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CHAPTER ONE
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Red lights whirled against the raging rain as Heather Whitestone tightened her grip on the steering wheel. She held her breath, made a sharp turn and managed to miss a fallen tree limb by inches.

“You all right back there?” she yelled as the storm beat against the speeding ambulance.

“Yeah,” her partner shouted back, never stopping CPR. “Just get us there.”

She flinched as another flash of lightning illuminated the county road ahead of them. Her partner, one of the best paramedics on the county service, was fighting to keep their patient alive. Her job was to get them to the nearest hospital ASAP.

Heather finally spotted the blinking yellow light through the heavy rain. There. She eased off the gas and peered toward the turnoff. Relief filled her at the sign with a big white H on a blue background. Two miles later she rolled up to the emergency bay, sirens screaming.

A crew in scrubs rushed over as she backed in. By the time Heather reached the rear, a staffer had joined Ted to hurry the cot in. She slammed the doors shut and followed them. A nurse waited for the details.

“Age forty-two, male, prior heart attack, transporting after a 911 call about chest pain,” Heather recited. “Went into cardiac arrest a few minutes after we left his house.”

Her partner joined her to fill in details of the fifteen-mile drive.

“I need coffee,” he said as soon as they finished. He sounded exhausted.

“Go ahead.” Heather waved her hand toward a sign pointing toward the cafeteria. “I’ll get a signature and catch up.”

She needed someone to okay the all-important paperwork or the billing staff would have her hide. Heather managed to grab a nursing supervisor and hand her a pen. That was done. All that was left was to fill in the run details.

She glanced at a wall clock as she walked toward the brightly-lit cafeteria. Two a.m. Normal people were in bed at this hour, not on the downward side of a twenty-four-hour shift.

Fatigue crept in as her adrenaline rush faded. Coffee was good. No, coffee was essential.

Heather found an unattended pot by the nurse’s station. She rounded the end of the counter, poured herself a cup and added powdered lightener. She took a tentative sip. The coffee was old and bitter but caffeine was caffeine.

“You know we charge for that stuff, right?”

A rich male voice came from behind her.

She stiffened. What was he doing here?

“More like you should pay me to drink it,” she said, forcing a smile as she turned.

“Let me buy you a cup of something that won’t rot your stomach.” The tall, dark-haired man’s voice dwindled off.

Yep. He recognized her.

“How are you, Zach?”

“Living the dream.” He leaned against a counter like he was settling in for a conversation.

“Because you’re a doctor and people worship you for helping them,” she said, trying to flippancy. “They throw up on my shoes. One of us picked the wrong career.”

“Your brother doesn’t think so. He’s really proud of you.”

“Don’t trust his judgment. You know Brian’s crazy, right? Two kids under five and number three on the way.”

“I thought you’d be married and living in a vine-covered cottage yourself by now.”

Heather shook her head.

“That would require me to squeeze in time for things like, oh, dates. They don’t pay. Extra shifts do.”

The conversation ended when a young woman in burgundy scrubs walked up with a patient chart. Heather nodded goodbye and headed toward the cafeteria. On the way she dumped her cup in a trash can. That coffee really was crap. Then again, she should have expected it the way this night was going.

How her luck could be so consistently bad, she didn’t know. First a night of non-stop runs and then bumping into Zach Miller. She knew he came back to Ohio after his residency in Las Vegas. Brian told her that much. What her brother didn’t mention was that his best friend since elementary school was an emergency room doctor at their local hospital. Or that he looked every bit as good as he did at Brian’s wedding.

He served as her brother’s best man. He looked incredible in his tux while she tried to cope with the too-long skirt on her bridesmaid’s dress and sleeves that caught on everything. Naturally, they were seated together at the wedding party table. When he asked her to dance, their long acquaintance led her to say yes. Being a little tipsy from free-flowing champagne let her relax into his arms. She knew that without that, she wouldn’t have tightened her grip on his neck, inhaled the scent of soap and aftershave. And she wouldn’t have been blindsided by his kiss after the music ended.

No! She refused to spend one more second wondering why he kissed her and then practically ran away. She needed to erase that moment from her memory. Permanently.

Her partner was at a table when she walked into the cafeteria. Ted Bromley waved her over by lifting a large foam cup, drawing her like the proverbial moth to a flame. She sat down, took a long drink and sighed.

“French vanilla creamer and lots of sugar with just the right amount of coffee. You do know how to spoil a woman.”

“Consider it thanks for the smooth ride. You did a great job tonight.”

“So did you,” Heather said. “He’s got a fighting chance.”

“We rock.” Ted grinned and offered a fist bump. “Whoever decided to put us together knew what they were doing.”

“Because we’re awesome. And I’m starving.”

Heather went to check out the desserts and spotted a piece of carrot cake with thick cream cheese frosting. She deserved an indulgence on a night like this.

Zach was at the table when she got back.

“That looks good.” He stuck his fork in her cake and took a generous bite.

“Hey, that’s my supper.” Heather closed her hands around the plate.

“Revenge for the times you stole my stuff when you were a little brat,” he said.

Ted looked from one to the other. “I assume you two have a history.”

“Her brother was one of my best friends in high school. I practically lived at the Whitestone house on the weekends.”

“So you knew all her secrets, huh?”

“He knows better than to tell,” she threatened.

Any chance for Zack to tattle disappeared when Heather and Ted’s pagers chimed in unison. They had another run. She grabbed one last bite, shoved the plate toward Zach and said, “Call Brian soon. He needs a break from Mandy’s need to nest.”

Zach watched her go before devouring the rest of the carrot cake. She’d developed what his Gran would call spunk. Back in high school, Heather was more the debate club type than cheerleader or prom queen candidate. Quiet was how he would have described her. Sassy fit the bill now. Funny how time could change a person.

The only other occupant of the dining room was a nurse on the other side. Zach pulled out his phone, turned up the volume and clicked onto his favorite video ever. A blond-haired, blue-eyed toddler walked across the screen, giggles erupting from her laughing face. Arielle was perfect. He wished he could have been there at her birth, tucked in her the first night at home, taken his turn with diaper changing and midnight feedings. But he only learned about his fatherhood status when a certified letter arrived at his door two months ago.

“Hi, Doc.” An ER tech walked over. Zach hit the off button. “Want an update on our heart attack guy?”

“Sure.”

“He’s stable and heading to the operating room for a stent. The crew bringing him in did a great job. We were lucky to have a cardiologist in the building, too, or things could be a lot different.”

“Yeah, it was touch and go at first. Trust me, handing him over to Dr. Andrews was my pleasure.”

Zach cleared the table before walking back to the emergency area. Another hour or so and he was headed home. Twenty-four hour shifts could be brutal, especially when emergencies stretched them by hours.

The walk-in area stayed quiet the rest of the night. He stitched a cut leg, prescribed antibiotics for an elderly man with a terrible cough and sent a feverish toddler to the pediatric floor. The trouble with easy nights, though, was that they left plenty of time to think.

That letter from a Las Vegas court was at the forefront of his mind. His custody hearing was in two months. Between now and then, he needed to make a home for a two-year-old, figure out some kind of child care arrangement and talk to his supervisor about changing his hours to something more family-friendly.

He’d make this work. Had to. Seeing her the first time made him want nothing more than to be her daddy. According to his Nevada lawyer, though, he had work to do first.

“You need to reorganize your life,” Preston Alder said. “Her grandparents remember you as an in-and-out boyfriend of their daughter’s, more interested in a career than a stable home. It’s too bad you don’t have a wife. Being married would go a long way with the judge. Before we go to court, at least cut back on your hours and make sure you have a care plan beyond dropping her off at hospital day care.”

Zach’s pager beeped. He headed back to the emergency room to be greeted with “Migraine headache in bed four. Her husband says she’s going on day four and by the way, she’s puking. I wouldn’t stand too close.”

Zach made it home without barf stains although the assisting nurse wasn’t as lucky. He dropped his hospital jacket on the front seat of the car before heading up the steps to his second-floor unit. He made a mental note to ask the rental office about openings on the first floor. He couldn’t take a chance on Arielle tumbling down the stairs.

His supper, which he ate while his neighbors made breakfast, was a microwaved frozen burrito and a can of cold pork and beans. Weird combination, he knew, but he didn’t feel like cooking. He just wanted sleep.

In the brief time after his head hit the pillow and he slid into the blackness, he thought of Heather. She was probably going to bed now too. They lived the same sort of topsy-turvy, time-challenged life. He ought to ask her to meet him for coffee, find out what was going on with her now.

***
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HEATHER PULLED UP TO the convenience store pump and shut off her little sedan. She usually swiped the card, filled the tank and went on her merry way. This morning her stomach grumbled as she walked toward the door. She muttered, “Just wait. I’ll feed you,” looking around to see if anybody heard her talking to herself. Nope. She was the only one here.

She walked straight to the energy drinks and picked one with a super dose of caffeine and lots of protein. At the hot case, she grabbed a biscuit sandwich with hickory bacon and scrambled egg, adding a mini-package of doughnuts as she walked to the counter. The nutrition was terrible but she could eat this stuff in the car. She was cutting it close as it was.

Mandy’s ultrasound was today. Heather volunteered as the ever-dutiful sister to watch the kids before she agreed to this extra shift. She needed all the energy she could get to keep up with the boys, aged almost five and almost three. Given her druthers, she’d veg out in her recliner and watch TV shows recorded the previous night. She loved her little cottage, a personal refuge from her job and the world. But she promised and she was a woman of her word.

“I’m here,” she announced as she swung open her brother’s backdoor and walked into the kitchen.

“With a good three minutes to spare.” Brian grinned and gave her a hug. “The munchkins are fed and in the playroom. Thanks, sis. I owe you.”

“Yes,” Heather said with a grin, “you do. We’ll discuss my fee when you get back.”

“We’ll be here as soon as we can,” Mandy promised. “Cross your fingers the office isn’t overbooked.”

Heather walked into a room rapidly morphing from organized to chaotic and was greeted by two enthusiastic boys. She planted kisses on their cheeks before pulling her shirt tail from her pants and taking off her boots. At their urging, she sat down on the floor with them to build a block tower. The ring of the phone brought her back to her feet.

“Hello,” she said after finding the receiver on the kitchen counter.

“Heather?” a surprised voice asked.

“Yeah.”

“It’s Zach. I thought I was calling Brian.”

“You are. He’s a day dweller. You know, unlike those of us who hang around hospitals all night long. If you want to catch him at home, it has to be after six.”

“You live with them?” Zach asked.

“Riding herd on the boys,” Heather said. “Brian took Mandy to her baby doctor appointment so they needed a wrangler. Want Brian to call when he gets home?”

“Yeah. Let me give you my cell number.”

“I’m sure Brian would love to catch up with you,” she said as she wrote down the digits.

“I’d like a conversation that doesn’t involve symptoms or hospital gossip. Know what I mean?”

She did. The crews at the station, those people she spent most of her time with, were both a rumor mill and storytellers of the worst things that happened on their shifts.

Heather managed to tell him goodbye as the boys began tugging at her to come play again. She convinced them to settle down by turning on the TV. The kids were snuggled against her, watching a favorite movie for the umpteenth time, when their parents returned. They ran to Brian, who picked them both up at the same time with a pretend groan. The response was matching giggles.

“So?” Heather demanded before Mandy could even set down her purse. “Niece or a nephew?”

“The tech couldn’t tell,” Brian said.

“Are you serious? I’m dying to buy baby clothes.”

“I’d suggest yellow.” Mandy took the youngest one from her husband. “Or green.”

“Maybe stick to the classics,” Brian added. “Like pink smocked dresses.”

Heather glanced from one to the other in surprise. They were grinning like idiots.

“This one’s a girl?”

“So they say,” Mandy confirmed. “I’m ready to do some shopping too. You work this weekend?”

“Off at eight Saturday morning and don’t go back till eight Sunday night. I think we can do a little damage in that period of time.”

She left the house elated. Caring for a mini-Mandy would be a new experience. Heather knew about boys but she didn’t have a clue about girls. At least she had plenty of time to learn. Her niece wasn’t going to be born demanding to play dress up.

“Anything eventful happen while we were gone?” Brian asked.

“The boys were good as gold,” she said.

“Liar.” Her brother grinned.

“Okay, they were good as tin. But no one’s bleeding and nothing’s broken. Oh, by the way, Zach Miller called. I think he wants to have a beer and catch up. Here’s his number.”

Brian stuck it in his pocket.

“I’ll do that,” he said. “We text now and talk on social media but getting together in person will be great. He’s probably a little lonely.”

Heather hugged the boys, told Mandy she’d be there around noon Saturday for their shopping trip and headed home. Brian’s last remark stuck with her. Zach probably was feeling alone. He’d been gone long enough for old friendships to be remember-whens. She couldn’t imagine ever leaving Addams Ridge herself. Luckily, she had a solid career that let her stay planted.

***
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ZACH STUDIED HIS THICK burger with appreciation. The restaurant, a local bar and grill, was relatively empty when he walked and spotted Brian at a table. Service was fast and their meals arrived quicker than he expected. He made a mental note to come back.

“We should have done this when I first got her,” Zach said as they began to eat. “Can you believe it’s been four months since I started at the hospital?”

“I can’t believe I didn’t know you were back in town until I saw the hospital announcement of a new physician,” Brian retorted. “Some best friend you are.”

“Trust me, I haven’t had time to even breathe until recently. They were testing the new guy. For a while, I wasn’t even sure I could find my apartment anymore, as much time as I spent at the hospital.”

“But you’re slowing down now, right?” Brian asked.

“Yeah.” Zach hesitated, wondering whether he ought to dump his new situation on his old friend or not. He decided to go for it.

“I have no choice,” he said. “I just found out that I’m a dad of a toddler. If I want my daughter here, I need to make some changes.”

“Whoa. Wait.”

Brian stilled, his chicken wing forgotten as he stared at Zach.

“Tell me more,” he said. “Begin with how you didn’t know about your pending parenthood.”

“I was new in Vegas, I met a pretty woman and we hit it off,” Zach said. “She said nothing serious. I said great. I was busting my ass at the hospital and didn’t have time for a relationship. She said the same thing until I came back here for your wedding.”

Brian’s eyebrows raised but he stayed silent.

“Chelsea was an only child, spoiled and intent on doing what she wanted. She expected me to bring her along, I guess. She quit talking to me anyway. I figured that was that. Then one day she called and said she missed me.”

Zach skimmed over the details. Brian didn’t need to know that Chelsea’s timing was perfect to go as his date to a major hospital function where she just happened to meet the new chief of staff. Or that she scored a big deal selling an expensive house to the man. He realized only after their final goodbye how convenient his connections were for her.

“To make a long story short,” he said now, “we broke up after she canceled a weekend trip with me. She claimed her mother hurt her back and needed Chelsea. The lie might have stood if her picture hadn’t appeared in the newspaper’s society section with her on the arm of a big developer.”

“I’m sorry, man.”

Zach shrugged.

“It didn’t seem like much of a loss at the time. I swore off women and decided to come back here. Then I got a letter from a lawyer saying Chelsea died in an auto accident and left a daughter. There was a request for a DNA test. Simply to rule me out, it said, because no father’s name was on the birth certificate.”

“Oh, wow.” Brian looked as stunned as Zach felt getting that letter. He hurried to finish the story.

“Her folks and their lawyer figured the developer was the daddy. When his test was negative, they decided to try me. I am now the proud papa of a two-year-old. Let me show her to you.”

He pulled up the snippet of video to play for his friend.

“Cute kid,” Brian said.

“Smart, too. Jabbers a mile a minute on our video calls although I can’t understand much of what she says.”

Brian waved their server over and ordered another round. Zach prepared for an inquisition.

“Now what?” Brian asked.

“I hired an attorney out there who specializes in this stuff. We’ve filed for custody and there’s a hearing in a couple of weeks. If things go my way, Arielle will be with me.”

He changed the subject, asking how Mandy was doing. He’d bared his soul enough. Opening up was hard for him. He was taught to tamp down his emotions and keep family things to himself. Even though life had shown him differently, he struggled to let anyone see his real self.

They left as soon as their glasses were empty. Brian headed to his mother’s to pick up the boys. Zach needed to get ready for another night in the emergency room. They parted, agreeing they had to meet again soon.

Zach had something else to do too. He looked for Heather’s name on a search engine and found her number. She picked up on the second ring.

“Hello?” Her greeting was bouncy.

“It’s Zach.”

“Oh. Hi.”

“Remember that cup of coffee I promised you?”.

“Yes.” She sounded tentative.

“How about breakfast instead? Maybe we could meet tomorrow at that little place by the restaurant.”

“I can’t.” Her answer came fast. “I have a dentist appointment in the morning.”

“Dinner?”

“I work tomorrow night. I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay.”

A quick goodbye and she was gone. Zach wasn’t sure if her schedule was the problem or him. She seemed relaxed in the cafeteria the other night. Probably timing, he decided.

His night was slower than Zach expected. So when his phone dinged with a message, he checked and found a text from Brian inviting him to a cookout on Saturday. He sent back an immediate yes. Spending an afternoon with his friend’s family was infinitely better than hanging around his austere apartment.

Heather grabbed the bag of ice, her usual donation to family gatherings, from the floorboard of the passenger seat. She noticed an unfamiliar car parked in the drive. One of Brian’s work buddies, probably. She hoped he wasn’t making another attempt to set her up with some guy. He’d done it before and laughed when she said she could get her own men, thank you. Besides, there was no room in her life for a relationship.

“Back here!” Mandy called as Heather started up the sidewalk. Heather found her holding the hands of two very dirty boys, a look of resignation on her face.

“Max figured out how to turn on the outside spigot,” Mandy said, turning a boy over to her sister-in-law. “And of course, Will copies his big brother.”

Heather headed into the house with Will while Mandy dealt with a whining Max. She faltered when she saw the man standing beside Zach.

“Watch out,” she warned, regaining her composure. “One muddy kid coming through. The second one’s right behind me.”

When Mandy arrived with the other muddy boy, Heather turned the clean-up job over to their mother who called Brian to come help. She stepped into the hall to assess the damage to herself. Her hands were filthy and her capris and tee had a few smears. All in all, though, most of the mud stayed on her nephew.

Holding up her dirty hands, she went to the sink and turned on the spigot with her elbow. A few moments later, she was clean again, the smears wiped off with a wet paper towel. She could see Zach through the kitchen window. She heard the boys’ protest and decided like it or not, she needed to step into the role of host temporarily.

“Hi,” she said, walking out.

“You do like to make a grand entrance,” Zach said.

“Yeah, that’s me, the drama queen.”

“I have to admit, I’m impressed by your skill in corralling dirt monsters.”

“Lots of practice.” Brian walked up and gave his sister a side hug. “My sister may be a pain in the ass sometimes but having her around is nice in a crisis.”

“Thanks a lot.” Heather punched his shoulder. “Zach, aren’t you going to defend me?”

“Nope. You were pretty obnoxious as a kid.”

Before she could reply, a naked toddler came running up, damp from his bath, and hugged her legs. She reached around, pulled him to her and with a shrug of apology, headed off to get some clothes on Will.

“I’m glad Zach came,” Mandy said as she and Heather set the table on the patio a little later. “Brian needs some guy time.”

A roar of laughter poured from the other side of the house where the men were talking.

“Were they like that as kids?” Mandy asked.

“Worse.” Heather grinned. “I don’t know how I survived those two. They loved to embarrass me, like when Zach unhooked my swimsuit top at a pool party. They have grown up a little, believe it or not.”

Although Mandy smiled, Heather could tell she was wearing out. When the kids ran up, tired of chasing each other in the backyard, Heather headed them off.

“Your mom’s going to lay down for a while,” she said. “You guys want to blow bubbles until we eat?”

Resounding shouts of “Bubbles!” greeted her suggestion. Heather reached into her tote bag and pulled out the bottles of goop she bought on the way here. She opened one for Max. She kept the other and blew filmy bubbles into the air for Will to chase.

Their excitement at such a simple pleasure provided the perfect antidote for the stress of her last few shifts. Just being around these two reminded her of all the good there was in the world. Their contagious laughter and enthusiasm at each new discovery helped fill the empty place inside her. Someday she’d find the right man and have her own children. Until then she enjoyed sharing her nephews’ lives.

Their thrill over bubbles only lasted so long. Heather grabbed a brightly-colored ball from the deck and herded them near the fence to play. Max did a pretty good job of catching the ball. Will shrieked and ducked when the orb came near. His immediate peal of giggles afterwards made it plain he faked fear.

Zach watched the scene from the kitchen window while Brian shaped seasoned hamburger into patties. Heather seemed to be having a blast. He smiled as the kids pushed and she fell down as if they toppled her. She really was great with children.

“I’ve missed being around you guys,” he said to Brian. “I’m glad our schedules coincided today.”

“Me too. I’m trying to keep up the tradition of family dinners like my folks did but Heather’s schedule makes it hard.”

“I was surprised to see her pushing a gurney. Didn’t she go to college? I thought she wanted a business degree.”

“Yeah, until she got there. She put in a year and a half before deciding she didn’t know what to do with her life. Now she wants to be a flight paramedic.”

“Why isn’t she in training?”

Brian shook his head in exasperation.

“You know how stubborn my sister is. She insists on paying Mom and Dad back for her college tuition because she didn’t finish. I offered to loan her the money to go back to school but she absolutely refused. I think it may be more than that.”

“Oh?”

“Fear of failure,” Brian said with a wry smile. “She’s a classic overachiever. If she can’t do something perfectly, she won’t try. I think she’s afraid she can’t handle the classes on top of working.”

At home that night, Zach mulled over the conversation. Heather did have an independent streak a mile wide. She wouldn’t take a handout. But she might be open to a business proposal. He needed a wife. She wanted to go back to school. They might just be able to work something out.
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