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One more hour until the end of the shift. Willow Brady approached the pediatric ER desk, collapsed into a chair, and released a long overdue sigh. The rush of young patients had subsided for the time being. She took advantage of the momentary lull by pulling a chart to review her RN notes and catch up on her documenting.

The evening's most notable patients so far had suffered a broken arm, a bad fall resulting in a goose egg on the head, and a chewable vitamin lodged in a toddler's nose. Oh, and acute appendicitis treated with an urgent appendectomy. Just an average night here in the ER at the Pediatric Building of Baycoast Memorial Hospital.

The evening was passing quickly and Willow liked it that way. Coming in to work tonight proved a better option than spending another restless night at her bungalow. Alone. On her birthday. Her eyes darted to her watch. Midnight would come soon and she'd survive this birthday unscathed.

When she felt a tap on her shoulder, she turned to see Emmy, her friend and fellow nurse from pediatric ICU.

"What are you doing here? You're still supposed to be on vacation for your birthday, visiting your family up in New England."

Willow blew out a gusty breath. "What can I say? I missed good old Florida."

Emmy cocked a suspicious eyebrow. "Missing Florida in late August? It's the hottest spot in the entire United States right now. Not to mention all the thundershowers. Seriously, tell me why you came back early."

Willow groaned. "I flew back early because I couldn't face the inevitable with my family."

"The inevitable?"

"Listening to my mom and aunties and old college friends remind me that with another birthday behind me, I should be in some new relationship by now... or at least dating. As of today, I'm twenty-six. Is that really considered old?"

Emmy scoffed. "Not at all. You're getting a little older so your family wants to push you into your next big thing. All families do it, trust me."

Older? So that's her new label. Willow slumped her shoulders.

"Anyway, happy birthday," Emmy said. "And don't let your family drive you crazy. I've got to go. I was just on my way to the cafeteria when I saw you over here moping."

"I'm not moping."

"Mmm-hmm." Emmy pursed her lips. "Either way, I'm sure everyone's glad to have you back. You're great with kids—and their parents. After working here, you'll definitely be ready when you have kids of your own."

Willow froze. Kids of her own. No matter how many times the subject came up, the truth of the matter still managed to sting.

"Oh, I don't know..." Willow ignored the forlorn twist of her heart.

When Emmy's warm eyes turned inquisitive, Willow needed to cover the heartache fast. She simply didn't want to go there.

"Right, of course, kids. Someday," she quickly amended, and then feigned a reassuring smile despite the big fat lie.

Emmy, apparently satisfied with Willow's change of disposition, whisked off, leaving Willow to contend with the heart-wrenching truth.

No. She'd never have children of her own.

As a pediatric ER nurse, part of her job included soothing distraught children and their frantic parents. Another part included working side by side with medical staff, which she'd been doing well since coming to Baycoast Memorial six months ago.

But her job did not include having to disclose why she could never have children, not even to a friend like Emmy. The pain of it was simply too fresh.

It took three miscarriages to diagnose MTHFR, the rare genetic defect responsible for her plight. The blood clotting disorder would keep her from her dream of having babies. By the third pregnancy, which she'd lost in the second trimester, her now-ex-husband had had enough and walked. More like sprinted.

But it was his reasoning—what he'd ultimately confessed to her—that truly broke her heart and sent her into an emotional tailspin. That fateful night, almost a year ago, she'd not only lost a third baby, she also lost her marriage.

The thud of quick footsteps cracking against the linoleum floor broke her unsettling thoughts.

Willow rose and rounded the desk to see what new storm was brewing. She looked down the corridor. The sight before her made her breath catch.

A man dressed in a tuxedo came at her with a determined stride. He had to be at least six feet in height with a commanding posture and Hollywood good looks. Thick, dark locks of hair winnowed in his wake. Even darker eyes met hers. Hooded, soulful eyes framed in unfairly long, black lashes. As he closed in on her, a muscle twitched in his chiseled jaw.

Willow's blood rushed and she had to keep from letting her own jaw fall open in awe while she marveled at the glorious sight of him.

The cardboard box he carried, however, made a strange juxtaposition to the strikingly handsome vision.

Willow sized up the situation as she tried to reign in her rampant heartbeat. The man looked like a male model. Or perhaps an actor. His muscles strained against the black fabric of the tuxedo while he gripped that box. He extended his arms toward her as if presenting her with a wonderful gift.

And he was doing it today. On her birthday.

Had her family hired a singing telegram about to belt out a tune? Or perhaps her friends sent a male stripper to cheer her up.

Either way, she couldn't allow it to happen, not on her watch.

The man opened his mouth to say—or sing—something, but Willow raised her hand to stop him in his tracks.

"Oh, no, you don't. You are not singing or dancing here, no matter who let you in. Celebrating my birthday in the middle of the pediatric ER is completely inappropriate."

She crossed her arms and stood defiantly.

The man's exotic features dimmed to a frustrated glare. His gaze flitted momentarily to her name tag.

"Willow, is it?" he asked in a smoldering British accent.

"Yes," she challenged with a determined tilt of her chin.

"Willow, if you'll stop carrying on for just a moment and look here..." He tilted the opened box and showed her its contents.

Willow peered inside and gasped. "That's a baby!"

"Yes, a baby. Perhaps you can do your job and save the little tyke's life."

* * *

Dr. Shayne Edwards had no recourse but to be firm with the pretty young nurse. After all, a baby's survival was at stake. It didn't help that when he'd first approached, he found himself staring into the most arresting blue eyes he'd ever seen.

He wasn't immune to such beauty, but he had to keep his wits about him. It proved tough since he'd awoken at the crack of dawn, spent the day in surgery, and ultimately attended a fundraiser event this evening.

Just when he thought he'd made it back to the flat to climb out of this monkey suit and hit the mattress hard, he'd found the abandoned baby in a carton on his doorstep.

A quick exam had indicated the newborn to be a boy; his coloring, pale. Shayne had noted the pallor in the dim light illuminating his front door. But the infant's lethargy gave him the greatest concern; he simply didn't cry. He would have examined the baby inside his place if he could have found his keys, which had mysteriously gone missing. His inability to get to his medical equipment had rendered him helpless.

He never dreamed he'd be directing his limousine driver to take him to the ER pronto, although the facility was in walking distance. He'd kept the baby inside the carton for safety, although no injury presented itself. Nevertheless, he worried about the little guy needing urgent care.

The short drive barely gave him time to fathom why someone had left a newborn with him. What kind of person could have left a baby on a doorstep so late into the night? And why him? He'd only been in the country a week on this visit. He couldn't imagine someone knowing him well enough to abandon a baby to him. Then again, could this have been a completely random act?

While he believed he'd have kids of his own one day, a baby left on his doorstep was not what he'd had in mind. Not that a wife and kids were in his future any time soon... not after what happened in London.

He'd come close to marrying a woman who'd slipped in and out of his life over the years. Given his circumstances at the time, he was able to see his future as a husband and family man—only to have the illusion shattered. He had crossed the Atlantic Ocean from London for a teaching appointment at this university hospital in Florida, yet no amount of distance could keep the haunting memories at bay.

But right now, Shayne had to focus on one tiny patient in a box that he presented to the nurse with the distracting blue eyes.

The nurse peeked up from under her fringe of long lashes. She nodded in understanding and her pleasant expression went into all-business mode.

"Let's get that baby a room. Follow me." She took the lead and without hesitation, Shayne followed her past the reception desk overrun with teddy bears, and then past an empty gurney and unused IV stand. He focused on the nurse's trim backside as he maneuvered safely around the medical obstacle course.

"So why do you have a baby in a box?" she asked over her shoulder.

"I came home early from an event and I found him on my doorstep. There was no note. Nothing."

"Someone left an infant in a box at your front door?"

"It looks that way and I am quite sure he doesn't belong in a box."

"And you're the father?"

"No," he snapped. "Nothing could be further from the truth. I would never shirk such a responsibility. I'm a clinical instructor here at the residency program for the semester."

The nurse glanced down at the name that had been handwritten in marker on the flap of the box. "Dr. Edwards?" she asked, the lilt in her voice rising. "That's you? You're Dr. Shayne Edwards?"

"So it seems."

She quickened her pace and led him into a purple exam room with a large, cheery rainbow painted on one wall. Without missing a beat, she pulled her stethoscope wrapped in bright orange ribbon from around her slender neck and laid it across his shoulders. As if on instinct, she took hold of the box and held it low to allow Shayne to reach in and gently take hold of the infant. He loosely wrapped the small blanket that lined the box around the infant to keep him safe and secure.

As he raised him up, the infant let out a small cry. Finally. The best sound he'd heard all night. Although weak, a good sign. He lowered the infant to the exam table. From the corner of his eye, he saw Willow set the box down and immediately return to his side. He grew keenly aware of her nearness and sensed her concern for the tyke.

Before he could even ask, she presented him with a small penlight. He inspected the baby's eyes and ears. Looked clear. The little guy appeared to have a healthy weight and measurements. His breathing? Slow. In the brighter light of the room, he noted the faint blue coloring around the baby's mouth.

"Subtle cyanosis, right here." He pointed along the edge of the baby's lips to show Willow, a habit from teaching.

"Yes, Doctor." As if on cue, Willow set up the oxygen for the blow-by, and then returned to his side.

Suddenly, the baby puckered in a desperate attempt to try and catch his breath. While the symptoms could be any number of conditions, this cyanotic newborn had all the makings of a baby enduring some form of pulmonary duress and suddenly struggled to fight for his life. As a pediatric surgeon, Shayne had seen it plenty of times before. Each time he'd witnessed a struggling child, his raw nerve endings fired off in response.

"This looks to be more complicated than just stress. Hopefully it's just mild pulmonary stenosis that might resolve on its own. But we can't rule out anything more serious."

"A septal defect, maybe," Willow offered as she stepped in to get more oxygen to the patient. Moments later, the struggling infant thankfully calmed. "There, there, sweetie," Willow whispered.

The baby's head turned just so, as if to search for the soft feminine voice. Shayne marveled at the infant's sudden, unexpected strength. He also marveled at how Willow had such an effect on their patient. There was more to this nurse that went beyond the physical. She possessed a rare magical quality when it came to instinct, whether assisting him or pacifying the tiny baby.

With the crisis past, he said, "He'll have to be watched to make sure there is no obstruction to flow."

He pulled the stethoscope from around his shoulders and used it to listen to the tiny chest. The moment the small round diaphragm touched the baby's tender skin, he squirmed and winced. But no further cry.

"I know it's a bit cool, little fellow," he offered in a soothing tone. Anything to let the baby know he was safe.

As Shayne got to work, he caught the worried stare of the nurse. He was used to the scrutiny, but this was different. He gave her a reassuring wink. "The good news is he doesn't appear to be a crack baby."

Willow blinked in relief and her slender shoulders sloped as if she could finally relax at his assessment.

He continued to listen intently to the baby's chest. There. A faint but definite whoosh, but he couldn't be sure of the cause. Possibly a heart murmur or worse, Tetralogy of Fallot, which would be a four-pronged problem if it came to that. But it was still too early to tell.

He told Willow what he'd detected, and then ordered maintenance fluids and a blood test. Any elevation in the red blood cell count and hemoglobin would reveal more.

"We'll keep him here for observation before admitting him to the pediatric ICU. He can't be introduced to the other newborns in the nursery. Can't risk respiratory infection. Meanwhile, have them do a chest X-ray and an echo."

Willow pulled out the palm device from her pocket and promptly recorded his orders. Shayne knew ER nurses here were the most highly skilled under dire circumstances. He'd witnessed such nurses in action at the A&E hospitals in the UK and saw the same in Willow as her nimble fingers tapped away on the handheld technology. He also noticed the lack of a wedding band on her left ring finger. Why he noticed, he didn't have time to explore.

Minutes later and confident the baby had stabilized for the time being, Shayne turned to Willow. "I'd like you to keep a close eye on him. Only time will tell if we're dealing with a mild defect, if he needs surgical repair, or worst case, a heart transplant."
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A heart transplant?

Willow stared into the dark-as-chocolate eyes of Dr. Edwards as she let the sobering words sink in. She knew that a surgeon like Dr. Edwards had operated on hearts as small as a strawberry, but surgery always came with its share of danger and risk. Not to mention lifelong medical care as a transplant recipient.

She made a mental note to get the contact information for LifeLink to arrange for the baby to be placed on the waiting list, if needed. Of course, a heart transplant affected two lives. The patient's life and that of the tiny donor, usually a victim of a car accident, drowning, or even shaken baby. Her heart constricted at the thought. She could imagine too well the pain of the parents who'd lost a child, a pain all too familiar. But she had to stay strong. She couldn't let the rush of her own emotional angst interfere with saving the abandoned baby's life. She swallowed hard and continued with her work for the sake of the patient.

She laid a gentle palm to the infant's head. "It's all going to be okay," she cooed.

As she caressed the infant, she watched the doctor continue examining the child, touching him with a remarkable gentleness as he checked for any bone break or sign of pain. This baby was in good hands with Dr. Edwards. She knew that from the moment she'd first heard the command in his tone. She couldn't mistake the years of experience behind this man.

But he looked truly worried about this baby. She couldn't rule out if he'd had some connection to the infant since it was rare for a surgeon to show such sensitivity. Then again, he was out of the usual scrubs. Perhaps the tuxedo allowed his humanity to shine through. And she noticed. Boy how she noticed. She hadn't seen such depth of concern in a man's expression in a long time.

She'd never seen that in her ex-husband. Never once in their marriage, in fact. And especially not following each episode when she'd lost a baby. At the time, she had chalked up his behavior to the stoic strength of a shocked, devastated man taught to never show his emotions.

Until he'd ultimately revealed the cause of his cool façade. A cold statement of truth she had to live with today.

She pushed away the thoughts. Had to dismiss the painful memory and tend to this lethargic infant fighting for his life. She didn't want to lose this one. Not if she could help it.

With the baby stabilized and waiting to be admitted to P-ICU, Willow followed Dr. Edwards to the reception desk to chart the patient. She stole a moment to fully assess the man in the tuxedo.

She knew all about the world-renowned Dr. Shayne Edwards, both on paper and through the rumor mill. Pediatric surgeon extraordinaire. Infamous international playboy who always left a path of destruction when it came to broken hearts. Of course, she didn't even consider any children he may have left behind, much like this abandoned newborn.

Willow stopped her runaway thoughts. Making assumptions wasn't fair, not when she didn't have the whole story. Just because her own husband had left her high and dry and reeling with loss, didn't mean that every other man would do the same.

Then again, she never planned to find out if any other man was capable of such a heartless act.

When it came to Dr. Shayne Edwards, however, she did understand him to be ruthless and uncompromising in his commitment to saving his patients' lives. And even more demanding of residents and staff, who'd burst into a flurry of frantic activity upon his mere arrival. He came to the States often as a clinical instructor to teach improved timesaving surgical techniques, specializing in tiny lives, much to the eagerness—and trepidation—of residents in the university's residency training program.

When a surgeon's reputation both in and out of the hospital spread across the ocean, Willow knew enough to be wary. Of course, this was all hearsay, but the authoritative man who looked like Agent 007 in his formal attire did indeed appear to match the legend.

She remembered a photo of him in a recent news article, but he'd been in scrubs, cap, and a mask dangling below his chin. A look very different from the well-dressed man before her now.

"I'll stay around just to be sure he remains stable," Dr. Edwards said while filling out a form. "And by the way," he grumbled low without taking his eyes off his paperwork, "happy birthday."

Oh, right. Her birthday. She'd forgotten how she'd treated him when he'd first arrived, assuming he'd shown up to entertain her.

"I'm sorry about what happened when you first came in, Dr. Edwards, I didn't recognize you with clothes on."

That statement earned her a sideways glance.

She clamped her mouth shut and stiffened over the words that had tumbled from her mouth. A nurse could be written up for less.

The corner of his mouth hooked in what could only be described as a stifled grin. When he finally let out a low chuckle, relief washed over her.

"I mean," she continued, "I'd heard you were coming to teach, but wasn't informed when. Today's my first day back from vacation."

"Welcome back."

"Thank you." But honestly, this man couldn't possibly care about her birthday, nor could he care about her vacation. She had to steer the conversation back to the case of their tiny patient, which included the role the doctor may have played in winding up with the infant in the first place.

"That must have been quite a surprise coming home to a baby this evening," Willow said as Dr. Edwards handed back her stethoscope.

"Home? Home is thousands of miles away, Willow. I've taken up residence in a flat provided by the hospital. As for the baby, I presume you have a policy or charity in place for abandoned children?" He eyed her and she could see the creeping fatigue in his face. A somber but handsome face, if she were truthful.

"Yes," she said. "A safe haven law where new parents can surrender their infants at a hospital or fire station. No questions asked. It's better than a dumpster or trash can. But to leave him with you," Willow paused to reflect, "they must have known who you were. After all, your name was written on the box. So? Could it be someone you know?" Willow asked with caution.

His steel jaw lowered as though offended by her forward question.

"I've no idea. I've only been in the States a week."

"Yes, on this visit."

Dr. Edward dropped the pen to the paperwork. He turned and leveled her with a deadpan look.

"Willow, I don't know of any woman here or elsewhere who would unload an infant on my doorstep. Nor do I appreciate what you're implying." His sharp-edged tone told her he meant business and apparently didn't like her pressing for information.

"You may not approve of my questions but I need as much information as possible for my report."

"I told you, he's not mine, nor would I abandon the responsibility."

While she liked the fact that he'd never abandon a child, she noted the cool catch in his tone as he referred to the child as merely a responsibility. His dual-edged assertion left her perplexed. He was difficult to read, to say the least.

Dr. Edwards rubbed his hand down the planes of his face, as though trying to fend off exhaustion. "For the sake of your report, I'll tell you that the limousine driver took me back early tonight. Alone. I didn't get far when I saw the box on the stoop."

"That's some doorstep delivery. Good thing you left your big event early."

"The event was nothing special."

She raised an eyebrow. "Nothing special?"

"What are you getting at now, Willow?"

She gave his tuxedo a dramatic onceover before bringing her curious gaze up to his. "It's not every day a man wears black tie for just nothing special."

"You're not going to let this drop until satisfied with a full explanation, are you?"

"I guess I'm persistent."

"To a fault," he grumbled. "I attended a fundraiser dinner for the hospital. That's all you need to know about my personal affairs. As for you, I suggest next time someone enters the ER in a hurry, you might want to take it a little more seriously."

Willow stepped back, unable to mask her chagrin. "I don't know what to say, except I'm sorry. Another nurse and I were talking about my birthday and then you came whipping through the door. I'd just assumed I'd been set up and that—"

"—I'd break into a song and dance for you?"

The heat of a blush bloomed over her cheeks. "You don't know what my family is capable of—"

"And another thing. You might also not jump to conclusions about a person walking through those doors."

How could she possibly deny her assumptions? She couldn't. And she'd made big assumptions. Assumed he was the father. Assumed he'd deserted a woman with an infant. Assumed he'd shirked his responsibility, as he'd so eloquently put it. And of course, she'd assumed he'd come to entertain her. Before she could explain herself, Dr. Edwards gave her a terse nod and stalked off.

Willow stood there dumbfounded, trying to make sense of what just happened. A tuxedoed man had whirlwinded into her life, presented her with a baby in a box, and just now gave her a good dressing down. She didn't know what to make of his brusque actions. Didn't know what to do with her racing thoughts or pumping blood.

She was still standing there trying to pull herself together when her friend Emmy took up the space before her.

"What's wrong with you?" Emmy asked.

"Me? I'm fine. But him..." Willow pointed an angry finger at the backside of the doctor heading through the corridor doors. Even his broad shoulders exuded confidence and sexuality. "Him! Dr. Shayne Edwards. Down the hall there. He's just so, just so..."

"Maddening?"

"Yes."

"Frustrating?"

"Uh-huh."

"Makes you want to scream?"

"Exactly." Willow thrust her hands on her hips. "He makes me feel all those things, all tangled up in a ball, all at once."

Emmy nodded. "Yeah, your new boss tends to do that to people."

* * *

Shayne entered the nutrition room and searched every pocket inside his tuxedo one more time for the keys to his appointed flat. Although fatigue stretched through him, he couldn't get in some sleep even if he wanted to. Being locked out and worrying about a sick baby kept him from doing so. In the quiet of the small room, he sank into a chair to mentally retrace his footsteps to where his keys could be. Nothing came to mind. Baffling. A call to the building management company would be in order. He reached into an outside pocket and retrieved his cell phone, along with a strange slip of paper.

If you ever want to see your keys again, call me... Lydia.

He stared at the words and the ensuing phone number. The note must have been slipped into the pocket of his tux at some point during the fundraiser dinner. He'd been introduced to so many people and tried to recall a woman named Lydia.

A tall, well-endowed redhead came to mind. A woman who stood close enough to pickpocket him, and then drop in the ransom note. He didn't remember much more than that. And he didn't need the inconvenience.

Shayne stripped off his already loosened bow tie and crammed it into a side pocket. He squinted his eyes as sleep eluded him. He should have been in bed hours ago, especially with the busy schedule he had tomorrow. Instead of calling the management company, he punched in the number to the statuesque, redheaded pickpocket.

A recording. Damn.

He offered the usual pleasantries, asking for a call back, and hung up. He groaned. Didn't matter. He wasn't about to leave the hospital just yet, not until he knew for sure that the baby had stabilized for a viable length of time.

Hopefully, the redhead would return his call soon. While he waited, Shayne settled back, closed his eyes, and tried to have the evening's events fade from his thoughts. Just for the time being. Unfortunately, images of Nurse Willow's angelic face kept mingling with those thoughts, keeping them front and center.

To think she regarded him as nothing more than a plaything when he'd first arrived! Someone to sing and dance for her. He couldn't help but smile at the idea.

But then her opinion of him sank to an unacceptable low when she'd thought him an inconsiderate cad who'd left a girl in a fix. The very thought irked him. He didn't like her thinking so little of him. For some reason, her opinion of him mattered. He'd wanted to make it perfectly clear his honor extended well beyond the four walls of a hospital exam room. But why? Why did he care that she regarded him as honorable?

Perhaps it was Willow's confidence that impressed him. Yes, she had that in abundance, but honestly, her raw sexuality unnerved him. Underneath her proficient demeanor, Willow had an unmistakably sensual air. A sexually charged energy he wanted to capture, possess as his own. He hadn't experienced such a visceral reaction to a woman in a long time.

Not that he'd ever let it show.

Back in the ER, Shayne had done everything in his power to beat down his keen awareness of her. But it proved hard as hell. All but impossible. So he did the only thing he could to keep his high and mighty attraction tied down like a dog. He barked orders at her. Snapped at her. Bit her head off. Despite wanting to slobber all over her, he'd put her in her place and halted her persistent questions. Yes, her persistence was admirable. Annoyingly admirable. Even more annoying? Those darn curves pressing against the confines of her scrubs. Curves demanding release from her uniform.

He didn't miss her wanton expression whenever she laid those ice-blue eyes on him. A subtle glance from her may have been fleeting, but he noted it nevertheless. The spark of curiosity that flickered in her expression really caught him off guard. Once, she'd cast him a rather peculiar look, resembling that of wonderment, perhaps even desire. And she did so unapologetically.

Yet, she stayed focused while by his side, tending to his every need as he examined the infant. If she were that attentive in the exam room, just imagine how well she'd tend to his needs in the bedroom. Yes, she'd probably be focused there as well. He'd like to find out—

Stop.

He had to squelch the searing thoughts of her. Had to think of anything but her curves and his desire for her. He'd never act on the impulse. Didn't have the time—nor the heart—for such pursuits.

Usually, he kept his steel-framed heart locked up tight, but tonight, it gave way to an old familiar ache. Time was supposed to heal. But this wound failed to mend ever since his life had taken a hairpin turn one fateful night back in London. The night he learned his life had been built on lies.

The shrill ring of his cell phone pealed the air. He opened his eyes.

Catching his breath from his runaway thoughts, he reached for his phone and rose from the chair to take the call. Just as he was about to say hello, Willow entered the room and stood before him. He gestured for her to wait while he spoke to the caller.

"Hello, Lydia," he said, now painfully aware of Willow listening to the awkward conversation. "Dr. Edwards here. Yes, a pleasure meeting you, too."

He paused to let the woman on the line wax poetic about how wonderful the fundraiser dinner had been.

"Yes, wonderful. All for a good cause. I'm sure you know why I'm calling. Unfortunately, I'm not able to get into my flat this evening without my keys and I have rounds first thing in the morning..."

He spoke to the redhead on the line, but his attention remained firmly on the nurse standing in front of him. The high arch of Willow's brow didn't sit well with him but he needed to get on with this call.

"Can you drop off the keys tonight at the pediatric ER reception desk? Yes? Wonderful. No, I won't be able to see you there. I'll be with a critical patient. Yes, yes, another time."

Willow shifted her weight, motioned to leave, but Shayne shot her an imploring look to stay. Gratefully, she obliged him.

"Yes, Lydia, nice speaking with you, too. Yes, I have your number. No, I won't forget. And thank you again." He smiled tightly at the phone to mask the tautness in his tone and then ended the call.

He shoved the phone in his pocket and fully focused on Willow. He hated having her witness the chat with a woman he didn't even know, but he didn't want Willow to leave. Not if she had vital information about the baby.

"Is something wrong?" he asked.

"I just learned I'll be working for you during your time here teaching at Baycoast Memorial." Willow's look of horror matched the shock in her tone.

"Oh, so you're the one," he remarked.

He took a long breath. While he admired Willow's work ethic, and didn't question her competence, the very idea of having her prettiness underfoot could be a problem. And yet, for some strange reason, he found himself looking forward to it. Judging by the look of dread on Willow's face however, she didn't share the same sentiment.

He frowned. "So then I'm your new boss. You don't sound very happy about it."

"I'm gone for one week. Missed one staff meeting," she sputtered. "And they shuffle me around like, like—"

"Like what?" he challenged before she could say something she might later regret. "Are you implying they palmed me off on you?"

She didn't speak. Instead, she worked her bottom lip with her teeth. He wished she'd stop because it only made him want to nibble that plump bottom to get to know her better. And no good could come of such an action.

Taking advantage of her shocked silence, he said, "The last RN didn't work out with all the rounds and rotations. You, as a pediatric ER nurse, have the most experience in the hospital. Therefore, you're most valuable to a visiting surgeon. You have experience in the OR, don't you?"

She swallowed in hesitation, but then finally nodded. He found her response surprising. He'd asked a simple enough question and she reacted to it rather strongly. She didn't balk at performing a task outside her comfort zone the way many nurses did. But rather, she faltered. If she had OR experience, then what lay behind her reluctance to answer?

"I'm an RN, first assist," she told him. "I was RNFA certified in Boston and worked in the OR at Boston Children's before moving here to Florida."

"Well then, it doesn't sound like you were shuffled around at all. More like you were assigned to me based on your impressive qualifications."

He had to turn this situation around if they were to have a solid working relationship with the least amount of tension. But he knew what this was about—he could be brutal to work for and she knew it. He already had staff under him at his beck and call, but he still needed someone like Willow on his side. Someone he could depend on while navigating the halls of the university and teaching in this hospital. He needed to make this work.

"It means a change in your shift, of course, and very long days. So, I have to ask," he pressed, "do you have a problem working for me?"

While the shock of the situation still lingered in her eyes, her plump lips pursed to hearty determination. "No, Doctor. I don't have a problem. No problem at all."

"Good." Although not convinced of her enthusiasm, he fought back his sigh of relief. "So, any word on our infant?"

"I do have some more information about Baby Jack's situation," she asserted with all the professionalism she could muster given her unexpected new assignment.

"Jack? You named our baby, Jack?" he asked.

"He was found in a box, wasn't he?" she countered.

Shayne's insides lit up and he couldn't stop his beaming smile.

"Okay, then. Jack it is. And what do you know about Jack?"

Willow's lips parted to say something more, but a faint alarm squealed just outside the door. A patient on the children's ward needed help.

Shayne feared who that patient might be.

He shared a quick troubled look with Willow before bolting out of the nutrition room. The alarm stemmed from Baby Jack's room. All of Shayne's training shot into overdrive. The life-and-death alarm meant one thing. The baby's SAT level was dropping. Shayne's heart sank in dire concern. Without oxygen, the baby could be suffocating to death.
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"I have the oxygen ready." Willow gripped the nearby mask, fearful of what a low oxygen saturation could do to a newborn.

Dr. Edwards quickly examined the infant. "This guy has more fight in him than I first realized. He managed to yank off the blow-by." He pointed to the tiny tubes pushed away from the baby's nose.

While Willow got to work, she inspected the baby's small foot. The tiny guy had also wriggled the oximeter monitor wiring off his big toe. That alone would have set off the alarm from the SAT machine.

Although the SAT level returned, Willow's own internal alarm took time to settle. "What was this baby doing in here... calisthenics? He's going to keep us on our toes, for sure."

With the drama passed, Willow dimmed the lights to let the baby rest. But the surgeon remained in the room, giving no indication he was leaving. Willow watched him deep in thought as he silently observed the child. The low light from the baby warmer cast a golden hue over the doctor's skin, softening his usually austere features.

Would she really have to spend days and nights with him for the next several weeks? Willow already knew the answer.

Add to that, working closely with him in the OR and she had herself one very nerve-wracking situation on her hands. She couldn't help the tension tightening at the back of her neck. She always believed she would find her way back into surgery—something she loved—but after what happened the last time she'd set foot in the OR, she never expected the time to come so soon.

When Dr. Edwards had asked about her surgical experience, she hadn't wanted to let on that one of the most traumatic physical events of her life happened in the OR. Back then, she had been so fixated on assisting with an intense surgery, she'd ignored her own onslaught of mounting cramps. The sudden painful hemorrhaging of her latest miscarriage had hit so fast, she ultimately collapsed right there on the operating room floor.

Willow absently brought a hand to her abdomen. She hadn't remembered a thing after the collapse, but everyone else couldn't forget how she'd wreaked havoc in surgery. A break in surgical technique like that in a sterile field could have dire consequences to the patient. Fortunately, the patient made a full recovery.

The incident report had been straightforward; she received no reprimand, given her condition. But the emotional devastation had anchored itself to the memory. She hadn't been able to face surgery since.

Apparently, the time to conquer her anxiety over taking that step would come soon and she'd have to face the challenge. All because of one demanding surgeon who'd invaded her life from every angle. That doctor was keenly observing her right now.

Dr. Edwards stepped back from the baby warmer, leaned his six-foot frame against the wall, and continued to study her. His scrutiny caused a slow burn through her body, but she wouldn't let him get to her. She couldn't back down from his stare, nor let him know that a single sideways glance from him could send her crumbling.

His body was cast in the shadows of the dimly lit room and he still looked handsome in that tux. Her thoughts spiraled back to the one-sided phone conversation she'd overheard in the nutrition room. Dr. Edwards had been talking to a woman named Lydia and telling her how wonderful it was to hear from her after the fundraiser event. Willow's future with her new boss flashed through her mind. She'd probably hear many more conversations like that, if the man lived up to his reputation for casting aside women's hearts.

"So, you were about to tell me the fate of Baby Jack in the nutrition room before the alarm sounded," Dr. Edwards said.

"Short version, we'll follow policy based on Florida's safe haven law. Social Services will make sure that no kidnapped or stolen babies were reported. Then Baby Jack will become a ward of the state."

A ward of the state. Willow hated saying those words. The abandoned baby would be just another cog in an already overworked system. She knew all too well what it was like to be abandoned. While the infant may never remember his birth mother or being given up by her, the weight of his situation would stay with him for the rest of his life.

Dr. Edwards nodded grimly. "And his medical treatment?"

"Treatment will continue. Once the baby is out of danger and a plan set in place for him, Social Services will take custody through Child Protective Services who will then place the child with an appropriate caregiver. Someone equipped to handle his medical situation."

While she sounded businesslike, her professionalism cracked under the strain of the painful reality of the child. Baby Jack already faced a life without ever knowing his mother. Depending on his cardiac malady, his world could become an endless array of tests, meds, echoes, and perhaps even surgeries while trying to lead a so-called "normal" life. Only a child with a supportive, knowledgeable, loving family could thrive despite the ordeal.

Would Baby Jack be lucky enough to find a supportive family?

"Poor tiger," Dr. Edwards grumbled. "Any possibility his mum might come back to claim him?"

The surgeon's sympathetic response came as a surprise. If she weren't mistaken, he felt a responsibility to the infant. An unusual quality for someone trained to care about symptoms of the body, but not so much about the human condition. She couldn't help but be impressed. Perhaps it was because the baby had been left on his doorstep, making him personally involved.

"It's rare that any mother comes back for her baby," she finally managed to say. "Our Baby Jack is alone in this world."

* * *

Shayne groaned inwardly. As the situation tugged at his senses, he rested his head back against the wall and contemplated the infant's plight. Hard questions jabbed at him. He never liked to let his guard down, but he had to take a moment to process the events of tonight, leaving the fate of the baby's life in his hands.

"What kind of mother abandons her baby?" he asked.

"The kind that loves her baby very much," Willow answered as she ensured the monitor wire remained attached properly to the baby's foot.

Love? The answer took him by surprise. He didn't see it that way. And yet, not surprisingly, Willow viewed the situation from a place of kindness and compassion. He, on the other hand, had chalked it up to some foolish girl who didn't want to play house anymore. When had he grown so cynical?

"You think the mum did this out of love? I don't know about that. An act of fear, perhaps. Maybe a young girl overwhelmed with responsibility. But I'm not so sure love comes into play here."

Willow paused to regard him with an unmistakable seriousness. Clearly, she was as stupefied by his callous response to a mother's circumstances, as he was by her sentimental one.

"I'm sure fear played a part," she began slowly, thoughtfully, "but I can clearly see that other factors came into play."

"Like what?

Willow glanced down and watched the newborn sleep in the warmer.

"I see a baby a few days old, which means the mom kept him as long as she could."

"Right. But why didn't she just surrender him right away?" he countered.

"Love, like I said." Willow emitted a gentle sigh. "Love drives you to do whatever it takes to protect a child. And hold onto him at all costs."

"And you can see this just by looking at him?" he challenged.

"Yes. It's obvious this baby isn't undernourished. So of course, Mom fed him. His baby outfit is new, not worn and tattered. Not even a stain..." Willow halted, displaying a wariness over speaking further. But Shayne wanted to get her perspective, a non-jaded point of view opposite his to help him comprehend.

Besides, he liked to hear her voice, a soothing melody of care and calm that settled any unease within.

"Go on, Willow, I need to understand." He needed to know why a mother behaved the way she did when it came to own her child. He wasn't completely unsympathetic to a woman's plight dealing with a new baby, but given his own personal circumstances back home, perhaps Willow's thoughtful insight could help him see things through more kindhearted eyes.

"Let's see. The baby smells fresh and clean, liked he'd just been bathed before being left at your doorstep."

"You make it sound like the mum was presenting me with a gift when she abandoned her child."

"Every baby is a gift, as opposed to a mere responsibility, don't you think?" Her rounded eyes glanced at him expectantly.

Shayne remained still, unwilling to peel back any hard layers to hint at a soft core. But she got him there. He did feel that way. Any and every child was a gift. A gift worth cherishing.

Unfortunately, such a gift had led to heart-wrenching consequences for him back in London. When his off-and-on girlfriend had his baby, he was elated. From the moment he first laid eyes on his son, he'd never known so much love. But when she ripped the baby from his life, she might as well have ripped out his heart.

Don't go there.

"In fact, I do think every baby is a gift, whether or not you care to believe me."

A silence settled between them.

Yes, Baby Jack was a gift. He just came in plain-paper packaging, but just as precious. Making sense of this baby's symptoms, and understanding his fate, became all the more important, and personal.

"I believe you, Dr. Edwards," Willow said, breaking the silence. "I also believe every time a mother puts her child in your care, she is handing over the most precious gift in her life."

Her knowing words burdened him. Giving a gift was one thing, but when it's taken away, ripped from your arms, that's when the real devastation settled in. At least, it had for Shayne. He chose not to share this with the pretty nurse; he had to keep things on a professional level.

"So, how else do you deduce that the mum loved this little guy?"

Willow adjusted the blue baby blanket found wrapped around the baby in the box. "He came gift-wrapped in this. New and soft as silk. The mother took great care tending to him. It must have been heartbreaking to give him up."

Shayne's veneer thinned as he came around to seeing things through Willow's eyes. He enjoyed her tender story. He admired her uncanny ability to piece together a young woman's lament over what to do about a child she could no longer care for.

But what about any cracks in the story she'd told so solidly?

"If the mother took so much care, then what of that old carton he came in?" He gestured toward the worn cardboard box in the corner.

"That old box?" Willow turned toward it and planted her hands on her softly rounded hips. "Now that's the most telling part of the story. And the most tragic," she said without facing him. "The box confirms that the mom never intended to give up her baby. Hers was the desperate act of a new mother with little money and a sickly infant."

No beautiful basket and bow in this scenario, Shayne thought. A fitting way to wrap up a story of abandonment. Baby Jack's story could have turned tragic, however, if he hadn't found the baby in time.

"Ah," Shayne interjected, understanding where she was going with her speculation. "For if she had intended to give him up, she would have put him in something finer, like a proper infant carrier."

"Exactly. Either way, her intent was clear. She wanted to keep this baby."

Every detail Willow offered made sense. Shayne accepted her reasoning, at least for now. Seeing this little life through her eyes kept his own bitterness at bay.

Willow sighed. "Unfortunately, we'll never know the whole story since it's so rare for a mother to return to claim her child."

She turned back around. When she did, the soft golden light in the room reflected in her eyes. They glistened with a moistness Shayne hadn't seen before. She blinked back the edge of tears and returned to the infant's side. She kept her face from him once again. Did she not want him to see the touch of soulfulness reflected in her eyes?

Clearly, Willow had ventured on emotionally fragile ground. Perhaps the story resonated too closely to her own heart, to her own story. He wondered what heartache lurked within her, given her tearful testimony over the infant. Her concern for this patient extended beyond her training and experience as a pediatric ER nurse. It came from a woman with a deeply felt past, though perhaps not one she'd willingly share with him.

Shayne pushed away from the wall, then came to her side. Compelled to seek out her truth, he turned to her. His eyes sought hers to discover the hidden meaning behind her tale. Perhaps, if he convinced her to share more thoughts about this baby, he'd learn a little more about her.

"So is there anything more? Anything at all?"

"More?" Despite the glistening in her eyes, she composed herself and gave him a lovely smile. "Oh, there's so much more."

"Tell me."

Willow's expression volleyed between the infant and Shayne before finally giving him her complete attention. "There's one last piece of evidence." She tapped a tapered finger to her chin as though to ponder what she'd say next.

"And what is that?"

"The mom didn't abandon the baby in a bathroom stall or anything like that. She left her infant in the care of one of the most renowned pediatric surgeons in the world."

Her smiling eyes brightened even more, despite their moistness, as though pleased with her ultimate deduction. And to that, he could say nothing.

"This mom left her infant in your care. She trusted you with his life. Like I said, this was an act of clear and utter love. She wanted you to have this baby. The question is, what will you do now?"
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The next morning, Willow stole away from the ER to venture up to the P-ICU to seek out the tiniest patient on the ward, the abandoned baby she named Jack. As she wended her way through the corridors, she looked forward to seeing her favorite patient. All through the night when she was home, the infant's case weighed heavily upon her, although she knew he was in good hands with Dr. Edwards.

She could tell he wasn't one to walk away from a challenging situation, but he'd still have to weigh his options carefully when managing Baby Jack's care. Last night, as he discussed the baby's welfare, she detected a sentiment underneath his appealing accent that went beyond just giving the baby the best medical attention. Dr. Edwards genuinely worried about his future, a striking trait in a surgeon.

They'd been wrapping up their conversation for the evening when he'd received word from the reception desk; a woman had dropped off his keys. The sudden interruption broke their moment and he'd excused himself. She hadn't seen him since.

Willow entered the P-ICU and made her way past the open rooms of other sick and injured children until she found the infant sleeping soundly in his baby warmer.

Baby Jack's coloring looked better. Although still slow, he was breathing more easily with the help of the oxygen prongs. Poor baby couldn't even be with the other newborns in the nursery. Too bad the infant didn't have a better start in life. So tiny and already so alone and isolated in this world.

Willow could relate. The loneliness she experienced each time she'd lost a child couldn't compare to any other emotional pain.

With a resigned sigh, she checked the monitor, pulse oximeter, and lastly, the baby's chart. After her friend, Emmy, had shooed her home, she couldn't help the niggling concern for the infant. Thankfully, the evening had been uneventful for the baby.

If only she'd been so lucky. After her shift, Willow had driven back to her bungalow, looking forward to a good night's sleep. And yet, she'd spent countless hours tossing and turning. She couldn't stop the night's events from playing out in her mind. More specifically, she couldn't stop replaying her evening with one heartthrob surgeon.

Willow looked out into the hall and waved to Emmy, working as the charge nurse in the unit.

Emmy entered the room, carrying a gift box. "Hey, girl. Someone left these items for the baby. Booties, onesies, and a little stuffed bunny. But they left no note. Was it you?"

"No."

Emmy knitted her brow and left the package on the side table. "Well, it was very sweet of whoever left the gifts. So what are you doing up here this morning?"

"I was asked to personally follow up on Baby Jack's care. Doctor's orders."

"That's right in line with Dr. Edwards' reputation. Going against policy for the sake of the patient."

"So, how's our baby doing? Any news on the results?" Willow asked.

"He's a fighter, for sure. But no results yet."

"Has Dr. Edwards come by?" Just wrapping her lips around the man's name could have dire consequences when it came to the mixed emotions she had about him. But she shouldn't be harboring any emotions at all, should she?

"No, he hasn't come by yet. So, how did it go last night?"

"The baby gave us a scare once, but it turned out to be a false alarm."

"That's not what I meant. How'd it go with Dr. Edwards?"

"Oh, him," Willow said. "It went okay, I suppose. I mean, he finally got to go home and get some sleep once the woman who'd accidentally taken his keys dropped them off last night."

Emmy squinted, revealing her skepticism. "A woman accidentally took his keys? Honey, that's never an accident. You better get used to these so-called accidents if you're going to work for him."

"How so?"

"Plenty of single woman have their sights set on a surgeon like Dr. Edwards and guess what? You're in the crosshairs."

"Sounds dangerous."

Emmy laughed. "Quite the opposite. The lady-friends will actually be uber-nice to you. You know, to fish for information, like finding out a doctor's schedule or to get in his good graces. The practice has been raised to an art form, especially by fellow nurses." Emmy looked directly at Willow and did that skeptical squinting-thing with her eyes again.

"Why are you looking at me like that? What are you saying?"

"I'm saying, sometimes nurses request to work with a doctor because they want to be near him long enough to marry him."

Willow emitted an exasperated huff. "Well, not me. I was assigned to the man."

"I know. Your endless patience and qualifications were just right for Dr. Edwards."

The mere mention of his name again made it all but impossible to focus. Her so-called qualifications didn't help with her sleepless night because of him. "I better get going before I bump into him. It's bad enough I'll be stuck like glue to him. I'm sure he doesn't want to see me any more than he has to."

Willow spun on one heel to leave, but then plowed right into a very broad chest. She looked up in surprise. She could only see him in pieces. Glorious pieces. Strong chin. Amazing curve of a lip. Romanesque nose. And, oh, those molten bedroom eyes.

Did he have to smell so good, too?

"Dr. Edwards!"

After smacking into the one man she wanted to avoid, she tried to regain her balance, but then stumbled back.

He reached out and wrapped his large, strong hands around her shoulders to keep her steady. His searing grip scorched her and she willed her knees not to buckle.

Her body thrummed with a crackling energy. Tingles shimmied through her, head to toe. She shot a helpless look to Emmy, who merely shrugged.

"I've got to go and deal with a Code Brown," Emmy announced.

"Code Brown?" Dr. Edwards asked.

"Pediatric diarrhea." Emmy whisked out of the room, leaving Willow to deal with Dr. Edwards' hands still on her. Traitor.

The doctor continued to grip her shoulders until a look of unease crossed his face at holding her needlessly. He let go but didn't drop his hot stare on her. She couldn't let him get to her. She held her ground, which quaked under her.

"I didn't hear you come in, Doctor."

"I didn't mean to startle you. And please, call me Shayne when not with patients. We'll be spending long days together and I want us to get along. I'm depending on you, Willow."

"All right, Shayne," she said, then cleared her throat to mask the catch in her voice. Informal names were usually reserved for medical teams with a long working history, but given the circumstances of his brief stay, she accepted the doctor's request.

"Good." His eyes crinkled in a disarming smile. "I thought I'd have a look at our Baby Jack before we start our day."

"Yes, of course. He's stable." She led him to the infant.

Without disturbing the wires, Shayne took his time examining the baby, including listening to his tiny chest.

Willow couldn't help but marvel how the light of the warmer overhead cast a radiant glow on Shayne's dark, dampened locks. When a fat trickle of water escaped those locks and beaded down his forehead, she took a gauze and wiped it from his brow as he tended to Jack. The gentle stroke to his forehead brought her into closer proximity to him. Too close. She feared he'd perceive her caress to be a forward move, but she was that kind of nurse. She worked on impulse and did whatever it took to help the surgeon.

"Thanks. I got caught in the thundershower without my brolly coming into the hospital. Does it storm like this every day?"

"It's the rainy season. Daily showers are practically guaranteed. So are lightning and thunder. You've got to be prepared."

But nothing prepared her for the thunder in her heart from his nearness. He could go from zero to sixty with his temperament—so kind to his patients, so demanding of his staff—and yet, she found him compelling.

Shayne straightened to his full height, towering over her. He checked the chart, then turned his attention to her. "The murmur's not worse. Always good news. I received new information from the cardiologist after the EKG. The baby was scheduled for an echo. Are the results back?"

"Not yet. I requested you be personally contacted, given the circumstances."

Just then, the baby woke. He sought out the tender voice speaking nearby.

Shayne chuckled low. "He may not see well as this stage, but he definitely looks for you whenever he hears you."

Willow turned to the infant. She laid a gentle palm to his head and whispered sweet nothings. The infant promptly calmed and fell back asleep.

"You have a way with babies. You're like the baby whisperer," Shayne said.

Before her very eyes, Shayne, too, visibly calmed, giving her a glimpse of the man behind the austere façade.

"Me? A baby whisperer? I don't know about that. But I do love kids." She did love children, even those who weren't her own.

Just as quickly, Shayne's handsome features turned rigid. He stood there, his expression serious. He opened his mouth to say something more, but clamped it closed.

Had she said something to offend him? Was this the part where he'd rattle off some biting criticism, crushing her?

Willow waited for her orders—or disparagement—from him. But he offered nothing. He regarded her in silence, as though to hold her up to the light in a quick study. She grew hot under the scrutiny, but held her own. With his brow furrowed, he stabbed his hands into the pockets of his lab coat.

"I'd like you to continue your care for Baby Jack. It's not standard procedure, but it's in the best interest of the patient. You seem quite friendly with the charge nurse. I assume she won't mind."

Willow expelled a breath she didn't know she was holding. No biting criticism. She silently gave thanks. Then again, had he heard the conversation with Emmy?

"Emmy won't give me trouble. Since moving here six months ago, I've made fast friends with her."

An awkward silence lingered between them. She couldn't be sure, but she thought Shayne had something on his mind as he wavered whether or not to say it. Or ask it. But what?

"Is there anything else?" she finally asked. Anything at all, her inner voice added.

"I'd like to get together..."

A knot twisted in the pit of her stomach. She took a moment to decipher what he was asking, but didn't know how to take the request.

"Get together?" she repeated, her tone laced with surprise.

Shayne swallowed hard, his Adam's apple dipping low into his throat. "I thought about what you said last night. I'm not familiar with the policies of an abandoned infant in the States other than what you mentioned. I'd like to meet and set a plan for his future caregiver."

He wanted to meet about Baby Jack? The knot in Willow's stomach unfurled in disappointment and sank like a dead weight. "Right. Of course, yes, I'll gather up information from Connie in Social Services."

Shayne checked his watch. "I've got to go. I'm scheduled for a meeting. Thank you, Willow. I'll see you later to discuss the OR schedule." He did an about face and left the room.

Willow tried to calm her breathing. When he'd asked if they could get together, her heart had acted on its own accord and skipped a beat.

But he only wanted to meet for the sake of Baby Jack.

She had been out of line to read into it any more than that.

What did she think he wanted from her? A hot date?

A half-laugh escaped her. Ludicrous. A globetrotting surgeon didn't have time to consider asking her out. Surely, his first impression of her would forever be imprinted in his memory. Not to mention the reputation of his, which followed him like old luggage. That fact alone warned, "Hands off."

No, she would never entertain the notion Shayne might be attracted to her. And she certainly wouldn't allow herself to be attracted to him. Not to his eyes. Not to his lips. And not to that mass of lush, dark, dampened hair.
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Shayne's attraction to Willow had become unbearable. No man should be expected to keep his cool when so riled up by a woman. He had to escape those beguiling eyes and inviting lips.

Although he looked forward to working with Willow as a nurse, he couldn't help but be intrigued by her as a woman. The realization unnerved him.

Shayne checked his watch again as he hiked through the hospital halls. Plenty of time to get to the meeting. But he had to leave P-ICU and escape Willow before he did something terribly foolish like haul her into his arms.

If only she hadn't reached out and touched him. The moment she wiped his brow, he was a goner. He sensed the care in one brush of her hand. Therapeutic and soothing. And the way she spoke, so soft, gentle. No wonder Baby Jack responded to her. Shayne responded just as strongly.

But he couldn't have it. Not one bit.

His beeper pealed the air, breaking his conflicting thoughts. He glared down at the meeting-reminder message, although thankful for the mental reprieve. As he read, he used every ounce of willpower to put Willow out of his mind.

A lovely distraction was the last thing he needed when patients like Baby Jack took top priority. But on a personal level, right now, women had no place in his life. Nor in his heart. He'd been meticulous in his plans to remain unaffected by women wherever he worked. The construction of his cool exterior offered a steely shelter for his emotions. But when it came to one light-haired, wide-eyed nurse whose hot glances speared right through him, Willow had somehow found a crack in his sturdy exterior and worked her way in.

* * *

The next few days passed in a whir for Willow as she helped Dr. Edwards acclimate himself to his new surroundings. She kept him on schedule as he brought residents with him on rounds, checking patients at the hospital in the morning. She helped him navigate the halls of the university as he lectured in the afternoon. All the while, she did her best to anticipate his needs, assist with administrative matters, and ensure his day ran smoothly. She must have been doing a good job because he hadn't dismissed her on the first day the way he had with his previous nurse.

Despite this, when deep in the throes of a medical crisis, Willow never knew what to expect from Dr. Edwards. He barked orders that kept even the best cracker-jack team hopping—Willow included. But she chose to cloak herself in quiet confidence despite any turmoil around her.

Once a crisis passed, Shayne's intensity settled to composed-but-demanding. And when she found herself alone with him, she witnessed yet another side. An all-male side that evoked a sexual response from her. Shayne's very presence crackled with energy, where a light touch to her shoulder, or casual brush of his hand against hers, sent sparks through her like a string of Chinese firecrackers.

With this new frantic schedule she'd been keeping, Willow had been looking forward to the end of her shift to head home and relax. More importantly, she looked forward to her regular end-of-day visit with Baby Jack before leaving.

She padded into the infant's room, making sure not to disturb him if he slept, until she caught sight of Shayne leaning over the baby warmer. The warmth of the room enveloped her and she couldn't help but inch back into the doorway to watch. The chiseled features in Shayne's profile smoothed as he smiled at the infant. He rested his hand on the baby, not for a medical evaluation, but rather in a genuine act of caring. Low murmurs came from the surgeon. Fatherly, soothing tones. Was he murmuring sweet nothings?

The warmth of the scene enveloped her heart. As she witnessed this private moment, instinct told her she'd been given a rare treat. This hardnosed surgeon was capable of deep emotion and possibly capable of great love. At least when nobody was looking. Astonished by what she saw she took a moment to gather her wits. She then gently knocked on the doorframe to announce her arrival.

Shayne stood upright, cleared his throat. "Willow," was all he said.

"How is he?"

"Hanging in there. I was, just, ah, checking his reflexes, and his, ah, coordination."

"Right, of course, reflexes." She tried to bite back a smile and beamed up at him.

His attention went back to the infant and he emitted a low grumble. "I only wish we knew the family's history. Whether or not the mother was diabetic. Or malnutritioned. Or did she catch a virus while pregnant? It would help to know these things given the fact we're looking at a congenital heart defect."

"It's certainly like putting pieces of a puzzle together," she offered, "but do we know which pieces are actually missing?"

"In this case, the mismatched puzzle pieces include the greater blood vessels surrounding the baby's heart. The vessels are transposed, coming from opposite sides. We're looking at surgery if he can survive it."

Although Willow gave thanks the infant's illness had been diagnosed, deciding to perform open-heart surgery on such a young, sick baby couldn't be taken lightly. If done too soon, the procedure could lead to a failing heart; if done too late, the defect could prove lethal.

"I trust you're working on a surgical plan."

Shayne gave a curt nod. "I spoke with the cardiologist and the CVT surgeon. I also put a call into the pediatric anesthesiologist. Once we firm things up on a surgical intervention, I'll let you know. I want to get this little nipper healthy and give him a fighting chance."

"Yes, Doctor," she answered. Willow admired the surgeon's confidence at taking on this charitable task. She also admired the keen interest he took in this little guy.

"Regarding surgery, our scheduled procedures begin first thing tomorrow. I want to be sure you're up for it."

"Yes, of course.

"Thank you, Willow. And good-night." His focus solely on the infant, he remained by the baby's side. The man wasn't going anywhere. Not yet anyway.

She respected his intimate time alone with the baby and said good night. As she turned to leave, she noticed a new small gift box perched on the nearby table. A gift box she hadn't seen earlier when she stopped by.

But was there now... with Shayne.

A smile curled at the edges of her lips.

* * *

Willow gathered her things from the medical staff lounge, then headed toward the exit. She looked forward to getting home and getting a good night's sleep.

Through the glass panes of the exit doors, a flash of white from a lightning bolt filled the darkening sky, startling her. She still wasn't used to the sudden storms manifesting at any given time.

With the stormy weather and cacophony of thunder and wind running rampant through the area, she wouldn't be getting much sleep after all. Who was she kidding? If the storm didn't keep her up, then thoughts and feelings of Shayne would surely do her in. She stopped at the exit doors and peered out. Hard rain pellets beat against the glass. While she didn't mind getting wet in a downpour, she did respect the Florida lightning. Hopefully, a brief lull in the storm soon would allow her to get to her Toyota. Another lightning bolt flared through the sky. The ensuing thunder rumbled, vibrating the glass panes.

The storm wasn't letting up any time soon. She groaned.

Her cell phone rang. The caller ID revealed the number to her landlord, an older gentleman whom she rented a small bungalow from in the back of his waterfront estate.

"Hello, Willow? It's Mr. Langdon. I have some bad news. We're flooded to kingdom come here. The pressure of the rising water from the storms caused a pipe to burst in your place. You're completely flooded out," her landlord yelled over wind gusts in the background.

Confusion filled her.

"My place? Flooded?" she asked to be sure.

"Yep. I'm taking Mrs. Langdon to our daughter's house up on higher ground. She's not in a flood zone like we are. My wife doesn't do well in storms like this and the rising water don't look so good. The road will be washed out any minute. You'll never get through."

Willow let the news sink in, worried about the older couple. "I understand. I'll find somewhere to stay. But is it a good idea for you to be out in this weather?"

"Aw, now don't worry about us. My big old Cadillac hasn't let me down yet. I'll call you when it's safe to come back."

As Willow ended the call, another lightning bolt seared the sky, bathing the night in stark white light. A thunderclap rumbled. Florida offered plenty of sunshine, but it also came with its share of wild weather.

She tucked away the cell phone and leaned against the wall. This was not good news. Normally, she would have family to fall back on, but not here. The lingering homesickness she thought she'd grown accustomed to welled up within her.

Willow called Emmy, but only got a recording. Without leaving a message, she hung up and thought hard on what to do next.

"Willow? Are you okay?" Shayne asked.

She didn't realize he'd been standing next to her.

She nodded. "Yeah, I'll be fine. I always am."

"I couldn't help but overhear your phone conversation."

"You shouldn't eavesdrop," she retorted.

"You shouldn't yell into your cell," he countered. "Especially in a hospital."

He had her there. She didn't know she'd been talking so loudly over the landlord's background noise.

"This may seem unorthodox," he continued, "but given the storm, I have a guest room you can use at the flat."

"Oh, I couldn't," she blurted. "I'll find a hotel or just curl up in the corner of the lounge—"

"It's late. You are only going to sleep and then wake up to come back here in a few hours, no?"

"Yes. But really, a hotel room, or a chair in the lounge, or even a bus terminal bench will do just fine," she teased. Anything to hide how his offer flustered her.

"I'll hear none of it. Willow, you are displaced for the night. Your family is a thousand miles away. I know a thing or two about being far from home. Hell, I live out of a suitcase for most of the year."

Willow heard the understanding in Shayne's voice. But did he really understand the occasional bouts of loneliness? She took a moment to contemplate his offer. A guest room did sound more appealing than scrambling to find a hotel room. It would be for just one night. Besides, with the storm blowing, the roads washed out, and her bungalow flooded, how could things possibly get any worse?

* * *

The whipping winds whirled behind Willow as she followed Shayne into the two-story townhome. She shook out her dripping hair and promptly removed her shoes on the tiled entry. "Wow, it's like a typhoon out there."

With gentle force, Shayne closed the door against the blustery gusts, and then set aside Willow's umbrella. "There's no protection against rain coming at you sideways." As he spoke, he made the rounds, turning on the occasional light.

"Thanks again for putting me up," Willow said.

"No trouble at all."

Willow ventured inside and took in her surroundings; a comfy looking sofa and a pile of throw pillows with a palm tree motif. She admired the collection of large seashells artfully arranged in the enormous glass bowl on the coffee table.

"This is a great place."

"Complements of the university hospital. Admittedly, it's quite serene after a long day at work. It has a view of the Gulf of Mexico, too."

He gave her a quick tour of the downstairs, ending up in the kitchen.

"Are you hungry?" he asked.

"No, just beat."

"Same here. Help yourself to anything to eat or drink, if you change your mind."

Shayne led her back to the living room. A boyish awkwardness swept over his face as he gestured toward a door. "The guest room is over here... I'll be right back." Shayne disappeared and soon returned with towels and a large white, button-down shirt draped over his arm. "I hope this will do as a nightshirt."

"It will do just fine." She accepted the shirt.

A quiet moment settled between them.

"Well, then, I'll be right upstairs if you need anything," he offered.

After saying goodnight, Willow found her way into the guest room in the lower level of the townhouse. She slipped out of her scrubs and bra, and then donned the white shirt. She relished the fresh scent of the cottony linen. It smelled just like Shayne, clean-shaven and freshly showered. The makeshift pajamas offered the perfect "boyfriend shirt" to wear to bed.

But she didn't have a boyfriend, now did she?

Willow was about to crawl under the covers when she noticed a picture frame facing away from her on a small chest of drawers. Next to it sat a partially opened shipping container. Various items lined the top of the chest, from boxed teas, to biscuits, to jam, all with British labels. Apparently, someone had sent him a care package. Probably someone from home. People sure did like to send him boxes with the most interesting things inside. Then again, how else could a person connect with a man who travelled the world?

She stopped at the askew picture frame, as though cast aside, or maybe placed that way on purpose. Giving into temptation, she turned it around. Three young men took up the entire ornate silver picture frame. Each one shared the same soulful brown eyes. Each one just as handsome as the next. But the one who caught her attention?

Shayne.

Willow sat on the edge of the bed. With tentative fingers, she traced the lines of his face, carving out the details of the noble features of the surgeon in the photo.

He appeared determined and ambitious. Ready to take a bite out of life. The photographer captured his very soul with one click of a camera shutter.

Willow swallowed hard. An aching need pooled low in her belly. The unexpected response to his picture caught her by surprise. Why did she react so hotly to this man? A man she barely knew, yet a man she knew all too well. A man with no heart when it came to loving and leaving women.

She'd already been with someone who'd had no heart. A detached man who'd kept his ambivalence toward her under wraps. She'd married someone she thought she knew, when in fact, she had married an emotional stranger.

So why the reaction to the heart surgeon now? She had no right to the ache of desire for Shayne. What had gotten into her? She needed to tamp down the pesky cries of need. Desire would only leave her vulnerable.

She squared her shoulders, had to be rid of the picture. She couldn't have Shayne's image in the bedroom with her.

With frame in hand, she padded into the living room and gently placed the picture on the mantel. But it did nothing to squelch her heightened awareness. She tiptoed into the kitchen for a glass of water. Anything to cool her insides. With only a dim nightlight to guide her, she fumbled for a glass and filled it.

She was raising the glass to her lips when her eyes met those of the shirtless man taking up space in the kitchen entry.

Shayne, wearing nothing but boxers, scratched his ruffled mass of dark locks with one muscled arm. The movement caused his immense pecs to flex and broaden. His skin glowed in the warm light, casting shadows on the cut ridges of his abdomen.

Startled, Willow's breath came in a sharp gasp. She froze. Was she dreaming?

Shayne's gaze ran along the length of her. His blazing scrutiny fired off a scorching heat to her cheeks. He pointed to her body, like a hot saber to her core.

"My shirt suits you," he said in a tone, thick and husky.

This was no dream. Shayne Edwards was real and he'd caught her scantily clad in the middle of his kitchen. She couldn't utter a sound. Couldn't move a muscle. Fumble-fingered with surprise, she let the glass she was holding slip from her hand and smash to pieces on the floor.

* * *

The last thing Shayne expected was to see Willow standing there in the middle of his kitchen. He'd come downstairs to get something cool to drink, believing she slept soundly in the other room. He'd crept into the kitchen, noiseless, to be sure he didn't wake her.

He had tried to sleep. Really he had. His slumber didn't last long as Willow's heavenly image kept invading his dreams, rousing him awake. He'd been more than aware of her in the guest room, sleeping in little more than his shirt. Even when he dozed off, he'd been consumed with curiosity as to what she looked like. The onslaught of sensual images had him propped up in bed with annoyance.

Then again, he never dreamed his curiosity would be satisfied as he took in the sight her in great detail, from her slender legs to the curve of a breast, her creamy flesh peeking out from the barely buttoned shirt.

His shirt.

Willow's locks of blonde hair formed into soft curls that framed her face. The image was a far cry from the medical professional he'd come to know in straightforward scrubs and swept back hair.

Lightning outside flared and lit up the kitchen so he could get an even better look.

Damn. She looked good. Too good. Too comfortable. Too sexy in his shirt. Like she'd belonged in his shirt all along. The sight made him want to grab her, draw her to him, and discover all the delectable mysteries hidden underneath.

He reigned in his physical reaction to her. Had to keep his carnal instincts on a short leash. He had bigger problems than dealing with his primal reaction. Willow stood there helpless, surrounded by a sea of shattered glass, shock and awe playing over her heavenly features. Boy, she was in a pickle. And he was to blame.

He pointed to her bare feet, which had been spared of any flying shards. At least he could see no blood from where he stood.

"Don't move," he commanded.

"I'm not going anywhere."

"You sure made a mess of things."

"I wouldn't have made any mess if you didn't insist I spend the night here." Willow fastened a taut fist to her hip.

Shayne didn't need a stethoscope to hear the irritation in her tone. Was it so bad to be here with him?

"Stay right there. I'll get you out of this."

Barefoot as well, Shayne went in search of footwear. A moment later, he returned in the sport sandals he reserved for beachcombing.

He took a step toward her.

"Stop." Willow held up a palm. "What are you doing?"

"I'm going to pull you out of this mess."

Shayne took another step closer.

"Wait." Willow still held up her arm. "Can't you just bring me my shoes?"

"If you try to put on your shoes, you might lose your balance and fall on the glass." Shayne stepped toward her again.

"No broom?" She asked, stopping him again.

"I've no idea. A cleaning service has been arranged."

"But I need to clean this before someone gets hurt."

"The only one who'll get hurt is you. Now let me help."

Willow slouched her shoulders in acquiescence like she did whenever she was about to give into his demand. "Fine."

He ventured further. With every step, glass crunched under his feet until he came toe to toe with Willow. He extended his hands.

"This is so embarrassing." A nervous laugh escaped her. "Let's get this over with."

She raised both arms and wrapped them around his neck. The warmth of her hands seeped into his skin. He liked her embrace... liked it too much and had to appear unaffected. After all, he had to be strong and self-assured if she were to trust his every move to help.

"Ready?" he tried to ask casually but the way her eyes sought his, she drove him to distraction.

"Uh-huh."

On the count of three, he bent down, wrapped one arm around her shoulders, the other around her legs.

He swept her into his embrace.

Just like he had in his dreams.

Willow let out a small squeal, which made him laugh in turn. She clung to him. "Don't let go."

"Never fear. I'll rescue you, milady."

"I feel so corny..." She buried her head in his chest, her soft curls tickling his skin. With her flesh pressed against his, he carried her away from the threat of glass.

A smile formed on his lips. He stepped out of the kitchen, then headed into the living room. He should have let her go by now—instead he carried her toward the sofa. She didn't try to stop him.

What was he doing?

He was acting on instinct. Acting like a man in need. A man who desired a woman. He hadn't endured this kind of desire in a long time. And it was all Willow's fault. He didn't know if he should blame her or thank her. She brought out the worst in him. Brought out a feral hunger he could no longer hold captive. Not when it came to her. How could he stop now?

He lowered them both to the sofa, but kept her on his lap. She didn't fight him. Didn't deny him having her body against his. Relief swept through him. Perhaps she wanted him as much as he wanted her? Her arms remained wrapped around his neck, but now light fingers stroked the hair at the back of his neck, sending zaps of electricity down his spine.

Her expression, so suggestive, settled on his. He could have been reading into her sultry expression too much, but when she nibbled her bottom lip like that, his need to claim those lips became all-consuming.

"Willow," he whispered. Her name rolled like a bubbling brook over his tongue.

"Yes," she prompted, breathy and seductive. He heard the whimper of need in one word. Yes.

If he were to claim her in a kiss, just this once, would she understand she could never claim his heart? His was an unfair offer, one he had to make clear.

"I'm only here for a short while."

"I know."

"Only to teach surgery."

"Yes."

There was that word again. He knew for certain how to read her response. She understood. And she said yes. Shayne curled his hand around the small of her waist, more than ready to draw his lips to hers.


 

 

 

Chapter 6
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Willow set her gaze on the curve of Shayne's mouth. A mouth so beautiful should be illegal. Her senses were as fragile as a tinderbox. A single spark cast off from Shayne would set her ablaze, leaving her helpless to resist him.

She set aside the reality of their situation. His future here would be short-lived. The truth of the situation alone should have been enough for her pull from his hold. And yet, at that moment, she didn't want to be anywhere else in the world.

She tried to gather her wits, but then Shayne's lips parted and stretched back into a boyish grin. The lethal mix of seduction and invitation in those lips had Willow melting. He was going to kiss her.

She couldn't hold back from kissing Shayne now, no matter how much she should try.

Shayne's lips lightly swept over hers, tentatively at first, testing her, teasing her. When he finally pressed his lips fully against hers, she lost all reason and thought only of him. She sank into his embrace.

With his lips on hers, he drew out a deeper desire to know more of him. Tender and sensual, he took his time with each and every sultry kiss. She indulged in the languid treat by kissing him back. Her lips parted, allowing his tongue to caress her mouth. She welcomed his exploration with her own tongue. He tasted of hunger and need and she delighted in finally knowing what it was like to kiss Shayne Edwards.

Each caress of his mouth sent flames of desire licking through her core. If his kisses were enough to send her spiraling, she wondered what the rest of him could do. But she couldn't think beyond that, not with his lips sinking against hers in another soul-searing kiss.

A kiss full of want, a kiss full promise.

But he'd promised nothing.

A bolt of lightning cracked too close to the townhouse. The electrically charged air around them crackled in a flash of white. Startled, Willow stiffened and broke from his kiss.

A harsh reality set in. She was kissing a man despite knowing he'd eventually be leaving. A surgeon who didn't stay anywhere for too long. Willow shouldn't be giving herself to a man hell-bent on leaving here as fast as he'd come. Had she learned nothing in the past year?

Her body had wanted to be embraced and so, it took over her senses. But her heart, still too frayed at the edges, couldn't risk being so vulnerable. Not when she already knew the outcome.

Another bolt struck. Willow swallowed.

"It's all right," he soothed.

"No, it's not all right. You're my boss."

Once Shayne's muscles relaxed enough to fully release her, she slid off his lap. Coming off his amazing kisses, she took a moment for her pulse to calm.

"What were we doing?" She sat beside him at a respectable distance.

"I don't know." He dragged his fingers through his inky black locks as though to stave off his frustration. "I'm sorry. I never should have taken advantage..."

But she had wanted him to. She couldn't deny it. Nor could she let him take all the blame.

"No, don't be sorry. It takes two."

"Willow," he began as he rose from the sofa. He slowly paced. "There's too much you don't know about me, before you..."

The ache in his voice tugged at her. A painful history lay within his few guarded words.

"What is it?" She had to approach carefully here as she treaded on emotionally dangerous territory.

He stepped back and kept a good distance away, until he saw on the mantel the silver picture frame she'd left earlier.

"What happened here?" He picked up the frame and frowned at the image. "Where did you get this?"

"I found it in the guest room. I guess it caught my eye."

"I'd forgotten I left it in there."

He brought the framed photo back to the mantel and unceremoniously plunked it face down behind a row of large pillar candles.

"I brought it out here on my way to the kitchen. It's a handsome photo." She omitted the part about not being able to have his gorgeous image share the same bedroom with her.

"It came in a package."

"A care package from Mom, I suppose?"

He responded with a curt nod. "To her, I'm still twelve," he said in a light tone at odds with his grim expression. "I'd left it in the guest room for a reason."

"Oh?"

"Yes, so I wouldn't have to look at it."

The simmering resentment emanating from him reached her. Another flare of lightning ignited the hard planes of his face.

"I assume the other men in the photo are your brothers," she ventured.

"Yes."

"You don't sound too happy about it." She couldn't help her pesky habit of always inquiring and so she asked, "Having trouble with them?"

Shayne gripped the mantel.

"Just one," he said without looking at her. "He took something from me. Something precious."

No potential for forgiveness lingered in his voice. Only anguish eclipsed his unforgiving tone. He said nothing more.

She wanted to go to him, reach out, but could tell by his ensuing silence he had reverted back to the cool, detached surgeon she'd already grown to know.

"I'm sorry," she told him.

"So am I." He turned and regarded her. The possessive hunger remained in his eyes, but she knew he wouldn't act on it. Not tonight. Probably never. Not when he'd already isolated himself emotionally once again. And for some reason, she mourned the loss.

* * *

Shayne made a point of rising extra early to get in a morning run on the beach. The evening's storms had given way to clear skies. A golden hue ascended from the horizon in a prelude to a spectacular sunrise. But he had too much on his mind to fully appreciate the view. Hopefully the exercise and fresh salt air would clear his thoughts.

And get Willow out of his system.

Whatever hold she had on him had to stop. Sleeping under the same roof last night made it all but impossible, especially after what happened between them. Last night, she'd been so giving of her trust when he'd carried her to safety from the broken glass. She'd been even more trusting when he kissed her. But once the reality struck about what they were doing, he'd promptly caged his desire—and admittedly his heart. He'd revealed too much of himself last night and couldn't let it happen again. Opening himself up to her had summoned up ghosts of his past.

He broke into a steady run along the ocean's edge, painfully aware he could never run from his troubles back in London. Blake's disloyalty had Shayne running from country to country to teach. His own brother had committed an unforgivable act.

Seeing the photo of himself with his brothers last night had ambushed him. The image in the frame reflected a happier time, which came to a crashing halt. Where love once resided among brothers, bitterness had slipped in and taken its place. The surprise attack on his emotions last night brought back the pain he tried to evade. And Willow had gotten caught in the crossfire. Something she didn't deserve.

With dogged determination, he'd said good night and left her there on the sofa. He had no excuse for the way he'd shut her out, except selfishness. Plain and simple. To lead her on in the first place had been unfair. He never should have drawn her into his world, nor alluded to the demons of his past, only to cast her aside. Having Willow witness a weak link in his steel-like armor ate at him. He'd worked hard to keep his private life just that... private.

Willing his legs to pump harder, Shayne picked up speed in his run. The resistance of sand dampened by last night's storms forced the muscles in his calves to stretch and strain. He pounded away at the shore. Each shearing force of impact helped him push through the torturous grief still battling through him. Perhaps he'd soon be rid of his dour mood.

A mile or so of beach later, he slowed his pace in a cool down before reaching the flat. He stripped off his sandy running shoes in the foyer, then entered deeper into the flat.

Only to be met with those killer blues eyes.

With coffee in hand, Willow had been leaning against the balcony, admiring the view before she looked up at him brightly. Her welcome made it easy to relax. There was a way about her, a calming sensibility she tapped into, which came in handy for a pediatric ER nurse.

She was dressed in scrub pants, but still wore his shirt, the shirttails tied into a knot at the waist. How on earth did she make scrub pants and a simple white shirt look so good? Puzzling, to say the least.

"Is everything all right?" Willow tilted her head just so. A gentle breeze toyed with her sun-kissed hair. She was like sea and sky. Light, airy, and fluid in her every move.

He was more than all right just watching her.

"I'm fine," was all he could utter to keep his wits about him. He tried not to think about how he'd claimed her mouth last night.

"I freshened up the best I could. But my scrub top had blood on it so it's too far gone to put back on. I have a spare at work, along with toiletries. I hope you don't mind if I wear this a little while longer. I'll have it laundered." She fingered the collar of the shirt that was buttoned up more respectfully this morning. Her eyes became distant, wistful, as though she drifted back to a different time.

To last night perhaps?

Just as quickly, her faraway gaze vanished.

"You're up early," she said in haste, then took a sip of coffee. "I thought I'd be long gone before you woke."

"I went for a run. Helps clear my mind." But this morning's workout did nothing to get Willow out of his head.

"Yes, I saw you." Her eyes stole a quick peek to his legs before she turned her attention back toward his face in an attempt to cover her action. But he caught the glimpse nevertheless.

"Coffee?" she asked. "I took the liberty of making a pot."

"I'd love some."

More importantly, he'd love to apologize to Willow for how he'd stolen those kisses from her. What a gentleman he turned out to be.

Willow turned from the balcony and sauntered past him. Attraction thickened the air. He groaned. Heaven help him, but he'd have to keep his physical reaction to her cordoned off if he were to get through this morning.

"I found a broom in a closet and cleaned up my mess in the kitchen," she said.

"I'm sorry about that."

"Oh, don't be. I'm the one who broke the glass."

"No, I mean, our kiss..."

Willow faltered but then recovered, saying nothing about it and returning to her cheery disposition.

"I'll get you a mug," she said, "You stay put on the rug. You don't want to walk in here without shoes just in case I missed any slivers. I'd hate for you to get hurt over my mistake."

He, too, would hate for Willow to be hurt over his mistakes. But he saw no other outcome if they were to continue on the path they started last night.

While she poured the coffee in the kitchen, Shayne respected her wishes and stood on the other side of the granite counter. He rested his forearms on the cool stone.

"Willow, what I'm trying to say is, last night, I took advantage. I never should have—" he reached for the right words.

"How do you take it?"

"What?"

"How do you take your coffee?" She pointed to the mug.

"Black."

"Yes, of course. Straight and to the point."

She plunked the mug down in front of him. She made no move to come around to his side of the counter. And he didn't trust himself to come around to hers.

But he wanted to. Didn't care if his feet ripped to shreds by any stray shards. He'd be willing to walk on a mountain of glass if it meant a chance at kissing her again, despite what his head told him. Didn't matter; she'd ordered him not to get any closer. Let's face it, her demand had nothing to do with broken glass.

He scratched at the nape of his neck. How could he possibly explain everything he'd been through in London, which left him abandoning his home and licking his wounds?

He couldn't.

"Speaking of straight and to the point," Willow continued, but paused to sip her coffee again. Was she hesitant to say what she had on her mind? "I don't want you to beat yourself up over last night. It happened. We stopped it. We're both adults and we have to be professional at the hospital. Last night could have made things... thorny."

Shayne appreciated the way she handled herself. He nodded, grateful the emotional drama would be kept to a minimum, sparing them both of the awkward aftermath of what had occurred.

"Willow, you are amazing—"

"No, please, you don't have to—"

"I mean it. Any man would be lucky to have you, but sometimes you think you want something, and it turns out it isn't what you really need. Life hands you a sudden change and you have to make tough decisions. Whether you like it or not, sometimes a seemingly good decision eventually turns out to be a mistake."

"Yes, a mistake. I know a little something about that. My ex-husband called our marriage a mistake. He decided he didn't want the life we'd built after all, and so he bailed. At least you're honest and upfront." She punctuated her statement by lowering her mug into the sink with a thud before escaping the kitchen and walking out the door.

* * *

Willow had the good fortune to have a full schedule for the day, which would keep her from freaking out over last night's interlude with Shayne. She'd be lying if she said her thoughts didn't drift back to his tender hold and sultry kisses more than once already. Okay, several times. And working side-by-side with him all day was a challenge now that she shared a little intimate history with him.

She had the good sense to keep her focus on the upcoming procedure, her second one of the day, ensuring the best care for her surgical patient. She had no time to wallow in the memory of last night, languishing around like a lovesick puppy. How could she when Shayne did as they agreed? He remained ever the professional around her, both in and out of the ER.

Well, most of the time.

Occasionally, when outside the watchful eye of other staff, she'd feel him stealing a peak at her. When she'd catch him in the act, he'd respond with a devilish smile. And showed not an ounce of shame.

Okay, so when he smiled at her, giddy tingles skittered along her spine. And okay, she couldn't help but grin right back. This was not what she'd had in mind when agreeing to behave like mature adults in the hospital.

When they worked together on their first surgical case earlier, assisting a CVT surgeon, Shayne expertly demonstrated his brilliance. As for her, she'd quickly remembered how much she loved surgery. With that one case under her belt, her confidence rebounded in the OR and she looked forward to number two.

Her second case right now involved a teen needing his heart repaired. A little more complex, but she welcomed the challenge. She'd given the best pre-op care, reviewing the teen's requirements and confirming all vital statistics were at proper levels for surgery. From scrub-in to close, she wanted to leave nothing to chance to ensure a smooth procedure for both the patient and Dr. Edwards.

In the OR, the surgery on the teen was going well until the assisting resident punctured an artery.

The overconfident resident made the fateful error while inserting a chest tube—right in front of Dr. Edwards.

The young patient lay on the surgical bed, his vitals diminishing from the bleeding. The resident stepped back, a look of surprise on his face. Dr. Edwards stepped in to tackle the bleeding. With strong features set, Dr. Edwards concentrated on correcting the resident's near-fatal error. The resident remained frozen behind him.

"You were too anterior," Dr. Edwards snapped at the young man, "you obviously never did this before despite your boasts. You should have asked for help. We'll discuss this in the lounge after I talk to the family. You're dismissed."

The resident cowered from the surgeon and scurried out.

As the scene continued to unfold before her, Willow remained outwardly calm despite her quickening pulse. She could do nothing but stand at the ready for instructions to assist in controlling the bleeding. Dr. Edwards called out orders to attending staff. Organized chaos ensued. While he directed the surgical team, Willow followed instructions, doing exactly what was expected of her.

Although Willow's heart raced at the crisis, she didn't give into the fear that the teen's life was on the line. Not with this surgeon who didn't lose his cool with the procedure as it grew more complicated by the minute. Despite his unforgiving reputation, never once did Dr. Edwards lash out at the rest of them as he performed under pressure.

But as for the cocky resident, who knew what disciplinary action was in store for him? She had no time to think of it.

Dr. Edwards worked with unflappable concentration until he finally clamped the artery. Endless heart-pounding minutes afterward, the patient was stabilized, and then later sent to recovery. As for Willow, she hoped she'd recover from the ordeal soon, too. A crisis like this would shake even the best nurse to her very core.

Shortly after, Willow left the OR, only to run into Shayne outside the door of the Call Room.

"That was some pretty fancy footwork," she offered to release the tension.

"Surely a HEPA violation lingered in there somewhere," Shayne said. "That resident will never touch one of my patients again. His arrogance could have cost the patient his life."

"He definitely lied when he said he'd performed the procedure before with a cardiothoracic surgeon. The residents do it all the time. Anything to squeeze in more surgical experience."

"Not in my OR. I won't stand for it. He managed to turn a straightforward VSD repair into a life-threatening situation."

"I think he expected to be beaten like a dog but he didn't expect a dismissal."

"And I didn't expect to have to save a teen's life. A true beating would have been good for him," Shayne replied with a smirk, his tone more at ease now that the crisis had passed. "We have no more procedures today, but I still have a few appointments. I'd like to take a moment with you later this afternoon. We have some unfinished business to discuss, Willow." Shayne's voice had lowered to throaty concern, but also seductive, which only made her contemplate his lips. The lips that had kissed her. Amazing how an adrenaline rush from crisis can bring out a women's sensuality.

"About deciding on Baby Jack's surgery?" she asked.

He cocked his head just so. The gesture only made him more handsome. Then again, perhaps the perilous ordeal they'd just endured made him all the more appealing.

"Willow, we need to talk more about last night. But right now, I've got a resident to flail. I'll come find you later." In a smooth gesture, he rested his hand on her arm, electrifying her skin. Shayne's eyes crinkled in a polite smile before he flew down the hall.

In stunned silence, Willow once again found herself alone, trying to make sense of what just happened. She hadn't even been given a moment to decipher his words, read into his tone, or search his eyes for some telltale sign of what was to come. Did he want to discuss where they were headed? Of course not because they headed nowhere. She knew it. He knew it.

Perhaps he needed to tell her that he came to his senses. Saw things her way. Maybe he just wanted to let her down easy. After all, he did try to apologize for his actions and she'd refused the apology. Maybe she didn't get it through her thick head that he believed it never should have happened... and never would again.

Her head spun and her heart thudded more furiously than it had back in the OR during the medical emergency. When it came to Shayne, Willow never knew what to expect.

* * *

Shayne took a brief break in the doctor's lounge for the first time that day. The room served as a place for him to fly in, grab coffee, check email, and dash off. But today, in the quiet of the lounge, he took an extra moment to savor the solitude and collect his thoughts.

Thoughts about Willow.

While he had stayed focused on his patients, Willow was never far from his mind, nor from his side. In the quieter times during the morning, her constant nearness triggered sweeping memories from the evening before. Her skin. Her scent. Her lips. Willow should have been an imposition in his home last night, but he had been the one to welcome her in the form of tender kisses.

From the moment Willow left his flat early this morning, Shayne couldn't help but think about her unexpected revelation of an ex-husband. He'd been talking about changes in life and making decisions about those changes when she divulged the truth about her previous marriage. Her comment revealed an underlying pain, which left him concerned. But Willow had remained silent on the subject today so he kept his concern to himself. For now. Not that they had time to talk about it with the back-to-back procedures. But he'd rectify that later today.

He poured himself a coffee and mentally prepared for the remaining tasks ahead, including ironing out the details for a plan for Baby Jack. Surgery was inevitable. He'd also have to fill Willow in on the details of the case.

Throughout the day, he had enjoyed Willow by his side. Ever the trooper, she'd kept her cool in surgery, despite the complications thrown their way. And they'd had their share. Not the best scenario for someone like Willow returning to the OR after a long absence.

Even in these few, quiet moments alone, his thoughts settled hotly on one vision in white; the nurse named Willow. The one he hadn't been able to keep his hands off of. The one he'd kept kissing last night.

His obsessive thoughts over her confounded him. While he never gave anything less than one hundred percent to his patients, his lack of control over his escalating feelings for Willow left him on edge. The edginess kept his tone extra sharp when snapping orders. He even feared he'd bared his teeth when he snarled at the cocky resident in surgery. His ire rose at learning he'd been lied to in the middle of a procedure.

But afterward, the memory of Willow's kiss eclipsed everything and he was appeased. The very thought of her subdued his agitation, even if only for a while.

He had to convince his mind to stop contemplating every little nuance about her. He had to release all thoughts of her. Starting right now—

An errand boy holding up a plastic garment bag entered the lounge.

"Excuse me, Dr. Edwards?"

"Yes?"

"I have a dry cleaning delivery for you." The young man held up the clear bag with an order slip attached.

Confused, Shayne looked at the order. "I didn't send out laundry."

"Well, someone did. And prepaid for the speedy, same-day service. Tip and everything." The young man handed over the garment bag, spun around, and bowed out.

Shayne lifted the hanger high to get a better look at what it could possibly be.

His collared white shirt.

The one unbuttoned just so last night, torturing him with a curve of Willow's breast. And a teasing of her slender thigh. The sensual memory once again haunted him.

She didn't need to do it. Didn't need to get the shirt laundered to be rid of it so fast. To be rid of him so fast. If she thought it would wash away the memory of her in it, then she'd thought wrong. Her efforts were useless. With a low growl, he slung the garment on the back of a chair, and then left the lounge in search of her.
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Willow plopped the file down on the reception desk, not caring how her behavior looked to the staff bustling around her. She couldn't help the frustration lapping through her over Shayne. She'd be facing him soon for a so-called chat but didn't know what to expect. Throughout the day, she'd done everything in her power not to dwell on last night, but nothing worked. How could she have lost control so easily? And with the irredeemable Shayne Edwards, of all people?

To think, she blurted out to him she had an ex-husband.

She didn't care if he knew she'd been married. It was no secret. But the tone to her flippant comment gave a little too much insight; the marriage had been a disaster. When it came to the failed relationship, she wanted to keep the details to herself. But before her internal filter could censor what flew from her lips, the words had catapulted out of her mouth. She cringed.

"Stupid, utterly stupid," she murmured. She didn't need Shayne to know any more about her past than necessary. She'd done a fine job keeping her personal life to herself as she was still coming to terms with her past. She didn't need to drag Shayne into it.

Emmy sidled up beside her, and then nudged her with her hip. "What's utterly stupid?"

Willow pasted on a furtive smile. "Nothing. Just blubbering to myself."

"I've never seen you like this. Did Dr. Edwards do something to you to get you riled up?"

"It wasn't his fault," she said.

"Whoa. What, exactly, wasn't his fault?"

Willow brought her fingers to her temples. "Gosh, Emmy, things just got, well, confusing, last night at his place."

"Double whoa. His place?" Emmy kept her shocked expression on her friend.

"I stayed there last night, with him, at his place. I'm flooded out of my bungalow and you didn't answer your phone, so technically it's all your fault."

The remark got her a laugh. "Nice try, but you can't blame this on me. I was volunteering at a shelter last night. So what exactly is my fault? What happened?"

"We accidentally—I mean—it was on purpose I think, but we didn't mean to..."

"You didn't mean to what?" Emmy pressed.

"Kiss?" Willow eeked out.

"Are you asking me or telling me?"

Willow buried her face in her hands. "Telling you, okay? Yes. We kissed. But don't worry, it will never happen again. Never."

"Why not?"

"Other than because he's my boss?" Willow drew her worrisome face back up to Emmy.

"Besides being your boss. I mean, did he get out of hand? Do something terrible?"

"Isn't a kiss terrible enough?" she asked.

"So you kissed a gorgeous surgeon. What's so terrible about that?"

Besides making her furiously distracted? Then, no, he hadn't done anything terrible at all. In fact, it had been wonderful.

"Okay, so it wasn't terrible," was all Willow would admit. She toyed with an errant lock of her hair.

"Good. But you would tell me if you were to have trouble with him, right? Because you seem really distracted over one little, innocent kiss."

"Yes, I would tell you," she reassured her friend. But she couldn't reassure her the kiss was so innocent. They weren't exactly talking about a peck on the cheek here. Willow kept the little detail to herself. She grabbed her file folder and flipped through it; anything to avert Emmy's scrutiny.

"Good, because we can't afford another RN to bail on him."

"What? I thought the nurse was dismissed."

"The first one on the first day. The second one who stepped up on the next day couldn't take the pressure and bolted."

"Oh, no one told me."

"Nurses like that really don't want to work for Dr. Edwards. They just want to sleep with him."

The file in Willow's hand flopped open, sending a flurry of papers scattering to the floor. Emmy cast a suspicious eye toward Willow.

"Shoot." Willow scrambled to the floor to pick them up.

"Uh-huh." Emmy hmphed. "Having no troubles with him at all, eh? But hey, as long as you're holding your own."

"I am, I am," Willow asserted. What else could she say? That she was hanging by a thread? With a huff, she shuffled the papers back into the file, even though some were upside-down.

"Okay, whatever you say, because with the way he was acting in the cafeteria while getting coffee a half-hour ago..." Emmy's voice trailed off. She waved dismissively. "Nah, forget it."

"And how was he acting?" she asked too quickly. "I mean, not that I'm concerned."

"He was doing things like grumbling to himself. And fidgeting with stuff. Kind of like you're doing right now."

"Oh?" Willow busied her hands by properly arranging the papers in the folder.

"Puh-lease tell me he was fine in surgery and not all fidgety," Emmy teased.

"He was perfect," Willow said a little too breathy.

Emmy snorted. "I'll bet he was."

"Boy, you are annoying today," Willow groused, which only brought another snort from Emmy. "Sheesh, it's like you want us to be together... which is the worst thing that could happen. Why are you loving this so much?"

"I'll tell you why. Because I've never seen a nurse stand up to a doctor like you do with Dr. Edwards. You work with him and you don't let him push you around. You keep him in line and I think he likes it. I think he likes you."

Surprised by Emmy's observation, Willow shook her head. "No, he couldn't possibly like me, not in the way you think."

She continued to rearrange the papers. Despite the busywork, apprehension sluiced through her. So maybe their kiss had a bigger effect on the surgeon than she suspected. But then she had to blab about a failed marriage. She didn't want to appear as damaged goods. So far, her cheery disposition had provided a sturdy shell for her fragile emotional interior. But hinting to Shayne about some underlying truth behind her marriage might have splintered a fissure in that shell. What if he pressed for more?

She had moved to Florida for a fresh start and didn't need to be heaving her emotional baggage all over the place. She didn't like to fail at anything. She liked even less for people to know too much about the failures of her past. She didn't need pity or gossip. Not from the rest of the staff and certainly not from Shayne.

"You know, Willow, if you keep shuffling those papers, you're going to wind up with paper cuts and bleed out right here," Emmy said.

Before Willow could respond, the fierce click of heels on the floor caught her attention. She looked up to see a statuesque redhead in a black business suit and high heels approach the desk. A small basket of muffins crooked in her elbow swung with her every step. Willow could smell those muffins from her side of the desk. Blueberry. Definitely blueberry.

"I'm looking for Willow. I have something to drop off for Dr. Edwards." The redhead held up the basket topped with a blue bow. "It's to make up for the other night. We had a mix-up with our keys. But if Willow is busy, perhaps Dr. Edwards is available?"

Willow exchanged a glance with Emmy, and then managed a polite grin. "I'm Willow. You must be Linda. I'm sorry, but Dr. Edwards isn't available. I'd be happy to take those muffins off your hands and be sure to get them to the doctor."

Willow came out from behind the reception desk and stood before the woman.

The towering redhead hesitated but then surrendered the pretty basket. "Please tell him I enjoyed talking to him at the fundraiser. I'm sorry I missed him the other night when I dropped off his keys. And, well, if he has any questions relating to pharmaceuticals, or anything at all, I'm a rep, so he can feel free to call me."

"I'd be happy to do that. But unfortunately, he doesn't handle pharmaceuticals. I will let him know of your offer, though."

Linda stepped back and angled her chin just so. She kept her expression pleasant. "That would be great. Thank you."

"My pleasure. The basket's very thoughtful—I know he'll appreciate it."

Linda glanced around the reception area, probably trying to catch sight of Shayne somewhere in the hall. When no doctor manifested, she nodded a good-bye, then clicked down the hall before entering an elevator.

Willow's heart dipped. She'd just gotten a healthy dose of Shayne's personal life, which left a not-so-sweet taste in her mouth. Linda happened to be gorgeous. The visit served as a chilly reminder of Shayne's heartthrob reputation. Unfortunately, if this encounter with the woman was what she could expect over the next several weeks, she didn't know how much she could endure.

She leaned against the reception desk for support.

"Wow, Willow. You handled Linda like a pro. Looks like you might have yourself a new friend," Emmy said.

"I don't have time for a new friend. You're all I can handle," Willow teased.

"At least Shayne will be happy to have these." Emmy reached into the basket and stole one of the baked treats.

"Hey, those are for the doctor."

"He won't miss one little muffin from the Lovely Linda."

"She seemed nice enough," Willow managed, despite an envious twinge. She had to squelch her defensive response to the redhead. After all, who was she to harbor any resentment or pass judgment on the man's personal life?

Emmy pointed to the basket. "Careful there, girl. If you grip the handle any tighter, you might snap it in two." She bit into the muffin, moaned in delight, and sauntered off.

Willow stood there, clinging to the basket nevertheless, trying to sort through her unexpected response to Linda. She couldn't decide if this was a pang of jealousy or a sense of protectiveness for Shayne. In the short time she'd known him, Willow could already judge when a female, whether staff member or patient, young or old, had a keen interest in him. Goodness, she could tell just by the sparkles in their eyes.

But what about her? Had she shown the same kind of interest with glitter dancing in her own eyes? She hoped not. While she sensed a strange awareness of him and—dare she call it—a connection, she hoped she never morphed into some starry-eyed schoolgirl in front of him.

Sparkles may not have danced in her eyes but the butterflies in her belly had definitely taken flight. Their flutters have yet to settle down. And she would have to put up with them for the next several weeks. She'd survive, wouldn't she?

She was considering this when Shayne's long, lean form rounded the corner. The sight of him sent an unexpected shiver along her spine.

"Willow, I want to talk to you." He loomed over her, an expectant look on his handsome face.

The shivers came to an abrupt halt. "Right here? Don't you think it's a little too public for us to have our chat about—"

"I received your delivery from the cleaners. You didn't need to have my shirt laundered."

She blinked up at him, taking a moment to reply. "It was no trouble."

A full beat lingered between them. The tension contracted until Willow cleared her throat, but Shayne's focus remained hotly on her.

He stepped closer. Before he could get too close—before he made her lose her senses with one smoldering glance—Willow held the basket of muffins before him.

Confusion glided over his face. "What's this?"

"You had a visitor. Linda. She baked for you." Willow plunked the basket into his hands. "To make up for taking your keys the night of the fundraiser."

"She could have left this at the main desk. It's not your job to look after incoming gifts."

"My job changes by the moment," Willow said, impatience creeping into her tone, "and today happens to include managing your personal affairs."

"There's nothing personal with Linda and certainly no affair."

"Doctor, it's not my place to..." she began, unsure how to tread on touchy terrain.

"Willow, I realize my being here has disrupted your life and I'm sorry for that." He pulled a muffin from the basket and held it before her. "A peace offering."

Willow hesitated despite the tempting treat.

"They're still warm," he tantalized in a tone as toasty as the muffins themselves.

She plucked the muffin from his hand. After taking a bite, she announced, "They're good, even if they're not made with New England blueberries from home."

"Is there a difference?"

"Oh, absolutely. A New England blueberry is like a juicy sweet burst of heaven in your mouth. There's nothing better."

"I might be able to think of something just as good." Shayne's stare settled to her lips. The last time he looked at her that way, he'd swept her into his arms and kissed her. Normally, she would have been self-conscious over his blistering hot stare, but after last night, she found herself liking it.

"You were saying something about laundering your shirt I'd worn to bed?" she asked with a lilt to voice.

Shayne responded with a boyish grin until interrupted by a news announcement on the nearby television on the wall. A meteorologist on the screen explained the unstable activity in the atmosphere out over the Gulf of Mexico waters.

The sweet moment between them broken, Willow's thoughts catapulted back to the here and now.

"A tropical depression could be heading this way," she said, "the storm looks pretty big."

"Yes, I'd heard. Hopefully it won't be a direct hit."

Willow searched Shayne's eyes. Speaking of a direct hit, she recalled how a storm had interrupted them last night. Specifically, the lightning bolt that shook them loose, sending them back to their senses. She still longed to feel Shayne despite stopping them from making a big mistake. Although they'd decided to forgo any emotional drama, she feared that Shayne had already made a direct hit on her heart.

Shaken by her own realization, Willow stumbled back from Shayne. She had to escape his heat of attraction. This was so not good. Not what she needed. The sooner she got away from Shayne's magnetic draw the better.

* * *

Shayne could only watch in surprise as Willow stepped away from him. Maybe the sweet smell of the muffins mixed with Willow's heavenly scent threw him off guard, but he could only stand there momentarily confused by her action. Did he say or do something to offend her?

"Wait, Willow, before you go—"

"Doctor, I've got meds to dispense. But we'll keep an eye on the storm. It often means an increase of patients." With a curt smile, Willow brushed passed, sideswiping him with a curve of her hip, sending his senses into hyper-overload. That woman knew exactly what she was doing to him and showed no remorse for it.

He dropped the basket to the reception desk and trailed behind her, the sway of her hips driving him to distraction. Before she got too far, he hiked past her, stopped, and turned to block her escape.

Willow abruptly halted and thrust her tiny, balled fists on her hips. "Is there another personal affair I need to look after?"

Shayne cocked his head just so, surprised by her forward comment. No one spoke to him like that. Her straightforwardness both bothered and impressed him. She had sized up his situation and wrapped it into a bow as tidy as the one on the muffin basket.

"Do you have something to say, Willow?"

She lowered her fists to her side. "No, except that Linda is a beautiful woman."

Willow reached into her scrubs pocket and retrieved her handheld device to look up something as an artificial diversion, he was certain. But he wouldn't let her off that easily. "Linda is an acquaintance from the fundraiser, the night I met you. You know that." He spoke firmly, offered nothing more.

"It's not my business, Doctor," she said with quiet strength.

"You're right. It's not your business," he asserted.

But Shayne knew the score. He heard it in her tone. Willow wouldn't budge in her conviction. Apparently, his reputation surpassed him and Willow believed what she wanted to believe. Perhaps it was for the best. Like she said before, they needed to act responsibly inside the walls of this hospital.

Outside these walls, however, she had offered a little detail about her ex-husband. He knew something more hurt her but she wasn't sharing. Willow may be acting coolly toward him now, but under all that posturing, she was a wounded bird. He'd gotten a glimpse of it just before she left his flat when she mentioned her ex.

Admittedly, her emotional exterior had been well preserved in front of him all this time. But now, he could see her hearty exterior peeling away. Willow was more fragile than she'd first led him to believe.

"Willow, talk to me," he found himself saying, "because you look like," he stopped, unsure if he should probe.

"I look like what?" she asked.

"Like you're trying to hold it all together."

"I am. And I'd been doing a fabulous job until—"

"—I came along."

"Yes, I mean, no. Forget it. I meant nothing by it. I shouldn't take it out on you."

"You mean, because of what your ex did to you?"

The muscle in her jaw twitched. Perhaps she couldn't hold it all together for a moment longer despite her valiant efforts.

Willow squared her shoulders. "It's no secret I'm divorced. My ex dumped me. He wanted to move onto bigger and better things. Without me."

"He was a fool."

The tension left her eyes, a telltale sign that his remark had softened her.

"Let's meet later." He paused. "In fact, let's have dinner."
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Dinner?

Willow tried to stand solidly, but the ground threatened to collapse under her. She didn't know what to think when it came to Shayne and any women in his life. A woman like Linda. She had to collect herself.

"You want to meet for dinner? I don't think it's a good idea."

"Do it for Baby Jack," Shayne quickly replied. "You owe me a status update on the Social Services process for him, remember?"

On the surface, his words were honorable, but the insistence in his voice gave him away. Asking her to dinner included more than a little pow-wow about a patient. She was sure of it. She could see it in his eyes.

"I can't. I, I have to check the damages to my bungalow after work. According to my landlord, everything touching the floor has been soaked."

"I'll come with you."

"That isn't necessary."

"I insist."

Willow checked her watch. "Look at the time. Don't you have any more residents to teach or something?"

"Did it."

"Or seeing any more patients?"

"Did it."

"Honestly, I don't have time for dinner. I just plan to go straight home and—"

"All right then. We'll downgrade to coffee. And I can help with your home. We'll grab coffee and bring it with us to check on your bungalow. We'll talk on the way."

Frustration rose within her. Why was he pressing the issue? One minute, he had Linda. Then her. Then Linda. Her pride made her dig her heels in and resist. She had to, because if he kept this up, she feared she'd cave in and accept his offer. She shook her head.

"Why don't you ask the redhead out for coffee?" she asked him.

Shayne frowned. "I don't even know her."

"Is that a requirement?" she quipped before her internal filter could kick in.

Shayne stepped back and clutched his chest. "Ouch. Right through the heart, Willow. You are a tough crowd."

Shocked by her own flippant retort, Willow couldn't believe her own callousness. Even a man like Shayne Edwards had feelings and she'd just trampled on them. "I'm sorry. I don't know where that question came from."

"Neither do I," he said through a smirk, belying his feigned injured ego.

"It was rude and, and, uncalled for," she stammered.

"Yes."

"It's not like me to... well... either way, it's none of my concern who you spend your time with."

"I want to spend my time with you."

"No, Shayne, but I do apologize for what I just said."

"Make it up to me."

Much to her horror, he was serious. "Isn't my apology enough?"

"Not nearly. Make it up to me by having coffee with me after our shift. Like I said, I'll help with your bungalow. My brothers and I did handiwork to get by when we were young."

"All of you?"

"Yes, we were known to wield a wicked wrench back in the day."

"But—"

"—you need to make it up to me, remember? For your rudeness and all that." His sly grin, however, indicated he wasn't offended. Not in the least. In fact, he looked quite smug.

Willow eyed him suspiciously. "Do you always use this kind of logic to get your way?"

He widened his grin. "Oh, but Willow, it's not about me. It's all for Baby Jack."

"Right. Jack. Just coffee." She spoke simply but her tone harbored a twinge of disbelief. "But really, I only need to inspect the furniture, floor, and rugs for damage."

"Perfect. Rugs and furniture can be heavy to move. And who knows about more storms? You'll need to be prepared. I'll take care of that as well." He leaned in and settled a devilish look on her. "Face it, Willow, you need me. I'm coming with you."

She narrowed her gaze at him. She wanted to toss back a remark telling him otherwise, but then the tightness in her shoulders softened into acquiescence, whether she liked it or not.

"Fine. But when we get there, I don't know what we're in for."

* * *

After following up on the recovery of the surgical patients, especially the teen, Willow's frayed nerves eventually calmed. But not completely. The muffin run-in with Shayne earlier still left her skittish. He'd insisted on going with her to her bungalow after their shift, which was ending now. Her day spent with Shayne would turn into an early evening with him at her place.

The prospect excited her, yet frightened her. The very thought of him coming to her damaged home seemed too, well, intimate. Then again, she had stayed at his place already, seen his photo with his brothers—and then some. She'd gotten a rare glimpse into his private life. Fair was fair, and so he'd now see her life outside the walls of Baycoast Memorial Hospital.

How did he ever convince her to agree to this?

Through his wit and persistent charm, that's how.

He'd also used reason and logic; even threw in the welfare of Baby Jack, just for good measure.

His tactic should have sparked ire within her, but it only took the fight out of her. No, she couldn't fight him. For the sake of Baby Jack, she'd go through with it. Today's VSD repair on the teen really hit home. A life of medical situations like the teen's could be in store for the baby. So maybe agreeing to see Shayne tonight after work would turn out to be a good thing. After all, she would have the doctor's undivided attention to discuss the infant's medical care. She'd have Shayne all to herself. In her bungalow. Alone.

She groaned.

Suddenly, a crackling energy filled the air, setting her on edge. She turned to see Shayne entering the reception area. He'd changed from scrubs to jeans and the infamous white shirt. Whether he wore scrubs, a tuxedo, or even street clothes, he looked good.

"Are you ready for me?" he asked with a satisfied look on his face. And what was with the knowing grin?

Triumph, she realized. He'd won the battle to come home with her.

"If you mean, ready to grab a coffee, discuss Baby Jack's case, and inspect my home, then yes."

His grin tilted further. "Are you always as perfectly organized in the real world as you are in the OR?"

She gave him a confident nod, spun on her heel, and headed toward the exit. She kept her outward demeanor calm, but inwardly, his furtive compliment took her by happy surprise.

She had done everything in her power to be orderly, efficient, and composed for their cases today. And he'd noticed.

"I want you to know that you had nothing to worry about returning to surgery," he told her from behind. "You handled yourself like a pro."

She acknowledged his comment with an unaffected smile, but her heart skipped in delight. A man accustomed to critically analyzing everything and sending residents cowering was also capable of noting a job well done. In each surgery, he'd been demanding, but when it came to instruction, his laser-like precision made it easy for Willow to assist.

As they walked to her Toyota, he spoke not another word about it. Not of punctured arteries, dismissed cocky residents, or VSDs.

Shortly after driving off from the hospital, she allowed Shayne to purchase their coffees at a specialty shop, and then headed toward her bungalow. While she drove, Willow offered a status update on Baby Jack's future, discussing policies, procedures, and LifeLink—if the infant were ever to need a heart donor. Willow's own heart squeezed at the possibility as she informed Shayne of further laws surrounding Baby Jack's case.

"Despite any red tape, Willow, open-heart surgery on the baby must be scheduled and the arterial switch done once and for all," Shayne told her.

Willow ignored her impending concern. The mortality rate of heart surgery on newborns had lowered, but the reality of it still lingered in the back of her mind.

"He'll need a lot of TLC post-op," Shayne continued. "I don't know if any government system would be up for the task. Poor little tyke will need a kind, knowledgeable caregiver more than ever."

"Yes, he will," she told him.

Her heart went out to the tiny infant. Admittedly, she'd bonded with him and dared to say, was falling in love with him. Spending time with Baby Jack and caring for him had helped her forget her own troubles. Nurturing the baby had, in fact, ignited a glow in her heart. If she didn't know any better, she'd say he was helping her heal.

Like a smack to the forehead, the realization hit her. Jack was a baby in need of a loving mother. She was in need of a loving baby. Could a better match be made?

* * *

Willow pulled into the driveway leading to the bungalow on the Langdon Estate. She bit back her excitement over the prospect of Baby Jack in her life. She kept the notion to herself until she could look into the process of adopting an abandoned newborn. For now, she had to focus on the rest of today with Shayne in her bungalow.

As she drove past the landlord's large venerable home, she pointed to the structure. "Mr. Langdon's place needs some work. He and his wife are older and rely on their children to fly in to help sometimes. I do what I can to keep up the bungalow myself." Although today, she didn't know what she was in for when it came to the consequences of a busted water pipe and subsequent flooding.

She pulled up to her small yellow bungalow, and then exited her Toyota. Small pools of sunlight reflected off the walkway. Shayne walked beside her as she sauntered toward the front door surrounded by clay pots bursting with fuchsia and white impatiens.

"Quaint place," Shayne said.

"Quaint is a kind word for small."

"And you can see the ocean beyond the trees." Shayne pointed.

"The view's not as grand as yours, but I'm happy here."

"A Florida-version of an English country cottage," Shayne remarked, "except with palm trees."

Willow took her time unlocking the door. Her tiny home on the estate acted as a protective cocoon, but with Shayne's imposing presence, she readied herself to allow him inside. More than once, Shayne had forced her out of her element. But her home had been her sanctuary. Dare she let Shayne in?

"My landlord said he had the pipe taken care of and most of the sitting-water removed. It's going to take a few days to dry out fully. He did what he could, but he hasn't been feeling good and had to rest."

The moment she opened the door, she was hit with an unpleasant odor left from stagnant water. "Brace yourself," she warned. "I'll have to open some windows and air out the place."

How could her home turn so unpleasant so fast?

Within minutes, Willow, along with Shayne's help, opened various windows and doors, allowing a balmy tropical breeze to billow through. She removed any remaining damp scattered rugs, and then laid them out on the grass to be cleaned later, and left in the sunshine to dry.

"I won't be able to keep the windows and doors open long. I'll have to get the air conditioning cranked soon, so the heat and humidity won't worsen any damage."

She inspected the tiled floor and frowned at the baseboards. Some looked okay, others showed water stains. "Oh, that can't be good."

Shayne retrieved a hammer from a toolbox left in the room by the landlord. "Your tile floor has survived the broken pipe's water leak. As for the baseboards, let's have a look." He bent down and, with the claw of the hammer, eased a baseboard from the wall. Willow watched the surgeon as he wielded the tool, causing the cords of his forearms to swell. A definite sign of strength from someone not afraid of hard work. And she liked it.

While she liked her life as a whole, she had to admit, she liked having a man around the house doing guy stuff. She liked even more that it was Shayne. Some women might enjoy handling a hammer, but handling surgical instruments was enough for her. What she liked most right now? Having Shayne with her. Right here. Right now. In her home.

But he looked too right being here, too at home.

A disheartening thought.

"Baseboards don't look all that bad. Walls behind them look great. The flood didn't go too high at all. Some boards might need a touchup but they can be saved," he said.

Willow's initial trepidation over having Shayne enter her world gave way to a warm curiosity. What would it be like to have Shayne fully in her life? She feared the answer that welled up within her.

It would be wonderful.

A hot blush of discomfort crept along her skin. Having Shayne play house with her clashed with the reality of the surgeon who played with women's hearts. Despite her valiant attempt to remain aloof and even dismissive of her feelings for him, she had to face the truth.

She liked him.

She wanted him.

She hated the fact she was falling victim to his charms.

"It's getting hot in here. I'm going to go shower off the day," Willow blurted, trying to avert her eyes from Shayne's muscled form. He'd become much too attractive. "I promise to be quick. I, I need to cool off."

He rose to his full height and gifted her with a grin. "Go on, I'll be all right. I'll check out the plumber's handiwork in your kitchen."

Willow escaped his nearness in the nick of time, just like she always did when she was about do something foolish, like fall for the guy harder than she already had.
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Shayne did his best to focus on assessing the bungalow, but knowing that Willow was showering several feet away from him was more than his senses could bear.

Judging by the sound of running water through the pipes, the plumbing work had been repaired well enough. But he couldn't think of pipes now. He could only think about Willow's nude body, slippery and soapy, and how he longed have his hands hotly on her, the slick white suds sliding down the length of her. He envisioned the pulsing water beating on her skin as he stood behind her, caressing her. Cupping her breasts. Making her shiver. Dipping his hand low between her thighs. Making her pant, the beads of water coursing down along every curve and hollow of her body.

Despite the appeal of the scenario, the fantasy would only remain a figment of his imagination. Embarking on anything that may lead to a relationship simply could not happen, either physically or emotionally. Such a risk would only lead to heart-wrenching results, just like it had with Fiona.

When Fiona had had his child, he'd pressed for a formal commitment. After all, he had to make it work for the sake of the baby, even if he and the mother had their share of troubles. She'd flatly refused his marriage proposal. She'd admitted that she'd lied about her past and turned her back on him, ripping the child from his life. A true blow to the heart, a heart he kept guarded today.

He still couldn't let go of the memory. Fiona had pulled his child—correction—her child from his embrace. And walked out on him forever.

He's not your son.

The words echoed in the back of his mind.

He's not your son.

The child he'd fallen in love with was not his.

Just before Shayne's thoughts took a downward spiral, Willow suddenly appeared. The room brightened with her in it. His sobering thoughts melted away.

She looked fresh and clean, scrubbed shiny new, with a ponytail high on her head. She kept her clothing simple; a formfitting cream tank top, khaki shorts, and flip-flops. The tank top allowed him the pleasure of admiring her curves. The shorts gifted him with the sight of slender legs and he enjoyed the graceful sway in her walk.

Maybe the clothing wasn't as simple as he first thought. After his obsession with mentally exploring her every curve in the shower, how could he handle watching her like this the rest of the day?

He groaned inwardly. It would require a mighty feat of strength.

Willow stood before him. "Would you like something cool to drink after that hot coffee? I'm pretty good at making iced tea. Never too much caffeine, right?"

"Yes," was all he could manage. She brushed past him and sashayed into the kitchen.

Before he could utter anything he'd regret, like, "You look magnificent," his cell phone squealed in his pocket. He pulled it out to look at the caller ID. He frowned.

His brother, Grant, had already left two messages. In the last one, he'd made a point to say that Blake—the youngest brother in the trio—didn't do anything wrong and shouldn't be punished.

Shayne had never dreamed the tight bond he shared with his brother Blake could sever so quickly. And all because of the selfish actions of a woman.

Blake remained firmly rooted on one side of the feud; Shayne held his stance on the other. Grant, in the middle, carried the emotional brunt of the fight.

Willow reappeared and set down two tall glasses of iced tea on the coffee table. She looked at him quizzically. "Aren't you going to answer your cell phone?"

"It's my brother, Grant, again."

"You don't want to talk to him?"

"I already know what it's about."

She crossed her arms in front of her chest, which only accentuated her cleavage. "Let me guess. Grant wants to talk to you about this problem you have with your other brother. Boy, it must be a doozy."

"Blake's getting married," Shayne grumbled. He didn't regret the words, not when the situation hadn't become fully real for him yet. He stuffed the phone into his pocket, annoyed by its incessant ringing. He had to keep his cool because if he did allow his spiraling thoughts to get the best of him—

"Hey, are you okay?" Willow's tender voice pulled him from his brooding.

"What? Yes, I'm alright."

"So, Blake's wedding isn't a good thing, in your opinion," Willow prodded. She stepped closer and set those large curious eyes on him. He hated when she did that because it always made him willing to open up to her.

"I don't want to talk about it," Shayne said. Not when all he wanted to do was pull her into his arms to help him forget.

"I understand. Being the doctor in the family can be a big responsibility. Your brothers look up to you and—"

"We're all doctors."

Willows eyes amplified in surprise. "All three of you? How'd you pull that off?"

"When you grow up poor, you have nothing but each other. And your dreams. We'd made a pact. We'd all get through med school or none of us would. We saw to it to that we succeeded."

"That's some determination."

"Hunger does that you."

A quiet settled between them.

"I'm sorry."

"We turned out okay enough." Shayne cracked a smile.

For a fleeting moment, his thoughts stole back to an earlier, happier time when he and his brothers had vowed to take on the world together. All for one. And one for all.

A lifetime ago.

Shayne regarded the woman who stood before him. Willow didn't press for any more. A good thing since he'd given what little he could already. She was the last person he wanted knowing about the troubles of his family being torn apart by a woman's betrayal.

Would Willow ever do such a thing? An inner voice told him no, but he'd didn't know if he could trust it.

"Anything I can do to help?" Willow tilted her head just so. Bright sun blades piercing through the room reflected in those intense irises of hers. He'd never seen a more wanton sight.

His chest filled with longing and he reached out to grip her arms. She leaned into him, her breath escaping in a raspy gasp. Her body language offered an open invitation and he set his lips on hers in a fervent kiss.

Possessively, he kissed her hard. The painful events in his life that led to this minute were all too surreal. But with Willow in his arms, his life here became real. Her physical warmth, her response to his desire, even her breathy words had filled his world and he'd quickly grown addicted. Even more, her care and trust had filled his heart.

After another crushing kiss, he whispered her name, Willow. And she whispered back, yes. Her breasts pressed against his chest, her feminine form fitting him perfectly. No kiss should be so sweet, no body so pliant, because it only deepened his craving for her.

But the craving went beyond the physical. His need for her became emotional. A need to explore this delicate bond with her, to be one with her, and be sure it was true. To fill an empty void he thought could be filled by no woman. That was, until her.

Somehow his head connected with his heart and for the first time, in a very long time, he felt his own mortality in his need for her.

Simply kissing Willow would never be enough. He wanted her all to himself—wanted to lay claim to every inch of her, right down to her very body and soul—

A voice bellowed a hello through the front door left open to allow in fresh air.

Shayne shot back to reality. Willow broke from his kiss and stared at him in surprise. He didn't know if he should explain himself or simply apologize for his bold action.

The moment between them cooled. Willow visibly stiffened. "My landlord's at the door."

The male voice repeated his hello into the home.

She pulled from Shayne's embrace and loped toward the entrance.

Shayne hung back to collect himself, startled by his skyrocketing response to her. In the background, he heard Willow's cheery voice, beckoning the visitor. Once composed, he turned to join them.

Willow stood beside the elderly gentleman and made the formal introductions.

After shaking hands with Shayne, Mr. Langdon glanced about the bungalow. "I saw you two come up to the place. I thought I'd come by and check up on you."

"Pipes are holding up well," Shayne announced. "Other than that, some patching here and there and this place will be as good as new."

Mr. Langdon nodded, satisfied with the report. "I'll take care of those other minor repairs, Willow. I'm not as quick on my feet these days. Been a little tired, but it will get done."

"I'd be happy to help anyway I can," Shayne offered.

He felt Willow's stunned eyes on him. He didn't return the look. Didn't want to face her mounting frustration with him—he'd pushed hard enough as it was to come here today. Perhaps his offer crossed the line, some emotional boundary she'd set for him. He didn't care; his offer came naturally. More naturally than he cared to admit.

"I'll take whatever help I can get. Maybe get started tomorrow after a good night's rest and I'll feel like my ol' self again. I'll be in touch."

He took one last solid look around the place, then gave a final nod of approval. He turned to leave, but not before tossing Shayne a knowing look with a glint in his eye. Willow ushered him out the door.

By the time she returned, Shayne prepared for the consequences of imposing himself into her life further. But she said nothing of his bold move. Instead, she looked about the bungalow, apparently distracted.

"Willow, are you okay? What is it?"

"I'm worried about that sweet man. He looked pale for someone who spends his days outside in the Florida sun."

"We can keep an eye on him."

"We?" She drew her expression up to him, searched his eyes for some meaning behind his statement. Something long-term, with deeper meaning, perhaps.

"At least for as long as I'm here," he amended, careful not to trip on his words.

Willow's light features shadowed. "Right, of course. For as long as you're here. But really, your stay here in the States is so short, you shouldn't waste your time here patching baseboards. It really isn't necessary." She spun away from him and slammed the kitchen window closed.

A bolt of heat shot through his chest, somewhere in the vicinity of his heart. Was she rejecting him? Angry at the reality that he presented before her? Yes and yes. He didn't blame her. Here he was behaving like he was part of her life but then saying he'd be out of there just as quickly. Definitely sending mixed messages.

"You don't want me here," he asserted. He followed her to the dining area where she closed off that window, too.

She turned to him.

"Shayne," she began, but the light in her eye didn't sparkle like it usually did when she referred to him. "It's not a good idea for you to be here helping me. Or kissing me. We both know you'll be leaving and going back to," she paused, as if to search for the right words. "Your usual way of life. All the glitz, the glamour. The fundraisers, the black-tie events, the women."

She marched into the great room. She slammed shut another window.

Her admission came as a surprise attack on his senses. He marched into the room behind her. "So this isn't just about my leaving. It's about my reputation?"

She brought her eyes up to his. "I don't want to be another conquest to you." Despite the defiant angle of her chin, she lowered her eyelashes now that she finally admitted the truth. She brushed past him like she always did when their conversation became too intense. She left behind a wave of heat—and a smattering of anger—as she marched out the front door.

Was that what she believed about him? That he only saw her as some conquest? He shouldn't be surprised. Shayne damned himself for allowing his reputation to get so out of hand. At first, he hadn't cared about the rumors. A cool playboy façade had given him the room to live his life with unaffected detachment, kept him from getting close to anyone. Kept him from getting hurt.

He deserved Willow's rejection and hated himself for it. He never considered how the falsehood behind his reputation might hurt someone like her along the way. Someone he cared more and more about each day.

He had to do damage control.

Shayne stalked out the front door after Willow. He found her pulling weeds out by the walkway. "A woman in every port, right? Is that what you think?" he asked.

She rose to meet his stare, not once backing down from his demanding question. Nor did she refute the allegation. The high angle of her eyebrow told him that.

"They're nothing but rumors," Shayne continued. "Whatever information you've gathered about me, whatever preconceived notions you've formed, they're based on fallacies."

She continued to stare at him with intense scrutiny, yet not a word came from her.

"Say something, damn it, or I'll kiss you again," he threatened.

Willow huffed. "See? That's the problem with you. You look at me like that and make these demands and say things to get me confused. You are a constant walking contradiction!"

"The stories are not true. Not one," he said.

"Which stories? The ones about your womanizing or the one that you're returning to London, leaving me behind in this port?" She planted her hands on her hips and remained firmly rooted to the walkway.

Shayne stepped back, shaken by the sting of her last question. The hurt and anger on her face couldn't be missed.

"Willow, London is my home."

"And Florida is my home."

"I never know where my tomorrows will take me."

"My tomorrows are right here. And I was perfectly happy with them before you came along."

"Were you?"

"Happy enough."

"Don't you think there's more to me than my reputation? That perhaps I might want more in life? Like being a husband and loving a wife? Having children with the woman I love? Raising a family? My own flesh and blood? What if I told you I wanted those things more than anything in the world? Do those desires sound like a man with a real playboy reputation?"

While he tried to convince her, the hurt only deepened on her face. She looked like she was about to cry. But she didn't. How could telling a woman that he wanted a wife and children more than anything in the world cause pain? Couldn't she believe him?

"I'm glad you want those things, but it doesn't change the facts... it only cements them." She shook her head. Although the fight in her deflated, she remained stubborn in her resolve to accept their circumstances—they were at a geographical and emotional stalemate.

She tried to say something more, but then clamped those perfectly arched lips closed. Her eyes flared with fierce intensity until dampness finally lined them.

"There's more than what you're telling. Talk to me, Willow. Is it about your ex-husband?"

"I, I can't... Look, you might be able to walk in here and fix a baseboard. Or walk into the operating room and fix a heart. But no one, not even you, can fix my situation. And that's something I have to live with the rest of my life."

"Whatever your situation, I can certainly try..."

"No, don't you see—"

"I see a woman who's holding back. Please, Willow."

Before Shayne could demand—or beg—to know what she meant, a low moan came from the side of the house. Willow caught her breath and set her gaze on Shayne. "That's my landlord. Something's wrong."

* * *

Willow bolted around the corner of the house, the sense of dread propelling her legs to pump hard. She found her landlord standing against the side of the house with one hand clutching his chest. Shayne came too, and helped the man sit on the ground. Willow sat on the ground with him to lean the man back at a safe angle against the side of the house.

"Mr. Langdon, what is it? Can you breathe? Are you in pain?" she asked.

The grisly old man took a short breath. "Just some indigestion. Some pressure." He lightly thumped his chest.

Willow shared a worried look with Shayne.

"Have you taken your angina medicine?" she asked the older gentleman.

"I never miss a dose." He rubbed his left arm as he mumbled about his wife's heavy cooking.

"Okay, Mr. Langdon, let's have a look," Shayne announced. "Willow tells me you've haven't been feeling right lately." As Shayne spoke, he stared deeply into the man eyes, seeking out any telltale signs of cardiac distress.

"Been a little run down." The man rubbed his jaw. "Feels like I been punched in the chops."

Willow exchanged another furtive glance with Shayne. Not a good sign. With worried fingers, she checked the man's pulse in time with her watch. "A hundred-twenty, Doctor."

"I'd like for Mr. Langdon to go to the hospital so we can get a handle on what we're dealing with. Just to be on the safe side." Shayne's voice came across soothing and calm, but the words carried a dire weight; her landlord was in distress.

"I'll call a paramedic." Willow pulled out her cell phone to make the call while Shayne continued his assessment of her landlord.

The man scowled. "Oh, now, I'm strong as an ox. I don't need no fussin' or no hospital. I just need more medicine, is all."

"Yes, perhaps," Shayne said to him, "but if you're having trouble despite your medicine, we can't take it lightly."

As Mr. Langdon listened to what the doctor had to say, alarm flared in his eyes. "Fine, fine, I'll go, but I'm telling you, it ought to pass," he huffed, saving face.

"I have medical equipment in my Toyota. I'll get it."

Shayne gave a curt, appreciative nod. He lowered himself to the ground to trade places with Willow. He allowed the old man to lean more comfortably against him in a recovery position. Willow sprinted to her Toyota to retrieve her stethoscope and first aid kit.

Several minutes later, paramedics had Mr. Langdon secured inside the ambulance with Shayne by his side.

"I'll take care of your landlord, Willow. I'm catching a ride back to the hospital with these blokes." With a lopsided smile, Shayne gestured to the two paramedics.

She smiled back despite her concern. "And I'll let Mrs. Langdon know what's going on."

Mr. Langdon responded with a weak salute from his stretcher.

The ambulance doors closed; the vehicle bounded off.

Willow found herself alone with her thoughts and a pounding in her rib cage. Whether her heart raced from the drama with her landlord or from Shayne's magnetizing presence in her life, she couldn't be sure. But one question perplexed her. How had she allowed herself to be attracted to a man with a guarded heart who proclaimed he didn't know where tomorrow would take him?
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For the next few days, Willow worked hard to maintain a respectable distance from Shayne during their shifts together. All the while, the memory of his tender kisses and caresses loomed in the back of her mind. The way Shayne held her, their moment together was more than physical attraction, Shayne harbored an emotional intensity so rare for a reserved surgeon. She'd seen it in his eyes. She'd felt it in his touch.

Simply electrifying.

Therein lied the problem.

Which brought her to their argument. She'd set him straight on the reality of their plight and yet it did nothing to quell the unease beating through her. They shouldn't be entertaining the idea of sharing intimate moments like kisses and caresses. And she'd told him so. Made herself perfectly clear they shouldn't. She'd hoped he would agree. Instead he pressed for more, demanding the reason why.

Oh, she had so many reasons to keep him away. An entire ocean between them. He, a world traveler; she, a homebody. But most of all, her physical challenges preventing her from having children. Something he admitted wanting more than anything in the world. She'd be more than happy to give them to him... but couldn't.

Keeping Shayne at arm's length proved fruitless when having to rub elbows with him on a daily basis. His constant nearness, along with his mischievous glances, made it all but impossible to keep her wits about her. They'd grown tight as a team, worked in sync, and Willow found herself looking forward to work more and more each day in spite of her hands-off efforts.

Today, however, she was particularly tense. Shayne had scheduled an emergency procedure for Baby Jack that afternoon. While she was on edge about the procedure, Shayne itched to get into surgery to fully understand the infant's condition and help him survive.

With no time to prepare emotionally, Willow had scrubbed in, slipped into surgical garb, and was now assisting with the procedure. Despite her experience as a nurse, she couldn't help her feeling of pulse-pounding intensity as Shayne began the surgery and assessed the patient's condition. Willow caught herself holding her breath. She might as well have been working on her own child. She had indeed become a mother to this baby and like any mother, she fretted over the outcome, even though he couldn't be in better hands.

Dr. Edwards, in his usual cool manner, got to work repositioning the greater vessels in the baby's heart.

Willow tried to remain calm and collected, determined not to make a single error. She studied Shayne as he completed the arterial switch and finished the case, never once breaking his concentration.

Baby Jack came through beautifully.

Willow gave a silent, prayerful thanks.

Not until the infant was sent to recovery did she feel confident he had a good chance at surviving. But they weren't out of the woods yet. He would require long-term care, meds, and therapies. She intended to help him every step of the way. Where Shayne helped the baby with his current medical situation, she could help with his future medical situations—as only a mother could.

Following the surgery, Willow pushed through the doors into the Call Room. She barely entered before tugging off her surgical cap and peeling off the surgical gown. She had an appointment with Connie in Social Services to discuss adopting Baby Jack. She tingled with excitement over the prospect of motherhood.

She was disposing of her garb when Shayne sidled up beside her.

"In a hurry?" he asked.

She smiled up at him but offered no explanation of her heartiness. She may not be able to fully hide her excitement, but she still chose to keep her decision to adopt Baby Jack to herself for now. At least until she spoke to Connie.

"I assume you're in good spirits now that our littlest patient has survived surgery," Shayne asked.

"Oh, yes."

"Could have been a lot worse for him." Shayne removed his cap, his thick dark locks tumbling out. He pulled off his disposable surgical clothes, forcing her to notice those strong cords in his forearms. Those same arms that had saved Baby Jack's life, but had also held her close.

"I have every confidence his recovery will go well," Willow sang out.

"You seem in good spirits that go beyond a successful surgery. If I didn't know any better, I'd say you're up to something." He looked at her as if trying to mentally put the pieces together.

"Oh?"

"You're keeping a secret. I can tell by your impish grin."

Yes, she was floating on air, and no, she couldn't hide it. But she still kept the truth close to her heart. "Yes, I'm in good spirits. After all, my landlord is home on bed rest, doing well on adjusted meds. And Baby Jack came out of surgery fine. I'd say it's been a good day." And it's only going to get better.

"Mr. Langdon and Baby Jack might be good. But not your bungalow. I still have work to do, sanding more baseboards and such. I'll come by this week."

With the gleam in Shayne's eye, the man actually looked forward to working on her place. He'd been so insistent on helping her so far, she knew he wouldn't stop until he got his way. Like he always did. Willow marveled at his tenacity for imposing himself in her life. She should fend him off. But her good mood kept her from resisting him.

"If you must," she quipped.

"Just like that?"

"Just like that."

* * *

Willow entered Social Services to visit Connie, the social worker on Baby Jack's case. Her heart hummed with excitement about becoming a mom.

"Thanks for seeing me today." Willow assumed the seat across the desk from Connie.

"How did the surgery go?" Connie asked while pulling together various documents.

"The procedure couldn't have gone better." Willow spoke professionally. "Of course, the baby will need regular follow-up attention by cardiac specialists probably into adulthood. He's certainly a trooper."

Connie smiled. "I'm glad to hear it. It's noble you're filing for custody for the infant. However, the process won't be easy, since you're going to be a single parent."

"Yes." Willow's heart dipped. She wasn't single by choice. She never expected her husband's sudden departure to have such far-reaching effects, including impacting a decision as huge as this. She prayed her unmarried status wouldn't hurt her chances. "But single parents take care of sick children all the time," she asserted.

"True. And you're the nurse who's taken care of the baby since the moment he entered this hospital. Given his medical status and your impeccable work, I'm sure these two factors will work in your favor."

"I hope so."

"Those factors aside, my concern lies first and foremost with the welfare of this child. This is a commitment of a lifetime, Willow. I have to be assured you're up for the task."

"I'll do whatever it takes. I want this, Connie. You know how much I want this."

Connie pursed her lips in a tight smile and pulled out more forms. "Yes, I got it loud and clear from each of our phone conversations and your three follow-up voicemails." She chuckled as she assimilated various documents.

"I did all the preliminary research online. Downloaded every guide necessary to get started on filing," Willow offered.

"Good. Documents and a detailed journal of his medical care are a must. You'll meet with a counselor on a regular basis. And you'll still need to take a class on how the statewide operational plan works so you meet all criteria for the baby. Here's more paperwork you won't find online." Connie handed over booklets, forms, and legal papers requiring signatures.

"Wow, this makes it so real."

"This is just the beginning. You know the expression, It takes a village? It has never been more true than for a child with a lifelong illness. You are an excellent nurse with a good head on your shoulders. But working with any state agency can leave you overwhelmed. Remember, you're not alone. Help is out there for you. Promise you'll take advantage because you're going need it."

"I promise."

"I'll expedite the process the best I can through the Children's Medical Services Network, petitioning for temporary custody. At the very least, you'll serve as the medial foster care parent. The MFC status will go into effect fast due to the baby's urgent care status while we wait until the forms funnel through all the right channels."

"Thank you for pushing this through, Connie."

"I'm pushing this through because I am pushing for you. But remember, I make no promises of the outcome."
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By the next day, Willow must have checked her phone for messages at least a hundred times in the hopes she'd hear from Connie. While sitting in the cafeteria during her lunch break, she kept her cell phone on the table beside her, willing it to ring. Of course, it was too soon to hear back, but she kept the phone near nevertheless.

Emmy plunked down her plastic orange tray loaded with a turkey sandwich, low fat milk, and a chocolate pudding.

"Hey, girl. Another gift came anonymously for your favorite little patient. Lotion and a hat. Hey, I only saw you upstairs with the baby once today. Busy day?"

"Back-to-back procedures."

"So? How's it going with you two?"

"Baby Jack and I are really bonding. I can feel it."

"I'm sure the baby is great, but as usual, I was talking about you and Dr. Edwards." Emmy rolled her eyes.

"Oh, him. Um, we're, you know, okay."

Willow sank back into her chair and mindlessly toyed with the lettuce in her Caesar salad. Over the past several days, she'd found herself reassessing her appraisal of Shayne as a bad-boy player. The legend didn't exactly fit the man she'd come to know, which only left her perplexed. Okay, so maybe he wasn't the love-'em-and-leave-'em type after all, but he was definitely leaving, right?

"Rumor has it that you two are getting along very well," Emmy announced. "I mean, very, very well. People are already wondering if you two are a couple on the QT."

In a flagrant display of indignation, Willow sat upright and scowled. She'd been nothing but professional and forthright, despite the magnetic pull of this guy. Hadn't anyone noticed her professionalism? Or how they worked together as a great team? She wanted to put these people in their place. But even she couldn't deny the spark between them. The spark continued in a hot glow she'd been trying to ignore. Oh heck, how could she deny it if every other person on the medical staff saw the spark as well?

Even if they weren't a couple.

"That's the problem with rumors," Willow complained. "They take on a life of their own. You don't know whether or not to believe them."

"Are you referring to all the rumors swirling around Dr. Edwards' playboy reputation?"

"The reputation is a lot harsher than the man himself."

"Isn't that a good thing?"

Willow gave a reluctant nod. "Too good. Oh, it doesn't matter, he'll be out of my hair and out of my life soon enough," she announced with a huff.

"You're not fooling me. You'll miss him. And I know he'll miss you."

"Maybe," was all Willow could admit.

"You know, it's okay to have feelings for the guy. You two do make a great team... and a great couple."

Was Emmy really condoning this? Oh, heck yeah. She had been all along. So annoying.

"Emmy, I can't believe you're saying this to me." Willow glanced around, hopeful no one had heard her friend's remark.

"Let me tell you a little secret. Surgeons are a breed unto themselves. They need to have supreme confidence to do what they do. But the insecurity over saving lives is just as great. For a surgeon like Dr. Edwards to do what he does, he needs the love of a good woman to keep him going. He also needs the assurance of a great nurse by his side. Sometimes, that person turns out to be one in the same." Emmy eyed her up and down.

A hairline fracture split a corner of Willow's heart. She sank back into her chair. "Am I that transparent?"

"You two are as subtle as a couple of flashing neon signs. I mean, the attraction between you two is absolutely glaring."

"Still, he's leaving."

"I know."

Emmy's tone—laced with history and understanding—piqued Willow's interest. "And how do you know so much about this doctor-lovey-dovey stuff anyway?"

"I've been there. Now shut up and eat so you can think about what I said." Emmy bit into her sandwich, offering nothing more.

Willow didn't pry further. In time, as their friendship grew, surely Emmy would open up about her vast knowledge of lovey-dovey subject matter.

In silence, Willow took a bite of her salad to give herself time to digest Emmy's words. Before Shayne's arrival, the busy hospital environment had shielded Willow from the harsh reality of her past. On the floor, she had structure. She knew her way around a medical crisis where procedures had been set in place, and she relied on intuition and experience.

But for matters of the heart, she found herself on uncharted territory, questioning her judgment, faltering in her self-assurance. Yet, her attraction to Shayne compelled her to explore this new relationship.

Could she call what they had a relationship? A rather strong word, no? In fact, she didn't know how to define it. Not really. She would have to step carefully in this unfamiliar arena with Shayne, even if it was temporary.

"I guess I should tell you," Willow began. "There's a very good chance I'll have a new man in my life soon."

Emmy's eyes widened. She dropped her sandwich to her plate and focused on Willow. "What do you mean?"

"I haven't told anyone but, I applied for a medical adoption for Baby Jack."

Emmy leaned in and her expression lightened to shocked delight. "You have?"

"Connie in Social Services is expediting the process." A bubbling joy roiled within her.

"Since the first time I saw you with that baby, I knew you loved him. And I see that love every time you're near him. I'll help anyway I can." Emmy laid a hand on top of hers, until something else stole her attention.

Shayne suddenly appeared, taking the seat next to Willow.

"Hello, Dr. Edwards," Emmy said. "Your timing is impeccable. I was just leaving." She gathered up her things and said good-bye, leaving Willow alone with the doctor.

"I seem to scare off that woman each time I visit you," Shayne remarked.

"Oh, nothing scares off Emmy. She thinks she's helping by leaving us alone..." her words trailed off.

"She's playing Cupid, I take it?"

Willow shrugged, but couldn't help her shy smile.

"I caught the tail end of your conversation. Did I overhear you put in for a medical adoption for Baby Jack? And you didn't tell me? I'm dismayed by your reticence."

Shayne's concerned face left her unsettled. "He needs a mother," she said.

"I admire your courage to take this child on, more than you know. But life with a sick baby won't be easy."

"You don't think I can handle having a baby with medical needs?"

"You'd make a wonderful mother. But a single woman tending to a cardiac patient is a hardship you need to consider very seriously. Circumstances change. Life changes."

"I have considered it. In fact, I can't stop considering it. I want this." She couldn't stop the ire rising up within her. He may be her boss and control what she did during her shift, but he had no business telling her how to run her life outside the hospital. What she did on her own time was her business.

And her business alone.

The light in Shayne's eye dimmed as he regarded her. She could handle the grim expression, but when he sighed in frustration, she found her ire burning to her core.

"Doctor, you have no say in the matter," she remarked.

"You're absolutely right. Experience has taught me that a man often has no say in such matters and I've no control over you." He held up his palms in defeat.

"I'm glad we have this understanding."

"But you should wait and see what life has in store for you. See what your future holds. Going through this alone will be difficult. Just wait until—"

"Until what? Until the right man comes along?" She crossed her arms in front of her chest. If he wanted to go there, then so be it.

Shayne sat rigid, the hard contours of his jaw tensed. He didn't dare respond. Willow searched his eyes and the grim reality in his expression confirmed her suspicion. Waiting for a man was exactly what he'd implied.

Shayne gave a resigned grumble. "What I mean is, going it alone is tough, if it happens for you at all. Paperwork falls through. Adoptive parents get rejected. Sick children die. The biological mother can reclaim him. Just don't get your hopes up."

She couldn't believe the insensitivity of his words, his authoritative and fatalistic manner.

"Thanks for your concern, Doctor, but this is a decision for me and me alone." With tray in hand, Willow rose. "I lost my appetite."

She cleared her tray, knowing full well Shayne followed behind her. She ignored him and headed out of the cafeteria. With a haughty stride, she continued her way down a quiet corridor to return to work.

"Hear me out, Willow."

"No."

"I feel I must explain."

"There's nothing to explain."

"You're misinterpreting my intentions. I'm trying to help."

Willow skidded to a stop. She spun on an angry heel and glared up at him. "Help? Is that what you call it? Saying all those harsh things to me?"

"I was being honest."

"Well, you can keep your honesty to yourself."

Shayne's lips tightened, but he didn't react to her austere demand. He pointed to an exit door. "Let's step outside. I don't want to discuss this here."

She stood poised, indignation keeping her rooted to the spot.

"Please," he said.

He stepped toward an exit door and opened it wide. Bright sunlight burst through, followed by a ribbon of lightly scented air. Just beyond the opened door, Willow could see the Serenity Garden in full bloom, a place for reflection, prayer, and meditation.

Shayne gestured toward the outside. While she took her time deciding, he waited. He didn't push the issue, but rather, stood there with an imploring look etched into his chiseled features.

"This better be good." She jutted a defiant chin up at him as she passed through the door.

Willow entered the grand portal of the Serenity Garden, a place of solace amid a labyrinth of beauty. Green shrubs lined the winding path. Bursts of colorful azaleas and roses from white, to pink, to crimson cast a visual treat as well as a soothing fragrance. Angelic white statues shone against the blue sky.

Willow wended her way along the trail of crushed blanched seashells that crunched under her feet. Soon, the beauty of the garden took the edge off and the tension between her shoulders eased. All the while, Shayne walked beside her, too closely, occasionally rubbing against her. Making her stiffen. Making her want to feel more of him, even when he irked her to no end.

She assumed a seat on a small white marble bench. Shayne sat beside her.

"You are taking on a monumental task," he stated with quiet urgency.

Willow's defenses went up. "You don't know anything about this."

"You're right, I didn't know because you didn't come to me to discuss it. Why didn't you?"

"I knew we'd end up right where we are, at complete odds with each other... as usual."

"What troubles me is you didn't trust me enough to come to me about your desire to adopt the child." The wretched tone in his voice sent an ache to her core. He was hurt by her action, a response she didn't see coming. She'd never meant to hurt him. Could her action have been seen as selfish?

"It's, it's not about trust."

"I only wish you could have come to me. Baby Jack is my patient. I care about him. And I care about you." He set his gaze on her and smiled. "Although your stubbornness makes it impossible sometimes," he added lightly despite his weighty words. "What is it about you and that baby that makes me so emotionally invested?" He asked through a sigh.

"Your humanness, Shayne. It makes us care even when we don't want to. I didn't mean to hurt you by keeping you out of the loop. But you'll have to respect my decision to do this. You don't need my reasoning. You wouldn't understand."

"I do understand the hardship you'll face. My own mother barely survived raising three boys alone. Healthy boys, at that."

"So because you're mother had a hard time, then so will I?"

"No, because you have no control over fate and what it has in store for you. Fate can devastate."

"Your mother may have had a difficult life, but you and your brothers all turned out okay."

Shayne winced. "I just don't ever want to see you hurt when it comes to taking on this child. Anything can happen."

"What makes you the expert?"

"Because I've been through it. I know what it's like to have a baby ripped from your arms, taken away forever."

Willow sat stunned. Her assessment of this demanding surgeon was at odds with the man now showing his more vulnerable side. A man with heart. A man who's experienced pain not so far from her own.

"Shayne? You? What on earth happened?"

He looked away. He refused to speak after revealing such a painful truth. Did shame or anguish keep him from opening up? She waited for the words, but worried Shayne couldn't get them out.

"I was in a relationship with a woman for a period of years," he finally said. "Off again, on again. Between med school, travelling, and her pursuing a career, we did what we could to make it work. And when she became pregnant, the time came to make things official."

"You got married?"

"She turned me down."

"Why? I mean, you were together for years. You're a successful surgeon. She was having your baby. What was the problem?"

"It wasn't my baby."

Willow leaned back in surprise. "Oh, how awful."

"Like I said, fate can devastate. She—Fiona—had found her way into my brother's arms and gotten pregnant. She chose not to mention this detail until after the baby was born. She said she couldn't live with the lie a moment longer. She was in love with my brother, Blake, and had given birth to his son without telling him. After that she took away the baby I thought was mine and walked out of my life for good."

Willow heard the strong notes of pain and regret of a man who bore the emotional scars from battling with his own demons.

The ache that roiled in the bottom of her heart compelled her to say, "I'm so sorry." She already knew no condolence could ever soften the blow. "How did Blake take the news?"

"Pretty well, apparently; the wedding invitations went out several weeks ago." An icy undertone crackled in his voice.

"Oh, my." She laid a hand on his thigh, for a just a moment, to let him know she sympathized.

Shayne didn't tense under her touch the way she expected. She drew back her hand, however, because she didn't want to be too forward.

"So Blake is marrying Fiona? That must be distressing. Have you talked to anyone about this?"

"I'm talking to you." He nudged her and his lips curled into a half smile.

"I appreciate that, but I mean, have you talked with your family to sort this out?"

"No. But Grant keeps calling me because I haven't RSVP'd to the wedding. Perhaps they're trying to finalize a headcount." Shayne's sharp-witted retort did little to mask the hurt.

"That's not the only reason he's calling."

"I suppose not. Grant is trying to be peacemaker. I haven't spoken to Fiona or to Blake since that day. Grant doesn't think I should punish Blake. But I had been the one punished. The only thing I'd been guilty of was loving Fiona. Allegedly, so was Blake. Hell will freeze over before I attend that wedding."

"I don't blame you. But I hope you and your brother can work through this one day."

He took her hand in his, its warmth radiating along her arm. He may be going through a terrible trouble, leaving him outwardly cold and harsh to the world, but underneath, he pulsed with life and a potential for love. Simply holding her hand told her so.

"You have a kind spirit and see the good in all things. As for me, I don't see the day when we could get over this. Ever."

"An innocent child is involved. I hope he can be held harmless for what happened between you. I'd hate to think he would never know his wonderful uncle."

Shayne responded with a gentle squeeze of her hand.

"You hope for too much, Willow. I cherished him once. I don't know if I could ever risk it again. I told you before how I'd wanted children, but the truth is, I don't know if I'm capable of ever loving another child that deeply again."

Willow looked at him in surprise. Was he kidding? Didn't he have any idea just how capable he was? "Shayne, you are so good with all your patients, but when I see you with Baby Jack, I see that you are capable of great love."

"You see only what you want to see. But I know of the pain of not having a child in your life anymore. I wouldn't wish such pain on anyone. Especially not you."

He had no idea how close he hit to home. She had already known a similar pain. But they were no longer talking about her right now and she preferred it that way.

Her heart ached for the nephew he may never know again. She and Shayne had more in common than she realized. Willow sat in silence now that Shayne had opened up about his past. She remained quiet, giving him the room he needed to say more.

"I was all for having a wife and a family and trusted I'd have a future with Fiona and our son," Shayne continued. "When she confessed, the betrayal hurt like hell. You don't ever recover. Once you cross that moral ridge, you never go back. That's why I never stay around long enough to risk such betrayal again. It's also why no woman should ever get hooked on me."

His words hammered her very soul.

"Oh, Shayne," she said, ignoring the burn at the back of her eyes. "I'm afraid it's too late."
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Shayne spent the rest of the afternoon instructing residents without much incident. He allowed Willow time to herself to catch up on her documenting and seriously consider her decision to adopt Baby Jack. He understood her desire. He couldn't deny his own wish to protect and defend the baby, knowing the infant's future may lie in the hands of faceless bureaucrats. He didn't like the idea one bit.

And he didn't mean to express his pathetic tale of love and loss to her. But he cared too much about Willow to allow her to jump into profound circumstances based on emotions alone. She had bonded with the baby, he knew it, and he feared her heart hadn't mended enough from her broken marriage to take on such a responsibility.

Then again, could adopting Baby Jack be merely a ploy to fill a void left behind by a failed marriage?

No, he decided. Absolutely not.

Love and affection compelled Willow to pursue Baby Jack. But if the adoption didn't go through, what would the loss of a baby mean to her? When he first shared his concern about her decision to adopt, she reacted rather strongly. Surely, he touched on a raw nerve. No one wanted to be told what do. And yet, something more—something deeper—loomed behind her strong emotional reaction.

But when he told her she needed to consider first what the future may have in store for her, a small, hopeful part of him knew he was talking about them.

A future for him and Willow?

Enticing, but not possible.

To say he didn't miss her all afternoon would have been a lie. He'd grown accustomed to having her by his side. Grown accustomed to her occasional touch. And her sultry glances. Hell, he even missed her huffiness whenever she didn't like what he had to say. What nurse—what woman—had the spunk to stand up to him?

Only Willow.

Warmth seeped through his heart at the very thought of her. He needed to see if she was all right. His lectures over, he went in search of her at the reception desk and found Emmy hanging up from a phone call.

"Willow isn't here," Emmy said with barely a glance to him.

"Who said I was looking for her?" he asked.

"You didn't have to say it."

"Then how do you know?" he challenged.

She scrutinized him. "Because you have that lost look on your face whenever she isn't within grabbing distance of you." Emmy looked at him expectantly.

"I don't know what you're talking about." His words stuttered. This nurse barely ever said two words to him and yet her statement was so boldly true. "Okay, yes, I've come to depend on her, so do you know where—"

"She's with your baby."

"Excuse me?"

"You know, the one you keep leaving anonymous gifts for when you think no one's looking."

Shayne clenched his jaw to keep it from gaping open. "Again, Emmy, I have no idea—"

"Dr. Edwards, nothing gets by me on this floor. Don't worry, I can keep a secret." Her demeanor appeared casual, but her airy tone proved she enjoyed having something on him.

Normally, a cutting retort to send her scurrying would be his response. But she'd caught him off guard. Was he going soft? Then again, she was Willow's friend. He cared about Willow and now found himself caring about how he treated Emmy. Damned to hell. He was, indeed, going soft.

"All right, all right. Guilty as charged," he growled as he glanced over his shoulder to be sure no one was eavesdropping. "So, we'll keep this between ourselves, right?"

"Yes, doctor." She broke character by smirking.

"Now, about Baby Jack. Has he been moved to the Step Down Unit yet?"

"Yes, Willow is there with him now. She personally saw to the move. Your baby is doing well."

* * *

Shayne's thoughts skipped ahead to Willow as he went in search of her and their baby—or rather, her soon-to-be-adopted baby. He shook off the jumbled thoughts and concentrated on navigating the maze of hallways and wings. He eventually entered the Step Down Unit and stopped short.

What he saw before him sent his senses into overdrive.

A sweet vision in pink scrubs, Willow sat in a white rocking chair, cradling the baby in her arms. Seeing the swaddled bundle in her loving embrace set thrumming the heartstrings he'd forgotten he had. She looked so right, so at home holding that child. How did he ever question her decision to become Baby Jack's mother? Nothing could be more natural. More perfect. He watched in admiration as Willow gazed with love down on the infant. An inner light radiated from her, casting a halo of warmth about the two of them. Her tender murmurs bathed the infant in love. Yes, definitely love.

He could feel the love.

In silence, he continued to watch. Willow, so engrossed in loving the baby, didn't notice his arrival at first. Just then, she looked up as though in anticipation of him, attuned to his nearness. Remarkable. How did she do that? How did she sense his very presence? Her gaze settled on his.

"Shayne," she whispered through smiling lips.

He could hear the love.

His breath caught; a band of heat constricted his chest. Willow's look alone revealed how she felt about him. A response identical to his own.

He loved her.

The realization startled him, infused him with conflicting thoughts and emotions, attacking his sensibilities. All this time, his head had warred with his heart over how he truly felt about her. In this moment, his heart won out—he loved her. But on the heels of that admission came the doubt. Was he worthy of Willow's love?

After so much betrayal in his past he didn't see how he could be trusted with such a tender soul. But he couldn't think of it now. Instead, he pushed aside the doubt and put all of his energies into enjoying the tender scene before him. Even if for just a little while.

He approached her, bringing his hand to her shoulder. "Under normal circumstances I'd say it was too soon to be holding our little guy, but I also believe a loving embrace goes a long way in one's healing."

"He's doing so well. I couldn't be happier. I'm so grateful you're here to help him—"

"And I'm grateful you're here to heal him."

The baby cooed, an amazing feat given the traumatic events of his life. Shayne drew his attention to the little tiger. Good thing Willow would be there for him.

"Willow, about our discussion in the Serenity Garden. Please know, my heart was in the right place."

"Yes, I know. And I'm glad we talked. Sharing your story made me realize something."

"Oh? And what is that?"

"I want to adopt Baby Jack more than ever."

Willow's mettle brought out a smile from him. "I wouldn't have expected anything less."

His past had caused him to turn his back on the idea of family whereas Willow's past caused her to embrace it. She had much more courage than he ever could when taking such a leap. He wanted to embrace her for her brave decision to become a mother. But given the fragile state of their relationship, he only gave her an affectionate stroke along her shoulder. For now.

"You'll make a wonderful mum."

"I think so." She showed an eagerness that he appreciated. "The paperwork has been pushed through. Everything looks good. Now, I just wait for the final documents."

He was indulging in the tender moment when his pager beeped. He assessed the message. His blood ran cold.

With a grim expression, he said, "Willow, they need us in the main ER. They're even pulling nurses off the floors."

"What?" Willow whispered. "They never do that."

"The loss of life could be tremendous."

After all, the emergency code came across loud and clear.

Disaster with mass casualty.

* * *

Willow burst through the ER doors and into an eruption of activity. Doctors and nurses in full force responded to the onslaught of injured victims. Her first disaster-response at Baycoast Memorial. She'd trained for a crisis of this caliber all year, serving on a team to answer the rare call, yet no drill or procedure could fully prepare her for the real thing.

Emmy passed by in a whir. "Grab a live one and sort through what you can."

"What are we up against?" Willow called out.

"Multi-car pileup on the highway, including a school bus full of kids," Emmy called back over her shoulder. "They're coming in droves."

A surge of dread shot through Willow. She assessed her surroundings to acclimate herself as quickly as possible. The main ER was wild enough and she didn't need to add to the drama by messing up the workflow.

When Willow first started working at Baycoast Memorial, Emmy had told her about the occasional car pileup in the area. Often due to fire weather—dry conditions mixed with sudden wild thundershowers. A single lightning strike could set fire to dry brush, billowing out smoke onto the nearby highway, creating a wall of white.

The tropical depression still hovering off the coast of Florida wasn't helping matters. While the weather locally had been balmy and sunny the past few days, it was really just the calm before the storm. She knew the unstable weather in the Gulf of Mexico had triggered a domino effect in the bay area from scattered storms to fog. When foggy weather combined with smoke, unsuspecting motorists faced treacherous driving conditions.

But a school bus full of kids took this tragedy to a whole new level.

Willow lost track of Dr. Edwards as she jumped in assisting where she could. Fortunately, initial injuries had been minor and sent to Triage. But as the hour moved on, someone periodically announced the rising death toll as casualties rolled in along with the more seriously injured. Willow could only focus on the living, saving what lives she could. During times of high duress, she—like most nurses—operated on sheer adrenaline, tapping into her past training to jump into the fray with her head on straight.

The next few hours passed at breakneck speed. Tensions rose but all the while, staff operated in high-octane mode. Willow caught an occasional glimpse of Dr. Edwards as he flew by, tending to victims.

Willow had been holding her own through the last of the injured patients, until an emergency room doctor recognized her from Pediatrics. He ordered her to assist a young pregnant mother just brought in on a stretcher.

Drenched in sweat, the soon-to-be mother was panting in pain. Between short breaths, she shouted her worries about her twin babies.

In one ear, Willow listened to the paramedic's account; the young woman been trapped in her compact vehicle for too long in the middle of the pileup. The impact of crashing into a semi had caused trauma to her body. Her womb reacted by releasing the twin fetuses, sending her into early labor. Too early—way too early. And too fast to even start the emergency C-section. Willow couldn't clean up the blood fast enough. She couldn't save the twins. She couldn't hold the grieving mother in her arms long enough.

When Connie from Social Services came to provide grief counseling, Willow took her cue and left. As she stepped into the hospital corridor, she could still hear the young woman's tearful cries. Emmy came from the other way, looking frazzled but still in control.

"What a nightmare," she bellowed, but then took a second look at Willow. "How are you doing, hon? You okay?"

"The mother, who went into early labor, survived. But her twins... I lost them." Willow rubbed away the wetness from her aching eyes.

Emmy rubbed Willow's arms. "I'm sorry to hear that. You did what you could."

"Wasn't enough." A small sob escaped her.

"You attempted the impossible. Those babies need to be in God's safe hands, whether you wanted them to be or not."

"I let them die." She took a shuddered breath as she tried to reign in her grief.

"No, you helped a mother live. You'll see what I mean after a good night's sleep. Your shift ended a long time ago. Now go home."

"I'm going to stay. Dr. Edwards might need me—"

"He'll be fine. He'll survive without you."

"But what if Shayne—"

"Shayne? That's it. I'm pulling rank on you. I'm ordering you to go home."

"C'mon, Emmy, don't do this."

"I'll write you up, you know I will."

Willow stared at her friend in annoyance. She'd be more irritated with her if she weren't so drained. Emmy as a friend and Emmy as a nurse had a great divide. She knew to heed the warning.

"Fine, I'll go. But I don't have to like it."

With a huff, Willow trudged off toward the nurse's station to gather her things. As she headed down a quiet corridor, fatigue settled in. The all-business airs she'd put on to get through the traumas of the day also wore off. Swift memories of the disaster accosted her. Alarms filling the air. Patients crying in pain. Staff rushing. And ultimately, holding in her arms an inconsolable mother.

Willow tried to push away that final memory and the helplessness it evoked. She'd done what she could to stay strong. But now, all she could think about was that poor mother after she'd lost her twin babies. An echo of emotion haunted Willow, an internal heart sob over a similar loss she'd grown all too familiar with.

Willow halted in the corridor. Her breathing grew labored. Couldn't catch a deep breath. Couldn't keep the panic at bay. Thoughts of the devastated mother mixed with her own sense of loss from her past became too heavy to bear. She had to get some air fast. She escaped out the first exit door she saw and sought solace in the Serenity Garden at the back of the hospital. She needed the peaceful reprieve before heading home. But even the garden, with its abundance of roses and azaleas amid statues in the twilight, did little to alleviate her delayed reaction to the final crushing event she'd just experienced.

Willow halted in the middle of the labyrinth, trying to inhale the sea air mixed with a floral aroma to keep the panic at bay. Trying to stop the sweeping memories of her losses and that of the young mother's. Her eyes burned as she fought the mosaic of images piercing her. The blood loss. The mother's cries. The babies that went silent.

"Willow?"

With a sharp turn, she found herself staring into Shayne's tired eyes. The early evening's events had taken their toll on him, as well.

"I couldn't save them," she uttered.

"You did everything you could for all those trauma victims."

"No, I mean, the babies. I couldn't save any one of them."

"You tried. I saw you try to save that mother's babies."

"No, not hers. Mine." She choked on the words.

Surprise broke through Shayne's fatigued expression.

"Talk to me."

"I lost my babies, Shayne. All three of them. I've never carried to term. And today I lost those twins. I wish I could change things, but I can't."

She willed herself not to burst into all-out tears, because if she did...

No. She'd have none of it.

Willow raised a brave chin to him. "My husband walked out on me the day I'd lost our last child. He wanted no part of it. Not marriage, not family, and certainly not me."

Shayne didn't move. He didn't lean in to comfort her or ask about a medical diagnosis. And most surprisingly, he didn't turn tail and run. He did exactly what she needed him to do; he stood there listening.

"Remember when you asked me about my OR experience? In Boston, I was in the middle of surgery when I had my last miscarriage. I just kept right on working—in complete denial. I couldn't believe, nor accept, it was happening again—until I collapsed on the floor. Yep, I just dropped right there. What the hell is wrong with me?"

She spun away, unable to face Shayne's reaction. She wanted to leave the sanctuary of the garden. Couldn't be near Shayne after confessing something so intimate to him. If she stayed in his presence a moment longer, she feared she might crumble into his arms and beg him to hold her forever.

She marched off through the garden's wandering path.

"Willow," Shayne said before she got too far. But she continued to abandon him there amid the profusion of roses and azaleas.

"Come on, Willow. You can't always run away from me," Shayne called out.

Before she could increase her distance, a strong hand curled itself around her arm. Shayne drew her back to him. "And you certainly can't just march off after saying something like that to me."

She searched his eyes, their intensity overwhelming.

"I didn't realize this was about you," she said.

"Of course it's not, but after what you've just been through back there—after what you've been through in your life—I have to know if you'll be okay."

That very same question had been haunting her for a year. Would she ever be okay with constant reminders surrounding her of what she could never have on her own, or the deadly consequences if she ever had the audacity to try again? She attempted to nod, feign a bravado to convince him she would be fine, but simply couldn't.

"Is anyone ever the same after living through losing a child?" she asked.

The question had Shayne gripping both of her arms, setting a grim look on her. "No, I don't believe so. You and I are kindred spirits in that regard."

Feeling his hands on her body sent a crashing wave of release through her. A release of built-up tension she'd been carrying for far too long. She sank into him, needing to be held. He captured her in his embrace, hugging her in silence.

"Come on, I want you stay with me tonight."

"No, I can't. I have to..." she began to say from sheer habit of denying her feelings for this man.

"I insist. You shouldn't be alone. You're exhausted. Overwhelmed. You always take care of everyone else. A car service will be here for me any minute. Come. Let me take care of you just this once."

With his strong arms around her, she found herself surrendering to the idea. For the first time in a long time, she wanted to relinquish her courageous front and allow her vulnerable side to break through.

Yes, she would let Shayne take care of her, even if just for tonight.
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Willow sat with Shayne in the backseat of the town car as the driver headed toward Shayne's place. Silence fell between them, a much needed respite from the afternoon spent in the main ER. The quiet left her to her own thoughts. Thoughts about Shayne and what he'd come to mean to her.

Things had certainly changed between them. They'd been changing all along, ever since he first walked into her life as her boss. Their relationship had gone beyond the previous kisses she'd never meant to share. She'd opened up her heart to him, an act more intimate than any kiss. When she'd told him about losing her babies, she'd revealed a tragic weakness, an irreparable hole in her soul.

And now armed with the knowledge, Shayne could destroy her with it.

What had gotten into her?

She'd had a weak moment when the reality of losing those twins and consoling the distraught mother had struck her hard. Oh, that poor mother. Willow swallowed back the regret over leaving the hospital on Emmy' orders. No final check-ins with patients—not even the young mother who'll never know those children. How could she leave behind that woman, aching and childless, back there? Life's cruel hand had determined the woman's fate, no matter what Willow did. Why hadn't she refused Emmy and insisted on staying with her?

The car pulled up to the townhouse. With Shayne by her side, Willow stepped out of the vehicle and forced her weary muscles to walk up to his front door. She sucked in a shuddering breath and tried to pull herself together. But her anguish rested with the inconsolable mother. What had started as a twist of the heart turned into a full-blown throb.

The guilt behind today's tragedy came at her full force. The quick emotional bond between the despairing mother and her had opened up a long held-down loneliness that she could no longer endure. She needed to stop the lonely edge before its darkness completely consumed her. She needed connection. To hold onto something good. To cling to something right. She needed intimacy, emotional and physical, to grasp something real. Someone real.

All it took was Shayne's touch to the small of her back to have her spiraling down to one simple fact. She needed him. The gentle pressure of Shayne's hand against her body erupted the tamped down desire only he could satisfy. He'd been there for her, stayed by her side during her meltdown in the Serenity Garden.

Slowly, Willow turned to him. He brought his other hand to her hip, holding her captive. She felt safe in his arms.

"Shayne, thank you, for being there for me today back in the garden and listening to me talk of babies and rant about my ex-husband."

"I only did what I thought you needed," he offered.

"Which is more than I was ever given in my whole marriage."

"The guy was a self-centered cad."

"Yes. But you... being there meant a lot to me. I don't know what I would have done if..." Shayne rested his lips on top of her head. She sank into his hold, reaching for the intimacy she so desperately craved.

"I need you." She'd never been so forward with a man, but she could no longer deny her desire for Shayne.

Shayne nuzzled her in a tight embrace. "I need you, too, if you'll have me."

Joy edged out the shadow of loneliness.

They'd barely made it into the front foyer when Shayne embraced her once again. She allowed it. She needed to feel him, to be held and consoled and loved. Even if only for tonight.

Shayne crushed his lips against hers in a heart-melting kiss. A hotness shot down through her belly and pooled low within her. She indulged in the rare treat. When he drew his lips to her neck and planted searing kisses across her skin, she moaned in pleasure. Shayne's mouth on her made her senses skyrocket. She'd already grown addicted to the heat he sparked within her.

"I know I should stop," he uttered between hot kisses.

"No, don't, please," she said.

"I want you, but I don't want to take advantage of you. You're vulnerable."

"I don't see it that way."

Shayne drew his lips to hers in another long kiss, offering a promise of pleasures to come. And she'd take it. She still needed to come to terms with her internal chaos. And come to terms with the circumstances of her life. But right now, she only needed Shayne.

"I want to forget today. How I let that mother down. How I crumbled in the Serenity Garden, right in front of you of all people."

"That's your humanness coming out, remember? Isn't that how you put it to me? It's part of our coping process if we're to keep doing what we do."

His words sank into the depths of her heart. Perhaps being given permission to be human just this once allowed her to seek solace in his arms. She'd been alone too long. She didn't want to be alone now.

"You help me cope." Her words rolled off her tongue in a whisper.

He responded with a squeeze of his arms around her. His body pressed into hers. She drew her gaze to his, searching his eyes for some answer to what was happening between them. Were they just two wrecked souls responding to a desperate situation? They'd grown closer, yes, but right now they were two people alone who needed each other.

She wanted this. She knew he wanted it, too. They were both reaching for an intimacy, a bond to remind them that life still thrived. And it thrived inside of them. She needed to share this desire for intimacy with Shayne, the only man who'd seen her for who she really was. A woman hurt but longed to heal. Shayne had come to her looking to heal as well. But the hunger in his eyes told her so much more. She saw the desire, the want. She'd seen it all along. Like a man longing for something he could never have. He could have her now.

"I'm glad I'm with you tonight," she murmured.

"I'm glad, too. I'm here for you. But I wouldn't trust me. You don't know what I'm capable of."

"I know exactly what you're capable of. You're there for people when they need you, Shayne. I need you now."

"And you know what I need right now?" He gave her a sultry grin.

"What's that?"

"A long, hot shower. I don't want to take it alone."

He took her face in his hands and crushed his lips against hers. He broke from the kiss. "You don't know how long I've been wanting this."

"Probably not as long as I have," she replied in a sudden release of delight.

"Still, no promises of tomorrow."

"I'm learning real fast to live in the here and now," she rasped. She'd grown accustomed to uncertainty, tonight was no different. She'd already come to terms with the fragile building blocks of life and knew to grab hold of what fate presented her... with whatever Shayne offered her, great or small.

In a bold gesture, she drew her hands down the length of his torso. His ensuing groan prodded her to stroke him where he'd already become hard. His hips leaned forward, his ever-hardening length responded the way she liked. Unexpectedly, she relished wielding this sexual influence over him. And he hadn't even taken off his clothes yet.

"You're going to bring me to my knees if you..." A masculine moan overtook him. "Willow, you're already too dangerous for me."

His response made her smile but she took his cue and eased her grip. She wanted to savor their time together. She wanted to savor him for as long as possible. And she wanted to be savored right back. To be wanted. To be desired.

Shayne reached under her scrub top and cupped the curve her breast. Over the lace of her bra, he palmed her, his fingertips massaging her. His sensual kneading only made her want him more.

"I have to touch you again... can't keep my hands off you. I guess that makes me selfish." With deft fingers, this time she fully gripped the length of his hardness, hating the barrier of his pants, keeping her from what she had to have. She wanted her hands on his body. Feel just how much he desired her. Shayne groaned, throaty and feral. The hardness pressing into her hand heightened her own sexual awareness.

"Your selfishness will be the end of me," he growled. "There's only one thing we can do."

"What's that?" she asked.

"Get you into that hot shower and soap you down once and for all."

His hand still under her scrub top, he reached under her bra and grazed a thumb over her nipple, making it tighten to a nub. Willow moaned. He responded by twisting the tip between his finger and thumb. The sensation zapped a sharp heat to the crux of her thighs. Startled by the overwhelming sensation, she drew in a raspy breath of surprise. She needed more. She arched into him. Apparently, Shayne was just as selfish when it came to exploring her body to see how she'd react. And her body reacted freely. Never had she responded this way—or so hotly—to a man before.

Within minutes, Willow stood with Shayne under a good soaking stream of water in the shower. Steam heat billowed around her as Shayne slowly stroked every soapy, sudsy inch of her body. Finally, the man she'd longed to hold was now holding onto her. Shayne had transformed from a demanding boss with a playboy reputation to an unselfish lover, lavishing his undivided attention on her. She never imagined the moment she first laid eyes on him that she'd be with him behind steam-filled glass, flesh against flesh. And she couldn't be happier.

Shayne took his time to learn the curves of her body as he caressed and cleansed her. She followed his lead, learning with her hands, his muscled physique. She explored the planes of his chest, down to his abdomen, then following the hairline trail leading to the hardness at his hips.

He drew her hand away, then tucked it behind her back, holding her captive. "No wandering hands for you, young lady, or you'll leave me ruined before I'm done with you."

"But that's not fair. How am I supposed to keep my hands off of you?" she pouted.

"I never said I was fair." Following a satisfied grin, he kissed her before leaning her against the shower wall.

With skilled fingers, Shayne stroked the soft pink folds between her parted thighs—just enough to tease her and melt her insides. She took pleasure in his tantalizing touch. Soon his rhythmic caressing roused a torturous ache at her V. His feather light strokes evoked a sexual greed in her. She wanted more. She expressed her need through her panting. His strokes sent shudders through her. She couldn't take the pleasurable teasing a moment longer. Not when the ache would make her too weak-kneed to stand. She was about to insist that he make her come once and for all when he dipped two fingers inside her. A shocked breath escaped her. Shocked at how quickly the mounting heat low in her hips had become overbearing.

But then he stopped the sensual torment long enough to kiss her. How could he do this to her?

"Shayne, please, I need the release."

"Not yet, love."

And still he teased as he pumped two fingers inside her. She'd wanted to savor this but the holding back became too much. Every fiber of her being hummed with hunger for this man.

Willow uttered his name and her thighs quivered. He brought out his fingers, along with her wetness. His fingers slick, he resumed his sensual caress to her most intimate spot until each stroke became stronger, faster, more rhythmic. Her flesh so swollen and full, she was at the brink.

"Shayne—" she began, but then paused to endure the undulating waves surging through her. She wanted to show restraint but this was Shayne she dealt with. Any sexual lashing he dished out would make her knees buckle.

"I want to see you lose control right here in my arms."

"I wanted this to last," she rasped. "But you make it impossible."

A throaty chuckle made Shayne's chest rumble. "Don't worry, love, we've got all night to do this again and again."

His deft fingers, pulsing and circling the tight bundle of inflamed nerves at the crux of her thighs, sent an erotic ball of hotness contracting deep within her. She could no longer fight the all-consuming waves of pleasure erupting inside her. The bolt of heat bore through her like a white-hot lightning strike. She cried out.

Never had she felt anything so deeply. Never had she experienced such strong pulses razing her.

Willow's hips greedily thrust against Shayne's hand while he murmured of her loveliness, making her feel safe and free while the orgasm took hold of her. Drenched in desire, she clung to him, holding on for dear life, enduring the delightfully tortuous pleasure until its very last burning spasm.

"Shayne, I've never felt this way..." she panted, too overcome to say anymore.

Thank goodness he held her or she would have collapsed like a ragdoll to the shower floor. She buried her head into his shoulder, loving his embrace under the hot pulsing shower that mingled with even hotter pulses still deep within her womb.

Between her labored breaths, she heard him whisper, "I've never felt this way, either."
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Shayne would have made Willow writhe and cry out in the steamy shower all night, but a hot driving need to be inside her compelled him to take her to his bed.

Having her cling to him in the shower, having her buck against his hand, had been too much for him. He needed to meld his body with hers and love her in a more intimate, and admittedly possessive, way. Unapologetic in his desire for her, he intended to take her as she gave herself willingly.

He wrapped a towel around her only long enough to bring her to the bed.

The smell of her clean skin mingling with the scent of her sex was enough to drive him over the edge. He showered hot kisses upon her shoulder, inhaling the very essence of her. His kisses led him to her collarbone, and then nibbled down to the curve of her breast.

Hungry to taste every inch of her, he drew her breast into his mouth and sucked with a long, lingering pull. Willow responded with an aching gasp, murmuring his name, arching her back to give even more fully of herself. He focused on the nipple, flicking it with his tongue, then twining, loving it until it plumped in his mouth. He lavished the same attention to her other breast, all the while, Willow's urgent fingertips spiked through his hair.

He drew back, seeing if she were real. Dewy skin. Translucent irises. Through hooded eyes, her long lashes shuttered. Not a lick of makeup, her natural beauty came through her cheeks, rosy hued from her sexual response to him.

"Shayne, I have to feel you inside me," she demanded through a throaty purr.

He needed to feel her, too. Feel her flesh surround his heat soon or else he'd explode in a release before he even entered her. Even he had his limits as to what a man could handle when a beautiful creature writhed hotly—impatient and demanding—under him.

Her hips rocked, finding their way under his taut shaft, demanding to feel him.

If he didn't hold back, he feared his own response to her. So he had to take care—didn't want to come off as brutal, his desire for her was that fierce. He wanted to ravish her and release the pent-up need that had been torturing his insides since the moment he'd first laid eyes on her. Yes, he'd wanted her, but he never dreamed he'd have her.

He held back his primal urge to simply take her; a deeper part of him wanted her to be indulged, pleasured, and cherished. He had to push aside his selfish needs so he could focus on her. Tenderly. Carefully. Lovingly. She was to be treasured.

"Shayne, now," she demanded again while he lapped at a breast.

His senses couldn't take her pleas and demands a moment longer—not when her needs came off as fierce as his own—and carnal instincts took over. He took care of the condom. Finally his hips lowered toward hers. No turning back. He hesitated, knowing that once he was inside her, he'd unleash a wanting of her that couldn't be reined in.

"Now, damn it," she demanded again.

His tip, stretched tightly from the fullness of his arousal, pierced her at her V. She sucked in a ragged breath. Her feminine flesh puckered around his shaft, making her tight to enter. He didn't stop. He entered her more deeply. Rhythmically. Her tightness massaged him, her slick heat working him in a sexual frenzy. His need to drive into her hard became all the more fierce. A need to consume her. A need to overpower and claim her as his own.

He heard her shriek the words, need you and more and now.

In the purest of pleasures, he pumped into her hard, reaching the ridge deep within her, his own hips pistoning in a more powerful way that made Willow cry out, low and throaty. Her needful cries drew out a deeper response to continue pumping, giving her what she demanded. And giving him what he needed—he needed her.

Shayne's taut muscles contracted in a final, forceful release as he drove into her one last time, slamming his hips against hers, claiming her as his own once and for all, making her one with him. For now. Forever.

Forever?

That's when he realized it.

He was the one being claimed.

Afterward, he held her in his arms, feeling the rise and fall of her chest with her every breath. Listening to her sweet breaths while she slept. Smelling the scent of her, a woman content and loved. Loving Willow had been amazing. No other woman had managed to work him into such a sexually and emotionally frantic state the way she had.

Her body was a carnival of delights. A visual treat that he enjoyed watching while she thrashed in delight underneath him. How he loved to watch her in the throes of pleasure. How he loved to make her squirm and squeal. How he loved to make her happy. How he loved loving her.

She possessed some power over him, some soothing hold that calmed him, but also a sensual hold that drove him mad with desire. With Willow, life made sense. The world around him made sense. And yet, even in the quiet of the night, his inner demons never seemed to fade.

* * *

The next morning, in a silken haze of desire and satisfaction, Willow leaned against Shayne in bed, her body spent and aching from a night of lovemaking, her heart full.

Bathed in morning sunlight streaming in from the window, Shayne slept soundly, the sunbeams carving out the angles of his muscles. She snuggled against him. Moments later, a gentle stroke to her hair indicated that Shayne had awakened as well. The warmth of his skin radiated toward her. The musk of him filled her head, making its mark on her. His calm breathing was a far cry from his labored breaths last night during his efforts to please her. Efforts she'd greedily accepted.

She relished lolling in bed with him, his arm draped over her. But now, the morning light illuminated the inner doubt she'd cast aside while in his arms the previous evening.

"Why me, Shayne?" she whispered.

He responded with a gentle hug. "Why not you? You're the most amazing woman I've ever known."

If he were lying, she didn't care. She would believe anything that came from his lips after the magical time they'd shared.

"But I've seen photos of you in society columns passed around the hospital. I'd heard the rumors. You were dating a popular British starlet. One article stated you two were a hot item."

"Tabloids have a way of padding a story."

"So, you're not dating her?"

"I was her escort one night for a heart foundation's gala. Her niece was my patient. She'd had a heart transplant and so the starlet became a spokesperson for the organization."

"Oh, really?" Willow's expression lightened, as though she saw him for the first time. "I hadn't heard that part."

"That's the problem with rumors," he remarked, "you only get half of the story. And I've allowed it. Letting people believe what they want allows me to focus on my work. Besides, it's easier than chasing down every whisper of my alleged womanizing."

"So you know all about your reputation? And you simply let stories fly?"

"My work is important to me. More important than fretting over circulating stories."

"So, you hide behind a playboy façade. You've done an excellent job."

He chuckled and brought his lips to her hair in a tender kiss. "You never cease to amaze me, Willow."

"Why is that?"

"I've never admitted that to anyone before. Leave it to you to get a confession out me." He stroked his fingertips along her arm. The velvety caresses sent tingles through her.

"How come you haven't shared this with someone?"

"I've never let anyone get close enough for me to share. How can I when I'm constantly traveling the world?"

His words smacked of a sobering reality. That's right, Shayne constantly travelled the world. How had she forgotten he never stayed in one place for very long? Every muscle tethered to her spine grew taut. The light of day shone upon the truth of their plight. They'd shared a wonderful night together. Nothing more. Nothing less. She knew the score going in, yet it did nothing to ease the sting.

"I've got to go." She eased out of his embrace.

"You don't have to," he grabbed her by a pinky finger and drew her back, holding her hostage. Not that she minded.

"C'mon, Shayne," she began. While she didn't regret her night with him, she did regret revealing a vulnerable side to a man who'd be out of her life too soon. She also regretted putting out of her mind that he'd be leaving. "Last night, I said too much. I gave too much—" She'd given too willingly. Of her body. Of her heart.

His loving expression fell on hers. "You always give of yourself. That's what makes you wonderful."

Did he always have to say the right thing at the right time? His kind words softened their reality. She gifted him with a kiss.

"Shayne, what we did... it can never happen again. But I'm grateful you were there for me," she offered through an appreciative smile.

"Show me how grateful." Shayne scooped her into his arms before she could break away again. "I don't want you to go and I do want it to happen again. Besides, you have no means back to your bungalow. At least not until I'm ready to call the car service. And I'm not ready. Neither are you. Not by a long shot."

He laid a hungry kiss on her that reignited the erotic awareness within her. If she thought for a moment she'd had her fill of Shayne Edwards, she surely thought wrong. She'd never been more wrong in her life. On that sole notion, she happily realized she would once again surrender to her desire for Shayne. And always would.

* * *

Willow got to work sprucing up her home since she had the rest of the day off. Not that she had many hours left in the afternoon since she'd spent a good part of the day with Shayne. First, by having an indulgent morning being pleasured, then enjoying breakfast before a long romantic walk on the beach. She hated saying good-bye to Shayne but he'd promised to be here by dark.

Musing over their romantic interludes made her sigh. How could she possibly last without seeing him until tonight?

She tried to keep herself occupied, arranging her scattered rugs that were now dried out, all the while her mind saturated in the memory of Shayne. She moved onto touching up paint on a doorjamb, but kept remembering all the hot places he'd touched her. Goodness, he made it difficult to concentrate on anything today. She tried to tamp down the niggling memories or she'd wouldn't get much more done.

She was soon planting yellow impatiens along her walkway when the hot thoughts of Shayne burst through fully. Warm memories of his heated skin against hers came to her in sultry waves. Images of his lips sucking on her flesh flared through her mind. His hot whispers echoed in her ears. So too, her needful cries of release.

Oh, she shouldn't be thinking about him so much, it only made her insides ache. He'd unleashed a raw physical passion within her that clawed for release at the mere thought of him. He fulfilled her sexually, but more so, he made her heart bloom. And she'd foolishly allowed it. Perhaps she shouldn't have taken the bold step of falling into Shayne's arms last night, but after the turmoil of the ER, she didn't want to be anywhere else except in his embrace.

She rose from the plantings, turned, and took in the lovely site of the ocean at the edge of the property. Like riding an ocean current, Willow couldn't help but be swept away by her feelings for Shayne. Each new emotion rolled over her as often a new wave's relentless tumble onto the shore. The man left her heart on edge emotionally and kept her on her toes professionally.

She headed back into her home, then got to work dusting her photo collection of family and friends on her bookshelf. Frames made of silver, wood, and crystal encased cherished images of those she loved. She could already imagine one more photo added—one of her and Shayne.

Would every little task, every little gesture, make her think of him? She giggled. Absolutely.

In broad brush strokes, she'd mentally painted a self-portrait of a woman flawed, who could never be loved fully. But then came Shayne who made her feel otherwise. His unwavering affection had her challenging her former way of thinking. Maybe she could be loved and cherished despite her flaw—her inability to have children. Shayne made her think so. Entertaining the notion was one thing, but could she ever actually believe it?

She could... almost.

Then again, she hadn't told Shayne about her blood disorder.

Inwardly, her heart cracked.

Shayne carried great pain over not having a child. He'd also confessed he wanted a family. How could she tell him the truth about her medical condition now? She couldn't give him what he wanted most. She could never deny him the joy of a son or daughter. She couldn't do that to him. So, what was the sense of telling him the truth of her plight? Especially when he'd be heading back to London. No, she couldn't have him, not completely, but she would take their soulful bond for the time being. Willow stepped back from the photo collection that didn't include Shayne—and never would.

* * *

Shayne placed the wrench back into the toolbox sitting in Willow's back hall. The final task on his to-do list was completed, tightening a leaky faucet. He'd already replaced two shingles, then sanded and painted the last of the damaged baseboards. The charming Florida bungalow had been in good shape already, but now, it was solid. Willow's landlord had ordered a few replacement windows to stand up to hurricane-force winds; they would arrive any day. The broken pipe from a recent storm had been attention-grabbing and he was happy to be here to further ensure Willow's safety.

Speaking of Willow, she approached him in the hall and tucked her hand in his as if it were the most natural act in the world. As natural as helping her with her home. Holding her in his arms. Loving her in his bed.

"I guess the faucet leak was the last thing on your honey-do list, hmm?"

He chuckled. "The honey-do list is honey-done."

"Thank you." Willow rose on her toes and kissed him on the lips. "I can't think of anything else that needs attention, well, except you."

"Me? I need attention?"

Willow's light expression deepened to a come-hither look. "Oh yes."

She threaded her fingers through his and tugged him along to the back of the house, to the darkness outside. Willow guided him down onto a lounge chair in a small private corner of the patio surrounded by bushes bursting with gardenias. The intoxicating scent of the blooming white flowers softened the air around them. She eased him back in a comfortable position. He went willingly. Willow brought her knee over his torso and straddled him. The warmth of her thighs pulsed a heat through him. He drew his expression up to hers. With the black of night behind her, and a halo of light from the moon shining down on her hair, she looked like an angel, albeit a wickedly seductive one.

She dipped her head low to give him a dewy kiss.

While he kissed her, he cupped her bottom, holding her steady because her sensual movements came perilously close to driving him mad.

"I like getting this kind of attention," he said through a groan.

"I like giving it," she cooed. She rocked her hips against his growing erection. "Mmm, you weren't lying when you said liked the attention."

"A man wouldn't lie about a moment like this."

She eased back from him and sat upright, the outline of her breasts straining against her thin pink tank top. Shayne already hated not feeling the weight of her fully on him. She gazed at him with a wayward smile, her eyebrow raised in naughty seduction. The woman exuded the confidence of a seductress.

Was this the same Willow he knew from the moment he barged into her life? How she'd resisted when he'd imposed himself on her! Made demands on her. Disheveled her tidy little world against her wishes. Altered her life.

Despite that, she'd been the one to alter him and his life. She tamed the ruthless cad inside him, the one that shielded him, kept him safe—or so he'd thought. He was weak around Willow—no—not weak, he was simply a man with a heart and soul. Although he'd denied it until now because Willow could build him up or tear him down—she wielded that kind of power over him.

But even when she built him up, why did he feel so defenseless around her?

And she was indeed building him up now.

Willow unzipped his pants and tugged them down along with his boxers.

"Willow," he growled, "you better know what you're in for if you're going to strip me down." The breezy night air aroused him further.

"I'm well aware... oh my," she said and marveled at the girth of his erection. "Someone is happy to see me."

"You have no idea," he rumbled, stunned by the sensual hold she had over him.

In one smooth move, she pulled off her tank top, revealing a black lace bra, the flesh of her plump breasts spilling over the tops of the cups. The glorious vision only made him grow harder. His heat swelled, painful and full, demanding release.

"I need..." he swallowed back a groan, the intensity of his engorged shaft so full, the mere sight of Willow in her lacy bra already brought him to the edge.

She unhooked her bra, casting it aside, and her weighty breasts hung free. She brought his hand to cup the underside of her breast. He massaged her roundness, making her moan in pleasure.

She pulled back from his sensual grasp. She dipped her head low to his hips. Long, light locks of hair fell forward and cascaded onto his abdomen. Soft curls brushed against his sensitive skin, making him shiver.

Watching the top of her head make her way down toward the source of his fierce need made him hot with anticipation of what was to come.

She flicked his tip with her tongue, teasing him, and he kicked back his head in response. He had to hold back or he'd blow right there. With her moist tongue, she lavished attention on his engorged shaft. Before he couldn't take another minute of her sensual torment, she encircled her lips over his tip, already stretched tight. She brought her full mouth down on him and took in his length.

Shayne drew in a sharp breath, shocked by the effect she had on him. When she drew her mouth up, she sucked hard, then back down along his heat again, going deeper. Her mouth full of him, she moaned in pleasure. The vibration of her moan deepened the intensity of her hold on him. She loved on his length, milking him for all he was worth. In a perfect tempo, she bobbed on him, sucking, moaning, inflicting sexual carnage.

Unable to resist her sensual oral wiles, he was about to succumb and explode—when she stopped.

He gasped. "Willow! I'm about to—"

"Oh, no you don't. Not when I have you right where I want you."

Unable to speak, unable to do anything but obey her every sensual command, he still held back, although it pained him to do so.

After pulling off her shorts and black panties, Willow slid the condom on him. She then kneeled above him, spread her legs, and straddled him once again. She brought herself down onto his shaft. Slowly, she took in the length of him—how could this woman be tight and slick at the same time?

"You're already so wet," he uttered.

"Torturing you turns me on," she rasped.

And she certainly was torturing him. Ready to lose his mind, he did all he could to be strong and stay swollen to please her. As she deepened his penetration inside her, she emitted a husky gasp.

"It's even more intense when I'm on top of you," she murmured. "I had no idea."

Shayne watched in awe while she undulated her hips to please herself to her innermost depths. Her hips rotated in a way that massaged her muscles inwardly. Her sensual gyrations also massaged him until tugging on his hardness, the hot pulsing need to forcibly drive himself inside her. When he heard her cry for more, he pumped up into her, thrusting hotly, wanting to reach her even more deeply... as deeply as she reached him.

Willow whimpered, her pelvis rocking in time with his. Her every pant shortened to a high, sensual, fever pitch. His tip reached her inner depths, knocking against that hot sensitive spot within her he'd desperately wanted to reach. She convulsed faster until a deep throaty growl escaped her. A flood of hot wetness came from her, coating his throbbing heat. The sudden slickness shot a jolt through him. The sensual carnage she'd inflicted on him had his instincts taking over. He pumped into her fiercely, fully consumed by her.

As her orgasm continued to sweep through her, she bucked, furiously rocking her hips. He pumped her until finally plunging one last time, releasing while inside her, and uttering her name.

Overcome by the heat of the moment, Willow whimpered one last time before collapsing onto him. He caught her in his embrace. Her breathing came hard, her breasts pressing against his chest with every deep breath she took. He held on, keeping her top on him, holding her, not letting her go. He never wanted to let her go and the thought scared the living hell out of him.
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Following an evening of making love to Shayne, Willow lay in his arms, in her bed. Their evening together had been nearly perfect, except her troubling guilt over deciding not to share the truth about her blood disorder. She knew she'd made the right decision not to tell him, a burden she'd bear alone. The guilt finally ebbed as slumber came over her. She drifted in and out of dreams. Sweet dreams of Shayne. Fantasy dreams of them together forever.

The dulcet dreams however, gave way to darker visions. Nightmarish visions of babies lost, leaving her heartbroken and destitute. Fighting for what should have been hers. The dark visions kept coming; of her floating amid grey clouds, reaching out into the mist, to each infant she would never know, who'd been taken and whisked off. In her dream, she wailed at the unfairness and loss.

Willow woke to the sound of her own cries. She lifted her head from the tear-dampened pillow to see she'd kicked the blanket off her sweat-sheened body. She gasped in anguish and confusion. What was going on?

She heard her name murmured in her ear. "Shhh, honey, it's just a bad dream. I'm here. You're all right."

Shayne curled his body closer around hers, his arm wrapped around her, calming her with soothing whispers in her ear. "Oh, Willow..."

"Shayne?" she half cried. "Are you really here?"

His warm lips against her ear formed into a smile. "Yes, I'm here. You were having a bad dream. What's got you so scared?"

Willow stayed silent and lay there, letting him rock her into a subdued calm. Only then, could she speak again.

"It, it was a baby dream."

"A baby dream? You want to talk about it?"

She did, but didn't. No one could understand unless they'd been through the heart-wrenching loss of miscarriage. "I get them sometimes. It happens when you've lost a baby. The dreams just come at you and are so strange. I try to make sense of them but..."

"Maybe it's part of your healing."

She loved how he could see a bright spot amid the cloudy pain. But something evoked the harrowing dream. She just knew it.

"Wait, what's today date?" she whispered, fearing the answer.

"It's the third. Why?"

Hearing the date made her moan. How could she have not seen it coming?

"Right. The third. So that explains it. Today was the anniversary of the last baby I lost. Along with my husband's departure."

The date had etched itself onto her heart and come to the surface, like all the important dates of her lost children did, even due dates that never came to light. How many more times would she wake to nightmares like this? Shayne squeezed her tight.

"Don't worry, Willow. We haven't talked about it... I wanted to give you time, but just know, we'll find the reason behind this. We'll find the cause. And then make it right. You'll have lots of babies in your future. I know you will."

In the moonlight peeking through the window, Shayne looked at her so lovingly and with such compassion she feared if she touched his face, he'd shatter into a thousand pieces and disappear. He could never know how deeply his kind words pierced her. Willow choked back a gasp. Her blood ran cold. If only he knew the truth. She'd have no babies and didn't have the heart to tell him. Willow sank into his arms and wept.

* * *

Shayne definitely slept well, he couldn't deny it. Nor could he deny how much he cared about Willow. But in the early morning hours, he stared wide-eyed up at the ceiling in Willow's bedroom while she slept soundly next to him.

Concern had tugged him from his sleep and held fast. Willow's bad dreams troubled him—more specifically, something she'd said in her sleep after he'd soothed her. He didn't know what to make of it. Didn't know if he'd simply heard mere utterances from wretched dreams. But the phrase can't lie came out loud and clear, enough to wake him. She said it more than once in her fitful slumber before settling down for good.

He could have woken her, asked what the words meant, if they'd meant anything at all. But he couldn't do it to her after the awful dreams she'd endured, leaving her to cry out. He hated to see or hear her suffer, even from a bad dream. So he'd held her and slept with her until he awoke to those two troubling words.

Can't lie.

Was she hiding something from him?

Shayne slipped out of bed, taking care not to wake Willow. He pulled on his clothes and stepped out onto the back patio for some air and sunshine. He was contemplating a stroll down to the water's edge when his cell phone rang.

His brother, Grant.

For some reason, Willow's hopes for him to work things out with his brother Blake filled his head with a buzzing that refused to go away... at least until he answered this call.

"Grant, do you have any idea what time it is here in the States?"

"It's the morning."

"An early Sunday morning. Too early."

"You were always an early riser, so no harm done, eh? We're about to eat lunch on this side of the pond. You're a tough man to track down, big brother," Grant said over the line. "I'd thought you dropped off the face of the earth."

"Been busy. Saving lives and such."

"You haven't returned my calls. I have to keep track of you by flipping through the pages of the Daily Mirror to see what celebrity you're hobnobbing with this week."

"You grossly exaggerate."

"I'm just worried about you. Mum is especially worried you never received her care package."

Shayne grinned over his mother's love. "Yes, yes. I'd just sent her a note about it." He chose not to mention the photo of his brothers and him tucked inside, a reminder of his past. Troubles followed him no matter where he went in the world. Even in the form of a well-intentioned care package.

After a long pause on the line, Grant sighed. Never a good sign. "Mum's not doing well."

Shayne stiffened. "What is it?"

"She's heartbroken you won't come to Blake's wedding, you prat. Face it, Blake and Fiona are getting married and they want you to come to the ceremony. He wants his brother there. Say you'll come."

Shayne sneered at the news. "Right and I'll be sure to bring a lovely gift."

"I mean it, the best gift you can give them is your presence."

Shayne responded with silence.

"It was a worth a shot," Grant grumbled. "Look, Shayne, I know this is tearing you up inside. But you and Blake have to resolve this if you are to move on."

"And how do you suppose we do that?"

"Come to terms with what happened. Accept it."

"How does one accept something like this, Grant?"

"Through forgiveness."

"Impossible."

"No, Shayne, you're the one who's impossible. Fiona told me how you two were already through by the time she ended up with Blake. Your stubbornness will tear apart the family for good."

"Fiona tore apart the family, not me. Just because she and I were having troubles didn't mean she had to run into Blake's arms. I'm not the villain here."

"Neither is Blake. He's your brother. Please don't hate him. You were halfway around the world when this occurred. You've got to believe he didn't intend for this to happen."

"He didn't intend it but he still allowed it once he knew."

"He was already in love with her by the time you came around to committing to Fiona. And she was having his baby—"

"Which she neglected to mention the baby was Blake's while we were trying to work things out."

"Maybe she was confused."

"Maybe she was manipulative."

Grant sighed again. "Shayne, you can't control the world and everyone in it."

"Can't I?" he snapped back. "Fiona lied to me, letting me think the baby was mine. All the while she hid the truth until I pushed for commitment."

"Your so-called commitment was a last-ditch effort to make a failed relationship work."

"Is that how you see it?"

"It's how Fiona sees it."

The haunting truth, spoken aloud, startled him. He'd believed he attempted to do the right thing, committing to Fiona. All the while she was hiding a life-changing truth. He never wanted someone to have such control over his life—or his future—again. He never wanted someone to withhold the truth again.

"I wanted to be there for my son," Shayne said. His son. How strange the words sounded now. "I would have been there if he were mine. But he's not. And I certainly won't be there at Blake and Fiona's wedding. I control my own life on my terms and it doesn't include them."

"Blake is family. You can't refuse to talk to him forever. He misses you. So do I." Grant murmured the words with powerful angst. It hurt Shayne to hear the torment in his brother's voice. But Shayne couldn't let go of the resentment, not when anger had already carved up his heart.

* * *

Willow woke to find herself alone in bed. She recalled feeling Shayne stir earlier when she was drifting in and out of much needed sleep. She rose, pulled on a short satin robe and went in search of him.

She wended her way through the kitchen and saw Shayne's strong backside out in the patio. Probably enjoying the view of the ocean on this amazing morning.

"There you are." She stepped through the back door, reached out and embraced him from behind. He stiffened. Not the response she expected.

She pulled back. He turned toward her, his cell phone gripped in his hand.

Willow lowered her gaze to the phone. Her mind whirred, fearing bad news. "Is everything all right? Is it about Baby Jack?"

Shayne shook his head. "I just talked to Grant."

What should have been good news came across as dreadful. Shayne looked like a man broken. She didn't know what to say, didn't know if she should reach for him. So she simply asked, "Did something happen to Grant? He is okay?"

Shayne hmphed. "He's fine. So are Blake and Fiona. He wanted my answer on the wedding. I gave him my regrets."

"I'm sorry. But I'm glad you at least talked to Grant."

Shayne's Adam's apple dropped low in his throat in a hard swallow. She could tell he swallowed back the loss. The sun shone on him, making his skin golden, but couldn't reflect any light in his eyes.

"Fiona held back the truth about our child. She lied to me. Living a lie is an unforgivable act I'll never go through again."

Dread whirled in Willow's belly. She wanted to bring her hand to her abdomen to stop the hateful whirl, but stood too fearful to make a move. She remained still as she came face to face with the truth; Shayne merely had to swap out Fiona's name for her own and he'd know he'd been living a lie once again.

"I understand," she whispered.

"Which brings me to us."

"Us?" She swallowed. She feared his sobering tone and the tumultuous energy surrounding him. "What about us?"

"You're hiding something from me. I've seen the signs before, hell, I've lived them. You can't lie, Willow." Defeat pushed aside his usual commanding tone.

Fissures crackled along Willow's heart as it threatened to break fully. Her heart thumped in her chest so hard she feared her rib cage would split. Her quickening pulse throbbed through her arteries until the rushing blood roared in her ears.

"I wanted to tell you... I did try but, but," she stuttered, her tone drifting to silence.

"Say it, Willow. What do you want to tell me?" His imploring expression only made her pulse race harder... and her heart break a little louder.

"I can't have children and I know why. I have MTHFR. I couldn't have a worse genetic combination for the blood clotting disorder."

Shayne looked at his cell phone and then back at her. Could he be reliving the conversation with Grant? The one about the wedding? And Fiona? And her lie? Oh, God, what must he think of her right now?

"You knew the whole time? Why didn't you tell me?" he asked, his hurt deepening before her very eyes. "I told you about what I'd gone through and yet you didn't tell me about your situation?"

"I couldn't tell you because of what you'd gone through."

"After everything that's happened between us, you couldn't tell me the truth?"

"I just didn't know where this would go. How far we'd take this... I didn't trust..."

"Trust what?"

Like a steam kettle, Willow's frustration reached a boiling point. "Face it, Shayne, you were leaving."

"So that's your reasoning? You kept me on a shoddy need-to-know basis despite how far we've taken things?"

"What was I supposed to do? Tell you all my deep dark secrets and have you turn your back on me for London?" she snapped. "What good would that do?"

"I'd done everything in my power to get you to trust me, including opening up my very soul, damn it." He slung his hands on his hips and shifted in disdain. "You let me go on and on about wanting a wife and children, and let me think—no—let me feel, like maybe we had something. A future perhaps—

"I knew all along we had no future," she blurted.

Taken aback, he glared at her. "You've made a fool of me."

"I didn't mean to."

"All your concern about my playboy reputation. And your not wanting to be a conquest. But really, who's the conquest here, Willow?"

"Is that what you think? That I was looking to score a rich, famous doctor?" she yelled. "Don't do this, Shayne. Don't put your fears on me."

"I could say the same to you; you're the one who just dropped a bomb."

An angry tear escaped her. "I wanted to spare you, wanted to spare us," she paused to wipe away the tear, but another took its place. "Your reaction right now is exactly why I didn't tell you."

"I'd already told you; you don't know what I'm capable of."

"I'm learning awfully fast exactly what you're capable of." She crossed her arms around her waist, keeping her satin wrapped tightly. In doing so, maybe she could keep her heart in check. "I still believe you're capable of a relationship, just not with me."

"I'm sorry you see things that way. Perhaps it's for the best. Like you said, I'll be going back to London. Apparently, I have nothing to keep me here." Shayne brushed past and left Willow alone on the patio.
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Twenty hours. Shayne hadn't spoken to Willow for that long. From the moment he'd first laid eyes on her, he'd barely gone but twenty minutes without talking to her, seeing her, touching her, smelling her, or obsessing over her. Let alone twenty hours. But yesterday morning's events had been a shuddering blow. He'd walked away from Willow and had been miserable ever since.

Trying to have a normal Monday morning, he began his usual pre-dawn run on the beach. He started out slow, eased into the workout. His unsteady footing on the sand added extra resistance to his run. Along the ocean horizon, a ripple of pink colored the sky, promising a beautiful day. But he'd have none of it as he wallowed in his own personal storm clouds.

He couldn't wipe the image of Willow out of his head, of her standing on her back patio, holding her satin robe to her chest tightly, looking so full of regret.

Shayne kicked up his pace, pumping his leg muscles to push harder through the sand. Anything to chase thoughts of Willow out of his head. But he hadn't managed to stop dwelling on her in the last twenty hours, why did he think he could do it now? Not when he'd be seeing her shortly at the hospital.

How were they supposed to work together today, acting as if nothing had happened between them? He recalled the first time he'd kissed her. Mind blowing. Shortly after, they'd reached a decision to behave like professional adults while inside the walls of Baycoast Memorial.

Easier said than done.

But he'd never jeopardize the lives of his patients. He would remain focused and not allow his personal life to interfere. After working with Willow, he trusted she'd do the same.

Speaking of trust, his morning run did nothing to excise the memory of Willow's confession. She'd revealed the truth about her blood disease that kept her from having children—having his children. The reality jabbed him. Willow should have shared this tiny detail with him sooner.

He'd built her up in his mind, been so intimate with a wonderful woman only to discover the truth. A hot chill coursed through his blood.

Despite his frustration, if he were honest, he could recall times she'd tried to tell him. He remembered her cryptic words, saying he could never fix her circumstances. He'd been so mired in his attraction to her, he'd ignored the signs of her tentativeness. He'd wanted nothing to interfere with the magic of his time with her, no matter the outcome.

Yes, he'd held her to an impossible standard and forgot about her humanness. So capable of loving everyone around her. But also capable making a mistake. She had made a mistake, hadn't she? Maybe not. She admitted that knowing how he'd react drove her to keep her medical condition a secret.

He'd always thrown himself on the side of caution. Yet the more time he'd spent with Willow, the more he leaned on the side of trust. He'd let his guard down and opened up. Just a crack. He shouldn't have. He had too much at stake. Too much at risk. His career. His future. And yes, his old wounded heart. With so much on the line, he shouldn't have gotten close, leaving himself vulnerable.

And yet, Willow made it easy to do just that.

Willow had proven one thing; his heart may have been cracked, but not completely broken. After what Fiona had done to him, keeping the truth from him, he could have completely raged out on her. Instead, he kept his cool for the sake of her son. And now Willow had kept the truth from him but did so to spare him. Were the two circumstances different? Could he believe Willow's heart was in the right place?

Yes, the inner voice told him. He recalled the anguish in her eyes when she'd confessed the truth. Surely, it had been eating her up inside and hard for her to admit something so painfully private.

And what did he do after she revealed the heart-wrenching truth?

He'd turned on her. Laid into her for it.

He'd allowed the demons of his past to dictate how he'd respond. And he'd responded horribly. His own stubbornness and yes, distrust, got the best of him. And it all occurred on the tail end of the conversation with his brother Grant. After the call, a long withheld seeping anger had filled his insides, only for him to unleash it on Willow.

While hiding her condition from him could have been construed as living a lie, that wasn't what struck a bitter cord. She couldn't share the full truth with him, which confirmed his suspicions all along about himself; he was not trustworthy. He'd proven that point with his reaction to her.

What a wretch.

How could he act that way to her?

He had to see her.

Shayne pumped his legs and sprinted back toward the flat.

An hour later, before his shift began, Shayne stalked the hospital halls in search of Willow until seeing her at the nurse's station. He'd missed her terribly in the short time he'd gone without holding her in his arms. With a determined stride, he approached the desk. Willow glanced up at him. He waited for her to light up like a roman candle like she always did when she saw him.

Her eyes dimmed; her lips settled to a flat line.

No roman candle. No delight.

His chest knocked at the chilly reception.

Bloody hell.

* * *

Willow couldn't believe her eyes. Was Shayne actually standing before her? But why? Their shift hadn't begun, so what did he want? To start another fight? Give her a good dressing down? He'd annihilated her enough with his false accusations over the weekend and she didn't want to hear anymore.

Her nerves firing off, she looked back down at her paperwork in a refusal to acknowledge him. She would have nothing to do with him until the little red seconds-hand hit the twelve on her watch, indicating the start of their shift. Until then, she would pretend he didn't exist, feigning interest in her papers. But the papers became too blurred to read due to her shaking hands. She tried to calm her nerves. Had to appear outwardly strong. Unaffected. Disinterested. Maybe then he'd just go away because she couldn't handle it if he reamed her out again.

Shayne continued to take up the space before her; she continued to ignore him. Why wouldn't he take the hint? She wanted nothing to do with him. Why wouldn't he leave her alone? Why not just bolt out of her life as sharply and quickly as he'd bolted in that first night? Surely he'd have to give up on her any second now and leave her alone.

The man didn't budge.

He was infuriating!

She continued to fake-read the paperwork she couldn't even see, despite her pulse raging and her temples throbbing. Oh, he was impossible. Stubborn to no end!

Shayne laid steady palms to the desk. He leaned in close. The hot energy coming from him swirled around her. Like a giant vortex, his commanding demeanor sucked her in. Against her own will, she drew her gaze to his. She found herself staring into those dark brooding eyes. Even now, Shayne demanded her undivided attention. She hated her own feebleness when around him. Trying to stay strong, she put on airs that she wouldn't be kicked around like a dog.

She challenged him with daggers in her eyes and thrust an angry chin up at him.

"What do you want?" she snapped, surprised by her own exasperation.

"Willow, it's not the blood disorder that threw me," he said then took a breath. "It's that you didn't trust me enough to tell me. Or care enough."

"I care more than you know," she retorted. "That's the problem."

"If so, then why didn't you tell me?"

"I was scared."

"I never want you scared around me."

"I'm sure you don't, but truthfully, you scare the hell out of me."

She was mostly scared of her future with him. Of disappointing him. Of not giving him the life he wanted deep down. She was scared of eventually driving him into the arms of another woman who could give him what he wanted, his own flesh and blood. One woman had robbed him of a child in his past. She couldn't rob him of one in his future.

She had to be rid of him. Spare herself the inevitable heartbreak. And spare him the emotional expense of... settling.

"I don't blame you for being scared, especially after how I treated you. I never should have reacted the way I did, not with you. But after Fiona—"

"I get it. Another woman broke your heart and I suffer the emotional aftermath."

"A thousand sorries can't express how I feel about hurting you. I shouldn't have been so selfish. I only knew I wanted you. In my arms. In my bed. I took advantage, knowing how much I wanted to be with you."

His sincere words wore her down. She was just as selfish. "I gave willingly," she admitted.

"I'm leaving," he said. "Tonight."

"What?" Willow's heart jumped into her throat. "A week early?"

"Scheduling conflict. I'm headed home for a few days then off to the Royal Children's Hospital in Melbourne."

"Melbourne? As in Australia?" she eeked out.

"But I come to the States at least once a year. Maybe we can..."

"Oh, Shayne, don't say it. You didn't even know where you would be this week. How will you know about next year?"

"Then you'll come to me. Visit me in London—"

"Stop, please," she uttered. "Stop what you're doing—"

"What am I doing?"

"Pretending. Just see it for what it was. A couple of beautiful nights, a beautiful time. We're both consenting adults. Let's not confuse it with anything more than that," her voice quaked, but she had to be firm as she gave him the out that he needed.

He set his grim stare on her. "I'm supposed to deny any feelings I have for you?"

"You have to. They'll do you no good in London, or Melbourne, or who-knows-where."

"I refuse."

"You don't have a choice," she snapped. She had to insist that he be set free or they would both end up prisoners of her medical condition.

"I warned you before, you had no idea what I was capable of. I didn't just spend the best nights of my life with a woman and have it mean nothing."

"I'm begging you, please don't—"

"Too late. Damage is done."

A shadow of emotion eclipsed his face, something Willow couldn't read easily. Disappointment? Hurt, perhaps? Whatever he implied, she wouldn't allow it.

"Shayne, you arrive at hospitals and save lives. Before you let anyone see you for you, and care about you, you're saying good-bye." Willow took a long pause, her lower lip trembled. "So... good-bye," she finally whispered.

"Willow, trust me on this, I'm imploring you," Shayne said. "Don't shut me out. And don't isolate yourself. You'll end up alone and it will be of your own doing. I should know. I'm an expert."

Willow slammed the papers onto the desk. "What would you have me do, Doctor?"

"For starters, don't hide behind your medical condition, not when we have options."

"We? There is no 'we.' And there are no options, not after what I've been through."

"You use this disorder to keep from seeing what the world has to offer. From what I have to offer."

"And what is that? What, exactly, do you have to offer?" Her sharp demand sliced the air. "Tell me, Shayne, what could you possibly have to offer?"

* * *

Willow watched in surprise as Shayne stepped back, his jaw fallen lax. Her loaded question had a more painful effect on him than she expected. But she read into his response. Admitting her blood disorder to him had been a terrible blow. His noble air couldn't cover up his pain over their situation. He couldn't commit any more than she could.

"I don't know what the future holds. But I'm willing to take a chance and explore it if it means I'm with you," he said.

"It's not enough, Shayne, for either one of us," Willow whispered "I'm sorry."

"That's not acceptable."

She wanted to throttle him over his stubbornness. Didn't he see what he had? He had a chance at a future with kids of his own—unlike her. Family was something she couldn't give him. She refused to deny him the very thing he wanted in life. His pain ran deep, she knew that, but it did so because of his boundless potential to love. Shayne deserved love, whether he believed it or not. The only way he could achieve his dream of a family was with her out of his life forever. Her heart protested the idea, but she knew what she had to do.

"You have to accept my decision. I've gone through too much. Do you know what my husband told me the day he walked out? He admitted to secretly hoping to lose the babies every time. He was relieved I lost them... all that pain I went through."

Shayne shook his head. "I couldn't imagine."

"It was hurtful and humiliating. I could never go through that again. That's why I didn't tell you about the blood disorder. I'll never risk that kind of pain again and I certainly wouldn't risk it with you." Her throat tightened at spitting out horrible words to this man, but she absolutely had to make him walk out of her life forever.

Like a swollen levy about to burst, she held back the emotions churning within her. She had to let him go, even if it meant cruelly lashing out at him.

"You'll miss your plane if you don't leave," she whispered as coolly as possible.

"This can't be good-bye." Shayne reached across the desk for her hand.

She pulled her hand back. She would have none of it. Couldn't endure his searing touch. The feel of him would only anchor itself to the soul-wrenching reality of his leaving.

"I can't say good-bye to you again, Dr. Edwards, please don't make me. I can't do it. You must go."

Shayne froze. Didn't dare reach for her again. Those handsomely carved features of his sank into mournful defeat. "So that's how it's to be?"

"It has to," she said.

"So, no future for us?"

"No."

"Not even the promise of one?"

Willow paused. Up until now, somewhere deep inside, she had harbored a glimmer of hope for happiness with Shayne. But that glimmer had folded in on itself and vanished to a wisp. She would grieve the loss later. She bravely held her position.

"I never believed we had a chance," she told him. The lie, like a hot ember, scarred her lips. "You have to go," she repeated, praying the tremor in her voice didn't betray her pain.

"So that's what you really want, Willow?" Shayne asked, the intensity in his eye fading to defeat. "And for you to live the rest of your life alone, always wondering, what might have been?"

"I don't have to wonder. I already know. I've been through this before, remember?"

"So you've decided I'd undoubtedly hurt you, as well. Already put me in the same category as that ex-husband of yours. For the record, I've done nothing wrong to deserve this."

The hurt shadowing Shayne's eyes ripped her in two. She didn't intend to crush him, but rather, just wanted him to see the truth of the situation the way she saw it.

Willow yearned to hold him just long enough to explain why he had to let this idea go. Why he had to let her go. "I don't want to be hurt any more than you," she uttered.

"You're making sure of that. I'm sorry you feel you have to do this, Willow."

His proud exterior crumbled before her. Shayne backed away, as though her very nearness wounded him. He dipped his head in a somber good-bye, turned on a sharp heel, and thundered down the hall.
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The moment Shayne walked out of Willow's life, isolation settled in, just as he'd warned. She had no choice but to expect to lose him. She had dug in her heels and refused to acknowledge she had any true, long-term feelings for him. She'd done the right thing, setting him free. But she never expected losing Shayne would hurt even more than the loss of an ex-husband. An overwhelming sense of loss consumed her.

Shaken by the turn of events, Willow attempted to regain her composure. She sat at the nurse's station, willing herself not to cry. What had she done?

She'd sent the man packing. Oh, how could doing the right thing make her so distraught? It should have been easy to do. Easy to let go. Nothing could be further from the truth. She picked up her documentation from the desk and tried to recalculate where she'd left off before turning away a beautiful man. But when she looked down, her leaking eyes blurred her vision more. She stared at the papers with unseeing eyes, trying to make sense of why sending him away caused such bone-deep anguish. She also tried to keep her leaking eyes from shedding full-blown tears.

All the while, the world whirled around her. Staff bustled. Phones rang. But the world became surreal now that Shayne wasn't there. This was not the world she wanted anymore, not if Shayne wasn't with her. She came to understand what he was trying to tell her. Because she felt it too. She finally allowed her heart to feel what her head refused to accept.

She loved him.

She could never accept that he loved her, yet he appeared so determined to fight for what he wanted. Too bad she couldn't do the same. The more damaged part of her had seen to that.

Admittedly, she wanted him.

But it could never be.

She loved him too much to keep him tethered to her and her medical condition.

Assailed by the hurtful truth, Willow bit back a cry and headed toward the more private nutrition room. If she were to survive this day, she needed to take a quiet moment and push past thoughts of Dr. Edwards. But that was never going to happen. Shayne's memory had carved itself so deeply into her mind, so firmly imprinted on her heart, she could never forget him.

How could she forget him when she was in love with him?

The reality of what she'd done left her dizzy.

Once she entered the nutrition room, she gripped the counter, held on for support until the dizziness stopped. She tipped back her head and sniffed, trying not to let one official tear fall.

But inside, the tears streamed hard.

She couldn't fall apart. Not yet. Not here. She would have to quarantine her rampant emotions until she could address them at a later time. She didn't want anyone around her regarding her as the most recent casualty in a string of failed love affairs spun by the infamous Dr. Edwards. She had to get through this entire day and later leave the hospital seemingly unscathed.

But the searing hole in her heart told her she was already too late for the facade.

Her handheld device's alarm sounded for her appointment with Social Services regarding adopting Baby Jack. Connie had processed the paperwork, petitioning for temporary custody, sending it through the right channels in haste. The temporary status was the next step toward permanent adoption. Willow simply needed to sign the final papers and Baby Jack would be hers. At least she had one beacon of hope in her life. She'd fallen head over heels in love with the baby, an unconditional love that didn't teeter on emotional baggage.

Pushing through her fight not to cry over Shayne, she squared her shoulders and headed for Social Services and for what her future had in store for her. Minutes later, Willow marched into the counselor's office and plunked herself down in the visitor's chair.

Connie looked up at her and frowned. "Are you okay?"

"Why?" Willow asked back too quickly.

Connie pulled a tissue from the box and handed it to her. Willow accepted it but gave the woman a questioning look. "I don't need a tissue," Willow told her.

"Looks like you might, especially after what I have to tell you," Connie said, still frowning. "Willow, I have news. In one regard, the news is good; in another, disheartening."

"Disheartening? I really don't see how this day could get any worse," Willow blurted while fidgeting with the tissue.

Connie folded her hands on the desk. "It's about Baby Jack. His mother has come back for him."

Willow took a moment to process the information. The mother had returned to claim her baby? That couldn't be. Her pulse ran rampant. She had to keep her cool despite the shocking news.

Just then, the air left the room. The walls warped and folded in on her. As the moment took a peculiar turn, she found herself once again spinning. Willow leaned back against the chair, gripped the arms to hold herself steady, and blinked in disbelief. She had tried so hard to keep her emotions in check so far, but the unexpected news cracked her heart open wide.

Any hope that lay within her disintegrated.

Baby Jack would not be hers.

She'd lost another child.

"This is impossible," Willowed whispered.

"It's rare, I know."

"It just can't be."

"I'm so sorry."

Strong-willed in her conviction to protect this child, she said, "I won't allow it. We know nothing about this woman—"

"You will allow it, Willow. She is the mother."

"She lost that privilege the minute she relinquished the baby..."

"You know that's not true. I'm sorry."

Willow couldn't hear anything more, not with the buzzing in her ears. The quiet strength that had provided her protection until now drained from her body, leaving behind a profound emotional collapse. A long-held anguish endured with each baby lost took its rightful place inside her soul.

She nodded vacantly to the counselor. Despite the numbness in her legs, Willow rose from the chair. In a stupor of confusion, she allowed her legs to carry her out of the office and through the hospital halls.

But as the ache welled up within her, she couldn't help the angst-filled thoughts whirring in her head.

Just like almost one year ago, she had managed to lose both a baby and a man she loved in the same day.

As if sleepwalking, Willow continued down a hall in mind-numbing shock. She'd suffered alone for so long after each loss of a child, she'd grown accustomed to the isolation where she could grieve in solitude. Even when her ex-husband had been beside her, he'd offered little comfort. Not because he'd been dealing with his own grief, but because he wasn't there for her emotionally. And now, with Shayne no longer by her side, she'd once again suffer alone.

Fearing the tears would spring for all the world to see, Willow quickened her stride down the hall. She couldn't break down. Not here. Not at work, at her job. She had to bravely bear the brunt of the news for just a while longer.

The side exit out of the hospital came into view. She aimed to reach those doors before she'd allow herself to crumble. If she could get through those doors and into fresh air, maybe she'd survive. But after saying good-bye to Shayne today, and now losing Baby Jack, she wasn't so sure.

She was reaching for the door when the anguish reached the surface. Reeling with pain, she pushed on the exit bar, forced open the door, and burst into the blazing sunshine. She found herself stumbling toward the Serenity Garden. The very garden where Shayne had held her just days ago.

Full tears erupted, turning her vision into a watery blur. Her body shuddered with each sob. The loss of a man she loved, mixed with the loss of the baby, forced her to relive her past of losing the life she'd so desperately wanted. Every aching moment.

Willow tripped along the footpath of the Serenity Garden lined with shrubs and pink roses planted under the sunshine. The cheery landscaping and statues were meant to soothe distraught family and friends. But why didn't they soothe her? Her breathing came in short pants, couldn't catch her breath. She was falling to pieces and couldn't stop the onslaught of wretched emotions. The fear of never loving. The hatred for the control this disease had over her. And an overwhelming despair for losing the two most important people in her life. Shayne and Baby Jack.

She couldn't take another step.

In a burst of grief, Willow wrapped her arms around her abdomen and doubled over. The convulsing sobs wracked her body. She couldn't be strong anymore. She openly mourned her unborn children. Mourned her failure at marriage. Mourned the loss of the man who'd taught her to love again. Would she always be left with nothing?

Once the cathartic sobs subsided, Willow caught her breath. Exhausted, she leaned back against a white marble pillar. After she swiped the last of the wetness from her cheeks, she brought her face to the sun to dry any lingering dampness. Through her blurred vision, she looked to the heavens for some semblance of peace. Nothing. Like many of the roses blown over from the recent rainstorms, Willow remained just as battered.

A moment later, she heard the hospital side door open.

The back of her heart anticipated Shayne's footsteps crunching on the crushed seashells and coming toward her. She looked up in anticipation.

A young girl stepped out into the sunlight.

Disheartened, Willow let out a gasp. Did she really think Shayne would come for her? Search for her here? After sending him off? Ridiculous.

With another guest in the garden, she pushed away from the marble pillar and pulled herself together by smoothing her hair, then her scrubs. No one should see her like this. She never should have fallen apart here and risked being caught. She was supposed to handle any crisis with dignity but even she had her limitations. Willow took a deep breath to regain her composure. She was about to beat a hasty retreat when the young girl walked over to her.

"Hey, are you alright?" the girl asked.

Willow nodded noncommittally.

"Well, you look like you've had a rough day. It must be hard to be a nurse sometimes. You see so much, huh?" the girl asked.

"You have no idea," Willow said. Perhaps her response came as a need to talk to someone. Yet, she risked saying nothing more.

The young girl's eyes brightened in recognition. "Hey, I've seen you. In Pediatrics. The Step Down Unit."

Willow stared at the girl but couldn't place her. "I've been up there a lot lately."

"My baby is up there. I found out he had heart surgery, something called an arterial switch. But hopefully, I'll get to take him home soon. See that? Sometimes, even when you see a lot of sadness in the hospital, there is some good."

Willow's heart twisted and cramped. Just when she thought she'd reached the lowest depths of pain a woman could endure, her heart sank even lower. She'd already figured out who this girl was, but had to ask to be sure.

"You returned for Baby Jack?"

"Sammy," she corrected while she nodded. "Everyone has taken such good care of him. Someone even brought him gifts. But it's all so overwhelming. I just came out here to sit and give thanks that I'm getting a second chance with him."

"He's a wonderful baby." Willow's heart lurched as she said those words to the baby's mother.

The young girl's eyes grew moist despite their beaming pride. Her eyes matched Jack's. "I almost lost him. He was so sick. I didn't know what to do. I thought he'd be dead by now if I didn't give him up. I was so scared." The girl leaned against the marble pillar. "I've been a mess ever since I left him. I couldn't talk about it to anyone because I was so worried people were already judging me that I gave him up."

"You did what you thought was best," Willow told her. Each sentence she spoke, a stab to her own heart.

"Things were real bad, you know?" The girl shifted on one hip. "My boyfriend bailed. I'd just gotten accepted into nursing school. And I found myself alone with a deathly sick newborn. My parents didn't understand. It was all too much."

Willow placed her hands in the pockets of her scrubs. Part of her wanted to yell at the young mother for abandoning the baby. And another part wanted to yell at her for coming back for him.

"So you decided to leave the baby with Doctor Edwards. How did you find him?" she asked, only knowing Shayne's part of the story.

"I saw an article in the paper about him teaching here and saving babies. I live nearby so I know about the doctors' residences. Long story short, I hung around to see where he lived. And I left Sammy with him."

"You left him with the best," was all Willow could manage.

"Yeah, I knew he'd be okay with that doctor. He was like, a big deal. Sammy is going to get better soon, thanks to him." Grave concern crossed the young girl's face. "But he's still so sick. And will be for a long time. I'm scared to death."

"Yes. It is scary. But help is out there for you."

"I only know I missed him and I worried day and night. Couldn't stop thinking about him or dreaming about him."

So, she'd been having baby dreams, too. Willow couldn't fault the girl for wanting her baby back. A baby needed to be with his mother. She could see the longing and the love the girl had for him. She prayed love would be enough with the long road ahead of them. At least they were reunited.

Although Willow herself had come so close to motherhood, she'd never been given the chance at giving life to something so precious. But she could understand the powerful tug of feelings a young mother had for her newborn.

"It must have been a difficult decision to give him up," Willow prodded.

"The hardest decision I ever made. I postponed nursing school to be there for him, but I couldn't help him. The night I left Sammy behind, I'd never felt so alone in my life."

With a nod, Willow said, "I understand. It was a brave decision to give him up," she uttered.

"Brave? Heck, I thought I'd failed him."

"You got him the care he needed. You gave him a chance at life."

The young mom stayed quiet for moment. "I knew he'd have a fighting chance if I gave him to the doctor. But I didn't know it was brave. I thought I'd given up on someone who'd done nothing to deserve being abandoned. All he did was love me."

The words hit Willow hard. Hadn't she just done the very same thing to Shayne?
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"Good afternoon, Dr. Edwards. Nice to have worked with you again during your stay. Your flight to London is on schedule," the car service driver said as he pulled out of the driveway of Shayne's flat.

"Thank you, Jonathan." With a heavy heart, Shayne settled in and leaned back for the ride. For the next forty-five minutes, he had nothing but time on his hands... and his own unsettling thoughts.

Thoughts about one turquoise-eyed nurse who'd turned his life upside-down.

According to Willow, it was for the best they said good-bye, yet he couldn't stop the ball of regret churning in the pit of his stomach. He and Willow were bound together emotionally and she knew it. But her stubborn streak—and fear—kept her from admitting it. Then again, maybe she was right. Based on their pasts, they were probably doomed from the start.

Shayne had been wrong to fall for Willow. He realized that now. He should have been relieved by such a realization, so why did he feel like he'd been caught up in a ball of razor wire?

He'd been wrong to lead her on, knowing they'd always be oceans apart. Wrong to entertain the idea they might have had a chance. How could that ever have been possible? After all, he had the wrong outlook and wrong attitude to make a good pair with Willow. Where he was demanding, she was inquisitive. Where he was dismissive, she looked deeper to get to the heart of the matter. To the heart of the person. He did no such thing. At least not in that way. He only knew the physical hearts of his patients; the patients were all that mattered now.

As for Willow and him, they weren't meant to be together.

Replaying his reasons why, however, didn't quite take on the full effect he'd hoped. Despite his own rationalizations and sorry excuses, a small corner of his heart remained unconvinced as far as Willow was concerned.

But the haunting memory of her saying good-bye pounded away at him.

The way her light eyes broke with sorrow upon sending him off had left him crushed. His willful desire to haul her into his arms clashed fiercely with his need to escape her evocative, soulful stare. She could devastate him emotionally with a single imploring look.

But he couldn't allow that to happen. Because if he did, he'd be a goner. Ruined forever. He already teetered on the edge.

When it came to Willow, lovemaking had been the easy part. It was the relationship that proved woefully difficult.

His thoughts settled hotly to the last intimate evening with her. Making love to her went beyond just the physical. His romantic night spent exploring her body had become a spiritually and emotionally guided journey of a meaningful relationship like none he'd ever experienced before.

And yet, she refused to take a chance on them. The refusal ripped his insides to shreds. Yes, his anger over her not telling the truth about her blood disorder had wounded him. But something more was going on; something about that blood disorder kept her from admitting her true feelings. Refusing him went beyond hiding behind her medical condition to keep from loving again.

She'd given him so much. She gave him back his faith. He may never have faith in his brother, Blake, again, but because of Willow's optimism, he could admit he missed him. He missed his entire family. She'd given him the courage to face that fact. So why she did hold back now?

Then the realization struck.

That was it.

Family.

She believed she couldn't give him a family. Something he'd said he wanted more than anything in the world. His assertion had left her crushed. He'd seen it in her eyes but didn't know how to interpret it.

The mindboggling realization took him by surprise. How could she believe such a thing? She'd already given him so much more than he'd thought possible. Didn't she know that?

Apparently, Willow was the one who needed her faith restored. Surely, medical options were still out there for her to explore, but the choice would be hers, if and when she was ever ready. And despite his initial misgivings, Shayne knew an infant like Baby Jack, even when not his own flesh and blood, would fill him with just as much joy. His self-doubts had long since dissipated because of Willow. Didn't she know any of that?

Clearly, Willow didn't know.

Or was afraid to believe it.

"Dr. Edwards, a chauffeured airport transfer service has been already arranged upon your arrival in London," the driver announced, breaking Shayne's thoughts.

London.

Yes, back in London, his life had certainly taken a hard detour. A detour around the world. Had he actually been escaping his chaotic past or was he searching for a future? Never in his wildest dreams did he believe he'd find the perfect woman during his quest.

But he had.

That's when he knew. He had indeed been searching for a future. But did he really have to traipse across the globe to discover this? Yes, if it meant finding a future with one heavenly, blue-eyed girl.

Willow.

When it came to his life, Willow had given him a glimpse of how crystalline and exquisite love could be.

He loved her.

He recalled how the realization had ratcheted up and ambushed him the moment he saw Willow holding Baby Jack in her arms for the first time. Clobbered him right in the head. He knew it—hell he felt it. He'd fallen in love with her and didn't tell her. Instead, he'd pushed it aside. Damn it.

To deny he loved her a moment longer would strangle his conscience. He couldn't deny his love for her any more than he could deny his love of medicine. The kick of surprise left him short of breath. Hell, who was he kidding? He'd known it all along, even if he couldn't bring himself to accept it until now.

Yes, he was head over heels in love with Willow.

"Jonathan, turn the car around. I won't be making my flight today."

* * *

Exhausted from the unfolding events of the day, Willow drove up her driveway toward her bungalow, unsure if she could face the night alone. Not when she'd already grown accustomed to having Shayne's reassuring presence around her.

After parking, she sat in her Toyota to take a moment before entering the loneliness of her small home. Lingering thoughts of Shayne arose in a gauzy, hazy reminiscence. Memories of his tender kisses softened the blow from the news of Baby Jack. Despite initially wanting to wipe the memory of Shayne out of her head, she realized she wanted quite the opposite. She'd been locked into her painful past until Shayne. Singlehandedly, the man had become part of her present like a silken mesh, tightly woven and unbreakable. She wanted to remember how he'd made her feel alive and beautiful.

He made the pain of her past tolerable. Forgivable. Despite her dispirited heart. At the very least, Willow wished she could thank the surgeon for giving her her life back.

Too bad she couldn't thank him in person.

She rubbed out the impossible thought. Still couldn't go there. Not emotionally, not physically, not thoughtfully. The disquiet in her soul made sure of that. The only cardiac malady she faced tonight was her own broken heart.

Because of Shayne, she'd learned she didn't want to stop living life. But could she face life with a renewed gusto, new battle scars and all after what happened today? Shayne had done everything he could to make her feel like a whole woman, flaws and all, because he'd seen her as whole. So really, when it came to living her life fully, the only person holding her back was... her.

The realization struck her like a blow to the midsection.

Shayne had been right. Her refusal to accept herself and consider any future with Shayne had indeed left her isolated and alone; she'd driven Shayne away forever.

With a resolute sigh, she exited her car. She trudged up the walkway, her head hung low, until the time came to face her front door.

When she did, she found one darkly handsome Shayne standing there.

The lamplight painted his skin the color of an amber sunset. Or perhaps the glow came from his own radiant energy. An energy that could be blinding if she stared too long. Shayne kept his shoulders strong in a self-assured stance. His smile appeared cocky as usual, but he still looked boyishly happy to see her.

Skitters of delight hop-scotched across her heart. Could she be seeing things? She blinked hard to be sure. Yes, he stood there. She was so joyous to see him she could have levitated into his arms.

She had to stay calm. Didn't know what she was in for. Even until this very moment, she never knew what to expect from Shayne. As she approached, Shayne remained motionless.

Willow stood before him, didn't make a move to reach out to him. To touch him. To feel him for fear his ethereal image would disappear into thin air.

She raised a serious gaze to him, but then, she couldn't stop her mouth from bowing into a girlish smile. An ember of hope rekindle and burned a little brighter inside her.

"Don't you have a plane to catch?" She eyed him warily despite the thrill at seeing him.

"I did, but I realized something on the way to the airport."

"What was that?"

"You weren't with me."

She tried to form some sort of witty reply, but the breathings of her heart won out and made her say, "The minute you walked out of my life, my heart broke in two." The words, soulful and sincere, had bubbled up from within and flowed from her. She couldn't fight the truth, nor deny it. She was, and always would be, hopelessly in love with this man. "I'm sorry I pushed you away. I thought I was doing the right thing."

"I'm not going anywhere, Willow. We are right together. I love you. And you deserve to be loved, even if I have to spend the rest of my life convincing you. I don't see any other way."

"But, Shayne, what about..." she began, slipping into her old fearful way of thinking.

"Face it, Willow, you fell in love and you fell hard," he teased with that cocky smile of his.

"Me? Fall in love? If I fell, then you gave me a good, hard push," she pouted.

"Let me push a little harder."

Shayne came off the step and kissed her. He tasted of love, a sacred emotion she'd denied herself for far too long. When he broke from the soul-searing kiss, she searched his face. In his eyes, she saw her own soul. Saw what it reflected. Love. Willow's heart filled with hope.

"I want you to be with me forever," Shayne said. "You better come to terms with it now, Willow. You're stuck with me. And this time, I won't take no for answer."

"I'm really faced with spending the rest of my life with you?" Willow asked. Her chest lifted in a voluminous swell of love. She abandoned all her fears when it came to believing him. "I hope so because I do love you," she said.

"And I look forward to learning all the ways you love me for the rest of our lives."

Willow's heart soared, launching her into Shayne's embrace as he wrapped his arms around her. The feel of his chest both comforted and thrilled her.

After a lingering hug and another searing kiss, he regarded her with a gentle smile. "Listen, whatever your choices are about children, whatever fate has in store for us, I won't stop loving you."

"I thought I'd lost everything today," she whispered, "First you, then Baby Jack."

"Hmm, yes, Connie at Social Services called and told me what happened with your adoption proceedings."

Willow's eyes eclipsed. "You tried to warn me about fate stepping in..."

"Sometimes fate steps in twice."

"What do you mean?"

"Connie's been trying to reach you but you wouldn't answer your cell phone."

"I'd turned it off, didn't feel like talking."

"She asked me to give you a message. Baby Jack's mother said she loves the baby so much she wants him to have the best life possible. She wants to see the baby go to a good family who'll give him everything she can't."

Willow stood gripped by shock. Once the words registered, she finally dared to open her mouth. "Are you saying I'm getting the baby after all?"

"If you still want him."

"Yes, yes, yes," she said, her voice tipping on a cry. "But what changed with the mom?"

"The girl accepted she wasn't prepared for all the medical necessities of the child. She's decided to go to nursing school so she can help others one day just like you helped her baby."

"Correction, we helped our baby," Willow said.

"Yes, our baby." Shayne encircled Willow in a more snugly embrace. "So I was thinking," he began as he stroked her hair, "if you're open to the possibility, then who knows? Maybe our little family may turn into a big family one day."

Willow searched his eyes. "A big family? Seriously?"

Shayne belted out a laugh. "Yes, well, there are plenty of babies out there deserving of our love, don't you think? But I'm getting ahead of myself. Call me old fashioned, but I do see how a marriage might make sense first. That is, if you'll have me, Willow. Promise you'll marry me. Make an honest man out of me and end these playboy rumors once and for all."

Filled with love and never wanting to lose Shayne again, Willow nodded heartily. Yes, she wanted him. She wanted to be in his arms. In his bed. In his heart. She wanted to be protected, comforted, and loved. She wanted to love him back, body and soul. And take care of him, body and soul.

"Yes, I promise I will marry you," she said through a small joyous cry, "and yes, we'll be a family."

 

The End
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"Don't you have family you want to see for Christmas?" Tori asked. "I hope you won't have to work through the holiday—"

"No, I have no one I want to see, and yes, I do have to work. But it's my choice." Zach offered no more information. And by the chilly tone in his voice, he didn't intend to offer any more information.

"You mean, there's no family at all that you want to see during the holidays?" Tori pressed. "Not even a girlfriend?"

"Hell, no, none of that," Zach answered too vehemently. "I don't need the pretentious dinner, all the gift swapping, and dozens of brats running around the house." Zach decided not to mention his parents' deaths. He didn't need a pity party right now. He turned to Tori. "It's just not for me. I like the solitude of the road. I like everything about working during the holidays, except for the traffic."

Zach didn't say another word. He had too much to worry about, like his missing wallet. Yet, Tori's question haunted him. He fulfilled his quest to live life the way he wanted and it simply didn't include family.

Nor did he need a wife and children and interfering in-laws to make life miserable for him. He came and went as he pleased; no one to come home to every night, telling him what to do, and no one to share a bed with and hog all the covers. He especially didn't need having that special woman by his side during a large Christmas dinner with relatives surrounding him. Who would want any of those things?

Although Tori would have to allow Zach his own opinions about brats and in-laws, he could tell it bothered her. He waited for the next barrage of questions. Surely, it would come.

"So what are you hauling in the back of your truck anyway?" she asked.

"Nothing you have to be concerned about."

"I'm not concerned really, just nosy. So tell me."

"I can't. I'm not allowed."

"You mean it's a secret? You mean, like for the government? Why would the government hire a trucker at Christmastime? Were you hired as a cover? Tell me."

"Boy, do you have an imagination. It's nothing."

"Whatever you say." Tori wanted to push the issue, but felt herself grow too sleepy to continue. Her previous four-hour snooze proved to be not quite enough time for rest. In the relative quiet of the truck's cab, her eyelids grew heavy as she stared out the window at the scenery that whisked by. The temptation of sleep finally claimed her. She started to slump with her head leaned against the door, until Zach startled her.

"Whoa, not against that. You made me nervous last time when you fell asleep too close to that door. You never know if that thing will fly open. It's an old rig. Lie down here." He patted the seat toward the middle of the cab, by his side.

Too tired to argue that she'd be fine right where she was, her droopy body swayed toward him and she lay where he suggested. Spike whimpered for a moment before the little dog finally nestled down beside her.

As Zach stole a glance at Tori, a few locks of her long, deep auburn hair cascaded onto his thigh. He tried to ignore it and keep his attention on the road. But there were only a few cars on the highway that particular time of day, and the winter landscape was uninteresting compared to the peaceful scene at his side.

He reached one hand down to pet Spike, something he hadn't been able to do lately since Tori had hogged all the dog's affection. But when his hand came down, he found himself stroking Tori's hair instead.

She moved slightly, not in opposition to his touch, but to get closer to his warmth. She then lay still, very still, as if to welcome his tender strokes. Her hair certainly felt different from any he had felt before. So soft, so thick, so natural.

As the sun flashed into the cab, it cast a sheen on her tresses. It reminded him of when he'd travel across the country and witness a sea of wheat under a reddening sunset sky. Passing those fields, he'd always wanted to run through them, but never so much as he had wanted to run his fingers through this beautiful woman's hair.

She lay so still, breathing so lightly. He wondered if she were truly asleep or if she merely lay there, silently welcoming his touch. Could she have fallen asleep that fast?

He brought his hand from her hair for fear of waking and alarming her. After all, if she really were asleep and unknowingly allowed him to do this, wouldn't she fear what else he may have gotten away with while traveling? As he brought his hand back to the steering wheel, he heard a small sweet sigh escape her. It was then he feared she welcomed his touch as much as he would have welcomed hers.
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Jackie searched the ranch house for Tanner until she heard the faint strumming of a guitar floating in the air. The tender, husky voice singing along with the chords coaxed her to follow the harmonious melody to its source.

"The veranda," she whispered. With etiquette books in hand, she made her way over to the front door and eased it open.

Tanner leaned against the wooden railing of the veranda with one booted leg hitched on the bottom crossbar to support the guitar nestled against his body. His eyes were closed under the broad brim of his Stetson. All the while, he sang a haunting melody; Jackie let his husky baritone wash over her with pleasure.

After a final chord, he leaned the guitar against the railing. Only then did he notice her standing there. "I didn't hear you come out," he said.

"I didn't mean to interrupt."

"Not at all. I'm just doing my Saturday night gig for my kids. Their grandpa puts the kids to bed and I serenade them to sleep from down here."

"You're a man of many talents."

"Nah. I picked up the guitar out of boredom as a kid. With the storms and tornados around here knocking out power for days on end, you have to entertain yourself or you'll go crazy." His gaze fell to the etiquette books Jackie clutched to her chest. "Are we having that meeting now about refining my kids?"

"If this is a good time," she answered.

He spread his arms nice and wide. "I'm all yours."

"Great," she willed herself to say. She set her books on the small wooden table between the two rocking chairs before sitting. "I'd like to finish with the children's computer manners tomorrow, things like taking turns. And then go over a few dance steps for social occasions like weddings."

"The kids already know how to dance."

"Excellent. What do they know? Waltz? Fox-trot?"

"Two-step, of course. And line dancing."

"That's it?"

"Trust me. That's all they need to know."

"Don't you think that's a little limited?"

"Do you know how to two-step, Miss Taylor?"

"No. Not exactly." She squirmed at the admission.

"Now that's what I call limited. Don't you know that two-stepping is a kind of ballroom dancing?"

"I wouldn't exactly—"

"Now, come on. It's true. Looks to me like you're the one who could use a lesson."

"Really, I don't. This is about you and your children tonight, not me."

"Not anymore. This is about us," Tanner said. He sauntered into the house. A moment later he reappeared, leaving the front door open. As a gentle country song played from within the house, Tanner held out his right hand. "May I?"

"But," she hesitated, "I don't know how."

"You'll know how when I'm done with you."

Jackie ignored the catch in her throat. Slowly, she slid her hand into his and she rose from the rocker. In one smooth move, Tanner swept Jackie protectively into his arms.

"Darlin', you hold me like this." He took her wrist and led it around his waist. "And then I hold you like this." He gently held her neck with his hand. "And you hook your other hand right here, that's right, and I hold on here. And now, let's just rock back and forth 'til you get the feel of it."

They swayed to the faint melody that filled the air. Night had fallen and only the few lights on in the house illuminated the veranda. Jackie willed herself to stop shaking. But how could she calm down with Tanner holding her like this? She only hoped she was getting it right.

"Okay, we're moving onto the next step," Tanner said.

"I'm not ready," she whispered.

"Course you are. It's just one small step. I've got you. It's all right. I'm not going anywhere."

Jackie fought for inner control but her sudden feelings gripped her heart. She realized just then that she didn't want to be anyplace else in the world. She looked into his eyes, letting him know that she'd trust him to take the next step.

Tanner dipped his head, bringing his lips close to her ear. "Okay, then. You'll step back one and again for two. Don't worry, I'll lead," he whispered. The warmth of his breath stroked and tickled her skin. With a polished move, Tanner eased into a two-step, moving Jackie back for a few beats before turning and stepping back himself.

Together, they danced across the veranda. And that's when it happened. That's when it hit. Somehow, Tanner Avery had managed to two-step his way into her heart. He soon slowed their dance back down to a sway as they admired the low moon. All the while, Tanner hummed along with the faint country music.

"Is it like this every night?" Jackie murmured, looking up at the sky while nestled against him.

"It can be." He moved his arms around the small of her back. "I mean," he stiffened, "with the exception of a rainy night or two." He resumed his relaxed sway.

"I guess I get so wrapped up in my life back in D.C., I forget to appreciate things like moonlit nights." With her cheek resting against his chest, she let out a small laugh. "Would you believe I can see cherry blossoms from my office window, and yet my assistant has to remind me to look at them?"

"I definitely get the feeling you work too much."

"Well, all that's going to change once—" Hearing the hitch in her voice, she stopped. She couldn't go too far or give away too much. Sharing intimate thoughts could lead to something more, like a relationship, which was the last thing she needed and the last thing Tanner wanted.
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