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      SARA

      “Stupid winter.” My lips were stiff as I muttered the words, half frozen from the thirty-second dash inside from my car. I gritted my chattering teeth and yanked off my gloves, throwing them onto the floor.

      With my fingers free, I tore the hat off my head and unwound the anaconda of a scarf constricting my throat. Once I could breathe again, I wrestled with the zipper on my coat, which had been giving me trouble all week. It slid down easily enough but at the bottom where the dual zipper clips met, I couldn’t get one side free from the other.

      “Let.” I jerked the zipper hard.

      “Me.” One hand pulled down as the other pulled up.

      “Go!”

      It came loose as the bottom plastic piece went zinging across the room.

      Annnnd now I need a new coat.

      “Grrrr!” I stomped my boots furiously on the mat, pounding my frustration into the carpet as chunks of snow scattered across the tile floor of the Prescott Spa. The outburst only made me feel worse. My shoulders fell and I hung my head. Deflated, I whispered, “I. Hate. This.”

      “Uh, Sara?”

      I pushed the curtain of strawberry-blond hair out of my face and looked up to see all eyes on me.

      “What’s wrong?” my best friend Gigi asked.

      “Everything.” My chin quivered, which only made it worse.

      I shrugged off my broken coat and bent to swipe up my gear from the floor, using the task as a means to suck in a few deep breaths before I cried. With my emotions in check—for the moment—I toed off my chunky black Sorel boots, setting them beside the five other pairs of a similar style.

      It was girls’ night at the spa, something five of my friends and I tried to do at least once a month. I hadn’t been able to make the last few because I’d been home with my newborn son. I hadn’t planned on coming tonight either. Hudson was two months old and it was difficult for me to leave him. Given how hard it had been to have him in the first place, I was all right being stereotyped a clingy mom.

      “I didn’t think you were coming tonight.” Gigi stood from her chair along the far wall, crossing the room in bare feet. Her jeans were cuffed up her calves.

      “I changed my mind.”

      “What’s wrong? You seem upset.”

      “I’m mad at winter.” Among other things.

      “She’s a bitch this year,” Felicity huffed from her seat in one of two pedicure chairs. “My car said twelve below on the drive in.”

      “Mine said fourteen,” I grumbled.

      It was February and we’d had cold temperatures for months. The snow was piled everywhere, making driving through our small town slow. The wind would blow every few days and create rock-hard drifts in our driveway to trap my car in the garage until Milo could get them cleared away. And worse, there was no end in sight.

      In the nearly twelve years I’d lived in Montana, we’d never had one this bitter. The forecast was calling for negative twenty tomorrow during broad daylight, and the wind chill would drop that temperature even lower, leaving me barricaded inside because it was just too cold to take Hudson anywhere.

      I didn’t like leaving my baby, but I did like leaving the house, even if it was just for the grocery store. The only good thing that had come out of Milo’s mouth tonight had been his suggestion to come to the spa.

      “Who’s next?” The spa owner walked in from the back hallway. Sabrina followed, her long blond hair tied up in a ponytail and her eyelids heavy after her massage.

      “It’s my turn, but I think Sara needs it more.” Maisy stood from her seat and crossed the room, pulling me in for a quick hug. “You go next.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” I wasn’t going to argue. I needed some time to close my eyes, relax and replay the fight I’d had with Milo.

      We never fought. I could count on one hand the number of arguments we’d had in our eleven years of marriage. I was itchy and uncomfortable. The knot in my stomach kept pulling tighter and tighter. Maybe I should go home so we could talk.

      No. It was better if we both cooled off first.

      I walked toward the dark massage room, hugging Sabrina on my way, and settled into the massage chair. Then I closed my eyes and let the masseuse work her magic.

      When I emerged thirty minutes later, the kinks and stress in my shoulders had been rubbed away. Some of the unease from my fight with Milo was gone too.

      We rotated treatments on these spa nights. The girls and I would pick and choose between pedicures, manicures and chair massages depending on our moods. Mostly, we came to sit, drink wine and talk about our husbands, children or the hot gossip in town.

      “We’ve decided you’re getting everything tonight,” Emmeline said from a pedicure station. She pointed to the empty chair at her side. “Take a seat.”

      Again, I didn’t argue.

      “Thank you.” I relaxed into the chair, the tub of water at my feet warm and waiting.

      As I settled into the second pedicure station, Maisy gave me a smile, then disappeared down the hallway for her massage. The nail tech started on me right away as Gigi brought me over a glass of wine.

      “So besides winter, what’s bothering you?”

      I sighed. “Milo and I had a fight. He’s being an asshole.”

      “What happened?” She went back to her seat between Felicity and Sabrina. The spa had a small lounge area with just enough seats for us all.

      “My mother is coming to visit.”

      Gigi winced. “Uh-oh.”

      The two of us had worked together at the Jamison Valley hospital for years. It was a quiet job, for the most part, which meant Gigi and I often found ourselves at the nurses station, talking. She knew a visit from Mom had the potential to end in disaster.

      “Do they not get along?” Felicity asked.

      “Not really.”

      Gigi knew about Mom and why Milo didn’t trust her as far as he could throw her. But because I didn’t talk about Mom often, it was no surprise that Felicity, Sabrina and Emmeline were staring at me, waiting for an explanation.

      “Milo and my mother do not like one another. At all. But she hasn’t met Hudson yet, and she’s been asking and asking when she can come out for a visit. She’s been . . . persistent. And I finally just gave in.”

      With the roads snow packed and icy these past few months, it had been easy to persuade her to stay in Spokane. I hadn’t had the energy to play mediator between her and Milo while trying to adjust to life with Hudson.

      But Mom wasn’t waiting any longer. She was dying to meet her grandson. Even though the temperatures were ridiculously frigid, the roads were mostly clear. She was coming in two weeks, whether we liked it or not.

      She’d been waiting years for a grandchild. I didn’t talk to Mom often, but after Milo and I’d gotten married, not a phone call had gone by when she hadn’t asked if I was pregnant.

      It wasn’t her fault she didn’t know how hard it was to choke out a no. I hadn’t told her how long Milo and I’d struggled to get pregnant.

      Hudson was our miracle baby. I was thirty-five years old. Milo was thirty-eight. We couldn’t afford expensive fertility treatments, so after years and years of failed pregnancy tests, we’d all but given up hope. Then he’d come along, and even though my mother irritated me beyond belief at times, I wanted him to know his grandmother.

      “Milo always gets jumpy when she comes for a rare visit. We got in a fight tonight over where she was going to sleep. I said the guest bedroom. He said the basement. On the floor.”

      “That doesn’t sound like Milo,” Felicity said. “He’s so sweet to everyone.”

      “It’s coming from a good place.” I sighed. I’d forgotten that while we’d been fighting, but Milo’s reaction to my mom was because he loved me so much. “Mom and I have always had a strange relationship. She did some things years ago that hurt me. Milo hasn’t let it go.”

      “That sucks.” Emmeline reached over and patted my hand. “Sorry.”

      I shrugged. “We’ll get through it. She’ll come and visit. Drive Milo crazy. Then she’ll leave and we won’t see her for another year.”

      “What did she do?” Felicity asked.

      “Short story? She chose to believe my archenemy instead of me.”

      “I’m afraid to ask, but what’s the long story?”

      “It’s long. It goes way back to when Milo and I met.”

      “You know what’s crazy?” Sabrina snuggled deeper into the plush chair where she was curled up. “I can’t believe that in all the years we’ve been friends, I’ve never heard the whole story of how you two got together.”

      “Yeah, me neither,” Felicity said. “Will you tell us?”

      Not a lot of people knew our story. Milo had been so shy about his scars that he’d kept that experience in Spokane private. So when asked, I’d always told the story of how we’d met vague.

      But Milo had opened up about it more and more over the past few years. He talked about the explosion. He wasn’t as compulsive about hiding his scars. And I knew he wouldn’t mind if I shared our story with my most trusted friends.

      “Sure.” I took a long sip of my wine. “It all started at the Candle Palace.”
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      Twelve years earlier . . .

      “Welcome back,” Kym said as I walked into the locker room. “How was vacation?”

      “Oh, fine.”

      Actually, my vacation had been a mess. Instead of having a week off to laze around my condo, bake cookies and binge-watch random television shows, I’d spent a week deep cleaning my mother’s house so my twenty-year-old brother, Denny, could move in with her. He’d been evicted from yet another apartment of his own.

      I’d baked zero cookies. I’d watched zero minutes of TV. Because by the time I’d come home to my own bed each night, I’d been so exhausted from hauling boxes into storage and scrubbing walls coated with years of cigarette smoke that all I’d been able to do was shower and collapse.

      But Kym hadn’t asked how my vacation was because she wanted those details. In the year we’d worked together, we hadn’t gotten past the superficial conversations as coworkers. She knew I was single and lived alone. I knew she was married to a banker with two teenage boys. Besides that, we talked about life inside this hospital. Particularly, life inside the burn unit.

      “How was your New Year’s?” I asked, stowing my purse into my locker before sitting on a bench to untie my snow boots.

      “Boring. The boys stayed up late. I was in bed by ten thirty.”

      “I have you beat. I was asleep by nine.”

      Kym laughed, closing her own locker. “See you out there.”

      “Okay.” I nodded, swapping my boots for the pair of Nikes in my locker.

      I put them on, made sure my badge was clipped to the pocket on my navy scrub pants, then swiped on another coat of mint lip balm and closed my locker. I was almost out the door when I spun around, remembering the tea light in my purse. With it safely in my pocket, I walked out and found Kym at the nurses station, chatting with the night-shift team.

      It didn’t take them long to give us the night report then head for the locker room to go home for the day. The floor had been mostly quiet all night and our patient count was low.

      “We had a new admit while you were gone,” Kym said as we walked the small loop of rooms that made up our unit. “He’s got third-degree burns on his arms and torso and a pile of second and firsts from head to toe.”

      My heart ached for this stranger. Burns were slow and painful to heal, and he had a long road to recovery to walk. But like all the other patients who’d come in and out of these rooms, eventually he’d leave, mended. “What happened to him?”

      “He was in an explosion.” She lowered her voice. We were alone in the hallway but sound tended to carry, bouncing off the gray-striped wallpaper and waxed linoleum floors. “I don’t know the whole story but I guess he’s a cop somewhere in Montana. The explosion happened at a meth house.”

      I winced. “Are any of the burns chemical?”

      “No. He’s been in and out of consciousness this week. His burns are so bad that he’s been on sedatives. But we began tapering them yesterday. Doctor Vernon wants the patient to be more lucid so we can assess pain and treatment. We’ve done the preliminary cleaning but haven’t starting debriding.”

      Removing the dead skin and tissue from the burned area was a lengthy process that came with a lot of pain. We had a special bathtub to help, but if the burns were too severe, the only way to get the area prepared for a graft was with surgery. Then came the waiting. The burns had to be given time to restore good blood flow. A skin graft needed a healthy bed to latch on to.

      The preparation for a graft took weeks. After the procedure, there’d be weeks to recover and monitor the new skin’s growth. Add onto that any physical therapy required, and it sounded like our newest patient would be here for a while.

      “So how do you want to divide up the unit today?” I asked Kym.

      “You can have Luna.” She gave me a knowing grin. “She’s been asking for you.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled. We all had our favorite patients and Luna was mine. I’d never developed a personal relationship with a patient, but she was the exception. “Then I’ll take this side of the loop.”

      “Sounds good.” Kym set off for her patients’ rooms with a wave. “See you later.”

      “Bye.”

      The burn unit was a small square on the fifth floor of Spokane’s Sacred Heart Hospital. The ten patient rooms ran along the outside wall while the nurses station and supply closets took up the center. Each shift divided the unit in half so one nurse could concentrate on a set of rooms grouped together. It saved a lot of steps, not having to run from one corner to the other all day.

      At the moment, there were four patients on Kym’s side and only three on mine. But given that the new admit was a severe case, I’d have a heavier workload than she did today. It was worth the hustle to get Luna.

      I went back to the nurses station and grabbed an iPad to record patient notes, then walked down the hallway to room 503. Before going to Luna’s room, I wanted to check in on our new admit and introduce myself.

      Milo Phillips. His name sounded strong and smooth as it echoed in my mind. I glanced over the details in his chart as I walked toward his door, my eyes getting wider as his list of injuries went on and on. Concussion. Multiple lacerations. Burn after burn.

      This poor man. The doctor’s latest note stressed the importance of finding a fluid and electrolyte balance. At the moment, Milo’s burns were draining his body dry. Literally. I’d be changing dirty dressings often today in an attempt to keep them dry. That and swapping IV bags out left and right in the fight to keep his body hydrated.

      As Kym had mentioned, the worst burns were on his arms and torso. Those third-degree burns were so deep that the skin and nerves had been destroyed; repair would require a graft of new skin.

      The chart also noted second-degree burns on Milo’s face and others on his legs where his jeans had melted against his skin. Those would be swollen and blistered. He’d come to hate seeing me walk into the room with a handful of gauze because dressing changes could be so painful on that type of burn.

      I felt that familiar shudder as I read through the rest of his injuries. It was the same twinge I got whenever I’d hear a patient cry or scream in agony. My tender heart always hurt for these patients. Their pain was nearly unfathomable, considering how much I’d cried the one and only time I’d been careless with my curling iron and had barely skimmed my forehead.

      Working in the burn unit had nearly broken me at first. I’d gone home numb each night, my eyes full of unshed tears. I was surrounded by pain so intense it was impossible to comprehend. It seeped out of the walls. It clouded the air. Those first two weeks working here, I’d been convinced I’d made a mistake. I’d been days from putting in my notice when my first patient had been discharged. She’d hugged me and told me how much she appreciated my tender touch.

      It was then that I’d realized the importance of my job. These people were going through one of the worst experiences of their lives. It didn’t matter how I felt. It wasn’t about me.

      It was about helping people like Milo Phillips return to a healthy, normal life.

      I knocked lightly on his door, pushing it open a few inches to peek inside. The lights were off but there was a faint glow coming from behind the window blinds, enough for me to see he was asleep.

      I eased back into the hallway, not lingering long in his room. The night crew had changed his dressings less than an hour ago, and from the notes, it sounded like he’d had a fitful night. If he was resting comfortably, I’d leave him for the moment.

      I didn’t bother reviewing Luna’s chart as I walked to her room. She’d tell me all about how she was feeling. I tapped on her door and opened it a crack, just in case she was asleep too. It was only seven in the morning, but as she always was, Luna was propped up in her bed, a tablet on her lap. The moment she spotted me a wide smile spread across her face.

      “Sara! You’re back. Finally,” she drawled dramatically.

      I laughed. “I was only gone for a week.”

      “Longest week ever.” Patients had their favorite nurses too.

      “I brought you a present.” I walked over to her bed, smiling as she shimmied her shoulders. I handed over the tea light carefully, like it was a precious gem, not a dollar-store bargain-bin find. “For your collection.”

      “You found me a purple one.”

      “To match your hair.”

      Her smile faltered just a bit, but she recovered quickly.

      Luna had been burned in a car accident. She’d been coming home from a concert with a friend and her friend’s mom. They’d been struck at an intersection, T-boned by a drunk driver. Luckily, neither vehicle had been going too fast; otherwise the collision would have killed them all instantly.

      The other car had caught fire, and Luna had been trapped between her door and the other car’s grill. Her friend’s mom had been able to pull Luna out, but not before she’d sustained burns all along the entire right side of her body.

      Her head and face had been singed on one side. Two weeks ago, she’d had plastic surgery to reconstruct her melted ear. She’d already had plastic surgery to repair the skin on her cheek and neck. But since the follicles on half her head had all been killed, her hair would never grow back.

      Luna’s mom had suggested a wig and they’d tried four. But each one hurt Luna’s burn scars too much. So rather than go through any more pain, Luna had decided to embrace that she would only have half a head of hair. Her mom had brought in a stylist and they’d taken her blond locks and dyed them neon purple. It fell to her waist in loose curls, something her mom came to wash and redo every night.

      She was a kaleidoscope of rainbow colors in a hospital full of beige and white. Luna didn’t wear the standard faded-blue hospital gown. Her clothes were every bright color she could find. Yellow socks. Blue pants. Orange tee. Pink hoodie.

      I’d asked her parents once if Luna had worn the same array of colors before the accident. They’d told me that before this, her closet had been packed with black and gray.

      “It’s so pretty.” Luna smiled at the small tea light in her hands, turning it over to flip on the switch and illuminate the plastic flame. “Can we turn them all on?”

      “Yes, of course.” I took the tea light from her hand and placed it next to the row of others on the table by her bed. Then one by one, I flipped them all on until the table was aglow.

      “Perfect.” Luna pulled the blanket on her lap up higher, snuggling into her pillow. “My very own rainbow.”

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, sitting on the edge of her bed.

      “I’m sore. Physical therapy has been hard this week. My leg . . .”

      “I know.” I placed my hand on hers.

      She didn’t need to finish explaining. Her leg had sustained the worst of the burns, not only from the heat of the fire, but from the number of cuts and scrapes in the accident itself. She’d been unable to walk until the burns and grafts had healed and was now going through physical therapy to rebuild her strength.

      It was just one of the hurdles she’d jumped since coming here months ago. Her right hand would never be the same again. Her fingers had been burned and crushed. Luckily, she was left-handed. But there were things she was teaching herself to do again, like holding a fork in her right hand so she could cut a piece of chicken with her left.

      She was trying so hard to do the things most people took for granted.

      “Want me to fill you in on all the gossip?” she asked, a smile pulling at her lips.

      “I’ve been waiting all week. I hope you have some good stuff.”

      As she started in on her stories, I took her vitals and recorded them in the hospital’s system. Then I resumed my spot on her bed as she spent twenty minutes telling me how the man in room 508 was still getting caught stealing his neighbor’s dinner dessert off the cafeteria cart. She was certain the woman who worked in the gift shop was in love with her physical therapist based on the dreamy stares and finger waves she was constantly throwing his direction. And she told me how Dr. Vernon had mentioned on more than one occasion he was looking forward to when I came back from vacation.

      That one gave me pause, but I didn’t let on to Luna. Dr. Vernon was a great doctor and necessary to her recovery. He’d taught me a lot since I’d started here and I had a lot of respect for him. There was just . . . something. A change in his recent behavior that made me uneasy. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

      Lately, he’d become friendlier. Not a bad thing, but it was almost too friendly. Too forward. I was anxious when he was in the same room. I kept one eye on him, not trusting he wouldn’t move too close when I wasn’t watching.

      Or maybe he’d been that way all along and I was only now clueing in. He was the only doctor I worked with frequently who I didn’t call by his first name.

      “You’ve been busy keeping up on everyone.”

      She shrugged. “It doesn’t take me long to get my work done for school and then there’s nothing else to do until Mom and Dad come here after work.”

      Luna had become the gossip queen of this unit and the physical therapy center on the first floor. She might have been missing high school and bored throughout the day, but she’d found a way to entertain herself and the rest of us with her stories.

      “You’ll be back to school and normal soon enough. Then you’ll wish you had boring days.”

      “Gonna miss me?” she asked.

      “So much. No matter how long I work here, I’ll always consider this your room. You better keep in touch after you go home.”

      “Duh.” She rolled her eyes again. “We’re friends.”

      I squeezed her hand, then stood from the bed. “I’d better get back to work. They should be here with your breakfast soon. If you have any trouble, just call for me. And I’ll be back in a little while to help you to the shower and then we’ll get you all greased up.”

      “Can we add the eucalyptus oil today?”

      “Did it irritate you at all while I was gone?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Then yes.”

      We’d been mixing some essential oils in with her lotion treatments. Her scars would always show, but her mom had hoped the oils might lessen them some. Luna was at the stage in her recovery where the skin had healed and the grafts had taken. Soon she’d be able to go home, but for now, she had a bit of time left here for rehab.

      I’d check her vitals and monitor her sites for any swelling. But mostly, I would be applying special creams to her skin and making sure she was comfortable.

      I smiled over my shoulder. “See you in a bit.”

      “Wait,” Luna called. I turned as she hesitated over her array of tea lights, picking a yellow one. “I, um . . . have a new neighbor.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “I heard him in his sleep last night,” she admitted quietly. “He’s got it bad, doesn’t he?”

      I couldn’t tell her details about Milo’s situation. But I didn’t have to. Hospital walls weren’t soundproof. The hallways weren’t private. She’d know before the week was over just how bad his burns were.

      “It’s bad before it gets better.” It was the same thing I’d told her on the worst of her own days.

      Her fingers toyed with the long ends of her hair, a sign of her anxiety. She’d stroke her hair over and over when she was working through something in her mind.

      Luna’s physical injuries had nearly healed, but the mental battle was far from over. Most burn patients spent months, if not years, in therapy after they left the hospital. Luna’s parents had already started her counseling sessions.

      She would forever look different. She would forever be the girl with strange scars and missing hair. Plastic surgery had helped smooth out the skin on her cheek. She could hide the scars on her legs and arms with clothes. But her right hand would always be misshapen. Her ear would never look like the one she’d been born with.

      Luna’s biggest challenge would be finding peace with this new appearance, not something easy for a teenaged girl.

      She dropped the strands of hair and lifted a hand to hover over the tea lights, assessing them all. She finally decided on a yellow one. “Here, give him this one. And tell him I said welcome to the Candle Palace.”

      “The Candle Palace.” I frowned at the name, causing Luna to giggle. “You’re awful.”

      The corner of her mouth on the burned side wouldn’t rise as high as the other when she laughed, but her crooked smile was uniquely beautiful. I hoped she’d see that for herself one day.

      “See you in a bit.” I waved, then made my way to the door, the tea light in my grip.

      The Candle Palace was a nickname Luna had given this unit about a month after she’d arrived. I’d been working an evening shift for a change, covering for one of the regular nurses who’d been on vacation, and Luna had been having a hard night. She’d realized that night that she’d never be a network news anchor like she’d dreamed.

      I’d tried to encourage her to look beyond her visual appearance, but we both knew it was true. In today’s society, a woman with a scarred and slightly deformed face would not find her place on the nightly news.

      I’d sat with her for hours that night, pitching different careers to her. She’d decided working at a newspaper might be her forte. Or writing fiction. And the first story she was going to write when she landed herself a job out of college would be about me and the patients here at the Candle Palace.

      She’d come up with the name because she considered herself a candle.

      A human torch.

      She was here in this palace to keep her light from going out.

      I walked down the hall, once more peeking into Milo’s room. In the time I’d been with Luna, he hadn’t moved. I left his door open a crack then went to check on my third patient.

      By the time I finished with him, an hour had passed. If Milo was still asleep, I’d be forced to wake him up to check his dressings. So I went to the center of the unit to stock up on bandages.

      Opening the supply closet, I pulled in a deep breath of the sterile smell. The papery scent of gauze rolls and bandage packs was my favorite. The linens were washed without any softeners, leaving behind only the crisp scent of clean cotton. Most people wouldn’t find this scentless room comforting. But to me, it had become my solace.

      This smell had become home.

      I’d lived in Spokane my whole life. I’d gone to college here and earned my two-year registered nursing degree. Then I’d started working at this hospital as a float nurse, drifting from one floor to the next. I’d done that for about a year until the nursing manager had announced this small unit was starting. I’d applied, thinking I had no chance of being selected for one of the few nursing spots.

      But I’d hoped to get into a more regular routine. The chaotic shift of a float nurse bouncing between shifts and floors wasn’t for me. Dad had always said my middle name should have been Routine.

      With no experience in a burn unit, my manager had warned me that things would be gruesome. Then she’d offered me the job with another warning that it was likely only temporary. The hospital administration had agreed to start this unit as a trial, and unless it did well, it would close within a year.

      So far, it had exceeded everyone’s expectations. Families in remote places in Montana or Idaho no longer had to travel all the way to Seattle or Salt Lake City to visit their injured loved ones. And while those cities had burn units four or five times bigger than ours, we had location on our side. Even though our unit was a fledgling start-up, they preferred to stay here and be closer to home.

      That the hospital had gone into this as an experiment was likely the reason they’d picked me as a nurse. As a float, I’d been easy to replace, which was lucky for me. This job had become the most interesting thing in my life.

      I didn’t have many friends. I preferred the comfort of my small condo on my days off, surrounded by my books and movies and assortment of teas.

      Everything about me was dull, even my name: Sara Foster.

      I didn’t know how to add spice to my life. I wished to go on vacation and come back with tales of adventure. But how? I avoided crowds because they made me nervous. I didn’t have the money to travel. And a twenty-three-year-old single woman doing adventurous things alone came with risks. Now that Dad was gone, I didn’t have a companion to drag along. And until I found one, I was content to stay at home in my comfort zone.

      The only thing exciting about my life at the moment was working here. I was special to my patients. Here, I didn’t feel quite as dull.

      With my arms loaded with supplies, I walked into the hall, focusing on keeping the sterile packs off the floor. I adjusted a package of gauze to keep it from slipping, then looked up just in time to crash into a tall figure.

      “Ah!” I gasped, staggering backward on my heels, fumbling not to drop anything.

      “Sara.” Dr. Vernon’s hands clasped over my shoulders to steady me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

      “It’s fine,” I breathed, regaining my balance. “I’m okay.” I gave Dr. Vernon a small smile, signaling he could let me go, but his grasp remained firm.

      “You’re sure?” His eyes lingered on my lips.

      I nodded, shimmying my shoulders until I was free. Then I ducked my gaze, wishing my strawberry-blond hair was down to hide behind instead of up in a ponytail. “Um, thanks.”

      That was weird, wasn’t it? He’d probably only hung on for an extra three seconds too long, but that uneasy feeling I’d had around him lately came back full force in those seconds. Was my introverted lifestyle making me paranoid? Maybe if I got out more, I would be better at assessing a man’s attention.

      “I’m heading into our new patient’s room,” he said, smiling.

      “Great. Me too.” I forced a smile, following him to the room but keeping a few steps back.

      Dr. Vernon rapped on the door with a sharp knuckle. His hands matched the rest of his body, lean and long. He had a handsome face, and while most single women around here seemed to gush and fawn over him, he just didn’t do much for me. It was his eyes. They were too sharp.

      I’d always had a weakness for men with kind eyes.

      “Morning,” Dr. Vernon announced as he strode into Milo’s room.

      Milo flinched as Dr. Vernon flipped on the lights. His abrupt entrance was definitely not my style but I kept my mouth shut. Milo turned his head slowly, his eyelids struggling to open against the sedatives.

      I set down my supplies on the counter along the far wall and stayed back from the bed. Dr. Vernon’s tall form and lab coat obstructed much of my view as he bent over Milo and assessed the wounds.

      “How are you feeling today?”

      Milo’s response was a pained groan.

      Dr. Vernon leaned against the side of the bed. “We’re going to start debriding the burns on your ribs today, Milo. We’ll make sure you’ve got some local anesthesia. But with the amount of damage to the nerves in that area, I doubt you’ll feel much. So have a good breakfast, eat as much as you can, and then I’ll be back in an hour or so to get started. In the meantime, Sara here is going to check on your dressings.”

      A muttered agreement came from the bed and Dr. Vernon stepped away. “Be back in a bit.”

      I nodded, waiting for him to leave the room before gathering up my supplies and stepping closer to Milo. “Hi, Mr. Phillips. My name is Sara. I’ll be your nurse today.”

      He nodded, his eyes cracking open, then falling closed, lacking the strength to keep them open. “Milo.”

      Milo. His gentle voice captured my attention. It was only a whisper but it filled the room with a rich, smooth hum.

      I took a minute while his eyes were closed to study his face. He kept his dark hair short, buzzed close to his scalp. Long enough to feel soft, with a hint of bite, like velvet. His jaw was covered in scruff. The line of his nose was straight except for a small, flat spot just beneath the bridge. His eyelashes weren’t long, but they were full and dark. The envy of this fair-haired girl who had to wear multiple coats of mascara to accent her green eyes.

      Milo was handsome. And given that he was my patient, that thought was completely inappropriate. I tore my eyes from his face and concentrated on getting a pair of latex gloves from the box on the wall.

      I’d never found a patient handsome before. Surely that had happened to other nurses in their careers though. I could ignore it. I certainly wasn’t going to act on it. Should I leave? Trade rooms with Kym?

      I dismissed the idea. This was nothing. So what if I thought Milo Phillips' lips were the perfect shade of pale pink? I could admire them and still be a professional. I could still treat his burns.

      I stretched on my gloves and went to Milo’s side. Then I ripped open a pack of sterile gauze. I opened my mouth to explain to Milo what I was about to do, but the words got lost when I met his gaze.

      Milo’s coffee-colored eyes were open and locked on me.

      All dreariness was gone, his irises clear and focused. The ring of brown was lighter around his pupils, deepening into a brown so dark it was nearly black at the outer edge. Some might call them muddy at first glance. But with nothing to do but stare back, I found his eyes to be fascinating.

      He had kind eyes.

      My face burned hot at the realization I was staring—at a patient.

      I blinked, dropping my chin. Then I focused on my hands and the package of gauze. Carefully, with as gentle a touch as I could manage, I began to remove the bandages on his arm. “I’m sorry. This might hurt as I change your dressings.”

      Milo moaned, the sound forcing my eyes up. He blinked once, then twice. The focus he’d had just seconds ago disappeared and his eyes clouded over again. This time, the haze was not from sleep or sedatives, but from pain.

      Whatever thoughts I’d had seconds ago about Milo’s handsome face were gone, blasted from the room by Milo’s piercing roar of agony.

      It’s bad before it gets better.

      Milo’s bad was going to be the worst.
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      “I liked that guy better when he was unconscious,” the cafeteria aide muttered. He’d just delivered the cart of meals for the unit, taking patient lunch trays into each room.

      I’d heard Milo’s bark about not being hungry all the way from the nurses station. Then came the crash and the unmistakable sound of metal utensils clanging on the floor.

      I reached the doorway just as the aide was making his escape. He had splatters of lasagna and pudding on his scrubs.

      “Sorry,” I told him. “He’s in extreme pain.”

      The aide frowned. “That’s still no reason to kick a perfectly good meal to the floor.”

      “I’ll clean it up.” I edged around him for the door. “Sorry.”

      I wasn’t sure why I was apologizing on Milo’s behalf. The man had been terrible to everyone since he’d woken up yesterday morning. I would have written him off as a jerk except his muttered curses and angry glares were never aimed my way. Mostly, he refused to look at me when I was in the room. His eyes were almost always closed. But when our gazes met for just a few short seconds, his was always full of remorse. My gut told me the Milo who was quick to snap at his parents and bark at Dr. Vernon wasn’t the real Milo.

      The real Milo was somewhere hidden beneath the intense pain and frustration.

      As the cafeteria aide walked down the hallway, pushing his empty cart, I went to the supply closet for a stack of towels. Before going into Milo’s room, I took a fortifying breath, then rapped on the door—still ajar—and pushed inside.

      “Milo, you have to eat,” his mother said, standing at the foot of his bed.

      “I’m not fucking hungry.”

      “Please.” Her shoulders fell, but when she caught me from the corner of her eye, they snapped straight. “Oh, hi, Sara. I’m so sorry about this. I’ll get it cleaned up.”

      She was a flurry of movement, spinning in a circle as she tried to decide what to pick up first. The spoon. The carton of milk. The overturned plate. The streak of chocolate pudding on the wall. Her brown hair was pulled back, giving me a good view of the tears she was trying to hide.

      I set my towels down. “Mrs. Phillips, may I have a word in the hall?”

      Her eyes got wider. Maybe she was expecting me to say Milo was getting kicked out, but she nodded and followed me outside. I pulled the door partly closed as she wrapped her arms around her stomach.

      “I’m so sorry, Sara. He’s not like this. He’s such a sweet and caring man. I don’t—”

      “It’s okay. Really.”

      “I don’t want you to think he’s a bad person.”

      I gave her a reassuring smile. “I don’t. People aren’t themselves when they’re hurting this much.”

      “I’ve never seen him like this,” she whispered, her voice shaking. There was fear in her eyes. Fear for her son’s pain. Fear that he might not recover and return to the son she knew.

      “It’s bad before it gets better,” I promised. “But it will get better.”

      She nodded, her eyes unfocused and full of tears. “I hate this. I feel helpless.”

      I’d heard the same from Luna’s mother not long ago as she’d collapsed in my arms and cried. What had helped her was a purpose, like doing Luna’s hair. Maybe a small task would help Milo’s mom too.

      “If you’d like to do something, you could go to the cafeteria and bring up a milkshake.”

      “A milkshake?”

      I nodded. “Milo is getting pumped full of fluids and electrolytes right now as we try and get him balanced out. I’m not surprised he doesn’t want to eat. The medication and pain can steal your appetite. But he does need to eat.”

      He needed more calories now than before the injury to give his body the energy to heal. But this was a common problem. Patients in this stage of their recovery were rarely hungry. So we supplemented meals with milkshakes and protein smoothies until their appetite returned.

      “Okay. Any flavor?”

      “Pick a favorite. And take your time. I’ll stay with Milo until you get back.”

      “Kirk will be back soon. He just went to make a few calls.”

      “I’ll be here.”

      Her face washed with relief now that she’d been given something to do—and a brief respite from the stress of Milo’s room. “Thank you, Sara.”

      “My pleasure, Mrs. Phillips.”

      “Please, call me Teresa. I have a feeling by the time we’re through with all of this, we’ll feel like family.” Teresa gave me one last smile, then turned and walked down the hallway. After a few steps, her shoulders lowered from her ears.

      She was a good mom. I’d met her only yesterday, but the good ones were easy to spot. They hurt as much as their children, even when their sons were grown men whose rooms needed to be cleaned.

      I pushed through the door, not knocking this time. My eyes went to Milo instantly.

      His head was propped up on two pillows. His eyes were squeezed shut, and his jaw ticked as it clenched tight.

      I should be mad about the lunch strewn over the room, but all I felt was sadness for Milo.

      Without a word, I picked up the metal plate cover from the floor. Then I collected the knife and paper napkin, setting it all on Milo’s table. He must have kicked the table away from the bed because it was at an odd angle. The force from the kick had probably sent the lunch tray flying.

      “Don’t,” Milo said, his voice stopping me before I could pick up his fork.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t pick it up. I’ll do it. It’s my fault.”

      I held back a laugh. There was no way he’d be able to move around and pick up the mess he’d made. So I ignored him and walked over to the sink, wetting the corner of a towel. “You have to eat. It’s food or a feeding tube. Given all the tubes you’re currently hooked up to, I’m guessing you’d rather not add another one shoved up your nose.”

      “Not especially.”

      “Then eat. Please.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I told him as I went to the pile of lasagna on the floor covered by an overturned plate. “You need protein and calories to heal and maintain muscle mass. So are you going to eat?”

      He grumbled his agreement.

      I finished cleaning up the mess and put the dirty dishes on the tray by the sink for the aides to clear away later. I’d put the room back to rights just as Milo’s dad, Kirk, walked into the room.

      “Hi, there.” He gave me a brief glance, then went to his son’s bedside, leaning close to say, “Talked to Beau. Jess is out of the woods and going to be fine.”

      Milo’s sigh filled the room. “Thank God.”

      Who was Jess? A coworker? A relative? A girlfriend?

      “What’s the plan for today, Sara?” Kirk asked, taking the seat in the corner. Before I could answer, he noticed Teresa was gone. “Where’s your mom?”

      Milo looked to his lap without an answer.

      It didn’t take Kirk more than a moment to find the tray by the sink and the heap of food-stained towels. But instead of scolding his son, Kirk simply mouthed me an apology and dropped his gaze to the floor.

      “Teresa went to the cafeteria to get Milo a milkshake,” I told Kirk.

      “Okay. I’ll go find her.” He pushed up from the chair, but before leaving, he stopped at the end of Milo’s bed to squeeze his son’s foot through the blanket.

      When he left the room, Milo’s deep voice was no more than a whisper. “I wish they’d leave.”

      “Why?” If I was in this kind of pain, all I’d want was my dad close. An impossibility, now that he was gone.

      “It’s my own damn fault I’m here. I don’t need them hanging around, getting behind on things at home and making me feel even more guilty than I already do.”

      There were patients here who’d kill for their parents to sit by their sides. To have someone who could sympathize with their pain. Teresa and Kirk were here to support him and to ease some of their own worries. In pain or not, it wasn’t fair for Milo to wish that away from them.

      “They’re here because they care. Because they’re worried and they love you.” It came out angrier than I’d planned. “You’re lucky to have them.”

      Milo matched my tone. “How is this your business?”

      It was the first time he’d snapped at me. He was right, it wasn’t my business. But his angry voice slashed through me like a sharp knife and I shied away from the bed. “It’s not. Excuse me.”

      I spun from the room, going for the supply area. I needed a few moments alone to detach and heal my pride. I should have kept my mouth shut. His family’s dynamic was not my concern.

      Why had I inserted myself? I’d never had a problem staying out of the mix before. The only family I’d ever really gotten to know was Luna’s and that wasn’t so much me putting myself out there as them pulling me in.

      Why was I so concerned, so invested, in Milo’s situation? I’d only known him a day. But those damn kind eyes had sucked me in.

      Yesterday, as I’d changed his dressings, he’d only cried out once. Only once, that very first roar. From then on out, he’d kept it all inside. When Dr. Vernon had come in to debride one of the larger burns on Milo’s torso, he’d laid like a statue.

      I wouldn’t have cared if he’d yelled or screamed. There was nothing to be ashamed of—if a scream or cry helped someone survive the pain, then I was all for it. But Milo held himself like a rock weathering a thunderstorm.

      I’d never seen that kind of endurance before.

      Even with the morphine and numbing agents applied to the area, Milo had been in pain. His fists and legs had shaken as he’d borne Dr. Vernon’s procedure. His teeth grinding together had been the loudest sound in the operating room.

      Milo hadn’t asked for more drugs or nitrous oxide. Instead, he’d lain there taking the pain like it was a penance.

      His courage had endeared me to him yesterday. And today I found him just as handsome as ever.

      Even with the burns, even with his broken spirit, Milo Phillips had this glint in his eyes when he looked at me that made my heart race. He was a magnet. What I should have done was taken the other side of the unit today. I should have given myself some space from Milo.

      But when Kym had asked which rooms I’d wanted, I hadn’t hesitated for a second.

      I regretted that now. Now that I’d made a fool of myself thinking I had the right to tell Milo how he should treat his parents.

      What is wrong with me? I’d crossed the line. I owed him an apology.

      I shook my head and gathered up new dressings, taking the time to let my shame fade. Then, with arms loaded once again, I returned to Milo’s room.

      He was alone but a milkshake glass was in his bandaged hand, the green straw to his lips.

      I pulled in the corners of my mouth to hide a victorious smile. The milkshake was a good start. He’d at least heard something I’d said earlier.

      “I’m sorry.” His apology caught me off guard because I’d been about to say the same thing.

      “No, it’s my fault. You were right. It’s not my business.”

      “I’m being an ass.” He dropped his head back to the pillows and closed his eyes. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “You’re in pain. Don’t beat yourself up.” I walked over to his bed and shut off the light above him.

      “Thanks.” He sighed, the lines in his forehead relaxing. Milo always seemed calmer in the dark.

      “Dr. Vernon wants to clean the burns on your arms today,” I told him. “He’s got a few other patients lined up in front of you, then he’ll be in and we’ll get started. So first, I want to check the dressings on your stomach and chest. We’ll get those changed and then you can rest until it’s time.”

      He gave me a barely there nod as he continued to sip his milkshake.

      It didn’t take me long to change his dressings, even with only the dim light coming from the shaded window and bathroom at my back. Dr. Vernon had removed most of the dead gray skin from Milo’s torso yesterday and would do the same for his arms today. Milo lay perfectly still, not so much as twitching, as I swapped bandages out on his third-degree burns.

      So much damage had been done to the nerves in those areas, I doubted he could feel my touch. It was when I treated his first- and second-degree burns that I’d hear the familiar sound of grinding molars.

      “Sorry,” I whispered.

      He grunted.

      I touched a tender spot, peeling off the old bandage that was soaked in yellow, orange and red splotches. Milo winced so hard it shook the bed.

      “Talk to me,” he said through a clenched jaw.

      “About?”

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “Okay.” I nodded, searching the room for a conversation starter. My eyes landed on Luna’s tea light that I’d left in here yesterday. I’d been so distracted by his handsome face and those intoxicating eyes, I’d forgotten to give him an explanation. “That tea light is a gift from your neighbor. I’m sure you’ll meet her soon. She makes it a point to introduce herself to everyone. Just don’t . . . don’t stare.”

      “Is it bad?”

      I met his gaze, my eyes softening. “Everyone here has it bad.”

      I couldn’t tell him about Luna’s situation, not that I’d have to. Luna would tell anyone who looked at her scars for more than five seconds about the accident. I think it helped her deal with this new reality and her new appearance. She gave her scars a story and that made them less frightening.

      “When she first came here, I sat with her at night a lot. Her parents couldn’t always stay because she has two younger siblings at home. So I stayed after my shifts to keep her company.”

      Milo relaxed as I spoke, the rigid muscles of his stomach relaxing. He wasn’t bulky, but he had a firm, trim body. He was tall, his ankles dangling off the bed when he was fully stretched out. And he was lean—borderline lanky—but it worked for him. Standing, he’d tower over me. Those long arms would probably engulf me with a hug.

      Milo didn’t wear a wedding ring, but for all I knew, he had a girlfriend. The idea caused a flare of jealousy. Did he have a girlfriend? Was it Jess who Kirk had mentioned?

      It didn’t matter, because he was a patient.

      The only hug I’d ever get from Milo was a good-bye squeeze when he left this hospital and I never heard from him again.

      “So why the tea light?” Milo asked.

      “She’s been collecting them since she got here. She told me she didn’t want to be scared of fire her entire life, so she was going to surround herself with it until she wasn’t afraid. Obviously, real candles aren’t an option in the hospital. But I found a battery-powered tea light in the gift shop and it sort of became our thing. I bring her one every few days in a different color.”

      My latex glove brushed one of Milo’s burns and his entire body jerked. “Sorry.”

      His eyes stayed shut as his hand fumbled across the blanket toward the edge of the bed, his fingers searching for the button attached to his IV. He found it and, with a push, gave himself another dose of morphine.

      I waited for a minute, giving the medicine time to work through his IV tubes.

      Self-regulated pain medication always made me nervous. I didn’t want my patients to be in severe pain and the mechanisms had limits, but still, I’d watched one too many former patients walk out the door with prescriptions that became addictions.

      It was common for burn victims to get addicted to opioids. Pain from burn wounds didn’t go away once the skin was healed. Scars often hurt no matter how much time passed.

      After three recent patients had admitted themselves into rehab, the hospital administration had called a meeting of the burn unit staff. While we were still allowed to give our severe cases the self-regulated IVs, we’d been instructed to keep a close watch.

      All that meeting had done was make me nervous. With Luna, I’d watched her pain management like a hawk, and thankfully, she had been using only over-the-counter medicines for weeks.

      I shoved my worries for Milo away. He was in the early stages. He needed this morphine. There’d be plenty of time to wean him off the pain medication once his burns began to heal.

      “Ready for me to keep going?” I asked gently.

      Another barely there nod and I resumed my work. And my story.

      “Your neighbor wanted you to have a tea light. And she wanted me to tell you welcome to the Candle Palace. It’s what she calls the unit.”

      I finished the last of the dressing changes on Milo’s torso, smoothing his gown back into place. The band on his boxers was pushed down low, a trail of hair wending from his navel down. My eyes lingered, dropping lower and— Sara! My face was so hot I felt sweat beading at my temples.

      Damn it, I was a nurse. A man’s naked form was no mystery. It was just pubic hair. Behind those boxers, it was just a penis. So why was I staring like it was the queen’s jewels behind that green plaid cotton?

      Most male patients didn’t even bother with underwear. They let their gowns and hospital blankets cover up their naked bodies. But most had catheters at this point in their recovery, when they were in too much pain to get up from the bed.

      Not Milo.

      After yesterday’s procedure, he’d told Dr. Vernon the catheter had to go. Dr. Vernon had refused to take it out, so Milo had declared he’d do it himself.

      His hand had been inches away from a swift yank when Dr. Vernon had swatted Milo’s hand away and begrudgingly taken out the catheter.

      Men. It had to hurt to jostle himself in and out of bed just to use the bathroom, but Milo was determined.

      Teresa had come in an hour later with a plastic Target bag and two six-packs of Hanes loose-fit boxers.

      “Why?” Milo grunted.

      Why? Why what? My eyes widened and my body tensed. What had we even been talking about? I’d gotten lost in a haze of Milo’s boxers. “Huh?”

      “The Candle Palace. Why does she call it that?”

      “Oh.” My spine melted as my fears ebbed. “Oh, it’s just a nickname.”

      “It’s more than that. Tell me,” he pleaded. “Please.”

      The pain reliever must have been working because his eyes were still closed but not scrunched up tight. His hands were no longer balled into fists. And his agonized grunts were now discernible words.

      “I don’t want you to think she’s insensitive. It’s a little morbid.”

      “I’m a cop.”

      So he’d seen morbid? “Um . . .”

      “I won’t think she’s insensitive.”

      I blew out a long breath. “She thinks of everyone here as a candle. Literally. This place is far from a palace, but she’s a teenager and sarcasm is running through her veins. So . . . the Candle Palace.”

      “The Candle Palace.” The corner of his mouth turned up. “It’s clever. And morbid. I like it.”

      “Don’t tell anyone else. Please. I don’t think others would understa—”

      “Sara.” My name in his rich timbre made my knees weak. Had he said my name yesterday? No. I would have remembered it. In his voice, it didn’t sound dull. “The secret’s safe.”

      “Thanks,” I breathed, my chest heaving, my cheeks flaming hot once more.

      I had to get out of here before he saw the effect he was having on me. Before he saw through my flimsy façade to the attraction I was failing miserably to hide.

      I gathered up all of the soiled dressings, balling them in the pad set by Milo’s feet. Then I deposited them in the trash can, followed by my gloves.

      At the sink, I washed my hands with fury, letting the noise of the water drown out any stray sounds. Simply being in Milo’s room made me jittery. I was not a good nurse to him when my heart raced at the sound of his voice. When his natural woodsy scent made me light-headed.

      I finished with my hands, knowing the right thing to do would be to turn around, say good-bye and find Kym to make an assignment change. But when I turned around, his dark eyes were waiting.

      They pleaded with me not to go.

      “I have to.”

      Milo’s forehead furrowed. “Hmm?”

      “Go. I have to go,” I recovered, barely. “I’ll, uh, be back when Dr. Vernon is ready for your arms.”

      Milo’s eyes turned to the ceiling. The look of peace he’d had moments ago faded to dread.

      The urge to rush to his side, to hold his hand and promise this pain wouldn’t last forever, was so strong I took one step forward before I stopped myself.

      “We’re back.”

      My head whipped around as Teresa and Kirk walked into the room, both carrying cups of coffee. With a small smile, I ducked past them and escaped into the hall. The air was lighter out here, the hallway bright and clean. I’d gotten lost in the warm darkness of Milo’s room.

      But, standing here, I knew.

      I had to remove myself as his nurse.

      My shoulders fell as I trudged down the hallway to the nurses station, catching a glimpse of Kym as she ducked into one of her patients’ rooms.

      What would I give her as a reason? What would she say? This was ludicrous. Silly. Was I really going to throw our entire day out of whack because of a little attraction?

      I was a professional. I could remain a professional, at least until the end of the day. Absolutely.

      By the time I made it to the nurses station, I had a plan. I’d stick today out, help Dr. Vernon with Milo today and tomorrow, and then I’d simply ask for the other side when we were dividing up rooms.

      There would be no need for an awkward explanation. I was only mixing it up. Kym would buy that, wouldn’t she?

      I hoped so, because my only other option would be to admit I had a crush on a patient.

      And that was not happening. I loved my job, thank you very much. I wanted to keep it.

      A weight came off my shoulders as I continued to the nurses station to do my charting. This plan of mine was full of wins. I’d get to appreciate Milo’s handsome face from a distance. I’d be able to keep tabs on his recovery. And the ultimate win: when he eventually left, I wouldn’t be heartbroken.

      I stayed away from Milo’s room for an hour, working on charting, checking on my other patients and spending time with Luna. I was coming out of her room when Dr. Vernon found me in the hallway.

      “Oh, Sara. There you are.” He stood too close as he spoke. “I’m ready for you in 503.”

      I shuffled away six inches. When I’d first met Dr. Vernon, I’d thought he was a close talker. That person who had never quite learned the invisible line of a person’s bubble. But now . . . I wasn’t so sure. “Okay, great. Lead the way.”

      Two hours later, Dr. Vernon had finished debriding both of Milo’s arms, finding the burn damage was worse than he’d hoped.

      “Watch fluids closely,” Dr. Vernon told me after we’d brought Milo back to his room.

      “Okay.” I was exhausted from the procedure, my shoulders and back stiff from hovering over Milo and collecting the discarded tissue. I’d sat through longer debriding procedures before, but this . . . this one had hurt.

      Teresa and Kirk weren’t the only ones experiencing sympathy pains.

      I felt wrung out, like I’d run a marathon without any training. I wanted a shower and a nap. I wanted a large vodka tonic, my pajamas and a few uninterrupted hours on my couch to watch TV and unwind. But I still had one more hour left on my shift.

      “I’ll give him another dose of morphine in his IV to help him rest.” Dr. Vernon ran a hand through his nearly black hair, combing it away from his forehead with his fingers. He looked as exhausted as I felt. “Call me if you need anything.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      “I’m worried about fluids. Those arm burns are worse than the ones on his torso. The seeping should have slowed by now, but it’s just as bad as it was when he got here.”

      The knot in my stomach tightened. “What can we do?”

      “Keep his saline bag running on full. Get him to drink more. Push the calories too.”

      “Okay.” The second Dr. Vernon left, I was calling Food Service to get Milo a protein shake. Then I’d sit there and make sure he drank it. And a glass of water. And then ate a banana.

      “Thanks, Sara.” Dr. Vernon placed his hand over my arm, squeezing my bicep. He smiled, dropped his hand before the warmth could sink beneath my scrubs, then turned and walked away.

      The touch was purely platonic. Simply a friendly gesture of camaraderie after a long day. Maybe my paranoia toward Dr. Vernon’s advances was my mind running rampant. Maybe he was socially awkward. I already knew I was. Maybe the anxiety I’d had around him lately had just been our awkward bubbles bumping into one another.

      He was a good doctor. His aggressive approach to treating burns might be brutal, but patients left with minimal scarring from their injuries. Maybe what I needed to do was give Dr. Vernon the benefit of the doubt. To stop condemning him after every encounter.

      The rest of the day went by quickly. After Milo drank his protein shake and ate a banana, he fell asleep from the added pain medication. I checked on him frequently over the last hour of my shift, and by the time the evening shift had arrived to take over, I was more than ready to go home.

      I collected my things from the locker room and popped in to say good night to Luna. She was watching a sitcom on her laptop, giggling vivaciously, a sound that gave me renewed energy. I left her laughing and headed for the elevators, but as I passed Milo’s door, it beckoned me inside.

      His room was dark. His parents had gone. I thought he might still be asleep, but as I came closer, he opened his eyes.

      “How are you?” I asked. “Can I get you anything before I leave?”

      He shook his head, the movement barely noticeable, as his eyes drifted shut again.

      “Will your parents be back?”

      He sighed. “I told them to go home.”

      “Home, home? Or the hotel?”

      “Montana.”

      I frowned but had learned my lesson earlier today. It wasn’t my place. “Just call for a nurse if you need any help to the bathroom.”

      He stayed perfectly still, his chest barely rising and falling with his breath, and I took his silence as my cue to leave.

      But before I could turn away—before I could go home and come back tomorrow as Milo’s former nurse—his hand reached out and took my elbow.

      The touch was scorching. Tingles ran up my elbow and spread like fireworks through my shoulders. Even with layers of gauze on his hands and the long-sleeved thermal I wore beneath my scrub top, the touch was so powerful it stole my breath.

      “You used to sit with her? My neighbor?” he asked.

      “I did.”

      His lashes lifted, and the misery in those dark pools sent a stabbing pain through my chest. “Will you sit with me too?”

      The right answer was no.

      But my heart whispered, “Yes.”
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      “Go home.”

      “Milo—”

      “Go home, Mom.” He held her stare. “Please.”

      “Things at home can wait.”

      “It’s useless for you to sit here and watch me leak through bandages.”

      “You’ll have your skin grafts before too long,” Teresa said.

      “Those are weeks away.”

      Kirk shook his head. “We aren’t leaving you here alone. It’s not an option.”

      “I’m not alone,” Milo shot back. “I have Sara.”

      There was no mistaking the intimacy of Milo’s statement.

      My mouth fell open as all eyes in the room turned to me. When Dr. Vernon’s gaze narrowed, I dropped my hand from the railing on Milo’s bed.

      I have Sara.

      He could have reminded his parents he had a team of nurses and doctors to care for him. Nope. I have Sara. Spoken as if we were a couple. As if I were his guardian angel, here to keep him safe as he recovered.

      The flutter in my chest was impossible to ignore. I liked hearing those words. Then again, that flutter was probably going to get me fired, so it wasn’t all good. Torn, I dropped my eyes to the floor and searched for the right words.

      I could promise his parents I’d stick by Milo’s side and they had nothing to worry about. It was true and would ease their fears about returning to Montana. And I almost made that promise, except for Dr. Vernon’s unwavering stare. If Milo’s statement held too much intimacy, that promise would only make things worse.

      I swallowed hard and raised my chin, avoiding eye contact with Dr. Vernon and Milo as I focused on Kirk and Teresa.

      “Not all patients here have family members stay. If you need to get back to work, we’ll take care of Milo. Me. Dr. Vernon. The entire staff here. He’s in good hands.”

      That statement seemed to appease Dr. Vernon some. His stare had softened. But from a foot away, I felt every muscle in Milo’s body string tight. His jaw clamped shut with an audible tick.

      Damn it. This was all because I’d started spending my evenings with Milo.

      In the past week, I hadn’t missed a single one. I would come into his room after my shift and sit with him while he ate. Often, I’d go down to the cafeteria and get my own meal so we could eat together.

      We didn’t talk much. We’d watch television. One night, I brought in a book to read.

      I kept Milo’s guest chair filled after his parents left for their hotel. At first, I’d gotten some strange looks from the evening nurses. But I simply smiled and made sure they saw me go into Luna’s room too.

      I’d hoped I was fooling everyone. That they all thought I was spending extra time with two of my favorite patients. Maybe I was.

      But there was no fooling my heart. And no fooling Milo.

      I was here because there was something about him I couldn’t leave behind.

      I’d had a plan to step away, but every morning, I couldn’t bring myself to ask to work on the other side of the unit.

      Tomorrow was my first day off in a week and I wasn’t sure how I’d get through a day without Milo’s smile.

      It wasn’t big and flashy, but the way his brown eyes would sparkle made it the brightest smile I’d ever seen. He barely showed his straight, white teeth when he grinned. He had a dimple on the right side, but not the left. All mixed together, his smile was gentle. It was kind, like his eyes.

      That smile was more addicting than any drug in this hospital.

      That smile was the reason I’d let myself get carried away.

      “We’ll leave you alone to talk,” Dr. Vernon told Milo and his parents. Then he shot me a look that screamed Hallway. Now.

      I skirted around the bed, giving Kirk and Teresa a nod on my way out. I didn’t look at Milo. I wasn’t brave enough to see the disappointment and anger lurking there.

      Couldn’t he see? I had to draw that line. I had to at least pretend I hadn’t already crossed a different one. Ugh. What was wrong with me? I shouldn’t even be in this position.

      Dr. Vernon held the door and let me walk out first. Then he closed it behind him as he came into the hallway, crossing his arms over his chest. The white coat he wore stretched across his arms.

      “Is there something going on between you and your patient?”

      “What? No.” Oh my God, my face was on fire. I was a terrible liar.

      How could I have been so dumb? Dr. Vernon could report me to Human Resources. I could lose everything. And for what? A handsome patient I’d known only a week and who lived in Montana. There was no future there. Milo and me—

      No. Stop. What was I thinking? There was no Milo and me.

      “He’s my patient,” I told Dr. Vernon. “I was keeping him company.”

      “You hover over him.”

      “I’m trying to keep him comfortable. He’s in pain and his injuries . . .” More excuses came to mind but I left them unsaid.

      Dr. Vernon studied my face with the scrutiny of a tenured interrogator. It took every ounce of willpower not to cower and admit to my crush on Milo, but somehow, I managed to hold strong.

      “He’s had a rough week,” I finished. “I want to help.”

      Dr. Vernon stayed quiet, that level gaze traveling all over my face. Until finally, he looked over my shoulder to Milo’s door. “Be careful. Patients can become attached to their care providers. I’ve had female patients develop feelings for me before and it’s always hard to maintain boundaries.”

      I nodded. “Okay. I’ll keep that in mind, Dr. Vernon.”

      “Greg.” He stepped so close the front of his lab coat brushed against my scrubs. I could smell the soap on his skin, and the spicy, overpowering odor made my nose burn. “You can call me Greg when we’re alone.”

      Greg? No way. He would stay Dr. Vernon and I would reinforce that professional boundary. I moved away, forcing a smile. “Thanks for the advice.”

      “Anytime, Sara. Between us, it’s much easier to fall for a coworker than it is a patient. We can simply change jobs. Move units in the hospital. No one has to quit.”

      “Right.” Wait, what? Did he just admit he’d fallen for me? Or was he talking about a coworker from the past? My mind whirled as I kept replaying the director of Human Resource’s new-employee orientation. She’d reminded us three times about the no-fraternization policy.

      Only a week ago I’d decided to cut Dr. Vernon some slack, and things had been great. But his last statement brought back that familiar twitch and it was stronger than ever.

      “I, um . . . I better go check in on Luna.”

      He nodded. “See you in a while.”

      I sidestepped him and walked toward Luna’s door. Three steps away, an itchy feeling crawled down my spine. Glancing over my shoulder, I caught Dr. Vernon’s eyes darting for the ceiling. Had he been checking out my ass?

      Resisting the urge to tug my scrub top lower, I quickened my pace and darted into Luna’s room. The moment I was out of Dr. Vernon’s sight, I shivered from head to toe like I was trying to shake off a bug.

      When I looked up to meet Luna’s gaze, she was covering a smile with her hand.

      “How are you?” I walked over to her bedside.

      “Fine.” She snorted. “What was that?”

      “Nothing.” I waved her off. “I had the creepers.”

      “Dr. Vernon?”

      “What?” My eyes bugged out. I leaned in closer, checking over my shoulder, then whispered, “How’d you know?”

      Luna shrugged. “He creeps me out too.”

      “No,” I gasped. My heart plummeted into my stomach and the world tilted sideways. “Has he said something to you? Has he made you—”

      “Oh, no. It’s not me. It’s Mom. When she comes here by herself, he gets too close to her when he talks.”

      “Phew. You had me worried. Do you think maybe he’s a close talker?”

      “Maybe? He’s a good doctor and he helped me a lot. But . . .”

      “I get it.”

      He had a vibe. Dr. Vernon gave me that uncomfortable twitch. It wasn’t every time he was around. It wasn’t even the majority of the time. But it happened enough to set me on edge.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing.” The last thing I wanted was to ruin Luna’s relationship with her doctor. I’d probably already said too much, so I changed the subject. “You smell nice today. Did you get a new lotion?”

      She nodded, bringing her fingers to her nose. “Mom brought me a new one earlier this week. It smells like you.”

      “I’ll have to get the name so I can add it to my collection.” Dad had bought me a similarly scented lotion when I’d been ten. It had been my go-to scent ever since. It was fresh with citrus undertones. Nothing overpowering for the hospital, and it kept my hands soft.

      “So, um . . .” She glanced over her shoulder to the wall she shared with Milo. “Is he doing okay? I heard him yelling last night. He kept shouting the name Jess. Who do you think she is?”

      “I don’t know.” And I wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      I’d wondered about Jess last week when Kirk had mentioned her name but it hadn’t come up again. Had she been injured in the same explosion? She must have a special relationship with Milo for him to be calling out her name.

      “You’ve been sitting with him at night, haven’t you?” Luna asked.

      “Yes.” I filled up her glass of ice water from the small mauve pitcher on her table.

      “I thought so. You haven’t been here much.”

      My shoulders fell. With her having so little time left here, I felt badly for not giving her my full attention. “I’m sorry, Luna. I told him about how I sat with you when you first got here. He asked me to sit with him and I couldn’t say no. He’s . . . different. Special. Like you.”

      “It’s okay. I suppose I have to cut off my attachment to you anyway. I’m leaving soon.”

      “One more week.” And boy, would I miss her.

      Luna’s hand drifted up to the burn scars on her scalp. “Mom and Dad offered to bring in a tutor for the rest of the school year so I could homeschool.”

      “That was nice of them. Is that what you want?”

      She dropped her eyes to her lap, giving me a one-shoulder shrug.

      “Or you could go back to school.”

      Luna closed her eyes. “What if the kids make fun of me?”

      “They will.”

      Her eyes snapped up to mine, wide and full of surprise that I’d be so blunt.

      I smiled and sat on the edge of her bed. “Kids are mean. Some might laugh at you, with or without the scars. I was so shy in high school, I tried daily to blend in with the walls. That still didn’t save me from being tormented because I walked with my eyes on my shoes and my hair is a strange color.”

      “It’s not strange, it’s pretty. Mine is strange.”

      “Yours is beautiful. The purple suits you.” I stood from the bed and went to the closet, where her books were stacked on a shelf. “You’d better get started on homework. Math or English first?”

      Luna groaned and dropped her head back into the pillow. “Math. I might as well get it over with.”

      I brought over her textbook and a three-ring binder full of papers and assignments her parents brought to her each week from the school. “I’ll be back in a bit. Call if you get stuck on a question.”

      “Thanks, Sara. ”

      While she never had an issue cranking through her English without help, I’d dusted off my high school algebra and trigonometry skills to help her with the occasional worksheet problem. I was going to miss those worksheets when she left next week.

      Leaving her to her homework, I returned to the hallway, where my eyes immediately tracked to Milo’s door. Every cell in my body wanted to walk in and make sure he wasn’t upset. But there was no reason to go in there. No professional reason, anyway.

      His dressings were fresh. Dr. Vernon had checked all of his burns. He was in a lot of pain and things weren’t easy by any means, but as his nurse, there was nothing more I could do at the moment.

      And I was just his nurse.

      I turned away, my heart sinking as I walked in the opposite direction. I found Kym at the nurses station.

      “How’s it going?” I asked.

      She sank down into a chair and put her hands to her temples. “It’s okay. I have a horrible headache.”

      “Oh, no. Can I get you anything?”

      “I took some ibuprofen.”

      “Would you like to swap sides?” The suggestion, though practical and necessary, felt like the worst idea I’d had since the perm I’d gotten in sixth grade. “It’s pretty quiet today. Luna is out next week, pending her final exam. Milo will need his dressings changed.”

      The other patient on my side had been discharged yesterday, leaving me with only two, while her side still had four.

      “Really?” Her eyes filled with hope. “I could use a lighter day.”

      I nodded. “Really. In fact, why don’t you just take Milo and I’ll keep Luna on my rotation too?”

      “Thanks, Sara.” Her shoulders relaxed. “I don’t want to use sick time and go home because of a stupid headache.”

      I smiled. “No problem.”

      We quickly exchanged notes and Kym gave me a summary of what she’d done for her patients already, then we set off in different directions.

      I worked the day with focus and efficiency, spending time getting caught up with patients I hadn’t seen since before my New Year’s vacation, as well as one new man who’d come in for a three-day stay because of a huge second-degree burn on his leg.

      It was a busy day, not unlike most, except without the intensity of Milo’s room. There were no heated stares. My heart didn’t jump when I knocked on any doors. My breath didn’t catch when other patients said my name.

      I did my best not to stare at Milo’s room whenever it came into view. I failed more often than I succeeded. By the time the evening shift arrived, I knew if I didn’t collect my things from the locker room and sprint out of the building, I’d give in to the magnetic pull of his closed door.

      “Good night, Sara,” Kym said, standing in front of her locker and zipping up her coat. “Thanks again for today.”

      “No problem. How’s your headache?”

      “It’s fading, thank God. I was worried it might turn into a migraine. See you tomorrow.”

      I nodded. “Yep. See you tomorrow.”

      Alone in the room, I collected my purse and pulled the strap onto my shoulder. I hung my coat over my forearm and shut the locker door.

      Go home.

      Walking out, I kept my eyes fixed on the linoleum tiles as I made my way toward the stairwell. If I could just make it down one flight of cement steps, I’d be set.

      Except that damn door wouldn’t let me go. I twisted my head over my shoulder just enough to see Milo’s door once before I made my escape. My hands rested on the metal bar of the steel door. I couldn’t push it open.

      Why was his light on? Unless he was having his dressings changed or Dr. Vernon was doing an exam, he kept the room dark. Had Kym forgotten to shut them off? Or was something wrong?

      My feet changed direction without permission, striding faster with each step closer to his room. When I reached the threshold, I was breathless, my heart racing.

      I burst into the room. The moment he spotted me, his eyes flared, the coffee-colored rings flashing with surprise, then darkening to rich sable as he assessed me from head to toe. The bright lights shone down on his hair, making the short, velvety strands look more caramel than brown. A golden contrast to those mesmerizing eyes.

      How had he managed to get more handsome in only a day?

      I halted in the center of his room. “Are you okay?”

      “Didn’t think I’d see you again today.”

      “I, um . . .” I looked at the floor. “I traded sides with Kym.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I-I . . .” I couldn’t answer the question. He’d see right through my pitiful excuse that it was because of Kym’s headache. But did he really have to ask? Couldn’t he see what he was doing to me?

      Milo looked away, aiming his eyes at the ceiling before he let them drift shut.

      “Would you like me to shut off the light?”

      He nodded once.

      I clutched my coat tightly as I walked to the bathroom and shut off the light. Then did the same with the one above his bed. Shrouded in the safety of the darkness, I glanced at the chair in the corner of the room.

      Go home.

      “I should go.”

      I didn’t move.

      Milo didn’t either.

      Did he even want me to stay? Had I read too much into his statement earlier? Maybe his I have Sara had simply been something to ease his parents’ worries. Maybe the intimacy I’d heard in those three words was all my imagination.

      Oh my God. I was dreaming this all up, wasn’t I? I had feelings for Milo and I’d convinced myself he had them in return.

      Embarrassment nearly chased me from the room, but before I could raise a foot, Milo’s deep voice spoke in no more than a whisper.

      “Stay. Please.”

      The relief was so overpowering, tears flooded my eyes. Maybe his feelings for me weren’t as strong as mine were for him, but he wanted me to stay.

      That was something.

      That was everything.

      Powerless to resist his plea, I went to the chair, stowing my purse and coat underneath as I sat. There wasn’t much noise outside in the hallway. Connie, one of the evening-shift nurses, walked by and spotted me. She gave me a finger wave and a small smile, then pulled the door closed, leaving me and Milo alone in our dark, warm cocoon.

      Here, it was easy to pretend there wasn’t an entire hospital beyond the walls, one with rules and reprimands. Here, it was just two strangers keeping one another company. Here, we were two new friends quickly becoming . . . more.

      At least, it was more for me.

      “I freaked you out earlier,” Milo said.

      “Maybe a little.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It’s all right.” I relaxed deeper into the chair. Being around Milo was exhilarating. Confusing. He made my pulse race and palms sweat, but in his company, my spirit had never felt so at peace. In my thundering heart, I knew this was exactly where I was supposed to be.

      I’d known the man just over a week. How did that make sense?

      My feelings were so jumbled and unfamiliar, I needed time to pick them apart. And now was not that time.

      “Milo, can I ask you a question?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded, tilting his head in my direction, though he kept his eyes closed.

      “Why do you want your parents to leave?” I’d promised myself to stay out of it, but the more he pushed them away, the more curious I became.

      “They should be home, sleeping in their own bed. Eating at their dining room table, not a hospital cafeteria. They have work to do on the farm. They don’t need to be here watching my skin grow.”

      He had a point, but Kirk and Teresa were devoted to their son. Milo was a grown man, but here they were, supporting him completely. Loving him without reservation. Did he know how rare that was? Did he know how special it was he had them both? I’d give anything to feel my dad’s unconditional love again, even for a moment.

      “Can I ask you another question?”

      “You don’t need permission, Sara. Ask me anything.”

      I held a breath, working up some courage. “Why do you want me to sit with you?”

      That question got his attention. Milo’s eyes opened slowly, fixing on me. “I like your voice.”

      “My voice?” I’d always thought it too high-pitched and sheepish.

      “It’s soothing. It makes the pain . . . It just—” He blew all the air from his lungs, his chest sagging into the bed. “When you’re in here, it’s easy to forget I’m such a screwup.”

      “You’re not a screwup.”

      He scoffed. “I almost got myself killed.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “I don’t know.” His eyes closed again. “How about a different question?”

      “Okay.” Except all that came to mind had to do with the explosion and why he was here. All but one. “Who’s Jess?”

      Milo’s lips pursed in a thin line, making me regret asking. A moment of silence passed without an answer and I was sure he’d ignore me. Then he turned once more and those kind eyes were brimming with regret.

      “Jess is my boss. The sheriff of Jamison County. He is the toughest sonovabitch there is. And I almost got him killed too.”

      Him. Jess was a man. I shouldn’t have been happy, given how Milo’s voice was full of grief, but my foolish heart had been terrified Jess was Milo’s girlfriend.

      “I was burned in an explosion. But you knew that.”

      I nodded. “It was in your chart.”

      “How much do you know?”

      “Very little.”

      Milo lifted his shoulders and winced as he struggled to sit up.

      I was out of my chair in a flash, reaching for the controls to raise the head of his bed. He couldn’t sit up completely due to the burns on his stomach. But we could lift him some to make conversation and eating easier.

      After, I helped prop his shoulders and head up with an extra pillow. Then I took the water pitcher from his table and filled his plastic cup. “Here.”

      “Thanks.” After a long drink, he wiped his lips dry and handed the cup over.

      “More?”

      He shook his head and I set the water down, returning to my seat.

      Milo waited a few more moments before he began to speak, and when he did, he talked to his lap. “I’m a deputy for the Jamison County Sheriff’s Department. I haven’t been a cop that long, but I should have known better.”

      The anguish in his voice was hard to hear. It wasn’t the smooth timbre it normally was. He spoke like he was choking, in hoarse rasps.

      “Jess and me and this guy Beau—he works for the forest service—we went up to the mountains on a tip. Some snowmobilers reported they’d found an old trailer on forest service land that was suspicious. So we went up to check it out. We’d been trying to track down a meth dealer’s cookhouse for months without luck. Thought that might be it.”

      Milo swallowed hard and I stood to take him more water. He finished another glass and nodded for me to go back to my seat.

      “The place.” He scrunched his nose. “We found it. Fuck, it smelled bad. I’ve never smelled anything like it before. Burned your nostrils from fifty feet away. Beau ran back to the truck to get some bandanas to cover our faces while Jess and I walked to the trailer.”

      I was on the edge of my seat, nerves stirring my stomach as he took another long pause. He didn’t need to finish. I knew that whatever happened next had landed him here. But the more he spoke the more I realized this wasn’t only for my benefit. Milo needed to tell this story out loud. He needed to explain.

      Because the guilt was eating him alive.

      “The door was rigged. I should have known. I reached for it. Jess yelled for me to stop. But I didn’t think. I opened the door and this propane tank some yards away, it just went . . .”

      Boom.

      “I woke up here and didn’t know what had happened,” he said. “Dad said Beau hauled me and Jess out of there. I took the brunt of it since I was closest. Jess, he got thrown from the blast into a tree. A branch went clean through his side.”

      I grimaced. “But he’s okay? Your dad said Jess was going to pull through, right?”

      “Yeah,” Milo muttered. “Still doesn’t make it easier. I should have known better. I was so damn eager to get inside and make a big bust, thinking I was finally going to earn some respect. Not be the rookie even though I’d been a cop for years. But like always, I fucked it up. Jess almost died. I almost killed him. And myself. I should have known better.”

      Standing from the chair, I went to Milo’s side and sat on the edge of the bed. What I really wanted was to wrap my arms around him and hold him tight. Instead, I took his hand, which was covered in thick, soft bandages, and sandwiched it between my own.

      “Sounds like whoever rigged the explosion is at fault. Not you. All you did was open a door.”

      He stilled, not moving even to breathe. His hand was like a stone as my words echoed in the darkened room. From the hallway, the hum of a cart’s rolling wheels passed by the door. It wasn’t until the sound was gone that Milo breathed again. And his fingers curled around my grip.

      “Are you always right?”

      I blew out the breath I’d been holding, then smiled. “Usually.”

      “Hmm.” He let his head relax into the pillows. His eyes once again closed. But he didn’t let go of my hand. “I’ll have to remember that for the future.”
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      “Hey.” Sara sniffled as she came into the room. Her shoulders were curled in, her head hanging down. When she closed the door, she studied the handle like it was the most interesting fixture in the room.

      Finally, she stepped away and lifted her chin. But she still wouldn’t look at me. Her gaze tracked to the empty chair in the corner. Then the wall. Then the TV. When she couldn’t hide from me any longer, she glanced at the bed, but only at my feet.

      “Sara.”

      “Yes?” She walked to the sink and pumped a dollop of hand sanitizer into her palm, rubbing and rolling it over her hands.

      “Sara.”

      “Hmm?”

      “I know you’re upset.”

      She shrugged. “I’m fine.”

      “Then would you look at me?”

      Her arms fell to her sides. The corners of her mouth turned down. Then she gave me those beautiful, forest-green eyes flooded with tears.

      My right hand came to my chest, rubbing at the sting beneath my sternum. As a man who’d had a swift education in the pain scale of one to ten these past few weeks, the sight of Sara crying was at least a seven.

      “It’s stupid.” She swiped at her cheeks, letting one hiccup loose. “She’s on to better things. She needs to get back to being a kid again and out of this hospital. But I’m going to miss her.”

      Luna had left today.

      I’d met her only once. Last week, she’d peeked into my room when the door had been left open and invited herself inside. I hadn’t really wanted company but when a sixteen-year-old kid dressed like a rainbow shows up at your door with a sunshine smile, you don’t turn her away.

      Luna had stayed for almost an hour, talking the entire time about her accident and her time at the hospital. She told me about her friends and the anxiety she had about returning to school.

      But mostly, she talked about Sara.

      Luna told me how Sara was the only nurse who always smiled when she came into a room. How Sara helped her with her homework and taught her how to play gin rummy. How just being around Sara made some of the pain go away.

      She told me Sara was a hidden jewel—something I already knew.

      With one hand waving and the other toying with her purple hair, Luna eventually returned to her room, and I realized she was a bit like Sara herself. When she left the room, the light faded.

      Sara had been prepping for Luna’s discharge all week, spending her free time in Luna’s room. She’d stayed late last night to eat a farewell cake with Luna and her family. But none of it had made today any easier for her tender, gentle heart.

      The first week I’d spent here had been a blur of pain and black, empty gaps. When I was awake, the agony was all I could think about. Not even the drugs could keep it at bay. The only other thing I felt was guilt. How many times had I wished that week that the explosion had taken me? How many times had I cursed myself for being a half-wit cop who deserved this mangled and melted skin?

      How many times had I considered ending the pain myself?

      Countless.

      But then she came into my room. My light.

      Her touch soothed the burns more than any cream or ointment on earth. Her voice was a dream, chasing away the dread and despair. When Sara was in the room, the pain was bearable. A second thought. It was easier to ignore as I studied her porcelain skin or the freckles dusting her nose. As I tried to decide if her ponytail was blond or red.

      Sara. Even her name brought me comfort.

      Did she have a man in her life? Would she cry when I left the hospital? Would I even be able to leave her behind?

      “Want to sit?” I asked.

      “Okay.” She nodded, but rather than going to her normal seat in the chair, she perched on the edge of the bed. It was an automatic, mindless move, but as she realized where she’d just sat, her eyes widened and she stood in a flash. “Oh, sorry.”

      “No.” I shot out a hand, pinning hers to the hard mattress before she could leave. The movement made me flinch, the burns throbbing. “Ah, shit,” I hissed. “Please. Sit here.”

      She sank down, careful not to get too close.

      My eyes dropped to our hands, hers still trapped under mine. She’d touched me many times as my nurse, but this was different. This touch was charged with the electricity we’d both been pretending didn’t crackle between us when we were in the same room.

      Her skin was soft, cooler than my own. It was flawless and smooth where mine was rough and broken. The burn on the back of my knuckles was hot pink. Her hand was the color of fresh vanilla ice cream.

      Fuck, but she smelled good too. Like a summer breeze through a wheat field. Like sunshine and fresh orange juice, all mixed into one. I breathed it in so I wouldn’t forget when she was off shift later. The two days she’d spent off last week had been miserable.

      “Your hand looks good,” she said.

      “Almost back to normal.”

      It was only a bad first-degree burn. A nuisance compared to the rest. But it had been tended to with Sara’s expert care like all the others, slathered with creams to reduce the chance of scarring and bandaged up until three days ago.

      “If you keep it moisturized, I don’t think it will peel.”

      “I’ll do my best.” I’d do whatever she told me to do. I’d endure a lifetime of pain if that meant lying here with her hand under mine. “No more crying, okay? I can’t take it.”

      “I’ll try.” She gave me a small smile. “Is that just a guy thing? Not being able to see a girl cry.”

      “No.” I ran my index finger up and over the hills of her knuckles. “I can handle tears. Just not yours.”
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        * * *

      

      SARA

      It was a good thing I was sitting or I might have fallen down. Never in my life had a man said something so sweet to me.

      Milo’s finger continued to trace my knuckles. Tingles rolled to my elbow with every stroke. His skin was warm, hot compared to mine. His palm was wide and his fingers long. His hand engulfed my own, keeping it safe.

      I shouldn’t be holding his hand—or letting him hold mine. I shouldn’t be enjoying it this much. But I couldn’t slip away. Like his sweet words, I’d never had a man touch me like this before. Like my hand was a priceless work of art to be protected, not just an appendage of bones and tendons and muscle.

      I’d dated a guy in college for about three months. He’d hold my hand whenever we were walking to class, but it had never felt like this.

      “We’re back.” The door opened behind me and I leapt from the bed, slipping my hand free.

      I darted to the sink, my cheeks aflame, just as Teresa and Kirk walked into the room.

      “Hey,” Milo muttered. He sounded irritated and disappointed.

      I smiled.

      When the blush left my cheeks, I turned and greeted Milo’s parents. “Hi. How was lunch?”

      “Hi, Sara.” Kirk walked to the window, leaning against the sill as he patted his flat belly. “Lunch was breakfast and I had one too many pancakes.”

      Kirk was lean and tall, like Milo, with a caring face and welcoming eyes. There was no mistaking father and son with their same straight nose. Kirk kept his brown hair short, like Milo’s, except his hairline had receded into a deep M shape.

      “I brought you another strawberry smoothie,” Teresa told Milo, setting down the cup. The straw still had an inch of paper on the end.

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      Teresa went to the chair and sat down, sipping from her own Oreo milkshake as Milo started in on his pink smoothie. Her eyes were the same coffee shade as Milo’s, and when she smiled, it was impossible not to smile back.

      “We’d like to talk to you both.” Kirk crossed his ankles as he leaned deeper against the windowsill.

      Talk to us both? Oh, no. My heart jumped up into my throat. Had they noticed the attraction between Milo and me? Had they deciphered the reason I popped into his room so often was only so I could see his face? Did they think I was an unprofessional, silly girl who couldn’t control her feelings?

      They wouldn’t be wrong. Still, I craved their approval.

      I gulped. Milo set down his smoothie and nodded at Kirk. “What’s up?”

      “We’ve listened to what you’ve had to say, and you’re right.” Kirk glanced at Teresa. “There’s not much we can do here. So we’re going home.”

      Relief swayed me on my feet. This wasn’t about me and Milo. I wanted to bring my hand to my racing heart, but I left it palmed against my side.

      “Good,” Milo said. “Thank you.”

      “Before we go, I just want to make sure you’ll be fine on your own.” Teresa looked to me, her eyes pleading for honesty. “I can stay if you think it’s best.”

      “I promise we’ll take good care of him. And if anything happens, you’ll be my first phone call.”

      Teresa and Kirk stayed while I changed Milo’s dressings. Then I bid them farewell, going across the unit to help Kym finish up with her patients for the day. With Luna gone and no new admits, things were too quiet on my side of the unit.

      I worked hard, passing a couple of hours until I retreated to the nurses station to update patient charts.

      “Sara?” I glanced up from the computer screen to see Teresa and Kirk, their coats draped over their arms and Teresa’s eyes damp from crying.

      “Are you leaving?” I stood from my chair and made my way around the counter.

      “We’re out of here.” Kirk nodded. “We’re hoping to drive halfway home tonight and stay in Missoula.”

      “Travel safe.”

      That was my standard farewell because I wasn’t sure what else to say. See you soon. It was a pleasure meeting you. Neither of those seemed to fit. As long as Milo’s recovery was on track, they wouldn’t need to come back here. And though it had been a pleasure meeting them, I didn’t want to sound like I was glad Milo had been burned in that explosion.

      So I simply smiled, watching as Milo’s parents went to the bank of elevators and waited until one arrived. As they stepped inside, they waved one last time before the silver doors closed shut.

      I sat down, mindlessly staring at the computer’s screen. Two good-byes in one day. No wonder my heart was heavy.

      Would I ever see Kirk or Teresa again? Probably not. And even though she’d promised to keep in touch, I doubted I’d hear from Luna again either.

      She was nervous about going back into the real world, about showing people her scars. But she had a strength I envied. Luna carried herself with a youthful confidence that my sixteen-year-old self would have found intimidating and alluring. Even after her accident.

      Luna would flourish, of that I was sure. The party we’d had for her last night had been bittersweet. I was excited for her to start on this new journey and embrace the woman she’d become. I was sad I wouldn’t get to see her grow.

      The elevator dinged, the doors slid open, and Connie stepped out, ready for her shift.

      After exchanging notes on patients and making a lap of rounds with the evening crew, Kym and I turned over the unit and went to the locker room to collect our belongings and go home.

      “Have a good night, Sara,” Kym said before leaving. “See you Thursday.”

      “You too. Have a good few days off.”

      Normally, we’d both have a break before our next stretch of shifts. But months ago, I’d agreed to cover for another day-shift nurse so he could take his family on a ski trip. I’d immediately dreaded it after I’d said yes. But now that Milo was here, extra hours in the hospital didn’t sound so bad.

      I didn’t want to be home in my condo alone, especially tonight.

      There was no hesitation in my stride as I left the locker room and walked toward Milo’s room. I ignored the text from Mom asking if I’d mind picking up a pack of Denny’s favorite beer and dropping it off. She was giving herself a manicure and her nails needed time to set. Why Denny couldn’t buy his own beer was a mystery.

      He’d have to fend for himself tonight.

      I peeked my head inside Milo’s door. “Hey.”

      The room was dark, as expected. But his eyes were open for once. “Hey.”

      I came into the room, closing the door nearly all the way. Somehow that one-inch crack between the door and jamb made me feel like I wasn’t crossing every single boundary there was by being here when I was off duty.

      As I came closer, I noticed a haze in Milo’s eyes. His lids were droopy, which meant he’d likely pushed another round of morphine. “How’s the pain?”

      “Right now? A two. Ten minutes ago? An eight.”

      “Can I get you anything?”

      He shook his head. “Nah. Are you going to keep me company?”

      “I can let you rest.”

      “Don’t do that. I’ll rest when I’m dead.”

      “Okay.” I walked to the chair, taking my normal seat. Then I sat, relaxing into the seat and closing my eyes.

      “Talk to me.”

      “About?”

      “What’s your family think about you staying here with me most nights?”

      My family? They didn’t even care to ask what I did at night. “I’m not really close to my family.”

      “What about a roommate? Or, um . . .” Milo’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “A boyfriend?”

      I dropped my chin to hide my smile. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “Oh.” He looked toward the opposite wall but not before I caught the corner of his mouth turning up. “So you’re not close to your family?”

      “Not really.”

      “Tell me about them?”

      “There’s not a lot to tell. I grew up here, for the most part.”

      “What do you mean, for the most part?” he asked.

      I shifted in the seat, tucking a leg under my rear to get comfortable. “My parents divorced when I was ten. My mom’s always been sort of flighty. That was the word Dad always used to describe her.”

      And as I’d grown up, I’d realized flighty was being generous. Mom’s troubles were more than being absentminded. She wasn’t scatterbrained. She just didn’t give a damn about anything. Well, except for my brother. And herself.

      “After the divorce, my mom decided to move to Seattle. She wanted to live in a bigger city. She took me and my younger brother, Denny, with her. I lasted a month and then begged my dad to come and get me.”

      I’d hated living with Mom. She’d been too busy exploring her new city and finding a young boyfriend to care about the upheaval she’d put Denny and me through. We rarely ate a home-cooked meal. She sent me to school in dirty clothes more than once because she’d forgotten to do laundry. I’d called Dad in tears and begged him to come for me. He’d been at the door four hours later with an empty suitcase.

      Denny had been eight and loved the change. He’d gone from structure and schedules under Dad’s roof to ultimate freedom under Mom’s. He didn’t mind eating cold cereal every single day or wearing the same jeans five days in a row.

      “So you came back?” Milo asked.

      “Yep.” I nodded. “I lived with Dad. Denny stayed with Mom.”

      And because of it, he’d missed learning all of the lessons about becoming a responsible member of society Dad had made sure to teach me.

      “The only thing I didn’t like about living with Dad was he was a smoker.”

      “Was?”

      “Was,” I whispered. “Dad smoked a pack of cigarettes a day. When I got into high school, I used to razz him about it constantly. He cut back to half a pack but I guess I should have nagged him harder. About three years ago he caught a bad cold. It turned into pneumonia. Then it turned into stage-four lung cancer. He died eight months later.”

      “Sara, I’m so sorry.”

      “Thanks.” I gave him a small smile. “I miss him.”

      “Yeah, I bet.”

      “He was my best friend.” My chin quivered as the sting in my nose burned hot. “We used to do everything together. Simple things that meant a lot. We grocery shopped together. We planted flowers in the yard every May. We ate pizza and watched HBO on Friday nights.”

      The hole he’d left behind hadn’t begun to close. There was no one to fill his void. And being around my mother and brother only seemed to make it grow.

      “Are you close with your mom?” Milo asked.

      “No.” I scoffed. “Not at all. Honestly, I don’t think she likes me much. I think I remind her too much of Dad. Or maybe she’s still hurt by my choice. When I left Seattle to come back with Dad, she didn’t understand.”

      Mom put all her energy into Denny after that. She called me once a week at first, but as the years went on, the calls became fewer and farther between. The only times I saw her were on the trips Dad and I would take to Seattle so he could visit Denny. Three times a year, Mom would hug me and tell me how much she missed me. But there had always been a feeling under those words. A bitter tension to the hugs.

      Now that she was back in Spokane, she nitpicked everything I did. What I wore. My makeup—or lack thereof. My ponytail and how it was pulled up too tight.

      “Is she still in Seattle?”

      I shook my head. “After Dad died, Mom came back to Spokane because he left her his house.”

      “Really?” Milo asked. “Not you?”

      “Really. It bothered me at first, but Dad explained it to me before he died. I understand why he did it. And honestly, I wouldn’t have time to care for it anyway. It’s about four thousand square feet with a large yard and a ton of maintenance.”

      It would have been too much for me. It was too much for Mom. Instead of trying to keep up on the yard work and little repairs, she’d let it go. It was heartbreaking to return home—to a place Dad had worked so hard to keep nice—and see how quickly it was becoming a shambles.

      Underneath this winter’s snow, the yard was overgrown. The flower beds were full of weeds. The cedar shakes in the apex of the roofline needed to be stained, the porch swept of fallen leaves and stained too.

      The inside, which Dad and I had always kept clean and tidy, was now crowded. Mom wasn’t a hoarder but she loved clutter. All of her knickknacks were coated with dust. Her abundance of toss pillows and crocheted throw blankets had gone too long without washing and gave off a musty odor.

      I kept reminding myself it wasn’t Dad’s place anymore. Still, it was hard to see.

      “I lived with Dad all through college. When I graduated, he bought me a condo about three blocks from here.” He’d wanted me to be able to walk to and from work. “And he bought me a car.”

      He’d already been diagnosed with cancer when he’d bought me both. He knew Mom would fight for his house after his death. At least, for the portion she thought Denny was owed. And instead of making me deal with his loss and a battle with Mom, he’d simply let her win. At the same time, he’d provided me a home and my own freedom.

      “Denny just moved in with Mom. Right after New Year’s,” I told Milo.

      “Are you close with him?”

      “We don’t really know each other. Denny is a carpenter or is trying to be. He’s . . .” Arrogant. Spoiled. Rude. He didn’t like to work before ten or past three. He did good work when he tried but he wasn’t exactly what anyone would call ambitious. “He has some growing up to do.”

      Milo chuckled. “Is that a nice way to say you don’t get along?”

      “Maybe.” I giggled, feeling a weight come off my mind. I hadn’t unloaded all of that on, well . . . anyone. It was nice to talk freely about Dad, Mom and Denny. “Anyway, that’s the story of my family. Sorry. That got heavy.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “Do you have any siblings?” I asked.

      “I have an older sister, Tanya. She is eleven years older than I am. I was a surprise after a Garth Brooks concert.”

      “Ah. And where is your sister?”

      “She married a guy in the military. They move around a lot and are currently stationed in Germany.”

      “Germany. Oh, wow.”

      “Mom and Dad go visit when they can. Tanya and her husband don’t want kids, so they like bouncing around. She says it keeps them fresh.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Would you ever live somewhere else?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” This was home. It always had been. I’d never entertained the idea of a new town because while Dad had been alive, I had no reason to leave. But now? Maybe. “I love my job here. It would be hard to let that go. If Dad were still alive, I’d say no. But if the right opportunity came along, I’d consider it.”

      “But you’re not set on Spokane forever.”

      “No, I guess not. Why?”

      Milo gave me a sexy, half-cocked grin. “Just curious.”
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      The evening I spent with Milo talking about my family turned out to be the last of my evening visits to his room. That had been two weeks ago.

      I wish I had stayed another five minutes to memorize his woodsy smell. I wish I had asked him just one more question to watch those soft lips answer. Even though I’d spent hours in his room that night and all the nights before, it hadn’t been enough.

      After talking about my family, we visited about nothing until nearly midnight. I learned that he didn’t like strawberry smoothies and preferred orange or blueberry, but he didn’t have the heart to tell his mom. Milo asked about my college experience and I asked about his time in the police academy.

      We talked about some of the cases he’d worked as a deputy. We talked about my favorite things about being a nurse. We talked about my love for pepperoni pizza and how much he missed the bacon cheeseburgers from the Prescott Café.

      Hours passed until I finally left and walked home in the dark. The sidewalk was well lit. I’d made that walk hundreds of times after nightfall. But Milo insisted I call him once I got home.

      His voice was rich and smooth. Not too deep to be gravelly. Not too high to be feminine. I hadn’t appreciated it enough until that moment, when he spoke for a few short moments to bid me good night.

      I hung up the phone and knew I was in serious trouble.

      Little did I know that trouble was going to manifest so soon.

      When I got to work the next morning, I stepped off the elevator, still smiling and riding the high from my time with Milo, only to be met with an irritated stare from my boss, Amber.

      That smile dropped and didn’t come back again.

      Amber asked me to follow her to the staff lounge, where she closed the door and proceeded to tell me how Dr. Vernon had made a passing, casual comment about my growing affections for a patient.

      Amber had done her research. She’d asked around and knew I’d been spending my evenings with Milo. It wasn’t technically against the rules, but it was pushing the boundaries of professionalism.

      Did it matter that I’d done the same with Luna? No. My time with Luna hadn’t bothered Dr. Vernon.

      But the doctors, well . . . they’re the doctors, Sara.

      Amber recommended—read, ordered—I work with other patients from here on out. And my evening visits were over. After all, we had to make sure Dr. Vernon was happy, didn’t we? He was the doctor spearheading a new unit. His success here meant success for the unit and, ultimately, my job.

      Amber left not long after. I stayed in the lounge with my head hung in shame.

      I’d never been reprimanded by a boss. I’d rarely gotten into trouble with Dad and whenever I had, it had made me sick to my stomach. Growing up, I’d been a good kid. I’d been the girl who followed the rules without question. The first drink I’d had was after I’d turned twenty-one.

      When I left the nurses lounge for the locker room, I walked the halls, feeling like everyone’s eyes were on me. That they all knew I’d had a slap delivered to my wrist.

      Maybe no one knew. No one asked about it, but no one asked me what side of the unit I wanted to work either.

      Dr. Vernon arrived an hour later, much too happy that he’d found me in the farthest room from Milo’s. I wanted to throw a pack of gauze at that smug grin on his face.

      But the worst part? He hadn’t been wrong.

      How many times had I told myself to go home? How many times had I worried this attraction to Milo would cost me my job? I guess not enough.

      Stupid, Sara.

      That was two weeks ago. I hadn’t been to Milo’s room since.

      I owed him an explanation for my disappearance. It was the right thing to do. But I couldn’t bring myself to face him. To see the disappointment. Or worse, to see nothing at all.

      Did he miss me? Did he wonder where I’d gone? He hadn’t called. Maybe he was just as happy with the other nurses, the ones who respected boundaries and didn’t crowd his room every night because they were desperate for his attention.

      Milo had been here for a month. He’d been scheduled for his first skin graft this week, but I’d overheard Dr. Vernon tell Kym this morning they would have to postpone the surgery another week.

      Maybe two.

      He wasn’t healing as quickly as they would have liked. The burns on his torso didn’t have strong enough blood flow, and if there wasn’t a good supply, the grafted skin wouldn’t latch on.

      Milo was going to be heartbroken. A delay meant he’d be here longer, away from his job and family. It was February and he’d been here a month. How much time could he take away from his job and still keep it?

      I was too much of a coward to go ask.

      Instead, I stayed in my seat at the nurses station—the safe half of the invisible line that divided the floor—where I’d been for the last thirty minutes, processing paperwork for a patient who’d been discharged today. My heart wasn’t in it as I mindlessly clicked through forms. My heart wasn’t in any of my work these days. It hadn’t been for two weeks.

      My cursor was hovering over the final submit button when a loud shout filled the hallway.

      Milo. My head whipped over my shoulder toward the noise. Toward the room I’d been banished from.

      Was he okay? Should I go check?

      I stood from my chair and walked to the end of the long counter that bordered the nurses station. Then I clutched the wall and peered at Milo’s door, my fingers gripping hard to keep me from taking another step.

      There was no other noise, just the hum of the florescent lights above.

      Dr. Vernon was in Milo’s room. So was Kym. They’d gone in twenty minutes ago to check his burns. What was happening? Was he in pain? I stayed there against the wall for another long moment, hoping someone would come out and tell me what was wrong. But the door remained shut.

      I sighed, released my hold on the wall and turned away. Only before I could return to the computer, I heard a faint sound that was a lot like my name.

      I froze midstep, listening again. Nothing.

      “Ugh.” I plopped down in the chair, my frame slumping. I hated that he could be suffering. I hated being trapped on my side of the unit. I hated that I hadn’t seen Milo’s eyes or his simple smile in fourteen days.

      But here I was, stuck. And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.

      The sound of a door opening perked me up in my seat. I kept my eyes on the screen, my hand poised over the mouse like I’d actually been working, as footsteps came my way.

      “Hi, Sara.” Dr. Vernon’s voice was cheery. Too cheery, given that he’d just been with a patient who’d shouted loud enough to penetrate a closed door and long hallway.

      “Hi.” I gave him a tight smile.

      Kym, on the other hand, looked like someone who’d come from a stressful patient visit. Her eyes were dazed. Her cheeks were missing their normal healthy flush. And she stood back from Dr. Vernon, giving him the side-eye, like she was wondering what had just happened.

      “Kym, you deserve a break after that one,” Dr. Vernon joked.

      Her eyes darted to me, then back to the doctor. She forced her own strained smile. “I’m fine. I’ll just go and grab some water.”

      She looked at me once more, her eyes saying I’ll tell you everything later. I gave her a small nod, then looked back at my screen as she walked away.

      Everything about my posture—my rigid back, my eyes on the screen, my lack of a smile—screamed I’m busy. Go away. But did Dr. Vernon take the hint?

      Of course not.

      “So, Sara. Any big plans for Valentine’s Day next week?” Dr. Vernon slid down the counter until he was directly across from me. Then he propped his elbows on the Formica as he waited for my answer.

      “Um, no. I don’t think so.”

      He grinned. “No date?”

      “Nope.”

      Why was he even talking to me? We weren’t friends. I’d been giving him the cold shoulder since he’d reported me to Amber. He’d gotten what he wanted. Milo was no longer my patient. So why couldn’t he leave me alone?

      Professionally, I had a lot of respect for Dr. Vernon. He excelled at treating burns. But over the past two weeks, he’d been the easiest person to blame for my situation. Besides myself, that was. He’d never once commented on the evenings I’d spent with Luna. So why Milo?

      Maybe he liked me. Maybe I’d been ignoring the signs for a long time—or denying them. Because here he was, leaning in too close as his eyes drifted down my chest.

      My B cups were smashed flat in the sports bra I wore under my scrub top. There wasn’t much for Dr. Vernon to see. Still, that didn’t stop him from trying.

      “I don’t have a date either,” he said.

      “Huh.” Oh, please. Please, don’t ask me out.

      “I was thinking of going to get some sushi at Wave. If you’re free—”

      “Sushi makes me sick.” I faked a gag. Actually, I loved sushi. “I had bad fish once. Sorry. I’ll stick to burgers.”

      “I like bur—”

      “Here you go, Sara.” Kym came into the nurses station, and to my rescue, with two bottles of water from the vending machine. “I thought you might want one.”

      “Thank you.” I took the bottle of water and unscrewed the top. Then I took a long, long drink so I wouldn’t be able to talk. I spun in the chair, facing Kym and giving Dr. Vernon my back. And with the water bottle still pressed to my lips, my eyes pleaded with her not to leave.

      Kym got the message. “I was going to go through the new procedure checklist that Amber gave us. Would you like to do it together?”

      I nodded, taking the bottle away. “Yes, please. Your timing is perfect. I have some time before I need to do another set of rounds.”

      Turning around, I plastered on another smile. “Do you need us to do anything for you, Dr. Vernon?”

      “No.” He stood tall. “I am done here today. I’m going to do some paperwork in my office, then head out. Call me if you need anything.”

      “Of course. Have a nice night.”

      “Don’t stay too late,” he said, his voice hard and short.

      Was that a threat? He knew I’d stopped going to Milo’s room. His warning only made me mad. I dropped my gaze to the screen, my teeth clenching tight. When his footsteps echoed away from the counter, I scowled at the back of his lab coat until he disappeared down the stairwell toward his office on the second floor.

      I can’t stand him. I managed, only barely, to keep that thought inside my head.

      “Was Greg about to ask you out?” Kym stepped closer, lowering her voice.

      “I don’t know. Maybe. Or maybe he was just being polite?”

      “That explains it,” she muttered, shaking her head.

      “Explains what?” The uneasy look in her dark eyes made my muscles tense. She sat in another chair and rolled it close. But before she could answer my question, I asked another. “What happened in Milo’s room?”

      “Greg took away his morphine button two days ago.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t like the self-regulated dosage method, but I had faith that Milo could control himself. “Are the dosages you’re giving him not enough for the pain?”

      “That’s the thing.” Kym shook her head. “He took away the IV dosage for Milo to control. But Greg didn’t prescribe me anything to give him in its place.”

      “What?” I nearly flew out of my chair. “So he’s been without anything for the pain for two days?” Over half the skin on his stomach had been burned away. You could see muscle in a few places. Milo had to have pain medicine.

      Kym’s face paled as she nodded. “I asked him about it again this morning and he said he’d put one in the system. But it wasn’t there the last time I checked.”

      “That’s abuse. I’m reporting this.” I was ready to march downstairs to Human Resources to report it when Kym stopped me.

      “Wait. Before you go, let me check the system. And if the prescription’s still not in there, I’ll report it. It would be better coming from me.”

      I huffed and sat down as she clicked through to the computer. I hated that she was right. I hated that Dr. Vernon had put me in a position where I would be seen as the nurse pulling favors and showing preferential treatment. Because even though I’d developed feelings for Milo, I would have done the same for any patient.

      “It’s there.” Kym’s shoulders sagged.

      “Thank God.” I closed my eyes, shaking my head. “I wish I could help him. At least see him. It’s not fair.”

      Kym put her hand on my knee. “It’s not fair. We all know you weren’t doing anything wrong. But . . .”

      It didn’t matter. Her unspoken words hung between us. The bottom line was it was Dr. Vernon’s concerns against my actions. I had no chance of winning.

      “What else happened in there today?” I asked.

      Kym sat back in her chair. “He’s in pain. He’s angry and frustrated. He wants to get his grafts but he’s just not ready. When Dr. Vernon told him that his surgery was postponed, he overreacted. He yelled. Told Dr. Vernon that if he wasn’t going to fucking fix him, then get the fuck out.”

      “He’s a nice guy. That’s not him.”

      Not long ago, Teresa was defending an outburst of Milo’s. She made sure I knew that Milo wasn’t an angry man after he’d kicked at his table and sent his lunch tray flying. Now here I was, taking up her defense.

      “I know he’s a nice guy,” Kym said. “It’s just the circumstances and the pain.”

      “Good.” It was important that Milo didn’t alienate the nursing staff. The last thing he needed was to be deemed combative or abusive and be sent somewhere else. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. And he’s not the first patient to cuss out a doctor.”

      “This is true. Did he—did Milo say my name? I thought . . .” I asked the question and instantly wanted to pull it back.

      This wasn’t about me or my feelings. Milo needed help, and for him to have the best chance at recovery, I had to stay away.

      “Yes,” Kym answered with a smile. “He asked for you. He promised me no offense but wanted to know if you could be his nurse.”

      My heart nearly burst from my chest. “He did?”

      Milo wanted me back. Even if it was just because I had a gentle touch or because he liked the sound of my voice. Even if it was just because things on his end were purely platonic. He wanted me back.

      Did that mean I could be his nurse? We accommodated patient requests all the time. It was the beauty about our unit being small. We had flexibility. All Kym had to do was tell Amber and then I could go back.

      “But . . .”

      “Oh, no.” Good-bye happy feeling. “But, what?”

      “Greg told Milo that you’d asked to be reassigned.”

      “What?” I hissed. My chair couldn’t hold me. I stood and began to pace in the small area between my chair and the counter.

      I wasn’t an angry person. I wasn’t entirely sure my temper had ever worked right. Meek was the term my mother had used once to describe me to her friend.

      If she could see me now. I was ready to shout this entire place down. I wanted to put Milo in a wheelchair, load him up into my car and drive him to Seattle, where there was no Dr. Vernon to spread lies and poison his recovery.

      “This is bullshit,” I spat. “I didn’t ask to be reassigned.”

      “I know.”

      “But does Milo?” My voice carried.

      Kym looked around, confirming we were alone, then stood. “Greg’s gone for the day. You go and take Milo. It would be good for him to see you. If Amber or anyone else comes up here, I’ll cover for you.”

      “Really?” My anger evaporated. The restriction from the past two weeks was killing me. If this was my window to see him and apologize, I was taking it. “Thank you.”

      This was the closest I’d ever felt to her, like we were fighting on the same team instead of simply working alongside one another.

      She winked. “You’re welcome.”

      With one last smile, I rushed away from the nurses station. My first stop was to get Milo’s morphine from the supply station, then I hurried to his room.

      My nerves vibrated through my body, making my legs wobbly and my fingers dance. When I reached his door, I raised a trembling hand, rapped my knuckles twice and sucked in a deep breath before walking inside.

      “Hi.” It came out in a whoosh, more like a long Haaaa than an actual word.

      The smell of the room was like wrapping a warm blanket around my shoulders, chasing the nerves away. It didn’t smell like a hospital in here, scentless and sterile. It smelled like Milo, clean but rich and manly.

      Milo’s eyes opened as he lifted his head from the pillows. He stared at me for a long moment, not making any indication that he wanted me here. Not making a sound.

      My anxiety spiked as the silence dragged on. Damn it. Maybe Kym had misread this situation. Maybe Milo was angrier at me than I’d thought.

      I was about to tuck my tail between my legs and go running for the hills when he dropped his head into the pillows.

      “Where have you been?”

      “I got in trouble. Well, sort of.” I swallowed hard. “My boss told me to work on the other side of the unit because I was too attached.”

      “You disappeared on me.” His eyes bored into mine, hard and stern. But his voice was so gentle, it made me want to melt.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t leave me again. Or at least pick up the damn phone. I’ve been waiting for it to ring for two weeks and—” He shook his head. “Scratch all that. Ignore me. I’m being a dick to everyone today.”

      “Understandable.”

      “I just . . . I’m glad you’re back.”

      “Me too,” I whispered as the emotions swirled. I was overjoyed that he wanted me here. Relieved that I hadn’t dreamed up these silly one-sided feelings. Angry that I’d let other people dictate who I could see.

      It was too much to deal with all at once and a wash of tears flooded my eyes. I looked away, blinking them clear. And then I sucked in a shaking breath to rein it all in.

      “I have your morphine.” I lifted the syringe in my hand, then approached his bed. “I’m sorry you’ve been in pain.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “But I think . . . I think it is. None of this would have happened if I’d been able to stay away.”

      The admission flew past my lips. Embarrassed and vulnerable, I spun for the sink. I washed my hands, counting to ten. God, I was bad at this. Was I ever going to be cool around men? Or cool period?

      “Sara.” Milo’s voice rose above the running water. “I’m happy you couldn’t stay away.”

      “You are?” I asked, still not facing him.

      “Given the state I’m in, it would have made it a lot harder for me to find you if I’d had to go looking.”

      I smiled and shut off the water. Definitely not one-sided.

      When I turned around, Milo was grinning. He patted the edge of his bed so I went over and sat by his side.

      “I didn’t ask to be reassigned,” I told him.

      “I figured as much. I’m not a great cop but I can spot a lie. Plus Vernon is being a fucking asshole at the moment.”

      “He’s still your doctor. And since this is such a small unit, he’s your only option at the moment. If you don’t want him, you’ll have to go to Seattle or Salt Lake City.”

      “Not an option. I’ll—” He winced, a sudden flare of pain cutting him off.

      “Let me give you your morphine.” But before I could grab the syringe from by the sink, he stopped me.

      “No, wait. I want to get this out first while I’m still clear.”

      “Okay,” I whispered.

      “I’ll tolerate Vernon because I’m not leaving here. I’m not giving you up.”

      My heart fluttered. “You’re not?”

      “No.” He placed his hand over mine. “I’m not very good at this.”

      “At what?”

      He swallowed twice, his eyes blinking too fast. I’d never seen Milo like this. Was he nervous?

      “I, uh . . .” He let out a long breath. “You should know I’m not the guy in town everyone congregates around. I’m not flashy or whatever. You get what I’m saying? I’m just me. I try to be friendly and do a good job. But I screw up sometimes. I’m awkward and was never the popular kid. So I didn’t have a lot of girlfriends. Or any. I don’t really know how to act.”

      I nodded, knowing exactly what he was saying.

      “If I had met you in Prescott, I would have asked you out. You probably would have said no.”

      “I would have said yes.”

      The corners of his lips turned up. “If you had said no, I would have kept asking. For a guy who’s been shot down more than once, I’m pretty gun-shy. But for you, I would have tried a million times. I’ve got a hell of a crush on you, Sara Foster.”

      “I have a crush on you too.” The smile I was trying to hold back pinched my cheeks, so I let it go. “But I can’t be your nurse anymore.”

      “No, you can’t.”

      I slipped my hand free of his and picked up the syringe to uncap it and position it in his IV line. As I pushed the plunger, sending the medication through the clear tubes, I searched for something to say.

      I couldn’t be his nurse, so where did that leave us? I wanted to spend time with him before he left and went home to Montana, but it would be a risk.

      Was I willing to take it?

      Yes.

      No one, not Amber or Dr. Vernon or anyone, was going to keep me away, not anymore.

      I took the syringe to the disposal container on the wall marked SHARPS. Then I went back to his bedside. Milo’s eyes were closed. The drugs didn’t take long to work their way into a person’s system when pumped right into an IV.

      And though I didn’t have any answers, for now, just knowing he was getting some relief from the pain was enough.

      “Sara?” he murmured.

      “Yes?”

      His hand patted around the bed, searching for mine. When he found it, he held it tight. “What are you doing for Valentine’s Day?”

      I smiled. “Sneaking into your room.”
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      MILO

      “Mom, I’m good. Even though I look like Frankenstein.”

      “I should have come out there,” she muttered. I knew, on the other side of the phone, she was shaking her head.

      “To sit around the hospital? There’s nothing you could have done.”

      “I could come out now.”

      “There’s no need. I’m okay. The grafts are done. Now we just wait and see if they take.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure,” I promised. “I’m fine. And I’m sorry for putting you guys through all this.”

      “Don’t be sorry. This wasn’t your fault.”

      In my mind, I knew she was right. But it didn’t make the guilt in my heart go away. The explosion, while not my doing, had been triggered by my hand. By my ignorance. It was a comfort that Jess and Beau were fine. And that the man sitting in the hospital bed suffering was me.

      “Did the doctor give you any indication when you could come home?”

      “Three weeks. Maybe four.”

      I was confined to this bed, allowed only to walk to the bathroom, over the next week. After that, they’d let me wander the halls. But they didn’t want me doing any activities that could stretch or injure the graft sites for another month.

      The good doctor Vernon had made an offhand joke that at least insurance was covering my stay.

      That fucking bastard. He had to know I couldn’t afford a long-term stay in a hospital on a cop’s salary. Thank Christ for Jamison Valley’s county health insurance policy. I was losing wages as it was, and a huge medical bill would be impossible for me to pay.

      But even if they cut off my funds today, I’d stay here for the next month.

      I’d stay for Sara.

      She was the one good thing to come from this explosion.

      “We’ll be anxious to have you home,” Mom said. “Soon.”

      “Yeah, Mom.” Maybe.

      I wasn’t going to tell her right now but I’d already made the decision to stay in Spokane. I’d stay here as long as it took to convince Sara to give a long-distance relationship a go. In the past week it had become clear, I wasn’t letting her go. I was rarely the smartest man in the room, but I wasn’t a total idiot.

      She was something special. If camping out in Spokane after leaving the hospital was necessary to see how things developed between us, so be it. And if things progressed the way I already knew they would, I’d either be looking for a job in Spokane or I’d be pulling every string I could to get Sara a job at the Jamison Valley Hospital.

      “Keep me posted on your progress,” Mom said.

      “I will. I’ll call you later this week. Say hi to Dad.”

      “And you say hello to Sara. She’s such a sweetheart.”

      I grinned into the phone. I wouldn’t have to worry about Mom’s approval of Sara. Dad’s either. “She’s something.”

      “I’m glad you have her.”

      “Me too.”

      “And I’m glad you have Dr. Vernon. He’s such a nice man.”

      “He’s something too.” I swallowed a string of curses that would just irritate Mom.

      Dr. Vernon was a fucking idiot. I hadn’t missed the smug grin on his face earlier today when he’d come in with Kym to check on the grafts he’d done yesterday. He’d casually thrown out Sara’s name, saying he hoped to be meeting her for Valentine’s Day sushi. I think he wanted me here for another four weeks just to rub in the fact that it was him keeping her from my side.

      Motherfucker.

      I knew all about this sushi date that was never going to happen. Sara had told me everything. Did he think I’d get jealous? His head was so far up his own ass, he couldn’t see that she despised him. He couldn’t see that she was already mine.

      Whatever. I was using him for his medical skills. I needed him to fix me up so I could give all my energy to Sara.

      “All right, Mom. I’ll let you go.”

      “Take care. Love you. And Happy Valentine’s Day.”

      “You too. Bye.”

      I tossed my cell phone onto the bed, relaxing back into the pillow.

      I’d called Mom in hopes that it would pass some time, but it hadn’t been enough. I still had five hours to go until my date.

      My toes bounced underneath the blanket covering my legs as the minutes dragged by. I’d never had a date on Valentine’s Day. Not a real date anyway. In Prescott, I’d become the go-to guy when one of my buddies had a date with a woman but she wouldn’t go without her friend. I’d been paired on three Valentine’s Day double dates with girls who had as much interest in sitting beside me as I had them.

      But tonight, I was having a date with the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. A woman with vibrant green eyes and hair the color of a wheat field beneath an orange sunset.

      A woman who was stealing my heart, one shy smile at a time.
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      SARA

      
        
        Milo: All clear.

      

        

      
        Me: On my way.

      

      

      I poked my head through the stairwell door, taking a long look around the unit. There wasn’t a soul in sight, so I made a dash for it, walking fast enough to set a new speed-walking world record.

      My chest heaved as I huffed it to Milo’s room. My arms were overloaded with paper bags. I was likely leaving a trail of grease in my wake. Though the bag of fries had leaked so much in my car—it would smell like a fryer for a week—I wondered if there was any grease left.

      I didn’t care that I’d have to air out the car. Sneaking into Milo’s room was exhilarating.

      A giggle bubbled up as I reached his door. I pushed the handle with my pinky finger and shuffled inside.

      “Hey,” I breathed, hefting the bags onto his table.

      “Hey.” Milo smiled, one as wide as my own. He was propped up in bed, the back raised higher than normal so he was nearly sitting up.

      “I hope you’re hungry.”

      He chuckled. “If what you have in those bags is what I think it is, I’m starved.”

      The smell was probably going to seep into the hallways, bringing Connie in to investigate. But I’d bribed her with her own cheesesteak and fries to keep my date in Milo’s room tonight a secret.

      She’d agreed that Dr. Vernon had been out of line by reporting my friendship with Milo when he hadn’t reported my friendship with Luna. Connie regretted telling Amber I sat with him during the evenings.

      But I wasn’t upset with her, with anyone. I didn’t expect my coworkers to lie to our boss. And to avoid putting her or anyone else in an awkward position, I hadn’t spent any more evenings in Milo’s room.

      Over the past week, I’d spent my days working on the other side of the unit as I had the weeks before. When I clocked out after my shift, I went straight home, walking the three blocks quickly in the cold February weather. On the two days I had off, I’d spent some quality time at home in my sweatpants with a cup of hot tea and the television on.

      I hadn’t come to Milo’s room once, not physically.

      But I had spent every night with him.

      On the phone.

      We’d talked for hours over the past week. I’d learned that Milo had grown up on a farm outside of Prescott. That a golden wheat field in August was one of his favorite views. That he’d gone to a small high school, graduating with a class of only twenty.

      We talked about everything and nothing, and the last two nights, I’d fallen asleep to the sound of his smooth voice in my ear.

      Screw you, Dr. Vernon. He could exile me from Milo’s room, but he couldn’t keep us apart.

      And tonight, wild horses couldn’t drag me from this room. I’d worked the day shift, gone home and picked up my car. Then I’d driven to my favorite sub sandwich place and picked up sacks full of the best cheesesteaks in Spokane.

      Milo couldn’t take me out to dinner, so I’d brought dinner to him.

      I busied myself with the grease-covered paper bags by the sink, taking out the cartons with the fries first, then the sandwiches. I was in the middle of assembling Milo’s massive meal on his table when a knock sounded at the door.

      Connie came inside, quickly shutting the door behind her. Then she licked her lips and smiled. “I’m starving. I love you for this, Sara. I haven’t had a Bruchi’s cheesesteak in ages.”

      I giggled, handing over her own greasy paper bag. “Thanks for keeping this on the down low tonight.”

      Her hand dove into the bag, rifling around until she had a home-style fry in hand. She groaned as she popped it into her mouth and chewed. “As far as I’m concerned, Milo fell asleep early and I’m giving him a nice quiet evening. Alone.”

      “Thanks, Connie,” he said. “We appreciate it.”

      “Call for me if you need anything.” She gave him a soft smile. “But I think you’re in good hands.”

      “The best.”

      I blushed, tucking a lock of hair behind my ear. As Connie left, I went back to the bags and finished getting everything out for our dinner. I pushed Milo’s table farther up the bed, the sandwich and fries laid out and ready to devour. I was about to go to my chair in the corner but he slid his food over, making room for mine.

      “Sit with me?”

      “Okay.” I set my food down, then climbed up onto the bed next to his feet.

      It was the first time we’d sat across a table from one another, and like this, it was easy to pretend we were in a restaurant, sitting in a dark booth with people milling about.

      “One more thing.” He took the tea light he’d kept on the table since the day I’d put it there and turned it on. Then Milo stretched across the table, his thumb caressing my cheek. “Thank you for this. I’ve never had a real Valentine’s date.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      How was that possible? How was it possible he was still single? Were women in Montana blind? He was handsome and sweet. He cared about everything, especially people. He loved his mom. Respected his dad. He was strong and honest.

      Apparently, all the women who’d crossed his path before were fools, and I was more than happy to sit across from a man they’d overlooked.

      He took his hand away but the tingles from his touch remained. We started in on the meal, he going for a fry as I started on my cheesesteak first, tucking a piece of tender, hot roast beef in place so it wouldn’t fall out of the soft white bread.

      “I haven’t had many Valentine’s dates either,” I told him. “Definitely not good ones.”

      “Yeah? What was the worst?”

      I grimaced. “I tried online dating once, and only once, right after my dad died. I think I was lonely and didn’t want to sit alone on Valentine’s Day watching sappy romances on TV. The guy showed up twenty minutes late with lipstick on the collar of his white shirt and called me Serena all through dinner. I’ve never eaten so fast in my life.”

      Milo laughed, a full laugh. White smile. Straight teeth. Soft, pink lips. And it occurred to me. “I’ve never seen you smile.”

      “Huh?” He picked up his sandwich. “I smile all the time when you’re in the room.”

      Not like this. Carefree. Pain-free. My heart skipped, hoping I’d see it more often. “I like your smile.”

      “I like yours too.” He shoved a huge bite of his cheesesteak into his mouth, groaning as he chewed. “Oh my God.”

      It came out muffled with his cheeks bulging. I laughed and did the same, enjoying the flavor of decadence and calories.

      “Screw chocolates,” he said after swallowing. “Nothing says romance better than greasy cheesesteak.”

      I laughed, covering my mouth with a hand so he wouldn’t see my food. We didn’t talk much as we devoured our meals. When we were done, I balled up the tissue paper and cartons, tossing it all into the trash. Then I went back to my spot on Milo’s bed, leaning up against his leg as he relaxed into the pillows, his arms—wrapped in white bandages—resting gently on his stomach.

      “I talked to my mom today.”

      “How is she?” I asked.

      “Good. She and Dad have been busy cutting firewood. They try to use the winter months to stockpile what they need for the following winter.”

      “Is that how they heat their house?” It sounded so rustic and cozy. I bet it smelled incredible, like the way a cold winter day spent inside was supposed to smell, like burning pine and glowing embers.

      “They have a furnace but Dad loves to have a fire going too.”

      “Sounds like my dad. He had a wood stove in the garage and used to love going out there just to tinker and light a fire.” That stove hadn’t been touched since he’d died. “How is everything else going at home?”

      “It’s okay.” He sighed, dropping his gaze. “Actually, it’s been kind of crazy.”

      “Crazy how?”

      “One of my best friends was kidnapped.”

      “What?” My jaw dropped. “How? Who? When?”

      “Couple weeks ago.”

      “A couple of weeks?” We’d been talking for hours every single night. This seemed like something kind of important to mention. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He shrugged. “It’s been hard to get my head wrapped around it all. I think I was still trying to process it.”

      “Is your friend okay?”

      “Yeah. Maisy’s good. Or she will be. She’s tough.”

      “Did they find the person who took her?”

      He nodded. “It was her fucking ex. She got pregnant and he didn’t want to raise the kid. Fine, right? I mean, he’s an asshole. But whatever. Then he fucking took her and tried to kill her.”

      “Wow.” What else was there to say? This was . . . unbelievable.

      “She’s a nurse. Everett, that’s the ex, he was a doctor. It’s been hard to connect all of the dots from this hospital bed and piece together exactly what happened. But mostly, I feel bad I wasn’t there to help. Maybe if I had been there, you know? Maisy’s mom and my mom are best friends. She’s a little younger than I am but I always tried to look out for her.”

      “Sounds like this doctor was deranged. It’s hard to stop someone beyond the brink of sanity.”

      Hearing about Maisy made my irritation with Dr. Vernon seem trivial. He was annoying and pushy, but not crazy. Dr. Vernon wasn’t going to kidnap me and attempt to murder me because I wouldn’t go out with him. Right?

      Right.

      “It’s still frustrating,” Milo said. “I’m mostly tired of being trapped in this bed.”

      “I don’t blame you.” I reached out and put my hand over his. His thumb instantly began stroking my knuckles. “Maybe you should call her. Maisy. I can say from personal experience your phone voice is comforting. I bet she’d like to hear from you.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      “So does Prescott always have this kind of illegal activity?” I teased. “It sounds like a pretty intense little town.”

      “Nah. Prescott is wonderful. I don’t want you to think it’s a hotbed for criminals. I spend most of my time pulling over tourists for speeding or breaking up keg parties with the high school’s seniors. It’s a nice town. Friendly. Genuine.”

      “Maybe I’ll visit it one day.”

      “I’d like that.”

      Maybe one day after he left, I’d take a vacation worth boasting about. I wouldn’t sit at home in my house, I’d go somewhere exciting. Like Prescott, Montana.

      “So what’s next for our Valentine’s date?” he asked.

      “Well, dinner is over. I hadn’t planned anything else.”

      “How about a movie?”

      “Dinner and a movie? How classic.” I handed him the TV remote and stood from the bed.

      “Wait, where are you going?”

      “My chair.” I pointed to it in the corner.

      “No.” He shifted carefully to the far edge of the bed. “Not tonight.”

      “Oh, okay.” My heart went from normal to racing in a snap. I took my place at his side, sticking close to my edge of the bed so I wouldn’t crowd him or his wounds. One leg was hanging off toward the floor. My elbow was braced under my side, stiffly keeping my balance.

      There was no way I’d make it through a whole movie like this. My arm would be asleep in twenty minutes.

      “I’m not going to bite,” Milo teased. “Get over here.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t.”

      I inched closer, lining up my right side with his left. We were touching. Shoulder to shoulder. Hip to hip. Thigh to thigh. The contact made me nervous. My breath was coming in short pants and I couldn’t fill my lungs. The heat from Milo’s side was scorching.

      God, his smell. He smelled so . . . male. I couldn’t describe it better. It was comforting and exhilarating. It was unlike anything I’d ever smelled before.

      Milo turned on the television, finding a channel with a romantic comedy. “This okay?”

      “Um . . . sure.”

      I knew this movie. It was one I’d watched a dozen times. And it had one of the hottest sex scenes I’d ever seen in a PG-13 movie. How was I supposed to watch an on-screen couple romping naked in bed while I was sitting this close to Milo?

      The movie flew by like it was on fast-forward and, as the scene approached, I fought to keep myself from squirming. Maybe I could go to the bathroom during the scene. Or take out the garbage. Stuck in my own head, I hadn’t given myself enough time to make a decent excuse. The sex scene started before I was ready and my face flamed.

      The couple’s kiss was hot and wet as they stripped one another bare. They were wild for one another. Frantic.

      I wanted to kiss Milo with the same reckless abandon. I wanted to feel his soft lips on my skin. To have those fingers roam my curves and cup my breasts. I wanted the heat of his skin to brand my own.

      A deep throb settled in my core, a sensation not caused by the movie, but by this incredible man at my side. It pulsed so hard I was sure he could feel it shaking the bed. It was nearly as strong as my heartbeat, thundering through all my veins.

      Thump. Pulse. Thump. Pulse.

      I crossed one ankle over the other, squeezing my thighs together. Stop it. Oh, please stop.

      This ache was torture. The one man I wanted with every breath I took I couldn’t touch. At least, not until he was no longer a patient here. And then, he’d be gone. Back to Prescott, Montana, a town that, despite its recent troubles, sounded remarkably appealing.

      Would I get one kiss before he left? Just give me one. One kiss to remember forever.

      “Sara.” Milo’s whisper startled me.

      “Yeah.” I kept my eyes on the screen.

      “Look at me.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      If I looked at him, I’d kiss him. I’d throw all inhibitions aside and lose myself entirely.

      “Sara.” Milo’s hand came up to my cheek, framing it. His palm was hot as he slowly turned my chin so I had no choice but to meet his gaze.

      It broke me.

      “It’s killing me not to kiss you,” he said.

      “It is?”

      He gave me a single nod, his eyes dropping to study my lips.

      My tongue darted out, wetting the bottom lip, and he groaned, the hand on my cheek flexing.

      “Right now, we can say we’re just friends. If I do this, you could lose your job.”

      “Are we just friends?”

      “Fuck no.”

      Two words, so crude and romantic, I nearly wept. “They can fire me.”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up. “Only if they catch us.”

      His lips smashed down on mine and my breath vanished as the sparks enveloped us. I parted my mouth, letting his tongue sweep in and explore the contours of my mouth. The salt from dinner lingered, mixing with the sweet taste of his kiss.

      He angled his head and then mine, his hand drifting into my hair. The moment his fingers threaded through the silky strands, he moaned.

      I’d worn my hair down tonight. I’d left everything the same after work, my scrubs, thermal undershirt and tennis shoes, so I could hurry to get our dinner. But I’d taken five minutes to comb out my hair.

      I loved that he liked it. I loved that he toyed with it while his tongue dueled with mine.

      “Sara,” he panted against my lips. “God, Sara.”

      I angled my hips toward his, wanting to get closer. I so badly wanted to snuggle into his chest, to press us together, but with his burns, I stayed away, making sure not to hurt him.

      The kiss lasted for what felt like hours. It was wet and hot. My lips were swollen and raw. Milo would kiss me fast, then slow it down until I was practically vibrating on the bed, aching to get closer but knowing I had to stay away.

      Beneath the thin blanket, there was no hiding his arousal. I caught the bulge from the corner of my eye and nearly pulled my lips away to get a better look.

      Milo was not a small man. He was tall and, though lean, had a large presence. And clearly, things were proportional. Long legs. Big feet. Strong hands.

      He broke away first, yanking his mouth from mine. “We’d better slow down.”

      “Right,” I panted. “Okay. Good idea. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      I’d been moments away from saying to hell with it all and climbing on his lap. At the very least, I’d been about to strip off that blanket, yank down his boxers and give him a full-body inspection.

      I wiped my mouth dry, but Milo kept his hand in my hair, he kept me close. Then his other hand dove into my locks too, threading it between his fingers. “Your hair is like silk. I’ve never felt anything so soft.”

      “It’s my conditioner.”

      “It’s you.” He locked his eyes with mine, then dropped his forehead to mine. “I’m going to kiss you again. As soon as I get out of this hospital bed.”

      “Good.” I smiled. “Unless they catch us and fire me.”

      He chuckled. “Unless they fire you.”

      At the moment, that didn’t sound all that bad.
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      “Sara?” Kym poked her head into the patient room where I was washing my hands.

      “One second.” I shook off the water droplets into the sink and grabbed a paper towel. Then I dried my hands while staring at my patient, who had already forgotten my visit and was glued to his phone. “See you in a while.”

      “Uh-huh,” he mumbled.

      This guy had been here for the past week, and in the days I’d been working, he’d maybe spoken three sentences. His mind had been abducted by the video game on his phone.

      “Shit,” he cursed at the screen, his thumbs flying.

      I rolled my eyes, then left the room to talk to Kym. “What’s up?”

      “You have a visitor.”

      “A visitor?” Who would come here to see me?

      My heart dropped. Amber. It had to be Amber. No one ever came to see me. Had she found out about Valentine’s Day? Was she here to fire me?

      My stomach twisted in knots as Kym and I walked to the nurses station. With my fingers clenched together, I tried to keep my breath steady but I was having a mild panic attack.

      After Milo had kissed me, I’d been okay risking my job. But then I’d had to buy groceries. And gas. And pay my power bill.

      I really needed power. I loved running water.

      So I needed my job.

      Sure, I could find another one, but I wanted to work here. Especially during the final weeks of Milo’s stay. Once he left, I wasn’t sure when I’d get to see him again.

      The short walk to the nurses station felt like a slow death march to the guillotine.

      I scanned the area for Amber, expecting her to be waiting in one of the chairs. But the seats were both empty.

      “Over there.” Kym pointed across the counter to an alcove on the opposite side of the elevator. It was our tiny waiting room with only one upholstered bench and two chairs with skinny wooden arms.

      It wasn’t Amber waiting for me.

      “Mom?”

      She looked up from her phone and stood from the bench. “My car broke down.”

      No hello. No smile. Just my car broke down.

      “Okay.” I met her on the other side of the counter.

      The smell of fresh cigarette smoke filled the air around us and I scooted away. I hated how it stuck to me so quickly. It seeped into my scrubs and latched onto my hair. As a kid, I’d worn my hair up not because I liked the ponytail, but because it was the only way I wouldn’t smell Mom’s and Dad’s cigarette smoke. I don’t think I even realized it at the time. It wasn’t until years later, after living in a smoke-free home, I realized how much it had bothered me.

      Especially now, because that smell was associated with his death.

      “I need your keys.” Mom snapped her fingers, leaving her palm outstretched.

      “My keys?”

      “Yeah. My car broke down about two blocks from here so I just walked over. The tow is coming but I’m not going to wait outside in the cold. I’ll go to your condo and wait.”

      No. Not a chance in hell.

      Mom would smoke inside my condo. She’d poke around and gather up a list of things to criticize. My bed had too many pillows. My couch was too firm. My fridge was too empty. Those were the three objections she’d come up with the one and only time she’d been at my place. She’d taken a lap around the condo and in less than ten minutes had a list of critiques a foot long.

      I couldn’t even begin to imagine what she’d come up with if left there alone for thirty minutes.

      “Where is your car?” I asked.

      “On Bernard.”

      That was two blocks in the opposite direction of my place. “Then you should wait here. It’s closer than going all the way to my place only to backtrack.”

      She frowned and dropped her hand. “Fine. I’ll call your brother.”

      “What? No. Why?” If she had a tow coming, why would she need to call Denny? I didn’t need them both here.

      “Sara?”

      I glanced over my shoulder and held in a grumble. “Oh, uh . . . hi, Dr. Vernon.”

      That came out nice, didn’t it? It had been a struggle to keep the irritation with him out of my daily interactions. If my smiles aimed in his direction were forced, he didn’t seem to notice.

      “Hello.” He smiled at Mom and her entire frame straightened.

      “Doctor?” She held out her hand, batting her eyelashes as he shook it. “You’re too young to be a doctor.”

      Puke. Was she really hitting on him?

      He chuckled. “I am a believer that good skin care is not just for women. I owe my youthful looks to a lifetime of serums and the occasional injection.”

      He probably had a syringe of Botox in his desk drawer.

      Too busy hiding my eye rolls and gags, I didn’t realize both Dr. Vernon and Mom were staring at me and waiting for an introduction.

      “Oh, sorry. Dr. Vernon, this is my mom, Abby. Mom, this is Dr. Vernon. He’s the burn specialist here at the hospital.”

      “And across Spokane County,” he added, playfully nudging my shoulder.

      Right. Because he made so many house calls outside of these walls.

      Sara! My inner sass was running rampant and if I wasn’t careful, a snarky comment was going to slip. Then I really would be getting a visit from Amber and a security escort from the building.

      “To what do we owe the pleasure?” Dr. Vernon asked Mom.

      “Oh, my silly car broke down.” She smoothed down one side of her platinum-blond hair, shimmying her shoulders ever so slightly so the unzipped jacket she was wearing fell open a bit more.

      Mom was a beautiful woman and she knew it. Other than the smoking, she took excellent care of herself, and she flaunted her body, hoping for attention.

      I’d often wondered if that was why Dad had noticed her in the first place. He had been as down-to-earth a person as I’d ever met. He was humble and kind. He didn’t need flashy cars or designer clothes. But for Dad as a younger man, I could see how having a woman like Mom on his arm would boost any man’s ego.

      When they’d met, her hair had been the same color as mine. He loved that color, he’d told me often. He’d always said it set her apart.

      It set me apart.

      Mom’s green eyes were like mine too. They were always bright, framed with long black lashes that pulled you in. Dr. Vernon wasn’t immune to her allure and he inched her way. Did he even know he was doing it?

      Probably not. His gaze lingered on her face, those eyes and her full lips that were always painted a soft shade of peach. To me, it was an innocent color. But Dr. Vernon stared at Mom’s lips like he expected a string of wicked and dirty words to come from her coral pout. He didn’t pass on the cleavage she had on display either.

      Her appearance had never failed to lure in a fish.

      And she had her hook baited for Dr. Vernon.

      “Can you believe Sara has never invited me to visit her here at work, Dr. Vernon?” She stroked his arm, her red nails leaving imaginary claw marks on his white lab coat. “She’s been working here for years and I’m just now meeting her coworkers.”

      “A burn unit is not the place for a family reunion, Mom.”

      “Oh, Sara.” She laughed. “There’s no harm in having family stop by to say hello.”

      Yet, she hadn’t said hello. I didn’t respond as I gave her a tight smile.

      “So, your car?” Dr. Vernon asked her.

      “Yes.” She sighed dramatically. “It’s caused me so much trouble and it isn’t even a year old. I think I was suckered into a lemon. You know how those car salesmen can be. They take advantage of women.”

      And now she was playing the damsel in distress.

      “That’s horrible.” Dr. Vernon clicked his tongue, his eyes drifting to Mom’s breasts again. “If you decide to trade it in, I’d be happy to go with you. As a favor to Sara, of course.”

      “Right. Of course. It’s so wonderful she has such nice friends at work. Thank you, Dr. Vernon.”

      “Call me Greg.” He extended his hand so they could shake. Again.

      “Mom, I’d love to talk, but I really do have to get back to work. Healing patients and all.”

      “It’s fine.” She waved me off with her free hand since the other was still holding on to Greg.

      “Will you wait here? Or downstairs? Or . . . what?”

      She let go of Dr. Vernon’s hand and waved me away. “I texted your brother.”

      “You texted Denny but you came here to get the keys to wait at my place?”

      “I didn’t feel like walking anymore. I’m chilled to the bone.”

      “It’s three blocks.”

      “I’m cold.” She pointed a long finger to her knee-high stilettos. “And these are four-inch heels. It’s icy out. Do you want me to break my neck? I barely survived getting here.”

      “Okay,” I muttered. “Fine. So is Denny coming here?”

      Mom opened up her phone to check her texts. “He’s already on his way.”

      Ugh. Denny was unpredictable at best. Since he’d moved in with Mom at New Year’s, I’d seen him three times. Once for dinner. Then another time when I’d dropped off a vase of flowers for Mom’s birthday in January. Then this past week when Mom had called and said she’d found a box of my things in the basement.

      All three times, Denny had been high. If he came here today and was high again, he’d either be loopy from the alcohol, dazed from the marijuana or flat-out mean if he’d taken something stronger. His mood would likely depend on the drug he’d chosen for breakfast. God, I hoped he’d just smoked some weed. The last time I’d seen him, he’d been without a shirt and his right arm had sported a needle mark.

      Denny was in trouble and I wasn’t sure what to do about it. I wasn’t sure Mom even noticed her precious son was anything but perfect. But Dad, he would have been heartbroken. And he would have hauled Denny’s ass to rehab.

      Was Denny okay to be driving? Maybe I was exaggerating his problem. I had only seen him the three times.

      Still, I wasn’t taking the chance of him coming up here and causing a scene. Mom’s visit was enough family-coworker interaction for one day.

      “Well, Mom, I guess you’d better head down to meet him then. The waiting room down there is much bigger and you can people watch. I’d love to sit with you but I really can’t.”

      “I can keep Abby company,” Dr. Vernon offered.

      “She’s fine,” I insisted.

      “Oh, I’d love company.” Mom smiled at him.

      Fantastic. My mother was going to flirt with the man who was essentially my boss while they waited for my brother to show up in Lord knew what state.

      Dr. Vernon gave Mom his elbow, like he was escorting her to prom, not to a waiting room with a fake ficus in the corner and one-year-old magazines. He offered her the bench seat, then sat across from her, leaning forward on his elbows as he gave her a flirtatious smile.

      Was this really happening? Was Dr. Vernon into my mom?

      My brain couldn’t compute the notion. How was this my life? The man who’d been making me uncomfortable for months with his creepy stares and blatant disrespect for personal space was hitting on my mother.

      He was probably fifteen years younger than she was. What if they started dating? Oh, hell. My stomach rolled.

      “So Dr. Vernon is a cougar hunter. Huh. Didn’t see that coming.”

      I spun around, my eyes wide at Milo’s voice. “What are you doing?”

      He shrugged. “Eavesdropping.”

      “How long have you been there?”

      “Long enough.”

      Which meant Milo knew our newest guest was my mother and he’d listened to the whole exchange from behind the wall.

      “Shouldn’t you be in your room resting? You already had your walk today.”

      “Yeah, but I thought another one was a good idea.” He winked. “Gotta work up my stamina.”

      Milo’s skin grafts were healing nicely from his surgery and he was now cleared to move around a bit more. He was no longer trapped inside his room, going only between the bathroom and bed.

      He’d taken his newfound freedom as an excuse to search me out each day. He walked the short distance between his room and the corner of the nurses station as often as he could manage, hoping to find me.

      We still didn’t talk much. We were being cautious, especially when Dr. Vernon was on the floor. But simply seeing his face, sharing a smile and a hello, was the best part of each day.

      “You need to be careful.” I frowned. “Don’t overdo it.”

      “I’m fine. I’ve got my trusty walker.” He rattled the silver walker he was required to use when outside his room. Though considering the first-degree burns on his legs had healed long ago, we both knew the walker was ridiculous.

      My eyes drifted toward the floor. The hospital’s drawstring pants he was wearing were about five inches too short on his long legs. His bony ankles stuck out of the slippers Teresa had bought him when they’d first gotten here. The blue-green gown was loose on Milo’s neck and arms, more like a flimsy sack than a garment.

      Only he could make the outfit sexy.

      I’d probably swoon and faint the first time I saw him in real, fitted clothes.

      “What?” he asked, glancing at his attire.

      “Nothing.” I giggled. “I was just thinking about what you’d look like in real clothes.”

      He grinned. “Lanky.”

      “I like lanky.”

      “Good.” His gaze went back to the corner where Mom and Dr. Vernon were laughing about something. “So, that’s your mom?”

      I nodded. “That’s her.”

      I studied Milo’s face as he studied Mom’s. This was typically when men would let their gaze linger on her face—or her chest. But Milo only gave her a cursory glance before he turned his attention back to me. His eyes didn’t linger on Mom.

      They lingered on me.

      The rest of the world dimmed as we stared at one another. My eyes traced the soft edges of his lips, wishing we were alone and I could touch them.

      It had been a week since he’d kissed me but I could still feel his touch and the heat from his mouth over mine. I was holding on to the memory of our first kiss even though I knew there’d be more.

      Milo was leaving eventually. He lived and worked in Montana. I lived and worked in Washington. But we had more kisses coming. When he checked out of the hospital in a few weeks, it wouldn’t be the end.

      Down to my bones, I knew it was only the beginning.

      Maybe our relationship would continue over the phone. Maybe, in time, this flurry of attraction would fade to a friendship. Maybe the sparks between us would ignite into a fire that fused us together permanently.

      “Sara.” Mom’s voice startled me and I forced my eyes from Milo.

      “Yeah, Mom?”

      She walked my way. “Greg and I are going to get some coffee downstairs while I wait for Denny.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. That was the best idea she’d had in ages. “Let me know what the mechanic says about your car.”

      “Milo,” Dr. Vernon said, looking between us both, “take care not to overexert yourself. It would probably be best if you limited yourself to one walk a day.”

      “Sure thing, Doc.” There was no missing the condescending tone.

      Dr. Vernon let the faintest scowl show before walking to the elevator to push the call button.

      “You really should do something with your hair,” Mom said quietly.

      “What’s wrong with my hair?” I smoothed the ends of my ponytail.

      “There are a lot more attractive ways to wear your hair up.”

      All of which took exponentially longer than the ten seconds it took to tie my hair in a ponytail. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “Is navy the only color you can wear?” She inspected my scrubs, not letting me answer. “It’s too bad you can’t wear green or something to bring out your eyes.”

      “I’m here to help people, Mom. Not win a beauty contest.”

      She opened her mouth, likely to deliver another critique, but stopped when Dr. Vernon returned to her side.

      The four of us stood there in a silence so awkward I began to sweat. Milo was refusing to go back to his room. Mom was smiling sweetly at Dr. Vernon as his gaze alternated between her and me. And I was stuck in the middle, wondering why the goddamn elevator was taking so long.

      It dinged and I breathed a sigh of relief. Until the doors opened and my brother stepped onto the floor.

      “Denny?” Mom went to his side. “I didn’t expect you so soon.”

      He coughed. “I was downtown.”

      “Oh, really?” Her eyebrows came together. “I thought you were at home.”

      “Had to run an errand.” He shook her grip from his arm and looked up at me. “Hey.”

      “Hi,” I mumbled.

      Denny’s eyes were glassy. His long hair, a shade darker and much, much dirtier than mine, was pulled into a messy man bun. He looked like he’d spent the night sleeping in a ditch. His jeans were filthy. His flannel shirt had a rip in the side. The laces on his boots were untied, the ends caked in dirt and snow where he’d walked on them.

      Seeing Denny like this would have broken Dad’s heart.

      It broke mine.

      “Can we go?” Denny didn’t wait for an answer. He turned and staggered back to the elevators, pushing the first-floor button five times before shoving his hands in his pockets.

      Mom and I shared a worried glance. Maybe his addiction hadn’t gone unnoticed in her house. Maybe she was more concerned than she’d let on.

      Denny was Mom’s whole world. Their bond was different than the one I had with her. Even though she picked at me, I knew she loved me, in her own way.

      She loved me.

      But she lived for Denny.

      “I’ll call you later,” she said, ducking her head to follow Denny into the opening elevator.

      “Can I escort you down?” Dr. Vernon asked her.

      “No, thank you, Greg.” She held up her hand to stop him. “It was nice to meet you.”

      “I have your number.”

      She nodded, recovering slightly to smile. “Call me. Anytime. I’d like that.”

      Denny didn’t look up from the elevator floor as the doors closed. When it was gone, the awkwardness returned to the hallway. This time, heavier.

      I wasn’t sure where to look, at either Dr. Vernon or at Milo, so I kept my eyes on the floor. Denny had been on something; all three of us knew it. The smell of booze and smoke and bad choices stunk up the hallway.

      Dr. Vernon spoke first. “Milo, you’d better get back to your room. Doctor’s orders.”

      I could feel Milo’s gaze on my face but I refused to look up from my feet. If I did, I’d want to go to him. I’d want to feel his arms around me as I buried my face into his chest.

      But he was still hurting. And Dr. Vernon was watching.

      Without a word, Milo turned and retreated to his room, the squeak of his walker fading with each ambled step.

      “Your mom is lovely,” Dr. Vernon said when we were alone.

      I nodded. “She is a beautiful woman.”

      “You both are.”

      What a pig. “Excuse me.”

      I practically ran from his side, going to the women’s locker room, where he couldn’t follow. When the door closed behind me, I sucked in a deep breath and sat on the wooden bench in the center of the room.

      What was I going to do about Denny? What would Dad do?

      I didn’t know my brother. I wanted to, but I didn’t. We’d spent too many years apart. If I asked him to go to rehab, he’d laugh in my face. And I doubted Mom would have better luck.

      But we had to try. For Dad, I had to try. He wouldn’t have wanted this life for Denny.

      I took a few minutes alone to compose myself. When I emerged from the locker room, I immediately checked on all of my patients, and when they were all taken care of, I went in search of Kym, finding her in the supply room.

      “Did Dr. Vernon leave?” I asked her.

      “About two minutes ago. You just missed him. Did you need something?”

      “No, but I need to go talk to Milo.”

      “Go.” She waved me on. “I’ll cover for you.”

      “Thanks.” I squeezed her shoulder as I walked by.

      I went directly to Milo’s room, taking a deep breath before entering. I expected to find him in bed with the lights off, so I was surprised to see him standing next to the window, the curtains open and light streaming inside the room.

      He glanced over his shoulder, saw it was me, then turned back to the view of the parking lot and downtown cityscape in the distance.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, walking to his side.

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “You?”

      “I’m okay. What are you doing?”

      “Just thinking.”

      “About?”

      “When Vernon took me off the drugs, I was so fucking mad,” Milo said, speaking to the glass. “I honestly thought it was because of you. Because he knows I have feelings for you and it was his way of punishing me.”

      “I thought so too.”

      Milo’s shoulders fell. “I think Vernon has feelings for you too. I don’t like it. I’m man enough to admit I was jealous. But I don’t think that’s why he took me off the morphine. I think he saw.”

      “Saw what?”

      He hung his head. “That I needed it too much.”

      “Oh, Milo.” I slipped my hand into his. My God, this man. How much strength had it taken him to admit that?

      “Don’t get me wrong, I still think Vernon’s a douchebag.”

      I laughed. “I agree.”

      “But he’s a decent doctor.”

      “Yeah, he is.”

      We stood by the window, watching traffic race along the interstate in the distance. Below us, a few cars pulled in and out of the parking lot. A tractor was pushing a heap of snow into a boulevard.

      “You need to do something about your brother.” Milo squeezed my hand.

      “I know,” I whispered. “I wish my dad were here. He’d know what to do.”

      “What about your mom?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think Denny will listen to her. I don’t think she’s ever made him follow a rule a day in his life. She’s always been lenient where he’s concerned.”

      “Your mom is not what I expected.”

      “She’s my polar opposite. She craves attention. She is always doing something with friends because she can’t be alone. Then there’s me. Plain and dull Sara.”

      “What?” Milo turned away from the window and dropped my hand. Then he placed both of his hands on my shoulders.

      He was so tall. Standing this close, he towered over me, blocking out some of the light from the window. It was like standing beneath my very own cloud, its shadow protecting me from the sun.

      “Sara, you are not plain. Or dull.” He framed my cheek with his hand.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “No, babe, you’re not.” He bent and brushed his lips against mine. “You shine.”
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      “Guess what?” I asked the moment Milo answered the phone.

      “What?”

      “Luna called me!” I squealed. “We just hung up.”

      “Yeah? That’s great, babe.” Milo had been calling me babe for the past two weeks, and it was quickly becoming my favorite word.

      “She sounded so good.” My smile widened. “And happy.”

      Luna had apologized for not calling sooner. In truth, she’d been nervous to call, worried I hadn’t really wanted to hear from her since she was no longer my patient. I’d assured her I very much wanted to keep in touch and we’d talked for an hour.

      Returning to school had been an adjustment. There were, as promised, a couple of asshole kids who snickered about her scars. But after a few weeks, most people treated her the same way they had before her accident.

      She’d jumped into her former role as a reporter for the school newspaper. She’d had a couple of sleepovers with her friends. Luna was every bit the vivacious teenager I’d come to know, and I was overjoyed that maybe, just maybe, I’d even get to see her grow into a stunning woman.

      “I’m glad she called you,” Milo said.

      “Me too. How was your day?”

      “Meh. Fine. Boring.”

      “I take it you didn’t read that book I gave you.”

      “No, I did. But I finished it already.”

      “Already? Wow. You’re a fast reader. I’ll bring you another one tomorrow.”

      “Good. I’ve missed you.”

      I blushed, tucking a stray lock of hair behind my ear. “I’ve missed you too.”

      I’d been off for two days, and even though I didn’t get to spend much time with Milo while I was at work anyway, our small glimpses had become the highlight of each day. Two days without seeing his face was two days too long. How was I going to manage when he went back to Montana?

      We’d gotten into a routine these past two weeks. We talked on the phone every morning as I walked to work, little conversations about what was happening. We saved our longer conversations for night when we were both tucked into our respectful beds.

      I’d realized last night as I’d fallen asleep with a smile, for the first time in a while, I didn’t feel lonely.

      Because Milo Phillips had become my best friend.

      “What time is your dinner with your family?” he asked.

      I glanced at the clock. “Thirty minutes. I need to leave soon.”

      The anxiety of what was to come had nauseated me all day.

      Over the past two weeks, Mom and I had met four times for coffee and to discuss Denny. We agreed he needed help, and after a lot of discussion, we’d decided to approach him together, hoping a united front would resonate.

      Tonight was the big night.

      “Call me when it’s over.”

      “I will. Bye.” I tossed the phone down and flopped backward on the couch, staring at the ceiling for the fifteen minutes I had before needing to leave for Mom’s.

      Denny was going to hate me for this.

      But I had to try.
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      “Fuck you.” The front door slammed.

      Denny’s words echoed in the house as Mom and I stared at the smooth top of the dining room table.

      She reached for another cigarette, shaking it from the pack. The click of the lighter was drowned out by the roar of Denny’s engine as he raced his truck away from the house.

      Mom blew a long stream of smoke into the air. “I told you this wouldn’t work.”

      “Of course it didn’t work. You just sat there!” I shoved away from the table, standing and pacing the length of the dining room, sidestepping the lettuce all over the floor. “Thanks for the support.”

      The intervention with Denny had turned into me versus him. And guess what side Mom had taken?

      “What did you expect me to say?” she snapped.

      “Um, anything would have been better than you sitting there and chain-smoking.”

      “He wouldn’t have listened to me.”

      “We don’t know that,” I shot back.

      “He’s my son. I know.”

      “Fine.” I tossed up my hands. “It was your idea for me to come here so we could confront Denny together. Clearly you needed me to be the bad guy. Well, mission accomplished, Mom. Instead of talking to him in a united front, you made me the evil older sister.”

      The dinner had started out . . . okay. I’d been tense, waiting for a minute before starting the conversation. Then Mom had given me a small nod and I’d started things off as we dished up the Caesar salad I’d brought over.

      Denny, we are worried about you.

      We know you’re using.

      We love you and want to get you some help.

      He glared at me for five excruciating heartbeats, then the bowl of salad went flying into the wall.

      Mom screamed. I flinched so hard I pulled a muscle in my side.

      Denny stood up, fists on the table, bent and shouted in my face.

      You don’t know anything about me or my life.

      I’m just that disappointing kid Dad never wanted and the brother you forgot existed.

      I’ll do whatever the fuck I want.

      I tried my best to remain calm. I nodded and said sorry. Then asked if he wouldn’t consider rehab for me, then to do it for Mom.

      Denny point-blank asked Mom, “Do you think I have a problem?”

      All she had to say was yes.

      She stayed silent.

      There was more yelling after that. Denny told me to get the fuck out of his house. That I didn’t live here anymore. When I didn’t immediately run for the door, he swiped up his can of beer and marched out himself.

      I’d never been told fuck you in place of a good-bye before.

      “None of this would have happened if your dad had been there for him.”

      My feet froze and then I spun slowly toward Mom. “What did you just say?”

      “Your dad was never there for Denny.”

      I gaped at her. Was she joking? Dad had done all he could for Denny, but she had refused to give him up. She’d known she was the lesser parent, but still, she’d kept her hooks in Denny, making sure he’d known that if he left, she’d be heartbroken.

      “Dad did everything he could for Denny. You were the one who wouldn’t let him come home to Spokane. You were the one responsible for him. You will not run Dad down. You will not put the blame on him. He was . . .” I swallowed down the angry tears. “He was the best father I could have ever asked for. He wanted to do more for Denny but you spoiled him so completely rotten there was nothing he could do. He tried to come and get Denny five times, remember? And Denny wouldn’t go. If this is anyone’s fault, it’s yours.”

      Mom’s eyes widened. She raised her shaking fingers to her lips to pull a drag from the cigarette, then she blew it out in a thin, angry white line. “Your father never wanted Denny.”

      “That’s a lie.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Don’t you dare pin this on him when he’s not here to call you on your bullshit.”

      Dad wasn’t here to defend himself.

      So I’d do it.

      “This is not my fault.”

      “Yeah? Who’s giving Denny money these days? Who’s paying him? Because unless something’s changed, drugs and booze aren’t free. Last I checked, Denny still hasn’t gotten a job.”

      Mom’s face paled.

      “That’s what I thought.” I picked up the bowl from the floor, leaving the lettuce for Mom to deal with. Then I marched right out the front door like my brother had, slamming it behind me.

      The cool air was welcomed against the overheated, bare skin on my arms. I hadn’t brought my coat inside the house because I hadn’t wanted it to smell like smoke. But even the winter air couldn’t cool my temper as I drove away.

      Mom had been so bold and determined when we’d met to discuss this intervention. The approach, the timing, it had all been her idea. She’d even practiced her speech with me. How could she clam up? When Denny needed her most, how could she chicken out?

      I pitied my brother. He hadn’t had a parent, not like he should have.

      Maybe Mom was right. Maybe this was all Dad’s fault.

      I hated blaming him for anything. He was perfect in my memory and that image was precious.

      But Dad should have fought harder to get Denny.

      Both of our parents had let Denny down.

      The anger faded and tears flooded my eyes as I navigated the dark streets toward home. My hands wouldn’t turn the steering wheel onto my street. Instead, my car steered itself to the hospital, finding a spot in the visitors’ parking lot close to the front entrance.

      I hurried inside, cold now and shivering as I hurried through the deserted first-floor lobby to the elevators.

      I rarely took this way into the hospital. Employees parked in a reserved lot, where I’d park on the rare occasion I drove in. Normally, when I walked, I used the rear entrances. But tonight, I didn’t have my badge.

      Tonight, I wasn’t a nurse.

      Tonight, I was only a woman who needed the man who’d become infinitely important in her life.

      The elevator ride wasn’t long and when I stepped out, the unit was quiet. Both evening-shift nurses were at the station. The clock above them showed nearly eight o’clock. They said hello and exchanged a worried glance. I waved but didn’t stop moving, taking a fast and straight line to Milo’s door.

      I didn’t bother knocking.

      He hadn’t been expecting me. His eyes jumped from the TV to the door and did a double take. “Hey.”

      Milo must have realized the only reason I’d come here and risk a reprimand was because the dinner had gone so terribly wrong. Shock softened to concern as his arms lifted from his sides.

      “Come here, babe.”

      The hold on my tears broke as I hurried to the side of his bed. I sat on the edge, then bent forward to rest my head on his shoulder. “My brother hates me.”

      There was a lot to be upset about tonight. But that . . . suddenly, that rose to the top of the list.

      I’d hoped that with Denny moving here, we could build a relationship. That even though we hadn’t been close as kids, maybe we’d be close as adults.

      “He doesn’t hate you.” Milo’s hand cupped the back of my head. “In time, he’ll see that you only want what’s best.”

      “What if he doesn’t get help?”

      “That’s not on you.”

      I nodded, letting a few more tears wet his gown before pulling myself together. “Thank you.”

      “No thanks needed. For whatever you need, I’m here.”

      I took a deep breath, pulling in the rest of my emotions. Then I scrunched up my nose and stood. “I smell like smoke.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Ugh.” I took a step back, wishing I had a hair tie to get my stinky hair up and out of the way. When I looked back to Milo, he was grinning as he looked me up and down. “What?”

      “You’re in jeans.”

      “Uh, yeah.” I dropped my gaze, checking to make sure there weren’t salad stains all over. When Denny had thrown the salad bowl, a few dressing-coated leaves of romaine had flown my way, but I was clean.

      “I’ve never seen you in jeans before. I’ve never seen you in anything but scrubs.”

      “Oh.” I smiled. “Truth be told, I don’t own many jeans. I prefer scrubs or yoga pants on the weekend.”

      “They look”—Milo’s eyes flared as he swallowed hard—“good.”

      I blushed and dropped my chin. How many compliments would it take for me to feel worthy of his sweet sentiments? I hoped I’d get the chance to find out.

      “Turn around.”

      My eyes snapped up. “Huh?”

      “Turn around. I want to see your ass.”

      “Oh my God.” I laughed, rolling my eyes. Leave it to Milo to know I was feeling insecure. “No way.”

      “Come on.” He placed his hand on his heart. “For an injured man?”

      “Please.” I shook my head. “You’re fine.”

      “What if I lied and said I wanted to see your hair? Then would you turn around?”

      “Fine.” I spun around, then planted my hands on my hips. “Happy now?”

      He nodded. “You have a very nice, rounded, firm, beautiful . . . head.”

      “Thank you.” We laughed together.

      “Like I said, whatever you need.”

      I blew out a long breath and glanced around the darkened room. The only light came from the bathroom and television. “Did they do your last check for the night?”

      “Yep. The night shift hasn’t been coming in unless I call for something. That’s one perk of me getting closer to breaking free from here. You people will let me sleep all night.”

      “Us people—your dedicated nursing staff—just want to make sure you are healthy.”

      “Sit with me.” Milo scooted over, making room on the bed.

      I smelled like smoke and was emotionally worn out. Even though the night shift wouldn’t wake Milo to check his grafts or vitals, they were likely peeking in at night while he was asleep. Except the night shift didn’t start for two hours. We probably had a bit before anyone would bother us.

      So I set my keys and phone aside and slid into his bed, letting him put his arm around my shoulders as I snuggled into his side. I made sure to keep my arms tucked close to me so as not to brush up against his stomach. And then I closed my eyes, relaxing into his warmth.

      The soft brush of Milo’s lips on my forehead made me smile and I tipped my head up, stretching my neck so he could kiss my lips too.

      We lay together, not really watching the TV as we cuddled, occasionally sharing a kiss. Until the movie he’d been watching was over and the white credits rolled on a black screen.

      “I should drive home,” I murmured, making no move to get off the bed.

      Milo tucked me deeper into his side. “Just five more minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ahem.”

      Milo and I jerked awake at the throat clearing. I sat up straight, blinking away sleep.

      Oh, God. Damn it! We’d fallen asleep. I searched for the clock. It was three in the morning. Shit.

      I flew off the bed, keeping my eyes on the floor. Michelle, one of the night-shift nurses, was staring at us with her hands on her hips. I couldn’t look at her, not when my face was crimson with shame.

      How could I have been so stupid? How could I have fallen asleep?

      “Sara.” Milo reached for me but I stepped farther away from the bed.

      I couldn’t look at him either.

      I grabbed the keys and my phone from the side table and blew past Michelle into the hallway. It was dark, the overhead lights dimmed. I didn’t bother with the elevator, not wanting to stand and wait for it to come up. Instead, I rushed down the stairs. Every step echoed in the stairwell, the rhythm of my footsteps like a hammering punishment.

      I’d fallen asleep in a patient’s bed, with a patient.

      I was so getting fired.

      Fired. Fired. Fired.

      That word rang over and over in my mind as I got in my car and drove the three blocks home. My phone rang with Milo’s name on the screen as I walked inside my condo. I ignored it, flipping on the lights and going for my bedroom.

      There would be no more sleep, not tonight.

      The few hours I’d slept next to Milo had been so blissful. So peaceful. But had they been worth it?

      Amber wouldn’t keep me on her staff. It was against policy for a hospital staff member to get involved with a patient. We weren’t talking gray area here. This was black and white. An offense Michelle was obligated to report, if she hadn’t already.

      If I’d found Kym asleep with a patient in his bed, I would have reported it too. Probably. Maybe.

      I wasn’t sure.

      My moral compass had been turned upside down these past couple months. Before Milo, I would never have imagined myself falling for a patient. But here I was, undeniably in love with Milo Phillips.

      This love came with consequences.

      I sat on my bed, watching the clock on the nightstand tick along until it was time for me to take a shower and get ready for work.

      I’d find a new nursing job. Probably. Maybe.

      Regardless, the job I’d come to love and cherish, the job that had brought me pride beyond measure and had filled the lonely void in my life, the job that made me shine.

      That job was gone.

      Was it worth it?
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        * * *

      

      Amber was seated at a chair in the nurses station when I arrived on the burn-unit floor. She didn’t say a word as she stood and nodded for me to follow her toward the staff lounge.

      We passed Michelle in the hallway on the way, and this time, she was the one unable to make eye contact. I kept my chin held high and my shoulders straight.

      In the hours I’d sat on my bed, I’d come to terms with what would happen.

      I was about to lose my job. Sure, things would have been better if Milo and I had just remained friends until his release from the hospital. But there was no use regretting the past.

      We live with the choices we make.

      Dad had told me that from his own hospital bed three days before he’d died.

      I’d been upset and crying, wishing I had made him quit smoking. He’d refused to let me shoulder the blame.

      You didn’t light them for me, Sara. This is on me.

      We live with the choices we make.

      We died with them too.

      Amber gestured me into the room and we sat around the same table we had when she’d told me to stay away from Milo’s room. But this time, my hands didn’t shake. My heart wasn’t racing. I wasn’t nervous.

      I was numb.

      She leaned her elbows on the table, lacing her fingers together. Amber was probably only ten years older than I was, but her commanding presence made it seem like more. She managed a lot of nurses, and from the day I’d met her, I’d known she wasn’t one to beat around the bush. In her black blazers and with her hair always pinned up in a bun, she had a pleasant face when she smiled. But more often than not, she looked like this: serious. Older than a woman in her early thirties.

      “You spent the night with a patient,” she said.

      “I came to visit Milo. We were watching TV and fell asleep.”

      “I thought we’d agreed you were going to stay away from him until he was no longer a patient.”

      I nodded. This was probably the time to start defending myself but I stayed quiet.

      Amber let out a long breath. “I talked to Dr. Vernon first thing this morning. Milo is on track to be discharged in a week. I think the best thing is to shuffle the schedule and give you some time off. Take the next week with vacation time, then come back when he’s no longer a patient.”

      I blinked at her, waiting for more, but she remained quiet. “Wait. You’re not firing me?”

      “No.” She gave me an exasperated smile. “You’re not fired. Yet. But this is a warning. I will have to make a note of this in your employee file. It’s against policy to have a romantic relationship with a patient. Now, you could argue there is nothing romantic happening. This is a friendship. No one has seen you engage in a kiss, for example. But . . .”

      We both knew that would be a lie. “I understand.”

      “Please don’t make me regret this decision.”

      “I won’t.”

      Amber tapped the table twice, like a judge rapping his gavel to dismiss court. Then she stood and left me reeling in the lounge.

      I wasn’t fired.

      An official black mark would go into my file, but I wasn’t fired. So why didn’t I feel more relieved? I’d been so prepared to start a job hunt. A blemish on my perfect employment record almost seemed worse than being terminated, like a scarlet letter sewed into my scrub top.

      Would everyone know? Would I be watched more closely now?

      I’d never once gotten detention as a kid. I’d never been sent to the principal’s office. I’d never gotten a grade below a B+. This warning should have bothered me more. But as I let it sink in, as I weighed it versus having Milo in my life, I’d take the black mark on my record every time.

      Was it worth it?

      Yes.

      I wasn’t sorry.

      And I couldn’t wait to tell Milo.

      He’d called me five times last night and I’d ignored them all, only listening to his single voicemail message.

      I’m sorry. Call me.

      The second I walked off hospital property, I was calling him. It was so tempting to go to his room, but I wasn’t pressing my luck.

      Leaving the lounge, I went to the locker room to grab the jacket I’d left in there last week. If I had a week off, I wanted to take it home and add it to my laundry pile. With it in hand, I closed my locker and pushed through the door. Only I didn’t take another step. Instead, I froze, sucking in a sharp breath at the angry glare waiting just outside the door.

      Dr. Vernon was standing in the hallway, his arms crossed and his back pressed up against the wall.

      He’d been staring at the door.

      Waiting for me.

      “Oh, um . . . hi. I was just leaving. So I’d better . . . go.” I pointed down the hallway to where the lighting was brighter.

      I took one step but stopped when Dr. Vernon surged.

      He crossed the hallway like a lightning bolt, forcing me to shuffle backward. The door to the locker room hadn’t quite closed and he crowded me through. I retreated, nearly stumbling as I scurried around the bench.

      I was out of room to run.

      Dr. Vernon came at me like a lion stalking his prey until he’d trapped me against the bay of lockers. His hands slammed into their doors. The noise of shaking metal and rattling padlocks made me jump. Even as I yelped, he kept his arms bracketing my face, trapping me there as he bent low.

      His nose brushed against the tip of mine. His hot breath skidded over my cheek.

      I stiffened, ready for him to yell or curse or call me names. I wasn’t sure what I expected.

      It certainly wasn’t a kiss.

      He smashed his lips on mine so hard I winced. He licked my lip and I stayed frozen, my hands glued to my sides as I held my breath.

      Then he was gone, backing away as he ran his hands through his hair.

      Oh my God. He kissed me. The wetness from his tongue was on my lips. The bruising sensation of his mouth made mine hurt.

      He kissed me.

      And I did nothing.

      I swallowed, sucking in some air through my nose. I was too scared to open my mouth and get a hint of his taste. And I didn’t dare wipe the kiss away, not with him stalking back and forth by the bench like a caged animal.

      “We had something, Sara.”

      I flinched at his voice and the lockers behind me rattled.

      “I don’t—” He wiped at his face, shaking his head. “I don’t know if I can forgive you for this.”

      Forgive me? The question stayed trapped behind my fused lips. I was too paralyzed to speak.

      He kissed me.

      I was going to vomit.

      “We could have been something special.” Dr. Vernon stopped pacing and turned to me. The fury he’d worn in the hallway was gone. Now he looked at me like I was trash. “I can’t be with you now.”

      I dropped my gaze to the floor, the urge to be sick even stronger. I wanted to cry. I wanted to hide and shower.

      He’d kissed me without my permission, and I was the one who felt ashamed.

      Because I’d let it happen without a fight.

      Without another word, Dr. Vernon walked to the door and whipped it open. He left me standing there—stuck—replaying the past minute.

      Outside, the world was going on. The hospital noises were faint behind the closed door. Patients were hurting. Nurses were healing.

      And I was a statue, cemented in the minute I’d never forget.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, willing the clock to rewind.

      Dr. Vernon’s smell was everywhere. It clung to me, worse than any smell of cigarettes ever had. I took a deep breath and gagged. When I tried another, I slapped a hand over my mouth, plugging my nose as I found the strength to race away.

      The moment I was in the hallway, I sprinted for the stairs.

      Across the unit, Milo was in his room. He was probably anxious and waiting for an explanation.

      But I couldn’t give him one. Not right now.

      Milo would throw Dr. Vernon out a window if he knew about the kiss.

      So with tears blurring my eyes, I kept my chin down and my hand over my mouth to keep the sob from escaping.

      I ran, just like I had hours ago. The drum of my feet on the stairs only made me run faster, until I was home, safe in my condo.

      Safe in the place Dad had given me.

      It was then that I let the tears flow. I brushed my teeth and washed my face, except it wasn’t enough. Dr. Vernon’s smell, his taste, remained. So I took a shower so hot my skin was pink when I emerged from the steam.

      I dressed in my most comfortable pajamas, collected my phone and went to bed, hiding beneath the covers as my entire body shivered.

      I felt dirty. I felt angry.

      I felt weak.

      And the one person I wanted to tell was the one person I couldn’t.

      The phone clutched to my chest vibrated and I didn’t need to look to know it was Milo.

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I cried until the tears were gone.

      Until I exhausted myself and drifted off to sleep.
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      MILO

      “And here’s the last one.” Kym handed over the final brochure from her stack, this one warning me of the risks of drug addiction after long-term hospital stays.

      “Thanks.” I tucked it into my backpack with its five hundred companions and accompanying leaflets, then zipped up the bag and slung it over my shoulder. The papers were all destined for the nearest trash can.

      My parents had sent me a package from home this week. This backpack, one I’d had since high school, had been inside along with enough clothes to last a week.

      Because while I was definitely leaving this hospital behind, I wasn’t quite done yet with Washington.

      Mom had been disappointed when I’d called to tell her I wasn’t coming straight home. Her mood had lifted the instant I’d told her my prolonged stay was to spend time with Sara.

      She did her best to hide it, but Mom had grandbaby fever. She was desperate for me to settle down and have a family of my own. For years, she’d tried to play matchmaker with Maisy’s mother. It wasn’t uncommon for childhood friends to eventually become married couples in my small hometown. But Maisy had always been a friend, something of a little sister. Mom had given up hope for the two of us to get married and have babies.

      Now Mom had her hopes set on Sara.

      So did I.

      I hoped to bring her home one day. If the stars aligned, I’d get to introduce her to my extended family, coworkers and friends. But first, I had to get the fuck out of this hospital and track down my girl.

      It had been a week since she’d fallen asleep in my bed. A week since I’d fucked up royally by drifting off. I’d gotten too caught up in the incredible feel of her snuggling into my side.

      She’d run out of this room and I’d called her countless times. When she didn’t show up for work hours later, I knew things were bad. It took almost an entire day for her to answer my calls. Even then, I knew something was wrong. Her voice wasn’t soft and sweet like normal. It was edgy and despondent.

      She assured me that she had not been fired. That she had been asked to take a vacation until I was released. She promised she was fine, just exhausted and not feeling well.

      Even through the phone I could hear her lie. Something big was bothering her and even after a week, she wouldn’t open up about it. Stuck in my room, there wasn’t much for me to do but keep calling.

      The phone was my only tool and I never let up. I called her throughout the day. I called again at night. I called even though our conversations were shallow and short.

      Sara—my Sara, the woman whose smile could light up a room and whose voice could calm a hurricane—was missing.

      Today, I was going to find her.

      “Any questions?” Kym asked.

      I shook my head. “Nope.”

      Dr. Vernon had given me a full rundown of the post-care instructions. Keep my skin moisturized to avoid scarring. Wear sunscreen. Blah. Blah. Blah.

      I hadn’t even waited until he’d left the room to get out of bed, rifle through my backpack and dress in jeans and a button-down shirt.

      “Take care,” I told Kym, already heading for the door.

      “You too, Milo. And, um . . .” She lowered her voice, a smile playing on her lips. “Good luck with Sara. I’m rooting for you two.”

      I smiled. “Thanks. For everything.”

      She wasn’t Sara, but as a nurse, she’d done a fine job.

      I was healed for the most part. The grafts had taken well—I was covered in skin again. The less severe burns were slowly fading from red to pink. And other than the scars on my forehead and another under my jaw, the rest of them I’d hide from the world.

      As I walked out of the room, my jeans felt rough on my thighs. I’d been in paper-thin cotton for so long, it was a welcome change to feel something worth its weight. The boots on my feet were loud and heavy. I’d never wear slippers again. I was thrilled to be in a shirt that actually went to my wrists and hid my burns.

      Damn but I’d missed real clothes. I grinned as I reached the elevator, the excitement of being free.

      Good-bye burn unit. Good-bye Candle Palace.

      I patted the small battery-powered tea light in my pocket.

      Then I stepped onto the elevator and rode down to go and find the real light from this palace.

      My Sara.
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        * * *

      

      SARA

      “Ugh,” I groaned as the doorbell rang.

      Why did the UPS guy have to ring the doorbell? He was bringing me toilet paper and coffee K-Cups from Amazon. Leave it and go, dude.

      The doorbell I was obligated to answer. What if he needed me to sign for my toilet paper and coffee K-Cups? I shoved myself up and off the couch, annoyed that I’d get to the door just in time to see him dart inside his brown truck. I didn’t want to see him as much as he didn’t want to see me. Stupid freaking doorbell.

      I pulled the cardigan around my front, covering up the thin tank top I was wearing because it was cold outside. Then I put on my smile and opened the door.

      “Thank—”

      My words died. Milo was standing on my stoop. He wasn’t supposed to be released until tomorrow.

      “Hi.” His eyes roamed over me from head to toe.

      “Hi,” I breathed.

      Oh my God. I hadn’t washed my hair in three days. I wasn’t wearing makeup, not that I wore much, but my pale eyelashes had never been without a few swipes of mascara when he was around.

      I pulled the cardigan even tighter. I was a wreck and he looked amazing. More handsome than I could have imagined. He looked stronger. Taller. More rugged.

      Without a word, Milo took a step forward, forcing me to shuffle backward. He did it again and again until I was inside my entryway and he had room to close the door. With a thud, he dropped the backpack from his shoulder to the wood floor.

      Why hadn’t I showered? Why was he here a day early? I’d already planned my outfit for tomorrow when we’d agreed I’d pick him up from the hospital. My best skinny jeans and a cute navy sweater were waiting on a hanger together in my bathroom.

      He was supposed to see me in that outfit, not my plaid Christmas pajama pants that pooled at my ankles and a red tank top that read Nameste in Bed. My cardigan was hunter green and missing a button.

      It was early March and I was rocking my Christmas-morning outfit.

      “Sara.” His voice made me shiver.

      “Yeah?” I whispered, my arms wrapping around my waist.

      Was this when he told me he’d had a great time getting to know me, but it was time for him to return to his life? I wouldn’t blame him. He deserved to find a woman who didn’t let domineering doctors kiss them in locker rooms. At the least, he deserved a woman who was strong enough to report it.

      I waited for his heart-shattering words but Milo didn’t speak.

      A graze of his fingertips preceded his hot palm as it smoothed across my cheek and behind the nape of my neck.

      “Sara.” My name, then his lips were on mine in a flash of movement that stole my breath and made my knees go weak. His tongue plundered my mouth, his long fingers explored my shoulders and down my back and then up again, a frantic search for a place to settle and pull me closer.

      It was the most erotic kiss of my life, the way his hands roamed so eagerly. The way his lips moved and his face tilted back and forth, wanting more and more as his tongue dueled with my own. He kissed me senseless. He kissed me until my heart nearly stopped.

      He kissed me until I broke.

      The first tear fell between us, wetting his cheek. Then the others followed.

      I sobbed, breaking away from him and covering my mouth to keep the others hidden. I folded inward, my shoulders doing their best to provide a wall I could hide behind as I turned my back to Milo.

      I was such a coward. I was unworthy. He deserved more. Another sob escaped, filling my quiet home.

      Two arms wrapped around me before another sob could escape. They held me tight—tighter than I’d been held in . . . years. For the first time since Dad had died, I wasn’t utterly alone.

      I cried hard, my entire body shaking. I hadn’t really cried since the day I’d run from the hospital after Vernon’s kiss. Instead, I’d locked my feelings away, numb to what had happened. Numb to my choices.

      With Milo’s arms around me, I wasn’t numb anymore. Every bit of anger and shame came pouring out in a flood of emotion.

      Milo didn’t speak. He didn’t beg me to tell him what was wrong or urge me to stop. He just let me cry, only loosening his grip to spin me around and hold me close.

      I clung to him, gripping the thick cotton at his back. Every time I felt my legs give way, he held me up, until eventually, there were no tears left to fall.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered into his chest.

      “Don’t be.” He let me go to stand back and wipe my damp face dry.

      I sucked in a shaky breath, then blew it out in a long sigh. “I’m a mess.”

      “You’re beautiful.”

      I smiled and looked him up and down. “You’re in jeans.”

      “I wear them every day.”

      His legs were long and lean. They went on forever until the hems brushed the tops of his brown, square-toed cowboy boots. His shirt was baggy, a size too big. It hid the roped muscles of his arms and the rigid planes of his chest.

      Maybe this was why most women overlooked Milo. He didn’t flaunt or showcase the body beneath the clothes. He was just . . . Milo.

      Humble. Unassuming. Pure.

      Sexy.

      “I’ve never seen you in jeans before.” I blushed, remembering his reaction to seeing me in jeans. “They look . . . good.”

      He chuckled. “Want to see the back of my head?”

      “Yes, please.”

      With a quick grin, he spun in a slow circle, his arms rising as he turned. He might be hiding the sculpted torso and chiseled arms, but those jeans did wondrous things for his ass. Which confirmed my suspicions—the women of Prescott, Montana, were blind.

      Their loss.

      Milo planted his hands on his hips when he was done with the turn. “So, what would you like to talk about first? What that crying jag was about? Or why you’ve been off all week?”

      Neither. I sighed. “Maybe we should sit.”

      He nodded and followed me into the living room, glancing around as he walked. “Nice place.”

      “Thanks.” I sat on the couch, giving him plenty of room to sit by my side. “Are you feeling all right?”

      “Good as new.”

      It was obvious I was stalling, but he didn’t rush me. There was probably a right way to go about this conversation, but the only thing that came to my mind was “I got kissed.”

      “Uh . . . yeah. I was there.”

      “Not by you.” The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees as Milo’s frame turned to ice. His fists balled on his knees. “Amber told me to take a week of vacation, I told you that. Well, after, I went to the locker room to get a jacket I’d left in there. I was coming out and Dr. Vernon cornered me.”

      Milo’s jaw cracked as he ground his molars together. His fists, if possible, became even tighter. I’d never seen knuckles so white. “He kissed you?”

      “He kissed me. I’m so sorry.”

      “Did you want him to kiss you?”

      “No, absolutely not.” I grimaced. “Never.”

      “They why are you apologizing? You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “I stood there,” I confessed. “I didn’t fight back or push him away or even scream. I just stood there and let him kiss me. I’m so embarrassed.”

      “Oh, Sara.” Milo’s arms wrapped around me like ropes. “You have nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      “I feel violated. It was just a kiss but . . .”

      Milo held me tighter. “I’m sorry, babe. I’m sorry. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I was scared you’d stab Dr. Vernon to death with the needles from your sharps container.”

      He didn’t think my joke was funny.

      The truth was, I’d wanted to tell Milo about the kiss all week. I’d been so close, but I wasn’t sure how he’d react over the phone. I pictured the burn unit torn to shreds, papers flying, linens strewn as he hunted for Dr. Vernon.

      Yet here he was, surprising me again. He was calm and gentle with me in his arms. Though his jaw was still clenched in fury.

      “You have to report him,” he said.

      “I can’t.”

      “What?” He let me go, his eyebrows furrowed. “Why not? That bastard can’t get away with this. He assaulted you.”

      “Milo, he’s a doctor with an impeccable record. The burn unit is more successful than they’d ever dreamed and it’s because of him. I’m just the nurse having an inappropriate relationship with a patient. It’s not a stretch to assume that if I’d lust after a patient, I’d do the same for a doctor.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      That’s real life.

      I hung my head. “I’m trying to let it go and pretend it didn’t happen. I’ll be okay.”

      “You will.” He kissed my hair. “You’re the strongest woman I know.”

      I melted into his side, no longer caring what I was wearing or what my hair looked like, simply happy he was here. “I felt guilty. Like . . . I cheated on you.”

      “You didn’t cheat on me, and you have nothing to feel guilty about.”

      I nodded.

      “Sara, look at me.”

      I leaned away to meet his gaze.

      “This is not your fault. This is on him.”

      “I know, you’re right. I’ve been telling myself that all week.” But it was easier to believe Milo’s firm tone than the shaky voice in my head. “I wish I had pushed him away.”

      Milo took a hand from my lap and brought it to his lips, kissing my knuckles. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Thank you. I needed to hear that.”

      “Will you report him?”

      My stomach rolled. “I don’t want to.”

      Milo’s eyes met mine. “It’s your choice and I’ll support you no matter what.”

      But . . .

      His unspoken word hung in the air.

      My silence could have consequences. We both knew that. If Dr. Vernon got away with this now, what would happen to the next nurse? Or the one after that? I didn’t know Milo’s friend Maisy, but her ex had been a doctor too. Arrogant, like Vernon, from how Milo had described him. If Vernon didn’t get punished for kissing me, would his next victim suffer a worse fate?

      “I have to report him. If I have a black mark on my record, he deserves one on his.”

      Milo was off the couch in a flash, hauling me up with him. “Get dressed.”

      “Right now?”

      “Yes. Right now.”

      “All right.” So much for my quiet afternoon at home. As I walked down the hallway to my bedroom, I glanced over my shoulder to see Milo pacing the short length of the living room. He was running a hand over his hair, the strands longer now than they had been when we’d met.

      Right before I disappeared into my bedroom, he muttered, “That motherfucker is not getting away with kissing my girl.”

      My girl.

      I smiled—a real smile—for the first time all week.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “They aren’t going to do a goddamn thing, are they?” Milo fumed as we walked out of the hospital.

      We’d just spent an hour in a Human Resources conference room reporting Dr. Vernon’s actions. At first, the HR director had seemed sympathetic. But then her questions became more defensive.

      Are you sure you didn’t invite Dr. Vernon into the locker room?

      But you didn’t push him away or tell him no?

      He’s never done anything like this before, right?

      “I don’t know.”

      I’d been assured that they would investigate the matter. That they didn’t take these accusations lightly. I could expect to hear back from them anywhere between three to seven business days.

      The evening light was fading and the snow outside sparkled under the parking lot lights as Milo and I walked to my car. We’d driven over because I’d thought we could get some dinner out afterward. I’d thought tonight could be our first official date.

      But now, all I wanted to do was go home.

      “So, um, where do you want to go for dinner?”

      Milo took my hand. “We’ll just scrounge up something at your place.”

      Somehow, this man always seemed to know what I needed.

      The ride home was fast. After hanging up my coat, I went to the kitchen to survey the options. The small, U-shaped room was at the back of the house. The condo developers had opted for fewer upper cabinets in order to fill the space with more windows. During the day, it was bright, but at night, the room was dark, even with all the lights on.

      “We can have breakfast for dinner,” I called over my shoulder, my face in the open fridge. “Or I have a box of macaroni and cheese. Or peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Or I’ll call for piz—”

      Milo shut the refrigerator door and pulled me into his arms. “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      “Me too.” My shoulders fell. “I can’t help but feel like this is my fault. If I had just stayed away from you until you were no longer a patient. If I hadn’t fal . . .”

      Fallen in love with you.

      “I’m not sorry for how I feel about you.” He took my face in his palms. “And I never will be.”

      “Me neither.” If this meant the end of my career, so be it. I felt more loyalty toward Milo than I ever would to the hospital again.

      I rose up on my toes, my lips searching for his. He had to bend down to brush his mouth against mine. It was short and sweet. Soft and testing.

      With the next one, I showed him I was okay.

      My lips moved over his, memorizing the feel of our bodies pressed together. Memorizing the feel of his chest pressed to mine for the first time. Neither of us rushed the kiss. His tongue didn’t immediately seek entrance, but when it did, he moved hesitantly, swiping it over my bottom lip.

      “God, Sara. I want you,” he breathed against my mouth. “I want you so damn much.”

      “I want you too.”

      There were no more obstacles keeping us apart. No more waiting.

      With steady fingers, I skimmed the front of his shirt. My hands knew exactly where his severe burns had been and where he’d be tender for months to come. I avoided those areas, keeping my touch to the skin where he’d have the most feeling, even through his shirt. And when I reached his belt, I pulled the end through the loop, stretching the leather to release it from the silver clasp.

      Milo groaned as the belt popped free. He leaned into me, pressing the bulge behind his zipper into my belly. Then he dove in for our deepest kiss yet, one that erased all others except his.

      All week, I’d felt Vernon’s kiss.

      Now, it was gone.

      Milo fumbled with the gray sweater I’d pulled on before going to meet with HR. His fingers couldn’t seem to get a grip on the hem at first, they worked too frantically to grip the wool. He let out a frustrated groan, slowing the kiss, and the sweater went flying in a whoosh over my head. The movement made my hair float up and billow around us.

      He kissed me again, a hard and fast touch, then pulled away and snatched my hand. “Let’s go to your bedroom.”

      I nodded, ready to get away from the windows where my neighbors could likely see me standing there in just my pink bra. I hurried down the hallway first, Milo’s boot steps following me to my dark bedroom.

      I went to turn on the lights but his hand slapped down over mine, stopping me from flicking on the switch. “What?”

      “No lights.”

      “Oh, okay.” Sex in the dark was fine by me but there was something in the way Milo spoke that made me pause. There was urgency in his voice, almost fear. What was that about?

      I didn’t get the chance to ask. Milo reached into his pocket and pulled out the tea light Luna had given him the day we’d met. “Here.”

      “You kept it?”

      “It was a gift. One worth keeping.”

      I smiled and took the light from his hands before walking across my bedroom to place it on the nightstand. Then, I turned back to Milo and flicked the center clasp on my bra free, letting it fall to the floor.

      Milo was on me in an instant, his hands wandering over my soft curves. His fingers traced the peaks of my breasts until they found my nipples. He teased them, twisting and dragging his thumb across the buds until they were hard and pebbled.

      “Milo,” I moaned, arching my back into his palms.

      He dipped his head and kissed the soft skin over my collarbone. “Sara. My Sara.”

      My fingers returned to his jeans, undoing the button and zipper to yank them down his narrow hips along with the boxers he wore beneath.

      The dance to rid one another of our jeans was full of bumps and colliding fingers. I giggled. He grinned. And when we were both stripped bare, he took my hand and guided me to the bed.

      Milo settled his weight between my hips and a marvelous awareness ran through my mind.

      This was so . . . right. So natural. We were both a bit awkward as we learned about one another’s bodies. But I wasn’t avoiding his gaze. I didn’t feel shy or uncomfortable. I was filled with curiosity. With anticipation.

      I wasn’t experienced with men. I certainly wasn’t an expert in the bedroom. But this . . . I knew no matter what I did, I couldn’t make a mistake. However Milo and I came together would be perfect.

      Milo’s lips closed over mine, kissing me until I was writhing beneath him, my legs spread wide in silent invitation.

      He reached between us, fisting his shaft, then he dragged it through my folds, making me shudder. “Ready?”

      “Yes.” I nodded, my bottom lip caught between my teeth.

      With a sure stroke, Milo filled me. I gasped as I adjusted to his size and length. Another shudder ran down my spine as he thrust himself even deeper. “Fuck, you feel good.”

      I hummed my agreement and circled my hips, urging him to move.

      He buried his face in my neck, sucking and kissing at the sensitive skin beneath my ear as he withdrew and glided inside once more, hitting a spot that made my breath hitch each time.

      My orgasm built with urgency, stealing all coherent thought. “Milo, I—” White stars broke behind my eyes before I could finish my warning. My legs shook as the pulsing release raked over my body.

      Milo rocked the bed as his rhythm intensified, his cock driving hard until he stiffened with his own release, moaning my name into the dark room as he came inside me with hot spurts.

      When he was spent, Milo collapsed on top of me and gave me his weight. I wrapped my arms and legs around his body, trapping him in place.

      I’d never let go.

      I found this man. He was mine.

      Milo was in no hurry to let me go, but his softening cock eventually slid free. “Bathroom? I’ll get us a washcloth.”

      “Down the hall.”

      He nodded and hopped off the bed. When he came back with a cloth, he went to clean me up.

      “I can do it.”

      “No.” He elbowed my hand away. “You cared for me. Let me do this.”

      It was strange, to give a man this kind of control. It was strange to let another person care for my body. The intimacy, the trust could only ever be his.

      When he was finished with the task, he put the rag in the hamper by my closet. Then he came back to bed, sliding beneath the covers and pulling them over my naked body.

      With one arm around my neck, I curled into his side. “We didn’t use a condom.”

      “I’m clean.” He stiffened. “I, uh, haven’t been with a woman in a, well . . . a long time.”

      Because the women in Prescott are stupid. I smiled to myself. “It’s been years for me too. And I’m on the pill.”

      Maybe my hiatus from men had been a subconscious choice. Maybe all this time, I’d been waiting for him.

      Milo relaxed, tugging me closer. “This might sound strange, but I need to tell you something.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m grateful for the explosion. All the pain. It was worth it. To be here, lying in your bed. It was all worth it.”

      My heart swelled. My smile hurt it was so big. I don’t think I’d smiled that wide since . . .

      Dad’s face popped into my head. He was smiling, a look he’d worn often, especially when he’d been proud of me.

      “I wish my dad could have met you.”

      I wished Dad could have met the man who’d become the most important person in my life. My best friend. I wished he could have walked me down the aisle, if I was lucky enough to ever marry Milo.

      “I wish I could have met him too,” Milo said, kissing my forehead.

      I snuggled closer, ignoring the burn of threatening tears as I relaxed into the feel of his chest rising and falling beneath my cheek. “It’s nice having you here. My bed doesn’t feel so lonely.”

      “Babe, as far as I’m concerned, your bed will never feel lonely again.”
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      “Well, you were right.” I tossed the phone on a couch cushion and plopped down next to Milo. “HR has officially noted the report and discussed the incident with Dr. Vernon. They’ve verbally reprimanded him and reminded him that intraoffice relationships are against hospital policy. At this time, they won’t be taking any further action.”

      “Fuckers.”

      I leaned into his side, staring blankly across the room. How was I supposed to go back to work tomorrow and face Vernon? How was I supposed to work in a hospital where I didn’t feel safe?

      “I really don’t want to work tomorrow,” I groaned. Stupid bills. Stupid paycheck. If not for them, I could spend the day in bed with Milo much like we had today.

      “Sorry, babe.”

      I shrugged. “It’s okay. I’ll see how it goes. I’m sure it will be a great day.”

      Great was a gross exaggeration, but until I had another job lined up, I wasn’t going to quit my current one. The last thing I needed was to be unemployed.

      “So what’s your plan for tomorrow?” I asked.

      “Don’t have one. I’ll hang out here until you get home.”

      Home. I loved that in only a day, home had a different meaning. No matter how work went tomorrow, there’d be something to look forward to at the end of my day. Milo here, waiting for me.

      “How long before you need to get back to Montana?”

      “I don’t know.” He sighed. “I need to make some calls tomorrow and find out what’s happening with work. See how much longer I can stretch this. They’ve been great so far but I’m sure they’ll be ready to have a full staff of deputies again. I was thinking a week? Maybe two? That okay with you?”

      “I’ll take whatever you can get.” I’d savor each night that I was able to fall asleep curled into his side. Sleeping alone again would be an adjustment when he left.

      It was getting darker outside, and for having done nothing but each other all day, the hours had passed much too quickly. We’d spent the day in bed. Breakfast had been skipped. Lunch had been a plate full of cheese, crackers, grapes and some veggies we’d shared on top of the covers. By four o’clock, we’d both been starved so I’d called for pizza delivery and we’d forced ourselves from the bedroom to shower and dress.

      Milo’s jeans were rolled up at the ankles and his feet bare. His plain, white T-shirt smelled like fabric softener, and when he held me, I buried my nose in the cotton to smell it mixed with his own woodsy scent.

      Not even the smell of our pepperoni pizza and garlic bread bites was better than Milo.

      We’d inhaled our early dinner, then retreated to the couch. Right before five, HR had called and put a damper on what would have been a perfect day.

      “Want to watch some TV?” I asked.

      “Nope.” Milo kissed my hair and stood, hauling me up beside him. Then he led me to the bedroom, shutting the lights off as we walked through the doorway.

      The lights had been off all day.

      I’d spent hours last night and today exploring Milo’s body with my hands and lips, but I hadn’t actually seen him. He’d kept himself mostly covered with the sheets. We’d showered separately. So when Milo reached behind his head to tug off his T-shirt, I flipped on the lights.

      He froze. “What?”

      “Nothing. I thought maybe we could leave the lights on for a change.”

      “Not tonight.” He dropped his shirt back into place over his torso.

      “Why not?”

      “I like the dark.”

      This was true. He’d preferred his hospital room dark. But was this always how he’d been? Or was it since he’d been burned?

      “There’s nothing to hide from me,” I said gently. There’s nothing to fear.

      “The scars. They’re . . . ugly.”

      “They are part of you. And there’s nothing about you that I’ll ever see as ugly.” I crossed the distance between us and took the hem of his shirt in my hands. Then slowly, I lifted it up his stomach.

      His body was stiff, his abs flexed as I carefully raised his shirt. When it was bunched up on his chest, he wouldn’t lift his arms so I could tug it over his head.

      “Milo,” I urged, giving him a small nod. “It’s okay.”

      The tension in his shoulders fell away. With a flurry, he ripped the shirt off and threw it to the floor. It puddled at our feet.

      The burn scars on Milo’s torso were red. In time, they’d fade, though the texture of his skin would never be completely smooth. The seams where his grafts met original skin were like lines on a map.

      Yes, it was ragged at the moment. Yes, it was raw. But he would always be beautiful in my eyes.

      I ran my hands gently up his stomach, my fingertips careful as they traced their way to his chest.

      Milo went rigid, his eyes squeezing shut.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “No,” he whispered.

      “Would you look at me?” I waited for his dark eyes to open. “I don’t see scars when I look at you. I see a man who makes me feel safe. A man who makes me feel wanted and sexy. You don’t have to hide these scars from me. They don’t scare me.”

      Nothing would. Not his scars. Not distance.

      Milo’s entire frame relaxed. The breath he let out breezed through the room, blowing away his fears. His hands came to my cheeks. His forehead dropped to mine.

      “How’d I get so lucky to find you?”

      I smiled. “We both got lucky.”

      Milo broke away and stepped back, running a hand over his hair. “I’m trying to be cool about this. But the problem is . . . I’m not cool. I’ve never been cool a day in my life. I really want to tell you something but I’m worried it’s going to chase you away.”

      My heart dropped. “O-Okay.”

      “I, uh . . . shit. I don’t know how to say this.” He paced the space between us. “It’s only been a couple of months. But they say, when you know, you know. And I know. I think you do too, but I—”

      “Milo,” I blurted. His rambling was about to make me come out of my skin and my heart couldn’t take it. If he said what I thought—what I hoped—he was going to say, I needed those words. “Just say it.”

      “I love you.”

      Tears flooded my eyes. “I love you too.”

      “You’re sure?”

      I nodded, the smile on my face painful. “Yes! Definitely.”

      Milo rushed me, his lips smashing down on mine as we laughed together. This was happening. Us. There’d be no breaking us apart. Somehow, we’d find a future together. I knew it from the bottom of my soul.

      The kiss deepened. His tongue darted out to caress my lips. And as we stumbled our way to the bed, stripping off clothes until we were both bare, the smiles on our faces stayed in place.

      They stayed all night long.

      We were going to make it. We’d find our happy ending.

      Because I’d never say the words I love you to any man but Milo Phillips.
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        * * *

      

      “So you’re hanging out all day?” I asked Milo as we walked along the sidewalk, hand in hand, toward the hospital. He’d insisted on walking me to work.

      “Pretty much.” He shrugged. “I need to make some calls. Check in with my parents and work. I thought I’d try to call Maisy again too just to see how she’s doing.”

      “Good.” I squeezed his hand. “I’m sure she’d like to hear from you.”

      Milo had tried her once but she hadn’t answered. According to his parents, Maisy had kept a low profile since the kidnapping. Her parents had assured the people of Prescott that she was fine, just recovering and dealing with morning sickness. But Milo suspected there was more. He still carried a lot of guilt for not being there when she’d been taken.

      I hoped a phone call would ease some of his concerns. And maybe help Maisy too. I couldn’t imagine how she was coping. I only hoped she’d answer his call.

      The hospital drew nearer, and as it loomed, a sense of dread weighed heavy.

      I’d been blissfully distracted by Milo since he’d showed up at my doorstep. He’d kept my mind off Vernon’s kiss with his own.

      But now that I was here, there’d be no more hiding. I had no idea how to face Vernon. I couldn’t avoid him forever. I only hoped I’d have the strength to face him and stand proud.

      My plan at the moment was to keep my chin up, fake a false sense of confidence and hope that Vernon didn’t bring up the kiss. Hopefully his delusions of a relationship between us had been thoroughly shattered and he’d go back to treating me like he had in the beginning—a nurse.

      “You’re off at four?” Milo asked as we reached the side door.

      “Yep. I’ll come home and change out of my scrubs, then maybe we could go and get some dinner.”

      “Sounds good. Call me if anything happens.”

      Milo was arguably as nervous as I was. He’d tried to talk me out of going to work but I’d promised that things would be fine. I was a professional. Vernon was a professional—most of the time. I’d just make sure not to find myself alone in his company.

      And if anything did happen, at least the kiss he’d forced upon me was on record with HR.

      “Nothing will happen. It will be fine.”

      Milo frowned. “Okay. Check in with me today.”

      “I will,” I promised. “See you later.”

      He bent and placed a kiss on my lips as I rose up on my toes. Then with a finger wave, I went to the door, scanned my badge and disappeared inside.

      The cement-and-bleach smell of the stairwell wasn’t as comforting as it had once been. Nor was the sterile scent of the burn unit. Out of habit, I walked down the hallway for the locker room door, but twenty feet away, my feet froze on the linoleum. My tennis shoes wouldn’t take another step.

      There was no way I was going into that locker room.

      I turned and went to the nurses station, deciding that simply coming to work was brave enough for today. I’d made it here, mission accomplished. Maybe tomorrow or the next day or the day after that I’d brave the locker room.

      I stowed my purse and coat underneath the counter and turned to find Kym coming my way.

      “Hey. Welcome back.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled. “How are things?”

      “Good.” She shrugged. “Busy. We’re split evenly on sides right now. Four each.”

      “We haven’t had that many patients for a while.”

      “No, but it looks to be a hectic week. I’ve been on this side for three days straight.” She tossed a thumb over her left shoulder. “It might be easier if I stick with them. Then I’m off for three days.”

      Which left me with Milo and Luna’s side of the unit. “Sounds great. I’ll get going.”

      The routine of the morning was refreshing and not as difficult as I’d expected. I fell into the bliss of a normal day. After an hour of checking on patients, changing dressings and helping get them ready for the breakfast delivery, I felt more like myself. Steady. Sure.

      Lost in the morning bustle, I stopped fretting about Vernon. I didn’t notice as he came into a patient room behind me, and at his voice, I nearly jumped out of my skin.

      “How are we today?”

      “I—” I turned from the sink and opened my mouth with no idea what to say, but he wasn’t speaking to me. He’d asked the patient.

      My heart came out of my throat, though it still raced. I stood back, out of his reach, as he examined the patient. When he was done, Vernon smiled and said good-bye to the woman in the bed. Then he looked at me briefly, his smile fading.

      “Sara.” He gave me one nod, then disappeared from the room.

      That’s it? No angry glares. No snarls. Just my name, a nod and a look on his face that said he couldn’t care less about my presence here.

      Maybe he didn’t know I’d reported him to HR. Or maybe he didn’t care.

      I excused myself from the room, warily entering the hallway. Vernon was standing along the far wall, swiping through something on an iPad.

      “We have a pretty busy day today,” he said, not looking up. “I’d like to have your help in 504 next.”

      “Okay.” That was Luna’s room. I hadn’t thought of it as number 504 in months.

      “Great.” His smile was polite and professional. “See you in there.”

      He walked down the hallway to Luna’s former room and I followed. On the way, I glanced at Milo’s room—503. It was vacant at the moment and I was glad for it. I wasn’t ready to see another person in his bed.

      It was hard enough to see another in Luna’s.

      I worked alongside Vernon as he cleaned a burn and discussed treatment with the patient in 504. I kept my distance, stealing sideways glances occasionally, but Vernon avoided my gaze entirely. Except for the occasional order to hand him gauze or hold a tool, it was like he’d forgotten I was in the room.

      He was focused on the patient, as it should be.

      “All right. I’m done here for today.” Vernon pulled off his gloves, the latex snapping as he wrapped one inside the other and deposited them both in the trash. “Sara will take good care of you the rest of the day.”

      “Thanks, Dr. Vernon.” The young patient sighed, settling deeper into her bed. She’d gotten a nasty burn from a pot of boiling oil—she’d been making french fries at home when the pot had spilled onto her bare feet. Luckily, she wouldn’t be here for long. We’d treat her burns and show her how to care for her toes, which had suffered the worst. She’d be free to go home in a few days.

      “Can I get you anything?” I asked.

      “No, thank you.” She shook her head, closing her eyes.

      I dimmed the lights and drew the curtains. She was asleep before I eased my way out the door.

      I walked to the nurses station, taking a break from patient care to update charts. But as I approached the counter, Vernon was talking to Kym. Spinning around, I hoped to make an escape, but he caught sight of me. “Oh, Sara?”

      I turned. “Yes?”

      “I’d like to run a new set of labs for 501. Would you ask them to put a rush on it?”

      “Um, sure.”

      Why was he acting so . . . normal? This calm demeanor had to be a façade, right? Was he biding his time, waiting for a moment to find me alone and berate me for turning him in?

      Well, he wasn’t going to get the chance. I spent the rest of the day making sure I was never alone. I only did charts when Kym was at the nurses station. I spent most of my time in patient rooms. I made it through nearly the entire day without a one-on-one encounter with Vernon, working furiously as the clock wound down to four.

      I only had fifteen minutes to go when I went to the supply closet to grab a fresh blanket for a patient who’d said he was cold. That’s when a white lab coat appeared in my peripheral vision.

      Vernon. I’d been gone from the patient’s room for ten seconds and he’d trapped me by the supply closet. I hated that my body’s first instinct was to lock up. I hated that he had the power of my fear.

      “Welcome back,” he said. “Did you have a nice week off?”

      “Yes.” I smiled. “It was wonderful.”

      If Vernon was going to pretend that everything was hunky-dory, then I was too. If my hands would stop shaking, I might be able to pull it off. I held his stare, trying to keep the smile on my face. Nothing in his gaze gave anything away. No anger. No resentment. Nothing.

      He looked . . . bored.

      What was he playing at? What was his game? Was he trying to get under my skin with this nonchalant approach?

      Asshole.

      The least he could do was apologize.

      Hey, Sara. Sorry for kissing you in the locker room and scaring the shit out of you. Whoops.

      I was never going to get an apology. His ego was much too engorged to utter the word sorry.

      He looked down his nose at me. With that smug smile, he declared me inconsequential. If I had to guess, I’d say HR had reprimanded him. Not that it mattered. We both knew if one of us were to get reassigned, it wasn’t going to be him.

      “Was there something else you needed, Dr. Vernon?” He didn’t deserve such a noble title.

      “No, that’s it. I’ll let you get back to work.”

      “Thanks.” I waited for him to shift to the side or leave, but he stood there, unmoving.

      My pulse was racing. Sweat beaded at my temples. No matter what it took, I wasn’t going to let him win this time. If he came after me, I. Would. Fight.

      “See you tomorrow.” He turned and left.

      My knees were shaking as I bolted from the room. I managed to finish up my work even though it was hard to focus. The evening-shift nurses stepped off the elevator at the same time, smiling and saying hello. I exchanged pleasantries as I pulled out my purse and hurried into my coat.

      Milo was waiting at home and I’d much rather spend my time with him than in this building. I’d checked in with him twice today, promising that everything with Vernon was okay, and told him in my last text that I’d walk home as soon as I was done. He’d scoped out some places for us to go to dinner. On a real date, he’d texted.

      I said good night to Kym as she walked toward the locker room, then I headed for the stairwell, my footsteps fast as I flew down the steps.

      When I pushed through the exit, the crisp air stung my nostrils. I set out on the sidewalk, walking past the building to the first intersection toward home. I was nearly to the crosswalk when suddenly I was being hauled backward by a fierce grip on my elbow.

      “Ahh!” I shouted, fighting to get free and run. I turned, swatted at the hand and came face-to-face with Vernon.

      Of course he wouldn’t let me get away with pleasantries all day. Damn me for letting my guard down.

      “What do you want?” I jerked my elbow free.

      “You reported me.”

      I stepped back a foot. “You assaulted me.”

      “Assault?” He scoffed. “I kissed you. Most women would have begged for that kiss.”

      “Not me. It was against my will.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Sara. You wanted it. I know you wanted it. You’ve been leading me on for months.”

      My jaw dropped. “Are you delusional? I never asked you to kiss me. I never asked you to touch me.”

      “You didn’t say no.”

      He had me there. Was that the magic word with the scum of the earth like Vernon? If a woman didn’t say no, then it was okay? Never mind that I’d been terrified. Never mind that I’d been trembling and on the brink of tears. I hadn’t said no so that meant I’d wanted his kiss. “I hate you.”

      “The feeling is mutual.” He sneered. “Stop trying to ruin my career because I rejected you.”

      I gritted my teeth, keeping my lips glued shut. I had nothing to say to this man. He wasn’t worth a single word. So I sent him one last glare, spun around and continued on my way.

      His footsteps followed.

      I quickened my own, knowing I might have to run. I’d run, I’d scream, I’d kick and punch and flail. I’d do anything to get away from this man. Today, I was not going to go down easy.

      “Sara.” He snapped and once again his hand gripped my elbow.

      “Leave me alone.” I tried to fight free, but his grasp was bruising. His fingertips dug into my skin through my coat.

      “You need to rescind your statement.”

      “What?” Not for anything in the world. “Go to hell. If you don’t want this incident reported too, then I’d suggest you let me go.”

      “No—” His protest was stopped as he flew backward. The edges of his lab coat went flying as Milo dragged him away by the collar.

      “Touch her again and you’ll lose all your fingers.”

      Milo. He was here. My hand came to my thundering heart, rubbing my chest as it pounded. I wasn’t sure what he was doing here but the relief was staggering.

      Vernon struggled, throwing his limbs every which way as he freed himself from Milo’s hold. When he was loose, he straightened, fixed his collar and combed back the hair that had fallen in his eyes. Then he pointed right at me while looking at Milo. “This bitch is trying to get me fired.”

      I gasped as the color rose in Milo’s face. No one had ever called me a bitch before, not even petty girls in high school. I didn’t like it.

      Milo didn’t either. “Call her a bitch again and you’ll lose your tongue.”

      Vernon spat on the sidewalk by Milo’s boot.

      One moment the men were feet apart, the next, Milo was nose to nose with Vernon. They were about the same height, though Milo stood an inch taller.

      He walked forward, forcing Vernon to retreat on the sidewalk back toward the hospital. Right toward the edge where a car rushed by. One misstep and Vernon would trip, falling into the street.

      Milo kept walking Vernon backward without pause. His fists were balled, ready to pummel Vernon in the face.

      God, I wanted that. A lot. I wanted Milo to kick this guy’s ass, but Milo maintained his control, something I doubt most men would have been able to do.

      “Get the fuck out of here.”

      Vernon didn’t argue. He shuffled sideways and away from Milo, nearly tripping over his own feet, then walked for the side door. He combed his hair again before entering. He scanned his badge. And then, he disappeared.

      “Oh my God.” I nearly collapsed. The adrenaline was too much. “I knew it was too good to be true.”

      “Are you okay?” Milo rushed to my side, his hands roaming up and down my body, making sure I wasn’t hurt.

      “I’m okay.” I nodded, trying to get my breathing back to normal. “Actually, no. I’m not okay. That asshole. I hate him.”

      Milo pulled me into his arms, wrapping me up tight. “But you’re okay?”

      “I’m okay. What are you doing here?”

      “I, uh, may or may not have been hanging out in the lobby all day just in case that fucking bastard pulled some shit like this.”

      “What?” I looked up at his face. “You’ve been at the hospital all day?”

      He shrugged. “I saw you come out the side door through the glass. I’m sorry I didn’t catch you in time.”

      I fell back into his embrace, melting into his chest. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” He kissed my hair. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “We can’t,” I grumbled. “Not yet.”

      First, I had to quit my job.

      When Milo and I walked into HR, Vernon was already there. He was probably trying to spin this story his way. To twist the truth and portray me as the one who’d antagonized him. I didn’t stick around to find out what sort of story he was selling.

      I delivered my statement to the HR director, who’d also called Amber down. Then I quit. I handed over my badge. I told them to keep whatever was in my locker. And I walked out of the hospital with Milo by my side.

      “What am I going to do now?”

      Milo put his arm around me as we walked home. “We’ll figure it out. Together.”
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      The bells of my ringing phone woke me from a dead sleep. It took me so long to realize what the noise was and where it was coming from that I missed the call. I reached for the phone. It was nearly two in the morning as my phone rang again with Mom’s picture on the screen.

      “Hello?”

      “Sara!” Mom screamed. “You need to get over here.”

      “What?” I shot up in bed, my heart lurching. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “It’s Denny.”

      My mind immediately went to the worst. Had he overdosed? “What happened?” I repeated.

      “He—oh my God—I can’t believe this.”

      “What’s wrong?” Milo sat up next to me, his hand on my shoulder as he leaned in close waiting for Mom’s answer.

      But she was silent.

      “Mom?”

      “You need to get over here,” she insisted, then hung up.

      I whipped the covers off my legs, darting for my closet. I pulled on some clean panties and a pair of black yoga pants. Then I tugged on a bra and a gray Nike hoodie.

      I was hopping into a pair of tennis shoes when I looked over my shoulder to see Milo fully dressed and ready to go. I guess cops were practiced at getting dressed in the middle of the night after a frantic phone call.

      We left my condo without a word, going right for the garage. I didn’t argue when he took the keys from my hand and went to the driver’s side door. I was too jittery to drive.

      Instead, I sat with bouncing knees in the passenger seat as I gave Milo directions to Mom’s house. The black roads were deserted. As we turned down the quiet street of my youth, only porch lights illuminated the sidewalks where I’d learned to ride my bike. The sidewalks Denny and I had colored with chalk.

      What if he was dead? What would I do? The last words my brother had spoken to me were fuck you. I’d tried to call him but he hadn’t answered. All I could imagine as we slowly approached the flashing lights of police cars and two fire trucks was I’d get there and be told Denny had overdosed.

      “I should have pushed harder,” I whispered. “I should have called him more. I should have found him a rehab spot.”

      Milo reached across the console and took one of my hands. “We’ll get through this.”

      Whatever this was.

      As we got closer, the light was brighter. The police cars were all positioned with their headlights shining on the house.

      What was Denny’s truck doing in the yard? His tailgate was aimed our direction. I couldn’t see the hood because—

      “Oh my God,” I gasped.

      “What the hell?” Milo let my hand go so he could lean over the steering wheel, getting a closer look. “Did he—”

      “He drove his truck into my house.” My eyes were seeing but my brain was not believing.

      “Holy fuck.”

      Milo parked a few houses down in an open spot. Before he even had the car in park I was flying out the door.

      I shivered, racing down the icy sidewalk while trying not to slip and fall. I lost my footing on one slick patch and flailed before a strong hand gripped my arm, holding me steady.

      “Easy,” Milo warned, helping me along the way.

      There were firefighters in full uniform standing around the back of the truck. In the yard, two police officers were talking to my mother.

      Her hair was pulled into a ponytail. She was in a thin nightgown with a magenta silk robe tied tight underneath her breasts. She spotted us and her arms shot out for me. “Sara!”

      “Mom.” I rushed to her, letting her pull me into a hug. “What happened?”

      “Denny crashed into the house.”

      “Is he . . .” I gulped. I couldn’t see the driver’s side door from this spot. It was buried under the corner of the house. But there wasn’t an ambulance. Or maybe it had come and gone. “Is he okay?”

      “They arrested him.” She pointed past me and Milo toward the cop car parked behind a fire truck.

      In the backseat, Denny was slumped forward, his head hanging down. His hair shielded his face.

      Milo frowned at Denny, then turned to the cops. “He didn’t hurt anyone?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Good.” I sighed. Maybe the backseat of that cop car was the best thing that could happen to him right now.

      “Ma’am, we’ll need to finish taking your statement,” a police officer told Mom as he hovered outside our circle. He looked cold, his teeth chattering and his nose bright red.

      He’d have to tough it out because it wasn’t like they could go inside to talk.

      “All right.” Mom let me go, then crossed her arms over her chest. Her legs were bare except for the knee-high rubber boots she’d pulled on. Their yellow and white daisies were too friendly on a dark night like this.

      “Come on, babe.” Milo took my hand and led me closer to the house.

      As we approached the back of Denny’s truck, one of the firemen stopped us. “Please be careful. This whole house is unstable.”

      “We’ll stay back,” Milo assured him, dragging me closer.

      From where we’d been standing, Denny’s truck had hidden the damage. But now that we were coming around the side of the house next to the garage, I could hardly believe what I was seeing.

      The house wasn’t unstable, it was collapsing.

      The living room, the place where Dad and I had watched movies and eaten popcorn, was destroyed. The couch I’d picked out for Dad the year before he’d died was toppled over and broken in half. The main-floor windows were all cracked or shattered. The porch was now broken boards and splinters scattered on the snow-covered lawn.

      The corner of the second floor drooped over the wreckage. The corner that had once been my bedroom. Even after Dad had bought me my condo, even after he’d died and Mom had moved in, that had been my bedroom. Denny had moved into the guest bedroom because that was my room.

      Now it was moments away from crashing down into the rubble. The supports creaked. Glass continued to crack, filling the yard with eerie sounds.

      This home—my home—was gone.

      “I’m so sorry, babe.” Milo put his arm around my shoulders.

      I was shaking, not just from the cold, but from the shock. “He ruined my home.”

      “They can rebuild it.”

      “Maybe. But it will never be the same,” I whispered as tears flooded my eyes.

      They’d rebuild this house—they’d fix the windows and sunken walls—and in that process the little touches that had been Dad’s would be erased.

      The need to cry and scream choked me, so I turned away from the chaos and marched across the yard. I marched right up to one of the police officers standing guard outside the car where Denny was sitting.

      “Is he high?” I asked.

      At my voice, Denny’s eyes lifted. They were red-rimmed and glassy and held a stream of apologies.

      It was too late for I’m sorry.

      “We believe so, yes,” the police officer said. “He’s also been drinking.”

      I held my brother’s gaze, wondering if I’d ever be able to forgive him for this. He’d taken something away from me that I’d held dear. He’d taken my sanctuary. He’d taken my roots.

      For that, he deserved to suffer in jail.

      Milo’s heat hit my back as he placed his arms on my shoulders. “They’re done talking to your mom.”

      “Will you take him to jail?” I asked the officer.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      I locked eyes with Denny, making sure my voice was loud and clear. “Good.”

      Without giving him another moment, I walked over to where Mom was standing in front of the house. She was weeping into the sleeve of her robe.

      “I can’t believe this,” she said when I stood by her side. “I was asleep and woke up to this huge crash and the house shaking. I thought it was an earthquake. I came down the hall and there was a hole in the house and Denny was stumbling his way out of the truck.”

      “He needs help, Mom.”

      “I’ll talk to him.”

      “No, this needs more than talk.” I crossed my arms over my chest. Behind her, Milo gave me a reassuring nod. “This needs action. I don’t think you should bail him out of jail.”

      “What?” Her eyes bulged. “He can’t stay in jail.”

      “Why not? It’s not like he has a house to come home to.” I threw my arm wide toward the chaos behind me. “Maybe a few days in jail to think about this and sober up will do him some good.”

      “It was an accident, Sara. He didn’t mean to crash into the house.”

      “An accident? How can you—” I stopped myself.

      Why was I wasting my breath arguing with her? The minute she was able, she’d have Denny out of that jail cell and into a cozy hotel room. We were standing in the yard, in the freezing cold, in the middle of the night next to a house in shambles, and she was defending him.

      “I give up.” I shook my head. “I don’t want to fight tonight. Come on. You can sleep on my couch.”

      “Oh, um . . . that’s okay.” She looked up at Milo. “You have a full place. I’m Abby, by the way.”

      He shook her hand. “Milo Phillips.”

      “Nice to meet you. So you’re Sara’s boyfriend?”

      “That’s right.”

      She leaned in closer to me. “You didn’t tell me you were seeing someone.”

      No, I hadn’t told her about Milo. Instead, my recent conversations with her had been about Denny and his addictions. It hadn’t been the time to discuss my love life.

      Now wasn’t either.

      “We should get going, Mom.”

      She needed warmer clothes and it wasn’t like she could go inside, pack up her toiletries and an overnight bag. At least at my place, she could borrow some clothes to wear tomorrow until we figured out what to do about the house.

      “Did the officers say you needed to stay longer?” Milo asked her.

      “I can leave. But I don’t want to impose. You guys go. I have a place to stay.”

      “Where? A hotel? That’s silly. Why don’t you want to stay with us?”

      She stayed quiet, dropping her chin to avoid my stare.

      “Abby!”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood up as a man’s voice carried across the yard.

      I knew that voice.

      Milo and I both turned as Dr. Vernon ran over from his car parked on the street.

      “Dr. Vernon?” I hissed at Mom. “You’re staying with Dr. Vernon?”

      “We’re sort of seeing one another,” she whispered with a shrug.

      The wide-eyed, shocked look on Milo’s face probably matched my own. It felt like days ago, not hours, that Vernon had come after me outside the hospital. I’d thought I’d left him behind today when I’d quit my job.

      Nope. Here he was, at one of my lowest points, all because of my mother.

      “Abby, oh my God.” He pushed right past me and pulled Mom into his arms. “What a disaster. You’re not hurt?”

      “I’m okay now that you’re here.”

      I was going to be sick. I stood dumbfounded as he kissed her temple and then her lips. Was this really happening?

      Was my brother in the back of a cop car, my dad’s house in ruins and my mom in the arms of the man who’d assaulted me?

      This had to be a nightmare. Soon, I’d wake up safe and warm in Milo’s arms.

      “Let’s go.” Milo took my hand and pulled me away. He hauled me to my car and opened the door, loading me inside before getting behind the wheel. Then he pulled away from the curb, flipping a U-turn so we wouldn’t have to drive by the house.

      “How long do you think that’s been going on?” he asked.

      “If I had to guess? Since the day he met her.”

      Vernon had probably been dating Mom—or fucking her—at the time he’d kissed me in the locker room.

      “Does she know he came after you?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “You need to tell her, Sara.”

      “I will.”

      Would it do any good? If Vernon was spinning a web of lies and excuses to HR, then he was doing the same with Mom. Would she believe me when I told her the truth?

      Probably not.

      Mom was infatuated with a new boyfriend. Everything else, especially her daughter, was not going to take priority. Maybe she’d surprise me, but I wasn’t holding my breath.

      We drove the rest of the way home in silence. This day had been one of the longest in my life and all I wanted was for it to be over.

      Milo must have felt the same, because as we pulled into the garage and got out of the car, he led me straight into the bedroom, where we stripped off our clothes and huddled under the covers.

      “Sleep. We’ll figure it out tomorrow.” He wrapped me tight in his arms, so close I couldn’t move.

      “Don’t let me go.”

      “Never.”
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        * * *

      

      “What did she say?” Milo asked.

      I shrugged as tears swam in my eyes. “She said I was being dramatic. That she knows Greg and that doesn’t sound like him at all.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Milo flew off the couch. “Your mom is a piece of work. Did she bail Denny out of jail?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet.”

      “That’s something, at least,” he muttered.

      I leaned back on the couch, letting my eyes wander over the ceiling. “What am I going to do? I quit my job. My mother is dating a man who I hate with every fiber of my being. My brother is a drug addict who just crashed his truck into my childhood home. Everything is falling apart.”

      Everything except Milo.

      He’d been my constant, staying close all morning. His hands were always there to give me a reassuring touch. Those eyes I loved so much and his handsome smile were there whenever I needed to borrow some strength to keep the tears at bay.

      “What should I do?” I asked, sitting up to give him my full attention.

      “With everything that happened yesterday, I didn’t get to tell you about my calls.”

      “And I forgot to ask. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” He rubbed my knee. “I have to be back to work in a week. At least, Jess would like me back in a week. I’m sure I could stretch it to two.”

      “A week.” That wasn’t enough time. Was this supposed to be good news? Because his tone made this sound like good news, but the idea of him leaving in a week was close to the worse thing I’d heard today and I’d heard some doozies from Mom. “How mad would Jess be if you made it two?”

      “I don’t think we need two.” When I frowned, he grinned. “Hear me out. I talked to Maisy yesterday too.”

      “She answered?”

      “Yeah. We talked for about an hour. Mostly, I listened to her unload. She’s having a hard time right now but she’ll be okay. She’s tougher than she believes she is.”

      “Crazy damn doctors,” I muttered.

      Milo chuckled. “Here’s the thing. She’s not going back to work. She can’t be in that hospital again.”

      “Okay.” My heart began to race. I knew where this conversation was headed.

      “Come with me.” Milo took my hand, pressing it between his. “Come with me to Montana. I already called the hospital and they want to interview you. We can spend the next week packing. Get this place emptied out to rent or sell. Whatever you want. But Sara, I don’t want to live two states apart. I don’t want to go to sleep without you in my arms at night.”

      I didn’t want that either. The idea of limiting our relationship to long-distance phone calls made my stomach churn.

      But . . .

      Could I move to Montana? Was I really considering this? How could I leave Mom and Denny at a time like this? How could I give up the condo Dad had bought me?

      “This is huge.”

      “My feelings for you are huge. I love you, Sara. Come to Prescott with me.”

      There were a hundred reasons to say no. A thousand doubts in the corners of my mind. A million butterflies in my stomach. But one question popped into my head and I knew the answer instantly.

      What would Dad say?

      Go, Sara.

      “Okay.” I smiled. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      “Sara.” Milo touched my shoulder.

      I sucked in a sharp, waking breath, sitting up and forcing my heavy eyelids open. “Huh?”

      “You’d better wake up.”

      “Oh, sorry.” I shoved the hair out of my eyes. The sound of wheels on pavement and Milo’s scent had lulled me to sleep. “I didn’t mean to conk out on you.”

      “It’s okay.” He reached over and laced his fingers with mine. “You were tired.”

      I took a few more deep breaths as I came out of my slumber, then stretched the kink out of my neck. The past week had caught up to me, and even though sleeping in a car was miserably uncomfortable, I couldn’t fight the exhaustion.

      Milo and I had spent a week packing up my condo. We hauled boxes to Goodwill. Crammed my car full of everything we could possibly fit. And what was left was boxed and loaded into a mobile storage trailer that would be delivered to Milo’s house in Prescott by the end of the month.

      My arms were stiff. My legs ached. Running a marathon would have wreaked less havoc on my body.

      We’d spent yesterday cleaning my condo so it would be ready to show as a rental. I’d decided against selling. I knew when I locked the door behind me this morning I’d never live there again. But I was keeping it for sentimental reasons, not quite ready to let it go. The property management company I’d hired assured me it would be no problem to get a good monthly income from the place.

      Milo and I had spent last night in a hotel, splurging on a fancy location downtown.

      Then this morning, we’d hit the road.

      I’d cried a little as we’d pulled onto the interstate. I’d miss the familiarity of Spokane. I’d miss driving by a restaurant or park or store and being reminded of a time I’d had there with Dad.

      But as the miles wore on, excitement chased away the sadness. Anticipation of a new life and new adventures erased my fears. The scenery rolling past my window was so breathtaking it was impossible not to feel an eagerness to explore.

      This was my new beginning. I was hurt by Mom and angry at Denny, so much so that I hadn’t even bothered saying good-bye. I wanted this chance to forge my own life without their actions weighing me down.

      Out the car windows, wide fields of golden grasses rolled in every direction. Stubborn snow piles filled creek beds and valleys. Spring had come early to this part of Montana and green shoots were peeking through the black earth. Lemon buds dotted naked trees. In the distance, the cobalt, snowcapped mountains rose past the few clouds into the sky.

      We crested the top of a large hill and my stomach dropped. Below us, the entire world had opened up. Above us, the sky was bigger. Bluer. There was so much to see it was impossible to take it all in as we flew down the road.

      On the horizon, homes clustered along the highway. A small town rolled into view.

      “Where are we? This valley is gorgeous.”

      “I’m glad you think so.” Milo glanced over, a smile toying at the corner of his mouth. “Because that’s Prescott. And we’re home.”
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      “That’s it,” I told the girls in the spa. “That’s our story.”

      “It’s so romantic.” Sabrina swooned. “I love real-life stories with kismet.”

      “Your mom is something else.” Felicity’s lip curled. “I know you guys are fighting and you know I’m always on your side. But . . . this time I think I have to side with Milo. Mom sleeps on the floor.”

      “There’s more.” I looked over at Gigi, who rolled her eyes.

      She and I had been working together at the hospital for so long, she not only knew the story of how Milo and I had met, but she’d also been through everything since. When I had a bad day, she was always there to listen. When I’d found out I was pregnant after trying unsuccessfully for years, she’d cried happy tears for an hour. And ages ago, when Mom had crossed a line Milo hadn’t been able to forgive, Gigi had been nearly as angry as he had been.

      “Was it because of how she was with Denny?” Emmeline guessed.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Milo hates Mom because she married Greg Vernon six months after I moved to Prescott.”

      The spa filled with collective gasps.

      “That asshole is your stepfather?” Sabrina’s mouth hung open.

      “Don’t worry. They only lasted another six months after that. Mom realized he was scum and apologized profusely. But Milo still hates her for it.”

      “As he should,” Felicity grumbled.

      In Milo’s eyes, Mom had betrayed me by choosing Vernon over her own daughter. No number of apologies would earn his forgiveness.

      But my heart had softened toward her. Mom knew she’d made a horrible mistake. She’d been blind to my feelings and had believed the wrong person. She admittedly was far from perfect—Dad hadn’t been perfect either. But she was still my mom and the only parent I had left.

      So I’d let go of my own resentment toward her years ago and accepted her for who she was. A woman I saw once a year, at most. Someone I called on her birthday, Christmas and Mother’s Day. And a grandmother who desperately wanted to meet her grandson.

      “I’m over it,” I told them. “I really am. I only wish Milo could get over it too. It’s been years and she’s never going to change. I get that he’s angry at her on my behalf. It’s actually sweet that he’s so loyal. But it would take a lot of stress away if he’d just grin and bear it for a weekend. She’ll swoop in and sweep out, then who knows when we’ll see her again.”

      “I bet he’ll come around,” Maisy said. “Once he cools off.”

      “I’m sure you’re right.” Milo never stayed mad at me for long. And he really was coming at it from a good place.

      It didn’t help that his parents were perfect and set the bar high. Milo expected other parents to be as wonderful as his own. Kirk and Teresa were the best in-laws in the world. They loved me as a daughter and worshiped Hudson. When I’d arrived in Prescott, they’d become family.

      Like my friends.

      I looked around the room, crammed full, and smiled. Felicity and Sabrina were in the same chairs they’d been in for an hour. Emmeline and Maisy were sitting on the plush rugs at their feet. Gigi was in the pedicure chair at my side.

      Once I’d started my story, no one had wanted to leave the room and miss a bit. Maisy had been the last one to get a massage and she’d cut it short by fifteen minutes.

      She and Milo were as good of friends as they’d ever been. They met often for coffee at the Prescott Café and would spend a morning every week gossiping. She helped him pick out my birthday presents if he was stumped for ideas. And she’d found a doctor worth the title, worth her heart.

      “What happened with your brother?” Felicity asked.

      “After he crashed into the house, the judge ordered him into rehab. He detoxed and stayed a month. Then he left and got right back into drugs. He repeated that cycle twice—jail, rehab, relapse—until he met a judge who wasn’t so kind to a man who would repeatedly get behind the wheel drunk and high. He was put in jail for six months, then ordered into a three-month rehab facility. He came out sober and stayed that way.”

      Denny had been clean for three years. He worked at the same facility where he’d been a patient and had found a calling for helping other addicts. He called me about once a month and always sent me flowers on my birthday. He was planning to come out this summer and see Montana for the first time.

      My relationship with Denny was the best it had ever been. We talked about Dad. We talked about memories from our childhood. And we avoided the topic of Mom. Denny had surprised me by taking my side in her marriage to Vernon. I hadn’t told him the whole story until years later—Mom had already divorced Greg by that point. But it hadn’t stopped Denny from ripping her up one side and down the other.

      “And Luna?” Sabrina asked. “What happened with her? Did you hear from her again?”

      “She lives in LA and works for the Times as a reporter.” A rush of pride made me smile wider. “She called me a few weeks ago to tell me the guy she’s been dating for a couple years proposed. She asked me to be one of her bridesmaids.”

      “Aww.” Gigi sighed. “I love it. And I love your story. I think it’s my favorite.”

      We’d all had wild, whirlwind romances with the men in our lives. My story was the tamest one, to say the least. There’d been no murder or arson or kidnapping or mafia involvement. But we all had one thing in common.

      Love.

      I was glad I’d told the girls our story and relived those early days. Because even though he was making me crazy tonight, my love for Milo had never faded. It had only grown stronger. And our story?

      “It’s my favorite too.”
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      “I’m sorry.” Milo greeted me at the door to the garage, his arms open. “I’ll be nice to your mom. Or, nice-ish. I promise.”

      I collapsed into his chest. “Thanks. And I’m sorry too. I shouldn’t have called you an asshole.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “Yes, I did. Just not to your face.”

      “And that explains why Maisy sent me six middle finger emojis in a text earlier.”

      I laughed and leaned away. Then I slid my hand up and caressed the scar under his jaw. It had completely faded after all these years. So had the one on his forehead. The texture would always be different, but the angry red from the first day we’d met was gone.

      “I don’t want to fight about Mom. She is who she is. She’ll breeze in and out of here so fast we will hardly notice. And hopefully, she’ll be great with Hudson.”

      “You’re right.” Milo took my purse from my shoulder and went inside. He hung it up on a hook and reached for my coat. He went to unzip it but stopped when he saw the broken zipper. “I guess it’s time for a new coat.”

      “Yeah.” I shrugged it off and he took it from me too. “How was Hudson?”

      “Good. He fell asleep about an hour ago.”

      I hated missing bedtime with him, but I’d needed tonight at the spa and an evening away. Besides, Hudson would be up at about two for his middle-of-the-night feeding and I’d have cuddle time with him then.

      Kicking off my boots, I followed Milo into the living room. He had a basketball game on the TV and the lights off. He sat on the couch and I dropped into his side. “I don’t like fighting with you,” he said.

      “I don’t either.” Even telling the girls about us hadn’t helped erase the sick feeling in my stomach. But now that I was in his warm arms, the stress was melting away. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” Milo dropped a soft kiss to my lips. There’d been countless kisses like that in our years together and they always made my heart skip a beat.

      We snuggled on the couch, the lights from the TV flickering over the walls. Milo watched the final minutes of the game while I let my gaze wander. Next to the TV was a tall bookshelf. On the middle shelf, a tea light.

      The same one Luna had given him the day we’d met.

      He’d turned it on tonight. That tea light hadn’t been on in years, but tonight while I’d been gone, he’d turned it on.

      Maybe to remind me how much he loved me. Maybe to say sorry.

      “I told the girls about us tonight. How we met.”

      “They didn’t already know?”

      I shook my head. “Gigi did. Maisy too, for the most part. But Emmeline, Felicity and Sabrina had never heard the whole story. It was kind of fun, telling them. It was like going back in time.”

      He grinned. “To the Candle Palace.”

      “It feels like a different life.”

      “It sure does.” He held me closer. “Do you ever miss it?”

      “Never.” I didn’t hesitate.

      I belonged here with Milo. Our son belonged here. They owned my heart.

      And the Jamison Valley owned my soul.
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      BRYCE

      “Morning, Art.” I saluted him with my coffee as I walked through the glass front door.

      He returned the gesture with his own mug. “Hiya, Bryce. How are you today?”

      “Fantastic.” I shimmied my shoulders, still feeling the dance party I’d had in my car on my way in to work. “The sun is shining. The flowers are blooming. It’s going to be a great day. I can feel it.”

      “I hope you’re right. All I can feel at the moment is heartburn.” Art chuckled and his protruding belly jiggled. Even in a pair of cargo pants and a light blue button-up, he reminded me of Santa Claus.

      “Is Dad here?”

      He nodded. “Been here since before I showed up at six. I think he’s trying to fix one of the presses.”

      “Damn. I’d better go make sure he hasn’t gotten pissed and dismantled the whole thing. See ya, Art.”

      “Bye, girlie.”

      At the Clifton Forge Tribune, I was girlie, dear and the occasional sweetheart, because at thirty-five, I was the youngest employee by thirteen years. Even as part owner, I was still seen as the boss’s kid.

      I cruised past Art at the reception desk and pushed through the interior door that opened to the office’s bullpen. The smell of fresh coffee and newspaper filled my nose. Paradise. I’d fallen in love with this smell as a five-year-old girl when I’d gone to work with Dad on a Bring-Your-Daughter-to-Work Day, and nothing had topped it since.

      I walked the length of the empty bullpen, past the desks on each side of the center aisle to the door at the back that opened to the pressroom.

      “Dad?” My voice echoed in the open room, bouncing off the cinder-block walls.

      “Under the Goss!”

      The ceilings extended high above me, the ductwork and pipes exposed. The unique, musky smell of newspaper was stronger in here, where we kept the giant paper rolls and drums of black ink. I savored the walk across the room, inhaling the mix of paper and solvents and machinery oil as my wedge heels clicked on the cement floor.

      My childhood crush hadn’t been on a boy, it had been on the feel of a freshly printed newspaper in my hands. It was a mystery to my parents why I’d gone into TV and not newspaper after college. There’d been a lot of reasons, none of which mattered now.

      Because here I was, working at my dad’s newspaper, returning to my roots.

      The Goss printer was our largest and main press. Positioned along the far wall, it extended from one side of the building to the other. Dad’s jean-clad legs and brown boots were sticking out from beneath the first of four towers.

      “What’s wrong today?” I asked.

      He scooted himself free and stood, swatting at his jeans and leaving black streaks of grease and ink on his thighs. “Damn thing. There’s something wrong with the paper feed. It hitches about every tenth rotation and screws up whatever page it’s on. But it all looks fine under there so I don’t know what the hell I’m trying to fix.”

      “Sorry. Anything I can do?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. We’ll have to call in a specialist to get it fixed. God knows how long that will take and how much it’ll cost. For right now, all we can do is print extra to make up for it.”

      “At least it still works and we’re not using the manual press.” I shot a glare at the ancient machine in the far corner. I’d only used it once, just to learn how it worked, and my arm had hurt for a week afterward from all the cranking.

      “You’d better budget for a new press, or a serious mechanical overhaul on this one, in the near future.”

      I tapped my temple. “Got it.”

      Dad had been talking about future budgets and future plans since I’d moved to Clifton Forge six months ago. At the moment, we shared ownership equally—I bought half the business when I’d moved to town. Eventually I’d buy the rest of the Tribune from my parents, but we had no firm transition date in mind, which was fine by me. I wasn’t ready to take over and Dad wasn’t ready to let it go.

      I was perfectly happy having Bryce Ryan, Journalist stamped after my stories. Dad could keep the Editor in Chief title for a few more years.

      “What are you up to today?” he asked.

      “Oh, nothing much.” Besides investigating the former motorcycle gang in town.

      Dad’s eyes narrowed. “What are you up to?”

      “Nothing.” I’d forgotten how easily he could spot a lie. I held up a hand and snuck another behind my back, crossing my fingers. “I swear.”

      The corner of his mouth turned up. “You can fool most people, but not me. I know that smirk. You’re about to cause some trouble, aren’t you?”

      “Trouble sounds so juvenile and malicious. I’m just going to pop down to the police station and say hello to Chief Wagner. I haven’t talked to him in a couple weeks. Then I’m going to get the oil changed in my car.”

      Dad rolled his eyes. “First of all, Marcus is no idiot. He isn’t going to buy your innocent act either. The paper can’t afford to be at odds with the chief, so be nice. He’ll never throw us a bone if he’s pissed. And second, I know exactly why you’re getting your ‘oil changed.’ Don’t think I haven’t noticed you’ve been digging up old articles about the Tin Gypsies.”

      “I, uh . . .” Shit. I’d asked Art to pull some from the archives, and I guess he’d told Dad, even though I’d brought him Tums and homemade cinnamon rolls to keep quiet. Traitor.

      “Stay away from them, Bryce.”

      “But there’s a story there. Don’t tell me you can’t feel it. This could be huge for us.”

      “Huge?” He shook his head. “If you want huge, you’d better go back to Seattle. I thought you came here to slow down. To enjoy life. Weren’t those your words?”

      “Yes, they were. And I am slowing down.” I wasn’t waking up at three a.m. to make it to the TV station for the morning show. I wasn’t cutting my hair to appease my producer or constantly watching my diet. I wasn’t reporting someone else’s stories on camera. Instead, I was writing my own.

      It was wonderful, but after two months of small-town Montana life, I was going a bit stir-crazy. Calling the hospital for birth announcements and the funeral home for obituaries wasn’t enough of a mental challenge. I needed some excitement. I needed a decent story.

      And the Clifton Forge garage had story written all over it.

      About a year ago, the Tin Gypsy Motorcycle Club had disbanded. They’d been one of the more prominent and lucrative gangs in Montana and had closed down without an explanation.

      The former members claimed they were focusing on running the garage here in town. Their shop had become renowned in certain wealthy and celebrity circles for classic car restorations and custom motorcycle builds.

      But men like them—men like Kingston “Dash” Slater with his striking good looks, cocky swagger and devilish grin—thrived on power. They craved danger and a life on the edge, without limits. As a gang, the Gypsies had power and money, in spades.

      So why had they given it up?

      No one knew. And if they did, they weren’t talking.

      “Doesn’t it strike you as odd that in the past year, there hasn’t been any news about them? And no explanation as to why they shut down their ‘club’? They went from notorious gang members to upstanding citizens overnight. I don’t buy it. It’s too quiet. Too clean.”

      “That’s because they are clean,” Dad said.

      “Sure. Squeaky,” I deadpanned.

      “You make it sound like we’re all covering things up for them.” He frowned. “Come on. Don’t you think if there were a story there, I’d tell it? Or do you think so little of me as a reporter?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. Of course you’d tell the story.”

      But would he dig for it? I didn’t doubt Dad’s ability to investigate. He’d been a star reporter in his prime. But since he and Mom had moved to Clifton Forge and bought the Tribune years ago, he’d slowed down. He wasn’t as eager as he’d once been. He wasn’t as hungry.

      Me? I was starved.

      “If there’s no story, there’s no story,” I said. “The only thing I’m out is my time, right?”

      “I’m going on the record as your father and your partner: I don’t like it. They might not be a gang anymore, but those guys have an edge. I don’t want you crossing them.”

      “Understood. I’ll ask my questions and stay away.” Or away-ish.

      “Bryce,” he warned.

      I held up my hands, feigning innocence. “What?”

      “Be. Careful.”

      “I’m careful. Always.” Okay, sometimes. Dad’s definition of careful was a little different than mine.

      I stood on my toes to kiss his cheek, then I waved and hurried out of the pressroom before he assigned me something that would keep me trapped at my desk all day.

      The police station was on the opposite end of town from the newspaper. It sat on the banks of the Missouri River along a busy street crowded with restaurants and offices. The river was running fast and high from the melting mountain snow. The June sun reflected off the water’s rippled surface in golden flickers. The Montana air was clean and fresh, a close second to my beloved newspaper scent.

      It was another smell from my youth, one I’d missed in Seattle.

      I parked my car and went inside the station, making small talk with the officer up front. Then I thanked my lucky stars when she waved me through without any hassle. The first three times I’d come here to visit the chief, I’d been put through the paces. Fingerprints. Background check. A photo.

      Maybe it was protocol.

      Or maybe they didn’t like reporters.

      The station was quiet this morning. A few officers sat at their desks, heads bent over keyboards and ballpoint pens as they did paperwork while the others on shift were patrolling the streets. The chief’s office sat along the rear wall of the building. The window behind his desk had a beautiful view of the river.

      “Knock, knock.” I rapped on the open door and stepped inside. “Morning, Chief.”

      “Morning, Bryce.” He set down the document he’d been reading.

      “You know, I never can tell if that’s a happy smile or an irritated smile when I come here.”

      “That depends.” His eyes narrowed on my purse, his bushy gray eyebrows coming together.

      I reached inside the handbag and retrieved a pack of licorice. “How’d I do?”

      He shrugged, staring at the Twizzlers as I set them on his desk and took one of the guest chairs. In my previous visits, I’d brought along Twix, Snickers and M&M’s. He’d been lukewarm toward my treats at best. So today, I’d gone out on a limb at the Gas ’N’ Go and picked up something fruity.

      “It looks like a happy smile, but with the mustache, it’s hard to tell.”

      He chuckled and ripped the package open while I did an inner fist pump. “I knew you’d figure it out eventually.”

      “You could have just told me.”

      “What’s the fun in that?” Chief Wagner stuck the candy in his mouth and chomped a huge bite.

      “Are you going to make me work this hard for all my information?”

      “Nope,” he said. “We put out a weekly press sheet. All you have to do is download it. Easy peasy.”

      “Ah, yes. The weekly press sheet. As truly riveting as those reports are, I was talking about information a bit more . . . in depth.”

      The chief steepled his fingers beneath his chin. “I don’t have anything for you. Just like I didn’t have anything for you two weeks ago. Or the week before that. Or the week before that.”

      “Nothing? Not even a tiny morsel you may have forgotten to put in the press sheet?”

      “I’ve got nothing. Clifton Forge is a fairly boring place these days. Sorry.”

      I frowned. “No, you’re not.”

      He chuckled and took another piece of licorice. “You’re right. I’m not sorry. I’m too busy enjoying the peace.”

      Chief Wagner was overjoyed that his press sheets only included infrequent 911 calls, random Saturday-night drunk and disorderlies and the occasional petty theft from a misguided teenager. This town had seen more than its share of murder and mayhem over the years—thanks to the Tin Gypsies. The motorcycle club was likely responsible for the streaks of gray in Marcus’s hair.

      Yet from what I’d been able to dig up in the news archives, the former Tin Gypsy members had spent little to no time in jail cells. Either the chief had overlooked their crimes or the Gypsies were damn good at covering their tracks.

      In their glory days, the Tin Gypsies had been led by Draven Slater. I’d seen him around town, and he carried himself with the same air of ruthless confidence he’d passed down to his son, Dash. And neither man struck me as a fool.

      My theory was that Police Chief Marcus Wagner was a damn good cop. But Draven, Dash and their Gypsies were always one step ahead.

      If I was going to get a story, I’d have to be at the top of my game. Draven had taken a backseat at the garage, which meant I’d be up against Dash. I’d seen the man around town—I’d been watching.

      Dash rode his black motorcycle along Central Avenue like he owned Clifton Forge, flashing a straight, white smile that was blinding. He was the quintessential bad boy. His sexy smirk, chiseled jaw and day-old stubble made all the ladies swoon.

      Every lady except for me.

      The other women in town could have fun with his amazing body. What I wanted from Dash were his secrets.

      And I’d need the chief’s help to get them.

      In my previous visits here, I hadn’t uttered a word about the Gypsies. I’d only come in to meet the chief and build a rapport. But if I was going to start my investigation, then it was time to go for broke.

      “Do you know why the Tin Gypsies closed down so suddenly?”

      His jaw stopped midchew and he narrowed his gaze. “No.”

      Wrong move. He was going to clam up.

      “Okay.” I held up my hands. “I was just curious.”

      “Why?”

      “The truth? My gut says they are a story.”

      The chief swallowed and leaned his elbows on the desk. “Listen, Bryce. I like you. I like your dad. It’s nice to have decent reporters running the paper for once. But you’re both new here, so let me give you a history lesson.”

      I scooted to the edge of my seat. “Okay.”

      “Our town has had more trouble over the last twenty-something years than most have in a hundred. The Gypsies brought a lot of shit here. They know it and they’re trying to make up for it. They’ve been nothing but law-abiding men for over a year. They follow the law to the letter and the town’s changing. I’ve got citizens who feel safe walking down the streets at night. They leave their car doors unlocked when they run into the grocery store. This is a good town.”

      “I’m not trying to impede progress.”

      “Great. Then leave the Gypsies alone. I’ve gone head-to-head with them more times than I can count. What I could punish them for, I have. And I’m watching. If they do anything illegal, I’ll be the first one there to make them pay. Trust me on that.”

      The chief didn’t sound like a fan of the former club. Good to know. But if he thought his warning was going to scare me away, he was mistaken. Now I was more curious than ever what had caused the Gypsies to shut their clubhouse doors.

      If they were even closed. Maybe this was all a ruse.

      “Uh, Chief?” A uniformed officer poked his head inside the door. “We’ve got an issue that needs your attention.”

      Chief Wagner took another licorice stick and stood. “Thanks for the candy.”

      “You’re welcome.” I stood too. “Starbursts or Skittles next time?”

      “You keep bringing me licorice, and we’ll get along just fine.” He escorted me to the door. “Take care. And remember what I said. Some things and some people are better left alone.”

      “Gotcha.” Probably best not to mention that my next stop was for an oil change at Dash Slater’s garage.

      I waved good-bye to the chief and the other officer, then headed down the hallway. The sign for the ladies’ room lured me inside after too much coffee. I used the bathroom and washed my hands, my anticipation growing for my first interaction with the Tin Gypsies, but as I went to open the door, a word from two men standing in the hallway outside caught my attention.

      Murder.

      I froze and hovered, listening through the crack. The men were close, their voices no more than a whisper.

      “Riley took the call. Said he’s never seen blood like that before. The chief is debriefing him right now. Then we’ll all need to be ready to roll out.”

      “Do you think he did it?”

      “Draven? Hell yeah. Maybe we’ll finally have something to pin on that slick bastard.”

      Oh. My. God. If my ears weren’t betraying me, I’d just overheard two cops talking about a murder and Draven Slater was the key suspect. I needed to get out of this freaking bathroom. Now!

      I eased the door closed and took three quiet steps backward. Then I coughed, loud, and let my heels click on the tile floor. I whipped open the door in a fury and pretended to be shocked at the men right outside.

      “Oh my God.” I threw a hand over my heart. “You guys scared me. I didn’t think anyone was out here.”

      They shared a look with one another, then stepped apart.

      “Sorry about that, ma’am.”

      “No problem.” I smiled and walked by, doing my best to keep the urgency out of my footsteps.

      I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, using the gesture to sneak a glance over my shoulder at the bullpen. Three male officers were standing at the far corner desk; none had noticed me walking toward the exit. Two of the men were practically buzzing. Mouths moved fast as one talked over the other. Hand gestures flew. The third officer stood with his arms wrapped around his chest, his face pale as he shifted from foot to foot.

      My heart raced as I found the nearest exit door and pushed outside. When the sunshine hit my face, I flew into motion, running for my car.

      “Shit.” My fingers fumbled to hit the ignition button and put the car in reverse. “I knew it!”

      My hands shook as I gunned the engine for the street, checking my rearview mirror to make sure the cops weren’t behind me.

      “Think, Bryce. What’s the plan?” I had no idea where the murder had happened so I couldn’t show up at the scene of the crime. I could wait around and follow the cops but they’d shut me out before I saw a thing. So what else was there?

      Be an eyewitness to Draven’s arrest. Bingo.

      It was a risk, going to the garage and not waiting around to follow the cops to the murder scene. Hell, Draven might not even be at the garage. But if I was going to gamble, it was my best chance at a scoop. I could learn more about the murder from those blessed press sheets.

      Yes, if my luck held, I’d be standing front and center when Draven got hauled off to jail. Hopefully Dash would be there too. Maybe he’d be caught by surprise just enough that I’d get a glimpse at him during a moment of weakness. I’d learn something that would help me uncover the secrets hidden behind his ridiculously handsome face.

      I smiled over the steering wheel.

      Time for that oil change.

      
        
        Order Gypsy King
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      Once upon a time, my editor, Elizabeth, asked me if I was ever going to write this book. I told her that was a hard no. When I wrapped up the Jamison Valley series with The Bitterroot Inn, I was so happy with how it ended and blown away by the support from my amazing readers, that I didn’t think there was another story to be told. A year later, I missed these characters. I missed Prescott. So, Elizabeth . . . sorry I lied.

      

      Thank you to the incredible team of women who work on my books: Elizabeth, Julie, Karen, Sarah, Stacey, Jennifer, Danielle and Kimberly. Thank you to the members of Perry Street. And thank you to my friends and family for their unwavering support. And lastly, thank you, Mom. I am so grateful for all of your expertise and insight into treating burn victims.

      

      I hope you enjoyed The Candle Palace. Thank you for reading!
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