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To my readers.

Merry Christmas!


 

 

 

​Chapter One

 

 

What do I say? How am I supposed to tell him his grandfather died?

Joan Richards raced down the hall of the hospital to the stairwell and almost flew down four flights of steps, apologizing to the two nurses she slammed into and an orderly who ricocheted off the wall. She nearly had a heart attack when she received the page that Garrett Croft, grandson of Eugene Hudson, had arrived.

Eugene died about a half an hour ago.

She knew Garrett would come as soon as he received the message that his relative had passed, but she still hadn’t perfected the untested speech she would give to relay the news. She’d practiced a generic statement earlier in her residency; however, it just didn’t seem appropriate since she had met Garrett a couple of times when he had visited his ailing grandfather. Garrett was nice and they’d developed a friendly rapport.

And she had no clue why Mr. Hudson died.

I hope they paged Dr. Silvanus. I can’t do this on my own!

In the distance, the tall blond stood with hands on hips, looking about in a sporadic way. His skin seemed red, his green eyes narrowed into slits. Joan grabbed the arm of the nearest nurse as she slowed her approach to the station. “Please page Dr. Silvanus again.”

“Again?”

Joan eyed the nurse. “Okay, you’re with the new shift. Can you page Dr. Silvanus? It’s about patient Hudson.”

“Sure, Doctor.”

When Joan refocused her attention on the ever-nearing nurses’ station, she gulped. Garrett’s eyes were fixated on her in an ominous way, making her skin crawl. Okay, Joan, you can do this. She could do anything she put her mind to. Her father had taught her that, and everyday since medical school she’d made that mantra her own. Failure wasn’t an option for a Richard. “Mr. Croft. I’m so sorry—”

“What happened?”

His baritone voice, normally smooth and wonderfully musical, was suddenly extremely intimidating coupled with the eight or so inches he had to her five feet six inch frame. Joan took a deep breath, keeping her voice low and calm. “We’re still trying to figure—”

“You mean you don’t know?” he asked incredulously. “Aren’t you his doctor?”

Joan ignored the sarcasm he blasted at her, desperate for a wall between herself and the jade darts shooting from his eyes. “Yes, and the attending physician — Dr. Silvanus — we are still reviewing our notes…” He took a menacing step forward. Her head arched back to maintain eye contact after her feet — weighted like concrete — ignored the command from her brain to take a step back.

“You don’t know anything. Where’s Dr. Silvanus?”

She shivered at his icy tone. More than anything, she wished his words weren’t true. Garrett was obviously in the first stages of grief and not having any answers wasn’t helping. “I’ve had him paged and I’m sure he’ll be here soon to explain everything.”

“You’re sure? How am I supposed to believe that? You just said you don’t know what happened.”

“I know, but…”

While he turned his back for a brief moment, Joan released the air she’d been hoarding in her now strained lungs. All too quickly, she had to right her sagging shoulders as Garrett about-faced.

Moisture brimmed at the corners of his eyes. “Were you with him when he died?”

His tone was so soft, so full of hope she hated to shake her head no. “But the nurses were here,” she rushed to add, praying that dulled the sense of abandonment she feared Garrett believed his grandfather had felt.

“So he died alone.” His voice was heavy, as if a tombstone itself had been dropped.

She blinked back her own tears. “I’m so sorry, Garrett.”

“Mr. Croft?” said Dr. Silvanus from behind.

Joan nearly cried out for joy at the sight and sound of her mentor. She was a horrible bearer of bad news. Dr. Silvanus had a way with people and it wouldn’t be long before Garrett could move through his anger and into acceptance.

When her pager buzzed, she excused herself, grateful for the new emergency, even if that meant someone else was in pain. If this were the last time she had to see Garrett’s ire — or even Garrett himself — she wouldn’t miss it.

Or him.


 

 

 

​Chapter Two

 

 

“You know your momma’s gonna be mad at you for stoppin’ here first instead of goin’ home. What’s wrong with you, child?”

Joan twisted her lips, the chastisement stinging a bit — but only because of to whom the stinger belonged.

“Your momma taught you to open your mouth when someone asks you a question.”

Joan sighed, flicking ragged tassels of yarn on the edge of the afghan spread over her legs. She brought her feet underneath her legs, the leather couch squeaking as she moved. When her feet were firmly beneath her rear, she jammed the afghan around her legs, enclosing them in a cocoon. “Yes, Granny. I wanted to see you. I heard you’d moved into—”

“If you say ‘in an old folks’ home,’ I’ll whop you one.” For a woman of nearly eighty, the frail and petite Mabel Richards puffed up from the leather cushions of her overstuffed armchair, looking every bit a formidable force.

“No, Granny. I was going to say—”

“Independent living facility,” Mabel finished with a curt nod. “Just like my apartment, but with staff. I feel like I’m living on Park Avenue with my own bellhop.”

At her grandmother’s gleeful laugh, Joan shook her head. “This is not Park Avenue.” Her eyes roamed the less than spacious room decorated in the flavor that was Granny Mabel. Her red and green Christmas doilies wrapped the tops of coffee tables, pictures of generations of family lined the mantel above the lit fireplace, and the faint smell of mothballs mixed with garlic weren’t exactly what you’d picture in a penthouse suite. Even though the walls needed a paint job, and the carpet a good cleaning, the place wasn’t half-bad, and Granny seemed happy. “And why didn’t you want to stay with Mom and Dad? They have plenty of room.”

A bony hand deflected her question. “What? Am I that old that I need them to take care of me? Besides, your sister Maya has come back from Atlanta with a new baby by her deadbeat, no-good, ex-baby daddy…”

Joan’s head snapped back, her eyes wide on her granny.

“And she needed a place to stay, but she will probably move in with her new white man.”

Both palms flew up. The news her older sister might be moving in with a white guy was even more overwhelming than the slang her granny was slinging around. “What?”

“You think I’m gonna stay in a place with a baby wailin’ every two hours?” Mabel shook her head, her features obstinate for a moment before morphing into clear, bright eyes with the light of joy and a smile that showcased the whitest dentures. “Oh, honey, you just wait until you see my lil’ great-grandbaby, Cameron. He is so beautiful! Looks nothin’ like his daddy, praise the Lord.”

When her mother’s screened calls ceased, Joan received a text that Maya had given birth to a boy. Joan felt a little guilty for not answering the phone or sending congratulations — residency was hectic — but she reasoned she had a few days of vacation she’d spend at home during Christmas and that would be enough of an apology. “Um, yeah, I heard. Glad she left Tyrone.”

“Speakin’ of leavin’…” Mabel eyed the bags Joan left near the front door and frowned, her lips curling in a familiar twist as she raised her brows at her granddaughter. “I see you brought your bags inside. You plannin’ on staying here, honey?”

Joan fought an eye-roll. “Since when do you not like spending time with family?”

“How much time we talkin’? You look like you packed the kitchen sink. Did you take a leave of absence from your job?”

She might have been able to stop a disrespectful eye-roll, but the groan escaped her before she could check it. “Residency, Granny. And yes, I did.”

“Don’t give me lip.”

“Granny, you have room…and you said Cameron is crying all the time. Why can’t I stay?”

Crossing her thin arms over her chest, Mabel harrumphed. “’Cause you didn’t ask.”

Joan snorted. “It’s not like you’re throwing parties, not at your age.”

“Doesn’t mean I don’t have visitors.”

“In your second bedroom?”

Mabel turned away with a lift of her chin. “I might want to entertain company.”

Joan’s eyes narrowed on her grandmother’s averted attention. For an eternity, the matriarch busied herself with smoothing the natural ruffles at the ends of her long white sleeves, pretending to be interested in the grotto of her ceiling, and at one point scuffed the threads of her carpet with the toes of her plain black flats. Joan’s mouth dropped as it dawned on her what — who — her grandmother was hiding. “Oh, my—”

“Don’t you dare take the Lord’s name in vain,” Mabel warned with a thrust of her finger. She nearly jumped at the sound of a knock at her door. “Excuse me, baby. I’m expecting somebody.”

You don’t say. Mouth still open, Joan watched in awe as her grandmother hustled to the door. She nearly fell off the couch at the sight of a smiling elderly Caucasian man who carried a bouquet of blood red roses in one hand and a box of chocolates in the other. No way.

“Oh, Harold! They’re beautiful.” Mabel eagerly snatched the dozen roses from the man’s hand and buried her nose in them. “Mmm, they smell lovely.”

“You’re lovely.” A strong, deep voice rumbled from the lanky man. If wrinkles could determine a person’s age, Joan would’ve lost count.

“Oh, brother,” she breathed. If that wasn’t the corniest line I’ve ever heard.

“What was that, dear?” Mabel eyed her sharply. “Did your man come with you?”

Joan dipped her head to hide the heat in her cheeks. Her grandmother knew she was single.

“Where are my manners?” Mabel
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