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Dedication

This book has to be dedicated to my work bestie and partner in crime for multiple years, Kathleen Winter. Work won’t be the same without you, and I’ve treasured working with such a kind, fun and dedicated nurse. Enjoy retirement—you deserve it!




Chapter One

THIS HAD HONESTLY been the worst month of Maggie Sullivan’s life.

From the woman appearing on her doorstep in New York, and letting her know that Maggie’s boyfriend of eighteen months was actually her husband. From the lease finishing on her apartment, and her new landlord backing out of their signed agreement with two days’ notice. It seemed as though the world was sending her a message.

So, she finished packing boxes, looked online to find alternative emergency employment, then booked the first flight to Chicago. Her contract was for six months initially, with an option to continue if both parties agreed. She could live with that. She would use the time to decide if Chicago was a place she could call home or not.

The apartment she’d rented online had clearly used photos from years before. It was grubby and for some reason, even though the temperatures were good outside, inside it was cold and unwelcoming. There was a sort of smell about the place, which meant she didn’t want to spend too much time there in case she ended up smelling like that too.

And that was how she’d ended up here, at Chicago Williams Memorial Hospital, an hour earlier than officially required. Another doctor who worked in the ER had been involved in an accident one month earlier, leading to a job opening.

From this point, things should have been great. Except, whilst Williams Memorial had up-to-date equipment, it was an old-style building that resembled a rabbit warren, meaning Maggie had got lost on the two occasions she’d left the ER—once to go to HR, and once to pick up her uniforms from the linen department.

The staff were friendly enough. The two charge nurses had shown her around the department, made sure she knew how to log on to the hospital systems, and that she’d been cleared to order tests and medicines.

After that? They’d pretty much left her to it. Not that she minded. Maggie had worked in emergency rooms across the world for the last seven years. Her parents in Scotland had died while she was in medical school, her dad from heart disease, and her mum from a lung disorder, and they’d always encouraged their girl to get out and see the world. Part of her jumping from country to country, and city to city, was to honour their memory. But the point was, she knew what she was doing in an ER. She’d been told the head of the department would meet her at some point, but after five hours, two pyrexial babies, a forty-five-year-old woman with a heart attack, a man with gastric pain, and two wrist fractures after some elderly women had collided at a walking group, Maggie was ready for a break.

‘Dr Sullivan?’ came the voice from the clerk at the front desk.

Maggie looked up; she was checking her pockets, trying to remember where she’d put her money. ‘Yes?’

Lola, the clerk, had two police officers standing in front of the desk. ‘These gentlemen are needing to be escorted to the morgue—to see the John Doe that came in overnight?’

Maggie frowned and racked her brain. This hadn’t been on her shift, but she’d heard one of the charge nurses talk about the case earlier. Apparently, a young man with no ID had been found dead in one of the streets overnight.

‘What do you need me to do?’ she asked, finally locating her money in her scrub trousers. ‘I was planning on going for a break.’

‘Can you show them to the morgue first, please? We aren’t allowed to send anyone down unescorted and I can’t leave the desk.’

Her voice had almost a pleading tone and Maggie gave a reluctant smile. She got it. Not many people liked hanging out in the morgue.

She leaned across the desk and whispered to Lola, ‘Where is it?’

Lola blinked then seemed to remember Maggie was new. She gestured behind her. ‘Down the hall, down the stairs, take a right, another right and then a left.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘I think…’ She waved her hand. ‘Never mind, you’ll find it. Here’s the code.’ She handed Maggie a piece of paper with four digits written on it.

Maggie looked across at the cubicles. ‘Can you tell someone I’ve gone for a break? I still haven’t met the main guy yet, so if he appears, tell him I’m in the canteen.’

Lola nodded and Maggie smiled at the officers. ‘Follow me,’ she said as she started down the corridor, before shooting a glance over her shoulder at them. ‘Don’t suppose either of you have been down here before?’

Both shook their heads and she gave a sigh as she pushed open the door to the stairs. ‘Well, let’s just hope we don’t all get lost.’

‘Not from around here?’ said the older man in a very matter-of-fact tone. It was a statement, rather than a question.

‘Not that I know of,’ she replied easily. She’d got this a lot since she’d moved to the US; her accent was a real giveaway. ‘Decided it was time to spread my wings from Scotland.’

‘East coast or west?’ the guy queried.

‘Got relatives there?’ Just about every American she’d ever met had a relative somewhere back in the British Isles. Then she added, ‘West…the right side of Scotland.’

The younger officer gave a laugh. ‘That sounds like fighting talk.’

She swung open a door ahead. ‘Oh, it definitely is. My great-grandmother committed the cardinal sin of marrying a west-coaster. She’s still not been forgiven. Three generations on the west coast now. It seems the right place to me.’

She turned right, and then stopped, the first man nearly walking into the back of her.

The corridor ahead was pitch black. And the chill in the air was unnerving.

She shuddered and swallowed. ‘It was definitely right that Lola said, wasn’t it?’

The guy behind her shrugged. ‘Sorry, wasn’t paying attention.’

‘Right,’ she said, her stomach giving a low growl. She really needed to eat something.

She took a breath and moved a few steps forward, the lights flickering on above her. She glanced upwards. ‘Must be those energy-efficient lights. I’m assuming we’ll be fine.’

The younger man looked from side to side and gave a nervous laugh. ‘Here’s hoping we’re not about to take part in a horror movie.’

Maggie’s skin prickled in discomfort. A few minutes later, it was clear they were going the wrong way. Lola’s directions were not entirely correct. What was worse was the fact that literally no one was around.

As they turned back in one of the corridors for the second time, Maggie put her hands on her hips and shouted, ‘Hello, anyone here?’ There was not a single sign in the area they were in. At least the rest of the hospital had signposts. She muttered this under her breath and the older officer gave a low reply.

‘Guess they’re not expecting any patients down here. Well, live ones, anyway.’

The lights had started to go out behind them again, and it was unnerving her. She hated feeling like that; it wasn’t normal for her.

Eventually she turned another corner and saw a door that did actually have a sign. The word ‘Mortuary’ was kind of battered in appearance. She almost let out a sigh of relief.

She pulled the card from her pocket and punched in the code that Lola had given her, taking a step into the room and letting the lights go on around them.

There was no mortuary technician in attendance, but there was a chart on the wall with the names of the residents of the mortuary chambers. Maggie scanned the list, thankful there was only one apparent John Doe showing.

She slid the chart back into the wall. ‘It’s drawer seven,’ she said, walking over to the drawer and putting her hand on the chilly handle.

This still struck her as so strange. Why was there no one around? It wasn’t late. It was barely mid-afternoon. Was the morgue always left with no staff?

She licked her lips and glanced at the officers, who were clearly just as uncomfortable as she was. This was ridiculous. Unfortunately, in Maggie’s line of work, there had been plenty of opportunities to deal with dead bodies. It wasn’t as difficult as some people might have thought. She’d told herself early on to just imagine that everyone was sleeping. And, for the most part, that had stood her in good stead.

She breathed in and pulled. The door slid open smoothly, but with a loud rattle. The body was covered in a white sheet.

‘Did you say he had identifying features?’ Maggie asked, wondering if she would have to uncover the whole body or only part of it.

‘Potentially, two tattoos,’ said the older man. ‘A bird on the right forearm, and a US marine tattoo on the left outer bicep.’

Her hand paused in mid-air. ‘This man was a marine?’

The man shrugged but still looked serious. ‘Could be.’

There was an echo down the corridor and for a second Maggie thought she heard a voice. She paused for a second, then lifted the side of the sheet covering the left bicep. There was no obvious tattoo.

‘I think we might have the wrong guy,’ she started to say, before everything changed.

It was in literally the blink of an eye.

The arm of the so-called corpse lifted straight up, followed by the man sitting upright and the sheet falling from his face.

Maggie let out a scream and jumped back. She couldn’t help it. Both officers did their own version, just as an unknown man wearing scrubs burst through the door.

‘What the…?’ he said loudly.

The corpse blinked and shuddered. The unknown man had covered the area in long strides, touching the corpse’s arm and clearly taking a radial pulse. Maggie still hadn’t moved. She couldn’t actually breathe right now.

‘Sir, are you okay?’ the man in scrubs asked. His head whipped to the officers and then to Maggie. ‘Does one of you want to explain what the hell is happening down here?’

Maggie was pretty sure she could hear her own pulse echoing in her ears. Her body swayed and she reached out both hands. Not eating before coming to work today clearly hadn’t been a good idea. One of the men caught her from behind, and she steadied herself, and contemplated throwing up on the floor.

The corpse started speaking. ‘Sorry, sorry.’

‘What are you sorry for?’ asked the man in scrubs. ‘I’m Dr Kelly. We should be apologising to you. Clearly,’ his gaze fixed very angrily on Maggie, ‘you should never have been brought down here.’ Something in her brain pinged. The recognition of his thick Irish accent.

The corpse tried to swing his legs off the drawer but then clearly realised he was naked and clutched his sheet around him. ‘Miles Cooper,’ he said, giving his head a shake. ‘I have narcolepsy with cataplexy.’

Dr Kelly sucked in a breath. ‘Paralytic sleep with imperceptible vital signs. So, you knew what was happening the whole time?’

Miles nodded.

‘You must have been terrified.’ Maggie had finally found her voice. She could tell Dr Kelly was still angry—his shoulders were tense and the tone of his voice dripped with fury. Somehow it seemed as if some of this fury was being directed at her. And if his name was anything to go by, this was likely Liam Kelly—the head of the department who’d been supposed to meet her.

Great first day.

‘This isn’t the only time it’s happened,’ said Miles, a hint of a smile appearing on his face.

Okay, so now Maggie was getting her breathing and heart rate back to normal. Was this guy for real? ‘This has happened before?’ she asked incredulously, wondering if she was still in her bed in that strangely cold apartment and this was just part of a weird dream.

Colour was starting to seep into his cheeks now. He was beginning to resemble someone from the land of the living.

But before she even got a chance to get a reply, Dr Kelly shot words over his shoulder to her, ‘Well, I’d hate to think you’d done this before,’ in a biting response.





Liam Kelly’s day had gone from bad to worse.

He’d been late to work. Anyone who knew him knew that Liam was late for nothing. But there had been an accident on the motorway and, of course, he’d stopped to assist.

He’d known he was supposed to meet a new doctor today—one he hadn’t interviewed or chosen, but he was trying to let that go.

Motsi Gatwa had left at short notice after being involved in an accident. He’d been astonished when someone had apparently applied on the first day the hospital had advertised the post. Her checks had been rushed and she’d been due to start today.

Liam had been sceptical. All the good doctors had posts. While there could be exceptional circumstances, his view was that doctors who were available at short notice were generally available for a reason—and that usually wasn’t a good one.

He hadn’t even had time to do some quiet checks on Maggie Sullivan and it was clear he should have.

‘I’ve seen a lot of things in my years as a doctor,’ he said, ‘but a corpse waking up is not one of them.’

Miles grinned at him and rubbed his arms. ‘Glad I’m your first. But it’s kind of cold in here. What’s the chance of some clothes?’

Maggie Sullivan moved. She pulled out a bag underneath the drawer which clearly contained Miles’s belongings and dumped them next to him. Not only had she declared him dead, but she now didn’t have the good grace to treat her patient with respect.

She picked up a pair of dirty, sodden jeans. ‘What did you do?’

Miles stared in surprise at his wet, dirty clothes. ‘I have no idea.’ He looked towards the officers. ‘Where did you guys find me?’

The older man cleared his throat. ‘It wasn’t us, but you were found near one of the ferry stops on the Illinois river.’

Miles looked at his clothes. ‘Was I in the river?’

The officer shrugged. ‘Apparently you were cold and wet, and when they brought you here they said you were dead. You had no ID.’

‘Where is here?’ asked Miles.

Liam answered him. ‘Chicago Williams Memorial Hospital. Okay, I’m going to get you a wheelchair and take you back up to the ER to check you over.’

Miles looked a bit wary, and he couldn’t blame the guy. Maggie stepped forward. Her Scottish accent was thick and she put her hand on Miles’s shoulder. ‘You said this had happened before?’

He blinked and nodded. ‘Twice before.’

‘And what? You didn’t think to get an alert bracelet?’

She was annoyed. At least she had some spirit. She pushed a strand of her blonde hair behind her ear. She was pretty too. But he couldn’t think about that. Because Maggie Sullivan had already committed a cardinal sin in his book. She’d made a mistake at work, and that was a line in the sand for Liam.

Miles gave her a nonchalant glance. ‘And what? Spoil the surprise for people?’

‘I guess you’ll be the one getting the surprise if the coroner actually starts cutting,’ she snapped.

‘Enough!’ Liam glared at her. It was time to put this Scottish firecracker back in her box. ‘Get me a wheelchair.’

Her eyes were blazing and she looked around the mortuary, realising there was no wheelchair in sight. After a few seconds, she stalked out of the door.

Liam turned to the officers. ‘Was Miles the man you were sent to identify?’

They both nodded but then the older man shook his head. ‘He’s not who we suspected him to be. Just as well you don’t have amnesia,’ he said to Miles. ‘But you clearly don’t have your wallet either. Do you know your address?’

Miles nodded. ‘Don’t worry, I know who I am and where I live. I can call someone to come and get me.’

‘Only once you’ve been checked over again,’ said Liam.

The door banged open and Maggie appeared with a wheelchair. ‘Sorry,’ her smile was definitely on the sarcastic side. ‘There don’t seem to be any accessible door openers down here.’

She helped Miles into the wheelchair; she’d also managed to acquire a theatre gown and blanket from somewhere and she arranged them around him.

Liam finished with the officers, then, pushing Miles in the chair, made his way back along the corridors to the lifts. Maggie walked alongside, not talking. He wasn’t at all sure what to make of her.

He waited until they exited the lift and he pushed Miles into one of the cubicles in the ER. ‘Can you get me the original notes, please?’ he asked.

She disappeared for a few moments and came back clutching a tablet. Since Miles’s true identity hadn’t been known when he was admitted, he was known as John Doe 107. Liam didn’t really want to think about how many actual patients had appeared in this ER over the years with no identity.

He did some standard checks on Miles. Heart rate and blood pressure were normal; oxygen saturation was in the normal range too. For a man who’d had literally no sign of life at some point today, he seemed remarkably fine.

‘Are you seeing anyone about your narcolepsy and cataplexy?’ he asked.

‘I see a neurologist, Dr Javid.’

‘And do you have a treatment plan?’

Miles gave a weak smile. ‘Try not to let it happen somewhere dangerous?’

There was a noise beside him, and Liam could see Maggie step up next to him.

‘Do you get any kind of warning before an attack?’

Miles gave a half-shrug. ‘I can feel very tired. And have some slurring when I speak or facial weakness. Really, it just comes on very suddenly.’ He held up both hands. ‘But I’m not going to stop living my life. I just have to deal with it.’

Maggie gave him a stern look. ‘I think you should consider spoiling the surprise.’

He wrinkled his nose. ‘What do you mean?’

‘What she means,’ Liam cut in, ‘is that your condition is dangerous. You’ve ended up in a hospital morgue more than once. What happens if we hadn’t come down to the morgue today? You might not realise it, but those drawers don’t open from the inside. You could have been in there overnight, and been at risk of dying from hypothermia.’

Miles didn’t reply.

Maggie kept going. ‘Do you have a driver’s licence right now?’

Miles pulled a face. ‘I’ve never had an episode in the car.’

Liam felt himself stiffen. This guy didn’t only have a wave of ambivalence about his own life, but also for other people’s.

‘I’m going to recommend that your driving licence is suspended until you have more investigations.’ He glanced down at the tablet in front of him.

‘You can’t do that!’ exclaimed Miles.

Liam looked back up, keeping very calm. ‘Oh, I can, and I will.’

‘Then I’ll sue. I’ll sue this hospital for putting me in a morgue when I wasn’t dead.’

‘And our lawyers will want to know why—when you know you have these conditions—you don’t see fit to wear a warning bracelet.’

‘I shouldn’t need to, because a doctor should know if someone is dead or not.’

‘I agree,’ said Liam, deliberately not casting his eyes towards Maggie. ‘But you’ve said yourself this has happened before.’

‘It has,’ said Miles quickly.

Liam took a breath. ‘And when it happens, when you feel yourself lose control and sensation in your muscles—you’re still aware, aren’t you?’

Miles nodded but didn’t speak. Liam knew he had to try a different tack with this guy.

Liam licked his lips. ‘And I imagine that must be terrifying. Knowing what’s happening around you, but not being able to attract any attention.’

Miles gave a little shudder. Liam was beginning to get it. This guy put on a front. And whilst initially it might seem jarring, there was much more to it.

Liam spoke carefully. ‘I can’t imagine how it must be getting zipped into a body bag, or having a sheet placed over your head, or hearing the sound of the drawer closing.’

‘I can’t move, not even blink,’ said Miles in a disjointed voice, ‘not even when my brain is screaming at me and willing me to move. Move anything, to show a sign that I’m still in there.’

Liam gave a slow nod. ‘Has your neurologist suggested some counselling?’

He could sense Maggie drawing a little closer, listening to every word. He’d tried to blot her out, and just focus on the patient, but as she moved into his line of sight he could see the compassion on her face. He could smell her light amber scent.

Liam moved, perching next to Miles on the ER trolley. ‘So, if you’re telling me you can’t move, even if you wanted to, can you imagine what would happen if you were behind the wheel of a car?’

Miles didn’t speak.

Liam continued. ‘Can you look me in the eye and tell me, categorically, that if you had some warning, you would be able to pull over safely to the side of the road?’

Miles looked anywhere but at Liam.

Maggie stepped forward and put her hand on Miles’s arm. ‘It’s time to look after yourself, and others around you. You need to get some kind of medic alert. A bracelet. Something around your neck. Anything that will alert people around you that you have a particular condition.’ She gave a shudder. ‘As Dr Kelly said, if those cops hadn’t come to identify you, you might have been down there for hours—maybe even overnight.’

Miles took a tight breath. It was clear there was much he still had to deal with. ‘I’ll think about it,’ he said gruffly.

Liam gave a nod. ‘We’ll run another few tests then hopefully I’ll be able to clear you to go home. You said there was someone you can call?’

Miles nodded.

‘And would you like something to eat and drink meantime?’

As if in response, Maggie’s stomach gave a little growl and her hand flew to cover it as colour rushed into her cheeks.

Miles gave a little laugh. ‘Yes, please,’ he said.

‘Okay, then.’ Liam ducked out behind the curtain. ‘Dr Sullivan, with me, please.’

He moved down the corridor and stopped one of the orderlies. ‘Can you get a sandwich and something to drink for the guy in curtain twelve, please? He just woke up in the morgue, so let’s not have him fainting when he leaves.’

The orderly gave a laugh and shook his head as if he heard this kind of stuff every day. ‘No probs, Liam,’ he said with a wave of his hand.

Maggie started to talk as they continued down the corridor. ‘Sorry about that,’ she said quickly. ‘I was just about to go for a break when I was asked to take the police officers down to the morgue.’

Liam opened the door to an office and led her inside, firmly closing it behind her and walking around to the other side of the desk.

‘Take a seat, Dr Sullivan.’

‘Maggie,’ she said quickly. ‘Call me Maggie.’

He took a breath and waited for her to sit opposite him. Head on, he got the full effect. He’d already clocked the fact that Maggie Sullivan was an attractive lady. But sitting opposite her, in bright lights like these, meant there was nothing he could miss. From her bright green eyes, to her blonde mid-length hair, currently caught in a ponytail, to the perfect skin, a few scattered freckles across her nose, and the easily symmetrical features and straight teeth.

Really, she could be on a movie poster rather than sitting across from him in a Chicago ER.

‘Maggie,’ he said steadily, ‘do you think you can explain to me why a patient was declared dead, and taken to the morgue, when he was actually alive?’

Liam was trying hard to keep his temper in check. He’d seen mistakes before. Just about every doctor he’d ever known had made mistakes along the way. In fact, it was the whole reason he’d got into the profession. Twenty years earlier, someone had made a mistake which had cost his brother his life. Liam had vowed to spend his life making sure that didn’t happen again. But here, in his department, it had just happened in a spectacular way.

He watched as she straightened in her chair. ‘Excuse me?’

The accent was strong. If he wasn’t familiar with Scottish accents he might not have heard her clearly.

‘Why would I excuse you?’ was his blunt reply.

Her green eyes flashed. ‘Do you want to take a few steps back, and introduce yourself properly to me?’ she shot in return, sitting back in her chair as if she was making herself comfortable.

‘Liam Kelly, Head of Department—you report to me.’ The words were practically a growl.

Her eyebrows rose. ‘Oh, the Liam Kelly who was supposed to meet me on arrival to show me around the department, the hospital and introduce me to the staff?’ She pulled out her phone from her scrubs pocket. ‘You’re five hours late.’

He took a second. She’d made a mistake—one that could have proved fatal—and didn’t seem to be taking responsibility for it. Not only that, but she was also being disrespectful and insolent at their first real meeting.

‘You won’t be employed here much longer if this is your attitude.’

‘What exactly do you think you can sack me for, Dr Kelly? I got here an hour early, collected my ID and scrubs and started seeing patients straight away. Feel free to check all my charts. I’m no novice. I’ve worked in ERs for seven years. I know what I’m doing.’ She counted off on her fingers. ‘Two pyrexial babies, one with chickenpox, one with a virus. A forty-five-year-old female with a tombstone MI. A man with epigastric pain—likely due to the all-you-can-eat breakfast buffet across the street—and two elderly ladies who collided at a walking group and now having matching Colles fractures, one with a pink cast and one with a lilac cast.’

She crossed her legs and stared angrily at him. ‘Check my charts. I’ll wait.’

On any other day he might have stopped to take a look. A tombstone MI had a high mortality rate—the lady was lucky it had been spotted quickly. But a low-grade rage was already building inside him.

‘I will,’ he snapped, ‘after you explain to me why you declared someone dead and sent them to the morgue.’

‘I didn’t,’ she said. ‘I only escorted the police down to identify the body.’

He blinked and checked the tablet in front of him. When he’d come on duty he’d asked where Maggie was. One of his nurses had told him that she’d gone down to the morgue with the police to help identify a body from earlier. As he replayed that sentence, he realised the nurse hadn’t actually specified when the man had been declared dead. It was normal in this set of circumstances that if the doctor was still on duty when the police came, that they would accompany the police to the morgue to answer any additional questions if necessary. As he glanced at the tablet, he could see Miles was declared dead at five thirty a.m. He recognised the name of the doctor. Maggie’s shift started at seven. It was before she started.

He swallowed and met her gaze.

‘Now we’ve got that sorted,’ she said, standing up and staring down at him, ‘it’s good to know what kind of person I’m working with. Heaven help the poor doctor that declared Miles dead. I can only imagine the kind of reception you’re going to give them. As for me…’ She’d actually folded her arms now. Maggie wasn’t the tallest. Probably only around five feet five. But, from here, sitting in a chair opposite, she looked like quite a formidable force. ‘Since you don’t seem to know how to organise breaks for your staff, and I’ve been here for over six hours now, I’m going to go and get something to eat.’ She fixed a smile on her face. ‘That should give you plenty of time to try to pick holes in my charts while I’m gone.’

She stood up then paused at the door. ‘Dr Kelly,’ she said in a low voice, ‘don’t treat me like a fool,’ and she turned on her heel and walked out of the door.

Liam sat back in his chair, stunned.

He grabbed the tablet and checked the details again. Yep. It was another doctor who had declared Miles dead and sent him down to the morgue. But he could also see the name of one of his senior nursing staff on the chart. He would never have chalked a mistake like this down to them.

He shook his head. Both of these staff members would be called into formal meetings. Something like this was serious—and had to be treated that way.

But something else was bothering him. Not only had he got off on the wrong foot with his new doctor, but it also seemed as if she might be trouble.

He pulled up the HR file to check her job history and her references. He recognised a few of the hospital names. But he didn’t know anyone that worked there.

Her references were good. But none of those names were familiar either.

He sat back again and thought hard. Why was she available at such short notice? Doctors applied for jobs and programmes months in advance. When they’d advertised the job, they weren’t even sure if anyone with the right skill set would be available to apply.

She’d been working somewhere else—he checked again: New York. She must have left them at short notice; that couldn’t have gone down well.

Now he leaned back and breathed. Sure, she had a résumé of ERs that corresponded with what she said—seven years’ experience. And her references were good. But somehow he felt as if something was missing.

Liam Kelly didn’t like mysteries. He wanted to know who he was working with, and just how good they were. The patients that came into Chicago Williams Memorial’s ER were his responsibility and he would ultimately answer for their care.

So he bent forward, and picked up the phone.




Chapter Two

MAGGIE ALWAYS TRIED to control her fiery temper at work. But yesterday had been a complete blow-out.

She’d actually been enjoying her first few hours at the new hospital, right up until Liam Kelly had crossed her path. What an arrogant, egotistical brat of a man!

She could think of a few choice Scottish words to describe him—but they were all words her long-deceased granny would have slapped the back of her head for if she’d heard her say them.

She was still trying to ignore the fact that for a least a millisecond—when he’d first burst through the doors of the morgue—she’d been struck by how handsome he was. But as soon as he’d opened his mouth and started his tirade, those thoughts had been pushed back into the small, dark box they belonged in.

But for some reason his tall, lithe frame, sandy-coloured hair and blue eyes were stuck in her head. Along with his Irish accent, which was an absolute killer. She knew friends of hers would pay money to listen to a voice like that.

But that didn’t mean anything. The guy still needed a kick up the backside.

She was furious at being accused of a mistake that wasn’t hers. What made her even more furious was his reaction. Doctors made mistakes. They were human. And how you treated a person after a mistake at work was extremely important.

Mistakes had consequences. But there was always learning to be done. Pathways and protocols that could be improved to help prevent mistakes being made in future. Raising awareness of particular issues or conditions could always improve knowledge and learning.

Early in her career she’d gone to a risk seminar during which the lecturer had used a real-life example: a patient had a condition that most doctors weren’t familiar with, so were unfamiliar with treatment doses. The regular pharmacist at the hospital was on their break when the patient’s pre-made medicines arrived. A nurse, who knew the patient, hung their IV meds, assuming all the normal checks had been done. When the patient became unwell, no one immediately thought to check the medicines because the patient had been given them many times before.

The outcome was horrendous. The patient died due to an overdose of what should have been safe medicines.

The lecturer had described the incident as a piece of Swiss cheese, where all the holes lined up at one point. Lots of points where someone could have stopped and double-checked things. Opportunities missed, resulting in fatal consequences. Maggie had never forgotten that scenario, and knew that extra checks that might even annoy others were worth it.

Could she work in an environment where it seemed that blame could be laid at someone’s door? Where it was possible that supportive conversations and opportunities for learning weren’t embraced?

She shuddered as she swung her legs out of bed and wrinkled her nose at the smell. Fousty. A Scottish word she could use. This place definitely had an old, mouldy odour around it. She half expected to see a piece of cheese sitting in the middle of the floor, or obvious dampness on the walls—which she hadn’t discovered as yet. But the smell was definitely there.

She sighed and flung open her case to find some clothes for the journey into work. She also needed to find a local coffee shop and somewhere she could pick up some groceries. With the timing of everything, she hadn’t really given herself a chance to familiarise herself with the neighbourhood.

She’d left in such a hurry after the meeting with her boyfriend’s wife. She still couldn’t wrap her head around it. There must have been signs. She’d dated him for eighteen months. How could she not have noticed he had a wife hidden away somewhere?

Her phone buzzed and she picked it up. Shona. A friend from New York.

Well, things have kicked off here. Ryan came to the department to find out. He is MAD.

Her fingers flew quickly.

What’s he got to be mad about? He’s the one with a wife.

He seems to think you’re responsible and met his wife to tell her all about the two of you.

Anger surged under her skin. How dared he blame her for his own mess? But she took a breath and typed slowly.

I don’t really care what he says, or what he believes anymore. At least I’m not there to be lied to, or manipulated. Just make sure he doesn’t find out where I’ve gone, and don’t give him my new number.

Of course not! came the quick reply. I’ve got your back x

Maggie gave a sigh. She’d moved here to get away. To start a new life. Make new friends. Look for new opportunities. Liam Kelly might be her boss. But that was all he was.

And Maggie had no problem telling him exactly what she thought.

She tossed her hair back and headed to the shower. She’d deal with the smell in here later.



The calls had been a bit odd. First of all, the person he was talking to wanted to verify who he was. They’d insisted on being given a telephone number, and then called the hospital’s HR team before they would give any information out.

They verified that Maggie had worked for them, been an excellent doctor, that they had no concerns about her. When Liam had tried to press for a little more information he’d hit a brick wall.

He’d stayed late last night to talk to the doctor on the night shift that had certified Miles as being dead.

It had been an interesting conversation. The doctor had been shocked, then bewildered that something like that could happen. He’d heard of both conditions but never come across a patient affected by both at the same time. Liam had done what he always did when there was a mistake at work: talked the person responsible through it, asked some pertinent questions that he hoped would make the doctor think, then asked him to write it up, along with any recommendations that could prevent something similar happening in future.

He’d agreed to meet with the doctor again in a few weeks’ time to go over the notes and see if there was anything that the department could learn from the incident.

People found Liam Kelly pedantic, and he didn’t care. Not even a little.

But that didn’t help with his latest recruit.

There was something about Maggie Sullivan that he couldn’t quite put his finger on. Ignoring the fact she was extremely attractive, and according to herself and others a ‘good’ doctor, he’d found her attitude last night…interesting.

There were other words starting with an i he could use instead. Insubordinate. Irritating. Or he could move through other letters of the alphabet. Abrupt. Brusque. Challenging. Defiant.

But he was trying hard not to. Because he had to work with this woman for the next six months. He needed to be able to trust that she would do a good job, and know that she could handle the stress of working in an ER.

If she was going to challenge him at every point, this could be an uncomfortable experience for them both. He didn’t even want to admit that he actually had gone back and checked her charts. At the end of the day, he should have been there to meet her for her first shift. If she’d made mistakes on that shift, he was entirely responsible, so checking her charts had seemed like a reasonable thing to do.

He hadn’t found any mistakes. She’d diagnosed the forty-five-year-old woman with the tombstone MI remarkably quickly—particularly when she’d come in with indigestion. There had been none of the usual MI symptoms and the woman was a fitness instructor with an in-range BMI. For most doctors, MI wouldn’t have jumped out as a first call.

Liam would have to take the next few shifts to determine what he actually thought of her. There was a noise at his feet and he looked down to see Barclay, his rescue beagle, looking at him as though he was a pure inconvenience.

Liam sighed and walked over to the treat cupboard to pull one out, careful how he positioned his hand. Barclay was a biter. When he’d asked at the rescue centre which dog they’d had trouble rehoming, there had been some eyerolling and a few fingers pointed to Barclay.

Liam didn’t know the circumstances around Barclay’s rescue, but he’d learned enough about beagles to know that some owners considered them untrainable, they were entirely scent-driven, focused on food, and a little bit lazy. Liam had quickly accepted the fact he would never be the boss of this dog, and only hoped that daycare wouldn’t throw him out.

He fitted the harness over Barclay and pulled on his jacket for work. The walk was only forty minutes and the daycare centre was on the way, so he was there with enough time to spare to head to the canteen for some food.

As he headed over to a table filled with ER staff, he realised that Maggie was sitting at the end. She’d remarked she hadn’t had a break yesterday. Maybe she’d decided to stock up before starting today?

He said hello to the surrounding staff as he sat down and started on his chicken pie. ‘We’re down two surgical fellows,’ said a voice in his ear.

He turned. One of the senior gastric surgeons looked decidedly unhappy. ‘What’s happened?’ he asked.

The guy rolled his eyes. ‘Food poisoning. They’ve actually both been admitted. So, if you’re looking for a consult today, it could take a while.’

‘Having to do your own grunt work?’ Liam said easily, because this surgeon was renowned for being decidedly lazy.

The man scowled at him.

‘I’ll keep that in mind if we have to call,’ he said, spearing a bit of chicken and watching the surgeon stalk off.

He heard a murmur at the bottom of the table about ‘making friends’ and glanced up to see Maggie looking at him. Her green eyes caught his and she gave a little shake of her head before tackling her own plate of food.

His skin prickled. Was she deliberately trying to annoy him and pick fault? Because the ER had to be a team. He didn’t need anyone who wanted to cause animosity in his team.

She hadn’t changed into her scrubs yet, and was wearing a pink shirt. It complemented her colouring but he wasn’t supposed to notice that, so he looked quickly away.

The chat around the table was casual. A few new patients were mentioned, and a few cases from the day before. He wondered if they’d already finished the chat about the patient who’d been declared dead before he’d got there.

As they finished their meals and stood to leave, he found Maggie at his elbow. ‘I’ll give you the proper tour of the department today,’ he said quickly.

She gave a shrug as she slid her tray onto the rotating rack. ‘Not sure I need one now,’ she said in a low voice.

‘Well, let’s just do everything properly,’ he replied, his tone sharper than he intended.

‘Fine,’ was the one-word response.

She disappeared and by the time he saw her again in the ER there was a stream of ambulances at the door.

Liam moved to triage. First patient was a seizing toddler. That one went straight to Paediatric Resus. Next was an older man with a broken hip who’d been lying outside and was also hypothermic. It wasn’t particularly cold in Chicago at this time of year, but the elderly were always more prone to hypothermia. After that was a teenager who’d been found unconscious in her sorority house.

He followed her into the resus room, where Maggie had started work on the other side of the curtain. ‘How’s that toddler?’ he shouted through to her as he connected his teenager up to the medical equipment.

‘Just getting a line in for some meds,’ she shouted back.

He paused, just for a second; getting a line into a seizing toddler would be hard for anyone, but he didn’t want to presume. ‘Shout if you need a hand.’

He focused on the teenager in front of him. ‘What’s the story?’ he asked the paramedic.

‘Last seen by her friends a day and a half ago. Had been to a party. Said she didn’t feel great and came down for some water and paracetamol. When they checked on her today, they couldn’t wake her up.’

‘Obs?’

The paramedic rattled them off her. Her temperature was raised and her GCS was 10.

‘Anyone with her?’

The woman shook her head. ‘University is contacting her next of kin.’

‘None of her roommates came along?’

‘Sorry, no.’

The nurse next to him gave him the glance. The one that spoke a thousand words.

‘Think they might have been doing drugs?’

He nodded, and rhymed off a range of blood tests for the patient. But her altered conscious state was giving him the most concern. ‘She has a temperature. Do we know her vaccination status?’

One of the admin staff had been clerking her in on a nearby tablet. ‘If she’s a local I can probably get it; if she’s from out of state, not likely. The university just gave basic details and next of kin. No doctor listed.’

Liam lifted her eyelids and checked her pupils. ‘Sluggish, and we have no real medical history for her. What if this isn’t drugs?’

‘Don’t all the universities insist students are vaccinated?’

‘Some do,’ said Liam. ‘But I’d hate to make any assumptions without facts.’

There was a noise next door and his head shot up. ‘Dr Sullivan, need any help in there?’

The blonde head came around the curtain. ‘Not at all. Line in, benzodiazepine in, airway maintained and just waiting for a slot at CT.’ She glanced down at Liam’s patient. ‘I would go old-school and think meningitis right now. If you have no history, best to start there.’

His mouth opened, because that was entirely where he was going to start, but he didn’t get a chance to respond because her head disappeared behind the curtain again.

‘Let’s check for a rash and then prep for a lumbar puncture,’ he said.

His nurse was smiling at him and he knew that she had picked up on the tension between him and Maggie. He also knew that Maggie had just dealt with a tricky case and put a good suggestion in for his. If they hadn’t got off on the wrong foot, he might actually like her.

He got back to business. There was no obvious sign of a rash on their patient as they removed her clothes and put her into a robe. An orderly helped position her on her side, legs pulled up, and the nurse assisted as he inserted the needle into her lower back to collect the cerebrospinal fluid. It should be clear. It wasn’t.

Liam and his nurse gave a sigh and handed the sample over to another staff member. ‘Urgent lab screen, please.’ The staff member disappeared.

Liam looked over the young girl. ‘Weight estimate about 115 pounds?’

His nurse nodded. He made some quick calculations and tapped his medicine orders into the tablet. ‘We’re going to start IV antibiotics. Can you make them up, please? I don’t want to wait. Let’s get these started straight away.’

He looked up at the clerk. ‘Can we try and get hold of the next of kin? I’d be happy to talk to them.’

He bent over the pale face. Barely eighteen. Her life was just beginning and yet this event could mean it was over. Meningitis was scary. Because a lot of people were now vaccinated, the words ‘meningitis’ didn’t create fear the way it had done when he was a boy.

A boy in his class had died in Ireland. Another kid from a family he knew in Dublin had lost fingers and toes. From the look of the cerebrospinal fluid, meningitis seemed the most likely suspect, but that didn’t mean he liked a quick diagnosis, not when it could be potentially devastating.

The next few hours were crucial, and although he could have transferred her care to someone else he wanted to see things through as much as possible. He spoke to her parents, who were on their way, her blood pressure and pulse remained steady, her conscious state remained the same. It could take hours for that to improve. Finally, one of the ITU staff came down to take her upstairs. He gave a sigh as she was transferred and headed to the staff lounge.

It was busier than normal and he could see why. A large box of doughnuts was in the middle of the table. One of the team’s wives worked in a popular doughnut shop and regularly handed in the ‘imperfect’ stock.

He’d barely lifted one out of the box when someone thumped down beside him on the chair, lifting a large, misshapen chocolate doughnut out of the box. Maggie.

‘Tumour,’ she said. One word. But he knew exactly what that meant.

‘What age is the kid?’

‘Not had her second birthday yet.’ She took a big bite of the doughnut and he watched as chocolate cream perilously spilled out of one of the holes.

‘Have you handed her over?’

She shot him an are-you-for-real glance, and he inwardly cringed. If she hadn’t handed this kid’s care over to someone else, she wouldn’t be in here.

‘Crossan,’ she said. ‘Is she any good?’

He paused. Maggie was new, and she wouldn’t yet know who the good doctors were in each department. It was a terrible thing to say, but most nurses and doctors, if they were getting wheeled into hospital on a gurney, would have a list of people they would want to treat them, and a list of those they wouldn’t want to touch them. This was just life.

‘Only been here for a year. But seems good,’ he replied.

‘She’d better be.’ Maggie sighed as she caught the about-to-drip chocolate cream with one of her fingers.

She sucked the cream from her finger then turned to him. He’d been staring—even though he hadn’t meant to—and jerked slightly at being caught.

‘What?’ she said. ‘Don’t worry, my hands are clean. I’m a fastidious hand-washer.’

He burst out laughing. He couldn’t help it.

‘What?’ she said again, her eyes fixing on his.

He shook his head. ‘That word. I can’t believe you actually used it.’

‘What’s wrong with fastidious?’

‘It’s like a word you would have used in your English exam at school. Not one you use in everyday life.’

She gave him a haughty look, but he could tell it was entirely deliberate to annoy him. ‘Maybe some of us just have a better vocabulary than others.’

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his legs. ‘Maybe you do. But I might challenge you about that.’

‘Aw, honey,’ said one of the EMTs, standing up and taking another doughnut. ‘You just fell into Liam’s trap.’ He walked away, shaking his head and laughing.

Maggie frowned. Some of the others had looked up and were grinning at her. Now she looked indignant. ‘I can assure you I’m not falling for—’ she glanced at him as if he’d tried to steal the doughnut from her hand ‘—Liam’s trap.’

‘Too late,’ grinned Abby, one of the senior charge nurses. ‘Now we’ll take bets on who wins the challenge.’

‘What even is the challenge?’ Maggie’s hands were thrown out in clear exasperation.

Liam grinned at the rest of the staff. ‘I guess the challenge for Maggie and me will be to use an “unusual” word in everyday conversation with each other. Has to happen every day and if someone forgets, then they lose the challenge.’

Maggie’s voice lowered. ‘What’s the winner get?’

Liam cleared his throat and pointed to the box of doughnuts. ‘The winner gets to keep their pride. The loser,’ he pulled a face, ‘has to supply the staff room with goodies.’

Abby touched Maggie’s shoulder. ‘No pressure, Maggie, but I won my round.’

‘What was your round?’

Abby smiled. ‘Movie quotes. You know, like “Hasta la vista, baby,” or “We’re gonna need a bigger boat.” There were ten seconds to identify the quote and,’ she blew on her hand and wiped it on her chest, ‘I believe I was the winner, wasn’t I, Liam?’

He made a noise that resembled a harrumph.

One of the other nurses rolled her eyes. ‘Well, I lost my round. But I will always dispute the final outcome.’ She headed to the door and gave Liam a theatrical dirty look.

‘You’re a sore loser, Kim,’ he joked as she left.

Maggie sat back again and this time he got a whiff of her perfume. It was rich, with notes of amber. No light floral scents here. Everything about Maggie screamed a woman who meant business. Which was probably why they would continue to clash.

She took another bite of her doughnut. ‘You honestly think you can win this thing?’

He nodded. ‘Absolutely.’ Liam knew that at times his confidence drove others nuts. But he half wanted it to.

He didn’t normally clash with other doctors. He didn’t often see them as rivals. His original thoughts about Maggie had been that she was a doctor who had made a mistake, and now he realised that was wrong he should probably apologise.

But apologies were the one thing that Liam knew he wasn’t that good at.

He’d get to it, at some point.

Maggie pulled a list from her pocket. ‘I have a few things I wanted to go over with you.’

He shifted in his seat and glanced around the staff room, where there were still a few people sitting. ‘Should we do this in my office?’

‘Probably.’ She said it with the air of a person who didn’t really care where she was having this conversation—she just knew she was going to have it.

He stood swiftly. ‘Let’s go, then.’

The walk to his office was short, and Maggie sat the list down on the desk in front of her. She didn’t wait to be invited to talk. ‘Look, I know I’m new here but there are a few things I need to bring up.’

He steadied himself in his chair, wondering what to make of his new colleague. She had spark, appeared to be quick-thinking, but she certainly didn’t fear challenges. He couldn’t remember anyone else who’d come at him with a list on their second day in the job.

Maggie kept talking. ‘I get that this is an old building, and I also appreciate that the majority of the equipment is brand-new. But old buildings have problems.’

‘Such as?’

‘Your internet is terrible. I prescribed something for a patient today and it didn’t instantly transfer into the tablet my colleague was holding. We can’t afford patient delays.’ She stared at the nearby walls. ‘I understand that these
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