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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          MIA

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry, Mr. Matthews, you are unable to request that Mrs. Matthews return the kidney you donated to her brother as part of your divorce settlement.”

      Well, that’s the weirdest statement I’ve ever made. And, as a divorce lawyer, that’s saying something.

      “And why the hell not?” he asks hotly, his chubby face reddening. “You’re my lawyer. Isn’t your job to back me up?” He folds his arms smugly over his chest.

      Luckily, I’ve had plenty of practice dealing with dillholes like him, so his attitude doesn’t bother me in the slightest.

      “That was between you and her brother. It has nothing to do with your wife, nor is it within the scope of this matter to challenge the legal agreement you almost certainly signed to undergo the procedure. If you’d like to pursue that, why don’t we discuss it separately? For now, let’s get back to the matter at hand.”

      Mr. Matthews splutters and puffs for a minute before barking out, “Fine.” His beady eyes narrow at his overly made-up, soon-to-be-ex-wife sitting across the table. She’s glaring back, lips pursed, not backing down from the anger he’s directing her way. “Then I want the poodle.”

      Mrs. Matthews gasps and her hand flies to her chest. And I swear to god, if she was wearing pearls, she’d be clutching them right now. That’s how scandalized she looks.

      “You vindictive bastard,” she seethes. “You hate Mr. Fluffington.”

      “You get the house, I get the dog,” he insists.

      Even I can see he’s just demanding it to hurt her. I take a subtle deep breath, trying to ward off the headache forming at my temples. I shoot a firm look toward Mrs. Matthews’ attorney, who couldn’t look more bored if he tried, desperately trying to engage him so we can get through this debacle as quickly as possible. He pointedly avoids my gaze as the couple continues to bicker. Though he may be onto something. Some couples just need to get it out of their system before you can really get them to seriously discuss the terms of their divorce.

      Mia Anderson, this is your life, I think wryly. While I’m used to it, I have to admit that this kind of shit definitely wears on you after five years straight of nothing but bitter, petty former couples trying to stick it to each other in every horrible way possible. It has certainly sucked dry my will to date. And sometimes to live. People are mean.

      Unfortunately, the insanity continues through my usual lunchtime, so by the time we’ve concluded, for today anyway, I’ve only got about fifteen minutes before my next meeting. I head straight to the break room, hoping against hope that some of the French apple tart I made and brought in this morning is still around. Not the healthiest lunch, but it’s about all I’ve got time for.

      As soon as I enter the small room, I can see the large tray is completely empty, with barely a few crumbs left. Defeated, I sink into a chair and slump my head down on the table in the center of the room. Guess it’s coffee and a granola bar for lunch. Again.

      Heavy footsteps approach the room, and I lift my head tiredly. My father enters a moment later.

      “Hey, pumpkin,” he greets me, stopping at the coffee machine to refill his cup. “Saw you missed lunch dealing with the Matthews. I had Janice get you a chowder bowl from Ivar’s. It should be in the fridge.”

      I leap up from the table and give him a kiss on the cheek as I make for the refrigerator.

      “Thanks, Dad, you’re a lifesaver.”

      I make a mental note to thank Janice, our office manager, later. Ivar’s has my favorite chowder in all of Seattle. Which may be more due to nostalgia than it being the best, but in any case, it was exceptionally thoughtful and definitely appreciated given the circumstances.

      Dad smiles as I rip the still-warm container from the fridge and dive into it before I even fully close the door.

      “Can’t have my star employee come to our workflow meeting with a growling stomach.” He winks as he heads back out the door.

      Once he’s gone, I roll my eyes and sink back into my chair to finish the chowder. Star employee, my ass. More like indentured servant.

      In fact, that’s the very phrase I had to use to get him to allow me to schedule my first vacation since before law school. Sure, in theory our benefits include vacation time. But with a typically eighty-hour workweek and caseloads that don’t allow for breaks, the job doesn’t lend itself to actually using that particular perk. Though everyone else in my dad’s firm has managed it since I’ve been here. But Dad expects more from his little pumpkin. His would-be successor.

      Except, I’m not so sure that’s what I want to be. I can’t say I was ever sure, but it was a ready-made career that I turned out to be pretty good at. I didn’t have any better ideas at the time anyway.

      I still don’t have any better ideas. Except Hawaii, that is. For a whole week. With my best friend. I’d go with a boyfriend, except I don’t have one of those. Haven’t in years. Another concession to the job, if the job itself didn’t already make me leery of ever getting married. It’s all very catch-22.

      I check the clock on my phone, realizing it’s time for the meeting. I down the last of the chowder in one go and head to the conference room. Five days. Just five more days and I get a whole week off.
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        * * *

      

      I just manage to make it out of work in time to meet my best friend, Joanie, at a pub in Fremont for drinks.

      “You look like shit,” Joanie greets me as I join her at the two-seater high-top table she’s snagged. Happy hour is almost over, which usually means the place starts to empty out. But not tonight. It’s still packed even though it’s just after eight o’clock.

      I glare at her as I remove my suit jacket. It’s the beginning of March, so it was still crisp enough outside to need it. But it’s roasting in here. I can only hope I don’t have sweat stains on my silk shirt to add to Joanie’s assessment of my looks.

      “Thanks for noticing,” I reply sarcastically.

      I eye her dark brown hair and blue eyes that almost make us look like sisters. Except where I’m tall and curvy, she’s short and thin. And she’s always so put together, even after a long day at work. Tonight is no exception, and her fuchsia suit is both in style and flawless, same as her slicked-back ponytail and immaculate makeup that both seem like they were just done in a salon.

      I’m rumpled, I’m sure my waves are even frizzier than they were when I left in a hurry this morning, and I can’t remember the last time I wore makeup.

      “How do you always look so put together? I mean, really, where do you even find the time?”

      She grins widely. “I don’t sleep.”

      I huff out a dry laugh and shake my head. “Bet your clients love that,” I reply drolly, dropping my eyes to the bar menu. I need something, even if it is just greasy appetizers.

      Our waitress pops by and we order our drinks and apps. Once she’s gone, I set the menu down and let out a big sigh.

      “Rough day?” she teases.

      I give her a sharp look. “It’s a day ending in ‘y’ isn’t it?”

      “Just remember: This time next week, we’ll be soaking up the sun, drinking piña coladas oceanside, checking out all the gorgeous guys surfing …” She trails off and closes her eyes, a blissful smile spreading over her face.

      “I’m living for it, Jo. Living. For. It.”

      Her eyes pop open. “I’m still shocked your old man allowed it,” she admits, tapping her French-manicured nails on the tabletop.

      “Me too. But I’m more shocked we were both able to get the time off.”

      She shrugs. “I’m a criminal defense attorney. It’s not exactly seasonal work, so I may as well take time off when I damn well feel like it. Besides, there are, what, more than a dozen partners in my firm? They’ll figure it out.”

      Joanie and I have been besties since our first day of law school. Out of the dozens of women in our class, for some reason we just clicked. It could be that she’s as sharp-witted as I am sarcastic. Like two flavors of the same dessert, we complement each other’s snarkiness.

      “Wish I could say the same for my dad’s firm. He wants to keep it small, but he also doesn’t know how to turn work down. I’m fucking exhausted, Jo. And I honestly won’t be surprised if he changes his mind or, at the very least, decides I should take some work with me.”

      She shakes her head and wags a finger. “Nuh-uh. In fact, I’m going to teach you a word that will help you deal with that.”

      Curious, I gesture for her to go on.

      She takes a deep breath. “NO,” she barks sharply. Then she gestures to me. “Now you try.”

      I narrow my eyes at her and she laughs. “Ha ha,” I snip drily. “Mia doesn’t know how to say no. Very funny.”

      “It’s funny ’cause it’s truueee,” she singsongs.

      The waitress delivers our drinks and apps, but I hesitate before diving in.

      “All right, fine,” I agree. “But only with my dad. I’m not a complete doormat.” I take a sip of my cocktail to hide my blush at admitting that I am a total pushover when it comes to my father. I’m too old to still care so much what he wants, to be so needy of his approval, and it’s embarrassing.

      Joanie winks at me. “I know that, babe. We wouldn’t be friends if you were. I’m just giving you a hard time.” She lifts her glass and throws up her other finger. “Speaking of which, I am definitely planning on some hard times while we’re there, if you know what I mean.” She wiggles her eyebrows, then takes a sip of her drink, and I can’t help laughing.

      “And that’s why I booked separate rooms,” I remind her. “Just, you know, try not to abandon me the whole time, okay?”

      Joanie tilts her head. “Or you could get some too,” she suggests.

      “I could,” I agree. “But I probably won’t. I mean, how do you jump someone you just met like that?” I’m no prude, far from it, but I’ve never managed casual hookups. Maybe it takes me too long to warm up to someone. Maybe I’m too high-strung. I don’t know.

      “Booze,” she says simply. She puts a jalapeño popper in her mouth and chews thoughtfully for a minute. “Look, babe. Life is short. You’re almost thirty. I get that our jobs are demanding and finding time for relationships is hard, but don’t deprive yourself. If you want sex, go out and get it. It doesn’t need to be a big deal.”

      “Oh god, I’m almost thirty,” I gasp.

      She cackles. “You forgot? Your birthday is next month, babe.”

      “I …” A chilling sensation settles in my stomach. “Yes, I forgot.” It comes out a whisper. Because I’m floored. I’ve been so busy, and I never really focus on my birthday. But I’m turning thirty.

      My twenties are almost gone.

      Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      “You okay over there?” she asks, eyeing me suspiciously.

      I raise my eyes back up to meet hers. “I … don’t know,” I admit.

      “Early life crisis?” she asks knowingly. Joanie is two years older than me, so she’s been there.

      “I just … holy shit, Jo, what am I even doing with my life? I’ve wasted my twenties!”

      Joanie considers me for a minute. “Not yet, Mia. Not yet.” She raises one slender eyebrow and gives me a feline grin. And I know she’s already thinking of what she can do for our vacation to end my twenties with a bang. Or, given her history, lots of bangs.

      I’m not sure I’m ready for whatever I just unleashed.

      But I’m about to be thirty.

      Holy.

      Fucking.

      Shit.

      I can’t stop thinking those three words.

      I always thought my twenties were going to be the highlight of my life. My teens were just awkward and I was so focused on getting into a good college, then succeeding there. But when I finally finished my education and graduated law school, I thought sure, it would be a lot of work, but I’d have my own money for the first time. I’d have more freedom. More confidence. More fun traveling, dating, going out to nice restaurants, and all the other great perks of being an independent adult.

      Looking back though, pretty much none of that except the money happened. Everything else was usurped by the almighty case load.

      If I felt overworked before, now I’m just pissed. I wasted my twenties on a fucking job? One I’m not even sure I care all that much about, at the end of the day? Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      Ready or not, Joanie is right. It’s about damn time I stopped wasting my life.
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        * * *

      

      Even though my flight isn’t until Sunday, I leave early Saturday morning. The plan is to go visit my Gran overnight to avoid my dad and any potential last-minute trip-ruining surprises. I’m leaving so early because I know he is still sleeping after having schmoozed one of our higher-profile clients late into Friday night.

      Yes, that’s right, I still live with my parents. And I’m almost thirty.

      To be fair, “with” isn’t exactly right. My parents have a house on Mercer Island. Their lot is huge, for the area anyway, and there’s a separate guest house that I moved into when I finished school. It just made sense, since I knew I’d be working for my dad. They had an empty guest house. I needed a place to live. And it would allow us to discuss cases on the commute. Never a moment wasted, that’s Dad’s motto.

      I’m definitely not wasting any this morning. I’m not just dodging Dad, I also haven’t seen Gran in weeks. I usually visit every other weekend, as I’m able, but my schedule seems to keep getting worse and worse, so it’s been nearly two months.

      She’s probably my favorite person ever though, since she pretty much raised me and my sister while Dad ran his firm and Mom built her small accounting business once we were in school. She’s equal parts sugar and sass, and I never realize how much I miss her until I break free of Seattle and start the two-hour drive into the Cascades to her tiny cabin in the equally tiny former gold mining town of Alpine Ridge.

      Deep in the mountains between Leavenworth and Ellensburg, it was originally a vacation home that she moved into once Gramps passed about five years ago. It’s rife with memories of my sister and I going there with our parents every summer for hiking, visiting the enchanting Bavarian village that is Leavenworth, Washington, and heading to Lake Wenatchee to camp and play in the water.

      At the second thought of my sister, I shake my head. Even after a year and a half of heading up here without her, it’s still weird. Carrie’s in graduate school, which has pretty much held all of her attention these past eighteen months. In some ways I miss her, but in others it’s a relief. She’s the baby of the family and she acts like it. I’ve never been one to care about all the material possessions our parents’ success has brought, but Carrie loves being spoiled. And boy does Dad love spoiling her. Rotten.

      Still, it hurts every time I arrive and watch Gran’s eyes land on the passenger seat, hoping her other granddaughter will visit.

      Today is no exception, as I pull up to Gran sitting on her porch swing, and her eyes look first to that empty seat before connecting with mine. A lighter blue than my own, they’re not the eyes of an eighty-two-year-old woman. They’ve always radiated youthful energy and intelligence and the spark that is my Gran. The one constant light in my life.

      I practically hop out of the car and launch myself into her arms.

      “Oh, Gran,” I sigh, my voice wavering with all of the emotion of our reunion. It doesn’t help that I couldn’t stop thinking about my own struggles the whole way here.

      “Hi, honey,” she greets me, squeezing me tight against her small frame.

      I feel something brush against my leg and look down to see Simba, her fat old tabby cat, looking up at me and purring. With a laugh, I break free and reach down to scratch the back of his head.

      “Hey, fatty,” I purr back at him. He happily rubs his face into my hand.

      “You smell good, honey. New perfume?” Gran asks, watching me pet the cat with a smile.

      I look back up at her. “Nope. I made cinnamon buns. Want one? You’re looking a little thin.” I give her a wink.

      Gran chuckles. “You’re a bad influence, Mia. Whatever am I going to do with you?”

      “You know you love it,” I joke, heading back down the steps to retrieve the pan from the car, along with the bag I’ll need while I’m here. I leave my suitcases for Hawaii in the trunk.

      She goes into the house and I follow, setting my bag on the couch as I head into the kitchen with the pan. Gran is already pulling out plates and glasses when I set it down on the small island countertop.

      Peeling back the foil gets Gran’s attention, and she inhales deeply, closes her eyes, and sighs.

      “Those smell amazing,” she says with a sigh. Then she gives me a sharp look. “I only break my diet for your pastries, Mia.”

      “I’m … sorry?” I reply hesitantly.

      Gran scoops up a cinnamon bun and takes a huge bite. “Don’t be,” she mumbles around the doughy, sugary concoction. “It was a compliment.”

      With a chuckle, I retrieve a pitcher of orange juice from the fridge and fill our glasses.

      “Then you’re welcome,” I tell her, leaning in to grab my own pastry.

      The warmth and spices fill my mouth and my heart. There’s nothing quite like baked goods to make you forget everything else.

      Gran sets down her half-finished roll, wipes her fingers on a napkin, and takes a sip of juice.

      “So, are you excited for your trip?” she asks politely.

      “I am,” I reply with a half-distracted smile.

      Because while I am looking forward to it, I still can’t stop thinking about the bigger issue. That taking this trip is just the first step toward the kind of life I really want. One where I’m free to do what I like, when I like.

      “Then why do you seem so out of sorts?” she asks shrewdly, taking another bite of her cinnamon bun.

      I plop the remains of mine down on the plate and suck the sugar crystals off my fingers.

      “God, Gran, how do you do that?” I ask, irritated. Even though I know the answer. She just gets me. Always has.

      “What’s bothering you, honey?” she asks, walking to the small oak dining table on the other side of the kitchen and settling down. I follow, settling in the chair across from her.

      “I’m going to be thirty next month,” I say, as if that explains everything.

      “Yes, I’m aware,” she replies drily. “And goodness if that doesn’t make me feel old.” She pauses. “Is that how you’re feeling?”

      I tip my head from side to side. “Sort of,” I admit. “But it’s less about the age and more about everything I’ve missed out on that I should’ve done by now.”

      “Ah,” she says knowingly, folding her hands in her lap and giving me a classic Gran look. “Yes, I was wondering when you would get there.”

      My eyebrows jump in shock. “Pardon me?”

      Gran tips her head to the side and sighs. “Oh, honey. You’ve always been the apple of your father’s eye. His pride and joy. But you live to please him, Mia. I knew someday you’d realize that it’s your own desires that matter.”

      There she goes again, getting straight to my exact issue without me having to explain. And even though Joanie has already given me the “seize the day” lecture, something about Gran’s blunt insight breaks the dam of emotion inside of me. All the times I’ve put his wishes first. All the times I didn’t bother figuring out my own. All the time wasted on something that’s brought me nothing but stress. I put a hand to my mouth as tears well in my eyes. She stands, opening her arms to me. I rise to meet her, wrapping myself in the warmth of her love and affection.

      “It’s okay, honey, let it out,” she urges, rubbing small circles into my back.

      I’m not a sobber. And I’ve never been comfortable showing emotion. So the tears stream out silently, and I only shake a little as I let Gran hold me, as I allow myself to feel the grief of losing such a large part of my life to the desire to make my dad happy.

      Finally, I pull away, wiping at my face. “It’s not Dad’s fault, really,” I say, my voice thick with tears. “I just didn’t know what else to do. It seemed like the easiest path. But now, I see it was a mistake. A big one. How did I not see that before?”

      Gran shakes her head and swipes a hand over my cheek. “You weren’t ready. And between you and me, your mother and father are very similar in their selfishness, Mia. I hate to say that about my own daughter and my son-in-law, but they’ve always been very focused on their own paths, in how their success makes them feel and look. It was natural that your success would make them feel even more validated,” she explains. “I guess what I’m saying is, it’s made me sad to watch them put their feelings above yours. And it is their fault, at least in part. They should’ve thought more about what was best for you. But making mistakes is what growing up is all about. It’s what you learn from them that matters most.”

      I sniff deeply, considering her words. She’s not wrong. I’ve always known that Mom and Dad’s influence is where Carrie got her selfish, appearance-focused side.

      “Thanks for saying that, Gran. But at the end of the day, I could’ve said no. I could’ve made my own way. This is on me.”

      “Well, whatever you decide to do, you know I’m always here for you,” she tells me.

      I look at her skeptically. “Even if I decide to quit and move out of the guest house?” I ask. I’m not sure that I’m there yet, because I know how that will go down with both of my parents, Dad especially. Even though I’m almost certain it’s what I want. That it’s what’s best for me.

      “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t,” she says with a twinkle in her eye. “And you always have a room here if you need it.” Her tone and words tell me she also knows exactly what will happen if I go that path.

      “Thank you,” I reply sincerely. “I’m just worried about what I might lose to gain a life that might not be any better.”

      “You never know until you try.”

      “But I feel so ungrateful, Gran. I make good money. My future is secure. I want for nothing.”

      Sorrow fills my grandmother’s eyes. “Oh, honey,” she breathes. “There’s so much more to want that you don’t even know is out there yet.”

      Tears fill my eyes, and I blink hard against them. “What? Cool places to see? Men to … have fun with?” I barely stop myself from saying “men to fuck” in front of my grandmother. “I don’t know, Gran. What if it’s not worth what I’ll be giving up?”

      Gran’s aged hands wrap around my own. “What if it is?”

      I don’t have an answer for that, but I know she wasn’t really asking for one, because she continues.

      “I know you’re struggling, and I know this is difficult, but I’m honestly pleased you’ve finally gotten here. So I’m going to give you some tough love.” She looks me square in the eye. “It’s the journey, child. The journey of finding yourself, what you want, that’s worth it. Not the places you’ll see, or the men that will woo you, though those experiences are priceless too. If you’re not living a life that’s true to yourself just because it’s easier, then you’re simply not living. So. Now that you’ve realized what’s been going on, even if you don’t quit and move out, by the time you come see me again, I want you to have done something. Even if it’s small. Something that puts you back in the driver’s seat of your own life. Do you understand?”

      Through the tears that are still stinging my eyes, I burst out laughing. “You’re giving me homework?” I ask incredulously. I bend over, clutching my stomach as the laughter rolls through me. It’s so Gran. This time when I straighten up, I’m wiping away tears of laughter.

      Gran’s hands are on her hips and she’s giving me a stern look.

      “You’re darn right I am,” she says firmly. “This is progress, honey, and I’m not letting you back down now.”

      This time it’s with a smile that I wrap my arms around her. “Thanks, Gran.”

      She leans in and holds me tight. I don’t ask why she didn’t challenge me to find my independence sooner. I know I needed to be the one who came to this realization. And it feels good to know that I’m not making something out of nothing, that Gran saw it too — and was apparently waiting for me to see it as well. Waiting to help me live my own life.

      The affirmation has done wonders for my state of mind. And by the time I head to the airport on Sunday morning, I’m not just ready for a Hawaiian vacation. I’m ready for the next phase of my life. My real life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          NATE

        

      

    

    
      “Thank you, Nate, I don’t know what I’d do without you,” Dorothy says as I finish putting her groceries away.

      “You’d manage just fine,” I reply, same as I do every Sunday afternoon.

      She pats me on the arm and tries to hand me money. Same as always. And I pretend like I don’t see it. Same as always.

      “At least stay for tea,” she insists, relenting and lifting the kettle from the stove to fill it with water.

      “Make that coffee, and you have a deal,” I agree with a smile. But on my way past the stove toward the dining room table, I get a whiff of something unusual. I turn back to her. “Do I smell … cinnamon rolls?”

      Dorothy presses her lips together, looking guilty as sin. “Good lord, were you a bloodhound in a previous life?” she asks, shaking her head.

      She flips the burner on for the kettle, then opens the oven door, pulling out a foil-covered tray.

      “That’s not a baking tray. You were hiding those from me, weren’t you?” I accuse her with a teasing smile as I go sit down.

      “Unsuccessfully, it would seem,” she replies drily. “I take it that you don’t want one, then?” I give her a look and she waves me off. “Fine, you eat like a Tibetan monk if you wish. But at least let me enjoy myself once in a while.”

      She puts one on a plate for herself and starts the coffee maker, then joins me at the dining table. I watch her as she starts to eat the pastry. She does look happy. And it does look good. Nothing like the subpar grocery store fare that’s pretty much all there is within Dorothy’s ability to drive to.

      “Where’d you even get that?” I tease. There’s another good reason I don’t mind doing Dorothy’s weekly shopping. Knowing she’s been struggling with fatigue and sleeplessness, having some control over what she can eat helps me help her. And we both know she’d eat way too much sugar if left to her own devices.

      She sets it down and primly wipes her hands on her napkin. “Mia was here. She left this morning. Shame you weren’t here a little earlier. I would’ve loved to introduce you two.” She gives me a pointed look.

      One I ignore. Same as always when she tries to get me interested in one of her granddaughters. Or any woman, for that matter. I’ve explained enough that’s not where I’m at right now.

      The kettle whistles, saving me from further questioning and my own thoughts, and Dorothy starts to rise, but I gesture that I’ll get it.

      “So why didn’t she do your shopping this week, then?” I ask as I prepare her usual chamomile, then pour myself a cup of coffee. I return, setting her cup down near her to steep, and I take a sip of my own black, fully caffeinated goodness.

      “She was barely here for a whole day. I didn’t want to bother her,” Dorothy deflects, taking the last bite of her treat.

      I raise an eyebrow and lean in. “You still haven’t told your family, have you?”

      Dorothy sighs heavily and finishes chewing before answering.

      “There’s nothing to tell.” She shrugs indifferently.

      I scoff. “That’s because you’re too stubborn to see a doctor.”

      Her face splits in a smile. “Well, I’m talking to one now — doesn’t that count?”

      She’s suddenly all innocence and sunshine and I can’t help chuckling.

      “You know it doesn’t,” I reply.

      I haven’t practiced medicine for years, and she knows full well that I’m not the kind of doctor she needs.

      Simba chooses that moment to jump into my lap, distracting me with the cute. I cuddle him against me, rubbing a finger under his chin until he purrs happily.

      Dorothy pulls her cup toward her, dipping the teabag in and out of the hot water before taking a sip.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing,” she says dismissively. “I’m just getting older.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Have you been taking your vitals like I asked?”

      The embarrassed look she gives me over another sip says she hasn’t.

      With a sigh, I rise. “I’ll go get the bag out of my truck.”

      I head outside and grab the black bag I always keep behind the passenger seat, then head back in.

      I wash and prep a thermometer and, with a sigh, she opens up and lets me put it under her tongue. I take her blood pressure while it reads and my eyebrows immediately shoot up.

      “You’re one-seventy-two over one-oh-eight,” I tell her. I yank the thermometer out of her mouth. “And you’re hovering around a hundred.” My eyes snap up to hers. “How are you feeling right now?”

      “Still just very tired,” she admits. “And I guess I have been feeling a bit warm today.”

      “Any shortness of breath? Chest pain? Arm? Jaw?” I persist.

      She shakes her head. “Nothing like that,” she assures me. “I’m probably just worn down.”

      My turn to shake my head. “From what? You don’t go anywhere. Your granddaughter visiting wasn’t stressful, was it?”

      “Lord, no. Quite the opposite. It always does wonders for me to see Mia.”

      I give her a look. “Are you telling me you felt worse before that?”

      “I … yes, this week hasn’t been great,” she admits.

      I pack my instruments back into my bag. “All right, let’s go. Emergency room time, young lady.”

      She smiles, as she always does when I call her that. “Is that really necessary? Why don’t I just call in for an appointment this week?”

      I hold out a hand to her. “It’s necessary. They won’t even take appointments until tomorrow, and you’d be lucky to get in anytime soon. We could take you to an urgent care clinic, but the only one around is farther than the hospital. Your vitals are concerning, Dorothy. You need to get checked out as soon as possible.”

      She takes my hand with a resigned expression, allowing me to help her to her feet. “Fine, if we must, we must,” she says with a sigh. “Let’s get it over with.”

      Turns out the sweet and feisty old lady I love gets extremely crotchety when forced to do what she knows she needs to in order to take care of herself, because she refuses to speak to me the whole way to the hospital and through check-in. Doesn’t bother me. I may not be an ER doc, but I know a person in distress when I see one.

      And the only thought running through my head while I sit in the waiting room is that I should’ve insisted sooner. Because medical training aside, the waiting part is always the worst. The not knowing. Replaying the past few months of memories in my head, reflecting on her decreased energy, her clear discomfort, and I’m fairly certain she’s lost weight too.

      It also kind of pisses me off that her family hasn’t noticed. To my knowledge, only the one grandkid even visits, and that’s only every few weeks or less. And never for long at once. Never long enough to see past the front I’d bet dollars to donuts Dorothy puts on to keep them from realizing that something is wrong. Then she’d have to admit it to herself too.

      I’m surprised she’s let me as close as she has, but then, she has to have someone to rely on. And it’s not like I have anything else going on at the moment.

      I’m brought out of my thoughts by a nurse approaching purposefully. I stand to meet her.

      “Mr. Edwards?” she confirms.

      I nod. “Is Dorothy all right?”

      “Why don’t you come see for yourself? She’s asked for you.” The slender brunette turns away with a gesture to follow, so I do.

      They have Dorothy in a room not far in, hooked into an IV and monitor, looking every bit as cross as she did on the trip here.

      I nod my thanks to the nurse as she leaves us alone.

      “Looks like they plan to keep you around for a bit,” I remark drily, leaning against the doorframe.

      “Guess so,” she grumbles. “Even though my EKG is fine apparently, and the fever is mild, they took about a gallon of blood and are going to do some chest X-rays.”

      “That all sounds pretty standard,” I assure her. “I wouldn’t be too worried.”

      She hasn’t outright said it, not that Dorothy ever would, but I can only assume she hasn’t seen a doctor yet because she’s afraid of what they might find. So my guess is she’s afraid that all these tests mean something bad.

      “Pardon me,” a voice says from behind me.

      I shift upright and turn to see a doctor with a clipboard, clearly looking to get in the room. I step just inside to let him by.

      “Mrs. Lewis,” he greets her. “I’m Dr. Jacobson.” He glances between her and me.

      “He can stay,” she says, answering his silent question. “Out with it.”

      Dr. Jacobson turns an amused glance back toward her. “All right, then. Your blood pressure is high. Your fever, while low grade, is still concerning, especially since you tested negative for flu and you don’t have any other symptoms that would point us toward a likely culprit. Given your issues the last few weeks, I’d like to get those chest X-rays as soon as possible, and we’ll likely need to keep you overnight for observation.”

      “Overnight? Really? It’s just a little fever,” she protests.

      “Mrs. Lewis, you told the nurse you’ve been tired for weeks —”

      “Months,” I interject. “With sleep issues, night sweats, and intermittent high BP. And possible weight loss.”

      Dr. Jacobson turns to me and raises an eyebrow. “Are you in the medical field, son?”

      I bristle at the condescension, since he’s maybe ten years older than my forty-two years, though I get it. I was around assholes like him long enough to know the drill. Hell, I was one of those assholes.

      “Retired,” I return with as much vitriol as I can inject into the word while flexing every not-inconsiderable muscle in my upper body. While I haven’t played this game for years, apparently I’m still not able to resist a little pushback on a challenge.

      He makes an indistinct noise of dismissal and turns back to Dorothy. “That all true, Mrs. Lewis?”

      “Yes, yes, I’d forgotten about the night sweats.”

      “So you don’t have them every night?”

      “No.”

      “How often?”

      She rolls her eyes and sighs. “Once or twice a week? I don’t know. I don’t sleep well enough to get them anymore.”

      Dr. Jacobson frowns deeply. Bad poker face for an ER doc. I, on the other hand, keep a straight face even though I’m just as concerned. Probably more so.

      “And the weight loss?”

      “Just a few pounds,” she snaps impatiently. Geez, I’ve never seen her this cranky.

      “How many over the last six months, would you say?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, ten pounds or so?”

      Okay, that shoots my eyebrows up. The woman is five-four, maybe, and has been on the slender side as long as I’ve known her, putting her not much over a hundred pounds. That’s a huge loss for such a tiny person. Especially one who can put away cinnamon rolls like there’s no tomorrow. So, her appetite is still good. There’s that, at least.

      Dorothy answers a few more questions and the X-ray tech comes just as they’re wrapping up. I have a seat in the guest chair and wait for her to return.

      She comes back looking extra disgruntled from the poking and prodding, so I distract her with some games of Twenty Questions and I’m Going on a Picnic. I haven’t played either since my brothers and I were kids. It’s surprisingly entertaining for both of us, and it passes the hour or so until the doctor returns, declaring her lungs okay and confirming that she’ll need to stay the night.

      The real trouble starts about an hour after that when, in the middle of our third game of hangman, a nurse pops in looking harassed.

      “Ms. Lewis, a woman who says she’s your daughter is here to see you, along with her husband. Shall I let them in?”

      “Bossy little thing with curly brown hair?” Dorothy asks.

      The nurse presses her lips together, clearly trying not to laugh. Dorothy waves a hand vaguely.

      “Yes, yes, let them in.”

      “Do you want me to go?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “You can stay if you want. Though you may not want to in a minute.”

      I give her a quizzical look but am stopped short of asking when a tall, middle-aged woman with dark, curly brown hair comes barreling in, pulling an average-looking middle-aged man along behind her.

      “Oh good, you’re okay,” are the first words the woman says.

      “Hello, Linda. Yes, I’m fine, thank you for asking.” She nods at the man. “Mark.” She looks back to her daughter. “How did you even know I was here?”

      Linda plops onto the hospital bed near Dorothy’s legs.

      “I’m your emergency contact, Ma. They called me after you checked in.”

      Dorothy looks at me questioningly. “Why would they do that if I was awake and you were here?”

      Linda and Mark notice me for the first time. Linda sits up straighter and turns the full intensity of her gaze onto me. I can almost feel it searing my skin. Geez, this one is something.

      I shrug, and turn my eyes to Dorothy. “Standard procedure?” I guess. “I’m not a family member. And sometimes they’re not exactly …” I try to think of a nice way to explain discrimination against the elderly in hospitals.

      “They thought I might not have all my marbles,” Dorothy deduces wryly. “Great.”

      “I’m sorry, you are …?” Linda asks.

      Dorothy turns back to her daughter. “This is Nate Edwards. He’s a friend, and he brought me in today.” She gestures between us. “Nate, this is my daughter, Linda, and her husband, Mark.”

      I nod curtly to them both. “Pleasure to meet you.”

      Mark steps forward, extending a hand. I rise to take his, shaking it. “Thanks for looking out for her,” he says. “But you needn’t stay any longer.”

      I look toward Dorothy. Her eyes plead with me not to leave her with these two. And I haven’t seen anything yet to assure me she’d be in better hands than mine, so I have no plans to go anywhere.

      “I know,” I reply, sinking back into the chair on the opposite side of the bed without another word.

      Linda gives me a dirty look that makes me smile widely in return. She lets out a low but clearly disgusted noise and turns back to her mother.

      “So if you feel okay, why’d they call? What’s going on?”

      Dorothy shrugs. “They don’t really know. They haven’t found anything yet, I just have a bit of a fever.”

      There’s silence in the room for a beat, save the intermittent beeping of the monitor. This time, I don’t interject. It’s Dorothy’s business how much she wants her family to know.

      “Well that’s just great. What a cracking medical team they’ve got here.” Linda leans forward and grabs the bed remote, hammering the nurse call button.

      A few moments later, the nurse returns. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’d like to speak with my mother’s doctor,” she insists.

      Dorothy rolls her eyes, but that raises my hackles. I lean into Dorothy, talking lowly in her ear. But not too lowly. “Don’t worry, he can’t talk to her about anything if you don’t give permission.”

      The nurse smirks and Linda’s head snaps toward me. “I heard that.”

      I lean back into my chair and smile. “I meant for you to.”

      “I’ll just go get Dr. Jacobson,” the nurse says, ducking out the door.

      We sit in stony silence until he enters. Well, Linda does. The rest of us tolerate it.

      Dr. Jacobson enters soon after, looking a bit confused. “Did you have a question?”

      I lay a hand on Dorothy’s arm, looking pointedly at her daughter as a reminder that she doesn’t need to let her stay for this part. Dorothy’s other hand snakes over mine, squeezing it.

      “Linda, Mark, would you two be dears and go get me some ice water?” Dorothy asks in a tone that makes it very clear she’s trying to get rid of them.

      Linda’s mouth opens and closes, then opens again. “Why does he get to stay?” Her chin jerks toward me, and I swear she sounds more like a four-year-old than a woman in her fifties.

      “Nate is a friend and a doctor,” Dorothy says firmly. “I’d like his counsel.”

      I try not to look smug, I really do. But when Linda throws me one last glance before rising, I can’t help give her a self-satisfied smile. I’m not usually so petty, but some people just bring that out, I guess.

      Finally, once they’ve left, Dorothy asks why they were called. With no good answer, I pipe in for her.

      “Is there any reason she’ll need family around?”

      Dr. Jacobson looks between us. “We drew blood, but we won’t have full results until tomorrow. In any case, since the fever hasn’t come down despite treatment over the last few hours, I’m thinking we’ll want to continue her on it for a few days and see how she responds. But she won’t be able to drive and it would be best if someone stayed with her to make sure she doesn’t overexert herself or have any ill effects from the drugs, as she may be pretty woozy.”

      “Woozy? Is that a technical term?” Dorothy asks with a chuckle, clearly using humor to deflect her discomfort at the thought of having to rely so much on anyone.

      Dr. Jacobson smiles.

      I put my hand on Dorothy’s arm again. “I’m happy to stay with you. Just so you know you have options.”

      Her hand finds mine again. “Thank you, Nate.” She tilts her head back toward Dr. Jacobson. “And thank you, Doctor.”

      He gives a brisk nod and, sensing the dismissal, leaves. Almost immediately, Linda and Mark reenter. With no ice water.

      “Well, I hope you had a nice little chat,” Linda says sharply, clearly still pouting. It strikes me suddenly how quiet Mark is every time his wife throws her little hissy fits. And how unlike Dorothy Linda is.

      “We did,” Dorothy replies sweetly. “Long story short, I’ll be here overnight, then Nate will watch over me the next few days while I take a course of medicine that should handle the fever. So you needn’t stay, honey.”

      Mark nudges his wife, who gives him a resigned and very disgruntled look.

      “Nonsense, Dorothy,” Mark says. “With all due respect to Nate, we’d feel much better if you were taken care of by family.”

      Dorothy’s expression softens. “I would love that,” she says softly.

      Linda beams. “Then it’s settled. We’ll call Mia and get her here before you’re discharged tomorrow.”

      Dorothy’s expression changes in an instant. And even though I’ve got nearly a foot in height and more than a hundred pounds of pure muscle on her, the expression on her face scares even me.

      “You will do no such thing,” she says in a stern voice I’ve never heard come out of her mouth.

      “Be reasonable, Ma,” Linda says, suddenly all soft and sweet. “You love Mia, and Mark and I both have jobs we can’t just walk away from for a few days. And Carrie’s got her studies, after all.”

      “Of course I love Mia,” she snaps. “I think the better question is, do you?” She looks sternly between the two of them.

      “What kind of question is that?” Mark says, looking all butt-hurt.

      It’s all I can do not to roll my eyes. But I don’t. I’m a fly on the wall right now. Or, I’m trying to be. This is some family drama I have zero intention of getting in the middle of.

      “A highly valid one. That girl needs a break, and I have someone who will take perfectly good care of me.”

      Dorothy’s blood pressure monitor beeps loudly.

      I lay a hand on her arm. “Let’s just talk about this later, okay?” I suggest calmly. “Nothing needs to be decided right now.”

      “Nate is right, Ma,” Linda says flippantly, rising from the bed. “It’s almost dinner time. We’ll go check into a hotel nearby, we can all have some dinner. Then we’ll be back in the morning to take care of you. Don’t worry about anything, okay?”

      Dorothy looks at her skeptically.

      “All right, then.”

      Linda leans in and kisses her mother on the forehead. “We love you. You’ll be all better soon, you’ll see.”

      With a small wave from Mark, they both disappear out the door.

      “Well, that was fun. Shall we follow that raging party with some hospital food?” I tease.

      Dorothy huffs a dry laugh. “I guarantee you it’s going to be a lot easier to swallow than those two.”

      I laugh too. At least she’s still got her sense of humor. Clearly, she’s going to need it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          MIA

        

      

    

    
      “Holy. Fucking. Shit.”

      I can’t help when the words tumble out of my mouth as we hit the full expanse of Waikiki beach. It’s stunning. Light sand, water that’s a crystalline blue color I’ve never seen outside of a pool, and scantily clad sunbathers dotted all over the beach in both directions.

      “Welcome to paradise,” Joanie says with a grin. “Now let’s get our sun, sand, and fun on, bitch.”

      I laugh, finally feeling carefree after the stress of traveling. Finally feeling like the fun really can begin. Trying not to feel like all this humidity is going to give me scary hair.

      Joanie pulls us down the beach for longer than makes sense, until she finally settles on a spot a little closer to the water than I’d think is wise.

      “Uh, Jo?” I ask, pointing back at a shady spot under some palm trees, farther back on the beach. “Why don’t we lie there? Unless you want to look like a lobster later.”

      She gives me a look and jerks her chin toward the waves. I look up and see two guys on surfboards paddling out. All I can see from here is that have nice asses. I’m sure that’s all Joanie needs to know.

      “If we’re back there, we’ll be too far for them to see when they come in,” she explains as if talking to a child. She spreads out her rainbow-colored towel and proceeds to plop on it, starting to spread sunblock all over her slender body. “Help me with my back?” She holds up the bottle, and with a sigh, I drop my bag on the sand next to her towel and take it.

      Once we’re both slathered up, we lie down on our towels and soak in the sun for a while.

      “Now all we need is the piña coladas,” I murmur.

      “Ah,” Joanie says, rising to a sitting position. She roots through her tote and pulls out what looks like a small, insulated bag. From it emerge two stainless steel tumblers with lids, which she replaces with straw tops. She hands me one with a grin. “I’ve got you covered.”

      I take it reluctantly. “Are we allowed to have alcohol on the beach?” I ask tentatively.

      Joanie rolls her eyes. “It’s nonalcoholic, Mom,” she assures me. “We’ll get the real thing when we have dinner. Clearly you’re going to need some booze to lighten up.”

      “Oh, I’m light,” I assure her, about to drop the bomb I haven’t yet been able to, as we’d taken separate flights. “In fact, when we get back, I’m going to tell my dad I’m done living the life he picked for me. I’m going to quit my job.”

      Joanie chokes on the sip she was taking. “I’m sorry, did I just hear you correctly? Daddy’s little girl is going to tell him where he can shove his ridiculous expectations?”

      I throw my hands up. “Why did nobody tell me they thought he was out of line?”

      “Gran?” she asks with a sly grin.

      “Yes,” I grumble.

      Joanie chuckles. “Because we both know you’re stubborn as hell, Mia. You wouldn’t have listened anyway.”

      I pull a face. “I fucking hate it when you’re right.”

      “Thank you for supporting my case, counselor. That’s exactly why you had to figure this out yourself.” She purses her lips and gives me an I told you so expression. “So, what next?”

      I take a deep sip of my drink that, despite being delicious, I suddenly wish had lots and lots of alcohol in it. This is the part where, even though I’ve decided I want a different life, I haven’t exactly figured out what that life will look like. Like, at all.

      “I don’t know,” I admit nervously. “And that’s what scares me most. I just know my dad is going to shit all over me if I don’t have some solid reason, a real plan for why I’m doing this, what I’m going to get out of it.”

      “Ugh,” she groans, reaching over and smacking me on the arm. “Wake up! This is the same shit that got you here. You don’t owe him an explanation. You don’t have to have a plan. You’ve finally realized you’re a hamster on a wheel, and you want to roam free. How can you possibly be expected to know where you want to go, what you want to do, when your captors have kept you safely confined in their little hamster house?”

      I look at her in horror. “For the love of god, Jo, please don’t ever compare me to a hamster again.” I know everyone else thinks they’re cute, but I hate them. They bite and they pee all over everything.

      She waves a hand, brushing me off. “You know what I mean.”

      I shake my head. “Yes. Yes, I do,” I admit begrudgingly. “I guess it’s going to be a shitshow either way.”

      “Well, let me know when you’re going to do it and I’ll be ready for however you need to recover from the ordeal. I’m thinking Vegas, strippers, and —”

      I throw up a hand, really not wanting to hear the end of that sentence.

      “Let’s just enjoy Hawaii first, shall we?” I suggest.

      “Oh, we shall,” she agrees. “We’ve got dinner reservations for four at Roy’s tonight.”

      “Four?” I ask, though I should know better. Because before she can respond, the two surfers who have been catching waves in front of us emerge from the water, dripping, sexy as hell, and making eyes at us. Joanie is good.

      They stick their boards in the sand between us and the water and approach with grins on their faces. The closer they get, the more my stomach churns. I am so not good at flirting. Thank god Joanie is here.

      “Hey ladies, lookin’ good,” the shorter one calls as they approach.

      Joanie props herself up on her elbows, adjusting her bright yellow bikini top, and looks at him over her sunglasses.

      “And you guys looked pretty good out there,” she replies back in what I know is her sultry voice.

      Both guys have rich, glowing brown skin, killer smiles, short, wavy brown hair, and gorgeous Polynesian features. Well-muscled but not over-the-top ripped, they’re pretty damn nice to look at.

      “Yeah? You wanna learn how to surf?” he asks her, plopping down on the sand next to her.

      “I don’t know, you gonna teach me?” she asks coyly.

      One of his dark brows lifts. “Oh, I could teach you a thing or two,” he agrees, licking his lips.

      Joanie titters and starts to introduce herself, but I’m distracted by a buzzing in my bag.

      I fish out my cellphone and see my mom’s profile pic flashing on the screen. I roll my eyes and mumble something along the lines of “be right back” before rising and loping down the beach. So I can put a stop to whatever tactic she’s trying to pull to get me to work on my vacation. I was expecting it, so my resolve is strong.

      When I’m far enough away to avoid being overheard by Joanie and her new friends, I answer.

      “If Dad asked you to try to get me to do work while I’m on vacation, the answer is no,” I say right out of the gate.

      “That’s not why I’m calling,” my mother says tersely, and something about the tone of her voice unnerves me. “My mother’s in the hospital, Mia. I’m sorry to ruin your vacation, but you need to come home immediately.”

      My heart drops into my stomach and a lump forms in my throat. “I’m on my way.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Joanie was, naturally, just as concerned as I was, so she gave me zero shit for having to bail on the very first day of vacation. It’s almost five o’clock by the time I get to the airport after racing back to the hotel room, cleaning up, and checking out, then heading back to the airport I just came into this morning. There’s a flight out at six, which I just make after getting through security and finding the gate at the far end of the terminal.

      As we take off, I calculate the path in my head. We’ll land in Seattle just after two a.m. It’ll take me at least thirty minutes to get out of the airport. Another fifteen to get to the lot my car is parked in and hit the road. Two hours to Ellensburg. So I should be there around five a.m. tomorrow.

      I’m sick with worry the whole flight, unable to eat or sleep. Mom gave no details, and I didn’t waste time asking for them. Gran has always been as healthy as a horse, save a knee injury a few years back, but she is getting up there in years. I can only hope that whatever it is, she’s going to be okay.

      When I finally get into Seattle and make it to my car, I’m tempted to call my parents. But it’s basically the middle of the night, so I text them that I’ve arrived, am on the way to the hospital, and will call them when I get there. They’re both usually up by then anyway.

      And then I drive. I try not to think about the fact that I’ve been up for almost twenty-four hours at this point. Gran is in the hospital, and I need to get there. That’s all that matters.

      I crack the windows to let the cool early morning air wake me. I sip on the dregs of the now-cold extra-large coffee I picked up at a drive-through on my way out of the city. It’s just enough, and I make it to the hospital a little after five-fifteen.

      I call my mom first and she answers right away.

      “Oh good, you’re finally here,” she says without preamble.

      Part of me is irritated that she thinks I could get here any faster, but I have bigger concerns right now.

      “I’m at the hospital. Where are you?” I ask.

      “Your father and I are at a hotel just down the road. We’ll leave in a few minutes and meet you in the parking lot,” she explains.

      “Is Carrie here?”

      “No, dear, she’s got finals to study for,” my mother says impatiently, as if that should be obvious.

      Something bothers me about that, beyond the obvious, but I shake my head, simply trying to stay awake at this point. “Okay, fine, whatever, just get here soon, okay?”

      “I just said we were leaving,” my mother replies impatiently.

      My jaw tightens. “See you soon then.” And I hang up. Because I just can’t take anymore. My mother and I have always had a difficult relationship, which is part of the reason I’ve always been such a daddy’s girl, but you’d think a family emergency would bring people closer together. Guess not.

      I lean my head back against the head rest and let my eyes slide closed.

      I must’ve drifted off, because a sharp rap on my window startles me awake. A glance at the dashboard clock tells me it was only a few minutes though. I look up to see my mom staring in at me, so I get out.

      “How could you possibly be sleeping right now?” she asks, shaking her head.

      “Because I’ve been awake for more than a day?” I snap back.

      My dad comes around her and hugs me. “Hi, pumpkin. Thanks for coming.”

      “Of course,” I reply, squeezing him back. “Can we see her now please? I’m kind of freaking out here.”

      “Don’t worry, she’s going to be okay,” Dad says earnestly, leading us in through the sliding door entrance.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “She was feeling sick yesterday and had a friend in town take her into the hospital,” he explains.

      We get to the information counter and Mom signs in. The person behind the counter buzzes us through the locked doors, and Mom opens them so Dad and I can walk through.

      “So do they know what it is?” I ask, ready to implode.

      Dad shakes his head. “It sounds like they’ve ruled out anything life-threatening,” he says. “They wanted to keep her overnight for observation, but she can go home today.”

      I stop in my tracks.

      “Wait. So … I’m confused. She can go home? Does that mean it’s not that serious?”

      This time, Mom answers. “They’re not sure. They’re going to give her some medication to help keep the fever down, but she’ll need to be watched for the next few days.”

      She gestures to the door we’ve stopped at.

      And it suddenly clicks why it bothered me that Carrie isn’t here. Because on some level I think I realized that meant Gran is okay, more or less. That it’s not that serious, or they’d have told her to come too. And after what Mom just said, my stomach drops for a whole other reason as I realize why I’m here.

      “You want me to stay with Gran.”

      Dad pats me on the shoulder. “I knew you’d understand. Her friend offered, but it should really be family, don’t you think?”

      My jaw drops. “You called me back from vacation for this? Why couldn’t one of you do it?” I wave toward Mom. “She’s your mother, after all. Don’t you want to make sure she’s okay?”

      My mom shakes her head like my suggestion is obviously ridiculous. “I have a business to run, and so does your father,” she says in a chastising tone. “You were lying on a beach, Mia. Just do this, for Gran.”

      I grind my teeth as I realize they not only pulled me away from the only vacation I’ve had in eight years — well, would’ve had — but also clearly purposely made it seem like the situation was more dire than it was. And now they’re not even asking for my help, they simply expect that I’ll do what they tell me to.

      But then, why wouldn’t they? I always have.

      I’m about to drastically shift their reality when the door to Gran’s room open and a man steps out. We all turn to look at him.

      My parents don’t seem surprised to see him. I, however, am both surprised and distracted. He’s tall, well over six feet, and looks like a bodybuilder. With shaggy, light-brown hair and hazel eyes, he’s dressed in sweats and a T-shirt that clings in places I’m not ready to deal with in my current state of mind. The sudden appearance of this smoking hot stranger has drawn my anger toward him.

      “Who the hell are you?” I ask sharply.

      He raises an eyebrow. “Sorry to interrupt, I heard voices.” He extends a hand toward me. “I’m Nate Edwards. I brought your grandmother in yesterday. You must be Mia.”

      I look at my mother, then at my father. This is Gran’s friend. And they’ve obviously already told him I’d be arriving, and probably that I’d be Gran’s new babysitter. I take a subtle deep breath and calm myself down by remembering that this isn’t his fault. That he helped Gran.

      I slip my hand in his. “Thank you for helping my grandmother,” I reply. I can’t help the tension in my voice. I’m just so angry, but it’s at my parents. I can only hope he doesn’t think it’s about him. His facial expression is unreadable.

      He lets go and nods to my parents in greeting. Obviously, he’s a man of few words.

      My dad turns to me and kisses me on the forehead. “Well, now that you’re here, we should get back to Seattle. Let us know if you need anything, okay?” But he’s already walking off, and if I know my father, he’s just being polite and assumes I’ll happily take care of everything.

      My mom doesn’t say anything, she just turns to leave.

      “Bye, Mom,” I say with an edge to my voice.

      She turns and gives a faint smile. “Goodbye, dear. We’ll be in touch to see how she’s doing.” And then she follows Dad out of the sliding doors. Just like that.

      My parents, ladies and gentlemen.

      Nate is silent beside me. I turn to him, beyond exhausted.

      “How’s she doing?” I ask.

      “Still sleeping. You look like you could use some sleep too.”

      I give a faint smile. “Understatement.”

      He hooks a thumb over his shoulder, gesturing down the long hallway. “There’s a crash room. Number eighteen, end of the hall, just around the corner. I’ll come get you when she wakes up.”

      I contemplate that for a moment. But Gran’s usually an early riser and I want to be there when she wakes up.

      “Thanks, but I’ll be fine.”

      The corner of Nate’s mouth lifts and he looks like he wants to say something, but then thinks better of it. “If you’re sure. Dorothy’s got my number if you need anything.”

      I nod. “I’m sure. Thanks again. It was nice to meet you, Nate.”

      “Mia.” He dips his head in parting and leaves. Almost as abruptly as my parents.

      What is with that? Do I exude some sort of pheromone that leaves people with the impression that I’m so capable of handling whatever it is that needs handling that they barely need to say two words to me about it? I guess some girls get the pheromones that would actually attract a guy that hot. And I get the ones that send him packing. Awesome.

      I squeeze my fists, close my eyes, and take a deep breath in through the nose, then let it out through my mouth. Gran needs someone right now. And even though my parents are perfectly capable of rearranging their schedules, clearly she is not their priority. Thankfully she is mine, though. And that’s all that matters at the moment.

      Not the anger I feel toward my parents for assuming I’ll do their bidding. Nor the frustration I feel for losing what was promising to be a very exciting vacation. Or the embarrassment I feel meeting Nate, a total — very attractive — stranger, who just got a window into the worst version of myself, equal parts uncaring jerk and doormat. Because as soon as I open the door, I can see and feel that it’s paper thin and hollow, so I’m sure he heard everything. Fantastic.

      What I also observe is Gran, hooked up to a bunch of machines and clothed in a hospital gown, lying under a blanket. In the giant mechanical bed, under the dim lighting, she looks every single day
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