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        Charlotte O’Shay’s writing can be summed up in three words: intoxicating, emotional and irresistible.”

        N.N.Light’s Bookheaven, review, Forever in a Moment

      

      

      
        
        “With her gifts for writing crisp, realistic dialogue and building suspense that feels effortless, author O’Shay has knocked her first attempt at independent publishing out of the park. We can wait for the next edition of the Fortunato Family Series. Well done and congratulations.”

        Wild Women Authors, review, My Only One

        “The chemistry between Shane and Esme was palpable. It took you on an adrenaline rush from the very first page until the end of the book. I actually had to force myself to put the book down because it kept me on edge and I had to see what would happen.

        Shane was a protector and he came from a huge family. I loved the relationship he developed with his brothers and sisters, and the fact that they accepted Esme in their family. Childhood romances are always so sweet. I always think it’s sexy when a man will do anything to protect the woman he loves.”

        C.Y., review, My Only One
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        To Patricia,

        

        A friend since first grade. You’re an unforgettable combination of intelligence and compassion, one of the most beautiful and fun people I’ve ever known. As a doctor, you couldn’t understand why I, a lawyer, would switch careers to become a romance author. But you always read my books and called yourself a fan.

        

        Holly and Ivy (who will each get their own stories in this series) were inspired by the ear worm you gave me back in third grade when you sang Christmas in Killarney non-stop.

      

      
        I can’t believe you’re gone.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “If you are more fortunate than others, it is better to build a longer table than a taller fence.”

      ~Unknown
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      ESME

      

      Audentis Fortuna Iuvat

      Fortune Favors the Brave

      

      DON’T STOP RUNNING… Don’t stop running…

      My blood pounded with the chant, the words keeping time with my heartbeat, my ragged breaths and my footfalls on the pavement. Yes, footfalls. I was running on filthy New York City concrete on bare feet. But my dirty, cut up feet were the least of my troubles.

      Don’t stop till you get home.

      First thing I’d do when I got home was give Papá a giant piece of my mind for everything he hadn’t told me about tonight. For blindsiding me with his deception. I’d gone to that hotel tonight ready to do the unthinkable. I’d steeled myself to meet his friend because our backs were against the wall. Our money was gone. But my father deliberately left out vital information and now that I’d run, we could both get killed.

      When I got home, I’d keep a rein on my temper and ignore the hurt. I had to. Giving in to anger, wallowing in the painful knowledge of my father’s deceit, would only cloud my thinking the way my naivety had blinded me tonight. No matter how much I deserved to, I couldn’t waste time with what-the-hell-were-you-thinkings when we had to get out —fast.

      Packing our clothes would be simple because we didn’t own a single thing of value anymore. We’d sold our only keepsake of Mama, her piano, after she passed. It was too painful for us to hear the silence every day. Besides we finally had no choice but to let it go.

      Every time we’d moved and we’d moved a lot during the last ten years, we spent money we didn’t have transporting the piano to wherever our latest apartment was, which allowed Mama the comfort of playing till her last days.

      You might think we fetched a decent sum for the old Baldwin upright but even though plenty of people called to express interest when I posted an online neighborhood ad, no one had a way to get it down four flights of stairs. In the end we practically gave it away.

      So there was nothing we’d miss and no reminders of Mama in our current place, a studio whose sole virtue was its manageable rent—paid monthly in cash. My mind was made up. My father and I would head up to the Port Authority tonight and hop a bus headed as far from the city as we could get.

      Because only a fool would run out on Reinaldo Rojas like I did tonight, then stick around to gauge his reaction. I wasn’t a fool. Foolishly naive? I guess I used to be, but not anymore.

      I winced, pain shooting up my shin as I stepped off the curb. Then even though I was carrying, not wearing my stilettos, I never saw the ridge of cracked sidewalk on Eleventh Avenue till I slammed flat on top of it. I crashed hard onto the unfor‐ giving cement, scraping both knees and one elbow.

      Gaining my feet, all adrenalin, I ignored my raw skin with its thick, oozing trickles of blood coated with a thick schmear of New York City street grit. No way would I stop till I was home. Keep going.

      These stupid shoes. Determined to look appropriately sophisticated tonight, I’d worn the stilettos I lucked onto on a high-end consignment website. Gorgeous works of art for the feet, they were all soft silk and buttery leather. They fit like they were made expressly for me and in truth I never would’ve had an excuse to buy them if not for tonight’s event.

      But now I cursed the impulse to gift myself such an extravagance even though Papá went on and on about the importance of making a favorable impression. Which I took to mean— try not to look like we rented a fourth-floor walkup on the lower east side. But really, Papá? I’d found out the person I went there to meet knew exactly how much money we had. Or, in our case, didn’t have.

      The dumpster fire disaster of our life right now was the direct result of my epic naivety and my father’s shaming inability to confide in me the whole truth about the precarious—no—dangerous situation we found ourselves in.

      I should have been smarter. Better prepared. But how could I when my father had a past I couldn’t recall and never imagined even though I’d lived through some small portion of it as a child? Instead I’d gone into this evening with just the rented designer dress on my back, my pricy stilettos and my cell.

      When Rojas’s bodyguard confiscated my phone he effectively stole my transportation options as well, leaving me with one choice. Run. So that’s what I was doing.

      We’d existed under the weight of unpaid bills for years. Every time we’d almost catch up another treatment or trial would look promising and we’d race to enroll Mama in it, figuring we’d scrounge together money to pay for it later. We blew through our savings years ago. Even before Mama got sick we hadn’t achieved the kind of living standard which could enable us to put aside something for a rainy day…or in this case a monsoon of a cancer diagnosis. So the bills piled up.

      But Papá hadn’t shared details with me. He never did. He withheld key facts while making unilateral decisions which affected my entire existence. Even though I was a twenty-five-year-old woman with an advanced chemistry degree, I was still a child in his eyes. Which was why I knew nothing about what was truly going on.

      If he’d explained what was really happening, if he’d disclosed the true circumstances of our fiscal distress, and the life-altering choices he’d made to alleviate it, I still would’ve showed up tonight to meet our potential benefactor because I was a good daughter.

      But then again, maybe I wasn’t so good after all. Wouldn’t a good daughter be waiting for Rojas in his private suite inside the swanky new westside hotel? Would a good daughter have run away from our supposed financial salvation like I was doing now? Maybe not. But I didn’t care anymore. Damn my father’s solution.

      I was calling the shots now. An arranged marriage was one thing. I could hardly absorb Papá’s words when he begged me to meet someone he referred to as an old work contact, a successful businessman. Bad enough I was seriously contemplating a loveless, bloodless union—exchanging myself for the money to cover our debt.

      But once I realized who Reinaldo Rojas really was, once he pawed me in that humiliating manner even though we were surrounded by dozens of people, it took no imagination to figure out what he’d do once we were alone in his suite. Something snapped when I realized who he was. And showing up in his suite like a lamb to slaughter was not happening.

      Rojas’s bodyguard, Pablo, requested my phone when I arrived, a security precaution he said, and yes, I already told you I was gullible. Apprehension hit me square between the shoulder blades as I entered the lavishly decorated ballroom without my device. God knows, back in the day I’d fought long and hard with my old-fashioned parents for the ability to carry a cell phone in the first place. But I reasoned what he’d asked was a commonplace enough request where privacy was prized and paparazzi lurked everywhere. Didn’t royalty and A-list celebrities confiscate cell phones even from invited guests at their wedding celebrations?

      Still, as I listened to the conversations around me, it was clear no paparazzi were in the room. This was one hundred percent Rojas’s secure, invitation-only party—not a ticketed event. No one attended this reception who hadn’t been expressly invited by Rojas himself.

      To be brutally honest, Pablo hadn’t asked to hold my phone. He’d yanked the cell from my perspiring grip without my agreement and I’d been taken so off guard, I hadn’t uttered a word of protest. Maybe I’d been too busy reveling in the glamorous crowd, maybe I was wowed by the jewelry and the overwhelming vibe screaming wealth and class which emanated from every single person there.

      And maybe overriding it all, had been my unshakeable conviction, before tonight, that my father never would’ve condoned this evening’s meeting if this important man he set me up with was not to be trusted. I told you I was naïve.

      Thankfully the scattered clumps of people— mingling in the gilded, marble and mahogany ballroom, their excited chatter amping louder as their conversations competed with the piped in music, a combination of techno and cumbia—distracted Rojas. When I excused myself to use the restroom, his bodyguard trailed behind me into the corridor outside the ballroom, and my absence caused barely a ripple of notice.

      Outside the ballroom, I continued my fake-casual stroll towards the ladies room even after Rojas’s handler turned his back on me. But outside the restroom door, instinct told me to quicken my pace down the darkened, carpeted passageway leading to the hotel’s side lobby at Thirty-Fifth Street. If I was going to get out of there, I’d never get a better chance.

      I strode as fast as I could toward the avenue or at least as fast as my five-inch heels would allow, scanning the street for a taxi. But the taxis shooting past me were all occupied and without a phone to call a car service, I had no option but to run. With a stiletto in each hand, I took off.

      And thank you high school track, once I got going, I moved on autopilot. Going over the sparse information my father divulged, I wondered how I could’ve been so ignorant about what tonight was all about. Papá told me I was invited to attend a cocktail party at a chic hotel in a newly gentrified neighborhood on the far westside of Manhattan where a Señor Rojas would be present.

      I had no idea Rojas organized the evening, no idea who he really was. I agreed to go to the party, which he described as a spring celebration attended by some well-connected New Yorkers and numerous Colombians visiting the city over the Easter season— simply to meet Rojas.

      Was I so shallow I’d allowed the opportunity to wear an elegant cocktail dress blind me to the reality my desperate parent arranged for me tonight? And how could I have disregarded years of self-defense training, simply because I reasoned I was mingling with a fashionable, upscale crowd—not dancing in some downtown club. Not that I’d ever gone clubbing except that one never to be forgotten, disastrous time in high school with Ivy. I could almost smile at my high school antics, at the self who wanted so badly to do what she thought the other kids got away with. But we hadn’t gotten away with it once Ivy’s brother Shane found out and came to get us.

      Anyway, the point being I had no high-pitched, anti-mugging whistle, or a jacked-up key ring on me tonight—no protection of any kind. Goosebumps chilled and tightened the skin of my arms at the recollection of the waking nightmare of the long minutes inside the small ballroom where I was surrounded by scores of people yet utterly alone and defenseless.

      Had Papá known Reinaldo Rojas would paw at me like I was object in front of an entire ballroom of people? Had he cared? Or had he been so eager to be rid of our great burden, the weight of the debt he’d accrued, he’d been ready to sacrifice me to a revolting excuse for a man?

      I wouldn’t let my mind go there. Not yet. All I knew was, I wasn’t going back to that hotel or anywhere near wherever Reinaldo Rojas was. And since there was no other way for us to get out from under our debt, we’d leave the city. We were out of options.

      By now, Rojas would be reacting to my absence. It was obvious no one, especially not a mere woman, left his presence without his permission. Hadn’t Pablo told me to go immediately to the private suite off the ballroom after I used the restroom? Hadn’t he told me not to dare keep the señor waiting? Rojas’s bodyguard flaunted the gun in his jacket as he walked me toward the restroom and that’s when I knew. He might’ve thought the sight of a weapon would convince me to stay. But that’s when I decided getting out of there was my only choice. Pablo wouldn’t have strayed far from the restroom area. I grabbed my opportunity and literally ran.

      Running barefoot in a champagne color silk cocktail dress on city streets might have looked bizarre anywhere else but this was New York City. A spring Saturday night in Manhattan was both bucolic and pulsing with life, the glamorous and the grimy side streets littered with people celebrating something or nothing, reveling in the breezy April evening. Weaving my way among them as I raced south along the Hudson River pathway, I didn’t care how I looked to anyone who might notice me.

      All I cared about was putting miles between me and the criminal who wanted me in payment for a debt.

      I’d be home soon. Papá would be annoyed I left the party after less than an hour with the person I’d gone there to meet, gone there to impress, but I was far beyond simple annoyance. My father had to have known exactly what awaited me in that hotel ballroom tonight. Papá was well aware Rojas wasn’t an older, wealthy businessman from our home country looking for a wife. My father couldn’t possibly have illusions about the man Rojas was because he’d once worked for him.

      Reinaldo Rojas wasn’t a man who was willing to settle a debt in exchange for the opportunity to meet a young, available woman to marry and damn, that scenario had twisted my stomach so tight I thought nothing could be worse. Meet Esmeralda Acosta, Ms. Dangerously Naïve, NYC.

      I pushed my tumultuous thoughts aside and put one foot in front of the other. I didn’t have time to be angry and I didn’t have time to berate myself. Yet. I had to get home. We’d pack up and go. And we’d do it fast. Moving on short notice was what we knew. This time the move wouldn’t be to find a cheaper place. This time the smart thing to do, the only thing, was to leave the city, the state even, and start over somewhere else. Somewhere big and anonymous. Maybe Texas. I’d finally figured out what we were up against, and no one had to tell me defying Reinaldo Rojas was not a health-enhancing life decision.

      I pelted as fast as I could southbound along the pedestrian path adjacent to the river. My throat burned and my eyes watered so much with the effort I could barely distinguish the familiar outlines of the southern-most skyscrapers gracing the tip of Manhattan.

      Eventually the Statue of Liberty, the beautiful beacon in the harbor far beyond the path, signaled I was downtown. Any minute I’d turn east toward our neighborhood. Finally. I judged I was fifteen minutes running distance from our apartment maybe less if I poured it on the way I used to back in the days of track meets. But back then I wasn’t dodging traffic—barefoot. Back then I didn’t spend my nine to five in a lab coat in a laboratory or behind a computer.

      The stitch in my right side pinched sharper, its deep twist ordering me to stop and catch my breath. As I approached the corner I slowed, indecision and fatigue wobbling my spine and liquifying my legs. I dragged in a labored breath. No. I couldn’t stop. Not till I was home. I’d never forget the deadly look in Reinaldo Rojas’s assessing eyes or the invasive touch of his hands on my body. No, I’d never forget. Not even if I lived to be an ancient abuela back in Colombia.

      Keep going, Esme.

      I forced my limbs into forward motion. Only a couple of more miles.

      “Esme?”

      The rough as gravel voice bellowing my name was raw with disbelief. I faltered, my gait unsteady. It took me a second to recognize the voice even though I hadn’t heard it in ten years. Even though I never thought I’d hear it again. It was deeper, gruffer than before. And yet somehow, it enveloped me like a warm blanket.

      Had I collapsed? Was I hallucinating? Probably not because the chill April air blowing in from the river was whipping my hair into my eyes. I swiped a hand across my face to brush it away so I could see, swaying as my numb legs slowed to a stumbling walk.

      “Esme!”

      It was him. Shane. Everything in me stilled. Calmed.

      I stopped moving but I couldn’t see more than shadows. My vision was disoriented by the glare of the lamppost I stood under as well as the klieg-type security lights, which, in the aftermath of 9/11, stayed lit twenty-four seven in certain parts of the World Trade Center area. Instinctively, I backed out from under the spotlight of the lamppost. For all I knew, Rojas’s guy was right behind me.

      “Esme!” The voice carried the weight of command, the authority to halt me right there at the corner of Liberty and West Streets. Now that I’d finally stopped moving it took effort to remain upright when all I wanted to do was to sink into the pavement like summer rain on sun-parched earth.

      I stopped my free fall by bending forward, bracing my palms on my scraped knees, hauling in gasping breaths, feeling the sting of every tiny cut on the bottom of my feet. On top of that my muscles were burning in shocked surprise at my impromptu workout reminding me that high school track was almost ten years ago.

      Had tonight’s traumatic events pushed me into a dream state where my deepest desires became reality? Was I so weak I’d conjured him up out of my pathetic need for comfort and security?

      Giving in, I turned, hopeful, but not believing. His protective nature and friendly, twinkling eyes had once been everything to me. Everything masculine, everything sexy, quite simply everything to fifteen-year-old me. In truth, Shane Joseph Fortunato, eldest child in his big family, meant everything to me from the first time he welcomed me, him a beanpole almost twelve-year-old boy offering a can of soda to the new kid on the block—the shy, Spanish speaking five-year-old who moved next door to the boisterous Fortunato family.

      “Esme, it is you.” Deep and incredulous, his voice carried from the passenger seat of a beat-up Nissan sedan stopped at the light. In seconds he was out of the car and coming toward me, his loose-limbed stride purposeful. I froze. I couldn’t have moved if my life depended on it and man, I hoped it didn’t because I’d do anything to stay put, right here, with Shane.

      He muttered something over his shoulder to the driver who took off with the light change. Then he stood there, his physique nothing like the fit but lean frame of the twenty-one-year-old Shane I remembered. His bulky, thickly muscled shoulders strained the fabric of his gray tee shirt as he shrugged into a leather jacket and stuffed his big hands into the front pockets of his black jeans.

      He stared, shock evident in his unsmiling eyes as he leveled his intense blue gaze on me, his expression severe, critically intent and so different from the laughing Shane of our childhoods. He didn’t miss one bit of the grime-streaked, perspiration-soaked dress I’d rented, the once sophisticated up-do of my long hair, presently hanging down my back in a sweaty tumble. His hard gaze narrowed on my cut up, grimy feet, scraped knees and elbow before skimming back up to my face. I wanted to laugh at the irony. After all this time, this was so not the way I pictured meeting Shane again. And God help me, I’d fantasized we’d have a reunion way too many times to count.

      But none of that mattered now. I had to keep my focus and keep going.

      “Shane.” I raised my chin then dropped it down quickly in a nod of acknowledgement, my voice a little breathless from an hour of running but happily quite steady, as if meeting Shane Fortunato on a random city street, after midnight for the first time in ten years—with me, grubby and barefoot, was no big deal.
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      SHANE

      
      THE way she said my name. God. With her barely there accent I knew she wanted to lose and keep in equal measure. Deep down I feared, no, I was sure, I’d never hear the sultry music of her voice again. But Esme was here, right here, only blocks from where I live.

      If I hadn’t been on my way home from my four by twelve shift with my partner Alex, me half-listening while he vented about his toddler son’s teething, then debating the merits of the Yankee and Mets seasons, the way we always did—if we hadn’t been stopped at this traffic light, I might’ve missed her. My heart froze then took a woozy dive into my boots at the total randomness of it.

      Esme. I was stunned to actually be face to face with her after all this time. Or was my mind playing tricks on me? Wouldn’t be the first time. Could be one of those dreams again. Dreams so vivid I could almost inhale the coconut scent that surrounded her when she came by our house especially that last time ten years ago. Esme had starred in my dreams at least weekly since then. Please God, this wasn’t a dream. But damn, if it was, it was the weirdest one yet.

      What was Esme doing running full tilt down the sidewalk in a fairy tale dress of flowing gold after midnight? My heart did that rollercoaster plunge again as I examined the nasty cuts, grit and blood marring her beautiful skin. Nope, this was no dream. More like a nightmare. What in hell happened?

      “Esme, what’s going on? You’re covered in blood.”

      She bristled at my shouted words and her chin tilted up. “Not covered. I fell.”

      Standing straighter, she hiked up one bare shoulder, all casual. Like this scenario wasn’t freakin’ outrageous. I took a small step toward her, swallowing the urge to argue the point. Stop. Pay attention to what’s going on here. Esme needs help. Attend to her. Then get to the bottom of whatever this craziness is.

      “Okay.” I nodded. “You’re injured,” I said, sticking to facts. I forced my shoulders down, fake-relaxed, smothering thoughts of the past and the future and focusing on the here and now.

      I tamped my tone down to conversational, flicking my gaze to her strappy heels. “Why aren’t you wearing your shoes?”

      Her gaze jumped to fix somewhere over my shoulder and I could tell right away she was trying to come up with a whopper I’d believe. Just like she did ten years ago when she and Ivy went to that club. Sorry, honey. I’ve heard them all. And if not from my six younger siblings, then certainly from the humanity I deal with on a daily basis.

      “Esmeralda.” I struggled to keep my tone even. This was the first time I’d seen her in ten years
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