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      Not a good sign.

      Instead of being ushered to HR to sign employee paperwork and W2 forms, Ivey Lancaster had been sent to the medical director’s office.

      Probably some minor mix-up with the paperwork. By now they’d received the glowing letter of reference from her mentor, Babs Holiday. Ivey was more than qualified for the midwife position at the new women’s center.

      Deep breath. You’ve got this.

      Finally, Dr. Lillian Walker strode into her office.

      “I apologize, but I’m running behind this morning.” She shook Ivey’s hand. “We’re on my son’s third babysitter. He’s four, and the master of his universe. In other words, he’s going to grow up to be a surgeon.” Lillian sat behind the futuristic-looking stainless steel desk, drew in a deep breath and leaned back in her chair.

      Uh-oh. “Is something wrong?”

      Lillian picked up a file, stared at it, and put it back down. “You could say that. This morning I found an orderly and a nurse in a closet, and they weren’t looking for supplies. Dr. Harrison has taken an ill-timed vacation, since his wife threatened that if he didn’t come along she’d go by herself and not come back. So I’m short staffed again. And then there’s this desk. Who ever heard of a desk without drawers? It’s beautiful, but why do I feel like I’m Uhura on Star Trek? I’d like to strangle the designer.”

      Ivey wished she could help, but she had her own problems. Aunt Lucy had a broken leg, and she’d be waiting at home right now. Wondering if her niece would get the job. So if Lillian could get on with it that would be nice.

      “And then there’s the women’s center, and the midwife position.” She scowled.

      Directors scowling: another bad sign.

      Ivey tensed at the overpowering scent of Lillian’s lavender perfume, causing a sudden memory of Mom. On a good day, Mom had always been in Ivey’s corner. On a bad day, Mom couldn’t find the corner.

      But this didn’t make sense. Lillian had practically promised the job to Ivey, and she’d done well in all the interviews.

      “It’s not you,” Lillian said.

      Great. Could any good news start out that way? “So there’s a problem.”

      “You guessed it. I’ve run into some objections from the obstetric doctors on staff.” Lillian sighed and tapped a manicured nail on her desk.

      This didn’t come as any big surprise. Ivey had dealt with territorial doctors before, but Lillian had filled her mind with thoughts of a progressive hospital. “But you said ...”

      “I know, and I’m sorry, Ivey, but I can’t hire you. I can’t hire anyone right now. The work requisition has been held up due to the doctors’ objections. They went to the board. Behind my back.” Lillian’s lips were a thin, straight line.

      “I thought⁠—”

      “Think about what it’s like for me as medical director of this hospital. The first female director. Our small hospital has been overwhelmed with budget cuts⁠—”

      “But this is why you would save money with the midwifery program. The hospital can save money when a midwife delivers a baby,” Ivey said, but suddenly the problem dawned on her like a pink zebra in the room. Doctors, pressed between onerous HMOs breathing down their backs and struggling hospitals, felt their livelihoods threatened. She’d heard this story before.

      “You can imagine how well it went over with the doctors on staff. I only have three of them on the L&D floor. It’s hard enough to keep them here. Malpractice insurance costs, rising health care costs, and now the Affordable Health Care Act.” Lillian waved a hand in the air.

      Ivey sank in her seat. “I see.” Until this moment she hadn’t realized how much she wanted the job. She’d gotten used to being home again, among the hills and rambling vineyards of Starlight Hill in Napa Valley. Aunt Lucy constantly complained about its appalling lack of nightlife, but Ivey loved the quiet and the time to reflect. She’d been gone too long, kept away mostly by memories too tender to face even after all this time.

      But she was back now, and that said something. It said Ivey Lancaster was ready to move on and make a life.

      Now she’d have to find Plan B. Damn doctors. “Thank you for your time.”

      Ivey started to get up, but Lillian spoke again. “Unless, and I can’t ask for this—” Lillian’s steadfast brown eyes settled on Ivey.

      “Unless what?”

      “Unless you like a fight.”

      As it happened, Ivey had been fighting for one thing or another most of her life. Did she like a fight? Yes, but only if she could win.

      “I like a fair fight. And I especially like to win.” Might as well put it out there.

      “I thought so. I’ll be honest. I had a feeling it would be difficult to get this idea past the doctors. But it’s time for some changes around here. And I saw something in you I didn’t see in the other candidates. You don’t give up easily, do you?”

      A person with dyslexia didn’t get through life without engaging in a metaphorical fight or two. Or three. “True.”

      “If you’ll help me, I believe we could make this vision of ours a reality. Since the doctors’ objections, the board has arranged for a subcommittee to oversee the decision. They’ve appointed one doctor to represent them, and I’d like to appoint you.”

      “Me?” She was a midwife, not a committee member.

      Every time she’d had to make a presentation in school she’d clammed up. It had meant PowerPoint slides and reading out loud, and with her dyslexia, that was not a good time. She’d finally memorized every last word so that she wouldn’t have to rely on any reading.

      The whole idea was out of the question. “Sorry, I’m not a good speaker.”

      “You won’t have to present. It’s simply a written recommendation to the Board. What I need is someone who believes in my vision—someone who shares it with me.”

      “I see your point, but I’m not sure how I can help.”

      “I want our new women’s center to eventually have a staff of midwives available. Women who have low-risk pregnancies deserve that choice, don’t you agree?”

      “Well, of course I agree.” But that wasn’t the point. The point was she wasn’t going to be on any committee, sub- or otherwise.

      “Thank you! You won’t regret this. The doctors have appointed a first-year resident to the subcommittee. Some requirement by one of the benefactors. Don’t ask me why, but surely the two of you can get along and come to some sort of compromise. You’re both young, so you’ll be flexible.” Lillian stood up.

      “But I—” Wait. When exactly had she agreed to do this?

      “Follow me. I’ll find the resident they’ve appointed, and maybe the two of you can arrange the first meeting.”

      She hadn’t agreed to anything, and yet why were her feet following Lillian?

      Lillian led her to a conference room and waved towards a chair. “I’ll be right back once I find him. He’s an ER resident, so if he’s here at all, that’s where he’ll be. Sit tight.”

      Ivey didn’t sit. She’d rather stand, thank you. Pace, more like it. She might pace her way right out of this conference room and right through the front doors of St. Vincent’s Hospital. Hop in her SUV and drive back to the Vineyard Cottages where Aunt Lucy would be waiting.

      But she did want this job, and the fact remained that a first-year resident wasn’t going to be all that intimidating. No, she could handle him. Then the door opened, and Ivey’s world shifted off its axis. She dropped into a chair before she fell down. This. Wasn’t. Happening.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Jeff Garner should not have walked into the conference room like he had any business being here. He was supposed to be away in another state, completing his residency.

      He met her eyes. “I was going to ask you the same thing. I’m here for a subcommittee meeting.”

      “That’s not funny.”

      “Good, because I wasn’t trying to be.” Jeff took a seat on the other side of the table. As far away as he could get from her, because he was good at that. Interesting how some things never changed.

      “Why aren’t you in Maryland?”

      “Because that would be a hell of a commute.” He leaned back in his seat.

      “Funny. So I guess you’re no longer doing residency in Maryland.”

      Lillian breezed in. “Oh good, you’ve met. You two are the chosen subcommittee to meet and make a recommendation to the board on whether the women’s center will add midwives to the staff.”

      Ivey stood. “Excuse me.”

      “Is there a problem?” Lillian turned to Ivey, eyebrows arched with the classic there-had-better-not-be-a-problem-because-I-trusted-you look of a superior.

      Ivey glanced over at Jeff, who was smiling. Yes, there’s a problem. I didn’t agree to this. Especially not with him.

      “Not at all.” She couldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing he upset her that much.

      “When do you need us to report back to you?” Jeff piped up.

      “How about in one month? That should give you enough time. I’ll give you two a few moments to get acquainted.” Lillian left the room and shut the door behind her.

      Get acquainted. That was a rich one. She was so well acquainted with her ex that she knew how many freckles he had on his back. And that would definitely not help her right now.

      Jeff stared at his smart phone. “One month. That’s doable. I’ll give up sleeping.”

      Ivey snorted. She guessed she was supposed to feel sorry for him. Well she didn’t. “This isn’t going to happen. You and I can’t work together. It’s asking too much.”

      She thought she could see Jeff’s jaw tighten, nearly imperceptibly. A chink in his armor. “I’m fine with it. We’re both adults and professionals.”

      Except that right now she didn’t feel much like an adult, because somehow Jeff made her feel like a sixteen-year-old again.

      “You’re right. If you can handle it, so can I.”

      “Good.” His pager went off. He glanced at it and then stood. “Let’s reconvene again tomorrow?”

      “What time?” Ivey asked, as he moved towards the door.

      “You pick the time. I pretty much live here.”

      “Okay. How about nine?”

      “Fine.” He walked out without a backwards glance.

      Ivey swallowed. No big deal. She could handle this unfortunate turn of events.

      But it didn’t help that Jeff looked better, somehow, than she’d remembered. He’d grown into a man, cords of muscles in his forearms. Not tall and lanky anymore. Now his muscles had muscles. His dark brown hair was no longer long and unruly but closed cropped. Although some things never changed—he still had the same panty-melting gaze in his whiskey-brown eyes.

      Those eyes had once regarded her with desire and tenderness, but now they only reminded her that they were virtually strangers. No matter. He might have a stare to melt glaciers in the Arctic, but it wasn’t going to have any effect on her. She wouldn’t let it.
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      Jeff ambled down the corridors of St. Vincent’s, dodging orderlies and nurses on his way to the ER, acting like it was any other shift. Pretending he hadn’t coaxed his heart back down into his chest cavity where it belonged. Asked it to please resume its regular rhythm.

      He worked his ass off for this hospital, and when some lofty admin-higher-up had issued the command that he would represent the doctors on the subcommittee, he’d cringed and hoped for the best. Seemed to be all he did these days.

      But then he’d walked into the room and seen Ivey, and just like that, it was five years ago again, and he’d come back home on break from medical school to find she’d left town to meet up with some idiot she met on a dating service.

      He’d done his best to pretend that she wasn’t even more beautiful than he remembered, and he had a pretty good memory. A sultry version of Snow White, with her espresso-colored hair and blue eyes. He found himself wondering if she’d wound up with the dating service guy. Maybe she’d married, and had kids with that loser. Kids that were supposed to be Jeff’s.

      Hopefully he wouldn’t run into the man, because Jeff wasn’t sure he could hold back the resentment he felt towards someone who had romanced his girl with a freaking computer while he’d been away at medical school.

      Not that he should give a damn.

      Dr. Stewart met him in the elevator, and hopped on at the last minute. “I heard you got put on the subcommittee.”

      “Don’t know how that happened. I’d like to sleep sometime.”

      “Interesting. So you don’t know. Well apparently one of the benefactors behind the women’s center insisted that it be you. Why do you think that is?” Stewart eyed him with suspicion.

      “Just lucky, I guess.”

      “I can count on you to let me know what kind of progress you’re making?” Stewart was the head of obstetrics and had his own agenda when it came to the hiring of midwives on staff.

      Come to think of it, they’d likely picked Jeff because he had no skin in the game. And that had been true until he’d seen Ivey. Now he didn’t even know what to think. Probably because he’d been on his feet for twenty-four hours. Thinking had become difficult, and sleep a distant but fond memory. Fortunately his shift was at an end.

      “I’ll let you know.” Jeff stepped off the elevator and onto the ER floor.

      “There you are,” Donna, the ER nurse, said. “I’ve got Frank in bay two.”

      He stopped moving, not an easy thing to do on the ER floor. “Again? That’s the second time this week.”

      “You know Frank,” Donna said from behind the nurse’s desk. “You’re his favorite. But don’t worry, Dr. Lewis has already seen him. Frank wants to say hi.”

      “After this, I’m going home. If I can remember where that is.” Jeff made his way to the bay and opened the curtain. “Hello, Frank. What’s it been, three days? You doing okay?”

      “That depends on whether you think oxygen is a good or a bad thing.” Frank sat up straighter on the cot.

      “It’s a good thing, and you know it.” Jeff checked Frank’s vital signs. As usual, Frank was the healthiest elderly man he’d seen in his ER. But the man insisted he had a heart problem and a breathing issue. And on Fridays, a skin condition.

      “That’s what I thought. So when I can’t breathe, that’s a problem.”

      “You breathe fine, and I think I’ve proven it.” Jeff had tested his oxygen levels countless of times.

      Frank coughed. “You should check my heart this time.”

      “What’s wrong with your heart this week?” His vital signs showed a steady and regular heart rate, better than Jeff’s had been a few minutes ago. The EKG looked good.

      “I was sitting down watching cable television earlier, and suddenly my heart rate shot up into the stratosphere. I swear it must have been two hundred.”

      “Two hundred?” That would be a concern if it were true, but Frank’s heart had never gone over ninety when he’d been in the ER. “What makes you think it was that much?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but when the young lady took her top off I remember thinking, ‘For the love of Pete, those can’t be real,’ and that’s when my heart started to gallop like a bunch of horses off to the races. The world is a strange place, Doc.”

      Jeff would have laughed, but he didn’t have one in him today. “All right, Frank. Maybe stay away from the porn channels.”

      “You think that’s it? Can I get a prescription?”

      “You don’t need a prescription, you need advice. Here, I’ll write it on my pad if that makes you feel any better.” He scribbled instructions to avoid porn, and tore it off. “Here you go. Have you seen your regular doctor? Last time you were here I asked you to make an appointment for follow-up.”

      “Nah, that doctor reminds me of a toddler. I’m afraid to let him touch me. Where did he get his diploma? The Romper Room?”

      Jeff sighed. “Frank, there’s only so much I can do for you here.”

      “You talk to me, and that’s more than anyone else does.”

      Jeff faced Frank and used his official doctor voice. “Make an appointment with your regular doctor.”

      “All right, Doc. I’ll try to get in to see him. But I’ll be back if it doesn’t work. Or if I get the rash back.”

      “And I’ll probably be here.”

      “Right. Where else would you be?”

      As he undressed in the locker room, he thought about the fact that Ivey knew where he’d originally been accepted for residency. But if she’d been keeping tabs on him—which he found . . . interesting—she’d missed an update on the past year.

      When news got around to his family that he’d been recommended for a resident position at St. Vincent’s, they’d waged a campaign for his return to Starlight Hill. Granted, he hadn’t been back for much more than a short visit in the past few years, but his niece and nephew Becky and Liam were getting older, and his sister Ali wanted their only uncle around more often. Little did she know someone would have to be injured to see much of him.

      He supposed it made sense that Ivey was back for a visit, but applying for this job meant she wanted to stay. Maybe things hadn’t worked out with Computer Guy. Or maybe they’d worked out great, and for all he knew they’d moved their family to the best small town in Napa Valley to raise a family.

      He didn’t know and neither should he care. All he wanted now, besides a few hours of uninterrupted sleep, was to get through this punishing residency and secure his future. He hadn’t been through eight years of school to give up now, even if at times he wondered if he was doing any good at all.

      At St. Vincent’s he’d become accustomed to the regulars, Frank being one of them. There was also the usual quirky small-town mix he’d come to expect——people he’d literally grown up around, like Ed, the accident-prone owner of the hardware store in town; the occasional migrant worker who’d met with the wrong end of a shovel; Marci, the hypochondriac; Eleanor, the pack-a-day smoker who insisted that he “do something” about her diabetes but refused to quit smoking or watch her diet; and the occasional wayward teen with alcohol poisoning.

      Frank concerned him the most. It didn’t take a psychiatric consult to see that the man was lonely. Jeff wasn’t supposed to concern himself with how his patients did after they walked out the doors of the ER, once he’d pronounced they weren’t in imminent danger of death. But he couldn’t help being protective of Frank, who lived in assisted living and took too many trips to the ER.

      Sooner or later, Jeff would need to get to the bottom of it.
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      Ivey unlocked the door to Aunt Lucy’s condo with shaking hands, closed it quickly, and leaned against it as though she could barricade herself inside from the rest of the world. The world in which Jeff lived in Starlight Hill again, breathing and eating and sleeping and Lord only knew what else.

      And still looking too good.

      One thought immediately sprung to mind: I’m going to have to tell him.

      “What on earth?” Aunt Lucy stared from the couch where she lay splayed among magazine issues of People. “I saw a girl with the same expression you have on your face right now, but she was running through the woods from a madman who had an ax.”

      “I thought I told you not to watch those kinds of movies.” Ivey walked to the TV and shut it off. She was the only one who could handle crime shows, and Aunt Lucy needed to stick to a steady diet of romantic comedies.

      “Well thank goodness you’re back. It itches again.” Lucy shoved a pencil deep into the cast that covered her from knee to toe, thrust it up and down, grimaced for several seconds, and then sighed.

      Ivey winced. “I don’t think you should put a pencil down there.”

      “When you break your leg, you can talk. Lordy, when I get this cast off next week, I might kiss Dr. Stein.”

      “Please don’t.” Hadn’t Ivey endured enough embarrassment when Lucy asked the doctor how a woman could have sex with a cast on her leg, and if he could recommend what position might work best?

      “I’m kidding. He’s not my type.”

      Not at all. Unfortunately he was at least thirty years older than her type, which lately tended towards thirty-something unemployed men. Not a bad thing, except for the fact that her aunt was fifty-eight.

      The problem was that Aunt Lucy’s priorities had changed when she’d won the California lottery ten years ago, and now she seemed determined to suck the marrow right out of life.

      When she’d phoned about the broken leg she’d suffered skiing in Vail on the constant vacation she called her life, Ivey rushed back from Los Angeles to help. Aunt Lucy had once helped Ivey during a difficult time, and at least now she could pay back her kindness by tending to her every need. Even if every one of those needs was getting on Ivey’s last nerve.

      “How did it go at the hospital? Did you get the job?”

      “No. I’ve been put on a subcommittee with one other doctor. Together we’re supposed to come up with a recommendation for the board next month.” Ivey grabbed a soda from the fridge and held it for a second against her flushed cheeks. Then she plopped down on the couch next to Lucy.

      “A recommendation for what?”

      “Whether they should even hire midwives for the women’s center. I guess some of the doctors have objections.”

      “Oh they do, do they? Well la-di-da. So who is this doctor you’re going to be working with?”

      “Jeff Garner,” Ivey said flatly, hoping she’d successfully removed every ounce of emotion from her voice.

      Aunt Lucy’s eyebrows went up to her forehead, and that was hard to do with all the Botox. “Oh. Oh, dear.”

      “Yeah.”

      Aunt Lucy fanned herself with the latest edition of her movie star magazine, and a picture of a smiling Brad Pitt and his arsenal of children waved in Ivey’s direction. “It’s for the best. Time you told him everything.”

      “No! It’s not.”

      “He has a right to know.” Aunt Lucy had always believed that, but she’d supported Ivey’s decision.

      “What do you think I should tell him? Hey, Jeff, five years ago when I left town I was pregnant with your baby.  Thought you should know. So have a great day.”

      “I never said it would be easy.”

      “I don’t need to make enemies at the hospital, and he’ll hate me.”

      “Or it will finally make sense to him that you took up with someone on the Internet and left town like you had something to hide. I wish you’d come up with a better story than that one. Everyone in town talked about you for weeks. Took sides and made me crazy. What a ditzy move that was.”

      Ivey threw her hands up in the air. “Why is it so crazy to believe I met someone on an online dating service? Hundreds of millions of people have found love there, or so the commercials say. And that’s where I met Joe.”

      “Joe? I thought the name you made up was John.”

      “Don’t you think I can remember the name of my own fake boyfriend? It was Joe. I’ve always liked that name. Joe’s always a good guy. You can count on Joe.”

      Aunt Lucy shook her head. “You better make sure you keep that name straight if you want to keep up this ruse.”

      “I don’t need to talk about Fake Joe. It didn’t work out.”

      “If Jeff’s like most men, the last thing he’ll want to do is talk about your ex-boyfriends. Fake or otherwise.”

      “I’m not going to talk to him.”

      “How will you communicate? Sign language?”

      “No. I’m going to get off this subcommittee.” Ivey stretched her legs out on the couch. “It’s the only way, so that’s what I’m going to do.”

      No way would Lillian make her do this. She’d be there bright and early tomorrow morning and explain everything. Maybe even throw in a little tear or two. Those weren’t all that hard to call up when she thought about the past and how badly she’d screwed everything up.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. If you want this job, fight for it. Don’t let him chase you out of town again.”

      “He didn’t chase me out of town. I went willingly.”

      “Because you didn’t want to be a glitch in his schedule. Well, Missy, it took two to make that baby.”

      “You don’t have to tell me that.” As it so happened, she had a distinct memory of the event, and she definitely hadn’t been alone. Not that she wanted that image in her head right now.

      But Aunt Lucy did have a point. She wasn’t going to go anywhere, not this time. If it would be difficult for Jeff to have her stay in town, too bad. She was not going to accommodate him anymore.

      “I want the job. It’s not that. I only want off the subcommittee.”

      “Fine. But what’s he going to think about that?”

      “You know what? I don’t care.”

      With a little more effort, Ivey might be able to convince herself of that.
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