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FOR DR. BRANT LAYTON, the world is meant to be as beautiful as he can sculpt it. He sees a woman’s body as a canvas upon which to work his art. But a wild, crazy, not-to-be remembered night changes everything. He lands drunk on a plane for Belize, signed on for three-week stint with Doctors International which lands him right in the lap of Dr. Melissa Bell. 

Melissa is in charge of a small clinic in the jungle which primarily cares for women suffering from abuse. Dr. Bell was hoping for a real doctor, not a raw recruit whose specialty is creating sex symbols out of the rich and famous. 

Tempers flare as both doctors fight a passion as raw and wild as the jungle surrounding them. Not every scar is as plainly visible as the one Melissa tries so desperately to hide. 
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WAITING WASN’T HER strong suit. Dr. Melissa Bell crossed her arms and watched as the small plane touched down on the runway and rolled to a stop. Thankfully the resort staff were less patient than her, and so the engine hadn’t even shut off before an open bus arrived to take the passengers and their luggage to nearby cabanas and swimming pools.

Dr. Bell and her clinic were at the end of the list of priorities—wealth came first, then charity. Although it wasn’t exactly okay, it was easier to resign oneself to being in the back seat so long as the service was free. Besides, without wealthy tourists to fly to the resort, much-needed supplies would sit rotting on the coast indefinitely. At least the current arrangement allowed for goods be shuttled to the clinic whose patrons were considerably less affluent than the overprivileged Americans wasting time gawking on the runway. Didn’t anyone care that she needed to be back before dark?

Obviously not. Mel cooled her heels then as the well-heeled pointed at luggage and imperiously sent natives in white jackets scurrying. She caught the eye of the pilot, who had wisely stayed in his seat behind the controls as the porters profusely apologized for the heat and the bumpy air that had plagued their guests throughout the trip.

The pilot smiled at her. It was an old joke between them. It would have been professionally awkward to laugh at the idiocy of one’s patrons, but neither could take the spectacle seriously either. He turned around and gestured to someone she couldn’t see. Mel shrugged, unsure what he meant as his hands moved in an elaborate charade that could’ve meant anything. Yet he seemed adamant about something and finally turned to beckon her over. She drove to the door of the plane as the porters finished loading guests and baggage.

“Good Morning, Doc!”

“Heyya, Captain Tom.” She smiled as the last of the ‘cabana buses’ slid off toward the sprawling resort. “I hope you have penicillin with you today; we’re almost out.”

Tom gave her a sideways look. “I can’t even pronounce half the stuff I do bring to you, Mel. I gave up trying to figure out what it all is; all I know are boxes and coolers and snorers.”

Mel waited for a moment, but apparently Tom wasn’t going to spring his own trap. She shrugged and let him have the straight line for old time’s sake. “Okay, Tom, what’s a ‘snorer’?”

He smiled and opened the door. She could hear it from six feet away: the unmistakable sound of a chainsaw being run by a mountain lion. “What the hell is that?”

Tom laughed. “That, Dr. Bell, is now officially your problem.” He handed her a fistful of papers with no flourish. 

She glanced at the first sheet. “A new doctor? I wasn’t told about this!”

“Isn’t Doc Marison gone for a few weeks?”

“Yeah, but...” She sighed. “He went home on leave to take care of some family business. But... they sent a replacement? This soon? They can’t get meds here, but a doc can be replaced without confirmation?” She shook her head. The questions were rhetorical, but still, charity worked backwards sometimes. She checked the papers again. The first sheet was emblazoned with the Doctors Overseas logo, and several rubberstamped impressions of dates and imprints and a name repeated over and over: Dr. Brant Layton. 

Mel bit her lip, trying to decide if this was a good thing or not. The last temporary replacement had lasted all of twelve hours before falling into what would have been a lawsuit back in the States, and even here had required profuse apologies and a rather large payout to replace several sheep and a bicycle. “All it says here is ‘surgeon,’ but they’re not saying what kind.”

“There’s more than one kind?”

“Tom!”

“Listen, Doc,” Tom said with a gleam in his eye, “I just drive. I’ll load up your boxes and bags and coolers, but he’s your problem.”

“Does that noise stop? What is it?” It didn’t sound normal. Or human.

“Him. His snoring got so bad the other passengers started a round of singing just to try to drown him out. One hundred bottles of aged scotch on the bar. I had a woman with a $300 hairdo—she was very clear how much it cost—who decided to mess it up just to get some silence underneath the biggest pair of headphones on board.”

“Asleep?”

“And drunk.” Tom walked past her, to the back of the plane where the hatch was for the luggage. “You can smell it on him. Funny thing was, none of the others were bothered by the smell of the booze. Apparently, reeking of the stuff goes without comment so long as the vintage is good, but snoring is a sin.” He shook his head and mumbled under his breath, “I will never understand the rich.”

Mel was no longer listening. Her stomach clenched as she turned and stomped over to the jeep, jaw set so tight  it was a wonder it didn’t snap under the pressure. Drunk? No way in hell was she getting involved in that kind of mess again. If some rich do-gooder type thought this was some free vacation, then he had a very rude awakening in store. She reached into her backpack, pulled out the bottle of water she’d been sipping, and made her way down the aisle of the plane, pausing only as a particularly loud exhalation filled the tiny space. “Headphones? Even a Led Zeppelin concert couldn’t drown this out.”

In the rearmost seat, a figure lay prone against the wall. 

For a moment, Mel paused. 

He was rather good-looking, if she was honest with herself. Lean, athletic, tall if those legs were any indication. She had to take a moment to admire him as she would a painting or sculpture, an acknowledgement of something finely crafted.

Then he snored again. And the fumes hit her in a wave. Teeth gritted, and breathing through her mouth, she returned the favor by emptying her water bottle over his head.

At least the guy had good reflexes.

Dr. Layton woke with the speed of lightning. He promptly cracked his head on the overhead compartment and was apparently unaware he was still wearing a seatbelt. The sudden slam back into the seat was a powerful reminder. 

He sat still a moment, blinking uncertainly. Very cautiously, with all the care of a man not certain whether his limbs were still attached, reached around her, grabbing an air-sick bag from the seat in front of him. He held it for a moment, as if unsure how to use it.

“Are you going to...” she started to ask, but he waved her down. 

He seemed to be concentrating on something far off, or perhaps he was negotiating terms with his stomach. Slowly, the air-sick bag made its way back to the other seat, still pristine. 

Dr. Layton, surgeon of unknown specialty, looked up at her from a depth she could only guess at, and in a small voice said, “Ow.”

“Ow, indeed.” She frowned. “Well, Dr. Layton, I trust you’re at least sober when you operate. Grab whatever things you brought with you and let’s go. I have to get these supplies where they’ll do some good.”

He stared in her general direction; from the way he blinked again, and kept tilting his head to one side, she guessed his eyes weren’t focusing very well. All the same, he seemed to zero in on her face...which he studied with a look of rapt wonder usually reserved for fine works of art. Or a second-chance two-point conversion if your tastes ran more toward football.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered. “A little work on the nose, maybe, but your cheekbones...”

It was her turn to blink as the blood flowed fast into her face. “Dr. LAYTON!”

“Don’t yell.” He gripped his head, as if to prevent it from falling off and rolling under the seat in front of him. 

Mel counted to ten and turned and stomped out of the plane, trying to shake the memories that plagued her. At least he didn’t reek of it. Regardless of what Tom had said, the wealthy patrons of the resort wouldn’t have put up with that in their plane. 

Standing on the tarmac, she seethed for a moment and looked around. Satisfied that no one was watching, she put her hand to her nose and checked it for...

“Oh, for heavens...” She forced her arm to back to her side and forced the thought from her mind. There was absolutely nothing wrong with her nose, for Pete’s sake. It hadn’t been broken; it was straight and rather petite. “Stop that,” she admonished herself sharply, trying not to look at her reflection in the window of the small plane. Instead, she busied herself with examining the crates and various packages that Tom had so far unearthed from the hold. Thank God Tom himself seemed to be busy with a particularly heavy crate and hadn’t noticed her momentary vanity. He’d never let her live it down.

In the meantime, Mel heard her new surgeon stumble through the plane. He must have bumped into every seat and struck his head more than once, but at least he was moving. She heard him gasp as the full sunlight of Belize at noon slammed into his bloodshot eyes.

“Holy shit.” It was a quiet statement of fact, not the explosion it could have been. “Where the hell am I?” His voice rose a little at the end of the sentence. 

Mel turned to look at him quizzically. She straightened, hands curling into fists until she could feel her short nails digging into her palms. This idiot was worse than a child. “Where do you think you are, Doctor? You’re right where you volunteered to be. You signed on for Belize. Here you are.” 

“BELIZE?!”

Mel nodded. That was the explosion she’d been waiting for. 

“Wait a sec... Where’s Belize?”

“Central America.” Mel smiled sweetly.

“What do you mean? Like Kansas?” He looked pointedly at the jungle on the other side of the tarmac. “I thought that was all wheat.” 

“Between Mexico and South America,” Mel explained, “on the corner of Guatemala and Honduras.”

She hadn’t thought he could get any paler. She was interested to note she’d been wrong. 

“I’m going to die.”

“Someday, but perhaps you can delay that for a few weeks.”

“Wait... Wait... Freddy went to Belize with Jessica. I’m pretty sure...”

“There you go. A three-week vacation, Doctor.” She handed him the sheaf of paperwork, smiling as he squinted against the glare of the sun on the page and what had to be some impressive pounding of his head.

“Holy shit.” His eyes darted back and forth as he read, fingers tightening on the sheaf of papers until they slowly crumpled in his hands. “Holy...”

“Shit?” she filled in for him helpfully.

“Yeah, that.” He looked up from the page. “Listen, Miss...”

“Bell. Dr. Melissa Bell.”

“Well, Dr. Melissa Bell, there’s been a mistake here.”

“I’m well aware. Knew before I woke you, Dr. Layton.”

“I don’t remember signing this.” He waved the papers at her until she grabbed them just to get them out of her face.

“Are you saying that your signature was forged?” she asked, flipping to a rather large and somewhat loopy signature on the bottom of page three.

“No...”

“Is that your name?”

“Well, yes, but...”

“You’re one of the lucky ones then; you’re only assigned for three weeks and then it’s back to the golf course and Saturdays off. You must be a specialist, Doctor; general surgeons are usually assigned for three months.”

“Three weeks! I can’t stay here three weeks! I have a business to run, I have surgeries scheduled! I’m leaving NOW, not in three weeks, not in three days, BLOODY NOW!”

Mel flipped through the papers to the last page, studied it, and pointed out a paragraph to her now very distressed surgeon. “You might want to read that part, since you obviously didn’t read it before you signed it.”

Cautiously, as though handling a serpent, deadly spider, or a legal summons, he read the paragraph, partly aloud. “I agree that defaulting on my agreement will mean substantial penalties and or... jail time? You can’t put me in prison!”

“No, I can’t.” Mel agreed. “But they can!” She tapped the paper pointedly. “You see, Doctor, you’d be in violation of your contract, meaning they would have try to find someone to replace you, leaving us all in the lurch.”

“Wha... I...” he spluttered and finally decided on, “I need to make a call.” He dug into his pockets, pulling out a phone so new and state of the art she was sure it could run rings around the computer system she’d fought for over the last year.

The difference between her old computer and his new phone was that her computer didn’t need a cell signal. The hotel had a satellite uplink, but that was reserved for paying guests.

“I don’t have a signal.” He looked at her as though it was violation of the natural laws of physics to not have a cell signal.

“There’s a phone at the clinic. You can use it on your break.”

His mouth open and closed a few times. It seemed that the good doctor had finally run out of words. She watched as he stretched and held his head gingerly, looking around at the encroaching jungle, wincing with each movement. Thankfully Tom had already placed several crates in the back of the Jeep, and was busy tying them down. Mel shook her head and busied herself with adding on the smaller packages and boxes in whatever space was left. It was going to be a tight fit, but then she hadn’t planned on bringing six feet or so of useless cargo for this particular trip. Speaking of whom...

Dr. Layton half-turned, and even from here she could see that his face had visibly relaxed. For a moment, Mel thought he’d come to terms with his predicament until she realized he was looking at the resort.

He gave a low appreciative whistle. “Wow. Very nice. I’d underestimated this place.”

“I’m so glad,” Mel muttered, signing the form Tom handed to her releasing custody of all baggage into her care. They exchanged glances, but even Tom’s mischievous smile couldn’t lift her spirits. This doctor was going to be a pain in the ass. She was almost tempted to send him back on the plane and tell him to get lost. However, they needed a doctor; whatever kind of surgeon he was, it would do. “Get in.” She pointed to the Jeep.

“It’s not that far...” Dr. Layton said, his eyes still on the hotel.

“You’re going to help me with the medical supplies.”

“Oh, sure, I can....” He was still somewhat confused, looking at Tom like he wasn’t sure why he wasn’t doing the baggage, but gamely climbed into the passenger seat.

Mel shot the gears into first and burned rubber against the tarmac. At the end of the runway, she veered off away from the hotel and dove into the thick foliage, penetrating deep into the jungle.

“Aren’t you going the wrong way?” Dr. Layton clutched the frame of the Jeep as though he were about to be hurled off into the wilderness at any moment. 

“Nope!”

“That wasn’t the hospital?”

Mel laughed. For the first time since that sot had landed in her world, she laughed. “That’s a resort for spoiled little rich people. You get to get dirty for three weeks, Doctor.” She was still laughing as the Jeep leapt over a pothole and Dr. Layton launched his breakfast into the jungle.

He had the decency to wipe his mouth with his shirt.

“Tell me, Doctor,” she called over the slamming of the shocks and the death knells of the Jeep’s suspension system, “what’s your specialty?”

“Cosmetic surgery,” he gasped as the Jeep danced and tried to fly again.

She almost hit the brakes. Almost. “Are you SERIOUS?”

“Of course.” Dr. Layton grabbed at his seatbelt as they hit a dry stream bed at a speed usually reserved for highway driving. “Why?”

“Because Doctor,” Mel said, hitting the gas when even she knew it was a stupid-ass move to drive like this just because she was mad as hell. But she wasn’t able to hold back the contempt she felt, and attacking the road would get her in less legal trouble than, say, ejecting idiot plastic surgeons into the middle of the jungle. “My patients have life and death issues, and the last thing any of them are worried about is if their TITS are big enough!” She slammed in another gear and the Jeep bucked and jumped under the sudden fury.

He turned in his seat and regarded her with a look that showed he matched her contempt, despite headaches and hangovers, and yelled, “I ALSO DO ASSES!”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


OKAY. THAT HAD TOTALLY sounded better in his head. But what the hell was this woman’s problem? It was none of her business how he conducted his own affairs. And being drunk once in the last...what was it...nearly 15 years was exactly that—his business. He’d cleared his calendar for a week, anticipating the reunion with his old friends. He’d planned this week as a vacation. Hell, when did he ever get a chance to go back to New York City anyway? It’d been ages since his residency at Scott Thompson Hospital, and he’d been looking forward to some opportunities to catch up...or maybe hook up.

And none of that was any of this crazy woman’s business.

Except that, somehow, he’d signed on to work with her. When did that happen? He wracked his brain, squeezing his eyes shut, trying to bring up the memory of exactly how he’d ended up in the jungle with a mad woman behind the wheel trying to kill them both. 

Only, the vehicle lurched, leaving his head spinning and his stomach back somewhere at the top of a hill. He’d thought it would be easier if he couldn’t see where she was going. He’d been wrong. He reluctantly opened his eyes again, reminding himself to breathe deeply...and screamed.

The road ended in front of them and the canyon that opened to receive them was enormous. At the last minute, she spun the wheel, and they careened alongside the drop-off on two wheels before retreating back into the underbrush. 

She gave him the look reserved for little sisters who shriek at spiders.

For the first time in his life, Brant Layton blushed. He could feel it, the heat flooding his face almost painfully. “Is any of that fragile?” he asked, pointing at the boxes in the back of the Jeep, deflecting her gaze, giving him time to regain some measure of composure. And hopefully make her slow down. Dear God, let her slow down.

She actually glanced behind her, as though she’d forgotten her packages. It was her turn to blush, a pretty tinting of her cheeks that was gone so quickly he thought for a moment he’d imagined it. Even more startling, she eased her foot off the accelerator. A little. Very little.

“Look,” Brant shouted, ignoring the added thrum of his own voice to the cacophony echoing in his head. “I’m sorry I’m here and taking up your time, disturbing your existence. I will be more than pleased to make it up to you by leaving as soon as I can. The quicker I can get to a phone the sooner you can be rid of me!”

Quicker. He shouldn’t have said ‘quicker.’

She shot the clutch and shifted again, moving the lever like the Jeep had to be punished. “No, Doctor,” she said, a slow smile spreading over her face. It was not a reassuring smile. “My partner out here has gone home for three weeks. You’re here to replace him, and if you bail now I’m stuck as the only doctor in a hundred miles, and my colleague has to come back. You want to go back to your Champagne tits and ass, and your country club, fine, but you are NOT going to put yourself over the needs of everyone else!”

He blinked. “Champagne tits?”

Oddly, she seemed to color at that reminder of her outburst. This time she came out in a full blush, cheeks pinking, adding warm hues to her suntan in a way that women in L.A. spent a fortune trying to duplicate with cosmetics. It was a rather startling realization that when she wasn’t screaming at him, she was a rather attractive woman. Sure, the nose might be better if it was slightly turned up, but that strictly an esoteric choice. And the way it was now had a certain charm.

“What’re you looking at?” The glare she shot him was almost more frightening than the fact she’d taken her eyes off the road. So much for the charming way she looked when she wasn’t yelling.

Dr. Brant Layton was one of the most successful cosmetic surgeons in California, a land known for plastic creations in human form. He hadn’t gotten to where he was by being a fool. He grabbed the Jeep frame hard enough that he couldn’t swear that permanent indentations wouldn’t be found in the metal when this ride was over. The vehicle launched itself over a series of potholes in an animal trail disguised as a road. He did not mention her nose. “I’m looking at the face of the woman who wants to kill me because I chose an ignoble profession, far inferior to hers,” he muttered, and closed his eyes again. Some things he was just better off not seeing. His death for one.

Brant nearly flew over the hood of the Jeep as she slammed on the brakes. They spun to a stop in thick mud.

“Alright,” she said quietly after a long moment during which the engine cooled, making soft ticking sounds in the sudden silence. “I apologize.”

Eyes opened in surprise, and staying open this time, he rubbed his ribs on the right where the dashboard had been kind enough to stop his sudden flying exit. “Apology accepted,” he mumbled, and sat back heavily in his seat.

She took a breath. A rather shaky one. “I have an issue with drunkenness,” she admitted, eyes averted. “Especially within the medical community.”

“I assure you, madam,” he said, straightening and staring rather stiffly at the rutted trail that disappeared into the trees ahead, “I have not operated on anyone since the first sip of some rather expensive whisky passed my lips last night. And, though it’s certainly none of your business, I’m not in the habit of drinking to excess, nor have I done so since my college days.”

“Saved it up for the journey, did you?”

He turned to regard her. There was still fire there, still a load of distrust, but at least she wasn’t punishing the transmission for her passenger’s transgressions. “As it happens, I had scheduled a vacation for this week. A very good friend of mine is getting married and several of us gathered to bid him a fond and drunken farewell.”

If anything, her expression became somewhat stormier. “Marriage is a sort of death, then?”

“Death is a transition, Doctor; so is marital status. We don’t mourn for the departed, we express sadness that our relationship with them is at an end.”

“How long since you’ve seen this old, dear friend?”

“Fifteen years.”

“How does your relationship change?”

Dr. Layton stared at the tree in front of him, the branches heavy with moisture from a recent rain and overgrown with a sort of moss. “Ok, good point,” he conceded then frowned as the branch in front of them moved. A lot. It took him a minute, and when he figured it out his mouth opened and closed a few times. Finally he gave up and just pointed, that action seeming to loosen his tongue. “That’s a big damn snake!”

She followed the line of his finger and shrugged. “The camp mascot eats snakes that size.”

“Thank bloody goodness. What, you have a ferret or mongoose...”

“No, it’s a bigger snake.”

“Just a phone call,” he assured her, his eyes still on the snake. “I really would like to use the phone, please.”

“Alright.” She pressed her lips together a moment, and Brant couldn’t help but glance down at them. “I’m sorry for my reaction, but out here we see a lot malnutrition, a lot of abused women, dysentery and syphilis, and real, life-threatening problems. And there is no one out here who will soon die if they don’t get silicone packets tucked into their chests.”

He sighed, snake forgotten for the moment. “Please, Doc, we were getting along so well for a moment there. Don’t get yourself worked up on my account. I understand you don’t want me here. I get that as clearly as a cracked rib.” He gingerly explored his side again. “I can’t stay more than week, or I lose my practice and my patients. I’ll stay that long if only to give the powers that be time to find another drunken fool to shanghai into your service.” Why was he saying yes? And why did he let her think he only operated on the rich and famous? Should he bother mentioning that he worked on other people, too? He shook his head; it wasn’t worth trying to explain it to the fire-ball doctor.

Mel slipped the Jeep into gear and drove off at a reasonable speed, considering the rut-riddled drive and her previous performance. “It doesn’t work that way!” she called as they broke through the foliage and drove up to a curiously normal-looking clinic in the middle of the jungle. “Phone’s in the office.” She pointed to a set of double doors, modern enough that they would have been at home in downtown L.A. Maybe San Francisco. Things were a little more lax up there. 

***
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“WHAT THE HELL DO YOU mean NO?” he screamed into the phone. The “office,” as such, turned out to be partially storage and partially overflow, a small room tucked just inside the doorway, off to the right of a much larger hall that he barely noticed in his haste to get some semblance of order back into his life. There was the promised phone, a satellite contraption that seemed to lack something Dr. Layton had previously thought fundamental: some way to dial the numbers.

In this particular case, the phone direct connected to Doctors International’ headquarters and from there they decided what calls to make. Or not to make. Like the one Dr. Layton was attempting, the one to get him on the next flight home and away from crazy women who try to fly their Jeeps at a very low altitude.

“Then I suggest you find someone who can make decisions, because at this point I’m about to call my lawyers and have you all under charge of kidnapping!”

The crazy woman...what was her name...Bell? Dr. Bell wandered in, assumedly after having unloaded whatever supplies survived the drive into the jungle. Okay, maybe she looked a little less crazed. Certainly, her murder/suicide driving style had chilled now that she was walking and not driving.

“Yes, kidnapping, you heard me. You cannot, CANNOT, accept a legal signature of someone who is intoxicated or not in control of his faculties! To do so is to be nothing less than the shanghai-ing captains of San Francisco, and that IS kidnapping.” He nodded once to the doctor who was watching him very closely. He was distinctly not greeting her, but nodded more in a way of saying “See there?”

The voice on the other end of the line came back with a long string of commentary that required listening. Something the other end of the conversation would do well to emulate. “No, San Francisco is not in Shanghai; Shanghai isn’t even a country...” He pulled the receiver away from his ear and looked at it in disbelief for a moment before diving back in. “Well, of course it exists! It’s just not a...look, we’re straying from the point here. Find someone to send me a plane to get out of here. What about the plane I came in on? Fine, I’ll take that one. Why can’t I?” He shook his head, listening in disbelief to the thick accent of the person on the other end. “I KNOW I HAVE A CONTRACT!”

From the corner of his eye, he saw Mel looking at the floor, trying her best to suppress a growing smile that threatened to break free at any moment.

“Look,” he said slowly into the phone, “get me home and out of here, not in three weeks, not in three days, RIGHT NOW, or you’ll hear from my attorney.” He reached to slam the phone back on the hook and belatedly realized there wasn’t any.

“It just isn’t the same to press the end button down hard,” he grumbled, throwing the receiver down on the desk. “Used to be you knew when someone slammed the phone down, now it’s clicks.”

“I’m sure that a slam was implied,” Mel said reasonably. “Besides, that was Peggy; Peggy is a volunteer with the organization and doesn’t get paid. At that she’s not worth the price.”

“Wonderful.” He took a deep breath and tried again, slower. “Listen. The thing is, I do have some patients, and regardless of the frivolity of their desires, they are my patients.”

She nodded and looked to him. “I have patients, too, Doctor,” she said quietly. “Follow me, please.” She turned and, ignoring the door that led back into the building, took another that led directly outside. She walked out of the office without a backward glance. 

After a heavy sigh and slow count to ten, he followed her into the humidity and heat of the jungle.
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Chapter 3
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IN THE JUNGLE, EVEN the sunlight had weight. It wasn’t just hot, it was sweltering, like walking into an over-heated sauna. Cliché, but there really was no better way to describe the oppressiveness of the heat and air. Heavy, strange-shaped leaves covered the jungle; Brant longed to work his way into the mottled darkness of the greenery and hide in the relative coolness of the canopy. However, even a cosmetic surgeon from L.A. knew that in the depth of heavy leaves and overgrowth lay snakes, and predators, and all manner of life-threatening creatures.

The foliage was held at bay by constant effort, and greensmen were chipping away at the edge like carving room from a glacier. They were losing ground, and Brant wondered how long it would be before the jungle reclaimed the clearing when the clinic was abandoned. He didn’t think it would be more than a few days.

The Jeep Dr. Bell had slammed through the underbrush was empty now, the supplies taken in either by her or some elves he’d yet to meet, and it sat clicking as the heat from the engine radiated out into the swelter of the day. He stood, propped against the side of the vehicle, no longer caring about the mud splatters and the results on his only pair of pants.

Mel walked out of the office and leaned against the door, regarding him. “Are you ready to work yet, or are you planning to try sending smoke signals to L.A.?”

He pushed off against the truck, annoyed all over again. “Tell you what, Doctor, why don’t you lend me your drums and I can contact civilization like a proper savage?” He wasn’t a bad guy, most days, but she was making him feel like an incompetent idiot.

“Very cute. These ‘savages’ are human beings with real issues and serious problems, not like the dollies you sculpt into perfect mannequins.”

“I’m quite sure, Dr. Bell, that these natives are a proud and noble people. I was not calling them savages. I save that identification for people who manhandle automobiles like Chicago cab drivers. I understand I’ve been kidnapped and held for a ransom I need to work off, but I have no desire to be killed in the process!”

“Enough with the kidnapping, Dr. Layton,” she shot back. With each iteration of the title, the word Dr. took on more and more vitriol, becoming a four-letter word. “You need to accept responsibility for your own action, drunk or not. You signed on, got on that plane and you, you—DOCTOR—made the decision to come here. No one dragged you here!”

“Thank you, Mommy.” Brant stomped in the dirt and walked toward her. “I don’t need a lecture about responsibility. I understand responsibility. I have my own patients, my own staff, my own practice, and I have a responsibility to them!”

“So you got piss-drunk and figured—?”

“Yes, I got drunk!” he yelled, beyond frustrated. “For the first time in fifteen years! Since I was in medical school and had to cut open my first cadaver, I got drunk! I understand that makes me weaker and less perfect than your noble self.” He snorted. “I can only grovel in your divine light! You’re a bitch, you know that?!” He turned and stormed into the jungle. 

Right now, the thought of wandering into a lion talking to a tiger while poisonous snakes watched seemed like a welcomed relief. Or whatever the hell lived in these jungles surrounding him.

* * *
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MEL WATCHED DR. LAYTON stride off into the bush. A warning about going into the jungle alone died on her lips with his parting shot. He didn’t see her as he said it, so he had no idea how close to the mark he’d come. At least, she prayed that he hadn’t. She wasn’t perfect. Far from it. And maybe she was being miserable. A miserable bitch at that. It wasn’t her fault he’d signed on while drunk. He’d made a commitment. That was his problem, not hers.

She took a step forward when she heard him swearing. The threats that lay within the jungle in Belize were real, but the greatest danger was getting lost. Once out of sight of the clearing where the clinic stood, the waxy leaves and thick trees began to look alike, in a way no one but someone native to the area could unravel. 

Still, the resort was an hour away, or 45 minutes if you were angry and taking it out on the road. She’d give him some time to cool down, and if she hadn’t heard from him in half an hour she’d send out a search party. Besides, Joseph was working on the tree line; as a native Kriol, he knew the jungle as well as Mel could have found her way through Minneapolis. 

You really want to leave him alone in the jungle for that long?

She stared uneasily at the foliage. To hell with half an hour, she’d just sit there and fuss until he was back where he couldn’t hurt himself, and she knew it. “Joseph!” she called. 

Within moments Joseph was trotting over to her; his t-shirt, advertising American cigarettes, was pitted and torn.

“Joseph...” She sighed. “You look like a beggar!” She indicated his shirt. 

His smile, bright and open against the rich dark skin of his face, was the smile of a mischievous boy who knew he could charm his way out of any trouble his natural instincts got him into. “Thank you, Doctor,” he replied. “But I’m not going to wear good clothing while beating back the jungle. When I go back on duty I’ll change.”

“You’re not going to work all day in this heat and then go back on your shift.” Mel tried to stay stern with him, but it was hard to refuse Joseph. “I need an orderly more than I need a gardener.”

“Without a gardener, Doctor, the jungle will own your clinic and you won’t have need for an orderly.”

She rolled her eyes. These little arguments got her absolutely nowhere, yet she somehow always seemed to fall into them with this man. If he wasn’t so good at his job... “Joseph, do me a favor will you?”

His only response was a lifted eyebrow, but the smile dimmed a little as he concentrated on what she was saying.

“We have a new doctor, a replacement for Dr. Martin.”

“Martin is not returning?” He seemed surprised.

“Yes, Dr. Martin is returning, Joseph, but not for a few weeks. This man, Dr. Layton, is filling in until Dr. Martin returns.”

“I would very much like to meet him.” He smiled again, looking very relieved.

“Dr. Layton’s a plastic surgeon.” Mel said, surprising herself. She didn’t know why it was important that he know that. Perhaps she was hoping he would be as outraged as she had been upon discovering Layton’s specialty. If that was case, she was severely disappointed.

“He uses plastic for his surgery?” Joseph frowned, and she had the distinct feeling he was searching out terms in whatever Spanish-English dictionary he had stored in his brain.

“No, it’s... it’s a slang term; it means he alters bodies, he makes women’s breasts larger and make their butts bigger or smaller...”

“Now I really want to meet him.” Joseph’s grin was back, bigger than ever, eyes wide with delight.

“He also does facelifts,” she added sourly. Seeing the expression on Joseph’s face, she decided to move on as quickly as possible. “The point is, Joseph, he just walked into the jungle, over there.” She pointed to where the thick vegetation had swallowed the man whole.

Joseph blinked. “You let him go into the jungle alone?”

“Well...”

“Does he know about jungles?”

“There aren’t very many in L.A....”

“That is very bad, Doctor. You must hate him a great deal.”

“There’s nothing out there within miles that could hurt him.” The excuse sounded weak to her own ears, and Joseph’s neutral expression wasn’t helping. It was positively withering with neutrality. “Look, just find him and bring him back, okay? Please?”

“Of course, Doc.” He hesitated a moment, and the smile exploded on his face again. “Good thing I wore an old shirt today after all!” 

Mel sighed and slapped the tall man’s arm, shoving him in the direction of the greenery. She smiled in spite of herself. “Just go!”

Joseph turned and bounded across the clearing, vanishing in the same place where Layton was last seen. Mel knew that Joseph had already found the trail of his passage, and would soon catch up with Layton.

She shook her head and turned, wandering back to the office where she could revel in the air conditioning. Even if the room was cramped and filled with supplies, at least it was an escape from the unrelenting heat. For that matter, at least she had supplies. Some of it was courtesy of Doctors Overseas, but the bulk of it was from the assistance of the resort. It wasn’t all that long ago that medical supplies were few and far between.

She sat heavily in the office chair, which pitched sideways as a bolt popped out and clattered to the floor. Again. More and more, this was becoming a daily occurrence. She sighed, rose, and crawled under the desk to recover it. Medicine was coming in regularly now, the clinic now looked like a clinic and not a location shot for an episode of M*A*S*H*, but office furniture wasn’t high on the list of priorities.

She slid the bolt back into the hole, testing the chair cautiously. The back was wobbling, but at least it was safe to sit again. Hopefully.

She sat gingerly and leaned forward to rest her head on the desk. In the cool of the window A/C, she let herself drift away to her memories, to the nightmares that haunted her.
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