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Chapter 1

 


The heat
struck Anne Davis like a wave as she stared at the sign. What was
she doing here? It had been a mistake to leave everything she knew
in the hope of freeing herself. She’d left the cold and the snow
behind in Boston, but the past was inescapable.

She took a
deep breath and glanced quickly around. If she didn’t know
otherwise, she might believe she about to enter a resort rather
than a hospital. Hospitals in the east were tall, multi-storied,
practical buildings, and in February nothing brightened their
winter grime.

St.
Stephens’ modest five floors sprawled picturesquely over landscaped
grounds, where palms and colorful splashes of flowers softened the
building’s outlines. Southern California, with its red-tiled roofs
and exotic shrubbery, seemed as alien to Anne as another
planet.

Even though
she’d been forced to carry the unwelcome baggage of her past life
with her, she was a long way from Boston. A long way from winter.
Anne smoothed her hair and moistened her lips with her tongue.
Santa Ana winds, Californians called this hot, dry wind blowing
from desert to ocean. Hostile weather. The wind sucked moisture
from her skin and the sunlight glinting off the upper windows of
the hospital hurt her eyes.

St. Stephens. Had it been a mistake to come?
Had she acted too hastily because she thought she owed Mitchell a
favor? Never mind, you’re here, so see it
through. She strode purposefully toward
the entrance, pulled open the door and walked into the lobby.
Instantly she felt more at home. St. Stephens smelled like a
hospital, with that distinctive blend of antiseptics, food, and a
subtle tinge of something not quite identifiable but not
unpleasant. A familiar, welcoming smell.

She started
toward the information desk, intending to ask the way to the
nursing director’s office. Her stomach twisted into a knot. Why
should she be nervous about the interview? She was an experienced
twenty-nine-year-old, not a green graduate intimidated by
authority. Besides, she’d been invited to work at St. Stephens by
the hospital administrator himself.

Anne
stopped abruptly when a tall, dark-haired man in green scrubs cut
in front of her. He paid no attention to their near collision as he
grasped the arm of a short, stout older woman hurrying to the
door.

“You
thought you could sneak out without talking to me,” he snapped at
the woman, who gazed up at him fearfully. “No such luck,
Grandma.”

Anne
frowned. Grandma? Another insensitive doctor who didn’t bother to
remember names.

“You’re
trying to kill your daughter, is that it?” he went on. “You want
her to die.”

Anne glared
at him. What a cruel thing to say!

“No, no,”
the woman cried, her hands clutching one another.

The doctor
dropped her arm and she cringed away from him. “You know what
convulsions are?” he demanded. “Fits?”

The women,
her dark eyes looking everywhere but at his angry face,
nodded.

“She’s
going to get fits, your daughter. She’s going to shake and shiver
until it kills her.” He bent threateningly toward the woman. “Do
you understand, Grandma?”

Anne
couldn’t stand it a moment longer. She marched over to them, put an
arm around the weeping woman, and glared at the dark-haired doctor.
“You have no right to be so cruel!” she cried.

His black
eyes glittered with annoyance. “Who the hell are you and what right
do you have to interfere?”

She
countered with her own question. “Why must you be so abusive?
You’ve frightened her nearly to death.”

“Good. Maybe she’ll think twice the next
time.” Ignoring Anne, he leaned down and caught the older woman’s
gaze. “You remember what I said, comprende?”

“Si,” the woman muttered, freeing
herself from Anne and scuttling for the door.

Wanting
nothing further to do with him, Anne started to turn away, but the
doctor grabbed her wrist. “I have some advice for you.” He waited
until she looked at him. “Don’t be so quick to jump in when you
have no idea what’s going on.” He let go, strode from the lobby and
down a corridor, disappearing around a corner.

Anne,
conscious only now of bystanders’ stares, lifted her chin and
walked quickly to the information desk. If he was an example of how
the doctors at St. Stephens behaved, then the medical staff here
had a lot to learn about how to treat patients.

“That Dr.
Anderson,” the woman sitting behind the desk said before Anne could
open her mouth. “He’s really something, isn’t he?”

Anne
blinked. The volunteer actually sounded like she admired
him.

“Can I help
you?” the woman asked before Anne had thought of the best way to
describe how she felt about the arrogant Dr. Anderson.

“Where is
Miss Cavendish’s office?” she said finally.

Two phones
sat on the director of nurses’ desk, one white, one red. Miss
Cavendish, gray muting her carrot colored hair, waved Anne to a
chair while continuing to talk into the red phone. Her pale blue
eyes, magnified by oversized glasses, assessed her with cool
efficiency, and Anne felt her stomach curl into the tension knot
once again.

Miss
Cavendish hung up the red phone. “We have an emergency situation,
Ms. Davis,” she said in lieu of a greeting, “and you’re my
solution.” Her voice was firm, her words clipped. “I hope you’ll be
able to begin work by tomorrow morning. As day charge nurse on
maternity.”

Anne stared at her, unable to answer.
Maternity. The word hung
in the air between them. A phone rang, the secretary buzzed, Miss
Cavendish picked up the white phone. Desperately, she interlocked
her fingers and clenched her jaw as the past she’d tried to leave
in Boston washed over her in a tidal wave of
grief.

“You’re
lucky, you know,” Dr. Paris had said.

Lucky? My
God!

“The high
concentration of carbon monoxide obviously damaged the embryo.
You’re fortunate to have aborted spontaneously, so you didn’t have
to make the decision.”

Carbon
monoxide. A deadly, invisible killer. “Extremely lucky,” Dr. Paris
had gone on, “to have no permanent damage whatsoever when you
could’ve come out of this a veg, as you well know.”

Mindless. A
vegetable who didn’t think or feel. She’d rather be dead. Her baby
was dead. Dead and gone from her body before it had a chance. Rick
was dead, too. But somehow, against all odds, she’d survived. To
carry the guilty burden of remembering.

“Ms.
Davis?”

Anne stared
at the graying woman who sat across the desk from her and, for a
moment, couldn’t place her. Oh yes, Encinitas, California, she told
herself. St. Stephens Hospital. Miss Cavendish. She took a deep
breath, searching for words. Not maternity, she couldn’t possibly
work in maternity.

“I
understood I was being hired as day charge nurse on the medical
unit.” Anne was surprised at how even and reasonable her voice
sounded, while her insides churned in panic.

Miss
Cavendish’s cool eyes grew chillier. “When our administrator, Mr.
Wentworth, asked me to place you on medical, I told him I would. If
possible. Last night my maternity charge nurse, Lyndsay Daniels,
was in a freeway accident and has been admitted to ICU at a
hospital in L.A. with a head injury. Her condition’s guarded. She
may have a subdural hematoma.”

“I’m sorry
about the accident,” Anne managed to say.

“So you
understand why I’m assigning you to maternity.”

Did she
detect the tiniest thread of satisfaction in Miss Cavendish’s
voice? It suddenly occurred to Anne that the director might resent
Mitchell Wentworth’s invasion of her territory, might be annoyed at
being told what nurse to hire and where to put her.

Of course,
this was an emergency. But Anne wasn’t ready to help deliver
babies, to deal with happy mothers and their healthy newborns when
she hadn’t yet dealt with losing her own child. Maybe she never
would be ready.

“It’s been
three years since I worked in maternity,” Anne pointed out. “I’m
not up on current practice.”

“Are you
telling me you won’t take the position?”

Again, Anne
caught a nuance in Miss Cavendish’s voice that suggested the
nursing director would just as soon see the last of her here and
now. The woman was waiting to pounce on a reason not to hire her.
Anne damn well wasn’t going to oblige. She stiffened her back and
met those cold blue eyes. “As you say, this is an emergency. I’m
willing to be assigned where I’m needed and I can begin tomorrow. I
do hope, though, the injured nurse will be able to return to
maternity as soon as she recovers.”

Miss
Cavendish smiled without warmth. “Naturally, I hope so, too. When
and if she does, I’ll reevaluate your request for a medical
unit.”

It sounded
to Anne like never.

“I’ll have
my assistant take you around for a brief orientation today,” the
Director of Nursing continued. “Welcome to St.
Stephens.”

As she
stood, Anne tried to convince herself a begrudging welcome was
better than none. For some reason Miss Cavendish had made up her
mind to dislike Anne Davis before she ever set eyes on
her.

The
assistant director, Ms. Swanson, was about Anne’s age, an
attractive Afro-American woman whose uniform fit her tall and
slender body like a designer’s gown, the white setting off her
brown skin.

“Call me
Joyce,” she told Anne, who relaxed a little at the friendliness in
her voice.

“Do all RNs
at St. Stephens wear white?” Anne asked as they entered an
elevator.

“Yes,
except for pediatrics, where no one wears white. On maternity,
you’re in green scrubs half the time, of course.” Joyce paused,
looking curiously at Anne. “How do you feel about plunging in
tomorrow with no orientation?”

Anne smiled
slightly. “Scared.” More so than Joyce could realize. “I’ve been a
charge nurse before, but only on medical.”

“Cavendish
wouldn’t put you on maternity if she didn’t think you could handle
it—if that’s any comfort. Take it from me—she has a good eye for
quality.”

It’d be nice to believe that cold-eyed woman
saw my quality, Anne thought.
She just wanted to get rid of me. I wonder if she
knows how close she came?

“Have you
heard exactly how badly injured Ms. Daniels is?” Anne
asked.

“Not
really. You never know what’s going to happen with head
injuries.”

The
elevator door slid open and Joyce gestured to a sign as they got
out. Three West. “This is maternity.”

She led
Anne through double swinging doors and past the windows of the
newborn nursery. Anne averted her head to avoid seeing the
bassinets holding babies.

“The labor
rooms are down there,” Joyce pointed. “Next to delivery. Our
operating room for cesareans doubles as a second delivery room if
we need it. These are two private rooms, sometimes used as labor
rooms. The post-partum semi-private rooms start beyond them. We’ll
walk through, and I’ll introduce you to your staff.”

Her staff.
Starting tomorrow. Anne tried to fix names in her mind—Mary Reilly,
acting charge nurse; Clover Kelly, nursery nurse; Maria Santiago,
Lisa, Jean, Helen—but knew she wouldn’t remember them all. Familiar
sights—a piggyback intravenous hung on a pole, infusing into a
patient’s arm, a medication cart, a doctor scribbling on a
chart—reassured her. She’d handled a unit before, and she could
handle one again, even if it was maternity.

The next
morning Anne arrived on Three West forty-five minutes early. She
was due in at seven, but charge nurses always came in at least
fifteen minutes early. She didn’t see the night charge, Ms.
Garcia.

She decided
to make rounds while she waited for nights to be ready with the
change of shift report. Beginning with the labor rooms.

She felt
both tired and nervously alert—her biorhythms hadn’t yet adjusted
to west coast time. Her night had been restless because of
apprehension about starting her new job. Maternity was the last
service she wanted to be on. With the unresolved grief she carried
for her lost child, how could she tolerate dealing with newborns?
But she had to try.

Labor room
one was empty. Anne checked the card on the door of two. Mrs.
Derrick was having her first child. The patient’s husband was with
her, holding her hand and leaning over the bed, breathing with his
wife in a pattern Anne recognized as a natural childbirth
technique. The monitor showed a normal fetal heart
pattern.

“The baby’s
doing fine,” Anne assured the Derricks.

“So am I,”
the woman said. “So far anyway.”

Anne
managed a smile as she went out. The light was on in the delivery
room. Ms. Garcia must be helping with a birth. Anne hesitated at
the door and heard the muted squall of a newborn making its first
protest. She tried to force herself to go in and failed.

“Ms.
Garcia,” a voice called urgently, and Anne turned. The young nurse
who’d spoken broke off and stared at her from the doorway of one of
the private rooms.

“Sorry,”
the nurse apologized, walking toward Anne. “You’re not Ms. Garcia.
I don’t know why I thought so—you’re taller and your hair is
lighter. Honestly, you don’t look like her at all, not
really.”

“I’m Anne
Davis, the new day charge.”

“Carrie
Brooker.” The woman’s pin told Anne she was an LVN, licensed
vocational nurse. In the east she’d have been an LPN, licensed
practical nurse. Same job, different title.

“You’re
younger than I thought you’d be,” Carrie added. “Anyway, I’m glad
you’re here. I’m worried about Mrs. Miller.” She nodded toward the
room she’d just left. “I was going to ask Ms. Garcia to look at
her. Mrs. Miller’s thirty-five, her husband works for Scripps, and
he’s on sea duty so she’s alone. She’s a multipara. This is her
third pregnancy and there’s something wrong. I’m not sure just
what.”

Anne
started toward Mrs. Miller’s room with Carrie at her side. “Why do
you think something’s wrong?”

Carrie made
a face. “You’ve probably heard already from Ms. Garcia how I tend
to over-react. Only this time I don’t think I am. Mrs. Miller’s not
actually hemorrhaging, but there’s more blood coming than usual. I
thought of a low placental implant, a placenta previa, but there’s
a sonogram report on her chart that says the placenta’s in high
normal position.”

“Nurse,”
Mrs. Miller called as they entered the room. “Oh, nurse, the pain’s
worse. It hurts terribly.”

Anne
hurried to the bed. “We’ll take a look,” she said soothingly as she
checked the monitors—one for the fetal heart rate and one to
evaluate uterine contractions, before bending over the patient.
Mrs. Miller’s face furrowed in pain and she clutched at Anne’s
hand.

“It isn’t
like labor contractions,” she gasped. “This came on all of a sudden
and it’s awful. I can’t stand much more.”

Abruptio placenta? Anne had never seen a case, but she knew acute pain was a
symptom of the placenta separating from the uterus prematurely,
before the baby was born. Carrie had mentioned bleeding. Anne
lifted the sheet to check Mrs. Miller’s pads. Bright red blood, not
excessive, but more serious bleeding could be concealed inside the
uterus.

She looked
again at the monitors. The fetal heart rate was one hundred and
twenty, normal. She put her hand on the patient’s abdomen. The
uterus felt board hard in one place, soft in another, totally
unlike a normal contraction. The monitor showed an unusual
contraction wave.

Thoughts
flicked with laser-like speed through her head as she urged Carrie
ahead of her to the door. Should she risk a vaginal exam? Did she
have time? This could be a real emergency. Abruptio placenta wasn’t
common. It occurred in only one in five hundred pregnancies. What
if she alerted the doctor for an emergency when there was none? Not
the best way to start off as charge nurse. But something was very
wrong with Mrs. Miller.

If the
sonogram report on her chart showed a normal, high site on the
uterine wall for the implantation of the placenta, then Mrs. Miller
couldn’t have what Carrie had tentatively diagnosed, a placenta so
low the baby’s head was damaging it as labor progressed, causing
bleeding. What Anne feared was even worse—the premature peeling of
a normally situated placenta inside the uterus, a condition that
could kill both mother and baby.

Anne made
up her mind.

“Get her
doctor here as fast as you can,” she ordered Carrie, keeping her
voice low. “If any of the day shift nurses are here yet, tell one
of them to come stat.”

“A
c-section?” Carrie whispered.

“Probably.
Get moving.”

The fetal
monitor beeped, alerting Anne to a drop in the baby’s heart rate, a
sign of fetal distress. The beeps continued as Anne hurried back to
the bedside.

“What’s
that noise? What’s happening?” Mrs. Miller cried. “I heard someone
say c-section. Where’s Dr. Grieves?”

“I’m going
to wheel you into the operating room,” Anne said, speaking as
calmly as she could. “We want to be all ready if your doctor
decides to do a cesarean section. He’ll be here soon.”

“Is the
baby all right?”

“The beeps
mean the heart’s beating,” Anne answered evasively as a short and
attractive, dark-haired RN came into the room. Mary Reilly—Anne
recognized her from yesterday.

“What’s the
matter?” Mary asked.

“I’m moving
Mrs. Miller into the c-section room. Help me with the
monitors.”

As they
pushed the bed through the doorway, Anne saw a man in a green scrub
suit come out of the delivery room.

“Doctor?”
she said.

He turned
and came toward them and Anne, to her dismay, recognized the
dark-haired, arrogant man she’d encountered in the lobby
yesterday.

“Dr.
Anderson isn’t Mrs. Miller’s—” Mary began.

Anne cut
her off. Never mind who he was, he was a doctor and she needed one
desperately. “Dr. Anderson,” she said crisply, “I believe this
patient has an abruptio. The baby’s in distress. Could you stand by
until Dr. Grieves gets here?”

Dr.
Anderson raised his eyebrows in belated recognition but didn’t
comment on their previous meeting. “You’re sure it’s
abruptio?”

Anne’s nod
was terse.

Dr.
Anderson looked down at the patient. “I can see you’re in pain,” he
said to Mrs. Miller, “and I’m going to find out why.” He laid his
hand on her abdomen and almost instantly removed it. “You have a
problem,” he told her, “but we’re going to take care of it and get
rid of that pain for you.” He turned to Anne. “Get her on the
table,” he ordered, rapidly pushing the bed into the operating
room.

Carrie ran
along the corridor. “Dr. Grieves is on his way.”

“Is he in
the hospital?” Dr. Anderson snapped.

“No, at
home.”

“We can’t
wait. Set up for a c-section while I get the anesthesia
cart.”

While Anne
and Mary slid Mrs. Miller onto the operating table, Anne decided
how to handle the emergency most efficiently. “You scrub,” she told
Mary. “I’ll circulate.”

Mary stared
at her with mutinous brown eyes, opened her mouth and closed it
without speaking. She nodded.

“Get the
patient on her side for a spinal,” Dr. Anderson ordered. “Page any
pediatrician in the house and get him up here stat. Try for an
anesthetist, too. Draw blood for type and cross-match. Four pints
at least, better ask for six.”

“Carrie,”
Anne said as she eased the groaning Mrs. Miller onto her side, “you
do the paging and send someone in to take blood to the lab.” She
turned to Dr. Anderson. “Shall I start a unit of dextran
intravenously after I draw the blood?”

“Right.”

Anne
grabbed the IV cart, threaded a needle into a vein in the patient’s
left forearm, withdrew blood, then connected IV tubing so dextran
dripped into the vein. By the time she finished, Dr. Anderson had
given the spinal anesthetic. A stocky blond man in a scrub suit
pushed through the swinging door. “Problems, Nick?” he
asked.

“Abruptio.”
Dr. Anderson’s voice was terse. “I imagine all the anesthetists are
busy in the OR. Could you monitor the mother until Grieves gets
here, Joe? Then we’ll need you for the baby.” Without waiting for
an answer, he hurried off to scrub.

Joe must be
a pediatrician, Anne decided as she inserted a catheter into Mrs.
Miller’s bladder. Mary returned masked, wearing a sterile gown and
gloves. After Anne painted Mrs. Miller’s abdomen with antiseptic,
Mary laid sterile drapes across the patient.

Dr.
Anderson, in sterile gear, picked up a scalpel and cut through the
skin, frowning in concentration. Anne watched as he deftly incised
the uterus. His height and dark coloring reminded her of Rick. His
nerve, too. According to regulations, he should have waited until
Dr. Grieves arrived to scrub with him.

Even if
they lost Mrs. Miller while he waited?

“Her
pressure’s dropping,” the pediatrician warned.

Blood
welled up, poured over the operative field, trickled off the table
and began to pool on the floor.

“Damn,” Dr.
Anderson muttered.

“What’s
going on?” a man demanded from behind Anne.

She turned
and saw a flush-faced, graying man in street clothes.

“Abruptio,”
Dr. Anderson said without looking up, his gloved hands groping
through the blood.

“You want
to spell me, Dr. Grieves?” the pediatrician asked. “Or do you want
to take the baby?”

Dr. Grieves hesitated. “Dr. King, is it?
I’ll monitor my patient.” He emphasized the last two words.

Anne found
a gown for Dr. Grieves. He shrugged into it and replaced Dr. King
at the head of the table. The pediatrician took the baby Dr.
Anderson lifted from the open uterus, sponged blood off its face
with gauze and aspirated the nose and mouth, while Dr. Anderson
clamped and cut the cord. When the pediatrician carried the baby to
the warmed isolette, his shoes left a trail of bloody footprints.
Anne hadn’t heard the newborn cry and she bit her lip as she
watched Dr. King insert an endotracheal tube into the baby’s
trachea to begin ventilating its lungs. She wouldn’t believe the
baby was dead... She couldn’t bear the thought. It would be like
losing her baby all over again.

“Where’s
the blood I ordered?” Dr. Anderson’s tense voice made her
jump.

“I’ll
check.” Anne started for a phone and almost ran into the lab
messenger carrying blood packets. As quickly as she could, Anne
checked the blood against the patient’s name and type. She rushed
back into the operating room and attached one unit of blood as a
piggyback into the IV line in Mrs. Miller’s vein.

“Bring the
ventilator over,” Dr. Grieves ordered. “She needs help
breathing.”

Anne pushed
the machine closer to the head of the table. Dr. Grieves grabbed
the mask and slapped it over Mrs. Miller’s face. A soft clicking
began as the machine breathed for her.

“Couvelaire
uterus,” Dr. Anderson announced. “It’ll have to come out to stop
the bleeding.” He looked at Dr. Grieves. “Do you agree? She’s your
patient.”

Couvelaire uterus. Anne had read about it, but she’d never seen one. It was
caused by blood seeping into the uterine muscle until the uterus
couldn’t contract to shut off the bleeding vessels left by the
peeled-away placenta. Mrs. Miller would bleed to death unless they
did a hysterectomy. Stat.

So why was
Dr. Grieves hesitating? Because Dr. Anderson had taken over his
patient without his permission? But if he hadn’t, Mrs. Miller would
be dead.

“Nothing
else to do,” Dr. Grieves muttered finally.

“Joe, can
you leave the baby?” Dr. Anderson asked. “Dr. Grieves’ is going to
scrub in.”

“She’s
doing fine,” the pediatrician said.

“What the
hell are you talking about?” Dr. Anderson demanded. “She’s damn
near exsanguinated. I’m standing in blood an inch deep.”

“The baby’s
a girl,” Anne told him. “That’s who Dr. King means.”

Dr.
Anderson glanced at her and she could tell from the way his eyes
crinkled that he was smiling behind the mask. “To tell the truth, I
hadn’t noticed.” He handed a retractor to Mary. “Hang onto this
until Dr. Grieves’ is ready. We’ve got to save that little girl’s
mother for her.”

To Anne’s
surprise, Dr. Grieves assisted rather than taking over the surgery.
When Dr. Anderson at last began sewing up the skin, Anne glanced at
the clock. Only eight-thirty! She felt like she’d been in this
operating room for an entire eight-hour shift.

“Her
pressure’s coming back up,” Dr. King announced. “I think the last
unit of blood turned the tide.”

Anne
exhaled slowly. Mrs. Miller stood a chance of making it. Clover
Kelly, the tall, thin, redheaded nurse from the newborn nursery,
worked over the baby in the isolette and the infant, who’d been
coughing and mewing weakly, began to cry.

Mrs.
Miller’s eyelids fluttered and opened briefly. A faint smile
touched her lips.

“I owe you
thanks,” Dr. Grieves said to Dr. Anderson.

Reluctantly, Anne thought. Begrudgingly.

Dr.
Anderson shook his head. “Any thanks goes to Ms. Davis. She made
the diagnosis and then commandeered me.” Both doctors looked at
Anne.

Pulling his
mask down, Dr. Anderson grinned one-sidedly and said to her,
“Sometimes it pays to be pushy.”

***








Chapter 2

 


Anne
carried her lunch tray through the cafeteria, looking for Joyce
Swanson. In the two weeks she’d been working on Three West, the
maternity unit staff hadn’t warmed to her and all conversation
stopped if she sat at a table with them. It puzzled and upset her
since, up until now, she’d always gotten on well with her fellow
nurses.

Joyce was
the only one who welcomed her as a lunch partner. Joyce had even
helped her find an apartment, something Anne had rather expected
Mitchell might offer to do. For some reason he hadn’t contacted her
since she’d arrived in Encinitas. Did he have second thoughts about
asking her to come here?

Joyce was
nowhere in sight, so Anne headed for an empty table. Sooner or
later, she was going to have to confront her staff and thrash
things out, but the hospital cafeteria at noon wasn’t the place for
it.

“Hello
there.”

Anne looked
up at Dr. King’s smiling face. Instead of carrying his tray on to
the special room reserved for the doctors, he put it down on the
nearest table and, with a sideways nod of his head, invited her to
join him.

“How’re
things going?” he asked as she sat down.

“Fair.”

He raised
his eyebrows when she didn’t elaborate. “Find it hard being the new
girl in town?”

“Something
like that.”

“Well, you
certainly impressed old Nick with the way you handled that
abruptio. Me, too, for that matter, but then I’m easy to impress,
or so my wife claims. Nick isn’t.”

Nick. Dr. Anderson. Anne hadn’t seen him, except in passing, since Mrs. Miller’s
c-section. And those few times he hadn’t given any indication of
noticing her.

“Mrs.
Miller took the baby home yesterday,” Anne said. “They’re both
doing fine.”

“I like
happy endings.”

“You helped
make it one, Dr. King.” And so had she. Being partly responsible
for saving another woman’s baby had helped ease her own loss a
little.

“Joe,
okay?”

Anne smiled
and nodded. “I thought maybe Dr. Grieves would be angry with me
because I didn’t wait for him to get there that morning, but he
hasn’t said a word.”

“He was a
tad pissed off with Nick, but he knows damn well Nick saved mother
and child, so he could hardly lodge a complaint.”

Anne’s eyes
widened. “I never meant to get Dr. Anderson into
trouble.”

Joe King
laughed. “He told me he knew the first time he saw you that you
were a woman who went out of her way to look for
trouble.”

She was
taken aback, then annoyed. Nick Anderson had no right to pin such a
label on her—she wasn’t a troublemaker. Did he expect her to do
nothing when she saw someone treated abusively? To stand back and
let a woman die instead of taking forceful action?

“Nancy and
I are having a barbecue at our place this coming Saturday,” Joe
said. “I hope you can make it. Nancy can hardly wait to meet you.
She said she didn’t think the nurse existed who could knock Nick
back on his heels.”

“Oh? Does
Dr. Anderson have something against nurses?”

Joe’s smile
was wry. “Not in their place. Nick’s a great guy, but a firm
believer in nurses staying at the bedside.”

“The
doctor’s handmaiden?”

“You’ve got
it. About the party—”

“It’s nice
of you to invite me. I’d like to come.”

Anne
watched Joe scribble directions, her pleasure muted by her mounting
irritation at Nick Anderson. He might be a capable doctor, but he
was narrow-minded, egotistical and cruel.

“How does
his wife stand him?” she muttered, only half-aware she spoke
aloud.

“Stand
who?” Joe asked. “If you mean Nick, no problem. He isn’t
married.”

***

Nicholas
Anderson stood in the cafeteria line, his eyes on Anne Davis,
sitting across from Joe. No doubt about it, she was worth a second
look. Not pretty exactly, but disturbing, with those huge green
eyes that seemed to penetrate a man’s defenses. Her chestnut curls
gleamed above her white uniform. The rest of her was temptingly
shaped. He’d give her legs alone a ten.

But she was trouble with a capital T.
Attractively packaged trouble.
He was sure of that, even before Mary Reilly told
him what she’d unearthed: Anne Davis was a friend of Mitchell
Wentworth’s. A close personal friend. And Mitchell had arranged for
Anne to follow him from Boston and come to California to work at
St. Stephens.

To have
his mistress conveniently near? Or to plant a management spy? Both,
he’d bet.

Nick
gritted his teeth. She’d had a hell of nerve reaming him out in the
lobby when she’d come here under false pretenses. She’d turned out
to be one very sharp nurse. So what? There was no excuse for spying
on the side. Her personal life was her own business, but what she
saw in the new hospital administrator was beyond him. In his
opinion, Wentworth was long on smarm and short on
integrity.

Absently he
chose a sandwich and set it on his tray, moving to the cashier.
Anne was a good-looking woman. Why would she waste herself on
Wentworth? Nick couldn’t warm to the man—five feet ten inches of
boyishly freckled affability concealing a heart of ice. Wentworth
had been appointed as administrator when Consolidated Medicorp, a
management company, had taken over St. Stephens a few months ago.
He was profit-centered, a home office man through and through, and
never minded what was best for the patients.

There’d
been rumors Wentworth planned ruthless cuts in all services. Was
Anne his hatchet woman for nursing? Nick grimaced in distaste. That
was one gal to steer clear of.

Ignoring
his own advice, he threaded between the tables and set his tray
down beside Joe.

“Yo, Nick,”
Joe said, and Nick gave him a brief half-smile.

“Hello, Dr.
Anderson.” Anne’s voice was cool.

He nodded without speaking and saw a flash
of anger light up her green eyes. He’d riled her.
Good.

“Lucky
you’re not married,” Joe told him.

He glanced
at Joe and raised an eyebrow.

“You’re
wearing your mess-with-me-and-you-get-wasted mask,” Joe went on.
“Anne, here, figures a wife wouldn’t be able to stand you and, man,
she’s right on. Wives don’t go for dark moods.”

Nick
scowled at Anne. She shrugged and put down her coffee cup. She
intended to leave, even though she’d barely touched her food. For
some reason that made him even angrier.

“Don’t let
me scare you off,” he said caustically.

Her back
straightened. “Like you did ‘Grandma?’“ The question flicked out
like a whip.

Nick leaned forward, eyes narrowing. “I
don’t have to tell you how serious pre-eclampsia is, how it can
escalate into eclampsia and terminate in fatal convulsions, killing
both mother and baby. Well, Grandma almost did in her pregnant and
pre-eclamptic daughter with curandera medicine. Not once, twice.
If I didn’t manage to scare her out of it, chances are she’ll
succeed the next time.”

Watching her brows draw together, he added,
“A curandara’s a
Mexican folk healer. Maybe Bostonians don’t have to deal with them
but here in California, we do.”

“Did you
ever think of reasoning with the woman instead of threatening her?”
Anne’s voice quivered with suppressed anger.

Nick threw
up his hands. “Reason!”

“‘Reason, which fifty times to one does err.
Reason, an iginis fatuus
of the mind.’“ Joe finished his quote and beamed
at both of them in turn.

“John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester,” he added.
“Supposed to be one of my ancestors, but that’s probably wishful
thinking, an ignis
fatuus, a will-of-the-wisp. I suspect I
really come from lusty, old peasant stock. I won’t tell you my
wife’s opinion.”

Nick’s lips
twitched in reluctant amusement. He could never hold on to his
anger when Joe was around. He saw Anne’s tense expression ease,
though she didn’t smile. On impulse he reached his hand toward her
across the table. “Truce?” he said.

She
hesitated, her gaze evaluating him. He was about to draw back his
hand when she lifted hers and clasped his in a firm
grip.

“Truce,”
she echoed.

“Any other
games you’d like to play, children?” Joe asked.

At this,
Anne did smile. When she sought to draw back her hand, Nick
realized he was still grasping it and let go abruptly.

“And how do
you like St. Stephens so far, Ms. Davis?” he asked, using formality
to cover having held her hand longer than necessary.

“I’m
reserving judgment until I’ve been here longer, Dr.
Anderson.”

Joe’s sigh
suggested he was sorely tried. He pointed at himself. “Me, Joe—” At
Nick. “—he, Nick—” At Anne. “—she, Anne. Okay?”

***

Anne
returned to Three West not quite sure how she felt about Nick
Anderson. His dark good looks attracted her, but his manner put her
off. She didn’t trust him, that she knew. Maybe it wasn’t fair to
compare him to Rick, but she couldn’t help it because Nick reminded
her of Rick. She’d thought she loved Rick. When they’d married, it
was a dream come true, but their life together had been a
nightmare. She was damned if she’d involve herself with another
unstable, moody doctor, no matter how attractive he was.

In fact,
she didn’t care to become involved with any man at the moment. Her
main concern was succeeding in her new job—and that wasn’t going to
be easy. The work wasn’t the problem. She’d mastered all the new
procedures quickly. No, the problem was the staff’s attitude. And
Anne knew exactly who was influencing the others.

Mary
Reilly, who’d acted as charge immediately after Lyndsay Daniels’s
accident and before Anne arrived, was doing her best to undermine
Anne’s authority. Anne checked her watch. Yes, Mary was late
returning from lunch.

Again.
Seven minutes so far—she was pushing her luck. Mary had started so
subtly Anne hadn’t realized she was carrying on an insidious
campaign. One minute late from a break, two from lunch. Not enough
to comment on. Then three, four, five. It didn’t take long for the
other employees to follow suit. If Anne wasn’t going to reprimand
Mary, why should they knock themselves out to get back to work on
time?

So far,
only two remained uninfluenced by Mary’s behavior—the ward clerk,
Mary Gabaldon, a competent older woman who did her work and minded
her own business, and Clover Kelly, in the nursery, a perfectionist
if ever there was one. They were always prompt. Naturally Anne took
pains to be on time herself.

Mary’s
tardiness seemed to be a minor irritant, but Anne was certain she
was doing it deliberately to test Anne’s reaction. If Anne didn’t
confront her on this issue, Mary would think of another sly
challenge and, eventually, would force all the employees to take
sides, to stand with her or with Anne. No unit could run smoothly
with that kind of warfare behind the scenes. Though she wasn’t sure
of Mary’s motive, she suspected it was anger at being passed over
as charge nurse for an outsider from the east.

Mary
returned from lunch nine minutes late with the LVN Hailey
Dartmouth, who’d gone with her. Anne held her tongue. She’d get to
Mary before the shift was over, but in private.

Her chance
came on a break, when she followed Mary into the nurses’ lounge. No
one else was there.

Before she
had a chance to say anything, Mary spoke. “Hey, I hear you had
lunch with the St. Stephens Heartbreaker.”

Even if Joe
King hadn’t been married, Anne would never cast him in the role of
heartbreaker so she knew very well who Mary meant, but she had no
intention of slipping into a just-us-girls-together
mode.

“I ate
lunch with Dr. King and Dr. Anderson,” she said
dismissively.

Mary wasn’t
to be stopped so easily. “You don’t mind a friendly warning, I
hope. Keep any relationship with Nick Anderson on the light side.
He once told my husband that if he ever, God forbid, decided to get
married, the last woman he’d choose would be a nurse.”

What right
had Mary to imply Anne was even mildly interested in Nick Anderson?
Anne tamped down her annoyance, aware she must remain calm to
accomplish anything.

“Thank you
for your concern,” she said crisply. “I wish you showed the same
concern for being on time at work.”

Mary
widened her eyes. “I’ve been late?”

“I’m sure
you know you have. I expect it to stop. I don’t give second
warnings. I’d like us to cooperate in caring for—”

“Are you
threatening me?” Mary’s brown eyes smoldered.

Anne was
taken aback to see what looked like real hatred in her co-worker’s
gaze, but she concealed her reaction. “I’m simply pointing out that
I, as charge nurse, and you, as a team-leader, are responsible for
setting standards for the other employees. Don’t you
agree?”

“Going to
take this to the top?” Mary challenged.

“To Miss
Cavendish? Why should I? It’s no big deal, since I’m sure you can
manage to be prompt.”

Mary
muttered something Anne couldn’t quite hear. It sounded like she’d
said Cavendish wasn’t who she had in mind. “Pardon?”

Mary
shrugged. “As you say—no big deal. I just didn’t realize you
counted seconds.”

Anne
overlooked the sarcasm. For the time being. “I appreciate your
cooperation.” She deliberately made her tone formal.

Without
answering, Mary headed for the door into the bathroom. As she
opened it, Anne sprang her question. “If not Miss Cavendish, who
did you think I’d report you to?”

Mary turned
enough to say over her shoulder, “You know as well as I do.” She
hurried through the door, shutting it behind her.

Anne stared with dismay at the closed door,
a light beginning to dawn. Mitchell
Wentworth. Hospital grapevines spread news
with the speed of sound—by now all the employees must have heard
how the administrator arranged this job for her. How stupid she’d
been. No wonder her co-workers were stand-offish. They weren’t sure
they could trust her.

Maybe it
had been a mistake to come to St. Stephens, no matter how much she
owed Mitchell.

He’d called
her long distance on Christmas to wish her holiday greetings and
ask how she was getting along, then spilled out his
problems.

“It’s my
big chance, Anne,” he’d said, “and I don’t want to mess up. Two
months ago my company, CMC, bought St. Stephens, a
two-hundred-seventy-five-bed community hospital in Encinitas—that’s
a coastal town between L.A. and San Diego—and sent me here as
administrator. Naturally they expect miracles. St. Stephens has
been losing money, and they want it on a paying basis by the end of
my first year. Frankly, I need help. Your help.”

Anne wasn’t
interested. Since Rick and the baby died, her shroud of lethargy
threaded with self-pity closed her off from everyone and
everything. But Mitchell persisted.

“I’m to
correct the inefficiencies, raise the quality of medical care, weed
out staff incompetents and wind up the year in the black.
Impossible! At least without a friend in the ranks. You’ve always
been a gal who knew what was going on. You’re one sharp cookie,
Anne. If you were working at St. Stephens as a staff nurse, I’d
have a friend where I need one.”

If she
couldn’t bring herself to go back to work here in Boston in
familiar surroundings, how could she take on a new job in a strange
place?

“If your
father were alive, he’d tell you the change is just what you need,”
Mitchell had pointed out.

The mention
of her father was his master stroke. All through the long, wearying
months of her father’s final illness, Mitchell, who hadn’t yet
moved west, was a faithful visitor at the dying man’s bedside.
Furthermore, he’d helped Anne after the end came, when Rick
refused.

She thought
she could never repay Mitchell for his kindness to both her and her
father during that trying time. Now Mitchell was hinting she
could—by coming to work at St. Stephens in California. And, in
leaving Boston, maybe she’d be doing herself a favor as
well.

She’d
finally agreed and here she was.

Anne took a
deep breath and let it out slowly. She could have gotten this job
on her own merit, her own references—she was a good nurse with
excellent experience. Instead, she’d let Mitchell pave the way. Now
she’d have to prove her worth to her own staff as well as Miss
Cavendish.

Anne
squared her shoulders. That’s exactly what she intended to do. Show
them all. Starting with Mary Reilly. As she passed the bathroom
door on her way out, she heard retching sounds from inside and
hesitated. Was Mary sick? Her instinct was to knock and ask Mary if
she was all right, but, as she was about to, the noise stopped and
the toilet flushed. Anne, aware Mary would resent any inquiry from
her, shrugged and left the lounge.

***

Shortly
before six Anne was eating a cold chicken leg and spinach salad in
the kitchen of her apartment when the phone rang. Another wrong
number?

“How’s the
heroine of Three West?” Mitchell asked.

“Villainess
is more like it,” she told him.

“Not from
what I hear. Dr. Grieves tells me you’re a remarkably capable
nurse.”

Dr. Grieves? She’d
thought he was upset with her.

“I wish
he’d told my staff instead of you,” she said. “How’s Pat feeling?
I’ve been meaning to come by and see her, but I’ve been
busy.”

While it
was true she was busy, she and Mitchell’s wife had never become
friends, mostly because Pat obviously didn’t take to her. Anne was
sure Pat would be perfectly happy never to set eyes on her
again.

“Pat’s
arthritis isn’t any better here than it was back east,” Mitchell
said. “At the moment she’s trying to lose enough weight to convince
her orthopedist she’s a good candidate for hip surgery and you know
how dieters are—cross and hungry.”

In other
words, Visit Pat at your own risk. Okay, she’d been
warned.

“I
sympathize,” she told him, leaving it fuzzy as to where her
sympathy was directed.

“You and I
have to get together. I want to pick your brains about St.
Stephens—first impressions, any problems you’ve noticed and so on.
What about dinner tomorrow night?”

“Oh, I
wouldn’t want to put Pat to all that trouble when I know she’s in
pain.”

“Shop talk
bores Pat. I thought you and I would dine out. There happen to be a
few passable restaurants around here, thank God.”

Anne held
the phone away from her and stared at it. Was he crazy?

“Uh,
Mitchell, we’re friends and I know you don’t mean anything by
suggesting a public tête-à-tête, but have you thought how it might
look to others? To St. Stephens employees in particular? If you
want to talk to me, you’d better come over here.”

“You’re
right, of course.”

Was his
reply a bit too quick? Anne frowned, feeling he’d manipulated her
into inviting him. Still, there was nothing wrong with him coming
to her apartment. Good grief, she’d known Mitchell since she was
fourteen and he was twenty-two. He’d been a protégé of her
father’s, as well as a friend.

“Are you
busy tonight?” he asked.

“Actually,
no.”

“Is it all
right if I come over in about an hour?”

Push,
push—that was Mitchell. He’d sweep the ground with you if you
didn’t watch out. She was looking forward to seeing him,
though.

“Fine,” she
agreed.

Anne didn’t
bother changing from her jeans and old blue T-shirt. When Mitchell
rang her buzzer, she went to the door barefoot.

He stepped
inside and hugged her. “I’ve missed you, Anne.”

She smiled
and stepped back. “It’s good to see you.”

He gestured
at the logo on her T-shirt. “That takes me back. There’s nothing
like the Cape.”

“But now
you have the Pacific at your disposal. Isn’t that
compensation?”

“East is
east and west is west.”

“I can’t
argue with that. Pick a thrift store special and sit down.” She
indicated her sparsely furnished living room.

He glanced
around. “You managed to find a fairly decent place. Sorry I wasn’t
more help. I thought I’d better keep a low profile.”

Too late
for low profiles, she felt like saying but held her tongue. That
had been as much her fault as his, since she should have insisted
on applying for the job without any help from him. On the other
hand, she’d been too self-pitying to take any action on her own, so
if he hadn’t arranged everything and pushed her into it, she’d
still be moping in Boston.

Mitchell
eased into the one comfortable chair she’d been able to afford.
“You’re looking great.”

Was she?
She did feel better since being in California. Maybe it was the sun
and maybe it was being thousands of miles away from the places that
brought back the nightmare memories. She’d never told Mitchell or
anyone except Dr. Paris what had really happened back
there.

“So how’re
you doing at St. Stephens?” Mitchell continued.

Anne had
already made up her mind not to make an issue of being shifted to
maternity. The less Mitchell was involved in her work, the better.
She certainly didn’t want him complaining to Miss Cavendish on her
behalf.

“It’s early
days.” she temporized. “I’m still getting oriented.”

He nodded.
“It takes time to sniff out the problems.”

Anne
blinked. Good grief, did he think she was a bloodhound? “I think I
can handle anything that comes up.”

“I’m well
aware you’re efficient, Anne. What I meant was problems you’ll be
reporting to me—deadwood on the staff, excessive use of supplies,
things of that sort.”

She stared
at him. True, he’d mentioned she’d be his friend at court, so to
speak, but she hadn’t taken in all the ramifications. “Mitchell,
I’m not going to be your spy!”

He waved a
dismissive hand. “Who suggested you would be? I’m after the big
stuff, not little problems. All I expect is for you to let me know
what’s wrong at St. Stephens so I can put it right. For instance,
if you hear any rumors about unionization.”

“You mean
among the nursing staff?”

He nodded.
“CMC’s clamped a temporary freeze on nurse’s wages—just until the
home office figures a budget—and some hothead on the staff might
take it into her head to start organizing a protest.”

“I haven’t
heard of any such thing.” That was the truth, but Anne wondered
what she’d have said if she’d known of rumors about a
protest.

“I’m sure
you want good medical care for your patients as much as I do,” he
said. “The bottom line is the patients. Any improvements will be
for them.”

Somewhat
mollified, Anne nodded. “You can trust me to do what I can along
that line. Oh, I forgot to ask, would you care for some
coffee?”

He sighed
and rose from the chair. “I’d love to stay and talk over old times,
but Pat’s a bit paranoid these days—better keep the peace. We’ll
get together for a good, long talk next month.”

Anne had no
trouble translating paranoid to jealous.

Pat was ten
years older than her husband and chronically suspicious. If only
she realized how little cause she had to be jealous of Anne.
Mitchell was like the brother she never had.

At the door
he put his hands on her shoulders and gazed at her affectionately.
“I’m glad you’re here.”

She had one
uneasy instant when she thought he was going to kiss her but, if he
had the impulse, it passed and he let her go. Impulsively she took
his hand and squeezed. Trust Mitchell to remember she didn’t like
being kissed in greeting or farewell. “I’m glad I’m here, too,” she
assured him. “Give my best to Pat.”

The phone
rang.

“Admirers
already?” he asked, not quite jocularly.

“Probably a
wrong number. Goodbye, Mitchell.”

She shut
the door and walked to the phone, not hurrying, frowning over what
she thought she’d heard in Mitchell’s voice. No, she was imagining
things.

“Hello?”

“Anne? This
is Nick. Nick Anderson.”

Her eyes
widened.

“Joe
mentioned he’d invited you to the barbecue on Saturday.”

“He did ask
me,” she said warily.

“And you’re
coming?” He sounded as though he wished she’d say no.

“I planned
to, yes.”

“Well,
since you’re a newcomer to Encinitas and Joe’s place is hard to
find, I could pick you up.”

Anne
hesitated. Did she want to go anywhere with Nick? On the other
hand, she didn’t know the area and Joe’s sketchy map left a lot to
be desired. Nick’s offer was downright reluctant—but if he didn’t
want to take her, why ask her? It wasn’t like her to be indecisive,
but she couldn’t make up her mind whether to accept or
refuse.

“Hey, you
still there?” he asked.

“I’m trying
to decide whether to go with you or not,” she snapped.

He laughed.
“Scared?”

In truth,
she was. Not that she’d admit it to him. He wouldn’t understand—how
could he? He’d never known Rick. She certainly wasn’t afraid of him
in the way he meant. Oh, the hell with it, she was making too much
out of nothing. He didn’t want to take her, she didn’t want to go,
so what could go wrong?

“What time
are you picking me up?” she asked.

***








Chapter 3

 


When Anne
got home from St. Stephens on Saturday, she hurriedly changed into
a denim skirt and white blouse so she’d be ready when Nick came by
to pick her up for the barbecue. She supposed he’d be driving a
sports car. He was the type—a Porsche, at the very
least.

He pulled
up in a metallic blue Kharmann Ghia.

“I didn’t
know they still made these cars,” she commented as she settled into
the passenger seat, feeling uncharacteristically light-hearted. She
was going to her first California party—in fact, her first party in
more months than she cared to count. And no matter what
reservations she had about Nick, she couldn’t help but enjoy being
escorted by a handsome man.

“She was an
old beater before I restored her.” He patted the steering wheel
affectionately as he started the car. “She’s taught me a few hard
lessons, but I wouldn’t part with her for anything.”

Well, Anne
told herself, she wasn’t altogether wrong. The Kharmann Ghia was
technically a sports car, even if it was an ancient one he’d
resurrected.

“Encinitas
isn’t your ordinary southern California coastal community,” Nick
observed as he turned onto a spiraling drive winding up a steep
hill. “First of all—no ancient Spanish mission. Second, no great
surfing beaches. Third—”

“But I’ve
been to a lovely beach,” she protested.

“The coastal configuration here’s no good
for surfing, though. Nor can we claim seaquariums, or ramshackle
but historic piers. No ex- or present presidents have homes here,
there’s no race track, no colorful Californio old town. On the positive
side, if you’re partial to atomic reactors, we’re not too far from
San Onofre.”

“You’re
some civic booster.”

He slanted
her a grin. “Don’t get me wrong—I like living in Encinitas. The
weather’s the best in the U.S., but luckily we don’t have anything
else to attract tourists—a definite plus.”

“You sound
like an isolationist.”

“What’s
wrong with wanting to keep my home turf uncrowded?”

“Are you a
native?”

His smile
faded, replaced by a scowl. “No. I was raised in
Michigan.”

And touchy
about it for some reason, she decided, studying him covertly. He
wore jeans with a blue polo shirt, open at the neck, the casual
garb suiting his lean, athletic build. She could understand why
Mary dubbed him the St. Stephens Heartbreaker. His smile alone must
devastate the susceptible. Fortunately, she wasn’t. Another Ray was
the last thing she needed in her life.

Nick swung
into a turnout at the hill’s summit, shut off the motor and waved a
hand westward. “There’s the best of what Encinitas has to
offer.”

Anne gazed
down at the Pacific. Lazy waves curled onto the sandy beach below,
the water darkening to a deeper and deeper blue as her eyes swept
to the horizon where a fog bank hovered. Because she was accustomed
to the dune barriers of Cape Cod intervening between land and sea,
it seemed to her this western ocean went on forever.

“Encinitas’s best makes me wonder why anyone stays in Boston
during the winter,” she said.

“Or any
other season. Admit it, you’re already hooked on sunshine and good
weather.”

“It is
addictive.” But she wasn’t ready to give up the east. She’d been
born and raised there and it was home. Although she was working
here and not simply lazing in the sun, it was hard to think of
California as more than a vacation spot.

Nick
restarted the car and they wound down the hill between attractively
landscaped red-tiled homes. Expensive homes, most with that
fantastic ocean view.

“Someday
I’m going to live up here,” he said.

“With a
Lamborghini replacing the Kharmann Ghia?” She hadn’t meant to say
it aloud, but the words slipped out before she realized she’d said
it.

He stared
at her, eyebrows raised.

“Forget it,” she told him. “What I said has
nothing to do with you.” Because he reminded her of Rick, she’d
projected Rick’s desire for a Lamborghini onto Nick. Rick hated not
having enough money to buy what he wanted, he didn’t like to wait,
he demanded immediate gratification. Forget Rick, too, she warned
herself. He belongs to the past. Leave him
there or you’ll never be free.

Thinking of
the past vanquished her party mood and she wished she’d had sense
enough to stay in her apartment. What did she have in common with a
bunch of strangers having a good time? When she got out of the car
at Nancy and Joe King’s ranch-style home in a new development near
the beach, Anne had to force herself to smile.

Whisked
through the house by her jovial host to a fenced-in back yard, she
discovered she was wrong about strangers. She knew many of the
people—Joyce Swanson, Clover Kelly, Mary Reilly and her pharmacist
husband, Justin, Mitchell and Pat Wentworth. Joe’s outgoing
red-haired wife, Nancy, made Anne feel genuinely
welcome.

Joe handed
her a drink. “I prescribe a San Onofre Special—it rearranges your
atoms.”

She’d
relaxed enough so her grin was genuine. “You think they need
rearranging?”

He cocked
his head and pretended to study her. “Not need, exactly, but take
the risk anyway. The result’s bound to be interesting.”

“Good to
see you, Anne,” Mitchell said, coming up on her right. “How do you
like Encinitas?” His manner was unusually formal.

She turned
to him, wondering if she was supposed to respond as though they
hadn’t met since she’d come to California. Surely Pat knew he’d
been to her apartment the other night. But Pat wasn’t with him, she
remained in her chair by the pool.

“It seems
to be a pleasant little city,” she said noncommittally.

“I noticed
Nicholas Anderson drove you here.” Mitchell’s brows drew together.
“I didn’t realize you were friends.” The tone of his voice
suggested friendship with Nick was a bad idea.

Why did
people feel obligated to warn her to steer clear of Nick? She had
no intention of involving herself with him, but it certainly was
neither Mary’s nor Mitchell’s business whether she did or
not.

“I didn’t
know how to find Joe and Nancy’s house.” Despite her attempt to
control her irritation, her tone was crisp.

“You
should’ve called me. Pat and I would’ve been happy to bring you
with us.”

Involuntarily, Anne glanced toward Pat and caught her glaring
at them. Knowing what she had to do next, Anne took a long swallow
of her drink to fortify herself.

“I must say
hello to your wife,” she told Mitchell, moving toward the pool. He
kept pace with her.

Up close,
Anne was shocked by Pat’s appearance. In Boston, Pat had kept her
hair tinted an attractive ash blonde and, though on the heavy side,
she hadn’t been fat. She was now and, for some reason, hadn’t
bothered to find the right clothes for her increased girth. She
wore no makeup and had let her hair go, so gray strands mixed with
growing-out blonde as well the original brown. She looked older
than the forty-five she was.

“Hello,
Pat.” Anne couldn’t force enthusiasm into her greeting, but she
managed a smile. “How nice to see you again.”

“Is it?”
Pat snapped.

Anne
blinked.

“Now, Pat,”
Mitchell said mildly.

Anne
searched for something to say, finally coming up with, “I
understand you’re going to have a hip replacement. I have a friend
who had it done and it’s really remarkable how—”

“When did
you tell her that?” Pat asked Mitchell. “You’ve hardly had time to
say two words to her here so you’ve been with her some other time.
Don’t try to deny it.”

She should have kept her mouth shut, Anne
realized. Now what? She couldn’t just walk away.

Mitchell
shrugged, remaining silent.

Pat drained
her glass, then fixed a malevolent gaze on Anne. “Why didn’t you
stay in Boston?” she demanded, her words slurring
slightly.

Anne looked
nervously around, hoping no one had overheard. Was Pat drunk? She’d
always disliked Anne, but she’d never made a scene as she now
threatened to do. To Anne’s dismay, she spied Nick no more than
three feet away, watching them. How long had he been
there?

Maybe she
could make use of him. “Nick,” she called, “have you met Mrs.
Wentworth?” Without waiting for his answer, she added, “Pat, this
is Dr. Anderson.”

“I believe
we were introduced once before.” Pat spoke slowly and carefully as
Nick came up to her.

“It’s
always a pleasure to see you, Mrs. Wentworth,” he told
Pat.

As Anne had
hoped, Nick’s smile charmed Pat. For the moment she ignored
everyone else.

Mitchell
extended a hand to his wife. “We’d better be going, dear, if we
want to make the concert.”

As Pat
batted his hand away none too gently, she dropped her plastic glass
onto the cement of the pool surround. “You just don’t want me to
talk to Dr. Anderson,” she said. “Why should you have all the
fun?”

“I’d be
happy to escort you to your car.” Nick offered his hand. “Please
allow me.”

With a
gracious smile, Pat accepted and he helped her to her feet.
Mitchell retrieved her cane and tucked it under his arm.

As she
watched the three of them walk toward the house, Anne felt sorry
for Pat, wishing Mitchell’s wife would realize she had no basis for
jealousy. Jealous people were unreasonable, though, and the only
thing Anne could do was try to keep away from Pat in the future.
And from Mitchell, too, for that matter.

Anne
started toward Joyce, but Mary, wearing a bright red jumpsuit,
intercepted her. “I see you’ve met the charming Mrs. Wentworth. But
then you knew her before, didn’t you?”

“Mr.
Wentworth was a friend of my father’s,” Anne said, angry at herself
for explaining, but feeling she had to. Why had she let Mitchell
put her in such a position?

Mary’s
eyebrows raised slightly. “But Mrs. Wentworth is no one’s
friend?”

Certain
Mary would deliberately misconstrue anything she said, Anne merely
shrugged and sipped her drink. Justin sauntered over and handed a
drink to his wife. She took a swallow, made a face and poured the
rest of the liquid onto the grass.

Justin
scowled. “What the hell, Mary?”

“Joe’s
atomic cocktails are on the strong side,” Anne put in.

Justin, his
angry attention fixed on his wife, didn’t so much as glance her
way.

“I told you
I’m off alcohol,” Mary said to him, “and I meant it. You
deliberately brought me that drink when you knew damn well I wanted
lemonade.”

Not wanting
to be drawn into a marital tiff, Anne edged unobtrusively away from
the pool.

“You’re
getting to be a real bitch, you know?” Justin said to his
wife.

“I suppose
you think you’re Mr. Sunshine?” Mary’s voice was shrill.

Anne turned
her back on them and, seeing Joyce engrossed in conversation with a
sandy-haired man, headed for Nancy King, who was setting out more
dip and vegetables. “Can I help you with anything?” Anne
asked.

“Thanks,
but we’ve got it under control,” Nancy said.

A shriek,
followed by a splash, startled both women. Anne stared toward the
pool where Mary floundered in the water, sputtering and staring up
at her husband.

“You
bastard!” she cried.

Nancy shook
her head. “Someone always seems to get dunked at our
parties.”

If Justin
had been laughing, Anne might have dismissed the incident, too. She
didn’t know Justin well and he could have a twisted sense of humor.
But, as he watched his wife’s attempts to climb out of the pool,
his rage-distorted face implied he wanted to hold her head under
the water until she drowned. Alarmed, Anne hurried to the pool and
reached a hand to Mary.

When Mary,
her soaked jumpsuit clinging to her like a second skin, was out of
the water, Anne stood between her and Justin, eyeing him
warily.

“Someday
you’re going to go too far,” Mary snarled at him.

“It’ll be
your own damn fault,” he muttered.

“That’s
right. Blame me like you always do.” Tears mingled with the drops
of water on Mary’s face. She hugged herself, shivering.

“Let’s get
you dried off,” Anne suggested, her hand on Mary’s back urging her
toward the house.

Nancy came
toward them with a beach towel and Anne helped her wrap it around
the shuddering Mary. The sopping jumpsuit had molded itself to
Mary’s lush, full-breasted figure and Anne couldn’t help noticing
the small, rounded bulge in Mary’s lower abdomen. She was
pregnant.

It would
explain her vomiting in the nurses’ bathroom earlier this week and
the fact she wouldn’t touch alcohol. But surely Justin, a
pharmacist, knew the dangers of alcohol to a developing embryo. Why
had he offered it to his pregnant wife?

Inside the
house, Nancy left them in the bathroom while she went off to find
clothes she thought would fit Mary. “How far along are you?” Anne
asked, then could have kicked herself.

Her baby
was dead. Why couldn’t she let herself accept that instead of
probing a still hurting wound by a morbid curiosity about another
woman’s pregnancy?

Mary grimaced. “Oh, shit, I hoped no one
would notice. I should have known you would. Do you think anyone else
did?”

Anne
shrugged. “You don’t show ordinarily—it was that wet
jumpsuit.”

Mary’s eyes
narrowed appraisingly, then she gripped Anne’s wrist. “For God’s
sake, don’t tell anyone.”

“I
won’t.”

“Not
anyone,” Mary reiterated, still holding her.

“I said I
wouldn’t.”

Mary’s
brown eyes bored into Anne. “I might as well tell you—there’s a
problem.”

Before she
could say anything more, Nancy reappeared with a colorful cotton
muumuu. Mary dropped Anne’s arm and shut up. Going out of the
bathroom with Nancy, leaving Mary to shower and dress, Anne thought
she’d caught on to what the problem was. Mary hadn’t told Justin
she was pregnant.

A shiver of
dread curled along Anne’s spine as her own past rose to haunt her.
She and Mary weren’t friends and at work Mary was a problem she
could do without. At this moment, though, Anne couldn’t have felt
closer to her if they’d been sisters. Somehow, she had to break
through Mary’s barrier of dislike and mistrust because Mary was
making a bad mistake and, whether she wanted it or not, she needed
Anne’s advice.

“I don’t
think much of Justin’s idea of fun,” Nancy said. “Pushing his wife,
in her condition, into the pool. What’s the matter with
him?”

Anne turned
to her. “Does everyone know? I mean about Mary’s, uh,
condition?”

“I
certainly didn’t before I saw her sopping wet.”

“Nancy,
Mary wants to keep it a secret.”

“Sure. I
won’t mention it to a soul.”

Anne eyed
her. She liked Nancy, but she didn’t know her well. Maybe she could
be trusted. But there was an old saying that had a lot of truth to
it—two can keep a secret only if one of them is dead.

Despite
Pat’s mini-scene and Mary’s dunking, by the time the barbecued ribs
were ready, the constant buzz of talk interlaced with laughter
signaled a successful party. When she saw Mary and Justin had made
up, Anne set aside her worry about Mary and began to enjoy
herself.

Phil Vance,
the psychiatrist she’d noticed talking to Joyce earlier, brought
out his guitar. The sandy-haired doctor knew more folk songs than
she imagined existed. Sitting between Joyce and Clover, Anne sang
along with the others when he played tunes she
recognized.

Requests
from the group kept him going until he pleaded exhaustion. “The
finale’s my own favorite,” he said.

The
haunting strains of “Beyond The Reef” drifted into the cool
evening. Only Phil knew
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