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INTRODUCTION

There’s something incredibly sexy about the Hippocratic oath.

Hospitals can be intensely emotional places. In the ER, that is virtually guaranteed. Victims of all stripes find their way into Emergency Rooms across the country, fleeing hurricanes, fires, and other natural – and not so natural – disasters. Reading through the heady mix of medical romance on offer in The Mammoth Book of ER Romance, it’s easy to see why so many readers and writers believe that medical professionals make better lovers. If it’s passion you’re looking for, then you’ve surely come to the right place. You’ll also get drive, dedication and determination thrown into the bargain for good measure with the men and women you’ll find in these pages. If that’s not a recipe for emotionally charged super romance, I don’t know what is. And isn’t it good to know that even if Cupid’s arrow causes some damage – which Cupid’s arrow is wont to do – they can always prescribe a little something to help with the heartache?

Falling in love at work is a hazard. Try organizing your love life between broken bones and surgical sutures and you’ll see how easy it is. Even transferring to a hospital halfway across the country won’t save you. You’ll only run into the ex-love of your life, the handsome, young doctor you never quite got over, and your heartbreak will start all over again. Shy residents lock eyes across lonely cafeterias in the dead of the night, both on their fifth cup of coffee during their third back-to-back shift. A doctor and a policewoman who meet frequently in his ER decide to take the next step while she guards a crucial wounded witness. A famous surgeon, back to woo an old flame, almost gets burned in the process.

It’s a chronic case of life and love, doctors and nurses, and those who adore them. If you’re already a lover of medical romance, you know it’s totally contagious and completely incurable. If you’re just taking a look at medical romance for the first time, you’re in for a comprehensive seventeen stories by way of introduction. Firmly in the foreground of many of the stories, and quietly in the background of others, the ER and the wider world of the hospital, all play a central part in these romantic stories. All feature heroes and heroines who have made medicine their business, and who must juggle medical responsibilities, and the odd romantic inclination, each and every day.

So call a code – for love!


THE NURSE IN CHARGE

Wendy S. Marcus

Chapter One

The call came in at 8.42 p.m., two hours after Ruby Kendell – charge nurse in the Frost Community Hospital Emergency Department – had arrived at work for the third of three back-to-back twelve-hour night shifts she’d agreed to cover.

She returned the receiver to the console. Her heart stopped beating. Her lungs stopped breathing. The world stopped spinning. Snippets of her life flared up, taking over reality.

The most joyful day: When she’d given birth to her son Dillon.

The most emotionally painful day: When she’d watched Dillon’s dad, her first love, pack up and leave after choosing life on the road with his band over her and their infant son.

The most difficult day: When she’d left her six-week-old baby boy in the care of strangers at a daycare center for the first time – a single mother forced to return to work.

“You’re white as the walls,” the unit secretary noted. “What’s wrong?”

“Call the operator,” Ruby instructed, doing her best to remain calm. “Tell her code red.”

Pat’s eyes went wide on hearing the code for a major external disaster with a large number of casualties.

In a state of shock, she wondered how she’d look back on today – the day a tornado touched down at the local elementary school during bedtime stories with the principal, when students from kindergarten through third grade – her five-year-old son among them – gathered with their sleeping bags and favorite stuffies to listen to their beloved principal read to them.

Dillon had been so excited to attend.

 Ruby pictured the large windows of the All Purpose Room shattering under the force of the high winds, turning shards of glass into lethal projectiles, impaling anyone in their path.

Ruby picked up the phone again and depressed the intercom button. “I need all staff at the desk. Code red.” All staff for a Friday night shift in their small hospital consisted of three nurses, one nurse’s aide, one doctor and one unit secretary. They were about to be overrun.

 As her staff assembled, the operator’s voice came over the PA system. “Code red. Code red. All non-essential staff to the Emergency Department, stat.”

“What have we got?” Dr Johnson asked.

At least if she had to run a code red, she had a young, energetic, excellent clinician by her side.

“A tornado touched down outside the elementary school during an evening program,” she said, trying to keep her voice even, her tone moderated. She swallowed her fear, tamped down the desire to run to her car, speed to the scene and rescue her son. “Estimated fifty to seventy-five casualties.” The contents of her stomach started to churn. No one knew for sure how many children were in attendance and how many parents had remained on site. It’d be hours before all school staff, students and parents were accounted for.

“My God,” Sandy, one of the nurses said. “This is New York. We don’t get tornadoes here.”

Not big ones, no. But the occasional small tornado could still do plenty of damage.

Ruby took a deep breath. “The bridge over the river is inaccessible due to fallen trees and downed power lines—” making the next closest hospital unreachable by road “—and Stat Flight is grounded due to high winds. So we’re it.”

“Ruby,” Pat said from beside her. “Molly just called. Honey, you’d better sit down.”

Molly, Dillon’s best friend’s mother, had taken both boys to the school that evening. Ruby felt the blood drain from her body. She grabbed on to the counter for support. “Tell me.”

“Her son is in a full-blown asthma attack and they’re on the way to the hospital.” Ruby waited for the rest. “When the storm hit she got separated from Dillon. She said she tried to find him but—”

Ruby stopped listening. Visions bombarded her. Dillon, all alone in the dark, scared and cold on this frigid November night, maybe hurt and in pain, maybe dying, maybe hidden beneath a pile of rubble where no one knew to look for him. Suffering. Crying out for her.

A burning ache, like nothing she’d ever felt before, seared her heart.

Staff from other departments converged on the ER, and stood waiting for direction. From her. A mother in crisis. The nurse in charge. Which would take priority at this particular moment in time?

Luckily her disaster preparedness training kicked in. She looked at the night administrator. “I need a nurse on triage in the ER waiting room. Can you get me someone from pediatrics to help out?” She turned to the security guard. “Set up visitor screening in the main lobby. No one gets in until we call for them.” Luckily the nurse’s aide on duty tonight happened to be an EMT. “I need you on the radio, Jack,” to coordinate the ambulance arrivals, alert the staff about what to expect, and get Dr Johnson for in-transit consult if needed.

Maintenance got to work lining up extra stretchers and wheelchairs, which staff from housekeeping wiped down and covered with sheets.

“I paged respiratory therapy to be here for your friend’s son,” Pat said. “Now I’ll go down the on-call sheet and staff roster to see who I can get in here.”

“I’ll help,” a young unit secretary offered, hurrying behind the desk.

They’d all been trained to pitch in, go where you’re needed, and do what you’re told.

As everyone began to disperse, Ruby climbed onto a chair. “One more thing,” she yelled loud enough to get everyone’s attention. “If anyone comes across my son – Dillon Kendell, five years old, short dark hair, wearing Spider-Man pajamas – I want to be told immediately.”

One of the nurses sucked in a breath and brought her hand to her mouth. “Dillon’s there?”

All Ruby could do was nod. Helpless tears collected in her eyes. She blinked them away. A breakdown would not help Dillon or the dozens of patients who would soon be arriving.

Everyone stood still, watching her, waiting. “I have to believe he’s fine. And if he’s not, I have to have confidence that the school staff and our emergency responders will look after him and take good care of him. Just like all the other parents have to trust we’re going to take good care of their children when they get here. Now everyone get back to work so we’re ready. I’m in charge. All questions and problems come to me.”

As if on cue, the ambulance radio squawked to life with information on the first casualty en route. ETA – estimated time of arrival – six minutes, which didn’t give Ruby much time.

As she carefully got down from the chair, she said to Pat, “I need two minutes alone.” Then she hurried into the head nurse’s office and closed the door. Yes, she trusted the school staff and emergency responders to do their best. But Dillon needed someone on site to look for him and make sure he received prompt medical treatment if necessary.

And in her absence, the only person she’d trust with that responsibility was Brady.

Because in the year of their friendship turned kind-of relationship, he’d been reliable and supportive, caring and understanding, thoughtful and sweet, affectionate and . . . loving. A wonderful father figure for Dillon. A man Ruby never thought she’d be lucky enough to find – one who’d gotten her to let down her guard, one she could talk to for hours and trust with her son, one she loved in a best-friends-who-have-sex kind of way, one she could have maybe, possibly, at some point in the future, love in a till-death-do-us-part kind of way . . . at least she’d thought so until five days ago, when he’d gone and decided to do the one thing she feared most.

And, in true grown-up form, she’d been avoiding him and ignoring his attempts to contact her ever since.

Ruby picked up the phone and dialed his mobile with shaky hands. Would he even take her call?

As soon as he answered she blurted out, “It’s Ruby. Please don’t hang up.”

“I’d never hang up on you, Ruby,” he said quietly. So laid-back. So calm. The perfect counterpart to her high-strung, obsessive worrier.

“I know you’re busy packing.”

He said, “Packing was quick and easy and I’m done.” But instead she heard, Deciding to go was quick, leaving you is easy, and I’m done trying.

Could her heart handle any more devastation tonight? She’d agreed to switch from day shift to cover three nights in a row so she’d be too tired to think about him, too busy to track him down to beg him to stay, and too far away to watch him walk out of her life for good – in eight short hours.

Focus on Dillon. “I know whatever we had is over and—”

“I don’t want us to be over,” he said calmly.

No. He wanted her to sit at home with Dillon while he traveled the country with his band as the opening act on a national tour. He wanted her to wait for him, for four months, to dream about him and yearn for him to return to her. When she knew he wouldn’t be back.

Having spent the better part of her eighteenth and nineteenth years as a groupie on the concert circuit, she had intimate knowledge – intimate being the operative word – of what went on off-stage during tours. She understood the allure of that life, the strong pull. Heck, she’d already lost one love to it.

Falling for another musician was just plain stupid. Had she learned nothing from the heartbreak of loving Dillon’s dad? Apparently not, because once again, Ruby had allowed herself to be sweet-talked by a smooth voice, to fall under the spell of a song written and performed just for her, to get caught up in the creativity and talent and nights watching her man on stage. So cool, carefree and confident.

In her defense, the Brady she’d first met worked as a firefighter paramedic with county EMS – Emergency Medical Services, specializing in search and rescue. By the time she’d found out about his love of guitar and bi-weekly Saturday night gigs in local bars, she’d been too into him to think with a clear head. But all the clues had been there – the dark, wavy, chin-length hair and the way he dressed, his love of rock music, his excellent singing voice and expert knowledge of all the lyrics to songs on the radio.

She’d been distracted by his wit and kindness, by his body, his deep brown eyes and large hands. And the things he could do with that talented mouth and tongue of his . . .

Stop! “I didn’t call to talk about us. I need your help. Dillon needs you.”

“What’s wrong?” Mention of Dillon seemed to slap the calm right out of him. “What happened? Where is he?”

By the time Ruby finished explaining the situation, tears streamed down her cheeks and her breath came in choppy gasps. “And he’s . . . all . . . alone. And I’m . . . at work . . . and can’t leave.” She fought to catch her breath. “Oh God . . . Brady. What if he’s—”

“He’s not,” Brady said, so sure. Ruby wanted to believe him. “I can be at the school in five minutes.” A door slammed and he sounded like he was running. “Don’t worry, honey. I’ll find him.”

Honey. “I know you will.” Because in all the time she’d known him, Brady always did what he said he’d do. Yet when he’d promised he’d be faithful, and call her every night, and return to her as soon as possible, she just couldn’t bring herself to believe him.

“You should probably wear your uniform or you won’t be able to get close to the school,” she said.

“I know everyone on the police force and in the fire department,” he said, breathing a little heavier. “If I don’t find him outside, I’ll get inside. And I will not stop looking for him until you tell me that he’s with you or I have him with me.”

Ruby inhaled a shaky breath. “Thank you.”

“There’s no need to thank me.” Another door slammed, an engine turned over, and music started to play. “You and Dillon are the most important people in my life,” he said. “I’d do anything for you.”

Except stay.

An ambulance siren sounded. Someone knocked on her door. She told Brady, “I need to get back to work.”

“Try not to worry,” he said. “Dillon and I will see you soon.”

His confidence gave her hope.

But when forty-five minutes passed with no word from him, Ruby’s hope started to fade. She considered calling him but talked herself out of it. He’d call when he had a reason to call.

“Ruby,” Jack yelled for her.

She hurried back to the desk where he sat, his face tight with concern. Her lungs contracted.

“Ambulance on its way in with a young boy,” he said. “Crush injury. Unresponsive. Severe head and facial trauma. Unrecognizable.” His eyes met hers. “Short dark hair, wearing Spider-Man pajamas.”

Ruby’s world went quiet, her vision narrowed and she reached out to steady herself.

“You okay?” Jack’s words brought her back.

No. “Yeah.” He started to stand and she held up her hand to stop him. “I’m fine. Knowing is better than not knowing, right?” And Spider-Man pajamas were pretty popular which meant there was 50–50 chance it wasn’t Dillon. “Let’s put him in trauma two, bed one.” No matter whose little boy he turned out to be, Ruby would take good care of him.

She went from room to room until she found Dr Johnson talking to a group of parents. Ruby waited in the doorway and as soon as he finished she pulled him aside. “Major trauma on the way, I’d like you to take it.”

Other doctors had arrived to help, but she knew Dr Johnson and trusted him.

“Is it your son?” he asked.

“Not sure.” But as the ambulance’s siren grew louder, Ruby ran to meet it.

Chapter Two

Brady Rodger cradled Ruby’s son on his lap in the front seat of the ambulance, his little body enveloped in Brady’s jacket so entirely that not even his feet were showing. He held him close to stabilize him against the bumpy road, to warm him, and comfort him as the wind howled outside and rain pelted the windshield.

Dillon let out a weak moan.

“Hang in there, champ,” Brady said, maintaining pressure on the bandage covering the boy’s forehead laceration. “We’re almost to the hospital where your mom is waiting for you.” Probably going out of her mind with worry, since due to the weather and widespread power outages he hadn’t been able to get a cell signal to call her.

Dillon moaned again, turned his head toward Brady’s chest and vomited. “It’s okay.” He shifted Dillon in his arms to elevate his head and tilt him forward so he wouldn’t choke. “It’s going to be okay.” He wiped Dillon’s mouth with his sleeve.

“Good call not waiting around for another ambulance to return,” his buddy Tyler said as he drove. “That’s three times. He’s got a concussion for sure.”

Please let that be the worst of it. Please don’t let there be an intracranial hematoma or hemorrhage or irreversible damage to the brain. He dropped his head back and closed his eyes. God help him, he’d turned into a worrier, just like Ruby. Her words echoed in his head, That’s what happens when you become a parent.

No, he wasn’t a name-on-the-birth-certificate parent, but no father could care more for his child than Brady cared for Dillon. And no father could love the mother of his child more than Brady loved Ruby.

And even though she’d never said the words and insisted on referring to their relationship as nothing more than best friends who have sex, he knew she’d grown to love him, to depend on him and value him as more than a friend. Unfortunately, not enough to overcome her fear that at some point he would leave her and never come back. Not enough to let him spend more than a few hours in her bed or to participate in a discussion about a more permanent arrangement like them living together or getting engaged or married.

And at thirty years old, Brady had lived alone long enough. He wanted more than snippets of family life by invitation only.

Tyler turned into the hospital’s parking lot. “Good thing they have power.”

Damn good thing.

As Tyler maneuvered to back into the ambulance bay, Brady caught a glimpse of Ruby, pacing on the sidewalk. “There’s your mom,” he said to Dillon. “Wake up, Dill Pickle.” He gently shook his boy bundle.

Dillon moaned.

“You got him?” Tyler opened the door, no doubt in a hurry to assist in the unload of the critical patient in the back.

“Yup. Go do what you have to do.” Brady then turned his attention back to Dillon. “You need to talk to me.” He patted the boy’s cheek. “Wake up and talk to me.”

Dillon kept his eyes closed and said, “No.”

It was a response. And thank God for that.

Brady made sure he had a good hold on Dillon before he opened the door and climbed down, expecting Ruby to charge in his direction. Only she didn’t. And when he walked to the back of the ambulance, he found the sidewalk empty. So he carried Dillon to the electric doors, made it through the first set but was stopped from entering the Emergency Department by a huge security guard who stood in front of the second set of doors. “You can’t come in here.” He pointed down the walkway. “All patients need to be triaged first.”

“Please get Ruby Kendell.” He held up Dillon. “Tell her Brady’s here and her son needs medical attention.”

“Light hurts,” Dillon said, burying his face in Brady’s chest.

“Nice try,” the guard said. “Ruby’s son was just brought in. Now if you’d—”

“No I won’t,” Brady said. “Ruby,” he yelled as loud as he could.

“Ow,” Dillon whined.

“Sorry, champ,” he apologized and yelled again. “Ruby, I have Dillon.” The guard took a threatening step forward. “Don’t.” Brady stood tall and used his six-foot-two-inch height and solid build to threaten him right back. “There’s obviously been a mistake because I am holding Ruby’s son in my arms. If you’d just get her . . .”

“Brady?” Ruby stood frozen in the hallway behind the security guard, her dark bangs and shoulder-length hair framing her pale face, her green eyes staring up at him.

He imagined what he must look like, filthy from searching through rubble, sopping wet from the rain, stained with blood and vomit, holding Dillon’s limp body in his arms. “He’s got a head wound. He’s lethargic but arousable.” Brady gave her the most important information first.

“That’s Dillon?” She glanced over the guard’s shoulder. “You’re sure?”

He nodded. “I found him with three other children up on the stage. A rack of musical instruments fell on top of them. Questionable loss of consciousness,” Brady said, keeping his voice calm, taking a step around the security guard. “Sensitive to light. Complained of head pain twice. Vomited three times.”

With tears in her eyes and her fist clutched to her chest, Ruby whispered, “He’s alive.”

“Yes, honey. He’s alive. But he needs a CT scan and some stitches and a good once-over by your best doc.” He tapped Dillon’s shoulder. “Wake up and show your mom you’re okay.”

“Mom?” Dillon asked, his hoarse voice little more than a whisper, but enough to jolt Ruby into action.

“Yes, sweetie.” She hurried forward and bent over to kiss Dillon’s cheek. “Mommy’s right here and I’m going to take good care of you.” Carefully she lifted the dressing covering Dillon’s laceration.

“Brady found me,” Dillon said quietly.

“I knew he would,” she said with a smile and a look of appreciation he’d never forget.

A woman in a colorful top and navy scrub pants that matched Ruby’s came up beside them. “Private three is open and ready.”

Ruby turned to the woman. “Would you cover for me in trauma two, bed one? I was on my way to get warm blankets.”

“Of course.” The woman hurried away.

“That poor boy,” she mumbled then looked up at Brady. “I thought he might be Dillon. Same pajamas.” She started to cry. “Thank you.” She threw her arms around his neck. “Thank you so much.” She jumped back. “You’re soaked and freezing.” She looked down. “Because you gave your jacket to Dillon. Come.” She put her hand on his lower back and guided him to a room. “Sit.” She pushed down on his shoulders. “Let me get you both some warm blankets and dry clothes.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Brady said. “Take care of Dillon.” Dillon had to come first, had to be okay.

Gently she set her palm to his cheek. He leaned into her touch, had missed her so much these past five days. Going on the road without her was going to be brutal. “You know I am quite the proficient multitasker,” she said. “And I can take care of both of you just as easily as I can take care of one of you.” This was his Ruby, so caring, so capable. She pressed her lips to his in a kiss filled with tenderness and love. “I’ll be right back.”

If he didn’t have his arms filled with Dillon he would have used them to pull her close, to remind her of the months of love they’d shared, of what she’d given up so easily.

Fight for me. Fight for us.

But his arms were full, so all he could do was sit there as she stepped back and left the room.

He gave Dillon’s shoulder a shake. “Wake up, buddy.”

Dillon responded with a moan.

“Not good enough. Talk to me. What’s your name?” he asked, trying to determine his level of orientation.

“You know my name,” he mumbled.

“I know I know it, but do you know it?”

“Dill Pickle,” he said with a tiny hint of a smile.

Brady smiled too. “That’s right. You’re my Dill Pickle.” He hugged the boy he’d grown to love as his own, and sent up a prayer that his plan would work, that not having Brady readily available would force Ruby to recognize how much a part of their life he’d become. Hopefully she’d miss him and find a way to conquer her fear of relationships so they could be together, a real committed couple, when he came home.

And he planned to make good use of his time away to prove he’d follow through on his promise to call her every night. Hopefully, nightly phone sex would convince her she was the only woman for him. But, most of all, he wanted to show her that when he gave his word he’d come back, he’d come back.

In typical organized, efficient Ruby style, it didn’t take her long to return with her arms loaded down with towels, a pair of scrubs for him, warm blankets, a suture kit, an electronic thermometer and a laptop. A man in blue scrubs and a white lab coat followed right behind her.

“Dr Johnson, this is my . . .” She hesitated. “My . . .”

“Her boyfriend,” Brady finished her sentence for her because in his heart that’s what he was. A little disagreement, or even a big one, or a couple of hundred miles of distance between them, wouldn’t change the way he felt about her. “I’d shake your hand but . . .” He looked down at Dillon.

“I understand you were a paramedic with the fire department,” Dr Johnson said while he examined Dillon’s head.

“I am a paramedic with the fire department.” He looked up at Ruby who looked away. “I took a leave of absence to help out some buddies of mine, but the town is holding my job for me. The woman I love is here. I will definitely be coming back.”

Dr Johnson looked back and forth between them. “All righty then. Let’s get him up on the stretcher.”

Brady stood, carried Dillon to the stretcher, and carefully put him down. “Wake up, Dill. Doctor’s here to take a look at you.”

Dillon tried to open his eyes then squeezed them shut and winced. “Hurts.”

Brady shielded him from the overhead light while he gave Dr Johnson his report, informing him of everything that happened from the time he uncovered Dillon under a pile of band instruments to his arrival at the hospital. The doc did a very thorough exam – under Ruby’s watchful eye he’d be a fool not to. Dr Johnson asked Dillon questions and gave him commands to which the boy responded and moved appropriately.

And Brady finally started to relax.

“Let’s get him over for a CT scan and then I’ll stitch him up,” said Dr Johnson, using a stylus to enter information into his laptop. With a smile and a “nice to meet you”, he left the room.

Someone knocked on the door. Ruby opened it. An older woman stood there. “I’m sorry to bother you but Jack has a cardiac arrest on the way in and we’re out of beds. A few parents are creating problems in the waiting room and we’re out of suture kits.”

Ruby looked back at Dillon, obviously torn between staying by her son’s side and doing her job. “Go,” Brady said. “I’ll stay with him. Any change and I’ll find you.”

“Thank you,” Ruby said, closing the door behind her. A few seconds later it opened and Ruby stuck her head in. “I forgot to mention.” She looked him up and down. “There’s something oddly attractive about a man covered in vomit who’s so concerned about my son he doesn’t care that he’s covered in vomit.”

Brady smiled. “The strangest things turn you on, woman.” One of the many reasons he loved her.

With a wink she ducked back out. And it felt like nothing between them had changed. Like she hadn’t pushed him away, like he wasn’t leaving, like they had a chance. It felt damn good.

Chapter Three

After shuffling around some patients to make a trauma room bed available for a fifty-four-year-old male in cardiac arrest, then sending the night supervisor on a mission to track down more suture kits and matching another ten children with their parents, Ruby glanced down the hallway leading to CT scan. Still no sign of Brady or Dillon. What the heck was taking so long? She checked the time. They’d been over there close to an hour. What if the tech found something? What if Dillon had a seizure or lost consciousness or stopped breathing?

She couldn’t wait another minute. “Pat, I—”

Words failed her at the sight of Dillon rolling toward her, sitting up, with the head of his stretcher fully elevated, wearing sunglasses and sipping on a straw stuck inside a can of ginger ale.

Ruby rushed to meet him. “Hey, honey.” She kissed Dillon’s head then looked up at the handsomest stretcher pusher ever. “I was starting to get worried.”

Brady responded, “Tell her what happened, Dilly Vanilly.”

“I threw up again,” he said.

Ruby should have been there to take care of him. Dillon was her son, her responsibility.

“Stop,” Brady said as if he could read her thoughts. “I’m very capable. I got him cleaned up and changed all by myself.”

Of course he did, because he was the best fill-in daddy ever.

“What’s with the shades?” Ruby asked Dillon.

“My head is spinny.”

Brady went on to explain. “I thought if he opened his eyes and focused on something the dizziness might go away.”

“But light hurts,” Dillon added in.

“So I borrowed a pair of sunglasses from Betty in Radiology.”

“And are they helping?” Ruby asked.

Dillon gave a small nod then had to catch the oversized frames as they slid down his nose.

“Not sure if it’s the glasses or the ginger ale but he seems to be feeling a little better.”

Ruby managed a deep breath for the first time in hours. “Thank you for taking such good care of him.”

“I already told you,” he said, walking toward her. “You don’t need to thank me.” He put an arm around her waist, pulled her up against him, and leaned in so close his lips brushed her ear. “But a nice big kiss before I leave would be very much appreciated.”

The electronic doors behind them opened. And if course, Ruth, the stern, professional, ethics-enforcing, policy-and-procedures obsessed head nurse of the Emergency Department, would choose that exact moment to arrive.

Ruby jumped away from Brady. Lord help her. Getting caught in a very public display of affection, while on duty, in the middle of a disaster she was in charge of managing.

“I’m sorry,” Ruby said, sliding her now clammy hands into her pockets. She liked this job, needed this job. Frost Community was the only hospital for miles. She had a great little apartment five minutes away. Dillon loved his school and his teacher.

“No,” Ruth said. “I’m the one who’s sorry.” She looked at Dillon. “How are you feeling, little man?”

“My head hurts,” Dillon said. “And I’m tired.”

“Please take him back to his room,” Ruby instructed Brady. She turned to Ruth. “He just came back from a CT scan. I admit, having Dillon here as a patient got me a bit distracted, but I’m doing everything I need to do, handling every crisis as it arises, putting forth my best effort . . .”

Ruth put her hand on Ruby’s arm. “You always put forth your best effort,” she said. “But after you give me report and bring me up to speed, you are officially done.”

“Done?” As in fired? As in unemployed? “But . . .”

“Done as in off duty,” Ruth clarified.

“But there are still so many patients that need to be seen. My boyfriend is with Dillon.” Funny how, as the evening progressed, referring to Brady as her boyfriend became easier. “As long as I have someone I trust to take care of Dillon I can do my job, no problem.” What would she have done tonight if Brady hadn’t answered her call for help? What would she do in the future with Brady gone?

“I know you can,” Ruth said. “But you don’t have to. You told me from the start that being a mother is your top priority.” She walked toward her office, speaking over her shoulder. “Now come give me report so you can focus all of your attention on that precious son of yours.”

Ruby followed with mixed emotions. Surprise. Relief. Thanks. Dread. Because now that she no longer needed Brady to stay with Dillon, he’d have no reason to stick around. And she wasn’t ready to say goodbye.

Twenty minutes later she dragged an extra visitor’s chair into Dillon’s room, slid it up beside Brady’s stool and sat down.

“What’s up?” Brady asked, leaning over to bump her shoulder with his.

“Ruth took over so I can focus my attention on Dillon,” who lay sound asleep on the stretcher. She fiddled with a pack of gum, looking down at it flipping between her fingers. “I guess you’ll probably want to get going.” It was, after all, close to midnight, and as per one of his many messages that she hadn’t responded to, he needed to be on the road by 5 a.m. to make his New Jersey rendezvous with the tour bus.

Brady wrapped his strong arms around her and pulled her onto his lap. “Are you kidding me? This is the first opportunity I’ve had to hold you and actually engage in a two-way conversation about my leaving since you went berserk-o crazy on me five long miserable days ago.” He hugged her. “Not that my holding you is in any way intended to restrain you.” He nuzzled her neck then kissed her. “As long as you don’t try to escape, that is.”

She didn’t want to escape and couldn’t muster up a decent rebuttal to the “berserk-o crazy” reference because as soon as he’d mentioned going on tour and leaving her she had gone a little nuts. Okay, a lot nuts. Insisting he should go and enjoy himself and not give her a second thought. Lying that she’d been wanting to take a break anyway because things between them had gotten way too serious. Telling him how much better life on the road would be without the burden of a woman waiting for him at home. Talking fast and not letting him get a word in before noting the time and reminding him she had to be up early the next morning, and physically dragging then pushing him out of her apartment so he didn’t witness the total, hysterical breakdown that occurred within seconds of her closing the door behind him.

Because once again she wasn’t enough, once again she would be left behind. Discarded.

Wait a minute. “Miserable?” she asked, looking up at him.

“Didn’t you listen to any of my messages?”

Every single one of them, over and over, mostly to hear his voice. “You sounded more frustrated and angry than miserable.”

“Okay.” He smiled. “I’ll admit to equal parts all three.” He smoothed some hair off her face, his hands rough, his touch gentle, so nice. “You wouldn’t take my calls. You didn’t answer your door. You purposely changed your routine so I couldn’t meet up with you. You shut me out of your life. I didn’t like it.” She’d cut him loose before he could do it to her. It was the very opposite of mature. “I’m an idiot.”

He lifted her chin and stared into her eyes. “No. You’re not. You’re scared of history repeating itself. Which, I have to tell you, is a huge insult considering Dillon’s piece-of-shit father.”

“I don’t think you’re like him.”

“You do,” he said. “If you think I’d enjoy life on the road more than life with you and Dillon, and if you think I’d pick up and leave you and never come back, without giving you a second thought, then you think I’m just like him.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, meaning it more than any other apology she had given in her life. Brady had been nothing but kind and supportive and loving to her and Dillon. He didn’t deserve to be lumped in with her ex and the roadies and musicians she’d come in contact with all those years ago.

“I’ve told you over and over how much I love you and want to be with you, but you still don’t believe me.”

She said nothing. As much as she wished his words weren’t true, they were.

“So I’m doing the only thing I can think of to do,” he said. “I’m leaving to prove with my actions rather than my words alone that I can love music and performing and still love you. I can spend time away and not forget about you and still be faithful to you.”

She wanted to point out that since he’d be in another state she really would have no way of knowing if he was faithful or not, but he didn’t give her time.

“I’m leaving so I can come back to you, so I can show you that when I say I’m coming back, I am, in fact, going to come back. I’m leaving so I can prove to you I’m a man of my word, a man you can trust.”

What? “Let me get this straight,” she said. “My biggest fear is history repeating itself and the man I love leaving me. So you’re doing exactly what Dillon’s – to quote you – ‘piece-of-shit father’ did and leaving me to show me that you’re a man of your word and I can trust you?” If he hadn’t been with her for the past few hours she would have wondered if he’d had too many cold ones.

“I’m not doing exactly what Dillon’s father did because I’m not leaving for good. And I’m going to call you every single night.”

She looked away. “I’d rather you don’t make promises you won’t keep.”

He cupped her chin and turned her to face him. “I will call you every night,” he said. “And after my lips touch yours in the amazingly memorable goodbye kiss you’re going to give me, my lips will not touch any part of a woman’s body until I’m back in your arms, because I will return to you.”

That remained to be seen.

“And when I do, you’ll have to stop grouping me in with all the losers from your past.”

He was so much better than all of them. “You’re certainly putting forth a lot of effort.” For her.

“You’re worth it. But for the record,” he said, still staring into her eyes, “when I told you the band asked me to join them, I was looking for an excuse not to go. I’d kind of hoped you’d beg me to stay.”

Ruby sat up straight and crossed her arms over her chest. “Then you don’t know me near as well as you thought you did because I never beg. For anything.”

He smiled. “There were a few times . . .”

“Don’t.” She covered his mouth with her hand. She remembered those times in vivid, spectacular detail, when he’d had her so aroused she had, in fact, begged him to touch her. Based on that little tingle between her legs, her body remembered them, too.

In yet another example of how well he could read her, Brady whispered, “Straddle me,” and lifted her off his lap.

She wanted to. Oh boy, how she wanted to. But, “I can’t.” She tried to twist from his grip. But Brady was pretty darn strong. And maybe she didn’t try as hard as she could have. Even so, her responsible, rational side felt it necessary to mention, “I may not be on duty but I’m still at work. And anyone can walk in here at any time. And Dillon could wake up.”

“Just for a minute.” He coaxed her legs apart and eased her onto his lap. “I need to feel you,” he said, palming her butt, maneuvering her right where he wanted her, which coincided nicely with right where she wanted to be.

 Through the two thin layers of scrub material separating them she felt him harden, which was so totally inappropriate, considering where they were, yet so wonderful at the same time. He ground up against her. “My God, you feel good.”

Tears filled her eyes and she dropped her head to his shoulder. “What am I going to do without you?”

He rubbed her back. “I’m kind of looking forward to lots of hot phone sex.”

She slapped his chest. “I’m serious. I’m going to miss you so much.”

“Hopefully I won’t be gone for the full four months,” he said.

She jerked up. “What? There’s a chance you could come back sooner?”

“If you’d have given me the chance to explain the situation fully, I could have clarified that four months is the longest I’ll be away. That’s how much time is left on the tour. I’m only covering for Bart whose mom recently got diagnosed with cancer and is going in for major surgery. If all goes well he could be back in a matter of weeks.”

Truth be told, after Ruby had heard “leaving”, “going on tour” and “four months” she’d stopped listening and lurched into self-preservation mode. “I hope she makes a speedy recovery.”

“Me, too,” Brady said, and with a rather firm hand at the back of her neck he directed her in for a kiss. When they broke for air he said, “While I’m gone, I’d like you to think about us getting engaged.”

Ruby reacted on instinct, as she always did when he brought up the subject of getting married, and tried to pull away. Boyfriend–girlfriend was one thing. When the split came and he decided to move on, like every other man in her life had done before him, sure, it’d hurt, but things wouldn’t get messy. Add in an expensive ring, legally binding documents, and joint assets, and splitting up got complicated. And she had Dillon’s feelings to consider.

Unlike all his past attempts to discuss marriage, this time Brady didn’t let her go. “No more refusing to talk about it. I love you and I want to marry you. I want you and me and Dillon to be a family. And maybe, if you’re up for it, we could have a couple of more kids.”

Ruby felt her body stiffen.

“Hey,” Brady said quietly, reassuringly, as he caressed her arms. “Give me a chance. All I’m asking is for you to take some time to think about it while I’m away. No pressure.”

She started to relax a bit. Just think about it. Toss around the idea. Get used to it. “I can do that. I will do that.” He loosened his hold, allowing her to move back onto the chair beside him. And not a moment too soon, because with a quick knock, Dr Johnson opened the door and walked in, followed by another doctor she didn’t recognize.

Reinforcements? Why had Dr Johnson felt the need to bring in another doctor with him? Was he a specialist? A neurologist or neurosurgeon here to deliver the bad news? Ruby grabbed for Brady’s hand.

“CT scan’s negative,” Dr Johnson said.

Thank God. A huge breath of air she didn’t know she’d trapped in her lungs whooshed out of her mouth.

“This is Dr Stevens,” Dr Johnson introduced the man beside him. Ruby stood to shake his hand. “He’s a plastic surgeon. While I’m happy to stitch up Dillon’s forehead, I thought Dr Stevens is probably a better choice. I want my favorite nurse to have the best care available for her son.”

“Thank you.” Ruby was touched by his sincerity. “I’m happy to assist, Dr Stevens.”

“Absolutely not,” Dr Johnson said. “I’ve been given strict instructions that you are here in a mommy capacity only. I’ll find another nurse.”

She bit her lip to keep from making a request.

“Would you like a say in who I choose?” he asked with a teasing grin.

Yes, she would, because while she liked most of her colleagues, she respected the skills of some more than others. “If Sandy has a few minutes I don’t think she’d mind.”

An hour later, after lots of tears and even more bargaining, Dillon – the soon to be new owner of the Lego toy of his choice under twenty dollars – had eleven, tiny, meticulously placed, evenly spaced stitches and was ready for discharge home.

Brady returned from driving her car to the curb, leaving it running to warm it up. “I found a ride back to the school to get my truck.”

Ruby’s insides felt hollow. This was it. She couldn’t look at him so she occupied herself by wrapping Dillon in a blanket instead. “So I guess this is goodbye.”

He leaned in close. “Then you’d guess wrong,” he whispered. “Leave your door unlocked for me.” Then he picked up Dillon. “Come on, pal. I’ll carry you to the car.”

Chapter Four

Six weeks later

Brady set up his laptop, looking over his shoulder to make sure the wall behind him would not clue Ruby in to his actual location, and logged on for their scheduled video chat.

“Hey.” Her beautiful, smiling face filled his screen.

“Hey, yourself, gorgeous. Love the outfit.” The silky, low-cut baby doll negligee he’d mailed to her from Las Vegas.

“You told me to wear it tonight, so I’m wearing it.”

“Where’s Dill?” he asked.

“Next door at Tammy’s. They’re having some super-secret movie party.”

According to plan. Thank you, Tammy.

“So you’re alone.” He stripped off his shirt. “And I’m alone.”

“I swear,” she groused. “We have more sex now that you’re away than we did when you lived downstairs.”

He smiled. “You love every minute of it.”

She smiled back. “I do. But it’s not the same. I want the real thing. I want to feel your naked body on top of me.” She leaned back on the couch, exposing her skimpy, matching panties. “I want to feel you here.” She touched herself.

Brady was rock hard and ready. Damn she had a knack for video chat sex and phone sex. But tonight he was after some real sex with the woman he loved.

“The other night you said that if I wanted to know what you’d decided about marrying me, I’d have to get down on one knee and ask you.” He pushed the coffee table back to make room and got down on one knee.

“In person, you loon.” She laughed. “And with a ring.”

He glanced at the jewelry box beside the computer. For the last few weeks Ruby had been talking much more positively about marriage, even dropping a few hints that she’d be ready for a proposal once he got home. Well, Brady had no intention of giving her the chance to change her mind. So within two hours of receiving Bart’s call that he’d be back in time for tomorrow night’s show, Brady had taken the opportunity of a travel day and hopped a flight home.

He looked to the side, pretending something had caught his attention. “Shoot. Baby, someone’s at the door,” he lied. “Give me a minute.” He closed his laptop and stood.

Brady picked up the ring, shoved it in his pocket with one hand while he grabbed the bottle of champagne with the other, and ran out the door and up the stairs to Ruby’s apartment. Without waiting to catch his breath, he knocked.

A few pounding heartbeats later, the door flew open and Ruby launched herself into his arms. “Oh my God,” she screamed. “You’re here. You’re really here. Please tell me you’re home for good.”

“Is that how you answer the door?” he asked, looking up and down the hallway, shielding her lingerie-clad body from onlookers – of which there were none, thank goodness.

“It’s how I answer the door for you,” she cooed, jumping up, locking her long, bare legs around his butt, and her arms around his shoulders.

“And how did you know it was me?” He carried her inside.

“Peephole.” She kissed along his cheek to his ear and down his neck while thrusting her fingers in his hair. It felt so damn good. “God, I’ve missed you.”

He’d missed her, too. More than he’d ever imagined possible.

She rubbed her upper body against his chest and Brady almost forgot that sex was not his main reason for traveling thirteen hours on three planes and a taxi to get to her. “Wait.” He let go of her.

She clung to him like a baby koala.

“Please.” He pulled at her arms. “I need a few minutes of your time first.”

“Uh-oh.” She climbed down and stood before him, her arms clamped over her belly, looking concerned. “This sounds serious.”

“It is.” He set the champagne down behind his leg, trying to keep it from her view. Then he reached into his pocket, went down on one knee, lifting and opening the ring box in one smooth motion.

She brought the tips of her fingers up to cover her mouth.

“Ruby Kendell, I love you.”

She stared at the ring, her eyes glistening with tears.

“I’ve been away for thirty-nine days and nights, I have met hundreds if not thousands of people, and you’re still the only woman for me. I wake up thinking about you and go to bed wishing you were with me.”

She nodded and kept on nodding, seemed entranced by the pear-shaped diamond.

He watched her. “Why are you nodding?”

“Yes,” she said from behind her fingertips in a voice just above a whisper.

“Yes, what?”

She moved her eyes from the ring to him. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

“But I haven’t asked you yet,” he teased.

“Well, that’s where all this—” she moved her hand back and forth between them “—is headed, isn’t it?”

“I won’t be rushed,” he said. “I want to do this right, because you deserve it.”

“Okay,” she said. “I appreciate that. Just keep in mind Dillon will be home in two and a half hours. And if we want to have any real, in-the-same-room fun at all, we need to get a move on.”

He laughed. “Ruby Kendell, will you marry me?”

She looked down at him, her expression serious. “You said you’d call me every night, and you did. You said you’d be faithful to me, and I believe you have been. You said you’d come back to me and you’re here. I trust you, I love you, and I’d be honored to be your wife.”

And with those words she made him the happiest man alive.

She held out her hand and Brady slipped the ring onto her finger. A perfect fit.

He stood and pulled her in for a kiss. “I’ve been traveling for hours, but I couldn’t wait to see you so I haven’t taken a shower and I probably need one.”

She flicked open the button on his jeans. “You can take one here.” She unzipped them. “And what would you like to do after that?” She slipped her hand inside and cupped him and Brady went so hard so fast it hurt, but in the best possible way.

“Then my sweet fiancée—” he squeezed the tight bud of her nipple between his knuckles “—I’m going to spend the next two hours making you beg.” He kissed her chin. “Over.” He kissed her jaw. “And over.” He kissed that sweet little cove behind her ear. “And over again.”


ON THE ROAD AGAIN

Fiona Lowe

Chapter One

Day One

“What do you mean you’re not coming?” Dr Felicity Hamilton-Smith’s voice rose in a combination of disbelief and panic as she pressed her phone hard against her ear. “Jessie, this entire gig was your idea.”

“I know and I’m so sorry,” Jessie wailed her disappointment, wobbling down the line. “I’ve been looking forward to this cycling trip for months. I can’t believe I sprained my ankle tripping over the cat.”

“I always told you dogs make better pets,” Felicity said dryly, stepping out of the long line of people and pulling her backpack with her. “I’ll see if I can grab a ride back to Melbourne.”

“No,” Jessie said firmly. “We’ve been planning this trip for ages and just because I’m a klutz, it doesn’t mean you have to miss out on this trip.”

You’ve been planning it. I’ve been dreading it. “Really, I don’t mind—”

“You need this, remember?” Jessie’s tone became stern. “It’s a total change for you, a week in another world and a way to forget all the recent crap in your life.”

“I’m sure a week at a spa would do it just as well,” she said wryly.

“You know that’s not true,” Jessie rebuked mildly. “That Felicity vanished a very long time ago.”

And she had. It had been years since she’d indulged herself in any form of pampering. It had been so long, in fact, that it felt like another lifetime lived by a completely different person. Drew would barely recognize her.

She abruptly shoved the thought sideways, furious at herself for allowing a memory of him to sneak in. Eight years had passed since she’d watched in disbelief as he’d walked away from her without a backward glance. Eight long years, during which she’d worked hard at forgetting him and had instead focused on establishing a very successful career in A & E. Along the way, she’d proved many people’s preconceived opinions of her to be very wrong.

Your private life, however, isn’t quite so triumphant.

She closed her eyes against the thought. The current nightmare of her personal life was the reason Jessie had chivvied and cajoled her onto this ride where they’d combine some cycling with volunteering – a big adventure. Now Jessie was bailing on her and the thought of spending eight nights alone in a tent after cycling anything from sixty to one hundred and ten kilometres a day had her pining for those heady days of old when pampering ruled. “It’s not going to be any fun without you.”

Jessie laughed. “There are four thousand people for you to meet so of course you’re going to have fun. Besides, you have that lovely new carbon fibre bike you won to ride. It’s so light it will practically glide up the hills on its own.”

She wasn’t convinced. “Jessie, I can ride it another time when you’re better.”

“You have to go,” Jessie instructed. “It’s bad enough that I’m dropping out at the last moment. The medical care team can’t afford to lose both of us.”

And as much as Felicity wanted to stop before she’d even started, values and ethics got her every single time. She’d made a commitment to the medical care team and she had no choice but to honour it. “Okay, but seeing as I’ll be pitching the tent on my own every night, I want you to book me a motel room for the rest day.”

Jessie laughed. “Wimp.”

“Damn straight.”

After telling Jessie to ice and elevate her ankle, she ended the call and slipped her phone into the back pocket of her cycling jersey. Mustering all her strength, she lumbered up the truck’s narrow silver stairs and half-threw, half-dropped her twenty-kilogram pack onto the massive pile of luggage.

The salt of the sea filled Felicity’s lungs as she climbed a punishing hill, which led out of the pretty coastal town of Lakes Entrance. With each spin of her pedals, she left behind the fishing boats, the circling Pacific gulls and the glistening Tasman Sea and she headed inland to the rolling hills of Gippsland. Black and white Friesian cows dotted the lush paddocks and the grass was still green from spring rains, yet to be burned brown by summer heat. It wouldn’t be long though – the forecast was predicting hot weather on the ride.

Today, however, was perfect. No headwinds, no rain, just the joy of the road helped along by a friendly tailwind. School groups passed on her right, calling out, “Enjoy your day,” and she smiled. Already she could feel the stressors of work and home slipping away, and if day one was anything to go by, Jessie was right – she was enjoying herself. With a touch of sadness she realized this was as close as she’d come to happy in a very long time.

A couple of hours later, she cycled into the tiny town of Bruthen and found the show grounds, which were being converted into a city of dome tents. She located her luggage truck, found her bag, pitched the tent, had a shower and then pulled on her bright blue volunteer polo shirt. The cheerful volunteer at the gate had told her that today the travelling medical centre was in the football club rooms so she crossed the oval and walked inside the building. Her eyes took a moment to adjust from the bright sunshine to the dimmer conditions, and at first she could only make out silhouettes.

“Hi, I’m Dr Felicity—”

“Hamilton-Smith.”

Her heart stalled in her chest. Even after eight years, she instantly recognized the deep vibrato voice. Blinking rapidly, she forced her eyes to focus so she could check that her ears hadn’t deceived her. Slowly, six feet two of sheer male perfection came into view. She soaked in the sight of short golden hair, a thick, strong neck, broad, square shoulders, a washboard-flat stomach and solid, toned thighs. Her body leapt at the memory of being held in his muscular arms and she immediately battled it, hating how fast her body could betray her.

“Drew.”

She swallowed a groan as his name came out on a soft, wavering breath instead of the crisp, professional and utterly detached tone she’d been aiming for.

“Flick.” Intelligent eyes, the vivid blue of an outback sky – eyes that had once glowed with love for her – scanned her face coolly, seeming to miss nothing.

His mouth flattened. “This has to be the last place I ever expected to meet you.”

The slight hint of derision in his tone brought the past rushing back so fast it was like eight years had vanished and time had stood still. Only it hadn’t. Time had passed, things had changed – she’d changed and she refused to wear his out-of-date opinions.

A slow burn of indignation glowed deep down inside her and she picked up the large medical emergency pack that had her name on it in large print. “Well, expectations are not often met. I’m here to work.”

And then it hit her. So was he. Her nine days in another world – her week to escape her life – had just been blown into a thousand pieces.

Chapter Two

Drew Baxter had only recently come out of Afghanistan
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