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What They Are Saying About 
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“Dietitian Andrea Martin has a special connection with the cardiac patients in the hospital where she works. She believes in living life to the fullest, without regard for time. Dr. Braeden Landry is an overworked but brilliant heart surgeon who has forgotten that life is meant to be lived, and not simply saved. Andrea helps Braeden reconnect with his patients and shows him he needs to live life too, while Braeden gives Andrea her heart's desire. With vivid descriptions, well-drawn characters, and touching plot twists, Carol McPhee brings this romance to a happily-ever-after that is as real as it is satisfying.”

—Paula Altenburg

President, Romance Writers of Atlantic Canada

Carol McPhee is an author to keep an eye on. I highly recommend Be Still, My Heart! A wonderful read from a very talented author who will leave you watching the bookstores for her next book.

—Billie A Williams,

Candlelight And Shadows

Skull Music, June 2005
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Prologue
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Braeden Landry ripped off his green surgical mask and rushed into the doctor’s dressing room. He glanced at the wall clock—if he hurried, he could join his foursome at the country club on the first tee and have time for eighteen holes before sundown. Still, one of his referrals was scheduled for an angiogram down the hall about now. The patient’s chest pain had been perplexing in the thirty-six year-old man. He was athletic, never smoked, and had none of the other common risk factors for heart problems, yet they hadn’t been able to find another cause. Braeden decided he’d pop in and observe.

He sighed. He’d not had much time for the greens lately, and it looked like today would be no different. He re-did his mask, stuck his face through the operating room doorway, and drew the attending doctor’s attention. “Jim, okay if I watch?”

“Sure, no problem.”

Braeden looked over the shoulder of Dr. Hudson as he injected dye into a catheter threaded up through the femoral artery to the patient’s aorta. Both doctors watched the TV monitor and saw the dye flow through the patient’s right coronary artery.

The patient muttered, “Hey, Doc, how much longer you gonna be? This X-ray table is hard on my back.”

“I’m studying one of your arteries,” Dr. Hudson replied. “Now I need to do the other one. I won’t be much longer... Braeden, that right coronary artery looks normal to me.”

Braeden nodded, “I agree. Go ahead and inject the other side.”

They watched the screen again as Dr. Hudson manipulated the catheter’s tip to the other side of the patient’s aorta and into the opening of the left coronary artery. Dr. Hudson squeezed the hypodermic syringe’s plunger and squirted 10cc of dye into the pulsating artery.

“Oh, shit,” Dr. Hudson said. “I’m screwed.” He motioned Braeden away from the patient’s hearing range. “This man has a 100% blockage in his left anterior descending artery, and the block is more than an inch long... I can’t get my balloon through the lumen of an obstruction that long, even if I could, I might burst an artery... this guy has to have a bypass.” He cursed a string of four letter words.

Braeden’s eyes narrowed as he focused on the serious situation that lay before them. “My pump-oxygenator technician quit on me this morning. Her replacement won’t be here until tomorrow. That’s why we only scheduled uncomplicated cases for this afternoon.”

“We’d better put this guy in a helicopter and evacuate him to Montreal.”

“Think he’ll live that long?” Braeden asked.

Dr. Hudson shook his head. “What other choice do we have? You’re the Chief of Cardiac Services—you make the decision, Braeden.”

“I can do a bypass on him without a pump-oxygenator!”

“That’s never been done—”

“There’ve been two or three case reports from Barcelona. If they can do ‘em in Spain, we can do one in Canada.”

“This is surgical history.” Dr. Hudson leaned over for the nurse to sponge his forehead.

“Keep out of the way and don’t ask any unnecessary questions.”

With the patient flat on his back and under general anesthesia, Braeden held out his gloved hand. The scrub nurse slapped a scalpel into it. He then made a four-inch incision near the edge of the patient’s breastbone.

“How can you get your hands in an incision that small?” Dr. Hudson asked.

“I don’t have to. I can reach everything with instruments.”

“When will you take the vein graft from his leg?”

“Dammit, Jim, I don’t need a vein graft. I’m going to use the patient’s internal mammary artery. You can see it here in the incision.”

“The diameter’s not much bigger than a piece of spaghetti. How are you going to stop the heart from beating? Nobody could sew in that little artery with the heart moving around like that.”

Braeden took a long, calming breath, and let it out. “How about holding off on the questions for a while?”

“Sorry. Let me know where I can help.”

Braeden put occlusion tapes on the patient’s coronary artery to prevent any blood leakage that would obscure the operative field. He made a horizontal incision in the coronary artery’s wall to match the diameter of the mammary artery. Adjusting his hand movements with the heart’s pulsation, he sewed the end of the mammary artery into the side of the anterior descending coronary artery, then removed the haemostatic tapes. There was no blood leakage around the suture line. Braeden sewed the chest incision closed.

“My God,” said Dr. Hudson. “Braeden you have the eye of a hawk, the heart of a lion, and the touch of a master.” 
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Dammit!” Dr. Braeden Landry’s eyes spit fire. He leaned heavily against the frame of the patient’s door he’d just opened and abruptly shut. The image burned in his mind. One of the hospital’s staff had been sitting on the bed with an elderly man wrapped tightly in her arms. Her closed eyes indicated passion, not compassion.

“Sam, this is the second time this week I’ve entered a hospital room and found one of my patients clutched in the arms of that technician. I had medical students with me before, so I diverted them to another patient down the hall.” Braeden glanced down the corridor from habit. “Has the hospital decorum around here changed that much while I’ve been away?”

Braeden turned to his silver-haired companion, Sam Jeffrey, Administrator of Bayview Heights General Hospital. “Who is she?”

“Well, in the first place, she isn’t a technician—she’s the new dietitian, and her name is Andrea Martin. She started working here about a month ago, just after you started your leave of absence to update your expertise with hands-on courses. She’s popular with the patients.”

Sam’s eyes twinkled, obviously enjoying the sight of the brilliant cardiac surgeon caught off-guard. The Administrator had been Braeden’s mentor all through the years of Braeden’s medical study and looked on his protégé as the closest thing to a son he’d ever have. Occasionally, he’d take a break from his management duties just to watch Braeden in action on rounds.

“Hell, I can see why she’d be popular, but a hospital’s no place to cozy up that way. It’s downright embarrassing to walk into a room and see a staff member in a passionate clinch. Twice in one week is ridiculous. Makes me feel like an intruder when the patient is here for my help,” Braeden hands gripped the patient’s chart with a white-knuckle clasp.

“Well, you’re the attending doctor now, so let’s open the door and go inside. We’re backtracking here. There are still other patients to see. Oops! Watch out for that gurney coming down the corridor full speed.”

Braeden stepped aside and watched the two orderlies manoeuvre the bed past them. He drew in a deep breath and pushed open the door exactly at the moment the dietitian pulled the handle on the other side. His sudden action caused her to stagger backward as the door easily gave way. Braeden leaped forward and caught her flailing body in the nick of time. The surgeon steadied the dietitian, then quickly moved back. To mollify the awkward silence and flushed faces, Sam stepped in to introduce them.

“Miss Martin, I’d like you to meet, Dr. Braeden Landry, Chief of Cardiac Services. Braeden, meet Andrea Martin, our new Therapeutic Dietitian.”

Still ruffled from his earlier annoyance, Braeden scowled and mumbled a weak, “Hello.”

Her face infused with crimson, Andrea’s emerald eyes darted up the six-foot-five frame of the scowling doctor who had almost toppled her. In a slightly trembling voice, she acknowledged the introduction. “H-Hello, Dr. Landry. This isn’t what it l-looks like. Mr. J-Jenkins and I...”

Her stammer reeked of guilt and aroused his suspicion even more. “Spare me the explanations, Miss Martin. It’s all right to hug in the hospital, but I think you were overdoing it.” He deliberately kept his gravelly voice low so the patient couldn’t hear.

Before she could reply, Braeden turned his attention to the bright-eyed gentleman now wiggling under the white thermal sheet. The back of the patient’s Johnny shirt flapped open with the movement. Braeden glanced at the dietitian but in the process of exiting the room she didn’t catch the sight of bare buttocks.

“Hello, Mr. Jenkins. “I’m Dr. Landry, and this is the boss of the hospital, Mr. Jeffrey. Your cardiologist asked me to look in on you. I see by your chart that you’ve been here two weeks. Are you getting tired of us yet?”

“Damn right, Doc. I’m sick of the flowered drapes and that monstrous picture on the wall. I’d rather be out enjoying the countryside than looking at a cheap replica. Time you boys were gettin’ me fixed up and out so someone real sick can have the bed. At seventy, I don’t have time to waste in here.”

Braeden checked the heart monitor and pulled his stethoscope from its drape around his neck. “Well, it seems the medication has failed to improve your angina; you’re still having recurring chest pains. By the way, do you accept hugs from all the females on our staff, Mr. Jenkins? Or only from the pretty ones?”

“At my age, and in my condition, I’ll take any hugs given out, Doc. Sure beats the hell out of sufferin’ with this infernal pain. You oughta try it some time. Hugs lighten the heart and might even put you in a better mood.”

Sam laughed out loud as Braeden shifted his feet, uncomfortable at the chiding. Putting forth his attentive professional face, the surgeon proceeded with his examination, but camouflaged his concern at the patient’s fast and irregular heartbeat.

“Hmm. Guess the dietitian didn’t do much damage, Mr. Jenkins—we don’t want our staff breaking hearts. We’re supposed to be in the business of repairing them.”

Dr. Landry’s satirical attitude was well known in the hospital. Often highly stressed and tired, his sarcasm lashed out easily at the nursing staff. They knew when to give him a wide berth. “I’ll take another look at your test results, then we’ll consider the best course of action.”

“Just get me out of here soon. This IV hook-up and bleeping monitor is enough to drive anyone mad. At least you haven’t got a herd of students with you. I’m sick of feeling like a guinea pig.”

“Then perhaps I should call the dietitian back to calm you down.”

“Anytime, Doc.”

When they left, Braeden’s gaze skirted the hallway again, but beyond a group of nurses huddled near the lounge, no other staff was in sight.

The two men continued visiting other patients in the Coronary Care Unit. When Braeden’s last referral had been seen, and the patient’s chart returned to the rack in the nursing station, Sam pulled him aside. “How about lunch, Braeden? I’m famished.”

“It’s not a good idea to be starved around here.” Braeden snickered. “Sometimes the cafeteria food is plain unappealing.”

Sam grinned. “Maybe Miss Martin can spice it up for you. The smell of the lasagne is floating off those two meal wagons by the elevators and spearheading straight toward my appetite.”

“Ugh! That doesn’t suit my taste, and she’d better not spice up any more of my patients or she’ll be in trouble.”

“Oh, give her a break.” Sam shook his head and laughed. “I think you might find a few changes have been made since she’s joined us. Come on, the cafeteria is summoning my stomach.”

As they carried their food-laden trays into the dining room, Braeden’s eyes widened in surprise. “I see what you mean. The place has had a facelift. You find a flood of money at the gate, Sam?”

“Nope. It was all donated. One of our heart patients was a florist and so happy at the success of his angioplasty that he told Miss Martin to go to his greenhouses and pick out any hanging plants she wanted. She wanted a lot.”

“And the new wallpaper?”

“Another satisfied patient.”

“Let me guess. Our dietitian likes blue?”

“Her favorite color.” Sam laughed when his companion rolled his eyes.

Choosing a table at the back of the room gave them the opportunity to watch the other staff employees eating their meals in select little groups. Nurses sat with nurses, technicians with each other, and so on, as if there were an unspoken hierarchy at play. Braeden couldn’t help but notice the dietitian broke this tradition when she entered and sat with the head nurse of CCU.

“There’s Miss Martin now. Do you want to put in a request for better food?” Sam asked.

“No. I’ll stay away from her... as far as I can get. It might be safer.”

Braeden couldn’t help spotting a few other things about Andrea Martin as he flicked off the cellophane covering and bit into his ham sandwich. He’d bet she stood six feet without shoes, and even he had to appreciate her well-proportioned figure. Her opened lab coat revealed a bright green silk blouse combined with a navy pleated skirt; her skin radiated health. Now that he looked closer, she could be distinguished from a technician by the green nametag above her breast pocket. He hadn’t noticed that landmark earlier. It must be the amount of green coloring in her attire that accentuated the brilliance of her emerald eyes.

“That’s one tall woman, Sam.”

“I like the way she stands so straight. Most tall women slouch as if they’re afraid of their own shadow. She looks almost defiant.”

Braeden nodded in agreement. “She has great posture, but she wasn’t defiant earlier if you recall. Acted like a skittery cat.” His eyes skimmed her caramel-colored hair. Swept up in a crown-based thick ponytail, one giant ringlet flounced behind her head when she moved. Heat in the kitchen had caused strands to loosen and drip like strings of taffy along her high cheekbones.

“Wonder if she has a significant other. Do you know?” Braeden automatically tried to picture what she would look like with her hair falling around naked shoulders, then shook his mind from his imaginative gutter.

“I don’t know her that well. She certainly has pretty eyes. If I were a bit younger...”

Braeden laughed and concentrated on her face. Her eyes seemed to dance as she talked in an animated way with the nurse, yet only a short time ago they had faltered with insecurity at his displeasure. He pondered the possibility she might be telling Miss Wilson of her experience with the grumpy, Dr. Landry. Her expression changed to a more serious one when she leaned across the table and lowered her voice. He was right. She was blabbing.

“I see you’re studying Miss Martin, Braeden. Are you interested in her already? You have a record for not waiting long, but this is rather quick, don’t you think?”

Still silently appraising her, Braeden grimaced and balked at Sam’s questions. “I’m definitely not interested in her in the way you think. I’m curious of her approach to diet instruction for our patients.” He decided to make light of the situation. “What do you know about her, Sam? Where’d she get her training?”

“She interned in Detroit five years ago, then worked three years at the hospital there before coming home to Nova Scotia.”

“That would put her age at about twenty-six, wouldn’t it?” Braeden figured quickly.

“No, I think her résumé said she was thirty-four. Her years working at the other hospital weren’t continuous. It appears she took considerable time off between college years as well. Maybe she had financial troubles and had to work her way through school. But she had good references. Give her a break, Braeden, she’s gentle and caring and goes out of her way to encourage the patients to eat.”

Sam studied his protégé intently. “You were really bothered by that little incident with her, weren’t you? Maybe you should’ve taken time off for a vacation before returning here. I hear that mini-bypass course you took registers high on the stress meter.”

“I’m not bothered at all. Just cautious where intimate activities in the hospital are concerned and you damn well know why.”

“Ah... yes, and we won’t get into that discussion now. It’s over and we have to move on.”

“Maybe so, but I intend to remain vigilant from here on. I want no further experience in court. Once was enough.”

When Sam returned to his office, Braeden remained behind slowly sipping his coffee and staring out the window at the influx of people entering the outpatients’ department. As he finished the drink, he watched a male X-ray technician seat himself at the dietitian’s table. By the guy’s animated motions, he appeared furious with her. A few minutes later, the technician grabbed his tray and stomped out of the dining room. Miss Martin remained where she was, serenely drinking a cup of tea.

Braeden had been furious with her a short time ago, too, and he knew she was well aware of it when she’d scooted out of Jenkins’ room so fast. He’d given her the snarly look he reserved for medical students when they couldn’t answer his questions. Maybe she didn’t deserve it. He levered himself from his table and returned to the cafeteria line for a refill of coffee.

~ * ~
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Andrea’s morning had been a disaster. From the time of her run-in with Dr. Landry in CCU, she’d been angry with herself for being embarrassed when she had nothing to be ashamed of. It was the past catching up, she supposed. Still, working here was an opportunity she couldn’t let slip by her. She needed to make her employment secure and that wouldn’t be possible if others got her riled so fast. If that doctor only knew how his suggestive comment made her cringe—but he had no idea of what she’d been through in her life. On top of that incident, there had been numerous requests for diet instructions and they almost overwhelmed her ability to squeeze them all in.

Luckily, Nancy Wilson was still eating, so she would at least have company during her lunch break. Nancy was the only real friend she’d made since coming to Bayview. She welcomed the chance to tell the nurse about Dr. Landry and find out why he had something stuck in his craw.

“What can you tell me about your Chief of Cardiac Services, Nance? I had an awful session with him this morning. He walked into the room as I was giving Mr. Jenkins a comforting hug. Judging by his frown and brusque manner, he misinterpreted it.”

“Don’t let him get to you. And don’t get interested in him, either, Andrea—he’ll break your heart. Dr. Landry is the ‘love ‘em and leave ‘em’ kind. He changes girl friends quicker than you change your panty hose.” She laughed at her analogy. “Seriously, he only goes out with a girl until she starts to get serious, then drops her and moves on to someone else. Stay clear. He’s major trouble.” Nancy’s voice softened. “Other than that, he’s a great doctor, is fun to be around when he’s not overworked, and he can charm a girl right out of her shoes. He’s very much a flirt at times, for sure, but mostly he’s sincere and a good friend to have. Don’t get on his bad side if you can help it. He’ll cut you down in a minute.”

Andrea’s lower lip stuck out in a rare pout. “Looks like I’m already on his bad side. I fell into his arms and felt so ridiculous that I didn’t even think to thank him for catching me.” She did remember thinking the thick black eyelashes fringing his narrowed eyes provided a startling contrast to his white lab coat. Once his frown had relaxed, she’d noted his eyes were so brown it was almost impossible to tell where the pupils started. “Now that I think of it, his cologne smelled seductive. The grey hair at his temples is attractive, too. Do you know how old he is?”

“Hmm, early forties. He and Mr. Jeffrey are extremely close. Oops! There goes my pager. I’ve got to get back to CCU. See you later.”

Glancing around the room, Andrea spied Dr. Landry staring at her. She was at a loss to know how to respond to the intensity of his gaze. It made her feel like she was sitting on a bed of cacti. Anxious to escape the prickly sensation, she was just considering leaving when George, the head of the X-ray department invited himself to her table.

“When are you going out with me, Andrea?” Same old question he’d been asking for two weeks now. Not attracted to him in any way, he truly repulsed her with his roving eyes and hands. He was too familiar with her when she was within reach; she kept her distance as much as possible.

“Sorry, George, I’m not interested in dating you. I tried hinting about it, but you won’t take no for an answer. I’m telling you directly now.”

His glare warned that he wasn’t used to a brush-off. “There’s no reason for you to be stuck-up about it. I give a girl a good time.”

“I said, no. Let it go at that.”

“You’re probably no fun anyway. I can’t change your mind?”

“No.”

After a disgusted grunt, George steamed from her table. Andrea sighed. He might be more right than he knew. Maybe now she’d get a chance to finish her tea in peace.

Distracted by her thoughts, Andrea jumped when a voice rumbled, “Do you mind if I sit down, Miss Martin?” Anxious to ditch her glum mood, she instinctively replied favorably, before she looked up to see Dr. Landry towering over her.

He picked up her stainless steel teapot. “I got myself a refill of coffee; I’ll freshen your tea. Be back in a minute.” Her mouth dropped, dismayed at his take-charge bearing. He appeared to be in a relaxed frame of mind as he cheerfully greeted and passed other staff members coming in for their lunch.

Her mind leaped to strange thoughts. Cardiac surgeons are known for being arrogant and intense, but he could have asked if I wanted a refill. This is absurd, even if he is a legend around the hospital. She’d heard about him constantly since she’d started her job. Staff nurses said his hands were so nimble in surgery that he could be in and out of a patient’s chest before the blood had a chance to ooze. His admirers boasted that he’d saved many a hopeless case with his skills.

“I hope you don’t mind that I’ve butted in, Miss Martin.” His face held the hint of a smile and dissolved his earlier perplexed expression. “I hate eating alone and I saw you weren’t finished with your meal yet. In fact, you’ve hardly touched it. Don’t you like the food in the cafeteria much, either?”

It didn’t matter if she minded or not, she thought, as she studied the presence plunking his large frame down at her elbow. He was here, his tone still as snarky as ever.

“I want to explain about this morning, Dr. Landry.”

“Ah, this morning... Do you make a habit of snuggling up to all the patients you visit, or just to mine?”

“I beg your pardon? Perhaps you should get the facts first, before making an accusation.” The thought flitted across her mind that she should keep a tight lip; she needed this job desperately. Maybe it was because of the need that she found herself so defensive.

“Just what did I interrupt when I entered Jenkins’ room?” His eyes, no longer soft, blasted a warning of danger. His voice had risen high enough that people directed their attention to the pair.

“I was not ‘snuggling up’, as you so indelicately put it. Patients facing heart surgery are often scared out of their wits. Sometimes they don’t relay their fears to the doctors treating them. They suffer in silence unless someone happens to strike a responsive chord that allows them to open up. That person often happens to be the dietitian because she doesn’t cause pain. Of course,” a smirk wormed its way across her lips, “we get complaints on the food for the same reason.” Her voice rose a notch, “There’s nothing wrong with a comforting hug, Dr. Landry.”

“Calm down.” Braeden scanned the other diners. “Maybe I overreacted. You’re right. The hospital is stressful for heart patients and they do need comforting.” He turned back to her. “Look, could we retrace our steps here and get off this old track? I couldn’t help noticing that technician, who just left your table, looked a bit upset.”

Ignoring the temptation to wither under the scrutiny of the surgeon’s eye, Andrea’s anger jacked up it strength. “It wasn’t work related. I don’t need to explain.”

“That’s right, you don’t have to satisfy my curiosity.” His eyes sparkled, like he’d been challenged. “I have an inquiring mind. It comes with my profession.”

“All right. Because of my run-in with you, I was in bad mood when he came over. He’s been bugging me for a date, so I told him to take a hike.” She frowned at his smile. “Look, I don’t mean to sound cranky. I do want to thank you for catching me today. I could have hurt myself.”

“You’re welcome. Always glad to help a lady in distress, but I’m the one that put you in the predicament. May I ask one more question?”

“I guess so.” Andrea sucked in a big breath in preparation.

“I hope you don’t accuse me of being too personal, but what’s on the medic alert bracelet you wear? I noticed it on your wrist this morning when it gouged my neck.”

“Oh? I’m sorry. Did it leave a mark?”

“I’ll live, don’t worry.”

“You don’t miss much, do you, Dr. Landry?” She looked down at the stainless steel chain with the red symbol mounted on a tiny bar. Preferring not to have anything more dragging about her neck than what was already invisibly there with her problems, she’d worn the bracelet instead of the alternate alert necklace for some time. It carried memories of an earth-shattering time in her life—a time she’d tried to put behind her, and for the most part had done so successfully. Wearing it constantly, she’d learned to toss lies at a moment’s notice when questioned about it. With unflinching eye contact, the words “penicillin allergy” bounced off her tongue. She regretted her need to replay the worn record to this specialist, who was only displaying natural curiosity. But she had no way of avoiding the lie if she were to be accepted as a normal functioning employee of the hospital.

“Excuse me, Dr. Landry. My break is over and I have work to do. Maybe I can find another of your patients to hug.”

Dr. Landry didn’t smile.

All eyes turned in her direction as Andrea rushed out of the dining room. Braeden was left with a sheepish expression and a mug of lukewarm coffee. His eyebrow arched in a display of indignation when he glanced at the diners gawking his way—and snickering.

~ * ~
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When Andrea caught up to speed with her diet instruction orders, she knocked lightly on the Administrative Dietitian’s office door. She could see through the glass partition that Mrs. Marshall was on the phone. Sylvia motioned for her to enter and take a seat.

Andrea tried to appear nonchalant and gazed around the office. I suppose Dr. Landry is ratting me out already. Offering a pleasant goodbye, Mrs. Marshall cradled the receiver.

“That was Mr. Jeffrey discussing our request for new equipment.”

Andrea breathed a sigh of relief. She had a chance to own up and plead her case. “Sylvia, I had a couple of altercations with Dr. Landry today. I’ve been trained to respect doctors and be courteous, but the man is overbearing and filled with self-importance. He goes beyond the bounds of good taste with his personal questions. I take full responsibility for the mishaps, though. I shouldn’t have let him get to me.”

“Tell me exactly what happened. I know Braeden well and I know how tactless he can be.”

Andrea related the circumstances, then waited for Sylvia’s response.

“Okay, Andrea. To tell you the truth, I know about the matter. I wanted to hear it from your side. Mr. Jeffrey mentioned what happened when he first called. Rumors spread fast around here.” A grimace etched her forty-something face.

Andrea felt the pull of a cold sinking in the pit of her stomach. She liked working here. As a large teaching hospital, Bayview Heights covered a wide scope of medical care and used the latest technologies. It was vital to her career that she not mess up this prospect.

“Mr. Jeffrey and I agree that the conflict between the two of you is unfortunate and we hope it doesn’t repeat itself. Dr. Landry is under enormous strain with the surgery he does, and he’s recently back from a session of intense updating in new methods of surgery.” Her voice gentled. “Andrea, give him some leeway, will you, please? Avoid him as much as you can. We don’t get many requests for diet instruction from his domain, so stay away from it, except when necessary.”

“Of course, but I still want to visit Mr. Jenkins every day, even if he is Dr. Landry’s patient.” Andrea rose to leave. With her hand on the doorknob, she deemed it necessary to make one last point. “I’ll try and see him at times the good doctor is in surgery and avoid another confrontation. Mr. Jenkins has become a dear friend, he doesn’t have any relatives handy to care about him.”

“Just watch out Andrea... be courteous when you can’t dodge Braeden.”

“I will.”

~ * ~
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Sylvia smiled as her usually gentle-mannered assistant left the office. Andrea had shown a unique soft spot for patients with heart problems ever since she’d started working in the dietary department. But with the diet orders sent from other doctors on the cardiac floor, the writing was on the wall. Sylvia picked up the phone and dialed extension forty-two.

“Hello, Sam. I just talked with Andrea.”

“All right, tell me what you think.” Sam’s authoritative voice boomed though the phone.

“You know the hospital is lucky Andrea has come here to work. The dietary employees like her easy-going nature.” Sylvia stretched her back and blew out a slow puff of air. “The nurses like her calm, prompt response when a diet needs to be changed or a patient, upset with his meal, requires settling.”

“I know she’s well-liked, but I don’t want to see Braeden the butt of rumors again.”

Sylvia toyed with the phone cord. “He’s going to be anyway, you know that. I realize she upset him. She’ll try to avoid that in the future. She has to learn not to upset apple carts around here. I guess you could say Braeden is the biggest apple cart of them all, after you. Do you think I should have filled her in on Braeden’s past relationship with me?”

“Let’s not confuse the issue. I don’t think she needs to know you two were an item, unless you think it might make her understand him better.”

“You know he’s married to medicine, Sam. It would never have worked out with us. I’m happy with Craig now.” She added, “I know he’s not as renowned a cardiologist as he could be, but he does good work and manages to be a wonderful husband as well.

“Anyway, to get back to our problem, I’ll keep you informed.” Sylvia replaced the receiver and walked to the window. She gazed at the distant bay. Lost in deep thoughts, the words burst from her mouth: “Braeden, you’re going to have to tread carefully. I know what a charmer you can be. God help us, if you choose to use that charm on Andrea. With her spunk and vitality, accompanying her over-sensitivity, both of you will be in trouble.”

~ * ~
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Sylvia’s advice echoed in Andrea’s ears, forcing her to continuously revise her calculations on patients’ diabetic diet charts. She breathed a sigh of relief when her shift ended. Once outdoors, the heat of the Indian summer sun lifted the tenseness in her muscles, easing the pulsating throb at her temples. She stopped and inhaled the pungent scent of the yellow and orange marigolds blooming in round plots around the staff parking lot. Her weary body always lightened when she spotted her car parked among the physicians’ late-model vehicles.

The used Plymouth Breeze was all she could afford when she’d bought it a month ago. Because she’d not worked for some time, money had been tight, but with her present job her inexpensive car would be paid off quickly. Then her income could go toward paying down her debts.

The drive along the highway, skirting the coast, unwound her weary mind. It offered a chance to sort out problems and plan her evenings. By the time she arrived home, the salt-tinged air drifting in her car window had peaked her spirits. It’s always so good to get home. I wonder where Ginger is?

Andrea hadn’t told anyone where she lived. The address on her employment papers provided only a rural route number. Her co-workers might have been shocked at her residence—an old ramshackle farm dwelling.

I’m so glad I found this spot instead of being cooped up in an apartment, Andrea mused. An overwhelming sense of joy warmed her inside. Every time she came into the yard she counted herself lucky at having come upon this remnant of a bygone age.

She remembered the day she’d visited a real estate company in search for a rental unit. “Perhaps you might be interested in this older home that’s for sale,” the agent suggested. He drew her attention to a picture on the display board.

“No, I’m sorry. I can’t even consider buying a house.”

“Well, Miss Martin, we’d be willing to rent it with an option to buy should you change your mind. To tell you the truth, the owner would like an income from the property as soon as possible and there haven’t been any interested buyers.”

She took the deal.

Andrea turned off the engine and braced her hands on the wheel. Her eyes scanned the uneven moss-covered roof. Fixing it would be a horrendous expense. She shook her head at her mental wandering. Purchasing the property was a lifetime of dreams away.

With its classic white clapboards and dark green shutters, the house spoke of an imposing character, a charmer in the past. Over a hundred years old, the homestead seemed to have taken on the warm hospitality of the many generations who had lived here, greeting all who entered its back door with an undeniable sense of welcome. The trouble was: few ventured to its door. But that was her fault and the way it had to be. Complications could be avoided—if she remained detached.

She glanced up to the second floor, studying the dormer windows of the two bedrooms and bath. It would soon be time for the storm windows to go on. Hopefully they’d cover up the splotches of peeling paint. On the lower level, the curved living room windows lent an air of solidity and grace to the home. The roof overhanging the kitchen sheltered a porch complete with a swinging bench. She loved to sit there in the early evening and listen to crickets harmonize with frogs along the river. A tidal stream meandered through the meadow below the house, then, going nowhere, lazily returned to the bay. When the current marched in, the fragrance of wildflowers wafted up on the accompanying breeze. When the flow receded, a strong bouquet of seaweed permeated her nostrils, building a dream of permanency.

The tide was out now. She drew a lingering breath deep into her lungs. In reflection of her day, she thought of how the water’s endless backward journey reminded her that some accomplishments she had forged had thrust her backward, too. This wouldn’t happen at Bayview. She wouldn’t allow another crisis. Whatever effort was necessary to avoid it would be put in place.

Andrea gathered her purse and jacket, left her vehicle, and sauntered toward the porch. “Hi, Ginger, you lazy cat. Have a good day?” An orange tabby stretched from its repose on the swing where it waited with patience. “Okay, I’m coming. Did you get your fill of mice?” The cat circled, tail held upright, proud of her success.

“I can tell your day definitely went better than mine.” Andrea laughed, then scooped the bundle of burnished fur into her arms and rumpled the cat’s thick ruff with her nose. One paw gently touched her cheek and with that one welcoming touch, Andrea knew she was in the best place in the world. “Let’s go in and get you some milk.”

The back door opened into an old-style kitchen, large enough to harbor the over-stuffed couch she had picked up at a flea market. Along with a small painted table and two matching bright blue chairs, it beckoned her inward. Knotty pine cupboards hinged with black wrought iron lined one wall. She had papered the rest of the room with a blue and white floral pattern. White and blue striped curtains fluttered at the sides of the partly open window. The cheeriness of her decor created never ceased to fill her with pride.

Tossing her purse on the counter, Andrea opened the fridge and extracted a container of lemonade and a carton of milk. “Here, Ginger, doesn’t that look good? When you’ve finished lapping the milk, come into the living room and tell me your news.” Ginger brushed against her leg. “Hmm, perhaps what you need is something to spark up your monotonous life. How about another cat... maybe a male?” Ginger perked up her ears, but nosed into her bowl, more interested on refreshment than romance.

“You’re not lonely with just me here? Good! I’m not lonely with you, either. Lucky us.” Andrea’s mind circled a moment. She truly was not lonely. She enjoyed her own company because her obligations were limited. With little to leave behind to cause problems for anyone else, she had recently accepted the way her life would have to be and would work at maintaining her health as long as possible. A husband and family were for women who anticipated a long life span and thrived on responsibility. Her ability to take charge was restricted to what would cause little stress. But now stress translated to Dr. Braeden Landry.

Andrea crinkled her nose with the first sip of the tart drink, then kicked off her white oxfords and ambled into the living room. Divided into two sections separated by an archway, the far section, lined with shelves of nutrition books and romance novels, looked out toward the paved highway. A threadbare armchair, donated by the landlord, and a tri-light floor lamp were the only furniture to grace the space.

Cheap beige carpeting over the wide floorboards united the two sections. Someday, if time and energy allowed, she’d strip those boards to the original rich pine obscured beneath layers of paint. She doubted the landlord would mind.

The section nearest the kitchen contained a TV and VCR in one corner. A motorized treadmill stood in the opposite corner. The mainstay of her life every morning when she walked forty minutes before breakfast, she used the time to watch taped episodes of her favorite talk shows. Best of all, the exercise started her day off with energy and an illusion of well-being.

A brown chesterfield and matching armchair, left by the previous occupants, faced the floor-to-ceiling granite stone fireplace. She looked forward to using it often through the coming winter. She had stockpiled a good supply of mixed hard and softwoods in a nearby woodbin. The remainder of the half-ton’s delivery laid in neat stacks on one end of the veranda.

“Geez, I’m tired. Hurry up and finish your milk, Ginger. I need your company.” Andrea plunked herself down on the chair swinging her feet over the armrest. Her body leaned back against the softness of the tufted fabric. She wondered how she could manage to avoid run-ins with the irritating cardiac surgeon, who seemed to have a penchant for getting under her skin? 
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Instead of returning to CCU from the cafeteria, Braeden sprinted up the flight of stairs to the main floor. He walked down the hall to the administration office, hesitated at the door then entered Mr. Jeffrey’s reception area. The secretary’s sparkly eyes displayed a keen sense of humor. Laughing at some thought known only to her, she granted him an immediate admittance to the inner sanctum.

“Braeden! Good to see you! I was thinking of having you paged.” Sam’s blue eyes glistened with exaggerated curiosity. “I heard about your loud discussion in the dining room after I left. Care to draw me a picture?”

“Nice to know the hospital rumor mill is up to speed,” Braeden snapped, slumping down in a black leather chair in front of Sam’s desk. “In fact, it’s speedier than usual. Okay, what did you hear, and how?”

“My secretary was eating in the cafeteria when everyone heard a heated exchange between you and Miss Martin. I heard you got a little pompous, Braeden. Was it a carryover from this morning?”

“It’s true, I had another little spat with her. Nothing serious. She has no sense of humor, whatsoever. Is she always so disrespectful of senior staff members?”

Sam chuckled. “No, only with you it appears. What did you say that you thought was funny this time?”

“I asked her if she snuggled up to all the patients or just to mine. I was trying to make light of the situation, that’s all. She took it as a criticism, I guess, and made a caustic remark that led to further trouble. If you recall, Mr. Jenkins was sarcastic this morning, probably influenced by her attitude with me.”

“Yes, well, Jenkins is a patient. He can be influenced by anything, stuck in bed as he his. Try to ease off and give her a break, Braeden. Everyone likes her and we’ve had no problems between her and the nursing staff. You know how hard that is to come by. I think you’re making too much out of her reaction to your gruff manner and making more problems for yourself than necessary.”

“I’ll give her a break, all right. If she continues with that sarcasm, I’ll break her of it the hard way.” Braeden shifted uncomfortably in the chair.

“Braeden, I want to move on to something serious now.”

“What’s on your mind, Sam?”

“Are you planning on using the mini-bypass procedure anytime soon?”

“Well, that’ll depend on several things.” Braeden’s voice shifted to a professional tone. “It’s still in the early stages of being used and I want to be sure the wrinkles have been worked out before I tackle it here. The operation’s not working out as favorably as we’d hoped. The fact the patient only has small incisions and doesn’t have to go on the heart-lung machine cuts the recovery time of a bypass way down. But nonetheless, things can go wrong. I’m keeping in close contact with the major hospitals doing the operation to learn from their mistakes. Why?”

“As you know, I have a heart condition. I’m personally interested in the technique in case I ever need the surgery. At my age, I’d feel encouraged if I knew I didn’t have to have a prolonged operation. My doctor told me I’d need to have a graft done in the not too distant future. The medication I’m on barely works and I’ve had to increase the dosage to the limit.”

Braeden’s heartbeat stepped up its pace, reflecting his concern. “I’ve done the surgery on a few patients, Sam. Unfortunately, two of them died, but it worked well for others. It’s risky business.” He couldn’t mask his sigh. “I couldn’t operate on you, as close as we are, but I’ll recommend the best when the time comes.” His mind dug into the memory of Sam always being supportive of him through his grinding medical training. Sam was like a father to him and he looked forward to the evenings they spent reminiscing over old times.

Once outside the office door, Braeden’s stomach sank to a new low. He knew he had to face the fact that Sam wasn’t well. The administrator had been deteriorating over the past year and Braeden was the only one aware of how much of a struggle it was for his friend to maintain a strong outward appearance. A bitter taste swirled round in his mouth. His life seemed to be having more complications than usual lately.

~ * ~
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Andrea’s office phone rang before she’d even removed her coat.

“Can you come up to CCU right away, Andrea?”

“Sure, Nance, what’s up?”

“We have a new patient, a Mr. O’Brien, room 362. His blood pressure is high enough to cause a stroke. Apparently his breakfast turned him off. He threw the tray on the floor.”

“I’ll be there right away.”

On the receiving end of Nancy’s ‘Watcha-gonna-do’ smile at the nursing station, Andrea checked through the patient’s chart before she visited Mr. O’Brien’s room. Patrick O’Brien had been admitted the night before due to a high possibility of having a stroke. As she entered the ward, she took no notice of a curtain pulled around the bed of one of the other six patients. Her attention focused on the shaggy giant hunched in a chair with his rigid chin jutted out in defiance. He looked like a bear set to kill.

“Mr. O’Brien?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m Andrea Martin, the dietitian. I understand you aren’t pleased with your breakfast.”

“You’d better believe it, lady.” His beady eyes and beet red face detailed his explosive mood. “How do they expect to keep me alive with a skimpy meal like that?” His husky voice boomed through the ward.

Sober-faced, Andrea moved closer to his bedside. “Because of your high blood pressure and excess weight, your doctor has put you on a low-salt, thousand calorie a day diet.” Andrea glanced at the spilled food on the floor and winked at the dietary employee hurriedly cleaning up the mess. “By the looks of it, you got a bowl of Cream of Wheat and I bet you hate the stuff.”

He caught the twinkle in her eye and leaned back against his pillow puffed behind his head. “I detest cooked cereal and one poached egg on a slice of toast isn’t enough. I’m used to a hearty breakfast that sticks to the ribs.”

“Fried eggs, bacon, home fries, toast slathered with butter and washed down with three or four mugs of the strongest coffee you can get. Sounds good, but not good for you, unless you want a permanent residency in the graveyard next door.” Andrea aimed her thumb over her shoulder toward the cemetery for effect. The dietary maid concentrated on her mop to hide her Cheshire grin.

The patient’s eyes widened, then the hint of a smile appeared.

“Tell you what, Mr. O’Brien. I’ll get the kitchen to send up another breakfast with two eggs and a bowl of Raisin Bran Flakes instead. The resident on duty ordered this diet for you when you came in. Suppose I talk to Dr. Marshall and see if we can’t get you on a diet more ample for your needs, but still have some caloric restriction. We aren’t going to be able to reduce your weight in a short time, not after years of your heavy eating. There’s no need for us to go overboard by starving you and making you miserable. The low-salt diet is essential for your health right now, but we can send up a salt substitute that might help make the food taste better.”

Mr. O’Brien nodded and unexpectedly reached over to squeeze her hand. “Thank you, Miss Martin. I’m sorry for the outburst.”

“I’d probably have done the same thing if I were in your shoes,” Andrea fibbed. If the truth were known, she was mild-mannered and would never put on such a display of temper.

As she walked past the other beds on her way out, the curtain suddenly pulled back and Dr. Landry stepped into her path. A sensual murmur drifted into her ear. “Flirting with patients works well for you, I see.” Ever present were the crinkly grooves at the corners of his dark flashing eyes. Andrea’s blood heated as she exited the room. He followed her out.

Exasperated once again, she turned and speared daggers in his direction. “Dr. Landry, I wasn’t flirting. Mr. O’Brien was upset and scared. I calmed him down. Don’t read something into it that isn’t there.”

She wished she’d held her tongue and not given the final order. It sounded unprofessional, but Andrea couldn’t bring herself to look into the dangerous depths of his eyes and apologize. She wondered how much power he held over her job, if any. Disgusted with the risk she’d taken, she took off at full speed down the hall before the doctor could reply. Rushing into the open elevator, she kept her back to the door.

She didn’t go back to the kitchen. Meeting Dr. Landry again had shaken her more than she wanted to admit to Sylvia. He seemed to have the ability to draw fire from her whenever he chose. Why couldn’t he leave well enough alone? She did her job and she did it well, yet he derided her with each contact. She’d just have try harder to avoid him.

As Andrea passed Mr. Jenkins’ room, she noticed him sitting on the edge of his bed staring out his window as if he were lost in time. She tapped lightly on the doorframe so as not to startle him. He motioned her inside and a quick smile replaced the sadness she’d detected.

“Hi, Mr. Jenkins. How’s your day going so far?” She saw the poached eggs and toast hadn’t been touched. “Is something wrong with your breakfast?” Sitting down on the bed she reached to cover his hand with hers. “What’s the matter? Today has the makings of a beautiful sunny day, not the kind of a day that compels you to drown in your sorrows.”

“Nothing’s wrong with the meal. I just sometimes feel it isn’t worth the battle to keep on living.”

Andrea lowered her voice. “I think we all have feelings like that at times, especially when we aren’t well. In the hospital you haven’t much to do but lie here and think about yourself, and a patient tends to dwell on the bad things. I wonder why that is? There is life outside these walls, but it seems so far removed from what life is like inside that it’s easy to lose the sense of reality.”

“You talk as if you’ve been in my situation, Andrea. Have you?” He peered over his spectacles, probing. His mounting sober expression told her that he saw the moistness gathering in her eyes.

“Yes, I have, Mr. Jenkins, and things can seem really grim, can’t they? It sometimes appears that no one cares or knows what’s happening to you, but trust me, there are those who do and understand. You’re in a great hospital and have the best of care. You’ve got the best doctor you could possibly have. All you have to do is put your trust in him. He’ll get you through.”

~ * ~
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Andrea wasn’t aware that Dr. Landry, intending to apologize after their second clash, was leaning against the doorframe. Braeden shook his head at Mr. Jenkins in a silent request that his presence not be given away, then he listened and watched.

A few minutes ago, with mouth wide open, he’d watched her vivacious hips sashay away from him in a provocative way that left him reeling in the lurch. He wondered what it was about him that turned her off the most—it was clear that his charm didn’t impress her, nor did his wit. Yet, she was bragging about him to his patient.

With the sun filtering through the open-weave drapes behind her, she looked like a radiant angel descended upon the patient’s bed. Braeden cringed as he thought of the hospital’s recent experience when a staff member’s intimacy with a patient led to a charge of sexual harassment. But a part of him craved just a little of the dietitian’s open generosity.

Her sudden stiffened back gave ample proof that Andrea sensed he was there. He saw her glance down at her fingers gently massaging the patient’s hand and she groaned with the reality. She knew what conclusion he was bound to draw. He couldn’t help but snicker when Andrea jumped off the bed and clenched her teeth against another backlash from him.

Braeden curbed his tongue. When he said nothing, Andrea visibly bolstered her courage and looked him in the eye. The muscles around her mouth flexed in her staunch effort to stop an outpouring of useless explanations. As their eyes locked, the room seemed on the brink of an explosion.

The patient must have felt the animosity and acted to defuse the situation. “Come on in, Doctor, I was just having a dish of bravery served to me.” He turned to Andrea, “Guess I’ll have that breakfast after all. I wasn’t hungry before our little visit, Andrea, but I am now. Will you come up and visit again when you go off duty?”

“Of course I will. You know I always like to visit a handsome man such as yourself.” She brazenly batted her eyes at the patient, then at Braeden, and rushed under Braeden’s arm into the hall.

“Your arrival made quite a noticeable impression on Andrea, Doc. I’m not sure it was a good one.” Doug Jenkins chuckled and motioned for Braeden to take the chair beside his bed.

“I noticed that, too, and I don’t know why.”

“Must be your sparkling personality.” The older man laughed.

“There’s something wrong with my personality?”

“I’d say your temperament needs a little work. Perhaps your reputation for having an eye toward the ladies precedes you.”

“You’ve heard rumors about me, too?”

“Think I’d let a doctor handle my case without investigating his qualifications and the gossip mill, do you?”

“My relationship with women has nothing to do with my ability to tend you, Doug.”

“Maybe not, but nurses like to chat, and when your name comes up, it’s easy to learn more than I need to know. I observed the other morning that what you think as humorous, Andrea perceives as criticism. Why she tried to justify herself with you when you aren’t even her boss mystifies me. I’m curious about the conflict between two people involved in my life.”

“Hmm. I can understand your curiosity.” Braeden laughed to himself. He was damned curious about her responses to him, too. Curious enough to pay particular attention to her body language. So far he’d learned that she bristled whenever they passed in the corridor, and she darted around corners if she saw him coming. That wasn’t the usual behavior he drew from women. Her skittishness magnetized him, pulling him in like a moth to the flame. The moth would be incinerated. He wondered if contact with her would burn him to a crisp.

Braeden glanced out of the window. How often had Sylvia Marshall remarked on his wit in the same vein? Now it had driven another staff member to shun him and, what was worse, it affected his patient. “The older I get, the less I understand women.”
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