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Dedication
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To Joe and Rosaleen.

Thank you for gifting me Mulligan. It's the 

perfect name for the perfect dog.

Thank you, dear friends ~ Peg
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"Tell mama. Tell mama, all." ~ Amy Charles
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Driving four hours in the dead of night while the world slept wasn’t something Sasha Charles considered fun. Not that she’d been having anything anyone could remotely term fun lately.

After working a tortuous evening shift in the Emergency Department on Christmas Eve, she’d signed out at close to one in the morning, hopped in her car, and pointed it toward her hometown of Dickens. She’d promised her mom she’d be home on Christmas morning and once you made a promise to Amy Charles, the only thing that excused you from following through on said promise was a limb dangling from your body, arterial blood spraying everywhere, or death.  Hence, the wee-hours drive in subzero conditions through winding back roads so she could be present at Christmas breakfast with the family.

Seated behind the wheel and staring at nothing but whiteness dotting the night sky in front of her, Sasha yawned so violently, tears formed, blurring her vision. Even though the temperature had dipped below zero, she opened the driver’s side window so the shock of arctic air to her face would help keep her from falling asleep. She decided against blasting the radio since the perpetual repeat loop of Christmas music did more to lull her brain to rest than stimulate it to stay awake and aware.

Another jaw-cracking yawn had her questioning for the umpteenth time why she hadn’t requested the evening before the holiday off. If she had, she could have avoided this entire drive-in-the-dead-of-night rigmarole and would have already been at her parent’s home, snuggled in bed, probably having a late-night gabfest with her older sister, while gorging on Amy’s Christmas cookies.

Since working in the Emergency Department ever since she’d graduated from her baccalaureate nursing program, Sasha now had staff seniority and was one of only three nurses who’d survived the almost continual revolving door of staff and department transfers.

The ED wasn’t for everyone, her old med/surg nursing instructor had cautioned once upon a time. And she’d been proven correct time after time. But Sasha was drawn to the fast pace and adrenaline-pumping speed from the start of her career.  Every single piece of information she’d ever learned in nursing school she put to practice in the ED as, daily, she performed life-saving procedures. And Sasha thrived on making quick-fire, life-and-death decisions. Simply put, she loved where she worked.

Usually.

Lately, though, a sense of ennui and restlessness had been worming its way through her. Too many deaths from preventable overdoses and the endless barrage of gang shootings; too many families to console, torn apart by death and trauma; paperwork on top of paperwork, all contributed to a feeling she was banging her head against an invisible wall. 

When had the ED turned into the same old-same old for her?

And let’s not forget the never-ending turnstile of interns, residents, and fellows, who walked in with superior chips on their shoulders and attitudes rivaling the most condescending of celebrity divas.

Sasha realized a few months ago she had no life outside of the hospital, a fact that sent shivers of sadness through her. She woke early each day, went for a run in her small Brooklyn neighborhood to keep her muscles strong and recharge her brain, then showered, ate, and dressed for work.

She repeated the cycle the next day. And then the next. Even on her days off, she couldn’t escape the tedium.

The last movie she’d seen – not on a streaming service while in her pajamas, but in an actual movie theater—had been two years ago, which coincided with the last actual date she’d gone on. Both had been...disappointing.

Her only friends were work friends, and most of them were married with kids now, so Friday and Saturday nights spent out at clubs and socializing, were uncommon. She hated the bar scene, couldn’t picture herself on a dating/match app, and refused to date any of the on-the-make interns or residents, knowing they were only interested in scratching a sexual itch in an on-call room while working their thirty-six-hour shifts.

Sasha, basically, lived to work.

And the one word she would never have used to describe herself was workaholic, but no other moniker fit.

She’d begun to think her time in the ED was coming to an end and she’d started sneaking peeks at the hospital’s online job directory and vacancy links. So far nothing available appealed to her.

She wanted something...more. Something...different. Something to help her remember the reasons she’d gone into the nursing profession to begin with.

Another yawn prompted a severe headshake to ward off the sleep invading her brain. She should have taken herself off the work rotation and told her supervisor no when she would inevitably have been asked to work the pre-holiday shift.

But she hadn’t.

She’d opted to do what she always did and work so the nurses and techs with family and kids could enjoy the evening off. As the only unmarried nurse on evenings, more times than not, she was asked to cover a shift or trade one for another.

Most of the time it didn’t make a difference one way or the other to her if she worked. Sasha had no children and her family was a four-hour drive away.  Amy didn’t care when Sasha would arrive, as long as it was sometime before she put Christmas dinner on the table. Of course, she would have liked to have all her chicks home to roost for the Eve and then the day, since Christmas was Amy Charles’ favorite day of the year. But simply knowing Sasha, Abra, and their brother Michael would all be home at the same time was enough for the woman.

Amy didn’t ask for much. In truth, she asked for nothing from her adopted children and yet gave them everything.  If Sasha could, she’d move heaven and hell to make the woman who'd taken her in, loved her unconditionally, and was always her champion, happy. If it meant driving all night on no sleep after imbibing buckets of caffeine, then so be it.

Sasha’s eyes started to grow tired, her lids feeling as if ten-pound kettlebells were weighing them down, just when she spotted the sign indicating she’d reached the outskirts of Dickens.

Only two more miles and she’d be home.

Home.

The word filled her with such a sense of joy she smiled, her cheeks tight from the frigid air blasting across them.

Dickens had been her home from the time she’d turned six and had come to live with Amy and Andy Charles as a foster child after her parents were killed in a plane crash.

In an instant, Sasha went from a spoiled, pampered, and demanding only child of older, doting parents to a sullen, withdrawn, and angry foster kid. She could remember vividly the hell she’d put the Charles’ through those first few months after the accident claimed her biological parents. Refusing to eat, throwing temper tantrums and anything within her reach. Lying. She’d run away too many times to count.

But Andy Charles, by then the Chief of Police of the tiny New England town, would always find her whether she was walking along the side of the road with her tiny suitcase packed with food from Amy’s pantry – and nothing else — or at the bus station, sitting on a bench waiting for the daily Greyhound to New York to arrive. Sasha’s knowledge of bus schedules and payment fees had been pretty thin back then.

With time, more patience than any human being should possess, and arms which were always opened wide, Amy had finally -  finally - worn down the child’s defenses. A year later the Charles’ adopted her and Sasha joined ten-year-old Abra as their daughter.

Best thing that ever happened to me was a statement she’d made, often, when people asked how she felt about being adopted.

Sasha turned off the main road, the lights of Main Street dark, and followed the familiar – thankfully plowed – secondary road toward the house she’d grown up in.

A sweeping three-story colonial almost one hundred years old, stood tall and welcoming through the brightness of her headlights. She hadn’t been home in several months and she’d missed the house and its occupants.

A quick glance at the dashboard showed her the time of 5:30 a.m. On a typical morning, her mom would have been up for over an hour already, getting the diner she owned and operated serviceable for the 5 am opening. But Christmas day was the one day in 365 Dorrit’s Diner closed for business. Still, as Sasha pulled the car into the driveway, she could tell the light in the kitchen was on.

As quietly as she could, Sasha crept up the back steps to the kitchen entrance.

“Why are you up on the one day you don’t have to be?” she asked her mother the moment she came through the door and spotted her at the stove.

Garbed in pajamas with a smiling Santa and reindeer covering them, sixty-something Amy Charles looked a decade younger, acted more mature than anyone Sasha had ever met, and brightened any room she was in with her natural light and warmth. Waist-length completely-gone-gray hair was split into two braids and dropped down her back.

Amy’s smile bloomed across her face like sunshine bursting through rainclouds. She put the glass tray she’d been holding down on the stovetop, grabbed a dish towel, wiped her hands, then came to gather her youngest daughter up in her arms, all in one fluid movement Sasha envied.

“Oh, my baby girl is home,” Amy cried as she hugged Sasha with all her might—which was considerable. At no more than a hundred and five pounds and a spit above five and a half feet, Amy Charles might give the appearance of being scrawny and bony, but she was as strong as any working farm animal. A lifetime of carrying trays stacked high with plates, of mopping floors several times a day, making her own bread, and every other task she did on a daily basis to help keep Dorrit’s Diner the favorite town eatery, had given her muscles where most people merely had skin.

Memories of being held in her adoptive mother’s arms as a child surfaced in Sasha. The months of crying jags after her parents' deaths; of the nightmares that had her screaming awake. Amy had always been the one to cuddle and calm her, Andy standing close by. His steady, quiet presence alongside his wife went a long way in helping Sasha finally work through her grief and anger.

Fighting the tears threatening to surface now, she melted into her mother’s arms. Amy’s embrace had always been a safe place to fall into. Just having her mother cuddle her close erased a great deal of the blue feelings invading her soul of late.

Amy pulled back and stared hard at her daughter.

“What?”

“You’ve lost weight since the summer,” Amy said, the corners of her mouth pulling down to form an upside-down U.

Sasha shrugged. “Work has been ridiculous. Lots of times I don’t get a chance for a meal break and by the time I get home I’m too tired to chow down so I just fall into bed.” She slipped out of her mother’s arms, then out of her coat.

“And you’ve got purple splotches under your eyes.”

Shrugging again, she said, “Evening shift is hard on the body. You’re awake when you should be awake but you work longer hours than a typical day worker. Sleep can be a commodity at times when my brain won’t shut down.”

Abra always claimed their mother had a built-in bullshit detector that could unearth the lies a mute man spoke. And that statement had been proven true too many times to count.  The weight of Amy’s stare grew heavy and Sasha started sweating from its intensity.

“What are you making?” she asked, trying to divert the conversation about her appearance. She hung her coat and hat up on a wall peg next to the back door. “Strata?”

Amy nodded.

“Michael’s favorite. Is he here yet?”

“Arrived last night.” Amy rolled her eyes and turned back to the oven. “Looked like something a coyote dragged through the mud and then tossed in the garbage. Like you, he’s too thin.”

Concerned, she asked, “What’s up with him?”

“Nothing he wants to talk about. But overworked and stressed, if you asked me.” After placing the glass dish in the oven, she turned back to Sasha. “Same as you.”

Sasha blushed under her mother’s penetrating glare.

“You gonna head on up to bed for a few winks before everyone else gets up? Or you want me to pour you a cup of coffee and we can talk about it?”

“It?”

Amy fisted her hands on her hips and quirked her left eyebrow at her youngest daughter. “Sasha Halle Makepeace Charles, you are the smartest person I’ve ever met.”

Sasha winced at the use of her full name, spoken only at times her parents were vexed with her.

“I’m your mother, and I know you inside and out, so I know you know what I’m talking about. Something’s heavy on your soul, dear girl. It’s made you lose weight and robbed you of some sense of peace in your life. Now,” she removed her apron and tossed it on the counter. Crossing to her daughter, she gathered her in her arms again.

Sasha went willingly and without a moment’s pause.

“You tell mama. Tell mama all.”

Sasha choked out a laugh at her mother’s use of the old Elizabeth Taylor movie line. “We’re gonna need more than one cup of coffee for me to tell you all.” She sighed.

Amy patted her back and pulled away to an arm's length. With a quick, characteristic head bob that sent her braids sailing, she said, “I’ll put on a pot.”

And right then Sasha wasn’t tired anymore.
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"You've got eyes in the back of your head." ~ Sasha Charles
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11 months later...

Something could be said for sleeping past 4:30 in the morning on a cold and wintery day. Unfortunately, Sasha couldn’t say what it was since her alarm clock went off at exactly that ungodly hour.

From the aroma of grease permeating the apartment above her mother’s diner, she knew the head cook was already on duty and heating up the grill for the early morning rush. Guaranteed, at five on the dot when the doors to Dorrit’s Diner opened, there would be a line waiting to get in. No matter what the season—inclement weather, or fair winds—there was always a line to get in. 

Which is why I need to get my keister in gear.

She pushed the warm comforter back and trepidatiously slid her bed-socked feet to the floor. Experience warned her the hardwood floor would be ice cold this early on a winter's morning.

Hence, the bed socks.

Even though they were wool and thick, the cold seeped through them and into her bones.

For the thousandth time since she'd moved back home to Dickens, Sasha cursed the frigid New England weather she'd grown up in and always hated.

The tradeoff? Living back home, despite the long unbearably cold winters, was her happy place. And Sasha needed all the happy she could muster in her life.

A steaming hot shower later – thank goodness for a huge hot water tank – and Sasha jumped into her pseudo-diner uniform of Dorrit’s Diner logoed long-sleeved Henley, well-loved jeans, and sneakers, ready to start the day.

A quick glance at the vintage black cat clock on the kitchen wall told her she had twelve minutes to spare before the doors of the diner opened for business. She tossed on her mom's ancient apron and bounced down the thirteen steps from the apartment to the back hallway of the diner.

The intoxicating aromas of fried bacon, hot coffee, and a mix of sugar and cinnamon made her taste buds stand at attention when she turned into the kitchen. Hunger clawed through her belly, something she was still getting used to. Since escaping her old life in New York this past summer, Sasha had gained back half of the twenty pounds she'd lost from the stress of the year prior. Even though a gaunt ghost no longer stared back from the mirror, her mom still claimed she was too thin for her liking. Sasha didn't miss the fact Amy was baking more and more recently and those baked items were all things Sasha loved.

If there was one way Amy Charles showed her love to her children – and everyone else in her circle – it was through food.

"There's my baby girl."

Speaking of...

"'Morning." Sasha kissed Amy's age-defying still-unlined cheek. Approaching her seventh decade, the woman was a testament to good genes, rigorous skincare, and eating well. "You smell like cinnamon buns."

Amy Charles grinned at her adopted daughter and ticked her chin toward the metal counter. "Made a fresh, triple-batch this morning. Figured this close to Christmas people were gonna start asking for them again by the box load. It's always good practice to have extra on hand."

"Spoken like a true businesswoman." Sasha grinned as she pulled out a stack of paper napkins from a box and grabbed a handful of silverware from the kitchen drawer. " 'Morning, Chet," she called to the diner's chief cook. "How are you on this ridiculously cold morning?"

"Can't complain, Miss Sasha. And if I did your ma would tell me to suck it up and get cooking."

"You got that right," Amy said.

It still surprised Sasha a man old enough to be her father called her Miss. Amy chalked it up succinctly by saying, "He was raised right. With proper manners. Treats people with respect. More folks should act that way."

While Sasha agreed, it still felt odd. She'd been addressed as nurse, ma'am, even doctor, and an occasional hey you in her past life. While she'd never given a second thought to any of those monikers, Chet's gave her pause.

With a shrug, she went into the dining room and began placing silverware at the booths she knew would soon be filled.

And true to tradition, the moment Amy unlocked the front door and switched the CLOSED sign to OPEN, the morning regulars shuffled in.

Go time.

Coupled with her move back home, Sasha’d been working at the diner to help her mother out. Not that Amy needed the help. Dorrit's Diner was a mainstay in the community and the staff Amy employed were exceptional, long-lasting, and undeniably loyal. 

But Sasha needed something to do. She was used to working until she dropped and couldn't just sit around on her behind in the upstairs apartment watching reality television and eating diner food all day long. Even if she'd wanted to, her parents wouldn't have allowed it. 

Sasha wasn't a religious person, per se. She'd been raised with God in her life courtesy of her adoptive parents, but the jury was still out on the whole life-ever-after-thing. She did, though, say a prayer of thanks every single day for bringing Amy and Andy Charles into her life. Since she'd worked in the diner as a teenager, waiting tables, slinging burgers, and generally learning how to deal with the public as a whole, her arrival back home prompted her to ask her mother if she could resume her old job. If for no other reason than she needed to keep busy or she'd go nuts.

Working as a nurse in a high-pressure environment like a New York City emergency room taught Sasha to be quick on her feet, to think three times faster than everyone around her, and to anticipate worst-case scenarios in every situation. Those skills, surprisingly, proved beneficial in working as a waitress, evidenced by the tips she received.

Sasha knew the perfect time to refill a coffee or tea cup, never forgot an order or who placed it during her shift, and her station was always cleaned and dealt with the moment her customers checked out. Anyone under six was given a coloring book and crayons the moment they sat down, and Sasha became an expert at making smiley faces with whip cream for pancakes and waffles.

Some days she was on her feet from five am until five pm never once taking a break. The way she thought of it, the more physical work she took off her mother's shoulders – and aging feet – the longer Amy would stay healthy and functioning because her mother had no intention of ever retiring. She'd told everyone in listening distance she'd work until she keeled over while serving pie to a customer one day and that would be it. Lights out; end of story.

Sasha vowed to do everything in her power to prolong that day from occurring. Amy grudgingly allowed her daughter to regularly check her blood pressure and pulse and the older woman's vital signs were as good as someone a quarter of her age. 

The early morning diners were regulars, most Sasha remembered from when she’d been a kid. Mr. Canther liked his coffee black and his cinnamon rolls heated; Mrs. Ableman preferred tea with mild cream – never milk – and enough sugar to make the health professional in Sasha wince. Kat Sherry drank ice-cold diet soda like it was going out of style and always requested strawberry jam with her two pieces of daily toast.

As she greeted each of them and settled them with their orders, Sasha’s mind drifted to Christmas, just four weeks away. She needed to go shopping. Not a big fan of online shopping, she preferred to actually hold something in her hands before she decided to buy it. Maybe she’d take a few hours today or tomorrow to get started. Downtown Dickens was chock-full of specialty shops and she knew she could find a few items for the people she loved most in the world.

Just as she replaced the coffee pot in the warmer behind the counter a small commotion reached her ears. Turning, she found old man Harriman standing next to his table, one hand at his throat the other clutching his chest.

“He’s choking,” Kat Sherry screamed and knocked her soda glass from the table.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Sasha vaulted over the counter and bolted to the man like she was still running timed heat laps on the Dickens High track team.

Muscle memory had her standing behind him while she positioned herself to administer the Heimlich maneuver. She thrust upward with her clenched fists under his sternum, twice. A huge, undigested chunk of breakfast sausage catapulted from his mouth and onto the floor. Harriman bent at the waist, hands on his thighs, trying to catch his breath.

Sasha crouched down in front of him. A thick sheen of sweat covered his face, his color like paste. Concerned, she asked, “You okay? Are you in pain?”

A craggy, “chest,” croaked from him as he clutched a fisted hand over his heart. Just as she was about to slide her hands around his waist, he pitched forward and fell into her arms.

Kat Sherry screamed again. By now, most of the early morning crew were crowded around the table, concern etched in all their faces.

“Someone call 911, please,” Sasha said, her voice the calm in a quickly agitating crowd. “Mom? Run upstairs and get my bag.”

She heard her mother call out, “On it.”

“Give me a hand, guys,” Sasha nodded to the two men Harriman had been dining with.

Together they laid him out, face-up, on the floor. His color had turned to desert dust.

“Oh. My. God. He’s not breathing,” Kat wailed.

“Yes, he is, Mrs. Sherry,” Sasha said, the pitch in her voice cool, her voice low and modulated. 

“Here’s your bag, Baby,” Amy said, handing her the emergency setup she kept in her apartment.

“Ambulance is on the way,” Deke Canther told her.

Sasha nodded, then, assured Harriman was breathing, wrapped the blood pressure cuff around the elderly man’s arm and clipped a device on his index finger.

“Oughtn’t he be sitting up?” someone behind her asked, “so’s he can breathe?”

“His breathing isn’t the issue right now,” Sasha said. 

“What’s that for?” Canther asked, pointing to the pulse oximeter. Sasha ignored the question as she listened to Harriman’s blood pressure.

“Measures his oxygen flow or percentage,” Amy said, shaking her head. “One of those. Not sure which.”

While listening to the faint tamping sounds through her stethoscope, Sasha noted the bulging, pulsing veins on both sides of Harriman’s neck and the extra flesh pressing against his orthopedic shoes, indicating his feet were swollen. She slid back one of the trouser legs and found the swelling extended all the way up his calf to his knee. He needed to get to Dickens Memorial Emergency Room as fast as possible. The moment the thought popped in her head, the EMS crew arrived.

Lifting her gaze to his friends she asked, “Has he been in an accident lately, or fallen face forward that you know of? Anything to have caused an injury to his chest?”

Canther was the one who replied. “Said he stopped short at a stop sign a day or two ago. Some idiot cut him off trying to beat the red light coming the other way. I think he hit his chest on the steering wheel pretty hard. Doesn’t like to wear his seatbelt when he’s just driving around town.”

Sasha nodded and turned when she heard her name.

Glancing up she found the face of the first boy she’d ever kissed staring down at her.  Garbed in the blue uniform of an Ambulance/EMS worker, she heaved a thankful sigh. “Kane. Thank God you’re here. Possible cardiac tamponade. Positive Beck’s triad.”

“Vitals?” Kane knelt beside her and opened the emergency kit in his hand, his partner kneeling down opposite them.

“Blood pressure is barely sixty/palp. Pulse is over one-eighty and thready. Bilateral bulging is evident. His friend says he hit the steering wheel pretty hard a day or two ago.”

She explained the choking incident and then Harriman’s collapse as Kane’s partner attempted to start an intravenous line. “He may have a slow leak,” she said, indicating fluid was potentially filling the space around his heart.

“Guy’s got lousy veins,” the partner said, after sticking him twice to no avail.

“Let me.” Sasha quickly donned a pair of sterile gloves from the kit and without the benefit of a tourniquet, managed to enter an arm vein on the first try.

“Hell,” the man said. “How’d you do that so quick?”

She ignored the question as he handed her the plastic tubing already attached to an intravenous bag. Sasha opened it to start the fluid flowing.

Kane opened the man’s shirt and placed a trio of cardiac leads onto his chest, which were attached to a portable electro-cardiac machine.

Harriman’s eyes fluttered and a low moan gurgled from deep within him. Sasha bent close to his ear and quietly explained what was going on while Kane and his partner readied the stretcher.

“You stay calm,” Sasha said, “and these boys are gonna get you to the hospital lickity split, okay?”

“Doc Mills is on rotation today,” Kane told her quietly. 

Sasha nodded. Sage Mills, nee Hamilton, was a homegrown girl who’d found her way back to Dickens a few years ago and back into the arms of her first love. Sasha heard through the Dickens information highway—namely Amy—the doctor was about six months pregnant with her second child now.

“You’re in good hands, Mr. Harriman,” Sasha said as the two EMTs lifted him onto the stretcher, placed a blanket over him and then locked the side rails in place.

Harriman squeezed her hand and tried to say something. 

“Don’t talk,” she said. “Save your strength.”

“We’ll follow along in my car, Bud,” Deke told his best friend. “See you in a bit.”

The older man gave his friend a subtle head bob.

Before wheeling him out, Kane turned to Sasha and said, “Good to have you back in town, Sash. Really good.”

She found herself nodding as Amy wrapped an arm about her waist and gave it a squeeze.

Collectively, the crowded diner watched Harriman be loaded into the ambulance. Once the doors closed behind him, a sigh ran rampant around the space and Sasha felt all eyes turn to her. Nods, raised coffee cups in her honor, and even a few soundless claps came her way. A hot flush ran up from her chest to heat her neck and cheeks and her hands began shaking like maracas, the rest of her body following suit. 

With her heart racing like an Indy 500 driver on the last lap and her throat tightening, Sasha knew a full-blown panic attack was ramping up within her.

Realizing it, though, did nothing to quell the nausea from churning in her empty stomach. A quick memory crossed in front of her and her fingertips went numb. Sasha swallowed the terror and fought the fear, beating it back down.

You’re safe. You’re safe.

Repeating the mantra over and over in her mind helped some.

“Okay, folks,” Amy told the room. “Show’s over. Everybody go back to doing what’cha were doing.”

Amy lowered her voice as she began walking toward the counter, her arm still slung around her daughter, propelling her to move, and said, “You go upstairs for a few and catch your breath. Center yourself.”

“I’m okay,” she said, automatically.

“No, you’re not. Don’t lie to me, girl. You couldn’t when you were a kid and you still can’t. Do you think I can’t feel you shaking like a maple leaf in a nor’easter against me?”

Resigned to the fact she could fool most people, but never Amy Charles, Sasha nodded.

“I’ll go take five—”

“Make it twenty and don’t sneak back before that. I’ll know.”

“Of course you will,” Sasha muttered. “You’ve got eyes in the back of your head."

As she made her way behind the counter a man’s voice stopped her.

“Excuse me, Miss?”

Startled, Sasha turned and found herself staring up into the bluest, most striking eyes she’d ever seen. Deep azure filled the other ring while the irises grew lighter and more crystalline the closer they came to the pupils. Long, dark lashes framed the lids, which had a slight upturn in the outer corners. Short honey-wheat, salt and pepper threaded hair, well-groomed and shiny covered his head, while a smattering of the same color stubble lined his cheeks and jaw. For Dickens, he was severely overdressed in a black pinstripe, three-piece fitted suit, a stark white shirt underneath the jacket with a bold reindeer-themed tie circling his neck. 

He stood at the counter holding what she instinctively knew was a camelhair coat in his arms. All in all, he didn’t look like a townie.

“Yes?” Sasha asked, realizing she’d been staring. Her hands were still folded together in front of her waist in a vain attempt to keep anyone from seeing their shaking.

His head tilted a bit to the side as he regarded her and hitched a thumb over his shoulder. “That was pretty impressive,” he said, his meaning clear.

Sasha’s face heated again. She swallowed.

“Are you a doctor?” he asked.

“No.”

“Ah.  A nurse then.”

She shook her head. “Just a...waitress.”

His brows beetled and that head tilt slipped another notch. “How does just a waitress know how to diagnose a cardiac emergency, much less start an intravenous line without batting an eye or losing her cool?”
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