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CHAPTER ONE

She’d always hated Jaxon Mercier. Now, as his grandfather lie dying in Room 413, Ivy actually felt compassion for the bastard she’d always resented.

Ivy glanced down the long hospital hallway as she followed her attending physician into yet another room. There an older woman lie in the hospital bed, struggling to breathe. As the attending began looking through the patient chart, Ivy wondered if Jaxon’s grandfather was their patient.

Would they go into his room?

“Crawford!” Dr. Thornton snapped. “This is your patient, isn’t she?”

Jerking herself out of thoughts of her former rival’s imminent loss, Ivy replied, “No, Dr. Thornton.“

“I’m surprised.” Dr. Thornton’s response came out dry. “The way you’re always pestering me for patients.”

“I’m sorry, Dr. Thornton. I don’t mean to pester you.” Ivy’s response was immediate and conscious-stricken. The last thing she needed to do was piss off her attending.

Dr. Thornton sent her an amused glance. “Never mind. Probably your Asian heritage and your tiger-mother.”

The group of students, the intern and the resident all laughed nervously at this modest and somewhat racist humor, but Ivy just smiled. She’d heard a bunch of “tiger mother” jokes and this wasn’t all that funny, but the man could still had control over her passing the rotation.

“We are a determined and maligned ethnicity,” Ivy responded. “Being involved in your kid’s achievements and encouraging her along isn’t a bad thing.”

“Simmer down, little flower,” Dr. Thornton responded. “Now, whose patient is this?”

The fourth year med student identified that the heavyset woman in the bed was his case before beginning a recitation of her condition.

Listening with half an ear, Ivy’s thoughts drifted back to Jaxon Mercier. From looking at the patient charts for this floor, she knew the case in Room 413 and it wasn’t good.

Repeated bouts of cancer had left the old man wasted and ill-equipped for the heart condition that now plagued him. He couldn’t have more than a few weeks to live.

“Mrs. Romero has end-stage renal failure, the complications of uncontrolled diabetes...” the fourth year student continued reciting information.

Ivy pulled her notepad from her white coat and stared down at it, not really seeing the words scribbled there.

Jaxon Mercier—her father’s mistress’ son—had come to see his dying grandfather.

It hardly seemed fair that he’d had a loving grandfatherly influence and her father, too.

***
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“Don’t worry, Mama,” Ivy motioned to the cushion beside her. “Sit down. I’m not hungry.”

“You too skinny, you not eating enough with all the studying.” Cherry Crawford briefly brushed her daughter’s arm while she scolded.

Her dark, graying hair cut in a modest page boy, Ivy’s mother subsided onto the couch next to her. They’d always been close, always had one another’s back. Them against the world after her bastard father abandoned his wife and child.

“Trust me,” Ivy rolled her eyes, “eating isn’t an issue. I do plenty of it. The only thing keeping me from obesity and insanity is the exercise I fit into this crazy schedule. Med school is not conducive to living stress-free.”

Cherry Li Crawford examined her daughter. “You said you wanted this. Medical school. I not push you into this. Violin lessons, yes. Not medicine. Too late to quit now.”

Ivy resisted the sigh that threatened. “Nope. No quitting. I ploughed through the first two years, I’m going to make it through the next two. This isn’t going to whip me.”

Her mom jumped up. “I know. I have iced tea. You want some? It’s good.”

Watching her petite, energetic mother disappear through the kitchen door without waiting for a response, Ivy smiled. Almost before she knew it, her mom was back, plunking down a glass of iced tea on the battered coffee table in front of her.

“Mom?” Ivy wondered if she was making a mistake.

“Yes.” Her mother sat next to her again on the frayed couch.

“I saw Jaxon Mercier today at the hospital.” She looked up, her gaze scanning her mother’s face, automatically checking for the reaction that had always come when this subject was raised. Surely her mother had moved beyond her father’s betrayal.

“Elizabeth Mercier’s boy? Really?”

“Yes, the son of the whore.”

“I gonna wash your mouth out,” her mother threatened with no real intent.

Cherry Li glanced up. “You sure it him? You haven’t seen the boy in long time, since you were maybe nine.”

“Yes. It was him. Surprisingly he has changed—I mean I recognized him although he’s grown up nicely from what I saw. Broad shoulders, nice face. And I looked at the patient chart. I know it was him. Tom Mercier was the patient’s name. Jaxon was there to see his grandfather...and he certainly isn’t a boy any longer.”

Ivy ran a finger down the moisture condensing on her tea glass. “We knew from that ‘friend’ of yours that he graduated summa cum laude from law school.”

Cherry responded almost absently. “Yes. Must be twenty-seven or twenty-eight now.”

Reaching for her glass, her mother said with studied casualness. “Anyone else there?”

Ivy shook her head, her dark straight hair brushing her cheeks. “Not that I know of. Not that I saw.”

“Elizabeth not there?”

Ivy had known who her mother meant. The bitch who stole her married father and lived in sin with him until his death a few years back.

“I don’t know,” she responded after a few minutes. “Tom Mercier isn’t our patient.”

“Oh.”

They drank in silence and Ivy chastised herself for even mentioning Jaxon. It just brought everything up again and everything needed to lie dormant. It did no good to think about her father’s leaving his marriage for his high-class whore. There was even less to be gained thinking about his simply walking away from his only flesh-and-blood daughter.

They could have starved, but he’d made sure none of his money went to Cherry and her little Asian girl. Even though his lawyer-ass had so much.

“Elizabeth go see her daddy if he’s in the hospital.” Cherry seemed to muse this to herself. “Just must not have seen her. He helped raise that son of hers when his no-good daddy left.”

“Then she had my no-good daddy to raise her son.” The words seemed to rise out of a very deep place in her chest. Ivy’s smile felt twisted on her lips. She’d hated Elizabeth Lambert and Jaxon Mercier for replacing her, but in her rational moments, she knew the biggest asshole here was the man who’d contributed to her DNA. Her own father.

She took another swallow of tea.

“When I looked at Tom Mercier’s chart I saw that his condition is pretty bad.”

Cherry made a tsking sound. “Hard on the family. Maybe he’s not so bad. It rough to lose a daddy.”

Ivy sat her glass of tea on the coffee table. “I wouldn’t think you’d care much about her after what Elizabeth Mercier did to our family.”

Her mother shook her head a little. “No matter. Still her daddy. You know how hard when your daddy died.”

Ivy snorted. “It was not the same thing, mom. I hadn’t seen my father—at his choice—since he left when I was nine.”

“Still hard,” her mother repeated stubbornly. “Hard for you. Hard for her.”

“I don’t know how you can be so concerned about her when she’s the bitch that broke up our family.”

Cherry smiled sadly. “Even bitches have daddies they love.”

“Maybe so,” Ivy responded, “but this particular bitch stole my daddy and your husband. I think maybe we should rejoice in her imminent loss, not feel sad for her.”

“No, Ivy. We not rejoice in her father’s death.”

“Even if her affair with your husband resulted in him leaving you to raise a kid in poverty? No help from his rolling-in-wealth lawyer ass? You still fight to make ends meet, even now.”

Her mother leaned over and hugged Ivy. “Not for long. You say over and over that when you out of medical school and residency, I’ll come work in your doctor office. We won’t be struggling then.”

“Maybe not.” Ivy conceded to this, “but I’ll still have a butt-load of loans to pay off...and he still died a jerk and an asshole—”

Cherry shook her head. “Shouldn’t say thing like that about him even if he is dead. He still your daddy.”

“—and the biggest, ugliest part of all this was that he paid for Jaxon Mercier’s law school. I know we heard about it in a roundabout, gossipy way, but I believe it’s true. He paid for his mistress’ son to follow in his footsteps in law school, but he wouldn’t pay for a pair of stinkin’ tennis shoes for his blood daughter.” Ivy made herself reach for the tea glass again. “That’s the worst of this and that’s why I’ve always hated Jaxon Mercier. My father abandoned me and took Jaxon in as his son.”

***
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“You’re dating another married man? Really, Mom? Why not find a nice single guy?” Jaxon Mercier scrubbed his hand over his face as he held the phone to his ear.

“I’ve been so alone since Brian died. You know that and you’ll love Mike,” his mother trilled. “I’m sure you’ve heard of him. He’s in politics. He’s been a Louisiana state senator for several terms.”

“Not the point, Elizabeth,” her son returned. “He’s married to a younger wife and they have two children—two young daughters—even if he is your age. I’ve seen the political ads.”

His mother went on as if he hadn’t spoken. “I want you to meet him, Jaxon. He’s really a great guy, the first man I even noticed after grieving so long. Can he help it that he’s stuck in an unhappy marriage? That wife of his has him over a barrel. A divorce at this stage, what with him just starting to run for re-election, well that’s not good.”

There probably were Freudian issues or some deep-seated problem that made his mother get into these complicated relationships. He didn’t even want to think about it.

“No, I’m sure that’s not good for him...or his kids and wife.” Jaxon repressed a sigh. “Haven’t you been through this enough?”

“Now don’t you talk ugly about Brian. You know he loved me—and you, too. Why he left his wife for me all those years ago. He treated us like royalty, got you into law school. Paid your tuition. He was certainly more of a father to you than that deadbeat sperm donor who disappeared when you were two!”

Elizabeth seemed to try to calm herself. He could hear her take a deep breathes.

“I’ve got nothing bad to say about Brian,” Jaxon soothed. “I’m certainly grateful for everything he—“

“I should think so. He was wonderful to you, helping with law school—“

“I think my grades had something to do with that.”

“Maybe so, but it was his influence that got the dean to notice you and he paid your tuition—“

“I know and I’m very grateful.”

“—and besides,” she said tearfully, “he’s dead now. Who would think he’d die before my daddy?”

Jaxon could hear her sobbing softly.

“...and we shouldn’t talk bad about the dead!”

“I know. I know his death was hard for you and I’m glad you’re getting back into dating, but a married guy?” Jaxon’s office was quiet and empty of anyone besides himself, but he could hear the usual bustle beyond the heavy glass door to his space.
“Brian treated you like a son!”
“I know.” He never should have returned her call from the office, but Jaxon hadn’t realized where this conversation was going. He’d thought they might be able to talk about his grandmother and how to support her during Grandpa Tom’s illness.

He shifted the focus to the subject that was more important than his mother’s love life. “I visited Grandpa at the hospital this morning.”

“Oh, I’m glad. How was he doing today?”

“Not good, Mom. He looks weaker than ever.”

“Well, heavens. He’s been through a lot for anyone, much less a man his age. Of course, he’s a little tired. They just need to put in a stint thingy or do a by-pass and he’ll be right as rain.”

“I don’t know. He’s had a lot of medical issues in the last few years.” Jaxon fiddled with the heavy pen on his desk. “Lung cancer. Tumor in his abdomen and now this heart problem. We all might need to prepare for the worst.”

“He’s a fighter,” Elizabeth said. “He beat the cancers. My mother keeps him going. He knows she still needs him. That I still need him. He’ll come back from this. You’ll see.”

The thought of his grandmother was the hardest part of this. She and his granddad had been married sixty years. She’d be lost without him. Tom seemed at peace most of the time, but there were moments when his worried eyes rested on his wife’s sweet face.... Jaxon knew his grandfather was worried about the impact his death would have on her.

“Maybe he won’t get better. Not this time.” Jax tried to keep his voice gentle. “Maybe he won’t bounce back this time. He’s in his eighties. He’s worn out, Mother.”

“Jaxon Mercier, don’t you say that. Don’t you even think what you’re thinking. He needs positive vibes around him. Positive thoughts. My mother needs that from all of us. Daddy’s strong. Why he and mama stepped in and helped me raise you when your daddy ran off like that. Before Brian, I mean.”

“I know, mom, but no one keeps on going forever....” Jaxon knew his grandmother was facing this. He saw her drawn face and he ached for her. To lose a much-loved husband after sharing almost all of their lives?

“Listen to me, Jaxon. I’ve already lost one person. Brian just dropped dead. No warning. His heart just stopped beating. And he was so young! I’m not going to lose my daddy, too.”

Jaxon was silent for a moment, thinking that she was going to lose her daddy. He was losing the grandfather who’d helped raise him and his grandmother was losing a husband. It might not be fair, but some things were inevitable.

Right now, all he could do was help his grandmother with anything she needed. Watching a husband of sixty years die, that was the hardest part of all this.
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“You’ve got to be kidding me, Ariel! You got a dermatology rotation? Really? That’s great.” Ivy plopped down on the ratty couch in the on-call room.

“I know. I know. I still can’t believe it myself. They don’t take many third year students.” Her friend fanned the cup of fresh coffee. “Shows the benefit of having a physician father. Even if he is an old fuddy-duddy and out of the loop on so many things.”

Her friend rolled her eyes. “Can you believe he still tickles me and calls me Pumpkin?”

“You’re lucky. Really. More than you know. Most people can’t stand seeing their parents or at least they just bear it because they’re my parents.”

“You like your mom.” Ariel took a sip of her coffee.

“This is true.” Ivy flipped through one of the many textbooks spread around her that she hoped would help with the shelf rotations that came at the end of every rotation. “But she has no pull to get me the hard-to-get rotations. I bet you’ll end up in dermatology. I’ll come to you for my facial peels in ten years.”

“Don’t make any appointments yet,” her friend recommended. “I may choose another specialty. I still think OB could be fun. All those babies.”

Ivy laughed. “Babies are cute, but OB’s don’t make as much money, Miss Shopaholic. And you had a hard time getting up for eight o’clock classes. I don’t think you’re going to want to be delivering babies at four in the morning. This is why derm would be so great for you. No night work. No face-lift emergencies.”

“True.” Her friend stretched. “I do love my sleep. Do you know that I have to get to the hospital at six a.m. to check on my patients? Crazy! I hate internal medicine. What do you think about a specialty? Still undecided?”

“Absolutely,” Ivy responded with mock enthusiasm. “So hard to decide what you want to do for the next thirty years.”

“True.” A big yawn split her friend’s face. Ariel trailed off out the door, saying as she went, “At least with internal medicine at my hospital, I don’t have to work late in the day. We get through early.”

“Lucky you.” Ivy turned back to studying the book in front of her.

***
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“I don’t see why we can’t go to Jessica’s party.” 

Jaxon tried to ignore the whiny voice and the pout on Morgan’s lovely face. “Because I have court tomorrow and everyone always gets wasted at Jessica’s parties.”

Lately, he’d been wondering if this engagement was a good idea. Sure, she was hot and good in bed, but did he want to deal with this kind of thing for the next twenty years?

He pulled the Lexus to a stop at the curb in front of her house.

“You never want to have any fun,” his fiancée accused. “You’re not old yet.”

“No.” He maintained the patience in his voice even though he found the conversation irritating. “But we aren’t in college anymore, either. This is the grown-up world. You know—career responsibilities and all.”

“I don’t know why I agreed to marry you.” Morgan flipped back her blonde hair like a fourteen year-old.

Jaxon knew by this time that she made these kind of references to get him to agree to whatever she wanted—reinforce his undying love, promise to do what ever they were arguing about, yada, yada. It was beyond old.

His hands on the steering wheel, he maintained his silence, firming his lips. He’d known Morgan through most of law school and she fit seamlessly into the life of wealth and money to which he’d thought he aspired. The life he’d thought he wanted. 

She was good in bed and his mother loved her, but he’d began to wonder more and more if they wanted the same life. He’d thought they were headed in the same direction, but lately he’d began to see her differently. He tried not to be condescending, not to think like she was an airhead. He knew Morgan had done well in college and was now an excellent PR person.

She was far from stupid, he just wasn’t sure they ought to marry.

“Come on, Jaxy. Come to Jessica’s party with me.” Morgan draped herself across his lap as much as she could inside the car. “I promise we’ll leave early. And I won’t drink a lot. See? I can be grown up, too.”

Jaxon didn’t respond. Unlike earlier in their relationship, he wasn’t even aroused by her wiggling and pressing her breasts against him.

“You said that last time.”

She opened her eyes wide, straightening to look at him. “I didn’t drink that much!”

“You nearly threw up in my car.” His temples were beginning to throb and he felt tired. This was probably a bad sign, feeling tired at twenty-nine.

“Come on inside. I’ll make you feel better. Or...” she winked at him, dropping her hand to his fly. “We could be naughty and mess around here in the car.”

He reminded himself again how smart Morgan was, how clever and fun.

“I don’t want to go to Jessica’s party.” His tone was flat as he dropped his hands to cover hers, stopping her in the act of unzipping his pants. “And no, I don’t want to mess around here in the car. I’ll just get a cramp in my ass.”

She pouted, sitting back in her seat. “You don’t seem like you want to have fun, at all anymore.”

Jaxon just looked at her.

“Aren’t I pretty? And fun? Don’t you still love me, Jaxy? We used to have such good times together.” Morgan ran her hand down his chest. “I know we’re getting older, but I try to stay fit. I dress well. I’m always up for sex. I don’t know what you want.”

Jaxon just looked at her. “No, I don’t think you do.”

* * * * * * * * *
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Just get out. Go on, move out! I don’t care what you say!” Ivy’s roommate, Delia yelled. “Chris didn’t hit on you. It was the other way around! You made a move on him. You’re just telling me a bunch of lies to get back at him!! He told me you’d do this. He told me all about you hitting on him—”

“You gotta be kidding! Me? Hit on him!”

“—Well, it didn’t do you any good. He loves me! Me, do you hear! Chris would never be interested in you.”

This last was said with a scathing look as Delia flung open the door to Ivy’s bedroom. “Just pack your clothes and go!”

Ivy took a deep breath, trying not to panic as she realized the situation had taken an ugly turn. 

She quelled her anxiety, trying to get her roommate to calm down.

“So Chris can move in? Really? Be reasonable, Delia. It doesn’t even occur to you that that’s just what he wants? That he told you I’d hit on him to discredit me, knowing I’d tell you about his kissing me? Without any participation from me! You know he’s been kicked out of his apartment.”

Her roommate seemed beyond reason. For the first time, Ivy realized that she might not be able to get through to her.

“I won’t listen. You’re just saying shit to make me doubt his love. I’m not stupid!”

“Listen,” Ivy tried again. Delia wasn’t stupid, but she let her heart seriously overrule her head...if she even listened to her head. No one knew this tendency better than Ivy. She acknowledged to herself that it could be difficult for some people to be reasonable, but she always tried to do that when faced with a tough situation. “Listen. We’ve known each other since under-grad. Why would I lie? Why would I make a play for your guy? He’s a dog and I think you ought to realize this before you end up engaged to him. I’m just trying to be a good friend. You know he was with someone else when he started dating you.”

She and Delia hadn’t been really close since college, but Ivy had never thought it would come to this.

“You know what? You’re jealous, that’s what.” Delia slammed her hair brush down on the kitchen counter. “You’re jealous and you want him for yourself. You’re just a nasty, lonely grade grind, that’s all. Spending all your time with your nose in a book. You don’t have a boyfriend yourself and that’s why you’re after mine.”

Ivy grappled with herself to keep her temper under-control. True, she’d spent a whole lot more time studying in college than her classmates, who were out having a good time, but getting into medical school required high grades. “That’s not true and you know it. I wouldn’t be telling you what a ‘ho this guy is if I didn’t think you ought to know.” 

She did still have some liking for Delia although her roommate’s tantrums were getting really, really old and she was closer than ever to just giving up on her. It was one thing to be silly, get sloppy drunk in college and make bad man-decisions, but they weren’t kids anymore. Delia hadn’t seemed to get the memo that they were adults.

Mascara pooling under one eye, her college friend swiped at her angry tears and shifted to face Ivy again. “You’re in medical school because you’re hiding, that’s all. Hiding because you’re a pathetic loser. You can’t get a date. Chris loves me. He’d never hit on you.”

“If he loves you so much why have you guys broken up like fifty times in the last two years?” Ivy forced a sympathetic smile, trying to soften her words. “Listen, you and I have always been friends. You talked to me when your college boyfriend cheated, when you found out you were flunking Psych 101 and when your parents divorced. Remember? I’ve been there for you in the past, Delia. I really have. I’m just worried that Chris’s not treating you the way you deserve.”

Delia disregarded this and latched on Ivy’s first remark. “We haven’t broken up fifty times—“

“Figure of speech,” Ivy murmured, irritated. “Forty times.”

“You know Chris’s going to propose and you’re trying to break us up. You’ve never wanted me to be happy! Ever.” Delia swiped angrily at her cheek again. “And I think you actually went after my dad when my parents were having trouble. You smiled at him really flirty and you worked that tight titty shirt.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Ivy felt her temperature rise. She was tired of banging her head against this wall and not sure anymore why she’d even bothered to tell Delia the truth. Let Chris cheat on her over and over.

She slammed her textbook shut. “I’m going to my room. If you want to marry him. Marry him. Just don’t come crying to me when you get divorced.”

“You bitch! Get your crap and get out of here!” Delia started throwing things at her. First it was just random highlighters from where Ivy had left them on the table, then Delia flung a sweater and starting looking for other things.

Worried that her expensive—and heavy—medical texts might get hefted next, Ivy jumped up. “Hey! Okay! I’ll move. Just give me a week or so to find a place.”

Ivy deflected a plastic cup that flew at her head. 

Normally, her friend calmed down quickly from her tantrums, but Chris was apparently the biggest thing in her life at this moment and Ivy reluctantly acknowledged to herself that he’d probably be working hard to keep Delia upset with her over this. 

“Take your crap and get the fuck out of here now!” Delia panted from her efforts.

Ivy looked incredulously at the girl who’d been her friend since college. This couldn’t be happening. Ivy had known they weren’t as tight now as they used to be, but she hadn’t expected this.

She felt frozen. There wasn’t really any place to go. Her mom lived over an hour away from her school and her friends all had tiny places—usually with several roommates.

It was why they studied in the medical library so much.

“Where am I supposed to go right this minute?” she yelped angrily as Delia threw another cup. “You know I just started my third year rotations. I can’t just walk out the door this minute. I have to find some place to stay.”

“I don’t give a shit where you go. Get out! Get out now, you boyfriend-stealing skank! I don’t care if you sleep in the gutter! I just want you out tonight!”

***
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“Hi, Mom. How are you doing?” Sitting in her ratty car, all her belongings piled around her, Ivy kept her voice cheerful.

It was eight o’clock and dark outside. The wet parking lot outside the hospital was filled with cars and thunder occasionally rolled overhead. Few people were around. Ivy’s shift didn’t start for a few minutes and she could only be glad she was on for the next twelve hours.

At least, she could stay in the on-call room tonight.

Ivy really didn’t want to worry her mom, particularly since Cherry couldn’t do anything about the current problem. Ivy just wanted to hear her voice.

“I fine.” Cherry responded as brightly as usual even though Ivy knew things weren’t great for her mom. All through Ivy’s childhood, the two of them faced financial uncertainty with her mother’s unshakeable cheerfulness. Ivy was determined to work this crisis out without asking her mother for money or help she couldn’t give. She worked as a cook in a day care, for heaven’s sake. There wasn’t much money to spare.

“That director seem to want us to work with no pay. I told her no. She going to pay me for my time. They don’t pay much, but I get what’s mine.”

Ivy listened with half an ear, her mind running through all the options that weren’t really options. Across the lot, she could see the hospital loading dock and the shadow of the dumpster next to it. 

Her mother paused in her complaints about the day care director. “How things going with third year? This attending doctor still nice?”

“Yeah.” Ivy batted a tear off her cheek. At least she had her car to live in, as crappy as it was. “He’s great. I lucked out. You should hear the hard time Ariel’s having. She has some asshole surgeon giving her a hard time. And she’s got that crazy roommate situation with four of them sharing.”

“Ariel good girl. At least, she not have big school loans when she a doctor. Her mom and dad still doing okay?”

“I think so,” Ivy searched her scattered brain. “She hasn’t said anything recently about them not being okay.”

Next to the dumpster, something moved in the dark.

“You okay? Seem distracted.”

“I’m fine,” Ivy lied, staring at the dark shape near the hospital loading dock. “I have a twelve-hour night shift tonight before morning rounds tomorrow and I just hope I can grab a few hours sleep. Rounds in the morning. Are you okay? Did you get into the free clinic to have your lungs checked out?”

“Didn’t bother. Just a little cough.”

“But we don’t want it to grow into something,” Ivy warned, swiping at the dampness on her face. “Besides, it could be more than a cold.”

“It not so bad,” Cherry promised. “Getting better.”

“If you’re still coughing when I come see you again, I’m driving you straight to the clinic myself,” Ivy threatened. She drew a deep breath, the windshield blurring briefly in front of her damp gaze.

“Sure. You not worry about me. Have a good night.”

Pushing the button to disconnect their call, Ivy let her hand drop. She’d always worried about her mom. It was habit after all the years of it just being the two of them.

Ivy wiped her eyes carefully, brushing away any evidence of tears. Sitting in the dark, she frowned again at the small shadow moving near the dumpster. It was too small for a raccoon.

The car creaked then, startling her. The engine cooling down...probably. Hopefully that was all. Friggin’ piece of crap. Who’d have thought this was all she’d have left.

A ’93 Mercury Tracer with a droopy headliner and a rusting body. If only the engine were as good and didn’t drink oil like a sailor on a bender.

The shadow scampered around the dumpster and sprang at a dried leaf blown by the damp breeze.

Ivy smiled. She couldn’t help herself. The silly kitten was having such a great time stalking around the leaf and sniffing at it, only to plant little paws down on it when the wind again stirred.

Looking around, she wondered if there were a house nearby, a home where the kitty belonged and would head when the rain began again. The utilitarian shape of the hospital was only surrounded by more parking lots, though. The only houses were half a mile in the distance.

Narrowing her eyes, Ivy continued watching the kitten. It was small and probably feral as a squirrel, but a niggling doubt crept up. Trying to rescue a wild animal would be silly and pointless...unless the kitten wasn’t wild.

Ivy became aware again of the small old car around her. She wasn’t in much of a situation to rescue anyone. Taking care of herself was going to be hard enough. 

With a renewed awareness of her own situation, she wearily opened the car door and slammed it shut behind her. Trekking across the darkened parking lot, Ivy hoisted her backpack of books and necessities and headed into the welcoming light of the hospital door.

As she got closer to the dumpster her steps slowed, however. She found herself stopping, staring into the dark where the kitty sat, pawing at the leaf still as if trying to prod it into continuing the game. After a moment, the kitten glanced up at Ivy, taking several steps toward her.

Mrreow.

The sound was tiny and friendly. Ivy knew she should walk on, head right into the big building and come up with a solution for her housing problem.

Mrrreow.

Her feet rooted to the pavement, she couldn’t seem to do it. Couldn’t just walk away from the friendly little face. The kitten ambled toward her in that combination of feline grace and babyhood.

Mrrreow.

It was all black, only it’s eyes showing yellow in the darkness and it made a sound somewhere between a meow and a purr.

Mmmuurrrr. The dark little head rubbed against her scrubs. Mmmurrr.

“Hi, little kitty,” Ivy whispered, “don’t you think you should go home. It’s wet out here.”

The kitten rubbed it’s head on her ankle again.

“I have to go.” Ivy told the kitten, prodding herself. “I really have to go.”

Sitting down on the toe of her running shoe, the kitten began grooming itself.

Clearly not feral.

“You’re very pretty, sweet kitty, but I can’t take care of you. I can barely take care of myself.” Ivy tried not to hear the despair in her voice. “Hell, I can’t take care of myself at this point.”

***
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“Shannon!” Ivy huddled the small, squirming mass under her jacket. She hissed again at her friend. “Shannon!”

If anyone could help in this bizarre, crazy situation, it was the admitting clerk. Ivy just prayed her notorious soft heart toward animals extended to other people’s strays.

“Hi, hon. You on tonight?” Shannon turned away, stuffing a file into the wall cabinet filled with manila folders.

“Yes. Shannon, I need your help.”

The older woman grinned, seeming to notice for the first time Ivy’s lumpy jacket and the suspicious wiggling bump inside.

“You okay? ‘Cause you seem to be having stomach issues.”

Ivy closed the Admissions office door behind her. “Are you working tonight? I mean all night tonight?”

“Yep. Beth’s got the night off and I’m doing her shift.” The friendly over-highlighted redhead nodded toward Ivy’s jacket. “Whatcha got?”

“I know I shouldn’t bring livestock into the hospital,” Ivy knew she shouldn’t be doing this on many levels, “but it’s raining outside.”

A small, dark head popped out of Ivy’s jacket.

“And it followed you home, I’ll bet.” Shannon grinned, reaching out to pet the small head. “Hey, cute gurl. You’re so pretty.”

Mrrreow. The kitten turn its head for Shannon’s hovering hand.

“I’m not sure it’s a girl,” Ivy admitted in a distracted voice.

“And you a med student.” Shannon chided, reaching out to gather the kitten into her hand. “Don’t they teach you the basics of reproduction?” 

Mrrreow.

The small kitten fit in her hand and she flipped it on it’s back. “Yep, you’re a girl, all right. I thought you looked too pretty to be a boy.”

She pulled in close, cuddling the furry beast to her ample chest. The kitten snuggled in, purring loudly for such a small thing.

“Actually, I know the basics of reproduction,” Ivy’s voice was dry, “and being a medical student—yes, they have gone over those things.”

“I’d hope so.”

Mrrreow. The black kitten burrowed up under Shannon’s chin, batting at a large, dangling hoop earring. 

“Yes, you’re a feisty sweetie, aren’t you?”

“Is there any chance you’d be willing to give this feisty sweetie a home?” Ivy asked hopefully. “She was out back by the dumpster by herself.”

Shannon readjusted the kitten, disentangling her earring from it’s claws. “I’d love to, honey. You know I’m a sucker for all God’s little creatures, but James has threatened to leave if I bring home one more animal.”

She pulled the kitten loose from her sweater. “Yes, you’re a lovely thing, aren’t you?”

Mrrreow.

“Surely, she’s so sweet, he’d reconsider, right?”

Shannon handed her the ball of fluff. “Not a chance, honey. I used the ‘lovely thing’ angle with the last three animals I brought home. After we’ve suddenly got three dogs, two parrots and a mother cat whose kittens we only just found homes, I don’t think he’ll go for that one again. “He’d insist on me taking her to a shelter.”

The little black head tried to rub against Ivy’s hand. Mrrreow.

Ivy cuddled the kitten against her chest, saying in a low voice. “They don’t have a no-kill shelter in this county, do they?”

“No, honey. It looks like you’re her best bet.”

***
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Jax reached for his grandmother’s hand as they stood next to the bed that held the man who’d taught him to fish and to nail a straight nail.

His grandfather had faced death before, but never had the specter seemed so close, from what Jax could see. The old man’s thin chest barely rose and fell.

Jax shook his head slightly. Grandpa Tom had seemed so strong before, so resilient. Even when he had cancer last year, he’d faced the chemo and cobalt treatments with a jovial attitude. But he’d been thinner and quieter after that and even steadily more so as his heart gave out. 

“Is your girlfriend coming?” Marilyn Mercier didn’t lift her gaze from the still figure in the bed. She looked drawn more in the last month or so. And why wouldn’t she? Watching the man she loved slip away.

“No, Morgan doesn’t like hospitals.” He kept his voice flat, registering that his grandmother hadn’t called Morgan his fiancée.

Good thing, now that Morgan was no longer a part of his life.

“I’d think she’d overcome her fears enough to be here as a comfort to you.” The comment seemed disconnected and dispassionate.

“Yeah, me, too. That’s why I broke up with her last week.”

His grandmother stared at him. “You’re not engaged anymore?”

“Nope. Free as a bird.”

“Well, I’m glad.” She turned back to the bed. “Neither your grandfather or I thought she was good for you.”

Jaxon stared at the figure in the bed. Next to the slight form, a station of monitors kept track of his grandfather’s respiration and heart beat.

“Are you okay?” He turned, compelling his grandmother to meet his gaze. “This has been hardest for you. Are you sleeping?”

Her smile was tired. “Yes. No. Some, I guess. The apartment is so empty without Tom snoring in the next room. I didn’t even want to sleep in the other bedroom, but he insisted when they started putting monitors on him.”

“Why don’t you come back to the house,” he urged his grandmother. “It’s pretty much just the way you left it when you guys moved into the apartment to be closer to the hospital. You and grandpa lived there for decades. You’ll be more comfortable in familiar surroundings. I never wanted to kick you out.”

She patted his hand. “You didn’t kick us out of the place, Jax. It was just too large, too far from the hospital and the doctors. The house is yours. Grandpa and I agreed on that. We’ve been up here for appointment after appointment. It just made sense to be close to the medical district.”

She paused, her gaze still on her husband. “Besides...the house is too full of memories.

Marilyn Mercier’s smile wobbled a little then. “We had so many lovely, wonderful memories there. Your first Christmas and the time that you and your mother lived with us for awhile.”

He knew what she meant...long after his father left. Before they’d moved into Brian Crawford’s place.

“Mom was here this morning, right?” He asked, his hand tightening on hers.

His grandmother quickly brushed away her tears, nodding at a fresh bouquet on a small bedside table in the corner. “Oh yes, she came by.”

Silence fell between them as her hand rested companionably in his.

“Your mother,” Marilyn murmured. “She’s dating again.”

“So I understand,” Jaxon responded more tersely than he’d intended. 

“I don’t know much about him, but it’s time she gave over the grieving.”

Jaxon laughed briefly. “Only you—facing all this—would worry about someone else needing to move on from their grief.”

“Well,” his grandmother said with a slight shrug, “she does need to move on. Tom and I have talked about it.”

A heavy pause settled between them. She and Grandpa wouldn’t talk a lot from now on, Jaxon knew.

“Are you going to be alright?” He knew he shouldn’t ask. How could a person be alright when a lifelong love was dying?

Marilyn sighed, sending him a wobbly smile. “I’m going to have to be. I guess we’re both going to have to be.”

* * * * * * * * *
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Scotch and water,” Jaxon told the bartender as he sat on the barstool later that afternoon. “A double to start with.”

When the drink settled on the bar in front of him, he lifted the glass, taking a swallow. He swallowed, letting the alcohol burning down his throat pull him momentarily out of the nightmare he’d left behind in that hospital room.

Good people shouldn’t have to face this. Shouldn’t have to linger in a hospital bed. His grandmother shouldn’t have to stand by her beloved husband of half a century, grief-stricken and lost, as his frail body died one organ at a time.

The rain made the almost-empty bar dark except for the light over the bartender. Jaxon took another swallow. Just across the street in the building of sterile floor upon floor of silent rooms filled with beeping monitors, his grandmother now stood saying goodbye to the only man she’d ever loved.

She’d insisted on Jaxon leaving finally, saying she needed time alone with her Tom.

Jaxon had stayed with her all day, silently holding her hand, hating every minute, hating the antiseptic smell, the squeaking sound on the sterile floors when nurses and doctors and orderlies walked by. He hated the whole place. Hated the fact that he had to be there, that his granddad lie there breathing his last.

But he also hated leaving her alone to face this.

“Want another one?” The bartender moved competently amongst the bottles behind the bar and while his voice was pleasant enough, his face had that absent look. The face that conveyed he was here, but not here. Jaxon figured he wouldn’t be all that excited in the man’s shoes.

This was just a job for the bartender. Like the chattering nurses as they sat behind the nurses’ station. Like the techs that cleaned the hospital room and the doctors who stepped into the room occasionally.

Like people who drove by outside, going about the business of everyday life. Life went on...even in the face of death.

“Yeah, give me another one.” Jaxon swallowed against the hot lump in his throat. He’d had loved ones die—hadn’t Brian kicked the bucket unexpectedly a few years ago? That had hurt and it made his mother even crazier than she was normally, but this.... This watching a man die slowly—watching his beloved grandfather slip slowly away—was hard. Grandpa Tom had taught him to mow a yard and silently made sure he had what he needed, even after they’d moved in with Brian.

Brian had become the dad he’d never had, but his grandfather had always been there for him, no matter what.

Jaxon wondered what his grandfather thought about Brian, his mother’s live-in lover, never having married her. Even after the divorce so long ago, Brian hadn’t married her.

Even as a teen, Jax had wondered why Brian hadn’t seen his daughter. Of course, it had been a fleeting thing in the way that kids were centered on their own worlds.

There was a moment in the hall at the hospital that Jaxon thought he saw—No, it couldn’t have been Ivy Crawford walking down the hospital corridor in a white coat with other medical people. Still the hot Asian chick in the white coat made him think of Brian’s daughter.

Just the thought of that childhood time years ago made him shake his head. He’d just been a kid and he hadn’t even thought about the big questions then—about his mother living with a man who had divorced his wife to live in sin with her.

Brian had taken on the father role, watching his grades, buying his first car.... His mother’s live-in could have treated him much worse. He’d even pulled strings to make sure Jaxon’s law school application received consideration.

Not that Jaxon relied on that, but still, Brian had tried to help. He’d pretty much been his parent, much more than his own biological father who’d escaped out the back door so many years ago.

Shifting the glass in front of him around on the damp napkin, Jaxon’s thoughts drifted back to his grandparents, wondering if a lifetime of love made this aching moment better for his grandmother. His gaze brooded on the mirror behind the bar and slowly he became aware of another patron in the bar this early on a dreary, rainy afternoon.

Across the room, a woman sat in a booth, a white jacket still on over scrubs. An Asian hottie....

His gaze sharpened, lingering on the tilt of her profile, the dark feathering of her black, black hair. Could it be Ivy, all grown up?

Some guys were so deeply into Asian women that it was almost a fetish. Jaxon had known a guy in law school who claimed to have bagged two dozen Asian women, saying the sex was sweeter and the orgasms longer. But a guy who had to brag about that sort of thing was a prick.

Jaxon looked down at the brown liquid in the glass in front of him.

He hadn’t shared the guy’s Asian fetish and had even steered clear in his youth of females of the Asian persuasion, his past muddied with the ethnicity. Every Asian woman reminded him of Brian’s former wife who he’d left for Jaxon’s mother. That and the young daughter who’d gotten caught in the cross-fire.

But the woman in the booth across the room was really interesting...even though she looked a little bedraggled. She also looked hot in her coat and in more than a sexual way. Actually hot. The room was warm despite the rain outside.

Jaxon looked into his glass again, aware of a sudden urge to get to know the woman. Despite her beautiful face and slender frame, she looked like she
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