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      Her secret connects them in a way he’s never imagined.

      

      Becoming an ER doctor is the second hardest thing Rachel Culver has ever done. The hardest was losing her beloved twin sister two years ago. As a medical resident living far from her family, Rachel was able to keep her grief at a distance. But now that she’s back on San Amaro Island, there’s no avoiding her anguish…or her guilty secret.

      

      Cale Jackson is a rescuer at heart, both in his job as fire lieutenant and outside of it. But his fiancée’s heartbreaking death derailed him, and he’s been focused on healing himself ever since. When he runs into her sister, Rachel, in the ER, he suspects she’s struggling even more than he is, and he reaches out.

      

      Rachel’s an expert at keeping people at arm’s length, but the secret she’s keeping from Cale connects them in a way he’s never imagined. If she tells him the truth, will it bring them closer…or scare him off forever?
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      Cale Jackson swore he saw a ghost.

      He blinked hard and looked back down the emergency room hallway from outside the big sliding door.

      It was Rachel Culver, he realized, and started breathing again. Doctor Rachel Culver, it appeared.

      Even once he identified her, he couldn’t help thinking she was pretty in a natural, didn’t-take-time-to-doll-herself-up way. She was the shorter-haired, serious version of the woman he’d loved. It seemed as if he knew Noelle’s twin sister better than he did because Noelle had talked about Rachel so much, with the pride, frustration, and love only a twin sister could experience.

      Once he recovered from his initial shock, he urged himself forward, helping his partner roll their patient from the ambulance into the hospital. Directly toward his once-almost sister-in-law, who was too absorbed in one of the computer terminals to notice him.

      Even though Rachel’s chin-length hair was shorter than Noelle’s had been, it was the same shiny golden color. Rachel’s current intense, focused expression had seldom been found on fun-loving Noelle’s face, but they’d shared round cheekbones, a narrow nose, and those eyes…

      Cale’s partner, Rafe Sanchez, who’d recently been promoted to paramedic captain in the San Amaro Island department, started briefing the triage nurse on the accident victim, who was in stable condition, as they walked. They wheeled him toward the room at the end as directed, then transferred him to the gurney. Cale slipped outside to start on the documentation.

      Rachel remained at the nurses’ station, her hair tucked behind her ear, attention focused on the screen in front of her. He walked up to the opposite side of the counter and debated with himself whether to call her by her first name or Dr. Culver. Before he could decide, she looked up.

      Cale braced himself for the deep green-blue gaze, but still, it struck him like an electric current when their eyes met. Beautiful eyes so achingly familiar they made something inside him twist into a tight coil.

      Rachel did a double take and put a hand to her chest. Her face registered shock for an instant before she was able to mask it, and she lowered her hand. Threw on a too-wide smile.

      “Cale,” she said in a voice reminiscent of Noelle’s but lower in pitch and volume. More restrained. Restrained wasn’t a word he’d ever used to describe his fiancée.

      Rachel glanced at the emblem on his uniform shirt. “I didn’t realize you were an EMT.”

      “I’m still a lieutenant for the fire department most days. We do medical rotations once a month.” He wasn’t sure why he threw in that he was an officer. As if he needed her to respect him. “And you finished med school. Congratulations.”

      “I did. Mostly intact even. I’m living at home with my mom for a while though, so some days it seems like I’ve regressed.”

      “Same thing happened to me whenever I used to go home to see my parents on the ranch. And that was only for a few days at a time.”

      She smiled sympathetically, but Cale suspected that what she was dealing with, living in a home that was so familiar and yet lacking such a key part of her family, went far beyond the awkwardness of staying at his parents’ home as an adult. In fact, it was probably similar to the soul-deep pain that had come over him the one time since Noelle’s death that he’d dared to set foot in the condo he’d bought to share with her.

      There was an uncomfortable lull between them. He wanted to say something, to reach out to her, to prolong the moment, but no words came. It wasn’t the time or place for a conversation of any substance anyway. They were connected by tragedy and not much else, but he suddenly had the urge to talk about Noelle like he hadn’t since her death. With someone who’d known her as well as he had. Better, even.

      Their silence dragged on, and the surrounding din of busy people became noticeable. Now that he was close to her, he could see the shadows under her eyes. Like Noelle, she was barely over five feet tall — she didn’t seem big enough to handle this position she’d taken on as an ER doctor. Until he noticed the determined set of her jaw. At that moment, he was reminded of Noelle’s belief in this woman, and he knew she’d do just fine with her new career. More than just fine.

      “Will I see you at the meeting tomorrow night?” he asked, searching for common ground.

      “Meeting?”

      “Planning meeting for the benefit. Maybe your mom hasn’t had time to tell you what she’s doing yet.”

      “Ah,” Rachel said, fidgeting with the hem of her scrub shirt. “The asthma benefit. I … I can’t give that kind of time commitment right now, what with my new job and everything…”

      The flash of sadness in her eyes was so fleeting that Cale nearly missed it, and then she attempted to cover it up with another forced wide grin.

      He nodded as if he understood, though he didn’t. Sure, finally becoming a full-fledged doctor after all her years of schooling and residencies and who knew what else was a big deal. Huge. But to use that as an excuse to skip out on organizing the fundraiser that would memorialize her twin sister? He wondered if there was more to that than just being busy and adjusting to her career. Noelle had told him repeatedly that Rachel thrived on stress and being over-scheduled, jokingly referring to her as her Wonder Twin.

      Rafe’s voice carried from the exam room, pulling Cale back to his task. “Guess I better get the info entered.”

      She nodded briskly. “I need to check on patients myself.”

      “It’s good to see you, Rachel,” he said without even considering her title this time.

      “You too.” She again flashed a smile that didn’t quite ring true and then hurried off down the hallway … away from the exam rooms where her patients were likely waiting for her. She passed several of her colleagues and other hospital workers, and it struck him: not one of them acknowledged Rachel with a smile or a hello. She might have grown up on the island, but it appeared that she’d been away long enough to be the new girl. Between that and her sister’s death, she seemed to be forging her way alone. Something in him stirred, most likely that part that couldn’t keep from intervening when someone was struggling.
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      Rachel barely got the staff restroom door closed before she vomited into the toilet.

      Cale would be married by now. Happily married to my sister.

      And yet she had the nerve to think how good-looking he was. Only for a split second, involuntarily, but still.

      Sweat dotted her forehead, and she sank to the cold, sterile floor. Her head fell back against the tiled wall as her eyes flickered shut.

      Coming back to the island was turning out to be torture, in multiple ways.

      The grant requiring her to work at Southeast Texas General Hospital, the mainland hospital just across the bridge from San Amaro, for three years after finishing her education had seemed like such a good idea at the time. Though her mom, a cardiologist, made good money and had paid for undergrad, she’d insisted that both Rachel and her older brother, Sawyer, pay their own way through med school. Knowing it would take years to pay off her debt even with the grant, Rachel hadn’t hesitated. STGH was a reputable small hospital. One where she could begin to make a name for herself in preparation for the day when she could move on to bigger places.

      Of course, everything had been different then. Her sister had been alive. San Amaro hadn’t been full of memories and guilt.

      Rachel dragged herself up, supporting her tired body on the porcelain sink. Being home didn’t have to derail her. She wouldn’t let it. There might be moments when reminders of Noelle popped out at her like deadly vipers when she least expected them. Like coming face-to-face with Cale, for instance. But she’d just have to be ready for them.

      She ran ice-cold water over her hands and splashed it on her face, thankful she hadn’t bothered with makeup when she’d come into work hours ago. She fished out a pack of mint gum from the front pocket of her scrubs, unwrapped a stick, and shoved it into her mouth. Her reflection caught her attention — she wore death-warmed-over so well.

      Out of habit, she pulled her hair back into a ponytail and held it there, staring at her reflection. Noelle had often worn her hair up in a ponytail, and if Rachel squinted, it was her sister she saw gazing back at her now.

      Some people might think she was warped, but she looked for her sister in the mirror frequently. It comforted her. Made her feel as if she weren’t so alone. After several seconds, she dropped her hair, cringing at the dark circles under her eyes. She was thirty years old, but her eyes looked older.

      With a deep breath, she smoothed her scrub shirt and walked out of the restroom, trying to look unruffled. In control. Like she could handle whatever came her way. Medically speaking, she could.

      As she turned the corner into the hallway that gave her a view of the nurses’ station, she hesitated. Sank heavily against the wall. There he was again — Cale.

      He leaned his tall frame over one of the terminals, entering some of the endless documentation that was such a tedious but vital part of both of their jobs. His light brown hair was short, a little longer on top. His face was golden-skinned from the Texas sun, sprinkled with a five-o’clock shadow. Cale was undeniably good-looking, but it was the caring nature so inherent in his intense green eyes that had sucked in Rachel from the moment she’d met him. She distinctly remembered catching her breath that night more than three years ago at the party Noelle had dragged her to. Rachel didn’t believe in love at first sight, but her reaction to him was a testament to instant attraction. And then he’d smiled. When Cale smiled, he went from handsome to helllllo.

      As she watched him, he flashed his killer smile at someone out of her line of sight. Rachel took a half step forward to satisfy her curiosity.

      Gena Mathers. Of course. The cutest, friendliest person in the entire hospital. The ER nurse everyone seemed to like — Rachel included. Gena had welcomed Rachel her first day on the job, while the other nurses had kept her at a distance.

      Gena laughed at something Cale said. Rachel wasn’t close enough to hear their words, but she suspected they were flirting. Gena moved from the far counter to the spot where Rachel had stood earlier, near Cale. He’d apparently finished his documentation and was preparing to leave. Before he walked away, back to the ambulance, he touched her upper arm and smiled as he spoke again.

      A familiar emptiness gnawed at Rachel and she tried to ignore it. But she couldn’t deny it — it bothered her that Cale was talking to, maybe even flirting with Gena.

      Was it that he was getting over her sister, moving on with his life? Or was it because he wasn’t flirting with Rachel?

      She forced the thought out of her mind. It was totally wrong. Her feelings for Cale were wrong. In the past, now, always.
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      Cale was starting to feel like a stalker by the time Rachel walked out of the hospital the next morning. He’d been sitting there in the early-morning sunshine for over an hour, staring at the exit that most of the hospital personnel used, hoping not to miss her.

      Once again, when she came into sight, he was momentarily shocked by her looks, so similar to Noelle from a distance. As soon as the logic part of his brain kicked in, he recovered and automatically began to inventory the sisters’ physical differences. Rachel walked with a whole lot less sway in her hips. Her mannerisms were more precise and economic, whereas Noelle had seemed to flow through life.

      Rachel’s shoulders drooped with fatigue. Her blue scrubs were wrinkled, as if she’d been wearing them for several days. For all he knew, she had. Though she was significantly late leaving after her shift, he’d bet she hadn’t been chatting it up with colleagues or screwing around. Noelle had told him on many occasions what a workaholic her sister was. He got the impression that, on some level, she’d admired Rachel because of it — it wasn’t a trait the sisters had shared. He’d liked Noelle’s easygoing way. Rachel, at times, put out a vibe of being untouchable, and if he hadn’t previously known her outside of the hospital, hadn’t seen beyond her all-business shell to the less secure woman beneath, he wasn’t sure he’d have the nerve to wait for her now.

      He kept his eyes on her as she approached, and when she spotted him, there was a barely discernible instant of hesitation. He wondered if she held something against him. Was it that he reminded her of her sister? He didn’t like the idea that he might make her sad.

      “Hi,” he said, squinting into the already hot June sun as she angled closer. He’d left his sunglasses in his Durango, not planning to be here for this long.

      “You’re out and about early.” She shifted her leather bag from one shoulder to the other.

      “Went off duty at seven. Kind of figured you did too.”

      “Technically, yes. I wanted to look up some information for a patient.” She mentioned a condition he’d heard of in passing but knew nothing about and became more comfortable the longer she talked shop.

      Cale nodded and tried not to feel dumb. She stopped midsentence, met his eyes briefly, then let out a quiet, self-deprecating half laugh.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I guess I’m preoccupied. So what are you doing here?”

      “Waiting for you.”

      Panic flashed over her features. “Why?”

      He smiled to try to put her at ease. “Nothing bad. Thought I’d offer to buy you breakfast.” He pointed toward the round-the-clock breakfast joint across the street that was usually full of off-duty or on-break hospital personnel.

      She stiffened and shielded her eyes from the sun with one hand, managing to hide from him as well. “I’ve been up for almost twenty-four hours. That’s probably nothing to you, but I’m exhausted.”

      He was painfully familiar with the fatigue that hit after a long, drama-filled shift. “You still have to eat though, right?”

      “I hadn’t thought about it actually.” She placed her hand on her abdomen and looked embarrassed. “That would be my stomach telling me differently.”

      “I make you uncomfortable.”

      She shook her head and stammered. “It’s just—”

      “That’s not my intention at all. We were almost family, Rachel. That doesn’t have to change because Noelle isn’t here.” Damn the lump in his throat.

      She was obviously debating with herself as she pegged him with reserved, gulf-blue eyes, and he found himself holding his breath, caring too much about her response. Finally, she nodded. “I could use something more substantial than cold cereal.”

      They headed across the parking lot in the direction of the Egg-omaniac.

      “Busy night?” he asked.

      “That’s one word for it. What about you?”

      “Busy enough to keep us up more than we slept. How’d the cardiac-arrest woman we brought in fare?”

      “She’s holding her own. We had an elderly man later who wasn’t as lucky.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She nodded. “It’s hard to get used to.”

      “Tell me about it. Don’t think you ever do completely.” He held up two fingers to the hostess when they walked into the restaurant. “Was it your first one?”

      “No. I lost a few patients as a resident. Goes along with emergency medicine, but then, you probably know that. This was the first one I didn’t beat myself up about.”

      “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me about you,” he said as they followed the hostess to a booth against the far wall. “That you would be hard on yourself.” When she whipped her head around to him, he said, “That’s not an insult.”

      “You don’t really know me.” She spoke as they sat on opposite sides of an orange laminate table that had scratches all over it. A couple of nearby tables had single occupants dressed in scrubs, and a noisy group over in the large corner booth was undoubtedly a gang of nurses who’d finished the overnight shift as well.

      “Not directly, I guess. Only through Noelle. She talked about you a lot, so I feel like I know you.”

      “What are you ordering?” she asked abruptly as the hostess placed menus in front of them. She fidgeted with the menu, bending the corner back and forth.

      So she doesn’t want to discuss her sister.

      Cale opened the menu and located his usual. “Pecan waffles. Maple syrup. Side of bacon, not crispy.”

      “If I remember right, it’s hard to beat their waffles,” she said, closing her menu and setting it aside.

      The waitress appeared with a pitcher of ice water, then took their order.

      As they waited for their food, Rachel questioned him about the alarms he’d been on last night, again seeming more at ease with shop talk than small talk. She managed to keep the focus away from herself, and that piqued his curiosity.

      “So what do you do besides work?” he asked when she’d paused to take a drink of water.

      “Uh…” She frowned as she set her glass down. “I have no idea. It’s been years since I had free time. I think I lost all my hobbies.”

      “What’d you do in high school for fun?”

      “Study.” Her lips, the lightest color of pink and all natural, flirted with a sheepish grin. “That sounds pathetic, doesn’t it? Someday I’ll figure out what I like to do in my spare time. As soon as I find some spare time.” Her expression went back to serious. “So tell me why I’m really here.”

      Cale refilled both their glasses. Took a drink. Removed his silverware from the wrapped-up napkin. He shrugged, knowing it would be easy to say the wrong thing here. “Noelle would want us to be friends.”

      “There’s no way for you to know that.” She stared at her water glass as she said it, her voice soft.

      “I know it bothered her that you and I weren’t closer. That we didn’t have many chances to get to know each other better.”

      Rachel’s eyes closed in unmistakable pain, making it clear his desire to talk about her twin was going to go unheeded for now.

      In an attempt to lighten the mood, he said, “I seem to remember you’re a self-proclaimed … what was it? ‘Chronic introvert in frequent need of a social rescue.’ Let’s just say that’s why I asked you to breakfast.”

      Her head jerked up, and surprise shone in her eyes as she stared at him. “You remember that?”
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      Rachel felt exposed. Though she could recite almost the entire conversation she’d had with Cale the night she’d met him — which was maybe an hour and a half before Noelle had met him — she’d figured Cale had long ago forgotten it. That was the way it had always been — guys tended to forget about Rachel as soon as Noelle came along. Her sister had always been one of the most beloved girls around, and Rachel had accepted that — most of the time. When it had come to a few specific guys over the years, it had been tougher to swallow.

      She’d been home for a visit three years ago, and Noelle had insisted on taking her to a friend’s party, dragging her away from a week’s worth of reading that had to be squeezed into the long weekend. Rachel had known succumbing to her sister’s pleas for more “sister time” had been a mistake the second they had walked in the door of the immense, ritzy house on the bayside of the island. The open-layout main floor had been packed with people — loud, over-happy, in-varying-stages-of-drunkenness people, none of whom Rachel knew. An hour or so into the evening, when Noelle had rushed over to a recently engaged girlfriend to check out her ring, Rachel had escaped out the back door for fresh air.

      She’d found herself on a deck that stretched over the dark, calm water. The uncharacteristic early-spring chilliness was probably to blame for the fact that the deck was deserted. She’d just started to relax when the door behind her opened, allowing the raucous noise to hit her before it shut. Huddled in a shadowed corner, she crossed her fingers that whoever it was wouldn’t notice her.

      He had.

      Cale had talked to her. Made her smile. Made her suddenly glad she’d come to the party after all. And he hadn’t tried to use a single line on her. Hadn’t flirted. He’d been real. Something Rachel didn’t run into every day. The egos of some male med students had always repelled her. Cale was different.

      They’d spent a good half hour or more outside talking, just the two of them. Cale had sympathized that she didn’t know anyone else at the party, and once he’d found out she was a med student, he’d taken her inside and tracked down a woman he knew who was also studying to become a doctor and had introduced them.

      Hence, the rescuer. Her knight.

      Later on, when Rachel was chatting with the other med student, she’d watched from across the room the moment Cale had spotted Noelle and had introduced himself to her, no doubt making a comment about the sisters’ identical twin-ness. For some reason, Rachel hadn’t mentioned it when she and Cale had spoken.

      It had hit her then, as she watched the two of them interact, that there was a reason Cale hadn’t flirted with her. She wasn’t the type of girl whom guys flirted with. Not like Noelle was.

      The waitress chose that moment to set their Belgian waffles in front of them, forcing Rachel to snap out of the trip down memory lane.

      “You don’t need to rescue me anymore,” she said as she selected the blueberry syrup and poured it over her plate. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Some people need to be rescued from themselves.” He’d jabbed his first bite of waffle but paused with it hovering over his plate, dripping maple syrup, to send her a penetrating gaze.

      “Me?”

      “No.” He straightened and popped the food into his mouth. “Just a general comment.”

      When she continued to stare at him, trying to discern whether it really was a general comment or an accusation, he shook his head.

      “Really, Rachel. I didn’t mean anything by it. The capable, competent Dr. Rachel Culver absolutely, positively doesn’t need to be rescued from herself.” He grinned and she found it hard to be annoyed. “As far as I know. I reserve the right to change my mind at any time.”

      She couldn’t help laughing quietly, in spite of her fatigue, in spite of not wanting to let herself have a good time, as she shook her head.

      “So the benefit…” Cale said, switching gears so fast her head spun. “I’m surprised your mom hasn’t roped you in yet.” He smiled and looked sympathetic as he said it.

      “Yeah. She tried. She’s…”

      “She’s what? Probably happy to have you back.”

      Rachel stared off at nothing as she thought of the uncharacteristic distance between her and her mom these days. Happy was not the word she’d choose. It was as if her mom had lost her focus on the important things. “She’s changed. Noelle’s dea—” She shook her head, unable, or maybe unwilling, to say the words. “My mom’s just different now.”

      Cale studied her as he finished a bite, then set down his fork. “Some days, I wake up, and I don’t immediately think about it. About Noelle and what happened. And then, wham, it hits me, and for a minute, it’s like it’s new again.” He swallowed hard, and Rachel could see it was difficult for him to talk about Noelle too. He grasped his glass without taking a drink, his strong fingers clutching it like a lifeline, and she fought off the urge to put her hand over his. “Going to these meetings for your mom’s benefit has made Noelle top of mind, and that’s not easy. I get that, Rachel. Like you wouldn’t believe.”

      His persistence about the benefit made it easier to keep her hand to herself. She was about to remind him that she was too overwhelmed with her job when he stuck his palm out toward her and nodded. “I know. New job and all that. You don’t have to defend yourself to me.”

      “I’m not being defensive,” she said, absently dragging a bite of waffle through a puddle of syrup.

      “Okay. I’ll back off.” He flashed her a sympathetic look, and that, more than anything else, made her chest tighten and had her fighting to keep all signs of the emotional storm inside her from showing on her face. “The event itself is shaping up to be one hell of a night. Has your mom told you about it? That we got Tim Bowman?”

      “She did mention that.” Several times in her attempts to sway Rachel.

      Tim Bowman was the local boy turned rock star. He was a few years younger than Rachel, but San Amaro was a small place, so she’d known of him vaguely before he’d hit it big. She had to admit it was a genius idea for a fundraiser.

      As Cale carried on about all the details, Rachel only heard a fraction of what he said. She was too busy reassuring herself.

      She’d only been in her job for a week. She’d taken on an extra shift already and planned to take as many more as she could get approved for. Her goal had always been to position herself well so that at the end of her three years at STGH, her resume and her work ethic would stand out. That was a tall order, but she specialized in tall orders. Always had.

      The thought of going to frequent volunteer meetings, of putting mental energy toward any kind of event planning, let alone one that carried the significance of a memorial to her beloved twin sister… She didn’t know how she could possibly handle that.

      She’d support the cause by going, but that was all she could give right now.

      As she pushed away her half-eaten breakfast, she forced herself to tune back in to what Cale was saying. When he’d finished everything on his plate — and hers, after she’d offered it — she threw enough cash on the table to cover both their meals and a tip. And then she wasted no time getting out of there, away from Cale’s captivating, penetrating eyes.
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      Rachel had been back on San Amaro Island for just over a week, and already she was getting tired of waking up with Marvin the Martian staring her in the face.

      The creepy plastic figurine and the headboard of the captain-style bed it was perched on belonged to her thirty-six-year-old surgeon brother, Sawyer. He hadn’t lived here in their mom’s house since he’d left for college, which made his room fair game — and a lot easier to handle than the bedroom across the hall that Rachel and Noelle had shared — but she couldn’t help thinking it was time to redecorate the room, maybe turn it into more of a guest room than a teenage boy room. Her mom hadn’t touched the girls’ bedroom, but that was different. Rachel wasn’t about to tackle that project either. So here she was, starting another day with the green-helmeted martian staring her in the face.

      As she rolled away from Marvin, she became aware of an enticing aroma teasing her nostrils. Someone was cooking. Her stomach rumbled and she registered that it was empty. The Belgian waffle from this morning, with Cale, was history. How long had she been sleeping? She drowsily checked her watch, then sprang upright. Double-checking the digital clock on the headboard shelf, just inches from Marvin, she verified it was after six p.m. She’d collapsed in bed at 9:47 a.m. and had been asleep moments later. Eight straight hours of sleep was unheard of. A luxury, for sure, but she didn’t have time to lie around and soak it in. She had reading to catch up on for work, and she wanted to check in to see how one of her patients from last night had fared. The sweet seventy-two-year-old lady had fallen in her home, had no family close by, and had been so scared and alone that Rachel felt compelled to make sure she was okay. But first … food.

      She sat up and pulled a thin hoodie over her tank-and-boxer pajamas, wondering who could be producing that mouthwatering smell. It was too strong to be some kind of carryout. Nowadays in the Culver house, a home-cooked meal was hard to come by. Noelle had been the cook in the family — the only one. Rachel’s sister had taught herself the skill when they were twelve, probably out of self-preservation. Prior to that, fried chicken from a box and bright orange mac and cheese had been status quo. Since Noelle’s death, as far as Rachel knew, the kitchen had been rarely used.

      She ignored the pang in her chest at the thought of her sister, the feeling that she should be able to walk down the stairs to the kitchen and see her twin slaving over the stove as she hummed an off-key tune.

      Instead, she found her mother clearing the kitchen counter of what appeared to be a full meal — some kind of pork chop dish with onion slices on top, broccoli with cheese sauce, and a potato casserole.

      “You’re up,” Jackie Culver said with a smile. “I didn’t want to wake you.”

      “I meant to be up hours ago. What’s going on here?” Rachel indicated the kitchen with a sweeping gesture.

      “I’ve kept some warm for you.” Her mom opened the microwave and took out a plate of food.

      “Where’d it come from?”

      “What do you mean, where did it come from?”

      “It’s… You don’t cook.”

      Her mom scooped the remaining broccoli into a storage container. “I taught myself. I try to cook three or four nights a week. It’s just been an unusual week since you got home and this was my first opportunity.”

      “And you let me sleep through it.” There was no accusation in Rachel’s voice, just an observation. She was kicking herself for not setting her alarm, but not because she was worried about missing any meals.

      “You apparently needed it. You worked a double shift?”

      Rachel nodded and sat down at the table, salivating at the plate of food her mom set in front of her. She popped a piece of cheesy broccoli in her mouth. Her mom sat across from her. Perplexed, she stared at her mom as she chewed.

      “Do I have food on my face?” Jackie asked, touching her fingers to the corners of her mouth.

      “Drop of cheese beneath your collar,” Rachel said. “How long did this take, Mom?”

      Her mom shrugged. “Less than an hour. The meat had to simmer for quite a while, otherwise it would have been faster.”

      “That means you had to be home from work … before five?” Rachel couldn’t keep the scandalized tone out of her voice.

      “My four-thirty canceled. There was no reason to hang around.”

      Rachel narrowed her eyes at her mom and jabbed a bite of pork.

      “You like it?” Jackie continued.

      “It’s … fantastic. You never mentioned you’d taken up cooking.”

      Her mom had never shown an interest in food or the preparation of it, beyond fueling her driven body so that she could work some more.

      “You’ve barely been home since you moved back,” her mom said.

      “Before that.”

      Jackie laughed, crossing her arms over her chest. “You haven’t exactly talked to me a lot, Rach.”

      “You know how crazy busy I’ve been, finishing my residency, getting ready to move back…”

      “I know. I hope…” Her mom shook her head and left the sentence dangling. “I worry about you.”

      Rachel laughed incredulously. “Mom. What are you worried about? I made it through med school. Top of my class. I’ve got the job I’ve always wanted.” Or a variation of it anyway. “This is what it’s all about. You know that.”

      Her mom knew it because Rachel had followed in her mom’s footsteps almost exactly, with the exception that her mother’s specialty of choice was cardiology instead of emergency medicine. Medicine was in the Culver blood. And though Sawyer was different in a lot of ways, both Rachel and her mother were type A, driven, almost obsessive about their career paths. It was something Rachel had always admired in her mother, something that made them closer, this similarity.

      Except … her mom was worrying about her? More than a little perplexed, she said, “I’m good, Mom. Are you?”

      Another similarity they had was the dislike of getting too personal with conversation. Neither was touchy-feely, neither was prone to emotional outbursts other than the random overtired temper tantrum here and there. It made Rachel a little uncomfortable to pry.

      “I’m doing really well, Rach.” Her mom’s voice sounded happy, but … two years ago, leaving the office a half an hour before it closed would have been unheard of for Dr. Jackie Culver.

      “Okay, then,” Rachel said skeptically. “I’m glad. Just a little freaked out by your new hobby.”

      “Do you like what you’re eating or not?” Her mom gestured smugly to her half-empty plate.

      “I’m impressed, as I said.” Rachel couldn’t imagine the hours it must have taken for her mom to become comfortable in the kitchen when, previously, toasting Pop-Tarts had been her specialty.

      Her mother stood. “Okay then. Less questioning, more eating. I need to get going.”

      It took Rachel a few seconds to remember what day it was and where her mom must be going. The meeting. To plan her sister’s memorial benefit.

      The food she’d gulped down so far settled like a rock in her stomach, and she wanted to push the plate away. That would grab her mom’s attention though.

      Rachel waited for another round of this-is-going-to-be-so-great-you-should-join-us to begin. It was all she could do to put another bite of food on her fork and shove it in her mouth. She should have tried to get an extra shift tonight. Every Wednesday. That would stop the asking, the pleading, the guilt…

      Well, no. Nothing would ever stop the guilt.

      Instead of trying yet again to get Rachel to go with her to the meeting, Jackie merely ran a dishrag over the counter, rinsed her hands, and put her remaining lemonade in the refrigerator to save for later. She headed toward the kitchen doorway, no doubt to freshen up in the master bath before she left, as she always did. Rachel was almost home free when her mother stopped. Turned to her.

      “Rachel—”

      “I’m not going, Mom.”

      They stared at each other, and she could see in her mom’s eyes she wanted to say so many things, wanted to run all the arguments past Rachel again, wanted to draw her into her crusade. Then her mom surprised her with a smile and a loosening of her shoulders.

      “I was just going to tell you to save some food for your brother. I promised him leftovers for lunch tomorrow. He’s coming over to clean out the garage on his day off.”

      Rachel breathed.

      “I’m not going to push you anymore. About the benefit. I understand it’s hard for you to face right now. It’ll get easier, sweetie.”

      Then her mom did something unheard of. She strode over to her daughter, brushed Rachel’s hair behind her ear, leaned down, and kissed her forehead.

      The quiet understanding was more than Rachel could stand. She fought the tears that threatened with every fiber of her being, forced them back, sucked in oxygen to compose herself. Her mom pulled away, finally, and Rachel felt her staring at her. Assessing.

      Dammit. She couldn’t meet her gaze, not without giving away too much. Not without letting on that her mom had hit the nail on its head.
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        * * *

      

      Her mom had left the house ten minutes ago, and still, Rachel, who hadn’t moved from her place at the kitchen table, couldn’t get a full breath.

      In spite of the logical reasons she’d given for not participating in the planning of the asthma benefit, both Cale and her mom had jumped to the same conclusion. They both believed she couldn’t handle it emotionally. They both believed that, despite the fact she’d just started a brand-new job — her new career that she’d been working toward for years — despite the long hours, the double shifts, and the learning curve of how this emergency department functioned, they’d both, in essence, accused her of not being able to face up to memorializing her twin sister.

      Maybe if they’d left it unspoken, it would have been easier to let it go. She could have allowed them to think what they would and gone on with her busy life. But they’d said it out loud, both of them, separately.

      That didn’t sit well with her.

      Shaking her head in frustration, she pushed up out of her chair with more force than necessary. She took her empty plate to the counter, dumping the pork bone in the trash on the way, rinsed the dish and silverware, and put it all in the dishwasher. Ignoring the nagging voice in her head, she scrubbed at the countertop her mother had cleaned less than thirty minutes ago, going after a stain that had been there since she and Noelle had painted their bedroom in honor of their sixteenth birthday. The stain had faded, but it was still clearly the electric green from Noelle’s side of the room.

      Her jaw ached from the tight set of her teeth, and she consciously loosened it. She closed her eyes and tried to reason with herself.

      Even though she’d slept — hard — for eight hours, she felt as though she was running on empty. It pained her to acknowledge that her job was kicking her ass this first week. It didn’t matter if that was “normal” or expected by other people — she wasn’t other people.

      On top of her fatigue, she no doubt looked like hell. She strode into the hall powder room, checked the mirror, and verified. Yep. Her blond hair was tangled, the usual precise, off-center part looking more as if someone had thrown up a shovelful of hay and let it fall every which way. Her eyes… Ugh. She widened them, tried to fake them into looking alive, but the weariness in her bones was reflected back at her from blue eyes that looked like neither hers nor her sister’s. The eyes of a stranger.

      Her clothes — an old pair of cutoff denim shorts and a faded SeaWorld T-shirt her mom had brought back from a conference years ago — weren’t appropriate for leaving the house, let alone for going to a meeting of any kind. As a matter of fact, she had no idea what would be appropriate. She spent ninety percent of her time wearing scrubs and tennis shoes. She could restart a human heart, but when it came to fashion, she was about as knowledgeable as a four-year-old boy.

      She stood there arguing with her reflection, and then, recalling one more time how Cale and her mother had been so annoyingly understanding, she went in search of a less-faded T-shirt, ran a brush through her hair, and stormed out of the house.
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        * * *

      

      Rachel had thought the worst part of the meeting would be walking in and sitting down, especially since, by the time she’d worked up the courage to go, she was late.

      She’d been grossly mistaken.

      Not wanting to jolt everyone in the library meeting room by looking so obviously identical to the girl they were memorializing, she’d pulled out an old ball cap — a White Sox cap, no less, which her Cubs-fan sister would never have deigned to touch — that she’d long ago stuffed in the glove compartment of her Honda. She’d kept her discount-store-special sunglasses on as well. Disguise master she wasn’t, apparently. When she’d walked into the room of fifteen people sitting around a long conference table, she’d taken a seat along the wall, behind the row of chairs at the table, so as not to interrupt. But there had been whispers and looks anyway. Confusion, surprise, sympathy. A couple of people — one of whom was Cale — had shot her quick, welcoming smiles, and then she’d pointed her eyes at her mom, who was speaking, in an attempt to block everybody else out.

      Her grand entrance wasn’t the worst part though. The worst part was that, as she sat there, minding her own business and trying to focus on the discussion, she felt Noelle there. It was hard to explain, but the knowledge of why they were all gathered in that stuffy room, volunteering their time, made Rachel shiver. Noelle was just … there. In her thoughts, in her consciousness. And that caused a lump the size of a baseball to lodge in her throat. A throbbing began in her temples, and Rachel spent a painful fifteen minutes blinking and fighting tears. When the woman in front of her shifted in her seat, allowing Rachel a view of a folder on the table, it felt as if her breath was knocked out of her.

      Taped on the outside of the folder was a full-color photo of Noelle, tanned and happy. It looked to have been taken at a party or a bar. Noelle’s long, blond hair had been curled at the ends, she wore smoky shadow around her eyes, and her smile was one hundred percent natural, not forced at all. She looked gorgeous and so full of life. It was one of the best pictures Rachel had ever seen of her twin, and that was saying something because Noelle was as photogenic as a baby panda bear.

      The tears that had been threatening like a tropical storm finally hit. The lump in Rachel’s throat expanded and seemed to seal out any oxygen from getting to her lungs.

      She gathered her tablet from her lap, bowed her head, and got the hell out of the room before it could shrink in on her and swallow her up.
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        * * *

      

      Cale had been surprised to see Rachel walk in to the meeting room after the way she’d paled when he’d brought up the subject that morning. He’d been happy she’d made it — until he noticed she looked as if she might pass out.

      He suspected her plan
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