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“Do you believe in second
chances?”


“I don’t know.”


He reached for her hands. “Let’s find out. Let’s
start over. Let’s be like phoenixes and rise from the ashes.”


“You mean that? You really want to try again?”


He released one hand so he could cover his heart.
“Yes. You’re a beautiful and successful woman. I’m even more intrigued by you
now than I was fifteen years ago. I would so much like another chance to get to
know you.”


A light breeze wafted under the overhang and onto
the gazebo. The air was ripe with spring. But it was Justin’s words that made
her catch her breath. “Oh.” Her heart fluttered.


Justin moved closer. “We’re adults now, Chandy. We
have a past, and a sad one at that. But that doesn’t mean we can’t have a shot
at the present. We won’t know until we try.”


She smiled up at the man she’d never really
stopped loving. “Then, Justin McCall, yes. You’ve got yourself a date.”






Dear Reader


Welcome to Justin and Chandy’s story. Love has the
power to transform. For Chandy McDaniel, that’s exactly what she needs. It’s
been fifteen years since a terrible tragedy left her overcome with grief and
guilt she’s never been able to shake. When her first love, Justin McCall,
reenters her life, Chandy’s torn between keeping her secret and sharing her
pain with the man who caused her heartbreak.


Yet neither can deny the attraction humming
between them, or the fact that the love they thought they had lost forever might
just be hiding deep inside both of them.


This book is special. When I was writing it, every
piece fell into place. The words seemed to flow from my fingertips and things
occurred that surprised even me. So please enjoy the story as much as I did
when I created it, and don’t hesitate to contact me and let me know what you
think. You can reach me through my Web site at www.micheledunaway.com or
through my Facebook fan page.


All the best,


Michele






Dedication


For all those at Show-Me Auto Body in Pacific,
MO, who have patched up my cars over the years—and especially for Michelle and
Dave for their kind words of encouragement. This one’s for you.






Prologue


For Chandy McDaniel, life as she knew it was
officially over. She wrapped her arms around her waist and tried to fend off
the winter chill that had enveloped Chenille, Iowa, and her heart. She stood on
the icy sidewalk, the wet slush from last night’s snowstorm soaking through her
tennis shoes. She didn’t care. Nothing mattered when her seventeen-year-old
heart was breaking.


“It’s going to be okay. I’ll write. Phone.
Hey, don’t cry.” Justin McCall, her boyfriend ever since eighth grade, crooked
his finger and lifted her chin. “You know I love you. Nothing’s going to change
even though I’ll be in Chicago. I’ll come back this summer. That’s only five
months from now. You’ll see. Everything will be fine. We’ll be together like we
planned. This is just a detour.”


Chandy blinked back tears. “It’s our senior
year. Couldn’t you have stayed? Finished high school in Chenille?”


“You know I wanted to. But my mom said no. She
needs me. She can’t raise Derek by herself. We wouldn’t be
going to Chicago if my uncle wasn’t there. He’s promised to help out.”


Justin’s father had died suddenly of a heart
attack, and the small life-insurance policy wasn’t enough to make ends meet.
Despite community support, the situation was dire. Mrs. McCall had been
struggling with twelve-year-old Derek’s behavior, and she had no family nearby
to help. The closest was her brother in Chicago.


Chandy knew she was being selfish in wanting
Justin to stay. But ever since the tall, shaggy-haired jock sitting in front of
her in first-hour history class had turned around and pierced her with those
baby-blue eyes, he’d been the only guy for her.


He wrapped his arms around her and then drew
back. “Hey, I have something for you. Don’t open until Christmas.” The holiday
was four days away. He reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a small
wrapped box. He closed her bare, cold fingers around the present. “Promise me
you won’t peek.”


She nodded and fought back tears. “I promise.”


“Good.” Justin’s lips smiled but his eyes were
sad. Behind them the front door slammed as his mom and younger brother exited
the house. Justin’s uncle had already driven away with the U-Haul truck
containing all the McCall family’s worldly possessions. As his mom and brother
cleared the porch and headed to the car, the house was a silent and empty
testament to the death of a dream. Icicles hung from the for-sale sign.


Mrs. McCall loaded Derek into the back of the
aged SUV and called to her older son. “Justin. We have to go.
It’s a long drive. I’m sorry, sweetie. He’ll write.” She gave Chandy a
sympathetic smile and, with a shiver, climbed into the driver’s seat and
started the engine.


Chandy and Justin had said their goodbyes last
night, parked on the old Quarry Road. There, wrapped in each other’s arms in
the back of Chandy’s car, they’d let the engine idle and the heat blow as
they’d made love for the very first time. They’d always planned on waiting
until they were married, but neither had ever expected this separation. They’d
had it all laid out. Graduation. College. Marriage. Jobs at McDaniel
Manufacturing. A house. Dog. Kids.


She failed to contain the tears, and they
streamed down her face and froze to her cheeks. “I love you.”


“Ditto.” Justin used the words Patrick Swayze
had said in Ghost, the movie out a few years back
that they’d claimed was their movie. He kissed her gently and then stepped away
as his mother honked the horn twice. Chandy held his hand, and he stretched his
arm out behind him, finally losing her fingertips as the distance between them
grew too great. Her arm fell to her side and Justin waved once as he climbed
into the car.


Chandy remained rooted to the sidewalk, her
lips quivering and nose running as Mrs. McCall backed out of the driveway.
Justin gave her another sad wave, his face pressed to the glass as the car
drove by. At the end of the block, the SUV made a turn on Cedar Street and
disappeared from view.


It was the worst moment of her young life. As
Chandy stood there shivering, she held on to the hope of dozens of
letters and long-distance phone calls, the hope that somehow they’d bridge the
gap. That their love would survive.


She never saw or heard from him again.






Chapter One


Fifteen years later


“Hush little baby, don’t you cry…” Chandy
McDaniel sang in a low voice as the runners of the wooden rocker made a
rhythmic thump, thump. The two-month-old in her arms
gave a soft sigh. Little Emily’s lips puckered and Chandy put a finger to her
own lips as Lynda entered the nursery. “Shh. She’s finally asleep,” Chandy
whispered.


Lynda, a fiftysomething pediatric nurse with
the St. Louis Crisis Nursery, nodded. “Good,” she replied in the same hushed
tone. “That little one’s had a rough day. I thought she’d never settle down.
But you always have the magic touch.”


“Thanks.” Chandy lowered her chin to gaze at
the baby she’d cradled on her chest. Smooth skin and perfect tiny features hid
the ugly truth. Little Emily’s mother was temporarily unable to care for her
daughter because her boyfriend had broken Emily’s mom’s arm the day before. So
Emily had been brought here, to one of the five crisis-nursery locations in the
St. Louis area. Chandy rocked more, unwilling to pass the infant over until she was certain Emily wouldn’t stir. She’d been overly
fussy today.


“You’re so good with babies,” Lynda observed,
arms at her side but ready.


“Thanks.” Chandy repeated, not breaking her
rocking rhythm. Chandy had been volunteering at the nursery for the past two
years, and her main duty was to hold and rock the youngest infants.


Finally convinced Emily wouldn’t wake up,
Chandy faced the inevitable, rose to her feet and handed the sweet-smelling
baby to Lynda, who was working the night shift. “You leaving now?” Lynda asked.


Chandy nodded. “Yeah. Tomorrow’s Sunday but
I’m on E.R. duty starting at 7:00 a.m. You know it’ll be busy. This weather’s
been far too nice. It’s more like May than March and every weekend warrior will
be outside overdoing it.”


“Yeah, I couldn’t believe that it hit ninety
yesterday. I thought I’d need to turn on the air-conditioning it was so hot.
Well, have a good night and I’ll see you next time you come through.”


“Definitely.” Chandy retrieved her purse,
signed out and headed for her car. The temperatures had been unusually warm all
week. Tomorrow marked the last day of summerlike weather. The meteorologists
predicted rain would move in Sunday evening and bring back the gray days,
heavier coats and umbrellas that were typical for the end of winter.


As she stepped out into the balmy parking lot,
Chandy reflected that St. Louis weather was insane, and even though she’d been
living in the city for eight years, ever since she’d done
her pediatric residency at Cardinal Glennon Children’s Hospital, she’d never
quite adjusted to the crazy temperature fluctuations.


However, she loved St. Louis, which was why
she’d chosen to take a job as a pediatrician at West County Family Health
instead of returning to Iowa. She enjoyed her job. The one minor downside was
that she had shifts several times a month at the nearby hospital’s pediatric
E.R. with which the practice was affiliated. Working in the E.R. added extra
hours to her week.


Traffic was light for a Saturday evening, and
it didn’t take long to get to her Kirkwood condo, a one-bedroom garden unit
located off Ballas Road that she’d purchased because she liked the mature trees
and friendly neighborhood setting. She parked in the garage and entered her
apartment. Her cat, Mr. Wu, met her at the door and followed her into the
kitchen, rubbing against her leg as she filled his empty food bowl.


She opened the fridge and removed the
prepackaged Cobb salad she’d bought at the local supermarket the day before,
then ate dinner while she checked Facebook on her laptop. Lisa needed a ball of
twine in Mafia Wars. Jenny had announced she was pregnant again. Hope was going
to Paris for two weeks. Chandy finished reading everyone’s status updates but
didn’t post anything herself—her friends led much more interesting lives than
she did. She didn’t really mind, though. She’d never been the party-animal type,
anyway.


She moved to close her browser, but before she
could log out a chat icon popped up. Her older brother Chase was online. Eight
years separated them, but after he’d become CEO of the
family company and married his soul mate, they’d become even closer. What are
you doing? he typed.


Just got home from the crisis nursery, she
replied.


Ah.


She chewed a bite of her salad while the icon
flashed, telling her he was typing something else. Chase would turn forty soon,
and his and Miranda’s three-year-old son, Bobby, was the cutest thing in the
world.


The chat window flashed. Stop thinking about
it.


Chandy leaned back in her chair and pushed her
dinner aside, having lost her appetite. She’d actually been trying to avoid
thinking about it, although she’d hadn’t quite succeeded. While holding Emily
she’d fought back quite a few tears. I’m not, she typed.


Liar, Chase returned.


Chandy sighed as Chase typed more. The
high-speed connection brought his words quickly to the lower right corner of
her laptop screen. It’s been fifteen years. Let it go.


Chandy drummed her fingers on the table. Chase
meant well, but he’d never understand. How could he? His son had been born
healthy. Her child had died before it had become viable. Just a mass of cells
growing inside her with no distinguishable features.


Yet she’d been devastated. She’d miscarried on
March 5, and ever since, the first few days of March had been painful. She
couldn’t help herself. She grieved for what she’d lost—and for the children
she’d never have.


Everyone thought that after fifteen years she
should be over her miscarriage. And the remainder of the
year she sent the knowledge that she’d lost her baby and could never have
another into the far recesses of her mind.


But every anniversary she mourned for what
she’d lost. Her last therapist had said that her behavior was normal and for
the first time, Chandy hadn’t felt like a freak. After all, at that point she’d
been holding on to the guilt for thirteen years.


I have to be up early for work. Talk to you
later, she typed to Chase, suddenly unwilling to talk anymore, even to him. She
logged out of Facebook and glanced at the clock. Not quite eight-thirty. Too
soon for bed, and far too late to go do anything when she had to get up at 6:00
a.m. for work.


So here she sat on a Saturday night, alone, if
she didn’t count Mr. Wu. As if knowing he was needed, her fat black Persian
jumped into her lap and began to purr.


Chandy scratched the cat behind his ears. If
she’d kept talking to her brother she knew what he would have said. Now that
he’d married and found the love of his life he was a regular matchmaker. He
would’ve told her she should find a guy and settle down.


But how could she? She might marry, but
marriage usually meant having kids, and the infection following her miscarriage
had robbed her of that ability.


She’d also lost the last piece of Justin and
the life she’d thought they’d have. While her grandfather had been supportive
of Chandy and her decision to be a teenage mother, he’d seen the miscarriage as
fate’s way of giving her a fresh start. Although he’d tried
not to show it, she knew he’d been relieved.


Chandy set Mr. Wu on the floor and went into
the bathroom. She could do this. Maybe this could be the year she finally let
go of the past. Ten years ago her then therapist had told her she had to face
herself. She’d told Chandy to list all her positives, reaffirming her personal
value. Chandy wasn’t sure her advice worked, but as she did every year since
the therapist’s recommendation, she started reciting the list of her assets
aloud.


“I’m a good doctor.”


She sounded so stupid. She gripped the sink
and forced herself not to look away from the image in the mirror. Taking a deep
breath, she continued.


“I work out. I eat right. I’m smart.”


The cat came in, sat and stared at her. “I am
not crazy,” she told him. He simply blinked.


She faced herself again and said the words
that she always said but sometimes had a hard time believing. “I’m worthy. I’m
a good person. It wasn’t my fault. I can be a whole person without being able
to give birth.”


She repeated the final affirmations five
times, fighting back the tears. Then she shook her head savagely, uttered a
small curse and grabbed her toothbrush and the toothpaste tube. Scarlett O’Hara
had declared that tomorrow was another day. Well, for Chandy tomorrow was
D-day. She squared her chin. Like Scarlett, she would survive.
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THE WILD PITCH THAT HIT Ben McCall in the
side of the head was one of those freak accidents that just sort of happened. Combine warm weather, a dry field and a chance to
get a two-week jump on the official start of freshman baseball practice, and
Ben and his friends had been raring to go. They’d met at the local park, and
the last thing the group of fourteen-year-old boys were concerned about was
safety. After all, wearing those batting helmets sucked.


But they were necessary, as all discovered
when the ball clocked Ben in the left temple and the impact dropped him to the
ground like a rock.


Thirty-five minutes later, Ben’s dad, Justin,
had him at the pediatric E.R. of a west county hospital. After initial triage,
someone installed Ben in an examination room where the nurse again took his
vitals.


“He was unconscious on the field, but no one
knows exactly how long. Thirty seconds? A minute?” Justin told her. He’d folded
his six-foot frame into one of those black plastic chairs that were never
comfortable. Today he’d planned on watching the NASCAR race and doing some
laundry. He’d been petrified when he’d gotten the phone call that Ben was
unconscious. Yet Ben had been awake by the time he’d arrived at the field.


The nurse finished the blood pressure check
and gave Justin a benign, flat smile. “The doctor will be in shortly.”


“Thanks.” Justin leaned back, placing his head
against the white wall. How many other fathers had stared up at the same white
drop-tile ceiling? He lowered his eyes and gazed across the room. Ben lay on
the hospital bed. His head obviously hurt, as he’d draped his arm across his eyes to keep out the light, and Justin could clearly see
the huge ugly bruise that had formed on his temple.


“You doing okay?” Justin asked.


“Yeah,” Ben replied, hardly moving.


Justin folded his hands into his lap. The
waiting was always the hardest part. He’d been in the E.R. or urgent care with
his son several times before. When Ben had been three he’d climbed on the
toilet, reached for something, fallen, and bitten through his lip. That had
required three stitches. When he’d fallen off his bike, that had been another
nine. He’d broken his arm at age eight in a skateboarding accident, sprained
his knee while playing soccer at ten. Otherwise he was a pretty healthy child.
Lean. Muscular. Already five-eleven. Just a typical boy who everyone said
looked like his dad.


Although, Justin did see a hint of his
ex-wife. Ben had Lorna’s lips and smile. He had her intelligence, but
thankfully not her propensity to waste it. Ben had gotten straight As in middle
school, although he hadn’t had to apply himself much. He was finding high
school to be a lot harder, and Justin prayed that Ben would continue to do
well. So far his son’s grades had been good. Grades were important—Justin
wanted Ben to go to college and make something of himself. He wanted his son to
be able to be more than just the owner of an auto body repair shop.


Sure, being a business owner provided a decent
living and Justin enjoyed his work. He also had good health insurance, and some
money set aside for retirement and Ben’s college tuition. But his life wasn’t
supposed to have turned out this way, and he wanted Ben to
have the choices he hadn’t had.


The knob turned and the door began to open. A
blonde doctor dressed in a white jacket entered. Her name was stitched over her
heart, but Justin would have known her anywhere, even after fifteen years. He
fought back the surprise as her name returned to his lips. “Chandy?”
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AT THE FAMILIAR USE OF her name, Chandy’s
head turned toward the man who unfolded himself from the uncomfortable plastic
chair. She’d entered the exam room, her focus on the teenage boy lying on the
bed. Ben McCall, according to the charts. A common enough name. Wrong.


She felt herself sway a little. What was the
probability? And on March 5 of all days? One in a trillion?


Fate had to be mocking her, for the man in the
room was none other than a grown-up version of the gangly boy with the shaggy
hair who had left her standing on the sidewalk in the cold.


Yet he’d changed…and not for the worse. He’d
become a well-built man with a handsome face. His blue eyes were the same and
as they had in high school, even after fifteen years, they automatically made
her knees weak. “Justin?”


“Chandy. It is you.”


“Yes.” She took a deep breath and found her
poise. Recovered. After all, a decade and a half was a long time. She was no
longer the naive girl who’d loved him and lost his baby. She
was no longer the desperate and depressed girl who’d waited for letters and
phone calls that had never come.


She moved to the bed and concentrated on work.
She was experienced in dealing with trauma, and that included her own. She
could handle this turn of events. She would handle the situation, and with
grace. She kept her voice light. “So, Ben, I hear you got hit with a baseball.”


“Yeah. Petey throws a mean fastball.” Ben’s
joke was accompanied by a wince.


“And you weren’t wearing a batting helmet,”
she stated, more for his benefit than anything. She already knew the answer,
which was obvious from the bruising and lump on his head.


“Learned that lesson the hard way,” Ben
mumbled.


“Yes, you did. Well, let me take a look.” She
lifted his arm and did a quick visual examination. “So how old are you?”


“Fourteen.”


“Freshman?”


“Uh-huh. I can’t miss baseball season. It
starts soon.”


He blinked, and she saw that he had his
father’s eyes. Would her child have had those baby blues had he or she
survived? She calmed herself, refusing to get further rattled, and continued
her exam. “I’m sure I can get you patched up by then. But once I do it’s a
helmet from here on out for all sports. No exceptions. Ever.”


“Okay. Can I go to sleep now?”


“Touch your nose for me,” she said. Ben tried
and missed.


“Touch your fingertip to mine.” Ben had
trouble making the connections as Chandy moved her hand and had him repeat the
process.


She stepped back a few feet and turned to
Justin. “I’m ordering a CT scan. I’d like a picture of what’s going on inside
his head.”


Justin nodded. “Okay.”


“They’ll be in shortly to come get him.” With
that Chandy turned, grabbed the doorknob and got herself out of there before he
could ask her anything else.


“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Dr. Paige
Walter remarked as Chandy returned to the nurses’ station. At forty, Paige was
a pediatric plastic surgeon. Over the past two years she and Chandy had become
good friends.


“Big ghost actually. A former high school
boyfriend. And his son.”


A son who was fourteen. She kept the angry
tremble from her hand. So much for Justin’s telling her she’d always have his
heart and all those other lies… No wonder he’d lost contact. He certainly
hadn’t wasted much time replacing her and knocking up someone else, had he?


“You can get Bryan to take over,” Paige
suggested. Bryan was one of the other pediatricians working the E.R. that day,
and because of the great weather, as they’d expected, they were swamped with
kids who’d injured themselves while playing outside.


Chandy processed the CT order. “We’re too busy
for me to shuffle this off on him. Besides, I can handle
seeing Justin.”


Paige appeared scandalized. “I wouldn’t do it.
Pass it over.”


“It’s fine. It was fifteen years ago. It’s not
like we were married or he treated me terribly. He just moved to a different
town. Things happen.” Chandy shrugged, presenting an indifferent front.


Paige’s skepticism faded at Chandy’s
reassurances. “Okay. If you’re sure. Oh, and while I’m remembering, Craig wants
to ask you out.”


Craig was an anesthesiologist and a friend of
Paige’s husband. Chandy had met Craig a few weeks ago at a mutual colleague’s
birthday party. Craig was thirty-seven, and a nice guy although a bit
introverted. Seeing the hopeful look on Paige’s face, Chandy sighed and caved.
After all, it had been a month or two since her last date. “I’ll go. But just
one and it has to be a double with you and Ahmed. How about dinner? And a
movie, but only if things go well.”


Paige grinned. “That’ll work. And don’t worry.
Craig’s great. I’ll set it up and text you.”


“Sounds like a plan.”


“Chandy, your X-ray report just came up from
Radiology,” one of the nurses told her.


“Thanks.” Ensured Ben was now in the queue for
his CT scan, Chandy pressed a button on the computer, read the radiologist’s
report, looked at the digital images that clearly showed the broken bone, and
then went off to tell a seven-year-old he was going to wear a cast on his arm
for the next six weeks.
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EVER SINCE THEY’D WHEELED
Ben off to Radiology, Justin had been sitting alone in the examination room.
When he’d left for the hospital he should have grabbed a book or something, but
he hadn’t thought of that in his hurry to load Ben into the car. So he waited
in silence, consumed by his thoughts. Chandy McDaniel. The last person he’d
ever expected to see again.


He leaned his head against the wall and closed
his eyes. He’d hated what he’d had to do, but when he’d gotten to Chicago, he’d
known it was best to break things off.


Oh, he’d never wanted to stop seeing her. How
many times had he dialed her number, reaching the last digit before hanging up?
For months he’d thought of her every day. He’d started hundreds of letters, but
then he’d thrown them away.


For really, what was there to say? He couldn’t
tell her the truth. That he hated Chicago. That he’d gone from a nice house in
a good neighborhood to the best his mom could afford. That his younger brother,
Derek, acted up constantly and that Justin always had to get him out of messes.
Worse, his uncle was far more interested in drinking beer than raising his
sister’s boys. His promise of support was the reason his mother had moved in
the first place. The extra adult help she’d hoped for hadn’t materialized, so
Justin had had to grow up fast.


He’d known he couldn’t leave and return to
Chandy. Not when his mother needed him. Despite all of his feelings, he’d recognized
it was best to let Chandy go.


Besides, he hadn’t wanted her pity. She would
have wanted to try to fix things. She was Chandy McDaniel, a
member of Chenille’s first family and granddaughter of the richest man in town.
She believed that she could do anything.


Yet in the seamier side of Chicago,
seventeen-year-old Justin had learned the truth—there was nothing anyone could
do. His fate had been sealed when his mom had pulled out of the driveway and
left Chenille behind. At that moment, his life had taken a decidedly different
turn.


In Chenille, Justin had concentrated solely on
school, sports and Chandy. In Chicago he’d gotten a job at the local grocery
store and helped with the bills. School sucked since he knew no one, and his
dream of playing baseball faded under the pressures of trying to manage Derek.
He hadn’t attended prom and his ball glove had grown dusty. He’d traded college
applications for a job fixing up cars. So despite all her letters, which had
dwindled as time marched on, he’d severed contact.


After all, he was no longer living the dream
they’d shared. In the back of his mind he’d always known he wasn’t good enough
for the granddaughter of McDaniel Manufacturing’s CEO. But Leroy McDaniel had
tolerated him because Justin made Chandy happy. And in small-town Chenille, if
the granddaughter of the CEO said Justin was worthy, well, then he was. Sure it
helped that he was a star athlete. Chenille rewarded potential and hard work,
not social class. Yet in Chicago he was just another face in a school where no
one cared.


Justin glanced around the room, noting all the
equipment about which he had no clue. Chandy would, though. Here she was,
fifteen years later, the one in charge. She’d become a
doctor. She’d mentioned medical school once, but hadn’t seriously considered
that career path since they’d had their life together all planned out.


Now Justin took some comfort in knowing that
once he’d left she’d been free to pursue a passion, to do something beyond just
working for McDaniel until becoming a stay-at-home mom.


Fifteen years later, Justin knew that dreams
like the one he and Chandy had shared weren’t real. All life gave you was
obstacles, and perhaps, with enough hard work, you might be able to achieve
your goals.


He’d busted his tail to get out of Chicago and
make a decent life for himself and his son, but seeing Chandy today proved he’d
never be on the same playing field as her. She lived in a white-collar,
professional world. He was blue-collar, dirty hands. Chandy’s crowd could
afford to shop at high-end specialty stores; he shopped at Wal-Mart.


An orderly opened the door and rolled the
hospital bed back inside. Justin rose to his feet and went to Ben’s side. “Hey.
You okay? How was it?”


“My head still hurts. But the machine was kind
of cool. I just lay there and the bed moved. Kinda hot around my nose, though.”


Justin hated to see his son in pain. “Well, we
should know what’s going on when the doctor returns.”


Ben dropped his arm back across his face. “You
called her Chandy.”


“I knew her in high school,” Justin admitted.


“Which one?” Ben asked.


“Chenille. Before I moved to Chicago. A very
long time ago.”


“Oh.” Ben yawned. The blow had made him
sleepy, and Justin went back to his chair to let the boy rest.


About fifteen minutes later, Justin heard a
knock on the door and Chandy reappeared. “He’s asleep,” Justin told her.


She didn’t appear concerned. “That’s fine. We
used to have to keep concussion victims awake, but these days with the CT scan
we can see exactly what’s going on.”


“So what is going on?” Justin asked. Seeing
Chandy in professional mode was fascinating. There was a confidence about her
that he liked. The shoulder-length blond hair he remembered as being soft and
silky was pinned up into a bun. Her face was rounder and her lips fuller. She’d
matured and come into her own—she was a very desirable woman. He noticed that
she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring.


“Ben has a concussion. However, the CT scan
shows no internal bleeding or swelling, which is excellent news as it means we
don’t need to keep him for observation. The only real treatment now is rest. I
don’t want him exerting himself for at least a week. No P.E. or baseball for
two weeks, not even a light game or tossing a ball with friends. For the pain
he can have acetaminophen, but do not give him any ibuprofen tablets or any
type of anti-inflammatory drugs. Those can increase the risk of bleeding.”


“Okay,” Justin replied, absorbing everything
she was telling him.


“You’ll get a treatment plan before he’s
discharged. You’ll need to watch for post-concussion
syndrome. Follow up with your family pediatrician if there are severe
headaches, forgetfulness and dizziness that continue after a week. If Ben seems
listless or off balance, or if he starts vomiting, those are other signs to get
him checked out. He might also be more irritable, stubborn or anxious.”


“Those last ones are normal states with him.”
His jest failed to earn a smile from her. Chandy was all business.


“Really, if he takes care of himself, wears a
helmet for every sport and doesn’t injure his head again, he should be fine.
Multiple concussions are dangerous.”


Justin nodded soberly. “Understood.”


Her lips thinned into one of those pleasant
yet impatient smiles that people give when they’re dying to escape. “Great.
I’ll send in a nurse to provide detailed instructions and the paperwork you
need to sign.”


As Chandy moved to leave, Justin reached out
to stop her. He touched her sleeve, and as she paused, he yanked his hand back.
“Chandy.”


Her fingers hovered above the doorknob. “Yes?”


“How are you?”


“Busy. Lots of patients today. No time to
chat.” She was blowing him off. Yet even though time had passed, some things
never changed, and he could tell that deep down she was mad at him. He knew he
deserved her anger—he’d cut her off without telling her why.


“Look, could we maybe meet for coffee and
talk? Just as old friends? I owe you an explanation.”


She averted her eyes. “I’m not sure that’s a
good idea. I doubt your wife would approve.”


“I’m divorced.”


She gazed at him then, her mouth parting
slightly, reminding him of how soft her lips had always felt. “Oh. Sorry to
hear that.”


“It’s okay.” He’d rattled her. Some of the
professionalism she’d wrapped around herself like a shield had slipped,
revealing raw vulnerability. Realization socked him in the gut. He’d truly hurt
her. Terribly.


His actions at seventeen had been selfish.
He’d told himself that he was protecting her, but in truth he’d been ashamed
and embarrassed by his life in Chicago. He’d rationalized that she’d get over
him, but he’d underestimated her. He was a jerk of the highest order.


“I’d like a chance to explain. To apologize. I
owe you that.”


She shook her head. “It’s all in the past. We
need to leave it behind us. I’m fine.”


He reached into his jeans pocket, removed a
business card from his wallet and held it out. To his relief she took it. “If
you change your mind, call me. I’m also on Facebook. You can find me in the St.
Louis network.”


“Sure.” He could tell she was itching to go.
“It was nice seeing you. Your son will be fine.” She opened the door and with a
swish of white coat, left him standing there.


The nurse appeared shortly to repeat Chandy’s
instructions and add a few more, and about fifteen minutes later, Justin had
Ben loaded into the car. He glanced behind him at the
hospital. Dr. Chandy McDaniel—as beautiful as ever.


Running into her had been a blow. A reminder
of how many mistakes he’d made. He consoled himself with the fact that he had
Ben, who was the best thing he’d ever done, even if his conception had been
accidental. Justin drove off knowing he wouldn’t hear from Chandy again.
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CHANDY CARRIED THE BUSINESS card around
inside her pants pocket, not removing the card until after she’d reached her
condo that night and had microwaved herself a TV dinner.


She stirred the lemon chicken and linguine
around in the black plastic dish and wrinkled her nose. She should be starving,
but food held no appeal for her tonight. Sighing, she picked up Justin’s
business card.


“McCall Auto Body in Eureka, MO. Specializing
in high-end restorations. Justin McCall, owner.”


While he’d liked cars in high school and had
dreamed of restoring a 1960s muscle car, she never would have expected him to
own a repair shop. Then again, people changed.


He’d always been attractive, but at thirty-two
he was downright hot. His face had been covered with light stubble, and she’d
ached to feel the texture. His hands had been weathered and worn, and she
wondered if he still had the same soft, gentle touch. His hair hadn’t grayed,
and his full lips curved in a warm smile. And his eyes. Those baby blues had
always seen through her. He’d known she didn’t want to talk.


She reached for her laptop,
fired it up and gave in to her curiosity. Logging into her Facebook account,
she immediately typed his name in the search feature. His picture appeared at
the top of the list, with two mutual friends—people they’d known in high school
who Chandy had added as friends but really didn’t talk to anymore. That was the
beauty of Facebook. You could know everyone’s daily business and never see the
person once.


She clicked on Justin’s profile. She studied
his wall, and then clicked on his information. Relationship status: Divorced.
Birthday: September 30. Favorite band: Goo Goo Dolls. She loved them, too.


She followed his work history from the first
auto body shop in Chicago to his opening his own place in St. Louis.


How ironic that somehow they’d made it to the
same city. Even more odd was running into him, especially as she’d been in St.
Louis for a long time.


Fate could be interesting. Perhaps this was a
cosmic sign she’d wallowed long enough. If Justin moved on, so should she.


She clicked on Justin’s photos and wasn’t
surprised to see that most of them were of Ben. There was Ben fishing. Ben
driving a go-kart. Ben playing baseball. There were some of Ben and Justin
together. A few of Ben and his grandmother, Justin’s mom.


It was obvious how much Justin loved his son.
Clearly Justin’s marriage hadn’t ended well—the hospital paperwork had
indicated he had sole custody. She allowed herself some bittersweet regret.
Justin had always told her they’d be married forever. He
hadn’t believed in divorce. Obviously he did now.


Chandy clicked the X
in the corner and closed the laptop cover. She’d been foolish to look at his
profile. Now the hole in her heart had opened far too wide. Justin had gotten
married shortly after high school, judging from Ben’s age. No wonder Justin had
never called or written—he’d met someone else. All the love that had burned
inside her, that love which had died a slow, painful death as months went by,
had meant nothing to him. Nothing at all.


She could finally see the wisdom of her
grandfather’s actions all those years ago. When she’d found out she was
pregnant, she’d immediately wanted to call Justin and tell him about the baby.
She was certain he’d have come home to Chenille to be with her.


But her grandfather had suggested she wait.
Her parents had died when she was extremely young, so Leroy was like a father
to her. Although she had protested his insistence not to tell Justin, she had
trusted him. In the end, she’d bowed to his wishes, and after she’d miscarried,
there had been no point.


Seeing Justin and Ben today had told her she
had been young and naive. He wouldn’t have come for her. He hadn’t loved her.
Her grandfather had been right all along.


She picked up the business card and, with
savage determination, ripped it in two and threw it away.
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