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For my CP on this book and good buddy Gina B.— If you believe in a story, never say die!
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“Lynne Marshall continues to please her readers with her intelligent, uplifting and immensely readable Medical Romances. Her true to life page-turners shouldn’t be missed!”
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Carrington Hanover had never seen a better profile or such staggering good looks. She followed her old nursing school friend down the hall toward the doctor reading a chart while leaning against the door.

Something about him looked familiar. “Carrington, this is Dr. Valverde,” Teresita Paredes said.

An adrenaline-fueled jolt launched from her chest, demanding her complete attention. As in Paul Valverde? Why hadn’t Teresita mentioned that teeny tiny point when she’d applied for the job at Mercy, Inc, Los Angeles? Then again, Terry wouldn’t know anything about Paul. It had been so many years.

Angular features had replaced the boyish charm she remembered. He was at least three inches taller, dark and disturbing, and definitely more handsome, just as she’d imagined he’d be one day. His white doctor’s coat covered a forest green shirt and coal-colored slacks, which, from what she could see, fit to perfection. Hadn’t he once told her he dreamed about becoming a doctor?

What should she do now? Blush uncontrollably? Hide? That was what she really wanted to do—hide.

“I’ll be right with you.” Though he didn’t turn, his voice rolled warmly over her. She remembered how he’d sounded at sixteen, the last time she’d seen him. The bittersweet thought tensed her already quivering smile.

Being distracted with the chart, he didn’t glance up until he’d extended his hand in greeting. “Hello.” Recognition snapped in his eyes, though he covered it well.

She played along with the introduction and shook the proffered hand. “Nice to meet you.” Fighting off the jitters, her reply was nearly inaudible. Should she act as if they were long-lost sweethearts or gauge his reaction first?

His less-than-welcoming stare siphoned the remnants of confidence right out of her.

He quickly schooled his expression as he always had around her father. His striking deep brown eyes were outlined in thick black lashes, which made a gorgeous contrast against his olive-toned skin.

It was useless to fight the blush, so reminiscent of her high school days. She’d gone by the name of Carrie back then, and had worn braces for a mild overbite. He’d never seen her without metal in her mouth, yet he’d invited her to his prom anyway.

“Carrington has transferred down from our Ventura facility.” Teresita didn’t seem to have a clue about the sudden tension in the corridor. Thank goodness. The last thing Carrington wanted to do was explain to her friend how ashamed she’d been of herself back then. Back when her father controlled everything in her life and she didn’t have the guts to cross him.

Odd sensations laced their way up her arm. Her palms always tingled whenever he’d held hers. It seemed like another lifetime when he’d been her ballroom dancing partner.

Attentive and polite, Paul nodded to Teresita, and Carrington almost believed that he was interested in what she had to say about Mercy, Inc. L.A.’s newest employee.

The wary glint in his eyes told her Paul noticed her awkward blush, that he knew exactly who she was, and he wasn’t the least bit happy to see her.

“Welcome aboard,” he said, lacking sincerity. “I hope you’ll like it here in L.A.”

So that was how he’d play it: cool and aloof.

Could she blame him?

Carrington was well aware that he hadn’t yet let go of her hand, almost as if to make a point. I’m in charge now. His smooth grasp became a sudden distraction, feeling more like a total body embrace than a mere handshake. The contrast with his unwelcoming stare threw her off guard. Even Teresita had noticed they were still shaking hands.

“Thank you,” she said, averting her eyes, confused by her sudden humility.

Under normal circumstances she’d meet a person’s gaze and hold it, but now hers drifted toward their point of connection. “I’ve heard a lot of good things about Mercy, Inc. L.A.” Why was she mumbling? Was he enjoying making her feel so uneasy? Was this how he’d felt every time he’d been around her father?

“Come on, Carrington, I’ll show you around the rest of the department.” Teresita put an abrupt end to the introduction, and the handshake, by pulling her away from Dr. Valverde.

“Yes, well...” he said, once again giving the chart his undivided attention.

They’d danced with each other for half a year, six of the headiest, crush-filled months of her entire adolescence. As a future Santa Barbara debutante, she’d had to go through charm and poise school, workshops on etiquette, and her favorite part, ballroom dance instruction with the most wonderful boy in the world. All the local society boys had taken part, but Paul had been different. His mother worked for her father, as had Paul, and his mother had big plans for her Pablo.

The introduction lingered in Carrington’s mind long after they’d left, especially how the feel of his hand had set every cell in her body humming. Just like he used to.

Had he felt it too?

She glanced over her shoulder. Paul had turned his back, still engrossed in the chart.

From his blasé reaction, she gathered she wasn’t even a blip on his Mercy, Inc. radar.
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THE MORNING WHIZZED by with more introductions, policy and procedures, a general orientation to the department, a special procedure or two under Teresita’s skilled tutelage, and finally lunch. Carrington was grateful for the distraction.

Teresita glanced at the big watch that dwarfed her thin wrist. “Come with me,” she said. Carrington had just finished assisting in a procedure with Dr. Moon Lam, the GI department head, and though she’d performed well, her first day nerves made her happy to take a break.

“It’s time for our weekly noontime luncheon.” Teresita smiled with an impish look in her eyes. “If we don’t get there early, we might not get any food.” She guided her out of the department with a firm jab to the waist. “It’s a free lunch—remember how we used to find all the free lunches?” Teresita said with a wink and a nod to having worked together before, rushing Carrington down the hall.

“Great!” she feigned enthusiasm.

Carrington’s nanny had taught her well. There was no such thing as a free lunch. Everything had a price, and if at first it didn’t, there was sure to be a hidden cost somewhere down the line.

A few minutes later, Carrington sat in one of the hospital auditoriums at a table filled with chatty nurses and techs, in a room full of Mercy, Inc. doctors from all specialties.

And Paul Valverde, the stomach specialist, was the main attraction.

With his great looks, he had every right to swagger up to the podium, yet he approached unassumingly. He walked like a man who still knew how to dance: coordinated, balanced, confident.

He scanned the luncheon crowd with an intelligent and confident glance, which passed briefly over Carrington. Was it her imagination, or had his gaze lingered for an instant before darting away?

Her hands fisted in her lap as she remembered the hurt in his eyes, and the anger she’d felt toward her father so long ago.

“You stole from me!” Her father said, his hate-filled eyes unblinking. “You’re a thief.”

Right in front of his mother and the other employees, many of them Paul’s friends, Wesley Hanover accused him of stealing.

“My petty cash box is two hundred dollars short, the exact amount of those tickets you managed to buy for that prom.”

Carrie’s face burned hot, her stomach knotted. She’d told Paul she couldn’t go with him just like her father made her promise; why did he have to take it this far? In front of everyone?

Was Paul really a thief?

Carrie shook off the bad memories, choosing to focus on the new surroundings instead. The weekly noontime luncheon was meant to give the doctors a forum to share interesting cases and discuss the latest treatments with the hospital medical staff. At least that was what Teresita had said. Now wasn’t the time to dig up old baggage from fifteen years before and unpack it.

Today, the price of her free lunch would be torture, the torture of watching the older version of Paul—Doctor Paul Valverde—and wondering if his stint in juvenile hall had helped mold him into the man at the podium.

Carrington pretended to pay attention. She gently sighed and moistened her dry lips while he presented the history of his case. Again, he glanced in her direction just her as her tongue slid across her chapped upper lip. She heated up with embarrassment realizing she’d left her OR cap on—she must look dowdy in the goofy flower-power patterned hat. She swiftly withdrew her tongue, snapped her mouth closed, and pulled off the cap in one quick jerk. Her hair toppled out and onto her shoulders, wrapping her neck in a thick warm blanket as her cheeks flamed hot. She hadn’t done this much blushing since she was fourteen. The first time she’d met Paul.

Hopefully, he hadn’t noticed a thing. But the slightest twitch of one of his gorgeous eyes made her think otherwise. And if he had noticed, what if he thought she’d done the whole mouth bit for his benefit? She turned her head and took a deep breath in a futile attempt to regain control. She forced herself to click back into the reason for being there, and listened to the presentation.

Halfway through, Paul gestured for the radiologist to join him at the podium. The shorter and older doctor tapped the computer, the patient x-rays appeared on the large digital screen, and he pointed out a mass.

Dr. Valverde continued his presentation.

“Oh, I remember this case,” Teresita whispered to Carrington, drawing her out of another deep reverie.

Paul stepped aside so another doctor could share his findings with a PowerPoint presentation of digital pictures from his specimen slides.

After a few minutes, and with a twinkle in his eyes, Paul scanned the audience of doctors and nurses, searching for the answer. “Anyone have an idea what we found?” he asked. “And Teresita, you can’t answer,” he chided, with a playful smile. A smile that took Carrington’s breath away.

“Yes, Doctór.” Teresita batted her lashes and noticeably thickened her Filipino accent.

Carrington wanted to jab Terry in the ribs for flirting so noticeably. Though she hadn’t a clue about what he’d found in the patient’s stomach. One thing she did know was his angular jaw and sensual mouth made it very hard to concentrate on what he’d just said. Same as when they’d been dance partners and the instructor had to keep repeating the steps. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from him; she’d just as soon fill her hunger with his image instead of the room-temperature vegetable lasagna.

She’d just turned thirty years old, for crying out loud. She was no longer Daddy’s little marionette, and Paul was no longer even remotely involved with her life. But as if he were a human time machine, he’d managed to send her immediately back to her crush-crazed teenybopper days.

Several doctors shouted their answers. She tried to pay attention to what they’d called out.

Paul’s full lips spread into a surprisingly sweet smile, set off by naturally straight teeth as he revealed the answer.

“I was unable to remove the mass during the clinical procedure, so I sent her to surgery last week, and she is recuperating beautifully.”

The pathologist, looking proud and devilish in his oversized white coat, produced a peanut butter-sized jar containing the misshapen specimen. He’d obviously forgotten that people were eating lunch during the meeting.

“What the patient failed to tell me was she’d had a lifelong psychiatric disorder of constantly sucking and chewing on her hair,” Paul said.

Carrington could have sworn Paul had looked at her again, and she froze. Had he glanced at her when he’d said psychiatric disorder?

Maybe spoiled rich girl had finally been classified as a mental disease.

She grimaced and tightly curled a tendril of hair around and around her finger, while considering the possibilities.
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PAUL VALVERDE HAD DECIDED to amuse his fellow doctors today when it was his turn to present a case. Life was full enough of disease and illness. Why not discuss a condition guaranteed to be surgically removed without complication for a change?

Life without complications—what was that? Being a full-time doctor at Mercy, Inc. Hospital while running his medical imaging company on the side assured a complicated existence. Then there was the fact that he’d also taken responsibility for his grandfather’s post-stroke care. But all three commitments were his choice. End of debate.

Today, he would make everyone smile, especially Paul’s former mentor, Dr. Seth Steinberg, the man who’d taught him everything he knew. Despite being retired, Seth never missed a Monday noontime conference, and he loved a unique case. Surely Seth had better things to do with his life than hang around a hospital he’d spent close to forty years in? But he’d looked fascinated and intrigued by Paul’s presentation, and if that made him happy, Paul wouldn’t fault him for it.

Wasn’t that the point of these meetings, to show and tell and share your most interesting cases? Paul had seen about everything in his five-year career at the hospital thanks to Seth. And now he’d seen something he’d hoped to never see again.

He glanced in the direction of the group of nurses and noticed the long, silky red hair of the newest staff addition, Carrie. He’d never forget the spoiled rich girl as long as he lived.

Prior to the meeting, he’d been content and focused on his presentation. That morning she’d waltzed down the hall with Teresita and the sight had almost knocked him off his feet. She’d been the first girl he’d ever really wanted. He’d eagerly looked forward to their weekly dance lessons, even pretended he didn’t know the steps just so he could spend more time holding her. After they’d gotten to know each other better, he’d asked her to his prom. She’d said yes. He’d been ecstatic, happier than he could ever remember.

Then, out of the blue, she’d backed out. As if that wasn’t humiliating enough, her father berated him in front of his friends for having the audacity to invite her, a wealthy debutante. And he’d been out the two hundred bucks he’d earned for the tickets custom washing cars at local businesses. But that wasn’t enough—Wesley Hanover had gone in for the kill, accusing him of stealing, had him arrested and sent to juvenile court. He’d had a 4.2 grade point average, near perfect scores on the SATs, yet no one would take his word over the respected Santa Barbara businessman.

He glanced up from his presentation just as she unleashed her beautiful hair. In front of everyone, he had to deal with a sudden onslaught of restlessness. The disturbance leaked throughout his body and pooled just south of his gut.

He didn’t need Carrington Hanover to remind him it had been far too long since he’d made love to a woman.

He couldn’t afford to get distracted with anyone or anything other than work right now. He had too many other professional irons in the fire. A man had to lay down his successes early if he wanted to get ahead, though the thought of seeking revenge did carry a certain temptation.

She wouldn’t be the first person to pay for the sins of their fathers.

He almost laughed. Time had turned the tables; this time Carrie couldn’t meet his family’s specifications any more than he could meet hers back then.
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CARRINGTON AND ALL the nurses rushed back to the spacious clinic recovery room after the luncheon. They needed to relieve the two who’d been left behind to tend to the remaining morning patients.

Teresita spoke with a thick and quick accent, though her English was excellent. “We’ve got to get these last two patients discharged to make room for the afternoon appointments.”

Carrington glanced at the remaining patients, then at the long row of empty beds, each separated by thin curtains. “Just tell me what you need,” she said. “I’ll wing it until I figure out what I’m supposed to do.”

“Can you check on that patient?” another nurse asked two beds down.

“Sure thing.” Carrington’s professional training took over, and after she’d checked the patient’s name on his wristband, she said, “Mr. Miller, try to wake up. We can’t let you go home until you’re alert and oriented.” She stroked the inside of his wrist to help him along.

The clinic appeared to be an ongoing ballet of musical beds played with multiple patients and nurses strapped for time. Bring them in. Prepare them for the procedure. Recover them. Send them out. Carrington was up to the challenge and, after seeing Paul, in need of the distraction and even more determined to make this new job work.

The recovery room nurses and crew were loud and maintained a constant banter as they went about their daily tasks. She enjoyed eavesdropping on their bawdy chitchat while she worked. Their conversations were about who had a crush on whom, and which doctor was hot or not. One nurse drew out the words “Paul Salsa-hot Valverde” as she kissed her fingertips.

Chuckling to herself, Carrington glanced up just as Dr. Valverde entered the room looking stunning, even though he’d changed from street clothes into scrubs. The scrubs outlined his body and revealed a man clearly in his prime with well-developed arms and narrow hips. 

Everyone went silent. No doubt having such a young and handsome doctor working in their GI lab intimidated even the boldest of the nurses. Suddenly all she heard was her own pulse tapping a quickened rhythm.

He approached the nurses’ desk. “Okay, who’s scheduled to work with me this afternoon?”

“Carrington,” Teresita called out. She’d mentioned before lunch that since Carrington had a background in the procedures, she’d start working her independently right away. Carrington had felt eager to work on her own; she just hadn’t anticipated it happening so soon. At the thought of working with Dr. Valverde, a rogue wave of insecurity hit so strongly her knees almost knocked.

Paul cocked his head. “May I have a word with you?” He took Teresita by the arm and walked her out of earshot. Maybe he was telling her about their personal history. Would he be that open with his nurse?

Carrington had only been a nurse for four years, after getting a late start in nursing school. It wasn’t a rich girl side hobby as some might think. She was a devoted professional, and yes, if Teresita said she was working with Dr. Valverde, she would handle it skillfully. But she prayed they’d make some other arrangements.

Paul and Teresita headed back to the nurses’ station.

“I’ll be shadowing you this afternoon,” Teresita said, with an apologetic glance.

It looked like she’d have to prove herself to Paul.

Could she blame him?

“That’s fine with me.” Carrington slanted a look at Paul and projected a world of explanations into his evasive stare. Resentment. Distrust. Lack of confidence in her. She had a lot to prove where he was concerned.

“I have high expectations, and Teresita has assured me that you’ll meet them.”

A tiny knot formed in her stomach, but she squared her shoulders. “I’ll have our first patient set up and ready right away,” she said, ignoring his doubtful comment.

Those dark eyes, staring straight at her, studying her as if under a microscope, didn’t help the situation with her wobbling knees one bit.
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PAUL WATCHED CARRIE walk toward his procedure room, admiring the way her uniform swished ever so slightly with the sway of her hips. Wouldn’t it be nice to take something of Wesley Hanover’s? Hell, he’d already been accused of it, and had paid his debt. Like the coyote her father had once accused him of being, he could befriend her, lure her away from the pack and take what she owed him.

Revenge wasn’t his style, but the thought of seducing Carrie had definite appeal.
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THE FIRST THING THAT surprised Carrington about working in Dr. Valverde’s procedure room was his choice of music. Usually when she assisted doctors they preferred silence, other than the sound of the machinery and benign banter. But Paul Valverde put on a classical Segovia CD.

Teresita remained in the background, and only stepped in when Carrington seemed unsure about where something was kept or where to place a piece of equipment.

The newly sedated patient mumbled just before drifting off to sleep, “Nice music.”

“I agree,” Carrington said, flicking her gaze over Paul’s unwelcoming eyes.

“You like Spanish music?” Paul said after washing his hands and donning gloves, while Teresita helped him slip on his protective gown.

She nodded, busying herself with positioning the patient. “I like all kinds of music.”

He gave a faint smile just before strapping on his surgical mask, an “almost” smile that still made her knees turn to noodles and her mind go on alert.

A few minutes later, while following along internally with the procedure on a digital TV screen, Carrington also monitored the patient. Dr. Valverde requested the biopsy forceps.

She assisted him and labeled the specimens as they went along. They repeated the same process several more times, and each time the brick wall he’d erected between them seemed to topple a bit more.

As the afternoon went on, the pleasant sound of Spanish classical guitar, and watching Dr. Valverde’s gorgeous eyes above his surgical mask as he concentrated on each new out-patient procedure, seemed to make time speed by.

Four patients later, as the hour grew closer to five p.m., Dr. Valverde noticeably picked up the pace. His previously efficient speed now bordered on amazing.

“Got a date or something?” Teresita asked with an air of camaraderie. Paul obviously had good relationships with his staff, and Carrington felt like a complete outsider.

“I need to be somewhere tonight,” was his only reply.

Carrington felt suddenly envious of wherever Dr. Valverde needed to be, and busied herself with turning her attentions to the deeply sedated patient.

She shook the woman’s shoulder as she repositioned her onto her back. “Wake up, Anita.”

“When do we start?” Anita asked, shaking her head and coming to.

Carrington smiled at the wondrous amnesia effects of short-acting sedatives. “It’s all over. We’re done.”

A pleased patient grinned goofily at Carrington and looked for Dr. Valverde, who’d already left the room to input his report into the computer.

With this being the last patient of the day, Carrington and Teresita rolled her into the recovery room and started vital signs to help the other nurses with the end of shift rush. Incrementally, Anita became more alert.

A few minutes later, back in street clothes and looking handsome as an actor, Dr. Valverde reappeared. The sight of him sent her body humming. He went to Anita’s bedside and gave her and the designated driver the initial results from her endoscopic test, complete with a picture. “How are you feeling?”

“Pretty good,” the groggy patient mumbled.

“I took a couple of biopsies in one area of your stomach. Everything else looked great. We’ll have to wait a week for the results, but I don’t anticipate any surprises.” He glanced at Teresita and back toward the patient. “You’re in good hands, so relax and recover. I’ll call you next week.”

What about me? I was the assisting nurse. Carrington had gotten used to being considered the useless little rich girl growing up, but had never stopped resenting it. She understood Paul’s animosity of her position in society in Santa Barbara. But she’d turned her back on her father, gotten her nursing degree, and never intended to rely on her family’s money again. If only she could have a chance to explain.

She sighed and shook her head. The issue about getting along “on her own” wasn’t quite true. The trust fund her grandfather had set up for her as a child had matured to the tune of one million dollars on her thirtieth birthday.

It felt more like a curse than a gift, and she refused to think about it. She’d become a hardworking nurse, and intended to stay in the profession no matter what. She needed to refute the general consensus from her father that she couldn’t take care of herself.

Paul turned to leave. She expected him to take off without so much as a glance, but he walked toward her and handed her two CDs. “You said you liked all kinds of music. These are my favorites. Let me know what you think,” he said with an unreadable gaze.

After having to prove herself all afternoon, she was baffled by this peace offering. It seemed he’d gone out of his way to make her know he was only tolerating her presence. Now he was loaning her his favorite CDs. It almost made her smile, and immediately confused her. “Thank you,” she said, warding off the tickling at the corners of her mouth.

“Es nada. By the way, you surprised me today. You seemed to anticipate my needs, and were obviously well trained.”

Taken aback by his comments, as if he’d expected the worst, all she could do was nod. I am a trained nurse. What did he expect—a bungling rich and pampered bimbo? So she’d passed his little test, but how much longer would she have to convince people that she could be useful?

Before she could say thank you, he’d turned on his heel and disappeared down the hall.

Envy raised its little green head when Carrington remembered he had to be somewhere. Since he didn’t wear a wedding ring, a man like Paul probably had a date. The thought twisted her stomach, and she brushed it aside.

After disconnecting the recovering patient from the heart and blood pressure monitor and handing her over to the discharge nurses, she rushed to clean up the procedure room and leave as soon as she’d finished.

Dr. Valverde wasn’t the only one with plans for the night.
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MADAME CRYSTAL SOUNDED more like a famous fortune teller rather than a renowned dance studio on La Cienega Boulevard. Hers was the first name to appear when Carrington had searched the Internet with: ballroom dancing + L.A.

That evening, Carrington slipped on her Capezio dance pumps and flexed and extended her feet to break in the shoes. She’d only worn them four times since re-starting her one passion—dance lessons—at the best studio in town. One of the instructors had even made it onto the popular TV program about ballroom dancing competitions.

Carrington had never forgotten how wonderful she’d felt dancing with Paul back in her pre-debutante days. She’d kept it a secret for far too long...until she and her fiancé, ex-fiancé, took waltzing lessons in preparation for their reception party. The passion she’d once felt dancing with Paul had been sorely lacking. And that wasn’t the only part of their relationship lacking passion.

No. The dancing wasn’t the whole reason for breaking off her engagement, and Carrington wasn’t proud that she’d called off her wedding on such short notice, but life was full of surprises. Running into Paul Valverde on her first day on the new job had proved to be one more.

A nurse had to be crazy to be on her feet all day and then take dance class two nights a week. But it was her secret dream, and now that her grandfather had made her an unwilling millionaire again, she could darn well afford whatever kind of lessons she wanted!

Carrington twirled once before the wall-length mirror, sending her short dancer’s skirt flying like a cape. No one in Los Angeles needed to know about her inheritance. Back in Ventura, two of her close nurse friends had pegged her as the bank of Carrie, and it had hurt. Was that all she’d meant to them? And the true reason that her marriage plans had come into focus was when he’d handed her a bank card and wanted his signature approved for access to her account a week before the wedding. After that, she’d vowed to keep her financial situation a deep dark secret, and decided to make it a retirement account.

Reinventing herself in Los Angeles was part of the process of letting go of her mucked-up past.

Growing up, her blue-collar nanny, Agatha Rotundi, had ingrained into the fabric of her character that everyone needed a purpose in life. No one was meant to lead a lifetime of leisure. Work was the key to self-worth, and heaven only knew she could use a boost in that department. Learning to do one thing really well, outside of nursing, might give
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