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Chapter one

Chapter 1





I’m parked in the middle of the road after driving for hours, leaving my old life behind. It’s a chilly Sunday afternoon, and I find myself under attack from an aggressive bunch of turkeys. 

They’re strutting across the road, completely unfazed by my presence, gobbling like they own the place. Looking straight at me, they stop right in front of the Welcome to Pulse Point sign. I sit in my car, trying to make sense of how ridiculous this is, questioning whether I should get the hell out of the road or try to scare them off. But there are too many to count, and one even starts pecking at my bumper.

No way am I going to sit here any longer and wait. The turkeys need to move so I can drive. This is me taking control and facing whatever comes next head-on.

I push the door open and step outside, the cold air hitting my face. I don’t move at first, even as I stand there, staring them down. Just as I start to wonder how to handle this crazy situation, wings flap hard beside me and a blur of feathers flashes past. 

“What the—” My pulse rises, and I turn just in time to see the damn thing hopping onto the driver’s seat. I’m about to close the door, but it’s too late… It’s already made itself at home. And of course, I’m driving a Mercedes-Benz with doors that open like wings. Fucking great.

My hands rest on my hips as I switch my gaze between the turkey in my car and the others edging closer. If I lock the turkey in there, it’s sure to make a mess, but if I leave the door open, I could end up with all his friends inside.

Waving my arms, I lunge forward. “Go on, move!” I shout, but the turkey in the driver’s seat doesn’t budge. Of course, I expected that to work… at least a little. But the damn bird just stares at me like I’m the idiot. As a last-ditch effort, I let out a weak gobble… Don’t ask me why. The other turkeys respond with even louder gobbles and march toward me. A groan slips out of me as frustration bubbles to the surface. This is absolutely absurd.

My mind races through the possibilities. What the hell am I supposed to do? I press my palms against my temples, trying to think clearly over the gobbles.

Fucking hell.

I’m tired, cranky, and desperately want to sit down with a drink after an incredibly long day. Most of my stuff is in storage, but everything that actually matters is crammed into that car, and if that turkey makes a mess, I’ll have nothing left.

Pulling out my phone, I check for service… Nothing. Not that I even know who I’d call. Animal control? AAA? Maybe Isaac, my friend, just so someone can laugh at this with me. I can’t even Google how to remove a turkey from a Mercedes.

What the fuck is wrong with this place?

I shove my phone back into my pocket just as the sound of an engine revs. Hope fills me as a blue Toyota Corolla pulls over and out jumps a woman wearing a blue New York Yankees hat, matching leggings, and a fitted tank top.

Perhaps she’s from around here. Which means she’s probably dealt with turkey standoffs before. Maybe things are about to get better.

“Looks like you’ve got yourself a problem here.” She glances at the turkeys.

A smartass. Great.

“You think?” I cross my arms.

She bursts out laughing, and for a second, my shoulders drop, the tension in my neck easing against my will. It’s not funny, but her laugh is so damn infectious that even I can’t help but crack a smile. Maybe the problem lies with my car. Perhaps they can sense I’m not a local.

“Do you know how to get rid of them?” I point to the one in my car.

“What kind of car is this?” she asks, raising an eyebrow, confusion flickering across her face.

Is she serious? It’s a Mercedes-Benz SLS AMG… How does she not know that? I guess it’s a sign of just how far I am from New York.

“A Mercedes.” I glance at my sleek, high-tech car that’s fetching compliments everywhere I go. But right now, I’m seriously regretting it. It’s not built for these situations. I really wish I had something that I have zero pride in protecting instead.

“This one right here?” She points to the turkey in my car. “He’s the king of the flock.” She doesn’t hesitate, her tone matter-of-fact. “You need to nudge him away for the rest to follow.”

Nudge him? Right. I doubt it’s that simple. He looks like he’ll peck my face off.

I raise an eyebrow, wondering how she knows that, but it makes sense. The big guy’s puffed up, while the others keep their distance, waiting for him to make the first move.

As I lock eyes with her, something sparks: a challenge in her gaze that draws me in and dares me not to back down. A smile lingers on her lips, as if the entire situation is a big joke to her. My attention drops to her athletic build, and for a split second, I wonder how she finds this so amusing while I’m stuck in this nightmare. I shake my head and draw my focus back to the turkey in the front seat, now preening its feathers like it’s got all the time in the world. The rest of the flock stands by, watching, as if they’re waiting for some kind of signal to move.

If that signal is all aboard! I’m screwed.

If it’s attack the new guy, I’m really fucking screwed.

Still, I square my shoulders. I didn’t pack up my entire life and move to a new town just to be outsmarted by a fucking turkey.

So, if the plan is to nudge him, then fine… I’m going in.

“Okay, so how do we get him and the rest to go? What do I need to do to make him leave?”

She bends into her car, and my eyes involuntarily glance down at her ass before I force myself to look away.

“Sorry, Russell, this is all I have today.” She pulls something out of her car.

I snort. “The turkey has a fucking name?”

“Yeah, Russell’s definitely the star around here.”

“You’d be better off cooking him.” As if he hears my words, Russell waddles out of my car and right up to her, flashing me a look that says he’s more confident than I am… Great.

With a deliberate move, she tosses something to him, and he happily pecks at it before she dusts off her hands, a satisfied smile spreading across her face as the other turkeys scatter off the road. “I’m assuming you’re heading into town?” 

“Yeah.”

“Get in quick!” she yells, hopping back into her car. I hesitate for a moment, glancing at the feathers scattered everywhere, and a strong, musky odor hanging in the air. With no time to clean my seat, I ignore it, grumbling under my breath as I jump back in, quickly slamming the door behind me.

She takes off, her car zipping down the road, and I follow, focusing on the way the turkeys disappear in the rearview mirror. Relieved to leave them behind, I lose sight of the Corolla but keep my attention on the directions I need to get to Keith’s, my dad’s best friend’s, place.

I cruise through town, playing “More Than A Feeling,” my father’s favorite song, which brings me comfort, turning it up as I take in the wide sidewalks, the vibrant storefronts, and the bare trees lining the road with their autumn leaves falling. A few small businesses catch my eye… like an old-fashioned bakery with a hand-painted sign and a cozy café with tables spilling out onto the sidewalk. There are trucks and SUVs here, blending seamlessly with the charm of the town. Which makes me feel out of place.

Pulling into a long driveway, my mouth opens at the sight of Keith’s white weatherboard house with its green tile roof. It looks like paradise compared to what I’ve left behind. It’s surrounded by lush trees, and a big fountain in the front garden with flowers around it. You don’t get that kind of welcome at a New York condo.

After I park, turn off the engine, and step out, I can’t even be bothered to be concerned about the mess from the turkey or even gathering my bags because the front door swings open. All I want to do is say hello.

As I approach, a friendly smile greets me. It’s a familiar face… with gray hair, black-rimmed glasses, and a gray beard. Something tightens in my chest. I hadn’t realized how much I missed seeing someone who actually knows me.

“Adrian, so nice to see you. It’s been too long.” Keith wraps his arms around me. At first, I’m stiff with surprise, but as his warmth seeps in, I settle into the embrace. My muscles relax, and I return the hug with a firm grip. The last time I saw him was at my dad’s funeral—a moment that now feels like a lifetime ago. When it’s only been a year.

I step out of the hug and roll my shoulders, trying to release the stress of the last few weeks. Pretend I’m just tired from the road and not everything else.

“How was your drive?” Keith looks at me with fatherly concern.

“Long.” I meet his gaze for a second, then look away, forcing a shrug. Because long is easier than I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing.

“Where’s all your stuff?” He gestures toward the trunk of my car.

“I left it in the car.”

“Let’s go grab it.” He starts down the path, and I follow. He’s acting like this is just another normal day, but I’m bracing for the comment of is that it?

I open the trunk and pull out a couple of cases and bags.

Keith’s brow creases. “Where’d the rest of your stuff go?”

“In storage for now.” So is my old life. I follow him back to the house and into my new life. “When I find a place here, I’ll have it all moved.”

“Good idea. There are a few places up for sale. I’ll happily take you to check them out when you’re ready.”

“I’m in no rush. I just want to get settled here and work.”

The heaviness of my past still eats at me.

“Of course. Just let me know when you’re ready. Meanwhile, it’ll be good having someone around.” He pats me on the shoulder.

It hits me—the raw vulnerability in his words. He lost his wife, Sage, a few months before my dad passed, and I know that pain of loneliness all too well… being an only child and losing both my parents.

When he called one day to check in on me, I told him I’d lost my job. He listened quietly as I explained what happened, and then he mentioned his general practice was expanding and he was hiring. “You should come work for me,” he said, almost casually. But I remember the way he paused, waiting for my answer, and how his voice cracked just slightly with relief when I said yes… as if he’d been hoping I’d ask for help but knew I never would.

I do have a couple of friends, but in terms of family, he’s it. My father met him back in college. When I realized my reputation was in ruins after being dismissed for failing to follow orders, the idea of working at another big-city hospital made my stomach churn. I wanted a change, and his offer felt like a lifeline, a chance to start over.

We head into his house in silence; the only sounds are our footsteps on the hardwood floors. The place smells of coffee and clean linen.

I’ve never been here before. There was always an invitation, but I had excuses. Work or timing. I didn’t think my dad or Sage would go so soon. Now it feels like I’ve arrived too late.

Keith leads me down a short hallway, then into a bedroom. He drops the bags on the floor with a grunt. I take a look around the bedroom, which has wooden floors and matching furniture. A gray rug sits beneath a bed with green and white sheets, and artwork brightens the wall.

His house is far bigger than I expected. The room is spacious, filled with light streaming from the large open windows. Keith points out the features, like the television and Wi-Fi.

His pride shines through as he continues his tour of the house. Wooden accents carry throughout, with subtle reminders of his wife scattered around the place.

Photos of the two of them laughing, hiking, and dancing. Little trinkets line the shelves. The living room has a fireplace, a gray sofa, and a coffee table piled with their books. It’s like she’s still here, just in another room.

“Do you want a drink?” he asks as he goes into the kitchen.

“I’d love one.” I follow him.

My heart jumps as I notice a community newspaper that’s open on the counter. I can’t help myself and read the first two lines before Keith snatches it away. Bold letters scream: New Doctor Due to Arrive in Town After Being Professionally Dismissed in New York City.

“They make it sound worse than it was,” I start as my stomach sinks, but the words come out weaker than I’d like.

“Don’t read that bullshit.” Flailing his hand, he gestures for me to dismiss the article.

I nod, though it still stings to see. It was to save someone’s life, but the board didn’t care about my motives… They only saw the breach of protocol.

Keith hands me a beer, and I take it without a word. He lifts his bottle, and I tap mine against it, the clink cutting through the silence. I take a long swig, letting the bitterness settle.

“To new beginnings,” I murmur.

He discards the newspaper into the trash, and for a moment, I’m grateful for his distraction. “Oh, before I forget, there’s a welcome party next week. The community wants to introduce you.” He hesitates before adding, “I think it’ll be good to counter the bad publicity. Show your face.”

My gaze shifts from the trash back to him. “I don’t think that’s what they want.”

With his expression serious, he leans forward slightly, like he’s silently promising that one day, this will all be behind me. “You’re a good man, Adrian. This town is lucky to have you.”

I smile, or at least try to, even though my insides feel tight. It’s been a rocky start. First, the turkeys don’t like me, and already, the gossip is starting, but I just want a clean slate.

“How far off is the general practice from being ready?” I tap my fingers on the beer bottle, the rhythm helping to calm the nerves. I’m dreading heading back into a hospital while I wait for the practice renovations to finish, but I cling to the hope that the environment here will feel more welcoming.

“Twelve months. It’s a lot slower here than in the city.”

“Right,” I mutter as my stomach twists once more with unease. “I hope the people are a little different here.”

“They will be. You’ll blend in. The doctors here are like you,” he assures me, a glint of confidence in his eyes. “Smart, driven, and they get results, no matter what it takes.”

“Do they know about my dismissal?”

“Yeah. There’s a section of the weekly community newspaper that’s called ‘Dr. Whisperer.’ Best to avoid that for a bit.”

“Thanks for the tip.” I take another sip, the refreshment hitting just right.

“I didn’t know what you were thinking for dinner. Did you want to stay in or head to the bar?”

“I’m happy to grab some takeout. I want to hit the sack early tonight.”

“That sounds like a plan.” Keith’s grin stretches wider before he takes another swig of his drink.

Needing to change the subject, I say with a shake of my head, “I met Russell on my way in.”

“Oh, you did? Those nuisance turkeys.”

I finish off my beer. “I literally got stuck trying to get here. They wouldn’t get off the road. Russell even jumped into my car, took a shit on my seat… I couldn’t get him out.”

Keith nearly chokes on his beer, a laugh escaping him. “He’s the worst.”

I toss my bottle into the trash. “I’m going to clean my car and take a quick shower before we order dinner.”

“Sounds good.”

Turning away, I head outside, but something stirs in my gut. This is it. This is where I’ll seek my redemption.








  
  

Chapter two

Chapter 2





“Amelia, do you mind coming into my office for a minute?” Luna’s voice carries across the moderately spacious newsroom of The Pulse Bulletin. 

Several heads pop up from behind their computer monitors. The newsroom is unusually full today. Hunter and Corey huddle by the coffee station, discussing the upcoming city council vote, and Olive furiously types at her desk, organized with color-coded folders and press releases. Even Detective Lawson has wandered in from the police station across the street, wanting to discuss the weekend crime report.

Everyone’s staring as I grab my laptop and push back from my desk, my stomach churning with nerves as I walk through the office. I like the feature of cubicles in the newsroom, but not when I’m getting called to Luna’s office. 

Sunlight streams through the tall windows, and the glass walls with their black frames seem to close in around me. 

I smooth my cream sweater, making sure it still looks neat against my black pants. Luna rarely calls anyone into her glass-walled office unless something significant is happening… good or bad. I’ve been knee-deep in an article about the upcoming welcome party, but this feels important.

“Looks like someone’s in trouble,” Hunter whispers to Corey, just loud enough for me to hear. “Maybe City Manager Ezra finally complained about that piece on the development project.” 

A few chuckles ripple through the newsroom.

“If Ezra had a problem with my reporting, he’d need to read it first.”

Hunter lifts his hands in mock surrender. Corey grins.

Violet shoots Hunter a withering look before giving me an encouraging smile. Ignore them, she mouths.

Violet’s always had my back, since most people here are disconnected from me. My quiet way of working and my relationship with Luna outside of work has pissed off pretty much everyone over the years. They respect my work because they have to, as my investigative pieces bring in the readers and boost our numbers, but they keep their distance. I rarely get invited to drinks at Pulse Point Tavern, and conversations die when I walk into the room.

Olive doesn’t even bother looking up as I pass, but I notice how her typing becomes more aggressive, her fingers hitting the keyboard with unnecessary force.

As I make my way toward Luna’s office with its clean ‘EDITOR-IN-CHIEF’ lettering on the glass door, I feel the eyes of everyone in our newsroom. I hold my head high despite the discomfort, my laptop clutched to my chest. Behind me, the whispers begin again with theories about why the boss wants to see me.

Inside Luna’s office, I settle into the chair opposite her. As always, she looks impeccable. Long brown hair falling over a beige silk blouse, big gold hoops shining in the light. Her pink nails are flawless, makeup bold yet tasteful. She leans forward, hands clasped, a bright, genuine smile spreading across her face, which comforts me.

“So, I called you in to let you know I’m scaling back,” she says, her eyes focused on me. “I need someone to help lighten the load. It’s starting to feel like too much, especially now that I’m getting older.”

I’m surprised. At fifty-one, she’s not what I’d call old. But I get it, running a growing company isn’t for the faint of heart.

“I’ve decided to hire someone for my role part-time,” she continues. “I’m pulling people in individually to see if there’s leadership potential. If you’re interested, I’ll be keeping a closer eye on your work moving forward.”

The idea of being both a journalist and a part-time editor-in-chief makes my heart race in the best way. “I’d love that opportunity,” I say, barely containing the excitement in my voice.

“I’m pleased. After twelve years, Amelia, you’re practically the foundation of this place. I remember when you covered that shop fire your first month here. Look how far you’ve come. Your knowledge is irreplaceable, and that network of contacts you’ve built across Pulse Point to the surrounding towns takes years. The newer staff may not realize it, but half of our scoops come from relationships you’ve made.”

My chest swells with pride. I sit a little straighter, feeling that rush of validation. Maybe this is it… my shot at something more. I’ve earned it. 

I’ve always wanted to be a journalist. Luna is my mom’s closest friend, and I’ve worked here since I was fourteen. Luna would let me come to work with her to sort the mail, restock the breakroom, and pretend I wasn’t eavesdropping during story meetings. Those afternoons, surrounded by the noise of printers and the smell of fresh ink, planted the seed of desire in my heart.

But this isn’t the life I imagined.

I thought I’d outgrow this town. Take what I learned and run with it. Maybe I’d land a bigger paper, in a city where people didn’t know me as Luna’s best friend’s daughter. And follow my dream of reporting on more lifestyle topics like fashion, beauty, and trends, but that kind of coverage isn’t exactly popular in a town like this. But then Mom got sick, and running wasn’t an option anymore. So I stayed. And that meant working my way up here, in the same building where it all started.

“And congratulations on your latest article,” she adds. “It was sharp, engaging, and stirred up just the right amount of buzz.” 

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She smiles.

I wrote about the new doctor in town. The one who broke protocol by administering unauthorized medication and was dismissed from a major New York City hospital. I still don’t understand why someone like that thinks they can just waltz in here, setting up shop as if nothing happened. Exposing him felt like doing the town a favor.

“Are you working on another piece about him?” she asks.

Ever since the article ran, locals have been calling and emailing the paper or stopping Luna in the street, asking for more.

“Yes, and one on the welcome party.” The words feel bitter on my tongue.

“It’ll be sensational,” Luna says. “I want you covering it. Photos, articles, the works.”

“Of course. I think it’s great to welcome him,” I manage, though I’m not convinced he deserves it. But I keep my opinions to myself. No way am I jeopardizing this promotion. Because this isn’t just a title; it’s a raise that means I can pay medical and daily bills with ease, and have more control over the stories I pitch, and finally get some respect in the newsroom.

Sure, the town’s heard the rumors, people talk, but that’s never stopped them from showing up with pie and chairs. That’s just how they are. They’d rather be seen as warm and neighborly than risk looking judgmental or divided. Hosting a welcome party doesn’t mean they’re taking sides; it just means they’re being polite.

Still, I can’t help but wonder why he’d agree to come. Surely he knows someone will be there covering it. Then again, who knows… he might not even show up.

“I’m opening the position externally too,” she adds casually, as if it’s no big deal.

The words hit like a punch. My stomach sinks. I thought it would stay within the team. Most of us have been here for years, staying in this town, covering the usual local stories… Minor fires, car accidents, the mayor’s latest drama about ducks, or more recently the Mercedes-Benz driver’s turkey takeover. I remember how a few days ago, I saved Adrian when his car got overtaken by turkeys. And I’m not talking about a few birds. No, I’m talking about an entire flock, led by King Russell himself. I’ll never forget the look on his face when I pulled up. I knew food would work. As soon as Russell started pecking, I warned Adrian to get in his car before the turkeys figured out they’d been tricked. Then I took off, heading home after picking up medication for Mom from the nearby town, Prescott Valley.

I force a smile. “Let me know if you need anything else for the weekend.”

“I know you’ll do great,” she says warmly. “Better let you get back to it.”

As I leave her office, determination flares within me. This isn’t over. Not by a long shot.

I head back to my desk, my heart still racing from the meeting. My butt barely touches the chair before Violet leans over her laptop, whispering across the white desk.

“What was that about?”

I know she hasn’t had her talk with Luna yet, but she will.

Violet and I are similar in style… Black pants, a camel coat draped over her chair, a sleek black top, and her straightened, glossy black hair falling perfectly into place. She only started here a couple of years ago when her family moved to town.

I’m about to tell Violet about the meeting, just as Luna calls her name.

Violet stands, smoothing her pants, and heads into Luna’s office.

When she returns, she drops into her chair.

“Are you excited?” I ask, leaning forward.

“No,” she replies flatly.

“You don’t want it? You’re not even going to apply?”

She shakes her head. “No, I’m happy where I am. You go for it.”

I sit with that, the simplicity of her answer both shocking and enviable. Wouldn’t it be easier if I could be content?

A flicker of dedication lights me up again. I dive back into my follow-up story, determined to impress Luna.

A new email from Luna hits my inbox. Subject line: New Restaurant Opening. Pulse & Co, Soft Launch Tonight.

Of course. Another food feature. My fourth this month. 

It’s not that the food isn’t good. It’s just… how many ways can I describe a tasting plate before I start to sound like a menu myself?

I close the email without reading the rest. 

The office clears out at five, but I stay until five-thirty, as usual. That extra half-hour feels like a quiet promise to myself. A reminder that I’m willing to go the extra mile.

Before I head out, I look through my socials. I’m mid-scroll when a video auto-plays on my feed. It’s my sister, Aurora, standing on a rooftop in LA, the skyline behind her. First week as a junior buyer at Bloomingdale’s. Still feels surreal, her caption reads, followed by three champagne emojis and the hashtag #PostGradDreams.

A hollow ache settles in my chest. People always leave… for school, for jobs, for something bigger. And I stay. Even Aurora, my little sister, she’s twenty-three and already living the life I used to dream about. 

I used to imagine myself in a city like that, going after stories that set my heart on fire. I even had the application saved for a job in New York.

But then Mom was diagnosed with atrial fibrillation a few years ago. The bills piled up. And here I am, watching someone else live the life I wanted, while I write about turkeys hijacking luxury vehicles.

Mom used to teach art at the elementary school. She loved it, always came home with glitter in her hair and paint on her sleeves. But since the flare-up a few months ago, the dizzy spells and the new meds, she’s been on medical leave. She says it’s just until things stabilize, but I’ve seen the way she touches her chest when she thinks no one’s looking. She hasn’t been back to the classroom yet, and I’m not sure when she will.

Fifteen minutes later, I pull into our large circular driveway, climb the three steps to the front door, and let myself in with my key. The noise hits me instantly. Home.

I’m the oldest of seven. A chaotic, wonderful mix of boys and girls. At twenty-seven, I carry the invisible badge of eldest child responsibilities. Ignoring the noise of the kids, I drop my bag in my room and head to the living room, where Mom’s curled up on the sofa, her face a little paler than usual. I tell myself not to overthink it. She’s just tired. Still, a twist curls in my stomach.

“Hey.” I lean down to kiss her cheek. “Have you eaten?”

She blinks up at me, smiling. “Not yet. Just needed to rest a bit first.”

“I’ll get started. What would you like for dinner?”

“I’ll help.” She slowly rises. “I hadn’t planned anything in particular.”

I hold out my hand. “No, you rest. I’ve got it.”

“I’m sick of resting. That’s all I do.” She waves me off.

I glance at her as she walks into the kitchen, noticing how carefully she moves, the way she pauses slightly when catching her breath.

“Mom,” I say softly behind her.

Grabbing vegetables from the fridge, she lays them on the counter.

“How are you feeling today?” I grab a knife, cutting board, and pot.

I wait, expecting her usual answer while chopping broccoli. But stay hopeful for something different.

She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I’m fine, sweetheart. Just a little tired.”

I put the knife down gently. “You don’t have to pretend with me.”

With a sigh, she leans against the counter. “I know. But worrying about it won’t change anything. I’m managing.”

I watch her from the corner of my eye as we work. Her breathing is shallow again, the kind that barely reaches past her ribs and makes me worry. She used to glide through the kitchen, humming, wiping down counters, stirring sauce, or checking on the oven. Now she has to pause just to catch her breath.

A tightness builds in my chest as my mind races. What if I don’t get that promotion? What if something happens to her, and I can’t afford the hospital bills? What if I’m not enough to hold all this together? Will I be forced to tell my siblings about our financial situation? 

I swallow hard, the words catching in my throat. I’m scared, Mom. I keep thinking… what if something happens to you? I feel like I’m trying to hold everything together, and I don’t know if I can. But I don’t say it. I can’t. Because if I do, I’m sure tears and panic will come. Pretending is the only thing holding me together.

Opening the fridge, I try to decide between chicken or fish, like my world isn’t shifting from underneath me.

When I return to the counter, she reaches for my hand, her fingers cool. “Amelia, you don’t have to carry it all. I know you feel responsible, but I’m still your mom. I’m still here. And I’m proud of you… for everything. I don’t want you to sacrifice your life for mine. You’re young. You should be out with friends… or a nice man.”

Of course, she knows.

I never said a word, but she saw it anyway… she always does. But that’s the thing about her: she can see it even when I think I’m hiding it well.

“Luna said I’m being considered for a promotion. I’m trying not to get my hopes up.”

Her face lights up, pride shining through the exhaustion as she squeezes my hand. “I’m so proud of you. You deserve this.”

I nod, feeling both lighter and heavier at the same time. “Thanks, Mom.”

I return to cooking, the clink of utensils and the low hiss of the stove bringing me back to the moment. Behind me, the familiar noise of my family fills the kitchen.

The table’s nearly full now. Hazel, sixteen, lounges at the far end, one leg draped over the other, eyes glued to her phone. “Fifty-eight seconds flat,” she says without looking up. “Coach nearly cried. Honestly, I should be scouted already.”

Next to her, Atlas, fourteen, hunches over a napkin, tongue poking out the corner of his mouth as he adds scales to a dragon’s tail he’s drawing. “Hey, move your elbow,” he mumbles when Sofia leans across him, holding out a piece of paper.

“Guys, can you read with me? Just this scene,” Sofia, who’s twelve, pleads. “It’s for tomorrow’s audition.”

“Only if the dragon gets a voice too,” Atlas mutters.

A blur dashes past the table—six-year-old Felix, wearing nothing but superhero undies. “Spiderman doesn’t do broccoli!” he yells, leaping onto the sofa.

Jasper, fifteen and full of opinions, leans back in his chair. “Did you know, in Finland, they don’t even give homework? And the kids there are super smart.” He shrugs. “I’m just saying, maybe we’re the ones doing it wrong.”

One chair remains empty. No one ever sits there, even though we’ve long stopped setting a place for him.

Dad’s seat.

The back left leg still wobbles. I keep meaning to fix it, but I never do.

The noise used to feel overwhelming when I was younger, each new sibling adding another layer to the chaos. But it wasn’t the volume, it was the weight of helping, of stepping in, of becoming the one who holds it all together when no one else does.

Now, though… the noise feels like home.

After dinner, we clear the table, and Mom pulls out Monopoly. It’s our weekly tradition… no phones, just us, rolling dice, laughing, and bonding.

It starts off innocently enough. Atlas grabs the race car before anyone else can. “I’m the car. It gets better mileage,” he says seriously, like that has any effect on dice rolls.

“You never even play it right,” Sofia mutters as she snatches the banker tray and tucks it close to her chest. “You can’t buy utilities and skip paying. That’s not how strategy works.”

Atlas shrugs, already rolling. “Worked last time.”

I land on Mayfair. And of course, there’s a hotel.

“Fourteen hundred,” Sofia says smugly, extending her hand.

“Seriously?” I groan as I toss her the bills. 

Felix slaps a Chance card down and yells, “I win!”

“Felix,” I say gently. “You’re in jail.”

He frowns, then grins. “Spiderman can do whatever he wants ‘cause he’s awesome.”

Looking insulted, Jasper chimes in. “Is anyone listening? I was talking about other countries’ school systems. No homework. Kids are happier.” He picks this conversation back up from dinner.

“Jasper,” I mutter. “We’re playing Monopoly.”

“Are you sure you’re not cursed?” Hazel jokes from her spot next to me. She likes watching me suffer in board games.

“I’m not cursed,” I grumble, handing over my last blue fifty-dollar bill. “It’s a test of character.”

“And how’s that working out for you?”

“Not great.”

By the end of the game, alliances have crumbled, fake bills are dramatically thrown across the room, and Felix is trying to convince us that “free parking” means that he owns the car now, not Atlas. We laugh until our stomachs hurt.

This is home. This is why I stay. This promotion could help us.








  
  

Chapter three

Chapter 3





Istep into the house after an eight-mile run, sweat clinging to my skin, still catching my breath from the last push. The cool morning air feels different in Pulse Point… crisper, like it cleans my lungs with every inhale. Being here for a week, this has become my new routine, and honestly, it’s more peaceful than I expected. 

With so little traffic, I can let my mind wander and work out any problems. Sure, the past lingers like a shadow, but I focus on what’s right in front of me. Every day, I pick a new direction to run in. The best part? No crowds. No accidental shoulder bumps. Just me and my footsteps on the sidewalks.

I quietly close the door behind me, trying to stay quiet, but the rich scent of fresh coffee leads me straight to Keith. He’s at the kitchen counter, pouring steaming coffee into a mug.

“Morning,” I say, hands on my hips, lungs burning from the sprint finish.

Keith glances over with a smile. His plaid shirt is wrinkled, flat hair on one side like he rolled out of bed ten minutes ago. He holds up a mug in a silent offer.

I wipe the sweat from my brow. “I’d love some, but I’m gonna shower first.”

“Go right ahead. I’ll wait a few minutes, then brew a fresh cup just for you. Want me to make some eggs too?”

I shake my head, appreciating the offer, but feeling a pang of guilt. “Nah, don’t worry about it, Keith. You’re already doing more than enough for me.”

Inside the bathroom, I peel off my damp clothes and step into the hot shower, letting the water wash away the tension in my muscles. Afterward, I towel off and pull on a pair of new blue jeans and a brown t-shirt, both a little softer and better fitting than the daily suit I’m used to. I run a hand through my still-damp hair and glance at my reflection. I look presentable. Almost like I belong.

It’s been a week, and tomorrow, I start as a doctor at the hospital until Keith’s practice is ready for me. This week has been about settling in, getting my bearings. But today, I’ve got one thing on my list: a haircut at the barber Keith pointed out the other day.

A few minutes later, I’m back in the kitchen, where my coffee waits for me on the counter. “Thanks.” I take a long, satisfying sip. The bitterness is exactly what I need after another restless night.

“How’d you sleep?” he asks, clutching his own cup.

“All right,” I lie, not ready to unpack the mess in my head. Thoughts of dismissal, feeling like I wasn’t enough, echoes of my dad’s words to “toughen up,” still lurk in the background. But I’m here to start over, to move past all that. Sleep will come eventually. I just need time.

“So, what’s the plan for today?” I ask, wanting to change topics. 

“I thought we could stop by the practice after we head into town. Just check in. Then, later, there’s the welcome party.”

My stomach tightens at the reminder. A flicker of something like dread washes over me. I rub the back of my neck, suddenly too aware of the way the collar of my t-shirt sits against my skin. Parties aren’t really my thing, not now, when everything already feels rocky. But maybe it’ll work in my favor, especially with Keith there. “What time?” I ask.

“Five. We’ll head back here around four to get ready. I’ll drive since I’m bringing food and drinks.”

“What are you bringing?”

“Mac and cheese. Everyone brings a dish. I’m not spoiling the surprise, though. You’ll see why this place is special soon enough.”

I nod, draining the last of my coffee.

At the very least, I can show up looking like I’ve got it together… even if I don’t feel like it yet.


      ***I push open the door to the barbershop, the bell chiming softly overhead. The place looks just like the ones back in the city with brick walls, chairs in a line, big windows letting in streams of natural light, and that familiar mix of wax, hairspray, and aftershave lingering in the air. Nothing fancy, but it has a charm, the kind that feels lived in.

A bearded guy in his mid-thirties, with a solid build like he spends serious time at the gym, greets me with a friendly smile. Tattoos snake up both arms, and his confident stance says he owns the place, or at least runs the show.

“Hey.” He pauses mid-trim, clippers still in hand, and glances up to greet me.

“Hi. Do you have time for a haircut?” I ask, wiping sweat from my temple.

His eyes scan me briefly, not in a judgmental way, just a quick once-over. Normally, I don’t overthink stuff, but here, in this unfamiliar place, even the smallest thing makes me feel like I stick out.

“Yeah. Take a seat here.” He points to one of the black chairs. “I’ll be a couple of minutes, then I’ll be right with you.”

I slide into the seat, noticing he’s the only barber working. But it’s nine a.m., so maybe it’s just early.

There’s a small TV in the corner, playing the morning news on low volume. I watch it for a few seconds, then glance at the barber, who finishes up with an older gentleman, their conversation drifting from sports to grandkids.

After a few friendly pats on the back and a chuckle, the man pulls out his wallet, hands over a bill, and waves off the change with a grin. There’s something easy and familiar in the way the barber interacts with him, like he knows how to make people feel comfortable without trying too hard.

When he’s done, the barber brushes off his hands and walks over to me.

“I’m Derek,” he says, offering a hand. “I own the place.”

“Adrian. I just moved here.” I shake his hand.

He doesn’t mention the article, doesn’t give any sign he recognizes me from the picture, and maybe he doesn’t. Or maybe he does and just wants to form his own impression. The thought makes my chest feel like it’s opening up, just a little.

“So, what brings you to town?” He drapes a cape around me and snaps it in place.

“I’m joining Keith Montgomery’s practice.”

He raises an eyebrow, a flicker of recognition. “Keith Montgomery, huh?” He pauses. “So you’re planning to stick around, then? Not just a couple of months kind of thing?”

“Yeah, I’m here for good. I’m staying with Keith while I look for something to purchase.” 

I’m staying because, truthfully, I have no other choice. No hospital’s going to take me after the way things ended, and Keith gave me an opportunity when no one else would. I owe him.

“Smart move. All right, tell me what you want.”

I run my fingers through the hair on the sides of my head. “Short on the sides, like a one or two, faded up. Keep the top a bit longer, you know, just clean it up.”

“Got it.” Derek grabs the clippers and starts working. A steady buzz of the clippers fills the space, mixed with faint music playing from a radio in the corner.

“You from here?” I ask.

“Born and raised. My dad owned this shop before me.”

“Do you work alone?”

“Most mornings, yeah. I’ve got a guy who helps out in the afternoons. Regulars like their routines.”

We fall into easy conversation. He tells me about the local bar, The Pulse Point Tavern, good for watching sports, with an awesome outdoor area.

“What about gyms? Cafes?” I ask.

Derek lists off a gym just down the road, a bakery with the best pastries, a coffee shop that knows how to make a decent cold brew, and a smoothie spot I’d probably never find on my own. Some of it overlaps with what Keith has shown me, but he adds his own personal twist.

We talk about where to buy a house, which spots are quiet, and which ones have character. He doesn’t sugarcoat anything, which I appreciate.

When he finishes, he brushes off the stray hairs and adds a bit of gel.

“What do you think?”

I check it out, running my hand over the fresh fade. “Nailed it. Thanks.”

Derek unclips the cape, gives it a shake, and grins. “Nice meeting you, Adrian. See you next time.”

“Definitely. Thanks for the suggestions.”

I pull out my wallet to pay, and as I turn to leave, he calls out, “Hey, take my number. A couple of buddies and I head out to the bar on Fridays. I could introduce you around if you want to tag along.”

“Sounds good,” I say, surprised at how natural the offer feels. After the mess at the last hospital, I’m wary of making new friends, especially at work. But maybe having a circle outside of that would be better.

I step outside, and for the first time in a while, I feel lighter. Like maybe starting over isn’t just possible… it might actually be nice.

On my way back to Keith’s truck, where he’s waiting for me, my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, glancing at the screen. Isaac. Relief hits me as I answer.

“Hey, man,” he says. “How’s it going out there in the sticks?”

“So far, so good. Still finding my feet,” I reply, relief settling into my chest at the familiar voice.

“You start work yet?”

Huffing out a breath, I kick a loose rock as I walk. “Nah, not yet. Checking out the practice later today. Haven’t been inside the hospital yet. I start tomorrow.”

“How you feeling about that?”

I reach the truck, leaning against the door as I rub the back of my neck. “Fucking scared, honestly. Like… the shit from the city will follow me.”

Isaac sighs. “Try not to think about that, man. It’s a fresh start.”

I roll the words around in my head, knowing he’s right.

“How is it back there?” If anyone knows, it’s him. He’s still in the thick of it at the hospital.

“They’ve moved on,” he says. “You know how it is—one drama, then on to the next.”

I scoff. “Yeah, well, I’m sure if I were still around, they’d be talking about it.”

“Probably.” He doesn’t lie, and I appreciate that. “But you’re not. And honestly? You’re gonna be better off where you are.”

A deep chuckle leaves my throat. “How the fuck would you know?”

“I don’t,” he admits. “I’m just trying to make you feel better. Is it working?”

I shake my head, smiling despite myself. “You know what? It kinda is.”

“Good. My job here is done. Call me later.”

“Alright, will do.”

I hang up as I grip the truck handle for a second before climbing in. The interior smells faintly of leather and pine, the dashboard dusty but well-kept. The door creaks slightly as it shuts.

Maybe Isaac’s right. I need to start believing this is my fresh start and not be hung up on the past.

But fresh starts don’t change what’s happened. And some shit has a way of catching up with you.

I glance around, noticing the number of trucks in the parking lot and along the streets as we pull away. Back in New York, it’s all busy, fast, and loud with sedans and honking taxis. Here, it’s quieter and slower. A different kind of energy altogether.

“Seems like everyone drives a truck around here,” I say, buckling my seatbelt.

Keith chuckles, shifting gears smoothly. “Yeah, it’s just more practical. Hauling wood for the fireplace, dealing with rougher roads… It fits the lifestyle. Back in the city, your car made sense, but out here, it’s a different story. Plus, when you get your own place, having a truck might come in handy. No rush, though.”

Keith owns a few vehicles: his sturdy truck, Sage’s sleek sedan, and an old convertible with a soft top that looks like it’s seen a few summers but still holds its charm. I’d rather have one car, so I’m willing to give up the Mercedes.

“All right, let’s go.” His voice carries a note of excitement that’s contagious. “Did your dad ever tell you how I came about getting the practice?”

I shake my head as part of me stiffens. Talking about my dad still feels hard. But I’m curious about the stories Keith might have. “No.”

He flicks his gaze to me for a moment before turning his focus back to the road. His hands grip the steering wheel. “I met Sage here, and she couldn’t move to the city, so I was moping around, trying to figure out what to do with myself. The practice was up for sale because the doctor was retiring. Your dad gave me the money to buy it. I paid him back as soon as I could, but I wouldn’t be where I am without him. I miss him.”

Tightness fills my chest, and I stare out the window, watching the scenery blur by. I try to swallow down the lump in my throat, but it’s heavy. “So do I.”

The drive takes a few minutes, but it feels longer, the scenery shifting from residential streets to a more open stretch lined with trees.

Keith pulls into a gravel lot beside a building partially covered in scaffolding. Construction materials are neatly stacked nearby. It’s unfinished but full of potential… like everything about this new start.

I realize I don’t know much about the doctor side of Keith. As we step out of the truck, I ask a question that’s been on my mind. “So, did you always want to be a doctor?”

Keith locks the truck with a quick beep. “My dad and grandfather were doctors. Being a doctor is kind of in the family.”

We walk up a brick pathway to a building that feels more like a large house than a practice, with its pitched roof and wide front porch. Keith unlocks the door, and we step inside. The polished wooden floors shine under the bright light filtering through large windows. Light-colored timber blends with cream walls, accented by indoor plants and wrought-iron chandeliers. The scent of something citrus lingers in the air.

The reception area is spacious, dominated by a white, high-front desk with wooden countertops. Two monitors sit behind it, and everything looks fresh and modern.

“This is incredible,” I mutter, still taking it all in.

“We started with renovating the front,” Keith explains. “Expanded the reception, added new furniture. The goal is to create more space for more doctors, chiropractic care, holistic treatments, naturopathy. This town needs it, and we’re making it happen.”

He gives me a quick tour of the reception area, a couple of treatment rooms with sleek equipment, and a cozy break room with a small kitchenette. “Right now, it’s just me and a few allied health professionals who hire space. But once the extension’s done, we’ll have room for more.”

The space feels different from what I’m used to…  quieter, less clinical, and more inviting.

He opens a door to a room still under construction. One wall is missing entirely, framing the rough timber and scaffolding beyond.

Keith steps inside. “This will be your office-slash-treatment space. It’ll have a private exit out back. I’m still figuring out the finishes.”

I glance around the shell of the room, and somehow, it feels more real than the glossy reception. Maybe because this is the part that still has questions, just like me.

“I know it’s hard to picture now,” Keith says, rubbing the back of his neck. “But we’re building something good here. The town’s growing. Families are staying. And we need more hands.”

I nod, knowing he’s talking about me. Like if this place can come together piece by piece, then maybe I can too.

“How do you think you’ll like working here?” Keith asks.

I pause, considering. The usual tension I carry isn’t here; the absence of city noise and chaos giving me room to breathe. “I think this is the right step. It feels good.”

Keith grins and grabs me on the shoulder with a friendly squeeze. “I’m glad. I really think this town will grow on you. The people here will love you. It’s a joy working here, and having you on board makes it even better.”

I return his smile, feeling a flicker of something unfamiliar but welcome… hope.

“Want to grab some food in town?” he asks. “Figure it’s good to get you familiar with the spots. Plus, if you go alone later, you won’t get bombarded.”

I frown. That sounds bad. “Bombarded?”

Keith just laughs, unlocking the truck again. “You’ll see.”

We hop back into Keith’s truck, and he drives a couple of minutes down the road before pulling into a small parking lot. A large sign reading The Cozy Point catches my eye, with people heading out, to go coffee cups in hand, pausing to linger outside, chatting. I climb out, watching them, wondering how long it will take me to become one of them.

Inside, the diner buzzes with life. The walls are lined with vintage signs and framed photos; a mix of old-town charm and coziness. Mouthwatering scents of sugar, salt, and coffee hit me. My stomach growls in protest.

An older woman with silver-streaked hair, a blue sweater, and rosy cheeks spots Keith and beams. “Morning, Keith!” She wipes her hands on her white apron as she approaches.

“Good morning, Genevieve.”

Her eyes shift to me, widening with curiosity. “And who’s this?” When she glances at Keith, her expression practically shouts, You didn’t tell me.

“This is Adrian. He just moved here,” Keith introduces casually.

“Well, of course you are. I’ve been hearing all about you. Welcome, sweetheart.” She extends her hand but surprises me by pulling me into a hug. I stiffen, and by the time I awkwardly pat her back, she’s already pulled away.

“Let me get you two a table.” She arches an eyebrow at Keith like she’s silently asking if we’re expecting anyone else. Keith shakes his head, and she leads us to a booth tucked in the back corner. It’s perfect. I can see the entire diner from here. I’ve always felt more comfortable with my back to the wall, a habit from years of needing to anticipate what’s next.

“Can I get you started with some drinks?” she asks, handing us menus.

“Sure. I’ll have an Americano, no sugar or cream,” I say.

“And your usual, Keith?” she asks.

“Yes, thank you.”

She saunters off, adjusting her apron as she goes. Flipping open the menu, I pretend to read while sneaking glances around.

The diner is filled with the comforting sounds of conversation, the hiss of the espresso machine, and the occasional clink of silverware hitting plates. I’m reminded of a familiar Sunday morning spot my dad used to take me to: the smell, the sounds, even the regulars in their usual seats, it’s all coming back.

“So, what’s good here?” I ask, hoping to save myself the effort of choosing.

“The big breakfast is a good choice if you’re hungry. If not, the frittatas and baked goods are amazing. Honestly, everything here is great. That’s why I brought you. Figured you needed to taste the best of what Pulse Point offers.”

“You’re really trying to sell me on a place I already agreed to live in.”

He grins. “There’s still time for you to run.”

Run to where? I swallow the thought, staring at the menu.

Genevieve returns with our drinks. “Have you decided what you’re having?”

“I’ll take the big breakfast, please. Poached eggs with a side of avocado.”

“And for you, Keith?”

“Fried eggs on toast and crispy bacon, thanks.”

She writes it down and disappears into the bustling kitchen. I glance around again, noting a table stacked with newspapers and used books. Keith already gets the paper delivered daily, though I’ve initially avoided reading it since the last headline wasn’t exactly flattering. But curiosity got the better of me. I dug it out of the trash when Keith wasn’t looking and read the article that’s now etched into the town’s memory, thanks to a woman by the name of Amelia.

Keith’s voice pulls me back. “They’re quick with the food here. Morning rush, you know?”

“Yeah, makes sense,” I mumble.

A server swings by with two steaming plates balanced expertly on her arm. “Big breakfast, with poached eggs and avocado for you,” she says, sliding the plate in front of me. “Fried eggs on toast with crispy bacon for the doctor.”

Keith grins. “Actually, Kallie, he’s a doctor too.”

She winks at me. “Welcome.”

I mumble a quiet “Thanks,” and for a few moments, we eat in comfortable silence. The food is greasy in the best way.

Keith wipes at his mouth with a napkin, then leans back. “So… what do you think of the food?”

I finish chewing, wash it down with a sip of coffee, then nod. “It’s delicious.”

He doesn’t push, just nods back, like he knows I’m not just talking about the meal. But the combination of the food, the quiet, and the back corner is all something I needed. That’s what I am realizing about Keith. He doesn’t need to say much. He reads people in a way that we doctors do. Or maybe it’s just him, still looking after me because I’m his best friend’s kid.

After we eat, heading outside feels like stepping into a different world. People are stringing up lights between trees, setting tables along the blocked-off main street.

“You wait till tonight. The setup is unreal.”

“I don’t get the fuss about a welcome party. I don’t need one.”

“I know, but this town likes to welcome newcomers. It’s a good way to meet everyone. When I lost Sage, these people were there for me. They helped me get back on my feet.”

Guilt clenches in my chest. I wish I could’ve done more. Been there for Keith, maybe if I had, I wouldn’t be in the mess I am right now. “You should’ve called me. I would’ve come earlier.”

“No need. That’s what I’m saying; this town is like family. You didn’t need to drop your life because mine fell apart. They helped me rebuild.”

His words feel foreign. Family? I never thought of the city or the hospital that way.

Maybe showing up tonight isn’t just about me. Maybe it’s a way to thank them for looking after Keith when I wasn’t there.

“I’ll come,” I say quietly. “Maybe have a drink. I won’t stay long.”

Even with the article and my picture out there, everyone I’ve met in this town so far has been kind to me. So maybe the party won’t be such a bad idea.
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Where the hell is my other shoe? 

I stomp into the hallway, yelling for my sister, Hazel, who has a chronic condition called ‘borrowing without asking’. She’s eleven years younger and somehow still the biggest pain in my ass. All I want is for her to ask before taking my stuff. Is that too much? 

Our house is a war zone. Not just a little messy, it’s a full-blown bombsite. The kind of place where you have to step over sofa cushions, dodge sneakers, and pray you don’t step on a Lego piece. The hallway walls, once a nice shade of cream, are now covered in everything from sticky fingerprints to random scribbles, thanks to Felix. The living room? A battlefield of laundry, snack crumbs, and half-finished homework is scattered across the coffee table.

I would’ve moved out ages ago, like Aurora, but Mom needs me. So, I’m stuck here, playing referee in a house that has zero respect for personal space. Privacy? What’s that? Alone time? I wish. Everything I own magically becomes family property.

“Hazel!” I yell. “Where are my black shoes?”

“Which ones?” she shouts back from somewhere in the house.

I blow out a breath and march toward her room. The second I reach her door, I know I’ve made a mistake. The smell alone—a mix of sweet perfume, dirty clothes, and what I swear is nail polish remover—makes my eyes burn. Clothes are everywhere. A towel hangs off the dresser. The bed? Unmade, of course, with at least three dirty plates stacked on the nightstand.

She’s sitting in the middle of it all, headphones in, totally unaware that she’s about to get a rude awakening. I yank one out. “This shoe. Where’s the other one? And for the final time, start asking before you take my stuff.”

Like I just interrupted her peace, she blinks up at me. “I don’t know where it is.”

Of course.

Frustration simmers beneath my skin, but I inhale sharply. I’m not going to let her get to me. “Fine. Then help me find it.” I need these shoes with my outfit, and we’re already running late.

The shoes are perfect… a tiny heel, just enough to be dressy without killing my feet. And since I’m covering today’s event for an article, I must look polished. Black tailored pants, a tucked-in blue blouse, hair straightened, makeup done. Ready to be professional, or at least I would be if I weren’t being trapped here by my sister’s mess.

I scan her room, my fingers twitching. “We don’t have time for this, and you’re not even ready. I bet no one else in this house is either. We need to go.”

She rolls her eyes. “Calm down.”

“Hazel, I’m working today. I can’t be late.”

“You need to relax. You need a life. Or a boyfriend.”

“I need neither. I love work,” I lie, ignoring the tiny pang in my chest. There’s something about this assignment that gives me a flicker of excitement that I can’t explain. The guest of honor, the one I wrote about, is kind of intriguing. I doubt he’s looking forward to officially meeting me, considering I dug into his past. But hey, journalism isn’t about making friends.

I start tossing clothes onto the bed, searching for my shoe. “I swear, if it’s buried under this mess—”

She huffs, but joins in, half-heartedly sifting through the piles. We’re at it for what feels like forever before I check under the bed. Big mistake.

“Oh, my God. That’s disgusting.” I scrunch up my nose at what I see. “Are those moldy sandwiches? What’s wrong with you? How do you live like this?”

She shrugs. “I’m sixteen.”

“When I was sixteen, I was nothing like this. This is… This is disgusting.”

“Found it,” she announces loudly as she holds up my shoe triumphantly.

I snatch it from her hand, muttering, “Get ready. You have five minutes.”

With the shoe crisis averted, I charge into the kitchen, where my little brother, Felix, is currently standing on a chair, trying to reach the top shelf of the pantry.

Mom’s in the living room, perched on the edge of the sofa, looking exhausted but determined. The dining table is still covered in breakfast dishes, despite my telling the kids to clean up three times.

Ten minutes later, I’m chasing Felix around the house with a pair of navy pants while he cackles in his underwear.

“You’re getting dressed if it’s the last thing I do!”

I finally get him into the pants, while Mom rounds up the others and gets everyone into the minivan. 

Counting heads, I take a deep breath. “Everyone’s in the car? Do you all have everything you need? Does anyone need to go to the bathroom?”

Silence.

Then, predictably, “I forgot my water bottle,” says Jasper.

I groan and sprint back inside, grab it, and return. “Anything else?”

“I didn’t bring a toy,” Felix cries.

“I don’t want to go,” Atlas moans.

“I need to pee,” Sofia says, unbuckling.

I blow out a slow breath. “I asked if anyone needed to go.” 

“Well, I didn’t need to go then,” Sofia says.

Once everyone’s buckled back in, I speak. “Everyone. Behave. We won’t stay long. I have work, and you all need to listen to Mom.”

I turn up the music as I pull out of the driveway. They’re still somehow louder than the radio, but at least we’re moving.

“If you want to stay later, someone else can drop us home,” Mom says.

Family’s my priority, but I can’t jeopardize the promotion. I’ll decide what to do based on how tonight goes.

I keep my eyes on the road as I answer, “I just need to get my pictures and take my notes for an article.”

Mom, sitting up front, gives me a tired but excited smile. “Don’t worry about me. I can’t wait to see everyone. I hate being cooped up. And with all the fall decorations? It’s going to look so pretty.”

I have to agree that the town festivities in fall are one of the best times of the year. 

“Well, let me know if you need to leave early,” I add, concerned that pushing herself too hard could lead to something bad happening.

She nods. “Will do.”

And with that, we head toward the chaos, because apparently, I didn’t get enough at home.

Once we arrive in town, before I can even shift the car into park, the door is opened, and my siblings rush out. My family is absolutely doing my head in, but at least I can trust the townspeople to keep an eye on them.

The soft glow of fairy lights covers the town square, hanging from building to tree to gazebo, illuminating the crisp evening. The air carries the scent of cinnamon and roasted nuts, mixing with the woodsy tang of a bonfire crackling in the distance. The long communal table stretches down the street, dressed in white linen and decorated with delicate, colorful flowers and neatly arranged glassware.

A small folk band plays near the town hall, the sound of a fiddle blending with the murmurs of conversation. It’s spectacular. Almost enough to make me forget the sheer craziness of my life. Almost.

I lift my camera and snap a few pictures, not sure where to start; there’s so much to take in. Wine barrels set up for games, a town hall ready for dancing, hay bale sofas draped with crisp white sheets, and makeshift coffee tables made from overturned barrels.

Turning slowly, I try to fit it all into the frame, but part of me just wants to stand still and soak it in. It’s the kind of effort that makes me love this town. It’s also the kind of effort I wish wasn’t being wasted on a man with a reputation for breaking rules… medical ones, no less. A doctor, of all things.

I back up a few steps, angling my camera to get the perfect shot. A photo that would make my whole article pop. The light hits just right, framing the town hall doors and the glow of string lights above the hay bale sofas. I hold my breath, finger hovering over the shutter—

“Oof—”

A firm grip steadies me, large hands wrapping around my arms. The warmth of his touch seeps through my sleeves, holding me before I can stumble. I peer up into familiar piercing blue eyes, a chiseled jaw, and the shadow of stubble that makes him look frustratingly good. His scent is a mix of deep wood and velvety black cocoa. My stomach drops. 

It’s Adrian. As in, that Adrian. The one I wrote about and stopped to help with the flock of turkeys.

“Sorry,” he says, voice deep enough to vibrate right through me as he lets go of me. He’s dressed in jeans and a top, with a worn leather jacket, like he didn’t even try and still somehow nailed the fall festival look. I noticed the first time we met, that for a guy, he knows how to dress. Plus, they’re designer. I spot the fabrics and logos immediately. 

His gaze holds mine for a second too long, and recognition flickers in his expression.

I cock my head when I finish my inspection. “You’re missing something.”

His eyebrows knit together, his eyes darting around. “What am I missing?”

“Your turkeys.”

He exhales a laugh, shaking his head. “I never want to see them again.”

“Well, you might not have much of a choice.”

“Why’s that?” he asks, one eyebrow lifting slightly.

“Thanksgiving’s next weekend.”

He groans. “Great. What does the town do? Dance with them?”

I snort. “No, we keep them as town mascots. Cooking them is off-limits.”

His expression darkens. “Those turkeys are gonna haunt me forever, aren’t they?”

“Yep. But you haven’t met the goats yet.”

“Goats? Jesus. I need to hide.”

I grin, taking in his broad frame, the way he towers just enough to make me lift my chin. He’s entirely too good-looking to fade into the background. “You’re not gonna stay hidden here, you know. The single people are going to eat you alive.”

“Not you, though?” His voice dips, the challenge unmistakable.

I lift a shoulder. “I have priorities. Work, family. Before I even think about anything else, I need to know your story.”

His gaze flickers with something unreadable, the amusement in his eyes shifting.

Just as he opens his mouth, Keith approaches, clapping a hand on the man’s shoulder. “I see you’ve met Adrian.”

I barely have time to hide my expression before Keith turns to introduce me. “This is Amelia. She writes for the newspaper.”

My stomach drops as I’ve been outed. I ignore my insides and keep my expression neutral as I wait for him to smirk and make some comment about the turkeys, or worse, pretend not to know me at all.

But Adrian’s gaze sharpens, the humor draining from his face. His jaw tightens. “You wrote that article about me?”

There’s no point pretending I don’t know what he means. The entire town read it… probably at least twice. And here he is, standing in the middle of a street party thrown in his honor, with townsfolk acting like he’s their new favorite person. I square my shoulders, meeting his stare. “Yeah. The town deserved to know the truth.”

Okay, so there’s a disconnect. A big one.

I wrote a piece that I thought was giving the people a heads-up. But from the looks of things, the smiling faces, and the chatter, either they didn’t care, or they read it and still decided to roll out the red carpet. Am I the only one not rooting for him?

Did the article do nothing… or just make me look bitter?

My throat tightens. “I stand by what I wrote.”

His jaw works, like he’s holding something back. Then he lets it slip. “Funny. You didn’t even talk to me. But sure, publish your assumptions and call it truth.”

That’s not the reaction I was expecting. Where’s the defensiveness or sarcasm? Not disappointment lacing his words. Guilt prickles beneath my skin, and I struggle to find my voice.

“If you’re going to tear someone apart,” he adds, “at least get the whole story next time.”

The air between us grows heavy. Keith clears his throat, patting Adrian on the back. “Let’s not get into that tonight. We’re here to welcome you.”

I force a tight smile, but my pulse pounds in my ears.

Adrian doesn’t respond. He just walks away, his broad shoulders stiff, and Keith gives me a look that’s part disappointment, part warning, before following Adrian.

My stomach twists, but I push it down. He’ll get over it. He’s a grown man. A smart one, supposedly. If he can’t handle a little accountability, that’s not my problem.

Still, the guilt eats at me. Because, damn it… I told myself not to care, but Adrian’s words don’t sit right in my chest. Should I have added his side of the story to the article?

I shake it off and head toward the table. If I’m going to deal with this mess, I need fuel.  Something heavy enough to silence my thoughts.

Luna stops me before I can get there. “I think your mom needs to go home. She’s looking a little tired. Do you want me to take her?”

I smile. “That would be great, but let me get her something to eat first.”

“How’s it going tonight?” she asks, falling into step beside me. “Did you get any good shots? Talk to Adrian?”

I swallow hard, my eyes flicking to where he stands with Keith, looking like he’s ready to bolt. “Oh, we talked.”

“Did you get an interview?”

Working on another piece about him was what Luna asked for. Swallowing hard, I tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear. “Not exactly.”

She hums. “Well, there’s still time.”

Glancing at Adrian again, I watch the way his jaw tics, his hands clenching at his sides. I wouldn’t count on it.

But even as I say it, I know deep down… I need to hear his side of the story.
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“Are you okay?” Keith’s voice is low beside me. 

“Yeah,” I say, but my mind betrays me, and my gaze drifts back to Amelia.

She’s standing near the end of the table, her camera in hand as she scrolls through photos. She smiles at something a dark-haired woman says, but it’s the same unguarded one she gave me earlier. One that made her seem real.

It’s a shame. When I first met her, she seemed easy to talk to… funny and warm. Someone I could’ve liked, maybe even trusted. But now, knowing she wrote the article, I see her differently. She’s a reminder that my past isn’t something I can outrun. She could make things worse. Make it impossible to forget.

“Come on, let’s sit,” Keith says.

I follow him because I have no idea where I belong in all this, and I’m tempted to leave.

As we weave through the crowd, I feel them… whispers that carry through the air, eyes assessing me. They think they’re subtle, but they’re not. A prickle runs down my spine, my appetite fading fast. I remind myself that it’ll pass. The staring and the murmurs will eventually die down. I just have to keep my head up.

I take my assigned seat, and of course, Amelia’s right in front of me.

My mouth tightens, but I force my attention to the woman next to Amelia. She looks very similar, though older, with pale skin and bluish shadows beneath her eyes. Her hair is Amelia’s natural brown, but with no blonde streaks, unlike Amelia’s, and there’s something weary about her. Amelia is fussing over her, filling her plate, and making sure she eats.

“Are you alright?” Keith’s voice pulls me from my thoughts.

I hesitate, watching as Amelia rises and moves toward a group of kids. For a split second, I wonder if they’re hers. I glance around, half-expecting to see a guy in the mix… someone hovering close. But there’s no one.

“Yeah.” I clear my throat. “I think I’ll grab some food.”

I fill my plate, ignoring my lack of appetite. Roast chicken, mashed potatoes with gravy, buttery cornbread, and mac and cheese. When I sit back down, Keith is caught up in conversation with someone, and I expect to eat in silence. 

The woman beside me leans in slightly, smelling of lavender and something powdery. Her deep brown eyes study me, and I brace myself for the familiar sting of judgment.

A trace of red lipstick lingers on the rim of her wineglass. She swirls the liquid slowly. 

“How are you settling in?” She’s in her mid-forties, with a face that carries kindness. At least she’s not whispering, not giving me that judgy look.

I swallow my bite, forcing it down. “Good. Only been here a week, so… we’ll see.”

She smiles, her eyes meeting mine. “I’m Diane. I work at the pharmacy.”

“Nice to meet you,” I say, meaning it.

“I’m actually starting at the hospital tomorrow,” I tell her, if only to fill the space.

“I thought you were living with Keith and working for him?”

I take a sip of water. “He’ll bring me on when the practice expansion is finished. For now, I’ll work at the hospital. It’ll be interesting to see how it compares to the city.”

Diane nods. “That’s right… You’re from New York. I went once, when I was little.”

“How did you like it?”

A loud crash startles me, my gaze snapping toward the commotion on my right. A child…one near Amelia has knocked over a plate.

Amelia’s already moving, crouching down to clean up the mess. But she’s not alone. A woman beside her grabs napkins and rushes over. Then a man in a plaid shirt, I vaguely recognize from earlier, kneels beside her with a broom. Another teen passes a stack of fresh plates like it’s all rehearsed.

No one scolds the kid. No one makes a big deal out of it. They just move in quietly, like they’ve done this before.

I watch Amelia in the middle of it, calm, steady, and still somehow making it all look easy.

Her eyes flick to mine, catching me staring. Heat rushes up my neck, and I quickly look away. I don’t want her to get the wrong idea. We have nothing to say to each other.

Plus, she’ll only twist it.

“So,” Diane continues, rescuing me from the moment. “After the speeches, the dancing starts. That’s pretty much it. Everyone just talks, drinks, and has a good time.”

“I don’t dance.” I haven’t danced since seventh grade, and for good reason. It was a middle school dance in the gym. I’d psyched myself up for days, convinced myself I was going to dance with the prettiest girl in school. I walked across the gym toward her, but just as I reached her, I tripped over a backpack, right at her feet. She laughed. Fuck, everyone laughed. Even the DJ made a joke into the mic about me breakdancing. I stood up, red-faced, and walked straight out the door.

So yeah. I don’t dance.

This would be a good time to leave.

But Diane leans in like she’s about to share a secret. “Sorry to tell you, but that won’t fly here. Good or bad, you get up there and try. You’ll be dragged up if you don’t.”

I huff a quiet laugh. “Thanks for the warning. I’ll be sure to leave before that happens.”

“Not happening,” she says, amused. “They won’t allow it.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I see movement. Amelia’s gathering the kids, and the two older women join her. It looks like they’re leaving, all of them, moving together like a well-practiced unit. I’m relieved because she won’t be able to write a story about my bad dancing.

“What’s her story?” I ask Diane before I can stop myself.

Keith interjects, finishing talking with the person beside him. “Their dad left before Felix was born. And recently, their mom’s atrial fibrillation has been unstable.”

Atrial fibrillation. It’s when the heart beats out of rhythm… fast, chaotic, like it’s panicking. Blood doesn’t flow the way it should, which means clots can form, strokes can happen. Sometimes medication helps. Sometimes people need surgery. Sometimes... it gets worse.

I glance over at the kids. My stomach knots. “And those kids—”

“Her siblings.”

They’re loud, messy, and bickering over dinner. And all of them live with a mom whose heart might give out without warning. Whose next dizzy spell could land her in the hospital, or worse…

“How many?” I whisper.

“Seven kids in total.”

A breath escapes me. Seven.

The sight of them disappearing down the street makes me think of the Brady Bunch. There are so many of them. Did they come here on a bus? A truck? A car? What kind of car even fits that many?

Once they leave, the night carries on. The plates are cleared. Dessert is served.

And Amelia is gone.

I can finally relax.

A chair scrapes back somewhere near the end of the table, and someone stands. I don’t recognize him. He’s tall, well-dressed, a little too polished for this. He clears his throat, not loudly, but somehow, it cuts through the noise, making conversations stop. Even the kids go still, like they can sense the change in the air.

“Good evening, everyone. Thank you all for being here. It’s always a pleasure to bring the community together, and tonight, we have a special reason to celebrate. As many of you know, we take great pride in our town, its history, its people, and the way we look out for one another. And part of that means making sure we have the best medical care possible. That’s why we’re grateful to welcome Dr. Adrian Pierce to Pulse Point.

“Adrian comes to us with years of experience and a dedication to medicine that will serve this town well. I know some of you may have already met him, and I hope the rest of you will take the time to do so. Now, I won’t stand here and pretend that change is always easy. But I will say this… Every new beginning is an opportunity. And having another skilled doctor in our community is something we should all appreciate. So, let’s show Dr. Pierce the kindness and hospitality this town is known for. Welcome to Pulse Point, Adrian. We’re glad to have you.”

It hits me… This must be the mayor.

I nod, then keep my head down so I don’t have to see their reactions. Not everyone agrees or wants me here. The tension coils in my stomach, twisting tighter with every polite word masking unspoken judgment.

At least he doesn’t mention the article, doesn’t touch on the controversy swirling around me. At least he has the sense to avoid that. Then the mayor turns, smiling. “All right, if Adrian could come up and say a few words.”

Fucking hell.

Keith’s hand clamps onto my shoulder. “You got this.”

I don’t.

Everything in me screams to stay seated, but I won’t let them win. Not tonight. I rise, walk toward the front, feeling every stare prickling against my skin. I shake the mayor’s hand, grip the microphone, and focus on Keith.

“Thank you.” I smile, ignoring the way my pulse is rapidly beating hard against my ribs. “I appreciate the warm welcome. I’m grateful to be here, and I hope you’re all having a great night.” I pause to take a breath. “This is more than I expected, more than I’ve ever had, actually. I appreciate you opening your doors to me. And hopefully, I’ll see you all around. Just… not in the hospital.”

A few chuckles ripple through the crowd, exactly as I intended. My shoulders finally relax. I actually pulled it off without completely embarrassing myself. I hand the mic back and return to my seat. Keith leans in. “Good one, man. You did great.” A firm pat on my back, and then he turns back to his dessert. I stare at my plate, grateful for his support.

I don’t get a chance to pick up my fork when a tap on my shoulder startles me.

I turn to find a woman in her seventies standing there, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “It’s tradition, dear.”

“Sorry, what?” My mind races. Please don’t ask what I think you’re asking.

“The first dance,” she explains, extending a delicate but firm hand. “Goes to me.”

I hesitate. “And… who are you?”

She winks. “Floral. I’m as old as the town itself.”

“Nice to meet you, Floral. I’m Adrian.”

She hums in approval. “Very handsome, Adrian.” Then, without warning, she tugs at my arm. “Now, come on. We have a dance to start.”

“I don’t really dance.” I try one last time, but there’s no graceful way out of this without looking like a complete jerk to a sweet old lady.

“Nonsense,” she says as she pulls me to my feet. “I’ll teach you.”

I don’t get a choice when Keith encourages her. She holds on to my arm as she guides me to the town hall, where overhead strands of twinkling lights weave through the beams. The space is both cozy and yet suffocating, a contradiction I can’t shake, much like this entire night.

The band strikes up a song, one I vaguely recognize, and before I know it, I’m following Floral’s confident lead. Her hands are small in mine, her frame light as she guides me with surprising strength.

“So,” she says. “I have a granddaughter.”

Here we go.

“She’s single. A hairdresser. Very pretty. You’re single, right?”

“I am.”

But before I can tell her I’m not interested in being set up, her eyes light up, and she speaks. “Wonderful! You two would look great together.”

“I’m not interested, sorry.”

“What do you think about cougars then?” She winks.

Fuck me… I gotta get out of here.

The song ends, but before I can make a break for it, another woman steps in, taking my hand.

“I’m up next,” she says cheerfully.

Jesus Christ.

Over her shoulder, I catch a glimpse of Amelia, and I freeze. I thought she left. The sight of her startles me. She’s watching, and I can’t tell what she’s thinking, but I’m sure it’s nothing good. My stomach churns. Is she taking photos or notes? Filing away every interaction to twist into another piece?

I force myself to ignore her, to focus on the next dance, but it’s impossible to shake the intensity of her stare. 

By the time the third woman approaches, I’m done. But to avoid offending someone or starting more rumors, I mutter about needing a drink and break away, finding Keith near the hay bale seating.

“You ready to go?” I ask.

A smirk crosses his face. “Why? I thought you were having fun.”

“Yeah, well, why don’t you go out there?” I nod toward the dance floor. “They’d love you.”

“Because I know exactly what they’re up to,” he says, amused. “They’re trying to set you up.”

“Nailed it.”

Keith chuckles. “Welcome to town life.” Then his tone shifts. “Be careful, though. If you break someone’s heart in this town, it won’t end well. People hold grudges. Just… don’t get serious unless you’re absolutely sure.”

“I’m not planning on it.” I only just moved here, and dating someone is the last thing on my mind right now.

As we leave, I say goodbye to a few people. They seem surprised I’m leaving early, but understand when I mention having to work tomorrow. I’ve noticed the whispers have died down now, and the looks are more subtle. Maybe it was just the initial shock of my arrival, or maybe it’s only just begun. Either way, tomorrow, I plan to start fixing my reputation. I have to. I need a fresh start. I need to put the past behind me.
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Ipull into a spot for staff at the hospital. I don’t have a permit, no special pass allowing me to be here, but I park anyway. 

Stepping out of the car, I inhale sharply, trying to steady the knots twisting in my gut. Keith isn’t here. I don’t have the comfort of his presence beside me, his easy confidence to lean on. It’s just me today, and that thought weighs heavily on me.

This hospital isn’t the towering skyscraper I’m used to. No glass windows reflecting the city skyline. Instead, it’s a long, single-story brown brick building, stretching wide rather than high. It’s different. And yet, as I glance toward the entrance, I know that behind those walls, everything will be the same: sterile hallways, scent of antiseptic, the sound of machines.

And the people? Will they be the same too? Will they whisper? Will they care?

I shove a hand into my pocket, and my fingers graze the cool metal of my keys before clenching into a fist. My other hand grips the handle of my briefcase, damp from my sweaty palm. It used to be my dad’s when he was a doctor, so the leather is scuffed, edges worn, and the latch sticks if you don’t press it just right. I didn’t know what to bring, so I packed my laptop, a stethoscope… things that make me feel like I have some control over the unknown.

Being the new guy again sucks. But there’s no turning back now.

I’ve spent years working in the same hospital, surrounded by familiar faces, routines that I could navigate in my sleep. But here? I’m starting over. The feeling is foreign and unsettling, stirring up old memories I’d rather leave buried.

As I push through the entrance decorated with autumn wreaths and paper turkeys, heat greets me, a huge difference to the cool morning outside. The front desk is manned by a receptionist, a woman in her forties with short blonde hair and blue framed glasses perched on the bridge of her nose. She glances up as I approach, scanning me… probably taking in my suit, the briefcase, the slight pause in my step.

Straightening my shoulders, I clear my throat.

“Hi, I’m here to see Anita Smith. I’m Dr. Pierce.”

Despite her name on her badge, she introduces herself, offering a polite nod. “Good morning. I’m Nina. Do you have an appointment?”

“Yes.”

“Alright.” She smiles and gestures down the hallway to the right. “Follow this corridor straight down. There are plenty of signs.”

I hesitate for half a second, waiting to see if she’s going to call ahead to warn Anita that I’m coming. But she doesn’t reach for the phone, so I just nod. “Thanks.”

As I walk away, my grip tightens around my briefcase, my fingers slick. The material threatens to slip from my grasp, and I adjust my hold. The suit feels too stiff, too formal. I don’t belong here yet.

My appointment isn’t until nine, and I’m a little early. I slow my steps, taking in the space around me. The hospital is small, almost cozy, compared to what I’m used to. The waiting room, visible through an open doorway, has worn but comfortable blue chairs, a coffee machine humming in the corner. It’s strangely reassuring.

Everything feels familiar. And yet, I’m the only thing out of place.

Finally, I reach her office, the nameplate confirming it. I take a big breath, pressing my lips together. I know she’s aware of my dismissal, but I wonder if she’ll treat me differently because of it? I raise my hand and knock; my pulse thrums in my ears, matching the beat of my hand against the wood.

“Come in,” a voice calls from inside.

Here goes nothing.

I twist the handle and push the door open. The office is compact but cluttered, bookshelves lining the walls, filled with medical textbooks, binders, and what looks like a few personal trinkets. A large desk sits at the center, and behind it, Anita rises to her feet.

She’s dressed in a deep purple blouse, her hair pulled back in a neat bun. There’s a warmth in her expression as she steps around the desk, hand extended.

“Dr. Pierce, it’s lovely to meet you.”

I shift my briefcase to my other hand, wiping my palm against my pants, hoping she doesn’t notice. Then I reach out and shake hers. Her handshake is firm and confident without an ounce of stiff formality. She smiles, genuinely. I’m not sure what to do with that.

“Take a seat, Dr. Pierce.”

“Please, call me Adrian.” The title feels heavy, dragging up memories I’m trying to leave behind. “Dr. Pierce is… Just Adrian is fine.”

“Fair enough.” She settles back into her chair, still smiling. “I’m really happy you’re here. Keith’s been excited about your arrival, and we’re lucky to have you for the year.”

Unsure how to respond to that, I nod.

“Obviously, if Keith’s practice is up and running before the year’s up, you’re not locked in. We’d be happy to let you out of the contract.”

“Really?” I’m relieved. I hadn’t considered that possibility. I’m so used to contracts, so this kind of flexibility feels almost too good to be true.

She nods. “Keith needs the help, and we’re a close community. We look out for each other. If things wrap up early and you want to move on, we’ll work something out.”

I exhale, tension easing just a little. “I appreciate that.”

Keith’s practice didn’t make me feel… this anxious. Even just touring the building, it felt welcoming, a place where I might find some footing. But being here, with familiar hospital sounds and smells, has my past pressing in from all angles. But I can do this. I can make it through a year.

Redeem myself. Set myself up for a fresh start, a different future.

Anita rises, grabbing a sheet of paper. “Before we start the tour, I just need to give you your work email address. It’s linked to the hospital’s bulletin system, a kind of hospital pulse point. Keeps you in the loop.”

She chuckles to herself at the reference to Pulse Point, the town, and I find myself smiling.

Maybe this won’t be so bad.

I take the paper, glancing over the printed details of passwords, logins, basic information. It’s routine, but it feels like the first real step into this new life. 

“Alright,” she says, standing. “Let’s get started.”

I follow her out the door, preparing myself for the moment I meet my colleagues.

“I don’t think you’ll get too lost, but everyone here will help you.” We turn left, and she gestures toward a section of the ward. “This is the trauma unit.”

That’s where I first entered the hospital from… the emergency waiting room. The receptionist doesn’t notice us, too busy talking to a family that’s just entered.

There are only two things that are different from the city. It’s a much smaller scale, with no research center but they’ve got most of the same equipment for basic emergencies, which relieves me.

She walks me through the hospital, pointing out the pediatric wing, trauma, orthopedics, and other wards before we finally arrive at the medical floor… my new home base.

At the central desk, a few nurses are huddled together, whispering. Their gazes flick toward me, probably gossiping. I hate it. I just want to settle in, to stop being the center of attention. I bet they’ve all seen the article. My name in bold. The piece Miss Amelia wrote about me haunting me even here.

“Okay, let me show you a room on the ward. This is where you’ll mainly be.”

She leads me down a hallway lined with doors, some open and some closed. “These are the patient rooms. Some have two beds, some have four. That one is for infectious diseases or for VIP patients.”

“VIP patients?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. In this town, who gets special treatment?

“The receptionist will sort that out. You won’t need to worry about it.”

Sure. Except for the number of beds, the rooms all look the same… hospital beds, bedside tables, chairs, oxygen masks, dull white walls. But the view from the windows is different. Instead of city buildings looming outside, there’s greenery. That’s something, at least. A better view for patients to recover with.

I meet a couple of nurses, Jaclyn and Matty, who greet me politely as they walk by, and another doctor, Rowan. He barely acknowledges me, just a curt nod before hurrying off. He seems busy, and that’s fine by me. The less attention, the better.

“All right, let me show you your office.”

I’m excited to be finished with the tour.

“Lockers are in the break room where you can keep your clothes. You’re welcome to wear scrubs every day; you don’t have to wear a suit. There are fresh scrubs outside the bathroom, so you can shower, change, whatever works for you.”

I nod, appreciating her effort to make things easier. As she shows me the room, I tuck my briefcase away under the desk, which makes it feel more permanent. She smiles. “Go familiarize yourself with the medical ward, and I’ll check in with you in a few hours. You’re not expected to do much today, but if you want to get started, the option’s there. Tomorrow’s your first real shift. Seven a.m.”

When she leaves, my nerves spike. She grew on me… her easy personality. And now, I’m alone again.

I step out, heading to the reception desk on the medical floor. A woman behind the counter hands me a lanyard with a hospital ID badge holder.

“This will get you into all the secured areas, med rooms, ORs, your office, staff lounges, all of it,” she says. “I just need to take your photo for the badge.”

I nod and follow her instructions. Once the photo’s done and she clips it into the holder, I ask, “Is there anything else I should know?”

“Well, I work mornings here, and another woman, Adelaide, covers the afternoons.”

“Got it.”

“The head nurse will help you with notes if you need it. She’ll follow you, update you on patients, and answer questions.”

That’s new. In the city, you handled everything alone. No one checked in. Which now, looking back, was a bad thing.

“Thanks. Who’s the head nurse?”

A light voice answers before the receptionist can. “That would be me.”

I turn. She’s in her thirties, blonde, navy scrubs, pink sneakers, bright smile.

“I’m Jess, the head nurse on this floor,” she says, offering her hand. “If you’re ready, I’ll take you around to meet the patients.”

I smile and shake her hand.

She gives me a rundown on my first patient, Mr. Grant, who’s recovering from pneumonia. He’s filling in a crossword as I enter. He lowers his pen and settles back into the bed. “You’re new.”

I nod. “Dr. Pierce. Just moved here.”

I start by going over his chart, but the conversation quickly turns to stories about his wife, grandkids, and then his love of golf. The passion bubbles through my veins as I work out the best plan to help him. In this town, people expect you to know them, not just treat them. I shake Mr. Grant’s hand before I leave with Jess, and this interaction reminds me exactly why I love being a doctor.

She shows me another patient. It’s a rhythm I know, but something about it is different. More efficient. More personal. The town feel is stronger than I expected, and oddly enough, I like it.

I like it a lot.

After a few more patients, she pauses. “Dr. Pierce, I have to say something.”

I tilt my head. “Go on.”

She hesitates before looking up with a wince. “The article made you out to be some kind of devil.”

I exhale sharply through my nose, but there’s a sting behind it. “I was torn to shreds, wasn’t I?”

“Yeah.” She pauses. “But… was it true?”

“No,” I say simply. Appreciating her directness, even though it brings back my anxiety.

She nods, smiling. “Figured. Come on, let’s finish up. It’s only your first day. We can’t scare you off yet.”

Even with the hushed voices, the lingering looks, and my reputation trailing behind me, I feel comfortable here. Like maybe I can breathe.

I step into the next patient’s room and pause. The man in the bed is in his late fifties, lying on his side, arms wrapped tightly around his stomach. Coming closer, I notice his skin is a faint gray color, and when he tries to move to his back, he winces.

“It’s okay, don’t move.”

“I’ve never been in this much pain, Doc,” he whispers. “It started this morning… but now it’s worse.”

I scan his chart, fingers tightening around the board. Low-grade fever and elevated heart rate.

“Has he had imaging?”

“No,” Jess replies.

“Then I want a CT scan.”

“That’s… kind of broken at the moment.”

I freeze. “What?”

She shrugs. “We’re trying to raise money for repairs, but it’s a lot.”

That’s not good enough. I can’t believe I assumed they’d have all the same equipment as the city. I’m angry at myself for misjudging that so badly. “We need it. It’s essential.”

“I know,” she says simply. “But it’s out of our hands. We send patients to Prescott Valley for scans.”

We exit the room, and I immediately get on the phone to order an urgent CT scan at the hospital in the next town. While that’s being arranged, I put in orders for IV fluids, lab work, and pain management. I also make him nothing by mouth in case surgery becomes necessary and ensure he’s being monitored closely. If my suspicions about an abdominal bleed are confirmed, he’ll need a surgical consult.

After talking to Jess and taking notes, I head back to Anita’s office.

“How did it go?” she asks the moment I appear, her hands clasped tightly on her desk in front of her.

I take a seat, thinking about it before replying. “It was really great. Thanks.”

She smiles. “We pride ourselves on being welcoming. Of course, not everyone will be a fan.”

I already know that. I felt their glares and heard their words. But whatever. I’ll prove myself.

I shift in my seat, crossing one ankle over the other, knowing I have to bring up an issue on my first day. I don’t know how Anita will take it, but I can’t leave without mentioning it. “I wanted to ask about the CT scanner.”

She sighs. “We’re doing our best to raise funds, but it’s expensive.”

“We need two, ideally,” I say, already planning how I can help.

She chuckles. “That would be nice, but getting even one is a stretch.”

I inherited money from Dad. Maybe it’s time to actually use some of it. “Let me handle it.” 

She shakes her head immediately. “Doctors of the hospital aren’t allowed to fund hospital equipment.”

Damn. She saw that coming.

The rejection hurts, but pushing the issue won’t help anyone.

Her smile softens. “Listen, I’ll give you the numbers for the repair and a replacement. Think about it. We’re open to ideas.”

I nod, already trying to figure out another way I can help. “I’ll work on it.”

“Have a good afternoon, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Thanks. See you tomorrow.”

My first real shift. Today was just a warm-up, and I’m already exhausted, but it’s the good kind of tired. I’d forgotten what it felt like to be drained for the right reasons.

I leave her office and walk back to the break room to collect my case. Checking my phone to see an email. I open it and immediately regret it.

The Pulse Bulletin.

The headline grabs my attention first: New Doctor Joins the Fun at Welcome Party. 

Great. I officially can’t escape gossip.

I scroll through the photos.

There’s one of people stomping grapes with their bare feet. Disgusting. I’m definitely not drinking that wine.

Another photo captures the dinner table, glowing under soft lights, everyone gathered and chatting. I don’t even remember when that was taken, but there I am, mid-conversation with Diane, who was actually quite welcoming.

Then, more pictures, including one of me giving the speech and  also dancing. Surprisingly, I don’t look terrible. The article itself isn’t bad either. It’s welcoming, almost kind.

But then, the twist.

Can he go against orders here as well?

A little jab. A subtle dig. And there, at the bottom, the name.

Amelia.

I stare at it, confused. I was expecting the sign-off to be Dr. Whisperer. So does that mean she’s both?

The rest of the bulletin is filled with a mix of news and gossip, some pieces signed, others anonymous. It feels like the town’s version of social media, where people spill everything. At least Russell, the turkey, seems to have moved on and found someone else to target. That article makes me chuckle.








  
  

Chapter seven

Chapter 7





The scent of vanilla and jasmine reaches me before I hear the soft click of heels against the floor. 

“Good morning,” Violet chirps, stepping into view.

I glance up and smile. “Oh, look at us,” I say, gesturing between us. “Matching outfits.”

She laughs, her dark eyes flicking down at her outfit. “Oh, we did! Cheers to unintentional coordination.”

She’s wearing tailored black pants, the straight-leg cut giving her an effortlessly chic look, paired with heeled ankle boots that click with every step. My pants are more fitted, hugging my hips and tapering at the ankle, comfortable, but not quite as polished. I’ve stuck with my classic black loafers: clean, practical, and a little predictable.

We’re both in shades of green, hers a deep forest, mine closer to olive, which leaves our hair as the only real difference. Hers is twisted into a messy bun, a few artful strands framing her face. Mine’s sleek and straight, tucked neatly behind my ears. Less romantic, more… controlled.

I wonder if I could pull off her look… if I let things be a little more undone. Next time I feel like my wardrobe’s in a rut, I’ll try something less precise. Or maybe I’m just imagining all this because she makes it look so easy.

“How was the welcome party?” she asks as she props herself against my desk.

“Actually, not bad.”

Which is true. I think about the fun my family had, and I’m grateful to Luna for taking them home. She texted me to let me know everything was fine, which helped me focus on getting pictures and notes. I saw a side of Adrian I wasn’t expecting; his speech and dancing were surprisingly good.

“Mad I missed it.” She pauses, then tilts her head. “Did you write something about it?”

I hesitate for a beat. “Yeah, I did.”

“Well, send it over. I’m curious,” she adds with a grin, clearly meaning it as a compliment, though something about it tightens my chest.

I tap at my keyboard and fire it off before I can second-guess myself. Since the offer of promotion, everything I write feels like it’s under a microscope. Luna’s watching my every move. Even though I bet no one else applied for this job, and it’s technically mine already, I can’t afford to screw up.

A whistle pulls me from my thoughts.

I glance up. “What?”

Violet smirks, scrolling through the photos on her computer screen. “Damn. He’s a good-looking guy.” 

“Who?” I ask, even though I know exactly who she’s talking about.

She moves the screen and taps it, her finger landing squarely on Adrian’s face.

I make a dismissive huff. “I guess. If you’re into that kind of thing.”

“What? Hot men?” she shoots back, arching an eyebrow. “Did he say if he was single?”

“No, we didn’t talk about that.” 

She grins, mischief sparking in her eyes. “Oh, so you’ve talked.”

“Yeah, but only for the article.”

A mischievous glint flashes in her eyes. “Are you gonna—”

“Not a chance.” I shake my head. “Good-looking or not, he’s a walking red flag.”

Violet’s lips twitch. “Did I say he wasn’t a red flag? I’m just saying… he’s pretty.”

“Too pretty to do what he did?” I arch an eyebrow right back. “Don’t let his face fool you. Guys like that charm their way through life; think the rules don’t apply to them. A guy getting dismissed from work? That’s not just a bad day. He probably thinks accountability’s for everyone else.”

She shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe there’s more to the story.”

“There always is. But I don’t care. It’s a dealbreaker for me.”

Violet hums, but I can tell she’s not entirely convinced.

I steer us back on track. “Anyway, read the article. Tell me what you think.”

A minute passes as she skims through, then she nods. “It’s great. You did a really good job.”

Pride swells in my chest. “Thanks.”

She stretches, then glances at me. “How was your weekend? Besides the party?”

I shrug. “The usual. Clean the house, buy groceries, get the kids ready for school. How was the engagement party you went to?”

“It was nice. We had a good time.”

“Do you think Nell will propose soon?”

She laughs lightly. “Ever? Yeah. Soon? Hell no. We’re still figuring things out.”

“I just thought, it’s been a couple of years...”

She shrugs nonchalantly. “Yeah, but we’re young. No rush. I think good things take time.”

“That’s true.”

Violet grins. “What about you?”

I snort. “This town doesn’t exactly have a great selection.”

The town’s matchmaking attempts failed, so they gave up.

“Yeah,” she says. “And the only new option has a giant red flag plastered on his forehead.”

“Exactly.” I sigh. “If I ever move to the city, maybe I’ll actually find someone worth dating. But for now?” I gesture around us. “Slim pickings.”

“Tragic.”

I chuckle. “Yeah, well, I should take this article to Luna.”

Violet nods. “It’s really good. She’s gonna love it. No question.”

I hesitate. “You sure?”

She gives me a flat, unimpressed stare, lips twitching at the corners. “When am I ever wrong?”

I smile, but my stomach knots. For some reason, this part makes me nervous. I’m not usually the anxious type, but something about Luna’s reaction to this article sets me on edge. Her approval matters more because of the promotion.

Bracing myself, I grab my laptop and stand.

The glass door to Luna’s office looms ahead. I take a breath, square my shoulders, and knock.

She calls out, “Come in.”

I step inside, where Luna sits behind her desk, the large window behind her spilling afternoon light across the office.

“Hi, I just wanted to show you my article from the welcome party.”

She looks up, a small smile tugging at her lips. “It was a great event, wasn’t it?”

“It was. The town always knows how to show up. I had a great time.”

Luna nods, gesturing toward the chair across from her. “Send it to me.”

I take a seat and email it to her. As she reads, I pick at my nails. The silence stretches, broken only by the occasional flick of her eyes across the screen.

Finally, she leans back, exhaling. “Great photos. And the article is solid. You did a great job.”

Relief washes over me. “Thanks.”

She pauses, tapping a finger against the desk. “But... I think we’re missing something.”

I stiffen. “We are?”

“Seeing him at the event…. Adrian. It just didn’t seem like he was the villain we made him out to be.”

The thought of this jeopardizing my chances fills me with dread. “You didn’t like the article?”

“No, I loved it. It was sharp, scathing… everything it needed to be. But I think we need his side of the story. It would add balance and depth.”

I can’t even imagine asking him. “You want me to interview him?”

“Yes. If you can get his perspective and write a new article with his photo, it’ll be even better. Honestly, your last few articles—including this one—are phenomenal. You’ve really stepped it up.”

For a second, I just sit there, stunned. A flicker of pride swells in my chest. Relief floods in behind it, chasing away the knot that had been lodged in my stomach since I walked in. But the glow doesn’t last long. I need to do a follow-up interview where I get up close and personal.

I inhale deeply, knowing there’s no other answer unless I want to kiss goodbye to my promotion. “Okay. I can do an article on Adrian.”

Luna nods, seeming satisfied. “Good. We’ll put this one online and straight to print, and you can get working on the next.”

I should be grateful. She’s trusting me with more than just the dull town announcements and simple local updates. For once, I’m getting real stories. Poor Violet, though. She’s the one stuck covering all the boring assignments. Not that she seems too mad about it.

I carry my laptop back to my desk, dropping into my chair with a sigh. Violet leans over, eyes curious. “How’d it go?”

“Yeah, good.”

She raises an eyebrow. “What does that mean?”

“This can go online and print, but she wants me to interview Adrian.”

Violet’s eyes widen. “Oh?”

I nod. “I need to get his side of the story.”

Her lips press together, and then she chuckles. She tries to hide it, but she fails, and soon, I’m laughing too.

“Just my luck.” I shake my head.

Violet grins. “Gotta hang out with him more. Come on, it’s not that bad. There are worse things to look at.”

She wiggles her eyebrows at me, knowing we both admitted that Adrian’s attractive.

“Listen, I’m not saying it’s going to be the worst thing in the world,” I say. “Just that I don’t necessarily want to do it.”

She shrugs. “Well, you’ve got no choice now.”

I sigh. “Yeah, I think he started today at the hospital. So now I just have to figure out… do I visit him there, or do I go to his place?”

Violet laughs. “You’re probably better off catching him at work.”

I groan. “Great. Looks like I’m heading to the hospital this afternoon.”

Violet grins, sing-songing, “Can’t wait for the stories.”

I groan again, but secretly, I wonder what exactly I’m walking into. What if he refuses? What if he brushes me off or turns it into a fight? I need this interview to land. Luna’s watching, and if I can’t handle one doctor—especially this one—what does that say about me? About the promotion?


      ***Hours later, I arrive at the town hospital, my nerves bundled tight. I push through the cold air, my hands stuffed into my pockets, regretting not bringing a jacket. The cold cuts at my skin as I step inside, the fluorescent lights harsh against the sterile white walls.

I make my way to the emergency reception desk, glancing around. Patients wait in plastic hospital chairs, staff move with urgency, the smell of antiseptic fills my nose. I’ve never liked hospitals. Too many recent memories with Mom. The familiar woman behind the desk doesn’t look up, her fingers tapping away on her keyboard. “Hey, Nina, do you know when Dr. Pierce is finishing up?”

“Amelia. Nice to see you. Looking to check him out?” Nina eyes me curiously, the corner of her lips lifting, as if she knows something I don’t.

I scoff, shaking my head. “Hardly. I just need an interview. I’m writing an article.”

Her knowing smile remains, but she doesn’t give me the information I need. As I step outside, the cold air wraps around me again. With my phone in hand, I start jotting down notes. This article must be good. One more strong piece, and the promotion is as good as mine.

The automatic doors slide open, and my head snaps up.

It’s not him.

I exhale, glancing back down at my notes, but anticipation tightens in my chest. My fingers numb as I scroll through my notes, trying to distract myself.

Then, finally, the doors part, and my breath catches.

Adrian steps out, suit pants hugging his frame, shirt slightly wrinkled, tie loosened just enough to make him look effortlessly undone. His dark hair is slightly tousled… end-of-the-day hair. His strong jaw is tight, blue eyes sharp as they land on me.

I swallow hard.

“Hi. Have a good day?” I say, forcing a casual smile despite the ridiculous flutter in my chest. It’s nothing. Just nerves about the article. The promotion. The pressure to make this interview count.

At least, that’s what I tell myself.

He barely reacts. “What do you want, Amelia? Or should I say, Dr. Whisperer?”

“I’m not—”

“Sure about that?” He crosses his arms, his stance firm. “Seems like people in that little gossip column love to ruin reputations.”

“No one knows who’s behind it. They’re anonymous. If I find out, I’ll let you know.”

Rumor has it the gossip column came from some long-time freelancer the paper paid forty bucks an article. Nobody in the office had ever met them. They handed in their stories through a generic inbox like a phantom.

Adrian scoffs. “What kind of reporter can’t figure out who Dr. Whisperer is? Unless, of course, they are Dr. Whisperer.”

I stare at him, momentarily thrown. This accusation isn’t new, but coming from him, it stings.

“Good call, Dr. Pierce, but I’m pretty damn good at my job,” I counter.

His lips curl, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “I’d beg to differ. A scathing article about me? Ruining my reputation further? And now, not being able to figure out who’s running that? Doesn’t scream ‘good reporter’ to me.”

I grit my teeth. I can’t believe Violet thinks I’d be interested in this guy. He despises me.

But I’m here for a reason. “So you won’t give me an interview?”

“What interview?”

I straighten my shoulders, hating having to ask him like this. “I just want to get your side of the story.”

His eyes darken as the pulse in his jaw tics. “So you can twist it? No thanks.”

He turns to leave, and in a moment of desperation, I reach out, catching his arm. My fingers meet solid muscle, and my brain short-circuits. His bicep flexes under my touch. I wasn’t expecting this level of muscle from a doctor, let alone noticing how good he feels, but I do.

Adrian stills, his gaze dropping to where my hand lingers. My pulse spikes. I drop my hand like I’ve been burned.

“Please,” I try again, my voice softer now.

His nostrils flare. “No. I also read your recent article about the welcome party.”

I pretend I don’t know exactly which part he’s referring to. “That was nice, right?”

His eyes narrow. “You keep finding little ways to dig at me. If I agreed to an interview, you’d do it again. I’m not giving you the chance. Not at my expense.”

He turns and walks away, his long strides eating up the pavement.

I stand there, watching him disappear into the night, trying to ignore the fact that, despite everything, I can’t stop looking at him.








  
  

Chapter eight

Chapter 8





Iyank open the car door and slide into the driver’s seat, gripping the wheel tightly, refusing to look back. 

Every article she writes about me is full of bullshit, twisting the truth to fit whatever story she’s after. And now she wants my side? Yeah, right. She doesn’t actually care… This is just another opportunity for her to build her name, to add another dramatic piece to her collection.

I rub my temples as exhaustion settles deep in my bones. It’s been a long day, and I don’t have the patience for this. What I do need to figure out is how the hell I’m going to get the hospital the money for the CT.

Starting the engine, I pull out of the parking lot, driving slow. But as I pass the hospital entrance, a flicker of movement catches my eye.

She’s still there.

Standing beneath the streetlamp, arms crossed, shifting on her feet. She’s watching me. Waiting.

I snap my gaze back to the road. Not my problem.

The town is quiet at this time of day, the roads mostly empty except for the occasional car pulling into a driveway. I take the familiar route to Keith’s; the tires rolling over the asphalt, my mind already drifting to the article I read earlier. Another piece from Dr. Whisperer.

A missing jewelry scandal.

Ridiculous.

But then there was another one about me.

It was my first damn day back, and the fact that I’m under a microscope pisses me off more than it should. I don’t need anyone waiting for me to screw up. I already have enough pressure on me not to mess up and get dismissed from this hospital. If I don’t succeed in Pulse Point, my career as a doctor is over.

By the time I pull into the driveway, my shoulders are tight, my head pounding.

Keith’s car is here. And he’s not alone.

Through the back window, I catch a glimpse of him on the porch, talking to an older guy, both dressed in polos and caps. Golf, I’m guessing. Keith had an early shift, so he must’ve wrapped up before me and gone straight to the course.

I’m not in the mood to face anyone else right now. I was hoping to shower, eat, and relax.

I turn off the engine and step out, stretching my stiff muscles before heading inside. As I walk up the steps, I hear their low laughter, the clinking of beer bottles. I could join them, but honestly, I don’t have it in me.

I drop my briefcase inside the door and go straight to my room, peeling off my shirt as I go. A quick shower, dinner, then sleep. I need to be up early for another run before my seven a.m. shift. Maybe I’ll find the gym this weekend so I can hit the weights again. It’s been too long.

By the time I emerge from the shower, dressed in sweats and feeling somewhat human again, I head toward the kitchen, hoping Keith’s friend is gone. But as soon as I round the corner, I spot him standing next to Keith, nursing a drink.

Keith looks up from his beer, grinning. “Didn’t even hear you come in.”

He gestures toward the guy beside him, an older man with short graying hair and deep lines around his eyes that speak of years of laughter and hard work. “This is my buddy, Adam. We squeezed in a round of golf; first time catching up in months.”

Adam tips his beer toward me. “Man, I don’t know how you do it. The hospital’s got to be brutal. At least on the course, we only suffer from Keith’s bad swings.”

“Harsh.” Keith grins. “But fair.”

I shake my head, beginning to fill up a pot with water to put on the stove. I need something quick, something easy. “You guys eaten yet?”

Keith stretches. “Nah, we got carried away. I can help if you want.”

“You don’t have to,” I say, already opening the pasta.

Adam laughs. “Listen to you two. You sound like an old married couple.”

Keith shoots him a playful look. “Don’t be jealous just because you have no one keeping you company.”

Adam raises his hands in surrender. “Fine, fine. Speaking of company, what’s the plan for Thanksgiving?”

Thanksgiving.

The reminder tightens my chest.

I haven’t given it much thought after my encounter with Russell. Sure, I’ve seen the ridiculous turkey decorations around the hospital, but I haven’t really felt the holiday coming. Thanksgiving’s on Thursday, and I’m off that day. And honestly? I don’t have a plan. 

I glance at Keith. “What are your plans?”

He shrugs, sipping his beer. “Haven’t decided yet. Could be fun to do something, though.”

I nod absentmindedly, stirring the pasta, but my thoughts drift elsewhere.

To the hospital.

To the eyes watching me.

To her, still standing in the cold, waiting.

“I think we’ll probably just have dinner to ourselves, right?” I glance at Keith, waiting for confirmation.

He shrugs. “Sounds like it.” Then he turns to Adam. “You want to join us?”

Adam shakes his head and offers a half-smile. “I’d love to, but I can’t. Plan to see my mom.”

“Oh, that’s right.” Keith leans back in his chair. “How’s she doing?”

A hint of amusement plays on Adam’s lips. “Well, you know those women in the retirement village? They gossip more than the damn bulletin.”

I chuckle, resting my forearms on the counter. “Yeah, Keith gave me the grand tour of the town the other day. We drove past the retirement home, but I haven’t been inside yet. I’m guessing that Keith, you’d see a lot of patients that live there?”

Keith nods. “Well, my clinic does, so you’ll probably get to know them soon enough.”

I glance back at Adam. “Are they doing anything special for Thanksgiving?”

“Yeah, they try to make a big thing of it. Decorations, music, even a bit of dancing if they can get them to. Of course, there are always a couple of grumps who complain about the noise, but isn’t that just life?”

Keith smiles. “True.”

“You sure you don’t want to stay for dinner?” I ask, checking the pasta boiling on the stove, making sure there’s enough for all three of us.

Adam stretches his arms over his head, then nods. “Why not? Another hour won’t kill me. Besides, it’s nice having someone cook for me.”

I grab some sauce and stir it absentmindedly as my thoughts drift back to Thanksgiving. If it’s just going to be me and Keith, maybe I should pick up a turkey. It’s not something I ever really did much before because I worked. Thanksgiving wasn’t a big deal to me, but here, with Keith, it might be nice.

A quiet tradition.

A new tradition.

I could pick up groceries on Tuesday and hope the stores aren’t cleaned out. I’ll have to run it by Keith, but ultimately, I think we’ll do a turkey dinner. Maybe watch some football, have a decent meal, just…relax.

By the time we’ve eaten and Adam heads out, Keith joins me in cleaning up. He’s unusually quiet as he dries a dish, then sets it aside.

I still, gripping the edge of the sink as the memory of Amelia showing up at work plays on my mind. “What else do you know about Amelia?”

“She’s a nice young lady.” Keith continues before I can answer. “Big family. Her mom was doing well until recently, and now Amelia’s just trying to get back on her feet.”

I snort, shaking my head. “She might be a ‘nice young lady’ to you, but to me? Not so much.”

Keith’s eyebrows shoot up, the corner of his mouth twitching. “And why’s that?”

“She cornered me at the hospital earlier. Wanted my side of the story.”

He chuckles and shakes his head. “Amelia’s the sweetest thing. I don’t agree with the article she wrote, but I still believe she’s not out to get you.”

I give him a deadpan stare. “You’re kidding me, right? Amelia’s been nothing but difficult.” Aside from the time involving Russell, but I’m not telling him about that.

“She’s doing her job,” Keith says, unfazed. “She works her ass off to support her family. Always has. She’s got a hell of a work ethic. Kinda like someone else I know.” He winks.

I roll my eyes. “If she really wanted my side, I might consider it… if I trusted her not to twist my words. But I don’t. People already whisper about me. I don’t need them talking about me any more than they already do.”

Keith sighs, setting down the towel. “Fair enough. But sometimes, getting your side out there isn’t the worst idea.”

It’s tempting… clearing the air, setting the record straight. But what would that change? She’s already made up her mind.

“If I could trust her, sure,” I admit. “But I don’t. I just want to move on from it.”

Keith studies me for a moment, then nods. “I get it.”

There’s a beat of silence before he changes the subject. “So, how was your first day?”

It’s a simple question, but it catches me off guard.

No one’s really asked me that before… except Amelia today.

It feels weird. But also kind of nice. Especially coming from someone who understands the industry.

I lean against the counter, rubbing a hand over my jaw. “Surprisingly good.”

Keith nods slowly.

“I mean, I was nervous, obviously, but people seemed decent, for the most part. A few whispers and looks, but overall, it was alright. Met lots of new people. The place looks different but smells the same. Even though it feels familiar, it’s not like the city, you know? We don’t have everything at our fingertips.”

Keith nods. “Glad it wasn’t terrible. What’s your schedule looking like this week?”

“Mornings.” Which is a nice way to start a new job. But I am on a mix of days, afternoons, and nights over the first six weeks.

“Perfect. I’ll be around, so if you need a sounding board, I can help.”

I nod in appreciation, but my mind is already shifting to something else. “There’s an issue, though.”

“What’s that?”

“They need to fix the CT scanner. Ideally, they need a new one too. But apparently, I can’t buy one for the hospital.”

“Yeah, they won’t let you. I haven’t looked at the contract myself, but I’ve heard it’s not allowed.”

I shake my head. “I should double-check. Maybe there’s a way around it.”

Keith shrugs. “Maybe. But if they’ve been managing without one, they’ll survive a little longer while they save up.”

I grip the counter, my jaw tightening. “That’s not the point, Keith. There’s no CT scanner in town. That could cost someone their life.”

His expression sobers.

I drag a hand through my hair at the memories. Flashes of that day with my dad slam into me. “I want to have the right tools to save as many lives as possible.”

Keith doesn’t say anything for a moment. Then he sighs, voice quieter. “I know.”

The exhaustion of the day presses down on me again, but this time, it’s heavier.

Keith watches me carefully, then nods. After a moment, he clears his throat and says, “Well, if you do find a way to buy them one, maybe hold off until after Thanksgiving. Otherwise, you’ll end up the guy who donated the scanner and getting stuck with turkey duty.”

I snort and shake my head. “Right. Because that’s the real tragedy here.”

“Hey, dry turkey is no joke. I had to suffer through it once, and I still have nightmares.”

I laugh. “I’ll make sure to brine ours properly, then.”

Keith grins. “Good. I don’t want to choke to death before we figure out how to get that scanner.”
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“I’m stuck,” I say, slumping into the chair across from Violet. 

She looks up from her laptop. “What do you mean?”

I let out a slow breath and drag a hand through my hair. The smell of fresh coffee fills the air, completely different from the frustration churning in my belly. “I went to the hospital yesterday to see Adrian. Tried to get the interview. He refused.”

Violet frowns, stirring her latte absentmindedly. “Why?”

“He thinks I’m going to twist his words or something,” I explain. “I thought the last article wasn’t bad.”

“It was great,” she says firmly.

I sigh. “Yeah. But he doesn’t like it. And I need to figure out how to get him to talk, because Luna asked for this interview, and if I don’t deliver, I can forget about that promotion.”

Violet taps her chin, considering. “I’d be that pestering person if I were you. Keep annoying him until he gives in. Show him you’re more than a person trying to get a story, that you’re a person trying to do the town right, and that includes its people.”

“You really think that’ll work?”

She grins. “Absolutely. You can’t back down on this. Luna asked for it. You want the promotion. That means you need the interview. Just keep showing up, asking again, and eventually, he’ll crack.”

I let out a dry laugh, shaking my head. “This isn’t like your boyfriend, where you bat your eyes and get away with things. Adrian’s different. He’s stubborn. The few glimpses I’ve had of him, he doesn’t seem like the type to budge.”

If I can’t get this interview, I don’t get the promotion, and that means no raise. Without that, I can’t keep covering Mom’s medical bills and my family’s expenses.

Violet leans back in her chair, smirking. “You won’t know unless you try.”

“True.” I take a sip of my now lukewarm coffee, then glance at her screen. “Anyway, what are you working on? I feel bad always dumping my problems on you.”

With a grin, she flips the laptop toward me. “Oh, you know, riveting journalism. Genevieve from the diner is about to start making her famous pies, and I’m tracking how fast they sell out for Thanksgiving.”

I sit up straighter. “Oh, that reminds me, I need to get one of those for Thanksgiving.” I tap my fingers on the table, an idea forming. “Maybe… and get one as a peace offering.”

Violet gasps as her eyes light up. “Yes! Bring one to Adrian. He must give you the interview then.”

I tap my lips, considering. “Bribery does have a long and successful history.”

“Not a bad idea, right?” she says smugly.

I smile. “Not bad at all.”

She shifts her laptop back toward her. 

“So, what else are you working on?”

“Just the bakery piece?”

“Yeah, mostly. I went down there earlier, took some photos.” She pulls up one on her camera and hands it to me. “Look how proud she is.”

The image is warm and inviting, Genevieve standing in front of the bakery, arms crossed, a crisp white apron tied around her waist, beaming. The pies behind the glass case look too good, golden-brown crusts glistening under the light.

“They’re honestly so good,” I say. “How haven’t you managed to snag one before they sell out?” 

Her grin stretches wider. “Who says I haven’t?”

I narrow my eyes. “Listen, if I don’t manage to score one, you better share some of that with me.”

Violet laughs. “We’ll see.”

I glance back at the photo. “There’s something different about those pies. It’s not just one flavor. She makes multiple, and somehow, they all disappear instantly.”

“Exactly.” She takes her camera back with a satisfied sigh. “Well, good luck getting one.”

“Thanks, I’ll need it.” I stretch, glancing at my watch. “So where are you going for Thanksgiving?”

She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear. “Nell’s parents.”

I grin knowingly. “Ah. So, the pie is a good kind of—”

“Exactly.” She points at me, eyes gleaming. “Gotta seem like the perfect daughter-in-law, and nothing says, I belong in this family like bringing the best pie in town.”

“You’ve got it all figured out.”

“Damn right.”

I push back from the table, finishing the last sip of my coffee. “Alright. After work today, I’ll head to Keith’s house. Try to catch Adrian there.” I’m not sure if I’m walking into a chance or a total waste of time. Still, I have to try.

“Good idea.” Violet gives me a thumbs-up. “And don’t forget the pie, Thursday. That might just be your golden ticket.”

I roll my eyes but can’t hide my grin. If Adrian’s as stubborn as I think he is, I’ll need all the help I can get.


      ***Later that evening, after a long shift, I make my way over to Keith’s house.

The neighborhood is quiet, and there’s a faint scent of wood smoke from Keith’s place. I don’t see Adrian’s car out front, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t here. He could’ve parked around the back or maybe gotten a ride from someone at the hospital. Either way, I’m not turning around.

I hesitate for only a second before stepping onto the porch and knocking on the door.

A moment later, the door swings open, and Keith stands there, his warm smile as familiar as ever. He wears a checkered shirt and navy pants, just in from work. His practice badge still dangles from his pocket. In all the years I’ve known him, he’s had the same clothes. I’d love to give him a makeover, but I asked once, and he said no. 

“Amelia. How are you?”

“I’m good, thanks. How are you?”

“Can’t complain.” His gaze flickers with curiosity. “What can I do for you?”

I nervously shift on my feet. “I was actually wondering if Dr. Pierce was around.”

Keith’s lips twitch, like he already knows the answer will disappoint me. “He’s still at work. Sorry, Amelia.”

I try not to let my disappointment show. “Oh. Do you know when he’ll be back?”

He shakes his head. “No idea. But you could always wait here. Have a cup of tea with me? I wouldn’t mind the company.”

I glance at my phone, seeing a text from Mom. I let her know earlier that I’d be late home. The thought of not being there makes me unsettled. My family relies on me, and I hate letting her down by not being there to help. But I need this interview. More money means I can stop juggling overdue notices. It also means filling her prescriptions without checking my bank balance twice.

I force a smile. “Sure. I’d love a cup of tea.”

Keith nods, stepping aside to let me in. His house is warm from the fire burning. As I follow him to the kitchen, I recognize the jazz tune. It’s something old and soothing.

He moves with ease, grabbing cups and turning on the kettle. “How’s your mom doing?”

I hesitate, fingers brushing the edge of the counter. “She’s… okay.” It’s not exactly a lie. Just the best version of reality that I can give.

Keith gives me a sad smile. “You’re a good daughter, you know that?”

Emotion clogs my throat. I’m not used to hearing things like that from anyone other than my mother. “Looking after her is just… what I do,” I say softly. “She’s always been there for me and my siblings. It’s the least I can do.”

He nods as he hands me my tea, then leads me out onto the back deck. The night air is cool but not cold, the light fading around us.

“So,” he says, settling into his chair. “What are you here to see Adrian for?”

I take a seat and blow on my tea, watching the steam rise into the air. “I need an interview. Which he’ll probably say no to again, but Luna’s insisting.”

Keith’s a doctor, so he might understand the pressure, or he might think I’m just another journalist chasing a story. Part of me hopes he’ll see past that because he’s known me my whole life.

We sit in silence. My mind travels to the moment Adrian made it clear he wasn’t interested in an interview. He barely gave it a thought before shutting me down. Sipping my tea, I look out at Keith’s backyard. It’s peaceful here. No siblings fighting over the last piece of toast, no one stealing my shoes, no yelling. Just stillness.

Wouldn’t it be nice to come home to this?

Keith sighs, which pulls my gaze to him. “Listen, Adrian had a rough time back in the city. He’s a good kid, but the bulletin hasn’t been kind.”

I shift uncomfortably, knowing that was half my fault, already feeling a kind lecture coming on.

“You know, Amelia, you could have left that last line out of your last article,” he says gently. “But you didn’t.”

A pit forms in my stomach. He’s calling me out, and I can’t even deny it. 

Keith takes a sip of his drink, clearly thinking.

I don’t know if he’s disappointed, angry, or both. So I wait, expecting him to say I went too far, or that I blew my chance with Adrian completely.

Finally, he says, “There’s one thing I know he cares about.”

I sit up straighter. “What is it?”

Keith watches me for a moment, then leans back. “Some medical equipment at the hospital, called a CT scanner, is broken, and he’s been trying to get it replaced. But he can’t use his own money to fix it.”

I listen carefully.

He stares into the distance before meeting my eyes. “I think if you helped him run a fundraiser to get the money, he might trade you for the interview.”

“Why does he care so much about that particular equipment?”

Keith gives me a look, as if he knows, but doesn’t say it out loud. “That’s not my story to tell. If he wants you to know, he’ll tell you.”

I press my lips together, mulling it over as I sip my tea. The idea isn’t terrible. It might actually work.

A fundraiser. That’s something I could do. I know people, restaurant owners, small businesses who could sponsor, even the local radio owes me a favor. If I asked the right people, got some traction, it could gain momentum fast. And if Adrian sees I’m actually trying to help, not just chasing a headline, he might be willing to talk. This could work, and maybe it would mean more than Genevieve’s pie. 

There’s something about the way Keith said it, there’s a deeper reason Adrian wants that equipment. I suspect it’s something personal.

I glance at Keith again, but he doesn’t offer more.

If I’m going to make this work, I need to treat it like any other story, so I set my empty cup down, already planning to call Ezra, Milton the community co-ordinator, and the mayor and pitch to them first. Adrian still hasn’t shown up, so I decide it’s time to leave.

“I should get going. I need to get home to Mom.” I stand and straighten my top. 

Keith stands with me, nodding. “Tell her I’m thinking of her.”

“I will.”

As I step onto the porch, I glance back. “Thanks, Keith.”

He waves with a smile as I get in my car.

I don’t have my interview. Yet. But now, I have a plan.

I’m about to take off when Adrian’s car pulls up. My fingers tighten around the steering wheel, my heart kicking up a notch. I should leave. But instead, I shove the door open and step out, watching as he parks.

He gets out, his expression already set in a scowl.

“Why are you here?”

I swallow down the heat rising in my throat. He’s a mess. His white dress shirt is wrinkled, his tie loosened, black suit pants slightly creased. As if he’s been running his hands through it all day, his brown hair is ruffled, and a shadow of stubble darkens his jaw. When my gaze lifts to his, blue eyes pierce through me.

I cross my arms. “I need to talk to you.”

“I said no.”

The words sting, but I push through. “Adrian, please.”

He breathes heavily and moves closer. “What is it?”

I square my shoulders. “I have an offer. One that I think would benefit both of us.”

His eyebrows lift, the corners of his mouth twitching with something close to amusement. “Yeah? And what’s that?” His tone is mocking, like he already knows I have nothing worth his time.

I force myself to keep my chin up. “A fundraiser.”

He blinks rapidly. “A fundraiser?”

“For the hospital equipment you need,” I say.

His jaw tightens, his gaze flicking toward the house. “He told you, didn’t he?”

I smile. “Maybe.”

Adrian rolls his eyes, shaking his head. “Yeah, the hospital needs the money. I need the money. What does that have to do with the article?”

“What if I help you run the best fundraiser this town has ever seen? Enough money to get the equipment needed,” I say, letting the words settle before adding, “in exchange for your side of the story.”

He drops his gaze to the ground. The silence stretches. I can almost see the battle playing out in his mind.

“I don’t know. I don’t know if I can trust you. How do I know you’ll follow through?”

The accusation stuns me. My trust has never been questioned before. I’ve built my reputation on reliability. Heat rises in my cheeks. Is this how he sees me?

“You don’t,” I admit, uncrossing my arms. “But you could always give me the interview after the fundraiser. Would that be better?” I pause, trying to read his expression. “And the article will be fair. And the photo… must be good.”

His nostrils flare slightly as he takes a deep breath. I think I have him. If I do, I’ll have to email Luna tonight and let her know the plan.

“Fine,” he says at last. “But do you even know how to run a fundraiser big enough to raise that kind of money?”

“Don’t you worry about that. I’ve covered enough of them to know what works. I’ll figure something out. Nothing like an exciting challenge to keep me on my toes.” The ideas are already coming together in my head.

“I’m glad I’m not the subject this time.”

For a moment, we share a smile, the tension between us easing. But then it shifts, the air thickening again, something unspoken hanging between us. The sudden awareness of it sends a shiver down my spine. Adrian clears his throat, as if shaking it off.

“I better go.” I pull myself back. “Gotta get home to my mom.”

His gaze softens, a rare gentleness in his eyes. “Yeah, of course,” he murmurs.

We both nod, then I turn away. He stands on Keith’s porch, watching as I reverse out of the driveway and onto the street.

It’s only when I can no longer see him that I feel like I can breathe again.

And yet, I’m still on edge.

Still feeling something I don’t know how to name.








