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    To LeighAnn,

Thank you for all you do for your patients.

The world would be a better place with more medical professionals like you!
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"NINE-ONE-ONE, WHAT is your emergency?"

Amanda snapped into action, tangled thoughts swimming through her ocean of medical knowledge. Constructing a professional barrier, she scolded her pounding heart, and spoke with authority. 

"I need immediate medical assistance to a residence at 432 Walnut Street in Kingston. I have an unresponsive patient. Her breathing is shallow. Pulse, weak." She whipped the blood pressure cuff away from Greta's arm and slung it into her nursing bag. "Blood pressure is 140 over 90." 

When the dispatcher inquired about the patient's age, Amanda pressed her lips together and lied. "I don't know. Send an ambulance now." 

She could have said that Greta was eighty-two and this would be her fifth trip to the hospital in as many months, albeit the first by ambulance. But, she'd bet anything that the emergency personnel would move with more haste if that information never touched their ears. From her crouched position on the floor, Amanda's gaze flicked upward to the elderly woman slumped over on the lilac sofa. Stay with me, Greta. You won't die. Not tonight. I can't let you. Amanda answered more questions about vitals and prescriptions while she grasped Greta's hand. As she observed the falling snow outside, she clenched her teeth. The weather better not cause any delays.

Amanda cringed when the dispatcher asked the question. "Are you a doctor, ma'am?" 

She swallowed hard, lowered her head, and answered in an exasperated tone. "No. Just an RN."

"Okay, the paramedics should be there momentarily. Please stay on the line until they arrive."

Amanda heard sirens wail in the distance. Familiar red and blue lights pierced the darkness outside Greta's window.

"They're here." She shoved her cell phone into the pocket of her scrubs and raced to the entryway off the kitchen. The paramedics—two men and one woman—appeared with equipment in tow.

"Where is she?"

"On the couch." Amanda led the medical team into the living room. "I came to do my rounds and I found her like this. I checked her vitals and—"

"Thank you, miss. Please step aside." All three paramedics pushed past Amanda and squatted beside Greta's motionless form. The younger man lifted the tiny, wrinkled wrist dangling at Greta's side. Amanda pushed her palms together and tried not to hover.

"Forty beats per minute. Get the gurney." At the command, the blonde woman, who looked no older than fifteen, sprang to her feet and rushed outside to retrieve the rolling bed. The older man affixed an oxygen mask to Greta's somber face. The elderly woman appeared to be merely asleep, but the loud commotion in her home did nothing to disturb her slumber. 

Amanda bounced on her toes and rubbed her arms. Not able to hold herself back any longer, she approached the two men. "She has a history of stroke and congestive heart failure." 

The older man stared at her as if she'd materialized out of thin air. "Are you a relative?"

"No. I'm her—"

The gurney rolled in, and the two men twisted in a flurry of movement.

"Up on three. One, two ... three." The paramedics strapped Greta's body on the cot and rolled her outside within a few seconds. Amanda tailed them, intending to climb into the ambulance along with the paramedics and offer aid during the trip to the hospital.

As she approached the vehicle, the younger woman held up her hand and spoke in an apologetic manner. "Please, family only. Hospital policy. You can meet us at Vermont General." With that, she secured the doors, and the trio left Amanda to pace on the asphalt driveway. She shivered at the bitter New England wind. Her pulse was still racing, and her limbs felt jumpy and jittery from the unexpected adrenaline rush. A few breathing exercises helped her head clear and her muscles relax. She tipped her face toward the cloudy night sky. At least the snow had stopped for now. She fingered her cell phone once more and hesitated. How would Greta's granddaughter respond to another hospitalization? Amanda scrolled through the touch screen to find Rachel's number. 

After three rings, a strained voice greeted her. "Amanda? Is everything okay?"

Amanda pressed the back of her hand to her forehead. "I had to call an ambulance for Greta. It doesn't look good. They brought her to Vermont General. She'll arrive in less than fifteen minutes. I'll meet you in there as soon as I can."

Rachel didn't respond right away. Probably telling her young family they'd have to take another trip to the hospital when they should be preparing for the holidays. Dishes and silverware clanged in the background.

"Thanks Amanda, but you can go on home. We'll take it from here and keep you posted."

Amanda hung up without a word. The icy November breeze whipped her dark hair around her face and flying bits of snow stung her lips. She wondered if Bill was at the house yet. Her phone's clock read 5:20. The night was still young, and he could still be at the office working on the big project his father had assigned him. Logging into her "Find Your True Love" app, she punched in his cell number and located his GPS signal. 70 Rockport Lane. Must have left work early for a change. She slipped her phone back into her pocket and decided to drive back to the house as well. 

She needed to gather her things and lock up. A few brisk strides led her inside to water the plants before she flipped the light switch and closed the door. Greta would appreciate the gesture if she ever recovered from this episode and returned home. Amanda allowed a hot tear to escape from her lashes while no one was around to watch. This was the worst part of the job—being ignored. She could have helped stabilize Greta before the ambulance reached the hospital if they'd given her the chance. No one would needlessly die on her watch. That wouldn't happen again. The locket tucked underneath her shirt scorched her skin.

Unbidden memories fluttered to the surface of her mind, but Amanda thrust them down. Scrutinizing the mistakes of the past wouldn't make her feel better, not when history was about to repeat itself.

Amanda locked up the house and pulled her jacket close to her still-shivering body. She started her blue Camry, cranked the heat on full blast, then switched off the radio. Silence better suited her mood. She let out a long breath and started for the interstate.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


TWO




[image: ]




"BILL? I'M ..." AMANDA entered the large foyer and pulled the heavy wooden door closed. The word "home" stuck in her throat and refused to be spoken as she slipped off her boots and tried not to get the marble floor dirty. Try as she might, she would never feel at home in the Sykes' stuffy villa.

"I told you yesterday not to do that." Bill's voice traveled down from the second floor.

"Do what?" Amanda craned her neck to look up the winding double staircase as she loosened her scarf from around her neck and wriggled out of her coat and gloves.

"I don't think it's going to—" Bill continued.

"Going to what?" Amanda's legs mastered the first three stairs in one bound. Once she entered the thickly carpeted hallway, she found Bill. He paced behind his mahogany desk in his study, having a heated conversation with someone on the phone. When he saw Amanda, he unclenched his jaw muscles.

"Dad, can we talk about this tomorrow? Let's agree to disagree for now, and we'll discuss it at the board meeting in the morning to let the others weigh in. Fair enough?" Bill grinned, and Amanda could tell he'd gotten his way. "Okay, sounds good. Talk to you then." Bill placed his cell phone on the desk and turned to Amanda. "You're home early. I didn't expect you until nine. Everything all right?"

Amanda bowed her head and ignored the tears stinging at the corners of her eyes. "Greta was unconscious when I arrived. I had to call an ambulance. It doesn't look good."

"Oh, Amanda," Bill reached for her and pulled her into his arms. "Sweetheart, you shouldn't have to deal with these kinds of situations. It kills me to see you like this." Bill caressed her shoulders and Amanda ignored the consuming urge to run away and punch a fist through a wall to keep from crying.

"You sympathize too much, Amanda, that's all. I hate to watch you get so upset when a patient's health takes a wrong turn. Not to mention all the degrading things they make you do at this job. You're better than that. You know you are."

Amanda massaged her temples and nodded slightly, though she didn't agree. The things Bill called “degrading”, such as changing adult diapers and giving sponge baths, didn't bother her. Those tasks were simply filed under the description of taking care of someone who needed her help—that's what life had been about since the tender age of thirteen, and she recommitted herself to that task with each new patient added to her roster.

Bill swept her bangs out of her face with his thumb, then cupped her chin within his palms. "Tell you what. Why don't we order some dinner? Then we'll swing by the hospital to visit your patient. I know you'll pace around all evening if you don't see for yourself how she's doing."

Gratitude poured into Amanda's heart and replenished some of her energy. "You always know what I need, Bill. But, Rachel said her family would take it from here. I'm not so sure they want me poking around. I'd be a distraction."

"Nonsense." Bill dropped his hands behind his back and rocked on the balls of his feet. "You're welcome anywhere medical equipment is sold. I am, after all, a Sykes. If they have a problem, I'll remind them who donated that bed Gertrude is lying on."

"Greta," Amanda corrected. "And you're right, I should be there. I've taken care of her every evening for the past year. No one knows as much about her medical history as me. Who better to offer advice and support in a situation like this?"

"That's the spirit. Now, go get changed and I'll order carryout at Amelia's. We can eat in the cafeteria, and visit Greta when they've placed her in a room. She's at Vermont General?"

"Yes, and that sounds wonderful. I've been craving Amelia's lately. You're the best, William Sykes." 

Bill laughed as he toyed with his wavy blonde hair. "No need to remind me. I'm quite aware of my status around here." His blue eyes sparkled with mischief.

Amanda hugged him and scooted across the hall to change out of her stained purple scrubs and into an off-white sweater and gray pants. When she emerged from the master bedroom, Bill was downstairs preparing to head out into the arctic weather.

"Food will be ready in twenty minutes," he called up to her. "Better get going so it's still hot when we arrive."

Amanda flew down the stairs and snatched her coat on the way outside. As they settled into Bill's black Jaguar, she steadied her breathing, pictured a stable and conscious Greta, then stopped herself. It wasn't wise to get her hopes up. After all, in her experience, once the ambulance comes, it's too late.
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AMANDA PEELED HER JACKET off her stiff body and flung it on the guest room bed before she collapsed onto the silky duvet. No use trying to slip into the master bedroom and chance waking Bill. He had a big meeting tomorrow and needed his rest. 

She glanced at the clock. 1:30. Had she really kept vigil in Greta's hospital room for five hours? Greta had experienced another stroke, and she'd have some paralysis, the doctor said. She'd been stable enough to have visitors—provided they weren't disruptive. Bill had left before 8:00, citing a "work thing." He summoned one of his parents' drivers to take him to the office, but the truth was obvious. Sitting in a room and staring at a comatose stranger made him itch and squirm. She couldn't blame him for bailing. Taking care of the people who needed it most brought with it the reality of uncomfortable situations. 

Uncomfortable like showing up to visit a patient after the family already told you not to. At least Bill had handled that scenario like a pro. He plastered his best diplomatic smile to his face and smooth-talked his way into the waiting room. When his soliloquy was finished, the family profusely thanked Amanda for coming and picked her brain about what could be done to keep their loved one alive a little longer.

A slight smile formed on Amanda's lips as she snuggled deep into the luscious, warm covers of the barely-used bed. Bill could talk his way out of a murder charge if he'd been caught on tape. Or so his father said. Amanda didn't appreciate the morbid joke, or how many times she'd heard it in the past five years, but it was meant to be a compliment of sorts. And her boyfriend certainly deserved the praise after the way he'd handled that family tonight.

Rachel had brought her mother, her husband and her three kids along. They hadn't been able to stay much past 8:00 either, so Amanda had promised to stay with Greta as long as she could. She'd checked her patient's breathing, her pulse, her blood pressure, monitored the machines, researched information on her phone, read and re-read the medical charts that hung on the wall—anything to give her the edge she needed to help keep the woman's heart pumping and brain from relapsing into another stroke. She couldn't allow Greta to become a casualty; the woman had many good days ahead of her.

When the hospital workers had discovered that Amanda wasn't family, they'd encouraged her to leave. Reluctantly, she pried herself away from her patient and went home.

Rolling over in bed, she hoped for a few uninterrupted hours of slumber. She'd have to be up early to visit five other patients, and she couldn't allow her off-duty work to interfere with her other responsibilities. She settled into the soft feather pillow and dropped off to sleep.
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HECTOR DEMETRI WAS done. With all of it. Utterly and completely done. He was done with reading the war-torn newspaper every morning while wishing he still had the influence to encourage the weary troops. Done with every mind-numbing television program airing after lunch. And very much done with sitting in his motorized recliner every evening, staring out the bay window at his embarrassment of a lawn and watching people go to and fro on the winding back road, blissfully unaware that someday they'd be just as useless and unnecessary as he was now. 

Only when the sun dipped behind the mountains every evening could he release himself into blessed unconsciousness while he listened to his gospel music on the radio.

Lord, if there's a reason I'm stuck to rot alone in this old house, show me. Otherwise, take me home right now.

He was answered with stillness, but he rested in the fact that he'd made his case. God, being omniscient and all, knew as well as Hector did that there was no work left to be done. His days as an army chaplain were far gone, and his own family didn't need him anymore. Closing his eyes, he monitored his breathing, his heartbeat, the feeling in his hands and feet, waiting for something peculiar to happen.

Nothing.

He let out a low growl and struggled to his feet, stretched stiff joints to what felt like their breaking point, and shuffled to the dining room table to swallow his evening's allotment of medication—the pills would keep him as comfortable as possible until he could at last be rid of his old body and trade it for one fit for Heaven.

Hector struggled to sit down in his recliner and glanced at the silver picture frame on top of the television for what must have been the thousandth time that day. At the sight of the young bride smiling back at him, his weakened heart ached its old familiar ache. The pain formed to his emotions comfortably, like a worn baseball glove, and Hector settled into its confining grip.

What had Tommy said last month? "Move down to Texas with us, Dad. We have plenty of room. And no snow."

"No, Tommy," he replied. "Your mother's up here, and I won't leave her."

"Mom's been gone for ten years. If you refuse to move down here, I'd feel a whole lot better if you'd let someone check on you once in a while."

"Would you stop pestering me? I have a phone and a car. I'm still sharp enough to take care of myself. If I ever need assistance, we'll cross that bridge when we come to it." He shrugged off his son's pleas for him to reconsider, and told him his feet were tired and he wanted to rest. When he had secured the phone to the wall twenty years ago, he hadn't considered how painful it might be to stand next to it and talk, bound by its all-too-short spiral cord. Tommy hung up, but not without another bout of protests. 

That boy's as stubborn as his father. Hector's eyes brightened as he visualized Maggie saying the words—her delicate hands resting on her thin waist, chin raised to show the stubborn streak hadn't solely been a paternal quality.

Hector frowned and combed his fingers through the wisps of white hair springing from his scalp. He'd celebrated his ninety-second birthday in April. Uprooting wasn't justifiable at this point. Why couldn't he just get on with it? Go home to Heaven and meet his God and be reunited with Maggie and the baby girl they had lost at birth all those years ago. 

No one needed him anymore. Tommy had been on his own for close to forty years. He had his own children and grandchildren spread all over creation. Hector would never see any of them again. Thomas' wife, Karen, had arthritis so bad she couldn't zip a zipper, let alone make the trip all the way to Vermont. And Tommy's boys wouldn't be able to visit him anymore. They were both missionaries in two separate countries overseas. Hector couldn't be prouder of their choice in vocational ministry, but sometimes he longed for a face-to-face conversation instead of simply reading their mass-mailed letters. Hector had only met his great-granddaughter, Tia, twice—and she was ten. And her older brother, Michael, wouldn't travel to the States for college for three more years. 

Hector didn't plan to stick around that long. 

So, this was it. Sitting here, waiting until his breathing stopped in the middle of the night, or his blood sugar spiked to outrageous levels, or some other welcome catastrophe brought him home to be with the loved ones on the other side.

Please, let me reunite with Maggie soon, Hector prayed again. My work here is done, and I'm ready.

Hector flicked on the radio and waited.
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THIS STROKE HAD BEEN worse than Greta's last, and her age would be a major factor in how she would recuperate. The left side of her body was paralyzed, and the doctors didn't know if she'd ever be able to walk—or even stand—again. 

After Bill had left for the office and Amanda had finished her second cup of coffee—trying to wake up enough to make her Sunday rounds—Rachel had called to give her the news. At first, Amanda appreciated being included, but as Rachel kept talking, it became clear that the conversation was strictly business. 

"I've already arranged it with your boss. You will visit Gram in the hospital in the afternoons from 2:00 to 3:00. Make sure she's comfortable, and the hospital staff is on their toes. Only the best care will be acceptable. My mother will be in when she can, as will I, but it's all hands on deck during the recuperation. The doctors give her a fifty percent chance. She needs all the support she can get."

Amanda nodded even though Rachel couldn't see her eager movements. "I'll do anything I can to make her stay at the hospital more productive so we can bring her home as soon as possible, Rachel, you have my word. I know she wants to be in familiar surroundings again. And if you need me at all—night or day—I'll be available. Her recovery is a priority."

"Thank you, Amanda, but she's in good hands at the hospital. An hour a day should be adequate for your visits with her. Call me with any updates."

"I will," Amanda promised. 

After she disconnected, her fingers drummed the table. How was she expected to keep Greta's spirits high when she'd only have an hour a day with her? That wasn't even enough time to complete their usual crossword puzzle together. Frustration prickled her skin, and she cracked her knuckles.

As an afterthought, it dawned on her that once her weekly hours were cut, her paycheck would follow suit.

Amanda moved to the couch in the family room to work out her finances and relieve the tightness in her chest. Thankfully, her monthly expenses were more laid back than they could be considering Bill's father wouldn't let her pay rent no matter how often she offered. But, she still needed to allot money for her car payment, her student loan payments, her company health insurance, her groceries, her phone bill, and her toiletries. 

Bill continually suggested he pay the statements that arrived in the mail, reminding her that her cell phone was on his company plan, but she always refused and insisted on paying for what she used. She wasn't going to beg him for a bailout now either.

She scribbled down her income and expenses on a scrap of paper and whimpered as she finished her calculations. Fifty-two cents left over for wiggle room each week. She blew her bangs out of her eyes and crossed her arms. That's no good. Maybe her boss had another patient she could pick up. Amanda slipped her hand into the large pocket of her sweatshirt, found her cell, and tapped Peg's number on the touch screen.

"Hello?" Peg's voice always reminded Amanda of a much older woman's with its scratchy depth. As far as bosses went, though, she was the best Amanda had experienced. Calm, but passionate. Reasonable, but held everyone accountable to do their job to the best of their abilities.

"Hi, Peg, it's Amanda." 

"Amanda, good. I was about to check in with you. Did Greta Watson's granddaughter talk to you about the new schedule? She insisted she be the one to call you. Kinda pushy, that girl." Peg laughed a crinkly laugh. "Reminds me of myself when I was that age."

"That's the reason I wanted to talk to you. Do you have any more patients for me to pick up? Because I'm losing a lot of time with Greta."

Peg groaned. "I wish I did, Amanda. We're stretching the work too thin as it is. Two of Lizzy's patients passed away and a third went off to a nursing home. She's been with us for fifteen years, so she gets first dibs. Has a kid in college now, you know."

Amanda's grip on the phone tightened. She swallowed the lump in her throat and tried to respond pleasantly. "I understand, Peg. But you'll keep me in mind if you get an influx?"

"Absolutely. I'd be hard pressed to find a nurse with more medical training than you. And you've been doing a great job this year. Keep working hard!"

I'm trying to, Amanda thought, but all she said was, "Thanks. Talk to you later."

She tapped the touch screen to hang up and buried her face in a couch pillow. Maybe she shouldn't tell Bill she'd be contributing even less to their finances for a while. He'd spout off his old argument that she should weasel her way back into medical school, finally achieve M.D. status, and join the staff at his best friend's medical concierge office. All of this could only be accomplished with her man's chivalrous help and influence, of course. Amanda clamped her teeth together considering the potential conversation. 

Not that she had any problem with the wealthy receiving top-of-the-line healthcare at Newbright Medical, but she wouldn't be able to stomach catering to a pile of rich hypochondriacs when there were people who were truly hurting and in need of help they could afford. That's why she appreciated her current position at Family First Home Care. Peg never rejected a client because of lack of insurance or other funds. She found ways for patients to get the care they needed without going broke, and Amanda loved her generous mindset and the friendly atmosphere FFHC offered all its nurses and patients. 

Amanda sat up and squared her shoulders. She wouldn't tell Bill the bad news yet. It was likely more patients would need her care soon and the problem would resolve itself before he needed to concern himself with her dwindling income.
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"GOOD MORNING, LORD." Hector knew it was early before he picked his glasses off his chest and glanced at the clock for confirmation. The recliner had served as his bed again. He didn't know the last time he'd fallen asleep in the queen-sized bed down the hall. Perhaps it had been weeks. Once the fuzzy residue of the early hour had worn off, Hector began the day as he had begun every day for the past seventy years.

Examining his wall of outdated pictures, he prayed for each family member as he gazed into the smiling faces. He prayed for Thomas, for Karen, and for their sons and grandchildren. His gaze finally brought him to Maggie's picture on top of the television. He prayed he would see her today.

Hector tried to stretch and regain the feeling in his feet. They had a bad habit of sleeping later than the rest of his body. He adjusted the radio dial to listen to the weather forecast. Snow possible. Shouldn't attempt the long drive to church, or the shortcut on the highway either. He frowned while he deliberated how long he'd been absent from the country church he and Maggie had married in. He'd missed months ... maybe four by now. The fall had been rainy, and the pollen count this past summer had made his allergies insufferable and breathing difficult. It was too bad that Fellowship Baptist Church had to be so far away. He'd searched for one closer to home, but he hadn't found a preacher that placed God first and himself last like the new pastor at Fellowship. 

After finishing his morning prayer, Hector began his routines. Bathroom, pills, and a fresh change of clothes in the bedroom. He'd probably have to attempt a bath later. It had once again been too long since his last washing. After changing into a warm sweater and stretchy pants, he shuffled down the hallway to sink into his recliner and catch his breath. 

Slowly, he leaned toward his three-shelf bookcase and removed a little black book from its resting place. He brushed his fingers across the gold letters on the cover, made sure it wasn't his Bible, and then pushed his bifocals up the bridge of his nose. 

He squinted to read the letters on the cover. Final Arrangements—What My Family Should Know. Flipping through the pages, Hector checked and double-checked the lists. A few spaces left to fill, then he would mail the booklet to the funeral home director who had helped him arrange things for Maggie. He had already met with the soft-spoken man two years ago to finalize his own arrangements. Tommy wouldn't have to leave Texas for a moment to deal with the inconvenience of planning a funeral and a burial, Hector had seen to that. The funeral director had been happy to help, especially when Hector mentioned he couldn't leave his property to his only son, and he hadn't decided who should inherit his two-bedroom home.

Hector filed the book on the shelf, trading it in for his Bible to do a little Sunday reading. It wasn't an adequate substitute for good preaching on the Lord's Day, but it would have to do. He ran his fingers over the book's worn leather binding, inviting his deep heartache to return. 

Maggie had presented the Bible to him when he retired from the chaplaincy. The gift was more for her than for him, and they both knew it. His other Bible had a bullet hole where the title ought to be, and she didn't want to be reminded of the day she almost lost him. He reluctantly agreed to give the old Bible away, and sent it to their youngest nephew who wanted to enlist. 

The damaged cover, Hector thought, would deter the boy from jumping into the Marines too quickly, but the Bible had had the opposite effect. Jeremiah signed his life away the day after his high school graduation. He still served in the Reserve, and loved every aspect of his training and service.

After reading several passages of Scripture, Hector tried to watch a game show on television, but the greed consuming the contestants made his head hurt, and he flicked the TV off in a huff. 

Don't know how good they have it, he thought. If they'd lived through the Depression, they'd be satisfied with far less. Scooting off the chair, he inched his way into the kitchen to make a turkey sandwich for breakfast.

After he'd prepared his meal, Hector's unsteady hands spilled iced tea down his front. No question about it now. He would have to take that bath.

• • • •
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AS HECTOR LIFTED HIMSELF out of the safety bathtub he'd installed for Maggie before her passing, he heard a timid knock on the front door. 

"Just a second!" he shouted. He wiped himself dry with his threadbare towel and began tugging clothes on, all the while shouting that he would be out soon. 

He wriggled into his trousers after struggling to pull on a clean undershirt. He skipped the socks and gripped a sweatshirt in his hand. 

"I'm coming! I'm here! Just a minute!" He exited the bathroom and hustled down the hall. But as he peered out the living room's bay window, he caught a glimpse of a car pulling out of his driveway. Hector's heart shriveled and he pounded his fist on the wall. The first humans to show up to his house in over a year and he had to be too slow. Who knew when someone would drop by to visit again? 
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