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      As she walked into her apartment her cell phone rang. Amber Monroe inwardly groaned. Was someone from the hospital calling already? Had something happened to one of her patients? Concern had her stopping midstride and fishing in her bag for her cell phone. When she saw her brother's name she answered in surprise.

      “Adam? Is something wrong?”

      Silence. Alarm skittered across her nerves.

      “Mom? Dad?” She forced the questions through her tight throat.

      “No, our parents are fine.” His reassuring words made her relax.

      “What then? I just walked in from work.” She sighed. “It was a rough day.”

      “It's Shane, Amber. He…there was a horrible accident—a plane crash in the mountains near Beijing and I'm so sorry. He didn't make it.”

      Dazed she sank onto the nearest chair. Shane? Dead? This couldn't be happening. There had to be some mistake. Shane was too young, only thirty-three, he couldn't possibly be dead. She shook her head, wanting to scream in protest, but Adam’s heavy silence held her in check. She'd known Shane Reinhart her entire life, mostly because Shane was Adam’s best friend. For years, her parents treated Shane as if he were part of their family.

      One day, she'd hoped to marry him, making Shane a member of the family for good.

      “I'm sorry for you, too, Adam.” She forced herself to push beyond her own grief to consider what her brother was going through. “Are you going to be alright?”

      “Yeah.” He didn't sound convincing. “I still need to let Mom and Dad know.”

      “I'll be right over.” No way was she letting Adam tell her parents alone.

      “Thanks, Amber.” Her brother sounded old. Tired.

      She set her phone on the table, then buried her face in her hands allowing the keening sorrow and tears to come.

      Her relationship with Shane had only just grown beyond the friendship stage. But now he was gone.

      Forever.
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      Four months later…

      “Come on, Mr. Goetz, you're almost there.” Amber encouraged the older man who leaned heavily on his walker as he made his way slowly, painfully, down the hall to the community dining room at the Veteran’s hospital’s rehabilitation center.

      “Bah, I ain’t almost there.” The stodgy old man scowled and set his walker down on the linoleum floor then shuffled his feet to catch up. “I don't know why you don't let me eat in my room.”

      She couldn't help but smile. “Because I care too much about you to allow you to wallow in misery all alone, that's why. Look at the bright sunlight pouring through the windows. It's a beautiful day.”

      One rubber foot of his walker stuck to the floor and he lost his balance, leaning heavily to his left side. His weak side, thanks to the broken hip he’d sustained. His rehab stay was to strengthen the weaker muscles in his left leg, making sure he could perform activities of daily living.

      “It's all right. I have you.” She quickly tightened the muscles of her arm beneath his supporting his weight the best she could while hanging on to the walker to keep it from toppling over. After a few tense minutes, Mr. Goetz managed to get his left leg steadied beneath him and slowly shifted his weight so that it was equally distributed.

      Still, she didn't loosen her grip on his arm or the walker. “Are you all right Mr. Goetz? I promise, I won't let you go until you’re feeling steady.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I got it.” The near collision with the floor eased some of his crustiness. “I can make it.”

      “I know you can,” she assured him. “You’re getting stronger. And I'll be right here with you the entire way.”

      The tangy scent of tomato and basil filled the air as they drew closer to the dining room. Another two steps and he managed to get into position to sit down at the table where three other men waited. Without any help, he eased into his seat.

      “You did great, Mr. Goetz.” She moved his walker out of the way, but not out of his reach. She patted his arm. “I'm proud of you.”

      “You’re a sweetheart.” Despite his earlier protests, his scowl eased into a smile. Being near his cronies had already brightened his spirits. Which was exactly why she’d pushed the issue of his coming to the dining room for his meals. “When are you going to marry me, Amber Monroe?”

      She laughed. His proposal was as regular as the noontime meal. “Mr. Goetz, you know my answer hasn’t changed. I can't marry you, or anyone,” she added, sternly eyeing the other men seated at the table who often joined in with their own proposals. “Until I've met my goal of traveling to all fifty states.”

      “Huh. What's so great about wanting to leave here?” Mr. Sutherland asked. “We all signed the petition so you would stay.”

      She barely refrained from rolling her eyes. “I'm not leaving for another five weeks, Mr. Sutherland, so relax. Chances are you'll be home long before then. And please, stop signing petitions. This is my choice, not the Veteran’s hospital’s decision.

      “Amber?” One of the nurses gestured from the main desk. “Doctor Roland is on the phone.”

      “Don't let him hang up. I'll be right there.” She had paged the physical medicine specialist four times since the start of her shift to discuss Mr. Goetz's care. She forced a smile. “Enjoy your meal, gentleman. And remember, behave.”

      “Aw, what fun is that?” Mr. Baker asked in a plaintive tone.

      She laughed and shook her head as she left the dining room. Reaching over the desk, she pushed the blinking light on the multi-button phone. “Dr. Roland? I've been calling you all morning.”

      “I'm busy.”

      She should have known he wouldn't apologize and bit her tongue, forcing herself to concentrate on the matter at hand. “The results of the urine sample we sent yesterday on Harold Goetz indicate he has another urinary tract infection. I’m concerned about him. I’m not sure why we can’t seem to clear this infection up.”

      “Give him ten days of double strength Bactrim. Is that all?” His dismissive tone infuriated her. He acted as if he didn’t care if Mr. Goetz ever recovered from his infection.

      “I don't know. Are you going to bother calling back the next time I page you?”

      There was a moment of silence, then Dr. Roland erupted. “Don't tell me how to run my unit. I always return my pages and don't you dare to insinuate otherwise.” He slammed the phone in her ear.

      Ouch. Amber winced and hung up. Apparently the truth hurts.

      Irene one of her nurse colleagues on the unit stared at her with wide eyes. “I can't believe you said that to him.”

      “Yeah, well, I'm tired of him not answering our pages.” She sighed and came around the desk to enter the telephone order into the computer. “If Roland ever made rounds, he'd know these things for himself, wouldn't he?” Irene nodded in agreement, so she continued, “He hasn't shown his face around here for three days, at least not on day shift and not in the evenings either, based on the lack of documentation in the patient’s charts.”

      “I know. But still. I can't believe you actually said that to him.” Irene was a newer graduate nurse, three years younger than Amber. Although it was at times like this that Amber felt as if she were one hundred years older. “What if he complains to our boss about you?”

      “Let him.” She shrugged even though she knew Roland could cause trouble for her if he wanted to. Despite being absent more often than not, Dr. Roland was still the medical director of the physical medicine rehab unit. Dealing with him was one of those things she wouldn't miss when she left to take her traveling nurse position in Florida. Although she was worried about what would happen to her patients when she was gone. If she didn't blow the whistle and stand up to keep Roland in line, who would?

      “Do me a favor. Watch for the extra strength Bactrim that should be coming up from the pharmacy. Oh, and keep an eye on our patients. I'd better find Leanne and let her know my side of the story before Roland gets to her.”

      Irene let out a heavy sigh. “Okay, but if she asks me, I'll have to tell her the truth about what I overheard you say.”

      “Don't worry, I would never ask you to lie for me.” She met Irene’s gaze straight on. “I’ll tell her exactly what I said, along with the fact that he hasn't made rounds in three days. I’m pretty sure there are rules about that.”

      “Good luck,” Irene said.

      She flashed a grim smile. Considering she'd already given her notice and her last day of employment was August 15th, she didn't really care if her boss fired her. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She’d never been fired from a job in her life, and honestly didn’t really want to start now. Thankfully, she had nearly enough vacation time to cover the gap if necessary.

      Maybe getting canned wouldn’t be the worst thing, she thought knocking on the nursing director’s office door. She wouldn’t mind some time off. Even though she’d miss her patients.

      Three hours later the end of her shift came all too quickly. There were never enough hours in the day to get the work finished. Instead of firing her, Leanne made her sign up for an educational session about positive communication between colleagues. She was glad her boss hadn’t been too upset, and Leanne had promised to follow up with the chief of staff about Roland’s lack of making rounds. As she headed home, she debated whether or not the chief of staff would take their concerns seriously or brush them off. Surely she couldn't be the first nurse to complain about the guy.

      It bugged her that Roland was getting paid for taking care of his patients from the comfort of his chair on the other end of a phone rather than in person, using an actual stethoscope to do his own assessments.

      She brushed off the annoyance. Roland wouldn’t be her problem for much longer. The summer day was warm but not too hot as she walked the short six blocks home to her parent’s house. She rolled her shoulders hoping to ease the nagging ache. Grabbing Mr. Goetz so he didn't fall had strained the muscles in her upper back. Again.

      But she didn't dare complain not when she had to go home and help lift her incapacitated mother in and out of the bathtub. She winced, immediately ashamed of the selfish thought.

      Shane's death had taken a toll on their whole family. Amber had grieved for what would never be. But then she’d decided this was the perfect time to break loose from her family. To take the first step in her dream of seeing the world. She'd always wanted to travel but losing Shane had been hard. Then, her mother had tripped over their dog Murphy, and had fallen down the stairs.

      Her mom's broken hip was healing slowly but surely. Her dad watched over her mother while Amber was at work, but he couldn't do everything himself. At least her mother's hip fracture was on the mend. Soon her mom wouldn't need help at all.

      Her parents had been upset by her decision to leave home and travel, but she couldn't let her love for them sway her from her goal. Her dream of marrying Shane had been broken, but she knew it was time to look ahead. She'd lived vicariously through her older siblings for years. It was time for her to do something for herself. She missed having her own apartment, having been forced to move back home after her mother had broken her hip. There were also five other Monroe siblings to keep an eye on her parents, while she was gone. Well, really only three, since Austin was in California and Aaron was in Boston.

      Once she'd planned to travel with Shane. Her heart squeezed painfully in her chest. She'd known him her whole life, and just before he'd left for China, he'd kissed her, finally giving her a hint he was ready to take the relationship to the next level. Waiting for Shane to return home had been pure agony. Still, she hadn't blamed him for jumping at the chance to participate in a special surgical training program in Beijing. She would have done the same thing in his shoes.

      Losing him felt surreal. Any minute, she expected him to vault onto the porch of her parent’s house, demanding to know what was for dinner.

      A heavy ache settled in her heart. She missed him.

      As she approached her childhood home, she noticed a man with a cane standing near the mailbox. She estimated him to be in his early thirties, and he stood staring at the house thoughtfully. He was tall, at least six feet, his back ramrod straight and his dark hair cut military short. For a moment she wondered if he was a lost soldier looking for the veteran’s hospital, even though he was dressed in worn jeans and T-shirt rather than a uniform.

      He didn't seem to notice her until she was right next to him. With a polite smile, she greeted him. “Hello, may I help you? Are you lost?”

      “Not lost, exactly. I believe this might be the Monroe house. I’m looking for Amber Monroe.”

      Her eyes widened. She’d never seen this stranger before in her life. “I'm Amber Monroe.”

      “Oh.” He frowned, trailing his gaze over her. “I expected someone older.”

      She bit back a flash of impatience. She was twenty-six, not sixteen, and more than a little tired of people assuming the latter. It was humiliating the way she got carded when she went out with her coworkers, making her aware she looked younger than she was. “Well, I'm not expecting you.” She scowled. “Are you sure you’re looking for me?”

      “Yes.” Belatedly she noticed a dark blue duffel bag on the ground at his feet. He leaned down and carefully extracted a small, battered cardboard box. His facial expression didn't change as he straightened, but she sensed he was in excruciating pain the way each movement was slow and deliberate. With the solemn expression, he held out the box. “I have something that belongs to you. I'm sorry it took me so long to bring this, I was—unavoidably detained.”

      She didn't know who this guy was, and she was too tired to care. Crossing her arms over her chest, she silently refused his dubious offering. “Who are you? Why would you have anything that belongs to me?”

      “My name is Nick Tanner, a friend and colleague of Shane Reinhart. This box contains letters and e-mail messages you sent during the time we were both on a six-month surgical training stint in Beijing.” A tick spasmed in his cheek and his tone revealed no emotion as he added, “I'm very sorry for your loss.”
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        * * *

      

      Nick hoped she'd take the stupid box before he made a fool of himself by falling flat on his face. Every muscle in his leg screamed in agony. The bright sunlight beating down on his bare head echoed the throbbing in his thigh and sweat beaded on his upper lip.

      Shane's girlfriend finally took the cardboard box from his hands. His arm dropped to his side and he nearly closed his eyes in relief. He had overtaxed his injured muscles by traveling halfway across the country without the help of pain meds.

      “Are you okay?” The girl who looked all of eighteen with her strawberry blonde hair pulled into a ponytail and the sprinkling of freckles across her nose, leaned toward him. A frown marred her pretty brow. “You look like you need to sit down.”

      He must be losing his touch. He could have sworn he hadn't revealed any sign of his pain. Nick forced himself to look into the girl's concerned blue eyes. “I’m fine. I don't need to sit down.”

      “Yeah.” She scoffed. “Look, Mr. Tanner, I'm a nurse and I know for a fact you need to sit before you fall.” She gestured to the steps leading to a wide porch in front of an old white farmhouse. “There's some shade from the sun over here.”

      Despite his determination to get out of there, he found himself walking stiffly toward the proffered shade. “Dr. Tanner.”

      “Excuse me?” She set the cardboard box beside her as she settled on the top step. A large Irish setter came bounding out the door waking his tail and greeting.

      Idly, he reached out to pet the friendly dog, before bending awkwardly to take a seat on the steps beside her. “Never mind, call me Nick.” Taking the weight off his leg brought immeasurable relief. Forgetting his resolve of not letting on how much he was hurting, he used his good hand to massage the tense muscles.

      “Nick. Of course.” He almost smiled when she tapped her temple with her index finger. “I remember now. Shane mentioned you in several of his letters and during our video calls. You're a trauma surgeon too, aren't you?”

      The hint of smile faded. Shane. He had to remember why he was here. To pay his respects to Shane’s girlfriend. Mentally bracing himself, he turned so he could face her. “I was.”

      “But not anymore?”

      He swallowed hard and shook his head. “Not exactly.” Without thinking, he opened and closed his injured hand into a fist. His arm was coming along much better than his leg, but he was so far from being well, he couldn't imagine setting foot in an operating room. “At the moment, I'm more of a patient than a doctor.”

      “Hmm.” Despite the strawberry blonde hair and freckles he suspected those intense blue eyes of hers didn't miss a thing. “And you came all this way to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, to give me a cardboard box filled with letters, messages and mementos I sent to Shane?”

      “Yes.” He had a strong desire to tell her the rest to explain everything, but the words stuck in his throat. The truth was his burden to bear. Nothing good would come of telling Shane's girlfriend what he knew.

      Shane Reinhart’s death was his fault.
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      A little girl with blonde pigtails ran out of the house, banging the screen door behind her. “Aunt Amber, Grandma wants to know what's taking you so long.” Her eyes rounded with shocked surprise when she saw Nick sitting there. “Aunt Amber! Don't you know you're not supposed to talk to strangers?”

      “Yes, Beth. But Dr. Tanner isn't a stranger, he's a friend.” Nick almost smiled at how Amber stretched the truth for the child's benefit. “Tell Grandma I'll be in soon.”

      “Okay.” The little girl spun like a top and dashed inside.

      With an apologetic glance at him, she said, “Mom broke her hip a month ago and she needs help getting around.”

      And that was his cue to leave. He managed a smile. “Shane mentioned how the Monroe family was closer to him than his own. I can certainly see why he felt that way. Please, give your parents my regards.”

      “Why don't you stay for dinner?” Amber stood with a fluid movement he sorely envied. “My brother Adam will be here. He was a good friend of Shane’s. I'm sure he'd love to talk to you.”

      Sucking in a deep breath to ward off the anticipated pain, he pushed himself to a standing position. A dark red hot jolt of pain flashed before his eyes, momentarily blinding him. Wow, something as easy as standing shouldn't be so difficult. To distract himself from his weakness, he focused his gaze on Amber's youthful face as he recited her sibling’s names. “Aaron, Adam, Alec, Austin, and Amber. Don't tell me, let me guess. You guys are the A-team.

      Amber laughed, the simple motion lit up her whole face, making him suck in another quick breath. “What can I say? My parents have a strange sense of humor. You forgot my sister, Andrea, she’s between Aaron and Adam. Beth is her daughter. I have the dubious privilege of being the youngest. My sister has carried on the tradition, her children are Bethany and Benjamin. We can only pray she doesn't have four more. I'm not sure our family gatherings could take the noise.”

      He thought her family sounded wonderful. He'd heard bits and pieces about the Monroe family from Shane. Guilt over his death returned in full force. “You're very fortunate to have such a large family.”

      Her expression softened. “Yes, I know.”

      “Amber?” A booming male voice came from inside the house. “Beth tells us your boyfriend is here. Why don't you invite him in?” As he spoke, her father opened the door and stepped out on the porch. “You know your friends are always welcome. Hi. My name is Abe Monroe. My wife, Alice is inside.” Her dad held out his hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Nick Tanner, and it's nice to meet you too.” Nick shook Amber's father's hand, subtly shifting his weight to ease the pain in his left leg before it buckled and he embarrassed himself by doing an ungainly nose dive off the side of the porch.

      “Nick is Shane’s friend.” Amber rolled her eyes at her dad's assumption they were seeing each other. “He's a surgeon too, and was training with Shane over in Beijing. I just invited him to stay for dinner.” She glanced over her shoulder while opening the door. “Dad, talk him into staying, while I run up to check on Mom.”

      “Really?” The older man's eyes brightened with keen interest as he gazed at Nick. Amber grinned slyly as she left him alone with her father. “You were with Shane in Beijing? I'd love to hear about your time there, if you don't mind.”

      Nick could swear he heard the clang of a jail door slamming shut behind him. How was he going to get out of this? For a moment, he considered simply walking away. But then realized he owed the Monroe clan more than a couple of minutes of his time. Shane had called them his surrogate family. So what if he didn't have his pain meds and muscle relaxants with him? They didn't work all that well anyway. He could suffer a few more hours.

      To be honest, he didn't have anywhere else to go. Except back to an empty motel room. For years he'd roamed the world thriving on his independence. But since his accident he'd become keenly aware of his lack of a home. Of a family.

      “No, sir, I don't mind at all.” He forced a smile. “I'd love to stay for dinner.”

      “Great! Come on in.” Abe gave a hearty laugh and opened the door gesturing for Nick to follow. “I'll tell Andrea to set another place at the table.”

      He followed Amber's father inside the house and immediately felt surrounded by the warmth of the Monroe family. One entire wall of the living room was covered with framed pictures of the children, including he saw with a grimace, several pictures including Shane.

      And of course, dozens of Amber.

      In his humble opinion, she was the cutest of the bunch.

      He felt like a traitor stepping into this wholesome homestead. When he heard the tinkling sound of Amber's laughter, he knew he was sunk.

      His mission of returning the cardboard box to Amber had been completed. He had no intention of telling the family the graphic details about the plane crash that had nearly killed him and had stolen Shane’s life. The hotel had sent his bags to the hospital upon his transfer back to the United States, but had mixed up some of his and Shane’s belongings. He wasn't even sure how it happened, some phrase had caught his eye and he ended up reading part of a letter. Then another. Then all of them. Every letter and email Amber had sent to Shane.

      Then he'd suffered complications from surgery that had extended his stay in the hospital for another two months. If he was brutally honest, Amber's letters were the only thing that kept him from losing his mind during the long, painful weeks of rehab. He'd read each letter and e-mail so often he could quote them by memory.

      Bad enough he'd betrayed her privacy. What was he doing hanging around here?

      Meeting Amber in person hadn't helped exorcise his demons. In fact, just the opposite. Now that he'd met her in person, he only wanted to stay.
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        * * *

      

      Amber couldn't concentrate on taking care of her mother, not when she could hear the rumble of Nick's deep voice downstairs as he spoke to her family. She was more than a little intrigued by the tall, dark-haired stranger.

      Although he really wasn't a stranger, she silently corrected. That hadn't been just a line to satisfy her niece. Shane had mentioned Nick several times in his letters, how they'd go out and play tourist in Beijing after putting in long grueling hours in the operating room. Shane had also been impressed by Nick's skill as a surgeon. It was such a shame he'd been injured.

      “Ouch!” Her mother yelped.

      “Oh, I'm so sorry.” She winced and turned her attention back to the task of getting her mother out of the bathtub. “I didn't mean to bump your knee like that. Here, wrap your arm around my shoulder so I can support your weight off your hip.”

      “That's all right, dear.” Her mother flashed a forgiving smile. “Did you have a rough day at work?”

      “No more than usual.” With caution, she helped her mother stand then
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