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      “Come on, guys,” Hunter yelled toward the ceiling.

      She was doing three different things at once, trying to shove her feet into a pair of worn nursing shoes, stirring a pot of lentil sausage soup, and preparing her nephew’s insulin shot, which she knew would be a battle to administer if he ever actually came downstairs.

      She was also keeping an eye on the little clock above the back door.

      It was thirty minutes to six and on a good night, it took her twenty minutes to walk to the nursing home where she worked. Hunter’s sister, Piper, was supposed to be home at five to relieve her from babysitting duties, but shift changes in this house were always chaotic. They never had any time to spare.

      “Guys!” Hunter shouted again. “Dinner time - I’m serious!”

      The boys were no doubt absorbed in a game of Madden. Aaron was eleven years old and completely obsessed with football. Josh was seven and didn’t care one way or the other about it, but he never passed up an opportunity to bask in his older brother’s attention.

      In a perfect world, they’d both be doing their homework before dinner instead of playing video games, but that game console was one of the few luxuries they had – never mind the fact that Hunter was certain her degenerate brother-in-law Jed had stolen it for them. The boys didn’t know that and Hunter could never bring herself to be the hard-ass who took away their toys and made them do their homework instead.

      Their mother could play that role when she got home.

      Any minute now would be great, Hunter thought, glancing again at the clock as she stomped her foot to finish jamming her heel into her nursing shoe. She’d gotten them from a second-hand shop and they were ugly as hell but comfortable - that had to count for something.

      Finally, the boys came downstairs in a racket of heavy steps and Hunter had to laugh – they sounded like a herd of cattle stampeding through the house, making more noise than she would have guessed two young boys were capable of. Aaron had his first growth spurt over the summer and he moved in a lanky, awkward way that showed he hadn’t quite adjusted to his new height yet. Josh followed in his shadow as they came into the kitchen and went over to the old dining table in the corner, plopping into a pair of creaky wooden chairs.

      “Mom isn’t home yet?” Aaron asked.

      “No,” Hunter said, “and if she doesn’t get here soon, you’re going to get your first babysitting gig.”

      “Paid?” he asked, to which Hunter simply laughed.

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” Josh objected. “I can look after myself.”

      “You want to give yourself this shot, then?” Hunter asked, nodding to the needle she had prepared. He kept his eyes off it – he still didn’t like needles even after two years of them – but he came obediently over to Hunter. She gave the soup one more stir and then asked, “Pick your poison – arm, leg or belly?”

      “Leg,” Josh said.

      Hunter hardly needed to ask - the shots made the muscle around the injection site sore and Josh’s doctor had instructed Hunter and Piper to alternate sites, but Josh had settled quickly into a pattern. Non-dominant arm in the mornings before school, leg in the evenings to keep his arm in tip-top shape for Madden, a game of catch, or whatever else Aaron had in store for him, and stomach never. It was the most painful option and Hunter didn’t blame him.

      Josh put his foot up on the lowest rung of a kitchen stool and rolled his shorts up to his thigh, then Hunter cleaned the skin with an alcohol pad. She administered the injection and Josh surprised her by being tough. He hardly even winced – probably because Aaron was watching.

      Hunter set the needle down and tousled Josh’s sandy blond hair, then said as he rolled his pant leg back down, “Good job, buddy. I told you it would get easier with time.”

      He’d been diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes right after Jed had gone to prison for a half-assed counterfeiting scam. Hunter had been in nursing school at the time and she’d dropped out to move in here and help Piper with the boys as well as the bills. Hunter got the only job she was qualified for – working overnight shifts as a nurse’s aide in a long-term care facility for dementia patients – and even though the pay wasn’t great, it seemed like after two years, she and Piper were finally beginning to hit their stride.

      That is, if they could ever get their work schedules coordinated.

      The boys weren’t quite old enough to be on their own yet, particularly with the complicating factor of Josh’s medical needs, so that left Hunter and Piper passing like ships in the night most of the time. At least one of them was perpetually running late for a shift. Piper worked at a café that served overpriced coffee to college kids at the nearby university and the tips were decent but the hours were irregular – what they really needed was for at least one of them to land a day job with reasonable wages so there would be someone at home to watch the boys every evening.

      But that was a pipe dream and instead, Hunter was stuck tapping her foot impatiently as she glanced at the clock again and then took the pot of soup off the stove. It was twenty minutes to six and she would definitely be late again tonight.
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        * * *

      

      The boys were slurping down the last of their soup when the back door finally opened and Piper walked in. Hunter was sitting at the table with Aaron and Josh and she crossed her arms over her chest as she frowned at her sister.

      “It’s five minutes to six, Pipes,” she said. “I’m going to be really late.”

      “I’m sorry,” Piper said. “I couldn’t help it.”

      She sounded out of breath and as she took off her jacket and threw it over the back of a dining chair, Hunter noticed that her cheeks were splotchy red.

      “What’s wrong?” Hunter asked.

      She really did need to leave. She was fortunate to work for someone who was understanding when it came to her home situation, balancing two kids and a somewhat erratic sister. But over the last two years, Hunter had leaned on her boss’s good nature a lot and there would come a day when her kindness ran out. There were a lot of nurse’s aides in the city and it wouldn’t be hard to replace Hunter.

      Piper and the boys had to come first, though. That was the whole reason Hunter was here, and that meant not leaving her sister panting and flushed while Hunter went to work.

      “Nothing,” Piper said. She tucked a tendril of her bleach-fried hair behind her ear, revealing sweat on her temples. “I had to go to the bank after my shift and I had a hard time getting there before they closed. I ran all the way from the bus stop back to the house so you could get to work.”

      “Is everything okay at the bank?” Hunter asked, glancing at the boys.

      In her life, things were very rarely okay when it came to money, but she and Piper did their best not to talk about that stuff in front of Aaron and Josh – especially Josh, who was the worrying type. Aaron was a bit older, used to seeing the adults in his life struggle, and he took for granted the fact that they always figured things out. The bills always got paid and he always had a roof over his head – which was more than Piper and Hunter could say for their own childhoods. That’s why it was all the more important that the boys should never need to worry about the state of their finances.

      “It’s just that scumbag in the mortgage department,” Piper grumbled, trying to sound unfazed. “You know how he loves to make our lives difficult.”

      “Are you still going to be able to buy my football equipment?” Aaron asked.

      Piper and Hunter had been scrimping and saving for months to get him the jersey, shoes and endless other pieces of equipment he would need to join the middle school team. Aaron had mowed a lot of yards this summer to contribute to the cause and his coach had allowed him to borrow some equipment during practices, but the team’s first real game was fast approaching and he’d need his own stuff in order to play.

      Hunter hated the idea of disappointing him – they’d all had to make so many sacrifices in the name of Josh’s health and she was really looking forward to being able to do something nice for Aaron just this once.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Piper promised. “We always do.”

      “Walk me to the door?” Hunter asked her. She gave Josh a kiss on the top of his head and then squeezed Aaron’s shoulder. Then she passed through the living room to the front door, Piper following behind her. They stepped into the tiny foyer, which was mostly just a three-foot-square coat storage space, and Piper pulled the door shut. Then Hunter asked, “Are we short on the mortgage?”

      “Yes,” Piper admitted and Hunter felt the news sink heavily into her gut. She and her sister had never been more than a paycheck or two away from broke but it had been a while since they were in crisis mode. It was nice while it lasted, she thought. Then Piper added, “I asked for an extension but our favorite scumbag said he can’t do it anymore – the bank won’t give us any more time.”

      “What happened?” Hunter asked.

      “I don’t know,” Piper said with a sigh. “The usual, I guess – emptying bed pans and making coffee are not lucrative careers. Insulin prices go up every time we fill a prescription. Football helmets cost way more money than hard plastic and Styrofoam glued together ought to.”

      “How much are we short?” Hunter asked. “I’ll ask Brenda if there are any extra hours I can pick up. Maybe I can work a couple of day shifts while the boys are in school.”

      “How many hours a day are they going to let you work, Hunter?” Piper asked. “You already do twelve-hour shifts.”

      “I don’t know,” Hunter said, grabbing her jacket from the coat rack. It was a thick flannel one that had been a good find at the thrift store, a men’s cut that was plenty warm to get her through the winter months since she walked most places in Grimm Falls. “We have to get Aaron his equipment, though – I refuse to let him miss the first game of the season.”

      Piper nodded and Hunter thought that since she was already late, she might as well stop by the café on her way to work and pick up something sweet and caffeinated for Brenda – as both a peace offering for her tardiness and a bribe to pick up more hours.

      “Maybe…” Piper started to say, then trailed off.

      “What, Pipes?”

      “Maybe I can find a way to get some money on the side,” she said. “I was thinking it’s time to visit Jed anyway.”

      “No,” Hunter snarled. It had been almost six months since she last heard her sister utter that name and even though they were still legally married, Hunter had enjoyed the fantasy that Piper had finally - finally – broken the spell that he held over her. Hunter looked sternly at her big sister, staring pointedly into her eyes, and said, “Absolutely not. We’ll find a legitimate way to fix this.”
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      Kiera crossed the street from campus to The Magic Bean - the little café that she frequented between classes, along with most of the Grimm Falls College student body. She was meeting her mother for a cup of coffee this morning and she was grateful for the distraction. Usually, she would go back to the Kappa house in between classes or meet one of her sisters on the quad, but lately she wasn't too keen on running into any other Kappas. The excuse to spend an hour off-campus, catching up with her mother was welcome.

      The café was busy with other college kids all congregating for their morning caffeine fix. There was a long line at the ordering counter and most of the tables were occupied. There were a few people studying, their books and notes spread out in front of them, but it was pretty early in the semester and most of them were just there to chat, filling the café with a din of conversation.

      Kiera craned her neck to look around and spotted her mother when she raised her hand in the air, waving Kiera over to one of the tables. She weaved her way through the tight space and her mom stood to hug her as soon as Kiera arrived. Kiera’s nostrils filled with her mother’s signature perfume and she hugged her a little tighter in return, thinking that it had been too long. Kiera missed her mother, perhaps more now that she didn’t have her sorority sisters to lean on, or her best friend, Lauren.

      Her mother pulled back and held Kiera at arm’s length, smiling and brushing her hand over the red knit cap Kiera was wearing. “Honey, red is your color.”

      “You like it?” Kiera asked. She pulled the cap off and ran her fingers over the soft velvet yarn, then smoothed her long, wavy dark hair and said, "Nana made it for me the other night. She's really fast with those knitting needles."

      "The red suits your fair complexion," Kiera’s mom said. "Maybe she'll knit me a blue one to match my eyes. Well, should we get some coffee?"

      “Yes," Kiera said, “although this table probably won’t be here when we get back. I’m surprised you got one at all at this hour.”

      “That’s alright,” her mom said as they went to stand in the ordering line. There were almost ten people ahead of them, but Kiera came here often enough to know that the baristas were fast and the line moved quickly. While they waited, her mother asked, “So what’s good here?”

      “Everything,” Kiera said, “but if you want a more specific recommendation, the double fudge mocha is probably just sweet enough for your tastes.”

      “It’s not nice to tease your mother about her sweet tooth,” her mom said, studying the menu on the wall behind the ordering counter. Kiera already knew her mother would end up with something that had a minimal amount of coffee and a mountain of whipped cream on top – her standard order wherever they went. After a minute, her mom said, “Well, I didn’t drive all the way across town just to discuss the menu. How are things going with your grandmother?”

      “They’re going well,” Kiera said. “Nana’s teaching me how to bake, and she has a lot more good days than bad.”

      Kiera had moved off-campus to stay with her grandmother last week and she knew that her mother was skeptical of this decision. Nana had been diagnosed with Alzheimer’s six months ago, about the same time that Kiera’s grandfather passed, and she’d been growing increasingly forgetful over the last few months. Everyone was worried about her living all alone in the large house where she’d raised her family, but she refused to consider any other living arrangements. Having Kiera there meant that, except for when she was in class or at her volunteer job, someone was watching Nana to make sure she didn’t leave the stove on or decide to go for a walk in the woods and get lost.

      “That’s good,” Kiera’s mother said. “Just remember that you don’t have to take that responsibility on yourself. We can figure out alternatives if you want to move back on campus and go back to being a kid.”

      “I’m twenty-one years old,” Kiera pointed out as the line advanced and they took a few steps closer to the counter. “I’m not a kid anymore.”

      “I know, honey,” her mom said. “And I’m extremely proud of what you’re doing for your grandmother. But it’s your senior year and I don’t want you to feel like just because you had a falling out with your best friend, you have to seclude yourself in that big old house with your grandma. You should be having fun.”

      “I am having fun,” Kiera said. “Yesterday, Nana taught me how to make blueberry muffins.”

      She didn’t bother addressing the other portion of her mother’s objections. Kiera would not have classified what happened with Lauren as a ‘falling out’ – more like the single most embarrassing and heartbreaking moment of her life.

      “Well, I can’t argue with that,” her mom said. “Maybe you can bring a batch over to the house next time you visit. Your dad would appreciate it – you know I can’t even boil water, let alone bake muffins.”

      Kiera rolled her eyes – her mom could learn to cook if she wanted to, but she was happy ordering in. There wasn’t much that she wanted which couldn’t be bought.

      Then it was their turn at the counter and a pretty girl with slightly crunchy-looking, damaged blonde hair asked, “Hi, what can I make for the two of you?”

      “I’ll have a double shot mocha frappe with whipped cream and chocolate syrup,” Kiera’s mother rattled off, then smiled as she nodded to Kiera and added, “and this one will probably just have something boring like black coffee.”

      "Mom," Kiera objected, rolling her eyes. She turned to the barista and asked, “Can I please get a grande cup of the dark roast with one sugar packet?"

      “Coming right up,” the girl said as Kiera’s mom handed over her credit card. She swiped it and then said, “If you’d like to have a seat, I’ll bring them out to you.”

      "If we can find one," Kiera’s mom said with a wink. As they moved out of the way to make room for the next customer, she turned to Kiera and said, “I just hope you don’t let your stubborn side get the best of you. When you patch things up with Lauren, we’ll figure out an arrangement for your grandmother. There are some really nice assisted living facilities out there that might change her mind about leaving home.”

      "Would you want to live with strangers?” Kiera asked.

      “No,” her mother admitted. “But I don’t have Alzheimer’s and you’re not a nurse.”

      The table that she’d been sitting at when Kiera arrived had, indeed, been taken over by a group of rowdy underclassmen when they returned, so they found a pair of overstuffed armchairs along the wall with a small side table between them. Kiera and her mother sat down and she did her best to turn the conversation. She didn’t want to spend the whole hour talking about her grandmother’s declining health any more than she wanted to spend it thinking about Lauren.

      “I'm taking a very interesting class on grant writing this semester," she said. “It would have come in handy last spring before I started applying for grants at the teen center.”

      “I’m sure you’ll win the grant regardless,” her mother said, unworried. “It’s a very good cause.”

      Kiera nodded in agreement. She’d been volunteering at the teen center in downtown Grimm Falls since her sophomore year and there was so much more the center could do for the disadvantaged kids of the city if they had more funding. Along with money for after-school programs and life skills courses, Kiera also had dreams of using the grant to cover an additional salary – her salary when she graduated college, so that she could stay on there full-time.

      She’d been checking her email religiously ever since she applied for the grant and it was never too far from her mind – it was her future, after all – and Kiera’s mother took advantage of this brief moment of distraction to turn the conversation back to what she really wanted to talk about.

      "Do you think you can forgive her?”

      “What?” Kiera asked.

      “It would be a shame to lose such a good friend over something like hurt feelings,” her mom said. “I always liked Lauren.”

      Kiera felt her cheeks coloring and tried not to let her mother’s words get to her – she just didn’t understand the situation, and Kiera wasn’t in the mood to explain it.

      “Yeah, I did, too,” Kiera said, then added under her breath, “That’s the problem.”

      Or more precisely, the problem was that Lauren didn’t like her back. There was also the minor detail that she’d told the biggest gossip in the sorority about Kiera’s declaration of love only moments after it happened. They’d been drunk at the time, but that hardly made the betrayal any less painful.

      “These things blow over,” her mom said, trying to be comforting even though she didn’t know all the details. Kiera had simply told her that they’d had a disagreement, and didn’t have the heart to tell her about what. “In a few months, you’ll look back on this fight and laugh at how silly you both were being.”

      “Mom, I really don't want to talk about it," Kiera said just as she spotted the bleached-blonde girl heading toward them with a couple of coffees in hand.

      “Saved by the barista,” her mother said with a broad smile as she reached for her whipped cream and chocolate syrup with a dash of espresso. “Yum.”

      The girl handed them each their orders, then asked, “Do you ladies need anything else?”

      "No, it looks like you've got your hands full as it is," Kiera's mom said, gesturing to the line at the ordering counter, which had not diminished at all. She took a ten-dollar bill out of the pocket of her coat and handed it to the girl discretely. "Thank you for the table-side delivery, honey.”

      "No problem,” the girl said, her eyes going a little wide at the size of the bill. Kiera’s mother may not be able to so much as boil water, but she always tipped the people who could lavishly for their trouble. The girl put the money in her apron pocket and started to walk away, but she only made it a couple of steps before she turned around and marched back.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, “but can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure,” Kiera’s mom said.

      “I hope this isn’t out of line,” she said, “but I heard you talking about a relative with Alzheimer’s, is that right?”

      "Yes, my mother," Kiera’s mom said. "Do you know someone who has it?"

      "No, but my sister works with dementia patients,” the girl said. “She’s a nurse’s aide and she works at a long-term care facility.”

      “My mother would never go for that,” Kiera’s mom said.

      “No, of course not,” the girl said. “I was just thinking that if you ever want a reference for an in-home care nurse, or even just to talk about how to manage the disease, I bet she would be happy to help.”

      Kiera’s mother glanced over at her and Kiera knew that expression – it was a the universe provides look. Then she turned to the barista and asked, “Is your sister looking for work?”

      “Always,” the girl said, smiling and looking down at the floor. “She’s helping me raise my sons while their father is away at the moment and it’s not easy to feed two growing boys on the incomes of a barista and a nurse’s aide.”

      “Well,” Kiera’s mom said, opening her purse and digging through it. “Have her give me a call. I’d be interested in talking with her.”

      She took out one of her business cards and handed it to the girl, who tucked it into her apron along with her tip. She said, “Thank you. I’m sorry to have intruded - enjoy your coffee.”

      Then she went back to the counter and Kiera turned to her mother, saying, “Nana’s not that bad. Do you really think she needs in-home care?”

      “I think it’s worth looking into,” her mom said. “You said yourself that you’re worried about what could happen while you’re away from the house. I think we’d all feel better knowing there was someone there to look after her. It’s a degenerative disease and she’s going to start having bad days sooner or later.”

      Her smile faltered as she said this last bit. Kiera reached across the little side table and put her hand on top of her mother’s – she always acted so strong, it was easy to forget that this was her mother they were talking about.

      Then Kiera’s mom patted her hand, smiled anew, and said, “Now tell me more about this grant writing class. What’s so interesting about it?”
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      “Do you think you’ll have the money in time for my first game?” Aaron asked for the thousandth time. “Coach Terry won’t let me play if I don’t have a jersey.”

      Aaron had a Nerf football under one arm and his opposite hand on Josh’s forehead, holding him comically at arm’s length while Josh tried to get the ball. Hunter pulled a couple of frozen dinners out of the fridge – no time to cook tonight – and swatted Aaron’s arm, saying, “No more rough-housing – you’re going to hurt him.”

      Aaron let go and Josh snatched the ball.

      “Just because my body doesn’t naturally produce insulin doesn’t make me fragile,” he said.

      “You’re right,” Hunter agreed with a laugh, “but that doesn’t change the fact that your neck shouldn’t be on the receiving end of a hundred and twenty pounds of pressure.”

      “A hundred and thirty, thank you very much,” Aaron said. “Coach had us all weigh in before practice the other day. I’m putting on muscle.”

      “Congratulations, beefcake,” Hunter said as she unwrapped a Salisbury steak for him and a tray of chicken nuggets for Josh. “Now either set the table or get out of the kitchen.”

      She didn’t have to tell them twice. Aaron told Josh to go long - which meant jog to the far side of the living room - then he threw a pretty good spiral through the door frame and trotted after his brother. They passed the ball back and forth over the couch while Hunter stuck the two dinners in the microwave and started preparing Josh’s insulin shot.

      The truth was that she had no idea if she and Piper would be able to come up with the rest of the money in time. Aaron’s first game was next weekend and Brenda had told her last night that there were no shifts for her to pick up this week. Whether that was true or if she just didn’t trust Hunter to show up to them on time was unclear, but either way the result was the same – no extra money coming in.

      Hunter was just getting ready to call Josh into the kitchen for his shot when Piper came through the back door, a broad grin on her face.

      “Hey,” Hunter said. “You look happy.”

      Piper was rarely in a good mood when she came home from her shifts at the café. She was on her feet the whole time, the college kids could be pretty demanding, and the pay was not good even with the infrequent tips that she got. Hunter wondered optimistically if she’d been able to change the bank’s mind about extending their mortgage payment this month.

      “I am happy,” Piper said. She took off her jacket and apron, throwing them over the back of a chair, then came over to the counter and picked up Josh’s insulin shot, saying, “I’ll take care of this.”

      “Okay,” Hunter said with a shrug, going over to the microwave and checking on the dinners. They were still half-frozen and she added more time, then asked, “So what’s putting this spring in your step?”

      “Josh! Shot time,” Piper called into the living room, then turned to Hunter. “I met some interesting people today – potential clients for you.”

      “Since when do I have clients?” Hunter asked with a snort.

      “You could have clients,” Piper said. “Rich ones.”

      Piper winked and it made Hunter a little bit uneasy. It was something that Jed would have done, and she wondered if Piper had contacted him after all, even though Hunter begged her not to. Trouble followed them around whenever he was in the picture and this talk of rich clients sounded too good to be true.

      Josh came into the kitchen with the Nerf ball in his hands. He squeezed it when Piper gave him the injection in his thigh, then he and Aaron set the table while Piper grabbed a frozen meal for herself out of the fridge. Hunter looked at the clock above the door. She had a little more time to spare tonight and she didn’t need to leave for work for another ten minutes.

      “They’re looking for an in-home nurse,” Piper said to Hunter. “They have a family member with Alzheimer’s and I told them about the dementia patients you take care of at the nursing home.”

      “I don’t take care of them,” Hunter objected. “I change their catheter bags and make sure they don’t go wandering when they can’t sleep at three in the morning. I don’t have a nursing degree in case you forgot, Pipes.”

      “You do care for them, though” Piper argued. “Just last week you talked my ear off about that old man with glaucoma that you read to. These people I met today don’t need a nurse - they just need someone to keep an old lady company and make sure she doesn’t wander off. You could do that.”

      “When?” Hunter asked. “I work from six to six every night and I sleep while the boys are at school. Find a way to eliminate the need for sleep and I’d be happy to get another job.”

      “That’s the beauty of it,” Piper said, turning around. Her eyes were lit up as she said, “The granddaughter already lives with her and takes care of her. They’d only need you a few hours a day while she’s at college. Hunter, they gave me a ten-dollar tip on a seven-dollar coffee order. These people are loaded and they could be the answer to our problems.”

      She went over to her apron and retrieved a business card, sliding it across the counter to Hunter before carrying the boys’ microwaved dinners over to the table. She sat down with them and asked, “How was your day? Did you get your homework done?”

      “Yes,” Josh lied, and Hunter shook her head behind him so that Piper knew they’d need to do that after she left for work. Then she picked up the business card. It was thick and expensively embossed in shimmering metallic ink. Rhiannon Murphy, Interior Design Consultant.

      Piper was probably right – anyone who would spend this much money on stationery was bound to pay better than Brenda. If she could moonlight in addition to her hours at the nursing home, Hunter could bring in enough money to cover the mortgage and make Aaron’s football dreams come true. She had nothing to lose by calling this woman.

      She tucked the business card into her pocket, then went over to the table to say goodnight before heading out for another long night at work. She’d stopped by the library this morning on her way home and picked up a couple of Louis L’Amour paperbacks for Charlie – or that old man with glaucoma, as Piper referred to him – and she grabbed them from the coffee table on her way out the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            KIERA

          

        

      

    

    
      Kiera was in her new bedroom, one of Nana’s guest rooms, putting away the last of her clothes in the closet. Some of her stuff was still at the Kappa house, but considering the fact that she shared her room with Lauren there, it wasn’t worth running into her to go back and retrieve it.

      Kiera had tried to make this room feel like her own, but Nana was partial to heavy, ornate furniture and the king-sized bed she’d placed in the center of the room dominated the space. It wasn’t exactly Kiera’s style, but she couldn’t argue that it was an improvement over the twin bed she called her own in the sorority house, or the communal bathroom in the hall.

      When she heard a door open downstairs, Kiera knew that her grandmother must be returning from her weekly bridge club, along with Kiera’s dad.

      A couple of weeks ago, before Kiera moved in, Nana had driven herself to the grocery store and then instead of coming back here, she’d driven to the neighborhood where she and Papa lived when they first began dating almost fifty years ago. She’d been disoriented and it was lucky that she still had the presence of mind to call Rhiannon and ask for help. Since then, Nana had agreed not to drive anymore and Kiera took on a lot of chauffeuring responsibilities since she moved in. She’d been in class all morning today, though, so her dad used his lunch hour to get Nana home after the bridge game.

      Kiera went downstairs and found them both in the large marble foyer. Her dad was helping Nana out of her coat and Nana smiled up at him graciously, saying, “Thank you, Sean.”

      “How was bridge?” Kiera asked.

      “Oh, it was alright,” Nana said. “That Denise will go to her grave swearing she’s not a cheater, but we both know the truth. Just because my memory’s not so great doesn’t mean I can’t see her sneaking peeks at my cards.”

      Kiera and her dad exchanged smiles – Nana had become increasingly serious about her bridge games ever since Papa passed and sometimes Kiera wondered if Nana liked the fact that Denise was a little shifty. It gave her something to fixate on, if only once a week.

      “You’ll catch her one of these times,” Kiera’s dad said reassuringly, then he checked his watch and added, “I have to get back to the office and finish up a few things before the end of the day. You two okay here?”

      “Of course,” Kiera said as her dad gave her a quick hug. He said goodbye to his mother-in-law and headed for the heavy mahogany front door, then Kiera asked, “Nana, are you hungry?”

      “No, but I could go for a cup of tea,” her grandmother said, heading toward the back of the house.

      Kiera followed her down the hall to the kitchen. It was a large room with a long island that had bar seating on one side, as well as an informal dining area at the far end of the room. Kiera had spent many holidays in this room with her grandma, her aunt and her cousins when they came into town. She remembered making Christmas cookies with them while her mother sat on a bar stool and watched. She didn’t like to get her hands dirty, but Kiera and the other kids spread flour all across the island and made a mess that Nana never grumbled about having to clean up once the fun was over.

      Now, Kiera watched as Nana shuffled over to the electric kettle on the counter and turned it on. The room seemed much larger now than it used to, and empty - like it could open up and swallow her little old grandmother whole one of these days.

      “Let me make the tea, Nana,” Kiera said. “You go sit down.”

      “I’m not an invalid, dear,” Nana reminded her, but she did as Kiera asked anyway. “So tell me about your day. How was class?”

      “It was good,” Kiera said as she got a tea cup out of the cupboard. “We got our mock proposals back during my grant writing class today and the professor said mine looked very good.”

      “Oh, come now,” Nana said with a smile. “You’re young and beautiful – surely something more interesting than that happened to you today. Let me live vicariously for a minute.”

      Kiera laughed and poured Nana a cup of Earl Grey. Her grandmother loved to hear about life at Grimm Falls College, but Kiera hadn’t told her the biggest piece of gossip going around. Nana had no idea that a large part of Kiera’s decision to move in here had to do with her falling out with Lauren, and the truth was that Kiera was a little nervous to tell her.

      Nana wasn’t an intolerant person, but she was from a different generation and she hadn’t really understood when Kiera came out to her family in high school. She thought it was something she’d grow out of, or something she was confused about, and Kiera didn’t want to concern Nana with her love life now – shambles as it was. So she artfully avoided the topic and told Nana that she was here purely to look after her.

      “No gossip today, unfortunately,” she said, bringing the cup of tea over to Nana at the small dining table in the corner.

      “Gossip?” Nana asked, a glaze of confusion over her eyes. This happened every once in a while – she’d ask a question and then forget that she’d asked it. So much the better – Kiera wasn’t in a talking mood on this particular subject, anyway.

      “Never mind, Nana,” Kiera said. She sat down across from her and while Nana blew on her tea to cool it, she said softly, “You know, Mom thinks it would be a good idea to hire a nurse for you.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Nana said. “What would I need a nurse for?”

      “A nurse could help you when I’m not around,” Kiera said. “I worry about you when you’re alone.”

      “I was alone for six months before you moved in,” Nana pointed out. “I got along just fine.”

      “That’s true,” Kiera said. She reached across the table to briefly pat her grandmother’s hand. The skin was thin and wrinkled, and when she lifted the mug to her lips, her hand trembled slightly. It was hard noticing the visible signs of her grandmother’s aging. Kiera pressed on, saying gently, “That was before the diagnosis. Things will become more difficult over time and it would be nice if you found someone whose company you enjoy now.”

      “You worry too much,” Nana said. “Now, what recipe would you like me to teach you tonight? Should we have apple pie or peach cobbler for dessert?”

      “Hmm,” Kiera said, pondering the question for a moment. “Apple pie is a welcome classic.”

      “Apple pie it is,” Nana said.

      She spent the next few minutes sipping her tea and talking about the different variations on the perfect apple pie – lattice crusts and crumbles, tart apples and sweet ones. Kiera nodded along in all the right places, and while she half-listened, her mind went to Lauren like it had so many times in the past week… hell, so many times in the past three years.

      They were randomly assigned as roommates in their freshman year and Kiera was hooked on her from the start. Lauren was beautiful, she commanded the attention of every room she walked into, and Kiera had always been able to talk to her so easily about everything.

      Everything except the fact that she was madly in love with her.

      Lauren was as straight as they came – never had so much as an experimentation phase – and Kiera had lived with the fact that she’d never be anything more than a friend for three whole years while she secretly pined for more. Then on her twenty-first birthday, when she and Lauren, along with some other Kappas, were celebrating at one of the fraternity houses, something flipped inside Kiera’s head.

      She had the idea that her time with Lauren was drawing to a close. They said they’d always be friends, but who knew what would come after college? Lauren wasn’t the kind of girl who stayed in a place like Grimm Falls without a good reason, and this year might be Kiera’s last chance to make Lauren fall in love with her. She’d never made a move on her because she always thought it would be fruitless, but suddenly, she couldn’t stand the idea of not trying.

      So they drank and danced and those romantic feelings kept bubbling up in Kiera’s chest all night. And instead of pushing them away, she let them build. It was the start of their senior year and it seemed like the right time to take a leap of faith.

      If not then, when?

      At the end of the night, she and Lauren stumbled across campus with their arms linked, laughing and enjoying the buzz of alcohol in their heads. They split off from the other girls and went up to their room on the second floor of the Kappa house, and Kiera steeled her nerves.

      She closed the door and marched up to Lauren. She put her hands on Lauren’s cheeks and Lauren didn’t push her away. She leaned in, and Lauren didn’t lean back. She kissed her, and her lips were just as warm and soft as she’d always imagined. She closed her eyes and inhaled Lauren’s perfume.

      And then Lauren backed up, her eyes wide with surprise.

      She shook her head, said, “No, Kiera,” and then stepped around her and went into the hall. Kiera stood there, letting the exquisite pain of rejection sink into her bones, and that’s when things went from bad to worse.

      She heard Lauren stumble in the hall, and she heard someone catch her.

      It sounded like Shannon - Shannon the gossip queen of the Kappa house. She laughed and said, “Lauren, you have red lipstick smeared across your mouth. What the hell did you get into tonight?”

      And Lauren said, her words slurred with alcohol, “Kiera kissed me.”

      “Oh. My. God!”

      Shannon, the gossip queen of the Kappa house. Of course it had to be her that Lauren ran into in the hall that night. She’d tell the whole world in ten minutes flat. With a breaking heart, Kiera went over to the closet and immediately started pulling clothes into a backpack. There was no way she could sleep in the house that night, less than five feet from the object of her unrequited affections.

      “What should we have for dessert tonight?” Nana asked, pulling Kiera out of her thoughts.

      “Hmm?”

      “I want to teach you a new recipe,” Nana said. “What are you in the mood for?”

      “Oh,” Kiera said. “We already decided on apple pie. Remember, Nana?”

      “Did we?” Nana asked. “Oh yes, that’s right.”
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            HUNTER

          

        

      

    

    
      As she walked into The Magic Bean, Hunter felt an odd mix of apprehension and exhaustion. She’d called Rhiannon Murphy the morning after Piper gave her the business card and through the static-filled connection of Hunter’s junky prepaid phone, they’d arranged a meeting. Hunter wasn’t quite sure what to expect – a chat or a job interview – but here she was after another long night at the nursing home, operating on about six hours of sleep out of the last forty-eight.

      She was worried because she didn’t think she qualified for the job, but she’d allowed herself to start wanting it after Piper did such a good job hyping it up. It could solve a lot of problems for her and Piper, and maybe even allow Aaron to play his first game next weekend.

      There was a lot riding on this meeting and yet Hunter’s body was telling her to sleep. Her jaw repeatedly tensed to yawn and she fought back the feeling. At least they were meeting in a café, where the caffeine flowed freely.

      Hunter looked around the room. It was still early, about seven-thirty, and not quite as crowded as Piper always said it was first thing in the morning. Even if the room had been packed, though, Hunter would have spotted Rhiannon right away. She was exactly the type of person who would have an expensive business card, and who might spark Piper’s curiosity.

      Her long, dark hair was silky, not a strand out of place, and she wore a chunky, heavy-looking necklace that hung around her prominent collarbones. She was thin, with perfect posture and an air of confidence that Hunter could see even from across the room.

      Sitting beside her was a girl about Hunter’s age who looked like she could be Rhiannon’s twin if it weren’t for the age difference. Rhiannon had mentioned her daughter over the phone and this must be her. She had large, chestnut-colored eyes and full, pink lips. Her hair was a little less tame and her posture was not so rigid, making Hunter think that the apple must be a little more down-to-earth than the tree.

      Raising one hand elegantly in the air, Rhiannon waved Hunter over to the table. She’d warned Rhiannon that she’d be coming straight from work and wouldn’t have time to change out of her scrubs, and they must have given her away. She joined the two women, shaking hands with Rhiannon and then with her daughter, who was even more beautiful up close. Her hands were soft and her eyes were flecked with gold.

      She was breathtaking.

      “I’m, uh, Hunter Ross,” she said, tripping over her words slightly as she stared into those deep, sparkling eyes. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “That’s my daughter, Kiera,” the older woman said, a little mirthfully. “She lives with my mother and she’s the one you’ll be coordinating your schedule with if we decide that you’re right for the job.”

      Great.

      Hunter suddenly felt self-conscious in her baggy blue scrubs and she wondered if she should have tried harder to find time to change clothes, or type up a proper resume for this meeting. Not that there was much to include – she’d gotten her nurse’s aide certification as quickly as she could after dropping out of nursing school and had been at the nursing home ever since. Those credentials wouldn’t even take up half a page and she’d decided that she could sell herself better by talking.

      She tore her eyes away from Kiera and said to Rhiannon, “Thank you for meeting me so early. I work the overnight shift so I can sleep during the day and be available for my sister and her kids in the afternoons.”

      “Well, you must need a cup of coffee in that case,” Rhiannon said. Hunter smiled gratefully at this suggestion, and she wondered if this meant she looked as tired as she felt. “It’s our treat – what do you drink?”

      “Oh, anything,” Hunter said. “Just a regular coffee is fine.”

      “I’ll get it,” Kiera offered. “What’s your order, Mom?”

      “You know what I want, honey,” Rhiannon said with a wink, like they were exchanging an inside joke. Kiera nodded and headed for the ordering counter, behind which stood a sleepy-looking barista. Piper would be here in a little while to begin her shift, as soon as the boys were on the school bus and the college kids began to pour in for their pre-class caffeine fix.

      Hunter watched Kiera for just a second as she walked to the counter, then turned back to Rhiannon and said, “I’m really sorry about my phone reception when we spoke earlier. I was in a dead zone.”

      There had been a lot of what? and can you repeat that? and the truth was that anywhere Hunter went with that junky old flip phone was a dead zone, but she didn’t want this beautiful woman with her designer clothes and gold jewelry to think it was going to be a continual hassle to try to contact her. Maybe after the mortgage was paid and Aaron had his football equipment, Hunter could finally buy a decent phone… but that was getting ahead of herself.

      “I understand,” Rhiannon said, although Hunter very much doubted it. She’d only spoken to Rhiannon twice and she’d already gotten the impression that this was the type of woman who wasn’t used to inconveniences.

      While she was in an apologizing mode, Hunter quickly added, “I hope my sister didn’t overstep her bounds too badly when she told you about me. She has a way of inserting herself in other people’s business.”

      “Don’t worry about it, honey,” Rhiannon said, smiling warmly. “We were grateful that she reached out. My mother’s diagnosis is relatively recent and the truth is, we’re not quite sure how to handle her care since she’s set on remaining in the house.”

      “I’m there for her most of the day,” Kiera said as she returned to the table, balancing three coffees between her fingers. She set one of them down in front of Hunter, then pulled a couple packets of sugar and tiny cups of creamer out of the pocket of her cardigan. “I wasn’t sure how you take it.”

      “One sugar,” Hunter said, picking up a little white packet. “Thanks.”

      “Just like Kiera," Rhiannon said, reaching for the mocha that her daughter held out to her. “I don't know how people drink that bitter stuff.”

      “The caffeine is more important than the taste,” Hunter said, taking a chance and winking at Kiera in black-coffee-drinker solidarity. Then she got embarrassed and took a sip. It was good – not bitter at all. In fact, it revived her, lending her the much-needed energy to give her all to this interview or meeting or whatever it was.

      Kiera slipped into the third chair at the little round table and Rhiannon said, “I bet it is. You said that you work nights and help take care of your sister’s kids. How did that come about?”

      My brother-in-law is a career criminal serving ten years at the county correctional facility and there was no way in hell my sister could support two boys and herself with a barista job, Hunter thought.

      That was the truth, but it was far from an acceptable answer – not unless Hunter wanted to scare these women off right away. So instead, she chose her words more diplomatically and said, “Two years ago, Piper was having a hard time making ends meet. The boys’ father isn’t around and my youngest nephew, Josh had just been diagnosed with diabetes. Piper couldn’t manage work, childcare, and the new medical needs, so I moved in to help out. It was easier for me to get a night job so I could be there for the boys, and it just worked out that I had some medical experience. That made it a little easier to cope with Josh’s diagnosis.”

      “How are you doing with it now?” Kiera asked. There was a kindness in her eyes that gave Hunter the impression that she genuinely cared about the answer – a rare trait in this world.

      “Josh is good now,” she said. “We had a lot of trouble regulating his insulin in the beginning and he hated the shots at first – probably still does, but he’s getting better about toughing it out. The diet is pretty restrictive, too, but kids are adaptable and most of the time he takes it in stride.”

      Hunter also told them a little about Aaron and his football aspirations, omitting the part about how she and Piper were counting on Rhiannon to fund his dreams. Then Rhiannon said, “Well, we should probably tell you a little about our situation, too. It’s only fair since we’ve been prying into your background for the past ten minutes.”

      “I don’t mind,” Hunter said, although she was eager to learn more about her potential new patient.

      “My mother is in the early stages of Alzheimer’s,” Rhiannon said, the soft smile never faltering on her lips as she spoke clinically about her. “It’s mostly just occasional lapses of memory at this point, stumbling over words and getting confused about small things. She’s had a few incidents in which she left the house, intending to run an errand and getting confused and lost instead. Her doctor says that’s a sign that the disease will begin to progress more quickly soon. We’ve asked her not to drive anymore and we do our best to keep an eye on her while letting her maintain as much of her autonomy as possible, but we can only do so much. That’s where you would come in.”

      “I’m so sorry that you’re going through this,” Hunter said. She asked Kiera, “You’re the primary caregiver?”

      "I guess you could say that," Kiera said. "I live with her, but I don’t think she needs a caregiver just yet. For the most part, Nana takes care of herself, but I worry about the times when I’m not home. When your sister mentioned that you care for Alzheimer’s patients, my mother and I started thinking it might be nice to hire someone part-time for the hours when I’m in class or at work.”

      “Could you tell us a bit about your work experience?” Rhiannon asked. She had her hands folded neatly in her lap and this was beginning to feel more like a job interview. If it was, then this was the moment of truth.

      Hunter could have exaggerated. That’s what Piper would have done – whatever she had to do to get the job. But Hunter couldn’t do that. She told them honestly about her limited experience at the nursing home.

      “I’ve been working at a long-term care facility for dementia patients for the last two years,” she said. “I’m a certified nurse’s aide, which means I can administer medications and treatments that the doctors and registered nurses order, change bandages, help the patients move around as needed, and clean up whenever necessary. It’s not too glamorous and because of the shift I work, mostly they’re asleep. I do get to keep them company when they’re awake and uncomfortable in the middle of the night, though. That’s the most rewarding part of the job.”

      “Who’s your favorite patient?” Kiera asked. She smiled at Hunter in a way that sent a colony of butterflies fluttering to life in her belly.

      Hunter smiled and said, “There’s this man named Charlie. He was pretty grumpy when he first arrived – his kids don’t visit much and I don’t think he has many other relatives or friends. But he absolutely loves anything to do with the Old West. He’ll spend a whole day watching Clint Eastwood films, or rather listening to them, since his cataracts are pretty bad. I started bringing him western novels – Louis L’Amour, Cormac McArthur, Charles Portis – and instead of thanking me, he called my tastes mainstream and trite.”

      Rhiannon looked a little taken aback, but Kiera laughed.

      “So I tried again, asked him which authors he prefers,” Hunter said. “He gave me a long list and we’ve been slowly working our way through his favorite books, a few chapters each night. Charlie’s one of those people you have to work to get to know, but he’s fascinating once he starts to talk about his life. Lately, he’s been telling me all about his career on the Union Pacific Railroad – the stories are straight out of his favorite novels and I can see why he likes those books so much.”

      Rhiannon and Kiera were both smiling at Hunter by the time she finished her story and she thought this job interview might not be going so bad after all. She told a few more stories from the nursing home, talking about more of her favorite patients as well as the types of work she did, and toward the end of her last story, she saw Piper coming through the café door to clock in for her shift. She spotted them and came over to the table with a broad smile.

      “Good morning,” Piper said. “I see my sister called you.”

      “Yes,” Rhiannon said. “She’s regaling us with stories from the night shift.”

      “Good. I knew the three of you would be a good match,” Piper said, beaming at Hunter. She might as well have reached across the table and high-fived her, and Hunter felt her cheeks coloring slightly. Then Piper said, “Well, I have to get to work so I’ll leave you to it.”

      Then thankfully, without trying to hard-sell Rhiannon and Kiera on Hunter, Piper went into the employee area behind the counter. Rhiannon looked at her wristwatch and said, “Oh, shoot. I’ve got an appointment with a client in about thirty minutes, so we should probably wrap this up. Hunter, I have to say that you seem like a very capable and caring nurse.”

      Nurse’s aide, Hunter wanted to correct, but she held her tongue. It sounded like, incredibly, she might be landing this job after all.

      “My only concern is the hours,” Rhiannon said. “We could only offer part-time work at this point. It would be whenever Kiera needs you, mostly during the daytime. It sounds like that’s when you sleep, so is that going to be a problem?”

      “No,” Hunter said, maybe a little too quickly. If it meant she and Piper could dig their way out of the financial hole they were in, she’d be happy to hook up an IV drip of coffee and stay awake for as long as Kiera needed her. She’d never sleep again if it meant they could get Aaron equipped for his first football game. To convince Rhiannon and Kiera, she added, “After two years of helping my sister raise her kids, I’m used to erratic sleep patterns. I sleep when and where I can, and I promise that it won’t be an issue as long as I can be home in time to get the boys off the bus around three during the school week.”

      “That’s no problem,” Kiera said. “My last class is at two. I volunteer in the afternoons but it’s only once a week so we can make arrangements.”

      “What about your sorority meetings?” Rhiannon asked, and for the first time, Hunter watched Kiera’s cheery expression darken.

      She waved the objection aside and said, “We’ll work around your schedule, Hunter. I can work with weekdays from eight a.m. to two.”

      “And I can be available in the afternoons as long as I have notice,” Hunter added, eager to please her almost-employers. “I just need to check with Piper about her schedule and make sure that one of us is home to get the boys off the bus every day.”

      “Okay,” Rhiannon said, putting her hands on the table with an air of finality. She turned to Kiera and said, “I like her. I think you should take her to the house and introduce her to your grandmother, make sure everyone gets along. If it goes well, you two can finish working out the schedule and we’ll all talk salary.”

      “Oh,” Hunter said, surprised. When she walked into the café, she hadn’t really expected that she’d get the job, and now things were moving quicker than she thought they would. She had to admit that the idea of negotiating her salary with Kiera was a bit intimidating. “Thank you.”

      “No, thank you,” Rhiannon corrected, reaching across the table to shake Hunter’s hand again. Then she got up and put on her coat, saying, “I’ve got to get going. Kiera, honey, I’ll call you this evening, okay?”

      To talk about me, Hunter thought. She stood as Rhiannon hugged Kiera and headed for the door. When it was just the two of them at the tiny café table, things suddenly felt more intimate and less like a job interview. The butterflies were still quite active in her stomach and when Hunter looked at Kiera, she was smiling at her.

      “Well?” she asked. “What did you think of my mother?”

      “Is that a trick question?” Hunter asked. “You want me to give feedback on my potential employer?”

      “No,” Kiera relented with a laugh. “Some people find her intimidating, that’s all I meant.”

      Some people find you intimidating, Hunter thought. Kiera was the kind of girl that Hunter would never in a million years have the courage to approach if she didn’t have an excuse like this interview. It was strange because Kiera was easy to talk to, but she also made Hunter feel like a bundle of nerves.

      “My Nana is much more laid back,” Kiera said. “I think you’ll like her. If you’re not busy, I can take you to meet her now.”

      “I’m not busy,” Hunter said, downing the last of her coffee. She glanced toward the ordering counter, where Piper was watching them and grinning stupidly on Hunter’s behalf. Kiera hadn’t noticed, but Hunter gave her a look – stop staring at me. She felt blood rising into her cheeks again and suddenly the idea of leaving the café was very appealing.

      “Let’s go, then,” Kiera said, reaching for her jacket. “I’ll drive, unless you want to meet there.”

      “I don’t have a car,” Hunter said. “So unless you want to meet there an hour from now when the bus comes, I would love a ride.”

      Hunter nodded to Piper on their way out the door and her sister threw an enthusiastic set of thumbs into the air at her, grinning even harder. Hunter smirked and shook her head, a sense of disbelief filling her head. She pretty much had this job in the bag and she couldn’t believe her luck. Then she turned and followed Kiera outside.
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        * * *

      

      Kiera’s grandmother lived in the woods just outside of Grimm Falls, about twenty minutes away from The Magic Bean by car. While she drove, Kiera and Hunter discussed the salary her mother was prepared to pay, which was more than adequate, and then Kiera told Hunter more about the progression of her grandmother’s condition.

      “She’s been forgetful for a long time,” she said, keeping her eyes on the road while Hunter periodically stole anxious glances at her. “She started calling me Rhiannon or Niamh – that’s my aunt – around the time that my grandfather passed. That was six months ago. It’s been getting worse lately and I have to confess, just in case you’re getting an image of me as some kind of saintly granddaughter, that I didn’t move in just to take care of her. But the timing was fortunate.”

      “Why did you move in?” Hunter asked out of simple curiosity, and she was surprised when the darkness cast over Kiera’s expression again.

      She pushed it aside pretty quickly, forcing a smile as she said, “Just some sorority drama – nothing serious.”

      “Oh,” Hunter said. “I see.”

      She didn’t, and she certainly couldn’t read this girl yet – not after only an hour – but it was pretty clear that whatever the drama had been was still affecting her. Hunter turned her attention toward the road when Kiera began slowing the car. They were at the edge of the woods and Kiera turned into a long gravel driveway that led up to a large Tudor house that could have fit Piper’s house inside of it three times over.

      Hunter had to lean close to the glass of the passenger window to look at it in its entirety, marveling at its size as she asked, “Your grandmother used to live here alone?”

      “For about six months,” Kiera said. “It definitely has an empty nest vibe to it, although I’m trying to make it feel less cavernous. Hopefully you can help with that, too.”

      “I’ll try,” Hunter said, feeling daunted.

      Kiera pulled her car into the circular part of the driveway in front of the house’s grand entrance – a large mahogany door – then cut the engine. Before they got out of the car, she said, “Nana’s not that bad yet, and she’s sensitive about her memory lapses when they happen. I think at this point she’ll benefit most from having a little extra company to keep her mind active. If you could, you know, make sure she doesn’t leave the oven on and burn the house down, that would be helpful, too.”

      “I can do that,” Hunter said. “I’m eager to meet her – it’s obvious that she means a lot to you.”

      Kiera smiled and looked down at the gear shift between them – was that a blush coming to her cheeks at Hunter’s compliment? Then she turned without looking at Hunter again and got out of the car. Hunter followed Kiera up a couple of wide stone stairs to the door.

      "My grandfather was an industrialist," Kiera said, sounding apologetic about the size of the house. "He came from a poor immigrant family and had a lot to do with the development of the rubber industry in downtown Grimm Falls. This house is sort of a monument to his career achievements and I think that has a lot to do with why Nana is so determined to stay, even though it’s obviously too much for her now. Heck, it’s too much for anyone.”

      She pushed open the door and revealed a large foyer with marble floors and an intricately carved banister leading up to the second floor. Hunter smiled and looked at Kiera, at once understanding her apology and feeling even more out of place than she had in the café. It was like stepping into another world.

      “Nana usually spends her mornings knitting or watching the news in the den,” Kiera said. “Shall we go find her?”

      “Of course,” Hunter said, following Kiera and stepping carefully to keep her shoes from squeaking on the marble.

      They didn’t make it very far into the house before Kiera stopped abruptly and Hunter – looking around in awe at the intricate details of the foyer - nearly smacked right into her. A loud screech of her rubber nursing shoe on expensive marble echoed across the tall ceiling as Kiera stepped into a large archway on the right side of the foyer and asked, “Nana, what on earth are you doing?”
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