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- Prologue -




 

Monday, June 14, 2004

 



I wish he’d hurry before I get sick and really make a scene. Stomach churning, Myriah Nelson waited in the hospital cafeteria for her fiancé, Anthony Donovan. He’d had an appointment with the hospital administrator regarding his medical residency. He already had a year under his belt but hoped to make a change. She was ready to begin her first year, but decisions hovered and weighed on her. The future hinged on the next few minutes. Residency loomed regardless.



The sick feeling intensified. I can’t do it. Finishing medical school has been difficult enough. The next phase came with increased hours and greater physical strain. She’d never survive it. Not without changes. Drastic ones.

She twisted the engagement ring on her finger, fighting the urge to squirm, pace, or scream to relieve some of the tension. She’d worn the ring for nine years. They’d agreed to wait to get married until Myriah had finished medical school. How had she let herself be talked into that? Maybe Missy had been right back in November. There had to be something wrong with her, that she’d consent to such a long engagement and put up with Anthony’s painfully apparent indifference. His reasons had sounded logical at the time. As the years passed? Not so much.

She’d committed her heart and life to him when she’d let him slip that ring on her finger. A lot of people had thought her crazy over the years, especially in light of Anthony’s behavior, but she’d wanted to believe it would work out in the end. Would it? It was time to find out. She had to know if Anthony intended to follow through and marry her. It had been a long while since she’d felt any certainty about his commitment.

Anthony was later than usual. Not reassuring. Had he forgotten?

If her stomach didn’t settle, she’d throw up for sure. But then, if her heart didn’t stop pounding so erratically and the lightheadedness didn’t ease, she’d solve the whole problem by passing out cold.

Myriah closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe deep and slow. Anthony would get there. Late for sure, but he’d be there. If he was serious about them, she’d tell him about her appointment earlier that morning. If not, well, then her problems were no longer his business.

“Hi.” Breathless, Anthony slid into the bench seat across from her, green eyes flashing with excitement. “Sorry it took so long, but we had a few things to hash out. I got the fellowship I wanted!”

“That’s wonderful.” Myriah tried to smile bright and be happy. She really did. But she only felt abysmal. He didn’t seem to notice her lack of enthusiasm. Not encouraging.

“I’ve got time for a short visit home, then I need to be right back here to start the new position.”

Short visit? That didn’t bode well.

“What about you? You said you were checking into a program, but you never said whether you heard back from them or not.”

She was glad he’d noticed. That was something at least. “I was accepted, if I want it.” She shrugged.

“That’s great.” He frowned as though something occurred to him. “You never told me who it’s with or in what specialty. Is it in family practice?”

She’d been vague about the residency programs she’d considered, hoping he’d ask. He hadn’t, so she hadn’t said a word about what else she’d looked into and decided on. He wouldn’t like it. “Naturopathy.” The word rolled out after a long pause.

“What? Why in the world would you waste your time on that?” Distaste etched every word and his features. Not unexpected, but still disheartening.

“Because I see real value in it for my patients.”

“It’s nothing but unproven mumbo-jumbo.” Anthony’s frown intensified. He’d never made any secret of his disdain for non-conventional forms of medicine.

“I don’t want to talk about it. I already know your opinion. Got the message loud and clear before.” Myriah looked down at the table.

“Your talents would be so much better utilized in other areas of medicine. Real medicine. You’ve got the makings of an incredible physician, but you need to stay focused.”

Her hackles rose. “Meaning, I should do things your way.” Her heart rate increased. It became more difficult to regulate her breathing.

“That’s not what I said,” he snapped. “Don’t put words in my mouth.”

“That’s what you meant, and we both know it.” Myriah raised her gaze to his. “That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about anyway.”

“Which is your way of saying your mind is made up, you don’t care what I think, so there’s no point in discussing it.”

He was being mean, but she wouldn’t let him derail her. More important matters needed to be discussed. “I’m doing what I believe is right. I’m sorry you’ve chosen to take personal offense to it.” She’d hoped he’d respond differently, though reason, good sense, and vast experience had warned otherwise. The man didn’t change. Once he’d made a decision, it was set in stone. No deviation. No compromise. Which left the primary reason for meeting him. “What about us, Anthony?”

“What about us?” He looked confused, she realized with trepidation.

“We agreed to finish med school before getting married. Well, we’re both finished. I think it’s time to set a date.”

“Oh, Myriah. Is that what you’re worried about?” He smiled as though she were a slow child. “Listen, residency is a bear. You’ve seen what I’ve dealt with, and it’ll be worse with both of us working those hours. Why don’t we wait until we’re done and get life on some sort of normal track before we worry about getting married?”

“Worry about? Is that how you see getting married? As something to worry about?” She shook her head, flabbergasted, battling for a steady voice against a heart that broke a little more each moment. “If that’s how you see it… how you see our relationship… then I’m not sure we’re doing the right thing.” She slipped the ring from her finger and slid it across the table to him. “I can’t keep wondering if I matter to you.”

Lightheadedness intensified. Had someone turned the heat on in the place? She had to get out before she fainted. She pushed to her feet.

“Myriah, wait!” Anthony grabbed her arm. The first time he’d touched her, except in the most cursory and briefest of ways, since the summer after she graduated from high school.

Myriah knew the exact moment of his last real touch, remembered the heat behind it. This one felt cold and empty. When she turned to face him, he released her and threw his hand out to his side.

“What’s this all about? Is this some kind of manipulation tactic because you’re ticked I’m not jumping for joy over your choice to waste residency on quackery?”

“Manipulation?” She moved from hurt to royally ticked in a single, painful heartbeat. “You don’t know me at all, do you? If you did, you’d never suggest something so ludicrous. The fact you think that confirms I’ve wasted too many years on you already.”

Myriah turned and walked way, her speed increasing as the distance grew. I have to get out of here.

Their friend Dustin Connelly came through the door, eyes widening as she shot past. “Myriah!”

She kept going. She could pass out, or drop dead, anywhere else, but she had no intention of showing any such weakness in front of Anthony.




 

* * *

 




“What in the world was that all about?” Dustin approached the table.

Anthony sat back down and picked up the ring Myriah had left on the table. Had she truly broken up with him? After the years they’d been together? She couldn’t have. The ring in his hand mocked rising doubt.

“It’s over,” he mumbled. Horrified that tears filled his eyes, he blinked them back, unwilling to let them fall.

“What happened?” His friend slid into the seat Myriah had vacated seconds before.

He shook his head and tried to ignore a heavy, sharp ache in his heart. “She’s ticked off because I’m not thrilled she decided on an altmed residency program, so she pushed me about marriage.” Maybe she’d come back when she’d had time to cool down.

Dustin frowned as though confused. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but hadn’t the two of you agreed to get married after she finished med school?”

“Yes, but residency is hectic, and she’s diving into it, too. I don’t think now is the time for us to make that kind of leap.”

“You’re joking, right?” Eyes wide, brows to his hairline, Dustin looked at him like he’d sprouted horns and turned purple with orange polka dots.

“I’m totally serious.” He’d read an article years before that indicated a wedding was one of the most stressful events in a person’s life. Myriah was already tired from the strenuous demands of school. She’d been increasingly exhausted the past few weeks. The hours and strain would only increase with residency. Adding the stress of a wedding, finding a new place for both of them to live, and moving, yet another high-stress event, wasn’t bound to make things easier for her, and he’d hate himself if she got pregnant and had to quit. Did she and Dustin truly not see all of that?

“I don’t believe this.” Dustin rolled his eyes, leaned his elbows on the table, and shook his head. “What does her wanting to get married have to do with the residency program you mentioned?”

“She’s been accepted into some out-there program. I think she’s wasting her time and talents messing with that stuff, and I said so. That’s when she brought up marriage.”

“Oh, for pity’s sake.” Dustin’s eyes rolled again.

Anthony clenched his teeth. If Dustin rolled his eyes one more time, he might deck him.

“You’re one of the most close-minded people I know. Has it occurred to you that maybe you don’t know everything? I’ve read studies on some of the alternative medicine modalities, and they show incredible promise in some areas.”

“Not you, too.” Anthony groaned. When had reason taken a holiday? First, his fiancée. Now, his best friend.

“You know, maybe it’s for the best.” Dustin shrugged and slid to his feet. “You two breaking up, I mean. If you don’t care enough about Myriah to give at least a modicum of thought and consideration to the things she’s interested in, maybe you don’t have a good basis for a relationship. It’s best she’s free to find someone who’ll support and encourage her.”

Before Anthony could come up with any sort of response, Dustin left.

Anthony sat for a while, staring at the ring in his hand. Dustin had it all wrong. If Anthony hadn’t been supportive, Myriah might never have attended medical school. Marriage and children would’ve curtailed pursuit of her dreams. He’d set aside some of his own desires to help her attain hers. Why didn’t Dustin get that? Why hadn’t it been enough for Myriah?

He shoved the ring into his pocket and rose to his feet. Maybe Myriah had done him a huge favor. He could focus solely on his career. No more distractions or outside demands on his time.

He fought hard to ignore the lump in his throat that wholeheartedly disagreed with that theory.

How would he tell his family? Dread rippled all the way to his soul.




 

* * *

 




Dustin checked with various nurses’ stations as he walked through the hospital, trying to locate Myriah. Her color hadn’t looked right when she’d run past him. Though he could probably dismiss it as sheer emotional upset, the more he considered it, the less he liked it. She hadn’t looked or acted right the last few weeks. He’d wondered on more than one occasion if something was wrong but had been hesitant to ask. He’d expected Anthony to step in, but he wasn’t sure his friend had noticed anything amiss.

He found her in the break room off EMERGENCY. When he stepped into the employee lounge, Myriah sat in a chair in the far corner with her back to the door. She rocked slightly as he’d seen her do in the past when upset. He dropped to his knees in front of her. Tears, he’d expected. Not a translucent green oxygen mask.

“Myriah? Are you okay?”

She gave him a stunned look like a deer suddenly caught in the deadly grip of a floodlight at night. She slowly lowered the hand holding the mask. Tears streaked her face. “I’ve been such an idiot, waiting for him all this time.” A sob rolled out. Myriah closed her eyes, respirations shifting. Not in a good way.

Dustin pushed the mask to her face. Shortness of breath, faintly blue around the lips, not good at all. He checked her pulse with his free hand. Rapid and irregular. Very good thing they were near the ER. Perhaps he should alert the staff. “What’s going on, Myriah? Do I need to get a doctor?”

She shook her head and looked away.

“Anthony told me about the argument you two had. I told him he’s being close-minded, and you’re better off without him.” He threw in enough teasing at the end to let her know he wasn’t serious. Not entirely anyway. She didn’t need to know how accurate his summation was.

“Maybe I should marry you instead.” A faint, weak smile emerged through the mask.

“Nah. You’d kill me in the first week. I’m a complete slob.” He grinned, pleased he’d managed to get a chuckle out of her.

Dustin stayed with Myriah until her color improved and breathing returned to normal. He checked her pulse. It had normalized as well. After several minutes, she pushed the mask away and reached over to turn off the portable tank.

“What’s going on? I know something’s physically wrong. I’ve been suspicious for a while.”

She fiddled with the tank instead of answering.

“Does it have anything to do with the alternative medicine program you’ve chosen?”

“Yes.”

He was glad he got at least that much. “You think it’ll help?”

“Yes.” Her gaze shifted to his. “There’s nothing conventional medicine can do except watch me die. The truth is, though Anthony doesn’t know it, he’s better off without me.” Tears filled her eyes again. “I’d only be a stone around his neck now.”

Watch her die? “Why? Just how serious is this thing?” Please, God, let her be exaggerating.

She studied him for a few seconds. “You have to swear you won’t tell Anthony. He doesn’t need to know now that we’ve broken up, and I won’t have him feeling sorry for me.”

Could he keep such a huge secret from Anthony? They’d been tight since meeting their first day of med school. He’d become friends with Myriah when she’d arrived the second year. Didn’t that make his first loyalty to Anthony? What if she hadn’t exaggerated about death? He couldn’t leave her to carry something that big alone. Anthony might end up hating him for it if he found out, but they’d deal with that if and when it happened.

He met her gaze. “I won’t tell him anything. You have my word.”

Myriah took a deep breath. Dustin listened as she told him everything she’d been through the last several months, culminating with the appointment she’d faced alone that morning. His heart sank.

Then he waged war with anger toward his best friend. Anthony had unwittingly abandoned the woman he loved when she needed him most. What if he never had a chance to correct that mistake?
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Friday, October 23, 2009




 

IRONY wasn’t always amusing or pleasant, and Myriah didn’t much appreciate it at the moment. Life was just plain twisted sometimes. That’s all there was to it. There she sat waiting, again, for Anthony. Life had come full circle.




Okay, so she wasn’t really waiting for Anthony. She actually waited for him and Dustin. Oxygen deprivation had to have affected her brain function. Otherwise she’d never have agreed to the meeting, no matter how gung-ho Dustin was about his idea. She hadn’t seen or spoken to Anthony in over five years, and she would’ve preferred to keep it that way.

Dustin had other ideas, and he considered his latest one to be sheer brilliance. She’d tried to shoot it down. He’d threatened to tell Anthony that she refused to meet with them out of fear. He played dirty sometimes. People who thought of him as so agreeable and easy-going had no idea who they were dealing with.

In theory, his idea could work. In fact, it could potentially benefit all concerned in a tremendous way. If she could handle the extra patient load, that is. Since she typically saw patients in her home, on a schedule designed to suit her needs, she had doubts about reporting to an office and working all day. It might be too much, but it couldn’t hurt to try, with the right restrictions.

Would Anthony allow theory to be put into practice? Doubtful. She wasn’t stupid. It was unlikely his attitude had changed much since they’d last spoken. Argued. Whatever they might call it, the end result was the same. A twelve-year friendship, nine of it spent engaged, down the toilet.

Anxiety built, causing her heart to beat more rapidly. She closed her eyes and willed herself to calm down. Getting revved up wasn’t good for her, and the last thing she needed to do was swoon at his feet when he arrived and give him a totally wrong idea.

Lord, only You know why I’m sitting here, because it certainly doesn’t make sense to me. Why should I care if Dustin tells Anthony I’m afraid? I don’t care what he thinks. I don’t want to see him again. It’s pointless. He’s probably just as hard-nosed and unyielding as he was before. I don’t have the strength to change that, nor the will to fight him about it, and I know he’s gonna pick a fight even if he did agree to this. He won’t be able to help himself. Help me stay calm and face him with dignity.

Her heart rate slowed. Her stomach unclenched.

Myriah opened her eyes to look out the window next to her. Late October in Tucson. A smile tugged at her lips. She’d been back six months but still enjoyed each day as though it was the first. Warm, sunny weather. Home. Cooler weather would come soon, but she didn’t mind. At least there wouldn’t be weeks and months of wet, dreary weather. Though it was in the high seventies, the temperature was expected to reach eighty later that day and remain in the low- to mid-eighties for a few days. She could definitely handle that, particularly since a pleasant breeze blew.

“I’m glad you made it!” Dustin slid into the seat across from her and tossed a file on the table.

She glanced around. No Anthony. “Where’s your cohort in crime?” Had Anthony had second thoughts? Maybe he’d decided not to show.

“Running late as usual. I think the man has his watch set ten minutes behind everyone else.” He rolled his eyes with a hearty grin.

She snorted softly but didn’t say anything. She’d wondered the same thing at times over the years.

“I’ll bet he’s late for his own funeral.”

“Dustin, that’s not very nice.” Even as she admonished him, Myriah fought the urge to laugh.

“Yeah, well, I’m just being realistic.” He chuckled.

“So, did he actually agree to this?”

“I’m not sure agree is necessarily the right word.” An odd hesitance behind the admission was less than reassuring. “We had a long talk, and he agreed to give it a trial run. He still doubts alternative medicine has anything to offer our patients.”

“I’m sure he does.” She couldn’t help the sarcasm. She frowned and locked her gaze on Dustin. “I can’t believe he agreed to work with me, even on a trial basis. How’d you pull that off?”

“I have my ways. I convinced him people are getting more health conscious these days and having a naturopathic physician in partnership at the practice will be good for both us and our patients.” He grinned mischievously, leaned toward her, and appeared ready to say something. His gaze flicked over her shoulder, and he straightened. “It’s about time you showed up. You’re late.”

“Sorry. I got tied up with a patient.”

Myriah took the few moments before Anthony looked her way to sort out her instant, and unwelcome, reaction. He looked even better than the last time she’d seen him. He’d filled out more. How had she forgotten the breadth of those shoulders? Add a beard to that handsome face, and the man could pass for a lumberjack. She swallowed. Hard. He looked way too good for her peace of mind. A familiar, yet new, attraction came on the heels of those thoughts.

She shook herself, annoyed that she’d even noticed how mouth-watering he was. That kind of thinking would get her nowhere. Just like before. By the time his gaze shifted her way, she had steeled herself for the impact of those emerald green eyes. He would not shake her.

The moment his eyes landed on her, they widened in surprise. His gaze shot to Dustin.

She shifted uncomfortably at a flash of insight that answered her earlier question of how Dustin had convinced Anthony to work with her. “You didn’t tell him it was me.”

“Dustin—”

“For Pete’s sake, both of you chill out and be reasonable.” Dustin pointed at his partner. “You, sit.”

Anthony hesitated then grabbed a chair from a neighboring table and plopped it at the end of the table rather than sliding into the booth beside her or Dustin, much to Myriah’s profound and instant relief. She didn’t want him that close anyway, and she didn’t have to look right at him.

“Myriah’s credentials are impeccable. She’s had training you and I can’t even begin to fathom.” Dustin slid the file toward Anthony, who glared at it rather than picking it up. Dustin rolled his eyes. “Can’t we act like grown-ups for a few minutes?”

Anthony crossed his arms over his chest and scowled.

That would be a no. Myriah resisted the urge to slap him across the back of the head and tell him to grow up. Yeah, you’re the one to judge. Wanting to slap him upside the head is so grown-up.

Dustin’s eyes narrowed. “I talked to some of Myriah’s patients. They gave me nothing but glowing reviews.”

“I’ll bet they did. She probably provided contact information for the ones who are happy with her work.”

“Actually, Myriah invited all of her patients to speak to me if they chose. I didn’t call them. They called me, and I spoke to them face-to-face. Some of them met me at our office. Some elsewhere. Two of them sent letters of recommendation, which are in the file.” He pointed to the folder lying in front of Anthony, who didn’t so much as glance at it.

Real mature, she wanted to tell him but bit her tongue. She didn’t need to get into an argument with him. He saw value in what she did, or he didn’t. His choice. The unrelenting stern look on his face suggested pretty bluntly that he didn’t. She was wasting time. She’d been this route before. She wasn’t going there again. No matter what Dustin held over her head.

Pain unexpectedly choked her. She cleared her throat. “Listen, Dustin, I’m sure you mean well, but this is a bad idea.” Myriah grabbed her purse and slid out of the booth, careful not to touch Anthony in the process. He didn’t budge. “Some things never change, including closed minds.” She leveled an accusing look at Anthony, who stared straight ahead. “Dustin, if you have patients you think I can help, I’d be happy to see them at my office. Otherwise, I think it best to nix this idea. I better go. I have things to take care of.”




 

* * *

 



“Nice way to show your tail end, pal.”



Anthony could do without Dustin’s sarcasm, but they had more important matters to discuss than his behavior. “You should’ve told me who you intended to bring in.” He could scarcely wrap his head around all the emotions rolling through him. He’d never expected to see her again.

“Why? So you could slam the door in her face without giving her a chance?” Dustin snapped his fingers with a condescending look. “Oh, that’s right. You just did! Again.” He leaned his elbows on the table, a heavy scowl darkening his features. “I want what’s best for my patients, and you know as well as I do that our nutritional training in med school was so limited as to be non-existent. She’s been trained in nutrition, as well as herbal medicine, and has a great deal to offer my patients. If you could crack your mind open just a smidgeon, I think you’d find she could help yours as well.”

“My patients are doing just fine.” Oh, really? His conscience needled him. Mrs. Pringle, the patient who’d delayed him that afternoon, hadn’t responded well to the latest medication they’d tried. He was running out of options to treat her.

“I’m sorry. I forgot,” his friend continued, oddly apologetic.

Anthony knew better than to trust that look and braced himself.

Dustin’s face shifted to anger. “You don’t need anyone. You’re the mighty Dr. Anthony Donovan, and you know it all. No one can possibly know something about diet and supplements that you don’t.”

“That’s not what I said. I really wish you’d stop putting words in my mouth.” He hated it when Dustin made him sound like an arrogant jerk with a God complex.

“Well, that’s pretty much what people infer when you’re so close-minded. It’s just your way of saying that you can’t learn anything from someone else.” Dustin shook his head and slid out of the booth, shoving Anthony’s chair out of the way with him still in it. It screeched on the tile floor. “I want her help. My patients deserve it. If you intend to stand in the way of that then this partnership needs to be re-evaluated.” He trudged past. “Oh, bring that file back to the office with you. Make sure you don’t read it. You might accidentally learn something.”

Anthony watched him go, feeling more than a little abandoned. Dustin clearly didn’t get it. Anthony wanted the best for his patients, but that meant sticking to properly researched and evaluated treatments. He made dietary recommendations to patients all the time, and those recommendations were based on science, not conjecture or anecdotal evidence.

Dustin wouldn’t actually dissolve their partnership. Would he? Perhaps not as unlikely as he’d hope. Anthony sighed. He hadn’t seen his friend so angry in a long while. Dustin wasn’t easily provoked. If he’d ticked his partner off that badly… well, he’d rather not think about it.

Elbows on the table, he wiped both hands up and down his face.

Alright, so perhaps he’d been less than reasonable about the alternative medicine stuff. Perhaps. He wasn’t totally relenting on that yet, but maybe Dustin had a point. He’d looked into it on occasion when time permitted. He had to admit, if only to himself, that he hadn’t done more than surface research. True, most of it had been from materials put out by the pharmaceutical companies, who might have a vested interest in keeping people on chemical medications.

Okay, so maybe he should at least give a Naturopath a chance. Dustin hadn’t demanded that Anthony allow Myriah to see his patients. Dustin wanted her there for his own.

So, could he work around Myriah? Even if he kept his patients clear of her, and she only saw Dustin’s oncology patients, he was bound to see her in the office. It wasn’t so big that he’d be able to avoid her.



Lord, what am I suppose to do?



 

* * *

 




Dustin peeked around a column at the front end of the restaurant. He grinned when Anthony leaned on the table and scrubbed his face with his hands. His friend was losing the battle. Whether he admitted it or not, defeat was coming. Dustin would see to it.

Anthony sat back in the chair and reached for the folder, a resigned look crossing his face. When he flipped the file open and started reading the contents, Dustin headed for the front door with a couple of celebratory dance steps and a big grin that drew amused looks from the seating hostess and a pair of customers. He nodded to them and continued on his way.

He would have Myriah and Anthony acting like grown-ups before they knew it. First step, get them talking, whether they liked it or not. Before it was too late.
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Saturday, October 24, 2009




 

THE next morning, Myriah sorted dirty clothes on the living room floor then took a load of whites to the laundry room off the back of the kitchen. Washer running, she turned to dusting everything in the living and dining rooms. Since those were the rooms her patients saw, she tried to keep them organized, uncluttered, and as clean as possible.




Though many people complained about the never-ending dust that seemed to spontaneously appear out of nowhere in the desert, she didn’t mind it so much. Dusting wasn’t strenuous. In fact, the mindless task was rather therapeutic. She could think or pray while working. She had just finished and was ready to move on to the kitchen when the doorbell rang.

Who could that be? She wasn’t expecting anyone. A shiver of trepidation went through her. Don’t just stand there. Go look.

Her feet wouldn’t budge.

It’s probably just Girl Scouts or a neighbor’s kid selling magazines.

The doorbell rang again, jarring her from the frozen state.

Myriah crossed the room, pulled aside the curtain on a window near the door, and frowned even as she sighed. Anthony stood on the porch, half-turned to look out at the street. What did he want? She debated pretending not to be home, but he glanced back around and saw her through the window. 

He raised a hand, slow, hesitant, in a half-hearted wave.

She dropped the curtain, shut off the alarm system, took a deep breath, and opened the door.

“What do you want?” Her conscience jabbed her for being so inhospitable. She clamped her mouth shut before something even more unwelcoming popped out.

“Do you have a few minutes?” He shoved his hands into his pockets, looking uncertain with a touch of uncharacteristic vulnerability. In that moment, he resembled the teenager she’d known so long ago.

A pang shot through her heart. Myriah nearly groaned out loud. Why couldn’t he be arrogant and patronizing or his know-it-all self? Then she could slam the door in his face, lock it, and pretend she hadn’t seen him. So, she’d probably feel guilty. It might be worth it. But no-o, he had to show up and play nice so she had to.

With a sigh, she stepped back and waved him inside with the duster.

“Thanks.” Anthony crossed the threshold and took a couple of steps inside so she could close the door. Looking around, he smiled faintly. “The place hasn’t changed much.”

“I haven’t gotten around to remodeling the front rooms yet.” Myriah dropped the duster in the bucket she carried cleaning supplies in.

“Love what you’ve done with the place.” A half-grin sliding into place, he pointed to the piles of laundry scattered about. “Early-college-dorm?”

“Laundry day.” She met his gaze and crossed her arms over her chest, uninterested in joking around. If he expected an apology of some sort for the mess sprawled across the living room floor, he had a long wait ahead. “What do you want?”

“I came to ask you to give working with our practice a trial run.”

After a few moments of silence, Myriah realized she was staring at Anthony, her mouth hanging open. She closed it with a click. Had he really come to ask her to work with them? That was even more out of character than him looking vulnerable a minute ago. Her eyes narrowed. “What did Dustin threaten you with?”

He looked away and didn’t answer.

Yep. Nailed it in one. He was there against his will. “So, you don’t want me there. He does. He threatened you somehow, and here you are.” She picked up the bucket and headed for the kitchen. “Which means, he wants me to work with his patients, but you aren’t willing to trust me with yours. Am I wrong?” Myriah dropped the bucket on the counter and turned a hard look on him.

Anthony rubbed a hand across his chin. “I want to believe in what you do.”

“But?”

“I have a lot of doubts.”

“Doubts about the modalities I use, or me personally?”

“Both, I guess.” He shrugged, his gaze stern and direct. “I’m not willing to turn my patients over to some soy-happy vegan who might use them as guinea pigs for her herbal remedies.”

Ire rose. Her heart pitched into double time. Myriah eyed the bucket on the counter. She should throw it at him, cleaning supplies and all. Good thing she’d already put it on the counter and stepped away. If she’d still been holding it, she just might have let loose, and she wouldn’t have allowed herself to feel guilty about it either.

She waited until her tongue was firmly bridled to ask, “Where in the world did you come up with such a line of garbage? First off, soy isn’t good for you unless it’s non-GMO, in very small quantities, and fermented, so I wouldn’t call myself soy-happy. Second, I’m not a vegan and never have been. That’s not even a healthy diet option for most people. Third, I’ll bet I know more about the mechanics of my herbal remedies than you do about the drugs you prescribe, which precludes my patients from being guinea pigs.” A bit dizzy and heat rising, she took slow, deep breaths and willed faintness away.

“I just thought—”

“Assumed, you mean.” She glared at him. “You really must think I’m a complete moron.”

“That’s not what I said.” Anthony glowered at her.

“That’s exactly what you implied by saying something like that without asking a single question about me, my lifestyle, or the recommendations I make to patients. Just because you’re good at deceiving yourself about what you think of people doesn’t mean the rest of us are so easily fooled.” Myriah sent him a look that dared him to challenge her.

He looked ready to do so but seemed to think better of it. “I read your resume.”

“And?”

“The day you broke up with me, you fully intended to go to Oregon, didn’t you?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Just answer me.”

Myriah sighed. No point keeping the truth from him. Besides, maybe knowing would show Anthony what a jerk he’d been. Still was. “I’d been accepted into two different degree programs. The one in Oregon, and another one near where you did your residency and fellowship. I applied for the latter, expecting we’d be married and need to stay in the same city. One of my med school professors recommended me for the program in Oregon. I wasn’t sure which to take until we broke up. You made that decision for me.”

“You didn’t tell me what you’d applied for. When you talked about ‘the program’, I thought you meant a medical residency. I didn’t know you meant another degree program.” He made it sound like she’d intentionally set out to deceive him, which raised her hackles.

“I can’t help what you assumed. I told you I was interested in naturopathy. That meant getting an N.D., thus more schooling before residency. You’d have known that if you’d taken an interest in what I wanted or listened when I talked to you.” She turned away, needing to put some distance between them. Lightheadedness intensified. Her chest tightened, making it difficult to breathe. She would not hyperventilate in front of him.

The washer beeped to let her know it was done. Myriah threw a brief prayer of thanks heavenward and went to move wet clothes to the dryer. After starting it, she returned to the living room to grab another load of laundry to throw in the washer. She took her time then sighed and turned to go back to face Anthony.

His broad frame filled the laundry room doorway, arms crossed over his chest. “You make it sound like I ignored you.”

“A lot of the time, you did.” She leaned a hip against the dryer and mimicked his posture. “I knew you were busy and preoccupied. Throw in my schedule with classes and clinicals, and I told myself, repeatedly, that it was perfectly reasonable that I rarely saw you. But you didn’t seem interested in talking when we had time together. At least, not about anything that mattered to me.”

“I had a lot on my mind.”

“Yeah, and apparently I wasn’t. There was no room for me in your life. You made that abundantly clear.” Myriah shook her head, straightened away from the dryer, and waved him out of her way. He didn’t move at first. She stepped closer, crowding him. She wasn’t beneath using Anthony’s aversion to physical contact against him. As predicted, he stepped back a couple of paces to let her into the kitchen.

A long silence followed.

“Dustin really wants your help.”

She nearly laughed at his return to what he probably deemed a safer topic. “You’re determined to save your backside, aren’t you? What exactly did Dustin threaten you with?”

His jaw flexed. “Will you give it a try or not?”

Myriah turned her back on him and washed the few dirty breakfast dishes. He remained silent as she worked. Dishes drying on the drainboard, she dried her hands and turned to face him. “I’ll do it with certain stipulations.”

“Which would be?”

“First, I start this coming Friday. I’ll only work in the office on Fridays. No other day of the week, at least not until we see how this works. Second, I work nine to four with an hour for each patient.”

He opened his mouth to say something.

She held up a quieting hand. “I don’t assembly-line my patients. One hour per patient. Take it or leave it.” There was a reason beyond patient care, a good one, for spacing patients the way she did, but it was none of his business.

Anthony watched her thoughtfully for a few moments. “Fine. Do you need more time to shift your normal patients to free up this coming Friday? If so, we can wait another week or two.”

“I don’t generally see patients on Fridays, so it’s already clear. Which is why I said this Friday, Anthony. Contrary to what you think, I do have a clue about what I’m doing.” Myriah gave him a look she hoped relayed a lack of appreciation at being treated like a mindless nitwit.

The phone rang.




 

* * *

 




Anthony didn’t know what to say, but he was sick and tired of people putting words in his mouth. He’d never accused Myriah of being stupid, wouldn’t do such a thing. He’d only meant to assure her there was no rush in case she needed more time.

He was still trying to figure out what to say when the phone rang.

With a final annoyed look tossed his way, she went to answer it. “This is Myriah.”

Odd way to answer a home phone. He frowned.

“Hey, Edith, what’s up? … Are you okay? … Did you take some arnica? … Outstanding! So what can I do for you? … Oh, sure.” The phone in one hand, she flipped open what appeared to be an address book with the other, found what she sought, and rattled off a name and phone number then closed the book. “You’re very welcome. Be more careful on your horse from now on,” she admonished with a teasing lilt in her voice.

He hadn’t realized she had any tease left in her. Apparently she did. Just not for him.

“See you Tuesday morning. Oh, if he wants to see you then, let me know and we’ll reschedule. You need to see him ASAP, okay? … Have a good weekend.” Myriah hung up the phone, her smile falling away as soon as she looked at him.

He asked the only thing that came to mind. “Friend having horse trouble?”

“A patient fell off her horse.”

“She calls you at home on weekends?”

“My patients call me anytime they need me, and my home is also my office.”

“You see patients here? Do you realize how dangerous that is?”

She rolled her eyes.

Great, she’d been spending time with Dustin and picked up his most annoying habit.

“Why? Because I have all those powerful drugs in my closet? Give me a break!” She turned and walked away. “I suppose they could cleanse themselves to death.”

Anthony shook his head. The home-office arrangement wasn’t a point he could let rest, so he followed her to the kitchen. Feet braced shoulder-width apart, he crossed his arms over his chest and prepared for battle.

Her back to him, Myriah wiped cabinet fronts and counters, occasionally shifting a small appliance out of the way.

“Well, there’s that.” How was he to approach this?

She shot him a semi-amused look, clearly picking up on his sarcasm.

“Others don’t necessarily know you don’t have drugs on the premises, but that’s not what I meant. You’re a single woman here alone. You have no idea what kind of person could come in that door. There are a lot of predators out there who would love such an opportunity.”

He’d almost swear she paled, but she turned away and threw a hand out in a careless gesture.

“Not likely. I know all my patients. I keep the door locked except when I’m letting a patient in or out. I don’t advertise my services, so new patients come as a result of referrals by established patients. I check to make sure I know who’s at the door before I open it.” She gave him a tolerant look. “I don’t leave the door open all day for any Tom, Dick, or Harry to come in. When I’m not expecting patients, I keep the alarm system on.” Myriah shrugged and turned away again. “Your concern is duly noted but unnecessary. Besides, you gave up the right to nag me about such things a long time ago.”

He had to admit to feeling more than a little deflated. Not only had she not fought him, she hadn’t even gotten annoyed. “I’d like to think us having been friends for so long would grant me the right to express concern for your safety,” he murmured.

She stilled and glanced over her shoulder in surprise. A look very much like hurt crossed her face. “We’re not friends, Anthony. We haven’t been in a very long time.” She almost sounded regretful, he realized. Then she went back to cleaning a corner of the kitchen counter.

“If we’re going to work together, I think it would be best if we tried to be.”

She had the audacity to laugh, shooting him a stunned and mirthless look. “Are you serious?”

“Of course. I wouldn’t have said it otherwise.”

She shook her head and went back to cleaning. It sounded suspiciously like she mumbled, “With friends like that, I wouldn’t need enemies.”

“What?”

Myriah tossed the wet dishcloth she’d been using into the sink, turned to face him, and crossed her arms over her chest. There was something very sad and empty in the look she leveled at him. A queasy feeling settled in his stomach at the same time pain wrapped around his heart.

“You and I can not be friends, Anthony. Friends support and encourage each other. They want to think the best of each other, even when evidence indicates the worst.” She paused, her gaze steady. “You aren’t willing to support me. A fact you’ve made more than clear both then and now. In fact, you stopped supporting and encouraging me a long time before we broke up. Add to that the fact you aren’t inclined to think the best of me, regardless of the evidence you’re presented with. I don’t need friends like that.”

“So you don’t think we can be friends because I don’t agree with you about everything?”

“Oh, brother.” She pulled another Dustin imitation that grated on his nerves then left the kitchen through a different doorway. Moments later, her voice came from behind him. “I think you better go. You’re not listening, and I’m tired of talking to a wall.”

“I am listening.”

“No, you’re not, but if it makes you feel better to tell yourself that, be my guest. It’s no skin off my nose if you want to delude yourself.” Myriah waved a hand as though it was irrelevant and headed for the front door. She unlocked the door and pulled it open, waiting expectantly.

“Myriah—”

“No, Anthony.” She held up a hand. “I got used to your indifference years ago. Just go.”

Indifference? What in the world was that about? Anthony hadn’t had the slightest capability to be indifferent to her, even if he’d wanted it, from the first day they met. She’d always been able to tie him in a knot with just a look, which had made it mighty hard to keep his hands to himself all those years after high school.

He stepped past her out the door. When he turned, Myriah slammed the door in his face. The dead bolt clicked.

“That went well,” Anthony muttered to no one in particular then trudged toward his car. How had things gone so wrong?

At least she’d agreed to work with them. Or rather, with Dustin. That should appease his partner for the time being and buy Anthony time to make sense of things he hadn’t understood, or at least that Myriah had implied he hadn’t. With time and effort, maybe they could become friends again. If not, working together would be nothing short of impossible.

He stopped beside his car, eyeing it. Great. Flat tire. How had that thing gone totally flat in such a short time? Maybe he’d picked up a nail or something on his way over. He glanced toward the house, shook his head, and went to the trunk to retrieve the jack and spare tire. Lovely way to spend a Saturday morning.
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Friday, October 30, 2009




 

MYRIAH faced Friday with a less-than-enthusiastic spirit. She’d talked to Dustin the day before about a couple of patients he wanted her to see. He’d had the office staff schedule them later in the morning, in the ten and eleven slots, to give her time to look at their records. Despite a desire to be happy and excited, thoughts of running into Anthony—an inevitable reality—hung over her like a dark cloud, stealing the sunshine from an otherwise wonderful situation.




She’d gone through the week with mixed feelings. Anticipation at the prospect of working with Dustin, knowing the good they could do together for his patients, and trepidation at having to see Anthony every Friday, knowing what he thought of her and the natural modalities she utilized for patients, not to mention the annoying attraction that reared up despite the fact he was a jerk.

At least once a day, she’d waffled. Maybe she should have rearranged her home-based work schedule to free up Wednesdays to be in the office, instead of going in on Fridays. Anthony was in surgery all day on Wednesdays. That smacked of cowardice, so she’d forced the idea away, only to have it recur when least expected. It is what it is, she kept reminding herself, and she’d just have to find a way to deal with it. And him.

After making sure she had some files she’d need, Myriah activated the alarm system, locked the door, and headed to the office. The beautiful sunny day mocked her foul mood. It was strange, going back to work in a medical building after six months working at home. It would be an adjustment for certain.

She’d need a second library at the new office. She couldn’t very well run back and forth to access reference materials at home. That could wait until the end of the trial period, however long that might be. If things didn’t work out, there was no need to go to the time and expense to duplicate her reference library. If by some miracle it worked out as Dustin hoped, she’d deal with it then. She had doubts, plenty of them, but a slim chance existed that it would work.

Myriah honestly wasn’t sure which result to hope for.

A few minutes later, she walked across the parking lot toward the medical building, her flowery cotton skirt billowing around her legs. She had to admit to a touch of anxiety just being near medical offices again. You’re not here to see any of the doctors personally, at least not for medical care, so cool it. She lifted her chin and willed her heart to settle into normal rhythm. She pulled open the outer door then waited with a smile for an elderly woman coming up the sidewalk.

The old woman smiled. “Thank you, dear.”

“You’re welcome.”

“It’s nice to see young people with manners.” The woman’s lined face was soft with friendliness, and a bit strained with worry if Myriah didn’t miss her guess.

They walked down the hallway together. When the old woman reached for the door Myriah had also targeted, Myriah reached around her to open it. She realized then this woman must be a patient of either Dustin’s or Anthony’s.

“Looks like we’re headed the same way,” Myriah said with a touch of humor.

“Which doctor are you here to see?”

“Both actually.” Sort of.

“Oh, I’m so sorry, dear.” Sympathy replaced the woman’s easy smile.

Myriah bit back a snort of derisive laughter as she followed the woman into the office. If she only knew. Then she realized what the woman must have thought. Only one reason someone would need a cardiologist and an oncologist. “Oh, no, it’s nothing like that. I’m a colleague.”

“That’s good.” The woman sighed, worry sliding away, releasing tension in her face. “I’m Mrs. Pringle.”

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Pringle. Dr. Myriah Nelson.” She accepted the elderly woman’s offered hand.

“Do you work with Dr. Donovan and Dr. Connelly?” The woman looked her over from sandaled feet to frilly blouse.

Her appraisal didn’t bother Myriah. She didn’t fit the picture everyone had of a doctor. When she’d moved to Portland, she’d abandoned pencil skirts, pantsuits, and high heels or nursing shoes in favor of skirts with lots of color and body, sandals, and feminine blouses with flowers, ruffles, lace, whatever struck her fancy. She’d even abandoned her white lab coat. Well, not abandoned it so much as dyed it. She smiled, thinking about Anthony’s probable reaction to her cornflower blue lab coat with dark lavender pockets.

“In a manner of speaking. We’re in negotiations, I guess you could say.” She grinned despite herself.

Mrs. Pringle chuckled. “Give them what for, young lady.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Mrs. Pringle, your timing is impeccable, as usual. I’m ready for you.” Anthony’s smile froze as he turned from the reception counter with a file in his hand. To his credit, the smile remained intact, though tense, when he saw who the woman was talking to.

Myriah could imagine the thoughts, and the horror, racing through his head, seeing her having a discussion with one of his patients. She fought the urge to grin. No point in antagonizing him. Her mere presence was enough salt in the wound at the moment. For both of them.

“Robin, would you please escort Mrs. Pringle to exam room four?” He handed the file to a nurse. “I’ll be with you in just a moment, Mrs. Pringle.”

The nurse led the elderly woman away.

Myriah closed the distance between them. Leaning closer, she whispered, “I didn’t corrupt her, so no need to worry.” She grinned. Okay, so maybe she could torment him. Just a little.

He rocked back on his heels, eyes wide.

Probably shocked she’d known what he was thinking.

“Myriah, you made it!” Dustin emerged from the inner corridor with a huge smile. He hugged her then stepped back. “You ready to get to work?”

“As I’ll ever be.” Let him make of that what he would.

“Great. Come on. I’ll introduce you to the staff.”

She walked away, leaving Anthony in the lobby with a thunderstruck look on his face.




 

* * *

 




Anthony watched Myriah leave with Dustin, feeling a bit like a stunned animal. Only he hadn’t been hit with a tranquilizer or some electric shock. Well, maybe it had been electric. Certainly had the same jolt. Like a kid playing with a light socket. The image of Myriah’s amused grin lingered. She’d teased him. His heart skipped into triple time again.

He frowned. Not good. He wanted to be friends, but there was no way they could be more than that. Attraction was absolutely, definitely, without the faintest doubt out of the question. Even if he would date a colleague who worked in the same office, he wasn’t willing to take that road with Myriah again. He wasn’t foolish enough to make himself the main dish at a second barbeque.

He hoped.

He straightened, raising his chin a notch. No. He wasn’t.

Right?

“Dr. Donovan?”

Anthony shook free of circling thoughts to look at Rebecca Jorgenson, their office manager.

Her head cocked, she wore a concerned expression. “You okay?”

“Uh, yeah, sure. I better see to Mrs. Pringle. Thanks.” He almost ran toward exam room three. When he opened the door and found no one there, momentary panic assailed him. Where had they put Mrs. Pringle? Didn’t he tell Robin room three? They hadn’t lost her, had they?

Robin walked by, casting him an odd look.

“Um, where did I have you put Mrs. Pringle?”

The odd look shifted to concern. “Room four, doctor.”

“Oh, thanks. Sorry.” Anthony beat a hasty retreat to room four, grabbed the patient file out of the holder to the left of the door, and plastered on a smile as he opened the door. “Good morning, Mrs. Pringle. I apologize for the delay.”




 

* * *

 




Rebecca watched with a bemused grin as Dr. Donovan hurried from the lobby. She’d worked with him for a year, ever since he and Dustin Connelly had established the practice, but she’d never seen him off center. Not much ruffled Dr. I-Have-Everything-Completely-Under-Control. Oh, she’d seen him angry from time to time when things didn’t go exactly as he’d expected, but his version of anger was almost laughable. He’d get all tight-lipped with a disapproving look on his face. Never so much as a short tirade or rant, much less a raised voice.

What she’d just witnessed hadn’t been anger.

Through the glass dividing the lobby from the reception desks, she’d seen the new doctor lean into his space and tease him. If Rebecca didn’t miss her guess, Dr. Donovan had a thing for the new doctor, and he wasn’t happy about it.

Returning to her desk, Rebecca laughed to herself. This could get very interesting.

“What’s up with him?” Robin appeared from the corridor leading to the exam rooms. She leaned against the end of Rebecca’s desk with a confused, and clearly amused, expression.

“Who?”

“Dr. Donovan. He told me to put Mrs. Pringle in exam room four then went looking for her in three. Is he alright?”

“I’m sure he’s fine.” For now. “He just forgot, I’m sure.”

“Something’s squirrelly there. That man never forgets anything.” Robin looked dubious and walked away.

Rebecca grinned at her paperwork. Life in the office suddenly looked way more interesting.




 

* * *

 




Myriah had more than an hour to go over files before her patients arrived.

The first made her heart ache. A seven-year-old boy named Joshua with leukemia. As difficult as it was to see adults struggle with serious health issues, a child was even worse, and nothing was more heart-rending than watching a child battle something as serious as cancer. She didn’t think she’d ever get used to that.

The second was a woman about her own age by the name of Tracy who had come through a breast cancer scare with a false alarm. No surgery. No treatments. No follow-ups needed. Dustin hadn’t made any notes about why Tracy wanted to see Myriah, so she had no idea what that appointment was about. She’d find out at eleven when the woman arrived.

As she read both files, Myriah scrutinized blood test results. They were incomplete, which didn’t surprise her. She looked for specific things the average doctor wasn’t trained to watch. She’d have to make sure Dustin ordered what she needed when he ran routine blood work on the patients he funneled her way. That would be easier on the patients than having them go through two separate sets of tests every time they turned around.

Rebecca tapped on her open office door. “Your ten o’clock is here.”

“Thank you. Um, do we have a phlebotomist on staff or do we have to send people to a lab for blood work?”

“Sophia’s a phlebotomist. She can get anything you need.” Rebecca pointed to a four-drawer file cabinet in the back corner of the office. “Forms are in the top drawer.”

“Thank you.” Good to know in case she needed something when a patient wouldn’t be seeing Dustin anytime soon.

“You’re welcome.” Rebecca disappeared.

Myriah picked up Joshua’s file and headed for the lobby. The moment she stepped through the open doorway, she recognized him. Not that she’d ever seen him before, but a child with advanced cancer wasn’t difficult to spot. He sat in a wheelchair, overly thin, pale, bald head covered with a baseball cap turned backwards. A wan smile touched his face as his mother spoke softly to him. The sight tugged at Myriah’s heart. She planted a friendly smile on her face. “Joshua Taggert.”

He looked up in response to his name with a look very near dread.

“Could you please escort your mom to my office?”

Joshua’s mom released the brakes on his wheelchair and pushed him toward Myriah, who led them to her office then stepped aside and waved them through. She closed the door behind them, having already let the office staff know a closed door meant she was unavailable. Patient or no patient.

“I’m Dr. Myriah Nelson. Feel free to call me Myriah.” She shook hands with both patient and parent. “Please, have a seat, Mrs. Taggert.” She waved to the couch inside the door. She took a chair nearby instead of retreating to the one behind her desk.

Joshua looked around her drab, sparse office with something akin to wonder. She tried to see it through his eyes but wasn’t sure she succeeded. The space was strictly utilitarian. Nothing appealing about it whatsoever, and she hated white walls. She’d already discussed that with Dustin when she’d first arrived, and he’d told her to do whatever she wanted to personalize the space. It would do for the time being though. No point putting work into it if she didn’t stay. “Pretty boring room, isn’t it?”

“You’re not going to make me go to an exam room?”

Ah, so that’s what had him awestruck. “No, sirree. I’ll let Dr. Dustin perform the poke and prod routine. Is that alright with you?”

He nodded, and a big smile spread across his drawn little face. She nodded with satisfaction, glad Dustin had let her know what his younger patients called him. He said some of them had difficulty pronouncing Connelly, so he’d made it easy for them.

“I’m glad that meets with your approval.” Myriah set the file on her knees and leaned her elbows on top of it. “So, how are you doing, young man?”

“Okay, I guess.” Joshua shrugged and glanced at his mother. “I’m tired of being sick.”

“I’ll just bet you are.” Her heart ached all the more. She understood what he meant. More than he could possibly know. “How’s your appetite?”

He shrugged without looking at her.

“He doesn’t eat much.” His mother piped in when he didn’t offer anything more. “I haven’t been able to get him to eat as much as he needs.”

Myriah nodded. Inappetence was a common problem for those undergoing cancer treatment, but there was a reason for some cases that could be easily remedied. She turned her attention to Joshua. Was he having abdominal pain? That was the main reason the little ones often didn’t feel hunger. Best to rule that out before moving to the easily solved possibility. “Aren’t you hungry?”

He shot a guilty look at his mother. “Well, yeah, but food tastes gross.”

Aha! She smiled. “Do you use metal utensils?”

“Yes, of course.” Mrs. Taggert looked confused.

“You might try plastic utensils. There’s something about chemotherapy and putting metal in the mouth that makes for a nasty tasting combination.”

“I’ve never heard that before.” A spark of hope lightened the woman’s tired eyes.

“I’ve heard from multiple cancer patients that it helps. Kind of hard to make yourself eat something that tastes yucky. Isn’t it, Joshua?”

He nodded adamantly.

“Now, why don’t we discuss his diet? What kinds of things do you like to eat, Joshua?”

“Stuff I’m not supposed to.” He pouted.

Myriah grinned. “You mean like cookies, cake, and ice cream?”

He nodded.

“I don’t blame you,” she whispered theatrically. “I cheat sometimes, too, but don’t tell the other doctors. They might throw me out of the office and ban me for life.”

A little boy laugh filled her office and made her smile.

“Well, I can’t tell you to eat high-sugar stuff very often, but we’ll see if we can’t come up with a diet plan that’s almost as yummy. Okay?”

He nodded.

She pulled a stapled handout from his file that she’d tucked in there earlier and handed it to his mother. “This is my standard recommendations for cancer patients. I like to use it as a jumping off point and then customize to suit the individual patient’s needs. I’ve already made a few notes specific to Joshua’s type of leukemia.”

She spent the next twenty minutes going over foods to eat, foods to avoid, and foods to limit to small amounts, personalizing the plan to the family’s abilities and Joshua’s likes and dislikes. When done, Myriah made two copies of the handout with all the notes she and Mrs. Taggert had made, one copy for her file, one for Dustin’s.

“I normally go over supplements as well as diet in a first visit, but I’d like to start with diet for this visit. Since Joshua hasn’t been eating, I want to see how he does with proper diet before we start any supplements. I also don’t want to put too much on either of you all at once. Changing diet can be a big shift to handle. I noticed in his file that he has more blood work coming up in about two weeks.” She looked to Mrs. Taggert for confirmation.

Joshua’s mom nodded.

“I’ll ask Dr. Dustin to run the blood work I need along with his to save Joshua from being poked any more than absolutely necessary, and we’ll make it a standard part of his routine blood work from then on.”

Joshua gave his mother a big grin. He definitely liked the idea of no extra needles.

Myriah didn’t blame him. “In the meantime, try plastic utensils and the changes we’ve talked about. After we see how he’s doing with the new diet, then we’ll look at possible supplementation. How does that sound?”

“Manageable,” Mrs. Taggert said with a weary sigh and grateful look. “Thank you so much.”

“You’re more than welcome. I’m here to make your life a bit easier.” She rose to her feet and shook Mrs. Taggert’s hand then leaned down to shake Joshua’s hand. “It was a real pleasure to meet you, Joshua.”

“Nice to meet you, too.” A gap-toothed grin peered up at her.

She held the door for the woman to wheel her son into the corridor.

“Dr. Dustin, she’s not going to poke and prod me!” Joshua declared as he cleared her office door.

Dustin appeared with a playful pout. “She’s making me be the bad guy. How mean!”

Joshua’s laughter echoed down the hall. Myriah shared a smile with Dustin.

“So, how’d it go?” he asked as soon as mother and son were gone.

“Well, I think. He’s a delightful little guy, and she seemed very open to the information I shared about how to improve his eating habits.”

“She struck me that way when I talked to her. She wants what’s best for him, and she’s not afraid to step outside her comfort range.”

“I made a copy for you of what she’s taking home, including modifications we made specifically for Joshua.” Myriah stepped into her office and grabbed the copy she’d made, offering it to him.

Dustin flipped through it, scanning the contents. “I’ll have to give this a more thorough read when I have a chance. It looks like you cover all the bases.” He looked pleased.

“I try to.”

“Wow.” He scanned through the last page. “You even include a reference list.”

“I find a lot of patients want to research more in-depth for themselves, so I provide the list to give them a starting point. I want to make sure they have reliable sources they can easily find to get them started.” Her job was more about educating patients than treating them. At least from her point of view.

“Empower the patients to make informed choices.” Dustin nodded. “Outstanding. Thanks for this.” He waved the papers and headed for the door. “I’ve got another patient waiting, so I’ll talk to you later.”

“Later.” She filed her copy of Joshua’s paperwork and made sure his medical file was complete. The phone on her desk rang. “This is Myriah.”









OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ontemporary Christian Romance =
QT T i





