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      “So what’s it going to take, Sasha?” Becca asks pointedly before taking another sip of coffee.

      I shoot her a pointed grimace. “I’m not asking for fucking Henry Cavill,” I grouse. “Is it really too much to want a good, steady guy who treats me well but also makes my toes curl and my lady bits swoon when I see him?”

      She arches an eyebrow and thinks about that as she continues to drink her coffee. Way too slowly for the small break we’re allotted. I tap my fingers impatiently next to my empty coffee cup. Finally, she finishes and sets hers on the peeling laminate tabletop.

      “Yes,” she says flatly, rising to rinse her cup. “Because the type of guy who curls your toes is going to know he’s hot shit. And that doesn’t exactly translate to boyfriend material.”

      “Oh? And what exactly is my type?” I rise from my chair, setting my coffee mug back in its usual spot without rinsing it. Lord knows I’m going to be back in here for another cup soon anyway.

      “‘Henry Cavill’ says it all, my dear,” she replies airily as she heads back into the main office. “Tall, dark, handsome, blue eyes, rockin’ bod. Your type. You set your standards too damn high and you’re stuck in a no-dating rut.”

      I frown deeply as I approach the intake station and grab the chart slotted into my cubby. I’m not exactly in a position to argue, as she’s not wrong. But having it pointed out so bluntly is beyond annoying. Just because I hold out for my “type” doesn’t mean I’m hopelessly stuck.

      “It’s called having standards,” I respond drily. “I can define that if it’s unclear.”

      “So are you ever going to tell me why that’s a type you can’t seem to break away from?” she teases, totally ignoring my not-so-subtle dig as she settles in at the nurses’ station. Her eyes suddenly widen. “Oh god, that’s not what your dad looks like, is it?”

      My eyes flick up from the chart in my hands.

      “Becca, that’s disgusting.” I gesture to my dark blond hair. “Besides, where do you think I got this?”

      She shrugs and grins mischievously. “Good. Because daddy issues are a whole other ballgame. So who was it? First boyfriend? First lay? Both?” Her eyebrows waggle suggestively.

      This time I slam the folder closed. “Christ, Becks, keep your voice down.” My eyes dart around, hoping nobody else heard her.

      “Oh, this must be good, you little prude, you,” she says, greedily rubbing her hands together.

      “I’m not a prude,” I protest. “I just don’t talk about my sex life at work. Or jump into bed with every guy I date.” I shoot her a meaningful, if not teasing, stare.

      “Maybe you should give it a try sometime. It’s every bit as fun as it sounds,” she retorts with a wink. “Fine, have it your way. Go to your ten a.m., but we’re having drinks after work, and I am getting this story.”

      “Have it your way,” I reply mockingly, “just so long as you’re buying.”

      “I think I will have it my way, thank you very much,” she replies airily. But then her eyes go wide as she looks over my shoulder.

      I turn to see the chief of our unit headed at us, a stern frown on his grey-bearded face. He’s always in a shit mood, and I know I need to get in to see my patient before I become his next target.

      “Dr. MacDougall is all you, Becks,” I whisper with a sly grin before shooting into exam room seven. I just catch her annoyed glare as I close the door behind me.
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      “I swear. I love my job, but if one more old man tries to feel me up while I’m doing an echo, I’m going to respond with violence.” I take a huge gulp of the martini in front of me, knowing even that won’t wash away the memory of his wrinkled paw squeezing my ass.

      Becca shoots me a sympathetic look from across the small table we’re perched at. It barely fits our drinks, and the place is packed, but I guess I should’ve realized that, as it’s a Friday night. I just don’t pay much attention to the days of the week anymore, unless it’s a school night. The hazards of working at a cardiac unit that’s open seven days a week while going to school to graduate from nurse to nurse-practitioner. My days have two classifications: non-school days that are just long and difficult, and school days which are so grueling they could be considered a form of torture. Christ, I’m such a masochist.

      “Been there,” Becca agrees. “But honestly, I wouldn’t have even minded. It’s been way too long since I’ve had any action.”

      I laugh incredulously. “I find that hard to believe.”

      She shrugs. “Oh, believe it. Even I go through dry spells. And you know what they say about desperate times …” She looks around at the crowds wistfully before her eyes wander back to mine. “If only there were anyone here worth going after. But we have other business to get to anyway. Now. About Henry Cavill.”

      “What about him? Did you want to go see a movie after this?” I dodge jokingly.

      One of Becca’s perfectly shaped eyebrows lifts. I throw up my hands in defeat.

      “Fine. But you’re going to make fun of me.”

      “Moi? I would never.” The evil glint in her eye belies her innocent tone. “Seriously, though, out with it. I’m on a mission here to get us both laid.”

      “Getting laid isn’t really an issue,” I reply with a shrug. At five-and-a-half feet, with blond hair and curves in all the right places, attracting male attention has never been a problem. The opposite, in fact, especially working in the medical profession. Though frankly I think just being female is enough, since I know most of the other nurses and MAs at work have to deal with the same crap. You’d think it was still 1950, not 2020, the way some of these old bastards behave. And in a facility that deals exclusively with heart problems, we pretty much get mostly elderly patients.

      “So out with it,” Becca prompts. “Maybe we can cleanse you of your need for Superman.”

      I stick my tongue out at her, and she laughs.

      “Fine,” I reply with a sigh. “But if I tell you, you have to promise not to laugh.”

      Becca presses her lips together in amusement and gestures for me to continue, twirling her dark brown hair around a finger while her equally dark brown eyes survey me. We’ve worked together at the cardiac unit for too many years — she was already a medical assistant when I started there during nursing school — and have been friends just as long, so she knows me better than almost anybody. But this … this, I’ve never told anyone.

      I down the rest of my drink. What the hell. Here goes.

      “When I was fourteen, I went to my first airshow sans parents,” I begin. Becca grins widely. I don’t have to explain the significance of that to her; she grew up in San Diego too, attending the annual airshow just the same as I always have. Ogling the hot guys on offer, in uniform and out. Going on your own meant the chance to flirt unimpeded by parental units.

      “So, your Henry was a hunky sailor, huh?” she teases.

      I shrug. “I don’t know,” I reply honestly. “He wasn’t in uniform. We didn’t even speak. My friends were pulling me toward the hangar, and I looked up and there he was. He was with a group of guys heading the other direction.”

      I close my eyes, bringing up the mental picture that hasn’t faded in detail, despite it being ten years ago.

      “He was older than me, maybe late teens? But he had dark-brown hair and the most beautiful, clear blue eyes I’d ever seen. Seriously, when we locked eyes, I froze in place. I couldn’t move. He was so gorgeous. So fucking perfect. But mostly …” I open my eyes to see Becca staring, enraptured.

      “What?” she prompts impatiently.

      I scrunch up my nose. In for a penny …

      “I felt it,” I admit on a sigh. “A tug in my chest. Like the world dropped away, and it was just us. Like the universe went quiet so I could hear the pounding of my heart. Feel the connection between us like it was a living thing.” I lean back, lamenting my empty glass. “And then my friends pulled me away and I lost him in the crowd.”

      Becca sits up straight, her face dropping.

      “That’s it? You saw some guy during fleet week ten years ago who got your hormones going and you’re spoiled for anyone who doesn’t have dark hair and blue eyes? Fuck, Sash, that’s nuts.”

      “And that’s me, done for the night,” I reply, rising from my seat.

      She reaches out and grabs my hand, pulling me back as I retreat. “I’m sorry,” she replies. “Please, stay. I’ll even buy you another drink.”

      A small smile finds its way onto my lips, and I sink back into the chair.

      “You’re forgiven. But I swear I’m not crazy. I don’t think I date guys who look like that because of him. I think that’s just what I find attractive. But what I can’t seem to find is something that moves me the way looking into his eyes did.” I pause, trying to figure out how to explain it. I look back up, and Becca is staring at me curiously. “It was like … seeing a stranger, but knowing everything about him was just there, waiting for me to know. And everything in me wanted that, wanted to know him. Like it would be the answer to everything.” I can tell by the look on her face that she totally doesn’t get where I’m coming from, so I just stop, shaking my head.

      “I can’t say I understand,” she replies slowly. “But that’s cool. I mean, I get wanting to really feel something with someone. But I guess I didn’t realize you were such a fucking romantic.”

      I laugh at Becca’s talent for keeping things from getting too serious. “I’m really not. It was just a thing that happened. But it’s always stuck in my head. Like that’s the way it should be. That’s how I should feel when I meet the right guy.”

      “So that’s why you’ve only had a handful of relationships that never lasted longer than a few months the whole time I’ve known you?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I always chalked that up to focusing on school, and my career. And, I mean, I’m only twenty-four. But I guess, yeah, I’ve never really felt that again. I’m not stupid, though, Becks. It’s not like I don’t give guys a chance. Even if there’s not that initial spark. I try to stick around, waiting for it. But it never comes.”

      “Wow,” Becca mouths.

      “Have you ever felt that way?” I ask, suddenly wondering if something is wrong with me.

      “I’ve been attracted to guys. Wanted to jump their bones. Well, actually jumped their bones,” she allows. “But I can’t say I’ve ever had my universe go quiet.”

      “Fuck you, Becca. Fuck you.” Becca, thankfully, is extremely difficult to offend, and she just laughs in response.

      “You wish,” she jokes with a wink. “You know I don’t swing that way.”

      “Me neither. But wouldn’t that just solve both of our problems,” I tease back with my own wink.
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      The next morning I fill my coffee mug to the brim and stifle a yawn as I head into our mandated morning staff tag-up. Becca joins me as I pass the nurses’ station, cradling her own giant cup of java.

      “Someday,” she sighs, “I’ll have a job where I don’t have to be in at six a.m. on a Saturday. I wonder what MacDougall wants, anyway.”

      “There’s a new doc on the block,” a cheery voice comes from behind us.

      We both look back to see my supervisor, Julianna Magnusson, approaching, looking every inch the morning person she is, all bright-eyed with a pep in her step. Well, supervisor, mentor, and friend. None of us would make it without Jules. She’s been a nurse practitioner at Rutherford Hospital for ten years and was a nurse here for six before that. She knows more than just about anyone at the hospital how things run across units. Which also makes her privy to the best gossip.

      “Yeah? Any dirt?” Becca asks gleefully as Jules joins us.

      Jules sweeps her burgundy hair into a ponytail with a quiet smile. “Only that he’s coming from Cedars-Sinai in L.A., where he also apparently did his cardiac surgery training.” Becca gives her a disappointed look and Jules laughs. “Sorry, babes, I bumped into Dr. MacDougall and that was all he had time to tell me. We’re all about to find out anyway.”

      Becca gives an indifferent shrug, clearly having wanted to know before everyone else, and Jules and I share a look as we enter the staff meeting room. We seem to be the last in, aside from Dr. MacDougall and our new addition. Becca sniffs the air suspiciously.

      “Oh god, what is it?” I ask. In a hospital, you never know what an odd smell is going to lead to.

      Becca takes another deep sniff and her eyes go wide. “Donuts!” And she’s off, dragging me across the room to where, behind a cluster of MAs, there are, in fact, two huge boxes of donuts.

      “Damn, Becks, you’re a freaking bloodhound,” I tease as she grabs the nearest donut and stuffs it in her face.

      “Oh my god, they’re still warm,” she groans around a mouthful of pastry.

      “You’re a nutjob,” I say with a laugh.

      “Good morning, everybody,” Dr. MacDougall’s voice booms from behind me.

      I spin in place at his clear call to order. As the room quiets, my eyes fall on our chief … and a man I’ve never seen before standing next to him. It takes my brain about two seconds when a loud gasp of recognition escapes me. Everyone turns to look, including him, and I blush deeply. Thankfully, Dr. MacDougall clears his throat, bringing the attention back to the front of the room. As he starts his usual greeting speech, Becca leans in.

      “What was that all about?” she whispers.

      I turn toward her so she can see the shock on my face, and my hand finds hers, gripping it tightly.

      “It’s him,” I hiss. Becca gives me a confused look, and I roll my eyes. “Universe Guy.”

      Becca gives me a skeptical look, her eyes turning back to the front. Taking in what I did. All six-feet-two-ish inches of the dark-haired, blue-eyed, and unquestionably sexy hunk of a well-built man in blue scrubs and a white lab coat standing next to Dr. MacDougall as he rambles about our round stats for the week.

      “Are you sure?” she whispers back. “Maybe you just think it’s Universe Guy because we were just talking about him.”

      With a lump in my throat, I chance another look at him. Thankfully, his eyes are roaming the crowd as Dr. MacDougall gives his usual boring speech that is now shifting toward a lecture on proper chart notes. The young man I remember was clean-shaven, and though this guy has a well-trimmed beard that defines his sharp jaw, otherwise it’s the exact face I remember, just a bit older. Same broad shoulders. Same trim waist. Though he’s filled out in the chest and arms, and I can practically see the muscles straining against the fabric of his shirt. But I’ve got the same butterflies in my stomach.

      “I don’t know. I’m pretty sure it’s him,” I mumble. As if he heard me, his eyes land on me. And the sound of Dr. MacDougall droning on muffles under the pounding of my heart in my ears. My insides tighten. And, for the second time in my life, the universe goes quiet. A surge of emotion pounds through me, even stronger than the one ten years ago. I’ve never reacted to anyone this way, and it’s equal parts terrifying and thrilling, and I can’t stop staring back into his baby blues.

      But when his eyes snap away suddenly, the volume comes rushing back. And I notice that my heart is pounding and I’m breathing like I just ran sprints. I take a deep breath to steady myself, hoping nobody noticed my ridiculous reaction to him.

      “… and so, finally, I’d like to introduce the newest addition to our team, specializing in cardiac surgery, Dr. Thompson. Though he was heavily recruited out of his residency with Cedars-Sinai, he chose to stay there — until now. We are extremely lucky to have him, so please join me in welcoming him to our team.”

      A smattering of applause rings around the room, and I clap my hands together with them, but I’m completely numb with shock.

      Dr. Thompson puts a hand up in greeting, and the room once again falls silent.

      “Thank you, everyone,” he says. And my jaw drops at the unmistakably posh British accent. “I’m Dr. Caleb Thompson. As you’ve probably noticed, I’m not originally from Los Angeles.” A few in the crowd, mostly females, titter at his comment. “I graduated from Cambridge seven years ago now, then moved to the States for my residency. While I enjoyed my time at Cedars-Sinai, I’m already very impressed with Rutherford Hospital, and I’m pleased to be working with you all. I will be making my rounds to get to know each of you throughout the day. But first, may I ask, who are my surgical nurses?” Jules’ hand goes up, as do several others. “Excellent. Good to put faces to the names on my sheet.” He holds a clipboard aloft with a smile that gets another few titters from the peanut gallery. But my heart is in my shoes.

      He moved here seven years ago. He can’t be Universe Guy. My eyes scan his face as he continues to talk about how he plans to integrate into established routines, consultations, and the like, but all I can think about is how much he looks like The Guy. I even had the same reaction. And then some. By the time he’s done and we’ve all been dismissed, I’m dumbly zoning out in my own bubble of confusion.

      I feel a tug on my elbow as Becca tries to get my attention.

      “Hey, I have to start processing patients. You okay?” I finally look up to see the look of pity on her face. She’s clearly also realized he can’t possibly be the same guy from my story.

      “Sure, yeah,” I mumble. “Sorry. I just could’ve sworn it was him.”

      Becca gives a light shrug. “Probably better that it isn’t,” she says gently. “After all, what’s the first rule of Nurses’ Club?”

      That gets a smile out of me. “Never talk about Nurses’ Club?” I tease.

      She wrinkles her nose and jiggles her head. “That just gets funnier every time I hear it,” she replies wryly, then gives me an expectant look.

      “I know, I know,” I reply with a sigh. “Never date a doctor.”

      It’s been drilled into me so many times. Not because it’s against policy; it’s not. But the relationship between doctors and their support staff is already difficult at best, and lives are literally on the line every day. Even in my time here, I see the wisdom of not complicating that further. Not that it matters. Even if he was Universe Guy, what chance would I have with a guy like that?

      “That’s right, boo,” Becca says. “Chin up.” She shoots a look at Dr. Thompson, who is deep in conversation with Jules. “If it helps, there are still donuts left.”

      A little chuckle escapes me, and it snaps me back to reality. What am I even doing thinking about this guy? He’s not who I thought he was. He’s now a doctor in our unit. Even if he was interested, it’s not going to happen. And while I hadn’t been planning on having one, I decide a donut sounds pretty damn good.

      “It does help,” I reply with a grateful smile. “Thanks, Becks. See you in a bit.”

      She gives me a wink and slips out the door. I grab the last glazed donut and follow suit, not even looking at Dr. Hottie on my way out. It’s better that way, because I have a feeling being too close to him wouldn’t go well for me.

      But Jules apparently has other ideas.

      “Sasha,” she calls as I step over the threshold, “come meet Dr. Thompson.”

      I turn slowly on the spot to find Jules staring at me expectantly. Dr. Thompson is looking at me, a half-smile on his face as he studies me curiously. His eyes sweeping casually over me sends chills down my spine.

      “Of course,” I reply, clearing my throat and switching the donut to my left hand so I can extend my right as I step toward them. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dr. Thompson.”

      His large, warm hand slips into mine, and my insides do their little clenching thing again. He may not be who I thought he was, but, as Becca teased me about on Friday, I have a type. And he’s definitely it. I swallow hard and try not to let the nervous tension I feel affect my smile as I look up into his eyes. It doesn’t work, and I push back against the well of want that is bubbling up inside of me.

      “Sasha … Suvorin?” he guesses.

      I clear my throat, willing back my body’s reaction. “You’re a quick study,” I reply.

      His answering laugh is warm and rich, and does nothing to help me forget how attractive he is. “I am a doctor. We pretty much just memorize things for a living.” I’d like to respond, but for a moment all I can think is, Damn, that accent is sexy as hell. His hand lingers in mine for a little longer than is strictly necessary. Jules looks between us both, and I withdraw my hand self-consciously.

      “I have some experience with that. I’m working toward my master’s in nursing, and it’s pretty much the same,” I finally reply, finding myself again.

      His eyebrows jump and a slow smile spreads across his lips. I can’t help but stare, noting his bottom lip is fuller than the top. I watch him tuck it into his mouth, the hair under the center of his lip moving with it. It’s undeniably sexy.

      “Ah, yes, getting your MSN? That’s lovely,” he replies. And the way he says “lovely,” I know I’m going to be repeating it to myself in his accent for the rest of the morning. “So I don’t detect a Russian accent, despite the surname …”

      I smile tolerantly. I get that a lot. To the extent of actual strangers full on speaking to me in Russian like I should understand. “My grandparents came here many years ago, and my parents preferred we speak English at home so I didn’t have any trouble at school. I’m afraid I know about as much Russian as Jules here.”

      Jules smiles at me right as Dr. Franklin, one of our cardiologists, pops into the room. “Cal, my first consult is here. Join me?”

      Dr. Thompson — or Cal, apparently — gives him a sharp nod.

      “I expect I’ll be seeing you both around,” he says to Jules and me.

      “Of course,” Jules pipes chirpily.

      “Yes, nice meeting you,” I reply softly, but he’s already headed out the door. Thank god. I finally relax, the weird pull he has on my hormones now absent.

      Jules fans herself dramatically. “Is it hot in here or was it just him?” she gushes. “Whew! And he seems so nice. Definitely trouble with a capital T, that one.”

      My gut twinges unpleasantly, and I turn to toss the donut in the garbage, having completely lost my appetite.

      “He seems okay,” I say with a shrug.

      Jules smirks at me knowingly. “Oh please, if eye contact was a sex act, you two would’ve just gotten to third base.”

      “He’s too old for me,” I protest. Or at least, I assume he is.

      Jules snorts as she heads out the door, so I follow along. “He’s about my age,” she scoffs. “And I’m only ten years older than you. That’s no biggie.”

      “Except he’s a doctor, and —”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, never date a doctor. I practically invented that rule, Sasha. And do you know why?”

      I look up at her, since she’s a good four inches taller than me, not sure if this is a trap. “Why?”

      “Because I’ve dated enough doctors to know better.”

      “Precisely,” I respond. “So it doesn’t matter how old he is. It’s not like either of us is going to date him.”

      Jules cackles. “No, Sasha, I’ve dated enough doctors to know better. That’s part of the fun of having rules: breaking them to find out why they’re rules in the first place.”

      I shoot her a concerned look as we approach the supply closet. “I’m not sure how I feel about someone responsible for so many people’s lives on a daily basis having that kind of attitude,” I tease. Well, mostly tease. Jules is usually one of the most cautious people I know, so I find this reversal oddly confusing.

      She waves a hand at me as we start prepping our supplies for the day.

      “You know I would never endanger a patient. I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about you,” she replies seriously, maintaining firm but kind eye contact as she mechanically sorts syringes. “You’re so serious, so focused. If someone catches your eye, don’t write them off because of a rule that’s not even really a rule. You never know. That’s all I’m saying.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I happen to like focusing on things that really matter,” I reply archly. “Ever since I started volunteering at this hospital as a teenager, I’ve always known this is what I wanted to do. I like focusing on it.” And not getting distracted by ridiculously hot doctors.

      “I know, Sash,” she says, handing me a stack of dressing gowns. “Just don’t be so focused that you miss out on other opportunities that are part of the human experience.” She winks at me, and I find myself a little aggravated. I may not be the most social person, but I’ve dated. I’ve gotten out. I mean, not exactly frequently these days, but she’s talking like I’m eschewing men and I need to drop everything to go after this one because we made some flirty eye contact. She doesn’t need to know about the other stuff, it would just encourage her.

      So instead of arguing, I just shake my head and wheel the stocked cart away, intent on focusing on what I always focus on: my job.

      It’s not long before Becca catches up with me, as I’m cleaning instruments in the sterilization area.

      “Hey, Dr. C is looking for you,” she tells me.

      I raise an eyebrow. Dr. Carson is my least favorite cardiologist on the unit. He’s extremely particular about how his exam rooms are set up and shoves most of his work off on the nurses regularly. Not that that’s terribly unusual, it’s just extra annoying because of his attitude.

      “Gee, well, I’ll just jump right over then,” I reply sarcastically, wrapping the scalpel in my hand in muslin before setting it in the sterilization tray. “You know. In a little while.”

      Becca leans back against the counter with a chuckle. “I thought you might say that.” She taps a long fingernail on her arm thoughtfully. “So, Dr. Thompson might not be your Universe Guy, but he’s still pretty cute, right?”

      I roll my eyes. “If you and Jules think he’s such hot stuff, you guys should go after him.”

      “Jules thinks he’s hot?”

      “What female in that room didn’t?” I reply with a shrug. “He was hot even before he opened his mouth.”

      Becca sighs dreamily. “Yeah, that accent is pretty amazing.” She shudders dramatically.

      I wrap the last instrument and settle it in the tray, then slide the tray into the autoclave and switch it on. We both step back to let it do its thing.

      “Look. I get it. He’s my type. He’s hot. He’s British. But he’s also a doctor, a coworker, and too old for me. I appreciate that you guys want me to find a guy, but I promise that I’m happy being single.”

      Becca looks past me, agape. On instinct, I turn around. And Dr. Caleb Thompson is standing in the doorway with a look on his face that says he heard everything. I internalize a heavy sigh. Yep. That’s about right. That’s pretty much how things go for me when it comes to men I might potentially be interested in.

      “Is there something I can help you with, Dr. Thompson?” I ask as evenly as I can, but inside I’m dying. Becca skitters out of the room, just squeezing by him. The fucking traitor.

      “I’m sorry, I — I didn’t mean to interrupt anything, I’ll just … I can come back later …” He’s clearly horribly embarrassed, as he’s stumbling over every other word.

      Despite my best efforts, I feel the heat creep up my cheeks. “No, I’m sorry. We shouldn’t have been —”

      “It’s okay, I really should … I can come back later.” He turns, but I stop him with a hand on his arm.

      “Please, can we just pretend like that never happened?” I shift nervously from foot to foot as his gaze meets mine. His clear blue eyes search mine for a moment, and my stomach flip-flops.

      “I’m sorry, pretend what never happened?” he replies with a small smile.

      Some of the tension in my shoulders lift at his obvious out.

      “You needed something?” I prompt, but still pretty much just wanting this to be over with so I can go crawl in a hole and die.

      “Yes, of course,” he replies, finding himself again. “I wanted to acquaint myself with the supplies, since I needed a few things anyway. I have a catheter angiography this afternoon.”

      “Well, I’m happy to show you where everything is, but one of us will take care of all of that for you,” I assure him.

      “I’m perfectly happy to, especially at first. It’ll be good for me to get to know where things are and how everything works, just in case.”

      Ugh. Seriously? As if his mere presence doesn’t reduce me to an idiotic mess, he’s also willing to do menial work that most doctors, especially surgeons, see as a waste of their time. They almost always expect the nurses to take care of everything that doesn’t strictly require an M.D. I mean, I get it, there are more nurses per patient than doctors, but still. He couldn’t just be smart and gorgeous, he had to be considerate too. And against my better judgment, I want to know more about him.

      “In that case, I’ll give you the grand tour,” I reply. I can only hope focusing on explaining everything will help me stay coherent this close to him. So I proceed to show him everything in the room, including a brief description of the sterilization process we use, before suggesting we go to the standard supply closet.

      “Yes, excellent, let’s,” he replies, tapping a finger to the side of his jaw. “But just one quick thing.”

      I pause, looking up at him expectantly. “Yes?”

      “For the record … I’m only thirty-two,” he says, as a blush creeps up his neck.

      I suck my lips into my mouth to stop myself from smiling, and my stomach does another little flip-flop. Breathe, Sasha, just breathe. He ducks his head self-consciously.

      “Duly noted, Dr. Thompson,” I reply, looking away to hide my blush.

      He looks up sheepishly. “After you, then, Nurse Suvorin,” he replies with a stern tone and a mock-serious expression to match.

      I’m usually a hard nut to crack, but that does it, and I can’t help laughing. I gesture for him to follow as I continue his tour.

      Not long after, we part ways, as he’s off to another consultation, this time with Dr. MacDougall. And Becca is waiting at the nurses’ station, obviously bursting to know what happened.

      “You’re dead, Dillon,” I say. “How could you leave me like that?”

      She pushes up on the balls of her feet and wrings her hands together. “I know, I’m sorry. I panicked. But it looks like you did just fine.” She gives me a pleading look, inviting me to spill every detail.

      “Only because he’s such a gentleman,” I insist. “But I’m still humiliated. God, I can’t believe he heard that.” I swipe a hand over my eyes, not wanting to go full meltdown in case he happens by again. “We need to seriously can it with the personal talk at work.”

      “Aw, man. Does that mean you’re not going to tell me more?” Becca pouts.

      “Later,” I insist, watching as one of my least favorite medical assistants, Lacey Petersen, heads towards us. Becca catches sight of her and nods understandingly.

      “Gotcha. Drinks after work?”

      “Dinner. You can drink if you want, but I’m going to need to eat. I’ve got a packed schedule this afternoon and I have to study later.”

      “Fine, fine,” she agrees. She waits a moment for Lacey to drop off some paperwork and walk away. “But come on, just give me one detail before you go.”

      I’m not normally one for gossip. But remembering the sparkle in his eyes when he was looking down at me in the sterilization room has me hard-pressed to keep from smiling. I inhale and close my eyes, letting myself sink into that moment. Allowing myself just a bit of hope before I squirrel it all away inside, never again to see the light of day.

      “He wanted me to know, for the record, that he’s thirty-two.”

      Becca squeals as quietly as she can manage. “He likes you,” she whispers gleefully.

      “I think he was just trying to make me feel better. You wanted a detail, now you’ve got one. Don’t make a thing of it.” I shoot her a firm look before returning to my rounds. But as soon as my back is turned, the façade melts, and I allow myself my own gleeful grin. Though I almost immediately chastise myself for it. No, Sasha. Strictly off limits. And I keep repeating it in my head every time my thoughts drift where they shouldn’t that afternoon. Eventually I lose track of how many times.
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      Between my remaining shifts that week, class on Tuesday and Thursday nights, and studying, by the end of the week I’m beyond exhausted and thankful that I have Friday and Saturday off to recuperate and catch up with homework.

      It doesn’t stop Becca from texting to make sure I’ll be joining them all for happy hour after work on Friday. I ask her who “them all” is and she’s strangely evasive. And I kind of suspect she’s going to try to get me to go after Dr. Thompson again. So while I’d normally avoid hanging out with more than Becca and Jules, as crowds aren’t my thing, the idea that Dr. Thompson might be there worms its way in, and I agree to show.

      We crossed paths a few more times this week, though only fleetingly, but the heavy eye contact Jules pointed out at our first meeting continued in spades. And at some point I stopped being humiliated about what he’d overheard and started wondering if maybe he was embarrassed because he might be interested.

      And I can’t get the thought out of my head. Even though I know better. Even though I really don’t have time to date right now. Even though I’m pretty sure every other single female medical assistant, nurse, and nurse-practitioner on the unit will probably be there, vying for his attention. So maybe I just get to know him. And hope like hell that I find out something that’s a total turnoff.

      I purposely don’t even dress to impress, swapping out my loungewear for skinny jeans, a red, long-sleeved V-neck tee, and my favorite pair of black low-top Chuck’s. I leave my shoulder-length blond hair to fall in its naturally straight way and, as usual, don’t bother with makeup. I touch my face a lot and have learned the hard way that habit doesn’t work well with anything but maybe a basic lip balm.

      It takes me only fifteen minutes to get to the bar, which is unusual for six o’clock on a Friday. So when I show, not that many people have arrived yet.

      I find Becca and Jules at a large booth with Lacey and two of the other MAs, Harper and Avery. As I suspected, the female contingent is already strong.

      “Hey, babe,” Becca greets me, scooting over to make room. Jules shoots me a smile from Becca’s other side as I take a seat. Lacey merely gives me side-eye, while Harper and Avery each wave hello.

      I wave back. “Hey, guys,” I greet them as I slide in next to Becca.

      The waiter comes over with another round of drinks and I order a diet soda. I’m definitely not looking to make an ass of myself tonight, so best to stay away from alcohol.

      We all make small talk about the gossip of the week. It’s not my favorite thing, but it’s hospital standard, as it’s a good diversion from the stress of the job. Or that’s the usual defense for it, anyway. We’re soon joined by Zoe and Ethan, two of the other nurses in our unit. I can see the distress on poor Ethan’s face as he goes from looking like the cock ruling the hen house to overwhelmed by the estrogen in two minutes flat. You’d think he’d be used to it by now. I simply sit quietly, listening to the banter bouncing around the table and watching him look increasingly bored. So when I see him look past me, his face lighting up, I know what that must mean.

      “Ladies, and Ethan, is there room for two more?”

      I freeze in place at the unmistakable accent and turn to see Dr. Thompson and Dr. Franklin stopping at our table. Dr. Thompson’s eyes meet mine for a second, and I nervously look away.

      “Sure, we’ll just need to pull up a chair on that side,” Jules offers.

      The nerves work at my stomach, and I feel a sudden need to flee. Thankfully, Zoe and Ethan had settled on the other side of the booth, so I’m able to step out quickly.

      “I need to use the restroom,” I mumble. “Be right back.”

      Becca shoots me a look that I ignore as I bolt down the hallway to the bathrooms. Once I’m done, I stand at the sink, splashing some cold water on my face. Even so, I can still feel the heat in my cheeks. This is ridiculous, woman up, Sasha, I think to myself. It’s just a bunch of coworkers having drinks. So what if he’s attractive? So what if just looking at him makes me want to melt into a puddle of goo? I’m not this easily shaken. I take a deep breath, look myself in the eye in the mirror, and gather my wits.

      When I return to the table, Becca and Jules are still on one side, and Harper, Avery, and Lacey are at the back. And on the other side are Dr. Thompson, Zoe, and Ethan, with Dr. Thompson somehow seated at the back of his side next to Lacey. Dr. Franklin sits at a chair on the exposed side of the table, having left the seat I’d vacated open for me.

      I slide back in, trying to suppress a frown as I watch Lacey already flirting with Dr. Thompson. She’s flipping her dark hair over her shoulder when she lays a hand on his arm with a laugh as the waiter returns. And this time I opt for alcohol to take the edge off, swearing to myself that I won’t go overboard.

      I end up talking mostly to Dr. Franklin, who’s actually a really nice guy. In his forties, with a wife and two adorable little girls, he tells me funny stories about them and also asks me how things are going with work and school. I do my best not to pay attention to the conversation happening in the opposite corner of the booth, but I’m not sure how successful I am. This evening is definitely not turning out how I thought it would.

      As the place gets busier, and after both Dr. Franklin and Zoe head out to get home to their families, I realize it has been a while since the waiter has been around, and I’m impatient for another drink.

      “I’m going to the bar, anyone need anything?” I ask. Becca, Ethan, and Dr. Thompson each ask for another beer, and I don’t miss that Dr. Thompson barely stops talking to Lacey long enough to do so. I manage to contain my reaction until I step away, but once I do I let loose a huge eye roll. The wait at the bar is a welcome reprieve from forced socialization and watching Lacey sink her claws into the new man meat. I try not to let jealousy bubble up in me. He’s not mine, what is there to be jealous of? When I’m finally able to place the order for the three beers and a mixer for me, I sink against the counter, deflated.

      For about two seconds when I feel it. Dr. Thompson slides up next to me, leaning with his back against the counter.

      “Thought you might need a hand,” he offers, looking down at me with a smile. My insides flutter, but now it’s tainted with the recent memory of him flirting with someone else.

      So I give him a tight-lipped smile in return. “Thank you, but I’ve got it. Feel free to go back to your conversation.”

      He does the thing where he rolls his bottom lip into his mouth again, and I have to look away. Why does he have to be so sexy?

      “To be completely honest,” he says, turning around to face me, “I was glad to have an excuse to break away. Ms. Petersen seems pleasant enough, but I’d actually hoped I’d get to talk to you a bit more.”

      I look up at him skeptically. Lacey is gorgeous. Stick thin, with big boobs. Though to be fair, I suspect they might be fake. In any case, with her overdone makeup, tight clothes, and clear willingness to give it up, she’s every man’s fantasy.

      He gives me a sly smile in response to my expression. “You don’t like her,” he teases.

      I shrug, unwilling to outright admit it, and he laughs.

      “That’s okay, you don’t have to own to it. The prettiest girls always dislike each other,” he says matter-of-factly.

      I feel my cheeks heat, both flattered that he thinks I’m pretty but irritated that he obviously thinks Lacey is too. Even though I know she is. God, this guy messes with my head.

      Finally, the damn bartender hands over the drinks, and Dr. Thompson grabs all three beers, leaving me with only mine.

      “Becca and Julianna are beautiful, and they’re two of my best friends,” I finally reply.

      “Yes, they are,” he agrees as we pick our way around the tables to get back to the booth. “But they don’t hold a candle to you.” He gives me a wink just as we arrive back at the table, then starts handing out the beers. He slides back into the booth next to Ethan, who happily scoots toward Lacey. Dr. Thompson pats the seat next to him. It only takes one look at Becca to see the glee on her face at his gesture. Obviously, she won’t mind if I move seats.

      Lacey, however, doesn’t even try to hide how annoyed she is as I sit next to Dr. Thompson, and she immediately goes about totally ignoring Ethan in favor of Avery. The gesture really irritates me, because Ethan is an absolute sweetheart.

      “Hey, Ethan,” I say, leaning forward. “How’d that performance review go?” He’d been on vacation during our beginning-of-the-year performance evaluations, and I know he was nervous that he’d pissed MacDougall off. Er, more than usual. The man’s honestly a ticking time bomb waiting for any one of us to displease him.

      Dr. Thompson leans back into the booth, allowing Ethan to look over at me in relief. “Actually great, thanks for asking. I thought I was toast after misplacing that blood sample last month.”

      I wave a hand dismissively. “It happens to everyone. And MacDougall was just in an especially bad mood. But I’m glad it didn’t affect your review.”

      Ethan huffs a laugh. “Yeah, me too. Not that it’s going to mean I get a raise or anything.”

      Dr. Thompson arches an eyebrow. “Nurses don’t get pay increases?” he asks sharply.

      I shrug. “Not this year. Budget issues.” I purse my lips together, keeping back a snarky response about them still being able to hire a new doctor. But it’s not his fault, and I obviously don’t need to point it out anyway, as he clearly looks troubled.

      Jules looks over, having caught that part of our conversation, and shakes her head. “Please don’t get me started,” she grumbles. Jules rarely complains, and I know how she hates discussing hospital politics, so I immediately try to switch the topic.

      “So how was your first week, Dr. Thompson?” I ask. Jules goes back to her conversation with Harper and Becca, and Avery chooses that moment to rope Ethan into her conversation with Lacey.

      “All around, it went well,” he replies, turning toward me. “I think I might actually start being useful soon, as I’ve learned quite a lot.” He leans in and lowers his voice. “But please, call me Cal.”

      My heart skips a beat as I look up into his eyes.

      “Are you always so informal with the nursing staff?” I tease slyly.

      His lips curl at the corners in a half-smile. “Never, actually,” he admits quietly.

      “I find that hard to believe,” I murmur. Though I recall he did refer to Lacey earlier as “Ms. Petersen.”

      “I guess you’ll just have to get to know me, then.” His gaze holds a challenge. One I can’t decide if I should accept or not.

      “Of course. I make it a point to be on good terms with all of the doctors in our unit.” I give him back a look that says, I can do this dance all night, buddy. Even though I can’t. And if I was forced to, I can’t honestly say I wouldn’t give in to his advances. Damn this man.

      His mouth pulls into a full-on smile at that. “Even the ones who are your type?”

      I wrinkle my nose, annoyed that he knows that. “That’s not pretending like you never heard that,” I point out, trying to keep from blushing. “But yes, even the ones who are my type. As you clearly also do with nurses.” I nod toward Lacey, who is obviously watching us out of the corner of her eye.

      “Mmm, except she’s not my type,” he replies in a low voice, without even turning toward her. His implication is obvious, and a part of me does a little happy dance. But the professional in me squirms.

      “Probably for the best. Dating coworkers is messy, at best.”

      “Ah, but not against the rules.” His eyes dance with mischief. “I checked.”

      “I doubt that was the wisest use of your time in your first week on the job.”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “You’re a tough one, Ms. Suvorin.”

      With a satisfied smirk, I lean in and lower my voice. “Please, call me Sasha.”

      He laughs quietly. “That’s ace,” he says, leaning back into the booth once more. But the expression on his face is puzzled. I’m happy not to be easy prey for him. I’m still very much of two minds where he’s concerned, so it’s best if I keep him guessing. For now, at least. “I do have one question, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Have we met before?”

      My eyes go wide and my heart pounds in my chest. “Why do you ask?” I counter, dodging his question. Could he actually be who I thought he was?

      “Your reaction when you saw me in the conference room suggested recognition,” he explains, and I deflate.

      “You don’t miss a trick,” I admit. “Yes, I did think I knew you. But once you started talking I realized that you weren’t who I’d thought you were.”

      He takes a sip of beer, thinking that over. “Who did you think I was?”

      I take a drink of my own cocktail, deciding how to answer him. “Nobody important,” I finally reply.

      From across the table, I hear Becca scoff. I look up and quickly gather that she’d been listening to our whole conversation. She goes pink when she realizes she’s been caught, a rarity as it takes a whole hell of a lot to embarrass her.

      “I think your friend disagrees,” Dr. Thompson says with an amused look.

      “I just … choked on my beer,” Becca squeaks unconvincingly.

      “I think that’s my cue to leave,” I grumble, attempting to slide out of the booth. But Dr. Thompson catches me by the hand.

      “So soon? You haven’t even finished your drink,” he says.

      I look over to find Becca and Jules staring at me in a silent plea to stay. Between the three of them, I’m hard pressed to just bail. And with his hand on mine, his strong fingers sending warm sparks over my skin, it’d take a Herculean effort to resist.

      “Fine,” I allow, settling back in the booth. “I guess I can finish my drink. So long as we change the subject.”

      Dr. Thompson gives my hand a final squeeze before letting go. “Fair enough,” he agrees.

      This time I draw Becca and Jules into the conversation to keep it from going anywhere heavy or flirty. But for the rest of the evening, I can feel the warmth emanating from him as he sits mere inches away. I’m also wrapped in his scent, a mixture of soap and what I can only describe as “hospital.” It’s oddly appealing. And the thought of accidentally grazing hands again keeps me on edge until we all head home.

      It's not until I’ve climbed in bed that I admit to myself I enjoyed the feeling.
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      I spend the better part of the following week alternating between avoiding Dr. Thompson and hoping to see him. My indecisiveness is starting to wear on me, and I wish I could just forget about him already. But that’s difficult to do when I don’t know what exam room he’ll pop out of or what corner he’ll come around at any given moment. Though I’m definitely leaning toward forgetting. I mean, what kind of man is he to take a job and immediately start hitting on his coworkers?

      At least, that’s what I keep trying to convince myself. But it gets harder and harder as I see him around, interacting with people, even Lacey, and being nothing but professional. While simultaneously rocketing my hormones to high alert every time I see him. Unfortunately, the whole thing has me more distracted than I’d like, and I keep having to recapture screens on the echo I’m performing because of it. My patient is getting understandably twitchy too, and that doesn’t bode well. This particular gentleman has made inappropriate comments in the past, so I’m loathe to take longer than necessary in case he gets any other ideas. I shake myself and refocus.

      “How’s it looking, sweetheart?” Mr. Bowen asks, craning to look at the screen just behind his line of vision.

      I put my hand to his shoulder. “Just try to stay still, and I’ll be done as soon as I can.”

      “Why don’t you put that hand a little lower, darlin’, and I promise I’ll be done soon,” he says with a leering grin.

      Repulsed, I immediately remove the transducer I have pressed against his chest and set it down, stepping away.

      “You need to refrain from inappropriate comments if I’m going to continue,” I tell him sternly.

      “Ah, come on, I was just joking,” he replies with a frown. I raise an eyebrow expectantly. “All right, all right. I promise I won’t say anything else.” He gives me another smile that’s no less creepy.

      Reluctantly, I pick the transducer back up and move it to his ribs to take translateral images, which means I don’t have to hover over him. At least, for a minute. But as soon as I go back to chest images, I feel a hand squeeze my backside — hard.

      “Mr. Bowen,” I snap, jumping back, my chest constricting at the unwanted contact.

      He cackles. “What? I didn’t say anything this time,” he responds.

      I set the wand back down and lock the computer.

      “Please stay here. I’m going to get someone else to come finish your echocardiogram,” I reply tightly. I leave as calmly as I can. But as soon as I close the door behind me, tears of anger flow down my cheeks. I round the corner to the nurses’ station.

      This time Lacey is manning it and she gives me a harsh look up and down as I wipe the moisture from my cheeks.

      “Where is Julianna?” I ask shortly.

      Lacey crosses her arms over her chest. “She’s with a patient.”

      I sigh deeply. “Do we have a male nurse available to finish an echo?”

      She shakes her head. “There’s only one on duty at the moment, Mark, and he just started a stress test.”

      “Okay, please tell Julianna I need to speak with her as soon as you see her. And I need a man capable of performing an echo ASAP.”

      “You should probably just finish it yourself,” she replies unkindly. “Whatever happened couldn’t have been that bad.”

      I’m about to give her a piece of my mind when Dr. Thompson comes out of an exam room down the hall. I’m actually glad to see him, grateful for the buffer between me and the dumb bitch behind the counter who seems to think a patient sexually harassing me is no big deal.

      “Please just have Mark deal with the patient in room twelve when he’s done, okay? I don’t care how long he has to wait,” I insist, turning away from Dr. Thompson and trying to discreetly finish wiping my eyes.

      “Mark has another patient right after that,” she argues. “It’ll throw off our whole afternoon.”

      “I’m free for a moment. What do you need?” Dr. Thompson asks as he gets to the counter. He hands Lacey the patient file in his hands.

      I sniff and turn, but when he sees my face, his expression darkens.

      “Ms. Petersen, is exam four still available?” he asks in a clipped tone.

      “Yes, doctor.” She looks nervously between us.

      Dr. Thompson gestures for me to follow him into the room just down the hall from the nurses’ station and closes the door behind me.

      “Tell me what happened,” he instructs tersely, fists clenched at his sides as he leans against the counter. His tension is palpable in the ticking of his jaw and the firmness with which he crosses his arms over his muscled chest.

      Avoiding his gaze, I relay exactly what went down, word for word, with as little embellishment and emotion as possible. I leave out Lacey’s borderline insubordination. I’m not the kind of person to throw someone else under the bus, even if she is. But when I finish, another wave of anger washes over me, and I start to cry again. Not for the first time, I hate that this is how I respond when I’m angry, and I furiously wipe at my eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “I’m just mad. He’s made comments before, but he’s never groped me. I’m just sick of these old men thinking they can get away with this shit.” I look up at the ceiling and take a deep breath before I look back at him.

      “Did you report his previous comments?” His voice is sterner than I’ve heard it yet, and I wonder if he’s going to reprimand me for stopping the appointment like any of the other doctors would. But what I’ve seen of him so far gives me hope, so I decide to be honest.

      I shake my head. “No. It’s a daily occurrence around here. I’ve reported before, but nothing ever comes of it, so I just stopped.”

      He shakes his head angrily. “But you’ve been touched inappropriately before?”

      I nod and he scrubs a hand over his beard, clearly agitated.

      “How often?”

      I shake my head again, not trusting myself to speak, or upset him further.

      “Daily?” he presses.

      I sniff and look at the wall. “Not that often. Once or twice a week, maybe.”

      I glance back at Dr. Thompson and he’s staring down at the floor, the muscle in his jaw now ticking furiously.

      “I’ll take care of Mr. Bowen,” he says lowly, with a chilling note of authority in his voice. “Please go document this — everything you’ve told me — and send it to Ms. Magnusson, myself, and Dr. MacDougall. Understood?”

      My eyes widen at the instruction, and my stomach drops. This wasn’t what I wanted. There’s a reason we don’t report these things more. Unless it’s undisputable, which it almost never is, it nearly always blows up in the victim’s face, whether that’s management’s intention or not.

      “Hey,” he says, softening his tone and taking a tentative step toward me to take my hand. “I promise, it’ll be all right. I’m going to take care of this. But I need you to trust me and do as I ask, okay?”

      The reassurance of his grip calms me considerably, and I have to fight the urge to wallow in that for too long. “Okay,” I whisper.

      “Take a minute to collect yourself. I’ll come see you when I’m done.”

      “He’s in room twelve,” I offer.

      Dr. Thompson nods and quickly leaves. I take a moment to do exactly as he suggested by washing my hands, splashing some water on my face, and having a quick drink. When I head back to the nurses’ station, I’m considerably calmer as I take a seat at one of the computers to write down everything that happened. Lacey thankfully keeps her big fat fucking mouth shut while I work.

      After I’m done, I start catching up on paperwork. About twenty minutes after he’d left me, I see Dr. Thompson heading back to the nurses’ station with another chart in hand, and Mr. Bowen in tow, looking none too comfortable.

      “Nurse Suvorin,” Dr. Thompson says as they approach, handing me the chart. “Mr. Bowen has something he’d like to say.”

      Mr. Bowen dips his head down onto his double chin, looking like a child that’s just been scolded.

      “I’m sorry for my inappropriate comments and behavior. It will not happen again,” he says robotically.

      I dig deep to suppress a snort of disbelief, opting instead to tersely say, “I accept your apology.”

      Mr. Bowen looks up at Dr. Thompson, who nods. And I’ve never seen anyone scurry off the ward so fast.

      “Wanker,” Dr. Thompson mutters at Mr. Bowen’s retreating back.

      I can’t help sharing an incredulous look with Lacey before we both burst into laughter. But as the laughter dies down, fear grips me at what I may have just started. Dr. Thompson must see it on my face.

      “You should both know that I’m not accustomed to tolerating inappropriate behavior by patients toward any of the hospital staff. I’m going to see that this sort of thing is handled properly, and that you are all supported in putting a stop to anything before it can escalate.” He pauses and looks at Lacey. “That’s a bit of gossip I encourage you to spread around.” He gives us both a calm wink before he heads down the hall, presumably back to his office.

      Lacey half-stands to lean over the counter and watch him walk away.

      “And he has a nice ass too,” she mumbles as she sits back down. “There’s got to be something wrong with him.”

      I smile vaguely as I return to my paperwork. She has no idea how much I wish I knew what that was. Because right now he’s a little too appealing on just about every level. As I get back to my work, it occurs to me briefly that Becca is going to be crushed that she missed this. And that, at least, gets a little smile out of me.
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        * * *

      

      When the shit hits the fan, it really hits the fan. By the next day, management is interviewing every single staff member about patient sexual harassment, with a hospital-wide memo clarifying their zero-tolerance policy and reporting process.

      Becca was, as I predicted, ticked that she didn’t get to see Dr. Thompson in action, but as we sit the next afternoon catching up on yet more paperwork, I give her the blow-by-blow quietly whenever we’re alone at the desk.

      “God, could he be any dreamier?” she sighs. “And you’re sure you don’t want this guy?”

      I shoot her a glare. “Why? Thinking about going after him yourself?”

      “Guilty,” she replies with a grin. “But I don’t care what you say. I know you’re into him, so I’d never actually do it. Besides, I just heard there’s a hot new orderly over in intensive care.”

      “Of course you did,” I reply drily. “And you’re right. I’m into him. Even though I really don’t want to be.” I’m surprised at how good it feels to actually admit it.

      “Acceptance is the first step to hot, kinky sex, my dear,” she teases.

      I scrunch my nose up at her. “What makes you think it would be kinky?” I almost can’t believe I’m asking her that question.

      She drops her head and gives me a look. “Oh, girl, please, that body of his was made for something special,” she says. “I’ll bet you fifty bucks right now he’s a beast in bed.”

      I shake my head and laugh. “No bet. It’s not going there. I like him. I confess. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to do anything about it. And we’re going to stop talking about hot, kinky sex right now before one of us gets accused of sexual misconduct in the workplace.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she gripes. “Ruin all my fun, why don’t you?”

      “No fun allowed.” We look up at the voice to see Jules approaching. It’s the first time I’ve seen her since I sent the email. She comes around the corner and pulls me into a tight hug. “I’m so sorry about what happened.”

      I shrug her off. “Thanks, but it wasn’t anything unusual. You know how it is. I’m just glad they’re taking us seriously now.”

      “I think we all are,” Jules agrees. “And we have you and Dr. Thompson to thank for that.”

      “It was pretty much just him. He insisted I send that email.”

      “He told me what happened. He really likes you, Sash. Like, likes you, likes you.”

      I wave a hand. “Doesn’t —”

      “Matter,” Becca finishes with an eye roll. “Yeah, we know.” She purses her lips and gives Jules a look. “I just got her to admit that she likes him too.”

      Jules holds up a hand and they high-five.

      “You guys suck. What happened to the first rule of Nurses’ Club?” I admonish them. “For shame.”

      I take a stack of folders I’ve completed inputting to the file room to put away, leaving them no doubt rolling their eyes at me as I leave.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      If I thought admitting my feelings to myself would make anything easier, I was sorely mistaken. I have Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday off of work, so I use it to study ahead of a class test Tuesday night. Or, attempt to study, as it were. But I can’t get Dr. Hottie off my mind. It seems unfair for him to be gorgeous, smart, sexy, and such a good person.

      Unfortunately his recent behavior makes me reevaluate my previously negative opinion of his early flirtation. Because he’s clearly got strong convictions, so maybe he doesn’t just flirt with pretty girls. Maybe he really likes me. The thought simultaneously makes me want to never have to face him again and go to the hospital on my day off so I can get him alone. And do all the things I keep dreaming about doing with him.

      Oh, the dreams. Those are another fun new thing since his heroics with Mr. Bowen and the hospital’s enforcement — or lack thereof — of sexual harassment policies. Mostly featuring a much different set of events in exam room four.

      For what feels like the thousandth time, I shake it off and refocus on the textbooks in front of me.
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        * * *

      

      When I return to work on Wednesday, I’m feeling damn good. I crushed my test, had my best Dr. Thompson sex dream ever, and woke up with the realization that I’ve been an idiot. Dr. Thompson … Cal. He’s amazing. What’s wrong with me? Am I really going to let a non-rule stop me from giving it a go with what might be the perfect man? Not that I have complete say in it, but I’m going to find a way to tell him I’ve reconsidered my position on dating coworkers.

      I imagine Becca will be gleefully chock-full of ideas on how to make that happen. Hopefully, it doesn’t involve signs, or public declarations, or anything else embarrassing. I have to draw the line somewhere.

      “Shhh, she’s here. Close it, close it!”

      I come upon the nurses’ station to find Becca furiously stabbing the mouse, with Jules hovering over her shoulder.

      “Close what?” I ask suspiciously.

      “Nothing,” Becca replies with an unconvincingly chipper smile. “How’d the test go?”

      I decide to let it go. I’m sure I’ll get it out of her eventually. “Great, actually. And I realized something this morning.”

      “Oh?” asks Jules. “What’s that?”

      “I’m crazy,” I reply with a laugh that causes them to exchange worried glances. I snicker with satisfaction. “You were both right about Dr. Thompson … Cal. There’s no reason not to give it a shot. Now I just need to figure out how to go about doing that. Who’s ready to help?”

      I’m grinning right up until the moment they share another glance, this one guilty. And my stomach drops.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “You,” Becca hisses at Jules. Jules presses her lips together and nods.

      “Dr. Thompson had a visitor yesterday,” Jules says.

      “And?” I press tensely.

      “It was a woman. She told us who she was and then identified herself as his …” Becca grimaces, “fiancée.” She gestures for me to join her behind the desk. “Once we had her name, we found this.”

      I practically vault over the partition as she turns the monitor for me to see. Bile rises in the back of my throat as I take in the website on the screen. “Caleb and Rachel” is emblazoned at the top, and underneath it reads, “We’re getting married June 20, 2020!”

      He’s getting married. A little more than four months from now.

      My insides freeze, and I go numb.

      “I’m so sorry, Sash,” Becca whispers.

      I shake my head, drawing back into myself on instinct. “Don’t be. It’s okay, really. This is the universe telling me I was right in the first place.” I blink hard to keep tears from forming. “Seriously, I’m glad you found this out before I made a complete ass of myself.”

      The knowledge starts to sink in, and I look back at his flirtations with even more judgment than I had before. He’s getting married. What right does he have to talk to other women like that? It’s inexcusable.

      My eyes flick back down to the screen, where under their wedding date announcement is a picture and “About the couple” section. She’s stunning, almost as tall as he is, with dark hair that falls in perfectly styled chunky curls to her slim waist. She actually looks a lot like Lacey, despite his claims that Lacey wasn’t his type. So maybe he meant “snarky bitch” wasn’t his type.

      Reading quickly through the text, I also learn she’s a lawyer. Great. So he likes them supermodel gorgeous and genius smart. Turns out I really didn’t ever have a shot with this guy anyway. My revulsion grows as I stare at the screen, so I force myself to pull away.

      “If it makes you feel better, he didn’t seem happy to see her,” Jules says softly. “But they went into his office, so that’s about all I know. I was with a patient when she left.”

      My gaze flicks to Becca. “They were in there for almost an hour,” she admits. “She looked pretty happy when she left.”

      I close my eyes and grind my knuckles into my eyelids.

      “Okay, stick a fork in me, I’m done,” I declare. “From now on, he’s just another doctor. Okay?”

      “Maybe you should talk to him,” Jules suggests.

      A sharp laugh escapes me. “About what? I’d already basically told him nothing was ever going to happen between us, subtly though, as he never out-and-out even said he was interested. It was just a little flirting. What am I supposed to do, walk up to him and say, ‘Hey, Dr. Thompson! So, turns out I kind of would like to date you after all and I was just about to tell you when I found out you’re actually getting married. So yeah, what’s up with that?’” I shake my head ruefully.

      Becca and Jules are both staring past me wide-eyed.

      “Oh fuck, he’s behind me, isn’t he?” I groan.

      I turn, but it’s not Cal who’s behind me. It’s Lacey. Like this couldn’t get any fucking worse. It would’ve been better if it was him. Because Lacey’s grinning at me like the cat who ate the canary. So not only will Cal hear about it, so will every other person in the unit. Scratch that, the hospital. Fuck, fuck, fuck. When will I learn to stop talking about this shit at work?

      To my complete and utter horror, Lacey says not a word, simply dropping her coat and purse behind the desk, grabbing a set of files, and stalking off smugly. Becca, Jules, and I stand silently, watching her until she’s gone.

      “If you want to go home sick, we’ll cover for you,” Becca says as she watches Lacey disappear around the corner. She looks up at me apologetically.

      “You guys couldn’t warn me she was there sooner?” I snap, rubbing my temples.

      “She came around the corner just as you were finishing,” Jules explains. “It was obvious she was listening to the whole thing. I’m so sorry, Sasha.”

      “This is great,” I say with a sarcastic laugh. “Just great. Whatever. I’m not going to hide. I’m going to do my goddamn job and not give a shit what anyone says. About anything.”

      Easier said than done. The rest of the day is peppered with knowing looks and snickers behind my back. But Cal is mysteriously missing, until I find out midday that he’d called out to take care of some personal business. Thank fuck.

      Because gossipy, judgy nurses I can handle. But I don’t know how I’m going to face him. Though I know it has to happen. And soon.
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      Apparently, I don’t have to face Cal as soon as I thought I would. He calls out for the rest of the week, so I end up dealing with the continued talk behind my back, which unfortunately doesn’t really let up. It probably won’t until everyone has a chance to see us interact and gets their delight at my embarrassment out of their system.

      I have Sunday off, so I have lunch with my parents — something that doesn’t happen as frequently as I’d like, given my commitments. I tell my mom about everything, and she suggests I strike first and call Cal.

      Once I get back to my place, I decide that’s not a half-bad idea, so I text Jules to see if I can get his cell number from the roster. She happily passes it on, and I hope I’m not committing some sort of work violation by using information provided for work-related issues to contact him about something personal.

      I practice my spiel a few times before drumming up the courage to just call him and get it over with. But it rings through to voicemail. I don’t know whether to be thankful or more worried that I now have to explain it all at once, with pretty much no preface.

      Before I can panic too much, I hear the beep, and it’s time to do my thing.

      “Hi, Cal, it’s Sasha. From the hospital. I’m actually calling you about something personal. I’m so sorry to do this, but I didn’t want you to come in unaware tomorrow, or whenever you’ll be back.” I sigh. “I don’t know how to tell you this, so I’m just going to say it. I came in on Wednesday morning having decided to let you know that I thought maybe dating coworkers wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Well, dating you, as it were.” Idiot, idiot, idiot. “I know that by itself is a huge assumption, because all you did was flirt a little. I wasn’t trying to assume anything. I just … anyway. Turns out, you’re getting married though, so yeah. It doesn’t matter. There’s just been a lot of office gossip since someone overheard me talking about it, and I wanted you to hear the story straight from me. I hope everything’s okay on your end. Um … yeah. Bye then.”

      As soon as I hang up, I’m overwhelmed by the feeling that I just made another huge mistake. I literally crawl under my comforter and beat my fists into the mattress, feeling like a complete moron. At some point I decide what’s done is done and get back to studying.

      Jules starts texting asking how it went, and I just can’t deal, so I shut off my phone completely. Even with it off, it’s the toughest battle I’ve ever fought to concentrate on my homework. Around nine I quit pretending I’m getting anything done and surrender to the comforting blankness of sleep.
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        * * *

      

      On Monday morning, I wake noting that there were no sex dreams. Thank god for that. But dread settles in the pit of my stomach as I get ready for work. I’m not even positive he’ll be back today, but either way, I’m not looking forward to what the day has in store.

      It doesn’t occur to me until I pull into the parking lot at work that I never turned my phone back on. Once I do, there are a good half-dozen text messages from Jules, a couple from Becca, and a voicemail from Cal, timed after ten p.m. With my heart in my throat, I listen to the message.

      “Sasha, it’s me. I’m so sorry I missed your call. I can’t … I don’t want to do this over voicemail. Call me, please?”

      That’s it. I close my eyes against the tears I feel coming. No crying. I’ll find him, let him have his say, then we’ll all move on with our lives. Probably not without more gossip, whispers, and heckling, but if that’s all it is, I can manage. So long as I haven’t made it irrevocably awkward for us to work together, it’ll all be okay.

      Unsure of my ability to stay cool, I shoot him a text message. Just got your message. I’m in the parking lot at the hospital. Can we meet somewhere and talk?

      The three dots come immediately, followed quickly by his reply.

      I’m in my office. There’s no place here to meet without eyes, so just come see me.

      I think about that for a full minute before responding. Will it get you in trouble?

      Again, the dots start as soon as my message is delivered, then the reply: Let me worry about that.

      Since I’m a little early, I don’t waste that advantage, as the sooner I go, the fewer people I’m likely to encounter.

      And I’m not wrong, in fact, seeing nobody else in my unit until I’m safely at Cal’s office door. I give a sharp knock.

      “Come in.”

      With a shuddering breath, I slip inside and close the door behind me. He’s standing at the windows, rubbing his temples as he looks out.

      “Hey,” I say, approaching cautiously.

      His eyes are soft as he drops his hands and looks over at me. Though he looks stressed out to the max. I start to feel like an asshole for causing that … until I remember he’s the one who was flirting while engaged to be married.

      “Sasha,” he breathes, gesturing for me to join him at the windows. He motions out to the sprawl of buildings, the first light of morning beginning to wash over them. “It’s my first office with a view. Can’t say I mind.”

      “Cal, I —”

      He shakes his head, cutting me off. “I appreciate that you wanted to warn me, but Julianna had already called and explained,” he says, shocking the shit out of me.

      “She did what, now?” I ask incredulously.

      He steps toward me, now inches away, putting his hands on my shoulders. “Don’t be angry with her, she just wanted to help.”

      “If you already knew, why am I here?” I ask, annoyed, refusing to look up into his face, but unable to step away and break contact.

      “So I can explain.” His voice is laced with sorrow.

      Now I can’t help looking up. His face is drawn and tired, but he’s every bit as handsome as always, and I dig deep not to let it overwhelm me.

      “Explain what? I’m the one who needed to explain. I mean, it’s between you and your fiancée whether flirting with other women is a big deal, but otherwise I was the one making assumptions and going someplace I never should have gone in the first place. But don’t worry. I’m prepared to keep things strictly professional if you are. I love this job, even with all the crap that comes with it.”

      “She’s not my fiancée,” he says plainly, his hands falling back to his sides.

      “Your wedding website and her calling you her fiancé would suggest otherwise,” I reply slowly, not understanding his meaning.

      Cal studies me carefully, then sucks his bottom lip into his mouth for a moment, causing me to look away again. But I’m still rooted to the spot.

      “She’s the reason I left Los Angeles,” he finally admits. “We decided to call off the wedding and take some time apart. She’s had a little trouble dealing with that.”

      “To the point where you just spent the last five days with her?”

      He smiles dimly and shakes his head. “That’s … not exactly what I was doing.”

      “But you were in Los Angeles. And you saw her.” I glare up at him accusingly.

      “Yes,” he admits with a sigh. “I was. And I did.”

      “And it’s not over between you two.”

      “It would seem it’s not going to be that easy,” he allows. Suddenly his stress makes more sense, and I’m relieved it’s not my doing. Well, not completely anyway.

      “Well, I hope it works out how you want. And I hope that we can put this behind us and move forward as coworkers.”

      He stares down at me intently. “Is that what you want?”

      I break eye contact for fear of … I don’t know what. Instead, I stare at the expanse of his chest. Not that that’s much better, as it’s a reminder of how gorgeous every damn part of him is with his blue scrubs straining over the muscles of his pecs. It takes me a moment to calm myself enough to reply.

      “I don’t want drama. And I don’t want to get in the middle of a lover’s spat. So yes, that’s what I want.”

      “Sasha,” he pleads. That one word nearly undoes me. Because in it I can hear the pain of whatever it is that he’s going through, and his desire to make me understand. But I already have enough on my plate, and I just can’t do this.

      “Please don’t,” I reply, still refusing to look at him. “Last week when I … well, I expected wanting to date someone I work with might be complicated, even if you returned the sentiment. But not like this. This isn’t … I’ve got a lot going on right now.”

      “As do I,” he agrees. “So I respect your position.”

      “Good,” I reply firmly. “So we’re in agreement.”

      “Perhaps. Would you like to hear what I want?”

      I close my eyes and give a slight shake of my head. “Will it change anything?” I open my eyes and look up at him. Mistake. He’s painfully, heartbreakingly beautiful as he looks down longingly into my eyes.

      “I guess I won’t know until I’ve told you,” he says simply. “But I don’t want to overwhelm you. I can only imagine how the wolves have been treating you while I was away.” He gives a faint smile.

      “Fine. What you do want?”

      His eyes light up at the question, and his heated gaze pins me to the spot. “A good many things. But just one that you need to know about.” His hand reaches up, and he strokes a finger down my cheek. “Put simply: You. From the moment I saw you. Even though I knew it would be messy on many levels. Though I’m afraid I haven’t behaved entirely honorably. And I do understand where you’re coming from. But you should know that I’m not going to give up.”

      I squeeze my legs together to quell the shaking I feel starting in my knees. “You’re awfully vocal about your feelings. I thought the English didn’t do that?”

      That gets a full-throated laugh from him. “No, we’re not known for it, I suppose, are we?” he murmurs, continuing to cup my cheek in his hand. “I can’t say I usually am. But then, this is an unusual time in my life.”

      He stares down at me, and I’m mesmerized. His eyes drift to my lips, and it causes heat to rise from my core, all the way up to my cheeks. And I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t want to kiss him right now. I came in here so sure I was going to put him back in the “coworker” box. But now? I’m of two minds again. One wants him to take me on his desk, against the wall, anywhere. Now. The other wants to run and hide.

      “So, has it changed anything?” he asks softly, stroking my bottom lip with his thumb.

      And the next thing I say takes all of my strength to get out. “That depends. What’s left between you and your fiancée?” I ask, hating myself for even wanting to know. For letting the part of me that wants him hope.

      “Essentially? Paperwork. We own property together. Whatever was left between us was finished last week, though I’d known for some time that our ‘time-out’ would be permanent. And now that she can no longer pretend we have a romantic relationship, she’s using legal matters to keep me in her snare. It’ll be bumpy, but our relationship is, in fact, over.” He lets me absorb that for a moment before continuing. “I’ve never dated a coworker, either, Sasha. This is new territory for me too, in more ways than one.”

      His explanation should comfort me. Just a few days ago I was so ready to take this chance. And with him looking down at me, clearly ready to kiss me at any moment … my body sways into him at the thought and I hear his breath hitch.

      Our eyes meet again, and he lowers his face to mine. Desire and panic war inside me as I feel the heat of his lips near mine, waiting for permission, and I’m forced to make a split-second decision.

      I press a hand to his chest and look down, breaking the spell. And cursing myself at the same time.

      “I need time to think about all of this. Let’s give the gossip some time to die down, and I’ll let you know.”

      But really, I wish I hadn’t let him tell me what he wanted. It would be so much easier to pretend I didn’t want him despite everything. Putting myself out there has never been my strong suit.

      “All right then,” he accedes, dropping his hand. “But don’t take too long, or I’m going to have to resort to dodgy tactics to win you over.”

      I look up into his almost-too-casual smirk and give him a small smile in exchange.

      “Come, I’ll help you make your getaway,” he says, slipping his hand in mine and walking me to the door. He pokes his head out and looks both ways down the hall. “Coast is clear.” He reluctantly lets me go and I slip out the door.

      I give him one last glance over my shoulder, trying to think about anything but how much I want him. I put as much distance between us as fast as I can, but even that doesn’t help me forget how it felt to be so close to him … or that he wants me too.
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        * * *

      

      We make it a point to have professional, civil conversation every time we cross paths, and within just a few days the gossip, looks, and snickers have died down considerably. But I still decide I should keep my distance, as I’m not sure I really want to start something with him while he’s still working through things with his ex.

      That is, until I remember how close we came to starting something in his office. The thought sneaks up on me and sends chills down my spine. Even though the rumor mill is always ready to pounce on any little thing, and just a week of being subjected to its machinations has me wondering what it would be like if they got hold of something substantially juicy enough to cause real excitement. I can’t help dreading the idea, and it stops me from marching into his office and claiming that kiss.

      But as if she could smell it in the air, Becca gets on my case Thursday afternoon to go out for drinks after work, since class was cancelled at the last minute. I told her earlier in the week that I’d talked to Cal and that we were keeping it professional but refused to go into any other details at work. Thankfully, she knows me pretty well, so she knows trying to force answers before I’m ready is a fruitless endeavor. But her patience has clearly worn thin. So naturally, her solution is to get me out of work and ply me with booze.

      I only resist a little.

      “Look, chica,” she says, plunking a martini down in front of me once we’ve made it to the bar, “I’ve given you time. Now you’ve gotta tell me what’s going on in that head of yours. The suspense is killing me.”

      “I don’t know if I can, Becks,” I reply, drinking deeply.

      “Why not?”

      “Because if I talk about it, it’s real. And then I have to decide what to do.”

      “What are we deciding?” She takes a prim sip of her Manhattan.

      I chuckle at her use of “we.” Between that and the small amount of alcohol, I’m loose enough to just tell her. I’m going to have to eventually anyway. But really, it’s mostly because I think I’m finally ready to talk. So I don’t hold back, and even telling her what happened, I realize what the answer is. But it goes back to fear, in the end.

      “Sooooo …” she breathes, and I can tell she’s about to lay down some trademark Becca bluntness. “You want him. He wants you. Work bitches be talkin’ shit, ex-fiancée be makin’ trouble. That about sum it up?”

      “Sasha be freakin’ out,” I add, pointing at myself.

      Becca nods and laughs. “All right, all right, at least you can admit it to yourself,” she says. “What’s the worst case for each negative?”

      I blow out a huge breath. “Well, say we date, and things go spectacularly wrong. You know our coworkers are going to make our lives hell for a while. And they’ll never let us forget it. Work will become more or less permanently uncomfortable and awkward.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” she agrees.

      “You’re supposed to be making me feel better, not validate the things I’m freaking out over,” I grouse.

      She shrugs. “I call it like I see it. Keep going.”

      I pull a face and shake my head. “Oookay. His ex could continue to drag him through the mud, making him miserable and ruining him financially.”

      “Aight, that’s where I’ma call bullshit. The man’s a doctor, and they never got married. Girlfriend isn’t entitled to his money, and the good lord knows he’s going to keep making plenty of that.”

      “You have a point,” I concede. She gestures for me to continue, but this is the worst one, for me at least. “And I’m freaking out because I’ve never felt this way about someone who might want me back in the same way. What if it doesn’t work out? What if it’s not what we thought it would be? What if he breaks my heart?”

      “Ahhh, there it is, babe,” she replies with a smile. “That right there. Yes, that’s the worst case, and far outstrips dumbass coworkers and vindictive exes. But consider this: what if he doesn’t break your heart? What happens then?”

      I don’t want to admit that she’s right, even though I know she is. Because the odds aren’t in my favor, and that always makes me uncomfortable. I’m not a risk taker, not by a long shot.

      “You just think about that, and when your big sister Becca’s worldly wisdom sinks in, you’ll get there,” she says with a wink, then takes a huge sip of her drink. “Mmm. I’m gonna need another one of these.”

      “You seem extra saucy tonight,” I accuse her, happy to get off the topic of Cal. “What’s going on with you?”

      A huge grin breaks across her face. “I finally laid eyes on the new orderly and dayum, he’s hotter than hot.”

      “Yeah? Have you talked to him? What’s he like?”

      “Pfff,” she scoffs. “You don’t just go up to a guy like that and start talking to him. I’m going to have to strategize on this one, babe. Just give me a little time, and he’ll be at my mercy before you know it.”

      “Well, he must be scorching hot to put you in such a good mood.”

      “You have no idea. Total bad boy. Tattoos, leather, the works. Beyond yummy.”

      “He was wearing leather at the hospital?” I ask skeptically.

      “He was leaving after his shift wearing a leather jacket,” she explains with a lascivious grin that says he’s every bit as hot as she’s making him out to be.

      “Well, I hope that works out for you.”

      She tilts her head and gives me a loving smile. “I hope things work out for both of us, boo.”

      Thankfully, we get off the topic and onto other, more frivolous things. Which is better, since we both get a little tipsier than we probably should’ve on a work night.

      But when I go to sleep that night, it’s with a peace I haven’t felt in a while. And I’m thankful for a good friend like Becca who, even when things are still difficult, can make you feel less alone in the middle of it all.
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
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