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            SOME RESIDENTS OF SWAN HARBOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Finley Reade: Owns a real estate business in New York City. Father of Liam and Killian.

      Ava King: Philanthropist and businesswoman for King Industries. Mother of Emma Foster.

      Liam Reade: Chief Paramedic and works for the Swan Harbor Fire Department. Engaged to Elsa Winters. Their story is told in Brothers, Hope & Hearts.

      Elsa Winters: A pediatrician and owner of a private practice in Swan Harbor. Engaged to Liam Reade and is best friends with Emma Foster.

      Killian Reade: Investigator for the Swan Harbor Sheriff's Department. Brother to Liam Reade and son of Finley Reade, who lives in New York. Engaged to Emma Foster. Their story is told in Kittens, Puppies & Love.

      Emma Foster: The Veterinarian and owner of Swan Harbor Veterinary Hospital. Daughter of Ava King and Peter Foster and engaged to Killian Reade.

      Dylan Prince: The Sheriff of Swan Harbor and married to Molly Barnes Prince. He is the brother of Jessie and the late James and son of the late Ruth and Robert. Their story is told in The Innocence of Love.

      Molly Barnes Prince: She teaches first grade at Swan Harbor Elementary School and is married to Dylan Prince.

      Mary Hunter: The Psychiatrist at Swan Harbor General Hospital. Married to Clint Hunter and mother to sons Cameron and Grayson.

      Clint Hunter: Owner of Hunter Construction (HCI). Married to Mary Hunter.

      Grayson Hunter: Engineer at Hunter Construction and married to Sadie Martin Hunter. Their story is told in The Memory of Love.

      Sadie Martin Hunter: The office manager of Swan Harbor Veterinary Hospital and an accountant. Married to Grayson Hunter.

      Sally Miller Patterson: Owner of Sally’s Diner, the place to see and be seen in Swan Harbor. Sally is married to Daniel Patterson.

      Danny Patterson: Married to Sally and the head of neurology at Swan Harbor General Hospital. Their story is told in Welcome to Swan Harbor.

      Rusty Langley: He is an investigator for the Swan Harbor Sheriff’s Department and partner of Killian Reade. He is married to Rene Langley. Their story is told in The Power of Love.

      Rene Langley: She is the mayor of Swan Harbor, married to Rusty, and the mother of Roland.

      Captain Jack: Retired Naval officer and local legend of Swan Harbor who gives out sage advice to the locals of the town. Owner of Captain Jack’s Fine Dining, located at the newly renovated pier in an old Spanish galleon. The Journey to Love.
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      QUICK NOTE: If you enjoy Kisses, Family & Hope, be sure to check out my offer for more Ava and Finn at the end. Swan Harbor’s hope story also has a playlist. Have a listen. Hope Story Playlist.

      With that, enjoy!
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        New York City

        October 29

        4:00 p.m.

      

      

      Ava King smiled at Constance Hawkins, the woman to whom she’d just handed a two-hundred fifty-thousand-dollar check.

      “Congratulations, Connie. Is there anything else you need?”

      Connie had been staring at the check with wide eyes, but the question had her glancing up. “N-No,” she stuttered, her tears flowing freely. “I-I just don’t know what to say.”

      “You say thank you.” Ava pushed down the rush she got every time she was able to help someone’s dream come true.

      “Thank you,” Connie sighed gratefully. “When my husband died, I just never …”

      Ava blinked several times as Connie’s story never failed to bring a lump to her throat.

      “We all deserve a chance to make our dreams come true,” she whispered. “Your last child just graduated from high school, and now it’s your turn. Have you always wanted to own your own business?”

      Connie’s face took on a far-away look. “Frank and I had such plans. He was going to stay with the police force for twenty-five years, and then we wanted to open Connie’s Cupcakes. But ….

      Her chin quivered, and Ava wanted to reach out and hug her.

      “But Frank was killed in a senseless accident a week before he was going to retire.”

      “That’s right,” Connie agreed tearfully. “But now, thanks to you, I can open the business in his memory.”

      “I’m glad I could help.” Ava closed Connie’s folder and slipped it into the Louis Vuitton shopper’s bag she carried in lieu of a briefcase. “If there’s nothing else, I’ll get out of your way. Be sure and let me know about the grand opening.”

      “I will, Ava.” Connie walked with her to the door. “Thank you, again.”

      “You’re very welcome. Bye now.”

      Ava stepped from the building onto Seventh Avenue and glanced up. The sky was blue, the temperature was moderate, and she had the rest of the day to do nothing.

      It had been nine months since her health scare had sent her on a new journey. One that took her out of her position as the CEO and president of her family’s multi-million-dollar corporation. And into a world that allowed her to use the skills she’d developed as a businesswoman and share them with others.

      Ava was trying to learn to enjoy life and take it one day at a time. Growing up, she’d felt like Rapunzel. A princess trapped within the walls of a tightly run castle, who’d heard from a young age her dreams didn’t matter. What mattered was learning how to behave as a King. Which meant the woman inside had been shoved into a corner, where she’d laid dormant for almost thirty years.

      Then, in the blink of an eye, a broken blood vessel had been followed by a miracle drug, and Ava King was given a second chance. Since she’d made peace with her grown daughter, she was trying to create the life she wanted to live.

      She wanted balance.

      Work.

      Family.

      Love.

      And her very own Flynn Ryder.

      There’s …

      His name circled …

      Stop!

      Ava shut down her thoughts and turned toward Central Park. She’d just crossed 40th Street when that awareness she felt whenever he was near skated across her skin. Her pulse raced and fear had her darting into the doorway of the nearest glass building. 

      She took a deep breath, working to get her nerves under control, and peered around the wall. The sidewalks were crowded, and she didn’t see him anywhere, but she knew he was there. She could feel him. He was near. So near, the tiny nerve endings on the surface of her skin came alive. Then his unique smell surrounded her.

      “Who are you hiding from?” Finn Reade’s low baritone, with the sexy British accent, whispered in her ear.

      Her heart stopped, she forgot to breathe, and her mouth dried.

      Ava whipped around, but with her back to the glass window she was trapped.

      You’re a King. She could hear her late father’s words.

      Stand tall.

      Look them in the eye.

      Don’t let them see you sweat.

      “What did you say?” she retorted in her clipped executive voice.

      Finn’s black eyes glittered, and Ava fought not to get lost in them.

      “I said.” His voice grew huskier. “Who are you hiding from?”

      “Me? No one. Why do you ask?”

      “So, it’s normal for you to hide in doorways and peer around the wall?” A corner of his mouth ticked up into a sexy grin, and he straightened as if to say, ‘Caught you’.

      “I wasn’t hiding.” She fumbled in her pocket for her phone. “I just took a call.”

      “Right,” he responded, tongue-in-cheek.

      “Really. Now, if you’ll excuse me. I should go. It was nice to see you again.”

      She moved from the doorway and let the other pedestrians carry her away. With every step, she relinquished a little more of her corporate persona weight.

      It seemed heavier every time she had to bring it out. Especially in situations where she was in jeopardy of losing control. Then, it was there … handy … comfortable.

      “Are you late for an appointment?”

      His voice sent a zip up her spine. How had he snuck up on her?

      “No,” she responded, in what she hoped was a nonchalant manner. “Why do you ask?”

      “Good.”

      He slipped his arm around her waist and led her into Central Park.

      Ava wasn’t used to people trying to push her around, and side-stepped out of the flow of traffic, then turned fiery eyes on Finn.

      “What are you doing?”
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      Finn cursed his need to push, but she’d twisted him in knots since the first time he’d had the pleasure of looking into her beautiful face.

      “Forgive me,” he tempered his response, giving her a flirty smile. “You said you don’t have an appointment, right?”

      The longer she stared at him with those crystal-clear blue eyes of hers, the more he had to work to stand still.

      “Right,” she finally answered.

      “And it’s a beautiful day, right?” he tossed another question at her, hoping she’d let down her guard.

      “Right.”

      Finn fought the smile that threatened to break free at the way she stretched out the word. Almost as if she knew all was not as it seemed, but couldn’t quite figure out what was going on.

      “And you never did buy that apartment in the City, right?”

      Ava narrowed her eyes. “Just spit it out, Finn.”

      “Have you ever been to the Central Park Zoo?” he asked, his heart racing. “Or ridden on the carousel?”

      He could swear her eyes lit up, but she quickly dropped her head, and when she glanced back at him, her expression was banked.

      “You want to take me to the zoo?”

      “Yes.”

      Ava crammed her hands in her pockets and studied her foot as she slowly toed the ground.

      His heart raced, wondering what was going through her head. He made million-dollar deals on a regular basis, but he was more nervous waiting for her to answer.

      “Why?” she asked, so softly he almost didn’t hear her.

      “Why not?” His flippant reply was out before he could call it back. But the gentle arch of her right brow had him amending his answer. “I’ve always wanted to go.”

      “You never took Liam and Killian when they were young?”

      A corner of his mouth curved at the thought. “No. Claire wasn’t a fan of being outdoors.” He was quiet for a minute. “How about you? Did you take Emma?”

      A sad expression flitted across her face before she quietly admitted, “I missed out on so much when Emma was young.”

      “And was the zoo one of them?” 

      Ava nodded, prompting Finn to push, “So will you … go to the zoo with me?”

      The twinkle in her eyes appeared first, and Finn’s heart rate slowed.

      “Yes,” she conceded. “But just the zoo.”

      “Just the zoo?” he asked innocently. “I should forget the carousel?”

      Her grin was impish. “We’ll see,” she tossed over her shoulder on her way toward the zoo entrance.

      As he walked next to her, he kept trying to label what he was feeling. He was happy, but it was so much more. Had he experienced it before? Maybe … but then again, maybe not.

      Once they entered the zoo, Finn found his greatest pleasure wasn’t in looking at the animals. It was in watching Ava and the myriad of expressions that crossed her face.

      “What are you thinking?” he finally asked as she stared at the brown bears.

      A melancholy smile crossed her face. “About the book Goldilocks and the Three Bears.”

      “The children’s book?”

      “Yes. Most of the time, Emma’s nanny, Johanna, read to her before bed. Then one night,” her voice took on a dreamy quality, as if what she was saying had brought her great joy. “I was home early, and Johanna was sick.”

      “So, you read to Emma?”

      “Yes. Looking back on it, I realize I didn’t appreciate it as much as I should have …”

      “Isn’t that how many things are in life?” Finn murmured. “Not knowing how precious they are … until they’re over?”

      “Point,” Ava agreed with a sigh.

      “And so that night, you read Goldilocks and the Three Bears to Emma?” he circled back to his initial question.

      “I did,” Ava laughed. “I remember thinking she liked the story because she was comparing herself to Goldilocks. But boy, was I surprised.”

      “By?”

      “Emma wanted to make sure I knew the bears used in the story were Ursus arctos and not Ursus americanus. Then she proceeded to list the similarities and differences between the two.”

      “Ursus arctos.” Finn pointed to a sign with the scientific name written on it. “Grizzly Bear.”

      “Very good, Mr. Reade,” Ava nodded, leading the way toward the seal pool. “Even at the age of four, Emma loved animals, something I never could understand.

      “You didn’t have animals growing up?”

      “My father was allergic. How about you?”

      “A stray cat here and there,” he remembered with a smile. “Except that was before …” His voice faded, unsure if he was comfortable sharing his past.

      “Before?”

      Her blue eyes pinned him with a look that made him feel she was pulling things out of his memory he hadn’t thought about in years.

      “When I was a kid.”

      His comment succeeded in moving the conversation from places he wasn’t ready for it to travel. When she changed the topic, he breathed a sigh of relief and let her ramble. There was something endearing about it, but he couldn’t put his finger on why he found it so.

      Maybe it was because most of the time, she didn’t share with him. They’d been as close as any two people could be, on more than one occasion. Yet, he didn’t know how she liked her coffee or if she ate breakfast.

      “... Liam and Elsa?” he heard her say, when he tuned back in. But he was helpless with what she’d asked.

      “What?”

      “You weren’t listening to me, were you?” She slanted a side-eyed look at him. “Was I that boring?”
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      What are you doing? Ava scolded herself. You aren’t supposed to be flirting.

      I was just being friendly.

      Sounded like flirting.

      The look in Finn’s eyes stopped her thoughts. There was a banked fire in them, as if he wanted nothing more than to drag her into the bushes and have his way with her. And damn if that wasn’t what ….

      Stop!

      She slammed the door on those thoughts because they just got her into trouble.

      “Never mind,” she waved away the question. “It wasn’t any big deal. I’d better, ugh … go. Yes. I’d better go.”

      Finn grabbed her hand and gave her a lopsided grin. “I’m sorry. You could never be boring.”

      The warmth of her hand in his short-circuited her brain for a second. “No? You should hear me in a business meeting.”

      He chuckled. “I was just enjoying watching you. You sparkled.”

      “Wait a second,” she giggled. “I thought you were supposed to be from England. You sound like you kissed the Blarney Stone.”

      “I only speak the truth.” His voice dropped an octave. “You’re very beautiful.”

      Ava had been told she was beautiful many times, and she always blew off the comments with a witty comeback. With Finn, though, she was at a loss. He wasn’t supposed to charm her out of her panties so easily.

      “I—”

      He laid his finger over her lips. “Say thank you.”

      “Thank you,” she forced out through a mouth that felt like cotton. “But I need⁠—”

      “To ride the carousel with me.”He led her from the zoo and toward the playground.

      The entire time she followed, she kept asking herself, Why? What was it about him that touched that spot deep inside that had lain dormant for so long?

      Was it his looks? He was lean, just under six feet, with dark hair and eyes and sexy dimples in his cheeks. An amazing dresser, and very easy to look at. But it was more. There was something about him that compelled her. Like his pheromones were calling to hers, and when he was near, she wanted.

      Except that was not her!

      Finn bought them tickets for the ride and led them along the path. “Have you decided which color carousel horse you’d like to ride?”

      “I get to choose?”

      He grinned. “Sure, but once it stops, and it’s our turn, it’s every man for himself. If someone else gets it, well …”

      “I do like the white one.” She pointed at a large steed on the edge as it passed by them. “That black one is nice too. So is the grey one. I don’t know.”

      As the merry-go-round slid to a stop, Finn cupped her elbow and held on while she stepped onto the platform. “Ava, love, take your pick.”

      No, you can’t ride the carousel, Ava, Leo King snapped. There are too many germs.

      Which had been her father’s excuse for everything she’d wanted to do. He’d worried she’d end up with pneumonia, just like her mother.

      Ava spotted a large white horse to her left and before she could think better, took off toward it. She was an adult and didn’t want to run, but that horse was meant to be hers.

      “Got it,” she laughed, reaching it just ahead of Finn.

      “Let me help.”

      His hands closed around her hips when she placed her foot in the stirrup. He was so close, his heat wrapped around her and she fought the desire to lean back against him.

      “I’ve got it,” she told him breathlessly, pushing up and slipping her leg over. “You’d better grab your own horse or you’re going to miss out.”

      “I can’t climb on with you?” he teased.

      She rolled her eyes and pointed at the horse next to her. “He’s waiting for you.”

      “Bossy.”

      “You haven’t seen anything yet,” was out of her mouth before she could stop it.

      You’re still flirting.

      She knew that, but couldn’t make herself care.

      The carousel sped up, pulling her heart-rate along with it. It was exhilarating, and as the scenery around became a blur, she had the most uncontrollable urge to giggle.

      She glanced at Finn, and she could almost swear he was feeling the same things. How was it she was already imagining she could read his mind?

      When the ride slowed to a stop, she didn’t immediately dismount, hesitant to lose the feeling of euphoria inside.

      “Ava?” Finn was waiting next to her horse, sending her a confused look. “Are you alright?”

      Their eyes locked and almost against her will, she slipped off the horse and into his arms. That invisible thread pulling her toward him was tightening, and with his full bottom lip within reach, it would be so easy to ….

      Then the laughter of a little girl burst the bubble surrounding them.

      “That was fun.” She forced herself to step back, putting both physical and emotional distance between them. “Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      He held her hand as she stepped off the carousel and led her a few steps away. Ava opened her mouth to say she needed to leave, when he once again waylaid the conversation.

      “You were saying you’d like a hot dog with chili and cheese, right?” Finn led her toward the nearest vendor.

      Ava’s mouth watered and, as if it had been her plan all along, she found herself sitting on a bench eating a messy hot dog.

      “Do you make a habit of this?”

      “What?”

      He took a bite and a piece of chili lay on his lip, waiting for him to lick it off. Ava found she couldn’t look away as he chewed and swallowed. His tongue peeked out and swept across his bottom lip, leaving behind a spec.

      Don’t even think ….

      But she was too far gone, and as soon as he’d swallowed, she wiped her thumb across his mouth.

      “Chili?” Ava held her thumb up for his inspection before sticking it in her mouth to lick off the spice. Finn’s eyes flared, and a ruddy hue appeared on his high cheekbones. 

      “I’m not usually such a messy eater.”

      “Good thing I was here then, wasn’t it?”

      “A very good thing,” he agreed huskily.

      She finished her hot dog and stood to toss the wrap in the trash, and yet again—he hijacked her plans.

      “A carriage ride?” Ava sent him a pointed look. “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”

      Instead of frightening her, his sexy smile sent a chill of anticipation up her spine.

      “Doing what?” he dimpled. “Showing you a good time?”

      She was prevented from saying anything until they were in the carriage, and on their way around the park.

      “What makes you think I’m having a good time?” she tossed out, instead of directing him back to her original question.

      Finn grinned, and Ava had the strangest desire to run her finger along the deep groove in his cheeks.

      “I told you earlier,” he murmured softly. “You’re sparkling.”

      She leaned back in the carriage and fought the grin that threatened.

      “It’s probably just sweat.”
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      “Hardly.”

      Finn straightened in the seat, aligning his thigh with hers. Her quick intake of air assured him she was affected by his nearness, but she wasn’t willing to jump in with both feet.

      “Do you feel like Cinderella?” He indicated their carriage that resembled a pumpkin.

      “If you think of me as Cinderella,” she gently chided. “You need to bone up on your princesses.”

      “So, not Cinderella?” He studied her closely. “Snow White?”

      The carriage rolled to a stop, and he helped her down, wishing he could convince her to spend more time with him.

      “I’ve always had an affinity for Rapunzel,” she admitted when they resumed walking.

      “Rapunzel?” He frowned. “Which one was she?”

      “The one trapped in the tower until she was rescued.” She hesitated, and Finn held his breath, hoping she would continue. “At least that was how I felt as a child. My father was very over-protective.”

      “And were you the dutiful daughter?”

      Ava laughed. “Until I was a teenager, and then I was quite the defiant daughter. And every time I screwed up, dad cleaned up the mess and tucked me back inside.”

      The little bit of insight was giving him a picture of a young Ava King he’d not expected.

      “Did you ever stop running away?”

      She slanted a smile in his direction. “It’s one reason why I’ve left the running of King Industries to others. I’m looking for that balance.”

      The entire time she’d been talking, he’d followed her into her hotel and onto the elevator. He’d waited for her to tell him goodbye, but as they exited the elevator onto her hotel floor, he had hope that maybe some day ….

      “What does balance look like?” Finn stepped into her space, forcing her to tip her chin slightly. “Is there room in there for … us?”

      Ava’s gaze dropped to his lips before bouncing back to his eyes. “You know how I …”

      “No, love, I don’t,” he reminded her. “There is something there. You feel it when we’re together. It’s why we’ve made love⁠—”

      “Had sex,” she interrupted.

      “No,” he pushed a little harder. “If it were just sex, you wouldn’t be so scared. What’s going on up here?” Finn gently brushed his fingers over her temple. “Why won’t you let me in?”

      When she relaxed her face against his palm and closed her eyes, he fought the need to touch his lips to hers.

      “I won’t deny there’s something between us,” she acknowledged. “But I can’t risk it. I’ve finally got the relationship I’ve always wanted with Emma. Plus, she’s engaged to your son. I can’t risk putting both of those in jeopardy.”

      “But—”

      “Thank you for today. Goodnight.”

      Before he could say more, she opened the door and slipped inside the room.

      Finn took a deep breath, pushed away from the wall, and began the walk home. Except his thoughts kept traveling back to Ava’s comment about feeling like Rapunzel. She might have broken free of the tower that was King Industries, but the woman was still trapped. He just needed to figure out how to rescue her and show her he was worth the risk.
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        New York City

        October 30

        1:00 a.m.

      

      

      As the credits began to roll on the modern-day adaptation of Rapunzel, Finn shut down his computer. He’d been curious about Ava comparing herself to the princess, and after watching the movie, he could see some similarities between the two.

      Both Rapunzel and Ava had been raised in very rigid situations — their dreams and desires buried. Both longed for a life beyond those walls. The differences between the two came after their rescue. One had surrounded herself with both family and the man who loved her. Whereas the other felt, if she grabbed hold of one, it would jeopardize the other.

      What would Ava think if she knew there were also similarities between the Flynn Ryder in the movie and himself? Would she be surprised?

      He glanced at the silver coin that was habitually rolling across his knuckles. A memento of just how far he’d come in the last thirty-five years. And just like the man in the movie, Finley Reade had reinvented himself for love … more than once. But each time he’d thought he was close to having it all, something beyond his control would snatch his happiness.

      Somehow, he’d always managed to land on his feet, growing and gaining more than he had the time before. Until Claire. When she’d left him, he’d become a shell of a man, spending most of his time arseholed. Until a recurring dream woke him, giving him the push to change once again.

      It had taken him a while to get there, but finally, he was in a good place. He had two grown sons who were set in careers they both loved. His successful real estate business was in the heart of Manhattan. A penthouse apartment on the Upper East Side belonged to him, as did a home in the suburbs.

      He’d thought he had everything a man could want. Except he was alone.

      For the longest time, it hadn’t bothered him. If he’d wanted a date, he could find one. But after meeting Ava, he’d finally realized he was looking for the one to fill the empty space inside.

      When he’d met her, it had been under circumstances that, if they’d taken the time to talk, would have been laughable. Because it had happened when his son, Killian, was on a journey to find himself. That journey had been because he’d wanted to be worthy of a woman’s love. That woman was Emma, Ava’s daughter.

      The first time they’d met, talking had been the last thing on their minds. Their chemistry had been tangible, and all he’d wanted was to see how she’d look without the royal blue jumpsuit she’d been wearing.

      
        
        January 1

      

      

      While Finn waited for his client in the building’s lobby on E. 63rd Street, he tried to picture what she looked like. They’d spoken on the phone twice, and both times, she didn’t mince words, almost to the point of rudeness. Except there was an underlying something that sparked curiosity.

      Was she short or tall? Heavy or thin? Did she have light hair or dark? Was she …?

      “Finley Reade?”

      He turned toward the familiar voice, with a ready greeting on his lips. After just one look, everything he wanted to say flew from his head.

      Glossy black hair, alabaster skin, and eyes that were so blue they took his breath. 'Perfect', whispered through his mind. She was perfect.

      “You are Finley Reade, aren’t you?” she repeated impatiently.

      Finn gave himself a mental shake. “Forgive me. Yes, I’m Finn Reade. You must be Ava King.”

      “Tell me about the apartment.”

      Her no-nonsense, let’s get down to business attitude had his lips threatening to break into a smile.

      “It’s two-bedroom, two bathrooms,” he began, leading her toward the elevator for their ride to the fifteenth floor.

      She asked questions, each meant to gain the maximum amount of information in the most succinct way possible. So much so that by the time they’d stepped off the elevator, he had a good appreciation for her mind and not just her looks.

      Ava King moved with purpose, but her movements were graceful. Her scent was spicy, with a hint of mystery. And when she talked, he had a hard time looking away from her ruby red lips.

      He led her through the apartment and with each step, their movements took on a dance-like quality. Circling around each other, waiting, wondering who would make the first move.

      A touch here, a brush there, seduction and foreplay working hand in hand.

      “It comes furnished, right?”

      The way she was running her hand back and forth along the comforter had Finn’s body tightening.

      “That can be discussed,” he murmured, his feet unerringly moving toward her.

      “Good,” she purred.

      

      His dreams had come true when she’d ended up in his arms. And he’d discovered the woman under the designer clothes was just as perfect as he’d imagined. Then hours later when he’d woken, and she’d been gone, he’d felt used, hurt, and annoyed with himself for crossing that line with a client. He’d then spent months unsuccessfully trying to get her out of his mind.

      Except fate had stepped in when he’d arrived in Swan Harbor for Killian and Emma’s engagement party, and she’d walked back into his life. Even though she’d behaved nothing like the woman he’d met on New Year’s Day, the connection between them had been just as strong.

      During the party, they’d spent the evening dancing around each other. With their choreography so in sync, each movement had become foreplay for the act to come. The anticipation climbing higher and higher, until they’d returned to the hotel.

      He’d given up on her, and opened the balcony doors to enjoy a nightcap when a knock on his hotel room sent his heart racing. When she’d stepped inside and into his arms, it was as if they were long-time lovers and not strangers.

      Once again, though, she’d slipped out in the early hours of the morning, leaving his arms empty and his mind confused.

      Upon returning to New York, his goal was to get her out of his mind. But fate intervened. She’d swirled around inside his brain, playing havoc with his sleep and concentration. When he saw her at Liam’s engagement party, the upper hand had again belonged to her. They’d spent hours between the sheets and when she’d walked out, she’d taken all his rational thoughts.

      It had been then he’d met Captain Jack, Swan Harbor’s resident eccentric, who’d told him to listen to his heart. Although he was familiar with that concept, he’d always been the one forced to change. If he wanted a future with the lovely Ms. King, would that be necessary again? Or was it possible, this time someone might change for him?
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        New York City

        October 30

        8:00 a.m.

      

      

      Ava rolled over and reached for her phone, only because the ringtone told her it was her daughter.

      “Hello.”

      “Mom?” Emma’s unusually chipper voice came across the line. “Did I wake you?”

      “Yes, but that’s okay. I need to get up, anyway.”

      “Are you feeling okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Ava hurried to assure her. “Just didn’t sleep well.” Primarily because Finn Reade had starred in her dreams all night – but that wasn’t something Emma needed to know. “Why are you so chipper this early?”

      Emma giggled. “An emergency surgery, too much coffee, and sugar from Paula’s cinnamon buns. I’ll probably crash later.”

      Which was one thing Ava remembered about Emma’s childhood. She’d fill up on sugar and then suddenly crash.

      “Not that I mind,” Ava decided to ask before Emma got side-tracked telling some animal story, “but did you call for a specific reason?”

      “Right.” Emma’s voice faded, and she could be heard giving instructions to someone before returning. “You’re still coming to Swan Harbor tomorrow, right?”

      Ava hummed in agreement, her sleep-deprived brain sorting through her schedule. “I have an early afternoon flight. Why?”

      “Do you need to a ride from the airport?”

      “No. I reserved a car, since I’m staying a few weeks.”

      “About that,” Emma began hesitantly, “why is it you’re staying so long?”

      “I thought I told you,” Ava pulled out her excuse, “I’m going to help Becca with her business proposal.”

      Which was only partially true. Her daughter didn’t have to know the main reason had to do with Peter Foster, Emma’s father. She hadn’t seen him in thirteen years and knew that he’d changed, but that didn’t mean she trusted him not to cause problems.

      At one time, she’d been madly in love with him, and thought he was going to be her Flynn Ryder. But, as she’d told Emma, he’d turned out to be the Gothel in her story. And while she’d tried to put that part of her life behind her, the feelings that went along with the memories weren’t as easy to forget.

      Especially when her instant, all-consuming attraction for Finn Reade reminded her of her blind love for Peter. And that had ended badly.

      She’d buried herself in work, and her relationship with Emma had practically disappeared. All that had changed after her health scare. Emma was happy, and they were working on becoming friends as well as mother and daughter. She wouldn’t jeopardize that for anything.

      “You’re sure about that?” Emma asked again. “It has nothing to do with dad coming to Swan Harbor?”

      “With Peter coming to Swan Harbor?” Ava echoed, working to twist the language as to not outright lie. “Why would that matter?”

      Emma was quiet for several minutes, and Ava knew she was trying to decide if she wanted to pursue the topic. “No reason.”

      Except there was a tone in her voice that said she was nervous about seeing her father again. And that was the reason Ava had arranged her schedule to spend the holidays in Swan Harbor.

      “Besides,” Ava reminded Emma, “while you refuse to set a wedding date, Liam and Elsa haven’t. And with Patty …”

      Since Elsa’s mother had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, Ava had offered to help plan her wedding. She wasn’t sure how it was going to work, but …

      “Very subtle,” Emma laughed. “It’s nice you offered.”

      “It will give me practice for yours,” Ava muttered tongue-in-cheek.

      “Soon,” Emma promised.

      “Are you sure about that?” Ava asked before thinking about how it would sound.

      “Mom! Why would you ask that?”

      Ava wanted to bite her tongue, but now that it was out there, she pushed forward.

      “You’re not getting cold feet because of your father and me, are you?”

      Again, Emma was quiet for so long, Ava almost jumped in to apologize.

      “Mom,” Emma sighed. “I’ll admit happily-ever-after wasn’t something I ever considered until I fell for Killian. And sometimes, the thought of marriage is terrifying. But then I see how great Dylan and Molly are, or see how Rupert and Lois are even after fifty years, and I want that. Except lately, I’ve not been thinking of it as a happy ending.”

      “No? What do you mean?”

      “Finn said something about it being a happy beginning. And you know, I kind of like that.”

      “The first day of the rest of your life,” Ava murmured.

      “That’s exactly what I said,” Emma laughed. “I guess I know where Killian’s romantic side came from.”

      “Finn?” Ava barely squeaked out, hoping Emma didn’t pick up on the breathless way she’d said his name.

      “Yes, Finn.” His name hung in the air for a few beats. “Speaking of him, you never told me what he said that made you mad at Elsa’s engagement party.”

      Ava’s heart raced at the thought of how she’d felt in his arms as they’d danced. And when he’d started seducing her with his words and voice, she’d wanted ….

      “Just a silly misunderstanding,” she lied, hoping Emma would drop it. “But I’m looking forward to planning your wedding.”

      “And what about you, Mom?” Emma moved the conversation away from setting a wedding date. “Have you found your Flynn Ryder yet?”

      Who needs a Flynn when they have a Finn?

      “My what?”

      Emma chuckled, obviously seeing through her. “Who knows? You’ll be here for a while. Maybe one of the Swan Harbor men will catch your attention. I know Tate thinks …”

      “Oh, hush,” Ava forced out. “I’m perfectly fine without a Flynn Ryder.”

      “I know that, but Swan Harbor has a way of making you listen to your heart.”

      “Right,” Ava tried to blow off the comment. But thankfully, the man she wanted wasn’t going to be in Swan Harbor. If he was, temptation might prove to be too great, and she didn’t want anything to jeopardize Emma’s happiness.

      “Trust me, mom,” Emma reiterated. “When your heart speaks, it’s best to listen.”

      “I’ll remember that, but don’t worry. My heart is safe.” Except whether she was assuring her daughter or herself, she didn’t know. “I need to get ready. Was there anything else?”

      “Actually,” Emma hummed, “any chance you could bring me some cannoli from my favorite Italian Bakery? Molly was craving and I sort of …”

      “Bragged about Mike’s,” Ava guessed.

      “Maybe, just a little.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Okay, that’s it. See you tomorrow.”

      “Bye.”

      After disconnecting the call, Ava couldn’t stop the happiness bubbling up inside her. She might not take a chance on her feelings for Finn, but that didn’t mean her life wasn’t better now than ever before.

      What if?

      Except she refused to allow those thoughts to form. Right now, Emma was her priority. It wasn’t time for her to have it all.
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        New York City

        October 30

        5:00 p.m.

      

      

      Finn strolled into his office after his last showing, his thoughts already filtering through everything he needed to go over with Kim before he could leave.

      “That’s good to hear, Mrs. Connor.” Kim rolled her eyes as he shut the door behind him. “Yes. I’ve written everything down.”

      “Mail?” Finn mouthed, while the person on the other end was talking.

      “On your desk,” Kim mouthed back.

      He nodded, and after grabbing a cup a coffee, slid into his desk chair, and leaned back. It had been a long day on too little sleep, and now that he’d stopped, the fatigue was catching up with him.

      “You look tired.” Kim tossed the notes from Mrs. Connor on his desk. “Late night?

      “No.” Finn forced his eyes open. “Didn’t sleep much.”

      “Anything I can do?”

      Finn groaned. “I wish.” He waved his hand over the pile of mail on his desk. “There’s much to be done before I leave.”

      Kim studied him, but Finn knew she wouldn’t be able to pick up anything in his expression. He was too good at hiding his thoughts.

      “If you’re sure.”

      “I am. How’s Ross?” he asked, knowing it would get her off topic of why he was tired.

      “He’s good.” The dreamy smile that appeared when she spoke of Ross blossomed on her face. “We’re going to the Catskills for the weekend.”

      “Sounds wonderful,” he murmured, thinking how nice it would be if Ava would go away with him. “I’ll let Liam know his matchmaking abilities are still spot on.”

      She laughed. “It took your son long enough to realize how he felt about Elsa. But his matchmaking skills are quite good.”

      “That they are,” Finn agreed. He glanced at the pile of messages on his desk. “Let me take care of these, and then I’ll let you know what needs to be done while I’m gone.”

      “Sounds good.”

      As soon as she’d left, he sorted through his messages and returned a few phone calls. While he was listening to a rundown from Owen, one of his younger agents, he casually sorted the mail on his desk.

      A white linen envelope caught his attention, and something about it caused his radar to fire. As soon as he’d gotten rid of Owen, he grabbed a pen and flipped it over to see only his name, but no return address.

      “Bloody hell.”

      Then he stopped, and something had him carefully examining his desk. His computer had been moved, pushed to the left a little more than normal. The cup he kept his pencils and pens in was closer to the edge than it had been. And the pile of folders he’d reviewed earlier in the day had been rearranged.

      “Kim!” He rushed into the other room. “Who’s been in my office?”

      “What?” She looked up from where she’d been typing out a contract. “Someone was in your office?”

      “Yes,” he snapped impatiently, even knowing he must sound like a nutter. But after the situation with Santora, he'd realized you could never be too careful.

      “Uh-uh,” she frowned. “Since your meeting with the young realtors this morning, just the cleaning guy.”

      Finn tilted his head in concentration. “Do they usually come in the early afternoon?”

      “N-N-No,” she stammered.

      “Call and find out who was in today.” But when he noticed the stricken look on her face, he softened, “Please.”

      “Sure, Finn.”

      While she was making the call, he went back into his office and looked over the entire space.

      He was anal about his belongings being where he’d left them. So much so, he could tell the pictures on the bookshelf had been rearranged. A pile of reports had been switched with a pile of flyers, and two of his marketing books had been moved.

      “Finn?” Kim stepped into his office and by the look on her face, he knew he wouldn’t like what she had to say.

      “What did you find out?”

      She winced. “Housekeeping said no one’s been on our floor yet.”

      “Bloody hell!”

      “Yeah,” she agreed. “Do I need to call the police?”

      Should he call Killian’s old captain? Or Killian?

      What if he was wrong, though? What if he was just tired and imagining things had been moved?

      Do you really believe that?

      “No.” He touched Kim’s shoulder apologetically. “Nothing was taken that I can tell. Did you see the person you thought was housekeeping?”

      “In passing,” she told him, “They were coming in as I was leaving for lunch. Male, twenty something.”

      “And when you didn’t recognize them, nothing seemed out of place?”

      Kim arched a brow as if to say, Really? “Housekeeping changes staff like I change shoes, Finn.”

      “Right. Alright, thanks.” He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, but I’m just a little jumpy after everything with the man from Killian’s past.”

      While she didn’t know the entire story, she’d heard pieces of it from Liam.

      “I get that. Let me know if I need to do anything.”

      “I will.”

      He sat again and picked up the linen envelope with Finley Reade written on the outside. There was a single piece of paper inside, made of the same linen, and folded a single time. Finn slowly unfolded the paper. In block letters, he read,

      
        
        WHERE IS IT? WE KNOW YOU HAVE IT.

      

      

      “What the bloody hell?” He tugged the ever-present silver coin from his pocket and sent it rolling back and forth over his knuckles.
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        Swan Harbor Zoo

        October 31

        1:00 p.m.

      

      

      Emma sat on the bench in Swan Harbor Zoo’s small aviary and watched Jonesy, the white swan she was trying to save. She’d tried to tell Captain Jack avian medicine wasn’t her area, but he’d insisted the bird needed her. Except she’d been at a loss for what to do.

      Elsa said she thought Jonesy was losing hope, and while Emma had scoffed at the thought of a swan having hope, she hadn’t been able to come up with anything else.

      Then when September moved into October and the temperatures dropped, and Jonesy didn’t leave, she’d begun to worry. That’s when she’d reached out for help to an organization that specialized in saving wild birds.

      They’d captured Jonesy and moved him to the aviary in the zoo where another mute swan lived. Her hope had been a ‘friend’ and a special diet would help his demeanor. Except so far, she’d seen little progress.

      The door to the aviary bounced shut and when she looked over her shoulder, she had to hold in the groan.

      “Captain Jack,” she greeted the older man, who seemed to be Jonesy’s biggest champion. “What brings you out this way?”

      He studied her carefully. “Sadie told me where you were. I was hoping you had good news from those bird doctors.”

      Emma held up the report she’d been reading. “No answers,” she admitted. “Jonesy has no parasites, hasn’t been poisoned by chemicals, and all his blood work came back normal.”

      “So, it is his hope.” Captain Jack came forward slowly and sat next to her. “I was afraid of that.”

      There was a part of Emma that wanted to laugh at the older man’s affinity with the swan, but the other side of her felt bad. And even though she couldn’t figure out where he was going with his comment, she couldn’t stop her question.

      “His hope?”

      Captain Jack sent her a side-eye look that had her fighting to stay still.

      “Think about it.” He went back to watching Jonesy. “Swan Harbor was founded over three-hundred-years ago.”

      “Okay,” Emma began hesitantly. “But what does that have to do with Jonesy?”

      “What’s our motto? Swan Harbor is a haven⁠—”

      “—Of hope for lost hearts,” Emma finished. “So, you’re saying …?”

      “Swans are symbols of purity, beauty, grace, and love. Some say when they’re around, they help your communication with other people. Some say they’re a sign of marital fidelity. And others say they combine the elements of air and water and embody eternal life. And what is the first step to forever?”

      “Hope,” Emma murmured, struggling to connect all sides of herself.

      She was an animal doctor and wanted to believe she could help the sick. However, she was also a woman in love. One who’d changed the way she thought about things since moving to Swan Harbor.

      Except, she was a realist, and believing the hope of a town could be connected to a wild bird was … well … ridiculous.

      “That’s right.” He beamed happily, and she knew it was because he thought he’d gotten through to her.

      Emma took a deep breath, not wanting to hurt him, but scientifically, it was ….

      “Let’s say,” she offered, striving to maintain a neutral voice, “there’s something to what you’re saying. How do you return hope to a swan?”

      He shrugged as if it was no big deal. “We find the key to set us free.”

      “Okay.” Emma stretched out the word, her mind going in multiple directions. “I guess I’d want to know where we look for the key, and what we do in the meantime.”

      A look of intense concentration crossed his face. “As for where we look for the key, I can’t tell you. I’ve been searching for it since I was a boy. But in the meantime, Swan Harbor needs more hope. It’s the only way we’ll survive.”

      Emma’s phone buzzed and, with relief, she pulled it from her pocket. “I’m sorry, Captain Jack. While this has been an enlightening conversation, I have an emergency. We’ll talk later.”

      “Okay, dear.”

      But as she left him behind, she could hear him talking to Jonesy, and the thought, 'Kooky old man', floated through her head.

      Is it any different from you talking to Millicent, or Trudi, or Nina?

      Which was true, so maybe she’d cut him some slack for talking to the bird. As for everything else, well ….
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        Portland Airport

        October 31

        2:00 p.m.

      

      

      Ava stood at the lost luggage counter and observed the young woman who was looking for the missing suitcases. She was around Emma’s age, very pregnant, and obviously uncomfortable. And while it wasn’t the first time her own unplanned pregnancy had crossed her mind, the feelings this time seemed to be more raw … closer to the surface than ever. Why was that?

      Was it that Peter had reached out to Emma and would visit soon? Or was it because the out-of-control way Finn made her feel reminded her of that time in her life?

      “Here’s what I found out.” The young woman set the claim stubs on the counter and pointed to the notes she’d taken. “Your luggage is on the way to Portland … Oregon.”

      “My luggage is on the way to Oregon?” Ava echoed, fighting the annoyance inside. “So now what?”

      The young woman winced and rubbed her back. “Once it gets to Portland, they’ll re-tag it and …” Then her voice died and a panicked expression crossed her face.

      “Are you okay?” Ava asked, looking around for someone to help.

      “My water just broke,” the young woman whispered.

      “Oh, wow.” Ava felt her eyes widen in shock and stepped behind the counter to support the woman’s weight. “Is there someone to call?”

      “I’ll do it,” the younger woman panted. “Just help me sit.”

      Ava guided her to a chair about three feet away, and pushed the phone toward her. “Here,” she glanced at the girl’s name badge, “Rachel. Tell me what extension to dial.”

      “2 5 …” Rachel panted, wrapping her hands around her contracting stomach.

      Feels like you’re being turned inside out, Ava remembered.

      “7 6,” Rachel continued once the contraction subsided. “Hello,” she began when someone answered. Then another pain hit, and the phone fell out of her hands.

      Ava grabbed the receiver just before it clattered to the floor. “Hi, this is Ava King,” she introduced herself, taking charge of the situation. “I’m in lost luggage with Rachel, and she’s in labor.”

      “In labor?” the male on the other end repeated. “How can she be in labor? She’s not due for another month.”

      “Excuse me,” Ava snapped. “I’ll let you ask the infant when it’s here. Apparently, she⁠—”

      “He,” corrected Rachel.

      “Apparently, he has other plans.”

      “Alright,” Rachel’s supervisor gave a long-suffering sigh, “I’ll call medical.”

      “Gee thanks,” Ava murmured when he’d hung up.

      “He’s a jerk, isn’t he?” Rachel grunted.

      “That’s being nice.” Ava squatted in front of her. “What can I do?”

      Before she could be given any instructions, Rachel groaned and grabbed her hand. “Tell me it’s going to be okay. It’s too early.”

      Ava searched for a way to comfort the young woman. After the debacle with her marriage, she’d pushed away much of her maternal cravings because they hurt too much. And what she allowed herself to remember about that time in her life was minimal.

      “When are you due?”

      “Two weeks.”

      “So, the baby is just a little early,” Ava began. “Let’s think positive and focus on getting you to the hospital.”

      She heard a commotion and glanced up as two paramedics rushed in.

      “Not going to make it,” Rachel screamed. “He’s coming.”

      “Stay strong,” Ava encouraged, but who was she talking to—the baby, the mother, or herself?

      The paramedics lowered the stretcher and helped the expectant mother onto it. But when they lifted it to rush out the door, Rachel wouldn’t let go of Ava’s hand.

      “Come with me, please.”

      “But …” Ava began, except one look into Rachel’s big eyes, and the word no refused to come out. Instead, she looked to the paramedics for guidance. “Is it okay?”

      “Sure, let’s go.”

      As Ava followed the stretcher from the office, she ran into the person she assumed had been on the other end of the phone.

      “You’re going with her?” he asked, surprise evident on his face.

      “I am,” Ava retorted, hefting her carry-on bag a little higher on her shoulder. “Call Rachel’s emergency contact and tell them what’s happening.”

      He sputtered a few times, but Ava refused to back down and grudgingly he agreed.

      “Thank you.” She offered her saccharine sweet smile, meant to disarm even the biggest jerk. Then, once she was comfortable, he would follow her directive, she took off after the paramedics.

      “Okay, Rachel,” Ava said as soon as she’d caught up with the young woman. “He’s going to call your family to meet us at the hospital.”

      Rachel’s face contorted as another contraction hit.

      “Breathe through the pain,” the paramedic at the foot of the stretcher suggested.

      Ava wanted to snap and ask him what in the hell he knew about breathing through the pain. Instead, she tried to guide Rachel’s breathing. “Deep breath in,” she encouraged. “Don’t hold your breath, though. It makes it hurt more.”

      “Don’t leave me.” Rachel clutched Ava’s hand.

      “I’m here.”

      “Thanks,” Rachel panted as another contraction hit.

      Ava tried to stay close to her head and out of the paramedic’s way. “I’ll be here as long as you need me. Is the baby’s father meeting us at the hospital?”

      “No,” Rachel murmured. “He wants nothing to do with his son. Besides, he joined the Army, and I don’t …”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Words that sounded so trite even as they fell from her mouth.

      “How about your mother, father?”

      “My mom will come when she gets off work,” Rachel explained.

      The ambulance slid to a stop in front of the Emergency Department, and the slamming doors reminded Ava of when she’d been taken to the hospital. Alone and scared. Her father was away on business, and she didn’t know where husband had been. She’d never asked him. But the sense of being alone had never been so great as when they’d rushed from one room to another.

      The baby’s heartbeat is erratic.

      We need this baby born now!

      When, hours later, after an emergency Cesarean section, they’d laid Emma in her arms, she’d felt an immediate connection.

      Why hadn’t she walked away from Peter? Why hadn’t she told her father she didn’t want to work eighty-hours a week?

      Remember what you told Emma? You can’t go backwards.

      She knew that, and most days … she listened.

      The paramedics wheeled Rachel into the Emergency Department, and while they were checking on her, Ava stepped outside to call Emma.

      “Hi Ava,” Sadie, Emma’s office manager, answered. “Emma’s in surgery. Can I relay a message?”

      “Everything okay?” Ava asked, thinking about the situation in Swan Harbor at the beginning of the year. “Not another…”

      “No,” Sadie assured her. “A dog ate a hard-plastic action figure, and Emma’s working on removing it.”

      “That happen often?”

      “You’d be surprised,” Sadie said before disappearing to answer another phone call. Oh, hold on.” Then she disappeared to answer another phone call. “Sorry about that. Anyway ….

      “Listen, I won’t keep you.” Ava explained where she was and what happened. “Just let Emma know why I’m not on my way.”

      “Do you need a ride back to the airport?”

      “No, I’ll get a cab or an Uber.”

      “Okay. I’ll let Emma know as soon as she gets out of surgery. Tell Rachel congratulations.”

      “Thanks, Sadie.” Then she remembered she was supposed to meet Anita at the bonfire. “Will you do me a favor and let your mom know why I’m running late?”

      “No problem.”

      Ava crammed the phone into her pocket and went searching for Rachel.
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        Maine Medical Center

        October 31

        6:00 p.m.

      

      

      Finn stepped into the lobby of the Maine Medical Center and glanced around to get his bearings. When Killian explained Ava’s situation, he’d been only too happy to pick her up, but now that he was close, he had to wonder what she’d think. If he were to call her, would she look for another door out of the hospital hoping to avoid him?

      He’d been given limited information. Her cell number, the name of the hospital, and ‘Rachel’ was having a baby. How was he supposed to find her with that?

      Come on, mate. You’ve a knack for locating things.

      The information desk, he decided, stepping around a woman with bright blue hair.

      “Finley Reade.”

      Before he even gave her his attention, he knew the voice.

      “Karen Adams.” Finn turned his best smile in her direction. “You’re quite far from The Lighthouse Inn, aren’t you?”

      “You know who I am?”

      Finn’s smile grew. “How can I forget the one responsible for giving me the room with the best view when I’m in Swan Harbor?”

      She blushed. “I’m, uh, just doing my job.”

      “And you do it very well. What brings you this far from home?”

      “I just found out I’m a grandma,” she beamed.

      Family Birthing Center. Could finding Ava really be that easy?

      “Wow, congratulations! A lad or a lass?

      “A boy.” She ran her hand down her hair. “It’s why I have a new color.”

      “That’s quite the statement.”

      “You don’t think it’s too much, do you?” she asked worriedly.

      “No, no.” He directed her toward the gift shop. “Let’s see what they have for the new mother and baby.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that.”

      “Nonsense. It’s my pleasure.”

      Finn picked out a bouquet of balloons and paid for it and the small blue bear Karen chose. Then he followed her through the line to get visitor’s tags, thinking once they were on the right floor, he’d make his excuses and leave.

      As they wound their way through the hospital, Finn asked questions meant to keep Karen talking. There was a part of him that felt a slight twinge of regret for using her to get what he needed. It still wasn’t enough to force him to come clean.

      “Let’s see,” she murmured. “It looks like this is her room.”

      Finn winked. “After you,” he nodded, already making plans for his escape.

      She pushed the door open. “Rachel, honey! Where’s that baby?”

      Rachel?

      Finn stepped into the room behind Karen, already scanning for the woman who made regular appearances in his dreams. He found her sitting in a chair in a corner, holding the new baby. There was a look on her face that was a cross between joy, fatigue, and something he couldn’t decipher.

      “Hi mom,” Rachel, the new mother, greeted Karen. “Come and meet⁠—”

      “—Ava King!” Karen squealed.

      His eyes met Ava’s briefly before hers bounced to Rachel and then Karen. “Would you like to meet Riley?”

      “Can I?”

      Karen waved in his direction and took the balloon bouquet from him.

      “This is Finley Reade,” she told her daughter. “Both he and Ava are frequent guests at The Lighthouse Inn.”

      Finn could see the questions on Rachel’s face and jumped to answer them. “I ran into your mother in the lobby.” He sent her his most charming smile. “It was pure luck we were heading to the same place.”

      “Oh, that was nice.” Rachel smiled. “Thank you for the balloons.”

      “My pleasure. And congratulations.”

      Karen sent him a measured look. “You never told me you were coming to Rachel’s room.”

      “Didn’t I?” Finn frowned. “Could have sworn I mentioned it.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “I’m sorry about that.” Finn stepped in to waylay any conversation tracks he didn’t need. “I’m here on a rescue mission.” His eyes sought Ava’s again. “Killian
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