Chapter Twenty-Two
Mia walked exited through the sliding exit doors of the Cleveland Hopkins International airport in search of Ana. A shiver ran down her spine at the chilly October air. Twelve hours ago, she’d been in eighty degrees with the bluest skies, the warmth of the sun and an amazing man. She sighed. In a week, she’d forgotten it was October. The crisp autumn weather had more than settled into Ohio. The weight of her backpack and camera bag grew heavier with each step. She dragged her suitcase behind her like a despondent toddler. 
Ana’s white Honda Accord whipped next to the curb and parked. She popped out of the vehicle with a squeal. Her honey colored ponytail swung from side to side as she charged Mia. Mia released her suitcase and wrapped her arms around her sister.
“I’m so glad to see you.” .” Ana whispered, squeezingsqueezed her tight. 
A sob burst from Mia. She’d kept herself together the entire flight, watching movies or dozing off. But now, in the comfort of her sister’s embrace, she couldn’t hold on any longer. Her legs weakened and her chest crushed so tight she couldn’t catch her breath. 
Ana pulled back. “Oh, sweetie, it’s okay.” She pushed hair from Mia’s face.
“I miss him.” Her voice quaked. She covered her face with her hands.
Ana hauled her back in her arms and smoothed a hand over her hair. “It’s going to be okay. I promise you. Let’s get you in the car and home.” Ana grabbed Mia’s suitcase and swung an arm over her shoulder, guiding her to the vehicle.
Home. Where Eeverything was familiar. The place where she grew up. The place that always called her back. She’d grown up here, but this But this return was dffferent. Unsettled. didn’t give her that settled feeling. Instead, she was anything but. 
Mia slid into the passenger seat and watched through the side mirror as Ana tossed her suitcase and bags into the trunk. Then Ana eased in the driver’s side and coasted forward into the moving arrival traffic. Ana reached for Mia’s hand and rested their hands on the console.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Ana asked, her voice soft. She clutched Mia’s hand.
“What’s to talk about?” Mia sniffled. “I went to Hawaii to get away from everything, to figure out what I wanted. I came back in love with a wonderful man, who lives there.”
“Oh Mia!” Ana’s thumb smoothed over Mia’s. 
“I don’t know what to do.” She glanced at her sister. “I can’t just pack up everything and move to Hawaii. Not right now. I don’t have my law license there. I wouldn’t have a job. I’d need to sell the townhome. You and Mama and Tata would be so far away.” The weight of the obstacles crushed her chest. “And he’s knee-deep in things with the inn. He’d never leave his family. They need him. Plus, Lake Erie doesn’t offer much surfing. He lives to surf.” The first time she’d ever seen him, he’d been on his surfboard. He rode the ocean like he owned it, and she could never ask him to give that up. “But I’m afraid to lose this feeling.” She rubbed the area over her heart. “I’m scared that as the weeks go by, it will fade—not just for me, but for Kekoa too.” 	Comment by Vicki Briner: I think her chest was crushed on page 1, too. 	Comment by Vicki Briner: I don’t know if you want her to acknowledge it or if Ana should or neither of them, but my reaction to this sentence is that if she’s worried it’ll fade then she’s worried it’s not real. And if it does fade, then it wasn’t meant to be. 
I wonder if it might be best to stay away from this train of thought all together.   
“You’ve only been apart for half a day. Take it one day at a time.”
Mia sat back in the seat and stared out the window. The grey gray skies only added to her melancholy. She swiped at the tears still trickling down her cheeks. She needed to pull herself together. She despised pity parties. 
She and Kekoa weren’t a guarantee. They wouldn’t survive this distance without great effort. The separation didn’t have to be permanent. But she had things to take care of on her end before she could give her full attention to Kekoa. The tightness in her chest loosened and a warmth bloomed. He’d known that, and he’d let her go.
She pulled out her phone and swiped through her photos until she found the selfie she’d wanted. She had the cheesiest smile on her face, and he. He was kissing her cheek as they sat on the beach watching sunset. She texted him the photo with a heart emoji. This was worth all the effort and heartache these next weeks and months might bring.
 “Aw! That’s an adorable pic.” Ana squeezed her hand. “He really is smoking hot.”
“Eyes on the road, Ana.” Mia said with a chuckle. Her spirit lightened just a bit with each passing mile.
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“Tata?” Mia pushed the heavy wooden door open to her father’s home office and peeked her head inside. 
Her father sat behind his cherry wood desk looking like the most powerful man in the world. For most of her life, he had been. His once dark brown hair—the color of espresso—was now salted with greys, giving him that distinguished look only an older man could portray. 
Engrossed in what he washis reading, he hadn’t registered her calling his name.  
Stepping into the room, sheShe stepped into the room and clicked the door closed behind her, and gripped gripping the a Tupperware of fresh-made malasadas tightly. “Tata?” 
He snapped his head up. Then, a soft smile stretched his lips. 
“Mia.” The warmth in his tone spread over her like the heat of the sun. 
She had worried about this conversation with him.Oh, how she’d worried about this conversation. Was he angry that she’d taken off for Hawaii without anything more than a quick goodbye? Did he expect her to reconcile with Vuk? She still hadn’t set the record straight with him about her feelings for Vuk her ex-fiance.prior to her departure. Based on the few texts messages she’d received from her parents, they’d both assumed she’d been mending a broken heart. 
“Zdravo. Dođi ovamo.” He waved her towards him.
Her father stood, his tailored navy-blue slacks and white button-down shirt wrinkled slightly from a day in the court room. He moved around the corner of his desk with ease. Even at fifty-nine, he kept himself active and fit. Many of her girlfriends in college used to joke that her father was a “silver fox.” He was a good-looking man, but ewww!
Mia strode toward him. Once she was within reach, he wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled her into a hug. Mia She slid her arms around his waist and allowed him to envelope her in his sandalwood and whiskey scent. His smell reminded her of piggyback rides around the back yard, the father-daughter dances he took both her and Ana to at their church, and the driving lessons he gave her, which had he liked to joke contributed greatly to the number of greys grays on his head. 
She loved this man.
He pulled back from their embrace, his gaze moving over her features with concern. The depth of the indentation between his brows and the shadows under his eyes indicated his level of worry. But the smile on his face displayed relief, most likely at her being home.	Comment by Vicki Briner: Nice.
“How was Hawaii?” he asked, when what he meant was, “How are you holding up?” ,  The question behind the question was really “how are you?” He’d not hidden his displeasure at her traveling so far alone, and the week with her gone He’d expressed his dislike in her traveling so far alone. The week had must have taken its toll on him. Despite the fact she’d breached her thirties, he’d made it clear she’d always be his little girl.
“Hawaii was amazing.” Remembering her week on the Big Island and the man who changed how she viewed herself and what she wanted out of life forced pushed her lips into a huge smile. 
“I want to hear all about it and what aspect has put that enormous grin on your face.” He released her and pointed to the two burgundy leather wingback chairs poised opposite his desk. “Let’s have a seat, shall we?”
“I made you a Hawaiian treat.” She popped the top of the container and a sugary-sweet scent permeated the air. She held the Tupperware out for him. 
He reached in and pulled out a sugary ball. He bit into the malasada and groaned. “What is this? It’s to die for.” He ate another bite. 
Mia had never met another soul with as sweet a tooth as her father. 
“A malasada with haupia – a Hawaiian coconut pudding. Isn’t it delicioussh? I think I put on five pounds on the trip from these alone. I thought of you as soon as I tasted one, so I asked for the recipe before I left so I could make them for you.” 
“You made this?” He drew his brows up in surprise.
“I can cook and bake, Tata. I typically do takeout because it’s easier with my schedule.” She set the container on the corner of his desk and pulled her black pencil skirt down so she could sit. She’d only been home for a couple days and had submerged herself back into work—in part to keep her longing for Kekoa at bay and in part to avoid this conversation. But it she couldn’t be put it off any longer. If she and Kekoa had any chance, she had to put her relationship with Vuk in the finished-category. For everyone for everyone, especially her father.
“I know you can cook and bake. I’ve heard rumors about it. I’ve just rarely seen the end product.” He chuckled and popped the last bite of the malasada into his mouth. 
She laughed. 
“So, tell me a little about your adventure.” 
He settled back into his chair and listened intently to all her Hawaiian exploits and her time at the Hale Inn.
“Sounds exciting and just what you needed. Did you meet some other travelers to venture around the island with?”
“I met some incredible people, but I spent most of my time with Phina’s son.”
Her father’s eyebrows shot up and his forehead creased.
“Kekoa was a great tour guide. He pushed me out of my comfort zone to do things I’d never have done on my own. You know I’d never have gone snorkeling without a whole lot of coaxing.” 
“Yes, Anthony’s jokes about Jaws has always left you a bit timid to go into the water. I could have beat your cousin with a paddle for doing that.” He smiled.
“It wasn’t easy. But Ke helped me to warm up to the ocean.”
He nodded but sat silent for several seconds. “The smile on your face and the light in your eyes at the mention of this man hints that he may have been more than a ‘tour guide.’” The uncertain tone in her father’s voice questioned caught her off guard.her. Her attorney father rarely asked a question when he didn’t already know the answer.	Comment by Vicki Briner: I don’t know if this makes sense, but I thought something showing he’s off balance or treading into uncertain territory might work here. 
Mia’s mouth went dry, but she responded anyway. How did she tell her father that she almost married a man to please him. “Well, that’s part of the reason I wanted to chat with you. Vuk followed me to Hawaii.” She shifted in her chair.
“He what?” Her father interrupted her and shook his head in disbelief. His inflection held a tinge of annoyance. “I didn’t like the idea of you traveling alone, but he should have respected your boundaries. I love Vuk like a son, you know that, but this was his own doing.” Her father flailed his hands in the air, then pushed up from the chair and paced. “That boy could have been married to you. You would have been on your honeymoon as we speak. Instead, he fooled around. Broke my daughter’s heart enough to push her off thousands of miles away to recover. That kretenu is lucky I didn’t rearrange his limbs. I still may.” 
“That’s what I wanted to tell you, Tata. He didn’t break my heart.” Mia wrung her hands together in her lap and cleared her throat. 
Her father stopped pacing and turned to face her. “Of course, he did.”
“No. I wasn’t in love with him. Not sure I ever was.” She closed her eyes and inhaled.
“Mia, you were with Vuk for years. You went to the prom together, your college formals. You were about to marry him., Ffor God’s sake., Oof course, you were in love with him. I know he hurt you, but love doesn’t disappear in a week or two. Nor is it nonexistent because you met a man in Hawaii, who clearly took your mind off the heartbreak.”
“You aren’t listening.” Her voice rose, and her. Her cheeks flushed. “I do care about Vuk, but I’m not in love with him. He was comfortable. I’ve known him my entire life. He was what you wanted for me. Serbian. Good family. And I would have married him if Joey hadn’t exposed the stripper thing. But I wouldn’t have been happy. Not like you and Mama are.”
“What I wanted for you?” He strode behind his desk and placed his hands on the back of his leather chair. He squeezed the cushion. “What the hell does that mean?”	Comment by Vicki Briner: I might delete this. It seems especially harsh. Or, have Mia flinch away from him, stung by the anger in his words. 
“Come on, Tata. Vuk and I have been ‘encouraged’ since we were both able to walk.”
“Encouraged because you made a cute couple. Yes, he comes from a good family. The Babics have always been more than friends—they’re family. Vuk, too. I mean, we thought he’d take care of you, treat you well. We didn’t think he’d do… well, what he did.”	Comment by Vicki Briner: I’m not sure her dad would care about them being a cute couple. Maybe because they made sense as a couple. 
“You don’t think Ana and I overheard those many conversations during church gatherings, barbeques, and holiday parties?”
“What conversations?” His brows drew down. He tugged at his silver tie, loosening the knot.
“The finding-my-daughters-a-good-Serbian-man-to-marry conversations.”
His jaw tightened and a beat or two passed before he spoke. “Would I like you to carry on the heritage? Have children that are more Serbian than anything else? Yes, Mia, I would love it. I have great pride in my culture. Love the traditions. Love the people. And I always thought you did, too.”
“I do. But things with Vuk were forced. He’s been one of my best friends. But there’s never been a spark.”
Her father scoffed. “Marriage doesn’t always have a spark. It’s a lot of work. Your mother and I work daily. Compromise. Sacrifice. It’s not like those books you love so much or those rom-coms movies you watch. Happily ever after is a fairy-tale, not real life.” He waved a hand at her.	Comment by Vicki Briner: Again, I don’t think a man/dad would say rom-com.
“I know.” She hated when he spoke to her like she was still five. She’d be damned if he was going to dismiss her  like thatperspective. “I’m not looking for a fairy-tale. But I’m also done limiting my choices to Serbian men. I want excitement when my husband walks into a room. I want him to look at me the way you look at Mama—like he’s the luckiest man on the planet.”
“Vuk looked at you that way.” Her father’s voice escalated. “And there is nothing wrong with Serbian men.”
“No, Tata, there isn’t. And if Vuk did look at me like that, he’d never have cheated.” She pushed out a hard breath despite the thickening of her throat.
“Then why were you with him? Why say yes to his proposal? Why spend a year planning a wedding?” His voice was tight, agitated. She could hear the accusation. Why have us spend all that money? The cost of a cancelled wedding was more than emotional. Her parents had lost some deposits when she’d cancelled the wedding. Even though they’d refused her offer of reimbursement, gGuilt swam in her belly.
  She looked down at her clasped hands in her lap, avoiding his gaze, because knowing her next words might tick him off or wound him. The words wounded her. All the time she’d wasted in a relationship she’d known wasn’t for her because of her need to please her father. “You wanted me to marry a good Serbian boy, and I wanted to give you that for all you’ve done for me.” 	Comment by Vicki Briner: Originally, I moved this to the end of the paragraph, but then decided the reader already know this, so it probably doesn’t need to be said. 
“Come again?” He stood stiff, his rolled-up sleeves revealing the rigidness of his forearms as he grasped the back of the chair.
“I was afraid of upsetting you. I was scared to see a that look of disappointment in your eyes.” Her tears welled. She didn’t know whether she wanted to cry or scream. Possibly both.
Her father spun to face the window and pushed out a harsh breath. “Dođavola.” He gripped the window frame, taking several deep breaths. 
“Tata?”
“Give me a minute.” His tone deepened, and Mia was carried back to her teenage years and her father reprimanding her for being late formissing curfew. He stood silent for what felt like ten minutesan eternity but was more likely fewer than thirty seconds. “I’m trying to process the idea that you were going to marry a man you didn’t love to make me happy.” After a long silence, he turned to face her, his lips flattened into a disapproving thin line. “This is absurd, Mia.” 
Mia sat therestill, not sure how to respond. 
“You’re a grown woman. You don’t marry a man to please anyone but yourself. I never forced you to date Vuk, and I wouldn’t ask you to marry a man you didn’t love.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “And a romp on the beach for a week isn’t real life. 
The tears pooling in her eyes releasedbroke, both in hurt and anger. . She fisted her hands in her lap. She knew this conversation would be harder than the one she had with her mother. But she hadn’t expected this. “It wasn’t a romp.”
“No?” He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Sure, you’re starry-eyed over a man who challenged you and showed you adventure. But he’s in Hawaii, and you’re back here. Let’s call it what it is. Unless, of course, you’re planning to pack up and move to the Big Island.”
“We haven’t gotten that far.” She swiped at her tears.
“Bože, Mia. Are you going to give up your legal career? What in the world would you do without your sister? And what of your mother and me? Four thousand miles away with onlyand all for a man you’ve known all of a week or two?” He shook his head. 
Mia pushed up from the chair. “His name is Kekoa. And I am in love with him.” She wanted him to understand that she knew the difference. That feelings she had for Ke were different than those she’d carried for Vuk all these years. 
He rolled his eyes to the heavens, pissing her off even more. 
She stormed out of her father’s office, slamming the door behind her. Tears streamed down her face, blurring her vision. She hated that crying was her reaction to both hurt and anger, because it made her feel weak. She needed to get out of here.She headed for the front door. 
It had been stupid of her to think her father would listen to her, that he’d understand. He was a powerful attorney used to arguing his way to victory.
“Mia,” her mother rushed from the kitchen before Mia reached the front door. “What is going on?”
“Your husband is an arrogant, prideful man who listens to no one,” she shouted. 
Her mother’s mouth pulled tight, but her eyes softened with understanding. “Come here.” She opened her arms. 
Mia moved the few short steps and collapsed in her mother’s embrace, sobbing. Her mother’s spiced vanilla scent wrapped around her. At least she had her mother. And Ana.
“Shh, now,” her mother whispered. “He’ll come around.” She smoothed her hand over Mia’s hair. “You know he has plans and expectations for all of us and when things don’t go according to his plans, he needs time to adjust.” 
Mia pulled back and looked at her mother, whose long chestnut hair—so similar to Mia’s—gathered over one shoulder. “He’s stubborn.”
“Well, if that’s not the pot calling the kettle.” Her mother chuckled. She moved her thumbs under Mia’s eyes, wiping away the tears. 
The office door opened on the other end of the house, and her father’s footsteps approached. Mia stiffened.
“Mia,” her father said roughly. His mouth and his brows pulled down, but his hair stood on end as if he’d been raking his fingers through it for the last several minutes.
“Nik,” her mother said in a hard tone. “It’s enough for today.” Her mother pulled Mia into her side.
“For God’s sake, Maria, I didn’t disown her.” He blew out a rough breath, but he had flinched at the word “disown.” The movement had been small, but Mia saw it. 
He’d not married a Serbian woman and his family made him pay for it. They stopped talking to him and excluded him from family events. The first two years of her parents’ marriage, he hadn’t spoken to his family at all. It wasn’t until Mia was born that the freeze out began to thaw. He’d received backlash from family for not marrying a Serbian woman. His family had stopped talking to him, inviting him to events—basically disowned him and her mother—for a couple of years until Mia had been born. It had been hard on her father—Mia knew that. She also knew the willingness of his people to cast him out had hurt him deeply. That time period still haunted him and Mia knew that. 	Comment by Vicki Briner: This seemed like a lot of telling. I’m not sure if my suggestions help. 
“Of course, you didn’t.” She placed a hand on her hip while still hugging Mia to her side. 
“I’m going to go,” Mia said, kissing her mother on the cheek. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Mama.” She moved past her parents and rushed out the front door before anyone could say another word. Before someone said something they would regret.  or remorse constricted her chest any further.
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