s guilt at being a somewhat absent father.

      Caleb frowned and clasped Grace’s shoulders, holding her still. “What’s wrong with your mother?”

      Grace fanned a hand in front of her tear-filled eyes. “She’s taken ill. My sister is with her now, but they don’t know how long she has left. I need to go. I’m so sorry. I’ll send for my belongings.”

      “Of course.” Caleb stepped back, watching as Grace tucked a coat over her arm and picked up the small suitcase he hadn’t noticed earlier sitting by the front door. “No need to apologize. You go and look after your mother. Family is everything.”

      He choked on his words. Family was everything. Or it had been, until his had been torn apart. Family. It was something he needed to keep reminding himself day after difficult day. Even though Camille was gone, Molly and Lucas still needed him.

      

      After ensuring Grace had been safely deposited into a cab to take her to JFK, Caleb loosened his tie and pulled the plate of roast beef and vegetables from the oven. Sitting at the long oak dining table, he only managed a few mouthfuls of the home cooked meal before lowering the fork to his plate. He felt dwarfed by the expansive room with its nine foot ceilings and floor-to-ceiling windows. It was too lonely. Too quiet.

      Drumming his fingers on the table, he glanced around at the comfortable furnishings – the display cabinet against the far wall housing crystal and china he’d never used, the ornate pendant lights hanging from the ceiling, and the seven empty leather high-backed chairs around the table. Artwork and ornaments adorned the walls, all mementos from his travels overseas with Camille before they had children. A deep pain of longing welled in his chest as he pushed back his chair and carried his barely touched meal to the kitchen.

      What was the point of owning such a large home and the finest things if he was never home to enjoy them? It was becoming quite the habit to eat by himself. How many meals had he wasted because food didn’t taste quite as good when eating alone? And what was he supposed to do now without Grace? Who would look after the children? Who would run the household?

      After downing a glass of water, he flicked off the lights and made his way upstairs. Coming off the back of an exhausting day at the hospital, it was all too much to think about.

      

      A nightlight glowed in the hall, and Caleb quietly nudged open Lucas’s door; his feet padded across the soft carpet to the bed. Running a hand over his son’s mop of dark hair, Caleb pulled the blanket over his shoulders and tucked it around his chin.

      “Good night, buddy,” he whispered before crossing the floor. He gently pulled the door partway closed before entering Molly’s room across the hall. A rainbow of colors splashed across the ceiling from the lamp on the nightstand.

      Clutching her favorite teddy bear to her chest, Molly’s blonde curls spiraled across her pillow, and small snores emanated from her mouth. Exactly like Camille. Leaning down, Caleb placed a soft kiss on her forehead. Molly stirred briefly as he straightened the bedclothes.

      “Sweet dreams, sweetheart.”

      

      Once in his own room, Caleb perched on the edge of the king-sized bed and removed his socks, balled them up and tossed them to the clothes hamper by the door. It was the same routine every night. Every single day to be exact. Get up at dawn. Go to work. Come home late. Eat alone. Miss seeing the children. And try hard to ignore the emptiness consuming him.

      How much longer could he go on like this? It had been easy to focus on his work when Camille died. His patients needed him, and he buried his grief in diagnosing and healing others.

      Grace, bless her, kept things running smoothly at home, shielding the children from his absence as he drowned in grief. He hadn’t needed to worry about anything except his work. But deep inside, he knew he was broken. And he couldn’t do a thing about it.

      

      Lying in bed, Caleb stretched out a hand and ran his fingers over the smooth sheets. The cold, empty space beside him taunted him and reminded him of what a failure he was. He was a leading cardiologist, for crying out loud. Over the course of his career, he had led innovative research into new heart valves and cardiac care in the elderly. He’d published numerous journal articles and offered treatment when other specialists had refused. And yet, he couldn’t save his own wife’s life when she’d had a cardiac arrest.

      Grace had found her in the living room, and he’d rushed home, shoving aside the paramedics in an attempt to save his beloved Camille. From his medical training, he knew she stood no chance against the pulmonary embolus that had only been discovered after the autopsy. But part of him argued he should’ve noticed the symptoms. He should have been at home instead of taking on an extra case at the hospital.

      His mind was a battleground; a constant wrestling between knowing the facts and believing the reality. And the guilt and constant loneliness refused to let him go. Flinging one arm over his eyes, he willed sleep to come before he got up and repeated the same soulless existence again tomorrow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Dad?”

      Caleb’s eyes fluttered open at the sound of Lucas’s voice. What day was it? He was never home when the kids woke up. Surely it wasn’t Saturday already. Glancing at his watch, he groaned. Wednesday. Darn! Somehow he’d slept through his alarm, and now he was going to be late for clinic.

      “What is it, son?” He tossed aside the bedcovers and lowered his feet to the floor.

      “I don’t know what to eat for breakfast. And Grace isn’t here.” Wide brown eyes followed his every movement as Caleb strode to the walk-in-robe and flicked through the neatly ironed shirts before selecting a pale blue business shirt.

      “Just …” Grace wasn’t there? She normally arrived early and prepared breakfast for the family before getting the children ready for school. Through his fog-addled brain, he recalled her frantic departure the evening before. Of course. No wonder Lucas looked lost. With a sigh, he tossed the shirt on the bed and clasped Lucas’s shoulder.

      “Go and wash up for school. Make sure Molly’s awake too. I’ll be downstairs soon.”

      “But what can I eat?” Lucas whined.

      “I’ll find something. Go and get ready. I’m already running late.”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, Caleb drew a deep breath. He’d have to call Miriam to delay his first appointment while he drove the children to school and kindergarten. And then he’d ask if she would mind picking them up and looking after them until he got home that night. He knew what he was asking was way beyond her secretarial duties, but without any other options, he didn’t have a choice. She definitely deserved a Christmas bonus this year.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Static filled the sky-blue hatchback as Kara Savell dialed the knob on the radio, trying to find a station that wasn’t full of early morning chatter. She didn’t need endless talk about climate change or politics droning through the car. She wanted, no, needed, music to distract her from the endless stream of negative self-talk filling her mind. The doubts. The insecurities. The self-pity. The wrestling with her decision to leave her hometown of Stonesville and start afresh in a new city.

      The gray light of dawn filled the sky, and the first hues of gold kissed the horizon as she focused on the endless stretch of highway before her. The lights of New York City twinkled in the distance, offering a glimmer of hope as she left the dark shadows of her old life far behind her.

      Glancing at the clock on the dashboard, Kara hoped she’d make it to Marie’s apartment before rush hour hit. That’s all she needed. To be stuck bumper to bumper with time to dwell on her humiliation.

      Admittedly, she should have been more excited visiting her cousin in the city that never sleeps. Heaven knew she’d fallen in love with the sights and sounds the previous times she’d paid a visit to the Big Apple. However, the circumstances of her visit, her escape if she were to be more specific, weighed heavy on her heart and left her uncertain about what the future held.

      A mere two weeks ago, she’d been living the dream. Or so she thought. The perfect life with a steady fiancé, a steady job and a steady group of friends in the town she’d called home forever. Perhaps that’s what the problem was. Everything was too steady. Too perfect.

      Everyone assumed Steve was the perfect gentleman, and it was a given that the two of them, sweethearts since high school, would marry and live their happily-ever-after. But that was before the perfect surprise for Steve turned into a nightmare for Kara. The fishing charter voucher she’d purchased for his birthday had been torn into pieces and tossed in the trash. A stark reminder of just how wrong she’d been about their relationship, and how humiliated she’d been when she discovered Steve cozied up with a gorgeous brunette perusing the lunch specials at the neighboring town’s bed & breakfast.

      Of course Steve denied anything was going on with the brunette; she was only a business acquaintance. Kara had laughed – and then burst into tears. She knew for a fact that business acquaintances never got that cozy over a meal; she shuddered at the thought of cozying up with her overweight, balding boss. She didn’t know what was worse – the betrayal after so many years together, the fact that she’d been so blind to any indication that all was not right in her world, or that Steve outright lied to her without any inclination of remorse.

      All of a sudden, her perfect life lay in tatters. Her job as a personal assistant at Ryerson’s Law Firm was boring and lacked direction. She couldn’t even go to the market or catch up for coffee with the few friends she had without people muttering their condolences.

      After a few weeks of feeling sorry for herself, sobbing herself to sleep and blowing her way through copious boxes of tissues, she packed up her apartment, returned the diamond ring and the new furnishings she’d purchased for their home, and tossed all mementos of Steve in the trash. She couldn’t continue to live with the shame of his betrayal, or the pitiful glances that followed her around town. So when her cousin, Marie, invited her to stay in her spare room for a break, Kara jumped at the chance to escape.

      And now here she was, on the interstate, with all her worldly possessions packed into the trunk of her car and empty coffee cups and mint wrappers strewn across the floor. She pushed aside the niggling doubts of an unknown future and gripped the steering wheel, convincing herself she was doing the right thing.

      

      The jingle of a ring tone cut through her thoughts. Holding back a yawn, Kara adjusted the hands-free set and answered.

      “Morning.” Marie’s voice croaked in her ear. “Where are you?”

      Kara glanced at the GPS. “Good morning to you too. I’m about half an hour out.”

      “Great! The kids will be off to school by the time you arrive. I’ve taken the day off work, so I can help you settle in.”

      “You don’t have to do that!” Kara protested, although she looked forward to enjoying a real cup of coffee, not some dirt-flavored water from a truck stop, and chatting with her cousin. It had been far too long since she’d seen Marie and her family.

      “I know, but I want to. Any excuse not to work, right?” Marie chuckled.

      “Yeah. Can’t wait to see you.” Kara felt her shoulders relax and the stress slowly disappear at the thought of seeing Marie again. Oh, how she longed to be with someone who wouldn’t judge her or laugh at her gullibility over her relationship woes.

      “I can’t wait to see you, either. It’s been far too long. We’ll talk more when you get here. By the way, has that jerk called you?”

      “No. And I don’t really care.” Kara exhaled, thankful Steve had given up trying to contact her after she blocked his number and refused to take his calls at the law firm. He could grovel all he liked, but there was no way she was going to let him back into her life.

      “Good for you. You’ll get over this. You’re strong,” Marie replied. “See you soon.”

      With her shoulders relaxed and a small smile playing on her lips, Kara willed the next half hour to go quickly.

      

      Car horns blasted and sirens pierced the air as the city limits came into view. Billboards flickered with images of the latest fashion and theater advertisements, and pedestrians played chicken with the traffic.

      Kara slammed on the brakes, narrowly avoiding a man in a suit dashing across the road. He waved his briefcase in the air in an angry salute, while she slowly eased the car forward through the traffic and navigated towards the west side of the city. What a crazy place! The hustle and bustle was a huge change to the quieter pace back in Splitsville. She chuckled at the new name she’d given her hometown. Splitsville indeed.

      Finally, a woman’s voice filled the car, informing Kara she’d reached her destination. She pulled to the curb outside a brownstone apartment building. Boxwood shrubs stood tall in concrete planters on either side of the double glass entry doors. Stepping out of the car, Kara stretched her aching muscles and arched her neck up, her gaze taking in the floors and floors of building above her, before hauling her suitcase from the trunk. A doorman dressed in a black jacket with gold trim, black pants and matching black hat, opened one door as she approached. A gold name badge on his jacket read, Maxwell.

      “Welcome to Valessia.” He greeted her with a gleaming white-toothed smile. “How may I be of assistance?”

      “Hello,” Kara replied, adjusting her purse straps over her shoulder as the doorman took the suitcase from her. “Level eight, please. I’m visiting the Falconers.”

      “Brilliant. Follow me.”

      Kara’s flats tapped across the black and white checkerboard tiles as she followed Maxwell to the elevators. Numbers ticked over and soon the doors opened with a ding. Kara stepped inside and reached for her suitcase.

      “I’m okay from here, thanks.”

      Maxwell pressed the button for Marie’s floor and tipped his hat. “Have a nice day, Ma’am. If I can be of any assistance during your stay, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      “Thank you.” The doors closed and Kara leaned against the mirrored wall of the elevator as it took her up to level eight. Her stomach dropped with the upward movement, and for a brief moment, it felt like all her cares were falling away. If only it were that simple.
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      The black paneled door of the apartment swung open barely a second after Kara pressed the doorbell.

      “Hello!” Marie flung her arms around Kara in an embrace that almost had the two of them tumbling through the doorway. Kara steadied herself against the wall and grinned at her cousin. Marie had dyed her hair blonde and it had been styled into a short, tapering bob since last time she’d seen her. So stylish in comparison to her own layered mousy-brown do.

      “You look amazing.”

      “Pfft.” Marie waved the comment away and grabbed Kara’s hand, leading her inside the spacious apartment.

      “Wow, this is beautiful,” Kara gasped, eyeing the dark timber floors with contrasting white paneled walls. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the city skyline, and she could make out a green strip of parkland between the gap in the buildings across the road.

      “That’s because I cleaned up,” Marie replied, gesturing to a stool at the kitchen counter. “I don’t normally have floors that sparkle. Two kids, you know.”

      “Of course,” Kara chuckled, gazing around the spacious, open-plan apartment. Colorful artwork adorned the walls and a family portrait of Marie, her husband David, and their two daughters, Jennifer and Violet, hung over a cream leather sofa.

      “It’s still so weird thinking of you as a mom. Do you remember when we were kids and dreamed of such things?” She pushed aside the twinge of melancholy at her shattered dreams. Not that the demise of her relationship rested entirely on her shoulders; she wasn’t the one who’d chosen to cheat.

      “I know.” Marie filled the water reservoir on the espresso machine. “And here we are, a million years later. Do you want some coffee? I’m dying for a cup.” Kara nodded as Marie placed a cup under the machine and hit a button. Soon, the aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the air.

      Kara ran her fingers over the swirls in the marble countertop. “I won’t stay here long, okay? I’ll find a job and then a place of …”

      “Kara, you can stay here as long as you want. There’s room, and we’re more than happy to have you. It will be great to have a woman to gossip with. Here, coffee.” Marie slid a cup across the counter.

      Kara smiled her thanks as she wrapped her hands around the cup of steaming liquid. She closed her eyes, inhaling the delightful scent. The first cup of the day was always the best, and roadside diner coffee earlier that morning didn’t count.

      “What kind of job are you wanting?” Marie added a dollop of cream to her cup and stirred. “I know it’s early days and all that.”

      “Oh, I really don’t care.” Kara’s gaze drifted to the window where a sparrow had landed on the sill outside. “I’ll work at Macy’s, or as a waitress somewhere. Whatever. I just want to do something and keep my mind off … things.”

      For the first time in her life, she didn’t have any goals or aspirations, and it felt freeing. Not that her previous goals had been anything exciting. Marry Steve. Buy a house. Have children. That had been the extent of the vision for her life. Not very ambitious when she thought about it. She’d been so used to having everything comfortable and just so. Now, it both scared and excited her with the possibilities that lay ahead.

      “I’ll keep my eye out for you. There might be something at the hospital.”

      Kara placed her cup on the counter and shook her head. “I’m not trained in anything medical.” The thought of anything with blood or gore made her stomach turn.

      Marie ran her finger around the rim of her cup. “Not every job at the hospital requires a medical degree. There are receptionists, and there’s …”

      “That sounds good.” Kara rubbed her eyes before pushing her half-finished cup of coffee aside. “I don’t mean to be rude, but would you mind if I take a nap? The drive has suddenly caught up with me.”

      “Of course.” Marie stood and grabbed Kara’s suitcase, wheeling it along the hallway. “Your room’s up this way.”

      The brightly lit hallway was adorned with various photos of Marie’s family, all smiling in what appeared to be a variety of holiday destinations. Kara shoved aside the small stab of jealousy in the pit of her stomach. She had no right to be jealous. And yet, the photos of her cousin’s family represented the life she was supposed to have had with Steve. The steady, perfect, all-smiling life. Instead, she was in a new city, far away from all she’d known, starting her life from scratch.

      “Here you go.” Marie ushered Kara into a bedroom at the end of the hall. A large bed with a white comforter filled the room. Lace curtains covered the window that overlooked another brownstone apartment building. Marie wheeled the suitcase to the oak dresser. “Take as long as you need. I’ll see you when you wake up.”

      Kara perched on the side of the bed and slipped off her flats. Her limbs weighed heavy with fatigue, and it didn’t take long before she’d crawled under the covers and drifted into a sleep filled with images of white picket fences and a family she would never know.
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      “So, Grace is gone?”

      “Hmm?” Caleb glanced up from reading through pathology results on the computer. He’d been due for rounds over an hour ago, but with having to take the children to school, he was running well behind schedule. Miriam had already postponed a few appointments, but bedside rounds were unavoidable. Thankfully he could hide behind the ‘Doctor’s-schedules-always-vary’ excuse. Except he’d always been proud of his punctuality, and now he was running late.

      With Grace no longer in his employ, he needed to find a solution soon, otherwise he didn’t know how he would be able to fit all of his responsibilities into a twenty-four hour period. He’d always had someone else look after the children and worry about homework and extra-curricular activities, not to mention the housework and preparing meals. How was he supposed to do all that, and know where the children were supposed to be and when?

      “Grace.” Miriam snapped her fingers in front of him, drawing him out of his distressing thoughts.

      “Yes. Gone.” Caleb told Miriam what he knew, which was nothing more than what he’d told her earlier that morning when he phoned her in a panic.

      “So, what are you going to do?” Miriam sat in the seat across from his desk; her back straight and pen poised above the notebook on her lap.

      Adjusting the knot of his tie, Caleb sighed. “I don’t know. I need a replacement. But, I don’t have time to be looking for one. Or even the slightest clue of where to start.” That had been Camille’s domain. What would a cardiologist know about nannies? Give him valves and pacemakers any day. But a nanny? Grace had always been there. Meals had always been ready. And the children had always been where they were supposed to be. Now …

      “Leave it with me,” Miriam said, jotting a few notes down on paper. “I’m sure we’ll have everything sorted in no time. Which reminds me.” Tapping the pen, she glanced up. “Christmas. When are you finishing up?”

      Christmas? Caleb glanced at the calendar on his desk, flanked by photos of Lucas and Molly, reminding him that he had two children who needed him. He didn’t want to think about Christmas. If he could work non-stop through the holiday season, he would. That time of year always elicited bad memories. He couldn’t stand seeing other people so joyous when he carried guilt and grief like a lead balloon. Perhaps he should volunteer to be on call. That way he could commiserate with those in hospital and he wouldn’t have to be surrounded by memories that wouldn’t leave him alone.

      “You need a break, Caleb. You can’t keep working yourself to the bone. Besides, those children need you.” And that’s what it always came back to. The fact that he was an awful father.

      He’d somehow bumbled through the aftermath of Camille’s sudden death, carrying enough grief for the children. Burying himself in his work had sufficed short-term. He kept telling himself he’d make more time to be at home when the children were older, but now, he realized Miriam was right. He couldn’t sustain his non-stop hours. He couldn’t continue to keep his distance from the two people who needed him the most. They’d already lost a mother. They didn’t need to lose their father to his career as well.

      “Two weeks. I’ll finish up two weeks before. And then …” He ran a hand through his neat hair, sending a few strands awry. And then he’d just have to wait and see what the New Year brought.

      He caught snippets of Miriam’s conversation as he tried to focus on his schedule. Thankfully he had no procedures booked; only rounds on the hospital wards and his clinic to finish out the day. Then he’d have to pick up Lucas and Molly and … darn it. He wondered if Grace had prepared any meals before she left. Probably not, as her departure was quite sudden. Blow it. Takeout would suffice for one night.

      “You’re somewhere else again, Caleb.”

      “Sorry. Just trying to think ahead.”

      Miriam rose from the chair and drummed her fingers on the desk. “You just focus on your patients. I’ll figure out the rest.”

      He caught Miriam’s gaze and smiled. “Thank you. I honestly don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “You’d bury yourself in your work, that’s what. Now.” Miriam walked to the door separating his office from the reception area and turned to face him. Her tone was soft and reassuring as she spoke. “Don’t stress about Lucas and Molly. Everything will be fine.”
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      “How’d you sleep, Kara?” Marie’s husband, David, stood in the kitchen with the morning newspaper spread on the counter in front of him.

      “Really well, actually.” She slid onto a stool at the counter and smoothed over her pants. After her nap the previous day, she’d met David and Marie’s children at the front door after school and listened to their endless chatter about the upcoming Christmas pageant. They were great kids, and it had been wonderful to see how much they’d grown since she last saw them. Excusing herself early after dinner, she’d gone to bed and had slept uninterrupted for the first time in weeks.

      “Good to hear.” David tipped the last of his coffee down the sink before grabbing his briefcase off the counter. “Well, I hope you have a good day in our beautiful city and find it easy enough to settle in.”

      “Thank you. I’m looking forward to exploring a little more, taking some photos and trying to find a job. If you hear of anyone hiring, let me know.” She grinned as David waved goodbye and closed the front door.

      Quiet settled over the apartment, although the relentless hum of traffic drifted up from the street below. Marie had left for work early, and the girls were at school. Kara gazed around the spacious empty room. Now what? She was so accustomed to her routine back home that she didn’t quite know what to do. Possibilities were endless. Should she explore the city? Start job and house hunting straight away? Or curl up with a good book and leave everything for another day?

      After eating a piece of toast washed down with a glass of orange juice, Kara grabbed her satchel and camera and made her way outside, greeting Maxwell on her way to the street.

      “Good morning, Ma’am.”

      “Morning, Maxwell,” Kara replied, adjusting sunglasses on her face as she stepped outside. She paused on the stoop, taking in her surroundings. The cars driving by. The multi-level buildings stretching towards the heavens. The pop of color from trees on the sidewalk.

      “Where are you heading this morning?” Maxwell folded his hands in front of him.

      “Oh, I don’t really know. I’m just going to start exploring and hopefully take some photos on my way.”

      “That’s a fine looking camera you have there. Are you a professional?”

      Kara chuckled. “No! Not at all. It’s just a hobby.” She loved photography. She enjoyed seeing the beauty in things and making images come to life through the lens. But it was something she hadn’t done in a very long time. Steve had never shared her enthusiasm for her craft, and she’d gradually let it fall by the wayside.

      Irritation bubbled beneath the surface as she realized he had squashed a lot of her ideas over the years. When had she settled for comfortable and steady? Well, no more. She was no longer under Steve’s influence. The world was her oyster – or New York City at least – and she was a free spirit to do as she pleased.

      Maxwell gave her a brief overview of sights to see – some tourist attractions, and some places only familiar to locals on the West Side. She made a note of the buildings to visit for their architecture and history, and the pockets of parkland nearby.

      Adjusting the camera strap around her neck, Kara straightened her shoulders. It was a new day. She was a new woman. And she couldn’t wait to explore the city that lay at her doorstep.

      With a spring in her step, she bid goodbye to Maxwell and made her way down the street, passing other brownstone apartment buildings before crossing over and cutting through a park that ran between two blocks. She stopped several times, snapping pictures of buildings – their varied architecture, and close ups of flowers in bloom. It was nice to see pops of color in the midst of the concrete jungle. No matter which way she turned, there was always something to see and capture.

      After a few hours of walking, Kara found herself staring up at the gray concrete walls of the Metropolitan Hospital. Her stomach growled, and she glanced at her watch, surprised at how quickly the morning had passed.

      Pulling her phone from her purse, she sent a quick text to Marie.

      Are you free for lunch? I’m standing out the front of the hospital.

      Her phone soon dinged with an incoming message.

      Would love to. Come up to the third floor. I’ll meet you in the lobby.

      Kara followed the signs in the hospital and soon found herself in the lobby waiting for Marie. She moved to the window, away from the busyness of the department where visitors, patients and medical staff rushed by. A woman’s voice could be heard over the speaker system, calling for a Doctor Franz to attend to department four, wherever that was.

      “There you are!” Marie walked over, tucked some files under her arm and pulled Kara into an embrace. “Oof! What was that?” Stepping back, she rubbed her hip.

      “Oh, sorry!” Kara moved the camera to her side. “I’ve been out exploring and taking photos.”

      “Did you get some good ones?” Marie gestured for her to follow as she walked toward the elevator.

      “I hope so. It’s such a vibrant place. There’s always something going on. Always something to see.”

      Marie nodded. “There is. And you’re seeing it with fresh eyes, which is always exciting.” They stepped inside the elevator, slotting into the already crowded cart, and rode to the ground floor. “Are you happy with hospital cafeteria food?”

      “I’m happy with anything at the moment!” Kara exclaimed, keeping pace with Marie as they crossed the main lobby towards the cafeteria. After ordering and taking their trays of sandwiches and coffee to a vacant table by the front window, Kara offloaded her camera and satchel onto the empty chair beside her.

      “How’s your day been?” She opened the packet and slid out half of the chicken and salad sandwich.

      Marie finished her mouthful of food and swallowed. “Good. Busy. But, that’s nothing different for a physical therapist. Have you started job hunting yet?”

      Kara shook her head. “I thought I’d explore today and look for work tomorrow. I just needed a day to relax and not allow my anxious thoughts get the better of me. Unless you want me scouring the job boards when I get back to your apartment. Are you in a hurry for the spare room?”

      Marie shook her head. “Not at all. You know you’re welcome to stay as long as you need to.” Drumming her fingers on the table, she gazed around the cafeteria. “Why don’t you come with me when we’ve finished here? That way you can have a look around the hospital in case something comes up.”

      Kara quirked an eyebrow and quickly finished her lunch. “I told you I don’t do blood and gore.”

      Waving a hand, Marie balled her napkin and tossed it onto the tray. “There won’t be anything like that. I’m a physical therapist, remember? It’s just a little tour of my workplace.”

      Wiping her mouth on a napkin, Kara nodded before she emptied her scraps into the trash and stacked the tray on top of the receptacle.

      “Where are we going?” Kara slid her satchel and camera over her shoulder again and kept pace with Marie as they wound along a corridor and entered another elevator which took them up two levels.

      “The medical suites. By the way, you look nice.”

      “What?” Kara glanced down at her jeans, fire-engine red flats and her matching red sweater. She hadn’t paid much attention when she’d flung on her clothes that morning. Knowing she was playing tourist for the day, she opted for comfort over fashion. “What’s nice got to do with anything?”

      “Nothing. Just admiring your clothes, unlike my dowdy uniform.” Marie swept a hand over her navy blue pants and matching collared shirt as they walked around another corner into the medical suites.

      Frosted glass walls gave the suite privacy, and a black sign embossed with gold italics, Dr. Caleb Hunter, adhered to the door. A woman who appeared to be in her late fifties, sat behind a desk with a phone headset perched on top of her neatly styled hair. Her fingernails tapped rhythmically on the computer keyboard. She glanced up as the two women approached.

      “Miriam, hi,” Marie said, placing some files onto the desk. “These are the cardiac rehabilitation files for Dr. Hunter, when he finally stops to breathe.”

      “Thanks, Marie. Yes, it’s a bit like that, isn’t it?” Miriam placed the files beside the keyboard and folded her hands. “How are you?”

      “I’m well,” Marie replied. “Busy, but what’s new?”

      “It’s certainly coming up to that time of year, isn’t it? Goodness knows I’ve had a few discussions with Dr. Hunter about needing to slow down and take time off.”

      “I honestly don’t know how these doctors do it. They live and breathe work. Gosh, I can’t wait to get home at the end of each day.” Marie’s laugh tinkled around the small, empty waiting room. “By the way, I’d like to introduce you to my cousin, Kara. She’s staying with me for awhile.”

      “Pleased to meet you, Kara.” Miriam shook Kara’s hand with a smile.

      “And you.” Her gaze returned to the waiting room as Marie and Miriam conversed. Brown leather couches formed an L-shape against the wall and front window. A low-lying coffee table nestled between them, with magazines stacked neatly in a pile. Abstract artwork in hues of green adorned the walls. A typical waiting room. Calm. Peaceful. Which is exactly what a patient would want when visiting someone about their heart.

      “You look stressed, Miriam.”

      “Oh, you know.” The secretary waved a hand around. “That time of year, isn’t it? And just between you and me, Dr. Hunter’s nanny had to go to Australia for a family emergency, so I’ve got some extra responsibilities there now.”

      “Oh, I hope everything’s okay.”

      “So do I. Grace was with the family a long time, and it’s thrown us a huge curveball. I’m trying to organize his life here, and everything else at home.” A large sigh filled the room. “Plus convince him to take some time off.”

      “Actually …” Marie glanced at Kara before turning back to the secretary. “Kara’s looking for work.”

      “Wha …? I …” Kara sputtered. As a nanny? She didn’t know the first thing about children. Or doctors for that matter.

      “Oh, that’s perfect!” Miriam eagerly clapped her hands. “When can you start?”

      Kara’s mouth gaped open and closed as she gave a brilliant impression of a fish. Clearing her throat, she suddenly found her voice. “I’ve got no experience with children. I was a personal assistant in my … previous life.”

      “A nanny is kind of like a personal assistant. You’ll be organizing the children and the good doctor’s home life. Cooking meals. Making appointments. Caring for the children. That sort of thing.”

      “She’s wonderful with my children. A natural, really,” Marie interjected.

      “Oh, I …” Kara’s face warmed underneath Miriam’s scrutiny. Was she serious? A nanny? Marie was nodding enthusiastically while her eyes gleamed. Talk about a deer in headlights.

      “The job’s yours if you want it.”

      Marie continued nodding as though she were some sort of bobble-head doll. Kara ran her fingers over the leather strap of the satchel. “Well, I … You don’t even know me, though.” She could have a terrible job history as far as the older woman knew.

      “I know Marie well enough to trust her judgment. Besides, I desperately need someone. Dr. Hunter desperately needs someone, more to the point. Besides, he trusts me. With the nanny duties falling on my shoulders as well as everything else, I’m feeling the pressure.”

      “Oh, well …”

      “Great!” Miriam jotted something down on a piece of paper and slid it across the desk. “Here’s the address. I’ll meet you there tomorrow, if that’s okay?”

      Did she have a choice? Kara’s gaze flicked between Marie and Miriam as she tucked the piece of paper into her purse.

      “Thank you.” It was all she could muster, given her mind was racing with a flood of questions and doubts.

      Marie looped her arm through Kara’s as they exited Dr. Hunter’s office.

      “I can’t …”

      “Isn’t it …”

      Both women spoke at once and then burst into laughter.

      “I can’t believe that just happened,” Kara spoke first as they walked along the corridor.

      “It’s obviously meant to be. You’ve been here for one day, and a job practically falls into your lap! Miriam’s lovely. And Dr. Hunter … He’s …” A dreamy look crossed Marie’s face.

      “Obviously not a wrinkled balding man in his mid-sixties by the look on your face.”

      “Definitely not!” Marie grinned as the women rode the elevator to the third level. “I may be happily married, but I’m certainly not blind.”

      Great. That’s all she needed. A job she had no idea about and a handsome boss to contend with.

      By the time they’d reached Marie’s office, Kara understood the circumstances around why Dr. Hunter needed a nanny. His wife had suffered a cardiac arrest when their youngest child was only a few months old.

      “That’s so tragic,” Kara gasped. “That poor man. Those poor children.” Her voice faded to a whisper, and her heart clenched inside her chest. She couldn’t imagine losing someone in such devastating circumstances.

      “I remember when it happened,” Marie said. “It was so sad. He used to be full of life, and he’d smile and greet everyone. Now …” she shrugged. “He’s thrown himself into his work. Rumor has it that he avoids going home because he hates to be reminded of what happened. It’s so sad.”

      Kara couldn’t shake the cloud of despondency following her throughout the rest of the day. Dr. Hunter’s circumstances were incredibly heartbreaking. To lose a loved one so suddenly. To have children growing up without their mother. And to bury yourself in your work to avoid being at home. There was an incredible sadness about it all. And now she was going to be working for him. She only hoped she was up to the task.
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      Kara opened the wardrobe door and pulled out the clothes she’d only hung on the racks the day before. What a whirlwind twenty-four hours! One minute, she was enjoying a stroll around New York City without a care in the world, thinking she had plenty of time to settle in and search for a job. Next thing, she was being handed a live-in nanny position in a complete stranger’s home. Could life be any more unpredictable?

      She had always thought things through before making a decision, carefully weighing up the pros and cons. Cautious Kara. That was her. Maybe that’s why Steve had ventured into someone else’s arms – because she was too boring and steady and predictable. Well, now was as good a time as any to start a new adventure of her own. To step out of her comfort zone and embrace change.

      Except, what did she know about being a nanny? And living with a doctor? What would he expect of her? Miriam had emailed some information and said she would meet her the following afternoon. But it still didn’t settle the tight knot of nerves balling in her stomach.

      Kara pulled the zip closed on her suitcase just as doors slammed and footsteps thundered through the house.

      “We’re home,” Marie called from somewhere in the apartment. Kara pulled her hair into a ponytail and made her way out to the kitchen.

      “Aunty Kara!” Arms enveloped her as Violet, Marie and David’s nine-year-old daughter, launched at her.

      Kara laughed and ran her hand over Violet’s head. “How was school?”

      “Great!” She hopped up and down excitedly, waving a piece of red paper in the air. “We made Christmas lists in school today. Can I mail it to Santa?” She turned to face Marie who was emptying lunchboxes in the kitchen.

      “Oh, it’s a bit early for a Christmas list, isn’t it?”

      “Not really,” Violet replied. “Mrs. Trevon said it was only sixty days. We have a big calendar in our classroom.”

      “Oh, my.” Marie glanced at Kara with raised eyebrows. “We’d better get …”

      “Writing to Santa,” Kara interjected with a smile.

      “Of course.” Marie smiled and mouthed thank you.

      “What would you like for Christmas?” Kara asked as she perched on a stool at the counter. Violet dropped her school bag on the floor and sat beside her.

      “A pony.”

      Marie coughed while Kara chuckled. She loved the naivety of children. “It might be a little cramped for a pony in here, don’t you think?”

      Violet tipped some coloring pencils onto the counter, selected an orange pencil and began drawing long strokes on a crisp white piece of paper. “Maybe. But it can have Jennifer’s room. She’s always saying she wants to move out.”

      “Teenagers,” Marie murmured. Kara chuckled. She’d hardly seen thirteen-year-old Jennifer since arriving. The teen spent most of her time in her room with the door closed, only venturing out for meal times and school.

      “And I’m going to be a nanny,” Kara replied, eyeing Violet’s coloring.

      “You’ll be fine. The children are still young. You have a natural gift.”

      Conversation over dinner turned towards Kara’s new job with Dr. Hunter. She prepared dinner – a beef lasagna served with garlic bread and fresh salad – as a thank you for Marie and David’s hospitality during her extremely short stay.

      “I hope it works out well for you, Kara,” David said, placing his fork on the table.

      “Me too.”

      “You’re always welcome back here, you know.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Although with Miss Chatterbox and Miss Moody, I’m sure you won’t be in a hurry to come back.”

      “Your girls are delightful,” Kara chuckled.

      “Says you who doesn’t have to live with them.”

      Marie backhanded her husband on the arm. “David, they won’t know that you’re teasing. Leave them alone.” She turned to Kara. “Just think, tomorrow night you’ll be dining with the handsome Dr. Hunter instead of putting up with my husband’s babble.”

      That knowledge sent her nerves into even more of a spin. What would they talk about? She wasn’t exactly the most exciting person, or so Steve had said in his last phone call when she refused to take him back. Would Dr. Hunter find her boring as well? She wouldn’t even know what to talk to a cardiologist about. He was so far out of her normal social acquaintances, she was bound to trip up and look like a fool. Oh, what was she thinking allowing Marie to volunteer her for the job?
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      “Don’t be a stranger.” Marie wrapped Kara in her arms and the two women embraced on the sidewalk the following afternoon.

      “I won’t. I’m sure I’ll be on the phone every day, if not every hour, asking for help,” Kara murmured as they stepped away.

      “You’ll be fine. And I reckon you’ll love it. Call me tonight and tell me all about it.” Marie’s eyes gleamed.

      “You just want the inside gossip on Dr. Hunter,” Kara laughed as she slid behind the steering wheel. She waved goodbye to Maxwell and then gave Marie’s hand one last squeeze. “Thank you for everything.”

      “All the best.”

      Soon, Kara was navigating through the city traffic, following the voice on the GPS to the address Miriam had given her. Apartment buildings soon gave way to tree-lined streets and large houses on neatly manicured lots.

      Kara eyed the two-level white Hamptons-style house as she pulled into the driveway. Smoothing over the front of her black slim-line pants, she glanced around. Already she felt out of place. Her little hatchback, with the small dent in the rear bumper, didn’t belong in this upscale neighborhood with the manicured lawns and immaculate homes. She didn’t belong here.

      She’d changed outfits three times before leaving Marie’s apartment, finally settling for black pants, a blousy black and white polka dot shirt with black ballet flats. She had no idea what nannies wore, and pants seemed to be more practical than a skirt.

      Pulling her suitcase from the back seat, she walked across the cobbled path and was greeted by Miriam at the front door.

      “Welcome, Kara,” the older woman grinned and ushered her inside. It was all she could do not to gape as she stepped into the foyer.

      Glossy white tiles covered the floor. A staircase with a polished wood banister wound up to the next level. A large vase containing an array of colorful blooms sat on top of a hall table with a large rectangular mirror hanging on the wall behind it. A number of rooms opened off the main entrance, making it appear as though the house went on forever. Perhaps it did. She was used to her two-bedroom apartment back home. Not a monstrosity like this.

      “The children are watching television at the moment, something they rarely do. Dr. Hunter prefers them not to waste time watching mind-numbing shows, as he calls them. But given the extenuating circumstances …” Marie turned on her heels and gestured for Kara to follow. “I’ll introduce you. They really are delightful children.”

      Kara folded her hands as she followed Marie into the living room. Cartoons flickered on the flat-screen television mounted on the wall. A portrait hung on the opposite wall – A man with his arm around a woman, presumably his wife. The boy was much younger, and the girl was a wee babe in the woman’s arms. Her throat constricted at the happiness emanating from the photograph. Her gaze flicked to the dark-haired man with his hand resting on the woman’s shoulder. Marie was right. Dr. Hunter was very handsome.

      “Lucas. Molly. I’d like to introduce you to someone.”

      Two heads turned in their direction. Two pairs of wide brown eyes fixed on her. She smiled, trying to allay her nerves. This would no doubt be as strange for them as it would be for her.

      “This is Kara. She’s going to be your new nanny.”

      “Hi. It’s so nice to meet you both.” Kara smiled, stepping forward. She held out her hand, which Lucas shook vigorously. Molly jumped off the couch and walked over to her. Her gaze traveled up, taking in Kara’s appearance.

      “You’re so pretty,” she said shyly.

      “Oh, thank you.” Kara’s cheeks warmed. “And you have the most beautiful golden curls I’ve ever seen.”

      Molly clutched her doll to her chest and giggled. Kara felt some of her anxiety slip away at the children’s acceptance of her into their home. So far, so good.

      Marie gave her a brief tour of the home, showing her the kitchen – with its large island, sink overlooking the expansive back garden, and stainless steel appliances - the living and dining rooms, Dr. Hunter’s office, and then the five bedrooms and three bathrooms on the upper level. The house was stunning, as though she’d stepped into the pages of Home Beautiful. Modern. Clean lines. And yet it felt empty, as though it lacked something. Warmth. Heart.

      “Make yourself at home,” Marie said as she showed Kara to a large bedroom with a white duvet and matching white furniture. “I’m not sure what time Caleb will be home tonight. I’ll run you through what needs to be done, and then I’ll leave you to it, if that’s okay. You have my number to call if you need.”

      Kara’s mind was whirling with information by the time Marie departed. Inadequate didn’t even begin to describe how she felt as she scoured the refrigerator for ingredients to make dinner. She settled on making the same meal she’d made for Marie and David the previous evening – lasagna, with salad. And just hoped the children weren’t too fussy.

      “How was school, Lucas?” Kara poured water into two plastic cups and set them on the table before sitting down opposite the children.

      “We made bread today.” The seven-year-old’s eyes lit up. He was the spitting image of his father. Dark hair, dark eyes, and a small dimple on his right cheek.

      “Wow! That sounds like fun. I never got to make bread when I was in school.”

      “When did you go to school?” Molly asked as she pulled a piece of lettuce off her fork.

      “Oh, a very long time ago.” Kara smiled.

      “I start big school in two years. I go to kindergarten now.”

      “She’s so lucky. She gets to play all day. But I have to do homework.” Lucas pouted.

      “I have to do homework too,” Kara replied. Lucas and Molly looked at her. “I’ve got to learn how to do everything here. I’ve got to learn what time to take you to school and what you like for lunch.” And hope that she didn’t make a mess of things and earn the wrath of Dr. Hunter, whom she was yet to meet.

      “It’s not that hard.” Lucas gulped down some water before placing his cup on the table. “We leave at eight in the morning. I like cheese and Molly likes ham or peanut butter and jelly. But you have to be careful with allergies, so it’s usually just ham or cheese. Sometimes Grace packs surprises, like chocolate chip cookies.”

      “Oh, I make a mean chocolate chip cookie. Would you like to make some with me?” Both children nodded, and after finishing their meals, which surprisingly they ate most of, Kara set the children up at the counter with bowls, wooden spoons and the ingredients. She’d baked with Marie’s children before, and baking was one thing she was good at. How hard could it be to bake with a stranger’s children?

      “First of all, we need to sift the flour into the bowl.” She poured flour into the sieve and watched Lucas shake it from side-to-side. Puffs of white powder floated on the air like snowflakes, before coming to rest on the counter. Kara added sugar and cubes of butter to Molly’s bowl.

      “You ready to mix this together? It’s going to be noisy.”

      “You do it.” Molly covered her ears as Kara flicked on the handheld mixer. She couldn’t help but smile as Molly’s eyes widened watching the butter and sugar cream together. What a gorgeous child she was.

      “What do you think comes next?” Just as Kara turned the mixer off and rinsed the blades under the faucet, the front door opened.

      “Daddy! Daddy!” Molly cried, jumping off the stool and running out of the kitchen. Butterflies took flight in Kara’s stomach. She grabbed a cloth and quickly wiped over the counter, leaving a smear of flour across the dark marble top. She glanced at the globs of sugar and butter on the edge of the bowl and remnants of egg oozing from the broken shell, and silently groaned. This was going to be awkward and nothing like she’d planned for. Why couldn’t Miriam have introduced her to Dr. Hunter at the hospital? Then she wouldn’t be wasting energy worrying about being in his home and worrying about how he would react when …

      “Hang on, Molly. Daddy has some work to do.” A deep voice drew near.

      Her breath caught in her throat as Molly entered the kitchen, dragging her father behind her. His dark hair was mussed on his head, as though he’d spent a good few hours running his hands through it. The knot of the cornflower-blue tie was loose around his neck. Lines etched the corners of the dark chocolate eyes which were now fixed on her. Kara felt the blood rush to her face under his intense gaze.

      “Who are you?”

      Swallowing hard, Kara wiped her hands on her pants, only to realize too late she wasn’t wearing an apron. Surely Miriam had mentioned she’d be there? Dr. Hunter’s gaze bore into her. Intense. Brooding. With a hint of … sadness? Whatever it was, her knees trembled and her heart pounded against her ribs. Oh, she was so out of her league.

      “I’m Kara Savell,” she squeaked before clearing her throat.

      He quirked an eyebrow as he removed his jacket, draping it over the back of the empty kitchen stool. Crisp white cotton stretched over broad shoulders. He loosened the buttons around his wrist and rolled the sleeves up to reveal tanned forearms corded by thick veins. Where did he find the time to work out and get a tan? Steve didn’t have the busy schedule of a cardiologist, and yet he certainly didn’t look like the man standing before her. Resting one hand on the counter to prevent her legs from giving way, Kara straightened her shoulders.

      “Kara Savell,” she repeated, with more confidence than she felt. “The new nanny.”

      “Oh, right. Of course. Miriam mentioned she’d found someone. Sorry. Your name slipped my mind.” He waved a hand in the air. “Looks like you’ve got everything sorted here. I’ve got a lot of work to do, so I’m going to head to my office.”

      “Daddy, can’t you stay? Please?” Molly tugged on his arm. The gesture tugged on Kara’s heartstrings. Miriam mentioned he didn’t enjoy being home, but surely he could spare time for his own flesh and blood.

      “Not tonight, Molly Moo.” His broad hand scruffed her curls as he turned to go.

      Molly climbed up onto the stool and rested her chin in her hands. Sorrow filled her eyes, and her bottom lip trembled. Kara wanted to march after the doctor and demand he come back and spend some time with his children. But, she’d only just met the man, and it wasn’t her place to say anything. Yet.

      “There’s dinner in the oven if you’re hungry,” she called to his receding back.

      “I’m not,” came his gruff reply. Indignation pulsed through her veins. What a horrid man! At this rate, she wasn’t going to last very long in the Hunter household. Perhaps tomorrow she could start looking for another job. Even dealing with rude customers at Macy’s would be better than living under the same roof as someone who ignored his own children.

      

      Kara read an Enid Blyton story to the children while the cookies baked. And after enjoying a glass of cold milk with a warm cookie fresh from the oven, she ensured they brushed their teeth, washed their faces and settled into bed for the night.

      The light was still on in the office when Kara finished tidying the kitchen and climbed the stairs to her room. She didn’t know what proper nanny etiquette was – should she knock and say goodnight, or leave Dr. Hunter to his own devices? She opted for the latter and once ready for bed, called Marie to allay her woes.

      “He’s so rude, Marie!” Kara exclaimed. “He didn’t know who I was, and he dismissed his children like he was swatting an insect. Poor Molly was almost in tears.”

      “Was he mad you were there?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” Dr. Hunter hadn’t been mad. He hadn’t been … anything.

      “Poor kids,” Marie murmured.

      “Yeah, I know. They were so excited to see him, and then he just left.”

      “Miriam said he’s been so focused on his work since Camille died. I’m glad you’re there for them, though. You’ll make a huge difference for those kids.”

      Kara doubted it. What did she have to offer, other than baggage of her own? She’d give it a week, and then see about finding a new job.

      “Thanks for the chat. I should go to bed. Maybe he won’t be such a bear with a sore head in the morning.”

      Marie chuckled. “Sweet dreams, dear cousin.”
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      Darkness blanketed the house when Kara woke the following morning. She donned a pair of jeans and long-sleeved t-shirt, ran a comb through her shoulder-length hair and padded softly downstairs to prepare for her first full day as the nanny. There were almost two hours before Lucas and Molly were due at school and kindergarten, which would give her enough time to pack everything they needed, with extra time in case she was running behind schedule.

      “Oh, good morning.” Kara’s steps faltered at the sight of Dr. Hunter sitting at the oak table in the breakfast nook off the kitchen, with a cup of coffee in one hand and a newspaper open in front of him. “I didn’t think anyone was up yet.”

      “Hello,” he replied, without glancing up.

      Kara opened the refrigerator and stared at its contents as she silently fumed. Was he that far above her that he couldn’t even engage in a conversation?

      “You must have had a late night. I saw the office light still on when I went to bed.”

      “I usually go to bed late. And I’m up early. I don’t normally get much sleep.”

      That was a good start. Something to work with. “I can only imagine the stress of your work.” She placed a carton of eggs on the bench and pulled out a bunch of scallions and a punnet of tomatoes. “Would you like an omelet?”

      Dr. Hunter glanced across the room. “Oh, sure. Thanks. I don’t normally eat much in the mornings. Coffee and maybe a piece of toast.”

      Kara tutted. She couldn’t help herself. “That’s not exactly practicing what you preach, is it, doctor? Healthy eating. Healthy living and all that?”

      A deep chuckle reverberated around the room and seeped through Kara’s defenses. “Probably not. Where did Miriam find you?”

      “In your office.” She set the stove to medium and added a blob of butter to the frypan.

      Another chuckle sounded. Kara observed him from the corner of her eye as she poured the egg mixture into the sizzling pan. His facial features were softer in the morning light, and his hair was damp as though he’d just stepped out of the shower. His burgundy tie draped around his open-collared shirt.

      Kara flipped the omelet and plated it when it was cooked to perfection.

      “Enjoy,” she said, placing the plate in front of him. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can get you before you head out.”

      “Kara.”

      The rich timbre of his voice elicited a trail of goosebumps down her spine. She stopped and slowly turned to face him. What had she done wrong? Was he going to fire her already? She thought back to the previous evening. She’d tidied the kitchen, ensuring all the flour was vacuumed up from all the nooks and crannies. The children’s lunches were all packed and ready for the morning. Uniforms were ironed and ready. What had she missed?

      “I apologize.” Small lines appeared at the corners of his eyes as his mouth curved into a soft smile.

      “For …?” She tilted her head. She hadn’t been expecting an apology.

      “For getting off to a bad start. I was rude last night, and I apologize.” He stood and stepped towards her with an outstretched hand. Her nostrils filled with the fresh fragrance of soap and sandalwood, and it was all she could do not to step closer and inhale his delicious manly scent.

      “I accept your apology.” Warmth cascaded over her arm as his large hand enveloped her petite one. For a brief moment she couldn’t formulate a single thought. Her eyes traveled the contours of his tanned skin. The grooves along his knuckles. The veins traversing the back of his hand. Willing her heart to slow, Kara quickly lowered her hand and shifted her gaze to the ground.

      “I … I can only imagine how odd it must have been to have a complete stranger in your home, baking cookies with your children.” She couldn’t breathe. Although there was a good foot between them, he was still too close. His chest was too broad. His scent, too intoxicating.

      “Yes, it was. I’m so used to seeing Grace, that I completely forgot Miriam had told me about you.” He ran a hand through his hair, sending it up in all directions. Kara entwined her fingers so she wouldn’t be tempted to smooth it back into place.

      “That’s okay. I’m easily forgettable.” She chuckled at her awkwardness. Good grief, Kara. He’s going to think you’re totally not suitable to be the nanny.

      “I wouldn’t say that.” Dr. Hunter’s gaze held hers until she could feel her face was on fire.

      “Er, I should … go and wake the children. I don’t want them to be late on my first day.” With a nervous giggle, she turned and fled the room, fanning her face as she strode up the staircase. What on earth, Kara? You’re acting like a schoolgirl. Get yourself together. You’re here to do a job. Don’t mess things up.

      But even all her self pep-talk couldn’t shake the sight, sound and smell of Dr. Hunter as she prepared the children for the day. No one had ever elicited such a visceral response from her before. Not even Steve, in all their years together. She trailed her fingers over her hand, recalling his handshake and the jolt of electricity she’d felt all the way to her toes.

      “Kara.” She blinked as Lucas appeared at the kitchen counter, drawing her from her silly daydream.

      “Yes?”

      “We’re ready to go.”

      “Oh! Okay, then. Let me just grab the keys and I’ll …”

      “I’ll take them this morning, if that’s okay.” Dr. Hunter strode into the room. His shirt collar was buttoned, and his tie was knotted perfectly at the neck. Not a hair was out of place.

      Kara swallowed, her gaze meeting his in surprise before darting away. There was no way she could make eye contact with him without swooning. Good grief, Kara! You’re not sixteen! She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

      “I’ll see you later tonight, then.” He gave a light smile before ushering Lucas and Molly toward the front door.

      “Bye, Kara!” They called.

      “’Bye!” She turned and began loading the dishwasher with the breakfast dishes.

      Footsteps sounded on the tiled floor and Dr. Hunter reappeared. “Kara, if you’re going to be living under my roof, please call me Caleb.” He nodded abruptly before leaving just as quickly as he had appeared.

      Resting against the counter, Kara clutched a hand against her chest and exhaled. She hadn’t even been there for one day, and already she was a lost cause.
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      “How’s the new nanny?” Miriam placed a stack of patient files on Caleb’s desk and folded her arms.

      “She’s doing well.” Caleb nodded, leaning back in his chair. The two weeks Kara had been in his employ had been good. Easy. Dare he say, wonderful? She brought a joy to his home that he didn’t realize had been missing.

      Lucas and Molly adored her. And he found himself finishing work earlier, just so he could be home for dinner. He moved his work from the office to the dining table, just so he could watch her work in the kitchen and interact with his children. She was a natural. And something stirred deep in his chest every time she smiled or laughed.

      Grace had been wonderful as well. But Kara was different. Perhaps it was an age thing. He certainly hadn’t looked at Grace the same way he found himself staring at Kara. She was easy on the eyes, that was for sure. But it was more than that. He enjoyed her carefree spirit. The way her eyes lit up when she engaged with the children. She never brushed them off, or told them she was too busy. Oh, he knew it was her job to interact with them. But she did it in such a way that seemed like she meant it. It was never forced. Never because it was her job to do so.

      “Thanks for finding her.” He drummed his fingers on the desk.

      “It was pure luck, really. A blessing from heaven, so to speak. Anyway, I’m glad she’s settled in well. And I’m glad you’re going home earlier these days.” Miriam quirked an eyebrow and gave a knowing nod before returning to her desk.

      Caleb folded his hands behind his head and swiveled the chair to face the window overlooking the hospital grounds. The sun’s rays filtered through the trees casting long shadows on the ground, and a few people meandered through the gardens separating the main building from other medical suites.

      A small smile played on his lips as his thoughts drifted to Kara. They’d stayed up talking the previous night once the children were in bed. She looked so relaxed as she sat in the armchair opposite his, with one leg tucked up underneath her. Her slender fingers traced along the glass of water clasped in her hand. He’d been drawn in by her smooth voice, and her laugh as it lilted on the air. He was mesmerized by the brightness in her hazel eyes, and the tendrils of light brown hair floating around her face. They’d stayed up late. Which wasn’t unusual for him.

      What was unusual, was that he’d gone to sleep with a smile on his face and woken up eight hours later in the same position. His first undisturbed night of sleep in as long as he could remember.
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      The following week, Kara met Marie for lunch in the hospital cafeteria.

      “So, tell me all about the handsome Dr. Hunter.” Marie leaned forward, her eyes gleaming as she clasped her hands around a paper coffee cup.

      Kara glanced around the cafeteria full of hospital staff, visitors and patients. “What do you want to know? There’s not a great deal to tell.”

      “Really?” Marie quirked an eyebrow.

      Shifting on her seat, Kara traced her fingers around the edge of a napkin. “He’s nice.”

      “Nice? That’s all you’ve got?”

      Kara held up a hand and grinned. “Okay. Okay. He’s more than nice. But, he’s also my boss. And there’s a line there that cannot be crossed. I’m there for his children. Not for me.”

      “You do realize you’re the envy of many women in this hospital, right? There are so many women who would love to be in your shoes right now. Living under the same roof. Eating at the same table. Washing his clothes.”

      “Yeah, ‘cause that’s so romantic!” Kara laughed, tossing her ponytail over her shoulder. “It sounds like I’m a housewife more than anything. Just without the … you know …” Her face reddened. Gosh, she needed to keep a rein on her thoughts.

      “And I hear you’ve made a great impression on Lucas and Molly,” Marie continued.

      “How do you know that?” Kara’s heart warmed. They really were adorable kids, and she loved spending time with them. The previous nanny and Dr. Hunter – Caleb – had managed to raise them without being too affected by the loss of their mother.

      “Oh, people talk,” Marie said vaguely. “Some of the other parents at school have mentioned it. In fact, Lucas gave a presentation for show and tell about you.”

      “He what?” Kara spluttered, spraying a light mist of coffee on the table. She quickly mopped it up with a napkin. Lucas? Talking about her? Her heart melted a little more, if that was even possible.

      “You’ve made a good impression, and I’m so proud of you, Kara.” Marie reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “I knew you’d be great.”

      “Surprisingly, I actually love it,” Kara replied with a smile. “And I’ve seen a change in Caleb in the few weeks since I started. He’s coming home earlier to spend more time with Lucas and Molly.”

      There was the arched eyebrow again.

      “What?” Kara laughed.

      “Which logically means he’s also spending more time with you. I’m so happy for you.”

      Kara balled her napkin and threw it across the table at Marie. “Stop it! Like I said, there’s a line there and I am not stepping over it. So, you can stop with all the innuendo and the handsome Dr. Hunter talk.”

      “For now.” Marie smirked and glanced at her watch before grabbing her purse off the table. “I’ve got to go. Clients to see. Reports to write. I’ll catch up soon.” Marie blew an air kiss while Kara remained at the table, watching her cousin’s back disappear through the crowd. She did not need Marie to add more fuel to her already inflamed thoughts about Caleb. She was the nanny first and foremost. Nothing more. As long as she kept telling herself that, she would be fine.
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      “Daddy! Daddy!” Molly bounded into the kitchen, her blonde curls bouncing wildly on her head. “Can we go Christmas shopping?”

      Kara glanced up from slicing some carrots and eyed Caleb, who was sitting at the counter reading an article in a medical journal.

      “Christmas shopping?” He turned to Molly.

      “Yes! Oh, please?” She pleaded, her face beaming with excitement.

      Caleb rubbed a hand over his face. He hadn’t given much thought to Christmas. But according to Miriam, and now Molly, it was fast approaching.

      In previous years, Grace had done the shopping and the decorating.  It was his least favorite time of year, as he’d lost Camille only a week before Christmas. He’d been too busy with funeral arrangements and dealing with a newborn, that Christmas had passed by in a fog of grief and despair. Since then, the holiday season triggered too many sad memories. He’d managed to endure each Christmas since, but had never been truly present. It was always a painful reminder of what he’d lost.

      “I can take them, if you’d like.” Kara’s soft words broke through his gloom.

      “You don’t have to do that.” He held her gaze and something in her eyes squeezed his heart. Empathy. Compassion. Kindness.

      She scraped the carrots into a pile. “I’d really like to. It would be fun. I’ve never been in New York City for Christmas. I’d like to see the decorations too.”

      “Well, if you’re sure …”

      “I am.” She smiled warmly; his heart drummed an eager beat against his ribs. Her enthusiasm and willingness to embrace his family warmed him to the core.

      He tried to brush aside the unfamiliar twinges of awareness as he pulled a credit card from his wallet and slid it across the counter. “Go tomorrow. Take all the time you need.”

      “Thank you, Daddy!” Molly threw her arms around his waist. Closing his eyes, he buried his nose in her hair and inhaled the sweet scent of strawberry shampoo. Warmth infused him as he held Molly tight. He’d missed this sense of family. This sense of … home.

      He’d missed so much over the years. His darling children, growing quickly before his eyes, and yet he’d been too busy with work and self-pity to appreciate them.

      His eyes burned and he squeezed them tight to trap any errant tears that might escape. Not wanting Kara to see him suddenly overcome by emotion, he cleared his throat and unhooked Molly’s arms from around his waist.

      “Excuse me,” his voice croaked as he stood. “I’ll be back in time for dinner.”

      Without a backward glance, he strode to the office and closed and locked the door. Collapsing into the leather chair, he buried his head in his hands and allowed the tears to fall. Years of pent up emotion rained down his cheeks. His shoulders shook as grief poured out and memories swirled through his mind.

      He mourned the loss of Camille, his precious wife who’d been taken all too soon. He mourned the fact he’d missed out on seeing his children grow and spending time with them. And he mourned the loss of joy from his home.

      When had he become so cold and distant? When had he lost his spark, his zest for life? He didn’t want to get to the end of his life having worked himself to death.

      Camille’s lifeless body flashed before his eyes, but was quickly replaced by the smiling faces of Lucas and Molly. The spark in their eyes. The dimples in their cheeks. He may not have been able to save Camille, but he would do everything in his power to save the family he had now.
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      Kara ran a coat of pale pink gloss over lips and smacked them together. She loosely braided her hair and wrapped a scarf around her neck. Grabbing her purse, she jogged down the stairs to find Lucas and Molly waiting for her in the living room.

      “You look pretty, Kara.”

      “Thank you, Molly. And so do you.” In her jeans, pink boots and matching pink jacket, Molly looked adorable.

      “Nice scarf.” Caleb’s deep voice drew her attention to the armchair in the corner of the room. Distracted by Molly’s comment, she hadn’t noticed him when she walked in.

      “Uh, thanks.” Her fingers flew to the pale blue woolen scarf knotted around her neck. She held back a smile at the flush of color creeping up Caleb’s neck. Surely he hadn’t meant to comment on her scarf. Poor man was obviously embarrassed.

      “Are you ready to go shopping?” Kara asked, quickly trying to divert attention away from the awkwardness descending over the room.

      “Yes!” Lucas and Molly announced in unison.

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” She held out her hands and the children held one each. “We’ll be back later. Is there anything you need?”

      Caleb’s gaze intensified for a moment before he blinked. “No, I’m fine. You lot go and have fun. I’m on call today, so I may or may not be here when you come home.”

      With their goodbyes said, Kara bundled Molly and Lucas outside.
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        * * *

      

      “This is so beautiful,” Molly gasped, her eyes wide in wonder as she peered up at the decorations adorning the street poles. They’d caught the subway downtown and had spent the morning walking through the various malls and admiring the glittery decorations in the shop windows.

      “Look at the nutcracker soldiers, Lucas,” Kara pointed to the display of soldiers in the shop front. With their rosy red cheeks and bright colored jackets, they kept guard over a ballerina twirling in a silver gown.

      “They’re so cool!” Lucas exclaimed, tugging on her hand and leading them to another display where a train was winding its way through a snowy mountain range.

      The decorations were magical, and Kara felt like a child in a candy store, completely overwhelmed by the sights and sounds of everything Christmas. New York City at Christmas was a sight to behold.

      The trio window-shopped for hours, stopping to refuel with hot chocolates and slices of apple pie.

      “My tummy is so full,” Molly groaned as she leaned against the seat and patted her stomach.

      “Mine too.” Kara laughed. “But it was so delicious.” They would only need a light meal for dinner, although she’d have to make something a little more substantial for Caleb. She wondered what he’d like … Roast beef? A stew? A seafood platter? Her mind drifted until someone interrupted her daydreaming and asked if they were leaving soon. Kara nodded, gathered their belongings and shuffled the children towards the exit.

      “Hey, Kara. Can we get a Christmas tree?” Lucas asked as they walked out of the café.

      Kara stopped, glancing down at him. Shoppers bustled by, laden with colorful bags from nearby department stores. Someone jostled into the back of her, and she moved the children out of the way to stand under the awning of a store.

      “Of course we can get a Christmas tree. Do you have one at home?”

      Lucas tucked his hands into the pocket of his jacket and shook his head.

      What? No Christmas tree?

      “We had a small one that Grace put out.”

      “But not a big tree full of baubles and tinsel?”

      Lucas shook his head, scuffing the toe of his shoe across the pavement. “We don’t have many decorations. Grace made paper chains with us.”

      “And angels,” Molly chimed in.

      “Well …” How could they not have a Christmas tree? What kind of person was Caleb that he didn’t allow decorations for the most wonderful time of the year? Was it too much a reminder of his wife’s passing? Kara cast a glance up the street, spying the familiar red sign of Macy’s.

      “Come on, you two. Let’s go shopping.”

      

      The next two hours were spent oohing and aahing over Christmas decorations, swiping Caleb’s credit card and Kara splurging on a few purchases of her own.

      They chose a centerpiece for the coffee table in the living room – a Christmas village complete with ice rink and carousel. Lucas wanted to buy a train set to wind around the Christmas tree, and Molly wanted to buy a snow globe for Caleb. They purchased some other decorations for the house and a nativity set for the mantel above the fireplace.

      With aching legs, and laden with shopping bags full of delightful Christmas ornaments, they finally made their way to the subway.

      Once on the train, Kara stretched her legs in front of her. With the shopping bags resting at their feet, Molly yawned and snuggled into her side. A small smile touched Kara’s lips at the trusting gesture from the little girl.

      Placing her arm around Molly’s shoulders, her fingers mindlessly stroked the curls around her ear. Something welled in her chest. She was growing to love these children.
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      “My feet hurt,” Lucas moaned as Kara unlocked the front door and they trudged through the entryway.

      “Mine too,” Kara replied, slipping off her flats with a sigh. She hoisted the shopping bags onto the dining table and rolled her shoulders to ease the ache that had set in throughout the day.

      “Molly, go and hide your father’s present in your room. We don’t want him finding it.” She handed Molly the bag with Caleb’s present and watched as she skipped away.

      “Can we get a tree now?” Lucas flopped into a chair while Kara unpacked the bags.

      “Not …” The last thing she wanted to do was go out again. She longed for a hot bubble bath to soak her weary limbs. And perhaps to curl up with a good book and a glass of wine. But knowing what she did about the children not having a proper tree, she couldn’t let them go another day without one.

      “Sure. Give me a few minutes and we’ll drive out to the tree farm, and you and Molly can choose the best one there.”

      “Yay!” Lucas jumped up from the chair and ran out of the room. “Molly!” he called at the top of his lungs. “We’re going to find a tree. Hurry up!”

      Kara chuckled and rubbed her temples, hoping the beginnings of a headache would soon fade.  She was exhausted from a full morning of shopping, but she wasn’t about to disappoint Lucas and Molly. Goodness knew they’d suffered enough disappointment in their short lives.

      

      “I want that one!” Molly raced ahead through the row of evergreens. “No, that one!”

      Kara’s laugh misted on the air as she kept her eye on the blonde curls bouncing ahead of her. How Molly still had so much energy after a full day of walking, she didn’t know. “So many choices!”

      Lucas and Kara caught up with Molly at the end of the row. “Just remember, Molly, it has to fit inside the house. Some of these trees are pretty big.”

      “We have a big house.” Molly stretched her arms apart to gesture just how big.

      “You do,” Kara replied, clasping Molly’s hand in hers. “But some of these trees are even bigger than your house.”

      The smell of fresh pine filled the air and their feet crunched over fallen pine needles as they walked around looking at the trees. After they narrowed down their choices, Kara finally decided on a medium sized tree with full branches.

      As the owner of the farm tied their chosen tree to the roof of her car, Kara hoped Caleb wouldn’t be mad. She still couldn’t read him well. Over the past few weeks, he’d shed most of his uptight façade and had been home most nights to enjoy dinner with the children, read them a story and put them to bed. But she still didn’t know him. He kept his walls in place and didn’t give much away.

      Perhaps that’s the way it was supposed to be, though. He was still her boss, after all. But she couldn’t help the way her heart picked up pace whenever he was near. The way her skin would ignite when he accidentally brushed her hand. Or the way her mouth suddenly became dry when he walked into a room. But she wouldn’t allow her thoughts to go there. She couldn’t go there. She wouldn’t jeopardize her relationship with the children or the security of her job for the sake of a silly infatuation.

      

      A short time later, Kara pulled her hatchback into the driveway. “It’s so big.” Molly gaped as Kara untied the ropes around the tree, allowing them to drop to the ground.

      “It is.” Kara brushed off her hands and eyed the evergreen wrapped in plastic, wondering how on earth she was going to cart it inside.

      “I can ask Mr. Donovan next door if he can help us.” Lucas walked around the car.

      “I think that’s a wonderful idea, Lucas.” Kara patted his shoulder before he ran across the lawn and over to the neighbor’s house. She rolled up the ropes and placed them in the trunk of her car.

      “Need a hand?” A middle-aged man soon appeared wearing jeans and a green sweater. He looked like Father Christmas in the flesh with his white beard and ruddy cheeks.

      “Yes, please. I wasn’t thinking too far ahead when I bought it.” Kara gestured to the roof of the car. “I thought it would be a nice thing, but I can’t carry it on my own.”

      “Piece of cake.” Bob Donovan pulled the tree off the roof and gestured with his head. “You take the front and lead the way.”

      Kara wrapped her arms around the narrow end of the tree and navigated inside the house. After much shuffling, bumping the walls and losing some pine needles along the way, the pair managed to right the tree and place it in a stand in the corner of the living room.

      “Thank you.” Kara wiped a hand across her brow and removed the plastic wrap. Branches sprung out and Molly squealed with delight as the tree came to life before their eyes.

      “Awesome!” Lucas said as he stood back with his hands on his hips. With his button-up shirt and his hands tucked into the pockets of his jeans, he was a mini Caleb. Even his hair curled over his right eye in the same way as his father’s.

      “Thanks so much, Bob. I think I would have pulled a muscle or two trying to lug that in alone.”

      “She’s a beauty, that’s for sure. Enjoy decorating.” He nodded as Kara walked him to the entry and pulled the front door closed.

      Kara returned to the living room with a box of silver baubles. Molly came in carrying another box, followed by Lucas with a box of fairy lights. Soon, the living room was a mess of pine needles, baubles and tinsel. Kara set her phone to a Christmas playlist, and the trio sang as she strung the lights around the tree.

      A small hand tugged on the bottom of her shirt.

      “This is fun.” Strands of silver tinsel clung to Molly’s hair. Her cheeks glowed and her eyes sparkled in delight.

      “I’m glad you think so, sweetheart.” She knelt beside Molly, placing one hand on her back as they looked at the tree together. “It’s going to look amazing when it’s finished.”

      “Daddy will like it.”

      “Oh, I hope so. I think it’s just the thing he needs.” After singing along to Jingle Bells, and having a loud rendition of Rudolph, the Red-Nosed Reindeer, Kara stepped back to admire the finished product. Silver and gold baubles hung from the branches, along with other decorations – bells, silver birds, and of course, the angel at the very top of the tree.

      “Close the curtains, please, Lucas.” He darted over and drew the curtains, enveloping the room in darkness.

      “One, two, three!” Kara flicked the power switch and hundreds of tiny fairy lights lit up the tree.

      “Wow!” Molly gasped and reached for Kara’s hand. “It’s so beautiful.”

      “Do you think Santa will come this year?” Lucas stood with his arms folded staring at the branches.

      “Has he … not come before?” Bewildered, Kara glanced at Lucas.

      “Not really. Dad said that Santa was too sad to visit our house since Mom died. And because we haven’t had a big tree, he said Santa had nowhere to leave his presents.”

      “Oh.” It was all Kara could manage as her heart broke for the two precious children standing beside her. Her arms stretched out, pulling Lucas and Molly to her side. “Well, now you have a big tree, and I’m pretty sure Santa would love to stop by and leave some presents for you.”

      “So am I.” Caleb’s deep voice startled Kara. How much of their conversation had he heard? She glanced over her shoulder as he stepped into the room and stood beside Molly. It was difficult to see his expression clearly, but she didn’t miss the way his eyes sparkled, reflecting the lights on the tree, as his gaze flicked to hers. Nor did she miss the soft shadows around his mouth as his lips twitched with the beginning of a smile.

      “This looks lovely. You all did such a wonderful job.”

      Kara darted a glance his way as his voice cracked. She held her breath, waiting for him to be mad. If she was to believe what the children had told her, there had been no sign of Christmas in the house since Camille passed away.

      Thank you, he mouthed, before running a hand over Molly’s head and striding out of the room.

      Squeezing the children’s shoulders, Kara frowned. What had gotten under his skin? He said it was lovely, and he’d thanked her. So why had he left in such a hurry?

      “It looks absolutely beautiful,” she whispered, trying to reassure the children and herself against Caleb’s abrupt departure. At least the children would be able to enjoy the festive season.
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        * * *

      

      Caleb splashed cold water over his face and hoped to high heaven the redness around his eyes would ease. He didn’t want Kara or the children to know he’d spent the past half-hour crying. But seeing the three of them standing in front of the stunningly decorated tree had taken his breath away.

      He’d watched them for a few minutes, and the sight of his children wrapped in Kara’s embrace had unfurled something in his chest. Something uncomfortable and unfamiliar, and yet warm and pleasant at the same time.

      Leaning on the porcelain basin, he eyed himself in the mirror. He hadn’t been fair to his children since Camille died. He’d taken responsibility for her death, which was ridiculous, he knew. And he’d inadvertently punished his children through punishing himself by working so hard.

      What kind of person refuses to acknowledge Christmas just because his wife died? He hadn’t been at all fair to Lucas and Molly.

      Grace had tried to bring some joy into the house, by doing craft and having a small tree every year. But he’d been a Grinch, and she’d allowed him to wallow in his grief and self-pity. Grace kept the Christmas celebrations to a minimum because she didn’t want to upset him and remind him of what he’d lost.

      But seeing Kara with Lucas and Molly tonight, reminded him of what he still had. Camille was gone, but her memory lived on in his beautiful children. They were his present and future. He’d seen the joy on their faces as they gazed at the tree. And there was no way he was about to spoil that delight. He was determined to make this Christmas a memorable one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Kara didn’t see much of Caleb over the following week. She missed his presence at the dinner table, and the occasional glances they shared during conversation.

      He’d often help her with tidying the kitchen while the children prepared for bed, and occasionally his arm would brush hers as he dried the dishes or reached across to put a cup away. Her skin always ignited at the brief contact, and she knew she was being foolish to entertain any thoughts of him beyond an employer, but she couldn’t stop thinking about him.

      Every night, emptiness settled over her once the children were in bed. The house felt too big without him and she missed his company. She quite liked the Caleb that had emerged from the icy façade. But since the Christmas tree appeared, he’d distanced himself from her, and she didn’t know why.

      

      As Kara prepared breakfast early Thursday morning, Molly padded into the kitchen rubbing her eyes. Her hair was a wild mess, as though birds had nested in it overnight.

      “Good morning, sweetheart.”

      “Morning, Kara.” Molly yawned as she pulled herself onto a stool.

      “You’re up early. Are you all ready for a big day at kindergarten?” Kara slid a cup of orange juice across the counter.

      “I don’t want to go today,” Molly sulked.

      “Why not?” Kara glanced up in surprise. Molly tilted her head from side-to-side and clasped her hands together on the counter. Sometimes she seemed so much older and wiser than her five years.

      “I want to stay home with you. Can you live with us forever?”

      “Oh! I … That’s something you’ll have to talk to your Daddy about.” Kara regained her composure and spread a layer of peanut butter and jelly on a slice of toast, just the way Molly liked it.

      “He said maybe.”

      “What?” Kara gulped. Molly lifted the cup of juice to her lips and took a sip.

      “It’s only three weeks until Christmas. I like our tree.” Molly had already moved on in the conversation, while Kara was stuck back on the young child’s words about living with them forever.

      She busied herself in the kitchen, preparing breakfast for Lucas and lunches for both the children. She needed something to distract her wayward thoughts.

      Molly wanted her to stay, which was sweet. She didn’t want to burst the little girl’s bubble and tell her that it probably wouldn’t be forever. That one day, hopefully, she’d find someone to marry and have a family of her own.

      But where was she supposed to meet someone when she lived and worked for a handsome doctor? What if this was it? What if Caleb was that man? Stop it, Kara! Don’t allow the words of a five-year-old get your hopes up.

      After much cajoling, Kara walked Lucas and Molly to the bus stop and waved goodbye. Returning to the large empty house was not the best idea. Her thoughts drifted to Caleb, and given that she hadn’t seen him all week, she found herself being drawn into a state of melancholy. He had been leaving before she was awake, and coming home late. She didn’t think he was seeing someone - Marie had never mentioned he had a girlfriend, although that was totally his prerogative. But why wouldn’t he? He was handsome, successful and his laugh would make anyone melt. A little flicker of jealousy reared its head at the thought of Caleb with another woman.

      Ugh! Kara thumped the kitchen counter, frustrated she had allowed herself to fall for her boss. Not wanting to wallow in impossible dreams, she pulled on a jacket, grabbed her camera and headed outside. Weeks had passed since she’d last taken any photos, and she missed the freedom of creativity and exploring all the city had to offer.

      Perhaps a morning walking around her new neighborhood would distract her from the handsome face that kept appearing in her mind every time she closed her eyes.
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      “Molly! Lucas!” Caleb’s voice boomed through the house as he shucked off his shoes at the front door. Loosening his tie, he made quick work of removing his jacket and tossing it over the coat rack before rolling up his sleeves. Footsteps stampeded down the staircase as his children ran to greet him.

      “Daddy! Daddy!” Molly ran into his arms, and he lifted her, twirling her around until she was a ball of giggles.

      “How’s my young man?” Caleb drew Lucas into a one-armed embrace and ran his knuckles through his hair. One day his son would no doubt pull away, but for now, he’d make the most of the time they had.

      Lucas chuckled. “Good, Dad.”

      “Great! Oh, it’s so good to see you both. I’ve missed you so very much.”

      “Daddy, come here.” Molly tugged on his hand, dragging him to the kitchen where she pointed to a pencil drawing stuck on the fridge.

      “Did you draw that, sweetheart?”

      She nodded, her tongue poking out from the corner of her mouth as she awaited his response. He blinked a few times running a hand through his hair.

      There were four people in the picture. He knew three of them were him, Lucas and Molly. The fourth had dark hair. Camille had blonde hair.

      “It’s our family.”

      “Sweetheart, Mommy is in heaven.”

      “I know.” Molly shrugged. “It’s Kara. She can be my new mommy.” Caleb exhaled and eyed his daughter, completely at a loss for words.

      “Out of the mouths of babes, eh?” Kara’s soft voice grabbed his attention. He gave a nervous chuckle as his gaze flicked to hers and held.

      For a moment, all he saw, all he felt, was her. He was drowning in the depths of kindness in her eyes. Her gentle smile filled him with warmth. His breath hitched at her natural beauty. Did she feel the current passing between them as well?

      “I’m hungry.” Molly tugged on his arm before opening the fridge. Thankful for the distraction, he shrugged and gestured towards Molly. What could he say? That yes, he would be more than happy with Kara as Molly’s new mommy. But where did that leave him as a boss? Would she think he was taking advantage of her?

      Surely he was only imagining things between them. Surely Kara didn’t find herself lost for words, or with a dry mouth whenever he was near. Was he that starved for love and affection that his mind was playing tricks on him? But no matter how much he tried to distract himself, or focus on his work, he couldn’t get her out of his mind.

      “By the way,” he flicked on the faucet and rinsed his hands. “I’ve got the weekend off. I’ve bought tickets to Disney World.”

      “Yay!” Molly squealed, jumping up and down.

      “That’s so cool!” Lucas grinned, pumping his hand into the air.

      Caleb met Kara’s gaze over the top of Lucas’s head. “You’ll come, won’t you? I mean, it also coincides with your day off, but I could substitute another day …”

      “You want me to come? I thought you’d want time alone with the kids …”

      “I do want to spend time with them,” Caleb cut her off. “But I’d also like you to be there. Please.” He didn’t want to come across as desperate, but he wanted her to join his family on the mini-break. In fact, he couldn’t imagine doing anything without her. It was madness, he knew.

      “I …”

      “Please, Kara, Ple-e-a-s-e.” Molly tugged on her hand and looked at her with those wide brown orbs.

      “I’ll come,” she murmured. Caleb offered a silent thanks for Molly’s insistence. At least she could get away with begging at her age. He’d look the ultimate fool if he’d behaved in the same way.

      “Yay!” Molly bounced up and down again. That little girl was an endless bundle of energy. “We can see the princesses, and then we can …”

      Molly’s elation was drowned out by the ringing in his ears at the sight of Kara’s face. Glowing beneath the pendant light, her eyes were full of life, excitement and perhaps a little apprehension. He sucked in a breath at how beautiful she was. Even in her casual apparel of jeans and a gray sweatshirt, with her hair in a ponytail, she was stunning. He wanted to reach across the counter and tuck the flyaway strands of hair behind her ears. But he wouldn’t. Not today. And not in front of the children. Although by all accounts, Molly had no qualms about asking Kara to be her new mommy.

      “Someone’s super excited!” He grinned, needing to say something, anything to prevent him making a fool of himself. As Kara’s employer, there was still a line he didn’t want to cross until he was certain she was feeling the same way.

      “Why don’t you go and find some things to pack and I’ll come and read you a story before bed?”

      He slid one last glance at Kara before pouring a glass of red wine and allowing the smooth liquid quell his fraying nerves.
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      Kara leaned against the headboard of the bed with her knees pulled to her chest. Lucas and Molly were both asleep in their beds and she couldn’t face going downstairs in case Caleb was there. Her fingers fumbled over the screen of her phone as she punched in Marie’s number.

      “Sorry for calling you at this time,” Kara whispered when Marie answered.

      “That’s okay, I was just reading. Why are you whispering? Is everything all right?”

      Kara glanced at the closed door. Caleb wouldn’t hear her unless he was standing on the other side of the door with a glass cupped to his ear. Which she very much doubted he would do. He didn’t seem to be the eavesdropping type. She exhaled a pent up breath.

      “We’re going to Disney World,” she gushed.

      “What? When?”

      “Tomorrow. Caleb came home tonight and announced he’d booked tickets. Marie, I can’t go. I can’t be that close to him for three days and not embarrass myself. What if I do or say something incredibly stupid? I’ll lose my job and have to move back in with you, which isn’t a bad thing. But I …”

      “Stop!” Marie’s voice cut through her drivel. “Take a deep breath and tell me why it’s such a bad idea to go to Disney World with Dr. Handsome.”

      Kara kneaded her brow while her gaze landed on the chipped nail polish on her toes. Great. She wouldn’t even have time for a pedicure before they left. He’d take one look at her toenails and think she lacked the ability to look after herself, which just proved he was way out of her league.

      It was all too much. She should never have allowed her thoughts take her to unattainable heights, because now she was freefalling into a sea of disappointment.

      “Because I’m afraid I’ll make a fool out of myself. I’m already finding it hard to behave normally around him without my face turning red. My body naturally combusts whenever he’s near.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” Marie replied. Kara could hear the low murmurs of television in the background.

      “There is, if he’s the boss,” Kara hissed.

      “I say go for it. Go to Disney World and see what happens. Whatever happens in Disney World …”

      “That’s Vegas, silly.” Kara couldn’t contain her giggle. Trust Marie to lighten the mood.

      “What’s the worst that could happen?”

      Kara’s fingers smoothed over the comforter on the bed as she considered Marie’s question.

      For a start, she could make an absolute fool of herself. She could be fired. She’d never see Caleb again. Her heart plummeted. And she’d never see the children again.

      The best? The possibilities were endless. She could quite easily fall into forever with Dr. Hunter. She would never tire of looking at him. Or laughing with him. She’d be able to watch the children grow and …

      “I think you’ll be going to Disney World,” Marie murmured, interrupting her thoughts. “Have fun and we’ll catch up when you return.”

      “Thanks, Marie.” Kara ended the call and tossed the phone onto the nightstand. Excitement and nerves waged war as all thoughts turned to the weekend. Would it be the worst thing? Or would it be the best thing ever?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      Caleb shoved the carry-on luggage into the overhead compartment before sliding into the seat beside Lucas and fastening the seatbelt over his lap. Molly sat beside Lucas and Kara settled into the seat beside Molly. Rubbing his hands together, Caleb grinned.

      “Who’s excited?”

      “Me!” cried Molly, swinging her legs back and forth, narrowly missing the seat in front.

      “Me, too.” Lucas beamed up at him. Caleb’s gaze lifted and met Kara’s over the top of the children’s heads. She smiled and nodded, but the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. He frowned. The spark he’d become so familiar with wasn’t there.

      “Are you okay?”

      She nodded quickly and averted her gaze. “I’m fine. I’m just … I’m just a bit nervous, that’s all.”

      “About flying?” Surely she’d flown before. Perhaps he should have given the trip more thought before he impulsively booked the mini-vacation and practically begged her to come.

      “No, I’m fine. Really.” She offered another smile before pulling out the safety instruction card from the seat pocket in front of her.

      Puzzled by her lack of enthusiasm, Caleb stretched his legs as far as he could and ensured Lucas and Molly were buckled in their seats as the airplane began its taxi down the runway.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Molly reach for Kara’s hand, and something squeezed in his chest at the simple gesture. He’d probably do the same thing if he were seated beside her. He wondered what she would do. Would she entwine her fingers with his? Stroke her thumb over the back of his hand? Lean into his shoulder? Closing his eyes, Caleb tried to put all thoughts of the beautiful nanny at the end of the row from his mind. The weekend was going to be a challenge if he was already daydreaming about her.

      As the plane lifted into the air, soft sobbing caused Caleb’s eyes to flick open. Lucas’s shoulders were trembling and he was sniffing. Kara’s hand rested gently on his arm.

      “Lucas, what’s wrong?”

      He sniffed a few times and pointed to the screen on the back of the seat in front of him. “They had Santa for Christmas, and their mommy …”

      Pain twisted in Caleb’s gut as images of the familiar movie flashed across the screen. Annoyed at himself, he ran a hand over his face and pressed his lips together. He’d really screwed things up with his kids. Probably messed them up for life. He didn’t think his lack of enthusiasm at Christmas over the past few years had affected them. But of course it had. Kids talked. And at that age, they were so impressionable. They probably wondered why they weren’t good enough for Santa to visit. What a fool he’d been.

      He drew in a breath, hoping it wasn’t too late to make amends and start anew.

      “Even though mommy isn’t here anymore,” Caleb said softly, grasping Lucas’s hand, “she’s still watching over you.”

      “What was mommy like?”

      Caleb pinched the bridge of his nose. Why couldn’t Lucas keep watching whatever Christmas movie was on? This wasn’t the time or place to be discussing Camille. But, if not now, when?

      How was it he could discuss the intricacies of a patient’s heart with ease, and yet the thought of talking about Camille with his kids churned him up?

      “Well,” he started, mulling over his words. “She was kind and caring. She knew what your favorite food was and where your ticklish spots were.”

      “Like Kara,” Molly spouted, her eyes not leaving the screen in front of her.

      “Well …” Caleb glanced at Kara who was shaking her head and fighting a smile.

      “No, I’m just your nanny, Molly. Your mommy was someone very special and she can never be replaced.”

      Caleb pressed his lips together. What could he say to that? Kara was someone special.

      “I love you, Kara.” The walls around his heart crumbled as Molly hooked her arm through Kara’s and leaned against her.

      “I love you too, Molly.” Kara’s whispered words floated to his ears, warming him from head to toe. She was indeed someone special.
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      Kara busied herself ensuring the children had their luggage, and walked beside Molly after the cab had dropped them at their resort.

      Something had shifted between her and Caleb, and she couldn’t quite put her finger on when or what. Had it started back in New York, or was it the excitement of the vacation that was filling her with fanciful romantic notions? It didn’t help with Molly constantly playing matchmaker, albeit unintentionally. She was already mad at herself for daydreaming about a future with the handsome doctor; she didn’t need help from a little blonde-haired cupid.

      After checking into the resort, located only a short walk to the gates of Disney World, Caleb swiped the keycard and opened the door to their two-bedroom suite.

      “Wow!” Kara gasped. “This is very impressive.” She twirled around, eyeing the oak furnishings, the glorious view of a man-made lake and Disney World in the distance. Molly and Lucas ditched their bags at her feet and ran into one of the rooms.

      “Thank you,” Caleb murmured as Kara stepped over to the window.

      “For what?” She whirled around, her breath catching at how close he stood to her. Heat emanated through his cotton shirt, and if she took another step, she would be pressed up against his chest.

      “Your tact on the plane. I’ve tried to have that conversation so many times, but it still hurts, you know? I try to be strong for them …”

      Kara stepped sideways out of temptation’s way, and tucked a hand into the pocket of her jeans. “You don’t have to explain anything to me. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through, but you’re doing an incredible job. You have two gorgeous kids who absolutely adore you.”

      Caleb turned towards the bedrooms where giggles floated out, filling the suite with the warmth of family. “I feel so bad for them. I should have …”

      “It wasn’t your fault. You can’t keep beating yourself up for what happened. Be here, now, for your kids.” Before her brain fully processed what was happening, her hand was smoothing over his shoulder. The soft cotton of his shirt doing little to cover the firm muscles beneath her fingertips. His gaze lifted to meet hers - surprised, before melting into something more intense. All the emotions she was feeling were reflected back at her. She saw his throat bob up and down and his nostrils flare. His molten chocolate eyes drew her in, deep, until she was adrift in the current of something thrilling and indescribable.

      “Can we go see the princesses?” Molly’s sweet voice broke through their silent connection, shattering the intense moment.

      Kara lowered her hand from Caleb’s shoulder and walked over to her suitcase, eager to create distance between them. What had just happened? Had she imagined whatever passed between them? Oh, why had she touched him?

      “Of course, sweetheart.” The low timbre of Caleb’s voice caused her to draw a shuddering breath. “Give me a few moments to get organized, and then we can go.”

      Kara disappeared into the room she was to share with Molly and freshened up in the bathroom, splashing her face with water and willing the flush in her cheeks to subside. How could she face Caleb again when she’d so blatantly overstepped a line?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking through Disney World made Kara feel like a child all over again. She loved watching the joy exude from Molly and Lucas as they explored the park, ventured on rides and watched the parades. She couldn’t stop smiling at all the sights and sounds, and by the time they sat down for something to eat, her cheeks ached.

      “Having fun?” Caleb asked as he squeezed a sachet of ketchup over his hotdog.

      “I am, thank you,” Kara replied, looking around the Disney-themed cafe where other families were enjoying a break from the attractions. Molly and Lucas had their mouths full of bread, and their cheeks were flushed from being in the sun. “It’s like they pump something into the air to make everyone happy.”

      “I agree,” Caleb chuckled. “Everyone needs a little happiness in their lives.” His gaze bore into hers and she lowered her head, trying to hide the blush creeping over her cheeks. She couldn’t blame the sudden redness on the sun.

      Molly and Lucas kept the conversation alive with their animated recounts of the morning’s activities, and after finishing their meals, Caleb clapped his hands together.

      “Photo time!” he announced, as they exited the cafe. He led the small group to the front of the Cinderella Castle where a fountain provided the perfect backdrop for photographs.

      “Here, let me.” Kara held her camera up and gestured for the family to stand together in front of the fountain. Caleb had his arms around Molly and Lucas, and she couldn’t help but smile as she snapped a few shots. They were indeed a good-looking family.

      “Your turn.” Caleb stepped over and gestured for her to stand with Lucas and Molly.

      “Oh, I’m not part of the family.” Clasping the camera to her chest, she abruptly shook her head.

      “Yes, you are.” His voice was firm and his eyes were steel, and he couldn’t have been more forceful if he’d shaken her.

      “Okay,” she whispered, passing Caleb the camera before she stepped over to the children and draped her arms around their shoulders.

      “Beautiful,” Caleb announced as he took several photos and glanced down at the images on the screen.

      “Now I take one of Kara and Daddy.” Molly put her hand out for the camera. Tucking her hair behind her ear, Kara chuckled.

      “No, it’s okay, Molly. We don’t need a photo together. I took some nice ones of you and your Daddy.” And she’d enjoy looking at them later when she was back in the resort room.

      “I want to take a photo!” With hands on her hips and a little foot stomp, Molly was a force to be reckoned with. Caleb arched an eyebrow at Kara as the unspoken question lingered between them. She shrugged in return.

      Caleb showed Molly which button to press before he walked over to Kara standing in front of the fountain. Smoothing over the front of her jeans, she willed her heart to slow. Gosh, he looked good. Wearing cargos and a navy collared shirt, he looked relaxed and every part the family man, not the uptight doctor she’d met a few weeks ago.

      “Put your arm around Kara, Daddy,” Molly demanded.

      Kara giggled nervously and twisted the hem of her jacket around her finger. “She’s a little bossy one, isn’t she?”

      A deep rumble reverberated through Caleb’s chest. “Are you happy for me to do this?”

      She glanced up. If she moved her head a little further, she’d be able to press her lips to his jaw where a light dusting of stubble covered the firm edges. “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Big smiles!” Molly shouted, much to their amusement. Kara threw her head back in laughter. Caleb squeezed her shoulder and the warmth from his body seeped through her layers of clothing, sending a tingle shooting to the tips of her toes. Oh, it felt good to be standing with him so close. She wondered what it would be like to have both of his arms wrapped around her. Her lips pressed to his. His hand running through her hair.

      His breath feathered against her ear, and she swore his lips brushed against her hair as they smiled for Molly. She leaned into his side and pressed her hand against his chest, steadying her legs that had suddenly turned to jell-o.

      “Yay!” Molly carefully handed Lucas the camera and clapped her hands.

      “That was nice,” Caleb murmured as they pulled apart and joined the children. Kara could only nod as she immediately felt the loss of his contact. Yes. Yes it was.

      At the end of the day, Caleb piggy-backed Lucas through the park, while Kara carried a thumb-sucking Molly on her hip. They trudged back to their suite and after washing up and changing the children into their pajamas, they tucked Molly and Lucas into bed.

      “Big day for them.” With her arms folded across her chest, Kara stood by the window, eyeing Caleb’s approaching reflection in the window.

      “Me too,” he grinned. “I’m not used to walking for miles and smiling so much.”

      “It’s good to see you smiling.” Kara inhaled sharply at her boldness. Marie’s words came flooding back. What’s the worst that could happen? Was she willing to risk looking like a fool? Was she willing to risk her job? Was she willing to risk her heart?

      Suddenly, the sky lit up with bright shards of color – white, blue and red – as fireworks popped and fizzled in the night.

      “We’ll have to take the kids to see them tomorrow night,” Caleb said, moving beside her. “I think they were too exhausted today.”

      “They’re so beautiful,” Kara sighed.

      “As are you.”

      Kara’s gaze shot to his. He was even more handsome this close. The tiny lines feathering out from the corners of his eyes. The faint fleck of salt and pepper through his hair. The deep longing in his eyes. She opened her mouth to say something. Anything. Thank you didn’t seem sufficient.

      Without another word, Caleb lowered his mouth to hers. The warmth of his lips sent hot ripples cascading over her. Her breath hitched and her feet felt like they’d left the ground. Kissing Steve had never come as close to this.

      Her fingers curled into his shirt as she leaned further into him. The fireworks outside had nothing on the sparks flying between them as their lips danced in unison. Tender. Sweet. Kara reluctantly pulled away to catch her breath.

      “Wow,” she murmured, dizzy from the sensations coursing through her veins as she savored the taste of Caleb still on her lips.

      “I’m sorry,” Caleb clasped her shoulders. “I shouldn’t have …”

      And immediately she came thudding back to earth. Kara raised a finger and pressed it against his lips, trying to maintain strong, while inside her heart was crumbling. “Please, don’t apologize. I enjoyed that, and I would say that you did too.”

      Taking a small step forward, Caleb gazed out the window. His jaw twitched and he ran a hand through his hair. Kara felt more than the physical distance between them expand.

      Why was he doing this? Why would he kiss her so tenderly, so amazingly, and then apologize? Had she misread his signals? Had she hoped for something that wasn’t even a possibility?

      She knew this would happen. What’s the worst that could happen? This. Embarrassment. Rejection. Disappointment. She was an utter fool.

      “I haven’t kissed anyone since Camille died.”

      The honesty in his words surprised her. She assumed he would’ve had every opportunity with the number of women chasing after him at the hospital.

      “There has to be a first time, right?” She didn’t want to sound too hopeful. She forced a smile, while inside her heart was shattering. She silently berated herself. Why wasn’t she good enough? Steve had rejected her. And now Caleb.

      “I should go to bed. Goodnight, Kara. Thanks for a lovely day.” He gave her hand a light squeeze before walking towards the bedroom where Lucas was fast asleep in the king-sized bed.

      Kara kept her gaze fixed on the lights of the Cinderella Castle in the distance. The last of the fireworks fizzled out, just like any chance of love she’d hoped for.
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      Awkward didn’t begin to describe the interaction between Kara and Caleb the following day. Thankfully, the children were oblivious to the tension between the pair and continued their chatter and eagerness to explore more of the park.

      Caleb paired up with Lucas for the rides, while Molly kept Kara company. It suited her just fine. If he was going to lead her on and then trample over her heart, she didn’t want a part of it.

      She couldn’t wait to return to New York City and settle into the routine of life. With Caleb working at the hospital, she could keep out of his way managing his home and looking after the children. And if that wasn’t possible, she would hand in her resignation, return to Marie’s and search for another job.

      Molly grabbed Kara’s hand and dragged her ahead of Caleb and Lucas. The Christmas parade had begun, and they joined the throng of other tourists, lining up along the Main Street to catch a glimpse of their favorite Disney characters.

      “I can’t see. Can you lift me up? Please?” Molly held her arms up.

      “Of course.” Kara laughed and hoisted Molly onto her hip. The little girl’s arms wrapped around her neck and Kara squeezed her tight, savoring the child’s embrace, lest it be one of the last.

      Kara delighted in Molly’s gasps of wonder as she spied her favorite princesses. Lucas sat on top of Caleb’s shoulders and shouted his excitement when his favorite characters appeared. Kara turned her shoulders away from Caleb, putting as much distance between them as was possible in the packed crowd. While she was still fully aware of his presence behind her, she didn’t want to risk the slightest brush of contact against him. She wouldn’t be able to handle the betraying sensations his touch elicited.

      The parade drew to a close and the sudden bang of fireworks and explosion of color in the night sky signaled the end of another day at the park. Filled with a conflicting torrent of joy and sadness, Kara tilted her face toward the bright display, blinking away tears that threatened to spill.

      “I love you, Kara.” Molly’s words floated above the gasps of the crowd as her arms tightened around Kara and her small face nuzzled against her neck.

      “I love you too, princess.” She ran a hand over the back of her curls. And I love your Daddy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      Caleb granted Kara the following weekend off, and she returned to Marie’s apartment to nurse her wounded heart. Since returning from the mini vacation, Caleb had remained at the hospital until late each night. They’d managed a few polite words to each other in the mornings before he left for work, but nothing at all like the conversations they’d engaged in before going to Disney World.

      Kara tried to carry on as normal for Molly and Lucas’s sake, however the stilted conversations and the awkwardness tore Kara apart. It was all her fault. She should never have gone away with the family. She should never have crossed the line she was adamant not to cross.

      On her days off, Kara enjoyed ice skating and a trip to the movie theater with Marie’s family, and taking more photographs of the winter landscape. It felt good to be distracted, but her thoughts always returned to Caleb and that kiss. He’d stolen her breath – and her heart. And she was at a loss as to what to do about it. She wanted things to return to how they’d been. She’d taken a risk, and the payoff hadn’t been what she expected.

      

      With her stomach in knots, Kara returned to the Hunter household on Monday afternoon ready to resume her role as nanny and prepare for the coming week. She was determined to focus on the children and not allow herself to be distracted by errant thoughts of Caleb or the memories of the few intimate moments they shared. Or at least, that had been her intention.

      Wiping over the counter, Kara’s hand flew to her chest and the dishcloth fell to the floor when footsteps sounded on the tiled floor and Caleb wandered into the kitchen.

      “Oh!” she gasped. “You gave me a fright! I wasn’t expecting you here.”

      “I live here.” The corner of his mouth twitched as he leaned against the counter and crossed his arms; the position emphasising the bulge of his muscles beneath the cotton jersey of his long sleeve shirt. Kara swallowed, remembering how firm those muscles felt beneath her fingers.

      “Of course you do, I’m sorry.” Kara waved a hand and tried to find something to distract her from his presence. Cookies. Perhaps she could make a batch of chocolate chip cookies for when the children came home from school.

      Grabbing an apron from a hook in the pantry, she made fast work of tying it around her waist before flicking on the oven and pulling a baking tray from the cupboard.

      “Kara.” His authoritative tone halted her movements. With a hand on the open refrigerator door, she dared a glance his way.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For?” She released the door, allowing it to close quietly. What else could she say? That it was okay to kiss her and then ignore her? That it was okay to kiss her and shove the rejection into her face? No. That was not okay at all. She’d been burned before, and it was not going to happen again.

      Caleb’s chest rose and fell with a sigh. His fingers curled over the countertop behind him and  tightened their grip.

      “For hurting you. I made things extremely awkward between us. I hurt you, and I apologize.”

      “I …” Kara clamped her mouth shut as he held up a hand.

      “I never expected this to happen. I thought I’d be in a bubble of grief forever. But, I realize I’ve been living in the past and holding onto something I can’t change. I didn’t think I’d ever feel again, but …”

      He ran a hand through his hair. Kara twisted the hem of her shirt in her fingers, itching to smooth down the errant hairs standing on end, her eyes not once leaving his face. Her heart hammered a staccato against her ribs, and she was sure he could hear it from where he stood.

      “Now I can. And I was honestly scared of just how much I felt. How much you have helped me feel. Firstly, for the kids and wanting to be there for them all the time. But, also for you. You’ve done something to me here.” He pressed a fist over the left side of his chest. “And no matter how hard I fight it or try to deny it, what I feel is incredibly real. It’s beautiful. It hurts. It scares me. But I can’t fight it any more. I love you, Kara.”

      The tiles were cool against the soles of her feet as she stood there, unmoving. The rest of her body ignited from Caleb’s words. He loved her?

      Tentatively, she stepped towards him, fully aware of her rapid breathing and the surge of desire coursing through her veins as she held his gaze. Resting her hands on his shoulders, she stood on her tiptoes and lifted her chin.

      “I love you too, Caleb,” she murmured. And with those simple words, she closed her eyes and pressed her mouth to his. Sweet. Gentle. Tender. Caleb’s arms wrapped around her and she threaded her arms around his neck, running her fingers through his thick hair as she savored the feel of his lips against hers and the pounding of his heart against her chest.

      Soon, the kiss deepened. They poured out their hearts, soaring to dizzying heights where nothing else mattered but their love for one another and the unspoken promises of a wonderful future as their mouths entwined and danced with the rhythm of their love.

      What was the best thing that could happen? This. The desire, the warmth and the indescribable, incredible love for the man who’d captured her heart.
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      Christmas Day dawned with a cloudless blue sky and golden rays of sunshine streaming through the windows of the apartment. Snow blanketed the city in crisp white perfection. Street sweepers had cleared the neighborhood and piles of snow banked against the sidewalk. The roads on the interstate were icy, and news reports heralded details of a few car crashes heading north. Kara was thankful she was safe and warm in Marie’s apartment spending time with her family and not traveling.

      By mid-morning, the aroma of cinnamon and brandy filled the air while Christmas carols played through the speakers in the living room. Marie and Kara sang along in the kitchen, their voices harmonizing as they added the finishing touches to the egg nog, Christmas pudding and roast vegetables all set for a delicious Christmas feast.

      “Looks like we’re feeding an army!” Kara laughed as she poured egg nog into mugs on the counter and sprinkled nutmeg over the top.

      “The way David and the girls eat, we may as well be.” Marie peered through the oven door at the vegetables roasting on a tray. The turkey had been carved and was all ready to be served.

      “Thanks for having me this year.” Kara’s parents had traveled to the southern hemisphere to experience a warm Christmas, and Marie had opened her home to Kara so they could enjoy Christmas together.

      “It’s so great you’re here. The last time we had Christmas together was, what, when we were twelve?” Marie wiped the back of her hand across her forehead and leaned against the counter as she waited for the oven timer to ding.

      “Something like that. It’s hard to believe it’s been so long.”

      Previous Christmases had mainly been spent with Steve and his family. Any time with her family had been short-lived as Steve had never given priority to her parents.

      But that was in the past, and thankfully, she rarely gave much thought to Splitsville or Steve these days. Her thoughts and dreams were consumed with a certain doctor who had captured her heart and made her happier beyond what she could ever have imagined.

      Soon, Jennifer and Violet set the dining table while Marie and Kara carried the Christmas feast - consisting of turkey, ham, mashed potato and roast vegetables - from the kitchen. Candlelight flickered from gold and silver candles on the mantel above the gas fireplace creating a cozy ambience as everyone took their seats around the table.

      Kara smoothed over her black pants and inhaled deeply. Filled with gratitude for her family, tears pooled in her eyes as she glanced around the table. The laughter from Jennifer and Violet as they pulled on the Christmas crackers and found silly trinkets and paper crowns inside. The love in the glances shared between David and Marie as they ate their meal. All cares were forgotten as simple conversation mixed with excitement, reminding them all of the spirit of the season. Love and joy flowed around the table, and Kara swiped a finger beneath her eye as she reached for her glass of mulled wine. She was indeed blessed.

      Towards the end of the meal, the doorbell rang. Marie hurriedly shoveled a fork of mashed potato into her mouth. David excused himself to the bathroom while Jennifer and Violet continued playing with the trinkets from their crackers.

      “Would you mind getting that, please, Kara?” Marie mumbled through a mouthful of food.

      Kara nodded and wiped her mouth on a napkin. Pushing to her feet, she strode down the hallway and opened the door.

      “Caleb?” she gasped. At Kara’s insistence, they had arranged to meet at Caleb’s house for supper, allowing him to make the most of the time with Molly and Lucas - his first real Christmas with the children since Camille had passed away.

      “Merry Christmas, beautiful.” With his broad shoulders filling the doorway, he leaned down and pressed warm lips to hers. Her senses filled with a heady mix of sandalwood, pine and his manly scent.

      “And to you, too,” she murmured, her heart fluttering in response to how good he looked in his jeans, dark gray sweater and black woolen coat.

      “Kara!” Molly slammed into her legs, almost knocking her backwards into the apartment as she wrapped small arms around her waist. “Santa came!”

      “Did he?” Kara chuckled at Molly’s enthusiasm. “That’s fantastic! You’ll have to tell me all about what he brought.”

      “Come in, come in.” She gave Lucas a hug as he entered Marie’s apartment, and helped Caleb remove his coat, hanging it inside the hall closet before leading the way to the living room.

      “Caleb’s here,” Kara announced, not missing the glances exchanged between Marie and Caleb.

      “Welcome, Caleb!” Marie grinned. “And you two must be Molly and Lucas.” The children nodded shyly, their mouths gaping wide and their eyes even wider as they took in the large tree in the corner of the room with colorful presents in various shapes and sizes piled beneath.

      Molly tucked her hand inside Kara’s and clung to her side as they settled on the sofa in front of the window. Lucas sat beside her, while Caleb sat in one of the empty armchairs adjacent to the sofa. He nodded his thanks as David handed him a glass of wine.

      “Isn’t this nice?” Marie patted David’s knee as he joined her on the sofa across from Kara. “It’s so wonderful to have family all together.”

      Kara quirked an eyebrow at her cousin. What was she talking about? And why was she overly cheerful? Had she had too much wine or egg nog?

      “What brings you here, Caleb?” Kara asked, ignoring Marie. “I thought I was supposed to go to your place later.”

      “We missed you.” He gave a shrug as the corner of his mouth curved into a grin.

      “You should have seen what Santa gave me,” Lucas interrupted. “I got an awesome train set and a hockey stick.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful!” Kara grinned at the boy seated beside her.

      “And I got a baby doll and a kitchen.” Molly climbed onto Kara’s lap and nestled against her chest. Kara wrapped her arms around Molly, warming at the little girl’s unconditional acceptance of her.

      “They sound like the best gifts ever. Santa knew just what you wanted.” She glanced over the top of Molly’s curls to find Caleb’s heated gaze on her. Her cheeks warmed and she offered a soft smile. Could she possibly love him any more?

      “We’ve still got a few presents to hand out,” Marie announced. “Violet, Jennifer, would you please do the honors?”

      The girls sat in front of the tree and read the gift tags before handing out the presents. Molly and Lucas gasped with delight as they tore off the wrapping to reveal the gifts from Marie’s family. Books, toy cars and dress up dolls were among the bounty for Caleb’s children.

      Colorful paper soon covered the floor, and Kara couldn’t help but smile at the sight of Violet and Jennifer playing with Molly and Lucas and their new toys. Molly’s shyness had all but gone as she sat on the floor with Marie’s girls.

      Nestling against the cushions on the sofa, Kara soaked in the atmosphere. With snow falling outside, the sound of laughter floating on the air, warmth radiating from the fireplace, and the joy on everyone’s faces, her heart was beyond full. Surrounded by family and with the surprise visit from the man she loved, she couldn’t be any more happier.

      “Kara.” Molly tapped on her arm, causing her to startle. She must have dozed off, because she hadn’t seen Molly move away from the group on the floor.

      “Yes, sweetie?”

      “This is for you.” Her gorgeous brown eyes sparkled with excitement as she handed Kara a box wrapped in gold paper and tied neatly with red ribbon.

      “Oh, thank you.” Kara untied the ribbon and peeled back the paper. Opening the lid of the box, her brow furrowed as she lifted out a piece of paper.

      “Open it.” Molly clapped her hands together and shuffled her feet on the ground as she tried to contain her enthusiasm.

      “She’s a little excited!” David laughed from across the room.

      Kara slowly unfolded the paper to reveal a pencil drawing.

      “Did you draw this?” She glanced up at Molly. The little girl pressed her lips together and nodded, her curls bouncing wildly around her head.

      Lowering her gaze to the paper, Kara gasped. Four stick figures stood in front of what appeared to be the fountain at Disney World. And the words - Will you be my Mommy? - were printed in Molly’s childish handwriting across the top of the paper.

      Sucking in a breath, her fingers traced over the family, a name written below each figure - Daddy, Lucas, Molly and Kara/Mommy.

      Someone cleared their throat and Kara glanced up. Caleb had moved from the armchair and now knelt before her. Reaching for her hand, he tenderly placed a kiss on the back of her knuckles. Tears pricked her eyes as she held his gaze.

      “Will you be their mommy? More to the point, will you be my wife? You have turned my world around, Kara. You have made me feel again, and you’ve healed this broken heart by showing me what love is. You’ve given me hope when I’d almost given up. I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you by my side. Will you marry me?” A single tear escaped his eye and rolled down his cheek.

      Kara swiped her thumb across his smooth skin before clasping his face in her hands. She tenderly pressed her lips to his, delighting in the sensations their connection elicited.

      “Of course. Yes, I will marry you! And yes, I would be delighted to be their new mommy.” Pressing her forehead to his, she closed her eyes, tucking the treasured moment away in her heart.

      “Yay! Kara’s my new mommy!” Cheers and laughter erupted throughout the room as Molly jumped up and down and clapped her hands. With a laugh, Kara opened her eyes and pulled away from Caleb. His eyes glistened with unshed tears of joy.

      “Merry Christmas, beautiful.”

      “You too,” she mouthed as the pop of a champagne cork filled the air.

      “Here’s to the happy couple!” David strode across the room and handed Caleb and Kara a flute of champagne.

      “Like I said earlier, it’s so wonderful to have family all together. To Caleb and Kara.” Marie raised her glass in the air.

      “To us. Merry Christmas, Caleb.” Kara clinked her glass against Caleb’s, her heart exploding with joy and the anticipation of what the future held for her and the handsome doctor.

      “To us. And to the first of many, many more wonderful Christmases to come.”
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        * * *

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading A Heart For Christmas. I hope you enjoyed Caleb and Kara’s story. I had a lot of fun writing it, and it was nice to imagine a white Christmas while I swelter in an Australian summer!

      If you would be kind enough to leave a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads, I would greatly appreciate it. Honest reviews help other readers find my books, and your support means the world to me. Thank you!

      To keep up to date with all my new releases, follow me on Facebook.

      Thanks again!

      Callie.
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