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        21 years ago

      

      

      

      Nikki pulled into the narrow driveway of her old family home. Usually, the salty and cool Seattle air would fill her with feelings of euphoria. That Sunday afternoon was totally different.

      She sighed and switched off the ignition, staring into the abyss before her.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Murphy, but I’m afraid you won’t be able to have children.”

      “What do you mean I can’t have children? How is that possible? It can’t be that serious.”

      “Polycystic ovarian syndrome often has that effect. I’m really sorry, but maybe you and your husband can consider alternative ways of making a family, but I’m afraid you won’t be able to have one of your own.”

      “It’s either ours or it’s not happening.”

      Josh’s words had rung loud and clear, and tears dotted the corners of Nikki’s eyes. She hadn’t told her parents the news yet, but she didn’t anticipate any sympathy from them. They hadn’t been too pleased that she’d run off and married Josh without their knowledge.

      Her father was all about news, and as a respected and reputable journalist, he would have wanted a story about his daughter—one that involved a beautiful beachfront wedding. He’d been furious with her since. He’d probably interpret her news as just punishment, which was why she hadn’t told them.

      She lifted her eyes to the rearview mirror and gasped at her appearance. Her mascara had muddied her eyes, making her look like a raccoon. She quickly reached for her makeup kit in her purse, knocking the contents onto the floor as she did.

      She cursed under her breath as she leaned over and tried to gather the items. Her torso accidentally hit the horn, and the loud beep startled her.

      “Okay, Nikki,” she said as she inhaled deeply. “Get it together. Now isn’t the time to fall apart.”

      She ruffled her dirty-blond hair, pinched her cheeks to get back some color, and smeared her favorite peach-colored lipstick onto her plump lips. “That should do it,” she said as she looked at her reflection. “It’s now or never.”

      She got out of the car and, with anchor legs, walked up the porch steps. Her hand was suspended in the air and ready to knock when she heard Trish scream.

      “No!”

      “You don’t have a choice,” her father shouted.

      What on earth?

      Nikki didn’t bother knocking. Panic seized her in the chest, and she fumbled frantically in her purse for the house keys. She opened the door with shaky fingers and closed it gently behind her.

      She treaded softly, almost expecting to get attacked by a ferocious animal. She was barely breathing and half expected to see a dish come hurling toward her.

      “Mom, please,” Trish cried. “I don’t want to go.”

      Nikki poked her head around the corner of the living room just as three pairs of eyes turned to her.

      Her father, upon seeing her, threw his hands in the air. “Great! Here comes the other disappointment.”

      Nikki wrinkled her brows. “What did I do?”

      “What did you do? What did you do?” he muttered to himself in disbelief.

      Nikki could see stress written all over his face as he glared at her. The last time she’d seen him like that was when he’d found out she and Josh had eloped.

      “Mom, what’s going on?” Nikki asked as she ventured closer to her mother and Trish, who shrank back.

      “None of your business,” her father barked. “Why don’t you just go back to Arlington? That’s where you live now, right?”

      Nikki couldn’t understand how she’d become the topic of conversation and the object of his wrath just by walking into the house. “Will someone please tell me what’s going on?” Nikki blurted out.

      “Ask her!” Her father pointed at a very embarrassed Trish.

      Even though they’d been raised by the same parents in the same household, Nikki and Trish had never been close. They’d just never seen eye to eye and were not as close as sisters should be.

      But the fear she saw in her little sister’s eyes melted away years of indifference. “Trish,” she said softly, walking over to her. “What happened?

      Their mother sat gently on the edge of the sofa, her hands placed in her lap, and a sorrowful look on her face like someone had died.

      “Will someone please answer me?” Nikki pleaded as she looked from one to the other. None seemed willing to reply.

      “Okay, since Trish doesn’t want to say it, I will,” her father said in a booming voice. His gray hair seemed even more pronounced like he had aged since the last time she’d seen him. “Your sister got herself pregnant! There! Are you happy? You both seem intent on destroying my reputation and sending me to an early grave,” he spat dramatically.

      Nikki gasped and turned to Trish, who stared a hole into the floor. Her long blond hair hung in front of her, hiding her face, but Nikki could still make out the glistening tears on her cheeks.

      “Oh, Trish,” she said softly.

      “Don’t coddle her!” her father snapped. “She should have known better. She was supposed to go to Seattle University and get her degree in journalism, not get knocked up by some loser. What will everyone think?”

      “Oh, come on, Stew,” her mother finally spoke up. “I don’t see what this has to do with you.”

      “Are you kidding me?” he asked and walked back to stand in front of his wife. “See, this is the problem right here. You let them get away with too much. Not this time. I will not stand for this.”

      “I don’t get it,” Nikki said as her brows dipped. “If she is already pregnant…” The thoughts formed quickly in her mind as she realized what her father was demanding. “Dad, what’s going on?”

      “She’s not having that child is what’s happening,” he barked.

      “What?” Nikki replied. “What do you mean not having it? Do you really want her to get an abortion? Wouldn’t that be a worse feature in a gossip column than her being pregnant at all?”

      “I don’t want an abortion,” Trish said weakly.

      “Well then, how are you going to support the child? Huh?” Stew asked coldly like he wasn’t talking about a human being or talking to his daughter. “Is that good-for-nothing going to marry you? Where is he, by the way? Oh right! He walked out on you and this kid. You’re only nineteen, and I certainly am not going to take that on. Not at my age. And neither is Sophia. So where does that leave you?”

      “What are you going to do?” Nikki wanted to know as her heart started to race. She was torn, considering she couldn’t have a child, and there she was, caught up in a conversation with her family over an unwanted child.

      “He wants to send me to Arlington because he’s embarrassed. And then I must give up the baby for adoption,” Trish replied sadly.

      “That’s right,” Stew murmured. “That’s the only solution at this point.”

      “I have another idea.” All eyes stared expectantly at Nikki. “What if I adopt the baby?”

      A tense silence descended upon the room just then, and Nikki looked around, hoping they would agree. She couldn’t have a child of her own, and her sister couldn’t keep the baby. It was perfect, and she was hopeful again for the first time in months.

      Josh was adamant he didn’t want to adopt a child, but maybe he’d think differently if he knew the baby was Trish’s and not a stranger.

      “Are you insane?” Stew finally spoke.

      “Dad, think about it,” Nikki said excitedly. “That’s one of the reasons I came today. I found out that I can’t have children. I have this condition that prevents it, but this,” she said, turning to Trish. “This is a chance for Josh and me to have the family we won’t be able to have. It’s a blessing.”

      “No,” her mother whispered. “That can’t happen.”

      “What?” Nikki asked in dismay. “Why? You already plan on putting the baby up for adoption. Why can’t I adopt her or him?”

      “Because what’s the sense in that?” Stew asked and circled her like a vulture. “Why do you think we’re sending her to Arlington? So that you can come back here with the child after?”

      “Dad, I already live in Arlington. No one would know. If you’re worried about your reputation, no one has to know my connection to you or Trish. Just please, do this for me. Trish,” she said, turning to her sister. She took both of her hands in hers and squeezed them. “I know we haven’t always been the best of sisters, but don’t deny me this one thing. I’ve never asked you for anything.”

      Trish hung her head. “I can’t do it, Nikki.” She sniffled. “If I have to give up this baby, I don’t want to know anything about her or him. How do you think I’d feel if you came over? I’d know it’s my child.”

      “Then we won’t come over. We’ll stay over there. Away from everyone.”

      Trish shook her head. “I can’t.”

      Nikki was heartbroken, and tears welled up in her eyes. “Are you all serious? You’d rather give the baby to a stranger than to me? Even after you know I can’t have a child. Trish! This is your baby. Please!” Nikki pleaded again as the tears ran down her face.

      Trish looked away, and her mother hung her head.

      “I’m afraid that’s for the best, dear.” Sophia sighed. “I’m sure you’ll find another baby you and Josh can adopt…”

      “This is unbelievable!” Nikki exclaimed. “Mom, I expected this sort of behavior from Dad, but not from you. And Trish! I’m your sister. How could you do this to me?”

      “I’m not doing anything to you, Nikki,” Trish fired back. “It’s not my fault you can’t have children, but I can’t give you mine.”

      “No. You’d prefer to give it to a stranger,” Nikki said as the pain washed across her. “Mom, talk to him. I know this isn’t you.”

      That was Nikki’s last-ditch effort to get someone to be sympathetic with her. They all remained silent. She was sorely disappointed, and the tears flowed from her freely. She wiped her hand across her face and sighed.

      “You know what? It’s fine,” she said as she picked up her purse. “I am your blood, and you’d do this to me. I want nothing more to do with any of you.”

      She walked away, and none of them tried to stop her as she slammed the front door shut. Tears blinded her as she ran to the car and got in. She leaned her head against the steering wheel as grief overcame her again. She relived the moments when she discovered she couldn’t have children, and she lost track of time until her phone rang.

      She slowly turned her head and saw that it was Josh. She hit the answer button.

      “Hi,” she said weakly.

      “Hey. When are you getting back?” he asked.

      “I’m on my way,” Nikki replied as she turned the key in the ignition.

      “Okay,” he replied as he hung up.

      Nikki dried her eyes and clenched her jaw as she stared with disdain at the home she had once loved. She put the car in reverse and backed out of the driveway, and as the car glided onto the empty street that was once so familiar to her, she looked one last time at the house she was sure she’d never see again.
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      The smell of fresh, roasted coffee filled the air, reminding Nikki she needed to take a break.

      She’d been working on stories all morning, coming up with fresh approaches to a column her father had established many years ago.

      She rubbed her eyes and walked to the kitchen, anxiously looking forward to the smooth, dark liquid.

      The phone rang just as she was pouring the coffee, startling her and causing her to spill some onto the counter.

      “Sheesh!” she exclaimed and tapped her earbuds. “Veronica, this had better be good.”

      Veronica, her editor, giggled. “Would I call you otherwise?”

      Nikki took a sip of her coffee. “I can think of many times when you have.” Nikki chuckled. “What could you possibly want from me at six thirty in the morning?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe a fresh piece of gossip I can send to the printer? How’s it going?”

      “Uh, I don’t know how my father did this for so many years,” Nikki wailed and sat at her desk again.

      “Well, you’ve been doing the very same thing for the past twenty years, and you’ve been awesome.” Veronica applauded her.

      “You don’t need to grovel.” Nikki laughed. “I’m working on something. Or some things. We’ll see what I come up with when I get there. But let me get back to work, please. Why are you up anyway?”

      “I’m always up. You keep me busy,” Veronica replied.

      Nikki laughed. “See you later, Von.”

      She sank into her leather chair and stared at the computer screen. She wore her plush bathrobe like she did every morning. It was something of a routine for her—get up at five, brainstorm, research, drink coffee, brainstorm some more, and then go to work. By the time she clocked in, she’d already done half a day’s work.

      But she loved what she did. Journalism was in her blood. It was the one good thing her father gave her, and her spirit sank as she thought about him.

      But that wasn’t the only thought that crossed her mind, and her face soured when she remembered her good-for-nothing ex-husband, Josh Winden.

      “I don’t know how you do this every morning,” he would always tell her.

      “Easy. I pretend it’s someone I’m trying to convict.”

      “Very funny,” he would say. “I thought you’d have gone on to some more respectable form of journalism.”

      “You mean like being in the middle of a war zone reporting on casualties and prisoners of war and extreme political policies?” Nikki asked and rolled her eyes as she often did. Josh had never liked the type of journalism she did, but it was what she loved. She didn’t like seeing him deal with criminals all day long, but that was the life they chose. “You sound as if you didn’t know what I did? I’ve been doing it for twenty years.”

      She blinked back the memories and tried to regain focus on her article.

      Nikki gathered her documents, stuck them in a binder she kept for her current stories, and returned upstairs to get ready for work.

      She made her way downtown to the office of the The Arlington Times, her home away from home for the past two decades. It was a busy morning as she navigated the traffic that was already picking up.

      The air was cool, and the sun's early morning rays warmed the store awnings and pavement. Her office was located on the eighteenth floor of one of the skyscrapers in the metropolitan region of Arlington.

      “Good morning, Miss Murphy,” the security guard in the lobby called to her. His broad grin rivaled the sun.

      “Hi, Gerry,” she beamed in return. “Good day for a swim, huh?”

      “Tell me about it.” He laughed. “But someone’s gotta look out for you.”

      “I appreciate it,” she replied and hurried to the elevator. She wasn’t late, but a story was brewing in her mind, and she didn’t want to lose the creative spark.

      She breezed past Holly, the receptionist who barely managed to throw a good morning her way. She tossed her bag onto the visitor’s chair and started her laptop.

      She was itching to start her story and hoped it would make the evening paper.

      “What do we have?” Veronica asked as she appeared over Nikki’s shoulder.

      Nikki wheeled her chair excitedly and made a sweeping gesture in the air as she stated her headline: Judge Caught with his Pants Down!

      Veronica squealed and rubbed her palms together as if she’d never heard a piece of gossip before. “I love it!”

      “Now shoo, so I can write it.” Nikki motioned with her hand for Veronica to leave and returned to her computer screen.

      “You’ve got it,” Veronica replied, walking off, her red hair rubbing her shoulders as she returned to her office.

      She was going over the story of a local judge who had aspirations of making it to the Supreme Court when his dreams were dashed by an unsuspecting maid who caught him cheating. He literally had his pants down, and the political spin-offs were just too juicy not to record.

      She was typing what felt like a hundred words per minute when her phone rang. She ignored it. If she lost her train of thought, she’d lose her angle and forget something.

      That was one of the reasons she tried to write in the early mornings when everything was quiet.

      Nikki was halfway through the story when the phone rang again. “Come on,” she wailed. Who could it be at that time of the morning? It was barely nine.

      She kept tapping away, but when the phone rang for the third time, she lost it. She grabbed it, not even noticing the number or the name on the screen.

      “Hello!” she said with great annoyance.

      “Hello? Is this Nikki Murphy? Or Nikki Winden?”

      Nikki paused and pulled the phone back to check who the caller was. It read: Frank Lynch. Suddenly, her whole world paused, and her story was forgotten.

      “Mr. Lynch?” she asked timidly. He was the lawyer her parents had retained when she was growing up, and the last time he’d called her, eight years ago, was to tell her that her parents had been in an accident in Mexico while they’d been on vacation. They’d been out snorkeling and had gotten caught in a riptide that pulled them under. The vast amount of money and possessions that Nikki and Trish had inherited didn’t do much to stay that measure of grief, and Nikki felt the familiar lump form in her throat all over again.

      “Yes. Is this Nikki?” he asked again, just to make sure.

      She gulped. “Yes, it is. What’s wrong?”

      She could almost feel it—the enormous sense of dread—and watched as goose pimples filled her arms.

      “I’m sorry to be calling you at this dreadful hour of the day, but I’m afraid I have some bad news. It’s your sister, Trish.”

      The tears started rolling down Nikki’s face before he even relayed the bad news. “Please tell me she’s okay.”

      Mr. Lynch cleared his throat. “She’s been in a serious accident and has severe internal bleeding, so the doctors had to induce a coma to keep her alive.”

      He kept explaining things, but Nikki didn’t hear any of them. Her heart felt like it was being squeezed to the point of bursting as the tears streamed down her face.

      The last time she’d seen her sister had been at their parents’ funeral and later at the reading of the will. They’d promised to keep in touch, but like the years before that, they’d returned to being distant relatives.

      To hear of her demise was a huge blow for Nikki that left her paralyzed.

      “Are you there?” She heard Mr. Lynch in the background.

      “Y-yes,” she stuttered and cleared her throat. “I’m here. How bad is it?”

      “It’s hard to predict, but the doctors say it’s up to her now. You need to come to Camano Island right away. We need to discuss some business.”

      “Forget the business,” Nikki fumed. “I need to see my sister.”

      “The business has to do with your sister,” Mr. Lynch continued.

      “She’s not dead yet!” Nikki cried as her voice got louder.

      “I understand, ma’am,” Mr. Lynch said nervously yet with understanding. “If I could have done things any other way, I would have. I don’t like this any more than you do.”

      Nikki sighed and dabbed her eyes with a tissue. “I know, I’m sorry. I’ll be there first thing tomorrow.”

      “I’ll see you then,” he said and hung up.

      It was difficult after that to complete the article, but Nikki struggled through it. It didn’t take Veronica long to figure out something was wrong with her. Nikki told her briefly about what had happened with her sister right before she put in for a couple of days off.

      She wasn’t sure how long her trip to Camano Island would be, but she couldn’t think about that. She got the rest of the day off and returned home, but she wasn’t sure which was worse—being at work or being alone in her huge house, wandering aimlessly from room to room as the guilt washed over her.

      Since Trish and her parents decided not to give her the baby, she hadn’t spoken to them. She hadn’t returned to Seattle. Then her parents had died, and now Trish. She and Josh had never adopted children, but they’d remained married, if even in a loveless marriage that ended up with him cheating on her for three years and impregnating someone else.

      She’d rationalized that it was partly her fault for not being able to have children, and she cursed Trish silently at the time.

      The hours ticked by, and before she knew it, it was evening. She thought nothing of it when the doorbell rang, and she dragged herself to the door.

      She swung it open, only to see Ava, her best friend of over a decade, donning a big grin and holding up a bottle of wine. “It’s girls’ night!” she yelled, seconds before she noticed Nikki’s tearstained cheeks and sunken eyes. “Uh-oh. What’s wrong, honey?” she asked as her hands fell to her sides.

      Nikki walked back into the house as Ava followed her. Her raven-black hair was pulled back at her nape, and it swished across her back as she walked.

      “I totally forgot about tonight.” Nikki sighed, then sank into the sofa. She curled her legs under her and pulled the cushion between her legs. “I got a call from Mr. Lynch today. Trish has been in a car accident, and she may not survive,” she said as fresh tears emerged. “Ava, I haven’t seen her in years, and now I may never talk to her again.”

      “Oh, honey,” Ava muttered as she reached over and pulled Nikki into her arms. “I’m so sorry. I know you two didn’t get along, but this is awful.”

      Nikki sobbed against her friend’s shoulder. “I have to go there tomorrow. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone.”

      “Shush! Don’t worry about that now. Your sister needs you. Have you eaten at all today?’

      “Not really,” Nikki replied. “I hadn’t thought much about it.”

      “Okay, I’m going to order us some takeout,” Ava said as she pulled away from Nikki.

      “I can’t lose her, Ava.” Nikki sobbed. It was as if the tears wouldn’t stop raining down, consuming Nikki in the process.

      “You won’t,” Ava promised her. “You won’t.”

      She pulled her in for another hug, but deep down, Nikki dreaded the worst.
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      Trish’s face became a staple in Nikki’s mind after the grim revelation.

      It was hard to imagine that she may end up being the only one left of her family if Trish succumbed to her wounds and she hadn’t made any effort to reconnect with her sister.

      She should have understood why Trish couldn’t give her the baby and why her parents had refused. They could have done so many things differently, but that was all in the past. What mattered was what happened next.

      A somber feeling followed Nikki as she arrived to the island, but when she arrived, an entirely different feeling welcomed her.

      Nikki peered at the slow-moving Stillaguamish River below as she drove over the Camano Gateway Bridge. It brought back memories of the emerald-colored water that once reflected the hue of the evergreens that sandwiched it as it meandered its way toward Puget Sound. But with the construction of the new bridge a few years back, she could see that her memory of it had changed.

      Coming upon the sign “Welcome to Camano Island” instantly teleported her to the days when her family rented summer homes there every year. Most of the island was busiest in the summertime, and her arrival was in stark contrast to the overall mood.

      As she drove through downtown Camano, she watched tourists and locals walk up and down the streets lined with locally owned small businesses dwarfed by a few department stores, a mall, and business complexes. The air was salty and sweet at the same time, and all-around, she was invited to taste the ocean. She would have probably ventured into one of the seafood restaurants for the experience if not for the fact that she needed to get to her destination to see her sister. 

      Nikki made her way to the Nestled Inn that Trish owned, which was new information to her. She hadn’t known her sister to have a business head, but then again, she didn’t know much about her sister at all. The path to Trish’s business was littered with childhood memories as she glanced through Camano's storefront windows.

      She smiled faintly as she passed the antiquarian bookstore she had often visited when the summer days had gotten boring as a child. Old stone walls lined the byways, and summer's vibrant green and yellow colors weaved along the stones like a modern tapestry.

      The general architecture was one of the old brick homes that gave the feeling one had traveled back in time. 

      She turned onto NE Camano Drive, where she saw lush woodlands broken up by unoccupied grassy lots, as well as gorgeous bungalows and two-story homes on spacious lots. The foliage thinned off to her left, revealing the blue ocean beyond. A more unobstructed vista of the big ocean opened up before her as she climbed Camano Hill Road. Glacier Peak Drive was the next street on the GPS route, so she took it and climbed the steep hill to reach Blue Mountain Road.

      The houses along this stretch were much bigger and on magnificent lots of land. Even though the ocean was much farther away, she could taste the salt from the air, and once again, her thoughts switched to the fresh seafood available at the restaurants scattered throughout downtown and along the coast. Another thing to die for was the breathtaking view of the beautiful Cascade Mountains, which was like an art form on an exhibition with Mount Baker and Port Susan in the distance.

      Her mind was in complete disarray by the time she arrived at the Nestled Inn, but its magnificence took her breath away. It was a great three-story wood and stone structure with gabled roofs and balconies on the second floor. Large French windows and doors finished the adorning of the beautiful building. She could see the adjoining restaurant named Lot 28 displayed on a plaque above the main door. There was also a house on the property next to the inn that Nikki assumed was part of the entire spread.

      Nikki inhaled deeply as she walked into the establishment and was immediately greeted by an animated woman.

      “You must be Nikki, Trish’s sister,” the rosy-cheeked woman said as she hurried to meet her. She had long chestnut hair and a runner’s figure. She appeared middle-aged and spritely as she practically skipped to take Nikki’s hand.

      “I am,” Nikki replied and looked around at the immaculately kept space. A large crystal chandelier hung above them, and modern paintings and soft-hue lights adorned the walls with a gentle ambiance. She instantly felt pride in the image before her.

      “So good to meet you. I’m Kaylyn Morris, the manager and receptionist here, and this is Dorothy, head of housekeeping,” she introduced as a woman who seemed roughly the same age as her joined them.

      “Pleased to meet you, ma’am, and I’m so sorry for what happened to Miss Trish,” she said sadly, and Kaylyn nodded in agreement.

      “Thank you both,” Nikki told them.

      “Oh, let me show you to the main house where Miss Trish stays,” Kaylyn said as she walked off. “We’ve already prepared everything for you, so if you need anything, just let us know.”

      “I don’t know how to thank you enough,” Nikki said as she followed the woman, but Kaylyn kept turning around to face her when she spoke.

      “It’s no worry,” Kaylyn replied. “We love Trish, and we hope she comes around soon. It’s such an awful thing that happened. I hope they catch that crook who ran into her.”

      Nikki didn’t even want to consider the specifics of the crash. She needed to get situated and get to the hospital right away. “I hope so too.”

      “I was told to show you around. The Nestled Inn has six bedrooms, which can accommodate twelve adults at any time.”

      Kaylyn took her down the hall and up the stairs, where she was shown the available rooms. Two were occupied, but Nikki had a pretty good idea of what they’d look like. She had to admit the place was exquisite and homey, unlike some of the inns she was familiar with, where you just slept in and left as soon as possible. At the Nestled Inn, you wanted to stay.

      She was sorry she couldn’t enjoy it more.

      When they finished the tour, Kaylyn showed her the restaurant. “This is the sister restaurant to the other Lot 28, which is a one Michelin star restaurant,” Kaylyn beamed with pride.

      “She has a one Michelin star restaurant?” Nikki asked as her eyes popped.

      “The whole place is a five-star experience,” Kaylyn beamed. “I mean, sure, it didn’t start that way, but then Paul came along and helped her turn this place around. He sort of co-joined with her so she could take his brand, and here we are,” Kaylyn said as she opened the door to the house.

      “That’s incredible,” Nikki remarked. “I had no idea.”

      Kaylyn nodded. “Paul should be coming by shortly, but make yourself at home,” Kaylyn said. “I’ll be back at the desk if you need anything.”

      “Thank you, Kaylyn,” Nikki gushed. “I appreciate you.”

      “My pleasure,” Kaylyn said, then retreated.

      Nikki walked slowly into the space, already feeling lousy. She had never been there, and it pained her that she had missed so much of her sister’s life—twenty-one years of it. She set her bags by the door and walked around the room.

      Nikki could sense her sister’s presence as she wandered over to the mantel and picked up pictures of when she was younger. Nikki felt the pull on her heartstrings, and she choked on the invisible lump that had formed in her throat.

      It was hard as she smelled the throw draped across the sofa or wandered into the kitchen and smelled the faint scent of coffee lingering in the air. Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks, and she swiftly brushed them away moments before a knock sounded on the door.

      She knitted her brows as she returned to the door and pulled it open. She gasped when she saw who it was. “Paul?”

      “Nikki,” he said as a wide grin developed on his face.

      Before she could say another word, she was in his arms, and he hugged her and lifted her off the ground like an old friend. “You’re the Paul who Kaylyn mentioned?” Nikki asked in disbelief.

      “I am,” he said and entered the house. “It’s a pity we have to reunite under such sad circumstances.”

      “Yeah,” Nikki replied. She had dated Paul all through high school, but they’d broken up when she’d left for college. She hadn’t seen him since, but he had aged well. “You look good, Paul.” He had a more distinguished face. He wore a few days-old face stubble, and his black hair had streaks of gray running through it. His gray eyes were warm and kind and danced when he smiled.

      “Right back at you,” he told her. “Listen, about Trish…”

      “Right,” Nikki replied as she gathered her wits. “I need to get to the hospital. I haven’t been to see her yet.”

      “Okay. I can take you if you’d like,” he offered. “I just came by to check on you and to see if you needed anything. I can’t imagine how hard this must be for you.”

      “I’m glad you and Trish found each other,” Nikki said gratefully. “I’d hate to think she was out here all alone.”

      “Yeah, when she came back here, we sort of bumped into each other accidentally. I was sad to hear she hadn’t heard from you in a while, but when I realized she owned this place, I stuck around to make sure she was okay and helped her out when I could.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yeah. We reconnected and became fast friends. I saw how I could help her by suggesting she change the restaurant's name. People already knew about Lot 28 and would expect the same quality service here. She’d pick up business better, and it worked,” he said as he widened his arms. “I was just happy she wasn’t too proud to accept the offer, but we’ve been somewhat of partners since then.”

      “That was awfully nice of you, Paul.” Nikki smiled. “I wouldn’t expect anything different from you. You were always a white knight.” She remembered that about him from her high school days. “It may not be necessary, but thanks for everything. I haven’t been around, but it’s good to know she was in good company.”

      “She was.” Paul smiled. “Everyone around here loves her. And you know, you can always call me, just like she could.”

      “I might be calling you a lot. I haven’t been to Camano in years.”

      Paul chuckled. “Nothing’s changed. You’ll get the hang of things. How long are you staying?”

      “It all depends on how well Trish is doing. And then there’s that business with the lawyer that I still haven’t figured out.”

      “Oh right,” Paul said, but Nikki got the impression he knew exactly what she was talking about. “When do you meet with him?”

      “Tomorrow. I’m not sure what that’s about because she isn’t dead,” Nikki said and gulped again.

      “No, and you won’t think like that either.” Paul touched her shoulder gently. “She’s a fighter, and she will pull through. I have no doubt about that.”

      Nikki desperately wanted to believe that, but she feared the worst. “I’ll take you up on that offer to go to the hospital, but please, come back after my visit with Trish so we can catch up and,” she said, gesticulating at the establishment, “get familiar with all of this.”

      “Sure thing.” Paul smiled. “How are you holding up?”

      “I could be better.” Nikki sighed. “I don’t think I’ll be okay until she is.”

      “Understood.” Paul checked his watch. “Maybe we should get going.”

      “Yeah, right,” Nikki agreed as she followed Paul out of the house.

      She was in a familiar place that was also strange and different at the same time. She’d spent entire summers on Camano Island growing up, but somehow, it was like walking into a foreign country. Everything was different, and she was alone.

      And as they approached the Camano Hospital, she couldn’t help thinking that her whole life was about to change.
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