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Thank you for joining me in telling the story of Christie and Nate. I hope you enjoyed their story as much as I liked recounting it.

If you enjoyed the book and have a minute, I would appreciate a brief review on the page or site where you bought it. Reviews from readers like you make a massive difference in helping new readers find stories like Can’t Stop Loving You. Your help in spreading the word is much appreciated.

Contact me at

robyncrye.author@gmail.com

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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As the seat belt light flicked on, a bell chimed. The passengers returned to their seats and fastened their belts. The plane had begun its descent and would be over Brisbane Airport in a few moments. Christie looked out the window at the houses and cars below, which looked like toys. Her stomach fluttered as though a host of butterflies had taken up residence, and her pulse thudded with excitement.

Whenever she left Thornton Downs, it was always bittersweet. She felt sad to leave her family and the property where she grew up, but returning to her new life was exciting. Her homecoming, this time, was earlier than expected, but she hadn’t seen her fiancé, Luke, for four weeks. He had intended to join her at the property for a week, but his boss assigned him a last-minute client. Christie felt crushed, but, on her sister-in-law's advice, Steph hopped on a plane intending to surprise Luke.

While the plane taxied to the terminal, eager-beaver travellers hunted for luggage in the overhead lockers.

“Dear, do you want to go past me to collect your belongings?” asked the aged lady seated next to Christie.

“No, thanks. The plane won’t take off with us on board. We’ll leave it to the others to battle their way out. I’m sure us being patient won’t hold up the airline.”

The lady chuckled. “You are a woman after my own heart.”

Christie retrieved her carry-on and walked toward the exit once the aisle cleared. The terminal was busy; another plane had just landed, and the crowd of passengers made it challenging to reach the baggage claim area. The shuttle to the car park stopped at the exit, and after loading the luggage, the driver departed. As she left the terminal, the sunlight blinded her, and she fished in her bag for her sunglasses.

Christie’s face flushed, and her pulse raced as the shuttle waded through traffic. Soon, she would be with Luke. She missed him, and he assured her he would have travelled to Thornton Downs to holiday with her had it been possible. His company was busy, and his boss rescinded his vacation leave. Christie talked to Luke on his phone most evenings, but he was always still at work and unable to speak for long. He promised her a weekend away as soon as the madness at work calmed.

Christie turned her car onto her street and maneuvered through the cars parked along the road. Luke's car was gone when she turned into the driveway. Christie pressed the remote, and the garage door lifted. The door closed, and Christie hoped Luke would finish for the day soon.

As she dropped her case on the bed, she wrinkled her nose. The sheets were tangled, smelling like Luke hadn’t changed them since she left. She unpacked her bag and then tackled the bedding. After a general tidy-up of the kitchen and lounge room areas, Christie looked at her watch. Where was Luke? She knew he had been working late, but it was Friday afternoon. He wasn’t still at work, was he?

After flipping through her phone contacts, she dialled the office number. She pulled out her phone and dialled Luke's number. The operator said that the phone was off or out of range. As he seldom turned off his phone, she panicked. What if he was on his way to Thornton Downs to surprise her?

“Sampson’s underwriting services, Geoff speaking,” said the voice on the other end.

“Geoff, Hi, it’s Christie Thornton here. Is Luke still at work?”

After a moment’s pause, Geoff said, “No, he’s not here. I was ready to leave; you just caught me.”

“Damn. What time did Luke leave? I wanted to surprise him, so I cut my holiday short.”

“Leave? He hasn’t been to work for weeks. We shut the business over the Christmas public holidays. Christie, I haven’t seen Luke since we closed up shop three weeks ago.”

Christie’s mind went blank. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Sorry, Geoff. I must have misunderstood him. I’ll try his parents’ place, thanks.” Her face was red with humiliation; she was glad Geoff couldn’t see her. Despite what she said, she had no intention of contacting Luke’s family. Her relationship with Luke’s parents was strained, and they would often pretend ignorance if they knew where he was.

Why had Luke lied? His boss said they closed three weeks ago; why didn’t he come to Thornton Downs as planned? A car door slammed as she considered ringing her mum to confide her concerns. Christie wanted to wait until Luke was inside before she sprang her surprise, although, considering the circumstances, the surprise might not be welcome. She ran her fingers through her wavy blond hair and smoothed the shirt she had worn on the plane. Blast, she should have thought to change before Luke got home.

As the front door opened, she heard a giggle. Damn, Luke had someone with him. Aware that her surprise had backfired, she walked into the hall. Should she make her presence known? Hesitating in the hallway, she heard a groan, and then Luke’s voice said, “God, you’re killing me, babe.”

Christie stood rooted to the spot, her brain trying to sort out what she was hearing. Nausea rolled in her stomach as the realisation of the noises registered. When she pushed the door open further, she saw Luke and her best friend, Sue, grappling with each other’s clothes. Sue had bare breasts, and Luke’s hand was inside her skirt. Sue was struggling to undo Luke’s pants. With a loud groan, Christie backed away from the door. The impact of her distressed cry had the effect of a bomb exploding. Luke sprang away from her friend, trying to zip himself. Sue straightened her skirt and hurried to refasten her shirt.

Christie swayed on her feet; nausea overwhelmed her, and she grabbed onto the door to support herself.

“How could you do this to me?” she whispered. “You haven’t been to work, have you? For the last three weeks, you’ve been screwing my best friend in my bed, in my house. I trusted you; I believed in you.”

“Ah, sweetie, it’s not as bad as it looks. I was at a loss and miserable with you away. It’s the first time this has happened,” Luke whined.

Sue, who was still getting herself together, snorted. As Christie rounded on her friend, Sue looked embarrassed.

“You are my best friend; how could you sleep with my fiancé? Get out of my house, both of you. Luke, you have two hours to remove your stuff. I never want to see either of you again as long as I live.”

“Babe, don’t be hasty. I’m sure we can fix this,” Luke moaned.

“Two hours, do you understand?” Christie spat out.

“Where am I supposed to live? I let my flat go so I could move in here while you were away.”

“I don’t give a damn. Move in with your slutty girlfriend. I'll ring Dad and Nick if you are still here when I return. I’m sure they will help you move out.”

She shoved her way past Luke, grabbed her bag, and bolted for the door. As she pressed the remote to open the garage door, the tears came. Wrenching sobs shook her body, and tears blurred her vision. The two people she loved most, save her family, had betrayed her. How was she supposed to move on from this deception?

After backing out of the garage, Christie headed for the road. She didn’t know where she was going, but anywhere away from her house would do. Wiping the tears from her eyes, Christie tried to focus on the road. The tears continued, and admitting defeat, she drove through the intersection, looking for somewhere to pull off the street.

The screech of brakes made her look back. A crashing sound came, and then the noise deafened her. There was the tearing sound of metal, and excruciating pain exploded through her body. She threw her arm up to protect her face, and oblivion claimed her.

Christie lay still, trying to decide where she was. Where was she? The noises and smells were unfamiliar. The sound of soft shoes hurrying past and a pinging sound confused her as much as the antiseptic odour. She moved her hand; all she could feel was smooth cloth.

“Ah, at last, you’re awake,” said an unfamiliar voice. The sound shot tingles up Christie’s spine; the deep, masculine voice embraced her. “Open your eyes, babe. Look at me.” Christie struggled with her uncooperative eyelids.

“Can’t.”

A man chuckled. “Sure, you can.”

Christie surveyed her surroundings through her half-closed eyes. The white walls and cubicle curtains made it clear she was in the hospital. The man standing beside her, wearing hospital scrubs, fitted the voice. He was average and well-built. The face that owned the voice was pleasant. His blue eyes, framed by bushy brown eyebrows, twinkled, and a five o’clock shadow covered his face.

“Where am I?”

“You are in the Western Bay hospital. You were in a car accident. How are you feeling?” 

“As though someone has run over me with a truck. Can someone contact my parents, please?”

“We used the information found in your handbag to call Peter Thornton. Is he your Dad?”

“Yes. Why is my arm bandaged?” 

“You broke your arm in the crash. Now that you’re conscious, we need to set it. We will sedate you for a brief time. I don’t know how long it will take for your parents to arrive, but we’ll look after you until they get here.”

The doctor patted her arm, and then he left. A wardsman wheeled her along many corridors and deposited her on the gurney outside the plastic doors. After a brief wait, a woman wearing scrubs, her face mask hanging around her neck, approached. The woman inserted a small needle into the veins on her hand, and then the world went dark.

As Christie drifted in and out of consciousness, the one constant was the deep, sexy voice of a man talking to her. She emerged from the fog engulfing her to discover her parents standing beside the bed.

“Dad,” she said. Not only was her dad there, but her mum, Uncle Nick, and Steph were present.

“Hi, sweetie,” her mum said. “You got yourself in a mess this time. Can you tell us what happened?”

Before she responded, the doctor from earlier in the day breezed into the room.

“Ah, my betrothed is awake again,” he said with a chuckle. The voice was the one Christie had heard as she struggled to regain consciousness, and it gave her goose bumps.

Christie tried to make sense of the conversation as she peered at an attractive male. Her brows raised. “When did we become engaged?”

“When I woke you in the recovery room, you asked me to marry you. After such a great proposal, I had to say yes.”

People entering the room dragged Christie’s attention away from the sexy doctor.

Her dad glared at the doctor while her mum held her hand. Peter cleared his throat. “I’m Peter Thornton, and this is my wife, Karen, my brother Nick, and my sister-in-law, Steph. When will we be able to take our daughter home?”

The doctor shook hands. “I’m Doctor Nate MacDonald. Pleased to meet you all. After an anaesthetic, we prefer to keep the patient overnight. I want Christie to stay for a few nights so we can observe how she manages with the cast. A few patients have allergic reactions to the casts we use, and Christie is better off staying here until we are confident that she doesn’t react to the cast material.”

“Okay,” said Peter, “but don’t get a surprise if my daughter jilts you: she’s already engaged.”

The tears started as she pulled herself into a sitting position on the bed. Her family and the doctor stared at her, and the tears turned into sobs. Christie took a deep breath and said,

“He cheated on me with Sue. They used my bed, my home, to cheat on me. I caught them undressing each other in my hallway. I threw them both out. It’s finished.” 

Karen and Steph descended on her, offering comforting words and reassuring pats on the arm. Amid the aftermath of her revelation, Doctor MacDonald retreated. After a quick consultation, Peter and Nick left the hospital to ensure that Luke had vacated the house. With her mum and Steph to keep her company, Christie explained what had happened.

“He thinks his betrayal is fixable! He not only cheated on me, but he also lied to me for three weeks. I spoke to his boss, and the business closed before the Christmas public holidays. How could he do this? How could Sue do this to me? We were best friends, and she slept with my fiancé. Where is the friendship in that?”

“We have a problem besides the obvious,” Karen said.

“You need to go back to uni, but you will need help with a whole range of things.”

“Missing a week or two is possible, but the cast will be on for six weeks, and that’s just too much time. The accident wrecked my car, and public transport doesn’t run from my place, so how do I get to uni?”

“I guess I can spend time here in Brisbane with you. If you contact the uni, there may be units to do online; then you can come home for a while,” Steph said.

Forty minutes later, when Nick and Peter pulled up outside the house, there was no sign of a car.

“Well, at least the bastard has left. I never liked the bloke; there was always something off about him,” Peter said.

Nick laughed. “I agree, but I was never game to say anything. She’s well rid of the guy, although she can’t see it now.”

When they opened the door to the house, Peter and Nick stopped dead in their tracks. The stench of burned material permeated the room. As they entered the house, Nick and Peter saw furniture scattered around, books and CDs strewn across the floor, and torn curtains. Further into the house, they found the pantry contents scattered on the floor, with the fillings of any opened packets spilled over the counters. In Christie’s bedroom, he had slashed the bedding and the contents of her wardrobe.

“Dear God, this bloke is one sick individual,” Peter said.

Nick pulled out his phone to contact the police. While they waited for the officers to arrive, they searched her small office for her insurance information.

“This just made everything harder. We can’t bring Christie back here when the hospital releases her. She might be in danger if Luke has keys,” said Nick.

“I’ll ring a locksmith, and we can recode the garage remote. That will help. The problem will be retrieving enough undamaged stuff for her to start again, not to mention the notes for uni,” said Peter.

A car in the driveway forewarned Nick and Peter of the police officer’s arrival. Peter met the officers at the front door. After introducing himself and Nick, he explained their relationship to Christie. When the officers entered the house, one of them whistled loudly.

“Damn, someone has a huge grievance. What prompted this?” asked the officer, who had introduced himself as Constable Brown.

“My daughter caught her fiancé and best friend undressing each other in the hallway. She had come home from holiday early to surprise her boyfriend. With what she found out, she told him to pack up all his things and get out.”

“When did this occur?” asked the second police officer.

“Yesterday, but she had a car accident as she left here. A driver ran a stop sign and t-boned her. When we arrived today, she asked me to check if the ex-fiancé had moved out, and we found this mess.”

The police found the explanation satisfactory and documented the damage using a camera and video. 

“This seems to be the work of a man. The rage and the damage to your daughter’s clothes make that clear. Regardless, we will need to speak with the friend to determine whether she is aware of the damage and whether she was involved. You must leave this for the insurance company to assess, but we have all we need.”

“Bugger! Now, what do we do? The damage will take days to assess; in the meantime, we need to secure accommodation for Christie. It might be easier to take her home until we sort out this problem,” Peter said.

Peter, Karen, Nick, and Steph booked a motel room that afternoon. The insurance company was supposed to send an assessor to the house, but at the moment, Christie didn’t know there was another problem to add to the mix.
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The days in the hospital dragged on. Although Christie was well, Doctor MacDonald refused to let her leave until he was satisfied with the progress of her treatment. She bumped into him as she wandered the hospital corridor; he was always on duty.

“Instead of wandering the hallways, do you want to go to the dining or TV rooms? You’re not ill, but I still want to watch that cast.”

“Don’t you ever go home? You’re here night and day.”

He laughed at her. “Of course, I go home.”

“Does Mrs MacDonald get cross with the hours you work?”

Nate grinned. “The way you slipped that into the conversation was slick. There is no Mrs MacDonald and no significant other or girlfriend. I have a housekeeper who looks after me.”

Christie wondered how she could be so comfortable with a man she had met three days ago. As her life fell apart, he stepped in and kept her on course. Luke and Sue’s betrayal still left a sour taste in her mouth, and when she thought of their duplicity, the tears welled up, and sadness overwhelmed her.

Nate had walked into her room in the last few days to find her weeping and sad. He had said nothing, just sat on the bed next to her and put a comforting arm around her. After her crying stopped, he handed her a tissue, sat down, and talked to her. How could this attractive, funny, and kind man possibly not have a significant other? Was he gay? He had said there was no wife or girlfriend, but did that mean he had no partner?

Nate declared Christie well enough to go home three days after the accident. Christie was due for release after Nate did his morning rounds, so her parents, Steph and Uncle Nick arrived to collect her. While reluctant to upset Christie, Peter explained the extent of the damage to the house. Shock rendered Christie speechless when her father told her of the damage to the house. Being unable to go home created problems; now she was without most of her clothes and university notes.

“I should contact the uni and ask if they will give me a short postponement. I can’t even dress. Has anyone ever tried to put a bra on with one hand?

Nick grinned at her. “If it helps, I can undo a bra one-handed.”

“Way inappropriate, Uncle Nick,” Christie giggled.

Steph rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you shouldn’t say things like that to your niece, Nick.”

“Sorry, just trying to lighten the mood,” he said.

While they discussed accommodation and deferments, Dr MacDonald entered the room.

“Good morning, all. How’s my favourite patient today?” 

“Confused,” said Christie.

“What’s the problem? Can I help?”

Christie outlined the challenges of managing on her own, including the lack of a car and public transportation in her district, as well as the state of her house.

“I will need a postponement. There doesn’t appear to be any other solution.”

Nate rubbed his chin, deep in thought. He gazed at her parents, standing next to the bed. He had an idea, but either they would agree, or her male relatives would attack him.

“I can offer a solution,” he said.

“Okay, all suggestions considered,” she replied.

“Listen to me, please, before you shout insults.”

He raised his eyebrows in question at the Thornton family, and Peter nodded his consent.

“My house is a five-minute walk from the uni. My housekeeper lives on the premises and works five days a week. I'm not at home often, and I’m always on call when I am. If it helps, Christie can stay with me until we remove the cast.  Mrs Hunter can help her dress or whatever else she needs, and she needn’t take a break from her studies.”

Karen looked at Peter and raised an eyebrow. Peter shook his head.

“Your willingness to help is generous, but I don’t think it’s proper. You are Christie’s doctor; that must be an ethical problem.”

“I can take myself off the case and hand Christie’s treatment to one of my colleagues. Why don’t you discuss my offer tonight, and you can give me your decision tomorrow?”

Christie sat in the wheelchair that the nurse rolled towards the entrance. She was sure she could walk the distance to the entry, but the nurse said it was hospital policy. Pushing herself from the chair, Christie grimaced as her broken ribs protested. She would need to protect her ribs, and the cast on her arm was cumbersome. As she prepared to walk away, the nurse said,

“What did you do with your sling?”

“I didn’t have a sling.”

The nurse bustled away and returned with a triangle of material.

“It might not go with your clothes, but Doctor MacDonald insisted on a sling,” the nurse said.

Once Peter had organised the motel for a few days, Karen suggested they meet to find the best compromise to resolve the current dilemma. After an hour of discussing, arguing, and musing, Christie said, “The best solution is to take up Doctor MacDonald’s offer.”

“Most likely, you’re right,” Steph agreed. “We should ask to check the accommodation and meet his housekeeper before we haul you back to the homestead, Christie.”

With an agreement made, Christie disappeared to have a nap.

“Wake me for dinner,” she said as she walked to the bedroom.  

The bedroom door clicked shut, and Karen said, “I’m still not happy with her staying at the doctor’s house. What do we know about the man? He might be a sexual predator or an abusive man, and Christie would be stranded there.”

Peter patted her shoulder. “Let’s do what Steph suggested and wait until tomorrow before we decide.”
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Chapter Three
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Nate entered his house and viewed it with an appraising eye. What would Christie and her relatives think of the house when they inspected it? As he shrugged off his jacket, he called out to Mrs Hunter.

“Are you there, Mrs H?”

A shapely, middle-aged woman bustled into the room, greeting her boss with a smile.

“It’s good to have you home early; you work too hard, Sir. At least I’ll earn my keep tonight. I can cook up a feast for you for dinner.”

Nate grinned at the housekeeper, “I won’t need to get married while you’re around, Mrs H. I couldn’t handle two nagging women. I have something I would like to discuss with you. I’ll meet you in the kitchen if you put on the kettle. I will shower quickly, and then I’ll be ready.”

With a bemused expression, Mrs Hunter disappeared into the kitchen. When Nate walked into the room ten minutes later, she gave him an appreciative glance. Nate had his dark hair slicked back and was shaved, emphasising the rugged planes of his face. While not drop-dead gorgeous, Nate had a quiet confidence that made many women stare. With his average height and toned body, which he had been working to improve in his home gym, Nate had a lot to recommend him.

After pouring the tea, Mrs Hunter sat at the table. She watched Nate as he sorted the thoughts in his mind. She knew him well enough to know that he wouldn’t speak until he was ready.

“Okay, I’m not sure where to start,” Nate said.

Mrs Hunter raised an eyebrow, and, seeing her reaction, he laughed.

“It’s a turn-up for the books, isn’t it?” he said with a wry grin.

“Doctor Nate, please tell me you aren’t looking for a pleasant way to sack me, and then I can relax.”

“No, no, not that. I’ll blurt it out, and we can sort through the details. I have a young woman at the hospital who had a car accident and is under my care. She’s lovely; a guy would be blind not to appreciate the wavy blond hair and large blue eyes. Her humour in the face of what has been an awful week for her attracted me. She is straightforward, with a vulnerability that makes me want to protect her. Do I sound nuts?” 

“Not at all. You sound as though you might have found the right woman.”

“That’s how I feel. I don’t want Christie to leave my life, so I transferred her to Sue Maxwell and asked her to move here.”

Mrs Hunter threw her head back and laughed. “No flies on you, Sir.”

“I guess I should give you all the information and work out if you can help me convince her to move into the house.”

As he recounted the events that led Christie to need a home, Mrs Hunter listened
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