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Pushing against the winterish wind as she walked toward the Hudson River, Becky Cohen sniffed the sweet aroma of a wood fire. The scent cut through the frigid December air, reminding her of home. The memory of sitting in front of the fireplace with her family at Hanukkah flashed through her mind. She sighed. Yeah, but not this year. Hanukkah didn’t coincide with Christmas on the calendar, so she didn’t have time off. She had a ticket to fly back to Milwaukee when the office closed for the holiday.

The bitter cold stung Becky’s face as she trudged along 92nd street toward her apartment building. She bowed her head and pulled her wool scarf tighter. The icy air sliced through her clothing, penetrating straight to the bone. The wind off Riverside Drive, more wicked than anything she’d experienced in Milwaukee, howled around her.

Anxious to get back to the small two-bedroom apartment she shared with three other young women, she quickened her steps. Shutting her eyes for a second, she couldn’t wipe away the humiliating episode that had occurred moments before.

As she made her way home, she shuddered at the recollection of being caught in tears by the hunky Assistant Production Manager, Sam Golden. At six o’clock, she’d thought everyone had left, so she took a moment to Skype her family on her phone, to share a bit of the first night of Hanukkah via the Internet.

Her brothers, David and Joe, had answered. She’d never forget David’s words.

“Hey, Squirt. Listen, Mom took a turn for the worse. Dad took her to the hospital. Hanukkah’s been cancelled.”

She didn’t remember the rest of their conversation. Her mind had blanked after the word “hospital.” David didn’t have any new details about their mother. Myra Cohen had contracted a bad case of the flu, which turned into pneumonia. Maybe the antibiotic wasn’t working or something? Becky couldn’t remember because she’d gone straight to panic mode. She’d gotten off quickly and burst into tears. Sobbing into a lone tissue she’d fished from her desk drawer, she started when a deep voice said, “Here.” A hand bearing a clean, white handkerchief came into view.

She raised her wet gaze to meet Sam Golden’s. His gorgeous green eyes held concern.

“Boyfriend problems?”

She shook her head, trying to pull herself together enough to talk. “No boyfriend. My mother.”

“Mother problems?” He raised his eyebrows. “At this age?”

“Sick. She’s sick. They’ve taken her to the hospital.”

“Oh, geez. Crap. I’m sorry.” He sank down into the chair next to her desk.

She took his offering and hid her face behind it, muttering, “Thank you.”

“And on the first night of Hanukkah, too.” He shook his head.

“Hanukkah’s been cancelled,” she said, her words muffled by the cloth.

“Cancelled? I didn’t know you could cancel Hanukkah. I’d better call my family.” He started to rise.

Despite herself, Becky smiled and put her hand on his arm. “Just for my family.”

“I’m sorry. That’s so sad.”

Fresh tears welled up. “I’d better go.” She pushed to her feet. Upon standing, Becky lost her balance. Sam rose, grabbed her, and held her.

“Thank you,” she mumbled, her mind muddled, her pulse racing.

His tender embrace unleashed new emotions in her. Unable to stop herself, she cried on his shoulder. He tightened his grip with one arm and stroked her back with his free hand.

“I bet she’s gonna be okay.”

His warm, reassuring words, and strength soothed her. Her eyes drifted shut. How many times had she dreamt of being in Sam Golden’s arms? A hundred? A thousand? Maybe, okay, definitely, but never like this. Her mom’s favorite expression echoed in her head. “Get a grip, girl.” A few deep breaths helped her regain control and she stepped back.

She wiped her face with his hanky, then gazed up. “I’ll wash this and return it.”

He waved it away. “Keep it. I have dozens. Probably gonna get more for Hanukkah, too.”

She managed a small smile, then tucked his gift into her bag.

“It’s late. Let me put you in a cab.”

“The subway. I’m saving money to go home at the holiday.”

“Oh, okay. I’ll walk you.”

Together they donned winter coats, scarves, hats, and gloves to brave the brutish December weather.

Becky approached her townhouse-sized apartment building and recalled Sam’s kindness. She’d had such a crush on him from the day she started at Homes and Ralph Publishing a year ago.

He stood six feet tall with brown hair and green eyes. Narrow at the waist, he had wide shoulders and a dazzling grin. The second their gazes connected her heart flipped. The heat of his stare penetrated places best ignored during the workday.

Sam was an important manager and rumored to be dating Maryann Donnelley, her boss. That and the fact she was only an editorial assistant put him off-limits. Still, she could dream, right? Sam and Maryann went out to lunch every other week. Occasionally, after hours, he’d disappear into her office and close the door. She wondered what went on in there but had no way to satisfy her curiosity.

At twenty-eight, Becky wasn’t some naïve schoolgirl. Or a virgin, either. In fact, her shiny, dark hair, deep chocolate eyes, and curvy figure had attracted boys since sophomore year in high school. She’d had a different boyfriend every year in college, too.

Against her father’s wishes, Becky had moved to New York. The noise, the crowds, and the pulse of the City overwhelmed her, though she’d never admit it.

“Why can’t you stay here? You have a good job at the Daily Sentinel. New York is expensive and dangerous. You’re dating a nice boy, get married. You can move out then.”

“I’m not staying here, Dad. Even if I don’t leave Milwaukee, I’m getting my own apartment.”

“Why? Save money. Live at home.”

She snorted. “Yeah, right. I’m twenty-seven. It’s way past time.”

“If you go to New York, don’t come crying to me for airfare to come home when you get homesick. If you’re so damn independent, pay for it yourself. In fact, pay for everything yourself. I’m done.”

And he’d huffed off, slamming the front door behind him. His lack of support had rattled her. But, after a day or two, her resolve hardened, and she made plans to move to the Big Apple.

A headhunter set her up with several job interviews and Becky had nailed the best one. She landed the job as admin assistant to two acquisitions editors at Homes and Ralph Publishing. She hoped to become an acquisitions editor herself someday. When she was hired at H and P, she’d taken the first step toward living her dream.

Finding a place to live had been a challenge. Once she’d closed the deal on an apartment share, she’d taken her savings, shipped her stuff, and hopped on a plane. Becky had lucked out with her three roommates. While not becoming her best friends, they had a live-and-let-live attitude. After a few months of adjustment, they settled into peaceful co-existence. They went their way and she went hers.

On Friday nights
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