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One




Danielle Weber walked into the kitchen with the dishes she gathered from the living room and found Rachel, her very pregnant sister-in-law, doing the dishes. 

“Rachel, let me do those. You shouldn’t be doing the dishes,” Danielle protested.

Rachel looked at Danielle like she was crazy. “They won’t do themselves.”

“I will do them. You are the host. You should be entertaining. And you asked me to come help, so let me help,” Danielle insisted.

Just then, Natalie, Danielle’s best friend, entered the room. “Besides, how can you even reach the sink with that enormous belly of yours.”

“Thank you for that.” Rachel gave Natalie a look to kill. “I don’t recall asking you to come help,” Rachel said, unapologetically.

“Relax. At least you’re not as big as your friend in there. Man, she’s huge!” Natalie laughed to herself.

“Go easy, Natalie. She’s carrying two in there. And if you don’t watch it, you’re going to have two very pregnant ladies chasing you out of here.” Danielle looked at Rachel and knew that Natalie was pushing it. 

“Here Rachel, let me take over and you can visit. Natalie will stay here and help me.” Danielle thought it would be best if the two of them spent some time apart. 

Rachel was so easygoing, but she was very pregnant and throwing a baby shower for her even more pregnant friend. She had to be exhausted. And Natalie was not helping. 

Natalie was usually quite pleasant, too. To be fair, Natalie was probably bored. She didn’t know anyone here except Rachel. 

Rachel had asked Danielle for help with the baby shower, and Danielle asked Natalie to come help. She thought it would be fun. Apparently, she had thought wrong. Hopefully, the shower wouldn't last much longer.

Natalie brought over more dishes. “Pregnant women can be so cranky.”

“Natalie! What has gotten into you? You aren’t being very nice. I can’t even imagine how uncomfortable they feel. Give them a break,” Danielle protested.

“Sorry. I’m not trying to be mean. I’m just having a bad day. This isn’t what I wanted to do today.” Natalie sighed.

“What’s going on?” Danielle asked.

Natalie frowned. “I just found out one class I have to take is only offered during the summer. It’s going to ruin my entire summer.”

Natalie had moved to Drake Harbor to go to nursing school. Danielle had decided to come too, though she hadn’t chosen a major yet. Right now, she was feeling a bit thankful for that.

“That’s awful! Summer school doesn’t sound fun. I’m sorry.” Danielle could take any class she wanted for a prerequisite. Although she did envy Natalie knowing what she wanted to do, taking a summer class didn’t sound fun.

“Maybe it won’t be so bad.” Danielle tried to be encouraging. “It can’t take up that much of your time. I’ll make sure you have a fun summer.”

“I know it’s just one class, but it totally ruined my day. And my entire summer.”

“I have some news that might cheer you up,” Danielle said hopefully.

“Oh really? Give it up.” Natalie’s attitude turned a little.

Danielle looked to see who might hear her. “I broke up with Travis yesterday.”

“What?” Natalie shrieked. “Really? What brought that on?” she asked, quieter this time.

Danielle looked at her friend like she was crazy. “You’ve never liked him. Why are you so surprised?”

“Because you do. Or did, I guess. What happened?” Natalie pleaded for details.

“I guess I realized we just weren’t right for each other. He’s fun when he shows up.” Danielle thought about all the times he cancelled their plans for his study group. 

“I want a guy who puts me first. Plus, I think he has a thing for a girl in his study group. I know he’s dedicated to school, but he sure likes his study group a lot.” Danielle almost laughed.

“Oh honey, I’m sorry.” Natalie gave Danielle a comforting hug.

“You know? I don’t really feel bad about it. It was the right thing to do.” Danielle sighed. “But now it’s just me. So, I plan to spend my entire summer making you forget about school and about men.”

“Sounds great to me. No guys this summer. Just you and me.” Natalie seemed to be in a better mood.

“What’s all the excitement about?” Rachel asked as she entered the room.

Danielle and Natalie shared a look. “Just summer plans,” Natalie responded in a much better mood.

That seemed to please Rachel, too. “I remember those summer days. Hanging out with Sarah. Doing whatever we wanted.” Rachel sighed. “Being a teacher, she still gets them. I love my job, but she is so lucky that she gets the summer off to spend every day with those sweet twins of hers.”

“What is she planning to do when school starts again?” Danielle asked.

Before Rachel could answer, Sarah rushed into the kitchen. Danielle didn’t like the look on her face.


      ***“I think something is wrong,” Sarah rushed.

“What do you mean?” Rachel studied Sarah.

“Something doesn’t feel right with the babies.” Sarah was almost crying.

Danielle and Rachel stared at each other. It was Natalie that stepped into action. 

“When did you first feel something wrong?” Natalie asked.

“About fifteen minutes ago. I thought it was indigestion. But I haven’t eaten anything that I don’t usually eat.”

“And now you’re feeling it again? The same feeling?” Natalie probed.

“Yes.” Sarah’s eyes filled with tears.

“Okay. I’m sure everything is fine, but to be sure, we’re going to have you go to the hospital. It’s better to be safe than sorry. You have two little people in there.”

Sarah only nodded.

Natalie turned to Rachel and Danielle and gave directions. “Rachel, go thank your guests for coming and tell them the party is over. That Sarah needs to be done because she is tired. Stay calm and don’t give any more information.”

Rachel left the room and Natalie continued. “Sarah, where is your phone?”

Sarah grabbed it from her pocket. “Right here.” She handed it over to Natalie.

“Here, Danielle.” Natalie passed the phone to Danielle. “Call her husband. Tell him Sarah is fine, but something doesn’t feel right. We’re taking her to the hospital and he should meet us there. Call her parents and do the same thing.”

Danielle saw Sarah’s wide eyes and said, “Don’t worry. I’ll call Mark and he’ll be there waiting for you.” At least, she hoped so.

Natalie focused on Sarah. “Sarah, look at me. You’re going to be fine. I’m calling for an ambulance and we are going to figure out what is going on. The ambulance should be here within ten minutes. Give me a quick list of things you need or want with you.”

Natalie stood and dialed 911. As Danielle listened to the ringing in her ear, she saw Rachel lead her guests out the door and come back to Sarah.

Natalie, now off the phone, gave more directions to Rachel. “Now, help Sarah get whatever she needs here. You get whatever you will want for the next hour or so. You will ride with her. Danielle and I will follow you there. We can get more stuff later if you need anything else.”

Rachel looked at Natalie. “Thank you so much.”

Natalie smiled, but was all business. “Take everything and head outside. The ambulance will be here any minute.”

Danielle had gotten through to Mark and had filled him in. He would be at the hospital when they arrived. Now she had to call Sarah’s parents. As she did, she was amazed at her friend. Natalie was so calm. She was going to make an amazing nurse.

While Danielle was on the phone with Sarah’s parents, the ambulance came. Natalie was there telling them everything that happened. Danielle watched Natalie help Sarah and Rachel into the ambulance, and then they drove off. Danielle ended the call just as Natalie made it back to the house.

“Let’s clean up here. Get our things and head to the hospital,” Natalie continued to give directions.

“We’re not going right now?” Danielle assumed they would follow the ambulance.

“No. There’s nothing we can do but sit in the waiting room. We are better help here. Sarah won’t want to come home to this mess. Plus, this way, if Rachel realizes they forgot something, she can call, and we can bring it on our way to the hospital.”

Again, Danielle was proud of her friend. “Natalie, you will make a great nurse.”

Natalie blushed. “Thanks. That feels good to hear. I enjoy helping people.”

“Okay,” Natalie redirected. “Let’s get this done and head to the hospital.”

Both friends got to work, hoping everything was fine with Sarah and her babies.








  
  
Two




Danielle and Natalie entered the hospital, found Rachel, and sat with her in the waiting room. 

After what seemed like forever, Mark walked through the doors to the NICU. Everybody stood to meet him. From the look on Mark's face, Danielle knew it was bad news. Everyone held their breath while they waited to hear.

Mark looked at the floor and exhaled slowly. When he looked up, Danielle saw his eyes were red and raw, as if he hadn’t stopped crying since he’d gotten here. 

“One baby is tangled in the umbilical cord.”

Sarah’s mother gasped, stopping Mark momentarily.

“They tried to move them, hoping to free the cord, but it only tightened. They said our only chance to save both babies is an emergency C-Section. Sarah is being prepped for that now. It’s early for a delivery, but we have no choice at this point.”

When Mark finished, everyone enveloped him in a hug. 

As they broke, Mark apologized for making his visit so brief. “I don't know how long it will take or what will happen. If any of you want to head home, I understand. I can update you as soon as I can.”

Sarah’s dad said what everyone was thinking. “We’ll be right here when it’s over. You just let us know how we can help.”

Mark nodded, whispered a thanks, and headed back to his wife.

After the shock wore off, the group didn’t know what to do. Eventually, Susan went for a walk. Stan went with her. Derek went to look for food and Rachel stayed and put her feet up. Danielle thought it must be terribly uncomfortable to be so pregnant, sitting in these chairs.


      ***“Are you feeling okay? Do you need anything?” Danielle asked, trying to be helpful.

Rachel sighed. “I’m sore and definitely uncomfortable, but I’m fine. Thank you. I just need to keep my feet up.”

Rachel looked over at Danielle. Her eyes looked troubled. “But you could distract me. Tell me what is happening with you. How is Travis?”

She would have to ask that. Danielle wasn’t sure she wanted to get into this. Rachel would get all mother-y. Why was it that nobody liked the guys she dated? And had to tell her about it.

Realizing Rachel had all the time in the world, she figured it was better to just get it out. “Travis and I broke up.”

“What? When?”

Danielle sighed. “Why is everyone surprised by that?”

“Everyone?” Rachel cocked her head to the side.

“Well, you and Natalie. I thought nobody liked him. You should be happy we aren’t together anymore,” Danielle said with a bit of an attitude.

“Relax,” Rachel reassured. “Nobody is judging you. But you don’t tend to follow other people’s advice. You kind of do it your own way, no matter what.” Rachel laughed. “It’s a wonderful thing about you, but sometimes you drive those of us who love you crazy.”

Rachel placed her hand on Danielle’s arm. “I’m sorry to have reacted the way I did. Today has been a little stressful. Let’s start again. Tell me what happened.”

Danielle sat for a moment. “We had plans for dinner, but he called and cancelled. Again. I just got tired of being his second choice. I want someone who will put me first. So, I told him I just couldn’t do it anymore. Funny thing is, I actually felt better when I hung up.”

“You deserve someone who puts you first. I’m sorry Travis wasn’t that person for you. He’s out there somewhere.” Rachel smiled and Danielle thought there was more she wasn’t saying.

“I guess.” Danielle sounded doubtful, wondering what Rachel wasn’t saying. “I just have the worst luck with dating. Things were so much easier when I was in high school.”

“You mean when you had Ryan in your life?” Rachel said with a smirk.

Danielle looked at Rachel, surprised that she brought up Ryan. Was that what the look was about? 

Ryan was a friend. He had started out as her brother’s friend. Derek had started a band with Ryan in high school, and Danielle had teased them both relentlessly about it. 

But it hadn’t been long before Ryan had become her friend too. One of her best friends, actually. They had done everything together. But Ryan was just a friend.

“Maybe.” Danielle wasn’t sure what to say. 

Why hadn’t she and Ryan dated? She had always found him attractive. He would have been a great boyfriend. But for some reason, they had just never seen each other that way.

“I’m sorry to bring up those memories. How about you tell me if you have thought any more about what your major might be,” Rachel said, changing the subject.

Not sure she was ready to leave her thoughts of the past, and of Ryan, she tried. She was supposed to be distracting Rachel. Not the other way around. She wasn’t doing a very good job of that right now. She shook off her thoughts of Ryan. She would circle back to those later.

“Actually, you’ll be happy to hear that I do think I know what I want to do.” Danielle knew this would please Rachel. They had been talking about this subject for almost three years now and Danielle hadn’t committed to anything.

“Really? What did you decide? When did you decide this?” Dannielle could hear the joy in Rachel’s voice.

“I actually decided today. You’re the first to know.”

“What? You just decided today? When?” Rachel frowned, confused.

“I just thought it was so amazing to see how Natalie helped Sarah today. I want to do that.”

“So, you want to go into nursing?” Rachel guessed.

Danielle smiled. “No, not nursing. I loved watching Natalie today, but I don’t think that’s right for me.”

“So how did today help?” Rachel asked.

“Watching everything that happened today – the ambulance, the ER – it took me back to my accident in high school. Seeing Sarah in the ambulance reminded me of my accident and how the firefighters and EMT’s helped me. I loved how safe they made me feel even though they didn’t know me.”

Danielle knew Rachel’s mind had gone back to that day. Danielle had just gotten her license and was driving home from Natalie’s house when a drunk driver ran a red light and hit her car. 

Derek flew out the next morning and Rachel came later to help take care of her. Danielle didn’t know until later, but they had just gotten engaged. It had been a bittersweet day for Rachel.

“I want to be an EMT. I want to help people the way they helped me and Sarah,” Danielle said with enthusiasm.

“That is so great, Danielle! I’m so happy for you. And so proud of your choice. You have to tell Derek. He will be so happy.”

“Why will I be happy?” Derek offered a sandwich and drink to Rachel and Danielle. “What’s going on?”

“I just told Rachel I want to be an EMT!” Danielle shared.

“Really? That’s great! How did this come about?”

Danielle told Derek what she had just shared with Rachel. They all talked and laughed and, for a short time, forgot why they were here at the hospital.
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Natalie slipped out of the hospital to meet up with her brother. She didn’t want Danielle to know she was meeting Ryan. Natalie didn’t like keeping secrets from her best friend, but things were so awkward between Danielle and Ryan. 

Danielle asked about Ryan every once in a while. Natalie said the same old things. Soon, Danielle stopped asking. If only she could get Ryan to stop. 

She had thought his girlfriend, Kate, would help, but he still asked. He just asked when Kate wasn’t around. Hopefully, this visit would be different. She had high hopes that Kate was right for her brother.

Natalie pulled into the lot to her apartment. Ryan and Kate were there, waiting. She put her car in park, stepped out, and ran over to Ryan. He pushed off his car and met her for a hug.

“I’ve missed you so much!” Natalie gushed. “I can’t believe it’s been four months since you were last here.” Pulling back, she turned to Kate and gave her a hug too. “Next time don’t wait so long to come and visit.”

Ryan smiled back. “That’s almost as long as we’ve been waiting for you. It’s about time you showed up.” He gave her a smirk, and Kate swatted his arm. “But you’re worth the wait. It’s good to see you sis. Shall we head inside?” Ryan gave Kate a look that said he would play nice.

“Yes. Let’s go inside. Where are you guys staying?” Natalie asked as they walked to her apartment. “Sorry I don’t have room at my place. It’s just too small.” 

Natalie wished she could have her brother stay at her house, but was kind of thankful she couldn’t. Staying here with Danielle wouldn’t be a great idea.

“We’re staying with Derek and his wife. Rachel, I think it is?” Kate told her.

Natalie stopped. Shock coloring her face. “You’re staying where?” 

This was no good. They were staying with Danielle’s brother and sister-in-law? That was almost as bad as them staying with her.

Ryan was unfazed at Natalie’s reaction. “I called Derek last week. We talked about how long it had been since we had seen each other. I told him we were coming, and he offered his house to us. Don’t worry Nat. Everything will be just fine,” Ryan reassured, and Natalie knew he could read her fear.

Kate looked at them. “Is there a problem with us staying there?”

Ryan looked at Natalie, waiting for her to answer. He knew Natalie would never voice her thoughts in front of Kate. 

She scowled at him as she scrambled for something to say.

“No. There’s nothing wrong with you staying there.” Natalie stared at her brother, trying to get a read on what he was up to. “I was just there this morning. Rachel had a baby shower for her friend.”

“I know.” Ryan stared back at Natalie, not giving her any sign of what he was thinking. “Derek said it should be fine since we were flying in this afternoon. Obviously, the shower is over. You’re here.”

Natalie sighed. Derek hadn’t called Ryan. Of course, he hadn’t. He had probably forgotten with everything going on. “The party ended early. They are at the hospital.”

“Oh, no!” Kate interrupted. “What happened?”

“Sarah was experiencing some discomfort. I called for an ambulance and they took her to the hospital. There’s a possibility she’s going to need an emergency c-section. When I left, everyone was waiting in the NICU. I haven’t heard any updates yet, which means it’s probably not going well.”

“That’s terrible!” Kate looked at Ryan. “Do you think we should find another place to stay?”

Ryan’s face turned from playful to serious. “Maybe I’ll call Derek and check in with him.”

Natalie felt relief that they might not stay with Derek. But thinking it over, she put her hand on Ryan’s, stopping him from calling. 

“It might be good for you to stay there. It might distract them and you could help them out. Rachel is very pregnant and wants to help her best friend. It would be great if you could help her out.”

“We can help with cooking. I love to cook. I could even make a few meals to freeze for Rachel’s friend, Sarah,” Kate offered.

“I’m sure they would love that. I think I should still check in with Derek. But we can still stay there if they are okay with that.” Ryan pulled out his phone and walked to the kitchen for privacy.

Natalie watched Ryan leave. “Sorry about all of this. I would offer my place, but it’s just too small.”

“It’s not a problem,” Kate responded almost too quickly. 

“We don’t mind staying somewhere else,” she said, this time slower. “Do you mind if I use your bathroom to freshen up?”

“Not at all. Down the hall to the left. There are fresh towels in the closet. Help yourself.” 

Natalie liked Kate but could tell something wasn’t right. Clearly, Kate didn’t want to stay here. She wondered if Ryan was aware of Kate’s feelings.


      ***“Hey Nat. Where is Kate?” Ryan walked over to Natalie.

“She went to go freshen up. Did you get ahold of Derek?”

“Yes. We will stay with them. Rachel wanted us to stay, and I will not argue with a pregnant lady.” Ryan tried to smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

“Did Derek know any more about Sarah?”

“A little. I guess the umbilical cord was wrapped around one baby. They couldn’t fix it, so they are doing an emergency C-Section. They plan to stay at the hospital until the babies come. He didn't know how long it would be.”

Natalie closed her eyes. She knew the odds of a delivery this early weren’t good. She would have to stop and see them.

She tried to change her focus. Her brother was here, and she wanted to enjoy his visit. She looked up at him to find him staring at her. “Sorry. Just thinking about Sarah.” Bringing a smile back to her face, she asked, “How are you doing?”

“Things are great. I wanted to share this with Kate here, but I can’t wait.” 

Ryan sounded so excited. “It’s taken a lot of hard work, but I’m being promoted to captain.”

Natalie beamed. “Ryan! That’s so amazing! You’ve wanted that for so long. Congratulations!” Natalie was so proud, but a sobering thought hit her. “So, will that make you Kate’s boss? That might get kind of weird.”

“We’ve talked about it for a while. She hadn’t applied for captain. She wasn’t interested. It won’t be that different from now. I was the highest ranked lieutenant, so decisions fell on me after our captain. It will just be official now. Besides, Kate gets more into the stories behind the fires. I think some day she will go into arson. She said she was fine with it.” 

Ryan looked down the hall, checking if Kate could hear. “I didn’t even tell you the best part.” Ryan paused for affect.

“Okay. Spill it.” Natalie was so curious.

“The captain's position requires a transfer.”

“Again?” Natalie didn't like him being so far away. Hopefully, it would be closer this time.

“I’m coming here! Can you believe it? A captain position come up for me and a lieutenant position for Kate. She’s coming too.”

Natalie was in shock. “You’re going to be here?” Natalie loved that idea, but reality was pulling her from her high. Ryan and Kate would be here. Where she lived, with Danielle. Was this going to cause problems? Ryan didn’t think so, but did Kate feel the same? Perhaps this is what she was feeling from Kate.

“Isn’t that great? I get to be with all of my favorite people.”

Natalie pushed her fears aside. This was great news. 

“Yes. This is great. It has been too long since we lived in the same town. I can’t wait. When will you move here?”

“In the fall. Probably September.” Ryan walked over to a bookshelf with pictures of Natalie and her friends. “You don’t have to worry. I won’t be spoiling your summer dating plans.” Ryan winked.

“You don’t have to worry about my dating life. I can’t find a decent guy anywhere around here. Besides I need a class that is only available during the summer. So there goes my dating life.” 

Natalie tried to laugh it off, but was not all that happy about it. At least Danielle was single. They had each other this summer.

“That’s too bad. But it’s just one class?” 

Natalie nodded. 

“It shouldn't take a lot of your time. You’ll find lots of time to get out.” Ryan picked up a picture from the shelf of Natalie and Danielle. He turned to Natalie. “How is she?”

Natalie gave a pleading look. “She’s fine. As always.”

“Still seeing that same guy? Travis?” Ryan set down the photo.

“Yes,” she lied. It was better for him to think she was unavailable. Natalie planned to spend her summer with her friend. Danielle breaking up with Travis had been a good thing. Now she wanted Danielle to meet someone before September. A single Danielle would be trouble for Ryan and Kate.

Just then, Kate walked in. Natalie glanced at Ryan. Just one look told her the truth. Kate was not to know he asked about Danielle. Ryan walked away from the photos.

“Hey, you. I couldn’t wait to share the great news. I told Natalie about the new job and the move.”

Natalie followed his lead. “Yes. How amazing you were both able to transfer to the same station. It must be meant to be. Congratulations!”

Kate smiled and gave a quiet, but polite thanks. Not the reaction Natalie had expected.

Feeling awkward, Natalie looked at Ryan for help. He seemed just as lost. 

Fortunately, Kate added, “I’m hungry. Do you mind if we go out to eat? “

Ryan looked at Kate, then Natalie. “That sounds perfect. After lunch, maybe we can catch up with Derek and get settled in at his place.”

“Let me grab my sweater and I’ll be ready to go.” Natalie quickly walked to her room and came back with a pink cardigan and her purse. “Okay. Let’s go.”

“I’ll drive. What do you two ladies want to eat?” Ryan asked.

“I’m happy with anything you choose.” Natalie tried to be easy. There wasn't much she disliked.

“How about pizza?” Kate suggested, her tone sounding much more relaxed than it had just minutes earlier.
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Natalie settled into the booth by the window across from Ryan and Kate. They had decided in the car on their order. So, they were able to order when their server came to the table. For the first several minutes, they sat in silence. 

“What are you planning to do while you’re here? Will you be looking for a place to live?” Natalie got the conversation started.

Kate looked at Ryan. Natalie saw something odd in that look, but she wasn’t sure what it was.

“We’re not in a hurry to find a place. We can bunk at the station full-time when we first get here.” Ryan looked at Kate and Natalie. “But once we move out here, I’m planning to find a house. This will likely be a permanent move. I want to put down roots.”

Natalie smiled. “Here? Really? That would be so great! Are you two that serious? Is there something I should know?” Natalie was hopeful.

“No. Nothing you need to know.” Kate answered quicker than Natalie expected. Ryan saw it too. 

“I will stay at the station. Ryan is buying a house for himself.”

Ryan looked at Kate with a playful look, trying to lighten the mood. “You make it sound like we aren’t together.” He looked across the table at Natalie. “We aren’t ready for something that serious yet. So, I will look for myself. But it will be big enough for a family.”

Their pizza came and again it got quiet while they ate. Natalie watched Ryan and Kate and thought something was going on. Maybe Kate wasn’t the right person for her brother. She was great, but something didn’t sit right with Natalie.

“What’s a must see around here?” Kate asked, drawing Natalie back to the conversation.

“What?”

“Is there something that we just have to do while we’re here?” Kate rephrased. “We’re only here for five days. What should we do while we’re here?”

Natalie smiled. “The beach. It’s the best thing about this town. There’s a great boardwalk and the sunsets are gorgeous.”

“Sounds wonderful. Ryan, we need to make sure we watch the sunset while we’re here.” Kate sounded excited.

“At least once.” Ryan brought Kate’s hand close and placed a kiss on the back of it. “A sunset at the beach with you sounds perfect.”

Natalie noticed a light blush appear on Kate’s face. Natalie liked seeing that and smiled at the two.

“Do you think you should call Derek again? I’m sure our time here will be different than we planned. We will do the beach, but we should check with them before we plan too much,” Kate reasoned.

“You’re right. We’re almost done here. I think I’ll give Derek a call before we go. If they're still in the hospital, we may need to find something else to do.” Ryan stood and got out his phone. 

“I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Looking at Natalie, he said, “Be sure to save me a slice.”

Natalie laughed. “I make no promises. Don’t be gone too long.”


      ***Both women watched Ryan leave. Natalie turned back to Kate, who was taking a drink from her soda.

“I’m so glad you could come out with Ryan this time. Are you excited about transferring here?” Natalie asked.

Kate didn’t answer right away, and that troubled Natalie. 

Before saying anything, she looked out the window, checking on Ryan. “I don’t know.” 

Natalie pushed a little further. “You don’t know about the job, or about living here, or Ryan?” Natalie was worried it was the last one.

Kate looked at Ryan again. “It’s not him.” 

In a quieter voice, she continued. “I never told Ryan because I didn’t think I would get it, so it wouldn’t even matter.”

Kate had Natalie’s full attention.

“I applied for a different position in Boston. An arson position. I was just curious to see if I could get a position like that. I never thought they would pick me.” 

Kate lowered her eyes and nearly whispered the next words. 

“I got it. They want me on their arson team. It’s one of the best in the country. I’m not sure what to do. It’s the job of a lifetime, but then there’s Ryan and the job here. I would love to be here with him.” Kate looked up at Natalie with caution. “I probably shouldn’t have just told you that, but I feel like I needed to tell someone.”

Natalie wasn't sure what to say.

“Why didn’t you tell Ryan about applying for the arson job?” Natalie finally came up with something.

“I don’t know. Maybe because I didn’t think I’d get it?” Kate paused. 

“Probably because I knew he was looking to move here. I didn’t want him to think twice about coming here or to think I didn’t want that.”

“But it sounds like you might not.”

Kate sighed. “It’s not that I don’t want it. Being here would be great, but it isn't the job I want for my future. My long-term future.”

“Is Ryan what you want for your long-term future?” After seeing Kate’s face, she added, “Sorry. If that’s too personal, you don’t have to answer.”

Kate gave a small smile. “It’s a fair question. Sometimes I think so. But then I’m not sure. I worry he would rather be with someone else.”

Kate didn’t have to explain. She was talking about Danielle. Natalie often wondered if Ryan would rather be with Danielle, too.

“I suppose that makes taking the job out here harder, too.”

Kate tried to offer a smile.

“You have to tell Ryan,” Natalie urged. “He should help you decide what to do.”

Natalie thought she saw tears forming in Kate’s eyes.

“I know what he will say.”

Natalie knew, too. “He will tell you to take the job in Boston, won’t he?”

Kate nodded. “He knows it’s what I want. He’ll tell me I have to take it. I need to know what I want before I tell him.”

Not thinking, Natalie said, “And if he tells you to go, it feels like he’s giving up on your relationship.”

“Yes.”

“But that doesn’t mean you have to end your relationship. He doesn’t want to hold you back by staying here,” Natalie offered.

“You know as well as I do, if he’s here and I’m in Boston…” Kate let the words hang.

Natalie finished them in her head. Ryan will reconnect with Danielle and Kate will be jealous, or worse, forgotten. Therefore, making the relationship destined to fail.

“I’m so sorry.” Natalie wanted to be comforting, but wasn’t sure how.

“It’s okay. I’ll figure it out. But please don’t tell Ryan until I figure out what I want.”

“I promise. But please tell him soon. He deserves to know what you’re thinking.”

“I know. I’m going to tell him before we go home. Boston needs my decision soon, anyway. If I say no, they have to find someone else.”

Natalie tried to lighten the mood. “What do you think the rest of your day looks like?”

“I’m guessing a trip to the grocery store and cooking freezer meals. Want to join in?” Kate smiled.

Ryan came back and sat next to Kate. “Hey, you saved me a piece!” He turned and gave Kate a kiss on the cheek. “I’m sure this was all your doing. Natalie would have eaten it out of spite.”

The women shared a secret smile. Ryan looked between the two.

“I feel like I just missed something. What happened while I was gone?” he asked suspiciously.

“Not a thing,” Natalie stated simply. “What did you find out from Derek?” 

Ryan looked at Kate, but she only smiled, so he let it go. “They’ve delivered both babies. They are in incubators. One is doing fine so far. The other is in critical condition. Rachel doesn’t want to leave the hospital until she can see Sarah, but Derek is heading home to meet us. He will go back to the hospital later this evening.”

“Okay. I’m glad to hear that at least one baby is doing well. Let’s head to the house and get settled. Then I want to go to the grocery store for supplies. I feel an evening of cooking is just what everyone needs. Natalie, are you in?” Kate seemed to be a new person. She had found a way to help.

“No. I think I’ll have you take me home. Tonight, sounds like a great opportunity for you two to have some together time. But thanks for the offer.” Natalie hoped Kate would use their time alone to talk about her job offer.

“Okay. Are we ready to get going?” Ryan asked.

“I think so. Natalie, do you want any leftover pizza?” Kate asked. “We’re about to have an abundance of food.”

“Sure, I’ll take it. It can be my dinner tonight.”

They left the restaurant and headed for the car.

As Natalie walked to her apartment, she hoped Ryan and Kate could find time to talk. It would be better to have everything out in the open. 

Before opening the door, she looked back and watched her brother drive off. Natalie’s heart hurt for her brother. Somehow, things just didn’t go easy for him.








  
  
Five




Danielle sighed as she walked into her apartment. Sarah’s babies were in the NICU being cared for by the best nurses. There was nothing else she could do. Rachel would stay to see Sarah and had sent both her and Derek home. 

Her stomach growled as she made her way to the kitchen. She hadn’t eaten any of the snacks she had brought and missed lunch. She searched the fridge for something to eat. 

Settling on a left-over piece of pie, she made some tea and settled on the couch.

A smile filled her face. She was going to be an EMT. 

She had no idea what it was going to take, but she didn’t care. She was excited about what she wanted to do. She couldn’t wait to share her news with Natalie.

Her mind went back to her accident. So many memories filled her. Some good, some bad. That night had changed her life forever. 

Danielle bit back tears. 

She focused on the good memories. The EMT’s who helped her. She would be like those who helped her. She had been so scared that night. Everything had happened so fast.

She thought about Ryan. 

He was one of the first responders. He was the one holding her hand while the jaws of life split her car in two. It was Ryan who had pulled her from the car. He had taken such good care of her. Ryan had never left her side, comforting her in the worst moment of her life. She was sure he was a still a firefighter somewhere. 

She thought about her conversation with Rachel. Rachel had hinted that there was more to their friendship years ago.

Danielle sighed and sipped her tea. She wondered what it would be like to have Ryan back in her life. Would they be friends like before? Would they be something more? They were older now, but she found it was harder to be friends with guys.

She stared across the room at a picture of Natalie’s family. Ryan was so handsome in that picture. He looked so happy. If she could find a boyfriend that treated her like Ryan had, she would have a great catch. 

Ryan would be a great catch.

Danielle finished her last bite of pie and closed her eyes. Yes, she needed a man in her life like Ryan. 

She felt a tiny pang in her heart knowing she had that once and it slipped away. She sighed and steeled her emotions. She was not planning to even think about a man. And here she was doing just that. 

With Ryan even.


      ***Danielle’s eyes opened at the sound of the door. Natalie came through carrying a pizza box.

“Where have you been?” Danielle asked.

Natalie held up the pizza box. “Lunch.”

Danielle raised an eyebrow. “By yourself?”

“No.” She paused. “I went with some friends.”

Walking to the kitchen, Natalie changed the subject. “How is everything at the hospital?”

“Things are good for what has happened. Sarah is doing fine, and Rachel is with her now. The babies are in the NICU.”

“How are you doing?” Natalie kept the conversation about Danielle.

Danielle felt a moment of guilt about being happy. “Actually, pretty good.”

Natalie looked surprised.

Danielle continued. “I know. Things with Sarah aren’t good, but I’ve decided what I want to do and I am feeling pretty good about it.”

“That’s great! What did you decide? And when did this happen? I’ve only been gone for a couple of hours.”

Danielle shared a laugh with Natalie. It felt good to laugh.

“This whole situation kind of helped me. I was sitting in the hospital, watching people come in and out. I couldn’t help but feel pulled to want to help them.” Danielle took a sip of her tea. “I think I’d like to become an EMT. What do you think?”

“Really? That’s great!” Natalie joined Danielle on the couch and gave her a hug.

Danielle turned to face Natalie. “I was wondering if you could help me figure out where to start?”

Natalie frowned. “I don’t know if I’ll be much help. I don’t know what you need, but my friend Crystal is coming over soon. Her brother is a paramedic. She would know what you need. We were going to sign up for our summer class together.” Natalie smiled.

Danielle exclaimed, "That would be great! It feels so good to have made a decision.”


      ***Danielle and Natalie were enjoying making summer plans when they heard a knock at the door.

“That must be Crystal.” Natalie got up and walked to the door. She greeted her friend and let her in.

“I can’t believe the only time to take this class is summer quarter. This is going to ruin my entire summer,” Crystal complained.

“Tell me about it. Danielle and I were just talking about it.” Natalie led Crystal to the couch. “You remember Danielle, right?”

“Yes.” Crystal politely waved to Danielle. “It’s nice to see you again.”

Danielle smiled back. She and Natalie shared many friends, but Crystal was a friend from Nursing School. Danielle didn’t know her well. 

Natalie asked Crystal, “Your brother is a paramedic, right?”

“Yes. He just transferred to the hospital. It’s closer to home and offers more consistent hours.”

“So, maybe you could help Danielle. She has a few questions.” Natalie opened the floor for Danielle.

“Thanks Natalie. I’d like to become an EMT, but I’m not sure what I need to do. Natalie thought you might be able to help.”

“Sure. It’s really easy. There’s a class that’s offered every quarter at school for EMTs. It’s about 150 hours to complete, so if you’re really dedicated, you could be done in four to five weeks. My brother did his in four. Most people take longer. I can help you find the class online.”

“That would be so great! Thank you, Crystal.” Danielle beamed.

“No problem. After you sign up, go check with a few local stations to see what positions are available. There is always a need for more EMTs and paramedics,” Crystal went on.

“There’s a difference between an EMT and a paramedic?” Natalie asked.

“Yes. There are different levels of EMTs. Mostly, your level determines what you can do. There’s training for each level. My brother has gone back for training twice. He’s at the highest level now, but still does training to be up on everything he needs to know. Things are always changing.”

“Same for nursing.” Natalie sighed. “It’s a good thing we like what we do.”

“Thanks for the advice, Crystal.” Danielle couldn’t wait to sign up for her class. “You said they have classes every quarter. Does that mean they have one this summer?”

Natalie looked at Danielle in shock.

“What? You’re going to be at school, missing half your summer. I might as well jump ship, too. It’s not like I have anything else to do. I want to get started. I just decided what I want to do for the rest of my life. Why wait?”

They all laughed. “This is going to be one interesting summer,” Natalie said.

“Hey, Crystal. Do you want to go with us to the beach? We were going to kick off our summer having some fun. Not thinking about classes.”

“Sounds great to me. I’m in.”

“Let’s get our classes figured out.” Natalie grabbed her laptop. “Then you two can help me finish that pizza in the fridge and we can head to the beach.”

All three girls agreed and got to work. 

Danielle sat for a moment in thought. 

I’m going to be an EMT and have an amazing summer. I can just feel it.
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Walking to the beach, Ryan looked around. 

Summer was in full swing. He was looking forward to moving here. 

He looked over at Kate. She was so beautiful and full of life, but today was different. 

He couldn’t place what was wrong. 

Their relationship wasn’t perfect. He knew that. But he thought it was good. They had met on the job and just clicked. He hadn’t felt like this for a woman since high school. So many years had been consumed by loving someone who didn’t love him back. 

Meeting Kate was a blessing. She knew what she wanted, and she had pursued him. She made it easy to fall for her. 

Kate had helped him move on. 

And he was moving on. He still thought of Danielle more than he wanted to admit, but it wasn't like before. 

Ryan reached out for Kate’s hand. They walked in silence together. It was nice. They could be together without having to say anything. Kate knew about his past and she accepted it.

Ryan knew they should talk about it, but it scared him to do so. He really liked Kate. He didn’t want to lose her because she thought he couldn’t let go of the past. 

But could he give Kate his whole heart? 

That’s what she wants, eventually. That’s what she deserves. That was what he needed to figure out, and soon. He owed her that.

Kate prompted him to sit on a bench with her. “The sun is almost down. Let’s sit and watch.”

Ryan settled beside Kate. He enjoyed her presence, but had this nagging feeling it wasn’t right. His mind wandered to Danielle. He never thought of her this much anymore. 

He felt a hand on his. Kate was watching him. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” he lied. “I’m just people watching. Remembering what it felt like to be a college student just finishing classes.” That was partly true.

“Hmm.” Kate smiled. “I remember those days well. Although I miss a few things, overall, I do not miss it. I’m glad to be done with that.”

“I agree.” He squeezed her hand. “What a beautiful sunset tonight. Thanks for suggesting this. It’s been a busy day. It’s nice to come here and relax.”

She studied him. “Are you relaxing? You look a little stressed.”

“It’s just been a crazy day. But I’m much more relaxed with you here.”

Ryan turned to look at Kate. He realized something wasn’t right. “Are you relaxed? You look a little stressed yourself.”

Kate sighed. “I need to tell you something. I’ve been going over this all day and I don’t know how to tell you.”

When Ryan said nothing, Kate continued. “About a month ago, I applied for an arson position. It was just a whim. I knew I wouldn’t get it.”

Ryan smiled. “But you did.”

“How did you know?” Kate seemed genuinely surprised.

“Because it’s what you love. You know that kind of stuff, inside and out. They would be a fool to turn you away.”

Kate smiled. “Thank you for those kind words. I don't know if you'll still feel that way when I tell you the rest.”

Again, Ryan was ahead of her. “The job is somewhere else,” he said.


      ***Kate looked down at her hands. She had been twisting her shirt with worry. 

She straightened it out.

Ryan took her hand. “It’s okay. You can tell me. I’m stronger than you think.”

“It’s just so hard. I know you wanted me to come here with you. And I thought I could. Really, I did. But this is the job of a lifetime. I just don’t know if I can turn it down.”

“We can make it work wherever you go.”

“I don't know if we can. It’s in Boston. It’s so far away. And…” She couldn’t finish her thought.

“And, what?” Ryan pushed.

“I just don’t know if I can handle the distance…” Again, she struggled to finish her thought.

Ryan understood now. 

She was worried about his unresolved feelings. She had the right to be concerned. He had been worried about that, too. 

But he would never hurt her. Not intentionally.

“You don’t have to worry. I’m committed to you. We can work our schedules to make travel easier.” He put his arm around her shoulder. “I promise we will make it work.”

A tear escaped and ran down her cheek. Ryan wiped it away. She held his hand tighter. “The thing is…” She paused, her tear turning into a cry. “I’m not sure I want to.”

Ryan’s jaw dropped. “You don’t want to make it work?” He didn't know what to say to that.

“Ryan, I care about you so much. I do. But it’s so far away. We would be living different lives.” She looked away. “Meeting different people...” Her words trailed off.

Ryan pulled her close. “I don’t want to meet different people.”

“It’s not just you. Or her.” Kate’s eyes looked sad. “Do you really think I won’t meet someone new? All that time apart, around other people.”

Ryan sat quietly. 

Kate continued, “One of us will move on before the other. Maybe if we were married. I just can’t see it working with our relationship the way it is now.”

That stung. It had taken them so long to get this far because he wasn’t ready to move forward. He couldn’t propose just to keep her. That wouldn’t be right for either of them.

What was wrong with him? Kate was amazing. Ryan had never felt more broken.

“I’m sorry Ryan. I didn’t want this for us. I’ve thought about it all day. I just don’t see it any other way. I wish I did.” Kate tried to make Ryan feel better, even as she was breaking up with him.

Ryan sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s nobody’s fault. It just wasn’t right. I will always care about you and I think we could even be really good friends.”

“I’d like that. I care about you.” 

Ryan saw peace in Kate’s eyes. He didn’t want their relationship to end, but somehow, being here in Drake Harbor, knowing he was moving here, changed him. 

He had put everything into this relationship, but it wasn’t enough. He hated to see it end, but had to admit, it seemed inevitable. Kate just saw it first.

“Will you stay in contact? Let me know how the job is going?” Ryan asked.

“I can do that.” Kate was quiet and it felt like she had more to say.

“When does the job start?” Ryan smiled. “You said you applied a month ago.” 

Ryan was already stepping into a friendship. Kate made it feel so easy. He was going to miss her.

Kate laughed. “Yeah, I guess we never got to that part, did we? I found out about a week ago. I was so shocked, I thought it was a mistake for four days.”

“It would have been a mistake if they hadn’t offered you the position. You’ll be great!”

“Thanks. The job starts in a month. I have to move out that way in two weeks. Just to get my feet on the ground before I start.”

“That’s soon. Do you need to head home early? You know, just to have more time to get things together,” Ryan offered. “I’m not trying to get rid of you. I’m sorry if that sounded bad.”

Kate placed her hand on his. “It didn’t. You’re just being practical. I was thinking I should head back early, but didn’t want to seem like I was running away.”

“No, I understand. You don’t have much time. I’ll take you to the airport anytime you need. Just let me know what your plans are. I’ll be happy to help.”

“Thank you. You are being very understanding. You will make someone very happy someday. And I am truly sad that it will not be me.”

A blush came to Ryan’s face. But if he couldn’t make it work with Kate, he doubted he would have his happily ever after.

Standing up, Ryan offered his hand to Kate. “Shall I take you home? It’s getting late.”

“Yes. It feels like its time. Thank you for everything, Ryan. You are a good man.” Kate let Ryan help her up.

They walked back to his car, beginning a new chapter in each of their lives.
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Natalie stretched and yawned. She heard movement in the living room and was surprised that Danielle was up. They had gotten in late last night. The beach was packed, but it had been fun. 

Rolling out of bed, Natalie decided to get up. She had slept in. Now she needed to enjoy her day off while she still had one. She got ready for the day and headed to the kitchen for breakfast.

“It’s about time you got up!” Danielle was pacing the kitchen.

“What are you talking about? Do you remember what time it was when we got home last night? I think I got up plenty early.” Natalie opened the fridge. “When did you get up?”

“I’ve been up for over an hour.” Danielle sounded way too perky for Natalie.

“Why?”

“I just couldn’t sleep. I’m too excited. I’m going to Station 14 today to see if they have any openings. I thought maybe you would want to go with me.”

“Were you waiting for me?”

“Kind of. I thought I could use the company. Besides, who doesn’t want to check out a few good-looking firefighters?” Danielle said to persuade Natalie.

“Well, you got me there. I’m in. Let me grab breakfast and I’ll be ready to go.”

“Okay, but don’t take too long. I’ve been waiting forever.” Danielle continued pacing impatiently.

“Okay, okay. I’m going quick.” Natalie grabbed a muffin and filled a cup with coffee Danielle must have made when she got up, as it was no longer warm.

She looked up at Danielle. “I’m ready.”

The drive was quiet, but Danielle was buzzing with excitement. She pulled in to a parking spot that said ‘visitor’. They got out of the car and went into the station. They were greeted by a friendly young woman.

“How can I help you?”

“I was wondering if you had any openings for an EMT?” Danielle said hopefully.

The girl behind the counter smiled. “I’m sorry, we just hired someone a few weeks ago.”

The disappointment on Danielle’s face was clear, and just as they were ready to leave, the girl spoke up, “You know. I heard they are looking for people at Station 5. I’m not sure what positions. But there is talk of a few guys retiring. Maybe they have something.”

Hope filled Danielle again.


      ***When they walked into Station 5, the woman at the counter was typing on her computer. She held up a finger to indicate she would only be a minute.

When the woman hung up the phone, she turned to them with a weary smile. “Thanks for waiting. How can I help you?”

“Hi. I was wondering if you have an opening for an EMT? I’m not certified, but I’m signed up for the training this summer. I start next week.” Dannielle took a hopeful breath. “Would you have anything available in a few weeks? I will be fully trained soon.”

Natalie touched Danielle’s arm encouragingly. “We were just at Station 14. They didn’t have anything, but said you may have one.”

The woman’s smile widened. “What’s your name, darling?”

“I’m Danielle. This is my friend, Natalie.”

“Welcome to Station 5,” she said. She turned to grab a file, then brought her attention back to them. 

“It just so happens, one of my girls told me she is moving in three weeks. And here I wasn’t sure what I was going to do.”

Danielle looked worried. “Well, I won’t be done with my training by then.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ll check with my supervisor, but if they decide they want you, you can start as a provisional EMT. You would work as a trainee until you got your certificate. You would mostly watch and possibly assist, but you would get on-the-job training with your classes.”

“You would want that?” Danielle seemed doubtful. “Someone who can’t really work for you?”

“It happens. It would guarantee us an EMT when you’re done with training and you would get specific training with our unit, which you would need to have anyway once you started.”

“Wow! That sounds great.”

“I have been calling all over the place looking for a replacement and one just walked through my door. How lucky can I be?” 

The woman looked Danielle over and smiled up at her. “And I have a good feeling about you. I’m rarely wrong about these things. If you can wait here, I will check with my supervisor and schedule an interview for you. Is there any time that won't work for you?”

“No. Nothing. Just classes that start next week. I can make anything work if we do it this week.”

“Great. I’ll be right back. Have a seat.” 

Reaching out her hand, she continued, “I’m Darcy, by the way.”

“Darcy. It’s nice to meet you. Thank you for doing this for me.” Danielle shook hands with her.

“If this works out, you are the one doing me a favor. I’ll be right back.”

Danielle took a seat in the reception area.

Natalie looked at her phone, then put it away and sat beside Danielle. A second later, she pulled out her phone again.

“Do you need to make a call? I can wait by myself,” Danielle said.

A look of indecision crossed Natalie’s face before she said, “Thanks. I won’t be long. Holler if you need me for anything.”


      ***Danielle watched Natalie step outside. 

Sitting alone, she looked around the room, imagining herself working here. She hoped it would work out. She could see herself here.

A noise down the hall caught Danielle’s attention. She leaned in her chair toward the sound, expecting to see Darcy returning with good news. 

But it wasn’t Darcy. 

Standing at the end of the hall, was a strikingly handsome man on the phone. She had been teasing Natalie about the good-looking firefighters. But this man was definitely good-looking and she assumed a firefighter.

Danielle watched and waited as he paced the hall. As if trying to torture her with temptation, he never turned for her to see. A cell phone was all there was between her and the face of this magnificent man. 

Danielle’s heart raced, and she felt butterflies in her stomach. This was crazy! She didn’t even know the man. Although, there seemed to be something familiar about him. 

He walked to the other side of the hallway and Danielle leaned over to get a better look, nearly falling from her chair. 

Catching herself and sitting upright she lost sight of her mystery man. She looked everywhere. He must have walked back into one of the rooms. Danielle wondered if he was a firefighter at this station. If she got the job, she would soon find out.

“Hey!” Natalie said. She stood right behind Danielle with her hands on her hips.

“Oh!” Danielle fell out of her chair this time, landing with a thud on the floor.

“Whatcha doing?” Natalie giggled, knowing Danielle way too well to need an answer to that question. “Did I miss something good while I was gone?”

Danielle pulled herself back into the chair and tried to play it off, even though she knew her face betrayed her. 

“Natalie. You surprised me.”

“I can see that.” She took a seat beside Danielle. “What were you so focused on?” 

Natalie was looking for something juicy.

Danielle didn’t play. “I just heard something down the hall. I thought it was Darcy, so I peeked around the corner.”

“And that had you so distracted you didn’t hear me?”

“Right,” Danielle lied.

“Sure.” Natalie wasn’t buying it, but to Danielle’s relief, Darcy walked in.

“Hi ladies. Thanks for waiting. Sorry it took so long. The chief had a guest. But I got to talk with him and I’ve set up an interview for you on Wednesday. How does that work for you?”

Danielle was beaming. “That is amazing! Yes, that works for me. Thank you so much! What time should I be here?”

“The interview is scheduled for ten.” Darcy smiled. “And thank you. You saved me from spending the next few days trying to find a replacement.”

Danielle blushed. “Well, I don’t know that I will get the job, but I’m hoping they like me.”

“I have good instincts and I think you will be perfect. I’ll be seeing you around here soon. I’d bet my job on it.”

Danielle liked how confident Darcy seemed. It made her feel more confident herself. “I hope you’re right. I will see you in two days. Thanks, again.”

“You girls enjoy the rest of your day.”

Darcy went back to work, and Danielle and Natalie walked back to her car.

“Wow, D! Sounds like a sure thing. I’m so excited for you!”

Getting in the car, Danielle was quiet.

“What? Did you not hear what I heard?” Natalie pushed.

“I did. I just don’t want to be over-confident.” Danielle started the car. “Nat, would you mind if I spent the rest of the day reviewing my class syllabus and going over my course work? I know we had planned to hang out, but I want to be prepared for this interview.”

Natalie considered Danielle for a moment. “Okay, but only if you tell me what you were really looking at down the hall.”

Danielle laughed. “Okay. Thanks for being such a great friend.”

On the drive home, Danielle told Natalie about the mysterious man, hoping that she would see him again.








  
  
Eight




Natalie made a dumb excuse to leave the house. Danielle didn’t care. She was too into studying for her interview. Natalie had returned Ryan’s call at the fire station and agreed to come check out a house he was interested in. 

She was hiding the fact that Ryan was here. 

Natalie knew she wouldn’t be able to keep doing this when Ryan moved here. But for now, if she could protect those she loved, she would.

If only Danielle had feelings for Ryan. That was the only way Natalie saw it working out for everyone. Well, not for Kate. Natalie sighed.

“That’s a pretty big sigh. Everything okay?” Ryan approached the car and interrupted her thoughts.

Natalie looked up and saw the smile on Ryan’s face. It brought a smile to hers. “Everything’s fine. Just a lot going on.” 

Natalie got out of the car and changed the subject. “You said it was close to my place, but I didn’t realize that it was this close.”

“I’m glad you found it okay.” Ryan led Natalie up the front walk. “That was the best thing about this place. I’ve been gone too long. I want to be close.” 

Ryan stopped and gave Natalie a stern look. “I need to keep an eye out for all those boys you bring around.”

Natalie laughed. “I don’t think you have to worry.”

“Anything I need to know?” Ryan seemed concerned.

“No. I’m taking the summer off. No boys,” Natalie said. “Now let’s check out this house.”

“If you say so.” Ryan humored Natalie and led her into the house. 

“This was the first house I looked at. I've seen a few others, but this one strikes me as right. But before I decide, I want your opinion.”

As they walked through the house, Natalie became aware that Kate wasn’t here. 

“Hey Ryan? Where is Kate?”


      ***Ryan turned to face Natalie. “That’s why I texted this morning. I wanted your opinion on the house, but I also wanted to talk. Kate left to go back home. She took an arson job in Boston.”

Natalie watched Ryan, trying to read him. He seemed okay with it, but that wasn’t what she expected.

“You said that was what she wanted. I’m proud of you for supporting her, but Boston is so far away.” Natalie tried to hide her worry.

“The distance won’t be a problem. We broke up,” Ryan mumbled.

“What?”

“We walked the beach last night and watched the sunset. She told me about the job. She didn’t think we could handle the distance.” He sighed.  “I thought we should try, but she was right. We aren’t in a deep enough relationship to make that work.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that. I liked her. Are you okay?”

“She liked you too.” Ryan moved to look out into the backyard. “I think I’m okay. It stung at first, but it made me realize, as great as Kate was, I just wasn’t able to move forward. Something kept holding me back.”

Natalie stood by Ryan. “Do you know what that is?” Natalie knew. Or at least, she suspected.

“No.” He paused, and Natalie thought he was actually going to admit it. 

But he didn’t.

Natalie didn’t want to go there. But she could see her brother hurting and she didn’t like it. “Do you think it’s because of Danielle?”

Ryan turned in surprise. “Were you at the beach last night?”

That was an odd question, but it didn’t feel like a change in the subject. “Yes.” Natalie admitted. 

“I saw you and Kate sitting together. I didn’t want to bother you, so we turned around and went somewhere else.”

“We?”

Oops. 

“Me, Crystal, and Danielle. We were celebrating our first day of summer break, since all of us will take a summer class. We only get one week. We wanted to enjoy what little we will have of summer.” Natalie only half smiled. 

She wouldn’t let him change the subject. “Ryan, do you still have feelings for her?”

“I will always care about her, but I think I’ve moved on.” After seeing the look on Natalie’s face, he almost laughed. 

“What? You think what happened with Kate was because of Danielle?”

“Yes.” There. She said it.

“It wasn’t. I couldn’t get where she was as quickly as her. I just don’t move very fast. I can’t help that.”

“And you think that has nothing to do with Danielle?”

“Why would it?”

“You waited around for Danielle forever and now you can’t commit. That’s not connected?” Natalie walked away. “I’m sorry. I just don’t like to see you hurt. What you went through with Danielle was awful to watch.”

“It wasn’t particularly fun to live either.” Ryan laughed. 

Seeing Natalie’s face, he stopped. “Oh, come on. If we can’t joke about it, we’re taking ourselves too seriously.”

Ryan walked over to Natalie. “Listen. I get this is hard for you. It’s not that easy for me either. But what happened with Kate has nothing to do with Danielle. That was all me. And I understand Danielle doesn’t have feelings for me. I have moved past that, so you should, too. As much as I liked her back then, I was still her friend, too. I will always care about her. But I understand it can only ever be a friendship.”

“How about we check out the rest of this house?” He changed the subject. 

“I could use more of your opinions. Let’s just keep them focused on the house.” Ryan laughed again. 

Natalie was not ready to laugh yet.


      ***After walking through the house, Natalie thought Ryan would love it. Sadly, she wondered if he would ever share it with anyone.

“So, what do you think?” Ryan turned in a circle, holding out his hands. “Is this the place?”

“Yes. I think it is. This place seems to suit you. I think it is lovely.” Natalie hugged her brother. “And the best part is you will be so close.”

“There is an extra bedroom. Want to move in with me?” Ryan offered.

“I would love to, but you know I can’t. I signed a lease at my place and even if I didn’t, Danielle is my roommate. I can’t ditch her. She wouldn’t be able to stay there without me.”

“I know. But you better come visit. This place will be too quiet with just me.”

“What about all your new firefighter friends you will have? I expect you to have a few parties to introduce me to some of them,” Natalie joked.

Ryan raised a brow. “I don’t see you with a firefighter.”

“No?”

“You’re going to end up with a doctor. Just wait.” Ryan seemed so sure.

“That wouldn't be bad either. But until then, I wouldn’t mind a firefighter or two.”

“It’s a good thing I’m moving here. Someone needs to keep an eye on you.”

Ryan and Natalie walked out of the house arm in arm.

Looking back, Ryan paused. “I think I'll put an offer in.”

Natalie smiled. “What are your plans for the rest of your trip?”

“I’m thinking of going back early. I had planned it to be a vacation for Kate and I, but now that she’s gone, and I found the house I want, there are not many reasons to stay.”

Natalie pouted. “I would tell you to stay, but you are coming back in a few months to stay, so I will let it go.” Stopping by her car, she added. “I would offer to help you move, but I will be in class. So, when you get here, let me know and I will decorate your house for you. That I can help you with.”

“Good. Decorating is not my thing.”

“I know. I’ve seen the place you’re in now. Kate clearly didn’t help you out.”








  
  
Nine




As much as Danielle loved summer, she was excited to begin classes tomorrow. She had agreed to Natalie’s request to go out one last time before classes started. Natalie was not as excited about school. 

Danielle could understand that and cared about her friend. However, Danielle had been clear that she would not stay out late. She wanted a good night of rest before class.

It had been four days since her interview, and she had heard nothing. It had gone well, she thought, but now she was getting worried. She was trying to keep her focus on class and getting her training done.

“Hey! Are you there?” Natalie’s words startled Danielle.

“Huh?”

“What are you dreaming about over there? Please don’t tell me it’s class.” Natalie sighed dramatically. 

“We’re supposed to be having fun. Oh! Tell me you’re dreaming about that hunky firefighter you saw the other day. Have you ever seen him again?” 

Danielle smiled at her friend’s attempt to get her to have fun.

She thought about her mystery man. Whoever he was, he had her heart racing then and was doing it again now. A slight blush came to her cheeks.

“You are thinking about him! Well? Did you ever see him again? Was he there when you went back for your interview?” Natalie pried.

“No. I haven’t seen him again. Not from lack of trying, though.”

“Tell me more.”

Danielle laughed. “You need to get a life of your own, Nat. Mine is not as exciting as you are making it. When I went back for my interview, I was curious if he would be there. Keep in mind, I don’t even know if he is a firefighter. For all I know, he is someone’s friend, or worse yet someone’s husband or boyfriend.”

“Well, that’s no fun. We’re going to assume he’s a firefighter. Now, keep going.”

“After my interview, I asked Darcy if I could have a tour of the station. I thought that would be the best way to find out. She was happy to do it. She showed me everything.”

“Oh, you’re so sneaky,” Natalie said with pride in her friend.

“Maybe so, but it didn’t pay off. He wasn’t there. And I didn’t know how to ask about him without sounding like a stalker.”

“Yeah. It would be weird. Especially right after the interview.”

Danielle laughed, picturing it.

“I’m sorry Danielle. But, maybe it’s better that he doesn’t work there. You will be more focused on the job.”

“That is if I get it.”

“Don’t say that. You will get the job. It’s made for you. You may even meet another hunky firefighter,” Natalie kidded her.

“Ha! You just can’t stop yourself, can you?” Danielle rose from the bench. “I shouldn't have to worry about distraction from what I saw.”

“You mean no hunky firefighters?” Natalie pouted.

“There was plenty for you. Just none that tickled my fancy.” 

Both girls laughed.

“Let’s take a walk, see who came out tonight,” Natalie offered.

“Okay. I’ll bet it's busy tonight.”


      ***Natalie and Danielle walked in silence, when out of nowhere something struck Natalie in the head and she fell to the ground.

“Hey!” Natalie complained and looked around, trying to figure out what had happened.

“Are you okay?” an unfamiliar voice hollered just as her eyes settled on a volleyball. Natalie saw red. Someone had just hit her with a volleyball.

What a night!

Danielle turned to see a handsome man approach. She turned back to help her friend up and noticed that Natalie had spotted him too. 

However, with her perturbed look, Danielle couldn’t tell if Natalie had noticed how good-looking he was.

“Did you do that?” Natalie growled. Her frustration clear.

“Uh, no. My buddy over there did.” He pointed to his friend on the other side of the net. “But I suppose it was my fault for not stopping it before it hit you. I’m sorry. Are you okay?” he asked again.

“I’ll be fine.” Natalie brushed the sand off her legs.

“I’m Matt.” He held his hand out in greeting, but Natalie left him hanging. “And you are?”

Danielle knew Natalie would be stubborn. Matt hadn’t meant for the ball to hit her. It wasn’t his fault.

“I’m Danielle.” She stepped between them, taking Matt’s hand in hers. “And this is Natalie.” 

Natalie scowled at Danielle. “Come on. Let’s go. Matt here, probably needs to get back to his game.

“Oh, I’m good.” Matt glanced back at the group. They were all standing and talking. “They can’t play without me.” Matt held up the volleyball, smiling. “Do you two want to join us?”

Danielle paused, contemplating. Natalie didn’t. “No. We need to get going.”

Danielle looked at Natalie. They had no plans to be anywhere. But after seeing Natalie’s face, she went with it. “Sorry, Matt. We should be going, but thanks for the offer.”

Matt smiled. “The offer is good all night if you change your minds. And again, I’m so sorry about the ball. I’ll up my game so that doesn’t happen again.” He winked and headed back to the game. “It was nice to meet you ladies!” Matt hollered over his shoulder as he jogged back to his friends.

As they walked away, Danielle stared at Natalie.

“What?”

Danielle stopped Natalie. “That is not like you. He was trying to be nice. And…” She paused to be sure Natalie was paying attention. “Did you see how cute he was?”

“I hadn’t noticed.” Natalie kept her pout.

“Liar!” Danielle went back to walking down the beach. 

Natalie caught up and kept pace with her. “What are you talking about?”

“You mean to tell me you didn’t notice that smile, those eyes? He’s gorgeous!”

“Maybe,” Natalie admitted. “But he hit me with a volleyball. You want me to be nice and go play with him and his friends? How embarrassing.”

“He didn’t hit you. And he apologized for his friend. It was just an accident. Nobody would have cared.”

“I would have. Besides, we are not supposed to be spending our summer with boys. Remember?”

“No. I remember making a deal not to date for the summer. Hanging out with a good-looking guy was not part of the deal. Besides, you keep trying to set me up with firefighters. I see no harm in hanging out with Volleyball Guy. We are supposed to be enjoying our last night of freedom, remember? Why not?”

Natalie’s scowl faded. “Maybe you’re right. But I can’t now. I wasn’t very nice, and he won’t want me to hang out with him and his friends.”

“I don’t know. He invited you after you ignored him and were rude to him. I’ll bet he wouldn’t care.”

“He invited us,” Natalie corrected.

Danielle shrugged. “But he did it to get you to play, not me.”

Natalie blushed. “You think?”

“Absolutely.”

Natalie glanced back at Matt and his friends. “Well, maybe it wouldn’t hurt to play. But we can’t go back now. I said no.”

“Let’s go for a walk. On our way back, if they are still playing, we’ll see what happens. Okay?” Danielle reasoned.

Natalie smiled. “Okay.”








  
  
Ten




Natalie stretched and yawned. Danielle was right, they shouldn’t have stayed out so late. She was going to be miserable today. She wanted to have fun before she was trapped all summer. 

And she did have fun. 

The question now was: was it worth it? 

She had tossed and turned all night, thinking about last night. Things hadn’t started off so great and really, they hadn’t ended so great, but she had so much fun. She couldn’t get Matt off her mind.

Walking into the kitchen, she fixed her breakfast, thinking about Matt. He said he had a class this summer. Hope sprang in her heart, and she scowled. Her focus was not supposed to be on Matt. Or any man.

Who was she kidding? She wasn't going to be able to do that. Even Danielle was fantasizing about her Mystery Man. Danielle didn’t even know if she’d ever see her guy again. And Matt was just some cute guy she met on the beach last night. Nothing more. 

Except he was more. He was handsome and so nice.

Glancing at the clock Natalie’s eyes widened. She needed to get going. Grabbing the rest of her things, Natalie closed the door behind her and walked to campus.


      ***Natalie spotted Crystal. “Hey Crystal! Are you ready for class?”

“Yeah. I just wish this class was offered some other time. Why would anyone make a class only available during the summer?” 

Crystal’s family was going to Hawaii for two weeks and she couldn’t go with them because of this class. Natalie didn’t want to be here either, but at least she wasn’t missing out on anything like Hawaii. And she had her best friend here, too.

Natalie asked, "What did you do for your last day of summer?"

“I spent the evening with my family. They’re leaving in a few days. Mom made a nice dinner. How about you? Did you make it to the beach?” Crystal responded.

“Yes. I talked Danielle into going with me,” Natalie said, walking through the open door. “It was actually kind of crazy. I—” 

Her words cut off abruptly as she crashed, losing her balance and nearly falling to the floor.

What the…?

“Woah there!”

Natalie felt powerful arms around her, pulling her back to her feet. Warmth spread through her. 

She froze. 

She knew that voice. She looked up to see that handsome face. She couldn’t believe it. 

“Matt.” Natalie couldn’t form more words. 

She hoped that she might run into Matt today, but she hadn’t meant that literally. What were the chances that he was taking the same class as her? She had mentioned the class she was taking, but Matt never had.

Seeing the look on Crystal’s face, Natalie straightened, stepping away from Matt’s warm embrace. 

“Sorry.” A slight blush reached Natalie’s cheeks.

“Are you okay?” Matt asked with genuine concern.

Natalie looked at the ground, embarrassed, yet again in front of Matt. “Yes. Sorry. I guess I was a little distracted.”

“I guess I need to watch out for you. You’re an accident waiting to happen,” Matt said with a teasing smile that took the edge off the words.

Crystal gave Natalie a questioning look. 

“Later,” Natalie said quietly to her.

Looking back at Matt, she put her hands on her hips. “I am not an accident waiting to happen.”

“Whatever you say,” Matt responded with another killer smile. “It’s nice to see you again.”

Natalie struggled to form words. “You too.” She wanted to say something smart, or funny, or anything at all. But nothing came out.

Matt glanced at Crystal.

“Oh, sorry. This is my friend Crystal.” Natalie introduced her friend, finding her voice.

“The distraction I presume? Nice to meet you. I’m Matt.” 

Matt reached out to shake Crystal’s hand. “You better keep an eye on her. She doesn’t like to stay on her feet.” Matt chuckled.

Natalie sighed loudly. “I stay on my feet just fine.” 

This was becoming embarrassing. Others were watching. She knew she should just walk away, but she couldn’t. She hated he thought she was clumsy. 

“What are you doing here? Are you in this class?”

He didn't say anything about his class last night. She never thought he would be in her class. A smile spread across her face. This may make the class more fun. Maybe she could get to know him a little better.

“I guess you could say that,” he said, interrupting her thoughts.

That was an odd response. Either he was in the class or not. Natalie thought about it more and found it strange that he would have known last night that they would be in class together and he didn’t say anything. 

“I told you last night I was taking this class. Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Last night?” Crystal asked, her eyes lit up with curiosity. 

“We met on the beach last night and played volleyball together,” Natalie said matter-of-fact, not taking her eyes off Matt.

Crystal’s curiosity turned to pure joy. “Oh really? You did have an interesting night!”

Natalie pushed. “I told you I was taking this class. Why didn’t you tell me you were taking it, too? You knew I would find out.” 

Natalie couldn’t understand why he didn’t say anything. It wasn’t about being shy, he clearly wasn’t. And she would have found out, anyway. She didn’t know why, but it hurt that he kept it from her. She thought he was a pretty decent guy last night.

“I didn’t want it to change your opinion of me,” Matt finally said. “It was a fun night.”

Natalie was still confused. “Why would this class change my opinion of you? Do you think I’m that shallow that I would care if a guy were taking a nursing class? There’s nothing wrong with that.”

Matt smiled, making it harder for Natalie to stay mad. 

“What?”

“I don’t think you’re shallow. I think you’re very nice and maybe a little clumsy.” He chuckled again, and it made her insides melt. How did he do that?

“Then why would I have a problem with you being in this class?” Natalie asked again, the edge of her voice softening, despite her efforts to stay mad.

Matt exhaled slowly. “Because I’m not taking this class. I’m teaching it.”

Crystal gasped.

“What?” Natalie’s jaw dropped. 

He was teaching this class? Natalie looked up at Matt, narrowing her eyes. He didn’t look old enough to be a professor, but maybe she had him wrong. 

Then it hit her hard. She had been flirting with her teacher last night! Yep. That would have changed things for her. It was now. She was not that girl. She did not date teachers. Period. 

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I’m just going to go sit down and keep my mouth shut now. Crystal?” Natalie grabbed Crystal and pushed her towards a table, desperately trying to disappear. 

But before she could escape, Matt reached out and grabbed her arm with tenderness, stopping her.

“It’s not like that. That’s why I didn’t say anything. Will you give me the chance to explain?” Matt looked at the clock, then at the room of waiting students. He had to start class. 

“After class. Will you stay?” Matt asked with pleading eyes.

She should say no. He was her teacher. But as much as she knew she should say no, she didn’t. 

“Okay.” 

She saw relief spread over his gorgeous face, and it made her happy. What was she doing?

Natalie settled into a chair next to Crystal and felt her intense stare, but refused to look. She kept her attention at the front of the class. 

On Matt. 

For the duration of the class, she was fully aware that she had heard nothing he said for the entire hour. 

How would she survive this class? 

It was bad enough when she thought she would sit beside him. Now, she had to focus on him for an hour each day, trying to remember what he said.


      ***Natalie walked out of class, not sure of her feelings. Her head was spinning.

“Hey Nat! Sorry for ditching you this morning. I just couldn’t sleep. How was your first class?” 

Danielle approached Natalie, and they began walking together toward the Student Union. When she didn’t respond right away, Danielle continued. “I have great news!”

“Huh?” Natalie hadn’t heard a word. Her mind was still back with Matt. “Oh. Don’t worry about it.” Natalie waved a hand.

“Natalie! Are you listening? I got the job! They called me this morning before class.” Danielle was practically jumping up and down. “I wanted to tell you, but there was no time. Can you believe it? This is so great!”

“Uh, huh. Great,” Natalie said with no feeling.

Danielle stopped her friend. “Are you okay? You aren’t listening to me, are you? Did something happen?” Danielle looked concerned.

Natalie bit her bottom lip.

“Something did happen. What’s going on?” Danielle was trying to hide her frustration. She had news to share, and Natalie wasn’t being a good friend.

“It can wait.” Or at least she thought it could. “Tell me what’s got you so excited.”

Danielle hesitated, but then said, “Darcy called me. They want to hire me! Isn’t that great?”

“That’s wonderful news.” Natalie racked her brain for more questions to ask. “When will you start?”

“Darcy said the EMT that’s leaving has two weeks left. They want me to come in for her last week. She will show me around and get me familiar with routines. Another EMT will finish training me while I finish classes.”

“That sounds perfect. When will you be on your own?”

“After I finish my classes, and have my certificate, I will have enough training to work without someone overseeing me. But I will always have a partner. They don’t send anyone out alone.”

“Wow! I’m so happy for you, Danielle.”

“Thanks.” Danielle smiled. “Now, I know you’re holding something back. Thanks for listening to me, but you better spill it. What happened to you today?”

Natalie looked at Danielle. “You won’t believe it.”

For the next half hour, Natalie shared her unbelievable story. From talking to Crystal, crashing into Matt, finding out he is teaching the class, to staying after class to hear him out.

“Wow!” Danielle looked over her shoulder, trying to catch a glimpse of Matt. “So, he’s teaching the class, but he’s not actually a teacher?”

“That’s what he said. He’s a resident at the hospital and helping his advisor by teaching the class for him.”

“So, what now?”

Natalie laughed. “I have no idea.”








  
  
Eleven




Danielle walked into Station 5 feeling great today. She couldn’t believe how fast time had gone by. 

Today was her last day of training with Helen. But it didn’t take long to realize that the mood at the station was anything but good. 

Danielle could feel something was going on, but didn’t know if she should ask. She looked for Helen. She would know what was happening. 

Finding Helen in the back, she approached her, thinking of what question to ask first.

“Good morning, Helen. How are you?”

“I’m fine. How’s your morning?” Helen was always so nice. She didn’t seem to share the same mood as everyone else.

“Do you know what’s going on? Everyone seems off today.”

“Captain’s making an announcement in a bit,” Helen said calmly.

“Why is everyone so unsettled?”

“There are some rumors about what he has to say. Some are worried about their jobs. Some speculate he’s retiring.”

“What do you think?” Danielle wasn’t sure what to think, but she couldn’t imagine anyone losing their jobs. She had just been hired. If they had to let someone go, would they have hired her?

“I suspect the captain is retiring.” Helen busied herself with something in her locker.

“And that would be a bad thing?” Danielle still didn’t understand why the others were worried.

“Not for the captain. But it’s always hard to lose a member of the team and have someone new come in. Everyone’s pretty tight around here and someone new can shake things up. Especially when it’s your boss. We all depend on each other for our lives. Someone we don’t know makes that harder.”

Danielle was beginning to understand. 

Even if the new captain was a good fit, it would be a while until everyone felt that level of comfort they have now. 

And if it wasn’t a good fit…

Well, she didn’t want to go there.

Helen added, “It probably doesn’t help that Alex is leaving, too. And me. That’s a lot of change at one time. I think that’s why they liked the idea of you so much. By the time the others leave, you will be melded with the group.”

“You think?” Danielle like the sound of that. She wanted to be part of this group. They were all great. And if she could help any of them make this transition better, she would try.

“You’re going to do great. I’ve enjoyed working with you this week. You’ll be a great fit for this station. I just hope they get someone good for Alex.”

Danielle tilted her head. “When is Alex leaving?” 

“End of the Summer. He’s moving to Georgia. His wife got a job there, I guess.”

“So, when is the captain making his announcement?”

Helen looked at her watch. “Any time now. Shall we head to the bay?”

“Sure.” Danielle followed Helen, wondering how this was going to go.


      ***As Danielle and Helen walked into the bay, they saw most everyone was already there waiting. Most of them looked worried.

Darcy walked in with a big smile, trying to lighten the mood. “Hey everybody. Thanks for being here. Captain Franks will be right in.”

On cue, Captain Franks walked into the bay and everyone was holding their breath.

“Good morning! I just wanted to thank you all for being part of station 5. We have the best station around. It almost makes me want to change my mind.” He chuckled a little. “Good thing my wife didn’t hear that.”

He paused and looked around. “I’m sure many of you have guessed, but to be official, I want to let all of you know I am planning to retire.”

A small gasp filled the room, though Danielle was sure it had been expected.

“Now, I know how you feel. I know this is hard. As much as I love it here. I love my wife and family more. It is time to move on. We have done several interviews, and I believe we have found one of the best to step in for me.”

Captain Franks looked around the room, no doubt seeing some unhappy faces. “I will step down by the end of the summer, officially. The new captain was available to come sooner than scheduled. So, he’s going to be here in about three weeks. You will be in great hands and I will be sure he knows the ins and outs of this station before I am gone. If you have questions, I will be here all summer. Please, come and see me.”

Captain Franks stepped out of the room. “This will be a good thing. Captain Franks is really looking forward to his retirement,” Darcy said. “He’s worked so hard for so long. I’m counting on all of you to help this be a smooth transition for him.” Then Darcy exited the room as well.

Everyone was quiet. 

Then the alarm went off, signaling them all to their jobs. Danielle was relieved at the call. They all needed something to distract them and shift their thoughts from the captain.

As she rode with Helen, she wondered why Captain Franks hadn’t mentioned who was taking his place. 

They could relax more if they knew who was coming in. Then again, maybe not. They might not like who he was. That would be much worse than not knowing.

Shaking the thoughts from her mind, she tried to focus on the job. They were pulling up to the accident and Danielle needed a clear head to process what she needed to do to help.

Returning to the station after their last call, Danielle went to the locker room and gathered her things, feeling tired. 

It had been a long day. 

There had been three more accidents, like the first one. It had been her busiest day yet. She was thankful Helen was still there helping her. 

Tomorrow, she started with Alison, or “Ali” as everyone called her. 

She didn’t know that much about Ali. Just that she was younger than Helen, single, and seemed nice. She hoped Ali was as kind as Helen. 

Helen had been so great, not getting mad if Danielle made a mistake or didn’t know something. 

Danielle was feeling nervous all over again.

Pulling up to her apartment, she spotted Natalie walking up the steps to their apartment. Smiling, Danielle wondered how things had been going for her. Natalie had shared little about her classes lately.


      ***Walking into the apartment, Danielle found Natalie in the kitchen. When Danielle walked in, Natalie turned.

“Hey you! Just in time for dinner. Want to join me?” Natalie asked, pulling veggies from the fridge.

Natalie was in a good mood. Maybe things were going well in class. “Sounds great! I’m starving. It’s been a long day. Can I help with anything?” She had always enjoyed cooking with Natalie.

They had decided to go easy and made spaghetti with garlic bread and fresh greens for a salad. They both settled in and began eating. 

Danielle spoke up first.

“How was school today?”

Taking another bit of bread, Natalie glared at Danielle.

“That bad?” Danielle tried not to let her smile show, though she didn’t think it worked.

“Danielle, I don’t know how I’m going to make it through this class.” Natalie sighed.

“It can’t be that bad.”

“I can’t focus on anything in class but Matt.”

“Perfect! You’ll know everything he says. The class will be a breeze.” Danielle tried to be encouraging.

“Yeah, it sounds easy. But I daydream all class long. I’m having to study twice as hard just to remember what he’s talking about.”

Danielle giggled.

“What’s even worse. He’s totally ignoring me.”

Danielle saw the sadness in her friend’s face. “What do you mean?”

“When we first met, he was kind of flirty with me. I thought maybe he liked me. Even that first day in class. But now he hardly even looks at me. At lunch, in the student union, he was there with his friends. At the same table. I had to sit right beside him. He was so close I could feel the warmth of his body.”

“So?”

Natalie took another bite. “He didn’t even acknowledge that I was there. Not one word.”

“Really? Not even a hello?” Danielle was shocked. “I’m sorry Nat. That’s awful. He seemed so nice. I can’t believe that he would ignore you like that.”

“Well… That first day of class, I told him we probably shouldn’t interact. He wants the class to treat him like the teacher and I didn’t think it would be appropriate for me as a student to be interacting with a teacher.”

“Oh! Well, that’s why he’s acting like that. I wouldn’t worry about it so much.”

“I don’t know. I guess I thought it would be harder for him to ignore me.”

“Oh Natalie. I’m sorry. I’m sure it’s hard for him.”

“Well, he’s a whole lot better at it than I am. I can’t stop thinking about him.” Natalie took her last bite.

“You have to stare at him. He’s the teacher. That makes it harder for you. He has the entire class to think about.” Danielle stood and began clearing the table.

“Maybe.” Natalie didn’t seem so sure. “How was your day today?”

“It was my last day with Helen. I’m a little nervous for next week. I start with Ali. I don’t know her that well. She seems nice, but what if I can’t keep up with her?”

“You are going to be great! And if Ali doesn’t like you, she’s crazy.” Natalie finished clearing the table.

“Oh! And Captain Franks is retiring. Someone new is coming in. Everyone is nervous.”

“Change is always hard.” Natalie sympathized. “When is the new captain coming?” she asked.

“He’s coming in three weeks. He’ll be working with Captain Franks for a week, then he’s in charge. Alex is leaving too. With Helen leaving, the station is getting three new people in just a few months. It will be interesting to see how the others handle it. I’m hoping it will go well.”

“It will be great. You just have to stay positive.”

Danielle laughed. “You should take your own advice.”

Both girls shared a laugh and went out on the deck to ponder what the next few weeks would be like.








  
  
Twelve




Danielle had just finished her last hour of class and was waiting for her certificate to arrive. 

Ali was great to work with and they planned to pair her with Ali.

Danielle walked into the station in a good mood. She couldn’t wait to get her day started. 

As she walked in, she noticed it was quiet. Darcy wasn’t at the front counter as usual. 

That was odd. 

Maybe she was in back. 

Danielle approached the counter and froze. 

Sitting on the counter was a picture in a frame of a fire engine, drawn with colored pencils. Instantly, Danielle was taken back to Christmas three years ago. 

Her sister-in-law, Rachel, had made a sketch just like this one. Danielle had framed it and gave it to her friend, Ryan. What were the chances…?

No. It wasn’t possible. How could it be?

Ali walked in and Danielle stepped from the counter. 

“Good morning!” Ali said cheerfully.

“Morning,” Danielle said with a little trepidation.

“Today’s the day. Our new captain is here!” Ali couldn’t contain herself.

“That’s right. Why are you so excited?” Danielle asked with curiosity. The others had not been so excited. 

“I heard he’s a total hunk.” Ali’s eyes flashed with mischief.

“You’re terrible! He’s our new boss,” Danielle scolded.

“That doesn’t mean I can’t look, does it?” Ali’s smile grew. “Come on. We’re supposed to be meeting him this morning in the bay.”

Danielle followed Ali, wondering what Ali considered a total hunk. 

She hadn’t worked with Ali for long, but she had learned that Ali wasn’t too picky about men. She liked and flirted with them all. 

Surprise hit her when she spotted the new captain. 

His back was to her, but there was no mistaking who it was. Her new captain was the handsome Mystery Man she had seen when she first came to the station several weeks ago. 

Ali was right. He was a hunk. 

And now, her new boss. 

As she watched him with Captain Franks, her heart fluttered. She couldn’t believe that after all this time, he just walked right back into her life. She couldn’t believe…

He turned to face the group. 


      ***Ryan!

Danielle’s jaw dropped. 

She felt a blush come to her cheeks. She attempted to pull her reaction into check before anyone else saw, though she doubted it worked. 

She stood there wide-eyed, staring at Ryan, her best friend from high school. The one who left her behind when he moved.

Captain Franks introduced Ryan to the crew, but Danielle heard nothing he said. All she could hear was the loud sound of her pulse in her ears. Her blush deepened when she realized she found herself attracted to Ryan. 

To Ryan! 

They had always been friends. But she never had feelings for him before.

She wanted to be mad at him. 

Mad for leaving. Mad for not calling her. 

But somehow, all she felt were butterflies in her stomach. Yes, Ryan was a strikingly handsome man. She thought that before, but now he had a unique appeal. More like a man than a cute high school boy. She had just never thought of him as more than a friend. 

Now, that’s all she could do.

“So, Captain Stevens will shadow you all today. If he’s with you, show him how we do it here. He will spend time with each of you today, riding along on calls. Today is about him seeing what you do and getting to know you. Now, make it a good day. You are all dismissed.”

Danielle looked around. Some of her team took off for their chores. Some waited around, probably hoping to learn more about Ryan. She wondered if she should stay and say something or get to work. 

She felt like hiding, but that wouldn't work. Seeing Alex approach Ryan, Danielle let out a breath and turned to Ali. 

“Okay, I guess we should start our chores.”


      ***Ali followed Danielle out of the bay and into the kitchen. “What was that?”

Danielle didn’t look at Ali. She knew the look on her face would betray her. 

“What?” She used the most casual voice she could muster.

“What was with you and Captain Stevens?” Ali pushed.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Danielle didn’t want to deal with this right now. She needed time to think. To be alone. She prayed Ali would drop it, though she knew that was unlikely.

“How about the reaction you had when you saw Captain Stevens, for starters?” Ali persisted on. “Do you know him?”

“I used to.” Danielle was honest. Ali wouldn’t stop until she got the truth. “A long time ago. I don’t anymore.” That was mostly true. She didn’t know him anymore. But her heart ached too. Danielle busied herself with the dishes. Hoping again that Ali would let it go.

“I think it’s more than that. Did you see how he looked at you?

That got Danielle’s attention. 

“What?”

“Yeah. He was staring at you the whole time. I think he has a thing for you.”

People in high school used to say that. 

But Ryan would have said something if he liked her. And he didn’t. And he didn’t have feelings for her now. You don’t have feelings for someone and then leave without staying in touch. 

No. He didn’t have an interest in her. Ali was trying to stir up some juicy gossip. 

And Danielle would not give it to her.

“Ali, trust me. There is nothing there. He was just surprised to see me. That’s all.” 

She was surprised to see him. 

Did Natalie know he was here? She must. Natalie and Ryan were siblings. And close. He wouldn’t come here without telling her. 

The question was’ why hadn’t Natalie told her? 

Turning to Ali again, Danielle pleaded, “Can you please let it go. We have chores to do.”

“Fine. I have to work the Aid rig, but we are not done here,” Ali said in protest as she walked out the door.


      ***Danielle blew out a long breath, thankful that Ali let it go. She didn't know what to say. Danielle had no idea what was going on. She had these feelings she couldn’t figure out, and he hadn’t spoken to her in over two years. What was there to say?

Danielle heard the door close and sighed. “I said to let it go,” she said without turning around.

Someone cleared their throat. 

“As feisty as ever, I see.”

She turned. 

Ryan had a big grin on his face. 

Her cheeks warmed. 

“Oh! Sorry.” Danielle averted her gaze. “I thought you were someone else.”

“Clearly.” 

Ryan observed her. She felt uncomfortable under his gaze. Was that because of the feelings he stirred in her? Or because of their time apart? She had no idea what to say to him.

“Does Natalie know you’re here?” Danielle asked.

Of course she did. But she didn’t know what else to say. How was she supposed to talk to him?

“Yes.”

Danielle grabbed a mug to put away. She stretched on her tiptoes but couldn’t reach the top shelf.

“Here, let me help you.” Ryan crossed the room. He reached for the mug to help her.

“I can do it,” Danielle said, a bit too harshly, trying to place the mug on her own. 

What was wrong with her? He was just trying to help.

“It’s okay, I got it.” Ryan smiled and grabbed the mug, his hand covering hers. 

He was so close to her, she could feel the warmth of his body. Her skin tingled. They both froze; the mug safely in place. 

Ryan looked down at Danielle.

Danielle pulled her hand back. The electricity she felt startled her. She had never felt that before, with Ryan or with any guy. 

Did he feel it too? 

She saw something in his eyes that told her maybe he did. 

She had to look away. He couldn’t possibly feel what she was feeling. She needed to get ahold of herself. 

Danielle tried to ignore the feel of his body so close. 

She placed her hands back in the water and continued washing dishes, trying to stay busy.

The bell sounded, and they both stood at attention, instincts kicking in. 

It was an aid call. 

Danielle felt guilty at the relief she felt. She didn’t want someone to be hurt, but she needed space from Ryan.








  
  
Thirteen




With a quick sorry, Danielle headed to the bay and the aid rig, relief filling her. 

As she climbed in, she heard Captain Franks holler, “Stevens is riding along.”

Great.

It was awkward enough just being around Ryan herself. Now Ali would be with them. Danielle worried this would be trouble.

Ali didn’t disappoint. It took all of two minutes for her to start up with questions.

“So, Ryan?” Ali smiled mischievously.

Ryan returned the smile. No doubt he knew there would be questions. 

“Yes?” he replied.

“I hear you were last in Houston.”

“Yes.”

“No captain positions there?”

“Ali!” Danielle scolded her.

“What? I’m just curious. Why come here to our station?” Ali looked hurt, though Danielle knew better.

“It’s a fair question,” Ryan replied. “No, there were no captain positions in my department. I considered other locations, but I have family here that I wanted to be closer to.” Ryan glanced at Danielle, watching her reaction. 

She stared straight ahead, feeling his gaze on her.

“A family man. I like it.” Ali winked at Danielle. “I heard another lieutenant was coming from your station to replace Alex.”

“She took a job in Boston instead. Captain Franks and I are working on a replacement for Alex still.”

Danielle smiled to herself. Ryan was handling Ali and her questions well. She thought he would make a great captain.

“She? Did you know her well?”

“Yes. Kate. And yes, I knew her well.” Ryan left it at that. No more explanation.

Danielle had heard that name before. Wasn’t Ryan dating someone named Kate? Was this the same person? A bit of jealousy pulsed through her. 

Ryan hadn’t really ever dated when she was in high school. 

Of course, she didn’t know about after he moved away. She figured he must have dated, but she didn’t like the idea. Was he dating Kate now?

They pulled up to the address they had been given. A man had a funny feeling and his wife was worried it was a heart attack. They checked him out, and he looked fine, but they transported him to the hospital just to be thorough.

Thankfully, Ali was very professional when she needed to be. She asked no more questions while they were transporting their patient. 


      ***Ali was back at it on their way to the station.

“So, I hear you know Danielle?” Ali glanced back at Ryan.

“You sure hear a lot of things.” Ryan smirked.

“You have to excuse Ali. She’s always in everybody’s business. She’s the station gossip.” Danielle smiled at Ryan. His return smile filled her with warmth again.

“Can I help it if people like to share things with me?”

“It’s not called sharing when you ask a pointed question,” Ryan remarked.

“Maybe. So, how do you know Danielle?” Ali persisted, unfazed by Ryan’s comment.

Ryan smiled and looked at Danielle.

Danielle spoke before Ryan could say anything. “We were friends in high school.” She wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear his answer to that question.

Ali glared at Danielle, wanting Ryan to answer. Danielle smiled weakly in return.

“So, what happened? Danielle said you aren’t friends anymore.”

Danielle looked at Ryan, the hurt in his eyes clear.

“I didn’t say that,” Danielle rushed. Well, she had. But she still felt bad seeing how it hurt Ryan.

“So, are you friends now?” Ali asked.

Ryan answered, keeping his eyes on Danielle. “I’d like to think so.” 

She turned to him in surprise.

“So, I know you’re about to be my boss, but can I speak honestly with you?” Ali asked.

“Please.”

“Ali. Please let it go,” Danielle begged.

Ali ignored Danielle and asked, “What kind of friend just leaves and quits talking to you?”

“Not a good one,” Ryan answered and Danielle heard the honesty in his voice. 

Both Danielle and Ali to look back at him. 

“Then why?” It was a simple question, but Danielle felt the answer would be far from simple.

“It was too hard.”

Ali looked at Danielle. Danielle looked at Ryan, who still had his eyes locked on her.

“What was too hard?” Danielle asked, needing to know.

He shifted in his seat and she could see that he hadn’t meant to speak so freely. 

“Trying to stay in touch with so much distance.” He focused on Danielle. “Someday I hope you’ll understand.”

They pulled into the station, and it appeared Ali was the only one disappointed about that. As soon as Ali stopped, Danielle fled the ambulance, needing air.

For the rest of the day, Danielle kept to herself. She didn’t go on any more calls. She needed to regroup and figure out what to do next. 

Her head was all over the place. As was her heart.

At the end of her shift, she went to her locker. She paused at the first locker that had been Helen’s. Ryan’s things sat there. Waiting to be moved into the captain’s office.

Danielle picked up the framed picture of the fire engine. The very engine Ryan had been driving the night of her accident. 

She brought her hand up to her neck and ran her finger over the necklace Ryan had given her that same Christmas. 

That was one of the happiest times in her life.


      ***Danielle focused on the photo, lost in thought. That Christmas may have been the best of her life, but what followed was worse.

She heard a noise and turned to see Ryan watching her. 

Again.

“Hi,” she whispered.

Ryan smiled back.

“Why did you stop calling?” Sadness filled her voice.

“It’s complicated.”

“Too complicated for a phone call?”

“You could have called.”

Ouch.

That was true, but she was just a kid. And had felt so hurt. 

“I always had you with me.” She held up her necklace.

“Me too.” He nodded to the picture. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” She set the picture down.

“Why did you decide to become a medic?”

She smiled. “Actually, it was because of you.”

She saw the surprise on his face. Ryan had no idea what he had done for her all those years ago. 

At least, not emotionally.

“I decided after Sarah was rushed to the hospital. But that day reminded me of my accident. How the medics took care of me.” 

She dared to make eye contact with him. “How you took care of me.”

She swallowed hard. “I wanted to do that for someone else.”

“That’s so great.”  

They heard a noise that signaled their moment was about to end. 

“You think we could start over?” Ryan asked. “Forget about what happened in the last few years?” He sounded so hopeful.

As much as she wanted to be mad at him, she hadn’t called or tried to stay in touch, either. She couldn’t put it all on him. She had to take responsibility, too. And if he wanted to start over and forget, the least she could do was offer the same to him.

“I think we can do that.” She nodded.








  
  
Fourteen




Walking into their apartment, Natalie looked around but didn’t see Danielle. 

Natalie hollered, “Hey D! Any word on that hunky firefighter? I need to hear some good news. My day’s been kind of lousy.”

“How could you not tell me?” 

Danielle came charging out of the kitchen, anger on her face. She had been home all day thinking about Ryan, the station, and why Natalie chose not to tell her he was coming. She felt betrayed.

Natalie dropped her backpack. “How could I not tell you…” 

Natalie stopped short. She knew what this was about. 

“Oh.” She sighed and looked down. “Ryan?”

“How could you not tell me he was going to be my new captain? I know you knew.” 

Natalie sighed. “I’m sorry. I knew he was moving here for a captain position, but I didn’t know it would be your station. Honest. He never told me what station he was transferring to. I didn’t think it was worth mentioning if he would not be at your station.” That was half true. It wouldn’t have done any good to tell her he was coming if it wasn’t her station. 

“Besides. It’s not like we’ve been talking a lot lately. We’ve both been so busy we haven’t sat and chatted much.”

“How long have you known?” Danielle had an edge to her voice.

“About a month.” Natalie sank down on the couch.

“And we haven’t talked in the last month?”

“I just didn’t think about it. Ryan isn’t someone we talk about.”

“And isn’t that interesting, too? Why do you suppose we don’t?” Danielle paced the living room.

When Natalie didn’t answer, Danielle stopped to look at her. She saw the sadness on her face and it softened Danielle a little.

“Sometimes I feel left out with the two of you. When he moved away, it was just you and me.” Natalie tried being honest. “I liked it. So, I stopped talking about him.” Well, partly honest.

Danielle flopped on the chair opposite Natalie. “What? You were jealous of my friendship with Ryan?”

Natalie nodded, hoping Danielle didn’t suspect more. 

It was true. She had always been a little jealous of their friendship, but Danielle had done a great job of being both their friends. 

Truth be told, Natalie had always hoped they would get together. But that had never happened, and Natalie had tried to help her brother move on.

Danielle had gone from angry to sad. She had never meant to hurt Natalie. “I’m sorry you felt that way. I guess I can understand. But you should have told me about his transfer. I was so embarrassed.”

“Why?” Natalie didn’t understand why it was such a big deal.

“Ali told me our new captain was a total hunk,” Danielle said and smiled, thinking about it. “When we walked into the bay and I saw Ryan, I was shocked to see him. Ali picked up on it and wouldn’t let it go.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” Natalie had heard enough about Ali to know what was coming next.

“She noticed right away that we knew each other, and I had to beg her to let it go. She kept asking us questions.”

Danielle got up and began pacing again.

“What’s on your mind?” Natalie asked. “I said I was sorry. If I had known it was going to happen the way it did, I would have told you.” Or at least she thought she would have.

“Okay that’s fair. I forgive you for that. It’s done anyway. But some other things came up and got me thinking.”

“Ask what you need. I’ll try to answer your questions.” Natalie was hoping to wrap this conversation up without having to talk about Ryan’s feelings.

Danielle looked at Natalie. “There was another person transferring from Ryan’s station to a lieutenant position.” Danielle paused. 

Natalie just nodded, so Danielle continued, “A girl. Kate. Why does that name sound familiar?”

Natalie locked eyes with Danielle and knew she had to tell her the truth. She got up and walked to the bookshelf. She grabbed a picture of Ryan with his arm around a girl. 

“Because Kate is his girlfriend. She took a job in Chicago instead of coming here.” Natalie handed the photo to Danielle.

Danielle felt her heart squeeze and a pang of jealousy shot through her. 

Why? 

She had no right to be jealous of anyone Ryan was dating. He wasn’t hers, though each day that passed, she realized that is exactly what she wanted.

“Or I guess she was his girlfriend,” Natalie corrected.

“What?” Danielle said, much too eagerly. She hoped Natalie hadn’t noticed. The last thing she wanted was for her friend to think she had some silly crush on her brother.

“They broke up when she took the job in Chicago. It was mutual, from what he told me.”

“Oh.” A thought jumped out at Danielle. “Do not let Ali know he dated a co-worker. She will be all over Ryan.” Danielle giggled a bit, though she feared Ali would pursue Ryan, anyway.

Danielle took the seat next to Natalie on the couch. “Is there anything else I should know?”

Natalie looked at her friend. “He bought a house a few blocks from us. He wanted to be close to family.”

“Oh.” Danielle wasn’t sure why, but that surprised her. “So, he had planned to move here and buy a house?” Danielle asked. He had always moved with his job. Buying a house was more permanent.

“Yes. He was here with Kate several weeks ago. I met up with him and looked at houses.”

“Why didn’t Kate go with him?” Fear settled in. Was he planning to settle down with Kate?

“They had broken up by then.”

“Listen…” Natalie began. “That’s all I—” 

Danielle’s phone chimed, indicating a text message.

“Hang on.” Danielle held up her hand, looking at her phone.

“It’s Derek. Rachel is having their baby!” Danielle looked up at Natalie. “I’ve got to go. I’m sorry. Look. Don’t worry about this Ryan stuff. It is what it is now. Just promise you will be honest with me from now on.”

“Deal.” Natalie hoped being honest about Ryan’s feelings wasn’t part of the deal. He may have said they weren’t there anymore, but Natalie knew better. “Now you better get going. Keep me in the loop with the baby stuff.”

“Okay. Bye, Nat.” Danielle quickly left the apartment and headed to her car. She was about to be an auntie. 


      ***Danielle walked through the doors to the hospital. Although she was excited to meet her new niece or nephew, her heart was heavy. This was supposed to be a joyful occasion, but she couldn’t stop thinking about her accident. It had changed everything. Her whole life. 

And then there was Ryan. 

Could he see a future with her? 

Danielle knew deep down that she would likely never marry. Nobody would want to marry her. Not after her accident. She could dream of a family, but that would not happen for her. 

Danielle reached the elevator and pressed the button. 

She had to put those thoughts aside. Tonight, was about Derek and Rachel and their family. She couldn’t wait to be an aunt to this precious little child. 

Her phone chimed. It was Derek. As she read the text, the elevator doors opened.

“Hi,” Danielle said. “What’s this about the baby?” Danielle held up her phone.

“Sorry. I didn’t text soon enough, I see. You didn’t need to come all the way down here. Rachel’s water broke, and she has been having contractions, but it’s not that simple.”

“What do you mean?” Danielle’s face twisted with concern.

“Her contractions are pretty far apart, and she still isn’t dilated at all. The doctors say it will be a while.” Derek sighed.

“Can I see her?” Danielle asked.

“Of course. We’re just down the hall in room 317.” 

Derek led the way to Rachel’s room. When she walked into the room, Rachel was resting. Her eyes closed. 

She turned to Derek. 

“I don’t want to bother her,” Danielle whispered.

Rachel stirred. “Don’t leave. I’m awake. Just resting. It sounds like I’m in for a long night.” Danielle heard a smile in Rachel’s voice. 

It always amazed Danielle how positive Rachel was, no matter what was going on. Rachel had such strength. She was going to be an exceptional mother.

Danielle found a chair by the window. “How are you feeling?”

“Not too bad. Contractions are pretty far apart and not terrible yet. The only reason I’m here is because my water broke. They won’t send me home for fear of infections. So here I am.” Rachel held her arms out, showing off the room.

“You are amazing. Do you need anything? I can run and get you anything you need.”

“Thank you. I have everything I need. Your brother has thought of everything.” Rachel laughed.

Danielle stayed and chatted with them both for a while. Rachel had been right. It didn’t seem like her contractions were terrible. 

The doctors had come several times and there was still no change. Rachel stayed calm after each visit. Danielle was feeling antsy.

“Well, I think I’m going to give you two some privacy,” Danielle said, standing up. “I'll go to the waiting room. But I’m not going home until you have that baby, so please keep me updated.” Danielle looked at her brother.

“What? I sent you a message, didn’t I? I’m good with communication,” Derek said defensively.

Rachel reached out her hand to Derek. “Yes, you are, Sweetie. But things may get crazy after a while. She just doesn’t want you to forget her.”

“Thank you,” Danielle said to Rachel.

“I could never forget Danielle.” Derek smirked at both girls. “She wouldn’t let me.”

“Very funny.” Danielle hugged Rachel, then Derek. “I won’t be far, so if you need anything, just holler.”

“We will,” Rachel said. “Hopefully, things move along soon.”

Danielle smiled. “Hopefully, you are holding your baby the next time I see you.”

Danielle left, thinking about what great parents they will be.

She headed to the cafeteria for coffee. She was going to need something to keep her awake. It was looking like a long night.


      ***Danielle put the lid on her coffee, turned around and crashed into someone, nearly spilling her coffee everywhere.

“Oh! I’m so sorry!” Danielle looked up to see Matt’s smiling face. “Matt!” Danielle said with surprise.

“Are you okay?” Matt asked with concern, steadying Danielle. 

“I’m fine. Sorry. I wasn’t watching. Just in my head, I guess.” Danielle looked down.

“Here I thought it was Natalie that was clumsy. Maybe it’s me. Women just keep crashing into me,” Matt said with a chuckle.

“Really, I’m sorry. I wasn’t watching,” Danielle stated again. “How have you been?” she asked.

“I’ve been good. You?” Matt’s brows creased. “What brings you to the hospital?”

“My brother and his wife are having a baby.” Danielle gave a crooked smile.

“Then why don’t you look happy?” Matt pointed to an empty table. “Here. Let’s sit.”

“It’s okay. I’m sure you’re busy.”

“I’m on a break right now and I could use the company. Please join me,” Matt insisted.

“Okay. Sure.” Danielle sat down with a sigh.

“So, what is going on? Shouldn't you be happy?

“I have a lot on my mind. Work, personal stuff.” Danielle tried to be vague. Matt was a nice guy, but she couldn’t share what was on her mind. That was something she hadn’t shared with anyone other than her brother. And that was only part of it.

“If you want to talk about it, I’m a good listener,” Matt offered.

Danielle sighed. “Does someone else’s happiness ever make you feel sad?”

Matt cocked his head to the side. “Like your brother having a baby, making you sad because you aren’t?”

“Something like that.” 

Wow. He hit it right on. 

“Or finally realizing what you want, but know you can’t have it?” She had feelings for Ryan, but knew she could never be with him. Knowing she couldn’t give him what he wanted, she couldn’t in good conscious pursue a relationship.

“That’s pretty heavy. But I know what you mean.” Matt took a sip of his coffee.

“Yeah?” The way he said it, she believed him. She wondered what he wanted but couldn’t have.

Matt nodded. “It’s been a rough day. A patient of mine didn’t make it. I thought for sure he would. He came in with good numbers. There just wasn't anything I could do.

Danielle laid her hand on his. “Oh, Matt. I’m so sorry. I’m sure you did everything you could.”

“It doesn't feel like enough sometimes.” Matt sighed.

Danielle’s heart broke. She didn’t know Matt that well and although he sometimes drove her friend crazy, he seemed to be a great guy. Even Natalie thought that, and he drove her crazy.

She smiled at him. “You will help more families stay together than not. I believe that.”








  
  
Fifteen




Danielle looked over Matt’s shoulder with narrowed eyes. 

Was that…

“Ryan? Is that you?” Danielle called out.

“Hi.” 

He sounded off.

“What are you doing here?”

“Um… I heard Rachel was having her baby. I thought I would stop by and see how they were doing.” Ryan glanced at Matt.

Danielle caught his look. “Sorry,” she said, standing. “This is Matt. Matt, this is Ryan.”

Matt stood and reached out his hand. “Hi. It’s nice to meet you.”

Ryan nodded.

“Have you gone up already? It’s going to be a long wait.” Danielle gave a lopsided smile.

“Yes. I was just up there. Thought I would grab some coffee and wait for a while. Hope things don’t go as slow as they think. But I see you’re busy, so I’ll be on my way.”

“You don’t have to go,” she rushed.

“Please. Stay,” Matt offered. “I have to get back to work, anyway. Danielle, thanks for the chat. I needed it.” Matt gave Danielle a hug, and she saw Ryan turn away.

“Thanks for the coffee date.” Danielle smiled, holding up her cup. “And listening. I hope you have a better night.”

“Me too. You were a good start. If you’re still around later, I’m sure I will be here.”

“I hope I’m not here too much longer.” Danielle laughed. “But if I am, I will look you up.”

Matt waved as he parted, heading back to work.

Ryan asked, "You want to head to the waiting room? It may be more comfortable there.”

“Yes. Just let me get a refill. I think I’m going to need the caffeine.”

“Here.” Ryan offered to take her cup. “Let me get it for you.”

“Thanks.” Danielle smiled and saw Ryan relax.


      ***Walking into the waiting room with fresh coffee, they found seats. Danielle chose a seat by the window facing the elevators. Ryan looked at the seat next to her, then chose a chair across from her.

“How was Houston?” Danielle asked.

“Good. I switched stations twice when I first got there. But I learned a lot. Then I got put at Station 7. I had a great captain and crew.”

“Is that where you met Kate?” Danielle knew it was.

“Yes. We had done some training prior to that, but didn’t get to know each other until we were at Station 7.” 

“Oh.” Danielle struggled to find more words. 

Just the thought of Kate made her feel jealous. Even though she knew they weren’t together now, they had worked so close together. 

Danielle pushed those thoughts away. They would only take her down a path she knew she couldn’t go.


      ***Danielle sat in silence for a long time, lost in thought. Her eyes drifted to Ryan. He seemed restless, shifting in his seat. 

She wondered what he was thinking.

His eyes flicked to hers, but she didn’t look away. Something in his eyes kept hers fastened on him. He looked troubled by something.

“I’m sorry about Kate,” Danielle said. She truly was sorry. She didn’t know Kate, but if Danielle couldn’t be with Ryan, he deserved to be happy with someone.

Ryan raised a brow.

“Natalie.”

“I see. And what did she tell you?”

“That you and Kate broke up. That she took an arson job out of town. It must have been hard.” Danielle knew that feeling all too well. She didn’t know why she even bothered to date. She knew how it would always end.

Ryan was quiet for a moment.

“It wasn’t fun. Break-ups never are. We weren't right for one another. That helps ease the pain, I suppose. We broke up as friends.” Ryan paused, staring directly at Danielle. “She wasn’t who I was meant to be with.”

“Hmm. I guess I can understand that.” She looked away, unable to hold his gaze.

“Why here?” Danielle changed the subject.

Ryan smiled. “Because my family is here.”

“Just Natalie.” Danielle looked at the floor. Natalie was his only family here. His parents were still in the Mid-West. His oldest sister–well, Danielle didn’t know where she was now, but it wasn’t here.

“Yes, Natalie. But Derek and Rachel are here. They are my family, too.” Ryan gestured to their room upstairs. 

He placed his hand under her chin and brought her eyes up to his. “And you. You’re here. Danielle, you’re my family too. I may have left, but family has always been important to me. And my family is here.”

Emotions bloomed she didn’t want. 

No, that wasn’t true. 

She couldn’t deny the way he made her feel. But she knew they could never be. 

And that hurt more than anything.

Her eyes drifted to the curve of his lips. She wished things could be different. 

She tried to think straight. To walk away. Her emotions were running high. All she wanted in this moment was to forget all the reasons this would never work. 

She wanted to kiss him. 

A man cleared his throat, stealing their moment. 

Danielle turned to see her brother grinning ear to ear. She flew to her feet. Her body rigid like someone dumped a bucket of ice water over her head.


      ***“Hi!” Derek said with a chuckle. “I didn’t mean to interrupt, but I wanted to update you on how Rachel is doing.”

“You didn’t interrupt anything,” Danielle said defensively. Why was she acting like this? She had the right to kiss anyone she wanted.

Ryan said nothing. He just sighed and smiled at Derek. “How is she doing?”

“She’s moving along, but it’s still slow. The doctors think it will be a few more hours. If you need to head out, that’s okay. I can text you when the baby comes.” Derek’s smirk said more than words.

“I’m planning to stay until the baby comes. I want to be the first one to see you. Besides, I don’t have work tomorrow. I can sleep later.” Danielle looked at Ryan. “And he’s my boss and he doesn’t seem to mind.” Danielle giggled.

“Well, you kids have fun here, then.” Derek couldn’t contain his amusement. “I’ll keep you updated.”


      ***As Derek walked away, Danielle looked at Ryan. She hadn’t meant to imply she didn’t want that kiss to happen. Or that she was embarrassed by him. 

She wanted that kiss more than anything. She could still feel his breath on her lips. But it was best that it didn’t happen. She reminded herself that she wasn’t right for Ryan. He needed more than she could give. That kiss would have just confused him.

Danielle returned to her seat, wondering if Ryan would continue to sit beside her or move back to where he had been earlier. She knew it would show how he felt.

He didn’t move. 

Pleasure coursed through her, but she pushed it down. It was wrong.

“So, it looks like it’s still going to be awhile. Do you have anywhere to go?” Danielle asked with mixed feelings.

“Nowhere.” He smiled, and Danielle swallowed hard.

“Have you eaten dinner? Are you hungry?” he asked.

“Now that you mention it, I did skip dinner. I guess I just forgot. I could use something to eat.”

“What do you think? Snacks? Or actual food?”

Danielle looked at him like the answer was obvious. 

“Snacks.”

“Some things never change,” he said. “I think I saw a vending machine down the hall earlier. What do you say?” He held out his hand to help her up.









