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Long, slender legs propelled Izzy forward as she skidded on the concrete ground. Curious gazes followed her as she moved, a man shouted at her to slow down - but she didn't listen. She didn't stop even as a car's horn screeched or as a woman hollered after her.

It wasn't until she was through the enormous double doors and staring at the expansive white space of the hospital, that Izzy allowed herself to breathe. She hadn't felt this panicked, this frightened, in years. Not since her father had died four years ago, after which she had moved in with her sister and brother-in-law.

Across the waiting room was a reception desk with three nurses tapping away on their keyboards. Such technology was foreign to Izzy, as was the hospital, but there was no time to stare and wonder. Still breathless she marched over, fighting back her nausea. "I'm here to see Samantha Kennel - I'm her sister. Where is she?"

The nurse's eyes widened - perhaps at the sight of Izzy so dishevelled, perhaps at the rare sight of an Amish woman in person - but the muttered "one moment" as she looked up the file. Then, "Samantha and her baby aren't taking visitors. If you're her sister, I'm sure you know the baby was premature-"

"I know that," Izzy interjected. Her energy was ready to burst through, hands jittering at her sides as she bounced from foot to foot. "Are they all right? Did the delivery go okay?"

The nurse, who cast a roll of her eyes toward her colleague, huffed out the sigh of someone long suffering. "I'm afraid I can't tell you that. Her husband was here earlier, he can-"

"Who's the doctor assigned to her?" Izzy didn't know if that was the right way to say it. Her experience with hospitals had been zero until her father's death, she hadn't even been inside one until she was twenty-one. Hands clenched into fists she continued, "I want to talk to someone who has answers."

Either the nurse had figured Izzy wasn't going to leave - the proper conclusion - or she was too tired to care. She picked up a clunky looking device - a pager? - and cast Izzy a pointed look. "Doctor Rockwell will see to you."

Although her heart was still hammering and she felt sick to her stomach, Izzy relented. If there was one thing she had got from her father, it was her frightening ability to get what she wanted. Stubbornness, he called it - but she preferred determination. Collapsing onto the nearest seat and ignoring the surprised look a waiting patient cast her, she waited.

It was impossible to know how much time passed, lost in her thoughts and rolling the same questions around in her mind. When a dark haired man in a white coat filled her vision she blinked, snapping from her thoughts. "Doctor Rockwell?"

"That's me," the man replied with a beaming smile, "and you must be Mrs. Kennel's sister?"

"I'm Izzy," she replied without thinking, "can you tell me how she's doing?"

His smile was kind, genuine, as he settled into the seat beside her. "Of course," he replied - and he was so much kinder than the nurse that Izzy immediately relaxed. If he was in charge of Samantha's care, then everything must have been just fine.

She folded her arms across her chest, letting her dark green gaze drop to the floor. "I only heard this afternoon. I live with them but I was at work when it happened, and no one told me." 

"Well," he began, and his kind smile never faltered, "I'm afraid I don't have great news. The baby is four weeks premature and is struggling to breathe on her own. She's at risk of pneumonia and intestinal issues. "

"And Samantha?" She almost didn't want to ask, didn't want to hear the answer. She thought of her brother-in-law Leroy, all alone to deal with all of this. Why hadn't she been here sooner?

Rockwell shifted, and the way his smile slipped made her insides squirm. "She's extremely anaemic,  and the cesarean-section was tough on her." With a broad hand he squeezed her shoulder, delicate despite his size. His touch was warm, reassuring - and its presence only made her feel like there was worse to come. She was right. Rockwell paused, as if thinking about his next words, before continuing, "I'm afraid there were a lot of complications with the birth; both Samantha and her daughter need constant surveillance and heavy medication. I'm sorry."

Tears stung the corner of her eyes - when had that started? - and she blinked them away with a scowl. "She was fine yesterday," Izzy protested, "I made her dinner and we listened to the radio by the fire. She was fine."

"I know," he replied softly. In the relentless din of the hospital his voice was almost lost, but he cast her another reassuring smile. "Sometimes things like this are unpredictable. I'm terribly sorry, this must be difficult for you."

You have no idea, she wanted to reply, but held her tongue. It wasn't his fault - it was no one's fault - but that didn't help the hollow feeling that settled into her gut. All she wanted was to see Samantha, to hold her in her arms and say everything will be okay. "Do you know when I can see her?"

Rockwell sighed. "I'm afraid not. She's in intensive care, and it's touch and go right now I'm afraid. Someone will call her husband - and you, if you like - as soon as possible."

Laughter bubbled up in her chest at the notion. "I don't have a phone," she admitted, "that's why it took me so long to find out about this whole mess." Dropping her head, Izzy fought back more tears. It seemed they weren't going to let up; neither was the hollowness in her chest.

"I apologise if I wasn't much help," Rockwell replied, voice gentle.

Izzy forced a smile - and when she looked into his kind blue eyes, her smile was almost genuine. "You were a wonderful help," she said - and meant it, "thank you."

She wanted to stay, but the energy had drained from her. Heaving herself to her feet left her exhausted, and the thought of the long journey home made her want to cry even more. Even so she forced herself to move, silently promising Samantha she would be back tomorrow.

——————————

The cold bit her cheeks as Izzy stepped outside, breath clouded in front of her face. Days like these she wanted to hole up inside with a hot cocoa and a good book - but Samantha needed her. Leroy had already visited, but his work hadn't even allowed him the extra days off to sit with her. 

The flower shop Izzy worked at hadn't been much more forgiving, but her relentlessness caused her manager to break. So there she stood, staring into space as she worried about her sister. Getting to the hospital was a trial in itself, with a twenty minute walk and three busses to get there. By herself too, with so much time to think...

"Miss Heiser?"

An embarrassing shriek left her lips as she spun, boots catching on the frosty ground. Across the wooden fence stood her neighbour, cheeks flushed from the cold. His hair was almost  the exact shade of charcoal, a stark contrast to her own bright blonde locks. She waved at him, sheepish, and ducked her head. "Hello Moses."

"Off to visit your sister?" he questioned. Then his cheeks flushed darker, a nervous laugh escaping him. "I only know because Leroy told me this morning. I offered to drive him to the hospital, but you know how he is."

"Too stubborn to accept help?" she countered with an almost-smile.

"I was going to say independent," Moses offered with a shrug, "but that too. If you like, I can drive you?"

Oh, the wonders of cars. Once she had considered learning to drive, but her parents had always been old-school. The closest thing to technology they had was a radio from the nineteen-forties. How she wished she had a car now.

Moses took her silence for rejection rather than hesitance, and he quickly raised a hand in defeat. "You don't have to accept, of course! I don't want to overstep."

Izzy's lips parted, breath pluming, as she uttered, "oh, you aren't! It's... actually very sweet of you. If you could, I'd be so grateful."

His smile was contagious, and even with Samantha lurking in her mind she found herself wondering at how attractive he was. He disappeared back into his house for keys, reappearing with a ridiculous scarf wrapped around his neck. "I'm glad I can help," he chattered as Izzy followed him to the car, "I always feel so useful when something happens - and a sweet family like yours doesn't deserve this."

The car was uncomfortable as she sat down, cramped and foreign - not to mention cold. Folding in on herself, she cast him an attempt at a smile. "Thank you," she replied, "that means a lot. I know I haven't spoken to you much, but I appreciate it."

Something akin to fondness graced his soft features, and he looked more like a boy than a grown man. Izzy had seen him sometimes, watching her from his garden or catching a smile when they passed in the street. If she hadn't known better she might have thought he held feelings for her.

The two fell silent as the car roared to life, and all thoughts were banished from her mind as her eyes snapped wide. This was new. New and weird and she didn't know if it was the good kind of new. Biting down on her lip she kept quiet. If she pretended this was the bus - which she had used a hundred times - then it was almost all right.

Soon enough they were on the road, and Izzy let herself relax. Just a fraction, because her stomach still rolled with every turn and the closer they got to the hospital, the more her worries plagued her. She thought of Doctor Rockwell, and hoped he was still looking after Samantha. He seemed kind, and gentle and good at his job.

"Do you want me to wait for you?"

For the second time in less than an hour, Izzy jolted. "I'm sorry?"

His smile was sheepish, but his eyes remained focused on the road. "If you like, I can wait in the car park, or come inside with you," he replied, "just so you have a way home."

Oh, he was so nice it was almost too much. "That's kind of you," she said quietly, "but I've already asked a lot of you."

"I offered," he pointed out, "so don't feel bad. Please."

How could she say no to such a lovely man? Besides, knowing she had an easy way home made the tightness in her gut ease just a little. "If you really don't mind."

"I don't," he assured fondly. 

He was doing so much for her, even though they had barely passed a word between them in four years. With a drop of guilt she realised what a terrible neighbour she had been. The strange thing was how little Moses seemed to mind. No one was this kind for a stranger, especially one that barely knew he existed.

Was it possible that he did hold feelings for her? It seemed ridiculous but... well, she didn't want to think about it.

The rest of the journey passed in silence, but Moses was completely at ease with it. Izzy passed the time shifting uncomfortably in her seat, watching the scenery roll by. By the time they pulled into a parking space by the hospital she was ready to explode with energy. 

"Thank you," she said to Moses as she climbed out, "I appreciate it."

"I'll just wait here for you to get back," he replied simply, "you hurry on now."

Izzy didn't need told twice. She tore through the parking lot, tripping over the frosty ground and her own skirts, bursting through the hospital doors like there was a fire.

The same nurse from the day before sat at the enormous reception desk, brow quirked in an unamused glare as Izzy trotted over. "Can I help you?"

"Is Doctor Rockwell in today? I need to ask about-"

"Your sister. I remember." The nurse sighed, but dutifully pointed toward two Doctors standing by a patient's room. "He's busy, so don't keep him long," the nurse warned.

Izzy barely glanced back as she uttered a "thank you!" before spinning on her heels. This time she was conscious of the handful of others, of the chairs lining the wall and nurses dashing to and from the various intensive care rooms. The pent up energy was building and she wanted to sprint, but she forced her pace to slow.

One doctor - a tall, gangly woman - turned to leave as Izzy approached. A moment later Rockwell spotted her approach, lifting a hand in an easy wave. "Morning," he called.

"Hello!" Izzy answered, and just the sight of his smiling face and bright sky blue eyes made her smile.

Rockwell sat down on the nearest chair, gesturing for Izzy to sit on the one beside him. The hall was mostly empty, save for a few people scattered near the other end, and peaceful silence settled over them. "You must he here about Samantha."

"I am," she replied with a nod, "but I have to be quick, because someone's waiting for me outside." She thought of Moses, so sweet to wait on her, and of Doctor Rockwell, caring for her sister when she couldn't. Warmth settled in her chest, knowing there were people she could rely on.

Rockwell nodded, a smile curling at the edges of his full lips. "The baby is stable - and Leroy told me they want to call her Irene."

Irene. Their mother had been called Irene, although she died when Izzy was still young. It was a good, strong name - the name of a fighter. Smiling, Izzy let her gaze flicker up to him. "And Samantha?"

"Still touch and go, I'm afraid. She isn't getting any worse, but her improvements are slow. We've had to put her on heavy antibiotics and painkillers."

Izzy's stomach squirmed. Just a few days ago everything had been perfect, their home happy and warm, Samantha's pregnancy going just as planned. Now she felt cold, but not because of the frosty weather outside.

"I promise," Rockwell continued, "as soon as there's a change, you and Leroy will be the first to know."

A weak smile graced her slim features then, eyes blinking back tears behind her thick glasses. "Thank you. You're a wonderful doctor, you know that? When... when my father died, the doctors were too busy to bother really talking to us. I know you're all busy and you have more than just one patient but..." she trailed off with a nervous shrug. "I suppose I'm just trying to say I appreciate all you're doing."

"I know it's tough," he murmured, "but we're going everything we can. Samantha is in excellent hands."

The warm feeling in her stomach was unfamiliar, strange even. It was like that relieved flood of warmth she had felt upon hearing the baby was okay, but different. More. And when she looked up at Doctor Rockwell, taking in his kind smile and bright eyes, that warmth threatened to spill over. 

She had felt this before, too, earlier that day. With Moses. What did it mean? Surely... surely she didn't have feelings for him? Feeling hat way with anyone, when her sister was fighting for her life, was awful. But Rockwell... her family, her community, would never allow it. 

"Miss Heiser, are you all right?"

Green eyes snapped up, a flush blooming across her usually fair complexion. "I'm fine, yes," she muttered. Unable to hold his gaze she focused on the grey marble of the floor. When a warm hand landed on her shoulder she flinched, cheeks colouring even darker. She just had to hope Rockwell hadn't seen - or noticed anything about her revelation.

"You look tired, and stressed. Why don't you go home, and come back in the morning? Her husband will be here tonight."

Perhaps that was a good idea. As soon as Samantha was taking visitors she would be there in a heartbeat - but being here wasn't helping either of them. Besides... no, she wasn't even going to consider it. She didn't even know him, and he was her sister's doctor. Thinking about it was just wrong.

Standing, she sent him a thankful look. "Thank you again. I mean it."

He simply nodded, smile bright, and said a soft goodbye.

It wasn't until she was back outside, the cold air stinging her cheeks, that Izzy truly breathed. She caught Moses waving to her from the car and hurried over, cheeks still burning from the cold and her thoughts, and ducked inside. 

"How did it go?"

She shifted, gaze downcast. Honestly, she wasn't sure how she was going to look at Rockwell or Moses from now on. Biting down on her lip she replied, "the baby - Irene, she's called - is safe. Samantha... I don't know."

"Oh." Moses' forehead creased in sympathy, eyes softening. "Well, we should get you home, it's getting cold."

"Yes." She sent him a grateful smile, one that didn't quite reach her eyes. 

He seemed to notice something was wrong, his lips parting with unasked questions. Izzy was thankful that he said nothing, because then she would have had to admit that her silence wasn't entirely due to Samantha. 

Yet as the car pulled out of the parking lot she couldn't help but ask herself; how had she fallen for two people, both at once? Fallen both for her neighbour, whom she had barely known existed, and her sister's doctor?

She had made a right mess out of this, hadn't she?

——————————

Izzy had been neglecting her house duties lately, the mail piling up and dishes left unwashed. Yet she couldn't bring herself to do anything about it. The crisp morning air hit her face as she jogged to the mailbox, fishing out a handful of letters - mostly addressed to Leroy - and stuffed them in her cardigan pockets.

"You're up early. Would you like me to drive you to the hospital again?"

Izzy jumped, feet skidding on the icy stone path - and then she caught sight of Moses, in his ridiculous scarf. "Oh," she replied, regaining her balance by throwing a hand out to grab the mailbox, "thank you, but I'm not going today."

"Are you sure?"

"I am," she replied a little regretfully, "I have so much I need to do, and Leroy will be there all day since he doesn't have to work." They didn't need her there, not really. She was family yes, but Leroy of course came first. "Thank you for the offer though."

Moses shifted from foot to foot, although most of him was hidden by the tall wooden fence between their houses. "You can come in, if you like. I don't want to assume-" he cut himself off and she swore he flushed, "but you look like you could do with the company."

Truthfully, Izzy was lonely. With Leroy gone all day and Sarah too tired to talk, she hadn't seen anyone but doctors and nurses in over a week. Guilt swelled in her stomach for thinking it, but she wanted a break. Just for today. "If you're sure," she found herself saying softly, "then I would love to."

"Great!" Moses beamed, "come on over. I'll make us a drink. Tea? Coffee? I might have cocoa somewhere..."

"Tea is fine," Izzy laughed - actually laughed, as she followed him inside. His house was small - cramped even - and decorated with an assortment of china and old photographs. Izzy let her gaze wander without shame, eyes roving over each photograph as she passed. There was one of Moses and who she presumed was his mother, one of him at Church... she smiled looking at them.

Eventually she settled herself in the kitchen, face in her hands as she watched Moses work. That strange warmth found a home in her stomach again, working its way into her chest. She tried to ignore it - but when he passed her a freshly brewed tea and their hands touched, she froze. 

"Sorry-" Moses muttered. His own mug landed with a splash, sloshing tea across the table. He muttered softly, grabbing a towel - but not before Izzy did the same. Their hands touched again, so briefly she barely felt it, but it was enough
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