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One

June Hudson had nerves of steel. She was thirty-seven years old, had been the town doctor in Grace Valley, California, for over ten years and the things she’d been called upon to do were not for the faint of heart. June had delivered a baby in the back of a pickup truck, kept a logger’s severed limb on ice waiting for the emergency helicopter and had given calm, intelligent medical advice while looking down the barrel of a marijuana farmer’s gun. Oh, she was feminine enough, but tough. Strong. Fearless.
Maybe not fearless, but she had certainly learned how to appear fearless. She had learned this in Omnipotent Physician 101.
Then came an early morning phone call bearing portentous news that caused her heart to race and her brow and upper lip to bead with sweat. All the strength bled out of her legs as she sank helplessly to the kitchen stool.
The conversation started out innocently enough with her friend Birdie reporting, “Chris is coming home with the boys.” Chris was Birdie’s son, the boys her twin fourteen-year-old grandsons.
“For a visit?” June half asked, half assumed.
“For good, he says. He and Nancy are divorcing.”
June was silent. Shocked. Dismayed. Divorcing?
“He asked if you were still single,” Birdie went on, a lilt to her chipper voice. A hopeful little lilt.
That was when June the Fearless began to tremble and quake. Chris was an old boyfriend. In fact, her first love. Also her first and most terrible broken heart. Chris Forrest was the man June always vowed she would tie up and torture for the agony he had brought to her youth.
The only son of Birdie and Judge Forrest, Chris had lived in southern California for eighteen or so years, married to another high-school friend—or rival—Nancy Cruise. He had only returned to Grace Valley for visits a few times; his parents enjoyed their trips to his home in San Diego. During his rare appearances, June did her best to avoid him. When she did happen upon him, she was as cool as a cucumber, aloof and detached. Her posture and expression said that bygones were bygones, that she rarely even thought about him.
It was partly true. She didn’t spend a great deal of time mooning over a twenty-year-old romance gone awry. On the other hand, whenever she saw him, she was instantly reminded of two things: right after high school he had dumped her for Nancy without explanation or apology, and his boyish good looks had not deserted him. She hated him on both counts.
And now, divorced, he wondered if she was available? Hah! In your dreams, Chris Forrest, she thought with the long-lasting venom of a lover scorned.
She made a little small talk with Birdie, who was quite naturally excited by this turn of events. After hanging up the phone June remained on the kitchen stool, dazed, her thoughts concentrated mainly on planning Chris’s slow death. Then the phone rang again.
“Chris Forrest is moving back to Grace Valley,” her father, Elmer, reported.
“Really?” she faked. “Birdie and Judge must be delighted.”
“Seems he split with Nancy and has custody of his kids, which I suppose makes sense, them being boys and all.”
“How nice.”
“Divorced,” Elmer clarified.
“I didn’t mean that part was nice,” June said. “Him coming back here with sons. That’s nice. Especially for Birdie and Judge.”
“Does that put a little flush in your cheeks?” Elmer wanted to know. “Him being single again?”
She felt her cheeks, which were aflame, but not with the heat of passion. Could her father actually imagine she’d welcome the lout back into her arms? “Certainly not. That was a childhood thing. I’ve been over that for a couple of decades now.”
“That so?” Elmer wanted to know. “Meat loaf tonight at your place?”
“Dad? Did you happen to hear when they’re coming back?”
“I believe Judge said right away, as Chris wants to get his boys signed up for school. So…meat loaf? It’s Tuesday again already.”
“Right away?” She absently touched her hair, still damp from the shower. She’d never been good at things like hair. She could get an inflamed appendix out in no time and leave a scar that would be the envy of a plastic surgeon, but her dark blond, shoulder-length hair—or dishwater blond, as her mother used to call it—was beyond her understanding.
Nancy had always had great hair: thick, richly brown, long, shiny.
June looked at her hands. Doctor’s hands. Short nails, pink knuckles from scrubbing them dozens of times a day, and…what was that? An age spot?
She had heard that Chris, Nancy and their boys belonged to a country club.
“I’ll see you here at about six, Dad.”
“You okay, June? You sound awfully tired. You go out on calls last night?”
She heard a familiar alarm from her bedroom when her pager, set to vibrate, began dancing around on top of the bedside stand. Grrrr. With the cordless phone at her ear, she dashed to get it. “No, I wasn’t called out at all. It was a quiet night. Oops, gotta go, Dad. I’ve got a page. See you later?”
“Later,” he agreed.
The pager revealed the number for the police department, with a 911 attached to indicate an emergency. Chris Forrest disappeared as June went into a different mind-set and dialed. “June here,” she said.
Deputy Ricky Rios had paged her. “Chief Toopeek responded to a call about a shooting at the Culley stables, June. Said he needs you out there as soon as possible.”
“Is Tom calling for the paramedics or a helicopter?” she asked while slipping on her shoes.
“He just asked for you,” Ricky said.
June grabbed her bag and a clip for her damp hair, whistled for her collie, Sadie, and was out the door in under fifteen seconds. She was on call, a service she shared with John Stone, the other Grace Valley physician, and therefore drove the town’s new ambulance. It was so new that it still intimidated her, and though she turned on the lights and siren, she didn’t drive any faster than usual. It was early morning; she didn’t want to hit an animal or round a curve in the road and slam into slow-moving farm equipment.
Even though June now had a radio at her disposal, she didn’t use it to contact Tom Toopeek to ask about the shooting, because many of the citizens in Grace Valley also had radios. It was like a big party line. Of course, with the way everyone minded everyone else’s business in the town, she might as well get on the radio and give them a heads up. They’d have all the details by lunchtime anyway.
Daniel and Blythe Culley lived in a medium-size, ordinary ranch house on acreage large enough to support two stables that were by no means ordinary, five corrals, and still provide plentiful grazing land at the foothills of the Coast Ranges mountains. Horse people from Kentucky, they had started out small but a decade or so back they’d had great success with a stallion racing in San Francisco and San Diego, and the reputation of the stable had soared. Boarders, breeders, trainers and sometimes racers, they employed as many as twenty hands, depending on how many horses they had in residence. Clients came from everywhere and the Culleys were kept busy year-round.
June didn’t speculate much on what might have happened. Nearly everyone in the valley had guns, especially if they lived in the country and had to contend with wildlife. One of the hands might have had a mishap or, less likely, a disagreement that led to a showdown. Rushing to the stables, she thought abstractedly about the Culleys and the kind of people they were—salt of the earth. It came to mind how happy and devoted a couple they had always been. Quiet, but friendly and helpful. They kept to themselves, since building up a stable of some repute required backbreaking commitment. Farmers, ranchers, vintners, loggers and the like worked from dawn to dusk, slept hard and worked more. A strong partnership, a strong marriage, like what the Culleys had, was required. June thought it such a pity that they hadn’t had children to raise on their land. They’d have made admirable parents.
Although it was now 7:00 a.m., the tall trees caused the sun to slant weakly into the yard and an eerie cloud of fog lingered in front of the house. Tom’s Range Rover was parked about a hundred yards from the house and he stood beside it, his rifle balanced in a non-threatening way upon his right shoulder. A barrel had been tipped onto its side and Daniel lay over it, his pants pulled unceremoniously down to his thighs, his buttocks, freckled with buckshot, catching the cool morning breeze.
“Daniel, what the heck…?” she began, getting out of the ambulance with her bag in hand.
“That old woman’s lost her mind,” he said.
“Blythe did this to you?”
“You know any other crazy old woman out here?” he wanted to know.
“Well, I—” First of all, she thought, they’re not old. Blythe was around fifty-five, Daniel maybe a little bit older. It was hard to tell. They were a young couple when they’d moved to Grace Valley, and June hadn’t had occasion to treat either one of them. That in itself had never been curious to her until that moment. Why would they travel to another town for their medical needs? Had they not trusted her father, Elmer, the town doctor before her? They were quite friendly with Elmer. Perhaps, unlike most of the townsfolk, they didn’t want a doctor with whom they were well acquainted.
“Where is Blythe?” she finally asked.
Tom, not uttering a word, tipped his rifle slightly in the direction of the house. There, through the morning mist, June could see Blythe sitting in a rocking chair on the porch, the gun lying comfortably across her lap.
“Have you talked to her?” she asked Tom.
“Just from a safe distance. It appears she needs a little time to think about things.”
“You let that woman think much longer,” Daniel said, “she’s likely to stomp down here and put the muzzle to my head, which I should have had examined about thirty years ago for getting into this bargain.”
June looked at his pocked, inflamed backside. “I’m going to have to take you to the clinic, Daniel. We’ll need some antiseptic and bandages…and nice, fine tweezers. But you’ll be all right.” She coughed lightly and behind her hand she said, “Perhaps scarred.”
“There’s only one way I’m going to that clinic, Doc. And that’s lyin’ facedown.”
“I can understand that. If I pull the stretcher out of the back of the ambulance, you think you can get yourself on it?”
“I can give it a try.”
“Meanwhile, I do think someone needs to see if there’s anything we can do for Blythe.”
“Do for Blythe?” he asked, incredulous.
“You think I ought to lock her up?” Tom inquired.
“What do you usually do when someone shoots someone?” Daniel said. “Throw a little jamboree?”
“Come on, Daniel,” June said patiently. “Let’s see if we can stand you up and get you to the ambulance. I can’t imagine what you must have done to upset Blythe to this degree, as sweet-natured as I’ve always known her to be.”
“Shows what you know,” he grumbled, easing himself off the barrel, grabbing his pants in the front so they wouldn’t drift any lower, and finally taking tiny, painful steps toward the back of the vehicle while leaning on June.
“I do know her to be softhearted and sweet,” June said. “Try not to bleed all over my new ambulance, Daniel. I’m just breaking it in.” He stopped in his tracks, turned his head and glowered at her. “Well…” She shrugged, apologetic. They moved on, tenderly.
Although the driver’s door stood open, Sadie continued to sit rather majestically in the passenger seat. She never presumed. She thought of herself as a working dog. “Sadie, come on, girl. Have a grass break. That’s my girl.” The dog appeared to smile as she made her way elegantly over the console and out the door.
“I can’t imagine what you must have done,” June said again.
“That’s right, you can’t,” he snapped back.
 
The butt of Tom’s rifle was pointed forward as he walked slowly toward the porch. With Daniel and June behind the ambulance, he felt a little more confident about approaching Blythe. As he drew in on her, he could see that she looked exhausted and aggrieved. He knew one or two things about domestic discord. They’d probably been up arguing late, maybe even all night. This could’ve been heating up for days, or even weeks.
Blythe Culley wasn’t exactly pretty, though she had a round face and rosy cheeks that lit up like Christmas when she smiled. But it sure wasn’t Christmas now. Middle age had put a few pounds on her and her once-pitch hair was now lightened by gray streaks. Usually, when she didn’t have dark circles under red eyes, Tom thought of her as handsome.
“You’ve had yourself a stressful morning,” he said to her.
“I might’ve been a bit testy.”
He lifted his dark eyebrows. Tom Toopeek was of the Cherokee Nation, transplanted from Oklahoma as a small boy. He hadn’t been raised on the reservation, but he was raised in Native ways by his parents, Philana and Lincoln, who lived with Tom’s family still. It was natural for Tom to listen more than speak, to watch rather than act. The time to act and speak always seemed to come a little sooner than he expected.
“I think we’ve got it all straightened out now,” she said, and a large tear spilled over and ran down her cheek.
Tom slowly lowered his rifle and leaned it against the porch railing. Then he took two slow steps up to the porch, helped himself to the gun that lay across her lap and made sure there was no more shot in the chamber. He leaned the rifle against the railing beside his. “No, Blythe, it isn’t straightened out. I spoke to Daniel.”
“What did he tell you?” Her eyes looked a little startled, as if she feared having all the secrets of their quarrel aired in public.
“He thinks you’re crazy. To put it simply.”
The fear drained quickly away and was replaced by a look of anger. “Hmm. He would.”
“You going to tell me what possessed you to shoot your husband in the butt?”
“He said some things to me he shouldn’t ever have said.”
“Like?”
“I don’t believe we have to get into all that.”
“Maybe we should,” Tom said. “I’d like to know what a man could say to a woman that would make her shoot him. Now, Daniel, he’s not a drinking man, so I know he didn’t go out and get drunk and break up the furniture. He’s not a violent man. In fact, I’d call him gentle, though he’s strong enough to hold back a stallion at breeding. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s one of the better husbands in the valley…and I’d say you’re lucky to have him.”
Blythe began to quietly cry. Her chin dropped, her face took on a pained expression, her shoulders began to shake and tears fell onto her heavy bosom. “Well, there you have it. I’ve been lucky to have him. And now someone else is about to have him instead of me.”
That said, she got up from the rocker, went into the house and slammed the front door.
 
Tom wasn’t able to leave Blythe alone, he was that uncertain of her frame of mind. She might hurt herself. But when he stretched his mind to which friend of hers he might call to talk to her, sit with her, get her the help she needed, he was stumped for a name. That was probably the first time he considered how isolated Daniel and Blythe had been from the town. How could they be both well known and well liked in a town as small as Grace Valley, yet have no close friends? Hands who’d been lying low since the trouble started slowly came into evidence around the corrals and stables. Tom asked a trio of them, “You know who I might call to come and tend to Blythe?” The men shrugged and shook their heads.
Tom knew if he called a neighbor, one would come. But this wasn’t a barn fire or illness; it was a serious domestic dispute. It required the presence of an intimate friend. Or a professional.
In the end he called Jerry Powell, the only private therapist in town.
“Does she want to talk to me?” Jerry asked.
“It doesn’t matter, Jerry. She can either talk to you or go to the police station. Come on over.”
All this transpired at the stable while, in town at the clinic, June had been plucking shot out of Daniel’s behind, asking repeatedly what he might have done to drive Blythe to such ends. “Woman’s just plain crazy” was all he would say on the matter.
One of Daniel’s hired men came for him in a pickup with a couple of bales of hay in the back, which he was happy to lie over on the ride home.
Then there were patients to be seen, an uncomfortable number of them asking questions about Daniel’s condition. It was midmorning before June took the clip out of her hair and plied it with a brush. It was perfectly hopeless. After being twisted into a clip while damp, it had a mind of its own. She’d always assumed her natural wave would come in handy if she had any talent with hair, but alas, none. She pulled it back and re-clipped it.
It was late for her to be getting her first cup of coffee at Fuller’s Café across the street; she usually stopped there on her way in to the clinic at about seven. It’s possible this delay of caffeine and sugar had had an effect on her disposition, though June was typically even-tempered.
“Full morning, huh, June?” George Fuller wanted to know. “Daniel Culley gets a rumpful of shot and Chris Forrest is coming home, all divorced and everything. You still have a shine for him, June?”
“George, that was high school. Don’t be silly.”
“Why else would he come back to Grace Valley?”
“Well, George, gee…Why indeed? Could it be because he has family here? Or could it be it’s a good little town in which to raise teenagers? Or maybe he just likes the place where he grew up?”
George grinned stupidly. “And what if he wants to get back together with you?”
“George, it was high school!”
“I wonder, does he know how cranky you’ve gotten over the years?”
“If you’d just shut up and give me my coffee and a bear claw, I could mellow out. But every morning you have something to give me grief over.”
“I’ve been giving you bear claws and sticky buns for ten years now, June, and you’re still as thin as you were in junior high. You reckon you have an overactive metabolism?”
“Probably.”
George slapped a hand on his belly, which was straining the buttons on his shirt. He looked about seven months along. “You reckon mine’s broken?” he asked with a huge grin.
“That, and a few other of your mechanisms,” she said, taking the coffee and bun.
She turned away and behind her, he said, “I don’t take no offense. I’d be crabby if I’d spent all morning pickin’ shot out of some old rancher’s butt.”
It had made for an interesting morning so far, she thought. She would have taken her coffee and bear claw back to the clinic, but she spotted Tom down the counter with a couple of the locals, so she went in that direction.
“We got a little bet going, Doc,” Ray Gilmore said. “I say Blythe put about thirty pellets in Dan’l’s arse, but Sam says he sold Dan that old gun and it’ll only give about nine pellets per round and isn’t steady enough for anyone to put four rounds in a target as small as Daniel’s skinny butt. Sam says a dozen pellets, tops. Who buys the coffee?”
“Don’t you boys have anything better to do?” she asked.
Sam and Ray looked at each other, shrugged and said, “Nope. You?”
“This town,” she said, shaking her head. She looked at Tom. “What did you do with Blythe?”
“She seems all calmed down now,” he said, which was neither accurate nor did he disclose any information.
“Wouldn’t they be about the last couple in town you’d expect to have a row like that?” she said. “With a firearm involved?”
“About the last,” he agreed.
“Marriage,” she said. “Delicate thing, isn’t it?”
Tom, Sam Cussler and Ray, all married to willful women, just shook their heads. One whistled, one laughed ruefully and one muttered, “Yer damn skippy,” under his breath. That last was Sam, a very fit and energetic seventy-year-old who had recently married Justine, aged twenty-six.
“So, June,” Ray said, “you must be tickled your old flame is coming home. And he’s a bachelor again.”
It was going to be a very long day.



Two

June, Tom Toopeek, Chris Forrest and Greg Silva had grown up together. They were best pals, confidants, equals. The boys didn’t seem to even notice that June was a girl until puberty hit, at which point she became somewhat aloof, having to contend with private matters. Instead of being sensitive, they’d climbed the big tree outside her bedroom window and tried to catch a glimpse of something female. Chris fell and broke his arm. Elmer applied a heavier than necessary cast and Chris walked with a starboard list for six weeks.
By the end of junior high, Chris and June were an item. Steadies. They were a couple all through high school—she the cheerleader, he the quarterback. There was another cheerleader, Nancy Cruise, who chased Chris relentlessly, despite the fact that he already had a girlfriend. Chris, only a boy really, proved susceptible. There were times he questioned whether he should be tied down while so young. When he strayed, it was always in the same direction—to Nancy Cruise. And during those brief periods of victory, Nancy would gloat. Then Chris would beg June to take him back promising never to wander again, and Nancy would plot ways to break them up. It was a four-year tug-of-war. June scored more time on the quarterback’s dance card, but Nancy was a constant and very real threat.
If Nancy was hard to take, her mother was unbearable. She was a domineering, bossy woman and a fearful presence in the town, the chair of every committee and president of the PTA for three straight years. She was a bully, to boot. What damage Nancy endeavored to inflict on poor June, Mrs. Cruise would attempt to double.
As June remembered it, the romantic triangle Nancy and Chris presented caused the only flaw in an otherwise happy high-school experience. In retrospect, she should have dumped him after the first cheat. But, like most girls, she didn’t want to be alone, and there was no one she wanted besides Chris. Then, after much negotiation—his begging, June’s waffling—she yielded her virginity. From that point until graduation, Chris did not stray again. That June knew about, anyway.
There was one area in which Chris and June weren’t at all compatible and that was the importance they put on performance in school. June enjoyed studying, which made her high grades appear effortless. Chris was restless, easily bored, and he struggled to stay focused. She was valedictorian; he barely graduated. When it was time for college, that difference played a major role in breaking them up. June got scholarships and went off to Berkeley while Chris’s parents were lucky to get him to enroll in the local junior college.
For a while they wrote each other long love letters, enjoyed passionate weekend visits, made plans for school breaks and fantasized about marriage. Just after Christmas of her freshman year, June decided to change her major from nursing to premed. The new program was even more difficult and she found her studies exhausting. She didn’t go home as many weekends, the love letters became love notes. The change happened overnight. June’s mother, Marilyn, phoned her at school to tell her that Chris had dropped out of school, run off to join the navy, and had taken Nancy Cruise with him. They had eloped.
He never explained, never said goodbye, never said he was sorry.
Six months later, when Chris had his first real leave from the navy, Mrs. Cruise threw a huge reception for the couple and invited the whole town—even June. It had all the flavor of a victory lap.
June’s devastation knew no bounds. She was wrecked. But fortunately she was also angry. She realized, too late, that Chris had zigzagged between her and Nancy for the better part of four years, and the fact that she had him in her camp more often was little consolation. If the three of them had lived in the same town, it would probably have continued. He was just a two-timing lout with a short attention span. She was better off without him and was relieved that Chris and Nancy had moved away. June got herself ready to be a doctor. Berkeley looked a damn site better than Grace Valley at that point in her life, and she welcomed the opportunity to lose herself in study. She rarely thought about Chris, and when she did think about him, she hoped he wasn’t happy.
Now June sat at her desk, in her clinic, staring at a patient’s chart but not seeing it. This only happened to her when she heard Chris was going to be home, when she thought about the prospect of actually seeing him. The curse that lay on her was that they’d never had any closure. Shoot, he hadn’t even bothered to break up with me before he got married, she thought.
But things were different this time. Chris was single.
Once she had survived the pain of a broken heart, she hadn’t had any regrets about the way her life had gone, sans Chris. There had been a relationship or two along the way; she was hardly a nun. And at thirty-seven, there was still time for a long and even fruitful union.
Remembering that phone call from her mother…
Being teased by the men in town about having her old flame come back to reclaim her…
Thinking about never knowing why…
“I need a distraction,” she said aloud. “I can’t be dwelling on things past. Stupid things.” She flipped the pages of the chart, glanced at her watch, wondered what her aunt Myrna was doing for lunch.
Then the door to her office burst open and there stood her nurse, Charlotte, a strong whiff of Benson & Hedges wafting in with her. June jumped in surprise as she did several times a day, every day, because Charlotte simply would not knock.
“Sorry,” Charlotte said. “Dr. Hudson called to ask if you’re still doing meat loaf tonight.”
June made a face and chewed on the end of her pen, looking up at Charlotte from a lowered brow. That was another thing. She always referred to Elmer as Dr. Hudson and June as June. Charlotte had been Elmer’s nurse first, and seemed to still hold his retirement against June.
“Charlotte, who cooks at your house?” June asked.
“You know Bud’s cooked since he got laid off last time,” she said crossly.
“Doesn’t it seem kind of funny that I make Elmer meat loaf every Tuesday night, and he’s retired?”
Charlotte crossed her arms over her heavy bosom and looked sternly at June. “I think he’s earned that meat loaf,” she said.
“Well, that figures,” June said, looking back at the chart, pen poised over the paper. “I’ve already told him I’ll see him at six. Remind him for me, will you?” She scribbled a note in the margin of some blood test results. There was no movement or sound from the doorway. She looked up. Charlotte appeared to have frozen there, her eyes wide open, her mouth agog, her coloring fading quickly to pallor. One arm began to rise trembling toward her chest when she went down fast with a huge thud.
“Charlotte!”
June got to her first, but John Stone and the receptionist, Jessie, were beside her in a flash. June pressed the stethoscope to Charlotte’s chest. Nothing. She placed her fingertips on her carotid arteries on each side of her fleshy neck.
“Jessie,” John instructed, “get the crash cart right now. We’ll set up the EKG and defibrillator here in the hallway. Then call the police department. We’re going to want a driver and an escort to Valley Hospital. June, start compressions. I’ll get the intubation set up and bag her.”
June started compressing her nurse’s chest, counting aloud as she did so. “One, two, three, four…”
The sound of squeaking wheels announced the arrival of the cart. It held the EKG machine, emergency drugs, paddles, everything necessary to treat cardiac arrest. John, with great speed, knelt at Charlotte’s shoulders, tilted her head back, got the intubator down her throat and began squeezing the bag.
June stopped her compressions long enough to quickly open Charlotte’s white uniform and begin attaching electrodes to her chest. “Jessie, after you call the police, call my dad and Bud Burnham.” The girl was running down the hall again. “Those goddamn cigarettes,” June muttered.
“Hurry up,” John said. “Do we have sinus rhythm?”
The EKG machine was old. Slow. June was in agony waiting for the first strip of wet graph to feed out. “She’s flat,” June said, reaching for the paddles. She squirted them liberally with gel, pressed them against Charlotte’s chest and yelled, “Clear!” John lifted his hands free of the bag. The jolt lifted Charlotte’s heavy body off the floor. There was no change. June increased the voltage, pressed the paddles again to the woman’s chest and said, “Come on, old girl! Clear!” She watched the tape. Flat.
“I’ve got lidocaine ready,” John said.
June moved aside while John made the injection directly into Charlotte’s chest. The second he finished, June increased the voltage and pressed the paddles to Charlotte’s chest again. “Sinus rhythm,” she said with huge relief.
“That’s our girl,” John said. “Stubborn. Start an IV of Ringers TKO. I’ll dose Lasix and beta-blockers. She have a chart?”
“Jessie’ll find it. John, this is going to upset my dad. Charlotte was his nurse for thirty years. At least.”
“It’s going to upset all of us, June,” he said. Though John had been with the clinic for only a few months, he was already attached to the gruff but extremely skilled old nurse. “I’ll back the ambulance up to the door and get the gurney out, if you think you can handle this now.”
“Go. The sooner we get her to Valley’s cardiac unit, the better her chances.”
John ran down the clinic hall to the back door. June, kneeling beside her nurse, gently stroked the woman’s forehead. “When I said I needed a distraction, I didn’t mean anything as dramatic as this.”
 
June and Elmer spent the evening at Valley Hospital with the Burnham family. Charlotte was conscious and holding her own, but this heart event had not been a warning. It was the real McCoy—a myocardial infarction. The only question was the extent of damage. The best-case scenario was that Charlotte would recover, but she could not go back to her old ways. And that included nursing.
“She always said that was the best part of her life,” her son, Archie, told June and Elmer.
June took his hand. “She always told us that raising you kids was the best part.”
“She’ll have more time for the grandkids now,” Elmer said. “Within reason.”
“She’s going to make it, isn’t she, Doc?” Bud wanted to know. “I mean, I know she’ll have to watch it, but she’s going to make it, right?” He looked back and forth between June and Elmer, not specifying which doctor he was asking.
“Bud, we don’t know too much right now,” June said. “Her heart took a bad whack. But medical science is amazing, and what might’ve killed her ten years ago is just a setback now. The good thing is, it hit at work. We were on her right away. She was resuscitated and medicated immediately. That helps in the recovery.”
“I don’t know how we’ll ever thank you,” he said.
“Perish the thought!” June said. “Wouldn’t Charlotte have been there for either of us? And hasn’t she been, a hundred times?”
As Elmer and June left the hospital, she said to her father, “What are we going to do for a nurse?”
“Call the registry. They’ll send someone out.”
“I know that. I mean in the long term. We both know Charlotte is done nursing.”
“I wouldn’t write her off that fast. She’s always been a feisty pain in the butt,” Elmer said.
June thought it might take a bit more than feistiness this time.
John was on call and had the ambulance for the night, so Elmer gave June a lift back to Grace Valley in his truck. As they rode, June called John on her cell phone and gave him an update on Charlotte’s condition. Then, instead of meat loaf at June’s, they availed themselves of roast beef at the Café. Sadie, who had waited patiently at the clinic, joined them. George always had a supply of dog food on hand.
Charlotte was, as much as Elmer, a fixture at the center of the town. She’d been a nurse for forty years, all of them in Grace Valley. She had barely taken the time off to have her own children, and there were six of them. Nearly every citizen in the valley had crossed Charlotte’s path at one time or other. News of her cardiac arrest had spread through town and almost everyone who happened to be at George Fuller’s café wanted to know how she was doing.
By the time June and Sadie got home, it was after ten…and her porch light was on.
June knew she hadn’t left the light on. There was also a light on inside, and this made her smile.
It was sometime last spring that she’d met him—her secret man. Jim Post was a DEA operative and he’d been working undercover in the Trinity Alps, the inside man at a marijuana farm. One of the growers had gotten shot and Jim brought him to June’s clinic where, at the point of his gun, he demanded she remove the bullet and tend the injury. The romance began shortly thereafter, and no weapon was necessary. June fell for the strong, handsome agent instantly.
The only downside was that Jim was still at work for the DEA, undercover. For his safety, and June’s, no one could know about him. Having a secret lover was at once filling…and lonely.
She let herself into the house quietly. She tiptoed through the living room and kitchen, toward the light, toward the bedroom. He reclined in the armchair in the corner, his feet up on the ottoman, the throw from the foot of her bed pulled over him and a book facedown on his chest.
He’d grown a beard since the last time she’d seen him. A very handsome beard of light brown. His hair was shorter, though. It was almost a buzz cut. And he was not quite as tan, but then he’d been working in an office for the past couple of months, and summer was drawing to an end. There was a definite fall chill in the late-night air.
Some secret agent, she thought with a smile. He didn’t so much as stir while she and Sadie studied him. She crept closer, knelt beside the chair, stealthily pulled the book off his chest and lay her head there. His arms came slowly and predictably around her.
“What are you doing here?” she said. “You know it’s meat loaf night.”
“Meat loaf didn’t appear to be happening. I waited till about nine, then decided if Elmer came home with you, you’d know by the porch light that I was inside.”
“It’s the middle of the week. This isn’t a vacation, is it?”
“No, it’s good news and bad news.”
“I hate those,” she said, not asking for either.
“I have a couple of days.”
“Is that the bad news?” she asked, knowing better.
“I’m being sent to the Ozarks…because I have such a lot of good goddamn mountain experience.”
She was quiet for a moment. “That’s too far away.”
“Don’t I know it.”
“Why didn’t you just wait till morning to tell me that?”
“I couldn’t do that to you,” he said. “There aren’t too many perks in this relationship. You’re entitled to the truth, at least.”
She smiled against his chest but didn’t let him see. To tell the truth, she needed him right now. And he’d been the last person she’d expected to come along and give comfort of any kind, much less the best kind.
“Why isn’t there meat loaf tonight?” he asked. “Patients?”
“We had an emergency. My nurse. Our nurse, Charlotte. She had a coronary on the job today. A real bad one. We almost lost her.”
“’Almost’ means you saved her?”
“John and I, by the hair on our chinny-chin-chins. She’s not in good shape.”
“I guess this means you can’t get away for a couple of days…on short notice.”
“If we’d met when we were much younger,” she began, “would you have chosen another line of work?”
“Would you?” he countered.
“You’d have made a terrible husband.”
“You’d have made a dynamite wife.”
“Flattery has never worked on me,” she insisted, wondering if he could feel her smile against his chest. Hell, her whole body was smiling.
“If you can’t get away for a couple of days, will you at least take all your clothes off?”
“Well,” she said, sighing heavily, “I suppose since you’re going off to war again, it’s the least I could do.”
His arms tightened around her. “I have one more piece of news. This one probably should wait until morning, but I don’t like holding things back from you.”
This made her shiver, thinking sexual things instead of practical ones. “What is it?”
“I don’t know if it’s good or bad. You’ll have to decide.”
“Well. What is it?”
“After this next job I’m going to be offered a chance to retire early, with full benefits.”
She lifted her head and looked into his eyes. Her mouth hung open slightly. Did this mean the next job was really dangerous? Would take a long time? Did it mean she wouldn’t see him for months? He’d said “offered.” Did that mean he might say no? Would he say yes…and show up at her door, planning to stay for good? There were a lot of issues inside that simple statement, though she had no intention of staying up all night talking. She was not at all opposed to staying up all night…but not talking.
“Let’s not discuss it anymore right now,” she said. She bit his lower lip, but lightly. “I don’t want to waste any more precious time.”



Three

In the middle of the night June got out of bed, plucked an article of clothing off the floor in the dark and crept out of the bedroom. How could a man who was so strong yet gentle a lover, so considerate of her every desire, snore?
It turned out she’d picked up Jim’s T-shirt, which she put on. It came to her knees and slipped off her shoulder, but she pulled it around her in a hug and smelled the scent of him. She would only have him for one more day, then he would be gone again. But at some point in the not-too-distant future, he would be back. For good. For good?
She heard an objectionable snort come from the direction of her bedroom, but instead of grimacing, she smiled a secret smile. Adenoids. They’d have to come out.
Sadie so liked having a man in the house, she hadn’t even left the bedroom with June, and Sadie usually clung to June’s side, following her everywhere unless she was instructed to stay. But even with that god-awful snoring, Sadie was content on the floor beside the bed.
Jim was forty and had never married; she was thirty-seven and hadn’t either. Their time together had been so brief, there were a hundred things they hadn’t discussed. What if he took that early retirement, came to Grace Valley to start a new life, and they found they were totally incompatible?
She sat on the floor, legs crossed, in front of her twenty-year-old record player. She leafed through old records in their dusty jackets. Her taste in music had always been odd; she liked things that would be more natural for her father. She put on a Perry Como record, the volume very low, and listened to his voice, like velvet, sing to her that she should make someone happy, just one someone happy…
Perry Como, Andy Williams, Nat King Cole, Mel Torme, Johnny Mathis. All were like drifting across a lake in a lolling rowboat.
She heard the jingle of Sadie’s collar and the click of her nails against the kitchen floor. Sadie flopped down beside her, but Jim came on silent feet and sat behind her on the floor, his long legs on either side of hers. His arms encircled her and he kissed the back of her neck.
“There’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you,” she said. “But only if you think you want a future with me. Not that I accept, I just want to know what your expectations are.”
“I want you forever,” he said.
“You think so?”
“So far. But I’m sure you could do better if you applied yourself.”
“Applied myself to getting a man?”
“Never mind. What was I thinking.”
“Okay, what I’ve been meaning to tell you is, I’m pretty sure I can’t have children. How do you feel about that?”
She felt him sit up a bit straighter, withdraw slightly.
“Ah,” she said. “You weren’t planning to have children?”
“June, we’re not kids. I didn’t think you’d be interested. You’re pretty busy, after all. You take care of the whole damn town.”
“I am interested,” she said. “But I don’t think I can.”
“Why is that?”
“The last couple of times you were here, I forgot the diaphragm. But nothing happened. And if I’m honest with myself, I’ve always been a little sloppy about birth control.” She turned and looked over her shoulder at him. “Funny thing for a doctor to admit, huh? It’s the thing I absolutely harangue my patients about.”
“If you think that, why’d you remember the diaphragm last night?”
“On the off chance I’m wrong. Though I have been wanting a baby.”
“If you’re wanting a—”
“Oh, I wouldn’t do that to you! I wouldn’t do that to any unsuspecting man. If I decided, seriously, to try to have a baby, I’d use an anonymous donor.”
Frank Sinatra began to sing “New York, New York.”
“Women are very strange,” he observed. “Right down to their taste in music.”
“Would you be wanting children?” she asked.
He laughed softly. “I’m very flexible.”
“Well, then would you be willing to have your adenoids removed?”
 
In the morning, without the benefit of much sleep, June showered, dressed and kissed the sleepy agent goodbye. “I like this, kissing you goodbye in the morning.”
“Oh, it won’t be long before you’re complaining that I don’t have your breakfast ready on time.”
“I have to go to the hospital at least twice today, since Charlotte’s there, but I have an idea. After you’ve had a leisurely morning, why not drive over to Westport. There’s a small inn near the sea. It’s connected to a mediocre steak house and you can hear the surf. We could spend the night there. It’s pretty close to the hospital.”
“Are you allowed to do that?” he asked.
“Uh-huh. If I lie.”
“Oh, I see.”
“Well, that’s your doing. Your job thing.”
“Not for too much longer.”
He hadn’t said yet how much longer, nor had he given her other details about this next mission or early retirement. She’d had her wish, they’d done things other than talk. “Maybe we can talk about all that tonight, while we listen to the surf. That way you won’t have to stay invisible here at the house.”
“Good idea. Just ask for Dr. Stump.”
“Can you come up with a new alias? It sounds so…I don’t know…awful…”
“I’ll specify that I’m an orthopedist. How’s that?”
She stroked his beard, ignoring his crudity. “It’s interesting, this beard. Are you keeping it for a while?”
“I’m taking it to the Ozarks. I’ll probably have to shave it then. Why?”
“It hides your face. Makes you so mysterious.”
“It hides the scars. Remember?”
“Too well,” she said.
After his mission in the Trinity Alps had been completed and the marijuana camp busted up, Jim had had to run for his life. He’d slid down a steep, rocky hill and was stopped once by a tree with fiercely sharp bark and once by the asphalt of the road. He’d been scuffed up all over and one side of his face had been skinned raw.
Without knowing whether he was safe, June had been in the clinic all that night, tending both law enforcement personnel and criminals who had been arrested, all injured in the raid. She had come home to find Jim waiting for her in her house, bruised and bloody.
Now she’d like to see how he had healed.
 
June wasn’t at all surprised to see Elmer’s truck in the hospital parking lot. She had to pass through a clot of four of the six Burnham offspring circled around one of the few outdoor ashtrays. Sadie went with her as far as the information desk where an elderly woman in a volunteer’s pink coat offered to dog-sit. June found the other two Burnham kids waiting in a special room off the Intensive Care area. Small town and country hospitals were used to whole families practically moving in and refusing to leave until their loved one did.
June took one look at Charlotte and thought it quite possible they would leave without her. She was gray, the color of death, and though her eyes were open, there was very little life in them. She had a plethora of tubes coming out of her.
Elmer sat at her bedside, Bud stood on the other side. June went to the nurses’ station and asked to see Charlotte’s chart. She reviewed the last EKG tape, the meds that had been prescribed by the cardiologist, the doctors’ orders for the day. The one thing she wished she could read here was not going to appear. Would Charlotte survive this?
While June read the chart, the nurse urged Bud and Elmer away. “Okay, gentlemen, time’s up. Charlotte needs her beauty sleep, you know. Someone can see her again in an hour.”
Intensive care personnel were very strict about limiting the visitors and the time spent at a patient’s bedside during these critical hours. But June was not hustled out. With the chart in hand, she went to the bedside. She touched Charlotte’s hand, which was clammy. She gave the hand a squeeze. Charlotte had a tracheotomy and oxygen, so couldn’t speak, but she looked into June’s eyes and mouthed, “Thank you, Doctor.”
Doctor. June felt a swell of tears. “You’ll be okay, Charlotte. You’re tough.”
Charlotte nodded, but there was no conviction in it. She closed her eyes.
June found her dad in the waiting room, chatting with one of the Burnhams. “Dad, got a second?” He excused himself and went to June. “Are you needed here? Or can you escape for a few moments?”
“What for?”
“I have another patient here. You might enjoy seeing her.”
“Who?”
“Jurea Mull. There’s going to be an unveiling.”
“This morning? I wouldn’t miss it!”
June had become acquainted with the Mull family for the first time several months ago. One early morning she’d run for the kitchen phone wearing only a towel and found the four of them seated, nice as you please, in her living room. Clarence, a Vietnam vet, Jurea, his wife, and teenagers Clinton and Wanda. Although the Mulls had come in search of treatment for Clinton’s injured foot, the first and most obvious thing June saw had been Jurea Mull’s morbidly scarred face. One whole side was crushed, leaving a cheekbone caved in and her eye sealed closed by scar tissue. The accident had happened when she was a little girl and her family, mountain people, hadn’t had medical treatment available. The injury had healed, her cranium and facial bones grew, and the result was freakish.
June was able to convince Jurea to have a consultation with a visiting plastic surgeon who, with his team of traveling volunteers, did surgery for the poor and uninsured. Jurea not only qualified in both categories, but her face presented the doctor with a challenge he could get excited about. Doubtless the case would appear in a medical book, or at least a periodical. In fact, Dr. Cohen was excited enough about the potential for Jurea’s facial reconstruction that he had decided to come to her, to Valley Hospital, and do the first surgery right away.
“The first surgery was the most taxing for Jurea,” June told her father as they walked toward her room. “Dr. Cohen sheared away some bone, inserted a plastic prosthetic piece under the cheek, reshaped part of her chin and removed considerable scar tissue. It was the most invasive. The consecutive surgeries will probably be concentrated on eliminating surface scaring and dermabrasion.”
“Will the whole family be there?” Elmer wondered.
“School hasn’t started yet, so I expect they will.”
The surprise was finding John Stone present. “Who’s running the shop?” June asked her partner.
“You didn’t think I’d miss this, did you? Jessie can handle things for a little while. Besides, I want to stop in and see Charlotte after.”
Jurea sat upright in the hospital bed, half of her head covered with a thick, bulky bandage. What showed of her face and arms looked tanned against the stark white of the sheets and hospital gown. June went first to her, asked her if she was nervous, then greeted each one of her family individually. If Jurea looked nervous, Clarence looked terrified. Sixteen-year-old Clinton and fourteen-year-old Wanda, however, appeared excited. For these two, their odd little family was only beginning to take on some semblance of normalcy.
When June had first met them they were isolated in a small backwoods shack, Jurea hiding her morbidly scarred face and Clarence sheltering himself against the paranoia and post-traumatic stress disorder he’d brought back from Vietnam. With the introduction of counseling, a good antidepressant and a visit with a plastic surgeon, there was hope for this family. And they’d come out of the woods to rent a little house in town so the kids could finally attend classes in a public school.
“If there’s one thing I’ve learned,” Dr. Cohen said, flying into the room with a dressing tray he carried himself, “it’s show up early on the day you say the bandages will come off! Hello, everyone. Are we all ready?”
No one answered. They all held their collective breath.
Dr. Cohen was practiced at even this. He didn’t waste their time, but applied his scissors to the surgical dressings. He cut straight up from the chin to the scalp and the bandage broke away. An eye patch was all that remained in place, for Jurea’s eye, perfectly normal they’d discovered, had been closed by the scar and would be hypersensitive to light.
There were many imperfections and even some thick and heavy stitching, but this was the first time since Jurea was five years old that her face had a normal shape. First time she had a cheekbone, an even chin, bone where her eyebrow should be and a cranium shape that formed a temple. Her face was almost symmetrical. And even though there was stitched incisions, harsh redness and some swelling, the improvement was almost too dramatic to believe.
The silence in the room said it all. The quiet was reverent.
“Mama,” Wanda finally said. “You’re beautiful.”
Dr. Cohen produced a hand mirror immediately. Jurea took it tentatively. It shook as she held it unsteadily. “My heavens,” she said in a breath. Her trembling fingers rose to her cheek, touching carefully.
“It’s a small, plastic disc, inserted under the skin to give you the shape you need,” Dr. Cohen explained. “We’re going to let the doctor of ophthalmology remove the eye patch and test you for vision impairment but, Jurea, underneath all that scar tissue, the eye appears to be normal. A few more surgeries, far more minor than this one was, will smooth out all the rough edges and give you a better finished product. A more beautiful face.”
She looked up at him, her fingers lightly touching her new cheek. “More beautiful than this?” she asked, stunned.
He laughed softly. “Much better than this, Jurea. This is just the first step. It’s the toughest surgery, so the worst is over now.”
“Never…” she began. A tear spilled down her cheek. “I never would have believed…”
June looked at Clarence and saw that his face was wet with tears, but just as she met his eyes, he bolted.
“Dad?” Clinton called out. “I’ll go after him, Ma.”
“Poor Clarence…He just wasn’t ready for it, I don’t think,” Jurea said. “When can I go home, Doctor?”
“After you see the ophthalmologist and the nurse gives you some instructions on how I’d like you to take care of the surgical site. This afternoon?”
“Really?”
“Sure. The hard part is over.”
A little while later, on the way back to the Intensive Care Unit, June tugged on her dad’s arm, pulling him to a stop in the hallway. “Dad, Charlotte looks bad.”
“I know it,” he said, shaking his head sadly.
“You should tell her, Dad.”
He knew exactly what she meant, for he hung his head. But he didn’t speak. He was going to make her put it into words.
“Do it with Bud. Tell her if she wants to fight it out, you’ll be there for her. But she doesn’t have to fight for your sake. Tell her that it’s okay. When she’s had enough—”
“I know,” he said, and lifted his head. He was just a little guy and worry made him appear smaller. “I’ve been losing a lot of old friends lately,” he said. “Wears on me.”
“Think about Charlotte, Dad. You know she won’t let go till she hears it from you. Even Bud doesn’t have the kind of hold on her that you do.”
“She’s a good old girl. I’ll do the right thing, June. But I have to work up to it.”
She kissed him on the cheek. “Are you planning to be here this evening?”
“Probably. Unless you want to try again for meat loaf.”
“Actually, I heard from a friend I haven’t seen in ages. He’s going to be up this way and asked if I’d like to meet him for dinner.”
Elmer squinted and looked at her over the top of his glasses. “June? You blushing?”
She ignored his question. “If you think you’ll need me, or Charlotte will, I’ll take a rain check. But if I can be spared…”
“You are blushing. He must be quite a guy. I haven’t seen you blush since high school.” He cackled a little. “It would do my heart good to see you give that Chris Forrest some competition.”
That killed the blush. “Now don’t you start,” she warned.
“Go ahead, June. Enjoy yourself. I’ll keep watch here and call you on your cell phone if there’s any change.”
 
The day seemed to drag slowly toward evening, despite the fact that June stayed very busy and a great deal was accomplished. For one thing, Susan Stone came into the clinic and took over Charlotte’s duties. Susan had been a practicing RN when John met and married her, but even so, June hadn’t thought of the possibility of Susan helping out. It changed the whole culture of the clinic, for Susan was Charlotte’s opposite. Where Charlotte was grouchy, Susan was cheerful. While Charlotte was hardworking, Susan was brisk and efficient. And while Charlotte had trouble getting along with twenty-year-old Jessie, Susan acted like her older sister and the two got on famously.
Still, it seemed altogether wrong that Charlotte was not present.
It was nearly five and June was getting ready to leave the clinic when her cell phone twittered in her pocket. She went into her office to answer.
“It’s me,” Jim said. “I’ve been cursed.”
“What is it?”
“I’m already here. Can you hear the ocean in the background?”
“It sounds like static. I’ll be along shortly, right after I…”
“June, wait. I’m being called in. It’s an emergency. I have to go right away.”
“No!”
“I may not be in touch for a while. I’ll try. I’ll do the best I can.”
“Please, please be careful! Please be so careful!”
“Will you remember something? Will you remember that I said I love you? And that I want you forever?”
“I’ll remember.” She felt the sting of tears threaten, but she didn’t know if it was disappointment, fear for him or just the usual pain of saying goodbye.
“I have an important question to ask you, but not on the phone.”
“I’ll die waiting. Ask me. Please.”
“No. I’ll be back before you know it and then we’ll sort everything out.”
“What if we’re not right for each other? What if we just think we are because we never see each other?”
“June, listen to me. I’ve never asked a person to wait for me. Never in my whole life. Never in my career as an agent. But I’m asking you. Wait for me, June. I’ll be right back.”
“You better not get hurt!”
He laughed, that deep, amused chuckle. “With all I have to look forward to? You think I’m crazy? I’ll be fine. And I’m so sorry. About tonight.”
“You owe me.”
“Big time,” he said. “Say goodbye, June. I have to go.”
“I can’t.”
“Okay. Keep a good thought.”
The line went dead.
June sat at her desk, holding the phone. Once again, nothing had been resolved. He moved in and out of her life so stealthily that sometimes she wondered if he was real.
There was a light rapping at her office door.
“Yes?”
John poked his head in. “We just had a call from Clinton Mull. He can’t find his father anywhere. When he ran out of the hospital room this morning, he took off and hasn’t been back since.”
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