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Hunched over the steering wheel, I peer out my windshield. Nana’s yellow one-story bungalow stares back at me.

“Alright Nana,” I mutter. “I’m here. Let’s get this show on the road.”

Not that I actually have any idea what this “show” really involves. Nor am I super thrilled to be here in the first place. But Nana always did march to the beat of her own drummer when she was alive. Why would I expect that to change when she died?

It doesn’t look like Nana’s house has changed all that much, either. I haven’t been here in years, not since before I started medical school, but the twilight-hued hydrangeas flanking the steps that lead to her front porch look exactly like I remember, and the same welcoming aisle of tulips lines the brick walkway.

Nana always was big on hospitality. One of those types who’s never met a stranger. Always taking people in under her wing.

As opposed to me. Not that I’m a hermit, but I figure I give all day at the office. By the time I’m done seeing patients, I just want my condo to myself. I put out enough fires in my job—I’m not looking to add any extra-curricular activities in my down time.

Not that there’s much of that, either.

Between my full-time position as a Family Medicine physician and my moonlighting shifts at the Urgent Care, my free time is limited.

Nana used to harp on me during our phone conversations about slowing down and being sure to take time for myself. I think she kind of gave up, though. Either that, or I just got better at tuning her out.

Although I guess she got the last laugh. Because here I am for two weeks, five and a half hours from home, guilt-tripped into playing along with whatever weird little parting shot she’s got going on. 

Two whole weeks.

How the hell am I supposed to go that long without working?

Guess Nana didn’t give up on me after all.

Rooting through my messenger bag, I pull out the key from Nana’s attorney and get out of my car. As I drape the bag across my body, I let my eyes wander up the street. They stop at the well-kept Cape Cod next door.

A man who appears to be in his mid-thirties is mowing his postage stamp-sized lawn with an old-fashioned reel mower. He takes a break and swipes a lock of wavy black hair off his forehead, then lifts his shirt and wipes his face. The flat stomach and tattoo extending past the sleeve of his T-shirt pique my interest.

Thank you, Nana. Maybe my time here won’t be so bad after all.

Tearing my gaze away from the hunk next door, I pull the rest of my suitcases out of the car, then head up her walkway. The small suitcase with the wonky wheel gets caught on an uneven brick, and I have a moment of awkward tug of war while I wrestle with gravity to try to keep the bag from flipping.

“Need some help, Princess?”

Princess?

I whip my head around to find Mr. Hot Stuff leaning on his mower, a smirk on his face, looking for all the world like he has no intentions of actually coming over to help.

My eyes narrow, and I blow a strand of loose hair out of my eyes. “I’ve got it. Thanks.” I pull the suitcases up the steps with a bit more force than absolutely necessary and jam the key into Nana’s front door.

Princess?

Haven’t heard that nickname in years. But apparently, it still sticks in my craw. I shoot the guy another dirty look, only to see that same stupid smirk on his face.

And then he has the gall to wink.

Seriously?

I cross the threshold of Nana’s house and slam the door behind me, my ire waning as the familiar smell of Nana’s cinnamon rolls washes over me.

That’s weird. I didn’t know they made air fresheners that smelled that life-like.

The scent triggers a whole host of memories. Spending weekends with her when I was younger and getting up early to help her roll out the dough; stealing icing from the bowl when I thought Nana wasn’t looking; getting my fingers swatted because Nana was always looking.

And not far behind the memories comes the guilt. Of not visiting Nana more often. Of not listening to her. Of not being a better granddaughter. I know she understood how busy I am. But still, I could have at least tried harder.

I shake my head, swallowing past the lump in my throat. Guess I’ll have to make it up to her now.

Dumping my bags just inside the door, I take a cursory look around the living room. Bright afternoon light streams through the living room windows, highlighting the oversized sofa and armchairs Nana’s had for years. Bookshelves line one wall, and a new television and DVD player sit atop a waist-high cabinet against another.

Huh. Wonder who installed those for her? Someone with the patience of a saint, no doubt. A tech genius, Nana was not. I remember when she finally upgraded from a rotary phone to a cordless one. Voicemail had been a whole other struggle.

A smile tugs at my lips as my gaze wanders over the photos scattered amongst the books on the shelf. Me in my cap and gown at my med school graduation, Nana beaming next to me on one side, my father on the other. Me as a young girl, hair in pigtails, chocolate smeared across my face as I lick a spoon full of batter. I can’t suppress the laugh that escapes at the picture of Nana in full belly-dancing attire. Nana definitely didn’t have the body for belly-dancing. Although, to be fair, she really didn’t put much stock in what others thought, either.

Damn, I’m gonna miss her.

Walking through the doorway on one side of the living room, I enter the kitchen, inhaling deeply. While the scent of fresh baked goods is even stronger in here, the countertops are empty, with the exception of a coffee machine, the old toaster I’ve always considered a fire hazard, and the set of Tupperware containers Nana had used to store her sugar, flour and salt. The kitchen table is covered with the same blue-and-white-checked tablecloth I remember from my childhood.

Huh. Not only are there no cinnamon rolls, but I can’t find any air fresheners, either. 

Then where the hell is that smell coming from?

I peer into the side of the shiny chrome toaster, smiling, raising my eyebrows, and sticking out my tongue. Okay, no signs of a stroke. Maybe I have a brain tumor pressing on my olfactory nerve. Or maybe I’m about to have a seizure and my aura is Nana’s cinnamon rolls.

Or maybe I miss Nana more than I’d expected and my memories are running roughshod over me.

I think I’ll go with the last one.

Continuing through the kitchen, I come to the narrow room off the back of the house. A new washer and dryer take up space along one wall, bins and boxes stacked on the shelf above, and a door leads out to a cozy deck.

I always did love mornings out there—Nana and I sitting at her wrought iron table with fresh cinnamon rolls, the accompanying beverage gradually shifting from milk to coffee milk to coffee as I got older.

My throat tightens. I’d been meaning to come back at some point. Just not like this. Nana was always one of those people who seemed larger than life. And even though I know how fragile the human body really is, her death came totally out of the blue. To be fair, Nana probably would have loved the fact that she died in her sleep after having just completed a naked 10K relay.

But the fact is, she’s gone, and it’s hitting me harder than I ever expected.

I head back into the living room, then take my luggage down the short hallway, sneaking a peek into the bathroom on my way to the bedrooms.

Dammit. That bathroom is still a veritable color wheel of poor choices.

While the rest of her house has been slowly updated through the decades, the bathroom is the lone holdout. The toilet and bathtub are Avocado Green, the shower inlay and sink are off-white with gold flecks, and the tile floor is an abomination of something Nana always called Harvest Gold. I’m pretty sure its official name is Calf Shit Yellow.

Whoever decided on the color scheme for the seventies should die a horrible death.

Past the Bathroom of Doom are two bedrooms—Nana’s on one side and the guest room on the other. I pause, considering my sleeping options, then enter the guest bedroom.

I’m not sure I’m up for going into Nana’s room quite yet.

A double bed sits along the far wall facing me, one of Nana’s crocheted blankets spread over the top. A shoulder-high dresser sits just inside the door to the left, and a walk-in closet is on the opposite wall.

Parking my bags next to the dresser, I cross the room and sink down on the bed. My fingers burrow in between the crocheted knots of the blanket, a smile working across my face at memories of Nana’s failed attempts at teaching me how to crochet. Poor Nana. I’d managed to make several potholders and a scarf, but the potholders always looked slightly drunk, and the scarf ended up resembling a snake that swallowed a small mammal.

A laugh bubbles up as I recall Nana’s response when I’d show her one of my monstrosities. “Well, it’s a good thing you’ve got your smarts.”

The opening strains of U2’s “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For” waft out of my purse, and I untangle my fingers from the blanket, pluck my phone out of its usual pocket, and check the screen.

Abbey.

I swipe to answer my best friend’s call, then hold the phone to my ear while I do a couple of stretches to work the driving kinks out of my neck and back. “Hey.”

“Are you there yet?”

“Yep. Got here a few minutes ago. Haven’t unpacked yet.”

“So, how is it?”

“Pretty much how I remember it. With a few upgrades. When I first walked in, I could still smell her freshly-baked cinnamon rolls. Weird, huh?”

“No weirder than when I was pregnant and swore I could smell unwashed socks from the next room.” She sucks in a breath. “Paige! You’re not pregnant, are you?”

I snort. “Not unless it’s an immaculate conception.”

“Yeah. You really need to get out more.”

“Thanks, Abs.”

“You know what I mean.”

Unfortunately, I do. I think I’ve gone on two dates in as many years.

“So, no hot prospects, then?” Abbey continues.

An image of sweaty Mower Man pops into my head, his rumbly-voiced “Princess” quickly chasing it away. “Nope.”

“Bummer. So, tell me again what you’re supposed to do? I’m still confused.”

“Yeah. Me, too.” I pull out the attorney’s letter, perusing Nana’s cryptic instructions to me from beyond the grave. “Learn to be still. Confront your fears. Find yourself.”

“’Learn to Be Still?’ Like the Eagles’ song?”

“Huh. Maybe. Nana always did love those lame seventies rock bands.”

“As opposed to you, who loves those lame eighties bands.”

“Shut up.”

Abbey laughs. “Seriously, I don’t know how you have enough room in your head to store all those random song lyrics.”

“What can I say? I’m special.”

“Yeah. You keep telling yourself that. Anyway, how long have you got to figure all this stuff out?”

“Two weeks.” I’d managed to secure one week of personal time for the death of a family member and had to use another week of my precious vacation to clear my schedule enough to try to make good on Nana’s request. But assuming I do, I’ll be able to clear my conscience a little over not having listened to Nana while she was alive. Plus, it might help quell the guilt over inheriting her house. 

I feel awful for even thinking it, but the timing of this couldn’t have been better. The family practice where I work was bought out a year ago, and with the restructuring came a new contract. I barely broke even last year, and with the screws even tighter this year, I had to pick up the moonlighting job at the urgent care. So, even though I’ll lose out numbers-wise for these two weeks, it should be more than worth it in the long-run if I can sell her house.

“Wow,” Abbey says. “I’m thirty-six years old and I still don’t know who I am. How the hell are you gonna figure out who you are in two weeks?”

“Easy. I already know who I am.”

“An overachieving workaholic with no social life?”

I consider telling her she’s not helping. But unfortunately, she’s right.
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I wrap Nana’s crocheted blanket around my shoulders and hunker down in one of the chairs on her back porch. With a mug of coffee in my hands and my feet propped up on the rungs beneath the table, I stare at Nana’s list resting on my lap. The early morning air has a slight chill, and a soft breeze ruffles the newly unfurling leaves of the oak trees. Squirrels argue high above my head.

God, I’ve missed this.

My condo has a balcony, but I can’t remember the last time I sat out on it. For one thing, it’s barely big enough to hold a chair and table. Plus, my neighbor two doors down is a chatty guy near retirement age who likes to go shirtless. He is not an attractive man.

Unlike Mower Man, who I’m assuming is Nana’s neighbor, since he’s standing on his back patio with a coffee mug in hand. Sweatpants ride low on his hips, and a white T-shirt hugs his chest. His disheveled hair makes him all the more appealing.

My hands tighten around my own coffee mug, and I tell myself that I definitely do not wonder what it would feel like to run my fingers through his bedhead. Or run my fingers over him. In his bed.

Raising his mug to his lips, he ambles toward the knee-high fence that separates his yard from Nana’s. He squats and dead-heads a few flowers, then stands up and reaches across the fence, doing the same to a clump of greenery in Nana’s yard.

Interesting. Wonder if he’s the one who’s been taking care of her yard?

His gaze wanders over a few other shrubs along Nana’s side of the fence, then makes its way up to the deck. He startles when his eyes lock with mine, coffee sloshing over the rim and dribbling onto his shirt. “Shit.”

Now it’s my turn to smirk.

“You think that’s funny, huh? You’re Paige, right?” My face must register my uncertainty because he continues. “Your grandmother talked you up quite a bit.”

Good old Nana. My biggest cheerleader.

“Said you were too smart for your own good.”

My smile falters. “What?”

He steps over the fence and dead-heads a few additional plants, then joins me on the deck and sits down in one of the other chairs. He props his arms on the table and eyes me over the rim of his mug. I can’t help but notice the absence of a wedding ring.

The brilliant blue of his eyes holds me riveted, little thrills dancing along my spine even as something pokes at the back of my brain. Something familiar. Like I’ve seen those eyes before.

“I’m Nick. Collins.” His eyes narrow. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

My eyes mirror his, narrowing as I sift through my memories of this town. My parents and I lived here for several years when I was in elementary school and junior high. I mentally flip through the pages of my year books, discarding friends and acquaintances before I remember. Bright blue eyes. Annoying jackass. Nick. 

“Nick.” His name falls off my lips with a thud.

“Hey, Princess. Good to see you again.” 

“Yeah, well, wish I could say the same.”

His smirk widens, and my knuckles whiten around my mug in an effort to keep my hands from doing him bodily harm. The fact that the smirk teases out a dimple makes me fume even further.

Because of course the good-looking jackass has a goddamn dimple.

“You still afraid of snakes?”

Vehemently. Hate them with every fiber of my being. Can’t even look at them in pictures. No thanks to him.

I shrug, aiming for an air of nonchalance as I try not to squirm in my seat. “You still a jackass?”

He laughs. Throws back his head and barks out a laugh. On any other guy it would sound rather appealing. Especially because of what it does to his dimple and his eyes.

Damned jackass.

“Probably.” He holds my gaze for longer than is comfortable, then picks up the paper that fluttered to the ground while I was busy trying to get away from the imaginary snakes. “What’s this?”

“None of your business.” I lean forward and reach for Nana’s sheet, but he leans back, keeping it well out of my reach.

“Interesting.” He reads over the page, then hands it back and nods. “And yes, I think some of it is my business.”

My suspicion bounces between the sheet of paper and my uninvited guest. “What do you mean?”

He shrugs. “No clue. But she told me you’d probably come back. And judging by what I remember of you and what she wrote, I’m guessing you and I might have to revisit your whole snake phobia.”

I flinch again at the “S” word. Nana wouldn’t do that to me. Would she?

He stands up and jerks his thumb over his shoulder. “Well, as nice as this has been, I’ve got to get going. See you around.” Half-way across Nana’s yard, he turns and walks backward as he points to the wood pile in the far corner. “Oh. You might want to stay clear. I think your grandmother found a garter snake back there last year. Pretty sure if we need one for you, we’ll find it over there.”

My legs automatically draw up, hanging in the air like they’re being held there by invisible wires.

“Let me know if you see any. I’m happy to help.” He lifts his coffee mug to me and turns around, crossing into his yard and disappearing through his back door.

My eyes dart back to the corner of Nana’s yard. Great. In addition to everything else, I have to be on the lookout for snakes, too.

And I don’t just mean Nick.

––––––––
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An hour later, Nana’s kitchen counters are spotless, and her kitchen floor has been cleaned to within an inch of its life. I’d been hoping a little elbow grease would help me get Nick’s visit out of my head. So far, it hasn’t done anything except remind me how much I’ve been neglecting my own place. Well, that, and make me question this whole scenario even more.

“Seriously, Nana? What the hell were you thinking?” I mean, we always enjoyed doing puzzles together, but this is a bit extreme. My parents always said she was loopier than a bowl of Froot Loops, and now I get what they’re talking about. I always just thought of her as eccentric. Maybe she was crazy after all.

Leaning the mop against the doorframe, I head into the living room. My laptop beckons me from the coffee table.

I know I really don’t have to check in on work. When one of the providers are out for sick leave or vacations, their work gets redistributed. Only the non-essential stuff gets routed to their inbox.

But I worry about things getting overlooked. Someone missing something that might be important or that really shouldn’t wait until I get back to the office. Plus, the more I do while I’m away the less catch up I have to do when I get back. And I do have access to the electronic medical records system from my laptop for when I need to finish charts at home or work on the weekends.

Good thing, too, because I’ve only been gone one day and I already have several medication refill requests, requests to order bloodwork, and a patient portal message about a new medication I just prescribed.

Unfortunately, none of that counts toward the RVUs used to calculate my salary.

But it is part of being a doctor. Although no one ever tells you that in med school.

I work through my inbox, then log out, making a mental note to stay on top of things. I stand up, rolling my shoulders in an attempt to alleviate the tightness gathered there. Man, that didn’t take long. I’d only been on the computer for forty-five minutes, but I can already feel it. Hmmm. Maybe I can finally squeeze in a massage or something while I’m here.

Nana’s words tickle my brain. Learn to be still. Wonder if getting massages is what she had in mind?

One can only hope.

Continuing my upper body stretches, I wander over to the table with Nana’s cordless phone. A stack of papers that looks to contain mostly takeout menus sits next to it, on top a postcard-sized piece of lemon yellow paper advertising Sunshine Yoga Studio. In Nana’s scrawling handwriting, she’s written, “Ellie can help Paige—Be still.”

I pull up Sunshine Yoga’s website on my laptop and scroll through their class offerings and schedules. There’s a beginner’s class starting in twenty minutes, and the place is just a couple blocks away. “Alright, Nana. It’s not a massage, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

A bell on the front door announces my arrival at the yoga studio, and the willowy young woman behind the desk beckons me inside.

“Welcome,” she says. “Are you here for the beginner’s class?”

“Yes.”

“Perfect. If you could just sign in and fill out this waiver form for me, we’re about to start.” She glances down to my empty hands. “Do you need a mat?”

Oh. Right. Yoga. Mat. I grimace in apology. “Do you have one I can borrow?”

“Sure, no problem. Just let me spray one down for you.”

“Great, thanks.” Can’t be too careful, what with the incidence of community-acquired MRSA and all.

“I’m Ellie, by the way.” She mists down the purple mat with something from a blue bottle that smells a lot less like bleach and a lot more like lavender. “Don’t want you to pick up anyone’s residual aura.” She wipes the mat down with a few efficient strokes, then rolls it back up and holds it out to me.

Sure. MRSA, auras, whatever.

I take the mat from her, the smile on my face not nearly as natural as the one on hers. “Paige.”

“Well, Paige, it’s nice to have you. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

“You and me, both,” I murmur. Heading through the double doors into the dimly-lit studio, I pick out an empty space on the wooden floor, which isn’t difficult, since there are only six other people scattered throughout the room. 

As I get settled on my mat, Ellie breezes through to the front of the room and sinks to the floor gracefully, pretzeling her legs so that her bare feet rest on her knees. She beams at each one of us and presses her hands together. “Welcome. Let’s begin by centering ourselves.”

I have no clue what that means, so I glance surreptitiously around the room. Since everyone seems to be mirroring Ellie, I do, too. Well, the hands part. Because my legs definitely are not pretzeling.

“Inhale,” Ellie says, taking a deep breath, “and exhale.”

My breathing follows Ellie’s rhythm, and my shoulders begin to soften.

Nice.

I’m a little ashamed to admit that despite the fact that I mention yoga to my patients as a great way to de-stress, I’ve never actually tried it myself. It’s just part of my recommendations when they ask about stress-reduction techniques. Always meant to check it out for myself, but it was never high on my priority list.

When I’m stressed, I much prefer taking it out on the elliptical machine. Or a bottle of wine.

But I have to admit, this breathing thing’s kind of nice.

So is the next series of gentle stretches, which works some of the kinks out of my back. Unfortunately, it also reaffirms just how inflexible I’ve become. 

While almost everyone else is able to bend forward and grasp their toes with their hands, I’m barely able to reach my ankles. I look around the room, hoping to find I’m not the only piece of wood in the room. Nope. Even the woman in the front corner with a full head of gray hair and a typical apple body frame is more flexible than I am.

“And now we begin.”

My head snaps back to Ellie. Begin? What the hell have we been doing so far?

Ellie rises from her mat in one fluid motion, the others in the class following her. She calls out one unfamiliar name after another, describing what happens in each pose as she goes. It’s clear that although this is a beginner’s class, I’m the rate-limiting step here. Everyone else seems to follow her lead easily.

Crap. I’m not used to being at the bottom of the class. Valedictorian in high school, graduated with honors in college. Definitely not the best in my med school class, but nowhere near the worst.

And this is yoga, for Pete’s sake. Anyone can do yoga.

Except me, apparently.

I watch as bodies flow seamlessly from Warrior Pose to Downward-Facing Dog and back again, then try to join in. Warrior Pose is easy, at least in theory. But I can’t quite get my front thigh horizontal to the floor, and my other leg keeps slipping back. If it keeps going, I might end up tearing something. And it won’t be the mat.

Thankfully, we transition to Downward-Facing Dog before my quivering thighs embarrass me too much, although this isn’t much better. I work to get my body as close to an inverted V as I possibly can, although I’m pretty sure it’s not symmetrical. My hamstrings are so tight I can’t get my heels to touch the floor, and my arms quiver like I’m in the end-stages of Parkinson’s.

How in the world do people find this relaxing?

Better yet, how is this supposed to help me learn to be still?

“So, how was your experience?” Ellie takes the borrowed mat from me and sprays it down with a different spray from the one she’d used before. This one smells much more like it’s intended to kill off bacteria.

“I’m not sure yoga and I are made for each other.”

Ellie waves away either my reply or a cloud of mist. “Don’t be so sure. It’s actually quite addicting.”

“I think I’ll take my coffee over this as an addiction any day, thanks. No offense.”

“None taken,” she says, wiping down the mat. She rolls it up and sticks it in a cubby behind the desk. Dropping her voice, she stage whispers her next words. “That’s my other great addiction. But don’t tell anyone I told you that. We yoga people are supposed to be all about the teas.”

Oooh. Coffee. I’d only gotten half-way through my cup before Nick interrupted this morning. “Any good places around?”

“Actually, yeah. Right up the street. I was gonna head over there before my next class. Would you like to join me?”

“Absolutely.” Not only for the caffeine, but also to find out a little more about what Ellie might possibly have to do with Nana. Or me.

“So,” she asks, her stride efficient as we head toward the coffee shop. “Are you new to town? Or just new to yoga?”

“Definitely new to yoga. And I’m back in town after a long time away. But I’m only here for a few weeks.”

“Oh? And you felt led to check out my yoga studio while you’re here? I’m honored.”

“I have some unexpected down time and have been meaning to check out yoga for a while now, so...” I shrug and return her smile.

Coffee in hand, she gestures toward an empty table along the side wall. “Want to sit? I’m only half-kidding about not letting anyone see me drink coffee. It is my studio, but there are some pretty hard-core people that come through. I usually drink it here. Don’t need any more lectures on switching over to green tea.” She pulls a face. “Not anywhere near the same.”

“Sure.” I follow her to the table and settle in a chair across from her with my cup, tendrils of steam curling into the air. I take a sip of my Special House Blend, and a sigh escapes my lips. “Damn, this is good.”

Ellie nods and blows on her coffee. “Told you. So, what brings you back to town for a few weeks?”

“Did you know Clare Thompson?”

Ellie’s eyes light up. “Oh, sure! She was one of my favorite clients. What a character.”

“That, she was. She was also my grandmother. My Nana.”

Ellie’s mouth rounds into an O. “You’re that Paige.”

“Yep.”

Her expression softens. “So sorry for your loss. You must miss her.”

My throat narrows again, and I force a swallow around the lump lodged there. “Yeah.”

“She was a good one. Such a good soul. She was so proud of you—made sure everyone knew you were a doctor.” She sips her coffee, a far-away look in her eyes before she turns her attention back to me. “But she was worried about you.”

“So it seems,” I murmur, playing with the handle of my mug. “Did she say why?”

Ellie leans forward, her arms resting on the table, her brow wrinkled. “I’m not exactly sure what she meant, but she said she thought you were in danger of losing yourself. That she wanted you to find yourself again. Does that make sense?”

I shrug. “Not really.” But then, nothing about this really makes sense. 

Ellie gives me a reassuring smile. “Well, I know she’d be happy you decided to take up yoga.”

That makes one of us.
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Come on. Go to sleep already.

I’ve been lying here in Nana’s guest bed for over half an hour, trying to relax enough to fall asleep. I finished my novel, one of the fluff books I keep on hand for just such an occasion. I even tried some of Ellie’s deep breathing techniques. But I’ve still been tossing and turning.

Just. Can’t. Get. Comfortable.

It also doesn’t help that Nick’s stupid dimple keeps making unwelcomed appearances and that Nana’s words pop in at random intervals. Learn to be still. Confront your fears. Find yourself.

The fact that she’s dead apparently doesn’t mean she’ll stop bothering me.

I roll over again, the corner of the fitted sheet next to my head popping free.

I didn’t have this problem last night. Drifted right off to la-la land without a second thought. Of course, I had driven six hours, had just come off working seven days in a row, and had downed two bottles of hard apple cider I found tucked in the back corner of Nana’s fridge.

Too bad I depleted her measly stash of alcohol last night and haven’t yet restocked it.

Flipping onto my back, I stare up at the ceiling. The shadows of the tree branches outside sway in the wind, and I’m reminded of my childhood. I’d lie in Nana’s bed with her when I couldn’t sleep, and we’d make up stories about the shadows. My favorite was the stick princess who vanquished the evil prince and ran away with the monster.

Yeah. Nana and convention really didn’t get along.

Tears prick the corners of my eyes, Nana’s loss again hitting hard.

Before I can second-guess myself, I pad across the hall to her bedroom. The scent of her rose potpourri caresses me as soon as I open the door, and I flick the switch on the wall, bathing the room in the gentle glow of her bedside Tiffany-style lamp. 

Looks like she could still walk in at any minute—the double bed made up with the faded quilt her mother had made for her as a wedding gift, books sitting on the table by the lamp, and deodorant and Aqua Net hairspray on the dresser on the other side of the room. 

I didn’t even know they made Aqua Net anymore.

Sliding between the cotton sheets, my body dips into the Nana-sized divot on the left side of the bed.

“Okay, Nana. Help me out, here.” 

I turn off the bedside lamp with a tug of the old-fashioned pull chain and bury my head in the pillow that still smells of her face cream. Running once again through the breathing techniques Ellie used, I imagine Nana’s plump hands rubbing my back in comforting circles.

My eyelids grow heavy, and my muscles relax.

Finally.

Sometime later, the scent of Nana’s fresh-baked cinnamon rolls tickles my nose, gradually coaxing me awake.

What the hell?

I blink, trying to figure out how long I’ve been asleep. Not long enough, obviously. It’s still pitch-black beyond the closed blinds, and the glow-in-the-dark hands of the bedside clock read somewhere in the neighborhood of three o’clock.

A soft clatter from the kitchen sends a shot of adrenaline through my veins and kicks my heart into overdrive. Shit. I locked all the doors, right?

I paw at the bedside table, belatedly realizing my phone’s still in the guest room. 

Crap. 

I climb out of bed and dash across the hall, careful to avoid the squeaky floorboard that used to let me know Nana was still up and about. Armed with my cell phone, I peek back out into the hallway. “Hello? Anyone out there? I’m calling 911!” I punch in the number, my thumb hovering over the Dial button. 

A soft glow radiates from the kitchen, much different from anything the overhead ceiling fan light provides. The smell of cinnamon rolls grows stronger as I creep closer.

Double crap. 

I really hope I’m not about to have a seizure right here in the middle of Nana’s house. I’d only been partially joking with Abbey. Maybe when I get back home I really should get a check-up.

As I crane my neck to peer around the kitchen doorway, I’m even more confused than I was before.

Nana pulls a pan of cinnamon rolls out of the oven. Her gray curly hair sticks out from the sleep cap she always wore to bed, her stout body is tucked into a floral kimono-like bathrobe, and her feet are stuffed into the navy Isotoner ballet slippers she’d always worn around the house.

I rub my eyes, but the sight in front of me remains unchanged. “Nana?”

Nana turns toward me, a smile lighting up her face. “Paige! I thought you’d never get here.”

“But... What?” I rub my eyes again and squint as my brain tries and fails to come up with anything resembling a plausible explanation. “Nana?”

“Come. Sit.” Nana waves me toward the kitchen table, then turns back to the oven. “I’ll bring these right over.”

My feet stay rooted to the linoleum floor as Nana slides cinnamon rolls onto two plates. 

“Sit, sit,” she says.

I shuffle over to the table and sink down into a chair. “Am I dreaming?”

Nana shrugs. “Sure, if that helps.”

“Am I dead?”

“Maybe on the inside.”

“Am I going crazy?”

“If you’re not careful.”

“Well, shit.”

Nana sets the plates on the table and smacks my hand. “Watch it, missy. I keep a clean kitchen. Don’t need to dirty it with your language.”

“Sorry.”

Nana gives my hand a softer pat and sits in the chair across from me. “I’ll let it slip this time.” She points to my plate and unwinds a strip of her own cinnamon roll. “Eat.”

I stare at the plate in front of me, my neurons still trying to figure out what the hell is going on. It sure looks real. The scent of fresh baked goods continues to tickle my olfactory bulb. Smells real, too. Mouth watering in anticipation, I reach out, giving the roll a quick poke. My finger sinks into the warm gooey mess, and I lick off the familiar taste of childhood, my eyelids fluttering in ecstasy. Heaven.

“Something like that.”

My eyelids snap open at Nana’s words.

She smiles as she chews, her lips shiny with cinnamon roll innards.

I slowly unwind my roll, tear off a chunk, and pop it in my mouth. The flavors dance on my tongue as I study the woman across from me. Looks like Nana. Acts like Nana. Bakes like Nana.

“Then I must be Nana.”

“But that’s not possible.”

“You sure about that?”

“No.” Right now I’m not sure about anything. Except for the fact that I either have a brain tumor or have gone full-blown crazy pants.

Nana rolls her eyes. “You don’t have a brain tumor, and you’re not crazy.” She licks her finger, then points it at me. “Not yet, anyway.”

“Well, that’s a comforting thought.”

She shrugs. “Hey. I’m just trying to help.”

“Help what?”

“Get your life back on track.”

I run my finger through a dollop of cinnamon filling. “My life is just fine, thank you very much.”

Nana snorts. “Liar, liar, pants on fire. You’re so far off-course you can’t even see the course anymore.”

“What are you talking about? I’m fine. I’m great. Doing what I always wanted to do. What am I missing?”

“How about a well-balanced life? All you do is work. When did you forget how to have fun?”

“I have fun.”

Nana arches an eyebrow. “Going to medical conferences is not fun.”

“They are if you pick the right ones.”

Nana rolls her eyes. “And don’t even get me started on your love life. Or lack thereof.”

I open my mouth to protest, but she continues before I can contradict her, so I pop another bite of cinnamon roll in my mouth instead.

“Because that’s a whole can of worms in and of itself.” Her lips quirk, and her eyes dance with amusement. “Or snakes.”

A shiver runs down my body. And not in a good way. “Please, no more talk of snakes.”

“Just give him a chance, okay?”

“Give who a chance?”

“Nick.”

“What?” What the hell does he have to do with this?

“You’ll see. Now get back to bed. I’ll clean up here.” She gives me the hairy eyeball I remember from my childhood, the one she’d give me when I wasn’t cooperating. “Scoot!”

“But...” A wave of exhaustion wipes away the rest of my protest, and I’m suddenly so tired I’m not even sure I’ll make it back to bed.

“Off you go. Night, Love. And Paige?”

A yawn stretches my jaw. “Yes?”

“Think about what I’ve said.” She wraps me in a hug, then points me toward the bedroom. “Now go to bed.”

“Yes, Nana.”

Surprisingly, as I drift off to sleep, I don’t think about what she’s said.

I don’t think about anything at all.

It’s kind of nice for a change.
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The next morning, the kitchen holds no traces of Nana or her cinnamon rolls, which means I’m either cracking up, had one hell of a dream, or Nana’s ghost is just as tidy as she was when she was alive.

I’m not quite sure yet which option I’m pulling for.

Regardless, after my morning coffee and another round of patient care tasks, I pull out the Yoga for Beginners cheat sheet I found in Nana’s bookcase and take it back outside. Maybe yoga on the patio will help clear the swirling confusion in my head.

I mean, what the hell, Nana? Off-course? Me? I’m right where I’m supposed to be. Right where I said I’d be back in high school when we had to write letters to our future selves. 

And that I’m dead inside? I am perfectly full of life, thank you very much. Sure, my social calendar might not be overflowing, but I get out. Although now that I think about it, I’m not sure when the last non-work-related function was.

Ooh, and Nick. Why the hell would she bring him up? What’s he got to do with this? Besides being a gigantic thorn in my ass? So help me Nana, if you have any matchmaking thoughts up your bathrobe sleeve, you’re crazier than everybody thought.

Sighing in disgust, I refocus my attention on the crinkled sheet of yoga poses. Time to focus. The sooner I learn to be still, the sooner I can concentrate on the other portions of Nana’s will.

Okay. Warrior One. I can do this.

I have to do this. 

I need to do this.

Following a fairly respectable stance with much less wobbling than at the yoga studio, I transition to Downward-Facing Dog, which is still just as problematic as it was yesterday.

Relaxing, my ass. I would much rather be on an elliptical right now. Nothing more satisfying than oval-stepping one’s way to a solution. But I’m only here for a few weeks, and it’s hardly worth getting a gym membership while I’m here. Unless Nana’s visits are a regular occurrence. Then I might have to join one somewhere just to keep my sanity.

Although I have to admit that Nana might be right. I do need to loosen up. Especially my hamstrings. Damn heels still won’t touch the ground.

As I fight to get my feet flat on the deck, the stillness of the morning is broken by a metallic clank followed by a yelped “Shit” from behind me.

Nick’s house.

Straightening up, I turn around and peer into his backyard. A metal ladder leans precariously against the side of his house. And if I’m not mistaken, that lump at the bottom of the ladder is just about Nick-sized.

Crap.

“Everything okay over there?”

Nothing. No movement from what I can see of the lump.

Shit.

My pulse skyrockets. Nothing like a potential medical emergency to really get the heart pumping.

Darting across the lawns, I perform a quick triage while the ABCs of First Aid run through my head. “Nick? Can you hear me?”

A moaned “Uggghhh” is his only response. He’s curled up on his side, face scrunched up in pain, right arm clutched to his chest as one leg rhythmically kicks the ground.

My worry level drops a few notches as I sink to my knees beside him. At least if he’s moving and talking, he’s breathing, conscious, has a pulse, and hopefully doesn’t have too serious of an injury. “Hey, Nick. What happened?”

He sucks in several deep breaths. “Gutters.”

“What?” I lean in closer, not quite sure I heard him right.

“God-dammed mother-fucking gutters.” He opens his eyes and looks at his injured arm. His face drains of what little color it had left, and he snaps his eyes closed again. “Oh, shit.”

“Anything else hurt? Neck? Back? Did you hit your head?”

“No. Fell off the ladder. My arm broke my fall.” He lets out a half-crazed high-pitched laugh. “And the ground broke my arm.” 

“How bad is it?”

“You tell me.” He keeps his eyes on my face as he lets go of his arm just enough for me to see the damage.

My years of medical training have taught me to keep my features schooled in times of emergency. Which comes in really handy right now, because the bend just below his wrist is definitely not natural. The S-shaped deformity makes it a pretty safe bet he’s got displaced fractures of both his radius and ulna. But on the bright side, nothing’s poking through the skin. 

I slide my index and middle fingers under his hand. “Squeeze.”

His fingers flicker against mine, and his face contorts with pain. “Oh, God.”

“Well, if you’re gonna do something, do it right.” I flash him a quick smile of reassurance as I slip my fingers out of his barely-there grip. “How about we get you to the emergency room. Anyone you want me to call? Friend? Family member? Girlfriend?”

“Ghostbusters.”

“What?”

Keeping his arm immobile, he works his way into a seated position before I can stop him. He pants to get his breathing under control, then gives me a weak smile. “If you could call Ghostbusters for me, that’d be great.”

“Okay, either you’re trying to be funny and failing, or you’ve got a head injury.”

He gives me a petulant look. “I’m funny.”

“No, you’re really not.”

“Your grandmother thought I was hilarious.”

“Yeah, well it’s debatable just how mentally sound she really was,” I mutter. “So, is that a ‘No’ to the phone-a-friend question?”

“Yeah. Looks like it’s just you and me.”

“Super. My lucky day.” As if I wasn’t having enough problems already.

He looks down at his arm, quickly looking away again as a greenish hue replaces his previous pallor. “Yeah. Mine, too.”

I sigh. Come on, Paige. You’re a doctor. Show some compassion for the injured jackass. “Alright. Let’s get you upright.”

Eyeballing my outstretched hand, he glances at his arm and shakes his head. “I don’t think I want to let go. I can feel the bones shift every time I move.”

I wince, then school my features.

“Uh, maybe...” He shifts on the ground, trying and failing to get to his feet on his own. “Shit.”

“Okay. How about I try to stabilize your arm a little first?”

He gives me another weak smile. “Yeah. I like that plan.”

“You got ice? And some dish towels?”

“Yeah. In the kitchen. Door’s open.” He nods toward the back door.

“Great. Sit tight. Be right back.”

“Okay. I’ll be here.”

“Don’t pass out, okay?” There is no way I’ll be able to manhandle an unconscious Nick. I’m not even sure I can handle a conscious one.

“I make no promises.”

After a rapid search of his kitchen I return with two bags of frozen peas, several dish towels, and a roll of Saran Wrap.

He raises an eyebrow as I mold the peas to his arm. “Vegetables? Really?”

“Much more malleable. Okay. Hold these while I get you wrapped.”

He sucks in a breath with every miniscule motion of his arm.

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine,” he pants. “Just keep going.”

I work as quickly and carefully as possible. “Any better?” I ask once his arm is ensconced in a thick layer of protection.

“Maybe?” He works to calm his breathing. “A little.”

“Good.” I hold my hand out again, wiggling my fingers as I brace to take his weight. “Next step—get you upright. Nice and slow.”

“Shit.” He takes several deep breaths, then clenches his jaw and nods. “Okay.” He takes my outstretched hand, gripping it tightly as I pull him up.

I’m not surprised by the death grip he has on my hand. What does surprise me are the tiny effervescent bubbles of pleasure tingling at the points of contact.

“Oh, fuck.” His hand tightens around mine, and he sways like someone who’s had one too many drinks.

“Okay, easy does it. Remember—no passing out.” My free hand goes to his shoulder to help steady him. This time I’m surprised by the muscles there. Very nice muscles.

“Right.” He gives a feeble nod and takes several deep breaths. “Okay. I think I’m good.” He clears his throat when I don’t move. “You can let go now.”

“Oh. Yeah. Right.” I pull my hands away but stay tensed just in case he’s not quite as okay as he says he is. Although truth be told, I’m not sure I’d be much help if he did pass out. He’s several inches taller than me, and if the rest of him has as much muscle as his shoulders, it’d be like trying to catch several bags of cement.

Despite his pallor he remains upright, his arm held against his chest. The corner of his mouth lifts in a faint smile. “See. I’m fine.” He glances at his arm. “Kind of.”

“Okay, then. Let’s get you to the ER.”
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Twenty minutes later, I turn in Nick’s completed forms to the nurse at the registration desk and take the seat next to him again. He hasn’t moved much since we sat down, with the exception of his leg which has been in almost constant motion, and he’s got his eyes closed, his head leaning against the wall behind us. “Hey,” he says, cracking open an eyelid. “Thanks for sticking around. You don’t have to stay with me, you know.”

I shrug. “I know. But I have an overdeveloped sense of the Hippocratic Oath.”

No matter what I may or may not think of Nick, it wouldn’t be right to leave him here alone. Not only because I actually do have an overdeveloped sense of helping others, but because there’s no telling what Nana might have in store for me if I don’t help him out.

I definitely don’t need her nagging me about anything else.

“Once a goody two-shoes, always a goody two-shoes,” he mutters under his breath.

“Hey.” If he weren’t in so much pain right now, I’d elbow him in the ribs.

“What? It’s true. Although, right now I’m extremely glad it’s true.” His tired smile takes the sting out of his words.

A young woman in scrubs calls his name, and he lets out a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank God.” He slowly unfolds himself and stands up, being careful to hold his arm still. He takes a few steps toward her, then stops and turns around before he reaches the door with the Authorized Personnel Only sign. “Well, come on. What are you waiting for?”

My eyes widen in surprise. I was expecting to just hang out here in the waiting room and act as chauffer when he was done. Figured he might not want me back there with him while they were fixing his arm.

Guess I was wrong.

We follow the woman through the door to a cubicle in the back corner of the ER.

“Have a seat,” she says, pointing toward the gurney in the middle of the room. “Your nurse will be in shortly.”

“Fantastic.” Nick sits on the edge of the bed, darting nervous glances around the cramped space as his leg bounces at warp speed.

I lean against the counter next to the gurney, wondering if I’m going to have to tackle him when he tries to make a break for it. “You okay? You look like the time you got caught cheating on that math test.”

His leg doesn’t break rhythm, and he spares me only the briefest of glances. “Yeah. I just don’t like needles.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, here. But didn’t that tattoo come courtesy of some needles?” I wag my finger toward the ink peeking out beyond his short-sleeve T-shirt.

He gives his head a dismissive shake. “Nah. Those needles don’t hurt.”

“Um, yeah, they do.”

His eyes stop searching the room long enough to hold mine, a spark of interest in their bright blue depths. “You’ve got a tattoo?”

Crap. I do. While I have no plans to show him exactly where my tattoo is, at least this line of discussion seems to have distracted him from the inevitable arrival of the nurse and her needles. “Maybe.”

“Can I see?”

“Uh, no.”

“Party pooper.” He shoots me a dirty look, his eyes widening and his leg resuming its incessant jiggle as a middle-aged woman in scrubs enters the room, wheeling a computer in front of her.

“Hello, Nick.” She glances at the computer, then at the ID bracelet around Nick’s uninjured wrist. “I’m Wendy. I’ll be taking care of you today. Let’s take a look at that arm, shall we?”

Nick holds his arm steady and keeps his eyes averted while Wendy unwraps the makeshift ice pack from his arm. “You can look. I think I might throw up if I have to see it again.”

“Eh.” Wendy shrugs. “It’s not the worst I’ve seen. I’ve worked in the ER for over twenty years. It takes a lot to impress me.”

“Believe me,” I say. “You definitely don’t want to be the one who impresses the doctors and nurses.”

Wendy laughs. “Ain’t that the truth. You in the medical field?”

I nod.

“She’s a doctor.” Nick sucks in a breath as Wendy moves his arm.

“Oh, well. Lucky you,” she says to him with a smile.

Nick holds my gaze. “Yeah. Lucky me.”

His tone is serious, and something about the way he’s looking at me sends a shiver up my spine. Crap. What the hell is wrong with me?

“Alright.” Wendy pats him on the shoulder. “Let’s get you x-rayed so we can get this arm straightened out.”

Nick’s face pales. “And by straightened out, you mean...”

Wendy gives him a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. You’ll get some lovely medications. You won’t even remember it.”

“Fantastic.”

She taps on her computer, then wheels it ahead of her toward the door. “Alright. I’m just gonna step outside and let the doc know what’s up. I’ll be back in a jiffy to get your IV started.”

“Fuuuck.” Nick’s groan is followed by increasingly rapid breathing, and his coloring approximates something along the lines of Albino Vampire.

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s get you a little more comfortable here.” And by comfortable, I mean lying down on the gurney so if he passes out it won’t be a big deal. With the head of the bed elevated, he can still keep his arm above his heart to help lessen the pain, and we manage to get him into a tolerable position by the time Wendy makes her reappearance.

“Oh, God.” Nick’s eyes lock onto the needle and syringe in her hand, and he shrinks against the bed.

Wendy raises an eyebrow in question but continues getting her supplies ready.

I lay my hand on Nick’s shoulder, partially in comfort, and partially to keep him from bolting out of the bed. “He’s got a little thing against needles.”

Wendy shakes her head. “It’s always the big guys with tattoos who are scared of needles.”

“I know, right?”

Nick clears his throat. “Hey. I’m right here.”

“Yes, you are,” Wendy says, in the same soothing tone I use with little kids who need to be calmed down. “Now. How about we get this party started? Once I’m done here, you’ll get a nice little trip down to the radiology department for some pictures. Then Dr. Stevens will be in to take a look at you. Sound good?”

Nick gulps, his wide eyes following Wendy and her needle around the bed as she parks herself beside me.

“Do you need me to move?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “But I might need some help convincing Nick to let me borrow his arm.”

He’s holding his broken appendage to his chest, and it’s a toss-up as to whether his uninjured arm is there for protection or to keep it away from Wendy.

“Hey, Nick? I’d like to hold your hand again.” I hold my hand out, wiggling my fingers to coax him to cooperate.

A hint of a smile flashes across his face before the worry takes hold again, and he looks at Wendy, then at my hand, before locking eyes with me. “Alright. I’m gonna remember you said that.” He clenches his jaw and lets go of his wrist, gripping my hand like it’s the only thing keeping him from drowning.

Damn, he’s strong. His grip this time is even more desperate than back at his house.

I guide our entwined hands to the side of the bed, flipping his forearm face-up so Wendy can access his vein. The tiny effervescent bubbles are back, although his sweaty palm quickly cancels them out.

“Okay now, just a quick pinch.” Wendy slides the needle in with one quick motion, and she’s taping the IV in place before Nick can offer any further protest. “There. That wasn’t too bad, was it?” 

His hand relaxes in mine, and a wobbly smile plays at his lips. “No, it wasn’t.”

Wendy flicks the syringe of clear liquid to clear it of air bubbles. “Now, how about we put that IV to good use with some pain meds?”

Relief washes over Nick’s face. “Oh, thank God. Yes, please.”

“No allergies, right?”

He shakes his head and holds his arm still while Wendy pushes the medication into his IV.

“Alright. Sandy’s gonna take you down to radiology, then the doc will be in.” She gestures toward the same woman who showed us into the room, who’s now pushing a wheelchair.

“Aw, man. Seriously?” 

“Yep. Hospital policy. Plus, you never know when those big strong men with tattoos will decide they want to pass out.”

Nick rolls his eyes but eases himself off the bed and into the wheelchair without further argument.

“Smile pretty for the camera!” I wave as Sandy pushes him out of the room, grinning at the look of disgust he sends my way. Once he’s out of earshot, I turn my attention back to Wendy, who’s entering additional information into her computer. “So, you think they’ll be able to reduce that here in the ER?”

Wendy nods. “I think Dr. Stevens will take a peek and call in the on-call ortho. Don’t worry, your boyfriend’s in good hands. Dr. Newman’s great.”

Her reassuring words almost mask the assumption that Nick and I are a couple. A nervous laugh bubbles up. “Oh, God no.” I shake my head, trying to dislodge that thought from my head. “Nothing like that. He’s just my neighbor. Kind of.”

Wendy gives me a skeptical look. “Uh-huh.”

“I’m just being a good Samaritan.”

“Could have fooled me, what with the way he was looking at you.” She resumes typing and mutters under her breath. “Wish my husband looked at me like that.”

“That was the pain.” Right?

“Anyway,” she says, wheeling the computer toward the hallway, “I’ll be back once I get the go-ahead for the conscious sedation. Are you gonna be able to keep an eye on him? He should come out of it pretty quick, but someone should monitor him for the rest of the day. Especially since he’ll probably be getting a prescription for narcotics.”

I nod, unable to come up with any alternatives. 

I’m still trying to figure out just how far my neighborly niceness extends when Nick’s wheeled back into the room.

Despite the fact that he’s still holding his arm to his chest, his face doesn’t hold quite the same level of pain, and his shoulders look a bit more relaxed.

“Did the medication kick in?”

He nods, his concentration on keeping his arm immobile while he gets situated on the gurney. “Good thing, too. ‘Cause otherwise I’m pretty sure I would have kicked that picture guy’s ass.” A wince crosses his face as he adjusts his wrist. “Kept making me move my damn arm.”

A tall man with salt and pepper hair and sporting a long white coat knocks on the doorframe. “Let’s take a look at that damn arm, shall we?” He crosses the small space and shakes Nick’s uninjured hand, then mine. “Dr. Stevens. Looks like you did a good job with that arm from what I’ve seen on the x-ray.” Unfazed by the sight of Nick’s arm in real life, he does a quick exam, testing Nick’s sensation, pulses, and strength. “Tell you what, I’m going to have the orthopedics specialist come in and take a look at you. He’s probably going to want to try to reduce it here in the ER, but don’t be surprised if he talks surgery in a couple days. And don’t worry—Wendy will give you some meds before he tries anything. You won’t remember a thing.” He gives Nick a reassuring smile, then hustles out of the room.

Nick lays his head back against the bed and heaves a sigh. “Fantastic.” He turns his head toward me, eyebrows furrowed. “Hey, what does ‘reducing’ mean?”

“Medical jargon for getting the bones back in alignment.”

“How are they gonna do that?”

I wrinkle my nose. “You probably don’t want to know. That’s what the drugs are for.”

“Crap.”
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Half an hour later, Wendy injects another round of medications into Nick’s IV in anticipation of a bedside reduction by the orthopedic specialist. “Alright. That should do it.” She pats Nick’s arm, then looks at me. “You sure you want to stay for this part?”

Despite the medications and lack of any visible needles, Nick’s eyes are wide as he watches Dr. Newman lay out his splinting supplies. His knuckles whiten around the sheet beneath him. “You’re not leaving, right?”

“And miss all the fun? Nah.” I pry his fingers off the sheet and slide my hand in his, resting my other hand on his shoulder.

His eyes lock onto mine, and his dimple makes a lightning-quick appearance. “Hey. Thanks... You know... For staying.”

“Yeah. No problem. Nothing I’d rather be doing than sitting here in the ER with you.”

He chuckles softly. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

Actually, I’m more than a little surprised myself. Because sitting here with him isn’t the worst thing in the world. Nor is holding his hand.

Which is gradually going limp in my grasp.

As the medications take hold, his eyelids fall to half-mast, his breathing slows, and it kind of looks like he’s deflating, the way all his muscles relax.

“You feeling good there, Nick?” Wendy checks his pulse and breathing rate.

His eyelids flutter and a dopey smile crosses his face. “Oh, yeah. Never better.”

“Let us know if you feel anything.” Dr. Newman positions himself on the side of Nick’s injured arm and gently begins to move it. “You doing okay?”

“Awesome.” Nick turns his head to me, squinting as if he’s trying to concentrate. “You should really try this sometime.”

“What, breaking my arm? No, thanks.”

“Yes. No. Whatever she put in my arm. You should try it. Stuff’s amazing.” He gives me a serious look. “Might help loosen you up.”

“I’m fine, thank you very much.” Although if Nana’s to be believed, apparently, I’m not.

“Riiight. You’re wound tighter than your grandmother’s cinnamon buns.” He barks out a laugh, then trails off into giggles. “Buns! You do, you know.”

“I do, what?” 

“Have nice buns.” He strains to lift his head off the bed, coming nowhere near being able to actually get a glimpse of said buns. “You know what I was doing when I fell off the ladder?”

“Cleaning out your gutters.”

“Pffft. Gutters.” He giggles again, oblivious to Dr. Newman’s efforts to reposition his bones. “No,” Nick continues. “I was checking out your ass. Your ass made me break my arm.”

I glance up and catch Wendy’s eye. The “I told you so” is written all over her face. 

Crap.

Now I don’t know if I should be flattered that Nick was checking me out or feel guilty for making him fall. But it wasn’t my fault, right? I mean, it’s not like I was trying to get his attention. And it’s not like you can practice yoga in baggy sweats. The form-hugging clothes are pretty much a necessity.

I’m pulled out of my musings by a particularly forceful tug from Dr. Newman, exaggerating the angle of Nick’s break in order to get the bones back in alignment. An involuntary wince crosses my face, and I squeeze Nick’s hand reflexively.

Oblivious to what’s happening on his other side, he keeps his focus on me, a serious look on his face. “Are you okay?”

“Me? Yeah. I’m fine. How about you? You doing okay?”

“I’m fine.” His face relaxes again. “In fact, I’m Grreat!” His impression of Tony the Tiger sends him back over the edge, and he dissolves into another fit of giggles.

Dr. Newman gives one final tug on Nick’s arm, nodding in satisfaction. “That should do it. Just want to get a quick set of bedside x-rays to check the alignment, then we’ll get you splinted.”

“Great, thanks.” I roll my eyes as Nick laughs again. “How much longer do you think it’ll be until the meds wear off?”

Wendy makes room for the x-ray technician. “Maybe another half hour or so. We’ll let you leave once Mr. Giggles sobers up.”

Nick looks around the room. “Ooh, Mr. Giggles. Who’s he? I wanna meet him.”

“You’re Mr. Giggles, genius,” I say.

Confusion flashes across his face. “I am not. I’m Nick. And you know what?” The dopey grin spreads across his face, once again unleashing his dimple. “I wanna hold your hand.”

“You’re already holding my hand.” I lift up our entwined hands.

“Oh.” He closes his eyes and hums softly, then breaks out into the chorus of The Beatles’ “I Want to Hold Your Hand.” Despite the fact that he’s high as a kite, he manages to keep a decent
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