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​A Third Heart Between Us  

​About the Author

[image: ]


The author writes contemporary love stories about ordinary people who make extraordinary choices when the ground shifts under their feet. Trained as a journalist and raised among library stacks, they love cities with old bridges, cafés with fogged windows, and the quiet bravery of second chances. When not writing, they walk river paths at dusk, listen to strangers’ stories, and fill notebooks with the small, precise details that make a moment feel like home. Their romances are tender, grounded, and hopeful—never rushed, never artificial—because real hearts deserve the time it takes to heal and to choose.
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​Cast Snapshot: Meet the Characters
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June Whitaker is a restoration architect who believes cities remember us; she saves what most people pass without seeing. She has learned to keep her voice steady even when the tide runs high.

Theo Calder is a documentary photographer with a talent for catching truth between blinks; he thinks love is a commitment to witness, not to fix.

Micah Reeves is a river-rescue paramedic who left town when the flood took more than water; he returns with a steadier hand but a past that still breathes.

Naomi Bell owns the café under the iron bridge and knows the city by its scents—burnt sugar, wet rope, engine oil; she’s June’s oldest confidante.

Officer Daniel Kerr patrols the riverwalk at odd hours; he trusts patterns and weather apps more than rumors, until rumors begin to rhyme with the river.

​
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​Introduction Scene
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The siren woke June before the alarm. It came thin through the open window, threading itself into the last sentence she’d been drafting about the Pennybridge Viaduct’s failing joints. Wind carried the sound along the river’s long throat, a wavering call that didn’t promise danger so much as distance closed in a hurry. She slid into jeans, caught her hair into a knot, and left her laptop open on the kitchen counter, the cursor blinking at “load paths,” as if the bridge and the woman both were waiting to know what they could bear.

Outside, Northbridge smelled like wet rope and diesel. The river had been fat for weeks, its banks a dark line of breath under the warehouses, a restless animal turning in sleep. June walked fast along the cobbles toward the ironwork that had taught her patience—stout lattice, rivets like constellations, paint scraped back to old colors that whispered of earlier hands. The siren grew fuller, nearer, then broke into pieces: a radio hiss, a shouted name, the thud of boots on boards.

Naomi’s café was already open, lights honeyed against the morning’s gray. “Heard it?” Naomi asked as June pushed in, shaking rain from her cuffs.

“Rescue call,” June said. “Downriver, I think.”

Naomi poured coffee without asking for an order. “You’ve slept two hours, if that. Sit.”

June didn’t. The window framed the bridge like a mantel photograph, and beyond it the river ran with a patience she didn’t trust. A patrol boat cut through the surface, waking folding back like a sigh. A second siren rose and braided with the first. She set the cup down untouched.

“June.” Naomi’s voice softened. “It’s not your job to chase the siren.”

“I know.” She almost smiled. “But it’s always my bridge.”

A door banged somewhere upriver. At the edge of the quay, a figure in a high-vis jacket took the ladder two rungs at a time and stepped onto the deck with a familiarity that stung. June’s breath misfired. The posture was the same as a thousand years ago: weight on the left leg, right shoulder slightly forward, the economy of someone who made a map of every step he took.

It couldn’t be Micah, she told herself. There are many men who move like a decision.

The radio crackled, and the name landed anyway. “Reeves to base, on scene.”

Her coffee went cold between her hands.

For years she had learned to speak about failure in careful tones—hairline cracks, steel fatigue, settlement—and to believe that what is tended can be kept. The flood five years earlier had left the city smelling of iron and lemons for a season; afterward, Micah had gone, saying he needed to find a place where sirens meant someone else’s past. They’d left each other words that were too clean to be true.

Now he stepped onto the deck as if a line had tugged him back from whatever distance he had called safety. He wore the calm of a man who had been unforgiven by time and learned to live anyway. June found the edge of the table and held it, not to steady herself, but to remember what steadiness felt like.

Theo arrived ten minutes later, camera zipped under his jacket, hair damp, eyes quick. “You got my text?” he asked, touching her elbow with the kindness that had made her say yes to coffee once, then yes to another July. He peered through the rain-pocked glass at the boat. “They’re practicing maneuvers. New crew, maybe.”

She willed her voice to be ordinary. “Maybe.”

Theo adjusted his lens. “Storm watch says tonight’s the first real one. The city will want a photo essay that doesn’t panic people.”

“It’s not panic to tell the truth,” June said, softer than she meant to, and he nodded, absorbing both the words and the tone, cataloguing without judgment. With Theo, observation felt like a pledge.

On the river, Micah bent to check a line, then looked up toward the café window as if someone had called his name a second time. He did not search or squint or scan; he simply found June with the inevitability of tide against stone. Nothing dramatic showed on his face, but the air between the window and river tightened into a wire.

Theo lifted the camera. “I know that look,” he murmured, not to accuse, only to record. “That’s what people do when they recognize the place they were trying not to arrive at.”

June could pretend she hadn’t heard. She could say the camera makes stories where there aren’t any, that all rescues look the same from a certain distance. Instead she finished the sentence she’d started inside, the one the siren had interrupted: load paths. Every structure has more than one. So does life.

She went out into the mist. The quay stones were slick, the rope coiled like sleeping snakes, the gulls arguing over fish guts with the same vagabond eloquence they used on bread. Micah stepped off the boat with the ease of a man who still loved water even when it had been taken from him. He took off his helmet, rain darkening his hair to almost black.

“June,” he said, no extra syllables, like a name you keep in a drawer and expect to fit your hand when you open it years later.

She wanted to say I didn’t invite her. She wanted to say I can be kind and still not go back. What came out was the sentence that belonged to the morning. “The viaduct’s joints will need relief if the river climbs two more feet.”

He smiled the careful smile of a person who respects the ritual of first words. “Then we’ll tie the pontoon farther down. We’re doing night patrols; the west bank’s a maze.”

Theo joined them, hand lifted in a small wave. “Theo Calder,” he said. “Documentary.” He didn’t add anything after that, and the space after a name can be a generous thing or a test. Micah met his gaze and gave a nod that was not a challenge.

“Micah Reeves,” he said. “Rescue.”

Rain steadied into a finer thread. Sirens fell quiet. The river spoke its ordinary language again, which is to say it pretended not to remember. June pointed to the uprights where the paint had let go in strips. “I’ll file the report by noon. If the city signs off on the temporary bracing, we can—”

“—buy ourselves a week,” Micah finished gently. “Maybe two.”

“Maybe two,” June echoed.

When Naomi brought three paper cups to the railing without being asked, the steam curled up like punctuation that doesn’t end a sentence so much as continue it on a better line. The three of them stood in a weather that turned hair against cheeks and made breath visible, each holding heat awhile, each watching a different part of the river and, perhaps, the same part of themselves.

In the hours to come, a storm bulletin would thread across everyone’s phones, the first sandbags would appear like low, sober altars, and the city’s map would bristle with closures. Before night, June would walk the catwalk under the bridge with a light in her teeth and a wrench in her hand; Theo would climb a warehouse stairwell to catch the river’s rise in honest frames; Micah would knot and unknot rope until his palms remembered an old ache. Somewhere between those hours, a promise that once seemed durable would show its seam, another promise would ask to be remade, and an unspoken truth would finally take air.

But for now there was only the river’s near hush, the strike of a gull’s cry, and a new geometry at the rail: three people, one city, and the tide that keeps time for them all.
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​Chapter 1: Load Paths
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By midmorning the river had settled into a gray-green muscle, flexing and relaxing against the quay as if to prove it still owned the city’s tempo. June walked the length of the Pennybridge Viaduct with her satchel bumping hip to thigh and the small inspection light warm in her jacket pocket. She paused where the western truss met the pier cap, the seam she had argued for months was more memory than material now. On her tablet, photographs bloomed in tidy rectangles: spalls the size of thumbnails, hairline cracking that traced the paint like fine handwriting, a rusty halo where a weep hole had clogged and turned rain into a short-lived lake. She logged each note, the language both familiar and oddly merciful—relieve, brace, shore, stitch.

Wind lifted and fell, ruffling the tarps on a moored barge. The city above the embankment moved in interrupted lines: a cyclist coasting, a dog pulling a woman along as if laughter had a leash, a delivery van nosing past a queue of taxis. Life went on at a human scale while the river kept its larger promise to go wherever low places welcomed it.

Theo arrived at the bridge’s south abutment, climbing the narrow stairs two at a time. He wasn’t out of breath; he never seemed to be. He wore the black rain shell he’d had for years, the one with a tear at the hem he hadn’t mended because it reminded him to keep things honest. When he found June on the catwalk, he lifted the camera and then lowered it again.

“You want me to stay off until you finish the critical checks?” he asked.

“You can come to the first bay,” she said. “No further until I sign off. The catwalk brackets on the midspan will throw their sulk if you look at them wrong.”

“Wouldn’t dream of looking at anything wrong.” He clipped the borrowed lanyard to the safety line, the gesture deliberate. “I’ll keep wide.”

He kept wide the way an attentive person does, not taking up space that isn’t offered. He framed a shot over her shoulder that caught her hands, the rivets, and the river beyond. When she glanced at the viewfinder, she saw the story he was telling: a person, a task, a body of water that didn’t care about either and yet held them both.

“Storm bulletin at noon,” he said. “The City Office wants images that say we’re ready without saying we’re right to be afraid.”

“We are right to be afraid,” she said. “Readiness is not the same as immunity.”

Theo gave a small nod, as if she had said something worth pinning above a desk. “Micah’s crew is staging at the old ferry slip,” he added. “He asked whether the pontoon lines would bother your temporary bracing if the water rises.”

June’s ribs made a small, traitorous ache at the sound of the name. “He could have asked me.”

“He didn’t know if... asking would be welcome.” Theo looked out toward the slip. “I told him you prefer clarity to guesses.”

She swallowed gratitude that tasted a little like guilt. “Thank you.”

They worked along the first bay in companionable quiet—June with the tap hammer and the chalk, Theo with frames that caught the easy poetry of work done without drama. Twice she stopped to run a fingertip over old paint colors exposed by flake, reading the bridge backward through time. Historic red, municipal green, wartime drab, a brief flirtation with cream in the eighties that no one in the city would admit to now. To care for something is to know its embarrassments as well as its strengths.

At the second expansion joint she crouched and held the light so it laid itself along steel, a sideways sunrise. Within that bright band the hairline looked like a thread pulled through fabric. She traced it with the chalk and straightened slowly. “It’s migrating,” she said. “Not fast. Enough respect.”

Theo took a shot, lowered the camera, then hesitated. “If I ask whether you want me nearby tonight, is that a helpful question or an intrusive one?”

“Helpful,” she said after a breath. “There’s a world between watch and watch over. I could use the first. The second would make me clumsy.”

“Watch,” he said. “Understood.”

They moved on. The wind carried up the salt-iron note of the river. In the near distance, a boat horn sounded once—an old-fashioned, almost courtly note that made people on the quay turn their heads even if they weren’t headed anywhere.

Officer Daniel Kerr appeared at the abutment an hour later, cap under his arm and rain already jeweling the shoulders of his uniform. He had the good nature of a man who likes systems because they keep panic from mistaking itself for urgency. “Ms. Whitaker,” he called up, “City wants your noon read on bracing before they commit overtime on the sandbag crews.”

“On pace,” June said, standing and flexing the knee she’d kept bent too long. “Tell them the west truss is getting my vote for shepherding tonight’s rise.”

“Copy that,” Daniel said, although no radio was in his hand, only a small notebook. He glanced at Theo and gave a courteous nod. “Hope you’ll catch our good side.”

“I try not to lie,” Theo said.

“Good,” Daniel replied. “We’re better for it when we’re seen as we are.”

He left with a wave that was almost shy. June liked him in the way you like a particular weather pattern—predictable but not dull.

When they climbed down for lunch, Naomi had already filled three paper bags with improvisations that smelled like rescue: grilled cheese with sharp cheddar, tomato soup in lidded cups, apples that still wore their orchard dust. The café hummed low with people who worked near water and preferred a table they could abandon in less than a second. Naomi slid the bags across the counter and held June’s gaze for a half beat. In that look were decades of shared proof: school plays, flooded basements, a winter where a power outage taught them how to be neighbors.

“You’ll need salt,” Naomi said. “And two extra napkins. Not because of soup.”

June tucked the napkins into the bag without asking why. Theo carried everything out to the quay where Micah stood with a coil of line over one shoulder. He looked dry, which meant he had been wet earlier and had made arrangements with the weather that it should leave him alone for the next hour. He had always been good at that. He hadn’t always been good at other things.

“Lunch,” Theo said, offering the bag as if it were a peace flag. “We’re bribing the river with soup.”

Micah’s mouth tilted toward a smile. “It only takes cash bribes.”

“We’re municipal,” June said. “We don’t have any.”

He took the soup, then the apple, then the smallest possible step closer. “Thank you,” he said to Theo, and then to June, “Can we speak after you file? About line placement and the catwalk? I don’t want to set anything that steals you an hour you don’t have.”

There it was again, the competence that once made her want to tie her life to his and float wherever they ended up. She nodded. “After I file.”

They ate standing at the railing because benches felt too carefree. The soup was hotter than June expected; it marked her tongue and made her eyes water, which let her pretend the emotion was practical. Theo, considerate without performance, drifted three steps away to shoot a tug nosing a barge into place. Micah peeled the apple with a pocketknife and, after a moment’s undecided courtesy, held out two slices—one to Theo, one to June. They took them without speaking. Parley by fruit.

“I heard you were working in Kestrel County,” June said after a while. “Those mountain lakes. You always wanted altitude.”

“I wanted quiet,” he said. “But quiet isn’t the same as peace.”

The honesty, unadorned, made a muscle under her ribs release and then cinch again. “Peace doesn’t care about address.”

He glanced upriver toward the mills. “When the flood took the lower wards,” he said carefully, “I left because I couldn’t stop seeing the house with the blue porch. I thought distance would erase the frame.” He wiped his knife on a napkin. “It didn’t.”

June could have said, You left without letting me finish my sentence, and the sentence was not a small one. She could have said, I asked you to stay angry with me inside the work until the anger wore itself out. " Instead she said, “The porch was always going to be blue. We painted our guilt onto it because there was space.”

He looked at her as if she had given him a thing that had weight and therefore usefulness. “Do you forgive me?” he asked, not softly, not hard—just as a person asking for instructions.

“I don’t have a verdict,” she said. “I have a calendar. Forgiveness is a long appointment. I have shown up to it more often this year than last.”

He accepted this like a map. Not a destination; an orientation.

Theo came back with a half grin the river couldn’t steal. “I caught a gull stealing a fisherman’s sandwich with the gravitas of a cathedral procession. It will be the only laugh in tomorrow’s story, and therefore mandatory.”

“Keep the laugh,” Micah said. “People do better when they’re allowed one.”

“People do best when warned in time,” Daniel called from farther down the quay, where he had reappeared as if summoned by a cue. He held his phone up. “Bulletin in three minutes. The city wants nonessential river traffic cleared by two. We’re calling for voluntary sandbagging on the east alleys by three.”

Micah nodded once and was suddenly all purpose. “I’ll move the pontoon down-bank. June, show me where your temporary braces will live. If we get two feet above datum, I want my lines sleeping on the right side of your anxiety.”

“The right side of my anxiety,” she said. “West pier, third bay. Watch the catwalk brackets. They’ve never forgiven the last contractor.”

They walked the span together this time, the three of them inside a small, tensile quiet that did not feel like avoidance so much as rehearsal for careful speech. At the third bay, June knelt and chalked two clean rectangles on the pier cap: here and here. Micah crouched beside her and mirrored the shape with rope, then leaned in to peer along the face of the steel. His shoulder brushed hers, a light contact that carried the weight of a decade. She did not overcorrect. He did not withdraw. The world did not detonate. This, too, felt like new work.

Theo stood a respectful distance away, lens lowered. The decision not to shoot was not a gift he would expect gratitude for; it was part of the ethic that made him someone a city could trust with its face.

When the bulletin hit at noon, phones all along the river vibrated like an odd, collective heartbeat. Sandbag palettes, earlier rumor, began to stack into fact. Volunteers in orange vests unrolled plastic sheeting that snapped like sails. The sky did what skies do when they have been asked for honesty: it darkened without apology.

June filed her noon report inside Naomi’s café while the windows sang with rain. She recorded every measured thing: elevations, microfractures, salt bloom, the tolerances on bolts that would decide whether a night went ordinary or not. She recommended the braces, a cautious closure of the pedestrian spur, a relocation of the bait shop’s ice chest that had drifted an inch with every tide for four years and would, if allowed, go for a quick swim and an unamused headline. She pressed send and felt the familiar hollow that follows competence—a small room opening at the center of the chest, waiting for either relief or the next instruction.

Outside, Micah’s crew moved like the pages of a manual come alive. Lines paid out. Knots finished themselves under practiced hands. The pontoon drifted and then found its proper place as if the river had been keeping it in mind all morning. Theo shot sparingly, as if he had a quota of respect and was spending it carefully.

When June rejoined them, Micah handed her a harness without ceremony. “Humor me,” he said. “If you’re going out on the catwalk at dusk.”

“I was going to get one from the stores.”

“This one fits you.” He didn’t say because it used to. He didn’t have to; the straps already remembered her. The buckle clicked; the sound startled her with its intimacy. A thing that had once held her safe had not discarded the knowledge.

“Thank you,” she said, fitting the keeper through. He adjusted one strap two finger-widths tighter and then lowered his hands, letting the old muscle memory be nothing more than a useful skill.

Theo watched the exchange without looking like a witness forced to stay still. “I’ll be on the warehouse stairs at dusk,” he said to June. “Line of sight to the midspan. Text me your first step onto the catwalk and your last step off. If you don’t text, I call Daniel; if he doesn’t pick up, I start yelling on the quay.”

“Understood,” June said, unable not to smile. “I prefer the first option.”

Micah gave Theo a brief look that wasn’t appraisal so much as acknowledgment. “Good system,” he said.

“It’s not jealousy to want someone to come home,” Theo replied.

The word jealous fell between them and did not ignite. It rested there as a definition neither of them chose. June felt something unclench in the story she had been telling herself about the choices she would be forced to make. It was possible, she realized, that some choices are made not at the edge of ultimatum but inside the daily labor of showing up, of staying kind, of naming what is needed without turning it into a weapon.

Rain thickened. The city’s notes changed key: tires writing water’s song on asphalt, the throatier growl of generators waking, the sharper clink of metal against metal as barriers learned their places. June walked back to the first bay and put her palm against the truss, the way she sometimes did when she wanted the bridge to remember she was listening.

“Load paths,” she said aloud, a private catechism. “More than one.”

Behind her, two men she cared about in radically different ways took up space she had invited them into, each in his
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