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			Dare she risk her heart with him—

			All over again?

			ER doc Brenna Williamson was heartbroken when her fiancé, paramedic Hunter Ford, left her behind to support his demanding parents. Now adrenaline junkie Brenna chases thrills but keeps her heart safe! Until Hunter, now a single dad, walks back into her life... Working together once again sets her pulse racing. There’s still chemistry between them, but dare she hope that this time he’ll stay—forever?

		
	
		
			Hunter was leaning toward her, his hands ever so gently drawing her closer to him. 

			Brenna tried to straighten up, away, but couldn’t. It felt right being there, close to that strong chest and the warmth emanating from his long, wide body. Tipping her head back, she gazed up at Hunter. He was... He was Hunter. The man she’d sworn to love forever, to have babies with, to grow old beside. Her heart skipped a beat. All those wonderful things that she still wanted. Something deep inside began melting as her body reacted to the need that she’d been fighting for days, pushing aside her fear of making a mistake, letting hope take over. Her mouth dried as the gap between them lessened.

			His scent swirled around her, his warmth heated her, the light stubble on his chin reminded her of how it felt on her skin, blocking out all thought. As if by their own accord her feet lifted onto her toes and she was reaching for him, her arms sliding around his neck, her mouth seeking his.

		
	
			
			Dear Reader,

			I love Vancouver. Years ago, I spent many months there and returned home to save up, apply for a visa and go live there. Instead I met the man I later married and life took a U-turn. A great one, so no regrets.

			Brenna and Hunter met, fell in love, then broke up in Vancouver. Naturally they have to reunite in the city.

			Six years apart and with a child now in the mix, it’s not easy for them to move beyond what drove them apart. Can they see beyond the hurt to the love they’d once known for each other?

			Working together on the rescue helicopters ramps up the tension. Hunter has returned permanently and has bought a house that needs attention, as does his son. Brenna is wary and fully expects him to head back east anytime. Eventually she has to take some responsibility for their breakup, accepting Hunter wasn’t the only one to make mistakes. When she does the air sings—and heats up around them.

			Enjoy Hunter and Brenna’s story.

			Cheers,

			Sue MacKay

			suemackayauthor@gmail.com
SueMacKay.co.nz
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			This one’s for Lynne Mark. Thank you for your wonderful support of my stories.

		
	
		
			Praise for Sue MacKay

			“Ms. MacKay has penned a delightful novel in this book where there were moments where I smiled and moments where I wanted to cry.”

			—Harlequin Junkie on Resisting Her Army Doc Rival
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			PROLOGUE

			LEADEN SILENCE CRACKLED down the line, turning the armchair Brenna had inherited from her grandmother from snug and comfortable to something resembling a hard plinth beneath the suddenly tense muscles of her bottom.

			‘Hunter? I said I’m missing you.’

			‘Missing you too, Bren.’

			The tension didn’t back off. It ramped up. That was not the voice her fiancé used with her. At least that was what he would be if they actually openly acknowledged they were getting married next summer, and if they finally got around to choosing a ring to validate their enduring love for each other.

			But Hunter seemed to have a lot on his mind at the moment that had nothing to do with them.

			‘Tell me what’s happening in Kamloops. How’re your parents?’ she asked.

			Again, that awkward silence. They didn’t do silences—usually had too much to say to each other.

			‘Hunter? You’re scaring me.’

			‘Hold on, will you?’

			In the background she heard a door open, then shut, followed by footsteps on a wooden floor. Was he on the deck? Winter in the Okanagan wasn’t even close to tropical. What he had to tell her must be something he didn’t want his family to overhear.

			Was his father in a worse state than his mother had indicated yesterday? All he’d said was that she had been in hysterics when she’d rung, saying the family orchard was in crisis and he had to get over there urgently for his father’s sake. He’d left Vancouver within three hours, an overnight bag and his laptop over his shoulder, despair in his eyes and a one-way air ticket in his hand. He hadn’t driven as snow had been forecast near the Rockies.

			‘Bren, I was going to ring you later tonight. Everything’s in turmoil here.’ The harshness of his voice frightened her.

			What was going on?

			Talk to me.

			But if she demanded information from him, he’d shut down. Shut down? It seemed he was already under lock and key. She looked around the familiar, cosy sitting room of the house she’d grown up in, her gaze not alighting on any one object for more than a few seconds, her heart pounding faster by the minute.

			Finally she had to say something or go spare. ‘Do you want me to come across for the weekend?’

			‘Bren, I don’t know where to start. Dad’s—’

			She heard him swallow, and a gnawing feeling there was bad to come began deep in her stomach.

			‘The business is on the verge of bankruptcy. I don’t know if it can be saved. The insurance company’s fighting paying out for the flood damage done last year. The same thing’s happening with many of the orchards in this area. I haven’t gone into the paperwork yet, but people are muttering about the company that owns the power station being at fault.’

			‘Can’t the insurance company pay out and then go to the power provider for the money?’ Of course she knew that wasn’t how these things worked, but anything to delay whatever was about to slam-dunk her.

			‘Insurance companies are not charities. If there’s an out they’re going to take it, and to hell with what Dad’s been paying them over the years.’

			The bitterness in Hunter’s voice shocked her. But he was loyal to his parents so their troubles would be his, regardless of his own aspirations. Just like her and her family, especially her dad. She’d always been encouraged to follow her dreams.

			‘I guess I’m aware of that. I was hoping for more, that’s all.’ A fairer outcome for Hunter’s family and a happy improvement in the way he was talking right now wouldn’t go amiss.

			‘There’s a lot to do here.’

			Here it comes. Brenna waited, tensing as though Hunter had a gun aimed directly at her chest. More specifically, her heart.

			‘Dad’s worried he’s failed again. It’s like he doesn’t know what to focus on to get things sorted.’

			Brenna swallowed hard. There was more to this—but what? ‘Darling, I’m so sorry. What can I do? For you?’

			The sound of a long indrawn breath had her fingers gripping the phone, her thighs tight.

			She hurried to add, ‘I’ll come at the end of my shift tomorrow night to be with you. I’ll pack more of your clothes too. Let me know what else you need. I can fill the car till there’s no room left but for me. Fingers crossed the storm will have passed through by then.’

			‘No, Brenna. You can’t come. There’s nothing you can do here.’

			‘I can support you—be with you. I love you. You know that.’

			‘Yes, I do.’

			Was that resentment in his quietly spoken words?

			‘Hunter?’ Now her toes were tucking under and her knees were pushing together. There was ice in the air, yet the heat pump was blasting out a toasty twenty-two degrees.

			He was dragging in a lungful of air. Then, ‘The only thing I want you to do for me is pack up all my gear and send it across. I am not returning to Vancouver.’

			‘But what about your job? Your study?’ Me? ‘Vancouver’s your happy place. You’ve said so a hundred times. We’re a couple—we stick together through everything. I’ll do whatever it takes to help you through this.’

			‘I have to move back to the orchard. It’s the only chance there is to make the place viable again. Mum and Dad need my support to get through this.’

			Did he mutter again?

			‘It’s not the first time I’ve had to step up for them.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘It’s how our family works. Ever since that quad-bike accident they’ve made me think I owe them for the trouble it caused and that I can never repay them, but I keep trying.’

			Hunter had just stolen any words she might have been about to utter. Their relationship wasn’t being taken into consideration. Not at all.

			‘Hunter, we’re a couple—for better and for worse,’ she gasped through frozen lips.

			It was happening again. Someone else she loved was deserting her.

			‘Would you pack up and move out here to join me?’ he whispered.

			Anger flared. How dared he ask her that? ‘You know I would—after I’ve finished my exams and when my dad’s...’

			The thumping in her chest slowed, creating a pain under her ribs and a knot in her belly. Dad. Her mainstay as she’d grown up trying to understand how her mother could leave and never contact her again. Not once.

			‘Oh.’

			‘Exactly. We’ve both got too many commitments. I don’t want you putting aside your medical degree for me either. You’re an amazing doctor, Bren, and you have to finish what you’ve started.’

			Did he have to be so nice when he was breaking her heart?

			‘As for leaving your father now that he’s been diagnosed with dementia—that’s not happening. Not on my account. Nor can I see you doing it. Not easily, any rate.’

			He had her there. Damn him. Tears spilled down her cheeks and she ignored them. Her dad needed her, along with her stepmum and half-sisters. She couldn’t walk away from being there for them through this black time. All the love he’d spoiled her with since her mother had run away had got her through the bad times; she intended doing the same for him.

			But she loved Hunter. He was her mainstay. They were supposed to be getting married when she qualified. Hunter loved her. He’d said so often. Yes, he did love her. There’d never been anything false about his declarations. They could make this work. They had to.

			‘Brenna, there’s no easy way to say this so I’ll be blunt. We are finished. We have to be. We can’t hang in limbo for the next however many years, until my family is back on track or things have changed for you. I am truly sorry, but there is no alternative.’

			When Hunter called her Brenna there was no arguing with him. She’d tried and failed too often to risk it now. Though what more did she have to lose? Seemed she’d just lost the love of her life.

			There was nothing else essential other than breathing. Dragging in air to make sure her lungs were still working, she closed her eyes and strove for something to make this all go away.

			Not happening.

			She could go crazy: cry and yell, plead and beg. Or she could dig deep for dignity, and not make Hunter glad he’d called it quits.

			‘Bad timing, huh?’ she sniffed.

			 

			‘The absolute worst, sweetheart.’

			The endearment curdled Hunter’s stomach. Brenna was the love of his life, the sunshine and the warmth, the reason he worked so hard to put aside money, so he’d be able to buy a home for her—for them—in the near future.

			You don’t have a future with Bren any more.

			The urge to hurl the phone across the yard had his arm lifting. He needed to hear it smash into a thousand pieces just as his heart was doing. But he held on so tight his fingernails were digging deep into his palms, the harsh edge of the instrument pressing into his ear.

			It was the most awful timing possible to have this happen to his parents, to Brenna, to him. Bren didn’t know about his father’s mental instability in times of crisis. Neither did she know how controlling and selfish his parents had been with him as he’d been growing up, and that that had been his reason for moving to Vancouver. He’d thought he’d escaped, that they’d finally accepted he had his own life to live. He’d been wrong, had been drawn in once more to straighten out their messed-up lives regardless of his aspirations.

			It was an insurmountable problem he couldn’t find a way around. He’d never forgive himself if he remained in Vancouver and his father carried out his threat to take his own life. And Brenna could not leave her father when he had dementia. Even with her stepmum and sisters there supporting him, Brenna was so close to her father she wouldn’t dream of moving away. Neither could he ask her to put her medical degree on hold with less than a year to go. He’d never forgive himself when she came to resent him for requesting that. It was bad enough his own paramedic training was going on the back burner.

			‘Hunter? Stay in touch. Please.’

			That would hurt worse than anything. To see Bren, talk to her, and not be able to share the future they’d started planning together would be hell on wheels. ‘No. I can’t do that. It has to be a clean break. Over and done as of now. So sorry, Bren, I really am.’

			Do it. Now. Before you lose the courage.

			‘Goodbye.’ His finger stabbed the off button, remained stuck to it, as though preventing him ever hearing from Bren again.

			No woman had made him so happy and carefree and yet so determined to succeed. No woman, no person, had believed in him as much as Bren had. Her only expectations had been that he be himself, believe in himself and follow his own dreams—something his parents had never allowed.

			He loved her beyond all reason, and yet he’d just put her aside for his family’s problems. Old habits did not disappear in a cloud of happiness after all. If only he could be that man Bren believed in. If only he could make his parents understand he’d been trying to help the day when he’d overheard his father bemoaning how he couldn’t shift the cattle himself because of his headaches.

			Hunter had taken the quad bike out to round up the cattle and shift them to a field on the side of the hill. It had gone well until a bull had charged the bike. Only eleven, he hadn’t been able to control the heavy machine and it had rolled, leaving him with a smashed leg and angry parents who’d said he’d made things worse for them by not being available to help around the orchard while his bones healed. From then on, they’d continued to make him pay for his misdemeanour with more and more demands.

			None of this made tonight’s decision about his relationship with Brenna easy. This time his father had threatened to swallow a bottle of paracetamol, and as he’d done it once before they couldn’t take any chances. Not that he was telling Bren about his father’s mental state. She might start watching him to see if he was unstable too. Not that she’d be seeing him again. He had to remain strong about that. He loved Bren with every fibre of his body.

			His only hope was that by doing the right thing for his parents it would keep him focused in the months ahead when the going got tough. Because it was going to. Not a doubt in the universe. His own plans and needs and love would be shelved. Didn’t mean he had the right to ask Brenna to put hers alongside his.

			The phone lit up. Bren’s number came up on the screen. Then the ringing began. He pressed Off. She tried again. And again.

			Then Hunter did hurl the phone with all the frustrated strength he had. It soared over the back yard, across the fence to land with a splash in the trough.

			‘Goodbye, Bren. Love you.’

			The back of his hand slashed at his face as he hunched over, letting the rain soak his clothes, chill his skin further. Not caring what happened to him. But he had to. He was needed here. There was no choice.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Six years later...

			HUNTER FORD LEANED his shoulder against the doorframe and watched his son’s tiny chest lift and fall under the light bedcover as he slept, and sighed with relief. ‘You’re happier already, aren’t you, my boy?’ he whispered through a thick throat.

			Dylan’s grandparents had already started grooming him to be compliant by having him running around after them for the hell of it—something he hadn’t been able to prevent on the days he worked and Dylan didn’t have preschool.

			‘You could learn something from him,’ Jess murmured beside him. ‘Stop worrying so much.’

			‘You haven’t met Brenna.’

			‘Surely she’s not going to kick your butt—verbally or physically?’ Dave’s wife never felt the need to hold back.

			‘I’d handle that.’ Might even welcome it. But getting the cold shoulder from Bren would punch him hard. Neither did he relish the idea of being treated like a special friend who needed taking in hand to learn the ropes at the helicopter rescue base. Brenna Williamson. He knew nothing about what she’d been doing since that heartbreaking phone call. Had deliberately shut down on anyone telling him about her. He’d had to or go insane with grief.

			Jess swiped his arm. ‘It’s been a long time. You’ve moved on, so will she have. Anyway, you can cope with anything. Look at Dylan. After everything he’s been through, he’s happy because of you.’

			Hunter’s gaze was still fixed on that small body in the large bed, despite the picture of Bren in the forefront of his brain. ‘He trusts me to get it right for him.’

			‘Get it right for yourself and the rest will follow.’

			‘Is that your way of saying that if I’m happy Dylan will be happy?’ That was Jess all over. But, then, she was a psychologist.

			‘At last something’s got into that dense brain matter. Now get a move on. You’re due at the base in twenty-five minutes, and even at five-thirty in the morning traffic around Kitsilano is more than what you’re used to.’

			‘On my way.’ So much for having breakfast before he hit the road. He’d spent ten minutes watching and absorbing the sight of his son sleeping; Dylan was his world, and one of the reasons he’d returned to the city where he’d been happiest. The first time he’d moved here had been within weeks of leaving high school; his best friend, Dave, right beside him. They were going to conquer the world and put Kamloops into the only-for-visiting-the-olds file.

			He’d truly believed he’d escaped his parents. More fool him. His dreams had begun falling into place, then his father had had yet another mental breakdown and he’d been expected to pick up the pieces. Now here he was back again, the dreams altered but still there. Everything he did, worked for, would be about Dylan, not his parents, other than to make sure they were safe and comfortable. His son was not growing up under the weight of his parents’ selfishness.

			At last he’d learned to stop feeling guilty every time his father got ill. It wasn’t his fault, and he shouldn’t be expected to give up his life to fix their problems when they weren’t prepared to try and sort things out themselves.

			Oh, just call Hunter, get him to do it.

			Hunter swallowed hard. Coming here had been the right thing to do. For his boy, and for him. Time to start over with a clean slate. There’d be memories of Bren around every corner, which he’d have to ignore once he got today done and dusted. He was under no illusion. Seeing her for the first time would be difficult. Yet it had to be done, then he’d get on with settling into Vancouver, the place where he’d been so very happy so long ago.

			Not that he was the young guy any more who laughed at everything, thought the world owed him, and believed there might be a chance that if he worked hard enough, he might achieve the life he wanted. No, but something from that time lingered and had drawn him back, away from Kamloops and the darkness and frustration that lurked around every corner.

			Straightening up, he took one last look at his boy and strode away, his eyes moist. At the front door he paused, said, without looking back, ‘Jess? Go easy on him if he gets upset today, will you?’ It wasn’t Jess who needed reminding Dylan stressed at new settings with new people. It was him who needed reassuring that everyone had Dylan’s back while he went to work. Deep down he understood Dave and his family were there for his son. It was just that he needed reassurance that he had done the right thing, coming to Vancouver.

			‘Get out of here, will you? I’m going back to bed to snuggle up to my man for half an hour. When you get out of my hair.’

			Hunter was pushed out the door, and the lock clicked behind him.

			‘I’m going, all right?’ Not that Jess would hear, but habit had him getting the last word in. Zipping his puffer jacket up to his chin, Hunter slid behind the wheel of his four-wheel drive and backed down the drive.

			‘Here I go.’ He headed to SW Marine Drive, trying to ignore the confusion in his head, and failing. Shortly he was going to see Brenna, hear her voice, her laugh, and he had no idea how he’d react. He wanted to be cool, calm and friendly. That’s how he should be after all this time. Once they hadn’t been able to get enough of each other, had believed the future was theirs for the taking. Hunter shook his head abruptly in an attempt to banish those memories, which were probably rose-tinted anyway. He was meant to be looking forward, to settling down in a city he loved, to a life he chose and not one dictated by guilt and strained loyalties.

			When he’d decided to make the move west, he’d thought through all the consequences and while accepting he’d once loved Brenna more than life itself, he believed she wasn’t going to be a problem—if he ever saw her. At the time he hadn’t known he’d end up working alongside her for four weeks.

			He should’ve turned down the request to work on the emergency helicopters the moment he’d heard her name. Hard to do when the base director had all but gone down on bended knees begging him to give whatever time he could manage, they were that short-staffed. Anyway, he loved emergency medicine. The adrenalin shot when racing out to an accident always made him feel needed and happy to be helping people.

			The position he was taking up next month at Vancouver General would have plenty of those moments, but there was something about getting into an ambulance and racing to help someone. Since arriving in town he’d been walking on hot coals every day with nothing more to do than wait for his hospital job to start and to move into his house on the settlement date. With Dylan happy at his new preschool he was redundant for hours.

			Jess had told him about the rescue service’s need for a temporary paramedic and had offered to look after his son before and after school if he took it up. She was probably sick of him hanging around the house during the day.

			The airport loomed ahead far too quickly, and Hunter was pulling into the rescue centre long before he’d prepared himself. Bren wasn’t just a part of his past. She was still real, and, for a few weeks at least, a piece of his life again. Hopefully she was still always late to everything, and he’d get a few more minutes to pull himself together.

			His palms were damp on the steering wheel. His ears filled with a thumping sound coming from behind his ribs. Was she as beautiful as he recalled? Would that regret over what they’d lost, which he’d felt the day he’d married Dylan’s mother, return?

			Would Brenna shoot him on sight just for turning up?

			Hunter put the gear stick in Reverse. He was out of there. Doing a runner. He’d head for the hills until it was time to pick Dylan up.

			His foot remained on the brake pedal. He had to stay and go into the hangar, sign on and do his job. Twelve hours and he’d be able to quit—until tomorrow, when it would be a little bit easier. The ice would be broken. With a sigh he turned the ignition off. Since when had he become so gutless?

			Stepping inside the cavernous hangar, he headed in the direction of the voices coming through an open door. Kevin, the base commander, and—He stopped. It was Bren’s voice he was hearing. His skin tightened. Brenna. Not Bren. Those days were gone, over, finished, because he might stumble in his determination to make this move work if he allowed any feelings from the past to beat him around the head. As were the days over when he dropped everything and everybody to be there for his parents. He did love them, but they weren’t playing the guilt card any more.

			Brenna was saying, ‘Sorry I’m late. A burst water main on my avenue had traffic diverted all over the show.’ A metal locker door banged shut.

			‘You’re fine. Nothing’s happening so far,’ Kevin said.

			She thought arriving right on time was late? Change number one.

			‘Good. I want to go online and book the car onto the ferry before it’s too late. When I got home late from Whistler last night I was exhausted and figured I’d find time today. Mum was supposed to do it but she ran out of time too. She’s busier than ever now she’s retired.’ Brenna laughed.

			That laugh, warm and endearing, and much too familiar, crunched Hunter’s gut. His feet dragged towards the doorway, her voice winding around him, reminding him of sultry nights between the sheets. Spinning around to run for the car park was tempting. Instead he clenched his hands and tightened his leg muscles. Running wouldn’t solve a thing. Beneath his ribs a heavy thudding felt as though he was being beaten with a stick.

			This was far more difficult than he’d believed. The past would be harder to ascend than Mount Baker, and it seemed Brenna still had the power to make him aware of her. Right down to his toes. He’d once loved her with all his being. Now he didn’t. Didn’t? Or shouldn’t? His mouth dried. He still loved Bren? Had he been in denial all along? No. He couldn’t have. Then why these wild emotions brought out by the sound of her voice?

			‘Find anyone to cover for Patch while that broken femur heals?’ she was querying.

			‘Yes. I heard about the man who’s taking over as head nurse at the hospital’s emergency department next month. He’s had experience as an ambulance paramedic. Figured I had nothing to lose by approaching to see if he’d help us out. He was more than happy, which takes the pressure off for now.’

			I’d still be a full-time paramedic if I’d been able to make the hours work around Dylan.

			Hunter stopped in the doorway. Exhaled hard. His gaze was rooted to the woman before him. Beautiful, still as curvy. Those caramel eyes still sparkled with fun, her crazy curly auburn hair was still long and tied back in a ponytail, her mouth still soft and enticing and undeniable. Bren, as he remembered her, as he’d loved her. Brenna.

			Tying up her bootlaces, she laughed. ‘The man never stood a chance once you got your teeth into him. Who is he? Anyone we know?’

			That beating against Hunter’s ribs became a whipping. On a deep breath he stepped right into the room.

			Kevin said, ‘Probably not. He’s shifted across from Kamloops. Name of Hunter—’

			 

			‘Ford,’ Brenna finished as she stared at the sexy apparition strolling towards her with all the panache of someone totally at ease with his world. Her head spun. This wasn’t a vision brought on by a restless night. Only one man she knew swung his left leg slightly outward as he walked, thanks to a quad-bike accident as a kid. ‘Hunter, what are you doing here?’ she squeaked, thoughtlessly launching herself at her past.

			‘Hey, Brenna. Great to see you too. Oof.’ He put his hands on her shoulders, keeping her from plastering her body all over him.

			‘I can’t believe it’s you.’ Damn it, she was pushing close, wanting to lay her face against his chest like she’d always done back when they’d been together. Then reality got in the way. She jerked backwards. Hunter had dumped her. He hadn’t wanted her any more.

			Hunter gazed down at her, not a hint of enthusiasm in his eyes. ‘You’re looking good.’

			Brenna took his reaction on board and reacted accordingly. ‘Why wouldn’t I?’ He wasn’t about to find out how hard it had been to get over him. ‘You’ve scrubbed up okay yourself.’

			The boyish good looks of six years ago had hardened into a strong, handsome face. Looking closer, she noted the weariness blinking out from those steel-grey eyes where there used to be laughter shining. Then his apathy registered. They were not lovers, not even friends, nothing but colleagues for the next few weeks. Brain slap for being such an idiot. Throwing herself at Hunter like she’d been waiting for this moment, like she had to have him, was ridiculous.

			Stepping away, she flattened her mouth, swallowed her annoyance at having been so stupid. This was the man who’d phoned to say that after three years together they were over. Finished. Told her to go get a life and forget him.

			What did people say when they first met each other after a long time apart? With their history? She said tartly, ‘So you’ve returned to Vancouver.’ Hope fluttered awake. She squashed it. Don’t go there.

			Hunter’s hands fell to his sides as he too took a backward step. ‘Yes.’ This man used to talk non-stop, not coming up for air for hours.

			His reticence spurred her on. ‘How long have you been in town?’

			Why haven’t you got in touch? This is me, us. I’m not going to blast your head off for walking away from what we had going. Or am I?

			Six years ago, she’d wanted to, but not now. What was the point? It couldn’t be undone. Except there was a flame of attraction scorching her inside and out.

			He left you. Don’t forget that.

			Like she could.

			‘We arrived ten days ago.’

			We? Brenna stepped further away; widening the gap physically, if not mentally.

			I threw myself at him as though we were still an item.

			He had a significant other half in his life, and she’d done that. Her stomach shrivelled and all the moisture evaporated from her mouth. Her chest lifted, stayed there as a breath stuck in her throat.

			I didn’t stop to think. Instead, the moment I saw Hunter I reacted like I used to. How bad is that?

			Now he’d get the wrong idea. ‘How are your parents?’ Banal but safe. Unless... The air finally whooshed out of her lungs. ‘Sorry.’

			‘They’re fine, living in a retirement village. Mum’s having a wonderful time. Even Dad’s happy. The orchard sold last year.’ Hunter didn’t look overly thrilled, but then he hadn’t looked too happy about anything so far. Including her. He hadn’t been surprised to see her. So, he’d known she worked here and had still taken the job.

			Her teeth gnashed. He’d signed on despite the fact this was her space. About to spew her sudden anger at him, she bit down, kept herself under tight control. Having a spat wouldn’t change a thing, only make the coming weeks even more awkward than they were going to be. ‘That’s great.’ It was far from great, but it was better than saying what was really on her mind.

			Kevin interrupted, looking pleased with himself. ‘So, you two know each other.’ Rostering staff problem solved?

			Oh, no. She usually paired with Patch. She wasn’t working with Hunter. ‘It was a long time ago.’ Hunter was back in town. For how long this time? How permanent was his permanent job at the emergency department? Why did she even care? He wasn’t alone any more. Even if he had been, it still wouldn’t matter. She was not revisiting their relationship. He’d broken her heart once; she wasn’t handing it over to be devastated a second time.

			‘Then you’ll have plenty to catch up on. Good thing I’ve rostered you together this week.’

			Brenna tightened her mouth against protesting, and instead managed to say in a semi-steady voice, ‘There’ll be opportunities to talk over the coming weeks.’ Though hearing what Hunter had been up to since they’d split might help soften the blow seeing him had inflicted, she did not need to learn how in love he was with another woman.

			She stared at this man she’d once believed would share her life right through to the rocking-chair days. The good looks that had women falling at his feet were still there, somewhat jaded now, but somehow that made her soften towards him. Silly woman. Note that wariness in his gaze. It was foreign to her. Seemed the years away hadn’t been kind to him. Through a sigh she asked, ‘Want a coffee before our first callout?’

			That tiredness dipped further, tightened his face before he rallied. ‘Sure do. Might try to have my breakfast since I ran out of time at home.’ He shrugged off the small pack slung over his shoulder.

			Heading for the kitchen, she asked, trying to sound, oh, so uninterested, ‘Is this a long-term move?’ Again, the question arose—how permanent was permanent in his book? At her side her fingers crossed. She wanted him to stay? Or to be heading away again? It wasn’t as though they would kick-start their relationship. That was finished. Besides, even if Hunter was available, she wasn’t prepared to get involved only to find herself coming second to someone or something else again. She’d learned that lesson the first time.

			Hunter answered in a manner suggesting he was wondering how much to say. ‘The plan’s to settle here long term. I’ve bought a house in Kitsilano and take it over in a fortnight.’

			She gasped. Of all the places to move to. Not only was Hunter back in town, but he was right on her doorstep, apparently settling in for the foreseeable future. Not fair. Once more she struggled for calm. ‘I can’t believe you’re here.’ True. ‘What’ve you been up to?’ Truly? She wanted to know? No. Well, maybe. Depended on what he had to say.

			‘Nothing out of the ordinary,’ was Hunter’s acerbic reply. Followed by, ‘I didn’t expect to find you working on the choppers.’

			‘Why not?’ she snapped, before engaging her brain.

			Don’t let Hunter see how rattled you are.

			Sure. Like that would work. This was the guy who could read her without a glance. Hopefully he’d lost that ability when he’d pulled the plug on their relationship.

			‘More than anything you wanted to be head of an emergency department before you were thirty-three.’

			He remembered. Why wouldn’t he? She had been driven about getting that position. Until they’d broken up and restless energy had overtaken her. Then she’d needed something more to her life than working in an emergency department. Not that that wasn’t drama personified, but she’d wanted something for herself and, adding in her passion for adventure photography, flipping around the sky in helicopters and whipping down hillsides on skis or a mountain bike had given what she’d hankered after. It made her feel exciting and not a woman intent on studying and being the best doctor with nothing else to her name. ‘I changed my mind.’

			Tilting his head slightly to one side, he said, ‘I hope you haven’t regretted that. You were so determined I thought nothing else would do.’ Was there a hint of annoyance in that? Surely, he wasn’t thinking she could’ve moved to Kamloops to be with him instead?

			‘Not once. Because it was easier on Mum being where she could reach me at all times, I continued working in the emergency room until Dad died three years ago.’ After her dad had gone her restlessness had become impossible to live with and that’s when she’d gone in search of adventure.

			‘I heard about your dad. I’m sorry.’

			‘He lasted longer than expected.’ Dementia was so tough. ‘It wasn’t nice towards the end.’ A familiar sadness rubbed at her. She hated that it had been a relief when her father had left them, but he’d have detested what his life had been reduced to if he’d been aware.

			‘Dave told me. I would’ve come to the funeral but thought it might be inappropriate.’ Hunter watched her too closely.

			She nodded once. It would’ve been. ‘How is Dave?’

			‘Married with two kids, living in Kitsilano. Happy as a pig in mud.’

			Was everyone from her past moving to Kitsilano? ‘Lucky guy.’ She’d always got on well with Dave but after Hunter had left town, she’d deliberately stayed clear of his best friend. Seemed easier than being reminded about him all the time. ‘Two anklebiters, eh? Who’d have thought?’ Dave being the focused, suit type at one of the country’s leading banks didn’t seem the man to change dirty diapers or calm a crying toddler to sleep. Guess some people shifted focus when needed.

			One day she’d like to have children. If she ever again went out with a man long enough to establish a loving relationship. Which wasn’t exactly her life plan at the moment. Possibly never would be. Two failed relationships had kind of opened her eyes and brought caution to the fore.

			‘His wife would agree with you. She pinches herself every morning.’

			Did Hunter want a family? He used to say he did. But then he used to look happy. Her skin tightened. He’d said we, remember? He might already have a brood. It was none of her business. She had to remember this was Hunter, a man she’d once loved, and now didn’t. Though there was no denying how often she’d wondered if he still lived in the Okanagan, and if he’d continued training as a paramedic or had returned to his original career as a nurse. She’d be patient and who knew what she’d learn over the coming days?

			As long as she remembered the past had to remain where it belonged, she’d be safe from the little vibe of heat trickling through her right now. Dropping the talk of family, Brenna answered his earlier query. ‘I like the challenges of rescue work. Landing in a field one day, dropping into the bush on a wire cable on another, bringing in a mum and her baby from an outlying sound in a storm.’

			‘Seems like you’ve become an adrenalin junkie.’

			‘It’s a way of using up excess energy.’ The one thing she was never short of.

			‘Brenna, we’re on,’ Andy called from beyond the door. ‘There’s been a car versus bull out near Richmond.’

			Relieved, Brenna placed the coffee jar back on the shelf and brushed past Hunter, aiming for the door, trying not to suck up a noseful of his scent. But he still used that spicy aftershave, the one she’d introduced him to as a birthday present during their first year together. Thank goodness she no longer sprayed the fragrance she’d worn back then over her skin every morning. That would be too much.

			‘Let’s go,’ she snapped. Her head was pounding, and she needed to be busy.

			Hunter followed, grabbing the pack she indicated with a tip of her head. She was running hot and cold with him. This was unknown territory. How did a person act towards the man she’d loved with everything she had after he’d walked away so long ago?

			‘You want me in the back?’ Hunter asked as they approached the chopper.

			‘Take your pick.’ She leapt aboard and stowed her bag before sinking onto a seat, clipping safety belts in place and donning a helmet. ‘Hey, Andy, how was your weekend?’

			‘You missed a great party, Brenna. Like seriously great.’

			‘Them’s the breaks. Anyway, we had quite the shindig at Whistler after the last race. Lots of ice cream and hot chocolate.’

			Hunter joined her, pulled on his helmet, looking confident and relaxed, apparently not afraid to face the monkey in the small space. ‘You’re into ski racing now?’

			‘Not quite. Photographing the participants is my thing. Which often means going as fast as the racers. I’m the doctor for a local school team and end up with more photos than broken bones at competitions.’ When Hunter’s eyes widened Brenna shrugged helplessly. This situation was spooking her. Made that morning’s traffic woes a doddle. Hunter was sitting beside her. Unreal. A deep breath and she spoke into the headset mouthpiece. ‘Andy, have you met Hunter? He’s covering for Patch.’

			‘Welcome aboard, Hunter.’ The rotors were spinning, and the engine noise was increasing rapidly. ‘We’ll talk later.’

			Brenna creased her brows together, clasped her hands in a tight fist on her lap and spilled the question that was itching like a hornet sting, ‘Why Vancouver?’ Why Kitsilano when there were lots of suburbs to choose from? ‘You get run out of Kamloops?’

			He grimaced. ‘Not quite.’ Then his gaze met hers. ‘I’ve got through the last years by keeping the idea of returning here at the front of my mind.’

			That bad, huh? Her heart melted a little for him. Then it froze up again. Had he not once thought how this might upset her? Obviously not. Then again, ask her an hour ago how she’d have felt about Hunter returning to her city and she’d have shrugged and asked, ‘What’s the problem?’

			They’d first met in Vancouver General’s ED while working with a badly haemorrhaging patient. She’d been in her last year as an intern, gearing up to specialise in emergency medicine, and he had been tossing up where to go next. Hitting it off instantly, with sparks flying and the temperature rising, Hunter had asked her out for a drink at the bar next door where hospital staff flocked every day, and they had become inseparable overnight. Literally.

			It had been wonderful. Until the day he’d received the call from his mother and had had to get home fast. End of relationship. End of story. Except now he was back on her turf, looking amazing. So strong, yet wary, sexy yet—Sexy. Her teeth ground together. ‘Sounds like you have unfinished business here,’ she muttered around the sudden yearning clogging her throat. That wouldn’t be her.

			‘It’s more about being somewhere I’m comfortable. Some place I can make things work for both of us.’

			Brenna’s face tightened at the reminder he wasn’t alone. The yearning slowly abated, and she began to focus on what she was here for. Pressing the button on her mic, she asked in a monotone, ‘What are the details, Andy? I didn’t get the brief.’ Too busy trying to ignore the fact she had to work with Hunter.

			‘Three male teens in the car, going to the skating rink for hockey training. Rounded a corner and smacked into a bull that’d escaped from the field. The beast took out the right front of the car. An ambulance is there, along with the fire crew, who are cutting the vehicle apart so you can retrieve the lads.’

			‘Messy,’ Hunter commented, sitting a little straighter, immediately focused on what lay ahead. ‘There’ll likely be blunt force trauma injuries for the two in the front seats. Are we the only air base responders?’

			Andy answered, ‘The second crew’s warming up. They won’t be far behind us.’

			‘You’d better be landing on the road,’ Brenna muttered. ‘There might be more bulls wandering around in the field.’ She wasn’t a big fan of cattle, or any livestock. A city girl through and through, she preferred sheep on a plate as chops, and her beef definitely as steak, medium rare.

			‘I’ll see what I can find.’ Andy laughed.

			Looking at Hunter, she grimaced. ‘You’ll be in your element.’ Having grown up in the country, he’d have no fear of animals with hard heads.

			‘I learned to be cautious around cattle after my quad-bike accident.’

			‘Here we go,’ Andy told them. ‘Looks like the beast’s been put out of its misery.’

			Glancing down, Brenna noted the large animal on its side at the edge of the road, none of the emergency personnel taking any notice of it. Relief sneaked under her skin. Total focus was what mattered, and not on a bull. Nor on the temporary paramedic.

			At the car wreck Brenna appraised the situation and listened to the ambulance officer’s observations. The teens looked too young to be driving but according to a fireman two of the boys were seventeen.

			‘We’ll see to the front passenger,’ Brenna told Hunter. He’d taken the brunt of the impact. ‘Carl and Nick will see to the driver when they arrive. The ambulance crew will continue with him until they get here, then take care of the boy in the back. His injuries aren’t so serious and a road transfer’s possible.’

			Hunter squatted down beside the lad she’d indicated as their patient. ‘Hello, there. I’m Hunter and this is Brenna.’ Hunter’s and her names in one sentence. She shivered. ‘We’re here to look after you. What’s your name?’

			‘Johnny.’

			‘How old are you, Johnny?’ Brenna asked. How alert was the lad?

			‘Um, fourteen? Seventeen. Yes, seventeen.’ His mind was wandering, a sure sign of a possible neurological injury.

			‘You were going to the skating rink?’ Hunter was digging into his pack for a neck brace.

			Brenna began assessing Johnny’s injuries. This was like old times: different setting, same questions and empathy for their patient. Different feelings for her medical partner. Kneeling opposite Hunter, memories flooded in of them working together. It was a struggle to ignore the flare of awareness that came with those.

			Patient first, Brenna. Patient second, and last.

			They needed to put that neck brace on Johnny in case of vertebrae injuries before anything else. Together they got it on, then she put her finger on the boy’s pulse: rapid and erratic. Was he bleeding somewhere? With her other hand she felt under the boy’s body, touched a sticky spot.

			Johnny cried out.

			‘Easy. We’ll give you something for the pain shortly.’ In an aside she told Hunter, ‘Torn tissue on the left side of his thigh.’

			He nodded.

			‘H-how are my mates?’ His breathing was rapid and shallow.

			Without checking, Hunter told him, ‘They’re doing okay.’

			Good move. Johnny didn’t need anything else to worry about. ‘Breathe long and slow, try not to panic. We’re here to look after you.’

			Hunter repeated a question to the teen, ‘Where were you guys going so early in the morning?’ By doing that, they’d know if he began losing awareness and if the neurological dysfunction had worsened.

			‘Soccer. No, hockey practice,’ Johnny cried. ‘This isn’t fair. I’ll miss the championships and I’ve worked so hard for them all winter.’ He struggled to push up on his elbows and screamed as pain twisted his face.

			Brenna gently pressed him back against the car seat, her fingers then doing a quick, light assessment of his left arm. ‘Don’t move, Johnny. I’ll get you something for that pain.’ They needed to administer morphine before he was lifted out of the wreck. In a quiet aside to Hunter she added, ‘Fractured left humerus.’ Glancing lower, she inhaled deeply. ‘Also the tib and fib on the same side.’

			‘Add in some ribs where the airbag slammed him, I think.’ Hunter nodded grimly, then added in a quiet aside to her, ‘He’s got a tough road ahead before he’s back on the ice.’

			‘Of all the bad luck.’ After Hunter checked the vial with her, Brenna began drawing up morphine. ‘Right.’ She leaned close to their patient. ‘Johnny, I’m giving you something to stop the pain. Just a little prick in your upper arm, okay?’

			Johnny didn’t even murmur as the needle slid under his skin.

			‘Ready to lift him out when you are.’ A fireman leaned down.

			‘We need splints on the left leg and arm, then we’ll be good to go.’ Hunter took a cardboard splint someone handed him and nodded to Brenna.

			Working in sync, the splints were quickly in place and Johnny was being lifted from what remained of his seat and laid on a stretcher, leaving behind a pool of congealing blood where he’d sat.

			Hunter immediately hunkered down to begin taking more obs, asking the lad questions to keep him focused.

			Impressed, yet not surprised, with his total concentration on the job, Brenna cut away Johnny’s track pants to ascertain the injuries to his thigh and buttock. Her fingers found the source of the haemorrhage, and instantly Hunter passed across thick cotton pads to apply pressure before taping them in place. It was like they were meant to be together. Each knowing what the other needed. Hell, they’d been like that in bed too. In most aspects of their lives. Except when he’d left her. Another shiver down her spine jerked her back to Johnny. She was the one who needed to concentrate.

			‘How’s your lad?’ Brenna asked Carl over her shoulder.

			‘Breathing difficulties, a piercing from the windscreen wiper in his chest.’ Then Carl added, ‘Air’s building up in his lungs. We need him on the way ASAP, before his lungs can’t take in any more oxygen.’

			If the boy’s breathing had been compromised, then the lungs would eventually malfunction. She made an abrupt decision. ‘We’ll send him first. Just say when you need to lift him out of there.’

			‘Now.’ Within minutes the second teen was out of the wreck and lying on a stretcher, being carried to a chopper.

			‘What about the third boy?’ Brenna asked.

			The fireman answered. ‘Loaded in the ambulance and about to go. He suffered whiplash and a bang to the head that might’ve caused concussion. He’s the luckiest of them.’

			‘Johnny, open your eyes,’ Hunter said. ‘Johnny.’

			Reaching for Johnny’s wrist, Brenna felt for his pulse. ‘Slow. Erratic. How’s that bleeding?’

			‘I’m applying another pressure bandage over the top.’

			‘We’ll load him as soon as you’ve done that.’ Listening to Johnny’s chest through her stethoscope, Brenna breathed a sigh of relief. ‘I don’t think there’s any damage to the lungs, but I still want him on the way ASAP.’

			Firemen lifted the stretcher on board their aircraft. All the time Johnny was groaning as tears flowed down his cheeks. ‘I want to skate. Put my boots on.’

			It wasn’t happening any time soon, but no one was about to tell him. It would be bad enough when the traffic cops talked to him later about his friend’s driving as the car had been seen by the farmer racing along the road moments prior to the impact.

			In their helicopter Hunter continued talking to him, keeping him calm. Then he glanced up and nodded to her. ‘You okay with this?’

			‘Of course,’ she told him, sitting back into her seat and buckling in for the flight. She kept watching from under lowered eyelids, as though her eyes were drawn to him without any input from her brain. The red overalls didn’t detract from the body filling them out. Like the exhaustion falling off him didn’t tone down the raw handsomeness of his face. A face that used to turn her on with a smile, make her blood boil with anger when he was being stubborn, show compassion when she was struggling to cope with study and her dad’s illness.

			No wonder her next relationship hadn’t lasted. There wasn’t a man out there who came close to Hunter. So much for believing she’d got over him. There was still a way to go. Starting now.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			BRENNA BLEW ON her mug of mushroom soup and watched the ferry ticket for her car download. So much for doing this at work. All coherent thought had flown out of her head the moment Hunter had appeared in the locker room.

			The soup burned her lips, so she put it aside to cool a bit. Outside the wind slammed against the house and rattled the windows. It had been building since about four and she’d driven home in a deluge of rain. But it had been Hunter slowing her trip. Twice she’d been tooted at for not moving when the lights had turned green. But at least she had the night to get on with things and not have to hear his voice or see that magnificent body shaping his overalls in ways that brought hot memories to the forefront of her mind. Forbidden memories. Their relationship was history. No one got a second go at dumping her. No one.

			If only it could be as easy to ignore him. She could try another tactic. Picking up her phone, she pressed speed dial. ‘Hi, Mum. We’re all set to go to Victoria, leaving at five.’

			‘Thanks, darling. So sorry I didn’t get around to booking the ticket.’

			In her family they didn’t say they’d forgotten something any more. It came with too many memories of Dad as the dementia had begun taking hold of what had once been a very sharp mind. But this coming weekend would bring up a lot of things they only ever talked about once a year, and on past experience Mum would already be starting to get upset. ‘Want me to confirm the time with the others?’ Her half-sisters shared an apartment in Gastown.

			‘Em’s here so I’ll tell her, and she can let Fay know.’

			Brenna could relax. Emily had bought the passenger tickets last week. They were good to go. ‘I talked to Mrs Crawford and she’s already been in to give the beach house a polish.’ As only their neighbour at Whale Beach would. No house was ever too clean for Mrs Crawford. She’d have given the place a thorough going-over after everyone had left at the end of Thanksgiving weekend and would still go in to wipe down all the surfaces before they turned up on Friday.

			Mum gave a tired chuckle. ‘I’d be surprised if she hadn’t.’

			‘You all right?” Brenna asked. It wasn’t like Mum to sound so flat, though they were going to the island for the third anniversary of her father’s death, so it was to be expected. ‘Apart from the obvious,’ she added.

			‘Think I’m coming down with a cold. Nothing major. How was the weekend? Get lots of amazing photos?’

			‘I’m hoping they’re good. I haven’t downloaded them yet. It was so late when I got back last night I just crashed into bed. The weather was perfect, and the snow excellent. Plus, the kids were amazing in their determination to do well.’ Not mentioning how she’d nearly slammed into a boulder while concentrating on getting the best picture of the race leader on a downhill section. Her mum would have fifty fits.

			The most caring woman, she’d always been there for Brenna from the day she and Dad had got together, not once making her feel any different from the two girls who’d come along later. She’d been very lucky, if she didn’t think about her birth mother.

			‘Guess who I saw today?’ Oh, bugger. Now she’d gone and set herself up for a lecture. But she had to tell someone, to get it off her chest, out of her head, and who better than Mum?

			‘Hunter Ford.’

			‘What? You knew he was in town and didn’t tell me?’ Her jaw tensed, and her fingers were claws.

			‘No, but I’ve only ever known you to speak like someone’s got a rope drawn tight around your throat when you’re thinking about Hunter. Oh, honey, I’m sorry it was Hunter. You don’t need all that hurt rearing its head again.’

			I talk differently when thinking about Hunter? Since when? Probably for the last six years.

			‘You’re right. I don’t. But it gets worse. He’s working at the rescue base for a month.’

			‘You really have annoyed someone out there.’ Mum sighed. ‘How are you? It must be hard after all these years. Has he changed much?’

			I’m coping. If I ignore the images floating before my eyes.

			Brenna sipped her now lukewarm soup. ‘Older, more worn, otherwise still Hunter as far as I can tell.’ Until she knew more, she wasn’t mentioning the mystery of who the ‘we’ was.

			‘Maybe you can get rid of that grandfather clock now he’s here.’

			Brenna gasped. What? Just turn up on his doorstep with a gift she bought more than six years ago? Hardly. ‘Better go. I’ve got hundreds of photos to sort through and send to the school.’ She regretted saying anything about Hunter. Though it had to come out sometime. As did the clock. Why had Mum kept it for so long for her, knowing Hunter was never coming back? She wondered how Hunter would react if he ever got to see the damned clock.

			Why did you come back, Hunter?

			Life had suddenly become a roller-coaster ride of emotions, none of which made a lot of sense. Why couldn’t she just accept he’d once devastated her, and she wanted nothing more to do with him?

			Because I’m still attracted to him.

			And wasn’t that the dumbest thought she’d had in years? Attractive or not, he’d hurt her big time and could do it again. Get a grip, be tough. Act the part if necessary. ‘I’ll see you Friday, Mum.’

			‘Okay, honey. Take care.’ The phone clicked off with no parting shot about how to handle Hunter. Showed how tired her mother was.

			But take care. Of what? It wasn’t as though Hunter was going to feature in her life again. Other than working on the choppers with her for a few weeks. Too many weeks. One would’ve been more than enough. Hopefully Kevin would roster him with Carl later on. Why would he do that?

			Because I need him to.

			But if she wasn’t going to get all hot and wound up over Hunter then it didn’t matter if they worked together.

			Plugging the lead from her camera into the computer, Brenna clicked on the icon to begin the download of the weekend’s photos. And while she waited she clicked on ‘Pictures’ and scrolled back beyond six years.

			Her and Hunter in Stanley Park with his dog.

			Hunter lying on her couch sound asleep after a hectic night in the ED.

			Her in a bikini on the beach just down the road, her windsurfing board at her side.

			Hunter smiling at her as though she was the best thing that had ever happened to him. He’d always said she was. Yeah, and then he’d left her.

			Click. The screen filled with images of snow and mountains and teenaged skiers wearing bright red and white outfits.

			Her head remained full of images of Hunter. Smiling, laughing, sad, tired. These pictures were stored in her memory; pictures she’d forgotten, or deliberately pushed away. Why had she transferred those real photos onto her new computer? She hadn’t kept more than a few of Shane when they’d separated last year, yet there were hundreds of Hunter. Pictures that she’d not looked at once since a month after he’d left town and she’d known the only way forward was to stop torturing herself over them.

			‘Poppy,’ she called as she shoved up from her office chair. ‘Walkies.’ Selecting which photos to send to the coach could wait. She needed fresh air.

			Poppy lifted her head from her paws and flicked her tail up and down on the carpet, before leaping to her feet and doing her customary circles around Brenna’s legs. It was never too late for her to go walking.

			Outside the wind whipped around the house.

			Brenna shrugged into her puffer jacket and pulled on gloves. Poppy nudged her thigh and waited patiently for her lead to be clicked into place. ‘It’s not going to be much fun, Pops, but you need the exercise and I need to clear my head.’

			It worked. By the time Brenna returned home Poppy was soaked, requiring a good towelling. Then, after a large bowl of food, the Lab snuggled into her big soft cushion for the night, and Brenna reheated her soup before sitting down to concentrate on the skiing photos, selecting the best, editing, chopping and making up a portfolio to send to the school’s sports coach. By the time she climbed into bed she was exhausted, and soon unconscious.

			When her favourite song romped into her brain at four forty-five she took Poppy for another walk. ‘At least you’ll be dry this time.’ Rubbing her pet between her ears, they headed out onto the road to do eight blocks before returning to get ready for the day.

			Another day squashed into the helicopter with Hunter sharing the same space, the same air. Twelve hours of being polite and not too nosy, while wanting to know every last thing that had happened to him in the intervening years.

			Hunter, Hunter, Hunter. Why did you come back to my turf? Canada’s a huge country, yet you’ve landed splat in the middle of Kitsilano. I don’t get it.

			Apart from the fact he’d said it was the area he knew and had been happy in, and where his closest friend now lived. Four weeks, minus one day. Somehow, they’d manage to survive. They had to. Hunter wasn’t going to make her regret going into her favourite job every day.

			Tossing her bag onto the passenger seat of her car, she got in and turned the ignition. Grrr. The engine coughed and died. What the heck? She tried again, same result. Dead. She flicked the light switch and swore. She hadn’t turned them off last night. How hadn’t she noticed they were on when she’d got out of the car? Too busy thinking about Hunter, that’s how. Go on, blame the man. If he hadn’t come to town, she’d be on her way to work right now.

			Grabbing her phone, she pressed the button for Kevin. ‘Sorry, I’m going to be late. Flat battery. I’ll call a cab. Hopefully they won’t be too long getting here at this hour.’

			‘Give Hunter a buzz. He’s staying not far from you.’

			‘I don’t have his number.’ She didn’t want it. Might be too tempting to ring him in the quiet times. ‘A cab’s just fine.’

			‘I’ll ring Hunter for you. Does he know where you live?’

			Arguing wasn’t going to get her anywhere, and she did need to get to work on time in case there was a call out. ‘Tell him my dad’s old place. He’ll know it.’ Unless his memory was shot to pieces, which was highly unlikely. He’d know she didn’t mean the house Mum and Dad had owned together. ‘He might’ve left already,’ she added hopefully. Hunter was always on time for everything, even to the dentist. But she was talking to herself.

			Kevin obviously had better things to do than shoot the breeze with a grumpy woman at this hour. Who wouldn’t? By most people’s standards it was early for anything more than coffee, toast and driving to work with rock music in the background. Slamming the car door shut, she stomped down to the kerb to wait, trying to ignore the unease churning in her stomach. If only this wasn’t happening.

			Almost immediately headlights lit up the street. A four-wheel drive cruised to a halt beside her and Hunter stuck his head out the window. ‘I hear you need a lift.’

			‘Thanks.’ There were definitely butterflies batting around in her belly. Unbelievable. His second day on the job and he was picking her up, and she was falling apart. She’d had no intention of ever inviting him onto her street, let alone near her house. That was too close, too laden with memories. Yet here he was, a knight in a shining black four-wheel drive. Too close and laden with those memories. Like the one where she’d ogled his biceps and flat abs because he’d worn only jeans cut off at the knees as he’d mowed the lawns for her dad.

			‘You going to stand there all morning?’

			Good idea. Ducking around the vehicle, she got in, saying, ‘I should phone Roadside Assist.’ She’d been too busy thinking about Hunter to do it before.

			‘You left a key with someone for them?’

			‘No, I could hardy go knocking on a neighbour’s door at this hour. And before you ask, there isn’t a spare under the door mat.’

			‘I’ve got a battery charger in the back. I’ll deal to your car after work.’

			That was the last thing she wanted. But what were her options? ‘I’ll see.’ Inside the warm vehicle she buckled in and tried not to breathe aftershave spice.

			He didn’t blink at her terse reply. ‘You forget to turn the lights off last night?’

			‘Yep.’ She shook her head at her stupidity.

			‘Lucky I’m staying close by.’ Was that a smile lifting the corner of his mouth? But, then, Hunter did like helping people out of a fix. Like the time she’d locked herself out of the house when she’d had the book group coming. They’d only known each other a week, though they’d begun knowing each other very well, and yet Hunter had left the pub where he’d been having a drink with his mates and raced around to lever the door open.

			‘Yes.’ She should stop being grumpy. It wasn’t his fault Kevin had asked him to swing by and pick her up. It was his fault her head was heavy and full of memories she no longer had use for. ‘You can’t have been far away when Kevin called.’

			‘I was running late, so now I’ve got an excuse.’

			‘You? Late? Um, hello. You are Hunter Ford, right? The guy I used to know was always at the airport watching the flight before his leave for the same destination?’ A chuckle rolled up her throat. She swallowed it.

			‘Says she who liked to swan in at the very last second.’ Hunter flicked her a smile.

			‘These days I prefer early and prepared.’ She was not falling into that smile.

			‘I was saying goodbye to my son. I hate leaving him. Especially while everything’s new and strange. Though Jess says it’s me with the hang-ups, and that Dylan’s settling in like he’s meant to be here.’

			Jess and Dylan. The whole family package. Nice. Her shoulders dropped and her arms tightened against her sides. ‘How old is your boy?’ Might as well get it out of the way.

			‘Four last month. He’s started preschool in Kitsilano with one of Dave’s kids.’

			He didn’t seem to mind her questions, so she kept going. ‘You said the idea of coming back here kept you going over the years, but why?’

			Hunter slowed for a red light, accelerated away when it changed to green. His fingers were gripping the steering wheel, his face no longer as relaxed. ‘Seemed like a plan to have at the ready, something to look forward to.’

			A mind-your-own-business answer. ‘We all need those,’ she muttered. Not that she had any at the moment, her life being in cruise mode with lots going on to keep her busy and out of trouble. So, Jess. What was she like? How long had they been together? Were they married? Yes, they would be. Hunter used to say he wanted to marry the woman he loved, not live in a relationship without all the legal trimmings. That woman used to be her. Why bring her to Kitsilano when that had been where they’d been so happy? ‘You and Jess been married long?’ Dylan was four. She and Hunter had broken up six years ago. She’d been replaced quick smart.

			‘Are we what?’ Abrupt laughter filled the four-wheel drive.

			‘Concentrate on the road, will you?’ she snapped, not sure what his response meant.

			Hunter drove straight and true in the outside lane. ‘Jess is Dave’s wife. Not mine,’ he added through gritted teeth.

			‘Oh.’ So where was Dylan’s mother? She was not asking. Not now when Hunter looked like he wanted to strangle her. Over an obvious question? He’d brought Jess’s name up in the first place. Or was it the wife word that turned his mood from friendly to sour? Not asking that either. Brenna reached into her jacket pocket to retrieve her phone. No new messages. Great. Now what? Talk about the weather. Always a safe subject. Or she could go with shutting up.

			‘Dylan’s mother and I were married for a couple of years, but it was a fail. Always going to be, I guess, since the only thing we had in common was Dylan, and I love him to bits, but he couldn’t keep us happy with each other.’ This was more like the Hunter she remembered. Not reticent with his words. ‘Not that it was his role to.’

			Now her heart ached for him. Reaching across, she touched his arm, felt him tense under her palm and quickly withdrew. ‘I’m so sorry. That must be hard to deal with. So did Dylan’s mum move to Vancouver too?’ As in separately. If she’d moved first, he’d have come so he could spend time with his son, wouldn’t he?

			‘No.’

			Brenna waited for more. Got nothing. Back to being the taciturn Hunter she didn’t know. ‘So, you’re a full-time dad.’

			‘Evie died in a car crash after we’d split up. She’d dropped Dylan off so he could spend the night with me, and on the way back to town she crossed the road into the path of an oncoming truck and trailer unit. She didn’t stand a chance. The police believe she was texting at the time.’

			I think I prefer it when he doesn’t talk so much. This was awful.

			‘Hell, Hunter, how did you cope? That’s...’ She paused. ‘I don’t know what to say really.’

			‘Don’t even try. It’s all been said, often, and none of it helps.’ He pulled into the car park at the rescue base, hauled the brake on, turned the ignition off and slowly turned to face her. ‘We were never in love. Evie fell pregnant soon after we met, and we decided to give it a go for the baby’s sake. Bad idea. We got on better when we lived separately, and Dylan was happier.’

			There was a whole load of self-blame resonating in his words, even when he hadn’t been in the car and apparently not texting with Evie. No surprise there. It was who he was. A man who believed he had to stand up and help people, not destroy them in any way.

			He destroyed me by standing by his parents.

			Yes, and she’d survived, made a comeback, been with a man for nearly two years, got engaged, then unengaged. At least she wasn’t so naïve any more. Nudging open her door, she said, ‘I hope the move works out for you and your boy, Hunter.’ Surprisingly she did. Once he left this job and took up his permanent one, she’d be absolutely fine with it.

			 

			Why had he gone and spilled his guts? Hunter shivered in the chilly air. While it was good to have the facts about Evie and Dylan out of the way, he hadn’t needed to say half as much as he had. Or had he? Had he been trying to show Brenna that he hadn’t fallen in love with another woman after he’d left her? But he’d noticed the sudden tightening of her hands on her thighs when he’d said how old Dylan was. She’d done the sums.

			What he hadn’t told her was that he’d hooked up with Evie because he’d been desperate for some warmth and kindness in his life, something to temporarily fill the gaping hole that only Brenna could fix. And would never get the chance to. He’d deliberately set out to put Brenna out of his life.

			Yet here he was, encroaching in her work zone, and in her neighbourhood. Yesterday, spending time working together, being crammed into the back of the chopper or sitting in the tearoom, had rammed it home to him that he hadn’t got over her as much as he’d thought. If at all.

			The attraction that had seen them falling into bed the first time they’d gone on a date seemed to have been lying in waiting for the match that had fired his libido into a frenzy yesterday. A frenzy that could not get a look in. He and Brenna were long over. She’d have a man in her life, and when Bren did anything, she did it with everything she had, including loving.

			Sadness, or jealousy, or longing, or some blasted emotion grabbed him, squeezed so tight he stepped towards his vehicle, needing to race away some place that didn’t palpate with Brenna vibes. So much for returning to the one location he’d ever been completely and utterly happy. But Kamloops was no longer an option.

			His boy was not getting tied up in the fiasco that was his parents’ marriage and their inability to stand on their own two feet and help each other—when he wasn’t available—for everything from snow on the lawn to the mailman being late. Plus, Mum had already begun telling Dylan about his grandfather’s strange thinking and how there were voices in his head, and how Dylan had to be strong for them. Enough was enough.

			‘You standing out here all day?’ Brenna called from where she held the outside door open.

			Good idea. ‘What’s for breakfast?’ He’d snaffled some buns from Jess’s pantry when she’d been filling the kettle.

			‘Toast and jam.’

			‘You still eat that?’ Some of the tension that had built up on the way here loosened, and he managed a smile.

			‘Hello? You think I stopped all the things I enjoyed when you left?’ Her ponytail swished sharply across her back. Her eyes drilled into him. Then the door slammed shut between them.

			What had he done? Why hadn’t he tried harder to find a way around what had seemed like insurmountable difficulties and kept Brenna at his side? Because it wouldn’t have worked. Over time they’d have come to resent the changes they hadn’t anticipated and taken it out on each other. But what he would give now to have at least tried. There had been so many moments he’d missed out on and no way to get them back. And it hadn’t worked out any better by walking away either.

			His heart was heavy, sad. He’d lost so much that day, and to start thinking now that he might not have got over Brenna had him worried. Would he never be free of this tightness around his heart whenever he thought of her now that they’d caught up again?

			On the other side of the security fence a helicopter began warming up, the rotors gathering speed as Andy did his checks.

			Time to get to work, concentrate on what had to be done, not what might’ve been. Hunter headed inside to the tearoom, where his eyes were instantly drawn to Brenna’s rounded bottom and short, slim legs. As toned as ever. Keeping fit had been an obsession with her, and had driven him crazy at times when he’d wanted to lie snuggled up to her warm body for the last minutes before starting a new day and she wouldn’t have it. No lying around for Bren. Brenna.

			‘Here’s hoping we have time for a coffee at least.’ Again, he hadn’t had breakfast before leaving the house because he’d been watching Dylan. Yesterday he’d been stepping into a big unknown with Brenna. Today his gut hadn’t been churning when he’d picked her up, but he was very aware of her. Aware in ways he shouldn’t be. Ways that his memory fed non-stop, tormenting him with images of them together. Despite his gut being quiet today, other parts of his body were waking up, as though from a long sleep. Which wasn’t exactly true. He had been out and about occasionally, though none of the few women he’d befriended had had the power to knock him to his knees like this one.

			Even now.

			‘You got kids?’ he asked, in an attempt to cool his ardour. Because if she said yes then he’d know for sure there was a man in the picture.

			‘A gorgeous four-legged girl named Poppy,’ Brenna answered in a neutral voice.

			‘She’d be a dog, then.’

			‘You remember.’

			That she disliked cats? ‘Yes.’ Seemed six years wasn’t long enough to delete all the irrelevant info from his brain. ‘Lab or spaniel?’

			The cupboard shut with a clang. ‘Black Lab, a big softy. Tea or coffee?’

			Trying to tell him she remembered nothing? ‘Either.’

			‘Make that neither,’ Andy said from the doorway. ‘We’re on. Heart attack on a cruise ship out in the passage. Fifty-nine-year-old man, no known history.’

			Hunter shrugged. ‘Do you ever get breakfast before the first callout?’

			Brenna answered. ‘Half the time.’ Her eyes glinted at him as though she had lots to say but was holding back.

			‘If it’s any help I didn’t know you worked here when Kevin twisted my arm.’ He watched for her face to soften. It didn’t.

			‘He’s good at that.’ Slinging the pack over her shoulder, she told him firmly, ‘Anyway, it’s fine.’

			‘We can’t change what happened.’ He followed her out of the hangar, sure she wasn’t going to speak to him again unless it was to do with a patient.

			But, ‘You’re right,’ she admitted. ‘I’m acting like a four-year-old. Except Dylan’s probably far more mature than me. I’m sorry.’

			‘I haven’t seen you squishing banana through your hair yet, so I think you’re ahead of my boy.’

			‘Yuk.’ She shuddered deliberately. ‘He doesn’t.’

			‘Oh, yes, he does. He can throw some right tantrums when he’s in a mood.’

			He took the bag from her as she leapt aboard. ‘Takes after his grandfather on his mother’s side.’

			‘Not you?’ Finally, Brenna was smiling in a natural, friendly, not-looking-for-an-argument way.

			The knot in his gut unravelled as warmth flowed over him. Which was worse, because hope came with it. If only he knew what he was hoping for. They weren’t getting back together. Too much had gone down in the intervening years for them to be able to pick up where they’d left off, strange feelings or not.

			‘I don’t like bananas.’ He gave her one of his best smiles, felt cheated when she didn’t blink, or shiver, or sigh, like she used to.

			Pulling on the helmet, she pressed the speaker button. ‘Andy, was the ship heading north or returning to Vancouver?’

			Hunter had his helmet on in a flash, heard Andy say, ‘It’s due to dock in Vancouver in an hour but the doctor on board is worried the man is getting worse. They’ll have him ready to lift when we get there.’

			‘So, it’s a snatch and go,’ Hunter commented just as his phone vibrated in his pocket.

			Brenna nodded. ‘It means one of us is redundant, but we never know what might go wrong.’

			Hunter read his mother’s number on the screen of his phone. She was early, even for her. His gut tightened. What had Dad done now? Sat outside all night? Refused to take his meds? The other day he’d got upset with other residents in the village and had been sulking ever since. His depression was under control, his selfishness wasn’t. If Dad could cause trouble, he would. Breathe deep. He had to remember these calls were unavoidable. He’d deal with them one at a time. His finger tapped the phone as he debated trying to call back, but it was so noisy in here neither of them would hear each other. Anyway, that was giving in too quickly.

			His finger worked the keys. Can’t talk. In the heli. I’ll call later. A heavy weight sat on his chest as he pushed Send. What if something serious was wrong? Something he had to deal with? Breathe deep, remember? His mother was not going to stop calling, pestering him, demanding his undivided attention just because he’d left them in a safe environment with all the medical help available to man. He was the one who had to make changes, to accept he was here for good, and he was not going to be diverted. For Dylan’s sake. And mine, he admitted grudgingly. Shoving the phone deep into the pocket of his overalls, he leaned back in the hard, narrow seat and looked at Brenna.

			She had her phone out too, reading a text. ‘One of my neighbours on the other side of the service lane says their house was broken into last night.’

			‘Glad you’ve got a dog.’

			‘I wonder what time it happened? Poppy got restless around eight, kept pacing between the front and back doors. When I let her out, she ran to the gate and barked then came back inside.’ Her slim fingers worked the phone. ‘I’m letting Claire know in case it’s any help to the police.’

			Worry stormed through Hunter. ‘You didn’t go outside, did you? Who knows how many thugs were out there?’ She might have a kick-ass attitude, but she was so small it would only take one half-formed male to overcome her. ‘I’ll check your house out when I drop you off tonight.’

			‘That won’t be necessary. Whoever it was will be long gone.’

			He was on a hiding to nothing, but offering help was his thing. Besides, this was Brenna. How could he not make sure everything was as it was supposed to be at her place? ‘Let’s see how Poppy reacts when you get home.’

			Brenna glared at him. Then her eyes softened, and a small smile appeared. ‘Okay.’

			That was it? Okay? He’d won a point yet felt deflated.

			Hey, so Bren stirs you like she always did.

			His stomach crunched. It was true. And not meant to be. There hadn’t been a woman who came close to Brenna for waking him up, physically and even in the brain department. Not before or after those amazing years together. He had tried to accept they’d had a once-in-a-lifetime relationship and it couldn’t be repeated so that he could move on, forge a future with another woman. Tried. Bombed. But that didn’t mean there was a hope in Hades now. It wasn’t why he’d come to Vancouver. Moving here, buying a house, getting a great job—all part of the making-Dylan-happy package that would make him happy on the way. Nothing to do with getting back with Brenna.

			Nothing.

			‘Did you have your own house back in Kamloops?’ Brenna asked.

			She seemed hell-bent on learning all that he’d been up to since they’d split. Why? Same issues as him? But she didn’t look at all tempted to get close. With nothing to lose by filling her in on the mundane, he said, ‘I moved into the cottage behind the packing shed soon after I left here. I needed my own space, and I think Mum was afraid I’d leave if I didn’t have some breathing room, so she convinced Dad to agree.’ His father was hard to live with, his depression dragging everybody down. He probably would’ve gone crazy himself, living with his parents and the constant bickering and mood swings.

			‘Handy.’

			‘It was. You live alone?’ There hadn’t been any sign of anyone else in the house when he’d picked her up. No lights on, no other vehicle in the lane.

			‘I do at the moment, and, to be honest, living on my own doesn’t bother me. I’m hardly ever there so I don’t have time to get lonely.’ Brenna was smiling to herself.

			Hunter’s heart slowed. There mightn’t be a man living with her but that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone special in her life, and that smile suggested she was thinking about whoever was her up-close, extraordinary partner. Whoever he was, Hunter wanted to meet him at dawn, guns loaded. ‘What about your mother?’

			‘Lives in an apartment closer to the beach.’

			‘Ten minutes out.’ Andy came through the headset.

			Ten minutes and he could get active, do something constructive, like transferring their patient onto the stretcher and hauling him on board using the hydraulic pulley, not planning the murder of someone he’d never met. Brenna could stop cruising through his head like she had every right to annoy him, wind him up, reminding him of what might’ve been if he hadn’t been caught between doing his best for his family and having the future he and Brenna had planned on.

			It had been such a tough choice. Whichever way he’d gone would have been fraught with consequences that would remain with him for ever. In the darkest hours of his father’s depression he’d think about Bren and what might’ve been if he’d taken the other road. But he’d never have been able to live with himself if Dad had carried through his threats to end everything. Not that it had been easy living without Bren at his side, supporting him, loving him. There’d been no one to talk to in the easy, say-anything manner they’d had. Evie hadn’t come close.

			Hunter glanced across as Brenna read more messages on her phone, a little smile teasing the corners of her mouth. Longing stabbed him. Hard. The lines at the edges of her eyes were an added attraction, making her appear wiser and more experienced than he’d known her, and she’d been no slug. Now an adrenalin junkie who’d taken up photography professionally in a part-time capacity. Who’d have believed it? This was a new Brenna to him. Of course, studying more hours than were available on the way to becoming a doctor hadn’t left her room for other interests.

			But haring down a mountainside while using a camera to catch other people’s moves? Did she understand how quickly things could go wrong? And the damage she could do to herself? He’d learned that the hard and painful way, he did not want the same for Brenna. He’d been struck dumb when she’d mentioned what she’d been doing in Whistler. And dumber still when, after his shocked expression had registered, she’d shrugged and asked, ‘What’s for me to lose?’

			That kind of said it all and had made him feel shorter than his phone. Talk about rubbing it in. He’d taken away what she’d hoped for and she’d been telling him she’d never allow herself to be vulnerable to another person again. She could relax. He had no intention of attempting to rekindle their defunct relationship. Hurting her again was not an option. Neither was having his own heart broken again—despite that longing that had snagged him a moment ago. But it didn’t mean he wouldn’t worry if he knew she was doing something hair-raising. It terrified him, knowing from his quad-bike accident how quickly things could go belly up.

			Life in Kamloops had been busy, physically hard at times, but dangerous? Not really. Not even his heart had been in danger with Evie. He was glad he’d hauled the orchard out of debt and got a good price for it so his parents could move to town, but he didn’t miss the memories of the trees he’d climbed to hide when his father had been in a particularly foul mood. There were some good ones, like gorging on peaches, nectarines and apples after school, but all in all he was glad that time of his life was finished.

			When he’d realised he had to take Dylan away from the Okanagan, Vancouver had been the first—only—place that had come to mind. Dave was here. This was the one place he’d been truly happy, and he’d wanted, needed, another chance at happiness. The only snag was that Brenna lived here, but she wasn’t why he’d returned. Or was she? Underneath all the talk, was Brenna part of his reason for coming back?

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			‘I’M COMING TO your front door,’ Hunter told Brenna in his don’t-argue-with-me voice that she recognised from once upon a time. He’d attached the battery charger to her dead car, and now all she had to do was wait for her battery to suck in some energy. ‘Just in case that thief’s been back to the neighbourhood.’

			‘Your telling-Dylan-off voice?’ she grumped unfairly. He hadn’t done anything wrong, had insisted on bringing her home and hooking up her car when it would make him late to see Dylan. She couldn’t blame lack of sleep, more like she’d been out of sorts since he’d turned up on Monday.

			‘Not even close. He’d ignore me if I spoke like that.’

			‘Again, I’m outsmarted by a four-year-old. I have to meet this kid.’ Shouldn’t have said that. Hunter would think she was looking to get friendly with him. ‘Come on. I know you want to get cracking.’

			Hunter was beside her in an instant. ‘Does Poppy stay inside while you’re at work?’

			‘No, she’s around beside the garage in a kennel with a large run.’

			The sensor light came on as they headed around the corner, sending their shadows across the lawn, tangling them together as they walked in sync. Warmth stole through her. The tension she’d worn all day softened.

			When was the last time she’d come home with a man? Not since Shane. Not that Hunter was coming inside to settle in for the evening. Or to make love in her big, soft bed. He might be causing these random feelings of longing and possibility, but he could not return to her life in any way other than as a colleague.

			Though that was a temporary position, whereas if he became her life partner again there’d be nothing temporary about it. And she was afraid to try for that. Her mother hadn’t stayed around to see her grow up. Hunter had left her once. It was all too scary.

			‘Hey, Pops, how was your day?’ She’d shower her beloved pet with all the love she’d stored up and have it returned without question.

			Poppy stood on her hind legs to place her paws on Brenna’s shoulders for her customary pats. Her tail wagged non-stop and her tongue lolled as Bren’s fingers worked through her fur.

			Brenna kissed the top of her head. ‘Missed you too.’ The best part of coming home was the welcome she always got. It warmed her and made her feel loved.

			‘She makes you look smaller than ever,’ Hunter muttered, his gaze fixed so firmly on Poppy he had to be avoiding looking at her.

			Was he having similar errant thoughts about her as she’d had about him over the last two days? ‘We make a good team, don’t we, Pops?’ Small? He used to like it that she was slim and short, used to rub it in about how she should carry a ladder with her everywhere she went. But tonight’s comment didn’t seem like he was teasing. He also used to say short on stature, big on attitude. He hadn’t mentioned that tonight either. But, then, how would she feel if he did dredge up things like that from the past?

			‘Dylan wants a puppy, but he has to wait until we’re settled into the house. I doubt we’ll get such a large breed, though.’ Finally, a glint of humour entered his dark gaze. ‘Though if Poppy can contain herself and not drag you all over the show then Dylan can definitely con a Lab into watching out for him.’

			Brenna unclipped the chain that attached her pet to the wire running the length of the back yard. ‘Poppy, this is Hunter. Play nice with him.’

			The dog dropped her front feet to the ground and strolled nearer to Hunter, watching him, her tail moving slowly from side to side, her I’m-sussing-you-out move.

			‘Pat her so she knows you’re friendly.’

			Hunter crouched to do as he was told. The wagging intensified. ‘Hello, Poppy. I’m glad you’re here to protect Brenna. I don’t like her coming outside on her own. Especially at night,’ he growled.

			Brenna stared down at him, gripping her hips, her fingertips pushing deep, her chin forward. ‘You do realise you’re giving me the willies when it’s entirely unnecessary, don’t you?’

			He looked chastened. ‘It worries me, thinking of you out in the dark if some brute’s hanging around.’ His expression softened. ‘Then again, if I’m making you more vigilant it’s not a bad thing.’

			This was true Hunter. Caring, concerned, willing to put himself out there for someone. For her. She would’ve melted at the intensity in his voice, except she had to be strong and keep him at arm’s length. Damn. It wasn’t easy. And it should be.

			‘I’ve been doing it every night since I brought Poppy home. She’d be the first to warn me if anyone undesirable was hanging around.’ She headed for the door. ‘I’m going inside. You want to come in?’ Brain slap. She should not be letting him into her space or there’d be further images to deal with. Too late. She couldn’t retract her invitation without looking lame. ‘I’ve made a few changes.’

			Don’t leave too much scent in the air. I have to live here after you’ve gone.

			‘Does your stepmum still own the house?’

			‘No. When Dad went into full-time care I bought it off them. Mum sold their other house at the same time to buy the apartment, so she didn’t have to worry about lawns and maintenance. It also meant there was money for Dad’s expenses.’ Topped up by her and her sisters so that Mum never needed to count the cents.

			Hunter had no compunction about following her indoors but hesitated in the kitchen to look around. He seemed disappointed.

			‘Hunter?’

			He swallowed. ‘Nothing.’

			Oh, yes, there was. She stared at him, trying to fathom what was causing that tight look in his face. ‘What were you expecting?’

			He shrugged. ‘You’re quite the interior decorator, aren’t you?’ Did he have to make it sound like a fault?

			‘It’s paint and fabrics mostly, with tiles replacing the hideous old carpet.’ Bi-folds instead of sliding glass doors, stone benches to replace the old, chipped laminate ones. ‘You don’t like it?’

			‘I haven’t seen enough to know.’

			Got it. He’d been expecting everything to be the same as it had been when they’d lived here, renting it off her parents. Before he’d left and she’d bought it. Because—Because he was stepping back in time to when they’d been in love and had had plans of one day buying this place together.

			Reality shocked him, brought it home that she had moved on, was living life, not waiting for it to tick past, not sitting in a holding pattern in case the day came when he returned to her. Was this why he’d insisted in coming to her doorstep—not to check she’d be safe? No, there had been genuine concern reflected in his eyes, but obviously there’d been more going on behind that. Might as well get the elephant out of the way.

			She tried for a shrug, got it half-right. ‘Take a look around.’ Really see my home as it is, not was.

			Woof, woof. There was no getting away with not feeding Poppy right away. ‘Come on, girl. Bring your bowl.’ She walked away, leaving Hunter to his musings. Whatever they were. Did he actually think there was a chance of them getting together again? Truly? Would she have to be blunt and spell it out for him even before he said anything to indicate he might? Like...‘I am not getting back with you. I’m not sure if I ever want to try another relationship. The pain when they go wrong is horrendous.’

			Anyway, Dylan meant she had no place in Hunter’s life. Sure, Dylan had to come first, always. She got that, would be upset if he didn’t. But Hunter had shown he was incapable of blending all aspects of his life so that everyone had a place with him and weren’t put aside for someone else. Hunter made choices between everything, everyone.

			While Poppy guzzled down chicken-and-rice-flavoured dry food, Brenna put the kettle on to make tea. Wine would be better but then she’d have to offer Hunter one and she really needed him gone. She mightn’t want him to leave—damn, she really didn’t know what she wanted—but for sanity’s sake it would be best if he headed away because there were already vibes making her body pulse and had her watching him out of the corner of her eye as he stood in the middle of her sitting room, staring around. Vibes that could do with a cold shower.

			To hell with it. The fridge door swung back against the wall. Snatching the open bottle of wine, she slammed the door shut again and reached for two glasses in the cupboard above. Wine sloshed as she tipped it into them. ‘Here, welcome back to Vancouver.’ She shoved one glass at Hunter.

			Damn the man to hell and back for returning, for walking into her life like nothing had gone wrong between them, like they could start over, like she wanted to see him and remember all those steamy sessions—some of which had happened in this house—like she needed to be aware of him and learn what his goals were and how he’d been married and now had a child, and that there was no future for them because she was afraid of being rejected again. She gulped a large mouthful and gasped as it went down the wrong way.

			‘Careful.’ Hunter’s splayed hand was between her shoulder blades, banging only hard enough to affect a cough.

			Fine, if she wasn’t remembering those palms and the mischief they could cause to her libido. Stepping away, she sipped the wine, stared at her feet and wondered what the hell to say next.

			Go away. You’re screwing with my head.

			Hunter wasn’t getting the vibes or the message. Instead he stared at the collection of framed photos on the far wall. ‘You were always good with a camera, but these are outstanding.’

			Her fickle heart swelled with pride. Was nothing on her side? Putting aside her glass, she replied, ‘Thank you. I won an international photographer’s award with the one of the tandem skydiver.’ It was her favourite photo of the thousands she’d taken since giving in to the need for adrenalin rushes that shut down thoughts of a sedate family life—with Hunter.

			‘You skydive now?’ He was still staring at the photos, holding his breath as his gaze flicked from one photo to the next.

			Watching his face, she replied, ‘I’ve done a couple of jumps.’

			Hunter looked down at her, amazement warring with anger all over his face. ‘Why, Brenna?’

			Because I couldn’t have the life I wanted so I found another one.

			She had to push him. How else could she deal with this man standing in her house looking gorgeous, and sexy, and so—so Hunter-ish? Her shoulders were tense as she rolled them. ‘Why not? People do it all the time.’

			‘You enjoy living dangerously? You want to hurt those who love you when it goes horribly wrong?’

			Said the man who’d hurt her badly. ‘There are always plenty of safety measures in place.’

			‘They’ve been known to fail.’ He stepped closer, taking her shoulders in his hands. ‘Did I do this to you, Bren?’ There was pain in his eyes, darkening the silver shade to brooding clouds. ‘Did I?’

			She sagged into his grip. ‘It has little to do with you, Hunter. Believe me. It’s about me and my life.’ He’d added to her need to prove herself worthy of attention when he’d left her, but he hadn’t started it. ‘There was a day after my mother left us—I was eight—when I climbed the Douglas fir in the neighbour’s yard. All the way to the top.’

			‘Let me guess. You refused to come down until she came home.’

			‘You’ve got it.’ She could smile about it now. ‘Dad cajoled, and begged, and growled. Nothing worked. He started climbing up to me, and the higher he got the more the top of the tree swayed. I held on like grim death until he reached me.’ She could still remember his warm hand wrapping around her ankle in such a tender manner that had told her how naughty she’d been, and how loved she was, that she was lucky one parent cared enough to climb the tree for her.

			‘There was no colour in his cheeks and I had to talk him down. He suffered from vertigo.’ He was the best dad anyone could ask for.

			‘Promise me you’ll never tell Dylan that story. I don’t get vertigo, but I hate climbing trees and getting jabbed by branches all the way.’

			‘That could cost you.’ She smiled sadly. ‘About a month after you’d gone, I woke up one morning and decided I could either find another tree and hope you’d find me or I could get out there and enjoy life, even take some risks. Calculated ones, I assure you.’

			‘Things can still go wrong, no matter how many safety precautions you put in place,’ he murmured.

			‘I think we’ve both learned that lesson.’ She could admit she hadn’t fought to keep Hunter in her life, hadn’t decided to move east with him, but then she’d be admitting she’d been afraid to risk losing the love of her father when he’d been there for her when her mother had deserted them, and for everything afterwards. Her chest rose on a breath, and she shifted the conversation sideways.

			‘I tandem dive but haven’t been solo. I tried but sitting on the edge of the plane, staring down at the ground way below, knowing it was entirely up to me to land softly and not someone attached to my back making the right moves, seriously scared me.’

			‘Thank goodness for something.’ His sigh whispered against her cheek. ‘I was starting to think I don’t know you at all.’ Relief flickered in the depth of his gaze. ‘That would be too much, would make a mockery of my memories.’

			Her heart rocked. Hunter had memories too? Good ones? Like hers? Low in her belly heat unfurled. For a moment she didn’t feel quite so alone. As though she might be able to find someone to warm her heart, to keep her safe and happy. Because, as much as she denied it, that was what she truly wanted. A partner to share everything with. Could she begin to let go some of the knots that had held her together over the years?

			‘Where have you gone?’ His finger brushed over her hair.

			‘I’m not sure,’ she answered truthfully. The pounding in her chest got louder as she looked into the dark gaze she’d never forgotten, had been looking for over the years. ‘I’m really not sure.’

			Hunter was leaning towards her, his hands ever so gently drawing her closer to him.

			Brenna tried to straighten up, away, but couldn’t. It felt right being there, close to that strong chest and the warmth emanating from his whole, long, wide body. Flipping her head back, she gazed up at Hunter. He was—He was Hunter. The man she’d sworn to love for ever, to have babies with, to grow old beside. Her heart skipped a beat. All those wonderful things that she still wanted. Something deep inside began melting as her body reacted to the need that she’d been fighting for days took over. It pushed aside her fear of making a mistake, letting hope take over. Her mouth dried as the gap between them lessened.

			His scent swirled around her, his warmth heated her, the light stubble on his chin reminding her of how it felt on her skin, blocking out all thought. As if by their own accord, her feet lifted onto her toes and she was reaching for him, her arms sliding around his neck, her mouth seeking his.

			Hot. Hungry. Demanding. Giving and taking. Brenna pushed hard against him, her mouth devouring his, her hands pressing into him. Hunter returned her kiss, hot, hungry, his tongue teasing her mouth, his body plastered to hers, one hand clasping her bottom.

			Yes. Haze and longing and heat swamped her. Burned her.

			Thud, against her thigh.

			What?

			Thud.

			Wrenching her mouth away from the maelstrom threatening to drown her, Brenna jerked out of Hunter’s hold. ‘Poppy.’

			Thanks for the wake-up call.

			She’d just made the most horrendous blunder. Thankfully they hadn’t gone too far. Her fingers slid across her bottom lip, already swollen from that kiss. ‘Hunter, I...’ Words failed her. They’d kissed as though six years didn’t lie between this and their last one.

			‘Don’t, Bren. Let’s not dissect what happened. We got carried away when we shouldn’t have.’ Regret scored his words and darkened his eyes as he turned for the door. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow when I come to make sure your car fires up.’

			‘I can do that.’

			‘I’m sure you can, but I’ll be here at five-thirty.’ He disappeared out of the room, his heavy tread the only sound in her house until the front door clicked shut behind him, leaving an eerie silence in the hallway.

			So, he wasn’t going to avoid her after that kiss. Then again, he couldn’t when they had to work together. She needed to take immediate vacation leave. Starting now, and not finishing until Hunter began his hospital job. Brenna sank onto the nearest chair before her shaking legs dropped her in a heap on the floor.

			‘What the hell just happened?’ Her teeth dug into her bottom lip, making her wince when she bit too hard. The absolute last thing she’d wanted to do was to be anything more than friends, not even close ones, and she’d gone and kissed him.

			Poppy dropped her head onto her knees, her big brown eyes staring at her.

			‘Thank you, girl. You saved me making a total moron of myself.’ Who knew how far they’d have gone if she hadn’t got a head butt from her dog?

			Thump, thump went Poppy’s tail.

			‘What? Oh, walkies?’

			Thump, thump, thump.

			‘Let’s go,’ Brenna sighed. She could think about Hunter and his soul-destroying kisses just as easily walking the streets as she could here. If her legs actually managed to gain enough strength to hold her upright. Who’d have believed that after all this time Hunter would still have the power to knock her off her feet?

			She needed to toughen up. Fast. Before tomorrow morning. Because, awkward or not, she would be going into work and doing what she loved most in the world, flying around saving people.

			What she loved most, not who.

			Hunter had no part of the who bit. He was the past, had to remain there, could not be given the opportunity to come back into her world only to leave when it suited him. So, if anyone was leaving the rescue service during the next three and a half weeks it would be him, not her.

			She was being harsh, but harsh had got her over him, and into a life that had brought adventure, fun and even another man for a couple of years. Shane had proposed on a skiing holiday in Banff and she’d believed she loved him, had been pleased for a second chance at happiness. But somehow her hours at work had increased and setting the wedding date had never happened.

			When Shane had said he couldn’t continue the way they were going she should’ve fought harder to keep him by cutting back hours to be with him more often and settled on a wedding date so she could move into domestic bliss, where she’d be immune to Hunter. Seemed she’d reacted instinctively, protecting herself again, only it hadn’t hurt with Shane the way it had with Hunter.

			Fabulous man that Shane was, he wasn’t right for her. Or she wasn’t right for him. One or the other, it was the same result. They’d split up amicably and could have a coffee together without the world exploding into a star storm of lust. Or anger and arguments. They were better friends than a couple. Hell, she even got on fine with his new squeeze.

			Stars twinkled through the bare branches of the elms, no exploding going on up there. Brenna shivered in the chilly air and lengthened her stride to outpace the ghosts of her previous life. ‘It’s you and me, eh, Pops?’

			At the sound of her name, Poppy wagged her tail and a reluctant smile lifted Brenna’s tender lips. ‘Perhaps I should find you a big bruiser of a mate and breed puppies. We could have a complete family of four-legged brats to keep us happy.’

			Poppy stopped abruptly, her nose checking out a pile of leaves.

			‘You don’t like that idea? Me either.’ What she really needed was to call up her single girlfriends and go out. Not happening this weekend, though. Unfortunately, a weekend with her mum and sisters in the beach cabin wasn’t going to produce a sexy man to play with.

			Any man whose name wasn’t Hunter Ford.

			Not one to fall into bed with a guy within hours of meeting him, getting some fun and light relief wasn’t happening any time soon.

			No, Hunter Ford was not an option.

			 

			‘Daddy,’ Dylan shrieked, charging at Hunter. ‘I coloured in a picture of a horse today. Want to see it?’

			Hunter swung his little man above his head and held him there, smiling up at the excitement in his eyes. ‘Of course, I do, but you’ve got to get down first.’

			Dylan tried to swing his legs downward and laughed when his dad held him tighter. ‘Let me go.’

			‘Tell me what else you did at preschool first.’

			‘I did three wees and had chocolate cake because it was Amber’s birthday. We sang “Happy Birthday” and clapped. Put me down.’

			‘Okay, kiddo.’ Reluctantly Hunter set Dylan back on his feet. If he had it his way, he’d never let him go, but he wasn’t going to stifle him, even when he wanted to protect him from absolutely everything, including tripping over his feet in his rush to get the coloured-in horse.

			Dylan yelled, ‘Ow!’ and straightened up just before he crashed into the wall.

			‘Slow down,’ Hunter called after him.

			‘Here, get this on board. You look like you’ve had the day from hell.’ Dave was handing him a beer.

			Nothing wrong with his day. It was the early evening that had tipped him sideways and had him questioning every damned thought about returning to Vancouver to settle down properly. He would not think about helping Brenna or going inside her house. Definitely not thinking about that kiss. Not for a moment. Or how her body had turned his brain to mush whenever he’d touched her, which he’d done way too often, once being more than necessary.

			‘He’s late. Wonder what kept him from getting home on time?’

			‘We don’t always finish bang on the dot of six, Jess,’ he growled, before swallowing a large gulp of beer. He hadn’t got to tasting his wine back at his last stop, the distraction in the room being too huge to focus on anything else. He didn’t even remember putting the glass down, but he must’ve since it hadn’t come home with him. Why had he kissed Bren? Brenna. As if he’d had any choice when she’d been so close, smelt delicious, looked like the woman of his dreams. That’s because she was the woman of his dreams. He swore and downed half the bottle of beer.

			‘Tsk, no swearing in front of children,’ Jess growled, before saying, ‘Let’s try who got you in such a sweat. Wouldn’t be Doc Williamson, by any chance?’

			‘Want another beer, bud?’

			Thank goodness for sensible pals. ‘Please, Dave. That one hardly touched sides.’

			‘I’m taking that as a yes.’ Jess smirked and sipped her wine. ‘I have to meet this woman who gets you in a twist.’

			‘Take it any way you like,’ Hunter gave back, focusing his annoyance on her and away from the images of a kiss that had knocked his knees out from under him and set his blood racing through his veins, bringing memories and longing and putting a hex on his careful plans for the future.

			‘Here’s my horse, Daddy.’

			‘Thanks, kiddo.’ Hunter took the paper Dylan held out to him and focused entirely on the yellow and green animal standing in a red and grey stall. ‘That’s clever. You’ve done a great job. We’ll put it on the wall in your new bedroom when we move into our house.’

			Our house. Dylan’s bedroom. Their life.

			‘I’ll do more colouring in tomorrow. Can we play I Spy?’

			‘Sure.’ It was nearly Dylan’s bedtime, but Hunter wasn’t giving up play time. ‘Then I’ll read you a story in bed.’

			‘Dinner in thirty,’ Jess said.

			‘Great.’ If his stomach could handle food at the moment. ‘Come on, Dylan. We’ll play in the other rooms, give the adults some quiet time.’ He ignored Dave’s smart-ass comment to that and headed out to the conservatory to start their derivative of I Spy, which involved colours and not letters as Dylan wasn’t up to speed on those yet. His friends’ two boys joined in and soon the house was full of shouts and laughter. So much for quiet. Hunter grinned to himself. Served Jess right. Nosy creature. But she’d be the first to have his back if anyone hurt him. That was how she operated, unless she disliked you.

			So, Brenna, what did we do? Was it wrong? Right? Whichever, they definitely needed to put the past back in its box and padlock the lid.

			He didn’t need Jess harassing him with questions, he managed fine all by himself throughout the night. They hadn’t quietened down by the time he turned into Brenna’s service lane early next morning. She’d started the car, removed the charger and was about to head to work. ‘Want to share a ride?’ he asked. Not because it made sense to share the trip but because he wanted to know how she felt about him this morning.

			‘Sorry but I go to aqua jogging straight after work on Wednesdays.’ She slid inside her car and closed the door.

			So, he wasn’t top of the pops. Hopefully there’d be no complications arising while they worked together. Like their previous relationship, last night’s kiss was history. Knowing that was one thing, remembering it another. So far, he hadn’t been doing a good job of remaining neutral around her.

			‘See you at the base,’ he managed, without the disappointment that was clamping around his throat creeping into his voice. Dropping the charger into the back of his four-wheel drive, he climbed into the driver’s seat and reversed out onto the road. Thirty minutes to give himself a talking-to about wanting Bren and not having her, and when he pulled into the rescue centre park he added a wish for a frantically busy day for good measure.

			It was the only wish that came true all day.

			‘Aircraft accident at Boundary Bay airport, two injured, one serious.’ Andy drained his mug of coffee and headed out to the helicopter at a fast clip.

			‘The pilot’s not really with it, says he’s got pain then goes quiet on us,’ they were told when they arrived at the upside-down Cessna. ‘He’d started to take off when the plane suddenly shot sideways and flipped.’

			‘Name?’ Hunter crawled between the strops to the open door.

			‘Alan.’

			‘Hello, Alan, I’m Hunter, a paramedic. Can you hear me?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Can you tell me what happened?’

			‘Sharp pain in my chest. Blacked out, I think.’ Nothing wrong with his speech or awareness.

			‘Any history of heart problems?’ Hunter was tearing open the man’s shirt and taking the ECG pads Brenna passed through to stick to Alan’s chest.

			‘No,’ Alan shot back, too fast. Was he telling the truth? Or had he hidden some of his medical history in order to keep his licence?

			‘Any other pain, before or after impact?’

			‘My left arm hurts.’ Then he quickly added, ‘That started after we crashed. Not before.’

			Left arm pain could be an indicator of cardiac dysfunction. Or Alan might’ve broken it when he’d been thrown against the framework as the plane had rolled.

			‘Ventilation required,’ Hunter told Brenna, and nodded when he saw she had the equipment in her hands. Naturally she hadn’t missed a trick. He turned away from Alan and spoke in a low voice. ‘I’m wondering about the cause of the accident.’

			Brenna nodded. ‘According to the other guy on board, the take-off was going according to plan then suddenly the pilot groaned and grabbed his chest, letting the controls go. It all ties in with CA. But you’re wondering about past history, aren’t you?’

			See? She had a finger on everything. He nodded but refrained from answering in case Alan overheard. No point upsetting him further. ‘In case there are fractures I’ll check him over before we extract him with some help from the onlookers.’ At this hour there weren’t many, but he only needed a couple of strong men to get Alan’s small frame out of the tiny cabin.

			On the flight back to the hospital emergency department Hunter filled in the report form, making sure all the details were correct, including the pain Alan had suffered before the accident, but not the suspicious way he’d replied to questions. His medical history would be looked into by ED staff. Whether the man should’ve been behind the controls was for the medical insurance company to determine.

			‘I’m not happy thinking that accident might’ve been preventable,’ he told Brenna as they returned to the helicopter from the ED. ‘His arm wasn’t broken, or even badly bruised. What if his passenger had been seriously injured? Or worse?’

			‘One of the bystanders said he’d renewed his licence two months ago and they have to pass a medical first so it’s probably a new medical event.’

			‘Or he’s been denying pains and pretending nothing’s wrong.’

			‘Are you always this suspicious?’ Brenna glanced his way, amusement lightening those intense caramel eyes for the first time all morning.

			‘Just being observant,’ he growled, because he had to avoid falling into the warmth surrounding that amusement. ‘I hope we’ve got time for coffee.’

			‘In need of a fix?’

			‘Something to keep me alert. Dylan woke twice last night and had to be talked back to bed, no easy feat.’

			‘Does that happen often?’

			‘Less than it used to.’ He wasn’t mentioning how their kiss had kept his body fractious when he hadn’t been awake, being the responsible dad.

			The coffee grains hadn’t had time to dissolve in boiling water when Kevin poked his head around the tearoom door. ‘Gas explosion in an apartment downtown.’

			‘Not in Gastown?’ Brenna asked, her voice thick with apprehension.

			Kevin quickly shook his head. ‘No. Nowhere near Emily and Lily.’

			‘Thanks.’ Brenna pressed her lips together, seemingly fighting the relief her sisters were safe while other people obviously weren’t.

			Kevin continued, ‘There’s a fire on the third floor of the building and so far firefighters have found two bodies, along with one badly burned, unconscious woman.’

			‘Internal and external burns very likely,’ Brenna said as they ran to the chopper.

			‘The worst injuries possible in my book.’ Hunter grimaced. ‘Especially those to the lungs.’ Hopefully, and very likely, the patient would be unconscious, otherwise she’d be in agony.

			The woman was out of it, and her breathing was shallow, while her heart rate was rapid as it tried to compensate for the lack of oxygen. Black mucus at the edge of her mouth indicated internal burns. Brenna immediately began giving oxygen via a manual ventilation bag while Hunter cut away the woman’s clothing so he could cover the burns to her skin with cling wrap to prevent infection or dust contaminating the wounds.

			‘I need large-bore IV access here for saline,’ Hunter told Brenna. Fluids were essential for the woman to have any chance of surviving.

			‘There’s a trauma to the head.’ Using her free hand, Brenna was carefully feeling around the woman’s skull. ‘She must’ve been thrown against something solid in the explosion.’

			‘The left wrist is at an odd angle too,’ Hunter noted as he applied tape to keep the large-bore in place before letting the saline solution run into the vein. ‘We need to get her to hospital ASAP.’

			‘Do we have identification details?’ Brenna was looking at the cop standing nearby, not at their patient.

			‘I’ve got her name and where she works. That’s all I’ve been able to find out,’ the young woman replied. ‘A police unit has gone to her work for more info. They’ll pass it on to the emergency room.’

			‘I hope neither of the deceased are related to her. She’s got enough to fight at the moment without having to deal with that loss,’ Hunter said with a heavy heart. Some people got some lousy breaks. ‘Let’s go.’

			On the way back to base Andy called up Kevin. ‘Put the kettle on, will you? We could all do with very strong coffee and breakfast.’

			They got to smell the coffee before the next call came in. ‘A woman in labour and the baby’s head’s out but nothing else is moving. It’s been in that position for thirty minutes. The midwife called it in.’

			 

			The moment they entered the bedroom at the house they’d run to from the helicopter, Brenna was introducing herself. ‘Hello, Amy. I’m Brenna, a doctor. I hear you’re having trouble bringing your little one into the world.’

			Hunter nodded to the man looking distraught on the other side of the large bed. ‘I’m Hunter. Your wife?’

			He nodded abruptly, pain in his dark eyes. ‘Do something. It’s not meant to be like this.’

			‘We’re onto it.’

			As the midwife filled them in on the details, Brenna talked softly to Amy and explained what she was doing. Pressing above the pubic bone slowly and firmly towards Amy’s lower back. ‘I’m trying to reposition baby’s shoulder. Sometimes they get stuck.’

			‘I tried that,’ the midwife said. ‘No change, which was when I called your lot.’

			Hunter smiled as he unpacked the portable trolley they’d brought with them. ‘You did the right thing. Brenna’s just trying once more. We’ll be on our way very soon.’ Unless baby’s shoulder shifted, and then it would arrive in a rush.

			It didn’t. ‘Let’s go.’ Brenna straightened up and between them they helped Amy onto the trolley.

			Immediately Hunter began wheeling her outside and across to the helicopter sitting in the middle of the road, where neighbours were keeping back traffic and other people coming to see what was going on. ‘Let’s go,’ he told Andy as soon as Amy was strapped in and the door shut.

			‘I’ve called the details in,’ Brenna told him. ‘They’ve got an obstetrician on standby.’ Surgery looked like Amy’s best option now.

			 

			‘Baby was delivered safe and well by C-section, and is in PICU to keep an eye on things. Mum’s been given heavy painkillers so not very aware just now. The husband sends his thanks,’ Kevin told Hunter and Brenna when they sat down to eat lunch at four that afternoon after numerous callouts.

			‘That’s the best news of the day.’ Brenna fiddled with her sandwich. ‘What about the burns lady?’

			‘No change.’

			As she made to drop her sandwich back on the paper bag Hunter said, ‘Eat it. I know it’s hard to swallow but we’re no good to anyone if we don’t have food.’

			‘And I’ve got to deal with sixteen energetic and rowdy teenagers later.’ Her perfect white teeth bit into the bread and chicken. Her eyes closed as she worked at chewing and swallowing. She looked so vulnerable Hunter had to tighten his hand around his mug of soup to stop himself from leaping up and going to cuddle her until she smiled again.

			Instead he said, ‘Thought you were aqua-jogging.’

			‘We are. It’s part of the keep-fit regime their skiing coach insists on.’ Her eyes popped open and he was blasted with a caramel-coloured look. ‘It’s wind-down time. Last weekend’s competition was the final one for the year, yet the kids aren’t ready to hang up their skis. Or stop their fitness training. They’re a good lot who like doing things together, and I go along to keep them orderly. At least, I try.’

			Her phone vibrated on the table and she picked it up. ‘That’s not good. A friend of mine has to fly to Toronto tonight as her mother’s been admitted to hospital.’ She tapped a reply, then put the phone aside. ‘Now what am I going to do?’

			‘Problem?’ Hunter asked, even when it was obvious there was. Worry was darkening that toffee colour to coffee grinds.

			‘Gina dog-sits Poppy for me when I go away. She likes getting out of the apartment she shares with two other women and coming to my house for peace and quiet. She also adores Poppy.’

			‘Where are you off to this weekend?’ More downhill races? Leaping out of perfectly good flying machines?

			Brenna’s face tightened. ‘This weekend is the third anniversary of Dad’s passing and the family’s going to the cabin over on Vancouver Island.’

			‘I’m sorry. The date didn’t register.’ If he’d been around it would’ve been indelibly marked in his head.

			‘Hunter,’ Brenna sighed. ‘Don’t apologise. I did not expect you to know the significance of this weekend.’

			She was right. This stuff was hard. With nothing to add he went with a change of subject. ‘Why not take Poppy with you?’ He’d spent some amazing weekends with Brenna and her family at the holiday house. The dog would love running on the beach and in the forest behind.

			‘She gets bad motion sickness, especially on the ferry, which I found out the hard way the first time I took her over there.’

			He laughed. ‘Not nice.’ So Poppy would be home alone unless Brenna came up with someone else at short notice. ‘Dylan and I could stay over. It’d give Dave and Jess a break from us.’

			Shock registered in her face. ‘Thanks for the offer, but I’ll come up with something.’

			He had spoken without thinking it through and saw how she might feel about him being in her personal space. ‘The offer’s there if you get stuck. Dylan and I could do with time away from Dave’s lot too.’ He and Brenna wouldn’t see each other except maybe at the beginning and end of the weekend, and he wouldn’t go delving into her rooms and cupboards. But he wouldn’t beg. It wasn’t that important, yet the longer he thought about it the more he’d like to have two days when he didn’t have to fit in with another family.

			In his pocket his phone vibrated. ‘Hello, Mum, how’s things?’

			Brenna stilled.

			‘Mum, you know perfectly well Dad’s capable of doing that by himself.’ Hunter stood up to wander outside.

			Brenna had begun fidgeting with her coffee mug. As for the look on her face—he didn’t want to think about that. She didn’t know about Dad’s bouts of depression, therefore wouldn’t understand what he was saying to his mother.

			‘If you hadn’t moved away, I wouldn’t have to worry.’ His mother was using her best petulant voice.

			It wasn’t working. ‘We discussed this. You and Dad have all the help you need at your fingertips. You don’t need me there to fix every little thing that crops up.’ Through the doorway he could see Brenna rinsing her mug at the sink, a grim expression tightening her mouth. So, she thought he’d drop everything and run back to Kamloops over a phone call.

			Isn’t that what you did last time?

			Dad had been thinking about suicide then. Today he was refusing to take Mum with him to the supermarket. What if it was something far worse? Was Brenna right in believing he’d pack up and leave for good?

			‘No, Mum, I live here now. I am not returning to Kamloops except for visits.’ And the first one of those wasn’t happening for a while yet. They had to learn to get on without him there twenty-four seven. ‘Let Dad do what he wants. He’s not hurting anyone.’

			Get that, Brenna? My life is now here in Vancouver.

			Kevin waved at him. ‘You’re on again. Car versus bus on Highway 99.’

			‘Got to go.’ He hung up. Hard but necessary for all of them. As long as he was there for every mishap or disagreement, his parents were not going to start sorting out their own lives. Thankfully the staff at the village they lived in were on his side.

			As he strapped himself into the seat beside Brenna, he told her, ‘Families, huh? They sure keep us busy.’

			‘Worth it, though.’

			She could’ve said she hoped his had been worth what he’d given up. She hadn’t. He relaxed. ‘That’s what I tell myself when Dylan wets his bed at two in the morning.’

			‘He still does that?’

			‘Occasionally, when he’s upset about something.’ Usually something one or other of his grandparents had told him. ‘It hasn’t happened since we moved.’ Long may that last.

			‘So he’s happy here?’

			‘Very.’ It was true. Dylan seemed to grow every day, expanding his horizons, not looking for trouble in cupboards. ‘Which is why we’re here. And not leaving,’ he added for good measure.

			At ten past six Hunter slung his day bag over his shoulder and headed out to his four-wheel drive. He was exhausted. Every muscle ached, his head throbbed and he couldn’t wait to get home to his boy.

			‘Hunter?’ Brenna stood by her car, her elbows on the roof. It was hard to read her expression in the overhead light’s sharp glare.

			‘Yes?’

			‘Can I take you up on your offer to look after Poppy after all?’

			‘Not found anyone else?’ he asked, not liking to be second best.

			She straightened and came across. ‘I haven’t asked. Turning you down was a knee-jerk reaction because it felt weird that you might be staying in my house after all this time.’

			Don’t pull any punches, will you?

			He gave one back. ‘We have moved on, Bren.’ Idiot. He’d just shown how far his journey had gone. Nowhere. ‘I meant Brenna. When do you head away?’

			‘Friday afternoon. I’ll be back about six on Sunday night.’ A little smile flicked on. ‘Poppy is fine with children, in case you’re wondering.’

			‘It didn’t cross my mind. You wouldn’t have accepted if you thought there’d be a problem.’ See? They did know each other well. Too well, if the memories his body had dredged up during the night were anything to go by. ‘If anyone’s in danger of being over-petted, it’s Poppy. She’ll be begging you to come home early. Dylan adores dogs.’

			‘Good.’ She turned to open her car door.

			‘Brenna,’ Hunter called. ‘I hope the weekend goes okay for you. I know how much you must miss Chris.’ Her father had been her rock after her mother had deserted them when Brenna had been a child, apparently not once letting her down. He still remembered her grief the day Chris had been diagnosed with dementia. Even though she’d been expecting it, hearing it for real had hit her hard.

			‘It doesn’t get any easier, but somehow going to the cabin where we all had so much fun as a family helps. I don’t go very often any more.’

			That was sad. ‘I guess I understand, but it seems a waste.’

			‘Shane and I used to go a couple of times a year, but not any more.’

			‘Shane?’

			Her face closed down. ‘Another story.’ Flapping a hand at him, she slipped into her car and gunned the motor.

			In a hurry to get away from him? His gut squeezed tight when it shouldn’t. There was no reason for Brenna to stay around talking about things he knew nothing about, like this Shane. Who the hell was he anyway? What was he to Brenna? He didn’t live with her. Wasn’t housesitting this weekend.

			‘See you tomorrow when I collect the key to your house,’ he called to the taillights as she roared around the corner.

			Hunter slammed his door shut and snapped on the ignition. Whoever Shane was, Hunter was sure he wouldn’t like him.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			HUNTER DRANK COFFEE and stared at the photos covering the wall before him. The hairs on the back of his neck lifted and he glanced around the room, but Brenna wasn’t there. She was still over on Vancouver Island.

			But, hell. The images in front of him were her. Sure, the skiers were younger, taller, shorter, male, female, blond, dark—but all he felt, saw was Brenna. Like a painter, when she created a photo it came from within her, using her talent to bring the excitement, fear, joy out in the participant’s face, body, angles.

			He could see them breathing, moving, and hear the skis on the snow. Draining his mug, he placed it on the mantel, and spoke aloud in an attempt to remove this sense of Brenna being here. ‘As for that parachutist, I’m up there with him, floating to the ground, absorbing the shrinking vista.’

			No wonder she’d won an award. Her work was exceptional. Typical Bren, she mostly shared it with a team of teenagers who obviously played up the moment she focused her camera on them. Even the funny, cute photos of kids racing down the slope spoke to him of Brenna and how she enjoyed being a part of other people’s fun.

			But it was the shots taken when someone was focused on winning and doing all in their power to make it happen that made his skin tighten. It was like she got into other people’s heads and knew what they were thinking, feeling.

			‘Something to remember,’ Hunter muttered as he flicked off the lights and headed for the bedroom he was sharing with Dylan. No photos in there, thank goodness. He might get some sleep, unlike last night when he’d lain awake for hours, going through the good times they’d had, memories brought on by being in her space—a space he’d once shared.

			So much for believing he was over her. He might’ve been, but now he doubted that. Lingering love in his heart? Or buried love now making itself known again? He could no longer deny how much a part of him Bren had been, and still was. Apparently, it wasn’t possible to cut her out of him.

			Now what? That was the question. A hard one, at that. Did he really want to get back with Brenna? Six years in between when they’d both dealt with crises and moved on in different directions told him to be cautious. They weren’t the same people as the two who’d had everything ahead of them and had believed their love could survive anything. It hadn’t. If he did still feel something for Brenna it would be tainted by the past. His neglect of her when his parents had demanded his presence, her acceptance without a fight for him. His child was another biggie.

			Bending over the bed, he gently kissed his boy’s forehead. ‘Love you, Dylan.’ He was the best thing that had ever happened to him. It might’ve been a disaster with Evie, but they’d made the most amazing kid between them. A child who’d forced him to look outside the circle that was his screwed-up family and go for what was important. Did that include starting over with Brenna? He had no idea. Did he think he might want to? The answer to that would have to wait until they’d spent more time together.

			Shedding his clothes and slipping into the other bed, Hunter lay on his back, his hands behind his head, and stared upwards in the darkened room. A part of him felt as though he’d finally come home, but the other side of him was filled with wariness. Had he been working towards this? No, he could honestly say he hadn’t.

			Yet the memories of the good times were rampant now he was in this house. He and Brenna had been so good together, like nothing else he’d ever experienced. She’d brought him alive in ways no one and nothing else had. The years back in Kamloops had toughened him, taught him that if anyone was to help him face up to what his parents were doing to him that had to be him, but he hoped the accident that had taken Evie’s life had made him more compassionate towards others. Dylan had certainly brought out a fierce protective streak in him, including keeping him safe from his grandparents. Yeah, there had been some good to come from the decision he’d made six years ago.

			His eyes closed, and his breathing slowed. ‘Hey, Bren, I’ve missed you.’ His short marriage to Evie had brought home what a stupid move it had been to leave Brenna. They could’ve made it work if they’d sat down and talked it through. But he’d been so determined to do right by everyone that he’d screwed up big time. He should’ve focused on the big picture, not only sorting his parents out.

			Now what? He could hardly make it up to her—it was too late for that. Wasn’t it? Had she missed him? After she’d got over the initial shock of being dumped? But he was only just beginning to understand how much he’d missed her—all the time. It had taken seeing her again to start the truth unfolding, and now he had to decide if he liked that.

			 

			‘Dad, look, Poppy’s doing wees again.’

			What was with this fascination with pee? Hunter shook his head at his son. ‘That’s what happens when you drink water.’

			‘I don’t want any more, ever.’ Dylan loped along behind the dog to her kennel, where she lay down with the bone from last night’s dinner.

			‘Yes, you do. It’s good for you. Give Poppy a break and come help me find the lawnmower.’

			The whole street had gone crazy that morning, the strident sound of small engines blaring from yard to yard. The sun was out in full strength, hinting that spring was finally waking up. The less obvious signs were the green buds beginning to appear on the trees lining the street and the grass getting long.

			‘Can I push the mower, Daddy?’

			‘We’ll push it together.’ It would be a quick job since Brenna kept the grounds in top-notch shape. The key he’d found on the hook inside the boot room fitted the shed lock.

			Dylan pushed past him. ‘It’s dark in here. There might be ghosts.’

			‘If there are, they’ll be friendly.’

			Hunter flicked on a light and stared at the array of gear in front of him. Bloody hell. She really had become an adrenalin junkie. A windsurfing board and its sail leaned against the wall nearest to him. There was a paddle board and pole with an assortment of life jackets. Nothing too dangerous there. The two mountain bikes next to the board were as clean as the day she’d bought them, their wide tyres in perfect condition, but the scratches in the paintwork indicated a collision with the ground at some time. His heart squeezed tight. Brenna really did like living in the fast lane.

			‘Nothing to lose, Brenna? Just your ability to move around as you like if you make a bad landing.’

			Dylan was tugging the lawnmower towards the door. ‘Come on, Daddy.’

			‘Let me do that, chum.’ He took the handle from Dylan’s small hand, looking back at that stack of gear.

			Who are you, Brenna? Where’s the woman I loved?

			Was this what their break-up had done to her? Or had she always had a hankering for adventure? There hadn’t been any indicators when he’d known her. A few hours riding a windsurfer on a calm sea down the road had been her idea of sporting fun. Now look at her collection of gear.

			Hell, he’d gone back to Kamloops to run the orchard in an attempt to save it while also working in the local hospital’s surgical ward. All safe and serious. Necessary if he was going to help his parents, but he should’ve had more fun along the way. More than an odd beer with his friends, but he hadn’t had the energy left at the end of the day for more than looking after Dylan.

			But I did have fun; with my boy.

			Lots of great times squeezed in between all the hard work and stress that had gone on at the orchard. He’d organised Dylan’s third birthday party in the packing shed with robots and clowns for entertainment. Yep, there’d been good times in the last few years, most of them centred around his boy. If that made him boring, then he’d put his hand up. He was a father, first and foremost, and not too proud to tell anyone asking.

			But he needed to start doing things for himself, like getting back into softball this summer, maybe coaching a junior team. He could try dating Brenna.

			Like that was going to happen.

			Crunch. Splat. The mower’s engine raced.

			‘Dad, look where you’re going. That was Poppy’s ball.’

			Once again Brenna had messed with his head.

			 

			‘Sorry, the ferry was late leaving Victoria,’ Brenna called out as she barged into her house on Sunday night and headed to the kitchen, where she dumped her bags. ‘I didn’t expect you to stay until I got back. I do have another key.’ But it was lovely seeing him here. Especially when she felt restless and sad.

			Hunter was standing behind the bench, looking right at home and devilishly handsome in his navy-blue jersey and blue and white checked shirt. ‘Dylan didn’t want to leave Poppy on her own.’ He grinned.

			‘They got along, then?’

			‘Inseparable. Though Poppy’s take might have something to do with the food titbits she received whenever I wasn’t looking.’ His grin widened. ‘I know it’s not healthy for a dog to eat toast and honey, but routine takes over again as of now.’

			‘As long as chocolate wasn’t involved, I can live with that.’ Brenna opened the fridge to retrieve the bottle of wine she’d put in there on Friday for a pick-me-up when she got home, knowing how drained she’d feel after the emotional weekend.

			‘I told Dylan chocolate makes dogs very sick. He wants to know when we can come and stay again.’

			‘You’d have to fight Gina for it. She’s always looking for a chance to get away from her flatmates and their boyfriends.’ Damned top wouldn’t crack open. ‘Anyway, it’s unlikely I’ll be away again before you shift into your house.’

			‘Here, let me.’ He took the bottle from her hand, got a glass from the cupboard and poured her drink, before picking up his beer and raising it to his lips. Lips she’d had the hardest time forgetting since Wednesday. ‘Dylan will be disappointed, but then he doesn’t know I’m going to get a dog when we’re in our own place.’

			‘Where is he?’ She’d met the cute little guy, a replica of his dad without the lines on his face and worry in his eyes, on Friday when they’d arrived early with their overnight bags and groceries so that she could introduce Poppy to the boy.

			‘Fell asleep in his dinner. I put him to bed until I’m ready to leave. He’s been running around outside non-stop all day. And before you ask, Poppy’s sprawled on the mat beside the bed.’

			‘That explains my non-welcome home.’ Parking her butt on one of the stools at the counter, she sipped the wine, and finally allowed full rein to the exhaustion bugging her. ‘It’s good to be home.’

			‘A big weekend?’ he asked gently.

			His concern was like old times. ‘Very. I don’t know why this one was more intense than usual when it’s now three years since Dad went. Mum cried a lot, and Em and Lily weren’t much better.’ Nor was she.

			‘There’s no finite date for moving past something as hard as losing someone you love. Some people swear you only need a year; one anniversary for all the important dates you shared. Others say it happens when you’re ready.’

			‘I thought I was.’ That was before Hunter had reappeared in her life and stirred up a load of memories. Not all those memories were about them in bed together, or laughing, sharing food, dates. Some were from the times they’d spent with her family at the cabin, and during the weekend she’d been very aware of those occasions. ‘The maple tree we planted three years ago has turned up its roots. I’m going back with a new one when spring’s settled in.’

			Hunter laughed. ‘Chris and his maple trees. Not to mention the syrup he poured over his breakfast every day. That man had the sweetest tooth I’ve ever known.’

			It was nice hearing Hunter laugh over something she, Mum and the sisters had cried about more than once since Friday. Dad had had the sweetest tooth ever and originally planting the tree had been about acknowledging that. ‘Nothing was safe from his bottle of maple syrup.’ Brenna smiled. ‘Hard to believe how much he got through and still had normal glucose levels. Even on his worst days with dementia a dollop of syrup made him smile.’ She brushed her eyes before lifting her glass to her mouth.

			‘You’re the same about chocolate. I had to put a lock on the pantry to keep Dylan out.’ Another laugh filled the air between them. ‘You need another pantry for normal food. There’s no room in that one.’

			‘I try not to eat too much, but it is my go-to treat.’

			‘No wonder you’re into aqua jogging. It’s got nothing to do with those teenagers at all. You’re your father’s daughter.’

			‘Yeah,’ she sighed. ‘I am.’ Nothing like her birth mother, except for the over-the-top curly hair and mud-coloured eyes. ‘I found my other mother two years ago.’ Sort of.

			Hunter leaned his elbows on the counter, his legs splayed behind him, and locked his eyes on her as he sipped from his bottle of beer. ‘How did that go?’

			He knew how much she’d wanted to meet up with the woman who’d given her life, even if only to tell her how cruel she’d been to desert her and her dad. ‘Dad left me an envelope not to be opened while he was alive.’ The wine sweetened her mouth when it might’ve turned sour. Because she was with Hunter? Breathing deep, she smelt something hot and savoury and tasty. ‘What’s cooking?’

			‘My pine nut and chicken casserole. I figured you might not have had dinner and thought we could share a meal. If you want to be left alone I won’t take it with me. Not all of it.’ His smile was devastating because it was kind and gentle and all about doing something for her. It undid some of the knots that had formed the first day he’d walked into the rescue base.

			‘Dinner sounds delicious, and I’m more than happy to share. After I’ve finished this glass and poured another.’ This was her private time—Hunter notwithstanding—to have a drink and think of her father in the context of the anniversary without looking out for Mum, Emily and Lily. It had been a difficult weekend, everyone sad, but at least they had been there for each other and able to let their hair down, say anything they liked, and no one took offence. They’d all unreservedly adored Dad.

			Although there was one thing she would’ve liked to have had out with him. ‘Dad didn’t want me to know about my birth mother while he was alive.’ It wasn’t as if she’d missed out on getting to know the woman because of his reticence, but he still should’ve told her. ‘Unbeknown to anyone except Mum, he’d been trying to find her for years. All he’d had to go on was that she came from Australia.’ Apparently, her birth mother hadn’t been big on sharing facts about herself.

			‘Big country, that.’

			‘Which makes it all the more remarkable that he eventually found her family. Two sisters living in Perth. My aunts. They didn’t have much to say except that my mother had returned to Australia after leaving us, and she’d died from cancer not long after.’ She’d never mentioned Brenna or her father to the sisters. ‘They got a shock when Dad got in touch, and I gather it took photos to prove he wasn’t lying. Once they accepted the truth, they got all concerned he was after the family fortune.’

			‘That’s not like Chris at all.’ Hunter locked eyes with her. ‘Or you.’

			‘I don’t think the aunts believe me when I say I don’t want a cent of it, but they’ll get used to the idea eventually, I guess.’ Hunter knew her well. Right now, feeling decimated from the emotional two days, it was hard not to fall into the depth of his steady, reassuring gaze, to fall and hold on until the sadness drained away. Hard, but not impossible, if she straightened her spine one vertebra at a time. ‘I flew out to meet them, and learned I have cousins as well.’ Four, all determined not to make her a part of the family. No doubt because of that fortune.

			Hunter took her glass from her clenched fingers and topped it up. ‘They hurt you.’ He understood without being told.

			Another notch of emotion dropped away. ‘They want nothing to do with me.’ All she’d wanted had been familial recognition, to be able to phone them occasionally for a yarn about what she’d been up to and in return hear what they’d been doing. Instead, she’d received the same lack of interest and concern as her birth mother had given her. None, except for the determination to keep her from the family coffers.

			‘I have accepted I can’t change their minds and let it go.’ There was no point staying churned up over what she couldn’t alter. ‘But I still get bitter at times. What’s so wrong in talking to me? And how could my mother not even tell her family about me?’ That had really hurt, deep and hard, a hurt that wasn’t going away so easily. Was she so unlovable her own mother hadn’t wanted her? But her stepmum had accepted her straight away, buck teeth and temper tantrums and all. People did leave her. Some people. She raised her eyes to the man before her. He’d left her.

			Yeah, and how hard did I fight to keep him?

			She gasped. What?

			‘They’re the losers.’

			‘Pardon?’ Who were losers? Her and Hunter?

			‘Your Aussie relations.’

			Phew. ‘I reckon.’ Brenna also reckoned this wasn’t the time to be thinking about where she and Hunter had gone wrong. She was emotionally exhausted and anything she came up with could be utter nonsense. It was something to think about later. Not now. Taking a big sip of wine, she studied the man who’d broken her heart and yet had managed to walk back into the perimeter of her life without too much resistance from her. Meaning what? She had no idea and right now all she wanted was to unwind, enjoy her wine, eat dinner and maybe even enjoy the company. ‘Can we eat? I’m suddenly starving.’

			His gaze was steady, but there was a question in his eyes. Had he picked up on her thoughts? Of course he had. He knew her, remember? But all he said was ‘Sure. Everything’s ready. The rice has been steaming for hours.’

			Brenna watched as he began plating up, relieved he’d kept whatever was causing that shadow in his eyes to himself. Yet his movements were relaxed, his focus on what he was doing calm, as though dinner was the most important thing on his agenda at the moment. Glad to follow his example, she asked, ‘So Poppy sealed the deal about getting a dog?’

			‘Not just any dog. A Poppy dog.’ Hunter grinned. ‘Can you put me in touch with her breeder?’

			‘No problem. Step one in settling into that house you’ve bought.’

			His grin diminished, became a tight smile. ‘Yes.’

			‘You’re not changing your mind about moving here?’ He couldn’t. As he’d told her, this was as much for Dylan as himself.

			‘Not at all.’ The tightness backed down a little. Placing their meals on the counter, he reached into the drawer for cutlery. ‘It’s just that I feel bad about the location I chose. It’s your home turf, and I don’t want you thinking I’m deliberately trying to upset you.’

			She picked up a fork and toyed with the rice and gravy. ‘At first I was annoyed. It’s a big city, why chose Kitsilano?’ Where we’d been so happy once. Because he was over them. As she was or should be. ‘But then I came to see that it’s the area you’re most familiar with. More importantly, your friends are here, which will make the move easier over the coming months.’ Raising her laden fork, she tasted the food. The flavour explosion from the gravy was delicious. ‘Oh, yum. That’s good.’

			‘But you’d rather I’d not landed on your patch.’

			‘No, I’m a big girl. I’m over my funk.’

			‘Not so big.’ Back to grinning at her.

			‘Let it go. Short, slim and big on attitude. That’s me.’

			His laughter filled the room, and her heart unfortunately. ‘I’ve been missing that.’

			And I’ve been missing you since you turned up. You’re here and yet you’re unavailable because I can’t have you. I’m too afraid. I’m over being left behind by those I love. Except Dad never deserted me. Mum’s still a huge part of my life. My sisters give me grief, but they’ve got my back as much as I’ve got theirs.

			If they got back together, would Hunter leave her again when he was needed elsewhere? When his parents called? If something happened to Dylan? Of course, he had to do whatever was necessary to keep his son safe and well. But he could let other people help, share the load, not walk out of their lives without looking back. Gulp. The emotions were building again, this time not about dad. Not good.

			She swallowed the heaviness in her throat and filled her mouth with chicken. Savouring the delicious flavours bursting across her tongue, she dug deep and moved on to something light and easy. ‘Eat your dinner or I’ll have it after I’ve finished mine.’ It was that tasty. She was that hungry. ‘When did you learn to cook like this?’

			‘Evie was an exceptional home cook and taught me the basics, and then I didn’t want to go back to boiled vegetables and steak every night of the week, so I used what she’d shown me, along with the internet, and found a passion for putting cheese with broccoli and meatballs and making something flavoursome.’

			Brenna settled into enjoying her meal, almost effortless now that Hunter had helped her relax by listening without criticism, by understanding her without having to go into details. He’d known her family well. Dad had been thrilled when they’d first talked about a wedding. Then the dementia had begun raising its ugly head and they’d thought about getting married while he could give her away knowing what he was doing, but with her studying, Hunter working long hours, and the family trying to cope with her father’s illness, they’d never got around to organising it.

			If they had, the last six years would’ve been very different for one of them. Probably her, as she’d have moved east to be with Hunter while he sorted out his family’s problems. But then he wouldn’t be a dad. Or would he? Would they have had the children they’d talked about sooner than first thought? Children. Her a mum. Yes, that had been one of her dreams.

			Hunter was shaking her arm. ‘Go sit in a comfortable chair while I clean up.’

			Blinking up at him, she asked, ‘Did I just nod off?’

			‘More like you were miles away, thinking about who knows what. You were about to fall off the stool.’ Mischief twinkled in his eyes. ‘I’ve already picked up one person from the table tonight. Must be something about the food I cook.’

			‘Leave the kitchen. I’ll fix it.’ In the morning. ‘You need to get Dylan home to his own bed.’

			‘Shortly.’ His hand was still on her arm, sending pulses of heat over her skin.

			She shouldn’t, couldn’t, give in to those light beats ripping through her. But, hell, she wanted to. More than anything. It had been a long, hard weekend, and this was the balm she needed. Hunter. His touch, his scent, his heat. Some things in life were impossible and turning away from Hunter right now was one of them. Placing her hand on top of his, she squeezed gently before lacing her fingers with his.

			He moved closer. Lifted their hands to his lips. Ran the lightest kiss over her knuckles so that she tightened her hold on him. Next he’d... Lick between her fingers on that super-sensitive spot. A shiver ran down her back as desire rose from deep inside. Then Hunter’s eyes locked onto hers, and their silver grey darkened with heat and desire.

			Tugging their hands her way, she slid her mouth over his thumb and ran her teeth over the pad, felt the shiver rippling through Hunter.

			Then he took her head in those large, familiar hands and, holding her at just the right angle, leaned in and began kissing her blind.

			All the emotions swamping her twisted into a new shape—hot, craving, desire for this man. The only man who’d ever made her feel so wanted, so sexy and desirable. It had been a long time, but the moves hadn’t changed. His kiss was like a switch. Every sense in her taut body was on full alert, her mouth on his, their tongues dancing together. She leaned closer, needing his strength to stay upright as everything but the feel of Hunter’s mouth on hers disappeared.

			And then his hands were holding her upper arms and that beautiful mouth was slowly sliding away.

			As air came between them Brenna jerked her head back. ‘What?’ They couldn’t stop. Not now when her whole body was vibrating with need.

			‘I can’t, Bren. I’ve got to take Dylan home.’

			‘You haven’t got time to finish that kiss?’

			Poke me in the eye, why don’t you? You can’t just stop kissing me like that—unless it meant nothing.

			Concentrating hard, she lifted her shoulders and her chin, stepped backwards. He was right. They shouldn’t be kissing again. The first time had been a mistake, this time foolish. They hadn’t talked about the past, and that wasn’t going to disappear in a cloud of desire. If they’d ended up making love it would still be there to haunt them afterwards. Hunter had been right to stop. She should be grateful his brain was obviously in better working order than hers.

			‘Goodnight, Hunter.’ She wasn’t thinking about the other option—that the kiss meant less than nothing to him. That would keep her awake all night.

			 

			At three a.m. Brenna admitted defeat and climbed out of the large, now chilly bed, because she’d forgotten to turn the heating up, and went to put the kettle on for a cup of tea.

			Hunter hadn’t hung around after her terse ‘Goodnight’, had simply bundled Dylan into his arms and headed for his four-wheel drive.

			While the water came to the boil she opened her laptop. If she wasn’t getting any sleep then she might as well prepare the photos the ski team had ordered to be printed. The job might even make her nod off.

			Fat chance with Hunter rampaging through her head non-stop. She didn’t need her photo bank to recall past occasions with him. Wandering through Stanley Park, sitting at the front of the ferry being soaked with incoming waves, partying with their friends, barbecuing in the back yard with her family. The only pictures not on her computer, but just as vivid in her mind, were those like the ones she’d happily have made tonight if reality hadn’t stepped in.

			Brenna groaned and jammed her fingers through her knotted curls, pulling at her scalp. So much for keeping him at a distance. Why, why, why had she been so eager to kiss the man? She didn’t even know what she wanted with him any more. Her excuse was that coming home emotionally worn out and talking to him had relaxed her, had made her feel half-human again to the point she’d forgotten to be on guard with Hunter.

			Stirring the teabag vigorously, she shook her head. ‘Poppy, your mum’s gone and blown her well-planned life out of the water.’

			Not that anything would change. Except her head space, and it seemed that was already messed up.

			The dog didn’t move, except to open one eye briefly.

			‘You’re agreeing, huh?’ Then, ‘Oh, great.’ The teabag had burst. ‘Maybe I should go back to bed, lie quietly and turn my mind off.’

			Like that had worked for the last five hours. She got another teabag and started over.

			‘So, Pops, what do I do next? Tell Hunter to leave town before lunch?’ Now, there was a thought. ‘We can’t have one of those pathetic conversations where we say we have to get over what happened and move on pretending everything is the same as it was a week ago.’

			A week? That’s all it had been since Hunter had turned up on base and complicated her life. One week.

			This didn’t have to be problematic. All she had to do was remind herself she loved her work, enjoyed going on trips with the skiers and riding down mountainsides with the bike group from the hospital, and taking scary photos in situations that fed her adrenalin need. There was no time for a relationship even if she’d wanted one. Forget that she’d decided to get in touch with her girlfriends for a night out. When she wasn’t rostered on the helicopter her weekends were fully booked with one thing or another. Except the next one. A trip to the hairstylist on Saturday and lunch with Em and Lily on Sunday wrapped it up. Very staid for her and it would leave too much opportunity to ponder about Hunter and this need she had going on for him.

			The tea and photos were a success. The ringing phone woke her. Scrambling out of the comfy armchair, she dashed across to grab it before whoever it was hung up. The screen showed six-fifteen and Kevin’s name. Uttering an oath, she banged the phone against her ear. ‘Kevin, sorry, I’m still at home, I overslept. I’ll be there as quick as I can.’ A thirty-second shower and no walk for Poppy.

			‘Slow down. I was checking you were all right. We’re off to a quiet start, but if a call comes in, I’ll take your place.’

			She was never late. Blame Hunter. Why not? He messed with her head all the time. ‘I am really sorry.’

			‘Relax. How was the weekend?’ He knew where she’d been, and probably thought the emotions had made her tired. Which was true, but they hadn’t caused her sleep pattern to change so drastically.

			‘It went well, lots of laughter and tears. We decided it was the last time we’ll do it. Everyone’s ready to look forward despite the emotional upheaval.’

			‘That’s good. Okay, see you soon but, Brenna, don’t rush. We’ve got this covered. Hunter’s here and raring to go. You have some breakfast and take Poppy for her walk before coming in.’

			As the phone went silent Brenna burst into tears. Everyone was so damned nice. They were there for her even when she didn’t ask them to be. Except Hunter was now back in the picture. Not as a lover or partner. No, she had to put a stop to that. No more kisses. The number of times his mother phoned him nagged at her, reminding her he could just as easily pack up and disappear when the woman needed him too much. Which meant he still had the power to hurt her, if she gave too much of herself.

			But she wouldn’t deny he was here and that she’d like to see him occasionally. Last night, talking about Dad and her birth mother had shown what she’d missed about him almost as much as the loving. Or was it all part of the loving? He knew her, understood her, which was very, very special. Not even her close girlfriends got it as right as Hunter.

			Everyone needed someone to offload on, knowing they wouldn’t be laughed at or embarrassed. Hunter was that someone for her. Always used to be, and she hadn’t managed to replace him in that aspect. Not in any way. Except for the adventure and photography, which gave her a sense of fulfilment on a certain level.

			Now all she had to do was find a way to make friendship with him work without giving too much of herself away. Without kissing him again.

			Loud laughter came from the staffroom when Brenna finally walked into the rescue headquarters. Her toes curled, and her blood zinged. Always a sucker for Hunter’s laugh, her stomach squeezed tight. Just as well she hadn’t managed to swallow any breakfast, or it might be revisiting. Right, time to straighten up, pull on the poker face and go join the crew for a coffee. She strolled in as though this was any normal morning. ‘Morning, everyone.’

			‘Sleepyhead’s arrived.’ Hunter didn’t look at all repentant for causing her lack of sleep. Did he know the effect he’d had on her? Worse, he didn’t look as though he’d missed a moment’s shut-eye all night.

			‘The morning’s been quiet. The other crew are out attending a motorcycle accident beyond Richmond. A fractured leg and an angry patient apparently.’ Kevin shrugged. ‘Guess now you’re here I get to sit behind my desk for the rest of the day.’

			‘I can swap if you want some work experience,’ Brenna said. That way she didn’t have to sit squashed into the tight space in the back of the helicopter, breathing in spice overlaid with rock-solid male testosterone. Taking the front seat in the chopper would show she was avoiding Hunter and he’d pick up on it straight away. He’d probably already worked out that’s what her offer to Kevin was all about. Her brain wasn’t in first gear this morning. ‘I have some medical notices to get through.’

			‘You hate those things.’ Kevin placed a coffee in front of her.

			‘Doesn’t mean I can ignore them.’ Okay. Partial truth time. ‘I’m very tired so it might be best if you cover for me this morning.’

			Kevin nodded. ‘You’re looking peaky.’

			The corners of Hunter’s mouth were lifting into a smug smile. ‘Very peaky.’

			Instead of yelling at him for being a smart-ass, she gulped a mouthful of coffee and stared at the table between them.

			I will not let him see how much he’s got to me.

			‘I think Poppy’s missing Dylan. This morning she kept going to the bedroom he used to sniff around.’

			‘Told you they hit it off.’

			‘You’d better get a puppy sooner rather than later.’

			He didn’t miss a beat. ‘Got the breeder’s details in your phone? Because I don’t think I’m going to get away with a miniature poodle.’

			‘Diamonds on the collar?’ Trying not to imagine Hunter and a poodle because she’d laugh herself sick, she tugged the phone from her pocket and tapped on contacts and found the number. ‘Here, I’ll send it to you. What’s your number?’

			One dark eyebrow rose.

			Did he really think she was trying to get his details for her own use? When she hadn’t had them while he’d been in her house for the weekend? She slid her phone across the table to him. ‘Put it in yourself.’

			After tapping in the number, Hunter handed her phone back. ‘Thanks. I’ll get in touch this week. Though I can’t take a pup while we’re still at Dave and Jess’s. It wouldn’t be fair on anyone.’

			‘Have they got a large house, or are you all crammed in on top of each other?’ On top of each other brought connotations she’d rather not think about when stuck in a small room with the man.

			His eyes widened. Obviously, he’d had the same idea. ‘Five bedrooms, two sitting rooms and an enormous yard. They got lucky when Dave’s work colleague had to downsize urgently. They snatched the house up and I can see them staying there until their grandchildren are old enough to have babies.’

			‘What’s your new place like?’ As long as they stayed on innocuous subjects, she’d handle this.

			‘Three beds, one sitting and an average yard.’ Hunter leaned back in his chair and stretched his legs to the far side of the table. ‘It’s a humdinger. There’s lots of renovating to do, including updating the basic kitchen and bathroom. But it was the large, spacious rooms and the windows that let in lots of sunlight in winter that hooked me. Of course, it might be like an oven in summer, but we’ll deal with that when it happens.’ He really wasn’t fazed one little bit by last night.

			Where did that leave her? ‘I’ll go settle into the office, Kevin.’

			Andy poked his head around the door. ‘We’re on, guys.’

			Brenna sank onto the chair behind Kevin’s desk and opened the first set of notes from the medical board. Proposals for dealing with the increase in diabetes. Scintillating stuff, and nothing to do with her day job, but she read everything that arrived in her file from the board. Who knew when she might quit the rescue service?

			 

			The week crawled past. Brenna had a mild cold and a pounding headache so she stayed on Kevin’s desk, giving him more time doing what he liked best. It had nothing to do with avoiding working with Hunter, of course. He dropped in to chat about mundane things a couple of times a day, and she joined everyone in the tearoom whenever they were there. Slowly, she began to feel comfortable with him again, and by Thursday afternoon she was more than ready to get back into the flying seat beside him. Not that she’d resolved where they stood, or what she wanted from him, but she was happier. ‘The desk is yours next week,’ she told Kevin over coffee as they waited for the minutes to click down to eighteen hundred and home time. Three days off, then she’d be on nights.

			No more calls came in and the night shift arrived. Everyone leapt up, eager to get away. With her bag over her shoulder, Brenna headed out to her car.

			‘Brenna,’ Hunter called as he followed.

			When she turned around, he was looking at her thoughtfully, which had her foot tapping impatiently.

			‘Are you doing anything on Saturday?’

			‘Not a lot for once,’ she answered warily.

			‘I’m going to a wedding.’

			‘That’s nice.’ Where was this going?

			He came closer and she could see the awkwardness in his face. ‘This is very short notice, but I need a partner. Would you come with me? Please?’

			What the hell? ‘Sorry?’ Had Hunter asked her to go on a date?

			‘Sorry you can’t? Or sorry you won’t?’

			‘Sorry I don’t know if I heard you right. You want to take me to a wedding? Whose?’ Not that she needed to know. She wasn’t going. That would be too personal and remind her of what they’d both once wanted.

			‘Dave’s brother, Toby, is marrying his childhood sweetheart. They got back together last year after working at opposite ends of the country for four years.’

			‘Nice.’

			‘Well?’

			‘You don’t need me there. You know Dave’s family as well as your own. It’s not like you’ll be stuck at the table furthest to the back with all the second and third aunts.’

			‘You’re right. I’ll be stuck with the groom’s family. Right beside Dave’s sister, because Dave thinks we’d hit it off together.’

			Brenna’s stomach dropped. Dave wanted Hunter and his sister to get together? She remembered Molly with braces on her teeth and long mud-brown hair in ponytails. Guess she’d grown up some. ‘You’re not interested?’ She held her breath.

			‘No.’ He was watching her way too closely. ‘Molly is cute and lovely but not my type, even if I was looking for someone.’

			He wasn’t in the market for a partner. That was good news. She could forget that kiss entirely. Her lungs began working again, although unevenly. ‘So tell Dave.’

			‘I have, without being too blunt. It’s tricky since we’re so close and Molly’s his kid sister.’

			‘In other words, you are trying to find another way to deliver the blow by taking someone else to the wedding. But why me? Dave will see through that in a flash.’

			‘Maybe. But it’s worth a try. So, yes or no?’ Hunter shrugged too nonchalantly.

			Brenna hesitated. It would be fun catching up with Dave and meeting his wife and kids, but could she spend hours with Hunter and not start wondering how they might get back together? ‘No.’ Even as she uttered the word disappointment filled her.

			‘I’ll have to pull the wild card. I helped you out last weekend.’

			‘Low blow, Ford.’

			‘Needs must.’

			She couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her mouth. ‘You’re that desperate?’

			‘Could be.’

			‘I like it. What time?’ Damn, giving in came too easily. Hopefully attending a wedding wouldn’t be as close and personal as a candlelit dinner date for two. Not that she’d been asked on one of those.

			‘Kick-off is at five so I’ll pick you up a little after four.’ Hunter returned her smile.

			‘You always were full of yourself when you won.’ She couldn’t be mad at him when there was a bubble of excitement building inside her. Against all the warnings she’d given herself since their last kiss, she wanted to go out with Hunter, to have time together that didn’t involve BPs, airways or heart rates. Though heart rates might come into it if it was a hot date. ‘I can still retract my agreement.’

			‘Don’t even think about it,’ he tossed in her direction as he headed for his vehicle. ‘Did I mention I’m moving into my house on Sunday?’ He knew he hadn’t.

			That soon? She wasn’t reacting. Not even moving her lips. His plans for settling into his new home had nothing to do with her. Anyway, she was having lunch with her sisters. She pinged her locks and ignored that well-honed body leaning against the four-wheel drive.

			What would she wear? A mental appraisal of what was in her wardrobe and she grinned. Tomorrow she’d go shopping for a dress and shoes. Slapping the steering wheel, she laughed. This might be fun after all. It had been ages since she’d had an occasion to get all glammed up. It had been even longer since she’d gone out with a hot man.

			Though she was not supposed to get excited about that. No more kisses, remember? But she could have fun.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			HUNTER SWALLOWED HARD as he stared at the woman standing before him. Brenna looked more stunning than any of his memories recalled. Her svelte figure filled the sleek red dress to perfection. His eyes travelled down her shapely legs to the colour-matched high heels that brought her head a little closer to his shoulder and he felt a tightening in his groin.

			There was a time when they’d—

			Don’t go there.

			Dragging his gaze upwards, he stared at the wild curls that were her signature. They’d been coaxed into a soft style framing her face and highlighting her eyes.

			‘Bren, you get more beautiful by the day,’ he whispered.

			Was this why he’d asked her to accompany him? Because he’d wanted something good back from the past? Something to help him through the mire of their current situation? Needing a woman to deflect Molly had been an excuse. He knew it, Dave knew it, which meant Jess did. Hopefully Brenna didn’t. It might create a stumbling block when they were trying to move past the bog that was their history.

			She blinked, squirmed in those unreal shoes and finally laughed softly. ‘You scrub up all right yourself.’

			He took her arm to lead her out to his four-wheel drive, paused while she locked up. ‘Where’s Poppy?’

			‘In her run. Where’s Dylan?’

			‘In the back of my vehicle. Along with Dave’s two. It’s a bit of a squeeze. I had to put one child on the jump seat, in the appropriate car seat, of course.’

			Her eyes widened, whether in disappointment or relief that they weren’t going to be alone he couldn’t decide. Then she said, ‘Hang on, I’ll get Poppy and clip her in the back too.’

			Laughter pushed past the tightness in his throat. ‘A carsick dog would not be a good look at the wedding ceremony.’

			Her sigh was OTT. ‘I hate it when you’re right.’

			‘Come on. Let’s move.’ They weren’t late but he couldn’t stand here bantering with Brenna all afternoon. Well, he could, but then they might never make it on time. Also, the kids would start getting stroppy over being belted in for too long and going nowhere.

			‘Hi, guys,’ Brenna called as she slipped into her seat and reached for her belt. ‘I’m Brenna. I know Dylan. What are your names?’

			‘Joshua.’

			‘I’m George.’

			Hunter shut his door and turned to the back. ‘Everyone ready?’

			Shrieks of ‘Yes!’ and ‘Hurry up!’ answered him.

			‘Shouldn’t have asked,’ he muttered to Brenna. ‘Hope you brought your earplugs.’

			‘They’re in my purse.’ She grinned.

			That grin was dangerous. It tightened parts of his anatomy that he needed to stay quiet for the rest of the day. And night. Concentrating on driving was the only way to go for his passengers and his libido. ‘Thanks for agreeing to be my partner.’

			‘I’m not sure why you needed me when you’ve got three escorts right here.’

			He glanced sideways, got whacked with another, bigger grin. ‘They’re not coming with us. I’m dropping them off at a friend of Jess’s who’s bravely volunteered to look after them until the morning, when Jess will take over again.’ Tomorrow he’d be busy moving into his house.

			‘It seems Dylan’s making lots of friends fast.’ There was a worried glint in her eyes that he was sure had nothing to do with how his son was fitting into life in Vancouver. Wondering how their night might pan out?

			‘The last legal requirements for the house purchase went through yesterday.’ A surge of pride had him saying, ‘We’ll be living close to the preschool he’s attending, and the primary school is only another street away, so I’m hoping the friendships he makes will roll over from one school to the next. Friends are so important.’

			‘Good ones, yes.’ Her gaze was fixed beyond the four-wheel drive.

			Was she having a crack at him about being friends, not lovers? ‘Brenna, I am really grateful you’re coming to this wedding with me. It means a lot. I know it’s not easy for you.’

			Her sigh resonated between them. Then her hand was on his arm, squeezing hard. ‘You want me to sit at another table?’

			He laughed, as he was sure he was meant to. ‘We’ll see.’ How had he ever managed to leave her? They were so attuned to each other, surely they should’ve been able to make it work. There’d been long dark days at the time. Days when he’d had to restrain himself from driving back here and snatching her away from her study and work and family. Days when he’d come close to tossing the towel in with his parents and leaving them to sort out their own problems. ‘Family first’ had been his mother’s mantra all his life, especially when his father was in his dark space threatening to end it all. Now Dylan was his number one priority, but he’d managed to accommodate his parents as well since his son’s birth. Could he add Brenna to the mix? Safely? For both of their sakes. He wanted more, the whole picture. A wife, more kids maybe.

			‘Brenna, can we play I Spy?’ Dylan piped from behind.

			‘Good idea.’ Another squeeze and her hand left him. ‘I’m going first. I spy something green.’

			‘How’d you know not to use letters?’

			‘Grass.’

			‘Tree.’

			‘Dog.’

			‘I do have some contact with kids.’ Her eye roll was a five out of five. ‘Who said dog?’

			‘Me,’ shouted Joshua.

			‘You need your eyes tested, buster.’ Brenna laughed. ‘I don’t see any green dogs out there.’

			‘Yes, there is. On that letter box.’

			‘Now who needs their eyesight checked?’ Hunter pulled away from the traffic lights and turned into the street where the kids were going to spend the night. Unless he kept them with him as chaperones. Every time he glanced across to Bren his heart stuttered. She was so beautiful.

			But more than that, she came with so much good from the past that he was beginning to believe he could make the move to Vancouver work in more ways than he’d anticipated. In ways he hadn’t dared hope for. Heading back over the Rockies the next time his parents really needed him wasn’t happening, yet he still had to prove to himself more than anybody how determined he was to stay here.

			 

			Brenna sat at the white cloth–covered table with a glass vase of daffodils in the centre and tried to relax. Hard when Hunter sat right beside her, looking good enough to eat. Just as well they’d already consumed the banquet. She glanced around the room at the other tall, good-looking men. None were a patch on her date.

			‘Here.’ Hunter passed her another glass of champagne. ‘Get that into you.’

			‘Looking dehydrated, am I?’

			He gave her the once over before those intense steely eyes locked on the curves of her breasts peeking above the top of her dress. ‘There’s nothing dry or shrivelled about you.’

			Corny, but cute. Deep inside the tension was weaving tighter. Time for a change of subject to something less intoxicating. She tapped the rim of her glass against Hunter’s. ‘I like Jess.’

			‘She likes you too.’

			Brenna choked on her mouthful of champagne. ‘You’ve been discussing me?’

			‘No one discusses with Jess. She says what she thinks and we mere mortals learn to deal with it.’

			Just then the band struck up and Hunter leaned close to say, ‘I should never have introduced the two of you. My life is going to be hell from now on.’ He breathed deeply, savouring the heady scent of summer that was her perfume.

			‘You’d better believe it.’

			As they watched the newlyweds take their first married dance Brenna relaxed further. Despite all her misgivings about coming here, she was having fun. Hunter was good company, when he wasn’t being sexy just by breathing. He didn’t leave her to her own devices while going off to talk to the people he knew. The only time he’d wandered away was when she and Jess had been talking. If he’d known they’d get into a push, prod, what do you know about Hunter, what do I know you don’t, kind of conversation he’d have stuck to her like glue. Or taken her out to his car and clipped her into one of the children’s seats for the rest of the night.

			‘Shall we dance?’ Hunter asked, a hesitancy in his voice she hadn’t heard all evening.

			Looking directly at him, she said, ‘Yes, I’d love to.’ There hadn’t been a lot of dancing going on in her life lately. A few outings to bars and nightclubs had been it since she and Shane had parted ways. There hadn’t been a lot going on with Shane either. He reckoned he had two left feet when it came to moving to music. She might as well make the most of what was on offer and deal with any consequences later.

			‘As long as the band doesn’t play music where I have to hold you and direct you around the floor without mashing your toes,’ Hunter quipped as he led her onto the floor amongst everyone else flocking to dance too.

			Mashed toes might be easier to deal with than his hand on her waist where heat shot in all directions. ‘You’re not into doing a two-step, then?’ She certainly wasn’t.

			‘Lucky if I can move one without getting out of rhythm.’ He still held her hand, his fingers threaded through hers.

			Standing before Hunter, looking up into that handsome face, seeing his mouth twitch with laughter and his eyes rest on her without demanding anything from her, Brenna felt as though she’d finally come home. Of all the places, surrounded by strangers, holding Hunter’s hand, doubting they were going anywhere with this, everything still felt right, and she wanted more.

			Suddenly, she wanted it all. Tugging her hand free, she began moving her hips, her feet, tipping her head back so her hair brushed across her shoulders in time to her movements. She wasn’t getting it, even if it happened to be on offer. But, hell, she was going have a great time. Tomorrow could bring what it liked. She was tough, she’d survive.

			 

			Hunter pulled into the kerb outside Brenna’s house and switched the ignition off. ‘Thanks for coming with me. I had the best time in ages.’ He meant it. They’d been easy together, the most relaxed since he’d arrived in town.

			‘Me too.’ Brenna tipped her head back against the headrest and smiled a beguiling, private little smile that pushed under his ribs and rattled his usually quiet heart.

			Picking up her hand, Hunter engulfed it in his to rub his thumb back and forth across her wrist; he sat quietly, staring out at the street, thinking about Brenna’s body pressed against his as they’d attempted the two-step that the band had inevitably played for the grandparents. They’d both been hopeless but having her that close had meant he’d been loath to stop pretending he had everything under control. Everything except his libido, and that had raised its head far too often to be comfortable. ‘I should be going. After I walk you to your door, that is,’ he added in a hurry.

			‘Yeah, right,’ she sighed through those lips that he’d been eying up all night.

			Lips that could tease, tantalise, torment. He wanted to be teased, tantalised, tormented. Right now. Withdrawing his hand, he reached for the door handle. ‘Come on.’ Finishing the night in her bed was foremost in his brain but having Bren rebuke him for suggesting it would be hard to stomach.

			Who the hell am I trying to fool?

			He’d take what he could get, as long as she wanted the same. ‘Come on,’ he growled again.

			Brenna was silent as they walked up the path, balancing on those ridiculous, sexy heels like it was normal to walk on stalks thinner than his mother’s knitting needles. At the door she slid her key into the lock.

			The sound of it opening was heavy, loud, and reminded him this was as far as he went. Hands on hips so he didn’t reach for her, Hunter stared down into the face of his dreams. ‘Goodnight, Brenna. Thanks again for helping me out.’ If his feet hadn’t been made of concrete that’s when he’d have left.

			She was staring right back, the overhead light making her face harsh yet highlighting the longing in her eyes. ‘Hunter.’

			His heart missed a beat. Then another. The breath he’d just inhaled hurt in his chest. His tongue glued itself to the roof of his mouth. Leave. Now. Please.

			Her shoulders lifted, fell softly, and then her hand was on his chest. ‘I know what we said about nothing happening between us again, but—’ Her hand clenched into a small fist, knocked on his sternum. ‘Can we have this one night?’

			His arms reached for her, lifted her up against his chest and he leaned down to kiss her softly on those delightful lips. ‘Open the door, Bren,’ he gasped through the need roaring through his body from his hard-on to his chest to his mouth. ‘Now.’

			Down the hallway into her bedroom, right up to that enormous bed she apparently slept in all by herself. What a waste. But not tonight. Tonight they’d make love, pile up more memories, and worry about where this wasn’t going tomorrow. He set her on those amazing heels, turned her round slowly, savouring the view in the light thrown by a bedside lamp she must’ve left on earlier. He palmed her shoulders, spread his fingers across her satin skin, closing in on the zip that held that figure-defining dress in place. His mouth found her neck, where he laved the sweet skin behind her earlobe.

			‘Hunter,’ she whispered. ‘Let me touch you.’

			‘No way, sweetheart. This is for you. One touch from you and it’ll be all over for me.’ His desire was explosive. It wasn’t happening until he’d made Brenna fall apart in his hands. Right on cue her lithe body shook. Her head tipped back so that her wild hair spilled down her back as he tugged the zip down to the top of her bottom. Then she stepped forward, to shimmy out of the dress. He gasped as her perfectly curved bottom in the red lace G-string moved from side to side. Then she turned to face him, swinging her hips in the same way she’d done on the dance floor earlier. Her full breasts in their lace cups swayed in time with her hips. Her widespread hands slid over them, pausing to rub her nipples before moving lower, over her belly to the lacy V that was the front of her panties.

			Hunter groaned. ‘Don’t do this to me.’ Yet he was incapable of moving, his eyes tracing every movement of those fingers, his body thrumming with desire, his head whirling.

			Her lips lifted into a sensual smile, teasing and taunting him. ‘Or what?’

			‘Or I’ll throw you on the bed and take you. Now. Urgently.’

			‘Perfect.’ She reached for him, using his tie to tug him close. Held on as she sank to the bed, and began dealing with his belt and trousers, his boxers. And, at last, his body. With her mouth.

			‘No, Bren,’ he gasped. ‘No. Not yet.’ He had to touch her, feel her need. Now. Pulling back, he reached for her head, lifted it away from him, before sweeping her up and spinning around to sink onto the bed with her straddling him. ‘Ladies first.’

			And his hands and mouth proceeded to show her exactly what he meant by that. When she cried out with such need and relief and depth in her voice, he finally sank into her heat and knew he’d come home. If only temporarily.

			There was nothing temporary about the rest of the night. Neither was there much sleep, just snatched minutes before he’d reach for Brenna again, or roll into her arms as she gripped him and began touching, tasting, giving herself.

			When the sun lightened the edges around the curtains, they both looked at each other and smiled.

			‘I’m exhausted,’ Brenna said. ‘I’m not getting up till I have to get ready to go to lunch with my sisters.’

			‘I’m starving and exhausted,’ he gave back. ‘What’s for breakfast?’

			‘Ow!’ She winced. ‘I didn’t do the shopping yesterday.’

			Hunter sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed. ‘I’m going out to get bagels and smoked salmon, and proper coffee. Then I have to go. I’ve got the movers coming at nine.’

			Brenna shot upright, her eyes wide. ‘I totally forgot it’s moving day for you. Why a Sunday and not Saturday, like normal people?’

			‘Because I had a wedding to go to, and Dave wouldn’t have been available.’ He ducked through the door into the en suite bathroom. A quick shower was needed before anything else.

			‘What can I do to help? Unpack boxes, set up your kitchen?’ Brenna followed him into the bathroom. ‘I’ve got a few hours free.’

			‘Get back to bed and play catch-up on that sleep you want until I bring back the breakfast. As for unpacking, there’s not a lot to do and anyway Jess has taken charge of the kitchen. Mostly dumping her old stuff on me. Not that there’s anything wrong with her last dinner set or the salad bowls and casserole dishes she put away when a whole new lot was delivered last week.’

			Brenna laughed. ‘You’re getting the cast-offs, eh? Didn’t you bring your own things from Kamloops?’

			The water was hot and worked at his muscles as he soaped away the scents from the night. ‘There wasn’t much I liked, most of it being from the cottage at the orchard. In other words, rubbish. A mix of Mum’s old sets.’ Nothing like the one decent collection of Wedgwood blue dishes, plates and bowls stacked in Brenna’s cupboards.

			‘So, you don’t want me to help?’ There was something wistful going on in her eyes.

			Which made him feel a heel when he said, ‘Thanks, but there’re going to be too many people hanging around already. Jess will be bringing the kids with her as well. Bedlam.’ Having Brenna in his house, opening boxes of books or mugs, as he moved in and got established in the new life he’d been dreaming of raised the stakes about where they were headed. He wasn’t ready for that. Despite the incredible night they’d just shared, he had to think about how far he was prepared to go with her.

			The brakes had to go on until he was a hundred per cent sure what he wanted for the future. He wasn’t about to set Bren up only to hurt her again.

			So why stay last night?

			Like he’d been able to say no to her.

			The bathroom door closed with a loud click, but not before he saw the withdrawal darkening her eyes.

			His heart was heavy as he lathed his skin with soap. The words that slid across his lips unprintable. Again, he’d stuffed up with Bren. What was the harm in having her help unpack his gear? He didn’t want her just as a woman to make love to and then get up and disappear out the door, but having her in his house, leaving her scent, her presence in the rooms for him never to be able to avoid her if it became apparent he had to, wasn’t on. Snapping the water off, he snatched up a towel from a pile stacked on a stool. It smelt of jasmine and Bren. His lungs expanded as he breathed her in. Brenna. His Bren.

			Was he falling in love with her all over again? Or had he never fallen out of love? Was that why he and Evie hadn’t made it? Had he been too distracted by the woman who’d held his heart? The same questions he’d found himself asking over and over since first seeing Brenna again, and still no straight answers. He’d worked so damned hard to get over her, to shove her out of his life so he wouldn’t go begging for a second chance, and he’d thought he’d succeeded.

			He might’ve spent the intervening years having moments of longing for that smile, those curves, the attitude that told him where to go when she didn’t agree with him, but he had stopped loving her. Or so he’d thought.

			Hunter’s skin lifted in cold bumps. If he still loved her, where did it lead? Brenna had been quick to kiss him, even quicker to get him into her bed last night, but he doubted she’d have him back other than as a friend with benefits. He’d hurt her when he’d called their relationship off. While she hadn’t tried to stop him going—he wasn’t admitting to her calls that he’d refused to answer—and she hadn’t made a move to go to Kamloops to be with him, in her eyes he’d deserted her as her birth mother had in the past. Almost as though she expected people to dump her, which was hardly fair on her father, who’d stayed around all her life.

			Back in her bedroom he found his shirt on the floor where it’d been dropped in their frenzy to get naked with each other. Pulling it over his head, he looked around the neat room with its feminine furnishings and smiled. No photos of hair-raising skiers or parachutists in here. The only photos were of her father and stepmother, and her sisters. No one else. This was Brenna’s room, her haven from the world, the place she tended to her soft side. His smile dipped. The room felt lonely.

			He found her in the conservatory off the kitchen, a mug of hot water clasped in her hands, a thick navy robe wrapped around her slim body, and Poppy sitting at her feet. That sense of loneliness grew inside him. This was a side to Brenna he hadn’t known before. Because it hadn’t been there then? Another thing he was responsible for?

			‘Hey,’ he called softly. ‘I’ll be back shortly with the bagels.’ It was the least he could do.

			Those curls had become riotous overnight and now they hung over her cheeks like curtains, hiding most of that still expression. Most of it, not all. ‘Don’t get me one. I’ll find something in the freezer when I’m ready for breakfast.’ She sounded as though food was the last thing she needed.

			Brenna wanted him gone, not coming back with a smile and a bag with something to eat in it. ‘Fine.’

			What else could he say? Come round for a celebratory drink later when I’ve unpacked the glasses? Not that he didn’t want to show her his home. He wanted to very much, and yet he didn’t.

			His phone vibrated. Digging it out of his pocket, he grimaced. ‘Mum.’ Letting the call go to voice mail he noticed there were two other missed calls.

			‘She’s up early.’ There was censure in Brenna’s voice. Did she think he’d be racing back to Kamloops today? Any day?

			Not that he could fault her for that. He’d done it before. He hadn’t talked to her about his folks since returning to Vancouver, hadn’t told her much at all about anything important. ‘She’s still learning I’m not there to jump every time she wants something.’

			She was staring out of the conservatory, her knuckles white around that mug. ‘It’s a hard one, that.’

			So, she definitely still had issues about his family. ‘I’ve moved here for good, Brenna. No matter what happens, I am not going back to Kamloops.’

			Silence. Tense and heavy.

			He rushed on, needing to explain himself. ‘I’ve made sure there are support systems in place, and the medical people at the retirement village are up to speed with Dad’s depression bouts.’

			‘They’re serious?’

			He nodded. ‘Very. You won’t find a headache pill anywhere in the house because of them.’

			‘He’s tried to commit suicide?’ Understanding was dawning in her face, as was disappointment—in him. ‘You never once told me about this. I thought we had a strong relationship.’

			He squirmed. ‘I’m sorry, but it’s hard to tell people your dad’s suicidal and selfish and all the rest of what goes on with his depression. I told a close friend once and he never looked at me the same again. As a teen I used to worry I might turn out the same. It wasn’t until I moved to Vancouver, away from it all, and could spread my wings, that I knew for certain I am nothing like my father.’

			‘I still should have known.’

			‘I tried more than once to say something, but the words kept banking up in my throat. I had this irrational fear that if I told you it might turn out I mightn’t be the happy, hardworking guy you knew.’ He drew a deep breath. ‘Now it’s all about looking out for Dylan.’

			‘You could do that in Kamloops.’

			‘To a certain extent, but it isn’t the life I have worked for. I feel most at home here, in a vibrant city where I’ve got friends who believe in me, where I can do the work I trained for on a larger scale, where Dylan can grow up unshackled by his grandparents’ need to force their woes onto him.’

			Now he had her attention. Her eyes widened as they locked on him. She straightened her back and really looked at him. ‘They what?’ she demanded.

			He shoved his hands in his pockets to hide the shaking that had started up. Against his fingers the phone started vibrating again. Blindly pressing buttons till it stopped, he took a breath and spilled.

			‘They’re already grooming Dylan to do as they want. Mum tells him how Dad hears voices in his head and that Dylan has to be careful or Granddad will tell the monsters to get him.’ He might be being disloyal, but he was fighting for his integrity here. He needed Brenna to believe in him again. Didn’t matter if they had a future or not, she had to believe in him like she once had. ‘Dad demands my lad be his general runabout, getting things, doing jobs that are beyond a four-year-old.’

			‘That’s wrong.’

			‘Yes, it is.’ He knew too well where it would have led if he hadn’t taken Dylan out of the picture. He’d had the same grooming all his life. Except for when he’d been living in Vancouver. His parents had given him space then, for a few years, and he’d begun to believe he was free to get on with his own goals. But the cord had been there all along, and when they’d begun winding it in, playing on his guilt for the quad-bike accident when he was a kid believing he was helping them, he’d gone along with it. ‘It’s not happening any more.’ To Dylan or to him. He had paid his dues.

			‘Good.’ There wasn’t a lot of conviction in that one word.

			‘Brenna, I know what I have to do and I’m getting on with it.’ Pulling his hands free, he crossed to her and leaned down to place a kiss on her cheek. ‘Believe me.’

			Please.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			‘HOW DID THE move go?’ Brenna asked Hunter as they sat with the rest of the crew members in the rescue centre’s kitchen, eating dinner. She wasn’t avoiding the subject and how he hadn’t wanted her helping. That would be giving it too much importance. It stung, though, because it showed how he felt about anything more than a friendship, and even that had boundaries. Kisses and sex fine, domesticity not.

			‘Not bad. I could do with more furniture. I’d thought the house was quite small but there’re a lot of empty spaces.’ Hunter leaned back in his chair, plate in one hand, fork in the other, scooping up noodles and green curry from his Thai takeout.

			‘What do you need?’ Andy asked. ‘We’ve got a second house lot stored in our garage from Mel’s mother’s place. You’re welcome to help yourself to anything you fancy.’

			‘Thanks for the offer,’ Hunter answered. ‘But I’m looking forward to going shopping and having a crack at matching up furniture with the rooms and eventually the colours.’

			‘Study colour charts first.’ Brenna smiled. They were on nights this week and so far the shift had been slow, only one callout for her crew to pick up an elderly gentleman from another cruise ship who’d fallen and broken his hip while trying to prove to a woman he could do a backward flip into the swimming pool. Those cruises weren’t always as safe as people expected.

			‘I’ll talk to an interior decorator,’ Hunter agreed, a light smile going on over those lips that had turned her on something shocking on Saturday night.

			Pushing away from the table, Brenna took her plate to scrape away the remains of her meal. Her appetite had been subdued since Hunter’s revelations about his father’s depression and how Dylan had been treated. She now understood his determination to make the move here work, but his parents could be extremely persuasive when it came to getting their way. Water dripping on stone came to mind. Hunter had already had at least one call from his mother since starting work three and a half hours ago.

			‘Does Dylan like his new home?’ It would be a major problem if he didn’t.

			‘He didn’t want to go to Jess and Dave’s tonight. I think he’s worried we won’t go back home in the morning when I finish here. He’s as happy as a piglet in muck there and has used sticks from the neighbour’s trees to mark out where the dog kennel’s going. Shame it’s where I intend putting in a vegetable garden.’ Hunter smiled, a wistful gleam in his eyes as he watched her.

			‘Dog or fresh veg. Quite the dilemma,’ she agreed, while thinking how he should’ve talked about his home life other than glossing over the basics when they had been a couple. Relationships like theirs were meant to be open and honest, otherwise what was the point? Now she knew, she had to go back to keeping some distance between them. Hunter had made it as plain as white flour that there was not a lot of room for her in his life, the occasional occurrences they’d already shared being the exceptions. She’d been warned—don’t get close.

			If it isn’t already too late.

			The plate slid from her lifeless fingers and hit the tiles, shattering into jagged pieces. ‘Damn.’ It couldn’t be. She wasn’t in the habit of giving her heart away easily, if at all. Or had she never really gained it back from Hunter the first time?

			‘Saves washing it,’ Hunter quipped.

			Smart-ass. Did nothing rattle him? Bending down, she began picking up the shards and dumping them in the bin. She knew Hunter got wound up quicker than a rope on a pulley when someone he cared about was being hurt. Except he didn’t seem to notice how he hurt her.

			‘Think I’ll try for some shut-eye while it’s quiet.’ There were single bedrooms upstairs for the night shift crews. Not that Brenna expected to drop off—it wasn’t yet ten o’clock, but she had to get away from Hunter. She might be feeling relaxed but every time he said or did anything she felt herself winding tight again. Saturday night had been wild, and she wanted more—without the rest. Without knowing how he intended staying here and leaving his parents to cope, without knowing how focused he was on getting it right for Dylan, without knowing he really meant this to be for ever.

			Because now she understood how important this all was for Hunter she couldn’t go for half-measures. It was all or nothing, especially with Dylan to consider. And she worried Hunter would never compromise enough to make a life work that included all of them. And if he couldn’t then it had to be nothing. If only Saturday night in bed hadn’t cranked up the hope for more than sex. That wasn’t happening again. Nothing was the word to live by now.

			Andy looked up from the dispatch phone he’d been talking into. ‘Afraid not, sunshine. We’re wanted north of Horseshoe Bay.’

			Yay. Something constructive to distract her. ‘What have we got?’ she asked as they raced for their flying machine.

			‘Drunk driver went over the edge of the road into the river.’

			‘Hypothermia, fractures, trauma injuries, all or any of the above, here we come,’ Hunter muttered as he went to give her a hand up into the chopper.

			She dodged him. Feeling that hand on her tight skin would be like hot chocolate sauce on ice cream, leaving her a molten blob incapable of pulling herself together. ‘You forgot the belligerence, if our patient’s conscious.’ She was still aware of where the bruises had been from her last intoxicated patient three weeks ago.

			A shadow crossed his eyes as she kept a gap between them. ‘Didn’t forget, merely hoping the driver will play nice for once,’ he growled.

			Sinking onto the hard seat and buckling on the helmet, she put everything aside and went for normal. ‘I talked to Poppy’s breeder this morning. She’s got a litter due next month and is happy to put your name down if you still want a Lab.’

			‘You what?’ Now Hunter looked confused.

			Who could blame him? She was all over the show, first friendly then decidedly cool. But she had a problem here. To admit how wonderful it was to have Hunter back in her life, even if only partially, or to deny, deny, deny. Doing both was not working out so being pals was it from now on. ‘I thought it was something I could do for you both without getting in the way. If I’ve overstepped the mark, I’m sorry. The final decision’s yours, of course.’

			‘You can say that when you’ve met Dylan?’ Finally, the smile was back, on his mouth and in his gaze.

			Grinning, she snuggled down further into the seat and clipped the safety harness in place. ‘He’s really got your number, hasn’t he?’

			‘He was born with it tattooed on the inside of his forehead.’ That tenderness that she’d observed when she’d seen Hunter with Dylan filled his eyes. This man adored his son, and nothing, no one, was going to get in the way of that.

			Maybe, just maybe, his parents were going to have to learn to stand on their own feet from now on. Crossing her fingers at her side, she said, ‘I like that. It should keep him out of trouble for years to come.’ Even if it meant her chances at reconciliation of the full and totally involved kind had truly flown the coop. Her heart sank at the verification of what she already knew.

			So, what was her problem? Nothing had changed from last month when she had been happy living solo, doing all the adventurous escapades her photography took her on, eating what and when she wanted, not having a rumpled bed that looked like a whole football team had been having a practice session in there, no hot male scents filling the corners of her room.

			Nothing different, except hope had raised its head and wasn’t ready to be put to rest again. A work in progress, that. She’d keep at it and go mad in the interim.

			Hunter closed them in, put his gear on and stretched those legs that went for ever towards the back of the chopper. ‘He’s a tough little nut, for sure. Just like his mum.’

			‘Oh, yeah, and his father’s an absolute wimp. Softer than whipped cream, and about as useful in the hot sun.’

			He grinned. ‘Hold back, why don’t you?’

			‘Nah, it’s way too much fun baiting you.’ It was true. They’d always been like this together, and while she should be avoiding anything that reminded her of their previous relationship, it wasn’t possible—because that’s who they were. ‘Tell me about Evie.’

			He blinked and tipped his head forward in her direction. ‘Pardon?’

			She’d surprised herself as much as him. ‘You say she was tough too. Yes, too. You are a strong man, Hunter. Is that why you decided to make a go of marriage? Because you both believed in doing the right thing for someone you love and that if you tried hard enough, you’d succeed?’ Ouch. That was a loaded question, and she hadn’t seen it coming.

			He’d suddenly found something intriguing with his boots, his gaze firmly fixed on them. ‘I never really thought about it. I think you’re partially right. There was no walking away from our responsibilities on either side. Evie cared a lot about people, would never deliberately hurt anyone, least of all her child.’

			‘I’m surprised you split up, then.’

			‘I think I mentioned Dylan was happier after we separated. The tension between us got to him and it wasn’t fair. Eventually it would’ve held him back.’

			Another reason for her to stay away from Hunter. They fluctuated from hot and happy to cool and reserved. The little guy would pick up on that as quickly as he’d fallen in love with Poppy. ‘He’s had a lot to deal with for a little fellow.’

			‘Sure has.’

			‘Hope you guys have got your armour plating on.’ Andy’s voice came through the headset. ‘Seems our patient had passengers who weren’t happy at being dunked in the river and then told to stay away from their friend while the paramedics see to him.’

			‘The cops haven’t arrested anyone yet?’

			‘Doesn’t sound like it. But being annoying isn’t a felony, as far as I know.’ The helicopter lurched. ‘Hold on. Bit of bad weather ahead. I’ll try to go around most of it.’

			Brenna’s stomach settled back into place. She loved flying, even the rough bits, but her stomach was full of curry and noodles, and she didn’t want to regurgitate it. ‘If it was daylight, I’d take pictures of the cloud formations. The colours in a storm can be amazing.’

			Hunter shook his head at her. ‘You really do like pushing the boundaries, don’t you? I saw all your gear in the shed.’

			‘Thanks for mowing the lawn, by the way. I didn’t notice until I took Poppy on her walk this morning. You didn’t have to do it.’

			‘I had time on my hands.’ He shrugged.

			‘Dylan deserted you for Poppy?’

			‘You could say that.’

			The engine pitch changed.

			Brenna glanced out the tiny window. ‘We’re on.’

			Flashing lights greeted them and made Andy’s job difficult until someone wised up and had the tow-truck driver switch them off until the helicopter was safely on the ground.

			‘Calvin Banks, thirty-one, was semi-conscious but now alert, though that could change. Way over the limit, according to the cop who breathalysed him, and no seat belt, which, ironically, probably saved him as his pals were able to haul him out through the smashed front window.’

			The ambulance officer who met them gave as much info as he had as they stood under umbrellas. ‘Wide gash to the forehead, some water inhalation, broken tib or fib on right leg, and generally foul-mouthed. We haven’t administered painkillers but have cut his sodden clothes off and wrapped him in a survival blanket.’

			‘Nice,’ Brenna muttered as she approached the man lying on a stretcher in the back of the ambulance. The rain was heavy and getting heavier. ‘Hey, Calvin, I hear you’ve been in the river.’

			‘So what?’

			‘Nice,’ she repeated to Hunter, who stepped inside after her. ‘Want to tell me what happened?’

			‘I got sick of the road, thought I’d try another way home. What do you think, woman?’

			‘Okay, that’s enough,’ Hunter snapped. ‘We are here to help you, not get into an argument. Understand?’

			The guy’s eyes shifted. ‘Who are you?’

			‘Hunter. I’m the paramedic who’s going to get you on board the chopper for a ride to hospital. There are two ways of doing this. Entirely up to you which one I choose.’

			Brenna knew Hunter would never hurt a patient, no matter how rude and difficult they were, but hopefully Calvin was beyond working that out and would go for the easy option.

			‘You wouldn’t hurt me. It’s against the rules.’

			‘Rules are made to be broken, pal.’ Hunter was drawing up an injection. ‘I’m going to give you something for that pain.’

			‘Thanks, mate.’ Calvin relaxed a tad. ‘The other idiots wouldn’t do it, said they weren’t allowed to. I reckon they were being mean.’

			Who could blame them if this was how Calvin had treated them? But if either of the ambulance crew were registered to give injections they would’ve done so. ‘You’re some way out of town, and the folk who man the ambulances are mostly volunteers. Not all of them are qualified to give injections,’ Brenna told their patient as she began reassessing his injuries.

			‘That’s stupid.’

			She dodged a flailing arm. ‘It’s safe, Calvin. Now, take it easy. We are on your side here.’

			‘The pigs aren’t.’

			The ‘pigs’ were decent men, doing a hard job of trying to save people like this man from killing someone with their vehicle while drunk. Brenna watched Hunter as he put the syringe away. ‘Ready to go?’

			He nodded. ‘The sooner the better. That weather’s turning nasty.’

			The sooner they were shot of Calvin the sooner peace and quiet would return, but then the poor staff at the ED would get their share of abuse and obnoxious behaviour. Sometimes she wondered why any of them wanted to work in emergency jobs.

			No one wanted to hang around in the rain, so everyone quickly moved the stretcher towards the back of the chopper and Calvin was transferred inside, where Brenna changed the survival blanket for a dry one and topped it with a wool blanket for added warmth.

			Andy had them up and away in no time, apparently as eager as the rest of them to make their delivery, but the weather hadn’t finished with them. ‘I’m going out over the strait,’ Andy informed them. ‘The storm’s increasing in intensity.’

			As the helicopter lifted off the ground Brenna shivered as water from her ponytail dripped down between her shoulder blades. ‘It’s guaranteed we’ll be full-on busy for the rest of the night now.’

			‘Here.’ Hunter handed her a small towel. ‘Wipe the water off your head and face.’

			‘What about me?’ Calvin demanded. ‘I’m the patient, not her.’

			‘Dr Williamson has already wiped you down and replaced the blankets with dry ones. There’s nothing more we can do except monitor your heart and blood pressure and keep an eye on you until we reach hospital.’ Hunter clicked his harness into place. ‘We won’t be moving around much. There’ll be some turbulence on the way.’

			Calvin’s eyes widened. ‘We’ll be all right, won’t we?’

			Right then the helicopter lurched sideways.

			Only a small lurch but enough to put fear into their patient’s eyes. ‘Let me out,’ he yelled. ‘I don’t like it in here.’

			‘Calvin.’ Brenna leaned forward in her seat. ‘Listen to me. You’re going to be fine. Andy’s our pilot and he’s one of the best in the business. He’s going to fly around the storm, not through it, but we will feel some bumps on the way. They’re normal and the helicopter is made for these condtions.’

			‘I don’t like flying.’ Apparently, the man could do quiet and worried.

			She did feel a little sorry for him. He was incapacitated in a situation that held a lot of fear for him. ‘Not everyone does. I promise you’re going to get to hospital just fine. It’ll take a little bit longer, though, since we’re avoiding the weather as much as possible.’

			‘Can’t I go by road?’

			‘It would take a lot longer and you need to be treated sooner rather than later.’

			Andy spoke in her ear. ‘There’re trees reported down across the road between the accident site and Horseshoe Bay. And thanks, Brenna, I owe you a drink next time we’re hitting the town.’

			‘A big one,’ she agreed, before telling Calvin, ‘The road’s closed. This is your only way out.’

			‘Oh.’ He remained quiet for the rest of the flight, squeezing his eyes tight every time they hit a bump in the sky.

			Finally back at base, Brenna shook her head to get rid of the water in her hair. ‘I’m having a hot shower and getting into dry clothes.’ Then she looked around. ‘Unless we’re heading out again?’

			‘No, you’re good to go on the shower,’ Margaret, from the other crew, told her. ‘But don’t muck around. I suspect the calls will start coming in shortly. The roads are slippery and vision is limited, according to the state police when they rang to update us thirty minutes ago.’

			So dry clothes weren’t going to stay that way. Shucking off her overalls in the bathroom, Brenna stood under the shower with the water as hot as she could take it until the feeling came back into her hands and feet. Once dried off and dressed in a second pair of overalls, she headed downstairs to toss the wet clothes into a drier. ‘I bet I’ll need them again before the night’s out.’ Next trip she’d make sure her wet-weather gear went on board the helicopter with her and wasn’t left languishing in the hangar.

			‘Tea’s made, and ham-and-cheese sandwiches are in the toasty maker,’ Margaret told her.

			‘You’re a treasure,’ Brenna said as she sipped hot tea.

			‘Just what the doctor needed.’ Hunter strolled into the kitchen looking sexy with his damp hair sticking up in all directions and the dry overalls a tad tight on his frame so that muscles everywhere were accentuated.

			Her next sip of tea went down the wrong way.

			‘Hey, careful.’ His hand slapped her lightly between her shoulder blades. ‘Told you before about rushing your tea.’

			Looking up into those alert grey eyes, she melted. He was so sexy, and cheeky, and—well, just Hunter. ‘I seem to have forgotten that message,’ she croaked around the tea and her despair that she’d never be able to watch him walk away at the end of his short tenure at the rescue service unscathed.

			‘I’ll forward it later.’ The cheeky element in his gaze changed, replaced by worry. His hand fell away, damn it. ‘Those toasties look like the best thing out,’ he said to Margaret. ‘Thank you.’

			‘You’re welcome. I suggest you don’t delay eating them in case the phone goes in the next five minutes.’

			‘I’ve got big pockets,’ Hunter said, before taking a mouthful and glancing across at Brenna. He’d gone all thoughtful.

			She knew better than to ask what was up. He wouldn’t say, which would only frustrate her. Hell, the man frustrated her in more ways than one, especially the physical. She wanted him again. Staring at the phone on the wall she begged silently, Please ring. Now. Before I turn into a melted puddle at his feet.

			The phone rang.

			Brenna’s mouth fell open. Seriously?

			‘Not pretty,’ Hunter said in a low voice as Margaret reached to answer.

			Snapping her teeth together, she turned away, heat flooding her cheeks as embarrassment whipped her. Snatching up a toasty, she headed out the door in preparation for flying off on their next mission, whatever it was. It could be a stubbed toe, for all she cared. She’d asked the universe to help her out and it had. Holy cow. Hopefully she wouldn’t be asked to make a major sacrifice as payback.

			 

			‘I’ve been feeling odd in the chest,’ the forty-five-year-old woman lying in her bed told Brenna, almost before she got through the door the elderly neighbour had indicated. ‘People say not to muck about if your chest feels strange in case it’s a heart attack, so I called 911.’

			‘You were right to do so,’ Brenna reassured Carla Brown. ‘We’d rather find there’s nothing wrong than learn tomorrow you’d had a heart attack and told no one. Now, tell me about these strange feelings you’re getting.’

			‘Um...well, they’re not as bad as they were.’ Embarrassment started filling Carla’s face. ‘I think I panicked with the terrible weather making me think no one would be able to get here if it really was serious.’

			‘It’s fine.’ Brenna slipped the BP cuff on Carla’s arm and pressed the start button. ‘What does it feel like in your chest?’ She wasn’t asking leading questions so Carla wouldn’t give details that might be misleading.

			‘Tight when I breathe in. My head was pounding at one time, and my arm tingled.’

			‘Which arm?’

			‘Left one.’

			‘Carla, I’m going to open the front of your pyjama top so we can attach pads to see what your heart is doing. Is that all right?’

			‘Yes,’ she whispered, her eyes straying to Hunter, who had his back to them pretending to be busy preparing the heart monitor.

			So he’d cottoned on that this woman was not at ease with a man attending her. Go, Hunter.

			Brenna took the pads he handed back to her and she stuck them on Carla. ‘All ready, Hunter.’

			Together they watched the readout of Carla’s heart. ‘Nothing wrong with your heart, Carla.’ Brenna gave her a smile. ‘How’s that make you feel?’

			‘Lots better.’ She smiled too. ‘But why did I feel so strange?’

			‘Are you stressed about anything?’

			Her face dropped. ‘I might be losing my job because the store I work at isn’t doing so well, and I need it because I’m on my own. I don’t have any qualifications for something half-decent. Shop work is all I’m good for. It keeps me awake at night, worrying how I’ll cope.’

			Hunter turned around after a quick glance to see if the pyjama top was back in place. ‘Have you been to put your name down at the shops in the mall?’

			‘No, because I don’t know for sure if it will happen. What if I get another job and don’t lose the one I’ve got?’

			Brenna began packing up their equipment, watching Hunter weave his magic over Carla.

			‘Be proactive. Take control of what happens to you. Go to every shop in the mall and introduce yourself, leave your work résumé with them. Don’t wait for someone else to tell you what’s happening.’ He gave one of his devastating smiles.

			Which worked for Brenna, waking up the butterflies in her stomach.

			Carla didn’t look so sure. ‘You make it sound easy.’

			Hunter slung the bag over his shoulder and hoisted the monitor in his other hand. ‘It’s not, but it sure makes you feel good when it starts coming together.’

			Like telling his parents they had to take charge of their own lives because he was now doing the same for Dylan and himself. Yes, he knew what he was talking about. But what happened when it came crashing down around his ankles? When his father twisted things to amp up the guilt so that he returned to Kamloops? Brenna swallowed the threatening sigh and followed him out of the room. She couldn’t afford to find out. If Hunter left Vancouver again, he would not be taking her heart with him this time.

			 

			‘Want to go get breakfast?’ Hunter asked as they headed for their vehicles bang on six the next morning. ‘I’m starving.’

			‘Don’t you want to collect Dylan?’ Brenna replied.

			‘He won’t wake up for at least an hour. We’ll be done by then.’

			She seemed to be weighing up something, taking for ever to say yes or no.

			‘Problem?’ he asked a little harshly. ‘It’s only breakfast, Brenna.’

			‘You’re right. Where shall we go?’

			He named a chain food outlet down by the beach at Kitsilano. ‘See you there.’ He wasn’t waiting around for her to change her mind. But what had been going on in her head? They’d had a good night, talking and laughing between patients, for which there’d been way too many unnecessary calls due to the inclement weather and people worrying they mightn’t be able to get help when needed.

			Swinging out onto the waterlogged road, he drove carefully as skidding was not an option. Brenna was running hot and cold with him. Like he was doing any better. Protecting himself meant being on guard—until they got close and then all reticence and barriers were shot to pieces with one look.

			He could put it to her that they have a full-on fling and get whatever this was out of their systems.

			Except what if that didn’t happen and they found they wanted to be together all the time, to pick up where they’d left off?

			He glanced in the rear-view mirror to make sure Brenna hadn’t changed her mind about breakfast, and smiled when he saw her car behind his. No, he wouldn’t be wrecking the camaraderie between them this morning by suggesting they either have a fling or quit seeing each other. He’d carry on as they were and see how things panned out by the time he’d finished his weeks on the helicopters. Gutless? Possibly, though he preferred to see it as taking things slowly and not rushing into anything—a bit late for that—and making a colossal mistake. He’d shifted here for a reason and he would not be leaving so he had to be cautious—especially with his heart.

			Pulling into the food outlet, he held his breath until Brenna’s car rolled in beside his. He really wasn’t confident about her and how they were getting along. Stepping out into the drizzle, he tugged his jacket collar tight around his neck. ‘I’m over this,’ he commented as he held her door open.

			She swiped his arm. ‘Toughen up. The weekend’s predicted to be fine and warm.’

			Ignoring the tingles where she’d touched him, he deliberately grumped, ‘The weekend’s days away. We could have snow and more rain before then.’

			She ran for the building, pausing at the door to wait for him. ‘I hope not. I’m going mountain biking on Saturday.’

			More crazy action. He bit his tongue as he tried to keep his thoughts to himself. ‘You go with a group?’

			‘Always. I’m not stupid, or reckless. Accidents do happen, even to the best of us, but I work hard at avoiding them.’ She stared up at the menu on the wall.

			Glad she realised that. ‘I’m having the full breakfast.’

			‘Pancakes with bacon and syrup for me.’ Her hand delved into her pocket, withdrew with her wallet.

			‘I’m getting this.’ He stepped up to the counter and gave their orders, handing over his card before she had a chance to do anything about it.

			‘Thank you.’ She gave him a killer smile that made him wish they could head back to her place and forget all about eating.

			What about after he’d dropped Dylan at preschool? He sighed. Wasn’t he supposed to be taking things slowly? ‘You’re as bad as Chris when it comes to maple syrup,’ he said as they sat down.

			‘Got to keep the tradition going,’ she agreed. ‘It’s almost as good as chocolate.’

			‘You don’t eat chocolate for breakfast?’

			‘Only on the days when the night shift has been crazy and I’ve had no sleep. Or when there’s a pain au chocolat within reach.’ Her eyes were misty. ‘I like how you mention Dad as though it’s no big deal. Most people step around the subject, and I don’t like it that he’s supposed to be spoken about any different to when he was with us.’

			‘He was a part of my life when we were together, and I don’t see any reason not to talk about him.’ Snatching a serviette out of the metal box, he passed it over. ‘Here, clean your face, it’s splotchy.’ Time to lighten the atmosphere before she had a full-on meltdown in public, something she was allergic to.

			‘Thanks for the compliment.’

			‘Someone’s got to keep you in line.’

			She laughed. ‘You think that’s your role now?’

			‘I’d rather emulate Chris in raising my boy. He was a great dad, and I want to be the same for Dylan.’ So much for diverting the touchy subject.

			Brenna’s hand was soft and warm as it wrapped around his. ‘From what I’ve seen, and the little you’ve told me, I reckon you’ve got fatherhood sussed. You’re never going to load Dylan up with guilt or make him follow your decisions on how to live his life. You’re better than that, Hunter.’

			His chest expanded, and his eyes got some dust in them so he wiped them surreptitiously with his sleeve. Except, of course, he didn’t get away with it and Brenna handed him more of those serviettes.

			‘Blow your nose and sit up.’ She grinned.

			‘For someone who hasn’t had a lot of sleep you say the nicest things.’

			‘Maybe that’s why.’ Her grin turned into a gentle smile. ‘No, really, you’ve got the right instincts.’

			‘You understand that’s why we’re living in Vancouver and not Kamloops? I’m doing what’s best for both of us.’

			‘Got that in spades, and if I can help, be a part of it, then here I am.’

			Was now the time to suggest a fling? No, that’d be crass. Even when his body was crying out for it, his brain was trying to forget the idea. ‘There is a paint scheme to deal with.’

			She laughed and took the plate the waitress had arrived with. ‘Yet you didn’t want me there on Sunday.’ Her mouth twisted sideways, and the laughter died in her eyes.

			Hunter nodded. ‘I had a panic attack, thinking how I needed my own space. We’ve got together really quickly.’ Her eyes widened at that. He carried on putting his foot in the mess. ‘Not together all the time together, just sometimes having fun and enjoying each other’s company together. Then suddenly I took a step back. If I hurt you, I didn’t mean to and I’m sorry.’

			‘I get it. It’s okay.’

			Forgiven as easily as that. This really was like old times. Frightening or exciting? He didn’t know so went for testing her further. ‘Feel free to drop by any time you like.’

			‘I’ll wait until you’ve finished unpacking and then you can give me the grand tour.’ Dribbling maple syrup over her bacon, she forked up a mouthful and rolled her eyes. ‘Delicious.’

			So are you, looking gorgeous beyond description.

			‘You could be waiting a while, then.’ Unpacking all those cartons crowding the smallest bedroom wasn’t a priority, mainly because the whole idea of deciding where to put everything didn’t thrill him. He was far happier outside, planning the vegetable garden he intended planting as soon as winter finished dumping on them. Which should’ve been a couple of weeks ago, except the weather god wasn’t playing nice.

			‘You going to look at furniture today?’

			‘What do you think?’ He’d only shifted in yesterday.

			‘That’s a no, then. Why not?’

			Because he had a son he’d rather spend time with, finishing arranging his bedroom and toys, rather than wandering around a large store, tossing up between black or navy couches, between a double or a queen-sized bed with or without a steel-framed headboard. ‘I’ll get there.’

			‘You stalling?’ she asked, then colour flooded her cheeks. ‘Forget I said that.’

			‘How am I supposed to do that?’ She had put it out there, and he knew it wouldn’t go away in a hurry. Hell, they couldn’t even get through breakfast without the on-off button coming into play. ‘I am not going away, Brenna,’ he repeated. ‘Vancouver is home now, more specifically my house is where I intend living for a long time, at least until Dylan has grown up and left to follow his own aspirations.’ Forking up hash brown and egg, he chewed and watched the play of emotions passing over her face.

			Get it, Bren? I mean every word.

			Finally, Brenna pushed her half-empty plate aside, picked up the paper mug of coffee, took a sip and put it aside as well. ‘I do believe you. I hear it in your voice and see how much you want Dylan to be settled and happy here.’

			But? He continued eating and waited.

			Her chest rose on an indrawn breath, dropped as she exhaled. ‘Give me time to get used to it. It’s not long since you walked into work and I’m all over the place about how I feel about that. We’ve argued, been intimate, dated, got angry. There’s a lot to come to terms with, and I’m still working my way through it all. Okay?’ She was pleading with him.

			He hated that. ‘It’s fine. I know exactly where you’re coming from. You and I weren’t part of the plan for coming back here.’ She winced, and he rushed on before she could bite his head off. ‘What I meant was that I was always going to get in touch with you. What I didn’t know was where that would lead. I had no plans of getting back together with you. But I wanted, still do, to see how things are for you, and if we could at least be friends.’

			Retrieving her plate, she replied, ‘Like I said, give me time.’ Her eyes were lightening so he knew she wasn’t cross with him.

			Best to leave it at that while they were at least smiling at each other. But there was a long way to go in sorting out just what they wanted from each other. ‘What have you got planned for the day after you’ve caught up on sleep?’

			‘I’m taking Poppy to get her teeth cleaned. Should be a barrel of laughs.’

			‘Sounds like you’ll need a coffee afterwards. Drop by if you’ve got time.’

			‘I’ll see.’

			He had to accept her reluctance. He wasn’t the only one confused right now. At least he’d had the sense not to raise the fling idea, or about now he’d be out in the car park, trying to pull the knife out of his back.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			BRENNA KNOCKED THE shower handle to make the temperature higher and stood with water pummelling the aching muscles in her shoulders. That spot between her shoulders always hurt most during and after a bike ride.

			It had been a hard ride out at Fraser. The track had been muddy, the trees sodden from last night’s downpour—so much for the fine weather forecast for the weekend. Like her, the four other cyclists she’d gone with had all returned to their vehicles covered in mud from helmet to toe grips. The owner of the local bar they’d stopped at had laid newspaper on the seats before they’d sat down but at least he’d let them in and given them prime position by the roaring fire he’d had going.

			Sponging her face again in case she’d missed some mud, she bashed her elbow and gasped. Falling off at a sharp bend and landing on her arm and hip had given her bones a knock. Colourful bruises were making themselves known along her arm and down her leg, and by tomorrow she’d be stiff. All part of the thrill of speeding over root-strewn tracks. She hadn’t been the only rider to come a cropper today—one of the others had managed to leave his seat and land hard, luckily with no injuries anywhere except to his pride.

			Tell that to Hunter. If he knew she’d come off, he’d be locking up her bike and throwing away the key. Yes, she’d seen his angst when she’d mentioned going mountain biking. He only saw it as another way for her to risk her life. He didn’t understand that she had to prove she was capable of pushing the barriers and surviving, that she was worthy of people loving her. Sure, her family adored her, no doubt at all. But two people who should’ve loved her unreservedly hadn’t, and Hunter was one of those.

			There was always a certain amount of risk involved in high intensity sports. Ask any successful skier, snowboarder or—yes, mountain biker. Anyway, it was a lot of fun. The option of staying at home sitting on the couch with a book didn’t spark her interest nearly as much.

			Snapping off the shower, she reached for a towel and pressed the warm softness against her face. Hunter, Hunter, everywhere she went, he was there, in her head, driving her crazy with longing and at other times with annoyance. Right now, it was a mix of both getting to her.

			Drying off, she pulled on black jeans and a thick red jersey before attacking her curls with styling cream and the blow-dryer. Then she applied a light coating of make-up, though why when she was only keeping Poppy company for the rest of the day she had no idea.

			While the kettle boiled she rang her mum. ‘Hi, I’m home in one piece.’ She always reported in. Hunter wasn’t the only one to worry about her escapades. ‘I had a great day out at Fraser.’ Not mentioning coming off the bike.

			‘You must’ve been half-drowned from what they’re reporting on the weather channel.’ Her mother’s second favourite TV program after the news.

			‘There was a bit of rain coming down.’

			‘How’s Hunter?’

			Where had that come from? She dragged out her answer. ‘He’s fine. Still unpacking.’ He’d been at it all week, though she suspected it was only half-heartedly. Which begged the question. How permanent was permanent? Brenna sighed. She should probably move past what had happened in the past and accept Hunter was here to stay. It had been in his voice and face the other morning at breakfast when he’d talked about his move. He was strong; he’d do it. If it was what he wanted.

			‘What’s the house like?’

			‘I haven’t seen it.’

			‘Why ever not? Even if you’re not getting back with him, that seems sad.’ Her mother had made no secret of her hope that Hunter’s return to Vancouver would encompass Brenna as well. ‘You can at least be friends again.’

			‘We are.’ Sort of.

			‘I’m sure it’s not easy with his reasons for going back to Kamloops, and you not rushing after him.’

			‘He suggested I give him some tips on the interior decorating. I think he’s winding me up. It’s not really my area of expertise.’

			‘You’ve done all right so far with the house.’

			The house, not hers. Some things never changed in her family. Laughing, Brenna said, ‘I’ve done three rooms in as many years, Mum.’

			A text popped into her phone and she sneaked a look.

			Hunter.

			You home? Dylan wants to see Poppy.

			‘Mum, I’m going to take Poppy for a walk before it gets too late. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?’ Not the whole truth, but close enough. She didn’t need questions later about how they’d got on, or if she was seeing him again outside work.

			It took ten minutes to finish that call, then she texted Hunter back. Poppy and I are coming to visit. Will be a little while. She wasn’t asking if that was all right. No more avoiding the truth. Hunter had moved into his own home, not far from her. It was time to see his house and give him his housewarming gift. Better late than never. It would be a firm step in the right direction.

			 

			Hunter stared at the grandfather clock standing beside Brenna’s car. No wonder she’d backed right up to his porch. This wasn’t a throw-over-the-shoulder piece of furniture. Not her small one, anyway.

			He caressed the woodwork, the glass, the fine carvings. He opened his mouth, closed it again. Speech was beyond him. He walked around the clock, scanning every last detail, and still couldn’t utter a sound.

			‘You still like it, then.’ Brenna sounded relieved.

			His head dipped. ‘Like it?’ he croaked. Like it? This had been his clock from the moment he’d seen it. He’d had to have it. He’d never felt like that about an inanimate object before. Except he hadn’t been able to afford it at the time because every cent had been going into the ‘buy a house’ account, and later there had seemed no point. ‘When—? How—?’

			‘I put it on layby the day after you took me to see it. It was going to be your housewarming present when we moved into our own place.’ Now she was looking distinctly embarrassed. ‘After we broke up, I sold it. Actually, Mum sold it for me. To herself.’

			‘I think you need to explain that.’

			‘I’m not sure I can.’ Now there was full-on embarrassment colouring her cheeks. ‘Mum knew how much it meant to you and thought there might come a day when—’ Her chest rose. ‘When I might want you to have it. I discovered it when I was storing some of Dad’s gear in the lock-up.’ Her voice broke, but she carried on. ‘So here it is. Remembering how much it meant to you, I’m not churlish enough that you can’t have it.’

			‘Oh, Bren.’ He reached to wrap her in his arms and pull her close. ‘It’s as beautiful as I recall.’ It was almost the same as the one his grandfather had had in his hallway when Hunter had been a kid, and he’d been allowed to wind it up and have the bells chiming on the hour every time he’d gone to stay in the old nineteenth-century house. When Granddad had died the clock had disappeared and he’d been as distraught over that as losing the man who’d loved him unconditionally.

			She twisted around and regarded the clock. ‘It’s been stored in an insulated cupboard along with Mum’s excess furniture, and she’s had it checked over every couple of years by a clockmaker.’

			What did it mean that she’d brought it to him? Hadn’t taken an axe to it instead? ‘I don’t know what to say.’

			‘There’s nothing to say. It always had your name on it. It’s nice that you’re still smitten. Let’s get it inside out of the weather. Though the sun has finally agreed to make an appearance it’s just as likely to change its mind when we’re not looking.’

			Taking an end each, they carefully carried the clock in through the front door. ‘It’s not light,’ Hunter noted. ‘How’d you get it into your car?’ She’d dropped the back seats so it could fit through the trunk.

			‘The security guy at the lock-up gave me a hand. Poppy was under threat of death if she threw up. I drove so slowly it’s a wonder I wasn’t picked up for dangerous driving.’

			‘You’ve still got to get her back home.’ Hunter shifted the clock to the left, away from the sunlight filtering through the bay window, his fingers trailing down the woodwork again to make sure this wasn’t a dream.

			‘I’ll work something out. She managed once, maybe I can push my luck and try again.’ Brenna was looking around the spacious sitting room. ‘Minimalist approach on the furniture, I see.’

			‘Still haven’t made it to the shop.’

			‘It’s early days.’ She was rolling her shoulders awkwardly.

			‘You hurting?’

			‘I always get a snag in my muscles from riding. It’s nothing to do with moving the clock.’

			‘Bren, I don’t know how to thank you.’ The words squeezed around the emotion blocking his throat. He reached for her again, careful not to hurt her shoulders.

			Again she winced. But before he could say anything, she placed a hand on his chest to stop him getting closer. ‘It’s Mum you should be thanking. Not me.’

			Leaning down, he kissed her lightly, as a friend would. A friend who didn’t know if he meant more to her or not. ‘Let’s celebrate with a glass of wine. I haven’t got any champagne, sorry.’ Though exactly what he was celebrating was a mystery to him. The clock, definitely. But there was more, he just couldn’t identify the emotion. It felt familiar yet different. More than friendship, more than gratitude, less than love. Less than love? Or full-blown, heart-totally-involved love?

			‘Dad, Poppy’s done wees on the step.’

			Thank goodness for little boys and their intrigue with pee. ‘Fill the bucket by the tap outside the back door, will you?’

			‘I’ll see to it.’ Brenna headed outside, leaving him to stare after her, wondering what he was going to do next.

			This had moved everything to a different level. One he wasn’t sure he wanted to stop on. Face it, he didn’t have a clue what was going on, and judging by the wariness in her eyes he suspected Brenna wasn’t faring any better.

			‘You mentioned wine,’ she said a few minutes later.

			‘Did I?’ He shook his head. ‘Right.’ In the kitchen, he carefully poured two glasses, aware how shaky his hand was. ‘Follow me for the grand tour.’ He led her through the house, forced himself to laugh when she joked about the floor-to-ceiling stacks of cartons waiting to be unpacked, tried not to groan out loud when she bent over to push a train along the track on Dylan’s bedroom floor. It wasn’t the train disturbing him. Rather it was her sweet bottom with its perfect curves.

			He wanted her. Now. Here against the wall. He couldn’t have her, even if she was willing. His son was out in the yard, playing with her dog. Not everything about fatherhood was perfect. She’d probably turn him down anyway. There was wariness in her eyes, and she didn’t look at him very often.

			‘Come on, let’s sit on the back porch so we can keep an eye on the kids.’ Out of temptation’s way.

			‘Good idea.’ She seemed fixated on walls and carpets and furniture—or the lack of it. She might find something else to take her interest outside.

			‘Brenna, can Poppy stay for dinner?’ Dylan stood in front of her, hands on his hips.

			He was a right little copycat of his dad, Hunter acknowledged.

			‘Probably not tonight,’ Brenna answered after a brief pause.

			‘We’re having pizza. I can order extra if you’d like to stay.’

			‘Yes, say yes, Brenna. Then Poppy and I can play some more.’ Dylan jumped up and down, his arms in danger of connecting with Brenna.

			Leaning back, she laughed. ‘I can hardly say no to that, now, can I? Yes, I’d like to stay for pizza.’

			‘Whoopee,’ Dylan shouted, and ran around in circles on the lawn.

			‘Where does he get his energy?’

			‘Asks the woman who never seems to get tired.’ How come his son got her to laugh so easily?

			‘Believe me, I’m feeling it in my legs right now. Uphill cycling takes it out of me every time. I really should get into a training routine but I’m not disciplined enough.’

			Was that why she was limping a little? ‘Doesn’t sound like you.’ She’d been very strict about her spare time when studying medicine, as she’d needed to be in order to qualify.

			‘That’s because it’s not the end of the world if I bomb out on a ride occasionally. I do it for fun, not to be the best.’ Her gaze wandered around his back yard. ‘You’ve got a reasonable amount of space out here. What are you going to do with it?’

			‘Put in a dog run and kennel and dig a vegetable garden. That’ll take care of most of it.’ With spring supposedly on the way, though apparently delayed, the gardening would be a priority.

			‘Have you talked to the breeder again?’

			‘I put an order in for a male yesterday. It’s happening. I haven’t told a certain person yet, otherwise there’ll be no shutting him up until the day it comes home with us, which is weeks away.’

			She was watching Dylan dragging Poppy around on a short rope. ‘He’s not afraid of Pops at all. That’s a good sign.’

			‘As long as he recognises the difference between gentle dogs and aggressive ones, I agree.’ Hunter stood. ‘I’ll phone the pizza house.’

			Brenna looked up. ‘This is so relaxing.’

			‘Nothing like your normal Sunday afternoon, then?’

			‘I don’t sit around very often. There’s usually something needing my attention.’ Finally, a smile radiated out at him, sucking him in and turning him to mush. It might’ve been better if she’d kept up the wariness.

			‘Any preference for your pizza?’

			‘Surprise me.’

			A perfect end to a not-so-bad week.

			 

			Brenna rinsed the plates before putting them into the dishwasher, trying to ignore the dull throbbing in her arm and leg as she straightened up. ‘Shall I make coffee?’

			‘Can Poppy stay the night?’ Dylan stood in front of her. ‘Please?’

			‘I don’t think so. We’ve got to get up early in the morning so I can go to work.’

			‘Please let her. I’ll wake her up very early.’

			This kid was gorgeous, and so like his dad when he wanted something. That hands-on-hips thing was classic Ford. ‘Not tonight, I’m sorry.’

			‘You can stay too.’ He didn’t give up easily.

			Neither did she. ‘It won’t work, Dylan.’

			‘Would it make a difference if I agreed with Dylan? You could stay for some of the night.’ That deep, raspy voice lifted the hairs on the back of her neck and sent her stomach into overdrive.

			‘I could?’ Why not? It was what she’d been wanting for the last hour, after she’d finally abandoned the caution over getting too close and friendly for tonight. Then what he’d said impacted. ‘Some of the night?’ He didn’t want her here when he woke up to get ready for work? Too intimate in that it was snug and cosy and spoke of more than just sex? She could work with that if it meant having off-the-scale sex with Hunter.

			Trollop.

			‘Dylan, take Poppy outside for a few minutes in case she wants to do wees again.’ As boy and dog disappeared, Hunter turned back to her. ‘Dylan’s still getting used to moving away from his grandparents and his friends at preschool, and making new friends and settling in. I don’t think he’s ready to deal with you being in my bed when he gets up in the morning. He’d want to know what’s going on.’

			‘And since we don’t know the answer to that, we’d only confuse him further.’ Fair cop. She remembered her mixed feelings the first time she’d seen Mum coming out of Dad’s bedroom and she’d been twelve. Her heart sank. This getting to know Hunter again wasn’t straightforward, but she was up to it. When the doubts weren’t biting. Which they weren’t at the moment. ‘Some time together is better than none.’

			Hunter leaned in and kissed her. Not on the brow or her hot cheeks, but smack on her lips, a full, deep kiss that had her holding onto his shirt to stay upright.

			When he finally pulled away, she ran her tongue over her lips and said, ‘What time does Dylan go to bed?’

			Hunter laughed. ‘After a shower and a story and a drink of water, followed by another drink and the demand for food, which doesn’t get a look in.’

			Brenna hugged herself. This felt—great. Homey, but nice. Normal, if this was a family. It was. She was just sneaking in on the periphery for a few hours. ‘I’ll take Poppy for a walk round the block while you get started on the evening ritual. She can sleep on the floor beside Dylan’s bed until I go home.’

			‘Hopefully Dylan gets that memo and doesn’t make her jump up on the bed with him.’

			‘If he does that, I’ll never get her to leave.’

			 

			Half an hour later she stepped back inside the house, her bruised leg aching from the exercise, but her head was clearer than it had been in hours. She was going to spend time with Hunter, and it wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment thing. She’d been turned on when he’d asked her to stay, but even with time to think about it she still wanted to be with him, to make love, and to forget everything else for a while. Progress in getting to know him again? Or was this how she balanced it all, and worked out what she wanted?

			Hunter sauntered into the kitchen, a grin on his face. ‘Can we borrow Poppy every night? No demands for food or games, just, Where’s Poppy? I want to go to bed.’

			‘I’ll take her along to his room.’ And say goodnight to the little guy she’d begun to feel a strong affection for.

			‘Brenna, can you read me a story?’

			One look into those grey eyes that were a replica of his father’s, especially when filled with entreaty, and she caved. ‘Sure. Which one?’ There was a stack of books on the bedside table. One was particularly thick. That had to be avoided or there’d be no sleeping or making love going on before sun-up, by which time it’d be too late. ‘How about this one?’

			‘Yes, that’s my favourite.’

			Saved by a random choice. Perhaps she should try that more often with other things in her life. Settling onto the bed beside Dylan, she ignored Hunter’s laugh from the doorway.

			‘You’ve been conned.’

			‘“The digger’s stuck,”’ she read.

			‘See?’ Dylan pointed to the picture of a big yellow digger in mud.

			‘I do.’ She lifted her head and grinned. ‘See?’ she asked his dad.

			‘Oh, yes. I’ll go put the kettle on. We’re going to be a while.’

			‘“We have to get help pulling the digger out.”’ She continued with the story and felt a lump growing in the back of her throat as Dylan snuggled in close. This was something else. She could get to like it. A lot.

			Getting ahead of yourself.

			When she finished the story, Dylan was sound asleep. Slowly easing off the bed, she carefully moved the boy down the bed and pulled the covers up to his chin before dropping a kiss on his forehead. ‘Night-night, make sure the bedbugs don’t bite.’

			‘Better not be any bugs in this house.’ Hunter dropped an arm over her shoulders and led her to the kitchen, where he had a steaming mug of tea waiting for her.

			‘Or what? You’ll pull it down and start again?’ She laughed around the raw emotions filling her throat. ‘I think Dylan would have something to say about that. He’s gorgeous, by the way.’ How soon can we make love? ‘Does he always fall asleep instantly?’

			Why make love? Why not have sex? Gulp. The tea went down the wrong way, making her cough. She had to move so that Hunter didn’t bang her on the back and aggravate the bruises that were playing up more as the night wore on.

			‘Not always, but he was exhausted after playing with Poppy. Hopefully he’s out for the night.’

			‘Not good at sleeping right through?’ Please stay asleep for a few hours.

			Hunter picked up his tea and sipped it. ‘He’s better than he was back in Kamloops, where he woke at least twice, sometimes three times a night. Now it’s usually only once, and Saturday was a first. He didn’t stir at all.’

			‘Nothing’s easy, is it?’

			‘I’m hoping it will be—for a while anyway. Can you hurry up and drink your tea?’ He looked at her over the rim of his mug, his eyes lit up with need.

			Glug, glug, glug. She put the mug in the dishwasher. ‘How’s that?’

			‘Not bad.’ He took her hand and all but ran down the hall, only pausing to check on Dylan. ‘Good boy.’ He high-fived Brenna. ‘Must’ve been your mesmerising story-telling that knocked him out so fast.’

			Hunter locked his bedroom door. ‘I don’t like doing this, but it would be worse to have him barging in and leaping up on the bed at the wrong moment.’

			And seeing her in bed with his father. She turned the bedside light on. The soft shadows it threw highlighted Hunter’s height and those wide shoulders. How had she managed to get through the years since they’d broken up? Especially the last few when he’d stopped lurking in the back of her head.

			Hunter grabbed her around the waist and pulled her against his chest, his flat stomach and the rest of his hard body.

			Her mouth dried as it met his. Desire rose, expanded through her body, heating muscles and skin, softening her stomach, tightening her toes and thighs. ‘Hunter,’ she whispered against his mouth before driving her tongue inside. ‘Let’s make love.’

			Yes, she was making love, not having sex. She was going for broke.

			Then Hunter clasped her, his finger rubbing her hot spot, and she had no idea whether she was standing, lying or kneeling. Everything was exploding in her head, throughout her body, until she couldn’t take any more.

			Hunter gave more. She tried to reach for him, to hold that pulsating organ pressing into her stomach, but he held her hands. ‘Let me give you my full attention.’

			She let Hunter work his magic.

			After her body returned to earth and she could move, she rolled over on top of him and began kissing every inch of skin. It took time. He wasn’t small. Anywhere. All the while he groaned and demanded release, and she continued with her lips, her tongue until she was as feverish as Hunter and she finally gave in and straddled him, taking him deep, clamping around him, crying out as they climaxed together.

			Yes, she’d made love to Hunter. She’d given him everything of herself. What did she do next? Wait and see how this budding relationship unfolded? She’d come to see that it wasn’t the old one being cranked up. They’d both changed too much for that. But they might be building on the bones of the past. Did she want that? Was she prepared to risk being put aside again if Hunter couldn’t handle having her full time in his life along with his son, and the problems that were his parents?

			‘Hey, where’ve you gone?’ Hunter wrapped his arms around and hugged tight.

			Pain in her arm snagged her. Funny how it hadn’t been a problem when she’d been having an orgasm.

			‘You all right?’ The concern in his voice warned her. ‘What’s wrong?’ He sat up and put her away from him to look her over. ‘You’re covered in bruises. What have you done?’ His mouth flattened. ‘You came off your bike.’

			This wasn’t the way to finish up a lovemaking session. Maybe it had been sex. No. Not for her, it hadn’t been. She did love Hunter. This one, or the man she’d once loved, she couldn’t be sure. But it was love thumping through her chest, hurting as much as those damned bruises. Love that wasn’t reciprocated or Hunter would be looking at ways to make it work too.

			‘You’re black and blue. No wonder you aren’t moving comfortably.’

			Reaching for her panties, she slid them up her legs, refusing to acknowledge it hurt to lift her left leg. Then she picked up her jeans and pushed her feet into them. ‘I was moving just fine a few minutes ago.’

			Hardly noticed a thing except for what you were doing to me.

			Now she could leave without feeling like she had been sent to purgatory because he didn’t want her here when Dylan woke up. Not that this argument had anything to do with that.

			‘Did you see a doctor?’ he growled.

			‘Two of the people I ride with are doctors.’ An orthopaedic surgeon and a GP. Her injuries were covered.

			‘Gees, Brenna, why do you do this to yourself?’ Not long ago he’d been calling her Bren. ‘Don’t you care that you might break a collarbone or, worse, your spine?’ he roared. ‘What about the people who care about you? It doesn’t matter if you hurt them?’

			‘Enough. You’ll wake Dylan if you don’t keep your voice down.’ And make her regret falling for him again. Still. Whichever, it felt the same, hurt the same.

			‘Daddy?’

			Too late. The young voice from the other side of the door sounded on the verge of tears.

			‘Coming, son.’ Hunter glared at her as he snatched up his trousers and stepped into them. ‘This is why I have no intention of getting into a permanent relationship.’

			‘I didn’t wake him by yelling the roof down,’ Brenna said as she hauled her jersey over her head. ‘I don’t want to upset Dylan either.’

			‘Then stay away from us.’ He swung the door wide and scooped Dylan up in his arms. ‘My boy’s a sucker for love, needs someone to focus on him, and that can’t be a woman who might not come home at the end of the day.’ If Hunter had yelled that at her she might’ve been able to absorb it without wanting to break down and cry, to beg to be given another chance. But he spoke softly, without menace or emotion, without kindness or anything close to the love she felt for him, just putting his opinion out there for her to know. Because Dylan’s mother hadn’t come home from that accident.

			She spun away, swiped a hand across her eyes and turned back. ‘For the record, I am leading my own life, and don’t need anyone stepping in to tell me to do otherwise. I don’t push too far, but neither am I going wrap myself in cotton wool.’

			‘Guess we know where we stand, then.’ Hunter stalked out of his bedroom, Dylan wrapped in his arms.

			Better now than later; though, in reality, it was already too late for her. Now she’d have to start over, putting her heart back together, piece by piece.

			As she walked—not ran because that would show Hunter how distressed she was—down the hall a phone rang.

			‘Hello, Mum. This is a bit late for you to be calling. What’s up?’ Hunter’s tone sounded light but when Brenna glanced over her shoulder the tension was obvious in his tight shoulders and the hand gripping the phone to his ear. Because of her or his mother, who could say?

			Did she stay to see if he needed comfort or help if something was wrong back in Kamloops? One look at his eyes told her ‘not wanted’. She went into Dylan’s room to wake a reluctant Poppy and, hand on collar, headed for the front door.

			‘How bad are his injuries?’ Worry inflected Hunter’s question.

			Again, she faltered.

			Then, ‘His shoulder’s broken. That’s going to take some time to heal.’ Hunter’s voice faded as he entered the sitting room.

			The front door shut behind her with an abrupt click, like even the house wanted shot of her. Loneliness rose, filled her, making her eyes water. Which was ridiculous. She had her mum and her sisters, girlfriends who were always at the end of a phone, workmates to share time out with, the cycling gang. She was not lonely, not by any standards. A head nudged at her thigh, thankfully not the bruised one, and she gave Poppy a pat. ‘Yes, and then there’s you, my girl.’ My dog, not my child.

			I don’t have a soul mate.

			Brenna turned to look back at the house. Hunter stood behind the window, still talking on the phone, Dylan still tucked against his chest, his gaze fixed doggedly somewhere to the right of the path she was on, staring unseeingly at something she had no idea about. She knew it wasn’t her.

			Forgotten already.

			Yet again supplanted by his parents.

			She was better off without Hunter back in her life. No expectations to get blitzed.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			POPPY HAD TO be pushed into the car.

			‘I’ll drive slowly, promise.’

			When the engine failed to turn over first time, bile soaked her mouth. ‘You might be in luck, Pops. We could be walking home yet.’ Going back inside to ask Hunter for help would be embarrassing. He’d probably deny he had a starter pack.

			No, he wouldn’t. He was better than that. He cared about people, didn’t like to see anyone in trouble. But he might tonight. With her anyway. They’d pushed each other’s buttons too hard. This time they’d gone way past the point of no return. Any chance of reconciling had evaporated. She’d been kidding herself to think they might get back together.

			Please, start. Please. I’ll get you serviced this week. I promise.

			It was long overdue. The ignition turned and the engine spluttered to life. Thank goodness for small wonders. She drove away, in a hurry to get home and hide out in her space. She’d go online and book the car into the service station for Friday. Might even take a look at the photos that were her life to remind herself why she participated in some of the adventures that filled her weekends.

			Poppy whined.

			Oh, hell. Lifting her foot from the accelerator, she let the car slow to ten kilometres an hour and reached across to rub Poppy’s head. ‘Sorry, girl. Got a lot on my mind. I’ve gone and stuffed up with Hunter.’

			Mum would add ‘again’ to that sentence if she were within hearing distance.

			Apparently, I didn’t try hard enough to keep Hunter in my life last time.

			Was she trying now? Or driving away without having a deep and necessary conversation with him?

			The thing was, even if Maxine Ford hadn’t rung, tonight hadn’t been the time to sit and talk it out. They had both been angry. She was hurting, and she didn’t mean her bruised muscles. Who knew if Hunter ached for what they might’ve had or could have? Things would be calmer in the morning. Not that they’d be talking about the deep and personal, but they could work at smiling and making coffee for each other on base.

			It didn’t work out like that.

			‘Hunter’s not coming in today, and probably not tomorrow,’ Kevin told her the moment she walked into the hangar. ‘You’ll have to put up with me.’

			‘That’s fine,’ she told him as disbelief welled. He was avoiding her? Or worse. Something horribly wrong had happened? ‘Did he say why?’

			‘Only that someone’s sick. I didn’t think I had the right to ask for a full explanation since he has stepped up to help us out when he’s obviously got a lot going on.’

			Not again. His mother phones and he disappears. Thank goodness they hadn’t got too far down the track of re-establishing their relationship, then. If that had been on the cards, and after last night she really doubted it. ‘I’ll put the coffee on.’

			‘Problem?’ Kevin asked in a quieter tone. She’d forgotten this man rarely missed a thing when it came to his crews and their emotions.

			‘Nothing I can’t deal with.’ She found him a smile to show she was all right. On the outside, anyway. But when she put her bag in her locker, she found herself waiting to hear the gravelly laugh that was Hunter. Leaning her head against the locker door, she drew in some deep breaths and waited for her stomach to settle. It was going to be a long week. First there were the days Hunter wasn’t here and she’d be fighting this intense yearning to hear him, work with him, laugh and share breakfast at midday. Then he’d be back, and she’d actually have to work with him, while denying her feelings were out of control.

			Brenna got lucky.

			On Tuesday night, as she trudged through the hangar to head home after a gruelling callout where a six-year-old girl had suffered severe injuries from being repeatedly hit over the head with a hockey stick by a seven-year-old boy, Kevin called out from his office. ‘Got a minute?’

			How many did he want? She had plenty to spare. ‘What’s up?’

			‘Like a drink? I think we deserve it after that. Hell, how can a child do that to another?’

			‘I’d love one.’ Brenna sank into the chair in the corner and crossed her legs. ‘The police and the welfare services have got their hands full. What if Ebony doesn’t survive? It’s not as though a seven-year-old can be prosecuted for manslaughter. Or murder.’ They’d been to the rougher neighbourhood of the city, but no one could’ve predicted what they’d seen. Ebony’s mother had been beside herself with fear and tearing up the street after the boy’s parents, ready to kill them if she got her hands on them.

			‘We did everything we could. Focus on that. There’s no understanding what some people will do, and I’ve learned not to try and figure it all out. Only gets me wound up and doesn’t solve a thing.’

			She took the glass he handed her and gave him a small smile. ‘You’re being very wise tonight.’

			‘Yeah, right.’ He looked as tired as she felt. Problems in his camp too?

			‘You okay?’

			He nodded slowly. ‘I’m fine.’ He didn’t sound it, but Brenna recognised the stop sign.

			Sipping her drink, she changed the subject. ‘How’s Patch? I haven’t spoken to him for a few days.’

			‘Fed up with being stuck at home. I’m thinking he could come in and do some of the desk work while I cover the callouts. I’ll give him a buzz before I head home.’

			‘So next week I’ll be working with you?’ Giving him an eye roll she added, ‘Guess I can handle that.’

			‘Actually, I’ll be with you for the rest of this week too. Hunter’s not coming back.’

			‘Oh.’ The drink sloshed in her stomach. Not coming back to the rescue base? Or not coming back to Vancouver? Not that she’d established he’d left the city to race across to the Okanagan, but why else had he not come into work?

			‘You two have quite a history, don’t you?’ When she didn’t answer, Kevin added, ‘It’s been impossible not to hear you talking about your past.’

			It wasn’t as though they’d tried to hide it. ‘We were together three years, and talking about getting married, then life got in the way and we went in separate directions.’ Put like that, it sounded so uncomplicated, as though neither them had cared too much, hadn’t felt devastated and broken.

			‘What were the chances Hunter would be the man I hired to cover for Patch, hmm?’

			‘Took me by surprise.’ And some. ‘But he would’ve eventually got in touch, so you were only fast-forwarding our reunion.’ Now it seemed the finale had come about equally fast. Not that she knew for certain Hunter had headed back east, but a lot of words had been spoken on Sunday that wouldn’t be easy to forget. She was working on it, but now she had to factor in that Hunter wasn’t returning to work here, and that felt like the final straw. Downing the last of her drink, she stood up. ‘I’d better get cracking. Poppy will be chewing at the wire of her cage if I don’t take her for a walk soon.’

			Kevin was studying her as she moved to the doorway. ‘I don’t know what went down to break you two up but be patient, Brenna. He’s a good man, and you’re not so bad yourself.’

			‘Thanks, I think.’

			Her heart lifted a little. Glad someone believes in me.

			Hunter’s comments about her reckless antics had stung. She did push the limits but she also did everything possible to be careful. No racing downhill over rocky terrain with the guys. No skiing off cliff edges to hopefully land on soft snow several feet below. Semi-fast and sedate was her approach to things. Even Hunter, if these past days were anything to go by. But playing safe was all very well. She did not want to reach seventy without having had some adventures, and for her those were not turning out to be the happy family variety.

			So she’d replaced those dreams with ones of seeing amazing locations and getting dirty in them. Not the same as waking up to a four-year-old’s cute smile or reading a bedtime story, or snuggling up to a man she loved, but better than knitting scarves for the old people’s home. She’d get around to doing that in her twilight years. ‘See you in the morning.’

			She was aiming for seventy now? At least she was being positive about something.

			 

			Brenna fastened her helmet under her chin and looked around. ‘This is going to be epic.’

			‘I reckon,’ one of the cyclists with whom she’d driven across to Squamish agreed.

			‘For once there’s no rain in sight,’ she said.

			‘Tempting fate,’ someone warned.

			‘True.’ Brenna couldn’t wait to get on the track and feel the air in her face. Her bruises had gone, and two weeks of all work and no play had made her stir-crazy. Being between summer and winter, none of the sports teams she worked with needed a photographer as they were either winding down and putting their skis and hockey sticks away or shaking off the winter blues and getting out the softballs and bats, or sailboards. She was temporarily redundant—and restless as hell. She’d even given the house a floor-to-ceiling spring clean and packed up junk from the cupboards and taken it to the recycling centre, where hopefully they’d make a few dollars for charity.

			‘Let’s do this,’ one of her friends said.

			‘Before I jinx it any more.’ Brenna grinned as she swung a leg over her bike. The bruising from her small crash two weeks ago was gone and her body was ready for some strenuous exercise. Hopefully it would shut her mind down for a while. Nothing else had worked.

			She focused on the rough track, glad that for once she wasn’t pedalling through thick mud. It meant she could go faster with less risk of the front wheel not going in the direction she wanted.

			It was smoother riding than she’d had in a while and soon her mind was wandering again. The other night, exhausted from sleepless night after sleepless night, she’d gone through her wardrobe and tossed out a huge pile of clothes that she’d hardly ever worn. Then she’d started on the shoes but had quickly stopped. Blouses and trousers were one thing, giving away her heels was quite another.

			To stop pacing around the house looking for something to prevent herself phoning Hunter and begging for another chance, she’d gone online to look up what the house over the road was on the market for and got a shock. Prices must’ve skyrocketed since she’d bought the house from the family. What would she get for it? Comparing rating valuations with other houses in the street, and especially the one on the market, showed she’d done well in the last three years.

			So what? She wasn’t going to sell. Not the house she’d grown up in. There were too many memories she couldn’t walk away from. Though it might be time to do that. How long should she hang onto the past? But her father had been her rock, and she still needed something to anchor to, and the best she could find was this house.

			The bike bounced over rocks and roots, settled back into a comfortable rhythm. Brenna grinned. Ahead the rest of the group were racing downhill, shouting with glee. This was fun, letting rip, and putting aside the horrors and sadness of her everyday job.

			Then the others were slowing. Braking, she slowly joined them. ‘What’s going on?’

			‘Looks like someone’s come off.’

			Brenna stretched her neck to look past her friends. A cyclist lay sprawled at an odd angle over the track and another knelt next to him, a phone in his hand. ‘We might need to put our doctor’s hats on. That doesn’t look good.’

			‘Agreed.’

			Bikes were set aside as Brenna and Ash removed their helmets before approaching. ‘Hi. We’re doctors. Can we help?’ said Ash.

			‘Thank goodness.’ The man stood up and stepped aside. ‘There’s no phone reception out here. I don’t think Geoff’s in good shape.’

			Brenna knelt down. ‘Hello, Geoff. I’m Brenna and this is Ash. We’re doctors.’ She didn’t like what she was seeing. ‘We’ll take care of you, all right?’

			The man opened his eyes and nodded, then he tried to push up. ‘Thanks.’

			‘Don’t move,’ Brenna said hurriedly, her hand instantly on his shoulder to hold him down.

			Ash nodded to her and began removing Geoff’s shoes.

			Looking around for the other two in their group, she said, ‘Can you go on until you get phone reception? We need the helicopter here,’ she said, before mouthing silently, ASAP.

			‘On our way.’

			‘Can you feel me touching your feet?’ Ash, the orthopaedic surgeon, asked Geoff.

			‘No. Why would I when I’ve got shoes on?’

			Brenna’s heart plummeted. It was looking worse by the minute. Lifting his hand, she took his pulse, asking, ‘You can feel me doing this?’

			‘Yes. What’s wrong? Why won’t you let me sit up?’ Worry was building in the man’s eyes.

			‘It’s a precaution, that’s all.’ It was not her place to tell him he might’ve broken his back. Anyway, they didn’t know for sure. There’d be an array of tests to be done first. Where was that chopper? That was if the others had got far enough down the hillside to have been able to phone for help yet. Geoff’s raised pulse was brought on by shock. ‘Any pain?’

			‘In my left shoulder blade.’

			His friend told her, ‘He landed on a rock, then kind of flew along the track into that tree.’

			‘Don’t tell Miriam that, will you? I’ll just tell her I fell off going too fast and got me some bruises, otherwise she won’t let me go biking again.’

			Brenna shivered. He hadn’t worked it out yet, but it was possible he wouldn’t be walking again, let alone biking. Whoever Miriam was, her life might be about to change in a way she’d never expected.

			What about the people who care about you, Brenna?

			Shut up, Hunter.

			‘We were going pretty fast,’ the friend said.

			Another shiver ripped up her spine. This could happen to anyone, including her. Life as she knew it over in a flash. But it wasn’t. It was Geoff’s life that needed attending to. He might be numb from pressure on some nerves, not a damaged vertebra. In the meantime, she and Ash would treat him as though it was the worst-case scenario and not exacerbate the damage, whatever that was.

			 

			An hour later she and Ash watched the chopper lift away.

			‘I don’t like his chances of dancing at his wedding,’ Ash said.

			Geoff had got quite garrulous before shock had overtaken him and shut him down.

			Rubbing her arms, Brenna stared at the retreating chopper with the cyclist and her colleagues on board and shivered. ‘Let’s hope there still is a wedding.’ Picking up her cycle, she prepared to head down the hill. Slowly.

			Ash had also found a new, much slower than usual speed.

			When they reached the other two waiting at Ash’s four-wheel, drive Brenna felt the tension leave her legs, arms and stomach. Pulling the phone from her bag, she called her mother. ‘Hi, letting you know another ride over and all went well.’

			‘You’re home early.’

			She winced. ‘We’re still at Squamish.’

			‘What’s up? You don’t usually call until you’re back in town. It’s quite late.’

			When would she learn she could never put one over Mum? ‘We came across an accident and it took a long time before the rescue team got here. But we’re on our way now. Any chance of dinner when I get back?’ She didn’t want to go back to her empty house. Not yet. Not while Hunter’s accusations about her taking risks were flapping around her skull, making her feel small and selfish.

			‘It’s pasta.’

			Not even her least favourite food could stop her calling in. ‘Sounds great.’

			‘Try again.’ Her mother laughed as they cut the connection.

			Over ravioli in homemade tomato mushroom sauce Brenna chatted about her shock at finding Geoff and what she and Ash suspected were his life-changing injuries. She tried to keep the conversation light, but Hunter’s words kept interrupting and making her sweat. In the end she put her fork down and eyeballed her mother. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve caused you worry. It’s just that I wanted to prove something to myself.’

			Mum placed her hand over hers. ‘That you are invincible.’

			Brenna gasped, then shook her head slowly. ‘Never could fool you about anything.’

			‘Tell me something. Has this got anything to do with Hunter?’

			Oh, hell. But this was why she was here. Not to avoid her empty house—well, that too—but to talk about what was bugging her with this wonderful woman who’d love her no matter what, while at the same time giving her sound advice that might or might not offend her.

			‘He told me I was thoughtless, didn’t care about my family and friends if I was prepared to take risks like I do. I disagree to a point. I am careful, take all proper measures not to have an accident, but after working with that man today I can see I might push things a little too far.’

			Mum fiddled with her fork, her eyes thoughtful. Then, ‘You don’t think you’re pushing yourself physically because you were, and still are, afraid to push for Hunter? That skiing down a steep slope is safer than connecting with a man who hurt you badly and might do it again if you give him half a chance?’

			Denial rushed to her support. ‘But I’ve been skiing, cycling, doing all those hair-raising things for years. Hunter only turned up a few weeks ago.’

			‘Brenna, you can do better than that.’

			She pushed her chair back and stood up. Sat down again, reached for her glass of water. Hunter had never really left her. Even in the years when she’d truly believed she’d got over him he had been there, waiting in the wings. Nothing she’d done had stopped her loving him. It mightn’t have been obvious, but it’d been there all along.

			Instead of going after him with everything she had, she’d put her energies into sports, photography and other people, throwing herself at everything to prove she could bounce back, and no one need be worried about leaving her because she was a survivor, no matter what.

			‘You’re right, Mum, I can.’

			But where to start?

			‘Don’t rush this. You need to be one hundred per cent sure.’ More words of wisdom from the woman who’d always been there for her. ‘After six years a little longer won’t matter.’

			‘You seem certain I want to get back with Hunter.’

			‘Don’t you?’

			If he stays. If. ‘Yes.’ But she wasn’t going to rush this. Mum was right. She had to be absolutely certain first or she, and Hunter, would get hurt all over again.

			 

			Hunter picked up his phone and brought up Brenna’s number. His finger hovered over it, his mouth drying and his heart heavy.

			Just press the damn number.

			Dropping the phone on the bench, he filled a glass with iced water from his new, state-of-the-art fridge and glugged it down like a man who’d been in the desert for a week. Digging a garden was hot work.

			Three weeks into his new job at the hospital and Hunter felt as though he was finally getting into his stride. He had a routine going whereby he dropped Dylan off at Jess’s before seven and picked him up from preschool after he knocked off around three. They’d go home for biscuits and cold drinks before heading to the beach to play in the sand, and twice Dylan had gone into the water to splash around. Life was unfolding as he’d planned.

			Except for Bren.

			There were still stacks of cartons to unpack and furniture to buy, but apparently Rome hadn’t been built in a day either. He was happy in a quiet way and thrilled that every day Dylan got louder and happier. His boy was settling in, which was what the move had been about.

			It had not been about Brenna and falling back in love with her. If he’d ever stopped loving her in the first place. Which he now knew he hadn’t.

			But was he going to do anything about it?

			The fact he hadn’t heard from Brenna at all hurt. At first, he’d been angry to think she couldn’t find it in herself to enquire after Dylan’s health. Kevin must’ve said why he was not going back to work with them. Then he’d remembered he’d told Kevin someone in the family was sick and knew immediately Brenna would be thinking he’d done a bunk, gone back to his parents to help them out of another crisis.

			That really stank. Seemed she hadn’t heard a thing he’d said over the previous weeks. No, she’d have been watching and waiting for him to repeat his mistakes, more like, and was now probably congratulating herself on being so clever.

			‘Dad.’ Dylan raced into the kitchen. ‘I want to see Poppy.’

			I want to see Poppy’s owner.

			‘Sorry, Dylan, but I’ve told you we can’t. Poppy and Brenna are busy.’

			His face dropped. ‘They’re always busy.’

			‘Want to go see the boys?’ Jess and Dave were having a family day at home and they were invited to drop in any time they liked. It might be good to shoot the breeze with his friends and forget everything Brenna.

			When Dylan raised his little fist in the air, he knew he’d avoided an argument.

			For how long, who knew, but he’d take whatever he could. Tapping him lightly with his own fist, he said, ‘You put some warm clothes in a bag, and I’ll grab some beers and chips.’ Sounding like a real pro, Dad. Well, it was a work in progress. Still a lot of learning to do. Like that would ever stop.

			His phone rang. His heart rate picked up. Bren? Air whooshed across his lips as he answered grumpily. ‘Hi, Mum.’

			This was good. He didn’t want to talk to Brenna. He wasn’t missing her. He didn’t love her. The phone started sliding from his fingers. Pardon? ‘Can you repeat that?’

			‘I said Dad’s started playing bowls. Just as well he broke his left shoulder and not his right.’

			No, not that. The bit about how he didn’t love Brenna. ‘Mum, sorry, can I get back to you? I’ve got to go. Everything’s fine. Bye.’

			Twice in as many minutes he’d admitted he loved Bren. He’d loved her from the moment she’d walked into the emergency department and up to the bed where he had been trying to stem a patient’s critical blood loss. She’d looked directly at him and said in the sexiest voice he’d ever heard, ‘Hello, I’m Brenna Williamson, a doctor. Want some help?’ And he’d been a goner. Together they’d saved the man from bleeding out and had gone to the pub for a celebratory drink at the end of their shift. It had been the start of something amazing. Something he’d walked away from. But he hadn’t stopped loving her.

			Yet now you expect Bren to have the utmost confidence that you won’t do that to her again?

			‘Come on, Dad, I’m ready.’

			‘Give me a few minutes, will you? I’m not as fast as you.’ Should he promise Bren he was here for good? That nothing would entice him to leave again? Words weren’t easy, but they were simpler and quicker than the wait and I’ll show you strategy. Those were the only choices and he’d go for both—if he was absolutely certain he wanted to spend the rest of his life with Brenna. No, that wasn’t the question. He already knew he did. But did she want him? The big unknown in all this. When they were making love or sharing a meal, he believed she did. But her lack of trust in him was a hurdle to overcome, if it even was surmountable.

			‘Hurry up. I want to go now.’

			‘Behave, or we won’t be going anywhere.’ Putting the six-pack of beer on the bench, Hunter stared out at the garden he’d been digging whenever he’d had a free moment over the last couple of weeks. It was going to be large, and hopefully productive. Pride swelled in his chest. This was working; he was making a go of getting a new life happening, everything he’d dreamed about for so long was beginning to take shape. He had to hang onto that, not let his relationship with Brenna wear him down. Damn but she frightened him with her devil-may-care attitude when it came to her physical safety. Why couldn’t she see that?

			If you want her to believe in you, you’ve got to give back.

			If she believed he would head east again for any reason, of course she’d play safe where her heart was concerned. He would.

			You already are. You’re not calling Bren and laying everything out there for her to see how much you want it to work between you.

			‘Dad.’ Dylan stamped his foot. ‘Come on.’

			Since he’d been so distracted, Hunter let Dylan get away with that one. Picking up the beer, he ruffled his boy’s hair. ‘We’re outta here.’

			‘Why doesn’t Poppy want to see me any more? I love her.’

			‘She loves you too, buddy, but sometimes everyone gets very busy and there’s no time to visit.’ And sometimes people just had to take the raging bull by its horns and risk everything. ‘We’ll stop in and say hello on the way back from Jess’s.’

			‘Yippee.’

			If only he could please everyone as easily.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			BRENNA WHISKED THE softened butter to a cream, added vanilla and then icing sugar. She was probably about to make a fool of herself, but some things were worth the risk. She’d kept her word and spent days thinking about Hunter and their future, all the time knowing she had to talk to him and tell him everything about how she felt and apologise for the past.

			Icing sugar flew through the air, and she slowed the beating she was giving the icing enough to save most of it for the cake and not the walls.

			Poppy sat up on her haunches, watching every move, waiting expectantly.

			‘I’m not giving you the whisk to lick, Pops.’ She’d have it herself. ‘But the good news is we’re going for a walk as soon as I’ve iced the cake.’ Around to Hunter’s house with her peace offering. Now the procrastinating was over, it was time to step up and lay her heart on the line. At least then she’d know for sure where her future lay.

			Banana cake with buttercream icing had been his favourite. She hoped it still was. Not that she believed a cake would win him over, but it might soften his stance when he remembered the other times she’d made it for him, and allow her to apologise for leaping to conclusions. Conclusions that might turn out to be right, but she’d finally realised she had to ask him, not blindly accuse him.

			She owed Geoff Carr. His cycling accident had brought her to her senses. That and her mother’s quiet way of putting everything into words that registered through the pain and confusion that had taken over her mind these past weeks. She didn’t need to throw herself down mountainsides to prove she could cope with anything. She’d survived her birth mother’s betrayal and her father’s death. She’d even made it past her and Hunter breaking up, maybe not in one piece but she was here, doing well as an emergency doctor and surrounded by family and friends.

			It was time to be realistic. That could’ve been her breaking her back the other day, or any of the days she’d skied, snowboarded, cycled or leapt out of planes. While not about to turn into a couch potato, she’d begun backing down on the need to throw herself at everything. It would break her mum’s heart if anything happened to her, and she couldn’t do that when Mum had accepted her as her own from the day Dad had introduced them. Neither did she want to hurt her sisters, or anyone else, or be beholden to whoever got the short straw and had to look after her if the worst happened.

			Hunter had been correct when he’d said she was selfish. But at the time it had been the only way she’d managed. With Dad gone from her mentally and her family trying to cope, there’d been no one to talk to about how much she loved Hunter despite him walking away.

			‘Walkies.’ She rubbed Poppy’s head as she licked the whisk, trying to ignore the longing in her pet’s eyes. ‘You wouldn’t like buttercream icing.’

			Poppy sank onto her belly and dropped her jaw onto her front legs with a sigh as if to say, ‘Try me.’

			‘I know, it’s your favourite treat.’ Or would be if she got half a chance.

			With the cake iced and put into a container that went into her backpack Brenna clipped Poppy’s lead to her collar and headed out the front door, glad to be doing something positive instead of mooching around the house.

			By the time they reached Hunter’s front path sweat was dripping down her face and pouring between her breasts. When spring had decided to come out of hiding it had done so with a vengeance. ‘I could do with some iced water, Poppy. Bet you want a drink too.’

			The house was all locked up. ‘So much for ice in my water.’ She found a hose lying in the back yard and turned on the tap for Poppy to lap at the water, then did the same for herself. Looking around the yard, she whistled.

			Poppy stood alert, watching her.

			‘Down, girl. Look how much work Hunter’s done out here. The garden’s enormous, like he plans on feeding the whole street with his vegetables.’ He hadn’t been wasting any time getting it prepared. A lightness she hadn’t felt in a long time crept up on her. Hunter was serious about this move. Just as he’d told her. As she’d refused to accept. ‘I’ve been an idiot.’

			A cautious idiot looking after her own heart. Since that revealing conversation with her mum she’d spent days going over and over what Mum had advised, weighing up the consequences if it worked out—and if it didn’t. Every night as she lay in the dark, waiting for sleep to submerge her, she’d admit she had to give her and Hunter a chance. If, after six years, she still loved him, then what was there to lose? There was only one way to find out if he felt the same.

			Except he wasn’t home.

			Now what? She had a cake to deliver.

			Just as well she’d put ice packs in with it because now she placed the container and packs on the back step in the shade. No need for a note; not that she had a pen or anything to write on.

			Then she headed away, aiming for the beach where Poppy could chase her ball into the water and expend some of her energy.

			 

			‘Poppy’s not home,’ Hunter told Dylan after calling out and ringing the doorbell three times. Damn it. Where were they? As if he had any right to demand an answer, but now he’d made up his mind to talk to her and lay his heart out for her he couldn’t stand having to wait.

			‘Can I see Brenna?’

			‘She’s not here either. They’ve gone out together.’ He ignored the ache behind his ribs. When he’d finally found the courage to visit and beg for forgiveness she had to go out. Like a punishment, except there was no way she’d have known he’d call round.

			‘I want to go to the beach.’

			‘Might as well.’ Better than returning home to mope around the house, wondering where Bren had gone.

			Pulling into the last vacant parking space at Kitsilano beach, Hunter hauled on the handbrake and got out to unclip Dylan’s seat belt.

			Dylan slid out and stepped onto the sand. ‘Poppy,’ he shrieked, and began running.

			‘Dylan, come back here now.’ Hunter chased after him. ‘Stop. Now.’

			‘Poppy, Poppy, it’s me.’

			Hunter skidded to a stop, his eyes finally lifting off his son and following the direction in which Dylan was scampering. Poppy was barrelling towards them.

			Followed by Brenna, walking slowly with a cautious smile on her face.

			He owed Dylan for suggesting the beach. ‘Hi,’ he said as he closed the gap.

			‘Hello to you too.’

			‘We’ve just been to your house.’

			‘Poppy and I went by your place.’

			They stared at each other.

			He tried breathing but it wasn’t easy with all the longing building up in his chest. Longing to love and be loved. To share their lives as they’d always meant to do. Hell, he loved this woman. Always had, always would. How could he have been so callous to call her out on her activities? She was right, they were her choice. Just as when he’d headed back to Kamloops to help his parents had been his. Whether they were right or wrong, it didn’t matter, though the consequences of his actions had mattered big time. ‘I’m sorry. For everything. Right back six years.’

			Bren stared at him, her eyes watering and her mouth softening. ‘So am I.’

			‘You didn’t do anything wrong.’

			‘Yes, I did. I could’ve followed you out to the Okanagan, finished my training in the hospital there, come home to visit Dad every second weekend.’ Brenna swiped her eyes with the back of a hand.

			‘Don’t cry, Bren.’ He took a step towards her, his heart floundering. He’d lay the world at her feet if she’d have him back. ‘I wouldn’t have let you do that to your career. Or to your dad. It wouldn’t have been fair on anyone, and eventually it would’ve come between us.’ Would’ve caused irreparable damage.

			‘None of it was fair.’ She took another swipe, but the tears kept coming. ‘I dug my heels in and stayed away, blaming you for everything.’

			‘You’re forgetting you did try. I refused to answer your phone calls, remember? I deleted your emails unopened and burned the letters you wrote. I had to, or I wouldn’t have survived.’

			Her smile widened. ‘We can both be stubborn when we want to be.’

			‘Now, there’s something I agree with wholeheartedly.’ He sighed. This wasn’t going too badly. Yet. ‘It’s all very well looking back and saying we shouldn’t have done this or that, but at the time that’s how we dealt with what was happening.’

			She reached a hand to him and he took it, wrapped his fingers around hers and held on for dear life. Maybe it was going just how he wanted it. They were finding their way back to each other, though there were still things to sift through, making sure they didn’t crash and burn a second time.

			‘Dad, can I go for a swim?’

			Hunter groaned and dragged his eyes from the woman holding his heart. ‘All right. I’ll get your towel from the car.’ He looked back at Brenna and his heart stuttered. ‘This is real, isn’t it?’

			Her fingers touched her lips, and she nodded. ‘I hope so.’ She was still smiling, and there was something he was afraid to identify in her gaze in case he got it wrong. Love. For him? For him.

			‘Bren?’

			‘Go get Dylan’s towel, and maybe lock your vehicle.’

			He spun around and muttered an oath. ‘That’s your fault for distracting me, Brenna Williamson.’

			‘I know.’

			‘Brenna, Poppy’s swimming.’ Dylan stood next to her, hands on hips, staring down the beach. ‘I want to swim too.’

			‘In a minute, kiddo.’ Dylan was giving him breathing space, yet he didn’t want to stop telling Brenna all the things that had been building up inside from the moment he’d first walked into the rescue hangar, to let free all the words that were freefalling through his skull onto his tongue. He increased his strides, reaching the four-wheel drive and grabbing the bag with Dylan’s gear. Picked up his wallet from the seat and shoved it deep into a pocket. Shut the door. Pinged the locks. Took a deep breath and gazed down the beach to the woman who held his heart in her hand.

			Then he was back with Brenna and they were strolling down to the water, hand in hand. ‘Okay, Dylan, now I’m here you can go in.’

			He didn’t need any more encouragement.

			‘I can’t move away in case he gets into difficulties,’ Hunter told Brenna.

			‘I’d beat you round the ears if you did.’ She moved closer, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

			‘Now, there’s a surprise.’ He stared at Dylan and the dog but wasn’t really seeing them. It was the past rolling through his head. ‘I loved you even when I told you it was over.’

			She nodded. ‘I know. I was only thinking of myself, wanting you to come back to me. After you kept refusing to answer my calls and texts, I began to get angry. You were another person leaving me, and I didn’t look beyond that to the fact that you’d told me so often how much you loved me and wanted us to spend our lives together.’

			‘When I stopped coming into work at the rescue centre it was Dylan who was sick. He had some gastro bug that was doing the rounds at preschool.’

			‘Poor kid. That’s not nice.’ She locked her gaze on him. ‘You must realise I wondered if you’d gone east after hearing you talking to your mother, and I tried not to think of that as a rerun. Then I wised up, accepted you meant you are staying and if you had to go visit your parents then that was what families do.’

			Relief softened away the last drop of tension in his belly. ‘Thank you.’ There was one more thing he had to get out in the open before the past was done. ‘I’m not sorry about Evie. Neither can I imagine life without Dylan.’

			‘You shouldn’t.’ Under his hand she stiffened, then relaxed. ‘I nearly got married myself. I met Shane about three years ago and we hit it off straight away.’

			A pang of jealousy he had no right to flared. ‘Go on.’

			‘We were easy together, sort of drifted along, enjoying similar things, comfortable really.’

			‘Sounds dull.’ Hope replaced the envy.

			‘Not dull, but there was no excitement. Yet when Shane proposed I accepted. You were out of the picture for good as far as I could see so I wanted to try for that happy family I’d envisioned when we were together.’ She stopped. Her right foot drew lines in the sand, smudged them out. ‘But it was wrong, for both of us, and in the end we called it off. We’re still friends with no regrets. Shane’s found someone else and this time he’s definitely in love.’ She sounded happy about that.

			Hunter let it go. Shane was her Evie and, face it, if neither of them had had relationships in the previous six years they probably wouldn’t be much good for anything now. ‘Will you come back to my house when these two have finished swimming? There’s a top-notch bottle of champagne in the fridge, and dinner waiting to be heated.’

			Bren looked up at him and grinned. ‘Is that all?’

			‘Hell, no.’

			He couldn’t wait to get home and put Dylan to bed, but it was only four in the afternoon. ‘This is going to be the longest afternoon of my life.’

			‘Half the fun’s in the build-up,’ she retorted, before rising on her toes to kiss him thoroughly so that he’d have pulled her down onto the sand and had her there and then if not for his son only metres away. And half the population of Kitsilano on the beach.

			 

			Finally, dog and boy had had enough. Hunger had overtaken the need to stay wet and sandy. Hunter packed them into his vehicle, Poppy in the back looking concerned. ‘It’s all right. I’ll go very slowly.’

			‘Unless you want a mess to clean up, that’s wise.’ Brenna rubbed Poppy’s chest. ‘You’ll be fine, girl.’

			And she had been. Frustrating as it was, Hunter had driven slower than a snail, making Bren laugh.

			‘Relax. It’s not as though Dylan’s going to sleep as soon as we get there.’

			‘No, but he’ll have dinner straight away and be ready for bed.’

			And we’ll be in my bed not long after.

			At last they rolled into his driveway and parked. ‘Phew. Thought we’d never get here.’

			‘We’ve waited more than six years, Hunter. What’s a few more hours?’ Brenna teased.

			‘You mean this is like it used to be?’ His heart waited for her reply.

			The laughter diminished, was replaced with a soft, gut-wrenching smile. ‘Yes. When we were openly in love. Not lately when neither of us knew what we wanted or were denying the feelings we had for each other.’

			‘Then we’re in for an amazing night.’ If Dylan didn’t wake up. Be just their luck if tonight was be one of his restless sleeps. ‘Let’s get dinner under way.’

			‘I’m not sure I can eat at the moment,’ Bren confessed.

			‘Soon fix that.’ He laughed. ‘What’s this?’ There was a container by his door and when he opened it the smell of banana wafted out. Dipping a finger into the creamy icing, he poked a dollop into his mouth and grinned. ‘You made this.’

			Brenna nodded. ‘Like I said, Poppy and I came round earlier. I wanted to sit down and talk about everything and figured making your favourite cake wouldn’t hurt.’

			It was silly. It was only a cake, right? But right then he knew what he had to do. He couldn’t let Bren get away again. Handing the container to Dylan, he said, ‘Take that inside for me, will you?’ Then he reached for Bren’s hands. ‘You’re shaking.’

			She nodded. ‘I’m scared. I don’t want to lose you a second time.’

			‘It’s not going to happen.’ Hunter leaned in close and kissed her gently. ‘Bren, I love you, never stopped. Will you marry me? Help me raise Dylan? Have more children with me? Live in my house and make it ours?’

			She blinked once, twice, three times, and then her eyes were ablaze with love, like she’d finally let go all her worries. Because of him. For him. ‘Yes, yes and yes. And yes. All of the above. I love you so much I want this more than anything. Us and those dreams we once shared, however much they’ve morphed into other ideas.’

			Hunter tugged her close and covered her mouth with his. Their kiss seemed to go on for ever. Brenna had never tasted so sweet, so exciting. She was back. They were back. ‘Love you,’ he whispered.

			‘The things you’ll say to get someone to plan your colour schemes for the house.’ She grinned.

			He slapped his forehead. ‘You see through me too easily.’

			‘I might want to paint it lime green and orange.’

			‘You can do what you like as long as you keep making those cakes.’

			‘I’ve forgotten the recipe already.’

			He led her through the front door. ‘Welcome home, Bren.’

			If he’d thought she’d been crying before, he hadn’t had a clue. ‘This is going to take a box of tissues to deal with.’

			Both her hands wiped at her eyes, her cheeks, and then she gave him her best, melt-the-toes, tighten-the-groin, smother-the-heart smile. ‘I must’ve had an inkling. I’ve been talking to a real estate salesperson about selling my house.’

			‘You’ve what? Why? That’s your haven.’

			‘Exactly, and it’s time I let it go. Especially now we’re together again. For ever together.’

			She truly loved him. ‘It might be me needing those tissues,’ he croaked.

			‘Shall we tell the kids?’ She stepped inside his—their—house and closed the door on the street. Shut them in with their love and dreams and family.
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			Healing the Single Dad’s Heart

			by Scarlet Wilson

			CHAPTER ONE

			ON PAPER, THE journey had seemed so long. But for Joe it had been a blink-and-you’ve-missed-it kind of day. Go and show your little boy a part of the world where you can make some new memories. That was what his mother had said to him as she’d handed him the plane tickets to Vietnam.

			She had been right. He’d known she was right. And that she was finally giving him the push he needed.

			After that, everything had passed in a blur. Getting all their vaccinations, finishing up at work, packing, handing over his house keys to a letting agency and making sure all his mail was redirected to his mother’s house.

			By the time he’d sat down on the plane he had been well and truly ready for a rest. But his stomach had had other ideas. It had fluttered in a weird kind of way. It had been so long since he’d felt excitement about something he almost hadn’t recognised the sensation.

			Regan had loved the journey. Between watching movies, eating snacks, sleeping and asking questions he’d been a great travelling companion. And now, as they came in to land at Hanoi airport Regan stared in wonder at the green landscape. ‘It’s just like home!’ he said with a smile.

			Joe couldn’t stop the ache in his heart. This whole trip was about moving on. He got that. Inside he was ready—up until now he just hadn’t quite managed to take the steps. But every now and then Regan did something—it could be a wave of his hand or a look in his eye—that reminded him of Esther. He’d never push away the ache that came from knowing she couldn’t see this—couldn’t share this moment and be proud of their son and the bright, brave little boy he was becoming.

			Joe leaned over and stared out of the window too. He’d half expected to see a city landscape but it seemed Hanoi landing strips were just as green as Glasgow’s. Maybe this place would be more familiar than he expected.

			The airport was filled with a melee of people. Joe held tightly to Regan’s hand as they navigated through passport control and collected their luggage. A guy dressed in a white shirt and casual trousers was leaning against a pillar, holding a piece of paper with their names hastily scrawled in black on it.

			Dr Joe Lennox and son

			He juggled pulling the cases while still keeping hold of Regan as he gave the guy a nod. Around him a dozen languages were being spoken. He just prayed this guy spoke a little English.

			‘Dr Joe?’ the guy asked.

			He nodded again. The guy held out his hand. ‘Rudi. I’m your ride to the May Mắn Hospital.’ He grabbed hold of the two cases and started walking quickly to the exit. ‘From Scotland?’ he said over his shoulder.

			Joe nodded again and bent to pick up Regan, lengthening his strides to keep up.

			‘I know all the football teams. Which is your favourite?’

			Joe laughed. It didn’t matter where he went on the planet, Scotland was known for its football and most conversations started off this way.

			It didn’t take them long to hit hectic traffic. It seemed the whole world travelled by scooter or motorbike in Hanoi. Regan was tired and tucked in under Joe’s arm, snuggling against his chest.

			For the briefest of seconds Joe had a moment of doubt. What if Regan didn’t like it here? He didn’t have his grandparents for reassurance. This was completely different from anything Regan had experienced before. As he brushed his hand over his son’s soft hair, he had a flashback to Esther. Regan shared his mother’s adventurous spirit. No matter what they tried, Regan tended to jump in with both feet. Like most young boys he was fearless. And that made Joe’s heart swell. He didn’t ever want his son to lose that element.

			After half an hour Joe couldn’t resist winding down the window in the car to let the sounds and smells of the city surround them. The first thing that struck him was how busy the place was, how packed in everything looked, from people to shops to transport to homes.

			Colour was everywhere. They drove by a row of shops with red, blue and yellow awnings, while packed above, almost squashed together, were flats.

			One was in pink brick, with a balcony on each level, next door was white, with plants trailing down towards the awning beneath, next was the thinnest block of flats he’d ever seen, its first balcony entirely taken up with a dining table and chairs. Next came a pale blue block, littered with children’s toys, then a flat of unknown colour because green foliage completely covered the roof and the outside walls.

			It was like a higgledy-piggledy town constructed from a kid’s set of building blocks, and it was utterly charming. The area in front of the shops was packed with street vendors, food carts, a variety of tourist souvenirs and brightly coloured long-sleeved shirts. A tiny part of the chaos of the stalls reminded him of the Barrowlands back home in Glasgow. He smiled as he wondered if the street vendors here used as colourful language as the guys back home.

			The driver pointed out places as they drove into the Ba Dinh district—then into the French quarter. The French Colonial architecture was evident all around them, but as they passed through, it was clear they were moving further away from the more tourist-oriented areas and out towards the suburbs. It was denser here, street vendors everywhere, but poverty was evident at every turn. A little prickle ran down his spine. Again, it reminded him of home. His GP surgery served one of the most deprived areas of Glasgow.

			Children were running happily through the streets, and even though they were still in the city, strips of green occasionally showed. The taxi turned down a slightly wider street. The houses were different here, not as packed in as before. These looked like private residences, each with a little more ground around them.

			The taxi driver pulled up in front of a large, pale yellow two-storey French colonial-style house that was a little shabby around the edges. There was a sign just above the door: ‘May Mắn Hospital’. The driver turned and smiled, gesturing at the sign and getting out to open the door for them. Joe lifted Regan into his arms and stepped out, letting the close, warm air surround him. ‘Bit of a temperature change from Scotland,’ he said quietly to himself, turning his head from side to side to take in his surroundings.

			There were several similar-style buildings. What once must have been residences seemed to have been converted. Two appeared to be restaurants, another a hotel. It was clear that once the houses had been very grand, though now they all looked a bit run-down. Paintwork was a little faded, some shutters on the windows slightly crooked, and most of the houses gave a general air of tiredness. The only thing that seemed bright was the sign above the door: May Mắn Hospital.

			The driver collected their cases from the boot and followed him up the steps to the hospital entrance. He walked through the wide double doors and stopped.

			A wave of familiarity swept over him. The smell, the buzz—something he hadn’t felt in six months, maybe even longer. Working as a GP wasn’t the same as working in a hospital, and the crazy thing about hospitals the world over was that, in some respects, they were all the same.

			It didn’t matter about the facilities, the climate or the time. The smell of disinfectant, the quiet hum of voices and brisk footsteps made him take a deep breath and let the edges of his mouth turn upwards.

			He had missed this. No matter how much he tried to pretend he hadn’t. Joe had wanted to be a doctor since he was a kid, and for the last six months...

			He swallowed. He’d been working. But he hadn’t been enjoying it. He hadn’t loved the job the way he’d once done.

			And even though he knew nothing about this place or these people, this felt right.

			There was a noise to his right. ‘Can I help you?’

			He turned to see a woman at his side. She’d spoken English to him. She could obviously tell he wasn’t from around here. ‘I’m supposed to meet Nguyen Van Khiem, or Nguyen Van Hoa,’ he said, trying to say the names in the right order. ‘The two doctors that run this place.’

			As he spun around to face her, she caught sight of the bundle in his arms. ‘Oh,’ she said, taking a step back in surprise. She blinked then took a breath.

			For a second the air was still between them. He could see the surprise on her pretty face. He obviously wasn’t quite what she’d expected. But as his eyes took in her dark hair and eyes, the barest hint of make-up and straight white teeth, he realised that this wasn’t quite what he’d expected either. His mother had told him the hospital was run by an older couple with fifty years of experience between them.

			The woman spoke. ‘You must be the new doctor. Khiem and Hoa told me you should arrive today.’ She tilted her head as she tried to catch a look at Regan, who was snuggled into his father’s shoulder. ‘This must be... Regan, isn’t it?’

			Now he was intrigued. Who was this woman who’d obviously paid attention to the new arrival?

			She was a little shorter than him, with shiny dark brown hair tied back with a clip at her neck. She was wearing a pink shirt and black trousers that showed off her neat waist.

			She held out her hand towards him. ‘I’m Lien—one of the other doctors that works here.’ Her smile was broad and reached her dark eyes. He must have been looking at her curiously because she filled in the blanks. ‘Dang Van Lien,’ she said, giving her name in full. ‘But the people around here just call me Dr Lien.’

			He gave a nod, trying to familiarise himself with saying the family name first. Her handshake was warm and firm. He liked that. She was still holding his hand while she spoke.

			‘Khiem and Hoa have been called away. They’re sorry they couldn’t be here to meet you. Come with me. I guess you’ll want to put the little guy down.’ She reached over and grabbed the handle of both suitcases before he had a chance to stop her and tugged them along behind her.

			‘Is everything okay?’ he asked as he followed her down the corridor, wondering if everything was going to stop before it even started. He was surprised the doctors who had employed him weren’t here. ‘Where did they have to go?’

			She nodded her head. ‘They’ve had to go to one of the other hospitals. It’s a few hundred kilometres away, and some of the staff have taken ill. They’ll probably be away for the next few weeks.’ For a small woman, she had surprisingly long strides. He didn’t even get a chance to really see the facilities before she’d led him out the back of the building and pointed to one of three smaller houses set in the grounds at the back. She shot him a smile. ‘We’re lucky. Good staff facilities here.’

			It seemed that the slightly shabby colonial-style house had been hiding some secrets. The grounds at the back were bigger than he would have expected. He hid a smile, likening it to walking into the Tardis in Dr Who. There were green bushes, some trees and the three individual white houses set just far enough away from each other to give some privacy. Each of the houses had a different coloured front door, one yellow, one blue and one lilac.

			She led him over to the house with the blue door, swinging it open and flicking a switch. She picked up the key that was hanging on a hook behind the door. ‘Here you go,’ she said as she handed it over.

			A warm glow filled the small space. It was cosy. Nowhere near as big as his house back home. There was a small red sofa in the main room and a table with two chairs, then a neat kitchen set in the back. With a smile Lien showed him the two compact bedrooms, both beds covered with mosquito nets, and bathroom.

			It didn’t matter that the space was small. There was something about the furnishings and decor that made it welcoming. He laid Regan carefully down on the white bedspread, ensured the mosquito net was in place, then paused for a second and pulled something from Regan’s small backpack. He didn’t want Regan to wake up with nothing familiar around him.

			The picture frame held two pictures of Esther. In one, shortly after delivery, she was pale, holding Regan wrapped in a white blanket, and in the other Esther was much brighter—it was taken a year before her diagnosis with acute myeloid leukaemia and Regan said it was his favourite picture of his mum. In it she was laughing on a beach as her blonde hair blew in her eyes. Joe’s fingers hovered over the photo as he placed it on the bed next to Regan’s head and backed out of the room, leaving the door open.

			‘I need a story,’ Regan whispered with his eyes still closed.

			Joe looked at the stuffed-full cases and Lien caught his gaze. She gave a little shrug. ‘I have a never-ending stack of stories. Why don’t you let me tell him one while you try to get yourself settled?’

			Something inside him twinged. Telling Regan a bedtime story had been part of their bedtime routine for the last four years. He was tired himself, though, his brain not really computing what time of day it was. Fatigue told him that it might be nice for Regan to hear a story that wasn’t one of those he’d repeated time and time again over the years. New stories were in short supply. ‘That’s really kind of you,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’

			‘No problem,’ said Lien as she sat at the edge of Regan’s bed and launched into a story about dragons.

			Joe was actually sad that Regan was so sleepy. He would relish a story like this. Still, it gave him time to open their cases and find their toiletries and some clothes for the next day, along with their mosquito repellent. Everything else could wait.

			Lien appeared next to him just as he was trying to shake the creases out of a shirt. ‘He’s gone,’ she said quietly. ‘I think he was halfway there when I started.’

			Lien moved over to the kitchen. ‘Tea?’ she asked, holding up a pair of cups. She opened the fridge and a few cupboards. ‘Don’t worry, Hoa has filled the fridge and cupboards with some staples for you.’

			‘She has? That was kind of her.’

			Lien gestured to the red sofa. ‘Sit down. You must be tired.’ She gave him a curious look. ‘Scotland? Isn’t it? You’ve come along way.’

			Joe relaxed down onto the sofa. It was just as comfortable as it looked. He watched as Lien moved easily around the kitchen, boiling water and preparing the tea. The smell drifting towards him was distinctly floral. This wasn’t the strong black tea he was used to in Scotland.

			A few minutes later Lien handed him the steaming cup of pale yellow liquid. He tried to give an unobtrusive sniff. ‘What kind of tea is this?’

			She settled next to him, her leg brushing against his jeans. ‘The best kind, jasmine. Haven’t you tried it before?’

			It smelled like perfume, but he wasn’t going to say that out loud, so he balanced the cup on his lap and turned a little to face her. ‘Thanks for this. You didn’t need to.’

			‘I did.’ She grinned, eyes glinting as she sipped her own tea. ‘It’s bribery. I’m just trying to make sure you’ll be fit to work tomorrow. The jasmine tea should relax you a little, and hopefully you’ll get some sleep and your body clock will adjust.’

			He nodded. ‘Ah, bribery. Now I understand.’

			She gestured with her hand to the window in front of them. It looked back over to the main building. ‘Tomorrow will be busy, a baptism of fire.’ She pulled a face and gave a shrug. ‘There’s some kind of norovirus bug out there right now. We’re getting lots of dehydrated kids and adults.’

			Joe shuddered. ‘Norovirus. Perfect.’

			He waited a second then gave her another curious look. ‘How long have you been here?’

			‘All my life,’ she replied simply. ‘Born and brought up in Hanoi. Trained here, then spent a year in Washington and another in Dublin.’ She gave him a smile. ‘I wanted to see the world.’

			‘But you came back?’

			She hesitated for a second. ‘Of course. I trained with Duc. He’s Khiem and Hoa’s son. This local hospital has been here since I was kid. They opened it with some money they inherited, and have kept it running ever since.’

			‘The government doesn’t pay?’

			She pulled a face. ‘They make a contribution. Hanoi has a population of over six million...’ she let out a laugh ‘...with nearly as many motorbikes. The government is trying to get a handle on our health system, but it’s nowhere near as robust as the system in the UK. In most circumstances, you still have to pay to see a doctor in Vietnam.’

			‘And can the people around here pay?’

			She shook her head and held out both hands. ‘That’s why we’re here. We offer free healthcare to anyone who attends. Immunisations for kids. Prenatal health care for mothers. And anything else too.’

			Now he’d sat down he realised his bones were actually aching, along with every muscle in his shoulders. Travelling did that to you. The aroma from the tea was strong, vibrant. He took a sip of the hot liquid and tried to let his taste buds acclimatise. He was conscious of the fact that Lien’s dark eyes were watching him carefully.

			He held up the cup. ‘Not too bad.’

			She shot him a suspicious glance. ‘Well, get used to it. Jasmine tea and iced coffee are the norm around here.’

			He lifted one hand to give his tired eyes a rub. ‘Your English is great. I’m a bit worried about tomorrow. Let’s just say I’m not entirely fluent in Vietnamese. I’ve learned a few words, but I couldn’t hold a proper conversation.’

			She shook her head and waved a hand. ‘Don’t worry. We have a full-time interpreter in the hospital. She’ll normally be around to help you. A number of our nurses are bilingual too. You should manage fine.’

			She nodded towards the bedroom. ‘Have you made arrangements for your son?’

			He glanced to the little sleeping figure on the bed. ‘Yes, I’ve registered him at the international school just a few streets over. Khiem had sent me details about it. I’ve to take him there tomorrow—just before eight.’

			‘Perfect, it has a good reputation. I’m sure he’ll like it.’

			She paused once more. ‘Khiem said you’re here for six months.’

			It was a statement, but she said the words like a question. He tried not to let his doubt show on his face. ‘That’s how long I’ve taken time off work back home. We needed...’ he hesitated, trying to find the right words ‘...a change of scene. Regan is due to start school back home in six months, so I plan on taking him back for that.’ He looked around, realising he hadn’t set eyes on any other staff members. ‘Does Khiem and Hoa’s son work here too?’

			Lien laughed. ‘Not if he can help it. No, Duc has been lured to the dark side.’ She said the words with good humour.

			‘What do you mean?’

			She gave a small shrug. ‘He’s still doing his round-the-world tour. Getting experience wherever he can. He’s a surgeon. This place wouldn’t be for him.’

			Now Joe was curious at the first part of her answer. ‘You said you did the same.’

			She put her hand to her chest. ‘I just went to two places. That was enough. Got the experience I needed then brought it back here.’

			There was something about the way she said those words. He got the impression she was either slightly exasperated by her friend’s continued travels, or that she didn’t quite approve, but was far too polite to say those words out loud.

			‘You always wanted to work back here?’

			She met his gaze, her brown eyes sincere. ‘This is home. I trained to be a doctor to take care of the people that I love.’ She held out her hands and gave a soft smile. ‘And the people I love are here.’

			Something twisted inside his chest. She was talking about herself. He knew that. He understood it. Though he couldn’t help but feel the imaginary punch to the guts. He hadn’t been able to help the one he loved. There wasn’t anything he could have done to save Esther. He’d picked apart every element of her diagnosis and treatment a million times in the long sleepless nights after her death.

			As his stomach twisted, Lien gave him a look. She glanced between him and the sleeping form of Regan. ‘Why Vietnam?’

			Two words. But he knew she was asking so much more.

			He swallowed, wishing the tea wasn’t quite so scalding so he could gulp it down.

			He took a deep breath. He hated it that he’d got used to telling people that Esther had died, seeing their pitying glances or slight discomfort.

			‘My mother chose it for us,’ he said with a rueful smile.

			Her brow wrinkled. ‘What?’

			He lifted one hand and ran it through his hair. A wave of tiredness had just hit him, and he really hoped that bathroom had a shower that he could hit soon. He relaxed back against the sofa. He was too tired for anything but honesty. He didn’t have the energy to dress things up.

			‘My wife died three years ago. It had always been our intention to travel, to show Regan the world, and my mother...’ he gave a slow nod of his head ‘...decided we both needed a change of scene.’ He held up one hand. ‘Vietnam was one of the places on the wish list.’

			‘Your wish list, or your wife’s?’ She hadn’t rushed in with an immediate offer of condolence, instead she’d asked an unexpected question.

			He shifted a little on the sofa and gave her an interested look. ‘It was mine actually. I always wanted to come and work here at some point, it just kind of...fell off my radar.’ He paused for a second. ‘A lot of things did,’ he added quietly.

			Lien fixed her eyes back towards the bedroom. ‘That’s understandable. You had to change your priorities. Becoming mum and dad to a little boy can’t have been easy.’

			He turned to face her again. He liked this woman. She was direct. They’d only just met but she seemed to read him well. For the last few years people had tiptoed around him instead of having actual conversations with him, just giving him sympathetic glances or a squeeze of an arm.

			He closed his eyes for a second and breathed in the warm air of Vietnam. He’d had doubts the whole way here, but now, for the first time, this actually felt like the right move. He smiled.

			‘Regan makes it easy,’ he said. ‘I’m lucky.’ He shot her a sideways glance. ‘I know what happened wasn’t lucky, but I still have a part of her. I can see her every day in our son. From a gesture, a look, even his laugh. And I know she would be proud of the little guy.’ He let out a deep breath. ‘I just hope that this was the right move, at the right time, and Regan will love it here.’

			Lien gave an understanding nod as she took a final sip of her tea. ‘There’s lots to love here, it’s a great hospital, and great staff. If you need a hand from any of your colleagues, all you have to do is ask.’

			He gave a nod of thanks. The words were reassuring. This was the first time he and Regan had been away from their extended family, and the added complication of Khiem and Hoa not being here when they’d arrived had given him a moment of concern.

			He looked back at Lien. ‘At the entrance...’ he gave a little smile ‘...you were expecting someone...different?’

			Her smile was gentle in return. She knew she’d been caught out. She gave a nod. ‘From the description Khiem gave me I was expecting someone...older.’ He could see the compassion and warmth in her eyes. ‘But you’ll do, Dr Joe. You’ll do.’ She patted him on the shoulder as she stood up and pointed to the fridge.

			There was something about the way she said those words that sent a little buzz through his body. The nod of approval meant everything to him and he couldn’t quite work out why. Maybe it was the journey, the distance, the unknown. Whatever it was, he could already tell that Lien was someone he could work with. She’d asked a lot of questions tonight and he hadn’t really had the opportunity to ask much in return. He was intrigued. He already wanted to know more about his colleague but Lien was talking again.

			‘There are noodles, vegetables and pork in there. The wok is in the cupboard to the side of the cooker. If you’re hungry, you should be able to rustle something up.’ She lifted her cup and walked over with it to the sink. ‘I can show you where the market is tomorrow if you need to get some other things. It’s not too far.’

			He stood up quickly, remembering his manners.

			‘If you need anything, I’m just in the house next door.’

			‘You are? Which one is yours?’

			‘Khiem and Hoa stay in the one with the yellow door, and I’m in the lilac one.’

			He gave a nod as she opened the door, then realised something. ‘Darn it, I haven’t even looked around the hospital properly yet.’

			Lien waved her hand as she strolled away. ‘Plenty of time for that tomorrow. I’ll see you in the morning.’ She gave him a bright smile as she headed towards the house with the lilac door, her hair bouncing as she walked.

			He gave a little shake of his head. He’d been worried. Maybe even a tiny bit scared. But Lien seemed like she could be a good colleague. He looked around the house. It was compact but had everything they needed. Six months.

			Six months of something completely and utterly different. And for the second time since his mother had handed him the tickets, he felt a wave of emotion that this time he could recognise. Excitement.

			 

			Lien closed the door behind her. Maybe she’d been too direct—too forward. Truth was, she was a little on edge. Khiem and Hoa had expected to be here, but the phone call from the other hospital had meant they’d had to leave at short notice. Joe didn’t realise it yet, but it actually meant that they’d be two doctors down for the next few weeks. Lien hadn’t been joking about the bribery.

			She pulled the clip from her hair and gave her head a shake. She couldn’t pretend she wasn’t a bit intrigued by the new Scottish doctor. She’d had to concentrate hard at some points when he’d been speaking. Did he realise just how quickly he sometimes spoke, and how the words just seemed to all run into one?

			She’d noticed his fingers hovering near the picture he’d placed next to Regan. It was clear it was pictures of his wife. Was he really ready to be here?

			She sighed. They’d had doctors here for six months at a time before. The last doctor from Germany had been suffering from mental health problems that had come to a head while he’d been here. A female doctor had come to Vietnam without declaring her drug addiction—something that had quickly become evident. Another colleague had appeared from the US, romanced his way around the staff in the hospital, then left abruptly after three months. Turned out he’d left a wife back home he’d forgotten to tell anyone about.

			All three of those doctors had been escaping something, running away from something. It sounded very much like Joe Lennox was doing something similar. Would he really last six months? Because she needed him to. The hospital needed some stability. Sad as his story was, the last thing they needed was another doctor with problems of his own who would leave because he discovered the experience in Vietnam wasn’t what he wanted.

			She started stripping off her clothes as she headed to the shower. She’d have to help him out as much as she could—particularly until his little boy was settled in the international school. If Joe got cold feet he might decide to get on the first plane home to Scotland. She believed him when he said he’d needed a change. But the fact he’d been honest enough to say his mother had pushed him in this direction bothered her. Was he really ready for this? She hadn’t seen his CV. She had no idea what his previous experience was. Khiem and Hoa did all the recruitment and she trusted their judgement. If they thought he’d fit in, then she had to believe that.

			But the truth was, it wasn’t his skills she was worried about. It was more his heart and his head. If his head was somewhere else he could make mistakes, and if his heart wasn’t in it, he wouldn’t want to stay.

			Something twisted in her chest.

			This place meant everything to her.

			For lots of the residents in Hanoi, this was their only accessible healthcare. Yes, services were pushed. Yes, they didn’t always have all the supplies that they needed. But she was determined that this place would always serve the population that needed it.

			People like her, and her family.

			This was her city, her people.

			And no matter how much empathy she had for the new doctor’s circumstances, he had better be prepared to pull his weight around here.
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