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Chapter One
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“She’s your problem now. I’ve done enough.”

Craig Ledet stared down at the child perched in his arms and then back at the chick that’d pushed the smelly kid at him the moment he’d opened the front door of his apartment. He vaguely remembered her from a party years ago. She’d offered to take on both him and his best friend Daniel as a challenge. They had a fun night, and she’d left before they woke up the next morning.

“What are you talking about, Tammy?” A sick twist clenched his stomach as he mentally calculated the last time he saw… had sex with, Tammy added nine months, and the possible age of the kid in his arms. Fuck.

Tammy wiped her shaking hand down her matted dirty hair. “Do whatever tests you want. It’s obvious the kid is yours.” She dropped a dingy knapsack at his feet.

“Holy shit.” Craig’s best friend, Daniel Mire came up behind Tammy. A couple six packs and a pizza were balanced in his arms. He’d obviously heard her last sentence because his eyebrows raised up toward his hairline as his gaze bounced back and forth between Craig and the kid.

Shell shocked, Craig couldn’t formulate any coherent reply to the bombshell. A kid? My kid?

Tammy glanced over her shoulder, rolling her eyes as she looked back. “Good to see Tweedle-dum has arrived. You two look like you’re doin’ pretty good. I’ll make you a deal. Give me some cash and I’ll get out of your hair.”

“Are you shitting me?” Craig managed that but couldn’t formulate a complete sentence in his brain. He’d been asleep on the couch when a pounding on the door and a baby crying had woken him up. A minute later he’d had a smelly child pushed into his arms and a junkie ex… one-night stand… twitching about money and the kid being his.

“You really shouldn’t talk like that in front of the brat. She’s gonna start talking shit before you know it.”

“Forgive us if we don’t take parenting advice from a junkie.” Daniel stepped closer and leaned down to look at the little girl. She looked up for the first time, taking a good look at Daniel before turning toward him. It felt like someone had punched him in the chest. Her eyes were large and curious but the proof was there for the world to see. Heterochromia was a rare hereditary condition and Craig often wore contacts to hide it. Ironic that the truth was staring him right in the eyes.

“I know she’s got fucked up eyes, but that’s not my fault. The Doctor said it’s not like a disease or anything, but they can’t fix it. Don’t think that you are going to get out of giving me any money though. That kid is yours.”

“So you want us to buy the kid from you? How many other people have you tried this on, huh?” Daniel shouldered past them and put the pizza and beers down on their modest coffee table. Craig had picked it up at a thrift shop when they moved in.

“Hey, don’t get fucking pissy with me. It’s not like I got any child support from you, you haven’t done a single thing for this kid.” She curled her lip at him, her nose wrinkled as if she smelled something bad. “You’re the deadbeat dad here. I’ve done what I can, but now she’s all yours.”

“Fuck you,” Craig could feel his temper starting to boil. He eased the kid to his hip, instinctively moving her away from the unstable bitch in front of him. “I didn’t even know you were pregnant, Tammy. You haven’t been around for a couple years. I’m not fucking psychic, how would I know I had a kid out there?”

“Yeah well, that’s not my problem,” Tammy pointed at the baby in his arms. “And neither is she anymore. I could sue you for a shit load of money, but I don’t want to wait that long. Pay me what you owe me and we’ll call it even.”

Craig looked down at the mismatched hazel and green eyes. The little girl hadn’t made a sound despite being held by a stranger. That’s kinda weird for a kid isn’t it? Protectiveness rose up inside of him and he altered his hold on the baby so she sat a bit more securely in his arms. As if she knew he would never hurt her, the little girl pressed her cheek against his chest and stuck her dirty thumb in her mouth.

“Prove that this kid is mine and then go get a lawyer and sue me. This is abandonment not custody.”

“Then give her back,” Tammy grabbed a hold of the back of the girls dingy sundress and tugged. “I’ll get rid of her for both of us.”

The little girl whimpered and clung to Craig’s shirt. He wrapped his hand around Tammy’s wrist and stopped her from yanking at the girl’s clothes. “God knows what you’ll do to her. You’re not taking her anywhere.”

“Fuck you, loser. It’s mine.”

“Here. Four hundred cash.” Daniel shoved his hand between their faces, a bunch of twenties folded over and tucked between his fingers. Tammy let go of the kid’s dress and snatched the money away in a move faster than he could see.

“Sweet.” Tammy fingered the cash, her interest in the baby completely gone. “Oh yeah, her name’s Roach.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Daniel stood beside Craig, not bothering to hide the disgust on his face, but the cash owned Tammy’s focus.

“Nah, I’m the big joint and she’s the little roach. Isn’t that cute?”

It wasn’t cute; it was stupid and ignorant. Guilt scraped against Craig’s heart. He couldn’t imagine what the little girl had been forced to endure in her life so far, but he promised himself that he’d do his best to make up for it. “If there isn’t anything else you want, Tammy. I’d like to take… the baby, inside.”

“She’s all yours.” Tammy ran her hand down the baby’s hair and Craig fought the urge to turn away and prevent her from touching. “Bye Roach, you’re too good for me anyways. Come find me when you want to share a fattie.”

For a moment, Craig thought he saw a bit of emotion in Tammy’s glazed expression, but it vanished a moment later when she waved the cash in his face. “Mama’s gotta score. See ya, suckers.”

“Good riddance.” Daniel patted Craig on the shoulder, “Come on, man. Let’s get her inside.”

A sharp pain radiated through Craig’s solar plexus, followed quickly by an overwhelming panic when the little girl lifted her head and looked around the room. “What the fuck just happened? I don’t know anything about kids.” She wriggled in his arms and he placed her on the floor. She was so tiny, he was afraid to let go until he was certain she wouldn’t fall.

“Dude, I know nothing about kids.” He took a few steps back and dropped down on the couch looking at the dirty little human on the floor. Blind terror flowed like ice though his veins at the prospect of being responsible for someone other than himself. He and Daniel had long ago made a pact to stick together but take care of their own shit. This was more than playing poker and ending up short on half of the rent.

“Remember we had to take care of the kids at that last foster home. That old bitch kept bringing them in and expecting us to watch them all the time.”

Craig didn’t actively think about the years they were in foster care, some memories were better left buried. He dropped his head in his hands and tried to breathe through the wave of nausea that rolled over him. His brain tripped along a mile a minute, trying to come up with something to say that wouldn’t make him sound like a complete asshole. He didn’t want to be a dad. Not ever. Daniel had been a ward of the state for most of his life. Craig remembered his father far too clearly. Well, I remember what his fist looked and felt like.

The little girl rolled to her knees and then pushed herself to her feet, teetering over to their coffee table. She put her hand on top of the pizza box and then pulled it off quickly, tucking her hand against her chest.

“Shit, did she burn herself?” Craig had the little girl scooped into his arms before the thought consciously registered to do so in his brain.

Daniel jumped up. “I’ll go get a cold cloth.”

“Let me see, baby.” He tried to pull her hand away, but she held it tight to her body. Shouldn’t she be crying if she hurt herself? Roach didn’t act like a normal baby and he wondered what horrible neglect this innocent little girl had already suffered. Tammy might be a piece of shit junkie but she appeared to show a bit of empathy, for a split second, before she left. A wave of furious anger rose up in him at the thought of this helpless child being abused in any way. As if she could sense his anger, the little girl whimpered and leaned away from him, curling into herself and shoving her thumb into her mouth again.

“Ssshhhh, sorry precious, I’m not angry at you. I promise.”

Daniel came back into the room with a towel in his arms. “I couldn’t find anything clean other than this. I got the corner wet.” He gently reached out for her hand. “Let Uncle Daniel have a look, sweetie.”

She watched him with eyes that were far too old for a baby, but let Daniel look at her hand. Craig watched as his friend managed to get her to open her fingers, other than some grungy dirty looking skin, nothing appeared to be red or burned. “Do you think we should take her to the hospital just in case?”

“Would they try to take her away from you? That bitch didn’t give you any paperwork or anything did she?”

“She’s a baby not a puppy.”

“Yeah well, you know as well as I do. If we take her to a hospital are they going to believe your story? That might be an easy way to make her someone else’s problem.”

“I don’t want to shove her off onto some stranger.” The words were out of his mouth before he had a chance to think about it. “I mean Tammy just did that to her, it would be cruel to pass her along like a bad penny.”

“Looks like I made a clean spot on her.” Daniel tossed the towel to the couch. “Maybe we should give her a bath first.” He held out his hands and Roach glanced at Craig and then leaned towards his embrace. “Dude, she stinks.”

“Yeah, I know. Fuck we don’t have anything here to wash her with.” Craig rubbed his scalp with his fingertips and tried to think. His eyes fell on tattered backpack that Tammy had left. “Maybe, she has something in there?”

The backpack smelled worse than the baby did, but at least they found a small bar of soap and a couple diapers. There was also a scratched up bottle and a small bird-looking thing with a crinkly wide tail. The dingy fabric had some scraps of shiny material left on the tail. It took a moment before he realized it might have been a peacock. As soon as he lifted it up, the baby started making quiet excited noises and wriggled in Daniel’s arms.

“Is that your… what is it?”

“A peacock, I think.”

“Seriously?” He lowered himself on to one knee and put her feet on the floor.

When Craig held out the ratty toy, she braced her hand on the table and toddled over toward him. Daniel quickly cleared the glass ashtray off the coffee table as she passed.

“Dude, we need to baby proof this place. If she sticks any of this stuff in her mouth, she could get really sick.”

Craig watched her come closer to him, focused on the bird in his fingers. She grabbed the toy, tucking it under her chin before lowering herself to the floor. He didn’t know what to expect but watching her roll under the coffee table before curling into a fetal position and falling asleep under the coffee table wasn’t it.

“I don’t know what to do, Daniel.”

“What do you want to do?”

“I can’t stomach the thought of her growing up like we did.” They’d had it a bit easier, but he’d heard stories of girls being molested and abused in the system. He and Daniel hadn’t had to endure much more than an unloving childhood being passed from stranger to stranger. He pointed to her silent form. “Have you ever seen a baby do that?”

“No.” Daniel’s ears were bright red, an obviously sign that his best friend wasn’t as calm as he appeared.

Anger born of not knowing that he’d fathered a child and then imagining what this baby might have been through so far… made him want to punch a hole or six in one of the walls. “I can’t turn her over to another stranger, even if she isn’t mine.”

Daniel frowned at him. “With her eyes, I don’t think that’s too much in question.”

She’s mine. My daughter. “I’m still going to get a paternity test done for proof and then step up and take care of her regardless of the results.”

“Do you want to keep living here?”

Craig knew this decision would affect the rest of his life, but he couldn’t expect Daniel to feel the same way. He couldn’t do this alone, but he didn’t want to force his best friend into anything. “I’m not trying to dictate your future, Dan. I’ll understand if you want me to move out with her because well, you know. If you could give me a bit of time before you want us out.”

“You know, we could make her a space in here.” He shrugged one shoulder, “Maybe screw the cabinet into the wall so it doesn’t fall over. We could move our gaming stuff into one of our rooms, that way we could shut the door and she can’t hurt herself on it.”

Relief poured through Craig, “We’re sticking together then?”

“Fuck, dude. I was there that night, too. If your swimmers hadn’t done the deed first, it could have just as easily been me. You and I made a pact. We’re our only family and now our family has grown by one.”

“So we’ll both be dads then.” Tears burned Craig’s eyes, making him blink and look away before Daniel noticed and razzed him about it.

“You sure about that?”

“Fuck yeah, Dan. You’re my best friend and hetero-life partner.”

“Just like Jay and Silent Bob, except Jay doesn’t swear as much as you.” Daniel bumped fists with him.

“Oh, fuck yeah, I’m going to have to clean up my mouth.”

“We should think about quitting smoking, too.”

The amount of changes they were going to have to make overwhelmed him. “One thing at a time, okay? Let’s start with no more smoking in the apartment.”

“Deal. Now what do we do about her?”

“I have no idea.”

Daniel crouched and reached for the baby curled up under the coffee table. “I hate to wake her up for a bath but she needs it bad. Once she’s clean, we’ll give her something to eat and then as long as she doesn’t need another bath we’ll get her settled down and start making lists of what we need to do.”

As soon as his hands touched her arm, her eyes flew open. She recoiled away from him at first but then moved closer her eyes drifting shut again. “Okay I’m going to run a bath for her. She needs to be changed and cleaned up. I can’t imagine that there is much that is in good shape in that backpack.”

“Most of it smells, too. Maybe we can wash some of it in the bath when she’s done? That way it’ll be dry by the morning.”

“Seriously dude, I would burn it all and we’ll go by the thrift shop in the morning. We both have the day off, so between us, we should be able to get everything we need.”

Craig started thinking of everything that they needed to organize. The entire situation bloomed into overwhelming proportions, “I don’t know what to do.”

“We’re doing this together. Take a deep breath. Today is still a great day. The assault charges were dropped against me, and we still have our jobs. One thing at a time, I’m going to go and get a payday loan in the morning, which will give us some cash to get more stuff for her.”

“I’ll give you half my pay next week to cover it.”

“Between the two of us we can do this.”

“First, I say we need to change her name because I’m not calling her Roach.” Craig paced back and forth in front of Daniel. “What kind of person names a baby Roach, and why did I ever stick my dick in that chick?”

“Makes you want to go take a shower doesn’t it.” Daniel stood up, tucking the sleeping little girl under his chin. “I know I do, with really hot water and lots of soap.”

Craig had never felt more awkward when he’d been holding her but Daniel made it look easy. If they were going to create their own family and be her dads then at least one of them should have an idea of what they are doing. “What do you think we should name her?”

“I’ve always liked the name, Amelia. I read a book on Amelia Earhart once and her name stuck with me.”

Amelia Earhart did something no other woman had done at the time. Craig headed to the bathroom thinking it over. He might be the biological father, but if Daniel named her then she’d have something from both of them. “It’s a good strong name; I like it. Amelia it is.”

“Dude, do you still have those hair clippers?” Daniel stood behind him slowly parting Amelia’s hair and peering down at her scalp.

“Yeah, why?” Unsure what Daniel was focused on, Craig looked down at her head but all he saw were little white dots attached to the base of her hair. “What’s that? Dandruff?”

“No, man. Lice.”


Chapter Two
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Four years later

Hannah sat at her kitchen table, one of the few remaining pieces of furniture in her apartment, staring at the pile of envelopes in front of her. She wrapped a blanket around her shoulders and wished she could turn the heat up, but she couldn’t afford her electric bill, let alone the stack of bills in front of her. She’d moved from Layfayette, Louisiana back to her hometown of Bayburgh, Virginia two years ago because she’d earned the respect of one of her father’s friends. At the time, she’d thought it was the smartest career move she’d ever make. I was a naïve idiot.

She played with the piece of paper the doctor had given her at the free clinic. He’d said she suffered from depression and needed a different medication. No shit. I could have told him that. At least she hadn’t had to pay him to tell her something she already knew. However, the prescription he’d written for her and insisted she needed only added to her despair. Money sat at the top of the list of things she needed but didn’t have. The last of her jewelry and designer suits had been sold in a consignment shop at the end of last month to help her scrape up enough for rent. She didn’t have enough money to eat, let alone another prescription.

Crossing her arms on the table, she rested her forehead on them and closed her eyes, relieved to be in the darkness that continually threatened to pull her into its depths. Maybe, I’ll just go to bed. She pushed up and shuffled down the short hallway to the dim room. The curtains were drawn, preventing as much light as possible to disrupt her.

Without her job, she had nothing. A strange turn of events considering that six months ago she’d often bemoaned that she didn’t have a life because of her job as an up and coming defense lawyer. At least, that’s what I thought. Boy, was I stupid.

She’d worked insane hours and won almost every one of her cases, no matter how difficult her clients or the situation had been. Sure, most of her clients disgusted her, but babysitting them or being their moral compass wasn’t in her job description. She’d had enough of that growing up. The oldest of three with a six-year difference between her and her closest sibling and a mother more concerned about appearances and achievements than emotions. Hannah had practically raised her brother and sister, all while keeping her grades high enough to earn a place in law school.

Memories traveled down a long repeated path, the old resentment she’d harbored flowed back over her. She’d done everything in life for everyone else but when she’d needed help, they were all too busy. Not that she wanted anyone’s help. You’re going to have to sleep in the bed you made. That’s what her mother said to her when she explained that she’d lost her position not because of her abilities as a lawyer, but because she refused to go to bed with one of the partners. She didn’t have a shred of evidence except for her word against his.

If that hadn’t been bad enough, the next day one of her clients had been arrested for the rape and murder of three teenagers. Their blood is on my hands. I knew that evil bastard deserved to be in jail, but I played the system to get his case thrown out. Bile burned the back of her throat, the same way it did every time she thought of that piece of shit. If only she’d focused on the right thing and not selfishly on her own career.

Nausea washed over her, cramping her stomach until she curled in on herself. I need to get some food. The urge to run a bath and end her pathetic life had been riding in the back of her thoughts all day, and laying here in the dim light, she couldn’t break the spin of her thoughts. Her family wouldn’t miss her; she couldn’t remember the last time they spoke. That would really fuck up the romantic notion of these apartments.

She’d moved into the Peacock Terrace Apartments a year ago when she spent more time in the office than her apartment. A simple u-shaped two-story building, with four apartments on each side, quiet and in a good neighborhood, it had been perfect. The superintendent hadn’t stopped talking about the romantic story this building held and, at the time, she’d been starry eyed with her future all mapped out. The idea of everlasting love and happily ever afters had appealed to her, but had nothing to do with the horrendous truth of day-to-day life.

A slight creak and low groan sounded in one of the walls, nothing unusual for a building this old, a simple contraction of the walls as the cold started to set it, but she opened her eyes and looked through the doorway at the bathtub across the hall. Envisioning what it would look like if she filled it up and slit her wrists. How long does it take to bleed out? It could be days before my smell becomes so bad that they break in to check on me.

She didn’t want to be the cause of anyone else being traumatized. I could just jump off the North End Bridge. A three hundred feet drop into a freezing river below. It would be over in a matter of seconds and faster than waiting to bleed to death.

The rapid pattern of thumps echoed over her head, along with a muffled giggle and Hannah rolled over and stared at the ceiling. A gay couple lived above her with their daughter, a cute kid. Her daddies were so breathtakingly handsome that Hannah almost walked into the doorframe of her house the first time she’d seen them. At the time, she hadn’t known they were gay, she’d thought that they shared an apartment. The super had said that the two and three bedroom apartments were on the second floor. Not that she’d ever spoke to anyone in the building. A few weeks later, she’d heard the little girl refer to both of them as daddy.

Just my luck that only men who’d ever scattered my thoughts are gay. Story of my life.

The back of her throat tightened, burning with tears she fought until they too beat her down. Curling on her side, she cried for everything and nothing, feeling as though her life was so far out of her control, she didn’t know what the hell to do any more. A headache pounded behind her eyes, her nose running as she contemplated why she should ever get out of bed.

She’d dozed off for a little while and then the constant grumbling in her stomach had her pushing up. I need to try to find something to eat. Which meant she needed to sell something else, only there wasn’t much left. The bed was out of the question, she couldn’t carry the frame anywhere, Dropping down on her hands and knees she peered underneath it, maybe there is some jewelry under here I’ve forgotten about?

For the first time in a long time, she got lucky and found an old gift card to the coffee shop down the street. I hope there is something left on this. Changing out of her pj’s felt like too much effort since she didn’t have any reason in life to dress up anymore, but she didn’t want to be tossed out for vagrancy. She planned to stay in the warm coffee shop for as long as possible.

There’d been enough money left on the card for Hannah to get a coffee and a sandwich, for which she’d be eternally grateful. Tucking herself into the corner, as far away from the cashier as possible, she grabbed a newspaper someone had left behind. Trying not to eat like a savage, she forced herself to take small bites and chew slowly, hoping that she could trick her stomach into believing she’d eaten more than she had and then she could take the other half of the sandwich for tomorrow.

Newspapers were always filled with the normal doom and gloom, the only positive thing she read in the first five pages was that gay marriage had been legalized in another state. That brought her thoughts back to her neighbors, wondering if they were married.

When she reached the classifieds, she automatically looked at job listings. She had nothing against working, but the thought of going to a job interview made her palms sweat. There’d been a time that she’d been fearless, strong, and didn’t take shit from anyone. Now, something as simple as asking for a job application filled her with so much fear she wanted to throw up.

“What’s this word?”

Hannah lowered the paper. The childish voice belonged to a small girl sitting on the other side of her table, with sparkly fairy wings attached to her by loops around her shoulders. Blonde hair framed her face where it had slipped out of her ponytail. What feature struck Hannah the most was the little girl’s mismatched eyes. She had one hazel-blue and the other was green.

“Excuse me?”

“You read.” The little girl tapped her hand on a page in her book. “What’s this word?”

Hannah looked down at the book the child had opened at her table. Her chubby little finger pointed at a word in the middle of the page.

“Ticket.”

The little girl’s eyes widened and her mouth formed a horrified “O” shape. “She got a speeding ticket. Oh, that chair is too fast. Her mother will freak out.”

Hannah scanned the page, taking in the colorful picture on the right side. She wasn’t certain about books that involved a wheelchair bound child getting speeding tickets was all that appropriate. “What are you reading?”

“Zooooooooom!” the little girl yelled before jumping down and running away, leaving her book on the table.

Hannah put aside her paper and quickly scanned the story, but the child sat back down by the time she got to the second page. “My daddies said they can’t, you read me.”

“Read to you,” Hannah automatically corrected her and then cringed at the sound of her mother’s voice echoing in her head. “He wants me to read you a story?” She looked around but couldn’t see anyone watching this mischievous bundle of energy.

“I want you to read.” She crawled back up into the plastic chair across from Hannah and tapped the top of the book with her hand. “Pleeeeeeeeeease, pretty, Pleaseeeeeeeee”

The long drawn out magic word couldn’t be denied, and Hannah worried the little girl might end up asking someone who would take advantage of her. I should give her father a piece of my mind. Doesn’t he understand the dangers of letting a little girl talk to strangers like this?

“All right, but only because you asked so nicely,” Hannah flipped back to the first page.

“Daddy says always use please. It’s impordant.”

Important. The urge to correct the little girl’s pronunciation sat on the edge of her lips but she stopped herself. She’d grown up being corrected for every little thing she said or did that wasn’t perfect and had sworn not to turn into her mother. The easiest way had been to swear off having children. That way she didn’t have to worry about it. She opened the book up in front of the girl and turned it so the words faced the child. She could easily read upside down, a talent she’d honed for when she needed to glance at the prosecuting attorney’s notes while she passed their desk. “Zoom, by Robert Munsch.” Hannah pointed to each word as she read it, and the little girl watched Hannah’s finger as if it was the most fascinating thing in the universe, mouthing the words that she pointed at.

[image: * * *]

Craig ran his fingers through his hair, “Jess had to take George to the hospital last night. He was having chest pains, and she was afraid he was having a heart attack. They admitted him for a couple days, for observation.”

George owned the company Craig worked for and he and his wife Jess had helped them with Amelia from the moment she came into their lives. When George had been diagnosed with prostate cancer, he and Jess moved back to Virginia to be close to family. Since there was nothing keeping Craig or Daniel in Louisiana, they’d followed them and Craig had taken over the day-to-day operations. Daniel had gotten a job at a restaurant and taken courses on the side to earn a degree in culinary arts.

“Frack.” Daniel muttered, “We’re going to have to take Amelia with us if we can’t think of any anyone else we can leave her with.”

“I can’t think of anyone. No one I’d trust to be patient enough with her. But the thought of taking her with us scares the shit out of me. I will not put her in the position to be snatched by the ditch pig.” It wasn’t the nicest name to use in reference to the mother of his daughter, but the bitch had managed to track them down last year. Tammy had appeared now and then over the last four years, but usually disappeared before causing too much havoc. This time her threats to take Amelia away had terrified them enough to finally go back and finish the paperwork they’d started in Louisiana four years ago.

Craig wanted Daniel to be one of her official guardians and he wanted all of Tammy’s rights terminated. If the woman had shown even a slight interest in her daughter then he never would have considered it, but Tammy had never seen Amelia as anything more than a means to extort money out of them. She’d even gone as far as to threaten Amelia’s life at one point, if they didn’t cough up the cash she wanted. Until a few months ago, he’d thought that bitch was out of their lives for good, but Daniel had admitted to giving her money over the last four years to keep her away.

“Where is she?” Daniel looked wildly around and Craig lurched to his feet to scan the room. Panic clawed at his throat when he didn’t see her right away. They’d been coming to this coffee shop every Sunday morning since they’d moved into the neighborhood and both of them had gotten lax when watching her. Amelia tended to run around, but never really caused any trouble, all the regulars knew her and it hadn’t been that busy this morning but she’d been gone for more than a few minutes. Her crayons, chocolate milk, and Danish sat on the table next to them, but her new book was gone.

“She’s probably talked Jane into reading to her again.”

“Nope, Jane just came from out back,” Daniel got up and headed toward the counter to see if Amelia was back there. Craig peered around the white half wall next to their table and saw his precocious daughter kneeling on a chair at a table on the other side of the room. The chair teetered on two legs, his chest clenching with the possibility of her slipping and cracking her head on the table.

“Daniel” He jerked his thumb in the direction of their daughter as he quickly moved toward the table. Thankfully, neither his daughter nor the woman reading to her had noticed him. He didn’t want to startle them and risk Amelia hurting herself. The moment he got close enough, he wrapped his hand around the top of the chair, relieved that it wouldn’t slip now. “Amelia Grace what have I told you about chairs?”

“Four on the floor, sorry, Daddy.” She shifted her weight and the two legs smacked the floor with a slapping noise. “I’m being readed to.”

“I see that.” He held out his hand to the woman who had paused, her finger still pointing at a sentence in the middle of the page. “Hi, I’m sorry if she interrupted you.”

“No, it’s fine.” She waved her hand at the newspaper next to her, open to the jobs section. “Robert Munsch is much more interesting than anything in there.”

“Hey, kiddo. I hope you used your manners and asked the nice lady to read to you. I think we need to have talk about who’s a stranger again.”

“She’s not a stranger, Daddy.” Amelia looked up at both of them like they weren’t as smart as she was. Craig was certain she would be smarter than he was, but he’d hoped that she wouldn’t have surpassed him at the age of four and a half.

“What makes her not a stranger?”

“She lives in our house.”

He glanced at the woman again, and it took a moment, but he did recognize her from somewhere.

“She’s right, you know.”

“Yes, she is.” Daniel stepped forward and held out his hand. “You live in 107, right below us.” He turned and gave Craig a pointed look. Daniel understood completely what he was thinking. They’d wondered what had happened to the gorgeous woman that lived below them. She’d been a complete workaholic, and they’d hardly seen her when she first moved in.

Over the last few months, they’d seen signs that she still lived there but they hadn’t seen her. During the hot summer days, often the renters would gather in the courtyard in the middle of the building and visit. He’d looked for her at those gatherings, but had never seen her. The building grapevine, DJ and Lolly, said she’d hooked up with a rich client and spent her summer gallivanting around Europe. Although Jake, the computer programmer that lived next door to her said that she’d become a recluse and never left her apartment.

Her pale skin and sallow complexion led him to think the latter; she didn’t look like someone who’d spent the summer traveling. There were dark circles under her eyes, her hair was held in a simple ponytail, and she looked like she’d lost some weight. She lost her job, too? They’d heard through the building grapevine that she was a successful lawyer.

“I’m sorry; I didn’t recognize you right away.” Craig held out his hand. “I don’t think we’ve ever really met. I’m Craig Ledet and this is Daniel Mire.”

“Don’t worry about it, I’m Hannah Robinson.” She stood and shook their hands. “It’s nice to meet you both. Amelia does have lovely manners and after asking politely, she used please twice. I agreed to help her read
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