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ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this text may be reproduced, without the express written permission of the publisher, Janet Maarschalk.

All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention.

This book was originally published in 2007 by Mills & Boon, as In His Angel’s Arms.  This book has been revised, edited, expanded and updated in 2020 by the author, Lynne Marshall, and retitled, HIS SPECIAL ANGEL.
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MALLORY GLENN shuddered at the thought of not being able to breathe on her own.

She deep suctioned her ventilator patient through the tracheostomy and cleaned the apparatus in record time, having to remove him from the ventilator to do it. 

Once back on the noisy machine the strained look in his eyes subsided. He coughed and sputtered, but his airway was clean and open.​

Mallory smiled and reassuringly patted the patient’s shoulder. He gave an appreciative glance, nodding that all was well.

She stepped to the trashcan to dispose of the used cleaning equipment. Mesmerized by the constant bellows rhythm of the ventilator, she startled when another nurse stuck her head inside the room.

“Dr. Prescott just called. He’s ready to see you.”

Mallory’s foot slipped from the trashcan pedal and the lid slammed shut. A swarm of butterflies took flight in her stomach. The tall, dark, and intimidating medical director would see her now. With carved features, a strong nose, and cobalt blue eyes that penetrated straight to her core, J.T. Prescott was the stuff fantasies were made of. She wished she’d never allowed herself to imagine how it might feel to kiss him—especially now, as he was her boss.

How would she face him without turning a deep shade of red? She hated her telling redhead-and-freckles complexion. Would he know what she was thinking?

​

“It used to be we could approach him right here on the ward and talk about our problems while we did patient care and he made rounds.” Mallory removed the dirty gloves and tossed them into the can. “Now we’ve got to make appointments.”

As always, she’d give her all to make sure that everyone was happy. This time her “all” would be for her fellow nurses, since they’d volunteered her to do the talking. With her luck she’d go blotchy and perspire above her upper lip while doing it, but face Dr. Prescott she would. She straightened her shoulders and held her head high, willing a wave of confidence to take hold.

“Yeah? Well, he used to be a heck of a lot nicer, too,” the other nurse said. “Remember we used to draw straws to see who got to assist him with any bedside procedures?”

Mallory cracked a smile. “I think you used to cheat.”

“Who, me?” The other nurse grinned back. “I think he preferred working with you, anyway.”

“Oh, yeah, right.” Mallery’s fluttery fingers searched for any stray tendrils of hair from around her face and down her long braid. Could everyone tell she had a crush on him?​

Back when he worked the wards she’d never considered him as someone to flirt with because he’d been married and out of bounds. Yet still there was something about him that revved up her heart rate whenever he was around.

“He sure isn’t the same since he took over that suit job, is he?”

Mallory shook her head. “It’s too bad.” She remembered how kind and caring he’d been to patients, and how once she’d sworn if she ever got sick she’d want him as her doctor. Had it been the promotion or the divorce that’d gotten the best of him? She slapped her hands together – probably both. “Okay. Can you cover my patients while I’m gone?”

The nurse screwed up her face in protest. “I’ve already got five patients assigned today. How am I supposed to take your four patients? Especially the two ventilators?”

“I’ve assessed everyone, done a.m. care and passed the meds. There’s just one IV antibiotic left for Room 5005.”

Pumping the instant sanitizer dispenser on the wall, Mallory scrubbed her hands with the gel in a brisk and frustrated manner.​ They other nurses were all for her going to talk to the boss, but no one was jumping to cover for her. Typical. She’d have to get creative.

“Maybe you can take care of the ambulatory patients and I’ll ask someone else to cover the vents?”

The other nurse didn’t budge from her stance.

“Look, you guys asked me to talk to Dr. Prescott and I’m doing it on everyone’s behalf, so the least you can do is cover my patients.” The strain of understaffing had everyone at each other’s throats. She brushed past her co-worker, made an abrupt stop in the nurses’ station and raised her voice so the other four nurses could hear. “Can someone watch my vent patients while I talk to the boss?”

Amidst the clatter and routine chaos, the newest RN on the ward raised her hand from her stool perch while charting. “Sure thing. All for one and one for all, right?”

Thank heavens for bright-eyed optimism. Misguided though it might be. Mallory smiled, remembering how she’d felt the same way fifteen years earlier when she’d first started out in nursing, first as a licensed vocational nurse and a few years later as a registered nurse. Back then, before Dr. Prescott had married, she’d had ​a whopping crush on him, but who hadn’t? For years they’d had a terrific working relationship. Now she hardly knew him anymore.

“Thanks. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” everyone chimed in, in a hopeful chorus.

Heading for the bank of elevators down the hall, Mallory recalled how wonderful Dr. Prescott used to be on the ward. He could pull off any procedure, and he was always personable, too. His patients used to watch him with adoring confidence in their eyes when he discussed his medical decisions and recommendations with them.

On Friday mornings he used to bring the nurses a huge bag of fresh bagels, just as his way to say thanks for all the good care they gave his patients. Everyone had liked him. And Mallory’s little crush had kindled into a huge and secret fantasy with far more than kissing seeping into those secret thoughts.

These days, since Mercy, Inc. had taken over the hospital, he only showed up on Ward Five West with a stern look and a list of complaints in hand. And since his divorce he’d become even colder and harder to reach. JT liked to be in control of things, and she guessed his divorce had totaled his personal pride and confidence.​

She could only guess which man she’d face today—the great guy she’d once worked with, or the intense and humorless Mercy, Inc. medical director? Using all her resolve to look confident and determined, she turned and smiled for the bright and eager faces of her fellow nurses who’d just waved and wished her good luck.

Under her breath, and beneath a forced grin, she said, “I’m going to need it.”

* * *
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“COME.” THE BARITONE voice of J.T. Prescott resonated when Mallory rapped on his office door.

She pushed through the doorway and momentarily stood still, taking everything in. He sat tall behind a large oak desk, busily using every spare moment to sign off on yet a few more papers. Suddenly she remembered just how imposing of a figure he cut.

“Sit,” he said, without looking up. A man of few words.

Wearing a black silky-looking knit polo shirt without his usual white coat, she was surprised by his strong and fit arms. He made a jab at his coal-black hair with a few silver threads woven through it, as though searching for the perfect ​wording to end his report. She’d forgotten how much she liked his strong, aquiline nose.

“I’ll be right with you,” he said, making an attempt to sound personable, but falling far short.

Grateful to sit, so her knees would quit quaking, Mallory did as she was told. Up until a year ago, he’d been out of bounds and her unrequited pining—right, more like lustful wishes—had been just that. Now, however, she had to admit she felt particularly vulnerable to his charm. Too bad he didn’t have any left. All that remained of the man she remembered was his strikingly good looks. She swallowed dryly and forced her glance away before he could look up and find her gawking at him.

Gorgeous framed photographs of scenery from around the world, both in black and white and color, lined his office walls. She’d heard photography was one of his hobbies. One striking red cliff from the Grand Canyon rim caught her attention. How in the world had anyone managed to snap that shot? Having heard of Dr. Prescott’s escapades at the hospital water cooler, she figured he’d probably taken it suspended from an airplane upside down, or while skydiving.

He still hadn’t looked up.​

Mallory took the opportunity to study him more. She’d always been fascinated with his long fingers and strong hands and wondered if he played the piano. Octaves and arpeggios would be a cinch for someone with a reach like that. What else could those hands do?

Chastising herself for not focusing on why she was there, she glanced away and discovered a picture of a dark-haired boy on his desk. He looked pre-teen and full of mischief, with wild black hair and an elfin smile. It had to be his son.

While she skipped back and forth between father and son, Dr. Prescott lifted his head and impaled her with an intense blue stare. Her world stopped for an instant. She forced herself to breathe.

He plopped his elbows on the desk, fisted one hand inside the other, rested his chin on his fingers, and gave her an all-business stare. “We’ll have to be brief because I’m leaving tonight for Kenya and still have a million things to do. What brings you here, Mallory?”

Why had she agreed to be the sacrificial lamb for all the nurses again?

Frantically chasing after every thought rushing ​out of her brain, Mallory bit her lower lip and forced herself to focus.

“Nurse staffing.”

“Hasn’t Mercy, Inc. addressed this issue before?”

“Not to everyone’s satisfaction.”

He offered a telling look—must they go through this old story again? Being the sole purpose of her appointment, she ignored his expression and forged ahead.

“As a group, the nurses of Five West are deeply concerned about patient safety under the current conditions. They’ve asked me to speak to you about it.”

When had he changed? He’d once been the perfect doctor, with impeccable beside manners and a caring heart. The patient came first, not the company. Now he was nothing more than a strikingly good-looking man with a dead stare behind a desk. Mallory missed the doctor and man she’d known on the wards.

* * *
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GREAT. JUST WHAT HE needed, another headache before he could take off on his long overdue vacation.​

This trip would be the first since his divorce, and he intended to enjoy every second of the three-week photography safari in East Africa.

And now Miss Perky Redhead, Mallory Glenn from Five West, insisted on robbing him of more of his precious time. But as Medical Director of Mercy, Inc., it went with the territory.

He tossed his pen on the desk and leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers behind his head.

“OK. Shoot, Mallory.”

She looked taken aback. Her large amber eyes widened and she went pale. Scary wasn’t how he’d meant to come off, but nevertheless. He briefly considered searching his drawer for an ammonia inhalant in case she passed out. But she didn’t give him a chance. The color returned to her cheeks in record time and blossomed to bright red.

“We on Five West feel understaffed. There is evidence regarding the relationship between nurse staffing and rates of hospital-acquired infection, urinary-tract infections, and pressure ulcers,” she said, leaning forward having obviously done her homework, though her fidgeting fingers giving her nerves away.

“And the evidence is not compelling,” he added​, also having done his research.

Mallory locked eyes with him, and it pleasantly surprised him. She’d always been straightforward and sincere—it had been something he’d particularly liked about her—but why did she seem nothing less than stubborn today? Because he was in a hurry.

“We currently have two nurses injured on duty, one indefinitely off the job. And our rate of incident reports for unusual occurrences, patient falls, and medication errors has increased over the last three months.”

“Nurses get injured because of poor body mechanics. Mercy, Inc. sends everyone to annual updates, yet nurses still manage to throw out your backs.”

The flash of anger in her stare, let him know he’d taken the wrong approach.

“When you have a two-hundred-pound patient suddenly fall on you, there is no such thing as proper body mechanics. The goal is to keep the patients safe and to get them back in bed. Our backs pay the price.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but don’t we have a hospital lift team?”

She squinted and shot him a contemptuous look—one that said, You just don’t get it since you’ve left bedside care, do you?—then ​quickly worked to cover it up—doing a poor job, he noted. He knew his popularity and suffered greatly since he took the promotion, but he had alimony and child support to pay now. And that wasn’t anyone’s business but his.

“It isn’t always in the patients’ best interest to leave them lying on the floor while we wait for the lift team to materialize.” Oh, right, she had a comeback for this, too. “Not to mention how that must look to other patients and their visitors.”

OK, so he was a bit out of touch with patient care these days, but really she was acting as if corporations taking over hospitals was the end of health care as they knew it.

What had started as a routine meeting had turned into a heated debate. He was a skilled and highly paid professional, and he knew how to de-escalate tension. But he felt particularly wiped out today, maybe because of everything he’d been doing lately—hospital administration, constant meetings for the new rehab wing, making father-son bonding time, and vacation planning.

He’d felt especially exhausted when he’d made out the huge alimony and child support check earlier. His ex-wife had raked him over the coals in their divorce settlement, and now she was fighting for full custody of their ten-year-old son, Corey, so she could get even more money.​

No way would he let that happen. He intended to stay involved in his son’s life and that meant having him live at least fifty per cent of the time with him. Someday he hoped to have Corey accompany him on his trips. The boy already showed an uncanny eye for photography. But...

Focus, Prescott.

“Let’s back up. What is the current patient-to-nurse ratio on Five West?”

“In writing? Or reality?”

“Both.”

“As you know, we are considered a general medical-surgical ward, therefore our numbers are supposed to be one nurse to four patients. Yet we seem to be the dump-on-us ward. Frequently we are short-staffed, and everyone needs to take as many as five patients, and occasionally, when we have a late-shift admission, six patients. It’s killing us.”

“That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it?”

“Two of my patients are long-term ventilator patients, yet I still have to take four patients when it should be three, max. Three of the other nurses have five patients today because our ward ​is full. Our nursing supervisor couldn’t spare an extra nurse. It’s a joke to even think about giving patient education. No one has time.”

She paused just long enough to make sure he was listening. He assumed his most studious expression.

“Last week we had a near code blue.”

He watched her, digesting what she’d said. She’d pulled her long, thick braid over her shoulder and wrapped and unwrapped the bottom of the red tendrils around her fingers in a nervous yet intriguing manner. A completely inappropriate thought popped into his head: how does her shiny, silky hair feel? Wait, she’d just said something about a near code blue.

“The patient had become short of breath and used the bedside call light. We were all so busy that it was several minutes before anyone went into the room. By that time his lips were blue and his cheeks mottled. His oxygen sats were in the high eighties. He could have gone into respiratory arrest. I shudder to think what could have happened if I’d gone in a minute later.”

Her cheeks were hot with color, her hands had balled into fists, and an earnest gold glint had appeared in her eyes. She wasn’t asking about ​more money, she was asking for better staffing. Why? Because she cared about the patients. Well, so did he. Hadn’t patient care been foremost on his mind when he’d been the attending doctor? But he also had a budget to balance, especially with the drain of the new rehab construction project. And his statistics didn’t bear out what she’d claimed.

“I can only tell you, Ms. Glenn, that there is no hard and fast evidence that the number of staff RNs affects hospital mortality or the rates of hospital acquired pneumonia or, for that matter, the number of RNs and hours worked adding to or subtracting from hospital length of stay.”

“We work in the real world, Dr. Prescott. When you used to work at the bedside, you understood. Now your statistics can’t possibly explain why more nurses are getting burned out on our ward. But if you must quote statistics, I’ve got a few of my own.” She gave an agitated scratch at her pert nose.

Being in vacation mode, it occurred to him that he enjoyed watching her. If he was honest ​with himself, he’d admit he’d always enjoyed looking at Mallory Glenn.

“Studies show that increasing the number of RNs on any given ward doesn’t appear to increase hospital costs. In fact, it may even decrease costs when you factor in the extreme expense of adverse patient outcomes with lower nurse-to-patient ratios requiring more extensive treatments.”

So his latest debate opponent had come prepared. He liked a good sparring partner—they normally made good lovers. Inappropriate thought, Prescott. But he’d always had a soft spot for redheads—his very first girlfriend had been one. There was something fragile and alluring about Mallory he couldn’t quite put his finger on, though when it came to nursing she was a diligent and competent nurse, anything but fragile. He’d always seen her give expert patient care on the wards. And, keeping it real, and definitely to himself, he’d also always enjoyed watching her walk...from behind. Definitely in vacation mode.

Also, if his mind was wandering to her face and figure, he must be losing the debate. Either that, or it had been too long since he’d had a woman ​in his arms. His lips almost twitched into a smile. He was losing ground—he’d use his best defense. “OK. We’ll do a study on your ward. I’ll get on it the minute I return from my vacation.”

“But we need extra help now, not next month.”

“I’ll approve overtime. If anyone wants to work extra shifts, they may.”

He felt the need to shake out his feet. He’d been sitting in his chair for so many hours, having meetings and doing last-minute paperwork, that they’d gone to sleep. He tried to stretch out his legs, but his feet moved like dead weights.

“Well, when you do your study,” she said with clear frustration in her voice, “I suggest you consider both nurse and patient satisfaction surveys. We’re slipping in patient satisfaction, and we’re losing perfectly good nurses to our competitors because of better working conditions.” She swept a long, milky-white arm through the air, making an exasperated gesture. “And in case you haven’t noticed, there is a nursing shortage in California. Quality of patient care is an issue that can’t be ignored.”​

With fire in her eyes, Mallory wouldn’t leave without being invited. He would have to use the old stand-up-to-announce-this-meeting-is-over trick. He rolled back his chair and pushed himself up, but his feet and lower legs felt like dead tree stumps. So he eased himself back into his chair, attempting to cover for himself and hide his concern.

“Is something wrong, Dr. Prescott?”

“I’m fine.” He brushed her off as fast as she’d asked. “Just getting antsy to leave for my vacation.” He’d have to try the professional approach to lure her out of his office. “May we pick this meeting back up in, say...” he looked at his watch “...three weeks and one day?” He cocked his head, raised his brows, and smiled, hoping to flash some charm while he brushed her off again.

She disguised her disappointment with grace. Being honest, he’d counted on her for that – her grace. Her glance swept over the desk to his chair, as though something suspicious had occurred. His not being able to stand. She’d caught on, but he wasn’t going to get her involved. He’d deal with this as he did everything in life. Independently. 

Those thick brown lashes almost touched her cheeks as she stared at his desk. She pursed pink gloss-covered lips while she thought.

With guilt creeping up his spine, he felt compelled to offer her a crumb of hope.

“Mallory, I promise to give the staffing issue my undivided attention as soon as I get back. ​I’ll be rested and ready to hit the wards running, especially your med/surg ward. In the meantime, you and the other nurses have an opportunity to make some extra money.”

Priding himself on knowing his staff, he knew that once upon a time Mallory Glenn had been a teenage single mother. And now, barely looking over thirty but having to be several years older than that, she had a child ready for college and no husband to help defray the costs. Surely she could use the extra hours and overtime pay.

She’d caught his drift and prepared to stand. She nodded at him and stretched her mouth into a satisfying smile—the nicest thing he’d seen all day. “I’m going to hold you to it, Dr. Prescott.” Her warning beautifully disguised behind that smile. “For old times’ sake.”

He grinned as she nervously played with her braid. “It’s a deal. For old times’ sake. If my feet hadn’t gone to sleep on me, I’d see you out, but...”

“That’s fine.” She turned to leave, and he watched her slender legs walk toward the door, legs that could be downright striking given sexier shoes than those dowdy crêpe-soled nurses’ clogs. A narrow waist and curvy hips filled out the uniform skirt in a most intriguing ​manner. Again, he had no right to notice, but he had. At least something he’d always considered pleasant on the job hadn’t changed.

Get a life, Prescott. Better yet, find a date.

* * *
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DISAPPOINTED, MALLORY closed the door to Dr. Prescott’s office and leaned on her hands against the wall. The time had been they could chat and make jokes with each other. Now he’d become so far removed that she hardly recognized him.

Had she made any headway? He’d changed so much since he’d become the Mercy, Inc. medical director. They used to be on the same team. Now she was sure his allegiance went to the corporate side of medicine instead of patients. She bit her lip and thought how she’d word the lack of progress for her co-workers.

“He has promised to look into it...next month.”

Yeah, that would go down well.

A loud thud from inside his office caught her attention. It sounded as if furniture had been upended. The scuffling continued, and she heard a strained curse.

Curiosity drove her to knock on the door. “Dr. Prescott? Are you all right?” Without waiting for ​a response, she swung the door open and found him on the floor with a baffled look on his face.

Mallory rushed to him. “What happened? Did you pass out? Are you okay?”

He shook his head and alarm radiated from his face. “I can’t walk.”

She gasped. “I’ll call the code assist team.”

“No! I’ll probably be fine. I just need to get the circulation back in my legs. A few minutes ago they felt like pins and needles. But now they’re completely dead.”

Lifting the legs of his slacks, she felt his skin. It was warm. She felt the popliteal pulse behind his knee, then pushed down his sock and felt the pulse on the top of one foot, then the other. They both checked out fine. She flicked her finger on his shin. “Can you feel that?”

He lifted a brow and shook his head, concern in his eyes.

She scanned the room and considered helping him back into his rolling desk chair and taking him to the ER for evaluation. Realizing how ridiculous that would look, she said, “I’m going to find a wheelchair. Wait right here.”​

“No!”

“Yes! Don’t be ridiculous.”

She tore down the hall, heading for the employee elevator bank where extra equipment was often left behind. Thankful to find an unclaimed wheelchair, she pushed it back to his office and right up beside him. She locked the brakes.

“Here, let me help you up.”

Being a tall and sturdy man, she knew the lift would be difficult without his help.

“Easy,” he said. “Don’t hurt your back.”

As inappropriate a time to laugh as it was, a soft chuckle escaped her lips. And his. “Don’t worry, I’ve attended the annual body mechanics update. It covers everything.”

He tossed her a deadpan stare. “Point well taken.”

He turned to a hands-and-knees position with his hair falling into his face. “I can get myself into the chair.”

Mallory fought the urge to brush the hair out of his eyes, but instead let the proud man struggle to help himself up. When his legs wouldn’t co-operate, ​she used her own strength and pushed against his rear end to help him move into the wheelchair. He climbed up, twisted and turned, then sat, noticeably out of breath, as though he carried a sack of bricks instead of two healthy limbs. One by one, she lifted the dead weight of each leg to place them onto the footrests.

“Come on, Dr. Prescott,” she said. “Let’s get you down to Emergency.”

* * *
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THEY ROLLED THROUGH the emergency-room doors in record time. When Rick Morrell the ER supervisor saw who the patient was, he jumped to action.

“What happened, JT?”

“He can’t walk,” Mallory blurted out.

Dr. Prescott scrubbed his face with a hand, then studied it with a surprised look in his eyes. “Now my hands feel tingly, like my legs did earlier.”

“Let’s get him on a gurney. Oxygen. Get him some oxygen.”

A nurse appeared from across the room and swept open the curtain to one of the ER cubicles. Mallory rolled the wheelchair beside the bed.

With a sudden spurt of energy, JT made a desperate ​gymnast’s attempt—using straightened arms, as if mounting a pommel horse—to lift his bottom halfway out of the seat. Mallory grabbed and supported his legs. Rick held him around the waist and pulled him across the wheelchair armrest and onto the gurney.

Mallory hooked him up to the oxygen on the wall, then stood back to allow the ER nurse to take over. The ER doctor arrived and immediately hit him with a barrage of rapid-fire questions.

“When did the symptoms begin? Any recent injuries? Any unexplained fevers? How has the blood pressure been? Any relevant family history for similar symptoms?”

JT kept shaking his head in a bewildered manner and answered, “Just today. No. I don’t know. Fine. I don’t think so.”
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