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      For Amy and Jay

      Everybody has favorite in laws. Y’all are mine.
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        Izzy

      

      

      “I’m sorry. Did you just say I’ve time-traveled to the future? Because that’s the only logical explanation here.” My voice is raspy, echoing slightly in the sterile stillness of the hospital room, and my mind is whirling, though everything feels a bit fuzzy.

      The faint hum of the equipment and the antiseptic smell anchor me to the present. I don’t want to believe the nurse. She came in a few minutes ago, her clipboard clutched tightly, and started asking me all kinds of questions.

      I don’t even know if I answered them right. And then she told me something crazy. Something I’m not sure I can believe. She told me what year it is.

      My mind races to do the mental math. “That means…I’m twenty-five.” But I can’t be. Just yesterday I went to town with Cherry and we got our nails done as a dry run for prom. My AP calc test is tomorrow.

      I feel like if I was asleep for almost eight years, I should have fuzzy memories. But just yesterday, I was running the track before school. Apparently not.

      “Yes, you were in the accident when you were eighteen, and seven and a half years have passed.”

      Seven and a half years. The half shouldn’t be important, but it is. I missed out on so much. Getting that degree in computer engineering. Landing a job at Apple or Intel. Meeting the love of my life in a lab on campus. The best years of my life. Gone. Poof.

      I can’t be twenty-five. It’s not possible. I glance down at my hands. The cherry red that I had them painted for prom is long gone. They’re plain and cut short. Which was normal for me. But still. I need a mirror. Seven years asleep must do horrid things to a person’s complexion. Or maybe it does great things. I bet I don’t even look twenty-five.

      “Where is my family?” I need my mom. My dad. My sister. I need something or someone to ground me.

      Robin was in college. I guess by now she’s graduated and has a career. She’s probably traveled all over the world too, just like she’d planned. That’s crazy. She’d be twenty-six now. Mom and Dad would be in their sixties. That’s nuts.

      I don’t know why I’m trying to figure things out. Though numbers calm me, or at least they give me something to focus on. But these equations piling up in my brain right now? They’re chaos, and I can’t make sense of any of it. I’m too scared to close my eyes in case I wake up to something even worse.

      The nurse pats my arm. “Jake is on his way in. He’ll explain everything.” A flutter runs through my chest and a ridiculous warmth spreads from my cheeks to my toes. It’s been doing that since seventh grade whenever Jake’s name is mentioned. Glad to see some things haven’t changed.

      can’t possibly mean my Jake. Not that he was ever mine, but a girl can dream.

      “Jake?”

      “Yes, Jacob Blackwood,” the nurse replied.

      A small grin forms on my lips. Back in high school, I fantasized about him sweeping me off my feet during our tutoring sessions, like some rom-com superhero, complete with a dramatic slow-motion kiss. He was lucky I was even able to focus.

      I about fell out of my chair when he asked me to prom. Me. Isobel Ziegler. Resident nerd. We’d been working through a quadratic equation and had started talking about prom. I told him I hadn’t gone to any school dances, and he stared at me with those gorgeous dark eyes of his, smiled with that crooked smile I love, and asked me right then and there.

      My machines beep again, jolting me out of that memory. That prom was years ago, apparently, and I didn’t get to go with him after all. I wonder who he ended up going with. I shouldn’t care. But for some reason, I do.

      “Why Jake? What about my mom and dad? Or my sister?” Maybe Jake’s a doctor or something. That would explain why they’re waiting for him. Is seven and a half years enough time to get through med school? I suppose he could be doing a residency or something.

      Doctor Jake. I bet he’s gotten even better looking over the years.

      The nurse just fiddles with my IV. “Jake will explain everything. He’ll be here soon. We need to run a few more tests, but early indicators are that you’ve suffered no long-term brain damage.”

      Well, now there’s good news.

      “Can I walk?” I need to get up and do something. I enjoyed running 5k races in cross country, and now I’m not even sure if I’ll be able to walk down the hospital hallway. I can feel my legs, but I doubt they’d hold my weight.

      “Eventually. Your muscles will be too weak right now, but we’ll have physical therapy in here tomorrow to work with you if you’d like.”

      “That’d be good.” The sooner I start to move, the sooner I can leave and regain those years I lost. I need to go to college, get my degree, and get started on life. Apple and Intel still need computer engineers, right?

      A sinking feeling settles in my stomach. I missed so much of my life. Maybe I can fast-track through Johns Hopkins and cram in more classes than normal. I mean, I still have all my high school memories, and I’m smart. If nothing else, I’m stubborn enough to pull it off.

      A doctor walks in and adjusts the IV line, her fingers precise and practiced, while another nurse bustles in to draw blood, her cart rattling softly as she moves. I ask these newcomers a few questions, but they just give the same vague answers. This is ridiculous. I pull on the wires. I want to get up.

      “Izzy, stop,” a voice says, soft yet firm, and I jerk my head up. The sudden movement tugs at the wires and tubes snaking around me, making the heart monitor blip in protest.

      Jake stands in the doorway, looking like a real-life Captain America, complete with a chiseled jawline, and biceps that could bench press a car. It’s unfair, really, how he manages to look like he stepped right out of a movie set while I can barely move my legs. His hair is short, not shaggy like it used to be, and he’s got a very close-cut beard.

      He makes his way over to the bed. “Here, let me help you.”

      He leans over, and his cologne makes my throat go dry. It’s a mix of cedar and something spicy—definitely new. My brain files it under “scents to daydream about later.” He gently untangles my wires, and I shiver when his fingers brush along my skin.

      “I know they’re annoying, but you need to keep them on for now.” He pushes a few buttons on the machine that has been beeping, and they turn off. I was right. He’s a doctor or something. But he’s not dressed like one.

      I glance around. Everyone else has disappeared, which makes me even more nervous. I’m in a hospital room. All alone with Jacob Blackwood.

      He sinks into a chair and stares at me, his gaze unflinching. I must look like some kind of horror movie extra—seven years of beauty sleep and not a single glow-up to show for it. It’s so unfair.

      “I can’t believe you’re awake. I honestly never thought this would happen.” There are tears in his eyes, and I’m trying to figure out why Jake would care so much. It’s sweet though.

      I blink at him for a moment. “Guess I’m just full of surprises.” Wow. I managed to make words come out. Post coma Izzy must be like superhero Izzy. I’ll keep her.

      “You always were.” He grins, and my pulse races. The heart monitor blips faster, like it’s tattling, and I cringe. Great, now he knows just how much my body betrays me whenever he’s close.

      This is ridiculous. I don’t have time for a stupid crush. I need to figure out why my family is not here.

      “No offense, Jake, but why are you here? Where’s my mom and dad?”

      He leans forward, and my heart skips a beat before thudding hard against my ribs.

      “What do you remember about…before?”

      “You mean right before I went into a coma?”

      “Yeah.”

      I close my eyes. “We were going out to dinner with my parents. Dad said he wouldn’t let me go to prom with you unless he got to know you first.” I was so nervous for Jake to see where we lived. His family had a huge property and a neat house. We had a small house that was in desperate need of repairs. My parents never thought those repairs were a priority.

      Jake’s lips twitch, and I can’t help but stare. They’re the same hot lips that used to smirk at me during those tutoring sessions. Only now they’re even more distracting—like they’re daring me to relive every teenage crush-fueled daydream I ever had.

      “And I wanted to meet you all at Station Four, but your dad insisted I come to the house and ride along with you.”

      It was so embarrassing. I love my parents, but it wasn’t like Jake and I were dating or anything. It was one school dance, and only because he felt bad for me.

      “Oh, that’s right. So we were all going to dinner. My dad drove...” I hesitate. There’s no memory after that. The last thing I remember is Dad making an embarrassing dad joke about why the scarecrow won an award. I was mortified. Then nothing.

      Jake rubs the back of his neck, his biceps flexing under the snug sleeve of his t-shirt, but for once, I don’t notice how good he looks. I’m too caught up in the tightness in his jaw, the way his throat bobs as he swallows hard. His usual confidence is gone, replaced by something raw and uneasy. He won’t look at me, his gaze fixed somewhere just past my shoulder.

      “There was an accident,” he finally says, his voice rough and strained. “A bad one. A logging truck crossed the center lane on a curve.”

      He’s not a doctor.

      Nobody wanted to tell me. That’s why he’s here. He was with the only other survivor of the accident, and he’s here to tell me my family’s dead.

      I don’t want to believe it. A strange numbness spreads through my limbs, like my body is suddenly too heavy, too distant. “My parents are dead, aren’t they?”

      Jake slowly nods. “Izzy, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to be the one to have to tell you. But I thought it’d be better coming from me than a stranger.”

      “Jake, we barely know each other.”

      “We were dating.”

      Well, that’s a stretch. Prom would’ve been our first date. My first date ever.

      We’ll unpack the dating thing later. He shouldn’t be the one here telling me everything.

      “Where’s my sister?”

      “Robin?” His face darkens.

      “Yeah.”

      “She finished college and moved away for a job. She still has full medical control over you, just so you know, but she hasn’t been back to visit in three years.”

      “Three years? Does she live overseas or something?” That’s so long. If she’d been in a coma, I would’ve visited her every week. Even after seven years. Especially if she was the only one I had left.

      Jake snorts. “No. She just went to Colorado, and she didn’t make it a priority to come visit.”

      I’m so confused. Robin always said she’d never come back home, but surely she’d still want to see me. It was our parents she didn’t like. Not me.

      But she left anyway. Three years. Three years without visiting, without calling, without caring. My own sister—the one person who should have fought for me—just moved on like I never existed. Like I was already gone.

      And Mom and Dad… It wasn’t their fault. I know that. But knowing doesn’t change the hollow, aching void they left behind. They were supposed to be here. I was supposed to wake up and see their faces, hear my mom’s voice telling me everything would be okay. Instead, I woke up to strangers and silence.

      A tight, clawing feeling builds in my chest, squeezing the air from my lungs. They left me. Robin by choice, my parents by fate. But in the end, does it even matter? The result is the same. I was here, trapped in my body, while the people who were supposed to love me most—supposed to fight for me—just… disappeared.

      A tear slips down my cheek, warm against my cold skin. I press my fingers into the blanket, grounding myself in something, anything, as the truth settles deep in my bones. I was forgotten.

      “So, I’ve been alone?”

      “No. You had me.”

      “Why?” Jake and I barely knew each other.

      “I didn’t want you to be alone. You’re too special for that. Being in an accident like that made me feel so helpless. I was the only one who was conscious, and I couldn’t help any of you. It’s why I got my EMT and helicopter license.”

      I just stare at him, and he chuckles. “Sorry. I talk to you so much that I forgot we aren’t at the level where I tell you everything yet. Honestly, you know all my secrets.”

      Something about that bothers me, and another part thrills me—the kind of thrill that sends a spark zipping down my spine, leaving me hyper-aware of the way he’s looking at me, like I’m more than just a girl who used to solve his math problems. I have no idea what to think about this. I suppose things will sink in later.

      “Why do I know all your secrets?”

      Jake chews on his bottom lip and runs a hand over his face. “I don’t know how to explain it all. There’s more. You’ve taken everything so well so far, but I don’t want to freak you out.”

      I snort. That ship already sailed. I’m sufficiently freaked out. “Waking up and finding out seven years have passed, my parents are dead, and my sister apparently doesn’t care about me. Yep, it’s a lot. I’m probably just in shock. I don’t see what damage one more thing can do.”

      I try not to think about Robin too much. Our relationship was strained when we lived under the same roof because our parents treated me like the golden child and her like the black sheep, but after she moved out, we talked a few times a week and sent each other messages multiple times a day. I called her the day Jake asked me to prom, and that weekend, I went to visit her in Roanoke to go dress shopping. Then she took me to a college party and got me drunk. She thought it was funny. I did not appreciate the headache the next day.

      I can’t believe she just abandoned me here at this hospital.

      Jake glances at the door and runs his hand through his hair like this is serious. “Uhh, you were a few weeks pregnant when the accident happened.”
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      I don’t comprehend what he just said. “Pregnant? I’m Pregnant!?” I slide my hand to my stomach, but it’s flat.

      “Yeah, well, not anymore. Did you know?”

      I shake my head. As if waking up in a sci-fi nightmare wasn’t enough, now I’m starring in my own episode of Teen Mom: Coma Edition.

      The smell of antiseptic and flowers and the pale, sterile walls close in like a true-crime scene. My stomach heaves. I think I’m going to be sick. I was pregnant when I went into a coma, and then I lost the baby. All of this is absurd, though, because I’ve never had sex, so I couldn’t possibly have been pregnant.

      The door opens, and an older woman appears, holding flowers and a bag with photo albums peeking out. “Izzy, how are you?”

      I blink at her. I have no idea what to say.

      Jake turns around, dragging a hand down his face before letting it drop to his side. His fingers flex once, then curl into a fist, like he’s trying to hold something in. “Sorry, Mom. I just gave her some shocking news. She didn’t know she was pregnant when the accident happened.”

      The woman gives me a soft smile and sets the vase of flowers on the table in the back of the room, her movements deliberate and calming. She sits on the other side of my bed and leans forward slightly, her eyes kind.

      “Most women don’t know they’re pregnant that early. Don’t worry, dear. We’re here to help you through it all. I’m Terry, by the way,” she says gently, her voice like hot chocolate on a cold day.

      She reaches over and pats my hand. I try to gauge whether her steady demeanor is genuine or just a practiced mom thing, but her smile doesn’t falter.

      I’m still so confused. I don’t understand why they’re here. I’ve never even met her. Pregnant. What in all the possible Marvel universes out there is going on?

      “You said I was. What happened to the baby?” Surely the pregnancy didn’t survive. But if it didn’t, they probably wouldn’t be explaining all this. It wouldn’t matter. That means I had the baby. A sharp tremor runs through my hands, and I press them into the blanket, but everything feels like the world is tilting, and I can’t find my footing. I can feel tears sliding down my face. This is all so much. I just want my mom.

      Jake squeezes my hand. “He was born. Right here. He’s named Oliver, but we call him Ollie. He’s six years old and as smart as his mom. A bit more wild though.”

      The hum of the monitors feels louder, punctuating his words like an ominous soundtrack. I have a son. A six-year-old child. Named Oliver, like my dad. Which he would’ve hated. If they’d been alive when I found out I was pregnant, they would’ve kicked me out if I chose to keep the baby. Pregnant before thirty was a huge no-no. They always told Robin and me that if we had kids before we established our careers, they would not be considered official grandchildren.

      “Where is he?” I wonder if they gave him up for adoption. Maybe that’s what Jake was talking about. Robin refused to take care of him. I would’ve taken my sister’s kid at eighteen without question, even if it would’ve changed my whole life. That’s what you do for family.

      “Ollie’s back at home with my brother and his wife. We thought it’d be too much for today, but he’ll be so excited to talk to you. Besides, I want his first meeting with you to go well. I want to make sure you’re prepared to love him as much as he loves you.”

      I have a kid who loves me even though I’ve been asleep his whole life. That seems impossible.

      I stare at Jake, my eyes tracing the sharper angles of his jaw and the way his shirt clings to his shoulders. He’s not the same boy I remember, and it’s throwing my entire system into chaos. I can’t take anymore. This is not my life. This is someone else’s life.

      I feel the tears starting. I don’t want to lose it in front of these people, but it’s all too much. Terry scoots closer and puts her arm around me, holding me close. She’s not my mom, but she’ll have to do.

      “Why are you taking care of him?” I ask. Maybe his brother adopted him. That would explain all of this.

      Jake meets my eyes. “Because he’s my son too.”

      Uh. No way.

      My pulse pounds so hard it feels like my heartbeat is stuck in my throat. I clench my fists in my blankets.

      I need to get the doctor back in here, stat. She said I was fine, that I didn’t have any memory loss, but I do. I mean, how does someone forget something as monumental as sleeping with Jacob Blackwood?

      And I wouldn’t.

      In fact, I don’t remember ever having sex at all.

      “I need you to leave,” I say. This isn’t real. Nothing about this is real.

      “Izzy…” Jake says, and I hate the familiarity there, like he somehow knows me. He doesn’t know me at all.

      “Jacob.” His mom stands. “We should let her rest.”

      He looks at her and then back at me. “Okay, but I’m coming back tomorrow. I won’t bring Ollie until you’re ready, though.”

      Terry reaches over and gently adjusts the blanket across my lap, her hands moving with practiced ease. She pauses for a moment, as if choosing her next words carefully, before looking at me with a soft gaze.

      “You’ve been through a lot, dear, but you’re stronger than you think. Give yourself time.” Her voice carries the kind of warmth that makes you want to believe her, even if you don’t. “Also, I’m a scrapbooker, and I made a different scrapbook for each year of Ollie’s life. They are here when you’re ready to see them.”

      I nod, the tears threatening again. I don’t want to cry anymore in front of Jake, but I feel so out of control and have no clue what to do next. I need to talk to someone I actually remember. Robin, preferably.

      “Here’s your phone,” Jake says. “The password is your birthday. Later we can get your facial recognition set up.”

      The phone looks similar to the one I had before the accident but bigger. Has someone—Jake—been paying for it this whole time?

      “I put my phone number in there, Mom’s, Robin’s and Cherry’s.”

      “Cherry’s still around?”

      “Yeah, I haven’t told her you’re awake yet. I didn’t want to invade your privacy like that, but I’m sure she’ll be happy to hear from you.”

      I nearly cry at the news. Cherry is exactly who I need to talk to right now. She’s the opposite of me, bold and daring, but for some reason we clicked. We bonded over our shared obsession of Captain America and were the only two sixth graders in advanced algebra. So even though she often put me in situations that terrified me (like the time she dragged me up to Linda Allen and demanded that she stop stealing my parking spot that I earned by having the highest GPA), she’s my favorite person in the whole world.

      Jake kisses me on the forehead before he leaves, and Terry squeezes my hand.

      “If you need anything, even just someone to sit with, you let me know,” Terry says, her tone leaving no room for argument.

      For a second, I almost believe she means it—like maybe she’s not just here out of obligation but because she actually cares. The thought feels foreign but not entirely unwelcome. My own mom wasn’t a warm person. She was a good mom. She made sure I had a good education, and she taught me life skills, but she was never the caring and loving type.

      My skin prickles where Jake’s lips touched my forehead, a sensation that seems to echo longer than it should.

      As soon as they’re out the door, I pull the blanket back and lift up my hospital gown. There’s no stretch marks, but there is a scar low on my belly. I run my finger over it. I don’t remember getting that scar, but that must be how they got Ollie out. I swallow.

      It’s weird to think that doctors were messing with my body while I was asleep. I know it was necessary, but I still feel violated. For the last seven years, other people have had total control over my body.

      I pick up the phone Jake left. I hover over Robin’s number, but I don’t push the call button. I can’t take any more bombs today. Instead, I find Cherry’s number and press the call button, my hand trembling slightly.

      “Whatever you’re selling, I don’t want it.”

      “Cher? It’s Izzy.”

      Silence on the other end.

      “This is a cruel prank,” she chokes out. “Why would you do this?”

      “No, it’s really me. Jake gave me your number. I just woke up. Surprise.”

      An ear-piercing squeal erupts through the speaker. “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe it. I can’t believe... Oh, I’m on my way. See you soon.”

      Then the line goes dead.

      At least she’s happy I’m awake.
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      It’s been two days, and I still haven’t seen Ollie. I told Jake I needed time to process. Not only that, but the doctors have been putting me through the wringer, and I’m exhausted all the time. I’m sleeping about sixteen hours a day. Jake’s spent the majority of the last two days here with me, helping with my physical therapy and chatting up the nurses like he’s known them forever. We don’t talk much. Mostly because every time I try to speak, my words get stuck somewhere between “help” and “what the heck.”

      Superhero Izzy has officially left the building, leaving me exposed in all my awkward, vulnerable glory. Does Jake notice? Probably. And knowing him, he’s filing it away with that maddeningly calm exterior.

      Cherry came to visit the night I called her, and she’s coming back on Saturday. In the meantime, she’s constantly sending me messages. It’s nice.

      The doctors and physical therapists are astounded that I’m doing as well as I am. Apparently most people who come out of a coma like this take weeks before they even talk. I’m just a walking miracle, I guess. Well, not walking yet, but I plan on doing that as soon as I possibly can.

      I’ve thought a lot about Ollie. The pictures Terry left show a bright-eyed little boy. His first word was cookie. Which should make me smile, but it also makes me sad. Most babies say mama first. I cried when I saw pictures of his first birthday, when he was covered in chocolate frosting. I’ve missed so much, but I’m still scared to meet him.

      I’ve tried to call Robin a gazillion times, but it always goes straight to voicemail, and the doctors keep telling me they can’t get ahold of her. But Jake said they talked to her before they called him because even though he’s my supposed baby daddy, he’s not my husband, so he has no legal right to any information about me.

      They needed permission from her to tell him, and she gave it. That means she knows. And she still hasn’t called. I don’t know why she wouldn’t want to talk to her only living relative.

      It’s early in the morning when my energy levels are at their best. I decide to try Robin once again. It rings three times, and I’m nervous it’s going to go to voicemail again, but she answers.

      “I can’t believe you’re awake. Please don’t think I’m awful, but I never thought you’d wake up again.” Her voice is different somehow, deeper maybe.

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. She probably had written me off as already dead.

      “Then why didn’t you just pull the plug?” It’s the one question that’s been rattling around in my head the last couple of days. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful to be alive, but seven and a half years is a long time. I was breathing on my own, so they would’ve had to take out my IVs and feeding tubes if they wanted to let me go. I actually have no clue how life support works, but I’ve been pestering the doctors and nurses to explain because I desperately want to understand what has happened to me.

      “Because they always said you had brain activity. Plus, with Mom and Dad already dead, I couldn’t kill you. I actually almost did a couple of years ago, but Jake threw a fit. Speaking of, I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about him.” Her voice is so matter-of-fact, like the idea of turning off my machines didn’t even give her pause. She seems more bothered by the fact that I didn’t tell her about Jake than me dying.

      “I don’t remember much from those weeks before the accident, so I’m not sure why I didn’t tell you.”

      Except that’s not true. I remember a lot. Even the test I took the day before, which I’m sure I aced. But I don’t remember a whole lot about Jake. Other than that I was excited and a little flabbergasted that he asked me to prom.

      “Yeah, well, it made things really awkward when we found out you were pregnant. I had no idea you two were involved until I told the nurses that we’d give the baby up for adoption, and he said he was the baby’s dad. I didn’t believe him. I thought you were just going to prom with him. You never said you were dating him.”

      She sounds so bitter. The Robin I knew was carefree and fun. A little reckless but never angry or bitter. Now, though, her words feel like jagged shards of broken glass, catching me off guard with every syllable.

      The shift in her is unsettling, adding another layer to the growing pile of things I can’t seem to process. I suppose losing your whole family in a car accident might do that to you.

      Her words echo through my mind. “Why were you going to give my baby up for adoption?”

      “Iz, you’d been in a coma for several months. What else could I do with it?”

      This is a no-brainer. “Raise him. You’re his aunt.”

      “You know I’m not good with kids. Besides, I was a sophomore in college. What would I do with a kid? Teach him beer pong and bring him to parties? Yeah, that sounds like a solid parenting plan.”

      But that was my baby. Her nephew. The only family she had left.

      “Robin, you grow up and take responsibility.” Even I know that, and I’m the baby sister.

      “You were always the responsible one, not me. He would’ve been better off with someone else. Trust me.”

      “Well, I’m glad you didn’t give him up. Please tell me you at least talk to him. That he knows and loves his aunt Robin.”

      “No. Look. It’s too painful.” Her voice cracks a little, and she pauses. “My life has moved on. I don’t want to be reminded constantly of the worst day of my life.”

      I bite back a retort. I need to recover, drive to Colorado, and punch my sister in the nose. Dramatic? Maybe. Deserved? Definitely. But first, I need to find out how much her world has changed in the last seven years.

      “So what have you been doing while I’ve been asleep?”

      “Well, I graduated with a degree in anthropology, and my roomie got a job in Colorado. I followed her out because, you know, it’s the only place where weed was legal at the time, and it seemed like fun. She got married a couple of years ago, but I have a new roommate now.”

      “Where are you living?”

      “Denver.”

      “What do you do?” My fingers twitch slightly as I brace for another piece of Robin’s new life—this doesn’t seem that far off for Robin, but I would’ve thought she’d grown up a little bit.

      “I work in an office.”

      “Doing what?”

      “What’s with the third degree? Geesh.”

      “Robin, I’m just trying to figure out what life looks like right now.” My heart tightens, a jumble of curiosity and resentment tangling in my chest. Every answer she gives feels like a breadcrumb leading to a version of her I no longer recognize, and I’m not sure whether I want to keep following the trail or turn back to the safety of who we used to be. Even her voice, familiar but changed, feels like an echo from a different timeline. She wasn’t as smart as me, but she was ambitious in college. She wanted a career in the sciences. I always thought she’d end up working in a lab somewhere.

      “Fine, I work customer service for a cell phone company. Happy?”

      “Oh, okay.” That sounds like hell to me, but it’s not my life. “You have a boyfriend?”

      “Nah. I decided a few years ago I was done with relationships.”

      “I see. Any pets? A dog or a cat?” Mom and Dad didn’t let us have pets, and we both swore the second we got our own place, we would get one. Robin was the cat girl, and I wanted a dog.

      “Nope.”

      “Do you travel? I know your dream was to backpack through Europe.”

      “That takes money, and I’m broke.”

      I don’t know what else to say. “I’m really tired. You’ll come see me, right?”

      Robin lets out a sigh. “I wish I could. I can’t afford it. Rent is really expensive, and there are times I can barely afford food. I’ve only been working for the cell phone company a few months, so I don’t have any vacation. But as soon as you’re better, you can come see me.”

      “Yeah, I’ll try. Talk to you later.”

      I hang up and feel the tears starting. I hate that my sister—my only living family—feels like a stranger now. I let the situation sink in for a moment. My sister abandoned me. And I get that she couldn’t give up on her life while waiting for me to wake up. But I’m awake now, and it doesn’t even seem like she wants to be a part of my life.

      I’ve always been an introvert. A little bit of a loner. But what I need right now is Cherry. She was the only one in high school who actually knew me. She’s also the one person who I know can brighten my day.

      I’m just getting ready to call her when the nurse comes in to check my machines, her shoes squeaking faintly on the linoleum floor. She hums a tune I don’t recognize, making me wonder how much music I missed out on. I wonder if Taylor Swift is still popular.

      She pauses and gives me a small smile.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “I feel so alone.”

      She stares at me as if she’s thinking a bit, and then she squeezes my hand. “You know, I started on this floor here the day they brought you into long-term care. You’d been in a coma for a few weeks already. We had to set up a cot for Jake because he rarely left. I was here when Jake fought with your sister about keeping Ollie. I’ve overheard him begging you to wake up, and I’ve been here while Ollie and Jake read you books. I know it seems like you’re alone, but I promise you’re not. You’ve never been.”

      I press a hand to my chest, trying to contain the rush of emotions surging through me—grief, shock, an aching, desperate kind of longing I don’t know how to name. For the first time since I woke up, I don’t feel like I’m drifting. I feel like I need something.

      I look up at the nurse, my words tumbling out before I can stop them. “So you know Ollie? What’s he like? Does he like superheroes? Or books? Or sports? Is he serious or silly? Does he look more like me or Jake?” My voice cracks, but I barely notice. “I mean, I—I should know these things, right? But I don’t, and⁠—”

      She smiles, patient and warm. “He’s got Jake’s eyes but your smile. He’s silly and full of energy, but he’s got a big heart. And he loves stories—books, movies, made-up adventures. You should see the way his face lights up when Jake reads to him.”

      I suck in a breath, something fragile breaking open inside me. I want to see that. I want to know him.

      The nurse gives my hand another squeeze. “Maybe you should let Jake know you’re ready to see Ollie.”

      I swallow, my heart pounding in my ears. The thought of meeting him terrifies me, but not as much as the thought of not meeting him.

      “Maybe I will,” I whisper.

      I send a quick text to Jake.

      
        
          
            
              
        Izzy: I want to meet Ollie.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jake: I’ll bring him over tomorrow afternoon.

      

      

      

      

      

      I need all the family I can get, and right now, it looks like Ollie is it. Part of me hopes he’ll be sweet and curious, asking me a million questions and maybe even thinking I’m cool. Yeah, right. Cool moms don’t wake up from a seven-and-a-half-year coma.

      Cool moms probably whip up amazing cookies, construct towering Lego castles, and teach their kids how to wield a sword just in case of a zombie apocalypse. I’d love to be the mom who casually rattles off every Avengers backstory while decoding cryptic ciphers just for fun. I want to be the mom who is engaged with my kids, not like my own, who just wanted to make sure I’d be a productive member of society.

      The thought of Ollie seeing me as some awkward stranger who’s clueless about him makes my stomach twist. Whatever happens, I’ll have to figure this out one step at a time, even if I’m starting at zero.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Jacob
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      Izzyl’s awake.

      Those words shocked the hell out of me last week. I’ve visited her every day since then, and sometimes she seems happy to see me, while other times she seems irritated.

      I guess she doesn’t know what to think—none of this makes sense to her. Hell, it barely makes sense to me. She doesn’t know me, not really. When she went into her coma, we’d just started to get to know one another.

      That doesn’t change what the last few years have been for me. I’ve spent hours at her bedside, sharing my thoughts and fears with her. It felt like therapy at the time, but now that she’s awake, it just feels awkward.

      A part of me aches every time she looks at me, and there’s no real recognition, like the bond we had was erased overnight. Not that we had a great bond to begin with. To her, I was nothing more than the jock at school she was tutoring. Not the guy who spent hours reading books to her while she slept.

      “What’s up, Dad?” Ollie grabs a cookie off the table. Mom sits next to me on the worn floral-patterned couch that’s been in the family for years, and Dad settles into his favorite recliner on the other side of Ollie, the faint scent of freshly brewed coffee lingering in the air.

      Ollie’s life is about to change. He’s been sulky the last several months. He latched onto Hannah when she married Levi, and she’s been sort of a surrogate mother to him. But her own baby was born six months ago, and while she tried to give Ollie all the attention he needed, it just wasn’t the same. I hated being helpless. I couldn’t fix his problem. Except now, maybe I can.

      Mark, my older brother, leans against the doorframe, arms crossed as he listens in.

      “We need to talk about your mom,” I say.

      Ollie freezes mid-bite, and I can see the wheels turning. He grips the cookie harder, and a few crumbs fall on the floor. Bisbee wastes no time and snatches them up.

      “She’s dead, isn’t she?” He throws his hands up in the air and gives a big huff.

      I suppose that would be the first thing he thought of. We’ve talked about that very possibility.

      “No, Ollie, she’s not dead.” Dad’s the calm voice of reason in our family, the one who could probably talk a bear out of stealing our picnic basket. Honestly, I don’t know what I’d do without my parents.

      “Did you meet someone else?” Ollie practically jumps out of his seat. “Am I getting a new mom?”

      I can’t keep him guessing like this. “No, bud. Your mom woke up.”

      His eyes widen, and he drops the cookie. The dogs make a mad scramble for it. “She’s awake? Can she talk?”

      “Yes, she can. She doesn’t remember our visits or anything though. She knows about you, but she doesn’t remember you. She’s exactly like she was when the accident happened.” I’m still shocked by that. She acts exactly like she did at eighteen, which I suppose shouldn’t surprise me, but she’s lost nothing. One day, in a fit of irritation, she even asked me to track down her old calculus teacher to see if he’d tell me her last test score.

      I actually tried, but he retired four years ago, and while he remembered Izzy, he didn’t have access to old grades.

      Ollie practically rockets off his chair like it’s spring-loaded.

      “Where are you going?” I ask before he races out of the room.

      “We’re going to get her and bring her back home. Won’t it be cool having her live here with Nana and Papa? Or maybe we can move into Abi’s old house. I can’t believe I get a whole family now, like Lily and Reese and Sammy and Sadie. I’ll be in the car.”

      Before I know it, he’s running out the door. Mark chuckles. “I’ll go wait with him.”

      Mom points to where Ollie disappeared. “That went better than I thought it would.”

      I shift in my seat. It doesn’t matter that it went better. We’ve got a bigger problem on our hands. “Mom, he thinks we’re a family. That Izzy is my wife.”

      She raises her eyebrows, making me nervous, and Dad shrugs. “You two were dating before the accident, and Ollie is your son. This isn’t rocket science.” Everyone—including my parents—thought Izzy and I were more serious than we actually were.

      “We were just dumb kids. We made a mistake, and Izzy doesn’t remember any of our time together.” For good reason too, but I don’t tell my parents that. I haven’t told anyone the real reason why she doesn’t remember.

      “Have you heard when she’s getting out of the hospital?” Dad asks.

      “She’s not walking yet, but she’s getting around in her wheelchair, and the physical therapist thinks she’ll be up and around within a week or two. No one has said anything about her going home yet.” The thought keeps nagging at me—she’s been through hell and deserves a place that feels like more than just four walls and a roof. “When they do, I have no idea where she’ll go.”

      I’ve been running scenarios in my head, weighing every option from moving her into Abi’s old house to finding a small rental nearby. But would she even want that? Every choice feels inadequate, and I can’t shake the worry that I’ll make the wrong one.

      “She could stay here,” Dad offers.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Mom says. “It’ll only confuse Ollie. I know we need to tread lightly with Izzy, but Ollie’s the one we really need to worry about. She’s a mom. She’ll understand that they need to keep up appearances for his sake. The master bedroom is rather large in Abi’s house. Put a daybed in there, and you can sleep there. Just pretend to be married.”

      I raise my eyebrows at her. “You want me to move in with her and sleep on a daybed?”

      She shrugs. “Why not? You wouldn’t expect Izzy to sleep there, would you? You’re a gentleman. She gets the big bed.”

      “Of course she does. I just find it amusing that you’re suggesting it.”

      “Or you two could actually get married and sleep in the same bed.”

      Dad stays strangely quiet through this whole thing. When I told everyone that Izzy was pregnant, he was disappointed in me. He never said anything, but I saw it in his eyes.

      And we never really talked about it after that. Ollie was loved from the start, and Dad and Mom took on more than their fair share of parenting. We had a good thing going, and I’m not sure how to navigate this new reality with Izzy.

      Regret lingers in my mind for the choices I made back then, but I push it aside. What matters now is finding a way to make things right. Izzy deserves stability, and Ollie deserves a family. I can’t quiet the hope that we might all get a happily ever after.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Izzy is sitting up in the loveseat when Ollie and I arrive, the muted sunlight filtering through half-drawn blinds and casting soft patterns on the polished linoleum floor. She’s clean and dressed in a purple blouse with blue jeans. The way the light dances over her skin makes her look almost ethereal, a fragile beauty who takes my breath away, and I stay frozen in the doorway. My chest tightens.

      She smooths down her blouse, and I notice the slight tremor in her hands. She’s got to be nervous about meeting Ollie.

      Several vases of fresh flowers from my sister-in-law Jasmine rest on the side table, adding a splash of color to the otherwise clinical atmosphere.

      Izzy runs her hands along her jeans and gives us a shy smile.

      Ollie, however, wastes no time.

      “Mom!” he yells and launches himself at her. She laughs and hugs him back, a few tears leaking out of her eyes. Ollie lets go of her but scrambles onto the couch next to her. “I’m so glad you’re awake. I’ve been waiting for this day my whole life.”

      She pulls him close to her. “I bet you have. I’m so glad to finally meet you. I want to hear everything about you.” Her gaze flickers briefly to me, and our eyes meet. It’s a quiet, charged moment, like we’re both searching for something in each other without knowing what it is. A flood of memories and emotions surge forward, reminding me of how much I wanted her to wake up—and how much I want her now.

      I flex my hands at my sides, forcing myself to stay steady. I focus on the bigger picture—making sure she feels supported and not overwhelmed.

      Ollie starts prattling on about his favorite things. He tells her about his friends and cousins and his pets—including Isaac’s animals, which he considers his own. He’s in his storytelling element, complete with flailing arms and sound effects. I settle into a chair across from them and watch Izzy engage with Ollie. She slipped right into the role of an attentive mom, and I’m so grateful. Ollie deserves this.

      “Did you say lemur?” Izzy asks, and I chuckle. She’s going to be shocked when she arrives and sees all the different animals that Isaac’s acquired. Ollie loves them all.

      He nods. “I guess technically Stitch is Uncle Isaac’s, but I’m Stitch’s favorite. He even slept with me once.”

      “That didn’t go well,” I say.

      Ollie gives me a look and groans. “Dad, don’t embarrass me in front of Mom.”

      Izzy chuckles. “I want to hear all the stories, even the bad ones. How else am I supposed to get to know you?”

      He sighs and tells her the story about the time Stitch destroyed my mom’s kitchen. Then Ollie tells her about Pudding, our dog, and how he once brought back a stick twice his size.

      “But he normally sleeps with Dad. I guess that means he’ll sleep with you now too. You’ll love him.”

      Izzy gives me a wide-eyed look but doesn’t say anything. Her lips part slightly as though she wants to respond, and she shifts away from Ollie.

      I should’ve given her a heads-up about Ollie’s expectations. Now I’ve got to figure out a way to ease her into this without making her feel like she’s been ambushed. Unfortunately, Ollie’s six and doesn’t know how to read the room.

      “Oh, yeah. I don’t know where you and Dad lived before I was born, but we live with Nana and Papa now. I think we’re moving into Abi’s old house though because we need our own house. Abi moved into a mansion,” he says with exuberance.

      Izzy’s eyes dart around the room and land on the humming medical monitor. She manages to keep it together for Ollie, her voice steady even as her fidgeting fingers betray her unease. For the past several years, I’ve held those hands, but they’ve always been limp in mine. I want to reach over and still her fingers. I want to be the one who calms her down.

      “A mansion, huh? I don’t remember any of those out here.”

      “It’s the Vanlow Mansion. It’s haunted. Lily and I go ghost hunting sometimes. We found one in the attic.”

      “Who’s Lily?” Izzy asks, her voice tight. My mind races through ways to make this better for her. To make this easier.

      “She’s my cousin.”

      “Abi’s daughter,” I add.

      Izzy creases her eyebrows together. “Isn’t Abi too young to have a daughter?”

      “She’s in her twenties now,” I say, hoping she’ll look at me again, but she doesn’t. “Like you.”

      Izzy shakes her head. “I just remember her as a wild teenager. It’s still hard for me to realize that seven years have passed. How did she manage to land the Vanlow Mansion?”

      “Uncle David’s a lawyer,” Ollie says. “That means he argues with people for a living. Auntie Abi told me to never argue with him because he’ll always win.”

      “I see.” Izzy nods slowly. “Hey, Ollie, can you run to the nurse’s station and see if they’ll find me a Skor bar? You’ll save me the trouble of bribing someone later.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A candy bar. It’s my favorite. They always manage to find them for me.”

      I didn’t know those were her favorites. I’ll make sure we have some in the house when she comes home. If she comes home. I’m hoping she’ll do it for Ollie’s sake.

      “Do you think they’ll give me two? I want to try your favorite. I bet I like it. I like all candy bars.” He practically squirms on the edge of his seat.

      “I’m sure they will. But it might take them a minute to find them.”

      Ollie jumps up like he won the lottery and bolts out the door.

      “Are those your favorite, or were you using that as an excuse to get Ollie out of here for a bit?” I drop onto the loveseat next to her, but she shifts over like I just announced I have the flu. The faint brush of her sleeve against mine sends a spark skittering up my arm. Her proximity messes with my head. This is not the time to act like a lovesick teenager.

      “Both, actually.” She runs a shaking hand over her hair.

      I feign stupidity. I’m not usually a coward, but Izzy has me all up in my head. “What’s up?” I ask.

      “Jake,” she hisses, finally meeting my eye. “Why does Ollie think we’re all going to live together like a happy little family?”

      I lean forward. Izzy watches me, and I see a small flicker of something behind her eyes. She doesn’t hate me completely. Thank goodness.

      “Because he knows what real families look like. All of his cousins’ parents are married. That’s what he sees, so that’s what he assumes his own family should be like. I didn’t have the heart to tell him otherwise.”

      For a while, Ollie didn’t think much about any of it, but ever since Lily’s dad came back into the picture, Ollie’s been obsessed with making our family whole too.

      “What will he think when I move back into my own house instead of with you?”

      “Do you not want to live with Ollie?” It’s not fair to ask that right now, but she can’t move back into her own house, and having her upset with me for saying something dumb is better than watching the horror when she realizes she doesn’t have her home anymore.

      She creases her eyebrows together. “It’s not that. It’s just… we’re not married, Jake. I don’t even know what we are. I mean, I don’t even remember dating you, let alone sleeping with you.”

      I want to tell her the truth about what happened between us back then. But I can’t yet. Not until I’m sure she won’t run off and take Ollie with her.

      I give a sigh. “I know. We were just dumb kids. Look, the master bedroom has a sitting room. We’ll put a daybed in there until we figure stuff out. I’ll sleep on it. You can have the big bed.”

      “That still means sleeping in the same room as you.” Her voice shoots up an octave, and her face flushes bright enough to power a small town. My pulse quickens as I struggle to keep my composure, torn between the instinct to soothe her and the knowledge that I have to keep my distance. She looks almost painfully beautiful when she’s frustrated. I cross my arms so I don’t act on my foolish desires.

      “I know. But we’ll figure it out. We can do that for Ollie, can’t we? I have zero expectations. This isn’t about me and you. It’s about Ollie.” I don’t want my son to be disappointed, and a part of me wants to see if we can make this work. I like her.

      She won’t meet my eyes, and she twists her fingers together. “I don’t know. I need to think about it. Is that okay?”

      I nod. “But I won’t tell Ollie until you make up your mind.”

      “Alright.” She glances up at me. “Is someone living in my house? Not that I’ll know them. I’m just curious.”

      “I think it’s still on the market.”

      She beams. “Awesome, I’ll just move back in. That solves all this, right? Ollie can go between us like a regular kid.”

      I rub the back of my neck. This’ll crush her. “Well no, not really. The city condemned it last year. I’m pretty sure whoever buys it will have to tear the house down.”

      “Why?”

      “It wasn’t in good shape to begin with, and a few years ago, we had a bad snowstorm, and part of the roof caved in. Your sister didn’t get it fixed, so…”

      Her face goes pale, and I feel a twinge of guilt. But beneath that guilt stirs something deeper. I want to be the one who takes care of her. The one who makes her happy. Instead, I’m the one who keeps bringing her bad news.
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