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Dedication
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To all of the dedicated health care workers who give so much of their hearts to their patients.  It’s more than just a job you do, it’s a calling, it’s an honor and for the rest of the world, you are a blessing.  Thank you!

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 
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Chapter One
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“Wow.  Who would’ve thought the old man would go out like that?”

Mike Delany glanced at his younger brother. They could have been twins except Scotty’s hair was a lighter shade of brown.

“Yeah.”  Mike shook his head.  “I can’t believe he killed himself.”

They were standing over their father’s casket, the public viewing ending and the wake about to begin.  

“It was so unlike him.  Remember the way he used to tear through the nursing staff?  Not to mention how he used to treat mom.”

“Yeah, let’s not mention that.”

Mike closed his eyes.  Too many terrible memories. The last thing he wanted to do was go through the list of his father’s shortcomings, but what his brother said was true.  Although he’d gotten several awards and commendations from his peers and the small, fast-growing community of Northland, Florida, his private life was quite different.

Controlling, arrogant, and just plain mean was the consensus at the Delaney household. But everyone not living with him touted his brilliance as a physician, his genius as an administrator and his innovation as a community leader.

“Well, at least one of us made him proud,” Scotty said with a dry laugh.

Mike shook his head. “It’s not like he gave a damn about either of us.”    But inside, he knew what his brother said was the truth.  Mike had gone off to college as the dutiful son, gone to med school at the University of Florida, then to Miami to do an eight-year residency and cardiac fellowship.  Board certified invasive cardiologist, he had joined his dad’s practice right out of his fellowship.  Now, with his father gone, he not only had to face a confused community, but run one of the busiest practices south of the Mason-Dixon Line, see to his father’s estate, and satisfy family obligations as well.

“You know that’s a lie,” Scotty said.  He grinned, and for a moment, Mike saw his brother at age six.  He’d worshiped Mike as a god, and being a good big brother, Mike had done the best he could to look after the younger boy.  But, even then, their father had showed his disdain for his youngest son.

“I don’t blame you for leaving,” Mike said.  “I mean, after the scandal and all.” Closing his eyes, Mike pushed down the memory of the night their first house had burned to the ground.  Even though it was seventeen years in the past, Mike still felt the shame as if it’d happened yesterday.

“Dude.  Nobody blames you.  For god’s sake. You were seventeen, Mike.” 

“I blame me,” he said.  He waved his hand.  “But, this isn’t about me.”

Scotty laughed.  “Okay, bro.  Whatever you say.  Anyway, I called dear old dad before I left L.A.X., and he said I could stay in the guest house.”

Mike sent him a sharp look.  “Really?  Sounds uncharacteristically generous of him.”

Scott shuffled his feet.  “Okay, he said I could hang out if I did some work around the house and cleaned the pool.  Turns out he had to fire some of the house staff.  Again.”

“And, I’m guessing you have other plans?”

“Come on.” Scotty laughed. “You really don’t expect me to work for my room and board, do you?  It’s not like I’m sixteen earning my allowance.”

Mike shook his head.  “Of course not.  Just move into the guesthouse for now.  We have to go through his things, anyway.  Sort stuff out.”

“Daddy?”

Both men turned to see their sister enter the room. She’d spent the afternoon consoling patients and seeing to the staff.  Her loyalty to the family practice and their father was unwavering.  She turned to them and the depth of her loss was clear in her expression.

“Hey, Care Bear,” Scotty said.

“Carolyn,” Mike echoed.

Two years younger than him, and three years older than Scotty, their sister had his fair coloring, but unlike the boys, she favored her mother’s features and petite size.

“I can’t believe it.”

Of the three siblings, Caro had been the most reclusive.  Since their mother had died twenty years earlier and their father had been too busy with his all-consuming work, she’d stepped up into the role of parent.  

“Sorry, sis,” Scotty said, pulling her into a warm embrace.

Mike could only stand there, watching the two of them.  He was glad that his brother and sister had stayed close over the years.  Glad that they had each other.  Carolyn turned to him.  “So, what were you doing while dad was killing himself?”

Mike bit his lip.  Of course she blamed him.  It was his fault Robert Delaney locked himself in his six-car garage, got into his Porsche, turned on the engine and sucked up all that carbon monoxide.

“I was at the clinic,” he said.

“Somewhere else.  Like you’ve always been when your family needed you.  Like when the house burned to the ground and Mama died?”  Her bitterness burned in her words like brush fire across a field of kindling.

Mike swallowed hard, nodded to Scotty, then turned on his heels and practically ran out of the chapel.

It was a sunny Florida October evening, seventy-six degrees, with no hint of fall in the air.  Somewhere, someone was cooking barbecue and enjoying a crisp fall night.  Mike let out a breath he’d been holding for the last fifteen years.

“Excuse me, Dr. Delaney?”

Looking up, he saw a beautiful brunette walking toward him.  She could have been a model, her long brown hair tumbling down around her shoulders, high cheekbones, Elizabeth Taylor violet eyes, petite nose and lush, red lips.  Five foot eight inches, she was made up of soft curves with long, slender legs.  Hers was the kind of beauty that men dreamed about.

“Yes?”

“Hi.  I’m Shannon Kinsey.  You’re new partner.”

His breath caught in his chest.  “Uh, I don’t remember hiring you.”

Her perfect smile faltered and she took on a puzzled expression.  “I don’t know what to say.  I spoke to you on the phone only yesterday.  Well, actually, I spoke to your voicemail.  You’d contacted my agency about a temporary contract.  I signed the paperwork last Friday.”

For a moment, Mike stood unmoving.  In the last forty-eight hours he felt like someone had taken out his brain and replaced it with sludge.  He shook his head when realization finally dawned on him.

“Oh, wait, you think I’m Dr. Robert Delaney, right?”

“You’re not him?” 

Mike laughed, relieved that some of his deductive capabilities had returned to him.

“No, that was my father.  I’m Mike Delaney.  Sorry for the mix up.”

“It’s okay.  It’s just that I landed in Orlando Airport this morning on a red-eye.  My rental car order got mixed up and then when I did make it to Northland, it turned out my agency was lax in finding me a hotel.  I’ve been told there’s not one available in a hundred mile radius.  Something about ‘biker’s week?’”

Mike nodded.  “I’m sorry you’ve had such a bad time of it.  My office will compensate you for your time and trouble.  Since my father has passed away, we’re not in able to bring on anybody new.”

“You’re going to break my contract? Send me packing back to Chicago?”

“You make it sound really bad.  Forgive me, but I just lost my father.  I’m really not in a mood...”

“Mr. Delaney...”

“Dr. Delaney.  I’m a board certified cardiologist, just like dear old dad.”

She took a breath.  If he were not grieving his father’s death, dealing with difficult family issues and seriously considering closing his father’s practice and moving to Fiji, he could have really gone for a woman like Shannon Kinsey.  As it was, however, she was a wrinkle that he just couldn’t deal with at the moment.

“I beg your pardon,” she said with the exaggerated patience one uses with an unruly six year old, “but Dr. Delaney, I have a contract with your father’s practice.  I sold everything I own—my apartment, my car, and a butt load of furniture to come here.”

“I’m sorry.  These things happen.”

“Oh.”  She clasped her hands together.  “Please accept my condolences at the loss of your father.  I know this must be a hard time for you.  I guess I’ll be going.  Uh, just so you know, my attorney will be contacting you.” 

Her attorney?

She started to turn away, but Mike grabbed her arm.  “Wait.  You’re suing me?”

Dr. Kinsey have him a curt expression, her gaze going to the spot where he held her arm.  Suddenly feeling like he’d grabbed the lit end of a torch, Mike let go. 

“I don’t have a choice.  You’ve cost me travel expenses, time, and a loss of income.  I don’t even have a room for the night and I’ve not slept for thirty-six hours.”

Mike cleared his throat. “I told you’d I’d pay for your inconvenience.”

“Oh.” She laughed. “You’ll pay, all right.”

“My father entered into a contract with you.  He’s dead.  Therefore, the contract is now null and void.”

There, he thought.  That’s the end of that.

Except the smug expression on her lovely face said otherwise.

“I’m afraid you’re mistaken.  The contract I entered into was with your practice.  The header on the document is Delaney and Delaney.  I believe you are the second ‘Delaney’ on this?”

Reaching into her briefcase, she pulled out the contract and handed it to him.  That’s when he saw it.  His signature.  

His father always had him signing one damn thing or another. 

Mike’s stomach clenched. His dad’s practice—no, now his practice—ad agreed to employ Dr.  Kinsey for three months.

Damn it all! When was dear old dad going to tell him about this?

“Right.  Well, um, you’re welcome to stay for now.  However, next week I’m meeting with my legal counsel and I’m probably going to end up dissolving the practice.”

“You can do whatever you wish with your practice.  However, you realize it takes time to dissolve a business.  Until you do, you’re going to need help caring for your patients.  And, we have a contract...”

She had a point, Mike thought.  When it came to legalities, things could get messy.  There was also his sister’s stake in the practice to consider.  A nurse practitioner, Carolyn, had been given part ownership of the practice as well.

“I suppose we could use a hand until I get things taken care of.  Welcome to the Delaney and Delaney Cardiology group.”

She smiled and Mike could have sworn the day got brighter.

“Great!  I can start in the morning?”

Mike laughed.  “My, you’re an eager beaver.  Sure.  We open our doors at nine.”

“Good.  Now, do you have any idea where I can get a room?”

“I sure do.  I’ve heard there’s a very nice place not too far from here, and as luck would have it, they have a vacancy.”

“Good.  I’ve got a cab waiting.  Just give me the address and I’ll be on my way.”

“No need.  I’ll take care of your cab fee and you can ride with me.”  He motioned her to the funeral home parking lot.

“Excuse me?  Are you staying at a hotel, too?”

“No, ma’am.  I live, — lived, with my father.  His estate is ten miles from here, south of town.  You’ll be staying with me.”

“I don’t want to impose,” she started.

Mike held up his hand.  “It’s a three story, ten-bedroom, six-bathroom mansion and my sis and I are the only ones living there.  Trust me, there’s plenty of room and it’s no imposition at all.  The house staff will be delighted to have a guest. We don’t entertain all that often.”

She looked back at the cab for a fleeting moment, and he could tell she was wavering.

“I guess,” she said, biting her bottom lip—a gesture that had Mike almost falling to his knees.  Holy cow.  Did she know how sexy she was?

He shook his head.  How messed up was he?  He was lusting after a stranger on the day of his dad’s funeral?

“Good.” He pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed at his forehead.  “Let’s get you settled.”
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Chapter Two
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Shannon couldn’t believe her luck.  She’d had to fight to get this job, and fight even harder to keep it, but she’d finally taken the first steps to make a new life for herself.  

These days, she was all about starting over.

Settling back in the passenger seat of the classic Mercedes, it was the first time she’d felt relief since her flight had left O’Hare.  Although Chicago would always be her first love, more and more she’d felt the urge to step out on her own.  Life had gotten way too complicated.

That complication was her ex-husband.  Dr. Steven Harper, the neurosurgeon who’d thought he was king of the world, God’s gift to everyone female, and the only person alive who knew what was right for her.

She couldn’t remember what had made her fall for him.  Well, maybe she did know.  She was a sucker for an intelligent man.

And a brilliant neurosurgeon with honey brown eyes, a swimmer’s body and a killer smile?

So, yeah, she’d no self-control for men like that.

“So,” Dr. Delaney said beside her, “what made you decide to come to Florida?  Tired of the winters up there?”

She sent him a smile.  “To be honest, I love the cold weather.  Fifteen foot drifts of snow, sub-zero temperatures, ice storms...I love it all.”

“I’m afraid you won’t find any of that here, though the thermometer dips into the forties and fifties every once in a while.”

Shannon came clean.  She would only work for a short time, anyway.  Who cares if he knew her life story?

“Ah, sweater weather,” she chuckled.  “No, actually, I came here to get away from my ex-husband.”

“Oh.  Wow.  Do you need protection?  Because, if you’re worried about him coming after you, I assure you Montclair has top of the line security.  My old man was a stickler about it.  There’s a lot of expensive art in the house and he kept it very well guarded.”

“No worry.  My ex never laid a finger on me.  In fact, it was the other way around.  My parting gift to him was a black eye.”

“That’s something you don’t hear every day.  Self-defense?”

Shannon watched as he easily navigated the car through the busy traffic.  “No.  He’s too pretentious to ever hit a woman.  It’s my fault.  I knew he was an arrogant jerk when I married him.”

“What changed your mind?”

She looked at him and tried to measure his reaction.  He seemed on the up and up.  “Turns out, he was a lying, cheating, arrogant jerk.”

“Oh.  That’s rough.”

Shannon nodded.  “Isn’t it?  Anyway, what about you?  Married? Divorced?”

He turned the Benz right at an intersection and, judging by the landscape of huge oak trees, Spanish moss and wildlife, was headed out of the city.

“I’ve never been married.  Thought about it a couple of times, but let’s just say, it never went my way.”  

She gave him a long look.  “Why?  You seem to be a handsome enough guy.”  

It was true.  Tall and lean but not skinny, with dark-brown hair and bright blue eyes. He was a single girl’s dream.  When he did smile, which she realized wasn’t likely all that often, he had dimples and a mouth full of perfect, white teeth.  If she’d been a starry-eyed teenager, she would have considered him ‘totally hot.’

“I’m sure you’ll find the right woman someday.”  She pushed down her own blossoming interest in him and focused on the scenery.  The sun was setting, and they were going farther and farther away from civilization.

“No, thank you.  I’m a confirmed bachelor. All the Delaney clan is the same.  My sister was married once, but it ended badly.  And my baby brother can’t commit to what he wants on his hamburger, let alone a relationship.”

Shannon only half heard him.  Never being a suspicious sort, she regretted accepting a ride from this man.  For all she knew, he was a serial killer, and she was on her way to being the next missing person story on Dateline.

“Excuse me, but how much farther is your home?”  

“Well, you’ve actually been on Montclair property for about twenty minutes.  This all used to be orange groves, but my father wasn’t into farming, so he let things go.”

“Montclair?”

“Yeah, think ‘Dallas,’ like the TV show, only in Florida.”

“Oh.  Does that make you J.R.?”

Her host grinned.  “If only.  I’m no Bobby, either, though.  Unfortunately, we’re not as exciting or as interesting as any characters on TV”

He turned right into a mile long driveway.  At the end of the road, he only paused a moment before the wrought-iron gate started opening of their own accord.

“Wow.  You have somebody controlling the gate remotely?”   

He shook his head.  “There’s a chip in the car.  My father was thrifty and didn’t trust too many people.  Most of the time I was his chauffeur, chief cook and bottle washer.”

“Wow, what a devoted son.”

Going another half mile to the house, Delaney remained quiet.  Shannon saw a hint of sadness cross his expression.

“Yeah, that’s me.  The devoted son.”  

Finally, they pulled up in front of the mansion.

“What a beautiful place.  ‘Dallas’ was right.  All that’s missing is an oil field and a theme song.”

“A bit much, isn’t it?”

Shannon laughed, but catching her host’s expression, she held back.  “What?  You don’t enjoy living here?”

He looked back at her.  “I think it’s more than any one person needs.  Or, any three people, in our case.  That—” He pointed to a smaller house off to the left. “—is the guest house.  I’d offer it to you, but my younger brother has taken up residence there.  The third floor belongs to my sister, Carolyn.  It’s a complete apartment, with a kitchen, three bathrooms and a workout room.”

“Nice.  Where do you live?”

“I live in the servant’s quarters in the back.”

“Wow.  What about the rest of the place?”

He shrugged. “It was my father’s domain.  There’s a full formal dining room, a well-stocked library, his bedroom, gentleman’s room, the art room, and a ballroom on the second floor.”

“All of that for one person?”

“My father didn’t throw many parties, about one or two a decade.  But when he did, it was memorable.  He was very respected in the community, social standing and all that.”

“Oh.”  Thankfully, the lights came up as they parked the car.  Scanning the landscape, Shannon couldn’t help but admire the beauty of the place.  Perfection shined in every corner.  The lawn was meticulously cared for, the hedges and trees all uniformly shaped.  “This place is like Disneyland,” she muttered.

“Actually, I think my father hired the same architects and lawn care company.”  He smiled.  “I’m joking.  Dad didn’t care for theme parks.  Said they are too plebeian.”

She was just about to comment on the breathtaking view when she saw something off to the left.  It was the only area of the property that wasn’t lighted.

“What’s that over there?”

Her host pulled in a deep breath beside her.  “That’s the old mansion.  Or, rather, what’s left of it.”

“Oh?  What happened to it?”

He paused and Shannon had the impression she’d just stepped onto forbidden ground.

“It burned to the ground.  It’s where my mother died, so my father decided not to rebuild over there.  Dreadful memories and all that.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He turned away.  “It was a long time ago.”

Shannon sensed he was holding something back.  Since he was to be her employer, she decided not to press for more details.  The last thing she wanted to do was give him any reason to send her packing.

“I bet it was a lovely place, too,” she said awkwardly.  Way to go, Shan, she chided herself.  You are such a social idiot.

“Come on.  Let me get you settled in.  Luckily the guest room is not too far from the kitchen.  I’ll bet you haven’t had dinner yet.”

“Actually, I haven’t had lunch, either.  I don’t care for airline food.”  She lied.  She’d only enough money to pay for her cab ride and maybe two nights in a hotel.  Her bastard of an ex-husband had contested their settlement, and the judge had frozen her accounts.  

“It just so happens, I’m one hell of a cook.  What do you like?  Heart healthy?”

Shannon cringed.  “To be honest, for a cardiologist, I don’t follow my advice very well.  My mother was Italian, and my father was Irish.  I love pasta and potatoes.”

“Really?  You’re a carb-aholic?  Beer or wine?”

Shannon bit her lip.  “Yes.”

He laughed out loud at that.  “Looks like you’re my kind of girl.  Come on.”

She watched him pop the trunk and pull out her bags.  “Wow.  A gentleman, too.  It’s a wonder no woman has snatched you up.”

He chuckled.  “The women around here are pretty smart.  They know a guy with baggage when they see one.”  He lifted her suitcases to emphasize his pun.

It was Shannon’s turn to laugh.  “Now that’s just lame.”

Once Mike had her things stored away, he led his guest to the kitchen.  One of his favorite places since childhood, Mike had taken over managing the meal preparation.  It wasn’t that he was a foodie, he wasn’t.  Or that he had a lot of time.  He didn’t.  But, for some reason, if he could come every day and even so much as microwave a bowl of soup, he found solace.

So, when he led Dr. Kinsey into his domain, it had felt like the right thing to do.

“Wow,” she said.  “Nice digs.”

“Thanks.  Fortunately, my father had no interest in this part of the house and I could set it up the way I wanted.  Now, what’s your poison?  Are you in the mood for a full meal?  Breakfast, lunch or dinner?”

Dr. Kinsey’s eyes widened as she surveyed the kitchen.  “When it comes to food, I’m not too picky.  Whatever’s easiest.”

“Okay.  I’m in a decadent mood.  How about breakfast for dinner?”

“Why, Dr. Delaney! That’s positively scandalous.”  

Her laugh had a delightful sound to it.  Not a heavy guffaw, but a light, refreshing tone, like the bubbling of a brook as opposed to the roar of the ocean.

“Breakfast for dinner is something my father would never have allowed.  Probably turning over in his casket.”

“Oh.”

He glanced up to see her expression change.  “I’m sorry.  I say things that are a little unsettling sometimes.  I forget normal people don’t always approve of my sense of humor.”

She shook her head.  “Don’t worry about it.  People grieve in different ways.  Here, let me help you.”  Opening the refrigerator, she pulled out the milk and eggs. 

“What would you like?  An omelet? Pancakes?

“Waffles.  Definitely that.  Oh, and bacon.  Real bacon, not the fake stuff.”

Twenty minutes later, they were seated at the breakfast nook, with plates of steaming waffles, orange juice and coffee in front of them.

“You know, you can tell we’re medical people.  Coffee at bedtime.  Mortal humans would be awake all night.”

Mike nodded.  “I know.  In my residency, I had so much coffee, I swear if you’d drawn my blood it would have come out brown.”

“Oh, me, too.  And, not that fancy stuff, either.  My favorite is at least four hours old and strong enough to slap you across the face.”

Mike tipped his cup.  “Coffee’s no good if you can’t chew it.”

When they finished their meal, Mike got up to clear the table.  His guest got up, but he put out his hand.

“Dr. Kinsey, please.  I can get this.”

“I want to do my share.  I think we can dispense with the formalities.  I mean, we shared waffles, after all.  Call me Shannon.”

“All right.  Goes to follow you should call me Mike.”  

For a moment, he stood there, feeling like a high school kid on his first date.  Good thing he wasn’t prone to blushing, or he’d be ten shades of red.  

Unfortunately, the moment shattered when his sister came crashing into the room.

“You son of a bitch!  You couldn’t even go to your own father’s wake?”

Carolyn stormed the room, not even acknowledging that he wasn’t alone.

“Hi, sis.  How was it?”

“Like you even care.”  

Carolyn must have sensed that they were not alone.  In the next second, she spun around and looked at Shannon, taking only a few seconds to study her.

“Wow.  This is a new low, even for you, Michael.  Bringing a woman into father’s house before he’s even in the grave?  What is she?  A prostitute?”

Before Mike could speak, Shannon stepped forward.  “I beg your pardon, miss. I’m Dr. Shannon Kinsey, and I’m the new cardiologist joining your brother’s practice.  Your father hired me.  Since the whole county is over run with motorcycle enthusiasts, and all the hotels are full, your brother extended me a kind invitation to stay here.”

“He did, did he?”  She spun back to face Mike.  “I bet you’re loving this.  First, deserting him in front of the entire town and then bringing anyone you damn well please into his house...”

That was it.  Mike couldn’t take it anymore.  He’s suffered his sister’s rage long enough.

“It’s my house now, Carolyn.  I was going to wait until next week, but dear old dad left it all to me.  The estate, the practice, and even his Benz.  He set up trust accounts for you and Scotty, so, you weren’t left out.  But, he felt both of you needed to earn your way.”  

“I work very hard.”  Red faced, his sister stood to her full height, back straight, fists tight at her side.  “Just because I didn’t go to med school doesn’t make me any less of a person.  I loved daddy all my life.”  She sniffled then, her tears flowing freely. “I did everything he asked of me.”

“Except give him grandchildren,” Scotty said.  He’d slipped into the room during Carolyn’s tirade.  “But that’s okay.  That’s an area we all share equal responsibility for failure.”

Mike could have sunk through the floorboards.  “Shannon, my sister Carolyn and my little brother Scotty.”

“Um, wow.”  She backed away.  “I know this is a bad time.  I’m sorry for your loss.  If you’ll excuse me, I really need to get some sleep.”  She nodded to Carolyn and Scotty.  Before she turned to leave, she held out her hand to Mike.

“I’m really sorry.  I should have moved heaven and earth to get you a hotel room.  No one should be subjected to this.”

“Nonsense.  You’ve suffered a terrible loss.  It’s okay.  Goodnight, and thanks for the waffles.”

Despite having just met her, Mike had the sudden urge to lean over and kiss her.  For just a few moments, they stared at each other, and he wondered if she was thinking the same as he.

“Sleep well,“ he said at last.  From out of nowhere, another urge hit him.  Without hesitating, he lifted her hand, turning it over and quickly placed a kiss upon her knuckles.

“Scandalous,” she whispered, giving him a wink.

He watched her leave, and for a few moments, forgot what his life had been like.  Forgot the fire, his years of condemnation, the verbal abuse he’d suffered from his father every day of his life.  For the first time in thirty years, Mike felt positively giddy.

“Night,” he said to his siblings.  They might have answered him, but he hadn’t heard.  All he wanted to do was escape into his room and pretend the rest of his life had never happened.
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