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Chapter 1

Harrington, North Carolina

November 1971

 


Julie Peters yanked her latex gloves off, the angry snapping sound echoing in the abandoned delivery room. She thrust the gloves into the waste container, her blood rushing through her body so fast and hard, it was close to bursting right through her arteries. She stepped away from the receptacle and put her hands on her hips, trying to form the thoughts that would serve to make a difference, the words that would give Mrs. Tulane her dignity back. Julie drew deep breaths, searching for calm, gathering her rage and tamping it down inside. Professionalism. She repeated the word quietly. Professionalism didn’t allow for tantrums or outbursts in a delivery room. Not by a nurse anyway.

Julie straightened and turned on her heel, stiff-arming through the door that led into the hallway. She expected to see a huddled clutch of nurses and doctors discussing the course of action that would best fit the situation. She’d anticipated hearing raised voices, seeing glances shot her way. But instead, she was met with ringing, empty silence. Looking left then right, she saw no one. Where was he? She bit her lip. Settle down. You can’t make your point if you look like a six-year-old girl who didn’t get her way. She started toward the elevators.

“Nurse Peters,” Dr. Mann said from behind Julie. Her breath caught in her throat as fear for her job settled in. She was angry, she was in the right, but she was not the boss. She spun around, lifting her chin.

Her heart pounded. The unmistakable sensation of anger and fear tangled inside. She did not want to be silenced. There were other times when she’d felt like this and she ended up regretting her hushed voice. Besides, she was right in this case. She had that to lean on. Professionalism.

Dr. Mann closed the distance between them and stopped a foot in front of her. She could see his gaze hadn’t softened but he was relaxed, unconcerned that he might be wrong about a choice he made in the delivery room. He sipped a beverage from a paper cup and crunched the ice.

Julie hated his countenance, carved more from granite than a fleshy, living man. His arrogance was infuriating against her snarled mess of emotion, and it unsettled her further. She wished he could just once put himself in the place of his patients. He was not a callous man in all instances. She had seen compassion from him at times, but there were too many times when he treated laboring women like children, as though being in labor made them unable to think or feel, as though it turned them into imbeciles.

He held the cup toward her. “Thirsty?”

She balled her fists at her side. “No.” She waited for his scolding, another warning, a final correction? Would he fire her? She started to panic, thinking about having to move and find another job. There was only one hospital in Elizabeth City.

He shrugged. “You need to loosen up, for damn sakes, Nurse. Thanksgiving’s almost here. The holiday season begins. Hell, Santa’s parade is coming up. There’s always a crew of single men there, their boats bobbing in the water, all draped with Christmas lights. It’s a joyous time. You’re young. You’ll find a man if you make a little effort. That should change everything you’re so outraged about.”

She crossed her arms and held his gaze. She could feel hot anger roil inside her. “Don’t condescend.”

He smiled, amused. “You are going too far with all this garbage. This hospital has been around much longer than you have. Than I have. You act as though you work in critical care instead of the mostly happy labor and delivery wards. Cheer up. Smile more.” He sipped again.

She told herself to glue her mouth closed and just walk away. This discussion, in this way, was not going to further her cause. But she couldn’t. She’d ventured too far into the argument and like moving in quicksand, she could not simply choose to turn and hop out of the pit. “I’m looking out for the patients. I don’t think of it as going too far to mention that a woman needs something that isn’t what we automatically give in this hospital.” She swallowed, her throat thick as though stuffed with surgical gauze.

“How did you get this job?” He spun the paper cup in the palm of his hand.

She drew back, eyes narrowed on him. “I applied. Like everyone else.”

“But what was the final action taken that let you know that you in fact had a job?”

She put her hands on her hips. “Miss Rice called and said that you were offering me the position.”

He nodded once. “That’s right. I offered you the position. You are a nurse. I have years of education and decades of experience over you.” He pushed off the wall and sauntered down the hall toward the break room.

She got his point. He was in charge as well as the other doctors at the hospital. He’d hired her for a position that would allow her to do some time in the office and in the hospital until a full-time job opened on the floor—that her employment was not yet permanent. But that didn’t make him right about this.

She should have let the subtle warning stand. She should have let him walk down that hall, head into the break room and laugh about her with the other docs and some of the nurses who knew exactly how to play politics in a hospital, who wanted to play that game. She felt as though the walls were toppling in, the fear was so heavy.

“Doctor.”

He stopped. She could tell by the way his head dropped back and he sighed that he’d hoped to get away without another word from her. He turned as she walked toward him. He raised his eyebrows. She would not let fear control her.

“You’re my boss. Your many years of experience are valuable and I understand that you know more than me.”

His gaze chilled her, raising the hair on her arms. Be brave, be calm. Professionalism. She was permitted an opinion. She cleared her throat. “But I want you to listen to me. Just for a moment.” His jaw clenched but he did not make a move to leave. She exhaled. “Sandra Tulane was not under anesthesia. She was aware of everything we were doing and saying. We should not have treated her as if she was under anesthesia. She did not need to be restrained.”

“It was called for,” he said. A small smile lit his lips, infuriating Julie more. He began to back away.

Julie clamped onto Dr. Mann’s wrist. “She wet herself. She was humiliated. She was conscious and able to assist with the birth. She wasn’t even—”

He patted her hand and tilted his head, his expression full of mocking concern. “Ahh. I see.”

“Good.”

“It’s clear now.”

“Good,” Julie said though she felt a mass of tension gather inside her belly. Did he really see her point so easily? Had he simply decided to trust her?

“You identify with these women as a woman.”

“What?”

“You said she wet herself. What’s the clinical term?”

Julie snatched her hand from his wrist. He chuckled. She swallowed. “Stress incontinence, you mean.”

“Ahh, there it is. Yes. Yet you just characterized incontinence as ‘wetting herself.’”

Julie processed what he was saying. Was she identifying with patients to the point it was harmful? So what if he was right? Who cares if she could imagine how it must feel to be restrained, in pain, embarrassed?

“Mrs. Tulane wet herself, she was incontinent, however you want it characterized. She was coherent and simply wanted to be cleaned up and she wanted to do part of it herself.”

“Incontinence is common—you know that.”

“But they don’t all realize it if and when it happens. She was aware. She was humiliated.”

“She was hallucinating.”

Are you crazy? Julie kept those words in her mouth. She bit hard on her tongue. He looked away, his jaw working over the ice. She knew he was reaching the end of his entertaining this conversation.

“She was not hallucinating.”

 “That’s actually not the point. We have a set protocol in this hospital. I didn’t hire you to assess the procedures.”

“Mrs. Tulane’s experience is A point in this conversation even if not the point. I’ve tried to broach this with you before.”

“And I told you the protocols are in place.”

“It’s barbaric.”

“It’s medicine. The best a woman can have.”

“There is room for variation.”

“This hospital runs like a Swiss clock. And I don’t appreciate that half the initial gripe was launched in front of the patient’s family.”

“Sandra Tulane’s family. Our patients are human, not objects.”

“There’s a reason we have procedures. The beauty of the human body is that it is mechanical in many ways… like a fine clock. I’m starting to wonder if you even attended nursing school at all. We’ll be lucky if the Tulanes aren’t withdrawing the support for the new wing as we speak.”

Julie had had enough talk of the Tulane patronage. Certainly the Tulanes would appreciate more information regarding Sandra’s care than less. Surely Julie’s attempts to offer them choices in care was a good thing. They would see their loved one as flesh and blood, not a collection of valves and gears. “A body may consist of systems and machine-like parts—yes, but there’s the matter of a soul and a mind and—”

“Enough!” he screamed.

Julie snapped her mouth shut. She knew it was unusual to have him speak with her as long as he had. She was frustrated and conflicted, but she did not want to lose her job.

Dr. Michael Young stepped into the hall, his face creased with concern. Julie felt her breath come a little easier at the sight of him. He would understand. He knew she was right. Julie saw it in his eyes every time she worked with him. He was completely different from Dr. Mann. Michael was always gentle, always kind… but he did follow rules. Still, Julie knew Michael liked her, thought she was smart. She would even go as far as saying he was interested in her beyond their working relationship. They had shared more than a few meals, details of their lives, secret looks, both sensual and professional. She knew he was on her side.

“Dr. Young.” Julie put her finger in the air and stomped a few steps down the hallway toward him. “Could you give your opinion on this matter? You saw. You know—”

“Nurse,” Dr. Young said, coming closer, “just hold on. Just…”

Julie interpreted the look in his eyes—he was imploring her to hold her tongue. Their friendship had changed, sealed with recent late-night conversations about how they wished medicine could be different, more responsive to individual patients than driven by a list of things to do typed on paper by the secretary down the hall. Julie’s jaw tensed as she stared at Dr. Young and silently pleaded with him to speak up. His body conveyed an aloofness she hadn’t seen since their first late night talk, a signal that he might not support her right then even though he agreed with her privately. She began to sweat. She had trusted him with her concerns.

“We’ve all been on duty a long time. We need some space to consider...” He kept talking, but Julie couldn’t hear him anymore. She’d had enough of being talked over by doctors who thought they were gods. That’s not what she had felt about Michael, but it was as though she were a toy with a pull string that someone had yanked out and sent spinning, unable to stop herself.

Professionalism. Don’t let them bully you with their position. They were wrong.

“I think we need to make some changes,” Julie said. “Women are coming to us with different expectations and we’re ignoring them or just pretending they are injured or ill while laboring. They are—”

“That’s enough!” Dr. Mann’s voice reverberated off the tile walls. “Shut up or you will be hauled up on insubordination charges. If you want your job, you will simply shut up and do what I say when I say it.”

Julie turned her gaze to Dr. Young. She couldn’t read his expression, but his silence was clear.

“You agree with him,” she said, hating that her voice had lost its strength.

Dr. Mann looked from Julie to Dr. Young and took a deliberate sip of his drink. Julie wanted to stuff her words back into her mouth. She was so far below the both of them in the hierarchy of the hospital and here she was, putting Michael in the position of having to disagree with his boss. He had no choice but to adhere to the simple, streamlined protocols even when at the expense of the women he treated every day.

Dr. Young opened his mouth to speak, but the voice of a receptionist came over the intercom, requesting Dr. Mann’s presence in room 115.

Dr. Mann threw back the rest of the drink and tapped the bottom of his cup to dislodge the ice.

Dr. Young looked at his watch as though the timing of the page had something to do with the time of day. Julie knew this conversation put him in an awkward position between her and his boss.

He straightened his tie. “Let’s discuss this tomorrow, when we are all rested. Being hysterical doesn’t help.”

Dr. Mann elbowed Dr. Young. “Take this one out for drinks. If you know what I mean.” Dr. Mann winked.

Being hysterical doesn’t help? Take her out for drinks? She thought she could feel her brain shuddering against her skull. Did he just say that? She shook her head. Dr. Mann nodded. The intercom clicked on again. “Dr. Mann. Delivery room 115, STAT.”

Dr. Mann lifted his cup. “I can handle Nurse Peters all on my own.”

Michael stopped. “Nurse Peters does have solid ideas we should consider. Perhaps tomorrow we could—”

“No. We can’t,” Dr. Mann said.

The condescending tone was thick as it fell over Julie, stopping up the blood that had been rushing through her body until that moment. Her mind was fizzy and she felt a flicker of helplessness, only able to lash out no matter what the cost to her career. Her chest heaved. She had to get out of there. Being hysterical doesn’t help? She’d felt alone before. She’d practically raised herself. But this was the first time in years she could remember feeling betrayal: the stabbing, wrenching pain in her chest.

“Nurse.” Dr. Young’s voice brought her attention back to him. She waved him off, turned, and stalked down the hall toward the nurses’ lockers. She was off-duty and as she recalled the self-satisfied expression on Dr. Mann’s face, she knew it was best for her to just get out of there, to forget the fact she was disappointed in Dr. Young’s attempt at diplomacy rather than change. That wasn’t fair of her, but there were times in life that a person needed to do what was right over what was bulleted on a list of “things to do.”

She’d had hard lessons in fairness and in the face of wrong, she had learned to do right. She thought Michael Young was like her. She had thought perhaps there was something more behind their growing friendship, something deeper. She pressed her chest, just above her heart. A piercing pain gripped her there. She’d felt this before. Had she really not noticed it before this moment? Had she really not realized how she felt about Michael Young until the moment he made it clear that he did not feel anything for her?

“Nurse. Stop, please.”

Julie shook her head and didn’t look back. She couldn’t bear to see his face, to connect him any further to awful disappointment.


  

Chapter 2

Julie stopped at the hospital doors, still hot with anger at both Dr. Mann and Dr. Young. Hysteria? Buy her a drink? It was nineteen hundred seventy-one, for goodness sakes. Had these men missed the memo on equal rights? At the glass doors that led outside, she could see the gunmetal clouds rolling, each one roiling past the next with impossibly charcoal edges, making her think this storm would be a bad one.

She drew a deep breath and pulled on her nurse’s cape and stomped out of the hospital. She had to get out of there, storm or not. Her heart beat so fast, it kept her from being able to breathe easily. She had overheard some nurses talking about someone being fired soon. Would Dr. Mann have put off firing her until later? He could have done it just minutes back, in the hall. Maybe he wanted her to suffer and worry until she returned for her shift the next day.

“Nurse!” His voice came from behind her. She kept going, lengthening her stride as rain began to fall. She didn’t want to cry. She wouldn’t cry. Not in front of anyone, anyway. The drops made hollow plucking sounds as they hit her cap. She glanced over her shoulder to see the doctor closing in.

She began to jog, tucking her purse under her cape to keep it dry. She’d had enough with these doctors and their strident bedside manner. And him? She had thought they had something more than a simple doctor-slash-nurse relationship. She had thought he was beginning to really understand her position on the state of labor and delivery care. She fully understood the need for strict adherence to sanitation protocols, but she had listened to the last physician patronize a woman just because she was on her back, wracked with birthing pains.

The wind kicked up, pulling at Julie’s hat. She held it on with one hand while she splashed through puddles, water splattering both shoes and drenching her up to her calves. She could see her Nova sitting a few rows down. She was almost there, once she got past the antique oak tree, she’d be a few cars away. The giant oak with its thick leaves and limbs the size of barrels would hold some of the rain off Julie and she could pick up speed, but the undulating thunder and a distant lightning strike gave her pause. The tree had been struck before and she knew taking shelter under trees was not smart. She forced her legs to move faster, her feet slamming over the wet cement.

As she approached the imposing tree, the air seemed to warm and become tranquil even as she saw the upper branches swinging wildly. There was an abrupt stillness in the midst of the storm, and a yellowing formed around the edges of the dense churning clouds. The odd shift in atmosphere made her stop, to stare upward. She glanced over her shoulder again. Dr. Young was right behind her. She turned to start running back when a bolt of lightning pierced the sky and plunged into the great tree trunk.

She gasped as the energy from the lightning shook the earth and she fell, her purse flying off to the side as she caught herself with her left hand. Pain shot up her arm. Her stomach turned and she squeezed her eyes shut, remembering when she’d felt this pain before. Instantly, she was that eight-year-old girl again, jumping off a swing, her feet going out from under her. She instantly knew her wrist was broken.

She looked over her shoulder at the tree, trying to gather her breath she opened her eyes to see flames leap to life where the strike had turned the tree black. She spun around on her bottom. Like magic, the fire licked at the bark, spreading more quickly than she could have imagined. Her stomach churned with pain that emanated from her arm. Another wave of nausea worked through her belly.

Frozen in place, with the rain splashing over her, she looked at her wrist, the throbbing like a drummer keeping time. Move, get up. She folded her legs back under her and wobbled to her knees. As she did, her gaze went back to the tree. Was she really seeing it? Perhaps the pain had brought on delirium. She shook her head and squinted against the dousing gales, shielding her eyes with her good hand.

The sound of ripping startled her and she realized what was happening. The trunk had begun to separate where the flames were bobbing and weaving. As if the world slowed down, she saw one half of the great trunk peel away from the other, like a bandage lifting off skin. She tried to roll to her right, to move away from where she thought the branch was falling, but she put her broken wrist down first and collapsed.

Trying to get back upright, she fell forward again and cried out in pain, squeezing her eyes shut, waiting for more pain to come, the sensation of the tree crushing her. But instead, she felt arms latch around her, ripping her off the ground.

Upright, cradled by Dr. Young’s strong arms, Julie’s chest heaved against his. She leaned into him, his arms tight around her, her good arm around his neck and the broken one at her side, the pain demanding her attention. Her body was flooded by adrenaline and she shook her head to straighten out her vision. She looked into the face of the man holding her close.

“Michael.”

“I’ve got you.”

He swept her up into his arms and began to carry her back toward the hospital, stepping over scattered branches. As he passed her purse, he bent down and scooped it up.

“I can walk. It’s my arm.”

He ignored her and kept going. The motion of his gait sent a shooting pain from her wrist to her elbow. She felt silly with him carrying her. “I can walk. Really.”

“It’s your leg,” Dr. Young said. The rain fell harder, forcing her eyes to close against the deluge. She pressed her face into his chest, his hospital ID against her cheek. My leg? All she felt was the stabbing pain in her arm and the warmth of his body against hers.

“Almost there.” He kicked the door open and stepped into the emergency waiting room.

The bright lights cleared her mind, sending a wave of embarrassment through her. She had simply broken her arm and did not need to be rescued like a cat drowning in a sewer. Nausea or not, she could certainly stand on her own feet.

He set her down but kept his arm around her waist, supporting her. He pushed her matted hair back from her eyes, his expression concerned and… well, the thought flickered through her mind that he looked at her lovingly. She drew back and closed that thought away in the back of her mind. That would be impossible. The expression was simply that of concern for a friend, no matter what else she wanted it to be or knew it should be.

He pointed downward. “The branch hit the back of your leg. You’re going to need some stitches.”

“My leg?”

She looked down and saw nothing but wet, mud-splattered tights. She shook her head.

“Your right calf.” He tightened his grip around her midsection and jerked his head toward a wheelchair near the receptionist’s desk. She lifted her heel and twisted her leg to get a look at the back of her calf. Her white stockings were turned opaque with the rainwater, but deep red blood was snaking over her lower leg like the rivers feeding into the Albemarle Sound. She suddenly felt pain there, realizing the wrist pain had masked the leg injury. Seeing that a smaller branch must have hit the back of her leg, her brain finally processed that she had two injuries.

“Julie?” He leaned into her, his lips close to her ear. “Let me take you to an exam room. I’ll take care of you.”

His lips against her ear warmed her and she gripped his arm, attempting to steady herself.

“Julie,” he said again. She could see his lips moving, forming words, but the dizziness clobbered her vision. It went black. All she could feel was her body falling away from itself, as though she were made of paper, blowing in the wind, dissolving in the soaking rain.


  

Chapter 3

Doctor Michael Young looked at Julie’s sleeping face. She had wakened briefly after passing out at the sight of her own blood, but had been put under to set the broken ulna bone. At the mercy of anesthesia, Julie’s expression was soft, her plump lips like something out of a museum painting, her perfectly spaced eyes lined with thick black lashes that curled at the ends. In all the commotion, her hair had fallen from the bun she pinned at the nape of her neck. Her black waves spilled over her shoulders like rivulets captured and stilled in a photo.

Michael’s eyes burned; his breath caught in the back of his throat. He hadn’t realized just how much he had come to… well, love her. He loved her? Did he? Was that possible? It certainly wasn’t practical. He’d felt the love coming on for months, limping forward like a healing patient. Their friendship had grown, and he found himself staring at Julie as she worked, the cool but compassionate way she would squeeze a laboring mother’s hand, or gently pat a compress onto an unwed teenager’s forehead, quietly urging her to stay calm, to know that labor was progressing.

But it was the fiery way she behaved at times that made him swear his friendly feelings flipped right over into a swirling mix of lust and love. Her temper took him back, but his surprise at her sass, her inappropriate bluster would disappear as quickly as a lightning strike. He just hoped that this last eruption wouldn’t leave a black, smoldering scar that could not be ignored. Like the strike that hit the tree. There was no way to pretend that tree hadn’t been split in half with a molten arrow from the heavens above. Please don’t let Dr. Mann fire her. He didn’t know what he’d do if he couldn’t see her nearly every day at work.

He took the ends of her hair between his fingers, feeling the silky strands. They were normally knotted into a bun in the middle of her head, or up high, sometimes with tendrils popping out like tiny waterspouts. He’d never realized how long and thick her hair was, how her beauty matched her intellect in a way that saw most women taking advantage of ample suitors, probably many marriage proposals. And yet, it was to Waterside Hospital or Dr. Mann’s clinic that Julie Peters went each day, helping women give birth, seeing them through their time in the hospital post-partum.

Her face was slightly flushed. Michael worried she might have a fever even though the steady pulse of the monitor and her stable respirations told him she was doing well. He pressed the back of his hand to her forehead to discern whether she was running a temperature. He didn’t mean to, but he caught himself touching—no caressing—her cheek in a way that he’d never done to a patient before. But she was different. She was no ordinary patient, woman, or nurse.

“Dr. Young,” Nurse Camden said. Her voice startled Dr. Young. He straightened and searched the nurse’s face for evidence that she’d seen him gazing lovingly at Julie, touching her face in a delicate, loving way rather than clinical.

“I’m here to take her vitals.”

Dr. Young nodded. “Thank you, Nurse.”

He began to back out of the room, still watching.

“It’s kind of nice to see her knocked out, isn’t it? Can’t run her mouth like a locomotive when she’s under.”

Heat shot into Michael’s cheeks. Who the hell did Nurse Camden think she was? She couldn’t manage half of what Julie did each day. They didn’t even work in the same departments. He knew the hospital grapevine must have taken hold of murmurings related to Julie’s inclination to note problems and ask for change.

“She’s smart,” Michael said. “You should respect that.”

Nurse Camden drew back. Her throat worked a swallow down her esophagus. When had he given her the idea that he would be open to hearing insults directed at Julie? He was well aware that the other nurses didn’t always appreciate Julie’s opinions, but he didn’t think any of the nurses in labor and delivery would prefer she didn’t work with them—no one was more meticulous and precise, and the





OEBPS/Images/TendingHerHeart-Amzn.jpg
G Endlless' L ove Plovel

i Book S






