
  
  [image: ]




  
  
Endorsements




From the very first sentence, I connected to Blossom Turner’s book, Anna’s Secret. When the single tear snaked its way down Anna’s cheek, a tear ran down mine as well. I knew how she felt. I’ve been there. But whether readers personally identify, or they just fall into the story, they are sure to find Anna’s Secret riveting, heart-wrenching, and too compelling to set aside— Kay Marshall Strom, author of the Blessings in India and Grace in Africa series as well as Forgotten Girls.



Blossom Turner takes us on a journey of true-to-life choices, the consequences of sin, and the redemption God offers. Anna’s Secret is packed with raw emotion as we travel the twists and turns that ripple from one poor choice. Best of all, we see God’s grace and feel compelled to respond to people in our lives with that same grace—Shelley Pierce, author of the Crumberry Chronicles and Sweet Moments: Insight and Encouragement for the Pastor’s Wife.



Blossom Turner’s book, Anna’s Secret, is all about unconditional love, reconciliation and forgiveness. The characters are forced to deal with hurts from their past and failures marring the present, before realizing God’s truth about themselves and their future. The author addresses tough questions prevalent in today’s society without skirting the real issues. The book is a winner—Claudette Renalds, author of By the Sea
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Chapter 1



Anna gazed down at her sleeping husband—the man she had once called lover, friend, soul mate. Somewhere along the way they had become no more than nurse and patient. Steven’s sickness and remission had beaten a well-worn path to her door. Despite prayers for healing, this final diagnosis crushed all hope. 

A single tear snaked its way down Anna’s cheek. She brushed it off with a violent sweep of her hand, so tired of the pain.

Wake up, Steven. A deep desire to set things right before time ran out sent a shudder up her spine.

“Steven.” She nudged him gently.

His eyes flickered open. He stared up at her with a drug-induced blankness.

“I need to talk to you.”

He turned his head away and closed his eyes.

Anna understood. His response was nothing new.

She straightened his blanket and gently touched his upper forehead where dark thick hair used to spring beneath her fingertips. The smoothness brought back his words after he realized his hair would only grow back in scraggily patches.

“I got the nurse to shave it off.”

“It looks good, Steven.”

“Yeah, as good as a bowling ball after it hits the gutter. Worthless.”

“Come on, Steven, we need to remain—”

“Don’t give me your ‘let’s stay positive’ speech. You’re not the one lying in this bed completely useless. I wish you’d go, Anna.”

“Steven—”

“No seriously. Find someone worthy. I’m nothing but a shell of the man you married, and this blasted disease doesn’t let me live or die. I just hang here in limbo.”

“Code yellow to unit ten. Code yellow.”

Anna was grateful the intercom interrupted her thought patterns and brought her back to the present. She released one white-knuckled hand from her clutch on his blanket and smoothed out the twisted knot. She shook her head as if to dislodge that painful conversation from her mind.

Some memories are better left buried.


      [image: ]Dr. Matthew Carmichael had been notified by hospital staff that his morning run should include a look into Steven’s room. They felt he was failing fast. One look at Steven confirmed their assessment.

He motioned the nurse over.

“This family needs our full attention until—”

She nodded. “I just started my shift and I’ll stay nearby.

“Steven,” he bent closer. “We’re going to keep you as comfortable as possible.”

Steven’s eyes flickered open as Matt squeezed his hand and smoothed his brow.

Matt straightened and motioned Anna over to the far corner of the room. Every year he practiced medicine he assumed it would get easier, but at thirty-five he was granted no more wisdom, or strength, than the year previously.

He spoke the words that were always difficult to say to family members but especially to Anna, who had become a dear friend. “It won’t be long now.”

Anna collapsed against him. He steadied her and gave her shoulders a quick squeeze. When she looked up at him, her dark eyes brimmed with tears and a lump formed in his throat. He had to get away. The pit of his stomach tightened. He hurt because she hurt.

“You should phone your family.”

“Yes. I will.”

He held her a moment longer before signaling the nurse with a tilt of his head. She gently guided Anna to the nearest chair.

Anna had no idea what that simple condolence cost him as he battled a squall of emotion he knew he had no right to feel. He was free, but she certainly wasn’t and wouldn’t be for a long time to come. He was no fool. Grief needed time.

“Would you like me to phone your sister?”

Her large, soulful eyes shot upward. Anna’s voice broke. “That would be wonderful, thank you. Please ask her to call the boys and the rest of the family.”

“No problem. I’ll handle it.”

Matt’s offer did not fall into his regular doctor/patient responsibilities, but Steven’s illness had been a long, rocky road, and Matt had become a fixture in their family. Through it all, Anna had rarely complained. She had a beauty inside and out that intrigued him. The way she loved her husband unconditionally, despite his difficult tirades, showed a quiet strength that drew him.

He turned to leave.

“Matthew …”

His heart kicked against the walls of his chest. Was she aware she’d used his first name? Hearing it touched something deep within him. He squared his shoulders, and turned back toward her.

“Yes?”

“Thank you. You’re a good friend.”

Unable to speak, he nodded.

She smiled, and he read only innocence in her expression. Clearly, she had no idea the emotions she stirred within him.

Is it only friendship you desire?

A dart of guilt pierced him. He left the room before she could glimpse the truth written on his face.








  
  
Chapter 2



From the sanctuary of her bedroom, with her sister in charge of the growing crowd, Anna whispered a prayer for strength. “Oh, Lord, help me get through this.” Even at her best, entering a room full of people was difficult. With one more glance in the mirror to make sure her riotous curls were snuggly fastened in a tight bun at the nape of her neck, she smoothed her hands over her skirt. The dull gray suited her mood. She opened the door, took a deep breath, and walked down the hall. 

Her living room and kitchen teemed with all the people she knew and loved. One would think the funeral was hers, not Steven’s. In the last few years, his reclusive ways and severe illness had thinned out his friends—all but a persistent few. She gazed over the group as they made eye contact. Support and pity jockeyed for position.

Small groups of people huddled in circles with plates of delicate finger sandwiches, fruit, and sweets piled high. Her stomach lurched at the thought of food, and she fought the urge to run for the bathroom.

Betty and George, Steven’s parents, signaled her over to their corner of the room. Anna scanned the area to check if her sons, Mark and Jason, were okay before she joined them.

Only Betty could pull off a black pantsuit with such flare. She had obviously had a say in what George was wearing, because not a stitch was out of place, right down to the folded triangle handkerchief in his breast pocket. His new designer suit carefully hid his portly frame.

“Oh, Anna.” Betty engulfed her in a warm hug. Her arms gave a tight squeeze before she pulled back and cradled Anna’s face in her hands. Her bracelets jangled close to Anna’s ear. “I’m sure you know this, but sometimes words need to be spoken. You’re our daughter, with or without our son in the picture, and we love you.”

Anna drew a weak smile. “I don’t know how I would’ve done it without your love and support all these years.”

“And nothing will change,” George pitched in. “Until you find a job and get financially stable, we’re going to continue to help out with the expenses.”

Anna’s gaze lowered and she shook her head. “I appreciate your offer, but I need to work this out somehow.” She could tell from the pity in their eyes they had the same question she did. Where would a thirty-nine-year-old widow who had dedicated her life to her husband and children, find work that paid enough to survive?

“We’re here for you,” Betty insisted. “Do you remember the promise we made before you and Steven were engaged?”

Anna nodded. “—to fill the gap for the parents I lost.”

“Yes. And George and I are not relinquishing that claim now.”

Anna’s eyes glistened with tears as she hugged them close. “I love you both so much.”

“How are Mark and Jason? We were so glad they made it home from University in time to say goodbye to their father.”

Anna gulped back a sob with a hand to her mouth.

“Oh, my dear, your grief must be unbearable,” Betty said, as she pulled her into another hug.

A sliver of guilt jabbed in. Anna cried for her boys and the loss of their dad, but her relationship with Steven had been an emotional roller coaster for years. Why was relief at being off that ride a stronger pull than grief?

Pastor Harry and his wife, Eleanor, dressed appropriately in traditional black, stood on the periphery—waiting. Anna motioned them over as George and Betty moved aside.

“My dear, such a long, hard road.” Eleanor said, shaking her head. Her voice caught in her throat.

“Anna, we’ve walked alongside you for years. And we’re not about to stop now,” Pastor Harry said. “You have to let us know how we can help—finances, yard clean up, your vehicle, whatever.” His kind eyes sparkled with a sheen of unshed tears as he patted her arm.

Eleanor moved in for a long hug. She drew Anna into the folds of her chubby arms and squeezed so tight her glasses twisted to one side.

Over her shoulder, Anna noticed her eldest son Mark jerk his head to one side to get her attention. They had argued earlier about his choice of a bright lime golf shirt, so he had changed into a burnt orange one, not caring to bend to the social etiquette of traditional black. Anna had decided to say no more.

She pulled free of Eleanor’s hug and waved him closer.

Anna noticed how he stiffened when both the pastor and his wife hugged him. At least, Mark nodded politely at their words of condolence. His hiked shoulders didn’t relax until they moved on.

He lowered his voice so only she could hear. “Hey, Mom, is it okay if Jason and I leave now? This whole wake thing or celebration of life or whatever it’s called, has me wigged out. I can’t take another stranger hugging me.”

Anna nodded. “I know it’s uncomfortable, Mark, but it’s a way for people to show they care.”

He brushed off her comment with a shrug of his shoulders and rolled his eyes.

Everything about Mark—his tall frame, striking looks, and antics—reminded her of a young Steven, strong and capable, when life had seemed unshakable. A stab of pain spiked through her.

“You two go,” she said. “My friends and Aunt Lana will help clean up, and they’ll stay as long as I need company. Between the two of us,” she said, squeezing him in a hug, “that was about two hours ago.”

He exhaled with a deep sigh and whispered. “Glad I’m not the only one to feel this way. Most people don’t understand,” his voice cracked. “Dad’s been gone a long time.” He lifted his arm to quickly swipe away the tears with his shirtsleeve.

Anna couldn’t believe her ears. Her son Jason was the one who readily expressed his feelings, but Mark so rarely did. His unusual moment of honesty brought tears to her eyes and she hugged him tight. “I’m so sorry Mark. You missed out on having a healthy dad, but I know how much he loved you.”

His mask slipped back in place as he stepped back. “I’ll live. Always have. Always will.” He waved to Jason above the din and made a beeline for the door.

A steady stream of well wishes and awkward conversations continued until little by little, the crowd thinned and only a few helping hands remained. To her surprise, Dr. Carmichael was one of them.

“Where do you want all these folding chairs and extra tables?”

“You don’t have to do this, Dr. Carmichael. My sons will look after that. They said they’d return them to the church tomorrow.”

“I’m not your doctor, Anna. I’m your friend. Call me Matt. Okay?”

He didn’t wait for a reply but grabbed a table, heaved it on its side and folded in the legs with a snap.

“I’ll break down the tables and stack the chairs so you have room to move before I go. How about I take them to the porch?”

She forced a weak smile. “Thanks so much, Dr … I mean, Matt.” 

His eyes lit up, and a grin split free. “That’s better.”


      [image: ]Matt was almost done with his morning rounds. He shut down the file on the computer. A sunset screensaver popped up with unmistakable cheer as he rolled the wheeled stand out of his patient’s room. Pushed up against the wall, he kicked the brake lever on with his foot and slipped his stethoscope around his neck.

One look at his watch and he knew exactly where to head for his lunch hour. He waved at the pod of nurses and laughed at the way they sang out as if on cue, “Come again soon, Dr. Carmichael.”

He turned and smiled, flashing his dimple in cheery response. “Oh, you can count on that.”

Giggles and laughter followed. One said, “My, it’s hot in here, and girl, I’m not talking about my hot flashes, either.”

He caught himself humming a tune as he entered the elevator. Why am I so happy these days? Unwilling to unpack that question, he punched the button with a tad too much exuberance as the fourth and fifth button lit up simultaneously.

He smiled as the door opened one floor too soon. He stayed put and waited for the elevator to shut and open yet again. The cheery walls of painted flowers and gregarious animals welcomed him as he stepped out into the children’s ward. With a beeline straight for room 4004, he succeeded in bypassing all interruptions.

“How’s my favorite girl?”

Isabella gave him a lopsided grin and held out two arms for the taking. Matt moved in for the best part of his day. He never knew a child could tug at a person’s heart the way Isabella did.

He lifted her frail body into a hug and could feel her tiny arms close around his neck as her head relaxed onto his shoulder.

“Do you think your mama will let me take you to see your good friend Joey at the end of the hall? He was asking about you.”

The child lifted her head long enough to plead. “Please, mama.”

“Of course, honey.” She shifted her gaze to Matt. “But are you sure you have time in your busy schedule?”

Matt nodded. “Go get yourself something to eat, Nancy. I have an hour, and you need a break.”

She turned to leave, then spun around.

“Dr. Carmichael …” She shifted from one foot to the other. “I don’t know how to thank you. Without Isabella’s dad in the picture, it’s been a gift for her to have a father figure who cares.”

He cupped the back of Isabella’s smooth head in his hand where her natural blonde curls used to bounce freely.

“The pleasure’s all mine, Nancy. If only her father knew what he was missing,” Matt shook his head.

“Yeah, if only he knew.” A wistful tone filled Nancy’s voice.


      [image: ]Four days later, Anna hugged both her sons goodbye.

“Drive carefully,” she reminded them for the umpteenth time. “And let me know when you get to Victoria safe and sound.”

“Yes, Mom. We always do.” They waved off her concern and jumped into the vehicle.

She closed the front door only after they drove out of sight, despite the chill in the air. The clouds fit her mood. Dark. Gloomy. Low.

“What now?” Her words echoed down the empty hall. Silence hemmed in around her, restrictive and depressing. She pulled the band from her hair and kneaded her scalp aching from the weighty ponytail. Determined to put on a good front for the kids so they would return to University without worrying, she had forced herself to rise each day, do her hair and makeup, and make a healthy breakfast. Glad the façade was over, she sank into the nearby couch and curled into the fetal position. She prayed she would fall asleep and never wake up.

A solid rap on the front door caused her to spring to her feet. She flipped the hair out of her eyes and smoothed a hand over the riotous mess before swinging the door open. A blast of winter air whipped in, but Anna froze.

“Dr. Carmichael. I mean Matt,” she corrected. “What—?”

“I think I left my gloves here the other day.”

“Come in. It’s freezing out there.” She closed the door behind him.

Matt rubbed his hands together. “Old man winter is grumpy today, and my hands feel like ice.”

Anna’s hands flew to her hair where she tried to smooth the waves that sprang free.

“I’ve never seen your hair down.”

“I don’t … well, it just isn’t practical.” She moved toward the couch, looking up and down for the band she had so carelessly discarded. Unable to find it, she smoothed her hands over the curls.

“I’m sorry, didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I meant it as a compliment … you have beautiful hair.”

A flush of heat worked its way from her neck to her hairline. It had been years since she’d heard a compliment, and she had no idea how to respond. “Um … your gloves. No, I don’t think I found any.”

“Hmmm, I must’ve left them elsewhere. But since I’m here, how about a coffee? I’ll even make it.” He didn’t wait for an answer but walked to the kitchen and went straight to the shelf in the pantry.

“How in the world do you know where I keep my coffee?” One brow arched skyward.

“Your sister gave me the task of making it the other day, and I don’t forget much. You’d be surprised at the random paraphernalia that clutters my brain.”

“Well, then, where are your gloves?”

He smiled broadly. “Okay, you got me. I had to make some excuse to drop by and check on you.”

“Seriously?” With her hands on her hips, she gave a stern look before breaking into a smile.

“Forgive my white lie, but I was worried about you. It’s what friends do.” He scooped coffee into the maker, poured in the water, and pushed the button. Crossing the kitchen, he plopped down onto the stool.

He gestured at the seat opposite him. “Have a cup with me, and I’ll be on my way. I promise not to be a bother.” 

“You’re one bossy friend, Matthew Carmichael,” she said as she slid onto the barstool.

“Well, at least I’m in the friend category.” A twinkle sparkled in his eyes. “Things are looking up.”

“Big surprise. I saw you more often than any of my other friends this past year.”

“I know.” His voice gentled as he shook his head, “Tough year … well, years actually.”

Unable to go down the cancer road, she immediately changed the subject. “My boys headed back to University a few hours ago.

“UBC or UVIC”

“UVIC. It’ll be a long day. They’re hoping to catch the six o’clock ferry over to the Island. I hate them traveling over that highway this time of year. The weather can be so iffy.”

“They’ll be fine. They have each other.” A reassuring smile spread across his face. “What year are they in?”

Does he worry about everyone like this …?

“Anna?”

She looked up, not sure what his last question had been. Her mind had definitely been elsewhere.

“Sorry. My concentration is gone these days.”

Matt gave her a sympathetic smile. “What year are your sons in?”

“Mark’s in his third year of Business, and Jason’s in his first year. He wants to be a teacher.”

“Oh, that’s a great—”

“Why are you worried about me, Matt?” She interrupted, unable to manage small talk. “Are you always so concerned about your patients and their families?”

He placed an elbow on the granite island and rested his chin in his hand. Pressing a thumb to his lips, he was slow to answer. “Only those I consider close friends.” He lifted his head and looked squarely into her eyes. A smile caused the dimple on his right cheek to sprout.

My, he’s handsome. Why have I never noticed that dimple before? That strong jaw, and those eyes that smolder like blue flames … I’m staring like a schoolgirl with a crush. She rose, thankful for the diversion of gathering mugs, cream, and sugar.

Warmth knotted in her stomach as she caught his stare. His intense look drew her gaze, and a few unguarded seconds filled the silence. Something undefined simmered between them.

With effort, she turned back to the coffee. A slight tremor in her hand rattled the pot against the lip of the mug as she poured. She inhaled and slowly let the air flow free in effort to still the uptick of her heart. “Ahhh, I do love that smell. Don’t you?” Glad the roasted beans made for easy conversation, she averted his stare.

“Me too. It’s that kick for many a long day.”

Like the tendrils of steam lazily wafting into oblivion, she allowed the awkward moment to dissipate. Steven came to mind, and sadness permeated her again.

“Do you take cream and sugar?” Her voice dropped a notch as heaviness settled on her heart.

“Nope, straight up.”

When she headed his way with two mugs, his expression held only warmth and friendship. Her stiff shoulders relaxed as she eased back onto the stool. A comfortable silence filled the room as she clutched the brew with both hands and lifted the cup to her lips. The rich, full-bodied taste did not disappoint.

“Anna, how are you really?” His voice grew soft and gentle.

She set her mug down with a thud. A splash of hot liquid landed on her hand, but she barely noticed.

“I hate that question, Matt. It’s everyone’s go-to question these days. How am I supposed to answer that?”

“Give me the truth.”

Anna lifted her gaze. His eyes radiated genuine care. The door of her heart creaked open.

Matt wouldn’t let go. “You must miss him a lot?”

She looked away, ashamed of the truth.

“Honestly, Matt … I hurt for so many years before his death. Now when it’s time to receive sympathy as a grieving widow, I feel like a fraud.”

He reached across the island and touched her hand, then immediately pulled back. “How so?”

“It’s so hard to explain. As much as we loved each other, that illness drove a wedge between us. We became everything but husband and wife. Sadly, even our friendship waned as he slept hours and seemed far more content with the company of the television than me.”

Matt nodded. “I’ve heard this happens. It doesn’t mean you loved him less; it just means you loved differently. Long term care alters relationships.”

She let out a sigh. “I grieve more for what should’ve been, than what I lost … that grief was done years ago. I feel guilty just thinking about it.”

“Anna, you and Steven were one of the most loving examples I’ve ever witnessed, and over such an incredible long haul.”

“But you don’t know what I did to survive. The choice to feel nothing was safer than the perpetual emotional upheaval. I put up walls … I fulfilled my duty … I loved but from a safe distance. In the end, we were almost strangers.” Her voice faded to a whisper. The heat of a blush worked its way from her throat to her hairline. Why did I speak so freely?

Matt remained quiet for a moment, then rose slowly. “As your friend, may I suggest a colleague of mine who comes highly recommended?” He reached in his pocket, pulled out a card and slid it across the counter. “It’s one of the reasons I stopped by. I thought maybe you’d need someone to talk to. She is offering her services at no charge for as long as you need.”

“What?” She stared at the card. “Why free?”

“Her sister was really sick, and I—it doesn’t matter. We’re friends, and all you need to know is that her name is Susan Jenkins and she’s at the top of her profession. Grief counseling is her specialty.”

Anna couldn’t believe his kindness.

“I’ll go now. But promise me you’ll see Susan?” He slipped on his coat. “Promise.”

She nodded.

“Oh, and I’ll leave my cell number.” He walked back to the counter, pulled a pen from his shirt pocket, and slipped the card from her fingers. In a bold scrawl, he penned out his name and number. “Just in case you need a friend. And I mean that.” He held her gaze.

Anna could feel a palpable intensity. She glanced away to ease the sensation his piercing blue eyes created in the pit of her stomach. One look at the card and a smile broke through. “I see you live up to a doctor’s standard. Your handwriting is atrocious.”

He smiled, stamping that beautiful dimple back into place. “Yup and proud of it!” He sauntered to the door and closed it behind him.

Why am I noticing details … things I’ve never seen before … like the breadth of his wide shoulders? The sound of his rich baritone laughter … something this old house has not heard in a long time.

Anna walked to the window within the safety of the shadows and watched him drive away. There was a part of her that was sad to see him go. She enjoyed his visit, maybe a little too much. The sound of his deep voice echoed in her ears.

Thoughts of Steven pushed in, and guilt surged. I shouldn’t be thinking of Matt that way, I just buried my husband, for heaven’s sake.


      [image: ]Matt needed a wheelchair on the fifth floor and never waited for an orderly to do what he could do himself. He grabbed the extra one on floor two and made his way down the hall to the elevators. He felt the vibration of his phone yet again and slipped his hand into his pocket to pull it free. With a glance down, he almost ran into a colleague.

“Hey, Carmichael … no texting while you drive.”

Matt looked up and laughed. “Sorry, buddy.”

“You can buy me a cold one after work as an apology.” They laughed in passing.

Not at all surprised to see yet another message from Tamara, he regretted the day he gave her his private number.

Why won’t she take no for an answer? And when will my obvious lack of interest get through? Try as he might, he could never go back to the way things had been with her. It took no more than a fleeting thought of Anna to reinforce the difference of what had been to what he now longed for.

He hit the elevator button with a bang of his fist as an all too familiar hunger cut through.

Idiot. What kind of fool offers friendship when …? He refused to let his mind formulate words.

Anna’s too fragile. She needs time to grieve, and I need to stay away.

Besides, I’ve spent my life away from the entanglement of emotion. My parents cured me of that.

All his self-talk did little to convince his heart. An ache settled in.








  
  
Chapter 3



Anna flipped through a stack of funeral bills and slammed them down on the counter. They scattered and some fell to the floor. How am I going to pay for these? I’m going to have to endure the embarrassment of asking Steven’s parents yet again. She sighed, stooped over and picked up the mail. She knew she should be thankful for their generosity but at the same time struggled with disappointment. Could thankfulness and anger toward God coexist?

Anna plunked herself down at the computer determined to draft up a résumé, but what did she have to offer? She snapped her laptop closed and stared off into space.

The only good thing she had accomplished in the past month was to visit the therapist Matt had suggested.

The thought of him brought a peculiar disappointment, one she dared not dissect. She slid the card with his phone number across the counter and picked it up once more. She had not given into the urge to call, but his absence in the past weeks had unsettled her.

What a fool to buy into the notion of friendship. He has better things to do and was only being kind.

Anna tried to pray, determined to put the doctor and her worries to rest, but she felt like her words bounced off the ceiling right back to her. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

The doorbell broke through her abysmal gloom. She brushed the wet from her cheeks and forced herself off the stool. If it was another casserole from the church ladies, she didn’t know if she’d have the strength to nod her way through their platitudes and hear yet another, “God knows best,” or “it’s so good Steven’s suffering is over.”

What about her suffering? Macaroni and cheese casseroles did nothing to address that.

Or worse yet, it could be her twin sister, Lana. It was getting harder and harder to listen to her preach about the need to eat properly and return to the world instead of living in isolation. What did Lana and her charmed life know about misery anyway? How could she possibly relate with her high-paying job, perfect husband, and awesome kids?

Anna pasted on a cardboard smile and opened the door. “Matt! Oh, I’m so glad it’s you. As nice as it is to have people care, I can only eat so many casseroles. I dreaded having to feign thankfulness for yet another one.” She attempted a chuckle, but it fell flat.

“May I come in?”

She waved him in. “Sorry, I’ve forgotten my manners. I’ve been less than hospitable lately.”

“Your sister called me and is concerned about you.” A frown puckered his brow. “You don’t look like you’ve eaten any of those casseroles. Have you lost more weight?”

Anna bit at her lower lip. “It’s all the jogging. Your friend, Dr. Jenkins, told me that people do more of what they always did to combat stress. For me, it’s always been running. So, I run.”

As he opened his mouth to speak, she cut him short. “And I don’t need another lecture on exercising too much. Lana has already given me that one, just yesterday in fact.” Both hands flew into the air. “And she has no right calling you, either.

“Besides, Dr. Jenkins assured me that I’d work my way through this phase and suggested I eat more … trouble is, I have no appetite.” Her sentences ran together in rapid succession as she tried to make light of the situation. “Most of the ladies at church tell me they’d love to have my energy and not have to work off extra pounds. They call me the ‘Energizer Bunny.’” Her forced laugh sounded phony even to her ears.

He didn’t laugh, or even smile. Instead, concern deepened the furrows on his forehead.

“Have you had supper?”

“No, but I went for a run.”

“Anna, your health is not something to joke about.”

She turned from his intense stare.

“What does it matter? You don’t have time to worry about every widow that comes your way.” Embarrassed that her thoughts of the past month tumbled out, she turned and headed for the kitchen. She felt a headache press in. Her fingers massaged both temples.

She needed a diversion. “Would you like some coffee?”

“Anna, I’ve been a part of your family’s life for years now.” He put his hand on her shoulder and gently turned her back to face him. “That’s why your sister thought to call me. She’s worried about you.

“And you’re right. I don’t have the time I would like to spend with everyone. I wish I did. But with you … it’s different. Right from the beginning, both you and Steven became more.” His tone gentled. “I … I care. It’s why I’m here.”

His kind words drew her gaze from the floor. Genuine compassion flowed from his startling blue eyes.

He warmed her with a smile, which set the dimple on his cheek in place and accented his all too handsome features. Anna took in every detail. The strength of his six-foot-plus frame, the chisel of his well-defined facial features, the way his wide shoulders tapered—to perfection. Awareness coursed through the look that passed between them far outside the boundaries of friendship.

He touched her arm tenderly. Heat seared through straight to the bone. A current of raw emotion she hadn’t felt in a very long time rippled up her spine. Her breath caught, and she forgot to breathe.

Their eyes locked. Unable to face the intensity, she blinked and stepped back. The dishcloth seized her focus as she wiped at an imaginary stain on the unused counter.

“Dr. Carmichael—” she sputtered, not sure how to respond to the emotion that danced between them.

“Back to Dr. Carmichael again? Do you call all your friends by their last name?”

“You’ve been Dr. Carmichael for—”

“Way too long. Now, what’s it going to be? Italian? Thai? Steak? I’m taking you for dinner, so it might as well be something you love.”

Anna smoothed her hands over unruly curls and pulled at her oversized sweatshirt. She looked and felt like a day-old soda.

“I can’t go out. Look at me. I didn’t even shower after my run.”

“Go take a shower. I’m not in a rush.”

He walked back into her living room and plopped down on the couch. “Take your time.”


      [image: ]Matt stretched out on the sofa and closed his eyes. He had won the battle, and she was going to eat. But fear of a whole different kind spiraled inside his head.

Friendship was a dangerous game to play. He had rationalized that he would concentrate on only being a friend, but could he?

In the past, she’d often brought up the subject of God when randomly talking about the challenges both she and Steven faced and believed He would give the strength she needed. But the way she looked today—like a scared waif that the wind could pick up and carry away—worried him. There was little wonder why her sister had called.

Though he had often reminded himself that emotions were for the weak and illogical, all it took was a thought of her deep brown eyes and full lips to run through his mind, and he was lost. Before he could stop, his imagination took him to where her thick, dark curls were given freedom from the clasp at the nape of her neck, and his lips were lowered to hers.

It did not help to remind himself of the years spent on his education specializing in the love of his life—medicine—nor reflect upon the reputation he’d built as both a medical and surgical oncologist. He could daily tell himself, Matt don’t be a fool. Medicine you understand. Medicine you live for. Medicine is where you excel. Then immediately slip back into daydreams of her, far away from reason.

After watching his parent’s tortured relationship, he vowed never to repeat that kind of insanity. Love and companionship came at too heavy a price. To prove his point, all he had to do was look into the lives of his colleagues. Far too many had their careers sidelined due to irrational affairs and domestic problems. He had never wanted, nor needed, the complication of love. There was no such thing as fairytale romances or true love, was there?

But try as he might to thwart all lack of reason, Anna had him thinking differently with a craving for something undefined. She had crept into his thoughts uninvited, and since Steven was gone, they had reached epidemic proportion. The safe and proper wall of friendship had crumbled, and his mind sprouted doors and windows that beckoned him into a world of much more. He had stayed away from her this past month with disciplined purpose and rued the fact her sister had called him.

Determined to eradicate thoughts of her and him, thoughts of them as a couple, thoughts of her in his arms, he came today to prove to himself that he could control such madness, but instead, faced the one word he never entertained when dealing with women. Failure.

Logic usually worked like a charm, so he reminded himself that she had just lost her husband and was a grieving widow. And if that was not enough, then the fact that she had two grown children and a belief structure he could not fathom should seal the deal. It did not.

Why did he feel the need to protect Anna? Why did the mere thought of her destroy that one thing he had always been able to control—his emotions? Why the startling surge, thrum, and kick of his sorry heart every time she came into view?

Thoughts of a snooze flew out the window. Agitation pushed in. Matt felt all too human for his liking. The sound of water splashed into his troubled thoughts as the shower turned on, and he instantly longed to join her. A colorful word slipped from his lips, one he knew she wouldn’t approve of.

With a degree of willpower never before exercised, he squeezed his eyes shut and practiced deep breathing, with his mind focused on a difficult medical procedure he needed to perform the next day. Sleep thankfully followed.


      [image: ]Anna stayed extra-long in the shower. The steady heat of beaded water relaxed her shoulders. She smoothed her hands over the knot in the small of her back.

A rare flicker of something akin to excitement fluttered within as she contemplated a meal out with Matt. When was the last time she dined out? She’d had invitations, but she had rarely ventured far with Steven’s illness.

She smiled ever so briefly into the mirror as she tried to calm the unruly curls that cascaded around her face and down her back. Unable to tame the riotous mane, she gave up on the blow-drying and fastened the still-damp hair with a decorative clasp. A few errant tendrils worked free. She sighed, deeply annoyed that they had a life of their own.

After putting on the scantest amount of makeup, she took one last glance into the bathroom mirror. The large dark circles that shadowed her eyes were far from attractive. She patted a light powder then shook her head. There was no makeup that could hide her life’s recipe of late: hold the sleep, a dash of food, add a generous dollop of stress.

With a deep shrug, she headed down the hall.

“Matt?”

A gentle nudge of his shoulder and the whisper of her voice brought a sleepy smile to his face. What was he thinking?

He opened his eyes lazily, and an unguarded gaze of admiration swept over her before he successfully masked his expression. 

A tender sensation tickled her senses and sent a warm flush to her cheeks.

“Man, I really crashed.” He raked a hand through his hair and rose to his feet.

“That’s my fault. You said to take my time, and that’s exactly what I did. It’s been over an hour.”

“Well then, you must’ve come up with an idea for supper.”

“Honestly, I love Japanese take out. But that would defeat the purpose of getting ready to go out, now wouldn’t it?”

He smoothed his hands over the five o’clock shadow on his chin. “With all that’s gone on, you’re probably weary to the bone. Let’s go for a drive first and get you out of here for a change of scenery. Then I know an awesome place for the best Japanese take out. We can bring it back here to eat.”

A genuine smile split across her face. “You read my mind. I’d love that.”

“On one condition,” he paused. “You have to eat.”

She crossed her heart. “I promise.”








  
  
Chapter 4



“Irasshaimase.” Anna bowed to him and waved her hand to the prepared area she had created in her living room. “That means welcome, please come in.” 

Matt’s eyes widened, but he followed.

“Off with the shoes, Doctor.” She forced a smile and with conscious effort curled the edges of her mouth up. For a moment in time she was determined to rise above her circumstances. She kicked her shoes free and plopped to the floor.

“Japanese food is meant to be consumed sitting on pillows around a low table in true Zashiki style, but this coffee table will have to do.”

“I thought you told me you rarely traveled.”

“My circumstances may have dictated lack of experience, but trust me when I say I’m well read and have a vivid imagination. Now, when I attempt to eat with these chopsticks, you’ll see firsthand what I mean.”

She fumbled with the grip and sent a prawn flying his way. He laughed.

“I warned you.”

“Two second rule.” He picked the prawn off the table and popped it in his mouth.

The banter lasted a few more moments before her appetite waned, and she pushed the food around on her plate. Though she tried hard to focus on conversation, the edges of sadness folded in. She shifted to find comfort and propped a pillow behind her back. That all too familiar knot of tension twisted and settled into place.

She was annoyed at how he kept trying to bring the conversation back around to how she was doing, how she felt, if she was sleeping. Like a wagon train at night, she placed his questions outside the circle of safety and kept the conversation on—the weather, current events, his work—anything but her.

The minute he finished his meal, he jumped to his feet and removed the plates. “Relax.” He waved her over to the couch as she rose to help. “I’ll get these and be right back.”

Rather than grab his coat as she had hoped, he seated himself beside her and turned her way.

“What’s it like to work—”

Matt held up his hand. “Please. I don’t want to talk about my work, myself, or anything else for that matter. I’m truly concerned about you.”

She exhaled deeply. Defeated and distressed.

“I hope you feel comfortable enough with me by now to tell me how you’re really doing?”

She turned from his intense stare.

“Every time I steer the conversation in your direction, you change the subject and ask about the weather or something equally irritating.”

Unwanted tears pooled on the edges of her lashes. All it took was for one to break free and roll down her cheek and the rush started.

He leaned toward her. She stilled him with an outstretched hand and rose swiftly to her feet. She headed to the kitchen island where she knew a box of tissues sat and grabbed a handful. She buried her head within the folds as the stream of tears became a river.

“You want the truth? Fine.” With an angry sweep, she brushed the continual flow of tears from her flushed cheeks.

“I’m a thirty-nine-year-old woman with no skill sets who needs to find a job. I can’t rely on the generosity of my late husband’s parents forever. The best years of my life were devoted to a sick husband and two growing boys, but now everything that gave me purpose is gone.”

“What about your parents?”

She felt the blood siphon from her face. Her heart still tightened at the thought. “I lost them both in a car crash when I was twelve. Sadness and tragedy seem to find me.”

She paced back and forth wringing the tissue into shreds. “And I’m tired of these blasted tears … they just keep falling. The quiet in this house closes in to the point I feel like it’s choking me.” She placed a hand to her throat. “To be honest, Matt, I’ve been lonely for a long, long time.” She sank onto the bar stool and buried her head in her hands. “I’m so alone I could disappear for days and no one would notice.”

Her cheeks grew hot at the thought of what her tirade had just divulged. What was it about this man that made her spill her soul?

She stiffened as she felt him place a hand on her shoulder and swivel the stool toward him.

“Please go. I don’t know why I told you all of this. I didn’t mean to dump my problems on you.” Her eyes flickered up, then quickly down. “I guess it’s because you’re the first person who cared enough to demand an answer.”

“Anna.” His breath came out in a whisper as he bent toward her. “I do care.” He pulled her to her feet and enveloped her in the warmth of a hug.

It had been a long time since she’d felt the strong protective strength of a man. Her head slowly relaxed upon his shoulder, and she soaked in the embrace. One hand gently cradled the back of her head as he whispered words of comfort.

“You’re not alone. I’m here.”

She closed her eyes and allowed the tears to subside. Raw awareness took over.

His hug became alive with movement as his other hand ran up and down her spine in a soothing motion. Her breath caught as he caressed his fingers through her long hair. Delightful. Delicious. Dangerous.

Warning bells rang out, but she willfully stilled their clamor. She was not about to let go.

The heat of his breath tickled her neck as her hair clip dropped to the floor. He buried his face in the thickness of her hair and then cut a path across her neck with his lips. A groan slipped from his throat as she bent her head back enjoying the sensation of warm lips against her skin. That sound triggered long forgotten pleasure, and before she realized what she was doing, her arms slipped around him, and she gave as much as she received.

He came to life in her arms with a vibrancy she had not felt beneath her fingertips in years.

“Anna,” he whispered into her hair.

She pressed closer. A deep sigh of contentment slipped from her lips as she turned into his neck and began to nuzzle closer. The sharp intake of his breath caused excitement to spike.

A trail of kisses from her forehead down brought his lips dangerously close to hers. He pulled back, a question in his eyes.

She wound her hands tightly into his hair and pulled his mouth to meet hers. The sensation of his lips on hers created a hunger that one kiss was not about to satiate. She was lost in the loveliness.

Their breathing roughened. Kiss for kiss, she matched his intensity with a passion and need long since buried. She could feel his taut muscles shiver beneath the splay of her fingers up his spine. The sheer power of his reaction reawakened that which had been denied for way too long. She no longer felt like a mother, nursemaid, or housewife but a desirable woman who ached to be touched.

A tremble skittered down her backbone as his hands became hot, needy, and dangerously out of control. They were edging close to that place of no return. Her need for comfort had ignited into desire, and desire flared into an inferno about to consume.

“I can’t, we can’t—” His breath ran ragged as his mouth tore from hers. “As much as I want to—"

“Matt—”

“God knows I want to Anna … but not now … not yet. I need to go.”

Her words turned the blaze between them into a firestorm. “I need you,” she whispered pressing hard against him. “Don’t go!” she pleaded. “Stay with me.”

He hesitated. Then swung her into his strong arms.

She rained kisses all over his neck and pointed to the bedroom at the end of the hall. They collapsed on the bed in a tangle of urgency. His mouth crushed against hers.

Everything but pleasure faded.
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Anna’s Secret

A Secret she never meant to keep. A love she can 't deny. A God who won 't let her go.
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