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Chapter One

It had been eleven minutes, 900 heartbeats, and four sips of bottled water since Ramona Scapizi had crawled into bed, and sleep was more elusive than ever. This was just going to be one of those nights.

She thought about switching on the lamp and reading another chapter of Anna Karenina, but she knew that wasn’t going to work. Like most English majors, reading didn’t make her the least bit sleepy. If anything, reading another ten pages of that book would only make her more depressed.

Or angry.

Or glad she wasn’t Russian.

Tree branches pounded against her window. Thunder rumbled the glass. Storms were always so much more unnerving when she was alone. It had been storming a lot lately. She had been alone a lot lately, too.

This was early May in Arizona. They weren’t supposed to have storms like this, at least not now. In a way, it was almost like the weather matched her mood.

Ramona looked over at her end table, and in the flashes of lightning, she could see a single family photo looking back at her. The plain wooden frame needed a dusting. It was always there, just inches away from her head, but lately Ramona was finding it harder and harder to look at.

The picture was from about a year ago. It showed Ramona in a light blue shirt and white top. She was beaming ear to ear. There were no bags under her eyes, no frizz in her hair. And standing right next to her—in red, always in red—was her twin sister Vanessa. Nessa and Mona, the Scapizi daughters. Nessa was Ramona’s identical twin, but everyone saw her as the prettier one. Maybe it was her makeup, or her hairstyle, or her expensive clothes. Maybe it was just the way she carried herself: with confidence, with passion.

Ramona, on the other hand, was 100 percent unglamorous. She had the same wavy hair, the same dusting of freckles, the same blue eyes. She was beautiful-ish, she thought, but she didn’t have the poise and confidence of her sister.

Of course, Nessa had recently run away from her husband just weeks after their wedding, so it wasn’t like her life was perfect, either.

Without realizing what she was doing, Ramona turned the picture around so it was facing the wall. She couldn’t look at Nessa’s smiling face, not after everything Nessa put her through.

The phone rang, cutting through the silence of her apartment. It seemed so much louder now, without any of the normal daytime noises to fight it for ear space—just the patter of rain. At first, she wanted to ignore it. No one should call this late. Then she realized that the phone call could be important. It could be Nessa, finally telling everybody where she was. Or at least it could be Nessa asking for money.

The phone kept ringing. It might have been her imagination, but Ramona could have sworn it was getting louder. Against that quivery feeling in the pit of her stomach, she picked up the phone.

“Hello?” She tried to make her voice sound sleepy and disgruntled. Instead, she sounded like a woozy Muppet.

“Ramona,” a male voice said. It sounded deep—and very familiar. Her brain flipped through an address book of potential late-night callers, but she couldn’t quite place the voice.

When she didn’t answer, the voice quickly added, “Mo?”

Only one man had the nerve to call her that childhood nickname.

“Scott,” she said. It sounded like an accusation. “Scott McInney.”

When he chuckled, she knew her hunch was correct. Only Scott McInney laughed like that. Only Scott McInney had a chuckle that made anyone else in the room feel like the butt of some unsaid joke. She hadn’t heard that laugh in three months, not since the wedding.

Back in first grade, when Scott stole her stuffed dinosaur, she’d thought his chuckle was mean and obnoxious. In fifth grade, when he gave her a heart-shaped box of chocolates, she’d thought his chuckle was nervous and impossibly cute. In high school, when he wrecked her dad’s old Chevy, she’d thought his chuckle was doofy and immature. Now, at the ripe old age of twenty-seven, she didn’t know what she thought about his chuckle, except to know that it was certainly not a sound she wanted to hear right before what would hopefully be a nice, restful sleep.

“I see you recognize my voice,” Scott said. He chuckled again.

“Caller ID,” she lied. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

“I’m actually not on my phone,” he said. “This is the hospital’s.”

“Oh God,” she said. “Is something wrong?”

Was he hurt now, too? His family had been through so much during the last few months. No matter how she felt about Scott, she always had a soft spot for the McInney clan; they didn’t deserve to face another accident or illness.

“Oh no, no,” he said. “Just the opposite. It’s Mom!”

Debra McInney had been in a coma for the last two and a half months. It was a car accident on the way home from Harvey’s Diner. She’d had a pancake craving, and she hadn’t wanted to let her family know that she was cheating on her diet. The temporary lapse in will power had cost her three broken ribs, a sprained wrist, and eighty-four days of deep sleep.

“Scott,” Ramona said. “Is your Mom—?”

“Yes!” he said. “She’s awake!”

She’s awake. Ramona had spent months waiting to hear those words. Now that she had, her heart swelled and her tear ducts puckered. Suddenly, her entire history with the McInney family flashed before her eyes. It was like a near-death experience, without the pesky dying part.

She saw all the mornings when she and her sister sneaked into their backyard to play pranks on Scott and his big brother, Rob. One summer alone, they’d managed to go through six rubber spiders, three packets of Halloween blood, and one surprisingly realistic pile of fake vomit.

She saw the Sunday dinners when Mrs. McInney invited Nessa and her over for some of the best home-cooked meals she’d ever had. Eating plateful after plateful of McInney mashed potatoes was so much better than dinners at home, back when her parents were constantly fighting and threatening divorce.

She saw the long nights she spent up in Scott’s treehouse. Back then, it was just her and Scott, talking about life and love, talking about the future. There may have been a few rubber spiders, too.

She saw the night her dad left them. Rather than cry alone in her room, she went over to the McInney house and they cheered her up with charades. It was four in the morning.

She saw the afternoon Scott finally swallowed his pride, and asked out—Ramona’s twin sister. Worse, she saw the moment exactly one month later, when he proposed.

She saw Nessa’s and Scott’s wedding by the beach. It was so perfect, so sickeningly perfect. No one expected Nessa to run off three weeks later.

All of the little flashes added up to an entire life of love, and anger, and frustration. No matter what happened between them, Ramona would always treasure her childhood memories with the McInneys. Sure, they hurt to think about, but life was meant to hurt sometimes, right? She didn’t know exactly how she felt about Scott—never had—but she sure knew he was forever a part of her life, even if she hadn’t had an argument-free conversation with him in forever.

“Ramona? Hello?” Scott’s words finally brought her back into reality.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m just … this is such wonderful news.”

“So?” he asked. “Can you come to the hospital?”

There were so many things Ramona didn’t know. She didn’t know why Scott had chosen her sister. She didn’t know why her sister had decided to leave him. She didn’t even know where her sister was anymore.

But despite all of her confusion about the past, there was one thing Ramona Scapizi knew for sure: She was definitely not going to get any sleep tonight.


Chapter Two

Scott couldn’t stop staring at the beeping heart monitor. It didn’t look like it was supposed to. It didn’t look like the heart monitors that you see in the movies. The line was much too flat, and its spikes were irregular at best. Debra stirred in her bed, but her eyes didn’t quite focus on anything.

After a few minutes, the hospital room had faded from his sight, and the only thing he could see or hear was that stupid beeping line. To him, it felt like a life, like his mother’s life. If only he could push a few buttons and make it strong and steady again.

“What do you remember about the accident?”

Those words yanked Scott out of his haze. He looked around the room, at the white walls, at the posters of happy, healthy patients, at his brother Rob sitting on the other side of the hospital bed.

“Do you remember anything at all?” Rob asked again.

Their mother struggled to think. She rolled her head to look at Rob. “Pancakes,” she muttered.

Yes! She remembered the pancakes.

“Good,” Rob said. “That’s good. Now, do you remember what happened after you left the restaurant?”

Debra McInney didn’t answer. Scott couldn’t tell if she was thinking, or if she didn’t understand the question. Finally, she said, “I already told the doctor everything.”

“We know,” Rob said. “We just want to hear it, too. What happened after the restaurant?”

“I woke up,” she said. “Here.”

“Good,” Rob said. “That’s good. That’s very good.”

Scott wanted to scream. That wasn’t good. That wasn’t good at all. His mother was in a hospital bed, her heart monitor was barely moving, and she had no idea that she’d lost two and a half months of her life.

As a park ranger for the Bureau of Land Management, Scott McInney spent his more hectic days searching for lost campers or making sure drug smugglers didn’t pass through his turf on their way up from the Mexican border. It was a tough job, but he was always in control. Even with last year’s massive brush fire, he’d been the first man on the scene, giving orders and making decisions. Here, in this tiny hospital room, he couldn’t make any decisions of his own. He couldn’t just give an order and make his mother better again. He was helpless, as helpless as Debra McInney, and it scared him.

As if to respond to Scott’s worries, Debra’s voice became clearer and more lucid. She said, “I’ve been asleep a long time, haven’t I?”

“A very long time,” Scott said. She’d slept through her birthday. She’d slept through Scott’s separation and Rob’s company laying off half its employees. She’d slept through some bad months.

“Scott,” Debra said. “Are you okay? You look pale.”

Scott laughed out loud. Only his mother would wake up from a coma and instantly start worrying about his health. “Mom. I’m fine.”

“I’m sure you are,” she said. “I hope you didn’t worry about me too much.”

“No,” Scott said. “I think we worried just the right amount.” He didn’t mention that “just the right amount” meant every single night for the last few months.

“We’re good,” Rob added. Scott saw the fake smile plastered on his brother’s face; he worried that he looked the same way. He didn’t want his mom to think they were keeping things from her.

“So where are your families?” Debra asked.

Rob and Scott exchanged glances. Scott knew he was going to tell her about Nessa leaving him sooner or later, but he was definitely hoping for the later option. He certainly didn’t want to drop that bomb on her just minutes after she woke up.

“Um,” Scott said. “The thing is …”

Before he could finish, Rob’s seven-year-old son, Jeffrey, ran into the hospital room. He had a half-melted ice cream bar in his hand. “Grandma! Grandma!” he shouted. “Since you’re awake, I got you an ice cream bar to make you feel better.” The dessert had several bite marks in it already. “I had to taste it to make sure it was okay,” he added.

Debra tried to sit up. “Honey,” she said. “I don’t think I’m supposed to eat that. You finish it, okay?”

Jeffrey took another bite. “Thank you,” he mumbled through his full mouth.

“As you can see,” Rob said, “Jeffrey here has grown a whole inch since you last saw him.”

“I could tell!” Debra said. “He’s almost a grown-up.”

In truth, Jeffrey was much smaller than other boys his age. Any growth for him would only serve to help him catch up to his peers. Still, he looked so proud of himself when his grandma said “grown-up.” He beamed through the ice cream stains on his face.

Scott thought that he was finally free of any Nessa questions, but his mother pressed the issue again. “And how is your lovely wife these days?” Debra asked.

Scott looked away. His marriage to Nessa Scapizi was the biggest mistake of his life. Not only did it flame out spectacularly, but he didn’t even know where she was. She’d just packed her bags and left. Besides, he’d also lost his best friend. Since the proposal, Nessa’s sister Ramona had been cold, distant. She probably thought it was his fault that Nessa ran away. Since the separation, Scott had only talked with Ramona a handful of times, including tonight’s phone call. She seemed colder to him now, harder to talk to. He missed that connection. He missed being able to tell her anything.

Somehow, losing Ramona as a friend hurt even more than losing Nessa as a lover. He had no idea where exactly he’d taken the wrong path, but he was certainly far, far away from where his life was supposed to be.

“Nessa is fine, Mom,” Scott lied.

Both Rob and Jeffrey looked at him like he’d grown a third nostril in the middle of his forehead. He gave them each a warning look.

“That’s good,” Debra said. Her voice was weaker again. “All I really care about is that my boys are happy.”

Scott put on a big fake smile. If that was all she cared about, then she was in for a world of disappointment.

• • •

Ramona ran through the hospital lobby, accidentally clipping a nurse with her elbow. She plowed into the stairwell and charged up three flights of stairs.

She knew that Debra McInney’s room was somewhere on the fourth floor. She’d visited her at least once a week since the accident, but for some reason, she couldn’t remember which room she was looking for. Her mind was blank.

That didn’t stop her from rushing, though. It didn’t stop her from running around the corner, past the information desk, and straight into an unsuspecting doctor.

“Hello?” he said as his clipboard clattered to the ground.

The man’s name tag said “Dr. Ben Nguyen.” Ramona stared at his chest, re-reading his name tag several times. She had no idea what else to do.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

“Coma,” she said. “McInney. Hospital.” She couldn’t make out full sentences. In fact, she could barely make out full words. When she said “hospital,” it sounded like “popsicle.”

The doctor narrowed his eyes, clearly trying to decipher what she meant.

A flush of embarrassment crept across Ramona’s face. Let’s try this again, she thought to herself. She waited for her breathing to catch up with her, she steadied herself, and she said, “I’m here to see Debra McInney. She just woke up from a coma.”

Dr. Nguyen’s eyes lit up. Ramona could tell that he was more than happy to give her the good news. “She’s right in there,” he said, pointing toward room 418.

Ramona paused for a moment to appreciate Dr. Nguyen’s genuinely happy smile. Why couldn’t she be best friends with someone like that? Maybe if she had grown up next door to him instead of someone like Scott, a nature-loving adventurer who never gave her the time of day, she’d be a happier person.

She realized that she was staring at Dr. Nguyen. He was busy picking up his fallen clipboard and reading the chart.

Farber City Memorial Hospital was the only hospital to serve their small river town, so naturally it was filled with people. The waiting rooms were packed with patients from all walks of life: businessmen, construction workers, housewives, college students. Ramona passed a waiting room that was one Indian short of a Village People concert.

She came to a door with the numbers 4-1-8 etched on a small gold plaque. This was it. Debra McInney was in here. Did Ramona really want to do this? Sure, she loved Debra like a mother, but if she pushed the door open, she’d have to see Scott, too. Was it really worth all the awkwardness?

An image flashed through her mind: She was six, and Debra McInney was putting a Flintstones bandage on her cut knee. She loved Debra so much.

Ramona pushed open the door. At first, all she saw was the small, frail woman attached to so many tubes and machines. No matter how many times she’d visited Debra, she never got used to seeing Debra look so weak. Then Ramona saw the two McInney brothers waiting by her side. Rob looked the same as always: blond, skinny, a little doofy. He had the telltale forehead crinkles of someone who had spent the last few months worrying about his sick mother, and his struggling business, and his seven-year-old son. Clearly Rob was tired all the way down to his bones, but trying not to show it.

Jeffrey sat on his father’s lap. He was asleep, but judging from the ice cream smudges on his cheeks, he must’ve just fallen asleep. Lucky kid.

And of course, there was Scott. Normally, his face was the first thing Ramona noticed when she entered a room. His was the face she had grown up with. She could always read those expressive gray eyes, that half-smirking grin. Scott McInney was a park ranger for BLM and he looked the part, all six feet, two inches of him. His wide frame was edged with muscles, but he didn’t have the body of someone who spent hours at the gym; his imposing figure came courtesy of a job that had him laying pipe, digging fences, and carrying heavy loads of dirt and rock. He looked strong, and he looked completely comfortable in his own skin.

Scott waved at Ramona, and she forgot how a simple wave from Scott McInney could make her heart shimmy in her chest.

Debra struggled to move her head to the side. Her eyes were still half shut and her mouth was scrunched up in a grimace. The instant she saw Ramona, though, her eyes lit up and the corners of her mouth curled upward. “Why, hello,” she said.

Ramona half waved awkwardly. “Hello,” she said. “You look great.” She didn’t entirely mean that. Debra’s color was still off and she’d lost a lot of weight during the coma. However, she was moving, and she was smiling.

“Doesn’t she?” Scott said. He placed his hand on his mother’s.

“So how are you feeling?” Ramona asked.

Scott answered for her. “Her vitals are up,” he said, “and the doctor is coming back to—”

“Scott!” Debra snapped. She gave him one of her patented McInney warning glances, the kind that basically said, “Don’t test me!!” with two exclamation marks.

“Mom?” Scott asked.

“I can speak for myself, son,” she said. Her expression instantly softened. It reminded Ramona of the Debra she’d known before the accident, the Debra she’d known all her life. This was a woman who was never afraid to take charge. She was quick to scold, but she never did it out of anger.

“It’s nice to see that you haven’t changed, Mrs. McInney,” Ramona said.

“Same to you,” she said. “Now come closer so I can get a better look at my favorite daughter-in-law.”

Uh-oh.

Ramona gulped. She realized with a sudden rush of horror that Debra thought she was her twin sister Nessa.

Double uh-oh.

Ramona realized with a second gulp that Debra thought her son was still married. She exchanged glances with Scott, hoping he could see the look of icy fear etched across her face. She was close to Debra McInney, but she didn’t feel right delivering such personal news to her.

Should she correct her? Should she at least say that she was Ramona and not Nessa?

Ramona knew that Scott could sense her panic, but he wasn’t responding. In fact, he diverted his eyes and started staring at a poster on the wall. It showed a healthy blond family having a picnic. Since he wasn’t helping her out, she only had one choice. She had to tell Debra the truth. “Actually, Mrs. McInney,” she said. “I—”

“Please call me Debra,” she corrected. “We’re family, remember?”

Gulp.

All their lives, Debra McInney had looked out for Ramona and her sister. She loved them like daughters. She loved them each individually, even if she could never quite tell them apart.

“Yes,” she said. “Well, that’s the thing …”

Before she could finish her sentence, Dr. Nguyen walked into the room. He was smiling again. He looked like the kind of doctor from a medication commercial, blandly handsome and pleasant.

“Oh good,” he said. “Everybody’s here.”

Everybody except my MIA sister, Ramona thought.

“Okay,” the doctor continued. “Can all the family members meet with me outside for a sec?” In response to Debra’s panicked expression, he quickly added, “Nothing serious.”

No one moved.

“Family members? Please?” Dr. Nguyen said.

Scott and Rob both walked out into the hallway with the doctor. Rob carefully set his son on the empty chair, making sure not to wake him. Ramona stayed behind, staring once again at Debra. In the new silence, Debra’s heart monitor sounded extremely loud.

“Well?” Debra asked.

“Yes?”

“Aren’t you going to join them?” she asked. “You are part of the family now, aren’t you?”

It was now two forty-five on a Tuesday morning. She was in no condition to make any major decisions right now. If she thought about it logically, she could have easily said, “Actually, I’m Ramona, not Nessa. I’ll just wait here with you.” It was that simple. Of course, Ramona had just run out of her supply of logic for the week. Besides, it was two forty-five a.m. No one is logical at two forty-five a.m.

So Ramona nodded, said, “I’ll be right back,” and walked out into the hallway.

“… and there’s not much more we can do in the hospital,” Dr. Nguyen was telling the brothers. His smile was still there, but it was slowly fading.

“So she’s going to be fine?” Scott asked.

Dr. Nguyen nodded. “There’s no reason to think otherwise. However, it will be a long road to recovery, and her heart is extremely weak.”

Ramona thought back to the beeping heart monitor. It sounded so faint, so quiet.

“But I thought you put her on medications to help fix that,” Rob said.

“We did,” the doctor answered. “But it’ll take some time for her heart to go back to full strength. She’s out of the woods for now, but any big surprises, especially in these first weeks, could be … well, they could be deadly.”

Ramona felt herself recoil. Deadly? Any surprises?

“You mean like a divorced son?” Scott asked blankly.

Dr. Nguyen’s smile had completely faded. In its place was a look both calm and professional. “Would she be shocked by the news?” he asked.

Rob and Scott nodded.

“Our mom doesn’t believe in divorce,” Rob said. “Besides, the circumstances were a little messy.”
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