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  Dedication
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  One


She would make it on her own. Whatever it took. She would not be a burden to her family. Even if that meant double nursing shifts. 
Natalie Stevens yawned as she slid from her car. The employee parking lot of Drake Harbor Medical brightly lit. The place looked so different after dark. Only half as full and eerily quiet. She crossed the pavement toward a side door, pulling in a deep breath. How long would she have to add nights to her already long day shifts just to pay her bills? It was a wonder she was tired all the time.
Natalie entered the building and headed to the employee lounge. She definitely needed coffee. As she stepped back into the hall, cup of coffee in hand, she heard his voice. 
Natalie stilled.
She’d be working with him tonight? Natalie stifled a groan.
“Briana, how many nurses do we have on shift?” The smooth sound of his words drifted to Natalie’s ears.
Briana would check her schedule, and he’d soon know Natalie was on duty. No way to avoid him now. Not even for an hour. This would be a long shift.
“Looks like five, Dr. Rivers.” Briana spoke oh, so sweetly.
“Thanks. And please call me Matt. Who are they?”
Natalie’s heart rate kicked up. She couldn’t let him see her so flustered. She couldn’t let him know what he did to her. She rushed to the nearest door and slipped into the darkened room. Rested her head against the door and closed her eyes.
What a coward she was! And why did he affect her so much? He was just a doctor. Dr. Matthew Rivers, a third-year resident. So what if he was an amazing doctor? And possibly the most handsome man she’d ever—
“Well, good evening.”
Natalie jumped, nearly spilling her coffee. She whirled around.
“Sorry, sweetheart. Didn’t mean to scare you.” The elderly man chuckled. “But I am glad you’re here. I could use something to drink and maybe my pillow fluffed.” He winked.
Natalie shook her head. How could she not have looked at whose room she’d walked into? She turned to see the hospital’s resident flirt grinning at her.
“Now, Mr. Papadakas, what are you doing up so late? You should be sound asleep.” Natalie put on her most polite smile.
“Oh, I’m an old man. I don’t sleep much at night, you know. All those naps during the day keep me up at night.” He laughed. “Besides, if I was asleep, I would have missed your visit. Even an old bird like me can use a little excitement every now and again. Now, how about that pillow fluffing?” He winked at her again, and she swallowed hard. She loved her job, and she knew he wasn’t trying to be inappropriate, but some parts of this job wore on her.
Keeping her smile in place, she walked across the room to his bed. His flirting was harmless for the most part, but there were days it was more than she wanted to deal with. He sat up when Natalie approached, and she began to “fluff” his pillow.
“How’s that Mr. Papadakas?” Natalie checked his side table for water as her mind drifted back to Matt and the night she first laid eyes on the good-looking doctor. 
As much as she hated to admit it, she was attracted to him. But she had also just been humiliated right in front of him. No way was she going to let on that she liked him.
She thought he might have liked her too, but after being ghosted by him, she realized she had been wrong. 
Then, she was further embarrassed the next day to find out he was teaching her class. For six weeks she was tormented by his good looks, mesmerizing voice and, of course, being ignored by him.
They had hit it off so well at the beach. Natalie thought there might have been something between them. She had even hoped something would happen. But he acted like he didn’t even know her.
Oh, she was fuming, and she refused to give the man even one more thought. Or at least she had tried. Right up until her first night shift. Working under his supervision made it a lot harder to forget him.
It was probably for the best that he wasn’t interested. Yes, he was an amazing doctor and the sexiest man she had ever met, but he was not who she thought he was. He was all business and formalities. Not the type of guy she had any interest in. 
He was definitely not the same guy she had met at the beach. Unfortunately, the feelings she thought she had moved past, came rushing back the second she ran into him on her first night shift.
Mr. Papadakas looked up at Natalie, a smile spreading across his face. “So much better now. Thank you, sweetheart.”
“I see you are out of water.” Natalie gave a tight smile. “Let me get you a refill. I’ll be right back, okay?”
“Don’t be too long. It gets lonely in here all by myself.” He laughed, then began to cough. When he stopped, he smiled a toothless smile.
Natalie couldn’t stop the chuckle that escaped. “I have other patients too, you know,” she threw back with a wink, playing along.
“But none as easy on the eyes as me,” he said with certainty.
“Whatever you say. I’ll be right back.” Natalie hurried from the room. It was going to be a long night if this was any indication of how her night would go.
Natalie stepped out the door, feeling relief that the incident with Mr. Papakakas had only lasted a few minutes. As she filled the water pitcher, Dr. Rivers approached her.
“Good evening, Stevens. I noticed you haven’t signed in yet.”
“Uh… sorry. No, I haven’t.” Natalie held up the pitcher of water. “I was just helping Mr. Papadakas for a minute.”
Natalie’s cheeks filled with color and she grimaced. Why was he always so precise? Everything had to be just so. What was the big deal if she helped a patient before she signed in?
“When you’re done, I’d like you in emergency tonight. I’m placing Parker and Thomas back here with the ‘residents’.”
Natalie tried not to show her disappointment. She was hoping for a slow night. She knew the ER wasn’t likely to be slow. But then she looked at the pitcher in her hand, not sure which was better.
Knowing she didn’t have a choice she conceded, “Okay. I’ll be right out.”






  
  Two


Matt watched Natalie walk back to Mr. Papadakas’ room. Her disappointment was obvious. He wasn't sure why she didn't want to work up front. She was his best nurse on staff. She should want to work where her talents would best be used. On a more personal level, he enjoyed working with her. 
He thought about her stuck back here with the residents. He grimaced. Though he was not fond of the term ‘resident’, it fit. They came in frequently and stayed for a while, like residents. They were easy patients to take care of. Anyone could do this job. Everything he knew about Natalie went against taking the easy way out.
Matt walked back to the ER to find Anne Parker and Holly Thomas. They were new and didn’t strike him as dedicated to the job. They were competent enough, but not in the same league as Natalie. Most nights Natalie was better than the doctors around here.
He found Anne walking around the ER, trying to look busy. “Hey, Anne. I’m going to station you and Holly in quadrant two. Can you find her and let her know?”
“Sure, Dr. Rivers.” Anne headed down the hall and Matt wondered if she would find Holly. He had better do it himself.
As he looked for Holly, his mind strayed back to a year ago, when he had stepped in to teach a summer class for his boss. He thought it would be a waste of his time. It would have had it not been for Natalie. It had taken every ounce of control not to ask her out. It wouldn't have been very professional. He was a teacher, and she was a student. But then the class was over and he still didn’t make a move. 
The fact that he even wanted to, told him he couldn’t trust his feelings. He didn’t allow himself to date. He couldn’t. People depended on him to be sharp and focused. 
Matt grabbed a patient chart, but his thoughts stayed on Natalie. Things had been going well for him here in the ER. Then a month ago Natalie walked in the door. 
He had known she was a nurse working at this hospital, but now she was working in his ER, under his direction. He had never felt so tempted before. And assigning her to the ER was pushing his limits, but he wanted the best and she was it.
He checked the chart of a young boy who had come in with a fever.
“Is he going to be okay?” his mother asked.
“Looks like the meds are working and as soon as the fever breaks, you should be good to go.”
“Thank you, doctor,” the mother said as Matt left the room.
Matt found Holly with a patient and gave her the assignment Anne had been sent to tell her, but obviously failed to do. She went willingly, as had Anne.

      ***Natalie walked to the ER, trying to fight back a scowl. The patients didn’t deserve a grumpy nurse, and it wasn’t their fault she was grumpy. It wasn’t Matt’s fault either. How was he supposed to know that she was on her second shift? And he didn’t know her inner struggle with her feelings for him. If she were being honest, she didn’t even know how she felt about him. 
Natalie approached the front desk. “Good evening Briana. How are things going tonight?”
Briana smiled. “Pretty slow so far. We have a kid with a high fever in room one. A sprained ankle in two, and the worst is a drunk, receiving fluids in room three. He’s starting to calm down, though.”
“That’s not bad. How was your lunch with your mom yesterday?” 
Briana had seemed concerned about her mom. They were close and did lunch often, but something in her mom’s voice had upset Briana yesterday.
Briana’s eyes welled with tears. “My grandma just found out she has stage four liver cancer. It doesn’t look too good.”
“No wonder your mom sounded off. I’m so sorry to hear that. If you need anything, please let me know.” Natalie placed her hand on Briana’s.
“Natalie, you are so sweet. Thank you for being a good friend.”
Natalie smiled. Briana was the only bright spot in her night shift. They had become fast friends. Now she needed to find a way to work with Matt. That was proving to be difficult.
Natalie went to check on the boy with the fever when an ambulance came over the radio.
“We hear you. Go ahead,” Briana replied on the radio, turning serious.
“Head on collision. We’re bringing in several patients. An adult male with fractured ribs and a broken leg. One teen, not breathing, fractures to collar bone and ribs. And an adult female in cardiac arrest.”
“What’s your ETA?” Briana asked.
“Five. Less if traffic would move. Don’t sirens and lights mean anything anymore?”
Matt came rushing in. “Did I just hear that right?”
“Yes,” Briana confirmed.
“We’re going to need everyone.” Matt turned to Natalie. “Stevens, you’re with me. Let’s go.” Matt headed for the doors to meet the ambulance.
Despite the rub that came every time he used her last name, she ran toward the door. This wasn’t the time to be angry with him. They were about to be slammed with emergencies.
Natalie saw the ambulance approach. This was going to be a long night. The driver was out of the ambulance in seconds. The back doors opened. An EMT rushed the gurney by, reading stats. Natalie put them in. Matt began the patient’s care.
“Jess and Trish received the next patient with Dr. Miller,” Briana reported. “Holly and Anne will take the last.”
“Thanks Briana.” Matt gave a curt nod.
They rolled the gurney into place. Matt looked up at Natalie. They transferred their patient to a bed together.
Things continued. Several minutes passed. Matt barked out orders. Natalie followed through, most of the time beating Matt to the request. It almost looked like Matt had a smile on his face.






  
  Three


After ten long minutes, they had their cardiac arrest patient stable. Matt looked up at Natalie. He loved working with her. As he called out orders, she had already been doing them. He had so much admiration for her. Warmth took hold of him and he liked it. He liked her. 
A monitor screamed out, reminding Matt why he couldn’t let those feelings take root. He raced to the next room. The teen was coding. He took charge of the patient. Anne looked lost and scared. 
He was about to call for Natalie, but she was already there. Her presence made him need a second to focus. He had to get a grip. He squeezed his eyes shut. Took a calming breath.
When he opened his eyes, he saw Natalie hadn’t needed the time to focus. She had already begun working. He reached for the crash cart and joined in. 
This time instead of giving orders, he worked silently beside her, each knowing what the other was thinking and doing. Despite the added time their patient had to wait for help and Anne’s mistake, she was stabilizing. Matt stepped back as Natalie finished up, his trust in her complete. Matt let out a deep sigh.
“I’m sorry Dr. Rivers. I don’t know what happened,” Anne explained.
Matt took off his gloves. Disposed of them. He wanted to lay into Anne for not being able to handle a simple intubation, but he saw the look on her face. She had been petrified then and now she looked horrified over her mistake. She was new. He knew that. She needed to learn, and yelling at her would not accomplish that.
“Let’s just be glad she’s okay and not let that happen again.”
Matt walked out, leaving Anne to her thoughts. He knew that not everyone was a perfectionist like him, but this was a job that either saved lives or took them. There was a certain level of dedication needed for this job.
Anne looked at Natalie.
“It’s okay. She’ll be fine,” Natalie tried to reassure her.
“Do you think Dr. Rivers is mad at me?” Anne looked so worried.
Natalie smiled in hopes of lightening the situation. “He may be, but he’ll get over it. But you need to learn how to intubate if you want to stay here.”
“I know. I mean, I can. I just panicked.”
“You can’t panic here, Anne. People depend on us to have a clear head.” Natalie knew it didn’t feel good to hear, but you held people’s lives in your hands here.
“I will. Next time,” Anne promised.
Natalie cleaned up and left the room. She headed for the break room in search of more coffee. She wouldn't make it through the night without it.
Opening the door, Natalie walked straight to the espresso machine, trying to stifle a yawn. Emergencies like this amp up your adrenaline, but when you’re already tired, you crash hard. She placed the lid on her cup, took a glorious sip and sighed.

      ***Matt leaned on the doorframe and watched Natalie, his thoughts on the night he first met her. She was with her friend, enjoying the night, when Jack shanked the volleyball pretty badly and hit Natalie. He had felt bad it had happened. But if it hadn’t, he would have never met her.
He saw a side of her that night he would have never seen here at the hospital. It was that part of her he thought about often. He even considered breaking his no dating rule and asking her out. She was amazing in so many ways. He had noticed her talent and beauty even then. 
But dating had never worked for him. He was so committed to his job everyone ended up leaving. He didn't go down that road anymore. But with Natalie, he almost broke that rule. Now working beside her, he found his mind wandering to those same thoughts.
“Great job in there,” he said, breaking the silence.
Startled, Natalie spilled her coffee as she turned to see Matt leaning in the doorway, a rare smile on his face.
“Thanks. But I was just doing my job.” She set her cup down and grabbed some napkins to clean up her mess.
Matt nodded with a smirk. Beautiful, smart, and humble. He didn't often find that around here. He found himself drawn to her. 
“Here, let me help you.” He moved to her side. His hand brushed hers as he reached for a napkin. His body warmed at the contact.
“I could say the same of you.” Natalie busied herself with the spill, trying to decipher his kind words. They both avoided interactions like this, and it was unfamiliar territory.
Matt stood and tossed the wet napkins into the trash. “Only because you were there.” 
Why did he say that? It was true, but it felt too personal. Too vulnerable. He could see Natalie thought so, too.
Surprise lit Natalie's face at his words. He was always so formal and dismissive with her. She liked this softer side, but feared it was only because of the adrenaline drop. It was probably best if that were the case. Otherwise, she might find herself liking him again.
“I doubt that.” Natalie shifted uncomfortably. “I think I’m going to go check in with Briana. See if she knows anything more about our patients.” She brushed past him and hurried out of the room.
Matt nodded and watched her go, afraid of what else he might say.
When the door closed, Matt walked to the espresso machine. If he wasn’t careful, his attraction to Natalie was going to become something. He needed to keep a clear head. His job didn’t allow for emotions to cloud his judgements.

      ***Natalie stopped at the front desk. “Please tell me that was all the excitement we’re going to get for tonight.”
Briana laughed. “If you’re so tired, why are you doing doubles?”
Anne approached the counter as Natalie replied, “I need the money. My roommate moved out a few months ago, and it’s just too tight. I figured I could take a few extra shifts to help.”
“You know,” Anne interjected. “I've been searching for a new place. My roommate is graduating and moving. Maybe we could help each other out?” 
Seeing the look on Natalie’s face, Anne continued. “I don’t mean to be so forward. I realize we don’t know each other very well. But I need a place and you need a roommate. I’m clean and keep to myself.” Anne looked at the two women. “Besides, I’m on the night shift. You won’t need to pull doubles and will be on day shift. We wouldn’t even see each other.”
Natalie contemplated. She wouldn’t have to pull doubles. Or see Matt. Something about that thought made her sad. As hard as it was to be around him, she found herself drawn to him. She also wasn’t sure she wanted to live with someone she didn’t know. 
“How about I think about it?”
“Okay. But I should tell my landlord soon what I plan to do.”
“I just want to be sure that I need a roommate. I’ll let you know by next week.” 
Anne nodded and Natalie wasn’t sure what she may be getting into.






  
  Four


Natalie yawned. The last two days had been the same as before. Natalie was exhausted. For the first time, she truly considered Anne’s offer of a roommate. This was ridiculous. She felt like she could hardly function. 
Padding through the living room, Natalie made it to the kitchen and started the coffeemaker. The quiet was nice. She had only ever had one roommate. Danielle. She had known Danielle since she was a kid. Anne, she didn’t know at all. They may not get along outside of work. They barely even talked at work. Not that it was a requirement to be friends with her roommate. It would just be easier.
Natalie grabbed a travel mug and waited for her coffee, contemplating cancelling her plans for today. She had agreed to go for a hike with her brother. She tried to spend time with Ryan when Danielle was at work. Why she had ever agreed to go hiking, she could not fathom now. She didn’t even own a pair of hiking boots, which he informed her was essential to have. 
Maybe she would tell Anne she wanted a roommate. She couldn't keep up with this schedule. Placing the lid on her coffee, she headed out the door to the hospital.

      ***Natalie parked in the employee lot and began the long walk to the ER. She looked around, thinking that working the night shift wasn’t all bad. There were far fewer cars in the lot and people in the hospital.
Natalie reached the ER. Upon entering, things seemed quiet. She saw Drew at the front counter and walked up to say hi. Drew had been working the day shift ever since she had started. He had always been nice. His tall, slender build and goatee—which Natalie thought odd for his age—made him appear awkward. But something in his deep brown eyes softened his look.
“Hey Natalie! What are you doing here today? I thought it was your day off.” Drew smiled brightly.
Natalie gave a crooked smile. “I’m not really here. I just have to pick up Crystal’s hiking boots. My brother is taking me hiking and I’m told hiking boots are essential.”
“I see. I didn’t know that you enjoyed hiking.” Drew leaned on the counter.
Natalie laughed. “If I did, don’t you think I would have my own boots? I’m still not sure how I got talked into this.”
Drew laughed. “You are a good sport. I hope you have fun.”
“I will do what I can,” Natalie promised.
Drew went back to his work and Natalie walked to the staff lounge. She found Crystal at the espresso machine.
“Perfect timing,” Natalie spoke up.
“Hey Natalie! Ready for a hike?” Crystal asked.
“No, but I’m going anyway. I cherish my time with my brother. If it makes him happy, I’ll do it. Next time, he has to do what I want. Now, where are those boots?”
Natalie watched Crystal grab a pair of large, heavy brown boots from her locker. She grimaced at the thought of wearing them. 
She wasn’t the type to be worried about her appearance, but those boots looked clunky and ugly. Another reminder that she wasn't a hiker. But she put on a smile. It was what her brother wanted to do and Crystal had been nice enough to let her borrow her boots. 
She had become fast friends with Crystal in nursing school, and Natalie was so excited that they both had gotten jobs at the same hospital. Maybe she should ask Crystal to be her roommate. They had always gotten along so well. The thought of living with Crystal made her feel better than living with Anne.
“Here you go.” Crystal handed her boots to Natalie and her arms drooped under the weight of them. “I just need them back by this weekend. I’m going hiking with my sisters on Saturday.”
“Oh, yeah?” Natalie wasn’t surprised. Crystal loved hiking.
“Yep. My little sister is moving in with Amy and me. We are having a girl’s weekend. All kinds of sister bonding happening.” Crystal giggled.
So much for Crystal as a roommate. Natalie blew out a frustrated puff of air.
“Well, I better be going. Ryan doesn’t like to get a late start. I promise I’ll bring them back tomorrow. Thanks again for letting me borrow them. And have fun this weekend with you sisters.”
“You remember to have fun, too.” Crystal laughed.
Natalie left Crystal in the lounge to finish her break. She started down the hall when she ran into Matt. Shocked, Natalie didn’t know what to say.
“Nat—Nurse Stevens. What are you doing here?” Matt said, just as surprised as Natalie.
Ugh! Again, with the last name thing. She didn’t know why, but it bothered her to no end that he never used her first name. He always asked people to call him Matt. Why did he use her last name? Was he just trying to irritate her? Did it make him feel superior? She let out a frustrated breath.
“Uh… Just picking something up,” she said awkwardly, holding up the boots Crystal gave her. “You? I thought you were on night shift?” Of course, he was on night shift. He drove her crazy every time she worked that shift. But why was he here now?
“I’m covering for Dr. Diaz. She’s out sick for the rest of the week.” Matt shifted uncomfortably.
The rest of the week?
“Does that mean you’re covering her shift the whole week?”
“Yes. Is that a problem?” Matt questioned. Why would Natalie care if he covered another doctor’s schedule? It wasn’t like it affected her. However, every moment around Natalie affected him and working both shifts meant more time around her.
“No.” Natalie bit her bottom lip. “Are you still working the night shift?”
“Yes. I’m just adding Dr. Diaz’s schedule to mine for the week.”
Great! 
Now she was going to have to work with him all day and all night. This week was going to be difficult. Although something deep inside her churned with excitement. The only thing saving her now was she that she had the whole day off. She wouldn't think about him all day. Well, maybe.
“Oh.” Natalie wasn’t sure what else to say. She nervously played with the string on the boots she held.

      ***Cautiously, he lingered by the watercooler. Watching them. Annabelle had been right. There was definitely something there between them. He knew if he waited long enough, he would find the doctor’s weakness. It was only a matter of time. 
He didn't have enough information. He needed to know if he could use her to get to Dr. Rivers. The man rarely let his guard down. He found it hard to find the crack he needed to make Dr. Rivers pay for what he did. 
But hope flared as he watched the two try to hide their feelings. He needed to find out what he had stumbled upon. If he was lucky, he just found what he was looking for. He would make the doctor pay for what he had done. He would make Dr. Rivers feel the unbearable ache of loss that he lived with every day. Then, maybe then, the pain he felt would lessen.

      ***Matt watched Natalie walk out the door. He felt his pulse racing higher than usual. He had thought that he could handle covering the day shift for Dr. Diaz without his feelings for Natalie Stevens getting in the way. 
Seeing her here, in her street clothes, he was at a loss for words. She was breathtaking in her washed-out skinny jeans and pale blue sweater. Her soft, brown hair flowing over her shoulders, a stark contrast to the usual, more practical, bun she opted for most nights. It took everything in him not to reach out and brush the stray hair from her face. 
He was curious what she did on her days off. Seeing her carrying hiking boots, he felt a pang of jealousy for whoever it was she was hiking with. Was it a friend? Or someone of a more intimate relationship? She had the right to. He had his chance to be with her and he chose his job. He had to. And he'd do it again. Too many lives depended on him. He had to be focused and driven.
“Dr. Rivers?”
Matt shook himself from his daydreaming. “Huh?”
“Dr. Rivers. We need a consult in room two,” a nurse he didn’t know prompted him again.
“Right. Give me the cliff notes?” he asked.
Matt freed himself from his thoughts about Natalie. If he didn't get a grip, he would make a mistake. And he didn’t plan to do that. He had to keep his heart from attaching to Natalie. The only problem, and his biggest worry, was that somewhere along the way, it already had. He told himself that he would never act on it, but he was questioning his ability to do so.






  
  Five


Natalie was out of breath. She had always thought she was in shape, but this hike was telling her otherwise. She looked over at Ryan, and he seemed to be doing fine. Of course, he wasn’t out of breath. He ran fire hoses up several flights of stairs every day for fun. 
Okay, maybe not fun. But his daily training made this easy for him. Her job did not provide a solid workout for her, and she was feeling it now.
Ryan seemed to notice her struggle and stopped.
“I think I could use a water break. How about you?”
Natalie puffed out a laugh. Right. He needed a water break.
“Yeah. I could use some water.” She would take the opportunity for a break if he was going to give it to her.
Ryan passed a water bottle from his pack and Natalie sipped slowly, dragging out the break to give her aching muscles time to relax.
“Have you talked to Mom lately?” Ryan asked while he waited.
“No. I’ve been meaning to call, but with work… I just haven’t gotten around to it.” She had hardly gotten to anything lately. She was sleeping or working.
“She and Dad are going to see Becky next week.”
Natalie’s brows shot up.
“I guess she’s seeing this new guy and they’re a little concerned.”
Natalie gave a humorless laugh. “Is he married?” She shook her head. It wouldn’t be the first time. 
Their sister didn’t have a very good track record. Especially with men. Natalie used to look up to her sister so much. Then she discovered Becky had cheated on her boyfriend and it blew her world apart. After that, it was one disappointment after another. She had tried to understand and talk to her about her life choices, but it had fallen on deaf ears. Becky was her own person, and it didn’t seem like anything would ever change that.
“I don’t know. Mom didn’t say much. But whatever’s going on has her worried.”
“I will call her soon.”
Natalie passed back the water bottle, and they continued up the mountain.
“How are you and Danielle doing?” Natalie changed the subject.
Ryan smiled. He loved to talk about Danielle. Natalie loved to see how happy they were. But sometimes a pang of jealousy sprang up in her. She wanted what they had. Who wouldn’t? 
Matt flashed to her mind and her cheeks warmed. That was not what Ryan and Danielle had. They were in love. Matt was not that guy. She admired him for his work, but it stopped at that. He was not boyfriend material. And he wasn’t even interested in her, even if she was crazy enough to entertain thoughts of something more.
“Things are going well.” Ryan’s voice broke Natalie of her thoughts. “But the blush on your cheeks has me wondering what you’re really thinking about.”
Natalie’s hand rose to touch her cheek. She shook her head. “I’m not blushing,” she lied. “If you hadn’t noticed, hiking isn’t really my thing and I’m dying here.”
As much as she didn’t want to admit she couldn’t hack the hike, she didn’t want to talk about Matt. Ryan would read into things that weren’t really there. Today was supposed to be a Matt-free day.
“You seem to be doing fine. You sure there isn’t something you want to share with me?” Ryan pushed.
Natalie shook her head again and pointed up ahead. “Look. I think that’s the top.”
Ryan chuckled. “Nice deflect. Just know I’m going to have to send Danielle in to get to the bottom of what you’re not telling me,” he teased.
Natalie stopped. He would do it too. Although he wouldn’t need to. Danielle would do her own prying as she always did.
She sighed and knew she couldn’t handle them double-teaming her. “There’s this doctor that’s not easy to work with. He’s a great doctor and knows what he’s doing, but he’s just not friendly or easy to read. It makes for long shifts.”
There. She gave him something without going into any details.
“This the steamy doctor from the beach?”
Natalie rolled her eyes. Of course, he would jump right to that. “You and Danielle spend too much time talking about me.”
“Am I wrong?”
“No.” 
Ryan opened his mouth to comment, but Natalie stopped him by walking off. 
He caught up to her, and she stopped again, piercing him with her gaze. “Before you say anything, it has nothing to do with his looks or any feelings you or Danielle think I have. He treats me differently than everyone else. He’s nice to everyone but me.”
Ryan shrugged. “Maybe he likes you.”
“What?”
“You know, like back in elementary school when Brandon kept throwing pencils at you?”
Natalie frowned. “How is that the same?”
Ryan gestured to the hill ahead of them and they continued their hike while he explained, “He liked you. That’s why he did that. He was just trying to get your attention.”
Natalie huffed a laugh. “Not that I’m agreeing with you about any of this, but that is not how a man should show his affection.”
“Hey, us guys don’t always know how to act around beautiful women and we get nervous.”
“Right. I don’t recall you ever throwing things at Danielle or treating her poorly.”
“I had you to intercede for me.”
Natalie started to respond with a sarcastic remark, but stopped as she crested the top of the mountain.
“Wow! That’s beautiful.”
Ryan joined her and surveyed the land below. The view was always worth the work to him. And the look on Natalie’s face told him she thought so, too. He pulled out a few snacks and found a smooth rock to rest on.
Natalie found her own seat and enjoyed the view while she ate in silence.
After fueling up and getting plenty of rest, they headed back down. Natalie did her best to steer their conversation away from her and Matt, asking lots of questions about Ryan’s work. Either he didn’t notice or he didn’t want to push her. Either way, she was glad. She wanted to forget about Matt for a while. She’d have to see him again tomorrow.






  
  Six


Natalie walked into the ER carrying Crystal’s boots. Hiking was not for her. It was beautiful, and she had fun, but she couldn’t remember ever being this sore before. If she went hiking again, she would not be working the next day. 
Seeing Crystal, she waved her over.
“Hey! How did it go?” Crystal asked, observing Natalie for any hints as to her day.
“It was beautiful.” Natalie closed her eyes and thought about the moment she and Ryan got to the top of the mountain. The view had been amazing. It nearly made her want to do it again. But then they had to go back down. And that was what stuck most in her mind.
“But…”
Natalie laughed. “But… I’m in pain. And I have my whole shift ahead of me. What was I thinking?”
Crystal laughed. “Give it some time. The more you do it, the easier it gets.”
Natalie handed Crystal her boots back. “I’m not sure I want to find that out. I’m going to get some coffee.”
“Coffee won’t help your muscles!” Crystal hollered at Natalie’s back.
“Maybe not, but it will help my mind. I’m going to need the caffeine to power through.”
Crystal laughed again as Natalie disappeared behind the door that read staff only.
Natalie began her shift, nursing her sore muscles, taking it easy.
“Hey Natalie! You okay?”
Natalie turned to see Drew smiling.
“I’ll survive. Just a bit sore. Apparently, hiking is not my thing.”
“Oh man! Sorry to hear that.” Drew looked to see if anyone was listening. “You know, the supply closet needs to be inventoried. It wouldn’t be too hard to pull a chair in there.” Drew winked at Natalie.
Natalie laughed. “Thanks. I needed a good laugh. I’ll keep that in mind if I need a break. Somehow, I doubt I could pull off hiding in a closet my whole shift.”
“I wouldn’t tell,” Drew said innocently.
Natalie cocked her head to the side.
“Something wrong?” Drew questioned.
“Well, now that you mention the supplies, I noticed we were low on few things.”
Drew gave a nervous look. “What do you mean, low?”
“Well, I needed something the other day, and we were out. That rarely happens. You don’t think someone is taking supplies, do you?” 
It was part of Drew’s job to do inventory. If anyone was aware of missing meds, it would be Drew.
“No,” Drew said defensively. “How could you think someone who worked here would steal?”
Natalie narrowed her eyes. “I was thinking about a patient, but it could be an employee. I just can’t think of anyone who could do something like that.”
Drew laughed nervously. “Oh. I think it’s just budget cuts. We just aren’t getting as much as we usually do.”
Natalie shrugged. “I guess that makes sense. I wish they understood that we need those medications. How are we supposed to help our patients without them?”
“It’s that or cutting back on staff, I guess. What would you rather have? Fewer supplies or work more hours.”
Natalie laughed. “Well, right now I might say hours. But in reality, I guess you’re right.”
A cold rush of air tickled Natalie’s skin, and she turned. Matt rushed by with a gurney. She teetered, unable to get out of the way. Matt’s quick thinking kept her from falling. He grabbed her. Held her upright. And ran past.
“I got you.” His tone was all business, but his actions were gentle.
The heat of Matt’s hands, in the contrast of the cool air, gave her goose bumps. That feeling excited her and irked her at the same time. Why was she so compelled by this man? He didn’t like her. He wasn’t even nice to her. He didn’t deserve her affection. She refused to give it to him.
Still, Natalie was drawn to him. She drifted to the room he raced to. She watched him. He worked to save yet another life. She may feel that he didn’t deserve her affection, but she couldn’t help admiring him. It was amazing to watch him work.
Caught up in his deft hands, so strong, yet so gentle she barely registered Drew’s voice.
“Natalie! Natalie! We need you!”
Natalie turned, wide-eyed.
“Natalie! We have an incoming patient. There are no doctors available. I need you!”
Natalie ran to the ambulance, ignoring the pain in her shins.
“Give me vitals,” she prompted the EMT.
“Where’s the doctor?” he asked, looking around.
“Sorry. I’m it. They’re busy,” she said with finality.
Drew stepped in. “She’s the best nurse we have. You’re lucky to have her.”
After a moment of hesitation, the EMT nodded and gave Natalie the information she requested, guiding the gurney to where she led.
He watched. Looked around again. “You got this?” he asked, still unsure.
Natalie didn’t even take the time to acknowledge him. She began her work. Trauma to the head. Unconscious. A broken rib. And…
“Was this man stabbed?” she turned to ask the EMT.
“Drug deal gone bad.” He stood in the corner. No help at all.
Great. 
“Do you know if he has drugs in his system?”
The EMT laughed. “Most likely.”
“Do you know what?” Natalie asked impatiently.
“Not a clue. You want me to find a doctor?” A smile spread across the EMT’s face. Natalie rolled her eyes, knowing his type.
“No time. Pass me the ventilator,” Natalie said with her hand out. 
The EMT stood still. 
“Now!” she shouted.
That got him moving. She grabbed the ventilator from him and intubated her patient, opening his airways and beginning oxygen intake.
“Here. Take over,” Natalie said, nodding to the ventilator. “I need to examine the wound.”
This time, the EMT did as he was asked right away. Natalie was relieved. She felt around the wound. She found the tip of the knife and pulled it out. There was too much blood. An artery must have been hit. She had to stop it. She grabbed a clamp and felt for the source of the blood.
Relief hit her as she found it and inserted the clamp. Filling the wound with gauze to absorbing the blood, she let out a breath and stepped back to check out his ribs. Placing her hands on his rib cage, she felt him jerk. She looked up. His eyes opened. Wide and wild. 
Everything turned upside down from there. He struck the EMT, who crumpled to the floor. Grabbed Natalie. Forced her into a headlock. 
Natalie struggled. Then froze as he brought a scalpel to her neck.
Time slowed in Natalie’s head.
Natalie wanted to scream for help but feared to anger him further. She tried to speak to him calmly. Telling him where he was and what happened. That she was here to help him and not hurt him. Nothing seemed to work. The drugs in his system had him on high alert and most likely delusional.
Fortunately, his heightened state and poor stats had his machine screaming. Someone would hear and come.
A moment later, Dr. Phillips ran in. The look on his face did nothing to comfort Natalie and only angered her patient more. Unable to speak because of the tube in his mouth, he made grunts and moans to express his displeasure.
Dr. Phillips took a step forward and the patient tightened his grip, cutting off Natalie’s air supply. Natalie clawed at his arm. She felt weak. Fought for air. Thoughts of her family went through her mind. Then her thoughts turned to Matt. She wasn’t sure, but she could swear that she saw his face. Then it all went black.






  
  Seven


Matt worked on his patient, checking vitals by rote. He knew this part like the back of his hand. His patient was stable and would stay that way. His mind wandered to other things. 
He enjoyed working the night shift, even more so since Natalie showed up. But the challenges of day shift pushed him, and he liked that. He also knew that Natalie worked the day shift. If he put in a transfer to the day shift, he would be around Natalie more often. 
Would that be a distraction? He was strong, but was he strong enough? He thought back to their interaction just moments before. He hadn’t intended to touch her, but she would have fallen if he hadn’t. Just that touch had invigorated him. Her smile as he ran by made his heart flip. He had never felt that way about anyone else. 
He was probably in trouble if he moved to the day shift, but something inside pushed him toward it. Toward the challenge of the job. Toward Natalie.
Matt stepped from his patient’s room intending to head to the Chief of Resident’s office when he heard a call over the intercom. 
Code blue. ER room two. 
That included security. That couldn’t be good.
He ran down the hall, wondering where Natalie was. He knew his mind should be on what was ahead of him, but as he ran, curiosity had him looking for Natalie.
When he reached room two, he found her. His heart sank. He could see a man on the floor and Natalie—being held by a large man. Obviously high on something. His arm around her neck. Her body was too calm. Too relaxed to be breathing. 
Matt panicked. He had to get in there. 
Dr. Phillips held a needle. No doubt a sedative. Matt burst into the room. Dr. Phillips punctured the raging man. His body went limp. He released Natalie. Her body folded to the floor. 
Silent. 
Still. 
Matt’s heart raced. It wasn’t the same adrenaline he usually got from saving people. This was different. More intense. This involved his heart.
He ran to Natalie’s side. Cradled her head in his lap. Unashamed of what it might look like. He pulled his flashlight from his pocket. Checked her eyes. Dilated. Bloodshot. Losing oxygen quickly. 
He lowered his ear just an inch above her lips, now turning blue. Lips he had thoughts of kissing many times. No breath came from them. He checked for a pulse. It was there. He felt himself relax just a fraction.
“She okay?” Dr. Phillips was by his side now.
“No. She’s not breathing.”
“I’ll get the crash cart,” Dr. Phillips said as he stood.
Matt didn’t wait for the crash cart. He placed his lips on hers. He froze for the briefest of moments at the feel of her lips on his, almost forgetting what to do next. 
Breath.
He filled her lungs. Watched the rise and fall of her chest. He paused. Waited to see if she would breathe on her own. 
He prayed. 
She had to make it. His instinctive prayer surprised him. It had been quite a while since he talked with God. Funny how when you needed help, you always came running back.
She still wasn’t breathing. He filled her lungs with air again, praying more passionately for her life. 
Lord, I know I haven’t talked to You in a long time. I’ve been mad and felt like You weren’t listening. I hate losing patients, and I prayed that You would save my patient. That You would give me the ability to save her. I tried everything I could and still lost her. I couldn’t understand why You would allow that to happen. Why You didn’t care. But I’m here again, begging for Natalie’s life. Please let me save her. I can’t lose her.
Matt continued to breathe air into Natalie’s lungs, not willing to let anyone else step in to help. He pulled back to get another breath when Natalie’s body shook, and she coughed. 
Yes. 
He pulled her to an upright position. Her eyes fluttered open, and he felt relief surge through him. She was going to be okay. He, on the other hand, he wasn’t so sure. He did not want or have time for the feelings he was realizing he had for Natalie. Saving a patient had never felt like that before. The relief he felt went deep into his soul.






  
  Eight


Becoming more aware of her surroundings, Natalie realized she was in Matt’s arms. Her body shook, then tensed. Matt pulled her tighter into his body in response. Why was he holding her? Natalie looked around. And why was she on the floor? 
Oh, right. My stab victim. 
She remembered fixing his wound, and then he grabbed her. And then… Had she passed out? How long? She looked at Matt, so many questions in her mind.
“Muscles up here put a chokehold on you and you passed out.” His words sounded light, but his tone was forced.
Natalie looked up at the bed.
“Don’t worry. He’s been sedated. But you probably shouldn’t hang out in here. I don’t think you’ll be friends. When you feel ready to get up, I’ll help you.” He wasn’t quite ready to let her go.
Natalie calmed a bit. “How long was I…?” She didn’t finish the question, her mind still cloudy.
Matt smiled. “Just a few minutes.” A few minutes that had him scared out of his mind. 
“I can’t believe you took this guy on by yourself. That wasn’t very smart, you know,” he teased, trying to make light of the situation and get ahold of his emotions.
Natalie frowned. Was he really reprimanding her? She was just doing her job, no different than he would have done. Natalie attempted to stand on her own. She wavered, and Matt came behind her, steadying
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