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        I vowed never to fall in love again after the only man I ever loved died. Grief became my shield, and I made it clear to anyone who approached me that I wasn’t interested.

      

        

      
        Then Max Hawkins, the doctor on duty in the E.R. the night I lost my love, took an interest in me. He tried to pull me out of my grief, intending to be just a friend. But one simple kiss changed everything.

      

        

      
        Now, someone from my past has resurfaced, stirring up feelings I’ve never faced. Can I overcome my issues, or will they jeopardize my newfound relationship with Max—the one man I now can’t imagine living without?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            spoiler alert!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Please be aware, while this story may be read as a standalone, reading Fragments of Us first is best.

      

        

      
        The first scene in the first chapter of Fragments of Hope will contain a huge spoiler from the ending of Elizabeth’s novel of which Yvette is an important part in. This novel will also continue many storylines from the first book.

      

        

      
        Unless you don’t mind being lost at first as to who’s who, or ruining the ending of the previous novel, my recommendation is that you get to know everyone from the beginning!

      

      

      
        
        Happy Reading! :)
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      There are some things in life you never forget.

      You never forget the day the love of your life died.

      The day your mother sold you to a stranger so she could get her fix.

      The day you were adopted.

      And finally, the day you honestly believe nobody will ever love you.

      Don’t get me wrong—I’m incredibly lucky.

      I’m lucky I escaped the man my mother traded me to when I was ten.

      Fortunate to have been taken in by the Pierce family.

      Blessed to later have that same beautiful and loving family adopt me, treating me as if I belonged.

      But the truth is, I’ve never felt like I fit in with them.

      And I did the most stupid thing a girl in my position could do — I fell in love with a man who would never be mine.

      I kept my love to myself for many years.

      Anybody who knew Stefan loved him and I’m no different.

      I’d just been a young girl when I came to live with Stefan and his family. I was one of the lucky ones and I knew it. Most people didn’t take in children my age. They all wanted babies.

      I definitely hadn’t been a baby. I’d been a girl on the verge of puberty who’d narrowly escaped being assaulted by a nasty man who had traded my mother drugs for me. A girl who hadn’t known what being loved felt like, but wanted so badly for these people she now stayed with to love her.

      The moment Stefan smiled at me, though, joy had filled me. He’d had such a lovely smile that I fell in love with him in that second. It was the day I first came to stay with him and his family — and the feeling only intensified over the years.

      I loved him through his relationship with Elizabeth and their break-up. I was there for him after he found out from Grace that their one night of sex had ended up with her getting pregnant. Then Elizabeth had come back into his life and I knew for sure there would be no chance for us.

      In truth, there never had been.

      Yet I couldn’t help how I felt.

      I never saw Stefan as my brother, even after I’d officially been adopted and became a Pierce myself.

      Yes, I’d been a young girl, but I hadn’t been blind. And I definitely hadn’t been immune to feeling things for an older boy who’d treated me like the most precious person in his life.

      I know Stefan had treated everyone the same way. He’d been kind, loyal and always a gentleman. Even after Elizabeth had broken his heart, he never spoke badly of her and I’d been so jealous. And angry; mad for him, for how she made him feel, and for my inability to be what she’d been to him.

      He just saw me as his sister and after I kissed him one Christmas under the mistletoe, there’d been no thinking otherwise. He never said a word, never treated me differently, and yet I knew. Without a doubt, I knew there would never be an ‘us’ but that didn’t stop me from loving him.

      If anything, I just loved him more.

      But the day he died… that had been the worst.

      That day had put an end to my illusion something would ever happen between us.

      And now I’m forced to live without the one person who had given me something to look forward to as a little girl. He hadn’t known it and I’d never told him, but his smile had changed my life.

      Because, in it, I saw there truly was kindness and love in the world, and it could be mine if I just reached for it.

      But I knew now, everything like that is one big lie.

      If the world can take someone incredible like Stefan from me, it will take everybody else I love too.

      So I, Yvette Renee Pierce, decided then and there while standing in the hospital and knowing he would never smile at or laugh at me just one more time, that I would never love anyone else ever again.

      The thing is, the universe doesn’t care about the promises we make to ourselves.

      And I have a feeling it’s going to make me eat my words because that’s what the world does.
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        * * *

      

      It’s been one year, six months, ten days, twelve hours and forty-one minutes.

      I’ve always told myself that I’ll never be one of those people who counts time after a momentous tragedy—as if doing such a thing makes it easier to get through the day.

      But I am one of those people. And it doesn’t make it easier to get through the day; instead it just reminds me of the day my heart shattered and I swore I’d never love again.

      I think anyone who has truly loved someone knows what it feels like when you lose those particular people. Whether they died or they walked away or something else happened, the pain of losing someone you love is unbearable.

      At least, it has felt that way for me since he died and continues to feel that way, the ache never lessening.

      For many months after Stefan’s death, there were lots of moments where I did nothing except cry. My pain couldn’t be contained and nobody tried to tell me I shouldn’t feel the way I did, but nothing they said comforted me either.

      Penny, my sister, attempted to be there for me and I appreciated her efforts. She’s always been very kind and even though she offered to let me stay with her for as long as I wanted, I didn’t want her to smother me either.

      Then Elizabeth did something so kind I couldn’t stay angry with her for breaking Stefan’s heart all over again when she chose Simon instead. She came over just a few weeks after his death and offered to let me stay in the house given to her after my mom’s death for free. It's the same house that would’ve been Stefan’s if he hadn’t insisted it be given to ‘his Ellie.’

      So that’s where I’ve been living. I’ve spent the last year living off the money my mom, Liliana, left me when she died. Her death followed by Stefan’s really shook the foundation of my life. Losing two people from the family who chose me so closely together makes me want to hide in my room and never come out.

      But, of course, I can’t do that.

      Life goes on whether we want it to or not.

      And that’s what my life has taught me. I have to keep going and keep getting up every time I’m knocked down no matter how much it hurts.

      So six months ago, I finally got a job at the local hospital, which will put my nursing skills to good use.

      At first, working there had been difficult since it’s where Stefan had been pronounced dead; where I went crazy on my family, accusing them of being the reason Stefan died, even though I knew better deep down.

      And although I hate the phrase ‘time heals all wounds,’ it seems a bit true in this case. Or perhaps a part of me recognizes the hospital had been just the smallest portion of it all and so now, when I walk through the doors, it’s just where I work.

      The hospital’s a fairly big one considering its location and barring specialty surgeries, we’re able to take care of nearly everyone who comes in for help. And I work in the emergency room, which is where a good majority of the patients start, giving me the opportunity to assist various people.

      Walking through the main doors, I head to put my coat and purse away, noticing as I pass by that Jenny is working triage this evening. It’s seven on the dot when I clock in, and I work until seven a.m. I quickly assess the situation I’ll be working in tonight: five patients in the waiting room, three inpatient rooms, two nurses on staff not including Jenny, and Doctor Hawkins.

      Although everyone calls him Max — short for his full name, Maximilian — when not around patients, I don’t. I’m not comfortable with referring to Doctor Hawkins or Doctor Worthington with their first names, although that doesn’t apply to the nurses. I think if they weren’t both intimately acquainted with my breakdown in the ER all those months ago that they’d think me a snob. However, they both know and accept my reluctance to call them by their first names. I don’t want to be close to a man in any capacity, ever again.

      “Nurse Pierce.”

      Speaking of Doctor Hawkins, I turn on my heel as he speaks from behind me, looking straight up into his twinkling blue eyes. He shoves a hand through his hair, hair which is quite frankly too beautiful for a man, with its medium brown tone and glimpses of red and blond highlights throughout — and smiles at me while referring to me in the same manner I do him. It seems to amuse him and I know he does it because I refuse to use his first name; in fact, he calls every other person at the hospital by their first name.

      As for his smile, I don’t return it; instead, I lift a brow and wait for him to continue.

      “How are you?”

      Caught off guard by his question, a lift of my shoulders makes it crystal clear I have nothing of interest to share. I don’t understand why he wants to know, or why he cares, but I answer him anyway. “Fine.” After a brief pause, I feign interest in him due to my need to do the polite thing. “You?”

      “Great!” He lifts the chart in his hand until my eyes are on it, then puts down his arm, and nods at a spot behind me. “Ready?”

      “Of course,” I reply with a sigh of relief, and he walks past me toward the room with the patient, making me glad he realizes I’m not interested in making small talk.

      For a few minutes following, I wonder why he even asked, but then brush it off, thinking him merely being polite since we work together all night.

      And with that, I shove it from my mind completely, focusing on the one thing which truly matters to me: my work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            chapter two

          

        

      

    

    
      My routine every day is the same, even when I don’t work. Being an evening person, I always work night shifts and prefer it that way.

      So I get off work, head home, sleep from about eight a.m. to two p.m., then get up and do whatever I need to do before work. Usually, it’s errands such as going to the bank or going shopping. If it isn’t an errand, I spend my time reading, catching up on my DVR’d shows, or spend time with my family.

      Today, as I roll over and turn off my alarm clock, it’ll be getting a shower, followed by going to do my weekly grocery shopping since it’s Saturday, and returning home to put them away. Once that’s done, I have the evening off so I’ll relax with some reading, and perhaps go see my sister Penny.

      Sliding out from my warm, comfy bed, I head for the shower and the clean start to the day it will give me. Forty-five minutes later, I’m standing in the fruit section of the grocery store, trying to find a few perfect peaches to take home with me. That is, until I look up and discover Doctor Hawkins lifting his gaze from where he studies the apples a mere few feet from me, and his eyes meet mine.

      “You don’t want that one,” he says, nodding at the peach in my hand without looking away. “It’s bruised.”

      Taking a glance at it, I realize his observation is correct, but instead of putting it down, I lift a brow and cross my arms, the peach grasped tight in my fingers. “I would’ve noticed if you hadn’t distracted me. I do know how to buy peaches, y'know.”

      “I’m sure you do.” He puts down the apple he’s holding and slides his hands into the pockets of his khakis while walking toward me. His lips curve up a little at the corners as if he wants to grin but is keeping it in check. “How’re you?”

      “That’s the second time you’ve asked me that question and it’s not even been twenty-four hours. Why?”

      He stops a few inches from me, as if he’s making sure not to touch me but wants to stand as close as possible. “Because you seem…” He pauses as if unsure whether or not he should continue, then shrugs as he finishes with, “lonely. And despondent.”

      Eyebrows rising in surprise at his words, I scowl at him, uncrossing my arms to put the peach back in the bin, then turn on my heels and walk away. Of course, he follows me seconds later and as I stop to put some yogurts in my basket, he gets some as well.

      “It’s none of your business whether I’m lonely or not, Doctor Hawkins.” There’s a bite to my words and they are intentional because I want him to get my point, and get it immediately. “We work together. Nothing else.”

      As I go to turn and walk off once more, he grabs my basket and tugs me back until I toss him a nasty look. “What part of that did you not get?”

      “Oh, I got it.” He smiles at me, unperturbed by my attitude, and continues to hold onto the basket so I can’t leave. “But what if I wanted us to do more than work together?”

      My answer is quick and succinct. “Not interested. Ever.”

      “Ouch.” He laughs, the sound so deep and husky, a part of me I refuse to acknowledge responds in an undesirable way. “You don’t even know what I was going to suggest.”

      “If it involves spending more than the hours at the hospital together, the answer is no. Forever.”

      His eyes search mine as if he’s trying to determine whether I’m serious or not, and after a moment he lets go of the basket with a smile. Placing his hands on the front of his cart, he moves it, walking past me and going over to the eggs without another word. But just as I’m about to let out a sigh of relief, he leaves the cart there and comes back over to me.

      “You see, here’s the thing.” I want to roll my eyes at him, but don’t, making a ‘what now?’ face instead as he continues with whatever he wants to say. “On Saturday afternoons and Sunday mornings, I volunteer at this group home in the city, and I was hoping you’d join me.”

      Well, I didn’t see that coming. Blinking at him, it takes me a moment to process what he’s said, and of course, I feel foolish for assuming he wanted something romantic.

      “Oh. I see.” Chewing on my lip, I look down at my basket, then back up at him with a sheepish smile. “What time?”

      Lifting his wrist, he cuts his gaze away from mine and takes a glance at it, before looking up at me once more. “It’s five after three. I arrive at four-thirty and stay about an hour.”

      “I’m not even finished shopping. And I’ll have to go home to put stuff away. Perhaps next time?”

      “Sure.” He doesn’t sound as if he believes I will ever go but pulls a card and pen out of his pocket, scribbling on the back of it before handing it over to me. “Here’s the address in case you change your mind. Or for next time.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I think you’d really enjoy it.” He takes a step back and nods at me. “Have a nice evening, Yvette.”

      And with that, he walks over to his cart and disappears out of sight. The fact he calls me by my given name for the first time ever is something I realize a second before I take in the address on the card. This is followed by me having trouble catching my breath as I realize where he volunteers.

      Which is the group home where I briefly stayed before the Pierce family took me in.
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        * * *

      

      When I pull up to the group home, it’s already five. I know Doctor Hawkins will be surprised to see me, but after he had left, I finished shopping, went and put the groceries away, then headed this way.

      Although he said this place is in the city, it’s actually a little outside it.

      It looks different than I remember, but it’s also been thirteen years since I’ve been here. Liliana had been the one who discovered me walking in town and once she knew I came from the city, she’d asked me how I made it an hour out of town. I never told her it was because I hitched a ride after escaping the man my mother had traded me and got out of the car when the couple who picked me up stopped to get gas. I figured the fact I escaped an evil man would be bad enough to explain and although what I’d done had probably saved my life, getting into a car with strangers hadn’t been too smart.

      However, I was ten at the time and rather panicked, so I forgave myself the poor judgment and never accepted a ride from another stranger again.

      Anyway, after she took me home with her, the police were called and after they’d gotten all the information they needed, I’d been sent to the group home. I stayed there until Liliana could get everything in order so she could foster me. It had taken a good bit and during that time, I mostly kept to myself at the group home.

      I don’t remember much about it, but I do recall how kind everyone had been, and in complete honesty, I came today because I'm a little curious about what Doctor Hawkins does here as a volunteer.

      Getting out of my car, I shut the car door just as the front door of the home opens and he walks out, along with three teenage boys who follow him. Catching sight of me, he grins, turning to the boys to say something before walking toward me.

      Although it’s early December, the weather has been pretty mild so far. It’s fifty-eight degrees, with a whisper of a breeze and the sun shining bright. None of them wear a jacket, unlike me. Instead, they’re wearing t-shirts of varying colors and designs, jeans, and tennis shoes. Doctor Hawkins fits right in with them, having changed from his outfit in the store to jeans and a dark blue polo.

      He stops in front of me, our bodies a breath apart, and leans in to whisper, “Work with me. These kids think you’re my girlfriend; I’ll explain later.”

      “What?” I keep
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