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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Elia

      Reaching into my bag, I fumble around until my fingers land on the cool form of my Montblanc pen. I felt the extravagant purchase necessary a few months back when I signed my divorce papers. It didn’t feel right writing my signature with a standard ballpoint that came in a box with forty-nine identical ones.

      My liberation from Preston Ridgemont needed something special to commemorate the occasion. Hence the overpriced pen. A pen I’m now using to sign my new employment contract.

      I hand the signed document back to the director of Grady Springs Regional Hospital, Laurel Ives, the tight ball of nerves winding around in my stomach unraveling once she gives me a smile and a nod.

      My anxiety over this meeting is completely unfounded. Deep down, I know this, but... last year taught me never to simply assume anything.

      “Everything looks in order,” Ms. Ives says, scanning the document. “Doctor of Nursing Practice, certified nurse midwife, women’s health nurse practitioner. You must have been in school for ages.” Humor laces her tone.

      “It certainly felt like it,” I answer, tucking an escaped strand of dark hair back behind my ear.

      “Well, you are certainly the most qualified candidate we’ve ever had.” She pushes her reading glasses to the top of her head and pins me with her gaze. I want to shift in my chair, unsure if my discomfort is coming from the stare she’s giving me or the questions I’m pretty sure she’s about to ask. “What made you decide to relocate to Grady Springs, of all places after working at UCI medical center?” She pauses. “I mean, not that I’m not pleased you’re here, but they’re one of the most highly ranked maternity care hospitals in the nation.”

      And there it is. The question. The same inquiry I’ve been fielding for close to a year now. I take a deep breath and remind myself she isn’t asking for the dirty details of my marriage to Preston—information I’m free to tell her, as I have refused to sign his ridiculous NDA.

      Shrugging, I give her my best answer. “Just needed a change. The challenge of being in an unfamiliar location.”

      “Hmm... I can understand that.”

      My response is a smile, one I hope isn’t coming off as forced. I doubt she can fully appreciate the circumstances that landed me in Grady Springs on the doorstep of a college friend.

      Laurel checks her smart watch before rising from her leather chair. “We should start our tour soon, if you want to make it to your meeting with Dr. Rudin.”

      I follow Laurel through the maze of corridors that make up the hospital complex. There are the standard areas like emergency, urgent care, radiology, outpatient, surgery, and so on. The facility is not overly large, but the three stories I’ve seen so far are all well-equipped and not as dated as I originally assumed.

      “Our hospital is part of a regional group consisting of Marek Hills and Sonderville. We’ve found sharing data and resources beneficial,” she tells me as we pass through an automatic glass door. “Grady Springs isn’t a small town by most standards. We’re currently around nine, almost ten thousand. Our issue is our relative isolation from other cities. We need to be fully sustainable, but with that comes considerable costs. Dr. Alex Rudin is our only full-time OB-GYN, although we do have a doctor coming in once a week for office hours on loan from Sonderville. That’s why having you on staff will be such a boon for us,” she says with a smile.

      Laurel finishes her tour back at her office, where her assistant is waiting with a large manila envelope. Laurel takes the material and hands it to me. “These are the copies of your contract, tax forms, et cetera, along with your employee handbook. You can pick up your badge and passwords on Monday morning before your first shift. If you have any questions between now and then, don’t hesitate to give me a call.” Laurel waits until I’ve got everything stowed away in my tote before shaking my hand. “It was my pleasure getting to know you. I’m confident you’re going to make a wonderful addition to our team.”

      “Thanks.” I turn to leave, wanting to go to the bathroom before I meet up with Dr. Rudin, but as I reach for the door, I’m stopped.

      “Oh, I forgot,” Laurel’s assistant, Jill Katz, says. “I didn’t include the info on the parking garage.” She goes to her computer and starts typing something in. “I’ll need your license plate and the make and model of car so you can park there on Monday and not get ticketed.”

      I rattle off the details of my Volvo—a car I currently don’t even have in my possession, as there was some sort of issue while I was working in Honduras.

      “Okay, thanks. You’re all set,” Jill tells me. “Hope you have a great weekend.”

      “You too.”

      I make it to my scheduled meeting with Dr. Rudin in the hospital’s café. I scan the tables, not finding her dark, slightly graying bob, so I opt on getting a free table near the French doors leading to the outside patio. Looking around the stylish café, and out onto the patio, surrounded by potted plants, a warm sensation moves through my chest. I can see myself being happy here, I smile noticing a hummingbird outside the patio doors. A couple more minutes go by of me lost in my thoughts, before Alex drops into the seat across from me.

      “I hope you haven’t been waiting too long?” Dr. Rudin asks as she takes out her phone and types something before giving me her full attention. “They should be out with our order in a few minutes. This café app has made my life so much easier.” She taps the table. “You look really good, Elia. Doctors Without Borders must’ve been good for you.”

      Our food arrives just then—a chicken Caesar salad for Alex, and a quinoa and black bean salad for me. We eat while Alex peppers me with questions about Honduras and the challenging work I’ve just finished there.

      I wipe my mouth with my napkin before folding it and placing it on my plate. All of a sudden, I’m nervous, even though I know there isn’t reason for me to be. “I can’t thank you enough for this op⁠—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Elia.” Alex waves me off. “This place is lucky to have someone like you. I’m lucky.” She reaches across the table for my hand, and a pressure begins to build up behind my eyes. “I know it couldn’t have been easy to leave home for somewhere new, but...”

      “It was time. I should’ve left after my parents died. Maybe if I had, Preston wo⁠—”

      “Elia, no. You are not to blame for what happened between the two of you.”

      “Aren’t I?” I tuck some hair behind my ear. “I mean, I’ve been so focused on my schooling and career, I... I didn’t even see how very wrong Preston was for me.”

      “Look, relationships aren’t easy. Brandon and I are much better friends than a couple. And while co-parenting a teenager with him and his wife Kendall isn’t how I saw things going at this stage of my life, I can’t say I’m unhappy. I love my husband, Jared, and my stepchildren.” Alex chuckles. “I’m twisting this all up, sorry. What I mean to say is things happen for a reason. So your marriage didn’t work out.” She shrugs. “It just means something even better is bound to come along.”

      I give her a small smile. “I hope so.”

      “Definitely. Now let’s get to the office so I can introduce you to everyone working today, then you can get some rest before you’re thrown into everything on Monday.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I park my borrowed car in the driveway and squint at the quaint house my friend inherited from her grandmother. The bungalow was built circa 1908, and is extremely well maintained, like most of the other houses on this street. The pale-blue paint Hazel chose for her home makes it look like something out of a fairy tale.

      I grab the grocery bags out of the trunk of the Mini and walk up the steps to the front door. Shifting my load to unlock the door, I’m careful to block the opening so as to not let Atticus, Hazel’s five-year-old Holland Lop, out the front door.

      “Hi honey, I’m home!” I announce to the quiet house, so as to not surprise Hazel and cause her anxiety to spike.

      I carry the bags to the kitchen and start putting things away, when I hear Hazel call out from her bedroom. She comes into the kitchen wearing dove-gray scrubs, carrying Atticus. She sets the cream and beige-spotted rabbit on the floor and goes to the sink to wash her hands before helping me put things away.

      “So, how did things go? Everything signed and ready for next week?” Hazel asks, putting away the items in the higher cabinets, as she’s got several inches on my 5’4” height.

      “Yes,” I tell her as I hand her a box of granola. “I had a tour with Laurel, and lunch with Alex.” At the thought of Alex, I reach out and touch Hazel’s arm. “I know I’ve said it close to a thousand times before, but... thank you for everything.”

      Hazel gives me a side hug and a quick squeeze. “You have nothing to thank me for. All I did was make a few calls on your behalf. This position was always yours for the taking.”

      “I know you say that, but they didn’t have to wait for me to get back from Honduras. They could’ve filled the role while I was working there.”

      Hazel shrugs. “That was more Alex than anything else. Now that Dr. Anand has retired, she’ll have a lot more on her schedule, and she needs someone who can fill in the holes Anand’s leaving will cause. She trusts you. I mean, it’s not every day you get to take on someone you helped train.” She gives me a wink, then checks the time on her watch before removing the hair band from her wrist and pulling her long brown hair into a ponytail. “I’m not sure what time I’ll be home. I have a feeling Mrs. Nguyen is going to pass over tonight.”

      My chest tightens at her words. I don’t know how Hazel does it. She handles her work as a hospice nurse with such... I don’t know, serene grace, I guess.

      When I first met Hazel Doyle all those years ago in our nursing program at UC Irvine, she didn’t show much interest in end-of-life care. We actually started out together in labor and delivery. But after everything that happened... well, I guess you could say Hazel found her calling.

      I give myself a mental head shake, trying to dislodge the dark memories from taking hold.

      It’s kind of funny when you think about it. I deal with bringing life into this world, where Hazel’s focus is on life’s exit. She’s the Yin to my Yang.

      “You know, before you get changed into your comfy clothes, you should see about getting your car. Not that I mind sharing, but we aren’t going to always have schedules that line up well,” Hazel says, taking some Tupperware out of the fridge and putting it into her work bag. “I could drop you off at the garage.”

      I glance down at my coral pencil skirt and nude heels. “Don’t you think I should change?”

      Hazel scans me from head to toe. “Nope. You look amazing. Plus, I need to get going, and if we don’t leave now, you’ll lose your ride.”

      I hesitate for only a second, before I go to get my work tote and pull out my wallet. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      Hazel gives me a smile I can’t quite decipher as we head out the door.
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      Scott

      I hear Maman talking in soft tones to someone whose voice I don’t recognize. I check the time on my watch and note that I still have another hour before Mr. Smyth is expected to pick up his car.

      I roll out from under the Land Cruiser when I hear the distinctive sound of heels on the concrete floor of the garage. My eyes adjust to a mix of natural light from the glass on the bay doors and the artificial light coming from the newly installed LED lamps overhead.

      “It was nice meeting you. Scott here can answer your questions concerning your vehicle,” Maman says.

      I’m wondering why she’s not helping the client, as she’s the one who usually deals with...

      Whoa.

      I blink a couple more times, not because of the light, but because of the beautiful angel standing only a few feet from me. I feel hot all of a sudden, and my skin prickles like thousands of fire ants have decided to make me their lunch.

      I take in a deep breath, hoping it will slow my galloping heart.

      The angel in front of me is without a doubt the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen in the flesh. Dark-brown shoulder-length hair frames a heart-shaped face. The only mark on her clear, light-olive skin is a small beauty mark on her left cheekbone. Her bow-shaped lips are stained a rosy pink. One of her perfectly shaped brows arches before I can tell what shade her eyes are.

      “Hi, I’m Elia Villanueva. I need to speak to you about the work done on my car.”

      I’m rendered mute for a second as I try to rack my brain for a memory of working on her car, ‘cause I would definitely remember her if I had.

      My hand trembles with the need to shake her hand, but I think better of it, as my hands are dirty and she looks so pristine, so I put my hands in my pockets.

      “I’m Scott Brooks, owner and operator of this garage.” I shake my head. “I’m sorry but you’re going to have to refresh my memory.”

      “It’s a 2018 Volvo S60. My friend brought it in to get worked on while I was away,” she says, shifting on her heels.

      The heart that had been pounding in my chest only moments before comes to a shuddering stop. She’s the owner of the Volvo? The car someone tampered with and ended up injuring Nate, my daughter’s boyfriend and my employee.

      “Uhh...” I grab the back of my neck as I search for a way to tell her about her car.

      “I’m starting my new job on Monday, so it’s kinda important it be ready by then. It isn’t safe to work a ten-hour shift and walk home, even if Grady Springs isn’t that big.” Her cheeks turn a light pink, and her eyes widen slightly. “I don’t mean to make fun of the town’s size. It’s just... compared to where I grew up, this place is sorta cozy, I suppose.”

      I burst out in a laugh that sounds strange, like I haven’t made that particular sound in forever. “Cozy is what relators use to describe a place that’s small, right?” I resist the urge to laugh more when I note how much more embarrassed she’s getting. “I can make a couple of phone calls and see if we can get your car back from the police, th⁠—”

      “The police?”

      “Yeah. Umm... it was picked up over two weeks ago to be tested to see if there was any evidence left behind from whoever tampered with it.”

      Elia puts up her hand to stop me. “I’m confused. Tampered? Evidence? What’s going on?”

      “Hazel Doyle called my cousin A.J., who owns a local towing company, to pick up the car and have it looked at.” She nods at what I’m telling her, so at least that part isn’t a surprise to her. “While it was here, it injured one of my guys, a teenager doing his work-study program.”

      Elia gasps and puts a dainty hand over her mouth. All of her fingers bare. No wedding ring, thank heavens.

      “Someone used hydrochloric acid on part of the engine. The gearbox, to be specific.”

      “Is he okay? The young man?”

      “Yeah. Nate was treated for chemical burns and is healing just fine.”

      “So, this gearbox... why would someone want to mess with it?”

      “My guess, and the opinion of the detective, was to cause an accident. If the car was mostly destroyed in a crash, it would be harder to detect than something easy like the cutting of the brakes. Plus that only ever works in the movies, as most people would immediately notice an issue, when they turn the car on and the brake pedal hits the floor.”

      “Oh.” Elia shakes her head. “But who would want to hurt me? Not even Preston or Belinda would stoop that low.”

      “Well if you can think of anyone who might have it out for you, you should definitely give the names to the GSPD.”

      “What am I supposed to do about my car?”

      I shrug, because I honestly don’t know the answer. “Let me get cleaned up real quick, and I can take you to the police department. We’ll get this all figured out.” I see Jake taking the keys for the oil change he just finished to the front office and give him a head nod.

      “What’s up, boss?” Jake asks.

      “The Land Cruiser needs a quick run through, then it’s finished. Can you take care of it? I need to take care of this.”

      Jake’s eyebrows rise is shock. Probably because I never hand over jobs I can easily do myself.

      “Yeah, I’ll take care of it.”

      Elia is still standing in shocked silence.

      “If you’ll follow me to the office, you can wait there while I get changed.” My hand itches to touch her arm and guide her, but I don’t want to ruin her silk blouse.

      “Oh, I don’t know.” She fiddles with hair, as her cheeks tinge pink. “I can use my rideshare app or maybe call a taxi.”

      “Angel, you said it yourself. This is a small town. We don’t have a rideshare service here, and the taxi service is more like a sober service and they won’t start taking calls until after five. Let me take you. If the car gets released, then I can have it towed here and do the work on it so you can have it for Monday.”

      She bites her lip in indecision, and I swallow the groan in my throat at the sight.

      “Okay. If it isn’t too much trouble.”

      Elia trails after me to the front office, where I explain things to Maman. Maman tilts her head to the side as the words begin to register, and I just know I’m going to be fielding questions later about this.

      I practically run out the back and up the stairs to the apartment I share with my seventeen-year-old daughter, Pen. I jump into the shower and do a quick rinse, lather, and repeat. I dry off, grab some boxers, then my charcoal jogging pants and throw on a black tee. I slip my feet into my black sneakers and jog back down the stairs. I check my watch and I’ve not even been gone ten minutes.

      I walk back into the office to find Maman and Elia chatting away.

      “You’ll have to let me know when you have a free day so you can come over for a visit,” Maman says.

      “I’ll be sure to do that.” Elia notices I’m standing in the corner watching their exchange. “Wow, that was quick.” She checks a sleek rose-gold and steel Omega watch. I recognize it as one I looked into getting for Pen this Christmas.

      “I’ll let you two get going. It was nice meeting you, Elia.” Maman tells her, before pinning me with a look that says we will definitely be having that talk later.

      I walk with Elia out to my most recent purchase, a new Maserati Levante. I look over my shoulder at her, trying to gauge her reaction to the car, but she doesn’t seem impressed, so I proceed with opening the passenger door for her before walking around to my side of the car. The engine purrs as it comes to life, and I caress the steering wheel like I always do, before realizing she might think I’m a weirdo. I glance over at her, but it doesn’t look like she noticed.

      The drive to GSPD is quick, as it’s only a few minutes away. Parking in the visitor’s area, I jump out and go to open her door, but she’s already taken care of herself, so I hold it for her.

      “This way.” I motion for her to follow me through the automatic sliding doors to the reception. I walk up to and speak to the officer at the front, letting him know we need to talk to Detective Cooper.

      “Detective Cooper isn’t in at the moment, but if you take a seat, I can get another detective out here shortly,” the officer tells me, typing something into his computer.

      Not ideal, but it’s not like she has much of a choice in the matter.

      “They’re sending someone out to speak to you shortly,” I inform her, and then type out a quick message to A.J. so he knows I need him to pick up a car for me.

      I study her as we wait, trying my best not to be creepy about it. I’m just... intrigued, I guess. Well, that and blown away by her beauty and poise.

      “So, you whe⁠—”

      “Ms. Villanueva, could you follow me please?” an officer I don’t recognize interrupts.

      I’m annoyed that the man hasn’t identified himself and simply wants her to follow him, but then, what do I expect from the Grady Springs police?

      Elia hesitates, so I tell her, “I’ll wait out here while you get this sorted out.”

      She smiles, showing off an adorable dimple in her right cheek, and a strange warmth fills my chest.

      I’m left to wait fifteen minutes before she comes back out carrying some papers. She looks dazed but beautiful, and once again, I feel warm all over—something I’m beginning to recognize as happiness. The joy of simply being around her.

      “Well, that was quick. Did they gather any evidence?”

      She shakes her head. “No. Officer Reyes didn’t tell me anything, just had me sign some waivers and gave me the impound slip.”

      What the actual fuck?

      I begin tapping my ring finger on my thigh, trying to quiet my rage. I’m going to need to reach out to Coop about this. I do my best to remain calm for her sake, as there’s nothing gained by unloading my suspicions on to her.

      “My cousin A.J. is going to be in here in five, so we’ll need to stick around until then.” I glance down at my shoes, nervous all of a sudden, but there isn’t much of a mystery as to why. I simply want to spend more time with her, I just don’t know how to get the words out.

      “Hey, man.” A.J. comes through the doors and gives me a bro hug before I can introduce him to Elia and her situation.

      A.J. nods along. “Okay. I’ll need your impound slip.” He looks to Elia. “Bay three?” he asks me, to which I nod. A.J. takes the paper and walks down a side corridor off of the waiting area.

      I check my watch. “It’s almost dinnertime. Would you like to join me for dinner?” I internally wince. Smooth, Brooks, real smooth.

      She looks at me and blinks a couple of times, her amber eyes appearing even more golden.

      “I, uhh... I should head home.” She tucks a strand of her rich chocolate-brown hair behind her ear, and I wonder as to the softness of it. “I have to read through an employee handbook that would rival War and Peace in size.” She looks down at her feet, and I feel an ache in my chest at her rejection, even though I understand the reason.

      Thing is, I’ve never felt like this about someone.

      I don’t want to walk away. From her. From whatever this is.

      This is so much more than a simple physical attraction. It’s the feeling my life is about to change, and she will be the catalyst.

      “Okay. I can drop you off a⁠—”

      “Oh, that’s okay. I’m sure I can find my way home from here.”

      I shake my head. “Not doubting your abilities at all. But those heels aren’t really made for a stroll through our cozy town,” I say with a smirk. “Look, if it’s about not wanting me to know where you live, I get it. I have a teenage daughter, and I wouldn’t want a virtual stranger knowing where she lived.” Elia blushes, and I’m guessing I hit the nail on the head. “How about I drive you to an intersection near where you live and you walk the rest of the way? That way you can save your feet, and maintain the mystery.”

      She gives me a small nod, and I’m struck by how such an insignificant gesture from a stranger makes me feel like I won something precious.

      Her approval.

      As we walk back out to my car, I send a couple of texts—one to Jake checking in, one to A.J. asking if he had any issues and what time I should expect the Volvo, and the last one to Coop with a simple enough request.

      Call me.

      Elia already has her door open by the time I get there. I chuckle a little as I walk around to my side and get in, before turning to watch her type something into the maps app open on her phone. I guess she doesn’t know the name of the intersection she wants me to drive her to.

      “Where to?”

      She taps on her phone. “Fremont and Cosgrove,” she informs me.

      I try not to show any reaction, but I’m pretty sure I know where she lives. Hazy Doyle was the one who wanted the Volvo looked at, and Fremont and Cosgrove are an intersection near her place.

      It also means Elia is Maman’s neighbor.

      We drive in silence for a couple of minutes before she speaks.

      “When do you think my car will be ready?”

      “If the gearbox is the only thing I need to replace, then tomorrow. I ordered that part when the car was picked up by the police. If that’s the only issue, then tomorrow afternoon.”

      “You think there might be other ‘issues’? Officer Reyes acted like it wasn’t a big deal.”

      I tighten my hands on the steering wheel. “All due respect to Reyes, but it was a big deal. I’ve worked with and around cars since I was a teen, and I’ve never come across what I witnessed with your car. Someone wanted to cause an accident.” It’s not my intention to scare her, but I need her to understand this is serious. “I’m going to take a quick look at the whole of the car to make sure I didn’t miss anything the first time around.”

      “Oh, that makes sense.”

      We get to the corner of Fremont and Cosgrove like she requested, and I pull over to the side of the road to let her out.

      “Thanks for taking me to get this whole thing with the police straightened out,” Elia says, shifting in her seat to undo her seatbelt.

      “You’re welcome,” I say, racking my brain for some thread to grab. I need to keep this connection to her alive. “Do you have your phone on you?”

      She nods, but then tilts her head to the side, waiting for whatever it is I’m going to say next.

      “If you hand it to me, I can give you my number so you can get ahold of me if you ever need anything.”

      Elia hands me her cell, and our fingers barely touch for a second, but I feel like I’ve just been electrocuted. I glance at her through my lashes, trying to make it not so obvious that I’m studying her, seeing if she also had a reaction.

      If her flushed face and slightly parted lips are any indication, then I’d say it is a yes.

      I enter my digits into her contact info before handing it back to her. This time around, she’s careful not to touch me, which I do my very best not to laugh at.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Elia. Enjoy your evening.”

      “Thanks, you too.”

      She exits the car, and as I take off down back to my place, I watch as she predicably walks down the street I used to live on with Maman, David, and my brothers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Elia

      My new position here in Grady Springs is turning out to be the best decision I’ve made in a long time. Not only do I get to work with Dr. Alex Rudin, a woman I greatly admire, and who was instrumental in my training, but because this hospital is so much smaller, my role here is viewed as more critical.

      Granted, this is only my fourth day on the job, but so far, I’m enjoying the team and the facilities.

      My schedule is pretty light at the moment, as I don’t yet have any patients of my own, so I’m working mostly as support. Hopefully, I’ll pick up some of Dr. Anand’s former patients, though that’s not a given.

      Some people look at a Doctor of Nursing Practice and dismiss my contribution based on that information alone. I’ve learned to not take the “you’re not a real doctor” comments personally over the years. I’m not an MD, don’t pretend to be, nor do I have any interest in becoming one. I chose my profession because the focus of care is different, not because it was the easier path to take.

      I worked hard for all of my qualifications, and like Laurel Ives said in our initial meeting, I’m highly qualified. But all the qualifications, titles, and experience aren’t going to stop some people from questioning if I really know what I’m talking about.

      And at the end of the day, the patient gets to decide.

      I pick up the file for the next patient from the wall of cubbies behind the receptionist desk. The office manager, Lana, gives me an exaggerated thumbs-up as I do.

      Wouldn’t be at all surprised to find out she was a cheerleader in high school.

      “Wren Martin,” I call out in the reception area, and a middle-aged woman with a rounded stomach that puts her at perhaps five months smiles and rises from her seat. “If you’d follow me.”

      I quickly scan the patient’s file as I walk into exam room two, noting that she is twenty-two weeks pregnant. This is her third pregnancy in four years, and she suffered preeclampsia with her last child. She is being strictly monitored, as this pregnancy is considered high risk for both her and the baby.

      “Good morning. I’m Elia Villanueva, nurse practitioner and midwife,” I inform her, showing her my badge, per hospital policy. “How are you feeling since the last time you saw Dr. Anand?”

      “Okay.” Wren shrugs, her top knot now with a decided lean to the right. “Tired.”

      I smile. “To be expected, with a growing baby and all. Do you have any concerns before we get started?”

      “I’ve had a really bad headache for the last week.”

      I nod. “Okay, and have you taken anything for the pain?” I ask, writing down in her chart that she’s already experiencing headaches, a common symptom of eclampsia.

      “Yes. I alternate between acetaminophen and ibuprofen,” Wren states.

      “I’m going to write you a prescription for a more potent painkiller that does not contain ibuprofen, as it isn’t recommended after twenty weeks.”

      “And the baby?” Wren asks, rubbing her belly.

      “The baby should be fine, but let’s stay on the safe side, shall we? Now, if you’d lie back on the table and lift your top, we can take a quick look at how everything is progressing.”
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        * * *

      

      I park the car as close as I can to the curb in front of the house. I don’t want to park behind Hazel’s car, as she needs to be able to leave quickly if she’s needed by a patient or a patient’s family. So the street it is.

      I grab my bag and sweater from the passenger seat, when I hear car doors slamming and voices. Looking through my windshield to the source, I see the super-hot mechanic talking to a man in a suit, as two other people, male and female, walk past them and into a house across the street.

      I roll my eyes, at how I went through all that effort to hide where I live, only for him to have some sort of connection to my neighbors.

      My heart races in my chest as I debate whether or not he saw me, or if I should duck and cover. Ridiculous, I know, but I don’t know how to act around men, let alone panty-melting, gorgeous men.

      I know I’m self-conscious and awkward, and despite having an ex-husband, I never evolved past those traits.

      Oh, I have plenty of reasons for why I am the way I am—attending an all-girls prep school in between bouts of hospital stays and cancer treatments, being some of the biggest. In college, I was so hyper-focused on school, I didn’t have time for dating.

      But to be honest, no one ever asked.

      When my older cousin introduced me to his fraternity brother, I was naïve enough to mistake Preston’s love-bombing for actual love.

      Alone and vulnerable, having lost my parents two years before, I was easily manipulated, confusing the whole relationship in my head, as I didn’t have anyone to talk to about things. I ended up marrying the cheating bastard, not recognizing all the red flags.

      So clearly, my radar is broken. And if I couldn’t read any signals with an average guy like Preston, I can’t imagine how I’d fare with a man like Scott Brooks.

      I hear a tapping on my window and realize I’ve been sitting in a parked car like a weirdo for several minutes. I look up, only marginally relieved it isn’t Scott, because this guy is good-looking too.

      He looks like that guy, the one in the Taylor Swift video where they’re doing the whole Out of Africa thing. What was his name? He’s related to someone famous. Ugh... this is going to bug me.

      The tapping starts again, and I open my door, having already turned off the engine to the car.

      “You, okay?” the man grumbles. “You’ve been sitting here awhile, and you don’t appear to be speaking on the phone.” My eyes widen at how observant he is. “I’m Detective E.L. Cooper, with the Grady Springs Police Depart⁠—”

      “For heaven’s sake, can’t you see you’re scaring her?” Scott says, slapping Detective Cooper on the arm.

      I can feel my face getting hot, knowing I probably looked like a crazy person staring out my windshield at them while I was busy in my head.

      Scott squats down, bringing his face eye level to mine. “What my brother here was trying to determine is if you are feeling okay or maybe need assistance.”

      I swallow hard, mesmerized by the dark-green flecks in his hazel eyes. Oh man, is this guy trouble.

      “I, uhh, I’m fine. Just distracted,” I tell him, pointing to my temple. Mierda, he’s definitely going to think estoy loca.

      Scott smiles wide, showing off straight white teeth. “Okay,” he says, standing back up. “If you aren’t doing anything, you should join us. Our Maman, Lottie—” he points to a house across the street, diagonal to Hazel’s, “—she’s taking volunteers for taste-testing some desserts she’s made for a bake off.”

      Lottie, the lovely older woman working at the garage, is related to Scott... I panic a second wondering if I said anything inappropriate about her son to her when I met her. I’m quiet for a minute, as I run through the conversation I had with Lottie, when my stomach growls, and he smirks, holding the door open wider.

      “Oh, I don’t know.”

      Scott tilts his head and studies me, and I fight the urge to squirm under his stare.

      “You two know each other?” Cooper’s eyes ping-pong between the Scott and me.

      “Yeah, Elia here is the owner of the Volvo, the one we talked about.”

      Why does my stomach flutter upon hearing he’s talked about me with his brother?

      Cooper nods, sharing a look with Scott. “Well, I’m Cooper, or Coop, this guy’s brother.” He grabs Scott in a side hug. “When did you move to Grady Springs?”

      I move my hair behind my ear. “My boxes and other things arrived over six months ago, but I didn’t follow until two and a half weeks ago. I was working in Honduras.”

      “Wow! Honduras. What were you doing there?” Coop asks innocently enough, but I’m beginning to get clues as to his detective skills.

      “She was working for Doctors without Borders, putting her skills and education to good use helping women in need,” Hazel calls out to Cooper, as she walks up to join us. She turns to me, “I was on the phone with a patient, otherwise I would’ve been out here sooner. Our neighbor Lottie invited us over for some food, and I accepted for us both. Hope that’s okay?”

      I don’t know how I feel about being ambushed, but if Hazel is also going to be there, then perhaps she’ll act like something of a buffer between Scott and I so I don’t end up making myself look like a fool.

      “Yeah, that’s fine.” I look down at the work clothes I’m wearing, including a pair of pointy-toed mules that I need a break from. “Let me change really quick.”

      I don’t wait for an answer, just hightail it though the door and into my bedroom. I change into more casual clothing—a pair of soft-knit burgundy yoga pants with a matching tee and an off-white oversized hoodie.

      I look at myself in the full-length mirror behind the door and sigh. I know I have a decent figure, but not a killer one, and I’m good with that, or at least I was, until I met Scott. He’s the type of hot that would have a model or two on his arm.

      Unfortunately, that’s not who I am.
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        * * *

      

      I close and lock the front door, expecting Hazel to have waited for me, but instead find Scott waiting at the bottom of the front stoop. My heart about stops in my chest when I see him leaning against one of the porch posts.

      “Coop and Hazy already went over, so I stayed to escort you. Had a feeling you might bail if you had to walk over and knock on the door on your own,” he says, shoving his hands into a pair of well-worn jeans. “Hope that’s okay, angel.”

      There it is again. I didn’t imagine the nickname. My eyes sting at the memory of my parents’ nickname for me—angelito, little angel.

      I nod, not trusting my voice at the moment.

      I walk down the stairs to where he’s waiting, and this close up and in my ballerinas, I’d estimate his height to be 6” to my 5’4”. He’s physically fit, built like a soccer player, trim with lean muscles—muscles that are covered in a brightly colored tattoo sleeve. I lean closer, trying to get a better look at the different designs, curious as to their meanings, when I catch a hint of his scent.

      I almost groan at how delicious he smells. I want to breathe in deep, but I know that would come off as really creepy.

      What is it about this guy that has me acting this way?

      I want to stare in his eyes. Sniff his neck. Trace his tattoos with my fingertips. Oh, and don’t get me started on my desire to nibble on the prominent earrings in his lobes.

      Seriously, what is wrong with me? I was never this turned on by Preston—in fact, I was often faking it, pretending to be into him because he was into me. Thing is, I shouldn’t have bothered, especially had I known he was “into” pretty much anyone with a pulse.

      “How’s the first week at the new job going?” Scott asks as we cross the street.

      “So far, so good. It’ll take some time to build up my own patient base, but it’ll happen eventually.”

      “You’re a doctor?”

      I shrug, because the answer is both uncomplicated and complicated. “I am. I’m a Doctor of Nursing Practice, but in a hospital setting, only those with MDs are referred to as doctors. There’s a lot I can do, and some things I’m barred from doing.”

      Scott nods, but I don’t pretend to believe he fully gets it. Preston never understood why I pursued nursing instead of becoming what he called “a real doctor.” But, as with many things in our relationship, he never even tried to comprehend me.

      “The focus of care would be different, correct?” Scott asks, and I almost trip over my own feet.

      How can he grasp the concept, when a man I was in a relationship for two years with couldn’t, even after countless explanations?

      “Yeah. MDs focus on identifying symptoms and conditions, and then coming up with a treatment plan. I’m more concerned about patients’ overall health and well-being. Two sides of a coin, both needed.”

      So engaged in our conversation, I almost miss my opportunity to check out Lottie’s house. It’s also a bungalow style, but slightly larger than Hazel’s place. Rounded river stones make up part of the columns and the bottom part of the house. The wood parts are painted an off-white, with a sage-y gray used on the trim. The garden is beautifully maintained, with flowers lining the walkway and green shrubs planted near the house.

      We climb the steps to the front door painted a muted burgundy, and I wait for my usual anxiety about social gatherings to start, but oddly it doesn’t. Maybe it’s because Hazel’s waiting inside, or because I’ve already met and had a conversation with Lottie. But my best guess is I can’t be nervous about going into Lottie’s home when I’m so hyper-aware of Scott and all of the sensations provoked by being near him.

      Like the zap I feel when he puts his hand on my back to open the door.

      “There you are,” Lottie says enthusiastically, seeing us enter her home.

      The living room, and what I can see of the house as a whole, is beautifully decorated in navy and cream, with pops of yellow. It’s not over-styled or ready for a photoshoot, like my ex-mother-in-law’s, but more like care was given to comfort and taste. This place feels like a home.

      “Sorry. I wanted to change into something more comfortable,” I tell her.

      Lottie waves me off. “Not a problem. I’m just happy you could make it.” She shares a look with Scott, and I wonder what their story is. Scott and Cooper are both attractive men, but they don’t seem to share any features with one another.

      Then there’s Lottie.

      The petite blonde is probably in her early sixties, old enough, I suppose, to have sons their age, but either they take after their fathers or Lottie isn’t their birth mom.

      “So this is how it works.” Lottie waves for Scott and me to follow her. “Each dessert has a number on its plate, and each plate holds two bites.” She shows an example of a dessert that looks like some sort of crumble. “After having your sample, mark how much you like it on a scale from one to ten and then circle it.” Lottie claps her hands. “Okay, all my tasters are here. Let’s get started.”

      Just then, an impossibly large young man walks out of the kitchen area. With his short, dark hair and piercing blue eyes, the kid could be a model. Even wearing track pants and a T-shirt, he has a presence. He sees me and walks straight for me, giving me his hand to shake. “Nate Palmer, nice to meet you.”

      The handshake makes me feel like I’m child, his hand is that large. Up close, I estimate him to be more than a foot taller than me.

      Scott comes up to us, standing close to me
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