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			Chapter 1

			Ruby wasn’t going to let this man die, no matter what. She didn’t care what Cochran, her boss, had said to them all that morning. If they were brought to this hospital, they would get the best care that she could give them. 

			Her nurse, Jenna Chapman, handed her the scalpel just before she asked for it. Ruby looked her in the eye when her nurse and friend looked up at her.

			“He’ll be dead if we transfer him. I know that there is this new policy. If you want to go, now is the time.” Jenna, her surgical nurse since she’d started working at the hospital, nodded and didn’t move. “I’ll tell Cochran that I made you help me.”

			Jenna snorted under her mask. “Like he’d believe that. You go on and do your thing. Once he’s out of here, we’ll worry about what Cochran’s going to say to us. He don’t scare me none. I’ve got teenagers. Men like him don’t even compare.”

			Ronny Cochran didn’t scare Ruby either, but she loved her job. Diamond had told her that the hospital was cracking down on welfare cases, going as far as to transfer them out when they could. No one cared for the new policy, and several doctors had been suspended for admitting a patient with no insurance and no means of paying the bills. Ruby didn’t think it was legal, but no one so far had challenged them. 

			The surgery went well. The man had been found stabbed nearly to death near his box. The 911 call had resulted in him being brought to the closest hospital, which just happened to be this one. Lucky for the man, it was after five, and all the office people were gone for the day; otherwise, he’d have never made it to her. 

			Ruby was just coming out of the operating room when Cochran came toward her, and he was spitting mad.

			“What did I just tell you? What did I tell you about operating on the homeless people? Just this morning, as a matter of fact. Are you that dense that you’ve no idea to listen when you’re given a direct order?” He crossed his arms over his chest and actually tapped his foot. She only grinned at him.

			“You said that there was going to be a required meeting on the tenth. That there was a shortage of nurses in the emergency room. I’m still trying to figure out how that is our fault. Perhaps you should ask them. And you mentioned something about insurance. Are we up for that again?” Ruby grinned bigger. “I would have thought we just signed up for insurance, but I could be—”

			“I told you not to operate on people who have no insurance. I made it perfectly clear that we are to transfer them out of here before they got past the emergency room. That’s what County is for. They get more money than we do and they are better equipped to handle that sort of people.” He blustered again. “I will suspend you this time, Erickson. See if I don’t.”

			“Okay.” He nearly said something more, but she cut him off. “But as you’ve already suspended five of my colleagues this week, you are going to have no one to work the OR. Unless you’re planning to work it. Do you have a medical degree? Not that I care, but I’m betting that there might be a few people who will care if you try. Also, if you suspend me again, I might not come back this time. It will be hard to take care of the patients you will accept without us here to care for them. The nurses can only do so much, as you learned the last time.”

			Ruby had been suspended for a month. She couldn’t even remember what it had been for now…something minor, like not hanging her towel on the correct rack or some shit. But she had only been out three days when he’d called her—no, begged her—to come back in and help out. It seemed that she was the only one that would answer the phone. Ruby had waited an extra three days before she gave him an answer. It had been hell on her, but she’d managed to make some point to him. 

			“You’re suspended. See? I can do whatever I want.”

			The man coming down the hall shouting at Cochran looked like he’d just run a marathon, and he was in no shape to do the running, and certainly not the racing. As he came to a stop in front of her and Cochran, he was wiping his brow.

			“You can’t suspend her until someone comes back. Good heavens, she is all we have for now. I don’t know why you’d allow all these people to leave at a time like this, but we’re short staffed.” Cochran looked like he was going to argue, but Mark Harlan raised his beefy hand. “You can put her on probation until someone comes back from vacation. That’s all we can do for now. As it is, it’s going to be difficult to replace the two that left this week. You must get them to listen rather than letting them go when they find better jobs. Perhaps we could offer them more money? What are we going to do if they all decide to leave us? We’ll be in trouble for sure.”

			“And I’m standing right here.” Neither man looked at her as they argued. Ruby, exhausted, left them to whatever they decided and went to take a shower. She was going home. There had been two stabbings that day and a shooting that morning, almost as if someone was trying to rid the city of their homeless. At least the man in recovery was going to make it another day. And maybe she would as well. 

			Going by the nurse’s station just before heading out, she looked over the man’s chart. Ruby made it a policy never to look at the names of the people she helped. It was simply too hard to not want to look into their lives to see what family they had. In the two years she’d been a surgeon, she’d seen many walk away, but she had lost a few. The nurses at the desk knew what to do for her. The name was always covered with a sticky note.

			“He’s resting well, Doctor.” She nodded and handed the nurse the chart. “I will call you if anything changes, and if dickface comes in here, I’ll take care of him too. Do you really think he’ll suspend you?”

			“More than likely.” Ruby nodded. “Carla, do you know if Diamond is still around? I wanted to see if she’d give me a ride home.”

			“No, she left over five hours ago. I believe it was about the time your shift ended too. But she did leave you this.” A small envelope was passed to her. In it were keys. “She said that her car is parked on the street for you. And if you bring it home with fast food bags in it, she’s going to be pissed again.”

			The nurse handed her a large bag, and Ruby knew it was just what her sister had told her not to put in the car. It was a joke. When she borrowed Diamond’s car, the nurses would go out of their way to have fast food brought in just so Ruby could trash her car. They all loved her sister, but pulling her chain was just too much fun.

			Ruby headed out the door munching on french fries. There were four orders in the bag, as well as three triple burgers with cheese, and she took the milk shake, strawberry, as she left. Damn, she was starved.

			The drive home was made with her eating and slopping as much of the lettuce on the seats as she could. She even managed to get a few of the fries between the seats. There wasn’t enough shake left to drip, but she did manage to get sesame seeds everywhere too. Ruby was wadding up the last of the wrappers when she pulled into the driveway.

			Their home was huge. It had so many bedrooms in the place that sometimes she wondered why they didn’t open a hotel. But since Sapphire had married Blair, things around the house had improved to make it better, such as the new roof over her room.

			Things had taken a nice turn everywhere in their lives. She had four new brothers, the men who had married her sisters. In addition, she’d gotten to know a great man in Allen, Blair’s father, who she thought of as a dad. Her grandmother was doing really well with her gardens and having a new great-grandbaby to play with. And soon, with Opal expecting, there would be another. Ruby loved her family, even as irritating as they were.

			Ruby left the bags in the car and made her way to the door. Her grandmother was there waiting for her, and when Ruby smiled at her, she tisked. She loved the old bat very much, but she did worry too much.

			“That man called here again. Cochran. He said for you to call him as soon as you got in.” Ruby nodded and sat down, exhaustion making her slightly ill now that she was full. “You should just open a practice on your own and tell him to leave you alone. And that man has a potty mouth. I’d hang up on him if you didn’t need this job so much.”

			“Do it right now. I don’t care what he does to me. He wants to suspend me again.” Ruby yawned and smiled. “I hope he does. I have three offers from some hospitals out West and two in the North. It’d be nice to be treated like a real person.”

			“You’re not leaving.” Ruby looked at her sister, Sapphire, when she spoke. As she handed her the baby, Ruby kissed his soft cheeks and held him to her. “I mean it. No one is leaving here, and that’s final. You need another job, then that’s fine, but I want you close. I hate it that all of us don’t live under the same roof anymore. But at least they’re close. Please don’t leave me. I need you.”

			“Yes, Mother.” Sapphire sat down and looked at her as Ruby continued. “I have to do something. I don’t want to get fired. And if he suspends me again, I’m screwed. I need to work. I thought you knew that from before. My bills are horrendous, and they aren’t going to get paid if I’m unemployed. As much as I love this job, I love not being in debt more.”

			“You do not do idle well. And I told you that we’d pay off your loans if you’d let us. We’re both doing very well in our businesses and can afford it.” Her grandmother put a slice of apple pie and a fork in front of Ruby as she sat down. 

			Sapphire seemed to be waiting for an answer. Ruby ignored the money issue. She was not going to be in debt to her family. 

			“And you’re too skinny. What are you eating? Nothing but hospital food?” Ruby looked up at her grandmother and smiled at her wink. “You need to let me make you a lunch to take with you. You can’t live on that food.”

			“No, as a matter of fact, I had fast food on the way home. A lot of food. I think the nurses might agree with you. I have lost a little weight.” She’d been working nearly seventy days straight, sometimes fourteen hour days. Stretching, she stood up, handing Carter to his mom and the empty plate to her grandmother. “If Cochran calls again, tell him I’m on a vacation. I’m too tired to mess with him tonight.”

			She went up the stairs, trying her best not to stagger. Falling flat on her face in the middle of the bed, Ruby tried to think if she had enough energy to remove her shoes and decided it was too much effort. She never heard another thing.

			~~~

			Brianna, or Bri to her friends, tried to get the man with the cart to listen to her, but he was too set in his ways to do what she wanted. Not that it surprised her much anymore, but he was stubborn to a fault. It was cold outside, and she just wanted him to go to the shelter for the night. Bart already had a cold, and she didn’t want him to get sicker. 

			“Please, for me?” He shook his head and tried to move his cart, a grocery store cart that had more than likely been his since before she was born and was more than likely the only thing left of the chain of stores long since out of business. “If you get sick, how will I be able to find Melly when she needs me?”

			“She’ll find you.” She followed him and tried to think what else she could do. “You shouldn’t oughta be out here. It’s too dark for the likes of you.”

			He didn’t mean the night but the shade of the people around them. Bart—if he had a last name, she had no idea what it could be—was a man of color, as he liked to call himself, and she was his Lilywhite. Not politically correct by today’s standards, but Bart was in his late eighties, he’d told her, and he was very set in his ways about that too. Instead of arguing with him more, she went to her car and pulled out several blankets.

			“You will keep one for yourself?” He just eyed them but finally nodded. “If I come by here and find you not wrapped up in one of them, I’m going to be very mad at you.”

			“You’s always mad about something or another.” She had to smile. She did fuss at him a great deal. “You should be home with a bunch of little brats to hang on you instead of out here with us bums and what not.”

			The pain in her heart nearly made her snap at him. He had no way of knowing that she’d tried at love once and lost. Nor did he know that she’d never have children. But she only smiled at him and moved to help him load the blankets on his cart.

			“You’ll come back here on the morrow, won’t you? You’re going to get your skinny little butt hurt if you keep this up. You even dress like you belong here when we all know’d that you don’t. Nowhere near it.” He huffed at her. “Get your bottom home before I call that brother of yours. He won’t be happy to know you’re a bothering us again. And tell him we thank him kindly for them covers. He’s smart enough to give and leave us.”

			Bri kissed his cheek and moved to her car. She had it started and running when she saw him handing out one of the blankets. The man had a heart of gold, and she loved him. When her car was warm enough, she moved into the traffic and started toward her home. Her brother Josh was going to be really pissed that she was working this late in this part of the neighborhood, but he’d get over it. He loved her too much to be mad for too long.

			She pressed the button on her steering wheel to answer her phone when it rang. “You should know that I’m on my way home now,” she told him by way of greeting.

			“What I should know is that you’re here and having dinner with me. We were going to order pizza and have a beer together.” Damn, she’d forgotten about the pizza. She was supposed to bring it. “Now I have no dinner, no sister, and not a beer in the house.”

			“You should just hire someone to cook and buy you some food. I told you before you moved in you needed to set that up. You never want to listen to me when I’m right.” Bri took the next exit, not to her home but to her brother’s. “I can still pick up the pizza if you order it.”

			“I ordered it before calling you.” Josh told her where to pick it up. “And I have no beer, in case you wanted to get that for me. How is a brother supposed to survive in this wilderness if you don’t keep me supplied in beer? And companionship. I need you here.”

			“I’m sure you’ll manage.” She was so glad that he’d moved here. It had only been two weeks since he’d moved into his new home, but she could already tell he was less stressed. She supposed by the time he got his business sold completely and some other project going, he might be relaxed enough to find himself a wife. Fat chance. 

			After getting beer and picking up the pizza, she headed to his house. It wasn’t that far from her own but in an entirely different tax bracket. While hers was perfect in her older neighborhood with older adults as her neighbors, Josh lived on an estate and should have gardeners and housekeepers if he ever managed to get any. Bri thought it was hilarious that her brother, her shy and sometimes reclusive brother, would go for something so huge. But then, she thought he was trying to make a point.

			After scarfing down two entire pizzas between them, they moved to the deck and looked out over the expansive pool and yard. She was just telling him about her day when a herd of deer came out of the woods, followed closely by a large wolf. They both watched him as he seemed to be playing with them.

			“Do you think we should call someone to get him? He might hurt them.” Josh just laughed. “Laugh it up there, boy. When you come out here some morning, and there’s a deer carcass on your deck, then see how funny you think it is.”

			“He never bothers them more than just herds them. I’ve seen him about every evening since I’ve been here. The deer come out of the woods just like you saw—or the other night there were a few other animals with them—and he plays around for about an hour before he goes back in the woods. Actually, the deer are more of a menace than he is. Mike said that they’re eating all the flowers he’s planted.” He glanced at her, then back at the wolf when she asked him who Mike might be. “The gardener that I hired today. He’s very nice, you’ll like him. But the wolf stays. It would be something to be so free, wouldn’t it? No one to mess with your things, make you have to see out so you can have some peace.”

			“Josh.” He put up his hand, and she knew better than to pursue it right now. He was still raw from what had happened at his business and in his personal life. His partner and longtime friend had fucked him over, as well as his fiancée.

			“You know, he called here this morning.” She wanted to hunt Dwight Kramer down and tear his face off for continuing to hurt her brother. “He and Teri are getting married next month. He wanted to let me know before it came out in the paper.”

			“Fucking bastard.” Josh laughed, but it was harsh and bitter. “I suppose he asked you to the wedding too? Or did he want you to be best man?”

			“Both.” Yes, Bri thought, she was going to hunt him down. “I declined. I actually thought about going, but it would be…painful. And I have no desire to see either of them unless I have to. The last time was bad enough, thanks.”

			Teri Parsons and Josh had been engaged for nearly a year when Josh had come home early from a business trip and caught her and Dwight in bed. It was an old story, she supposed, but the kicker was Dwight was not the only male in the bed. Josh had left them there without saying a word and had come to stay with Bri. It had taken her a week of him lying on her couch to get him to open up. That had been five months ago.

			“I was thinking....” Josh paused for her to say her usual line (that’s dangerous) before continuing. “I would like for you to move in here. It would be safer, and I’d not miss you so much.”

			“I love you dearly, but that’s not going to happen.” She looked out over the expansive yard. “You’d be begging me to move out within a week. Besides, I love my house and all my things where they are. You’re going to find a wife someday, and she’ll be happier if I’m not here.”

			“I’m not getting married.” His tone was final, but she had hopes. “At least think about it for me. I have missed you.”

			She told him she would and changed the subject. “When do you have to go back to sign off on the sale? And the house, I’m glad you sold it. I can’t believe that Dwight bought it too.”

			“Yeah, it was hard. But I suppose he knew the place as well as I did. I’d invested so much into it when I first bought it. But I had a great return. I leave the day after tomorrow and should be back on Monday. In five days, everything will be different.” She nodded and felt her heart break just a little for him. “But on the upside, I’m going to be nasty rich and stress free.”

			“Nasty rich? Never mind. And anyway, I thought you were already rich.” He nodded and laughed. “Never hurts to have more, I suppose.”

			“I’m going to lay low for a time.” She nodded, knowing that it wouldn’t be long if she knew her brother at all. “I have some ideas that I want to play with. I have a few investments that I want to mess around with too. I heard about this advertising firm that’s local that I want to look into. He might need a new partner.”

			“She.” He looked at her. “A woman owns it. Her name is…let me think. Henson…Sapphire Henson. Her husband owns Flair Marketing across from her place. From what I’ve heard, they are a hell of a duo.”

			“And how do you know this? Are you hanging with the right crowd for a change?” She laughed when he did. “I want to start some things up that I’ve been thinking about. There are a couple of them that I think could benefit from your passion.”

			“Jobs?” Josh nodded. “I have nineteen people currently looking. But without addresses, it’s hard to get anything for these people. Oh, and I need some more blankets if you have any. I gave Bart all I had left before coming here.”

			“There’s a warehouse on tenth that I purchased this morning I want to use. I have some going to that address tomorrow. Also, I’m thinking we need a soup kitchen. I’m glad you had me help you out the other day at the one downtown. But this other place, the one you were telling me about, is never open so far as I can tell. Who runs that place anyway? I don’t think I’ve seen a more disreputable place in my life.”

			“Believe it or not, the hospital. And the new guy, Cochran, is a bastard. I heard that he’s also thinking of cutting out the clinic that it runs. And I heard a rumor that he’s dumping patients to County no matter how dangerous it is to the patients…all, as he calls them, degenerates. Bastard.” Josh nodded, but she knew that he’d look into that too. He didn’t care for red tape and seldom, if ever, paused to read the fine print. Josh Ewing made his own rules when he was in charge. And if he wasn’t in charge, he soon would be. 

			“I’ll take care of it for you.” After another hour of sitting on the deck, she left. It wasn’t a long drive, but her day job was an early one, and she’d been up since four in the morning. After getting a huge hug from Josh and turning him down about spending the night several times, Bri made her way home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Josh tried not to think of his former friend in the position that he’d caught him and Teri in when he’d seen him last. Over the past four months, they’d been talking through their lawyers, mostly Josh’s. Today would be the first time the two of them had come face to face while both of them were fully clothed since the incident.

			“You just have to let me do the talking.” Josh nodded at his attorney. “I have all the papers drawn up, and once he signs them, you can leave. There is no reason for you to subject yourself with them any longer, Mr. Ewing.”

			He nodded. “I just want this over with. And once it is, how will I know that the money is mine? I don’t trust him, as far as I can see. And her even less.”

			Not that he needed the money. He really didn’t, but it was the principle of the thing now. And the twenty-seven million would go a long way to making his ego a little less bruised.

			“The check will be in the form of a cashier’s check, and his lawyer will have it with him. The check for the house too. I’m very glad that you insisted on cash with that as well. No need to draw this out. As for the business he’s buying you out from, there will be two of them. One to you and one to your sister, as you have said.” Bri was going to be pissed about that, but he’d actually forgotten that she’d been his business partner all those years ago. “The papers you’re having him sign are just to say that you are no longer responsible for Express Incorporated. In addition to that, he is going to give you all rights to any of the clients that you personally worked with or recruited.” 

			This he knew. Nodding, they both looked at the door when it opened, and he felt his heart take a sudden pound. He’d had no idea that Teri was going to be there too. But he supposed he should have known. They were getting married soon. When he ignored her outstretched hand, which he’d also done with Dwight, she finally sat down. Josh decided that this could not get finished quickly enough.

			“I thought we could at least be civil now.” He didn’t answer Teri but looked at the lawyer that had come in with them. “Josh, we were in love once. Can’t we be friends again? I’ve missed talking to you. You and I were very close once.”

			Not answering her was a lot easier than he’d thought it would be. It was childish, sure, but right now, he wanted this finished more than he wanted to get into a heated debate on what friends did to each other, or, for that matter, people who professed to be in love. Especially when one of said friends was wearing his diamond ring. 

			After the contracts were signed and the checks, both in separate envelopes, were handed to him, he and his lawyer stood up. Dwight did as well, and it looked as if he was going to block him from leaving. Josh stretched his neck and stared at him until someone touched him from behind.

			“Josh?” Christ. He wished the fuck she’d just give it up. “I want us to be friends. We all want this. Please, we shouldn’t end things this way. Not between us. We will want to keep in touch.”

			“No, we all don’t need to be anything to each other ever again.” He jerked from her touch. “Don’t contact me, touch me, or even have a conversation about me ever again. I don’t want to be your friend, not now and not in the future.” As he made his way out the door, he heard her say something to someone, and he turned back to look at her. 

			In that moment, that shining moment, he realized two things. He no longer loved her. And secondly, he thought that all the hatred he’d had for them both was a waste of time. They were not worth it. Laughing for the first time since this whole thing started, Josh made his way to his old office. His things had been packed up by the moving crew he’d hired and were being loaded onto a large cart. The desk, the first thing he’d bought himself when he’d made it big, was being loaded onto a separate truck.

			He’d almost left it…everything, as a matter of fact. It would have served as a memory that he would have just as soon forgotten. But in the end, his sister said that if he left it, she’d murder him. So he was going to gift the desk and chair to her. He had an idea that once she found out about the money, she’d maybe move to a safer line of work. And pigs would learn to fly too.

			Bri was a social worker for the homeless. She also had a law degree, but she only used it to help the downtrodden, as she called her friends. He’d tried a great deal over the years to get her to go into a nicer line of work, but he could see that she loved it. And Josh helped her out as much as he could, like with blankets and bottled water. It was all she’d ever asked him for.

			“Sir?” Josh turned from the window he’d looked out so many times in the eight years he’d been here. “There are several boxes in storage, several of them heavy, and the rest…well, we’re not sure what to do with them.”

			“Whose name is on them?” The man said his name was with the mailing address on the top. “Then load them with the rest of them. And make sure when you do, you have my attorney inventory them.”

			After the man left, Josh took one more look around. He thought he might miss it a little less than he’d thought, but it was still giving him a heavy heart. Moving to the elevator with the desk, he rode down to his car and got in. 

			Driving to his former home, he met with the realtor there. Dwight had purchased it as well, but he wasn’t going to be there as Josh showed the new housekeeper and the staff around. He’d been asked by the attorney to show them what had been put in new, or he would never have bothered. The house wasn’t nearly as big as the one he had now, but it had been home for a while. 

			He was just showing them the fully finished basement when his cell phone rang. His sister would call him first thing, he thought as he looked at the caller ID. Josh answered with a smile on his face.

			“I just signed the papers and am at the house now. I was thinking of just coming on home. Want to meet me for dinner, say around nine tomorrow night?” There was no response, and he thought the connection was lost when a man, a man with a great deal of authority in his voice, told someone to look on Seventh Street and not to come back until they did. “Who is this?”

			“You that Lilywhite’s brother, that one that gives us all that water and blankets? This here is Bart, her friend.” Josh moved from the basement to the kitchen. He was sure something had happened. “I asked you something, boy, are you?”

			“Yes. Bri. Bri Gamble is my sister. Why do you have her phone?” The man said something to someone else about looking on Tenth when Josh was getting into his car. “Please tell me why you have Bri’s phone.”

			“It’s all we done found of her.” His heart stopped beating, literally stopped for several seconds, and he felt his knees weaken. He opened his door again for air, glad now that he’d not started driving. “She was a headed to her car to get some more of them salty pills she keeps for me, and I waited a good long time before I found myself back there. Her car is there, and it don’t look like nobody has touched it, but she ain’t nowheres.”

			“Is there…is she dead?” The man started cursing, and he nearly smiled. He knew now where Bri had picked up a few of her more colorful terms. 

			“Did I just tell you that we found her phone and nothing else? Don’t be buying trouble that ain’t there.” Josh found himself nodding. “I got me a crew set up, and we’re looking at all them places she hangs from. She might just have dropped it, but well, we’ve been looking for a time now.”

			“How long?” The man told him since noon. Josh looked at his watch; it was just after six now. “Have you called the police?”

			“They done washed their hands of this here area a long bit ago. I done called in a few favors from a few friends, some that ain’t quite human, and they got them noses of theirs to the ground.” Josh had no idea what that meant but just ignored it. The man was in his eighties, Bri had said, so he was probably a little senile. “I gots me a full-out red alert on her. If’n she’s out here, we’ll find her.”

			Josh started the car just as his realtor came out of the house. The sale was done as far as he was concerned. He handed over the shed keys he’d found when packing up. He told him briefly what was going on and was told to go. 

			“I’m coming now.” The man said he’d hoped so and hung up. Josh smiled at the man’s tone. No wonder his sister loved this man. He was a great deal like she was.

			~~~

			Ruby made her way to the emergency room at a full-out run. A woman had been beaten and was on her way in, was all she knew so far. Ruby was the only doctor in the place
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