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Dr Chandler's Sleeping Beauty by Melanie Milburne
ER doctor Kitty Cargill yearns for the fairytale: everlasting love, marriage and a family. But after jilting her cheating ex, she's locked up her heart and thrown away the key!
The animal magnetism of her new boss Dr Jake Chandler opens her eyes to raw passion, but she'll have to keep reminding herself Jake's not the 'happy-ever-after' type...
Christmas With Dr Delicious by Sue MacKay
When paramedic Nikki Page learns that the man who shattered her dreams is back in town, she's horrified. Especially now that Fraser McCall is even more delicious than she remembers...
Getting this dreamy doc under the mistletoe is one thing, but Nikki wants more than just a Christmas kiss - this time, she wants forever!
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Dear Reader

While I was writing my last Medical Romance, The Surgeon She Never Forgot, I had a scene where an Accident and Emergency doctor came in to talk to my hero Lewis Beck about his ill father. I found my next medical hero Jake Chandler right then and there. I just love it when characters come to me and beg me to write their story!

Jake was tall and incredibly good-looking, with dark blue eyes. I knew immediately that he was a bit of a playboy. I even knew why he was so against settling down. His backstory was like a download in my head.

All I needed now was a suitable heroine to rock Jake’s world. And in no time at all newly qualified A&E doctor Kitty Cargill came along. Again it was like a download. I knew immediately that Kitty would be a classic fish out of water. I also knew she would be an old-fashioned English girl from an unconventional background.

A sweetheart, a home girl with a broken heart, meets a commitment-phobe, notoriously sexy playboy. What a perfect mix for a pulse-racing romance!

I love writing the scene where my characters meet for the first time. I have so much fun thinking of ways they can take an instant dislike to each other, or get the wrong impression, or strike passionate sparks from the first moment their eyes meet. Jake and Kitty certainly didn’t let me down. Kitty makes a first impression on Jake that is nothing like the impression she hoped to make on her devilishly handsome boss!

I hope you enjoy reading about how Jake and Kitty met and fell in love, and that you laugh and cry with them along the way. I certainly did!

Warmest wishes

Melanie Milburne







DEDICATION

To Andrea Debomford, who gave me the inspiration for the way Jake and Kitty first meet. Thanks for your friendship. Love you. xxx







CHAPTER ONE

‘I CAN’T believe you talked me into wearing this,’ Kitty Cargill said to her cousin as they entered the city hotel where Julie’s ‘Pimps and Prostitutes’ fancy dress thirtieth birthday party was being held. ‘I’m sure it’s because I’m still suffering from jet lag and I’m not in my right mind.’

‘You look awesome,’ Julie said. ‘I never knew you had such great legs. That PVC skirt really shows some serious thigh.’

Kitty pulled the skirt—which in her opinion was too skimpy even to qualify for the term—down over the ladder in the black fishnet tights that her cousin had insisted was an essential part of the get-up. ‘Now I can see where my mother got her wacky out-there genes,’ she said, cringing in embarrassment at some of the looks she was attracting as they made their way to the function room.

‘Lighten up, hon,’ Julie said. ‘You’re not going to last long in Aussieland unless you strap on a sense of humour. You’re way too conservative. You Brits all act like you’ve been potty-trained at gunpoint.’

‘Ha, ha, ha,’ Kitty said. ‘I’ll have you know I wasn’t potty-trained at all. My parents thought it was far more progressive and fundamental to my development that I sorted it all out for myself when I was good and ready.’

Julie grinned at her. ‘So should I be worried about you going where you shouldn’t while you’re bunking down with me?’

Kitty gave her a look. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said. ‘I won’t be with you much longer. I’ve already found a town house to rent online. The real estate agent confirmed it this afternoon. It’s not far from the hospital and even closer to the beach at Bondi.’

‘It sounds perfect,’ Julie said. ‘Have you met anyone from St Benedict’s yet? Your boss in A&E or the CEO?’

‘Not yet,’ Kitty said. ‘I’m going to introduce myself in the next day or so. I’m not due to start until next week, but I thought it’d be polite to put in an appearance—given I didn’t go through the normal face-to-face interview process.’

‘I still can’t quite get my head around you being a fully-fledged doctor,’ Julie said, giving her a playful shoulder-bump. ‘Last time I saw you, when Mum and I came to London for Christmas, you were playing with dolls.’

Life was certainly a whole lot simpler then, Kitty thought wistfully as she followed her cousin into the party room, which was thumping with deafening music.

Jake Chandler was on night shift for the fourth night in a row and feeling it. Friday and Saturday nights were not his favourite times to be on duty. Far too many partygoers with too much alcohol on board and too little common sense clogged public A&E departments like his all over the country. In their noisy midst were the seriously sick and injured.

So far tonight he’d had to deal with the death of a sixteen-year-old girl in a motorcycle accident and a serious stabbing. The girl had been riding pillion on the back of her boyfriend’s bike. It had been her first time on a motorbike and her second date with the boyfriend. She had been the only child of a single mother. Jake could still see the collapse of the girl’s mother’s face when he had told her.

The stabbing had been a drug deal turned sour. The guy had almost bled out before Jake could stem the bleeding. The guy was twenty-four years old—the same age as Jake’s younger brother, Robbie. Would this be how his kid brother ended up? Found in some sleazy back alley, mortally wounded, stoned and senseless? How could he stop it? What more could he do? Robbie’s refusal to grow up and take responsibility for himself made Jake feel he had failed.

He had let his family down.

He had let his mother down.

Jake glanced at the clock on the wall on his way back from escorting the stabbing victim to Theatre.

Five minutes to midnight.

It was about time for the drunk and disorderly to come spilling in. He just hoped Robbie wasn’t one of them.

‘Dr Chandler?’ Jake’s registrar Lei Chung approached him while he was washing his hands at one of the sterilising basins. ‘I have a couple of tipsy call girls in Bay Five. One of them has a suspected broken ankle.’

Jake mentally rolled his eyes as he tugged some paper towels out to dry his hands. ‘They told you they were call girls?’ he asked.

‘They didn’t have to,’ Lei said, rolling his eyes. ‘Just wait until you see them.’

‘They’re entitled to the same level of care as anyone else,’ Jake said, tossing the screwed-up paper in the bin before reaching for a new pair of gloves. ‘Have you ordered an X-ray?’

‘The radiographer will be down in ten minutes,’ Lei said. ‘He’s seeing a patient on the orthopaedic ward. One of his hip patients had a fall.’

Jake twitched the curtain aside of Bay Five. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘I’m Dr Chandler.’

The girl sitting beside the one lying on the trolley shot to her feet. ‘I’m so terribly sorry about this,’ she said, speaking in a cut-glass London accent that didn’t fool Jake for a moment. ‘I don’t think it’s broken. I’m sure it’s just a sprain. But my cousin is in so much pain I thought we should have it X-rayed. I thought it best if—’

Jake quirked one brow upwards. ‘Your … cousin?’

‘Her name is Julie Banning, and I’m—’

‘Hello, Julie,’ Jake said, turning to the girl on the trolley. ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

‘I was dancing with this guy and his legs got twisted with mine,’ Julie said, with an Australian accent even broader than his. ‘I hit the floor and twisted my ankle. I heard something snap—I swear to God I did. It hurts like freaking hell.’

‘Let’s have a look, shall we?’ Jake said.

He examined the ankle, but found only swelling and tenderness over the lateral ligaments and no obvious fracture. He checked the patient for any other injuries, but apart from a bruise on her elbow she was all clear—which was lucky considering how much alcohol he could smell on her and her posh-sounding little sidekick.

‘I’ll order an X-ray just to be on the safe side,’ he said. ‘An orderly will be with you shortly. And go easy on the partying, OK? You could’ve really done some serious damage. You might not be so lucky next time.’ He gave the other young woman a cursory nod and left the cubicle.

‘Dr Chandler?’ The young woman spoke from behind him just as he got to his office.

Jake turned to look at her. ‘Yes?’

She shifted her weight from foot to foot, looking distinctly uncomfortable. He didn’t know working girls could blush. Maybe she was new to the game. She didn’t look very old. Her skin was porcelain-smooth and her eyes—in spite of the heavy eyeshadow—were clear and bright and a rather stunning shade of grey. Perhaps she was worried he was going to ask for a drug screen on her ‘cousin’, or a blood alcohol level.

‘I wanted to say thank you for seeing my cousin so promptly,’ she said. ‘I was worried it might take hours and hours. She seemed in a lot of pain and I—’

‘Do you realise the dangers of binge drinking?’ Jake asked, frowning at her reproachfully.

Her eyes flickered. ‘Pardon?’

He stripped her with his gaze. ‘You smell like a brewery, the both of you.’

Her cheeks flushed bright red. ‘I’m not drunk!’

He rolled his eyes in disdain. ‘Yeah, that’s what they all say.’

‘But I’m not!’ she said. ‘Julie spilt her drink on the floor when she fell. I knelt down to help her and got soaked in it. I’ve only had half a glass of champagne the whole night.’

‘How much has your cousin had to drink?’ he asked.

‘A bit …’ She bit her bottom lip. ‘A lot … quite a lot … loads, actually. It’s her thirtieth birthday. I told her to slow down but she wouldn’t listen.’ She made a self-deprecating movement of her mouth. ‘She thinks I’m too conservative.’

Jake flicked his gaze over her sinfully short PVC skirt and the black bustier top that showcased a rack that was small but no less impressive. ‘I can see what she means,’ he said dryly.

Her big grey eyes with their raccoon-like eyeshadow widened in affront and her small neat chin came up. ‘Dr Chandler, perhaps I should take this opportunity to properly introduce myself,’ she said. ‘My name is Kitty Car—’

‘Kitty as in Kitty Litter?’ Jake put in, without holding back on his mocking smile.

Her generously plumped mouth flattened. ‘No,’ she said, those storm cloud eyes flashing at him resentfully. ‘Kitty as in Katherine. Katherine Cargill. Dr Katherine Cargill, to be precise.’

Jake rocked back on his heels. So this was the new three-month appointment who had been recruited while he’d been away on leave. He’d been wrong about the accent. Funny, but he’d thought it way too posh to be for real. Maybe it was time to have a little fun. Let her get to know the colonial natives, so to speak. God knew he could do with a bit of a laugh after the night he’d had.

‘Have things got so bad in the public health system that junior doctors have to moonlight in other less salubrious professions?’ he asked.

She glared at him. ‘This is not what it looks like,’ she said, waving a stiff hand to encompass her attire. ‘It’s a costume.’

Jake leisurely ran his gaze over every inch of her outfit, right down her long shapely legs encased in sexy fishnets to the scarily high heels on her dainty feet. ‘It’s very convincing,’ he said.

She frowned at him. ‘Haven’t you been to a fancy dress party before?’

‘Yeah,’ he drawled. ‘I went as the Big Bad Wolf. I huffed and I puffed and brought the whole house down.’

She gave him a haughty look down the length of her nose that was right out the pages of a Jane Austen novel. ‘At least you wouldn’t have had to go to the trouble and expense of hiring a costume,’ she said. ‘You would have gone just as you are.’

Jake held her feisty little eye-lock. He felt a stirring in his groin that had nothing to do with her skimpy outfit. There was something about her imperious air and her toffee-nosed accent that made his flesh tingle from head to foot.

Was it his self-imposed dating drought that had stirred his senses so intensely? He’d made a bet with his sister at Christmas that he could give up sex for the rest of the summer. Rosie had criticised his playboy lifestyle, even going as far as saying it was setting a bad example for her young son, Nathan. If he lost the bet he would have to pay Rosie a thousand dollars towards Nathan’s education fund. He had no problem with donating the money for Nathan. He would give that and more, bet or no bet. But he did have a problem with his kid sister thinking he had no self-control and discipline. So he’d set a new record for himself—a new personal best. He didn’t like admitting it, but abstinence had been good for him. His sex life had become a bit boring and predictable over the last year. But he didn’t want anything long-term. He was happy with his fancy-free approach to relationships. It had just been a bad year, that was all.

Besides, he liked his flings short and uncomplicated.

No strings.

No rings.

No promises.

Once his period of celibacy was up, Kitty Cargill, with her I’m-just-pretending-to-be-a-wild-child routine, could be just the one to kick things off for the rest of this year.

‘You can take your cousin home as soon as she’s had her X-ray,’ Jake said. ‘And I hope when I next see you in this unit you’re wearing something a little more appropriate. We’re supposed to be saving patients’ lives here, not giving them myocardial infarcts. Understood?’

She gave him a glittering glare. ‘Perfectly, Dr Chandler.’

‘Grrrgghhh!’ Kitty was still fuming as she unpacked her things at her new town house three days later. She cringed in embarrassment when she thought of turning up for work the following Monday. How on earth was she going to face him?

Julie, damn her, was still laughing about it, in spite of hobbling about on crutches and having to take time off from her job as a beautician. Her cousin thought the sprained ankle was worth it to have seen someone as prim and proper as Kitty floundering so far out of her depth.

‘God, he was so gorgeous,’ Julie had said only that morning when Kitty had rung to check on her. ‘Did you see how dark his blue eyes were? And so tall! He must have been six foot three or four, don’t you think?’

‘I’m trying not to think about him,’ Kitty said. ‘That was singularly the most excruciatingly embarrassing evening of my entire life.’ Well, apart from finding my best friend, Sophie, in bed with my long-term boyfriend the very weekend I thought he was going to propose to me. ‘I wonder if it’s too late to ask for a transfer to another hospital …’ She bit down on her lip, daunted at the thought of finding a new placement at such short notice.

‘He had great hands,’ Julie rabbited on. ‘So strong and capable and masculine. I wonder if he’s married. I don’t think he was wearing a ring. But he was wearing gloves, so who knows? Maybe a little fling with your new boss will be just the trick to get that two-timing jerk Charles Wetherby out of your system once and for all.’

‘Will you stop it, for pity’s sake?’ Kitty said. ‘I don’t want to talk about Dr Chandler.’ Or Charles, she added silently, with a tight cramping pain over her heart.

But even so her mind kept rerunning the whole debacle like a DVD-player jammed on replay. Jake Chandler had accused her of being drunk and yet she was more or less a teetotaller. He’d thought she was a prostitute, and yet she was twenty-six years old and had only had one lover—her childhood sweetheart, who had turned out not to be such a sweetheart after all.

This three-month trip Down Under was part of her coping strategy.

Kitty had always considered herself a gracious and forgiving type, but staying in London while Charles got married to Sophie Hamilton was stretching the bounds of her grace and forgiveness a little too far.

Kitty had grown up with Charles. He had lived in the same village, on the same street, in a house only four doors down from hers. She had gone through infants, primary school, high school and medical school with him. They had done their residency and internship at the same hospitals. They had practically been joined at the hip. Everyone had described them as the perfect couple. They’d never argued. They’d been best friends. They’d enjoyed the same things. They’d had the same friends. They had wanted the same things—or so Kitty had thought.

For months she had been expecting a romantic proposal. She had even secretly chosen a ring to match the promise ring Charles had given her on her sixteenth birthday. She had walked into bridal shops and dreamily tried on gorgeous gowns and voluminous veils. She had bought dozens of bridal magazines, making copious notes as she flicked through them. She had even—she cringed in embarrassment even now—gone to several wedding venues to check on prices and availability.

Now Charles was gone and she was on her own.

No perfect white wedding.

No honeymoon in a luxurious and exotic location.

No happy ever after.

Kitty worked on flattening cardboard boxes for the recycling bin in the town house complex car park. She was hot and sweaty. She wondered if she would ever get used to this oppressively humid heat. Just as well she was only staying twelve weeks. London could get hot in summer, but Sydney in early February was like living in a pizza oven. She had been to the beach, but the sun—in spite of layers of sunscreen—had scorched her pale skin and given her even more freckles on her nose. Tendrils of her thick chestnut hair were sticking to her neck, even though she had piled it as high as she could in a ponytail-cum-knot on the top of her head.

She brushed her forearm across her perspiring brow and reached for the last box. The last box, however, was reluctant to be reduced to a flat layer. She stomped on it, but it flapped back up to snap at her ankles. ‘Down, down, down, damn you to sodding hell and back,’ she cursed, and she gave it one last almighty stomp by jumping on it with both feet.

‘Need some help?’ A deep male voice drawled from behind her.

Kitty swung around so fast she almost lost her footing. Her eyes went wide and her heart gave a flap like a sail in a fifty-knot wind. ‘You!’ she gasped.

He gave a sweeping obsequious bow. ‘At your service, ma’am.’

Kitty felt her skin pebble all over with irritation and embarrassment. ‘I was just—’ She waved her hand at the recycling bin. ‘Um … recycling …’

His eyes were smiling, no—laughing at her. ‘Looks like you need a man to do that for you,’ he said.

‘I do not need a man.’ She felt the slow burn of Jake Chandler’s gaze as it took in her baggy track pants and tank top, pausing for a heart-stopping moment on her breasts. Her stomach felt as if it was being stirred by a long-handled spoon and her heart kept leaping and jumping as if it was being prodded by the wire of a highvoltage electric current.

She couldn’t remember Charles ever looking at her like that—as if he could see right through her clothes to the flesh beneath. She couldn’t remember feeling so taken aback by a man’s looks before, either. She had to admit Jake Chandler had looked pretty hot in theatre scrubs on Saturday night, but dressed in dark blue jeans and a white T-shirt he looked staggeringly gorgeous. The white of the T-shirt highlighted his naturally olive-toned skin, and his perfectly formed pectoral muscles and flat, toned stomach indicated he was a man who worked hard and played harder. He was certainly every bit as tall as Julie had suggested, and because Kitty wasn’t wearing four-inch heels she had to crane her neck to meet his dark sapphire-blue eyes.

‘Are you the new tenant?’ he asked.

‘Yes, I’m renting number three,’ she said, with the sort of cool composure that would have earned her an Oscar if she were an actor. But she certainly didn’t feel cool around Jake Chandler. She felt blisteringly hot, and it didn’t have a thing to do with the searing temperature of the summer day. There was something about his dark blue gaze that made her feel as if each time he looked at her he wasn’t seeing her as she was dressed now but as she had been dressed the other night. ‘Don’t let me keep you,’ she said, bending down to scoop up the recalcitrant cardboard.

‘Here,’ he said, reaching for the bundle that was almost as tall as her. ‘Let me help you with that.’

Kitty felt one of his hands brush against her right breast in the exchange. It was like a strike of lightning against her flesh. It zapped right through her body, sizzling it with erotic heat and making every hair on her head rise up from her scalp. She stepped back as if she had been burnt, her face flaming, her heart going at a pace that would have made any decent cardiologist call for an immediate ECG.

But Jake Chandler seemed totally unaffected. He stuffed the cardboard into the bin and shoved it down as if it were a marshmallow with a powerful press of his muscled and deeply tanned arm. ‘Do you need anything else done?’ he asked. ‘Furniture shifted? Boxes carried up the stairs?’ His dark blue eyes glinted again. ‘Costumes unpacked—that sort of thing?’

‘I’m fine … Thank you,’ she said, wishing she could stop blushing like a silly little schoolgirl. What was it about this man that made her feel so gauche? Was it his laughing blue eyes or his in-your-face masculinity or both? ‘You’ve done quite enough.’

A tiny silence crept past as he continued to hold her flustered gaze with his unwavering one.

‘I’m having a few people over for a barbecue this evening,’ he said. ‘Nothing fancy. No cucumber sandwiches or anything. Just a few steaks and snags slapped on the grill and some beers. Feel free to pop over and join us.’

Kitty thought of the frozen, calorie-controlled, most probably hideously tasteless dinner she had bought. She thought of eating it alone, just like all the other frozen meals she had mechanically consumed with tears on the side since the break-up. She hadn’t seen the point in cooking for one person so she had stopped.

But then she thought of spending the evening with Jake Chandler and his coterie of like-minded beer-swilling friends. What if some of them were other staff members from St Benedict’s? He was probably only inviting her so he could make fun of her in front of them. She had met his type before: the confident, smooth-talking charmer who was the life of every party.

She would be roasted alive.

‘Thank you for the invitation, but I think I’ll pass,’ she said.

‘I hope we don’t keep you awake,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t expecting anyone to move in for another week or two. The people between your house and mine are overseas. Feel free to pop over if you change your mind or find yourself at a loose end.’

‘Thank you, but no,’ she said, even more crisply this time.

His dark eyes twinkled again. ‘Social diary that full already, is it?’ he asked.

She sent him a flinty look. ‘Packed,’ she said, and turned and left.

At just before midnight Kitty stuck her head under the pillow for the tenth time but it didn’t make a single bit of difference. The doof-doof of Jake Chandler’s sound system reverberated through her building. He was on the opposite side of the complex but it felt as if he was in the next room. She was surprised no one else had complained, but then she remembered the other occupants were away on a trip overseas.

She threw the pillow aside and stomped over to the window overlooking the small courtyard that separated their town houses. She could see people drinking and dancing in Jake’s living room. All the lights were blaring and the appetising smell of steak and sausages and onions was still lingering in the air. The sight of all that fun going on was a cruel reminder of her aching loneliness. She hated feeling so bitter, but how could she help it? Everywhere she looked people were acting as if they had not a care in the world.

Didn’t Jake Chandler have to show up for work in the morning? What was he thinking, partying on as if there was no tomorrow? So much for his sanctimonious lecture on binge drinking. What a hypocrite!

Kitty decided there was only one way to attack and that was on the front line. She ditched her nightwear and dressed in her track pants and a shapeless cotton shirt and slipped her feet into a pair of flip-flops. It wasn’t sophisticated or glamorous, but at this ungodly hour she didn’t give a damn.

‘Wasn’t that the doorbell?’ asked Rosie, Jake’s younger sister, her eyes brightening with hope. ‘Maybe Robbie decided to come after all.’

Jake gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. ‘Don’t get your hopes up, kiddo,’ he said. ‘You know what he’s like. He probably won’t even remember it’s your birthday.’

‘Yeah, what was I thinking?’ Rosie’s shoulders dropped resignedly and she made her way back to her friends.

Jake let out a quick sigh before he turned to open the door to find his cute posh little neighbour standing there. ‘Hey,’ he said flashing her a smile. ‘You changed your mind. Do you want a beer?’

‘Your music is keeping me awake,’ she said, sending him an arctic look. ‘I would very much appreciate it if you would turn it down.’

Jake ran his gaze over her pretty girl-next-door face with its cloud of chestnut hair that was currently looking more bird’s nest than brushed. Her cheeks had two spots of bright red on them and her plump pink mouth was pushed forward in a pout. ‘My kind of music not your thing, huh?’ he said. He leant indolently against the doorjamb, one ankle crossed over the other, as he rubbed at the regrowth on his jaw. ‘Let me guess … Classical, right?’

Her gunmetal-grey eyes flashed at him. ‘I hardly see how my taste in music has anything to do with you,’ she said.

‘It will if you play the violin at all hours of the day and night.’ He narrowed his eyes at her enquiringly. ‘You don’t, do you? Play the violin, I mean.’

She gave a little shuffle from foot to foot, as if the ground beneath her feet had suddenly become too hot to stand on. ‘What do you have against the violin?’ she asked, looking at him with an equally narrow-eyed look.

‘I knew it!’ he said, thumping the doorjamb with the flat of his palm in victory. ‘It was either that or the viola or the cello. You don’t strike me as a woodwind or brass girl. Strings are your thing.’

‘And I suppose no strings is yours?’ she returned, with an arch of one of her brows.

‘How’d you guess?’ Jake said, grinning.

Her eyes gave a disparaging little roll. ‘I can recognise a player at three paces,’ she said.

‘We’re not talking about musical instruments, are we?’ he asked.

Her mouth tightened primly, reminding him of his kindergarten teacher when he’d brought a dead mouse in for Show and Tell.

‘I’m not interested in what you do in your private life,’ she said. ‘You can play as hard and as often as you like.’

‘Oh, I always play hard and often,’ Jake drawled, watching in amusement as her face deepened even more in a blush as she realised her unintentional double entendre.

‘I can see there is no point in continuing this discussion,’ she said in a starchy tone. ‘But let me tell you: your puerile sense of humour is not what I was expecting in an A&E director.’

Jake looked down at her uptilted heart-shaped face with its glorious crown of tousled hair. He could smell the sweet, old-fashioned but delightful white lilac scent of her shampoo. It danced around his nostrils, teasing them into an involuntary flare. He could see the tiny dusting of freckles on the aristocratic slope of her nose. He could see her currently pursed but tempting full-lipped mouth.

He felt lust hit him in his gut like a closed-fist punch coming out of nowhere.

He wanted to bend down and cover those lips and feel them soften and swell beneath his. He wanted to taste the silk of her skin, to run his hands over the gentle slope of her breasts to see if they felt as soft and gorgeous as they looked. He wanted to feel her hands on him, their softness exploring his hardness. He wanted her to come down off that high horse of hers and ride him instead.

Whoa, there. He slammed the brakes on his thoughts. He had a whole month to go before he cashed in on the bet with his sister. The shortest month, admittedly, but it could prove to be the longest—especially if Kitty Cargill kept turning up in front of him looking so hot and sexy and combative.

‘I can’t say you’re quite what I was expecting, either,’ he said.

Her brows knitted together over her eyes. ‘What do you mean by that?’

Jake allowed himself a quick study of her mouth before he met her gaze. ‘I had a read-through of your application,’ he said. ‘I was away when the acting director approved your appointment.’

Her slim throat rose and fell, the action like a small creature wriggling under a carpet. ‘And?’ she said.

‘I noted that you’d failed the practical on your ATLs,’ he said.

Her small white teeth nibbled at her bottom lip. ‘Yes … I’m thinking about doing the Australian equivalent while I’m here,’ she said.

‘I expect every member of my team to be on top of their game,’ Jake said. ‘There’s an EMST course I’m directing in a month’s time. There might be a space left if you contact the course coordinator, otherwise book in to do the next available one.’

‘I’ll look into it,’ she said.

‘What made you come all the way out to Australia for three months?’ he asked.

Her eyes moved slightly to the left of his. ‘It seemed like a good opportunity to get to know my aunt and uncle and three cousins who live here,’ she said. ‘I hadn’t seen them in a while. Years, actually.’

Jake nodded towards her town house. ‘You bring anyone with you?’ he asked. ‘Boyfriend? Partner?’

A flush came over her cheeks and her eyes moved away from his. ‘No.’

His eyes went to her left hand, where a pretty little ring rested. ‘Is that just for show or is there a fiancé waiting for you back in England?’

She twirled the ring on her finger with her thumb. ‘I’m not engaged,’ she said. ‘This is a—’

‘Let me guess,’ Jake said, flashing her another quick grin. ‘A costume?’

She gave him a gimlet glare. ‘It’s a promise ring,’ she said. ‘I got it when I was sixteen. I can’t get it off.’

‘You could have it cut off,’ Jake said. ‘Or would that be breaking the promise?’

She frowned at him. ‘Is this inquisition really necessary?’

He gave a negligent shrug. ‘Just making conversation,’ he said. ‘You sure you wouldn’t like a drink? I’ll get the gang to turn the music down. I might even be able to find some Vivaldi or something on the playlist on my iPod.’

‘Please don’t put yourself out on my behalf,’ she said, sending him another one of her icy looks. ‘Goodnight, Dr Chandler.’

‘Goodnight, Dr Cargill,’ Jake said, but she had already stalked back across the courtyard.







CHAPTER TWO

‘AND this is the staff tea room,’ Gwen Harold, the unit’s ward clerk, informed Kitty on Monday morning. ‘There’s a larger doctors’ room upstairs, but the lifts are so busy that by the time you get there it’s almost time to get back. Dr Chandler organised this little room for us instead. Have you met him yet?’

‘Um … yes,’ Kitty said, trying not to blush. ‘A couple of times now.’

Gwen smiled. ‘He’s a fabulous director,’ she said. ‘He’s tough, but fair. And he’s got a great sense of humour. I’ve worked with a lot of A&E directors in my time but Jake’s the best by a long shot. The way I see it, we have enough drama coming through the doors without adding to it with rants and raves from the top. Jake’s always cool in a crisis. Never seen him lose his temper—not even with the junior staff.’

‘He sounds like the perfect boss,’ Kitty said with a forced smile.

‘Oh, he’s got his faults,’ Gwen said. ‘He’s quite the playboy. I don’t think he’s ever had a relationship last longer than a couple of months. A heartbreaker, that’s what he is.’ She gave Kitty a little wink. ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

‘Thanks for the warning, but my heart is quite safe,’ Kitty said in a self-assured tone.

‘Got someone back in England?’ Gwen asked.

‘No,’ Kitty said. ‘Not any more.’

‘Never mind, dear,’ Gwen said, patting Kitty on the arm. ‘Plenty more fish in the sea, as they say. Let’s hope you don’t land yourself a shark while you’re here, hey?’

‘I’m keeping well away from the water,’ Kitty said.

Gwen looked past Kitty and smiled. ‘Ah, speak of the devil,’ she said. ‘Jake, I believe you’ve already met our new doctor—Kitty Cargill from London?’

‘Sure did,’ Jake said with an easy smile. ‘Did she tell you she was dressed like a hooker at the time?’

Kitty threw him a furious little glare before turning to Gwen. ‘I was at a fancy dress party with my cousin,’ she explained. ‘I thought she’d broken her ankle, and since this was the closest emergency department I brought her in here. But I dearly wish I hadn’t, because it’s clear that Dr Chandler thinks it’s highly amusing to embarrass me about it at every available opportunity.’

‘Bad Jake,’ Gwen remonstrated playfully. ‘Leave the poor girl alone.’ The buzzer rang at the front desk. ‘That’s my break over. Hope you settle in well, Dr Cargill. Call me if you need anything. Bye.’

Kitty was still fuming. ‘Is there anyone in the hospital you haven’t told?’ she asked. ‘What about the cleaners and cooks and orderlies? Maybe you could release the CCTV footage. That would be quite hilarious, don’t you think?’

‘Now, why didn’t I think of that?’ Jake said with a gleaming smile.

Kitty reined in her temper with an effort. ‘I’d like to put that embarrassing episode behind me,’ she said. ‘I have to work here in a professional capacity. I don’t want patients and staff giggling behind my back every time I come to work.’

‘You’re very uptight, aren’t you?’

Her brows snapped together. ‘Pardon me for being a little tense, but right at this minute I’m having trouble figuring out if you are the director of this department or the ringmaster at a circus.’

The silence rang like the one left after the sudden cracking of a stock whip.

‘My office,’ he said. ‘Ten minutes.’

Kitty saw the hint of steel in his dark blue eyes before he strode away. Her stomach gave a nervous little flutter. She hadn’t been at work more than an hour. Was she going to be sacked on her very first day?

Jake Chandler’s office was down at the end of the unit, next to the ultrasound room. Kitty straightened her shoulders and gave the door a tentative rap.

‘Come in,’ he commanded.

She stepped into the office and closed the door behind her. ‘I’d like to apologise,’ she said, clasping and unclasping her sweaty hands. ‘I was unpardonably rude to you. I don’t know what came over me. It was unprofessional of me. I’m sorry.’

He remained seated behind his desk, his dark blue eyes quietly assessing her as he clicked a ballpoint pen on and off.

Kitty chewed at her lower lip. ‘I suppose you think I’ve got no sense of humour.’

‘What I think is you’re only apologising because you’re afraid you’re going to get fired.’

She met his diamond-hard gaze. ‘Am I going to get fired?’ she asked.

He gave the pen another few clicks. ‘Do you think you deserve to be dismissed?’ he asked still nailing her with his gaze.

She quickly moistened her pavement-dry lips. ‘It depends.’

‘On what?’

‘On whether you have a sense of humour.’

He held her challenging look with implacable force. ‘Dr Cargill,’ he said. ‘I would like to make something quite clear right from the outset. I enjoy a joke with the best of them. I don’t believe in making an already tense and unpredictable workplace unbearable with autocratic or tyrannical behaviour. Humour is at times a safety valve in a department where life and death walk the same tightrope, to borrow the metaphor you used earlier. But one thing I will not tolerate in any shape or form is outright impertinence—especially from a newly appointed staff member who has not yet completed a full day of work. Do I make myself clear?’

Kitty ground her teeth until her jaw ached. ‘Yes, Dr Chandler.’

His bluer-than-blue eyes tussled with hers in a lock that made the silence hum with tension.

A funny fizzing sensation bubbled in her belly as his steely gaze slipped to her mouth. Her lips felt the brush of his gaze as if his lips had physically rested there. It was the strangest feeling—one she had never experienced before. She became aware of her mouth, her skin, her body and her senses in a way she never had previously.

It was disquieting.

It was unsettling.

It was threatening and yet somehow … alluring …

Kitty gave herself a mental slap. Jake Chandler was a playboy. She had already been warned about him. He was a heartbreaker, and the last thing she needed was another blow to her confidence by a player, not a stayer.

‘May I go now?’ she asked.

He gave his pen one last click before tossing it to one side and leaning back in his chair. ‘What did you do all weekend?’ he asked. ‘I didn’t see you come out of your house even once.’

‘I was unpacking.’ And moping and crying and wallowing in self-pity.

‘The social committee have organised a welcome-to-the-unit thing for all new staff members on Friday night at a bar in Bondi,’ he said. ‘Gwen will give you the details. It’ll be a chance to meet most of the permanent staff.’ His lips moved in a tiniest of twitches. ‘That is unless you have something or someone else already booked in your diary?’

She gave him a look. ‘So far I’m free.’

‘So it’s a date, then.’ He got to his feet and the room instantly shrank to the size of a shoebox.

Kitty tried to ignore the way his commanding presence made her feel so tiny and feminine. She had been an inch taller than Charles. She had worn ballet flats most of the time to compensate. But even in those ridiculous heels the other night Jake Chandler had towered over her.

But it wasn’t just his height. Something about him made her feel super-aware and edgy.

He exuded raw masculinity.

He was all primal male in the prime of his life. Testosterone pumped through his body like fuel through a Formula One car on full throttle.

Her mind began to drift … How would it feel to have that firm mouth press down on hers? She had never kissed anyone but Charles. Would it feel different? How different? What would it feel like to have Jake Chandler’s strong, capable hands explore her contours? Her belly gave a little tumble-turn as she thought of his body touching hers, moving against hers …

She blinked herself out of her disturbing little daydream. ‘I—I’d best be getting back to work,’ she said. ‘My shift started ten minutes ago.’

He held her gaze for a moment longer than was necessary. Had he sensed where her mind had been? she wondered. Was that why his eyes were so dark and glittering, and his mouth tilted upwards in that almost-smile?

‘I’ll see you out there in a couple of hours,’ he said, resuming his seat and reaching for the phone on his desk. ‘I have a couple of calls to make as well as a management meeting.’

‘Why is the patient from Bay Three being sent for a CT?’ Jake asked Lei Chung on his way back on the unit.

‘Dr Cargill ordered it,’ Lei said.

‘But it’s a straight-out case of appendicitis,’ Jake said. ‘What else is she hoping to find in there? The crown jewels?’

‘She’s certainly very thorough,’ Lei said. ‘You should see the blood-work she’s ordered on Mrs Harper in Bay Nine. Pathology’s going to be backed up for hours getting through that lot.’

Jake frowned as he made his way to the main A&E office, where he could see Kitty Cargill sitting writing up patient notes. His meeting with hospital management hadn’t gone well. Patient work-up times had to go down and more beds were being cut. He had one staff member off sick and another one out on stress leave. There were times when he wondered why he had chosen A&E as a specialty. Right now dermatology was looking pretty damn good.

‘Got a minute, Dr Cargill?’ he asked.

She looked up from her notes. ‘Is it about Mr O’Brien in Bay Four?’ she asked, pushing her chair back and rising to her feet. ‘I’m waiting to hear back from MRI. They think they can squeeze him in just after lunch.’

‘Why are you sending him for an MRI?’ Jake asked.

‘He’s got symptoms of acute sciatica with muscle weakness in one leg,’ she said. ‘He also complained of bladder frequency. He’s probably got nerve compression starting to damage nerve root function, but we need to exclude a spinal tumour.’

‘But if you think he’s got cord compression why wouldn’t you just refer him straight on to neurosurgery?’ Jake asked.

Her grey eyes flickered and then hardened. ‘I thought it was important to have an exact diagnosis first,’ she said.

‘That’s not our job here. You’re wasting precious time and valuable resources doing other people’s jobs for them,’ Jake said. ‘We have a top-notch neurosurgical team at St Benedict’s, headed by Lewis Beck. His registrar is more than capable of dealing with this while you get on with assessing the next patient.’

She stood very straight and stiff before him, her chin set at a haughty height. ‘It takes time to do a proper work-up,’ she said. ‘I don’t believe in taking shortcuts and handing patients over half assessed. If my diagnosis is wrong, then it’s wasting the time of other services.’

‘Listen—our job is to efficiently assess them, not find out their star sign,’ Jake said. ‘While you’re busily documenting their favourite colour and what their neighbour’s dog’s name is, another patient is waiting in the back of an ambulance trying to get in here to one of our blocked beds.’

Her jaw worked for a moment, as if she was forcibly holding back a stinging retort. ‘Will that be all, Dr Chandler?’ she said.

Jake felt that stirring in his groin again. Something about Kitty Cargill with her feisty little eye-locks and her stubbornly upthrust chin made him want to back her into the nearest storeroom and steal a kiss from that tempting mouth of hers. He couldn’t remember a time when he had felt such a powerful attraction to a woman. The betraying little movements and gestures of her face and body indicated she was just as acutely aware of him as he was of her. He could see it now, in the way her grey gaze kept slipping to his mouth as if she had no control over it. The tip of her tongue sneaked out and swept over her lips as if preparing them for the descent of his.

‘It’s not in my nature to run this department like a drill sergeant,’ he said, forcing himself to focus on her eyes, not her mouth. ‘I expect a lot from my team, but I don’t ask anything of them I wouldn’t be prepared to do myself. I realise it will take time for you to learn the ropes of how things are done here. I’m prepared to give you some leeway while you settle in. We’ll assess things in a week or two.’

A little frown appeared over her eyes. ‘Are you putting me on some type of probation?’ she asked.

‘That will be all, Dr Cargill,’ Jake said, dismissing her. ‘You’d better get back on the ward. There are patients to see.’

Kitty seethed all the way home from the hospital. She had mostly managed to avoid Jake during the rest of her shift. A steady stream of patients had needed attending to, but nothing major that had required her to interact with him directly.

She didn’t like the thought of his wait-and-see approach to her appointment. She had got the position on merit and she expected to keep it. What right did he have to question her management of patients? She had been trained by some of London’s best. How dared Jake Chandler leave her in such a horrid state of limbo? She had moved all the way across the globe to take this post. He had no right to make her feel insecure and inadequate. She was competent and hardworking. That was the one thing that had carried her through the heartache of the last few months. She might not be the biggest extrovert, or one of those effortlessly glamorous party girls, but she was damn good at her job.

Once she got back to the town house she changed into her one-piece bathing costume and some casual separates and headed straight for the beach. The sting of the sun had eased now it was early evening. The iconic arc of Bondi Beach was still heavily dotted with bodies making the most of the long, hot summer. Dozens of fit-looking surfers were out at the back of the swell, waiting for the perfect wave. Kitty couldn’t help envying their agility and grace. She had never been all that confident around water. She could swim … well, maybe that was stretching it a teensy bit. She could get from one end of a very short pool to the other. The ocean was another thing entirely. She had been to the beach plenty of times, but gentle, bay-like ones—ones with shingle or pebbles, not sand as fine as sugar and a swell that was rolling in with a roar that sounded like thunder as each wave crashed against the shore.

Kitty laid out her towel on the sand, anchoring the four corners with each of her flip-flops and two shells. She carefully tucked her keys inside her hat, along with her sunglasses, before she walked down to the water’s edge between the lifesaver patrol flags.

The water was warmer than she was used to and yet refreshing as she let it froth over her ankles and shins. She went in up to her knees and stood there watching as children half her height went out further, shrieking and squealing in delight as they jumped over or dived under the waves.

The lowering sun was like a warm caress on her back and shoulders, easing some of the tight golfball-sized knots that had gathered there.

‘Watch me, Uncle Jake!’ A young boy’s voice rang out over the sound of the surf.

Kitty felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up and the golfballs in her shoulders knock together.

How many Jakes were there in Sydney and at Bondi Beach on this particular evening?

She looked to her right and saw Jake Chandler—the Jake Chandler—standing watching as a young boy bodysurfed a small wave.

Her heart tripped.

Her belly hollowed.

Her mouth watered.

Jake was standing less than a metre away from her. He was naked from the waist up. He was wet. He was tanned. He was lean. He was muscular in all the right places.

He was gorgeous.

‘Why is that lady staring at you, Uncle Jake?’

Kitty blinked herself out of her stasis, embarrassed colour shooting to her face as Jake’s blue gaze turned and met hers. ‘I’m not staring …’ she said, and stared.

Jake’s thick dark lashes were spiky with sea-water. He had a lazy smile playing about his mouth. He had a day’s growth of sexy stubble. His black hair was wet. His shoulders were broad, his hips narrow. His abdomen washboard-flat, his groin—

Kitty swallowed and blushed some more as she dragged her gaze back to his. ‘I didn’t know you were an uncle,’ she said, in a paltry effort to cover her mortification.

Jake put his hand on his nephew’s wiry shoulder. ‘Nathan,’ he said. ‘I’d like you to meet a new member of my staff at the hospital. This is Dr Cargill.’

Kitty smiled at the child, who looked about nine or ten years old. ‘Hi. I’m pleased to meet you, Nathan.’

‘You talk funny,’ Nathan said, screwing up his face.

‘It’s called the Queen’s English, Nate,’ Jake said. ‘You’d do well to learn it—and some manners while you’re at it.’

The boy wriggled out from under Jake’s hand. ‘Can I surf some more?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, but stay between the flags,’ Jake said. He turned and looked at Kitty again. ‘Sorry about that. He’s a good kid but he needs a bit of polish.’

Kitty tried not to stare at those long spiky eyelashes. ‘He’s very like you,’ she said.

His brow came up in a sardonic arc. ‘You think I need a bit of a polish too, do you, Dr Cargill?’

She felt her cheeks burn as she fought to hold his gaze. ‘That’s not what I meant at all,’ she said, with as much composure as she could muster whilst standing partially naked before him. ‘I meant you’re like him in looks. Your eyes, your hair—that sort of thing.’

Jake returned his gaze to the waves, where his nephew was bodysurfing with varying degrees of success. ‘He’s a handful,’ he said. ‘I try and wear him out for my sister Rosie.’ He glanced at her again. ‘That’s whose party it was the other night. As a single mum she doesn’t get to kick up her heels much.’

‘Oh.’ Kitty caught her bottom lip with her teeth.

‘Nathan’s father shot through before he was born.’

‘I’m sorry …’

‘She’s not,’ Jake said, swinging his gaze back to hers. ‘She’s better off without him.’

She tugged at her lip some more. ‘I mean I’m sorry about complaining about the music the other night,’ she said. ‘It must have seemed so … so petty.’

He checked on his nephew again before turning his gaze back to her. ‘You don’t like being out of your depth, do you?’ he asked.

‘What makes you say that?’

‘You’re only wet up to your knees,’ he said.

‘We usually have to drag overseas tourists unconscious from this beach. A lot of them dive in without checking the conditions first.’

‘I don’t like leaping before I look,’ she said.

‘Can you swim?’

Kitty flashed him an affronted look. ‘Of course I can swim.’

‘Give me a shout if you need a hand with some stroke correction,’ he said.

‘No doubt breaststroke is your particular specialty?’ she said with an arch look.

His lips curved upwards in a sexy smile, but not before his glinting eyes had dipped to the hint of her cleavage first. ‘How’d you guess?’ he said, and then before she could think of a return he had joined his nephew in the rushing waves.







CHAPTER THREE

KITTY went back to her towel. Resting her chin on her bent knees, she concentrated on watching the surfers further out, but her gaze kept drifting back to where Jake was coaching his nephew. He looked so magnificently male, so vital and fit and healthy. She couldn’t help thinking of Charles, with his fair skin, his slight paunch and his receding hairline.

She pulled her thoughts back into line. She wasn’t the shallow looks-are-everything type. She was attracted to depth of character, to strong values and dedication and ambition, to caring for others …

She chewed at her lip as she watched Jake scoop his nephew out of a particularly rough wave, holding him steady against him until Nathan got his breath back and found his feet.

He would make a wonderful father.

Kitty felt ambushed by the errant thought. What did she care what sort of father he would make? It had nothing to do with her. What right did her belly have to give a soft little flutter at the thought of him holding a tiny baby in his large masculine hands?

She got to her feet and shook the sand off her towel, frowning as she folded it into a neat square. It might be close to seven-thirty in the evening but she’d clearly had way too much sun.

‘Leaving already?’ Jake asked as he came towards her across the sand.

Kitty drank in the sight of him. How could anyone look that good after a twelve-hour day at work and an hour of kid-sitting at the beach? ‘I—I have to wash my hair,’ she said, flustered, putting a hand to her hair.

‘You didn’t even get it wet,’ he said.

She ignored his comment and looked past him. ‘Where’s your nephew?’ she asked.

‘My sister collected him a few minutes ago,’ he said. ‘I would’ve introduced you to her but she was in a hurry.’

Kitty hugged her towel against her chest as if that would stop her heart from beating so erratically and so fast. His skin glistened with droplets of water, and she watched in spellbound fascination as they rolled like a row of glittering diamonds down over his muscled chest. He smelt of the sea, with a grace note of something else—perhaps a lingering trace of his citrus aftershave or shampoo.

He was standing close enough for her to feel a tiny shower of water drops land on her skin when he finger-combed his hair back off his face. She didn’t understand how such a sensation could have a disturbing undercurrent of intimacy about it, but it did. Her skin shivered as if he had slowly run his long tanned fingers down the slim length of her bare arms. She moistened her lips and tried to get her brain to work.

‘I have to get going …’ she said, but her feet didn’t move. It felt as if the sand had suddenly turned into quick-setting concrete.

‘I’ll go in with you if you like,’ he said, nodding towards the ocean. ‘Just till you get your confidence. Your first time can be a bit scary.’

Kitty’s breath stalled. It was tempting. It was hot, and the water felt marvellous around her knees, but what if he touched her? What if those strongly muscled arms actually held her? ‘You don’t have to babysit me,’ she said with icy hauteur. ‘I’m perfectly able to take care of myself.’

He took the towel she was holding like a lifeline and tossed it to the sand at their feet, his dark blue eyes never once leaving hers. ‘Prove it,’ he said.

Kitty put her shoulders back and her chin up. ‘All right,’ she said, and spun around and made her way to the water. She splashed through the waves until she was in up to her waist before she turned to look at him. But he wasn’t watching from the beach. He had followed her in. He was less than half a metre away. Did he think she was that hopeless?

She gritted her teeth.

She would show him.

‘Watch out!’ he said suddenly.

Kitty turned just as a bigger than normal wave smashed into her. She felt as if she had been thrown into a washing machine on a rapid wash cycle. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t stand up even if she had known which way was up.

Suddenly a strong hand gripped one of her arms and hauled her upright. She blinked the briny water out of her stinging eyes and looked up at Jake’s face. Her body was pressed against the rock-like wall of his by the force of the water. Every hard plane of his body was imprinted on her softer ones. Her breasts were pushed up against his chest, her belly against his washboard abdomen. One of his arms was like a band of iron behind her back; the other was holding her hand in an equally firm grip, his long fingers entwined with hers. His strong legs were slightly apart to brace against the undertow of the water, and the cradle of his pelvis against hers reminded her shockingly, alarmingly, deliciously of all that was different between them.

She felt a flickering between her thighs, like a thousand tiny wings beating inside a cramped space. Electricity shot through her veins, sending sparks of reaction up and down her spine, through every limb, even to the very ends of her fizzing fingertips and her curling toes.

Her eyes went to his mouth. She couldn’t stop staring at the rough stubble that surrounded it. The desire to reach up and trace that sexy masculine regrowth with her fingertips was almost overwhelming. Her hands were splayed against the hard wall of his chest, and that electrifying sensation was passing from his body to hers through the sensitive pads of her fingers. She could feel the thudding of his heartbeat drumming into her palm.

She couldn’t remember the last time she had been this close to a man … Well, she could, but that final goodbye hug from Charles hadn’t felt anything like this.

‘You’re way out of your depth,’ Jake said, with an unreadable expression on his face.

Kitty couldn’t get her breathing to steady, but it had very little to do with the water she’d inadvertently swallowed. ‘A little … perhaps …’

He braced her against him as another wave bore down on them. ‘Hold on,’ he said.

The crazy water swished and swirled around them but Kitty barely noticed. She was acutely aware of his body pressed against hers, from her soft breasts to his hard chest, from her smooth slim legs to his strong hair-roughened thighs. She felt the imprint of his arousal against her belly. That starkly primal instinctive reaction of male to female sent her senses into a madcap frenzy. His body seemed to thicken and harden as each heart-stopping second passed. She felt his heartbeat pick up under her hand. It was just a hint of escalation, but it relayed a message that was older than time itself.

Their gazes locked for a moment.

The sound of the ocean and people bathing around them faded. It was like being in a vacuum where no one else existed.

It was just the two of them: a man and a woman, male and female—alone.

Jake’s gaze slipped to her mouth, those dark blue eyes perusing it for long pulsing seconds as if memorising every tiny crease and line of her lips. ‘Time to get you out of danger,’ he said, blinking a couple of times. ‘You don’t want to get dumped unexpectedly again.’

Kitty ran her tongue over her mouth, tasting the ocean and a need so strong she felt it tingling under the surface of her lips. ‘I thought it was supposed to be safe between the flags,’ she said.

‘It depends,’ he said as he led her by the hand to shallower water.

She flicked her wet hair back over her shoulders and glanced at him as she sloshed through the lace-like foam of the shallows, trying not to notice how his fingers were so warm and strong where they were curled around hers. ‘On what?’

‘On whether you can handle the conditions,’ he said, releasing her hand once she was steady on her feet. ‘Swimming in a pool is not the same as swimming in the ocean. Every day at the beach is different. You never know when a bigger than normal wave is going to come unless you have experience at reading the swell.’

‘Maybe I’ll stick to the paddling pool for the time being,’ she said. ‘At least there are no sharks there.’

His dark blue eyes glinted down at her. ‘I think you’ll be fine once you gain your confidence,’ he said. ‘In no time at all you’ll be riding those waves like the best of them.’

Kitty had a feeling he wasn’t talking just about the ocean. But she wasn’t sure if he was talking about gaining confidence at work or in her private life. Was he warning her about getting involved with him? Letting her know the rules from the outset? Her instincts warned her that a relationship with him would not be a safe but boring mechanical lapping of a municipal pool. It would be diving head-first into a surging tide of deep rushing water that carried a constant threat of imminent danger.

She’d be best to stay well clear of it.

She reached for her towel and wrapped herself in it even though she wasn’t in the least bit cold. In fact she felt hot, both inside and out. Her skin still tingled and fizzed where he had touched her. And those tiny wings were still beating a soft but insistent rhythm deep inside her every time his eyes met hers, with that ancient primal message of male and female attraction virtually impossible to ignore.

Like right now.

Kitty suppressed a shiver as those blue eyes—as dark and deep as the ocean that surged and pulsed behind him—held hers.

The raw energy of his body reached out in invisible waves to wash over her, mesmerising her, tantalising her, consuming her. She felt the magnetic force-field of his tall masculine frame standing in front of her.

If she took a step forward she would be able to touch him. The temptation to do so was almost overwhelming. She wanted to place her hands on that muscular chest, to slide her palms over that damp hot skin, to feel those hard planes and contours, to look up and see the answering attraction in his eyes. But somehow she scrunched her fingers into her palms and stepped back instead.

‘I have to get going …’ she said, and almost tripped over her own feet in the loose sand in her haste to escape.

One of his hands shot out and steadied her, his fingers wrapping around her wrist like a steel bracelet. ‘Careful,’ he said.

Kitty swallowed as she glanced down at his fingers overlapping each other on the slender bones of her wrist. They looked so exotic and dark against the creamy paleness of her skin. Her pulse hammered beneath his touch. It felt as if a hummingbird was trapped inside her veins. She wondered if he could feel it. Was that why he had not let her go even though she was no longer in any danger of tripping?

She gave him a sheepish look. ‘You can let me go now.’

He slowly unwound his fingers, his eyes still meshed with hers. ‘I guess I’ll see you around,’ he said.

‘Yes, I expect so,’ Kitty said. She waited a beat before adding, ‘Thank you for the … rescue.’

He flashed a brief on-off smile. ‘You’re welcome.’

And without another word he ambled off to where he had left his towel further along the beach, turning every female head as he went.

Kitty slowly released a breath and only just resisted the urge to fan her face with one of her hands. ‘Way too much sun, my girl,’ she said under her breath and, trudging through the sand, headed home.

AS SOON as Jake walked into the A&E unit the next morning Gwen and a nurse and a resident who were in the office went silent, just as if someone had flicked a volume switch to mute.

‘What’s going on?’ he asked.

‘I have to check some bloods,’ the resident said, and dashed out.

‘Er … me too,’ the nurse said, and quickly followed the resident.

Jake eyeballed Gwen. ‘What gives?’ he asked.

‘You were seen canoodling with Dr Cargill,’ Gwen said as she folded her arms across her ample chest. ‘Apparently it’s all over the hospital.’

Jake frowned. ‘Canoodling?’

‘Yes,’ Gwen said in mild reproach. ‘I thought you liked to keep your private life separate from your professional one—or are you making a special exception this time?’

‘Canoodling?’ he said again. ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’

‘You know exactly what it means,’ Gwen said. ‘What are you thinking, Jake? You know how awkward it gets when staff members have flings with each other. It’s bad enough when they work in separate departments, but on the same unit? Everyone feels the fall-out when it’s bye-bye time.’

‘I am not involved with Dr Cargill,’ he said. Yet, he tacked on silently. ‘Who the hell put that rumour out there?’

‘You work together,’ Gwen said. ‘Word has it you live in the same town house block, and now we hear you’re playing together.’

He looked at her blankly. ‘Playing together?’

Gwen gave him a look. ‘On the beach,’ she said. ‘In full view of everyone.’

Jake barked out a laugh. ‘I was teaching her to swim … or sort of.’

Gwen rolled her eyes. ‘Well, whatever you were doing with her has been witnessed and reported. I thought you should know.’

‘Thanks a bunch,’ Jake said, grinning. ‘Does Dr Cargill know we are now an item?’

‘Not yet,’ Gwen said with grim foreboding. ‘But I hope I’m not around when she finds out.’







CHAPTER FOUR

KITTY was examining a patient with a mild blunt force trauma to his forehead in Cubicle Four when she overheard two junior nurses talking as they changed the linen in cubicle three.

‘Talk about a fast worker,’ one of them said. ‘She’s only been here a day or two and she’s already got her hooks into him.’

‘Yeah, well, she certainly got his attention by turning up in that hooker costume the other night,’ the other one said. ‘Do you reckon it was staged?’

‘Must’ve been,’ the other one said. ‘What a slut.’

Kitty’s heart slammed into her breastbone. She broke out in a sweat, her cheeks firing up and her skin prickling all over in outrage.

‘Is everything all right?’ the patient lying on the bed asked worriedly. ‘I’m not going to die, am I?’

Kitty forced a cool professional smile to her stiff features. ‘No, Mr Jenkins,’ she said. ‘You have a small haematoma that will take a day or two to subside. The skin isn’t broken, so there’s a slim to none chance of infection. You’re not showing any signs of a concussion, but you need to take things easy over the next day or so. Don’t drive, operate heavy machinery or consume alcohol for the next twenty-four hours.’

‘Thanks, Doctor,’ the man said. ‘The wife will kill me if I cark it now. We’ve got a cruise booked for next month. We’ve been saving up for it for five years.’

‘You’ll be fine by then,’ Kitty said, patting his arm before she left the cubicle.

During her lunch break Kitty went in search of Jake Chandler, but he wasn’t on the floor or in either of the doctors’ rooms. He was in his office. She felt every eye following her as she made her way through the unit. She had been the subject of hospital gossip before. Her break-up with Charles had done the rounds. It had been excruciating to know everyone was talking about her private life in such lurid detail. She had felt so exposed; so raw and vulnerable. She knew it would only have got worse after Charles’s wedding so she had decided to take herself out of the picture. But it seemed that even on the other side of the world people with pathetically small lives thought it sport to speculate on the lives of others. She didn’t have the option of running away this time. She would have to face it and deal with it.

She took a calming breath and rapped firmly on the door.

‘Come in, Dr Cargill.’

Kitty’s hand stilled where it rested on the doorknob. So he had been expecting her, had he? What was he playing at? Was this his idea of a joke? Did he have nothing better to do than make a laughing-stock out of her?

She pulled her shoulders back and kept her chin up, and turned the knob and entered the office, closing the door with a resounding click behind her. ‘I hate to interrupt you when you’re busy, but—’

‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘I’ve ordered the invitations, and I know a really cool florist who’ll do the flowers for mate’s rates, not retail.’

Kitty blinked. ‘Pardon?’

‘The wedding,’ he said indolently, swivelling his office chair from side to side.

‘Wedding?’ She frowned until her forehead ached. ‘What wedding?’

His blue eyes shone with amusement. ‘Ours,’ he said. ‘Apparently we’re engaged and expecting triplets.’

She felt her jaw drop. ‘Are you out of your mind?’

He smiled a breath-stealing smile. ‘Gossip,’ he said. ‘You only have to look at someone around here and people start planning the guest list for the wedding.’

Kitty opened and closed her mouth, totally lost for words.

‘Apparently we were caught canoodling,’ he said.

‘Canoodling?’

He gave her a been-there-asked-that look. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I looked it up in the dictionary. It means to kiss and cuddle amorously.’

‘But we didn’t do any such thing!’ she blurted.

He lifted one of his broad shoulders up and down in a casual shrug. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘It looked like it. That’s enough to set the tongues wagging around here. No one believes me when I tell them I was actually saving your life.’

‘You weren’t saving my life,’ she said, sending him an affronted glare. ‘I wasn’t drowning.’

‘And I wasn’t kissing and cuddling you amorously, but there you go,’ he said. ‘What’s done is done.’

Kitty clenched her fists by her sides. ‘Then it will have to be undone,’ she insisted. ‘I don’t want people speculating on my private life.’

‘Relax,’ he said. ‘They’ll find someone else to talk about soon enough.’

She strode over and slammed her hands on the desk in front of him, leaning forward to drive home her point. ‘Relax?’ she said. ‘How can I relax? I heard two nurses talking about me in the next cubicle while I was with a patient. I was totally mortified. They called me a slut. They said I’d staged it the night I brought my cousin into A&E just to get your attention.’

His eyes took their merry time meeting hers, taking a sensual detour to the shadow of her cleavage, which she had inadvertently exposed to him. She quickly straightened, but it was too late. She could see the gleam of male appraisal in the depths of his dark blue gaze as it met with hers. The temperature of her skin went up to blistering hot and a hollow feeling opened up in her stomach.

‘I’ll have a word with them and put them straight,’ he said. ‘And if I hear any further gossip I’ll categorically deny we have anything going on.’

‘Thank you,’ she said, pressing her lips together for a moment. ‘I would appreciate it.’

He leaned back in his chair with a squeak of vinyl. ‘Just for the record, Dr Cargill,’ he said. ‘Next time you come in here you’d better not close the door.’

‘Pardon?’

He nodded towards the door behind her which she had clicked shut on her entry. ‘You know how people’s minds work,’ he said. ‘A man and a woman in an office together behind a closed door … Who knows what they might get up to.’

Kitty’s cheeks exploded with colour. ‘That might be how other people’s minds work but it’s certainly not the way mine operates,’ she said.

A lazy smile lurked around the edges of his mouth. ‘Good for you,’ he said. ‘Nice to know there’s still some innocence in this big, bad old world of ours.’

She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘You think I’m naive and inexperienced, don’t you?’ she asked.

He pushed back his chair and sauntered over to the office door, standing with a hand on the doorknob without turning it. ‘I think, Dr Cargill,’ he said, ‘that you should get back to work before someone comes looking for you. We don’t want any more gossip circulating about us, do we?’

Kitty snatched in a quick unsteady breath. She could smell his clean citrus and wood smell. She could see the individual pinpricks of his cleanly shaven jaw. She could see the sensual contours of his sinfully tempting mouth. She could see the flare of those ink-black pupils in the dark blue sea of his eyes. She was barely aware of sending her tongue out to moisten her lips until she saw those sapphire-blue eyes drop to her mouth to track the movement.

Something tightened in the air.

It was an invisible energy, a force Kitty could feel passing over the entire surface of her skin, disrupting the nerves inside and out, making them super-aware and super-sensitive.

She became aware of the deep thudding of her heart: a boom, boom, boom sensation inside her ribcage that was almost audible.

His eyes moved from her mouth to mesh with hers in a heart-stopping little lockdown that sent her senses into a tailspin. ‘You know, there is an alternative to handling this situation we find ourselves in,’ he said, in a deep and husky tone that sent a shower of reaction down her spine.

‘Th-there is?’ she said in an equally raspy voice.

His eyes went to her mouth again, resting there an infinitesimal moment before meeting her eyes once more. ‘Instead of denying it we could say it’s true,’ he said. ‘Then everyone will stop speculating about us.’

Kitty blinked. ‘But … but it’s not true.’

One side of his mouth tilted. ‘I know, but only we would know that.’

She frowned. ‘So you’re saying we should pretend we’re having a fling just to stop people gossiping about us?’ she asked.

‘It could work,’ he said. ‘It’ll stop the “are they?” or “aren’t they?” comments.’

Kitty made a little scoffing sound. ‘But you’re not my type. I would never in a million years date someone like you.’

‘Same goes.’

She pursed her lips as she considered his comeback. Why wouldn’t he date someone like her? What was wrong with her?

Wasn’t she pretty enough?

Smart enough?

Too smart?

‘I can imagine I don’t quite fit the stereotype for your usual bedmate,’ she said. ‘A brain is not essential—only a pulse, right?’

He gave her one of his lazy smiles. ‘It has to be a strong, healthy pulse,’ he said. ‘Great stamina is required when sleeping with me.’

Kitty could have cooked a raw egg on both cheeks. ‘I am not sleeping with you, Dr Chandler,’ she said. ‘Not in pretence or in reality.’

He opened the door for her with exaggerated gallantry. ‘Then it’s best if we keep our distance, don’t you think?’

She put her chin up. ‘That’s exactly what I intend to do,’ she said, and stalked out.

Jake was about to leave his office for a meeting when his mobile rang. He glanced at the caller ID on the screen and muttered a swearword under his breath before he answered it. ‘You’d better have a good excuse for not showing up for Rosie’s birthday,’ he said to his younger brother.

‘When was it her birthday?’ Robbie asked.

Jake rolled his eyes. ‘Why haven’t you returned any of my calls or texts?’

‘I ran out of credit on my phone.’

‘What? Again?’ Jake asked. ‘I gave you heaps of credit only a fortnight ago.’

‘Yeah, well, I had to make a lot of calls,’ Robbie said in a surly tone.

‘What a pity one of them wasn’t to one of your sisters or to me,’ Jake muttered.

‘Get off my case, Jake, you’re not my father.’

Jake pinched the bridge of his nose to clear the red mist of anger that appeared before his eyes. ‘No, I’m damn well not,’ he said. ‘You know, I never thought I’d say this, but I’m glad Mum didn’t survive that car accident. It would’ve broken her heart to see you stuff your life up like this. What were you thinking, Robbie? This time two years ago you were halfway through your engineering degree. Now you’re living on the streets.’

‘I’m not living on the streets,’ Robbie said. ‘I’ve got mates I’m hanging with.’

‘You know what they say about lying down with stray dogs,’ Jake said. ‘Sooner or later you’re going to get fleas.’

‘You’re just pissed because I’m out having fun and you’re not,’ Robbie said.

‘You call getting hammered or stoned every night fun?’ Jake said, anger and frustration making his throat tight and his voice hoarse. ‘Where’s the fun in getting Hep C or AIDS from a dirty needle, huh? Tell me that. Tell me what’s fun about wrecking your life and everyone else’s in the process.’

‘I’m not using any more,’ Robbie said. ‘I’m clean, man.’

Jake was holding his phone so tightly he thought the screen was going to crack. How could he trust a word that Robbie said? Sometimes it felt as if someone had hijacked his little brother’s body. It was Robbie on the outside, but it wasn’t his kid brother on the inside. Where had that sunny faced, happy-go-lucky kid gone? Where was the boy he had coached through the turbulent years of adolescence in the absence of their deadbeat father, who hadn’t even stayed around long enough to see Robbie born? Where was the pimply teenager he had taught to drive? Where was the young man who’d used to drop in to his flat at least three times a week just to hang out after lectures? Who’d talked to him late into the night of his hopes and dreams and aspirations? Who had looked up to him not just as an older brother, but also as a mentor?

And, even more heart wrenching, would Jake ever be able to get him back?

He pinched the bridge of his nose again, taking a calming breath before he spoke. ‘Tell me where you are and I’ll come and get you,’ he said. ‘You can stay with me for a few days. We’ll sort something out.’

‘I don’t need a place to stay,’ Robbie said. ‘I just need some cash.’

Jake dropped his hand from his face. ‘You know what I feel about handing you money, Robbie. If you need food I’ll buy it. If you need rent paid I’ll pay it. But don’t ask me to hand you money to pay for drink or drugs. I can’t do that. I won’t do that.’

The phone went dead.

Jake put the phone back on the desk and dragged his hand over his face. Was this nightmare ever going to end? Where had he gone wrong? He had thought it bad enough when Rosie had got herself pregnant by that jerk who had left her stranded at the age of nineteen. But that was nothing compared to this. Robbie was hellbent on self-destruction and there wasn’t a thing he or anyone could do to stop it.

All the sacrifices he had made to keep his family together were still not enough. All the opportunities he could have taken he had gladly relinquished, just to see his siblings make their way in the world. He had curtailed many of his own plans to make sure his siblings got the care and the resources they needed. The girls were finally on their feet now. And he had been so proud that Robbie had decided to go to university—thrilled that all the hopes their mother had had for each of her children were finally coming to fruition. He had thought when Robbie was doing well in his studies that things would be smooth sailing from then on. But just when he had thought it was safe to have a life of his own, free of the responsibilities he had shouldered for so long, everything had come crashing down.

What more could he do? Did he have to spend the rest of his life worrying about his brother? Was Robbie ever going to grow out of this stage and be responsible for himself? Or was this how it was going to be for ever?

‘What’s this I hear about you getting it on with the new recruit in A&E?’ asked Greg Hickey, one of the orthopaedic surgeons, in the doctors’ room later that day.

Jake put his teaspoon down on the sink. ‘Just a rumour, Greg,’ he said. ‘You know what this place is like. You only have to look at someone and everyone thinks you’re sleeping with them.’

Greg gave him a cynical grin. ‘That’s because you usually are.’

Jake gave a dismissive shrug. ‘She’s not my type.’

‘She’s a London girl, isn’t she?’ Greg asked as he poured himself a coffee from the brew on the hotplate.

‘Yeah,’ Jake said, thinking of Kitty’s cute little accent and the way she put her nose in the air when she wanted to make a point.

‘And quite pretty, so I’ve been told,’ Greg added.

Jake took a sip of his coffee as he thought about the heart-shaped face and the stormy grey eyes that had stared him down across his desk earlier that day. His body had leapt to attention. He had felt so tempted to come around from behind his desk and taste the temptation of her full mouth. Was it really as soft as it looked? She wasn’t the lipstick type, but she wore a shimmery lip gloss that made her lips look luscious. Would they taste of vanilla or strawberries?

Her hair had been pulled back in a tight, schoolmarmish knot at the back of her head. He had wanted to release it from its prim confines and let it cascade freely around her shoulders. He had wanted to run his fingers through it to see if it was as silky as it looked. He couldn’t quite rid his mind of imagining her cloud of hair spread out over the pillows on his bed, her slim, creamy limbs entwined with his. Would she be a kitten or a tigress in bed? He got hard just thinking about it. He couldn’t rid his mind of her fragrance, either. She had smelled of frangipanis this time, an exotic and alluring scent that had lingered in his office for hours.

‘She’s all right, I guess,’ he said, with another casual up-and-down movement of his shoulders.

Greg chuckled as he reached for the artificial sweetener on the counter. ‘You’ve got it bad, Jakey boy,’ he said. ‘I can see all the signs.’

‘What d’you mean?’ Jake asked, frowning. ‘What signs?’

‘Every time I mentioned her just then you got this goofy sort of dreamy look on your face,’ Greg said, leaning back against the counter. ‘I reckon you’re falling for her.’

Jake gave an uncomfortable laugh. ‘You’re crazy. I’ve never fallen for anyone in my life and I’m not going to start now.’

Greg kept grinning. ‘Gotta be a first time for everything, right?’

‘Wrong,’ Jake said, putting his mug down on the table with a little thwack. ‘Kitty Cargill’s far too conservative for me. She doesn’t have a funny bone in her body. She’s prim and proper and she sweats over the small stuff all the time. She doesn’t smile—she glowers. Besides, she’s still hankering over some guy who broke her heart back in the home country. I don’t think she’s here to advance her career at all. She’s running away from her failed love-life. I don’t need any lame ducks on my staff; God knows it’s hard enough to keep everyone’s morale up as it is with all these wretched cutbacks. I don’t want to have to babysit someone who isn’t up to the task.’

‘What? You don’t think she’s competent?’ Greg asked, frowning over the rim of his coffee cup.

Jake released a breath and rubbed at the tight muscles at the back of his neck. Maybe he’d laid it on a bit strong. It wouldn’t do to sound too defensive. ‘No, I’m not saying that. She’s conscientious—a little too much so if anything. She’s eager to learn and the patients like her. She’ll find her feet soon enough.’

‘Might be just what she needs to boost her confidence,’ Greg said. ‘A meaningless affair with a man she won’t think twice about leaving when it’s time to say goodbye.’

‘I’m not putting my hand up for the job just yet,’ Jake said. ‘Not unless I hand over a thousand bucks to one of my sisters.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I made a bet with her over Christmas dinner,’ Jake said. ‘No sex for three months.’

Greg’s brows rose. ‘So how’s that working out for you?’

Jake gave him a rueful look as he shouldered open the door. ‘Let’s put it this way,’ he said. ‘I’m spending a whole lot more time at the gym.’







CHAPTER FIVE

JAKE was on his way back to his town house after a heavy session at the gym when he saw Kitty in the car park, washing a car that had seen better days. She was wearing a pair of shorts that ended at mid-thigh and a loose-fitting T-shirt. Her hair was up in a high ponytail, swinging from side to side as she rubbed the soapy sponge over the duco of her four-cylinder vehicle. She looked young and nubile and so sexy he felt a surge of lust go through him like a rocket blast. Her small but perfect breasts were outlined behind the clingy dampness of her T-shirt, and every time she bent over he caught a delectable glimpse of her creamy flesh. She was humming to herself—a tune he was familiar with but couldn’t quite place. She had a hose in her other hand and it was spraying water all over the concrete, running in wasteful rivulets down the storm water drain.

‘I hate to take on the role of the fun police but you can’t do that around here,’ he said.

She jumped and turned around so quickly the high-pressure hose in her hand shot him straight in the groin with a blast of cold water.

He let out a stiff curse as he stepped out of the line of fire. ‘What the hell?’

‘Sorry,’ she said, pointing the hose at the ground, where it sprayed water all over the concrete at her feet. ‘I didn’t hear you. You scared the wits out of me, coming from nowhere like that.’

He frowned in irritation as he brushed off what water he could from his sodden gym shorts. ‘Will you turn off the damn hose, for God’s sake?’

She gave her head a little toss that sent her ponytail swinging again. ‘I’m washing my new car.’

‘You can’t use a hose to do that.’

‘Why ever not?’ she asked, looking at him defiantly. ‘How else am I supposed to wash it? Lick it clean?’

Jake looked at her mouth—a habit of his just lately that he couldn’t seem to break. He could think of places he would much rather have her lick with her tongue than the dusty duco of her second-hand bomb. ‘We have water restrictions here,’ he said. ‘You can’t use a hose to water the garden or wash your car during summer. You have to use a bucket. If you get caught there are hefty fines.’

‘Oh …’ She looked at the running hose and bit down on her lip. ‘I didn’t realise.’

Jake moved over to turn the hose off at the tap, asking over his shoulder. ‘Where did you get the car?’

Her chin came up a fraction. ‘I bought it.’

He came over and ran a hand over the dented paintwork of the front fender. ‘How much did you pay for it?’ he asked.

She pursed her lips for a tiny heartbeat. ‘It wasn’t expensive,’ she said. ‘I didn’t want to spend a fortune because I’m only going to be using it for three months.’

‘Let’s hope it lasts that long,’ Jake said, kicking one of the threadbare tyres with his right foot.

‘I’m sure it’s perfectly fine,’ she said, with a little flash of her grey gaze.

‘Did you take it for a test drive?’

Her eyes flickered a little, as if something behind them had come loose. ‘I drove it around the block at the owner’s house and then back to here,’ she said. ‘It ran smoothly enough.’

Jake grunted. ‘Good luck on restarting it.’

Her lips went tight again. ‘I’m sure it will start first go,’ she said. ‘It’s only had one owner.’

‘How many clicks on the clock?’

A little frown pulled at her brow. ‘Clicks?’

‘Kilometres.’

‘Oh …’ She nibbled at her lip again and stepped past him to peer through the driver’s window. ‘Forty-two thousand.’

Jake rolled his eyes. ‘Make that two hundred and forty-two thousand—maybe even more.’

She frowned at him again. ‘What do you mean?’

‘That model is ten years old,’ he said. ‘Even a little old lady only driving to church on Sundays would’ve clicked up more than that. You’ve been sold a lemon, Dr Cargill. Someone’s turned the clock back on it for sure.’

She shifted her eyes from his to the car and back again. ‘I suppose you think I’m gullible,’ she said with a hint of defiance.

‘Have you ever bought a car before?’ Jake asked.

‘I …’ Her slim throat rose and fell as she swallowed. ‘I used to share one. I lived close to the hospital in London so I didn’t really need one of my own.’

Jake gave the windscreen wipers a quick inspection. ‘These need replacing,’ he said, dusting his hands on his shorts. ‘I can get a new set of rubbers for you from a mate of mine. He owns an auto parts shop.’

‘I wouldn’t want to put you or your friend to any bother,’ she said, looking resentful and yet vulnerable and adorably cute all at the same time.

‘It’s no trouble,’ Jake said. ‘You’ll need new tyres soon too. That rear one is practically bald.’

She worked at her bottom lip again with her teeth, looking at the car with a defeated look on her expressive heart-shaped face.

‘Don’t worry,’ Jake said. ‘I’m sure it’ll get you to the hospital and back all right. But I wouldn’t take it on any long journeys until you’ve had it checked by a mechanic. I can give you the name of one who’ll take care of it for you without ripping you off.’

‘Thank you …’ She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear in a discomfited gesture.

‘I’ll get you a bucket,’ he said. ‘I have one in my garage.’

‘Please don’t bother,’ she said.

‘It’s no bother.’ Jake walked towards his garage and, fishing his remote out of his shorts pocket, activated the roller door. He ducked his head as the door was rising and grabbed the bucket next to his toolbox. ‘Can’t leave a job half done, now, can we?’ he said as he took the bucket over to the tap and filled it.

‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

Jake took the sponge from her hand, watching as her eyes flared when his fingers brushed against hers. ‘Stand back,’ he said with a lopsided smile. ‘This is no job for a lady.’

‘I’m not sure what gives you the impression I’m completely rubbish at taking care of the simplest tasks,’ she said, bristling like a pedigree Persian cat in front of a scruffy mongrel dog. ‘But I’ll have you know I can wash a car all by myself.’

Jake moved past her stiff little body to soap up the bonnet of the car. ‘It won’t take a minute,’

he said. ‘You’re too short to reach the roof in any case.’

She stood back with her arms folded crossly, her plump mouth pushed forward in a pout. ‘That’s why I was using the hose,’ she said, shooting him a look.

‘Yeah, well, don’t blame the drought on me,’ Jake said, bending over to re-soap the sponge. ‘I suppose you don’t have to wash cars in England.’

‘Why do you say that?’ she asked.

‘Doesn’t it rain all the time?’ he asked as he cleaned the rooftop of the car.

‘Not all the time,’ she said, with a hint of defensiveness.

A little silence passed.

‘Have you been to Britain?’ she asked.

Jake squatted down to soap up the rim of the nearest tyre. He thought of the ticket to London he’d had to cancel when he’d found out about Rosie’s pregnancy. He’d only planned to go for a couple of months the year after he’d finished medical school. He’d organised for Robbie to stay with a reliable family and the girls with friends. He had counted the days until his first real holiday free of responsibility. But when Rosie had tearfully confessed her predicament he had cancelled his trip and had never got around to booking another.

‘It’s on my list of things to do.’

‘Have you been to Europe?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Why not?’ she asked. ‘I thought a man like you would have gone far and wide to sow your wild oats.’

Jake straightened and tossed the sponge in the bucket like a basketball player landing a game-winning shot. ‘It hasn’t been a priority,’ he said. ‘Australia’s plenty big enough and exciting enough for me.’

‘That’s rather parochial of you, don’t you think?’ she said.

He shrugged. ‘I figure there’ll be plenty of time for me to travel the world when I get other stuff out of the way.’

‘What other stuff?’ she asked. ‘Career stuff? Surely it’s in your interests career-wise to have lived and worked overseas as so many of your colleagues do?’

Jake emptied the bucket and rinsed out the sponge at the tap. ‘Is that why you’re here?’ he asked, glancing at her over his shoulder. ‘To further your career?’

Her eyes moved out of range of his. ‘Of course it is.’

He picked up the bucket of rinsing water. ‘Three months isn’t very long,’ he said as he set to work on the car again.

‘It’s long enough.’

‘To further your career or mend a broken heart?’

The air stiffened in silence.

‘I haven’t got a broken heart,’ she said.

Jake looked at her over the top of the car. ‘Looks like it to me.’

She straightened her slumped shoulders and sent him one of her Jane Austen looks. ‘And I suppose you know all the signs because you’ve broken so many female hearts yourself,’ she said.

‘I haven’t broken any just lately,’ he said. ‘Anyway, it’s not something I set out to do deliberately.’

She gave a little laugh that was not even a distant cousin to humour. ‘I’m sure you don’t,’ she said, kicking at one of the tyres with her foot. ‘My ex claimed he didn’t do it on purpose, either.’

‘How long were you together?’ Jake asked.

She let out a long sigh before she faced him. ‘For ever.’

He came back around to her side and leaned against the car. ‘Want to talk about it?’

Her eyes skittered away from his. ‘Not particularly.’

‘I take it he found someone else?’ Jake said.

Her gaze was glazed with bitterness, like a coating of shellac. ‘My best friend.’

‘Ouch,’ he said, wincing in empathy. ‘That would’ve hurt.’

‘It did.’ She bit her lip until the blood drained away. ‘It does …’

Jake hardly realised he had moved away from the car and put a hand on the top of her slim shoulder until he felt the lightning strike shock of the contact run up his arm from the cup of his palm.

Her eyes met his and locked.

Electricity zapped and fired.

Desire roared through his veins like a runaway freight train. He could see the answering flare in her grey gaze. He felt the gentle shudder of her flesh beneath his hand. He stood mesmerised as the tip of her tongue snaked out and brushed over her soft lips in a single heartbeat of time that seemed immeasurable.

He lowered his head fraction by fraction, frame by frame, like a film being played in slow motion. The stop signals and flashing red lights in the rational side of his brain were overruled by the need to taste the sweet pillow of her mouth, to press against those soft contours and forget about everything but the sensual energy that flowed in a spine-tingling current between them.

He cupped his other palm against the soft satiny curve of her cheek, watching as her serious smoky grey eyes registered the contact with a dilation of her pupils.

Her lips parted slightly, her vanilla-scented breath tantalising him as he came even closer.

The dark fan of her eyelashes lowered over her eyes, but just as he was about to make contact her eyes suddenly sprang open and she stumbled backwards out of his light hold.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, blushing furiously. ‘I can’t do this.’

Jake gave a casual whatever shrug and put his hands out of temptation’s way in the pockets of his shorts. ‘No problem,’ he said.

She pressed her lips together tightly for a moment, actively avoiding his gaze. ‘I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about me …’

‘My bad,’ Jake said. ‘I overstepped the line. Blame my sister Rosie.’

She cautiously met his gaze. ‘Your … sister?’

‘I’m trying to win a bet,’ he said. ‘No sex this summer. I’ve just about made it too. Only twenty-two days to go.’

Her cheeks turned rosy red. ‘How morally upright of you,’ she said. ‘So come the first of March anyone is pretty much fair game?’

He gave her a glinting look. ‘I do have some standards.’

‘Oh, yes,’ she said with her customary hauteur. ‘A strong working pulse. I almost forgot.’

Jake smiled wryly as he picked up his bucket. ‘Do you want me to run a chamois over your car to dry it off?’ he asked.

‘No, thank you,’ she said, with schoolmarmish primness.

He tapped the bonnet with his hand. ‘Give me a shout if you need a jump start in the morning,’ he said. ‘I have the necessary equipment.’

‘I’m quite sure I won’t be needing any of your equipment,’ she said, that dainty chin going up another notch.

‘Well,’ Jake said, giving her a deliberately smouldering look, ‘you know where it is if and when you do.’







CHAPTER SIX

KITTY was putting her things in the locker in the staff changing room the next morning when one of the nurses on duty came in.

‘Hi, Dr Cargill,’ the nurse said. ‘I’m Cathy Oxley. I haven’t been rostered on with you yet. How are you settling in?’

‘Fine,’ Kitty said. ‘It’s a bit of a steep learning curve. I’m still finding my feet.’

Cathy’s brown eyes twinkled meaningfully. ‘I’m sure our gorgeous boss is helping you with that after hours.’

Kitty felt her cheeks heat up. ‘I’m not sure what you mean by that,’ she said, closing her locker door with a little rattle. ‘I’m not seeing Dr Chandler after hours.’

‘Oh, sorry,’ Cathy said. ‘I must have got my wires crossed. I could’ve sworn someone said you two were dating. Mind you, it would be a first for him if you were.’

‘A first?’ Kitty frowned. ‘In what way?’

‘I don’t think he’s ever dated anyone on his immediate staff before,’ Cathy said as she stored her bag in a locker two doors away from Kitty’s. She closed and locked the locker and turned back to face Kitty. ‘One of the nurses last year actually asked for a transfer to another department so he would take her out. Not that it lasted all that long. But that’s Jake-break-your-heart-Chandler for you. It’ll be a very special woman indeed who manages to lure him to an altar any time soon.’

Kitty turned and worked on smoothing over her tightly restrained hair in front of the mirror. ‘Not all men are cut out for the responsibility of commitment and marriage,’ she said. ‘It’s all a matter of maturity.’

‘I don’t think Jake would like to hear you describe him as immature,’ Cathy said with a little chuckle.

‘Men can be commitment-shy for all sorts of reasons, I guess. Particularly if they haven’t had a great experience of commitment in their own family.’

‘Jake doesn’t talk about his background,’ Cathy said. ‘He’s a bit of dark horse in that regard. I know he’s got siblings. His brother’s just as gorgeous in looks, apparently. A younger sister of one of the nurses on the neuro ward went out with him a couple of times.’

‘Looks aren’t everything,’ Kitty said. ‘What about character and values?’

‘Our Jake’s got those as well,’ Cathy said. ‘You just have to go searching for them. He doesn’t wear his heart on his sleeve.’

‘Has he even got a heart?’ Kitty asked with an arch of one of her brows.

Cathy grinned as she shouldered open the locker room door. ‘Last time I looked—but who knows? Maybe someone’s stolen it by now.’

Kitty had barely been on the floor of the unit thirty seconds when Jake Chandler informed her there was a critical incident unfolding right outside the A&E department.

‘Two teenagers have been knocked down by a car,’ he said, issuing orders to the nurses on duty as he strode through. ‘Cathy, Tanya, get airway and trauma kits, hard collars, IV equipment and spinal boards.’

Kitty followed Jake and Lei and four nurses out to the street outside the A&E receiving area, where the police were diverting the traffic and securing the scene from bystanders.

She felt her heart pounding behind the framework of her ribs. She was used to dealing with patients in the unit, not out on the street. She had never attended a real accident, only mock-up ones.

Two kids—a girl and a boy—in their mid-teens were lying on the road. Horns were blaring. Sirens were screaming and lights were flashing. People were screaming and shouting. The police were doing their best to control the scene, but it was nothing short of mayhem given it was smack-bang in the middle of peak hour.

‘Dr Cargill,’ said Jake, calmly but with unmistakable authority. ‘Take Cathy and Tanya and do a primary survey on the girl and tell me what equipment you need. Lei, take Lara and Tim and get started on the boy.’

Kitty started her assessment of the girl who was unconscious. ‘AVPU is P,’ she said. ‘I don’t have an airway.’

‘Get the neck stable and get her intubated,’ Jake ordered.

Kitty felt a flutter of panic rush through her stomach like a rapidly shuffled deck of cards. ‘I can maintain her airway without intubating her out here.’

‘You need to secure the airway and get the rest of the primary survey done now,’ Jake said. ‘We’re not moving her until she’s assessed. Do you want me to intubate her?’

‘No,’ Kitty said, mentally crossing her fingers and her toes. ‘I can manage.’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Get it done and then give me the primary survey.’ He turned to the registrar. ‘Lei, what’s your assessment?’

‘GCS thirteen, Dr Chandler,’ Lei said. ‘Airway patent, multiple fractured right ribs and a flail segment. Probably right pneumothorax. Pulse one-twenty, BP one hundred on sixty. No external bleeding.’

Kitty kept working on her patient, wishing she were half as confident as the registrar appeared to be.

She tried to focus.

To keep calm.

This was not the time to doubt her skills. She had been trained for this. She had worked on similar cases inside A&E.

Come on, she gave herself a little pep talk. You’ve intubated loads of patients before. Why should this one be any different?

‘Good work, Lei,’ Jake was saying. ‘Is it a tension pneumothorax?’

‘No tension, Dr Chandler,’ Lei said. ‘Fair air entry and no mediastinal shift.’

‘Brilliant,’ Jake said. ‘Get a collar on and do a quick secondary survey. Log roll and check the spine. If that’s all, pack him up onto the spinal board, get in a cannula, get him inside and continue in there.’

‘Will do.’

Kitty could feel the sweat pouring down between her shoulderblades as she tried again to intubate the girl. The sun was burning down like a blowtorch on the top of her scalp. Panic was no longer fluttering in the pit of her stomach; it was flapping like a bedsheet in a hurricane-force wind.

This was not a dummy patient.

This was someone’s daughter, someone’s little girl, someone’s sister and someone’s friend. If this young girl died someone’s life—many people’s lives—would be shattered.

The sun burned even more fiercely and the trickle of sweat down between the straps of her bra became a torrent. Her head started to pound as if a construction site had taken up residence inside. The sunlight was so bright her vision blurred. She blinked and white flashes floated past her eyes like silverfish.

‘What’s the problem?’ Jake asked as he came over.

‘This is not the ideal environment to do an intubation,’ Kitty muttered in frustration. ‘It’s too bright and I can’t see the cords.’

‘Accidents don’t happen in ideal environments, Dr Cargill,’ he said. ‘We’re not moving her until the airway and neck is secured. You stabilise her neck while I intubate.’

Kitty moved aside as Jake came around to the head of the patient and took over the laryngoscope. ‘Hold the head from below,’ he ordered.

She did as he directed and watched as he inserted the laryngoscope. It was genuinely a difficult task, which should have made Kitty feel less of a failure, but it was pretty obvious Jake had had extensive training and was far more experienced at resuscitating on site. Everything he did he did with cool and calm confidence. He kept his emotions in check. Not a muscle on his face showed any sign of personal distress or crisis. He was simply getting on with the job.

‘Listen to the chest, Dr Cargill,’ he said. ‘What’s the air entry?’

Kitty listened to the patient’s chest. ‘There’s no air entry on the right and mediastinal shift to the left.’

‘Get a needle in the chest,’ he said. ‘We can put a chest tube in inside.’ He called out to the nurse. ‘Kate—here. Ventilate the patient while I get the collar back on and get a drip in.’

Finally the patients were transferred inside and taken to ICU once stabilised.

‘Good work, everyone,’ Jake said, stripping off his gloves and tossing them in the bin.

Kitty couldn’t help feeling she didn’t deserve to be included in that statement. She concentrated on washing her hands at the basin, hanging her aching head down, feeling the sweat still sticky beneath her clothes.

‘You too, Dr Cargill,’ Jake said as he reached for some paper towels alongside her basin. ‘That was a tough call.’

Kitty looked up at him. ‘I was out of my depth and you know it,’ she said.

‘You’ll get better once you do EMST,’ he said. ‘It’s all a matter of confidence. The same skills apply inside here or outside there.’

‘I was nearly roasted alive out there,’ she said. ‘It looked like you didn’t even break a sweat.’

His dark blue gaze scanned her flushed face. ‘You look like you caught the sun,’ he said. ‘Your nose is a little pink.’

‘Great,’ she said with a rueful grimace. ‘More freckles.’

‘Kisses from the sun,’ he said. ‘Or so my mother called them when I was a kid.’

‘But you don’t have any freckles.’

The corner of his mouth tipped up and a glint appeared in his eyes. ‘None that you can see.’

Kitty flushed to the roots of her hair but stalwartly held his gaze. ‘I’ll pass on the guided tour, thanks very much,’ she said.

‘I wasn’t offering one.’

His blue eyes played tug-of-war with hers in a moment that vibrated with palpable tension.

‘Sorry to interrupt, Jake,’ Gwen said as she approached. ‘Your brother is here to see you. He’s waiting in Reception. He told me to tell you it’s important.’

Jake’s expression tightened, and then locked down to a blank impenetrable mask. ‘Call me on my mobile if anything urgent comes in,’ he said gruffly to Kitty. ‘I’ll be ten minutes.’

Gwen let out a sigh as Jake disappeared through the entrance to A&E. ‘I wish Jake would tell me what’s going on.’

Kitty frowned. ‘Going on?’

‘With Robbie,’ Gwen said. ‘I can tell Jake’s worried sick about him but he won’t talk about it. I guess he’s used to dealing with his family on his own. God knows he’s been doing it long enough.’

‘What do you mean?’ Kitty asked.

‘Jake’s mother was killed in a car accident when he was sixteen,’ Gwen said. ‘And that’s another thing he won’t talk about. I only heard about it because one of the paramedics who attended the accident worked with my husband in the fire department. A drunk driver hit Jake’s mother head-on. She made it to hospital but died a few hours later.’

‘That’s terrible,’ Kitty said. ‘What about his father?’

Gwen rolled her eyes. ‘That’s another one of Jake’s no-go areas,’ she said. ‘I don’t think he’s seen his father since he was a kid. I don’t think Robbie has even met him.’

‘Who looked after Jake and his siblings after their mother was killed?’ Kitty asked.

‘I think they stayed with his mother’s parents for a bit, but it didn’t last,’ Gwen said. ‘They’d disowned their daughter when she hooked up with Jake’s father. They didn’t even know the kids when they were plonked on their doorstep. Jake got his own place as soon as he could afford it and made his own way. Can’t have been easy. He’s done such a good job of taking care of them all, but now Robbie’s got some sort of issue. God knows what it is. Jake certainly won’t let on.’

Kitty looked towards the doors Jake had just gone through. She thought back to her conversation with him about why he hadn’t travelled abroad. Had he stayed home in order to watch over his siblings? How had he coped financially? Had his mother left them well provided for or did he have to struggle to make ends meet? What else had he sacrificed to be there for his family?

The image of him as a protective father figure was at odds with her impression of him as a fun-loving, laid-back playboy. But then she thought of the day she’d seen him at the beach with his young nephew. No one could ask for a more devoted uncle and mentor. Strict but fair, strong but nurturing—all the things young kids and in particular boys needed to grow. Jake had apparently had no such mentor himself. Instead he had been the man of the house for most of his thirty-four years.

Kitty turned and saw Gwen looking at her speculatively. ‘What were you two talking about just then, anyway?’ Gwen asked. ‘You looked rather cosy.’

Kitty felt a flush pass over her cheeks. ‘It was just … nothing.’

Gwen gave her a motherly smile of caution. ‘Tread carefully, my dear,’ she said. ‘He’s a gorgeous man in looks and in temperament, but he doesn’t play for keeps.’

‘I don’t know how many times I have to tell everyone I’m not interested in Jake Chandler,’ Kitty said with an irritated frown.

Gwen’s look was long and measuring. ‘Not that you wouldn’t make a lovely couple or anything,’ she said. ‘I can see the sparks that fly between you.’

‘I’m sure you’re imagining it,’ Kitty said, still frowning. ‘Personally, I think he can’t wait until I hop on that plane back to Britain. He thinks I’m not up to the task.’

‘You’re handling things just fine,’ Gwen said. ‘Jake’s not one to stroke egos unnecessarily. If he was unhappy with your work he’d soon let you know.’

Kitty gave her a grim look. ‘That’s exactly what I’m afraid of,’ she said, and turned back to the unit.







CHAPTER SEVEN

KITTY didn’t see Jake face-to-face for the rest of her shift. He had come back to the unit after a few minutes, but she had been tied up with a patient with chronic asthma whose condition hadn’t been properly managed by either the patient or his doctor. By the time she’d sorted the middle-aged man out Jake had been busy with other patients.

But when she was walking along the Bondi shopping and café strip later that evening, in search of somewhere to grab some dinner, she saw him coming towards her.

He looked preoccupied. There was a frown between his brows and his jaw looked as if it had been carved from stone. He didn’t even see her until she was practically under his nose.

‘Dr Chandler?’

Her softly spoken greeting didn’t even register, so she reached out and touched him on the bare tanned skin of his forearm with her fingertips.

‘Jake?’

He jumped as if she had probed him with an electrode. ‘Oh,’ he said, absently rubbing at his arm. ‘It’s you.’

‘Yes …’ Kitty shifted her weight from foot to foot. ‘Are you OK?’

His marble mask stayed in place. ‘Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?’

‘I just thought you might like to … talk.’

Something moved across his gaze, leaving in its wake a layer of ice. ‘About what?’

‘Gwen told me you were having some trouble with your brother and I thought—’

‘You thought what, Dr Cargill?’ he asked with a mocking look. ‘That you’d offer your sweet little shoulder for me to cry on?’

Kitty held his glacial gaze for a beat or two before giving up. ‘I’ve obviously caught you at a bad time,’ she said, stepping away from him. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interfere.’

She had walked past three shopfronts before he caught up with her. He didn’t touch her. He walked alongside her, shoulder to shoulder—well, not exactly shoulder to shoulder, given he was so much taller. Kitty was wearing ballet flats, which put the top of her head in line with the top of his shoulder. She felt the warmth of his body. She had to fight to keep walking in a straight line in case her body betrayed her with its traitorous, shameless desires.

‘Don’t let me keep you,’ she said, sending him a sideways glance that made her loose hair momentarily brush against his arm. She grabbed at the wayward strands and fixed them firmly behind her ear.

‘Sorry,’ he said in a gruff tone. ‘That was uncalled-for.’

‘It’s OK,’ she said, only marginally mollified.

They walked a few more paces in silence. Kitty wasn’t sure what to say, so said nothing. She figured if he wanted to talk to her he would. Every time she sneaked a glance at him he was frowning broodingly. His shoulders looked tight and were hunched forward slightly, as if he was carrying an invisible weight that was incredibly burdensome.

‘Have you got any siblings?’ he finally asked.

‘No, there’s just me,’ Kitty said.

‘Happy childhood?’

‘Mostly.’

‘Are your parents still married to each other?’ he asked.

Kitty gave him another sideways glance, trying to ignore the way her heart kicked in her chest when she encountered the unfathomable darkness of his sapphire-blue gaze. ‘My parents didn’t get married in the first place,’ she said. ‘They met at a free love commune. They’re still together, more or less. They occasionally have other partners. They have what they call an “open” relationship.’

His eyebrows lifted. ‘I wouldn’t have picked you as a hippy couple’s kid,’ he said. ‘Did the stork get the wrong address or something?’

Kitty couldn’t hold back a little rueful smile. ‘My parents have spent a great deal of the last twenty-six years looking at each other in a kind of dumbfounded way,’ she said. ‘They were hoping for a free-spirited indie child much like themselves. I constantly embarrass them.’

His mouth kicked up at the corners. ‘I just bet you do.’

Kitty caught a whiff of his cologne as he raised a hand to brush his hair back off his forehead. The faint hint of hard-working male was like a potent elixir to her nostrils. She even felt herself leaning closer to catch more of his alluring scent.

He met her gaze again, holding it with the dark intensity of his. ‘I lost my mother when I was sixteen,’ he said. ‘And my father …’ He paused, a frown cutting his forehead in two, and the lines and planes of his face clouding. ‘My father left us before my brother was born. My two sisters can barely remember him. None of us have seen or heard of him since he left. Not even when Mum died.’

‘I’m very sorry,’ Kitty said. ‘Life can be pretty brutal at times. You must have had a hard time of it.’

‘Yeah, you could say that,’ he said, stepping aside for a group of teenagers carrying body-boards to pass between them.

‘What about your sisters?’ Kitty asked when he didn’t offer anything else once they had resumed walking side by side. ‘What do they do?’

‘Jen’s a hairdresser,’ he said. ‘She’s saving up to buy her own salon. Rosie works part-time as a teacher’s aide. She’s studying to be a teacher.’

A small silence passed.

‘And your brother?’ Kitty asked.

His gaze cut to hers. ‘Didn’t Gwen tell you during your little heart-to-heart session? I’m sure she along with everyone else at the hospital has a theory or two on why Robbie’s running amok.’

‘I didn’t probe her for information,’ she said. ‘She didn’t know much in any case. She simply told me she sensed that your brother seemed to have some … issues.’

‘Issues.’ He gave a harsh laugh. ‘That’s how everyone makes excuses for any sort of bad behaviour today. They’ve got issues. Do you know what bugs me about that? It’s always someone else’s fault. It’s a get out of jail free card. No one has to take responsibility for their own actions any more. There’s always someone else to blame. Bad childhood or bad parenting. Or in my case practically no parenting. I hate that victim mentality that everyone adopts these days. It achieves nothing. You just have to get on with life. There’s no point wishing things were different. You get what you get and you damn well have to deal with it.’

Kitty walked with him for a few more paces. ‘I guess different people cope with things in different ways,’ she said after a moment. ‘What makes one person stronger makes another one crumble.’

‘Yeah, well, I just wish my brother would snap out of this phase of his,’ he said. ‘I’m sick and tired of cleaning up his mess.’

‘You sound just like a concerned parent,’ she said. ‘At least you’ll have had plenty of practice when it comes to having your own kids.’

His expression became even more dark and brooding. ‘No way,’ he said. ‘I’m not making that mistake.’

‘You don’t want kids?’

‘Why would I want kids when I’ve already brought up three?’ he asked.

‘Helping to rear your siblings is not the same as having your own children,’ Kitty said.

He gave a grunt. ‘It is for me,’ he said. ‘I’ve made enough packed lunches to last me a lifetime.’

‘Having children is much more than just packed lunches,’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘And don’t I know it. The cute chubby cheeks stage is over before you know it. Then it’s suddenly all about spending hours awake at night wondering where they are and who they’re with and what they’re doing. I’m not putting myself through that again. No way.’

‘What about marriage?’ she asked. ‘Are you against that too?’

‘I’m not against it in principle,’ he said. ‘I have plenty of friends who are married and it seems to work for them. I just don’t think I’m cut out for it. I think I’d get bored with the same person.’

‘Maybe you haven’t met the right person yet.’

He shrugged indifferently. ‘Maybe.’

They’d walked halfway along the next block when Jake suddenly stopped and turned to look at her. ‘Have you had dinner?’ he asked.

‘No, I was just about to get some when I saw you.’

‘Have dinner with me.’

She arched a brow at him. ‘Are you asking or telling me?’

‘Are you refusing or accepting?’

‘I’m thinking about it.’

‘What’s to think about?’ he asked. ‘You’re hungry and you need food.’

‘It’s not that simple …’

‘Are you worried about the boyfriend back home in Britain?’

Kitty avoided his penetrating gaze. ‘It has nothing to do with Charles,’ she said. ‘I don’t want people to talk.’

‘They’re already talking,’ he said. ‘Besides, what’s one casual dinner going to do?’ He stopped outside a bar and grill restaurant. ‘Is this OK? A friend of mine owns it. He’ll squeeze us in without a booking.’

Kitty met his impossibly blue gaze with her guarded one. ‘So it’s not a date or anything?’ she asked.

‘No,’ he said, giving her a glinting smile. ‘I’d have to pay my sister a thousand bucks if so.’

Kitty tried not to blush but with little success. ‘So an official date with you usually leads to sex, does it?’

He held the door of the restaurant open for her. ‘It depends.’

‘On what?’

‘Chemistry. Animal attraction. Lust.’

Kitty pursed her lips disapprovingly even though her skin tingled and prickled as his gaze held hers. ‘What about getting to know someone as a person first?’ she asked. ‘Finding common ground, similar values and interests, mutual admiration and respect?’

His gaze moved from her eyes to her mouth. Something shifted in the pit of her belly as his eyes meshed with hers once more. Their dark glittering intensity triggered a primal response she had no control over. Fluttery fairy-soft footsteps of excitement danced along the floor of her stomach at the thought of him pressing that sinfully sensual mouth against hers, having his arms go around her and crush her to his hard tall frame, feeling his arousal potent and persistent against the yielding softness of her body. She drew in a little shuddering breath, wondering if he could sense how deeply affected she was by him.

But of course, she thought.

He was a practised flirt. A charmer—a playboy who loved nothing better than indulging the flesh without the restraints of a formal relationship—a born seducer who loved and left his partners without a second thought.

Falling in love with him would be the biggest mistake of her life. She knew it and yet there was something about him that drew her inexorably to him. She felt the magnetic force of him even now. The way his gaze tethered her to him, those ocean-blue depths communicating without words the desire that crackled like an electrical current between them.

‘I find out just about all I need to know about the other person with the first kiss,’ he said.

‘Oh, really?’

‘You’d be surprised how much information that reveals.’

Kitty gave him an arch look. ‘You mean other than the flavour of their toothpaste?’

He smiled that glinting smile. ‘Having dinner with them is another revelation,’ he said. ‘Picky eaters tend to have body issues. A healthy appetite is a good sign, but someone who is keen to try different cuisines or exotic flavours gets my attention every time.’

Kitty felt heat rise up from the soles of her feet to her face. What would he think of her cardboard meals of late? ‘You seem to have it down to a science,’ she said.

‘Hey, Jake!’ A stocky blond-haired man came over with a twinkling smile on his face. ‘A cosy, romantic table for two?’

Kitty gave Jake a look. ‘How many times have you been here?’

‘Lost count,’ Jake said, and grinned at his mate. ‘How’re you doing, Brad? Hot in the kitchen?’

‘That’s why I’m out here,’ Brad said, and smiling at Kitty added, ‘So this is …?’

‘Dr Kitty Cargill,’ Jake said.

Brad’s eyebrows lifted. ‘Bringing work home with you, Jake?’

‘It’s not what you think,’ Jake said.

‘Sure,’ Brad said with a grin. ‘Follow me. I have just the table for you.’

Once Brad had left them settled with drinks, Kitty met Jake’s gaze across the small intimate table that was positioned in the quietest part of the restaurant. ‘Let me guess,’ she said. ‘At about ten p.m. or so a woman will come past the table selling roses.’

He gave her a slanting smile. ‘Do you want one?’

‘Certainly not!’

He reached over to top up her water glass from the frosted bottle on the table. ‘So, tell me about Charles.’

Kitty watched as the bubbles from the mineral water rose in a series of vertical lines like tiny necklaces to the surface of her glass. ‘There’s not much to tell,’ she said. ‘We grew up together.

I can’t think of a time in my life when Charles hasn’t been a part of it. We did everything together. I thought we’d continue to do everything together.’ She released a little sigh and met Jake’s gaze. ‘I was so busy planning our future that I didn’t notice what was going on in the present.’

‘Do you still love him?’

Kitty looked at the bubbles again, her finger tracing the dew on the outside of the glass. ‘I think there’s a part of me that will always love Charles,’ she said. ‘I loved his family too. I liked that they were so … so normal. I felt at home with them. I blended in as if I had always been there.’

She looked up to find his dark blue gaze centred on hers. He had a way of looking at her that made her whole body break out in a shiver. She became aware of every cell of her skin, from the top of her tingling scalp, right to the very soles of her feet.

She gave herself a mental shake and reached for her wine glass. ‘What did your brother want when he came to the unit today?’ she asked.

A mask slipped over his features. ‘I thought we were talking about you,’ he said.

‘We were,’ she said. ‘But now it’s your turn to talk about you.’

‘What if I don’t want to talk about me?’

‘Then talk about your brother.’

He frowned as he reached for his own wine glass, but he didn’t drink from it. He just sat there twirling the stem round and round between his finger and thumb. ‘I hate talking about my brother,’ he said. ‘Talking doesn’t change anything. He’s a fully-grown adult and yet just lately he’s been acting like a kid. He used to have a part-time job to fund his way through university, but he lost that over some run-in with the boss. He’s been putting the hard word on Rosie and Jen for money and when he’s really getting desperate he comes to me.’

‘Where does he live?’

‘In some doss house in the inner city,’ he said, scraping a hand through his hair. He made a despairing sound. ‘My kid brother bunks down with every other desperado on the streets. My mother is probably spinning in her grave.’

Kitty put out a hand and touched his arm. His muscles flexed then stilled under her touch.

After a long moment his eyes met hers. ‘Do you know what gets me?’ he asked. ‘He had everything going so well. He was a straight A student. He was up for a university prize in engineering. He’s so damn bright—much brighter than me. I’ve had to work damn hard to get where I’ve got. But he’s thrown it all away. It’s such a damn waste.’

‘Is he doing drugs?’ Kitty asked.

He rubbed a hand over his face. ‘I don’t know if he’s touched the hard stuff. He says not, but how can I trust him? He probably doesn’t remember from one day to the next what he’s been doing.’

‘What about rehab?’ she asked.

His eyes hit hers. ‘You think I haven’t tried that?’ he asked. ‘I even paid up-front for a private clinic, but he didn’t show up on admission day. I couldn’t find him for a fortnight. The clinic had a waiting list a mile long so I couldn’t get him in even when I found him.’

‘Sometimes it’s hard for family members to be the ones to help,’ Kitty said. ‘You’re too close and they don’t always want to listen.’

His fingers tightened around the stem of his glass. ‘The sick irony is I’ve spent the last twenty-four years of my life being a substitute father for my sisters and brother,’ he said. ‘Don’t get me wrong—I was glad to be able to do something. My mother wanted each of us to have better opportunities than she’d had. It was up to me to see that her vision for us as a family was fulfilled.’

‘That’s why you’ve never travelled, isn’t it?’ Kitty asked.

‘I had a ticket booked once.’ He gave her a brief glance before focussing on the contents of his glass. ‘I had all my siblings sorted, or so I thought. I was going to head off to Europe for a couple of months. Kick my heels up a bit, have a life, have some fun without the pressure of responsibility.’

‘What happened?’

He looked at her again, the line of his mouth grim. ‘Rosie came to me late one night and told me she was pregnant. She’d known for weeks but had been too scared to tell me. She was just nineteen years old. Still a kid herself. I couldn’t leave her to deal with that, even for a couple of months. I didn’t want her to feel pressured into a termination. I wanted her to feel supported in whatever she decided to do. Her boyfriend was useless. And what sort of brother would I be if I just flew out of the country at a time like that?’

‘From what I can tell you’ve been an amazing brother and uncle,’ Kitty said. ‘Look at the way you gave that party for her. And then you took your nephew surfing, on top of a full day at work.’

‘It’s not enough,’ he said. ‘I can’t be there all the time.’

‘I’m sure no one expects you to,’ she said. ‘You’re entitled to your own life.’

His eyes came back to hers, a wry smile kicking up the corners of his mouth. ‘That’s one very soft shoulder you’ve got there, Dr Cargill,’ he said.

Kitty smiled back. ‘Glad to be of service.’

It was close to eleven when Jake walked Kitty to the door of her town house. A light sea breeze had come in and taken the stifling heat out of the evening, bringing with it the tang of brine from the ocean.

She stood fumbling with her keys in the lock, conscious of him standing behind her, his tall frame within touching distance of hers. She could smell the hint of lemon in his aftershave. She could even hear his breathing—steady and slow, unlike hers, which was skittering all over the place.

‘Do you want me to unlock it for you?’ he asked.

‘No, I’m fine … Oh, damn,’ she said as she dropped her keys with a loud clatter to the tiled floor.

He bent down, scooped them off the floor and handed them to her. His fingers brushed against her open palm, sending electric shocks right up her arm. ‘You don’t need to be nervous, Dr Cargill,’ he said.

‘Nervous?’ Kitty tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her tongue sneaking out quickly to moisten her mouth. ‘Why on earth would I be nervous?’

He smiled at her. It was the tiniest movement of his lips and yet it unravelled her insides like a skein of wool thrown by a spin-bowler. ‘When was the last time you asked a man in for coffee?’ he asked.

She tore her gaze away from his sexily slanted mouth. ‘When I was in junior high,’ she said. ‘But it wasn’t for coffee. It was for orange juice.’

‘Cute.’

Kitty unlocked the door and then faced him. ‘I have coffee if you’d like some,’ she said, waving a hand in the vague direction of the kitchen.

His sapphire gaze glinted. ‘Got any orange juice?’

‘Fresh or reconstituted?’

‘You can’t beat fresh,’ he said as he closed the door behind him with a soft click. ‘It tastes completely different.’

‘I can never tell the difference,’ she said, with a huskiness that was nothing like her usual dulcet tones. ‘But then, I guess I’m not much of an orange juice connoisseur.’

The space in the foyer seemed to shrink now that he shared it with her. The air seemed to tighten, to crackle and vibrate with an energy that made the hairs on her head push away from her scalp. The skin on her arms went up in goosebumps and her stomach pitched and tilted as he closed the distance between them with a single step.

His hooded gaze zeroed in on her mouth as he planted a hand on the wall beside her head. ‘This is the part where you’re supposed to ask me what the hell I think I’m doing,’ he said in a gravel-rough tone.

‘I am?’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘But since you missed your cue maybe we can jump ahead to the next bit.’

Kitty’s heart flapped like a shredded truck tyre on tarmac. ‘What’s the next bit?’ she asked in a soft whisper.

His warm minty breath caressed her parted lips as he inched closer and closer. ‘Why don’t I show you?’ he said, and then he sealed her mouth with his.







CHAPTER EIGHT

KITTY felt a shockwave ripple through her body when his lips made that first contact with hers. His lips moved against hers in a slow, sensual manner, tasting, teasing and tempting her into a heated response that made the base of her spine melt like butter and every hair on her head tremble with delight. His kiss was soft and experimental, a tantalising assault on her senses that made her skin tauten all over in fiery response.

He threaded his hands through her hair, his fingers splaying over her tingling scalp as he scorched the seam of her mouth with the bold stroke of his tongue.

She opened to him and the world exploded in a burst of colour and leaping flares of searing heat. His tongue tangled with hers in a sexy dance that made her heart race and her belly flip and then flop.

This was no tame boy-next-door kiss. This was a man’s kiss—the kiss of a full-blooded man who wanted sex and wanted it now.

Kitty felt the ridge of hard male desire against her quivering belly. She felt the instinctual, primal tug of her flesh towards it. She shifted her body against his, her heart skipping a beat when she heard the deep sound of male approval come from his throat.

Her breasts were jammed up against the hard plane of his chest. She had never been so aware of them before. They swelled and strained behind the lace cage of her bra, hungry for more intimate contact.

She shivered when his hands went to her hips, holding her closer to the cradle of his pelvis. Every delicious male inch of him was imprinted on her flesh. She felt the pounding roar of his blood through his clothes. It echoed the rampant need that was surging inside her.

His mouth continued its fiery exchange with hers, his tongue calling hers into a brazen tango that mimicked the need charging through his body as well as her own.

He shifted one of his hands from her hips to the small of her back, the subtle pressure sending her senses into a crazy spin. Desire licked along her flesh like a trail of racing flames, her need as insistent as a tribal drumbeat deep inside her body.

His hand on her hip moved upwards in a slow-moving caress that stopped just below her right breast. She felt her nerves tighten in awareness. The tingling and twitching of her flesh was almost unbearable. She pressed herself against him in a silent signal of female want, a desperate plea for him to satisfy the deepest yearnings of her body.

Kitty kissed him back with brazen hunger. Her lips nibbled and nipped at his. Her tongue swirled and circled and swept against his in a sensual combat that made her spine turn to liquid. He fought back with another deep groan of approval and pulled her even closer to the rampant need of his body.

She fisted a hand in his shirt and he plunged deeper into her mouth, his strongly muscled thighs moving against hers to nudge her back against the wall. The body-to-body contact fuelled her desire to an unmanageable level. She pushed herself up on tiptoe so she could feel more of his hard heat against her feminine need. Her insides melted and pulsed with longing. Desire was like a runaway train. It was flashing past every station, siding or level crossing of caution and common sense she had erected in her brain.

Jake lifted his mouth off hers and looked down at her, his expression darkly satirical. ‘Well, I guess that clears up that little detail,’ he said.

Kitty blinked herself out of her sensual daze and stepped out of his hold. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, feeling gauche and flustered. ‘I’m not sure what you mean,’ she said.

His mouth kicked up in a wry smile. ‘You’re not the shy, uptight type after all, are you?’

Kitty pressed her lips together for a moment. ‘I’m sure I don’t need to tell you you’re a very good kisser.’

‘You pack a pretty awesome punch yourself, Dr Cargill,’ he said.

She tried to act casual about it, affecting a pose of indifference that belied the turmoil she felt inside. ‘Do you still want coffee?’

He reached out and passed one of his bent knuckles over the curve of her cheek in a light caress, his eyes so dark she couldn’t tell where his pupils began and ended. ‘You don’t really think I came in here for coffee, do you?’ he asked.

Kitty swept the tip of her tongue over her kiss-swollen lips, her heart skipping all over the place. ‘I guess not …’

He held her gaze captive for a long heart-stopping moment. ‘I want you.’

The blunt statement shocked and yet thrilled her. Charles had waited years before asking her to sleep with him. ‘But for how long?’ she asked.

‘That’s not a question anyone can answer specifically,’ he said. ‘Relationships run their course. Some last days, others weeks, others years.’

She toyed with a button on his shirt rather than meet his gaze. ‘Yours don’t last years, though, do they?’ she said.

It seemed a long time before he answered. ‘I’m not promising anything long-term, Kitty. You’re only here until the end of April. It wouldn’t be fair to pretend this could turn into an affair of a lifetime.’

Kitty raised her eyes to his. ‘Because you don’t want to fall in love.’

‘You don’t have to be in love with someone to have great sex,’ he said. ‘Aren’t your parents proof of that?’

Her shoulders went down on a little sigh as she moved away. ‘I’m not like my parents,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t bear to live the way they do. I don’t want to play musical beds with faceless strangers. I want security. I want love. I want marriage and babies and happy ever after.’

He gave a cynical crack of laughter. ‘You want a fairytale that doesn’t exist in the real world. Fifty percent of marriages end up in divorce. The other fifty live snappily ever after.’

She threw him an exasperated look. ‘There’s no point arguing with you. I can see you’ve collated enough evidence to support your cynical take on things. But there are plenty of relationships that last the distance. I see them all the time in A&E. Old couples who’ve spent a whole lifetime loving each other. I want that. I want to be with someone for my whole life—not a month here or there or a measly week or two.’

‘Then I’m not your man,’ he said, his expression stony, his voice even harder. ‘I’m happy to have a bit of fun, but don’t expect anything else from me.’

Kitty held that steely blue gaze. ‘I feel sorry for men like you, Jake. You have plenty of fun now, but what about later? What about when you’re old and sick and no one wants you any more?’

A muscle flexed in his jaw. ‘I’ll take my chances.’

‘You’ll end up lonely and alone,’ she said. ‘You’ll have no shared memories of the phases of life you’ve journeyed through. No children to share your genes. No grandchild—’

‘Look,’ he said, cutting her short. ‘I get what you’re saying. Do you think I haven’t thought through all of that? Of course I have. I just can’t make promises I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep.’

Kitty nailed him with a flinty look. ‘You don’t want to make promises.’

He held her gaze for a second or two before he blew out a breath on a long exhale. He tipped up her chin using two fingers, while his thumb moved back and forth over the cushion of her bottom lip. ‘It wouldn’t work, you know,’ he said. ‘You. Me. Us. You’re too innocent for someone as hard-boiled as me. I’d end up walking all over you.’

‘I know how to take care of myself.’

‘Do you, Kitty?’ he asked looking at her intently. ‘Do you really?’

Her heart tripped as his gaze centred on her mouth. Heat pooled in her belly and her legs felt that betraying tremble again. ‘Of course I do,’ she said. ‘I’m a big girl now.’

He brushed an imaginary hair away from her face. ‘Even big girls can get their hearts broken.’

‘So can big boys.’

He gave her a twisted smile as he reached for the door. ‘Not this big boy.’

‘You’re not truly alive if you don’t allow yourself to be open to happiness and to hurt,’ she said. ‘It’s what makes life so rich and re-warding—the highs and the lows and all the bits in between.’

‘Goodnight, Dr Cargill,’ he said. ‘Sweet dreams.’

Kitty blew out a breath when the door clicked shut behind him. ‘Watch it, my girl,’ she said in an undertone. ‘Just watch it, OK?’

‘Where’s Kitty?’ Gwen asked, looking past Jake’s shoulders when he arrived at the new staff welcome drinks on Friday night. ‘I thought she might be coming with you.’

Jake took one of the light beers off a tray that was being handed around by one of the interns. ‘Then you thought wrong,’ he said.

Gwen angled her head at him. ‘What’s going on with you two?’

‘Nothing.’ He took a sip of froth off the top of his beer.

‘You had dinner with her,’ Gwen said. ‘Brad told me when I had lunch with my daughter at the grill yesterday.’

He shrugged. ‘So?’

‘Don’t break her heart, Jake.’

‘I have no intention of doing any such thing.’

‘She’s not your type.’

Jake frowned as he put his beer on the chest-high drinks stand beside him. ‘That’s surely up to her to decide, isn’t it?’

Gwen lifted her brows. ‘I’m just saying.’

‘Then don’t,’ he said, shooting her a look.

‘How is Robbie?’

He shifted his gaze, his left hand tightening to a fist inside his trouser pocket. ‘I’d rather not talk about my brother right now.’

‘You never want to talk about him, Jake,’ Gwen said. ‘You used to chat about him all the time. How well he was doing. How nice it was to have him drop by with his friends. What’s going on? Is he in some sort of trouble?’

Jake glared at her. ‘Leave it, Gwen, OK? I don’t want everyone talking about what a crap job I’ve done of watching out for my brother. He’s an adult. I can’t control him any more.’

‘No one could possibly criticise you for what you’ve done for your family, Jake,’ she said gently.

He let out a weary breath. ‘Sorry, Gwen,’ he said. ‘I know you mean well. It’s just that things are pretty tough right now. Robbie’s being so irresponsible. I don’t know how to handle him any more. It’s like I’m dealing with someone else entirely.’

‘Jim and I had a rough trot with one of our boys a few years back,’ Gwen said. ‘Matt gave us a couple of years of hell but he eventually grew out of it. Maybe Robbie’s just going through a similar thing.’

Jake looked at her. ‘When he first started acting up I thought he was sick or something,’ he said. ‘It was so out of character for him to be partying hard and neglecting his studies.’

‘Did he see a doctor?’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I sent him to his GP for a battery of tests.’

‘All clear?’

‘Apparently,’ he said. ‘He didn’t show me the scans. He said the GP told him there was nothing wrong. It was a long shot in any case. I’ve met stacks of parents of wayward kids who’ve insisted there must be something clinically wrong. It’s the first thing you think of. No one wants to think their kid or brother or sister wilfully chooses to go and stuff up their life.’

‘It’s a stage a lot of young people seem to go through these days,’ Gwen said. ‘They like to kick up their heels before they settle down. Robbie’s a good lad. You’ve always done the right thing by him. Hopefully he’ll sort himself out before too much longer.’

‘Yeah,’ Jake said on another sigh. ‘That what I’m hoping.’

‘Aren’t you supposed to be at the drinks thing tonight?’ Cathy Oxley asked in A&E.

Kitty leafed through the blood results she had been waiting for. ‘Yes, but I got held up with a patient.’

‘All work and no play,’ Cathy said in a singsong voice.

Kitty’s gaze narrowed in concentration as she looked at the white cell count in front of her.

‘Is something wrong?’ Cathy asked.

Kitty lowered the sheaf of papers. ‘Lara Fletcher,’ she said. ‘The twenty-four-year-old in Bay Four with breathlessness and swollen ankles. She’s been back and forth to her GP for months with a host of vague symptoms. Not once has he or anyone else ordered a blood test. She’s been fobbed off by two other medical clinics. One of them even gave her antidepressants, telling her she was depressed.’

‘You found something?’ Cathy asked, looking over her shoulder.

‘Aplastic anaemia,’ Kitty said heavily. ‘How could that have been missed for all this time?’

‘Not everyone is as meticulous as you.’

‘All it took was a blood test.’

‘Tell that to Jake Chandler next time he bawls you out for over-testing the patients,’ Cathy said with a little wink.

‘I will,’ Kitty said.

‘I didn’t realise you were working this weekend,’ said Trish Wellington, one of the more senior A&E specialists, when Jake came on duty on Saturday evening.

‘I’m just doing a fill-in shift for David Godfrey,’ Jake said. ‘He’s going to his sister’s wedding.’

‘Well, how about that?’ Trish said with a speculative smile. ‘Kitty Cargill’s doing a double tonight. Mike called in sick at the last minute.’

Jake slung his stethoscope around his neck. ‘I hope she’s not overdoing it,’ he said.

Trish leaned against the wall as she toyed with her hospital lanyard. ‘She’s a sharp little tack, isn’t she?’

Jake soaped up his hands at the basin. ‘She’s competent enough.’

‘Pretty little thing,’ Trish said. ‘Gorgeous grey eyes.’

‘Haven’t noticed.’

Trish laughed as she pushed herself away from the wall. ‘So glad I’ve worked here long enough to see it.’

He frowned at her darkly. ‘Long enough to see what?’ he asked.

She pointed at his chest. ‘To see your heart get a run for its money,’ she said.

Jake rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, for pity’s sake.’

‘Dr Chandler?’

Jake felt the hairs on his arms lift up when that posh little voice sounded behind him. He turned and looked at Kitty’s heart-shaped face looking up at him. She had smudges under her grey eyes and her skin was paler than usual, making the light sprinkling of freckles on her nose stand out.

‘Dr Cargill,’ he said formally. ‘Thanks for doing overtime.’

‘That’s OK,’ she said.

A beat of silence ticked past.

‘Was there something else?’ he asked.

‘I’m sorry I didn’t make it to the drinks thing,’ she said. ‘I hope you didn’t think I snubbed … everyone?’

‘I was only there for a couple of minutes myself.’

‘Oh …’ Her expression faltered for a moment. ‘Well, I got held up with a patient.’

‘Taking down their family tree, were we?’ he asked.

Her eyes blinked and then hardened like frost. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I diagnosed a blood disorder that had gone undetected for several months. I lost count of how many GPs the patient had seen. Not one of them performed a blood screen on her.’

‘It happens.’

She frowned at him. ‘How can it happen? How can someone slip through the cracks like that?’

‘GPs are pushed for time just like everyone else in the medical profession,’ Jake said. ‘The larger medical clinics are problematic because the patient doesn’t always see the same doctor each visit. There’s not much continuity.’

‘Then all the more reason to check and double-check,’ she said.

‘Testing every patient for every disease is expensive and time-wasting,’ he said. ‘Diagnostic skills vary between doctors, but mostly they get it right.’

‘Not in this case,’ she said. ‘That young woman’s outcome could be severely compromised.’

‘We can’t save everyone, Dr Cargill,’ he said. ‘There will always be people who slip through the system.’

‘I don’t want to miss anyone,’ she said. ‘It’s our job to diagnose and treat patients, not fob them off with a couple of painkillers.’

‘You can’t CT scan every patient who comes through the door,’ Jake argued. ‘Not on this campus, in any case.’

Her grey eyes challenged his. ‘Are you forbidding me from conducting the tests I deem appropriate?’ she asked.

‘I would hope your diagnostic skills are of a standard such that you don’t require exposing a patient to high levels of radiation in order to confirm your diagnosis.’

‘I’d rather not leave patients’ lives up to gut feeling,’ she said with an insolent look.

‘What do you mean by that?’ he asked.

Her grey eyes flashed at him. ‘You can’t possibly get it right all of the time,’ she said. ‘It’s not a matter of guesswork or intuition. We have to rely on cold, hard science.’

‘The human body isn’t an exact science,’ he said. ‘Patients don’t always give a complete history. Tests can be inconclusive. We need to be able to understand anatomy and physiology in order make a correct diagnosis.’

‘Will that be all, Dr Chandler?’ she asked stiff ly.

Jake looked at her mouth and felt a tidal wave of raw, primal need course through him. He couldn’t stop thinking about that kiss. He thought of how soft her mouth was, how sweet it had tasted, how yielding it had been, how tentative and shy her tongue had been and then how brazen and uncontrollable it had become when she had let herself go. He thought of how her slim little body had pressed against his as if she had been tailored exactly to his specifications. He thought of how much he wanted to kiss her again, to move his hands over her creamy skin without the barrier of clothes. He wanted to run his hands through the chestnut silk of her hair, to breathe in its flowery fragrance.

He wanted her.

Had he ever wanted someone more? It was this wretched bet, that was what it was. It had to be. He’d been celibate too long. He wasn’t cut out for the life of a monk. It wasn’t that he was developing an attachment to Kitty. She wasn’t staying in Australia long enough to consider anything more than a casual fling. She would probably go back when her term was over and pick up again with someone from her side of the tracks—not someone with dependent siblings, not to mention the debt and drama that came along for the ride.

If she hooked up with him it would be a package deal. How long before she would get sick of sharing him with his siblings and nephew? His career was demanding enough. Having to spread himself so thinly didn’t make for ideal relationship-building conditions. He wasn’t emotionally available. He didn’t want to be. He didn’t want to need someone so much he couldn’t function without them. He had seen it first-hand. His mother had been absolutely devastated by the desertion of his father. Jake had lain awake at night listening to her sob her heart out in the bedroom next door. It had taken her years to recover, and even then there had been a part of her that had never fully returned. She had gone from a vibrant and fully engaged mother to a person who trudged through life with resolution rather than joy.

Jake brought his gaze to Kitty’s defiant one. ‘That will be all, Dr Cargill,’ he said. ‘For now.’







CHAPTER NINE

‘SO HOW’S it going with your gorgeous boss?’ Julie asked when she phoned Kitty a couple of days later.

‘Next question.’

Julie laughed. ‘That bad, huh?’

Kitty paced the kitchen of her town house. ‘He’s the most maddening man I’ve ever met,’ she said. ‘I thought I was getting to know him a little bit. He’s really nice when he’s not playing the big bad boss. He was really supportive when we had this crazy emergency outside the hospital the other day. And he even told me about his family circumstances over dinner, and—’

‘Dinner?’ Julie said. ‘Hey, back up a bit. You didn’t tell me you had dinner with him. When was that?’

‘It wasn’t a date or anything,’ Kitty said. ‘We ran into each other and it sort of … happened.’

‘What sort of happened?’

Kitty closed her mind to that kiss. ‘Nothing happened,’ she said. ‘We just had a meal at his friend’s restaurant.’

‘And then?’

‘And then he walked me home.’

‘Did he kiss you?’ Julie asked.

‘What makes you think he would’ve kissed me?’ Kitty asked.

‘He’s a man.’

‘I’d rather not talk about it.’

‘So he did kiss you,’ Julie said. ‘How was it?’

‘I told you I’m not going to talk about it.’

‘I bet it was completely different from Charles.’

‘I’m not listening,’ she said in a singsong tone.

‘Are you going to see him again?’ Julie asked.

‘I can hardly avoid it when he works at the same hospital, can I?’

‘I mean see him as in see him.’

Kitty thought of how distant and formal Jake had been the other night at the hospital. It had been a stark turnaround from the intimate exchange they had shared. It was as if he had regretted talking to her about his family circumstances and his brother’s situation in particular. He had lowered his guard just long enough for her to glimpse some of his pain and frustration, but he had snapped the drawbridge back up as soon as he could, locking her out. He was prepared to offer her a no-strings relationship but not access to the innermost yearnings of his heart.

‘Jake Chandler isn’t really interested in me other than as a one-off affair,’ she said. ‘I haven’t been around the block enough times for him. He likes his women casual and carefree.’

‘You mark my words,’ Julie said. ‘It’s the cynical ones who always fall for sweet, homespun girls like you. But anyway, why shouldn’t you have a little fling with him while you’re here? Isn’t it time you had a bit of fun? You spent years and years with the same guy, for God’s sake. For years you’ve acted like an old married lady. But you’re single now. You can do what you want with whoever you want. This is your chance to let your hair down a bit. Live a little. Put yourself out there. You’re only twenty-six. There’ll be plenty of time for settling down with Mr Right later on. What have you got to lose?’

‘I don’t want to get hurt,’ Kitty said.

‘You take life way too seriously, Kitty-Kat,’

Julie said. ‘You always have. You’re allowed to have sex without being in love with someone, you know. And you don’t need a ring on your finger, either.’

Kitty looked at the promise ring that was too tight on her hand. Was it time to put the past aside and do as her cousin said?

Kitty was on her way to her first practice session with the combined hospitals doctors’ orchestra she had been invited to join when her car refused to start. The engine coughed and spluttered and then died. She turned the key again, but this time there was only a clicking sound—and a faint one at that.

‘I don’t believe this,’ she muttered. ‘Why are you doing this to me now?’

A shadow blocked out the driver’s side window. ‘Need any help?’ Jake asked.

She clenched her hands on the steering wheel and stared straight ahead. ‘If you’re going to say “I told you so”, then please don’t.’

‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’

She blew out a breath and threw him a frustrated glance. ‘I can’t get my car to start.’

‘Want me to have a look?’

‘Be my guest,’ she said, cranking open the driver’s door. She squeezed out past him, her body tingling where it brushed against his in the confined space between her car and the wall.

He sat in the driver’s seat and turned on the ignition while his foot gave the throttle a couple of pumps. ‘Sounds like a blockage in the fuel line.’ He leaned down and popped the bonnet lever. ‘I’ll have a quick look under the hood.’

Kitty sucked in her tummy as he moved past her. He looked so vital and male dressed in a black T-shirt and chinos. Every muscle looked as if it had been carved to his torso by a master sculptor. He smelt like summer—a mixture of surf and sweat, sunscreen and aftershave. She wanted to run her hands down the muscular slope of his back and shoulders, to press her mouth to his and feel him shudder with need.

Maybe her cousin was right. What would be so wrong about indulging her senses for once? What harm would there be in a relationship with him, even if it was on his terms? Wasn’t it time she lived a little? It wasn’t as if she had to be as progressive as her parents. Even a short-term relationship could be exclusive. She wouldn’t settle for anything less. It was just so tempting to explore the chemistry she shared with Jake. What if she never felt this level of excitement again? She would regret it for the rest of her life. She would spend the rest of her days wondering what she’d missed out on. She would have no memories of his possession. No images in her head of their bodies entwined in passion. Her body would never know the full extent of its sensual response in his arms.

She wanted to know.

‘Want to give it another try?’ Jake called out.

Kitty snapped out of her reverie and turned the ignition. The engine choked and spluttered and then died. ‘Am I doing something wrong?’ she asked.

‘No,’ he said, coming round to her side as he wiped his hands on a handkerchief. ‘The fuel line was definitely blocked but it sounds like your battery’s had it as well. I can hook it up to my charger overnight.’

‘But I have to get to my practice session,’ she said, frowning at him in worry. ‘I’ve joined a local doctors’ orchestra. It’s our first session tonight.’

‘I can give you a lift.’

Kitty gnawed at her lip. ‘What if people see me getting out of your car?’

A smile lifted the edges of his mouth. ‘I promise not to kiss you goodbye, OK?’

She gave him a guarded look. ‘How do I know if I can trust you on that?’ she asked.

His sapphire-blue gaze flicked to her mouth for a heartbeat. ‘You can’t,’ he said, and then turned and led the way to his car.

Jake pulled up outside the church hall where the orchestra was rehearsing in the suburb of Annandale on the other side of the city. ‘How long will you be?’ he asked.

‘You don’t have to wait for me,’ Kitty said. ‘I’ll get one of the other doctors to drop me off near a bus stop or a cab rank.’

‘I don’t mind waiting,’ he said, putting on the handbrake. ‘Even better, why don’t I come in and listen?’

‘It’s probably not to your taste.’

He gave her a sardonic smile. ‘A little too highbrow for someone like me, huh?’

She tightened her mouth. ‘I didn’t say that.’

‘I’ve heard about this orchestra but I’ve never been to any of their concerts,’ he said. ‘Maybe it’s time I stretched my horizons a bit.’

‘Please don’t feel you have to do so on my account,’ she said. ‘I’m quite happy to make my own arrangements.’

He got out of the car and came around to open her door for her. ‘I’ve got nothing better to do this evening,’ he said.

Kitty tried to concentrate on the conductor’s beat but her gaze kept drifting to where Jake was sitting in the stalls. He kept smiling at her in that indolent way of his, making her fingers fumble over the notes like a nervous schoolgirl at her first school concert. But about halfway through the rehearsal she noticed him glance at his phone. It must have been important because he got up and left the hall and it was at least ten or fifteen minutes before he came back.

‘That’s it, everyone,’ the conductor said as the session drew to an end. ‘Same time next week if you can make it.’

Kitty made her way to where Jake was chatting to a couple of the doctors he had introduced her to earlier. ‘Thanks for waiting,’ she said, once they had moved on. ‘I hope you weren’t too bored.’

‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘I found it relaxing. I had no idea you could play like that.’

‘I’m not that good,’ she said. ‘I need to do much more practice.’

‘Well, from my end it certainly didn’t sound as if any cats were being tortured.’

She gave him a sideways glance. ‘Thanks.’

‘How long have you been playing?’

‘I started when I was six,’ she said. ‘My parents wanted me to experiment with a whole range of instruments, but I only ever wanted to play the violin. I finally wore them down.’

He gave her a crooked smile as he led the way out to the car. ‘Not many kids nag their parents to learn a classical instrument,’ he said. ‘Isn’t it normally the other way around?’

‘I know,’ Kitty said wryly. ‘I think I’m a throwback. My parents are quite ashamed of me for being so conservative. I haven’t got a single piercing or a tattoo. I don’t even dye my hair.’

‘Why would you want to?’ he said. ‘It’s fine the way it is.’

‘It’s boring.’

He stopped, reaching out and picking up a stray lock of her hair. He coiled it around his finger. ‘It’s not boring,’ he said. ‘It’s beautiful—especially when it’s loose like this.’

Kitty felt the voltage of his touch all the way down the shafts of her hair to the skin of her sensitive scalp. The skin on her body tingled in sharpened awareness as he came that little bit closer.

Her breasts tightened behind her clothes.

Her breath stalled in her throat.

Her pulse rate escalated.

Her mind turned to mush.

The warm fragrant night air cast its spell of seduction around her, making her forget everything but the way his mouth had felt on hers. She felt the hard tug of attraction deep in the pit of her belly, pulling her towards his body like a magnet does a tiny iron filing.

‘I should get you home,’ he said as he stepped back from her.

‘Yes … I’ve taken up far too much of your time as it is.’

Kitty was acutely aware of him sitting so close to her inside the confines of his car. Her gaze kept tracking to his tanned arm as it worked the gear shift. And his muscular thigh as it bunched and released when he pressed down on the clutch. She imagined those muscles in the throes of passion. She imagined those hands exploring her body, touching her in places that made the breath hitch in her throat. She remembered the intimate stroke of his tongue and wondered what it would feel like to have it lick and stroke her breasts or between her thighs. She had never felt comfortable enough to allow Charles to explore her so intimately. But somehow she sensed that nothing would be off-limits to Jake Chandler. He would be a masterful and exciting lover—and a demanding one. She had felt it in that disturbingly erotic kiss. Her body had responded with such fervency to the head-spinning experience of his mouth commandeering hers. It had probably been just another kiss to him, but to her it had been a revelation. It had shown her how out of control her needs could be given the right inducement.

She had never thought of herself as a particularly passionate person. She had put her lacklustre love-life with Charles down to a mixture of long-term familiarity and the exhausting demands of their careers. But in Jake Chandler’s arms she had been transformed into a wild woman with even wilder needs. She thought again of what would happen if she gave in to those needs. So many young women her age enjoyed casual flings. It was part of life these days. She was becoming a bit of an anachronism with her white picket fence and pram mentality. Why couldn’t she have the same freedom as other girls her age? It wasn’t as if she had to fall in love with him. He was hardly likely to fall in love with her. Could she be brave enough to step out of her comfort zone and live a little?

Jake’s phone rang and he answered it via the Bluetooth device on the steering wheel. ‘Jake Chandler.’

‘Hi, Jake, it’s Tiffany. Remember me?’

‘Tiffany …’ He scratched his jaw. ‘From the gym, right?’

The woman gave a tinkling laugh. ‘That’s the one,’ she said. ‘Are you up for a drink some time?’

Kitty rolled her eyes and looked out of the window, a fist of jealousy clutching at her insides. What a silly fool she had been to think he would wait patiently for her to make up her mind.

Of course he wouldn’t wait.

He probably had a waiting list of potential lovers. She was just a temporary diversion from his usual list of candidates. Her temporary appointment at St Benedict’s gave him a perfect get-out clause—a three-month affair with no strings.

‘Yeah, why not?’ Jake was saying. ‘How about tomorrow at Brad’s place? Shall we say around nine?’

‘Lovely,’ the woman said. ‘I’ll look forward to it.’

‘See you then, Tiffany,’ he said. ‘Ciao.’

Kitty threw him a look of disgust. ‘You could have at least waited until I was out of the car before you planned your next seduction.’

‘We’re just meeting for a drink,’ he said.

‘You don’t even remember who she is, do you?’

‘I can picture her,’ he said, frowning as if trying to recall. ‘Blonde hair, long legs, nice smile.’

‘Have you slept with her?’

‘Not yet.’

Kitty’s insides clenched again. ‘What’s stopping you?’

‘There’s the little matter of a thousand bucks, for one thing,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to lose a bet like that unless I’m sure it’s going to be worth it.’

Did he think she would be worth it? Kitty wondered. Could it be possible that he found her just as exciting and tempting as she found him? It had certainly felt that way while he was kissing her. She had felt the powerful charge of his desire. His body had left an imprint on hers she could feel even now.

‘And the other thing is I like to be the one who does the chasing,’ he added.

‘Isn’t that a little old fashioned of you?’

He flashed her a quick grin as he swung his car into the car park. ‘Look who’s talking, Miss Nineteenth Century.’

As soon as the car drew to a halt Kitty opened the passenger door. ‘Thank you for taking me,’ she said stiffly. ‘I hope I didn’t disrupt your plans for tonight too much.’

‘It was fine,’ he said. ‘I enjoyed myself.’

‘Goodnight.’

He waved a hand. ‘‘Night.’







CHAPTER TEN

‘STUPID, stupid, stupid,’ Kitty berated herself as she cleansed her face in her bathroom a few minutes later. ‘What were you thinking?’ She grabbed a bunch of tissues and savagely wiped off her cleanser. ‘Miss Nineteenth Century. What a jerk!’

The doorbell sounded.

Kitty tossed the tissues in the bin and went down to open the door—to find Jake standing there with her violin case.

‘You forgot something,’ he said, holding the case out to her.

‘Oh …’ She took it from him with a sheepish look. ‘Thanks.’

‘I called my mate about your car,’ he said. ‘I told him I’d drop it off at his workshop once I get the battery charged.’

‘Thank you, but I don’t want to put you to any more trouble.’

‘No problem,’ he said.

Kitty went to close the door but he put a foot out to stop it from closing. ‘Aren’t you going to ask me in for a coffee or something?’ he asked.

‘I’m sure you’ve had much better offers this evening,’ she said with a speaking look.

‘Phone’s been running hot, but I thought I’d have a quiet one tonight.’

‘Good for you.’ She pushed against the door again. ‘Do you mind?’

His gaze ran over her teddy bear pyjamas. ‘Am I keeping you out of bed?’

‘Not at all,’ she said. ‘It’s not even eleven o’clock.’

‘Then let’s have a nightcap,’ he said. ‘You owe me one for driving you all that way tonight.’

She stepped back from the door. ‘You said it wasn’t a problem.’

‘It wasn’t. But then I found your violin case. The least you could do is offer me a drink for delivering it to your door.’

She blew out a breath of resignation. ‘What would you like?’ she asked.

‘What are you having?’

Kitty hoped he couldn’t see the milk and choc-chip cookies she had laid out on the table for her supper. ‘I was thinking about a glass of wine,’ she said, surreptitiously blocking his view of the kitchen. ‘Do you like red or white?’

‘What have you got open?’

‘Nothing as yet,’ she said. ‘I’m not a big drinker.’

‘Then don’t open anything on my account.’

‘I have a bottle of red one of the patients gave me,’ she said. ‘They dropped it off the other day.’

‘It’s nice when they do that,’ he said. ‘We patch them up and move them on, but now and again someone recognises what we actually do.’

Kitty handed him a glass of the wine. ‘It’s one of the downsides of working in A&E,’ she said. ‘We only see them the once and they move on.’

‘I think it’s one of the good sides,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to get too involved.’

She studied him for a moment as he took a sip of his wine. ‘Your professional life has a lot in common with your private one,’ she said. ‘Both are full of brief encounters where no feelings get involved.’

‘Works for me.’

‘Don’t you get tired of that sea of nameless faces coming and going in your life?’

He took another measured sip of his wine. ‘Nope.’

‘But it’s so selfish and … and so pointless,’ she said. ‘How can you not feel something for the women you sleep with?’

One of his shoulders rose and fell in an offhand shrug. ‘Guess I’m not built that way.’

‘So it’s just sex,’ she said with a disparaging look. ‘Nothing more than inserting Item A in Slot B.’

His mouth tilted. ‘I have a little more finesse than your charming description allows,’ he said. ‘But then, perhaps your own experience has somewhat limited your outlook.’

Kitty felt a blush steal over her face and neck. ‘I have enough experience to know that sex is not just a physical connection,’ she said. ‘It’s a deeply emotional experience.’

‘Clearly your boyfriend didn’t find it so emotionally satisfying, otherwise why did he find someone else?’

She threw him an arctic glare. ‘I think it might be time for you to leave.’

He held her look with a cynical glitter in his eye. ‘You need to grow up, Kitty,’ he said. ‘You’re a young, fanciful girl in a woman’s body. Life isn’t a fairytale. There are no handsome princes out there who’ll declare undying love for you and carry you off into the sunset. There are no fairy godmothers to make everything turn out right in the end. There are no genies in bottles, no magic spells, and sure as hell there are precious few happy ever afters.’

Kitty folded her arms imperiously. ‘Are you done?’

The air crackled with electric tension as dark blue eyes warred with grey.

‘No,’ he said, eyes glittering as he closed the distance between them in one stride. ‘Not quite.’

She took a step backwards as he came towards her but the sofa was in the way. She gave a little startled gasp as his strong hands gripped her by the upper arms, pulling her to him. Her body jolted with sensual energy when it came into contact with his. It was like a dead battery being plugged into a power source. Currents of energy flowed through her, kick-starting her senses into throbbing, pulsing life. His mouth came down and blazed with furnace-hot heat against hers. As the kiss progressed in intensity raw need licked along her flesh like trails of runaway fire. Desire pooled in her belly, hot and liquid, melting her to the backbone. His tongue thrust boldly into her mouth, commanding and conquering, demanding and deliciously, dangerously male.

For a moment, a mere nanosecond, she thought about resisting. But the feel of his tongue weaving seductively around hers was her undoing. She wound her arms around his neck, leaning into his kiss, giving back, responding in an unabashed way she wouldn’t have believed possible just a few days ago. Red-hot need rose in her like a hungry beast waking after a long hibernation. It roared from deep within her, great primal bellows of unmet wants that refused to be ignored and denied or suppressed any longer.

Her fingers delved deep into the thick pelt of his hair. His hard chest wall abraded her breasts as she pressed herself closer and closer. She felt the swelling ridge of his erection against her feminine mound, a tantalising reminder of his power and strength and her primitive need to yield to it.

One of his hands pressed against the small of her back and the other went to her hair, his fingers splaying against her scalp as he kissed her deeply and urgently.

Her tongue played cat and mouse with his. She brazenly teased and tantalised him with darting, flicking movements of her own. He took control back from her with another shift in position. His hand went from her hair to her breast, cupping it possessively, his palm moulding its contour with sensual expertise.

Kitty was breathless with escalating need. She hadn’t realised her breasts could feel quite so sensitive. The nipples were tight, and aching for more of his touch. As if he read her mind, or indeed her body, he glided his hand up under her pyjama top and captured her naked breast. Lightning bolts of desire zapped through her body at that shamelessly intimate contact. Her nipple budded into his palm; she felt the delicious pressure and wanted more. His thumb moved over the tight nub, back and forth in a mesmerising motion that set every nerve singing.

And then, most shocking of all, he bent his head and took her nipple and its areola into his hot, moist mouth. She clung to him as the world spun, soft little whimpers coming from deep inside her throat as his tongue stroked her into mindlessness.

He moved to her other breast, taking his time over exploring it, teasing it with his teeth and tongue. A shiver scuttled over her flesh—how could her body not have known such exquisite pleasure existed? How could she not have felt such earth-shattering sensations before?

He worked his way back to her mouth, lingering over the sensitive skin of her neck until he claimed her lips once more. This kiss had an undercurrent of desperation to it. She felt his need building, a rampage of want that thundered through his blood. She felt the potent power of him surging against her body. It awoke a primal need inside her to open to him. Her body pulsed and vibrated with a longing so intense it made a mockery of anything she had experienced before. She had never felt such powerful, all-consuming desire. It took over every thought. It blocked out every resistance. It was as if he had unlocked a part of her being she hadn’t known existed.

How could it be her hands greedily seeking his naked chest underneath his T-shirt?

How could it be her mouth responding to his with such reckless abandon?

How could her body be rubbing up against his like a shameless wanton?

Suddenly it was over.

He put her from him almost roughly. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

Kitty took umbrage at his attitude. ‘Me?’ she asked. ‘You started it!’

He raked a hand through his disordered hair, his breathing still heavy and uneven. ‘I know, and now I’ve stopped it,’ he said.

She crossed her arms over her chest. ‘I would have stopped it before it went too much further.’

His eyes were like a laser as they held hers. ‘You were taking your merry time about it, sweetheart.’

Kitty shot him an icy glare. ‘You caught me off guard. It’s late and I’m tired and not thinking straight.’

His lip curled mockingly. ‘Still think sex is all about emotion?’

She felt her cheeks radiate with colour. ‘We didn’t have sex.’

‘We weren’t far off it.’

‘I would never have let you make love to me.’

He came up close again, capturing her chin between his thumb and forefinger, his eyes holding hers in a hot, tense little lockdown that sent a shudder of reaction all the way down her spine. ‘I could’ve had you flat on your back and screaming all the way to heaven and back and you damn well know it,’ he said.

Kitty felt the echo of his incendiary statement deep in the pit of her belly. She wanted to make him take those shamelessly coarse words back. God help her, she wanted those shamelessly coarse words not to have a grain of truth in them.

She wrenched out of his hold, rubbing at her chin as if it had been stung. ‘You are a loathsome, diabolical, arrogant man,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘I detest men like you. You think you can have any woman you want, any time you want, but you can’t. You can’t have me.’

His mouth still had that slant of mockery in place. ‘You really shouldn’t have thrown down such a delightful little gauntlet,’ he said. ‘Now I’ll have to prove you wrong.’

She held herself stiffly: arms folded, back straight, mouth tight. ‘You’d be wasting your time.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ he said as his gaze ran over her indolently. ‘It’d sure be fun trying.’

Kitty glowered at him. ‘What about your bet?’

‘Some rules are made to be broken,’ he said. ‘Anyway, everyone already thinks we’re doing it. Why not do it for real?’

‘I’d rather die.’

‘You’re afraid, aren’t you?’ he asked. ‘You’re afraid of being out of your depth in a relationship. That’s why you chose a boyfriend you’d known for ages. He was safe and predictable. You could control things with him. But that’s not what you need.’

‘I hardly think you’re the person to tell me what I need,’ she tossed back. ‘You barely know me.’

‘I know you well enough to know that behind that starchy schoolmistress thing you’ve got going on is a young woman who longs to let her hair down,’ he said.

Kitty gave a scathing little laugh. ‘And I suppose you think you’re exactly the person I should let it down with? Thanks, but no thanks.’

He strode across to the door. ‘Let me know if you change your mind,’ he said. ‘You know where to find me.’







CHAPTER ELEVEN

‘WHAT’S wrong with this place?’ Julie asked outside Brad’s bar and grill the following evening, when they were scouting for somewhere to have dinner.

‘I’m not going in there,’ Kitty said, turning up her nose.

‘What’s wrong with it? It looks nice, and they have live music.’

‘It’s a pick-up joint,’ Kitty said. ‘Let’s go somewhere more sophisticated.’

‘But I’m thirty and I’m single,’ Julie wailed. ‘I need a pick-up joint.’

‘Well, I don’t.

‘You’re single too,’ Julie said. ‘Or has that changed since we last spoke?’

‘I hate men,’ Kitty said, scowling. ‘They’re so shallow and selfish.’

‘I know, but that’s part of the attraction,’ Julie said. ‘We’re so giving and self less. It’s that whole opposites attract thing. Hey, isn’t that your boss?’

Kitty put her head down. ‘Keep moving,’ she said. ‘We’ll find another place further along.’

‘God, he’s even hotter than I remembered,’ Julie said. ‘Maybe he’ll join us. Why don’t you invite him?’

‘He already has plans,’ Kitty said, tugging at Julie’s arm. ‘Come on.’

Julie shrugged off Kitty’s hand. ‘I’m going to thank him for checking me out,’ she said. ‘I should’ve thought to drop in a bottle of wine or something. I bet he would’ve appreciated that.’

‘He wouldn’t have remembered who you were,’ Kitty muttered.

‘Hi,’ Julie said as she blocked Jake from moving any further along the footpath. ‘I’m Kitty’s cousin. You saw me in A&E a few days ago.’

‘How could I forget?’ Jake said with a smile. ‘How’s the ankle?’

‘I’m off the crutches, as you can see,’ Julie said. ‘How is Kitty shaping up?’

‘She’s proving to be quite an asset to the team,’ he said. ‘We wonder now how we managed without her.’

Kitty glowered at him. ‘We mustn’t keep you,’ she said. ‘Come on, Julie. Dr Chandler has an important date.’

‘She cancelled,’ Jake said.

‘How dreadfully disappointing for you,’ Kitty said.

‘You win some, you lose some,’ he said with a dismissive shrug. ‘Plenty more fish in the sea.’

‘So you’re putting your line out again this evening?’ Kitty asked with a pert look. ‘Good luck with that.’

He smiled a lazy smile. ‘What about you?’ he asked. ‘A hot night on the town?’

‘I wish,’ Julie said, rolling her eyes. ‘Why don’t you join us?’

‘I’m sure Dr Chandler has much better things to do than keep us company,’ Kitty said.

‘I’d love to join you, but I’m meeting someone,’ he said.

Kitty curled her lip. ‘That was quick.’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘Nothing like the right bait. Works like a charm.’

Kitty looped her arm through her cousin’s. ‘Don’t let us keep you.’

‘What was all that about?’ Julie asked when they had walked on a bit.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You were spitting chips at each other,’ Julie said. ‘I could’ve cut the air with a knife.’

‘That man has a revolving door on his bedroom,’ Kitty said in disgust. ‘He’s the biggest playboy imaginable. He had the gall to set up one of his shallow hook-ups while I was sitting right beside him in the car.’

‘What were you doing beside him in his car?’

‘It’s a long story.’

‘Tell me.’

‘He took me to my orchestra rehearsal,’ she said. ‘My car broke down.’

‘That was nice of him.’

‘He only did it to rub my nose in it.’

‘What do you mean?’ Julie asked.

‘He gave me a lecture about buying second-hand cars,’ Kitty said. ‘Honestly, you’d think I’d committed a crime. And that was on top of the dressing down he gave me about water restrictions. How was I to know you’re not supposed to use a hose to wash your car?’

‘I should’ve told you about that—sorry.’

‘It’s not your fault.’

‘It’s not his fault, either.’

‘Yes, it is,’ Kitty said. ‘He just loves to lord it over me. He doesn’t like the way I pay attention to detail at work. But I don’t have his depth of experience or confidence. I can’t just waltz in and diagnose everyone just like that. I need to feel my way.’

‘I’m sure he’s only trying to help you,’ Julie said. ‘He seemed quite positive about your being a part of the team when I asked him.’

‘He doesn’t think I’m up to the task,’ Kitty said. ‘He thinks I’m scared of being out of my depth.’

‘But you are,’ Julie said. ‘It’s what I was telling you the other day. You’re a classic control freak. Sooner or later you’re going to have to realise you can’t control everything in life. Anyway, how boring would that be?’

‘I’m perfectly happy with my life the way it is,’ Kitty said.

‘I wish I could say the same,’ Julie said wistfully. ‘I wonder if I’ll ever meet someone who wants the same things I do.’

Kitty squeezed her cousin’s hand. ‘That’s the fairytale, isn’t it? We have to believe, otherwise what hope is there?’

Jake checked his watch yet again. It wasn’t the first time his brother had stood him up. He had been left waiting on numerous occasions, but he could never bring himself to leave until he was absolutely sure Robbie wasn’t going to show. He always gave him a chance to redeem himself. The psychologists would probably call it enabling behaviour, but what else could he do? Robbie was his flesh and blood. He hated to think of him out on the streets, desperate for food or shelter. He had to do what he could to protect him.

‘Got a dollar, mate?’ A voice spoke from a bundle of rags on the sidewalk.

Jake fished in his pocket for some money. ‘Why are you on the streets?’ he asked, dropping the coins in the tin.

‘Got nowhere else to go,’ the man said, quickly pocketing the money.

‘What about shelters?’

‘Cost money.’

‘What about your family?’

‘Don’t have no family.’

‘Everyone has family,’ Jake said.

‘Not me,’ the guy said. ‘You?’

‘Yeah,’ Jake said. ‘They drive me nuts.’

‘That’s what families do.’

Jake took out his wallet and peeled off a few notes. ‘Here,’ he said, handing them to him. ‘Find yourself a hotel or something. Don’t blow it on drugs or drink.’

Kitty padded out to her kitchen early the following morning for a glass of water before her shower. She pulled up the blind on the kitchen window and saw Jake in his own kitchen on the opposite side of the courtyard. He was standing in front of his open refrigerator—and he was naked.

Her eyes drank in the sight of him, all bronzed and buffed, every muscle toned and taut with good health and vigour. He looked as if he had just stepped off a marble plinth in a museum. Not a gram of fat on him anywhere, just strong lean planes of hard male flesh.

She gave a little gulp.

He closed the fridge and turned and saw her staring at him. A slow smile spread over his features. He raised the carton of juice he was holding in a salute and mouthed, Good morning.

Kitty pulled the blind back down with more haste than efficiency. She clutched the edge of the sink, breathing hard. What must he think of her, gawping at him like that? Had he done it on purpose? Did he make a habit of wandering around naked in full view of the neighbours? So what if she was the only neighbour residing here just now—he had no right to flaunt himself like that!

Then she remembered his hot little hook-up. He probably had her there, still lying languorously in his bed after a bed-wrecking night of sex.

She stomped off to the shower, but as the water flowed over her in stinging little needles she thought of him having a shower next door, no doubt sharing it with his lover. Was he soaping up her breasts? Was he kissing her neck and décolletage?

‘Grrrrggh.’ Kitty reached for a towel and scrubbed herself dry. ‘I hate that man!’

Kitty was on her way to her car to drive to work when she remembered Jake had arranged to deliver it to his mate’s workshop. Just as she was about to call a cab on her mobile, he appeared from round the corner.

‘Want a lift?’ he asked.

Kitty couldn’t control her fiery blush. ‘Please don’t put yourself out any further,’ she said. ‘I can easily call a cab.’

‘At this time of the morning?’ he said. ‘It’s bedlam out there. I just fought my way through it with your heap of rust. Only just made it too. I think the radiator’s about to go on it as well.’

‘I’m sorry you’ve had such a trying start to the morning,’ she said.

His dark blue eyes glinted. ‘My morning started out just fine.’

Kitty opened the passenger door and bundled herself inside, cheeks still burning hot. Did he have to embarrass her even further?

‘How did your night on the town go?’ he asked once he was behind the wheel.

She threw him a flinty look. ‘It was probably excruciatingly tedious compared to yours.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ he said, checking for traffic as he pulled into the street. ‘I’ve had better.’

Kitty glanced at him but his expression was unfathomable. ‘Are you going to see her again?’ she asked.

‘Who?’

‘Your hot date last night.’

He changed lanes before he answered. ‘Maybe. It depends.’

‘On what?’

He glanced at her wryly. ‘Why the sudden interest? Are you thinking of joining the queue?’

‘Don’t be daft,’ she scoffed.

His mouth slanted in a smile. ‘Frightened you might get trampled in the rush?’

Kitty pressed her lips together and refused to say another word until he pulled into the hospital car park. ‘Thank you for the lift,’ she said.

‘I’d offer to run you home again, but I have another commitment straight after work,’ he said.

‘I’ll make my own arrangements,’ she said.

‘Here’s my mate’s card,’ he said, reaching for a business card from one of the dashboard compartments. ‘You can give him a call to find out when your car will be ready.’

Kitty felt the brush of his fingers as he handed her the card and her belly gave a little flutter. ‘Thanks …’

His eyes meshed with hers, dark and intense and knowing.

Could he feel the sexual energy she could feel? Did it make his skin ache to feel her touch? Did his lips tingle at the memory of hers moving against them? Did his blood roar through his veins at the thought of holding her in his arms, moulding her to him, making love to her? ‘I like how you had your hair this morning,’ he said.

Kitty put a hand up to her neat chignon. ‘My … hair?’

‘First thing,’ he said. ‘It was down and all tousled. That just-out-of-bed look really suits you.’

‘You caught me by surprise.’

He gave her an indolent smile. ‘Ditto.’

‘I’m going to work,’ she said, swinging her bag over her shoulder. ‘I’ll see you inside.’







CHAPTER TWELVE

‘WAS that Jake Chandler’s car I saw you getting out of this morning?’ Cathy Oxley asked in the locker room.

Kitty put her bag in the locker and closed the door. ‘He gave me a lift to work as my car is being repaired.’

‘What is going on with you two?’ Cathy asked. ‘One of the doctors from Paediatrics said Jake took you to an orchestra rehearsal. Are you or aren’t you an item?’

‘Nothing’s going on,’ Kitty said. ‘Dr Chandler kindly offered to take me to the rehearsal at short notice when my car refused to start. He also kindly offered to deliver my car to his friend’s workshop.’

‘Why would he do that if he wasn’t interested in you?’

‘He was just being neighbourly.’

‘Some people have all the luck,’ Cathy said. ‘All my neighbour does is complain about my cat or my kids.’

‘I’m not Dr Chandler’s type,’ Kitty said. ‘Apparently I don’t let my hair down enough.’

‘Did he say that to you?’

Kitty compressed her lips. ‘Amongst other things.’

Cathy grinned. ‘I think he likes you. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. He sure as hell doesn’t look at anyone else like that.’

‘He has a different lover every night,’ Kitty said, scowling furiously. ‘He probably doesn’t have time to look at them before he shoves them out the door again.’

‘You know it’s the hardened playboys who always fall for the old-fashioned girls in the long run,’ Cathy said. ‘I’ve seen it many a time.’

‘You won’t be seeing it this time,’ Kitty said as they walked out of the locker room together. ‘I’ve never met a more irritating, beastly, odious man.’

‘Er …’ Cathy gave a grimace. ‘I’ve got to go. See you.’

Kitty turned around to see Jake Chandler standing there with an inscrutable look on his face.

‘Haven’t you got better things to do than discuss me with the nursing staff?’ he asked.

She stood her ground. ‘I’m trying to put out the rumours that are circulating about us,’ she said. ‘I thought if everyone knew how much I hated you it would stop them speculating.’

‘Hate is a strong word, Dr Cargill.’

She refused to be intimidated by his steely gaze. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘But it’s appropriate in this case.’

‘I have a feeling you don’t hate me as much as you’d like to,’ he said. ‘I threaten you. That’s what you hate, isn’t it, Kitty? I make you feel things you don’t want to feel. You don’t want to feel desire, do you? It frightens the hell out of you.’

Kitty glowered at him. ‘I don’t feel any such thing.’

‘Sure you do, sweetheart,’ he drawled. ‘You want me. You want me real bad.’

‘You’re mistaken,’ she said, her heart racing, her breath catching.

He captured her wrist in his strong fingers, his thumb finding her pounding pulse. ‘This is what I do to you, isn’t it?’ he asked. ‘It’s the same thing you do to me.’

Kitty swallowed again, her stomach plummeting when she saw the naked desire in his gaze. She felt the sensual pull of his body, and the heat and fire of his touch set off every nerve screaming for more.

She was frightened by how he made her feel. Frightened and yet exhilarated.

‘Dr Chandler?’ One of the residents approached from further down the corridor.

Jake dropped Kitty’s wrist and turned around. ‘Yes?’

The resident looked from Kitty to Jake. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt …’

‘You’re not interrupting anything,’ Jake said, dropping his hand by his side.

‘There’s a patient just come in who keeps asking for you,’ the intern said. ‘He says he’s your brother.’

Jake went to Bay Two, where Robbie was lying groaning on the trolley. It angered him to see his younger brother so wasted at this time of the day. His skin looked grey and pasty and his hair looked as if it hadn’t been washed in a week. His clothes were little more than filthy rags and his shoes had holes in them. How had his kid brother got to this? What choices had he made that had sent him on this crazy, senseless trajectory? Why couldn’t he just turn his life around? Did he have no self-control or self-respect? Didn’t he want things to be different? How could he expect to live a full life when he was abusing his health so wilfully?

‘Isn’t it a bit early for a hangover?’ he said as he twitched the curtain closed. ‘Or is this one left over from last night?’

Robbie clutched at his head. ‘Don’t talk so loud.’

‘You know, if you’re here for a hand-out there are much better ways to do it.’ Jake said. ‘I told you I’d pay for rent and food. You don’t have to use emotional blackmail.’

‘I’m sick, damn it,’ Robbie said.

‘Yeah, well, I would be too if I was on the same liquid diet you’re on,’ Jake said. ‘When was the last time you had a proper meal?’

‘I don’t know … couple of days ago, I think.’

‘Perhaps I should assess him?’ Kitty said. ‘I’m not family. I can be a bit more objective.’

Jake fought with himself. He was used to handling his family issues on his own. He didn’t want the train wreck of his brother’s issues to intersect with his professional life. It wasn’t only that it was embarrassing. He felt so damned helpless. He was used to sorting out other people’s problems. His life was devoted to saving other people’s sons and daughters, brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers, and yet he couldn’t do a thing to put his kid brother’s life back on track.

‘Go for it,’ he said. ‘You won’t find anything but a chip on his shoulder.’

Kitty stepped forward. ‘Hello, Robbie.’

‘Don’t listen to him,’ Robbie said. ‘I am sick. I know I am.’

‘What have you been doing to yourself?’ Kitty asked as she examined him. ‘Can you open both eyes for me? Yes, that’s right. Sorry the light is so bright.’

‘My head is killing me.’

‘Have you had a recent fall?’ she asked.

‘I’ve had a few falls lately,’ Robbie said.

‘Excessive amounts of alcohol will do that,’ Jake put in sardonically.

Kitty gave him a quelling look before turning back to his brother. ‘How many falls?’ she asked.

Robbie frowned. ‘I can’t remember … two, maybe three in the last twenty-four hours.’

‘Did you know you were falling, or did it happen so fast you had no warning?’ Kitty asked, examining his pupils again.

‘I just found myself on the ground with no idea how I got there,’ Robbie said.

‘Do you take any medication?’ Kitty asked. ‘Pre scription or otherwise?’

‘Not for a while,’ Robbie said. ‘I used to smoke dope. I stopped a few months back.’

‘Nothing else?’

‘No,’ Robbie said. ‘I have the odd drink but I’m trying to cut back a bit. I don’t like how it makes me feel any more.’

‘So it feels different when you drink now from how it felt before?’ Kitty asked.

‘It just takes more to get him drunk than it did before,’ Jake muttered.

Kitty threw him another gnarly look. ‘Do you mind?’ she asked.

‘He’s my brother.’

Her eyes flashed grey lightning. ‘He’s my patient.’

Jake twitched aside the curtains. ‘I’ll leave you to him,’ he said. ‘I have better things to do with my time than try and help people who won’t even lift a finger to help themselves.’

Kitty put a hand on Robbie’s shoulder. ‘Sorry about that,’ she said.

Robbie put a hand over his closed eyes.

Kitty sat on the edge of the bed trolley. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

He shook his head, and then grimaced as if the movement had caused him pain. ‘Not much point, is there? Nothing’s going to change. I’ve stuffed everything up.’

‘It’s not too late to turn things around.’

He turned his head on the pillow and cranked open one bloodshot eye. ‘You think?’

She covered his thin hand with hers. ‘Jake’s concerned about you.’

He gave a grunt as he laid his head back down and closed his eyes. ‘Jake needs to get a life.’

‘Maybe he can’t do that until he feels you’re on the right track,’ Kitty said.

A muscle ticked in Robbie’s jaw, which reminded Kitty of Jake so much she felt a little ache settle around her heart.

‘I’m not doing this on purpose,’ he said.

‘Sometimes it’s hard to see that from the outside,’ Kitty said. ‘The effort you put in might not seem like much effort at all from Jake’s perspective.’

Robbie put his wrist across his forehead and closed his eyes. ‘I don’t know why I’m like this,’ he said. ‘I just can’t seem to get my life sorted out.’

‘There are people who can help you with that,’ she said. ‘Psychologists, counsellors, even a life coach can help you put steps in place to get back on your feet.’

‘I’m not going to a shrink,’ Robbie said, dropping his arm back down on the bed. ‘They just put you on drugs and bomb you out.’

‘Not always,’ Kitty said. ‘If there’s a mental health issue that needs to be addressed, then certainly one way of managing it is drug therapy, but there are other options.’

‘I’m not a nut case,’ Robbie said scowling at her.

‘Then let’s see if there is something else going on, shall we?’ Kitty said. ‘I’m going to run a couple of tests to check your blood count and thyroid and kidney function to start with. Have you had any recent tests done? Blood? Scans? That sort of thing?’

He looked away. ‘Jake ordered some tests a while back,’ he mumbled.

‘Are the results with your GP, or did Jake deal with it directly?’ Kitty asked.

‘He doesn’t usually treat me or my sisters,’ Robbie said. ‘He’ll write the occasional script but he prefers us to have our own GP.’

‘Did anything come up?’

Robbie looked sheepish. ‘I only had a blood test done. When Jake asked me about the scan he ordered I told him it’d been clear.’

Kitty wondered why Robbie’s GP hadn’t formally written to Jake to inform him of the results, as per the usual protocol. But on questioning Robbie further she found out that he had been attending a large and busy medical clinic and had not seen the same practitioner twice. Perhaps Jake had been satisfied another colleague was taking over the care of his brother and had left it at that.

Kitty took blood from Robbie’s arm and popped the vials in the appropriate bags ready for pathology. She turned back to look at him and frowned when she noticed one of his eyes was twitching.

‘How long have you had that twitch?’ she asked.

He blinked a couple of times. ‘Couple of days … maybe more.’

Kitty examined both his pupils again. Now the left one was slightly more dilated. ‘Those falls you said you had,’ she said. ‘Did you hit your head at all?’

‘Not that I can remember,’ he said. ‘I haven’t got a bump, or anything, just the mother of all headaches.’

‘I think I’ll order a scan to be on the safe side,’ she said. ‘Then we’ll take it from there.’

Jake came out of Cubicle Eight after seeing a patient with a gall bladder attack as Kitty came past. ‘How’s my brother doing?’ he asked. ‘Have you convinced him to check in to rehab?’

She stood before him, her expression sombre. ‘I’m sending him for a CT scan.’

‘You’re wasting your time,’ he said. ‘I sent him for one a few months back. Nothing showed up.’

‘He didn’t have it done,’ she said. ‘There’s no scan in the system. I checked. I even rang the clinic to talk to his GP. But he’s not been seen by the same GP twice in the last couple of years.’

He frowned. ‘He told me his GP gave him the all-clear. Why would he lie to me about that?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I guess he didn’t think the scan was warranted. You know what young guys are like. They think they’re bulletproof.’

Jake exhaled a breath in self-recrimination. ‘I should’ve followed it up. I should have called the clinic myself.’ He shoved his hand through his hair. ‘What was so hard about telling me he didn’t get it done, for God’s sake?’

‘You’re his brother, Jake, not his doctor,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I thought I’d better scan him just to be on the safe side. He’s got slightly irregular pupils.’

‘He’s probably stoned, that’s why.’

‘I don’t think he’s stoned or drunk.’

Jake curled his lip. ‘Would you even recognise stoned and drunk if you saw it?’

Her grey eyes narrowed. ‘What is that supposed to mean?’

‘Maybe the circles you mix in do it with a little more class than my brother does,’ he said. ‘But I can tell you when someone is off his face and I don’t need a bloody CT scan to confirm it. Every time I’ve seen Robbie lately he’s been hungover.’

‘You’re letting your personal issues cloud your clinical judgement,’ she said. ‘That’s why you should never treat your own family. You can miss things.’

‘Let me tell you what I’ve missed, Dr Cargill,’ Jake said through clenched teeth as fury and frustration threatened his ironclad control. ‘I’ve missed having my kid brother around. In his place I’ve got some weird wacko who changes mood at the blink of an eye. I miss the way he used to come and talk to me about stuff. He looked up to me. I liked that I was his go-to person. It meant I was doing an all right job in my mother’s place. I miss having a normal life, without spending hours worrying myself sick over what my brother’s getting up, to or who else’s brother or sister he’s dragging into whatever sleazy little hellhole he chooses to live in. That’s what I miss.’

The air rang with the echo of his harshly delivered words.

Her rounded grey eyes blinked at him a couple of times. ‘It must be a nightmare for you,’ she said.

Jake let out a ragged sigh and shoved his hand through his hair again. ‘Sorry for shouting,’ he said gruffly. ‘None of this is your fault.’

‘I’ll let you know as soon as I get the results,’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ he said with another weary sigh. ‘You do that.’







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

‘ARE you sure?’ Kitty asked the radiographer on duty a couple of hours later.

‘Yes,’ Peter Craven said. ‘It’s a meningioma.’

Kitty looked at the scans illuminated on the wall. ‘How long do you think it’s been there?’ she asked.

‘Quite some time, by the look of it.’ He pointed to the wraparound features of the benign tumour. ‘See how it’s taken over the frontal lobe here and here?’

Kitty chewed at her lip. ‘So that would account for some of the symptoms …’

‘Personality change, moodiness, focal paralysis, hearing loss,’ Peter said. He pushed back his chair. ‘You’d better get Lewis Beck to have a look at it. He’d be the best neurosurgeon on staff to handle this sort of growth. Have you told Jake?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Want me to do it?’

Kitty shook her head. ‘No, I’ll tell him.’

Kitty found Jake in the A&E office writing up some patient notes. ‘Jake?’ she said. ‘Can I have a word with you?’

He looked up from the notes, every muscle on his face slowly coming to a standstill as he read her grave expression. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked.

‘Robbie has a meningioma,’ she said. ‘It looks like he’s had it a while—maybe several years.’

His dark blue eyes flickered with shock, his throat moving up and down as he swallowed. ‘Are you sure?’ he asked.

‘Peter Craven just confirmed it,’ she said.

The pen he’d been using fell out of his grasp and rolled across the desk. ‘So …’ he said. ‘It wasn’t a hangover.’

‘No.’

He gave her an agonised look. ‘I thought he was just being a rebellious kid. For all these months—the last two years—I’ve been at him to sort himself out, but it wasn’t his fault.’

‘Anyone would have assumed the same,’ Kitty said. ‘You weren’t to know.’

He shook his head as if he couldn’t quite believe it. ‘If only I’d chased him up about that scan,’ he said. ‘Two years ago he started acting a bit weird. Do you think …?’

She nodded. ‘Peter Craven thinks it must have only started causing symptoms fairly recently. It would have been easy to put them down to other things initially.’

‘Have you told Robbie yet?’ he asked.

‘Not yet,’ she said. ‘I thought you might like to do it with me after you’ve seen the scans. He might cope better hearing it from you.’

He met her gaze with his hollowed one. ‘You’d better show me the scans.’

Jake looked at the scans of his brother’s brain and felt a tsunami of remorse and regret smash into him. Every word of criticism and correction came back to haunt him. Robbie had been sick for two years, maybe even longer. Even though he had done his best to rule out other causes, a part of him had too quickly assumed Robbie was running amok like so many of his peers. How much precious time had been wasted? Why hadn’t he physically taken him for the scan? He should have followed his brother through every step to make sure every base had been covered.

It was his fault Robbie had been sick for so long.

The truth stuck like a coat hanger in his throat.

He had done a lousy job of looking after his brother.

He had failed.

Kitty put a hand on his arm. ‘It’s not your fault, Jake,’ she said, as if she had been reading his mind. ‘His symptoms were mostly vague and intermittent up until now.’

‘Of course it’s my fault,’ he said. ‘How can it not be my fault?’

‘It’s always tricky diagnosing your own family,’ she said. ‘We can’t even do a good job of diagnosing ourselves. We can’t get the clinical objectivity.’

Jake pushed a hand through his hair. ‘I should’ve picked this up.’

‘How could you?’ she asked. ‘You’re not his doctor.’

‘I’m his brother, for God’s sake,’ he said. ‘I should’ve seen the signs.’

‘It’s easy to see the signs in hindsight,’ she said. ‘But who’s to know if some of his behaviour was simply like any other young guy kicking back against authority? You can’t know for sure.’

He dragged a hand over his face. ‘How am I going to make it up to him?’

‘By being there for him now,’ she said. ‘That’s all you can do. It’s all he will want you to do.’

He expelled a long breath. ‘I owe you an apology.’

‘It’s fine.’

‘It’s not fine,’ he said. ‘You’re a damn good doctor, Kitty. I shouldn’t have criticised you the way I did.’

‘I still have a lot to learn,’ she said. ‘I think I do rely on testing too much. I don’t have the confidence to trust my clinical judgement just yet.’

‘It paid off this time,’ he said. ‘I dread to think how long Robbie would have gone on untreated if it hadn’t been for you.’

‘I’m sure you would have sorted it out eventually.’

Jake wasn’t so sure about that. How long would it have taken him to see past his own prejudice? He didn’t like to think of how long Robbie had suffered. And the fight wasn’t even over—not by a long shot. The biggest battle lay ahead. Would his kid brother survive such complex surgery?

‘Have you heard how Jake’s brother’s getting on?’ Cathy asked at the end of the day in the locker room.

‘He’s got an appointment to see Lewis Beck tomorrow,’ Kitty said. ‘I guess he’ll operate as soon as there’s room on one of his lists.’

‘How’s Jake handling it?’

‘It’s been a terrible shock,’ Kitty said. ‘He blames himself.’

‘Understandable, given the circumstances,’ Cathy said.

Kitty chewed at her lip. ‘I know, but it’s not as if he could have done any different. Robbie admitted himself that he was struggling to cope. I automatically assumed he was depressed. If I hadn’t noticed his other symptoms I might have sent him home with an appointment to see a counsellor, which he probably wouldn’t have kept. He would have slipped through the cracks again.’

‘Gwen was telling me how tough Jake has it with his family,’ Cathy said.

‘Yes …’

‘Kind of makes you wonder if he’s not quite as selfish and shallow as you first thought.’

‘Yes,’ Kitty said. ‘There’s certainly more to Jake Chandler than meets the eye.’ She thought of how Robbie told her he’d been supposed to meet Jake last night but Robbie had decided against going at the last minute. Jake had probably spent hours looking for him out on the streets, as he had apparently done many times before.

‘Well, I’m off home,’ Cathy said. ‘Do you need a lift? I can make a detour. It’s not too far out of my way.’

‘No, it’s all right,’ Kitty said. ‘I want to check in on Robbie now he’s been admitted to the ward. I’ll make my way home after that.’

When Kitty got to Robbie’s room Jake was sitting beside the bed looking even more haggard than he had earlier. He stood up as she came in.

‘He’s just drifted off to sleep,’ he said. ‘My sisters have been in to see him.’

‘How is he?’ she asked.

‘A bit overwhelmed by it all,’ he said, running a hand through his hair. ‘We all are.’

‘Is there anything I can do?’ Kitty asked.

‘No, we’re fine,’ he said. ‘The girls would like to meet you some time. They want to thank you.’

‘It was a lucky pick-up. I might have missed it on another day.’

‘Don’t be so humble,’ he said. ‘You taught me a valuable lesson. I’ve always prided myself on seeing the big picture. But I can see how attention to detail is just as important in some circumstances.’

‘I guess it’s all a matter of balance,’ Kitty said. ‘It would be foolish to waste time on a detailed history if a patient was bleeding internally.’

‘Do you need a lift home?’ he asked.

‘I can catch a cab,’ she said. ‘I just wanted to make sure Robbie was settled in.’

‘I’m heading off now, so I’ll take you,’ he said.

It was a mostly silent trip home. Kitty could tell Jake was still coming to terms with his brother’s condition. She could only imagine how annoyed and frustrated he would be feeling with himself. Most men didn’t like being in the wrong, but she suspected it would hit Jake harder than most. His family depended on him to look out for them. He had taken on that role from a young age. He had made sacrifices that she could only guess at in order to do the right thing by his family.

‘Are you doing anything for dinner?’ he suddenly asked.

Kitty glanced at him. ‘Not really …’

‘My place in an hour?’

She pulled at her lip with her teeth. ‘I’m not sure …’

‘Just dinner, OK?’

‘Can I bring something?’ she asked.

He gave her a smile that was worn about the edges. ‘Just yourself.’

Kitty pulled yet another outfit out of her wardrobe. Everything was either too conservative or too casual. She had never felt so ill-prepared for a date. Not that it was a date.

It was just dinner.

At his place.

Just the two of them.

Alone.

Her stomach gave a nervous flutter. She didn’t trust herself alone with Jake Chandler. He was too attractive, too masculine, and way too tempting. Her self-control completely disappeared when he touched her. Even worse was that she wanted him to touch her. She wanted him to make her forget about her principles and her neat and orderly plans for the future. She wanted him to make her feel something other than the lukewarm emotions she had settled for in the past. He made her feel vibrantly alive in every cell of her being. He made her heart race and her pulse pound. He made her body ache with longing—an intense ache she could feel every time he so much as looked at her with those dark blue eyes of his. Those eyes saw what she tried so hard to hide. He saw the need she shied away from. He saw the hunger. He saw how he made her feel.

Kitty took a steadying breath and tapped on his door. She heard Jake’s firm tread and then the door opened. Her heart tripped and her breath caught somewhere in the middle of her chest. He had shaved, but his hair was still damp from his shower and it looked as if he had recently combed it with his fingers. He was wearing jeans and a black cotton casual shirt; the sleeves were rolled up halfway along his forearms, revealing his strong wrists. She smelt of the sharp citrus scent of sun-warmed lemons.

‘Hi …’ she said, thrusting a bottle of wine at his mid-section. ‘I’m not sure if it’s any good. I’m not really an expert or anything.’

‘I’m sure it’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘Come in.’

‘I hope you haven’t gone to too much trouble,’ she said.

‘No trouble at all,’ he said, closing the door. ‘You look nice. You smell nice too.’

Kitty wished she didn’t blush so easily. She was so damned transparent. No wonder his eyes were always glinting at her. ‘How long have you lived here?’ she asked to fill in the silence.

‘Four years,’ he said, leading the way to the kitchen. ‘I’ve thought about moving a few times but haven’t got around to it yet.’

‘Because of Robbie?’

He glanced at her before he reached for two wine glasses. ‘Not just Robbie,’ he said. ‘My sisters have needed a bit of support over the years. I’ve put a lot of stuff on hold. But I figure they would’ve done the same in my place.’

‘You’ve been a wonderful brother, Jake.’

He made a self-deprecating sound as he poured the wine. ‘Yeah, haven’t I just?’

‘I mean it,’ she said. ‘You have to stop blaming yourself about Robbie’s condition. You know the stats. People can have a meningioma for decades without symptoms.’

He passed her a glass of wine. ‘I should’ve ruled out everything else first before I started criticising him,’ he said. ‘I should’ve insisted on seeing the scans for myself. How could I have been so easily fobbed off? I’ll tell you why,’ he said, before she could answer. ‘I wanted to believe he was acting irresponsibly. Why? Because I resented his freedom to do so. Here was I, giving up years of my life to make sure he and the girls got the best chance in life, and I resented that he didn’t have to make a single sacrifice.’

Kitty reached out and touched him on the arm. ‘I know how you must feel.’

‘How can you possibly know?’ he asked with an embittered expression. ‘You’re an only child. You’ve never had to watch out for anyone but yourself. How can you possibly know?’

Kitty shifted her gaze from his hardened one. She put her glass down and slipped off the stool she had perched on. ‘Maybe I should leave you to wallow in your guilt,’ she said. ‘It’s obvious I’m not much help to you.’

He stopped her at the door with a hand on her wrist. ‘No,’ he said, blowing out a long breath. ‘Don’t go. I’m sorry. Forgive me?’

She looked into his eyes and felt her heart give a stumble. ‘This is a difficult time for you … I don’t want to make things worse.’

‘You’re not making worse,’ he said, absently stroking her wrist with his thumb. ‘I want you here. I wouldn’t have asked you if I didn’t.’

Kitty felt herself drowning in the deep blue sea of his eyes. Her skin was tingling where he was stroking it. Her desire for him was unfurling inside her like the petals of an exotic flower. Her pulse quickened and her breath caught as his eyes slipped to her mouth. ‘I’m not used to doing this …’ she said.

‘It’s just dinner, Kitty.’

She moistened her lips. ‘Is it?’

His eyes locked on hers. ‘Do you want it to be something else?’

‘I’m not sure …’

He brushed her cheek with an idle finger. ‘I’m not going to deny that I want to make love to you,’ he said. ‘But whether I do or not is entirely up to you.’

Kitty looked at his mouth again. Was it possible to want a man so much you didn’t care about anything else but the physical sensation of being in his arms? What did emotions have to do with it anyway? It was a physical need. Their bodies were designed for pleasure. The chemistry she felt with him was surely enough for now.

‘The work thing …’ she said, frowning. ‘I hate the thought of everyone talking.’

‘We can keep this out of the corridors and locker rooms,’ he said. ‘This is between us. It’s no one else’s business.’

She looked into his eyes. ‘I don’t want to be a one-night stand.’

‘You won’t be.’

‘I don’t want to fall in love with you, either.’

‘Wise girl.’

‘I mean it, Jake,’ she said, putting her hands on his chest. ‘I want to keep things uncomplicated.’

‘No promises,’ he said as he drew her closer. ‘No strings.’

Kitty felt his body thicken against her. It was all she could do to stop from tearing his clothes from his body. She wanted to explore him with her hands and mouth. Ever since she had seen him naked this morning she had secretly fantasised about touching him, stroking him, holding him.

‘I want you,’ she said, in a voice she barely recognised as her own: it was husky, breathy, womanly.

‘There’s something I have to do first,’ he said.

‘What’s that?’

‘This,’ he said, reaching behind her head to release the clasp that confined her hair so it tumbled freely around her shoulders.

And then his head came down slowly, ever so slowly, until his mouth stole her breath away in a kiss that branded her finally as his.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

KITTY felt the red-hot urgency that coursed through him as his mouth ravaged hers. It whipped along her nerve-endings like an electric current, making her vibrate with longing within seconds. She clawed at him with wild hands, desperate to feel his skin against hers, to taste the salt of his flesh, to explore the contours of his body, to have him at her mercy.

She got under his shirt and stroked his chest with her hands, but it wasn’t enough.

She wanted to feel him.

She worked at his trouser fastening, finally releasing it to claim her prize. He was powerfully aroused, hard and thick, swollen with the need she could feel hammering through his blood.

His mouth ground against hers, hungry and insatiable. Her skin shivered all over in delight as he roughly tugged at her clothes. His mouth captured her breast, sucking on it, releasing it to stroke it with his tongue, and then sucking on it again. He did the same to her other breast, making her cry out loud with the spine-tingling pleasure of it.

He went back to her mouth, walking her backwards out of the room. A stool fell over, a picture on the wall got dislodged, a lamp on a table in the hallway almost fell to the floor, but still he didn’t lift his mouth off hers.

Kitty felt a mattress underneath her back and then his body coming down over her. She clung to him, kissing him back with heated fervour as he was kissing her.

Somehow she wriggled out of her clothes, while he dispensed with his in between passionate kisses and caresses that made her gasp and cry out loud.

‘Now,’ she panted as he came back over her, pinning her with his weight.

‘Not yet,’ he said, moving down her body with his hot mouth. ‘I have things to do.’

Kitty snatched in a breath as he kissed and stroked his way down to her belly button. She dug her fingers into his hair as he went lower. This was new territory for her. She didn’t know if she could do this. It was too intimate.

‘Relax,’ he said. ‘You’re too tense.’

‘I can’t.’

‘Yes, you can,’ he said. ‘Let your thighs go. That’s it. Trust me. I won’t rush you. Take all the time you need.’

She closed her eyes and let herself go with the sensations as he explored her with soft strokes of his tongue. The tension built and built. All her nerves seemed to be gathered at one point, hovering there for some final trigger to catapult her over the edge.

At last she was there.

She soared over the precipice, free falling into a whirling sea of powerful sensations that drove every thought out of her head. She was suspended, floating, drifting in a world she hadn’t visited before, an erotic world of delights and delicious feelings of satiation.

‘Oh, God …’ She put a hand over her eyes, suddenly shy at how undone she had become.

Jake came back over her, tugging her hand away from her face. ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Don’t hide from me.’

‘I can’t believe you just did that,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe I just did that.’

‘You haven’t done that before?’

‘I’ve never felt comfortable about it,’ she confessed.

He brushed her hair back off her face. ‘Every couple has their comfort zones,’ he said. ‘What’s right for one will not always be right for another.’

‘I can imagine there’s not much you haven’t been comfortable with,’ Kitty said.

He gave a could-mean-anything smile. ‘I have my boundaries.’

She ran her hands over his chest, slowly tiptoeing her fingers below his navel. ‘I guess I’ll have to figure out what they are, won’t I?’

‘I can hardly wait,’ he said, and covered her mouth with his.

Kitty hadn’t thought it possible to feel the same level of desire so soon, but within moments she was writhing beneath him, aching for the completion she craved. She felt him hard against her, close but not close enough. She caressed him, delighting in the way he responded with a deep groan as she moved over the blunt tip of him. She felt the ooze of his pre-ejaculating fluid—that primal response of his body that left her in no doubt of how much he wanted her.

He reached past her for a condom in one of the bedside drawers. She pushed aside the thought of all the other women he had done this with before. She had gone into this with her eyes wide open. She had known she wasn’t the first. She knew she wouldn’t be the last.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

Kitty painted on a carefree smile. ‘Nothing.’

He captured her chin, his eyes holding hers. ‘We don’t have to do this if you’re not ready,’ he said.

‘I am ready,’ she said. ‘It’s just I can’t help thinking of how many times you’ve done this. Do you say and do the same thing each and every time?’

He frowned. ‘This is about us, Kitty. It’s not about anyone else. What we experience together is unique.’

‘If you close your eyes I could be just anyone.’

‘You’re not just anyone,’ he said. ‘You’re you. You taste different. You feel different. You smell different. You are different.’

She circled one of his flat nipples with her finger. ‘I want you to always remember this,’ she said. ‘You know … long after I’ve gone back to England.’ She looked into his eyes. ‘Will you promise me that?’

He took her hand and kissed her fingertips. ‘I thought we agreed on no promises.’

‘Just this one.’

He held her gaze for a heartbeat. ‘I promise.’

She traced his top lip with her fingertip. ‘You’re a lot nicer on closer inspection, Jake Chandler,’ she said. ‘I think I might not detest you quite so much after all.’

He gave her a cautionary look. ‘You’re not falling in love with me, are you?’

‘Not a chance,’ she said, and pulled his head down until his mouth met hers.

Jake lay awake in the early hours of the morning, not sure what was wrong until he realised Kitty was still lying in the bed beside him. He had a rule he stuck to rigorously. No sleepovers. It made the boundaries blur too much. He didn’t care for the morning-after routine. Women had a tendency to see things differently in the cold hard light of morning. In spite of everything they said to the contrary they always wanted more than he was prepared to give. Before he knew it there would be a toothbrush left in his bathroom or a few items of clothes left in his wardrobe.

It was simpler to avoid the issue.

No one got hurt that way.

Last night he had acted on primal instincts alone. He had wanted to connect with Kitty physically, to feel the movement of her body around him, to remind himself of the rhythms of life. He had wanted to block out the mental anguish of his guilt. But those few precious moments of oblivion had done much more than release him from his torment. His body had recognised something in her that spoke to him much more than just physically. It had been like hearing a language he’d thought he had forgotten. The caress of her mouth and hands hadn’t felt like just another sexual partner delivering pleasure. Her hands and mouth had felt worshipful, reverent almost. Her tentative touch and her passionate responses had awoken in him a desire to feel more than sexual satisfaction.

He looked at her in the silvery light of the moon. She was lying on her side, the cotton sheet draped over her slim form, showing every delightful contour from her neat bottom and thighs to her creamy breasts. Her hair was like a fluffy cloud around her head. He couldn’t help reaching out and running his fingers through it, tethering himself to her via those silky strands. She gave a little murmur and nestled closer into the pillow, her lips curved in a small but blissful smile.

He leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to the satiny skin of her shoulder. She smelt of fresh flowers, but he also picked up a faint trace of his own masculine scent clinging to her skin that made something shift deep inside his stomach, like a gear slipping from its cogs.

She opened her eyes and smiled at him shyly. ‘What time is it?’

Jake brushed a strand of hair off her forehead while he mentally shoved that gear back into line. ‘Time you were tucked up in your own bed,’ he said.

A flicker of hurt passed through her gaze. ‘You want me to leave?’ she asked.

‘We both have to work in the morning,’ he said, getting up from the bed and reaching for his boxer shorts and stepping into them. He went over to the window and stared sightlessly at the view. ‘It’s going to be a big day for Robbie. I want to be there for him.’

Jake heard the soft padding of her footsteps over the carpet, and then he felt her arms gently encircle his waist from behind. He put one of his hands over her linked ones, his body already aching to have her again. He felt her cheek rest against his back, her soft breath like a caress over his skin.

After a few moments he turned around and cradled her face in his hands, his eyes holding hers. ‘You really should go home while you’ve got the chance,’ he said.

She held his look with those soft grey eyes of hers. ‘Maybe I’m not ready to be sent off home like a child who’s overstayed her welcome.’

He stroked the cushion of her bottom lip with one of his thumbs. ‘Maybe I don’t want company right now,’ he said, while his body betrayed him shamelessly where it was surging against the softness of hers.

She gave him a coy smile. ‘Maybe you’re lying.’

He brought his mouth down just above hers. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ he said, and covered her lips with his.

* * *

Kitty slipped out of Jake’s bed while he was still sleeping, just as dawn was breaking. She carried her shoes and was almost at the front door when he came out of the bedroom with just a towel draped around his hips.

‘You should’ve woken me,’ he said, rubbing a hand over his stubbly jaw.

‘I wasn’t sure what the protocol was,’ Kitty said, dropping her shoes to place her feet in them.

He frowned and let his hand fall by his side. ‘Are you angry with me?’

She shrugged. ‘Why would I be angry? You told me the rules. No strings. No promises.’

There was a taut little silence.

‘I liked having you stay last night,’ he said. ‘I liked it a lot.’

Kitty searched his gaze for a moment. ‘I liked it too.’

He came over to where she was standing. Her body was within a mere hair’s breadth of his. She could feel the sensual energy transmitting from his body to hers. Her insides seemed to shift inside her in an effort to bridge that tiny distance.

‘I’d like to see you after work,’ he said. ‘Let’s have dinner. I’ll book somewhere on the waterfront in Rushcutters Bay.’

Kitty was conscious of the emotionally charged day ahead for him. ‘What if I cook dinner for you at my place?’ she suggested.

He gave her a ghost of a smile. ‘The way to a man’s heart?’

‘I think it would take a lot more than my meagre culinary ability to break through that stronghold,’ she said lightly.

His eyes studied hers for a heartbeat or two. ‘I’ve never spent the whole night with anyone before,’ he said.

Kitty raised her brows. ‘One of your rules?’

‘Sort of,’ he said. ‘I don’t usually sleep well with someone else in the room, let alone the bed.’

‘I hope I didn’t snore.’

His mouth tilted in another smile. ‘No, you were very quiet,’ he said. ‘I hardly knew you were there.’

‘Such scintillating company,’ Kitty said. ‘I’ll have to lift my game.’

His gaze waltzed with hers in a sensual two-step, each step incrementally tightening the tension that simmered between them. ‘Have you got time for breakfast?’ he asked.

‘I’ve sort of got in the habit of skipping it.’

‘It’s the most important meal of the day.’

‘So I’ve heard.’

He circled her waist with his arms and brought her flush against his body. ‘You don’t know what you’re missing,’ he said.

A tremor shuddered through her body. ‘As of last night, I think I do,’ she said. ‘But I really need to shower and get ready for work. I have this boss who might fire me if I turn up late.’

‘I’m sure if you just smiled at him he’d melt.’

Kitty smiled at him and watched as his dark blue eyes softened. ‘Great tip—thanks,’ she said. ‘I’ll keep it in mind.’

He pressed a brush-like kiss to her mouth. ‘I’ll meet you in the car park in half an hour,’ he said. ‘I’ll drive you to my mate the mechanic’s to pick up your car.’

‘I can catch a cab,’ Kitty said.

He trailed a finger down her cheek. ‘Half an hour,’ he said. ‘Don’t be late.’

It was close to lunchtime before Kitty saw Jake on the unit. He was walking past just as she was coming out of Bay Three, where she had finished assessing an elderly patient with a broken wrist. She almost ran into him, but he steadied her with his hands.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t looking where I was going.’

Kitty looked at the shadow of worry in his eyes. ‘Is everything all right?’ she asked.

He dropped his hands from her arms. ‘Lewis Beck wants to operate today,’ he said. ‘He shuffled his cases around to fit Robbie in this afternoon. It’s all happening so fast. This time yesterday I thought my brother was just a lay-about jerk. Now I’m facing the prospect of losing him.’

Kitty touched him on the arm. ‘Robbie’s in very good hands, Jake,’ she said.

‘I can’t tell you how many times I’ve tried to allay patients and their relatives’ fears over surgical procedures,’ he said. ‘But it’s so different when it’s your own relative. Robbie’s my kid brother. He’s only twenty-four. He’s got his whole life ahead of him. What if something goes wrong?’

‘Nothing will go wrong, Jake,’ Kitty said. ‘He’s young and otherwise healthy. You have to stay positive for his sake as well as your own.’

He scraped a hand through his hair. ‘I know, I know.’ He dropped his hand and gave her a brief thin-lipped smile. ‘Thanks.’

‘No problem.’

He glanced at his watch. ‘I’d better get back to see Robbie before they take him down to Theatre,’ he said. ‘Any problems here?’

‘No, everything’s fine,’ Kitty said. ‘Lei’s a great registrar. We’ve got things covered.’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘I’ll be back as soon as I can.’

Jake waited until the anaesthetist had done his pre-surgical assessment before he entered Robbie’s room. ‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.

‘Nervous,’ Robbie said. ‘I’m not sure I like the thought of my head being cut open.’

‘The scar will be a great talking point,’ Jake said.

‘I’ll look like a skinhead until my hair grows back.’

‘Robbie,’ Jake began, ‘there’s something I need to say—’

‘It’s cool, Jake,’ Robbie said. ‘I was a jerk not to get the scan done. Jen and Rosie chewed my ears off about it earlier this morning. They said it’s made it so much harder on you. That you feel guilty. That you feel it’s your fault or something. But it’s not. I’m an adult. I should’ve got myself checked out.’

Jake grasped his brother’s hand. ‘I’m sorry for not being there for you. I can’t believe how badly I handled things.’

‘You’ve managed things just fine,’ Robbie said. ‘You always do. You’re there for all of us, all the time. I’ve been thinking about it … you know, while I’ve been lying here doing nothing. You stepped up to the plate when Mum died. No one asked you if you wanted to. You just did it.’

‘I wanted to do it.’

‘Yeah, but it’s not been easy, has it?’ Robbie said. ‘You’ve made a lot of sacrifices for us. When Rosie got pregnant, for instance. You were really looking forward to that trip. I know you were. If things had been different you could’ve worked overseas for a couple of years. But you didn’t get the chance. You gave it up for us.’

Jake shrugged it off. ‘I’ll head overseas some time.’

‘That English doctor seems nice,’ Robbie said. ‘What’s the story with you two?’

Jake smiled. ‘She’s a sweetheart, isn’t she?’

Robbie’s brows lifted. ‘Does Rosie know about this?’

‘You know about that stupid bet, huh?’

‘Rosie told me,’ Robbie said, and punched him playfully on the upper arm. ‘Looks like you’d better pay up.’

‘It is that obvious?’ Jake asked.

Robbie gave his eyes a little roll. ‘You were always going to lose, Jake.’

‘Yeah, well, I was going great guns until Kitty Cargill came along,’ Jake said.

Robbie grinned. ‘That’s what I meant.’







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

BEFORE Kitty left work she spoke to Jake, who informed her Robbie’s surgery had gone well and that he was now in recovery. Jake planned to wait until he was moved to the high dependency unit before he came home to have dinner with her.

Kitty was making a mango, rocket and feta cheese salad when her mobile started to ring. She picked it up without checking the caller ID. ‘Hello?’

‘Kitty, it’s me—Sophie … Please don’t hang up.’

Kitty drew in a little breath. ‘I’m kind of busy right now,’ she said. ‘I have someone coming for dinner in a few minutes.’

‘I won’t hold you up … it’s just that I really miss you,’ Sophie said. ‘I never thought it would be like this … You know, you so far away when I’m about to get married.’

Well, if you hadn’t pinched my future husband maybe I’d be there right by your side as your maid of honour, as we’d always planned since we were seven years old, she thought.

‘Sophie, this isn’t a good time,’ she said.

‘I’m sorry,’ Sophie said with a sob in her voice. ‘I didn’t want to hurt you like this. Charles and I fought it for so long.’

‘How long?’ Kitty asked.

‘Remember that trip we all took to the Cots-wolds a couple of years ago?’

‘Yes,’ Kitty said, seething with resentment as she thought of how she had got held up at the hospital and Charles had gone ahead with Sophie. She had come down later with their other friends, Tom and Claire and Finn. ‘How convenient it must have been for you both to spend the first night down there without anyone else to interrupt your little love tryst.’

‘It wasn’t like that, Kitty,’ Sophie said. ‘We didn’t do anything. We just talked. I was going out with Finn, as you know, but things weren’t really working out. Charles was so supportive. He told me I shouldn’t be wasting Finn’s time if I wasn’t truly in love with him.’

‘What a pity he didn’t take his own advice,’ Kitty put in.

Sophie sighed. ‘He loved you, Kitty. He still loves you. But not the way a man should love the woman he’s going to marry and spend the rest of his life with.’

‘He could have told me rather than have me find out the way I did,’ Kitty said.

‘I’m so sorry about that,’ Sophie said. ‘It just happened. You have to believe that. Our feelings got the better of us. We’d planned to tell you that night. It was a horrible way for you to find out. I was so ashamed. I couldn’t believe I’d lost control like that. It started with a kiss and then suddenly we were in bed and … Well, you know the rest.’

Kitty pressed her lips together, her thoughts going to the kiss that had been her sensual undoing with Jake. Did she have the right to judge Sophie when she had been guilty of the very same loss of control?

Of course she had the right.

It was totally different.

Neither she nor Jake had betrayed anyone else in indulging their passion for each other. It was all very well for Sophie to apologise, but it didn’t change the fact that her two best friends in the whole world had betrayed her in the most despicable, hurtful way.

‘Look, Sophie, I really have to go,’ she said. ‘I appreciate the phone call, but I think it’s best if we all get on with our lives and leave it at that.’

‘Remember when we were little girls?’ Sophie said. ‘Remember when we promised each other we’d be each other’s maid of honour?’

‘We’re not little girls any more,’ Kitty said. ‘Now, if you don’t mind, I—’

‘I won’t feel married if you’re not there,’ Sophie said. ‘It won’t be the same without you. We’ll be one down on the wedding party. I’m not going to ask anyone to take your place. The photos are going to look rubbish.’

‘I’m sure Claire or Harriet will do a perfectly fine job of being your bridesmaid and maid of honour,’ Kitty said.

‘I don’t want Claire or Harriet,’ Sophie said. ‘I want you. We promised, remember?’

Kitty looked at the promise ring that was creating a ridge in the flesh of her finger. ‘Not all promises can be kept,’ she said, and ended the call.

* * *

Jake knocked on Kitty’s door and listened as her footsteps approached. The door opened and he smiled at her. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said, handing her a bottle of champagne.

‘How’s Robbie?’ she asked.

‘Awake and flirting with the nurses in HDU,’ he said. ‘The operation went well. Lewis Beck is confident he’ll be out of hospital within a week.’

‘I’m so glad,’ Kitty said. ‘You must be feeling very relieved.’

‘Yeah,’ Jake said, following her to the kitchen. ‘Hey, what’s cooking? It smells delicious.’

‘Nothing fancy,’ she said.

‘No cucumber sandwiches?’

She gave him a half-hearted smile before she went in search of glasses. ‘No.’

‘Here, let me get those for you,’ he said as she tried to reach the cupboard above her head.

‘I don’t think there are any champagne glasses in there,’ she said.

‘Nothing wrong with drinking champagne out of a wine glass,’ Jake said. ‘Especially tonight, when we’re celebrating.’

She gave him another slightly distracted smile as she tucked a little strand of hair behind her ear. ‘Of course.’

Jake put the glasses on the bench beside the champagne and put his hands about her waist, bringing her a little closer. ‘What’s up?’ he asked.

She looked at his shirtfront. ‘Nothing.’

‘Hey, remember that I’ve got two sisters,’ Jake said. ‘I know enough about women to know that “nothing” means “something”, and it’s usually something big. So spill it. Tell me what’s worrying you.’

She slowly raised her grey eyes to his. ‘My ex-best friend called a few minutes ago,’ she said.

‘The one who hooked up with your ex?’

A resentful glitter sparked in her eyes. ‘She wants me to be her maid of honour at their wedding,’ she said. ‘Can you believe that? As if I’d stand at the altar and smile for the cameras while she promises to love the man I thought I was going to marry! Everyone would be staring at me, pitying me—or, worse, laughing at me.’

Jake frowned in empathy. ‘I can understand how tough a gig it would be for you, but wouldn’t it be better to tough it out? Show them you’re over it? No one will laugh at you. They’ll be pleased you’ve moved on with your life.’

She chewed at her lip for a moment. ‘I’m not ready to pretend everything’s OK,’ she said. ‘Why should I let them have a perfect day when they’ve ruined everything for me?’

‘Aren’t you being a little bit selfish about this?’ he asked.

Her frown was quick and deep. ‘Selfish?’ she said. ‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s selfish to want them to suffer for your misery,’ he said. ‘You need to let it go, Kitty. You being angry and resentful won’t stop them loving each other. Charles has made his choice. So it wasn’t you? Move on. Be the bigger person. Show them how mature and grown-up you are about it all.’

Her frown relaxed a little but her mouth was still pushed forward in a little pout. ‘They’re the ones who are being selfish,’ she said. ‘They’ve wrecked my life.’

‘Have they?’ Jake asked, pulling her closer. ‘Have they really?’

Her eyes meshed with his.

Jake brushed his thumb over her bottom lip. ‘We wouldn’t be together now if it hadn’t been for them,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t have come all this way and turned my world upside down, not to mention make me lose a cool one thousand bucks.’

Her mouth twitched with a ghost of a smile. ‘Was it worth it?’ she asked.

Jake put a hand in the curve of her back to draw her even closer as he lowered his mouth to hers. ‘Best thousand bucks I’ve ever spent,’ he said, and kissed her.

Kitty leaned into Jake’s kiss, her body responding to the hot hard heat of him surging against her in arrant maleness. She felt her stomach flip in excitement as his tongue boldly commanded entry to her mouth. She opened to him, whimpering in delight. Her breasts started to ache with the need to feel his touch. She rubbed against him with wanton abandon, her lower body pulsing with the need to feel his possession. She felt the honeyed slickness between her thighs.

He slipped her top off one of her shoulders and worked his way with his mouth over her sensitive skin, over her collarbone, against her neck, to just below her ear. She felt her flesh rise in tiny goosebumps as his teeth tugged at her earlobe. She rose on tiptoe to subject him to the same sensual assault. She delighted in the deep groan he gave when she tugged his shirt out of his trousers. She ran her hands over his chest, over his pectoral muscles and the taut ridges of his toned abdomen. She boldly unfastened his trousers and sought him with her hand. He groaned again as she stroked him. He was so hard and heavy she could feel the throb of his blood against her fingers.

Her insides clamped with lust. It was a consuming force that would allow no other outcome but satiation. She trailed her mouth down over his chest, down, down, down, breathing in the pure male scent of him, teasing him with her teeth and her tongue.

He put his hands on her shoulders to halt her, but she continued determinedly on her erotic journey of discovery. She wanted to pleasure him, to have him at the mercy of his need for her. She wanted to prove how exciting she could be as a lover—not just to him, but also to herself. She wanted to taste him. To feel him shudder with release.

He fisted a hand in her hair, groaning again as she took him in her mouth after he’d quickly put on a condom. She felt him brace himself; his thighs rock-hard and slightly apart. She continued on her mission, relishing his response. She felt the exact moment he climaxed. It was so intensely intimate to receive him in such a way.

‘Oh, God,’ he said shakily. ‘This is the most amazing dinner party I’ve ever been to.’

Kitty smiled as she straightened. ‘That’s just for starters,’ she said. ‘Just wait until you see what I’ve got for dessert.’

His eyes glinted as he backed her against the kitchen bench. ‘That must mean that the main course is up to me,’ he said.

Kitty shivered when his hands pulled her top over her head. He tossed it to the floor at their feet and then went to her skirt. He slid the zip down at the back and stroked his hands over her bottom. Her bra and knickers soon joined her skirt and top. She was standing there stark naked, but for some reason she didn’t feel embarrassed. Instead she felt powerfully feminine. The way his gaze devoured her made her skin tingle and her spine melt. She could see the passionate intention in those dark blue depths and it made every hair on her head tingle at the roots.

He spun her around so her back was to him. Her breath hitched in her throat as she felt him nudging between her quivering thighs. She clutched at the counter-top to steady herself, every nerve screaming for his first thrust. She gasped when he surged into her, her body accepting him with slick moist heat. He drove to the hilt; his movements slow at first, but then gradually building to a pace that carried her at breathtaking speed to the summit of human pleasure.

She sobbed as her body shuddered and shook with aftershocks, the spasms of her body triggering his final plunge into paradise. She felt him move against her as he emptied himself; his groans of ecstasy making her feel more like a woman than she had ever felt before.

Jake turned her around to face him. ‘You’re amazing,’ he said, stroking his hands up and down her upper arms.

Kitty tried to play it cool and casual and looked at him from beneath her lowered lashes in a coquettish manner. ‘I bet you say that to all the girls.’

A small frown pulled at his brow. ‘Actually, I don’t,’ he said. ‘There’s sex and there’s sex—or so I’ve always thought. But sex with you is something completely different.’

Kitty wanted to believe him. It had certainly felt that way to her. What she had experienced with him was so far from her experience with her ex that it was as if she were in a different body.

But she knew the rules of being involved with Jake.

This was not for the long term. She would be going back to Britain before too long. He would continue with his playboy no-strings lifestyle.

They would probably never see or hear from each other again.

She pushed aside the ache that thought caused and gave him a bright smile. ‘Why don’t you open the champagne while I get dressed?’

His eyes ran over her like a hot blue-tipped flame. ‘I’ve got an even better idea,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you stay just the way you are?’

‘I can’t eat dinner with no clothes on,’ she said, giving him a shocked look. ‘What on earth would the neighbours think?’

He gave her a wolfish smile as he reached for her. ‘I can’t speak for the others, but personally I have no problem with it.’

Kitty shivered in delight as he bent his head to her neck. ‘What about dinner?’ she asked. ‘Aren’t you hungry yet?’

‘Starving,’ he said as he swooped down and captured her mouth.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN

‘TODAY’S the big day,’ Kitty said to Robbie when she visited him on her tea break a few days later. ‘I hear you’re going home.’

‘Yeah,’ Robbie said. ‘I can’t wait to get out of here.’

‘Has it been that bad?’

‘Not really, but I’m sick of being a patient,’ he said. ‘Jake and the girls keep fussing over me like I’m going to have some sort of relapse.’

‘That’s because they love you,’ Kitty said. ‘You’re lucky you have siblings who are always looking out for you.’

‘I know, but I want to get on with my life,’ he said. ‘I want to re-enrol at university. If I get my skates on I won’t be too far behind.’

‘Are you sure you’re not rushing things?’ Kitty asked. ‘You’ve been through a big operation. You still need time to heal. It’s only been a week. A three-hour anaesthetic knocks most people around a bit.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘I feel great. I know I look like something from a horror movie, but I feel good.’

Kitty smiled. ‘Are you going to stay with Jake for a few days? He said he’d offered to look after you.’

Robbie gave a shrug. ‘For a day or two maybe … I kind of figure Jake needs his own space. I can always stay with Jen or Rosie after that.’

‘I’m sure he would be happy to look after you,’ Kitty said. ‘He’s already planned to take a few days off. We talked about it last night.’

Robbie looked at her. ‘You’re good for him, Kitty,’ he said. ‘He’s happier than I’ve ever seen him before.’

‘I’m sure that has much more to do with you getting better than anything to do with me,’ she said.

Robbie frowned. ‘You love him, though, don’t you?’

Kitty was momentarily caught off guard. She tried not to think about her feelings for Jake. She pushed those thoughts aside every time they surfaced. She had spent a lot of time with him over the last few days. The hospital network was buzzing about their affair, but she had weathered it much better than she had expected. She had even met his sisters on a couple of occasions and had felt totally at ease. It was hard not to, given that the girls and Robbie were so lovely and friendly. Just like the siblings she’d always wished she’d had.

She hadn’t wanted to admit to herself how much she enjoyed being with Jake. She had accepted the affair for what it was: a brief interlude that was part of her master plan to put her heartbreak over Charles and Sophie behind her. But somehow as each day passed she found it harder and harder to recall Charles’s features, let alone his kisses.

All she could think of was Jake.

Her body felt him for hours after they’d made love. It was like carrying a part of him with her wherever she went.

She didn’t want it to end.

She didn’t want them to end.

‘I’m heading back to Britain for Easter,’ she said, adopting a carefree tone. ‘I’ve really enjoyed being here, though. I’ve learned heaps.’

Robbie looked at her with studied concentration. ‘Maybe Jake will come and visit you over there some time,’ he said. ‘He’s always wanted to travel. He pretends he doesn’t but really he does. He’s given up everything for the girls and me. I wish he’d just live his own life for a change. He deserves to be happy.’

‘I guess he’s been taking care of you all for so long he doesn’t know any other way to be happy,’ she said. ‘You’ll have to show him you’re perfectly capable of looking after yourselves.’ She gave his hand a little squeeze. ‘I’d better get going. A&E is probably stacked to the ceiling with patients by now.’

Robbie lifted his fingers off the bed in a farewell wave. ‘See you around.’

Jake came home from work ten days later to see Robbie had packed his things and placed them by the front door. ‘What’s going on?’ he said.

‘It’s time I got my own place,’ Robbie said. ‘I’m crowding you.’

‘You’re not crowding me,’ Jake said, tossing his jacket over the back of the sofa. ‘We’ve talked about this already. You can stay as long as you want. There’s plenty of room.’

‘But what about you and Kitty?’ Robbie asked. ‘You’ve only been over to her place a couple of times, and when she comes over here I can tell she feels she’s in the way.’

‘Kitty understands how things are right now,’ Jake said. ‘My priority is to get you back on your feet.’

‘But it’s not fair to her or to you,’ Robbie said. ‘She’ll be going back before you know it, and you’ve hardly had any time together.’

Jake hated being reminded of Kitty’s return to Britain. It was like a nagging toothache that he could mostly ignore if no one brought his attention to it. But even the staff at the hospital had taken it upon themselves to remind him of it lately. He had tried to play down his involvement with her, and Kitty too had been very tight-lipped, but it was hard to pretend he didn’t enjoy having her in his life both at work and in private. Those precious few private moments he’d snatched with her over the last couple of weeks had taken on a special meaning.

‘What’s brought this on?’ he asked.

Robbie shrugged. ‘I just thought it was time to get out of your hair.’

‘But I don’t understand,’ Jake said, frowning.

‘What’s the point of paying rent you can ill afford right now? It doesn’t make sense when there’s a room going begging here.’

‘Kitty thinks it’s best if I start to take more responsibility for myself,’ Robbie said. ‘And the girls too. We all rely on you too much. It’s time we stood on our own feet.’

Jake felt his spine stiffen and his brows snapped together. ‘Did she suggest you move out?’ he asked.

‘Not in so many words …’

‘How many words?’ Jake growled. ‘For God’s sake, Robbie, you’ve just had major surgery. You can’t go back to living a normal life as if nothing’s happened. Kitty shouldn’t have put such a damn-fool crazy idea in your head. She has no right to get involved in what’s none of her damn business.’

Robbie looked worried. ‘You’re not going to get mad at her, are you?’ he asked.

‘Get mad?’ Jake asked clenching his jaw. ‘I am mad. I’m furious with her.’

‘You can’t stop me from moving out,’ Robbie said. ‘Anyway, I think she’s right. You take on too much, Jake. You’ve been a substitute parent for so long you don’t know how to be a brother any more.’

Jake felt a strange ache in the middle of his chest. How long since he had been simply a brother? It seemed like decades.

It was decades.

‘Where are you going to stay?’ he asked, glancing at Robbie’s bag.

‘A mate of mine’s got a place in Glebe,’ Robbie said. ‘It’ll be close to uni. I’ll be able to walk since I’m not allowed to drive just yet.’

‘I’m not happy about this,’ Jake said with a concerned frown, his gut churning with the pain of letting go. Was this some sort of crazy empty nest syndrome he was feeling? How was he supposed to stop worrying? How could he trust that Robbie would be all right? ‘It’s still early days. You shouldn’t be taking any risks at this stage.’

‘I’m fine, Jake,’ Robbie said, reaching for his bag. ‘I want to get my life back. You need to get yours back as well.’

‘My life is fine just the way it is,’ Jake said. Or at least it was until a little English rose came along and poked her uptilted nose where it doesn’t belong.

Robbie put out his hand. ‘Thanks for everything.’

Jake pushed Robbie’s hand out of the way and gathered him in a big brother hug. ‘Take care of yourself, Robbie,’ he said gruffly.

Kitty had not long got back from orchestra rehearsal when she saw Jake stalking across the courtyard to her town house. She had tried to give him as much space as he and Robbie needed, but it had been so hard to keep away. Each time he looked at her she felt a thousand delicious sensations wash over her. At work they had been nothing but professional, but still when he locked gazes with her she felt the electric current of their connection pass through her entire body.

She opened the door before he pressed the doorbell. ‘I was going to call you,’ she said, smiling brightly. ‘I made some pancakes earlier. I thought you and Robbie might like some for supper.’

His expression was as dark as thunder. ‘Robbie’s gone.’

‘Gone?’

‘Don’t play the innocent with me,’ he said, frowning at her savagely. ‘You know damn well he’s packed up and left. You were the one who bloody suggested it.’

Kitty felt a little rattle of unease move down her spine. She had never seen Jake so angry. She could feel the menacing waves of it crackling through the air towards her. She refused to be intimidated, however.

‘Robbie is an adult,’ she said. ‘You can’t keep him and your sisters chained to your side in case something goes wrong in their lives. You can’t always be there to pick up the pieces. How are they ever going to learn to take care of themselves if all they ever have to do is call you and you fix things for them?’

His frown was a deep V between his brows. ‘What the hell would you know about what it takes to be a family?’ he asked. ‘You with your crackpot parents who haven’t even got the guts to commit to each other full-time.’

Kitty lifted one of her brows. ‘Isn’t that a little bit rich, coming from you?’

‘What do you mean by that?’

She rolled her eyes in disdain. ‘Jake, you’re the biggest commitment-phobe I’ve ever met—and the biggest hypocrite. You criticise my parents and yet they’ve always been there for me, even if they haven’t always been there for each other. You have no right to pass judgement. You don’t even know what commitment is. You just like control.’

‘If you’re not happy with how things are between us then all you have to do is say so,’ he said, still with that frown carving deep into his forehead, his dark blue eyes as hard as black ice. ‘I told you what I could offer. I didn’t lie to you. I made no promises. You came into this with your eyes wide open.’

Kitty should have backed away from the topic, but some inner demon demanded she push him regardless of the fall-out. She was tired of pretending she was OK with their arrangement. She wanted more. She wanted him to love her the way she had come to love him.

How could she not love him? She hadn’t stood a chance right from the start. He had rocked her world the first time he had looked at her and smiled that dazzlingly sexy smile. What she had felt for Charles was nothing compared to what she felt for Jake. She was ashamed she had thought herself in love with her ex. It horrified her to think she would have married him and settled for such an insipid relationship. If what Sophie felt for Charles was even half of what she felt for Jake it was no wonder she had fallen into his arms the way she had. But, as much as she loved him, she didn’t want to short-change herself in putting up with a relationship that was so out of balance. She would be a fool to think that in a few weeks there would be a tender, heart-warming airport scene where he would beg her to stay with him and marry him and have his babies.

No, he would probably wave her goodbye and then on his way home call up one of his ‘friends with benefits’.

‘I’m not as happy as I could be,’ she said. ‘And neither are you.’

He gave a harsh laugh. ‘You think you know me so well, do you? Well, let me tell you I’m fine with my life right the way it is.’

‘I think you want more out of life, but you’re frightened of needing someone the way others need you,’ she said. ‘You’ve ruled out love because you don’t want to be left like your mother was left, like you were left. You never got a chance to say goodbye to your father, did you? He just upped and left. You won’t let that happen again. No one is going to tear your heart out again. No one. That’s why it’s always you who ends your relationships. You always get in first.’

A muscle moved like a hammer beneath the skin at the corner of his mouth. ‘So,’ he said, nailing her with his gaze, ‘are you going to relieve me of the responsibility of calling it quits? Feel free. You’d be doing me a favour. This relationship has just about run its course.’

Kitty held his glittering gaze as pain at his cruel rejection moved through her body like a devastating poison. Her very bones ached with its toxicity. She had thought finding Sophie in Charles’s arms had been crucifying, but it was nothing compared to this. How could he stand there and talk of their time together as if it meant absolutely nothing to him? Was she no more important than any other of his shallow hook-ups? She had foolishly thought she would win his heart. The last couple of weeks had given her hope that he was developing feelings for her. But she could see now his heart was never going to be available.

‘It’s over, Jake,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry but I can’t be with you on your terms. I need more.’

‘Still hankering after the boyfriend at home?’ he said with a curl of his lip. ‘I notice you’re still wearing the ring. He’s not going to come back to you. The sooner you accept that the better.’

She curled her fingers into her palm. ‘I don’t want him to come back to me,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t take him back. I know now what I want. I know what I need. I’m not going to settle for second best.’

He held her gaze for a tense moment. A battle seemed to be going on behind his stone-like mask. She could see the micro-expressions on his face: a flicker of a pulse, the twitch of a muscle, the hardening of his eyes, and the hairpin-thinness of his lips.

‘I guess that’s it, then,’ he said. ‘I’ll let you get on with your evening. I’ll see you at work.’

Kitty’s shoulders went down when the door clicked shut behind him. The sound seemed so much more than a lock slipping into place.

It was heartbreakingly, gut-wrenchingly final.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

KITTY wasn’t sure how she did it, but she got through the next couple of weeks with a courage she’d had no idea she possessed. She went to work and faced the speculation of the staff about her relationship with Jake with a poise she wouldn’t have believed possible even a few weeks ago.

If Jake was upset by the termination of their brief affair he showed little sign of it. He was nothing but professional at work, although perhaps a little brusque on occasion, but Kitty kept her cool and continued to get through each day without letting him see how torn up she was. She had a particularly bad moment when she heard a rumour that he was interested in one of the nurses on the urology ward. But she never saw him bring anyone back to his place. He seemed to be working longer than normal hours, but then management had been putting a lot of pressure on keeping waiting times in A&E down.

As the date of Charles and Sophie’s wedding approached, the ache Kitty had been so used to feeling about them gradually faded to a tiny pang for her fractured friendship rather than the stinging betrayal she had felt previously.

There was a bitter irony that it was Jake who had made her see the error of her ways. He had helped her to see how running away and feeling sorry for herself was not going to do anything but make her even more miserable, and how Charles’s and Sophie’s happiness would not be ruined by her dog-in-the-manger attitude.

He had called her selfish and immature, and yet what was he being?

She bit her lip to stop the tears from falling, as they were wont to do when she let her thoughts drift to him in unguarded moments.

She missed everything about him: his touch, his smell, his lazy smile and smouldering looks. She missed the closeness she had felt with him over the last few weeks.

Was she destined to be unhappy in love? Was there something horribly wrong with her that no man would love her the way she needed to be loved?

The trouble was she didn’t want any other man but Jake. How could she ever be with anyone else after all she had experienced with him? Her body ached for him. If she so much as caught a glimpse of him at work her flesh would contract and pulse with such intense longing it took her breath away.

Kitty looked at the pretty wedding invitation that had come in the post weeks ago. She picked it up and tapped it against her lips as she looked at the calendar on the fridge. She was rostered off for five days, which would give her just enough time to fly home and attend the service without compromising her commitment to the hospital.

She would support Charles and Sophie in their love for each other. She would be happy for them. She would celebrate with them—for she knew how precious it was to find a love that surpassed all others.

As Kitty was packing her bag the evening before her flight she looked down at her promise ring. She must have lost weight in the last few days, for she could now turn it around on her finger. She went to the bathroom and soaped up her finger. It took an almighty effort, and her knuckle was probably going to be bruised and swollen as a result, but she finally got the ring off. She went back to the bedroom and slipped it inside the velvet lining of her jewellery case and gently closed the lid.

‘What do you mean she’s gone back to London?’ Jake said to Gwen when he arrived at work on Wednesday morning. ‘Why didn’t she tell me she was leaving before her time was up?’

‘Cool down, Jake,’ Gwen said. ‘She’s coming back. She’s only gone for a friend’s wedding. She’s rostered off for almost a week.’

Jake clenched his jaw. ‘She should’ve told me she was leaving the country.’

‘Why should she, Jake?’ Gwen said. ‘She’s just another staff member. None of us have to tell you what we do in our private life. She could fly to Timbuktu on her days off and you couldn’t do a thing about it.’

‘I bet she doesn’t come back,’ he said, scowling at her furiously. ‘She’ll get over there and want to stay. You see if I’m not right.’

‘And that would be a problem why, exactly?’ Gwen asked with a raised-brow look.

Jake glowered at her. ‘I’ll be in my office if anyone wants me,’ he said, and strode off down the corridor.

He sat brooding for an hour over paperwork. His concentration was shot. He couldn’t believe Kitty had left the country without telling him. He’d only seen her the night before. Not that she had seen him. He had felt a bit like a MI5 spy or a sicko stalker, hiding behind the curtain in his kitchen, but how else was he to indulge his need to see her without her noticing his hangdog look?

It was pathetic, that was what it was. He was turning out like some sort of lovesick fool.

He was over her.

It was time to move on. Start dating again. Have some fun.

He reached for his phone and scrolled through his contacts. There were at least seven women he could call for a drink. Tasha from Urology had cornered him in the cafeteria a week or so ago and he still hadn’t got back to her. Maybe it was time to get back out there. He looked at Tasha’s number. His finger hovered over the call button for a moment, but instead of pressing it he pressed delete.

He put his phone down on the desk but it rang almost immediately. He snatched it up and barked, ‘Yes?’

‘Whoa, no need to bite my head off,’ said Rosie. ‘Have I caught you at a bad time?’

He leaned back in his chair with a sigh. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I’m just trawling through some paperwork that was meant to be done yesterday.’

‘You don’t sound happy,’ Rosie said. ‘Are you OK?’

‘I’m fine.’

‘You don’t sound fine. You sound grumpy.’

‘Yeah, well, I have a lot on my mind right now.’

‘This is about Kitty, isn’t it?’ Rosie asked. ‘Why did you guys call it quits? I thought she was perfect for you. To tell you the truth, Jake, she’s the first girl you’ve dated that Jen and I have really liked. She’d make a fabulous sister-in-law. She’s not a bimbo, for one thing. And don’t forget she saved Robbie’s life.’

‘She’s the one who broke it off,’ he said, almost snapping the pen he’d picked up.

‘So get back with her,’ Rosie said. ‘Tell her you want a second chance. Tell her you love her.’

He tossed the pen to one side. ‘I’m not in love with her.’

Rosie laughed. ‘Yeah, and I haven’t got stretch marks. Come on, Jake. When have you been this smitten?’

‘Smitten?’ He recoiled at the term. ‘I am not smitten.’

‘You coughed up a thousand bucks for her,’ Rosie said. ‘You’re smitten all right.’

Jake felt like throwing his phone at the wall. ‘Did you have a reason for calling other than to rub my nose in the fact that I’ve been dumped?’

‘I was hoping you could take Nathan for a couple of days,’ Rosie said. ‘You mentioned the other day at Robbie’s that you’ve got this weekend off. It’ll take your mind off things. I’ve got the chance to go to a health spa with a girlfriend. Should be fun.’

Jake drew in a breath and slowly exhaled. ‘I was kind of hoping to have some time to myself this weekend.’

‘You’ve been spending too much time by yourself lately,’ Rosie said. ‘Come on, Jake, it’ll do you good to spend some quality time with Nathan. You’ve got nothing better to do, have you?’

Jake drummed his fingers on the desk for a moment. He could think of at least a hundred things he could do that would get him off the hook with his sister, but not one of them seemed important enough to justify spoiling her plans in order to indulge herself with a bit of R&R. The trouble was he was always putting other people’s needs and wants before his own.

And Kitty’s.

Yeah, that’s right, you great big bozo, he thought in self-recrimination. Isn’t it time you thought of what she wants and needs?

Kitty was being brave enough to travel all that way to support her friends, to put her bitterness aside. Who would support her? Who would hand her tissue after tissue during the soppy bits of the service?

Who would tell her he loved her and couldn’t bear to spend another day without her in his life?

Jake shoved back his chair and stood up. ‘Actually, I do have something on,’ he said. ‘I’m flying to London for the weekend.’

‘You’re what?’ Rosie gasped. ‘Did you say London? London as in England? London as in Buckingham Palace and Big Ben and the Queen and Harrods?’

‘Yep.’

‘Are you out of your cotton-picking mind? Rosie asked. ‘Who on earth flies to London for a weekend?’

Jake felt a smile spread over his face. ‘A man head over heels in love does,’ he said, and hung up the phone.

‘You look beautiful,’ Kitty said as she adjusted Sophie’s veil outside the church. ‘I’m so happy for you.’

Sophie gripped Kitty’s hands in both of hers. ‘I’m so glad you came,’ she said with tears in her eyes. ‘It means so much to Charles and me. We could never be happy together unless we felt you were happy for us.’

‘I am happy for you,’ Kitty said. ‘I’m sorry for being such a cow about things. I can’t believe I was so childish. You two belong together. Anyone can see that.’

Sophie beamed. ‘Here’s our cue,’ she said as the organ started to play. ‘Shall we get this show on the road?’

‘Let’s do it.’ Kitty smiled even though a part of her ached that Jake wasn’t here to see how brave she was being. She missed him more now there were so many miles between them.

But then he had always been far away—if not physically then emotionally.

Jake’s flight was late landing, and then there was a delay coming through Customs. He had to wait ages for a taxi, and to top it all off there was an accident a kilometre or so from the church where the wedding was taking place. He had sourced that information via Gwen, who had let slip that Kitty’s best friend was being married in her home village just outside of London.

The service was well under way by the time he trudged through the snow, having paid off the taxi driver who had had no choice but to stick it out until the tow trucks cleared everything away.

It was freezing.

How did anyone survive this climate? His face felt as if it was being burned with the cold. The sun was like a rheumy eye behind moody clouds. Why would anyone get married on a day like this? Why not wait until spring or summer, when there was at least the faint possibility of the sun breaking through the mattress-thick clouds?

Jake slipped in the back of the church and watched the proceedings. Kitty was standing holding the bride’s bouquet. She looked amazing. She was wearing a blue V-neck satin dream of a tea dress that clung to her slim body like a glove. Her hair was in an up style that highlighted her elegant cheekbones. Her make-up was understated, but she still outshone the bride.

Quite frankly, he couldn’t see what the groom was thinking in choosing the bride over Kitty. The bride looked OK—well, more than OK if you had a thing for straight raven hair and strong features. Kitty, on the other hand looked delicate and dainty. She had a smile on her face that he could only hope was genuine.

A flood of doubts suddenly assailed him. What if she sent him packing? What if he made a complete fool of himself before all these toffee-nosed guests?

He started to picture it in his head. A top-notch security team would frogmarch him to the door, shoving him out into the cold …

But then Kitty shifted slightly and locked gazes with him. He saw the shock in her eyes. They opened wide, along with her mouth, but then, as if she suddenly remembered she had a role to play as maid of honour, she turned back to the proceedings and fixed a neutral smile on her face.

Jake glanced at the ushers either side of him at the back of the church. So far so good. He wasn’t identified as an interloper—yet.

The bride and groom kissed and then moved to the vestry to sign the register. Kitty went with the rest of the bridal party. Jake’s insides clenched when he saw the best man slide his arm around her waist in a proprietorial manner.

He wanted to punch the guy’s lights out.

The bride and groom were announced and began to make their journey back down the aisle. Jake waited patiently as Kitty went past. She sent him a sideways glance that made his heart race. Was that a smile he could see playing about her lips? Was it for the cameras or for him?

He had to wait twenty minutes or so to find out. Finally he cornered her in between photos. ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Nice day for a wedding.’

‘You think?’ Kitty said with a wary look.

‘Personally I’d opt for a summer day at the beach, with a celebrant in bare feet,’ he said. ‘Just a few close friends and family. And a barbecue in the park to follow—a few beers, loads of cheap champagne.’

She angled her head at him. ‘No cucumber sandwiches?’

He grinned at her. ‘Maybe a couple, if that’s what you want.’

Her neat brows met over her eyes. ‘Are you …?’ She shook her head as if she was hallucinating. ‘God, I knew I shouldn’t have had that champagne with Sophie while we were getting our hair done. It’s gone straight to my head.’

‘I love you,’ Jake said. ‘I want to marry you.’

Kitty blinked. ‘I am never going to let alcohol pass my lips again. Ever.’ She made to move past him. ‘Excuse me. I have to join the others for the official photos. They’re waiting for me.’

‘Hey,’ Jake said, snaring her arm to bring her back to face him. ‘I’ve just travelled close to seventeen thousand kilometres to ask you to marry me. The least you could do is give me a straight yes or no.’

Kitty ran her tongue over her lips. ‘Is this a joke?’ she asked. ‘Are you doing this to make fun of me or something?’

He barked out a wry laugh. ‘You think I’d joke about something like this? I left everything to get over here to be with you. I’ll probably lose my job when the CEO finds out I’ve left the country. I just wanted to see you face-to-face. I’ve never asked someone to marry me before. I didn’t want to do it over the phone or with a text or on Skype. Telling someone you love them is a big deal—or at least it is in my book.’

Kitty felt a tremor of sheer joy judder through her body. ‘You love me?’

His sapphire-blue gaze softened. ‘How could I not love you?’ he asked, grasping her by the hands. ‘I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Marry me, Kitty. Have babies with me. I’ll be a great dad. I’ve had loads of practice. I’m not sure what sort of husband I’ll make. I haven’t had a great role model. But I know I love you so much that I can’t bear the thought of spending another day of my life without you in it.’

Kitty was reeling from shock, surprise and happiness. ‘But I thought you never wanted to get married,’ she said. ‘You said you didn’t want to be tied down. That you were sick of being responsible for everyone.’

‘Loving someone is all about responsibility,’ Jake said. ‘As soon as you love someone you become responsible for them and they become responsible for you. I’ve been watching out for my family for so long that I didn’t realise I was part of the problem. My sisters and brother are so used to me being there for them that they’ve forgotten how to be there for each other. With me stepping away for these few days Rosie has turned to Jen for help. Robbie has chipped in as well.’

Kitty looked at him in wonder, still not sure if she was imagining him standing before her in person. ‘I can’t believe you came all this way,’ she said. ‘I keep thinking you’re going to melt away in a puff of smoke or something.’

‘Smoke?’ He looked at her incredulously. ‘Are you joking? I’m more likely to be frozen to the spot. How on earth do you live like this? It’s perishingly cold out here, and there you are with bare arms and shoulders. Do you want my jacket?’ He quickly shrugged himself out of it and draped it around her shoulders.

She smiled as she breathed in his scent and body warmth. ‘I just want you,’ she said.

He cupped her face in his hands and pressed a lingering kiss to her mouth. ‘God, I’ve missed you so much,’ he said, once he had raised his mouth off hers. ‘You are coming back, aren’t you? You still have six weeks to fulfil your term.’

Her eyes danced as they held his. ‘So I’m not on probation any more, Dr Chandler?’ she asked.

He tugged her up close, his eyes glinting down at her. ‘You never were,’ he said and captured her mouth beneath his.
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CHAPTER ONE

‘OKAY, everyone, listen up.’ Mike, the Blenheim Ambulance Base manager, strode purposefully into the staffroom and straddled a chair. ‘I’ve just been talking to the boffins in Nelson.’

Nikki lifted her head from her laptop where she had been engrossed in her studies. Any conversation between Nelson, where their overall boss worked from, and Blenheim stations usually had a direct effect on everyone. ‘What now?’ she asked with a grin. ‘Got to cut back on our coffee intake?’

Mike grinned back as he shook his head. ‘Nothing so drastic. We’ve employed a paramedic, starting in eight days’ time.’

Good news for once. ‘That’s going to lighten the workload for some of us.’ They had plenty of volunteers working as ambulance officers but few full-time paramedics and advanced paramedics, which meant she was always being called in to work extra shifts. Not that she minded most of the time. More shifts meant more pay to spend at the fashion shops.

Mike hadn’t finished. ‘Gavin, I intend putting the two of you together so you can mentor him as he trains for his Advanced Paramedic qualification. I think you’ll get on well with him. He comes across as confident and competent, as well as likeable.’

Gavin’s face turned thoughtful. ‘Why not Nikki? She’s just as capable as me.’

Unused to Gavin questioning anything, Mike looked taken aback. ‘She is, but at the moment this is how I want it to run. Okay?’

‘Sure.’ But Gavin looked worried.

To give him a break Nikki asked, ‘So who is this person? Anyone we know?’

‘I doubt it. He’s been in Dunedin for years, but has decided to move back home. His credentials were too good not to take him on immediately. He could get a job anywhere in New Zealand if he wanted.’

Nikki shivered. A guy returning home from Dunedin after years away. Why should that raise her antenna so quickly? Quite a few people from here had gone to university in Dunedin and not come back. She glanced up at Mike but saw nothing more than enthusiasm for his new staff member. Another shiver tripped through her. ‘Do we get a name for this guy?’

Mike’s gaze remained fixed on her. ‘Fraser McCall.’

The air left her lungs in a whoosh. The warning shaking her body had been right. ‘That doesn’t make sense. Are you talking about Fraser Ian McCall? Twenty-seven years old?’

‘The same man.’ Mike frowned. ‘Problem?’

Yes. A big one. Panic squeezed her, turned her skin icy. Fraser could not work here, in this station, with her. He could not. It was too small. They’d always be running into each other, even if they were on opposing shifts. Did he know she worked here? If he did then it was unfair of him to even contemplate joining up. Why had he? ‘He’s a doctor, not a paramedic.’

Mike stood up. ‘Wrong. McCall’s been working on the ambulances for three years.’

Really? Why? Five years ago Fraser had just finished his fourth year at med school so that left two years between then and now unaccounted for. Of course, she hadn’t heard anything about him since she’d returned home from Dunedin but he must’ve finished his studies at university in that time. Swallowing hard to push away the sudden blockage in her throat, she croaked, ‘What was he doing before he joined the ambulance service?’

‘You know I can’t give out confidential information about any of the staff, including you, Nikki.’ There was a warning, a message, in Mike’s eyes just for her.

Hadn’t Fraser mentioned to Mike he knew her? That they had history not easily dismissed? Hell, that they couldn’t possibly work together? For five long years Fraser had shown he didn’t give a damn about what had become of her. Why would he start now?

‘Does he know I work here?’

‘Yes. He seemed surprised. Said he knew you when you were a chef, and that you hadn’t had a medical thought in your head.’

She dipped her head in acknowledgement. ‘True.’ Unexpected pain lashed at her. Was that all he admitted to remembering about her? What about the part where he had been her fiancé? Or that they’d lived together for three years? Been high-school sweethearts?

Her brain ran into overdrive, trying to assimilate the one piece of news she’d never, ever expected to be told. Or wanted to hear. Her hands clenched in her trouser pockets. How could she work with the man who’d once sworn he loved her so much he’d broken his own vow and proposed before he’d finished his training?

The man who had not shown up for their wedding, leaving her looking a complete fool, shaking in her high heels and beautiful silk gown, clinging to her father’s arm as they’d stood on the top step ready to walk the aisle. To her love, her bright and exciting future.

They’d waited, and waited, she and her dad. Slowly her mother had joined them, then her four brothers had surrounded them, protecting her from the buzz of questions rising from the guests also waiting.

At the time she’d been frantic, thinking the worst, imagining him in a hospital bed after an accident, but he hadn’t been there. Or anywhere she’d called. It had been as though he’d vanished into thin air. Then late that night he’d called her from who knew where. It had been the call she’d have given anything not to receive.

‘Nik, I’m so sorry. About today, about everything. I won’t be marrying you. Not ever. I’m sorry.’ Fraser had choked and then the line had gone dead. As far as she knew, he hadn’t been seen in Blenheim since.

* * *

The pen in Nikki’s fingers shook, creating wonky lines as she filled in the weekly checklist for Blenheim One ambulance. Her teeth pressed into her top lip, inflicting a sharp pain. ‘What’s wrong with me this morning?’ She couldn’t blame the icy chill from the late winter frost blanketing Blenheim.

Fraser McCall. That’s what’s wrong.

‘I know.’ Her teeth dug harder.

So what are you going to say to him first? Hi, and welcome. Or, where’ve you been hiding for the past five years since you ran out on me?

‘Definitely not that. That’d be telling him how much I still care and that’s a non-starter.’

Since hearing from Mike that her worst nightmare was coming true she’d lived in dread of this day. Her stomach had been rioting continuously, barely tolerating even the tastiest food. The belt on her trousers was a notch tighter. Her mind had refused to shut down at night, giving a constant recital of all the reasons why she did not want to work with Fraser.

There’d been little sleep, causing her head to ache continuously. The headache pills she’d swallowed an hour ago hadn’t worked, as they hadn’t for the past eight days. And now her hands had started this crazy shaking that made her writing look like a two-year-old’s.

How challenging could working with Fraser be? How difficult was it to run a marathon over mountains with no preparation? Her hands shook harder. Mike had put them on the same four-day roster, and no amount of pleading had changed that. She’d even baked Mike’s favourite coffee and walnut cake, but had got zip, nada, nothing. At least she’d be working days while Fraser did the nights, and vice versa. Hopefully they’d only see each other at shift changeover. Still, far too often.

Toughen up. Use the opportunity to finally ask him why he left. Why he couldn’t face marrying you. Why he didn’t have the gumption to face up to you that day and tell you straight. Then you can tell him exactly how much you hurt at the time and that you’re now totally over him.

‘I am?’ Of course she was. ‘I’m older and wiser. I’ve learned not to trust as easily—which has to be a good thing, right?’ Whatever. But she did have her future all mapped out, which went to show how far she’d moved on from Fraser.

A lonely future without a husband or children of your own.

‘There’s a wee niece or nephew due in six months’ time. How cool’s that?’

Not the same as your own. True. One day she’d love to have a baby, to feel it grow inside her, to push it out into the world and then smother it in love.

‘Talking to yourself again?’ Mike asked from the internal garage door.

‘Only way to get a sensible answer,’ she quipped automatically, while bending down to check the tread on the rear tyres. She didn’t want Mike to see the pain and worry that must surely be swimming in her eyes.

‘You’re early. There’s fifteen minutes until you clock on at seven.’

‘I was up and ready so decided I might as well come in.’ She’d figured it would be better to already be working when Fraser arrived. That way she could acknowledge his presence and then immediately carry on with the job. She straightened up slowly, made a show of ticking another box.

‘Like you do that often.’ When she glanced across the garage, Mike’s calm, knowing smile beamed at her. ‘Our newest crew member’s also early.’

‘What?’ Fraser was here already? Shouldn’t she have sensed his presence? Breathe in deeply, breathe out. In, out. It was too soon to front up to him. She wasn’t ready. She’d never be ready. The next tick on the checklist skewed sideways. ‘Dang.’ She could do without this ridiculous thumping in her chest and the sudden lump blocking her throat. What did she say to him? It wasn’t as though they could ever become friends again. Could they? No, too much pain sat between them.

‘Nikki, you’ll be fine. Whatever your problem is with Fraser, you’re a very professional AP and I know you won’t let anything come between you and your job.’ Mike’s words soothed her a little. If he believed she could manage then she’d do her best to live up to his expectations.

‘I wish I was as confident as you.’ She’d even mentioned resigning to Mike a couple of days ago but he’d known it for the halfhearted gesture it had been. She loved working as an AP and this was the only full-time ambulance station within a hundred kilometres. Her plans for owning a catering business were for the future, not now when she could help so many people when they were ill or distressed.

Mike stepped closer, the concern in his eyes worrying. ‘Fraser’s in the tearoom. Come and have a coffee, break the ice while everyone’s around. You have to get past this moment, whatever’s causing it.’

Gulp. There was another option. She could run away. So you’re a coward now? Face it, Fraser can’t hurt you any more. That’s done and dusted. And he was the one who did the running away, remember? Pushing her shoulders back, sucking in another deep breath, she plonked the checklist down on the front seat of the ambulance and squeaked, ‘You’re right.’ She owed this man who’d given her a break and taken her on at a time when he’d had many applicants, some far more qualified than her. Tapping his shoulder, she gave a weak smile. ‘Thanks.’

At the tearoom door her shaky resolution backed off. Standing with his back to her, talking to Chloe and Ryan, who were about to take over on Blenheim Two for the day shift, was Fraser. Her first glimpse of him since she’d come home from Dunedin to get ready for their wedding, fully expecting him to follow her three weeks later.

Her heart bumped hard against her ribs as she drank in the sight of him. Fraser’s tall, lean body had morphed into a broader, more muscular version of the body she’d known intimately.

On Fraser the very ordinary uniform looked like something out of a style magazine. The black pants hugged his mouth-watering butt in a way that made her fingers itch.

What had seemed difficult had just become darned near impossible. Right now her heart was squeezing tight with raw longing, and her eyes were filling as an alien tenderness overtook her. Transfixed, she drank in the sight of this man who’d dominated her thoughts one way or another for all her adult life.

She swallowed, hard. ‘Hello, Fraser.’

He turned slowly. Nervous? Unwilling to face her? It had never occurred to her over the past few days that he might find this situation as difficult as she was. But maybe he did. After all, he still owed her an explanation, not to mention an apology.

‘Nikki.’ He gulped. ‘You’re looking good.’ His rich, golden-honey voice washed over her, bringing with it a storm of sweet memories.

Memories that until this moment she’d believed she’d deleted from her mind. Fraser murmuring to her as they’d lain tangled in the sheets of their small double bed in the cosy flat they’d shared with two other med students in Dunedin. Fraser egging her on to beat him at strip poker then laughing like crazy when she’d lost.

Stop it. Focus. Concentrate. Remember everything else. The burning humiliation, the pain in her heart so big she thought she’d die.

Nikki stared at him, speech impossible. He looked … different. That full, generous mouth, strong jaw line, the autumn-brown eyes all were tight with wariness instead of the constant laughter she remembered. But that was the least of the changes. His face had deep lines running either side of his mouth. A jolt of shock ripped through her as she looked further. His once straight, thick, chocolate-brown hair was streaked with grey, and curls spun over the tops of his ears, coiled at the edge of his collar.

What had happened? Was that why he’d done a runner? No. She refused to accept that as an excuse for his actions. If anything had gone wrong he’d have told her, and they’d have sorted it—together.

From somewhere a long way away Mike said, ‘Let’s have coffee while it’s quiet. Fraser, you’ll be pleased to know Nikki puts her cooking skills to great use and keeps us supplied with yummy treats.’

Nikki jumped. For a brief moment she’d forgotten where she was. A quick look around the staffroom showed Gavin and Amber watching this meeting with interest, as were the other day crew, who’d just arrived. Amber, her friend and flatmate, should’ve clocked off by now, but had probably hung around to meet the new guy. Questions blazed from her eyes, warning Nikki there’d be an interrogation later.

Fraser spoke into the silence. ‘My stomach’s doing flips already.’

Nikki looked into his eyes, really looked, and locked gazes with him. She saw pain and resignation, determination and wariness, all tumbled together. None of the extreme confidence she’d known before. Again, shock tilted her sideways.

‘So, how are you?’ he asked softly.

Her chin pushed forward. ‘Fine, good, busy.’ Dumb struck, clueless about how to deal with you.

‘It is really good to see you. You look different somehow.’ Fraser’s tone sounded genuine, as his eyes appraised her slowly.

Too darned slowly. Making her skin heat. Drying her mouth. Huh? What was going on here? Had to be the sleepless nights catching up with her. Why else would she be feeling these odd sensations for a man she no longer trusted enough to make her a coffee?

Fraser moved forward, his arms lifting in her direction. To hug her?

Yikes. No way. Not now, not here. Not ever. Quickly shoving her right hand out, she gripped his, shook it perfunctorily and let go. But not before something she hadn’t felt for five years zinged up her arm. Desire.

Fraser heard Nikki mutter, ‘Dang.’ She spun away, her thick dark blonde plait swinging across her back as she added, ‘I need coffee.’

Fraser grimaced. He could relate to that. Strong, black coffee might just fix what ailed him. Temporarily.

As if the mess he’d created way back when he’d learned he wasn’t invulnerable could ever be fixed. Even with the best reasons in the world there was no denying he’d mucked up big time. Especially with this woman standing within reaching distance and looking as remote as the top of the Himalayas.

He couldn’t prevent himself watching every movement Nikki made as she crossed to the whiteboard where case studies were written up for everyone to read and learn from. Despite the bulky green jacket she wore she seemed leaner than he remembered. Her steps were more deliberate, as though she’d lost the constant spring in her walk. Nikki Page. The girl he’d cherished at school. The woman he’d desperately wanted to marry. The lady he’d walked away from. Walked? Sped from, more like. He’d broken her heart. He’d also broken his own. Completely.

But he’d eventually got over her. Or so he’d thought. He’d truly believed that or he’d never have come to work here, despite how much he needed to become an AP for his father’s sake.

‘How do you take your coffee, Fraser?’ Mike waved a mug at him, thankfully shifting his focus for a second.

‘Black, thanks.’ His gaze instantly returned to Nikki. Hell, a few moments ago he’d nearly hugged her. Why? Trying to prove that seeing her again was easy, that he had no hang-ups from the past? Proving it to Nikki? Or himself? Suddenly he felt unsure of everything—his plans to remain in Blenheim and settle down, his yearning to claw back the friendships he’d known before he’d messed up.

‘I’ve got some cereal here for our breakfast,’ the girl introduced to him as Amber told Nikki. Then waved the box at him. ‘Fraser?’

Nikki’s shoulders rolled. ‘Not hungry at the moment.’

‘Me neither.’ He’d forced some toast down before leaving home twenty minutes ago, nearly gagging as it had stuck in his throat. Tiredness dragged at his body after he’d spent half the night pacing the house, keeping away from his parents’ room in case he woke his light-sleeping mother. He’d asked himself repeatedly if coming to work here was the right thing to do, and had repeatedly come up with the same answer. It wasn’t, and yet it was if he was getting on with his new life.

Amber shook the cereal box. ‘You’ve got to have some food, Nikki. You’ve hardly eaten anything for days now.’

Nikki winced. ‘Okay, just a little to appease you, bossy.’

So Nikki’s appetite had disappeared lately. Since she’d heard he was coming to work at the same station? Strange, but he couldn’t possibly affect her any more, could he? Not after the damage he’d done before. The way he’d treated her had been truly bad, despite his justifiable reasons.

‘I’m bossy?’ Amber chuckled. ‘That’s rich.’

‘That’s what friends are for. Keeping you in line.’ Nikki shrugged eloquently and rubbed out a word on the board, rewrote it spelled correctly. ‘Gavin, your spelling is atrocious. And don’t go blaming your Welsh background. We might speak funny in New Zealand but the words are the same.’

Gavin looked up from the paper and spoke in what sounded like a put-on broad Welsh accent. ‘You’re right, Amber. She’s nothing if not officious.’ His wink showed how unfazed he was by Nikki’s comments. ‘So, Fraser, what brings you back to Blenheim? If you don’t mind me asking, that is?’

‘Family.’ And getting on with the life he’d believed for so long he’d never get the chance to live. A second chance. ‘My dad’s not well so I want to be around to help out with things like keeping the house and section in order, making sure my mother’s coping okay.’

Nikki’s hand stilled on the board. Listening carefully? She asked without turning around, ‘What’s wrong with Ken?’

‘He’s got dementia.’

Nikki gasped, turned to look at him, sympathy in those wide azure eyes. ‘That’s terrible. Hard for your mum too, I imagine. I’m sorry, I didn’t know.’

None of Nikki’s family had had anything to do with his parents since that dreadful day when he’d hurt not just Nikki but two families who’d cared about him. He’d lost a lot of people who’d been important to him that day, but he only had himself to blame.

‘Mum’s managing but I think she’s reaching her limits now that Dad’s getting very argumentative and wanders a bit. That’s why I’ve decided to live at home and not get my own place yet.’

Nikki nodded. ‘I can hear your mum now, checking what time you get home at night, making sure you put your washing out. She’ll be enjoying having you to watch over.’

There was a lot Nikki didn’t know but she’d got that spot on. His mum had been devastated that he hadn’t come home when he’d been diagnosed, but she certainly seemed intent on making up for that now.

Gavin leaned back in his chair. ‘You can’t beat having your family around. They take precedence over everything else.’

There’s no wedding ring on Nikki’s finger. The thought blazed through him. She’s still single. Hang on. No ring meant nothing. She could be in a relationship. Why not? A stunning-looking woman whom everyone adored would attract any red-blooded male. He should feel happy for her, not empty and sad. And maybe a tiny bit hopeful.

‘Are your parents still living in Redwood Street?’ Nikki stared at him. ‘Fraser?’

He shook away those bewildering thoughts. ‘Same old house that I grew up in. It’s looking a bit tired now.’ His mum was struggling with the maintenance. He should’ve come home sooner but no one had told him he was needed. Not until the night last month when he’d phoned his parents to give them the good news that his five-year tests had shown no sign of the cancer returning. The specialist had virtually given him an all-clear and a new lease on life.

His good news had been tempered with the information that his father had dementia and had had it for two years. It hurt that his mother had decided not to mention it while the cancer cloud had hung over him. Another black mark against him.

There’d been no time yesterday to track Nikki down and make contact prior to starting here. Neither had he found out anything about her, so he asked now, ‘Are you living on the farm? Or in town somewhere?’

‘Amber and I share a poky flat not far from here.’

No address, then. But what had he expected? An invitation to dinner? ‘Most of town isn’t far from here.’

Mike coughed. ‘Can I see you two in my office? Now?’

Nikki’s azure eyes blinked. ‘Shouldn’t Gavin be joining you? He’s the one going to work with Fraser.’

Mike answered brusquely, ‘No. Bring your coffee with you.’

At the table Gavin appeared totally absorbed in the newspaper.

What was up? Suddenly Fraser sensed he was about to learn something he definitely would not like. He knew that feeling. It started deep in his belly and writhed outwards, upwards, cold and insidious, taking over his body and then his mind. He’d known it once before and that time the news had been grim. He wanted to call out to Mike, to stop him before any words were uttered, but Mike had disappeared into his office.

At the door Nikki turned back to him, a huge question in her eyes. So she was worried too. He wished he had it in his power to take away that dread blinking back at him. Hell, she was still gut-wrenchingly beautiful. His heart slowed, his throat filled as he headed in the direction of the office they’d been summoned to. She still turned his head, still made him want to hold her and run his hands over her satin skin. Talk about bad timing for remembering those particular sensations. Nikki Page was a no-go zone.

Closing the office door was a mistake. He’d shut the three of them into the small space and there was no getting away from Nikki. He drew a deep, steadying breath. And inhaled her scent. The one that had always reminded him of summer gardens; of roses and freesias and peonies. For a brief moment his head spun, almost taking his feet out from under him. Placing a hand on top of the filing cabinet, he waited for his heart rate to slow to normal. And tried to concentrate on the dull, grey carpet under his black workboots.

Then Mike began to speak and he forgot everything as the dread he’d felt minutes ago became reality.

‘Gavin handed me his notice last night. Patricia has been homesick for a while now so they’re heading back to Wales next month.’ Mike sat on the edge of his desk, his feet stretched between them. ‘Nikki, you’re taking his place as Fraser’s mentor.’

‘C-can’t Gavin do it until he leaves? A month’s a long time.’ Her bottom teeth bit into her top lip and her wide eyes gleamed desperately at her boss. ‘I can take over in September.’

‘No, Fraser deserves continuity while he’s training.’ Mike hesitated, looked from Nikki to him and back to Nikki. ‘Look, you two have obviously got history but if you’re working here then you leave it at the door. Our patients deserve one hundred per cent concentration from all of us, all the time. I can’t have you warring on the job.’

‘That won’t happen,’ Fraser rushed to assure him.

Nikki’s head snapped up and the glare that pierced him told him he shouldn’t be so sure of that. But she did say, ‘As long as we keep everything on a professional basis, it should work.’ A breath escaped between her lips. ‘I guess,’ she added softly, the glare softening as worry and uncertainty took over.

Mike continued to outline what was expected of them both, then handed Fraser a folder, a key and a pager. ‘Your rosters, course notes and timetable, and access codes.’ He then shoved out his hand and clasped Fraser’s. ‘Again, welcome aboard. It’s great to have someone experienced joining us. Isn’t it, Nikki?’

Shaking Mike’s hand, Fraser watched Nikki as she hauled herself off the chair. ‘Yes, a change from training someone right from scratch.’ Her voice was a monotone, as though she’d put a tight rein on herself. Was she barely keeping from yelling at him to go away, get lost?

Ah, Nik, if only you knew how much I regret having done that to you once already. On everyone’s belts pagers beeped simultaneously. Relief poured across Nikki’s face as she snatched at hers. ‘Priority one. We’re on, Fraser.’ And she was gone, charging out the door and into the garage before he’d taken a step.

He followed quickly, equally glad of the interruption while they both assimilated the new situation. But, damn, working in the same truck with Nikki would make everything a hundred times more difficult. They weren’t being given any time to get used to being around one another. No time at all. Straight into the fire. Might be the best way.







CHAPTER TWO

NIKKI raced for the ambulance, leaving Fraser to follow. He might be used to a different station but the drill would be the same. Snapping her seat belt in place, she turned the ignition key as he slid into the passenger seat. ‘Did you unplug the truck?’ she asked, without looking at him.

‘Yes. Having you drive off with the power supply still attached wouldn’t be a good look on my first day.’

‘It’s been done before.’ Mainly by new recruits eager to leap aboard, on their way to a call, and completely forgetting about all the truck’s many batteries being kept topped up while on standby. With so much equipment on board that needed power, the batteries drained very quickly.

Fraser tapped the computer screen, bringing up the details of the callout. ‘Ashleigh Rest Home. Eighty-seven-year-old woman found lying on bedroom floor. Conscious but groggy.’

‘And probably very cold because of this morning’s frost.’ Putting on the lights and siren, she eased the ambulance out of the garage, nodding thanks to the car drivers giving way to them. If she concentrated on the details of the job and the traffic she was weaving the heavy vehicle through she might be able to pretend that wasn’t Fraser sitting on the other side of the truck.

Who was she kidding? It was Fraser. No getting away from that. His size dominated the cab. The tantalising citrus smell of his aftershave teased her senses. He hadn’t used aftershave before, not that she could remember, and she remembered most things about him. He liked scrambled eggs soft and made with cream, his toast underdone, his steak rare, and would refuse point blank to eat lumpy mashed potatoes.

Fraser fumbled around behind her seat. ‘Where’s the PRF kept?’

‘Under your seat.’

He found the patient report form and copied in details from the screen, appearing totally impervious to the situation.

Why couldn’t she act as though he was any other crew member she had to mentor? She tried. ‘Patient’s name?’

‘Mavis Everest.’

‘Don’t know her.’ In a town the size of Blenheim she often attended people she knew, which added a personal, and not always welcome, factor to the situation. ‘Is Mavis in a unit or the hospital wing?’

‘A detached unit, number three. She must be capable of looking out for herself, then. Not bad at that age.’

‘Probably has a caregiver.’ Nikki hated the idea of anyone she loved ending up in a retirement village. A lot of people liked the security and companionship but she couldn’t see her parents there after spending their lives on the farm. Not that they were even close to having to think about that but, still, she already knew she’d look after them if the need arose.

‘Is this a good rest home?’ Fraser asked, peering through the windscreen as the entrance came into view.

‘I’ve never heard any complaints or noticed anything untoward. Why? Looking for somewhere to live?’ Dang, why crack a joke? She was supposed to be keeping aloof and discussing work only.

Fraser’s smile flicked on and off so fast she nearly missed it. ‘No, thinking about my dad.’

‘He’s too young for this place.’ She recalled Ken McCall as being years younger than her father. ‘But I guess dementia doesn’t take note of age.’

‘Isn’t that a fact? He’s decades too young. But soon Mum has to face reality and put him into care. He’s already a handful for her.’ A haunting sadness filtered through Fraser’s voice and into the cab between them.

‘But she loves him. It can’t be easy, making that decision.’

‘No, it can’t,’ he snapped.

Whoa, what had she said wrong?

Then he said in a milder tone, ‘Sorry. I’m still trying to get my head around it all.’

Nikki negotiated the narrow entranceway, her mind focused almost entirely on Fraser. His sadness made her want to do the strangest of things. Made her yearn to put her arms around him and hug him tight; made her wish his worries away.

Stop it. Let Fraser in at all and you’re back where he left off with you. It was a long enough haul getting over him the first time. Just remember the black hole of depression you fell into and that’ll keep you well away from him.

With a hitch in her throat she drove into the parking area. How could she even be contemplating touching him or wanting to help him? That’s what partners, husbands and wives, lovers did. Not estranged couples.

Finding unit three, Nikki prepared to back up to the tiny pathway leading to Mavis Everest’s front door, checking as she went how low a nearby tree hung. Wiping off the emergency lights with a branch never went down well back at the station. A car was parked close to where she wanted to put the truck. She sighed. ‘Why couldn’t the staff have asked the car owner to shift?’

‘Want me to direct you?’ Fraser’s hand was on the doorhandle.

‘I’ve got it.’ She backed up neatly and stopped. Jumping down, she headed for the back of the truck and pulled the doors open, tugged out the stretcher in readiness for their patient.

When Fraser picked up the defibrillator and the pack containing their equipment, she nodded silently. He knew what he was doing.

A tall, gaunt woman in her late fifties opened the front door. ‘Judy Mathers.’ She sighed exasperatedly.

‘I came around when Mum didn’t answer her phone. We talk every morning at seven while I’m getting ready for work. I found her on the floor and I can’t lift her back into bed.’

They squeezed into the stifling, tiny bedroom full of large furniture. At least their patient hadn’t got hypothermic but how she’d found a space to fall was beyond Nikki. ‘Mrs Everest, I’m Nikki and this is Fraser. How long have you been lying down there?’

‘Been here all night.’ Mavis Everest’s voice was weak but there was a twinkle of mischief in her faded eyes. ‘Long time since I spent the night on the floor alone.’

Unzipping her jacket, Nikki squeezed down beside the prostrate woman and smiled as she reached for Mavis’s wrist. She hated seeing elderly people in this sort of predicament. It seemed so undignified and lonely somehow. ‘Can you remember what happened?’

‘Got up to go to the bathroom and felt a bit dizzy. Must have blacked out because that’s all I remember. Woke up some time about two.’ When Nikki raised an eyebrow, Mavis added, ‘The radio was on. The talkback show and some silly man complaining about his ingrown toe-nails and how the doctor wouldn’t fix them.’

Mavis was alert and her speech coherent. All good indicators. Amazing, considering how long she’d been lying there. Nikki counted the steady beats under her fingertip as her watch ticked over a minute. Sixty-three. ‘Normal,’ she assured Mavis.

Fraser took Mavis’s other hand. ‘I’m going to check your blood-sugar level so just a wee prick in your finger, Mrs Everest.’

‘Ooh, dear, don’t go to any fuss. Just help me back into bed and I’ll be good as gold.’

From the doorway Judy said in her exasperated tone, ‘Do what they say, Mum, for goodness’ sake. They know best. The sooner they’ve done with you, the sooner I can get off to work.’

Blimey, show some concern for your mother, why don’t you? Nikki kept her face straight with difficulty.

Fraser deftly took a small sample of blood from the elderly woman’s thumb, speaking softly as he did so. ‘We need to find out why you were dizzy, Mavis. Nikki’s checking all your bones in case you did some damage when you fell.’

Nikki ran her hands over their patient’s head, down her neck, feeling for contusions or abnormalities.

Down Mavis’s arms, torso and on down her legs. ‘Looking good.’

‘For an old duck,’ Mavis quipped.

‘You’re only as old as you feel.’ Fraser shoved the glucometer back in its bag. ‘Glucose is four point six. No problems on that front.’

But a few minutes later he told Nikki, ‘Blood pressure’s low.’

Nikki nodded. ‘That could explain how she ended up on the floor.’ Looking up at Judy, she asked, ‘Has Mrs Everest got a history of low blood pressure?’

‘Doesn’t look like it.’ The woman held four pill bottles in her hand. ‘Only arthritis drugs here.’

She doesn’t know? ‘Can you pop them in a bag for us? And some overnight clothes.’ Nikki turned back to Mrs Everest. ‘Mavis, have you ever had any problems with your blood pressure before?’

‘Not that I’m aware of.’

‘Okay. The doctor will do some more tests. We’re going to take you to hospital now.’

‘No, love, I don’t want any fuss. My GP can visit when she’s got time later today.’

‘For pity’s sake, Mum, just do as they tell you. If you weren’t so stubborn about going into the partial-care wing of this place, we wouldn’t be here now.’

Nikki felt her blood beginning to simmer but bit down on the retort itching to escape. This had absolutely nothing to do with her. ‘Your GP would probably send you to hospital anyway, Mavis.’

‘My daughter will be happy with that. Save her having to check up on me.’ The yearning in the old lady’s voice saddened Nikki.

‘I’m sure she’ll find time to visit you.’ Or was that unrealistic? Nikki mightn’t know anything about Judy or her own family commitments but she couldn’t understand people who neglected their parents. Look at Fraser. His parents’ woes had brought him home when nothing else had.

Fraser straightened up. ‘I’ll bring the stretcher inside. Mavis, you’re going for the trip of your lifetime. First-class bed in the ambulance.’ He winked down at the little lady in her winceyette nightgown.

‘Do you serve meals as well?’ Mavis rallied, a tired smile lifting her mouth.

‘This is the drinks run. Saline via drip.’

Nikki gave Fraser a reluctant smile. This was the man she used to know. The man who’d always made people laugh with his light-hearted banter. ‘Keep it up. You’re making her feel better. I’ll get the stretcher.’ Laughter was definitely the best medicine. ‘We need to get Mavis into her dressing gown to keep her warm outside. I’ll also brush her hair to spruce her up a bit.’ Warmth and dignity would be equally important to the elderly lady.

‘Thanks, love. Can’t go out looking like something the cat dragged in.’

Fraser picked up the thick robe and began to gently slip a sleeve up Mavis’s arm. ‘You’re going to wow those doctors in ED by the time I’ve finished with you.’

Nikki strode outside for the stretcher and gasped. She’d been smiling. At Fraser, and how he handled Mavis so well. For a very brief moment she’d forgotten the past. Dang.

Thirty minutes later their patient had been delivered into the kind care of the ED nurses and Nikki pulled away from Wairau Hospital’s ambulance bay. ‘You were good with Mavis.’

Fraser picked up the handset. ‘Why do you sound surprised?’

Gulp. Yeah, why did she? ‘I’m not, really. You were always brilliant with patients.’ She’d observed it first hand when he’d been training and she’d dropped by the hospital to see him.

Changing the subject away from anything close and personal, she said quickly, ‘Some old folk are so lonely. I wonder how they get that way. Mavis’s daughter doesn’t exactly seem overly caring and loving.’

‘Maybe they’ve had a bust-up in the past. Life doesn’t always pan out how you expect it to.’ Fraser pressed the button and spoke to the call centre in Christchurch where all 111 calls in the South Island were dealt with.

Was she talking about his father? Or their relationship? Her life had certainly gone off course because of Fraser. But his voice had been harsh with knowledge, with deep understanding of things going wrong. Had he faced something terrible since before he’d left her? Or had it been the prospect of getting married that had distressed him so much? Not for the first time she wondered if he’d got cold feet at the thought of being tied to her for ever. Or had he thought her unattractive? Overweight? Not good in bed? Found another woman? All the insecurities she’d learned to deal with now flashed up in her head, but she quickly shoved them away. She was at work, not the place to be thinking about the past.

‘Blenheim One departing Wairau ED, en route to Base.’ His tone was measured, professional as he relayed details to Coms. It was the voice he used to calm distraught patients before he started gently teasing them and making them smile. The times she’d seen him on the wards he’d been completely at ease with patients and their families, making them feel they’d had his undivided attention for as long as they’d needed it.

‘Did you finish your medical degree?’ The words were out before she could stop them.

‘No.’ His fingers whitened as they pushed the handset back onto its hook.

‘Why not? All you ever wanted to be was a doctor. Even when we were kids you’d tell everyone that’s what you were going to be when you grew up.’

‘I changed my mind.’

Stunned, she again spoke without thinking, ‘You changed your mind after four years of study? Why?’

‘I wasn’t ready.’

‘Not ready? For what? You loved medicine. I remember all those endless nights you put in studying and not begrudging a single second. You couldn’t wait to get to university or the hospital every morning to learn more. You loved it all. There was the day you came home shouting with excitement, saying you wanted to be a surgeon, that surgery was amazing. Then months later you decided paediatrics was the greatest, all those little kids needing your care. Then—’

‘Drop it,’ Fraser snapped at her. ‘Just leave it, will you?’ The eyes he turned to her glittered angrily. His fists pounded his thighs. ‘I had a change of heart, Nik. That’s all.’

Perversely her heart swelled. He’d called her Nik, his pet name for her. No one else dared call her Nik. Until Fraser she’d hated it. Had he used it to drive his point home? Or because he still cared a little about her?

Idiot. Even if he does, it means nothing. You’re not interested in getting back with him, only in finding out why he took off in such a flaming hurry without a word of explanation.

Nothing had changed in that respect. He’d made it very clear he had no intention of telling her anything about what he’d been up to in the intervening years. She needed to mind her own business, even with Fraser. But she’d like some closure, even after all this time.

The radio squawked to life. ‘Blenheim One, stand by.’

Snatching up the handset, Fraser acknowledged, ‘Roger, Blenheim One standing by.’ His relief at the diversion throbbed between them.

Nikki pulled the ambulance over to the side of the road to wait until they found out where they were needed next. Her fingers drummed on the steering-wheel as she waited for the details. Her stomach cramped as it squeezed around yet more disappointment about Fraser. The silence between them was heavy with all the things they’d left unsaid. Had he ever really loved her? Had he got caught up in the excitement of their relationship and popped the question without thinking the ramifications through? Unlike her. She’d always loved Fraser, had always wanted to marry him and have his babies. She shot a quick glance in his direction, saw his face in profile as he glared outside, his chin pushed forward, the corner of his mouth white with tension.

‘Blenheim One, male, nineteen years old, severe abdo pain,’ the dispatcher intoned over the radio, her voice sharp in the frosty air of the cab.

Thank goodness. With a patient to deal with they could forget everything else for a while. Forget? Or postpone?

‘Roger, Coms.’ Fraser tapped the screen to bring up the patient details.

Nikki noted the address and made a U-turn, making a mental list of the obs she’d do for a patient with abdominal pain.

Fraser appeared fascinated with the passing houses. Then he surprised her further. ‘I’m not the only one to change careers. You always talked of being a chef, and had a goal to work in a top-class restaurant. What happened to that, Nikki?’

He’d turned the tables on her. She turned them back. ‘I never went back to Dunedin after you dumped me. I quit my job and stayed at home on the farm.’ She’d never have survived returning to the city where they’d lived. ‘You must’ve noticed that much.’

His mouth tightened. Regretting asking about her past now? ‘Who do you think packed up all your gear from our flat and sent it up to your parents’ farm?’

She deflated like a balloon suddenly let go. ‘I never knew it was you. I just thought it would’ve been one of our friends.’ So it had been Fraser who’d put into one of the boxes her favourite photo of them together at St Kilda beach. It now lay at the back of the wardrobe in her old room at the farm. ‘Did you leave university then? Or later?’

He ducked that one. ‘What made you choose the ambulance service?’

She sighed. ‘Dad had an accident, rolled the tractor at the back of the farm. Luckily he was thrown clear but still copped a broken femur and a punctured lung.’ Nikki paused, reliving the scene she’d come across when her dad hadn’t come in for lunch on time. ‘At first I thought he was dying, he looked so still and pale. I freaked.’ She’d wished Fraser had been there because he’d have known what to do.

Fraser had turned to look at her. ‘A frightening situation.’

‘Terrifying. The ambulance crew were fantastic and I began to see something else I might consider doing for a job. I volunteered the next week and gave them every hour I had free.’ It had also made her feel closer to him—for a while.

‘But you always hated the sight of blood.’ Fraser shook his head.

‘I got over that really fast.’

‘But you gave up your passion. I remember those fantastic meals you created. There was never a time when there wasn’t something tasty in our fridge. Our friends used to draw straws to see who came to dinner in our cramped flat because you loved giving them gastronomically divine treats …’ His voice trailed off. ‘Oh.’

‘Exactly.’ There hadn’t been a lot of fun in cooking after they’d broken up. Cooking was her way of expressing love and friendship, and for a long while she had struggled with the whole concept. She’d got a job as junior chef at one of Blenheim’s vineyard restaurants but it had been a drag, a way of earning an income, not a lot of fun. Because her passion for food had disappeared.

Moments later Fraser said, ‘Here’s our stop. That narrow driveway by the hedge. You’ll have to park on the roadside.’ He stood and pushed through to the back, no doubt to get the pack. His hip brushed her shoulder lightly.

She braked sharply. Sucked air through her teeth. It was only a hip. An unintentional touch.

‘Hey,’ Fraser called out.

‘Sorry,’ she muttered, and eased the heavy vehicle alongside the pavement. She was toast if she went hyper every time Fraser inadvertently bumped against her, because it was going to happen often working together with a patient in the crowded confines of the ambulance. She shoved her door wide, dropped to the ground with a thud, jarring her teeth. Not even halfway through day one of his training and she was going stark raving bonkers with emotions all over the place.

A girl aged in her late teens let them into the untidy house. ‘Col’s in a lot of pain. He can’t move at all.’

Nikki followed her through to the lounge, trying not to breathe deeply as the rancid stench of body odour swamped her nostrils. Looking for a clean spot to put down the pack, she asked the young man sprawled across the couch, ‘Col Hargreaves? I’m Nikki. I hear you’ve got a pain in your stomach.’ She had to shout over the din from the enormous television.

‘It’s agony,’ the man groaned.

‘Can you show me exactly where it’s hurting?’ Nikki crouched down beside the couch and, picking up the remote, lowered the noise level.

Tugging his sweatshirt up, Col stabbed the right side of his belly with his forefinger. ‘Here.’ Another poke on the left side. ‘And here.’

‘How long has this been going on?’

‘Since last night.’ Col moved sideways and foul language followed.

Wrapping the pressure cuff around his upper arm, Nikki kept up the questions, trying to ignore everything else. ‘Have you had something like this before?’

‘Yeah, last week. Your lot took me to hospital but the doctor couldn’t find what was wrong. Are you going to take me there again?’

‘Yes, after we’ve taken some readings.’ She wrote the normal blood pressure results on her glove. ‘What were you doing when the pain started?’ She could hear Fraser pushing the stretcher through the door behind her.

‘Watching TV.’ Her patient gave a loud and drawn-out groan. ‘I get giddy too. Ahh,’ he squealed.

‘Take it easy. On a scale of one to ten how strong is the pain?’

‘Ten.’

Then he should be writhing in agony. ‘Is it hurting anywhere else?’

‘Nah, only in my gut.’

‘Okay, Col. We need to get you up onto the stretcher. Reckon you can do that by yourself?’

‘Lady, I’m in pain here.’

Fraser stepped around the stretcher. ‘Right, bud, we’ll take an arm each to help you up. On the count of three, ready?’ When Col grunted, Fraser continued, ‘One, two three.’ And he hauled the guy upright.

Nikki helped get Col onto the stretcher and covered him with a blanket. She had a shrewd suspicion Col was more than able to walk out to the ambulance if he had a mind to. His symptoms were hard to pin down and he’d groaned before she’d touched his stomach, making her suspicious about what he was up to. But she could be very wrong. They’d make Col’s shift to their vehicle as comfortable as possible.

Fraser pressed the stretcher’s brake off and pushed the stretcher out to the ambulance. ‘We’ll soon have you in ED and the doctors can check you over.’

‘What about my girlfriend? She’s got to come.’

Col’s belligerence was beginning to annoy Nikki but she offered a lift to the girl and indicated the front seat. The trip to the hospital was punctuated with loud groans and intermittent swearing.

After handing Col over to the ED staff, Fraser commented dryly, ‘That guy bounced across from the stretcher to the hospital bed. What happened to the level-ten pain? He’s having everyone on.’

‘Not our problem any more. But maybe he needs someone to take notice of him, for whatever reason.’ She stepped into the back of the ambulance. ‘You drive. I’m going to wipe down the stretcher with antiseptic and see if I can’t get rid of that overpowering stink of sweat.’ It had taken over their vehicle.

What she wouldn’t give for a shower and a clean uniform. She began scrubbing every surface she could. Funny how that particular odour hung around long after the cause had gone.

Nikki’s cellphone rang as Fraser backed into the garage bay back at Base. Flipping it open, she smiled. It was Jay, her big, bad brother, who’d recently joined a rural vet practice close to the farm they’d grown up on. Nearly two years older than her, he was the youngest of her four brothers. He’d also been Fraser’s best friend at one time. Jay had taken it almost as hard as she had when Fraser had gone away. ‘Morning—’

‘Did I just see McCall in the ambulance with you?’ Jay’s deep voice rumbled in her ear.

It had taken all of two hours for the news to get out, quite slow for Blenheim. ‘Yes, the one and only.’

‘What’s he doing here? When did he return?’

The ambulance stopped and Nikki quickly slipped away to head outside the garage. This was one conversation she didn’t want Fraser overhearing. ‘I only found out last week when Mike told us he’d got a job here.’

‘He’s not working as your partner, is he?’

‘Yeah, Jay, he is. It’s not like I had a choice. Believe me, I tried to get out of it but Mike insisted we work together.’

‘Work together? What’s this about? Why would a doctor want to work on the ambulances?’

‘Thanks, Jay. Our job isn’t for the brain dead.’

‘I know that.’ Jay paused then went on, ‘So what’s going on? Is McCall here for a week? Or for ever?’

‘I’m not sure. Definitely more than a week.’ She quickly filled Jay in about Fraser’s father, before telling him, ‘Fraser didn’t finish med school.’

‘No way! He was destined for a great career. No, sis, you’ve got it wrong.’

‘He told me himself.’

‘Did he say why?’

‘You think he would?’

‘I think he should,’ Jay growled. ‘So he’s still hiding things from you. Wait till I see him. It’s time he knew exactly how we all feel about him.’

She surprised herself by saying, ‘Jay, leave him alone for now. Give him a chance. Who knows? He might turn up at the farm one day with a six pack of lager under his arm and apologise to us all for the trouble he caused.’

‘Sis, if you believe that, then you believe in the tooth fairy.’

Fraser plugged the electricity source into the ambulance, wincing as Nikki’s words reached him. He was going to have to move a lot faster than he’d intended. Apologising to the Page family was on his latest to-do list. Only he’d figured it wise to first let them get used to the fact he was back.

But if Jay was on the case he’d be breaking down his mum and dad’s front door by sundown tonight. The Page men were known to be very protective of their sister. Especially Jay, who carried his own demons about the sister who’d drowned years ago.

Fraser drew a deep breath. Gawd, he’d missed Jay. They’d done a lot together—getting into trouble as teens, surviving their first hangovers, learning to drive, racing motorbikes on the Page farm, playing in the school first fifteen and the cricket team. So much of his wonderful life and friendships back then had been tied up with Nikki’s family. All had gone down the gurgler because he hadn’t known how to handle the terrifying situation he’d suddenly found himself thrown into five years ago.

When the garage door rattled downwards Fraser realised Nikki had finished her phone call and was standing beside him. ‘Are you happy with the way those callouts went?’ she asked, one hand on her hip.

‘Absolutely. So far everything works the same way it does in Dunedin.’

‘Good. Do you know when you’ll be starting your courses?’

‘Online workshops start in a couple of weeks and my first week away in Christchurch is next month.’

Nikki was deliberately showing him that their relationship was strictly professional. He’d have gone along with that if she hadn’t discussed him with Jay.

Tonight. Tonight he’d visit Nikki and lay the past to rest. A cold sweat broke out on his brow. All those years and he still wasn’t prepared for her reaction to what he had to tell her. He did not want to see pity in her eyes. He did not want sympathy. He just wanted a clear conscience.

Tonight. After they knocked off for the day. He’d get her address and pay her a visit.







CHAPTER THREE

‘WHY are we doing a Life Flight pick-up?’ Fraser negotiated the ambulance through the lunchtime traffic the next day. ‘Surely two paramedics for this job is overkill?’

‘Blenheim Two’s already out on a job so there’s no one else.’ Nikki didn’t look up from her paperwork. ‘But if there’s a priority one call we’ll ditch the pick-up.’

Fraser rubbed his aching head. Another sleepless night tossing and turning after his plan to see Nikki had gone awry. He’d wheedled Nikki’s address out of Amber when she’d come on for the night shift and had headed straight around there, only to find the place in darkness. He’d returned after dinner with his parents but Nikki still hadn’t come home so he’d had no choice but to forget about talking to her last night. But he would try again tonight, and every night until she was at home and ready to listen to him.

As he drove down Middle Renwick Road towards the airport, they passed row after row after row of grapevines, some still being pruned. ‘The vines always look naked at this time of year. I’d forgotten how I always knew the season by the vines and the activities in the vineyards.’ A pang of homesickness struck Fraser, despite being back here. This was one of the things he’d come back to Blenheim for, he suddenly realised. A sigh trickled past his lips. He was home physically, but in any other respect he had a long way to go.

‘Remember when it used to be cherry and apricot orchards, and paddocks filled with carrots and peas that you drove past.’ Nikki glanced out at the passing scenery.

‘Not many of those left now. I heard that the council rates have been driven up with all the vineyards creating high prices for the land.’

‘Yep, and that’s a sore point with some of the older farmers.’ Nikki touched the icons on the screen in front of her. ‘Our patient’s been having chemo and radiation in Wellington. Bowel cancer.’

‘Ouch.’ An old, familiar tug of horror and fear grabbed at Fraser. The fear that had receded over the years since his treatment still managed to raise its ugly head at times to twist his gut. Like a warning not to get too complacent as it could come back. But, no, it would not. Must not.

Nikki continued reading aloud. ‘Glen Wright. Twenty years old. Hell, that’s terrible. He’s so young. How does someone deal with that? He’s got his whole life ahead of him.’

You have no idea. Fraser pressed his mouth tight, kept the words in. Now was definitely not the moment to be revealing his secret. Gawd, if Nik had been at home last night she’d know the answers to her questions.

She hadn’t finished. ‘I hope he’s got a good prognosis. At twenty he’ll have hardly done a thing with his life.’

Nope, he won’t have. But he sure as hell will hurry on with it the moment he’s fit enough. ‘It must’ve been dreadful for him to learn he had cancer.’

It would’ve blown the guy’s mind wide apart with fear and disbelief and shock. It would’ve stopped him eating and sleeping for days. He’d have looked out at the world with a deep longing for all that he could be deprived of. He’d wonder what he’d done so wrong to be thrown into this situation.

‘You planning on snapping that steering-wheel?’ Nikki’s eyebrows rose cutely.

‘Not today.’ He tried to relax his fingers and his brain. A return mental trip to those bleak days would achieve absolutely nothing but darkness. And the darkness was over. With the all-clear, he’d been given a fresh start on life, which he mustn’t waste.

Stopping at the security gate leading onto the tarmac, he punched in the access code Nikki reeled off and watched the gate slowly pull back. ‘I called round to see you last night.’

Nikki jerked around in her seat, her beautiful azure eyes darkening with worry, panic even. ‘Why? I thought we agreed to keep everything on a professional level.’

Why had he opened his goddamned mouth? Now he’d have to give her some reason or she’d niggle away at him all day to find out what he’d wanted to see her about. The truth but nowhere near the whole truth? ‘Thought we might discuss how we’re going to make this crewing together work without too much aggro.’

‘We can do that on the job.’ She wasn’t giving him any leeway. ‘Move, or the gate will close on us again.’

Fraser blinked. When had the gate opened fully?

Pointing to the left, Nikki told him, ‘Keep your speed at ten k’s an hour and park between that hangar and the painted circle on the tarmac.’

Easing the ambulance onto the edge of the tarmac, he watched the plane rolling along the taxiway, the wintery sun highlighting its bright red paintwork. Beyond the flat ground of the airport the rolling curves and sharp edges of the Wither Hills wore their winter green.

Fraser dropped down onto the tarmac, asked over his shoulder, ‘What’s our role here?’

‘We help transfer the patient and drive him to hospital. He’s accompanied by two nurses, who take care of him. They’ll return to their plane by taxi once they’ve handed over to the ward staff.’

‘That’s it?’

Nik came around the front of the truck and looked up at him. ‘Guess you never had to do this in Dunedin where there’s a big hospital with all the bells and whistles. Unfortunately there are many instances when local patients are sent away for major surgery or treatment. These flights save them an awful lot of discomfort getting home.’

The sound of the engines of the advancing plane drowned out anything else she might have said. As soon as the props stopped spinning a side door popped open and an elevator with a platform attached began sliding out.

Nikki told him, ‘You can move the truck closer now. Come from the back. The pilot gets antsy if he thinks his wingtip is in jeopardy.’

Yes, boss. Keep it professional. Absolutely. Fraser felt a wry smile tugging his lips. ‘On my way.’

He’d barely braked to a halt when Nikki had the back doors open and the stretcher out. A chill wind edged under the collar of his thick uniform jacket, making him shiver. ‘The sooner Glen’s inside the ambulance the better.’ The guy’s resistance to the cold would be low if he’d just finished a round of chemo. Fraser shivered, this time not from the cold but from the melancholy memories of his own chemical-ravaged body in the days after treatment.

On the platform at the plane’s side was a stretcher with Glen strapped on. He was looking around with dull, tired eyes, barely acknowledging what was going on.

‘Hey, Glen, you’re nearly home,’ one of the nurses dressed in blue overalls commented.

‘Sure,’ the guy muttered.

‘Hospital ain’t home, is it?’ Fraser gave Glen a knowing smile.

Glen’s eyelids lifted. ‘You’re damned right, mate.’

‘Let’s get you out of the wind.’ Fraser snapped buckles together to keep their patient from moving. With Glen quickly installed inside the vehicle, Fraser slid behind the steering-wheel and eased the vehicle forward, vowing to make the trip as smooth and bump-free as possible. As you do every trip.

Yeah, but this one’s special.

Nikki had just added the mussels to her paella when the door chime rang. She dropped the wooden spoon and rice splattered over the stovetop. ‘Dang. Who’s calling at dinnertime?’

Her heart stuttered. Not Fraser, surely? He’d been around last night when she’d been out at the movies. Unfortunately Amber, sensing something going on between Fraser and her, had been quick to give him their address.

Another ring from the door. ‘All right, hold on.’ She swung the front door wide. And leaned against the doorjamb as casually as tight nerves and shaking hands allowed. ‘Fraser. I thought we’d agreed to keep work at work.’ Talking was difficult with a mouth as dry as dust.

‘A six pack of lager, I think you said.’ Fraser held the pack out.

‘You overheard me talking to Jay yesterday.’ And she’d have to find a tooth to put under her pillow for the fairy.

‘But if you’re not into lager then I’ve got this.’ In his other hand was a bottle of very good Chardonnay. ‘Not knowing what you drink these days, I’m covering my options.’

‘You need me on side that much? Is this where you tell me why you didn’t turn up for our wedding?’ Gripping the edge of the door, she held herself upright through sheer determination. She’d wanted to know this for ever and yet now she shook with nerves. She could learn bad stuff that would shatter her carefully restored confidence.

‘Nik, let me in.’ His tone was gentle. ‘Please.’

Every time he called her Nik she softened towards him. Did he know that? Was that why he used her pet name? Sucking in her stomach and straightening her back, she waved him inside and shut the door. Shut Fraser inside with her. Too late to say no now. She breathed in the tang of lime aftershave and regretted her capitulation. Anything to do with Fraser always became too hard too quickly. So much for remaining calm, aloof, non-involved. It wasn’t possible whenever he came near.

So she would hear him out and move on. Then maybe she’d even manage to be happy working with him. As she pushed past him in the narrow hall, her arm slid over his, but she clamped down on the instant surge of longing that contact brought.

A strong burning smell. ‘The risotto,’ she screeched, and raced into the kitchen to snatch the deep pan off the gas ring. ‘Great, there goes my dinner.’

Fraser peered around her at the risotto. ‘Can’t you lift off the top layer carefully? It’ll only be burned on the bottom.’ His tongue did a lap of his lips. ‘It looks damned good from here.’

She raised her gaze to glare at him. ‘Help yourself.’

A wee smile lurked at the corners of his mouth. ‘You’re not afraid I’ll tell everyone you served me burned food? That could ruin your reputation as a great cook.’

‘If you’re talking about the gang at work they’ll ignore you for fear they won’t get their weekly quota of home-made cakes and biscuits.’

‘True. The way to anyone’s heart is through their stomach.’ Fraser put down the wine and beer and scooped up a mouthful of risotto with the wooden spoon.

She watched as the spoon slipped into his mouth, saw his tongue clear the rice off the wooden surface. She leant against the bench for support. For the second time in two days desire spread through her like wildfire, heating her in long-chilled places, suffocating her in need. Heaven help her, it was only paella, and yet the guy made it the sexiest food out.

‘Divine. A little smoky but absolutely delicious.’ He took another spoonful, his eyes rolling and that tentative smile growing.

Resignedly, Nikki found a plate and a fork, handed them to him. ‘Help yourself.’ Tugging a bottle from the six pack, she twisted the cap off and took a long, cold drink. It cooled her throat, but nothing else. Why had she opened her front door so wide and invited Fraser in? This had not been what she’d expected, this deep need clawing its way down her body, teasing her, taunting her.

Bang. The bottom of the bottle cracked on the bench as she put it down. ‘Come on, let’s get this over with.’ Her voice came out light and squeaky. Clearing her throat, she tried again. ‘Why are you here, Fraser?’

The fork that had been about to slide into his mouth stopped, held still as Fraser studied her frankly, closely, for a long time. Like he was looking for something.

‘What?’ Goose-bumps lifted on her skin in foreboding as she saw the sorrow and trepidation begin filtering into his eyes.

Finally, Fraser dropped the fork back onto the plate and pushed it all aside. He turned away, stared around the kitchen/dinning room, turned back to her. His chest lifted as he drew a breath.

Nikki began to shake. This was nothing like the breezy ‘I’m sorry’ she’d expected. This was serious. ‘You’re frightening me.’

‘I had cancer.’

She gasped. Her Fraser had cancer. Fear bounded through her, turned her legs to jelly, made her head swirl, her hands open and close, open and close. Reaching for the closest chair, she hauled it near, dropped down onto it.

‘Are …?’ She swallowed, tried again. ‘Are you all right?’ Dumb, dumb question. As if. He’s got cancer, idiot. Of course he’s not all right. He could be dying. Never in a million years had she imagined anything so dreadful, so terrifying. Deep shudders racked her. Nausea rose, soured her mouth. Fraser? Cancer? Oh, no. It couldn’t be true. It mustn’t be.

‘I’m fine now.’

‘What?’ She blinked at him. How could he sound so calm? Didn’t he understand how serious cancer was?

She told herself to get a grip. If anyone in this room knew the answer to that it was Fraser. He’d been there.

He straddled the chair opposite, propping his hands on its back. ‘I had cancer. It’s gone. The all-clear came through last month.’

Relief poured through her. She slumped farther down her chair. Fraser was fine. Not sick, not dying. He was as healthy as he looked. Phew. Her shaky hand brushed over her banging heart. It was all right. Fraser was going to make it. She lifted her gaze to his face. Saw again the new lines around his mouth, the seriousness in his eyes. Now she understood the change in his hair. ‘You had chemo.’ When hair grew back after that treatment it could be a different colour and sometimes it turned curly.

‘And radiation,’ he told her.

Hang on. ‘It takes five years for an all-clear.’ She couldn’t focus on one thing at a time as she struggled to take it all in.

Sadness filled his eyes, turned his mouth down. ‘Yes, it does.’

‘So, around our wedding date?’

He understood her question. ‘Three weeks before.’

‘Three weeks?’ The air hissed out of her lungs. The old, familiar pain of humiliation slammed into her. How could he not have wanted her there with him? Not wanted to share his pain with her? ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she whispered.

‘I mucked up. Big time. But you have to believe me when I say I thought I was doing the right thing. For you. For us.’ Fraser shoved off the chair, strode to the window to stare out into the night. ‘It was incredibly difficult. I had testicular cancer. I struggled to deal with it myself, let alone tell anyone else. Especially you.’

Her eyes squeezed shut. A new pain clutched at her. Pain for Fraser. Any cancer was bad, but for some reason this seemed worse. She couldn’t explain it but knew it was all tied up with his virility, his very essence. He’d been a sexual man, enjoyed making love. What man didn’t? But this had happened to Fraser, her Fraser.

‘Why especially me?’

He reached for the wine bottle. ‘Got a glass?’

She found two, put them on the table and returned to her seat, still trying to get her head around this nightmare.

Fraser filled both glasses, pushed one towards her. ‘I was afraid that you’d leave me, that you’d find excuses because I was no longer the man you’d loved. Often I tried to ring you but every time I picked up the phone and dialled I’d hear you in my mind telling me you wanted no part of it so I’d hang up before you answered.’

The wine was cool and beautiful on her tongue. Swallowing, she pushed the glass aside. It was out of place at the moment. ‘So you got in first and left me.’ She squeezed her eyes tight. He hadn’t had a lot of trust in her love, then.

‘Nikki,’ he called softly. ‘It wasn’t like that. Believe me.’

Slowly, she opened her eyes and looked at him. Really looked, looking for the man he’d become, not the man she’d thought she still knew. And her heart broke again. For them both. So much had happened, things they should’ve shared and hadn’t. Of course her depression didn’t compare to his, and it probably wouldn’t have happened if she’d known the truth behind him leaving her. Fraser should have told her, no matter how hard it would have been.

‘You went away without a word. That short phone call was hardly an explanation.’

She’d still had to face people, return their gifts, pack up her wedding gown, eat the food already prepared and paid for and delivered to her parents’ home. And the whole time the tears had kept sliding down her face, soaking into her clothes, exhausting her.

He came back to the chair, sat opposite her and reached for her hands. ‘I am so sorry for how I treated you, for what I did.’ His fingers were trembling as they squeezed her hands. ‘When I heard about the cancer I was terrified. I thought I’d been given a sentence. There was so much to think about and my mind was such a mess I was completely unable to make the right decisions. And I didn’t want your pity.’

‘As if.’ Another thought hit her. ‘Was I in Dunedin when you found out?’

He shook his head. ‘I found out three days after you left to come up here to sort out all the last-minute things for the wedding. I’d been tired and irritable but put it down to all the study and exams, and our upcoming wedding. But after falling asleep on duty one night I decided to see a doctor to get a prescription for something to give me some energy. I got more than I’d bargained for.’

She pulled a face at the thought. Her skin felt clammy. Her stomach quaked at the fear for him. ‘Finding out must’ve been horrible.’ On his own. ‘I could’ve been with you.’

‘I didn’t even know the doctor had asked for a PSA test. He’d only ticked the boxes for anaemia on the blood test request form. Apparently, he rang the lab and added the prostate test as an afterthought. Damn him.’

When Nikki raised her eyebrows, he added, ‘It’s kind of like the ostrich syndrome. If the doc hadn’t asked for the test I’d never have known I had cancer and therefore it wouldn’t have existed.’

‘Yeah, sure.’

‘Very scientific, I know.’ Fraser squeezed her hands and put them back in her lap. ‘It’s a big ask but I hope one day you can forgive me.’ The glass he lifted to his lips was unsteady. One mouthful and half the wine had gone. ‘The oncologist told me I had to have surgery urgently, followed by chemo and radiation. He also mentioned that I’d be sterile after that treatment.’

‘Oh, Fraser. I’d have coped with that. It was you I wanted, loved, not any future children.’

‘Nikki, Nikki.’ He shook his head again. ‘You loved kids, always made jokes about having a dozen. Your own cricket team with a reserve, you used to quip. How could I take that away from you?’

‘How about letting me make up my own mind about it? Huh? Ever think of that? I’m not denying it would’ve been disappointing but nothing in comparison to what losing you was like. I wasn’t marrying you to have children. I wanted to spend my life with you because I loved you.’

‘I did have my sperm frozen for later, but it felt all wrong to be asking you to deal with that at the time.’

‘Easier to leave me on the day of my wedding?’ The bitterness was unexpected and wrong. Fraser had been through hell and it didn’t matter how badly he’d treated her. He deserved better. Who knew how they’d have dealt with his situation unless they’d faced it?

Ashamed, she glanced across. ‘Sorry, that was uncalled for. You must’ve been going through hell. I only wish I’d known. That’s what relationships are about—sharing the good and the bad. I’d have been with you the whole way through, fighting for you when you didn’t have the strength, boosting your morale when you didn’t think you’d make it. That’s what my love for you meant.’ Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she ignored them. ‘I’d have done anything for you back then.’

He stood up, ran a hand over her head, down her cheek, cupped her chin. His eyes were deep, anguished pools, not brown, not black, a nothing dark shade of despair. ‘Exactly. I couldn’t handle that.’

Then he was gone, closing the front door quietly behind him. Leaving her shocked and shivering. With questions crashing around her skull. Sadness mixed with anger. Self-righteousness laced with despair. And seeping through it all a dawning understanding of the man she’d once loved more than life itself.

Fraser walked along the edge of the Taylor River where it meandered through town. His hands were shoved into the pockets of his trousers, his chin almost touching his chest. His mind held an image of Nikki opening the door, dressed in designer, hip-hugging jeans and a fluffy blue sweater the colour of her eyes. Stunned at how gorgeous she’d looked, he’d struggled not to haul her into his arms and kiss her. Temptation in clothes.

Then the other images overtook him. The images he’d expected right from the beginning. Her shock at his revelation. The sadness, the fear. Her anger at him for not sharing the news with her back at the beginning.

Nikki owned his heart. She always had. At some time between being a kid and turning into a teenager he’d fallen in love with his best friend’s sister. She’d stolen his breath away with her easy smile and twinkling eyes, her cute nose and smattering of freckles. Only as he’d grown up had he learned that those feelings swamping him were all to do with love.

She’d hated those freckles and covered them with a hefty layer of make-up whenever she could. And nowadays the smile and twinkle had gone. Because of him?

He’d effectively killed her love. But he’d saved her a load of anguish. While he regretted how he’d broken off with her, he couldn’t regret doing it. For her sake. He’d loved her too much to ever ask her to give up her dreams for him. And now? When he was home, ready to pick up his life?

Now was too late. For him and Nik. She’d moved on, made a life that would never include him. She’d become totally self-sufficient, self-reliant. She didn’t need him. He didn’t need her. Right? Right.

Loud laughter had him snapping his head up, gazing at the restaurant that stood at the top of the bank overlooking the river. People sat around tables, enjoying themselves, each other, sharing meals and wine. Surprised at the longing gripping him, he hesitated. He’d missed that kind of intimacy ever since he’d left Nikki. Not even his close friends had filled the gap made by her absence. Neither had the parade of forgettable women he’d been with to test himself, to assess the true level of his loss, to try to blank out his past.

If this was his new life then he was damned if he’d stand on the outside looking in and feeling sorry for himself. Striding up the steps, he entered the restaurant and took a seat at the bar, ordering a glass of cabernet merlot and a rare steak from a passing waitress.

‘Hey, Fraser McCall, is that you?’ The barman placed the wine in front of him.

Fraser studied the man on the other side of the counter before shoving his hand out. ‘Mark Stevens, how the hell are you, man?’

‘Heard you were back in town. On the ambulances, aren’t you? With Nikki. You two got together again? That’s great news.’

Ouch. The reality of small towns, home, was that everyone thought they knew your business. ‘No, we’re only working together.’

‘Aw, shucks, man. I couldn’t believe it when I heard you’d split. Everyone knew you were made for each other.’

Fraser swirled the wine in the glass, tasted it, nodding his approval for the wine, not for the way the conversation had gone. Maybe he should’ve kept walking. Walking away from life? ‘So, Mark, what about you? I see you’re wearing a wedding ring. Who’s the lucky woman?’

He was home, with all that entailed. Tonight he’d apologised to Nikki. Two steps forward. And Mark had underscored what his own heart knew but had recovered from—Nik and he had belonged together. One step back.







CHAPTER FOUR

‘THIS one’s yours,’ Nikki told Fraser as they responded to a priority call. Being a mentor had its benefits. By putting Fraser in charge of the job she could observe his techniques. And keep him busy so he wouldn’t have time to talk about anything other than work.

‘Sure thing.’ Fraser looked up from the PRF he held, as though waiting for her to say more. When she didn’t, he began filling in details on the page.

Dang, she was tired. If she’d got five minutes’ sleep last night, she’d have been lucky. Fraser’s words, all of them, had gone round and round and round in her mind until finally just before 4:00 a.m. she’d got up and made a hot chocolate and watched mindless TV, crying for Fraser and what he must’ve been through, until Amber had come in a little after six.

It was shift changeover day, which meant Nikki and Fraser had had the day off in preparation for working the next two nights. Nikki had skulked around the flat most of the day, venturing out for her run late in the morning. Her head had ached so much her skull had felt as though it would split in half and she’d returned home after only twenty minutes, deciding ibuprofen and a hot shower were more likely to set her up for work than running for an hour. Tomorrow, she’d make up for the lost kilometres.

A car pulled out from the kerb directly in front of the ambulance, forcing her to brake hard. Her hand slammed the auxiliary horn. ‘Moron. Can’t you hear the siren? We’re right behind you.’

‘Their stereo’s probably heaving.’ Fraser read aloud, ‘“John Gemmell, male, twenty-nine, fell out of a tree.”‘

‘What was he doing up a tree in the dark?’ she snapped. ‘It’s after seven o’clock. Got to be nuts.’

Fraser outlined his approach to the call they were attending. ‘I’m thinking there could be spinal and or head injuries, fractured limbs. Depending on whether the guy landed on flat ground or obstacles lying around he could also have internal injuries.’

‘Yes.’ He knew all that, so why run it by her? Making conversation? As she sped down Renwick Road she tried not to think any more about his revelations from the previous evening. There was nothing to be gained by it, but it was very hard to stop considering all the ramifications.

‘Two hundred metres to Jackson’s Road,’ Fraser intoned.

That golden voice reminded her of things she didn’t want to remember. Whispers of sweet nothings that had led to kisses to die for. Kisses that had led to exquisite love-making. Her hands tightened on the steering-wheel while her tongue slid across her lips. Disturbing when she was actually angry at him.

Fraser peered through the gloom. ‘Looks like that’s the place. Plenty of lights on. According to Coms there’s a small track we’re to follow next door to the winery entrance.’

‘Right.’ Nikki focused entirely on navigating the wide vehicle down the narrow, rutted driveway, finally reaching a ramshackle cottage where lights blazed through the dark. After lots of negotiating backwards and forwards in the small area, with a woman who’d been waiting for them on the porch directing her, she got the truck backed around and ready for an easy departure.

Hopping out, she snapped on gloves and asked, ‘Where’s Mr Gemmell?’

‘Around the other side of the house,’ the woman told her. ‘He’s bad, not moving and groaning all the time.’

‘We’ll check him over before taking him into hospital,’ Nikki said.

‘My sister, John’s wife, is with him. You might need to give her something to calm down as well.’

‘Hopefully she’ll feel better when we’ve got John in the ambulance,’ Nikki said quietly as she reached for the stretcher at the same time as Fraser. Her hand snagged on his. Snatching her hand away, she kept her face blank, hoping the flare of heat cooking her brain wasn’t warming her cheeks.

‘Want to show me the way?’ Fraser asked the woman, and headed around the side of the house without a backward glance.

‘He wasn’t affected at all. Which means he doesn’t have any residual feelings for you.’ Nikki muttered to herself as she pulled the stretcher free, letting its wheels fall to the ground so she could lock them in place. ‘Not that you want to go down the Fraser track again either.’ He might’ve had a very plausible explanation for his desertion but she’d never completely trust him again. No way. And without trust she had nothing.

Placing the backboard and a collar on the stretcher, she headed in the direction Fraser had gone, looking for hazards on her way. At least headlights from a parked car lit up the area, making it easier to see.

Fraser was asking, ‘Is John conscious?’

‘Yes, has been all the time.’

‘How long ago did he fall?’ Fraser unzipped his bag.

‘It must be nearly an hour. He went outside to feed the dogs and when he didn’t come back after a few minutes I went looking for him,’ the woman who’d met them replied.

‘Are the dogs tied up?’ he asked, glancing around.

‘Yes.’

‘Why did he climb the tree?’ Nikki pushed the stretcher to the side, out of the way until they were ready to shift John.

‘It wasn’t a tree. He came off the roof and crashed through the fence,’ the woman explained.

‘Sorry, we’ve been given the wrong details.’

‘He’d been muttering about tomorrow’s predicted frost freezing the pipes. The lagging came off in the wind yesterday so he climbed up to tie it back.’

Glancing upwards, Nikki could see the corrugated iron gleaming with moisture. The sky was clear, the stars twinkling through the freezing air. It wouldn’t be long before ice began forming.

Fraser introduced himself to the man sprawled on his back on a muddy patch of long grass and covered in blankets. Beside him knelt a thin young woman, gripping his hand so hard his bones were in danger of more trauma. ‘He’s real bad,’ she gasped.

‘John, are you in any pain?’ Fraser asked.

‘My head hurts, and my leg and back.’ John’s voice was very soft and Fraser had to lean close to hear him.

‘On a scale of one to ten, ten being the worst, how bad is the pain in your head?’

John murmured, ‘Bad. Eight.’

‘And your leg and back?’ Fraser continued his visual appraisal of John.

‘Leg ten,’ John gasped as he inadvertently tried to shift his legs. ‘Back five.’

‘Okay, John, I’ll give you something for the pain in a moment. I just need to run my hands over your body, checking everywhere for injuries you might not be aware of,’ Fraser continued. ‘Try not to move your head. We’ll put a collar on shortly as a safety measure.’ Beginning at the head, Fraser began examining John thoroughly.

Nikki eased close beside the woman on the opposite side. ‘I’m Nikki. Are you John’s wife?’

‘Yes. My name’s Alison.’

‘Okay, Alison, can I get you to move a bit so I can reach John? There are some tests I have to do.’ She noted the smell of alcohol on John’s breath as she pushed up his jersey and undid his shirt. How could anyone even think about clambering onto a slippery roof after having had alcohol? But all she said was, ‘John, I’m going to take your pulse and heart rate.’

‘Pulse is weak, Glasgow coma scale is ten,’ Nikki soon told Fraser, meaning that John was responding moderately well to their questions with speech and eye contact, and was reacting to pain by withdrawing from any stimuli. ‘Mild hypothermia, too.’

‘Not surprising. It’s freezing out here,’ Fraser acknowledged. ‘Fractured lower leg. Possibly tib and fib.’

As Fraser gently worked his hands down John’s left leg his patient cried out and then swore. ‘Sorry,’ John muttered a minute later. ‘I didn’t mean to curse you. It’s just that it’s bloody painful.’

Nikki unzipped her drugs bag. ‘Let’s give you some morphine for starters. That’ll help ease the pain.’ The defibrillator printed out some figures. ‘Blood pressure mildly elevated. Oxygen saturation still at eighty-five per cent.’

When they’d got the plastic collar around John’s neck Fraser hunkered down where he could be seen by John without him having to move at all. ‘We’re going splint your lower leg to prevent movement when we slide you onto a board. Even with the morphine it’s going to hurt a bit, I’m afraid. If the pain’s too bad tell us and we’ll give you a suck on the Entonox.’

‘What’s Entonox?’ Mary asked.

‘Laughing gas.’ Fraser was handling the situation perfectly.

Nikki’s mouth dried. He was so good at anything he set his mind to. Even at shutting her out. That hurt. A lot. Now that she’d got past the shock of him having cancer, other emotions were taking over.

Disbelief that she hadn’t sensed something was so wrong, hadn’t noticed he hadn’t been well. Could all the excitement and preparations of the wedding have dominated her mind so much she hadn’t been taking any notice of the man she was supposed to marry?

Resentment and anger at not being trusted with Fraser’s own fear, at not being allowed to support him or make decisions with him about their future.

‘On the count of three.’ Fraser nudged her attention back to their patient.

With John sucking gas, they carefully rolled him onto his right side and slid the board as far under him as possible, then rolled him onto his back and gently but firmly tugged him into the centre.

Fraser placed everyone at a corner of the board. ‘On the count of three we’ll lift and move John to the stretcher. One, two, three.’

Alison stumbled as she took the weight of her corner. John squealed with agony, and his wife looked ready to cry. ‘Oh, John, I’m so sorry. This is awful. I can’t do it.’

‘You’re doing fine,’ Fraser placated her. ‘Keep coming this way, small, steady steps. That’s it. Okay, everyone, put the board on the stretcher.’

Quickly, Nikki attached the straps to keep John stable while Fraser placed the defibrillator at the end of the stretcher. When he began wheeling the stretcher towards the back of the ambulance, Nikki collected up the pack and drugs bag.

‘Can I go with John in the ambulance?’ Alison asked hesitantly. ‘I don’t want him to be on his own.’

‘Of course you can.’ Nikki touched the worried woman lightly on her shoulder. ‘You’ll have to sit up the front with me so Fraser’s got room to move as he keeps monitoring John on the way.’

‘Think I’d prefer that. Seeing those machines and cords and things makes me queasy.’ Alison climbed aboard and snapped her seat belt in place.

Nikki shut the back doors and squeezed through the middle, pushing past Fraser as she headed for the front. Through gritted teeth she asked, ‘Are you ready to go?’

‘As John’s not critical I’ll do another set of obs first.’ Fraser glanced at her, a query in his eyes.

‘Easier while we’re stationary,’ Nikki agreed. ‘I’ll call ED to let them know our ETA and what we’ve got.’

Waiting for ED to come back to her, she again contemplated Fraser as he worked hard to keep his patient comfortable and his condition from deteriorating. He knew his stuff. He’d have been a brilliant doctor. It came through in everything he did with their patients. He had an almost instinctive feel for their needs, emotionally and physically. He should never have quit his training.

It was blindingly obvious now why he had. Because of the cancer. But why hadn’t he returned to university after his treatment? They’d have given him leave for that, even for a whole year, if he’d wanted it. More questions. Would she ever have all the answers?

Fraser filled the kettle. ‘Want a coffee, Nikki?’

No reply.

He glanced around the staffroom and sighed. Not here. Again. Nikki would be upstairs in one of the bedrooms allocated for night crews. Giving him the cold shoulder.

Yep, that’s exactly what she was doing, had been doing since he’d been round to her flat to explain and apologise two days ago. Last night and so far tonight all she’d talked to him about had been work and then only when he’d asked her something.

Had he expected anything else? He’d hurt her so much, why should she roll over the moment he explained his actions? She believed he should’ve told her everything five years ago. He still hadn’t told her everything. Hell. He’d been protecting her from having to make impossible decisions. He’d been looking out for himself as well, not wanting her to stay with him out of pity. Not when he’d loved her so much. He’d done a brilliant job of turning her against him, and there was no way of undoing the damage.

What if he told her the rest? Would she go easy on him then?

The kettle clicked off, the small sound loud in the empty room. Reaching for a mug, he shovelled in coffee granules and two spoonfuls of sugar. His sweet tooth had got sweeter over the years.

‘Hey, Fraser, make a couple more of those while you’re at it, will you?’ Chloe bounced into the room, bringing with her a blast of cold outside air. ‘It’s freezing out there. There’ll be ice on the bridges tonight.’

‘We’ve already picked up a woman who skidded near the river.’

Chloe grinned. ‘At least our call was an inside job, a wee kiddie having an asthma attack.’

Chloe’s crew partner, Ryan, strolled in, rubbing his hands. ‘Good, I can smell coffee.’ He glanced around. ‘Where’s Nikki?’

‘Upstairs, I guess.’ Fraser stirred the drinks ferociously. Last night whenever they hadn’t been out in the ambulance Nikki had been holed up in a bedroom, the door firmly shut.

‘Again?’ Ryan frowned. ‘Is she working on her university papers?’

How would he know? ‘I didn’t know she was studying anything.’ Fraser handed around the drinks. He didn’t know much at all about Nikki these days. And whose fault was that?

‘She’s doing a commerce degree.’ Ryan flicked the TV on. ‘Seems a waste to me when she can make food like this.’ He held up a piece of lemon coconut slice he’d taken from a cake tin on the table. Damn it. Fraser punched the switch on the kettle and grabbed another mug. He couldn’t stand this silence from her. They owed each other more than that.

Nikki clicked on her email folder. Hopefully there’d be something from her tutor at the extramural university regarding her last submission.

Knock, knock. ‘Nikki, I’ve got you a coffee.’

Fraser. Didn’t he get it? She didn’t want to talk to him.

‘Nikki, can I come in?’

No. Go away. Leave me to digest my emotions without taking them out on you. But he wouldn’t. He could be the most stubborn person when he wanted something. Best get it over with. Pushing off the bed, she opened the door wide enough to take the mug Fraser held out to her. ‘Thanks.’

He put his foot in the opening. ‘Nik, talk to me. Please.’

‘Talk to you?’ She stared at him. The anger she’d been trying to suppress welled up, making her voice rise, her hand shake so that coffee spilled over her fingers. ‘Talk to you. That’s rich.’

Fraser stepped forward, effectively forcing her back into the room. As she sat down on the only chair available he closed the door and leaned back against it. ‘You’re right. I’ve got a hell of a nerve asking you to share your feelings with me. But we have to get on. It’s a bizarre twist of fate that we’re both here working side by side, but I’m not leaving. This is what I do, just like you.’

Not what she’d expected. But her anger didn’t lessen. ‘I’m trying to get my head around it all.’

‘I can understand that. It took me weeks.’

‘I’m not talking about the cancer, though …’ She paused, calmed down a notch, put her mug on the floor. ‘That’s bad enough. No, what really gets me is that you didn’t tell me a thing. Not even when you phoned and told me to call off the wedding. You gave no reason why you didn’t want me any more.’

‘I always wanted you, Nik.’

‘How was I to know that? I’m not psychic.’ The words gathered, spewed out. Selfish words coloured with the hurt, bewilderment and humiliation she’d carried for a long time after he’d gone. And she’d thought she’d got past most of this. Who had she been fooling?

‘Did it ever occur to you that by telling me about the cancer you’d have saved me years of grief, of wondering if you’d found someone else better-looking, or more exciting in the sack or on your level of intelligence? Did you even have the tiniest clue how I might cope with your shock withdrawal from what I believed to be a mutual relationship?’

Fraser reached for her hand.

She swatted him away, picked up the mug again to wrap her shaking hands around it. Tears streamed down her face. ‘The truth would’ve hurt but at least I’d have known. You made decisions for both of us, and that’s the hardest part to understand. Why couldn’t you tell me something so important? Not even the possibility of never having children excuses that.’

Fraser crossed to the bed, sat down. Placed a box of tissues beside her. Picked at the cuff of his jersey. Opened his mouth, closed it again.

She watched him closely, trying to read on his face, in his eyes what he obviously couldn’t say to her. Then told him, ‘I don’t know that I’ll ever again trust anyone not to do that to me.’

Fraser again reached for her hands, and this time she didn’t pull away, hoping the contact would help him tell her what was on his mind.

But he moved his head from side to side. ‘I’m just so damned sorry I hurt you. I really am.’ He tugged free and stood up. ‘I’d better let you get back to whatever you were doing when I barged in.’

Nikki stared at him, disappointment squeezing her. ‘You’re still doing it. Keeping things from me.’ Suddenly she wanted him to know a little more about what she’d been doing in the years they’d been apart. It might help bring them back on an even keel so that at least they could work together smoothly. It might eventually help Fraser talk to her.

‘I’m doing a commerce degree. I’ve got this idea of having my own baking business some time so thought I might as well be prepared for that eventuality.’ She gave him a small smile. ‘Actually, it’s kind of fun, studying. And keeps me off the streets and out of the shops, where I tend to spend too much.’

‘I don’t remember you being keen on shopping.’ He stood near the door, looking genuinely puzzled.

For the first time since he’d arrived back in her life Nikki laughed. ‘Oh, boy. You have no idea. Ever since I lost weight I’ve discovered clothes. And shoes.’

‘Guess we didn’t have a lot of spare cash when we were living together.’

No, she’d been the breadwinner once she’d completed her chef course. And bread had been about it some days, her wages having been minimal. At least now, since her inheritance from her grandmother, she had more than enough money to indulge her passions. Passions. Cooking still ranked number one, and there was money set aside for the shop she dreamed about.

‘So you do want to go back to being a chef one day?’

‘When scraping people off roads or picking them up from floors gets too much for me I’ll think about it. Some nights after particularly ghastly jobs I want out, but I usually manage to work through that. One day, though, I’ll know it’s time to move on.’ Hesitating, she nibbled her top lip, then dived in. ‘Was your decision to quit medicine tied up with having cancer?’

Surprisingly the tension in his shoulders disappeared and he answered easily. ‘Yes. Suddenly faced with the knowledge I mightn’t live for ever, I couldn’t see the point in spending the next years tied down studying.’

She lifted her eyebrows in acknowledgment. ‘That’s understandable. But going into the ambulance service instead must’ve been difficult after giving up your ambition. You must think you could do so much more as a doctor.’

‘Sometimes.’ He looked wistful.

‘Did you join immediately after your treatment?’

‘No. I went travelling with a couple of mates. Do you remember Kevin and Nigel? They always dropped in as you were making dinner.’ When she nodded, he continued, ‘The three of us went to Europe, Asia, South America. Had a blast for nearly two years. Worked when the cash ran out, then carried on travelling. I joined the service when I got back to Dunedin. Having done four years’ medical study I was fast-tracked through the system and given a permanent job straight away.’

His face was animated, the stress lines ironed out for a few moments. His usually tight mouth lifted in a smile. Those missing years obviously held some great memories for him as well as the bad ones.

‘You don’t ever think about going back and completing your degree?’

Snap. The smile was gone, the lines were back. ‘No.’

Nikki watched Fraser turn and leave the room, his shoulders taut again, his tread heavy on the stairs. Why did she get the impression he was being untruthful?







CHAPTER FIVE

‘AHH,’ sixty-five-year-old Jeremy Day moaned, kicking out at the bottom of the bed. His elbow connected with Nikki’s arm just as she was about to stab his thumb with a sharp.

Ouch. ‘Mr Day, please lie still so I can get a drop of blood.’ She held back her exasperation, knowing that the man probably couldn’t help his attitude right now. A known diabetic, his behaviour suggested his glucose level would be very low, which could be confirmed if they could get a blood sample to test it.

‘Hey, Jeremy.’ Fraser put a restraining hand on the man’s shoulder. ‘Take it easy, mate. We’re trying to help you.’

The woman in the doorway cried, ‘Jeremy, do what they say.’

Nikki asked her, ‘How long’s your husband been like this?’

‘I don’t know. He was asleep when I left to do the shopping at nine this morning. When I got home half an hour ago I found him acting funny.’

A three-hour gap. ‘Do you know if he had any breakfast? Or lunch?’

‘I left food on the bench but he hasn’t touched it.’ Mrs Day stared at her husband, despair and love all mixed up on her expression. ‘He’s so stubborn at times.’

Snap. The sharp pressed into the ball of Jeremy’s thumb and a drop of blood oozed out. Nikki quickly used the filter paper to suck up the sample and sighed with relief as she waited for the glucometer to read the blood-sugar level. ‘Has this happened before?’ she asked Mrs Day.

‘Three times. He’s not very good about taking his readings. Says if he feels all right then he’s fine. The doctor tells him it’s very serious not to do everything properly but he won’t listen.’ Mrs Day looked close to tears.

Beep. The meter showed a glucose reading of two point three. ‘Far too low.’ Nikki nodded to Fraser, who already had an oral dose of glucose ready.

‘Here, Jeremy, let’s get this into you then you’ll soon start to feel better.’ Fraser held the tiny plastic cup to their patient’s lips.

Jeremy jerked his head aside, knocking the liquid down his shirtfront. ‘Don’t want it.’ He rolled onto his side and drew his knees up to his chest.

Calmly, Fraser reached into the medical pack for a second dose. ‘Yeah, you do,’ he drawled, ‘otherwise we take you to hospital for the doctors to sort this out.’

‘No. Not going to hospital.’

Nikki sighed. ‘We might have to sedate him.’

‘Jeremy, here, drink this.’ Fraser held the sample cup firmly this time. ‘Or we’ll put a needle in the back of your hand.’

Slowly, the man opened his eyes and glared at Jeremy. ‘I don’t want it.’

‘I know, but you’ll feel so much better when you do. Swallow this then your wife can get you some food.’ Fraser pressed the cup gently against Jeremy’s lips. ‘Please.’

The room was quiet for a moment then Mr Day opened his mouth and Fraser quickly tipped the liquid in.

The tension in Nikki’s shoulders relaxed. Very soon Jeremy would start behaving rationally and they’d be able to discuss what to do next.

‘Let’s see how you cope walking to the kitchen,’

Fraser told the man once he was sitting up and looking more alert.

‘I’ll be right as rain, you watch.’ Jeremy’s legs wobbled as he pushed up off the bed but became stronger as he shuffled out of the room.

‘Never have figured out that saying,’ Fraser muttered he followed their patient, suddenly grabbing the man by his arm. ‘Whoops, steady on. You’re not in a race, Jeremy.’

‘Young man, are you challenging me?’ Jeremy looked ten years younger when he smiled.

Nikki grinned. She hadn’t found a patient yet that didn’t adore Fraser. They were eating out of his hand most of the time, especially once the medication or painkillers started doing their job. He had a way that everyone related to. Even her. No matter how hard she tried to keep him at a distance, he was slowly getting under her skin.

As they drove away Fraser ran his knuckles down his cheek. ‘I felt like a bully back there, trying to get Jeremy to take his meds.’

‘You? A bully?’ Nikki rolled her eyes. ‘As if.’

‘I was pushing him to do something he didn’t want to do.’

‘You were saving his life. You were being firm but caring.’ He was nothing like his father.

Fraser stopped rubbing his cheek, relaxed back into his seat. ‘Thanks for that.’

They made it back to Base and had time to top up glucometer sharps, defib pads and gloves from the store, but not enough to get lunch, before the next call had them scrambling.

‘I didn’t get to check out that shortbread you brought in,’ Fraser groaned.

‘Get over it.’ She grinned unsympathetically. But when she saw the details of their next call her grin faded. ‘Six-year-old girl, unconscious after hitting head on jungle gym at Fairhall School. Charlotte Stevens.’ Nikki’s stomach plummeted. ‘Ella and Mark’s little girl. Do you remember them? Ella Wood.’

‘I was talking to Mark the other night. Hard to shut him up. Heard everything about Ella and the two kids. Gawd, he’s going to be tipped sideways when he hears about this.’ Fraser sped through the traffic, the siren blaring. ‘Considerate drivers get out of the way,’ he roared as he swung wide to avoid a car that had stopped in the middle of the road. ‘Ever heard of pulling over?’ he yelled.

Thankfully they had a straight run once they left the outskirts of town. As they raced past the vineyards, Nikki filled in a PRF for the child. ‘Charlotte Stevens.’ Her heart was in her throat. ‘I hate going to kids. And this is worse because I know her. She’s such a cutie with a mop of curls and a button nose, always talking so fast I can’t understand her.’

‘Ella and Mark will be glad it’s you attending as you know her so well.’

‘Talk about pressure.’ Nikki nibbled a rough fingernail. ‘It freaks me out a bit, hoping I can help them but always wondering if my knowledge is going to be enough. They’re so small and I keep thinking about their parents and what I’d say if I couldn’t help their baby.’

‘You’ll be fine. If anyone can save a child it’s you,’ Fraser commented. ‘Seriously, if you ever want a career change, go for emergency nursing. You’d be fantastic.’

‘You’re kidding? I couldn’t do that. I get all hot and flustered whenever I go to serious emergencies.’

‘I’m not aware of that and I work with you. You’re known as Miss Cool, Calm and Awesome back at Base.’

She blinked. ‘Me? Who said that? I’ve never heard a thing.’ Cool, calm and awesome? Her chest swelled. ‘I can live with that.’

Fraser rolled his eyes as he slowed for the school entrance. ‘I bet you can.’

They grabbed everything they could possibly need and raced after the teacher, who’d been waiting anxiously for them.

‘We haven’t moved her at all,’ the woman called over her shoulder. ‘She fell about twenty minutes ago and still hasn’t opened her eyes. Her parents are on their way.’

Nikki swallowed. This didn’t sound very good. She glanced across at Fraser as they ran and caught him watching her.

‘Miss Cool, Calm and Awesome,’ he mouthed as they reached Charlotte.

Blood pooled on the ground beneath Charlotte’s head from a large gash above her left temple. Her face appeared whiter than white. Her little body had twisted as she’d fallen and thankfully no one had tried to straighten her. Who knew what damage could’ve been inflicted when she hit the concrete?

Nikki looked at Fraser. ‘You check her head. I’ll take her pulse.’ The pulse was impossible to find. Nikki’s heart sank as she kept trying to feel the tiniest beat under her fingers. Refusing to give up hope, she was about to ask Fraser if he could try to find it when she felt a ridiculously light movement under her fingertip on the carotid artery. ‘Yes,’ she muttered, and studied her watch as she began counting. ‘Dangerously low,’ she muttered a minute later. The blood-pressure reading gave her no more hope.

‘Deep compression at the back.’ Fraser spoke quietly and with no sense of urgency in his voice, yet she knew he’d be frantic to save this girl.

‘We’ll load and go. Charlotte needs urgent, expert care. We can’t afford to waste time checking her vitals out here.’ Basically they’d do all they could to keep her alive while getting her to expert care—fast.

‘Definitely. Intubate, collar, transfer to stretcher, and we’re gone.’

‘If only it was that easy.’ Nikki carefully slid the airway tube between Charlotte’s teeth and tried to slip it down her throat. Felt relief when the tube finally went into place on the third attempt. Fraser had the oxygen ready. Between them they quickly secured the collar in place. And then Charlotte was carefully shifted onto the stretcher, with as little movement as possible before being transferred to the ambulance.

‘Phone her parents, tell them to go to ED immediately,’ Nikki told the teacher as she closed the doors. Charlotte would most likely be flown to Wellington for specialist care and Ella and Mark would want to go with her.

‘Ready for me to start driving?’ asked Fraser.

‘Go.’ And don’t spare the engine, she thought, her heart thumping in trepidation for their tiny patient. The trip took for ever and yet it flew past at a breakneck rate. Seeing the doctors and nurses waiting at the ambulance bay doors was the most welcome sight of her career. Charlotte stood a much better chance now.

After handing over, she turned to Fraser and walked into his arms, laid her cheek against his chest. ‘That was scary.’

‘But we made a difference. Now it’s up to those guys.’ His hand stroked her back gently. ‘Come on. Let’s hope we get back to Base without any further calls. I don’t know about you but I could do with a very strong coffee.’

She remained a few more moments in Fraser’s arms, trying and failing to wipe out the image of Charlotte’s immobile face. She could still feel on her fingertip the child’s light pulse. And her heart held anguish for a young girl she adored. Finally, she drew back. ‘Very, very strong coffee it is.’

‘How do parents cope with something like this?’ Fraser said as they drove away. ‘When I see accidents like that one I think I’m glad I haven’t got kids. I’d be locking them up all the time.’

‘To think I wanted to have twelve. I’d have turned grey in no time at all.’ Nikki sighed. ‘Actually, I only wanted two, a boy and a girl. Funny how things turned out.’

‘Nik, you’re talking as though it’s too late for you to become a mother.’

‘It is.’ Because I can’t have them with you. We’re not getting together again. And there isn’t anyone else I’d like for the father of my kids.

Pushing into her seat, she stared out the window, not really seeing anything. She’d let her guard down with Fraser for a moment, and look where it had got her. Thinking of unattainable things. Like babies and Fraser all in the same sentence.

At the end of their shift Nikki stretched her back, rolled her shoulders. ‘Yee-haa, a day off tomorrow.’ Then two nights on. The time was flying past. It was hard to believe Fraser had been here ten days now.

Amber strolled through to the staff lounge, coffee in one hand, a sandwich in the other. ‘Are you going shopping tomorrow?’

‘As in groceries?’ It had been Amber’s turn to get those in.

‘Done. But there’s a sale on at your favourite shoe shop.’

‘You’re kidding!’ Excitement sizzled along Nikki’s veins. ‘How did I miss that?’

‘I’m asking myself the same thing.’ Amber grinned. ‘They’ve got the most amazing boots that you’re going to want. Black, extra-long to above the knee, with the cutest slender and very high heels.’

‘Nikki, you’re dribbling,’ Fraser called from the doorway. His eyes looked slightly misty. Did boots turn him on? So what if they did?

Nikki grinned despite her tummy suddenly tightening. ‘What would a guy know about these things?’

But as Fraser’s eyes turned a roasted-coffee-bean colour she decided this guy knew quite a lot, even if only how boots looked on tall, slim women. Her bubble burst. She was of average height and definitely not slim so his fantasy, if that’s what it was, wasn’t about her.

‘Guess you’ll be up early to fit your run in before the shoe shop opens.’ Amber bumped the table with her hip, splashed coffee over her forest-green uniform jersey. ‘Great.’ As she wiped at the spill she asked, ‘Did you two have a quiet day?’

Nikki shook her head. ‘Nope. We hardly stopped.’ After Charlotte they’d been up the Awatere Valley for a broken femur and torn artery, followed by a car versus tree that had involved a family of four and required two ambulances. ‘Any news on Charlotte?’ she asked the room in general.

Gavin looked up from the newspaper. ‘The little girl flown to Wellington? Not a word so far.’

Fraser still waited at the door, his day pack slung over his shoulder, his gaze on her. ‘Can we phone anyone?’

‘I don’t want to bother Mark and Ella’s families. I’ll check with ED later to see if they’ve heard anything.’

‘Come on, let’s get out of here. We’re already an hour past sign-off time.’ Fraser jerked a thumb over his shoulder. ‘We could join Mike and the others for a beer at the pub. Wind down a bit before going home.’ His voice was soft, quiet, as though afraid of frightening her off the idea.

‘Sounds like a plan.’ Shrugging into her jacket, she saw Amber watching her with a knowing smirk on her face. ‘What?’

‘Nothing.’ Her friend grinned.

‘Good.’ Checking Fraser wasn’t within hearing, she added, ‘Drop it, Amber. We barely speak in the truck, so we’re not going to have a rave at the pub.’

‘Where’s your SUV?’ Fraser asked as he closed the outside door behind them.

‘Along Scott Street a bit, under that old oak.’

‘I’ll walk with you. Mine’s a bit farther on.’ Then he asked, ‘Why an SUV? Why not a zippy little car?’

‘My brothers.’

‘Pardon?’

‘All part of the making sure Nikki is safe programme.’ Which was all well and good at times. ‘But I didn’t argue too much as I do like my vehicle. It’s cool.’ Hurrying along the footpath, Nikki tugged the zip of her jacket higher. ‘Dang, but it’s cold out here.’

‘You’ve got a flat.’ Fraser stepped off the pavement and bent down on the far side of her four-wheel-drive vehicle. ‘I’ll change it for you.’

‘No need. I can manage.’ Not that it would be fun in the dark and the light drizzle that had just begun.

‘Nikki, I’m not walking away and leaving you to change a tyre. Got a torch?’

‘Yep.’ Waving her electronic key, she popped the locks, found the torch and opened the back door to retrieve the wheel brace and jack. ‘You’re not taking the slightest bit of notice of me, just like my brothers.’ Fraser being the forceful, caring male wasn’t the Fraser she wanted to remember. Too close to home.

He brushed past her. ‘I’ll get the spare wheel out.’ His shoulder sliding against hers should’ve been innocuous. It wasn’t. She felt as though she’d been zapped with a high-voltage electric shock.

Leaping back, she dropped the brace. As she bent to pick it up her head bumped Fraser’s thigh. Talk about turning everything into a circus. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered.

Fraser’s hand gripped her shoulder, tugged her close. In the gloom he peered into her face. ‘Hey, Nik, take it easy. We’re changing a tyre here, nothing more exciting than that.’

That was the problem. She didn’t want anything more exciting either, but after days spent driving around Blenheim with him beside her, or sitting in the common room at the station talking cases, her hormones seemed to have a different opinion from the sane side of her brain. Shocked, she stood staring at the back of his head as he wrestled with undoing the wheel nuts, willing the goose-bumps lifting her skin to lie down.

‘Hold the torch so I can see.’ Fraser handed her the nuts and hunkered down again, his big hands making easy work of removing the offending tyre.

Her tongue cleaved to the roof of her suddenly dry mouth as a vivid memory came to mind of those hands, those fingers making easy work of bringing her alive as she and Fraser had rolled around their bed in the flat. Why now, after an awful day, did she have to recall that particular picture?

Slumping against the side of the vehicle, she struggled to keep the torch pointed exactly where Fraser wanted it. The beam shook. Her head buzzed and her tummy tightened with unbelievable longing.

‘Now for that beer.’ Fraser clipped the old tyre into place in the back of Nikki’s vehicle and slammed the door shut. He turned and bumped up against Nik. Why hadn’t that peony scent warned him how close she was?

He had to touch her, hold her. Like he had earlier outside the ED. Nothing like that. That had been platonic, or as near platonic he was capable of being with Nikki. Which was diddly squat. But right now he wanted—no, needed—to wrap his arms around her and hold her tight, feel her chest rising and falling, her hands on his back, her fingers pressing firmly. He ached with the need. She stood so close he could feel her sharp, quick breaths on his chin.

An urge to kiss her gripped him, too strong to be denied. Placing his arms around her waist, he gently drew her nearer, afraid that at any moment she’d slap him away. At last his lips covered her sweet mouth. His tongue slid slowly inside, tasting her, stirring up so many wonderful, warm feelings and memories from the past.

Nikki didn’t pull away. Instead, she leaned into him, a soft groan slipping over her bottom lip. One hand clasped the back of his neck. To prevent him getting away? She needn’t worry. He wasn’t going anywhere. His legs didn’t have the strength required to walk.

He deepened his kiss, sliding his tongue farther into that warm mouth, exploring her sweetness, her heat. Sending his hormones into overdrive. When his arms tightened further Nikki’s breasts pressed hard against his chest. Even through the thick layers of uniform they both wore he was aware of her shape, her heat, her body.

‘I want you.’

Fraser blinked. Had he just said that? Then why wasn’t Nikki leaping out of his arms and locking herself inside the SUV?

‘No,’ Nikki growled against his mouth. But didn’t pull away.

Nikki had heard him. The words had been real, hadn’t been in his head. He wanted, needed her. But this was Nikki, the woman who’d been avoiding him for days other than to discuss emergency procedures. She was kissing him back. The woman he should be staying well clear of—for her sake. He knew he had to step away from her. But she tasted so good, how could he let go of her? Twisting his head for better access to her mouth, his hands on her chin, thumbs rubbing lightly, the world shrank to this spot. No one, nothing else mattered.

The drizzle turned into a downpour.

They sprang apart. Nikki leapt for her SUV.

‘See you at the pub,’ Fraser yelled as he slammed her door shut and raced for his vehicle ten metres farther down the road.

Inside his home-built truck he slumped over the steering-wheel, banging his head with his fist. What an idiot he was. Nikki wouldn’t be at the pub when he got there. Not after he’d lost his cool and kissed her. She might’ve been kissing him back but he’d bet his best cricket bat she was already regretting it. She’d be berating herself for giving in so easily when she’d spent every day they’d worked together making absolutely sure that he understood there was nothing between them any more.

Reaching for the ignition, he sighed. Might as well have a beer anyway. He needed it now, even if Nikki didn’t.

‘Wakey-wakey, sleepyhead.’ Amy’s voice crawled into Nikki’s head, dragging her into the morning.

Rolling onto her back, Nikki groaned as pain slammed into her eyeballs and threatened to blow the top off her head. ‘Ahh, what happened?’ She squeezed her eyes tight.

Amber tugged the curtains wide open. ‘I’d say you drank too much at the pub last night.’

That could explain the bongo drums in her head. That probably had as much to do with her state as the three vodkas. Nothing to do with the fact she’d lain awake for hours dissecting that bone-crunching, mind-shattering kiss after all. ‘I didn’t eat much yesterday because we were so busy.’ Nikki partially opened one eye. ‘Shut those curtains, will you? The light’s hurting me.’

Amber sounded disgustingly cheerful. ‘So nothing to do with kissing Fraser?’

‘How do you know that?’ The drums picked up their pace. So it hadn’t been a bad dream. It had been real. And it hadn’t been bad either.

Amber plonked down on the end of the bed, tucking one foot under her bottom. ‘Gavin and I drove past on our way to a call.’

Nikki swallowed hard. ‘Do me a favour and keep that to yourself. It won’t be happening again.’ What had she done? Kissing Fraser was worse than running stark naked down Market Street on a busy Friday night.

Tugging her pillow from under her head, Nikki pulled it over her face. She couldn’t bear to think about last night. Whatever had possessed her to return Fraser’s kiss instead of pushing him away? It would be so humiliating when she next saw him. He’d think she was an easy touch. That she’d enjoyed kissing him and had wanted more was completely irrelevant. They weren’t getting back together.

‘Nikki.’ Amber leaned forward to stab her shoulder with a finger. ‘Come on. You’ve got to get up.’

‘Go away,’ she muttered into the pillow as tears began squeezing out her scrunched-shut eyes. ‘I can’t believe I did that.’

‘Want a coffee?’

Nikki eased the pillow aside and glared at her friend. ‘Leave me to sleep for the next ten years, will you?’ Hopefully by then Fraser would have left town again and she’d be able to step outside her front door.

‘Can’t do that. Your brother’s coming around any minute.’

‘Which one?’ Her stomach rolled unpleasantly.

‘Jay.’

Nikki stared at Amber, trying to see her properly through the fog in her eyes. ‘There’s a hint of red in your cheeks when you say Jay’s name.’

‘I’ve just had a hot shower.’ Amber looked away, fiddling with the bedspread.

‘You’ve got the hots for my brother.’ Nikki’s head pounded harder. She needed to warn Amber about Jay. Another time, she decided on a tender breath.

‘Lover boy’s here.’

‘What?’ Nikki’s skull split wide as she screeched, ‘Who do you mean?’ But she knew. Fraser had turned up. Why?

‘He brought your car round.’ When Nikki squinted at her, Amber added, ‘Apparently you were adamant you weren’t driving last night.’

Nikki flipped her hand left, right. ‘I’d never risk it. I’ve seen too many alcohol-induced road smashes.’ She shut her eyes again. ‘Tell him thanks and I’ll see him at work.’

‘No can do. He’s sitting in the kitchen with take-out coffees for us all. Says he’s not leaving until he’s seen you.’ Amber stood up, a sly smile on her face. ‘I suspect he’ll come in here if you don’t make an appearance soon. He’s that determined. You’ve made a hit, Nikki.’

You have no idea what I’ve done. None whatsoever. Another thought crashed into her skull. ‘Jay’s coming around.’

‘So?’

‘Ever seen a match thrown into a drum of petrol?’ Jay was the most protective in a bevy of protective brothers. She could almost feel sorry for Fraser, except he was big enough to fight his own battles.

* * *

Fraser paced the length of the tiny kitchen. Five steps to the wall with a shoebox-sized window that looked out onto the damp concrete square that served as the back yard. A washing line was strung from one side to the other, with underwear hanging from it. Gulp. Nikki’s?

In an effort to blank that sight from his head he turned, took five steps back to the door leading into the hall. This tiny flat had surprised him. He’d expected something roomier, sunnier, like the enormous, rambling homestead Nikki had grown up in.

Reaching the door, he heard the girls murmuring in one of the rooms off the short hall. He turned back to the window. Would Nikki make an appearance? If she refused to come out of her room he’d go to see her. He had to make sure she understood last night had been a one-off. His fingertips tingled, vividly reminding him of her satin skin as he’d caressed her neck, her cheeks. Unfortunately. He stopped. Stared around. Unfortunately? Since when did he want to get back with Nik?

Only since you left her five years ago.

His head spun. Really?

The back door burst open, letting in a draught of icy air—and one of four men Fraser definitely did not want to come face to face with yet.

‘McCall, what the hell are you doing in my sister’s flat?’

‘Waiting to see Nikki.’ Fraser stood straighter, taller. At six-one he mightn’t quite measure up to Jay’s height but he was damned if he was going to let that bother him. He would not be intimidated by the Page brothers. He needed them back on side, like they used to be before the wedding debacle, which meant proving he was looking out for their sister and in no way upsetting her.

Which meant explaining and apologising for the past. By the angry gleam in Jay’s eyes it was obvious Nikki hadn’t said a word about the cancer. Which was good. It was up to him. He didn’t believe for a minute that the Page family would immediately forgive him but hopefully none of them would want to beat the crap out of him either.

‘She won’t see you.’

He was probably right. ‘You know we work together—’

‘Hey, Jay.’ Nikki slunk into the cramped kitchen, Amber following.

Nik looked tired and dishevelled; that gorgeous mane of dark blonde hair free of its usual constraints and falling haphazardly over her shoulders. She wound her arms around her brother and gave him a brief peck on his cheek.

If only she’d do the same to me, Fraser thought. ‘Hi, Nikki,’ he croaked, his tongue so thick it filled his mouth. He’d give a year’s pay to run his hands through her hair, to feel its softness sliding across his skin. Her classy, satin dressing gown outlined her fabulous bottom perfectly and switched on his desire. Just like that. Bad timing. If he stood absolutely still, maybe no one would notice his reaction to the goddess standing before him.

‘Fraser.’ Nikki barely acknowledged him.

So he was back out in the cold. Two steps forward, three back today.

Jay kept a protective arm around her waist as he asked, ‘What’s McCall doing here?’

Nikki blinked, nodded perfunctorily. ‘Fraser brought my vehicle home. Everyone from work went to the pub and I didn’t want to drive afterwards.’

Jay grunted, relaxed a tad. ‘Oh, thanks, McCall.’

‘Yeah, thanks.’ Nikki picked up a coffee. ‘This for me?’

‘Yes. It’s probably gone cold by now.’

‘Thanks anyway.’ She sipped cautiously, before pouring the coffee down her throat. Next she opened a cupboard, removed a pan and placed it on the stove. From the fridge she removed a carton of eggs and a bottle of cream, moving carefully as though she hurt. ‘Breakfast, anybody?’

‘Count me in,’ Amber looked at Jay, hope in her eyes. ‘You staying?’

‘If Nikki’s cooking, I am.’ Jay squashed himself down at the tiny table and folded his long legs under the chair.

Crack. Crack. Crack. Slowly the pan filled with eggs.

Amber asked Fraser, ‘Do you need a ride somewhere after breakfast?’

He hadn’t said he was staying. ‘I’ll walk home.’ A five-kilometre hike would be good for what ailed him. He should have put his running gear on.

Nikki turned, fixed him with those azure eyes that had haunted his sleep last night. ‘I’ll drop you back.’ The whisk in her hand dripped egg on the floor.

Fraser gave her a tentative smile. ‘Thanks, but you’re cooking breakfast. Besides, you’re not dressed for going outside.’ He reached around her for the dishcloth, bent down to wipe up the mess.

‘You can stay for some food,’ Jay drawled, his gaze crossing from his sister to Fraser and back, a distinct question in his eyes. ‘Got enough eggs in that pan, Nikki?’

Why was Jay suddenly okay with him being there? Had Nikki told him about the cancer after all? Fraser hoped his old mate wasn’t feeling sorry for him. That was the last thing he wanted. But he was getting an opportunity to be on speaking terms with his old friend. ‘I’ll stay.’

‘I’ve got more than enough.’ Nikki glanced at Jay then back to him before slowly turning back to the pan and whisking cream into the eggs. When she added chopped fresh herbs to the pan his mouth watered. He remembered this process. Nik made the most delicious scrambled eggs ever. Then he saw the whisk slow and stop as Nikki stared out the window. Seeing what? Thinking what? About them? Last night?

Behind him Jay asked, ‘Are you back permanently, McCall?’

Dragging his gaze away from Nikki, he faced her brother. ‘Yes.’

Jay studied him with a worrying intensity. His gaze shifted to his sister for a moment before returning to bore into Fraser. A warning?

He hurried to explain. ‘Dad’s got dementia and Mum needs me here. Besides, Blenheim’s home and that’s where I want to be these days.’

Nikki’s head had lifted, tilted slightly to one side. Listening carefully.

So he added, ‘I also want to qualify as an AP while Dad’s capable of understanding. It’s something I owe him.’ It would never make up for the medical degree he’d dropped out of, but at least he’d have finished something for once in a long time.

Suddenly a similar smell to burning paella teased his nostrils. ‘The eggs are burning.’

Nikki spun around and snatched up the pan. ‘I never burn eggs. I’m a good cook.’

He was almost relieved. Now he could get away from the daunting questions in Jay’s eyes. He’d tell Jay what had happened to him, but he intended telling all Nikki’s family, just not one person at a time. ‘Guess that’s breakfast, then. I’ll head home now.’

The pan clattered into the sink and the sound of vigorous scraping filled the room. ‘I should never have started to cook this morning.

Too many distractions,’ Nikki muttered, loud enough for only him to hear.

Jay spoke over the noise. ‘I’ll give you a lift, McCall.’

Nikki paled, and the pot scrub in her hand came close to snapping. ‘No, it’s all right. I’ll get dressed and take him.’

‘Sis, I’ve got to go to the pharmacy and pick up some drugs I’ve ordered for a dog anyway. It’s no problem to take Fraser with me. Right, McCall?’

What could he say? No, I’d rather crawl all the way? ‘Thanks.’ He wanted his old life back, right? And that meant playing sport with the local teams, going to the pub with old mates. He couldn’t win Nikki’s heart back, but if he mended some bridges with old mates, especially Jay, he could settle down here where his roots were.







CHAPTER SIX

NIKKI rushed into the farmhouse kitchen, tugging her jacket off and tossing it on a hook by the door. The scent of fresh rosemary from the roast lamb wafted tantalisingly around the kitchen. ‘Sorry I’m late, Mum. Amber and I went shopping. I also got highlights put through my hair and had my nails done. Time got away from me.’ Glancing down at her new ankle boots, Nikki grinned. They were so cool. ‘Plus the torrential rain forced me to drive slowly.’

‘Never mind, I’m just glad you made it.’ Her mother, Rose, smiled as she handed Nikki a wooden spoon. ‘Just in time to make the gravy.’

‘No problem.’

Just then a shout of familiar laughter snatched her attention, wiped her smile away. ‘Fraser?’ She turned to stare into the games room off the side of the kitchen, where three of her brothers stood shoulder to shoulder at the pool table. Fraser was lining up a shot. Beau and Jay were heckling him. ‘He’s here? With the boys?’ Her voice lifted in a shrill squeak. They seemed almost relaxed with him, not trussing him up like a chicken so they could take turns hurting him. ‘But—?’

‘Jay invited him to stay for dinner.’ Rose stood beside her, looking in the same direction. ‘It’s a bit like old times.’

No. Nothing like that at all. Old times meant everyone got on, meant she and Fraser were in love, meant they had a joint future ahead of them. She’d been so happy then. There was no going back now. Worse, her family were supposed to support her, not let Fraser back in. Despair shook her. ‘Thanks a lot, everybody,’ she muttered.

‘Took some guts, walking in here, I’ll give him that,’ Nikki’s dad muttered as he carved the enormous leg of lamb on the meat platter. ‘He told us he’d talked to you the other night, and then he apologised for his behaviour the day of your wedding.’

Wow. Fraser really did mean to clear up everything that had gone wrong. Nikki nodded, her gaze still fixed on him. ‘Did he just turn up out of the blue? Were all the boys here?’

‘Yep, about an hour ago when everyone but you and Jordan had arrived. Had a couple of six packs with him. Told us about the cancer, too.’ Her dad continued carving. ‘He filled Jordan in on the facts when he turned up.’

Nikki shook her head slowly. ‘How did the boys take Fraser’s story? Is he back in favour now?’ Had her brothers all accepted the situation and put the past behind them as easily as that? This was her territory. Those big men in the games room with Fraser were her over-protective siblings. Where did this leave her? Was she wrong to hold out on him?

Pulling her gaze away, she concentrated on heating the basting juices from the lamb, slowly adding seasonings until she was happy with the flavour.

Her dad watched her, love for her in his eyes. ‘I know it still doesn’t make it right how he treated you, but I guess we’ve got to cut him some slack. Fraser was a part of this family until then.’

Nikki swallowed. There had been moments over the past few days when she’d thought the same thing, but then she’d think that if he’d really and truly loved her, she’d have been the first person he’d have told. ‘Yeah, well, that’s why he should’ve felt comfortable talking to us.’

Stirring the gravy, letting it thicken slowly, she glanced over at the man who had kissed her a few days ago. A short kiss as far as kisses went, but potent. Fraser’s lips on hers had reminded her of some of the good times they’d had. Memories she wasn’t sure she needed now, because they gave her hope. Hope for something she wasn’t anywhere near ready to think about. Or was even sure she wanted to follow up on.

Her dad tapped the carving knife on the edge of the plate. ‘Fraser’s got a good heart, lass. He’s come home to help his mother take care of Ken. Which—’ her dad carved another slice of meat ‘—considering how Ken used to treat Fraser, is nothing short of a miracle.’

‘You mean because Ken bullied Fraser?’ Fraser had told her about being taunted by his father if he ever failed a school test or didn’t score enough runs in a cricket match. Not meeting his father’s demanding expectations had made Fraser’s childhood harsh. ‘I guess that shows Fraser’s good nature.’ Dang.

‘It does.’ Her dad sighed sadly. ‘I always figured your man over there left town the very day he finished school to get away from his old man. The rumours were rife when he was young. I remember finding him in the implement shed here one day, sobbing because he’d missed out on the maths prize and his father would be angry. He was seven, for pity’s sake.’

‘He’s not my man.’ Her response was automatic, but also the truth. It didn’t matter why they’d broken up, but they had, and that was that. But what her dad had said was true. Fraser hadn’t said much but she’d seen the hurt in his eyes whenever he’d mentioned his father.

Fraser straightened and challenged Jay with a long drink from his bottle of beer. Bloke speak. Then he glanced sideways and locked eyes with her. The air leaked from her lungs. Fraser. He’d been badly hurt, as badly as she had, if not worse, by his illness and who knew what else. Caution hovered in the back of his eyes, as if half expecting someone or something to snatch away his happiness. In the past she’d have said, ‘Serves him right’, but now she only wanted to hug him and take away that wariness, to assure him everything was all right. Which was strange. She wanted to hug Fraser? As in comfort him? She shook her head. Weird.

Her mother tapped her shoulder. ‘Mind that gravy, love.’

Too late. ‘It’s split.’ Heck, take her mind off the pan for one moment and look what happened. Fraser happened, that’s what. Once again, she’d made a basic cooking error because he’d distracted her. At this rate she’d have to give up cooking.

‘Not much you can do with that now. We’ll have to go without.’ Nikki’s mother handed her a plate laden with roasted vegetables. ‘Put that on the table, will you? And relax. Fraser’s not going to hurt you tonight or any other night.’

Nikki turned back to her parents. ‘You’re both so sure. He’s apologised and suddenly the front door’s open again.’ The plate was heavy and she gripped the edges.

Her mum leaned closer. ‘Come on, my girl. He’s faced up to a family he knows he treated badly. And he’s done it with good grace, honestly and openly. Everyone’s entitled to a second chance at least once in their life.’

‘Hey, Nikki. Bet you weren’t expecting to see me before Tuesday.’ Fraser had appeared in front of her. He leaned close, asked quietly, ‘Are you okay with me being here? Because I can go if you’d prefer it.’

A second chance, her mother had said. What did that mean? Give Fraser another chance with her? Or the opportunity to be a part of her family again? To play sport with Jay and his mates? To turn up to join in whatever was happening here? Like tonight?

The heavy platter tilted precariously in her hands. Reluctantly, she looked into his eyes, saw nothing but honesty. Which made it hard to tell him to go. With a hesitant smile she held the dish out. ‘Put that on the table, will you?’

‘I take it I’m staying.’

‘You should.’ Amazing, but she meant it. Must be something in the air.

Glancing in the direction of the dining room, Nikki noticed her two sisters-in-law watching them, nothing but genuine concern for her in their eyes. Or was it for Fraser? Turning back to him, she asked, ‘How hard was it to walk in here after all this time?’

‘A little easier than rifles at sunset would’ve been.’ Fraser smiled that delicious smile that had always got to her, making her putty in his hands. And now made her think he did deserve a second chance. Oh, boy. As she blinked, Fraser continued, ‘I’m a useless shot.’

She smiled tentatively, suddenly wanting to move forward, step over the past lying between them. ‘Then I’m glad it didn’t come to that.’

‘Come on, you two. We’re starving in here,’ Beau called out.

‘And that food’s getting cold, Fraser.’ Jordan, brother number two, added his bit. ‘Talking of cold, I’ll throw another chunk of wood on the fire. That rain hasn’t eased off all day and the temperature’s dropped further.’

‘The river was higher than I’ve seen it in years when I came out,’ Nikki said, suddenly glad to get back to talking about ordinary, everyday things. ‘So much for spring pushing winter out of the way. Just hope there haven’t been too many lambs born yet.’

‘There’ve been a few out this way recently.’ Jay looked around the many dishes on the table. ‘Where’s the gravy?’

‘I wrecked it.’

Jay grinned. ‘First burnt eggs last week and now ruined gravy. You need cooking lessons, sis.’

‘Still giving you a hard time.’ Amusement glinted at her from Fraser’s eyes.

‘Brothers can be such a pain at times.’ Nikki grinned and relaxed completely for the first time all evening. ‘But Beau’s going to have to start behaving sensibly soon. He and Yvonne are pregnant.’

Fraser reached a hand out. ‘Congratulations, Beau, Yvonne. That’s fantastic news.’

‘Auntie Nikki has already drawn up a babysitting roster so that she gets more turns than anyone else.’ Yvonne grinned and gave Beau a peck on his bristly cheek. ‘But she’ll have to wait a few years until we’re in need of a break. I can’t imagine ever wanting to let someone else look after my baby.’

Rose smiled knowingly. ‘You’ll be glad of a night out with Beau after sleepless nights and full-on days, believe me.’

Fraser winked at Nikki. ‘Auntie Nikki, eh?’

‘Just wish the rest of them would get on with producing heirs for me to play with.’ And fill the gap in her heart that should’ve been filled by her own children.

There were only two vacant seats at the table, side by side, apart from those her parents always sat in. A manipulation by her family? Or coincidence? She’d go for the latter, and try not to question what those big oafs who claimed to care so much about her were up to. Or were they silently telling her to take another look at Fraser? That they’d vetted him and found him good enough for their sister after all? Totally confused, Nikki sat down and deliberately immersed herself in the light banter flowing around and over the table. This was how families behaved. At least, hers did, and always had.

As the meal progressed Nikki became increasingly aware of the man sitting beside her. It seemed that every time she moved she brushed against him. ‘Salt, please.’ And her thigh touched his as she reached to take the shaker. ‘Peas, ta.’ Her arm moved over Fraser’s. Her elbow nudged him as she cut her meat. When she tapped her foot in exasperation, her toes tapped the top of his foot.

This was far worse than being shut in an ambulance with him all day. And that was bad enough.

‘How are you finding being back in Blenheim?’ her father asked Fraser when he could get a word in around his sons’ banter—about halfway through dessert.

‘At first everything seemed exactly the same as the day I left for university. But Blenheim has changed, Allan. More people live here, the vineyards have spread farther out from the town, and now it’s the people I grew up with who are working on the land, running the businesses. I’m very glad to be back.’

Out in the hall the phone rang and Jay pushed his chair back. ‘I’ll get that. Might be someone remembering it’s my birthday.’

‘How could anyone forget when he told the whole town?’ Beau grinned.

Jay was back, his face bleak. ‘That was the police. The bridge is out. The river’s burst its banks. Our four-wheel-drive tractor’s needed up by the bend to pull a campervan out from where it crashed over the railing into the water.’

‘Sounds dangerous, son.’

‘It gets worse. Two people are trapped inside. Nikki, Fraser, I took the liberty of saying you were here and the SARS co-ordinator wants you to attend. There could be injuries.’

‘Not a problem. I’ll change into work-boots.’ Nikki stood up. ‘Jay’s in the search-and-rescue team these days,’ she informed Fraser while mentally running through what might be available in the house to take to the scene in case of injuries. ‘Mum, I’ll take your first-aid kit and some blankets.’

Fraser pushed his chair back. ‘Has the ambulance been called?’

Jay answered over his shoulder as he headed for the back door. ‘Yes, but they’re going the long way. There’s another breach of the river bank closer to town that’s causing chaos.’

Nearly an hour would be added to the crew’s trip, then. ‘Guess it really is up to us.’ Nikki grimaced.

Beau was already at the door. ‘I’m coming, too. Might be something I can do to help.’ Within moments three brothers were kitted out in wet-weather gear and stomping through the rain to one of the large four-wheel-drive vehicles parked by the shed, while Jay headed to the shed and the tractor. Allan called to Fraser, ‘Keep an eye on my girl, will you? I know what she’s like when she thinks someone needs her help.’

‘I’ll be glued to her at the hip.’ Fraser took the pile of blankets Nikki’s mother handed him and stuffed them into plastic bin liners for protection from the rain. He nodded at Nikki. ‘We’ll take your SUV. My little heap will sink in the first puddle we come to.’

‘Glued to me at the hip?’

‘Where you go, I go.’ He grinned that wicked grin of his that turned her toes upwards, fizzed her blood.

Thank goodness it would be chilly out in the rain.

Fraser drove, following the guys down the long drive and out onto the sodden road, surprised that Nikki had tossed him the keys. Normally she would be proving that she was as good as any of her brothers.

Slap, slap went the wipers. Whack, whack went his brain. He’d gone out to her family home that afternoon, not really knowing how well he’d be accepted by Nikki’s family despite Jay’s genuine invitation after he’d heard his story. No one had mentioned the past, which had perversely put him on edge, tightening his gut, tensing his shoulders.

They’d just waited for him to say his piece, which had been hard to do with those men all lined up, hands on hips, waiting. Everybody but everybody knew you didn’t fool around with Nikki or else those brothers would be down on you like a load of hay bales. But Jay had stood beside him.

Parking on the edge of the hard by the group of people clad in waterproof gear peering over the edge into the raging waters of the usually quiet Wairau River, Fraser commented, ‘Those spotlights on that farm truck give the whole place an eerie look.’

‘There’s the campervan.’ Nikki pointed to the van bobbing precariously in the river, water lapping at the bottom of the windows. ‘Those poor people must be terrified.’ She jumped out of the vehicle and stomped through the puddles to join her brothers.

Fraser followed, pausing at the river’s edge, the sight making him whistle through his teeth. ‘Hell, those folks are lucky not to have been swept away.’

‘The current could still roll the van at any moment.’ Beau appeared at his elbow.

Jay joined them. ‘It’s going to be a job and a half getting those people out of there. I doubt I can pull the camper back onto land. It’s too far over the edge and I’ll be pulling against the current. A crane might do the trick tomorrow. In the meantime, I can anchor the van while the guys evacuate those people.’

Nikki stood on Jay’s other side. ‘If that was me stuck in there, I’d be screaming in fear.’

Fraser grimaced. If it had been Nikki in that van he’d be screaming with fear. And there’d be no stopping him moving mountains to get her out. ‘Do we know exactly who’s inside the camper?’ he asked Jay.

‘A woman and a teenager. They’d been parked on the river bank most of the afternoon but must’ve decided it was time to move away from the river. Pity they didn’t make that decision hours ago.’ Jay stomped off to his tractor.

Fraser turned to Nikki. ‘Why don’t you wait in your vehicle until we’re wanted? No point in getting soaked unnecessarily.’

‘Because then I wouldn’t know what’s going on.’ She glared at him. ‘As soon as Jay’s secured the van I’m going to see if I can reach those people. There’s a strong possibility one or both were injured when they tipped over the edge. Either of them could’ve slammed head-first into the windscreen or dash.’

Fraser’s blood chilled, slowed. ‘You are not going anywhere near that vehicle. Or the bank.’

Beau stepped in front of her. ‘No, Nikki. I don’t think so. What if the bank gives out completely and the van gets washed away?’

‘You could be hurt. Drowned.’ Fraser added his fears.

Jay had spun around and stomped straight back to Nikki. ‘Where did you get that dumb idea from, sis? You are not going near that river.’ Even in the dim light his fear for his sister was easy to see. ‘You think we haven’t got enough to deal with without you getting into trouble? Try climbing down to the front of that van in this rain and see what happens. You’ll slip for sure. Stay with Fraser and Beau until we can bring those people to you.’

Nikki laid a hand on Jay’s arm. ‘It’s okay, I’ll be careful.’

Jay shrugged her hand away. ‘You’re not going there.’

‘You could tie a rope around my waist.’ Defiance tightened her voice and stabbed Fraser in the gut.

‘No way,’ he all but shouted, and was rewarded with rolling eyes and a tight mouth.

‘You think we’re not going to do everything we can to get those two out of there?’ Jay snapped. ‘We’ve got specially trained people to do this.’

‘None of your lot can do more than basic first aid. I can.’ Nikki glared at her brother. ‘I understand why you’re worried but this is different. I can look after myself, Jay. And your guys will make sure nothing happens to me.’

Jay grunted. ‘You want me scared witless?’

‘No, I don’t.’ Some eye contact went down between Nikki and her brother before she turned her fiery glare on Fraser. ‘Our job is to help people.’

Fraser responded quickly. ‘No, Nik. It’s the job of the SAR’s guys to get them out of there. Then you can do your magic medical stuff.’

Jay prodded Nikki’s shoulder. ‘Seriously, sis, I want you safe on firm ground, not giving me a heart attack while you’re hanging over that wild river in a vehicle that’s relying on a rope to keep it out of trouble.’ He raced towards his tractor.

Just then shouts came from below them. ‘Help me. Mum’s not waking up.’ The young voice from the camper’s now open skylight was filled with terror.

‘That does it. I can get in through that skylight.’ Nikki charged after Jay, calling, ‘Hurry up with securing that van. I’m going in.’ She approached the other men and whatever she said quickly had them fixing her into a harness attached to a long safety rope on pulleys.

Fraser’s heartbeat was all over the place. She couldn’t go out there. What if she slipped? He stepped forward. ‘I’ll go.’

‘Like you’re going to fit those shoulders through that gap.’ Her eyes glittered at him then suddenly softened. ‘Can you get the first-aid stuff that I brought from home?’

He wanted to tie her to her SUV so she couldn’t do such a damned-fool thing, not be aiding her in this crazy scheme. But she wasn’t about to listen to him.

‘Okay,’ he acquiesced, but it should be him going. He wanted to help those people as much as she did, and at least then she’d be safe.

‘Fraser,’ she said softly, ‘I’ll be fine. These guys will make sure of that.’

And I’ll be terrified every single second until you’re back on firm ground. ‘You’re right.’ He strove for a normal voice, speaking around a huge blockage in his throat. Nikki needed him focused on the job. ‘I wish we had the ambulance and all its gear.’

Her hand was shaking when he handed her the bag of supplies. He changed tack. She needed support, not argument. ‘You can do this, Nik. You’ll be just fine.’

Please, his heart begged. Please don’t slip, fall, hurt yourself. Please put your safety first, but he knew that was a hopeless request so he kept it to himself and stood with Beau, watching while his heart thumped continuously.

The SAR men wouldn’t let Nikki go until Jay had the wire cable secured from his tractor to the camper and one of them had gone over to perch on the van’s roof first. The moment they gave her the nod she was moving down the bank as fast as possible, crossing the raging water. Using the spare wheel attached to the back of the van, she began hauling herself up. She slipped, grasped the wheel and hung for a moment, her feet kicking at the water. The rope did its job, holding her safe, although at an awkward angle.

‘Hell.’ Fraser stood on the edge of the bank, mindless of his own safety, holding his breath. Even knowing about the safety rope, his mind tossed up pictures of Nikki being washed away, rolling and bouncing down the river. Then she began hauling herself upwards again. Slowly, one hand grip at a time. He’d give anything to swap places with her.

‘Damn it, Nikki. Be careful,’ Beau muttered beside him. ‘Why couldn’t she wait until the guys brought those people to her?’

‘Because she cares too much,’ Fraser admitted. ‘Hell, I want to go and help them, so why wouldn’t Nik?’

‘You ambos are all the same, needing to make everyone better.’

‘Yeah, and you’re not? Coming out in these conditions to rescue these people?’ Fraser nudged Beau in the arm. ‘Eh, Dr Page?’

‘A lot of use being a gynaecologist is,’ Beau retorted before calling to Jay, ‘How are your lot going to get everyone off that campervan?’

‘The same way Nikki and Andy went on board. Ropes and pulleys.’

It took for ever to evacuate the boy, Bryne, who’d had his left arm strapped across his chest by Nikki. When he was on firm ground Fraser led him to the SUV and settled him on the back seat. ‘Let’s take a look at that arm.’

‘The lady said it’s broken,’ Bryne told him. ‘Here.’ He tapped his lower arm.

Beau joined them. ‘Did Nikki give you anything for the pain?’

Bryne shook his head. ‘Do you think Mum’s going to be all right? She’s unconscious and her head’s bleeding.’

‘I’m sure she’ll be good to go as soon as we get her to hospital. What did she bang her head on?’ Fraser asked.

‘I don’t know. I was in the back when we went over the bank. It was scary. I thought I was going to die.’

‘Hey.’ Fraser lightly tapped Bryne’s hand.

‘You’re safe now, okay? Think of the story you can tell your mates.’

Nikki poked her head in the door. ‘How are you doing, Bryne? Mum’s safe now. My brother, Beau, he’s a doctor and he’ll see to your mum.’

Fraser couldn’t help himself. He reached for Nikki, ran a finger down her frozen cheek. ‘Glad you’re back,’ he whispered.

‘So am I. It was darned freaky out there.’

It had been darned freaky here, too.

Flashing lights announced the arrival of the ambulance. ‘Here comes the cavalry.’ It was easier to focus on that than think about the danger Nikki had put herself in. She was safe and that should be all that mattered. The fact that his heart was still knocking hard against his ribs was irrelevant. Wasn’t it?

Nikki called through the rain still pouring relentlessly out of the sky, ‘Hey, guys, typical. Wait till the hard work’s done before turning up.’

‘I think we’ve been to Christchurch and back, trying to find a way through,’ Mike said as he and Rebecca jumped down and splashed across to them. ‘What have you got for us?’

‘Bryne here has a broken arm and lots of bruises. His mum needs a nice warm bed for the night in hospital.’ Beau gave them a quick rundown.

Fraser led the boy around to the back of the ambulance and helped him aboard, while Rebecca and some of the SAR guys loaded Bryne’s mother onto a stretcher.

Finally, Fraser held open the SUV’s door. ‘Come on, Nikki, let’s go home and get dry.’

‘Home, as in Mum and Dad’s place,’ she muttered. ‘I don’t fancy driving back to town with all that water on the roads.’

Disappointment flooded Fraser. For one crazy moment he’d forgotten they weren’t a couple. They weren’t even having a relationship so they didn’t do things like go home together. ‘I guess you’re right. It’s probably crazy to be on the road tonight if you don’t have to be.’

‘There’s plenty of room for you to stay too,’ Nikki murmured, staring fixedly out the windscreen. ‘I’m sure Mum will be happy to put you up for the night.’

Warmth trickled through Fraser at the offhand invitation. Three steps forward, none back. Progress?







CHAPTER SEVEN

FRASER pulled into the drive of his parents’ home just after six the next morning. He’d left a note on the bench back at Allan and Rose Page’s house, thanking them for putting him up the previous night.

Quietly closing the truck door, he headed up the path in the dark to the front door. Hopefully his dad had had a quiet night.

His father’s newly querulous voice shattered that wish. ‘What do you think you’re doing, skulking around here, you scoundrel?’

‘Dad? What are you doing outside this early?’ Fraser stared at the semi-naked man sitting on the top step. ‘You need more than pyjama pants to protect yourself against the cold and damp.’ At least the rain had finally stopped.

‘Keeping an eye out for you, Henry Broad. You needn’t think you’re getting past me to Molly. She’s mine now. She don’t want a bar of you, so beat it.’

Shock slammed into Fraser, forcing the air out of his lungs. Dad doesn’t recognise me. Knowing that this would happen didn’t lessen the impact or the pain. He’s really lost all sense of what’s real.

‘Dad, it’s me, your son.’ Fraser spoke evenly, quietly, pretending his heart wasn’t pounding his ribs like a battering ram. He needed to make his father come back from wherever his mind had wandered. ‘Dad, I’m Fraser,’ he said as he slipped his jacket off and around his dad’s shivering shoulders. This was the man who’d tormented and bullied him all his childhood and yet Fraser would give anything to bring back the father he was more familiar with.

‘Go home, Broad.’ His dad’s voice dipped, wavered, as though he wasn’t sure what was going on.

Fraser grimaced. How long has Dad been out here? His skin was icy. Hypothermic? Shivering and confusion were symptoms. But the confusion was more likely due to the dementia. ‘Come on, let’s get you inside and warm.’

Where was Mum? Finally getting a desperately needed full night’s sleep? This would rattle her, and cause more sleepless nights as she kept one eye open to watch over the man she’d spent all her adult life with.

His dad stood up slowly. ‘Don’t get funny with me, Broad. I know you’ve been sneaking around, trying to win Molly away from me.’ He swung an arm in Fraser’s direction.

Carefully catching the arm, which wasn’t as muscular as it used to be, Fraser tried to turn his father round and lead him inside, all the while aching for this once strong man. The man who’d been a hard father, who’d pushed him around, taunted him over any shortcomings, and yet had sat with him for every single round of chemo.

Twisting out of Fraser’s hands, his dad yelled, ‘Don’t you touch me. Get off my property and don’t come back, you hear?’

Fraser reluctantly tried another tack. ‘Ken, get your butt in the house now before Molly comes looking for you. She’s going to be mad as hell if she finds you out here.’ It was a crappy state of affairs when a man had to speak to his father like this, but if it meant getting him inside and wrapped up in warm clothes then it would be worth it.

His father glared at him then suddenly peered sheepishly over his shoulder at the front door as though expecting Molly to appear suddenly. ‘She’d give me a bollocking, wouldn’t she, son?’

Son. Fraser’s heart tripped. Thank you, Dad. But there were going to be more and more instances when he wasn’t recognised by the man who’d reared him, who’d been the reason he’d left Blenheim. Who’d made him the person he was. Because of his father he’d spent years polishing his skills at beguiling people, bringing them onside so they liked him. But suddenly his eyes moistened. Families were meant to be about loving and caring, whereas he’d always believed his father was an adversary.

With his mum everything had been different, all about love and caring. His dad had bullied her as well, but she’d accepted it, whereas he’d fought back. And won his father’s love along the way.

‘Come on, Dad.’ Taking his father’s elbow, Fraser directed him inside, closing the door on the outside world. As he and his mum had done for as long as he could remember.

‘Ken? Fraser? What’s going on?’ His mum came towards them, tying a belt around her robe, looking bewildered. ‘Where have you been, Ken? I didn’t notice he’d gone,’ she added in an aside to Fraser.

‘It’s all right, Mum. I’ll get him dry and dressed in something warm. Maybe you could turn on the heaters and make us all a cup of tea.’

Seeing the weariness in his mother’s face made the tears prick harder at the backs of his eyelids. This disease was so unfair. Thank goodness he’d come back to Blenheim when he had. His mum couldn’t have managed alone for much longer. Even with him here it wasn’t easy, but he knew better than to mention rest homes and dementia units again. She’d send him packing for sure.

Not that Fraser could blame her. If he loved someone as much as his mum loved his dad, despite everything, then he’d be dead set against handing over her care to strangers. A picture of Nikki clambering up the camper van last night slipped into his head, along with the chill he’d known as he’d watched her. He’d feared for her, been terrified something dreadful would happen to her. He’d wanted to be the one on the end of the pulleys and ropes, holding her safe.

Sighing, Fraser dropped a kiss on his mum’s wrinkled forehead. ‘Who’s this Broad character?’ he whispered.

‘The man your father charmed me away from.’ His mum smiled softly, her eyes misty. ‘Thank goodness.’

‘Really?’ Shock rippled through him. He’d never understood how his mum could love his dad despite the bullying and demands he’d made on her. Yet now her face shone with it. She wouldn’t change a thing. He could see that in the steel at the back of her eyes, in the hand that rubbed his dad’s arm.

‘Absolutely.’

‘Sorry.’ He kissed her soft cheek, knowing she wouldn’t understand he was apologising for trying to belittle that love when he’d been a teen and thought he knew everything. But setting Nikki free had been just as loving. In a back-to-front way. Must have picked up some of his mother’s good characteristics.

‘We all used to go to the dance hall in town and your dad was a better dancer than Henry.’

‘I got that skill from him, then.’ Fraser was very sorry for hurting his mum, but his parents’ relationship was not one he wanted to emulate. Sometimes, in the deep of the night, he worried he’d turn out to be no better than his father. What if he had married Nikki and spent their whole life together putting her endeavours down, humiliating her? What if he’d had all those kids he yearned for and then spent for ever making them wish they’d never been born? Or did love really conquer all those fears?

‘Fraser.’ His mum’s gentle voice cut through his questions. ‘Dad needs to get warm. Now.’ Her steady gaze said she did understand.

With a brief nod Fraser turned back to his father and took his arm again. ‘Come on, Dad.’

To concentrate on helping his parents properly he had to ignore the bubble of anguish that had arrived in his belly when he’d seen his dad sitting outside. This disease was never going away. It was going to end in tears and it was his job to cushion the impact for his mum. All part of resuming his place in his family, in his home town.

Nikki flipped open her phone, squeezed it between her ear and shoulder, and continued loading the washing machine. ‘Hello?’

‘It’s Fraser.’ Two words. Two very tired words.

Her heart stopped. The very person she’d been thinking about. But why was he ringing her? ‘What are you up to?’

‘Have you been for your run yet?’

Yes, she had, hours ago. But she hesitated. Something in Fraser’s tone suggested he desperately needed company. ‘I was about to head out. Want to join me?’ Two runs in one day would be hard on her legs but she’d manage. Maybe they’d take it easy. As if. Fraser was a regular runner, too, and she already knew how competitive he was at everything.

‘I’d like that. Where shall I meet you?’ he asked.

‘I’ll pick you up in ten, if that suits. We can head up to Wither Hills Farm Park.’

‘That works perfectly. See you shortly.’ Fraser hung up.

Nikki stared at her phone. Something was up, but why had he asked her to go for a run with him? It wasn’t as though he told her much about himself these days. They’d managed to make working together possible by not sharing any personal information.

Ten minutes, she’d said. Minus sixty seconds already. Nikki turned the washing machine on and raced to her bedroom for a clean set of track pants and sweatshirt.

At the foot of the Wither Hills Farm Park they did warm-up stretches before running up the track that would eventually edge around the side of the hill. Nikki took the lead. ‘Come on, slowcoach,’ she taunted over her shoulder. So far Fraser hadn’t said a word about why he’d wanted to join her and her nerves were winding tighter by the minute.

‘Slowcoach, eh?’ Fraser gave a tense smile that didn’t reach his eyes as he lengthened his stride to pass her.

Nikki immediately upped her pace, feeling the strain in her calf muscles as she passed Fraser, only to have him tap her shoulder as he raced past her again. At the top of the hill they collapsed against the fence, gasping cold air into their lungs.

Finally, Fraser muttered, ‘Next time I have a rush of blood to the head and suggest going for a run with you I’ll go to the gym instead. You’re very fit.’

‘You’re not so bad yourself.’ Nikki straightened up, hands on hips as she stretched her back. The wind was chilly, rapidly cooling her down.

His gaze cruised over her, slowing at her breasts. ‘When did you take up running? You never used to own a pair of sports shoes, let alone know how to use them.’

Embarrassment warmed her cold cheeks. About to avoid the question, she hesitated. One of her biggest complaints about Fraser was that he didn’t tell her anything important. Hauling in a lungful of air, she told him, ‘After you left me I got depressed. Like really depressed. I had to take drugs for a while.’

The eyes that Fraser turned on her were dark caramel and full of guilt and concern. ‘That explains the way you walk now.’

‘What?’

‘You used to have a spring in your step, as though nothing could keep you down. Your love of life flowed through everything you did.’ His gaze remained fixed on her. ‘I took that away from you.’

Blimey. He carried so much guilt. She reached a hand out, touched his lightly. ‘Don’t. It’s over now. You’ve explained and I have the answers I’d been looking for. I have to own some of what happened to me, too.’ Could she have prevented the depression? Should she have knocked on Fraser’s door and demanded answers, instead of hiding away feeling sorry for herself? She’d never know.

Fraser turned his hand over, laced his fingers with hers, shook his head at her. ‘That’s too easy.’

Probably. Striving for a lighter tone, she smiled. ‘There was nothing easy about taking up running, believe me. I hated it at first, but my doctor kept insisting I not give up.’ She pulled her hand free, away from the temptation to hold on tight, to try and find that connection they used to have.

‘What kept you going?’

‘I’d lost a lot of weight and didn’t want to find it again so in the end that’s why I persevered. For weeks I ached from top to toe, then one day I woke feeling great and knew I’d never give up running, or some form of exercise, again.’

‘It agrees with you. You look fantastic. But you always did.’

I did? Really? She stared at Fraser, but could see nothing in his eyes that refuted his words. Wow. But it didn’t matter what he’d thought, it was still too late. Rubbing her hands up and down her arms, she said, ‘Let’s walk a bit. It’s too cold to stand still.’

Fraser nodded but remained staring out over the town for a long moment. Finally, he turned to her. ‘My father’s getting worse, and there’s not a thing I can do about it. It’s like watching a coil of wire unwinding under its own volition. I can’t stop it. I can’t change anything. And worst of all, it’s too late to tell him the things I’ve wanted to tell him most of my life.’

The helplessness in his eyes caught at her, making her heart ache for him. ‘What would you say to him if you could?’

She had to strain to hear his reply. ‘I’d tell him I forgive him.’

‘I’m sure he knows. You came home for him. That says what words don’t.’

Fraser turned to face her. ‘I know he loved me. He just didn’t know how to show it. Until I was ill. Then he spent months with me. Still tried to tell me what to do, though.’ Fraser’s smile was poignant. ‘Guess that’ll never change.’

Nikki asked, ‘So what happened today? Did your dad take a turn for the worse?’

‘When I got home this morning Dad was sitting on the front porch dressed in nothing but his PJ bottoms. He didn’t know me.’ Fraser’s Adam’s apple bobbed and he ran his knuckles down his cheek. ‘Called me Henry Broad. Accused me of trying to steal his wife from him. Turns out Broad’s an old flame of Mum’s. The whole thing would be funny if it wasn’t so damned sad.’

Nikki tossed caution to the wind and stepped in front of him to wrap her arms around him. ‘I can’t begin to imagine how you cope. What about your mother? Is she okay?’

He stood absolutely still, hands at his sides. Waiting for her to let go? She didn’t, instead hugging tighter. This was what friends did, and she could be Fraser’s friend. For now.

Finally, he relaxed into her hold, and his hands came up around her back. Against her cheek he murmured, ‘Mum’s good. Exhausted, but she’s good.’

When they began shivering from the cold he pulled away and began jogging slowly. ‘Mum’s so patient with him, not to mention stubbornly determined to keep Dad at home with her.’

‘How much longer can she realistically do that?’ Nikki followed, feeling warm on the inside despite the chill wind making her shiver. A hug with Fraser had lifted her spirits no end.

Fraser shrugged. ‘How long’s a piece of string? There’s no way of knowing with this disease. She swears he’s been okay up till now.’

‘I bet your mother’s just happy you’re here now.’

‘I guess.’ Then he tossed a challenge over his shoulder. ‘Last one back to the car buys lunch.’ And he was gone, racing down the track like a greyhound.

‘If you think I’m buying, think again …’ But as she sped down the narrow path after him she knew there was no way he’d let her beat him. It wasn’t in his nature.

Fraser hurdled over the last fence and slapped his hand on the vehicle first. ‘I won.’

Nikki slipped between the fence wires. ‘You cheated.’

His eyes rolled skywards. ‘Excuses, excuses.’ He opened the car door, leaned his arms on the roof. ‘Thanks for coming out with me. I needed to let off steam.’

Nikki gazed into those serious eyes and her breath hitched in her throat. He’d chosen her to spend the morning with when he’d wanted to put the pain of his father’s illness out of his mind. That made her feel warm and soft inside. Special, even. Like they were getting close again.

‘Nikki.’ Fraser strode around the car to her. ‘Nikki, I …’ His hands gripped her upper arms.

‘You wh-what?’ There was an unfamiliar yet very familiar look in those beautiful eyes gazing at her. He wanted to kiss her, but he was wary. Heat and longing stared out at her, turned her insides soft, exploding all thought of keeping her distance. Her legs stretched, lifting her onto her toes. Her hands gripped the front of his windbreaker jacket and hauled him closer.

‘Kiss me, Fraser,’ she demanded, secure in the knowledge he wanted it as much as she suddenly did.

His eyes widened and he grabbed her to him. ‘I’ve missed you,’ he murmured against her mouth.

Then his lips covered hers, slick, forcing her mouth wide. His tongue pushed inside, teasing, tasting, dancing with hers. Driving her crazy with desire.

Pressing her body length against Fraser, her breasts hard against his chest, her belly against his, thigh to thigh, excitement wound tightly deep inside her womanhood. She needed to touch his skin. Her hands slipped under his shirt, fingers spreading wide on his back, his skin smooth and warm under her fingertips.

She pressed even closer and he wound his arms tighter around her. His shaft, hard, pressed against her belly. It had been so long since she’d known this need. Every muscle in her body shook as his kisses deepened, became hungrier. Shaking with need for him. She wanted him. She wanted Fraser? Yes.

No. She jerked her mouth free. No. They couldn’t do this. She wasn’t ready. She’d never be ready for him.

Fraser took her face in his hands. The eyes that met hers were full of concern and slowly evaporating need. ‘You want to stop?’

Unable to speak, she nodded slowly. And bit back the denial threatening to break from her mouth.

He leaned in, placed the softest of soft kisses on each cheek, then her mouth. ‘Okay.’ And he stepped away, around the SUV to the other side, never taking his gaze off her.

She stared at him, her hands trembling. How could she have let that kiss happen?

How had she stopped it?

As Nikki pulled into the driveway of his parents’ home a little later she gasped. ‘That’s Mum’s car. What’s she doing here?’

‘Seeing if there’s anything I can do for Molly and Ken.’ Rose Page answered her daughter’s question when they went inside. ‘Fraser said last night he’s going to Christchurch next month for training so I dropped by to see if Molly might want some company or help with the chores while he’s away.’

Nikki gaped at her mother. Yesterday, her brothers seemed to have accepted Fraser back into the fold all too easily, and today her mother had turned up to see Molly McCall.

Yeah, and twenty minutes ago who had been kissing Fraser like a starved woman?

Fraser smiled. ‘Thanks, Rose.’ Then he turned to his mother. ‘Where’s Dad?’

‘Right here.’ Mr McCall loomed up in the doorway. ‘Just been catching the midday news and weather. Last night’s storm did a lot of damage all over the top half of the South Island.’

It seemed that morning’s episode of forgetfulness had passed. Until next time. Pain for Fraser lanced Nikki’s heart. It must be dreadful never knowing what offbeat thing his dad might do next. Right now, if she hadn’t known, she’d never have guessed Mr McCall had dementia.

Did Fraser ever worry he might get dementia? One glance at him, laughing and chatting with everyone, and she’d have to say no.

‘They got that campervan out of the river this morning.’ Her mum’s voice cut through her thoughts. ‘It’s a mess. All that poor woman’s possessions have been under water all night.’

Molly was looking from Fraser to Nikki. She asked in such an innocent voice that had Nikki wondering if she had ‘I’ve just been kissed by your son’ written over her face. ‘What are you two doing this afternoon?’

‘I’m taking Nik out to lunch.’

Nikki shook her head. ‘No, you’re not.’

His eyes instantly filled with disappointment. ‘I thought that was the deal.’

‘The deal was the loser shouts lunch. I believe I came second.’ A rush of pleasure warmed her as the disappointment cleared and he smiled a toe-curling smile. ‘Even if you did cheat.’

‘For that I’ll buy the wine. Which vineyard do you recommend?’

The sun had at last cleared the sky of clouds and its warm rays made the garden at the vineyard restaurant very appealing to Nikki and Fraser. They selected a table out in the open, away from the shade of the trees.

‘This is definitely something I didn’t get to do very often in Dunedin.’ Fraser stretched his long legs under the table. ‘And definitely not at this time of the year.’

‘I’ve never missed those freezing winters, all that snow and ice. I still remember the first year we moved down there. I thought I’d never survive the cold.’ Nikki shivered exaggeratedly.

‘You used to hate leaving the kitchen where you worked to come home at night.’ The intensity in his eyes made her blush with memories of how they’d got warm when she had finally got back to their flat. She reached for her glass, sipped the crisp Sauvignon Blanc and nodded. ‘Excellent.’

‘It is.’

Finally, Fraser looked away, and she was able to draw a full breath. So many good times between them. All ruined by one thing. She shivered. Time to take a break from the past and enjoy this time with Fraser, enjoy today. Leaning back in her chair, Nikki looked around the garden.

‘The daffodils are in bud. And over the fence there’s green showing on the grapevines. Spring is definitely on the way.’ The new growth always lifted her spirits. It was like a new beginning. Was that what was happening here with Fraser? Was that what she wanted?

I don’t know. But I’m not uncomfortable with him any more.

‘Can I take your orders?’ A waitress hovered at her elbow and Nikki refocused, ordering the smoked salmon terrine and salad.

Fraser leaned his elbows on the table and studied her over his clasped hands. ‘Don’t you miss the kitchen at all?’

‘I miss putting together a beautiful meal that someone’s paying for and therefore expecting the best. I miss being around other foodies all the time. But the daily grind of producing the same thing over and over, of not being able to be creative?’ She shook her head. ‘I’d rather strap an oxygen mask on a seriously ill asthmatic patient and save their life.’

‘Maybe you should’ve been the one going to med school. There’s room for more than one doctor in your family.’

‘I don’t think so.’ Between her fingers her glass twisted back and forth. ‘Would you ever consider finishing your degree? I can’t accept you won’t ever become a doctor.’

‘Funny thing, but since I’ve come home on a permanent basis I’ve started thinking about that and wondering if I should try and qualify. But I’m not sure I want to go into debt for it when Mum’s going to be paying huge fees for Dad to go into a rest home soon.’ When she opened her mouth he held his hand up. ‘Nik, it’s not possible. I’ve said I’ll be around for Mum now that Dad’s ill. I won’t break that promise. Or any others I get to make in the future.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘I meant that, Nik.’ He was watching her with wide eyes, as though he might miss any nuances in her expression. ‘I’m done with letting down the people I care about.’

‘I believe you.’ I doubt I’d trust you with my heart again, but I believe you mean what you say. She deliberately returned to his medical career. ‘So you’ve signed on for life at the Blenheim station, then.’

He blinked, turned that intense gaze away. ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that. Just as well I really enjoy being a paramedic. It’s edgy, fun and helping people in stressful situations. Which reminds me, have you heard how Charlotte’s getting on?’

‘She’s out of her coma but the doctors aren’t saying yet if she’ll be all right.’

‘How are Mark and Ella? I can’t imagine what they’re going though.’

‘They’ve moved into a motel unit next to the hospital, and George is with them now.’ When Fraser’s eyebrows lifted in query she added, ‘George is their son. He’s two years younger than Charlotte.’

‘Weird how things turn out. Mark and Ella couldn’t stand each other at school, yet now they’re married with kids and helping each other through what has to be the worst time of their lives.’

Yes, they’re sticking together, sharing the pain. ‘They’ve grown closer and closer over the years since they married. Charlotte came along before they married, and Ella always says that was the best thing that could have happened to them. She brought them together.’

Wariness slipped into Fraser’s eyes, but he didn’t say anything, just let her carry on talking.

‘I hope more than anything Charlotte makes it.’ I worry that there was something more I could’ve done to save her.

‘We did our best, Nik. You were awesome with her.’

‘I’m that obvious?’

‘You forget how well I used to know you.’ His smile was tender, almost sad.

‘No, I haven’t forgotten.’ It was time to return the conversation to safer ground. Sitting up straighter, she looked around. ‘I wonder where our meals have got to.’

The meals were scrumptious when they arrived. ‘Want a second wine?’ Fraser asked as they put down their knives and forks.

‘Yes, it’s so lovely out here I’m not ready to leave.’ And now that they’d managed to talk about everyday things for a while she’d relaxed even more with Fraser.

‘Two glasses of Sauvignon Blanc for two of my favourite people.’

Fraser looked up into the face of Isabella Fowler. He leapt up and grabbed her in a hug. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m good.’ Isabella hugged him back then moved to Nikki, hugging her extra tight. ‘I hope you were going to poke your head into the kitchen before you left.’ She grinned at Nikki. ‘Got a spare apron if you’re tired of saving people.’

Nikki laughed. ‘Not yet. Anyway, there was never room for both of us in your kitchen.’

‘You worked here?’ Fraser stared at Nikki. ‘You didn’t say.’

‘Why do you think I chose this restaurant?’

Isabella sat down between them. ‘I heard about your dad, Fraser. I’m sorry. Is that why you’re back home?’

‘One of the reasons.’ He quickly changed the subject, not wanting to talk about the past and knowing how Isabella wouldn’t hesitate to ask awkward questions. One thing he’d learned growing up next door to her was that nothing but nothing was a secret with her. ‘Are you head chef here?’

‘I own the restaurant, along with my partner, André, from Paris.’ Her face filled with love. ‘He drove into town one day, had a meal at the bistro I worked at and the rest is history.’

‘She tied André from Paris down so he couldn’t leave.’ Grinning, Nikki turned to Isabella. ‘Or did you remove the sparkplugs from that old clanger he drove? I can’t remember.’

Isabella touched her nose with a forefinger. ‘I had my ways.’ Then she went on, ‘I’m glad to see you two out together. I never understood why you split.’

Fraser saw the instant denial in Nikki’s eyes and rushed in to save her from more difficult questions Isabella was capable of tossing up. ‘We’re not back together, just having lunch. I work on the ambulances too.’

Thankfully, a waitress appeared. ‘Isabella, you’re needed in the kitchen. André’s arguing about a delivery.’

She jumped up. ‘I’d better sort this out. André’s not known for his patience. Great to see you two. And if you can, work on getting back together. I’d love to dance at your wedding.’

The silence was deafening. Fraser stared into the depths of his glass, waiting for Nikki to explode. When she didn’t he looked up slowly and was taken aback by the look of shock on her face.

‘She’s too much, isn’t she?’ he tendered.

‘Yep.’ Nik nodded. ‘Way out there.’

So what do you think about Isabella’s suggestion? Is it too awful to contemplate? He took a mouthful of his wine. ‘Of course, there’s a lot she doesn’t know.’

Nik’s mouth flattened into a line. ‘Can I ask you something?’

Why did his stomach tighten? ‘Sure.’

‘Are you really home for good? When your dad’s in care and your mum no longer needs your help, won’t you want to leave again? Go back to university or Dunedin?’ Her finger scratched at a knot in the wood of the tabletop.

His heart slowed, settled heavily. Nikki still didn’t trust him one hundred per cent. He wouldn’t have minded too much if he hadn’t kissed her again and finally woken up to the fact that he loved her, had never stopped loving her. He’d done a damned fine job of hiding his feelings from himself, but they were only lurking in the dark recesses of his mind, waiting to pounce on him when he least expected it.

‘I’m really home for good,’ he reiterated. ‘I’m no longer that teen who left Blenheim to get away from things I couldn’t face. I’ve learned family and friends are more important than anything. And this is where they are.’

‘I see.’ Her tone held too much doubt for that to be true.







CHAPTER EIGHT

NIKKI stopped two metres from the door into Gavin and Patricia’s leaving party, apprehension suddenly gripping her, twisting her stomach. ‘Mistletoe? In September? Who’s dumb idea is that?’

As if she couldn’t guess. Standing directly beneath the green, plastic ornament with its tiny white berries, Fraser looked too darned smug for his own good, waiting to kiss every female going through that door. He looked too darned good for her equilibrium.

Unbelievable how much she’d missed him while he’d been in Christchurch. Work hadn’t been the same without him in the truck beside her, those all-seeing brown eyes not there watching her, without his easy way of cheering up patients.

I missed Fraser. What did it mean? She couldn’t quite accept his assurances that he wouldn’t be leaving some time in the future and that kept a brake on her delving too deeply into what she might want with Fraser.

Beside her Amber giggled. ‘It’s great. Only Fraser would come up with this idea. He’s also the only man on the staff worth kissing. As I’m sure you are aware.’

Very. But she couldn’t begrudge him a few kisses with all the women. She had no right to exclusivity. They weren’t a couple. Dang. Her mouth watered. Dressed in jeans that must’ve taken hours to squeeze those muscular thighs and tight butt into and a black open-necked shirt that exposed just enough chest to make her fingers itch, Fraser was the best sight she’d seen since—since she’d last seen him more than a week ago. At that moment Fraser turned round from charming the newest recruit and smiled at them. ‘Hey, ladies, welcome to Christmas in spring. Slip those jackets off and come in.’

Amber nudged past her, digging an elbow into her waist. ‘Come on. This is fun.’

Fraser didn’t notice Amber. His eyes were appraising Nikki slowly. Too darned slowly. As if he might’ve missed her too. Had he? Nikki sucked her stomach in, tugged her shoulders back. And stepped forward. ‘Evening, Fraser. How’d the course go?’

‘Nik, we’re not talking work tonight. But I’m glad you’re here. I’d have had to pull down the mistletoe if you hadn’t made it.’ A slow-burning smile lifted his mouth, caressed and teased her.

‘You don’t think you’ve got your seasons muddled up?’ Her return smile was slow and wide and caressed him back. Blimey, she couldn’t believe how good it was to be with him. Ten days since she’d last worked with him and she was slobbering like a puppy.

Used to be you never wanted to see him again.

‘Only way to get a kiss from you so early on in the evening.’

‘You’re flirting with me.’ Double dang. This was over the top. Be truthful. There were too many days when she felt a strong pull towards him. The fierce physical attraction she’d felt that first day had not gone away, instead gnawing at her like a dog did at a bone. The fierce physical attraction she’d had for him since her teen years. Her brain and her body had regularly been at loggerheads over Fraser. Even more so now, when she knew better than to give in to his look that turned her knees to something with the strength of syrup.

‘If it works,’ he murmured.

Amber tapped his shoulder. ‘I’m waiting for my mistletoe treat.’

Fraser blinked, finally pulled those potent, earthy eyes away from Nikki. Draping an arm over Amber’s shoulder, he dropped a light kiss on her cheek.

Amber chuckled loudly. ‘Aw, shucks. I guess you’re saving the best for Nikki.’

Nikki scowled, suddenly afraid of where her emotions were taking her. On a ride to nowhere with Fraser? She’d be safer going home and washing her already clean hair. She may have forgiven him but she was not ready for anything more than the two kisses they’d already shared.

‘Nikki, come on.’ Amber’s voice boomed across the gap from where she was hanging up her jacket inside the room decorated with red and green baubles and streamers. ‘Give Fraser a smacker of a kiss. All in the party spirit, of course.’

Shrugging out of her jacket, Nikki made to step through the doorway and was stopped slap bang in the middle by two firm hands on her shoulders. Under her top her skin tingled. Her heartbeat went into overdrive. Great. So much for regaining control over her hormones.

‘Not so fast, Nikki.’ His deep yet soft voice stroked her, cranked up the heat in her skin.

Her stomach twisted tighter than a knotted rope. Her teeth jarred as her mouth snapped shut. But her heart seemed to clap encouragement to her brain for the crazy ideas suddenly forming about kissing those full lips just inches away. Forget keeping her distance. She suddenly wanted to be close to Fraser. Again.

‘You okay?’ he asked softly, too softly. His words caressed her cheek, squeezed her stomach, sent her senses spiralling with desire.

Help. She gulped. ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ she asked in a strange, childlike voice, while trying to ignore that sexy light stubble accentuating his strong chin.

‘How have you been?’ Fraser’s full mouth curved into a sweet, friendly smile. A harmless smile. Or was it beguiling? His eyes twinkled at her. ‘I missed you.’ He lowered his head towards hers and gently pulled her close, then those intriguing lips were caressing hers. In a tantalising, erotic way. Soft yet demanding, pliant yet strong.

Nikki couldn’t have moved if someone had yelled, ‘Fire!’ Her senses filled with the scent of Fraser’s aftershave; subtle and alluring. Her shoulders felt branded where his fingers pressed. His breathing was light and quick. Her lips felt the manliness of his lips, and her mouth opened under his.

Big mistake. Kisses weren’t meant to be so diverting, so dangerous. Pull away. She would. In a moment. One more second of tasting this man. Of feeling his lips, his tongue. Oh, wow, nothing, no previous kisses had prepared her for the weightlessness overtaking her now. Nothing had prepared her for the sheer need crawling up through her bones, her muscles, through every cell. Fraser was back.

‘Hey, you two, mind if we come in?’

Nikki leapt backwards, out of Fraser’s embrace, her face turning scarlet. And stared into Mike’s grinning face.

‘Glad to see you’ve patched up your differences,’ Mike added. ‘Fraser, I don’t think you’ve met my wife.’

Nikki escaped, going to sit at a table with Amber, who pushed a glass towards her. ‘Vodka with a twist to cool you down after that hot smooch.’

‘Danged mistletoe.’ She gulped a large mouthful.

‘And absolutely nothing to do with the hottest guy here, of course.’ Amber grinned.

Nikki turned away as yet more heat scorched her cheeks. Her eyes found Fraser, latched onto him as he headed over to the jukebox. His strides were confident, the swing of his arms relaxed. Her tongue traced the edges of her lips, tasting him. The urge to run her fingers through his hair shining in the gleam from the rotating disco lights was sudden and fierce.

‘His choice is perfect for dancing,’ she muttered as music suddenly filled the hall. Her feet began tapping the rhythm as it filled her ears.

Amber grinned. ‘He knows his stuff.’

Tell me about it. My blood’s zinging around my body. My heart rate’s so high it’s dangerous. Again Nikki’s tongue traced her lips. ‘And doesn’t he know it.’

Amber stood up. ‘Let’s start dancing. We’ll get everyone on the floor and make this party rock.’

‘Good idea.’ Better than ogling Fraser. Nikki looked around and her eyes locked with Fraser’s as he moved towards her.

‘Want to dance?’ he asked, the intensity in his gaze rocking her back on her heels. ‘You used to enjoy dancing.’

The floor tilted dangerously. ‘You’re member.’

His hand caught her elbow for the second time tonight. Without the barrier of her thick jacket his touch scorched her, dried her mouth. ‘I remember a lot of things.’

Before Nikki could ask what, she was swung around in Fraser’s arms and danced across the floor. The words dried in her throat as his arms held her effortlessly and his thighs pushed against hers to direct her in their dance. She hadn’t danced like this since quitting the ballroom-dancing team at the same time she’d left Dunedin. And Fraser had been the only dancing partner who’d held her as though she might break. And the only man who’d made her want to shimmy in his arms so she could feel his hands move over her skin.

The tempo of the music changed and Nikki reluctantly slipped out of his arms. Wriggling her hips, she was totally aware of him watching her with thought-diverting intensity. Her skin melted, her mouth tasted like a desert, and deep inside a hot, raw need poured through her. Desire so intense she thought she was about to explode.

‘I could do with a cold drink.’ She turned, pushed through the other dancers, making her way to the table where she glugged down the rest of her vodka.

‘Like another of those?’ Fraser asked from beside her.

She blinked. ‘I’ll make it a lemonade this time.’ Sinking down onto a chair, hands clasped tightly in her lap, she watched him skirting the crowd as he strode purposefully towards the temporary bar, barely stopping to talk to anyone who tried to waylay him. As if he was focused on looking out for her, and no one else mattered.

‘Idiot,’ Fraser muttered. ‘Why the hell did I go and kiss Nikki like that? Here? Now? So much for trying to win her back by taking things slowly.’

The devil of it was once he’d started he hadn’t been able to stop. Who knew what would’ve happened if Mike hadn’t arrived at that moment? He’d been lost in her. Her scent that reminded him of summer gardens, her beautiful face and stunning figure, that mass of shining hair spilling down her back. She was something else. Roasting hot. So sexy it was a wonder every man here wasn’t queuing up to dance with her. Except he’d beaten them all to her, unable to stay away.

‘Something else you’ve got in common with Nikki—talking to yourself.’ Gavin winked at him.

Fraser winced. ‘Only way of getting the answers I want.’ Not.

‘Our Nikki stirring your blood, is she?’ When Fraser gaped at him, Gavin added, ‘I presume that’s who you’re muttering about.’

Was he that obvious? ‘Need a hand here? I’m not into dancing all night.’

Gavin’s eyebrows rose. ‘Really? With those moves? Go away.’

‘I guess that’s a no, then.’ Fraser picked up the drinks and headed for Nikki to hand hers over before going to socialise with someone else.

Instead, he sat down right beside her, unable to walk away. He looked up at the ceiling to see if there was a puppeteer pulling his strings. Nope. Dropping his head, his gaze clashed with Nikki’s wide stare. Those azure eyes teasing, heating him, reminding him of making love to her after other dance nights. Dragging his eyes away from temptation, he noted the tension in her upright stance and her tight shoulders as she leaned back to put some distance between them. But the message in her eyes was in direct contrast to her body posture. That kiss had got to her too. Silently, he waved a mental fist in the air. Yes.

‘Want to dance some more?’ His feet were tapping in time to the music, his body humming with this muscle-tightening need to be holding her. To have her in his arms, to touch her, feel her sexy body moving in time to the music.

‘No, thanks.’ But she was already standing up, balancing easily in those knee-high black boots with heels that were taller than him. His brain short-circuited. The air got hotter when his gaze cruised up from the boots, over her thighs clad in black stockings to the edge of a very short denim skirt. Up to layers of tight-fitting tops that accentuated her stunning curves.

Nikki Page. The girl who’d haunted his sleep for years. All the times he’d cried for her, for them, when life had got too tough to handle alone. He’d never been able to let her go from his heart, from his soul.

‘You happy to sit there like an old man?’ Nik stood, hands on hips, smiling down at him. His breath stuck in his throat. Her skirt and boots showcased those stunning legs. A few extra kilos used to cover her hips and he wished she hadn’t lost them. All that running she did had thinned her down too much. But she was still so lovely he wanted to weep.

‘Or do you want to dance with someone else?’

He heard the surprising hurt in her voice, knew she still held deep concerns over her attractiveness. Because of him. He jumped up and grabbed her hand. ‘Old man, eh? You’re so going to regret that comment by the end of the night.’

A new tune filled the air, a much slower pace than they’d had for a while. Nikki glanced up into Fraser’s eyes and stilled.

His gaze was fixed on her, so intense, so full of something she wasn’t sure she should believe. Desire. For her. Slowly shaking her head from side to side, she tried to step back.

His hands were on her waist, holding her, pulling her so close she had to tip her head back to keep watching him, his gaze obliterating all thought processes. His face came slowly closer and closer until his lips brushed her forehead, down her nose and, at last, her mouth. Her lips were trembling as she pushed up on to her toes to get more of his mouth. Her hands gripped his shoulders. To hold him as near as possible. To hold her upright on suddenly lifeless legs.

Fraser’s mouth stole across hers, opening on her lips. His hands slid around her back and he hauled her in against him so close she could feel all of him. His chest was rock solid under her breasts. His thighs were hard muscle against hers. His rigid reaction to her pressed firmly into her belly.

Someone bumped into them. ‘Sorry, guys.’ Amber laughed.

Nikki jerked back, glanced around the room. No one else seemed to be taking the slightest bit of notice of them.

‘Let’s go somewhere quieter,’ Fraser murmured by her ear.

She nodded, her tongue suddenly glued to the roof of her mouth. She wanted more of that kiss. It would be so unfair to stop now. Her fingers laced with Fraser’s as they sped to the door and out into the hall’s entry area, where he stopped their hasty retreat and picked up where he’d left off kissing her.

Her mind sparked and melted. All reason disappeared in a heartbeat. Her body became liquid, moving only to keep her lips pressed to Fraser’s, to keep her breasts rubbing against his chest, to hold him tight.

‘Nikki,’ he murmured against her mouth. ‘You’re driving me insane.’

Welcome to her world. Insane about described it. Wonderfully, beautifully, sexily crazy. She was in Fraser’s arms and she did not want to back off. The tiniest warning sounded somewhere inside her skull, but she shoved it aside and focused entirely on kissing Fraser. Sliding her tongue across his lips, she sought his taste, his mouth. Their tongues danced around each other, teasing, promising, rediscovering.

He slipped his hands up to her face, held her closer, his eyes slumberous with yearning. For her? Suddenly he tore his mouth away and snatched her hand. ‘Come on. We need privacy.’

They ducked into a tiny room off to the side and Fraser banged the door shut, sliding the lock into place. Then he leaned back against the door and lifted Nikki into his arms. Stretching up on her toes, teetering on the tips of her boots, she ran her fingertips across his mouth.

Fraser groaned as she slipped each finger over his bottom lip. He sucked them into his mouth, rolled his tongue over their pads. Needles of desire zipped through her hands, up her arms and spread out over her body, bringing every nerve ending to life, awakening her body.

He turned her round so she leaned back against his body. His hands slipped under all her tops up to her bra, pushing beneath the lacy fabric to find her nipples.

Nikki sucked a breath through her teeth at the onslaught of raw longing slamming into her, pounding her. Her nipples were exquisitely tight under the ministrations of his thumbs. Two small peaks, one massive wave of heat rolling through her. How much more of this could she take without melting into a puddle?

Frazer nibbled a line of soft, teasing bites down her neck, making her back arch and pushing her breasts further into his hands. Against her backside pressed his need for her, hard and strong, insistent.

‘Fraser?’ she croaked.

His mouth stilled, his body tensed. ‘Yes?’ he breathed against her skin.

‘Don’t stop.’ What had she really been going to say? Her mind had gone blank, taken over by a growing sense of urgency.

His groan excited her further. ‘For a moment there you had me worried.’ He spun her round, his hands sliding from her breasts to her sides to her back, then down over her buttocks, taking his time to savour every cell on the way. ‘Your skin’s so soft, like satin.’

Was that a good thing? Must be. His tone sounded hungry.

‘And firm muscles.’ Excitement ramped up in his voice. ‘Very firm.’ His mouth trailed a line of moist kisses down the side of her mouth to her neck to her cleavage.

Nikki straightened under his touch, tried to undo the buttons of her tops, and when they wouldn’t go through the holes she gave up and tugged the offending garments over her head, dropping them at her feet.

Fraser unclipped her bra with one hand, his other busy teasing a nipple and driving her to the edge of the precipice. Her legs shook as she reached for the buckle of his belt. When his manhood sprang free she wrapped her fingers around it.

‘Niiikkiii.’ Her name fell slowly off his tongue as his eyes widened, his fingers trembling on her skin. There had been times when this moment had only been a fantasy in his mind, when he’d been afraid it would never happen again, especially not with Nikki. But now it was real. She was here, and in his arms. Fraser let out a sigh.

With her free hand Nikki pushed those tight jeans down enough to make it easier for her to hold all of his sex.

Fraser gasped, his body shuddering. She loved the power she had over him at this moment. And then he was picking her up, pressing her against the wall, pushing her skirt up to her waist and tugging her panties aside. His fingers slid across her moist centre, stroking her slowly, slowly. Then faster and faster until it seemed she was floating.

The tension grew inside her, tightening, twisting, filling her to the point she thought she’d explode with need. Suddenly her body rocked against his hand as she split in two.

Then Fraser entered her, hard and strong, hot and slick. And when he cried out his passion it was her name on his lips.

Stunned, Fraser let Nikki down so her boots reached the floor. Her uneven breath heated his chest. Her hands trembled on his waist.

She tipped her head back to peer up at him. ‘What just happened?’

Her eyes, usually light, were darker, bigger and dazed. His heart jolted, banged his ribs. His hold tightened, brought her so near it was as though they were one. ‘I don’t know.’ But he did know he wanted to do it again. Soon. When he got his breath back, when his body had the strength to begin all over again.

Her cheek settled on his chest. She had always done that afterwards.

He returned to running his thumb over the exposed skin on her lower back. Silky skin, warm skin. Nikki’s skin.

On his waist her fingers were pressing softly, one after the other as though playing a tune on a piano. A sensual tune that had a direct line to his libido. Not possible. It was too soon. He’d hardly begun to recover. But south of his waist his body hadn’t heard of restraint, didn’t realise it was supposed to take a break before coming out to play again.

Under his hands Nikki’s body swayed, moving softly left then right, as though to get maximum sensation from his hands. Shock delighted him. Nikki was more than ready for a repeat performance.

Lowering his head, his lips found hers, softly swollen from his kisses. As his tongue swept across them then delved inside her sweet mouth, she groaned and all but climbed into him.

He rocked as the hot sensations clawed at his gut, at his manhood. This was unbelievable, this was Nikki. This brought hope for the first time in years.







CHAPTER NINE

STANDING under the jets of hot water, rinsing the shampoo out of her hair, Nikki felt drained of energy. Her emotions had been through a blender and were now all mixed up and messy ever since the night of the party.

She’d had sex with Fraser. Twice. And loved every exquisite, nerve-tightening, sweet moment.

Which was the problem.

Because she wanted more. But …

But.

They weren’t getting back together. She needed to know he’d always be open and honest in the future. Going by how she had to drag things about the past out of him still, she didn’t feel confident that he’d always do that.

He’d had five years to get in touch and tell her why he had walked away. He needn’t have waited for the all-clear to do that. Had it never occurred to him that she’d needed closure, had a load of self-doubt that only he could dispel by telling her the truth?

No. Obviously it hadn’t.

But.

She’d missed him when he’d gone to that course in Christchurch. She’d enjoyed working alongside him since he’d returned. She even joked with him now. And since the party a fortnight ago neither of them had referred to what had happened between them. It was as though it hadn’t happened. Weird. Like the tension between them since Fraser had joined the Blenheim staff had evaporated in a cloud of passion. Weird.

Yet there was still tension deep within her. How could there not be? Dang, she’d made love with him. Twice. More than enough to crank up the fires of desire smouldering inside her.

I will not be distracted. I want more than great sex. I need to know he will always be there for me. And I don’t.

She suddenly shivered. The water had gone cold. How long had she been in the shower? Fraser had distracted her.

Outside the shower she sniffed. Something was burning. The brownie. Snatching her towel, she wrapped it around her as she raced for the kitchen. Her cellphone rang. The smoke alarm shrieked a warning.

‘Okay, okay, I’m coming.’ Tugging on an oven mitt, she quickly took the offending cake from the oven and dumped it in the sink.

Hunting in the utensil drawer for the rolling pin while answering her phone, she swore silently. Yet again she’d ruined something she was cooking because of Fraser.

‘Hello?’ She spoke into the phone as she jabbed the off button on the alarm.

‘Hey, girlfriend, what took you so long? I haven’t interrupted anything going on between you and lover boy, have I?’ Amber giggled.

‘How many times do I have to tell you not to call him that?’ Amber didn’t have a clue what had happened in that storeroom at the party. Did she?

‘As many as it takes to convince me nothing’s going on between you two. And considering the way Fraser’s always looking at you as though you’re the best thing since cellphones were invented, I’d say you haven’t got a chance.’

‘Thanks, pal. It takes two, you know.’

Amber only laughed. ‘Did you know it was Mike’s birthday?’

‘Yes, and I’ve just burnt the brownie. I’ll have to go shopping for more chocolate drops, cocoa and eggs.’

‘How many cooking debacles is that since Fraser turned up?’

‘Too many.’

Amber’s tone changed. ‘Nikki? You are all right, aren’t you? It’s just that you’ve been very distracted all week. I’ll stop teasing you if Fraser is becoming a problem.’

The real concern in her friend’s voice brought tears to her eyes. ‘I’m fine. He is a problem of sorts but nothing I can’t handle.’ One way or another. ‘After I’ve been shopping and made more brownies. Tell the guys I’ll be in with a treat later this morning.’

Fraser clicked off the online ambulance service study site and rubbed his eyes. ‘That’s doing my head in.’

‘How’s this assignment going?’ Mike asked.

‘Not too bad. Doing the practical course last month certainly helped make sense of it all. Sometimes I think the trainers deliberately make the online notes hard to follow.’

‘Wait until you take your practical exam. Then you’ll really see how difficult they can make it.’

‘I was afraid of that.’ On the chair Fraser stretched his hands behind his head and touched his feet to the wall at the back of the desk.

‘You’ll hose in. You know your stuff, and don’t get in a flap on the job. As long as you show that, you’ll be an AP in no time.’

Then what? He wouldn’t be working alongside Nikki. They’d each have their own crew. Although it made sense not to waste resources, the thought saddened him. Working with Nik was fun. He appreciated her knowledge and skills on the job. This wasn’t about loving her. This was about having found something new that they both enjoyed doing.

‘Hey, happy birthday, Mike,’ the woman right now churning his brain to mush said from the doorway. ‘I’ve brought something for your lunch.’

Watching Nik as she crossed to their boss and gave him a hug, Fraser sighed. She was downright gorgeous. And confident about her role here as an AP and in her colleagues’ lives. She was more relaxed with him these days, despite their hot night in the storeroom. Would they ever get back that easy, loving relationship they’d once had? Or was he destined to watch her from the sidelines?

Mike took the proffered cake tin, tugged off the lid. ‘Brownies? My favourite.’

‘Any cake’s your favourite.’ Nikki flicked his arm before filling the kettle.

Amber asked, ‘Coffee, everyone?’ After a chorus of requests she lined up six mugs and spooned in coffee and sugar.

Nikki sat at the table and glanced his way. ‘Did you hear Charlotte’s coming back to Wairau Hospital tomorrow?’

He sat up. ‘Really? That’s fantastic news. Isn’t it?’

‘The best. She still needs a lot of care and rehabilitation but the Wellington doctors think it’s best she gets that here now that she’s on the mend. She’ll be able to see friends and other family members. Ella and Mark are thrilled.’

‘I bet they are.’

The phone rang in Mike’s office. ‘Don’t touch that brownie till I get back.’

Then Mike charged back. ‘Fraser, turn your phone on. That was the police. It’s your father. He’s gone missing.’

‘What? Dad’s missing?’ Fraser’s stomach churned. Tugging his phone out of his back pocket, he stabbed the keys. ‘When did I turn this off?’ One ring and his mum answered. ‘Mum, what’s happening? How long’s Dad been missing? I’m on my way.’ He barely gave her time to answer before snapping the phone shut, his face grim.

Nikki stood in front of him. ‘I’m coming with you.’

Of course she would. ‘Mum only noticed Dad wasn’t there when she went to get him for breakfast. He could’ve been gone for hours.’

As Fraser headed out the door, Nikki grabbed his hand. ‘I’ll ring my mother on the way. She can sit with Molly while this is going on.’

His fingers tightened around hers as they ran to his vehicle. His heart thudded against his ribs. Where could his dad be? What had been going on in that warped mind today? ‘Dad, give me a clue, will you? I need to find you. For Mum’s sake. For mine.’

Nikki stayed with Fraser as he ran up the footpath at his parents’ home and hauled Molly into a tight hug. Her heart broke all over again as he gently wiped the tears from his mother’s face.

‘I’ll find him, Mum. I promise.’

Stepping forward, Nikki also hugged her.

‘Mum’s on her way to keep you company. And Dad’s going to join the searchers.’

‘Thanks, Nikki.’ Molly squeezed her tight. ‘Stay with Fraser, won’t you?’

‘Try keeping me away.’ She smiled softly then turned to dash back into Fraser’s truck just as he banged it into gear.

He raced down the drive, along Redwood Street, taking the first road on their left. His head flicked from side to side as he searched. His foot lifted from the accelerator as he peered down driveways then pressed down, making the little truck surge forward, only to slow again.

‘Fraser, you look on the right, I’ll take the left.’

‘Makes sense.’ The truck raced forward, stopped.

‘And maybe go easy on the pedal,’ she added quietly as her head jerked forward and her neck cricked, doubting he’d take any notice. She refrained from pointing out that they should stop and make a plan, approach this in small increments, not race around like headless chooks.

But Fraser would only tell her she didn’t know what she was talking about. Which, in terms of the fear and worry for his dad, she didn’t. But she did know her heart was hurting for him, that she wanted to make everything right for him. And there just wasn’t much she could do.

Tugging her phone from her pocket, Nikki called Jay. ‘We need help.’

Fraser lurched the car around a corner, the tyres squealing. ‘Where the hell would he go? Damn it, now Mum has to listen to reason and put Dad into care.’

‘Jay’s already on his way. SAR has been notified. Blake’s with Dad.’

‘Right.’ Fraser’s head was still flipping back and forth, left and right, as he drove down the road. Not trusting her to look as carefully as he did? Fair enough. She’d probably do the same.

‘Want me to drive so you can concentrate on looking out the window?’ Before we crash into something.

‘No, I’m fine.’

‘Then slow down. Please.’ Nikki squinted at an old man disappearing around the corner of a house. Too short to be Ken McCall. ‘Fraser, think about places your dad used to go, places that were important to him. Where did he work?’

‘The sawmill, which is too far away for him to have walked to, then the building centre.’ Fraser did a U-turn. ‘Might as well check it out. Nothing else to go on.’

‘What about sport? Did he go to Lansdowne Park to watch rugby? The racecourse? Which was his favourite pub? Did he go fishing?’

More than an hour later they’d drawn a blank at every site Fraser could think of. ‘Call Jay, find out where they’re searching and where we should go next.’ Despair filled Fraser’s voice. ‘Because I’m right out of ideas.’

‘We’re doing a house-by-house, street-bystreet search out from Ken and Molly’s property,’ Jay informed her. ‘You two could try town, see if he’s in a café or wandering around the shops. The police are combing the river banks.’

A chill lifted bumps on Nikki’s arms. Please, not the river. ‘Keep us posted.’

They drove up and down every street in the centre of town, peering at people and in shop doors. Nikki jumped out and looked into every café with the same result. Ken McCall had vanished.

Fraser pulled over, the engine idling. His fingers tapped the steering-wheel, his head tilted back against the headrest. ‘Gawd, Nik, what if I don’t find him? What if—?’ He choked off the next words.

‘Don’t even think that,’ she chided gently. ‘He’s out there somewhere and half the town’s searching for him. It’s only a matter of time.’ If only she believed herself. A vision of the police on the river banks flashed up in her head, and she bit down on the cry threatening to break from her throat. That wouldn’t help Fraser at all.

‘Let’s be realistic, Nik. Anything could’ve happened to him.’

His sharp tone pierced her but she continued anyway. ‘At least it’s a warm, late-spring day, not like that time you found him on the steps in his PJs.’

‘The day he mistook me for Henry Broad.’

Nikki spun around to stare at him.

Fraser’s head snapped forward.

‘That’s it,’ they cried in unison.

‘It has to be, please,’ Nikki whispered.

Fraser snatched his phone and punched redial. ‘Mum? Where was that dance hall you used to meet Dad at?’

A week later, after they’d found his dad dressed in his suit and tie, standing on the old site where the hall used to be, Fraser backed the ambulance into the garage and turned off the engine. The door rattled down and he winced. ‘That should wake Chloe and Ryan.’

‘Serve them right for having a perfect shift so far. And since it’s just gone four they’re very unlikely to get a call now.’ Nikki yawned. ‘There are advantages to being on truck two during the night.’

‘Feel like a hot drink? Or do you want to get some shut-eye?’ He could do with her company, even so early in the morning. He was unable to explain it, but ever since his dad’s disappearing act he’d felt like this, wanting to spend as much time as possible with Nikki.

Nik turned those tired but beautiful eyes on him. ‘Tea would be great. There might even be a slice of coffee cake in the pantry to go with it.’

‘At this hour?’ He jumped out and went to plug the power supply into the ambulance.

‘I’ll run it off before lunch.’ At the supply room she tapped in the security code and opened the door. ‘I’ll replace the drugs and equipment if you’re boiling the jug.’

Handing Nik a steaming mug ten minutes later, Fraser sank into one of the armchairs and stretched out, crossed his feet. ‘What’ve you got planned for your days off?’

She dropped into the chair beside him. ‘Not a lot. Probably go out to the farm one of the days. What about you?’

‘Driving Mum and Dad to Nelson tomorrow. They’re staying at a hospital unit while Dad’s assessed for placement in rest-home care.’

Nikki sighed. ‘That must be really hard for you and Molly.’ She sipped her tea and studied him over the rim. ‘But no surprise, huh?’

‘Not after the other day’s event. Even Mum admits it’s time, but she’s not liking it one bit. I can’t blame her. It will be hard, a bit like separating yet not really.’

Her brow furrowed. ‘Does this mean Ken’s going to be living in Nelson?’

‘No way. But all the assessments are done there at the moment. Mum’s found a place here for him that’ll be available before Christmas.’

‘Christmas. That’s not too far away. Surely you can have Ken at home for that?’

‘That’ll be up to Mum.’ Fraser swallowed some tea. ‘She just wants to get this assessment out of the way before making too many plans.’ It wasn’t going to be easy, even though he knew this was the right thing to do for his father.

‘Want me to come with you tomorrow?’ Nik’s soft voice covered him like a blanket, soothing out the tension in his shoulders, warming the cold place in his heart.

‘I’d love you to.’ It would be so much easier having someone to share the day with, to make that trip back from Nelson with. He was done with trying to do things alone. Especially if Nik was offering to be there for him. ‘Thanks.’

‘If I’ve ever earned a beer, it’s this one.’ Fraser groaned. ‘What is it with women and shopping? There can’t be an outfit left in town.’

‘Get over yourself.’ Nikki smiled happily.

Fraser had finally relaxed. After an hour with doctors and nursing staff they’d left his parents at the medical unit that dealt with dementia patients, his mother tearfully shooing them away. ‘Go. I’ll be all right. It’s only for three nights. And think of the sleep I’ll get with the nurses watching over your father.’

After promising Fraser a beer if she could take a peek in the shops, Nikki had dragged him around town and loaded his arms with parcels.

Finally, he’d growled, ‘That’s it. Time for that drink you promised. How many new clothes can you wear at one time anyway?’

She laughed. ‘That’s a man comment. There’s no such thing as too many pairs of boots. Or too many clothes. Come on, drink time.’ Despite the reason for being in Nelson she was enjoying herself. Fraser was always good company and hopefully she’d managed to cheer him up for a while.

‘So there are some perks to being a pack horse.’

‘A few small ones.’ She tucked her hand around his elbow and stretched her stride to equal his long one.

Just like old times.

She gasped. Yes, it was, wasn’t it? Being together, ribbing each other, going for a drink. She’d missed all that as much as the love-making, the planning for their future, the big issues every couple faced. It had been a long time without someone close, someone of her own. If only this day could last for ever.

Really? Really.

At the top of Trafalgar Street they turned into a pub where tourists and locals leaned against the bar or sat around tables.

‘What are you having?’ she asked. ‘Beer? And a late lunch?’

‘Yes and yes.’ He chose a local beer from the list on the blackboard. Then added, ‘Seafood chowder for me.’

Seated in a corner, Nikki rested her elbows on the table and her chin in her hands. ‘This is the life. I feel so removed from work, it’s wonderful.’

Her gaze travelled over the patrons, finally pausing on a couple in their thirties. The woman nursed a wee baby wrapped in a blue blanket and sipped an orange juice while her husband enjoyed a lager. Nikki watched with a sense of longing that had recently begun expanding within her. What would it be like to hold your own child? To be a mum?

‘You’ve gone all dreamy.’ Fraser nudged her.

Oops. She shook away those thoughts. ‘People watching.’

‘The couple with the baby?’ His eyes narrowed.

She tried for nonchalance. ‘Well, he is cute.’ She sipped her beer and didn’t look at Fraser. ‘At home everyone’s excited about Beau and Yvonne’s baby, even though it’s not due until Christmas.’

‘I bet they are.’

‘Yvonne let me touch her tummy when the baby kicked. It was amazing. Made me realise that’s a real person inside there.’ When Fraser’s eyebrows rose she grinned. ‘Yeah, I know a baby’s a real person, but feeling his kicks really brought it home to me how wonderful the whole process of having a baby really is.’

Fraser’s jaw had dropped. She blushed and reached for her glass, taking a mouthful of beer to stop herself from saying anything else. But she’d been ecstatic after that moment, had even started wondering if she’d ever know the joy of motherhood.

‘Their lives are going to change for ever.’

‘Change in a good way, surely?’ She blinked. Didn’t Fraser want children? He must. He’d put sperm on ice, hadn’t he?

‘Sorry. Did I sound glum? It’s this thing with Dad. You’re so right, life goes round in circles.’

Absolutely. The past couple of days had brought it home to her in a way she’d never considered before. Her parents and brothers had always been there for her, supporting her, looking out for her, as she had for them in her own way. And now there’d be a new generation in her family. ‘It’s exciting.’ Someone for her to take care of.

She’d driven back to the flat last night thinking about her future. Until now she’d truly believed that her work could satisfy her completely and that not getting married and having babies didn’t matter. She’d been playing safe. Fraser’s return had started her questioning everything in her life and feeling that tiny kick against the palm of her hand made her want more. A man to love, a baby in her arms and a house she could call home. The stuff that life was really about.

‘Time to hit the road.’ Fraser was watching her, looking as handsome as ever, as familiar and lovable as he always had. The man of her dreams?

As long as it wasn’t the impossible dream.

Fraser smiled across at Nikki as her eyelids drooped. He spoke quietly so as not to wake her. ‘Hey, sleepyhead, you’re supposed to be chattering to me, keeping me alert as I drive.’

‘Hmm.’ Jerking her head up, she stared out the windscreen before shuffling her shoulders against the seat to get more comfortable. Her chin fell forward and her eyes closed again.

Warmth stole through him as he took quick glances at her. Nikki. Nik. She’d been there for him today. Not interfering or taking over with his dad, just there with a smile or a touch. As she had when his dad had gone missing last week. He liked it that she didn’t made a song and dance about anything. He liked it that she felt she could stand by him. Maybe she was beginning to accept him again, to want to be with him in the rest of his life outside work.

He slowed for the first of many tight corners on the road going over the Whangamoa hills as they headed away from Nelson. And recalled the misty look in Nikki’s eyes as she’d talked about Yvonne’s baby. She wanted children of her own. That had been apparent as she’d kept glancing across at the tiny baby in blue. Would she be prepared to have them his way? In vitro.

He braked. ‘Hell, man, look out.’ The car in front weaved across the middle line, and Fraser drove even slower, keeping his distance.

Nikki stirred, lifted her head, peered around. ‘What’s going on?’

‘The guy in front’s driving very erratically. A moment ago he was half across the median.’ Fraser gaped in astonishment. ‘And now he’s overcompensated and his wheels are in the loose gravel on the outside of the road.’

They both flinched as stones flicked back at them. Fraser held the horn down for a long moment. ‘Come on, man. You shouldn’t be on the road.’

‘Hope he keeps to his side of the road when there’s traffic coming the other way. Especially any freight trucks. That would be messy.’ Nikki watched the saloon in front. ‘Is he drunk?’

‘Quite possibly.’

‘Nothing we can do if he won’t pull over,’ Nik muttered. ‘No cellphone coverage in these hills.’

Rounding a sharp bend, Fraser braked hard. Nikki jerked forward, gasping loudly. Ahead, the saloon scraped along the rocky bank and stopped abruptly.

‘Are you all right?’ Fraser asked Nikki as he flicked on the hazard lights.

‘I’m fine. Got a fright, that’s all.’ She was already half out of the car. ‘Let’s check this guy out.’

When Fraser pulled the driver’s door open, ready to give the man a blasting for his appalling driving, Nikki automatically bent to catch the man as he slid half out of his seat.

‘Hey, careful, I’ve got you.’ She spoke quietly, confidently.

Fraser took the man’s weight and helped Nikki ease him back inside before turning the ignition off.

Then Nik opened the back door and clambered inside, squeezed between the seats to the front. ‘Sir, are you all right?’ Automatically, she reached for his wrist, feeling for a pulse. ‘Sir, my name is Nikki and this is Fraser. We’re both ambulance paramedics. Do you mind if we check you over?’

‘My chest hurts.’ The words were drawn out and slurred. His free hand tapped his chest in the vicinity of his heart. ‘Here. And here.’ His hand slid carelessly down his left arm.

His face was grey and sweaty. His pulse was too slow and he was struggling to breathe. She glanced at Fraser and shook her head. ‘We need help,’ she told him very quietly.

‘Onto it. I’ll stop the next car heading into Nelson and get them to call 111 the moment they get phone coverage.’

‘There are houses at the bottom of the hill and a store another couple of kilometres along.’ Then Nikki returned her attention to the man, her lips moving as she started counting his respiration rate.

Fraser turned as another car pulled up, followed by a large truck and trailer unit. ‘Yes, trucks have radios.’ He crossed to the truck and asked, ‘Can you call the emergency services?’

‘Sure can, mate. What do you need?’

‘Ambulance and traffic. One patient.’ Fraser gave the bare details he had. ‘That car’s going to need towing too.’ Then he returned to Nikki, who’d need his help if the driver was really ill. From the sound of loud voices someone had started to sort out the traffic snarl already developing.

Poking his head inside the car, he told Nikki, ‘A truckie’s calling up on his radio so that should speed things up a bit. What have we got here?’

Nikki glanced up. ‘This is Roy Constable, and he’s been feeling unwell for a while.’ Looking back at her patient, she added, ‘Resp rate is down.’

As Fraser watched he saw Roy gasping as though he wasn’t getting enough oxygen. If only they had a tank with them.

Roy spoke slowly between gasps. ‘I felt crook. Before I left my daughter’s in Nelson. Thought it was indigestion.’

Fraser squeezed Roy’s shoulder. ‘Have you ever had anything like this before?’ Indigestion and heart attacks were often mixed up, the pain initially similar.

‘Not really.’ He winced. ‘Ahh. It’s getting worse.’ His lips quivered as he tried to suck in a lungful of air. ‘I wanted to get home.’

Silly man. Why hadn’t he pulled over? He was extremely lucky not to have had an accident involving another vehicle. But it wasn’t his place to point that out. ‘Where’s home?’

‘Rai Valley.’

Great. A few houses, one café, a petrol station and a farming supplies store. No doctor. No ambulance. No help. ‘Okay, Roy, I want you to stay still and try to relax. We’re getting an ambulance to come out for you.’ But that was going to take forty-five minutes at least, he calculated. Hopefully Roy wouldn’t work it out. That would definitely increase his anxiety level. Fingers crossed, Roy didn’t have a full-blown cardiac arrest before the arrival of a fully equipped truck. But if he did then he and Nikki would be able to start CPR immediately.

Nikki sat back. There was nothing for her to do but keep an eye on Roy and wait for help to arrive. ‘What were the odds of us being right behind the guy when he crashed?’

Fraser grimaced. ‘What were the odds he’d slide into the bank and not go over the edge on the other side?’

Roy’s eyes were closed, and his respiration rate had slowed further.

A screech of tyres made Nikki jump. ‘Idiot,’ she muttered. ‘We need a traffic cop here before we’re dealing with more patients.’

Roy groaned long and loud, his hands grasping at air. Nikki took his wrist and began counting his pulse again.

At least he still had one, Fraser thought as he straightened up. ‘I wonder what’s in the back of his car that we could lay him on if we have to.’ He reached in and popped the boot before disappearing round the back to take a look. ‘Nothing.’

He returned to hunker down by the car and talked quietly as they waited for the ambulance to arrive. ‘Days like these I’m glad I’m medically trained.’

The whoo-whoo of a siren screeched through the air. ‘That was quick.’ Nikki glanced along the road to the corner but Fraser saw her hope fade as the familiar white car with yellow and blue strips pulled up. ‘Not the ambulance, then.’

The traffic cop who got out of the car shoved his hat on his head and strode across to them. ‘The ambulance is about five minutes behind me. What happened?’

Fraser quickly filled him in on details of the accident. Within moments the cop was directing the traffic one way at a time on the narrow road.

When the ambulance pulled up Nikki made the handover while Fraser helped extricate Roy from his car onto the stretcher.

‘Let’s try for home again.’ Fraser draped an arm over Nikki’s shoulders and turned her towards their vehicle. ‘Blenheim, here we come. I hope.’

Under his arm Nik twisted to look at him. ‘We make a great team.’ She raised one hand, high-fived him. ‘We both knew what to do without having to spell it out. Awesome.’

Awesome. So are you, my girl. Who’d have believed the excellent chef he’d once known would turn out to be such a good paramedic? Especially when the sight of blood used to turn her white and giddy. She never ceased to surprise him.

He held the passenger door open for her. As she ducked around him he smelt peonies and smiled. That scent had been made for her. Evocative, sensual, very feminine. Nik.

He’d better get into the car and drive before he took her in his arms and held her for ever.

Shutting her door, he strode around the car and slipped inside.

Nikki sighed. ‘So much for a day off. It’s like a busman’s holiday.’

Fraser turned the engine over, at the same time jerking his thumb towards the back seat. ‘I don’t think those bags have anything to do with being an AP but all to do with looking gorgeous when you’re not in your uniform.’

‘Take me home, then. I’ve got a lot of unpacking and putting away to do.’ She grinned, more relaxed with him than he’d seen her in the past couple of months.

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Fraser grinned back before slowly easing between two cars in preparation for heading on up the hill. Three steps forward. None back? Again. Progress was being made. His grin stretched wider.







CHAPTER TEN

FRASER watched Nikki from under half-lowered eyelids as she read a magazine. Except she hadn’t turned a single page in the past twenty minutes. So far their shift had been very quiet for a Friday night. Too quiet. Without work to focus on, his brain was running riot with images of Nikki.

Nikki driving the ambulance.

Nikki holding that guy in his car on the Whangamoas.

Nikki burning the scrambled eggs, and another time walking in here with enough chocolate brownies to feed half the town.

Nikki in his arms, kissing him.

His chair crashed against the wall as he stood up. Damn it, he needed some air. He pushed out through the main door into the parking area and dragged in a lungful of warm evening air. Thank goodness for spring when there was no need for heavy jackets or jerseys.

He needed to get away from her. She’d gone back to being a work colleague and nothing else since their day in Nelson, which was starting to irritate him. It was as though she regretted the kisses they’d shared, and the love-making. As if she had more issues to clear up but wasn’t outright asking him about them. If they were even about him. He suspected they were. So why couldn’t she say what was on her mind? She’d harped on about not believing he had returned permanently, mentioned on more than one occasion that he should return to his medical studies. What did she want from him?

Hands on hips, he leaned back and stared up into the clear night sky filled with stars. Three steps back. Talk about being all over the place.

At least his mum and dad were back home after the endless rounds of discussions with doctors, specialists and rest-home managers. His mum had finally conceded it was time to let his dad go into care, but it was breaking her heart to do it, so he’d made a point of being at home every moment he wasn’t here.

With one exception. The day he’d visited the Page clan. He’d planned on seeing Allan and Rose before tracking down Jay and Beau, but when he’d turned up at the homestead everyone had been there. Including Nikki. His heartfelt thanks for what they’d done in helping to find his dad had been well received. Like old times. Once again he was completely at home in the Page house. It felt good, great.

Even Nikki hadn’t been as distant as she was at work. Probably secure with her brothers all over the place, minding her business for her.

The way she’d stayed with him when he’d learned his dad was missing had got to him, reminded him again how badly he’d treated her all that time ago. Nik had not backed off from a potential problem, supporting him instead of leaving him to his own resources. Gawd, he loved her. But until she learned to trust him again he wouldn’t make any headway. Only time was going to show her he meant everything he had said.

In the office the radio squawked at the same moment his pager vibrated on his hip. At last. Locking the door, he hurried to the ambulance, unhooked the power supply and climbed inside.

Nikki slid into the driver’s seat. ‘What’s the address?’

‘Holdsworth Road. Know it?’ Fraser read the screen.

‘Yes.’

‘Asthmatic with chest pains. Sixty-nine-year-old man.’

‘Who?’

‘David White. The head of science at the boys’ college was a David White. The age seems about right.’

‘Could be the same man, then.’

A neighbour let them into the house. ‘I came over when I saw the lights still on. He’s never up after ten and it’s now gone midnight. He’s struggling to breathe.’

Fraser placed the pack on the lounge floor and knelt down beside his old teacher, the man who’d inspired him to keep following his dream. ‘Hello, sir. Got yourself in a spot of bother, have you?’

‘Fraser …’ David tried to inhale. ‘Is that you?’ he gasped.

‘Yes, it is. Bet you never thought I’d be turning up to help you out. Have you taken any asthma meds in the past hour?’ Fraser was taking obs as he talked.

David moved his head sideways. ‘No,’ he mouthed. Then his eyes widened. ‘Nikki? With you.’ David wheezed. ‘Good. Back together.’

‘Only working together,’ Nikki was quick to reply as she prepared the nebuliser to administer salbutamol.

‘I’m going to give you a shot of adrenaline, David.’

David nodded once. ‘Getting worse,’ he squeezed out.

Fraser rapidly rechecked his patient’s obs. ‘Slipping in and out of consciousness. I’ll set up an IV port ready for more adrenaline if he goes under.’

Nikki nodded. ‘Wait twenty minutes before a second dose if you can.’

‘Will do.’

‘As soon as you’re done we’ll get him on the stretcher and loaded up.’

Fraser drove away from ED after they’d handed their patient over to the night staff. ‘I wonder why David let his attack get so bad?’

‘Didn’t want to be a nuisance?’ Nikki mused. ‘We get plenty of those.’

‘I wouldn’t have thought he’d be like that. He’s severely compromised himself now.’

She’d seen how it had upset Fraser to see his old teacher in such a state. ‘The nurses in ED will give him a lecture, believe me. I’ve heard them do that on more than one occasion.’ Nikki stretched her legs as much as possible in the confines of the cab. Her stomach rumbled—loudly. She grinned. ‘Can we go by a burger bar?’

‘Anything to stop that racket.’

‘Cancel the burger.’ Nikki reached for the handset. ‘Blenheim One, go ahead.’

The coms operator’s voice crackled loudly in the truck. ‘Priority-one call. Male, eighteen years, Eugene Clark, heavy blood loss from right arm. Be aware, possible stabbing, police have been notified.’

‘Roger, Coms. And thanks.’ Nikki grimaced. ‘It’s one-thirty in the morning. We’ve got to be dealing with drunks.’

‘Possibly.’

She hadn’t finished. ‘I just love stabbings. Everyone will be off their heads with booze and drugs. They’ll be angry and looking for another fight. The patient will be belligerent and swearing fit to bust. And us? We’ll be trying to be nice and helpful.’

Fraser winced. ‘Sounds like a heap of fun.’

She watched Fraser as he sped through the dark, empty streets, ever watchful of the road and looking out for walking partygoers thinking they had the street to themselves. Hopefully the flashing lights were enough to warn anyone out and about of their presence. At this time of night the siren was a last resort.

Nikki nibbled her top lip, feeling more uneasy than usual. ‘Remember the first priority is our own safety. If the crowd looks dangerous, we wait for police back-up or leave.’

‘Gotcha.’ He indicated a left turn. ‘I’ve been to these sorts of situations before, Nik. Often.’ He reached across, gently squeezed her thigh. ‘We’ll be careful.’

‘Sure.’ Of course they would. But she had a bad feeling about this one.

‘Here we go.’

Nikki peered through the dark. ‘That’s one hell of a crowd. All young men, by the look of it. I hope they’re not going to give us any grief.’

A policeman opened her door. ‘Hey, Nikki, how’re you doing?’

Relief loosened the tension gripping her. Thank goodness for the boys in blue. They weren’t quite so alone now. ‘Just fine, Grant. What’s the mood here?’ Nikki slid to the ground.

‘Tense, but they’ll leave you alone, I think. We’ll be watching your backs.’ Grant nodded at a line of three of his colleagues. ‘The victim’s behind our men.’

Slinging her pack on her back, Nikki closed the back door firmly. ‘Can someone keep an eye on our truck?’

Grant said, ‘Absolutely.’

Keeping close to Fraser, she pushed through the jostling young men. After one crude remark Fraser took her elbow and whispered, ‘Ignore them.’

‘I am,’ she replied, but the shiver rolling through her body undermined her conviction. The atmosphere heaved with loud rock music and something else. Something she couldn’t put her finger on. It worried her. One wrong move from any of these guys and she was leaving. Ambulance crews were told time and again not to put themselves in any danger.

And tonight things felt dangerous.

Then they were looking down at their patient and she pushed her concerns aside.

Eugene lay sprawled on the pavement, his arm bound tightly with a towel in an attempt to slow the heavy bleeding. It wasn’t doing the job. He was groaning and cursing everyone in sight, especially the police. Patches of vomit were mixed with the massive pool of blood next to the lad’s body.

Nikki knelt beside him. ‘Eugene, my name’s Nikki and this is Fraser. We’re paramedics from the ambulance service. I need to look at your arm.’

She reared back at the expletives that spewed from Eugene’s mouth, her shoulder slamming into Fraser’s knees and knocking him off balance. ‘Sorry,’ she muttered when he crouched down beside her.

Leaning forward, he said as calmly as he could manage, ‘Listen, we’re here to help you so stop carrying on like that and let us get on with it. The sooner we’re done the sooner we can get you to hospital and out of pain.’

Following Fraser’s example, Nikki drew a deep breath to calm her thumping heart and looked around the immediate area then back at their patient. ‘By the amount of blood covering the pavement, Eugene’s in serious risk of going into shock and organ failure,’ she said quietly.

‘Aren’t you going to give me some drugs now?’ Eugene’s eyes widened. ‘I’m hurting real bad.’

‘I’m sure you are. We’ll give you some gas in a minute, but we also need to stop the bleeding.’ Fraser had a face mask ready.

Nikki reached into the bag for some scissors and asked quietly, ‘Want to tell me what happened?’

‘What’s that got to do with you, cow? Just fix me up.’

Beside her Fraser drew an angry breath then stood to ask the cops if they knew what had happened. When he returned to crouching beside Nikki he told her, ‘Knife wound. Grant put this towel in place before being edged away by some of Eugene’s mates.’ He reached for the lad’s good arm, wrapped a cuff around it. ‘Eugene, I’m going to take your blood pressure. Can you stay still for a moment?’

Nikki murmured, ‘Unfortunately that towel isn’t stopping the bleeding. I’m going to have to risk removing it to put a tourniquet on.’ She began snipping at the soaked towel.

‘Hey, lady, what are you doing? You can’t take that off his arm. You’ll kill him.’ A young man, bouncing from one foot to the other, loomed up on her other side, anger glaring out at her from his mean-looking eyes. Then he stuck his fingers in his mouth and let loose with a piercing whistle.

She shivered, glanced behind, heard shouting break out on the opposite side of the crowd. The cops took off, heading for the fracas. Three menacingly silent youths slid in beside Nikki and Fraser.

Her tongue moistened her lips. ‘We’re helping your friend.’ If Eugene wasn’t their friend, she and Fraser were in trouble.

The biggest and meanest of the trio grabbed Nikki’s shoulder, his fingers digging in so hard the knuckles were white. ‘You think we’re stupid? You’re gonna make him bleed to death.’

‘Hey.’ Fraser spun on his feet. ‘Let her go, mate. She’s trying to save Eugene’s life.’ Anger glittered from his eyes.

Light glinted on the wide blade of a knife in her assailant’s hand. ‘Not if she takes that towel off she’s not. I know you have to put pressure on a cut to stop the bleeding.’ His fingers dug deeper and he carved a pattern in the air right before her face.

Nikki could feel her knees knocking. The air in her lungs caught. Her skin went icy. What could she say to deflate this madman’s attitude? Her mind was blank.

Fraser stepped closer, glared into the man’s face. ‘Let her go or your pal isn’t going to get any help.’

‘That so?’ The young man splayed his legs, waving the knife between them. He jerked a thumb at Nikki. ‘She your woman?’

Fraser didn’t hesitate. ‘Yeah, man, she is.’

I am? Did he mean it? Or was he just saying it to defuse the situation? She tried moving her shoulder free.

The guy gripped harder, spun her round. ‘Let’s show him what it’s like when his woman’s hurt.’ And the hand holding the knife rose, the blade flashing in the light.

Nikki watched, breathless, with her feet rooted to the ground, appalled as the blade descended, fast, aimed directly at her. Then she was shoved sideways, slamming onto the road. Her elbow cracked hard, pain ricocheting up and down her arm. Her hip thumped hard, more pain hitting her, winding her.

Then something, someone, toppled, fell over her feet. ‘Fraser,’ she screamed. And scrambled to get clear and reach for him.

The knife handle protruded from the side of Fraser’s chest. Nausea roiled up her throat. She swallowed hard. Don’t be sick now. Fraser needed her. What to do? Her brain was not functioning.

Remove the knife? Wrong. Load him and drive like hell for the hospital? Made more sense than anything else. She needed help getting him to the ambulance.

‘Fraser, talk to me,’ she pleaded, and looked at his face. Blood pumped from a head wound, tracking over his forehead, down his cheek. When she touched him, his head lolled sideways. He was unconscious. Had his head hit the tarmac?

‘Hey, Nikki, move over, girl. We’re here now. We’ll take care of Fraser.’

She blinked, took a quick sideways glance. ‘Mike? Rebecca?’

‘We heard on the radio there was a problem here so thought you could do with some support.’ Mike already had Fraser’s shirt cut away from the wound.

Nikki wobbled on her haunches as she gripped Fraser’s hand. ‘Hang in there, Fraser, love.’ She knew she sounded desperate. She didn’t care. ‘You have to save him, Mike.’

‘We will. I promise.’ He gave her a quick hug. ‘Now, move a bit so I can get to your man.’

The second person to have called Fraser her man. Maybe they were right, and she should just get over the past. Completely. She blinked and looked around. ‘Where is everyone? What happened to the crowd?’ Strength had returned to her voice now that Mike and Rebecca were here and she wasn’t dealing with this alone.

‘Disappeared in a flaming hurry, from what Grant told us. No one’s sticking around to take the rap for this.’ Rebecca knelt on the other side of Fraser, calmly working on him.

Tears pricked Nikki’s eyelids and streaked down her cheeks. ‘Thanks, guys. I lost it. I didn’t know what to do.’ Her thumb stroked Fraser’s hand without stopping, willing him to be all right. How? He had a ruddy great knife sticking out from between his ribs. She knew all the implications of that. She shivered as her skin chilled.

‘Who would remember anything in these circumstances?’ Rebecca smiled.

Mike turned to Nikki. ‘I know you don’t want to leave Fraser’s side but could you ask Grant and his colleagues to load the other patient and drive him to the ED?’

She didn’t want to. ‘Okay.’ Letting go of Fraser’s hand was difficult, peeling one finger back at a time. But Mike was right. Eugene was entitled to be helped, regardless of what his mate had done to the man she cared for most in this world. But before she stood up she placed the softest of kisses on Fraser’s cold lips. ‘Hang in there. You and I are not finished yet.’







CHAPTER ELEVEN

NIKKI curled up uncomfortably on a chair beside Fraser’s bed. The beeping of the machines monitoring his breathing reassured her. Something had to tell her. Fraser wasn’t. He lay so still. Too still. Nothing like his usual active self.

His hand lay in hers, not reacting to any of her light squeezing. Bruises covered his forehead and his left cheek was swollen. A shaved patch on his head showed a wound stitched together. According to the surgeon, Fraser had been very lucky. A concussion but no lasting damage to the brain.

Add to that a punctured lung and one nicked rib, and he was lucky?

Her bottom lip quivered. He was lucky. He could’ve been killed. ‘He saved my life.’

On the opposite side of the bed Molly smiled wearily. ‘Don’t go blaming yourself. Fraser would never let anything happen to you if he could help it.’

‘Aren’t you angry at him for leaping between me and that knife? At me because he cared enough to do that?’ Dang, she was angry. Fraser should not be lying here. She should. It was her that guy had wanted to hurt. Not Fraser.

‘The only person I’m angry at is the man who did this. I know I sound old when I say it wouldn’t have happened when we were your age.’

Nikki couldn’t stop the chuckle that rolled off her tongue. ‘Remind me not to say that when my kids are getting into trouble.’ She squeezed Fraser’s hand and looked at his mother. ‘Thanks, Molly, you’ve cheered me up.’

Molly pushed off her chair. ‘I’d better go and see Ken. He’ll be fretting because I’m late.’

‘What are you going to tell him about this?’

‘I doubt I’ll say a word. It will only distress him when there’s nothing he can do about it.’

‘But you must tell him. Ken has a right to know, surely? Wouldn’t you want to know? I would, if it was me.’ Like mother, like son? Had Molly always kept things from Ken, or was her reaction due to his illness?

Molly flushed. ‘I’m protecting Ken, saving him added stress. Stress only makes him so much worse. And I don’t want that.’

Placing Fraser’s hand on the bedcover, Nikki went to his mother and embraced her. ‘I should mind my own business. You’re right. Ken’s already got enough problems.’ She leaned back and looked into Molly’s sad eyes. ‘So have you. Anything I can do to help, make sure you ring and tell me. Okay?’ She shook this lovely woman gently. ‘I mean that.’

Molly looked down at her son. ‘You’re already doing lots.’ And then she was gone, leaving Nikki to puzzle the meaning of her words.

‘Hey, sis, how’s he doing?’ Jay strode into the room and engulfed her in a bear hug. ‘You okay?’

Sniff, sniff. ‘Couldn’t be better. And Fraser’s going to be all right.’ Dang, she hadn’t cried all night and now with Jay holding her, concern in his voice for her and Fraser, it was as though someone had opened the floodgates.

‘Now, what did I do to deserve this?’ Jay pushed her down into the chair and reached for a box of tissues. ‘Here, use these,’ he said gruffly, ‘then tell me all the details. I hear the cops arrested the guy who stabbed Fraser.’

Her eyes widened, spilling more tears down her face. ‘They have? Good.’ Nikki filled Jay in on everything. ‘Fraser was protecting me, Jay.’

‘I’d be stunned if he hadn’t.’

Her gaze returned to Fraser. ‘Yeah, you’re right. He’d never let anyone hurt me.’ Funny thing, that.

Fraser tried to stretch but stopped as pain stabbed his chest. Gingerly lifting his eyelids, he peered out at the white room, the metal bedrails. Hospital. That explained the pain. Sort of. Turning his head to one side, he bit down on an oath as a bomb went off inside his head. Lights flashed in front of his eyes.

What had happened to him? Was he all right? As in not seriously injured?

Closing his eyes, he concentrated on his body. Wriggled his toes. No problem there. Stretched his calves. Good. Lifted his left arm, and sucked air through his clenched teeth. That cranked up the dull throbbing in his chest, making him want to stop breathing for a while till everything settled down again. His right arm felt heavy, weighed down.

He popped his eyes open, turned his head slowly to avoid another explosion, and stopped. His whole body softened, warmed. Nik. Beautiful Nik. Sitting on a chair, leaning so her top half was sprawled on the bed, she slept. Her head lay against his arm, her breathing warm on his skin.

And then he remembered. The knife. Aimed at Nikki. Going for her. His frantic leap. Then the hot pain as the blade had slammed into him.

Thank goodness. Or it would be Nikki lying here. Or worse.

Carefully, so as not to wake her, he shifted his arm and placed his hand on her head. Threaded his fingers through her messy hair, feeling the silky tangles on his skin. He closed his eyes again. Drank in the sweetness of the moment. He and Nik. Together. However temporarily.

‘Nikki, there’s something I have to tell you.’ Fraser sat up in bed, the robe he wore revealing more chest than was good for her heart rate.

‘You sound serious.’ Hadn’t they had enough serious stuff to last a lifetime? Two days after the stabbing and the police had finally stopped calling in with questions, their colleagues had found their smiles, and her brothers had stopped suggesting she go back to cooking for a career.

‘I need you to trust me, believe I’ll never deliberately hurt you, so there is one more thing you should know about why I called off the wedding.’

Nikki leaned close, kissed those seductive lips that weren’t smiling. Running her forefinger along his jaw, she asked, ‘Do you think I care about that any more? I love you, and that’s all that matters.’

His eyes widened in surprise. So did hers. She felt her eyebrows lifting. When had she come to that conclusion? Some time during the long night waiting for Fraser to come out of surgery, to regain consciousness. But talk about springing it on him, on her. Shouldn’t she have taken her time to get used to the idea first?

‘Say that again,’ he whispered. ‘The bit about loving me.’

She wasn’t taking it back. ‘I love you.’

He caught her hand, kissed each fingertip. Then he reached for her, slipping his arms around her in the gentlest of hugs.

Her badly bruised elbow ached as it rubbed against his thigh, but she daren’t move it for fear of knocking the drain in Fraser’s chest wound. Instead, she lifted her mouth to his, glad of the distraction for both of them. Then the kiss took over and she was lost in the heat of Fraser’s mouth claiming hers. A breathless kiss due to Fraser’s pierced lung. But a kiss nonetheless.

‘You won’t be wanting a cup of tea, then,’ an aide called from the doorway.

They jerked apart, Fraser gasping at the sudden movement. ‘Not at the moment,’ he finally managed to mutter.

When the woman had taken her broad smile and the tea trolley away Fraser grinned. ‘How could I drink tea after kissing you?’ Then his mouth straightened. ‘You distracted me. But I haven’t forgotten what I was going to tell you.’

Nikki shifted uneasily at the serious look in his eyes. He loved her, right? She hadn’t exposed her heart to have him tell her they weren’t ever getting back together. ‘Dang. Do you have to?’

‘Yes, Nik, I do. Because, my lovely, despite what you say, you still don’t believe my reasons for not telling you about the cancer were justified. And you’re right. I probably would’ve told you right from the get-go if not for one thing. I truly wanted you with me, desperately needed your strength, right from the start. Every time I thought I could tell you, only one thing made me stay away. And staying away was as hard as dealing with the news, believe me.’

Her heart slowed, almost stopped. This was not working out how she’d hoped. This did not sound like a declaration of his love for her. She leaned back so she could see every emotion that crossed his face, wanting to see exactly how he felt as he talked. ‘Go on.’

His chest lifted, and he opened his mouth. ‘My oncologist was so truthful it was gutting. He warned that after the surgery there was a likelihood that I’d be impotent.’

Nikki gasped, pressed the fingers of one hand to her mouth. She stared at him, stunned. ‘Oh, my God.’ Reaching with her free hand, she cupped his cheek.

‘That’s why I stayed away.’ He turned his mouth to kiss first her thumb, then each finger, then put her hand away from him. Stared deeply into her eyes. ‘Now do you understand? Can you see why I couldn’t tell you?’

She swallowed. Nodded. Tears welled. For him? For them? Finally, she whispered, ‘I still wish you had told me, but I understand why you felt you couldn’t. What an impossible situation.’

‘It was.’

‘We could’ve put the wedding on hold.’

‘You really think so? The tension between us would’ve been horrendous.’ He flinched. ‘Hell, when the time came I probably wouldn’t have been able to perform anyway, I’d have been beyond nervous. There’d have been far too much riding on the outcome.’

‘You were doomed if you did, doomed if you didn’t. But don’t you see how disappearing with hardly a word was so painful for me? How it nearly destroyed both of us?’ Fraser winced. ‘You shut me out. You didn’t give me a chance to choose, you just decided for me.’

‘I know, and I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything I put you through. I wasn’t exactly coping very well at the time. I wanted to save you from having to make that decision, from living with your choice.’ He looked up into her eyes. ‘Please believe me when I say that I was trying to protect you.’

Nikki laced her fingers on her lap. She stared at her manicured nails, remembering another time she’d had them done. Light pink to match her wedding bouquet of peonies. She’d never worn anything remotely pink since.

She shivered. Impotent. Fraser? Impossible. It would’ve destroyed him. She understood the difficult situation he had been in, and why he had struggled to tell her the truth. How could a man tell anyone that, least of all the woman he was about to marry? Raising her head, she said in an unsteady voice, ‘I’m glad you’re okay.’ Then she blushed crimson. ‘I mean, in all respects, the cancer, everything,’ she blustered.

‘I’m glad, too. Very glad.’ His gaze was fixed on her. Watching every nuance on her face? He added, ‘More than glad. In all respects.’

‘Spoken like a man.’

He smiled, a deep smile that warmed her through, that teased and promised so much. ‘How else would you have me say it?’

She couldn’t answer.

‘Nik,’ he said softly, ‘I never stopped loving you, not for one moment. There were times, I swear, I wouldn’t have got through it if I hadn’t carried a picture of you in my head. All those wonderful memories we created gave me the strength to fight, made me realise how much I had to live for.’

‘Really?’ she croaked. Clearing her throat, she tried again. ‘You mean that?’

‘I understand your disbelief but, yes, sweetheart, I love you. Always have, always will.’

Her lips were trembling when she placed them on his mouth. Her hands shook as she held his shoulders, her body soft against his. ‘You love me.’

She tasted so sweet. So Nik. So much his life. Stirring him, heating his blood in a slow, loving way, making him long to be joined with her.

‘Huh-hum.’

The second interruption of the afternoon. ‘Can’t a man get any peace in here?’

His surgeon shook his head in amusement. ‘Anyone point out that you’re in hospital? You know, where sick people go?’

‘Every minute of the day.’ Fraser grinned and let Nikki sit up. Her face was scarlet as she crossed to sit on the chair.

But as Fraser discussed his wound and treatment with the surgeon he was very aware that Nikki’s gaze never left him, and that the sparkle produced when he’d told her he loved her was slowly evaporating.

Fraser woke late in the afternoon to the sound of someone moaning in the next bed. Sleeping in hospital wasn’t the greatest. Usually the moment he nodded off someone came along and prodded him or took his temperature or lifted the sheet to see his wound, which had become infected.

‘The guy could’ve at least cleaned the blade before sticking it into me.’

‘Be thankful the first man he used it on didn’t have hepatitis A or something equally nice,’ Jay drawled from by the window.

‘How long have you been here?’ One member or another of Nikki’s family was always dropping in. ‘Where’s Nikki?’

‘Long enough to know you talk in your sleep but not long enough to hear anything juicy. And Nikki said she had to go see Mike about starting back at work.’ Jay sat on the end of the bed. ‘Any more questions?’

‘The vet clinic not doing very well at the moment?’ Fraser asked. Apart from Nikki, Jay was his most frequent visitor. He didn’t believe Nikki had gone to see Mike. There’d been a strange look in her eyes when the surgeon had been with him. Wait till he saw her next. He’d dig for some answers.

‘Flat out, actually. I don’t know why people think their dogs and cats should partake in the pre-Christmas nibbles. We’re seeing so many pets with tummy trouble, it’s not funny.’

‘Not a lot different to our job, then.’

‘Anyone told you when you’re getting out of here?’ Jay asked.

‘Hopefully tomorrow. But I’m on sick leave for at least another week. They won’t even allow me to work in the office. Probably not stupid. Paperwork is definitely not my forte.’

‘You’ll have plenty to do at home. According to Mum, Molly’s getting stuck into clearing out the house. You mightn’t have a bed by tomorrow.’

Fraser swallowed the flare of annoyance. ‘I wish she’d waited. That’s not a job to do alone. But it’s like she’s decided to make a completely new start and doesn’t want to waste any time moving into the townhouse she’s bought near the retirement village.’

‘If you think she’s doing this on her own, you don’t know the Page women. Mum and Nikki are with her. And Dad’s been taking trailer loads of furniture to the second-hand gear shop and a whole heap of other stuff to the tip.’

‘I’m glad Rose and Nikki are helping.’ His hands curled into fists. ‘It should’ve been me, though.’

Jay stood up. ‘Time I went. But for the record you can’t be there for everyone and if I had a choice I’m glad it was Nikki you were there for the other night.’

He shuddered. ‘Me, too.’

He watched Jay saunter out of the room and gave a thankful sigh. He’d come a full circle, back on side with Nikki and her family. Definitely getting ahead now.

And Nikki loved him. How lucky could he get? As soon as he was up and about he had plans of his own to get under way.

Nikki sauntered into his room that evening, a covered plate containing chicken enchilada in one hand, two take-out coffees in the other. ‘Thought you’d like some real food for a change.’

‘What I’d really like is to go home and keep an eye on what Mum’s throwing out.’

‘Who’s a grumpy boy, then?’ Nikki popped the top of one coffee and blew on the liquid. ‘What’s bugging you?’

‘List everything that’s gone to the tip. I bet there are things that I’d like to keep.’

‘I doubt it. Old and broken shovel handles, rusty saws, a chainsaw that had to be the first ever produced. A thousand bent nails. Blown light bulbs. Why did Ken keep all that anyway?’

‘He’s always been a hoarder.’ Fraser took a bite of his supper. And some of the tension gripping him since Jay’s visit receded. ‘This is wonderful.

I don’t suppose you sneaked a beer in to go with it.’

The way her eyes rolled told him she hadn’t. ‘You’re not like your dad, are you? You won’t spend your life filling sheds with junk?’

No, I’m going to spend it filling my house with a wife and kids. ‘Not likely.’

‘Thank goodness.’ She pulled the chair across to the window and sat down, nursing her coffee. A frown creased her forehead. The same frown that had been there when she’d left after their discussion about his possible impotency.

He’d thought they’d finally gone through everything they needed to so they could move on. ‘What’s up?’

Her head twisted at an angle as she looked at him through her long eyelashes. Her mouth was tight, not unfriendly, not overly loving either. He couldn’t read her. Her hand was steady when she raised the paper cup to her lips.

‘Nik?’ His heart started thudding. Was she about to retract her love? He couldn’t bear that. Anything but that.

Those blue eyes focused directly on him, boring into him. ‘When you decide to go back to med school, I’ll help you.’

When he opened his mouth to deny her words she held her hand up. ‘Spare me your denial. I’ve seen in your eyes the hunger to be a part of the medical system whenever we’ve brought a patient into ED.’ She sipped her coffee. ‘You’re meant to be a doctor. You want to be one. Going away to med school to finish your degree isn’t going back on your word about staying here. The moment you qualify you’ll be on the first plane home. Follow your dream, Fraser. Isn’t that why you fought so hard for your life?’ Tears glittered in her eyes.

They, more than her words, moved him. Did she think she was letting him go? Freeing him? He stared at her in wonder. She loved him and yet she was telling him to do what he hankered after. ‘I promised you I’d stay. And Mum. She needs me.’

‘Molly is moving into a low-maintenance property that she can manage easily. Anyway, there are enough men in my family to take care of any problems. And if you went to Wellington you’d only be twenty-five minutes away by air.’ She drained her coffee and scrunched the cup tight. ‘And if you need funds to get through, I’ve got money put aside. Grandma left me a healthy amount in her will.’

‘I bet that’s for your cake shop.’ He wasn’t taking that. ‘You can’t give away your dream for mine.’

‘The cake shop idea is years away from happening, and by then you’ll have paid me back.’ Standing up, she tossed the cup into the bin and headed for the door. ‘Think about it, Fraser. You know I’m right.’







CHAPTER TWELVE

‘HEY, Mum, what’s all this stuff?’ Nikki asked as she surveyed the piles of cartons in the spare bedroom. It was Christmas Eve and Fraser’s parents were coming to stay for the next two nights. With all her family around to keep an eye on Ken it hadn’t been difficult to persuade Molly or his caregivers of the idea. ‘It would take until Easter to clear this room.’

Her mother appeared at her side and reached for the door, pulling it shut. ‘Just some things I’ve been collecting lately at the second-hand shops. I’ll show you after Christmas once everyone’s gone.’

‘Second-hand what? Clothes? Cups and saucers?’ This was so unlike her mother, a woman who lived by the adage that if you hadn’t used or worn something in the past year then you no longer needed it, and off to a charity shop it went. ‘And that many boxes? You’re not starting your own shop, are you?’

‘When would I have time for that? With my grandchild due to arrive any day, I’ll hardly have time to get my gardening done.’

There was another thing. ‘What’s going on, Mum? I’ve never see the gardens looking so wonderful. The roses are amazing. And I’m taking an armful of those pink and white peonies home with me at the end of the weekend.’

‘I’m sure there’s plenty out there so I won’t notice some missing.’ Her mother headed down the hall towards the kitchen. ‘Now, come and help me polish the glasses for tomorrow. And don’t worry about Molly and Ken. I’m putting them in Jay’s old room.’

Perplexed, Nikki studied her mother. Why was her mum talking so fast, jabbering on about anything as though trying to sidetrack her? Aha, her mum had ducked the question about what was going on. Why? ‘Here, use this.’ A polishing cloth was pressed into her hands.

In the kitchen, Nikki delved into the back of the large walk-in pantry for the boxes of wine glasses and champagne flutes. ‘What’s this?’ She spied a box right at the back she’d never seen before and carefully tugged it out.

Her mother was immediately at her side, reaching for the box. ‘Oh, just a couple of glasses I bought the other day.’ She put the box back where Nikki had got it from. ‘We’re not using those tomorrow.’

Nikki turned to stare at this woman she’d known all her life. ‘You still look like my mother.’

Red spilled through Rose’s cheeks. ‘I am your mother.’

‘Really? I’m not so sure.’ Nikki shook her head. This was getting way too weird. But right now there was a lot to do before tomorrow’s festivities. Maybe by the time they had everything ready her real mother would be back and this stranger would’ve caught the bus out of town.

Then suddenly she was enveloped in her mother’s arms, hugged fiercely. ‘I’m very proud of you. You’re special. My girl.’

Nikki hugged her back, blinking rapidly. Weirder and weirder.

‘Merry Christmas.’ Fraser walked up to Nikki and kissed her on both cheeks when he and his parents arrived at the Page farm early Christmas morning. Then he kissed her on the mouth, softly. His stomach squeezed with nerves. What if this didn’t work out? What if she threw him off the farm? He felt a hand on his back. Not Nikki’s. Her father’s. Suddenly, he knew deep down inside that everything would work out just fine.

‘Merry ho-ho to you too,’ Nikki murmured against his mouth before turning to Molly and Ken. ‘Merry Christmas to you both.’

His mum enveloped her in a hug. ‘This is special, being here with your family. Thank you for inviting Ken. I know he’s become a handful.’

Nikki gave his mother one of her heart-stopping smiles. ‘We don’t ignore people once something happens to them.’

His mother blinked and smiled back. Fraser knew she’d just been given the best present of the day. Unconditional acceptance of her beloved husband.

He caught Nikki’s hand, drew her back to him. ‘You look absolutely stunning.’ Dressed in a clinging red dress that barely reached mid-thigh and a wide silver belt that accentuated her tiny waist, balancing on red shoes with impossible heels, she looked perfect. Good enough to eat. The Santa hat perched cheekily on her flowing hair brought a mist to his eyes. He loved Nikki more than he’d thought possible.

The scent of peonies wafted through the air. Peonies, bright and colourful, fragile and silky, the perfect perfume for Nikki. He watched as his father hugged this woman who’d shown him so much care and compassion, even love, over the past few months. Both his parents adored her. Even his dad—who had fewer and fewer lucid moments as the weeks progressed, hurtling towards a total fog and a shadow of the hulking man he’d once been—fully understood how special Nikki was. Her whole family had taken his small one in, making them welcome and a part of them.

Like today. It was Christmas Day on a grand scale with the McCalls. People everywhere. Nikki’s parents, her brothers and their wives or partners, the partners’ parents, and Amber, who was on duty on Boxing Day so she couldn’t go down south to share the day with her folks.

Later in the day, Allan and Rose would open their home to all the local strays and waifs—as Nikki called the neighbours who had nowhere to go or no one to share Christmas with—for a dinner that had to be seen to be believed, going by what Nikki had told him. Even Morag and Bryne had been invited to come along later in the morning.

Morag now worked on the farm and, along with Bryne, lived in one of the farm cottages. Another happy ending for someone Allan and Rose hadn’t known until an accident had brought them all together.

‘Good, I’m glad you’ve arrived.’ Rose bounced down the steps. ‘Now we really can get Christmas under way.’

‘It’s only eight o’clock.’ Allan clasped Fraser’s mum in a hug. ‘I swear this is Rose’s favourite day of the year. She’s like a big kid, waiting for the presents to be opened.’

‘Yes, well, we’re all waiting for that today.’ Fraser heard his mum say.

Fraser’s breath caught in his throat. He’d hardly slept a wink last night waiting for the sun to come up. He’d have come around at five if he’d thought Nikki might be awake. Anything to get the gift giving out of the way. He couldn’t believe how nervous he felt. Terrified even. What if—? Quit the what-ifs. What would be would be. He was done with doubts about the future. He knew what he wanted and he aimed to get it.

Thankfully, Jay thrust a glass of champagne into his shaking hand. ‘Here you go, pal. You look like you could do with something strong under your belt.’ His over-exaggerated wink made Fraser grin self-consciously.

‘Bit early for that.’ Even if he did feel like something to anesthetise the gnawing hope and worry churning his gut.

‘Maybe we should have brunch first,’ Allan teased, a cheeky grin so like Nikki’s on his face.

‘Definitely presents first.’ Nikki clapped her hands and began shooing them all up the steps and along the wide veranda to where the huge Christmas tree stood in pride of place.

There were truckloads of presents. Fraser gaped. Never in his life had he seen anything like it. ‘Blimey.’ This was going to take hours.

Nikki giggled as she slipped her hand into his. ‘Told you Mum goes overboard. Anyone who comes up our drive today will receive a little gift, even if they haven’t been invited.’

A lump blocked Fraser’s throat as his eyes searched the pine tree for the gift he’d placed there yesterday. There, near the top, sharing a tiny branch with an angel, hung the precious object. So small and yet monumental in its significance.

‘Are you all right?’ Nikki nudged him. ‘You’ve gone all pale.’

If only you knew. ‘I’m fine. Who’d have believed four months ago we’d be spending Christmas together?’

Her laughter tinkled on the air. ‘Not that I regret any of it.’

Thank goodness. ‘Coming home turned out to be the most right thing I could ever have done.’

‘Hey, are you two joining us?’ Allan called from his Santa seat. ‘I’d like to start handing out the presents.’

‘Go ahead, Dad. Sorry, Santa.’ Nikki tugged Fraser to a cupid chair and pushed him down, then sat on his knee. ‘Ready when you are.’

Fraser gulped his champagne and the bubbles shot up his nose, causing him to sneeze. The moment was getting closer. There was no escaping now. Not that he wanted to. But he’d certainly jumped in the deep end. What had happened to doing things quietly and privately? Nikki had happened, that’s what. This was about her, for her.

Presents were passed around to everyone and the delighted cries of thanks and excitement momentarily distracted Fraser. The girls especially seemed ecstatic, getting enough presents to keep a small nation going. Even he had never had so many. He unwrapped CDs and DVDs, an All Blacks jersey, a pair of cricket shoes, and from Nikki a voucher for a mystery weekend away for two.

‘You’re taking me, of course,’ she chirped, and for once he saw no uncertainty in those azure eyes studying him from under long lashes.

‘Do you know where we’re going, or is it a surprise for you too?’

‘I know exactly where we’re headed. I didn’t want to go anywhere not romantic enough.’

‘We’d make it romantic no matter where we went.’

‘Aw, you say the nicest things.’ Her lips brushed his. Her scent filled his nose, tipped his world sideways. He was such a lucky man.

‘Okay, you two,’ Jay chipped in. ‘That’s the presents done.’ Then he banged his head with the palm of his hand. ‘Oops, wrong. Seems like there’s one more at the top of the tree.’ He looked around at everyone, his cheeky grin finally aimed at Fraser. ‘Eh, mate. Your turn, I believe.’

Fraser froze. The moment he’d been anticipating with excitement and a dash of trepidation had arrived. Everyone was watching him, waiting with happy anticipation. Everyone except Nikki.

‘What’s going on? Fraser, what does Jay mean?’ She squirmed around on his thighs, peered at him with a big question in her eyes.

For the life of him he couldn’t move. Not because Nik was sitting on him but because his muscles had forgotten how to work. His legs were like custard. His arms gripped the sides of the chair, unable to manoeuvre him upwards.

‘Nik, shift your butt and let the man up.’ Jay ducked as a wad of scrunched wrapping paper flew at him.

But at least Nikki stood up, turning to stare down at Fraser again. ‘Please tell me what’s going on.’

The tiniest wobble in her voice propelled Fraser out of the chair and had him reaching for her hands. ‘It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s all good. Trust me.’

She squinted at him, her mouth twitching as though she was trying hard not to smile at him. ‘You’ve hung some of that terrible plastic mistletoe somewhere, haven’t you?’

‘It’s right up here.’ He tugged her with him as he approached the tree and reached up to remove the last present. Then he sucked a huge breath, winced as his injured lung protested, and knelt down in front of her. ‘Nikki Page, please, will you marry me?’

Nikki gasped. The hand he still held began trembling. Her eyes widened in astonishment. She didn’t say a word.

There was utter silence on the veranda. Not even the cattle in the nearest paddock had anything to say. The world was waiting on Nikki.

In his chest his heart was trying to pound its way out through his ribs. Say something, please. Yes. No. Anything but this awful silence. He could barely wait.

Nikki blinked. A tear escaped, ran down her cheek. Her mouth widened slowly into the most beautiful smile he’d ever seen. ‘Yes.’

Relief surged through him, lifting him back on his feet. ‘Really?’ His mouth was split wide in a grin. ‘Really?’

‘Yes, Fraser, I will marry you.’

The whole room erupted in clapping and cheering.

Nikki leaned in against him, wrapped her arms around him and kissed him long and tenderly.

He kissed her right back, long and tenderly.

Of course, it was Jay who interrupted them. ‘Haven’t you forgotten something, you two?’

Pulling his mouth from Nikki’s, Fraser stared at him. ‘What?’

‘The small matter of the last present.’

Fraser rolled his eyes. What a dope he was. He took one of Nikki’s hands and placed the tiny box in her palm. ‘Nikki, sweetheart, you need an engagement ring now.’ And he closed her fingers around it.

Her one tear turned into a torrent as she tore the ribbon off and then snapped the lid back. ‘Oh, my goodness, it’s beautiful. Stunning, fabulous. A bigger version of the first one.’ She sniffed.

‘You like it, then?’ Fraser took the sapphire and diamond ring from its cushion and slipped it over her finger.

Nikki gazed at her hand, holding it out to the sunlight. ‘I love it. But nowhere near as much as I love you, Fraser.’

Then they were surrounded by everyone trying to shake hands, hug them, see the ring. The melee finally stopped as Allan and Jay began handing around more glasses of champagne, this time top-shelf champagne.

Allan raised his glass. ‘A toast to Nikki and Fraser.’

Nikki hesitated, understanding finally dawning. ‘You all knew Fraser was going to propose today. Did he ask you all for my hand in marriage?’

As everyone answered in the affirmative, she turned back to Fraser with a cheeky smile. ‘That was very brave of you.’

‘You’re telling me!’

‘I suppose you’ve all decided when we’re getting married too?’ Then her gaze turned on her mother, and when Rose’s face turned crimson Nikki gasped. ‘You have. All those boxes in the spare room. They’re to do with our wedding, aren’t they? Nothing to do with second-hand shops at all.’

‘Not a thing. It was the only explanation I could come up with when I found you about to delve into those cartons of table settings.’ Rose gave her daughter an understanding look. ‘It is your day, love. There’re still lots of things to organise and decisions to make about colours, flowers, the dress.’

Nikki looked around for Molly. ‘I think we can sort the dress out right now.’

Molly brushed tears from her face and came to give Nikki a kiss. ‘At least we know it fits.’

Fraser looked at the two women he loved most. ‘What’s going on?’

‘You’re not the only sneaky one around here. When we were packing up your mum’s things while you were lying on your back in hospital, we came across Molly’s wedding dress.’

‘And you just had to try it on?’

‘Of course. It’s beautiful.’ Nikki frowned. ‘When are we getting married?’

‘How about New Year’s Day? Start the year off as we mean to go on.’

This was where everything could go pear-shaped. Nikki liked to be in charge, and to have partially organised her wedding without her knowledge had been a risk, but there’d been no other way to have the wedding so soon. The licence had been arranged, the caterers booked, the marquee ordered. But Fraser knew they had to get married quickly for Nikki’s sake. He couldn’t stand for her to fret that he might opt out before the day. Even waiting a week might seem an age for her if she was worrying he might not show up. She loved him, trusted him, but if there was even a smidgeon of doubt about her own worth, that would fester away within her. He wasn’t taking the chance.

‘We’ve got a date, Fraser McCall.’ Her kiss was sweet and sexy and loving and all the things that made up his woman. ‘Second time lucky, eh?’

New Year’s Day

The sun shone brightly from a perfect summer sky, glinting off the sides of the huge white marquee erected on the front lawn of Nikki’s family home. All the lawns were immaculate, the grass no doubt scared to grow a millimetre since Fraser and Jay had mown and raked them two days ago. The rose beds were stunning with their bright red, yellow, pink and white blooms. In the paddocks to the west of the house the vines were covered in bright green foliage.

A trail of scattered rose petals led from the house to a huge oak tree under which the marriage celebrant stood patiently waiting in front of at least a hundred guests. Among those guests were all the full-time crews from the station and, biggest surprise of all, his friends he’d travelled with, who’d flown out from England two days ago.

Fraser’s mum and dad grinned and waved to him as his gaze found them at the front. He hadn’t seen them look as happy in years. Thankfully, today was one of his dad’s better days and he knew exactly what was going on.

Everything was going perfectly. Even the baby had obliged and arrived between Christmas and today, giving Yvonne time to recover for the wedding.

Fraser crossed to his favourite garden—the peony bed. The heady scent filled his nostrils, and he snapped off a pink bloom and poked it into his buttonhole. The breath caught in his throat. Never in a million years had he imagined this day quite like this. It was the perfect backdrop for his beautiful bride.

‘Where is Nikki?’ Jay had followed him and now stood beside him, tapping the toe of his shoe on the path. ‘You’d think she would be on time today of all days.’

‘I’m the one who’s supposed to be nervous, not you.’ Fraser grinned at this man who was standing up with him at the ceremony. ‘She’ll be here.’

And there she was, standing at the top of the three steps leading down to the lawn, her hand on her father’s arm. Fraser forgot to breath. Beautiful didn’t begin to describe Nikki. Dressed in ivory satin that highlighted her blue eyes, she looked perfect. ‘Wow.’

‘That’s my sister?’ Jay grinned. ‘She does scrub up all right, doesn’t she?’

‘All right? She’s stunning,’ Fraser croaked.

‘Amber looks awesome too.’

Amber? Oh, yes, tucked in behind Nikki, she looked pretty in her long pink-and-white dress, but his eyes returned to Nikki. He couldn’t get enough of her. He heard the guests gasp as they turned to watch Nikki descend the steps and fully agreed with them.

‘I’ve never seen Amber in a dress,’ Jay muttered.

Fraser decided he’d be telling Amber to wear one all the time if the star-struck expression on Jay’s face meant what he thought. Amber had spent months trying to be noticed by Nik’s brother and all she’d had to do was wear a dress. He grinned to himself. What a great day.

Finally, Jay nudged him. ‘Come on, man, time you got hitched.’

Then he was being tugged by his future brother-in-law to the front of the excited guests, where he turned to watch the progress of his bride. His heart leapt with joy within his chest and a lump the size of a brick blocked his throat. Everything that had happened over the past five and a half years had been worth it to experience this moment.

When Nikki and her father reached him, Fraser couldn’t resist leaning in for one little kiss. ‘You’re absolutely beautiful, my love,’ he whispered around the lump. ‘You’re everything to me.’

My future, my life, my everything. Thank goodness he’d come back to Blenheim. If there was one thing in his life he could thank his father for it was forcing his hand to come home. Home was where their families were.

‘Let’s get married.’ She smiled that sweet smile that he’d dreamed about every night since he’d first set eyes on her trying to catch tadpoles in the pond behind the farmhouse.

Taking her hand, he smiled back. ‘Let’s.’ And he gave her another wee kiss for luck before turning to the marriage celebrant. ‘I think we’re ready.’

A few years later

Fraser slowed for the turn into the drive leading up to the farmhouse. ‘Are you ready for this?’

Nik shook her head at him. ‘This is family, Fraser, nothing more, nothing less.’

He grinned. ‘Exactly.’ Pressing his foot down on the accelerator, he added, ‘Hope someone’s got the beer cold.’

‘This is my family.’

True. ‘It will be icy cold.’ They rounded the bend. ‘Oh. My. God.’

‘Fraser, Little Miss Big Ears.’

‘Sorry. But—’ He waved a hand in the direction of the house. ‘That’s over the top.’

‘That’s my family.’ Nikki chuckled. ‘Though they seem to have gone overboard today.’

WELCOME HOME

DR AND MRS MCCALL

AND WEE CINDY

The banner stretched from one end of the house to the other. Underneath crowded all their family, holding glasses of champagne.

‘Marry one Page and get a whole book.’ Fraser brought the car to a halt and leaned over to pat Nik’s expanding belly. ‘You might want to stay in there, little man. It’s a lot quieter.’

‘Daddy, lots of people.’ Cindy leaned forward in her child car seat.

‘Tell me something I don’t know, little one.’ He opened the back door. ‘Come on, sweetheart, time to catch up with all your family.’ He kissed the top of his daughter’s head. ‘You don’t know how lucky we are.’
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