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When I first met Yvonne while telling the
story of Jenni and Ethan in The Police Chief’s Lady, I knew
that someday she’d insist on taking center stage. But I had no idea
she would do so with such spirit.

As for Connor, I didn’t realize that the
seemingly staid physician guarded a secret, and had a big surprise
in store, as well. Writing this book was as much a voyage of
discovery for me as for him.
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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


Yvonne Johnson hated Connor Hardison, M.D.,
on sight. No, she hated him before she saw him, before she met him,
before the Monday morning in August when he walked into the Home
Boulevard Medical Clinic, stretching his broad shoulders and
flashing his precision-cut dimple.

Glowing reports from his earlier visit merely
intensified Yvonne’s wrath. She hated him all the more when her
fellow nurse, Winifred Waters, an outspoken black woman who
practically worshipped the clinic’s obstetrician, declared the
newcomer “Ninety-nine percent as handsome as Dr. Rankin.”

She hated him when Dr. Jenni Forrest, the
family practitioner whom Yvonne assisted and who was about to go on
a year’s maternity leave, remarked, “If I weren’t eight months
pregnant and didn’t have the most fabulous husband in the world,
I’d be tempted.”

Yvonne had good reason to hate Connor
Hardison. According to what she’d heard, he probably didn’t hold a
high opinion of her, either. However, he’d had no choice about
which nurse he inherited when he accepted the position in Downhome,
Tennessee, and neither did she.

On the morning of his arrival, Yvonne
lingered in the nurses’ lounge, listening to the cheerful voices of
her fellow workers greeting him in the hallway. They all sounded
thrilled that their community, which struggled to find enough
doctors for its growing population, had snagged a respected family
practitioner to fill in for Jenni and possibly stay on after she
returned.

There was no point in trying to switch
assignments with Winifred. When Yvonne suggested doing so, Estelle
Fellows, the clinic’s nurse practitioner and business manager, had
insisted that Dr. Hardison required someone familiar with Jenni’s
patients.

Yvonne was weighing her remaining
options—which amounted to none, since she was a single mom with a
two-year-old daughter—when Winifred found her. “You meaning to hide
till the cows come home, girl?”

“I hate crowds,” Yvonne muttered. “I’ll wait
till the fuss dies down.”

“Well, you better get your tail out there,
because he’s about to hang a picture of the two doctors Allen in
the hall opposite the lunchroom,” Winifred reported. “I figure
that’ll wreck your appetite permanently, and you’re skinny enough
as it is.”

“He’s doing what?” Yvonne didn’t stick around
for a reply.

A photo of Dorothy and Luther Allen used to
occupy that very spot. The sixtyish husband-wife physician team had
staffed the clinic until two years ago, when they’d suddenly
announced their retirement. During the six months following their
departure, until Jenni’s arrival, Estelle and Yvonne had handled
routine cases and referred other patients to the nearest large
town, Mill Valley.

During that period, Yvonne had removed the
picture and shredded it.

She held no grudge against Dorothy Allen. In
fact, she felt bad about what the older woman must have endured,
and she was partly responsible.

But she’d paid for her actions. For the past
two years, Yvonne had suffered the scorn of numerous residents and
relatives for having a baby out of wedlock and refusing to identify
the father.

His name was Dr. Luther Allen.

To herself, Yvonne didn’t excuse her conduct.
Coming from a family that created an emotional void in her didn’t
justify seeking a father figure in a coworker. Nor did being a
naïve small-town girl in her early twenties justify sleeping with
another woman’s husband.

She understood why Dorothy Allen, when she’d
learned the facts, had insisted the couple move away. If Yvonne
could have apologized or made amends without worsening the
situation, she would have.

The indefensible part was Luther’s
conduct.

He’d threatened to sue Yvonne for custody if
she sought child support, even though he clearly cared nothing for
his daughter. Furthermore, if she breathed a word in public about
his paternity, he’d vowed to portray her as a conniving tramp. They
both knew people would take his word over hers.

All his loving declarations, along with the
attention that she’d craved, were revealed as manipulations. He’d
left her feeling used and cheap. Also remorseful and angry.

What hurt worse was that Yvonne could never
trust a man again. Much as she might long for an intimate bond, the
cost of betrayal had proved too high.

The one shining compensation was Bethany. Her
bright, eager daughter had no idea that life involved anything
other than love and acceptance, and Yvonne meant to keep it that
way.

She had shared the truth about the affair
with only a handful of people: Winifred, Jenni and, eventually, the
two newer doctors at the clinic, Will Rankin and pediatrician Chris
McRay, as she came to trust them.

Estelle had undoubtedly figured it out,
although her twenty-year-old daughter, Patsy, the receptionist,
apparently hadn’t. Beyond that, Yvonne had entrusted the story
solely to her cousin and best friend Lindsay, who babysat
Bethany.

Now she had to deal with Connor Hardison.

Luther used to refer to the young doctor,
whom he’d mentored, as the son he’d never had. Moreover, Hardison
was known for his rigid moral standards. Heaven help her when he
discovered the secret of the father’s identity, which seemed
inevitable.

That didn’t mean she intended to let him make
her existence any more miserable than necessary. No one had ever
accused Yvonne of timidity.

When she barreled out of the lounge, a couple
of quick steps carried her to the small knot of people in the hall.
The other doctors had departed, leaving behind Estelle, Patsy and
Dr. Hardison. He was positioning a painting against the wall,
looking so determined she half expected him to pull out a hammer
and install the darn thing himself.

“Hold on!” Yvonne ordered.

Wearing a puzzled expression, her new boss
turned in response.

Although she’d previously glimpsed the man
from a distance, she wasn’t prepared for his sheer physical impact.
It didn’t emanate from his gray eyes, despite the tantalizing hint
of darkness in their depths, nor from his quietly assured
stance.

It was the tension that radiated, the sense
that he barely held in check a restless sexual energy. Hurriedly,
Yvonne dismissed the notion. She couldn’t possibly be sensing what
ran through Hardison’s subconscious, nor did she want to.

Instead, she focused on his height. Despite
the chunky heels adding an inch to her five-foot-eight frame, she
had to look up to meet his gaze. They’d be cheek to cheek if they
ever danced—an event about as likely as space aliens landing in
Downhome and ordering crêpes suzettes at the Café Montreal.

“You don’t like the painting?” he asked.

When Yvonne forced herself to look directly
at the images, the faces popped out in heightened realism. The
artist had captured Dorothy’s air of motherly calm, while Luther’s
smarmy smile had morphed into fatherly benevolence.

Her stomach clenched. She couldn’t bear to
see this thing whenever she passed by. Still, Hardison himself must
have commissioned the large work and paid a high price.

“I think it’s perfect.” Patsy eased closer to
the doctor.

Estelle frowned at the possessive gesture.
“We have patients waiting.”

Patsy shook her chin-length brown hair
defiantly.

“Now!” added her mother.

“Oh, all right.” Making no secret of her
irritation, Patsy stalked past the records room toward the front
counter.

Hardison stood balancing the picture against
the wall, watching curiously. Realizing her outburst required an
explanation, Yvonne improvised. “Hanging a picture in the middle of
the hall seems odd. Why not put it in your office?”

“There used to be a photo of them in this
spot,” he replied doggedly. “As a matter of fact, Luther asked me
to send it to him. Any idea where it went?”

Estelle saved Yvonne the trouble of
manufacturing an excuse. “It disappeared a few years ago while we
were having the office painted. The workmen must have mislaid
it.”

“Well, the Allens deserve more recognition
than hiding their portrait in my office,” Hardison responded. “Any
other suggestions?”

Since “dump it” wasn’t likely to go over
well, Yvonne compromised. “How about the waiting room?” She rarely
went out there.

“The patients would like that,” the nurse
practitioner agreed. “The older folks mention the Luthers quite
often.”

He mulled the suggestion. A stubborn man,
Yvonne thought. Or perhaps simply devoted to his mentors.

“Good idea. We can choose an appropriate spot
later.” To her relief, Hardison lowered the frame to the carpet.
“After hours. I appreciate your input, both of you. Don’t mean to
make a federal case of this.”

When Estelle went about her duties, Yvonne
seized the chance to make herself scarce, as well. “I’ll get the
charts ready. Actually, I’m running late.” Although Hardison’s
patients wouldn’t begin arriving for a short while, she and
Winifred also took turns assisting Dr. McRay.

“One more thing.” His low voice held her.

She gazed somewhere to the left of his face.
His regard was simply too disconcerting. “Something I can do for
you?”

“I noticed you cut your hair.” His smile
revealed the devastating dimple Winifred had described. “I like
it.”

A month ago, she’d chopped her silver-blond
locks to collar-length with spiky bangs angling from the crown. But
what did that have to do with him? “I wasn’t aware you knew who I
was, let alone kept track of my hairstyle.”

“You’re hard to miss, despite your best
efforts,” he assured her dryly. “I saw you dodging out of sight
when I visited last spring.”

That was embarrassing. “I don’t have much
time to exercise. Dodging keeps me in shape.”

He ignored the weak attempt at a joke. “Out
of curiosity, why the trim? Your old style was striking.”

Too striking for comfort. The discovery that
she’d drawn Dr. Hardison’s attention merely emphasized the
point.

At least he showed more discretion than the
influx of workmen building a shopping center and housing
development on Downhome’s outskirts. Whenever they’d spotted her on
the street, her long silver-blond tresses had brought wolf
whistles, providing yet more fuel for the town’s gossips.

If there was anything Yvonne loathed, it was
wagging tongues. But she didn’t care to discuss the matter with
this man.

“They were having a special at the Snip ’N’
Curl,” Yvonne quipped. “Half price for fallen women.”

The quirk of an eyebrow acknowledged the
challenge behind her remark. She hadn’t meant to lob the ball into
his court. On the other hand, they might as well get the subject
out in the open, especially since it was number two on her
why-I-hate-Connor list.

“I wondered if…what you’d heard,” he
responded thoughtfully. “My comments weren’t meant personally.”

“You mean your comments to the school board?
Why would I take them personally?” She heard the bite in her
tone.

The previous year, the board of the Mill
Valley-Downhome Consolidated School District had considered
integrating its programs for teen mothers into regular classes.
Debate had surged about a proposal for an on-campus nursery.

At a trustee’s request, Connor had spoken
during the public hearing. His status as a physician seemed to lend
his opinions extra weight. According to the weekly Gazette,
he’d supported encouraging the young women to pursue academic
courses but had opposed bringing babies onto campus. He’d contended
their presence made unwed motherhood appear desirable.

When the board had rejected the nursery
proposal, Downhome busybodies had been sure to mention the matter
to Yvonne. She’d been steaming ever since.

“I’m sorry if I offended you, but I had to
tell the truth, as I saw it,” he said. “We’re both professionals. I
hope we can get along.”

“Fine.” Yvonne consulted her watch. “May I
get those charts ready now, Doctor?”

“Of course.”

Turning, she nearly tripped over the
painting. Only a quick sidestep and Hardison’s hand on her arm
prevented a stumble. He came so close she registered the
sophisticated scent of his cologne.

“Sorry,” Yvonne muttered. “I guess I ought to
practice more dodging.”

When he released her, his touch left a trace
of warmth. “I don’t mean to delay you, but I just remembered
something else.”

“Yes?” She aimed for a neutral tone. As he’d
pointed out, they did have to work together.

“I need to rent a place around here. Any
suggestions?”

“I wouldn’t recommend my area on Garden
Street. The roosters across the street crow at dawn, seven days a
week. They’re worse than car alarms.” Plus she had an obnoxious
landlady and a pain-in-the-neck upstairs neighbor. “And the area
smells like farm animals, probably because there’s a barnyard
across the street.”

“That can’t be healthy for your daughter.”
Catching her frown, Connor amended, “However, I suppose it’s none
of my business.”

She declined comment. “Dr. McRay used to rent
the unit over Pepe’s Italian Diner. You might check there.”

“I paid a visit. It’s too small. Everyone
suggests a house, but I’m not keen on yardwork.” He shrugged. “For
the present, I’ll keep commuting, although a twenty-four-mile
round-trip isn’t my idea of fun.”

“This is a tough town for rentals.” Besides,
if he considered living here too inconvenient, maybe he’d leave
when his temporary gig was done. “Good luck.”

“Thanks.”

Yvonne whisked past him. With their initial
encounter out of the way, things ought to proceed smoothly, she
reflected.

At least until he learned about Bethany’s
parentage. Hopefully that wouldn’t happen for quite a while.

*

Connor wasn’t sure why he’d mentioned his
quest for an apartment. His nurse’s job didn’t include serving as a
leasing agent. Also, judging by her attitude, she’d prefer that he
rent a place on the far side of the moon.

He’d heard rumors before accepting the job.
Her man-hating was legendary, according to the nurses at Mill
Valley Doctors Circle, where he’d worked the previous four
years.

The fact that some jerk left her pregnant
hardly explained her resentment toward all members of the male
gender. Also, his former colleagues hadn’t understood why she
protected the lowlife by keeping his identity secret. They’d talked
about Yvonne a lot. With her violet eyes, white-blonde hair and
fashion-model figure, she fascinated people.

Count him out, Connor mused as he lugged the
portrait down the hall. He planned to keep Nurse Johnson strictly
in the business segment of his brain.

Around the corner, he passed a row of
examining rooms. From within arose the murmur of voices. Except for
the layout, he might as well be back at Doctors Circle.

However, he’d loathed the new management
team, who pressured staff to cut corners and hurry the patients.
The last straw had been when the administrator began urging doctors
to make referrals to other facilities owned by the same investment
group regardless of client convenience, cost or—Connor
suspected—quality.

By comparison, putting up with a nurse whose
tongue could inflict septic wounds didn’t seem so bad.

At the end of the row, he reached his office.
As Estelle had explained earlier, they’d converted the
space—formerly designated for in-service training—to accommodate a
fourth physician.

Although Estelle had offered the option of
taking over Jenni’s office during her leave, he suspected he’d feel
like a trespasser. Also, due to the strong possibility that he’d
remain after Dr. Forrest’s return, better to settle in now.

Entering, Connor regarded his new home.
Patsy, as she’d told him proudly, had stowed the files and
reference materials he’d sent ahead. That left considerable empty
space, which the metal file cabinet and computer didn’t exactly
soften.

He lacked even a personal photo for the desk.
His ex-wife, Margo, had split five years ago, which meant they’d
been divorced longer than they’d been married. The only further
entanglement had been a brief and ill-considered affair on the
rebound, and a handful of dates that had gone nowhere.

Maybe Yvonne was right. He ought to hang the
painting in here.

He regarded the Allens’ wise, slightly
wrinkled faces with affection. Old family friends who’d mentored
him through medical school, the couple had encouraged Connor to
locate in this region after his divorce.

For the two years during which they’d worked
a dozen miles apart, Luther Allen had sponsored him into a service
club and taught him to play golf. Connor held a special place in
his heart for Dorothy, who had helped fill the void left by the
loss of his own mother. Her compassion and quiet dignity served as
a model of the qualities he sought in a woman.

The Allens had moved to North Carolina to be
near their grown daughter and grandchildren. Last year, while
visiting his father and stepmother nearby, he’d been shocked when
Dorothy had confided that her husband’s infidelity had nearly
destroyed their marriage.

During a midlife crisis, Luther had slept
with a predatory woman in Downhome, she’d explained. The discovery
of his betrayal had led to their abrupt decision to retire.

Time and reconciliation were healing the
wounds. However, Connor knew Dorothy still bore the scars and
probably always would.

He preferred to remain in the dark about the
woman’s identity in case he ran into her as a patient. He didn’t
want bias affecting his professional response.

Of course, Luther shouldn’t have yielded to
temptation. Still, since he was a pediatrician, his mistress
obviously hadn’t been anyone he was treating. And Dorothy had
accepted partial blame, referring to a marital relationship that
wasn’t what it used to be.

Counseling was bringing the two of them
closer, she’d said. Thank goodness for that.

Through the window, a ray of August light
slid between the blinds and gleamed on a nail protruding from the
wall. A perfect place to hang the portrait, he decided.

After a bit of a struggle to position the
frame, Connor stood back. The picture brought depth to the room,
and, as a benefit, no one was likely to inquire about who’d painted
it.

Some oddball, of course. One of those
unstable artistic types. A guy who’d spent far too many afternoons
taking art classes when he ought to have been devoting every moment
to his medical studies.

The problem, Margo had told Connor, was that
anyone viewing his paintings recognized instantly that art wasn’t
merely a sideline. Painting not only excited him, it brought out an
entirely different personality—a reckless, sensual side that would
have horrified his father.

Connor loved medicine and cared about his
patients. Yet sometimes his longing to be alone with canvas and
paints became an almost physical torment.

Which brought him back to Yvonne. That
tantalizing mixture of the ethereal and the earthly made him long
to paint her.

In the nude.

He didn’t realize he’d groaned aloud until
the noise rang in his ears. Hoping no one had overheard, he
straightened the nametag on his white coat and squared his
shoulders.

So much for the whacko who spent his free
hours so immersed in composition and brushes and color that he
sometimes forgot to eat. With a feat of mental control familiar
from long use, he transformed back into the sturdy, capable and
always reliable Dr. Connor Hardison.

Speaking of which, it was time to get this
show on the road. The first patient should be prepped by now.

Connor went out the door. His alter ego
stayed behind.

After hours, it would be waiting.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


The twelve-mile stretch of highway between
Mill Valley and Downhome traversed thick stands of pine trees and
stretches of aromatic dairy farms. In summer, a motorist could
enjoy the soothing sight of cattle grazing in the fields and, in
the woods, glimpse the occasional deer or flash of a blue jay.

Except in the rain. Then thick sheets of gray
obscured the landscape and fallen branches transformed the road
into an obstacle course.

Day after day, it rained. On Wednesday,
Connor destroyed a tire in a sinkhole and arrived at the clinic so
late he threw the entire day’s schedule off.

By Friday—Jenni’s last full day on the job—he
was desperate to move closer to Downhome. She’d promised to cover
the half-day office hours on Saturday. After that, Connor would
take over the whole shebang. In addition to treating patients, he’d
be responsible for weekly visits to the nursing home and frequent
on-call duty, which meant driving twenty-four miles round trip at a
moment’s notice.

One of the requirements at the Home Boulevard
Medical Clinic was that all doctors, regardless of specialty,
handle urgent-care cases in rotation. Although the fire department
transported emergency patients to Mill Valley Medical Center or
arranged an airlift to a major medical center in Nashville, that
left plenty of cuts, infections and other problems that couldn’t
wait for regular hours.

Several evenings that first week, Connor had
stayed late in Downhome to check out residential prospects. Most of
the apartments, he discovered, lay in a run-down area in the
southeast sector of town that included Garden Street. Yvonne’s
description had, if anything, been understated.

The vacancies turned out to be small and
noisy places. In one, a noxious odor had permeated the walls. To
reach another, he’d had to sidestep broken beer bottles on the
front walk. Chickens had run in the yard, and on the north side of
the road, a ramshackle barnyard had echoed with the bleating and
grunting of penned animals.

Against his preferences, Connor had toured
three rental houses. One lay four miles outside town along a dirt
road, another suffered from mold and the third was a rabbit warren
of tiny, dark rooms. While he didn’t demand architectural
distinction, he required a space suitable for a studio.

That Friday, the boom of thunder and steady
thrum of rain made the mood at the clinic unusually melancholy. A
banner reading Farewell Jenni added a wistful note.

Connor’s schedule included a number of
patients with chronic problems, several of whom had tactlessly
demanded second opinions from Dr. Forrest. Although he understood
that change was particularly stressful for older folks, by midday
Connor’s geniality began to fray.

As she’d done all week, Yvonne took care of
business briskly and efficiently. Perhaps a bit too briskly. Her
ironic tone while saying “Yes, Doctor” and “Right away, Doctor”
grew irksome.

“Don’t worry,” Dr. Chris McRay confided over
sandwiches in the lunchroom. “She treated me like a case of chicken
pox the first few months I was here.”

“What changed her mind?”

“My sunny personality, I guess,” his
companion joked. That might be true. Everyone liked the outgoing
pediatrician, who played the kazoo and blew soap bubbles at his
young patients to put them at ease.

“I’m not exactly a sunny personality,” Connor
admitted.

“You do seem on the serious side.” Chris
downed a handful of walnuts before continuing. “Maybe you
intimidate her. You might try relaxing your shoulders.”

“My shoulders?” They didn’t feel particularly
stiff.

“You tend to hunch them when she’s around,”
the pediatrician noted. “I thought maybe you were expecting a
karate chop.”

“More or less.” Ruefully, he added, “I
wouldn’t say she considers me intimidating. Annoying,
possibly.”

“It’ll pass.” Chris peered into his lunch
sack and happily drew out a brownie that his new wife, Karen, the
director of the local nursing home, had probably baked. Lucky
guy.

Connor couldn’t picture Yvonne taking such
pains to please a man. Especially not with a young daughter to care
for.

Idly, he wondered if she were dating anyone.
With her vivacious, if explosive, temperament and unusual beauty,
she ought to have a swarm of admirers.

Well, they weren’t going to include him. He
and his nurse shared about as much in common as a volcano and a
sheet of ice. Which of them might be in danger of melting, Connor
didn’t care to speculate on.

After lunch, he went to see if the part-time
radiologist had readied a report. While passing the nurses’ lounge,
he heard Yvonne’s tense voice from inside, where she must be
talking on the phone.

“Mom, you shouldn’t be home alone. No, I am
not late getting back from school. For heaven’s sake, you called me
at work. I’m twenty-six years old, remember?”

Her mother must suffer from memory loss.
Ashamed of eavesdropping, Connor hurried along.

In the lab, the report showed no sign of the
problem he’d feared. Pleased, he notified the patient of the good
news.

Passing the lounge on the return trip, he
heard Yvonne say, “Dad, surely there must be another adult-care
service…don’t start on me!”

She must have hung up. The next thing Connor
knew, she came charging into the hall. Barreling about the premises
seemed to be a habit with her. She stopped inches from a
collision.

“Sorry,” she muttered.

“It’s my fault. I ought to have known better
than to block your path.”

Outside, lightning flared. The illumination
flickered.

Yvonne glared at the fixtures. “If we lose
the electricity, I’ll scream!”

Thanks to falling branches and, sometimes,
entire trees, storms presented an ongoing threat of power failure.
Perhaps one of these days the town would spring for a generator at
the clinic or, better yet, bury the lines. Today, luckily, the
lights stayed on.

“I hope your mom’s okay.” Realizing he ought
to explain, Connor added, “I couldn’t avoid overhearing.”

Yvonne didn’t complain. “Everybody knows,
anyway. My mom has early-onset Alzheimer’s. She’s cranky and so is
Dad. When he decides to vent, I’m the designated target.”

“Who takes care of her?”

“He does, except when he’s at work.
Unfortunately, the service they use hasn’t been terribly reliable.
He claims I ought to help more, but I can’t leave my job to run
over there. For Pete’s sake, they live in Mill Valley.”

Connor could only guess at the strain on an
already over-burdened single mom. No wonder faint shadows showed
beneath those unusual eyes.

Whoever had fathered her baby should have
stuck around to help. He wondered what had happened. Was the man
simply a jerk, or had she sent him away? The gossips contended
she’d hooked up with someone passing through town.

He didn’t usually listen to rumors. Too bad
she’d been such a popular subject with the nurses at his old
office.

“Aren’t there other relatives in the area?”
he asked.

“On my mom’s side, there’s just my cousin
Lindsay.” Yvonne tucked a wedge of shaggy hair behind one ear. “As
for my dad’s side, there’s only my great-uncle Beau. You’ve met
him?”

“Luther Allen introduced us several years
ago. I understand he’s the town patriarch.” An earlier Beauregard
Johnson had founded Downhome in the late 1800s and Beau was the
longest-serving member of the city council.

“Patriarch? Please don’t call him that. He’s
insufferable enough already,” Yvonne grumbled.

“Proud, maybe, but that’s understandable.
Given his age and the fact that he’s on the council, I think he
deserves our respect.” When her eyes narrowed, Connor realized his
comment must sound like criticism. Perhaps it was.

“You’ll get a chance to respect him to your
heart’s content this afternoon. He managed to break both wrists two
weeks ago, and he’s due for a checkup.” Wrinkling her nose, she
added, “I’ll ask Winifred to prep him.”

“Why?”

“He considers me a disgrace,” she answered
tightly. “You two ought to get along fine.”

Although her crack bothered Connor, he
decided to treat it lightly. “Ah, a zinger at last. I was beginning
to miss them.” Before she could respond, he changed the subject.
“How did he break his wrists?”

“At the grocery store.” Mr. Johnson owned the
Tulip Tree Market, the closest thing to a supermarket in the
central part of town. “He lost his balance while stocking the
shelves.”

“How’s he getting along? I hope he doesn’t
live alone.” The man must be close to eighty and, as Connor
recalled, had never married.

“Dad says he hired someone to live in till
his arms heal. I hope he’s paying double, because I’m sure she
earns it.” After a challenging glare, the nurse marched off.

Despite her prickliness, they’d managed to
spend five minutes having an almost civil conversation, Connor
mused. And he’d learned some interesting facts. From the
description of Yvonne’s father and great-uncle, he supposed she’d
inherited her temper.

The family appeared to be suffering stress
from several angles, with Yvonne bearing the brunt. She’d
apparently chosen isolation as a defensive strategy.

Connor saw the wisdom in that. He’d taken a
similar route with his father.

About an hour later, he ran across Beau’s
chart outside Examining Room A. The top sheet, marked in Winifred’s
bold handwriting, listed satisfactory blood pressure and a slight
drop in weight, which wasn’t a good sign in a man as old as Mr.
Johnson.

Connor flipped a page. The wrist breaks, both
clean, had been X-rayed and the wrists put in casts by an
orthopedic specialist at Mill Valley Medical Center. Borderline
indications of osteoporosis, for which Beau took medication to
build bone density, weren’t expected to prevent healing. Still,
full recovery from a wrist fracture could be tricky because of the
joint’s multiple bones and ligaments.

The casts wouldn’t come off for another three
weeks, when Beau should return to the specialist. Today’s exam was
precautionary.

Connor knocked and entered.

On the edge of the examining table loomed
Beau Johnson, his rounded back and piercing gaze reminiscent of a
hawk. His face seemed thinner than Connor recalled, and the long
strand of white hair combed across his pate was slipping toward the
front.

Nearby, a young woman in denim overalls and a
flowered blouse perched on a chair, her expression wary. She
identified herself as Kitty Baker, the care provider.

After exchanging pleasantries, Connor
indicated the cast-bound wrists. “We’ll have to skip shaking hands,
I’m afraid, Mr. Johnson.”

The old fellow cackled. “Glad you joined the
clinic, Doc. Jenni does well enough for a female, but I prefer
men.”

Ms. Baker frowned. She probably took plenty
of ribbing from the old fellow at home.

After examining Beau and determining he had
no undue pain or swelling, Connor leaned against the counter and
regarded the patient assessingly. He was concerned about the weight
loss for someone with thinning bones. The man might not be taking
in enough calcium. “Do the casts make it hard to eat?”

“Nope. That ortho doctor left my fingers
free.” Beau wiggled his digits to demonstrate. “Problem is, I got
this country bumpkin cooking for me. Ever eat grits, Doc? Pig
food.”

Although Connor also disliked the bland dish,
he saw no point in adding to Ms. Baker’s discomfiture. “Some people
enjoy them.”

“And she burned the bacon this morning. What
kind of fool can’t cook bacon?” The elderly man sniffed
disdainfully.

“You insisted I go fetch your slippers!”
protested his aide. “I didn’t think it would burn that fast.”

While Connor suspected Kitty had a tough job,
anyone working with the elderly ought to know better than to leave
a pan untended on the stove. Still, he suspected good home aides
were as difficult to find in Downhome as in Mill Valley.

“Go on, blame me!” Beau flared. “I suppose
it’s my fault I’m old and ugly.”

“You got the ugly part right!”

Connor mulled how best to intervene. The
woman’s comment was inappropriate, yet he understood how the
client’s insults had alienated her.

Part of the trouble might be due to the
injuries. Despite the normal exam results, Connor was also
concerned about hidden trauma from the fall. Even when seniors
recovered physically, they sometimes became fearful or depressed,
which they expressed as anger.

“Having an aide around can be awkward,” he
ventured. “However…”

“I wouldn’t need a stranger in the house if
my kin treated me right!” A quaver rippled through Beau’s
voice.

“You don’t get along with your relatives?” He
wanted to hear Mr. Johnson’s perspective.

“There’s just my nephew and his family, and I
hardly ever see them. They ain’t offered to do a darn thing for
me!” Connor suspected the elderly man knew how to speak
grammatically, but the colorful verbal style obviously suited
him.

“You may have to be the one to reach out.”
Still, it might not make a difference, considering Beau’s
well-established antagonism toward Yvonne. And, of course, the
pressing problems imposed by her mother’s illness.

The man nodded. “Mebbe you’re right.” Gaining
steam, he added, “In fact, I’ll do precisely that. I’m going to
demand they do the right thing and take care of me. I’m firing Miss
Useless here as of five o’clock today.”

Kitty gave a start. “What?”

Connor’s jaw dropped. “Wait a minute.” He
hadn’t intended to spark such an abrupt change.

Beau charged onward. “She don’t provide no
personal attention. No loving care.”

“Mr. Johnson, someone has to cook and clean
for you,” Connor insisted.

“I got a housekeeping service and Pepe can
send over food from the diner. Speaking of Pepe, that fellow’s
smart. Did you know he used to lease his upstairs apartment to Doc
McRay?”

“I’m aware of that.” Connor could scarcely
follow the fellow’s rapid shifts of topic.

Beau steamrollered on. “Winifred tells me you
ain’t landed a new place to stay yet. I been considering renting
out my top floor. Got this great big space going to waste. Now, if
I could put a doctor in there, I’d feel safe if any problems showed
up.”

What a zany notion. Connor spread his hands
to stem the flow of words. “I prefer to live alone. And frankly,
I’m already scheduled for as much on-call duty as I can
handle.”

His patient ignored the objection. “If you
step out the front door of this clinic and look to your left,
you’ll see my house right past the Café Montreal. Can’t get any
more convenient than that!”

This discussion must stop. “Mr. Johnson, I’m
not available to replace your aide.”

“You mixed up my meaning.” Beau cleared his
throat. “I ain’t asking you to help unless I fall down or
something. Truth is, I could use the rent, and having you around,
I’d feel a whole lot safer. My third floor’s big enough to practice
your golf swing. There’s a bedroom and bath, and you can use the
kitchen as much as you like. Don’t have to cook for me, neither,
though I bet you wouldn’t burn any bacon.”

Ms. Baker managed to break into the stream of
words. “Are you really firing me?”

“Not till the end of the day,” Beau
retorted.

Near tears, she let fly. “Well, I hate
working for you! And any fool can tell the doctor doesn’t want to
rent your attic. It’s hot as Hades up there.” To Connor, she added,
“Somebody put in a skylight. What’s the use of that?”

“The temperature’s fine if you open the
windows,” Beau countered.

Connor couldn’t believe the coincidence. “A
skylight?” A flood of natural light was exactly what an artist
required.

“My sister-in-law, Virginie—” Beau pronounced
the name Ver-Ginny “—put it in so she could dabble in watercolors.
She and my brother Manley used to live there when they was alive.”
He eased to his feet, leaning on the doctor briefly. “Kitty, you
mean to earn the rest of your day’s pay or what?”

Unhappily, she went to his assistance. Connor
took one more stab at changing his mind. “Mr. Johnson, if you’re
having trouble getting down from an examining table, you can’t
dispense with Ms. Baker’s services.”

“Normal furniture ain’t this high,” was the
prompt rejoinder. “I can get in and out of bed and I can walk to
the store just fine. Speaking of walking, stroll over to my house
after work, doc. The doors ain’t locked, so if I’m not home, let
yourself in and go on up.”

Judging by the old fellow’s stare, he’d keep
badgering till he got his way. “If I have a chance.”

“It’s private and quiet except when that
bohemian woman hires some annoying folksinger at the café,” Beau
assured him. “Well, missy, you about to open the door or stand
around with your finger in your nose?”

Connor’s sympathies went to the
about-to-be-jobless Ms. Baker. “I didn’t mean to get you
fired.”

She scrunched her face. “I only accepted the
job because my folks said it was my Christian duty. I used to feel
sorry for Mr. Johnson. Not anymore!”

The elderly man scowled. “I ain’t no charity
case.” To Connor, he added, “Don’t forget to stop by.”

“I’ll do my best.” Connor moved aside to let
his patient pass. Without meaning to, he added, “How interesting
that there’s a studio. Painting’s my hobby.”

“Being an
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