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      I have to get out of here.

      The words echoed a litany in Kira’s mind as she yanked open her car door, tossing her duffel bag onto the passenger seat. She took one last look at the beautiful two-story house with its pristine, white trim, and immaculately maintained garden—the only home she could remember. It looked like something out of a postcard in the afternoon California sun. She did her best to ignore the pang of guilt at her imagined reaction to the note she had left behind for her family to find. If she tried to talk to her parents face to face, she would never be able to get away, never mind what would happen if her sister dropped by. She shook her head, setting her long, brown ponytail swinging against her back. They would never understand.

      She had tried—repeatedly—to explain her objections to her family’s well-intended plans for her now that she had finally graduated from college. The problem was that she could provide no other alternative. Now that she had her degree, she was free to move on with her life. She had worked hard, and her years of study had paid off. She could speak French, Spanish, and Italian, and had taken a few courses in Russian and German. Translation work seemed like the obvious choice. But with her school years behind her, Kira found herself wondering where the time had gone, and what she really wanted to do with her life. She enjoyed the challenge of learning new things, but the idea of working for her father, or getting a job as a translator seemed equally boring and unfulfilling options, which only made her feel guilty for spending so much time and money on school in the first place.

      Of course, her sister, Kori, only made matters worse. She was the darling firstborn, who had married one of their father’s star employees, much to their parents’ approval. She had her own successful child therapy practice, and had just given birth to a son. In other words, she was the perfect daughter, which only made Kira look worse by comparison. Kira loved her sister, and looked forward to being an aunt, but the two of them had very little in common. If anything, Kori usually sided with their parents when it came to trying to seize direction of Kira’s life.

      Kira squared her shoulders. She knew she was the black sheep. No matter how hard she tried, it was the way things had always been. But now she was at a crossroads. Would she take a job at her father’s financial firm and keep the peace, take the middle, ‘practical,’ role of translator and maintain some of her independence, or... what? She couldn’t help but feel there was some other option she should explore, but she had no idea what it was.

      Which was why she needed to get away.

      She turned away from the house to get into her car when she heard another vehicle pull into the driveway beside her. She closed her eyes and suppressed a groan, knowing who she would find when she turned around.

      Of all the days for Mom to get home early...

      “Kira?” Her mother got out of the elegant, gray sedan to stand in front of her. Her brow was furrowed in an anxious frown as her eyes darted toward the duffel bag. “What are you doing?” She wore slacks and a pale, pink blouse, and her blond hair was perfectly styled.

      As always, Kira felt like a walking disaster standing next to her. She became painfully aware of her own worn jeans and sneakers, and lack of makeup. Her only concession to her appearance was her green T-shirt, which brought out the color of her eyes.

      “I’m, um, going to the cabin,” Kira said, trying not to mumble. She felt her cheeks flush. “I left a note in the kitchen.”

      Her mother shook her head. “Whatever for?”

      Kira scuffed her toe against the asphalt. “I just want to get away for a few days.”

      “By yourself?” her mother demanded, raising an eyebrow.

      Kira looked up to meet her gaze with a flash of annoyance. “Why not? I’ve done it before.”

      “That’s not the point. You know your father and I don’t like it when you go there alone. What if something happens?”

      “I’ll be fine, Mom. Nothing’s going to happen. I just need some time alone, OK?”

      “You know, your father was hoping to talk to you about starting work soon,” her mother said, her lips forming a hard line. “He already has a position lined up for you.”

      Kira’s gaze slid away to focus on a nearby flowering shrub. “I know. And I really appreciate that. I’m just not sure it’s what I want.”

      “I think it could be good for you,” her mother said, pressing onward. “You’re smart enough to be good at it, and you could move up quickly if you work at it. Besides, it might help you to meet some new friends, or even a nice boy. That’s how your sister met Adam, before she started her practice.”

      “I know!” Kira blurted in frustration. She took a steadying breath. “I know. But I’m not Kori. We don’t want the same things.”

      Her mother uttered an exasperated sigh. “What do you want, Kira?”

      Kira bit her lip. Her escape wasn’t going at all as planned. She wished her mother would just let her leave...

      “I—” Kira’s voice was cut short by the muffled notes of Darth Vader’s ‘Imperial March’. She fumbled to fish her phone out of her pocket, nearly wilting with relief at the timely interruption. “Sorry. I need to take this.”

      She swiped her finger across the screen of her phone and put it to her ear. “Hey, Rob. What’s up?” She avoided her mother’s glare.

      “Hey, Kira. What have you been up to? I haven’t seen you in a while.” The familiar clicking of Rob’s high-speed typing sounded in the background as he spoke.

      “Yeah, I’ve been kind of busy,” Kira said, not wanting to get into her issues in front of her mother. “Besides, I can only spend so much time cooped up in your parents’ basement. Maybe if you went out once in a while...”

      Rob scoffed. “You know how I roll. I prefer to stay close to my Fortress of Solitude.”

      Kira rolled her eyes. “You mean ‘cave’—Cave of Solitude. In no world is that pigsty basement a fortress.”

      “Have you been talking to my mom again?”

      Kira shook her head and tried to get things back on track. “Look, is this a social call or what?” Rob was one of the few people she was close friends with, but he usually called her when he wanted something.

      “Right. Can you come over? I have a proposition for you.”

      If any other guy had said those words, she might have suspected innuendo, but Rob had come out back when they were in high school.

      “Interesting, but I think we both know I’m not your type,” Kira bantered.

      “Very funny,” Rob said in a dry voice. “Now can you come over or not? It’s important.”

      She doubted whatever Rob wanted was as high priority as he was making it out to be, but Kira’s curiosity was piqued, and he was giving her a perfect opportunity to slip away from her mother.

      “Yeah, I’ll be over in a few,” Kira said, ignoring her mother’s dark look. “I’m on my way out of town anyway. I’ll stop on the way.”

      “Cool. See you soon.” Rob hung up without even thanking her.

      “Typical,” Kira muttered as she slipped her phone back into her pocket.

      “Was that Rob?” her mother asked.

      “Yeah, he needs me to swing by. He said it’s important.” Kira’s words hung in the air between them.

      Her mother shook her head. “I don’t know why you waste your time with him. You could do so much better. Besides, it’s not as if he’s ever going to be interested in you.”

      “We’ve been over this. He’s my friend. I’m not pining after Rob.” Kira suppressed a shudder at the thought. Even if Rob were straight, he was definitely not her type. But her mother couldn’t seem to get past the idea of her having a male, gay friend, instead of a gaggle of girlfriends.

      Like Kori, of course.

      Kira shrugged off the familiar argument. “Look, I have to go.” She gave her mother a quick embrace before climbing into her car and placing her phone in its dock.

      Her mother shook herself. “I still don’t want you to go to the cabin. Why can’t we talk about this?”

      “We’ve already talked about it.” Kira looked up from where she sat. “Please, Mom, I need this.”

      Her mother’s shoulders slumped. “Fine. Just make sure you keep in touch, OK? Remember to set the alarm system before you go to bed. And drive safe, honey.”

      “I will,” Kira promised. “I’ll see you in a few days.”

      She closed her car door and backed out of the driveway with a wave. A wave of relief washed over her as she watched her mother’s figure and her childhood home shrink into the distance of her rear-view mirror.
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      It took less than ten minutes for Kira to drive to Rob’s place. She was immediately greeted at the door with an enthusiastic hug by his mother. Unlike Kira’s mother, she wore a pair of khaki shorts and a T-shirt.

      “Kira!” She pulled away with a smile, running her fingers through her dark curls in an effort to straighten them. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “Hi, Señora Alvarez,” Kira said, unable to resist returning the other woman’s kind smile. “Rob asked me to come over.”

      “Of course. Come in!” She ushered Kira inside. “Would you like something to drink? I’ve just made some lemonade.”

      “Sounds great, thanks,” Kira said, following her to the kitchen. The interior of the house was quiet.

      “Gabriela and Ana have gone out shopping,” Rob’s mother explained. “They both did very well at school this semester, so we decided to give them some spending money for new clothes.” She beamed with pride, just like she did every time she spoke of her younger daughters. “How are your parents?”

      “Good,” Kira said, hoping to keep things vague. “They’re both happy to be grandparents now that Kori’s had Kevin.”

      “They must be so proud! And how are you liking being an aunt? Is it giving you any ideas?” Rob’s mother gave her a wink.

      Kira flushed. “Um, I think I’m good for now. Besides, I wouldn’t want to steal any of Kori’s thunder.” She forced a dry chuckle.

      As if such a thing would be possible, even if I wanted to have a baby.

      Rob’s mother gave her a pat on the shoulder. “That’s all right. You’ll know when you’re ready. Anyway, I’m glad you’re here.” She jerked her head in the direction of the basement stairs. “He’s been holed up for days down there. Maybe you can convince him to get some fresh air. You two could visit out on the front porch.”

      Kira gave a helpless shrug. “I’ll see what I can do, but you know how he is.”

      Rob’s mother shook her head. “All too well, demon child that he is. His father and I have tried to get him to consider going back to school, or at least get some kind of respectable job.” She sighed. “His father teaches mathematics at the university
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