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“SMILE EVERYONE!”

Chloe clutched her diploma, wishing the photographer would hurry. She hadn’t expected the tug of emotion that this part of the graduation ceremony elicited.

She looked out over the gathering of family and friends, none of whom were there for her. Damon had called a couple of days ago to inform her that the contract he’d been waiting for had come through. He’d left for the Philippines yesterday to do a photo shoot for a major travel magazine, and Chloe knew only too well that a chance like this could establish her brother’s name among the up-and-coming young freelance photographers.

She’d told him not to worry about not being there to see her receive her Bachelor of Science in Nursing, but it would have been nice to have at least one family member in attendance. Marie and Michael had spoken vaguely about coming, but knowing that her aunt and uncle didn’t really want to make the trip she’d downplayed the importance of the ceremony. Relieved to be let off the hook, they had asked for a photo of her in her gown, and left it at that.

The graduating class filed off the stage and was soon absorbed by the crowd. Chloe started across the lawn and had made it half way to the parking lot when Becca caught up to her. “No you don’t,” said her classmate. “You’re coming with us.”

“Thanks Becca, but I don’t think –”

Becca took her arm and steered her back toward the crowd. “You should know by now not to argue with me.” She gave Chloe’s arm a squeeze. “Besides, I don’t know when we’ll get to spend time together again. At a time like this we all exchange promises to keep in touch, but deep down we know that life will soon make that unlikely.” Her classmate had always been direct.

Chloe gave in gracefully, albeit reluctantly. Becca had been born and raised in San Jose, and had been kind enough to show her around when she’d arrived five years ago. Growing up in Chance, Chloe wasn’t used to life in the city, but with Becca’s help she’d soon adapted.

“We’re going to that Chinese place you like.” Becca smiled brightly. “The whole gang will be seated around one of those round tables. It’ll be fun.”

“This is fun,” said Chloe later. Becca had rounded up two other graduates whose family couldn’t attend, and along with Becca’s relatives, they were a congenial bunch.

Becca’s father raised a cup of green tea. “To the graduates!” he said, making eye contact with each of them in turn.

Becca rose to her feet. “And a special toast.” She raised her cup toward Chloe. “To Chloe, who came third in a class of brilliant students. Well done, my friend.”

Surprised by her friend’s words, Chloe didn’t know what to say. “Thank you,” she said, her face flooding with color. “I enjoyed every moment of it.”

The conversation moved to what the graduates would be doing now that their years of study were completed. Becca’s mother turned to Chloe. “And what about you? Becca told me you made some interesting contacts during the job fair.”

“I did, yes. And I’ve decided to go with the hospital in Santa Clara. They don’t specialize in any one thing and it’s big enough that there should be room for advancement.” She blushed again. “After a while, of course.”

Becca’s mother smiled kindly “Something tells me that won’t be long in your case. Where will you start?”

“I’d like to work up to administration, but I’ll be starting in the ICU.” Just thinking about it excited her. “I have so much to learn.”
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SIX MONTHS LATER.

“How were your days off?” Julie looked up from the nursing station as Chloe arrived for her shift.

“I didn’t do much.” The truth was, when she was off, Chloe spent a lot of time thinking about the hospital. She was aware that she should develop some interests away from work, but there was plenty of time for that after the novelty of nursing wore off.

She moved behind the counter and checked the slots where the patients’ charts were kept. “I see we have a full house. Anything interesting I should know about?”

“An overdose resulting in a coma, a stabbing and an accident.”

Chloe scanned the semicircular room. The hum of equipment was familiar to her now and she listened for any sound that didn’t fit in. In spite of the hospital’s state of the art electronic equipment, she still liked to get the “feel” of the ICU when she came on shift. She didn’t pick up on anything out of the ordinary tonight and let out a long, slow breath. It was a fact of life that some patients in intensive care were beyond saving and she’d seen enough deaths in the past six months to last her a lifetime. An uneventful shift would be welcome.

She picked up the charts for the new arrivals and started reading. “Sixteen years old,” she said, glancing toward bed four where a young woman was hooked up to a ventilator. “Why do they all think it’s never going to happen to them?”

Julie shrugged. She’d stopped wondering about things like that many years ago.

“You’re right,” Chloe said, although the head nurse hadn’t spoken. “Best not to try to figure that one out.” She opened the next file. “Car accident, huh?”

Julie nodded. “Bad one. The police were here shortly after he was brought in, but we told them to come back in a couple of days. He had a fairly serious concussion so the doctors had him sedated but they’re bringing him out of it now. He’ll probably wake up tonight.”

Chloe continued to read, flipping through the slim file before going back to the personal info. “I see the next-of-kin have been notified by the police.” She frowned at the head nurse. “They only live ten minutes away and they still haven’t been here yet?”

Julie rolled her eyes. “I called the wife myself to find out the name of his doctor. She’s a real piece of work.”

“What do you mean?”

“Her name was listed as next of kin, so I identified myself as being from the hospital and asked to speak to Mrs. Morgan. Makes sense, don’t you think?”

Chloe nodded.

“Know what she said?” She didn’t wait for a reply. “She said ‘the former Mrs. Morgan’. Not ‘how is he doing?’ or ‘when can I come to see him?’ the way they usually do. She gave me so much attitude I almost hung up.”

“So what happened?”

“I asked her for the name of his doctor. She gave me that at least, but when I told her she could visit, she brushed me off. It was almost like I was being rude to suggest that she visit him.” Chloe watched as the older woman’s gaze touched on each bed in the unit. “I should be used to it by now. We see everything here.”

“So I’m learning.” Chloe glanced at her watch. “Don’t you have a break right about now?”

Julie pushed the rolling chair back from the desk. “You’re right.” She offered a weak smile. “Might help me calm down. Page me if you need me, okay?”

Chloe nodded. “Will do. While you’re gone I’ll check on the patients. Get up to date, as it were.”

Julie nodded and headed for the elevator across from the nursing station.

As the elevator doors closed, Chloe once again marveled at the dedication of the nurses she worked with. Male and female alike, it took a special kind of person to maintain the level of compassion needed to do this job. Usually they were successful in separating compassion and emotion, but sometimes it was the small things – such as what Julie had just described – that underscored how deeply they all cared. She’d thought about it more than once, and despite traditional wisdom, had decided that she’d rather care too much than not at all.

She checked the oxygen readout on the overdose victim. Even in the short time she’d been working the ICU, she’d noticed an increase in the number of drug-related incidents. Growing up in Chance, she’d been aware that some of her fellow high school students experimented with pot, but nothing beyond that. She now knew that she’d been blind to reality; no town, even the smallest, was immune to the lure of drugs. Thankfully she and her friends hadn’t been tempted... one of those rare times when ignorance was an advantage.

The accident victim appeared to be resting comfortably, and his readouts looked good. She was about to continue to the next bed when she noticed his eyelids twitching. Julie had said that he could wake up any time and she moved closer to the head of the bed to observe him.

In spite of the bandage on his head, she could see that he was an attractive man. For some reason she thought he would be older. The dusting of grey hair at his temples lent him a distinguished air and she checked his chart again. Forty years old... in the prime of his life. She was about to turn away when his hand shot out and grabbed her wrist. Startled, she looked at it, surprised by the warmth in his hand and the jolt of awareness that surged through her body. His eyes remained closed, and she slowly pried his fingers loose and returned his hand to its former place on the sheet. She watched him for a few more minutes, waiting for his eyes to open, but his breathing was deep and steady and she eventually moved on to the next patient.

* * *
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“ANYTHING INTERESTING happen while I was away?” Julie’s experienced gaze moved from one bed to the next.

“The car accident victim grabbed my arm,” she blurted out. “It startled me.”

“He’s awake?”

“No. His eyelids flickered, but that’s all.”

“That can happen. Sometimes it takes a while for them to wake up. They drift in and out of consciousness. Dr. Hansen’s on duty tonight, so if he wakes up fully, page him.”

Chloe nodded. “Will do.”

The elevator pinged softly and both women turned. An elegantly dressed woman stepped out, followed by a younger version of herself.

“I’ll bet that’s his wife,” murmured Chloe.

“Ex-wife,” said Julie, her expression grim.

The woman walked to the counter and turned to motion her daughter forward. “I’m here to visit Boyd Morgan,” she said, tapping her perfectly manicured nails on the counter. “I’m his next of kin, and this is his daughter.”

Julie glanced at the wall clock. Visitors rarely arrived this late, but hours were flexible in ICU, depending on the patient. 

The woman made a sound of disapproval. “Don’t try to tell me we can’t see him. Boyd’s doctor said we could visit any time.”

Julie exhibited remarkable restraint, even managing a small smile. “I’ll show you to his bed,” she said, and led them toward the man’s bed. “As you can see, the rest of the patients are sleeping so please speak quietly.”

“Daddy!” said the young girl, her voice breaking. She turned to Julie. “Is he going to be all right?”

“The doctors have been keeping him unconscious while the swelling in his head goes down. They’re pleased with his progress, and we expect him to wake up in the next 12 hours or so.”

“Thank you.” The girl’s bottom lip quivered. “Can he hear me if I talk to him?”

“I don’t know,” said Julie kindly. “But it can’t hurt. I’m sure he’d love to hear your voice.” She stepped back as the girl took her father’s hand and spoke softly to him. At least the man had someone who cared. The former wife tapped her foot impatiently, and Julie left before she said something she would later regret.

“She’s even worse in person,” said Julie as she returned to the nurse’s station. “But the daughter seems sweet enough.”

The visitors didn’t stay long. The daughter was dabbing at her eyes as they waited for the elevator. “Maybe you shouldn’t tell him for a while,” she said tentatively.

“I don’t see why not.” The mother punched the down button again.

“But he should be concentrating on getting better. When he hears you’re getting remarried, it might set him back.”

“Trust me, it won’t bother him in the least.” The woman wouldn’t look at her daughter.

“But Mom...”

The doors opened and they stepped inside.

Julie massaged her temples. “Scenes like that make me want to go home and tell Ben how much he means to me.” She picked up Mr. Morgan’s chart and made a note of the visit.

Chloe had noticed the increasing frequency of Julie’s headaches but didn’t know her well enough to comment. She checked her watch. “Another hour and your shift will be over. Look forward to that.”

“I am,” she said. “And to make the time pass, I’m going to do a quick inventory of our supply cupboard. The day shift was too busy to do it.”

“I’ll do that.” Chloe reached for the light switch. One nice thing about working nights was being able to turn down the overhead lights. She suspected that the glare was partly responsible for Julie’s headaches. “You relax.”

Julie smiled her thanks.

Chloe always enjoyed the simple task of checking the supply cabinet. There was something satisfying about checking off the items against the contents and making a note of what they should order. Humming to herself, she was surprised to look up and see Julie with her sweater draped over her shoulders, ready to leave.

“So soon?” she asked. “Where does the time go?”

Julie just shook her head. “Everything’s quiet. See you tomorrow.”

“Okay.” Chloe walked with her to the elevator, then stood for a moment behind the nurse’s station. This was her favorite time of day... the time when she was in charge. She’d never worried about being alone. As a matter of fact her first emergency had come almost six months ago and thanks to her training, she’d handled it in her usual competent manner.

She reviewed the charts once more, saving the accident victim for last. There was something about him that intrigued her, and she’d been thinking about his situation as she took inventory. What had he done to make his former wife so bitter? Or was she just one of those women who was never satisfied? She certainly dressed well, so Chloe doubted that money had been a factor in the split.

“Stop that,” she murmured to herself. “You know you shouldn’t go there.”

She returned the chart to its slot and rose to do her rounds again, checking drips and breathing apparatus, and swabbing the painfully dry mouths of a few patients. Boyd Morgan was in the far right of the semi-circle and she found herself standing beside him, studying his rugged face in the dim light.

With a soft moan he turned toward her, opened his eyes and then closed them again. Had he been aware of her? She wasn’t sure and checked the cardiac monitor. His pulse was slightly elevated but within the acceptable range.

When she looked back at him his eyes were open again. He’d raised his right hand and was frowning at the pulse oximeter on his middle finger.

“You’re in the hospital,” she said. “You were in a car accident.”

He looked past her for a moment, then focused on her face. “My head hurts and my mouth is dry.”

She offered him enough water to relieve the dryness, but no more. “You have a concussion.”

He understood immediately. “How many days?”

“Two days ago.”

He nodded slightly, wincing at the movement. “You were here earlier.”

“I didn’t think you were awake.”

Something softened in his eyes. “It’s your scent. One of those herbal things that women like.”

Chloe found herself blushing. Her shampoo wasn’t that strong but he must have noticed. “I have to notify Dr. Hansen that you’re awake,” she said. “Be right back.”

* * *
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“THE HUMAN BODY IS AN amazing piece of equipment.” Dr. Hansen stood at Morgan’s bedside, his fingers lightly resting on the man’s pulse. “Other than a sore head, how are you feeling?”

Morgan’s eyes flickered to Chloe, then back to the doctor. “Fine. When can I go home?”

The neurologist chuckled. “Don’t like our company?”

Morgan’s gaze rested on Chloe. “I didn’t say that, but I’d be more comfortable in my own bed.”

“We’ll contact your doctor first thing in the morning but I should warn you. He’ll probably want to keep you under observation for a few more days.” He tapped his head. “You took quite a knock on the head.”

Morgan made a sound that resembled a laugh. “You should feel it from this side.”

The doctor made a note. “No thanks.” He handed the chart to Chloe and looked around. “Everything looks quiet in here tonight. Call me if you need me again.”

“Thank you Doctor.” She returned her attention back to the patient, who seemed to be having difficulty keeping his eyes open. “Do you think you can go back to sleep?”

“I don’t want to. I’d rather talk to you.”

Chloe blushed. Boyd Morgan wasn’t the first patient who’d flirted with her, but he was the first one to make her pulse race. She was about to say something when his eyes closed and he fell back to sleep. So much for fending off unwanted advances. Or were they unwanted? She had a sudden urge to reach out and touch the scruffy whiskers that had sprouted on his cheeks over the past couple of days. Unwanted advances indeed! She walked briskly back to the nurse’s station.
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Chapter Three
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THE HOURS CRAWLED BY as Chloe waited to go to work the next day. She’d forced herself to go shopping at a nearby mall, determined to buy some much needed casual clothes, but her mind kept returning to the ICU, to the man in the bed. She’d have to be careful not to show too much interest. Julie wouldn’t approve but that didn’t stop her from thinking about him and his situation. It had been too dark last night to determine his eye color, but she thought they might be brown. She looked forward to finding out if she was right.

The moment she stepped off the elevator into the ICU, her gaze slid to the right, to the semi-circle of beds. So much for not showing interest. Thankfully, Julie was attending to one of the patients and didn’t notice. Chloe tucked her personal belongings under the counter and straightened in time to greet the head nurse.

“I’m glad you’re here,” said Julie by way of greeting. “It’s been a busy shift and Nora had to leave early.” The two women overlapped on the day shift.

“Anything specific?” Chloe glanced at the computer screen, where Julie had been making notes.

Julie massaged the back of her neck. “No, but you know me, I like things to go smoothly, especially here in the ICU. Today seemed disjointed somehow.”

“What would you like me to do?”

“I haven’t had time to check on bed ten to see if it’s ready for any incoming. That new orderly was the one who set it up, so... you know.”

“Bed ten?” Chloe tried not to show her surprise. “That man has gone?”

“Mr. Morgan? Yes. I just missed his doctor this morning, but Nora said he was here first thing and made arrangements to transfer him to a private hospital. They came for him a couple of hours later.”

“Huh.” Chloe pretended disinterest. “At least that means no more visits from the wife.”

“Former wife you mean.”

They both laughed.

* * *
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JULIE WAS RIGHT ABOUT the unsettled atmosphere in the ICU, and it went on for several days until things settled down on Chloe’s last day before her days off. Although she was aware of the importance of a smoothly run ICU, she thrived on the challenges presented when something went a little sideways. There was always something new to learn and she realized that she’d never know it all.

After her shift she paused outside the employee’s entrance and took a deep breath of fresh morning air. In the east, the sky had turned a pale yellow, heralding the arrival of another sunny day in Southern California.

As she walked toward her car she became aware of a man making his way diagonally across the parking lot. She couldn’t quite make out his face in the dim light, but he moved slowly, and as he got closer, she saw he was supporting himself with a cane in his left hand.

“Hello Chloe.”

She stopped, took a step backward and looked around the parking lot. They seemed to be alone.

“Mr. Morgan. What are you doing here?”

“Please call me Boyd.”

She didn’t know what to say. During the week she’d managed to convince herself that she hadn’t really been attracted to him. After all she’d spoken to him for what... five minutes, tops? How could she tell in that amount of time? And yet here he was, and her heart did a little two-step inside her chest.

He lifted the cane and gestured at the sky. “It’s going to be a beautiful day. I was hoping I could take you out for breakfast.”

Chloe frowned. “What does the weather have to do with eating breakfast?”

A grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “It’s good to see you, too.”

“Mr. Morgan...”

“Boyd.”

“All right... Boyd. Why are you really here?” A sudden thought struck her. “And how did you know where to find me?”

He seemed taken aback. “I asked around. Listen, I’m sorry if I frightened you, but you’ve been on my mind since that night... when was it? Three nights ago? Four?”

Was that possible? “Why?”

“Because I liked what I saw. You seemed... different from most of the women I know.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Okay, that didn’t come out right.” He spread his hands in a gesture of supplication. “I’d like to get to know you, that’s all.”

She knew that if she didn’t accept his offer she might always regret it. “Breakfast, you say?”

He brightened considerably. “Yes. I know a small place overlooking the water where we can sit outside if you like. That’s why I mentioned the weather. Of course if you want to sit inside...” His words trailed off. “I’m talking too much.”

“Yes you are, but I happen to be hungry.” She looked around the parking lot. “Where’s your car?”

“I was dropped off. If you blew me off, I was going to call to be picked up.” He gripped his cane. “I’m still not in any shape to drive so I was hoping you would do the honors.”

“I suppose that would work. My car’s over there.”

He sank down into the passenger seat with a relieved sigh. “That’s the most I’ve walked since I left here.”

“You should probably still be in bed, but since you’re here, buckle up,” she said. “And tell me where to go.”

About twenty minutes later they pulled up beside a long, low building down by the waterfront.

“Before you ask, it used to be a cannery,” he said. “The building doesn’t look like much from here, but they have an excellent kitchen.” He grinned. “The shabby exterior keeps the tourists away.”

Chloe grabbed a sweater from the back seat. “I think I’d like to sit outside if it’s warm enough.”

The outside eating area overlooked a shallow bay, with gentle hills rising in the background. Wispy pink clouds floated on the horizon, a visual counterfoil to the cerulean blue of the sky. Glass walls protected the area from intrusive breezes and a small forest of citrus trees dotted the patio, their leaves gleaming in the morning sun.

“It’s pretty,” she said, watching him carefully as he eased himself into a chair. “You’re hurting, aren’t you?”

“Not nearly as much as I was before.”

She looked at him curiously, waiting for him to continue.

“When I wasn’t sure how you would react.”

She decided then and there that she’d probably have to guard her heart around this man. But she was curious to hear what he had to say. And in his condition, he posed no danger.

“Welcome back, Mr. Morgan.” Their server materialized, a young man with a black apron tied around his waist, continental-style.

“Hello Billy. Beautiful morning, isn’t it?”

“Yes, sir.” He acknowledged Chloe with a slight bow. “May I bring you both some coffee?”

“Chloe?” It was the first time she’d heard him say her name. “Would you care for some coffee? I’m sure they’d make you some decaf if you’re worried about sleeping later.”

His consideration was touching, but she rarely had trouble sleeping. “I’ll have the hi-test, please Billy.” She turned to Boyd once the server had left. “Brown,” she said.

“Brown?”

“Your eyes. At the hospital I thought they were brown, but I didn’t get a chance to confirm it.”

“I’m flattered.”

“Oh?”

“That you cared enough to wonder.”

She decided not to rise to the bait. “Where did you go when you left the hospital?”

“My doctor is connected to a small private facility and he moved me there, but not being able to work was driving me insane, so he discharged me yesterday.”

“What are you, a workaholic?”

He shot her a quick glance. “Some people have called me that. My ex-wife, for example.”

“Ah yes, your ex-wife.”

He nodded. “So you’ve met her.”

Chloe grinned. “How could you possibly tell?”

He waved at a lemon tree beside them. “You look like you just bit into one of those lemons.” He paused for a moment. “Constance is an acquired taste.”

“Your daughter seemed very sweet.”

His features softened. “Yes, in spite of everything, she is. It concerns me that Connie’s new husband might want to move away after they’re married, but she has custody.” He thought for a moment. “The good news is that my business takes me all over the country, so if that happened, I could still see Bree.”

“Your daughter thinks you don’t know.”

“That Connie’s getting remarried?”

Chloe clapped a hand over her mouth. “Forget I said anything. That was out of line.”

“Not at all. I’ve known about
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