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      Doctor Neil Sullivan was many things:

      My best-friend’s older brother,

      Summer Grove’s beloved physician,

      A devoted single dad,

      And my own personal distraction.

      So I did what I did best.

      I avoided him at all costs.

      Until his desperation for a nanny and a twist of fate turned into me moving in with him.

      Now distance was no longer an option.

      Living under the same roof as Neil meant middle-of-the-night brownie run-ins, bedtime stories with his two sweet little girls, and stolen glances that lingered a little too long.

      The more time I spent under Neil’s roof, the more “temporary” began to feel like forever, making me yearn for the life I’d always wanted.

      But I had plans to build a family on my own, and I wouldn't put my dreams on hold for a man who might never be ready to love again. If he couldn't find the courage to risk his heart, I'd have to walk away.

      But losing him? That might be the one heartbreak I couldn’t survive.
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          “HAVING CHILDREN IS LIKE LIVING IN A FRAT HOUSE–NOBODY SLEEPS, EVERYTHING’S BROKEN, AND THERE’S A LOT OF THROWING UP.” — RAY ROMANO

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NEIL

      

      

      “What do you mean you can’t watch the girls anymore?”

      Sitting on the edge of my bed, I cradled the cell phone against my ear and leaned down to peel a small pink sock from the bottom of my trousers. The fabric crackled as I pulled it free, a reminder that we were out of dryer sheets.

      “My boyfriend just landed a job in Columbia. I’m moving in with him today.”

      Tricia’s voice bubbled with excitement, doing nothing to quell the sudden panic rising in my chest.

      I cursed under my breath and straightened up so fast that the phone nearly slipped from my grasp. “Today? Couldn’t you have given me more notice?”

      She cleared her throat, finally catching my tone. “We decided at the last minute. I’m so sorry, Mr. Sullivan. Maybe my sister can help, but she just started a part-time job⁠—”

      “Thanks, but I’ll work it out,” I said, trying to sound grateful.

      After wishing her a safe trip, I ended the call and exhaled a long breath that rattled in my chest. I could think of few things that were harder than single parenthood, especially when perpetually running on only a few hours of sleep.

      Amber’s muffled sobs, the result of a nightmare, had shaken me awake around two in the morning. I’d carried her into the kitchen for warm milk, read Goodnight Moon for the hundredth time, and finally let her climb into bed with me. That had done the trick, but her kicking and twisting had kept me tossing until dawn.

      Now, I had no babysitter, and I was due at the office in half an hour.

      With a frustrated grunt, I lurched from the bed and padded down the hall to knock on my daughters’ shared bedroom door. “Girls, are you ready to go? Tricia isn’t coming, so I’m taking you to school today.”

      When met with silence, dread settled in my stomach. “Amber? Madison?” I cracked open the door, and my eyes widened at the absolute disaster in front of me.

      Amber sat at the art table, her legs dangling. Madison stood behind her, clutching a torn, empty packet of red Kool-Aid powder.

      “Madison! What are you doing?”

      I moved into the room, taking in the mess. The red powder had gone everywhere, dusting the tabletop, speckling the beige carpet, the chair legs, and Amber’s pajama bottoms. But most of it had piled on top of Amber’s head.

      “It’s not ready!” Madison burst out. “I still have to rinse.”

      Before I could react, she reached for a cup on the table.

      “Wait!” I lunged, but she tipped the cup, pouring water over her sister’s head.

      Amber yelped, scrambling from the chair. Her hair and the Kool-Aid absorbed most of the water, though some trickled down her golden curls, across her cheeks, before splattering onto her cotton shirt.

      Amber sputtered, wiping her eyes and smearing pink streaks over her face.

      “Oops,” Madison whispered.

      Pressing my lips together, I shook my head. “Yeah, oops. What in the world were you thinking?”

      “Chelsea Baker said this is how you get pink hair,” Madison said.

      Amber hiccuped, her eyes welling with tears. “Pink? You said you’d make it pretty, not pink,” she sniffled.

      “Pink hair is pretty!” Madison replied.

      “I like purple!” Amber yelled through her tears.

      “Purple sucks!”

      Their shouting ricocheted off the walls, and I closed my eyes against the headache blooming behind them. Could this day get any worse?

      I really didn’t want the universe to answer that.

      Putting two fingers between my lips, I whistled, causing both girls to freeze, guilt melting into their wide eyes.

      “Enough,” I said, stepping between them. “I don’t care what Chelsea Baker told you. You know better than to do something like this without asking,” I chastised, giving Madison a disappointed look.

      Madison’s lower lip trembled. “I’m sorry, Daddy.”

      Her bright green eyes welled, splaying my heart wide open. I hated this part of being a parent.

      Damn it. How could I stay mad looking at that face?

      “Thank you for the apology, sweetheart. Now, apologize to your sister for doing something to her without her consent. You didn’t tell her what you were going to do, and Amber didn’t want her hair colored pink.”

      We’d had many discussions about consent over the years. They were only eight, but I tried teaching them about respecting others and setting boundaries with their own bodies. From the scene I’d just walked in on, they hadn’t quite grasped it yet.

      Madison turned her wide, teary eyes to her sister. “I’m sorry, Amber.”

      Sniffing, Amber wiped her cheeks and nodded when Madison asked for a hug. I joined the circle, kneeling in front of Amber, whose damp curls stuck to her forehead.

      “It’s okay, AmBear,” I whispered. “It’ll wash out.” I ran a damp finger through the tangled ringlets.

      “Promise?” she asked, her voice trembling.

      “Well, sweetheart, we’re going to try. If it doesn’t all come out in the first wash, it’ll go away, eventually. I promise.”

      Tears trailed down her cheeks as she launched herself at me. I wrapped my arms around her tiny body, ignoring the way her wet clothes clung to mine.

      A sob from my left prompted me to wrap an arm around my other little girl. The two little troublemakers clung to me, and although their tears made me want to cry along with them, I loved this part of parenting. Hugs were everything.

      “Okay, okay,” I said, gently pulling away to look at them. I stood and brushed stray granules from my trousers. “Let’s get this place cleaned up and Amber into the tub.” I took one look at Madison and realized she needed one as well. “You too, Mad Hatter. You’re both going to be late for school, but there’s no helping it.”

      Suddenly, both girls’ faces lit up. “Tub time!” They dashed from the room, giggling as if I’d handed them ice cream.

      With a shake of my head, I looked down at my white button-down shirt, now stained pink. I plucked the wet fabric away from my skin with a grimace.

      Could have been vomit.

      I shuddered at the thought.

      This parenting gig hit hard, especially when doing it alone. Like a daily dose of humble pie. A reminder that if I hadn’t been such a selfish ass, maybe the girls wouldn’t be stuck with only me.

      Sighing, I shook my head and followed the little hellions. I loved them more than life itself and enjoyed having them all to myself, but if I could change one thing, it would be for their mother to have stuck around. Unfortunately, because of me, she’d taken off, leaving the three of us to figure things out on our own.

      I found the girls in the bathroom waiting for me. I filled the tub with warm water and washed their hair while they played with the tub crayons my sister Jules had gotten them. Madison’s hair held up pretty well, with only a few strands stained from the group hug. Amber’s light blonde hair, however, had turned dark red right on the crown of her head. Grimacing, I washed it twice for good measure but couldn’t get it much lighter.

      When Madison noticed, she gasped, causing Amber to ask for a mirror, setting off another round of waterworks.

      “Hey, it’ll be okay, AmBear. How about I call Aunt Jules? She’ll know what to do.”

      That did the trick, and the tears dried up, replaced with a small smile.

      Leaving them to play and finish washing up, I stepped just outside the bathroom, keeping the door open while I first made a call to the clinic.

      “Hi, Katie. You’re going to have to push our appointments back. I had a bit of a situation with the girls. They’re okay,” I assured my nurse, “but I’ve got a mess to clean up.”

      “No problem, but what should I tell Mr. Carmichael? You know how he is.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “Tell him the truth. He’ll have to understand. If he doesn’t want to wait, he can see Ann.”

      Ann Whatley, our nurse practitioner, could handle anything Jerry Carmichael had going on. If I had to guess, he had another bunion.

      “You know he won’t see Ann. He doesn’t think she’s a real doctor.”

      I could practically hear Katie rolling her eyes over the phone. “Then he’ll have to reschedule, or I can add him to my home visits, but he’ll have to wait until Wednesday.”

      “Will do, Doc.”

      “Thanks, Katie.”

      After hanging up, I dialed my sister’s number. She answered on the first ring.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked breathlessly.

      “I’m evolving faster than you. But that’s your problem, not mine,” I replied.

      Jules’s groan made me grin.

      “You’re such a butthole, Neil.”

      “Me? You’re the one answering your phone without even a proper hello.”

      “Well, you’re calling me before eight o’clock in the morning. What did you expect?”

      She had a point.

      “Ah ha!” she exclaimed.

      “Fine. You got me. We had a bit of a hiccup this morning, and I need your help.”

      Her tone shifted to concern. “Is everything okay?”

      “Tricia quit,” I said, reaching up to loosen my tie.

      “Hmmm. I had a feeling she would. She’d become a little flaky lately. Need me to pick up the girls after school?”

      “If you could, but there’s something else. What are you doing right now?”

      “Right now? Ironing Marcus’s shirts. Why?”

      I looked up at the ceiling and held in my angry growl. I hated that fucking guy. Marcus and my sister had been together for… too many years to count. He treated her like trash, but she refused to listen to anyone.

      “Did Marcus have his arms amputated?” I asked.

      Jules hesitated. “No...”

      “Then why the fuck isn’t he ironing his own shirts? Or, hell, he could send them to a dry cleaner.”

      “Neil,” she chastised as Madison and Amber yelled, “Bad word, Daddy!”

      “Sorry,” I called to the girls before jumping back into my conversation with Jules. “I’m just saying, he’s always boasting about all the money he has, but he wants you doing free labor for him.”

      “It’s not free labor. I live here. I have free room and board, he pays for the groceries and my clothes, and I have a monthly allowance⁠—”

      “Asshole,” I coughed.

      “Did you just asshole cough?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Whatever, loser,” she said.

      I grinned, imagining her rolling her eyes.

      “Let’s get back to you. Why are you calling me?”

      “Because Madison decided to play hairdresser, I have two little girls in the bathtub, my clothes are pink, and I’m late for work. At this point, I don’t even care if they go to school today.”

      “Wow,” Jules chuckled. “Sounds like you have your hands full. I’m on my way.”

      “Thanks, Jules.”

      “Of course, but this means⁠—”

      “I owe you, I know. Whatever you want. Just add it to my tab.”

      I meant it. I owed her big time. Over the years, my sister had been a lifesaver, always showing up to help when I needed it. Between Jules and her friends, Madison and Amber were always properly fawned over.

      Our parents were also a big help, but being retired and traveling a lot, they couldn’t commit as often. Right now, they were headed to Alaska for a cruise I’d gifted them for their anniversary. After that, they planned to spend the summer on the road in their new RV.

      After saying goodbye, I ended the call and took a deep, relieved breath. Now that things had calmed down, my headache eased. Jules would take care of the girls, and I’d be able to get to work at a decent time.

      As the girls splashed in the tub, I took a moment for myself, closing my eyes as I leaned against the wall.

      “Dad!” Madison called, interrupting my single minute of peace. “You have to give us something. You said a bad word, ‘member? We want a pony.”

      “Two ponies,” Amber added.

      Sighing, I popped my head into the bathroom and raised my eyebrows at them. They both gave me their best angry faces.

      “You dealed,” Madison said.

      “I made a deal,” I corrected. “And no ponies.”

      “But—”

      “You’re right, I did make a deal,” I continued, “but I think we’re even after this morning.”

      I hated the swear jar idea, so when the girls said I needed a punishment for cursing, we came up with something different. For every curse word I said, I had to do something for them—within reason—and I could refuse and tell them to choose something else.

      The girls grumbled but didn’t argue. I hadn’t given them a punishment yet for the stunt they’d pulled, but we could call it even this time. Looking at Amber’s pink hair, I got the feeling they’d learned their lesson.

      Living in a small town meant being close to the people I cared about. So by the time I got the girls out of the tub, dried, and dressed, Jules arrived.

      She took one look at my disheveled appearance and laughed.

      “Yuck it up,” I said dryly.

      “Oh, I’m yucking,” she snickered. “What happened?”

      “Madison tried to dye Amber’s hair with Kool-Aid. It was a mess.”

      She followed me into the kitchen, where both girls were sitting at the table with their coloring books and crayons.

      “Oh, wow,” Jules whispered, her eyes widening. “I’d say she succeeded.”

      “Yeah, and that’s after three washes,” I said, as we stared at Amber’s hair. “She’s not happy about it either.”

      “I imagine not,” Jules whispered, then, louder, “Looks like my little gremlins got into some trouble this morning.”

      “Aunt Jules!” they yelled in unison. Sliding off their chairs, they rushed over and threw their arms around her waist.

      I smiled as they gave each other a group hug. They were three of the four most important women in my life—my mom being the fourth. I counted myself a lucky man to have them and would never dare to ask for more.

      “Alright, you two,” Jules said, leaning back to look at the girls. “Hmm,” she said, rubbing her chin. “I think a trip to the salon is in order. Who wants to skip school?”

      Both girls shot their hands up as if they were in class.

      “Me!” Amber shouted.

      “Me,” Madison repeated, less confidently. “Can I come too, Auntie Jules?”

      “Well, have you learned your lesson? Will you promise to ask your dad before you try to dye your sister’s hair?”

      Madison nodded quickly, her eyes wide.

      “Okay. Then you can come.”

      Madison and Amber joined hands and started jumping up and down. “No school! No school!” they chanted.

      “Finish your coloring while I talk to your dad, then I’ll call the salon.”

      “What’s a salon?” Amber asked.

      “It’s where a hairdresser works,” Jules answered. “A hairdresser is a person who cuts hair.”

      “I don’t want my hair cut,” Amber said, her eyes filling with tears.

      “No, honey, she won’t cut your hair. She’s going to look at the pink and see if she can help.”

      Mollified, Amber’s tears dried up, and she returned to the table, Madison following.

      Jules walked with me back to the living room.

      “Thanks for this,” I said, pulling out my wallet and handing her my credit card. “Put whatever you want on the card.”

      She dug through her purse for her wallet and slid the card inside. “You’re welcome. I don’t know what they can do for her, but I’ll make sure it’s not excessively expensive.”

      “I’m not worried about it. I trust your judgment—when it comes to the girls. Your choice in asshole men, on the other hand…” I trailed off, my teasing tone holding a whole lot of truth.

      “Oh, hush,” she said, waving a hand at me.

      “Dad! You said another cuss word. We not even no more,” Madison yelled from the kitchen.

      “Those little—” I grumbled.

      Jules covered her mouth as she laughed. “Don’t worry, girls. We’ll make him pay.”

      Rolling my eyes, I smiled. “Fine. But no ponies. We don’t have room for them, or the time,” I added, muttering to myself.

      As Jules giggled, I shook my head. “I’m going to change. I have patients waiting.”

      “Speaking of time,” Jules said, stopping me. “What are you going to do this summer? The girls only have a couple of weeks of school left, right?”

      Her question made my head throb. I hadn’t even thought about the summer yet.

      “I don’t know. Mom and Dad might be back in a couple of weeks—if they don’t extend their vacation. But I can’t ask them to do that. Watching them all day is a full-time job.”

      “I’ve told you to sign up with Olivia’s Nannies,” Jules said, reminding me of her best friend’s nanny agency. “I had a feeling Tricia wouldn’t last much longer.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I sighed.

      Olivia and her nanny agency came highly recommended, with glowing reviews. But I’d been putting off filling out the interest form on her website for weeks.

      Something about asking Olivia Goodwin for help made me hesitant.

      She and Jules had been inseparable for as long as I could remember. Sleepovers almost every weekend, birthday parties, holidays… Olivia had practically grown up in our house. A fixture. Like background noise.

      She was the same age as Jules, and though Jules and I only had a seven-year age gap separating us, I still found it hard not to see her as my baby sister. And I’d done my best to think of Olivia the same way.

      Except somewhere over the years, things shifted.

      She still attended all the family holidays and birthday celebrations, but I couldn’t remember the last time we’d spoken more than a sentence or two between us. If I walked into a room, she found a reason to leave. If I tried to include her in a conversation, she’d nod along without really engaging. Or she’d just disappear altogether.

      At first, I thought it was in my head. Then I figured maybe I’d said or done something without realizing it. But after a while, I’d accepted that Olivia just didn’t like me.

      Which made asking her for help… uncomfortable.

      “Want me to give her a call?” Jules asked, interrupting my thoughts.

      “No,” I waved her off. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Taking the time to find and hire a nanny would add to my already full plate, but my sister had been right. This summer promised to be crazy if I didn’t find someone to help. And dragging my feet about calling Olivia probably made things worse. Hopefully, she had an opening, or I’d be shit out of luck.
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          I DON'T NEED A PRINCE CHARMING... UNLESS YOU KNOW SOMEONE.

        

      

    

    
      
        
        LIV

      

      

      If someone had told me that I’d be contemplating what kind of sperm I wanted to buy on a random Tuesday afternoon, I would have thought they were unhinged. But the fact that I could buy sperm on the internet ranked as the most unhinged thing I’d ever seen.

      And brilliant.

      The sperm bank website offered an extensive list of potential donors. I could filter by height, ancestry, ethnicity, eye color, hair color, and education, for starters. The advanced search allowed for even more specific parameters, including astrological signs. Some donors even provided pictures of themselves, either as adults or babies.

      The sheer number of options overwhelmed me, and I didn’t know where to begin.

      In truth, none of those superficial details mattered. I just wanted to be a mom, and it seemed the only way that would happen would be if I did it myself. But I couldn’t do it all by myself, unfortunately. Sure, I could find a random guy willing to impregnate me, but I didn’t want that either.

      In a perfect world, I would find the perfect partner first, someone who sparked butterflies and left me tingling after a kiss—someone I could talk to, travel with, and snuggle up to on lazy Sunday mornings, someone to build a family with.

      Unfortunately, my options were limited in my small town. I’d tried, though. I’d considered every available bachelor in Summer Grove, hoping for fireworks, but every prospect fizzled out or never sparked in the first place.

      My mind drifted to a certain man I’d been pining over for years. Someone who gave me all the butterflies. Someone who was already the perfect father.

      Someone who was completely off-limits.

      Maybe I should have settled instead of seeking love, attraction, and compatibility. Maybe then I would’ve already achieved my dream of a family. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Even in my desperation, I refused to start a family with someone I didn’t love. I’d much rather do it alone.

      I’d grown used to being alone. Mostly. I had my best friend, Julia, or Jules as we called her, who lived just a short walk down the road. And my other friends, May and Lily, were only a phone call away, but it didn’t feel quite the same.

      My heart ached as I looked around my empty house, longing to fill the rooms with love, laughter—a family. After every terrible date and failed relationship, sorrow had chipped away at my optimism until I came up with another option.

      Purchasing my very own sperm.

      Playing with the filters, I clicked random options, overwhelmed by the vast selection. I clicked “Search” and smiled at the images that appeared. Most men seemed to prefer posting baby pictures of themselves. They were all so cute and would undoubtedly make beautiful babies. How could I possibly choose?

      My phone rang, interrupting my search for the perfect sperm donor.

      Seeing the name of one of my employees on the caller ID, I answered immediately. “Hi, Kristie. How are you?”

      “I’m sorry, Liv, but you’re going to have to reassign me, or I need to quit,” she blurted, her voice shaking.

      Hearing the panic in her voice, I sat up in my chair, ready to do damage control. “Hey, it’s okay. Take a deep breath and start from the beginning. What happened?”

      Kristie, one of the first nannies I’d hired when I started the agency, hadn’t just taken a chance on a new agency; she’d become one of my best employees. Whatever the issue, I would fix it.

      I could hear Kristie’s relieved sigh over the phone. “It’s Mr. Cassidy. He’s been making me uncomfortable. The first time he made a comment, I laughed it off, but yesterday he made a pass at me. I’m—it’s just—I’m sorry. I’m just not comfortable working for him and Ms. Cassidy anymore.”

      I sat back, genuinely shocked. “I’m so sorry that happened, Kristie. We have a strict policy on harassment, and I do not expect, nor will I allow you to continue working for the Cassidys, at least not as an employee of Olivia’s Nannies.”

      Kristie sighed in relief. “Thanks, Liv. I hate confrontation, but I couldn’t let this slide.”

      “I’m sorry this happened to you. Nothing came up in his background check,” I said, gritting my teeth.

      I made it a point to thoroughly vet my clients, and the fact that Mr. Cassidy had slipped through the cracks made my cheeks burn.

      “If no one reported him, he probably doesn’t have a file, and his kids are young,” she said.

      “You’re right. You’re their first nanny. I’m glad you came to me. In the future, please let me know about anything, even the smallest things. I would never force you to work somewhere you’re not comfortable.”

      “I will. I felt so sure I’d been reading into things and overreacting,” she said.

      “I understand. Just know that you can always come to me, even if it is an overreaction, but I guarantee it most likely won’t be. Now, as far as your employment goes, I’m not letting you go. You’re my best nanny.”

      Kristie laughed, just as I’d hoped.

      “You say that to all your nannies.”

      “That’s because you’re all the best,” I said, smiling into the phone as I brought up the software on my desktop that allowed me to keep track of my clients and nannies.

      “But seriously, what do you want to do? I promise to make sure no agency takes on the Cassidys, but I can’t do much more than that. Do you want to press charges?”

      “No. He made me uncomfortable, but I don’t think he crossed a legal line. Besides, I just want to be done with this.”

      “I understand. Whatever you’re comfortable with,” I replied. “Do you need a break to process, or would you prefer to be placed with another family? I’ll understand if you need to take some extra vacation time.”

      “I don’t need a break, but I might take you up on some extra vacation time later,” Kristie chuckled. “More than that, I’d love to get back to work.”

      Smiling, I scanned our client waitlist, my eyes widening at its length. I really needed to hire more nannies.

      “My records show you’re comfortable with all ages. Is that still correct?”

      “Yes, ma’am, though I do love infants.”

      “Don’t we all?” I muttered under my breath. Kristie heard me anyway and laughed lightly.

      “Okay, I’m sending you a few profiles from our waitlist to look over. Take your time and let me know if you want an interview with any of them. If none of them feel right, I can send you another list.”

      “Thanks, Liv. I’ll get back to you soon.”

      “No problem, Kristie. I’m glad you came to me. Again, I’m sorry this happened. Take care of yourself, and I’ll take care of the problem.”

      After Kristie thanked me again and hung up, I seethed as I stared at my computer screen. Like Kristie, I hate confrontations, except in cases like this.

      First, I added the Cassidy family to the ALERT registry, including the reason for the warning. Agencies from around the state had access to these records, which showed clients in poor standing. This also got people talking, so hopefully, word would get out to non-agented nannies as well.

      Next, I made the call. Ms. Cassidy picked up, and after a brief greeting, I explained the situation, adding that Olivia’s Nannies would no longer keep them as a client.

      “I—I can’t believe...” Ms. Cassidy fell silent, but I could hear the hitch in her breath as she held back tears.

      I waited patiently for her to process. I’d spoken to her many times and got the impression she would be receptive to what I told her, but you never knew.

      “I called you first because you’re our primary contact, but I plan to speak to Mr. Cassidy as well,” I reassured her.

      “Please extend my apologies to Kristie. She is a wonderful nanny, and I wish her all the best. I understand that you have to do what’s best.” The sound of her swallowing came over the line. Then she took another deep breath and firmed her voice. “You don’t have to call Brent. I’ll take care of him.”

      Nodding to myself, I gave her a cordial goodbye before ending the call. I hated that part of my job, but I loved taking care of my employees and would do anything to keep them safe.

      With that mess behind me, I sent Kristie the list of families I’d promised, and she quickly replied with her selections. After scheduling the interviews, I turned my attention to the growing list of entries on our interest form, a reminder that our waitlist would only get longer and that I needed to hire more nannies. Ads were running, but applications had slowed to a trickle.

      I took a moment to update the ads and put a few feelers out in local social media groups before returning to those interest forms.

      Scrolling through, I paused, my heart skipping a beat when I saw a familiar name. Neil Sullivan wanted to hire a nanny. This didn’t come as news. His sister, Jules, had mentioned the other week that he might be. Nevertheless, seeing his name and knowing he’d visited my website made me shift uncomfortably in my seat.

      He could have just called me directly. Though I suspected my little crush had deterred him. Surely, after all these years, he knew. I could barely speak to the guy without freezing, stuttering, or saying something completely ridiculous. Usually, I’d turn tail and run if I saw him.

      Embarrassing, to say the least, but mostly pathetic. Neil Sullivan had never seen me as anything other than his baby sister’s best friend. I’d once had grand delusions that he’d come home after med school, see me all grown up, and fall at my feet. I huffed at the ridiculousness of that dream. Instead, he’d come back home
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