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 AUTHOR’S NOTE

 


 


It’s often said that opposites attract, but
exciting conflicts–from an author’s viewpoint-- can also arise when
characters have too much in common.

That’s what I discovered while writing the story of
Erica and Lock. At first, I struggled with the idea that both were
dealing with abandonment issues and self-protective behavior. Then
I realized that their similarities presented intriguing obstacles
that they had to overcome, with and against each other.

For those of you new to the Safe Harbor
Medical series, don’t worry about what you’ve missed, because each
book stands on its own. For those who’ve read some or all of the
earlier half-dozen books, I hope you’ll enjoy seeing familiar
faces.

Dr. Owen Tartikoff, hero of The Surgeon’s
Surprise Twins, is back in a supporting role, since Erica works
as his surgical nurse. Also, senior Renée Green, a hospital
volunteer, who first appeared in that book, now assumes a more
significant role. I don’t want to give away too much, but keep your
eye on her.

You’ll also encounter secondary characters
who’ll take center stage in future books, including detective Mike
Aaron, Dr. Paige Brennan, and Dr. Zack Sargent. As for sarcastic
anesthesiologist Rod Vintner, I plan to keep him around as an
entertaining counterpoint.

Welcome to Safe Harbor, or welcome back. It’s
great to have you here!

—Jacqueline Diamond, Brea, California
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It felt like a betrayal.

You’re being irrational, Erica Benford
told herself as her running shoes smacked a steady rhythm along the
earthen track. So what if all Dr. T talked about during surgery
this morning were those—she shuddered before mentally finishing
the sentence—those babies?

Babies. Honestly.

People often assumed that Erica had chosen to
work as a surgical nurse assisting one of the nation’s leading
fertility specialists because she loved babies. Well, she did, as
long as they belonged to other women. And didn’t intrude on the
intelligent conversations that enlivened her hours in the operating
room, conversations about everything from politics and scientific
developments to the latest additions to the hospital staff.

Shrugging off her annoyance, she glanced past
the civic center and nearby bluffs to the blue water shimmering far
below in late-afternoon sunlight. The Pacific Ocean lapped serenely
toward shore, while, beyond a stretch of luxury homes, she glimpsed
the welcoming curve of Safe Harbor, the marina from which this
Southern California town took its name.

Less than a year after moving here, Erica
still wasn’t used to jogging outdoors on a February afternoon.
Although she enjoyed the change from Boston’s harsh winters, the
weather hadn’t figured into her decision to relocate. She’d leaped
at the chance to escape the wreckage of a painful divorce and join
Dr. T—as most people called Dr. Owen Tartikoff—who’d been hired to
launch a major new fertility program at Safe Harbor Medical
Center.

Although people referred to him as her
“hospital husband,” Erica had never felt romantic about the
perfectionist obstetrician, whom she’d assisted in surgery for the
past five years. She’d been slightly worried when he fell in love
with Bailey, one of the office nurses, but, fortunately, his love
life hadn’t intruded on the O.R. Well, there had been some
discussion when it turned out that Bailey was pregnant with twins,
and everyone including Erica had happily attended the couple’s
wedding, but she’d assumed normalcy would soon return.

She hadn’t counted on the effect of those
babies on her doctor. Did he have to yammer about them at length
during surgery today? What a strong grip the little boy had and how
smart the little girl was, and on and on.

They were month-old infants, for Pete’s sake.
Tiny lumps with cute faces.

Tiny lumps that required frequent feeding and
diaper changes, as she recalled from the involuntary babysitting
she’d done for her younger cousins long ago. Over the years, she
and Dr. T had shared the joke that, despite their profession, they
took no interest in becoming parents. Her closest colleague, he’d
understood her better than anyone.

No wonder she felt betrayed. Her lungs ached
as she recalled this morning’s gooey account of precious baby Julie
and oh-so-adorable Richard.

Don’t forget to breathe, Erica
reminded herself, and sucked in a couple lungfuls of the crisp air
as she rounded the far end of the track.

That was when she noticed the man. How long
had this muscular fellow been pounding along behind her? When she’d
arrived at the park a short while ago, a couple of high-school-age
runners had been going through their paces. When had they left?

The newcomer caught her look and responded
with a slight nod. Erica ignored him. She wished her gaze hadn’t
lingered a fraction of second longer than necessary, taking in the
blue eyes and the thick, wavy hair that shaded from dark brown to
blond. Also, the fact that he limped and was pushing on in spite of
it.

Okay, she’d also cataloged the way his shorts hugged
his hips, and the appealing stretch of a Viva Arizona! T-shirt
across his broad chest. Very nice build. And not too tall, either.
At five foot two, Erica liked well-built men who weren’t so tall
they stumbled over her while dancing.

Oh, right. As if she were interested in
picking up guys on the track! She avoided gyms because she
exercised for her health and peace of mind, not to troll for
dates.

This guy apparently didn’t register her
scowl. He paced alongside—how irksome that he caught up easily,
despite his limp—and matched his stride to hers.

In Boston, Erica would have greeted him with
a classic “Beat it!” Or a simple, elegant “Get lost, buster.” In
California, however, she’d learned that opening remarks like that
were considered rude. You had to wait until the guy said something
obnoxious before you sent him packing.

“Which type of dumbbell are you escaping?”
the man asked with a sideways grin.

She hadn’t heard that line before. “Excuse
me?”

“Sharp clothes, and you’re in great shape,
which means you’re serious about exercising.” His eyes swept her
knowingly. “You’d enjoy the equipment at health clubs, so you must
be avoiding them for a reason.”

“Because I hate pickup artists.” She ignored his
slight wince. If his leg hurt, why didn’t he knock off running? Or
maybe he was reacting to her put-down.

Good. Leave me alone. Still, despite
her bad mood, it was flattering to have an attractive man show an
interest in her, considering her husband’s cutting remarks when
he’d dumped her. Also, Erica had to admit, it had been a letdown to
get lost among Southern California’s abundance of beauties. At
thirty, she’d grown accustomed to male attention—however
unsought—for her blond hair and trim figure,

Perhaps due to her ambivalence, her response
failed to dissuade her new jogging companion. “I’m not sure which I
dislike most about gyms,” he went on conversationally. “The camping
queens who spread their water bottles, towels and backpacks all
over the floor or the ones who yammer inanely on their cell
phones.”

“As if women were the problem!” Erica could
have provided a long list of men’s failings. She started with,
“What about the weight lifters who grunt and make other disgusting
noises? They’re enough to make you swear off exercise.”

“That’s only one.” His jaw twitched.

“One what?”

“One problem with guys. Compared to two for
women.”

Although she disliked talking while jogging,
she couldn’t let that challenge pass. “No, it isn’t. Pickup
artists, remember?”

“You’re saying women don’t pick up men at
health clubs?” He flexed his shoulders. Most likely that was a
masculine move to emphasize their bulk, which she had to admit was
rather impressive.

“Women might flirt, but they don’t leer,” she
retorted. “Besides, you can’t tell me you don’t belong to a health
club. I can see you lift weights.”

“You noticed? I’m honored.” Big grin, as if
he’d scored points. “I exercise at home.”

“And in public parks.”

“That, too.” The man edged close enough for
Erica to feel his body heat and inhale the appealing tang of
aftershave lotion mixed with sweat.

She decided to try a different tack to put
him off. “How’d you hurt your leg? Drop a dumbbell on it?”

He neither broke stride nor changed
expression. “Somebody shot me.”

Probably a woman you ran into on a
track. It seemed churlish to say that, so she asked, “Why,
exactly?”

“In the line of duty.”

On this stretch, they faced the police
department, which occupied a two-story stucco building in the civic
center. Well, that explained a lot. “You’re a cop?”

“Detective,” he said. “My name’s Lock, short
for Sherlock. Guess I didn’t have much choice about my
profession.”

“Your parents named you after Sherlock
Holmes?” Erica wasn’t sure whether to believe a word he said. In
her experience, men lied about almost anything, including their
names, to impress women.

“If so, it was less a tribute to his
detective skills than to his drug use, I suspect.”

“That’s cynical.”

“You never met my parents. Lucky you.” A note
of bitterness crept into his voice, and he eased away.

Erica felt an unwilling flash of sympathy. If
you could believe him, the guy had overcome a troubled background,
dedicated himself to serving the public and been shot for his
efforts. “Were you badly injured?”

“I gained some interesting metallic parts
that add to the fun of passing through airport security,” Lock
said. “By the way, it’s customary when a man tells you his name to
respond with yours.”

“Is that what you teach women about personal
security, Officer?”

He ducked his head. “Touché.”

That was a sweet response. Why was she
feeling so prickly with him, anyway? “Erica,” she said.

“It suits you. Starts and ends with a soft
vowel but that hard C adds bite,” he said. “Speaking of bites, you
hungry?”

They’d just met and he was asking her to
dinner? Still, must be near five, and growing dark. “What did you
have in mind?”

“I’m a good cook.”

Now that was nervy, expecting her to
accompany him home. “I’m sure we could find someplace near here to
eat,” she said. “Not that Safe Harbor has the world’s best supply
of restaurants.”

“Oh, you discovered that already?”

Something about his question troubled her.
“What do you mean, ‘already’?”

Lock took a moment to answer. Not a very long
moment, but up till now he’d had a rapid-fire response to
everything. “You’re not from around here.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Your accent.”

True, she did tend to use broad A sounds and
swallow the letter R, but tired of being teased by coworkers about
pahking her cah in Hahvahd yahd, she’d been working on her Boston
pronunciation. Anyway, that wasn’t the point. Some people lived in
a place for years without losing their old accent. “Have you been
spying on me, Detective?”

Maybe she was paranoid, but after her
ex-husband’s cheating and lying, she tended to assume the worst
about guys. In the weeks since she’d started jogging here, she
hadn’t noticed Lock before, but the police department was right
next door. He might have seen her walk to her sedan, then scoped
out her license plate. Also, the windshield still bore a parking
sticker from her old hospital back East, right next to the new one.
That was all she needed, another manipulative male.

Again, Lock paused for a second too long.
“I’m not a stalker. Look, I’m sorry if we got off on the wrong
foot.”

Erica halted in middle of the track. “As far
as I’m concerned, Detective, you have two wrong feet. Frankly, I
find you creepy.”

His head jerked as if she’d slapped him. “I’m
nothing like that. Which you’d realize if you got to know me
better.”

“I’ll have to take your word for that,
because I have no intention of dining with you. Tonight or any
other night.”

Without giving him a chance to reply, she cut
away from the track. It galled Erica to see the flash of hurt in
his eyes. As her feet carried her toward the parking lot, she had
to force herself not to glance back.

But she knew her weakness for men who
combined a rough exterior with an air of vulnerability. She’d
learned the hard way that you could never tame a guy like that. You
just ended up being played for a fool.

Still, as she slid behind the wheel, she
allowed herself one final peek toward the track. There was no sign
of Detective Sherlock.

Erica put the car in gear and headed toward
her apartment a few blocks away. She’d be back, though. No man
could drive her away from her favorite park. If he bothered her
again, she’d report him for harassment.

Well, maybe, said a traitorous voice
inside.

*

Creepy? Lock Vaughn had never been called
that before.

Irked, he whipped his gunmetal-gray coupe to
a halt at one side of the small shopping center lot, leaving more
convenient spaces for clients. Not that many customers showed up in
person at Fact Hunter Investigations.

In the case he’d almost completed, the
client, Ginnifer Moran, lived on the opposite side of the country.
Despite the distance, the well-to-do businesswoman had decided to
check out the stories her fiancé told about his ex-wife. If Erica
Benford was an out-of-control alcoholic who picked up strangers for
sex, her husband had been justified in leaving her.

If not, he was a liar and a gold digger.

None of the stories had proved true, Lock reflected
as he limped toward the investigation company’s door, wedged
between an escrow company and the Sexy Over Sixty Gym. In Erica’s
trash, he’d found a single wine bottle, plus a supermarket receipt
that listed a six-pack of beer. No sign of drugs or contraceptives.
A records check had shown excellent credit and a clean driving
record, while discreet inquiries had turned up a spotless
reputation at the hospital. As he could testify from observation,
she didn’t hang out at bars and she kept regular hours. The agency
Ginnifer had hired to probe Erica’s previous life in Boston had
come up empty-handed, as well.

The nurse’s only sins appeared to be an over
reliance on take-out food and a rush to judgment on men—Lock in
particular. But given a lying ex-husband intent on blackening her
name, she had good reason to be suspicious.

Also, she’d been right. Lock did have an
ulterior motive.

Still, creepy? The word rankled. He
might not be the world’s smoothest operator, but he’d never had a
problem interesting ladies when he put forth the effort.

He opened the door stenciled with the
agency’s name and paused to rub his sore thigh before tackling the
flight of stairs to the second-floor office. If he worked for
someone else, he’d have insisted on an elevator. Being co-owner
meant he appreciated the modest rent and considered this climb part
of his rehab. On a bad day, he could use the service elevator, but
the way it creaked and jerked hurt his leg just as much, without
the benefit of exercise.

Last spring, after he and his foster brother,
Mike Aaron, bought this agency in their native Southern California,
Lock had handed in his two-week notice at the sheriff’s department
in Flagstaff, Arizona. The next day, while off duty, he’d stumbled
across a bank holdup. The robber’s aim hadn’t been as good as
Lock’s, but it had done enough damage to lay him up for months. He
regretted not being able to arrive sooner to join Mike, whose
friendship had helped him stay straight during his difficult teen
years.

Slowly, Lock stumped up the steps. Despite
the pain, it had felt good to stretch out on a track. He just
wished he hadn’t been there to fulfill a final demand by the
client. Left to his own conscience, Lock would have refused to try
to pick up Erica Benford, even though, had she fallen for it, he’d
have faked an emergency phone call rather than take her home.

He wasn’t sure what accepting his invitation
would have proved, anyway. Agreeing to let him cook dinner was a
far cry from leaping into bed. And even if she had, so what? Nobody
these days expected a single woman to live like a hermit.

But the client was willing to pay well for
the firm’s services, and as Mike pointed out, owning a business
didn’t come cheap. So Lock had given it his best shot.

And offended a very attractive lady.

At the top of the stairs, he entered via a
windowed door marked with the firm’s name and paused to enjoy the
sight of the freshly painted and carpeted outer office. Framed
certificates, awards and commendations from his deputy sheriff’s
position and Mike’s work at the Safe Harbor Police Department lined
one wall. Across from them, a trio of paintings in splashes of
amber, coral and aqua depicted the Grand Canyon—eighty miles from
Flagstaff—at different times of day. Lock had bought them at an
outdoor art sale and shipped them here.

At the reception desk, Sue Carrera, the
middle-aged secretary who doubled as bookkeeper, whisked a tissue
from the box in front of her. “Ready to have lipstick scrubbed
off?”

“No lipstick.” In such a small office,
everyone knew your business.

She set down the tissue box. “Silly me. She
wouldn’t put on lipstick to go jogging.”

“That isn’t why—”

A stocky young woman with short, straight
blond hair popped her head out of the report-writing room. “Did she
take the bait?”

Why did everyone have such a keen interest in
this assignment? “No.” Lock braced for a raucous comment about
striking out. That would be typical male commentary, and Detective
Patty Denny, while unmistakably female, had an ex-cop’s reputation
as one of the guys.

Instead, she nodded in satisfaction. “Good. I
was rooting for Erica.”

“Why’s that?”

“Alec likes her, remember?”

“Oh, right.”

Patty’s new husband, an embryologist who was
part of the medical team that had relocated from Boston to
California, had a long acquaintance with Erica. Patty had solicited
his opinion without revealing that they were investigating his
colleague, and reported that he considered Erica an outstanding
scrub nurse and all-around good person. Lock had also questioned a
male nurse who, he’d learned from Patty, was a notorious gossip,
and the fellow hadn’t said anything worse than that Erica seemed
standoffish.

The door to Mike’s office opened to reveal a
lanky, sandy-haired man wearing a pair of reading glasses he’d
acquired in the past few months. A result of all the paperwork,
he’d complained only half in jest.

“Batting zero again, eh, bro?” he asked, no
doubt having overheard the conversation.

“What do you mean, again?” Lock raised an
eyebrow. “I seem to recall drawing this mission because of certain
studly qualities that might—and I do mean this in the nicest way—be
otherwise lacking around here.”

“That’s kind of tough on Patty, don’t you
think?” Mike peered down from his six-foot-four-inch height. “Ms.
Benford turned you down flat?”

“Flat as a tortilla.”

Mike shrugged. “Guess that’s a wrap,
then.”

“Ouch,” said Patty.

Both men regarded her questioningly.

“Bad pun,” she told them. “Tortilla—wrap.
Wrapping up the case. That reminds me, I’m hungry. Got to pick up
groceries on the way home.” Although her dining preferences ran to
pizza and chocolate bars, Patty took her new role as stepmother to
a five-year-old girl seriously.

“Isn’t it your husband’s turn to shop?” Mike
had a weird habit of keeping track of all sorts of things.

“Yeah, but he tends to go out at lunch and
store the food in a refrigerator at work. He swears he doesn’t keep
it near those embryos, but I’m not taking any chances.”

Mike grimaced. “I don’t blame you.”

Lock checked his watch. Nearly five. He’d
like to write up this afternoon’s incident while it was fresh in
his mind. Every detail mattered, because you never knew when a case
might end up in court, where attorneys picked things apart under a
mental microscope. “Have fun at the supermarket. See you
later.”

The desk in his private office, next to
Mike’s, was bare except for a few manila folders and a copy of
California’s Private Investigator Act, which Lock was studying to
prepare for his licensing exam. That left plenty of room to open
his laptop and take out the voice recorder into which he’d
described the encounter while driving.

From below arose the faint creak of exercise
equipment, or maybe that was the creak of elderly joints being put
through a workout. Lock didn’t mind the muted noise. At the house
he and Mike shared, his brother spent at least an hour a day on a
treadmill that sounded as if it hadn’t been oiled since the late
Jurassic.

Both brothers disdained gyms, with their
complicated machines, body odors and rude patrons who failed to
rerack their weights and wipe them clean of sweat. Although Lock
hadn’t been kidding in his remarks to Erica, he doubted anything
would convince her of that.

As he transcribed and added to his notes, an
image intruded on his thoughts: of Erica’s small figure filling out
the pink jogging suit. As he’d approached from behind, he’d noted
the luscious shape of her derrière and the tantalizing blond hair
that bounced across her shoulders. When he loped alongside, her
fierce hazel eyes had swept him sharply enough to knock a lesser
man off his stride.

Lock couldn’t explain the jolt that had gone
through him. Chemistry, sure, but something more complicated, too.
A sense that he knew her. Not surprising, considering that he’d
been investigating her for weeks. But also, he’d had the strange
impression when he met her eyes that he’d caught a glimpse of his
own soul.

Now what the hell was that about?

His training had kicked in, and he’d sprung
his opening line on her smoothly enough. Still, he longed to find
out what his reaction meant, even though he knew better than to get
involved with a woman whose trash he’d rifled through, and whom he
was even now writing up in cold, analytical terms. She’d never
forgive him if she learned the truth, and he had an ethical
obligation to keep his private life separate from his professional
work.

Yet…what was it about Erica Benford that
vibrated inside him on a wavelength he’d never shared with anyone?
Maybe if he figured out the secret of that connection, he’d finally
understand why he’d really come back to California.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


The next day, a storm rolled in. Although the weather
forecasters assured the public it had arrived across the warm
Pacific rather than descending from chilly Alaska, the temperature
dropped and more than an inch of rain turned the dry earth to mud.
Much as Erica longed to go jogging, she stuck to the hospital’s
exercise room when it wasn’t being used for childbirth classes.

Although the rain stopped after a few days,
it left a soggy landscape that kept her confined. By Friday, she
felt ready to claw open the nearest hospital window and dive into a
bedraggled bed of petunias. But she couldn’t really blame the
weather for her troubled mood.

Friday marked the tenth anniversary of the
worst day of Erica’s life. It was also her birthday, which meant
someone might—if she was unlucky—expect her to celebrate. If so,
she’d have to plaster a fake smile on her face, because the last
thing she wanted to share with anyone was that not only had her
world been shattered the day she turned twenty-one, but she
sometimes felt as if she’d stuck the pieces together with glue that
might crumble at any moment.

Mercifully, a full schedule in the operating
room kept her focused. Dr. Owen Tartikoff loved performing surgery,
and Erica felt the joy radiating from his broad smile to the roots
of his russet hair. The source was partly the challenge and reward
of restoring women’s fertility, but also the sheer fun of working
with the hospital’s state-of-the-art equipment.

While the use of thin scopes fitted with
cameras had become routine in surgery, doctors at Safe Harbor had
access to a million-dollar system called a da Vinci robot. For
complex procedures, Dr. T would sit at the console’s controls,
viewing the surgical site through a high-resolution endoscopic
camera, and maneuver several robotic arms with jointed wrists that
were able to refine the surgery to a precision even the most
skilled hands couldn’t produce.

“Coolest tools in the world,” the
obstetrician remarked gleefully as he performed a myomectomy to
remove uterine fibroids from a thirty-five-year-old patient who’d
been trying to get pregnant for years.

Erica handed a sterile instrument to Dr. Zack
Sargent, who was assisting. He followed Dr. T’s instructions to
retract some patient tissue. “So, do we have a date yet for Ms.
Garcia’s arrival?” Zack asked.

“You just can’t wait to get that egg-donor
program started, can you?” remarked anesthesiologist Rod Vintner
from the specialized computer terminal where he monitored the
patient’s vital signs.

“Some of us enjoy helping women have babies,”
Zack said dryly.

“Seems to be a lot of that going around.” Rod
was as cynical about babies as Erica.

“I’m afraid everything’s on hold until
September,” Dr. T said. “Jan’s current hospital is invoking some
contractual right or other.” He’d jumped at the chance to hire
nurse administrator Jan Garcia to coordinate the planned egg-donor
program at Safe Harbor. It was a program that particularly
interested Zack, an earnest young ob-gyn.

Erica was disappointed about the delay, too, although
not because of any interest in the new project. She liked Jan, with
whom she’d worked in Boston before Jan took the Houston job three
years ago. It would be nice to see her again and to have a female
friend here in California.

“That’s a bummer,” Zack said. “As you’ve
pointed out, the staff’s having a post-holiday letdown. And our
publicity’s dropped off since the grand opening.”

“The press has a short memory,” Owen
observed. “That can be a curse or a blessing.”

Last September had marked the official launch
of the fertility program. Thanks in part to Dr. T’s fame and a new
procedure he’d pioneered, the event had drawn widespread interest
from the media. There’d also been unwelcome coverage of his half
brother’s indictment in a fraud scheme, for which the man was now
serving a long sentence.

Personally, Erica could do without seeing the
hospital’s name splashed across the news. Still, a for-profit
facility depended on attracting new patients, and while the public
relations director did her best, she couldn’t single-handedly keep
Safe Harbor Medical in the public eye.

“I’m open to ideas,” Dr. T said from his
console. “As long as they don’t involve a reality TV show. The only
camera I want to see around here is that one.” He indicated the
overhead device that recorded each operation for later review. It
also allowed them to televise surgeries to medical schools and
other hospitals for teaching purposes, although they weren’t doing
that today.

“We could operate in our underwear,” Rod said
sardonically. “That oughta make the ten o’clock news.”

“For all the wrong reasons,” Zack replied,
without removing his gaze from the patient.

The anesthesiologist shrugged. “What can I
say? Sex sells.”

“You in your underwear?” Dr. T said. “That’s
a stretch.”

“I’m a sexy guy. Ask anyone.” Rod jerked his
thumb toward Zack. “Except him.”

Erica pretended to be absorbed in examining
the instrument tray. She hoped no one noticed the heat spreading
across her cheeks because of the picture that sprang to mind at the
mention of sexy guys. Thick, wavy hair shading from brown to blond, T-shirt clinging
to a broad chest, shorts hugging narrow hips. Much as she
longed to, she couldn’t keep the images of the breezily confident
Lock out of her thoughts.

She wasn’t likely see him again. Certainly
not until the park dried out enough for her to resume jogging.

“I’d welcome an idea that’ll build staff
morale and interest the press, not reduce us all to helpless
laughter,” said Dr. T.

“A baby photo contest?” Zack suggested.

“That’s lame.” Catching the ob-gyn’s
irritated glance, the anesthesiologist assumed an innocent
expression. “Just expressing an opinion.”

“What about another kind of contest?
Something concerning the fertility rate,” Erica volunteered. “But
not multiple births, of course.” That would be medically
inappropriate, since such births, while of interest to the public,
could endanger the health of moms and babies.

Owen nodded approvingly, sending a warm glow
through Erica. “You’re on the right track. That bears thinking
about.”

“Thanks.”

Dr. T gave further instructions to Zack, and
for a while they were all absorbed in wrapping up the operation.
Only when he’d moved away from the console did Owen address her
again, and then merely to ask if she planned to have lunch in the
cafeteria.

Erica checked the clock. It was nearly
three-thirty and she’d been on duty since seven that morning. While
she ate snacks to keep up her energy level, she hadn’t consumed
anything substantial during her half hour lunch break. “Guess
so.”

“I might see you there,” he said.

Now what did that mean? As she stripped off
her scrubs, Erica reflected uneasily that the doctor was aware of
her birthday. While Owen wasn’t the type who lavished his staff
with gifts, he could surprise you when you least expected it.

Or wanted it.

Deciding to avoid him by grabbing a sandwich
from a vending machine, she strolled to the second-floor break
room. There, she found the machine empty of everything except gooey
bear claws and salty peanuts, the same stuff she’d been snacking on
earlier.

Her stomach rebelled. Erica supposed she’d
better listen to the warning.

She took the stairs down a flight. On the
main floor, she caught a whiff of Friday’s special, poached fish,
and speeded her pace toward the cafeteria.

A glance showed more tables occupied than
usual for this hour, probably because the cool temperatures kept
people from spreading out onto the patio. Erica took a tray and
approached the hot-food serving line, only to find it closed.

“Sorry,” said the cashier from her central
register. “All we have left are sandwiches.”

Glumly, Erica turned to the depleted array of
foods and picked a small fruit plate and a glass of milk. In
Boston, she would have joined friends, but she hadn’t formed any
close ties since arriving in Safe Harbor. With new acquaintances,
conversations tended to turn to personal matters such as marital
status, which was still a sore subject. At her old hospital, she
hadn’t had to explain anything, because everyone had watched the
melodrama unfold in real time.

She’d met Donald Panzer while volunteering at
the substance abuse clinic where he worked. A former addict, he’d
earned a master’s degree in social work and now counseled others.
Energetic and personable, he’d showered Erica with attention when
she felt vulnerable, appealed to her nurturing side when she caught
him in lies, and cheated on her repeatedly. By the time she faced
the fact that her two-year marriage was a sham, he’d taken up with
a wealthy business owner named Ginnifer Moran and set his sights on
marrying her. Even though he’d readily agreed to divorce, he’d
spread ugly rumors about Erica, as if trying to justify himself.
She’d been glad to reclaim her maiden name of Benford and put that
whole mess behind her.

Looking around for an empty table, she
noticed someone waving at her. It was Ned Norwalk, the blond,
surfer-type nurse who assisted Owen in his office and with whom
Erica sometimes had to coordinate scheduling. Sitting beside him
was one of the hospital volunteers, an older woman with graying,
light-brown hair framing a strong face.

“I didn’t expect to see you here during
office hours,” Erica told Ned as she set down her tray. “Don’t you
have patients?” Although Owen didn’t schedule regular appointments
on Friday afternoons, he used the time for follow-ups and urgent
referrals.

“It’s slower than usual.” That didn’t account
for Ned choosing to buy coffee in the cafeteria when he kept a pot
brewing in the office.

“No wonder it’s slow. Southern Californians
hunker down when the temperature drops below seventy
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