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Chapter 1

 

1941

 

Humming "Pennies from Heaven", Emergency Room Supervisor Helen Middleton leaned against the counter of the nurse's station. As usual, she was early for the start of her seven a.m. shift.

Her hazel eyes scanned the pages of the morning medication charts with the intense concentration and efficiency she was so well known for among the hospital staff. The top graduate in Rhode Island General Hospital's class of 1937 focused on her duties with precision and accuracy, setting herself apart on that proud day four years ago.

How is Dr. Peabody, she wondered, looking for his chart, and what is his condition after the incident yesterday? With all the activity the ER had seen in the past twenty-four hours, she was beginning to think there was something to be said for the correlation made between accidents and the full moon.

As she settled her slender, five-foot-four frame onto the creaky office stool behind the desk, she mused, This day has contained more frenzied activity and upheaval than normal.

"Thank you for saving my mother's life."

A deep, smooth voice traveled across the counter of the nurses' station, slid between the pages her reports and filtered upward to please her discerning musician's ear.

The early morning sunlight filtered in through the windows behind him, highlighting a confident smile and friendly, cornflower blue eyes. She guessed him to be in his mid-thirties, a little taller than average, sporting sandy hair, and a rugged, open countenance. He was obviously in radiant health. Unlike many of the patients she saw, he wore new clothes, was well-nourished, and apparently free of worry. Just the way life should be for everybody. In these days of uncertainty, with bombs falling in Germany and most families like my own still reeling from the Depression, his background is clearly one of privilege.

She couldn't resist flicking a glance toward the enormous bouquet of rare and precious flowers wrapped in white florist's paper bundled in the crook of his arm.

Her nurse's radar instantly went up. Sometimes the families with money thought that the hospitals were actually hotels, and the staff there to wait on them and cater to their every need. But, as long as Nurse Helen Middleton was on duty as Supervisor, everyone had to adhere to the same rules.

"I was happy to do my job, sir."  She used her most professional tone, "It's too early for visitors, and there are no floral deliveries accepted through the Emergency Room. They all go through the main reception area in our central lobby."

With an efficient point of her pen towards the doors marked "Entrance to Main Lobby", she turned her attention away from the stranger, suddenly feeling self-conscious and intimidated by his obvious affluence.

Even from where she sat, she could smell the deliciously pungent calla lilies and pink roses emerging from the deep green ferns and delicate baby's breath where they were nestled. It would take her six months of scrimping to be able to buy a small bunch of wildflowers for her beleaguered parents.

She tried to concentrate on her medication log but could feel him standing there watching her. Perhaps she should consider calling Security--gimpy old Pat Burns. A lot of good he'd do.

Without looking up, she said, "The main lobby is that way, sir, as I already told you. Through those doors."

With so much responsibility on her shoulders, at work as well as with her family, the last thing in the world she could do was indulge in the luxury of a romantic daydream about this handsome stranger. She had to keep her life in strict control. So she kept her eyes on her charts. Business was business. After all, wasn't that why she and her sister, Marie, had enrolled in nursing school in the first place, fortunately winning scholarships and living in the dormitories on the hospital grounds with all the other nurses?

Of course it was. The point had been that there would be two less mouths for her parents to feed back at the old homestead. At least they'd been lucky enough not to have to be separated, like many other families she knew.

"I'm not looking for the mail lobby. I came here to thank you. At least I think it's you. Are you Nurse Helen Middleton?"

Her gaze traveled back up to his. She was enveloped by his warmth and friendliness. He continued to smile at her so she couldn't look away.

The telephone on her counter rang, bringing her back to reality. What in the world was she thinking about? She had an ER to run.

Helen held up an index finger, indicating she'd be with him in a moment, and picked up the phone. "Rhode Island General Emergency Room. How may I help you?" 

"Hi, honey. It's only me, Gladys. I'm calling to see how our new hospital hero is today?"

Helen's mind instantly went back to the crisis in the emergency room the day before, when Dr. Peabody had collapsed and Helen, to the amazement of the entire operating room surgical team, had finished the final stitches of the emergency appendectomy on the elderly female patient.

Helen smiled into the phone. At nearly seventy, Gladys had been a fixture at the hospital switchboard for nearly fifty years. "I'm okay, thanks, Gladys. How's Dr. Peabody? No one left me a note on how he's doing."

Once again, the visitor's voice interrupted her, "Can't you just tell me how I can find Nurse Helen Middleton?"

Helen turned on her stool to look back at him. "Gladys, let me call you right back." She ended the call and scanned the ER to find all was under control.

Turning to the handsome stranger, she asked, "I'm Helen Middleton. How may I help you, sir?"

He answered her with a disarmingly warm smile that turned her insides into melted caramel. And what was that thumping all of the sudden in her chest?

"I came here to find an angel named Nurse Middleton and thank her for her heroic efforts yesterday that saved my mother's life." His glance landed on her name tag. "You're that angel, and now you're my new hero."

As she recalled the pressure-packed situation, Helen felt the heat rush to her cheeks, much to her consternation. In all her four years, she'd never been flustered.

Observing her carefully, the stranger extended his hand and leaned in to her across the counter. "I'm Mrs. Williamson's oldest, William. My friends call me Red."

Something about his name sounded vaguely familiar to her, but she couldn't place where she might have heard of him. As she shook his hand, she noticed how warm and strong his grip was. He had a good, steady pulse. The electrical charge pumping through her at his touch was a jolt she'd rather have ignored. She did her best to remain focused and unflustered. "Nice to meet you, sir. I'm very glad I could help your mother yesterday, but I'm no hero and I'm definitely not an angel."

The corners of his eyes crinkled upwards, and the sight made her fluttering heart race. He passed the enormous floral arrangement across the counter.

"These are for you. With my sincere thanks."

Helen pursed her lips. "It's very thoughtful, but you really shouldn't have. We have hospital regulations about accepting gifts from family members. I'm sorry."

"Where I come from, Nurse Middleton, rules are made to be broken."

She gave him a sidelong glance. Oh, boy, do I like the sound of that, she thought. She took a deep breath before replying, "And where I come from, jobs are made to be retained. These can be given to a patient who'll enjoy them."

"Of course. I'll bring more if you like."

She waved her hand quickly, her cheeks reddening at his obvious flirtation.

"No, that's fine, please. We're not a charity hospital. And, when someone does something like that, it only makes the patients without gifts feel left out."

"No offense meant." His voice was gentle.

"I can give you detailed information about your mother's condition. She's still in intensive care, but she'll be just fine. We only have her staying there to monitor for post-operative infections. Even the tiniest internal puncture can cause trouble, as you probably know, but it's already been over fifteen hours and there's no sign of any problems."

He raised an eyebrow. "Something tells me you could have been a doctor." The admiration in his voice was unmistakable. 

"Where I come from, there's no time for frivolous daydreams like being a woman doctor," she answered with a good-natured shrug. "I have a responsibility to help out my family. Otherwise, I might as well let my wild side out and set my sights on being a cabaret singer, for all the chance I'd have of making that happen."

"I can see you doing that, no problem. I heard you humming a moment ago," he offered.

"You didn't!"

He nodded. "Sounded pretty on key to me."

"I wasn't aware I was humming. But thanks..."

"See, there's something that didn't make you blush. So, you do like it."

"It's not exactly what a Nursing Supervisor is supposed to be doing." She smoothed her skirt in a gesture of dismissal, mirroring the ways he'd whisked away her protests against her ambition of being a vocalist. She noticed his gaze following the path of her hands. Just last night she'd tried to mend the run in her stockings, unable to afford the price of a new pair until her next paycheck arrived. The thirty-nine cents might as well have been a million dollars to her.

Her pride kicked in. So, what if he saw the run? She didn't make explanations or excuses about her life to anyone, and she wasn't about to start with Red Williamson. She didn't owe him a thing.

"But maybe it's the real you," he persisted.

"The daydream me, maybe. The real me? I am a nurse, and I have been for four years. And I take my job very seriously."

"You seem to be the epitome of professionalism," he agreed. 

Just then the emergency room doors flew open and a team of medics wheeled in a gurney, one medic pumping furiously on the prone patient's chest.

"Which operating room, Helen?" cried the attendant.

"Number Four!" Helen jumped up from behind the counter and headed off in their direction, throwing back over her shoulder, "Thank you so much for the flowers. The patients will appreciate them."

"You're welcome, Nurse Middleton," he answered.

Helen felt her face redden. Other nurses and orderlies were staring after Red. Had they noticed the effect he had on her? She was human, after all, and it wasn't every day a man like Red Williamson walked into her life. 

But she had work to do. Just as unexpectedly as he'd walked in, when she turned to look back, he was gone.
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Hours later, after doing an extra four hours in the pediatric wing, Helen plopped down on the bed in the stark dorm room she shared with her sister. As long as they worked at Rhode Island General, the nurses were given room and board. 

At the pleading look in Marie's eyes, Helen cried, "Don't do this to me! I'm exhausted. You know what it's like to do a shift and a half." And to think about Red Williamson for most of the day, she added silently to herself.

Her sister sat on the edge of the bed next to her, wringing a handkerchief in both of her hands. "I know, Helen, and believe me I wouldn't ask you unless it was an emergency. I had Olive all lined up to go out with Jim's friend, and now she's backed out. Please go out with him? You know how Jim is. He'll be crushed if you don't."

Looking at her sister's brown curls and hazel eyes, Helen couldn't deny there was definitely a Middleton resemblance. Though Marie was
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