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      “I’m worried about my sister. She and Jim should be here by now.”

      As always, the sound of his fiancée’s voice made Jason Montgomery’s heart swell with love. He leaned over and put his arm around the back of her chair. “I’m sure they are just running behind schedule. It was probably tough for Meredith to get her and Jim and those three kids packed and on the road.”

      Lydia Henson rested her head on Jason’s shoulder, tiny wisps of her brunette hair tickling his cheek. The scent of lilacs and lavender from her perfume swirled around him. He inhaled, letting the intoxicating aroma fill his lungs.

      “You’re probably right.” Lydia chuckled. “Between my sister’s kids and all the Montgomery children, there are going to be a lot of short people running around at our wedding tomorrow.”

      The excitement in her voice when she spoke of children drove a stake into his gut. By accepting his marriage proposal, she’d accepted not having a family. His adamant stand of not wanting children was a well-known fact, and something that wouldn’t change.

      “And that doesn’t bother you?” he asked.

      “What? Rumbustious kids at our wedding and reception? Of course not.” She looked into his eyes. “I love my nieces and nephew. And I adore all the ones on your side. But you and I aren’t cut out to be parents, and I’ve accepted that. I knew when we started dating that you didn’t want children. And I appreciate your being so bluntly honest about it. The long and short of it is I’d rather spend my life with you and no children than spend my life with anyone else…period.”

      “I love you.” He leaned in to kiss her but was interrupted by someone banging on a water glass with a knife. Resting his forehead on hers, he sighed and then looked in the direction of the noise. Dressed in a gray suit with a blue tie, his brother, Travis, stood directly in front of the head table where Jason and Lydia were sitting, a wide grin splitting his face.

      Travis lifted his water glass. “To my brother and his soon-to-be wife. Caroline and I wish you all the happiness we’ve found.”

      Twenty glasses filled with wine, water or iced tea were lifted in a salute, along with shouts of well-wishes.

      Cash, Jason’s youngest sibling, stood. “I second that. And I have to say, it’s about time you made an honest man out of my brother, Lydia.”

      Jason playfully elbowed Lydia. “Yeah.”

      Lydia laughed along with the rest of the Montgomery clan, as well as her parents. At three years, it had been a long engagement.

      Jason looked around the room at all the Montgomerys gathered for tonight’s wedding rehearsal dinner. He was the last single adult Montgomery male. All his siblings had married, as had his cousins. If the smiles and contented expressions were any indication, marriage agreed with all of them. He was looking forward to joining their married ranks.

      And now the next generation of Montgomerys had begun arriving. He adored his nieces and nephews. There wasn’t much he loved more than spoiling them rotten and handing them back to the parents to straighten out. But he’d known for years that fatherhood wasn’t in his future.

      Every woman he’d ever dated had been sure she’d be the one who’d change his mind, sure that Jason would want children with her. It didn’t work that way, at least not for him.

      He’d long ago accepted his fatherless future. If any woman could have changed his mind, it would have been Lydia Henson. However his siring children, or rather not siring children, was based on biology, not emotion, something no woman could alter.

      And it was something he’d never shared with anyone for any reason, not his siblings, not his parents, not even Lydia. Since she and his sister-in-law were the main medical care providers in town, he’d also made sure nothing appeared in his chart here. He loved his small town, but information that could be considered juicy had a tendency to find its way into the gossip mill. News of his infertility could make him the object of pity or jokes, neither of which was acceptable. So far, his past medical diagnosis had stayed in Austin, where it had originally been made.

      He glanced over at the love of his life. She was as beautiful tonight as she’d been ten years ago when they’d met. Maybe she had a few lines around her eyes that hadn’t been there, but she’d earned those honestly with laughter and smiles. Her chestnut-brown hair was coiled into a fancy twist right now, but later, he’d pull out the pins and let the thick waves wrap around him. As Lydia chatted with his mother, her jade-green eyes flashed with happiness and contentment.

      He’d met Lydia back when he was in law school and she’d been a medical resident. He and his date had been brought into the emergency department after a car accident. Hell, right now, he couldn’t even remember what his date’s name had been that night. The minute he’d laid eyes on Dr. Lydia Henson, he was a goner.

      But not so for the good doctor. Her hours at the hospital had been ridiculously long. Residency and then establishing her very successful private practice had taken a toll on their relationship. Needless to say, they’d had their ups and downs over the years they’d been together.

      Then, last September, they had parted ways over the issue of children––her for, him against. In a moment of frustration, he told her she should go find a man to marry who wanted children. He’d been more than a little shocked when she’d agreed with him and walked away. He’d been sure they were done. And for a while, they were. But they hadn’t been able to stay apart.

      The rustle of Lydia’s dress jerked him from his memories. She shoved her chair back and stood. “I know the bride isn’t supposed to give toasts at her own rehearsal dinner, but what the heck. It’s my wedding, right?”

      “You go for it,” Jason said with a pat on her cute butt.

      “To Mom and Dad. You were always there for me and Meredith. You moved us to military bases I’ve never heard of in countries I’d never heard of, but what a great life you gave us. My sister is late, as usual, but if she were here, I know she’d be stomping her feet and lifting her glass in agreement. I love you both.”

      She turned to face Jason’s parents. “To Lane and Jackie. You welcomed me into your home from the first day Jason brought me there. You’ve made me feel like family.” She turned to face Travis and Caroline at the front table. “And thank you to Travis for marrying Caroline and keeping my great partner in town.”

      Travis lifted his water glass in acknowledgement and Caroline grinned.

      Then she looked down at Jason and smiled. “My life hasn’t been the same since you were carted into my emergency department all those years ago. I love you. I can’t wait to spend the rest of our lives together.”

      Lydia lifted her glass. “Ladies, to the men we love.”

      The women in the room stood, tapped their glasses together and drank before retaking their seats.

      Jason rose. “Well, hell. How am I supposed to top that?”

      The gang chuckled.

      “I’m not going to try.” He looked at Lydia. “You are my love. My life.” He leaned down and kissed her. “Now that my brother’s broken tradition and started all the toasts before dinner, I suggest we eat this wonderful meal so we can get to the desserts.”

      Jason sat and Lydia leaned over. “We’ve killed as much time as we can waiting for Meredith and Jim.” She glanced toward the two empty seats and back to him. “Maybe the kitchen can hold their food in a warming area so it’ll still be edible. Think I should call her again?”

      “It’s only been a couple of hours since y’all spoke. It’s a good what? Four- or five-hour drive down from Wichita? They were making good time. I expect them to walk in any minute.”

      “You’re probably right. I haven’t seen Levi since he was born. I bet he has grown so much.”

      Hearing the pleasure in her voice as she spoke of her new nephew dug a pit in his gut. Raising children had been a major point of contention between them. He wished things were different for him, for them, as far as children went. But things were what they were, and he’d given up childish things like wishing for the impossible when he had been ten.

      Some things were just not meant to be. His fathering children was one of those things. He had been blessed with parents who’d been wonderful role models for how to raise a family and it sucked that his option for biological children had been taken from him. Still, he’d rather others believe him too selfish to have kids than have to tolerate their pity if they discovered his gun wasn’t loaded.

      They finished the salad course and still no Meredith and Jim. The wait staff removed the salad plates and set thick filet mignon before each guest. Jason had just cut into his when a waiter handed him a note.

      Jason.

      Meet me outside. Now.

      Mark Singer

      Jason frowned as he read it. What could the sheriff want with him?

      “Everything okay?” Lydia asked.

      “Singer is outside and wants a word with me. Probably can’t make the ceremony tomorrow and wants to wish us well. I’ll be right back.”

      The Whispering Springs county sheriff was standing in the hotel hall just outside the private dining room. Hat in hand, Singer wore a serious expression that did not change when Jason held out his hand.

      “Mark. Good to see you. What can I do for you?”

      Singer shook Jason’s hand. “I hate to do this to you tonight, but I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

      Jason braced himself for whatever the sheriff had to say. “Okay. What’s the problem?”

      “An accident report from Gainesville came across the wire an hour or so ago. No names, just location. State police called me about five minutes ago to notify the family.” Mark slid the brim of his hat through his fingers as he turned it. “I’m sorry, Jason. It’s Lydia’s sister and her family.”

      “How bad?”

      “I don’t have all the details, but it’s bad. I was told to find the family and get them as quickly as possible to the North Texas Medical Center. I thought it might be better if you could bring them out here instead of me delivering bad news in front of the whole group.”

      Concern and apprehension dug dual trenches through his gut. For a man who didn’t wish for things, he hoped that bad meant a broken leg or two and nothing worse.

      “Lydia is going to be crushed.”

      Mark nodded. “Yep. I know how close she is to her sister.”

      “Wait here. I’ll get them.”

      Jason headed back into the reception, his heart chugging like a freight train.

      “What was it?” Lydia asked as he neared her chair.

      Jason hesitated, fully aware that he was getting ready to blow apart the world of the woman he loved.

      “The sheriff needs to see you and your parents outside for a minute.”

      She frowned. “Why?”

      Jason shook his head. “Mark can explain everything.”

      Lydia rose slowly as realization formed in her eyes. “It’s Meredith, isn’t it?”

      He hated being the one to break her heart with bad news, but he loved her enough to give her an honest answer. “Yeah. I’m sorry, babe. Go get your parents and take them out. I’ll be right there.”

      A shadow fell over her face as she nodded.

      She quietly took her parents out the side door but their actions, however subtle, did not go unnoticed by the rest of the Montgomerys.

      “What’s going on?” Lane Montgomery asked.

      Jason blew out a long breath and then squatted down between his parents’ chairs. “Something has happened to Lydia’s sister. A car accident. Don’t know how bad. Singer was sent here by the state police to find the family.”

      A loud cry came from the hall. Jason rose and hurried out. Lydia’s mother clung to her, weeping in noisy gasps. Her father stood at rigid attention, his military background evident in his posture.

      “I’m so sorry,” Singer was saying. “I don’t have a lot of information beyond what I’ve provided.”

      “Can you fill me in?” Jason asked.

      “Drunk driver hit their van a little ways outside of Gainesville. Report I got was that the husband was dead at the scene. The wife and kids have all been taken to North Texas Medical Center. I don’t have any information on their condition.”

      Those dual trenches were now deep caverns trying to cut him in half. If he felt this way, he could only begin to imagine what Lydia and her folks were going through.

      Jason raked his fingers through his hair. “Damn.”

      “I know.” Singer’s solemn expression said everything.

      “What can we do?” Jason’s father asked.

      Jason whirled toward his parents, unaware until now that they had followed him into the hall.

      “I don’t know. Not yet. I guess the first thing is we need to find out how badly Meredith and the kids are injured.”

      “Let me get Caroline,” Jackie said. “Maybe she can call up there for the family. Lydia is too upset. Caroline will understand all the medical jargon to translate for the rest of us.”

      Jason nodded. “Good idea. In the meantime, I need to talk to Lydia.”

      Jackie headed back into the reception, and Jason went over to where Lydia stood with her arms around her mother’s waist to support the older woman.

      “Let me,” he said, slipping his arm around her mother. “Come on, Ida. Let’s find you a place to sit down.”

      “My baby,” she wailed. “And her babies.”

      “I know, I know,” he said in what he hoped was a calming tone.

      Jason’s dad was standing beside Larry Henson, his arm around the older man’s shoulders. It was clear Larry was trying to remain strong for his family, but the shaking of his body and his ashen face said that the news was taking its toll.

      The doors to the private dining area opened and various Montgomery family members flowed out into the hall.

      Ida’s body went limp in a swoon. Jason tightened his hold, and Travis hurried over to sweep Mrs. Henson up into his arms. “I’ve got her,” he said. “See to your bride.”

      Jason found Lydia near the entrance to the dining room. His sister-in-law Caroline had her arm around Lydia’s shoulder as they talked. He crossed to his fiancée, put his arms around her and hugged her close.

      “I’m sorry, babe.”

      “I know.” She gave him a quick hug, took in a shuttering breath, stiffened her spine and stepped back to continue her conversation with Caroline. “Neither of us are great at throwing around our weight to get what we want, but I really need you to do that now. Call and badger everybody until we know what’s going on.”

      This woman, his Lydia, was in full doctor mode, barking out orders, expecting others to do what she said. Since her brother-in-law had died, he had to assume the accident had been quite catastrophic. He worried about Meredith’s condition. He suspected Lydia of having the same fears.

      Caroline stepped over to the side and began dialing numbers.

      Jason’s brother-in-law, Mitch, gripped Jason’s shoulder. “Whatever Olivia and I can do, just ask.”

      Jason nodded. “I know. Thanks.”

      It didn’t take long before Caroline handed her phone to Lydia. The conversation between Lydia and the hospital was one-sided, but Jason didn’t need to hear both sides to know that what Lydia was being told was not good. He didn’t understand many of the medical terms he heard, but the stricken expression on Lydia’s face said more than words.

      She clicked off the phone and looked at him. “I have to go.”

      Jason nodded. “Okay. When?”

      “Now. I’m not sure Meredith will make it through the night.”

      “I’m so sorry, honey.”

      “I know. Me too.” For the first time since she’d gotten the news, a large tear rolled down her cheek. “I think I’m going to lose my sister.” Her whispered statement almost brought him to his knees. If this were any of his family…

      He pulled her into a tight embrace and ran his hands up and down her back. “What can I do?”

      “Get me to Gainesville as fast as possible.”

      “No problem.” Stepping back, he searched for the one person who could get them there the fastest. “Mitch,” he called.

      Mitch nodded and hurried over.

      “Lydia and her folks need to get to Gainesville ASAP.”

      Mitch nodded. “I’ll notify the airport to get my plane ready to fly. It’s only a four-seater, so—”

      “No problem,” Jason said. “I’ll stay here, take care of a few things and then drive up as soon as I can.”

      Lydia groaned. “The wedding.” She looked at Jason, sorrow pulling deep creases in her face. “I’m sorry, Jason, but there’s just no way.”

      “I know. It doesn’t matter.” But it did. Disappointment punched him in the gut, not that he would begin to show it. Of course they couldn’t get married while her sister, and maybe her nieces and nephew, fought for their lives. She would always associate her wedding date with one of the worst days of her life, not the kind of memory he wanted for her.

      “Yeah, it does matter, but this is why I love you so much,” Lydia said. “You get it.”

      “Get your parents. You all should change into something more comfortable than what you’re wearing. Five minutes won’t make a difference,” he added when she tried to object to taking time to change clothes. “You may be there a few days.”

      “You’re right. You’re right. I can’t think right now.”

      “I’ll drive you home to change.” He kissed her and then waved his mom over. “Mom.”

      Jackie said something to Larry Henson and then walked quickly to where Jason and Lydia stood. “What can I do, honey?”

      “I’m going to take Lydia home to change and grab an overnight bag. Mitch is getting his plane ready to go so he can fly them up there tonight.”

      “Good idea.”

      “Can you and Dad help the Hensons get into something more comfortable for travel? Oh and maybe an overnight bag for them? Lydia and I should be back here in about fifteen minutes. I can pick them up and drive them to the airport.”

      “Of course.”

      Jason stopped her as she turned to leave. “And, Mom, we need to notify as many people as we can that there won’t be a wedding tomorrow.”

      Jackie Montgomery didn’t waste time asking questions about the cancelation of the wedding. She nodded and hurried off.

      The silence on the drive to Lydia’s house was broken only by her irregular breathing and quiet sobs. Once there, Jason stood in the living room and waited for her to change clothes. In under five minutes, she was back out dressed in scrubs and carrying a duffle bag.

      “Ready. Let’s go.”

      “How did you do that?”

      “The duffle bag? Already packed. It’s my emergency bag for when I’m called to the hospital and have to be there overnight.”

      Her parents were standing in the hotel drive with his parents when he pulled up. After loading them into the car, he hugged his mother.

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Of course, honey. With all the Montgomerys working tonight, we’ll get everyone notified about the postponement.”

      He noticed her wording. Postponement, not cancelation. He hoped that’s what it was.

      [image: ]

      The tires of Mitch’s plane kissed the tarmac and then settled down. The small plane taxied to the hangers and Mitch cut the engines.

      “Stay here,” he ordered before jumping out.

      Lydia knew nothing about flying except to buckle in, so she didn’t know what Mitch was doing outside. She heard doors opening and closing and she assumed he was getting her duffle bag out. Her parents hadn’t wanted to pack anything. Their only concern had been getting to their youngest daughter.

      She jumped when her door opened.

      “The car Jason ordered for you is here. Let me help you guys out.”

      The car’s driver was loading her bag into the trunk. She helped her parents exit the plane and into the car. She turned and hugged Mitch before she followed her parents into the limo.

      “Thank you.”

      “Not a problem. You call us and let us know what’s going on. We’ll all be praying for your family,” Mitch said and hugged her tightly. “Get going.”

      She had decided that wearing her doctor persona might get her and her parents access where simply being the sister might not. She strode into the hospital lobby with the brashness of a general leading an attack, her shell-shocked parents following in her wake.

      “I’m Dr. Henson. Where is Meredith Hardy?” she demanded at the information desk.

      The older woman, who must have been used to demanding doctors, nodded. “Hold on a sec, Doc. Let me look.” The information volunteer scrolled through a list of names on her computer screen and then said, “Ah. Here she is. ICU. Do you know your way?”

      “No. Directions please.” Lydia had never snapped orders at staff like this before, but she feared that loosening the tight control she had on her emotions would send her spiraling into a crying jag.

      “Certainly, Doctor, although it’s quite past visiting hours.”

      “Do I look like I’m here for a visit?” Lydia shot back.

      “No, ma’am. Down the hall behind me. Take a left.”

      Lydia gave a short nod and headed in the indicated direction. “They’re with me,” she said over her shoulder, gesturing for her parents to follow.

      She’d expected an argument at the nurses’ station about seeing her sister, but they seemed to be expecting her.

      A nurse sitting at the station rose. “Dr. Henson. The front desk let me know you’d made it. I’m Kelly, Mrs. Hardy’s nurse.”

      “Excellent. Fill me in.”

      “Multiple broken bones and contusions. Bleeding into her brain. Ruptured spleen and left kidney. She went straight to surgery upon arrival. Both organs were damaged beyond repair and have been removed. We were able to get her abdominal bleed under control. However, her blood pressure has remained erratic. She’s unconscious and unresponsive to stimuli. Right now, it’s her head trauma that has us concerned. It was fairly severe. Would you like to see her?”

      Lydia nodded and then looked at her pale-faced parents standing in the door to the unit. She turned her gaze back to the nurse. “Do you know anything about the children that were in the accident with her?”

      The nurse nodded. “Three little miracles, if you ask me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They are fine. I think one of the girls has a small cut on her cheek that required stitches, but other than that, and being scared and shook up, they are fine.”

      “They’re here?”

      “Yes. Social services were called since they were unattended minors.”

      “Can you get someone to take Mr. and Mrs. Henson to see their grandchildren while I assess Meredith’s condition? I’d like to be able to prepare her parents before they see her.”

      “I’ll see to it.”

      Lydia entered her sister’s room, pretty sure the staff realized that she was there more in a family capacity than physician. She appreciated their allowing her access to her sister and the records.

      Meredith lay on white sheets, the color a marked contrast from her gray tones. A ventilator manually pushed air into her lungs, the rhythmic swoosh of the machine blending in with the beeps and tweets from the other mechanical devices keeping her alive. Multiple bags of IV fluids dripped into different veins on Meredith’s body. An empty blood bag hung off one of the IV hooks.

      For a couple of minutes, Lydia stood frozen in place, observing her sister. Meredith’s arms were fully extended, her hands rotated toward her body. Decerebrate posturing. She’d seen it before, a sign that the outcome would probably be fatal. The nurse had been correct. The damage to Meredith’s neurological system was serious.

      As she gazed down on her sister, the medical tenet about doctors not treating family members had never seemed more pertinent. Lydia gasped in a small, hiccupping breath and stepped to Meredith’s bedside.

      “Hey, sis. You’re not supposed to be here.” She touched Meredith’s hand. Cold. Rigid. Lifeless. “Mom and Dad are here,” she said. “We need you, sis. Your kids need you.”

      There was no response, and really, she didn’t expect one. She and her parents would have to say their goodbyes, because Lydia knew Meredith was not coming back.

      A code was called over the loud speaker, and nurses in the area jumped into action. Lydia looked around but saw nothing in the ICU that would suggest a patient in immediate distress. Her gaze caught that of a nurse on the phone who was nodding while speaking. As soon as she disconnected the call, the nurse came into the room.

      “Dr. Henson.”

      “Yes?”

      “It’s your father. He collapsed and has been moved to the emergency department.”

      All the thoughts in Lydia’s head fled as she tried to process this new information. “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure. But your mother has asked for you.”

      “I don’t know where I’m going. Can someone direct me?”

      Lydia hurried back to the lobby, took a right turn and followed the arrows to the emergency room. She found her father resting on a hospital stretcher, an oxygen mask over his nose and mouth, a bag of IV fluid flowing into a vein.

      “What the hell happened?” Lydia asked.

      Her mother twisted her fingers. “I don’t know. One minute we were standing there looking at the babies and the next he grabbed his chest and collapsed on the floor.”

      It could be something as simple as an anxiety reaction to something as serious as a heart attack. Even as she had this thought, a lab tech entered.

      “Need to draw some blood,” he said.

      Lydia stepped back to allow the tech room to work. Seven tubes of blood later, the tech left. There wasn’t much Lydia could do right now, not for her sister or her father, and she hated her sense of powerlessness.

      She was torn. Should she stay here with her father or head back upstairs to her sister? And what about her nieces and nephew? She needed to check on them too.

      She desperately wanted to find a corner where she could let everything go and cry.

      She desperately wanted Jason here. Everything was better when they were together.

      “How are the children?” she asked her mother. The question served two purposes. First, she was worried about the kids, and second, the question would refocus her mother’s attention.

      “The children?” her mother said with a glazed expression. “Oh, they’re fine. They were asleep when we were there.” Ida’s expression changed to one of panic. “Oh, Lydia. What are we going to do if Meredith dies?”

      Wasn’t that the million-dollar question.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      The next four hours would go in Lydia’s memory book as pure, total hell. Her father had had a mild heart attack. Three of his heart vessels needed stents and he was adamant that he wouldn’t have surgery done right away. He insisted on seeing his own doctor in Florida first. Nothing Lydia, her mother nor any doctor told him could sway him off his hard stance.

      Meredith’s condition continued to worsen, so Lydia got her mother up to the ICU for a short visit. Whether that was a good idea or not, Lydia wasn’t sure. But since she knew Meredith would not recover, she felt her mother deserved to have one last chance to talk to her youngest daughter.

      The children woke up crying for their momma and daddy. Their wails of fear and despair ripped at Lydia’s heart like tiger claws, leaving gapping wounds she feared would never heal.

      When she was ready to drown in the storm of all her family problems, Jason, Travis and Caroline found her sitting in pediatrics rocking baby Levi back to sleep. The rocking was soothing to her and the baby, but seeing three pillars of support walking in was as if she’d been tossed a lifebuoy during a raging storm. She clutched Jason’s arm when he neared.

      “You’re here,” she said.

      “Of course I am. I’ll always be here. I’m sorry it took so long to get to you. There was an issue with Mitch’s plane when he got back, so we drove.” He pulled her up out of the rocker and held her and the baby tightly against him. Her eyes shuttered closed in relief.

      “What can we do?” Travis whispered.

      “I don’t know where to begin.” She filled them in on Meredith’s rapidly failing condition, her father’s heart event and refusal for immediate surgery, and the abject terror her nieces were going through. If there was anything fortunate tonight, it was that her nephew, Levi, was too young to understand more than dirty diapers and empty tummies. The entire time she spoke, she continued to sway with Levi.

      “Do you want me to check on your sister?” Caroline asked. “Make sure nothing has been missed?”

      Caroline had a much stronger background in emergency medicine than Lydia. Before marrying Travis and settling in Whispering Springs, Caroline had been much in demand as a contract physician for trauma centers.

      “Would you?” Lydia asked. “I’ve read her chart, but I can’t think of anything they’ve missed or that should have been done that wasn’t, but trauma is more your expertise than mine.”

      “Of course.” Caroline gave Travis a peck on his lips. “You can’t go with me to ICU. Make sure your phone is on and I’ll catch up with you later.” After getting directions, Caroline headed off toward ICU.

      “Travis, can you check on my parents? I need to look in on Ellery and Annie. I can’t let them wake up again and be so scared. If you can talk my dad into surgery, I’d be in your debt.”

      “Sure. Where do I need to go?”

      Lydia gave him directions to her father’s room and he headed out.

      Once he was gone, that left her alone with Jason. “Thank you for coming.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. I wanted to be with you. I hate it took so long.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’re here now.” She carried the sleeping seven-month-old to the crib and lowered him into it. He wiggled a little at the sudden loss of her body heat but didn’t wake. Lydia was thankful for the small favor.

      For a couple of minutes, she held on to the crib rail and watched him sleep.

      “He’s a good-looking kid,” Jason noted.

      “Yeah. I can’t believe how much he’s grown.”

      His broad hand covered the back of her neck and he began to massage the muscles here.

      “What did you do about the wedding?”

      “Postponed. With all the Montgomerys working the phones, it didn’t take long for the notification to spread. Lots of well-wishes for you and your family.”

      Glancing over at him, she smiled. “I know you told them, but make sure your family really knows how much we appreciate their help.” A hiccup rattled her and then, because there was no way to stop them, a volley of tears overflowed her eyes and trickled down her cheeks.

      “Oh, babe. I wish I could do something.” Jason slid his hand off her neck and down her back in comforting strokes.

      “Meredith isn’t going to make it,” she whispered. “I haven’t said that out loud, but I know it. I can’t find a way to tell my parents. Mom is so frantic over Dad that I don’t think she realizes how bad Meredith is. In her mind, Meredith is hurt but she’ll be okay. She won’t, Jason.”

      “Dr. Henson?”

      She and Jason turned toward the voice. A pediatric nurse stood in the doorway. “I’m sorry, Dr. Henson. ICU called. You’re needed there.”

      Jason took her hand and squeezed. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll go with you.”

      When they arrived at the ICU, they found Caroline, Travis and both her parents waiting for them. Her father looked up at her from his wheelchair, his ashen face a reminder that he still faced his own medical challenges. Her mother clung to Travis’s arm, his strength most likely the only thing keeping her upright.

      “What’s going on?” Lydia asked.

      Caroline put her arm through Lydia’s. “Meredith’s doctor is here. He wants to talk to the family.”

      Lydia had had talks like these before, only it had always been her delivering the bad news rather than being on the receiving end.

      She nodded. “Where are we meeting him?”

      Meredith’s nurse walked up. “Come with me. We have a family room for you.”

      Lydia took her mother’s arm while Jason pushed her father’s wheelchair into a small conference room. She braced herself and then realized it wasn’t her she was worried about bracing. It was her parents. This was not going to be easy.

      Her mother had already started crying. So had her dad.

      Dr. Harrington entered and sat. “Dr. Henson. Mr. and Mrs. Henson. Mr. Montgomery. It’s times like these that make being a physician hard.” He sighed. “I’m sorry, but Mrs. Hardy died about five minutes ago. It was too sudden for us to gather you to say your goodbyes.”

      Ida Henson gasped and slumped against Lydia. “No. No. Not my baby.”

      Larry Henson sobbed into an already soaked handkerchief.

      “She never regained consciousness. Take some comfort in the fact she felt no pain.”

      Hot, salty tears leaked into the corners of Lydia’s mouth. She could taste them on her tongue. An odd realization came over her. She’d delivered death notifications to families before, but she’d never thought about what came next.

      Jim had been an only child with no living parents. Wherever Meredith was buried, he should be with her.

      And the children. Years ago, when the twins were born, Meredith had made Lydia swear to take the kids if anything happened to her and Jim. Lydia had agreed, but then both women had laughed at the ravings of a
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