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Chapter 1


Sarah Golden didn’t remember having left the TV on before she’d passed out the night before, but its loud noise woke her out of a sound sleep. She could tell by the light coming in her window that it was late morning. Sitting up in bed, she watched a tall, naked man drinking from a milk carton in the kitchenette. The studio apartment she’d rented near the Miami Transplant Institute had been all she needed when she’d decided to take the traveling nurse job three months ago, in May. Because of her transplant experience, they’d offered her a $5,000 signing bonus to work a four-month gig.


She struggled to piece together how the prior evening had ended after she had left the bar with her nurse colleagues, but the pounding in her head was too much. She had to lie back down.


“A blonde with a nice, firm body and long legs,” she mumbled to herself. Sarah had taken home her share of strong, handsome men but was rarely attracted to blonds. What was his name? What did he do? She watched him playing with the remote and then closed her eyes. She fondly recalled that he was an excellent kisser. She loved to make out. They’d spent almost an hour in his car before she’d asked him up to her place. The thought brought a grin to her sleepy face.


Before she could open her eyes again, he was next to her, kissing her softly on her neck, reaching his hand beneath the smooth sheets. His fingers started to arouse her before she could protest. He kissed her mouth.


“Good morning, you wild woman. I wanted to make you breakfast in bed, but you have no food in your refrigerator. So I thought I’d give you something else for breakfast.” With that, she welcomed Blondie as he slid on top of her and they started to rock gently under the covers.


Not a bad way to wake up, she thought, and he was well endowed. She ignored her headache and enjoyed her breakfast.


• • •


After they’d both had their fill, Sarah a few times, she kissed Blondie on the head and went into the bathroom. She grabbed some Advil from the medicine cabinet, gulped them down with water, and took a hot, soapy shower. She shampooed her long brown hair and wrapped it in a towel. She was putting on her silky bathrobe when Blondie came into the bathroom, still naked.


“Want to fool around a little more before we go out to eat?” he asked.


“You were amazing, but I need to get ready for work.” She didn’t actually have to work; she just didn’t want a relationship with any man, even though she enjoyed them sexually. She was especially not looking for something here in Miami. Blondie wore a slight look of disappointment when he stepped into the shower.


Sarah went into the kitchen and glanced at the TV. CNN was on, and she spotted her old friend Dr. Bower sitting at a table, facing a panel of US congresspeople. She unmuted the TV. The small print on the bottom of the screen read:“Federal Subcommittee of Investigation and Oversight. Hearings on National Organ Distribution.” The camera showed the committee members. The woman chairing the committee was speaking: “Dr. Bower, you can say with absolute certainty that all organs are allocated equitably throughout the United States? There is no way to game the system? You have data to prove this?”


Dr. Bower leaned forward toward his microphone, his disheveled white hair partly covering his soft brown eyes. “Madam Chair and committee members, I am president of the United Network for Organ Sharing, known as UNOS. As you will see when you review your packets, every organ offered is tracked, regardless of whether it is transplanted or discarded. We follow all transplant recipients for the rest of their lives. Public trust is paramount to the success of organ and tissue donation and transplantation. I am happy to answer any questions.” With that, he sat back and took a sip of water, appearing calm. His lawyer, sitting next to him, whispered into his ear.


Sarah was shocked to see her old colleague. It had been over four years since their paths had crossed. He looked dapper, as always, but he’d clearly aged. She had worked with Bower when he was a transplant fellow and recalled how handsome he was and how passionate he was about anything that had to do with transplantation. She’d known then it was only matter of time before he’d be leading one of the biggest programs in the country, and then was elected to be the president of UNOS.


Just then, Blondie emerged from the bathroom, fresh and dressed, and jolted her out of her thoughts. What a handsome man he was; his blue eyes sparkled as he looked at her. “I’d like to take you to my favorite hole-in-the-wall breakfast joint right near the hospital. Best coffee and waffles you’ll ever taste.” He put his hand on her shoulder and gently kissed her cheek. She muted the TV again but had trouble keeping her eyes off the screen.


“Sounds good, but I really do need to finish up some work here and then head straight out. Sorry about that.” She stood up, pecked him on the cheek, and ushered him toward the door.


“I’d really like to see you again—sooner, rather than later,” he insisted. “When’s your next day off?”


“How about you give me your number and I’ll call you when I get my schedule?” Her cell phone began to ring from her bedside table. She ran back and answered it when she saw on the caller ID that it was Marty, the nurse manager from the hospital.


“Hi, Sarah. I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time, but I really need you to come in today. They did two liver transplants last night, and they’re having to transfer more patients out of the unit than they expected. Betty and Jill called in sick with the flu. I know it’s your day off, but you’ll get overtime pay.”


Betty and Jill looked just fine last night at the bar, Sarah thought. This would be her fifth twelve-hour day in a row. But she needed the money, so she took a deep breath and said, “Sorry to hear Betty and Jill are sick. Sure, I can come in. What time?”


“As soon as you can get here. How about in an hour?”


“I’ll need to get a quick bite; then I’ll be in, Marty.”


“Thanks. I really appreciate it. Bye.”


Sarah ended the call and looked at Blondie, who had followed her into the bedroom and was smiling. “Shit, I have to go in early.” That’s what I get for lying, she thought.


Blondie handed her a piece of paper with his name and number written on it and said, “I’ll be waiting for your call, Beautiful.” With that, he reached in for a final hug and left.


She glanced at the paper: Ned Brook. Nice to know. Sarah looked at the TV again, but the screen was now showing weather reports, so she turned it off. She opened her laptop on the kitchen counter and sent Dr. Bower a quick e-mail praising his excellent testimony. She opened the tiny cabinet next to her refrigerator and pulled out a jar of crunchy Jiffy, grabbed a tablespoon from the utensil drawer, and ate one big scoop of peanut butter, then another. She tossed the spoon in the sink, leaving the peanut butter jar on the counter, grabbed her purse and keys, and headed downstairs.


• • •


As soon as she got in the car, an ugly brown rental, her phone rang again. It was Jackie, her best friend since nurses’ training.


“Hey, Jackie, perfect timing.”


“Hey, Sarah. Thanks for texting me that picture of the tall blond and those two women in scrubs. Looked like a real serious work meeting. I assume you were drinking rum.”


“I think I drank enough for both of us. I don’t think there’s any left in Miami. Those two whores called in today, so I have to go in on my day off.” Sarah leaned over, opened the glove compartment, and took a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup out of a bag.


“That sucks. What were you doing with the blond? He had his hand on your boob—speaking of whores.”


As Sarah was unwrapping her candy, she responded, “He was a souvenir and a mighty fine one, if I say so myself.” She took a bite of the peanut butter cup; she liked to eat the chocolate off the sides first and then squish the top and bottom and lick the peanut butter as it oozed out the sides.


“Wow, you don’t waste any time—you’ve been there three months, and you’re already getting laid. You go, girl. Was he any good?”


“Right up there, Jack. I’m going to put you on speakerphone. I need to start driving to work. How are that sweet son and rocket-scientist wife of yours?” Sarah finished the peanut butter cup, threw the wrapper on the passenger-side floor, started the car, and drove toward the medical center.


Whenever she and Jackie had gone out to bars in nursing school, Jackie had had a way with bumping into all the cute guys—literally. Only five feet tall, with a wide frame, she commanded a lot of attention. Sarah had then apologized for her friend, and that had always turned out to be a good conversation starter, so they had never had any problems meeting men willing to buy them both drinks, even though Jackie played for the other team. Jackie’s motto was “a free drink is a free drink.”


Now, Jackie was a wife and a mother, and was saying, “Wyatt misses his aunt Sarah and wants you to take him to a Giants game. You spoiled him, not me.”


“Well, someone has to be Ms. Disciplinarian. Tell him I’ll be home soon and we’ll have an overnight so his moms can have a date.”


“Yeah, at this point I’m lucky to see Laura once a week. She gets home long after Wyatt and I are in bed and leaves before we get up. She should just get an apartment in the city.”


“Now, don’t get dramatic. You knew when they offered her the assistant medical examiner position that it was a park-your-life-at-the-door job. Remember, you guys made a deal. Besides, this will give you the perfect opening to ask her if you can meet me here in Miami and we can go to Cuba.”


“Yeah, I know I made the deal, but this suburban-mom thing ain’t all it’s cracked up to be. I miss her.”


“Get a sitter and go in to the city to surprise her and take her out for dinner. Find that romance again. You can do it.”


“Good idea. I’ll work on it. Listen, I’ve been researching our Cuba trip and I found really cheap airfare. It turns out my aunt Millie is going to be in Cuba around the same time we’re planning to go. The Cuban national ballet asked her to come coach their troupe and teach the costume staff how to make tutus. Like, for real.” Jackie paused.


Sarah started to laugh. “And to think, all these years we thought it was crazy that she was a ballerina, and now, in her old age, she’s still working full-time. She’s our ticket to Cuba. You sure pulled that one out of your ass.”


Jackie chimed in, “Yeah, well, she’s going to tell the US government that we’re her assistants. She said we’ll need to do some paperwork and be sure our passports are current. She even offered to let us stay in the apartment she’s expensing. We’ll only have to pay for our airfare, and the rest of your bonus money can go toward pure entertainment.”


“I hear the music is off the charts and the food is amazing, and I love Cuban cigars,” Sarah said. “You know me—when I’m off work, I unplug. It’ll be all about the food, the fun, and the sex. And boy, am I ready to unplug. You promised to find me a wild Cuban, too, and I’m holding you to it.” The only person Sarah trusted implicitly to share this adventure was Jackie.


“I’ll find you more than one,” Jackie assured her. “How’s the assignment, anyway? Are you going to make it to the end so we can spend your bonus?”


“You better believe it. I’m working my ass off, but I can handle it.”


“I am so ready to party. I’m about to eat one of these fucking soccer moms. I’ll take your advice and take Laura to dinner in the city. She has to know I’m getting crispy around the edges. I’ll introduce the Cuba idea slowly.”


Sarah turned down University Street, which would take her right to the medical center.


“If anyone can get her to say yes, you can. You haven’t had a vacation with me since we went to Mexico and we both almost got arrested. That was two years ago, and we’ve both been on our best behavior since then. Hey, do you think there are any comedy clubs in Cuba?”


Jackie started laughing. “I’ll do some research; I know you like your comedians. Brush up on your Spanish so you’ll know what you’re laughing at. I really need a Sarah fix, and a side of rum would help, too.”


Sarah pulled the car over under a huge palm tree across the street from the hospital so she could finish her conversation without distractions. “I’m so excited. I can’t wait. We have one more month until I’m out of here.”


Jackie said, “You be careful down there. I know you’re a big girl, but no one has your back like I do.”


“I know, Jackie. And I appreciate it.”


“Call me tomorrow so we can talk about exact dates and details. What should we call this one—our Ricky Ricardo getaway? That’s R and R, right?” Jackie asked.


“Love it. I’ll call you tomorrow. Give Wyatt a hug and kiss from me, and tell Laura hello. Love you.”


“Love you, too.”


Once Sarah hung up, she quickly checked her e-mail and found a response from Dr. Bower to the message she’d sent him that morning. He was inviting her to go interview for a senior transplant coordinator position at the San Francisco Transplant Institute. She responded with a maybe and asked him to send her the job description. Then she pulled her car back onto the street, turned left into the hospital parking lot, and found a space.


• • •


Sarah made her way to the transplant floor, changed into her blue scrubs, and wrapped her stethoscope around her neck. As was customary, the nurse going off duty would give a verbal report to the nurse coming on duty. Then the nurse who was coming on would check the shift’s electronic medical record to confirm medications and treatments. Sarah would be taking care of a deceased-donor liver transplant recipient who had just been transferred from the surgical intensive care unit to the transplant floor; a living liver donor; and the recipient of a liver transplant, over a week ago, from a directed donor—some gang member, the nurse thought. Sarah took the necessary notes and checked the computer records to confirm all the medications and review the comments the nurse had written at the end of her shift.


As the day nurse was leaving, she motioned for Sarah to follow her back to the report room. “That woman who got the directed liver from a gang member, Amanda Stein, I think she’s some bigwig from one of those huge tech companies in Silicon Valley.”


Sarah asked, “Do you know what company?”


“I don’t, but I’m sure her boy toy would tell you if you could get him off his cell phone. He’s a real looker—tall, dark, and handsome. He looks like a younger, taller version of Antonio Banderas. His name’s Sergio Torres. I had to tell him three times to turn off his cell phone or go down to the family lounge to take his calls. You know that shit doesn’t cut it around here. Anyway, you’ve got your hands full. I told him next time I’m calling security. By the way, Amanda likes her pain meds. Good luck.”


“Thanks for the heads-up. I’ll take care of him,” Sarah said. With that, she went into Amanda’s room. Sure enough, there was the Antonio Banderas look-alike on his cell phone. With one glance, Sarah knew she would take him home if she met him in a bar. He was much more her usual type than Blondie from that morning.


She walked up to him and snatched the phone out of his hand. “This is a hospital, and we have patients who need their rest. You can deal with security regarding your cell phone.”


She turned on her heel, marched right to the nursing station, and called security. Sergio was right behind her. “Excuse me—I need my cell phone back right now. Who do you think you are? That’s my private property!” The only thing between him and Sarah was the tall nursing station counter, and he was reaching over it, toward the cell phone in Sarah’s hand.


Sarah backed away, creating more distance between them, just as two hospital security guards approached him from behind.


“Sir, you’re going to have to come with us now. We can make it easy or hard,” declared the taller guard.


Sarah leaned over the counter and handed the security guard the phone. “He needs to be escorted off this floor now and educated about where and when he is allowed to use his cell phone, or he is not welcome back to this unit.”


The guards bookended him and moved him toward the elevator doors at the end of the hallway. Sarah stood for five seconds she didn’t really have to spare, watching Sergio protest against his escorts, as he spouted bilingual curses and threats to sue the hospital, get the guards fired, and call the CEO of the medical center. The hefty guards didn’t even look at him.


Sarah shook her head and went into the medication room to confirm that the pharmacy had delivered her patients’ medications for the day. “Why do all the really handsome ones have to be such assholes?” she mumbled to herself. She was about to dismiss Sergio as just another good-looking jerk, but it was more than that—he cared more about his cell phone than he did about his sick girlfriend. All the other patients’ families hovered over their loved ones, who had just been given a second chance at life. Because of an organ shortage, most of the patients were at death’s door before they received a liver, and many died while waiting. Sergio was more than the usual brand of handsome, pampered prince who strolled through this floor now and then. There was something really off about him.


“Oh well,” Sarah said aloud to the unoccupied meds room. “Too much rum will get you talking to yourself.”





Chapter 2


When Sarah went back to Amanda’s room, she could still hear a loud discussion going on between the security guards and Boy Toy down the hall as she closed the door. The combination of not having gotten much sleep the night before, her hangover, and her five consecutive twelve-hour shifts had left her exhausted, and her patience and compassion were on empty. She knew she had to muster up enough energy to get through this shift, but things hadn’t started out well.


Amanda was awake. “I need something right now for pain!” she cried out. “Where is Sergio?”


Sarah watched Amanda thrashing back in forth in bed and could hear that Amanda’s breathing was shallow and rapid. She approached the head of the bed and gently put her fingers on Amanda’s wrist to check her pulse, which was steady and fast.


“Hi, Ms. Stein,” she said. “I’m Sarah Golden, and I’ll be your nurse. I can get you something for pain as soon as I take your vital signs and check your dressing. I read your chart, and you’re due for pain medication in about thirty minutes.”


“Thirty minutes! I can’t wait that long,” Amanda shrieked.


“Ms. Stein, please try to calm down. I need to be sure that everything is okay, and then I’ll go and get your medication from the narcotics cabinet.” Sarah quickly took Amanda’s blood pressure and temperature and counted her respirations. Her blood pressure and pulse were slightly elevated, but everything else was fine. Her abdominal dressings were clean, and her intravenous lines were flowing well.


“Now!” Amanda screamed. “I need it now!”


“All right, I hear you, Ms. Stein. I’ll go get your medication right now.” Working on a transplant floor had made Sarah well aware that the first seven to ten days after a liver transplant was a painful time for most patients.


“Hurry.” Amanda was starting to cry.


“I’ll be right back.” Sarah left the room, got the keys to the narcotics cabinet, and asked another nurse to cosign for Amanda’s morphine, a highly regulated drug. She drew up the appropriate dose and promptly returned to Amanda’s bedside. “I’m here with your medication. Per hospital procedure, I’ll need to ask you for two patient identifiers before I administer it to you.” Big mistakes had been made in the past when the wrong patient had gotten the wrong drug, so now, asking for two patient identifiers was a mandatory step for medical professionals everywhere in the United States.


“What is your full name?”


“For Christ’s sake, can’t you read? Amanda Stein.” Amanda was holding her abdomen with both hands.


Sarah checked the records. “Thank you. And your date of birth?”


“My birthday is none of your fucking business. Just give me the drugs!” Amanda tried to push herself up in bed but collapsed back onto the bed in pain.


“I am required to ask you these questions, Ms. Stein. If you’re uncomfortable telling me your date of birth, then how about what city you were born in?”


“San Francisco, California.”


Sarah confirmed the information and administered the medication directly into Amanda’s IV.


Amanda let out a sigh of relief as the morphine entered her bloodstream. Sarah could see her body visibly relax and her breathing slow down. She positioned Amanda’s pillows to ensure that she was comfortable. She reminded herself that a liver transplant was major surgery; they had to take out the entire diseased liver first, then transplant a healthy one. The patient was in the operating room for almost six hours from start to finish.


“I’ll make sure we stay ahead of that pain, Ms. Stein, so you don’t get to that place again. Can I get you anything else before I leave?”


Amanda gently shook her head back and forth. “No, I think I need to rest for a little while. Where did you say Sergio went?” She was starting to doze off, which happened when the morphine first kicked in.


Sarah didn’t think it was a good time to tell her that security had escorted him away. “He went downstairs.”


“Okay.” Amanda was slurring.


“I’ll be back in a little while to help you sit on the side of the bed, and then we’ll go for a walk. Dr. Santos would like you to walk up and down the hall at least three times before bed tonight.” Amanda acknowledged Sarah’s comments with a nod. Sarah left the room and headed to the nursing station to chart on Amanda’s status.


As Sarah walked toward the nursing station, she glanced into the rooms of her other patients; they all seemed to be resting comfortably. She would go check on them after she charted on Amanda. She remembered why she liked working on a surgical floor: once the patients had their pain under control and could get around, they were discharged and she usually never saw them again. When Sarah had worked on a medical floor right out of nursing school, the same patients had come back repeatedly. They usually had a condition like hypertension or diabetes and didn’t take care of themselves, so they had come in with the same issues over and over again.


Sarah went to the nursing station, completed the charting, and scrolled down to review Amanda’s history and physical while things were quiet. The intern’s notes on Amanda revealed that she was thirty-six. Only child. Both parents healthy, no preexisting diseases; died in a private-plane crash in France when Amanda was twenty. BA in history from Vassar; MBA from Columbia. Contracted hepatitis C when she was working in China for Cisco two years earlier. Single; no children. Kept hepatitis C in check for some time with the help of a hepatologist in San Francisco and new drugs. Had a history of using cocaine and alcohol but stopped when diagnosed with hepatitis C. Her disease had stopped responding to the drugs about six months before, so she had been listed for a liver in Miami.


Interesting, Sarah thought. She must know someone who knows the deal about waiting times for livers in the United States.


Before Sarah could dig any more deeply into Amanda’s chart, she heard the patient call lights buzzing and had to log off. She wanted to check who was listed as Amanda’s emergency contact but would have to do that later.


Sarah’s head was spinning with the facts about Amanda as she walked into Mr. Grant’s room. She could tell he was physically in pain from the grimace on his face.


“Looks like you need something for pain, Mr. Grant. Can you tell me what number you are, from one to ten, on the pain scale?”


“I’m at a nine. I think I waited too long to ask. Sorry about that.” He put out his arm as Sarah quickly took his blood pressure and checked the rest of his vital signs. She reviewed his chart, then went to the medication room and drew up some morphine.


Sarah returned to Mr. Grant’s room and administered the drug. “There—that should make you comfortable, Mr. Grant. You’re one of our heroes, you know—donating a lobe of your liver to your ten-year-old son is the most generous and brave thing you could have done. James is so lucky to have such a healthy and loving father.” Sarah checked his dressings and drainage tube; everything looked clean and dry. They would probably pull the drainage tube in the morning, as it didn’t seem to have anything coming out of it anymore.


Mr. Grant had visibly relaxed from the medication. “You’ll do anything to save your child’s life. Do you have little ones at home?”


Sarah was charting the medication in Mr. Grant’s record, using a portable computer on wheels, and glanced up at him. “No, no kids. Still single and happy,” she said, adding silently to herself, Not having any kids. Never getting married. Jackie’s son, Wyatt, was plenty for her to love up and then drop back home.


“Pretty girl like you, I bet you have plenty of these handsome doctors running after you, trying to put a ring on your finger.” Mr. Grant was sitting up in bed now.


Sarah ignored his comment and said, “Now, Mr. Grant, let’s get you moving around a bit. I know you want to walk over to the pediatric floor to see James. Maybe tonight, if you’re up for it. I did get a call from the unit he’s on, and the charge nurse said he’s doing great. What’s your pain level now?”


“It’s a two. And James is doing great. My wife stopped by this afternoon on her way back from the cafeteria and was going to take him for a walk.”


Sarah went to help Mr. Grant stand up and walk to the bathroom with his IV pole. “Your surgery is actually more complex than the liver transplant James had, so it’s normal for you to be in this much pain. We’ll get you moving around and off the IV fluids by tonight if you hold your dinner down. I saw in your chart that you had a light lunch. Did that feel okay?”


“Yes, lunch was actually pretty tasty. Who knew hospital food could actually be good?” he said, as he shut the bathroom door.


Sarah straightened Mr. Grant’s bed linens and placed a soft white blanket on the chair next to his bed so he could sit up for a while. She organized the beautiful assortment of roses and carnations on his bedside table and glanced at the card. It read: “Thanks for saving my life, Dad. Love, James.” There was a red heart drawing under James’s signature. Sarah sighed deeply and smiled. This was part of why she was addicted to transplant patients: their families’ love and commitment were often so intense and emotional. She’d seen the flip side of the coin, too, where time ran out and little kids died waiting for a deceased-donor organ. Even though the national sharing system favored kids, sometimes the right-size donor never came in time. Many transplant programs had even taken to splitting deceased-donor livers so two small recipients could benefit from a single liver. Still, the fact remained that there were far more patients waiting than there were organs available.


Mr. Grant came out of the bathroom, wheeled his IV pole over to the chair, and sat down. “How about I watch a little TV and then we take that walk to see James?”


“Sounds like a plan. I’ll be back in about an hour. I put your call light and some water for you on your bedside table. If you need anything, just press the bell. You look much better. Got some color in your cheeks.” Sarah did a quick visual assessment of the room and, once she felt comfortable leaving Mr. Grant, gave him a thumbs-up. He returned the gesture, and she walked out.


Sarah was about to return to Amanda’s room, when she heard Sergio Torres’s voice. “Don’t worry, honey, you’re almost at the finish line. No problems with anything. You’ll be back to your fabulous self, full of energy, in no time at all. All my planning has paid off.”


Sarah wasn’t quite sure what to make of his statement and needed to get Amanda up, per doctor’s orders. She walked into the room, but before she could say anything, Sergio stood up.


“I want to apologize for my bad behavior earlier. I have turned off my cell phone and will not even take it out of my pocket until I’m outside. Please accept my apology.”


Sarah watched him bend down to read her name tag.


“Sarah Golden.”


“Thank you, Mr. Torres. I appreciate your understanding. I need to get Ms. Stein up for her walk. Could I ask you to step outside for a few moments?”


“You can call me Sergio, and yes, I was just going on an errand for her.”


Sergio looked over Sarah’s shoulder at Amanda, now propped up in bed. “I’ll be back soon, if I don’t get lost. Anything else I can get you from Saks, other than your face cream?”


Amanda was looking much better than she had when Sarah had left her half an hour earlier. “Yes, get me the Sisley night cream and their serum. Thanks, Sergio. Hurry up—Saks closes at nine. You’re such a dear.”


Sergio closed the door behind him on his way out, and Sarah coached Amanda on how to support her incision and move herself to the side of the bed.


“Take your hands and press them gently over your incision, as if you’re holding on to something fragile. One on top of the other,” Sarah instructed.


Amanda paid careful attention and did exactly as Sarah directed.


Sarah placed her hand on Amanda’s back and carefully helped her stand up.


“That really helped. I feel a little dizzy.” Amanda took a deep breath.


“Take a few more deep breaths, and then let me know when you’re ready to start walking. Do you have a robe, or would you like me to put a hospital gown around your back?”


“A hospital gown will do for now. I don’t want to get any blood on my robe. My slippers are under the bed.” Amanda took another deep breath.


Sarah bent down and retrieved the fancy pink satin slippers and placed them in front of Amanda. Amanda slipped them onto her feet. Sarah took a clean, folded hospital gown off the chair beside Amanda’s bed and covered Amanda’s back.


This broad must be loaded, sending Sergio to Saks for million-dollar facial products and wearing these Gucci slippers. Must be nice, Sarah thought. “You’re doing great, Ms. Stein,” she said aloud. “How is your pain?”


Amanda responded, “I’m at about a three. And you can call me Amanda.”


Amazing how morphine makes people friendlier, Sarah thought.


“That’s good. I’ll be taking you on a slow, steady walk around the corridor three times if you can tolerate it. Then we’ll come back into your room and have you sit up in the chair for a little while before you get ready to rest for the night. Does that sound okay?” Sarah had started to move Amanda toward the door.


“Yes, I think I can do it; I walked earlier today. I will definitely need something for sleep. It’s so loud here at night, with all the beeping and the hall noise. I don’t know how anyone can sleep. Thank goodness I have a private room.”


Amanda’s five-foot-eleven-inch frame towered over Sarah, who was only five-foot-six, as they walked slowly down the hall. Amanda’s long blond hair was tied in a ponytail; she had high cheekbones and large blue eyes with bags under them—appropriate, given the major surgery she had just had. Her lips puffed out much more than normal lips should, so Sarah was pretty sure Amanda had had some work done on her face.


“Yes, I will be giving you something for sleep and possibly for pain, should you need it,” she replied to Amanda’s request.


“Oh, I’ll need both. Just count on it.”


As the two women slowly made their way around the nursing corridor, Amanda stopped and stared at a wall with handwritten notes and letters pinned on it, along with photographs of patients with their arms around some of the nursing staff and transplant doctors. Sarah had seen this type of wall created at many of the transplant programs she had worked for. She watched Amanda pause to read what looked like a letter with a big “thank you” written on it.


“What are all these thank-you letters?” Amanda asked.


Sarah moved in closer. “These are copies of notes the patients have written to their donor families. They also thank the staff and doctors for their wonderful care. You’re welcome to write a letter to your donor family, and we can send it along to the procurement program that recovered your liver. They will decide if and when it’s appropriate to pass it along to the donor family. It does take a while for the donor families, but they are truly comforted by knowing that the senseless death of their loved one helped others live. Some donor families actually want to meet the recipients.”


Sarah watched Amanda’s face, expecting her to offer to write a letter to her donor family, but Amanda remained expressionless as she started to move down the corridor again. How odd, thought Sarah; almost every recipient of a deceased-donor organ immediately thought of the person who died and wanted to thank the family.


The silence between the two of them was deafening as they finished the walk. Once they returned to Amanda’s room, Sarah helped her sit in a high-backed chair while she straightened Amanda’s bed and bedside table.


Amanda asked, “Would you get me my laptop? I haven’t checked my e-mail since I was admitted, and I know there are a million people who want to know how I’m doing. It’s in the leather briefcase in the closet.”


“Please” might be nice, Sarah thought. This lady gave new meaning to the word “entitled.” She opened up the closet and saw another Gucci product, a lush, expensive-looking maroon briefcase with the initials “AS” embossed on the top.


“Here you go.” Sarah placed the case on the bedside table.


“That’s perfect. Now, if you’ll just plug in the charger and get me some ice water, I’ll be good.” Amanda dialed the combination to open the case and handed Sarah her laptop charging cord.


Sarah knelt down on the floor and plugged in the cord behind the bed. Would you like me to kiss your ass while I’m at it?


Amanda opened up her laptop and turned it on. “I hope there’s Wi-Fi in this room.”


“Yes there’s free Wi-Fi throughout the hospital.” Sarah handed Amanda a glass of ice water. “I’ll be taking care of other patients, so press your call light if you need me.” With that, Sarah left Amanda staring at her computer screen, the words “thank you” nowhere to be heard.


Sarah went by the nursing desk to let the charge nurse know she would be leaving the floor with Mr. Grant and then went to his room. He was already standing up, with his hospital robe around his shoulders.


He greeted Sarah with a smile. “I’m ready to go see my boy. Would you like to be my escort?” He bent his arm without the IV toward her. What a change in energy, Sarah thought; she needed to clear the toxic feelings she had from being with Amanda. She escorted Mr. Grant slowly to the pediatric unit several floors below, and her heart burst as his son saw his dad walk into his room. James’s big brown eyes were the size of half dollars as he left his chair and went to gently hug his dad. After a few minutes, father and son walked to the playroom with Mom.


“I’ll be back in about thirty minutes to take you back to your room, Mr. Grant. Take it easy, now.” Sarah took the elevator down to the coffee shop on the first floor and sat down to have a quick cup. The strong aroma wafted up her nose, and she slowly sipped it after she added cream and sugar. It was just the boost she needed.


Mr. Grant was waiting in James’ room when Sarah got back. He looked tired. “I’ll see you tomorrow, James.” Mr. Grant embraced his son and winked at his wife as he and Sarah left the room. Sarah put her arm around his back and held on to the IV pole to help Mr. Grant navigate the hall and get into the elevator.


Sarah pressed the ninth-floor button. “Your son looks amazing, Mr. Grant. Did you have a nice visit with him?”


“Yes—he’s already back to his old self. He asked if he could play soccer again and wants to join the swim team this summer. I can’t tell you how happy we are that he’s doing so well. You have an amazing transplant team.”


“I will be sure to share that with the team. You may want to tell them yourself when they make rounds tomorrow morning. In the meantime, let’s get you back in bed and ready for a good night’s sleep. How’s your pain level?” Sarah could see by the way he was walking, leaned over a bit, that he was in more pain than he had been when they’d left.


“It’s about a six, so I think I may need something once I’m back in bed. Don’t want to be chasing that pain again.” Mr. Grant sat down in his chair and rested as Sarah got a warm washcloth for him to wipe his face with.


“Here’s a washcloth. I set up your toothbrush, too. Then get in bed, and I’ll be back with your nighttime medications and a pain shot.”


After finishing Mr. Grant’s care and getting him settled, Sarah charted his progress in his record, washed her hands, and headed back to Amanda’s room. As she got close, she saw Sergio walk in before her with a large Saks Fifth Avenue bag. A strong odor of alcohol trailed behind Sergio.


As she walked into the room, Sarah saw Amanda give Sergio the evil eye as she asked him, “Where the hell have you been?” Then Amanda looked at Sarah and said, “You were gone too long, too. I need pain medication and a sleeping pill.”


“I was taking care of another patient, Amanda. I’ll get your nighttime mediations and something for pain. What number are you at?” Sarah retorted.


“I’m at a ten at least. I’d appreciate it if you could get my medications immediately.”


Sarah finished adjusting Amanda’s various lines and walked toward the door. “I’ll give you two some privacy,” she said. Sarah closed the door and was about to walk to the nursing station, when she heard Amanda yelling at Sergio. “You reek of alcohol. What took you so long? Were you out with some Cuban whore while I was here, suffering?”


“I have worked hard to be sure you got everything you needed, so don’t start bitching at me for having a few drinks and relaxing. You shouldn’t be saying anything about a Cuban whore, when you have no idea where your liver came from.”


Amanda yelled, “I told you I didn’t want to know anything! No details! Your job was to get me a liver; now get the fuck out of my room!”


With that, Sergio came barreling through Amanda’s door and almost knocked Sarah over.





Chapter 3


After working five twelve-hour shifts in a row and dealing with Amanda and Sergio, Sarah decided to fly to the Bay Area for three days to see Jackie. She had been working as a traveler for over three years but had kept an apartment in San Francisco as a home base.


Sarah called Jackie the next morning to let her know she was coming.


“Hey, Sarah, what are you doing up so early? Don’t you have another twelve tonight?”


“I need a home fix, so I decided last night I’m coming back for a few days. I’m so excited to see you. We can plan our Cuba trip. Can you pick me up at the airport?” Sarah was feeling relieved already.


“I would love to pick you up. When are you getting in?”


“I get in to San Francisco Thursday night at seven. Let’s go to that great Burmese restaurant, and you can spend the night at my apartment. Can you get a sitter?”


“I can do better than that. Wyatt has a Boy Scouts camping trip this weekend, and Laura is going to a state medical examiners’ conference in San Diego, so we’re free, sister! Let me grab a pen so I can write down your flight info.” Jackie sounded beyond excited.


“I’ll just text it to you. I plan on meeting with Dr. Bower Friday afternoon about a possible position. I think this is going to be my last traveling job. I need to stay home, watch Wyatt grow up, and be with my BFF.”


“Man, have you been doing some serious thinking, girl. What prompted this new change? Did you say the Dr. Bower? The Dr. Bower you declared would be the only transplant surgeon you would ever consider sleeping with? That Dr. Bower?” Jackie was speaking quickly.


“Yes, that Dr. Bower, and I never did close the deal, so just relax. He’s still happily married to Mrs. Movie Star, and their two kids are perfect. Blah, blah, blah. Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I saw him on CNN and e-mailed him to congratulate him, and he responded and asked if I was interested in a senior coordinator position. I thought, why not throw my hat in the ring and apply?” Sarah paused as she walked into the kitchen to pour herself a cup of coffee.


“Well, we certainly have some talking to do and some Cuba trip planning to figure out. We still have to go there before you sign on the dotted line for any new job. I’ll see you at the airport. I have to go to a stupid Boy Scout troop meeting to finalize the camping trip. Some of these moms make me want to throw up—so worried about little Billy not having a night light. They’re out in the fucking woods. I’ll see you Thursday,” Jackie said.
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