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Praise for The Key to Happily Ever After




“The Key to Happily Ever After gave me so many emotions: I loved and cheered for all three sisters and wanted to shake each of them in turn, I swooned for all of the romance, and I got choked up about their struggles and their victories. But mostly, I loved the de la Rosa sisters so much, and I can’t wait for the whole world to love them.”


—Jasmine Guillory, New York Times bestselling author of The Proposal


“A charming, fun read. I love these sisters! Clear your calendar—once you start, you won’t be able to put down this wonderful story.”


—Susan Mallery, # 1 New York Times bestselling author of California Girls


“This sweet family story/romance will appeal to fans of Susan Mallery and RaeAnne Thayne. Especially suitable for public libraries looking for more #ownvoices authors.”


—Library Journal


“A beautiful story about the bonds of family and the challenges of love—I was cheering for all the de la Rosa sisters!”


—Jennifer Probst, New York Times bestselling author of All or Nothing at All


“This is the most aptly titled romance. A true gem filled with heart, laughs, and a cast of delightful characters. I read (and adored) The Key to Happily Ever After in one sitting!”


—Nina Bocci, USA Today bestselling author of Meet Me on Love Lane


“Marcelo movingly portrays sisters who love each other to death but also drive each other crazy. Give this to readers who like Susan Mallery’s portrayal of complicated sisters or Jasmine Guillory’s sweet, food-focused city settings.”


—Booklist


“The de la Rosa sisters are much like the flower in their name: delicate and poised but also fiercely strong. As the trio takes over the family wedding planning business, they will need all those traits and more to transform their careers for a new generation. As they forge their paths, both together and separately, these three sisters discover that love—like a wedding—is all about timing. Full of wisdom, wit, and, of course, wedding gowns, Tif Marcelo’s latest charmer proves that, sometimes, the key to happily ever after comes along when you least expect it. This endearing, deeply poignant trip down the aisle(s) is full of romance, unexpected twists, and the perfect helping of family drama.”


—Kristy Woodson Harvey, author of The Secret to Southern Charm


“[A] witty and charming saga … This fun rom-com celebrates the profound power of sisterhood.”


—Woman’s World


“Devoted sisters, swoony new loves, and wedding drama—what more could you ask for in a perfect summer read? The Key to Happily Ever After delivers it all with Tif Marcelo’s enchanting prose. By the end, you’ll want to be a de la Rosa sister, too!”


—Amy E. Reichert, author of The Coincidence of Coconut Cake


“Marcelo charms in this feel-good story.… The layered plot, which includes a dark period in Mari’s past that places [a] roadblock to finding love in the present, and the cast of colorful supporting characters, particularly sassy shop seamstress Amelia, are a treat. Fans of Jill Shalvis and Jane Green will particularly enjoy this.”


—Publishers Weekly
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part one Day





Every day is a journey, and the journey itself is home.


—Matsuo Basho













Chapter One


Once upon a time, there was a doctor who loved to run. Up at her version of dawn, she sought solace on the road before her brain was fully awake. She found rest in the movement of her legs as they kept time to the music in her playlist; she escaped into the beats of the song and away from the minutia of the everyday hum of DC life and traffic.


One could find it odd—that running gave her rest—but Diana Gallagher-Cary couldn’t explain it any other way. When her feet hit the pavement, the will to move, the direction to take, the speed at which she accomplished each step was of her own volition. She could choose to stop at Starbucks and order that delicious Frappuccino for comfort whenever things—not running—got her down. She could sprint her entire route or walk it without guilt, because running was, solely, for her.


Running also served Diana well when every step meant the difference between witnessing her job’s daily miracles or missing them entirely.


Especially today, Valentine’s Day.


The labor and delivery ward at Alexandria Specialty Hospital, a generous size at ten labor beds, was almost at capacity. Eight patients were in active labor; of the eight, two were pushing. Another patient was on her way up from the ER, hoping to usher her baby into the world on this auspicious day, or the hour that’s left of it. About ten months ago, a summer storm had knocked out power for almost twenty-four hours to most of the DC area, and tonight was the proof.


Diana’s job, as the on-call house OB, was to get babies delivered and mothers recovered in a cost-effective and timely manner.


Correction: That was Diana’s mission for all patients except for those VIPs who occupied two very exclusive combined labor, delivery, recovery, and postpartum suites, where neither expense nor effort was spared.


With her hands stuffed in gloves where her sleeves ended, her curly hair in a tight bun, and wearing decorative eyeglasses that did nothing for her except protect her eyeballs, Diana approached the woman in VIP suite #1 with practiced measure and natural confidence despite her exhaustion. The back of her neck was damp. She’d sprinted there from the emergency room a floor down, cutting through the nurses’ break room to snag a couple of lumpia from the Valentine’s potluck the night nurses had planned, changing out of a soiled scrub top, and blowing by the elevator to take the stairs in twos, which would have impressed even an Ironman. Her gaze jumped from the silver cart parked near the infant warmer that held all her sterile supplies and equipment for the delivery to the moaning patient on the bed, then to the nurse and husband standing nearby. In the background, beeping machines and the baby’s heart rate amplified through a machine’s speakers mimicked the beat of one of the dubstep songs on her running playlist.


“Hello, Senator Preston.” Diana halted at the head of the bed, where Senator Madeline Preston of Virginia rocked on her hands and knees. “I’m Dr. Cary, the OB on call. I’m covering for Dr. Bahar until he arrives; he had a bit of car trouble.”


Madeline’s hair draped over her face, and the back of her neck was exposed, shiny with sweat. Her husband, the graying lead singer of the rock band SMAK, stood to his full height at the opposite side of the bed, though his expression was like a child’s, vulnerable and disheveled despite his rugged good looks. In his hand was a cup of ice chips.


Madeline moaned. In between breaths, she said, “I don’t … want you. I … want … Dr. Bahar.”


I want him, too. Believe me. Dr. Bahar was going to owe her one. Diana plastered on a smile and through gritted teeth said, “I understand your concerns, but I promise I will do my very best to fill his shoes.” Diana kept her voice light and reassuring to mask her impatience. She hated covering for these VIP doctors; the hospital staff shouldn’t have to, with the daily census they carried on L & D. She should’ve been out there with the rest of her patients.


“They told me that since this is my first baby, I would be in labor forever. They lied.” Madeline growled and lifted her damp face. Her eyes glistened with tears. The next second, a guttural sound emerged from her throat, and her gaze seemed to focus elsewhere—inward. Another contraction.


Her husband sprung to his duties; the palm of his hand made contact with Madeline’s lower back. He dug in like a Swedish masseur, and his face contorted with effort. His sleeve tattoos wiggled as his muscles contracted and relaxed.


“Good. Breathe, Mama. And great job, Dad. That’s the way,” Diana said reflexively. She scanned the amount of fluids in the IV bag and the pattern of the baby’s heartbeat on the monitor. Nice and steady. She surveyed the suite. Unlike the rest of the rooms on the labor and delivery ward, which only accommodated mothers in labor and during their short recovery after birth, these suites were used for the entirety of a mother’s stay, from labor, to delivery, to recovery, and then postpartum. The VIP suite was also three times larger. Champagne sat in a chilled bucket on the windowsill. Off to the side was a real bed—not a pullout chair—with 1,200-count Egyptian cotton sheets for Madeline’s husband for the two nights they would stay if mom and baby progressed without complications. Currently, untouched room service with fine tableware sat on a cart in front of a love seat across from a fifty-four-inch television, which now piped soothing classical music through its speakers, a specific request outlined on Madeline’s birth plan. Through the open door to their private bathroom peeked a Jacuzzi tub and a separate stand-up shower.


Diana considered all of these amenities “wants,” but Senator Preston and her husband could afford the reservation fee for one of these astronomically expensive suites where the rich and the privileged could have their birth plans followed to a T. In the lap of luxury and comfort, this was deeply unlike the way the rest of the world’s mothers delivered their babies.


Diana tore her eyes away from the room’s details, pushing her lower-middle-class values down, and planted them back on the person—the people—who mattered: the patient and the baby she was minutes from bringing into this posh environment. Diana had joined Alexandria Specialty Hospital’s staff knowing she would be caring for patients across the spectrum of privilege; that, during call, she might have to admit and care for VIP suite patients before their exclusive, personal OB doctors arrived. It wasn’t her job to judge the excess. Outwardly judge, anyway.


“How’s it going, Lettie?” Diana approached the nurse as she readied extra sheets and towels at the corner of the room, away from the senator.


Lettie Vasquez, too, was part of the normal staff of the ward, especially assigned to this patient because of her caring demeanor (which this clientele soaked up like a sponge) and her ability to put privilege in its place (like the time when a president’s son had insisted she answer his phone calls while his wife was in labor). She was a veteran on the staff, with two decades of experience and wisdom that had helped Diana in more than one sticky situation.


Great nurses were worth their weight in gold and then some.


“Ms. Preston’s contractions are coming about a minute apart now,” Lettie said while Madeline groaned in the background. “And pretty regularly. I just checked her, and she’s ten centimeters and ready to push. Did you eat?”


“Yes, ma’am. I snuck in some of your lumpia a few minutes ago.”


A smile graced Lettie’s lips. “Good. You have to take the opportunity when you can. Especially tonight, when the patients are nonstop.”


“You don’t have to convince me. Your food is really the best,” Diana declared.


“Ay, I’m sure your mom makes better lumpia than I do.” She brought the sheets to the baby warmer and turned on the oxygen and suction machine, just in case.


“She tries.” Diana snorted as she pulled a face mask from the wall. “She likes to create ‘versions.’ ” Her mother was a wonderful woman, but she spiced up many of the traditional recipes much like she accessorized her wardrobe: randomly. Diana found that her best Filipino meals were during call, when her favorite nurses got together to share food, sometimes even at her request. And though it was uncommon to do so, she’d sometimes join them in the nurses’ break room to soak in a bit of her culture—if but one-quarter of it—even for a few minutes at a time.


“That’s what food is: versions. But maybe one day I’ll share my recipe with you.” She glanced askance at Diana with a sly grin. “Maybe.”


“Are you both just going to stand there? This baby is going to fall out!” Madeline demanded.


No, the baby was not falling out, but Diana heard the telltale tones of panic and determination in Madeline’s voice.


So Diana settled herself on a rolling stool and affixed a mask to her face as Lettie pushed the cart of instruments and a portable overhead light to within arm’s reach. Diana aimed the light just so. This was the time when the rubber met the road, Senator Preston’s moment of truth. This was the moment when the senator would show strength rivaling that of any world-class athlete, when education, economics, and privilege took a back seat. “All right, then. Let’s have a baby.”





Diana pulled the mask down as she exited the room, face cooling as the hallway AC hit her warm skin. The sounds of success—a crying baby, Madeline cooing, and her husband chatting gregariously on the phone—muted as the suite door closed behind her. Diana’s heart rate, which had been at a sprinter’s pace, had begun to ebb from the satisfaction of a job well done. Her body didn’t know the difference between a runner’s high and a doctor’s high, and right now, she was on top of the world.


The hallway was quiet until the double doors opened to the nurses’ station. Four wings jutted out like spokes from this one central area, the hub of activity, despite the hour: almost two in the morning. Nurses milled about with clipboards in their hands; others were on their work-assigned phones discussing patients with their respective providers. Nursing assistants pushed vital signs equipment from one room to the other. Diana passed the wide windows of the soundproof nursery behind its own security doors, where two nurses each fed a baby, while a dozen in their respective bassinets waited their turn.


Hospitals were not meant for sleep.


“Dr. Cary.” The night’s charge nurse, Millie Grant, approached her. All business despite her dangling teddy bear earrings—the unit’s staff was required to wear hospital-provided teal scrubs for additional security, and individuality was expressed in myriad ways. Two hospital Spectralink phones hung precariously on her lanyard. “I need you.”


“What’s up?” Diana, accustomed to multitasking, sat in front of a computer and logged in. She clicked on Madeline Preston’s name, then on the notes section, where she typed her standard delivery note, one ear cocked toward the nurse.




15 February


Normal vaginal birth. Infant female born at 0105, 7 lbs. 14 oz.





“Dr. Mendez called for you in the ER.” Millie eyed Diana knowingly.




Apgar score 9/10.


Patient’s estimated blood loss within normal limits. Current vitals within normal limits.


Assume standard recovery and postpartum procedures.





Diana grumbled at being summoned downstairs, by her ex no less. “Anything else?”


“Ms. Storm just called, and she’s on her way. She feels like she’s in labor.”


“Feels like labor? Signs and symptoms?”


“She thinks she had a contraction a few minutes ago.” Millie shrugged, resigned. “And she wants to come in.”


“Have you called her provider?” It was, yes, the Winter Storm, pop star and social media maven who’d humbly started on the YouTube scene five years ago as a fresh-faced singer with a guitar and was best known for throwing her exes and frenemies into her love—or hate—songs. The bottom line was, besides being a VIP, Winter Storm was high-maintenance as a human.


“Dr. Thompson is on his way. But there’s a bigger problem. That last patient who came up from the ER brought our official census to capacity, which never happens.”


Diana nodded. The VIP rooms were not counted as part of room availability, since they were opened only when a VIP was actually going to be admitted, and at that point would be allotted on a first-come, first-served basis. And just as there was the risk for VIPs to be admitted to the general population if both VIP rooms were filled, once opened, the VIP rooms could be occupied by non-VIP patients.


“All right, so we transfer out and redirect patients, and open VIP two for Winter Storm,” Diana said. “We do what we have to do per the protocol. After we’re done here, let the ER know so they can divert potential labor patients. Oh, and inform our hospital supervisor so he’s aware of the closure.”


Millie did not move, something else clearly on her mind. Diana sighed. Never once had she closed the labor ward to patients, and her body was feeling the work she’d put in tonight. As soon as she got home from call, she was going to treat herself to a bath and a glass of wine. Even if it was going to be at eight in the morning.


“What is it, Millie?”


“Your mother called. Several times on the ward, since she couldn’t reach you on your cell.” Millie held out a stack of Post-its with what Diana recognized as the scribbled handwriting of the ward’s secretary.


She took the Post-its and flipped through them. Call mother at home or a version of it was on each one. Diana groaned.


“That good, huh?” Millie surmised. The look of concern was unmistakable on the nurse’s face. Nothing would get past her, not in this environment, where most caregivers had an eagle eye for family drama.


It was sometimes a little too close for comfort. Diana stuffed the Post-its into her front pocket.


“How is Ms. Margo, anyway? And how are you?”


Diana slowed her movements and took care with her next words. Millie had called her mother by her Instagram handle, Ms. Margo. Margaret Gallagher-Cary was a celebrity in her own right, if one called going viral because of her wacky fashion sense and keen photographic eye being a celebrity. But what came along with it was everyone knowing—or presuming to know—everything about Diana’s and her mother’s life. “She’s all right. And I’m fine, too, thank you.”


“Today’s post, actually showing us her bucket list? It gave me all the feels.” Her eyes gleamed. “One day I’m going to do a bucket list, too. You’ll have to send her my best wishes. But I bet it will be another change for you, won’t it? I know I’ve said it time and again, but if you need anything, at all … change, in all ways, is tough.”


“Thank you. I appreciate it, but I’m fine.” Diana smiled and kept her mouth shut despite wanting to commiserate. She could have gone on and on about how the changes in the last six months had rendered her unsteady. With her granny Leora passing away, and her mother moving in to make Diana’s town house her “home base” as she and her best friends conquered this elusive bucket list, on top of Dr. Mendez … it all gave her whiplash. And Millie would have probably empathized—she might’ve given Diana some much needed advice. Night after night of raw emotion, relationship-driven conflict, tragedies, and happily-ever-afters within the context of baby-delivering required nurses to have acute social awareness.


But Diana was the MD on call. Though there wasn’t a hierarchy in the ward, the reality was that nurses looked to physicians for patients’ orders, and sometimes, for the final say. Diana had learned early to compartmentalize, to shove her personal concerns to the rear when she drove into the parking lot of Alexandria Specialty. Narcissism had no business in health care, where her job was to act outwardly, help others, put people first.


Diana clicked on the “log off” button on Madeline’s chart, and it reset her plummeting mood. “I have to head out. I’ll be on my phone. Time to see that Dr. Mendez.”


Millie nodded in understanding, and a wry smile bloomed on her face. “That’s right. And don’t forget the fourth pillar of our mission here at Alexandria Specialty. ‘To provide kind, reliable, and straightforward customer service.’ Even to other doctors.”





Here was the thing about labor and delivery: it was either feast or famine. Standard procedures dictated that mothers in labor had two methods of entry to the hospital: through the normal prenatal and preregistration process at the labor and delivery ward for those who were patients of providers of Alexandria Specialty, and the ER for all other cases.


Tonight, the ER had been a revolving door of pregnant ladies, but Diana’s current focus was on the man in the white coat at the nurses’ station holding a clipboard.


“Carlo.” Diana stuffed a hand in her pocket and gripped one of her pens to steel herself. She’d successfully avoided him the last week despite them being on call at the same time.


Dr. Carlo Mendez faced her. He was the epitome of perfect proportions; his smoldering look was out of a GQ magazine. When they first met, he was even a model on the side. Not only was his face a true work of art, but his body was, too. At five ten, with a chiseled face, wavy and properly disheveled hair, and a mouth full of perfectly straight white teeth, he had been a sight to behold. He still was, until she remembered that he was a cheating rat.


“Hey.” He used his flirtatious voice, closed the chart, and gestured her to his office. “I passed by the house before work. I was hoping you were going to be there.”


“Nope. I’m here, as you can see. What did you need?”


“I tried to pick up a couple more of my boxes, but Margo wouldn’t let me in.”


Go, Mom. Pride swelled in her chest. Her mother may be flighty, but she had a backbone still.


“You should have called me before showing up. You know my rules.”


He stepped in closer. “Forget the rules, Diana. It’s been six months. Can we end this … cold shoulder? I want to come home. Hasn’t it been tough on you, at all? Haven’t you missed me?”


She clicked the pen in her pocket, hard, just enough to take the edge off. It had gotten better for her, actually. The hurt had transformed itself to something she could work with—realization, with some anger—but she was ready to move on.


“You should have thought of that before sleeping with another woman and keeping me in the dark for a good year about it.”


His face softened. “Diana, please. I made a mistake. At some point you have to forgive me. I’ve forgiven you. Look, it’s not too late. I mean, construction’s going on at our house, for renovations we both drew up, for God’s sake. We can fix this.”


Diana seethed under her breath, though she focused on pasting a saccharine smile on her face. Before they’d broken up—or, before she threw him out of the home they’d purchased together—they’d taken out a home equity line of credit to build a balcony and to renovate the master bath. It wasn’t a wedding ring, but it seemed a commitment enough, coming from him. Or so she thought.


“This is about you removing your items unless you want them trashed or donated to the Salvation Army. This is not about me. This wasn’t my fault.”


“Okay, fine.” He shrugged. “You had no hand in our breakup at all. Even if you pushed me away every step of our relationship. I mean, after five years, it got tiring having to extract any kind of emotion from you.”


“I’m done.” She bolstered her spine straight while attempting to unravel his pretzel of words. He was good at this … this talking. The combination of his radio-worthy voice and his disarming cadence always threw her off her game.


“What do you want from me?” She eyed him. “I can tell there’s more. Out with it; I’ve got a ward full of patients waiting for me.”


“I miss Flossy.”


“Oh, no, no, no.” Forget being civil. Diana’s voice raised an octave higher. “Don’t bring her into this.” Flossy was their Havanese, their one baby, and sadly the collateral damage.


“I want visitation.”


“That’s ridiculous.” She raised an eyebrow, wary of this new turn in the conversation. Their breakup had brought out a different side of Carlo. What had been endearing and loving now presented itself as manipulative and passive-aggressive, like the distance had removed the filter she’d placed on him for all these years.


“I received approval from my landlord, and, I mean, she is mine.”


The hairs on the back of her neck stood. “She is not.”


“I bought her with my credit card, if I remember correctly. I left her with you because I thought it would be easier for transition’s sake, but I miss her. Hell, you didn’t even want her. You wanted to send her back to the breeder.”


“You can’t have her,” Diana said firmly. True, she hadn’t been thrilled when he walked in the door three years ago with Flossy, then named Starla by the Sea. She had been firmly against breeders, but Flossy fit in her hands and had this thing with toilet paper—she’d gone bananas over it, tearing rolls to shreds. Diana had become a mother overnight. The dog filled her heart as she and Carlo’s relationship grew. Being a fur mama had become a part of her.


But before Carlo opened his mouth for what she knew would be a rebuttal, the ER’s double doors opened to admit a woman being pushed in a wheelchair, belly round and high, hands cradling her head. A man, harried, and with a wild look on his face, followed, arms overloaded with jackets and insurance papers from the front desk. A nurse ushered the group into a bay, and the flurry of getting the patient into the bed and taking her vital signs began.


Cecily, the assigned ER nurse, nodded at Diana as she approached. “Francesca Smith. Thirty-six weeks and six days, complaining of a headache, abdominal and back pain for most of the day. No provider listed. Last seen four weeks ago at the Old Town Women’s Center.”


With an eye toward the bay, where they hadn’t drawn the curtains, Diana breathed a momentary sigh of relief. The center was familiar to her—her best friend ran the low-cost clinic and was a lifesaver to so many mothers in the community. No doubt the patient was here because of the education the center provided.


Diana’s initial impressions from the hospital monitors were that Francesca’s heart rate and respirations were normal, but her blood pressure was high. Too high. Diana suspected hypertension, possibly preeclampsia. The next second, she mentally worked through the algorithm of her diagnosis and the hospital’s status, which was at capacity. “We’ll have to see what we can do for her here. We might need a transfer because the ward is full.”


“I can start transfer paperwork, just in case,” Cecily answered.


Per professional courtesy, Diana waited for the nurses to do an initial assessment, and she followed up with her own, which included an ultrasound.


At the session’s end, she congregated with Cecily at the nurses’ station.


“She’s going to need an overnight for evaluation. I’m not loving the borderline low amniotic fluid. Let’s do the standard preeclampsia protocol, monitoring, labs, fluids, mag sulfate,” Diana said. “We’ve no beds in L and D. Do you have a spare down here?”


The nurse shook her head as she picked up the phone. “We don’t have any beds available for long-term monitoring, and that waiting room is filling up, too. The ICU is packed to the brim as well.”


“Damn.” Diana’s mind went straight to the logistics: the risk of transferring Francesca even ten miles down to the next hospital; then to her ward with its one last serene bed in a coveted, just-opened VIP suite; then to the incoming celebrity patient who had reserved that room.


The patient’s husband caught her eye. The coats were on the floor, the papers forgotten on his seat. He was gripping his wife’s hand. And as he spoke to the nurse at the bedside, the rest of the ER faded, and Diana heard only his voice. “She never gets headaches. Doesn’t get sick, ever,” he said. “Please tell me we’re staying.”


The decision weighed like a balance, tipping left and right. On the left, policy and money; the right, principle and health. In the middle was her conscience, her judgment, her ideals. The spirit of her grandmother hovering above her. Leora Gallagher, the woman Diana had looked up to, the woman she lost just months ago but, just as she had in life, seemed to find a way to insert herself into Diana’s everyday thoughts.


Leora had risked it all once in her life, and for one tiny baby, too.


“What would Leora do?” Diana said to no one in particular.


“Who’s Leora?” Cecily asked.


Diana shook her head, and the action rattled the balance so the factors jostled in her brain. She said the first thing that came to mind. “Forget it. No need to transfer the patient. We do have a bed upstairs: one of the VIP suites. I’ll admit her to that service.”


Cecily’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re sure?”


Diana took a deep breath. Right or wrong, she had to commit. “Yes.”


Technically, this patient arrived before Winter Storm, and technically, per their policy, those rooms were accessible to everyone, as dictated by census, once they were opened. And Diana knew well that not only was it either feast or famine in L & D, but in this business, it was all good and fun until it went to hell in a hand basket. She was making the right decision.


So why did it feel like, in avoiding the heat of this hell, she had jumped right off a cliff?










Chapter Two


Diana’s instincts had been right. While transferring up to the VIP unit for observation, Francesca’s water broke. After over an hour of active labor, the baby went into distress, prompting an emergency delivery by C-section that—while it brought chaos to the ward—ended well. Mom was fine, though still hooked up to an IV medication to bring down her blood pressure; the baby was stable, admitted to the NICU for overnight observation.


Now, Diana perched on Francesca’s hospital bed. The woman was tucked under the covers in a fresh hospital gown with an IV in each arm, eyes hooded from exhaustion, the sedative effect of pain medicine, and the remnants of anesthesia.


“Do you have any questions about your care?” Diana asked both the patient and her husband, Mike, who stood behind his wife.


“I just want to see the baby.” Francesca’s voice was a squeak. In her expression was a trace of fear. For her, the night had gone much too quickly.


“Of course you do. I’ll make sure I check in with the NICU so they can come down and give you an update. And, Dad, you can always go up there, at any time, as long as you have your security band.” She nodded at the bar-coded wristband that matched their baby’s, smiled, and squeezed Francesca’s hand. She wasn’t much of a hugger, but times like this even she needed to be comforted. She had succeeded in admitting Francesca to this VIP room, with Winter Storm conceding the space until a room on the postpartum ward cleared in the morning into which Francesca would move, but the worst wasn’t over. Her boss had yet to wake up and hear the news. “I’ll go now, in fact, and give them a call. Until then, you should rest, okay?”


“Okay. We need to think of a name still.” Francesca’s eyes blinked in slow motion, as if Diana’s permission was a trigger for sleep.


“That’s right, you do. If you’re taking suggestions, Diana is always a winner.” Diana winked, and with a last squeeze of Francesca’s hand, stood and walked to the suite’s entrance with the patient’s husband behind her. As she stepped out, Mike said, “I want to thank you, Dr. Cary.” His skin had gone ashen, face crumpled into the start of belated panic. “I didn’t know what to do.”


“You did the absolutely right thing by bringing her to the ER. You might have saved her life, and your baby’s. Her blood pressure was very high, and your baby needed a little help coming out.”


“This room, though. We can’t afford it. Heck, we couldn’t even afford the regular room. And I heard people in the ER talking. Did we take this room from someone else?”


“No, no, you didn’t.” Diana bit her cheek, stuck on the explanation of who the VIP room sought to serve and whether this was the appropriate time to explain it. “It’s about priorities, and who medically needs the room. Right now, that person is Francesca. In the morning, she will have to transfer rooms because someone else will need this one. But not to worry about that—the nursing staff will keep you updated. And as for insurance purposes, I’ll be sure to let whoever I need to know that it was my decision to put you in this room rather than transfer out, okay? After all, it was medically indicated.” She raised her eyes over his shoulder, to his sleeping wife. Beyond her, the city’s lights twinkled through plate glass. “But for now, you must rest, too. Your baby is going to need you.”


“Okay.” Mike heaved a breath, and a smile shone through. That smile tugged at Diana, a small reward for the decision she had to make. This would be a mess to sort out in a couple of hours, but currently she had a stable patient on her side.


You’re always right, Granny.


But as she stepped through the hallway’s double doors to the nurses’ station—which was now crawling with day nurses congregating with night nurses during the change of shift—her eyes lifted to the only person not wearing the unit-required scrubs. Suddenly, it was as if her foot had been caught in a pothole in the middle of a fast downhill sprint, and the only thing that came to her mind were three words. Granny’s words, too.


Here we go.





Diana followed her boss, Dr. Aziza Sarris, two floors up, to her sparse office, where Aziza tossed her keys, wallet, and phone on the desk. She had said nothing to Diana on the walk, which was a slight relief. Diana wasn’t one for small talk, and she needed a moment to review her night, for what was likely to be an inquisition.


Aziza gestured to one of her chairs. As Diana sat, Aziza perched on her desk. Behind her was the open expanse of Alexandria, the tops of buildings, and the pink glow of sunrise. Yet, despite the peaceful scene depicted behind her, her pinched expression told a different story.


At sixty, Aziza had not cared for patients in more than a decade, but she still exuded a maternal, yet professional, nature. She wore her hair in a low, loose bun, always with a strand out of place. Despite the late—or early—hour, she wore her standard cardigan with a colorful lanyard around her neck adorned with bling: pins of her years in medical service, her service organizations, and a select few Disney characters.


Diana spotted a framed picture on the wall of the current hospital staff OBs: herself, Aziza, Dr. Clay Pritchard, and Dr. Justina Folds. She released a breath, remembering that they were a team, and a special one at that. It had been easy for Diana to join the hospital staff because of Aziza, and frankly because of Clay and Justina, too. They were professionals, respectful, ethical. And they actually liked one another.


Moreover, they each truly cared for patients’ well-being, appreciated new theories in medicine, and were unafraid of testing the waters. But each was equally careful. Pathophysiology was sometimes ruthless, and stories of careless doctors abounded. Much like a wild child in a group of siblings, there seemed to be a reckless doctor in every department, but not in Alexandria Specialty’s OB staff. Four out of four were, hands down, rule followers. For the most part.


“Thanks for staying after a long night, but I feel like we need to get together to discuss some next steps.” Aziza clasped her hands in front of her, shoulders rounding. Like a mother readying her child for her punishment, her voice was steady, firm. Her dark eyes were steadfast and penetrating.


Diana sat up a little straighter in her chair, and her heart beat a steady drum of dread. “Next steps?”


“Yes, Diana. Because what the hell were you thinking?” Aziza’s expression hardened. The wrinkles between her eyebrows deepened.


Diana inhaled through her nose and bolstered herself. Then she recounted the night to Aziza’s unflinching expression.


“I’d do it again,” she told Aziza. “I don’t have any regrets.”


“That’s easy for you to say, Diana, but you postponed a delivery tonight.”


“Winter Storm wasn’t sure she was even in labor, Aziza. Francesca Smith’s case was emergent.”


Aziza leaned back, face softening. “I’m not questioning your priorities, Diana. It’s about you following the policies and procedures. The facilities and the equipment …”


“Were used for a patient I determined wasn’t stable enough to be transferred out. I mean, the room was technically open.” But at her mentor’s frown, she acquiesced. “I’m sorry, I am. But it’s fixable. I mean, it’s already fixed. In a couple of hours, more patients will deliver. Even more will get discharged. Space will open up on the postpartum floor. At most, Winter Storm will have been put off by eighteen hours. I spoke to her myself last night. I also spoke to her physician, who confirmed that she is still not in labor, Aziza.”


“She might have said she understood.” As if relenting, Aziza sat down in a chair across from Diana.


Now at eye level, Diana saw that the displeasure in her mentor’s eyes was actually disappointment.


“What do you mean?”


“It means that she made a call that quickly climbed up the chain, to the CEO of the hospital. Additionally, we have a nonpayer in our books occupying the most expensive room in this building.”


A burn started in Diana’s chest. She hated the subject of money; financial considerations were the reality, yes, but they always settled in her belly like a brick. Having grown up poor and now with a best friend who served a disadvantaged population, Diana had a perspective that at times collided with the current state of insurance laws. Times like right now.


“There’s more.” Aziza took her phone out of her pocket, thumbed it on. She handed it to Diana. The screen was on Facebook, to a Rachel Lam’s profile, which had been set to public. A picture had been uploaded, of her holding a baby. The pair looked serene, with the newborn in a onesie and knit cap. The mom wore a faded blue gown with pink and blue stripes: Alexandria Specialty’s. Rachel held the baby against her chest, her nose on the top of the baby’s head.


But the caption above the photo was long, protracted. Diana squinted at the screen to read it.




Whose life is more important than yours?


Does money make you better than the other person?


When did our society get so out of hand that we’ve now segregated, from birth, the haves and the have-nots?





“The Lam family is still here,” Aziza said. “Apparently, despite the staff’s best efforts, news spread quickly on the ward that the newest transfer was going to a VIP room. Mr. and Mrs. Lam didn’t realize we had one, and it seems the rest of their friends, and their friends’ friends didn’t know, either. Her post went viral.”


Diana scrolled down to the users who’d commented on the post. They were a mix of supporters and naysayers. Of those who understood the necessity to separate high-profile patients for their own privacy, and those who questioned the state of the country’s health-care crisis.


“I agree this doesn’t look good, but I didn’t do this.” Diana started, then held her tongue to keep from saying she agreed, that transparency in health care had a long way to go. This wasn’t the time.


“In a roundabout way, you did. Your break with policy did this.”


“It’s social media. It’ll blow over. As if people don’t know that more private services exist. Beyoncé, Kim Kardashian, Meghan Markle—they can’t go just anywhere to have babies, or else they’d be mobbed by paparazzi.” Diana all but rolled her eyes. The shift ended in a good outcome, and it was ridiculous that social media had a part in this conversation. Sleep tugged from inside her, and she wanted to go home, now more than ever. “What happens now?”


“We have yet to see how this plays out. You were not negligent, but the fact of the matter is that we have been named, Diana. The hospital, the VIP ward. You made a sound medical decision. Frankly, you probably saved that baby’s life, but by doing the right thing, you might have exposed something none of us wants to be associated with—even if we do it—and that’s serving the rich,” Aziza said. “Now people are going to be curious. Not only curious, but the question will be asked—who has the right to special treatment?”


Everyone, was Diana’s first thought. But this wasn’t a philosophical debate.


“What does this mean for me? The bottom line.” There was a reason why she was here, alone, with Aziza. Something was up.


Silence had descended like a thick waterfall around them. In the pause, the words of the HR documents she’d read regarding actions against breaking policy materialized in her head.


“Am I fired?”


“No. But I think you should take some time off. Just a short break, until this all dies down. The hospital is sure to get some press. Winter Storm requested a change in facility for her birth—there’s a possibility more will follow suit.”


“That … that’s unbelievable.”


“Being a provider means garnering a patient’s trust. As of tonight, we lost that on several fronts.”


The feeling of dispensability ran through her like hot lava, and rejection singed her insides. She shook her head and willed herself to shut down the emotion. This was about money, that was all.


Aziza continued. “We still have to figure this out. Honestly, in the last ten years, this has never happened. I’m … I’m not sure what to do, or what the CEO will want.”


“So a short break?”


“Just until the end of the month. Unfortunately, because it would be an extended time off for administrative purposes, some of that might be unpaid, depending on your contract and your vacation days.”


About a couple of weeks without work. Diana hadn’t taken off work for that long since college. A spark of panic flared and fizzed just as quickly as she thought of her savings, her bank account—yes, she could still afford the worst-case scenario.


Diana was startled by Aziza’s hand, which now rested on her forearm. “Look, I was going to bring you in soon to chat, off the record. I’ve noticed that you’ve been different recently. That you’ve been unhappy. Though there’s no need to explain—life is a series of peaks and valleys, and I get that sometimes there are rough spots.” She smiled. “Use this as a time to recharge. This is more for your protection, really. Apparently, our Facebook page has received some trolls. That’s the thing with having an active social media account—it’s great when the conversation is positive, but when there’s something up, it gets hairy. Anyway, this will be a good time to catch up and breathe a little, focus on yourself and what you need.”


“Okay, I’ll do what I need to do.” Diana nodded, though she knew she really didn’t have a choice. One thing: she would certainly not be recharging. Vacations had never been her thing.










Chapter Three


What would Leora do?” muttered Margaret Gallagher-Cary. She was seated on one of Diana’s low, European-style couches with a box open in front of her—a pile to throw away on the right side, and the pile to keep on the left. In her hand was a fan of photos, and somehow, she was supposed to decide where they belonged.


Then it came to her. Her mother, the practical Leora Gallagher, a minimalist and Margo’s complete opposite, would have gotten rid of pictures she had no connection to. An old-school Marie Kondo method. It wouldn’t have taken her mother a long time to decide, either. Even in the last days of her life, in the ebb and flow of forgetfulness and lucidity, Leora made decisions quickly and without regret.


Except her mother wasn’t here, was she? She was dead and therefore wasn’t in this conundrum of moving in with Diana and trying to find a way to somehow fit two—no, three homes into her daughter’s town house.


Margo tossed the photos in the keep pile. On principle, photographs shouldn’t be decluttered—they were memories! Besides, her emotions were in a jumble much like her boxes, haphazardly packed before they sold Leora’s home. Perhaps Margo should go through another box. Somewhere there had to be one filled with books that would surely be easier to get through.


But when she tried to get up, she couldn’t. So on a silent count to three, Margo heaved herself onto her feet, toes catching on the hem of her bell-bottom jeans (fashion history was cyclical). But her legs stiffened beneath her, joints groaning under her weight.


“Oh, hell, Ma, this box it is,” she mumbled, falling back onto the cushion. She scooped photos out of the box once again.


“Ma.”


Margo turned to the voice. Diana was at the threshold of the back door—right, Margo had left it open to the storm door so Flossy could get a glimpse of the outside world—with her arms crossed and a grin on her face. “Did I just catch you talking to yourself?”


“I wasn’t talking to myself. I was talking to your granny. And, no, she doesn’t answer back, so you don’t need to rush me to another specialist. Wanna sit and help me go through these photos?”


“No, thanks, I’m cross-eyed and on the verge of collapse.” Diana hung her coat on the hallway tree and kicked off her shoes. She disappeared into the laundry room behind her and closed the door. The sounds of what Margo had learned was her daughter’s routine commenced: the washing machine door being opened, the melodic buttons of the washer being pressed, the whoosh of the water as it filled the tub, and finally, the squeak of the faucet for that final handwashing before the door opened. Now dressed in a plaid robe, her daughter was all set to take a quick shower before bed.


Diana was so much like her granny that Margo’s heart tore a fraction of a millimeter, in the spot where she wished her mother were still alive. Leora had been tickled that someone had inherited her type A traits.


A hand was in front of her. “Need help?” Diana asked.


Margo nodded, taking it, allowing her daughter to bear her weight. Her feet prickled with pins and needles as blood rushed downward, and she took a moment to wiggle her toes to get the feeling back. “How was your night?”


“Long, and long story.”


“Did you see the picture I posted last night?” Pride, mixed with trepidation, filled her chest. For Margo, once a professional photographer of actual pictures she developed herself—in a darkroom, no less—social media had become an escape while caring for her mother. Her small window to the outside world, when, for almost a year, Margo felt isolated from the living. She’d filled her lonely moments by taking pictures of the quirky things she found in her mother’s home, like Leora’s precious sewing kit and her favorite costume necklace, made with misshapen pearls. The mix-and-match pieces of her beloved wardrobe. Or the sky right before a derecho slammed through Northern Virginia. Under the title of Ms. Margo, her alter ego, Margo thrived at a time when everything around her seemed to crumble.


Quickly, Ms. Margo had caught fire, and now, with thousands of followers, Margo still had a purpose despite losing one of the most important people in her life.


But Diana never showed any interest in her Ms. Margo project.


“Ah, I actually didn’t get a chance to look,” Diana said now.


“I see.” Margo’s shoulders threatened to slump forward, but she kept a smile on her face. “It’s fine.”


Diana looked away for a beat. “Last night was chaotic, hence my not calling back, either.”


Glad for the change in subject, Margo jumped into it headlong. “I wanted to warn you that Carlo came over. I was in the middle of unpacking my bedroom. I wanted to get all this stuff out of your living room this weekend and packed out of sight.” She gestured at the topsy-turvy space in front of them, half-filled with open moving boxes, gifts from clients, and several stacks of photographs and portfolios, so unlike her daughter’s usual way of life that it brought a pang to Margo’s heart. She’d moved in only a month ago, after the sale of Leora’s house was finalized, but one would’ve never known that she’d spent every day trying to put things away. “He asked a lot of questions as soon as I opened the front door, too many for my comfort and some about Flossy, so I asked him to leave.”


“Thank you for trying to warn me. He found me at work.” She rolled her eyes. “I don’t know where his sudden need to be involved is coming from, but he says he wants visitation.”


“Of the dog?”


“Yes. He first said he wanted her—”


Margo’s hand flew to her chest. “No way. No how. He brought Flossy home for you.” And truthfully, that dog had somehow wormed her way into Margo’s heart, too. Margo had never owned pets and had convinced herself she and dogs didn’t mix, until Flossy climbed on her lap and settled in. Now she carried Flossy like a baby, sometimes even for her walks.


“I know. He’s not going to win this, though. If I have to get a lawyer, I will.”


Margo heard the exasperation in her daughter’s tone and noticed the dark circles under her eyes. Last night had been her third night of call. “Anyone deliver in the VIP suites?” she teased, to lighten the mood. “Did someone deliver in a champagne bath?”


It earned her a snort, which was a win in her column.


“We had a couple of admissions to the suites. But, I’m going to bed. Can we talk later?”


Cut-and-dry—that was her daughter’s style.


“Yeah, sure.” Margo looked away and pretended to sift through one of the cooking magazines that had come in yesterday’s mail. With Diana, one couldn’t just force their way in. Diana revealed her emotions in spurts, and only patience was rewarded, especially these days, when an unshakable cloud seemed to have descended around her. Margo just wished that it would be sooner than later, since she was days away from getting on a plane.


Which was another sore spot between them.


“Might as well try to sleep, since the contractors are a little late. Don’t forget, they start the master bath today.” Diana looked at her watch and opened her mouth to say more, but her phone rang. She kissed Margo swiftly on the cheek. “But don’t worry about your boxes, okay? I’ll help you when I get up. Or I can unpack them when you go on your trip.”
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