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      “How could you do this, Don? We needed that extra income to be okay.” Tessa’s hands balled into fists at her sides, and she glowered at her husband.

      Don sighed as he unraveled the tie around his neck before throwing it on the bed. “I said I would give it a try for a while, and I did. It just wasn’t working out.”

      “You spent a whole year at that place!” Tessa threw her hands in the air as disbelief spread across her face.

      Don released a heavy sigh. “Tessa, listen to me. If I had continued at McLennon and Sons, I would have been miserable because I’d be just another faceless cog in the machine with no real sense of purpose. That's not something I'm capable of doing. I refuse to be like them.” His eyes burned with determination.

      Tessa’s mouth set in a grim line as she hit him with a fierce look. “Are you even listening to yourself right now?” she asked. “This was supposed to be a partnership, Don.” She continued pointing from herself to him.

      “It still is,” he rushed to say. His hands traveled over his face before his fingers raked through his dark-brown hair. “Tessa, I didn’t do this to hurt you, but going to that place day after day made me feel like I was betraying everything I believed in, and I just couldn’t do it anymore…I couldn’t lose myself in that job— my real authentic self,” he stressed, eyes pleading for understanding as he gazed at her.

      Tessa stared at him with incredulity. “Do you even realize how selfish you sound right now? Diane and Jake are both in college, we have a mortgage to pay off, and don’t get me started on the other bills that come every month like clockwork.” Her voice rose with each word as her frustration bubbled over. “How will your authentic self help pay for all of this?” She threw her arms wide as her eyes cut from him and flitted around the room. Her gaze finally steadied as it fixed on a spot on the wall above the bed, and her lips turned down. “I really thought you were finally taking things seriously, that the weight of responsibilities wouldn’t rest solely on my shoulders anymore, but clearly, I was wrong.” Her chin dropped while her head gently swung from side to side, and her eyes fluttered shut as disappointment settled in her chest.

      “Tessa, look at me,” Don implored, stepping closer to her.

      Releasing a heavy sigh, she opened her eyes, and her head came up slowly until she looked at her husband. Angst swam in his emerald-green gaze before it transformed into uncertainty. He slowly unfurled his lips, and his palms flipped up before he spoke. “I gave up my dreams to raise our children. I did that because I loved you so much, and I knew how much it meant for you to get your career started. I don’t see that as being nothing.”

      “That makes only one of us,” Tessa huffed, her arms coming up to fold across her chest.

      Tessa quickly averted her eyes at Don's hurt expression while guilt surged through her like an electric charge. She hadn't intended for those words to roll off her tongue, but her wrath and fury had long since prevailed over her ability to think logically. Her eyes studied the patterns of the rug beneath her feet as the silence became deafening. When nearly a minute had passed without either of them saying anything, she finally lifted her eyes to meet his once more.

      “I keep thinking about how our lives turned out…all the struggles we’ve faced…the choices we’ve had to make. I don’t know. Maybe Dad was right all along. Maybe we got married too young and didn’t think about how our lives would fit together.” Her eyes clouded with doubt, and her lips drew in on each other. “Maybe we made a mistake,” she repeated in a whisper.

      Don’s head shook rapidly. “I don’t regret marrying you, Tessa. I will never regret that,” he said fiercely. His eyes fixed with determination as he continued. “Marrying you was the best decision of my life. Our children, the life we’ve shared…I wouldn’t change anything.”

      Tessa’s heart hammered in her chest at his words. If it had been under different circumstances, there was no doubt she would have been wrapped up in his arms now, but the suddenness of his decision to quit his job was still heavy on her mind. She stood her ground.

      “I quit my job for us. I want to be here for you because I know how important your career is to you. I didn’t want you to give up something you’ve worked so hard to accomplish. But you work hard, and I believe you need a haven to come home to because it gets rough. I was doing this for you.”

      Tessa’s eyes fluttered shut, and her shoulders rose to her chin before falling to their original position as she released a heavy sigh. “You said you did this for me, but I’m finding it hard to believe that you had anyone else in mind besides yourself when you made this decision.”

      Don took a step forward. “Tessa—”

      Tessa raised her hand, halting his words and approach. “It’s been a long day. I’ve been on my feet for sixteen hours, and I’m tired. Right now, I just need to take a shower and get some shut-eye.”

      Don nodded and stepped back. “Okay.”

      Without another word, Tessa turned and headed for the master bath. As soon as the door clicked shut behind her, she sagged against the sturdy frame, balled her fist, and stuffed it into her mouth as she released a silent scream. Her body slid down the door until she was sitting on the floor. She pulled her legs toward her chest and hugged them with her arms to keep them in place. She rested her cheek on her knees. When the fierce pounding against her temple finally subsided, she slowly rose to her feet and removed her scrubs. Turning on the faucet, she stepped under the spraying warm water. Her palms flattened against the tiled wall as she allowed the water to run over her head, plastering the blond strands to her face. Hot tears mingled with the droplets running down her face.

      When her skin began to prune, she turned the water off and stepped out of the shower. After wrapping a towel around her wet body and twisting one over her hair, she walked out of the bathroom. Don wasn’t in the room, but as soon as she donned her nightgown, he walked through the door looking fresh and dressed in pajama bottoms and a white shirt. He stepped close to her on his way to their bed as she sat by the vanity drying her hair, but her focus remained on her reflection.

      When she finally dragged herself to the bed, Don was already under the covers, his hands under his head as he stared at the ceiling. Without a word, Tessa slipped under the covers and turned her back to him. The bed rocked as he shifted. She could feel his eyes boring into the nape of her neck, and the hairs stood up. Tiny bumps pricked her skin as she waited for him to say something. After a few minutes, she heard him sigh as he shifted his position and turned his back to her. Silent tears ran down her cheeks before falling from her chin to wet the pillow under her head. She wasn’t sure how long she stayed unmoving, her ears clogged by the deafening silence, but the next thing she knew was that the alarm had gone off, and Don hadn’t woken up to turn it off like he normally did. With a yawn of reluctance, she reached over to the bedside table and silenced the noise. She then pulled the covers down and rose on her elbows. She looked over at her husband, who was still fast asleep. With a shake of her head and another heavy sigh, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and slowly rose to her feet, stretching as she did.

      She made her way to the bathroom to prepare for her day ahead. As she stared at her reflection in the mirror, her lips turned down into a frown. The young woman with brilliant blue eyes, long, flowing hair the color of wheat, and a smile that could rival the sun was no longer there. That young woman who was blissfully happy and very much in love with her husband had disappeared over the years as the passion between them diminished, and the weight of the real world began to crush them.

      A sad smile crossed her lips as the crow’s feet at the sides of her eyes crinkled profoundly. She remembered how hard her husband worked to make sure that she and the children were cared for. She knew he would bend over backward to make her happy. That was the only reason he had agreed to take a job outside the home in the first place. He’d given up so much for her. Guilt steamrolled her. Instead of heading into the shower, she stepped back into the bedroom. She needed to talk to her husband, to tell him how sorry she was for what she’d said to him. He had to know she would support his dreams no matter what.

      “Don,” she called softly as she got onto the bed and knelt over him. “Don,” she called once more when he didn’t stir. Knowing he was a light sleeper, she creased her brows in a frown when he still hadn’t responded. “Don, wake up. I need to talk to you.” She leaned closer to him as she rested her hand on his shoulder and gently shook him. Still nothing.

      “Don?” she called, more confused than ever. “Honey, please wake up.” She stepped over his body to come face-to-face with him and placed her hand on his cheek. Her eyes became saucers when the coldness of his skin penetrated her palm.

      “Don?” she called more frantically, her next hand coming up to capture his face between her palms. “Baby, please wake up.” She spoke urgently, shaking his face. Don didn’t move an inch, and she noticed then that his chest wasn’t moving.

      “No, no, no, Don, please don’t do this to me!” She pushed him on his back and pulled down the covers. Immediately, she held his lips apart and began to administer CPR. “Don, baby, please, wake up,” she pleaded between breaths. Tears streamed from her eyes and ran down her cheeks before falling on her husband’s face as she tried desperately to resuscitate him, but she already knew it was too late.

      “Please, Don, I need you. I’m sorry about the things I said last night, and I support your dreams. I will follow you wherever you want to go, I promise. Just…please wake up…Wake up, baby.” Tessa wiped her tears from his pallid cheeks, kissing every spot that was once wet. “Wake up,” she cried, her voice cracking with each syllable. Overwhelmed by the emotions, she grabbed his white T-shirt in her fists and sobbed into his cold, unmoving chest. “Wake up! Wake up! Please.”

      Don’s hand fell off the bed, and Tessa’s eyes followed the movement. His hand was motionless, yet it still held a piece of paper tightly. She jumped out of bed and scuttled away till her back collided with the wall as she realized what had happened. Her palms covered her mouth as sobs wracked her body.

      Her husband was dead.
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      “Don. Wake up!”

      Tessa woke up with a start. Her chest rose and fell rapidly as adrenaline coursed through her veins. She exhaled a sigh of weariness as she raised her hands and used the balls of her palms to knead her eyes in an effort to relieve the building pressure behind them. At the same time, her head was pounding quite hard. She had the same dream at least twice a week about her husband lying lifeless in their bed while she frantically shook him and begged him not to leave her. She hadn’t changed much since his death, but his masculine scent on the pillows and bed sheets had long faded. She sometimes had trouble remembering what that scent was, but the memory of that fateful day was just as vivid and fresh as if it had just happened yesterday instead of two years ago.

      Raising herself, she rested her back against the headboard and turned her head until her eyes connected with her husband's smiling face from where his picture frame rested on the nightstand. She reached over and snatched it. Her thumbs ran over his handsome face as a bittersweet smile played on her lips. “I miss you so much, Don. Why did you have to leave me?” She hugged the frame to her chest as tears glistened in her eyes. Soon they spilled over and ran silently down her cheeks.

      After five minutes of allowing the pain of her loss to settle heavily on her, she released a drawn-out breath, dried her wet face, and placed the picture back on the nightstand before rising from the bed. Making her way to the bathroom, she took a quick shower, donned her scrubs, and headed down the stairs toward the kitchen. She removed the bag of coffee beans from the cupboard and proceeded to load the coffee machine. As she waited for it to brew, she checked her answering machine and realized there were two new messages.

      “Hi, sweetheart. It’s your mom.” Tessa’s lips rose in a half smile as she shook her head at her mother’s introduction. “I just wanted to check in and see how you were doing. Call me.” The beep sounded, and another message played. Another smile ruffled her lips at her son’s voice.

      “Hey, Mom…I got your message. I’m fine, work’s fine, but I am busy, so I guess I’ll talk to you another time.”

      She hadn’t spoken to him in a while, even though it hadn’t been for lack of trying. The most she’d gotten from him the past couple of months was a simple text repeating the same words he’d just spoken. Still, it felt like a small win, and she reveled in the feeling.

      She walked over to the counter and removed a traveler's mug, then poured the dark liquid into it and snapped the lid shut. Picking up her bag and sweater, she headed for the door, where she slid her feet into the comfy clogs and grabbed her keys from the wall hook in the foyer. She stepped through the door, walked down the three porch steps, and slid into her Lexus, then pulled out of the driveway.

      As she drove down SE 8th Avenue, she admired the grand oak trees with their branching limbs like fingers stretching toward the sky. Their smooth, pinnate leaves flanked the branches, the deep green color contrasting with the rough mud-colored bark and branches as they stretched across the street to form a guard along each side of the road.

      A smile lifted her lips when she saw a father and son playing touch football on the front lawn of their home. A woman whom she assumed to be the wife and mother sat on the porch watching them with a warm smile on her lips as she drank something from a mug. Tessa rolled to a stop, unable to keep from being a part of the family’s intimate moment. The father threw the football, and the son expertly dove to catch it. The ball landed in his small hands, and he quickly tucked it under his arm to the delight of his parents, who cheered loudly at his victory. His father ran up to him and placed him on his shoulders before running around with him as he squealed.

      Her mind flashed to a memory of her own son and his father’s special moments she had been a part of. It was a moment in her own backyard when Don was teaching Jake the basics of baseball. He’d only been six at the time, but so over the moon. Tessa suspected it had more to do with his father teaching him than it had been about the game. She remembered his bright, toothy smile when he finally threw the ball straight.

      “Mom! Did you see that?” he’d asked in his childlike wonder.

      “Yeah, honey. You’re doing great,” Tessa complimented and gave him a high five. Her smile disappeared as all the other memories came rushing back— memories of missed baseball and basketball games, piano and ballet concerts. She remembered the looks of disappointment and the tearstained faces whenever she broke the news that she wouldn’t be able to come to their game or recital.

      “Mommy really wishes she could be there for you. It’s just that she has to work so we can have a roof over our heads, food to eat, and all the nice things you have,” Don would say.

      Pretty soon, Diane and Jake stopped asking her to come to their games, and watching them interact with their father and share every first with him had made her feel like an outsider. It didn't matter how many times he tried to reassure her that the children still loved her; he was unable to bridge the gap that had appeared between them, and it continued to widen to the point where it seemed impossible to do so. Now he was gone, and deep down, she knew her children blamed her for his death. Her hands tightened against the steering wheel, and a tear slid down her cheeks.

      The ringing of her phone brought her out of her thoughts.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Sis. What’s up?”

      “Hi, Kerry, I’m okay,” she responded in as light a tone as she could manage.

      “Are you sure? You sound a bit off.”

      Leave it to her little sister to be able to read her like a book, even over the phone.

      “I’m fine. I’m just a little tired and on my way to the hospital,” she responded.

      “Oh…okay. Well, don’t work yourself too much; we still have our girls’ night out this weekend.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be there, even if I have to drag myself there,” Tessa promised. She connected her phone to the car’s speaker and pulled away from the curb as she continued her journey toward the hospital.

      Kerry’s voice rang out in the car. “That’s what I like to hear. We all deserve this time to unwind and catch up, you know?”

      “Yeah, I do,” she agreed as she made her way down Pioneer Way and toward the downtown area.

      “Have you talked to Diane?”

      Tessa’s brows drew together as she screwed up her nose. “Aren’t you two joined at the hip now? I’m sure the minute she called me, you would have known,” she quipped.

      “Tessa, can you not do that?” Kerry sighed.

      “Not do what?” Tessa asked innocently. “Not mention that my daughter would rather spend time with you than me? Should I not mention that Diane hasn’t called me in more than a week, nor has she been to the house in weeks even though she lives less than twenty minutes away?”

      “Then why don’t you call her? Visit?” Kerry countered.

      “You don’t think I’ve called and left messages, and she still hasn’t returned any of them? Believe me. I’ve tried.” Tessa released a heavy breath, and her shoulders sagged as her fingers loosened around the wheel. She had hoped that after Don’s death, her children would have wanted to be closer to the one parent they had left, but it seemed they were intent on staying away and blaming her for what happened to their father. As she stared into the rearview mirror and prepared to turn onto Goldie Road, she winced at the sight of the wrinkled skin at the corners of her tired-looking eyes. Her children had no idea how Don’s death had devastated her and still did. He was the love of her life.

      “My daughter is too busy trying to erase me from her life to call,” she said, her lips turning down in a sad frown. “Maybe she has succeeded in replacing me,” she added.

      “I will say this for the last time. I’m not trying to take your place in Diane’s life. I would never do that. But it doesn’t mean that I won’t be there for her if she needs me because I care about her very much. So maybe if you’d try to listen to her once in a while and support her dreams, you wouldn’t have to feel this salty about who she chooses to spend her time with because you would let her know that you’re open to learning about her interests instead of her feeling like a disappointment to you.”

      “Did she say that?” Tessa’s grip on the steering wheel tightened to the point that her knuckles lost all color. “That I think she’s a disappointment?” She shook her head and sighed. “I have never felt that way about her. Granted, I still think her opting out of medical school to become a café owner was not the right choice.”

      “See, that’s your problem.” Tessa’s lips sealed shut at her sister’s interjection. “You can’t get past the fact that she isn’t doing what you want her to do, and you can’t even see that it’s not about what you want.” Kerry’s breath sounded through the stereo and was heavy with disappointment. “You’re acting just like Dad.”

      “I am not.” Tessa vigorously shook her head.

      Kerry continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Unless you change that attitude and try to support her dreams, you might just lose your daughter forever.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Tessa asked, her brows compressed over her eyes, her heartbeat quickening.

      “Talk to your daughter, Tessa,” Kerry encouraged instead of answering her question.

      “Look, I’ve gotta go. I’m in the parking lot. I’ll call you later.” Tessa disconnected the call after her sister’s “Okay.” She released the breath that had been straining heavily against her chest and rested her forehead on the steering wheel of the now-parked car.

      Her head swirled with thoughts about what Kerry had meant about her losing her daughter. Even though their relationship was strained, the thought of Diane going anywhere where she wouldn’t be able to reach her scared her to the core. Jake had opted to go all the way to Chicago, which was already maddening. If Diane moved away too, it would leave her a wreck. She needed to talk to Diane. When she’d collected her thoughts, she stepped out of the car, gathered her things, and walked toward the hospital lobby.
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      “Good morning, Tessa. How was your break?”

      “Hi, Callie, it was great. I got in some well-needed rest.” Tessa smiled at the bubbly redhead receptionist at the reception’s desk. “How has it been here?”

      “Busy.” Callie pulled a face as she replied. “But I’m off this weekend, and I can’t wait.” Her green eyes lit up at this.

      Tessa chuckled. “Don’t have too much fun now. We need you back here in one piece.”

      “What would Oak Harbor Medical do without me?” Callie sighed dramatically.

      “I suppose the hospital would burn to the ground,” Tessa replied with a lift of her lips. “It was great catching up with you, but I've gotta head over to the ER before the morning rush.”

      “Okay, Tessa.”

      She turned and continued down the lobby toward the door that led to the ER. She was surprised by the lack of staff on the floor, especially on a ward where there was usually a flurry of activity. One of the interns she was responsible for training informed her of a meeting in the waiting room.

      When she made it there, nurses and attendings gathered in a semicircle as the hospital’s medical director stood before them.

      “What’s going on?” she discreetly asked one of the nurses she’d sidled up to.

      “Oh, Nurse Luis, you’re here, great,” the director spoke up before the nurse could reply.

      Tessa gave a small wave as the facsimile of a smile played on her lips.

      “Nurse Luis is the head nurse of the Emergency Unit. She is a remarkable employee and very hands-on,” the director turned to say to a gentleman standing just behind him. “As I was saying, Mr. Justin Myers is our new head of trauma, and he comes highly recommended. He was the head of thoracic surgery back in Boston and was the recipient of the Lasker Award.”

      Tessa’s eyes widened, and her lips parted slightly as she listened to the many accolades of their new head of trauma.

      “Thank you, Mark. It is truly an honor to be here, and I hope that my contributions will be for the upliftment of this hospital. I look forward to learning from all of you as well,” Dr. Myers responded as he moved from behind their director.

      Tessa’s breath caught in her chest when she finally got a good look at him. The first thing she noticed was how tall he was. He towered over Mark, so he had to be over six feet. His thick brown hair was combed back from his forehead, and the temples of his head were beginning to show signs of graying. His peppered beard and goatee did a good job of framing his angular face. She had to admit he was a handsome gentleman. The thing about him that really got her attention was his eyes— they were gray. Even though he was several feet away from her, his eyes reminded her of winter.

      After his speech, Mark began introducing Dr. Myers to the ER staff, but just as they got to her, the intercom came on.

      “All emergency staff personnel, please report to the ER. We have a code yellow.”

      Tessa turned with everyone and made her way toward the ER. A code yellow meant they would have multiple victims coming in, possibly from an accident. She quickly rushed to the washstand and scrubbed her hands with water and soap before drying them and slapping on a pair of gloves.

      “Okay, ladies and gentlemen, we will be dealing with victims from a multiple-vehicle collision,” Dr. Myers was saying when she made her way to the ER entrance. “We’re only dealing with level one and two trauma patients. Anything else, send it over to outpatient care.”

      Tessa’s brows scrunched up in concern. “Excuse me, Dr. Myers.”

      The man turned his steel-gray eyes in her direction. Just then, the sirens of the ambulances could be heard, and Tessa’s question died in her throat when three emergency vehicles lined up at the entrance and their doors flung open to reveal patients on stretchers and some seated and looking dazed.

      “Let’s get active, people,” Dr. Myers called again.

      As stretchers rolled out of the ambulances, Tessa helped assess the victims’ severity. In the end, they ended up with three seriously injured patients. Two had broken either their leg or arm. Her heart plummeted to the bottom of her chest at the sight of the last patient. A thick, long piece of metal protruded from his chest, and his face was bloody. An EMT held an ambulance resuscitator over his face as they wheeled him toward the entrance.

      Dr. Myers sprang into action immediately, taking the resuscitator from the EMT as they explained the care they’d already administered to the man. “Dr. Gregory, Dr. Cornwall, Nurse Luis, Nurse Campbell, and Gerard, you’re with me,” he instructed. “Which room?” He directed the question to her as they pushed the stretcher through the double doors into the ER, which was now a flurry of activity as the medical teams treated the victims.

      “Room two,” she answered. Dr. Myers nodded.

      “All right, people, the patient is losing a lot of blood and will go into hypovolemic shock soon. How’re his vitals?”

      “Blood pressure 80/56, oxygen saturation 92 percent, heart rate 48, temperature 99,” Tessa replied.

      Dr. Myles nodded while using scissors to remove the patient’s shirt and examine the object in his chest. “Okay, we need to slow the bleeding and stabilize his vitals before removing this.” He touched the metal. “We need a portable ultrasound machine in here now. I need a better look at this.”

      “We’ve managed to slow the bleeding, but his vitals are still choppy.”

      “Here’s the machine.”

      “Okay, there’s nothing obstructed. It’s clear, but we don’t have much time. We have to do this now. Gerard, I need you to hold the base while I pull. Luis, prepare to suction,” Dr. Myers instructed.

      “Stats are dropping eighty-four, eighty-three,” Tessa spoke urgently as the monitor beeped rapidly.

      “If we don't pack him up quickly, he'll bleed to death, and we won't be able to save him,” Dr. Myers informed his team as he began suturing.

      “He’s coding.”

      “Get the paddles,” Dr. Campbell instructed one of the nurses.

      “Clear!”

      “Clear!”

      After the third shock, the machine started to beep once more.

      “Push one cc epi.”

      Tessa’s eyes widened in surprise at the command from her superior. “That could kill him.” The words were out of her mouth before she could think about what she was saying.

      The ER fell silent except for the beeping of the machines.

      “Excuse me?” he asked in the now tension-filled room.

      Tessa squared her shoulders and looked at him. “With all due respect, Dr. Myers, that dosage is too much, and in my opinion, I don’t think we should be taking that risk. Sir.”

      If the room had been silent before, it now felt like they were in a vacuum as everyone held their breath, and Dr. Myers stared at her with annoyance in his steely gaze.

      “Nurse Luis, I am not sure how things usually work around here, but as of today, I am the new head of trauma, and this is my ER. If you cannot follow through on my request, I suggest you leave.” He spoke in a level tone.

      Fire glittered in her blue eyes, and her hands fisted at her sides as his arrogance slapped her with force. Wordlessly, she slipped past him and walked out of the operating room.

      “I don’t know who he thinks he is talking to me like that,” she huffed as she dragged her gloves off before dropping them into the waste bin. She removed the rest of her surgery garb before washing her hands, then headed to the main area of the ER to monitor the other nurses. Her mind returned to how Dr. Myers had treated her, and her blood began to boil once more as a few choice words flitted across her mind. After reviewing the nurses’ files on the patients, she jotted some things to share at their next development meeting. She organized the medical staff’s roster for the rest of the week and then headed to her office to sort through the paperwork. She shook her head when she noticed how significantly higher the pile of files on her desk was. Courtesy of Mark, she guessed.

      Tessa rounded the desk and sank into the chair. Releasing a sigh, she reached for a few of the files and skipped through them, ticking off the potential nurse hires and setting the training time for the interns. When her lunchtime rolled around, she’d already finished half the pile of files on her desk. She stayed in her office for the next two hours sorting through the rest of the files.

      She made her way back to the ER to make her rounds, but at the sight of Dr. Myers by the front desk chatting with one of the nurses, she turned on her heels to make a hasty retreat.

      “Nurse Luis,” the man called before she could get away.

      Tessa stopped in her tracks but contemplated continuing with her first plan and pretending she hadn’t heard him. Instead, she turned around again and headed toward him. “Yes, Dr. Myers?” She stressed his title as she looked at him with faux innocence.

      The man looked at her for a good ten seconds, his expression unreadable. His scrutiny made Tessa uneasy.

      “May I have a word with you in my office?”

      “Okay,” she agreed.

      She followed him down the hall past her own office.

      “Please, have a seat.” He gestured to the unoccupied chair in front of his desk before taking his seat.

      Tessa gingerly sat down and folded her hands in her lap as she stared across at the man whose eyes were now studying her.

      “I understand that as the head of the nursing staff and a long-standing employee here, you are entitled to your opinions about the course of action taken on the patients we treat every day,” Dr. Myers said. “I also know that back in the ER, tempers were high, and I apologize for my harsh reaction to you. However, having you publicly question my authority as the new head of this department makes me look incompetent, and it also breaks down the trust I’m trying to build with this team and you.”

      Tessa’s hands tightened in her lap, and she rolled her eyes internally. She understood what he was saying, but somehow hearing him say it irritated her more than it should. Maybe it was the fact that she’d learned that he’d already made changes to the budget that she and Edwards, the former head of trauma, had done as a team effort. To her, it felt like Dr. Myers was about to undo all the progress they’d made in keeping Oak Harbor Medical as a fully functional entity.

      Dr. Myers started to speak again, knocking her out of her thoughts. “Your concern about the patient was valid, but I still believe the call I made was the right one. I’ve been a surgeon for more than twenty years, Nurse Luis, and I’ve had to make tough calls to save a patient’s life on multiple occasions. The patient is now stable, and his heart rate has stabilized, but he is in a coma due to the massive blood loss. We will continue to monitor his brain activity, but overall, the treatment went well.”

      “That’s great to hear,” she responded with a slight upturn of her lips. “I also want to apologize for overstepping my boundaries as I am merely just a nurse. I assure you that will never happen again.” She smiled a saccharine smile.

      “That’s not what I was—” He halted when she pushed back the chair and stood.

      “It’s fine, Dr. Myers. I get it. If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to what the hospital pays me to do.”

      He nodded and watched her retreating back as she left his office.

      Tessa sighed in frustration.

      The new head of trauma would definitely be a problem for her.
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