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      Shakespeare once wrote, “The course of true love ne’er did run smooth.” Steven McAllister shook his head with a smirk. No offense to the old bard, but he couldn’t have been more wrong. Maybe wedding planning hadn’t been going as well as Steven had hoped, but things were coming along, although slower than Rose might prefer. What’s that other saying? Slow and steady something or other? Whatever it was, it worked for him.

      He leaned back in his office chair and rubbed his eyes. A divorce petition glowed on his screen as if mocking him for working late. When had it gotten so dark? Early June usually meant daylight lasted well into the evening, but the sun seemed to have disappeared. He glanced at the clock and groaned. Rose was going to kill him.

      As if on cue, his phone buzzed. Stifling another groan, he clicked the message.

      Where are you?

      To his surprise, it was from his sister. He smiled as he settled deeper into the seat cushion. Lanie was helping Rose with final alterations on her dress before the meeting with the caterer, which put her in the perfect position to stall. He would have to tread carefully, or else he’d press his luck.

      Finishing up at work. Be there in 15.

      More like a half hour, but Lanie wouldn’t mind. The three of them were meeting with the caterer to make final selections on what would be served at the wedding. He could hardly believe that in just over three months, he would be a married man.

      But he was ready. He’d never had one doubt about Rose. She’d come into his life just when he needed her the most, stayed through his mother’s awful illness, and even helped Lanie through the turbulence of settling the estate. After the past year, they deserved some happiness.

      With a sigh, he reread the last stipulation his client had insisted be added. Opposing counsel would never agree to it, with good reason. His client wanted to sell the house, but it was the soon-to-be-ex-wife’s childhood home, which she had inherited long before they were married. Steven had tried explaining that, but it had fallen on deaf ears, much like the other legal advice he had given that particular client.

      Oh well. He’d promised the client he would try, though it was a waste of everyone’s time. As soon as that divorce was over, he hoped to never hear the name Willoughby again. But he knew better. A small-town attorney didn’t have a lot of say in who hired him, and Cedar Haven definitely qualified as a small town.

      Situated in southern Maryland and about an hour outside of DC, it was barely a pinprick on the state map. But it was Steven’s hometown, where he’d been born and raised. And he was proud to have opened his law practice there, despite the lack of choice when it came to his clientele.

      Steven raised his arms over his head and stretched, working the kinks out of his back. After saving the latest draft and forwarding it to his client for approval, he closed his laptop and stood. Work had kept him from his beloved long enough.

      Just as he reached the office door, his desk phone rang. He stood in the doorway, debating whether to let it go to voicemail or answer it. His staff was long gone, as he should have been. The shrill ring called to him, and he hurried over to answer it.

      “It’s not enough,” a gruff voice said in lieu of a greeting.

      Steven stared at the ceiling as he sank into his chair. “What’s not enough, Mr. Willoughby?”

      “The house. Why should she get to keep part of my retirement while I have to split the cost of a building that’s falling apart and not worth much?”

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, Steven took a calming breath. As much as he wanted to point out that Mr. Willoughby had specifically insisted on selling the house and splitting the profit, it wouldn’t help. He was by far the most difficult client Steven had ever had. Still, Mr. Willoughby’s bill would pay Steven’s mortgage for the next two months.

      “All right,” Steven said as he texted his sister that something had come up. “Let’s talk numbers.”

      Better hurry. Rose is on the warpath.

      If only it were that easy. But Rose would understand. She wouldn’t be happy, but she knew how much pressure he was under to make his law practice a success. He’d spent the last six months building it from the ground up.

      Mr. Willoughby droned on in Steven’s ear, and though he took notes, his mind was elsewhere. He made the usual sympathetic sounds to ensure his client felt heard, but sometimes, he struggled not to feel like an overpaid therapist. Divorce clients were the worst. If he hadn’t found Rose, he might have decided never to get married. The petty things people fought over made the whole institution of marriage sound like a lot of wasted effort.

      Rose and I will be different. They’d had a nice long engagement, and he was anxious to have the wedding part over and done with. Who knew that planning what essentially amounted to an extravagant party would take up so much time and cost so much money? Rose and Lanie had done their best to find deals or do whatever they could themselves, but it was still an expensive endeavor.

      “Mr. Willoughby.” Steven interrupted his client midrant. “We’ve been over this. I’ve requested the sale of the house in the paperwork I’m sending opposing counsel, but we’ve had to offer something in exchange.”

      “She’s going after my retirement, though! I earned that.”

      As did she. Rubbing his temples, Steven fought the urge to tell his client to shove off. Mrs. Willoughby actually hadn’t requested the retirement, despite it being her legal right to do so. She’d been a stay-at-home mom for most of their marriage, which impacted her earning power and ability to save for her future. Steven had suggested offering the retirement as an enticement to sell her childhood home, even though by law, it wasn’t marital property. Good luck getting any of that through to Mr. Willoughby, however.

      “And as I’ve said, we are offering it in an attempt to entice your wife to sell the house. You’ll more than make up for the loss of retirement in the sale of the home.”

      His client harrumphed. “I doubt that, and I don’t see why I have to give up anything.”

      Steven had had enough of the circular argument. “Sir, with all due respect, you’re lucky she didn’t go after your retirement to begin with, and you’ll be even luckier if she accepts this offer. Now if you’ll excuse me, I must go.”

      Without waiting for a response, Steven hung up. He would likely pay for that later, but hopefully, Sandra, his paralegal, could smooth things over for him in the morning. She had a knack for knowing exactly how to deal with their more uncooperative clients.

      Before Mr. Willoughby could call back, Steven grabbed his things and rushed to the door then locked up. Rose had texted several times while he was on the phone, and he was going to be in more trouble if he didn’t get over there soon.

      As he pulled out of the parking lot behind the building, he called her and put her on speaker.

      “Where are you?”

      “Just leaving the office.”

      The silence on the other end of the line was more deafening than if she had started yelling at him. He cleared his throat.

      “I’m sorry, but Mr. Willoughby called and⁠—”

      “You stood me up for that philanderer?”

      Living in a small town had many perks, but the gossip mill wasn’t one of them. “Those accusations are unfounded and⁠—”

      Lanie snorted, alerting him to the fact that he, too, was on speaker. “Unfounded my butt. That man has more mistresses than there are blades of grass. I’m amazed he keeps them all straight.”

      She had a point, though Steven would never tell her that. “At any rate, I’m on my way now and should be there in a few.”

      “You owe me,” Rose replied, and though she tried to sound stern, Steven could hear the smile in her voice. Once again, Lanie had saved the day and kept his fiancée distracted. What would I have done if she had returned to the West Coast?

      “I’ll make it up to you, I promise.” He hit the end call button and focused on the drive ahead.

      As he drove down the darkening street, he pondered how much had changed since Lanie arrived back in town six months ago. Despite her initial determination to leave small-town life behind in favor of the hustle and bustle of Los Angeles and a lucrative position at a prestigious school, she’d decided to stay. He sent up a quick prayer of thanks for her fiancé, Nate. Between telling Lanie about a local teaching job and winning her heart a second time, Nate had done what neither Steven nor his father could do. And his sister was currently engaged and planning a wedding of her own.

      If only their mother could see them both, on the verge of walking down the aisle. The smile on Steven’s face faded. With the estate finalized and the house sold, he and Lanie had been able to focus on happier things. But the anniversary of their mother’s death was fast approaching. Lanie hadn’t mentioned it, but she was struggling with it as much as he was. After all, she’d taken a semester off from grad school to care for their mother during those final months, something for which he would be eternally grateful.

      Pulling into the parking lot of The Muddy Oar, Steven shut off the engine and pushed the depressing thoughts from his mind. Their mother would want them both to be happy and move on. What better way to do that than to plan two spectacular weddings?

      He headed into the steak house and to the back of the small dining area. The restaurant doubled as the only caterer in town that could handle large events like weddings, and Steven supposed it could be considered upscale by Cedar Haven standards. Lanie, Rose, and Carissa, their wedding planner, were seated at a round table with more food than he had ever seen before piled around them. His sister’s blond head was easy to spot among the crowd. They smiled when they caught sight of him, and Rose stood before running into his arms, her dark-brown hair flying behind her.

      “Yay! You’re finally here.”

      “I told you I was on my way.” He pulled her close, inhaling her intoxicating scent of jasmine and vanilla.

      “You also told your sister you’d be here in fifteen, which was well over a half hour ago,” Rose retorted, taking a step back and putting her hands on her hips.

      “Fair.” Sliding a hand to her cheek, he brushed his lips against hers. “But it’s okay if I lie to my sister.”

      “Sitting right here,” Lanie grumbled.

      Steven glanced over Rose’s head at his very unhappy sister and grinned. “Love ya, lil sis.”

      “Stop calling me that!” she whined and stuck her tongue out at him, which only further proved he’d chosen the perfect nickname.

      Rose led him to the table and sat down. She had a steak and some green bean concoction on her plate. His sister was sampling cake flavors. He hid a smile.

      Carissa set a plate in front of him. “Our time is almost up, so you should try what you can before they clear all of this away.”

      “Thanks,” he said before turning to Rose. “So, what do you think so far?”

      “I like the steak.” Rose took another bite and chewed thoughtfully. “But I’m not as sold on the sides. And we need a vegetarian dish as well.”

      “The green beans are a definite no from me.” Lanie made a face at them.

      “I thought the broccoli salad was interesting,” Carissa said.

      “That’s one word for it.” Rose sighed and rested her chin on her hand, surveying the table. “I liked the glazed carrots, but Carissa says we have to offer something green.”

      “What about this?” Steven pointed at a medley of green leaves in a bowl. Leaning forward with his fork, he speared one and brought it to his nose, sniffing it, a move he immediately regretted as the sour scent of vinegar burned his nostrils. “What is this?”

      “They call it spinach surprise.” Rose wrinkled her nose. “None of us are brave enough to try it.” Her face morphed into a sweet smile, but he wasn’t fooled. “You should do the honors.”

      I suppose I do owe her. Grimacing, he spooned some onto his plate. He sniffed it again, and the strange combination of vinegar and spice irritated his sinuses. Here goes nothing. After taking a tentative bite, he assessed the flavor. The vinegar came through pretty strong, but overall, it wasn’t bad. He detected garlic and some sort of creamy substance.

      When he looked up, Rose and Lanie were leaning forward as if waiting to see whether he would keep the strange food down. Carissa had a hand over her mouth, probably hiding a smile. With a shrug, he took another bite. “It’s not bad, but I’m not sure I’d want to serve it at a wedding.”

      Rose groaned. “Why is this so difficult? If we’d gotten married in Baltimore, we’d have more options for catering.”

      Carissa put a hand on her arm. “But you’d pay far more for the experience. I know you want everything to be perfect, but remember, people are coming to see you and Steven get married. As long as you feed them something, they’ll be happy.”

      With a pout, Rose pulled a salad toward her. “This is Caesar salad. It’s boring, I’ll admit, but at least it’s something most people enjoy.”

      “Maybe you could have a small salad bar where people could make their own,” Lanie suggested.

      “That’s a good idea,” Steven agreed. “And then they can put whatever color of vegetable they want on their plates.”

      Rose smiled, her eyes lighting up. “I love salad bars at restaurants. I’m sure it’ll be a big hit.”

      “That’s settled.” Carissa tapped away on her phone. “What were you thinking for the entrée? You said steak, but what else?”

      Several different dishes sat before him—chicken, shrimp, crab cake, and pork chops—and he sampled each. The savory chicken was a tad on the dry side, and he could only imagine how much worse that would be after sitting over a chafing dish. Crab cakes made sense for a summer wedding in Maryland, but not everyone was a fan of seafood.

      “How many entrees are we paying for again?”

      Rose rolled her eyes at Lanie. “Typical male. Doesn’t pay attention to the details.”

      “Hey!” Steven protested. “I’ve got a lot on my plate.”

      “You sure do.” Lanie pointed at his literal plate and laughed.

      “The package you picked includes three entrees,” Carissa said. “One of which needs to be vegetarian.”

      Next, he tried the shrimp. The sweet-and-spicy marinade appealed to him but not as much as the crab. After all, the brackish water of the Chesapeake ran through his veins, and blue crabs were practically the state mascot. He reviewed the vegetarian options: wild mushroom risotto, three-cheese ravioli, and meatless lasagna. No matter what they chose, it would be some sort of pasta.

      After a moment of contemplation, he tried the mushroom risotto. Good but not quite what he wanted. He sampled the rest of the vegetarian options. The cheese ravioli was better, but the lasagna somehow managed to taste just like it would with meat.

      “My vote is for steak, crab cake, and the meatless lasagna.”

      Rose frowned. “I was partial to the three-cheese ravioli myself.”

      “The lasagna tasted just like the real thing to me.” Steven shrugged. “But I’m not a vegetarian, so I’m not sure that’s the goal.”

      Carissa laughed. “Unfortunately, we don’t have time to bring in a vegetarian for their opinion, so why don’t we look at it from a price perspective?” After a quick glance at her phone, she continued, “According to the PDF they sent us, the ravioli is cheaper than the lasagna.”

      “Then let’s go with that.” Between starting a business and trying to pay off his student loans, Steven hoped to curb the growing wedding costs as much as possible to avoid adding to their already strained finances.

      Carissa finished tapping into her phone then stood. “Lanie, would you mind coming with me to talk to the caterer? While we’re gone, you two should try the cakes.”

      Once they were alone, Steven leaned closer to Rose. “I know I complained about the expense of a wedding planner, but she sure is making this easier.”

      Rose pressed her hand to her chest. “You have no idea. I can’t imagine what I would do without her. She’s managed to keep everything on schedule, which has stopped me from losing my mind.” She shook her head. “Why is wedding planning so hard?”

      He rubbed her back. “I’m sorry I haven’t been around as much as I promised I would. But now that it’s summer, I’m hoping things at the firm will slow down.”

      Leaning back in her chair, she raised a thin black eyebrow. “I’m not holding my breath.”

      “I know I keep saying that, but between Sandra and Leslie, I feel like I’m starting to get a handle on things.”

      She pointed her fork at him. “You need a partner.”

      “It’s too soon.”

      “Is it?” Her brown eyes darkened. “You’ve been running yourself ragged for months now, and you’re not hurting for profit.” He opened his mouth to speak, but she waved a hand. “I know that you’ve got student loans and bills to pay, but come on, Steven. You can’t keep this pace up. You’ll work yourself into an early grave.”

      With a sigh, he sliced off another piece of cake with his fork. Red velvet, if his limited knowledge of cakes didn’t deceive him. He took a bite, more to avoid responding to her than because he wanted it. Their conversation had caused him to lose his appetite.

      “New businesses always have a hard time getting off the ground. I just want to make sure things are stable before I bring someone else in.”

      “I understand that.” Rose laid a hand on his arm. “But speaking as both your loving fiancée and as a nurse, I’m concerned. I’ve seen what happens to people who don’t take care of themselves, who work too hard. You need to find ways to ease the burden, give yourself some breathing room.”

      After setting his fork down, he covered her hand with his own. “I promise I’ll consider it.”

      Her forehead creased, but she nodded. “I suppose that’s better than a flat-out no.”

      Just then, Lanie and Carissa returned, and the former grabbed another piece of cake. “Everything’s worked out with the caterer. Did you choose a cake?”

      “I’m partial to red velvet,” he said, even though that was literally the only flavor he’d tried.

      “Me too.” Rose squeezed his arm.

      He breathed a sigh of relief. Crisis averted. They were on the same page once more.
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      Rose walked quickly through the hospital ward. Rounds were starting soon, and she wanted to check in on her favorite patient before they got underway. Mrs. Winslow was propped up in her bed with the sheet tucked around her legs. Her watery blue eyes struggled to focus as Rose came in, but her smile brightened the room.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Winslow,” Rose said as she moved to her bedside. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Same as yesterday.” Mrs. Winslow waved a hand over her face. “My eyesight is still poor, but the doctor said tomorrow’s surgery will help.”

      “I’ve no doubt about that.” After checking her vitals, Rose pulled up a chair. “Any new gossip since I last saw you?”

      “I think Dr. Bryant has the hots for Nurse Claire,” Mrs. Winslow whispered conspiratorially. “They were canoodling just outside my door late last evening.”

      Rose laughed. “Oh, that’s old news. They’ve been dating for some time now, though they think they’re being discreet.”

      “Well, they need to find a better dark corner because I could see them plain as day from here.” Running a hand through her thinning blond hair, Mrs. Winslow raised an eyebrow. “And what of you and your fiancé? How are the wedding plans coming?”

      “Oh, we met with the caterer and made our final choices for the menu,” Rose said, forcing a smile. Her conversation with Steven had done little to assuage her constant worrying about him. Since the estate had finalized, she’d hoped he would have an easier time juggling his work and the wedding, but instead, his caseload had only gotten worse. The circles under his eyes grew darker every time she saw him.

      “You don’t seem as excited as I expected you to,” Mrs. Winslow said with a frown.

      “I’m excited!” But it sounded fake even to Rose’s ears. “Steven has been a bit preoccupied with work lately. I’m afraid he’s neglecting his health.”

      “He’s lucky to have you to care for him.”

      Rose bristled, and she worked to keep her temper in check. Nursing was her job, one she preferred to leave at the end of her shift. Of course she would care for Steven if he needed her, but she would prefer him to take preventative measures before he worked himself into an illness.

      Stifling a sigh, she stood. “I best get to my rounds.” She patted Mrs. Winslow’s hand. “I’ll check with the doc on whether there’s anything I need to do to prep you for surgery, but hopefully, we’ll have you seeing clearly in no time.”

      Mrs. Winslow gave her a grateful smile before leaning back on her pillow and closing her eyes. Rose envied her calm nature. If she was facing complicated eye surgery, she wasn’t sure she would be able to appear so serene.

      Rose left the room to begin her rounds, mentally counting down the days until she had some time off for the wedding and honeymoon. The last winter had been rough, and she desperately needed a vacation.

      As she picked up the clipboard outside the next patient’s room, she wondered how much different her life would be once she and Steven tied the knot. They’d discussed children, but with their schedules, she didn’t know when they might find the time. And the last thing she wanted to do was add to his stress load by bringing it up.

      But she wanted children, at least two and close together. She hoped to start trying for them right away. An only child herself, she had come to the US from South Korea with her parents and had stayed on to finish her nursing degree when her parents returned to take care of her grandparents. Her family was planning to come to the wedding, but part of her worried the travel would prove too expensive. The price of flights had risen substantially in the last year, and she was glad she had locked in their honeymoon tickets when she did.

      As much as she loved the McAllisters, relying on them just wasn’t the same as having her own family there. While she had no plan to return to her homeland on a permanent basis, she wanted her children to understand their heritage and culture. Maybe once they were more settled, she and Steven could travel to South Korea for a visit—assuming Steven’s business ever settled. She sighed and entered Mr. Patrones’s room.

      He sat up in his bed, staring out the window. The sight of him tugged at her heartstrings. He’d had a mild heart attack a week ago, but no one had been in to visit him. She’d asked about family, but his answers were vague, and she didn’t want to make him uncomfortable.

      “Good morning, Mr. Patrones. How are we doing today?”

      He shifted in his bed, and his sad brown eyes met hers. “Same as yesterday.”

      Grimacing, she glanced over his chart. He had improved significantly in the last several days, and they would probably release him soon, not that she expected him to take that as good news.

      “Your vitals are looking better.” She tried to keep her tone cheerful. “I don’t think you’ll be with us much longer.”

      His eyebrows drew together, and she realized a moment too late how her words could be misconstrued. She moved to his side.

      “I meant that you would be discharged soon.”

      “Either way, at least I’ll be out of your hair.”

      What a very Eeyore thing to say. She checked his fluids and made a few notes on his chart. All the while, she racked her brain for some encouraging words but came up short.

      “Any special requests for lunch?” she asked, wishing she could find a way to reach him. Her patients usually raved about her bedside manner, but with Mr. Patrones, she just couldn’t break through the shroud of sadness that engulfed him.

      “Does it matter what I request? The diet the doctor has me on hardly allows much wiggle room.”

      Rose bit her tongue to avoid saying something she might regret. Most heart attack patients struggled with the recommended dietary restrictions, but the ones who refused to follow the diet were at a higher risk of another attack. That probably wasn’t the best thing to tell Mr. Patrones.

      “All right. Well, push the button if you need anything,” she replied, turning on her heel and moving quickly to the hallway.

      “Mr. Patrones still as depressing as ever?” a quiet voice asked, making Rose jump.

      Rebecca Masters leaned against the wall beside her, clutching a clipboard to her chest. Rose released a breath and nodded.

      “He’s doing better physically, but I wonder if we shouldn’t keep him under a seventy-two-hour psych hold.”

      Rebecca rolled her eyes. “Dr. Myers will never go for that, especially since Mr. Patrones has never vocalized any suicide ideations. But we should add some recommendations for counseling to his discharge instructions.” She glanced behind Rose. “I don’t suppose we’ve found any family members?”

      Rose shook her head. “Not that I’m aware of. It’s sad. I can’t imagine how he’s lived alone all this time.”

      “Ah, well,” Rebecca said. “I’ll talk to Dr. Myers, but I’m afraid there’s not much else we can do.”

      With a dejected nod, Rose went to complete the rest of her rounds. Other than checking on Mr. Patrones a few more times, she continued her shift uneventfully. At her break, she decided to call Steven to take her mind off things.

      “Hey, honey, how’s it going?”

      “Not bad,” Rose said, choosing not to mention her concerns about Mr. Patrones. “I just wanted to confirm we were still on for dinner tonight.”

      When he didn’t immediately respond, her heartbeat quickened. Not again. His late arrival to the caterer had been bad enough, but he knew how important their weekly dates were to her. Her parents had maintained date night throughout their entire marriage, which she believed was the secret to their success. While she would never say it, sometimes she wondered whether Steven’s parents might not have divorced if they had done something similar.

      “Listen,” he began.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      “I’ve got a lot of work to finish up tonight.” His voice was defensive, and a part of her wished she hadn’t pushed the issue. After a beat, he sighed. “But we can go out this weekend instead.”

      “I work this weekend,” she replied, her tone flat.

      “Oh.”

      She rubbed her forehead, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. It was the beginning of June, and their wedding was set for the end of August. They should be spending more time together, not less. But of course, he had a lot on his plate. Sometimes she wished he had kept his job in the city rather than striking out on his own. Then again, some big-city law firms required eighty hours a week. Such a demanding schedule would likely have contributed to his workaholic nature even more.

      “When is your next day off?” he asked, a pleading note in his voice. “Maybe I can leave the office early and take you out for a night on the town.”

      What would a night “on the town” in Cedar Haven entail? Karaoke at Seabreeze followed by a plate of pancakes at Bea’s? Not quite on par with the images that phrase brought up. Sometimes she really missed Baltimore.

      “I’m off on Tuesday.” She braced herself for what she knew he was going to say.

      “Ah… I have court Tuesday.”

      Of course he did. Tuesday was child support day at the courthouse, and he always had at least one client on the docket every week. She clenched her fist at her side.

      “Can’t you just come out with me for an hour tonight?” She hated begging for his time. Was this what their marriage was going to be like? “The work will still be there tomorrow.”

      “I’m sorry, babe, but I need to finish this brief. I promise I’ll make it up to you.”

      Empty words. They’d already established that their schedules were both full for the next several days. Oh well, maybe she would have better luck next week, though maintaining their weekly date was becoming increasingly more difficult.

      “It’s fine,” she lied, not wanting him to feel worse than he already did. He’d promised things would let up soon, and he’d said he would consider getting a partner. She needed to be patient. “We can just plan for next week.”

      “Thanks for understanding, Rose. I really am sorry.”

      “Promise me you won’t stay too late at the office. You need to take care of yourself.”

      She could almost see him shaking his head, a rueful smile on his lips. Sometimes, despite her best efforts, the line between nurse and fiancée blurred for her, but she couldn’t help it. She’d seen too many patients cause themselves avoidable health issues by working too much.

      “I love you,” he said, clearly trying to avoid the same old argument.

      “I love you too.”

      She disconnected and leaned back against the wall, her head in her hands. How had they gotten there? Even when they’d had opposing schedules of law school and nursing school, they’d managed to find time for each other every week.

      “Rose?” Rebecca called from behind her, pulling her from her thoughts.

      She turned around and smiled. “Hey, I was headed to finish my rounds. What’s up?”

      Rebecca’s forehead creased. “About that. Any chance you could stay on? Lisa called out with a sick child again, and I need someone to cover her shift.”

      Ordinarily, Rose would have said no. She rarely worked doubles because she tried to maintain boundaries between her work time and her personal life. But aside from Steven canceling on her, she had other reasons to consider accepting an extra shift. There weren’t many opportunities for advancement at the small rural hospital, but she had her eye on the head nurse position that had just opened. What she lacked in tenure, she hoped to make up for with a strong work ethic.

      “Sure, I can stay on.”

      “Thanks! I owe you one.” Rebecca turned on her heel and headed down the hall.

      Taking a deep breath, Rose shook her head. At least I’ll get overtime.
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      A few hours later, Rose was standing at the nurses’ station, reviewing a patient’s chart, when Rebecca appeared beside her. Her coworker’s face was pale, and she breathed heavily as she braced a hand against the desk.

      “Have you heard?”

      Rose raised an eyebrow. “Heard what?”

      “There’s been an accident. You need to go to the ICU.”

      “What? Why?” Rose shook her head. “Nobody told me I was being pulled.”

      “You’re not,” Rebecca said, leading Rose toward the elevators. “But you need to get up there. They’ll explain when you arrive.” She gave Rose’s hand a squeeze before hurrying away.

      Bewildered, Rose pressed the button, and the elevator doors opened. She stepped inside, chose the ICU floor, and waited, working to swallow her irritation. What the heck is going on? And why wouldn’t Rebecca just tell me? Worry gnawed at her during the ride up.

      The ICU ward was complete chaos as she stepped into the hall. She double-checked that she hadn’t accidentally gone to the ER. Nope, this is the right floor. Rushing to the nurses’ station, she halted when a familiar head of dirty-blond hair rounded the corner on a gurney.

      “Steven?” She ran after him only to have someone grab her arm and spin her around.

      “Rose, I⁠—”

      “Let go of me.” She tried to shake free as she met the gaze of whoever had had the audacity to stop her. But Dr. Myers held firm, his blue eyes filled with concern and his expression grim.

      “Come with me,” he said and half dragged her to an empty office.

      Once they were inside, he released her, and she staggered across the room to the desk. She whirled around, ready to march right back out that door, but Dr. Myers blocked her path.

      “There’s nothing you can do for him right now,” he said. “They’re in the process of determining the damage and hooking up his IV to start administering medication. I only have a moment.”

      Her legs gave out, and she sank into the nearest chair. “Oh God. What happened?”

      “He was in a car accident, but we think he had a medical emergency that led to the crash.” Dr. Myers glanced at her as if assessing how much to say. “Possibly a heart attack, but I’ll know more once I get in there and run some tests. You stay here, and I’ll get someone to sit with you.”

      Like hell. “Need I remind you, Doctor, I’m an RN? I’m coming with you.”

      “And need I remind you, Rose, we have a strict policy that prohibits hospital staff from treating family members?” Her five-foot-four stature was no match for Dr. Myers’s six-foot frame when he put a firm hand on her shoulder and pushed her back into the chair. “I’ll send word as soon as I can.”

      Without waiting for her response, he spun on his heel and was gone. Rose put her head in her hands. A heart attack? How? Why? Steven was twenty-nine years old and one of the healthiest people she knew. She’d joked he was going to work himself into an early grave, but she’d never expected that.

      The door opened, and Marie, the head RN for the ICU, came in. “So he’s told you, then.” She handed Rose a cup of coffee.

      Rose took a sip, more out of habit than because she actually wanted or needed the beverage. Marie perched in the chair beside her, taking her free hand. The room was dimly lit with a desk lamp, and Rose found comfort in the darkness.

      “It’ll be all right.”

      If only she could believe her. But Steven sounded like he was in a bad way. The other half of Dr. Myers’s message finally resonated.

      “What did he hit?” she asked.

      “What’s that?”

      “Dr. Myers said St—” Her throat closed around his name. “Dr. Myers said he was in a car accident. What did he hit?”

      “I don’t know the full story,” Marie said. “But I gathered from the little the paramedics shared that he lost control of the car and hit a tree.”

      At least no one else was injured. Small favors. She tried to focus on the good news. Steven was in the best hands in the area. She’d seen Dr. Myers work magic on patients in worse shape. And Steven was young. He had a better chance than most.

      Still, she couldn’t just sit there and wait. She needed to do something.

      “I have to make a call.” Not wanting an audience, she stood and raced out of the room. After glancing up and down the hallway, she ducked into a storage closet across from the office. Her fingers shook as she scrolled to Lanie’s name in her phone.

      “Hey, Rose, what’s up?”

      “You need to come to the hospital,” Rose said in a rush. “It’s your brother.”

      “Steven? What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “He was in a car accident.” Rose couldn’t bring herself to tell her the rest, not yet. It still didn’t feel real. Besides, Dr. Myers had said a heart attack was possible but not confirmed. There was no sense in getting her future sister-in-law worked up over the phone.

      “Oh no! Let me call my dad, and then I’ll head on over. What floor are you on?”

      “The ICU.”

      Lanie gasped and promised she would be there as soon as she could, but Rose barely heard her. She disconnected the call and went back to the office. Marie was still there, her eyebrows pulled together in a frown.

      “Lanie is on her way, and she’s calling her dad.” Rose slid into her chair. Her coffee sat on the desk behind it, but she couldn’t bring herself to drink it. Instead, she allowed her eyes to take in the details of the room in hopes it would ground her in the moment. A large leather rolling chair was turned to face the dual monitors set up above a docking station on the desk. Mahogany bookshelves towered in the back corner, casting ominous shadows in the soft light of the lamp.

      “I’ll stay with you until they arrive.” Marie grasped Rose’s hand again and gave it a squeeze.

      Part of Rose wanted to protest, as she imagined Marie had a million other things to do, but she didn’t want to be alone. Her stomach was already in knots, and she feared she would fall to pieces by the time Lanie arrived.

      The sounds of machines beeping, muffled footsteps, and whispered prayers wafted into the room as they sat in silence. Rose was literally on the edge of her seat. Her feet ached to move, but her head was spinning, and she feared she would pass out if she tried to stand. With her free hand, she gripped the arm of the chair and stared at the office door, willing it to open with Lanie or Dr. Myers. Though if the latter came right then, it wouldn’t mean good news. Not enough time had passed for Dr. Myers to have completed his assessment of Steven. He would run an EKG and assess for internal bleeding as well as broken bones. It was going to be a long night.

      Time stood still, and Rose silently prayed for Steven to be spared. If—no, when—he survived, he would have to take better care of himself. She wouldn’t give him a choice in the matter. Not after that.

      Of course, that would all take time, and she hoped she could enlist Lanie and Steven’s staff in determining what needed to be taken care of immediately at the law firm. She wouldn’t allow him to stress over it, not while his health hung in the balance. They would figure things out. After all, they had the rest of their lives to do so. She refused to give in to despair. Steven would live, and they would have a life together. She had to have faith.

      A knock sounded at the door, and Rose braced herself, but it was only one of the other nurses leading Lanie and Max into the room. When Rose jumped up to embrace them, Marie slipped quietly from the room.

      “You made good time,” Rose said, fighting back tears that threatened to spill over her cheeks.

      “We broke several laws getting here, but we didn’t get caught.” Lanie cupped Rose’s cheek. “How are you?”

      Rose blinked. The fact that Lanie’s first question had been about her and not Steven caught her off guard. Her face likely betrayed how she felt, but she forced herself to respond.

      “Trying to stay positive.” She gestured to the door. “There’s no news, but I didn’t expect there to be.”

      “He’ll pull through,” Max said, though it sounded as if he were trying to convince himself. “He’s made of stern stuff.”

      “And he’s in good hands.” Lanie smiled, but the fear in her eyes was unmistakable.

      The same nurse who had brought them to the office returned with two chairs, which she set up in front of the bookshelves. With Marie gone, the chairs weren’t necessary, but Rose appreciated her thoughtfulness. When they were alone again, Max collapsed into one of them. Lanie took the seat closest to Rose.

      “Do you have any more details about the accident?” Lanie asked.

      “They think he had a medical emergency before he lost control of the car.”

      Lanie frowned. “What kind of medical emergency?”

      After taking a deep breath, Rose told them everything she knew, which admittedly wasn’t much. And when she mentioned the possible heart attack, their reactions matched her own.

      “But he’s not even thirty!” Max leaned forward, disbelief blazing from his eyes.

      “Stress can cause a lot of health issues, Dad,” Lanie said, her tone gentle.

      But Max just scowled and faced the wall. Rose opened her mouth to respond, but Lanie shook her head, her message clear. Berating him with medical knowledge would be of little use, especially at that moment.

      “What are they doing to him?” Lanie asked.

      Rose shrugged. “Dr. Myers is a cardiologist. He’s running tests to determine what happened and what damage was done.”

      Max stood suddenly and walked toward the door. When he reached it, he turned back, his expression blank.

      “I can’t stand all this waiting. I’m going to grab a coffee. Anyone want anything?”

      “Sure, I’ll take one,” Lanie said, her eyes wide. Rose assumed she was puzzled by her father’s erratic behavior. “Rose?”

      Instead of responding, Rose gestured to the coffee Marie had brought, not trusting herself to speak. Max closed the door behind him, and she couldn’t help the relief that coursed through her at his absence. While he had always been kind to her, something about him intimidated her. She suspected his perpetual bad mood was the cause of her unease.

      “He never could handle hospitals,” Lanie murmured, her eyes on the door. When she glanced at Rose, she forced a smile. “But he’ll be fine, I’m sure.”

      “I’m sorry to have dragged you both here. Maybe I should have waited until I knew more.”

      “Nonsense.” Lanie shook her head. “We want to be here. Besides, you shouldn’t have to go through this alone, not when you’ve got family to help you through it.”

      Family. Sometimes Rose forgot what that was like. It had been lonely since her parents moved back to South Korea. But the promise of a future family with Steven had eased the pang. And that was currently in jeopardy. Oh God, what if he doesn’t make it? What will I do without him?

      “He wasn’t even supposed to be on the road,” she blurted out.

      Lanie blinked. “What do you mean?”

      “We had plans for dinner, which he canceled.” Rose put her head in her hands. “If I’d been with him, maybe I could have prevented this. Or at least been there when it happened.”

      “Don’t think like that.” Lanie slid an arm around Rose’s shoulders. “He’s been working himself sick these last few months. I’d hoped things would calm down for him once the estate was finalized, but instead, he’s working harder than ever. He needs to take it easy, especially with all the stress you both must be under from the wedding.”

      The wedding. Will it even happen now? Depending on his injuries, it could take weeks or even months to recover. There would be rehabilitation, physical therapy, and who knew what else ahead of him. Rose had no idea how that might impact their immediate future, let alone their wedding.

      It felt silly to even think about that when his life hung in the balance, but somehow, it was all her mind could handle. Canceling the wedding wasn’t the worst thing in the world, but it would be heartbreaking nonetheless. They’d been planning it for well over a year, and she would hate for their hard work to go to waste.

      Not to mention that she was ready to marry him. She’d known he was the one for her since that first day they’d met in the library, when she’d accidentally knocked over a stack of books and heard a yelp of pain. She closed her eyes as the memory washed over her.

      They had unknowingly chosen to sit at the same table to study. She hadn’t been able to see him over the books in her arms. When she’d heard his cry, she’d rushed over to apologize and met the most interesting pair of eyes she’d ever seen—a delicate mixture of green and brown that she wanted to lose herself in. His frown of discomfort quickly morphed into a smile, and he’d brushed off her concern. He’d introduced himself, and the moment their hands touched, a spark shot through her like nothing she’d ever felt before.

      A rueful smile pulled at her lips. Even with such a promising first meeting, it had still taken him months to work up the courage to ask her out. They’d met at the library several times and enjoyed each other’s company while studying quietly. Her smile fell. With their busy schedules, their relationship had never been easy, but once they’d set a date for the wedding, she’d thought things were looking up for them.

      “Hey.” Lanie gently shook her arm. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

      “Whether or not we’re going to need to cancel the wedding.” Rose raised her head and met Lanie’s eyes. “I know it’s the least of my worries right now, but I can’t help it.”

      “I get it. Sometimes it’s easier to focus on what you can control. But I can’t imagine we would need to. Dad and I can pitch in more to help fill the gap if Steven needs to back off the planning.”

      “Assuming he survives this.” Rose bit her lip. She hadn’t meant to voice her deepest fears.

      “He will survive it. McAllisters are made of stern stuff,” Lanie said, echoing what her father had said earlier.

      Rose nodded mutely. She wanted to believe her future sister-in-law, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to do so. And if something happened to Steven… If he didn’t make it, she didn’t know what that would do to her.
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      Steven woke groggy and in pain. The room around him was unfamiliar with its fluorescent lighting and antiseptic smell. A repetitive beeping sounded near his head, and he swatted at the alarm with his right hand only to groan as something pulled at his skin. His veins seemed to burn with the movement. Raising his arm took effort, and he frowned at the IV sticking out of it.

      What on earth? Am I in the hospital? He remembered getting into his car to drive to Rose’s apartment, hoping to surprise her. He recalled the road was slick with rain, then an awful pain had bloomed in his chest. There had been a flash of bright light, but the memory was cut short, as if he’d fallen asleep in the middle of it.

      He tried to move his head to search for a call button, but something prevented him from turning it. Breathing became more difficult as he coughed and sputtered. The steady beeping increased in rhythm, matching his heart rate.

      A nurse he didn’t recognize rushed in, and her eyes widened. “You’re awake.” She glanced behind him then stepped to his side. “It’s okay. This is disorienting, but I’m going to need you to take deep breaths.” She inhaled deeply through her nose and exhaled from her mouth in demonstration.

      Forcing himself to focus, Steven imitated her, and soon the rapid beeping slowed to a steadier pulse. The panic subsided enough for him to take in more of his surroundings. Lifting his left hand, he attempted to touch his neck, but a brace prevented him from doing so. At least that explained why he couldn’t turn his head.

      “I’ll go get the doctor,” the nurse said with a smile before spinning on her heel and leaving the room.

      He tried to open his mouth to stop her, to ask what had happened to him, but even his face hurt to move. Frustrated, he settled back against the uncomfortable hospital bed and took an assessment of himself.

      His legs were numb with the pins-and-needles sensation he got if he sat on his foot too long. With careful movements, he lifted the blanket draped over him and noted a cast on his left leg. Must have broken it. But it didn’t hurt. Strange. Perhaps they’d given him a great deal of pain medication. If he had to guess, he’d been in an accident. Maybe he’d totaled his car. Ugh, that’s the last thing I need.

      Just as he reached for the call button again, the doctor came in. Steven recognized him as one of the doctors Rose worked with, though he couldn’t remember his name.

      “Mr. McAllister, you gave us quite a scare. I’m Dr. Myers, though I believe we’ve met before.” He moved a stool over to Steven’s bedside and perched on it. “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes,” Steven croaked out.

      “Good. And I assume you can understand me as well?”

      Why was the doctor treating him like an invalid? He didn’t have brain damage or anything. Unless… How bad was the accident?

      “Did you understand what I asked you, Steven?” the doctor asked, prompting Steven to focus.

      Steven gave a slight nod, as much as the brace would allow, then winced as the motion sent pain radiating through his head.

      “Do you remember what happened?”

      It took Steven a minute to respond. “I remember… getting in the car to drive to see Rose. My chest hurt…” As he spoke, his chest throbbed, and he rubbed a hand over it. His fingers probed the bandage over his heart. “Was I in an accident? How’s my car?”

      “Yes to your first question. Unfortunately, I don’t know the answer to your second question.” After making a few notes on his chart, Dr. Myers leaned forward. “So you remember the accident. Do you remember anything that happened before the accident? How you were feeling?”

      Why does “before the accident” matter? His stomach twisted into one big knot, and he gritted his teeth. But to humor the doctor, Steven closed his eyes and tried to focus. Other than the chest pain, he didn’t remember anything. Maybe if he said no, Dr. Myers would stop interrogating him and provide answers instead.

      “Not really,” Steven said, opening his eyes and meeting the doctor’s gaze.

      “It appears you had a mild myocardial infarction.”

      A what? Steven stared at Dr. Myers, hoping his expression demonstrated his confusion. When the doctor didn’t elaborate, he risked more pain by shifting a fraction of an inch to look at the nurse.

      “You had a heart attack,” she translated helpfully.

      Steven blinked rapidly, trying to digest the words. Was that even possible?
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