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Synopsis

There’d been a Rivers at the helm of Argyle Community
Hospital for six generations, and Harper Rivers was set to take her
father’s place whenever he decided to hang up his shingle.
Unfortunately, the board of directors had other ideas—they accepted
a buyout offer from a health care conglomerate with plans to close
the hospital’s doors to the community that depended on it. And
Presley Worth, a high-powered corporate financier, came to town to
oversee the closure. Funny thing was, no one asked Harper, and she
had no intentions of following anyone’s orders but her own—no
matter how beautiful, smart, or commanding the new boss might
be.
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“Raand has built a complex world inhabited by
werewolves, vampires, and other paranormal beings…Raand has given
her readers a complex plot filled with wonderful characters as well
as insight into the hierarchy of Sylvan’s pack and vampire clans.
There are many plot twists and turns, as well as erotic sex scenes
in this riveting novel that keep the pages flying until its
satisfying conclusion.”—Just About Write

“Once again, I am amazed at the storytelling ability
of L.L. Raand aka Radclyffe. In Blood Hunt, she mixes high
levels of sheer eroticism that will leave you squirming in your
seat with an impeccable multi-character storyline all streaming
together to form one great read.”—Queer Magazine Online

“The Midnight Hunt has a gripping story to
tell, and while there are also some truly erotic sex scenes, the
story always takes precedence. This is a great read which is not
easily put down nor easily forgotten.”—Just About Write

“Are you sick of the same old hetero vampire/werewolf
story plastered in every bookstore and at every movie theater?
Well, I’ve got the cure to your werewolf fever. The Midnight
Hunt is first in, what I hope is, a long-running series of
fantasy erotica for L.L. Raand (aka Radclyffe).”—Queer Magazine
Online

“Any reader familiar with Radclyffe’s writing will
recognize the author’s style within The Midnight Hunt, yet
at the same time it is most definitely a new direction. The author
delivers an excellent story here, one that is engrossing from the
very beginning. Raand has pieced together an intricate world, and
provided just enough details for the reader to become enmeshed in
the new world. The action moves quickly throughout the book and
it’s hard to put down.”—Three Dollar Bill Reviews


Acclaim for Radclyffe’s Fiction

2013 RWA/New England Bean Pot award winner for
contemporary romance Crossroads “will draw
the reader in and make her heart ache, willing the two main
characters to find love and a life together. It’s a story that
lingers long after coming to ‘the end.’”—Lambda Literary

In 2012 RWA/FTHRW Lories and RWA HODRW Aspen Gold
award winner Firestorm “Radclyffe brings
another hot lesbian romance for her readers.”—The
Lesbrary

Foreword Review Book of the Year finalist and IPPY
silver medalist Trauma Alert “is hard to put
down and it will sizzle in the reader’s hands. The characters are
hot, the sex scenes explicit and explosive, and the book is moved
along by an interesting plot with well drawn secondary characters.
The real star of this show is the attraction between the two
characters, both of whom resist and then fall head over
heels.”—Lambda Literary Reviews

Lambda Literary Award Finalist Best Lesbian Romance 2010 features “stories [that] are
diverse in tone, style, and subject, making for more variety than
in many, similar anthologies…well written, each containing a
satisfying, surprising twist. Best Lesbian Romance series editor
Radclyffe has assembled a respectable crop of 17 authors for this
year’s offering.”—Curve Magazine

2010 Prism award winner and ForeWord Review Book
of the Year Award finalist Secrets in the
Stone is “so powerfully [written] that the worlds of these
three women shimmer between reality and dreams…A strong, must read
novel that will linger in the minds of readers long after the last
page is turned.”—Just About Write

In Benjamin Franklin Award finalist Desire by Starlight “Radclyffe writes romance with such
heart and her down-to-earth characters not only come to life but
leap off the page until you feel like you know them. What Jenna and
Gard feel for each other is not only a spark but an inferno and, as
a reader, you will be washed away in this tumultuous romance until
you can do nothing but succumb to it.”—Queer Magazine
Online

Lambda Literary Award winner Stolen Moments “is a collection of steamy stories about
women who just couldn’t wait. It’s sex when desire overrides
reason, and it’s incredibly hot!”—On Our Backs

Lambda Literary Award winner Distant Shores, Silent Thunder “weaves an intricate
tapestry about passion and commitment between lovers. The story
explores the fragile nature of trust and the sanctuary provided by
loving relationships.”—Sapphic Reader

Lambda Literary Award Finalist Justice Served delivers a “crisply written, fast-paced
story with twists and turns and keeps us guessing until the final
explosive ending.”—Independent Gay Writer

Lambda Literary Award finalist Turn Back Time “is filled with wonderful love scenes,
which are both tender and hot.”—MegaScene
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Not far from here is the Mary McClellan Hospital, a
rural community hospital that sits high on a hill above the small
town of Cambridge, New York. The hospital was financed entirely by
a single individual, as was not unusual several centuries ago, and
opened in 1919. It closed in 2003 and stands empty now, a silent
testament to a bygone era. I found some pictures on the Internet
that show the interior as it is now, with much of the equipment
still in the rooms—old hospital beds, bent IV stands, monitors with
blank faces. The halls seem eerily empty, beyond deserted,
abandoned and forgotten.

 For eight years of my life I was a surgery
resident, and for most of that time, I spent every third night on
call in the hospital. I walked the dark halls, listened to the
murmurs of patients and staff, and wondered what the world was like
beyond the glass where I could see the shimmering lights of the
city. I can remember sitting with my fellow residents in the
surgical lounge as morning approached, having spent a sleepless
night taking care of in-house patients, responding to emergency
calls, and finishing up the work of the day that never seemed to
end, silently congratulating one another at having survived another
day. Much has changed in medicine in the last decades, much for the
better, but I think losing our community hospitals is not one of
the benefits of progress. Now we must drive far from home to places
with which we are not familiar, to be taken care of by strangers,
often in surroundings where we become lost among the many.

This book did not start out as a commemorative to
those lost hospitals, or lost moments in time, but as I wrote it, I
felt the loss and wondered if we have not done a disservice by
depersonalizing what must, after all, be one of the most human and
humane experiences. This is not a book about hospitals or medicine,
but a love story like all my novels are, which takes place in a
singular community with the hospital near its heart. In the end,
the heart of a romance novel always resides within the characters.
I hope you enjoy these.

Thanks go to senior editor Sandy Lowe, who daily
makes my job easier and gives me more time to write; to editor Ruth
Sternglantz for understanding my work and where I’m going,
sometimes before I do; to Stacia Seaman for careful reading and
essential corrections; and to my first readers Connie, Eva, and
Paula for constant encouragement.

Sheri found just the images I wanted for this book,
and came up with a memorable cover—like always.

And thanks to Lee, who wanted to sneak up to the
hospital at night with a flashlight for a glimpse of the past.
Amo te.


For Lee, for always saying “why not?”


Chapter One

Harper Rivers ran along the shoulder of the narrow,
twisting country road, the rising sun at her back and the broad
Hudson lazily flowing to her left across a half mile of freshly
plowed floodplain. The brisk early summer breeze cooled the sweat
on the back of her neck, and the aroma of tilled earth burgeoning
with life teased her senses. Her skin tingled with the pulse of
blood through her veins, and the crisp air filling her lungs chased
away the lingering exhaustion from a sleepless night. The rhythmic
thump-thump-thump of her Sauconys on the cracked blacktop
kept pace with her pounding heart, and her mind slowly emptied of
everything except the inevitable joy that came with the resurgence
of spring. She slowed as a pickup overtook her from behind and
waved as the driver blew his horn before she turned down a
crushed-gravel drive, wide enough for two good-sized tractors to
pass, bordered on either side by apple and pear trees, their leaves
a vibrant green and the first blush of blossoms glistening on the
tangled boughs. A half mile ahead, a stately white country house
reminiscent of a Southern plantation home with a pillared two-story
front porch sat on a hill above the river. Smoke curled from one of
the four stone chimneys, carrying the sweet, yeasty scent of baking
bread from the kitchen hearth. She angled away from the flagstone
walk leading to the formal front entrance, followed the winding
rough stone path around the side of the portico to the rear of the
house, and bounded up the broad wooden steps to the wide-planked
rear porch. Just as she reached the screen door, a voice from
inside greeted her.

“Don’t come in here with those muddy shoes, Harper
Lee Rivers.”

“Yes, Mama,” Harper said as she always did in
response to the familiar order. She toed off her running shoes,
left them by the door, and walked in her socks into her mother’s
domain. The kitchen, the informal meeting room for the entire
family and most visitors, stretched almost the entire length of the
rear of the home, dominated by a fifteen-foot-long timber table
that had been carved from the hickory trees that once dominated the
hilly profiles of upland New York farms. The rough-hewn wood had
been worn down by decades of pots and dishes sliding across its
surface and the vigorous polishing of generations of Rivers wives
and children. The appliances had been updated, but everything else
about the kitchen was as it had once been when the home was built
250 years before. The counters were of the same dark red-brown
hickory as the table, the long thin grain interrupted here and
there by darker knots and whorls. Hand-cut beams bearing the square
scars of the axman’s blade supported the white board ceiling, and
gray-green flagstone formed the entrance floor adjacent to the oak
floorboards. An open hearth, four feet square and just as deep,
held an early morning fire to chase away the chill.

Her mother pulled a pan of biscuits from the
double-stacked oven and slid it with practiced efficiency onto a
stone trivet on the wood counter. Harper made a fast grab for one
and just as quickly snatched her hand back when her mother swatted
at her with a wooden spoon.

“You know they’re best when they’ve cooled a little.
Sit and drink your coffee.”

Harper pulled out a straight-backed wood chair with
a leather seat shaped to comfort by decades of occupants, plopped
down at the table in her usual place, and stretched her legs toward
the hearth.

“You’re up early,” her mother said, sliding a mug of
coffee in front of her. She regarded Harper with the direct gaze
guaranteed to make Harper squirm when she was keeping something
secret, although she hadn’t had secrets in a long time. At least
none that her mother needed to know about. She tried hard not to
fidget and searched her memory for a forgotten birthday or a missed
family gathering. Ida Rivers was big on meeting family
obligations.

“Or,” her mother went on, “have you not been to bed
at all?”

Relaxing now that she realized she hadn’t committed
a family sin, Harper sipped the strong black coffee and gave a sigh
of contentment. The run and the familiar scents and sights of her
mother’s kitchen drained away the lingering twists of tension from
the last few hours. “Mary Campbell decided to deliver a little
early. Her labor took most of the night.”

“First times can be like that. Everybody doing all
right?” Her mother sounded interested despite having undoubtedly
heard the same story in countless ways from Harper’s father over
the last thirty years. Maybe truly caring helped make up for all
the times Harper’s father hadn’t been around when her mother would
have liked him to be.

“Everybody’s fine, including Tim. I thought for a
while I’d have to get him a bed next to Mary’s.”

Ida laughed. “First-time fathers. Worse than the
mothers by a long shot.”

“You got that right.” Harper grinned, leaned over,
and snagged a biscuit without getting swatted this time. “I saw
that Dad’s SUV is gone. I thought he wasn’t going to take night
calls anymore.”

Ida huffed. “Yes, and we won’t be planting the lower
forty again either.”

Harper nodded as she buttered the flakey biscuit.
Neither was likely to happen in her lifetime. Her father was an
old-time country physician, just like she was, and if the call
came, it went against the grain to tell the patient to go to the
emergency room. Not when all it meant was getting out of bed,
pulling on a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt, kicking into boots,
and driving through the quiet country night with the company of the
deer and possum and raccoons who appeared in the headlights, stared
for a moment as if questioning why you were intruding on their
domain, and bounded off into the underbrush with a dismissive swish
of a tail. Those moments were among the most peaceful she’d ever
known. Why would she pass those up while denying her patients the
care of a doctor who knew them, and whom they trusted, at the same
time?

“I told him I’d take his calls. I know all his
patients.”

“You ought to—you’ve been going out with him since
you were ten.”

“So you work on him—he’s earned a full night’s
sleep.”

Ida speared her with a glance. “You think you’ll be
ready to turn your patients over to someone else in another
twenty-five years?”

“Okay, maybe not.” Harper didn’t think of medicine
as a job, but as a responsibility, one she’d wanted since the first
time she’d rode beside her father in the front seat of a Ford
pickup with his big battered black bag between them, making house
calls. She loved being greeted at the door by a friend or neighbor
who opened their home to her and put their life in her hands
because they trusted her. What she did mattered, and in her heart
of hearts, she didn’t think anyone else could do it as well. Except
her father. “Maybe I can get him to cross-cover with me now and
then. At least he’ll get a few nights off that way.”

“You suggest it, and I’ll work on him.” Ida wiped
down the counter with a damp dish towel and asked casually, “How
are things at the hospital?”

Harper went on alert. Her mother didn’t do casual.
She wasn’t a big talker, unlike her father, who could carry on a
conversation with anyone, including strangers in the market, about
any topic for seemingly endless lengths of time. Her mother was
direct, perceptive, and the power to be reckoned with at home.

“Fine, as far as I know,” Harper said. “Is there
something I don’t know about that I should?”

Ida turned and rested her slender hips against the
counter in front of the five-foot-long cast-iron country sink. She
and Harper were built the same, tall and lanky, slender in the hips
and long in the leg. Even their hair color was the same, a brown so
dark it looked black in low light. Harper’s hands were like hers
too, long slim strong fingers. Right now Harper’s fingers were
clenched around the steaming white porcelain mug. Her mother’s blue
eyes, almost indigo like Harper’s, shimmered with…worry?

Harper’s shoulders tightened. Her mother was never
wrong about something being wrong. Her mother had known when
Harper’s sister Kate had been ill, even when no one, including
Harper’s father and all his colleagues, could pin down why she
suddenly wasn’t eating and was losing weight. And when the leukemia
had finally surfaced, there’d been no way to stop it. Harper shook
off the memory of saying good-bye to Kate in the bedroom next to
hers. “What?”

“Your father.”

Stomach in free fall, Harper pushed the chair back
and sat up straight. “What, is he sick? He hasn’t said anything to
me.”

Ida waved a hand. “He’s healthy as a horse. But
something’s worrying at him. He’s been pacing at night, doesn’t
sleep even when he has the chance, and he’s had a couple phone
calls that have clearly upset him, but he isn’t talking about
it.”

“Is it money?”

“Not unless he’s suddenly taken up gambling.”

Harper snorted. Her father had two interests in
life—medicine and his family. He didn’t have time for anything else
and had never shown any inclination to change that. She admired him
for his dedication to both and hoped that one day she would do as
well, heading both the hospital, after her father retired as chief
of staff, and a family, when she met the right woman to settle down
with.

“Things are busy,” Harper said. “ER traffic has
picked up now that the weather has broken, and we’re getting more
tourists coming into the area. Other than that, I don’t know of
anything at the hospital that might be bothering him.”

“Well then,” her mother said as tires crunched on
the gravel outside, “whatever it is, I suspect we’ll know soon
enough.”

Harper listened to the familiar sound of her
father’s footsteps returning home, uneasiness settling in her
middle. Her mother was never wrong about something being wrong.

*

Presley grabbed her roller bag off the carousel and
pushed her way through the sparse pack of fellow travelers toward
the airport exit. Three men in off-the-rack suits, white shirts,
and dark ties held cardboard placards in front of them. One, a
sandy-haired, florid-faced man in his early forties, held one with
her name scrawled in black marker across it. She walked to him and
he greeted her with a broad smile.

“Ms. Worth?”

“Yes.” She barely managed not to snarl. There’d been
no first-class cabin, and the plane had been small and cramped and
the service nonexistent. She’d managed a cup of coffee that tasted
like lukewarm instant and a bag of nuts for breakfast. “How far is
it?”

“About forty-five minutes.” He took the handle of
her bag and headed for the exit. “Not much traffic out that way, so
we’ll make good time.”

“Fine.” She followed along beside him into a sunlit
morning. The air was crisp and a good twenty degrees cooler than
she was used to at this hour of the morning. That was a bonus, of
sorts, and about the only positive thing she’d noticed thus far.
The airport was ridiculously small, which explained why she’d had
to take two flights to get here. Really. Could she get any farther
from civilization?

He led her to a black town car. While he took care
of her bag, she climbed into the back and immediately checked her
phone. Hopefully he wouldn’t want to chat once he saw she was busy.
She scrolled through her several business email addresses and then
her personal, sending instructions to her admin on several matters
that had come up since the last time she’d checked. Thank God
Carrie would be arriving the next day. Between the two of them,
they ought to be able to wrap this up quickly.

The sooner they set the groundwork for a transition
team to take over, the faster she could do what needed to be done
and get out of here. The familiar anger at her brother and his
maneuvering surged through her, and she tamped it down. Some
battles were not worth fighting, and since he had the support of
the board behind him, she’d had no ammunition with which to fight
back. So here she was, pushed out of sight for the time being. The
sooner she finished off the takeover, the better. Preston was
mistaken, though, if he expected her to let him campaign for the
CEO position while she was exiled in the ass-end of nowhere.

She glanced out the window at the city, or what
there was of one, and discovered it had disappeared. Rolling hills
and broad fields bordered the two-lane road. Farmhouses, white or
yellow seemed to be the common color, sat along the road or back a
distance on narrow dirt drives, the houses generally dwarfed by
larger blood-red barns, silos, and a jumble of other buildings. No
one had close neighbors. The landscape couldn’t be more different
than Phoenix, where the starkly beautiful desert stretched for
miles to the foot of the craggy mountain faces. Here, color
exploded everywhere: greens in every shade and hue, deep yellows
and rich earthy browns, purple-and-white flowers—lilacs, at least
she thought they were lilacs—and other plants and flowers she could
not name. The dizzying riot of bold colors was annoyingly
distracting, and she turned back to her iPhone.

She opened a news app and after a second realized
she had no signal. She stared at her phone. Was it possible?
Really? No cell service? Where in God’s name was she?

Clutching her phone as if it were a lifeline to
civilization, she leaned back and closed her eyes. The transition
was projected to take six months. She’d give it three. Any longer
than that and she was likely to lose her mind. Damn Preston and his
maneuvering.

The vehicle slowed, and Presley sat up. A dented red
mailbox with peeling reflective numbers perched atop a gray wooden
post at the mouth of a dirt driveway. The car turned in and passed
between fields of what Presley presumed was grass stretching as far
as she could see on either side. Surely this was a mistake. “Are
you certain this is the right address?”

“Says 246 on the mailbox, ma’am. And this is County
Road 64.”

“Yes, but there’s nothing out here.”

“Well, there’s a house right up ahead past those
trees. Isn’t that what you were expecting?”

“I was told a house had been rented for me, but I
didn’t expect it to be—” She gritted her teeth. “Let’s just see
what we see, shall we?”

The car bumped along a lane as long as two city
blocks and barely as wide as an alley. The house was a neat
wood-sided square structure—yellow, of course—with a broad porch
running the full length of the front, the requisite red barn—not as
big as some she had seen—fifty yards away, and a clothesline strung
from the rear corner of the house to a big oak tree loaded down
with sheets flapping in the breeze.

“Obviously, we have the wrong place. Someone lives
here,” Presley said. Someone else, thank God.

The front door opened and a middle-aged woman in
pale blue pants, a blue-and-white checkered shirt, and a flowered
apron around her waist came down the porch and approached the car.
Her graying blond hair was pulled back in a loose twist. Her smile
was wide and welcoming.

Presley rolled down the window. “I’m very sorry to
disturb you, I think we are in the wrong—”

“Would you be Ms. Worth?”

For a moment, Presley was almost too surprised to
answer. “Yes. Who are you?”

“I’m Lila Phelps. The housekeeper.”

“The housekeeper.” Presley heard her voice rise at
that. “I didn’t know the house came with a keeper.”

Lila laughed. “Well, I don’t live here, but the
rental agency said you’d be needing a housekeeper, and I’m right up
the road. My cousin Sue works for the agent and she called me, and
I can use the extra with my youngest about to go off to community
college in the fall. The house needed airing out and I just
finished washing all the linens. Of course, if you don’t need
me—”

“Do you cook by any chance?”

The woman beamed. “Does it rain in April?”

“Not where I come from,” Presley muttered. She
pushed open the door and stepped out. “Breakfast at six a.m.,
dinner at seven thirty.”

“I can leave you something warming in the oven for
your supper, but I’ll be needing to be home come four or so to see
to the family’s meal.”

“Fine. Just leave instructions with it.”

“I can manage that. And do the wash and keep the
place tidy and do the grocery shopping.”

“Excellent. I’ll give you a list of my preferences.
I work in the morning over breakfast, so no radio.”

“Don’t like the noise myself.”

Presley nodded briskly. “We’ll get along fine,
then.”

“I expect we will.”

Presley paid the driver, and he carried her suitcase
up to the front porch. With her hands on her hips, she turned and
surveyed her new home. All she could see were hills and fields and
cows. There were a great many cows right up the road, and if she
hadn’t been able to see or hear them, she could definitely smell
them. She was going to make her brother pay for this.


Chapter Two

Harper’s mother turned with a cup of coffee in her
outstretched hand just as Edward Rivers came through the kitchen
door, greeting him as she had thousands of times before upon his
return from a late-night call. He smiled, kissed her cheek, and
took the coffee.

“Morning, Dad,” Harper said.

Edward sipped the coffee. “Mary and the baby doing
all right?”

“Both fine.” Harper didn’t bother to ask how her
father knew of Mary Campbell’s nightlong labor and early morning
delivery. Somehow, he always seemed to know what was happening with
everyone in the community, and certainly the condition of every
patient in the hospital everyone still called the Rivers Hospital,
as it had been named when her great-great-great-grandfather and
several local mill owners had built it 150 years before. She hadn’t
yet mastered his access to the local grapevine, but she was getting
better every year. She’d only three years of medical practice to
his thirty, so she didn’t feel too bad. “I’ll be heading back to
check on her in an hour or so. Is there anyone you need me to
see?”

He set down his cup, took off his suit coat—he
always wore a suit and tie when seeing patients, in high summer or
the dead of winter—and hung it on a peg inside the kitchen door. He
rolled up the sleeves of his white shirt and took his usual seat at
the head of the table.

“Nothing urgent. I’ll be making rounds myself
midmorning.”

Tires crunched on the drive. Flannery’s Jeep, the
top already off in homage to the long-awaited warm weather,
appeared outside the window above the sink and disappeared again as
Flann pulled under the porte cochere. Harper glanced at her mother.
“Family meeting?”

“Edward?” Ida asked.

Harper’s father nodded slowly.

Ida said, “I’d better put on more coffee.”

Edward rubbed his face, and for the first time
Harper realized he looked far more tired than a night up seeing
patients should account for. Maybe her mother was wrong. Maybe he
was ill. A spear of panic, completely unlike her usual steady, calm
approach to a crisis, shot through her. Her father had been her
hero, the primary presence in her life, for as far back as she
could remember. She was the oldest child, the first he took on
rounds with him, before Flannery and then Carson, and now Margie.
Kate had not lived long enough to join him. Harper couldn’t imagine
the family without either of her parents—her father’s quiet anchor
or her mother’s unbending strength—or her life without them. The
day would one day come. Just not now.

“Dad?”

His dark brown eyes met hers and he smiled briefly.
“Wait till you hear the facts, Harper. Listen to your instincts,
but never disregard the facts.”

“Yes, sir,” Harper said, remembering one of the
first lessons she’d learned at his side.

The back door swung open and Flannery blew in,
energy pouring off her as it always seemed to do. The second
oldest, she’d been in motion from the time she could walk, and
she’d walked earlier than them all, their mother said—always the
first to climb the tallest tree, the one to ride her bike the
fastest, the rebellious teen pushing every boundary she could find.
Harper’s father said he’d always known she’d be the surgeon, and
he’d been right. Whereas Harper favored her mother in appearance,
Flannery had the golden-brown hair and chocolate eyes of her
father’s side of the family, and the temperament of a thoroughbred
born to race. She looked like the soccer player she’d been in high
school, with a little less height than Harper and more breadth in
the shoulders. She kissed her mother, squeezed her father’s
shoulder, and pulled out a chair next to Harper at the table.

“I’ve got an eight o’clock,” she announced to the
room in general.

“You’ll make it,” Edward said. “Routine hernia,
isn’t it?”

“That and an appendectomy to follow that Harper
picked up in the ER last night.” She nodded to Harper. “Good call,
by the way. Thanks for letting me sleep.”

“I was there with a delivery. No reason for both of
us to be awake.” Harper had called Flannery at five a.m. after
seeing Bryce Daniels at three when the ER nurses had stopped her
for a curbside consult. The sixteen-year-old had the classic signs
of appendicitis, and she’d gotten his workup started before waking
her sister.

The swinging door from the dining room pushed open
and Margie, wearing a loose T-shirt and soccer shorts, came in
rubbing sleep from her eyes. At fifteen she was rangy and still a
little coltish, but destined to be the prettiest of them all with
shoulder-length curly blond hair and vivid blue eyes. She shuffled
toward the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of milk. “How come
everybody’s here?”

“Your father has news,” Ida said.

Margie sat on the far side of Harper as the last
vehicle, Carson’s Volvo, pulled in outside. Her nephew Davey’s
laughter carried through the open window, and a second later,
Carson ambled in with the ten-month-old perched on her hip. She
leaned down and kissed her father, then her mother, and took the
coffee her mother held out to her before settling into her usual
place on the opposite side of the table from Flannery. Slim-hipped
and ivory-skinned, she looked more Margie’s contemporary than ten
years her senior. She kept her auburn hair short and feathered at
the temples, giving her a touch of innocence that belied her core
of steel. A soldier’s wife, she’d been battle tested as the war in
the Middle East dragged on.

“Thanks, Mama,” Carson said when Ida handed her a
cracker for Davey.

The room was silent save for the baby’s chortling
while Ida laid strips of bacon in a cast-iron pan on the stove. She
turned the heat down low, poured her own coffee, and took her seat
at the opposite end of the table from her husband, the four sisters
ranged between them. “Well then. Edward?”

As if he’d been waiting for his wife to give him
permission, he cleared his throat and looked at each of his
children in turn.

“The board of trustees has sold the hospital.”

For a second, Harper couldn’t think above the
exclamations and one pointed curse word from Flann.

“Flannery O’Connor, we’ll not have that language at
my table,” Ida said without raising her voice.

“Sorry, Mama,” Flannery muttered.

Everyone quieted.

“What do you mean,” Harper said, “sold the hospital.
Sold the hospital to who?”

“Can they do that?” Flannery interrupted.

“Wait,” Carson said, shifting Davey in her lap as
she pushed her coffee cup beyond his grasping hands. “Why haven’t
the staff been informed? A lot of jobs are at stake, not to mention
our patients’ welfare.”

“It’s complicated,” Edward said, “but like most
community hospitals that were started by a few individuals, the
hospital transitioned to a for-profit institution sometime during
the middle of the last century. The bank and a few major
shareholders and the board of trustees control the business side of
things. Apparently, the hospital’s profits have been declining and
the sale is the only way to pay our creditors.”

“Well, decreased profits is to be expected,” Harper
said. “With the fall in reimbursement from insurance companies and
the cost of new equipment, that’s true everywhere. Our beds are
always pretty full—” She glanced at Carson, who’d opted for
business over medicine and now headed patient admissions. “I
think?”

Carson nodded. “We run at eighty percent capacity
most of the time and sometimes close to one hundred.”

“So why wasn’t the staff informed?” Flann
reached for a biscuit and glanced at her mother. “How long to
bacon?”

“Until I put it on the table.”

Flann grinned. “Soon?”

Ida’s eyes softened as she rose, stroked Flann’s
hair, and went to the refrigerator.

Carson started to get up. “I’ll get that, Mama.”

“You sit.” Harper rose. “You’ve got the baby. I’ll
get it.” She took a carton of eggs from her mother. “I’ll do this.
I can hear from here.”

“Keep the heat low so the eggs don’t get
rubbery.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

As Harper cracked eggs into the skillet and listened
to the questions and her father’s quiet answers, a hard knot
settled in her stomach. The hospital was as much the center of her
life as her family. Her friends and her colleagues there were her
community. She knew the halls and stairwells as well as she knew
the paths and streams that ran through the land she’d grown up on.
The hushed murmur of voices in the dimly lit corridors at night and
the steady beep of monitors from open doorways were as familiar as
birdcall in the morning and the lowing of cows outside her bedroom
window at night. The hospital was an extension of her world, and
she’d never wanted to be anywhere else. Her father and his father
before him and his before that had been the chiefs of staff, and
she had known from the time she was twelve that one day she would
be too. The hospital was her destiny, and she’d never considered
any other path.

She flipped the eggs and tuned out discussions of
profit and shares and stockholders and other things she didn’t care
about. She cared about her patients, cared about the community she
served, and the rest was of no matter to her. She wasn’t interested
in profit. She’d never been interested in money or paid much
attention to it at all. She lived in what had once been the
caretaker’s house on four acres of land a quarter mile down the
road from the big house. She had four rooms that were plenty of
space until she met the right woman to start a family with, a
garden where she grew her own vegetables in the summer, apple and
pear trees, a dog who slept as often at her mother’s as he did on
her back porch, three cats who’d claimed the woodshed, and chickens
who roosted in a coop beside it and gave her more eggs than she
could eat. Her life was going just according to plan.

She slid the eggs and bacon onto a big white platter
and put it in the middle of the table. Margie took down dishes and
silverware and stacked them at the other end. Everyone
automatically helped themselves.

“What does this really mean?” Harper sat back down
with a fresh cup of coffee. She didn’t take any food. She’d lost
her appetite.

Edward shook his head. “No one really knows for
sure. Maybe nothing. We’ve still got sick people to take care of,
and that’s what we need to focus on.”

Flann drummed her fork on the table to a beat only
she could hear. “What did you say the name of the corporation was
that bought the hospital?”

“SunView Health Systems,” her father said. “They’re
located out west somewhere.”

“Strangers.” Flann glanced at Harper. Fourteen
months apart, they were as close as twins. They’d gone to the same
medical school, had done their residencies at the same hospital,
and on rare occasions had competed for the attention of the same
girls.

Harper could read the warning in Flann’s eyes.
Change was coming, and it couldn’t be good.

*

Presley lugged her suitcase and briefcase through
the front door and found herself in a central foyer facing a wide
staircase against one wall. Two large rooms opened on each side,
and she took a quick glance into each. On the left was a sitting
room with a sofa and several oversized chairs arranged in front of
a stone fireplace. An oil painting of a red barn and fields of
swaying green stuff hung above the broad granite mantelpiece. She
shook her head. Didn’t they get enough of that view just driving
down the road?

A faded Oriental rug in greens and browns covered
the wood floor. The other room also had a fireplace against the far
wall and walnut-stained, floor-to-ceiling wood shelves holding a
haphazard assortment of hardback books, and a pair of
comfortable-looking reading chairs with round, dark wood casual
tables beside each one. The rooms appeared lived-in and
surprisingly welcoming. She’d expected a rental house to be
furnished, but this place looked as if the owner might return at
any moment.

“Whose house is this?” Presley asked Lila, who
waited for her at the foot of the stairs.

“It’s been in the White family for a hundred years
or so,” Lila said. “Old Mrs. White finally gave in and went to live
with her son downstate. They haven’t had any buyers, so they
finally decided to rent it.”

“Can’t imagine there are many buyers for places out
here.”

Lila laughed. “You’d be surprised how many city
people like to try their hand at country living.”

“You’re right about that.”

Presley followed Lila upstairs where she found three
bedrooms, one with a large bathroom attached, and a second bathroom
down the hall. She’d never lived with anyone—she liked to work at
odd hours and didn’t care to worry about someone else’s schedule,
but Carrie could stay here for the short time they’d be on-site.
They got along well and they wouldn’t actually be spending that
much time in the house. Carrie had been her personal assistant now
for almost three years, since Carrie had graduated from college and
finished an internship at SunView. She was organized and efficient,
respected personal space, and appreciated that Presley wasn’t a
chatterer. Exactly the kind of person Presley could tolerate having
around.

She took the master bedroom with bath, dumped her
bag by a broad, tall four-poster bed, and walked to the open
window. Lace curtains billowed in the breeze. The room overlooked a
sloping lawn to the drive and, beyond that, a broad green pasture
bordered by a wooden rail fence. The air was surprisingly clean and
bright. She could almost smell the green in it. The thought struck
her as ridiculously whimsical, and she turned away to study the
room with its tall armoire in lieu of a closet in one corner and a
matching dark wood dresser topped with a huge wood-framed mirror.
Another Oriental-patterned rug covered the floor, and a small chair
upholstered in a floral brocade design sat by the window with a
standing brass reading lamp nearby. Homey. And absolutely nothing
like her condo in Phoenix, where she favored glass and steel and
modern art, highly polished tile floors, and a gleaming gourmet
kitchen she rarely used. Not that she really noticed her
surroundings when she got home late at night and put in a few
hours’ work before bed.

“Talk about a fish out of water,” she muttered with
a shake of her head. Frowning, she scanned the wall, checked what
appeared to be a thermostat, and walked out into the hallway.
Leaning over the wooden banister, she called, “Lila?”

Lila appeared below and looked up. “Need
something?”

“Where are the controls for the
air-conditioning?”

Lila stared at her for a few seconds. “Well, there
aren’t any.”

“Come again?”

“Most places up here don’t have it. You won’t need
it except maybe in August, when it can get a little stuffy. Then
just open the windows, and if you want a bit more air, you can put
a fan in one of them. I’ll see to it when the time comes.”

“A fan. In August.”

“Maybe.”

“Wonderful.” Presley added another item to her list
of things she intended to torture Preston for. “Which direction is
town? I thought I’d walk around and get acquainted.”

“You won’t be walking to town. It’s about eight
miles.”

“Eight miles. Lovely.” She couldn’t wait for Carrie
to arrive to see to the rest of the arrangements Preston had
neglected. “All right then, I’m going to need a car
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