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Dedication

 


To all the nurses I have known
and worked with in the past and to those I surely will see in the
future. Keep caring for your patients.


Chapter 1

 


 


The alarm blared and jerked Megan from a
dream she wished hadn’t ended. During the night she had found him,
the perfect man for her. Though she hadn’t seen his face, his hair
was dark and his eyes were hazel. She sighed. She’d had this dream
before but her dreams never came true. She sat up and touched her
toes. Prince Charming had vanished like mist as had the three men
she had recently dated. Their attitudes and aspirations had told
her they weren’t right. She rubbed her eyes, slid from the bed and
dashed to the bathroom to begin her morning routine.

Fifteen minutes later, she sat at the kitchen
table and turned a coffee mug in circles. One gulp of the aromatic
brew did nothing to jump start her enthusiasm for the day ahead. A
long sigh escaped.

Every day for months, her eagerness to head
across the street to the hospital had lessened. A year ago when
she’d started working on the Oncology unit, she had welcomed the
challenge. Since that day, twenty of her favorite patients had
died. The past week had been the worst of her career. Two of her
patients had died. With dread, she waited for the third. These days
she felt as though a sinkhole had opened beneath her, leaving her
dangling with no way to escape.

Move. Time to go. She had never been
late to work a day in her life. Not happening today. With a
sigh, she stuffed a pen holder, her keys and money in the pocket of
her pink scrubs. While pulling on her sheepskin lined jacket, she
rode the elevator to the ground floor. The town clock chimed the
quarter hour. She would make the seven AM start.

As she trudged across the street, the brisk
breeze of the February morning made her shiver. A pale sun shone
through clusters of gathering clouds. She pulled open the door of
the employees’ entrance and paused at the time clock to punch
in.

Her friend Suzanna Winstone dashed inside and
grabbed her card. “Megan, guess what?” Her voice rang with
excitement.

“You’re pregnant.” Just like three others
of the Grantley Gang.

Suzanna smacked Megan’s arm. “Are you crazy?
I’ve only been married for weeks.”

“I figured with Jenessa, Cate and Lauren
ready to increase Eastlake’s population, you were next. Might be
catching.” She walked toward the elevators.

Suzanna laughed. “Caleb and I found a house.
Lauren’s place is waiting for you.”

“Don’t expect me to move in. I’m happy in my
apartment.” She rang for the elevator. Lauren’s house had seen four
of the six members of the Grantley Gang finding love while living
there. Wouldn’t work for her. Her perfect man existed only in
her dreams. She stepped into the elevator.

Suzanna followed. “Lunch?”

“I’ll let you know.”

When Megan reached the unit, she checked the
assignment sheet before cornering the night nurse for report on her
four patients. Then she began rounds and started care. Death
hovered in her thoughts. Who? When? Mr. Phelps was going
home. Though not cured, he had gone into remission. Then on to Mrs.
Gray and Mrs. Brown. She quickly completed their morning care and
treatments. Both responded favorably toward their chemotherapy.

Megan entered the room of her favorite
patient and rubbed her arms to chase a sudden chill. The five year
old girl looked so tiny and frail. A virulent type of leukemia had
drained the child rapidly. The little girl’s color nearly matched
the white sheets. Megan drew a deep breath. Though the night nurse
had assessed Bonnie’s condition as stable, Megan knew the woman had
been optimistic.

Not today. Please. As certainty
entered her thoughts, her stomach lurched.

“Morning, Button.” She waited for the child
to open her eyes and make her usual response. The little girl’s
eyes remained closed. She didn’t speak. Megan cleared her throat
and tried again, hoping to hear “Not Button. I Bonnie.”

The child’s eyelids fluttered open exposing
her dark eyes. Bonnie seemed to stare at a point in the distance.
Slowly, she focused on Megan. “Tell…Mama…Not be …sad…Hurt
gone.”

The whispery voice brought a cold shiver.
Megan checked Bonnie’s pulse. An erratic beat bounded against her
fingers. Shallow breaths were interrupted by long pauses. Megan’s
fears deepened. She pulled her cell phone free and dialed the
number taped to the bedside stand.

“Mrs. Mellis, Megan Carter here. I’m Bonnie’s
nurse. You need to come at once.”

“Is she?”

“No, but she’s very weak.” Urgency filled her
voice. She prayed the woman would arrive in time. She bit her lip
to keep from crying. Why this child? Why now?

The door opened. One of her colleagues
entered. “Mr. Phelps is ready to leave.”

Megan looked from Bonnie to her friend.
“Could you? I don’t want to leave her.”

“Not again.”

Megan nodded. “The rule of three and they all
seem to be mine.” Her hands fisted. She fought to quell an ember of
inadequacy from flaring.

“I’ll wheel him down.” The other nurse
stepped to the door. “You okay?”

“No, but thank you.” Megan drew a deep
breath. “I need to call Bonnie’s doctor.” She stepped into the hall
to make the call. “Dr. Ratham, Megan Carter calling about Bonnie
Mellis. Yes…Pulse weak and thready. Respirations shallow. I called
her mother. She’s on her way in…I will.” She disconnected and
returned to the bedside. All she could do was watch as the child’s
faltering respirations slowed until they stopped. Her emotions
plunged like an elevator with cut cables.

The soft click of the closing door caused
Megan to turn. She stepped forward and clasped Mrs. Mellis’ hands.
She drew her to the bedside. There Megan repeated Bonnie’s words.
“I think she knows.”

Bonnie opened dark and calm eyes. “Mama.” She
smiled.

Mrs. Mellis touched her daughter’s hand. “I
love you, baby girl.”

Bonnie gulped a quick breath. Megan waited
for the soft sound of another. None came. She pressed her fingers
against the child’s carotid artery and counted for a minute. She
felt no more beats and checked her watch. Ten-twenty.

The older woman turned to Megan. Tears
glistened in her dark eyes. “Is she?”

“Yes.”

A slow slide of tears rolled over the woman’s
face. “How can I not be sad? She brought sunshine into my life.”
Her silent tears turned into gasping sobs.

Megan held Mrs. Mellis and fought her own
need to cry. This is too much. The ache inside made her feel
her heart would burst. She released Bonnie’s mother. “I’ll leave
you with her. There are things I need to do.” She bolted from the
room, halted and slumped against the wall. Why couldn’t I do
more? Why have I failed again? She plodded to the desk and made
several calls.

A short time after the first call, Dr. Ratham
arrived. “Time?” he asked.

“Ten-twenty.”

They walked to Bonnie’s room where he
confirmed the death. Megan left him talking to Mrs. Mellis. She
checked on her two remaining patients and then completed Bonnie’s
chart. With slow steps, she assembled the equipment needed to
prepare the little girl’s body.

A half hour later, she returned from the
morgue. Though she tried to contain her grief and sense of failure,
tears were too close to the surface. A breakdown in front of
patients was taboo. Instead of going to the nurses’ station, she
scurried like a frightened mouse to the lounge. Relief rose when
she found the room empty. She collapsed on the couch. The contained
tears flowed like water in a frozen stream after a thaw. Her tears
were for the mother who had lost her only daughter, for the brave
little girl who hurt no more and for herself, the nurse who had
failed.

I can’t do this any longer. They died.
The faces of the twenty patients who had died in her presence
turned in her thoughts like horses on a merry-go-round. I’m a
virus bringing death. Her weeping continued until she gasped
for breath.

Finally she gulped a deep breath and wiped
her eyes. She darted into the powder room and splashed cold water
over her face. Though she couldn’t hide the result of her
breakdown, she looked composed. She left the lounge and reached the
desk. As she returned to her patients, she counted the minutes
until she could leave the unit.

When her lunch break arrived, she didn’t call
Suzanna. She rode the elevator to the fifth floor and turned away
from Pediatrics. She was glad to see her friend wasn’t at the desk.
Megan hurried to the Nursing Office. One of the supervisors seated
at one of a dozen gray metal desks in the large room looked up. “Is
there a problem?”

Megan shook her head. “I need to speak to Mr.
Bradshaw.”

“He’s in his office. Want me to buzz
him?”

Megan shook her head. “If he’s busy, I’ll
come back later.” If she had to return, she would have her
resignation letter in hand. She should have written one weeks ago
but she hadn’t considered three deaths in a row. Her hopes had
promised a break from death. She hurried down the hall and
knocked.

“Come in.” Eric looked up. “Megan, what’s
wrong.”

She closed the door. After drawing a large
breath and forcing the words out. “I’m resigning. Effective
tomorrow.”

“What?”

“You heard me. I’ll finish my shift today but
I won’t be here tomorrow. I just can’t face another death.” Her
shoulders slumped.

“Why the sudden decision?”

“I’ve been wanting to leave Oncology for
several months but I’d hoped things would improve.” She slumped in
a chair across from his desk. “This week, I’ve held the hands of
three patients while they died. I’ve been there for twenty deaths
in the past year. I’ve failed them.”

He pressed several keys on his computer and
paused to study the screen. “I see what part of the problem can be.
You haven’t taken more than three or four days of vacation during
the past year and a half. Take a month of accumulated leave. Then
come back and we’ll talk. Being away might help.”

She shook her head. “I’m burned out. I can’t
remain working on Oncology.”

Eric leaned forward. “We’ll find another
place for you. Think about becoming a practitioner or take a
Master’s in Health Care Administration.”

“I could but right now, I just can’t think
about more than escaping.” And those paths might take her too far
from the bedside.

“Jenessa would never forgive me if her best
friend vanished. I love my wife. Just think of how the others of
the Grantley Gang would react.”

She sucked in a shuddering breath. “Then I’m
on vacation starting tomorrow.” She chewed on her lower lip. “I
know I’m letting others down but I have to go.” Tears threatened to
surface.

“You’re doing what you must. He clasped her
hand. “There are two new hires finishing orientation. One of them
will take your place on Oncology.”

She walked to the door. “I’ll try your way.
Don’t be upset if it doesn’t work. Thanks.”

 


* * *

 


Dave Malloy left his car in the garage and
entered his temporary home. Unlike his usual postings where he
stayed in a rental apartment or a motel, the doctor he relieved and
his wife had offered their home. He left a pizza box on the table
and grabbed a beer from the fridge. In less than two weeks, he
would be off to another temporary posting. Hopefully a six month
stay with a chance for a partnership, allowing him to leave his
roaming life. His feelings were mixed. He wouldn’t know if he had
the job until he heard from Alex Carter.

He wondered if Alex would remember him.
They’d been in the same medical school class and had known each
other slightly. With a hundred in the same class, being friends
with everyone didn’t happen.

Dave settled on the couch, pulled a slice
from the box and opened the beer. He had taken the first bite when
his phone chimed. He swallowed the bite and answered.

Yes, this is Dave Malloy.”

“Alex Carter speaking. MD Travel called this
afternoon and faxed all your credentials. I’ve just finished
reading them. Just what about the assignment interested you?”

“To be frank, the possibility of a
partnership at the end of six months.”

“Why?”

Dave grinned. “I’m tired of not gathering
moss.”

Alex laughed. “I thought I recognized your
name. I remember a classmate saying he wanted to be a rolling
stone.”

“That was me. Why are you looking for a
partner?”

“An exploding practice. Two of Eastlake’s
family doctors have recently retired. I’ve inherited most of their
patients.”

“Why not a recent grad?”

“I’m too busy to train one. Twice I’ve had
prospects and both times they decided to get further training.”

Dave frowned. Was there a problem? All he
remembered of Alex was everyone had said he was easy to work with.
Also there’s been a lot of talk about his wealthy wife.

“Have you changed your mind?” Alex asked.

“I can see you need help and I can do the six
months. Then we’ll see about my staying.”

“When can you start?”

“I have less than two weeks left here and
I’ll need at least a week to handle a personal matter.” Dave drew a
deep breath. If he received an answer to the letter he’d written,
he would need to take care of that problem.”

“Then let’s say I’ll see you in three weeks,”
Alex said. “I hope your experience here will work out for both of
us. Eastlake’s a great place to grow moss.”

“I hope so.”

“Oh, I forgot to mention there’s a three
bedroom house available to rent until you find your own place. My
wife will let you live there for paying the utilities and property
taxes plus taking care of the yard and sidewalks.”

Dave frowned. The little he’d heard about
Alex’s wife didn’t fit someone who would be so generous. The young
woman had been a high flyer and known as selfish and snobbish. She
must have changed. “Do you have a family?”

Alex laughed. “A son who’s six and one on the
way.”

“Sounds like your wife has settled down.”

Alex coughed. “Different wife. Lauren and
I’ve been married for over a year.”

Dave groaned. How to make potential friends
into enemies in one sentence. “Sorry. I didn’t know.”

“No way you could have. You’ve been a
stranger and never came to the reunions.”

“No, I haven’t. Was never much for them. The
house sounds interesting. I’ll let you know.”

“Then we’re set for your arrival in three
weeks.”

“I believe so. See you then. If I run into
problems, I’ll call.” He disconnected.

A house might suit his needs. He hoped to
persuade his sister to leave her abusive husband and live with him.
When he’d read the detective agency’s report, he had begun to plan.
Why had he lost touch with her for all those years? The answer was
simple.

When Dave had turned ten, his mother had left
him and Penny. Two months later his father’s death had sent them to
different foster homes. A year ago, he had hired the agency to find
her. Just weeks ago, he’d learned she lived in a town an hour from
his present posting. He’d written to her and awaited a response. He
wasn’t sure she would want to see him after all the years that had
passed.

 


* * *

 


After her visit to the Nursing Office, Megan
hurried back to Oncology. Though Eric’s suggestion solved one of
her problems, he could do nothing about the other. She hated the
thought of returning to the apartment and being alone. While the
other members of the Grantley Group supported and cared for her, no
one could fill the hole in her life. There’s been no one special
for too long. Even the men she’d recently dated had fallen
short.

The hours until her shift ended dragged. Her
eyes too often flitted to the huge wall clock watching for the
hands to reach eight. These thirteen hour shifts seemed to last an
eternity, especially when today was her third in a row. When the
night nurse arrived at seven thirty, she rushed through report and
clocked out twenty-five minutes early.

She dashed across the street. The moment she
reached the apartment, she turned off her phone. Eric would tell
Jenessa about her breakdown. Like a wildfire the news would reach
the Gang. She wanted no intervention tonight. She had to leave
town.

With haste, she filled a large duffle with
jeans, sweats, sweaters and shirts. She tossed in handfuls of
underwear and socks. Her toiletries filled a zippered bag. Her
shoulder bag held her credit cards, checkbook and cash. She dropped
her phone and charger inside. Then she changed into sweats and
pulled on her boots and jacket. She jammed a pair of sneakers and
her slippers into the duffle.

At the car, she threw the bags on the
backseat on top of a blanket. She started the car and fought an
urge to duck. Cate’s SUV and Jenessa’s sports car pulled into the
staff lot at the hospital. Convinced they would reach her apartment
soon, she sped from her space and headed for the gas station where
she filled the tank and ordered a large coffee to go.

Megan left town and headed south. She had no
idea of a destination. She swallowed a yawn. When exhaustion
claimed her, she would find a motel. So far, she’d been awake and
doing for almost fifteen hours. Her limit was usually eighteen or
nineteen.

With the radio blaring hard rock, she drove
until midnight. A heart-stopping near miss with a truck had her
pulling off the interstate at the next exit. She pulled into a
motel, registered and lugged her bags to her room. She sprawled on
the bed.

Megan’s growling stomach woke her. She
glanced at the clock on the stand and saw she’d slept past nine AM.
Today was Valentine’s Day. Alas, no valentine for her. She
showered, dressed and stopped at a diner for a hearty breakfast and
a coffee to go. A short time later, she hit the road. To
where? She had no destination, only a need to escape the
shadows of the dead.

After stopping for a late lunch, she stayed
on the local road and drove through a series of small towns. An
announcement of an approaching snow storm didn’t faze her. She
trusted her ten year old Lancelot to make the next destination no
matter where that was. The road wound up hill and down, past
farmland and woods. Clouds darkened the sky to pewter. Flakes of
snow swirled in the air but the road remained clear. Six to ten
inches had been predicted.

Stop. Continue. Mentally she flipped a
coin. As she passed through another small town, she saw the motel,
a shabby dark building. Not to her taste. She continued on.
A dozen miles from town, the road became a serpentine trail winding
up a small mountain. Snow fell faster and the wind blew harder. The
scenery changed to forest on both sides of the road with some
barren trees and others with feathery branches.

By six, she hadn’t seen a sign promising
civilization. The snow became a windblown curtain of white. Megan
grasped the wheel. Her tension caused the car to slue.

Cool it. A few deep breaths allowed
her to gain control.

As the car inched along, she came to a
crossroads. She eased the car forward and stopped to read the sign.
A right turn promised the town of Somner three miles ahead. Could
she make the distance? By now, the rapid fall and the whipping wind
made visibility almost zero. She couldn’t sit here. She made the
turn and inched forward.

 


* * *

 


Dave glanced at the clinic’s window and
watched the rapid fall of snow. The wind lifted clumps and tossed
them against the glass. Sue Lyons, the clinic’s nurse appeared in
the doorway. “I’m leaving now. Roads are getting messy. You should
go, too.”

“One note to finish. Then I need to stop at
the grocery store to pick up my order.”

“Don’t take too long.” She waved. “Good
night. I’ll either see you tomorrow or the hours will be
cancelled.”

“I figure we’ll be here. Should stop snowing
by midnight. The crews will be out clearing the roads.”

“See you.”

He opened the computer and finished the note
on the last patient he’d seen. He had just typed the last word and
shut down when he heard the outer door close. The click of boots
striking the tile floor sounded. He scowled at the woman who
approached the desk. “What are you doing here? You have no
appointment.”

Laci Smith smiled. Her gaze roved from his
face to his chest. “I saw Sue leave and knew you would be alone.”
She placed a heart-shaped box of candy on the desk. “My dear
doctor, you need a Valentine.”

Her slick, throaty voice slid over the words.
She leaned forward so the only thing he saw was her cleavage. His
hands tightened. Not you. Not ever. “This isn’t
appropriate.” He reached for his tablet. “Take care driving
home.”

She ran her tongue over her fleshy lips.
“You’re the one to take care. I live in town. With the storm
growing stronger, you can stay at my place. I’ll gladly put you
up.”

“Not happening.” Dave collected his mail and
shoved it in the tablet case. “I have things to do at the Bonnetts’
house.”

She turned toward the door. “The time will
come. I always get my way.”

“Not this time.” Dave shook his head. “Maybe
my sister’s kids will enjoy the candy. She and her children will be
staying with me until I leave.” At least he hoped they would. That
might prevent any more inappropriate advances.

As soon as the outer door closed, he pulled
on his parka and gloves. He grabbed the tablet case and glared at
the candy. He couldn’t leave it, especially since they’d recently
had the exterminator in for the discovery of several mice. The rule
was no food left in the clinic overnight.

He walked to the car and drove to the grocery
to pick up his order and his dinner. During the two mile drove to
his borrowed housing, he drove cautiously. Took him nearly a half
hour. Mostly the wind was behind but the gusts pulled snow from
bushes and trees to occasionally obscure the view from the
windshield.

As he pulled into the driveway, the motion
sensor light flashed and temporarily blinded him. He would have to
check the angle tomorrow. The violent winds must have alternated
the light’s position. After carrying the groceries, tablet and
candy inside. He brewed a cup of coffee and carried the mug and the
sub from the grocery store into the living room. He settled on the
couch and reached for the letter he wanted to read. He glanced
toward the large picture window. Snow fell so heavily so only when
the wind gusted could he see through rents in the curtain of white
flakes.

What? He jumped to his feet and ran to the
window. Were those headlights he saw heading toward the house?

 


* * *

 


The wipers barely cleared the windshield. The
trees on either side of the road had become white blurs. Megan
gripped the wheel. A glimpse at the dashboard showed she was two
miles from the town. Exhaustion sapped her strength. She prayed for
a house where she could shelter for the night.

There. A break in the line of
snow-covered trees appeared. To the left, she saw a large dark
structure. A house? A barn? Shelter? She turned the wheel.
The rear of the car skidded. A bright light flashed. The car slid
out of control. She hit the brakes. At least she hoped she had. The
car hit an obstacle. The airbags inflated. Her head smacked the
driver’s side window. The horn blared.
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