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      The white Ford Transit skims another pothole before turning into the driveway and shuddering to a halt. The passenger door opens, and a petite grey-haired woman leaps from the van, blue eyes flashing as she flicks dust from her green linen shirt.

      “Honestly, Paul, where’d you get your license? From a cereal box?”

      The van creaks as a dark-haired boy opens the door and jumps down, sending the woman a cheeky grin.

      “You’ve only yourself to blame—after all, I did do most of my learner hours with you.”

      “Obviously something I didn’t know I’d learn to regret,” she responds tartly.

      “Seriously, though, when was the last time this driveway was graded? You could build a pool in some of these potholes. And as for the van, isn’t it time you traded her up for something that isn’t held together by rust?”

      The woman snorts and starts walking up the overgrown path towards my hiding place under the stairs. “Just because something’s a bit old and battered doesn’t mean it’s not still useful.”

      The boy’s dark eyes twinkle as he follows. “We’re still talking about the van, aren’t we?”

      This time the woman smiles, and air slaps the boy. “One day that sense of humour of yours is going to get you into trouble, Paul Wilson.”

      “Going to?”

      “Come on. Less play and more work.”

      The woman pulls some keys from her pocket, and she and the boy climb the stairs, shaking dust all over me. They’re going inside. I scrabble back under the house, coming out in the back yard before making my way into the laundry through the open door. I sniff at the biscuits on the floor, snaffling one as I make my way through the hole in the wall into the kitchen at the back of the house in time to see the visitors enter.

      The boy turns a full circle, allowing his gaze to wander upwards to the second storey. “This is a pretty grand place. It must have been stunning once.”

      “Oh, my boy, you have no idea! The Hope homestead was the scene of many a grand party when your grandmother and I were growing up.”

      Peeking around the kitchen door, I watch the lady point to one of my favourite rooms.

      “They used to serve refreshments in the dining room through there, but we teenagers used to eat in what the Hopes called the drawing room. When we finished, we’d put music on the stereo and dance here in the hallway.”

      Her smile is wistful, as if she’s remembering herself back then.

      “Sounds like it was fun,” the boy says. “But I can’t see Lawrence Hope being the party type. I mean, he was polite enough, but he hardly ever came into Waiawa, and he didn’t have many visitors out here.”

      The woman shakes her head. Maybe she’s dispelling the ghosts of the past.

      “He was always a quiet one. It was his mother who loved throwing parties. She planted the English roses you can see in the garden, and in the summer, she used to throw tea parties for the neighbours in a gazebo there. Hope Estate was the place everyone wanted to be invited to.”

      I follow the boy’s gaze as he studies the peeling wallpaper and the scuffed paintwork.

      “It’s hard to imagine….”

      Nodding, the woman says, “It is now. Things were quieter after Lawrence had his breakdown. Then his parents were in a horrific fatal car accident when I was living in London. By the time I’d returned, just over twenty years ago now, Lawrence had retreated almost completely from the world. Funny, he sent me letters every month when I was overseas, and he continued to send them to me even after I came back and opened the bookstore.”

      “Definitely an odd bod. Is that how come he left his library to you, because you opened a bookstore?”

      The woman wanders over to a closed door on the other side of the hallway and raises her hand as if she is about to open it. She steps back and turns to the boy.

      “Sort of. When we were younger, I’d often creep away to the library and curl up on a chair with a book. I remember being so excited when I found the Hopes had a whole room meant just for reading. It became a joke amongst our friends, and Lawrence’s dad always told me that when he died, he would leave the library to me, as I was the only one who appreciated it. He didn’t, of course, but it appears Lawrence kept that promise for him.”

      The hallway falls silent, and I creep forward to find the woman still standing in front of the door to the room with all the boxes.

      “Aunty M, are you okay? I lost you there for a minute.”

      “Yes, I’m fine, Paul. As you get older, you’ll find sometimes the past is a whole lot more vivid than the present.” The woman opens the door and forces a smile. “Let’s get to it. There’re a lot of boxes to be moved into the van.”

      The boy pushes past her and studies the black marks on the outside of the cardboard cartons.

      “Not all of these are for us. Some say papers, and some say books.”

      “Oh? When Robert contacted me to tell me Lawrence’s cousin was happy for me to take the books before the will went through probate, all he said was, the books had been boxed.”

      “How about I go get the hand trolley, and you can start separating the books from the papers. That should make things easier.”

      The boy picks up a box, and the woman nods distractedly. When he’s out of sight, I sneak into the room. The woman is moving a box off the stack onto the floor in front of the desk. The sound of feet on the outdoor stairs startles me, and I scoot behind the boxes.

      I stay hidden until the boy’s footsteps leave again. The woman is still moving boxes and putting them where the dead body lay the day I was brought here.

      I shiver as the memory of my first hours here runs through me. I’d sat beside the body in the empty house for a long time. When another man arrived, I hid. When still more men came to take the body away, I went out back and cried.

      From my hiding place, I spy the book and paper. No one had noticed what the man had been holding when he died, or that he’d pushed things under the desk.

      Two sleeps later, people came and cleaned the house. They put everything into boxes. They didn’t notice me because I had become very good at hiding, and they didn’t notice the paper or the book either.

      The boy returns. “How come we’re doing this before the will is out of probate? I mean, it’s only been a week since they found Lawrence’s body.”

      “Sorry, what?”

      “I asked how come we’re here now and not after the will’s been sorted?”

      “Did you hear scratching?”

      “No…. Perhaps there are mice.”

      “Mmm, perhaps. To answer your question, Robert Turner, the executor, suggested it. I got the impression he was worried Lawrence’s heir might contest that part of the will… or that at the very least, he wouldn’t be too happy. Apparently he went on about family history and the Hope legacy. Robert thought if I got the books out while the guy was still processing things, it might be easier.”

      “Isn’t that a little… sort of dishonest?”

      “I have agreed not to sell anything until after probate, so I guess all the legal bases are covered.”

      “Oka—”

      The room falls silent, and I back further behind the wall of boxes.

      “I heard it that time. There’s definitely something in here,” the boy says from nearby.

      Above me, the box tower moves. Fear races through me, and I dash through the door and into the kitchen. Footsteps follow me, but the boy is too big to get through the hole in the wall. I find a safe place to hide in the laundry and wait for the boy to give up his search.

      The floorboards creak.

      I run back through the hole, rush through the house into the hallway, and slam into a pair of legs. I hear a crash and a bang, but I don’t wait to see what happens. I dash into the box room and hide under the desk. My whole body trembles as I watch the people and wait to be captured.

      “Aunty M? Freaking hell, don’t move.”

      “What? What’s happening?”

      “Lawrence’s dog collided with you, and you fell.” He catches his lip between his teeth. “I hate to say it, Aunty M, but I don’t think your ankle’s meant to bend like that.”

      “It was only a fall, Paul. I’ll be—ouch, that goddamn hurt.”

      “I hate to say I told you so.”

      “Then don’t,” the woman snaps. “Help me onto that settee in the drawing room.”

      Using the sounds of scuffling and groans to mask any noise I make, I start to creep out. I don’t get very far. I want to go and see what is happening, but I’m too scared to leave my hidey-hole.

      “You rest here while I sort everything else out.”

      “Hold on, what’s that paper in your pocket?”

      There is a rustling. “Ah, this is how I know Lawrence had a dog. It’s to someone called Adam Plant, and it tells him to put the puppy, its food, and bed in the laundry. Once the pup’s settled, he’s to text Lawrence and tell him it’s here.”

      There is silence for a moment. “Do you think that poor pup has been here since Lawrence died?”

      “I do.”

      “We can’t leave it here,” the woman says.

      “No, we can’t. There’s a lead in the laundry. I’m going to try and catch it. Once it’s secure, I’ll load the rest of the crates into the car and get you to the medical centre.”

      I hear footsteps, and I prepare to run. The boy does not come in, but he does close the door.

      I creep over to the door and wait patiently until the boy opens it. I rush past him and head for upstairs, hoping I can lose him in one of the bedrooms. He blocks my path, so I run into the room where the woman is and hide behind her legs.

      Sniffing her cautiously, I smell hurt, and I feel sad. I did this to her.

      A hand grabs the scruff of my neck, and I’m gently pulled from my hiding place. I get ready to run, but I freeze when I’m placed in a warm lap. It’s the woman’s. I don’t want to hurt her, but I’m too scared to stay.

      I tremble, but her hand runs along my back, and it feels good. I relax a little, and the hand makes its way down again.

      “There we are, little one. That’s not so bad, is it? Clip the lead on, Paul.”

      There is a click behind my ear, and I get ready to run.

      “Now slip the end over my hand.”

      The stroking stops for a minute as something brushes against my face. I tense, ready to jump down just as the woman’s hand begins moving down my back again.

      “If you could get me a bit of her food, this little girl and I will get acquainted while you finish loading the van.”

      I let the woman stroke me for a few more minutes. My eyes begin to close. I’m so warm, and all that running round has been tiring. I curl up on the comfortable lap. From far away, I hear the lady say, “What’s that?”

      “I found this under the desk along with what I think is Lawrence’s diary. What do you think it is, Aunty M?”

      “I don’t know. If I had to guess, I’d say maybe blood pressure readings and perhaps readings from a heart rate monitor as well?”

      “Didn’t Lawrence die from a heart attack?”

      “He did…. See these ones here? It looks like they’re taken morning and night. They don’t look like they came from someone with a heart problem. These other ones taken at random times throughout the day are quite concerning.”

      “Aww, look, the puppy’s asleep. What are we going to do with her, Aunty M?”

      “I guess she’s part of the estate. When we’re home, we will have to let Robert know about her, and he can decide where she should go. Until he does, I’m happy if she stays with me. Um, Paul, I don’t want to worry you, but my ankle’s a little painful.”

      “Which means it’s really bad. I’ll put a rush on loading those boxes.”

      “Just grab anything that looks like it might contain books. I have a manifest, and I can mark everything that’s mine off when we get back and return the others with Lawrence’s papers to Robert’s offices.”

      I relax and allow myself to drift off to sleep, safe now that I’ve found my pack.
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      “What do you mean, Lawrence doesn’t have a dog?” I snap into the phone.

      The Transit van shudders over another pothole, and I almost lose the supposedly non-existent dog off my lap. She gazes up with beautiful brown eyes, and I stroke her silky golden fur in an effort to calm her.

      “Ouch.” My ankle twinges. “Paul, slow down. We want to make it back to Waiawa in one piece.”

      “It’s not me, it’s this a poor excuse for a van,” Paul mutters as I turn my attention back to my phone and Susan, Robert Turner’s daughter and legal partner.

      “Clearly he has a dog, a puppy really, because she’s currently clinging to my lap. She’s a…?” I turn to Paul.

      “I don’t know. Maybe a designer oodle-thingy, or a golden retriever?”

      “It’s not on the list of assets to be disposed of, so I need you to⁠—”

      Paul takes a corner too fast, and my phone slips as I cuddle the dog to prevent her from falling.

      “Sorry,” he apologises.

      “What was that, Susan?”

      “I said, hold on. No, Annmarie, you can’t wear a tutu to school. It’s sports day, for goodness’ sake.”

      I bite back a sigh.

      “Susan, let me talk to your dad. He’ll know if Lawrence had a new pet.”

      “If you’ve come through to me, that means his phone is off. I’ll try to get him to call you when I get to the office—if I ever get to the office. Leanne, sports shoes, not tap shoes, please.”

      Susan isn’t having the best of mornings, what with the mix of eight-year-old twin girls and a stroppy client who wants to talk to her father. Still, it is hard to feel sympathy for her with a dog clinging to me and an ankle that hurts like hell.

      “Get back to me as soon as you can. Oh, and I’m not sure what boxes Paul loaded, but they were mixed up, and some of them might not be mine.”

      “Ah? Okay, when you get a chance, go through them and pop the ones that aren’t yours round to the office. No need to let Mr Headley know for the moment.”

      “Fine. I’ll be at the medical centre but should be back at the shop by tenish. Let me know what you find out about the dog, and I’ll let you know about the boxes.”

      Paul chuckles as I end the call. “With that ankle, you’ll be there all day while they sort you out. There’ll be X-rays and no doubt a moon boot for you.”

      “I don’t see why you’re finding my twisted ankle so funny,” I grumble.

      “Your injury isn’t funny. It’s the fact that you’re denying it’s anything more than a sprain that makes me laugh.”

      I send a glare Paul’s way. He may be right, but I’m not ready to admit that I’m worried about my ankle.

      “You’ll be off your feet for a while, no doubt. Good thing I’m on study leave until the end of the year. I’ll open the shop and keep things ticking over. I’m sure Mum’ll let Charlotte come pick you up when they’re done with you.”

      “Friday’s a busy day in the bakery for your mum, so she’ll need Charlotte. And study leave is for studying. I know you have pre-entry for that fancy computer course, but it is contingent on getting decent grades in your final exams.”

      The cab falls silent, and I can almost hear the frown creasing Paul’s brow.

      “Aunty M….”

      “Yes?”

      “You know, sometimes it’s okay to let family help you.”

      I bite back the retort that pops into my mind: “You’re not my family.” What does come out sounds more like a strangled cat, or perhaps it could almost pass for a groan.

      Penny, Paul’s grandmother, is my lifelong friend, and that alone would be enough for her children and grandchild to treat me as an aunt. What they don’t know, and Penny does, is that Penny’s sister, Daisy, was the love of my life and, even twenty years after her death there will be no one else for me. My inclusion in her family is Penny’s acknowledgement of the secret we share.

      “Good, so we’re agreed?”

      I bite back another humph. “Who’s going to look after the pup?”

      “She can come to the shop with me,” Paul says. “I loaded her bed and the bag of dog food into the van, so I can settle her in out back.”

      As the only boy in a house full of women, Paul is a master at managing people and preventing situations blowing out of control. Then again, he hasn’t known any different.

      His grandfather died weeks after Paul’s mother, April, was killed in a car accident—from a broken heart, Penny says. Paul’s father skipped town when he found out his teenage girlfriend was pregnant, and although he pays child-support every month, he’s never contacted Paul. So, my young driver has grown up in a house full of strong women.

      “All right, she can stay a while,” I say, rather graciously, I think, given the pain and frustration of my situation.

      Paul smirks but is smart enough not to rub in his victory.

      We turn onto the main road back into Waiawa, past the turnoff to Dunedin, then carry on along Main Road until just past the drive-through burger place before turning and heading towards the medical centre. Each bump in the road jolts through me, and the puppy snuggles closer. I don’t know whether I’m a comfort to her or not, but she’s definitely calming me.

      When we arrive, Paul’s carefully thought-out plan begins to unravel. Having parked close to the entrance, he bounces around the front of the van and opens my door.

      “Come on, puppy, time to get out.”

      The dog digs her claws into my leg and tries to snuggle closer as Paul attempts to peel her off my lap. He finally succeeds, but the dog whimpers and tries to wriggle out of his arms. Placing her on the ground only results in the dog trying to struggle back into the vehicle, which is way too high for her little legs.

      “Here, help me out,” I instruct Paul.

      Slipping the leash over his arm, Paul helps me out of the van and offers his arm until I’m steady on my one good foot.

      “Now, give me the pup and go see if they have a wheelchair or the like inside.”

      Paul picks up the dog and hands her to me. I lean back against the van and look up at the clouds looming overhead—I hope it doesn’t rain before Paul gets back. I cuddle the pup in my arms, turning slightly to shelter her from the wind. I hate not being able to walk inside myself, but this pup is genuinely scared, and it’s easier to focus on her fears than my own.

      “What am I going to do with you, little one? The lawyers think you don’t exist, and you seem to have adopted me,” I murmur, trying to keep my voice low and soothing.

      The dog nestles closer, and her presence is somehow comforting. Minutes later Paul returns, pushing an ancient wheelchair, followed by the practice nurse, Ellie.

      “Morning, Ms Thompson.”

      “Morning, Ellie.”

      “Now, let me take this dog, and Paul can help you into the chair.”

      The pup snarls as Ellie reaches out a hand, and she quickly withdraws it.

      Paul grins as Ellie says, “I see what you mean about the dog not wanting to leave Maggie.”

      Paul helps me into the chair, and the dog nestles in my lap before glaring up at Ellie as if daring her to try anything else.

      Ellie smiles at me. “Bring Ms Thompson round to the side entrance, Paul. She will most likely need an X-ray, so she and the dog can wait in there where they won’t disturb the other patients.”

      With problem one solved, Paul makes sure we are settled before leaving to open the shop. I then spend the next hour waiting to see the doctor. The following hour is spent waiting for the radiographer to turn up.

      Paul texts a couple of times. The first is to tell me he’s spoken to his mum, and his aunt Charlotte is on call to pick me up. The second is to see how I am doing, but I also suspect it is to gloat because he was right about it taking longer to deal with my foot than I thought.

      Ellie pops in to bring a cup of tea for me and a bowl of water for the pup. An hour or so later, she returns to help me take the dog outside.

      “How’d you know she’d need to go out?” I ask.

      She grins. “I grew up with dogs. Without fail they’ll need a bathroom break an hourish after drinking or eating.”

      Who knew that? I watch the pup explore the room before returning to me to retake her position on my lap. There’s more to taking care of you than I realised. She is still curled up in my lap when Dr Bajaj comes in, a file in his hand and his normally cheerful face quite stern.

      “It’s not looking great, Ms Thompson. Your ankle is broken, as I suspected, but the break is not clean. I’ll need to send you up to Dunedin and let an orthopaedic surgeon have a look at it.”

      “What do you mean, send me up?” I ask, cuddling the pup in my lap.

      “I mean up, literally. The medivac helicopter will fly you there.”

      “You’re kidding. It’s a broken ankle. It’s not life threatening—is it?” A small sliver of concern that this might actually be serious worms its way into my gut.

      “No, it’s just a broken ankle.” Dr Bajaj smiles reassuringly. “But you’re very fortunate, as we have had a heart attack patient this morning, and you will be sharing a ride with Mr Turner.”

      Robert Turner? The man I was trying to get hold of this morning? I have so many questions, but Dr Bajaj doesn’t give me a chance to ask any of them.

      “Space is tight, so neither of you will be able to take anyone with you. The receptionist has contacted your next of kin to let them know. Now⁠—”

      “Are you saying Robert Turner had a heart attack? This morning?”

      “He did indeed. He came back from a fishing trip this morning and wasn’t feeling well. His wife bought him in an hour or so ago.”

      “If Edwina brought him in instead of the ambulance, he can’t be that bad,” I muse.

      “His condition changed. Now, that’s the helicopter I hear, and here is Paul to take your dog home.”

      “It’s not my dog,” I say automatically as Paul reaches for her.

      He cuddles her close so she can’t squirm. Burying his face in the back of her neck, he says, “You can stay with me until Aunty M comes home.”

      “Paul,” I say as Ellie wheels me outside. “What exactly is going on? I can’t simply leave. I’ve got so much to organise.”

      “It’s all sorted. Nan is driving up with Susan and Edwina. She’ll meet you at the hospital. She's around at yours, picking up some clothes and things as we speak.”

      “But what about⁠—”

      “Ms Thompson,” Dr Bajaj cuts in. “Your family have everything in hand. Please allow the paramedics to help you inside.”

      I’ve never felt so handled or so scared in my entire life. The last time I was in hospital was when I had a concussion in my early twenties—it’s shocking how quickly almost fifty years can pass.

      The last time I’d visited a hospital was to find out my Daisy had cancer. She was taken from me months later, and not long after, I brought my broken heart home. Hospitals are not happy places for me, and I suddenly feel old and alone.

      Paul bends down, and the pup snuffles me. “It’ll be okay, Aunt Maggie. Nan’ll be there soon, and we’ll take care of everything. After all, that’s what whānau are for.”
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      Dunedin, New Zealand. How very Scottish. Even the name was the original one for Edinburgh in Scotland. It’s amazing what you can find out on Google when waiting for a taxi. Or even from your taxi driver. He’s very chatty, even though I’m in no mood to talk.

      “Ah, you’ll be staying near the university. You know it’s the oldest university in New Zealand?”

      “Ah, no," I say. “Why would I know that?”

      “Are you looking at coming to the uni? Lots of students come from Asia to study here. Is that why you’ve come?”

      It takes a moment for the question to sink in. No, I’m here because my boyfriend cheated on me. I responded by jumping at the chance to come here to help my great-aunt who I’ve never met because running away is what you do when your life implodes. Not exactly something I want to share with a taxi driver.

      “But you don’t sound like you’re from Singapore or China.”

      The taxi driver’s voice interrupts my thoughts. I hadn’t even realised he’d taken one look at me and decided that not only was I young enough to be a student, but that I’d come from Asia. The first assumption was a compliment, as I’m happy for him to shave five-odd years off my life.

      The second is not okay. My dad’s parents were from Singapore, but I’m second-generation Australian born.

      “I’m Australian, and we have pretty good universities there already,” I say through gritted teeth.

      In the mirror, I watch the taxi driver start and then go red.

      I take pity on him. “I’m here to visit my great-aunt.”

      The taxi driver relaxes at the change of subject. “Does she live in Dunedin?”

      “No, she’s from somewhere called Waiawa.”

      “Ah, so she’s in the hospital.”

      I stare at the back of the man’s head. Is he clairvoyant? “She is, but how did⁠—”

      “There’s only two reasons people stay in this area of town: the university, or the hospital.”

      He drops me off at the motel Grams had booked for me, and I pick up my room key and the key to the rental car she’s also organised.

      After settling into the rather pleasant room, I decide I need fresh air, and I wander around the local gardens before finding a takeaway fish-and-chip shop and buying dinner. I eat it in my room while finishing some work for a meeting first thing Monday morning—which is tomorrow.

      When I’m done, I slip between crisp hotel sheets and am asleep almost before my head touches the pillow.

      The mechanical noise of the alarm on my phone grates on my nerves, and I sit bolt upright. As the motel room comes into focus, I sigh. Was it only last week I was working in the beautiful Hunter Valley, a few miles outside of Sydney?

      I lay back down and curl into a ball under the warm duvet, and I must fall back to sleep, because my second alarm goes off.

      “Dammit.” I check my watch. All this lying in bed means I only have fifteen minutes before my conference call with romance writer Sassy McBride.

      After leaping out of bed, I rush into the tiny bathroom and the warmth of a shower. I dress and tidy my room before opening my laptop and video calling Sassy.

      She’s in a bit of a rush this morning and says very little about my sudden change of location and my slight delay in calling. After we’ve discussed the new drafts of her book cover and flyers, she asks for another couple social media templates. I agree to get them to her by Friday.

      Although the call was short, I’m already running late to fetch my great-aunt. My stomach is rumbling, and I promise to get it something as soon as I’ve dropped my keys off at reception.

      “You know it’s quicker and easier to walk to the hospital from here,” the owner tells me as she points out the route on the map. “There’s also limited parking in the area.”

      “For me it may be easier, but my aunt can’t walk far,” I explain.

      “Oh,” she says and points out the best route to drive. “And when you leave, this is the way you want to go to get onto the motorway, heading south. If your aunt lives down that way, she should be able to direct you after that.”

      As I pick up the map, my stomach grumbles again, prompting me to ask, “Is there somewhere along this route where I can find some breakfast?”

      “There’s a decent cafe in the hospital. No doubt you can get a drink and some food there.”

      Twenty minutes later, coffee and muffin in hand, I’m on the way to my great aunt’s room, and I’m only half an hour late. As I double-check the details on the door, I latch on to the two voices in the room.

      “Robert’s still in intensive care. He didn’t look so good in the helicopter on the way here. At one stage, I thought he wasn’t going to make it,” voice one says.

      “When I had lunch with Susan yesterday, she told me they’re stabilising him for surgery. If he’s good today, she said they could do it as early as tomorrow, but it’s more likely going to be Wednesday,” voice two comments.

      “I wouldn’t like that. Having my ankle fixed wasn’t much fun. Open-heart surgery would be worse.”

      Ah, so voice one is my great-aunt.

      “Actually, Susan also mentioned that Dominic Headley called her, demanding to know where all the papers from the house went.” Voice two again.

      “Remind me who Dominic Headley is again?” my aunt asks.

      “He’s the one Lawrence left everything to. He is some sort of cousin, I think.”

      “They’re still in the back of my van, unless Paul’s had time to move them.”

      “Paul’s barely had time to fit his studying in because he insists on opening the bookshop for you.”

      “I told him not to bother opening the shop. Nothing bad was going to happen in the few days it was closed.”

      “You know him, Maggie. He always puts family first, even when he should be thinking of himself.”

      I suck in a breath. Time to go and meet Gram’s sister.

      “Her bark’s worse than her bite, you know,” a male voice says from behind me.

      “Sorry?” I turn to find out who’s speaking only to almost spill my coffee over a pristine white shirt.

      “Easy there, it’s too early in the day for me to have food stains on my clothes. I usually wait at least until lunchtime for that.”

      I drag my eyes from the broad chest in front of me, only to find them captured by the amused grey-blue eyes of the man inside the shirt.

      “Um, I’m, um⁠—”

      “Is that you, Reece? You’re late. Stop chatting up whoever’s out there, and let’s get this paperwork over and done with.” The voice of my aunt rings down the corridor.

      “After you,” the impossibly gorgeous man says, gesturing for me to enter.

      I lead him into the hospital room before stepping aside to
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