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The Amethyst Angel

 

Newly Revised and Reissued!

 

Elena Lopez's father has decided to play matchmaker with his long-time friend and neighbor, Marta Delgado, when Marta's nephew comes to town. Elena has a secret, though: She's always loved Marta's own son Pablo. An amethyst angel belonging to a dying boy reminds Elena that spending her life waiting for something to happen isn't living and that love must be shared. Can she take the risk of telling Pablo her feelings even if he doesn't share her love?
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Chapter 1

 

E


lena Lopez's father joined her as she completed her rounds through the Children of Hope Hospital. Three generations of Lopez's had cared for terminally-ill children, but Elena was the first woman doctor in her family.

At thirty years of age, she'd given her life to the hospital. She'd grown up inside its walls, and she'd known since she was a young girl that she would follow in her father's footsteps. 

"Marta's welcome party is this night. We should get ready soon," her father reminded her, his voice sounding more melodious to Elena as the unpainted plaster walls and saltillo tile halls absorbed and hushed it to an intimate whisper. "You are planning to attend?"

Elena glanced at him warmly. "Of course. How could I turn Marta down?"

Her father's mouth turned up in amusement at the mere thought.

Though Marta was in a wheelchair, crippled from the car accident that had claimed Elena's mother's life years ago, she was a formidable woman who simply didn't take no for an answer--certainly not from her best friend's family, which Marta had claimed as her own since Susana's death. 

"I just want to look in on Juan before we go." 

Her father nodded, and they stopped long enough to put on gowns, masks, shoe coverings and gloves to protect Elena's patient from infection. Then they continued down the hall to the isolated section of the ward. Her father stayed in the doorway while she went into Juan's room. 

Though Juan Habanera had had a bone marrow transplant a few weeks earlier and hadn't developed an infection in that time, Elena could recognize the signs of decline in the seven-year-old. Even so, the joy in his smile was never affected by his unstable health. His optimism belied all of his suffering. He'd come to the hospital three years ago, justifiably afraid and uncertain of his future, but he'd become a new person in that time. Everyone in the ward drew strength from him. 

Juan was frail, with huge dark eyes set in a pale face. He'd lost his hair long ago from treatments. In his hands, he held the small amethyst angel statue Elena had given him when he came. As he often did, he raised it up toward the window beside him. The sun pierced through it and exploded light-filled, lavender rays all around him. Elena had told him her mother gave her the angel just before she'd died, promising her the angel's light of love would never go out as long as life was lived and love was shared. 

 "How do you feel this afternoon, cariño?" Elena asked him with a smile.

"Sleepy. Happy. I hoped you would come back tonight to tuck me in."

Elena picked up his chart, anxious about the results of the tests she'd taken earlier. His temperature was elevated, and she could see the glands in his neck were swollen even from the foot of the bed. 

She moved to the side of the bed and folded his blanket down past his waist. Gently, she probed his abdomen below the ribs and confirmed an enlarged spleen. 

She didn't want him to see her unhappiness. The results of the bone marrow biopsy she'd performed that morning weren't in yet, and she wanted all the facts before she talked to him. She set down the chart. Sitting carefully beside him, she unlooped her stethoscope from around her neck and warmed it in her gloved hands. 

"How did you enjoy the sunshine today, Juan?"

"The sun felt nice. I was glad to be outside. Pablo came with magic up his sleeves."

Elena laughed at the delighted smile of memory lighting the boy's pale face. "He did, did he? Seems I missed the best part of the day."

Though activities had to be limited, considering the isolated patients' tendency toward infection, everyone--including the staff--enjoyed a good magic show. 

"He asked after you," Juan told her with a teasing smile. "If you'd been there, the flowers he pulled out of his construction hat would have been yours."

Elena lowered her gaze, too aware of how her heart rate had picked up with the mention of Pablo. He'd used his lunch hour to entertain the children again. "Yes, I saw Pablo's flowers on Liz's nightstand. She was very happy with them."

Elena pressed the warmed stethoscope to his chest, listening to his heart and breathing. He sounded labored.

 "Is Liz still afraid of being alone during her dialysis?" Juan asked.

"She's getting better. She loved the picture books you suggested. That helped a lot. Thank you, Juan."

"I'll try to visit her tomorrow."

"I think she'd like that." Elena drew his blanket up around his shoulders. "Have you had any headaches?"

"Not bad. Not like they were."

Elena nodded, sure they would be back soon, based on the symptoms she was seeing in him. "All right. I'll have Henry start you on antibiotics right away, then you need to sleep, cariño. I'll come back and check in on you before I go to bed tonight. 'Night."

"Goodnight, ángel de amor."

Elena hugged him before getting up to jot notes on his chart. She left the room, her father's calming hand at her back. "Bad news?" he asked when they were far enough down the hall to be out of Juan's hearing. 

"He's developing pneumonia. I'm still waiting on the results of the biopsy I did this morning. The last thing he needs right now is to get an infection."

At the receptionist desk, they removed their scrubs. Elena gave the ward nurse instructions for starting the IV, telling him to page her if Juan developed cyanosis and a higher fever over the next few hours.

Her father didn't offer her any of the number of platitudes she already knew when they left the hospital. In silence, they followed the stone path behind it to the simple home several generations of Lopez's had lived in, in order to be on call at all times. None of the children in their hospital were expected to live more than five years. Many of them wouldn't survive to the end of the year. Her father also didn't tell her not to get involved. He--they--believed it was their calling in life to make sure these children were comfortable and as happy as they could possibly be in the time left to them. Loving them was a given, and it was necessary to give freely of what they had. 

"Have you met Marta's nephew before?" Elena asked once they let themselves inside the cool shadows of their foyer.

"Arrio, no, though I have met several of her other nieces and nephews." He placed his cane in the oversized antique Apache basket.

"Did she invite many people to the welcome celebration?"

"Merely all of Santa Fe, I believe," her father said, his face serious. Marta had to be excited about Arrio's arrival.

Pablo would be there. Of course he would. He was Marta's son, and therefore Arrio's cousin. Pablo would certainly be there. Her pulse jumped at the thought.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

E


lena wore a hand-crocheted rosebud top and broomstick skirt. As though not thinking clearly, Pablo had said a few months ago that he liked the outfit on her. He'd made one of his quick exits immediately after, too. 

For five long minutes, Elena stood in front of the full-length mirror trying to decide whether to keep her top button undone. Even though the effect could be considered softly sensual without being brazen, Elena finally buttoned it with a resigned sigh. How she wished she could be confident of herself, the way Marta's sexy young housekeeper Rosa was. Rosa would leave the top two buttons undone and keep her hair down so it flowed over her bare shoulders. Everyone would notice Rosa and admire her. Elena faded into the background wherever she went.

Pulling her hair back up, she tried to tame the riot of mahogany curls as much as she possibly could. She also tried to ignore her lack of cheekbones, her generous curves. But when she thought of Pablo, she couldn't overlook her many imperfections. Were they why he'd all but ignored her since they'd become teenagers?

Their mothers had been best friends in life, and Elena and Pablo had been constant companions as a result. Though Elena and Pablo were shy children, Pablo had been her best friend. She couldn't say exactly when he'd withdrawn. The car accident over three years before had affected him greatly, too. 

Just as Elena had been, Pablo was the last child at home and he'd cared for his mother since his father left them, saying he was unable to care for an invalid. Marta was nowhere near an invalid. Pablo had stayed with her, as Elena had stayed with her father. They'd both gone on with their careers--Pablo now owned his own business, Delgado Construction--but they'd never strayed far from home. Pablo hadn't married either, although Elena couldn't imagine why not. Marta was eager for grandchildren and claimed Pablo worked too hard to "find a nice girl". 

He turned out beautiful, Elena thought on another sigh. So beautiful. Any girl would be overjoyed to have him look her way. Pablo couldn't meet her eyes these days. For only seconds at a time he held her gaze, then always looked away or down. Strangely, Elena had caught him countless times gazing at her when he thought she didn't realize it. 

Except when he entertained the children at the hospital, he'd lost the smile and uninhibited laughter of pure joy she'd loved so much when they were children. She couldn't remember the last time she'd seen or heard either. For that loss, she'd grieved, too. She couldn't say if she'd done something to hurt him, or if life had simply taken them down separate paths.

Her father called to her, and Elena hoped he would believe she'd simply put on too much rouge to explain the extreme redness in her cheeks. He turned as she emerged, and his smile made Elena feel happy as a child. Hugging her, he told her she was beautiful, and Elena couldn't help breathing in his cologne. She associated it with his arms, his comfort, his acceptance of her always. Her life had been happy with him, she acknowledged, straightening his bolo tie.

He offered her his arm, and they walked out together. Marta and Pablo lived nearby, atop a hill on the picturesque canyon road. The long and low adobe house was an old style one-story with a flat roof. 

"Arrio is visiting from Mexico?" Elena asked, knowing her father knew more about the situation than she did.

"After a fashion. He's coming to live here, possibly indefinitely if things work out to Marta's expectations."

Work out? Elena wondered. Would Pablo and Arrio go into business together?

"Elena," her father started, putting his other hand over her arm, "I rely on you too much, don't I?"

"Of course not, padre. I love being with you."

"You've given too much of yourself to the hospital, mi hija. You've had no life for yourself outside of it."

Elena frowned, uncertain why her father would say these things now. He knew how her work fulfilled her. "It's everything I want. You know that."

"I know, but life is more than work. You don't think of yourself, Elena. You're thirty years old. Long past time to think of yourself. To find love with a man and to have children of your own."

"I have children," Elena murmured in surprise. 

"Yes, and the joy of them mingles with the heartache. You need more. I would have you experience more of the joy."

As they continued up the hill together, Elena acknowledged with reluctance that she rarely had the time, let alone inclination, to think that she wanted the same for herself.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

S


he couldn't help herself. Elena looked first for Pablo in the crowd that filled Marta's home. For one moment, she let herself hope that, when their eyes met, he wouldn't look away. He would smile at her and paint her life with the colors of joy again, the way he had when they were children. 

She realized finally in disappointment that Pablo wasn't here, but then Marta waved them across the room, calling, "Carlos, Elena, you must come meet my nephew, Arrio Santana." 

Marta's presence was larger than life despite her dependence on the wheelchair she sat in. Elena reached down to hug and kiss her, telling her she looked beautiful.

The young man at Marta's side turned toward them, and Elena's breath caught in her throat at his similarity to Pablo. He had the same dark, haunting eyes, heavy brows, and the proud Delgado nose and defined cheekbones. His black hair was carefully combed back from his forehead, though, and he dressed much differently than Pablo's simple jeans and T-shirts. His smile came immediately. He didn't take his eyes off Elena. Blushing, she lowered her gaze from his intense one. 

"Please introduce me to this Spanish beauty, Auntie," Arrio said, reaching for Elena's hand. 

"This is Dr. Elena Lopez," Marta said, "and her father, Dr. Carlos Lopez."

Arrio nodded with flourish to her father, then lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed the back of it reverently. Elena would have felt silly if he hadn't added, "Beauty and brains. A dangerous combination, usually, but something tells me you're too much of an angel to be dangerous. Would you permit me to get you a drink, señorita?"

Overwhelmed, Elena glanced at her father and saw him and Marta smiling as if sharing a secret. 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

"S


o, you're a doctor?" Arrio said, leading her across the living room toward the refreshments. "I've never met a female médica before."

"My family has run the hospital de los niños de esperanza for the terminally ill for three generations," Elena murmured. She took the glass of chardonnay he handed her.

"It must be difficult to leave your work behind each night."

Surprised by his sensitivity, Elena nodded. "It is." The truth was, she rarely left it for more than a few hours at a time. 

"How come you didn't choose to go into...la sala de obstetricia, babies, or something like that? After a lifetime with terminally-ill children, it must be hard on your soul."

"The children in the hospital are a source of happiness. I always know I'll have to let them go, but if they live happy lives filled with love, then I can't imagine ever doing anything else."

"You're brave. I admire you, señorita."

His unwavering gaze--even when Rosa slinked by with an empty tray like a cat on the prowl, her heavy perfume lingering long after she'd disappeared--made it difficult for Elena to return his attention without blushing. 

She glanced away only to see Pablo coming in through the kitchen near the rounded kiva fireplace where she stood with his cousin. He was covered with sweat and dirt, his usually spiky hair flattened, but Elena's heart soared at the sight of him. For one instant, their gazes met, and then he shifted his attention to her companion. 

Arrio shouted "Cousin!" happily at his approach, but when he hugged Pablo he drew back quickly. "You need a shower, Delgado. I barely recognize you under all that dirt and grime," Arrio teased. 

Pablo seemed embarrassed by his cousin's words. He excused himself without looking at Elena again. 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

W


hat was his mother thinking? Pablo wondered in fury. Bringing Arrio here, especially now. After Arrio had so recently escaped the natural consequences of dabbling with a married woman...and her lovely daughter.

With a snort of disgust, remembering how his tom-catting cousin had held Elena in his oh-so-charming gaze, Pablo stripped off his clothes and stepped under the hot shower spray.

Was Elena taken with Arrio? The thought was pure torture. His cousin had only one aim with a beautiful girl, even one as innocent as Elena.

He closed his eyes, picturing her again--the strands of her mahogany-fired hair framed her sweet face. He wanted to look at her forever, but that would be like looking into the sun. Her angelic perfection would blind him.

Arrio wouldn't hurt her, though. Pablo set himself firmly to the task of making sure of that. If the Lord truly watched over His angels, He would keep Arrio far from Elena Lopez.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

T


he moment Pablo returned, showered and dressed in slacks and a white shirt that showed off his tan skin and muscles, Elena became uncomfortably aware of him. Not simply because he was so handsome to look upon or that he smelled good enough to eat, but because he approached at just the moment Marta and her father took it upon themselves to wholeheartedly accept Arrio's request for her to spend the afternoon with him the next day. 

"My...my rounds," she protested weakly, watching Pablo reach for a glass of wine. 

"I can cover two wards as well as one for an afternoon," her father said as if it were an easily solved problem. 

Arrio smiled irresistibly at Elena. "There now, my sweet, you have no excuse. Unless you have no desire to keep company with me."

Surreptitiously, Elena found herself glancing at Pablo, almost relieved he wasn't facing her but one of the many 19th-century pieces in Marta's trove of antiques. 

"Elena would love to join you, wouldn't you, mi hija?" her father urged, and Elena could do nothing except nod.

Arrio's smile came out big as the sun again, and he said with satisfaction, "Well, I shall look forward to this then, lovely Elena. Cousin, why didn't you tell me you lived next door to the most ravishing creature alive?"

Marta commanded all of their attention when she reminded her nephew, "Elena has been Pablo's playmate all their lives, Arrio. You know Elena is Susana's youngest daughter. She and Pablo were born within a week of each other."

Arrio reached over to swat Pablo playfully. "Your playmate, eh, cousin? You've been working too much, no? You've neglected to notice your ravishing playmate is all grown up. Your loss is my gain once more."

Uncertain what the two referred to, Elena wasn't sure how to react when Pablo met her gaze at that moment. His beautiful, haunting eyes seemed to hold an entire world of answers, but she couldn't read any of them. She had no idea what he could be thinking at that moment.

All her life she'd wanted to know his thoughts, his secrets, his heart. She knew his kindness, his gentleness, his love of bringing joy to those hurting--she'd seen it firsthand with animals, his mother, the children at the hospital where he spent selfless weekends--refusing financial reward--repairing the one hundred and one little things that inevitably went wrong in a hospital as old as Children of Hope. She would never forget his tenderness the first time she'd experienced a terminally-ill child's death when she was seven, or how he'd held her hand at her mother's funeral. Later that day, when her tears had finally broken free, he'd held her after drawing her into a place of solitude. 

Unwittingly, from that moment, Pablo had made her fall in love with him, setting her adrift in the river of uncertainty, needing to be wanted, but afraid of her own inadequacies as a woman, not simply a childhood playmate. 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

"T


here are some things I feel you should know, Elena," her father said on their walk home that night. 

Elena glanced up into his loving eyes. "About what, padre?"

"Marta's nephew Arrio. Apparently, the boy has caused several scandals due to his love of women. Marta is determined to find him a reputable wife who can settle him. Arrio has promised he won't get into any trouble here."

In that instant, Elena knew what the earlier look between her father and Marta had been about. "Papa! You're playing matchmaker!"

He had the grace to look chagrined at being caught. "You were her first choice, Elena. Who better to make an honest man out of a scoundrel than you? And, having such a good head on your shoulders, I know you won't be carried away passionately by his flagrant charm the way most women are."

Elena had to concede to herself that she had enjoyed Arrio's flirtations. Only once before had a man make her feel she was the center of the universe, and she'd longed for it ever since. Nevertheless, she couldn't help wondering if Arrio knew of her father's and Marta's matchmaking efforts. Did he see her as the plain girl who would be suitable for marriage but not for passionate pursuit? The idea of being pursued passionately unsettled and excited her. Her shyness and dedication to her work had made it easy to go through her life without the enraptured attention of a man. Perhaps she should simply enjoy Arrio's interest for what it was, and not make it into more than it was.

By all rights, Arrio was most probably just trying to please his aunt by seeing Elena at all. She would never need to anticipate or fear he wanted more than that.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

H


er hands were trembling and damp inside her latex gloves when Arrio arrived at the hospital the next afternoon. The fact that Pablo stood by to witness his cousin's arrival only made her nervousness increase. Per regulations for entering the isolated sector, Arrio had donned scrubs at the reception desk. Juan looked curiously at Arrio from the chair near his window. Elena could see that Arrio was nervous around this boy without hair, eyes as big as saucers, with pale, rash-covered features. 

"I'll be back later, and we'll have a proper visit," Elena said, stroking Juan's head. 
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