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      Sue used her legs and feet to push the wheeled executive chair away from the paper-strewn desk that had held her captive all afternoon. She pushed the bifocals up onto her forehead and kneaded her knuckles into her eyes in an attempt to wipe away the tired, gritty feeling in them.

      She had spent all afternoon working on rows and columns of numbers for the hospital's budget next year. The hours in front of the computer screen left her with more than tired eyes. She had a dull headache and an uncomfortable, sour feeling in her stomach.

      Sue knew the feeling wasn't just from the coffee she'd drunk to stay alert. She became a nurse to help and care for people. The further she climbed the ladder of achievement, the more she became a bureaucrat and the less she used her nursing skills.

      The office that had once been her sanctuary now felt like a cage. A gilded cage, but still a cage.

      Sue pushed to her feet, settled her glasses back on her nose. The unsettled feeling in her stomach told her something was happening.

      Something she needed to address.

      The first time she experienced the feeling, she was a student nurse, and it saved the life of a patient. During the last thirty-plus years, the feeling had never failed her, even during the dark days immediately after Ben died.

      Sue blinked the sudden tear away, then wiped her eye and settled her glasses back on her nose. It still surprised her how the sorrow, grief, and anger could return when she least expected it.

      She took a long breath, patted her strawberry-blonde hair into place, and shrugged a white coat with her name stenciled over the left breast over her pale blue blouse.

      She saved the spreadsheet and locked her computer. She'd had to issue a written warning about computer security just last week. It wouldn't look good if she was the next violation.

      The hallway outside her office, with its neutral, soothing gray paint and tang of antiseptic and bleach cleaner was empty.

      Sue checked her watch.

      Just after six-thirty in the evening. Most of the administrative staff had left, and the offices along the hallway were dark. The outpatient entrance was closed. Anything happening would be in or around the Emergency Room.

      She pushed through an access door out into the hallway leading to the Emergency Room.

      The silence was replaced by a maelstrom of noise.

      How had she missed this?

      Why had no-one called her?

      Sue made a mental note to talk to her staff, then focused her attention to what was happening in the Emergency Room lobby.

      The sliding double doors at the front were closed, and there were no ambulances in the drive-up. That was one blessing. Sue wasn't so sure about the group of men and women sitting in wheelchairs or crowded on the benches in the hallway. They looked like outpatients from the therapy unit and should have been taken home at least an hour ago.

      In the waiting room by the reception desk, two boys, eleven or twelve years old, sat curled in their parents' embrace. One cradled his head in his hands; the other held an arm twisted to an awkward angle. Both youths wore baseball uniforms.

      After wondering why the boys still waited, Sue offered a double prayer of thanks that Emily, her only child, showed no interest in or aptitude for sport of any kind.

      Sue felt her lips twitch up. It may not have been sports, but Emily had caused heartache in other ways.

      And then she heard a voice.

      Deep, frustrated, and insistent.

      A person on the edge.

      Sue moved quickly, her low heels clicking on the tile floor as she headed to the reception desk, aware that people were shifting their attention from the tall muscular man at the desk to her.

      Lord, she so hated much attention, and forced herself to ignore it. This man was on the edge, and he needed to be calmed down before he became a security event.

      She noted the jeans, the battered brown leather jacket, sleeves pushed up almost to his elbows, and unzipped to reveal a crisp white button-down. She saw how his big hands gripped the edge of the counter. The way the muscles in his upper body bunched as he leaned forward so his breath clouded the security screen.

      "What do you mean you can't find my mother? The ambulance brought her here over four hours ago, and you lost her?"

      His voice was low, commanding, expecting obedience. There was a familiarity in the tone Sue couldn't place.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, wishing she was back in her office. If she did that, then why did she complain so much about not helping patients?

      And where was security?

      She gauged the reach of his arms and hands if he turned violent, positioned herself so she could back away, and said.

      "It's been a busy day. If you give me your mother's name, and yours, I can help. I'm the Director of Nursing."

      He swung around when he heard her voice. His hands came off the counter. He ran a hand through the gray stubble on his scalp. His ice-blue eyes fixed her with his focus.

      The gesture with his hair, such as it was. The eyes. The way his head tilted to the left as he looked at her.

      Sue's memory flashed back nearly forty years.

      The last year at Diamond Beach High School.

      Long before she met Ben at Johns Hopkins.

      He was someone whose name came up occasionally when she reminisced with the small circle of friends she'd kept since High School.

      Someone she never expected to see again.

      "Richard Miller, isn't it," she said, deliberately not offering her hand. "Give me a moment and we'll find your mother."

      The look on his face shifted from anger, and frustration to an expression that looked stunned.

      She wasn't sure what to make of that. Instead, she pressed her advantage.

      "You need to move out of the way." She gestured at the couple behind him, and the baseball brothers.

      "There are other people looking for information and help."

      He frowned, turned his head to take in the line, then bent to the elderly couple immediately behind him.

      "I'm sorry," he said.

      "It's good you worry about your mother," the woman said. "I'm sure she's here, and I know Sue will find her for you."

      He turned away from the couple, and looked at her. Really looked at her.

      "Susie Terrell?"

      Lord. After all these years. It really was him.

      "Most people call me Sue now, Richard. Or Susan. Susan Williams."

      Some of the tension left his body as he took a step away from the counter, giving the woman and her husband space to step forward and talk to the receptionist.

      He gave her a smile, and it brightened his face, lifting away some of the anger and tension.

      "Pretty much everyone except Mama calls me Rick these days. Are you sure you can find Mama?"

      Sue looked at the way he stood, the way his gray hair was cropped to stubble, a ragged scar on his forearm that snaked up under the sleeves of the rolled-back white button-down where it poked out from the sleeves of the leather jacket.

      There was something in his blue eyes. Hurt, pain, and something she couldn't identify.

      He was very different from the gangly, uncoordinated teenager who'd declared his love under the bleachers at the end of their senior year.

      A passion she hadn't felt, and couldn't return.

      Sue knew her rejection that night had hurt him. She had spent hours wondering how she could have handled it better, then heard Richard, Rick, had left Diamond Beach. There were many rumors about what had happened to him.

      Looking at him now, Sue guessed that the one about volunteering for the Army was most likely the true one.

      "Diamond Beach Medical Center isn't that big," Sue said. "If we can't find her here, we'll call the ambulance service and work out where she was taken."

      Sue considered taking him back to her office, then caught herself. That violated just about every safety rule in the hospital, and the advice she gave every nurse, doctor, and administrator.

      "Let me check on one of the spare monitors," she said. "I can't let you behind the counter, but I'll talk you through everything I'm doing."

      "I get it," he said, and she knew he understood.

      Sue waved her access card at the panel, waited for the beep and green light, then pushed inside. She logged into the computer, typed in the family name, and paused, trying to remember his mother's name.

      She looked up through the plastic security panel to ask him.

      Rick stood to one side, his right side close to the counter, his hands behind his back in the parade rest stance she'd watched in public broadcast documentaries.

      He wasn't at rest. She could see it in his shoulders and the way his head moved in slow arcs as he watched the reception area.

      Definitely Rick, and not Richard.

      Sue tapped gently on the plastic panel, waited until his attention shifted and his blue eyes focused on her.

      "What's her first name?"

      "Frances."

      Now she remembered. It was a tradition in his family that the eldest child was named Frank. Rick's grandparents made the mistake of having a girl as their first child, and it caused a split in the family. Sue had never understood the reasons. She wasn't sure Rick knew them, but it had brought the family to Diamond Beach.

      Frances Miller.

      Nothing.

      She let her fingers rest on the keyboard, glanced up. Rick was back to watching the room. She didn't think he was really seeing any of it.

      She tried variations of both names, even trying Francis instead of Frances.

      Still nothing.

      Sue leaned back in the chair, called across to the receptionist.

      "Tracie, did we have an emergency come in today? One that went straight to OR or ICU?"

      The woman looked over, scratched her pert nose, then pushed a hand through her auburn hair. She considered the question for a moment, then nodded.

      "It was an elderly woman. She coded as they brought her out of the ambulance. We've been swamped what with outpatient transport being such a mess and I never had time to enter the details."

      Sue took a long breath, swallowed the angry retort that came to her, and said.

      "Next time, call me."

      She reached for the phone on the console and stabbed at the numbers with her forefinger.

      Sue was grateful Rick remained turned away as she spoke to Sarah, the senior ICU nurse.

      She replaced the receiver and took another long breath. This was the part of the job she liked the least. Especially when she knew the family.

      Diamond Beach wasn't that big. Not for the locals.

      Rick's head turned toward her as she came through the door. Sue moved close to him so the conversation was private, then wished she hadn't.

      The warmth of his body enveloped her, and deep down, those lady parts, which had been quiet since Ben got ill, stirred and threatened to wake up.

      She pushed the emotions away from the front of her head, put on the detached, professional persona that had gotten her through so many similar situations in the past.

      "Your mom called her alert system with chest pains earlier today. She had a heart attack as the ambulance arrived, and she's in the ICU at the moment. She's stable, and the doctors want to examine her tomorrow morning."

      "Surgery?"

      Sue shrugged. "Possibly. I don't want to second-guess the cardiologist."
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      Second guess.

      Rick felt every decision he'd made in the last year had been a second guess, or third guess.

      He pushed the thought away. The consequences of those decisions were out of his hands now.

      For the first time since he'd come through the doors searching for his mother, Rick looked around and really looked at the waiting area.

      The air was heavy with the sharp aroma of antiseptic, stale coffee, and that peculiar institutional boiled cabbage smell he always associated with hospitals, barracks, and government hallways.

      The reception desk was behind him. The entry doors in front were closed at the moment, the ambulance parking bay empty. Inside the doors, four rows of blue plastic chairs offered places to sit. From the pained looks on the few occupants, the hard plastic was as uncomfortable as it looked.

      Eight wheelchairs were clustered behind the chairs and near the cream-painted back wall. Each wheelchair had an occupant with similar cropped haircuts, shirts and shorts. He spotted missing arms and legs among the group, and a man with bandages across his eyes.

      Rick felt a shiver of fear ripple down his back. Every time he saw an injury like that, he prayed he'd never become blind. He'd take losing an arm or a leg, even accept a disfiguring injury to his head and body.

      The prospect of being left blind scared him more than most anything else.

      Rick guessed from the way they sat, and the way they huddled together so their conversations were private, that they were veterans.

      The indistinct murmur of the veteran's conversation mixed with the noise from the big-screen television. Rick glanced at the flickering images, grateful it was a cooking show and not the news.

      He didn't think he could take the news channels at the moment.

      To his left, beyond the reception desk, the automatic double doors were closed, a heavy tint on the glass preventing a view of the triage rooms beyond.

      Rick shook his head. A month ago, walking into a building without checking the environment would likely have got him killed.

      He turned back, and for the first time, studied his companion.

      Sue was taller than he remembered, and fuller in the waist. Her hair was shorter. It no longer cascaded down her back in a blonde waterfall. Now her hair was strawberry blonde and curled gently over the collar of her white coat. Streaks of silver threaded through the blonde, giving her a regal look.

      She wore a powder blue blouse under the coat, gray slacks, and sensible flat shoes. He wondered if the legs inside the slacks were as long, firm, and shapely as he remembered from that summer.

      She was still the most beautiful person he'd ever met, and absolutely the last person he expected to encounter in Diamond Beach.

      He kept his left hand behind his back and flexed the fingers one by one. Little finger first, then through the rotation to his forefinger and thumb. It was a grounding technique he'd learned at Quantico all those years ago when he still lacked confidence.

      A way of calming himself without making it obvious.

      And here he was, back in Diamond Beach, and as tongue-tied with Susie, Sue, as he'd always been.

      "Can I see Mama?"

      Sue gave him a look he couldn't interpret. The look was just like the unspoken assessment from an experienced NCO when first introduced to a new lieutenant still wet behind the ears.

      For a moment, Rick thought she was going to say no, tell him he had to return during visiting hours.

      "I'll take you up there," she said.

      There was compassion and sympathy in her emerald eyes, and that look took him back to the bleachers at Diamond Beach High all those years ago.

      It had been a hot and humid Friday evening in July, a week after graduation. Dry lightning flickered blue and silver out in the Gulf. There was a promise of rain, and the bugs chittered in the darkness.

      They weren't even dating or drinking, although some others had acquired a case of beer and were working through it with enthusiasm.

      He'd been an idiot to say anything.

      Something had compelled him to tell Sue how he felt, even though she'd never shown she thought of him as anything more than one of their group of friends.

      It had been the ultimate piece in the jigsaw puzzle of decisions that sent him to the Marine Corps.

      "ICU is on the fourth floor. We'll take the stairs if you're up for it," she said.

      Rick looked at her. Nodded.

      He wondered if it was a challenge or genuine concern that he might not be able to climb the four flights. Yes, he was exhausted, but he didn't think he looked that bad. Rick ran a hand through the stubble of hair on his head and turned to follow Sue when a voice called out.

      "Colonel Rick? Colonel, is that you, sir?"
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      Sue heard the deep gravelly voice call Rick's name.

      Colonel?

      She felt Rick's hand on her arm, turned to look at him, and saw the concern on his face.

      "Give me a moment," he said.

      Sue nodded. When he released her, she felt the loss. Felt the heat on her forearm through the coat and blouse. She shook her head. Stupid. She hadn't seen the man in however many years, hadn't had a reaction like this since she and Ben were newly married.

      Sue shook her head again. She didn't have time for teenage fantasies. She had a hospital to run.

      And hasn't that been fun these last few years, a cynical voice whispered in her head.

      Sue pushed the thought away and watched as Rick approached the man who had called out. He went down on his haunches, bringing his face level with the man in the wheelchair.

      Both legs stopped at his knees. Above the waist he was a bull of a man, with wide shoulders and arms like the hams they used to hang in the butcher's shop. His hair was cropped to the same stubbly length as Rick's; his face lifted with surprise and pleasure as Rick clasped his hand.

      She heard Rick say.

      "Gunny Denson. I didn't know you were a Diamond Beach man. How are you holding up?"

      The man's craggy face broke into a smile, pleased that Rick remembered his name.

      "Staying with my sister, and better than I was, sir. I caught the wrong end of an IED in Be'er Sheva. I wish I'd been with you in Hebron."

      "No. You don't."

      There was a harsh, brutal edge to Rick's voice that sent a shiver through Sue's body.

      When Rick spoke again, his voice was softer, but she could still hear the pain.

      "It was Hebron when they first used the biologicals. We lost a lot of good Marines that week. Some who survived maybe shouldn't have."

      The words shocked Sue. They went against everything she had worked for and believed in. She was about to speak when Denson said in a low voice she barely heard.

      "Copy that, Sir. Had those same thoughts myself more than once."

      There was understanding in Denson’s voice. His tone brought back to Sue the half-heard conversations between the veterans. A comment. A nod. A shake of the head.

      Over the years, Sue had worked around trauma but never experienced it first-hand like these men and women.

      Sue made a mental note to talk with the staff serving the veterans as Rick reached into the side pocket of his leather jacket, pulled out a wallet and some cards. He peeled off a card and handed it to the other man.

      "Call me if you get those thoughts again, Gunny. No matter the time. That's an order. Now tell me what you're doing here at this hour?"

      "Waiting for a ride. They've got some issues with transport again."

      Rick reached down, gripped the man's shoulder.

      "I have to go with Director Williams. If you're still here when I'm done, I'll take you myself."

      Denson's brown eyes sparkled, and his voice was lighter, tinted with humor. "Don't know I have that much time left, sir. You officers always win the prettiest ladies."

      "I lost this lady a long time ago," Rick said in a tone she couldn't interpret.

      When he stood and turned back to her, there was something in his eyes.

      Regret? Fear? Longing?

      Maybe a combination of all three.

      Sue wanted to ask him about the look. About Hebron She pushed the thought away. There were too many people around them. Too many people who'd gossip.

      She'd only met him again ten minutes ago. It was too soon for those questions. Perhaps there would never be a right time, and perhaps, she admitted to herself; she wasn't prepared for the conversation.

      Why have the conversation anyway?

      Most likely when his mother recovered and returned to her home, he'd be gone again for another thirty or more years.

      "We still good for the stairs?" he asked.

      She nodded, not quite sure she could trust her voice at the moment.

      They crossed to the secured door that led to the stairwell. Once again, Sue touched her badge to the reader, waited for the beep and the green light.

      Rick pulled the door open as she said.

      "Why did you join the Army? Sorry, the Marine Corps?"

      "I couldn't afford the flight to France."

      He held the access door open so she could step through.

      "Why France?" Sue asked as the door closed behind them with a hollow boom and a click as the security lock engaged.

      "My plan was to go to the French Foreign Legion recruiting center in Paris, and then Aubagne for training."

      Sue missed the next step. As her balance tipped, she felt a firm hand under her elbow, steadying and balancing her.

      She felt a spark of something at Rick's touch. Another something stirred deep within her core.

      "Getting clumsy," Sue said, forcing herself to ignore the sensation as they reached the first landing and continued up.

      It was hard.

      After a period of silence, and another flight of stairs, she returned to the original conversation. "You didn't speak French. None of us did."

      "Still don't," he said. "The Legion teaches you."

      "And this was because of what I said to you that night?"

      Maybe they were going to have that conversation after all. She felt a shiver of horror that her words had been the trigger that set him on a different path in life.

      "Not at all."

      His tone was emphatic, allowing no argument. Sue paused before taking the next step, put a hand on the stair railing to balance herself and looked over at him. There was nothing in his expression that conflicted with his words.

      "Then why?"

      He responded with a deep, rumbling chuckle. Sue didn't want to think too hard about the way the sound resonated around the stairwell and inside her body. She gripped the stair rail a little harder and began climbing again as she listened to his answer.

      "There was a lot of naive teenage romanticism involved," Rick said.

      "That lasted maybe two days at Parris Island. I was certain I didn't want to follow my uncles into accounting, much as Mama wanted me to. I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life, but whatever it was, it wasn't behind a desk. The afternoons and weekends sailing our Beneteau convinced me of that."

      He paused, and she remembered how he'd always been an outdoors hands-on person.

      "The Corps tried to steer me the same way as the uncles, or into something legal with the Judge Advocate General," he continued. "An opportunity came up, and I applied to Special Operations Command. The overall attrition rate through selection and training is about sixty percent. I found I was good and loved it, still do, mostly. One of my officers saw something more in me and encouraged me to apply to Quantico."

      "That's Officer Training, isn't it?" Sue knew that much from the outpatient veterans she spoke to.

      "It is," he said, and gestured to the next landing with a two foot high number four stenciled on the wall in blue paint.

      "Is this us?"

      Sue nodded rather than speak and sound out of breath again. She believed she was in reasonable shape, but her breath was coming in long intakes. Her heart thudded hard against her chest, and her legs felt like rubber.
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