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			One life-changing night...

			One longed-for family!

			He’s gorgeous, dedicated and completely uncompromising! But Dr. Frannie Wentworth knows pediatric surgeon Ian Spencer’s challenging demeanor hides a wealth of pain. And after one heartrending shift on the children’s ward encourages Ian to reveal the grief of losing his son, the friction between them fades...leaving Frannie pregnant! She’s always longed to be a mom, but can she help Ian believe he deserves to embrace fatherhood again?

		
	
		
			“Ian, do you ever do anything besides work?” Frannie asked.

			“My work is important to me,” he said as he reached up to take his coat from the hook by the door.

			“But do you ever relax? Let yourself enjoy life? Take time to play?”

			“What, are you worried about me, Dr. Wentworth?”

			He reached for the door handle and she stepped back, the movement sending her into his arms for a moment. Her breath caught, freezing her lungs. The warmth of his body teased at hers and her legs refused to move away from him. A second turned into two as neither of them moved away. How had she missed it? The speeding of her heartbeat when he was around, the magnetic push and pull between the two of them whenever they were together, they had all been signs that she had ignored. Did he feel them, too? Was that why he was always finding ways to avoid her?

			“Some of us don’t have time to play,” he said, breaking the silence between them, “and I never play with my coworkers.”
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			CHAPTER ONE

			FRANNIE WATCHED AS every head at the nurses’ station turned. That was everyone’s but hers. She didn’t have to look to know that Dr. Ian Spencer had just arrived on the pediatric ward. As always, the gorgeous doctor walked onto the unit and a group of highly intelligent women suddenly became brain-dead.

			She had been witness to the phenomenon for the last five months and she still didn’t understand it. Yes, the man was good-looking, if you went for the tall, dark and brooding type, but that still didn’t explain the near hero-worship that followed him wherever he went. She certainly didn’t think of him as a hero. He’d been a pain in her backside ever since she had convinced the hospital board members to agree to fund her therapy program, working with critically ill and traumatized children on the pediatric trauma and surgical unit. Her program was five months old now, and still every time she tried to discuss their mutual patients he was too busy to talk with her.

			So, while she would have to admit that the man could audition for the part of a sexy doctor in a TV drama, with his thick dark hair and baby blue eyes, she found him to be very much removed from anything to do with his patients’ care beyond their medical needs. The man might be a genius in the operating room, but in her opinion he really needed to learn better social skills to be able to work well with the rest of the medical staff.

			Looking up from her notes, she noticed that even Miss Emily, an elderly volunteer, had stopped to ogle the doctor coming down the hall. When the gray-haired woman looked over at her and gave a wiggle of her thick gray eyebrows, then winked at her, Frannie couldn’t help but laugh.

			“Excuse me,” said a deep voice from behind her.

			Shivers ran up her back and she could have sworn her heart paused for a beat. For some reason the man set her nerves on edge and her mouth stuttering. Why he made her nervous, she didn’t know. Okay, maybe it was those baby blues of his that sent her traitorous heart skipping, or perhaps it was the way his wide shoulders filled out the blue OR scrubs he usually wore that took her breath away.

			And now she sounded just like every other drooling woman on the unit.

			No. She would not fall for this man’s looks. There were lots of more important things to consider than someone’s looks. She’d learned that lesson in residency, after being wooed by a handsome co-worker. She’d not do that again.

			Running her hands down the sides of her lab coat, she pasted on what she hoped was a pleasant smile and turned to face him. “Ian, I was wondering if you had a minute to discuss...”

			She was staring at the man’s back. Had he just walked away from her in the middle of a sentence? A hot flush of temper rolled over her. Her face was burning with it. The man had no manners!

			Turning back to the nurses’ station, she noticed that several of the nurses were watching her—some with looks of pity.

			It was no secret that the chief of pediatric surgery had not been happy when her therapy program had been implemented on his floor. For months she had tried to get the man to sit down and discuss the progress she was making with her young trauma and surgical patients. She had done everything but lock him up in a closet with her to make him give her a chance, but he had just continued to avoid her, no matter what she did.

			Yes, the money for her program was coming from his budget, but couldn’t he see how much providing psychiatric support to his patients could help him? Of course he couldn’t. How could he when all his attention was on their medical files instead of looking at the way their problems were affecting their behavior and their mental health? If only she could figure out why he insisted on ignoring her she might be able to work to fix the problem.

			This attitude was not working for her or the children she represented—and enough was enough. If she had to ride through the halls half-naked, sitting on the hospital’s Mardi Gras float, to get his attention, she would do it.

			The thought of being even partially naked on the purple and gold papier-mâché float in front of the grumpy surgeon had her thoughts screeching to a halt and her face flaming a brighter red. Okay, maybe that was going a little too far—but she did have to do something. She needed to know what he had against her and her program.

			Oh, she knew how temperamental surgeons were—she’d lived with one most of her life—but that didn’t excuse the man’s attitude toward her and the work she was doing with his pediatric patients.

			She watched as Ian Spencer stopped outside the room of one of their mutual patients, Danny Owens. She handed the chart she’d been reviewing back to the unit coordinator and followed the surgeon down the hall. She’d worked hard to achieve the little bit of progress she had gotten out of this young trauma patient in the past two days, and she wasn’t going to take any chances of the surgeon setting that progress back. If Ian went in there and upset the young man there was no telling what would happen.

			Stopping before she entered the hospital room, she straightened her white lab coat, pushed her glasses back on her nose and adjusted the black badge declaring her “Dr. Francis Wentworth, Staff Psychiatrist.” While her friends might make fun of her oversized glasses, she’d found that a no-nonsense professional look worked well. She had no desire to be judged by her looks either.

			She took a deep breath. She’d be pleasant, but direct, and after he’d finished in Danny’s room she and the crabby surgeon were going to talk.

			She gave the door a quick knock. Entering the room, she noted that her patient was looking just as brooding as his surgeon. Standing across the room, seventeen-year-old Danny Owens was staring out at the road that ran in front of the hospital.

			Frannie had been working with the teenager for the last two days, but so far hadn’t been able to get him to talk to her or to eat. She had been called to the emergency room when Danny and his girlfriend, Ashley, had been brought in, after a car had swerved into their lane while they were driving home from school. The teenager had suffered some broken ribs and a laceration to his liver, along with a fractured femur. Ashley had suffered a traumatic head injury and had been unresponsive and intubated on a ventilating machine since she’d arrived at the hospital.

			The neurologist on the case was hopeful, but the longer Ashley remained unconscious the more Danny was withdrawing. She had spoken with his parents, and encouraged them to be patient, but after two days they were getting anxious and she couldn’t blame them. He was keeping everything bottled up inside, and at some point he was going to explode.

			Watching Danny’s hands as they clenched into fists, then relaxed, over and over again, she knew it wouldn’t be much longer before he reached boiling point. Soon he was either going to break down in grief or express his anger in violence. She had to find a way to stop him before he went spiraling out of control. Until then, she needed to keep him as calm as possible. Pushing the teenager at this time would be like setting off a bomb.

			But from the look Ian was giving the young man the doctor was out of patience. She was standing in a room full of dynamite and Dr. Spencer seemed to be ready to light the fuse.

			“Danny, I know you’re upset, but not talking to us isn’t going to help,” the surgeon said. “Your nurse tells me you’re not eating, and that you didn’t sleep last night. If you continue like this you’re just going to prolong your hospital stay. Is that what you want? To stay in the hospital?”

			“Dr. Spencer,” Frannie said. “I’ve spoken with Danny and told him we won’t make him do anything he doesn’t want to—unless it puts him in danger medically, of course. I have also ordered something to help him sleep if he wants it.”

			“If he doesn’t start eating soon I’m going to order a feeding tube,” Ian said. “He needs the nutrition to help his body heal.”

			Damn the man—he’d gone and struck a match in a room that was already about to detonate. If he’d read any of her notes on Danny’s chart he would have known that pushing the kid was just going to blow up in his face. This was just one more reason he needed to stop this silly game of pretending she and her program didn’t exist. It wasn’t as if ignoring her was going to make her go away.

			Danny turned and looked at them. The haunted look in his eyes tore at her heart. He was too young to have to face something this traumatic in his life.

			But that was the problem with most of her patients: they were too young to have learned any type of coping methods that might help them. That was why they needed her help. They needed help to find the tools to get them through the things life was throwing at them and to help them come out as whole as possible. Sure, they’d be changed in some ways—nobody could go through the things these kids were going through without being affected—but they’d be stronger and more able to cope with the changes in their lives.

			“Danny, I’m sure Dr. Spencer isn’t planning on force-feeding you unless it becomes evident that you’re making yourself more sick,” Frannie said as she shot a look at Ian, daring him to interrupt her. “But you have to know that your parents are very worried about you, and I know you don’t want that. Can you agree to at least try to eat something today? For them?”

			Danny’s shoulders slumped and he looked down at the floor before nodding his head in agreement. He was a good kid, and she knew he loved his parents. Having his parents involved would help him get through this more than anything she could do. Unfortunately a lot of her patients didn’t have that kind of strong family support.

			 

			“I’ll agree to forget the tube if you promise me you’ll eat at least half of your meals today. I’ll tell the nurse to order whatever you want, or we can get your parents to bring in something for you. Agreed?” Ian said, and he stuck his hand out and waited for the kid to shake it.

			When Danny looked up and locked his gaze on the outstretched hand he thought the kid was going to refuse this sign of a truce, but he followed through with the handshake.

			Ian held on to the young man’s hand for a few seconds. He tightened his grip and eased his fingers up his patient’s arm till he felt a strong, steady pulse. Loosening his grip, he felt an unsteady tremor in Danny’s hand. The kid was in a bad way. Dr. Wentworth could baby him all she wanted, but Ian was responsible for his patient’s health, and this kid wasn’t going to sit there and starve himself on his watch.

			Would he really force-feed the kid? Probably not—but neither Danny nor Dr. Wentworth needed to know that. If his threat resulted in his patient eating then it had done its job—which was a lot more than all that feel-good talking Dr. Wentworth was doing.

			He let go of the teenager’s hand and promised to return to see him the next day. He had no doubt that this psychiatrist wouldn’t be happy with him, but that really wasn’t a concern of his. He was a surgeon. His job was to help these young patients to recover from their injuries and return to their lives. He didn’t have time to stop and ask them how they felt about it. He had to get to the next injured child and somehow make them better. That was his job.

			He’d leave all the psych stuff to Dr. Wentworth. Wasn’t that what she was getting paid to do?

			He heard his name being called behind him and tried to pretend not to hear. But it became evident that Dr. Wentworth wasn’t going to give up. The woman never gave up. She was determined to get him involved with her therapy program, but it wasn’t going to happen. He’d seen firsthand how therapists worked. Or didn’t.

			He turned around and reached out to stop the young woman from plowing him down.

			“Oh...sorry,” she said as she brushed her hair back out of her eyes. Dark brown eyes that flashed with irritation behind an overly large pair of black-framed glasses.

			Of average height, and as far as he could see of an average build—there really was no way to know what she hid behind the oversized lab coats she always seemed to wear—the only thing that really stood out about the woman was the fountain of dark brown hair that flowed down her back. And those eyes... There was just something about the dark depths of them that made him feel as if she was seeing into his soul...into that part of him that he made sure he kept hidden from everyone.

			He’d bared his soul once, when his heart had been broken, and the person he had trusted with it—the person he had trusted with what had been left of his heart after the death of their son—had torn it up until there hadn’t been enough left to save. He’d never let another woman do that to him, and he’d never allow another shrink inside his head.

			“Ian, we need to talk,” he heard her say.

			He shook away the memories that threatened to crush him and realized he still held the woman’s arms. Removing his hands, he made to turn once more and escape.

			“I’m sorry, Dr. Wentworth, I’m in the middle of rounds right now,” he said.

			“That’s not going to get rid of me this time, Ian,” she said, stressing his name as if to emphasize the fact that he refused to call her by her first name—which just made him want to pull her chain some more.

			“Dr. Wentworth, I’m sure whatever you have to say is important,” he said, trying to keep the annoyance out of his voice, “but I have surgery in the next hour and I need to finish my rounds.”

			“We need to discuss what just happened in there,” she said.

			“You mean me getting my patient to start eating?” he asked. “I think it went pretty well.”

			He watched those deep brown eyes narrow and almost laughed. Did she think he could be intimidated with a look? If she really wanted to scare him she’d have to take lessons from his ex-wife, Lydia. Now, that woman had been scary—even before their marriage had collapsed.

			“I’ve been working with Danny for two days now. As you know, his girlfriend is still in critical condition. Though he knows that the car accident wasn’t his fault, he still feels a lot of guilt over it—and he’s also feeling a lot of anger right now. He needs to work through those emotions and I’m working with him and his parents on a daily basis. Threatening him with the placement of a feeding tube only gave him another reason to be angry. He needs to feel like he’s in control of something right now, and taking away more of his control is not going to help.”

			Ian looked down at the psychiatrist. It was as if the woman could just magically see which buttons to push on him. Working through emotions. Yeah, he’d heard the same psychobabble from his marriage counselor. He’d paid a hefty price for the hours he’d spent “working through” his emotions with his wife after the death of their son—and that wasn’t even counting the ridiculously large check he’d written every month. And what had that gotten him? A painful divorce and a scarred reputation.

			“Good morning,” said a voice behind him.

			Turning, Ian saw the hospital’s Chief Medical Officer approaching them. From what he’d learned since relocating to New Orleans, Dr. Richard Guidry had been on the staff here since he had started in practice. Now white-haired, and a little round about the middle, the man led his staff with a firm but gentle hand, and with his top concern always for the care of the patient.

			Ian admired the man, and had always found him easy to work with. He actually found it easy to work with all the staff here—the only exception being this psychiatrist who was hounding him right now. He couldn’t say what it was about her that sent him running whenever she came around, but his fight-or-flight instinct always kicked in, sending him hurrying away from her.

			“Good morning.”

			He and Dr. Wentworth replied at the same time, then looked at each other. He wondered if she knew just how forced the smile on her face looked.

			“Am I interrupting anything?” the older man asked, and then gave the two of them a disapproving look, letting them both know that he had witnessed at least part of their conversation.

			Ian knew that one of the man’s strictest rules for his staff was that there must be no confrontations between them. His expectations were high, but they all tried to meet them.

			Now, after the trouble Lydia had caused for him in Atlanta, Ian tried especially hard to avoid any trouble, and for the two and a half years he’d been here he’d had no problems with Richard Guidry. It would be the department’s resident shrink that got him in trouble.

			“We were just trying to set a time when we can get together to discuss a mutual patient,” Ian said, then looked over at Dr. Wentworth, aiming for a smile that would at least look less painful than the one she wore. “Isn’t that right, Dr. Wentworth?”

			The woman gave him a look that started out as disapproving and then turned sly as she tilted her head and smiled up at him.

			“That’s right, Dr. Guidry. Ian was just agreeing with me that we need to get together today to discuss this patient. Your office this afternoon around five, right?” she asked. “I’ll see you then.”

			She walked off before giving him an opportunity to reply, leaving him with no doubt that he had just been outmaneuvered.

			“I’m glad to see that y’all are working so well together,” Dr. Guidry said as he turned back to Ian. “Frannie’s an excellent psychiatrist, and she’s very passionate about the work she’s doing here on the pediatric floor. I wouldn’t want there to be any issues between the two of you”

			The man gave Ian a pat on the back, then continued on his way down the hall. Ian had no doubt that their performance hadn’t fooled the older doctor—the man was too sharp for that—so he would have no choice but to meet the psychiatrist as he had agreed. Which was the last thing he wanted to do.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			IAN FINISHED HIS NOTES for the monthly department heads’ meeting scheduled for the next day. He’d hoped to be setting up the education on new robotic equipment in the OR by next month, but the cost of the newest model had increased above his approved budgeted amount, and now he was stuck with going back to ask the finance board for more money.

			He ran his hands through his hair and stood. It was ridiculous that he was continually having his hands tied by upper management, who wouldn’t know a scalpel from a pair of forceps. The new equipment would help cut down on the invasiveness of so many surgeries—which in turn would decrease recovery time and complications. It shouldn’t have to be so hard to get the tools his team needed to take better care of their patients. How was he supposed to operate his department like this?

			Ian opened the drawer in his desk and pulled out a pamphlet on the new equipment. The advances they had made in robotic surgery had quickly made their current equipment outdated. He knew the city had struggled for years after Hurricane Katrina to replace the older equipment, and this would be a big start in that direction if he could only get the budget increase he needed.

			Under the pamphlet he spotted the unopened letter he had received from his ex-wife weeks before. The plain white envelope glared up at him. It sat there accusing him, as Lydia had, of being cold, heartless and uncaring. He feared the envelope contained more of the hurtful words she’d spat at him in front of their counselor. Words that had cut him to the bone and severed any feelings he’d had for her. Had Lydia always been that cruel? That heartless? They’d had problems, sure—what couple didn’t?—but he would never have guessed that the woman he’d loved since high school could turn on him that way.

			But then, hadn’t he deserved it? At least some of it? Like she said, if he’d been at home maybe he would have been able to save his son. He glared at the envelope and slammed the drawer shut. No, he would not be dragged back to that pit of hell where he’d lived after the loss of his son.

			He looked down to his watch. There were only minutes before his meeting with Dr. Wentworth and he was determined not to show any of his weaknesses. The last thing he needed was the woman with those soul-searching eyes of hers trying to pry into his personal life.

			Picking up the phone, he made a call to the robotic medical equipment company, to check once more on the new prices, while he forced the pain back down deep inside his chest where he kept it hidden.

			 

			Frannie stood against the wall outside Ian’s office. She knew he was in there. She could hear him moving around his desk and papers being shuffled. She knocked on the door and waited for an answer while she fought her instinct to run. This was going to be a disaster—especially after the way she’d tricked him into meeting with her.

			Hearing a bark ordering her to enter, she opened the door.

			“Ian, thanks for meeting with me,” she said as she entered the room.

			She’d never gotten the nerve before to seek Ian out in his office. At least now she’d have him cornered. He had no choice but to talk to her.

			Sitting behind his desk, the man looked even more powerful, and the hospital-issue furniture seemed dwarfed by his size. Watching as he looked up at her with eyes that flared with impatience, she caught herself taking a step back.

			No, he wasn’t going to scare her off this time. Squaring her shoulders, she forced her chin up and held her ground. This man was not going to ignore her again.

			“I know we’ve both been busy, but I would really like to talk to you about some of the progress I’ve been seeing with your patients this week.”

			Ian leaned back in his chair and gave her his usual uninterested stare. It was as if the man looked straight through her—as if he couldn’t stand to look her in the eye. Or was scared to.

			“Is Danny Owens eating?” he asked.

			She’d checked on the teenager during her afternoon rounds and knew Ian wasn’t going to like her answer. While Danny’s nurse had reported that he had eaten a few bites of his lunch, his appetite was still far from what it should be for a growing teenage boy. Frannie had an idea that until his girlfriend started making some progress toward recovery they wouldn’t see a lot of change in his appetite—but he had started to talk to her and his parents now, so at least she had begun to see some improvement.

			“Some, but not enough. He’s not eating like he needs to.”

			The pointed look he gave her told her the conversation was over as far as he was concerned. But if he thought she was going to be that easy to get rid of he’d underestimated her. They needed to get everything out in the open. No more tiptoeing around Dr. Spencer and his issues. If she was going to work with the man they needed to do it now.

			“Exactly what is it, Dr. Spencer, that you don’t like about me? Is it that the board chose to fund my program without your approval? Or is it something more personal?”

			She wanted the truth. If she could take it.

			“There is nothing ‘personal’ between us, Dr. Wentworth. And the fact that the board approved your program is not surprising, considering your family’s involvement in the hospital.”

			She burst out laughing, aware that it sounded more bitter than humorous. “You think my father helped me?” she asked. “You should take some time to talk with my father. He wants nothing more than for me to fall flat on my face, so that I’ll come to my senses and go back to school so that I can become a ‘real’ doctor.”

			He had to have heard how disappointed the senior Dr. Wentworth was that his only child hadn’t followed in his footsteps. Her father had been very public about it.

			“Nevertheless, as I said, this isn’t personal. I have nothing against you or your program. I’m sure your services are useful in some cases. But with the tight budget we have to operate on at this time I just don’t think that your services make enough difference for these children to justify their cost. These kids need a lot of healing time and physical rehab which is expensive.”

			“So what you’re saying is that as long as we take care of a patient’s medical problems their psychological issues will go away? Because I can tell you a lot of people look healthy from the outside while hiding deep psychological scars inside. If you’d read any of the literature on adverse childhood experiences I handed out when I started my program, you would know that these children often suffer from both mental and physical problems later in life. Many of these children will never be the same, no matter how well you fix the trauma to their bodies. For some there will be scars deep down inside them that will never heal if they don’t get help. Is that what you want? Is that what you’d want for your child?”

			His jaw tightened and his eyes jerked away from hers. She saw his hands whiten as he gripped the chair-arms. All telltale signs that she was getting to him. Maybe the man wasn’t as indifferent to her cause as she’d thought. Maybe he did have a heart.

			She watched as his fingers relaxed their hold and his body sank back into his chair. When he opened his mouth, once more the distant man she had seen earlier, she knew she had lost him.

			“My job is to fix the injured kids who come into this hospital,” he said. “I do that by using all my surgical skills and the best technical equipment I can get my hands on. My goal is to make them well so that they can get back to their lives as soon as possible. I understand that you want to help these kids, but—”

			He put up his hand to stop her when she would have interrupted. She held her comments. She’d let him finish his high-and-mighty speech, but then she’d have her say.

			“I’m a surgeon. I use test results, vital signs and physical examinations to tell me how a patient is recovering. All of those give me tangible information that helps me make decisions for the patient’s care. I’m sure you want to help these kids, and I’m sure you do in your own way, but my focus needs to be on their medical health. I’m a surgeon—it’s what I do, what I’m good at. I’ll be glad to leave their psychological wellbeing in your hands as long as it doesn’t interfere with the plan of care I have for them.”

			“And if it does interfere? I understand your need for control of your patients’ care. I get that. But what you did with Danny today could have set him back. Using ultimatums with teenagers can often backfire. I only want what’s best for your patients too. All I’m asking is that we work together. If you have a problem with something I’m doing, tell me. My ego can take it, believe me. But this has to go both ways. If I disagree with how you’re handling a situation, I get to tell you, too.”

			She sat still and waited as Ian stared at her. She’d let things go too long between the two of them. They needed to settle their differences. She suspected he was trying to find a way to avoid agreeing with her, but she’d put it to him in a way that left him no loophole. He either agreed to work with her or he came off as the biggest jerk in the hospital.

			“I’ll agree to that, but for anything related to my patients’ physical health I get the last word. Now, if we’re finished here, I need to check on a couple of my surgery patients,” he said as he rose from his chair.

			She’d been close to getting through to him—she just knew she had—but then he’d retreated, shutting down those emotions she was certain she’d seen and turning back into the same detached surgeon she had been dealing with for the past five months.

			She wanted to fight him. To tell him that she had seen that crack in his armor before he’d closed it. But she knew it wouldn’t help. She’d spent years trying to get through the barriers her father had built around himself after her mother’s death until she’d finally realized that it was useless to continue.

			Not that she was giving up on Ian. She’d seen enough of a response from him to know his heart hadn’t hardened completely—at least not yet. There might not be any hope for her father, but maybe someday Ian would see that the children he treated didn’t just need him for his surgical skills. They also needed the emotional support that the two of them working together could give them.

			She stopped as she got to the door and then turned back toward him, curious now that she’d made the comparison between him and her father.

			“Ian, do you ever do anything besides work?” she asked.

			“My work is important to me,” he said as he reached up to take his white coat from the hook by the door.

			“But do you ever relax? Let yourself enjoy life? Take time to play?”

			“What? Are you worried about me, Dr. Wentworth?”

			He reached for the door handle and she stepped back, the movement almost sending her into his arms for a moment. Her breath caught, freezing in her lungs. The warmth of his body teased at hers and her legs refused to move away from him. A second turned into two and neither of them moved away.

			How had she missed this? She spent too much time studying people’s emotions and reactions not to have seen it. The speeding of her heartbeat when he was around...the magnetic push and pull between the two of them whenever they were together—they were all signs that she had ignored. Did he feel them too? Was that why he was always finding ways to avoid her?

			“Some of us don’t have the time to play,” he said, breaking the silence between them, “and I never play with my co-workers.”

			She continued to stand there, between him and the door, waiting to see any sign that would hint that he felt it too—this attraction that sent all of her vital signs rising.

			He wanted test results? She’d give him test results.

			She moved in closer, so their bodies were mere inches apart. She watched as his eyes drifted down to her lips, the look in them so hot that she wet them with her tongue. Oh, yeah, he felt it—and he wasn’t happy about it at all.

			He jerked back from her. The moment was gone, but she had what she needed. Was this the reason they had such a hard time working together? This attraction that he seemed to want to ignore?

			She turned back to him once more as she stepped out into the hall. She tried to keep a straight face, but managed to put just a touch of huskiness into her voice.

			“Really, Ian? Than exactly who do you play with?”

			The look on his face before she turned and left him was priceless.

			 

			It had been a week since he had met with Dr. Frannie Wentworth—or Dr. Frannie, as his patients called her. A week during which he’d struggled with the conversation they’d had and his own response to her.

			He’d come out of it sounding like a royal jerk, who didn’t really care about his patients. But he did care. He gave his patients everything to help them recover. All his skills as a surgeon and all his diagnostic knowledge. That was all he had now—all he could afford to give.

			Once he had been like the young psychiatrist, letting himself get drawn into his patients’ emotions and needs, but that wasn’t him now.

			And then there was that other response. The one when for a second he’d almost held her in his arms and his body had taken over, leaving him in no doubt about what it wanted to do.

			It was the giggle of a little girl, the sound so sweet, that had him stopping, and an answering laugh that made him turn around. He knew the room he’d just passed. He’d been consulted on the child’s case by her oncologist, and knew she was at the end of her third round of chemo and that the results were draining the child. Her parents were considering having a feeding tube surgically inserted, but he had not heard anything concerning their decision.

			Looking through the cracked-open door to the room, he watched as the child, wearing a pretty pink-flowered bandana on her head, pulled a brush through the hair of the brunette psychiatrist he had been thinking about. Sitting on the bed with her legs crossed in front of her, dark hair flowing down her back, Dr. Frannie looked perfectly at home playing with the little girl.

			Was this how she worked?

			“You know your parents only want what’s best for you, Sarah. Is it that you’re scared of the surgery?”

			Ian watched as the child’s mouth tightened and the look of enjoyment left her face.

			“Amy had one of those tubes. She showed me. She said it was yucky and it hurt,” Sarah said.

			“Did it look yucky to you?” Frannie asked.

			“It’s a tube sticking out of her tummy. It’s gross. She said they used it to give her nutrition—whatever that is.”

			“It’s what you need to make you strong again. What if I bring one of my dolls in to show you how it works? Would that make you feel better?”

			The child scrunched her eyes, as if concentrating really hard, and then pulled the brush back through the thick brown hair.

			“Maybe, but it’ll still look yucky. And Amy said it hurt when they put it inside her. She didn’t like it and I won’t like it either.”

			“Is that why you told your mommy and daddy that you didn’t want to let Dr. Spencer put the tube inside you?” Frannie asked.

			“Maybe...” the little girl said.

			 

			Frannie slid off the bed and turned around, looking back at the beautiful little girl who still held the brush in her hand. She fought back the tears that threatened to spill. This child had been through so much in the last two years. She’d only been in remission for a year before cancer had struck her small body again, and it appeared that this time it might win.

			“Dr. Spencer is a real good surgeon. I can’t tell you it won’t hurt, but I know he will give you some medicine to help.”

			Frannie watched as the little girl chewed on her bottom lip.

			“Will it be that bubble gum medicine? I like the bubble gum one.”

			“I’ll talk to Dr. Spencer and see what I can do, okay?”

			Frannie turned around and gave the little girl a hug, being careful not to get tangled in the IV line running to the child’s chest.

			“Dr. Frannie, I know I’m real sick. I heard Mommy and Daddy talk about it and they were crying.”

			“Yes, Sarah, you are real sick. That’s why the doctors are giving you this medicine that makes you feel so bad. They’re trying to make you better.”

			Frannie released her and stepped back and took the child’s little hands in hers.

			“All the doctors are going to do everything they can to help you get better, but your parents love you so much that it hurts them to see you sick.”

			“I don’t like to see them so sad. I don’t want to make them sad. I’ll try harder not to cry when it hurts. Will that make them feel better?”

			Frannie swallowed as she straightened the bright bandana around the little girl’s head, still working to hold back the tears.

			“I think your parents would be more upset if you tried to hide what you’re feeling, but I bet a bunch of hugs and kisses would make them feel a lot better.”

			Sarah smiled, then picked up the doll whose hair she had been brushing before Frannie had walked into the room. “I can do that,” she said, then returned to the doll.

			Frannie held it together as she said goodbye and promised Sarah that she would be back the next day to see her with her own doll.

			Sarah’s parents had requested that she speak to the little girl after she had become upset at the mention of having a tube placed inside her to help with her nutrition. Now that Frannie knew about her conversation with Amy, she understood why. She’d speak with the little girl’s parents to let them know her concerns.

			She walked out to the hallway and almost ran straight into Ian.

			“Oh, sorry,” she said, then looked up into troubled eyes that matched her own. “You heard?” she asked.

			“Yes,” he said, then took a step back from her.

			“Sarah’s been through so much already, and I just don’t know how the parents keep doing it,” she said.

			“Keep doing what? Watching the doctors trying to save her life?” he asked.

			“I know, but—” she started. She could hear the anger in his voice. What had she said this time? She’d just been going to say that it had to be hard on the parents of the little girl, as every day they had to face making decisions that would impact their child.

			“No, Dr. Wentworth, you don’t know. You know nothing about the pain a parent experiences when losing a child. Nothing. And no matter what your program does it won’t bring back a child to grieving parents. It won’t put them back together. It won’t fix their marriage. They’ll spend the rest of their lives waking up and questioning themselves, wondering if they did everything they could, if they missed some sign and whether that would have made a difference in their child’s life, if things would have been different if they had been there more for their child. You know nothing about how it feels to lose a child,” he said.

			He turned and started to leave.

			“Well, hello there,” said Dr. Guidry. “I have to say it’s a bit of a surprise to see the two of you having another discussion out here in the hallway.”

			Frannie felt as if she was fourteen again, getting caught smoking in the girls’ bathroom by Sister Agnes.

			“We were just...” She looked at Ian, waiting to see if he was going to help her out.

			He lifted an eyebrow and continued to glare.

			“It was just a misunderstanding,” she said. She gave Dr. Guidry a guilty smile, then continued. “We should have been more discreet,” she said, and forced herself to smile at Ian. “It won’t happen again. Will it, Ian?”

			“I apologize, Dr. Guidry.” Ian finally spoke up. “Dr. Wentworth is right. We should have moved out of the hallway.”

			Dr. Guidry studied the two of them with a stern look that had Frannie fighting the need to run. They were in big trouble.

			“What we seem to have here is a communication problem, and I think that’s something the two of y’all could use some help with. So I’ll tell you what we’re going to do about it,” he said as he turned toward her. “My wife has been worried to death about not having enough volunteers to help with the hospital’s Mardi Gras float this year. I think it would be a great idea if the two of you help her out a bit—do some of that team-building the higher-ups are always preaching at me about. Doesn’t that just sound like fun?” he said as he turned toward Ian.

			The look on Ian’s face—a face that was usually so unreadable—showed signs of shock and maybe a little bit of horror. Did the thought of working with her scare him that much?

			Or maybe he was one of those men who didn’t like to get his hands dirty with actual physical work? Though judging by the hard build of his body the man worked at something besides what he did in the operating room. He was probably one of those gym rats, and the only sweating he did was on a machine surrounded by other people.

			Or maybe it was fear of injuring his hands. Her father had always refused to do anything in which he could injure his hands.

			“I don’t think that’s necessary, Dr....um... Richard,” Ian said. “I’m sure you’re aware how busy the hospital is right now.”

			“The hospital’s always busy. Look at it this way: you’ll be helping an old man out here. Happy wife, happy life and all that. And don’t worry—I’ll be right there with y’all. Like I said, it’ll be fun.”

			The two of them watched the older doctor as he headed back down the hall, calling out hellos to other staff members as he went.

			“Maybe if you talk to him you can get him to change his mind,” Ian said as he turned back to her.

			“Me? It’s your fault. You talk to him,” she said. “But I can tell you you’ll be wasting your time.”

			“None of this is my fault,” he said. He looked down at his watch, then back up to her. “And now I’m running late for a case. Talk to him. Make him see reason. Tell him we’ll play nice together.”

			She couldn’t help but smile at his comment.

			“Hmm... Didn’t you tell me just the other day that you didn’t play with your colleagues?”

			He gave her a look so sharp that it would have drawn blood—except for the fact that she dealt with traumatized teenagers on a daily basis. It would take a lot more than a look to intimidate her.

			“Again, this is not my fault,” she said. “If you want to risk it, talk to him yourself. Dr. Guidry is a teddy bear most times, but break one of his rules and the teddy bear turns into a great big grizzly—and a hard-headed one at that. If I was you I’d just accept your sentence and deal with it. Which is exactly what I intend to do.”

			She watched as the man walked off, muttering something about busybody doctors and nosy psychiatrists. She hadn’t been nosy—though she’d wanted to be after the way he had gone off after her comment concerning Sarah’s parents.

			Did he really think she was judging them? She would never presume to understand what the little girl’s parents were going through, but there had been enough anguish in Ian to know that he did relate to Sarah’s parents. It was the first time in the five months they’d been working together that she had seen any true emotion in the man. But why?

			Had he lost a patient in surgery who haunted him? Or was it someone closer? Had he lost a sister or a brother? She had heard that he was divorced, but she’d never heard anything about him having children.

			Whatever it was that had caused the pain she had heard in Ian’s voice, it had been traumatic and he was still suffering from it. And even after the way he had acted she couldn’t help but be concerned for him. He was hurting and he needed help. She knew he’d never ask for it, but maybe if she could get him to trust her, he would open up to her.

			The idea of working with him on the hospital’s Mardi Gras float was actually sounding good now. It was exactly what the two of them needed so they could begin to work together—and if in doing so she found a way to help Ian, then that would be even better.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			IAN WALKED INTO the large warehouse and stopped. Everywhere he looked there were bizarre papier-mâché creations. To his left there was a large Greek goddess holding a red faux flame in her hand that had to be at least fifteen feet tall. Was this Hestia, the goddess of the hearth that this particular krewe was named for? Next to the goddess a group of ten-foot-tall flowers painted in bright colors lay on their sides beside a large alligator with fangs covered in yellow glitter. There were purple and gold jesters, more flowers with big blooms in bright pinks and blues, and a large football player dressed in the black and gold of the city’s famous football team.

			Walking further into the building, he saw several floats that were clearly under construction, but only one that was surrounded by workers. He looked over the group of volunteers but didn’t see Frannie. Would she be a no-show? He didn’t think so. The woman had “do-gooder” written all over her. She’d never dare to skip out—but he could hope that she would.

			The last thing he wanted to do was to spend more time with the psychiatrist. He’d made a fool of himself when he’d gone off at her about her comment concerning Sarah’s parents and he knew there was no way she was going to let it go.

			He walked over to where a crowd stood around their leader—a smartly dressed gray-haired woman whose smile beamed over the plans she held in her hand. He’d only met Mrs. Guidry once, at a women’s foundation dinner when her husband had introduced her to him, but he remembered the warm smile she’d given him as she’d welcomed him to a hospital function that was run by her and the other female volunteers who worked to make money and supplement the different needs of the hospital employees and patients.

			“Thank you for coming, all of you. We have a lot to do, but we’ll have plenty of time if we all work hard, so this won’t have to impact on any of the holidays. Carnival season will be here soon so let’s get to it,” Mrs. Guidry said, and then pinned the large blueprint to a standing board. “This year the parade theme is heroes in our city, so we thought we’d do something for our local medical heroes and have fun dressing the staff like superheroes and have them protecting our hospital.”

			“What if we had some of the patients on the float?” asked a young woman from the back. “I know the kids would love the thrill of riding on a float during the parade—especially if they can dress up.”

			“That is a lovely idea,” Mrs. Guidry said. “We’d have to check into the safety regulations concerned with having children on the float, but what a fun way to show the city how the hospital cares for our kids!”

			“I’ll look into the safety guidelines,” said one of the volunteers. Ian recognized her from the Risk Management department at the hospital.

			“Thank you, Ruby,” said Mrs. Guidry. “That would be so helpful.”

			As a rowdy discussion broke out among the volunteers, concerning the merits of the various superheroes to be included on their float, Ian moved through the crowd looking for... What was he supposed to call the woman? He couldn’t continue calling her Dr. Wentworth—it made him sound like a stodgy old man. He’d heard other staff members call her Frannie, but he knew that was a nickname as she signed all her consultation reports as Dr. Francis Wentworth.

			He turned in a circle taking in all the people in the warehouse. Where was she?

			“Mrs. Guidry is organizing us into task groups. We’re in the dismantling group.”

			The female voice was coming from behind him. Turning around, he found a woman holding a large hammer in both her hands. Large brown eyes full of humor looked up at him—large brown eyes that should be hidden behind thick-framed glasses. She was dressed in a fitted tee shirt plastered across the curves that she’d been hiding beneath those ugly lab coats he always saw her dressed in. A pair of worn jeans hugged the rest of her body, and instead of the moderate practical heels the woman usually wore, a pair of hot-pink sneakers peeked out under the hem.

			“Dismantling?” he asked.

			He stared down at her, trying to fit what he knew about the psychiatrist he’d worked with for the last few months with the woman he saw now, but he couldn’t. They were too dissimilar. And unfortunately this woman would be even harder to ignore than the other one.

			She gave him a questioning look, then started walking over to a float covered with papier-mâché flowers and a crazy assortment of dogs.

			There were polka-dotted dogs, striped dogs and bright neon-colored dogs. He winced as a volunteer climbed up onto the float and ripped the head off a large purple poodle. Chaos reigned as other volunteers followed the man’s lead and began beheading the overgrown dogs, then started on the bodies, while others still on the ground ripped off the faux flowers covering the outside and the base of the float.

			“Welcome to the craziness of carnival season,” Frannie called out as she turned back to him and raised her arms. “Don’t you love it?”

			It hit him then—the look of her, the sound of her laughter. She was vibrant and full of life and so different from the earnest doctor he was used to. At that moment she could still have been wearing those awful shapeless jackets and those ugly oversized glasses and it wouldn’t have changed a thing. With the joy of the moment shining out of her she was beautiful.

			Something inside him lightened as if unbound. It was as if a weight he hadn’t known he carried was suddenly lifted. His shoulders relaxed and the tension eased from his body as he followed her over to the float. He watched her climb up the ladder attached to the bed of the float, then followed her up. He would have had to be blind not to notice how the worn jeans she wore hugged her bottom—and he wasn’t blind.

			“I love this part,” Frannie said as she bent over and began pulling apart a bright orange and yellow flower, removing each petal individually. “He loves me, he loves me not...”

			“What?” he said as he took a step back from her.

			She looked up at him from where she sat on the base of the float and laughed.

			“Relax, Doctor. Did you never pull the petals off one of those yellow weeds in the yard and ask it if some cute little blonde in your English class was in love with you when you were a kid?”

			“No, I can definitely say that I have never done that. Why would you think a flower of any sort could tell you if someone cares about you?” he said. “But you’ve done this before, I take it?”

			She grabbed his arm and pulled him down beside her. “My father is a krewe member—not that you’d see him here working on a float, or riding one for that matter. When I got old enough I started helping out with the float. Of course I had to do the debutante thing too.”

			“I can see you as a debutante,” he said. “Dressed in one of those big fancy dresses.”

			“It was fun—the dressing up part at least. But I enjoyed the float-building more. I’ve missed the carnival season,” she said.

			“All this goes, right?” he asked.

			He’d taken the hammer from where she had laid it down and begun to dismantle a large wooden box that had earlier been covered by the flowers.

			“Yes, we need to clear out everything down to the trailer bed,” she said.

			He pulled the top board off what must have been a step for one of the float-riders to stand on and handed it to her.

			“You’re pretty good with that,” she said, indicating the hammer he held with a nod of her head.

			“I’d do better with a pry bar.” He looked over to the group closest to them, who had taken down one of the steps and were working on another. “I didn’t think about bringing my tools.”

			“Sorry, I only own a hammer,” she said.

			“So if your father doesn’t get involved with the Mardi Gras stuff why does he stay a krewe member?” he asked.

			They were working together—him handing her each board he removed and her stacking them to the side. But he felt the change in her immediately as he mentioned her father. She became less animated and the joy of the job seemed to disappear.

			“I’ve heard he and my mother were very involved when they were young...before she passed away. My mother was even crowned Queen one year,” she said.

			“I bet your mother was a beautiful woman,” he said. He’d seen her father a few times and there was no way Frannie looked like him.

			“She was,” she said.

			He went to hand her another board, then stopped when she didn’t reach for it. She was staring off into the warehouse as if she could see her mother as they placed the crown on her head. Then she blinked and turned back to him, taking the board from his hands.

			“What about you? Can you see your parents dressing up and riding on a float through town?” she asked.

			“My parents?” he said. “They were shocked when I told them I was moving to New Orleans. The only thing this city is known for in my part of Georgia is Bourbon Street and getting drunk.”

			“I hope you’ve told them about all the other things we have to offer. Have they visited?” she asked. “I’m sure they’d love it if they did.”

			“They’ve visited a couple times. Last time I took my dad to a Saints game, and my mother browbeat one of the chefs at the hotel where they were staying into giving her his French toast recipe, so I figure they had a good time,” he said.

			He turned to the last board.

			“What about siblings? I’m an only child myself. What about you?” she asked.

			“I have a brother. He visits when he can,” he said.

			He looked down at his watch as he noticed the other volunteers starting to pack up their tools and was surprised to see how fast the time had passed. He’d been dreading tonight since the day Dr. Guidry had sentenced him to working on the float project, but he’d actually enjoyed helping to tear down the old float, and was looking forward now to helping put together the new one.

			More surprising to him was the fact that he’d enjoyed the time he’d spent with Frannie. There’d been no disagreements about a patient’s care, no arguing over the right path to take to help a patient. They’d actually been able to hold a pleasant conversation for more than a couple minutes. But now she was starting to ask too many questions. She didn’t need to know about his parents or any of his family. That would just lead to other questions that he didn’t want to answer.

			It was time to go.

			He looked over to where she stood now, handing the used boards to someone on the ground, and moved to help her. They quickly had the stack moved down.

			They both stood then, and looked around at the warehouse. Everyone seemed to be getting ready to leave. Then he turned and looked back at the trailer bed, now bare of crazy-colored dogs and oversized flowers. They’d accomplished a lot in one night.

			“Not so bad for your first time,” Frannie said as she too looked over to the portion of the trailer they had stripped.

			They headed down the ladder, then walked over to Mrs. Guidry, who was standing by the entrance as she thanked everyone for coming. They stopped and said their goodbyes, then stepped outside.

			“So, are you coming back next week?” Frannie asked.

			“Do I have a choice?” he said, and then regretted it when the smile on her face disappeared.

			It wasn’t her fault—at least not solely. He’d had as much to do with drawing the attention of Dr. Guidry as she had.

			“Yes, I’ll be back,” he said. “And thanks for your help.”

			“I didn’t do anything except stack some boards,” she said.

			“I wouldn’t have had a clue about what was happening if you hadn’t been there to explain things. The only part of Mardi Gras I’ve ever seen has been in the ER, when some overly brave teenager decided to climb a tree to get a better view of the parade. It’s interesting to see what happens behind the scenes. It’s a lot more work than people think.”

			“It is. So, I’m sure I’ll see you around the hospital, but if not I’ll see you here next week,” she said, and she walked out into the parking lot opposite the one where he had parked.

			 

			Frannie welcomed the warm September air as she headed for her car. While others complained about the heat, she loved it.

			The years she had spent in Boston during her residency had been miserable. She had learned early that she wasn’t a fan of freezing temperatures and, while she had enjoyed looking out of her small apartment windows and watching the snowflakes fall, driving in it had been a nightmare. She had been thrilled when she’d been able to leave the cold winters behind her and return to the balmy fall temperatures of her home town.

			New Orleans was a town like no other, with its Deep South history and a hospitality that rivaled that of anywhere else in the world. She had sworn she would never leave again.

			Her outpatient practice was slowly building up as she earned a reputation in the community, but her heart was still in helping those children who needed acute care in the hospital. She’d managed to pair the two of them together well, and being able to follow her young patients after they’d been discharged from the hospital gave a continuity of care that they needed.

			She had long-term plans for working with children coming into the hospital after suffering adverse events, and she knew a good relationship with Ian and the other doctors on the pediatric floor was necessary for her to give her patients the best care available.

			She had seen the logic in Dr. Guidry’s insistence that she and Ian worked together. They needed to work better as a team, and tonight had been a good start to that. She hadn’t made a lot of leeway with getting him to talk about himself, but it had been a start.

			Her shoe hit a rock and she stumbled and fell. The asphalt bit into her hands and pain tore through her knee, the sting of it bringing tears to her eyes as she worked to get up off the ground.

			A set of headlights illuminated her and a large truck—one she recognized from the doctors’ parking lot—stopped beside her.

			“Are you okay?”

			The deep voice came from behind her.

			“I’m fine,” she said as she stood, forcing her good leg to take her weight and keep her upright.

			She felt the sticky wetness of blood seeping through her jeans and for a minute thought she might be ill. No. She would not do anything as embarrassing as throw up in front of Ian.

			“Let me see,” he ordered, and he took out his phone and hit the flashlight app, then ran the light down her body.

			A quarter-sized hole cut across one knee of her jeans and a dark spot that seemed to be growing spread across the area. Bending down, Ian started to roll her jeans up over her injured knee.

			“Ouch,” she said as the rough material was peeled away from her skin.

			“You’re going to need to get this cleaned out. It probably needs stitches, but I need to see better.”

			The thought of a needle and sutures being pulled through her skin made her knees feel even weaker. Her father would be ashamed if he could see her now.

			“Come on,” he said. “I have some supplies at my house.”

			“Your house? Why would I go to your house?”

			“Do you have anything at home to close that with?” he asked as he pointed the light from his phone toward her knee.

			“No,” she said.

			Of course she didn’t have anything to close up a cut—and even if she did she wouldn’t be able to do it without looking at the blood seeping from it.

			“Unless you want to go sit in the ER all night—or ask your father to fix it,” he said.

			And have her father rub her nose in the fact that if she had become a surgeon she could have taken care of it herself? Though, really, how could anyone stitch up their own knee?

			“No. If you don’t mind taking care of it I’d appreciate it. I can follow you to your house,” she said, and she tried to put pressure on her knee.

			A hiss escaped her lips as the pain increased as she tried to take a step. It was only a cut. She needed to get a grip. She straightened, then started limping to her car.

			“You’ll have to ride with me,” he said. “You need that closed before you try driving with it.”

			Ian motioned toward his truck, then lifted her up in his arms as she held her knee out straight.

			“Put me down. It’s just a cut. I can walk,” she said.

			“You weren’t doing such a good job of that. You need it sutured and wrapped before you walk on it or it’s just going to bleed more,” he said.

			The thought of blood running down her leg quieted her—but could anything be as awkward as having someone carry you around as if you were helpless? And, having never been carried before, she had no idea what to do with her arms. Put them down by her sides? Hold them up out of the way?

			Of course in the movies she would wrap her arms around his neck, but this was definitely not the movies, and her arms weren’t going anywhere near his neck. Even though it was a muscular neck, attached to even more muscular shoulders, and a hard chest that she wanted to lay her spinning head against.

			She gave herself a shake and made herself concentrate on the pain in the knee—which was much safer than thinking about Ian’s body, though not nearly as stimulating.

			He carried her around to the passenger side of his truck, then put her down and opened the door, and waited till she’d climbed inside before going around to the driver’s side.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			WHILE THE DRIVE to Ian’s house was quiet, it was also short, with the majority of people now home in their beds. An awkwardness seemed to hang between them that hadn’t been there while they had been working together in the warehouse.

			When he stopped in front of a two-story row house, just outside of the garden district, she opened the door and slid out of the truck, hobbling to the sidewalk before he could get around to her.

			It was too dark to see much of the outside of the house, but when he opened the front door the inside was a total surprise. Stacks of Sheetrock and lumber lined the walls of the entrance, and sawhorses sat in the middle of what must be the living room. The walls were open to the studs, and a coat of dust covered the old wood floors.

			A high-pitched screech came from the stairs, where a cat sat amongst pails of paint. Black and white, with patches of hair missing all over its body, it glared down at them with its one eye.

			“I don’t mean to be rude, but that’s the ugliest cat I have ever seen,” she said.

			“He came with the house,” Ian said as he walked up the steps and bent down to give the pitiful-looking creature a scratch behind its ear.

			“He looks really angry,” she said.

			“I had him fixed,” he said, a slight smile tugging at his lips.

			She couldn’t help but laugh as she looked at the man in front of her and the angry cat. A match made in heaven, she was sure.

			“What’s his name?” she asked as she limped across the dusty floor.

			“Church,” he said, and he disappeared into an upstairs room before returning holding a denim button-down shirt.

			He handed her the shirt, then pointed toward a small door at the bottom of the stairs. “You need to take off those pants. You can change in there.”

			“But...” He wanted her to take off her pants? “Why...?”

			“I can’t work on that cut with those jeans clinging to your legs,” he said.

			Holding the shirt, she limped into a small powder room and shut the door. While the shirt he’d given her would barely cover her thighs, she had to admit that it would be better than the fitted tee shirt she wore, which barely came to her hips.

			Maybe she should have gone to the ER. Surely one of the doctors there would have taken care of her cut without her having to wait, and at least then she could have changed into a hospital gown. She held the shirt up in the mirror. At least it didn’t open in the back.

			She looked down at her jeans for the first time since they’d come inside and groaned. A dark stain of dirt and blood now covered her right knee. Thankful that the cut seemed to have quit bleeding, she toed her sneakers off onto the black and white tiled floor and then pulled the jeans off, being careful not to let them rub against the cut and managing to keep her eyes off the blood she knew would outline it.

			She saw a bloodstain on her tee shirt. How had that happened?

			She pulled it over her head and set it aside with her other clothes.

			She stood in the bathroom and looked into the gilded mirror hanging over the small sink. She had dresses that covered less than the shirt she now wore, but still she felt uncomfortable, standing there in Ian’s bathroom dressed in his shirt.

			“Are you coming out?”

			The man she was hoping had forgotten about her was calling from the other side of the door.

			“Do you need help?”

			She stepped out into the living room, then looked down at her bare toes.

			“Going barefoot on a construction site isn’t very smart,” he said.

			She went back in and slipped her sneakers on.

			“Come on,” he said, and he led her through a door covered with a plastic tarp hanging over an arched entrance.

			If the front room of the house had been a shock, the next room was a pleasant surprise. Behind the tarp separating the rooms was the most amazing kitchen she had ever seen. Dark mahogany cabinets lined the white walls and white marble covered the counters. The room was furnished with large stainless steel appliances and white subway tile had been used as a backsplash against the walls. A large white island sat in the center, and the whole room was immaculately clean—something she couldn’t understand with the combination of sawdust and Sheetrock dust she had seen in the other room.

			Before she could get over the shock of seeing the room, Ian leaned down, picked her up and sat her on the island.

			“I’m not one of your patients, Ian. You don’t have to pick me up,” she said.

			Not that it had seemed like a strain for the man to lift her. It had been more of a strain on her as she’d tried to keep her heart from thundering out of her chest when she had felt his hands on her waist, his body close to hers. He’d lifted her as if she weighed almost nothing, and her scale told her every morning that wasn’t true.

			“It’s a nice house,” she said.

			Maybe if they could talk like they had earlier, while working on the float, she would be able to relax.

			“It will be when I finish with it,” he said.

			He held her leg out while he examined her knee, bending it back and forth. She pretended to be fascinated by his kitchen as she looked everywhere except at the dark head bent above her knee.

			“You’re doing the work yourself?” she asked.

			She had heard nothing but good things about Ian’s surgical skills, and she knew she could trust him to take care of a little cut. Still, it was a cut which meant the possibility of more blood. Which meant the possibility of making a fool of herself—as if tripping and busting open her knee hadn’t.

			“Yeah... Hold on, I’ll be right back,” he said, and then walked to the back of the kitchen and opened a large door.

			She glanced around the kitchen again, then looked down at the classic black and white pattern on the floor. It went perfectly with the remodeled room, and she wondered if it was original to the home. As she looked back up she glanced at her knee, where the gash lay open and covered with mostly dried blood.

			The checkerboard tiles began to spin. No. Not now. Not in front of Ian. She couldn’t do this in front of him. It’s only a little blood, she told herself. You aren’t going to pass out over a little blood.

			She rested her head on her hands and pinched her eyes closed. Maybe if she ignored both the blood and Ian they would both go away.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked.

			She jumped and looked down to where he bent his head once more, examining her knee.

			“I looked at it,” she said, her words muffled as she laid her head back down in her hands.

			“At what?” he said.

			She pointed down at her knee without lifting her head.

			“It’s not that bad,” Ian said. “I can put a few stitches in it. I have some suture and some sterile needles.”

			“Stitches...? Needles...?” she said as she looked up at him. She felt the blood once more rush to her toes and her stomach turn queasy.

			He grabbed a metal trash can and pulled it close by. Smart man.

			“Or I could use some liquid stitches on it,” he said.

			“I like the sound of that. I mean, that would be easier for you, right?” she said as she forced herself to sit up straighter. She was acting worse than one of his pediatric patients. He must think she was crazy. “I mean, I’m okay with whatever you want, but it sounds like liquid stitches would be best.”

			Her words came out firm and confident, but she couldn’t help but eye the trash can. She watched him move it closer. She wasn’t fooling him.

			“Liquid stitches it is, then,” he said.

			She watched him as he began opening packages and bottles.

			“So, how did the daughter of one of the nation’s leading cardiovascular surgeons end up in psychiatry?” he asked. “I would have thought you would follow in your father’s footsteps.”

			“Is that supposed to be a joke? I would have made the worst surgeon ever!” she said. “I don’t like blood, needles—none of it. No, wait—that’s not true,” Frannie said. He might as well know the worst of it. “I absolutely hate the sight of any of those things. I’m sure you’ve heard about the time my father brought me into the operating room in my junior year of pre-med.”

			“No, I haven’t.” he said.

			She watched as he picked up a bottle of saline from beside her, then felt the cool flow of it over her knee and the scratch of a sterile four-by-four pad as he cleaned the cut.

			“I’m surprised. It was the talk of the hospital for months. It was awful. I didn’t last fifteen minutes in the OR before I got sick. My dad tried to keep it quiet, but you know how things get around that place.”

			Her knee jerked at the sting of the antiseptic, but she refused to pull away.

			It was the warm touch of Ian’s hand against her skin that finally calmed her nerves. His hands were gentle but, unlike her father’s, they were rough and callused, which she found surprising.

			“My dad says a surgeon’s hands are his most important tool,” she said.

			But this man wasn’t afraid to use his hands for something other than the operating room, and with the feel of his hands on her leg her thoughts went into fantasy mode, imagining his hands sliding a little bit higher on her bare legs... She bit her lip. The temperature in the room had shot up. She forced her rebellious mind back to the present.

			“Important, yes, but I’d have to say knowledge is the most important tool. And intuition,” Ian said.

			“I call that going with my gut. You’re talking about that feeling you get in your gut when you know something isn’t right with your patient but you can’t put a diagnosis on it, right?” she said.

			“Yes. You take that, and add the knowledge you’ve gained from experience, and you become a powerful tool. Add that to the latest technology and you can fix almost anything.”

			She pulled her leg away from him at the shock and sting of the adhesive he’d applied.

			“It’s okay, I’m almost finished,” he said. “You still haven’t told me how you ended up in psych. There are many other fields besides surgery that you could have gone into after pre-med.”

			She knew he was trying to get her mind off her knee, but it really wasn’t necessary. She hadn’t thought of the blood since his hand had moved over her skin. Her body was buzzing with anticipation as it waited to see what he would do next.

			She fought against her body’s reaction. This was a chance for her to explain how important her job really was to her and why.

			“My father had plans for me to be a surgeon from the moment I was born, I think. Even when it became apparent that I didn’t have the stomach for it he insisted that once I got to hold a scalpel in my hand everything would be different.”

			“I take it that it wasn’t?” he said.

			His question didn’t sound nosy or judgmental. He seemed truly interested. Could she be honest with him? So few people knew the real reason she had chosen to go into psych, and even fewer knew the reason she had such a problem with the sight of blood.

			“I never got that far,” she said. “I applied for psychiatric medicine as soon as I got out of pre-med.”

			“You could have gone into other fields of medicine where you didn’t have to deal with blood,” he said as he looked up and started removing his gloves.

			“I could have. And, believe me, when I told my dad that I was not going to be a surgeon and had chosen the field of psychiatry, he tried to sell me every other medical profession from dermatology to podiatry.”

			“But you didn’t bend?” he said.

			“No. I think I had always known I wasn’t going to go into a typical medical job. I definitely knew that surgery was not going to be for me long before ‘the incident.’ That’s what my dad refers to it as—‘the incident in the OR.’”

			“So what was it that drew you to the psych world, exactly?” he asked.

			She watched him cleaning up the leftover supplies. Very few people knew the reason she’d chosen her field of study. She’d tried to discuss her reasons with her father but, as with anything that dealt with her mother’s death, he’d refused to listen to her. For some reason she felt safe to talk about it with Ian.

			“I was seven years old when my mother committed suicide. She’d suffered from depression all her life, and from what I know now I suspect she had bipolar disorder and that it became worse after I was born. I wanted to know more about what had caused her to leave me the way she did. I took my required psych classes in college and found I wanted to know more.”

			Ian had stopped cleaning up and now sat back, studying her. Not judging, not censuring like her father—just studying her.

			“That’s why you want to work with kids? You want to help the ones traumatized like you were when your mother died?” he said.

			How did he know that that was the reason behind what she did? She had expected him just to offer the usual sympathy for the loss of her mother, as most people did. The few people who did know the circumstances of her mother’s death had expected her to go into adult psychiatry, and had been surprised when she’d chosen child psych, but he understood the reason she was drawn to kids—kids like her. The surprise at his understanding sent a small flutter into her chest.

			“You can look now,” he said.

			She bent her head and looked down at the small pucker of skin where he had aligned the sides of the cut perfectly. It didn’t look pretty, but at least it wasn’t the bloody mess it had been before. She looked up to where Ian sat between her legs—and froze. Her face was only inches from his, their lips just a breath apart.

			Her eyes met his, and the shocked look mirrored her own.

			“Oh...” The word escaped her mouth.

			The room had suddenly become too small and too warm. The flutter in her chest had increased, causing her breath to catch. There it was again—that magnetism that drew them to this point every time they were together.

			Their eyes stayed locked together, each of them waiting to see what the other would do next. The desire between them was palpable—a living, breathing thing that rolled across her body, setting each inch of her on fire with a need so surprising it left her gasping in another breath. Never had she felt anything like this.

			Her lips parted as his came closer. Just a couple more inches and she would finally taste the lips of Ian Spencer. Warm lips met hers, gentle but firm, then probing and demanding.

			She raised her hands to his head, wanting to rake her fingers through his dark curls. He stood as they kissed and drew her to the edge of the countertop and into his arms. Her knees spread instinctively, and then she wrapped her legs around him.

			It was as if her body had taken all control from the rest of her. The kiss changed, becoming raw and needy. She added a touch of desperation as she tried to get closer, her body rocking against his with its need.

			If one of them didn’t stop soon she’d be scratching Have sex on a kitchen counter off her bucket list tonight.

			He ended the kiss and pulled back from her. She tried to get her legs to let go of him, but they refused. They’d danced around this thing, this need between them, for days. They needed to get it out of their system—and soon.

			Now sounded like a good time to her.

			She watched as some of the heat in his eyes diminished, though she could still see the embers of their kiss in the depths of them, and she could still feel the hard length of him where their bodies remained joined. He’d been right there with her in those kisses, but she could tell he had begun to regret it now.

			The question was, did she regret it?

			Her body’s arousal answered that question for her. She didn’t regret a moment of it. The only regret she had was that he had pulled away from her.

			She’d never considered having sex with a man she wasn’t involved with, but she’d never felt anything like what she felt for Ian before either. Would it be so wrong for the two of them to be involved? To see where this took them?

			The attraction was there—neither of them could deny it—and they were both adults.

			 

			Ian shouldn’t have been surprised by the heat that had flared between the two of them. He’d learned years ago in welding class that once sparks began flying it was only a matter of time before there was a fire, and if you were smart you always had a fire extinguisher on hand.

			Frannie had set him on fire with a desire so strong that he had made himself forget about the need for that fire extinguisher. He should have been more careful and kept away from her. He’d let Frannie get too close, and if he wasn’t careful he would hurt her.

			“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have...”

			“Why?” she asked. “Why shouldn’t you have? Why shouldn’t we?”

			“Frannie, you know it wouldn’t be smart for either of us to let this continue,” he said.

			“Are we back to your ‘not playing with your co-workers’ rule?” she asked.

			Surely she had to see how getting involved together would complicate their professional lives, but she didn’t seem to care. Of course she’d never been the subject of hospital gossip before—not like he had been, at least. She’d never walked into a nurses’ station and had all conversation stop, or had people stare at her as she walked through the hall with gossiping behind her back.

			He’d had to live that way with all the gossip that had surrounded him after he and Lydia had broken up. He didn’t want to go through that again and he didn’t want Frannie to have to go through it either.

			He should have moved away from her, but he found himself mesmerized by those dark brown eyes that were as deep and treacherous at that moment as the Mississippi River flowing down into the Gulf of Mexico. His breath still came fast, and he tried to slow it down. He needed to think this out. He’d made mistakes in his life, and he didn’t want Frannie to be another one of them.

			He felt the heat where her legs still locked them together. Where had the demure woman wrapped up in a lab coat and hiding behind those wretched glasses gone? He could have reasoned with her. But this woman, with her almost naked bottom sitting on his kitchen island, was impossible to deal with.

			And why had he picked now to remember that the only thing between the two of them right then was his old button-up shirt and a pair of panties? Did she wear tiny bikini ones or did she go for sturdy cotton white ones? A week ago he would have sworn it would be white ones, but now...

			And why was he standing there contemplating what kind of underwear the woman was wearing? He felt like he was back in high school.

			He drew in a deep breath and forced his limbs to move. He lifted his hands between them and went to push off from the counter—except instead of the counter he found his hands around Frannie’s waist, and heaven help him if she didn’t pick that moment to wiggle herself closer to the edge.

			“You know this isn’t smart...” he said as he ran his hands up her sides, over curves that fitted so well into his hands as they wandered over her body. She was so soft, so beautiful, sitting there with her lips red from his kisses and her eyes burning with need.

			“Maybe. Or maybe it’s the smartest thing for us to do,” she said, before she bent her head and nestled it into the crook of his neck.

			“And how exactly do you figure that?” he asked.

			He couldn’t wait to hear what psychological rationale she was going to use to justify what they were both contemplating.

			His body wound tight as she brushed her lips against his collarbone. He ached with the desire to take her as each touch of her lips increased his need for her.

			“Ignoring this attraction between the two of us could escalate the stress between us,” she said, and then she drew back from him. “Look, maybe this is crazy, but it feels right. Doesn’t it?” she asked.

			He tried to deny it, but he couldn’t. He hadn’t been with a woman since his divorce—hadn’t wanted to—but with Frannie he’d found the desire that had been missing. He wanted her, even though a part of him knew he shouldn’t for so many reasons.

			Her fingers walked down his shirt and he let her unbutton it, watching as her breath came faster as his shirt opened. He paused for a minute, trying to remember all the reasons this wasn’t a good idea, but his mind was fogged with a desire that burnt straight through him.

			Only one desperate thought managed to get through to his consciousness: the need for a condom.

			His mind grasped at the one problem his body couldn’t ignore, and then he remembered the small foil package he’d found in his guest room, where his brother had stayed a few weeks before.

			She let out a small squeal as he swept her off the island, then laughed as he walked them both up the stairs, with her still wrapped around him, their lips and tongues teasing each other with licks and bites as they took each step.

			He groaned when she wiggled against him as he bent down in the guest room and laid her on the bed. He unbuttoned the shirt he’d loaned her and removed her bra. He tried to stop the trembling that had started as soon as he’d bared her breasts. Her body was glorious, with curves and dips in all the right places.

			He let his hand graze over one breast, then the other, and managed to get his shoes off while she unzipped his pants and pushed them down. He stepped back and removed them, and realized he had lost his shirt somewhere on their trip up the stairs.

			He covered her body with his and helped her work her panties off. They weren’t white granny panties, he noticed as he ripped the foil package open.

			She reached out and helped him, then pulled him back down to her. He loved her greedy kisses as she moved her lips from his shoulders to his chest. Her hand reached for him, then urged him inside her.

			Taking her mouth with his, he thrust into her and groaned at the feel of her. He slid his hands behind her and cupped her bottom as she wrapped her legs around him once more.

			They matched their rhythm together as he thrusted and she ground against him, and they both reached for their peak together and then tumbled over.

			 

			Frannie stared up at Ian, her brain fuzzy and refusing to focus—how could it when all the blood in her body had just rushed south, into parts that had been ignored for way too long? She felt drunk as the feel and taste of him still flooded her senses.

			She’d had two lovers. One a short college fling. The other a handsome young surgeon she had met in her first year of residency, whom she had thought had broken her heart when she’d learned he had just been using her to get an introduction to her father.

			A few boxes of tissues later she’d realized that what she had felt for him had had more to do with the loneliness she had been feeling than with the man himself.

			What she had experienced here with Ian could not even be put in the same category as what she had shared with those other lovers. She’d felt a connection to him that had been lacking in her other relationships.

			Lying in his arms, she felt a feeling of belonging curl around her, making her feel safe and cared for—something she hadn’t felt in years...not since the death of her mother, when her whole world had turned upside down, leaving her a scared little girl.

			She could have cried when he rolled off her, leaving her alone once more. He tensed, then swore. Then rose from the bed and headed to the bathroom.

			If the word he’d said was a reflection of how he felt about what they had just experienced together, then their lovemaking had meant nothing to him. Except she would have sworn he’d been right there with her, relishing every moment that had wound the two of them together till they’d both shattered. Yes, her experience was limited to her two lovers, but she still knew that what they had shared had been special.

			He came out of the bathroom, but instead of joining her back in bed he reached for his pants, his jerky movements and the grim line of his mouth telling her he was upset.

			Without speaking a word, she rose and started to dress.

			“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked at last.

			What had happened between the time he’d held her in his arms and him coming back from the bathroom? She couldn’t imagine. Had she done something wrong? Was he disappointed in their lovemaking? No, she refused to believe that. She’d seen the desire in his eyes and felt the need in his hands as they’d caressed her.

			“I don’t know...” he started, then took a deep breath and looked her in the eyes. “We shouldn’t have.”

			She watched as the heat in his eyes disappeared and his eyes shuttered closed. When he opened them and looked at her again all emotion was gone. The passion they had shared, everything that had happened between them, was gone too, and once more he was the untouchable Dr. Spencer.

			How could she have thought there might be something between the two of them? They could barely have a conversation without disagreeing. Had she really thought that the attraction between the two of them would be enough for them to forge a relationship? Had she thought at all? Or had she just let her emotions blind her to the truth?

			She had buttoned his shirt around her but still she felt cold and bare.

			“I need to change,” she said, and then left him behind in the bedroom as she headed down the stairs to the small powder room to retrieve her torn jeans.

			He was waiting outside the door, his face even stonier. She’d managed to ignore the stiff dried blood on her jeans as she’d put them on, but she still wore his shirt.

			“This can’t happen,” he said, and he wagged his finger between the two of them.

			He was using the intimidating voice he used on her at work, when he was trying to press his position on a case. But he was mistaken. “This” had already happened. Her throat tightened, but she forced herself to respond. She wouldn’t let him see how much his words hurt.

			“‘This’?” she said, copying his motions with her own finger. “What ‘this’? There is no this. That was just sex, Ian. Nothing more.”

			She turned her back to him, unable to take the way he had withdrawn from her. He’d made it plain that there could be nothing more between them.

			“Now, if you could give me a ride back to my car I would appreciate it,” she said.

			She spotted something on an old shelf on the living room wall across from the entry. A silver-framed picture of a small baby sat alone there—the only thing in the room that wasn’t covered in dust.

			“Frannie, wait,” he said. “It’s not—”

			She turned back toward him. “Please don’t.”

			“There are things...” he said, then stopped and looked away from her. “I’m not good at these...relationships...”

			She stood and watched him. There was pain in this man, and an insecurity that she hadn’t expected.

			“You were doing fine there for a while, Doc,” she said.

			“I’ve had a bad relationship. My marriage didn’t end well,” he said as he paced over the small entryway and then walked into the living room.

			He stopped in front of the shelf. She’d wanted to know what it was that had caused the man so much pain and now she did.

			“Is that your child?” she asked.

			Part of her wanted to be wrong, but the look he gave her when he turned told her she wasn’t.

			“Yes, my son,” he said.

			“What happened to him, Ian?” she asked.

			“SIDS,” he said. “He was only six months old when he died.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said.

			“I’m sorry too. I wish things were different. That I could be different.”

			She wanted to tell him that he didn’t have to be different, that he could just be who he was and it would be enough, but she knew he’d never believe her. He had demons to fight and he clearly preferred to fight them on his own.

			“It’s been a long night. I think it would be best if you took me back to my car now,” she said as she headed for the door.

			She had her own wounds to heal tonight, and she didn’t want Ian to see that she was hurting too.

			 

			Ian walked back into the house after dropping Frannie off at the warehouse to get her car and immediately felt the gulf of loneliness that welcomed him. He’d felt alive tonight, while holding Frannie in his arms, and the loneliness had left him. But then reality had returned.

			He had known that making love with her would be a mistake, but he hadn’t been able to help himself. After avoiding women entirely for the last two and a half years, she had broken down every obstacle he’d had. Just thinking about holding her once more sent his blood racing, and that wasn’t good. He had to stay away from her before he hurt her.

			Hadn’t she seen how broken he was? How could she want someone who, after almost three years of mourning the loss of his family, couldn’t move on?

			There were still days when he could barely function, though those were getting fewer as the years passed. He’d managed to create a life for himself here. It might not be the life he had planned for himself, but it was stable and he was comfortable with it. He had a job he enjoyed, and a house with a one-eyed cat that didn’t mind if he was late getting home because of a case or an emergency at the hospital.

			For now, it was enough. Maybe someday he’d be ready to move on with his life, but right now it was all the existence he could ask for.

			And tomorrow he’d have to go to work and face whatever the fall-out was after his one night with Frannie, the resident shrink. After all the time he’d spent trying to keep his distance from her he’d ended up taking her to bed and then spilling his guts about his life.

			He climbed the stairs and picked up the cat on the way to his bedroom. He looked into the guest room, with its rumpled bedclothes, and as he went past he shut the door on the room.

			If only it was that easy to shut out his memories of Frannie.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			FRANNIE SAT IN the doctors’ dictation room, reading the chart on a young near-drowning victim the new neurologist, Dr. Wilson, had asked her to look at.

			From what she had read, five-year-old Katie had been playing in a park during a family picnic when she’d fallen into a small pond where she had been feeding the ducks. Her parents had responded promptly, and although the child had been in respiratory distress when she had been brought into the ER by the paramedics she had quickly recovered.

			She had now been moved from the critical care unit to the pediatric floor and was recovering without any issues—except for the fact that she had lost some of her memories around the time of the drowning. The memory loss had Katie’s parents fearing that the child might have suffered some brain injury due to a lack of oxygen during the drowning.

			Frannie had now reviewed the doctor’s notes and the brain scans Dr. Wilson had ordered, which showed no evidence of any brain injury—something she knew would help to set the parents’ fears aside.

			Frannie stood to leave the room and she heard two voices in the hall.

			Dr. Wilson and Ian entered the room, deep in conversation. Trying not to disturb the two of them, she started out through the door toward Katie’s room. She wasn’t running, she told herself, she just didn’t want to be rude and interrupt them.

			But she knew better. She’d managed to avoid Ian for the last two days and had been hoping to make it three.

			What would she see if she looked into his eyes? Would it be pity? She didn’t want Ian Spencer feeling sorry for her. She was a big girl. They’d had sex. He apparently couldn’t or didn’t want to proceed with the relationship and she could deal with that. She would not let the man see that he had hurt her in any way.

			“Dr. Wentworth?” Dr. Wilson called behind her.

			Frannie made herself turn back toward the two men, and her eyes clashed with Ian’s before she turned to the other doctor.

			“It’s Frannie,” she said as she stuck out her hand in invitation.

			Dr. Wilson was a young neurologist who was building a name for himself in his new position at the hospital. She’d heard the man was easy to work with and had already contributed a lot to his department. It didn’t hurt that he had movie-star good looks, with his blond hair and his quick smile. And Chloe, one of the case managers who worked with both her and the new doctor, had said he was as nice as he was good-looking.

			The fact that he was easy to work with was good, as she knew they would be working closely together with some of his head trauma patients.

			“Please, call me Conner,” he said. “Have you seen Katie?”

			“I’m headed there now. Is there anything new I need to know?” she said.

			She felt Ian’s stare even before she turned toward him. He stood there with a look so intense that she wondered if he was trying to burrow a hole into her mind with some superpower she was unaware of.

			Was he looking for some sign of weakness? Did the man expect that she would turn into a sniffling mess because he didn’t want to have a relationship with her? She straightened her back, widened her smile and ignored him.

			She’d hoped that after their night together she’d no longer respond to the man’s presence, no longer feel that disconcerting buzz when he was around, but with her dreams haunted by images of him holding her, kissing her and possessing her, her body could do nothing else but want him.

			Just sex, she’d told him. Yeah, right. Like Katrina was just a hurricane.

			“Not that I’m aware of. From a neurological standpoint I’m comfortable with her going home with her parents. Of course the final decision is going to be up to Pulmonary. She seems like a perfectly normal kid to me, but I thought it would be good for you to see her. I’ve read a lot about adverse experiences in childhood, and the trauma they can cause, and I thought perhaps you could give her parents some guidance. Children’s reactions to trauma can be very individualized.”

			Frannie had heard that the new neuro doc was raising young twins alone, after the death of his wife, so it wasn’t surprising that he had been researching the effect their mother’s death might have on them. It was nice to see that someone had an interest in her field of study.

			“I’ll be sure to talk to them. And I’ll make sure they get some of our educational pamphlets. They list a lot of resources and articles that are available online.”

			“Thanks,” Conner said. “I’d actually love some of those for myself.”

			“I’ll make sure to get you some. I appreciate your interest,” she said. “Not all my colleagues have been so open.”

			She gave a smile, making sure she included Ian, then headed down the hall as far away from him as she could go.

			 

			Ian watched as Frannie walked away from them, his whole body vibrating with the need to follow her. Since the night she had been at his home his mind had been filled with thoughts of her. He walked into his kitchen and saw her sitting on his island. He reached down to pet Church and heard her laughter. He couldn’t even ride in his car without the sweet smell of her haunting him.

			He’d known the woman was going to be trouble from the first time he’d seen her. Of course then he’d been worried that those sharp eyes behind her glasses would see through the act that he kept up so that no one would see the failure of a father and a husband he had been, and wouldn’t see all the shortfalls his wife had been only too happy to point out in him during counseling.

			Now he knew those brown eyes of hers were even more dangerous. He’d seen them swimming with desire, felt her lips hot and moist from his kisses, and that vision of her was stirring up emotions he didn’t want to feel.

			Even now he had the totally crazy urge to put his fist into Conner’s face just for smiling at her. And all the while as he was fighting off emotions he had no business feeling, when he knew that the best thing for Frannie would be to find a nice guy like Conner.

			“I have to tell you that I’ve been very impressed with Frannie’s program,” Conner was saying. “The fact that your board sees a need to have a psychiatrist involved with medical patients is very forward-thinking. It was actually one of the reasons I picked this hospital. Her study of pediatric trauma patients and their progress over the next few years could establish this hospital as a benchmark in the field.”

			As the young doctor moved past him and picked up a chart Ian once more stared down the hall to where Frannie had disappeared. He tried to tell himself that he was bothered by the fact that he had not been notified that she was carrying on a study that included his patients, not that he was irritated because the newest doctor in the hospital knew more about her than he did.

			He had to admit grudgingly that in staying as far away as possible from the psychiatrist he had left himself out of the loop, but she had to know that if it was his department he should have been consulted over any study having to do with his patients.

			He started to go after her, to ask her about this study she was performing, but knew he couldn’t. He needed to stay as far away from her as possible—at least until this thing between them blew over. Maybe in a few weeks things would be back to normal... Though how that was possible now that she knew his secrets he didn’t know.

			From what he knew about the psychiatrist, at some point she was going to want to talk to him. It was built into her makeup to want to help others. And what if she could help him? What if there was a future out there for him that didn’t include all the guilt and pain he carried around with him?

			She already knew that he was struggling with his life. Maybe now that she knew what he lived with talking with her wouldn’t be so bad.

			 

			Frannie had always enjoyed working on art projects—especially those that had to do with Mardi Gras. But tonight she’d rather have been at the dentist’s office instead of working at the warehouse.

			She couldn’t help but be worried about having to talk to Ian. She’d seen him at the hospital while making her rounds, and had even managed to have a few words with him concerning Danny, who was scheduled to be discharged in a few days after a round of antibiotics had been completed.

			Ian had seemed happy with the boy’s progress, which had improved after Ashley had woken up and been taken off the ventilator. The young girl would need physical therapy for a while, but her prognosis was good. Danny had been allowed to go and see her, and it had been easy to see what a difference his visit with her had made, but Frannie could still see the guilt in the boy’s eyes when he talked about his girlfriend.

			She had talked to his parents about having him follow up with her in her outpatient clinic, and they had agreed that it would be good for him. While Ian hadn’t really commented on her plan for follow-up visits, he hadn’t made any noises to indicate that he disagreed with her therapy goals. Maybe they’d finally reached a place where they could work together professionally?

			She spotted Ian working with the krewe as she walked in, and went straight to where the team was helping to build a supporting deck, where the staff on the float would stand around a miniature version of the hospital building. They had to get over the awkwardness of working with each other. They weren’t the first adults to have had sex and then discovered that that was all there was between the two of them.

			Without saying a word she took her place beside Ian, handing him tools as he needed them.

			“I feel like an OR nurse,” she said to him as she handed him the drill he’d asked for.

			“I think renovations are a lot like surgery. You open a wall. Fix a support. Then close it back up.”

			“Is that why you decided to renovate your home yourself?” she asked.

			They were having a normal conversation together. It felt a little forced, but at least they were trying.

			“I guess. I’ve always liked to work with my hands. My dad had a workshop where he let me build things. I liked working with the tools—especially the woodworking ones. It was great to take a piece of old used wood and turn it into something new.”

			“So, should I be calling out the name of the tool as I hand it to you and slapping it into your hand?”

			“I don’t think that will be necessary,” he said. “Besides, with your aversion to blood I don’t think you’d make it as an OR nurse.”

			His eyes sparkled and his lips quirked. He had no right being so cute. She felt a tingle in her chest that spread down to her belly. The same tingle she had felt when she’d looked into his eyes right before he had kissed her that night in his house. All she could think about was that night, and that body-warming tingle he had started in her until she had been on fire for him.

			“I guess this will be the closest I get, so I might as well enjoy it,” she said.

			She stopped and stared at him. Had she really just said that out loud?

			“I think that would be for the best, don’t you?” he said. “We can’t have you passing out in the OR with the first cut of my scalpel.”

			“You’re probably right,” she said. Then thanked the Lord the man hadn’t read her mind.

			“You never did tell me why you have such a problem with blood. Have you always been that way?” he said.

			She thought about blowing him off. Just giving him the standard comment that she didn’t know why she had a reaction to the sight of blood. But couldn’t. He’d shared so much of himself with her, and maybe it would be good for him to know that he wasn’t the only one who had been hurt.

			It wasn’t something that she had really talked about with anyone. She was sure there had been a lot of gossip surrounding her mother’s death, but she had been too young to know what had been going around. She was sure her father would have done his best to keep things as quiet as possible, and now, with it being over twenty years since her mother’s death, the staff had changed several times and there probably weren’t a lot who remembered it.

			She looked around the warehouse, seeing all the bright colors of the various float mascots that had been used over the years, and then looked off to the side, where five other floats that belonged to other groups in the Hestia krewe were all in different stages.

			Ian had stopped working and leaned back on his heels as he listened to her. They’d been assigned one side of the float’s base to build and, working together, had finished their side before those who were working on the other.

			“Maybe we could talk about it later somewhere else?” she asked.

			“Sure,” he said.

			A break was called and they all climbed down and walked over to enjoy the pizza Mrs. Guidry had ordered for them.

			Frannie watched as Ian looked back at the frame they were building and smiled. He might have been mad about being forced by Dr. Guidry to help with the hospital float, but she knew he was enjoying it. She’d also noticed him talking more with the other volunteers.

			She had seen before that he had always been a bit closed off from the staff, and had never been a real part of the group on the pediatric floor that was so quick to celebrate birthdays, engagements and anything else that was an excuse for a party. Now she could overhear him talking to one employee’s husband, who was a residential contractor, about some of the work he was doing on his house. Dr. Guidry had come in at some point while they were working, and now he’d joined Ian and the group that had formed around him.

			As they got ready to get back to work Mrs. Guidry approached her, and Dr. Guidry and Ian joined her.

			“How about the two of you start putting the carpeting down?” Mrs. Guidry asked, then handed Frannie a large stapler. “If you could grab one of the rolls of the green fake grass and carry it up there, Ian, Frannie should be able to work the stapler to attach it.”

			“If you don’t mind me asking, ma’am, once the base is built and the side walls are up, what’s next?” Ian asked.

			“We should be ready for the fun part next week,” Mrs. Guidry said. “We’re going to use blocks of foam to build the replica of the hospital, but for the outside of the float we’ll stay old-school and use chicken wire to build all the villains on the front. The real fun will begin when we add the papier-mâché and the paint.”

			Frannie followed Ian and walked over to the drawings with Dr. Guidry as his wife pointed out the different processes and what the float would look like when it was finished.

			“I’m so glad to see you taking such an interest, Ian,” Dr. Guidry said.

			“He really should come to the ball, Richard,” Mrs. Guidry said. “And you too, Frannie. When’s the last time you made it to a Mardi Gras ball?”

			“I’m not sure—probably high school,” she said.

			Mardi Gras had always been in the middle of the semester in college, and she had been too far away to come home for just the weekend. She’d only come home for major holidays, so that her father wouldn’t be alone, but he’d always been so busy that she didn’t think he would have noticed even if she’d missed those.

			“So it’s settled. I have an extra pair of tickets that the two of you can have,” Mrs. Guidry said, her pleasure showing through the big smile she gave them both. “It will be so much fun. I’m sure you’re going to want to join the krewe next year, Ian.”

			Ian walked over and grabbed a big green roll of plastic grass, and threw it over his shoulder before climbing up the ladder to the deck of the float. Frannie noticed the stunned look on his face but didn’t comment on it.

			Mrs. Guidry was very good at her job of recruiting volunteers and members for her various charities and projects. She had no doubt that by the time the float was finished Mrs. Guidry would have a new member for the krewe of Hestia.

			They worked in silence as Ian rolled out the carpet and she stapled it down. They’d covered over half the deck by quitting time.

			Ian offered his hand to her and she was surprised to find her back sore from being bent over. She reached up and grabbed his hand, but let go as soon as she could. They stood together, looking around the warehouse.

			“My car or yours?” he asked.

			Startled, she stepped away from him. “I’m sorry?”

			“You said you wanted to talk somewhere else,” Ian said as he climbed down the ladder before her. “I thought we’d go somewhere to get a coffee?”

			She realized he was referring to their earlier conversation, though she hadn’t really meant tonight. The last thing she’d thought he would want would be to spend more time with her, but without coming up with a really good but totally made-up excuse she didn’t see how she could get out of it.

			“Frannie?”

			She realized they had walked to the exit of the warehouse.

			“What?” she asked at last.

			“I owe you an apology,” Ian said, “and I think it would be good if we talked.”

			“Now who sounds like the shrink?” she said as she searched her purse for her keys.

			“I think I sound like an adult. Sometimes I don’t act like one, but I’m trying to tonight,” Ian said.

			“Why don’t we both drive? Do you know Gussy’s?” she asked.

			But she’d been flippant with her remark and now regretted it. As surprising as it was, Ian wanted to talk to her tonight. As a friend? As a psychiatrist? An ex-lover? Who knew where this was coming from, but it was the first time he had ever reached out to her and, even though she was still hurt from the way they had left things between them, she would help him however she could.

			“No,” he said as he pulled out his own keys.

			She gave him directions and climbed into her car.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			IAN WALKED INTO a small restaurant that would have been called a dive in any other city but New Orleans. He’d learned soon after arriving in the city that places like Gussy’s, with its scuffed linoleum floors, painted wood walls and scarred wooden bar top, were the home of food that could stand up to any five-star restaurant in Atlanta or any other city in the country.

			The place was only half full, and he followed Frannie to a table in the back corner.

			He’d spent the trip across town reminding himself of all the reasons that spending time with Frannie wasn’t a good idea. What had made him ask her for coffee? Was it the fact that the thought of going back to his home alone one more time was more than he could take? Ever since Frannie had left that night his house had felt empty. It was as if she’d brought life into it for just a few minutes and then taken it away.

			“If you’re hungry, Gussy’s étouffée is the best. It’ll make your tongue dance right out of your mouth,” she said.

			“Maybe another time. I’m too tired for any part of me to do any dancing tonight,” he said. “I think I’ll settle for coffee.”

			Their orders were quickly taken, and for a minute they sat there in silence. There were so many things he had thought of lately that he wanted to ask Frannie. Some of them were professional. How was her study going and how was she screening the patients in it? But others were personal—such as why did she become so sick at the sight of blood?

			“Dr. Wilson was telling me about the study you’re doing on our trauma patients. He’s very impressed with your work.”

			He watched as her smile brightened, as it always did when she was talking about her patients.

			“I’m so glad that he is, because we’ll be working together a lot with his trauma patients,” she said. “Traumatic head injuries in children are life-changing and we need to learn more about them.”

			“And including his trauma patients is important to the study because...?” he asked.

			“Because our knowledge about the effects of medical trauma on children is still evolving. The more data we compile, the better we can work to help decrease these effects. I have several of your patients enrolled in the study,” she said. “Studies have shown that these kids have an increase of behavioral and developmental problems, and medical issues later in life that could be related to the stress they suffered early on... I’m sorry. I get carried away sometimes,” she said. “It’s just that I know that we could do more in the medical field to help these kids.”

			“It’s okay. I get that way when we get a new piece of equipment in the OR,” he said. “I’d like to look over your study process sometime.”

			He watched as a smile lit her face. Rubbing the back of his neck, he took a breath. This was going to hurt him, but it had to be said.

			“You were right and I owe you an apology. If my patients are going to be in your study I need to be involved. I have a tendency to get so absorbed in my own work that I don’t pay attention to other things.”

			He winced after the words had come out of his mouth. Wasn’t that one of the many things his ex-wife had complained about to their counselor? No. He wouldn’t let those memories in. There was no point revisiting those dark days.

			Her smile got bigger and she leaned closer to him, resting her arms on the table. Her mouth was close to his ear, and her breath was as sweet as the tea she was drinking. Desire curled through him, washing away any memories of his ex-wife and her accusations.

			“I promise I won’t tell anyone,” she said, leaning even closer, her lips a soft caress against his ear, “that the fierce, brooding Dr. Spencer apologized.”

			“Thank you,” he said. “I do have a reputation to uphold.”

			He leaned away, unable to handle the stress of being so close and knowing that he couldn’t reach out and touch her, take her as his body was demanding. Did she feel it? Or did she really believe that their one night together had been enough?

			“I’d love to share my study with you. As I’ve said before, your input concerning your patients will be very important,”

			“I do have a question,” he said. He’d been wondering about this ever since he’d learned that she had an aversion to blood. “I’ve seen you in the emergency room when we have traumas come in, so how do you deal with the blood there? Isn’t that hard for you?”

			Her smile dimmed for a minute and he hated to see it. She was beautiful when she smiled—which brought him to another question.

			“And why the baggy lab coats and the glasses? Don’t get me wrong—you’re a beautiful woman no matter what you put on,” he said, “but it doesn’t really fit with your personality.”

			He was happy to see her smile return as she relaxed back in her chair.

			“Thank you—I think... But I wouldn’t call myself beautiful. My friends call it my ‘left over from residency’ look. I prefer to call it my professional wardrobe. Some people don’t think of a psychiatrist as being a real doctor—my father being one of them. When I was growing up I always thought of my father in his jacket and glasses as being in his doctor uniform. When I put my lab coat on and replace my contacts with my glasses I feel like a doctor—and hopefully that makes others respect me as a doctor too.”

			“So that’s the reason. It’s always seemed to me that you’re trying to hide behind those glasses and that lab coat, but I never could understand why. Like I said, you’re beautiful either way. It just seems like you’re trying to hide that beauty when you’re at work.”

			 

			She’d been blessed with her mother’s looks, and she knew that, but she would never be as beautiful as her mother, with her delicate features.

			She had a small clip of a memory that she had played over and over in her mind since she was a child. Her mother was dressed in a pretty pink dress with ruffles flowing down to the floor as she danced across Frannie’s bedroom floor, so graceful, so full of life.

			But her memories of her mother were few, as if her death had overshadowed them. Sometimes she felt as if she had lost part of her childhood, as her mind seemed to overlay each memory of her mother with her last memory—the one that ended with her mother lying in a pool of blood.

			She felt the change between herself and Ian. It was as if he knew what she was thinking—as if he knew her thoughts were painful and he was giving her the space she needed to deal with it.

			She was reminded of how upset he had gotten when she had commented on how hard it had to be on Sarah’s parents as they made decisions for their child. She’d recognized his pain even when he’d lost his temper with her after misunderstanding her words. Now she knew why. He’d lost someone close to him too, and she knew instinctively that he would understand what it had been like for a little girl to lose her mother in one of the most traumatic ways possible.

			“I don’t remember having any problems with blood as a child before I turned seven. I had many skinned knees and skinned elbows. I broke my arm in kindergarten. There might have been blood then—I’m not sure. You might not have noticed, but I’m a little accident-prone,” she said.

			She saw a small lift of his lips.

			“When I turned seven my parents finally let me ride the bus to school. One Friday I got off the bus and rushed home. I’d been picked as student of the week and I couldn’t wait to tell my momma, but when I came in she wasn’t there. Not at the door, nor in the kitchen, where I would normally find her. I checked the garage and her car was there, so I headed upstairs. Sometimes she’d have what my daddy would call ‘one of her spells’ and she’d lock herself in her room so I wouldn’t disturb her. But that day she didn’t lock her door. Maybe she thought she had. I want to think she did. I hope she didn’t plan on me finding her like that...”

			Surrounded by what had looked like rivers of blood, her eyes staring up at the ceiling, unable to see the little girl who had gazed down at her, crying for her mommy to wake up.

			Frannie blinked, trying to clear the tears from her eyes. She wasn’t crying for herself. She was crying for the little girl who would never understand how her mother could have left her that way.

			“It seemed as if I stood in that doorway for hours, but it couldn’t have been much more than a few minutes. I ran to our neighbors and then my father came and got me,” she said. “I cut my finger a few weeks later and had my first official panic attack, and the rest, as they say, is history—including ‘the incident’ in the OR.”

			She looked down and was surprised to see her napkin had been shredded into small pieces.

			“I’m sorry,” Ian said.

			Two simple words that told her he had been there and he knew that all the words in the world would never be enough to ease the pain she’d felt as she’d had to grow up without her mother there with her.

			“Why are we really here tonight, Ian?” she asked, and held her breath.

			She watched as she saw the war within him. Would he tell her the truth, or would he brush her off as he tended to do when she asked anything personal of him?

			“I messed things up between us and I’m sorry for that,” he said.

			“Ian, I’m the one who should apologize,” she said, then looked down at the table.

			This was not a pleasant conversation, but she knew they needed to have it. And if he could be an adult about what had happened between them, so could she. She felt her face burn as it flushed with humiliation.

			“I shouldn’t have pushed you. You had legitimate concerns about us becoming involved...uh...that way. And you were right.”

			“I’m not apologizing for the sex, Frannie.”

			She looked up at him in shock. What did he mean?

			“That was something we both wanted, but I could have handled what happened afterward better.”

			She watched as he took a deep breath, then continued.

			“I haven’t been involved with anyone since my divorce. You were the first and I guess I lost it. As you can tell, I’m still having trouble dealing with what happened to my family.”

			He looked at her then, and his smile was sweet but sad.

			“If I say it’s not you, it’s me are you going to hit me?” he said.

			“No, but I should,” she said. “I’m sorry that you lost your son, Ian. I don’t know what happened between you and your wife, but if you ever want to talk about it you can tell me.”

			They stood to go without saying anything more. What was there to say? They’d cleared the air between them and in doing so left things open between them. They’d begun to form a friendship, which she knew was all Ian had to give her, and that would have to be enough for now.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			FRANNIE WOKE THE next morning feeling tired and drained. She told herself she was just suffering from too little sleep.

			Dragging herself from bed, she forced herself into the shower. This wasn’t like her. She was normally a morning person.

			When she found herself nauseated at the sight of her usual breakfast of eggs and toast, she rushed to the calendar she kept posted on the refrigerator. She counted out the days three times, hoping that she was wrong. It didn’t make sense. They’d used protection. There had to be a mistake. There had to be another reason she was late this month.

			She stopped outside the first pharmacy she saw on her way to work, then sat in the car contemplating what she was about to do. There would be no going back once she took a pregnancy test. There would be no denying what she had known for the last two days but had chosen to ignore, instead choosing to explain her lack of a period on stress.

			And when—if—the test was positive, what then? She’d have no choice but to tell Ian. It wasn’t as if she’d be able to hide the fact from him for long. Besides, she would never hold back the information that he was going to be a father from him. It was his right to know.

			She knew that, but she couldn’t help but wonder what his reaction would be. Would he want to be part of the baby’s life?

			Having stalled for as long as she could, she opened the car door and went into the pharmacy. She wandered the store, picking up deodorant, face cleansers and some other items, and then casually walked over to the aisle where the pregnancy tests were stored. Above them a large rack of condoms was displayed. They should have a big warning sign above them, she thought, but probably the pregnancy tests below should be enough.

			She checked out her purchases, then considered going into the restroom there. She decided against it. She played various scenarios over in her head. The test turned pink and she cried tears brought on by happiness and also fear of what it would mean for the rest of her life. The test turned blue and she cried tears for a baby that had never been.

			Unable to live through another moment on the emotional rollercoaster she had been traveling all morning, she ducked into the first bathroom she found when she entered the hospital.

			When the test turned a pretty shade of pink she was surprised to find that she didn’t cry at all. Instead she laughed—maybe a little hysterically, but at least it wasn’t tears.

			She placed her hand over her stomach as she stood in front of the bathroom mirror—an old chrome fixture with dull yellow bulbs hanging over it. She was going to have a baby. Her and Ian’s baby. She’d always planned to have children someday, and while this baby might not be planned, she would make sure it never felt unwanted.

			She wanted to go and find Ian and tell him about the baby right away, but knew that wasn’t the right thing to do. There’d be enough gossip in the hospital concerning her pregnancy when she began to show. Right now she wanted to keep it between her and Ian. Also, the way Ian had drawn away from her the night they’d had sex still bothered her, though she did understand some of the reason.

			He’d been honest with her about the fact that he was still dealing with the loss of his son and his marriage—would he be able to handle having another child? Would he want to? He’d made it plain that he wasn’t interested in a relationship, and she could accept that, but they’d have to find a way to work together if he decided to be part of this child’s life.

			She left the bathroom and then headed to do her rounds. Sarah had had her surgery the day before, and Frannie had picked up a small present for her that she’d seen in the drugstore that morning. She needed to ask the help of one of the nurses up on the pediatric floor before she took it to her.

			 

			“What’s this?” Ian asked as he entered Sarah’s room.

			Her surgery had gone well, and he was glad to see her sitting up in her room playing—though he didn’t understand what everyone including Frannie was doing in her room. Then he eyed the doll in her hands, which had a small tube coming out of its abdomen. It looked very much like the IV tubing they used for giving medications and fluids.

			“Who’s your friend?” he asked.

			“Her name is Melissa. Dr. Frannie gave her to me. She’s Melinda’s friend,” the little girl said, and then lifted the doll up for him to see.

			“Who’s Melinda?” he asked. He could see only the one doll in the room.

			“Melinda is Dr. Frannie’s doll. She’s going to bring her by tomorrow, so they can have a play date. Melissa has a tube.” She looked over at her mother, sitting in the chair beside her. “A feeding tube like mine. See?”

			Ian looked at the little plastic doll, dressed only in a diaper. He could see where someone had carefully cut a hole through it and inserted the tube.

			“Me and Melissa are going to get some food in our tummies today. She’s not scared, though. I told her it would be okay.”

			“Tell him what Melissa does after she gets the food through her tummy,” said Frannie, who had come to stand beside him.

			He noticed that she was still wearing her lab coat, though this one seemed to fit a little better. Not that it mattered. He had seen what she hid behind those coats. She could cover herself in the ugliest lab coats there was, but he’d still see her sitting on his kitchen worktop with only his shirt and some small slips of silk between them.

			“She pees in her diaper!” Sarah said, before breaking out in giggles.

			He noticed that she winced when she laughed, which told him her surgery site was still sore. He watched as the nurse spoke to Sarah’s mother and then left the room—no doubt going to get some more of the pain medication he’d ordered for the little girl.

			“She’s doing so much better than I thought she would,” Frannie said as the little girl turned to talk to her mother. “After that first conversation we had about her getting the feeding tube I wasn’t sure how she was going to react when she saw it.”

			“Do you do this with your other patients?” he asked.

			“I try to. Children are very visual, and I’ve found they respond well to my visual aids,” she said.

			“It’s certainly worked with Sarah,” he said. “Sarah?” He bent down to her. “Can your mommy hold Melissa for a little bit? I want to check the tube in your tummy.”

			He saw Frannie reach for one of the little girl’s hands while Sarah’s mother held the other one. He noted that the tissue around the inserted feeding tube was free of any sign of infection. He laid his hand on her small stomach and found it soft, as it should be. He took out his stethoscope and listened to her abdomen—and then he did something he normally didn’t think of. He handed the ear tubes of the stethoscope to Sarah.

			“Do you want to listen?” he asked.

			The little girl placed the tubes in her ears.

			“This is called a stethoscope. It helps me listen to what’s going on inside you.”

			Sarah’s eyes grew big and then she giggled.

			“Do you hear that? That’s your tummy gurgling, saying it wants something to eat, so the nurse is going to put some liquid food in there. Is that okay, Sarah?”

			The little girl nodded, then handed back the stethoscope and turned back to her mother.

			“I need a stethoscope, Mommy. Melissa’s too little to talk, and I won’t know if she’s hungry unless I have one and listen like the doctor.”

			Her mother looked at him with a grin.

			He and Frannie said their goodbyes, promising to return the next day to see both Sarah and Melissa.

			“Well, that went better than I thought,” he said, and then looked at his watch. “I’ve got surgeries scheduled for the rest of the day, but I’ll check back on her before I leave tonight, to make sure there are no issues.”

			Frannie stopped in the hall beside him, then laid her hand on his arm. She looked tired. They’d stayed out way too late last night.

			“I need to talk to you. Maybe we could get together later? After your surgeries?” she asked.

			“My last surgery is at four. I should be out of here by six,” he said.

			“I have a group meeting till five-thirty. Could I come by your office when it’s over?” she asked.

			He watched as her smile faltered, but then as if he had imagined it the smile was back. “Is everything okay?” he asked.

			“I’ll see you at six,” she said, then turned away from him and rushed down the opposite hallway.

			His phone rang. A nurse in the operating room was letting him know they were ready for him.

			He’d thought the conversation between him and Frannie the night before had cleared the air, but maybe he’d been wrong. Well, whatever it was she needed it would have to wait for now.

			 

			Frannie knocked on Ian’s office door and was surprised when he opened the door instead of calling for her to enter. They stood together at the door for a minute, neither moving. She searched his eyes for something that would tell her how he was going to take the news of her pregnancy. He’d been in a good mood earlier in the day, but having a one-time lover show up to tell you she was expecting your baby would definitely change that.

			She took a chair in front of his desk—the one she’d sat in not too long ago while she had tried to get him to understand what her work with his patients was about.

			And somehow now I have to tell the same man that I’m pregnant with his baby.

			She had to admit that he had come a long way from the man she had seen that day, but there was still so much she didn’t know about him. So much they didn’t know about each other.

			She waited while he took a seat, leaving the width of the desk between them.

			How did you say something like this?

			“Ian, I’m pregnant,” she said.

			She started to say she was sorry, then stopped herself. She didn’t owe him an apology. The baby was a consequence of their night together and the two of them would deal with it together.

			She watched as every drop of blood seemed to drain from his face. She wondered if she should tell him to put his head in his lap before he passed out.

			Unable to sit there any longer, waiting for his reaction, she rose from the chair and was surprised to see him rise with her.

			“I don’t regret that night, Ian—nor do I regret the baby,” she said.

			“A baby should never be regretted,” he said. “No matter what the circumstances.”

			His son. He was still grieving for his son. And now he had another child coming—unplanned and possibly unwanted. Could he handle having this child while he still grieved for the other one? She wanted to help him with his grief, but she knew it would be a fight.

			“When did you find out?” he asked.

			“This morning. I woke up feeling off and then I checked the calendar,” she said. “I took a test after I got to work.”

			“Like I told you, I’m not good with relationships—not this type of relationship at least,” he said.

			“What type is that? Relationships with your baby’s mother?” she said, and then smiled at him. “This is a first for me too.”

			He came around the desk to her and leaned back. She stood still as he studied her.

			“I’ve been married and divorced once, so I don’t have the best record, but we could—”

			“I’m not looking for a marriage proposal,” she said, interrupting him. “That’s not why I came here.”

			“So you’re planning on raising the baby by yourself?” he asked as he moved closer to her. “Do I get to be involved at all?”

			“Of course you do—but that doesn’t mean we need to get married, or even be together. It’s the twenty-first century. Times have changed. Single women raise babies and still have the father involved,” she said.

			Her heart was beating fast now. Never had she imagined that he would want to marry her because of the pregnancy. Yes, it would be hard at first. There would be some gossip, and then there would be telling her father—something that she didn’t want even to think about right then—but she’d get through it. No, they would get through it together.

			“I would never think of not involving you, Ian, and I’m not so naïve that I don’t realize I’m going to need your help, but that doesn’t mean we need to get married. For now I would like to keep this between the two of us.”

			“Frannie, a new baby is a lot of work even for two people. You can’t expect to do it all alone.”

			“I won’t be alone,” she said. “We can do this together but that doesn’t mean we need to get married. This is what I want, Ian.”

			“Okay, for now we’ll do it your way. But you have to promise that if you need anything you’ll come to me,” he said, then looked down at his watch. “It’s getting late. Have you eaten?”

			“I’ll grab something on the way home,” she said.

			The emotions of the day had driven her to the point of exhaustion and she couldn’t wait to get there.

			They walked together out to the parking lot, then went their separate ways. There would be so much to discuss between the two of them, but it would have to wait for another day.

			 

			Ian stood in the doorway of baby Micah’s room and froze. Standing in the middle of the room stood Frannie, carefully holding his tiny patient. In a few months she’d be holding their baby.

			After losing his son, Brian, and then his divorce, he’d never considered having another child. What if something happened to it? What if their child was born with a birth defect like Micah?

			Seeing the look of pure joy on Frannie’s face felt like a kick in his stomach. She looked so perfect as she cuddled the baby to her chest. He couldn’t share his fears with her. It wouldn’t be fair to cause her to worry needlessly.

			He saw that both of Micah’s parents were in the room and felt a moment of panic.

			Micah had been born with a diaphragmatic hernia, and when he had met with his parents he’d been surprised to discover that Micah’s father, Jeff, was a nurse he had worked with while at Emory, during his residency, who had recently transferred.

			The fact that not only he but also Lydia had worked with Jeff made him feel uncomfortable. After the death of their child, and then the divorce, Lydia had become very vocal in her claims against Ian, and he was sure Jeff had heard all the gossip. He’d been very careful to keep his relationship with Micah’s parents professional, and not to discuss the time they had worked together. But now Frannie had somehow gotten herself involved with them, and there was no telling what she had been told.

			“Good morning,” he said as he came in and shook hands with Jeff. “I think my patient might be a little young for your services, Dr. Wentworth.”

			“He’s beautiful—and I’m only here as a friend,” Frannie said as she handed the baby back to his mother, Mia. “Now I have to get back to work.”

			Mia laid the baby in his crib and began unbuttoning the small tee shirt he wore that covered a nice clean incision site. Micah was a lucky little baby. He’d come through surgery without any complications, and with his father and mother looking after him Ian had no doubt the baby would do well in the future.

			“He’s looking great, isn’t he?” Mia asked.

			“Yes, he is. I’ve reviewed his newest scans and lab work and he’s doing very well. We’ll keep him for a few more weeks, but if he continues doing well with his feeding we’ll start making plans for when he goes home. Hang in there. We’re on the downward slope now. We’ll have you home as soon as possible.”

			“I was wondering if I could review those labs with you before I head back to the ER,” Jeff said.

			Looking at Jeff, Ian could relate to the young father’s need for the kind of reassurance that only seeing the actual tests himself would give.

			Ian had planned to follow Frannie, so he could check on how she was doing. In the days since he’d learned about her pregnancy he’d made a habit of checking on her daily, and in the last week they’d spent a lot of time together—both at the hospital and then working on the float. She’d told him the last time they’d spoken that she was having some nausea, but besides that she was feeling fine.

			She’d also said she’d made an appointment with an obstetrician, and he was disappointed that she hadn’t invited him to go along with her. But he knew he had no right to complain. If he had asked to go with her he was sure she would have been fine with it, but he hadn’t.

			Frannie had made it plain that it was up to him whether or not he’d be a part of the baby’s life. He just hoped that he would make the right decision for both the baby’s and Frannie’s sake. He didn’t want to let down anyone else who was counting on him.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			FRANNIE HAD TRIED to prepare Ian for the krewe ball that they had been invited to by Dr. Guidry and his wife, but she could tell that he was still having a problem taking everything in. The room had been decked out with linen tablecloths of gold, while hundreds of dark purple and green balloons floated against the ceiling.

			“And you’re saying this isn’t one of the big balls? There’s got to be over three hundred people here.”

			He moved in close to her, trying to talk over the music being played by the band that was on stage, while some of the men and women all dressed in their Mardi Gras best circled around the room and others danced.

			“This is just a small one. They have several to earn money for different projects. The big balls won’t start until actual Mardi Gras season. If it was the actual Mardi Gras season you’d have had to wear a tux with tails. Tonight is just for socializing and networking, so merely a tux is permissible.”

			She wanted to tell him how good he looked, all dressed up in formal attire, but didn’t want to yell it across the room.

			They moved back, away from the influx of people coming into the ballroom, and as she began to look for the table listed on their tickets Ian took her arm in his.

			“Darling Frannie, you look beautiful,” Mrs. Guidry said as she came up to them.

			The older woman was wearing a long gown covered in small purple and gold jewels which reminded Frannie of something that might have been worn by a movie star back in the old days of black and white film. Frannie herself had gone for a midnight-blue silk dress that hugged her body. She knew that by the time it was Mardi Gras season she wouldn’t be able to wear it. She was sure there existed formal maternity clothes, but she had no idea where...

			“And Dr. Spencer—it’s so nice to see you. I’ve been meaning to thank you for all your help so far this year with our float. It’s nice to know there’s a doctor who knows his way around a power tool besides the instruments he uses in the operating room.”

			“There you are,” Dr. Guidry said as he came up behind his wife. “And Frannie and Ian—it’s nice to see you here. It’s always great to see our physicians involved in the community.”

			“Of course,” Ian said, and then waited till they had moved away. “Do you think he even remembers that our volunteering wasn’t a choice?”

			“I’m sure he does. He’s just giving us a chance to take credit for it,” said Frannie.

			She watched as her father approached them. She hadn’t been sure he would attend, but had hoped she would get to see him if he did.

			“Good evening, Daddy,” she said, nodding her head toward him.

			The coolness of their relationship now, compared to the way they had been together when she was growing up, broke her heart. She missed her daddy. But things had changed between them after the death of her mother and then later, when she’d informed him that she wouldn’t be following in his footsteps.

			Maybe if she’d had a brother or sister he would have accepted that she had to take her own path. Instead he had tried to pressure her into doing something she knew she couldn’t do.

			She knew she had disappointed him, but she would be happy to move on in their relationship. However, until he gave her and her job the recognition and the respect they deserved they would not be able to. While she might have disappointed him, he had hurt her. She’d made the top of her class all through school, and yet still she couldn’t live up to his expectations.

			Hopefully someday they’d come to an understanding. Right now, she was just worried about how he was going to take her pregnancy news.

			“You look beautiful tonight,” her father said.

			“Yes, she does,” Ian said as he put his hand over hers, where it rested on his arm. “You’re a lucky man to have such a beautiful and intelligent daughter.”

			Her face flushed at Ian’s praise—something she hadn’t been prepared for.

			“Her program with our trauma patients is going very well, and their parents are singing her praises about the help she has been to them and their children,” Ian went on.

			Frannie checked to make sure her mouth was closed.

			“That’s high praise, coming from you, Dr. Spencer. The three of us will have to get together soon. Frannie hasn’t shared much of what she’s doing at the hospital with me. Maybe you can join us for our Thanksgiving meal this year? Frannie cooks a great holiday meal,” her father said, and then excused himself to speak with another colleague as he passed.

			“I haven’t shared anything with him because I know he’s not interested,” she said after her father had left. “But thank you for that. It means a lot to me—though you were laying it on a little thick.”

			“There’s also a little bit of other news you haven’t shared with him. Maybe it would be a good idea for the two of us to join him for Thanksgiving, and you can let him know that he’s going to be a grandfather.”

			“And what are you going to say when he asks you if you’re going to make an honest woman of me?” she asked. That would be one conversation she wouldn’t want to miss.

			“The truth. That he’s raised a stubborn daughter who has refused my offer of marriage,” he said.

			“Aside from the fact that you didn’t actually ask me to marry you that evening, I’m not being stubborn. I’m being independent—and I won’t have you and my father ganging up on me,” she said. “Though I think I could take on the two of you without any trouble!”

			 

			Ian watched as a smile lit her lips. She was wearing a brighter shade of lipstick than she did at work, red and shiny, and he couldn’t help but be reminded of how full and soft her lips had been the night he had kissed her.

			Right now the thought of kissing her had his blood heating up to a boil.

			“Let’s find our seats so you can get off your feet,” he said.

			They both took their places at their designated table and ordered drinks—though Frannie refused the champagne and took water instead. He thought she looked beautiful, dressed in a body-hugging dress that barely managed to be decent with its deep dip down toward her breasts and back. Her hair flowed down in rich mahogany curls, but it was her eyes, bright with excitement, that drew him in.

			She was so different from the way he had assumed her to be. He’d assumed from the look of her that she was one of those overbearing psych doctors who wanted to talk about feelings and dissect everything you did, but she was not like that. She’d never pressed him about the grief he felt over the loss of his son, and nor had she tried to pry information out of him concerning his divorce.

			He’d been fascinated as he’d watched the color in her face brighten at his compliments. It was definitely not the reaction he had been expecting. He’d thought all women loved to get compliments. Lydia had certainly enjoyed them...

			No. He wouldn’t think about his ex-wife. Not here. Not tonight.

			“Are you okay?” Frannie asked.

			“Yes—sorry. Just a lot on my mind tonight,” he said.

			“I understand. Everything has been so busy at the hospital, and now the holidays are about to start. Then in the New Year there’s Mardi Gras and all that madness.”

			“You don’t like the holidays?” he asked.

			“I love them—but there’s a lot of kids who won’t get to enjoy them. Not everyone has a family to spend them with.”

			He thought of his house last year. He’d just moved in and hadn’t bothered with any decorations. He’d told himself that it was due to all the remodeling going on, but he knew that wasn’t the truth. He hadn’t had anyone to decorate it for.

			He’d volunteered to work over the holidays last year, so that the other doctors on his rotation could spend time with their families, but that wasn’t the whole truth either. He hadn’t wanted to be alone with his memories.

			Brian had been born just before Christmas, and at his first Christmas he’d done what every newborn did and slept through most of it. But Ian had made plans about the Christmas he would share with his son the next year.

			By the next year Brian had been gone and so had his wife.

			He’d spent the day with his parents and his brother, and his brother’s girlfriend of the moment. And, while he loved his family, he’d spent the whole day feeling out of place, like a third wheel.

			Now he did the math and realized that the Christmas after this his and Frannie’s child would be around six months old—too young to understand what the holiday was all about.

			How would they handle the holidays? Would they have to come up with a schedule for which days he could and couldn’t have the baby? Or would they be able to spend the day together, enjoying their child’s first Christmas?

			He hadn’t known that Brian’s first Christmas would be his last—which was a blessing. He was glad that he had that day to remember.

			The waiter arrived with their drinks and soon the tables around them began to fill.

			“I know you think I was joking earlier, but the offer still stands. We could get married...” he said.

			He looked down as his phone vibrated. “A school football team bus crash. Multiple injuries. ETA fifteen minutes. I’ve got to go,” he said, and he rose to head back to the ER.

			“Me too,” she said.

			“You don’t have to come. I’m sure your father can give you a ride home,” he said.

			The ER would be crazy busy, and there would be no way to keep her from seeing how banged up and bloody these kids might be. It wouldn’t be good for either her or the baby to go through that stress and anxiety.

			“I know I’m not a medical doctor, but those kids will be scared to death. I might not be able to sew up an injury, but I can help with the parents as they come in. This is just the kind of thing we were talking about. Some of these kids could turn out to be trauma patients, and they’ll be scared and alone without their parents. I’ll be seeing the ones that get admitted to the hospital anyway and this will give me a chance to make contact with them. I’m coming.”

			“Come on, then,” he said.

			 

			They arrived in the emergency room at the hospital and found that they had only moments before the first of the ambulances would arrive. The staff were rushing about, carrying various supplies and pushing carts. As Ian walked over to where the ER doctors were giving orders Frannie saw her friend Lacey come out of one of the six trauma rooms that lined the halls.

			Then one of the nurses let out a high-pitched wolf whistle and everyone stopped and stared at Frannie.

			“I love the dress. Where have you been tonight—and does it have anything to do with Dr. Spencer coming into the ER wearing a tux?” Lacey asked. “Because if it does there’s going to have to be some sharing once these kids are taken care of—and I want to hear all the juicy bits.”

			“Hey, Frannie, you’re looking smoking hot tonight!” said the nurse who’d let out the whistle. He was setting up monitors, and stopped to do some ogling.

			“If you don’t have anything else to do, Billy, you can take another stretcher out to the ambulance bay,” said Ian, then turned to Frannie.

			“The name’s Bill,” the nurse said as he went by Ian, and then turned to wink at her.

			“Dr. Wentworth, if you’re going to hang around you might want to go change into something a little more appropriate,” Ian said as he walked back out the door.

			She’d already noticed he’d lost his tux and now wore loose green scrubs from the operating room.

			“Hmm... He’s right, Frannie. Here, I’ve got an extra set of scrubs in my locker,” said Lacey, and she handed Frannie her hospital badge with locker key attached.

			By the time Frannie had returned from the locker room the trauma victims had started to arrive. Young patients on stretchers and in wheelchairs were being taken to the trauma rooms, while other rooms were already filled with patients.

			As a nurse ran out of one of the trauma rooms, where she knew from experience the worst of the victims would be taken, a voice called out for help.

			She knew that voice.

			She headed into the room, hoping there would be a way she could be of some assistance to Ian.

			It was the metallic scent that stopped her. Blood. So much blood. A trail of bright red led to the stretcher, where a young boy, pale and frightened, lay still as Ian examined the long cut across his wrist.

			Ian looked up and frowned when she entered the room. “What are you doing in here?” he asked, his words hurried and sharp.

			“I heard you call for help,” she said.

			She stood frozen, her mind an empty hole, trying to process what she was seeing as she stared at the young boy’s arm, where blood still oozed from the deep laceration. She tried to look away, but was unable to get her eyes to obey.

			“You can’t help. Not the way you are right now,” Ian said, then turned back to his patient’s arm as he continued to hold pressure.

			“Are my parents here?” the boy asked, “Can I see my mom?”

			Frannie forced her eyes back to the scared kid lying on the stretcher. He looked to be around fifteen—still too young to be able to handle this injury without his parents being with him. His dark eyes were filled with tears that threatened to spill, large with pain and fear. She followed his gaze to the floor as he stared down at the blood. His blood. Splashed all over the floor.

			She made her feet move until she found herself on the other side of the stretcher. She gripped the boy’s hand and forced a smile to her face.

			“I’m sure they’ve been told. As soon as Dr. Spencer finishes working on your arm I’ll go out to the waiting room and see if they’ve arrived. What’s your name?”

			The boy winced as Ian adjusted his arm. “James,” he said, his breaths coming fast, his face getting paler.

			She needed to keep him talking.

			“I’m sorry you’re hurting, James,” Ian said. “The nurse will be back in just a moment and she’ll get you something to help with the pain.”

			Frannie looked up at Ian and met his questioning eyes. She gave him a slight nod, then turned back to James. This wasn’t about her; it was about being there for this boy when he needed her. She needed to keep him talking, keep him focused on her questions for both their sakes.

			“Can you tell me your parents’ names and say what they look like?”

			“Manning—Joseph and Leah Manning,” the boy said. “Momma is darker than Daddy. Her hair’s short. My daddy is always trying to get her to grow it out, but she won’t.”

			The nurse came back into the room and explained to James that she was giving him medicine through the intravenous line the emergency medical team had inserted before they had transferred him.

			“Did you get in touch with the plastic surgeon on call?” Ian asked the nurse.

			“He’s been paged. The unit secretary said she’d let us know as soon as he calls back.”

			“Man, I don’t need plastic surgery,” James said, as he tried to lift his head off the stretcher. “That’s for old ladies who want to shrink up their wrinkles.”

			Frannie moved closer and took his other hand, helping the nurse press him back on the stretcher. The nurse murmured her thanks, then moved up to reset the vitals machine.

			“Plastic surgeons do a lot of things besides face lifts. You have some damage to the ligaments in your wrist. We’re going to take you to CT as soon as it’s available, just to make sure there isn’t any other damage. Do you hurt anywhere besides your arm?” Ian asked as he finished bandaging.

			The loudspeaker in the room came on, announcing that the plastic surgeon was on the line and CT was ready.

			“No, I’m good,” James said as he lifted his arm in its bandage. “Am I going to have a scar? My brothers will be so jealous.”

			Frannie made a point of only looking at the bandage, not the blood-soaked sheet underneath it. But her rebellious eyes drifted down and her stomach rolled. She needed to get out of the room soon, before she lost everything she had eaten at dinner.

			She fought through the worst of the nausea, then forced her stomach muscles to relax once it had passed. She felt a small sense of victory.

			“I’m sure they will,” Frannie said, “but I’m sure the surgeon will try to keep the scarring to a minimum. Now, I’m going to step out and see if your parents are here while you go to CT.”

			“And I’m going to talk with the plastic surgeon. We’ll let your parents in when you get back,” Ian said, then left the room.

			Frannie kept her eyes on Ian’s back as she also left the room, fighting her instinct to look down. Even with all her training she couldn’t explain why she felt the need to look at the blood, even when it made her sick. She was like one of those rubbernecking drivers who slowed down in traffic so that they could gawk at an accident on the other side of the road.

			She made it out through the door and took a deep breath of air, trying to wash the scent of blood out of her lungs. Walking past the other trauma rooms, she kept her eyes trained straight ahead.

			She had been attending most of the traumas in the ER on a regular basis since her program had started, but she had mostly spent her time with the families of young victims, obtaining information that she could have passed on to the doctors, only entering the patients’ rooms after the patients had been stabilized.

			With this number of pediatric patients the ER would be busy for hours, and she wanted to be there. She just wished she could be of more help than she was. She’d tried different treatments for her blood phobia, and none of them had worked for her. But she’d done okay with James tonight, and for now that was all that mattered.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			BY THE TIME Frannie had finished talking to all the patients and their families it was midnight, and she knew she was close to her limit. Fortunately most of the students’ injuries had been superficial, and all the kids were now on their way home with their families, but there were still a few waiting for admission and she’d wanted to wait to see them settled.

			James had gone to surgery as soon as the plastic surgeon had arrived, and she had assured him that she would see him the next day. Ian had taken one of the other more seriously injured kids for surgery when the CT scan had shown a ruptured spleen.

			Seeking a dose of caffeine to see her through the next couple of hours and then her drive home, Frannie headed to the staff lounge which, while not as plush as the doctors’ lounge, maintained a constantly brewing pot of coffee—especially on the night shift.

			She’d just poured herself a small cup, dosed it with a good amount of sugar and cream and then sat down at a table when Ian walked in. He looked as tired as she felt. He’d changed back into his dress pants, but carried his jacket over his arm. His shirt was unbuttoned and the sleeves rolled up. He looked more like the man she had seen at his home—the one who wasn’t afraid to work with his hands...the one whose hands had touched her so gently, so intimately.

			She felt a rush of heat that had nothing to do with the coffee she was drinking.

			“How’d the surgery go?” she asked as he poured himself a cup of coffee.

			“Good. No complications,” he said. “How are you doing? I thought you would have gotten a ride home by now.”

			“There are a few kids still here. Most of them are going to be treated and then discharged. I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t needed anymore before I left,” she said as she got up to throw her empty cup away.

			“Are you limping?” Ian asked as she walked the short distance to the trash can.

			Her feet were killing her, and she knew she could blame it on the high heels she had been walking around in all night. Lacey had offered her a pair of extra shoes that she had in her locker, but with the size difference in their feet she’d known it wouldn’t be a good idea. She would have been as likely to fall in oversized shoes as she would in the heels.

			“It’s the heels. I didn’t exactly dress for walking around the ER,” she said.

			“Are you sure it’s not your knee?” he asked. “Let me see it,” he said as he reached down to grab her leg.

			“No, it’s been weeks since I hurt my knee,” she said. “It’s fine. It’s my feet that are killing me. Four-inch heels are not made to run around the ER. I could use a good foot massage, though, if you’re offering.”

			“Maybe...” he said. “I just want to stop by my office and check my schedule. With the number of patients we’ve seen tonight my rounds are going to take more time tomorrow.”

			She heard some more staff members enter the room and quickly moved away from Ian. The last thing she needed was attention from her colleagues.

			She’d worked hard to function in the ER tonight, trying her best to avoid the scent of blood that all the rooms had reeked of because most of the injuries had been cuts and scrapes. She’d been aware of the eyes that had followed her through the night, but though it had been hard she was pretty proud that she’d been able to do as much as she had—especially when Lacey had come up to her and given her an encouraging hug. It meant a lot that her friend had recognized the progress she had made.

			 

			They left the ER and headed up on the closest elevator to the floor that housed the doctors’ offices without either of them saying a word. Ian took a key from his badge and opened his door, lights coming on automatically as they entered.

			“Have a seat in one of the chairs,” he said, then walked over to hang the dress coat he still carried on the back of the door. “This won’t take but a minute.”

			She looked pale against the brown leather of the chair. She’d worked hard in the ER and he knew she had been right about them needing her help.

			“You did well tonight,” he said. “I know that had to be hard on you.”

			But she had stayed there with him and helped, even though he knew her mind had probably been telling her to run.

			“I did do well,” she said, a tired smile showing up on her face. “I can’t say it was easy, and I have no idea if I can do it another time, but I was able to do my job tonight and that was all that mattered.”

			“I still don’t know how you manage to function here in the hospital without being around blood,” he said. After seeing her tonight he wanted to hunt down her father and ask him what he had been thinking, pushing Frannie to go into surgery. A blind man could see how impossible that would have been.

			“That’s because you never think about it. If you had a problem with seeing blood you’d learn how to work around it.”

			“If I had a problem with seeing blood I’d be out of a job,” he said.

			“And maybe if I didn’t have a problem with seeing blood I’d have your job,” she said, then smiled at him again. “But maybe I wouldn’t. I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t had what my father calls my little problem, but I do know that I love what I’m doing now.”

			Ian moved to sit behind his desk and looked at Frannie. He couldn’t imagine not wanting to be a surgeon. He’d wanted nothing else since he was a little boy. His mother claimed it had all started when she had bought him the Operation game when he was five, but he didn’t believe her.

			“Is being a surgeon everything you thought it would be?” she asked. “Are you happy with your choice? With the almighty life of a surgeon?”

			He thought of his life as it was now, then of how he had thought it would be. He enjoyed what he did. He was a fixer. He’d always been one to fix things. That was where he had gotten all the skills he was now using to renovate his house. He’d been the one his mom had called on to fix a faucet when his dad was out of town, and he had learned early about the satisfaction you received when you took something that was broken and turned it into something usable again.

			He liked that about his job. But he’d had to learn that he couldn’t fix everything, nor every kid that was broken. He thought of his own little boy—his son. If only he could have fixed him... If only he had been there for him...

			He shook his head and looked at Frannie. Sometimes he felt as if she was reading his mind—finding the parts that hurt and poking at them. Like that counselor Lydia had insisted they see. The one who had just sat there as his wife had spilled every hurtful thought she’d had about him, tearing down their marriage with each accusation.

			He would never allow that again. He would never sit there while someone broke him into pieces without him being able to defend himself.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be sarcastic. It’s just that I’ve heard all my life that being a surgeon puts you at the top of the food chain in the medical field,” Frannie said.

			“It’s very satisfying to be able to help kids. To be able to put them back together,” he said.

			Even to himself the answer sounded trite. Was that what his life had come down to? He’d made it sound more like a conveyor belt job than the art he knew it to be.

			How long had he been just going through the motions without feeling more than satisfaction? Where had all the empathy he had once felt for his patients gone? The excitement of diagnosing a child’s injury and then being able to help that child return back to his life had been slowly stripped from him, till now all he could be was a fixer of broken bodies who didn’t know how to fix his own life.

			Then he thought about Sarah. Frannie had helped him to see a different way to interact with her, and he had felt the satisfaction of seeing the little girl smile and laugh.

			“Are you okay?” Frannie asked. “I’m sorry. I know you’re tired. We should be going home instead of sitting here talking.”

			He noticed she was looking down at his hands. Glancing down, he was surprised. In his hands he gripped the letter from his ex-wife. When had he taken it out of the drawer? Why?

			He remembered opening the desk drawer to get his planner out, but he didn’t remember picking up the letter. Pulling the planner out of the still open drawer, he threw the letter back in and then slammed it. He was going to have to do something about that letter, but it wouldn’t be tonight.

			They made one more pass through the ER and then headed for the parking lot and his car. How Frannie was still awake he didn’t know. He almost started to tell her that with her pregnancy she shouldn’t miss her sleep, but didn’t. Frannie was an intelligent woman and it wasn’t her normal practice to be out late. He knew she had to be exhausted after the night they’d had, but she’d never admit it to him.

			Back at her place, he walked her to the door of her condo and waited while she opened the door.

			“We never got to dance,” she said as she turned to him.

			“How can you even think about dancing now?” he asked. “You think your feet hurt now? You have no idea how much pain you were spared from my big feet stomping all over yours.”

			“I don’t believe you,” she said. “I bet you’ve got all kinds of moves I haven’t seen before.”

			“Believe me, you don’t want to be anywhere around me and a dance floor,” he said. “Of course if you want I could show you?”

			Frannie laughed.

			“You never answered my question tonight,” he said.

			“What question?” she asked.

			“About my marriage offer,” he said, and the words came out jumbled.

			“That wasn’t a question,” she said, and then to his surprise she leaned in and kissed his cheek before shutting her door.

			He walked back to his car and headed home—to a hot shower and a cold bed and a dream of dancing with Frannie.

			 

			After shutting the door, Frannie toed her shoes off before she took another step. She’d loved the shoes when she’d put them on earlier that night, but now she would gladly burn them before she put them on again. After tonight she’d be sticking with flats till after the baby came.

			She hung her bag in the entry, then headed up the stairs to hang her dress up. She hadn’t been able to make herself put it on after she’d retrieved it from the staff locker room. She put it back into the closet.

			The evening had taken such a turn after that call had come from the ER about the school bus crash that it seemed as if it had been days since the krewe dinner. Her stomach picked that time to growl, reminding her that she had spent more time talking with Ian than eating while at the ball.

			She ate a quick sandwich, then headed to bed.

			She was spending more time with Ian every day, and enjoying that time more and more. It didn’t take her degree in psychiatry to tell her that she was falling in love with the man. She was surprised he couldn’t see it himself.

			She could see him changing a little bit every day too, and she liked what saw. It would be so easy to agree to marry him, but in her heart she knew that it would be a mistake. Ian was still struggling with the death of his son, and from what he had said about his problem with relationships she suspected that he was still dealing with issues concerning his divorce.

			Even the love she knew she was coming to feel for him couldn’t change his past. He had to be the one to decide to move on with his life.

			She yawned as she climbed into bed, then fell into a deep sleep.

			 

			Ian knocked on the door to James’s room and was greeted with a laugh and a smile. One look at the doctor standing at the boy’s bedside told him why. Frannie stood there, laughing along with the boy and looking fresh and rested, though he knew she couldn’t have gotten more than a few hours of sleep. She wore her hair pulled back into a ponytail—the style he had expected—but when she looked up at him there was a different look in her eyes.

			Gone was the woman whose insecurities had shone out through those ridiculous black-rimmed glasses she had worn. Now a new woman stood there, with a confidence that had surfaced only in the last few weeks. Frannie had somehow found her place in her position and he couldn’t help but be glad for her. From what he had learned from her she had fought hard against her dad to succeed as a psychiatrist, and he respected her for what she had accomplished.

			“Hey, Doc! Man, y’all are making me feel like a superstar with all this attention,” James said from his bed.

			Ian noted the dry dressing that covered his wrist.

			“From what I heard from one of your teammates last night in the ER—Josh?—you are a superstar,” Frannie said.

			James smiled, then looked back down at the bed.

			“I don’t think I heard about that,” Ian said.

			“Don’t pay any attention to Josh. He’s always saying something he shouldn’t,” said James.

			“It seems that before the impact James, here, grabbed Josh and pulled him out into the aisle—away from where the car crashed into the bus,” Frannie said. “If he hadn’t grabbed him Josh’s injuries would have been a lot worse than the cuts he ended up with. Josh’s parents have sent a basket of food.”

			Frannie nodded to the half-empty basket on the side table. Apparently James’s injuries weren’t slowing down his appetite.

			She laughed at the embarrassment she had caused in the young boy, and then excused herself from the room.

			“That’s one nice-looking lady, there, Doc,” James said, as soon as the door had shut behind Frannie, and his smile was now that of an infatuated teen with his eyes full of puppy love.

			“She’s a very good doctor,” Ian said, unable to keep the laughter from his voice.

			He suspected there were many young boys throughout the hospital suffering from the same ailment as James. He’d have been happy himself as a teen if his doctor had looked like Frannie. Instead he’d had Dr. Murray, with his thick gray mono-brow that had made him look like he had a second mustache.

			“I notice there isn’t any ring on that finger of hers. No ring on your finger either,” James said. “If I was you I’d be chasing her down. She looks a little high-class, but I bet she’d give you a chance if you were really nice to her. And bring her some chocolate. My momma loves it when my daddy stops by the candy store over in the French Quarter on his way home. Or I’ve got a chocolate bar left in my basket if you want it.”

			Ian laughed so hard that one of the nurses peeked into the room to see what was going on, then waved at James and walked out. The boy had been on the floor for only a few hours but already all the nurses were fond of him. The kid was one of a kind, and Ian knew his parents must be proud of him. He’d be sure to grow up to be a great man someday—which was what every parent hoped for their son. What he had hoped for his own son.

			“Thanks for the offer, but I think it would be best if you kept your candy for now. Me and Dr. Wentworth are good friends.”

			Friends who had made a baby together, but still just friends. Only the more time he spent with her the more he discovered he wanted more.

			“Okay, but I’ll save it for you—just in case you change your mind. Or maybe I’ll give it to her myself,” James said, then winked.

			Ian left James in the care of one of the floor nurses who had come in to give the boy some more pain medication. Looking at his watch, he saw that he needed to head toward the operating room for his first case of the day.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			IAN HELD THE board as Frannie set the nail in place. He had shown her how the nail gun worked and she had then taken over the job. He looked around the warehouse and watched the different groups working on separate projects.

			He’d not been happy when Dr. Guidry had roped him into this working party, but now he looked forward to the nights when they got together. Okay, mainly that was because they were the only nights he managed to spend with Frannie, due to their schedules, but he was also enjoying getting to know some of the other volunteers.

			The float was finally taking shape, with the base completed and the miniature model of the hospital that would be the background almost finished. And he could see another group of volunteers making good progress with molding chicken wire to the sides of the float, which would later become the profiles of comic book villains.

			He’d never worked on a float before, but it looked to him as if they would be finished with time to spare before the Mardi Gras season began.

			His phone rang and he looked down to see the hospital ER number. He held out a finger to Frannie, telling her to stop. He wasn’t on call but he answered the phone anyway.

			He listened to the ER doctor on shift apologize and then explain his reason for calling. A young girl had been brought into the hospital and she had been Ian’s patient once before. The girl’s grandmother was asking to speak with him. The grandmother appeared to be under a lot of stress, and he thought seeing Ian in person would help.

			Ian told the ER doctor that he would take the case before hanging up.

			“What’s up?” Frannie asked as she came to stand by him.

			The noise of the warehouse made it hard to talk, so he motioned her over to the back door. They stepped out into a soft mist, then moved under the awning. It was starting to get cooler—especially here, down near the docks.

			“I’ve got to leave. A former patient of mine has been brought in to the ER. I need to talk to her family—her grandmother,” he said. “I think I’ll be putting a request in for you to see her, but it can wait till in the morning. I’ll try to come back and pick you up, but I might be late so you might want to get a lift.”

			“She’s a trauma patient?” Frannie asked.

			She’d moved closer to him, trying to get further under the awning. He moved back, letting her squeeze in front of him and blocking the mist from wetting her.

			“Former trauma. Her name’s Carrie. She and her parents were involved in a car crash. She was the only survivor. She’s only thirteen and is having problems coping. Her grandmother caught her with a razor tonight, cutting her arms.”

			Frannie’s body stiffened and she looked up at him.

			“A suicide attempt?” she asked.

			“I don’t think so. Neither does the ER doctor. But her grandmother is upset and is asking for me. I need to go talk to her.”

			“I’ll come too,” Frannie said as she turned. “Just let me grab my bag and tell Mrs. Guidry we’re leaving.”

			“No problem,” he said.

			Ian watched as she headed back into the warehouse. He hated to pull her away from working on the float, especially after seeing how much fun she was having working with the nail gun, but after telling her about his young patient he had known she’d want to go ahead and see her now.

			He’d have to make it up to her. He had a house full of power tools and projects that needed to be done. He couldn’t think of anything that would be more fun than showing her how to use another power tool!

			Frannie came out through the door as she slipped her jacket on, flipping her dark wavy hair over her shoulder as she walked toward him.

			Okay, maybe there was something else that he could imagine the two of them doing together that would be a hell of a lot more fun than playing with power tools, but it was definitely not something he should be thinking about if the two of them were to remain friends.

			He’d worked through some ways to tell Frannie that he wanted more out of their relationship, but he couldn’t seem to make himself do it. He just wasn’t sure he was ready yet. Besides, Frannie seemed to be happy with the relationship as it was, and he didn’t want to do anything that would threaten their friendship—especially not with a baby on its way.

			They’d need to work together very closely after the baby was born—he didn’t want to take a chance on doing anything that would jeopardize the relationship they had now.

			 

			Frannie stepped into Carrie’s room and found a miserable young girl sitting up in the bed. Ian had already been in and dressed the child’s arms, and Carrie now sat cradling them in her lap.

			“Carrie, I’m Dr. Wentworth. I’m a psychiatrist and Dr. Spencer has asked me to come see you.”

			“He thinks I’m crazy, doesn’t he?” Carrie said, and she looked up at Frannie with eyes brimming with tears.

			“No one thinks you’re crazy, Carrie.”

			“My friend Julie does,” Carrie said. “She said that I was acting crazy and that she’d heard when you cut yourself you don’t feel crazy anymore.”

			“Well, some people do cut themselves when they’re depressed or stressed, but it only gives them temporary relief, and most people regret it after. Why did Julie tell you that you were acting crazy?” Frannie asked as she moved closer to the bed and sat in a chair.

			“Some days I can’t stop crying and I don’t feel like hanging out with her.” The young girl looked up at her. “But I don’t feel like hanging out with anyone anymore. I want to go out with her and my other friends, but it doesn’t feel right, you know? It doesn’t feel right to be out there having fun now that my parents are gone.”

			Frannie couldn’t help but think of Ian and the way he had been when she had first met him. Did he recognize himself in the way this child was grieving?

			“Everyone doesn’t grieve the same way, Carrie. Julie is probably worried about you, but she was wrong when she told you to cut yourself. Now, I’ve got to ask you one question, Carrie, and I want you to be honest with me.”

			Frannie looked Carrie in the eyes. It was a hard question to ask the scared girl, but it had to be asked.

			“When you cut yourself tonight, were you trying to kill yourself?”

			“No, ma’am,” Carrie said, and all color blanched out of the child’s face.

			Frannie told Carrie that she believed her, and they talked for a few minutes more, until Frannie felt confident that the girl wouldn’t be a danger to herself. Then she went looking for Carrie’s grandmother. She headed back to the visitors’ waiting room, where she knew Ian was talking with her.

			They both stood when she entered the room.

			“Mrs. Long?” she said as she held out her hand to the older woman.

			From what Carrie had told her she had expected to see a gray-haired woman, bent double. This woman was in her late fifties or early sixties, and except for the dark rings under her eyes, which hinted at a lack of sleep, she didn’t look anything like the frail woman Carrie had described.

			“Yes.” The woman took Frannie’s hand and shook it, then sat back down. “How’s Carrie? Was it...? Did she...? Was she trying to kill herself?”

			“No, from what Carrie is telling me I don’t think so.” Frannie sat down on the other side of the woman from Ian. “Carrie’s having problems dealing with the loss of her parents—which is to be expected. She just doesn’t know how to handle her feelings.”

			“I don’t understand... I’ve tried to talk to her, but she keeps telling me she’s okay,” said Mrs. Long. “My husband and I even moved into my son’s house, so that she could stay around her friends. She’s an only child, but my son and daughter-in-law always made sure she had relationships with other children in the neighborhood. I didn’t want her to lose that too. My son would have wanted—”

			The older woman broke down and Ian put his arm around her. Frannie knew that Ian would be able to relate to the woman’s loss of her son.

			“We know you’re doing everything that you can for Carrie,” Ian said. “Your son would be so thankful that Carrie has you to take care of her.”

			“My daughter-in-law’s parents help when they can, but they’re older and they live all the way in Lake Charles,” the woman said as she pulled a tissue out of her purse with trembling hands.

			“Carrie loves you very much, Mrs. Long,” Frannie said. “She just doesn’t know how to handle all the feelings she’s having, and she doesn’t want to worry you or your husband so she’s been trying to deal with them alone.”

			“She can talk to me about anything. I’ve told her that,” Mrs. Long said.

			“And you should keep on telling her that. But I think that right now maybe she needs to talk to someone outside of the family. I’d like to see her in my outpatient clinic—and there’s a group of teenagers suffering from what’s called ‘adverse childhood events’ that I’d like her to join.”

			“Are the other kids like Carrie?” Mrs. Long asked.

			“Some of them have suffered the loss of a loved one and others have medical issues or other traumas that they’re having to face. I think it’s good for these children to see that they aren’t the only ones going through something that’s been life-changing for them.”

			“And the cutting? Will Carrie be able to stop?” Mrs. Long asked.

			“I think so. She tells me she’s only done it twice, and I think if we can give her healthier ways to deal with her grief she will be okay. But we need to watch her closely. There have been cases when a child who practices cutting has cut too deeply and done permanent damage to a tendon or a muscle.”

			“Also,” said Ian, “there’s a high risk of infection. Because these kids usually aren’t concerned about what they use to cut themselves with.”

			Frannie knew he didn’t want to scare the woman, but they both knew she needed to be told of all the dangers.

			“And there have been cases where a cut has been made too deep and a lot blood has been lost,” said Frannie.

			Mrs. Long stared at Frannie, then stood. “I’ll have Carrie at the next meeting of your group. I’ve already lost my son. I won’t lose my granddaughter too.”

			While Ian went to speak with the ER doctor and take care of Carrie’s discharge paperwork, Frannie gave Mrs. Long the contact information to make an appointment and join the group, and then took Mrs. Long to see her granddaughter.

			She could tell by their conversation that the two of them were close, and that Carrie didn’t want to cause her grandmother any more pain. And by the time Frannie left Carrie’s room her grandmother had gotten the teenager to agree to see Frannie as an outpatient and take part in the group.

			She was surprised to find Ian standing outside Carrie’s door, waiting for her.

			“You’re done?” she asked.

			“I didn’t have a lot to do. I just needed to make some notes on the file. You did all the work,” Ian said.

			“You handled all the cuts,” she said as they walked toward his car.

			“I think what you did by getting Carrie to talk with you was more than I did by bandaging up a few cuts,” he said.

			Frannie was speechless. A few weeks ago she never would have dreamed of hearing this kind of praise coming out of this man’s mouth. He had changed so much since he’d opened his eyes to treatment possibilities other than his own. Maybe now that he could see the real value of her job he would give her a chance to show him what her program was bringing to the table for pediatric patients admitted to the hospital.

			“I think you should come to one of my group sessions,” she said as they climbed into his car. “There are several of your patients in my outpatient groups and I think it would be good for you to see them.”

			Ian dropped his hand from the ignition, where he’d just turned the key to start the car, and took her hand in his. “I’d like that,” he said.

			He let go of her hand and put the car in Drive.

			The roads to her home were empty, and the quiet gave the car a feeling of intimacy that hadn’t been there when they had left earlier that night. Ian slid one of his hands off the steering wheel and took her hand in his again. His thumb began to caress the palm of her hand, seducing her and sending streaks of desire up her arm and into her chest.

			This was not the way friends held hands. This was more. Was it possible that he wanted more too?

			By the time Ian parked the car in front of her building she was squirming in her seat. She wanted to throw off her seat belt and launch herself into his arms, but she knew she needed to wait and let him make the first move. She’d pushed him the first time they’d made love, and after his denying that he was capable of having a romantic relationship he needed to be the one to take their relationship further.

			“You are so beautiful,” he said as he raised his hand to her hair, then moved his hand around to the back of her head and pulled her close.

			His eyes fell to her lips and it was then that she noticed that she was all but sitting in his lap. She shifted closer, enjoying the moan that came from him as her breast brushed against his other hand. Not that she was unaffected. The feel of his body against hers was setting off all kind of bells and whistles inside her body—along with an alarm that told her she was in serious danger of losing her mind if he didn’t hurry up and kiss her.

			She was about to make the move herself when he pulled her even closer and pressed his lips to hers. Forget bells and whistles—the touch of his tongue as it swept into her mouth set off fireworks all through her body.

			She wrapped her arms around him and wiggled herself as far into his lap as she could with the steering wheel in her way.

			But it wasn’t enough.

			Pulling away from him, she motioned toward his door. “Out,” she said. “We have to get out.”

			He opened his door and they stumbled out of the car, almost falling as they exited in a pile of arms and legs. Ian reached in and grabbed his keys, then shoved her bag into her arms. He almost dragged her to the building’s entrance as she searched for her door keys. She found them as the elevator arrived, and hit the button for her condominium only a moment before she found herself backed up against the elevator wall with Ian’s body pressed into hers.

			His lips sealed against her own. His hands traveled up the back of her shirt and she felt the cool air against her nipples with the release of her bra. He pulled away from her, and was lifting the hem of her shirt when the elevator doors opened.

			She pushed her bra back against her body and thanked the Lord that she only shared the floor with one other person, whom she hoped had already turned in for the night.

			They rushed from the elevator, she was dragging him now, and she slid her key into the lock and opened the door.

			“Where?” Ian said—the only word he’d spoken since she’d climbed into his lap.

			Had she really done that? What had she been thinking?

			Ian, apparently tired of waiting for her answer, ran his hand down her hip, then circled around to her bottom and crushed her to him, sending any second thoughts she might have had spinning away into another galaxy.

			Her body screamed a triumphant yes and her mouth opened in a moan. Ian plunged his tongue inside, swallowing it up. Her brain clicked off and all those other parts of her, the desire and need that she had ignored for so long, took over. They needed to find a horizontal surface—and soon.

			She pushed him away and wanted to laugh at the stricken look on his face.

			“The bedroom is in the back,” she said.

			Part of her wanted to slow things down, but she knew that wasn’t an option at this point. She caught a look at the two of them in the entranceway mirror and started to laugh. Her hair was a tangled mess from where Ian had clutched it and her lips were bright red from Ian’s kisses. Ian wasn’t much better, with his hair sticking up and his lips as bright as hers.

			He stepped behind her to see what she was laughing at, then grinned. When his grin went from amused to roguish she knew she was in trouble.

			He wrapped his arms around her from behind, then eased them up under her shirt. She stood mesmerized as he removed first her shirt and then her bra, then returned to cup her breasts. With one in each hand he kneaded them, and they both watched her nipples pucker. She wanted his mouth on them. Wanted to feel the tug of his warm wet lips.

			Need coiled inside her. She needed him inside her. Deep inside her. Right now.

			“I need...” she said, and she turned in Ian’s arms till the two of them were facing each other with their bodies perfectly aligned.

			“I know,” Ian said. “Show me your bedroom.”

			She led him to the small area that had been walled off for sleep. She turned to help him with his clothes, only to find he was already stripped down to nothing but his boxers. She couldn’t keep her eyes off his body as he peeled them off. She knew he was looking at her for her reaction, and couldn’t stop her tongue from darting out and licking her lips.

			The man who stood before her was the answer to every fantasy she’d had in her life, with his toned muscles and his tight abs and a dark trail of hair that ran down to that part of his body that made her breath catch in her throat. She licked her lips again.

			“You’re killing me,” Ian said as he moved closer to her.

			He pushed her back on the bed and a startled laugh escaped her, sending her into a riot of laughter that she feared might be hysterics. He pulled off her shoes, and then her pants, and the look he ran down her body as he peeled the lacey scrap of her underwear off put an end to her laughter.

			Warmth flowed through her, following the path his eyes had taken and then settling in her core, leaving a pool of wet heat between her legs. She watched as he licked his lips and felt her body tighten in response. They were both going to die if he didn’t hurry things along.

			He laid his long fingers against her abdomen, then ran them down to her dark curls. The touch of his hands had her body stretching up to his. His eyes remained on his hand as he opened her up and slid a finger inside her, slowly. He withdrew his finger, then entered her again, and this time he pressed his thumb against her and circled it once, twice... On the third rotation she screamed her release, her body bucking against his hand.

			She opened her eyes to find Ian above her, his breaths coming as fast as hers. He bent and kissed her deeply, and her body, which seconds ago had been sated, immediately responded with a need for more.

			His hands gripped her legs and then he slid inside her. Never had she felt so filled or so complete. It was as if her body had been waiting for this, for him, her whole life, and when he began to move she couldn’t help but moan with each thrust.

			They climaxed together and she forced her eyes open to watch his face as the orgasm rolled through their bodies. With his head thrown back and his dark hair falling around his face, that so kissable mouth of his open in a soundless moan, she knew she had never seen a more beautiful man in her life.

			She let her eyes close and relaxed into the afterglow of their lovemaking...

			 

			Ian reached over to his nightstand and felt for his ringing phone. He found only empty air. Had he moved his nightstand?

			Turning over to check the other side of the bed, he felt a soft warm body next to him and knew immediately it wasn’t Church, who had made a habit of climbing into his bed lately.

			His eyes opened and he came awake, staring into dark brown eyes.

			“That’s not mine...it must be yours,” she said, as the phone started ringing again.

			He climbed out of bed and went in search of the jeans he had worn to work on the float the night before. It seemed like an eternity since they’d been at the warehouse. He looked down at the phone as he pulled it from the pocket to discover it was only 5:00 a.m.

			The phone began to ring for a third time, and the caller ID told him it was Jeff—Micah’s father.

			“Hello?” Ian said.

			He listened as Jeff apologized for calling so early and then launched into the reason for his call. Micah, who had recently been started on oral feedings, had begun to be sick the night before, and had vomited several times through the night. The on-call physician had been called, and had given orders for a change in Micah’s medication, but Jeff was hoping Ian would come in to see his son as soon as possible.

			Ian assured him that he’d be there in a half-hour and hung up.

			“What’s wrong?” Frannie asked as she sat up in bed.

			“That was Jeff. Micah was sick during the night. He’s worried about the possibility of the patch used to repair Micah’s hernia coming loose,” Ian said as he pulled his clothes on. He’d have to change into a pair of scrubs once he got to the hospital.

			“Could that happen?” she asked.

			“Not likely. But there is occasional failure in all the patches we have available, so I’m going to go in and see Micah now, to make sure there’s no problems.”

			“I’ll get ready and meet you there. I want to see Mia and Jeff. It sounds like they’ve had a rough night.”

			Ian walked over to the side of her bed and kissed her. There was so much he wanted to tell her, to show her, but it would have to wait till they had more time.

			“I’ll see you later, then,” he said, and headed out of the room.

			 

			Ian walked with the pediatric staff as they took Micah back to his room. They had replaced the nasal gastric tube in his throat before they’d taken him to have an MRI, and the poor little boy had had to be sedated so that they could get a good MRI scan without him moving about.

			The good news was there were no signs of any failure of the patch or any other complications. The on-call doctor had made the right call in increasing some of his medications, and so far all the baby’s lab work had come back clear.

			After leaving the staff to settle Micah back into his crib he went to the visitors’ room, where Mia and Jeff were waiting for him.

			He saw Mia and Jeff sitting in a small alcove, with Frannie next to them. He stopped just inside the room and took in the two worried parents. He noted how Jeff had wrapped his arm around Mia, and how she leaned into him as if he was all that was holding her up.

			They were a couple who had been given some hard knocks in their life together, but they seemed to be holding on together. It was the “together” part that made him pause.

			He couldn’t help but remember the times right after they’d lost Brian when he had reached out to Lydia, wanting to give her comfort, and to find comfort for himself in her arms. But she’d always pulled away from him. He’d felt lonelier in the home they’d shared then than he felt now, when he lived all alone.

			What had it been about him that had turned his wife so against him after Brian’s death?

			He’d blamed a lot of it on their marriage counselor, but to be fair they wouldn’t even have been there to see her if things hadn’t already deteriorated between them. He had been totally blindsided when Lydia had started attacking him, with wild accusations of him neglecting his family, his son, in favor of the hospital. She’d even suggested that he was involved with another woman—a claim so absurd that he hadn’t even bothered to address it.

			Yes, he’d had long hours at work—what trauma doctor didn’t?—but there was no truth in her other claims.

			He’d stayed with her, trying to get her to talk to him, to explain what it was that he had done to cause her to turn on him, until one night she had turned violent and hit him. He’d made a phone call to her parents that night, and the next day they had come and taken her home with them.

			He hadn’t heard another word from her—not even when he had filed for divorce. Not until that letter had come to the hospital. After all this time what could she possibly have to tell him now?

			He looked over at Frannie, who had said something that caused the other two to laugh, and then she looked up and saw him. The smile she gave him warmed him, taking away the impenetrable cold that surrounded him as he remembered those times with his ex-wife.

			What would it have been like if he had met Frannie before Lydia? What if he and Frannie had married and then lost their child? Would the two of them have been able to hold it together, like Jeff and Mia were? Or would he have somehow botched his marriage with her too? How could he know when he still didn’t know what it was he had done wrong? Maybe he was missing whatever it took to have someone love him like Mia loved Jeff?

			The marriage counselor had implied that he was holding back his feelings concerning the loss of Brian, but who had he been supposed to share them with? His wife, who flinched whenever he got too close? Or the counselor, who seemed to ask more questions in their half-hour sessions than he’d had in his college exams?

			He forced himself to put on a confident smile for his patient’s parents, though inside he felt the heavy weight of inadequacy that had haunted him since the death of his son.

			Mia and Jeff rushed toward him and Frannie followed.

			“Is Micah okay?” Jeff asked for the two of them.

			“He’s fine. There’s no sign that the hernia patch isn’t holding and all his labs look good. We might have moved a little too fast with his feedings, so we’re going to hold off a few days before we try it again.”

			The two of them thanked him, and Frannie, then headed back to Micah’s room.

			“They were telling me how they didn’t want to be those parents who call the doctor about every little thing,” said Frannie.

			“They did the right thing. For now I want them to call me about anything that concerns them,” Ian said as the two of them headed back out into the hall.

			“I’ll let them know you said that. It’ll make them feel better. They’ve been through a lot the last couple of months,” Frannie said, “but I think they’re going to be okay. They seem to have a strong marriage.”

			They entered the elevator together and Ian moved closer to her as the doors shut leaving them alone.

			“About last night...” he said. “We need to talk about some things.”

			“‘Things,’ Dr. Spencer?” she asked, and she lifted one eyebrow, questioning him and flirting at the same time. “What ‘things’ do you want to talk about? The ‘things’ that happened in the car? The ‘things’ that happened in the foyer? Or the ‘things’ that happened in my bed?”

			The elevator stopped and a group of staff and visitors squeezed in with them, ending all conversation.

			He knew where that conversation would have led if they hadn’t been interrupted. But right now he wasn’t sure which way he should go—though after last night he didn’t think his body would give him a choice.

			No, that wasn’t true. He knew his feelings for Frannie were stronger than that. And Frannie deserved to have someone who could be honest with her. Someone who could share those feelings that the counselor had told him he held back. She didn’t need someone who was constantly trying to dig himself out of a dark hole full of guilt and inadequacy.

			For better or for worse she was a psychiatrist, and there was no way for him to hide from her the pain that had damaged him.

			They exited the elevator and each headed in opposite ways to their offices.

			He could tell by the way Frannie looked back at him that she wanted to say something. Did she see right through him?

		
	
        
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			IAN LEFT THE OR feeling more energized than he had in a long time. He was meeting Frannie at the obstetrician’s office and he was looking forward to hearing their baby’s heartbeat for the first time. He had been looking forward to it all week.

			He and Frannie had spent Thanksgiving together the week before, and had informed her father of the pregnancy. They’d both been surprised at how well he had taken the news, though he’d had a lot of questions about what their future plans were for raising the baby.

			Frannie had managed to answer all her father’s questions, and Ian had made sure that he knew he would be involved.

			He checked the screen on his phone and looked at his appointments for the day. He’d been so busy in the OR that he’d only had a chance to look at his surgery schedule. Now the date stared back at him and he fought the urge to drop his phone.

			How could he have forgotten this date? This was the day that punched a hole in his heart every year. The anniversary of the day that had destroyed everything he had planned for his family.

			He went through the motions, starting the car and driving out of the parking lot. He drove through the streets of New Orleans on autopilot, arriving at his house without even remembering the drive. His small house was dark when he let himself in.

			His mind went back to another time, another place, when he’d walked into a darkened house. The house had been so quiet that night, the temperature in his home cool from the chill of that Atlanta fall night. He remembered turning up the thermostat, surprised that Lydia hadn’t done it when she’d come in with Brian after she’d gotten off her shift in the ER.

			He’d gone straight to Brian’s room, as he did every night when he hadn’t been there to put him down for his night’s sleep. He’d spend hours watching his little man sleep, just sitting in the chair in his son’s room and listening to his soft breaths, the little squeaks he made in his sleep, the soft sounds of his movements and the scratches of his small fingers against the mattress.

			But that night was different. There’d been no sounds from his bed, no soft breaths, no movements...no signs of life at all.

			 

			Frannie lay on the couch at the obstetrician’s office as the ultrasound tech rolled the wand over her abdomen. Strange swishing sounds that she now knew was blood being delivered to her placenta came from the machine. The tech moved the wand again, pressing into Frannie’s stomach and she heard a new sound, fast and strong, that told her that the baby was okay.

			She’d hoped to share this with Ian today, but he hadn’t made the appointment. She was disappointed but she knew that he’d had surgery and might easily have gotten tied up.

			After a quick visit to her doctor, she left the office with two ultrasound pictures. She placed a call to Ian’s cell but it went to his voicemail.

			She stopped by the hospital, so she could give him his picture, and was surprised to find that his truck wasn’t in the parking lot.

			If he wasn’t at the hospital why hadn’t he made it to the appointment?

			Where was he?

			 

			“Ian?” said a voice from behind him.

			He turned around quickly, surprised to see Frannie standing in his doorway. Had he not shut the door when he came in? He didn’t remember. How long had he been standing there, reliving the same old nightmare?

			“The door was open,” she said, as if that explained why she was there at his home.

			“What are you doing here, Frannie?” he asked, and then wondered at the hoarse voice that had come out.

			He cleared his throat. He wanted to check his face, his eyes, to make sure there was no sign of the emotions that were eating him up inside, but he knew that Frannie’s astute eyes wouldn’t miss them.

			Why did he do this to himself every year? When would the pain of losing Brian stop? He knew the answer to that was never—so how could he ever move on with his life while that pain held him too tightly in its grip?

			He felt her hand as it grasped his without even having seen her come into the room.

			“Let’s sit down,” she said, and she pulled him to the only chair in the room.

			Why he was letting her stay, he didn’t know, but right then he didn’t want to be alone. He’d been basically alone for the last three years, and he didn’t think he could handle another day or another night alone.

			He looked down to see Frannie now sitting on the floor, her legs crossed, her back against the wall that separated his kitchen from his living room. She didn’t ask questions, didn’t push him for information. She just waited.

			From the first moment he’d met her, with those intelligent eyes of hers hidden behind those all-business glasses, he had feared she’d see through his walls and know that he was broken. But he’d found an honest and caring woman who just wanted to help people, instead of judging them like the marriage counselor he and Lydia had seen.

			“I need to buy a couch... Here, take the chair,” he said as he stood.

			“I’m good here. You can sit beside me if you want.” She patted the dusty floor beside her.

			 

			Frannie was surprised when he sat down beside her. She had thought he’d balk when she’d suggested it, but she should have known that Ian, being the gentleman that he was, would never choose to sit in a chair while a woman sat on the ground.

			She moved a little closer to him, trying not to be obvious. She had known right away that something was wrong when she’d found Ian’s door wide open when she’d arrived, but she hadn’t expected him to be standing in the dark all alone. Whether he would talk to her about it she didn’t know, but she did know from the lost look in his eyes when she’d walked into his house that he needed to talk to someone.

			Even if he wasn’t ready to talk her instincts told her he shouldn’t be alone. Remembering the defeated hunch of his shoulders and the haunted look in his eyes, she couldn’t help but reach for his hand. When his fingers tightened on hers, she let go of the breath she’d held. If this was the only way she could help him go through what was bothering him, she’d gladly sit there all night.

			She and Ian had somehow forged a friendship over the last few weeks, which was very new and fragile. She would sit here beside him and if he wanted to talk she’d listen. If not, at least he wouldn’t be alone while he dealt with whatever it was he was going through.

			“You know, the counselor I went to before never offered to hold my hand,” Ian said. He raised their hands and seemed to study the two of them twined together, each finger clutching the other, palms against each other.

			She squeezed his hand before she spoke. “I’m not here as your doctor. I’m here as your friend,” she said.

			“It’s still kind of weird,” he said, though she felt him tighten his grip on hers when she started to pull her hand away. “No, I meant talking to you and knowing you’re a psychiatrist. That’s why I stayed away from you to begin with, you know. I didn’t want you to see this part of me. I was afraid that I’d say something and you’d know how messed up I am.”

			“You don’t have to talk,” she said.

			With her own feelings for the man so confusing, she understood what he was saying. She had her clinical instincts telling her to get him to talk things out with her, while as his friend she just wanted to let him know she was there for him.

			And then there were her hormones, which had spiked up dangerously high with the feel of his rough hand on her soft one, the nearness of his body where they sat shoulder to shoulder. It was the same feeling she had anytime they were this close to each other. The feeling that had led to the creation of the baby she now carried.

			She gave her head a slight shake. This wasn’t about her or their baby. At least she didn’t think so.

			“Do you mind if I do? Talk, that is?” he asked.

			She wasn’t used to this meek side of him. There was something deep-rooted inside him that caused him to be defenseless—almost like a dog that had been beaten, asking one more time for that pat on his head even while knowing inside that he was opening himself up to more pain.

			Was this what counseling had done to him? Made him afraid to talk about his feelings? Was that why he held all his grief inside him?

			“Of course. I’m your friend, Ian. I’m here for you. You can tell me as much or as little as you like. I’m not here to judge you, and I’m not here to counsel you. I’m strictly here as your friend.”

			She wanted to ask questions but knew she couldn’t. Ian would tell her what he wanted to tell her when he wanted to tell her. She would have to be patient with him. She felt her clinical side wanting to come to the forefront, but she fought it back. She wasn’t here as a doctor. She was here as any friend would be—ready to listen and help in any way she could.

			She felt his shoulders relax, as if he had been waiting for this opportunity for a long time.

			“Today’s the three-year anniversary of Brian’s death,” he said, and his voice had turned flat, with none of the emotion she had heard in it earlier.

			“I’m sorry, Ian,” she said, and she squeezed his hand again, letting him know that he wasn’t alone on this day that must be bringing back such terrible memories.

			He looked down at her hands where they were joined. “I had forgotten what day it was until I looked at my calendar after I called you. How could I forget? What kind of parent does that make me?”

			He turned his head back toward the wall they faced, away from her, as if he was afraid of what he might see in her eyes. Did he think she would judge him for going on with his life? The only person she saw judging him was himself.

			“What kind of father does that make me for our child?” he said. “I wasn’t there for my son—why would you believe I’ll be there for this child?”

			“Ian, you are a caring and generous man. You will make a wonderful father,” she said. “It’s normal to have these feelings of grief—especially on certain days such as this one. I used to dread my mother’s birthday. I can’t say I don’t still think about her, or feel hurt that she went away and left me, but now when I think of her my mind goes back to my good memories of her,” she said.

			“I had him for such a short time,” Ian said. “We didn’t have time for making many memories.”

			She would bet that he had more memories than he knew. Maybe she could help him ease into them a little.

			“Every Mardi Gras my mother would get dressed up for the big ball after the parade and she’d let me help pick out her jewelry. She even let me help with her make-up, and I loved those times. Then, when she came home, she’d come to my room and tell me all about the things she’d seen. I couldn’t wait till I was old enough to go to a ball myself. Those are my memories now—the good ones that remind me that even though my mother left me, she still loved me.”

			“I’ve often wondered what kind of parent I would have been to Brian as he grew up. My ex-wife was always saying I spoiled him by holding him so much, especially at night when it was his bedtime, but I never agreed with her. How can you spoil a baby by spending time with him?” he said.

			“I think it’s been proved that bonding with a child is more important than worrying about them being a little spoiled—especially when they’re young,” she said. “If holding a child is spoiling them, then our child will be spoiled. The most important thing we can do for our child is make sure he knows he’s loved.”

			“That’s what I said. That was our time together,” Ian said. “I accused her of being jealous, and that probably wasn’t the nicest thing to say when I think back now. But it was on one of those early nights, when I was sitting in his room holding him, talking to him about all the things I wanted to show him in the world, that he looked right at me and smiled the biggest toothless smile you’ve ever seen. It was beautiful... Of course Lydia said it was just gas, but it wasn’t. From that day on he smiled at me every night I was home to put him to bed. I know he didn’t understand anything I said to him, but he seemed to love to hear me talk.”

			“He knew you loved him. That’s what he heard in your voice. Your love for him,” she said. She looked over and saw a small smile on his face.

			“I don’t know if I can do it, Frannie,” he said. “I want to move on. I want to have a future with our child and with you. But I keep feeling the past pulling me back down.”

			He stood up and moved away from her then, and walked over to where his son’s picture sat.

			“Do you know where I was when my son died? I was taking care of someone else’s child in the ER. My shift had ended but I’d stayed on to help. My ex-wife said many things that weren’t true after our son died, but one thing she said was true. I should have been at home that night and I have to live with that guilt for the rest of my life. How does someone move on from that? How can I take a chance on another child depending on me?”

			He turned back to her and she saw pain and regret in his eyes.

			“I don’t want to hurt you, but I don’t know if I can be what you need—what you deserve,” he said.

			How could she help him? He had to be the one to let his guilt go if there was to be any chance of a future for them. Pushing him now would only cause more pain for the two of them. He had to be able to see that they could work through things together, and until he was able to trust not only her but also himself there was nothing she could do. He wasn’t ready for more than friendship and she needed to accept that.

			It would hurt to let him go, but she knew it would be better for him not to feel the pressure of knowing that she wanted more.

			Frannie stood up and stepped close to him. “It’s okay, Ian.”

			She placed a soft kiss on his lips and then left, closing the door behind her.

		
	
        
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			IAN ARRIVED A little late at the warehouse and immediately saw Frannie, sitting with a group of women as they took the papier-mâché strips they had worked on the week before and pasted them onto the sides of the float.

			Things had been strained between the two of them since the night she had shown up at his house. He told himself that it was for the best, but it didn’t make him feel any better about the way things had been left between them. They’d become too close and he had hurt her, just like he had known he would. He knew she deserved someone who could give all of themselves to her and that wasn’t him.

			He watched as some of the volunteers he’d worked with before tried to lift a large square of polystyrene over the side of the outside wall of the float. He walked away from where Frannie sat and he headed over to give them a hand.

			He climbed up the float to help the three men at the top as they tried to get it over the side. Splitting up, they each took a corner and then carried it over to place it in the middle of the float.

			“That was the easy one,” one of the older men said. “We have to get the metal box that holds the speakers and lighting up here too. That’s a lot heavier than this piece of foam.”

			Ian walked back to them and saw the black box the man was talking about. Square, and no more than two feet wide, it didn’t look as if it weighed that much, but seeing the way the men on the ground were having problems with it, he knew that the size was deceptive.

			After a couple of unsuccessful attempts from the men below to lift it and then carry it up the ladder to the float, they decided to rig a pipe off the side of the float and lift it with a rope.

			Sure enough, the box slowly moved up, with the two men below pulling it. But suddenly the box began to slide out of the rope. The men below tried to lower it, but the rope had already slipped too far.

			Ian heard a crash, and then a scream, and headed quickly for the ladder. He pushed people to the side so he could see if someone needed medical help.

			The crowd opened up for him and he saw one of the local medics he knew bent over a small figure. He recognized the pants first, and then the figure’s top.

			His heart pounded against his chest as he rushed over, only to find Frannie unconscious, with the black box resting over her left side and her arm. Two of the workers carefully moved the box off her, and he could see immediately by the way her arm was turned that it was broken.

			“I’ve called for an ambulance,” said Dr. Guidry as he bent down over Frannie. “What are her injuries?”

			Ian bent over her too, and started going over her body, working his way down. He talked to her, explaining everything he was doing, even though he was certain she couldn’t hear him.

			Besides her left arm he couldn’t see any other injuries, but he was concerned with the possibility of a crushing injury, and he didn’t understand why she had lost consciousness. He didn’t want to move her neck until the ambulance arrived with a collar, but he wanted to see if there was an injury to her head.

			He looked down at her lower abdomen. The box had come to rest on the left side and he was concerned about the baby.

			He assisted the ambulance crew when they arrived, carefully rolling her after they’d applied a collar to her neck, and examined the back of her head. He found a large bump.

			He would have to tell the doctors at the hospital about her pregnancy before they ordered any scans that might be dangerous to the baby. It wasn’t the way they had wanted the information to get out, but it was necessary.

			He called the hospital and notified the ER doctors that they were en route, describing the injuries he was aware of and explaining about the pregnancy. He also requested that someone at the hospital notify Frannie’s father of the accident.

			He heard a moan come from the stretcher as they unloaded her from the ambulance and rushed to her side.

			“Frannie, can you hear me?” he asked.

			As they placed the backboard onto the trauma table she moaned again, and he saw her eyes flutter open, then shut, and then open again. He watched as Frannie looked around the room. The confusion on her face was replaced with panic. She tried to sit up but he eased her back down, while other staff members began hooking her up to the monitors so they could check her vital signs.

			“It’s okay,” he said as he took her good hand. “You were hit by a heavy box, but you’re going to be fine.”

			He watched as she relaxed back onto the table and then tried to rise again as the X-ray technician positioned her arm.

			“It’s okay—the nurse has gone to get you some pain meds,” he said.

			“No, they’re not good for the baby,” she said. She gripped his hand and tried to pull herself up. “And the X-rays—they’ll be bad too.”

			“We’re not going to do anything that could harm the baby, Frannie,” the ER doctor said to her. “I don’t think we need to shoot anything right now. I’m going to get an ultrasound to make sure I don’t see any internal injuries, and we’ll hold off on doing any CT scans for now except for on your head.”

			She turned to Ian. “Don’t let them do anything that can hurt the baby. Promise me, Ian.”

			Ian watched as Frannie’s friend Lacey placed an intravenous needle in Frannie’s arm and drew a syringe of blood without Frannie even noticing.

			“I promise you,” he said. “But you lost consciousness, so they need to check your head out, Frannie. You know that.”

			He wanted to tell her that she would probably need to go to the OR, so an orthopedic doctor could fix her arm, but he knew he shouldn’t overwhelm her with information.

			The ER doctor rolled a small ultrasound machine up to the bed, then started rolling the probe over her abdomen.

			“Most of the weight of the box seems to have been on her arm,” he told the doctor, “but I was concerned about her left side.”

			He tried to see the screen as the doctor studied it.

			“I don’t see any signs of bleeding and the spleen looks good. Hold on...” The doctor moved the probe lower down her abdomen. “Does it hurt where I’m pushing?”

			“No,” Frannie said. “Is the baby okay?”

			Ian held his breath and squeezed Frannie’s hand. She would be devastated if something had happened to their baby.

			And him? How would he feel?

			He’d made all the right comments concerning the pregnancy, but still a part of him feared getting excited about it, feared putting his heart out there again. He had fought against what he felt for both Frannie and the baby. He’d been a coward, afraid he’d lose everything again, and instead of welcoming Frannie and the baby into his heart he had tried to protect himself by pushing them away.

			The ER doctor turned the volume up on the ultrasound machine and he heard their baby’s heartbeat for the first time.

			“That’s the baby?” Frannie asked. “That’s our baby, Ian.”

			He listened to the fast heartbeat. Their baby. Their son or daughter.

			Lacey came to explain to Frannie that they needed to take her over to the CT machine, and once again began reassuring her that the baby would be okay as they were just going to scan her head.

			Ian started to follow her, but found his feet unable to move as the adrenaline that had fueled him up to now suddenly dried up.

			He reached for the closest stool in the room and sat down on it.

			 

			Frannie woke up in a small, quiet hospital room as the sun was just starting to rise. She remembered pieces of the night before.

			The ER doctor telling her the baby was okay. Lacey pushing her to the CT scanner. Then later one of the hospital’s orthopedic doctors, coming in to explain that he needed to take her to the OR to fix both her ulna and radius bones by putting in screws.

			After that things became a little fuzzy, though she remembered waking once to find Ian beside her bed, and another time finding her father there.

			The door of her room opened now and her father stepped into the room.

			“Hi, Daddy,” she said. Her voice was coming out as a croak, which she knew came from the intubation tube they must have placed while she was in surgery.

			Her father reached over and took the glass of water that sat on a side table and offered it to her. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

			“I feel like someone hit me with a metal box,” she said, then groaned as she moved her left arm. “But I’ll be okay.”

			“I’ll get the nurse to get you something for the pain,” he said, and he turned toward the door, then turned back toward her.

			“I love you, Junior. Now, you behave for the nurses.”

			Her father hadn’t called her Junior in years, and the sound of her old childhood nickname brought tears to her eyes.

			“I’m sorry I disappointed you, Daddy,” she said.

			She didn’t know if it was the medication or the hormones that were making her so weepy.

			“You didn’t disappoint me,” her father said.

			“Are you trying to tell me you weren’t disappointed when I didn’t become a surgeon?”

			“No, I admit that I was disappointed, and I believe if things had been different that you would have made a great surgeon.”

			“But I never wanted to be a surgeon—even before I passed out in the operating room.” she said.

			“At eight you wanted to be a ballerina,” he said. “At nine you wanted to drive streetcars around the city. At ten you decided that you wanted to be a journalist and travel the world.”

			“And then I grew up and decided to become a psychiatrist,” she said.

			“And instead of supporting you I tried to get you to change your mind. My only excuse is that I’m a stubborn old man. I’m sorry.”

			She looked over at the “stubborn old man” who previously would never have apologized for trying to run her life.

			“Why the change of heart?” she asked.

			She had her suspicions, but she wanted to know if she was right.

			“I had a young doctor explain to me how lucky I was to have such a caring daughter. I think the words he used told me I was a fool, and that unless I wanted to lose you I’d better apologize and start supporting your decisions,” her father said. “He made me see I was close to losing you, Junior, and I don’t want to do that.”

			He stepped over to the bed and kissed her forehead, then walked from the room.

			Frannie wiped the tears from her eyes and then drifted back to sleep.

			 

			Ian shut the door to his office and locked it. He’d tried to catch a couple hours’ sleep in the doctors’ room after Frannie had come out of surgery, but he’d been unable to.

			He knew he could have lost both Frannie and their baby if that box had landed a few inches differently. And he knew he’d been as big a fool as her father in not telling her that he was in love with her.

			He’d judged all relationships by what he had experienced with Lydia instead of seeing what he could have with Frannie. He had to move on with his life, and the first thing he had to do was face up to the letter he had received from Lydia and whatever she had to say to him. If it was more accusations, name-calling or threats, he’d burn the letter and move on—because if he wanted more in his life, more of Frannie in his life, he had to.

			He sat at his desk and pulled out the letter that had been there for weeks now. The edges were wrinkled from all the times he had shoved it back amongst all the other odds and ends he kept in his desk drawer, but the name of his ex-wife, now with a different surname, still stared up at him from the back of the plain white envelope.

			He’d heard from his brother that Lydia had remarried. His brother had thought to lessen the blow by telling him in person, but the fact that Ian had felt nothing at the news hadn’t surprised him at all. Anything he had felt for his high school sweetheart had died the day she’d struck him. She had severed his last ties to her that night. Seeing the hate in her eyes as she’d swung at him had been more than his love for her could handle.

			With a deep sigh he opened the envelope and pulled the one-page handwritten letter out.

			He was startled by the first words, and then he felt his whole world shift around him as he read his ex-wife apologizing and going on to tell him that in truth it was she who should have taken the blame for their son’s death, but she had denied it for years—until she had taken grief classes and returned to counseling and discovered that her blaming him had been a reflex reaction to protect herself.

			She related her actions the night that Brian had died, telling him how tired she’d been after her shift at work. She’d fed and changed Brian, but he had been fussy. She had put his fussiness down to the fact that Ian hadn’t been there to put him to bed and had put him in his crib. Brian had become fussier, but instead of checking on him she’d gone to sleep, expecting that Ian would come in soon and soothe Brian to sleep as he usually did.

			Ian read the rest of the letter, in which she told him she had remarried and that she and her husband wanted to start a family. She said she knew that she wouldn’t be able to move on with the rest of her life with the guilt of Brian’s death still hanging over her.

			She ended the letter by asking his forgiveness for the way she’d acted toward him and the problems she’d caused for him at the hospital.

			He wasn’t sure how long he sat at his desk before pulling a pad of paper out of his drawer and beginning to write.

			If Lydia needed his forgiveness to move on in her life he was only too happy to give it to her, but she needed to know that he didn’t blame her for their son’s death.

			SIDS was a terrible way to lose a child, because there weren’t always answers to why it had happened. He’d done extensive research after Brian had died, and he knew that their son hadn’t died because of anything the two of them had or hadn’t done.

			When he’d finished, he slipped the letter into an envelope, and then into his jacket pocket, and headed for Frannie’s room.

			 

			Frannie was pushing some food around her plate when Ian came into her room. She’d been disappointed when she’d woken up and he hadn’t been there, but she had known he had other things to do at the hospital besides sit at her bedside.

			He looked as tired and wrinkled as the faded surgical scrubs he’d changed into, and he had a day’s growth of beard on his face which made him look sexier than usual. She considered what she looked like herself, with her hair uncombed and wearing the generic hospital gown.

			“I saw Dr. Williams out at the nurses’ station. He says you’ll be able to go home in the morning,” he said.

			“I tried to tell him I was ready to go home today, but he wouldn’t listen. It’s not like I had major surgery,” she said. “It’s just a broken arm.”

			She knew she was being childish, complaining about the doctor’s orders for her to spend another night in the hospital, but she didn’t like lying in bed while people waited on her. The staff had patients who needed their care much more than she did.

			“He just wants to watch you one more night,” Ian said. “And if he says in the morning that you can go home I’ll drive you home myself.”

			“What about Sarah and my other patients? I need to make my rounds today and see them. Ashley is supposed to leave today, to go to rehab. I promised Danny I’d see her before she left. And then there’s my group session tonight. It will be Carrie’s first meeting.”

			“I’ll tell you what: if you promise to rest today, I’ll see if I can get permission to take you over to your office this evening.”

			“That’s blackmail, you know,” she said.

			“Take it or leave it. And you need to eat those eggs too,” he said.

			“I’ll get you back for this,” she said.

			He walked over to the bed and leaned down to kiss her.

			“You take care of yourself and our baby today and I’ll be back this afternoon,” he said.

			When he’d gone she opened up the overnight bag Lacey had packed for her and found a comb. She began working it through her hair.

			She’d rest today, but tomorrow she was going home—and neither Ian nor the doctor was going to be able to stop her.

			 

			The next day Frannie stood outside Ian’s house. He’d managed to blackmail her again, threatening to call her father if she didn’t agree to stay at his place that night. They’d stopped by her condo to get some more clothes and toiletries, and then made a quick stop at a restaurant to pick up the food Ian had ordered.

			Ian opened the door for her and stood back for her to enter. Gone were the paint buckets and the piled-up boards that had been in the living room before. She saw floors with dark wood grain shining, and walls which had been painted a soft cream. The boards on the stairs, now free of all clutter, had been stained and polished to match the floors of the entryway.

			She walked further into the living room and saw that the old chair he’d kept there had been replaced by a large black velveteen couch, and a small bistro table and two chairs had been moved into the small dining room in the front of the house.

			“It’s beautiful—I can’t believe you finished it,” she said, and then turned around to take in the interesting artwork he’d hung on the walls.

			She walked over to the mantel over the fireplace and picked up the lone framed picture of Brian that sat there.

			“He’s beautiful,” she said as she studied the child who had been taken away far too early.

			Would their little boy or girl look like their brother? Would that be a problem for Ian? Seeing another child growing up and reminding him of what Brian might have looked like if he had only lived?

			“It’s the last picture we had of him,” Ian said. “I want our children to grow up knowing about Brian.”

			“Our children?” she asked. “As far as I know I’m only carrying one baby. I think my doctor would have told me if there was more than one.”

			“You wouldn’t want Penelope to be an only child, would you?”

			“We are not going to name this child Penelope. I was thinking of Emma or Elizabeth if it’s a girl.”

			“And for a boy?” he asked.

			“I don’t know. I had thought I’d let you name the baby if it’s a boy, but I think I’ve changed my mind.”

			She carefully put the picture of Brian back on the mantel, then turned toward him.

			“Why the change, Ian? What’s happened?” she asked.

			She was so afraid that she was reading into his words, into the look he was giving her now. Seeing something that didn’t really exist, something that he couldn’t give her because of all the pain he had gone through when he’d lost his son. But he seemed different now...more settled.

			“I was wrong, Frannie. I had this idea that I had to be able to put my old life and the memories of my son behind me to be able to move on, but that’s not true. I’ll never get over the loss of Brian, but I can live with the memories—the good memories I have of him. I want to share those memories with you and make new ones with you and our baby.”

			He took her good arm and walked her over to the table, then pulled out a chair for her to sit.

			Then he went down on his knees beside her.

			“We’ve discussed this, Ian. I don’t want you to marry me just because we’re having a baby.” She wiped at the tears in her eyes, not wanting him to see her how vulnerable she was.

			“I’ve told you I’m not any good at relationships and I don’t always know how to say what I feel. I’m not very good with talking about my emotions either, but I do know one thing. I love you, Frannie Wentworth. And whether we were having a baby or not I would still feel the same and I would still want you to be my wife.”

			Frannie let go of her tears as he took her left hand in his, being careful not to hurt her arm. She watched as he pulled a small box out of his pocket, then opened it and took out a simple solitaire diamond ring. He placed it on her finger.

			“I think this is where you tell me you love me, and agree to marry me, and we live happily-ever-after,” he said.

			“I love you, Ian Spencer, and I would love to marry you,” she said through a shower of tears. “I think I’ve loved you since the first time you brought me to this house—the night that we made this one,” she said as she covered her abdomen with her free hand.

			Ian laid his hand over hers and she felt a flutter underneath. Somehow their baby could feel their love—just as Frannie now felt Ian’s love for her. No longer were Frannie or Ian alone. The two of them and their child had already built a family, and for the first time since she had lost her mother she felt her life was complete.

			 

			They were married in the hospital chapel just before Christmas. It was meant to be a small ceremony, but as word of their wedding got around to the staff, and through them to their patients, more and more people crowded the room.

			Frannie had asked little Sarah to be her flower girl and only attendant, and the little girl was dressed in a pink ruffled dress with a matching scarf over her head, beaming as she threw the petals in front of her.

			Frannie had chosen a simple gown of white lace, with a fitted high waistline that flowed down over the rest of her body. Her baby bump was on its way and she made no attempt to hide it.

			As she stepped into the chapel on her father’s arm she saw the smiling faces of her patients and decided that she was glad they had been able to attend. There were days when the hospital could be a very somber place, but today was not one of those days. It was a happy place today, with all the staff and patients she’d come to care for there to celebrate with her and Ian.

			Ian stood at the front, with his brother standing beside him, and he looked so handsome in his dark suit.

			As they stood in front of the hospital chaplain her father bent down and whispered in her ear. “Your mother would be very proud of the woman you’ve grown up to be,” he said, “and so am I.”

			She looked at her father and saw the approval she had sought all her life. Then she turned and smiled at Ian as her father gave him her hand.

			Holding hands, they laid them over their child and turned toward the chaplain as they promised to love and honor each other for as long as the two of them should live.

			Her heart was full. There would be rough times throughout their lives, as there would be in everyone’s, but she knew that as long as they stood together they would be able to make it through.

		
	
		
			EPILOGUE

			IAN WATCHED AS FRANNIE, dressed as a pregnant superhero, tried to organize the kids on the float. He’d been given a costume too, even though he’d sworn he didn’t want a place on the float, but Frannie had explained that she’d need to keep his superpower eyes on Danny and Ashley, who had been caught kissing behind the float.

			He considered it as training. They had found out that their baby was a girl, and he knew he would need to use all his superpowers to keep the boys away if their daughter took after her beautiful mother.

			“Carrie, do you want to sit next to me?” he asked when he saw the young girl standing alone. Instead of dressing like one of the heroes the girl was dressed like a villain.

			A tall man came around the side of the float, calling out that it was time to start, and Ian looked at his wife.

			He watched as she explained to James once again that the chocolate-covered marshmallow treats were to be thrown, not eaten, and then handed him a box of colored beads to throw along with the treats.

			Everyone on the float yelled as the tractor pulling the float revved its engine and they headed to St. Charles Avenue, following one of the local high schools’ bands.

			Ian reached for his wife’s hand as she wove her way over to him. He wrapped his arms around Frannie to help her balance as the float bumped down the road. He’d learned that his wife was more than a little accident-prone, and he wasn’t going to take any chances of her falling. They stood looking over the side of the float as they worked their way down the street and onto the historical Avenue.

			The noise level tripled as the float passed the revelers who had lined the street. They rode along, throwing beads and treats as people young and old called out to them.

			“We could name her Mardi, after Mardi Gras,” Ian said to his wife.

			They hadn’t found a name the two of them agreed on yet, so he had begun coming up with off the wall names to tease her with.

			“We’re not going to name our child Mardi,” she said as she took a handful of beads from the box and sent them flying to the back of the crowd.

			The parade soon ended and the float returned to the warehouse, where a party had already started.

			“It’s always sad when the carnival season is over. And it will be at least six months till we start on next year’s float. What are we supposed to do till then?” Frannie asked.

			“Oh, I think I can keep you busy,” Ian said, then dipped her down and gave her a loud kiss.

			Beside him Carrie made gagging sounds, while James let out a wolf whistle.

			“Did I ever tell you I had a thing for superheroes?” he asked.

			“No, you didn’t,” she said.

			“Oh, yeah—it goes way back into my childhood.”

			He watched as her eyes lit with laughter, and then she moved closer and wrapped her arms around his neck.

			“And what is it exactly about a woman in a superhero costume that turns you on?” she asked. “It’s the boots, isn’t it? Men always go for women in boots.”

			“Boots or no boots—you are my superhero, Dr. Francis Spencer-Wentworth,” Ian said as he tightened his arms around her.

			“And you, Dr. Spencer, will always be mine. And together the two of us can take on anything the world throws at us.”
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			Second Chance with Her Island Doc

			by Marion Lennox

			CHAPTER ONE

			‘HEAD LACERATIONS ALWAYS look worse than they are. If you’ll help me to a washbasin I’ll stop wasting your time. I’m not dizzy any more. Really.’

			The woman’s voice drifting from the treatment room was warm, husky and a little bit shaky. She was speaking the Tovahnan language, with an English accent overlaid.

			Dr Leo Aretino knew this voice well. For the last few weeks he’d been expecting her arrival on the island, but hoping he could avoid her.

			He hadn’t been expecting her here, in his territory.

			The language she was speaking was Leo’s native tongue. The first time he’d heard her use it had been over ten years ago. She’d been standing over a microscope, trying to focus. The ’scope had been fiddly, but Anna had been patient. She’d started humming, and then softly singing to herself. In Tovahnan.

			It was a tune his mother had taught him as a child.

			Leo had doubted if anyone at their prestigious English medical school had even heard of his birthplace, the island of Tovahna, much less known how to speak its language. He’d cut across her song, incredulous. ‘Where did you learn that?’

			‘From my mother,’ she’d said. She’d had the slide in focus at that point and had been looking intently at the nasty little pathogen the tutor wanted them to see.

			‘Your mother’s Tovahnan?’

			‘Yes, she is. Or she was. She left Tovahna before I was born.’ Anna had checked the slide again. ‘But it’s this little guy we’re interested in. You want to look?’

			There was a queue. He needed to look at the bug.

			His attention was solidly diverted.

			Tovahna was a Mediterranean island, sparsely populated, fought over for centuries until its big neighbours had decided it wasn’t worth the bother. It was now mostly ignored by the outside world. Few foreigners made the effort to visit, much less learn the language. The women of Tovahna were generally olive skinned and dark haired. Anna had red hair and freckles. This didn’t make sense.

			‘Your mother taught you Tovahnan songs?’

			‘She taught me the language.’ She’d moved away from the microscope, allowing the student after Leo access. ‘I think she used it to assuage homesickness. But you’ve missed your turn,’ she’d told him, switching effortlessly into speaking Tovahnan. She’d smiled, a wide, happy smile that had made him feel even more astounded. ‘Don’t tell me you’re...’

			‘Tovahnan.’ And suddenly he’d been close to tears.

			Tovahna was tiny, impoverished, its assets gouged for generations by a single family dynasty. Most of its people were trapped in a ceaseless cycle of poverty, but Leo had been so smart at school that the community had rallied to send him to England.

			‘Get yourself a medical degree and then come home and help us,’ they’d told him, and off he’d gone, aged all of fifteen.

			At nineteen he’d been doing brilliantly. His English had been flawless. He’d fitted in with his fellow students. He’d even been enjoying himself, hardly homesick at all. So there’d been no reason why he should gaze at this redheaded, freckled, fellow student speaking his language and feel like...he’d wanted to take her into his arms.

			Of course, he hadn’t. Not right then. It had been two whole days before he’d kissed her.

			It wasn’t just that they’d shared a language. Anna had been special.

			But that was past history, he told himself as he listened to her voice carrying from the next room. What was between them had been a long time ago. Right now he needed to focus on medical imperatives. A woman he’d met years before was being carried into his emergency room on a stretcher.

			He was a doctor and he had to deal with whoever needed to be treated. He needed to haul himself together and go see what the problem was.

			The medical problem.

			 

			Wow, her head hurt.

			The thump against stone had been stupid and entirely predictable. When she’d insisted she wanted to see everything—she now owned a castle and who wouldn’t want to see it all?—her late cousin’s agent had given her a torch.

			‘Watch your head,’ he’d told her as he’d led her deep into the depths of Tovahna Castle.

			What she’d seen had been a maze of tunnels, some built almost a thousand years ago. Secret passages led in and out from the castle walls, to be used in times of siege. There were hidden living areas, ventilation shafts, storage spaces for weapons, for food and water, all dark and dusty and so fascinating it was no wonder she’d finally forgotten to watch her head.

			The thump had been solid and the results immediate. The world had spun and then disappeared. She’d surfaced to find blood oozing down her forehead. Victoir, the agent, had been useless, torn between wanting to help and not wanting to get blood on his suit. Finally she’d ripped off her windcheater and applied pressure herself, then had him help her to the surface.

			‘I don’t want paramedics coming down here,’ she’d told him. ‘This looks worse than it is. You’ll have a team of split heads instead of one.’

			But emerging to daylight, Victoir’s authority reasserted itself. ‘I’ve called the ambulance,’ he told her. ‘I said those passages were dangerous. They need to be closed off, filled in, before someone’s killed. Kids get in and we can’t stop them. You’ve seen the parts that are crumbling. And now this...’

			And then a rattletrap ambulance had come blaring down the cobblestoned street to the castle forecourt, and Anna had been bundled inside before she could object.

			She could hardly blame them, she decided. She probably did look like something out of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, and, to be honest, she was still a bit woozy. So she’d lain back and let the paramedics put in a drip to compensate for blood loss. She’d felt every bumpy cobble as they’d made their way who knew where, until finally she’d been carried into what looked a plain, businesslike emergency entrance.

			‘The doctor’s on his way,’ a middle-aged nurse told her. She didn’t attempt to remove the windcheater-pad Anna was still holding. ‘Don’t worry. Our Dr Leo’s on duty and he’s the best we have.’

			And her bad day suddenly got worse.

			Dr Leo. No! Please...

			But then the door swung open and a guy in a white coat was beside her trolley. ‘Maria, what do we have here?’

			And her worst fears were realised.

			Leo Aretino. Her first love.

			Her greatest love.

			How could you be truly in love at nineteen? You couldn’t be, she’d decided. What they’d had had been a teenage fling.

			He’d broken her heart, but teenagers’ hearts were made to be broken. She’d told herself that over and over in the years between then and now. She’d met other men. She’d even fancied herself in love with them, but the thought of Leo had always stayed with her. Tall, dark, intense, speaking the language of her mother, making her laugh, studying with her, making her body sing...

			And then walking away...

			She closed her eyes. Her head felt like it was about to explode and it wasn’t just the pain from the accident.

			She’d guessed she might meet him when she came here, but to meet him now, like this...

			‘It’s Anna Raymond.’ The nurse’s voice held suppressed excitement. ‘Anna Castlavara. Katrina’s daughter. Victoir was showing her the tunnels under the castle.’

			‘Of course.’ Leo’s voice was smooth, unfussed, as if the name meant nothing to him. Had he known she’d be in the country? He must have, she thought. For Tovahna this must have been big news.

			It had been big news to her. Her cousin’s death. An inheritance so huge she could hardly take it in.

			Leo.

			‘Anna and I have met before.’ Leo still sounded calm. Professional. Like she was one of the scores of patients he saw each day. She was a fellow student he’d had a casual fling with ten years ago. No more.

			A fellow student who’d inherited most of his country?

			‘Anna.’ His voice gentled and he spoke in English. ‘Are you with us?’

			‘I’m with you.’ She couldn’t keep ten years of resentment from her voice. ‘Unfortunately.’

			‘Can you open your eyes?’

			‘I can but I don’t want to.’

			‘Because the light hurts?’

			‘Because I don’t want to see you.’

			And the man had the temerity to chuckle.

			‘Still the firebrand I remember, then, Anna? Okay, keep those eyes closed and I’ll check out the rest.’

			His hand was on her wrist and the touch made her...what? She should want to pull away.

			She didn’t do that either.

			He didn’t touch the pad on her head. He was doing an overall assessment, she thought, checking the IV line, blood pressure, the paramedic notes. Taking in the whole picture.

			He was a fine doctor. She remembered that comment at their graduation ceremony. Leo hadn’t been there. As soon as his last exam was behind him he’d left to do a fast track course in surgery before heading home. To Tovahna. But at the graduation his name had been read out with pride by the head of the medical faculty. ‘Dr Leo Aretino has topped almost every class during his time here and he intends returning to serve his country. He’s a doctor we can be proud of, now and into the future.’

			So she was in good hands. Leo’s hands.

			She hurt.

			‘Is it just your head?’ The laughter was gone now—he was all doctor—and that gentle voice she remembered so well was almost enough to bring tears to her eyes. ‘Anna, have you hurt anything else?’

			‘Just m-my head,’ she managed, and was ashamed it came out as a stammered whisper.

			‘Do you remember what happened?’

			‘There was a cavern with ancient pottery urns. I bent to see and then stood up.’ She managed to dredge up a bit of indignation but it was directed at herself. ‘Victoir said it was dangerous and I didn’t listen.’

			‘The notes said you lost consciousness.’

			‘Victoir said I was out of it for a few seconds, but all I can remember is bang and then feeling dizzy.’

			Leo would be thinking of internal bleeding, she thought. Did they have the facilities to treat that here?

			She’d read about Tovahna over the years—of course she had.

			Still almost a feudal economy, with one family controlling much of the wealth. Most of the population pay rent to the Castlavaran family, and little is put back into infrastructure. Schools, hospitals, public services are minimal, to say the least.

			Tourist sites reported on the medical facilities, too.

			Travellers are advised to carry extra health insurance to cover transport to a neighbouring country. Medical services are basic. Complex medical situations often mean either evacuation or a less than satisfactory outcome.

			A less than satisfactory outcome. Death?

			‘If I did lose consciousness it was only for seconds,’ she said, more surely now. Wanting to reassure herself as well as him. ‘You know split heads bleed enough to make people think you’re at death’s door.’

			‘Blood running down faces does seem to frighten onlookers,’ he agreed, and she heard the hint of humour return. It was the laughter she’d fallen for. Oh, Leo... ‘We’ll take X-rays to be sure, though.’

			‘You have facilities?’

			‘Amazingly, we have.’ The laughter was still there, but underneath...the trace of bitterness she’d heard only once but would remember for ever. Old accusations flooded back. ‘Your family has sucked our country dry...’

			‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean...’

			‘Let’s take a look,’ he said, gentle again, and he moved the padded windcheater aside.

			The paramedics had moved it to do a fast check but they’d replaced it and bound it fast, thinking it was best not to disturb things until they had a doctor’s back-up. Now the bleeding had stopped, and it had become sticky. She felt the windcheater tug on the dried blood in her hair.

			She had no choice. Finally she opened her eyes.

			Leo was right there, leaning over her. His face was maybe two hand widths from hers. This was a Leo who was older, his face creased a little, with age, with weather, his eyes seemingly deeper set.

			But he was the same Leo. Those gorgeous brown eyes. The deep black, crinkly hair, a bit unkempt. The laughter lines. His mouth...

			It was as if he was about to kiss...

			Um...not. He was looking at her head, not into her eyes.

			Oh, but those eyes...

			She needed to get over herself.

			She’d never intended seeing him. Once she’d got over the shock of her inheritance, her intention had been to come here fast, put the organisation of the estate firmly back into the hands of her cousin’s agent and then retreat. She knew the country was impoverished and she had no intention of making it more so. Her uncle and then her cousin had squirrelled away rents and profits. She needed to figure a way to channel them into charities, and then go home.

			Home was in England, where she worked as a family doctor in a village a couple of hours south of London. The community was lovely and she loved her job. She had two beloved springer spaniels, dopy but fun. She’d recently broken up with a rather nice lawyer but they were still friends. She had lots of friends. Life was good.

			This inheritance had been like a bombshell. Now, looking up into Leo’s face, it seemed even more so.

			For the reason things had never progressed with her ‘rather nice lawyer’ was right here. After all this time, to have this memory messing with her life...

			This memory? Leo.

			But Leo wasn’t looking at her. His fingers—oh, she remembered those fingers—were carefully untangling the matted hair so he could see what he was dealing with.

			‘This was some thump,’ he told her. ‘You’ll need stitches and a thorough check. Sorry, Anna, but we need to shave some of your hair.’

			‘Nothing a scarf won’t hide,’ she said, trying for lightness. ‘It was my own fault.’

			‘But you were down in the underground labyrinth.’

			‘Just checking.’

			‘Checking your inheritance.’

			‘That’s right.’ How hard was that to say lightly?

			‘I’m sorry about your cousin.’

			‘Really?’ She was trying not to wince at the feel of his fingers. Not from pain, though. He was being gentle.

			He always had been gentle.

			‘Yanni’s death was unexpected,’ he told her, still carefully probing. ‘Although with the lifestyle he led...’

			‘Eating and hoarding money,’ she said. ‘I’ve been told. My mother said his father—Mum’s brother—was the same.’

			‘And he died of a heart attack as well,’ Leo said. ‘Twenty years apart, both their deaths almost instant. Your cousin was only thirty-eight, but with the lifestyle he led and his family history... There was nothing we could do.’

			‘Hey, I’m not blaming you.’ She sighed. Her head really did hurt. ‘Leo, could you find someone else to stitch my head? To be honest, having you treating me is making me feel a whole lot worse. You don’t like anything about me and my family, right?’

			‘I treated your cousin,’ he said, without answering her question. ‘Or I tried to. He refused to listen to concerns about cholesterol or weight. But I did my best. I’ll do my best with you.’

			‘You can’t imagine how grateful that makes me feel,’ she muttered. ‘Is there no one else?’

			‘Not right now. Our only other doctor is in the midst of a birth.’

			‘You only have two doctors?’

			‘This island’s small.’

			‘I’ve read about it. Twenty thousand people. Two doctors?’

			‘You tell me how to get the money to train them and I’ll do something about it. We have a couple of islanders we’ve trained as nurse-practitioners. They’re good, but for a head wound you need either Carla or me.’

			She’d known the island was impoverished. Two doctors, though, for such a population... Now, though, wasn’t the time for thinking about it. ‘I’ll wait for Carla,’ she said, and she knew she sounded belligerent but she couldn’t help it. This man had hurt her in the past and hurt her badly. She didn’t want him anywhere near her.

			‘I doubt if you can wait that long.’ He stood back a little, studying her. Like an interesting bug? Like he didn’t even know her. ‘So what were you doing climbing under the castle without a hard hat?’

			‘A hard hat...’ she said cautiously, and thought about it. Or tried to think about it. The knock had made her feel ill, and Leo’s presence was now removing almost all the rest of her ability to think logically. ‘Maybe that would have been sensible,’ she conceded at last. ‘It wasn’t offered as an option, though, and I really wanted to see.’

			‘So Victoir took you underground?’

			‘He was my cousin’s agent. He knows the place.’

			‘He also knows the rule about hard hats. He didn’t warn you?’

			‘Of course he did. He said it’s dangerous. He said the entire underground needs to be closed off, and I guess now I agree. My inheritance states that capital must be used to improve or maintain the castle itself. That’s pretty limiting. Victoir’s idea is that I close off the underground area and divide the castle into apartments. He says with the view over the sea they’ll command exorbitant rent and provide an economic boost for the whole island.’

			‘I imagine they will,’ Leo said dryly. ‘And an economic boost for Victoir as well. So he told you that going underground was dangerous.’

			‘I told you.’ She sighed. ‘Leo, can we just get on with this? Fix my head, charge me what you like and let me go.’

			‘You know I won’t keep you longer than I must,’ he said, formally now. ‘But losing consciousness... You know as well as I do that overnight obs are essential. Like it or not, you’re stuck here for the night.’

			He turned back to the nurse, switching back into Tovahnan. ‘Maria, let’s get this X-rayed before we do a proper clean-up,’ he told her. ‘Can you take her through? I’ll get some pain relief in first, though.’ He turned back to Anna. ‘Pain... One to ten?’

			She thought about it and decided to be honest. Her head was thumping.

			‘Maybe...six?’

			‘Ouch,’ he said, sympathetically. ‘You do need that X-ray. But a nice shot of something first. Any allergies?’

			‘None.’ What he said made sense. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and was annoyed at how feeble she sounded.

			And astonishingly he touched her hand, lightly. It was the kind of touch he might give any patient he wanted to reassure. It was entirely professional, so why it seemed to burn...

			It didn’t. She was being dumb. This kind of thump on her head would make anyone dumb, she told herself. He was being purely professional. ‘Right, let’s get you sorted. Maria can take X-rays. I’ll come back with the results as soon as I can.’

			‘Thank you,’ she managed. ‘There’s no hurry.’

			‘There’s always a hurry,’ he said, and suddenly it was a snap. ‘That’s what my life is, thanks to your family.’

			Your family... The words resonated, an echo of what he’d said all those years ago.

			‘Your family robs my country blind, leeching every asset we ever had. How can I associate myself with anyone even remotely connected to the Castlavarans? I’m sorry, it’s over, Anna.’

			‘So the judgement’s still there,’ she managed, and stupidly she was starting to feel her eyes well with unshed tears. It was the shock, she told herself. A decent thump on the head always messed with the tear ducts.

			It wasn’t anything to do with this arrogant, judgemental guy she’d once loved with all her heart.

			‘It’s not judgement, it’s knowledge,’ he told her. ‘Maria will take care of you. I’ll be back to sew things up. By the way, I will be charging.’

			‘Charge what you like,’ she muttered. ‘And get me out of here as soon as possible. All I want to do is go home.’

			 

			He wanted her out of here as much as she wanted to be gone. Maybe more. The thought of a Castlavaran in his treatment room should be enough to make his skin crawl.

			Only this was Anna, and what he felt for her...

			She was two parts, he conceded. She was Anna Raymond, the redheaded, gorgeous, fun-loving fellow student he’d fallen in love with. But she was still Anna Castlavara, daughter of Katrina Castlavara, who was in turn the daughter of a family who’d held the wealth of this small country in its grasping hands for generations.

			‘They’re nothing to do with me.’

			He remembered Anna’s response when he’d first discovered the connection. His reaction had been guttural, instinctive, incredulous. For six months he’d been dating her. He’d been nineteen, a student madly in love, thinking life was as good as it could get. And then he’d met her mother.

			Katrina had been in America when he’d first met Anna, with a guy Anna had said was one of a string of men.

			‘We hardly see each other,’ she’d told him, but she’d told him little else.

			It seemed she’d known little.

			‘As far as I know, she left Tovahna in her teens and she hasn’t been back. She said her mother died young and her father’s horrible, but that’s pretty much all she’ll tell me. I imagine Mum would have been a wild child, so maybe that had something to do with it. Sometimes, though...when I was little she’d sing to me, songs like the one you heard, and in between men, when she was bored, she taught me Tovahnan. It’s always seemed fun, our own secret language. I suspect she was a bit homesick, though she’d never admit it. She refuses to talk of her family—she says they’ve rejected her and she’s rejected them. She’s said there’s no way she’d ever go back—that most of the young people from Tovahna end up emigrating.’

			They still did, Leo thought grimly. The extent of economic activity on the island was to grow olives and tomatoes, fish and pay exorbitant rents to the Castlavaran landlords.

			There’d never been a king, a president, even an official ruler. The island was simply owned by the Castlavarans. For generation after generation they had ruled with a grasping hand and nothing had disturbed that rule. There was little on this rocky island to invite invasion. Its inhabitants were peaceful, ultra-conservative, accepting the status quo because that’s what their parents had, and their parents before them.

			Right now, though, the status quo had changed. The last male heir, Yanni, had left no descendants. The inheritance had thus fallen to a woman the country didn’t know, a woman who’d been born abroad, a woman who—as far as Leo could tell—knew little about her ancestors’ homeland.

			Was it time for the population to rise up and say, ‘Enough’? The land should be owned by the people who’d worked it for generations.

			It wasn’t happening. Any kid with any ambition had one thought and that was to emigrate, and the remaining islanders accepted apathy as the norm. That meant that Anna’s inheritance was being met with stoic acceptance.

			Maybe he should lead a revolution himself, but he was far too busy to think of political insurrection. Work was always waiting.

			Like Anna’s split head.

			‘Please let it not be fractured,’ he muttered as he left her. Not only for her sake either. He needed to get her out of his hospital and then get on with his life.

			His next patient was a child brought in by his grandparents ‘because he won’t eat’, which probably meant he’d been given so many sweets he didn’t need anything else. But they’d been waiting for over three hours. The toddler’s parents were off the island, visiting the little boy’s ill maternal grandmother, and he didn’t want them worried, so he took the time to reassure the grandparents. He gave them a chart where every single thing that went into the small boy’s mouth had to be recorded, no matter what, and sent them away dubious. But if they stuck to the chart they’d have forty fits when they saw how much they were sneaking—behind each other’s backs—into one small mouth.

			At any other time that might have made him smile, but he wasn’t smiling when he returned to check Anna’s X-rays.

			All okay. Excellent.

			He still had to keep her in overnight. There remained a risk of internal bleeding.

			But first stitching.

			Carla was still caught up with a tricky birth. He checked in, hopeful, but there was no joy there.

			‘She may need a Caesarean,’ Carla told him. Carla was in her sixties, tough and practical and kind. ‘We’re doing the best we can. First sign of foetal distress, though, and I’ll need you. Don’t go anywhere, Leo.’

			‘I was wondering if you could do a stitching,’ he told her, glancing behind her to the woman in labour. ‘Swap places?’

			‘I’ve been with Greta all the way,’ Carla said. ‘It’s not kind to swap now.’ And then she grinned. ‘Besides, Maria tells me she’s the Castlavara. I understand why you want to swap. Just treat her like anyone else and then multiply the costs by a hundred. Hey, if you’re nice to her maybe we could persuade her to fund us a new ambulance. Put on your charm, Dr Aretino, and go charm yourself our future.’

			 

			To say she was miserable was an understatement. She was tucked into a cubicle with curtains around her, cut off from the outside world. The painkiller Leo had prescribed had taken effect but was causing even more fuzziness, and there was still a dull ache. She was in a foreign country, in the hands of a man who’d made it clear ten years ago that he was rejecting her.

			She wanted to go home so badly she could taste it, to her lovely little cottage in her English village, to people who treated her as a friend as well as a doctor, to her two happy, bouncy dogs.

			It was mid-afternoon. Rhonda, her next-door neighbour, would be walking her dogs, letting them roam in the woods behind her cottage. The dogs would be going nuts, exploring the springtime smells, chasing rabbits, chasing each other, free...

			Oh, for heaven’s sake, she was close to tears again and she never cried. She was an independent, strong career woman and tears were dumb. How she was feeling was dumb.

			She should have asked someone to come with her. Her ex-boyfriend? Martin was a lawyer. They’d had what could only be called a tepid relationship before he’d fallen madly, deeply for her best friend, Jennifer. But they’d stayed friends and when the news of her inheritance had come through both he and Jennifer had been fascinated.

			‘Summary,’ Martin had announced after considerable research. ‘The estate’s tied up in such a way you can’t offload it and the country’s in a mess. That mess is not of your making, though, and the Trust doesn’t give you much option to do anything about it. My advice? Leave it in the hands of this Victoir guy, who knows the layout. It’s pulling in an incredible income. Yes, the settlement decrees most of the income stays with the castle, but as overall owner you’re entitled to living expenses and those living expenses can be more than generous. You’ll be set for life. Sign the papers and forget about the rest.’

			But it seemed too big, too huge, to simply sign and forget. Her colleagues were intrigued and helpful. Rhonda was happy to take care of the dogs.

			There was the long-ago memory of a boy called Leo, but Tovahna was surely not so small she’d bump into him in the street.

			So she’d bumped into a twelfth-century stone ceiling and she’d found Leo all by herself.

			Oh, her head hurt.

			And then Leo was back, brisk, formal, hurried. ‘Okay, Anna, let’s get these stitches sorted. Your X-rays are clear. No fractures. We’ll need to keep you in overnight for obs—you know that—but there should be no problem. Maria’s bringing what we need now.’

			She hadn’t heard footsteps. She hadn’t heard the curtain draw back. Leo was just...here.

			Her head felt like it might explode.

			If she’d had a few seconds’ warning, if she’d heard him approach, then maybe she could have kept control, but she hadn’t and she didn’t. She made a desperate grab for the tissue box on the side table and buried her face in a sea of white.

			Heroines in movies cried beautifully, glistening droplets slipping silently down beautifully made-up faces, lips quivering as brave heroines fought back overwhelming sadness. Then they’d blink back remaining tears and gaze adoringly at their hero with eyes still misty, and...most infuriating of all...not a hint of puffiness in sight. Then there’d be a kiss, with the heroine not even needing to sniff.

			But that was in movie land, not on an examination trolley in a sterile, strange emergency room. Anna had to sniff. More, she had to blow her nose and even when she blew it, it kept running. And blinking was useless with this flood. Her shoulders were shaking with silent sobs and she couldn’t stop them.

			This was crazy.

			But maybe she should cut herself some slack.

			She’d hardly slept since she’d received the news last week. The journey here had been arduous—where were decent connections when you needed them? Victoir had bombarded her with information she’d had no hope of getting her head around but she knew she had to. And then the dark, the bang, the shock and the loss of blood. She was overtired, overwrought, drugged and still in pain. And finally here was Leo, looking at her like she was something the cat had dragged in.

			Leo, whom she’d once loved with all her heart.

			She was buried under a wad of tissues but she needed more. She made a desperate swipe for the box but she didn’t connect.

			And then a wad of dry tissues was tucked into her hand. The sodden ones were removed.

			She could hardly thank him. She blew her nose again and struggled to stop the stupid tears.

			Everything was shaking.

			Stupid drugs. Stupid head. Stupid, stupid, stupid...

			And then there was a heavy sigh and she felt a weight on the side of her bed. And arms came around her and gathered her into a warm, strong hug.

			It needed only this.

			The sensible part of Anna should react with horror. Sensible Anna should shove him away, tell him to take his prejudiced, judgemental self anywhere but here. The sensible part of Anna would...what? Walk out of here, bloodstained and woozy. Call Victoir to come get her?

			But right now the sensible part of Anna wasn’t big enough to mount a coherent argument. The rest of her was mush, and that mush was being held fast by arms she knew.

			She was being held against a chest she loved.

			She didn’t love. She didn’t! But right now she needed. She let herself fold against him, feeling the strength of his arms, the warmth, the solidness.

			He was wearing a clinical coat, a bit stiff. It felt okay. More, it felt good. Medicine and Leo, they were a solid combination of safety, surety. Home...

			Where had that word come from? Home was England, the dogs, her village, her people.

			She could feel his heart beating. Strong. Steady. Leo.

			The shaking was easing. Whatever was happening, this helped. She had no strength to draw away and she didn’t want to. Drug-free medicine... A hug...

			She let her mind stop its useless spinning and focus on just being held.

			By Leo.

			There was no pressure. He didn’t push her away, even as her sobs subsided. He simply sat and held her, letting her take as much time as she needed to get herself back together.

			Letting her take as much comfort as she needed.

			And she did need it. She didn’t want to draw back.

			This was an illusion, a memory of times past, a comfort that shouldn’t be any kind of comfort at all.

			Oh, but he felt...

			‘Dressing tray.’ The female voice... Maria’s?...came from the doorway. And then there was an apologetic reaction as the nurse saw what was happening. ‘Whoops, sorry, back in a moment.’

			‘It’s okay.’ Finally—to her regret—Leo pulled back. ‘Bring it in, Maria. Anna, are we all right to get these stitches in?’

			‘I... Of course.’ The tears were gone. She was bloodstained, puffy-eyed and mortified, but somehow she hauled together what was left of her rag-tailed dignity. ‘Stitches and then twelve hours of obs and I’m out of here.’

			‘That’s what we both want,’ Leo said, and, comfort or not, the old resentments surged back.

			This man was her treating doctor. She needed him to help her. He’d comforted her with a hug.

			She still wanted to slap him.
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