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***

Fixing a broken heart...

Still reeling from a bad breakup, Dr. Norman McCarthy fears dating again.  He wants to find the love of a lifetime, but most of the guys he meets favor the love of a good time instead.  The doctor can easily fix his patients' heart valves, but his own broken heart is another matter.

Hot mechanic Frank Preston can fix anything on wheels.  When it comes to matters of the heart, too bad life and guys don't come with repair manuals.  Frank finds it much easier to look under the hood of a vehicle than inside his own soul.

A chance meeting brings the two struggling men together.  They can't deny the chemistry between them, but will their pasts and secrets keep them apart?
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Dr. Norman McCarthy approached the third floor nurse's station at Ridgefield Memorial Hospital.  He adjusted the stethoscope around his neck as he placed his electronic chart on the tidy counter.  He smiled when he noticed the autumn decorations.  The mini scarecrow's face looked all the cuter with the addition of the small bandage that someone had affixed to his cheek.

The doctor's resonant and commanding voice reported, "The only change in meds is for Mr. Gavin in room 325.  He finished his previous course of antibiotics this morning.  I adjusted the dosage and switched him over to amoxicillin starting with this afternoon's med rounds."

Nurse Janice Reyes glanced at her computer screen.  "Yes, I see your documentation.  It updated wirelessly from your electronic pad."

Norman responded, "Good.  You know I just like to be sure.  I don't trust these computers half the time.  We spend the bulk of our days now staring at monitors, typing on keyboards, and tapping touch screens with styluses.  I feel like we've just about lost the last human touches to practicing medicine."

Janice shook her head.  "You care too much about your patients.  That would never happen with you."

Norman smiled.  Perhaps he even blushed slightly at the compliment.  Focusing on another aspect of his original complaint, he continued, "What would happen if we had a power outage?  We'd all be helpless around here."

"The backup generator would kick in," the nurse replied without missing a beat.

Norman bristled.  "You know what I mean!"

Janice laughed.  She felt comfortable enough with her colleague (who also happened to be her best friend) to pepper him with some gentle teasing.  "You sound worse than my grandfather when he retired as chief of staff over at County General.  Of course, he had an excuse.  He was in his early seventies.  How old are you again?"

"Thirty-three."

"You're too young to complain about technology."

Norman scoffed.  "Maybe I'm just old-fashioned.  Plus, don't forget...  In gay years, I'm like forty-eight."

Janice raised her eyebrow.  "How do you figure that?"

"We've been friends long enough.  I'd think you have the formula down by now.  It goes twink, stud, prime years, over-the-hill.  I missed the first two stages, spending all my time studying in college and medical school.  Then, I had a brief brush with glory...only to see it all come crashing down..."

Norman hardly ever talked about what had happened the past couple years so she didn't want to spook him by making the wrong comment or asking any leading questions.  She went with what seemed like the safest alternative.  "Still not seeing how you end up at forty-eight."

The doctor shoved his hands in his white coat pockets.  "Oh.  That's easy.  When you're gay and single at any age over thirty, you just add fifteen to your chronological age – that's your gay age!"

Janice laughed.  "Do you stay up late nights working on this stuff or does it just come naturally to you?"

"A little of both," Norman winked.

The elevator doors slid open accompanied by a soft ding.  A new teenage candy striper volunteer rolled her cart onto the third floor towards the nurse's station.  She wore a blue polo shirt with the embroidered hospital logo.  Ridgefield Memorial had done away with the traditional red and white striped uniform at the turn of the millennium – which was just about when the volunteer was born.

It only made Norman feel even older when he observed that kids born a couple years before he got his driver's license were now working alongside him in the hospital!  The realization snapped the doctor back to business.

He continued his earlier report to Janice.  "I spent a little extra time with Mrs. Ramone in room 312.  She hasn't had any visitors yet today."

"I'm sure she loved that.  She can't say enough wonderful things about you."

"Really?"

"Mm-hmmm," Janice affirmed.  "In fact, she says you remind her of her son.  Tall.  Polite.  And handsome."

There was no mistaking it – Dr. Norman McCarthy definitely blushed at the compliment this time.  He picked up his electronic pad.  He decided technology was good for something after all – an exit strategy.  "Call me if anyone needs me.  I'll be in my office – catching up on data entry."

The new candy striper leaned against the nurse's station as Norman turned the tiled corner and disappeared from sight.  "I don't know how you do it..." she sighed.

Janice turned towards the girl's giant volunteer ID badge to search for a name.  "Do what, Hailey?" the nurse asked.

Hailey turned towards her with a facial expression that clearly said:  Isn't it the most obvious thing in the world?  The volunteer explained aloud, "Work with so many hot doctors!"

Janice found her a little forward for her first day volunteering on a new floor.  "I didn't become a nurse to meet 'hot doctors' as you put it.  I don't think many nurses have done that since back in my grandmother's day."  Janice decided she was being a bit harsh so she softened her voice and added,  "It worked for my grandmother, though.  That's how she met my grandfather.  I wouldn't be alive if it wasn't for that, so I guess I shouldn't knock it too much!" 

Hailey laughed.  Janice's changed tone had dissipated the tension.  Janice decided to give the young volunteer some friendly advice.  "If you're going to set your sights on dating male doctors, you're going to have to start discerning which ones would be interested in dating you and which ones would rather be dating each other."

It took Hailey a moment to catch on.  Her face went through a range of expression changes until she hit on understanding.  "You mean that guy was gay?"

Janice shook her head yes.

"I never would have guessed it.  He was so..."

"Normal?" Janice inquired, letting the girl off easy before she said something that would only embarrass her later.

"Yeah."

Janice smiled.  "How old are you, Hailey?  And is this your first job?"

"Eighteen and yes."

"Here's something else you'll learn here.  High school stereotypes aside, real people come in all shapes, sizes, and personality types."

Hailey nodded thoughtfully.

Janice continued, "Now, you better make your room visits with the candy cart.  You don't want the volunteer supervisor to check up on you and find you standing around chatting with the staff on the first day.  Start at this end of the hallway and work your way down.  Let me know if you need anything or have any questions."

Hailey thanked her and started to wheel the cart down the light green corridor.  The volunteer turned back over her shoulder with a naughty gleam in her eye.  "One more question.  If a guy is as  good-looking as that doctor, is it OK to crush on him, wish he wasn't gay and imagine you have a shot with him – even if you know it's impossible?"

Janice laughed.  "Oh, Hailey.  Women have been doing that since the dawn of time.  Half the women around here have had a hopelessly one-sided crush on Dr. McCarthy at some point.  You'll fit in just fine!"

Hailey smiled and disappeared into the first patient room on the right.

Alone at the nurse's station, Janice gathered the printouts she'd prepared with home care instructions for one of the cardiology patients that was due to be discharged later that day.  She smiled as she thought of the elderly woman telling everyone, "That Dr. Norman McCarthy did a fine job fixing my heart!"

Janice scratched her chin.  She mumbled aloud, "If only Norman could find the right guy that could fix his heart..."
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At the end of their shifts, Janice and Norman walked down the first floor corridor together towards the exit to the employee parking lot.  The heavy automated glass doors slid open when the doctor and nurse tripped the sensor as they approached.

The door mechanism's grinding noise interrupted their conversation.  Norman turned his head in the direction of the sound's source.  "I can't believe they haven't repaired that thing yet.  That door's been making that God-awful noise for a week."

"If the maintenance department can't be bothered, maybe we should tackle it ourselves.  Who cares if we get a little grease on our scrubs during a break?  If you can repair a heart valve, Norman, you can handle a noisy door."

Norman laughed.  "You'd think so, wouldn't you?  I have no mechanical ability whatsoever."

Janice laughed too.  "I know.  That's what made it so funny."

"With friends like you, Janice..."

"Come on, you know I've always got your back," she said, putting a reassuring hand on his arm.

"Why is it always the women saying that?" he quipped.

"I can say it in a deep voice if that helps," Janice teased.

"Good-bye, Janice.  See you tomorrow."

Janice waved and headed for her car.  Norman took a deep breath, enjoying the smell of the crisp autumn air.  The slant of the late afternoon sun perfectly illuminated the majestic oak at the edge of the hospital parking lot.  A couple of its brilliant red leaves floated through the air and landed on
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