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        - DODGER -

      

      

      

      “Did you know that Ariana Grande has a pet pig?”

      There are moments when I feel the sting of being single again more than others. Right now, as I contemplate my date’s question while the sun sets on the Ko Olina lagoon where my brother just took his marital vows, I’m definitely having one of those moments.

      “I’m sorry—what?” I ask my date.

      “Did you know that Ariana Grande has a pet pig?”

      I stare at Leona, who all but sparkles in her frosted lips and shimmering highlighted hair that cascades down her back. I have no idea who Ariana Grande is. I’m sure I’ve heard the name before, but my first guess would be that it’s a new coffee they offer at Starbucks.

      Of course, I’m not foolish enough to say that. “I didn’t know that,” I tell her instead.

      “His name is Piggy Smallz.”

      “Ah, interesting choice for a name.” I reach for my drink and take a few generous gulps. I should ask her to dance again. She’s a good dancer—a conclusion that I truly would have drawn for myself even if she hadn’t told me multiple times tonight. She definitely hits the O‘ahu nightclub scene regularly. And the best thing about her dancing is that she doesn’t talk at the same time.

      It’s not her fault. It’s my own. I was foolish enough to actually take a blind date to my brother Fen’s wedding. I know—for a guy who graduated at the top of his class in medical school, I’m not feeling like the sharpest knife in the drawer right now.

      Only a month has passed since my girlfriend Hailey left Hawai‘i, so I didn’t have any problem going stag to this event.

      But then I heard a few of my Ohio cousins were making the trek to O‘ahu to see my brother get hitched, too. Logan, Ryan, and Dylan are all married. Toss in the fact that both my brothers are married now, and I could foresee myself spending the entire evening hearing their theories about why I’m still single.

      So when a doc I work with at my urgent care center on the Big Island told me his sister was on O‘ahu and would love go with me, I was foolish enough to figure, why the hell not?

      “Would you believe he has 569,000 Instagram followers?” she asks.

      “No. No, that’s definitely surprising.”

      “And he barely ever posts anything. But he’s still got that many followers.”

      My head cocks as I gaze at her. “I’m trying to figure out how a pig managed to post anything. No opposable thumbs, you know. It would make holding a phone difficult.”

      She giggles uproariously and as one of my cousins passes with his wife on his arm, he sends me a sympathetic look.

      “You sound like such a doctor when you say things like that.” Her eyes light at the mention of my profession.

      “That’s probably because I am one.”

      “And you were in the Army, too,” she says, as though I needed reminding. “Is it true that you got a Purple Heart?”

      “No. I got a Bronze Star.”

      She looks disappointed. “What did you do to get that?”

      “I, uh, exposed myself to enemy fire to treat some Soldiers in the field.” I don’t go into specifics because it always sounds like I’m trying to impress people. And I hate that, because all I was doing was my job. I was there to care for the wounded. It doesn’t matter if they’re in a combat zone or at Dairy Queen.

      “And they didn’t give you a Purple Heart?”

      “No. They only do that if you get wounded. I managed to duck at just the right times.”

      She looks crestfallen, so much so that I almost point out that the Bronze Star ranks higher than a Purple Heart.

      But she stops me by saying, “Too bad. I like purple.”

      I swallow a laugh. Really, if either of my brothers heard this conversation, it would be reenacted every time we had a barbeque.

      Suddenly, her brow rises and a smile spreads as she pulls her phone off the table… again. Sliding toward me, she exclaims, “Selfie!” and snaps a picture that she promptly posts online.

      “That photo can’t be different from the one you posted five minutes ago,” I can’t help noting.

      Her eyes widen considerably. “Oh, there’s a lot more to it than that. There’s a science to posting. I have to keep posting or I lose followers. I have more than two thousand. I’m trying to get it to ten thousand by the end of the year.”

      “That’s an ambitious goal,” I respond with complete sincerity. Even though I have no clue about social media and hired a consultant to handle it for my clinic, I can appreciate to some degree her interest in it. Frankly, it’s the most interesting thing she’s said all night. “Maybe one day you’ll have more than Piggy Smallz.”

      “I hope so. You know what I wonder about him?”

      I can’t imagine. “No. What?”

      “I wonder if he knows he’s so famous. You know? I mean, he’s just a pig.”

      I nod stoically, mildly optimistic that at least she knows he’s just a pig. “The only thing I wonder about Piggy Smallz is how much bacon I could get out of him,” I joke.

      A look of horror washes over her face and she sucks in a sharp breath. “That’s offensive. I’m vegetarian!”

      Well, shit. “I’m sorry. I was just kidding.”

      “I think it’s horrible that you’d even think about eating someone’s pet.”

      I look at the way her eyes are slicing me to bits and her fingers curl around her drink, and I can’t help thinking that I survived deployments, got a Bronze Star, just sold my first franchise of the urgent care center I started… and yet I’ll be remembered this way, as the guy who is about to be stabbed with the stem of a champagne glass by his date. “I really wasn’t considering doing it. It was just a joke. Tasteless.” There’s this part of me that wants to say something like how it’s been at least a year since I’ve eaten someone’s pet. But I’m getting the impression she doesn’t like the Sheridan brand of humor. “Really. My apologies. And as a doctor, I applaud that you’re a vegetarian.”

      She looks mildly placated. “Fish is so much better anyway.”

      “Technically, then, I guess you’re a pescatarian.”

      She shakes her head. “No. I don’t really believe in religion.”

      My mouth opens to tell her that a pescatarian is someone who eats fish, but not other meat. But I snap it shut, finally learning that every time I speak around this woman, I tend to regret it.

      Instead, I avert my eyes to my brother in the distance, holding his gorgeous bride tightly in his arms as they sway to Hawaiian music. It was a perfect beachside ceremony. A perfect reception. A perfect starlit night on the Ko Olina lagoon on their new island home of O‘ahu.

      This is the night that my brothers and I had the joy and privilege of welcoming Kaila into our fold. She is a Sheridan now, God help her.

      Yet I’ll likely remember this wedding as the night I learned about Piggy Smallz.
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      I blame AP Biology.

      That’s generally the first thing I think when my phone rings at some late hour with an emergency that just can’t wait until dawn.

      When I started the urgent care center in Waikoloa on the Big Island of Hawai‘i, I thought I had said good-bye to the late nights of being an on-call doctor. After I leave our clinic off Mauna Lani Drive, my time is my own.

      But not tonight.

      Tonight I got a call from my brother telling me that my precious niece is running a pretty impressive fever and their pediatrician isn’t returning their calls. So right now, rather than blaming AP Biology for pulling me away from my date, I’m just damn grateful to be a doctor so I can help out.

      Truth is, I might have chosen this path for myself even if it hadn’t been for that A that I’d earned so easily in AP Bio long ago; even if my father hadn’t seen that score on my report card and started kicking me down the straight and narrow path that led to medical school.

      Looking back, I guess I didn’t show much of a backbone. But I was young to be a freshman in high school, having skipped a grade. And my backbone didn’t form completely till I joined the Army—a move that got me my medical degree on Uncle Sam’s dime.

      The Army has a way of taking a spineless kid and helping him grow himself a good, strong backbone. Then they generally test the hell out of it by throwing a 45-pound rucksack on his back or telling him he’s got to jump out of a Chinook at twelve hundred feet, or any of the numerous ways military life can destroy the human body.

      But if I didn’t get that A in AP Bio—if my dad hadn’t “coaxed” me (his word, not mine) down this path when I’d been too young to put up a fight—then I wouldn’t be here in my brother’s house able to save him and his wife a scary trip to the ER.

      “It’s just a cold,” I tell them after I listen to their baby’s lungs. I don’t bother hiding the relief in my own voice. After all, she’s my only niece and I’m wrapped around her tiny finger.

      Camden is sheet-white and considering the guy used to be an Army Ranger, it’s almost laughable how a few digits on a thermometer can bring him this amount of terror.

      But that’s parenthood for you. I’ve seen it in countless people in my business. And maybe if I could ever find a woman who didn’t leave this island as quickly as she sets foot on it, I might experience it myself one day.

      “Just a cold?” Annie verifies. She’s every bit as pale as Cam. But that’s the norm for her.

      “Lungs are clear and it’s not the flu. The most important thing you can do is just keep her resting and hydrated.”

      “So this is… nothing to worry about?”

      “Well, she’s still a baby,” I remind them. “They’re fragile at this age. So I’ll come over and check on her first thing tomorrow morning—make sure those lungs are still clear. And we’ll get that fever headed in the right direction. But I want you to call her pediatrician again as soon as they open up in the morning.”

      Cam’s frown deepens. “Yeah, I’ll call him. And I’ll ask him why after three calls to their after-hours number I’m still waiting for a call back.”

      “Mind texting me their number?” I ask. I think I’d like to have a little come-to-Jesus talk with this pediatrician and figure out whether my niece needs to find a new one.

      Trouble is, there just aren’t many on this rock.

      “Sure. Thanks again for coming. I just was worried about taking her to the ER for what would probably be a three-hour wait.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You did the right thing.” I drape my stethoscope over my neck and pick up Baby K—a nickname we gave their child because naming her after her Aunt Kaila has made life pretty damn confusing around here. “Most important thing is to rest. Not just her—you guys, too.”

      Cam gives a stubborn shake of his head. “I don’t need sleep. I’ll stay up and keep an eye on her.”

      I have to fight the urge to roll my eyes. My younger brother is as predictable as a fart after chili, an adage he proudly came up with himself and is still hoping will catch on.

      “This thing’s been going around like wildfire,” I advise him. “I’ve seen at least ten cases of it since last week. If you don’t get some sleep, I can pretty much guarantee you’ll be the next one to get sick.”

      I watch Annie rest her hand on Cam’s forearm. “I’ll make sure he gets some rest.”

      “And you, too, Annie.”

      “I will—oh no!” Her face screws up suddenly and she looks at Cam with panic.

      “What?” I glance between the two of them.

      “We’ve got company coming.”

      I cock my head slightly. We live in the middle of the Pacific. And even though people say they’re going to take advantage of the offer of a free place to stay in Hawai‘i, they generally balk when they see the hefty price of a plane ticket.

      I dart my eyes to Cam. “Family?” I can’t recall Mom or Dad saying they were coming out at this time of year. But I imagine since I’m not the one who managed to produce an adorable grandchild for our parents, they might have cut me out of the conversation.

      “No. Annie’s friend Sam. You remember her—she came out for Baby K’s baptism?”

      Samantha. Yeah, I remember her and her boyfriend. Carl… or something like that. I couldn’t pick either one of them out of a line-up. All I saw was the tops of their heads because they pretty much spent their entire visit looking at their phones.

      “You should probably cancel,” I suggest. “You need your rest, and you won’t be doing anyone any favors by exposing her to this.”

      Annie’s shoulders sag and she glances at her watch. “She’s on a plane now. She’s arriving tomorrow.”

      I stiffen, the protective uncle in me rearing his ugly head. “Well, Baby K’s immune system’s working hard enough. No need to pass her into the arms of someone who’s been enjoying recirculated air on a plane.” I’m not paranoid about germs, even though my brothers will say otherwise. I couldn’t survive as a doctor if I was. But I’ve seen that recirculated air ruin too many once-in-a-lifetime vacations to Hawai‘i. I know this because they all end up in my waiting room with their fevers and body aches.

      “Oh, God.” Annie looks deflated. “I feel so bad. I’ll see if I can find a hotel that’s not filled.”

      I wince. Sure, hotels here will have an open room, but they’ll make you pay dearly for a last-minute reservation. “Look, just have her stay with me. She’s got her choice of extra bedrooms. There’s a pool. I’m right on the beach. You’re not going to do better than that unless she wants to pay $600 a night.”

      “You really wouldn’t mind?”

      I shrug. I imagine Samantha will be on her phone the entire time, so I doubt she’ll be looking for me to entertain her. She’ll hole-up in one of the rooms and carry on business as though she never left DC. I know her type well—I used to be one of them.

      Besides, I’d do just about anything to make my sister-in-law look a little less overwhelmed right now. “Don’t mind at all. Unless you think that boyfriend of hers would mind.” I’m only half joking. Guys sometimes get a little threatened when they see me walk into the room. But my guess is that Carl guy would only be threatened if I grabbed his phone and held it over the deep end of a pool.

      “I doubt Carl would mind.” She sighs. “I don’t think he cares much about anything except his phone.”

      Phew. At least I’m not the only one thinking it. “What time does her flight come in?”

      Annie gives me the flight details and I check on Baby K one last time before Cam walks me to my car.

      “Thanks for coming out so fast, Bro.” He thumps me on my back when we reach my car. “I feel bad, cutting your date short like that.”

      I swing open the door to my Jeep. “You did me a favor.”

      “That bad?”

      I bristle slightly. I don’t like talking trash about women. It takes all kinds to keep this world spinning. But there’s no denying I’ve had some regrettable dates since Hailey left the island a couple months ago. “Well, she had her good points. But I knew I was in for a rough night when she told me she gets all of her news from things her friends share on Facebook. She actually believes some viral story about a swimmer in ‘Ewa Beach who inhaled a fish egg and it grew inside her lung until she coughed out a live angelfish months later.”

      He laughs. “Doesn’t sound like the right fit for a scientific guy like you.”

      “I could get past that,” I admit, knowing that I’m on an island and the pickings are slim. People come and go like the tides here, so those of us who stick around have learned to value friendships with people you’d never hang out with on the mainland. It’s actually a pretty enlightened way to live a life. “A lot of people fall for things they see online. But she practically got combative when I told her it was impossible for an angelfish to incubate and survive inside a human body.”

      “Well, I see her point. You’re only a doctor. And we’re talking Facebook here, a highly credible news source.” His sarcasm fades and he looks sympathetic as I climb into my Jeep. “Why are people always setting you up with bad dates, Bro? And more importantly, why are you letting them?”

      I fight the urge to glare at my brother. He’s tired. He’s worried about his baby. He’s been married for just long enough that he’s forgotten what it’s like to be single on an island. “Hey, do I have to remind you that you married your babysitter?”

      “Oh. Yeah, I guess I forgot what it’s like out there. The bar scene here has nothing but tourists. How about just not trying to find anyone and let destiny do it for you?”

      I roll my eyes. “Destiny is a concept sold to us by Hollywood,” I tell him. For me, dating is more of a numbers game. If you date enough, you are increasing your chances of finding a sufficient mate. Which is why I’ve got another date lined up for later this week. But I hold back telling my brother that. “You’ve been watching too many chick flicks with Annie.”

      He nods. “I won’t dispute that Netflix is killing me. I mean, as if it wasn’t enough that I had to watch Mama Mia!, then I find out there’s a damn sequel. Why do I have to watch this stuff?”

      “Because your wife went through childbirth, so that gives her the power of the remote control for at least three more years in my book. Suck it up, Soldier.”

      “Yeah, no kidding.”

      “Call me if Baby K gets any worse, Cam. Don’t hesitate. She’s my only niece. You can’t screw her up.”

      He chuckles as he steps away from my car and I pull away.

      When I get back to the three-bedroom condo on the water I used to share with my brothers, it seems emptier to me after seeing Cam’s home up in Waikoloa Village. His is strewn with baby toys and swings and the scent of dirty diapers even though they bought one of those special trash cans that’s supposed to eliminate the smell.

      Now that Fen is newly married, I picture the home he shares with Kaila on O‘ahu will likely look the same as Cam’s in a year or two.

      I open the windows in my bedroom so that I can hear the surf breaking in the ocean just steps from my condo. When I set my phone next to my bedside. I leave the ringer on just in case Baby K takes a turn for the worse. Then I close my eyes and let sleep tug me downward.

      Just as I’m drifting, an image comes to mind—the way that chestnut brown hair of Samantha’s draped gently over her conservative aquamarine dress she wore to Baby K’s baptism. I stood beside her in the church that day; Annie made Samantha her child’s godmother and I was honored to be named godfather, probably more out of sympathy seeing as I’m the only unmarried brother and they might be wondering if I’ll ever even have kids of my own.

      Samantha.

      I was with Hailey back then. And when I’m in a relationship with a woman, my eyes don’t stray. So I barely glanced at Samantha that day.

      But maybe I did notice a little more about her than just the top of her head, as I had told Cam earlier tonight.

      And maybe this might be a little more challenging than I thought.
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      Long-distance travel never bothers me.

      Never, until about thirty seconds ago.

      When I worked for the firm, I did plenty of it, generally traveling around the country to visit members of Congress in their home states. Meeting with them “outside the beltway,” as we say in DC, was a great way to build stronger relationships.

      So the two-hour flight from DC to Atlanta was as easy as taking a breath. And even the ten-hour connecting flight that I’m on now, headed to my final destination in the middle of the Pacific, doesn’t make me blink twice.

      Hell, I can even receive texts in the air these days, even though the in-flight app I use isn’t quite as efficient as I’d get when I’m on the ground. Not efficient at all, actually, as I’ve just confirmed when I receive a text that appears to have been sent hours ago.

      “Baby K’s sick,” Annie had written. And that’s about all it takes for me to be nearly begging the flight attendant for one of those tiny bottles of wine.

      That’s it. Just a few words… and the little bubble displaying a few dots telling me that another text is trying to come through, but seems to be stuck in cyberspace.

      Stupid in-flight texting app.

      The remainder of the flight is nothing short of painful.

      Baby K’s sick.

      Baby K—whom I prefer to call Kaila because she’ll hate that nickname when she’s older—is my beloved goddaughter and the most important thing in my life right now.

      Which is why my gut has twisted into a knot.

      I restart my phone, hoping that might help the text arrive, but to no avail.

      So, for the rest of the flight, I find myself feeling a bit like a caged animal more than I normally would in the confines of a plane.

      Times like these, I regret encouraging my friend to settle down on an island in the middle of the Pacific more than 4,500 miles away from me. It’s been hard keeping in touch, especially with her getting into a routine of mommy groups, and me, struggling to make myself irreplaceable at Trenton, Leopold, and Wagner—a task at which I apparently failed.

      When little Kaila was born, I managed to make it out to Hawai‘i for her baptism—even at the risk of seeming dispensable at work. How could I not? Never in my life have I cried happy tears—I’m just not the type—except for the day that Annie told me she wanted me to be her baby’s godmother.

      Then I got the promotion I’d dreamed of since I had started at the firm, and I wasn’t sure when I’d get the chance to see the baby again.

      The moment we touch down, my phone is in a death grip as I finally see a flurry of texts pour in.

      “Baby K’s sick,” I see again.

      Then the next words bring me some comfort. “Dodger says it’s just a cold, but we r a mess over here and really need 2 get some sleep. SO SORRY but I don’t think we r up 4 a guest right now.”

      Her child is sick and she’s worried about me? That’s so like Annie, and I’m not sure if I want to strangle her for it or hug her. I’ve missed my friend.

      “Dodger’s going 2 pick u up. He’s got your flight info,” she continues. “Says u can stay w/ him. Do u mind?”

      To my dying day, I’ll deny the flurry of butterflies I feel in my stomach at the thought of sharing a place with Dodger.

      I’m even perplexed a moment, as I just met Dodger’s girlfriend Hailey at the baptism almost a year ago. I know they’re still a pair. Earlier this year, Annie joked that modeling agencies were already lining up to represent Dodger and Hailey’s future children; the two of them look that gorgeous together.

      I liked Hailey. We talked a little after the baptism in those rare moments when my phone wasn’t bugging me with work calls and texts. She lives on the other side of the island working as a geologist, close to where the volcano is, I’d gathered. But they somehow manage to make their relationship work.

      Hailey is one of those perfect people that you can’t resist hoping will be somehow flawed. Yet she’s not. And by the end of a conversation with her, you figure that’s okay, too.

      My first thought is whether she’d somehow mind my sharing a roof with Dodger for a few nights until little Kaila is better. Then I pull out my compact to wipe away the remains of yesterday’s mascara that are smeared under my eyes. And I’m reminded that a woman who looks like a model for one of those fitness wear catalogs would definitely not see me as any kind of threat.

      As people start to stand to retrieve their luggage from the overhead compartments, I tap in a text. “Don’t worry about it. Glad it’s just a cold. That’s got 2 b scary. Now turn your phone off and get a nap if u can. I’ll be fine.”

      And I will. It’s not like arriving alone someplace far from home is that new to me. Yet it feels different this time, without work somehow directing every minute of my days ahead.

      I tap in a quick text to my mom—no matter how often I travel, she still likes to hear from me when I’m safely on the ground. She replies before I’m even able to slide my phone back into my purse.

      “Thx, honey. I really hope your work doesn’t mind this time off,” it reads. My face falls at her words, not that they’re a surprise. She made it pretty clear that she thought it was a mistake to take so much time off work to see my friend and her baby. She frets over my employment status even more than I do, which is exactly why I never told her I was laid off last month.

      Her blood pressure likely couldn’t take it.

      Frowning, I pull my bag out from above me, sling my purse over my shoulder and head up the aisle. People have that frustrated look that they get on a lengthy flight. A baby is wailing and I send the mom a look of sympathy.

      The sun strikes my eyes as I step out of the plane onto the ramp. Kona has one of those rare U.S. airports where you step from the plane straight into open air, and I personally hope they never change that. Because the air here—despite the hint of fuel and exhaust scent on the tarmac—is perfumed by saltwater and flowering trees.

      If I was anyone else, I’d decompress immediately right now. Just fill my lungs with the Hawaiian air and feel my blood pressure drop. But I’m not anyone else. I’m me.

      I don’t decompress very easily or often—not when I was employed by Trenton, Leopold, and Wagner, and certainly not now with no income magically appearing in my bank account every two weeks. A frown touches my lips at the thought. I try to push past it—I haven’t told Annie yet that I got laid off.

      Truth is, I’d hoped that I would find a job so fast I’d never need to tell anyone. I only told my boyfriend, quickly discovering that was a mistake when he dumped me three days later, apparently finding me less desirable when I’m not gainfully employed.

      Bastard.

      When I step just past the security gate, I spot Dodger immediately. He’s impossible to miss, by far the best looking of the Sheridan brothers, though I’d never tell Annie that. He’s the tallest of the three, with tousled, dark hair, shoulders of a linebacker, and a sexy five o’clock shadow on his angular chin.

      He eyes me curiously as I approach, probably because he’s not sure it’s even me. I’m pretty nondescript, especially when I’m not dressed in my DC power suit that makes me feel a hell of a lot more confident than I do in shorts and a t-shirt like I am now.

      Watching his apprehensive gaze on me, I lift my hand to send him a wave of assurance. Clearly he noticed me at the baby’s baptism as little as my boyfriend did.

      Another sucker punch to my ego.

      “Hi, Dodger,” I say when I’m closer. His smile appears and he extends his hand, holding a flower lei that I failed to notice until now.

      “Aloha,” he says as he drapes it over my head.

      The flowers are intoxicating, yet the lightheadedness I feel can’t be blamed on the glorious aroma. No one has greeted me with flowers before.

      Ever.

      In two years of dating Carl, never once did he greet me this way. On Valentine’s Day, he’d always say how glad he was that I didn’t succumb to the pressures of that “made-up holiday.” Being me, I was just practical enough not to mind. But now that I’ve felt that unusual warmth that comes with the smell of flowers that were intended just for me, I’m kind of pissed off that it’s taken me this long to experience it.

      I touch the orchids lightly. “You didn’t have to get me a lei.”

      “It’s a consolation for Annie not being here to pick you up. She feels terrible.”

      “I wish she wouldn’t. I’m just glad that Kaila’s going to be okay. She is, right?”

      “She’ll be fine. I’ve been checking on her every few hours today. Sick as a dog, but she’ll get through it. Cam and Annie might fall apart, though,” he adds with a slight laugh.

      “Look, it’s nice of you to offer to put me up, but I can just grab a room at any hotel.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t mind. I’ve got the space. Three bedrooms, two vacant, you know. And Annie already dropped off her car at my place so you can use that to get around.”

      “No. It’s too much trouble. I’ll just call a hotel and you can drop me off. Where’s that place that Annie used to work? The Queen K-something?”

      “The Queen Ka‘ahumanu Resort? Home of the thirty-dollar omelet?”

      “Thirty-dollar omelet?”

      “Yep. You really want to go there? They charge you fifteen bucks every time you flush the toilet.”

      I scoff. “Now I know you’re joking.”

      He smiles. “About that, yes. But not the omelet. Cheapest thing on their menu. Highway robbery.”

      I nibble my lower lip, thinking. I managed to stash away some money back when I was employed, so I’ve got a healthy savings account. But the idea of a thirty-dollar omelet is definitely more intimidating when a girl’s jobless.

      “I don’t want things to look—I don’t know—weird. You know…” I admit, thinking of Hailey.

      “No one would think that,” he says. “Unless you think Carl wouldn’t like it…” His voice trails.

      Carl. A frown threatens. You mean the same Carl who dumped me three days after I was laid off? I want to blurt it out. But it’s pathetic, really. If I haven’t even told Annie yet that Carl dumped me or that I got laid off, I’m not about to blurt out those two juicy tidbits within five minutes of seeing a guy I barely know.

      Fact is, I just don’t like sympathy. I don’t like feeling vulnerable or scared. And to admit it out loud—to actually utter the words, I got laid off and my boyfriend dumped me because I’m no longer valuable to him without my job—would somehow make it all that more real to me.

      So I reply simply, “Carl won’t mind in the slightest,” because it’s the God’s truth.

      “Good. Besides, Annie’s worried enough right now. She’s only going to be more upset if she pictures you forking over a small fortune because her baby is sick.”

      “Okay.” My tone probably sounds more conciliatory than grateful. So I amend quickly with, “This is really nice of you, Dodger. I don’t like putting people out like this.”

      We stop in front of the baggage claim which is already crowded with faces I’ve come to know over the past ten hours.

      “It’s really nothing,” he answers. “I’ve got the space. You could live in there for a couple months without me even noticing.” He pauses momentarily. “Unless you cook. Because if I actually smelled real food cooking, I’d know something was up.”

      “I don’t cook.”

      “Then you’ll fit into my place just fine. I haven’t turned on my oven or stove since I discovered the Foodland up the road from me. Hell of a deli section. Best sushi, poke, and loco moco on this side of the island.”

      My face screws up. “You lost me after sushi.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll hook you up.” The smile he flashes nearly makes my heart stop. I wonder if Hailey’s become immune to it.

      I wonder if that’s even possible.

      I spot my bag as it moves along the conveyor and Dodger retrieves it for me. After he sets it on the ground, I immediately reach for the handle to drag it, and for a moment, his hand is over mine.

      My knees instantly turn to mush.

      Mouth gaping, I suck in a strangled breath. There should be nothing awkward about this—the feel of his skin on mine for nothing more than a beat or two. Yet my breath is stolen from sensation and I have no idea why.

      I’m thirty years old—not some silly schoolgirl. I’ve shaken the hands of some of the most powerful people in Washington, DC. I’ve even been in a relationship with a man who did, in fact, close our conversations with an “I love you” at least one out of every ten times when we’d talk.

      Yet I’ve never touched a hand and felt weak from the sensation like this. Weak, and yet so alive at the same time.

      Holy crap, I need some sleep. That’s the only explanation for it. Because that whole I-knew-we-were-destined-for-each-other-when-I-first-touched-him is so not my thing.

      “I’ll take your bag,” he says, not removing his hand.

      “No, no. I’ll get it.”

      “I insist.” He tilts his head. “You look a little pale. Do you want to sit down?”

      “No.” Embarrassed, I pull my hand from the handle. Then the sensation I feel is almost that of emptiness at the departure of my skin from his. Weird. “I just didn’t sleep much on the flight, so technically I’ve been awake for almost two days now. And thanks,” I tack on as I watch him roll my bag.

      It’s only a short walk to his Jeep—a car that just doesn’t quite fit the image I have of him. Back home, a doctor like Dodger would be driving a Mercedes or a BMW at the very least. “You look like you do some off-roading,” I say, noting the grime that covers the car as I get inside.

      “This is the Big Island. Everyone does some off-roading here. The best beaches aren’t accessible any other way.”

      “Really?”

      “Sure. Didn’t you and Carl take some time to see the sights when you came for the wedding or baptism?”

      “Not really. We arrived on a Thursday and flew out on Monday both times.”

      “You came all this way and only stayed a few days?”

      “I didn’t really have a choice. It was a pretty busy time of year at work.” I fail to also share that it was always a busy time of year at work. That’s why I liked it. It validated me. Every day, I felt completely indispensable… until they dispensed of me, that is.

      “What is it you do again?”

      It says a lot about me that I’m surprised that he doesn’t recall—as though I can’t help feeling that my job is the only thing worth remembering about me. “I’m a lobbyist.”

      I brace myself for that usual look I get—sometimes coupled with a joke or two. Thanks to a few really bad eggs and a system that often turns a blind eye to corruption, people generally assume that I’m one of those evil lobbyists who puts our elected officials on the bankrolls of the special interests. Most of us aren’t like that. Most of us are just trying to make politicians listen to the issues that people find important… which on some days should qualify us for sainthood.

      Or at least a lesser version of it.

      But instead of a joke or a look of disdain, he replies simply, “Well, you’ll have some time to see Hawai‘i on this trip, especially with Annie tied up till Baby K gets better. What is it you’d like to do while you’re here?”

      The question baffles me, which really says a lot about my vacationing prowess. “I—I really have no clue. I just pictured I’d be spending time with Annie and the baby. I thought maybe I could babysit a bit so that she and Cam could get a little time alone. I know that’s hard to come by when you’ve got a baby.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about them. They’ve got me here. And Fen flies in from O‘ahu at least once a month for business.”

      “Fen got married last month, right?”

      “Yeah. Beautiful ceremony on O‘ahu.”

      “Annie texted me some photos.” I smile at the image I draw up in my mind. I don’t know Fen well at all—only spoke a few words to him at Annie’s wedding and then a little at the baptism. But I’m grateful to Cam’s brothers for being such a support to my friend in her new home.

      I glance at Dodger. “Better watch out. All this marital bliss might be catching,” I joke because seriously, with their flawless looks, he and Hailey looked like they belonged on the top of a wedding cake last time I saw them together.

      “Mm. Yeah…” he grumbles.

      I notice that his tone doesn’t sound very enthusiastic. Maybe he’s one of those devout single guys.

      “Anyway,” he continues, “Baby K’s pretty spoiled by her uncles. She’s our only niece, you know. So Cam and Annie get plenty of date nights. You like kids, then?”

      “I hope Annie wouldn’t have made me her baby’s godmother if I didn’t,” I note almost boastfully because I really do like the title. I’d never admit it out loud, but I felt the tiniest hint of jealousy for Annie’s friend Kaila when she was made the baby’s namesake. So when I got to be godmother, I think my head swelled to three times its size right along with my heart. “Besides, I used to nanny a lot when I was getting my undergrad degree. That’s kind of what Annie and I bonded over till—well, you know…” My voice trails, remembering Annie’s last employer who caused her more than a headache, to say the least.

      “Well, as crazy as all that was, I’m just glad that Annie ended up here. Because I wouldn’t have a niece otherwise. Funny how the bad things sometimes bring the best things.”

      I nod briefly at his observation, hoping that the same will happen to me. Yet I’m unable to imagine that getting laid off will turn into anything but a pile of unpaid bills. If I hadn’t had so many mileage points from all the travel I did for work, I never would have been daring enough to dip into my savings to come here right now. But I needed to get away, and won’t have the time off for a while after I start a new job.

      So here I am, smack dab in paradise without a clue what to do with my free time.

      “I’ll be headed to work after I get you settled in. I’ve got the evening shift,” Dodger tells me. “You must be tired,” he adds after a long span of silence between us makes my head start to tilt downward.

      “Tired and hungry. Is there someplace close to where you live where I can pick up some food?”

      “Very close. It’s called my kitchen. But if you want something else, I live in a resort community. We’ve got a restaurant and bar right by our pool. A pretty good gym overlooking the water, too. In the winter, you can see whales breaching in the distance while you’re running on the treadmill.”

      “Wow. That might inspire even me to work out. They don’t have communities quite like that back home.”

      “Yeah. Most of the owners here rent out their homes to tourists. My brothers and I did that back when we were still in the Army.”

      “Sounds like heaven,” I say as my eyes drift to the otherworldly landscape here on the Big Island. Hard, black lava is stretched out as far as I can see, pocked with tufts of tall grass. It’s unsettling and yet awe-inspiring, just knowing that this land we’re driving on was so newly created here on our planet. My trips for Annie’s wedding and then for Kaila’s baptism were both so rushed, I don’t even recall taking in this view for more than a passing glance.

      “Some people would call it that,” he responds. “But I see where Cam lives now and can’t help thinking it might be better for them. There are more playgroups for them up there—more friends for Baby K when she actually starts wanting playdates.”

      I eye him curiously. Words like playgroups and playdates sound different coming from a hot guy with biceps that bulge even when he’s just holding a steering wheel.

      Damn, it’s sexy.

      Lucky he’s got a girlfriend or I’d be all over him like a politician on a stack of unregulated PAC money—a metaphor that’s generally not appreciated outside of DC.

      And hooking up on the rebound with my friend’s brother-in-law has disaster written all over it.
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