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Author’s note



American Sign Language (ASL) is a language with its own rules and structure. What is written in this story in ASL is a translated version of what is being said and not exact English.



Dialogue code:

“I’m going to the store.”  - regular spoken speech

I’m going to the store.      - ASL only 

“I’m going to the store.”  - SimCom (simultaneous communication – both speech and sign)
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“T hanks for fitting me in so soon.” Blake Wentworth shook hands with the head of audiology as they left his office and proceeded into the waiting room. How fortunate that he worked at Boston General, one of the best hospitals in the country, with the doctor who was going to give his nephew back his life. Okay, a bit of an exaggeration, but he would certainly provide little Parker with a better quality of life. “I’ll make sure my brother gets in touch to make those appointments. In the meantime, I’ll check out the websites you mentioned. I appreciate the information.”

“Happy to do it, Blake,” Dr. Steven Virani responded. “I’ve heard good things about you up in pediatrics.” The older physician glanced around the room, smiling as he saw the occupants.

Blake checked out the room, too. Dr. Virani had mentioned setting him up with an advocate to help answer questions while he did his research on cochlear implants, but the only people in the room were two women and a small child. They were both sitting on the floor, waving their hands in front of the toddler. 

One was maybe mid-thirties, dark hair pulled into a ponytail, wearing jeans and a t-shirt. The child was sitting in her lap. The other one he could only see from the back, her shoulder length, strawberry blonde hair hanging in loose curls around her head. Her dress slacks and blouse were more business casual, though she seemed too young to be the advocate.

Dr. Virani walked over to the women, tapping the blonde on the shoulder. As she looked up, Blake paused in his step. Her eyes. They were a deep emerald green. However, it wasn’t only the color that held his attention. There was something else about them. They were intense and focused, as if the person she was speaking with was more important than anything else. He’d love to be gazed upon by those eyes.

“Carli,” Dr. Virani greeted her. “I’m glad you’re here. I have a new customer for you.”

Those green eyes turned Blake’s way, and he found himself grinning like a teenager. Get a hold of yourself. They’re just eyes for Pete’s sake. But now that her gaze was focused his way, he’d better not make a fool of himself.

“This is Dr. Blake Wentworth. Remember I told you there was a newly diagnosed male infant, possible moderate to severe hearing loss?”

“Yes, I got the e-mail this afternoon. It’s one of the reasons I came over. Well, that and I heard Rosie would be here today.” She glanced down at the little girl now playing with some blocks the center provided. 

“Blake, this is Carline Jameson. She’s one of our volunteer advocates. If you need to know anything about cochlear implants, except maybe how to surgically install them, she’s your woman.”

Carline looked embarrassed, and Blake cringed at the obvious exaggeration. She didn’t seem much over twenty. How much could she know? And most of it likely book learning. Someone with real experience was what he needed. His nephew was counting on him. 

“I’ll leave you two to talk while I get on with my next appointment.” He looked down at the woman on the floor. “Mrs. Waters, you can bring Rosie in now.”

The woman stood, scooping the child in her arms. She gave Carline a hug as she passed, then disappeared with Dr. Virani.

“It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Wentworth.” Carline held out her hand. 

Blake took it cautiously. 

“It’s nice to meet you, too, Ms. Jameson.” The handshake was pleasant. Firm and strong, yet her hand was still femininely delicate. The rose-tinted skin was soft and felt very good against his. 

“Please, call me Carli. I’m not very formal, especially when working with families. We get to know each other pretty well during the process.”

Dropping her hand, he nodded. “Then, you should call me Blake. I have a million questions for you. You wouldn’t happen to have any time right now, would you?”

“Absolutely, Blake. I’ll try and answer whatever I can. That’s what I’m here for.”

As he scanned the empty waiting room, he tried to ignore the hunger pangs that had been rumbling since before he’d missed lunch. “Have you eaten? I’m starving. We could grab a bite in the cafeteria, if it’s okay with you. I can’t go very far. I’m on call tonight.”

“You work here at Boston General?”

“Yeah, been in pediatrics for almost a year now, but I’m still low man in the department, so I get night duty more often than I’d like.”

When Carli smiled at him, his grin returned. Really, how old was he? Turning toward the door, she looked back when he continued to stand in place. “The cafeteria?”

“Yeah, sorry. Must be my blood sugar playing havoc on me. Better get something to eat soon.”

“How old is your son?” Carli asked as they strolled down the hallway to the elevator. 

He squinted in confusion. “My son? You mean the infant. Actually, he’s my nephew, my brother’s boy. He’s six months old. Still can’t believe they didn’t pick this up on the newborn screening. I’m kicking myself that I didn’t figure it out before now.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Carli replied softly. Where was she from? Her voice had a lilting tone to it, and her speech was slightly different. An accent of some sort maybe, but he couldn’t place it. 

“The newborn screening can certainly miss it. If the baby twitches at just the right time, they count it as hearing the sound. At least you figured it out now. I’ve known children who haven’t been diagnosed until they were closer to two. It’s rare in this day and age with the technology we have, but it does happen.”

She had the most incredible way of focusing on a person when they spoke. Was it something she did on purpose to show respect and attention or simply the way she was? 

After arriving at the cafeteria, they made their choices for food, then found a small table in the corner. There had been only a small argument when he insisted on paying, and he was glad. The least he could do was fork out money for her dinner, since he was taking up so much of her time. 

Carli took a few bites of her Chicken Caesar Wrap, then wiped her mouth with the cheap paper napkin. The feminine way she did it made it seem as if the napkin was of the finest linen. His mother would love that.

“What would you like to know?”

Removing the fork from his mouth, he placed it back in his macaroni and cheese. Wouldn’t his mom cringe if she saw what he was eating. When he looked up, those amazing eyes stared at him intently. “This is all new to me. I’m honestly not even sure what questions I should ask. I need to know what’s involved in the whole cochlear implant procedure.”

After taking another bite, she answered. “I’m sure Dr. Virani told you that the child needs to be assessed first by a pediatric audiologist, a pediatric otologic surgeon, plus a speech language pathologist. There’ll be a series of tests he’ll need to go through just to determine if he’s a viable candidate.”

Blake listened while she continued with her spiel, watching her mouth move as she spoke. Full, pink lips fully formed every sound that escaped from them. Most of this he’d heard from Steven earlier, so he didn’t worry that he was missing anything. It was incredible just to watch. 

He needed to get a grip. Med school and residency had required such long hours that dating had been tough, and casual hookups weren’t his thing. It was probably just sexual frustration. Or maybe she truly did have the most wonderful mouth and eyes he’d ever seen.

“How is your brother handling the diagnosis?” Carli asked as he zoned back into what she was saying.

He took a deep breath, knowing how upset he’d been. It was a hundred times worse for his brother. “Harrison and Annie are devastated. They’re still in shock, I think. I volunteered to start looking at options to help Parker. We want him to have as normal a life as possible.”

“Normal?” Carli’s beautiful eyes narrowed. “You think just because someone has a hearing loss that they’re abnormal?” 

Blake stopped himself—barely—from rolling his eyes. Great, he’d stepped on someone’s toes. So many people were offended by everything these days. Now, he had to defend himself. “No, that’s not what I meant. I simply want to give Parker every opportunity to reach his fullest potential. You can’t deny he’ll have a much harder time without typical hearing.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Carli sighed. Blake Wentworth had impressed her so far, but his true colors had finally come out. Another one of the masses who thought hearing loss made someone less of a person. It’s too bad, because she had enjoyed talking to him. And looking at him.

His wavy chestnut hair had a habit of falling over his forehead, his hand absentmindedly pushing it back. His skin was still tanned from the summer, and his deep brown eyes reminded her of a chocolate Tootsie Roll Pop, the kind she’d always loved as a kid. Who was she kidding? She still loved them; she just wouldn’t ever let anyone see the stash of them at her house. 

His dress was casual for a doctor: khaki pants, plaid shirt, and sports coat. However, his tie gave away his profession. Splattered across it was a cartoon starfish. Most definitely a pediatrician. Nice that he didn’t take his appearance too seriously. 

And the boyish grin as she spoke? Endearing. The dimples in his cheeks didn’t hurt either. At one point, though she couldn’t be sure, he seemed to have honed in on her lips. Once she realized he wasn’t the father of the deaf child, his appraisal and possible interest had caused her cheeks to flush. He didn’t wear a wedding ring. Granted, not all married men did. 

But his attitude toward the deaf prickled. Relax. Be nice. It was always the way when parents found out their child had a hearing loss. They were in shock. Blake wasn’t even a parent, though.

“Why did you have the appointment with Dr. Virani instead of your brother? Is he a friend?”

“No,” he answered. “I only met him today, but I thought perhaps if I talked with him first, my connections here at the hospital would help to move things along smoothly and quickly.”

In other words, he wanted preferential treatment. Taking a deep breath, she smiled wider, hoping it looked genuine. Ugh. This man had only been employed here for a year and was already trying to work the system. 

No more judgment. A bit more information was needed. It helped knowing what type of people you had to work with, as well as what type of attitudes you had to overcome.

“Where do your brother and sister-in-law live?”

“In Westover.” 

Carli kept her smile in place, gritting her teeth. Westover was an exclusive community north of Boston. Middle class families need not apply. Wealthy families always made her job a bit more difficult. They wanted miracles, thought money could buy those miracles. Unfortunately, there were no miracles that could make a deaf person hear again; not even cochlear implants. Trying to convince them of it wasn’t always easy.

“Do you live there as well?”

Blake shook his head. “I grew up in Westover, and my parents still live there, but I have a townhouse in the Back Bay near Beacon Street. Makes it a bit easier to commute to the hospital for work. I can walk it in ten minutes.”

Back Bay. Okay, no starving first year doctor here. Parents who lived in Westover would be affluent and probably paid for his schooling. No wonder he thought he could waltz in and bypass all the protocols. 

“Was the baby—Parker, you said his name was—was he born at Westover Hospital?”

“Yes. Now, I wish I had insisted they deliver here at BGH. We may have been able to pick up Parker’s hearing loss earlier.”

“Westover Hospital has an excellent reputation, and the hearing loss could have been there at birth or come on any time since then. There are many possibilities. You can’t beat yourself up over it. It isn’t anyone’s fault. The important thing is that you and your family get on with accepting it and secure your nephew the services he needs.”

He looked resigned. “I know you’re right. I went into medicine to help people, and I almost feel like I failed my brother and nephew by not figuring this out sooner.”

“Blake.” She reached over to lay her hand on his. “He’s only six months old. I know you think getting him cochlear implants will help him be ‘normal’, but the fact is those are never even considered until after six months of age.”

“Yeah, Steven mentioned that. But Parker is six months now. I don’t see why we can’t just go ahead and do it.”

Leaning back, she stared at his handsome face. This was always a hard part for the family of a newly diagnosed child. In this case, she’d need to convince Blake and then do it all over again with his brother. “You’re a doctor, Blake. You know that certain procedures require protocols to be followed. They won’t even consider implants until after an in-depth screening by several professionals and a six-month trial of hearing aids. Medical tests will need to be conducted as well. You can’t just wheel a child into surgery and plunk them in.”

His face fell, and the urge to reach out to him again was strong. He wanted to help his nephew. The obvious love there was sweet, but he needed to face some cold hard facts, too. 

“What do your brother and sister-in-law do for work? Are they able to take days off on occasion?”

“My brother, Harrison, works for the family company, Wentworth Industries. He can take off if he needs to. My dad is the CEO, and Harrison is the Chief Financial Officer. Annie, his wife, doesn’t work. She’s home with Parker right now. Before she got pregnant, she did mostly charity work with my mother.”

“Let’s take this one step at a time. Harrison and Annie need to first accept the fact that Parker has a hearing loss. Regardless of whether he’s a candidate for cochlear implants or not, he’ll need services. The sooner the better. Part of my job is to guide the families through the process. Why don’t we set a time for me to meet with them? I can answer any questions they have, meet Parker, and then we can discuss options.”

“That sounds like a good next step. Let me give Harrison a call.” Blake pulled out his cell phone and punched in a few numbers. 

She took the opportunity to finish her dinner. The lettuce was a bit wilted after their conversation, although the wrap could also have been made much earlier in the day. Blake spoke to his brother, then looked up at her. “What times are you available?”

“I work eight to four during the week,” she responded. “I’m free any time after that, or on weekends, or I can even meet before work, if that’s more convenient.” She hoped they didn’t pick the early time, since it took her a while to get to work using public transportation. A morning person she was not. If that was the only option, though, she’d do it. 

“The day after tomorrow around five?” Blake asked, holding the phone away from his ear. When she nodded, he confirmed on the phone, then pressed to disconnect.

“I told Harrison here, if that’s okay. Where do you work? Can you get here by five?”

“It’s not a problem. I work here in the hospital, too. There’s a room in the audiology department specifically for meeting with parents and children. It’s very comfortable and family friendly with a few toys for the children to play with. I find that some of the parents become less anxious in a warm, relaxing environment.”

“Sounds good.” He took a few more bites of his mac and cheese. It must be cold by now, but he didn’t seem to care. If he’d just finished his residency a year ago, then he probably wouldn’t care about cold food. Residents and interns worked hard and had little time for simple things like food and sleep. While he ate, she finished the pudding cup she’d splurged on. After all, he’d paid. 

Blake wiped his mouth with a napkin, then took a swig of his milk. “You work in the hospital. What department?”

“I work in radiology. Administration. I’m the one who puts out all the red tape you need to cut through.”

Chuckling, he said, “So you’re the one responsible. Remind me never to pay for your dinner again.”

She laughed. “I don’t make any of the rules yet. I’ve only been here a few years, and like you, I’m low man in the department. I’m hoping someday to be running this hospital. Then, you can blame me for all your woes.”

“Will do.” After taking a last bite, he stood up. A twinge of disappointment floated over her. Yes, the man was rich and somewhat arrogant in his thinking, but he sure was pleasant to look at. Eye candy, her sister would call him. Nothing wrong with looking as long as that’s all you did. For anything more, you needed someone with better qualifications. At least according to her father.

Carli stood up, too, and they deposited their trays and trash in the appropriate containers. Once they were in the hallway, he turned to face her. 

“I hope you didn’t take what I said earlier about Parker being ‘normal’ in a negative way. I simply need you to understand that, in my family, everyone is expected to live up to their potential. Having a hearing impairment will keep Parker from achieving this. We only want him to be important in any position he’s in.”

“I understand what you’re saying about his hearing loss, Dr. Wentworth,“ she said, trying to keep the censure from her voice. Did he notice the formal use of his name? She couldn’t help it. He didn’t get it. “What you have to understand is that you and your family need to accept and embrace Parker’s diagnosis. Being deaf is not an impairment. There are many things he can do and achieve even without perfect hearing.”

His jaw hardened, and he sighed heavily. “I know you deal with families like ours all the time, but you may not fully understand what we’re going through. How could you possibly get the devastation we’re feeling about this tragedy? Do you really understand the implications of being deaf in this world? I don’t think you can unless you’ve been through it yourself.”

Her blood started to boil. Hold it together. Remain professional. On her other shoulder was a little voice telling her to take him down a peg. It was Blake who didn’t understand. 

“Dr. Wentworth, I know I may be young and, in your mind, too inexperienced for this job. But I will tell you this: I do understand. I understand much more than you ever could.”

Reaching up, she pushed aside her hair on both sides. His eyes narrowed. His expression scrunched in confusion, but then understanding dawned. As his mouth fell open, his eyes widened in embarrassment. 

Now that her hair was out of the way, the curved processors over the tops of her ears were in full view. And they were attached to the magnets that connected to her bilateral cochlear implants. 

His lips moved like he was about to say something, but words didn’t come out. She didn’t want to hear them now, anyway. Dropping her hands, she walked away.
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B lake hurried through the halls, glancing at his watch. It was already five-thirty. Harrison and Annie were meeting with Carli Jameson at five, and he’d promised he’d be there to introduce them. Unfortunately, a seizure in the pediatric unit had needed his attention. 

His brother was hardly shy, but this whole situation had turned his world upside down. Like their father, Harrison was a man who took control and made things happen. Blake may have been the older of the two Wentworth boys, but Harrison was the better choice to take over the family business. These circumstances were ones Harrison had no control over, though, and he didn’t like not being in control. Like their father.

Blake had to admit to a small amount of envy where his brother was concerned. Harrison had a beautiful wife and child, regardless of the hearing loss. That wasn’t something he could even begin to dream of having anytime soon, but his brother hadn’t spent half as long on his MBA from Harvard as Blake had in med school. He’d been cracking books, interning, and studying for as long as he could remember. It hadn’t even been a year that he’d been an attending doctor. Maybe in another few, he might find the time to date and get married, but who would be willing to put up with the lousy hours he got while being on call or dealing with emergencies? Priscilla sure hadn’t.

Opening the door into the audiology department, he started for the room Carli had mentioned a few days ago. Voices came from inside. Would his brother be ticked that he hadn’t been here on time?

When he stopped in the doorway, he saw Harrison standing near the window, his arms crossed in his defensive posture, the one he always adopted when he didn’t want anyone to tell him what to do. Or when he was unsure in a situation. Most people didn’t know the difference. They thought it was just his way of being intractable. 

Annie sat on the floor with Parker in her lap while Carli sat facing them. Today, she wore a flowing pastel skirt and loose knit sweater. Those gorgeous strawberry curls covered her implant processors. How could he have been so stupid the other day? Today would be awkward, but perhaps with Harrison and Annie here some of the tension could be alleviated.

Standing silently in the doorway, he watched Carli and Annie talk. Harrison listened intently but remained quiet. That was his brother. Gathering all the information first, processing it, and then making some decisions. Harrison was scared and upset, but he’d never admit it. It was part of who he was. 

The information Carli was giving them was the same he’d gotten the other day. Listening now, he realized how knowledgeable she was on the subject. Why hadn’t he seen this two days ago? It was also apparent that her speech pattern wasn’t an accent, it was from her hearing loss. Since it was barely detectable, she must have either lost her hearing later, gotten the implants very young, or gotten some great speech therapy. What was her story? 

Grinning, he thought of all the things he’d like to learn about her. The reaction she’d caused in him had stayed with him, and he still felt it as he watched her interact with Parker. Her laughter rang through the room, soft and lilting, as she repeated some words to the child and moved her hands in a repeated motion. Was she teaching him sign language? He was only six months old, but if he couldn’t hear, then he’d need some form of communication. That much he’d read on the websites Dr. Virani had recommended to him.

Her soft, golden curls bobbed when she laughed, and when she tilted her head, he caught sight of the freckles that dusted across her slightly upturned nose. Generous pink lips turned up at the corners as Parker cooed and gurgled at her. As she leaned over to tickle the child, she turned and caught sight of him. Her smile slipped for a second, then returned. Okay, she was still upset at what he’d said. Couldn’t blame her. He’d been an ass. One that wanted the best for his nephew, but still an ass.

“Hi.” He raised his hand to wave. How much could she hear? The other day she’d seemed to understand what he’d been saying to the point he hadn’t realized she was deaf. But had she gotten it all? In hindsight, it also made sense why she focused so intently on everyone. Guess he wasn’t special. Yeah, he needed to get over himself.

“Blake.” Harrison pushed away from the window to shake his hand. “I thought you were going to meet us here at five.”

Yeah, baby brother was upset. 

“Sorry. Emergency at the last second up in the unit. Annie, how’s my favorite nephew doing today?”

Squatting down, he picked up Parker to blow a big raspberry on the side of his face. The boy squealed in delight and kicked his arms and legs furiously. 

“Your favorite nephew is just fine, Blake,” she answered, rolling her eyes since Parker was his only nephew. “Carli has been filling us in on what we need to do. She’s wonderful.”

He couldn’t disagree but figured her opinion of him was a bit different. 

“What do you think of all this speech therapy and sign language she insists we start?” Harrison tried to hide his confusion. His brother hated having to ask for help. “Won’t it be unnecessary once Parker gets the implants?

“Carli’s the expert.” He didn’t miss the slight expression of disbelief on her face. “If she says he needs it, then I’d get it started.”

Annie got to her feet and shifted Parker to her hip. “We haven’t even decided if we are getting implants yet. I certainly don’t have enough information at this time. All I know is you want to drill holes in my baby’s skull.”

“Annie,” Harrison started, then snapped his mouth closed as he eyed Carli. No arguments in public. That was a Wentworth golden rule and had been hammered into both of them from a young age.

“Ultimately, it’s your decision.” Was Carli aware of the tension in the room? Kind of hard to miss. “But a Baby Sign class would be a great place to start regardless. Many people take this, even if their children are hearing. It’s a way for infants to communicate effectively before they begin to speak. There’s a trial class next Monday night in Stoneham. People can see if they want to commit, and you can register right there if you’re interested.”

Annie asked about days and times as Harrison scowled. 

“I think that’s a great idea,” Blake said. “I might go to see if it’s something I’d want to recommend to my patients. Will you be there, Carli?”

Her eyes widened at his question, then she glanced at Annie. “Would it make you more comfortable if I were there?”

Annie bobbed her head up and down. “Yes, thank you. Do you mind? We could even pick you up here and give you a ride, since you said you take the T to work.”

“I can get there on my own. Don’t worry. No sense in you driving all the way into Boston, then back north for the class. Let me get you the brochure with the address and contact information if you need it.”

As Carli showed Annie the pamphlet, he approached his brother. “You okay?”

“What do you think? I take too much time away from work and Dad’s going to throw a fit. He and Mom want Parker fixed, and fast.” 

Remembering Carli’s words from a few days ago, he said, “This isn’t something you rush into, bro. It’s major surgery, and from what I’ve read thus far, there are possible negative side effects.”

Harrison’s brows pulled together and his lips thinned, but he didn’t say anything. The women moved closer, and Annie pulled him in for a hug as they said goodbye. 

After they left, Blake kneeled down to help Carli put away the rest of the blocks Parker had been playing with. 

“Thanks for your help tonight. Sorry I was late.”

“I work in a hospital. I understand how emergencies arise.”

“Did Annie say you don’t have a car? How were you planning to get to the Baby Sign class Monday?”

“I have a car.” She stood and brushed her hands down her skirt. “I typically take the T into work, so I don’t have to pay for parking. Call me a cheapskate, but I don’t make the big doctor bucks.”

“How about I drive you to the class?”

Her expression was wary. “I don’t want to take you out of your way. I’m sure I can get there on my own. Thanks, though.”

“Where do you live?”

“Medford, but—”

“See? It’s on the way there. Less car fumes in the air and another place to park for someone else. I heard you telling Annie the parking was limited.”

Her face tightened, and she forced a smile. “Fine, but what if you’re called into work. I’ll be left stranded.”

“I’m not on call Monday.” What other excuse was she going to throw at him? He’d shoot them all down. Not to mention, he still needed to apologize. 

Her expression showed she wanted to say no but realized it made sense. “Fine, but I’ll meet you here at the hospital.”

“You said you get out at four. We don’t need to leave that early.”

After stashing the basket of toys on a shelf, she moved toward the door. “I can always find work to do. Plus, I’ll need to grab something at the cafeteria before we go. I’ll meet you there at five-thirty. That should give us enough time to get to Stoneham depending on traffic. You know 93 north can be backed up.”

Her skirt swished as she left. There hadn’t been an opportunity to apologize. Next time. She’d be in the caf Monday, most likely by five to eat. He’d catch her then.


      [image: image-placeholder]The fork stopped halfway to Carli’s mouth. Blake hovered in the doorway of the hospital cafeteria, his gaze roaming the room. 

“What is he doing here? It’s not even five o’clock.” The words escaped before she could stop them. Hopefully, they hadn’t carried far. 

Still, Dr. Priya Khatri, seated across from her, looked up from her salad. “Who’s here?”

Blake had spotted her, nodded, then moved to get in line for food. Maybe he planned to leave her alone until their suggested meeting time of five-thirty, which would be great because his presence made her a little unbalanced. Like when her CIs were first turned on.

“No one.” She lifted the fork back to her mouth to avoid the conversation she knew her friend, who was a radiologist in her department, would want to have.

“Your cheeks are pink,” Priya said, her mouth twisted to the side. Unfortunately, when she looked around, Blake was headed their way with a tray in his hands. “Ooh, he’s yummy. Your dessert?”

“Stop. It’s totally business.” 

“Too bad.” Her friend held her water bottle in front of her mouth to hide what she was saying from the man approaching. “I consulted with him a few weeks ago on one of his patients. He was quite nice. Personality and good looks.”

“Dr. Khatri, good to see you again. Carli.” Yes, that boyish smile was charming. “Can I join you, ladies?”

“Of course.” Priya indicated the chair next to Carli. There’d be payback for this.

“I didn’t expect to see you until five-thirty.” Had she kept the annoyance from her voice?

“You’d planned to meet?” The radiologist smirked, though her eyes narrowed in clear annoyance that she hadn’t been let in on the secret.

“It’s business. I’m working with Dr. Wentworth’s family, getting them information and resources. We’re carpooling to a Baby Sign class tonight.” Yeah, carpooling sounded better than he was giving her a ride. More professional and job oriented.

After taking a bite of his chicken sandwich and chewing, Blake said, “I needed some food, too. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“No intrusion at all.” Priya waved her short, manicured nails in the air, the soft rose color blending nicely with her warm bronze complexion. Carli rarely painted her nails. It could be distracting if she was signing with someone. 

Carli finished her rice bowl as the two doctors conversed about the young patient they’d shared who had broken his arm. Even though she had a degree in business and was working on her Masters, too often she felt stupid next to these highly educated physicians.

“Well, I’ll let you get on with your day.” Priya picked up her tray. 

“It was great chatting with you again.” Blake’s gaze roamed over the Indian beauty. Next to Priya, Carli felt plain. Dark, silky hair surrounded the woman’s exotic face, and the small diamond that winked on the side of her nose added to her appeal. Was Blake interested in her? And why should it bother her if he was? They were decidedly more suited to each other.

“I’ll be done in a minute, if you don’t mind waiting.” He took a drink of his water, and Carli observed as his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, moving the knot in his tie. This one had pumpkins all over it.

Lifting the tie, he grinned. “All the kids today wanted to tell me what they were wearing for their Halloween costume next week.”

“Will you be at the big party the children’s unit has?”

“Of course. The staff is still trying to figure out a theme. Any ideas?”

Movie star, superhero, Prince Charming. Something glamorous obviously. “How about a clown?”

“I’d thought of that,” he said, “but there are some kids who are afraid of clowns. We didn’t want anything too scary. There are a few young ones in the unit.”

“I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

Blake took his last bite and stood. After depositing their trash in the receptacle, they headed off down the hall. 

“I’m parked in the lot around the corner. Thought it might be easier to get onto the highway from there.”

Of course. That parking garage was the most expensive one in the area. On the rare occasion she took her car to work, she used a lot almost a mile away because it was cheaper. They walked in silence until they got to his car, a silver Mercedes sedan. What did you expect? Your twelve-year-old Ford?

“My roommate’s name is Mercedes,” she said as he pressed his key fob and opened the door for her. Such a gentleman. “Says it’s where she was conceived.”

The leather seat molded around her bottom and legs, and she sighed at the luxury of it. The door closing behind her startled her. Blake got in, and the engine roared to life. His gaze focused her way. Oh. Had he said something, and she’d been too distracted by the comfort of the seats and the sound of the engine?

“Excuse me.”

“I asked about your roommate.” Shaking his head, he said, “Never mind. Where are we going, so I can program the GPS?”

Buckling her seat belt, she gave him the address, still fuming at the brush off. Not that she wasn’t used to people refusing to repeat themselves. It happened far too frequently. It was one of the reasons she made sure to focus fully on everyone she communicated with. Being dismissed as too inconsequential to talk to was infuriating. When she’d gotten the CIs, she’d figured that wouldn’t ever happen again. Boy, had she been wrong.

“Thank you for coming tonight. I know Annie was a bit anxious about going. This is all new to her, but she wants to do what’s best for Parker.”

Blake faced forward as he spoke, and Carli leaned closer. Too close. His woodsy aftershave wafted in her direction, causing a reaction in her stomach. 

“I’m happy to do it.” Reaching into her purse, she fiddled with the small remote for her processors that she kept on her key chain. 

“What’s that?” His head tilted toward her bag.

“The remote control for my implants.” Typically, she hated to let anyone see it, but since he, or more importantly, his brother and sister-in-law were considering CIs, he should be aware of everything to do with them. “I can adjust the balance, so the volume is lower near the window but higher for your side.”

His brows knit together. “Do you want me to speak louder?”

No, please. Just what she needed was someone shouting when she’d amplified the sound on that ear. “No, it’s fine now.”

“How long have you had cochlear implants?”

“A little over ten years.”

“Ten years?” He took his eyes off the road for a split second, then turned back, his jaw tight. “I figured it had been longer. Your speech is very good.”

“Because I worked hard with an SLP and wanted to sound ‘normal’.” Had she put enough inflection into that word? It was something she still struggled with. 

His shoulders rose. “Yeah, sorry about that. I meant to apologize earlier, but…I get distracted with things at times.”

Like she was getting distracted with his long fingers gripping the steering wheel or the pull of the material across his muscled thighs. Eyes up. On his mouth, not his body. Oh, um…. Maybe not. Those lips were full and incredibly kissable, but she needed to make sure she got everything he was saying. Great excuse. Now, pay attention to what those lips are saying. In words. No interpretation allowed, even if they are begging for your lips to come and play.

“Were you born deaf?”

“Yes, everyone in my family is Deaf, except my oldest brother, Brian. Both my parents, my other older brother and my little sister.”

“Do all of them have implants?”

“No.” And they never let her forget she was the only traitor.

“What made you decide to get the implants?”

The million-dollar question she’d been asked too many times. “I used to go visit my grandmother down in Falmouth a lot. There was this girl who lived next door, Mercedes.”

“Your roommate?”

Nodding, she continued. “Yes. I wanted to be like her so much. She was great and learned sign language, but I know she couldn’t always understand my speech. Made me work even harder with my speech therapist.”

“The implants were so she could understand you more?”

“Yes and no. I was sixteen, and at that age when you’re very self-conscious of what you look like and how you appear to others. I thought if I could hear, then no one would ever make fun of me for using sign language or speaking funny again.”

“And even though your parents didn’t have CIs, they were okay with you getting them? I’ve read they can be controversial in some families with hearing loss.”

“Families in the Deaf community. Deaf with a capital D. And no, my parents weren’t thrilled for me to get them, and our insurance wasn’t great. My grandmother offered to pay, and my parents finally agreed.” After she’d hounded them forever.

The sun was low in the sky, and shadows flickered through the car. Would he think she was weird if she wanted him to put the inside light on? Probably. Not to mention it could be dangerous in this traffic, but she wanted to make sure she got every word he said. What did he think of her confession? 

“Were they everything you thought they’d be?” He seemed especially interested in this answer. Because of Parker?

“Yes and no.”

Chuckling, he said, “You already used that answer. You’ll need to find another one.”

“They definitely helped me improve my speech, and I think I’ve gotten a better job because of the fact I can communicate easier than typical deaf people. But it hasn’t all been fun and games.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Did she really want to get into the complete nightmare she’d gone through with the implants? Months of mapping and the confusion and pain, not to mention the backlash from her friends and family in the Deaf community? Since she’d only known Blake a few days, it wasn’t something she was ready to share yet. 

“This is the exit.” She pointed just as the GPS instructed them to take the next right. Maybe she could keep him occupied with finding the place and avoid getting back on that topic.

Luckily, he was focused on maneuvering through the city and finding a place to park. Annie had parked nearby, so Blake offered to carry the infant seat with Parker in it. 

“Is Harrison coming after work?” he asked as they settled inside the community center with the other parents and babies.

“Oh, um,” Annie looked around and mumbled something Carli didn’t catch. Blake didn’t seem happy with her response. The instructor walked to the front of the room at that point and started class, mostly an introduction of what they would be learning and why it was important for children to be surrounded by language. All kinds of language. After a while, they were encouraged to let the babies crawl around on the carpet and have each of the adults show them some signs that were meaningful to them.

Blake mostly sat back and allowed Annie to work with her son, while Carli helped a few of the parents with squirming infants or toddlers. One was especially fussy, and the mom kept trying to get her to interact. It wasn’t working. 

“I don’t mean to intrude, but I’m wondering if she could be sick.” Blake introduced himself as a doctor. “Do you mind if I take a look?”

“Yes, please. She hasn’t been herself all day. I thought she was just teething.”

Blake sat on the floor, and his lips moved as he made faces at the child. Carli couldn’t hear what he was saying, but she assumed it was something soothing. He touched the child’s face and neck with the back of his hand and then pulled out a pen from his pocket.

“Get her attention, so I can look in her ears.” His pen had a light on the end. He tugged gently on the child’s ear and tilted his head as he peered inside. 

“She’s got some discharge, and it’s a bit pink in there. Has she had ear infections before?”

Carli sat with Parker on her lap while Annie chatted with the instructor about class days and times. Blake continued talking with the mom of the sick child. He was patient and caring with both of them. Too many doctors were factual and informative but lacked a good bedside manner. 

It was obvious he loved children, not only from how he dealt with this child, but how he interacted with his nephew. Probably why he went into pediatrics. Watching men with children always made her melt. Why did it have to be with this man? It would be much easier if she could continue to be aggravated with him instead of attracted to him.
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“I ’m surprised most of the babies there were hearing.” Blake spoke slowly, hoping Carli could understand what he was saying. It was dark in the car, and she couldn’t see his lips. The implants should help, but he’d noticed her leaning her head in his direction when he spoke. The more he’d been with her and talked to her, the more he realized CIs weren’t a cure-all. It was her absolute concentration on the people around her that made her almost flawless in her comprehension of what was going on.

“These classes are very popular with hearing parents, as well, to help them communicate with their infants and toddlers. They’re all the rage.”

“Apparently so.” There had only been one other deaf child there, or so it seemed when the instructor had asked.

“Lots of parents think it will make their babies smarter.” The annoyed tone in Carli’s voice surprised him.

“Does it?”

“It gives them a language to use and helps them communicate better. That makes it easier for the parents to get answers from their children at an earlier age. I’m not sure about smarter, but they’re unquestionably more language enriched.”

“So where are all the deaf children? Is there a different class specifically for them?”

Carli’s snort told him the answer before she spoke. “If a deaf child has Deaf parents, there’s no need for sign classes. The parents simply teach them the way a hearing parent teaches a hearing child language. By using it.”

That made sense. “And the deaf children with hearing parents?” Like his brother and Annie. 

“Honestly, many doctors will tell these parents not to teach them to sign. They say it will stunt their language development.” Her tone of voice told him exactly what she thought of that advice.

“You don’t believe that?”

“Language is more than just speech. These doctors are thinking of oral language. Most people think that. But language is more than simply being able to talk. It’s how we communicate. It’s getting ideas across and knowing what others mean. No offense, but most doctors don’t have an in-depth knowledge of language development.”

What was she talking about? Of course he’d learned about language development. He was a pediatrician for Pete’s sake. He knew what the milestones were for all the typical check-ups. Yet, after further thought, he realized maybe she was right. To a point. He knew what children should be doing at different ages, but how they developed that language wasn’t really studied in great detail. Too many other things to learn.

“I’m not sure what I’d tell the parents of my patients. I haven’t run into this before. Parker is my first deaf or hard of hearing child, and I pretty much had to dig through medical journals to get information for that.”

“Being at BGH, I’m sure you’ll run into quite a variety in your job.”

While it was true he was still new to being a physician, after so many years in school he felt he should know it all. Naturally, he didn’t. He never would. One great professor had told them that. You can’t possibly know everything, but you can learn where to get the information.

“You were great with that little girl with the ear infection. I could tell the mom was really appreciative of your stepping in and helping.”

“Did she say something to you?” She’d thanked him but had seemed preoccupied with the sick child.

Carli chuckled. “No, but I could tell by the way she interacted and her facial expressions. She was relieved. Body language. When you can’t hear, you learn to observe people closely. Pick up on silent cues. When one sense doesn’t work, the others compensate.”

“But you have hearing now. That helps, right?”

Her sigh echoed in the enclosed space. “I now have some access to the auditory world, but I don’t have what most people would call hearing. It’s a big misconception with CIs. It takes a lot of effort to process the sounds that my CIs pick up. And I don’t always get it right. Even after ten years. Many hearing people think I hear just like they do. I don’t. It’s very mechanical, and often background noise gets in the way so I can’t separate the sounds.”

“Do you regret getting them?” This was important information that Annie and Harrison should know. Would their child thank them or hate them for making the decision for him? 

It took a moment for her to answer. “No, I don’t regret it. It’s opened up many doors for me, and there are some things I love being able to hear. But it is challenging. That’s why I became an advocate. My job is not to encourage people to get CIs, but to help them make an informed decision. To give them all the facts. The good and the bad. There’s plenty of both.” 

“Thank you for that.” She didn’t have to give her free time to help others, but he was beginning to realize it was her nature.

“Take this next left,” Carli said after the car had been silent for a while. Turning onto the street, he realized her house was only a few ahead, according to his GPS.

“You live here?” He stopped in front of a two-family that could use a coat of paint and some serious maintenance. 

“My roommate and I live on the first floor. We’ve been here for a few years. It’s convenient to the commuter rail and shopping.”

As she opened the door, he reached for her hand. The light came on, and he blinked. Her gaze focused on his hand holding hers, and he let go. Too bad. The feel of her skin was soft and warm against his own and caused awareness to rush through him. 

Now wasn’t the time for him to become aware of a woman. Maybe once he had a bit more experience and time at his job, he could think about connecting with someone. Not now.

“Thanks for coming tonight,” he said. She squinted in the bright light and nodded. “I know Annie appreciated the support and all the information you’ve given her.”

“Happy to help. Thanks for the ride.”

“Perhaps we’ll run into each other at the hospital. Or if Harrison and Annie have more questions.” Or if he happened to drop by radiology. 

“I’d be happy to answer anything they need to know.” She walked to the front door.

Blake waited until she slipped her key into the lock and went inside. The stray thought bouncing in his head wasn’t welcome. What else would make her happy?


      [image: image-placeholder]Carli pulled her key from the lock and closed the door behind her. The soft sounds of the TV floated her way as she shuffled into the living room. The closed-captioned words ran along the bottom of the screen. Mercedes lounged on the couch while her brother, Evan, sat in the chair by the front window. 

Who was that dropping you off? he signed. Had he been spying on her like he’d done when they were teenagers?

“What do you care?” she signed back while simultaneously voicing for Mercedes’ benefit. Not that Mercedes wasn’t fluent in ASL, but Carli liked to voice with her when she could. Her roommate was always honest if she hadn’t pronounced something correctly. 

I’m your big brother. I need to protect you. He cocked his head, his brown waves falling over his forehead. 

“You’re only fifteen months older than I am. And I can protect myself.” Dropping her purse on the table by the kitchen, she toed off her shoes and shrugged out of her light coat. “It was someone I work with. We were at a Baby Sign class tonight.”

Fancy car. Is he a rich dude?

“He’s a doctor, and yeah, pretty sure his family is wealthy.” Why did the thought make her scowl? Because she knew he wasn’t in her league. As if someone like him would ever look at someone like her. 

Evan walked closer and tapped her left CI. Well, since you’re all hearing and everything, you might have a chance with him. 

The disdain on her brother’s face was hard to miss.

Pushing his hand away, she said, “I’m not looking for a chance with him. It was a work thing.” One she hadn’t really needed to go to. Why had she? To make Annie more comfortable, right? Sure, that was part of her job as an advocate.

Then, why were your cheeks all red when you walked in and your face all dreamy? Evan teased. 

“Oh, shut up. What are you doing here, anyway?” She pulled a water bottle from the fridge and took a large swig. She loved her brother, but he could be a royal pain in her behind at times. It was October and chilly outside. Her red cheeks had nothing to do with Blake holding her hand or the smile he’d given her as she left the car. 

“Bugging me. What else is new?” Mercedes signed and voiced, her eyes going back to the TV. 

Evan flipped one of Mercedes’ dark brown curls in the air and made a face. Just making sure she doesn’t forget ASL.

“I live with your sister, you twit.” Mercedes swatted at him. “I’m not likely to forget how to sign.”

Her brother’s expressive face became Attitude Central as he glared at Carli. But you’re a hearing girl now. Why bother with signing?

“Because sometimes I get tired of wearing the CIs.” To emphasize the point, she took off her left processor and placed it in the case on the counter. The relief was glorious. “Plus, the batteries need to be recharged, and I could use a little peace and quiet.” There had been so many babies and people talking at the class tonight she’d become a bit disoriented. Then, trying to focus on what Blake had chatted about in the dark car. Too much stimulation for one day. 

Removing the other one, she said, “Which I won’t get if you’re here.”

Evan snagged her water bottle, took a sip, then placed it back on the counter to annoy her most likely. Dad won’t be thrilled if you get involved with this guy.

Mercedes cocked her head. “He’s a doctor, right? What’s not to like?”

I assume he’s hearing, Evan signed.

Carli shook her head. “Yes, he is. Dad’s a bit of a snob.” 

“Deaf Pride, baby.” 

Evan must have voiced this as he signed because Mercedes flinched. Evan couldn’t always control how loud he was, and with her processors off, she couldn’t hear anything. Mercedes rolled her eyes, a smirk on her face. Her roommate had known the whole family since they were kids and got along with Evan really well, hence the fact they were hanging out tonight, even when Carli wasn’t here. Mercedes had confided in her that Evan sometimes asked her to help him with some pronunciations. Most of the time, he didn’t care what other people thought of his “deaf voice”, but communication was needed on the construction sites he worked at, and that Deaf Pride spilled into being able to understand his job requirements.

I’ve got to go. Evan stepped toward Mercedes and cupped her face, his pale, work-roughened hands contrasting against her silky, light brown skin, then kissed her forehead. An incurable flirt he was. Especially with her roommate.

Turning toward Carli, he signed, Can you lower yourself to kiss me goodbye?

Stop it. She only used her hands. No sense letting Mercedes hear the hurt tone of her voice if she spoke. I didn’t get CIs to make myself better than anyone else.

Evan kissed her cheek. Love you, sis.

“I love you, too, you big idiot. Now, go home and bug someone else.” 

After Evan left, she scurried into her bedroom so Mercedes wouldn’t start her version of the Inquisition. Being with Blake had been enjoyable, but her brother’s attitude always rankled. He was her big brother, and it was his job to tease her, but she couldn’t say it didn’t hurt.

Many of her Deaf friends considered her a traitor for succumbing to the “hearing world”, yet most of the hearing people she knew and worked with still saw her as Deaf. It was like she was straddling a bridge between worlds, not being welcome in either. Where did she belong?


      [image: image-placeholder]“Did you want to take the Audi tonight? We’ll have to put the car seat in it.”

Harrison Wentworth looked up at his wife, Annie, as she asked the question. Pushing away from the dinner table, he calmly set his napkin down.

“Why do I need the car seat in my car?” Maybe if he acted surprised, she’d drop the subject.

“The Baby Sign class is tonight.”

“Oh, I have too much work to do tonight.” There was always work to do for Wentworth Industries. That much was true.

“Harry, I told you about it when I signed up last week.” No one but his wife got away with calling him Harry. His mother would have a fit if she heard it. Luckily, Annie only called him that in private.

She grabbed a washcloth from the counter, wet it, and began wiping their son’s hands and face clean. He’d started baby food recently and wore it better than he ate it. Something orange this time. 

“I’ve got too much to do.”

Her mouth tightened, and her eyes grew cold. “Things that are more important than our son?”

Yeah, he knew she’d throw that out. “Nothing’s more important than Parker. But this sign language thing isn’t necessary. Once he’s got the implants, he won’t need to sign. He’ll learn to talk like a normal baby.”

“Didn’t you hear what Carli said? Babies need a language rich environment. All kinds of language.”

He’d heard her. He’d also heard his parents. Continuously. Get that child fixed. He needs to be able to reach his full potential. Heaven forbid a Wentworth not be the best at everything.

“Isn’t Blake going with you? You don’t need me.”

Annie frowned. “Blake is on call tonight and can’t be that far from the hospital. He’s got a patient in critical condition at the moment.”

“If Blake doesn’t think it’s important enough or worth his time, then there’s no reason for me to go either.”

Annie pulled a now clean Parker from his highchair and set him on her hip. “Blake’s schedule isn’t as flexible as yours, and he doesn’t own the hospital. Plus, Parker isn’t his child. He’s already done so much just setting us up with the audiologist and with Carli.”

Yep, once again Blake rides to the rescue and comes out the hero, saving his brother’s child from being abnormal. Just what their parents needed. One more reason to applaud their firstborn son. Harrison was second best, again.

“I can’t believe you don’t want to do everything you can to make Parker’s life easier,” Annie accused. “He’s your son.”

“I know he’s my son,” he roared, pushing back from the table and standing. How could he forget the fact he’d fathered a child that wasn’t perfect? His own father reminded him day after day. “And his life will be easier as soon as we get these darn implants into him. Then, he can hear and talk like a regular kid.”

“Do I have to remind you that implants aren’t a cure? We’ve been told that numerous times.”

“You don’t need to remind me. But the younger a child gets them, the more they’ll be able to learn how to talk. I remember that much. Now, I have to get some work done.”

Annie’s sad eyes followed him as he took his plate and brought it to the sink. He was disappointing her, and he hated that, but he could just imagine what his dad would say if he mentioned he’d gone to a sign language class. There’s no need for that. Modern medicine is amazing. They can fix everything nowadays. Don’t let me down, Harrison. 

No, these implants needed to work. He couldn’t live with his father’s disapproval much longer.


      [image: image-placeholder]Carli tapped in the last number on the insurance form, did a quick check, and pressed enter. That finished off yesterday’s claims. It was still early, but already they had over a dozen new ones. Scanning the office she shared with three other staff members, she noticed Blake through the sliding window into the waiting room. What was he doing here?

After peering through the glass, he took a few steps into the office area. Carli stood up, but Joy, one of her co-workers, blocked her way.

“I’ll get this,” she said, speaking louder than needed, her hands moving in what she always thought was some form of sign language. “He’s a doctor and probably needs important information.”

And giving doctors information was part of Carli’s job, too, but no way she wanted to have it out in front of Blake. Sitting back at her desk, which faced the door so she could see what was going on in the office, she watched the interaction.

“Hi. Dr. Wentworth, right?” Joy simpered. “What can I do for you?” Leave it to Joy to know who all the young, single doctors in the hospital were.

The way Joy pushed out her massive chest and cocked her hip, it was apparent what she wanted to do for him. To Blake’s credit, his eyes stayed on her face. 

“Just checking on some x-rays one of my patients had done last night. Dr. Khatri already sent me her notes, but I wanted to get a look at them myself. The digital files haven’t been forwarded to me yet.”

“Carli usually does that,” Joy said, her hand waving back in her direction. Yup. Billing, insurance, files, she did it all if it had to go through the computer. Barbara was in her late fifties and still didn’t feel comfortable with technology, and Joy did as little real work as possible. On the other hand, she had the right personality to deal with the public, which Carli didn’t like to do. 

“She must be behind in her work. I can help you, though. Why don’t you come to my desk, and I’ll get that right to you?”

Behind in her work? The nerve of her. She did more of Joy’s work than Joy did. Her fingers tapped away, did a search for any of Blake’s patients, pulled up the file, and sent it to his e-mail. 

“I just sent that, Joy. Dr. Wentworth should be all set.”

“Oh.” Joy’s shoulders slumped for a second, then she straightened them again. “Anything else you need? I could pull it up for you on my computer if you want to see it right now.”

Blake turned toward her and smiled. “Do you still have that file right there, Carli?” 

She nodded, noticing the confusion and disappointment on Joy’s face at Blake’s use of her first name. 

“Do you mind if I just take a look on your computer? Checking for something specific, and I don’t have the time to go back to my office.”

After clicking on the open tab, Carli rolled her chair back and allowed Blake to sit. As he scanned the document, she brushed the skirt of her white dress, wondering if the red polka dots were too bright for the office. Mercedes had talked her into buying it, saying it suited her figure and made her look very retro.

When Blake finished with the file, he rolled back in her chair but made no move to get up. Seriously? Did he think she had all day to stand around waiting for him so she could use her desk? Still, Joy primping at her own desk stirred something in her that made her want to prolong the time with him.

“Have you talked to Harrison and Annie? How was the Baby Sign class the other day?”

Frowning, Blake said, “I guess Annie went by herself. Harrison seemed a bit irritable when I asked him about it.”

“Does he think the sign class is a bad idea?” She’d seen a number of parents who didn’t want to accept their child’s deafness.

“I don’t really know what my brother is thinking. I know he’s stressed about it. That’s one of the reasons I’m trying to help in any way I can.”

He got to his feet and waved toward her chair. “Sorry, you can have your seat back.”

“Well, let Annie and Harrison know I’m here if they have any questions.”

“I will. Annie can’t say enough great things about you. You definitely made an impression on her.”

But had she made an impression on Blake? And why was she asking herself that question? It was ridiculous to even consider he’d be interested in her. 

Yet he lingered in front of her, ignoring Joy who had skimmed past him a few times to get to the printer. 

“I, uh, stopped by also to see if, um, you were planning to come by the Halloween party on the Children’s Unit? It’s this afternoon at four.”

Did he want to see her again, or was he merely trying to drum up participation?

“I can drop by. I usually do just to see the costumes.” Her gaze ran over him in his khaki pants, button down shirt, and candy corn printed tie. “Are you going as a pediatrician?”

His wry smile accentuated the dimples in his cheeks. “I had a meeting early this morning, but I’m heading up now to put on my costume.”

“What did you decide on?” 

That grin again. This time paired with a mischievous gleam in his eyes. “You’ll have to stop by and see. You said you get off at four.”

“I’ll be up as soon as I finish here.” She’d make sure she had all her work done. Might even work a bit through lunch to be sure.

“I’ll see you then.” Blake casually touched her arm before he left, and her mind went into overdrive. She was great at reading body language and cues, and it seemed like he wanted to see her again. But did he really? Some people were simply outgoing and attempted to include everyone.

“You two seem awfully cozy.” Joy leaned against her desk, her head swinging from the door to her.

“His nephew was just diagnosed with a hearing loss. I’ve been helping the family with the process.”

“Lucky you. It’s not everyone that gets on a first name basis with a doctor and a personal invitation to the party on the Children’s Unit.”

“I stop in every year. Everyone’s invited. The more the merrier, and the kids love showing off their costumes.”

“Maybe I’ll drop by. I seem to be developing a bit of a sweet tooth.”

As Carly dove back into her computer, she had a feeling Joy wasn’t talking about candy. 
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