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      As she walked into her apartment her cell phone rang. Amber Monroe inwardly groaned. Was someone from the hospital calling already? Had something happened to one of her patients? Concern had her stopping midstride and fishing in her bag for her cell phone. When she saw her brother's name she answered in surprise.

      “Adam? Is something wrong?”

      Silence. Alarm skittered across her nerves.

      “Mom? Dad?” She forced the questions through her tight throat.

      “No, our parents are fine.” His reassuring words made her relax.

      “What then? I just walked in from work.” She sighed. “It was a rough day.”

      “It's Shane, Amber. He…there was a horrible accident—a plane crash in the mountains near Beijing and I'm so sorry. He didn't make it.”

      Dazed she sank onto the nearest chair. Shane? Dead? This couldn't be happening. There had to be some mistake. Shane was too young, only thirty-three, he couldn't possibly be dead. She shook her head, wanting to scream in protest, but Adam’s heavy silence held her in check. She'd known Shane Reinhart her entire life, mostly because Shane was Adam’s best friend. For years, her parents treated Shane as if he were part of their family.

      One day, she'd hoped to marry him, making Shane a member of the family for good.

      “I'm sorry for you, too, Adam.” She forced herself to push beyond her own grief to consider what her brother was going through. “Are you going to be alright?”

      “Yeah.” He didn't sound convincing. “I still need to let Mom and Dad know.”

      “I'll be right over.” No way was she letting Adam tell her parents alone.

      “Thanks, Amber.” Her brother sounded old. Tired.

      She set her phone on the table, then buried her face in her hands allowing the keening sorrow and tears to come.

      Her relationship with Shane had only just grown beyond the friendship stage. But now he was gone.

      Forever.
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      Four months later…

      “Come on, Mr. Goetz, you're almost there.” Amber encouraged the older man who leaned heavily on his walker as he made his way slowly, painfully, down the hall to the community dining room at the Veteran’s hospital’s rehabilitation center.

      “Bah, I ain’t almost there.” The stodgy old man scowled and set his walker down on the linoleum floor then shuffled his feet to catch up. “I don't know why you don't let me eat in my room.”

      She couldn't help but smile. “Because I care too much about you to allow you to wallow in misery all alone, that's why. Look at the bright sunlight pouring through the windows. It's a beautiful day.”

      One rubber foot of his walker stuck to the floor and he lost his balance, leaning heavily to his left side. His weak side, thanks to the broken hip he’d sustained. His rehab stay was to strengthen the weaker muscles in his left leg, making sure he could perform activities of daily living.

      “It's all right. I have you.” She quickly tightened the muscles of her arm beneath his supporting his weight the best she could while hanging on to the walker to keep it from toppling over. After a few tense minutes, Mr. Goetz managed to get his left leg steadied beneath him and slowly shifted his weight so that it was equally distributed.

      Still, she didn't loosen her grip on his arm or the walker. “Are you all right Mr. Goetz? I promise, I won't let you go until you’re feeling steady.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I got it.” The near collision with the floor eased some of his crustiness. “I can make it.”

      “I know you can,” she assured him. “You’re getting stronger. And I'll be right here with you the entire way.”

      The tangy scent of tomato and basil filled the air as they drew closer to the dining room. Another two steps and he managed to get into position to sit down at the table where three other men waited. Without any help, he eased into his seat.

      “You did great, Mr. Goetz.” She moved his walker out of the way, but not out of his reach. She patted his arm. “I'm proud of you.”

      “You’re a sweetheart.” Despite his earlier protests, his scowl eased into a smile. Being near his cronies had already brightened his spirits. Which was exactly why she’d pushed the issue of his coming to the dining room for his meals. “When are you going to marry me, Amber Monroe?”

      She laughed. His proposal was as regular as the noontime meal. “Mr. Goetz, you know my answer hasn’t changed. I can't marry you, or anyone,” she added, sternly eyeing the other men seated at the table who often joined in with their own proposals. “Until I've met my goal of traveling to all fifty states.”

      “Huh. What's so great about wanting to leave here?” Mr. Sutherland asked. “We all signed the petition so you would stay.”

      She barely refrained from rolling her eyes. “I'm not leaving for another five weeks, Mr. Sutherland, so relax. Chances are you'll be home long before then. And please, stop signing petitions. This is my choice, not the Veteran’s hospital’s decision.

      “Amber?” One of the nurses gestured from the main desk. “Doctor Roland is on the phone.”

      “Don't let him hang up. I'll be right there.” She had paged the physical medicine specialist four times since the start of her shift to discuss Mr. Goetz's care. She forced a smile. “Enjoy your meal, gentleman. And remember, behave.”

      “Aw, what fun is that?” Mr. Baker asked in a plaintive tone.

      She laughed and shook her head as she left the dining room. Reaching over the desk, she pushed the blinking light on the multi-button phone. “Dr. Roland? I've been calling you all morning.”

      “I'm busy.”

      She should have known he wouldn't apologize and bit her tongue, forcing herself to concentrate on the matter at hand. “The results of the urine sample we sent yesterday on Harold Goetz indicate he has another urinary tract infection. I’m concerned about him. I’m not sure why we can’t seem to clear this infection up.”

      “Give him ten days of double strength Bactrim. Is that all?” His dismissive tone infuriated her. He acted as if he didn’t care if Mr. Goetz ever recovered from his infection.

      “I don't know. Are you going to bother calling back the next time I page you?”

      There was a moment of silence, then Dr. Roland erupted. “Don't tell me how to run my unit. I always return my pages and don't you dare to insinuate otherwise.” He slammed the phone in her ear.

      Ouch. Amber winced and hung up. Apparently the truth hurts.

      Irene one of her nurse colleagues on the unit stared at her with wide eyes. “I can't believe you said that to him.”

      “Yeah, well, I'm tired of him not answering our pages.” She sighed and came around the desk to enter the telephone order into the computer. “If Roland ever made rounds, he'd know these things for himself, wouldn't he?” Irene nodded in agreement, so she continued, “He hasn't shown his face around here for three days, at least not on day shift and not in the evenings either, based on the lack of documentation in the patient’s charts.”

      “I know. But still. I can't believe you actually said that to him.” Irene was a newer graduate nurse, three years younger than Amber. Although it was at times like this that Amber felt as if she were one hundred years older. “What if he complains to our boss about you?”

      “Let him.” She shrugged even though she knew Roland could cause trouble for her if he wanted to. Despite being absent more often than not, Dr. Roland was still the medical director of the physical medicine rehab unit. Dealing with him was one of those things she wouldn't miss when she left to take her traveling nurse position in Florida. Although she was worried about what would happen to her patients when she was gone. If she didn't blow the whistle and stand up to keep Roland in line, who would?

      “Do me a favor. Watch for the extra strength Bactrim that should be coming up from the pharmacy. Oh, and keep an eye on our patients. I'd better find Leanne and let her know my side of the story before Roland gets to her.”

      Irene let out a heavy sigh. “Okay, but if she asks me, I'll have to tell her the truth about what I overheard you say.”

      “Don't worry, I would never ask you to lie for me.” She met Irene’s gaze straight on. “I’ll tell her exactly what I said, along with the fact that he hasn't made rounds in three days. I’m pretty sure there are rules about that.”

      “Good luck,” Irene said.

      She flashed a grim smile. Considering she'd already given her notice and her last day of employment was August 15th, she didn't really care if her boss fired her. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She’d never been fired from a job in her life, and honestly didn’t really want to start now. Thankfully, she had nearly enough vacation time to cover the gap if necessary.

      Maybe getting canned wouldn’t be the worst thing, she thought knocking on the nursing director’s office door. She wouldn’t mind some time off. Even though she’d miss her patients.

      Three hours later the end of her shift came all too quickly. There were never enough hours in the day to get the work finished. Instead of firing her, Leanne made her sign up for an educational session about positive communication between colleagues. She was glad her boss hadn’t been too upset, and Leanne had promised to follow up with the chief of staff about Roland’s lack of making rounds. As she headed home, she debated whether or not the chief of staff would take their concerns seriously or brush them off. Surely she couldn't be the first nurse to complain about the guy.

      It bugged her that Roland was getting paid for taking care of his patients from the comfort of his chair on the other end of a phone rather than in person, using an actual stethoscope to do his own assessments.

      She brushed off the annoyance. Roland wouldn’t be her problem for much longer. The summer day was warm but not too hot as she walked the short six blocks home to her parent’s house. She rolled her shoulders hoping to ease the nagging ache. Grabbing Mr. Goetz so he didn't fall had strained the muscles in her upper back. Again.

      But she didn't dare complain not when she had to go home and help lift her incapacitated mother in and out of the bathtub. She winced, immediately ashamed of the selfish thought.

      Shane's death had taken a toll on their whole family. Amber had grieved for what would never be. But then she’d decided this was the perfect time to break loose from her family. To take the first step in her dream of seeing the world. She'd always wanted to travel but losing Shane had been hard. Then, her mother had tripped over their dog Murphy, and had fallen down the stairs.

      Her mom's broken hip was healing slowly but surely. Her dad watched over her mother while Amber was at work, but he couldn't do everything himself. At least her mother's hip fracture was on the mend. Soon her mom wouldn't need help at all.

      Her parents had been upset by her decision to leave home and travel, but she couldn't let her love for them sway her from her goal. Her dream of marrying Shane had been broken, but she knew it was time to look ahead. She'd lived vicariously through her older siblings for years. It was time for her to do something for herself. She missed having her own apartment, having been forced to move back home after her mother had broken her hip. There were also five other Monroe siblings to keep an eye on her parents, while she was gone. Well, really only three, since Austin was in California and Aaron was in Boston.

      Once she'd planned to travel with Shane. Her heart squeezed painfully in her chest. She'd known him her whole life, and just before he'd left for China, he'd kissed her, finally giving her a hint he was ready to take the relationship to the next level. Waiting for Shane to return home had been pure agony. Still, she hadn't blamed him for jumping at the chance to participate in a special surgical training program in Beijing. She would have done the same thing in his shoes.

      Losing him felt surreal. Any minute, she expected him to vault onto the porch of her parent’s house, demanding to know what was for dinner.

      A heavy ache settled in her heart. She missed him.

      As she approached her childhood home, she noticed a man with a cane standing near the mailbox. She estimated him to be in his early thirties, and he stood staring at the house thoughtfully. He was tall, at least six feet, his back ramrod straight and his dark hair cut military short. For a moment she wondered if he was a lost soldier looking for the veteran’s hospital, even though he was dressed in worn jeans and T-shirt rather than a uniform.

      He didn't seem to notice her until she was right next to him. With a polite smile, she greeted him. “Hello, may I help you? Are you lost?”

      “Not lost, exactly. I believe this might be the Monroe house. I’m looking for Amber Monroe.”

      Her eyes widened. She’d never seen this stranger before in her life. “I'm Amber Monroe.”

      “Oh.” He frowned, trailing his gaze over her. “I expected someone older.”

      She bit back a flash of impatience. She was twenty-six, not sixteen, and more than a little tired of people assuming the latter. It was humiliating the way she got carded when she went out with her coworkers, making her aware she looked younger than she was. “Well, I'm not expecting you.” She scowled. “Are you sure you’re looking for me?”

      “Yes.” Belatedly she noticed a dark blue duffel bag on the ground at his feet. He leaned down and carefully extracted a small, battered cardboard box. His facial expression didn't change as he straightened, but she sensed he was in excruciating pain the way each movement was slow and deliberate. With the solemn expression, he held out the box. “I have something that belongs to you. I'm sorry it took me so long to bring this, I was—unavoidably detained.”

      She didn't know who this guy was, and she was too tired to care. Crossing her arms over her chest, she silently refused his dubious offering. “Who are you? Why would you have anything that belongs to me?”

      “My name is Nick Tanner, a friend and colleague of Shane Reinhart. This box contains letters and e-mail messages you sent during the time we were both on a six-month surgical training stint in Beijing.” A tick spasmed in his cheek and his tone revealed no emotion as he added, “I'm very sorry for your loss.”
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      Nick hoped she'd take the stupid box before he made a fool of himself by falling flat on his face. Every muscle in his leg screamed in agony. The bright sunlight beating down on his bare head echoed the throbbing in his thigh and sweat beaded on his upper lip.

      Shane's girlfriend finally took the cardboard box from his hands. His arm dropped to his side and he nearly closed his eyes in relief. He had overtaxed his injured muscles by traveling halfway across the country without the help of pain meds.

      “Are you okay?” The girl who looked all of eighteen with her strawberry blonde hair pulled into a ponytail and the sprinkling of freckles across her nose, leaned toward him. A frown marred her pretty brow. “You look like you need to sit down.”

      He must be losing his touch. He could have sworn he hadn't revealed any sign of his pain. Nick forced himself to look into the girl's concerned blue eyes. “I’m fine. I don't need to sit down.”

      “Yeah.” She scoffed. “Look, Mr. Tanner, I'm a nurse and I know for a fact you need to sit before you fall.” She gestured to the steps leading to a wide porch in front of an old white farmhouse. “There's some shade from the sun over here.”

      Despite his determination to get out of there, he found himself walking stiffly toward the proffered shade. “Dr. Tanner.”

      “Excuse me?” She set the cardboard box beside her as she settled on the top step. A large Irish setter came bounding out the door wagging his tail and greeting.

      Idly, he reached out to pet the friendly dog, before bending awkwardly to take a seat on the steps beside her. “Never mind, call me Nick.” Taking the weight off his leg brought immeasurable relief. Forgetting his resolve of not letting on how much he was hurting, he used his good hand to massage the tense muscles.

      “Nick. Of course.” He almost smiled when she tapped her temple with her index finger. “I remember now. Shane mentioned you in several of his letters and during our video calls. You're a trauma surgeon too, aren't you?”

      The hint of smile faded. Shane. He had to remember why he was here. To pay his respects to Shane’s girlfriend. Mentally bracing himself, he turned so he could face her. “I was.”

      “But not anymore?”

      He swallowed hard and shook his head. “Not exactly.” Without thinking, he opened and closed his injured hand into a fist. His arm was coming along much better than his leg, but he was so far from being well, he couldn't imagine setting foot in an operating room. “At the moment, I'm more of a patient than a doctor.”

      “Hmm.” Despite the strawberry blonde hair and freckles he suspected those intense blue eyes of hers didn't miss a thing. “And you came all this way to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to give me a cardboard box filled with letters, messages and mementos I sent to Shane?”

      “Yes.” He had a strong desire to tell her the rest to explain everything, but the words stuck in his throat. The truth was his burden to bear. Nothing good would come of telling Shane's girlfriend what he knew.

      Shane Reinhart’s death was his fault.
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      A little girl with blonde pigtails ran out of the house, banging the screen door behind her. “Aunt Amber, Grandma wants to know what's taking you so long.” Her eyes rounded with shocked surprise when she saw Nick sitting there. “Aunt Amber! Don't you know you're not supposed to talk to strangers?”

      “Yes, Beth. But Dr. Tanner isn't a stranger, he's a friend.” Nick almost smiled at how Amber stretched the truth for the child's benefit. “Tell Grandma I'll be in soon.”

      “Okay.” The little girl spun like a top and dashed inside.

      With an apologetic glance at him, she said, “Mom broke her hip a month ago and she needs help getting around.”

      And that was his cue to leave. He managed a smile. “Shane mentioned how the Monroe family was closer to him than his own. I can certainly see why he felt that way. Please, give your parents my regards.”

      “Why don't you stay for dinner?” Amber stood with a fluid movement he sorely envied. “My brother Adam will be here. He was a good friend of Shane’s. I'm sure he'd love to talk to you.”

      Sucking in a deep breath to ward off the anticipated pain, he pushed himself to a standing position. A dark red hot jolt of pain flashed before his eyes, momentarily blinding him. Wow, something as easy as standing shouldn't be so difficult. To distract himself from his weakness, he focused his gaze on Amber's youthful face as he recited her sibling’s names. “Aaron, Adam, Alec, Austin, and Amber. Don't tell me, let me guess. You guys are the A-team.

      Amber laughed, the simple motion lit up her whole face, making him suck in another quick breath. “What can I say? My parents have a strange sense of humor. You forgot my sister, Andrea, she’s between Aaron and Adam. Beth is her daughter. I have the dubious privilege of being the youngest. My sister has carried on the tradition, her children are Bethany and Benjamin. We can only pray she doesn't have four more. I'm not sure our family gatherings could take the noise.”

      He thought her family sounded wonderful. He'd heard bits and pieces about the Monroe family from Shane. Guilt over his death returned in full force. “You're very fortunate to have such a large family.”

      Her expression softened. “Yes, I know.”

      “Amber?” A booming male voice came from inside the house. “Beth tells us your boyfriend is here. Why don't you invite him in?” As he spoke, her father opened the door and stepped out on the porch. “You know your friends are always welcome. Hi. My name is Abe Monroe. My wife, Alice is inside.” Her dad held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Nick Tanner, and it's nice to meet you too.” Nick shook Amber's father's hand, subtly shifting his weight to ease the pain in his left leg before it buckled and he embarrassed himself by doing an ungainly nose dive off the side of the porch.

      “Nick is Shane’s friend.” Amber rolled her eyes at her dad's assumption they were seeing each other. “He's a surgeon too, and was training with Shane over in Beijing. I just invited him to stay for dinner.” She glanced over her shoulder while opening the door. “Dad, talk him into staying, while I run up to check on Mom.”

      “Really?” The older man's eyes brightened with keen interest as he gazed at Nick. Amber grinned slyly as she left him alone with her father. “You were with Shane in Beijing? I'd love to hear about your time there, if you don't mind.”

      Nick could swear he heard the clang of a jail door slamming shut behind him. How was he going to get out of this? For a moment, he considered simply walking away. But then realized he owed the Monroe clan more than a couple of minutes of his time. Shane had called them his surrogate family. So what if he didn't have his pain meds and muscle relaxants with him? They didn't work all that well anyway. He could suffer a few more hours.

      To be honest, he didn't have anywhere else to go. Except back to an empty motel room. For years he'd roamed the world thriving on his independence. But since his accident he'd become keenly aware of his lack of a home. Of a family.

      “No, sir, I don't mind at all.” He forced a smile. “I'd love to stay for dinner.”

      “Great! Come on in.” Abe gave a hearty laugh and opened the door gesturing for Nick to follow. “I'll tell Andrea to set another place at the table.”

      He followed Amber's father inside the house and immediately felt surrounded by the warmth of the Monroe family. One entire wall of the living room was covered with framed pictures of the children, including he saw with a grimace, several pictures including Shane.

      And of course, dozens of Amber.

      In his humble opinion, she was the cutest of the bunch.

      He felt like a traitor stepping into this wholesome homestead. When he heard the tinkling sound of Amber's laughter, he knew he was sunk.

      His mission of returning the cardboard box to Amber had been completed. He had no intention of telling the family the graphic details about the plane crash that had nearly killed him and had stolen Shane’s life. The hotel had sent his bags to the hospital upon his transfer back to the United States, but had mixed up some of his and Shane’s belongings. He wasn't even sure how it happened, some phrase had caught his eye and he ended up reading part of a letter. Then another. Then all of them. Every letter and email Amber had sent to Shane.

      Then he'd suffered complications from surgery that had extended his stay in the hospital for another two months. If he was brutally honest, Amber's letters were the only thing that kept him from losing his mind during the long, painful weeks of rehab. He'd read each letter and e-mail so often he could quote them by memory.

      Bad enough he'd betrayed her privacy. What was he doing hanging around here?

      Meeting Amber in person hadn't helped exorcise his demons. In fact, just the opposite. Now that he'd met her in person, he only wanted to stay.
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      Amber couldn't concentrate on taking care of her mother, not when she could hear the rumble of Nick's deep voice downstairs as he spoke to her family. She was more than a little intrigued by the tall, dark-haired stranger.

      Although he really wasn't a stranger, she silently corrected. That hadn't been just a line to satisfy her niece. Shane had mentioned Nick several times in his letters, how they'd go out and play tourist in Beijing after putting in long grueling hours in the operating room. Shane had also been impressed by Nick's skill as a surgeon. It was such a shame he'd been injured.

      “Ouch!” Her mother yelped.

      “Oh, I'm so sorry.” She winced and turned her attention back to the task of getting her mother out of the bathtub. “I didn't mean to bump your knee like that. Here, wrap your arm around my shoulder so I can support your weight off your hip.”

      “That's all right, dear.” Her mother flashed a forgiving smile. “Did you have a rough day at work?”

      “No more than usual.” With caution, she helped her mother stand then step out of the bathtub. According to the physical therapists, they weren't supposed to rely on the automatic lift anymore, even though her mother preferred the ease of using the supportive equipment.

      “I'm falling,” her mother cried, waving her arm in panic.

      “Don't worry I have you.” She spoke in a soothing tone and tightened her grip on her mother's tiny frame. Thankfully her mother was small boned and didn’t weigh very much. “You're doing great, Mom. A few more weeks and you'll be getting in and out of the tub on your own.”

      “I'm not so sure about that.” Her mom dropped into the chair with a sigh. “Maybe you should put off leaving for another couple of months. You know, Andrea could use your help with the kids once in a while with her husband away on his business trips.”

      Amber bit back the automatic protest. She knew her mother wasn't trying to make her feel guilty. But the end result was a pretty impressive guilt trip, just the same. She managed a smile. “Here, let's get you dressed. We have a guest for dinner.”

      “Really?” Her mother perked up, diverted by the prospect of company, as she had hoped. “Who?”

      “Dr. Nick Tanner. He's a friend of Shane’s.” She wrapped her mother in a large bath towel. “Let's get you into the bedroom and you can tell me what you'd like to wear.”

      “A friend of Shane’s?” Her mother used the walker to make her way from the bathroom into the bedroom. “Oh my.”

      Oh my, was right. Her impression exactly, she thought with a wry grin. Men had not been high on her list of priorities after Shane's passing. Yet she wouldn't be a female if she hadn't noticed the extremely handsome Nick Tanner.

      Not that she was interested in anything except hearing about his travels. Her pulse quickened at the thought. Beijing! How she'd longed to see the Forbidden City in the Ming Tombs that Shane had described in his letters. She could just imagine what it must have been like to travel through a country where you couldn't speak the language. For too long now, she lived vicariously through others.

      Six more weeks and she'd start her traveling nurse assignment. She'd be happy to at least see the breadth of the United States, but she'd already begun to save money to travel overseas as well.

      Her feet itched to shake off the Wisconsin dust once and for all. Not that she wouldn't return home for visits. Yet, as the youngest, she'd been forced to wait as one by one her siblings and of course, Shane, had taken off for adventures unknown.

      Andrea had come back once since she decided to marry Stuart, and still Amber hadn't managed to find her way across state lines. First she'd needed enough nursing experience to qualify for a traveling nurse assignment. Then Shane’s death, followed by her mother's broken hip, had postponed her plans. She hadn’t minded helping out. But now, it seemed as if her family was determined she should never leave. As much as she loved them, they'd keep trying to run her life, refusing to believe she was capable of surviving on her own.

      As far as she was concerned, she'd be just fine without them. She longed to get away. She could practically taste the spicy southern cuisine, feel the salty spray on her face as she stood on the sandy shores of the Gulf of Mexico.

      Her heart raced with anticipation. She could hardly wait.
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      Amber listened in awe as Nick described his and Shane’s trip to the Great Wall of China. She imagined how the winding wall must have looked, zig zagging like a snake through the green, hilly mountains. Suddenly, moving to Florida sounded far too tame.

      Maybe she needed to reconsider her initial goal of seeing all fifty states. There would always be plenty of time to travel her homeland, but going overseas now, while she was young enough to explore the sights, sounded like a much better plan. Were there traveling nurse assignments available overseas? How different could the nurse’s responsibilities be? She thought about some of the European medical articles she'd read and inwardly grimaced. Even some routine medical phrases were different, and she had to assume the duties were, too.

      Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea after all.

      “Thanks for dinner.” Nick’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “I very much enjoyed the home cooked meal.” Her sister, Andrea, preened at his praise. “But I really need to get going.”

      Amber could tell her father was disappointed, but he gave in gracefully. “Of course you do. How long will you be in town?”

      “I'm not sure, probably only a few days.” Nick flashed an apologetic smile. “If I have time, I'll stop back before I leave.”

      “If you do, Dad will just ply you with more questions about what it's like to live in Beijing,” Adam warned.

      “We’d love to have you again, if you have time.” Her father seemed mollified by Nick's halfhearted promise.

      “Did you park your car nearby?” Amber thought back to how she'd found him standing outside their home. She didn't remember seeing any strange cars parked on the road, but she could have missed it. “I'll walk you outside.”

      Adam raised a brow. “I'll come with you.”

      Oh please. Like she needed a chaperone for this? “I can handle it.” Her narrow glare told him to back off. Her brothers and their protective attitude had worn thin years ago. They always found fault with the guys she dated, except for Shane. And while Shane had kissed her prior to his trip overseas, he hadn't actually asked her out. Not for lack of trying on her part.

      Her brothers routinely interfered with other aspects of her life as well. Even when she had gotten her own apartment, Alec, a cop with the Milwaukee Police Department had moved into the same building to keep an eye on her. He claimed the area had a high crime rate. Yeah, right. She’d learned he’d promised her parents he’d look after her. Honestly, she needed to gain independence from her family. Being forced to temporarily move in with her parents had not helped.

      “I didn't drive here.” Nick's smile seemed strained. “The motel I’m staying at isn't far.”

      Normally she would have agreed. It was a nice summer night for a walk after all. But she'd noticed the lines bracketing Nick’s mouth had grooved deeper as their dinner had worn on. She'd worked with enough patients experiencing pain that she recognized a man in agony when she saw him. She wondered if he'd brought any medications with him, or if he'd left them back at the motel.

      He stood and swayed slightly before using one hand to force his knee into a locked position beneath him. Yep. Definitely left his meds at the hotel, she decided. Stubborn man, not to have said anything sooner.

      “I'll walk you out,” she repeated, ignoring her brothers. For a second she thought Adam was going to follow, but he didn't. Thankfully Alec was working or for sure he would have. Alec saw violent crime everywhere he looked, making him twice as cautious at home. As she strode past the door, she lifted her parents’ car keys off the hook mounted on the wall.

      She'd sold her car, intent on buying another once she'd settled in Florida. If she needed one. The condo she would be staying in was located close to the hospital, so she doubted she would. Maybe she'd buy a bike instead. Or an electric scooter. Something she could use to ride down to the beach.

      Outside, Nick stiffly crossed the porch, then descended the stairs, one painful step at a time.

      “Hop in and I’ll drive you to the hotel.” She gestured to the vehicle parked in the driveway.

      “I can walk. Thanks again for dinner.” His tone was abrupt, almost rude.

      If she hadn't been so accustomed to taking care of people in pain, she might have taken his dismissal personally. However, dealing with her patients and the Dr. Rolands of the world, she'd grown tough.

      “Don't be an idiot. Get in the car,” she said sharply. “Do you think I can't see how badly you're hurting?”

      He paused then turned to look at her as if he couldn't believe her gall. Then understanding dawn. “That's right. I almost forgot you're a nurse.”

      Her smile was not a bit sweet. “Yes, and if you know what's good for you, you won't argue. Especially now when you look as if one little push would send you sprawling flat on your face. And I have to tell you, there’s no way I’ll get you up off the street by myself. My brother and sister will have to help.”

      His jaw tightened and she knew he hated every minute of weakness. But hallelujah, he didn't bite her head off. He turned and hobbled toward the car. “Fine, you can drive me back.”

      She stood, waiting until he'd slid into the passenger seat, before climbing in on the driver's side. She adjusted the driver’s seat forward then backed out of the driveway.

      “So, where are you staying?” She kept her tone mild, ignoring the resentment radiating off him in waves.

      “A place called The Cozy Inn. It's just six blocks east and one block south of here.”

      The Cozy Inn? She glanced at him in surprise. “That's right across the street from the VA hospital where I work.”

      His gaze was enigmatic. “Yeah. Although I didn’t know you worked there.”

      She was dying of curiosity. “What are you doing here in Milwaukee? Other than returning a box of personal mementos, that is.”

      “Nothing much.” He stared out the window as if avoiding her gaze. “I told you, I'm not practicing as a surgeon. I'm still in physical therapy.”

      “I see.” But she really didn't. Drumming her fingers on the steering wheel, she sent him a sidelong glance. Had he come to Milwaukee for a second opinion? She wanted to ask, but that would be rude.

      Wouldn't it? Yes. Definitely rude.

      “Here we are. The Cozy Inn.” She pulled into the motel parking lot. “Where is your room?”

      “Ground level, number ten, the room on the end.” The motel was small, only two rows of rooms. The upper level sported a covered walkway. In deference to his discomfort, she pulled into the parking slot closest to the doorway near room ten.

      She watched as Nick opened the passenger door and tried to swing his legs out of the car. As he struggled, he never uttered a sound, but his forehead was soon covered with a fine sheen of sweat.

      Ridiculous. The guy would fall on his backside before requesting a helping hand. With a soundless sigh, she slid out from behind the wheel and stalked around to the passenger side.

      “I can't stand it.” She glared at him. “It's your left side giving you problems, right?”

      Remaining mute, lips compressed in a tight line, he nodded.

      “That's what I thought. I'll pull you up then I want you to lean on me.” She used both of her hands to clasp his right hand and used her weight to lever him up and off the seat.

      He was several shades paler by the time he managed to stand upright. She took a moment to grab his cane, then braced her body under his good arm so that she didn't stress the injured muscles of his left side. Keeping her pace slow, they walked or maybe stumbled, toward the doorway.

      He was heavier than he looked, probably because of his height. She wasn't sure how they managed but soon they were standing in front of his motel room door. He had his room key and was swiping it in front of the sensor with his left hand, trying hard not to sway. She imagined anyone walking past them would think Nick was intoxicated or using illegal drugs.

      “We're almost there,” she said encouragingly as he finally pushed the door open.

      Inside, she was glad the room was on the small side as they made their way toward the bed. She was beginning to feel his weight, her own sore muscles protesting the strain.

      “Let's turn so you can sit down.” She tried to help him pivot, but somehow her legs entwined with his and she felt him tilt sideways.

      “No,” she cried as she attempted to yank him upright. But it was too late. His heavier weight dragged her down along with him as they bounced on the bed in a helpless tangle of limbs.
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      Once the blinding pain receded, Nick wondered if he'd died and gone to heaven. Not because the pain had lessened to a tolerable level but because of Amber’s warm vanilla scent filling his head and the softness of her body pressing against his chest. She was sprawled on top of him, her light weight a welcome distraction. He prayed she wouldn't move. Her sweet mouth invited him close.

      He didn't know what possessed him to lift the necessary inch to taste her. But once he did, he couldn't make himself regret it. She was sweet, her lips soft. When she didn't pull away or slug him, he gathered her close and took advantage of her startled gasp to deepen the kiss.

      How long since he'd held a woman? Or even wanted to? Seemed like a lifetime.

      Her eager response as she kissed him back sent warning signals beeping in his brain. He abruptly realized he'd started something he didn't dare finish.

      Amber wasn't his to date. She belonged to someone else. Before he could talk himself out of it, he broke off the kiss. Dazed, she stared down at him for a long moment. Then she rolled off him to sit on the edge of the bed. She looked stunned, shaken.

      What was wrong with him? He shouldn't have taken advantage of her like this. He'd only been thinking of himself. Again.

      With a wince, he sat up next to her. As she still hadn't said a word, he felt obligated to apologize. “I'm sorry. I never should have kissed you, especially when you're grieving over losing Shane. I know it's too soon. I didn’t intend to take advantage of your kindness. Just chalk this up to a moment of insanity.”

      Her entire body went still. Then he realized his mistake. Stupid, stupid, stupid! The only reason he knew the extent of her feelings toward Shane was because he'd read her letters and emails.

      I miss you, Shane. Things aren't the same around here without you. Especially miss our talks. Have I mentioned what a great listener you are? Even now, writing to you like this isn't the same as two of us laughing and talking for hours. Especially the night right before you left.

      He'd become envious of the relationship between Amber and Shane. That's how low he'd sunk, battling a burning resentment toward a dead man.

      “What do you know about my feelings for Shane?” Her voice held a deceptive softness, but the glitter in her blue eyes betrayed her true feelings.

      He swallowed hard. “Ah—I just figured. I mean, Shane told me how romantically involved the two of you were...”

      “Nice try, but I don't believe Shane said anything of the sort.” Confusion flickered across her features then her gaze narrowed as realization dawned. “I don't believe it. You read my letters to Shane.”

      And here it was. He braced himself for the full force of her anger because he deserved it. “Yes. I didn't mean to, but I did. Read them, I mean. I'm sorry.”

      “Of all the lowlife stunts.” Face flaming, she scrambled to her feet and shot across the motel room to the door. “Those notes were personal. You had no right to read them.”

      “I know.” Helpless to do anything else, he watched her storm out of his room, slamming the door behind her for good measure.

      He wanted to run after her, to make her understand why he'd read them, but he let her go. For one thing, he couldn’t force his aching body to move. And more importantly, she was right. He was very much the lowest form of life on earth. With a heavy sigh, he scrubbed his hands over his face. He couldn't find the words to explain how her letters and notes had changed him. Her positive outlook on life, her self-deprecating humor, and her obvious affection for her family had gotten him through the darkest days of his recovery. Every letter and note had only endeared her to him more. Until he'd yearned to meet her in person.

      Now that he had, Amber was even more beautiful than he'd imagined. Their chance meeting in the street outside the Monroe house had caught him off guard. There was no denying the instant flash of awareness, even though she'd looked far too young. He'd been interested in her in a way he hadn't been for a very long time. The way their brief kiss had spun out of control only proved that point.

      Too bad, he was the last man on the face of the earth she would ever be interested in.

      Even if she was able to get over her anger and embarrassment of how he'd invaded her privacy, there was no use pursuing a relationship. For one thing, he was still a cripple, but worse, she didn't know the truth. If not for Shane’s attempts to rescue him, the man she’d deeply cared for would still be alive today.
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      How dare Nick Tanner read her personal notes to Shane? What right did he have to invade her privacy?

      What right did he have to kiss her?

      Mortified, she leaned her forehead on the steering wheel and tried to pull herself together. Nick’s kiss had thrown her seriously off balance. Then to find out he'd read her personal notes and letters—she swallowed hard. So what if her letters held a friendship tone?  They were still personal. She and Shane hadn't even gone on one date, much less anything more serious. If they had been deeply romantically involved, this could have been far worse. A strangled laugh escaped her throat. As if it wasn’t bad enough.

      Nick probably thought she was hopeless, the way she'd hinted at wanting something more with Shane. She'd chattered about her life, maybe venting a bit over her interfering, overprotective, yet very loving family. Good grief, no wonder Nick had expected someone older. Boring, bitter old maid.

      Enough! No use wallowing in self-pity. With sheer grit and determination, she pulled herself together. She would forget about the impact of Nick’s potent kiss and his blatant disregard for her privacy. Lifting her head, she started the car. Calmer now, she drove home. It was easy to admit that she was more embarrassed than angry to discover Nick knew all those unflattering things about her.

      Not until she'd pulled into her parents’ driveway, though, did the question really occur to her.

      Why?

      Why would Nick Tanner, a trauma surgeon training in Beijing, bother to read notes and letters she'd written to Shane Reinhart?

      She stared past the yard rakes and shovels hanging off the back wall of the garage. She had no clue. To be honest, she couldn't comprehend a single, logical reason for Nick to care about what she'd written.

      Perturbed, she climbed from the car and headed inside the house. She wasn't in the habit of lying to herself, so she forced herself to examine her true feelings. Was she more embarrassed over her response to Nick's kiss or the way he'd read her letters?

      Both. And she couldn't quite pinpoint which of the two events bothered her more.
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      “Mr. Goetz, it's time for you to go down for physical therapy.” Amber stopped the older man in the wheelchair from going in the opposite direction. “That's the way to the dining room. The elevators are down the hall, this way.” She turned his chair back around.

      “I'm not going to therapy.” He glared at her, then with surprising strength spun himself so he was headed to the dining room again. “I'm too tired for therapy.”

      She suppressed her sigh. She understood how difficult it was for these patients to force themselves to face the pain of physical therapy, yet at the same time they'd never get any better if they didn't work their injured muscles. The image of Nick flashed in her mind’s eye. He likely spent hours in physical therapy, too. She wondered again why he'd come to Milwaukee. To see a specialist? Or was he still under a doctor's care at home?

      Where did Nick call home?

      “Mr. Goetz, you know the rules,” she explained again. A big part of being accepted to the rehabilitation floor meant tolerating three hours of therapy per day. He might be one of her favorite patients, but this was for his own good. “You must attend therapy, even if only for a short while. Unless you're sick in bed, which you obviously aren't.”

      For a moment the stubborn old man glared at her, then his shoulders slumped. “I'm just too tired.”

      Her heart squeezed in sympathy, but she steeled her resolve. “I know. But you need to at least give it a try. Please? Once you're in the gym, working your muscles I'm sure you'll feel less tired. And if not, tell the therapist to call me and I’ll run down and get you.”

      He blew out a deep, heavy sigh. “All right.” He allowed her to turn his chair around and wheel him down the hall toward the elevators. She had a million other things to do, but wheeled Mr. Goetz into the elevator and rode down with him.

      When the doors opened, she pushed his chair down the hall and into the spacious gym area. Equipment of all kinds lined the walls, including some exercise machines. Wide exercise mats were scattered around the center of the room for muscle strengthening activities. A set of parallel bars for independent standing and walking stood on the opposite side of the room. For a second, a man with his back to her using the bars reminded her of Nick. Then she laughed at her own foolishness. She was imagining him everywhere. The guy haunted her because of one simple, silly kiss.

      Paul, one of the physical therapists on duty, crossed the room and greeted his patient. “Good morning, Mr. Goetz. How are you feeling today?”

      She hadn't seen Paul since the last time he'd asked her out, but forced a smile and gave her head a slight shake. “Mr. Goetz isn't feeling very energetic today. Maybe you can start him off slow, hmm?”

      Paul Fletcher sent her a questioning glance, but nodded. “Sure thing. We'll work on the floor mat first—how about that?”

      “I guess so.” Mr. Goetz was less than enthused.

      “Thanks.” She reached down to gently squeeze Mr. Goetz's arm. “Take care. I'll see you upstairs in a little while.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he groused.

      Paul wheeled Mr. Goetz toward the mat and she stared after them for a minute. Paul was a nice guy, but she couldn't summon any interest in him, there was no spark of attraction at all. At the time, she'd wondered if she'd ever get over losing Shane.

      Until she'd met Nick.

      Her cheeks flushed as she remembered those brief moments he’d held her in his arms. Apparently, she wasn't immune to a good looking guy after all. It hadn't taken much for her to have come alive in Nick’s embrace. The man could kiss. Never had her heart gone from zero to ninety like that, leaving her wanting more.

      As much as it pained her to admit it, Shane's kiss hadn't roused such an instantaneous response.

      Thank goodness Nick had broken off the kiss before she'd made a complete fool of herself.

      She swallowed hard and turned away. One kiss didn't mean she was interested in anything more. She couldn't wait to get out of the city and to start living her life. A relationship would interfere with her desire to travel. Besides, Nick wasn't her type. She preferred friendly, outgoing guys like Shane. They'd taken long walks and spent hours talking. Shane's personality suited her far better. Tall, dark and brooding didn't appeal to her.

      Too bad, because Nick was devastatingly attractive.

      Shaking off the useless thoughts, she decided to take the stairs up to the second floor rehab unit. She'd reached the top landing when the overhead speaker came on.

      “Medical emergency, first floor, physical therapy gym. Medical emergency, first floor, physical therapy gym.”

      Mr. Goetz. Instinctively, she knew her patient was in trouble. Although she wasn't a part of the medical emergency response team, she turned and raced back down the stairs to the first floor.

      She burst into the gym area and saw a group of people crowded around the physical therapy floor mat. She pushed her way into the center. “What happened?”

      “He's having a seizure.” Nick glanced up at her from where he sat beside Mr. Goetz. “Does he take medication for seizures?

      She couldn't believe Nick was there, dressed in light gray sweats, and realized her mind hadn't been playing tricks on her after all. She forced herself to quickly review Mr. Goetz's medical history. “No, he doesn't. He's never had a seizure before that I'm aware of.”

      “Good to know.” Nick's attention was focused on the patient. “Where's the code cart? I want the intubation equipment ready once the seizure has passed.”

      “I have it right here.” Paul opened the bottom drawer of the yellow cart next to him and pulled out a smaller bin holding various airway equipment. He quickly positioned it beside Nick.

      “Maybe we should intubate him now?” She placed a hand a Mr. Goetz’s arm, feeling each tremor down to the soles of her feet. “He's not breathing very well.”

      “I can't intubate him until the seizure is over. His jaw muscles are locked tight.”

      She sensed Nick’s frustration. As they both stared at Mr. Goetz, his face grew dusky. She found herself holding her own breath as she watched. Would his heart handle the strain?

      “The medical response team should be here at any minute,” Paul informed them.

      Amber knew the physical therapy gym was located on the opposite side of the building from where the intensive care units were located. And it was those staff members who took turns responding to medical emergencies.

      The movement beneath her hands stopped. She glanced up at Nick. “The seizure is over.”

      “I'm going to intubate him. He's already post-ictal.” Nick reached for the equipment he'd already set up. “Amber, hold him steady.”

      Did Nick have medical practice privileges here? She wasn’t sure, but breaking policy was a minor concern compared to the threat of losing Mr. Goetz.

      “What else can I do?” She didn't have critical care experience, but understood the basics. This was required training for all staff members in the VA hospital.

      “Connect the heart monitor while I give him some breaths with the Ambu bag.” Nick had already hooked up the Ambu bag to the portable oxygen tank on the cart.

      “All right.” Her fingers fumbled with the unfamiliar task, but soon had the electrodes placed on her elderly patient’s chest. The beeping of Mr. Goetz's heart on the monitor was reassuring.

      Nick gave him one last breath then set the Ambu bag aside and reached for the laryngoscope. Amber held on to Mr. Goetz while Nick opened the elderly man's mouth and peered into the back of his throat to visualize the trachea. With a deft movement he slid the breathing tube into place.

      The beeping and the heart monitor slowed down.

      She gasped. “I think his heart rhythm is changing.”

      At that moment, the rest of the medical emergency team arrived.

      “Do you need help?” The resident physician spoke between panting breaths from his mad dash from the ICU.

      “Yes, he needs an IV so we can give him a milligram of atropine.” Nick finished securing the endotracheal tube, then pulled the stylet out. “Amber, hand me the Easycap so we can check the tube placement.”

      “Okay.” When placed on the end of the endotracheal tube, the Easycap device changed color if correctly placed in the patient's airway and not his esophagus, the tube leading to his stomach. She slid the device on the end of the tube. Relief washed over her when the yellow color confirmed the breathing tube was correctly placed.

      “Placement is good.” She took the device off then connected the Ambu bag to the endotracheal tube. “Listen for breath sounds.”

      “I need a stethoscope.”

      The resident who'd run to their emergency handed his over.

      Nick listened as she gave big breaths with the Ambu bag. She watched the monitor. Mr. Goetz's heartbeat improved with the delivery of oxygen. “I hear breath sounds on both sides. And his pulse is stable. Let's hold off on the atropine,” Nick said.

      “He needs to be transferred to the ICU.” The resident took over the situation. “What happened?”

      “A seizure, although he doesn't have a history of them.” A detail that continued to nag at her. What could possibly have caused Mr. Goetz to have a seizure? “He's in rehab because of a broken left hip. He was due to go to a nursing home in a few days, but he's on a waiting list. I can get the rest of his stuff out of his room and bring it up to the ICU.”

      “Sounds good.” More staff members arrived with a gurney. Together, the team transferred Mr. Goetz from the gym mat up and onto the cart.

      She stood back, allowing the medical emergency team to take her patient away. She glanced at Nick, who used a cane to help him stand. “I am surprised to see you here, but am very thankful that you were around to help.”

      He shrugged. “I'm still getting therapy three times a week. I've been employed by the government for years, which gives me certain privileges to be treated at any VA hospital.”

      “I see.” His choice of staying at The Cozy Inn, located directly across from the hospital, wasn't accidental. “Does that mean you have practice privileges here?”

      He looked thoughtful. “Technically, yes. I'm on medical leave as far as being a surgeon goes, but I still have a license to practice medicine.” He glanced around. “I hope the upper brass doesn’t hold my responding to the medical emergency against me.”

      “Mr. Goetz didn't want to go to therapy this morning.” She blurted out her deepest concern. “I made him come down. When I heard the medical emergency being called. I knew it was him.”

      He placed a comforting hand on her arm. “It's not your fault. If he had a seizure, there's a medical reason for it.”

      “I know.” She thought back over Mr. Goetz's rehab stay. “His biggest complaint recently has been stubborn urinary tract infections. And I think there were a couple of days he complained of a headache.” A wave of doubt swelled, stealing the breath from her lungs. Had she missed something important?

      “Did the rehab doc work up his infections and his headache?”

      “We gave him Tylenol and double strength Bactrim.” She scowled. “Dr. Roland doesn’t make rounds very often.”

      Nick’s gaze sharpened. “What do you mean?”

      She bit her lip, hesitated, then spread her hands. She'd started this, she may as well finish it. “Just what I said. Dr. Roland doesn't make rounds very often. In fact, if we didn't call him with issues, we wouldn't even know he was the physician of record.”
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      After Amber returned to her nursing unit, Nick returned to his therapy. Sweat rolled off his forehead, burning his eyes as he worked his injured leg on the exercise equipment. He tried to wipe his brow on the short sleeve of his T-shirt without losing his grip. He grasped the dual hand rests, using every bit of strength he had to lever the weights upward. They were only set at a measly twenty pounds but each repetition felt like some masochist had moved the pin to the one hundred pound mark.

      Blazing pain radiating through his body reminded him of the plane crash, when he'd spent countless hours wedged in the wrecked plane, struggling to crawl out despite his broken pelvis, multiple compound fractures of his left leg and left dislocated shoulder. He hadn’t even realized until later about his fractured fingers.

      Working the painful muscles now, he knew he was lucky to be alive. A life he owed to Shane Reinhart. Most of the time he'd spent in the hospital was a dark blur. After his initial emergency surgery in China, he'd been transferred back to the United States, courtesy of the US government. There were times it was nice to be employed by Uncle Sam. That's when he'd received his box of personal belongings from Beijing, only to find his stuff commingled with Shane’s.

      After finishing the thirty painful reps, he dropped the weights with a clatter then sat back with a sigh.

      He was thankful to be alive. No question about that. For a moment he stared at his left hand, specifically the three fingers numb from nerve damage from his dislocated shoulder and broken fingers. What was he going to do if the damaged muscles didn't heal well enough for him to return to the operating room? He was right-handed, but no surgeon operated with only one hand. His goal through medical school had been to become a trauma surgeon. Yes, there were plenty of other specialties out there, but he hadn't considered anything else. Now, that was all he could think about. He closed the injured fingers into a fist. His hand might be getting better, he'd managed to intubate Amber's patient, but the simple procedure didn't take as much finesse as performing intricate surgery did.

      As usual, he didn't want to dwell on his bleak thoughts.

      Amber’s blunt summation of the rehab doctor's practice flashed through his mind. His specialty wasn't physical medicine, but he knew very well that the standard of care for rehab wasn't much different from any other medical service. Physicians were expected to see their patients in the hospital on a regular basis.

      If Amber was correct, Roland wasn't even meeting the minimum requirement dictated by their profession.

      Nick stood and slowly, gingerly, used his cane to make his way across the physical therapy gym. Pretty sad when his toughest decision of the day was whether or not he should shower here or return to his motel room across the street. With a snort, he turned toward the main doors. He’d choose the privacy of his motel room.

      “Are you all finished, Dr. Tanner?” The physical therapist, Paul, stopped him before he reached the doorway.

      “Yes, for now. I'll probably be back tomorrow, though.”

      “No problem. I'll be here,” Paul assured him.

      Nick was about to leave, then he turned back. “There's a doctor here by the name of Roland who works on the rehab unit.”

      Paul raised his eyebrows. “You mean the medical director of rehabilitation services?”

      Medical director? How could a guy who didn't make routine rounds be the medical director of the unit? Nick swallowed his surprise. Had Amber exaggerated Roland's lax attitude? From what little he knew about her, she didn't seem the type to overstate the truth.

      “Yeah, I guess that's the guy. What's his first name?”

      “Douglas.” If Paul was curious about his line of questioning, the therapist didn't show it. Probably figured with his messed up body, Nick was asking for personal reasons, like seeking a new doctor.

      If what Amber said was true, Roland would be the last on his list if he did need a referral.

      “Douglas Roland,” he repeated. The name wasn't familiar, but he committed it to memory. There were dozens of VA hospitals across the nation. There was no reason for him to know this particular doc, although he had worked in several of them. “Thanks.” He'd use the hospital computer system, another government perk, to check Roland out and see what information he could find.

      Anything was better than sitting around, feeling useless.
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      Hours later Nick didn't have any concrete answers. After a shower and a change of clothes, he'd made himself at home in the hospital library, using the computer to find out what he could about standards of practice regarding physician rounds. The only thing he'd learned for certain was that a rehab was a step down from acute care, and as such, the physician was only expected to make rounds every two days, whereas daily rounds were required for inpatient physicians.

      Amber had a right to be concerned about the care her patients received, though. He wished there was something more he could do to help.

      He did another search and found Roland's boss, the chief of staff, listed as a Dr. Rick Johnson. There was also an opening for a temporary hospitalist in the department of physical medicine. He stared at the job posting for a long time. Interesting. Maybe he could fill in for a while, to give him something constructive to do. And perhaps help Amber at the same time. Of course, he'd have to run this idea past his boss back in Virginia first. Somehow he didn't think Steven White would mind. Before he could chicken out and change his mind, he placed a call to his boss. Steven wasn't in so he left a brief message.

      Turning his attention back to the computer he did another search under Dr. Douglas Roland all he found out was that the guy had apparently been at the hospital here in Milwaukee for the past six years, the last two as the medical director. How had the guy managed to get promoted was a mystery. Unless he'd only started to slack off once he'd obtained the medical director role.

      Glancing at his watch, he was surprised to note the hour was already past noon. Amber’s shift probably ended at 3:00 if they were doing eight-hour shifts, rather than twelve. There had been a mishmash of schedules back in Virginia, so he couldn’t be sure. He’d grab something to eat in the hospital cafeteria, then wander up to the rehab unit to find her.

      Anticipation tightened in his belly even though he knew better than to think of Amber on a personal level. She was far too good for him. He was impressed with her skills as a nurse.  That morning she'd been all business, her grave expression betraying her genuine concern for her patient. He'd gathered from her letters how seriously she took her responsibilities, which was the main reason he'd expected someone older.

      One of my patients died three days after we discharged home. He took his own life, Shane. I can't stop thinking about it. I should have looked harder to find a hint of his depression. I even went back into the system to review all the nursing notes, but I wasn't the only one who missed it. We all did. Or maybe we simply didn't want to see how depressed he was, I don't know. There is no way to go back and fix things now, but this young man's death weighs heavily on my conscience. I pray for him and others who may be suffering the same illness, every night.

      For some reason her brief story stayed with him. Maybe because he could relate to the depression that kid must have felt. With the help of Amber's letter, he had been able to recognize his own feelings and fight off the black cloud when it loomed too close.

      He was secretly relieved she didn't have any clue how much he'd hung on her every word.

      The cafeteria was crowded. He tried to skirt around a group of medical students, and nearly dropped his tray on the floor when he tried to balance the thing with one hand while leaning on his cane with the other. He managed to set the tray down on the nearest vacant table, but his chest burned with pent up frustration. He was barely self-sufficient. How much longer would he have to limp around before he'd be back to his normal self?

      Maybe forever.

      Bile rose into his throat and he forced it back with several deep breaths. No, he refused to believe the worst. He was truly thankful for his life, but was it so wrong to want his old career back?

      Ignoring the hospital employees seated at various tables around him, he concentrated on swallowing each bite of his food without tasting a thing. Protein equaled strength, and strength would lead to building and repairing his torn and injured muscle mass. He didn't dare miss a meal, no matter how much he didn't feel like eating. He pushed away the haunting thoughts about his career, or lack thereof, and focused on what he needed to do to get through the day.

      The hour was close to three when he finally made his way upstairs. He stopped at the information desk in the lobby to find out where the rehab unit was located. He assumed it wouldn't be too far from the physical therapy gym and discovered the unit was located just one floor above it.

      He didn't see Amber in the hallway, but the familiar clinical scent stopped him cold. Ugh, how could he have forgotten? Hospitals always carried the strong scent of antiseptic, but this was different. The scent of urine was stronger here, probably because many of the patients were unable to take care of their most basic needs.

      His fingers tightened on the head of his cane. A few short weeks ago, he'd been one of them. The smell brought back a flood of memories, none of them good. Forcing himself to move, he walked slowly down the long hall toward the nurse’s station. He noticed a few patients, mostly men, sitting in wheelchairs in the hallways, or in the doorways to
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