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      Not a good sign.

      Instead of being ushered to HR to sign employee paperwork and W2 forms, Ivey Lancaster had been sent to the medical director’s office.

      Probably some minor mix-up with the paperwork. By now they’d received the glowing letter of reference from her mentor, Babs Holiday. Ivey was more than qualified for the midwife position at the new women’s center.

      Deep breath. You’ve got this.

      Finally, Dr. Lillian Walker strode into her office.

      “I apologize, but I’m running behind this morning.” She shook Ivey’s hand. “We’re on my son’s third babysitter. He’s four, and the master of his universe. In other words, he’s going to grow up to be a surgeon.” Lillian sat behind the futuristic-looking stainless steel desk, drew in a deep breath and leaned back in her chair.

      Uh-oh. “Is something wrong?”

      Lillian picked up a file, stared at it, and put it back down. “You could say that. This morning I found an orderly and a nurse in a closet, and they weren’t looking for supplies. Dr. Harrison has taken an ill-timed vacation, since his wife threatened that if he didn’t come along she’d go by herself and not come back. So I’m short staffed again. And then there’s this desk. Who ever heard of a desk without drawers? It’s beautiful, but why do I feel like I’m Uhura on Star Trek? I’d like to strangle the designer.”

      Ivey wished she could help, but she had her own problems. Aunt Lucy had a broken leg, and she’d be waiting at home right now. Wondering if her niece would get the job. So if Lillian could get on with it that would be nice.

      “And then there’s the women’s center, and the midwife position.” She scowled.

      Directors scowling: another bad sign.

      Ivey tensed at the overpowering scent of Lillian’s lavender perfume, causing a sudden memory of Mom. On a good day, Mom had always been in Ivey’s corner. On a bad day, Mom couldn’t find the corner.

      But this didn’t make sense. Lillian had practically promised the job to Ivey, and she’d done well in all the interviews.

      “It’s not you,” Lillian said.

      Great. Could any good news start out that way? “So there’s a problem.”

      “You guessed it. I’ve run into some objections from the obstetric doctors on staff.” Lillian sighed and tapped a manicured nail on her desk.

      This didn’t come as any big surprise. Ivey had dealt with territorial doctors before, but Lillian had filled her mind with thoughts of a progressive hospital. “But you said ...”

      “I know, and I’m sorry, Ivey, but I can’t hire you. I can’t hire anyone right now. The work requisition has been held up due to the doctors’ objections. They went to the board. Behind my back.” Lillian’s lips were a thin, straight line.

      “I thought—”

      “Think about what it’s like for me as medical director of this hospital. The first female director. Our small hospital has been overwhelmed with budget cuts—”

      “But this is why you would save money with the midwifery program. The hospital can save money when a midwife delivers a baby,” Ivey said, but suddenly the problem dawned on her like a pink zebra in the room. Doctors, pressed between onerous HMOs breathing down their backs and struggling hospitals, felt their livelihoods threatened. She’d heard this story before.

      “You can imagine how well it went over with the doctors on staff. I only have three of them on the L&D floor. It’s hard enough to keep them here. Malpractice insurance costs, rising health care costs, and now the Affordable Health Care Act.” Lillian waved a hand in the air.

      Ivey sank in her seat. “I see.” Until this moment she hadn’t realized how much she wanted the job. She’d gotten used to being home again, among the hills and rambling vineyards of Starlight Hill in Napa Valley. Aunt Lucy constantly complained about its appalling lack of nightlife, but Ivey loved the quiet and the time to reflect. She’d been gone too long, kept away mostly by memories too tender to face even after all this time.

      But she was back now, and that said something. It said Ivey Lancaster was ready to move on and make a life.

      Now she’d have to find Plan B. Damn doctors. “Thank you for your time.”

      Ivey started to get up, but Lillian spoke again. “Unless, and I can’t ask for this—” Lillian’s steadfast brown eyes settled on Ivey.

      “Unless what?”

      “Unless you like a fight.”

      As it happened, Ivey had been fighting for one thing or another most of her life. Did she like a fight? Yes, but only if she could win.

      “I like a fair fight. And I especially like to win.” Might as well put it out there.

      “I thought so. I’ll be honest. I had a feeling it would be difficult to get this idea past the doctors. But it’s time for some changes around here. And I saw something in you I didn’t see in the other candidates. You don’t give up easily, do you?”

      A person with dyslexia didn’t get through life without engaging in a metaphorical fight or two. Or three. “True.”

      “If you’ll help me, I believe we could make this vision of ours a reality. Since the doctors’ objections, the board has arranged for a subcommittee to oversee the decision. They’ve appointed one doctor to represent them, and I’d like to appoint you.”

      “Me?” She was a midwife, not a committee member.

      Every time she’d had to make a presentation in school she’d clammed up. It had meant PowerPoint slides and reading out loud, and with her dyslexia, that was not a good time. She’d finally memorized every last word so that she wouldn’t have to rely on any reading.

      The whole idea was out of the question. “Sorry, I’m not a good speaker.”

      “You won’t have to present. It’s simply a written recommendation to the Board. What I need is someone who believes in my vision—someone who shares it with me.”

      “I see your point, but I’m not sure how I can help.”

      “I want our new women’s center to eventually have a staff of midwives available. Women who have low-risk pregnancies deserve that choice, don’t you agree?”

      “Well, of course I agree.” But that wasn’t the point. The point was she wasn’t going to be on any committee, sub- or otherwise.

      “Thank you! You won’t regret this. The doctors have appointed a first-year resident to the subcommittee. Some requirement by one of the benefactors. Don’t ask me why, but surely the two of you can get along and come to some sort of compromise. You’re both young, so you’ll be flexible.” Lillian stood up.

      “But I—” Wait. When exactly had she agreed to do this?

      “Follow me. I’ll find the resident they’ve appointed, and maybe the two of you can arrange the first meeting.”

      She hadn’t agreed to anything, and yet why were her feet following Lillian?

      Lillian led her to a conference room and waved towards a chair. “I’ll be right back once I find him. He’s an ER resident, so if he’s here at all, that’s where he’ll be. Sit tight.”

      Ivey didn’t sit. She’d rather stand, thank you. Pace, more like it. She might pace her way right out of this conference room and right through the front doors of St. Vincent’s Hospital. Hop in her SUV and drive back to the Vineyard Cottages where Aunt Lucy would be waiting.

      But she did want this job, and the fact remained that a first-year resident wasn’t going to be all that intimidating. No, she could handle him. Then the door opened, and Ivey’s world shifted off its axis. She dropped into a chair before she fell down. This. Wasn’t. Happening.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Jeff Garner should not have walked into the conference room like he had any business being here. He was supposed to be away in another state, completing his residency.

      He met her eyes. “I was going to ask you the same thing. I’m here for a subcommittee meeting.”

      “That’s not funny.”

      “Good, because I wasn’t trying to be.” Jeff took a seat on the other side of the table. As far away as he could get from her, because he was good at that. Interesting how some things never changed.

      “Why aren’t you in Maryland?”

      “Because that would be a hell of a commute.” He leaned back in his seat.

      “Funny. So I guess you’re no longer doing residency in Maryland.”

      Lillian breezed in. “Oh good, you’ve met. You two are the chosen subcommittee to meet and make a recommendation to the board on whether the women’s center will add midwives to the staff.”

      Ivey stood. “Excuse me.”

      “Is there a problem?” Lillian turned to Ivey, eyebrows arched with the classic there-had-better-not-be-a-problem-because-I-trusted-you look of a superior.

      Ivey glanced over at Jeff, who was smiling. Yes, there’s a problem. I didn’t agree to this. Especially not with him.

      “Not at all.” She couldn’t give him the satisfaction of knowing he upset her that much.

      “When do you need us to report back to you?” Jeff piped up.

      “How about in one month? That should give you enough time. I’ll give you two a few moments to get acquainted.” Lillian left the room and shut the door behind her.

      Get acquainted. That was a rich one. She was so well acquainted with her ex that she knew how many freckles he had on his back. And that would definitely not help her right now.

      Jeff stared at his smart phone. “One month. That’s doable. I’ll give up sleeping.”

      Ivey snorted. She guessed she was supposed to feel sorry for him. Well she didn’t. “This isn’t going to happen. You and I can’t work together. It’s asking too much.”

      She thought she could see Jeff’s jaw tighten, nearly imperceptibly. A chink in his armor. “I’m fine with it. We’re both adults and professionals.”

      Except that right now she didn’t feel much like an adult, because somehow Jeff made her feel like a sixteen-year-old again.

      “You’re right. If you can handle it, so can I.”

      “Good.” His pager went off. He glanced at it and then stood. “Let’s reconvene again tomorrow?”

      “What time?” Ivey asked, as he moved towards the door.

      “You pick the time. I pretty much live here.”

      “Okay. How about nine?”

      “Fine.” He walked out without a backwards glance.

      Ivey swallowed. No big deal. She could handle this unfortunate turn of events.

      But it didn’t help that Jeff looked better, somehow, than she’d remembered. He’d grown into a man, cords of muscles in his forearms. Not tall and lanky anymore. Now his muscles had muscles. His dark brown hair was no longer long and unruly but closed cropped. Although some things never changed—he still had the same panty-melting gaze in his whiskey-brown eyes.

      Those eyes had once regarded her with desire and tenderness, but now they only reminded her that they were virtually strangers. No matter. He might have a stare to melt glaciers in the Arctic, but it wasn’t going to have any effect on her. She wouldn’t let it.
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      Jeff ambled down the corridors of St. Vincent’s, dodging orderlies and nurses on his way to the ER, acting like it was any other shift. Pretending he hadn’t coaxed his heart back down into his chest cavity where it belonged. Asked it to please resume its regular rhythm.

      He worked his ass off for this hospital, and when some lofty admin-higher-up had issued the command that he would represent the doctors on the subcommittee, he’d cringed and hoped for the best. Seemed to be all he did these days.

      But then he’d walked into the room and seen Ivey, and just like that, it was five years ago again, and he’d come back home on break from medical school to find she’d left town to meet up with some idiot she met on a dating service.

      He’d done his best to pretend that she wasn’t even more beautiful than he remembered, and he had a pretty good memory. A sultry version of Snow White, with her espresso-colored hair and blue eyes. He found himself wondering if she’d wound up with the dating service guy. Maybe she’d married, and had kids with that loser. Kids that were supposed to be Jeff’s.

      Hopefully he wouldn’t run into the man, because Jeff wasn’t sure he could hold back the resentment he felt towards someone who had romanced his girl with a freaking computer while he’d been away at medical school.

      Not that he should give a damn.

      Dr. Stewart met him in the elevator, and hopped on at the last minute. “I heard you got put on the subcommittee.”

      “Don’t know how that happened. I’d like to sleep sometime.”

      “Interesting. So you don’t know. Well apparently one of the benefactors behind the women’s center insisted that it be you. Why do you think that is?” Stewart eyed him with suspicion.

      “Just lucky, I guess.”

      “I can count on you to let me know what kind of progress you’re making?” Stewart was the head of obstetrics and had his own agenda when it came to the hiring of midwives on staff.

      Come to think of it, they’d likely picked Jeff because he had no skin in the game. And that had been true until he’d seen Ivey. Now he didn’t even know what to think. Probably because he’d been on his feet for twenty-four hours. Thinking had become difficult, and sleep a distant but fond memory. Fortunately his shift was at an end.

      “I’ll let you know.” Jeff stepped off the elevator and onto the ER floor.

      “There you are,” Donna, the ER nurse, said. “I’ve got Frank in bay two.”

      He stopped moving, not an easy thing to do on the ER floor. “Again? That’s the second time this week.”

      “You know Frank,” Donna said from behind the nurse’s desk. “You’re his favorite. But don’t worry, Dr. Lewis has already seen him. Frank wants to say hi.”

      “After this, I’m going home. If I can remember where that is.” Jeff made his way to the bay and opened the curtain. “Hello, Frank. What’s it been, three days? You doing okay?”

      “That depends on whether you think oxygen is a good or a bad thing.” Frank sat up straighter on the cot.

      “It’s a good thing, and you know it.” Jeff checked Frank’s vital signs. As usual, Frank was the healthiest elderly man he’d seen in his ER. But the man insisted he had a heart problem and a breathing issue. And on Fridays, a skin condition.

      “That’s what I thought. So when I can’t breathe, that’s a problem.”

      “You breathe fine, and I think I’ve proven it.” Jeff had tested his oxygen levels countless of times.

      Frank coughed. “You should check my heart this time.”

      “What’s wrong with your heart this week?” His vital signs showed a steady and regular heart rate, better than Jeff’s had been a few minutes ago. The EKG looked good.

      “I was sitting down watching cable television earlier, and suddenly my heart rate shot up into the stratosphere. I swear it must have been two hundred.”

      “Two hundred?” That would be a concern if it were true, but Frank’s heart had never gone over ninety when he’d been in the ER. “What makes you think it was that much?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but when the young lady took her top off I remember thinking, ‘For the love of Pete, those can’t be real,’ and that’s when my heart started to gallop like a bunch of horses off to the races. The world is a strange place, Doc.”

      Jeff would have laughed, but he didn’t have one in him today. “All right, Frank. Maybe stay away from the porn channels.”

      “You think that’s it? Can I get a prescription?”

      “You don’t need a prescription, you need advice. Here, I’ll write it on my pad if that makes you feel any better.” He scribbled instructions to avoid porn, and tore it off. “Here you go. Have you seen your regular doctor? Last time you were here I asked you to make an appointment for follow-up.”

      “Nah, that doctor reminds me of a toddler. I’m afraid to let him touch me. Where did he get his diploma? The Romper Room?”

      Jeff sighed. “Frank, there’s only so much I can do for you here.”

      “You talk to me, and that’s more than anyone else does.”

      Jeff faced Frank and used his official doctor voice. “Make an appointment with your regular doctor.”

      “All right, Doc. I’ll try to get in to see him. But I’ll be back if it doesn’t work. Or if I get the rash back.”

      “And I’ll probably be here.”

      “Right. Where else would you be?”

      As he undressed in the locker room, he thought about the fact that Ivey knew where he’d originally been accepted for residency. But if she’d been keeping tabs on him—which he found . . . interesting—she’d missed an update on the past year.

      When news got around to his family that he’d been recommended for a resident position at St. Vincent’s, they’d waged a campaign for his return to Starlight Hill. Granted, he hadn’t been back for much more than a short visit in the past few years, but his niece and nephew Becky and Liam were getting older, and his sister Ali wanted their only uncle around more often. Little did she know someone would have to be injured to see much of him.

      He supposed it made sense that Ivey was back for a visit, but applying for this job meant she wanted to stay. Maybe things hadn’t worked out with Computer Guy. Or maybe they’d worked out great, and for all he knew they’d moved their family to the best small town in Napa Valley to raise a family.

      He didn’t know and neither should he care. All he wanted now, besides a few hours of uninterrupted sleep, was to get through this punishing residency and secure his future. He hadn’t been through eight years of school to give up now, even if at times he wondered if he was doing any good at all.

      At St. Vincent’s he’d become accustomed to the regulars, Frank being one of them. There was also the usual quirky small-town mix he’d come to expect——people he’d literally grown up around, like Ed, the accident-prone owner of the hardware store in town; the occasional migrant worker who’d met with the wrong end of a shovel; Marci, the hypochondriac; Eleanor, the pack-a-day smoker who insisted that he “do something” about her diabetes but refused to quit smoking or watch her diet; and the occasional wayward teen with alcohol poisoning.

      Frank concerned him the most. It didn’t take a psychiatric consult to see that the man was lonely. Jeff wasn’t supposed to concern himself with how his patients did after they walked out the doors of the ER, once he’d pronounced they weren’t in imminent danger of death. But he couldn’t help being protective of Frank, who lived in assisted living and took too many trips to the ER.

      Sooner or later, Jeff would need to get to the bottom of it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ivey unlocked the door to Aunt Lucy’s condo with shaking hands, closed it quickly, and leaned against it as though she could barricade herself inside from the rest of the world. The world in which Jeff lived in Starlight Hill again, breathing and eating and sleeping and Lord only knew what else.

      And still looking too good.

      One thought immediately sprung to mind: I’m going to have to tell him.

      “What on earth?” Aunt Lucy stared from the couch where she lay splayed among magazine issues of People. “I saw a girl with the same expression you have on your face right now, but she was running through the woods from a madman who had an ax.”

      “I thought I told you not to watch those kinds of movies.” Ivey walked to the TV and shut it off. She was the only one who could handle crime shows, and Aunt Lucy needed to stick to a steady diet of romantic comedies.

      “Well thank goodness you’re back. It itches again.” Lucy shoved a pencil deep into the cast that covered her from knee to toe, thrust it up and down, grimaced for several seconds, and then sighed.

      Ivey winced. “I don’t think you should put a pencil down there.”

      “When you break your leg, you can talk. Lordy, when I get this cast off next week, I might kiss Dr. Stein.”

      “Please don’t.” Hadn’t Ivey endured enough embarrassment when Lucy asked the doctor how a woman could have sex with a cast on her leg, and if he could recommend what position might work best?

      “I’m kidding. He’s not my type.”

      Not at all. Unfortunately he was at least thirty years older than her type, which lately tended towards thirty-something unemployed men. Not a bad thing, except for the fact that her aunt was fifty-eight.

      The problem was that Aunt Lucy’s priorities had changed when she’d won the California lottery ten years ago, and now she seemed determined to suck the marrow right out of life.

      When she’d phoned about the broken leg she’d suffered skiing in Vail on the constant vacation she called her life, Ivey rushed back from Los Angeles to help. Aunt Lucy had once helped Ivey during a difficult time, and at least now she could pay back her kindness by tending to her every need. Even if every one of those needs was getting on Ivey’s last nerve.

      “How did it go at the hospital? Did you get the job?”

      “No. I’ve been put on a subcommittee with one other doctor. Together we’re supposed to come up with a recommendation for the board next month.” Ivey grabbed a soda from the fridge and held it for a second against her flushed cheeks. Then she plopped down on the couch next to Lucy.

      “A recommendation for what?”

      “Whether they should even hire midwives for the women’s center. I guess some of the doctors have objections.”

      “Oh they do, do they? Well la-di-da. So who is this doctor you’re going to be working with?”

      “Jeff Garner,” Ivey said flatly, hoping she’d successfully removed every ounce of emotion from her voice.

      Aunt Lucy’s eyebrows went up to her forehead, and that was hard to do with all the Botox. “Oh. Oh, dear.”

      “Yeah.”

      Aunt Lucy fanned herself with the latest edition of her movie star magazine, and a picture of a smiling Brad Pitt and his arsenal of children waved in Ivey’s direction. “It’s for the best. Time you told him everything.”

      “No! It’s not.”

      “He has a right to know.” Aunt Lucy had always believed that, but she’d supported Ivey’s decision.

      “What do you think I should tell him? Hey, Jeff, five years ago when I left town I was pregnant with your baby.  Thought you should know. So have a great day.”

      “I never said it would be easy.”

      “I don’t need to make enemies at the hospital, and he’ll hate me.”

      “Or it will finally make sense to him that you took up with someone on the Internet and left town like you had something to hide. I wish you’d come up with a better story than that one. Everyone in town talked about you for weeks. Took sides and made me crazy. What a ditzy move that was.”

      Ivey threw her hands up in the air. “Why is it so crazy to believe I met someone on an online dating service? Hundreds of millions of people have found love there, or so the commercials say. And that’s where I met Joe.”

      “Joe? I thought the name you made up was John.”

      “Don’t you think I can remember the name of my own fake boyfriend? It was Joe. I’ve always liked that name. Joe’s always a good guy. You can count on Joe.”

      Aunt Lucy shook her head. “You better make sure you keep that name straight if you want to keep up this ruse.”

      “I don’t need to talk about Fake Joe. It didn’t work out.”

      “If Jeff’s like most men, the last thing he’ll want to do is talk about your ex-boyfriends. Fake or otherwise.”

      “I’m not going to talk to him.”

      “How will you communicate? Sign language?”

      “No. I’m going to get off this subcommittee.” Ivey stretched her legs out on the couch. “It’s the only way, so that’s what I’m going to do.”

      No way would Lillian make her do this. She’d be there bright and early tomorrow morning and explain everything. Maybe even throw in a little tear or two. Those weren’t all that hard to call up when she thought about the past and how badly she’d screwed everything up.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea. If you want this job, fight for it. Don’t let him chase you out of town again.”

      “He didn’t chase me out of town. I went willingly.”

      “Because you didn’t want to be a glitch in his schedule. Well, Missy, it took two to make that baby.”

      “You don’t have to tell me that.” As it so happened, she had a distinct memory of the event, and she definitely hadn’t been alone. Not that she wanted that image in her head right now.

      But Aunt Lucy did have a point. She wasn’t going to go anywhere, not this time. If it would be difficult for Jeff to have her stay in town, too bad. She was not going to accommodate him anymore.

      “I want the job. It’s not that. I only want off the subcommittee.”

      “Fine. But what’s he going to think about that?”

      “You know what? I don’t care.”

      With a little more effort, Ivey might be able to convince herself of that.
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      Eight hours of fitful sleep were not enough, especially when Ivey had invaded half of Jeff’s dreams, but they’d have to do.

      Still, when he opened the door to the conference room at precisely nine o’clock the next morning, he’d half convinced himself that yesterday had been a nightmare. He wasn’t really going to be on this subcommittee with his ex-girlfriend-slash-first-love.

      But no, she was here. Not a figment of his imagination. He rubbed an eye with the back of his hand, more exhausted than disbelieving.

      “What’s the matter? Didn’t sleep well last night?” Ivey looked up at him from her seat at the long conference table.

      “Something like that.”

      “None of this bothers me, in case you were wondering. I slept like a baby.”

      “You always did. More like the dead, actually.” He took a seat. “You shouldn’t see me as the enemy. I’m the sucker that got appointed to this. I honestly don’t care what happens with the women’s center. They could hire a fleet of clowns and I wouldn’t care.”

      Ivey eyed him with the Death Stare. “Are you comparing midwives to clowns?”

      Yeah. He should have thought that off-the-cuff comment through a bit better. Blame it on the lack of caffeine, because there wasn’t enough in the state to keep him firing on all cylinders.

      “No. I’ve always liked clowns.” Sue him. He couldn’t resist.

      Ivey stood. Today she wore a white ruffled top that went up to her neck, and her long hair in a tight bun. If it wasn’t for the pencil skirt, she’d look like a prairie woman. And what was up with that?

      “Let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “We’re going to talk to Lillian. I’m going to tell her I can’t do this, and I want you there when I do it.”

      “What can I say? I’m honored.” He held the door open, and followed her out, trying like hell not to check out her ass while he did. Epic fail. Dammit, even dressed like Dr. Quinn Medicine Woman she managed to arouse him.

      Which would mean he’d stepped into a time machine, because that shouldn’t be happening.

      Usually the hospital smelled like antiseptic and on a bad day in the ER like blood, but at the moment all he could smell was Ivey. Standing near her in the elevator, he swore he could smell the soft scent of vanilla. Did she still wear the same body spray he’d bought her years ago? The one that tasted as good on her as it smelled?

      “It doesn’t have to be like this,” he finally said after a few more minutes of silence. Maybe they could at least put up the appearance of friendship.

      Her shoulders seemed to relax an inch or two below her ears, but then she looked at the floor. “You were supposed to be in Maryland.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      “I didn’t mean—” She stopped midsentence. “Look, my Aunt had an accident and she needed me. I didn’t know you were in town. Then this opportunity came up.”

      “You should take it if that’s what you want. Couples break up all the time, and it doesn’t mean one of them has to leave town. That was your choice.”

      She seemed to swallow hard at that. “I’m aware of that.”

      The elevators doors swung open, and Ivey continued walking towards Lillian’s office, so he followed. If she wanted off this committee, they’d probably appoint someone else. Meanwhile he’d be stuck with the responsibility. Hopefully the new subcommittee member would be a man. Or ugly.

      Ivey knocked once on Lillian’s door, then hesitated and knocked again.

      Lillian opened the door, tissue in hand. “Come on in.”

      It appeared that the medical director had been crying. Her eyes were red and her cheeks blotchy. But that couldn’t be, because there was no crying in medicine. Only patients were allowed to cry. Sometimes.

      So far this day was not shaping up to be any better than the last forty-eight hours.

      “Is everything okay?” Ivey asked.

      “Wonderful. I  just have something in my eye. I’ll need to find a new babysitter though. My son hid the babysitter’s dentures. I could barely understand the woman when she called to quit on me. This is the third babysitter we’ve been through. Did I mention that? But you don’t need to hear my problems. What can I do for you?” Lillian sniffed into her tissue and offered them a brave smile.

      Jeff turned to Ivey and didn’t say a word. It was for the best that he remain mute.

      “I wanted to tell you that—” Ivey began and then stopped. Glanced at him.

      For help? Really?

      “Yes? What is it?”

      Ivey let out a breath. “I’m going to enjoy working with Dr. Garner. I think we’ll make a good team.”

      The director sighed deeply. “That’s what I like to hear. Finally some good news. You’ve made my day.”

      On the way back down in the elevator, Ivey pointed a finger in his direction. “Not a word. It’s hard for a working mother to find good child care. Besides, we can make this work, can’t we? If we sit on opposite sides of the table and divide up the work.”

      Funny how Ivey behaved, when she’d been the one to leave him. Suddenly he’d had enough of her games. “Explain why you’re so pissed when you’re the one who broke up with me.”

      “That’s good, Jeff. Are we now going to rewrite history? Let’s go ahead and get rid of the Vietnam War while we’re at it. You broke up with me.”

      “Speaking of rewriting history, you just did that.” He stepped off the elevator and walked briskly ahead of her to the conference room.

      He opened the door and stood aside for her. Ivey started to walk through, then stopped. She took a deep breath and then gave him a long look with those blue eyes that sometimes looked violet, depending on the light. “Before we walk in there, we have to agree to leave our personal lives outside. That’s the only way I’ll do this.”

      “You got it.”

      “Good.” Ivey walked to the conference table and opened her tablet. “Let’s get started.”

      Jeff went ahead and pretended that magical pixy dust had settled over them the moment they crossed the threshold. For the next two hours, they talked birth statistics, labor and delivery, and emergency C-sections. Ivey’s cheeks got a little pink every time they discussed a woman’s pregnancy and risk factors, a bit strange for someone who claimed to be a midwife.

      “I’m sure your part in all of this is to sway the board that it might be best to keep midwives out of a hospital,” Ivey said, tapping away furiously on her tablet.

      “Wrong again.” He leaned back. “My part in all of this is to remain objective and give an honest recommendation.”

      And he would try like hell to remain objective, even if all he wanted to do was take her home and show her how much he’d missed her. Then do it all over again.

      She arched a brow. “And you think you can do that?”

      Maybe. Probably. Oh hell. No. “What part of ‘I’m not the enemy’ do you not understand?”

      Ivey shook her head. “Sorry.”

      “Dr. Allen Stewart.” She should know the name of her real enemy, and it wasn’t Jeff.

      “Who?”

      “He thinks the hiring of one midwife is the beginning of a long, slippery slope in which he ends up destitute on the side of the road.”

      “He’s not any different than most doctors I’ve known.”

      “How long have you been a midwife?” He changed the subject, hoping she wouldn’t notice he’d taken a tangent leading toward the personal. In the past, biology had never been her strong suit, unless you counted the time they’d spent in the bedroom.

      “I worked as an apprentice midwife for Babs Holiday, and for the last two years I’ve been on my own.”

      “Why not work as a home birth midwife?”

      “I want to work in a hospital. We need to stop acting like doctors and midwives are mortal enemies and learn to work together.”

      “It’s not going to be easy. And Stewart is a hard-ass.”

      “So you don’t think I can handle him?”

      “I didn’t say that.” Jeff didn’t like this little semi-friendly exchange. It was easier to keep the emotions bottled up and tamped down tight where they couldn’t bother him. Right now they were rising to the surface and annoying the hell out of him.

      Just because he was lonely and couldn’t remember the last time he’d been laid, it was no reason to take up with the ex.

      Ivey shut her tablet. “Why don’t we end for today?”

      “Good idea. My shift starts in an hour, so I’m going to grab lunch.”

      “Another long shift?”

      “Yep.”

      Right about now, Ivey would be counting her blessings that she hadn’t wound up with him. Maybe whoever she’d wound up with could give her more than two hours a day of his time. “At least you’ll know where to find me.”

      “Right.” Ivey glanced up at him, the hint of a smile on her lips. “Will you be in the cafeteria? I mean, in case I need you. To ask you a question.”

      “No, I won’t be in the cafeteria because that would be crazy.”

      He’d be heading to Em’s. She made the most succulent pot roast he’d ever tasted, and he’d grown accustomed to the fact that a home-cooked meal waited for him every night he could make it to her kitchen before closing time. Even though there hadn’t been many of those nights lately.

      “That bad, huh?”

      He hesitated for a second, and then hormones won the day. Again. “You should come with me. I’ll show you the best place in town to eat.”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “No, that’s all right.”

      “What’s the big deal? We could catch up. Since we can’t speak about anything personal when we cross the threshold.”

      Damn, he hated the fact that he wanted to be with her even for a few more minutes. Maybe some place where she’d loosen up a bit. This whole prairie woman look wasn’t the Ivey he remembered.

      She clutched her tablet. “Why do we have to talk about anything personal?”

      “We don’t. But we were friends first, and if nothing else we could be that again.” What the hell was wrong with him? This was Ivey. Ivey who left him right at the toughest time of his life. He should be pissed.

      Except for the fact that what she’d said earlier had brought back an old memory he’d long buried. First year of med school he’d been drowning. He knew the stats for first year students. So did Ivey. The dropout rates were astronomical, and he couldn’t join those ranks. Not with how much his middle-class parents had sacrificed to help put him there. He and Ivey had managed a long-distance relationship for four years of pre-med, but that first year of med school she’d become unbearably clingy and needy.

      So yeah, he’d told her he wanted a break. He hadn’t expected she’d listen so well. Interesting how he’d rewritten that in his mind, mostly because from the time she’d been sixteen Ivey had always been his, and he’d never expected that to change. He’d thought she might back off and let him breathe a bit. Let him come back to her, because he always would.

      Hadn’t quite worked out that way.

      “Friends? You and me?” Ivey asked.

      Why the hell not? Stranger things had happened. He’d seen them firsthand in his ER.
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      Ivey and Jeff could not be buddies.

      On the other hand, he was the only other member on the subcommittee, and he could exert a deep influence on the other doctors. Someone had put him there because they trusted his judgment. And if she wanted this to go well, it would be important to have Jeff on her side.

      Like old times.

      And he had asked her out to lunch. Not a date, just friends. He wanted to show her a decent place to eat near the hospital. Something he’d do for any colleague.

      “Well, what do you say?” He was still waiting for an answer.

      “All right,” she said, because she’d always had impulse control problems around him.

      She hadn’t known what to expect, but it wasn’t to walk. Still, she slipped her tablet in her bag and followed Jeff’s long strides. Across the street from the hospital and two blocks to the east stood a little diner Ivey remembered all too well.

      “Mama’s Kitchen? I remember this place,” she said as he held open the door to the diner.

      “Under new ownership. I heard that Em and her husband Si took over about three years ago. I’m a regular.”

      Good thing the place was under new ownership because the old owner, Mr. Peterson, was a sixty-year-old man who hated kids. He’d inherited the place from his mother, the original Mama. The man hated teenagers in particular, and when she and Jeff used to come in here and sit at the booth in the corner, he would yell, “Let me see some daylight between you two!”

      The aromatic smell of coffee, sizzling bacon, and burgers permeated the diner. No doubt about it, this place smelled like a mother’s kitchen should, as long as the mother didn’t care about cholesterol and calories.

      “Hey, Si, would you look who’s here.” The woman who greeted them had short salt-and-pepper hair and earnest blue eyes.

      A ponytailed man Ivey assumed was Si ducked his head through the kitchen partition, bumped it, and rubbed his forehead. “Damn this thing. What did you say?”

      “I said your favorite doctor is here,” Em shouted back at his puzzled look, then waved him off. “Never mind. He can’t hear me back there.”

      They followed Em to a booth, and before they sat down, Jeff introduced Ivey. “She used to come here also.”

      “Ah.” Em leaned down and rubbed Ivey’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, dear. That blue ribbon is long since gone. You’ll find I’m apolitical in every way. I love everyone as long as they eat.”

      When Em walked away, Ivey couldn’t help but ask. “What blue ribbon?”

      The menu suddenly seemed of deep interest to Jeff, a man who by his account should have it memorized. “After we broke up, some of the business people in town took sides. Those who liked me hung blue ribbons in their establishment. Those who liked you put up pink ones.”

      He looked so serious, and that’s what kept her from laughing. “Is that supposed to be a joke? I’d forgotten about your weird sense of humor.”

      He continued reading the menu as if it were a medical journal. “Mr. Peterson put up a blue ribbon, but that was before Em bought the place. She took it down.”

      “Aunt Lucy mentioned something about people taking sides, but I thought she was exaggerating as usual.” Blue and pink ribbons? Had the whole town gone mad together?

      “How many pink ribbons were there?” It would be nice to know who her real friends were.

      He met her eyes. “I didn’t count. I thought it was as ridiculous as you do.”

      “But Mr. Peterson had a blue ribbon. He always liked you better.”

      “You were the one who used to practically sit in my lap every time we were here.”

      Ivey felt flushed at hearing the truth stated so matter-of-factly. Even if Jeff had never protested the seating arrangements. “Mr. Peterson was a misogynist.”

      “Everyone’s over it now. But I wouldn’t go into the hardware store on Main Street.”

      Ivey let out a deep sigh. Everyone had held it against her for leaving town for a man she met online, but it had turned out to be the best place to find a fake boyfriend.

      Em came and took their orders. Without the menu, Jeff turned his full attention on Ivey. “So how’s lover boy? John, was it?”

      “Joe.” Why couldn’t anyone get his name right? Even imaginary fictional characters deserved a little respect.

      “Are you sure?” Jeff narrowed his eyes. “I’m pretty sure it was John.”

      “Thanks, but I think I know the name of my ex-boyfriend better than you do.”

      “Ex?”

      Ivey played with the edge of her napkin. “It didn’t work out. Next subject.”

      Why had she ever agreed to leave the sanctuary of the conference room where they’d agreed not to discuss personal stuff? It was a trick, and she should have seen it coming. Damn Jeff and his perfect build, smoldering eyes, and aesthetically pleasing jawline. If he didn’t stop talking about the past, she might be rearranging that perfect face so that he would need to see one of his colleagues for a little rhinoplasty.

      Em brought out their burgers and sweet-potato fries. They’d both ordered the same thing.

      “How are your parents? And your sister?” If he wanted to talk personal, two could play this game.

      “My parents moved to Oregon a couple of years ago. They come down every year for the Grape Festival. Ali lives in town with her husband Bob and two kids.”

      “Two?”

      “Becky is four and Liam is two.”

      Ivey took a gulp of water and swallowed hard. She should have never opened up this line of discussion. “So what about your love life?”

      He gave her a long look. “What love life?”

      “You asked about mine.”

      “I don’t have one. The hospital is my significant other.”

      “Ah, the life of a resident.”

      “Only the highly tolerant need apply.”

      While it was difficult to believe that someone who looked like Jeff didn’t have the nurses in a tizzy every day, it was possible that he’d try to keep his personal life and business separate. Though not likely.

      “So what happens if the board decides against hiring a staff of midwives?” Jeff asked between bites.

      “You mean after our subcommittee’s powerful recommendation that they do?”

      He grinned and bit off a french fry. “Of course.”

      “I suppose I don’t get the job.”

      “And then what?”

      She hadn’t thought that far ahead, having always been a fly-by-the-seat-of-her-pants type. But she wanted to stay, despite the news of the pink versus blue ribbons. Maybe she’d find out who’d had a pink ribbon displayed and thank them for their support.

      “I’ll find another job.”

      “You won’t leave town again?”

      “I won’t. Why would I?”

      “I don’t know. You have a history of leaving when you don’t get your way. I break up with you, and you leave town.”

      “Oh so you admit it now.”

      “I remember saying I needed a break. I was trying to get through the first year of medical school. But I was already out of state, so I don’t see why you had to leave.”

      Because then everyone would have seen her pregnant body, and in this town of blue and pink ribbons Jeff would have found out. The first person to see her throw up would have phoned him and probably given details as to where she’d been and what she’d eaten before she threw up.

      “The reason I left town was because Joe was in LA, and long distance relationships don’t work.”

      Jeff leaned back in his seat. “You mean John.”

      Ivey resisted the urge to pound his gorgeous face and hit the table instead. “Joe, dammit.”

      Jeff grinned. Fine, she’d let him have his fun. She still needed him to be on her side.

      “We managed to have a long distance relationship.”

      “And look how well that worked out.” Ivey picked up a french fry.

      Jeff had a funny look on his face, his eyebrows arched and a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

      “What’s so funny?” That’s when she realized she’d reached for a fry off of his plate instead of her own. Ack. She dropped the fry and drew back her hand like a snake had bit it.

      “That’s all right. You can have my fries.” He pushed the plate in her direction. “Force of habit. The last time you and I ate together we…shared more than fries.” He gave her a wicked grin.

      She pushed the plate back. “I don’t want your stupid fries.”

      “C’mon Ivey, you know you want some.” He pushed it back in her direction.

      She didn’t like that penetrating look in his eyes. The air between them charged and electrified. The overwhelming knowledge that despite everything, they weren’t quite done with each other.

      But they had to be. Ivey pushed the plate back. “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m done.”

      And she had to remember that.
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      One week later, Ivey had quizzed Aunt Lucy thoroughly and found that the fabric store and the hair salon Lucy used to run both had pink ribbons displayed proudly for a time. Even the bookmobile (Ivey was a regular) had a pink ribbon. The vintners had fought hard to stay out of it.

      Somehow Ivey recovered from the french-fry stealing incident in which her hand had subconsciously gone where it shouldn’t have. She couldn’t have that happen again. Couldn’t have her hand touch that gorgeous head of thick brown hair, or let it graze the stubbly jawline. No. Couldn’t have that.

      Aunt Lucy’s screechy voice pulled Ivey from her thoughts. They were at the doctor’s office, and Lucy’s cast had been removed.

      “Six long weeks! You have no idea how difficult this has been for me. I haven't gone this long without sex since—well, I can't remember when."

      While Ivey prayed the ground would open up and swallow her whole, Dr. Stein ignored the comment and continued to examine Lucy’s x-ray. “The bone healed nicely. You're quite lucky. We can't always expect that in a woman of your age.”

      Ivey sucked in a breath. Oh no, here it comes.

      “‘A woman of my age’? What is that supposed to mean?” Aunt Lucy asked.

      Dr. Stein seemed oblivious to his slip. “I mean that as a woman ages, osteoporosis sets in, and bones tend to take much longer to heal.”

      Aunt Lucy slipped off the examination table. “Well I don't have any of that osteo stuff. I'm in great shape.”

      “I'm sure you are,” Dr. Stein said.

      The poor man had no clue.

      “When should we schedule her follow-up?” Ivey kept track of Aunt Lucy's appointments in her notebook, and she pulled it out of her purse, ready to make a note.

      “Never! I'm done here. Good day.” Aunt Lucy gathered her Coach purse from the chair and stopped at the door. “Are you coming, Ivey?”

      “I'll be right there.” She had to make her apologies to Dr. Stein and find out about follow-up care. Even if her aunt wanted to ignore follow-up, Ivey knew how important it could be to a full recovery.

      After speaking with the doctor, she asked the front office receptionist to send a reminder of the six-month checkup. What on earth would Aunt Lucy do without Ivey’s help?

      Next she had to go find Jeff and schedule their next meeting. They hadn’t met since last week—a good thing since she’d needed a little bit of time after the french fry incident. But he was the other half of the subcommittee, and if she couldn’t convince him to go along with her recommendation, she wouldn’t get far.

      Aunt Lucy had already walked out of the reception area into the hallway of the clinic attached to St. Vincent's Hospital and now giggled into her phone. She had to be speaking to a man.

      Ivey marched toward her aunt, who still made googly eyes into her cellphone. Good grief. Aunt Lucy finally got the hint and wrapped up her phone call.

      “That was Antonio. He misses me. Hoo boy, that man has the sexiest accent I've ever heard.”

      Ivey inwardly cringed at the mental picture of Lucy and Antonio and then felt guilty. After all, Aunt Lucy deserved to be loved.

      “I have to go find Jeff—I mean, Dr. Garner, so I can schedule our next meeting. Will you be okay? It won’t take long.”

      “Of course, dear. I'll  call Antonio back. We've gotten pretty good at phone sex.”

      Ivey whipped her head around, grateful no one had been close enough to them in the hallway to hear her aunt. “Umm, okay. I'll meet you in the car?”

      Ivey handed her the keys and hoped Lucy would take the hint. If she insisted on having phone sex, at least she could spare everyone within earshot.

      Ivey had only begun to get the layout of the hospital and took the elevator down to the first floor where the emergency room was located.

      As she approached the reception desk, a tall and slender redhead turned towards Ivey. Her name tag read Donna—triage. “How can I help you?”

      Ivey introduced herself and explained that she was looking for Dr. Garner to schedule a meeting. “Is he around?”

      “I just got on shift, so I’ll need to check.” She went through the double doors leading to the restricted area.

      “Pssst.”

      Ivey turned, and an elderly gentleman smiled in her direction. “Did you say something?”

      “I’m here to see him too. And I’ve been waiting a while. Name’s Frank Sullivan,” he said, sticking out a frail hand.

      Ivey sat next to him, and then the Florence Nightingale in her took over. “Are you feeling all right? What’s wrong?”

      “It would be easier to tell you what’s not wrong.” Frank tapped the side of his head. “Nothing wrong up here, that’s for sure. Everything else, the warranty has worn out.”

      Endearing and cute. “I’m sure the doctors here can help you with whatever has, uh, worn out.”

      “Dr. Garner can. He has the magic touch. Every time I come here, I see him.”

      “Every time?” The statement implied he’d made multiple trips to the ER, and for his sake she hoped that wasn’t the case.

      He nodded. “He’s always here, so it’s not a problem.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I heard.”

      “And what are you here to see him for, dear? You look healthy enough, but sometimes it’s hard to tell.” He cocked his head to the side.

      “No, I feel fine. We kind of work together, and I need to talk to him.”

      “You’re a nurse? Or a doctor?”

      Ivey straightened a little taller in her seat. Frank hadn’t automatically assumed she was a nurse. “I’m a nurse midwife.”

      “They certainly are turning out pretty nurses these days.” No sooner had Frank given her his compliment than Jeff and Donna both came through the double doors.

      Jeff had a stethoscope around his neck and bags under his eyes. “Hey.”

      Ivey couldn’t help a tiny twinge of sympathy for him. “I should have called you, but then I realized I don’t have your phone number.”

      “Pssst, Doc, I would remedy that if I were you,” Frank said from his seat.

      “Yeah. Thanks, Frank. So what’s up?” Jeff took a step toward Ivey, as though he’d give them a modicum of privacy.

      “I want to schedule a time for us to meet with a local midwife in town. What’s a good time for you?”

      “I’m here most of the time.”

      “We’ll need to go to her. Why don’t I meet with her, and then I’ll report back to you. Next Monday?”

      “Doc, I ‘m going to need some fluids today, I think,” Frank interrupted from behind them.

      “I’ve got to run. See you then.” Jeff moved to give Frank a helping hand. “Donna, let’s get Frank checked out. Talk later, okay Ivey?”

      “Nice to meet you, Ivey,” Frank said as he shuffled away. “Be sure to leave your phone number with the doctor.”

      “Excuse me?” Ivey asked.

      Frank stopped walking and turned toward her, then spoke loudly as though she might have a hearing problem. “I said leave your number with the doctor. Then maybe you two could go out some time.”

      “Frank,” Jeff said in a warning tone.

      “Well, Doc, you’re here every time I come and you don’t see a problem with that?”

      Jeff didn’t reply, his quicker pace being the only indication that he’d heard anything at all. They both walked through the double doors, leaving Ivey standing alone, wondering if Jeff wanted her number and why she should care.
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      “Italy?” Ivey couldn’t believe her ears. Aunt Lucy’s cast had been off for four days, and she had already made plans to leave the country.

      “I have to do something to celebrate the end of being cooped up for six weeks.” Now that she was mobile again, Aunt Lucy used the energy to pack her bags. “And Antonio has rented us a villa in the Italian countryside.”

      “But we were going to start having fun. I was hoping you’d stay.” Ivey fought to keep the desperation out of her voice, but the last thing she wanted was to live in this extravagant condo alone.

      “It’s time for me to move on. The leg slowed me down for too long. Anyway, you stay here and get that job you wanted. The women’s center has been a long time coming, and I know you’d be great for the job.” Aunt Lucy laid her minx coat gently in the suitcase. She tossed her last pair of Jimmy Choos into a suitcase dedicated only to shoes and then threw sweaters into another one.

      “What if I forget about the job? I could spend every day with you. Would you stay then?” Okay that was desperation talking. Ivey wasn’t going to give up the job and stay home and have one long slumber party.

      “Oh honey, you don’t have to do that. I’m still hoping you’ll come to your senses and get back with your ex.”

      Oh, sigh. Would Aunt Lucy ever give up? “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, and stop looking at me like that. I didn’t come back here for him. I came home because you said you needed me.”

      “And I thank you for that. But you might want to ask yourself why you want to stay—you could get a job anywhere else. Maybe you did want to come back, and I gave you the perfect excuse.”

      No, she wasn’t staying for him. In fact, he was the hardest part of staying here, since every time she looked at him she hurt a little bit. “We never did see that movie—the one with your favorite actor—umm, what’s his name?” Ivey couldn’t even remember now, as panic set in.

      “I’ll wait till it’s on DVD.” Aunt Lucy waved her hand. “You’ll be fine. You can stay here. It’s not far from the hospital, so it’s convenient if you ever wind up getting that job. I’ve still got my money on you. You can do this.”

      The last suitcase packed, Aunt Lucy marched to the kitchen where she used the phone to call for a taxi.

      “Do you really have to leave tonight?” Ivey would have liked at least a day to get used to the idea.

      “I’ve been cooped up in here for too long.”

      “You didn’t even spend any time in the town itself. There are beautiful vineyards right here and people come from all over the world come to see them.”

      “You don’t have to tell me. I lived most of my life in this little town. I talked Ben Cartwright into buying this condo so I could visit. They say you should never forget where you came from.”

      Aunt Lucy pulled out her compact and outlined her lips in fire-engine red. Presumably so that people would see her lips a mile away. Then she put her hands on both of Ivey’s shoulders, the most affection she’d demonstrated in weeks. “I’m not like you and your mom, honey.”

      There it was again. Ivey hated it when Aunt Lucy brought her up or compared them. “I’m not like her either.”

      “Nonsense. You’re so much like your mother. Oh, I miss her. She never wanted to leave the town where she met and fell in love with your father. Something about putting down roots. I could never figure her out either.” Aunt Lucy shook her head and dug in her purse again.

      But Beth Lancaster had made a habit of ruining people and relationships, and Ivey had gone behind her fixing what she could. Making excuses for mom, cleaning up the chaos. Protecting Beth from the nasty rumors. Unlike Mom, Ivey couldn’t even drink a sip of alcohol without being inebriated, but that didn’t seem to matter. When she looked in the mirror she still saw Beth Lancaster’s dark hair and blue eyes gazing back.

      The phone rang and Lucy picked it up. “Could you come up and help me with my bags?” She hung up and turned to Ivey. “Don’t look so sad, dear. You have my cell phone number, and you can call me any time. And stay here as long as you like.”

      “But this place is too big for me.”

      “Then find someone to share it with. I know who that someone should be.” Aunt Lucy squeezed her hand and then opened the door for the driver, waving him towards the bedroom.

      “Stop. Why do you keep bringing him up?” Couldn’t Lucy see how much it hurt? Did she have to spell it out for her aunt?

      “Ask yourself why I would want to come back to this god-forsaken town to recuperate when I could be anywhere in the world?”

      “I thought it was because this is our home town. You grew up here, so did mom. So did I. We have good memories here.”

      “Honey, I wanted to bring you back the minute I heard your old beau was back in town and the hospital would be building a new women’s center.”

      “You asked me to move in so you could play matchmaker?” And she’d imagined it was for her great nursing skills.

      “Every two months someone in this town asks me for money. But when they came to me for a donation to the women’s center, you better believe I gave them a sizeable one. Enough to call myself a benefactor. Doesn’t that have a nice ring to it?”

      “You—you did this? You’re the one who wanted Jeff on the subcommittee?”

      “Why not? You two needed a little push, is all. More like a big fat shove.”

      Ivey had left a fledging practice as a home-birth midwife. She’d left a decent apartment and friends so she could rearrange her life to take care of Aunt Lucy. Because she’d asked.

      “I can’t believe you did this! Undo it right now. Call and tell them you changed your mind.” Ivey handed Lucy the phone.

      “I will do no such thing. I don’t mind telling you, you were one silly girl to let Jeff go. By now you’d be married with two or three little ones. Isn’t that what you always wanted?”

      And Jeff would have dropped out of medical school. He would have married her out of obligation, not love. Maybe they’d be happy, and maybe they’d be miserable.

      “You can’t do this to me.”

      “I can, and I did. You can thank me later.” Aunt Lucy patted Ivey’s back.

      The driver stuck his head in the door. “All ready, ma’am.”

      “When will you be back?” Ivey managed to squeak out.

      “I’m not sure. It could be months if all goes well. I’ll be in touch. And I’m going to buy you a new car. No arguing. That old SUV is about to give out on you. Pick out what you want and I’ll pay for it. Walk me outside?”

      Ivey walked Lucy to the curb and watched the taxi cab become a smudge of yellow in the distance. She swallowed the lump in her throat and the memory that came back. Leaving seemed to be a pattern with Aunt Lucy.

      In Los Angeles, Lucy had found a little cottage for Ivey to rent. Not that she had ever spent much time there with Ivey. After Lucy had made sure Ivey had enough money to stay for the remainder of her pregnancy, she’d murmured a few choice phrases about Gloria Steinem and the sacrifices women had made so that Ivey wouldn’t have to hide a natural event and then taken off on her next adventure.

      But Ivey wasn’t hiding because she was ashamed. Not exactly.

      She would take care of their baby, and within three years, once Jeff was done with medical school, she’d let him know. Then he could decide for himself if he wanted a relationship with their child. He’d probably be a little bit mad, Ivey figured, but in the end he’d see her sacrifice was noble. He’d see she’d done it for him. So that he could keep going forward without interruption. So that if they wound up together, it would be for the right reasons.

      But it hadn’t quite worked out. There was no point in rehashing the past now, bringing up old wounds and mistakes to examine them under the harsh bright light of today.

      No point at all.
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      By the evening after Aunt Lucy had gone, Brooke had already invited Ivey to a wine-tasting event. Brooke ran Serrano’s, one of the more popular wineries in town, and recently she’d been so busy with their booth at the Grape and Wine Festival that she suggested Ivey join her at the winery so they could hang out. Ivey didn’t drink, but Brooke Miller was her best friend and a person didn’t grow up in Napa Valley without learning how to swish and spit. Wine tasting events and the annual festival were as much a part of the landscape of Starlight Hill as the river that ran through town.

      Ivey, for her part, wondered why Brooke hadn’t thought it important to let her know that Jeff was back in Starlight Hill. A little heads-up might have been nice. Not that Ivey would have let his being back in town keep her away from helping Aunt Lucy. That would have given him too much power.

      However, his being in town was one matter and working with him on a subcommittee another. Her teeth hurt thinking about it. The last person she wanted to discuss pregnancy matters with. It didn’t help that his eyes seemed to glaze over every time they talked about high risk versus low risk. Unless maybe he was as exhausted as he claimed.

      His supposed exhaustion hadn’t stopped him from checking her out. Yeah, she’d noticed. Several times she’d glanced
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