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Chloe

THROUGH THE GAP IN the curtain, I watch the man standing by the lamppost across the street, and my stomach goes cold.

I glance at the wall clock—barely ten minutes to eleven, the time I arranged with my neighbor to do what needs to be done. The TV is on in the living room, sending just enough light through the window to confirm that I really am home alone.

Tiptoeing, I go down the hall to find the internet modem and yank it from the outlet. That buys me a few minutes to get everything done.

I head for the bathroom and check myself in the mirror. My hair—long and blond just hours ago—is now short, grazing my chin, dark as the night. My heart pounds in my chest at what’s coming, and I run through the plan I’ve set for tonight, one more time in my head.

It’s going to work.

It has to.

I pull on the hoodie, zip it up all the way to cover my throat. I grab the backpack I packed with everything I need to survive the next few days, checking one last time that I haven’t forgotten a thing. Documents, cash, a change of clothes, toiletries, and my little one’s things.

Satisfied, I go to her room. Even in the dark, it aches to lift Emma from the crib and disturb her peaceful sleep, but I don’t have a choice.

“Shhh...” I whisper when I hear her fuss in my arms. “We’re just going for a walk, my love.”

I pick up her favorite teddy bear and tuck it into her arm. Even asleep, she clings to it fast.

Leaving the same lights on, I slip silently to the apartment door, checking my wristwatch—only three minutes left now.

Finally, the moment has come.

My body heats up with adrenaline, but I’m confident. I’ll make it.

This time, it will work.

Carefully, I lock the apartment and take the stairs, avoiding the elevator so no neighbor sees me. When I reach the ground floor, I hide behind a pillar, my chest rising and falling much faster now.

Valerie appears, distracting the pair of cops. When she leads them around the corner, reporting a harassment incident exactly as we planned, I slip out of the building in silence and turn down the block. Walking with my head down, I hold Emma close against my body. I make my way to the main avenue, where I catch the taxi that will take me to the bus station in the next town, just as arranged.

As Phoenix fades behind us, I hum softly, stroking Emma’s little face, making a silent promise that I’ll always take care of her—always, always.

“It’s gonna be okay, princess. We’ll make it.”

I kiss her fine blond hair, and her sweet smell washes over me, warming my chest. I lean back in the car seat and let myself relax for a moment, until we reach our destination.

When the bus terminal comes into view, I know my time has finally come. I pay the driver in cash and thank him, stepping out of the car and heading to the ticket counter to buy the first ticket to one of the farthest places in the country.

Summoning all my courage, I take this first step toward my new life.

The first step toward paradise.

​
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Chloe

“WELCOME TO GOLDEN VILLAGE – A Place of Love”

I step off the bus and shield my face with my hand, protecting myself from the sun as I read the sign at the entrance of the small village.

I look around at everything, and such a good energy washes over me. A sense of peace fills my chest, and I end up smiling to myself as I feel the sun’s rays penetrating my skin.

This is it.

If my heart guided me here, then this is truly my place.

Emma stirs in my arms, and I kiss her little forehead, stroking her hair.

“We’re here, baby. Welcome to our new home.”

Emma seems to understand my words and lifts her head from my shoulder, looking around curiously. She’s exhausted from the trip, which took longer than I expected, and I plan to reward her with the next few days of rest.

I didn’t even know I’d end up in Golden Village, a little town on the coast of New Hampshire, on the other side of the United States, when I left home and abandoned everything behind.

I just kept catching different buses, buying new clothes and changing at every stop, switching out wigs, until I finally reached this state and heard an old woman talking about the village that has all its love. I was enchanted by her story and knew I had to come here.

Now so far from home, I’ve ditched the wig and freed my natural hair, unzipping my jacket and letting the cool wind hit me.

I adjust my backpack on my shoulders and follow the main street of the village, smiling even more at everything I see around here.

The local shops are so cozy. Lots of small stores, nicely decorated, with a unique style. A little rustic, even, I’d say. Flower pots are hanging from some spots on the sidewalk, giving the place such a nice feel.

“Look, sweetheart, a little flower.”

I show Emma a pink flower, and the smile she gives me fills my chest once again with that certainty that I made the right choice coming here.

“Fower,” she repeats in her baby voice, and I can’t resist, biting her cheek gently, drawing giggles from the little one.

She’s starting to say her first words besides “mama,” and every time I hear something new, I melt all over again, just like now.

Her laughter catches the attention of some people passing by, and they end up fussing over her, saying how beautiful she is. And faced with so many compliments, I can only smile. Emma really is the most perfect little girl I’ve ever seen.

We continue our little tour of the village until I realize it’s time to find something to eat. Across the street, I see a small market with a diner and decide to go in.

As soon as I step through the door, a bell rings, and Emma lets out another little laugh at the new sound.

I look around the place and like what I see. It’s not very crowded—on the contrary, I see only two tables occupied, each with a couple of people. On the market side, a few people are wandering around with small shopping baskets.

It’s a very different vibe from what I’m used to, and I feel completely in love with it.

Everything so small, so welcoming...

“Good afternoon,” a girl in an apron with her hair tied up in a bun greets me from behind the counter, giving me a very friendly smile.

“Good afternoon.”

I approach her, and as soon as she sees Emma in my arms, she opens an even bigger smile, playing with my little one.

I look at the menu board fixed to the wall behind her and decide to order a cheeseburger with orange juice for myself.

“And for this little lady?” she asks me, smiling again.

“For her, scrambled eggs.”

“Perfect. I’ll bring it right over.”

I thank her and head to the last table, which has a view through the glass window of the street outside. I settle Emma on my lap and place the backpack beside us, running my hands through her blonde hair. I grab her teddy bear and hand it to her, making her immensely happy to see it.

We’re lost in our little world when the waitress brings our order. I start eating my sandwich while giving Emma small forkfuls of eggs, which she eats with the greatest satisfaction. She loves eggs like this. I give my little one some of my orange juice, and while we eat, I can’t help but look at her curious, tired little eyes and think about how relieved I am to have taken her out of there.

Finally, my daughter is going to grow up in a place full of love and care. Far from any bad memories.

When we finish eating, I gather our things and go to the register, with Emma in my arms.

The man behind the counter is talking on the phone, and as soon as he notices my presence, he ends the call, looking at me.

And when our eyes meet, I lower mine timidly.

Not just because he’s handsome, but because his eyes are too intense, too strong.

“Good afternoon,” his deep voice greets me, and I swallow hard, adjusting Emma in my arms.

Even though we’re separated by a counter, being near him is so intimidating.

“Good afternoon. It was a cheeseburger, an orange juice, and scrambled eggs,” I recite the order to him, and he nods.

“That’ll be twenty dollars.”

I reach into the pocket of my jeans and pull out a twenty-dollar bill, handing it to him, and he thanks me.

I’m about to leave when his husky voice reaches me again.

“Is this your first time in Golden Village?” he asks.

I shake my head, nodding.

He then nods and reaches for something behind the counter.

When he holds out a small plush rabbit for Emma, my heart skips a beat.

“A welcome gift,” he explains, shrugging.

“Oh my... Thank you.” I turn to Emma, who has a beautiful smile as she holds the rabbit. “Look, baby... Now you have a little bunny.”

She smiles more and draws a half-smile from the man in front of us.

“Thank you so much.”

He nods, and I’m almost leaving when I remember.

“Can you tell me where I can find a hotel around here?”

“Go straight on this main street and take the next left. You’ll see a colorful sign at the end.”

“Great. Thanks again.”

He nods, and Emma waves goodbye, which this time draws a slightly bigger smile from him.

My little one really has that natural gift of drawing smiles wherever she goes.

Back on the sidewalk, I follow the path the guy at the market told me about until I find the colorful sign indicating the hotel. The place has a small facade, but it looks so cozy that it makes me even more certain that I really needed to be here.

I ring the bell at the counter, and soon an older woman with gray hair and a gentle smile appears before us.

“Oh, look how lovely you two are! Welcome to Golden Village!”

“Thank you.”

I arrived in this village less than an hour ago, and I’ve already noticed that people smile a lot, they’re very cheerful. Which seems to live up to the “place of love.”

“Would you like to see a room for the two of you?”

“Yes, please!”

“How long do you plan on staying?”

I look at the woman and shake my head, not even knowing how to answer that.

“Well... Long enough until I find a job and can rent a place around here.”

The woman’s eyes light up when she hears my words.

“You plan to live in Golden Village? That’s wonderful! You’ll love this place. Legend has it that whoever comes here was guided by love and can never leave.”

This brings an immense smile to my face, and she has no idea how much sense that makes to me.

“I really hope so.”

“Well, since you’re not a conventional guest, I’ll make you a special package for your stay.”

I watch her grab a key hanging on the board and guide me through the hotel until she shows me the room that will be my new home for the next few days.

The smell of flowers hits me as soon as she opens the door, and I’m surprised by a beautiful, cozy room. The beige bedspreads adorn the spacious double bed. The light wood furniture makes everything even more inviting. Mrs. Johnson introduces herself to me and shows me the entire room, including the private bathroom. She shows me where the towels and soaps are, then explains the hotel’s routine, including meal times and room service in case I need it.

She insists on making me feel at home, and when we’re finally alone in the room, I look at Emma, who is staring curiously at everything around her.

“Like it, princess? This is where we’ll stay until we find our own little spot, okay?”

I pinch her nose and tumble her onto the bed, covering her belly with kisses and listening to the sound of her laughter.

“Now, how about we take a bath to rest? I think we both deserve a few good hours of sleep.”

I get up from the bed and grab some clothes from the backpack, thinking that tomorrow we’ll need to go to a store and buy a few more things for the two of us. Good thing I saved up a good reserve over the last few years—it’ll give us enough freedom to live until I find a job.

I leave Emma playing in the room with her stuffed animals and head to the bathroom, filling the tub with nice hot water. As soon as I find the perfect temperature, I get my daughter and take off our clothes to sink into this wonderful water.

Sitting in the tub with my little one, I bathe her while taking my own, singing her favorite songs.

She has a blast with me, laughing and singing, which fills my heart.

This is one of those favorite moments of ours, just the two of us, when nothing else in the world matters.

As long as it’s just the two of us, I know everything will be okay.
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Jayden

WHEN THE BELL OVER the door chimes, announcing a customer before seven in the morning, I don’t even need to look up to know who it is.

“Ethan,” I greet one of the cops assigned to keep an eye on Golden Village, a man who’s ended up becoming a good friend.

“Morning, boss.”

The tall guy walks over to the diner counter to order his usual breakfast. He comes here every single day for his first meal.

I’m checking the bills due today while I listen to him talking to my employee, Paige.

“Good morning, Mr. Jones. The usual?”

“Morning, Paige. Yeah, please.”

“You got it. One black coffee and pancakes coming right up.”

I shake my head with a sideways smile, watching their identical exchange play out like clockwork. Ethan’s practically family at this point, so he’s always punching the clock around here.

Once he’s been served, I grab a mug of coffee and sit down across from him at the table.

“What’s new at work?” I ask, and he lets out a little laugh while taking a sip of his coffee.

I know things in this village are pretty slow, and he ends up spending most of his energy helping out the residents. Poor Ethan Jones gets called in even when a streetlight burns out.

“Mrs. Dawson’s cat got stuck in a tree yesterday.”

“You’re kidding me...” I shake my head, laughing.

“Worst part is, that thing’s feral. It was a real fight getting the little panther down from there.”

“Wouldn’t it be better if she called the fire department in cases like that?”

“I suggested it. But since we don’t have a station in Golden Village, she’d have to call the county. And you know how that old lady is with her animals. Told me they’d take too long and her cat was in danger. And since I’m tall, I could handle it.”

He rolls his eyes, and I laugh.

“You’re everything in this village, Jones. Except a cop.”

He makes a face at me, and even if he wants to argue, he knows he can’t. My buddy plays every role in this place, but even though he complains sometimes, I know he loves what he does. He likes being useful to people and having them remember him.

“Well, I’d better get back to work. The fruit delivery’s coming soon.”

I finish my coffee and get up from the table.

Ethan nods at me and finishes his meal, heading out shortly after. I can’t help but notice Paige’s smile when he leaves her a tip along with his payment.

A few minutes later, the produce truck pulls up to the curb, and I head to the door to receive the weekly shipment. With Oswald’s help, we haul all the crates into the store, I sign the clipboard to confirm receipt, and wave goodbye to him.

I look at everything that came in and think I seriously need a helper. Ever since Josh left Golden Village for college, I’ve been on my own here. Even though Paige runs the diner, it’s too much for me to handle the entire grocery store by myself.

Thinking about that reminds me to put a sign on the store door. I know everybody in Golden Village knows everybody else, but it doesn’t hurt to remind them I really need an employee.

I print out the help-wanted ad, tack it to the inside of the store window, and head back to the crates to start unloading. I’m arranging the last of the fruit when I hear light footsteps approaching.

I look up and notice that girl who was in my store a few days ago, her daughter in her arms. Even though she’s really beautiful, I could see a flicker of fear in her eyes that first day. But now she seems much more relaxed, like she’s starting to settle in here.

“Oh, good morning!”

Her sweet voice does something strange to me, right here in my chest.

“Morning.”

I notice she’s heading toward the fruit, so I step back, giving her room and moving the empty crates out of the way.

“They just came in,” I say, watching her pick out some apples.

“Really?”

“Yeah.” I nod, wiping a drop of sweat from my forehead. “Tuesday is market day, so you’ll always find fresh fruit on this day.”

“Oh, that’s great to know.”

The blonde girl starts sorting through the apples, and I stand to the side, watching her interact with her daughter, who looks so much like her. Hearing her say a few little words to her mother makes my chest tighten in a way that doesn’t feel good at all.

“Excuse me.”

I nod and walk away from them, heading back to my post at the front counter.

I see a customer waiting for me and smile when I realize who it is.

“Good morning, Mr. Reynolds,” I greet the old war veteran.

“Morning, Jayden.”

“Need today’s paper?” I offer, and he nods.

“As usual.”

I pull a copy from the counter and hand it to him, and he pays for it along with the wrapped loaf of bread he’s carrying.

“Looks like we’ll get some good sun today.” He points outside, and I nod.

The weather in New Hampshire is cold most of the time, so we always celebrate when the sun is shining strong.

“Looks that way,” I confirm, and he agrees, touching his beret before leaving.

Business here isn’t huge, but it’s steady. Since I’m the only grocery store in the village and Paige’s sandwiches are a hit, we always have locals coming and going all day long.

And I can’t deny it does me good. Seeing people, hearing a story or two, keeping myself busy maintaining the store.

Moving to Golden Village was definitely the best decision I ever made.

A little while later, the girl shows up at the counter with a bag of apples, pears, and peaches.

“Find everything you needed?” I ask as I start weighing the bags to add up her total.

“Yes. Emma loves fruit, and I like to give it to her throughout the day, between meals.”

I nod and tell her the price. I take her money and hand back the change, noticing she hesitates a little before stepping away.

“Um... Can you tell me who’s in charge of the store?” she asks, a bit shy.

“That would be me. Is there a problem?”

“No, no. Not at all!” she answers too quickly, adjusting her daughter on her shoulder. “It’s just that I saw the help-wanted sign in the window, and I wanted to ask about it...”

I’m surprised by her approach and cross my arms, curious.

“You’re interested in the position?”

“Yes. It’s just that... I know I just got to the village, but I plan to stay. I didn’t come here just to visit,” she explains, and a strange feeling settles in my chest.

“Hmm...”

“I’m staying at Mrs. Johnson’s hotel, but I only plan to be there until I find a job and can rent a place for the two of us.”

I look at the girl and nod.

“I need an assistant here. Someone to help with restocking shelves, pricing, covering the register when I have to step out...”

“That sounds perfect for me. I’m willing to do whatever you need, Mr...”

“Moore.” I extend my hand to her, and she shakes it firmly. “Jayden Moore.”

The warmth of her skin against mine throws me off again, so I make a point to break the contact.

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Moore. Chloe Mitchell,” she introduces herself.

“So, Miss Mitchell... When would you be available to start?”

The girl’s eyes light up, and a beautiful smile spreads across her face.

“Can you give me just a few more days? I need to find someone trustworthy to stay with Emma while I work, and Mrs. Johnson said she’d help me with that.”

“Sure, that’s fine. Let me know when you’ve figured it out.”

“Okay. I promise I won’t take too long.” Her smile gets even bigger now. “Thank you, Mr. Moore. Thank you so much.”

I nod at her, and she smiles one more time before leaving the store, the bell chiming as she goes.

I turn my focus back to work and face another busy day. Since it’s market day, a lot of locals come by for fresh fruits and vegetables, so I don’t get a minute of downtime.

When the sun sets, I start packing up to close the store, say goodbye to Paige, lock up, and flip the sign to “closed.”

With my hands in the pockets of my jeans, I walk to my truck parked on the next block, and the engine rumbles to life.

I drive easy, waving to a few people I know along the way until I hit the dirt road that leads to my cabin, a little ways out from the village.

I park the car and hop out, crossing the fence and being greeted by Sirius, my Rottweiler. This fat, energetic dog doesn’t even look like the same animal I found abandoned on the road, nothing but skin and bones.

“Hey there, buddy.”

I rub his fur and get a bunch of licks in return. I pull the keys from my pocket and unlock the front door of the cabin, flipping on the lights with Sirius following close behind.

I head to my bedroom and take a quick shower, letting the hot water relax my tired, work-weary body.

When I’m done, I pull on some sweatpants and a t-shirt. Then I go to the back door, where I pour more kibble into the dog’s bowl. Sirius eats enthusiastically, and I give him one more scratch before stepping away and heading into the small kitchen.

I turn on the radio and let some music play while I make pasta for dinner.

During the day, I usually eat at the store, but at night I always like to cook something for myself and take the time to unwind.

These moments when I’m alone do me a world of good.

I carry my plate to the living room, along with a long-neck beer, and turn on the TV to watch some random show.

Soon enough, Sirius joins me and lies down on the rug, watching the screen. It’s incredible—my dog can’t see a TV turned on without coming over to watch, like he actually understands what’s playing. This little guy is one hell of a companion for me.

I finish dinner and take the plate to the kitchen, washing everything before heading back to the couch.

With the house lights off, I watch the show until sleep comes, in another one of those nights where I feel completely relaxed.

Where I feel exactly the way I want to.

​
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Chloe

“SO YOU GOT A JOB WITH Jayden? That’s wonderful!” Mrs. Johnson exclaims, her voice bubbling with excitement the moment I walk back in with my daughter in my arms.

“I went to buy some fruit for Emma, saw the help-wanted sign, and asked him about it.”

“This will be so good for you, honey! Jayden’s a serious man, but he’s got a good heart.”

I pull up a stool and sit beside her at the reception counter, turning it over in my mind.

Jayden Moore is a very handsome man.

I’d guess he’s over forty, from the few strands of gray I noticed in his hair and his close-cropped beard. His features are striking, with a few lines that give him an incredible kind of charm. I couldn’t help noticing his firm arms while he worked hauling those crates.

And more than that, there’s a mystery about him that pulls you in.

“Now I just need to find someone to leave Emma with. Do you know of any daycare?”

The old woman stares at me, eyes wide.

“You’d leave this beautiful little girl in a daycare? What a shame! Besides, we don’t have one in Golden Village. Only in the neighboring towns...”

I let out a sigh.

“Then I don’t know what to do... I haven’t had time to meet many people yet, and...”

Mrs. Johnson waves a hand, cutting me off.

“Leave her with me! I’ll watch her for you.”

My eyes go wide with surprise.

“No, Mrs. Johnson! You work, and...”

“And what does that matter? I’ve got Lilly, who helps me plenty, and we don’t even have that many guests around here, as you know.”

I think it over—whether I’d be putting too much on her. Ever since I arrived in this village, she’s been wonderful to me. I know I’ve only known her for less than a week, but I still feel like I can trust her. Actually, I need to trust her, because I don’t have another option if I want to work around here.

“Are you sure?” I ask, and she breaks into a beautiful smile, taking Emma from my arms. “I won’t be a bother?”

“A bother, watching a girl this precious?” she asks, kissing my little one’s cheek, who lets out a tiny giggle for her. “Besides, Golden Village hardly has any children—it’s turning into a town for old folks.” She makes a funny face, and I laugh softly. “It’s an honor to have this princess with us.”

I look at this woman, so tender with my daughter, and feel my chest fill with something I can’t name. The scene makes me think of my parents and how they never got the chance to meet their granddaughter, and it squeezes my heart right here inside me.

They would have loved Emma so much...

“Then I can work things out with Jayden?” I ask, and she nods, smiling at me.

“Of course you can! You can start tomorrow! It’ll be a pleasure to take care of this little girl,” she answers, playing with Emma in her arms.

“And how much will you charge me?...”

Once again, she waves her hand, cutting me off.

“Don’t worry about that—we’ll settle it later, okay? It won’t cost me anything to keep this little one.”

“Mrs. Johnson... That’s not fair!”

“We’ll agree on a symbolic amount, all right?”

She winks at me, and I shake my head.

I don’t even know how to thank her for this.

It’s amazing—I’ve only been in this village for such a short time and I’ve already been swept up in all the love coming from her.

Golden Village is certainly a place full of love.

[image: ]

THE FAMILIAR BELL CHIMES, announcing my arrival. The same moment, I see Jayden lift his eyes from behind the checkout counter, and his expression softens when he spots me.

It’s not quite a smile, but I like the gentleness in his gaze.

I notice the store is pretty empty and wave to Paige from a distance when I see her at the diner counter. She was one of the people who reached out to me since I arrived, treating me with so much warmth, just like Mrs. Johnson.

“Good morning, Mr. Moore,” I greet him, and he nods at me.

“Please, call me Jayden.”

“All right,” I reply, a half-smile forming. “I came to tell you I can start whenever you want.”

A flicker of surprise crosses his face.

“Really? You found someone to stay with your daughter?”

“Mrs. Johnson herself, believe it or not. She wouldn’t let me look for a daycare and said she’d do it gladly.”

“I don’t even know if there’s a daycare around here...”

“She told me only in neighboring towns, which makes it impossible. But anyway... if you still need someone, I’m available.”

“I do need someone. But I also have to say the pay isn’t very high...”

“That’s fine. Whatever you’re willing to pay works for me.”

Jayden nods, pleased with my answer.

“Alright. So we start tomorrow?”

“Deal.”

I hold out my hand, and he shakes it in a brief greeting, but I can’t help noticing the warmth.

“What time should I be here?”

“Is seven okay with you?”

“Perfect. I’ll be here.”

“Then welcome, Miss...”

“Chloe,” I correct him, and he gives a small nod, a lopsided smile crossing his face.

“Right, Chloe. Welcome.”

“Thank you for the opportunity, Jayden. I promise you won’t regret it.”

“I’m counting on it.”

I nod and say goodbye, then head over to the counter where I find Paige alone.

“Hey, gorgeous,” she greets me with her gentle smile. “Ready to spend all your days with me?”

Her mouth drops open in an O, and I let out a laugh.

“No kidding?”

“I just worked out the details with Jayden. I start tomorrow.”

“Oh, that’s amazing!”

The brunette comes out from behind the counter to give me a sisterly hug. And I feel so welcomed in that gesture that I let myself linger.

“Finally, a coworker. It’s always so good to have some female company!”

Her excitement is interrupted by a customer’s arrival, who greets me and makes small talk while Paige prepares his sandwich.

And something I’ve found incredible about this village is how nice people are—they genuinely seem to care about you. It’s so different from what I was used to.

I can’t resist eating some waffles from my new friend as soon as I catch the smell of the dishes she’s preparing. When I leave, I say goodbye to her and to Jayden once more, confirming everything about tomorrow.

I walk out of the store floating with happiness, thinking that life really did give me a second chance.

And that I can be happy even after so much storm.

There’s still light...

There’s still hope...

Before heading back to the hotel, I stop by a children’s store and buy another stuffed animal for Emma, who I know loves them.

I’m still smiling when I step onto Mrs. Johnson’s property and find her chatting animatedly with Emma in her arms.

“Oh... Back already?” she complains, and I let out a laugh.

“Soon you’ll be spending so much time with this girl, you’ll get sick of her!” I say, taking my little one from her arms.

“As if that were possible. Did you talk to Jayden?”

“Yes, everything’s set for me to start tomorrow at seven!”

Nancy Johnson claps her hands with excitement.

“Perfect. I’ll set up a little corner for Emma to sleep while I work.”

“You really are an angel!”

I hug her before heading up to my room to enjoy this moment with my daughter.

I take off my jacket and settle onto the bed, reaching for the stuffed animal in the bag.

“Look, sweetie, what Mommy brought you.”

I hand her the plush giraffe, and she’s enchanted by its long neck.

“It’s a giraffe, my love. Remember the picture book? There was a beautiful giraffe in it!”

“Gii-ah,” she repeats, and I smile at the sound of her adorable voice.

I can’t resist covering her with kisses, making her burst out laughing at my touch.

When I stop, she points at my shirt and I already know exactly what she wants.

“Mama.”

“Are you hungry, princess?”

I lean back against the headboard and lift the hem of my shirt, freeing my bra. Emma latches onto my breast and closes her eyes as she nurses in that way only she does.

“Starting tomorrow, Mommy’s going to go to work, okay?” I tell her as I stroke her blond curls. “It’s right nearby, at the store of the man who gave you the bunny, remember?”

I keep caressing her while she feeds.

“Mrs. Johnson is going to take care of you while I’m gone, so don’t give her too much trouble, got it?”

When Emma starts rubbing my chest with her tiny hand, I melt completely.

“Everything’s going to be fine, sweetheart. We’re going to be very happy here. I promise you.”

I lean down to kiss her forehead, and she pulls back to look me in the eyes.

A smile blooms on her face before she goes back to nursing, and I smile back.

It’s for this smile that I can do anything.

Even cross the whole country to give her safety and comfort.

Oh, my daughter...

As long as I’m alive, you will never be alone.

​
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CHAPTER 4
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Jayden

IT’S SIX FIFTY-NINE when the doorbell chimes. I look up to see Chloe Mitchell stepping through.

Her blond hair is tied back in a ponytail, and her thick coat shields her from the early morning cold. When her eyes meet mine, I notice her expression soften. And standing here, watching her for a few seconds, I can’t help but realize again how beautiful she is.

Not the kind of flashy beauty you see on magazine covers, but something simple and stunning.

“Good morning, Paige.”

She nods to my coworker before walking over to me.

“Good morning, Jayden.”

I tilt my head, stepping out from behind the counter.

“Morning, Chloe.”

“Okay, I’m here. Give me plenty to do!” She rubs her hands together with an excited tone, and I smirk.

“I’ll start by showing you the stockroom and how I restock the shelves.”

“Alright.”

I motion for Chloe to follow me and lead her to the stockroom in the back of the store. I flip on the lights, and as soon as we’re alone in the room, I catch the scent of her perfume. I can’t place it, but it smells fresh, like flowers.

“This is where we keep our inventory.” I walk her through each shelf and notice she’s paying close attention to everything I say, asking pointed questions. “Whenever something runs out on the shelves and you see we’re low in the stockroom, let me know so I can order more.”
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