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      Adam Monroe rolled his shoulders and bent his head from side to side, working the crook out of his neck, fighting to hide the depth of his exhaustion. “Doris, this is the last patient, right?”

      “Yes, I placed the infant and mother in exam number two.” Doris, his receptionist, glanced at him with a frown. “You didn't eat lunch, did you?”

      “No.” There hadn’t been time. He munched a stale cracker as he logged into the last patient's chart. They'd been extremely busy all day and well into the evening but he knew the true source of his fatigue was plain, old ordinary lack of sleep. Ever since the Christmas season had hit, the nightmares of the car accident had returned. He shook off the feeling of despondency and glanced at Doris's concerned features. “Don't worry, I'll make up for it at dinner.”

      “Maybe teaming up with the public health department to offer medical care to low-income families wasn't such a good idea,” Doris said in a low tone. “You're exhausted.”

      “I’m fine.” As one of the founding partners of the private practice pediatric clinic, he was proud of their success. Tuesday evenings were reserved for the public health department referrals. The first appointment was free, and if any patients needed more extensive care and follow up, subsequent visits were prorated according to income level. Which meant basically subsequent visits were pretty much free, too. “We’re providing a great service. And besides, you know I'd normally have Phoebe’s help with this.”

      “True.” Doris sighed. “I'll be glad when she's back from her second honeymoon.”

      Phoebe Cooper was his nurse practitioner, who usually shared his patient load, especially the infants. As she was currently off in the Caribbean, celebrating her tenth wedding anniversary, he was on his own.

      His stomach growled as he walked down the hall, mentally reviewing the notes he'd seen in the chart. This patient was a two-month-old baby, and he mentally prepared himself as he knocked briefly on the door before walking in.

      “Good evening, Ms. Turner,” he greeted the young mother, who paced the room while holding a crying baby against her shoulder. “I'm Dr. Monroe. I understand Grady has been very fussy and has been running a low grade fever for the past twenty-four hours.”

      “Yes.” Grady’s young mother appeared extremely frazzled, as she bobbed the baby up and down, patting the infants back. The distress in her expression made him fear she might start sobbing herself. “He cries constantly. I tried feeding him, changing him, holding him—everything! Nothing works. There's something seriously wrong with him, I just know it.”

      “I’ll take a look,” Adam promised. “Excessive crying is very frustrating and can be from something simple like an ear infection or colic.” He maintained a professional demeanor, washing his hands in the sink and flashing Grady’s mother a reassuring smile. He wished Phoebe was here to take this case.

      “Would you please set him down on the table for a moment so I can examine him?” When she did so, he performed a thorough assessment. He tried to remain objective. When dealing with small infants, the history from the caregiver and the physical exam were the most important keys to an accurate diagnosis.

      Grady's temperature was normal, his eyes and ears were clear, no sign of infection. His heart and lungs sounded good, but as abdomen was tense with hyperactive bowel sounds. He asked about the baby's eating habits and bowel movements and discovered Grady’s mother was using a dairy based formula.

      He handed the infant back with a sense of relief. “He's not running a fever now. I believe Grady has colic. He likely has an intolerance to milk, so I'd like you to try some soy based formula for two weeks. I'll give you some samples, so you don't have to buy any unless it helps.” He washed his hands again, while Ms. Turner dressed the baby in his dark blue sleeper. “If that doesn't work, bring him back here and we will try something else. You were right to bring him in to see us. Babies shouldn't cry all the time.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Monroe.” Her eyes filled with gratitude. Sometimes new mothers just needed a little bit of reassurance.

      “I'll give you some information on colic. There are some other tricks you can try, like using a baby swing or as silly as it sounds, placing the car seat on top of your dryer while doing laundry. The motion and the sound seem to help settle a baby's upset stomach.” He sat for a moment at the computer, brought up Grady's chart, and made a few notes. Then he quickly logged off. “I'll have Doris give you the formula samples, all right?”

      “Yes.” Grady's mother was already bundling him into his car carrier. “Thanks again for everything.”

      “You’re welcome. Have a good evening.” Adam left the exam room, and almost ran into Doris. “Oh, please take some soy formula to Grady’s mother.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Back in his office he stared at the package of stale crackers, fighting a wave of grief. As a pediatrician, he knew he couldn't avoid taking care of babies. They were the mainstay of his practice. He closed his eyes and rubbed his temple. How long would the past haunt him? To be fair, it had only been a year, but the Christmas decorations surrounding him didn't help. His memories of the past just wouldn't stay buried.

      Somehow he needed to find the strength to get through this Christmas holiday. At least he had a warm, loving, generous family to distract him from his guilt.

      Time to finish up his documentation and get out of there. He logged back into the computer, reviewing his patients notes. Once he'd made sure everything was in order, he sent electronic copies to of each record to the public health department. Other physicians provided care, too and they needed to be kept in the loop on what was going on.

      His stomach grumbled again. While he wasn't really in the mood, he knew he needed to eat. Fast food didn't appeal, but it was quick and easy and would stop the gnawing in his belly.

      Maybe. Unless he had an ulcer.

      “Adam!” Doris called out from the reception desk. “Come here, quick. Someone left a baby!”

      What? Adam levered himself out of his seat, heading straight to the waiting area, thinking Doris had to be mistaken. “Are you sure?”

      Doris waved a hand at the empty waiting room. Well, almost empty waiting room. “See for yourself. That baby wasn’t there thirty minutes ago.”

      He stared, not sure if his glucose deprived brain was playing tricks on him. He blinked. Nope, still there. A small, crying baby, safely tucked into an infant car seat which had been left on one of the waiting room chairs.

      “I'll check the bathrooms,” Doris said over her shoulder as she headed down the hall to the public restrooms their office shared with an adult walk in clinic across the hall.

      Adam stepped closer. The baby was dressed from head to toe in a bright pink sleeper. Unless the color was some sort of bizarre joke, he assumed the baby was a girl. He gauged her to be six-weeks-old, her tiny face scrunched and red from crying.

      A folded slip of was tucked between the baby and the car seat cushion. Fearing the worst, he pulled it out and read the words, carefully printed. I'm sorry but I can't take care of Joy anymore. I love her, but I can’t afford to keep her. I brought her here because she's been running a fever for the past two days.

      Abandoned? Someone had actually left a safe haven baby in his waiting room?

      “There's no sign of a parent anywhere—I even checked the men's room!” Doris planted her hands on her hips. “I can’t believe this.”

      Adam handed her the note. “You're sure you didn't see anyone drop her off?”

      “I’m positive. You know how busy we were. After putting the last patient into an exam room, I spent the rest of the time getting caught up my computer work. I didn't see or hear anyone come in.”  Her eyes widened when she read the note. “I can't believe it! We've never had a safe haven baby like this. Who would give up their child three weeks before Christmas?”

      The baby's crying, which didn't quite sound right, grated on his nerves. He had a new appreciation for why Grady's mother had appeared so frazzled. “Pick her up, will you? Bring her back to one the exam rooms. I'll need to assess her.”

      Doris was already working the buckle on the car seat. The minute Doris lifted the baby against her shoulder, Joy quieted down. “Oh, my, she really is warm.”

      Adam grabbed the car seat. It sounded like the baby's mother was right about the child's fever. “Take her into the first exam room.”

      Doris carefully set the baby girl on the exam table. “Do you think she's hungry?”

      “Yes. Go ahead and make a bottle from the samples of formula. We don't know when she was last fed. Sounds like the mother has been in a financial crunch.” Thankfully he always carried a sizeable stockpile of extra supplies in case of emergencies.

      Like this.

      Doris hustled off, leaving him to carefully remove the bright pink sleeper. Doris was right—the baby radiated heat from her tiny body. When he checked her temperature, he wasn't surprised to discover her fever was high, 103.4 degrees Fahrenheit.

      Joy's sound had a barking sound to it. He listened to her lungs not surprised to hear diminished breath sounds. Could the baby have RSV—respiratory syncytial virus? He needed to do more tests, cultures and maybe an X-ray of her chest. This baby needed more care than he could provide here, in his clinic.

      Even taking Joy to the hospital, though, wouldn't necessarily help him provide a firm diagnosis. He didn't have a caregiver to give him a complete history. How well was she eating? How long had she had this barking cry? How many hours did she sleep at a time? Too many questions without answers.

      “I have a bottle,” Doris said, entering the room. “I hope she'll take it.”

      He hoped so, too. There was no way of knowing if Joy’s mother had breastfed her, bottle fed her, or used a special soy based formula. All he could do is hope for the best through trial and error.

      Once he had finished his exam, he bundled Joy back into her pink sleeper, fumbling a bit with the snaps. He intended to hand the baby straight over to Doris, she was more of an expert in this area than he was, but the moment he lifted Joy against his chest, she quieted down.

      Awestruck, he stared down at her for a long moment. She was beautiful, her dainty features perfect. Tearing his gaze from her tiny face, he forced himself to think like a doctor. Joy's weight was slightly on the low side for six-weeks-old, and reinforcing the mother likely couldn't afford to feed the child. Breast milk was free, but some women struggled to make that work.

      “Do you want me to try and feed her?” Doris asked still holding the bottle.

      “Yes, please.” Oddly reluctant, he handed the baby over, knowing he should use this time to finish documenting the incident. He'd never had a safe haven baby left in his clinic before. Technically, safe haven babies were to be left at hospitals, police stations or fire stations.

      Did a clinic count? He wasn’t sure.

      The baby latched onto the nipple for a few minutes, sucking eagerly. But she didn't take nearly as much nourishment as he would have liked. Too soon she let go and turned her face away.

      “Now what?” Doris wrinkled her forehead and concern. “She didn't drink very much.”

      “I'll take her to Children's Memorial Hospital as a direct admission. Her fever needs attention.” He didn’t see an alternative. He couldn’t do a complete work up here, his clinic wasn’t equipped with a full lab or radiology services. Joy's ears had looked clear, but he wanted blood and spinal fluid cultures. “Please get the baby tucked back into the car seat.”

      While Doris did as he asked, he grabbed his coat. Winter in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, was cold. He searched through his cabinets to find a baby blanket, tossing it over the car seat to protect Joy’s face from the frigid temperatures.

      Joy began to cry again, the sound only partially muffled by the blanket. He forced himself to ignore the pathetic sound as he hefted the infant seat in one hand and headed for the door.

      “Wait—don't you think we should call the police?” Doris followed him through the clinic and out to the waiting room. She looked concerned, as if she wanted to follow him all the way to the hospital. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her to come along with him, but that was ridiculous. There was nothing Doris could do.

      “I'm not sure we can, mothers of safe haven babies are not considered criminals.” He hesitated, then added, “I’ll check with my brother, Alec. He’s a sergeant for the Milwaukee Police Department. He might have some advice. Go home, Doris. Thanks for your help.”

      Ducking his head against the cold December wind, his feet crunched on snow and ice as he carefully made his way to his car.

      With new respect for mothers who lugged their babies around on a regular basis, he secured the infant seat in the back. It took him several tries to figure out how to get the carrier buckled in. After closing the back door, he quickly slid behind the wheel. His office wasn't far from Children's Memorial Hospital And he let the car run for a few minutes to warm up the engine.

      Joy’s cries echoed throughout the interior of the car. He gripped the steering wheel, unable to do anything to stop her crying. He hadn't felt this helpless since the accident last year. His son would have been almost five months old if he'd lived. “Hang in there, Joy, we're almost there.” Adam glanced at the car seat in the rearview mirror but couldn't see the baby's face. Infant carriers had to be placed backwards to protect the baby from harm. He continued to talk to her, hoping the sound of his voice would help let her know she wasn't alone.

      His attempts to calm her were in vain. She was still crying when he eased into traffic, using his hands free phone to call Alec.

      “Hey, Alec,” Adam greeted his brother when he answered the phone. “I have a small problem.”

      “What's up?” Alec paused and then added, “Is that a baby?”

      “Yeah. That's my problem.” Adam sighed. “She was left in my clinic, as a safe haven baby I assume. I'm taking her to Children's Memorial. Would you be able to meet me there? I don’t want to mess this up.”

      “Sure.” Alec didn't hesitate. “I need to arrange for someone to watch Shannon. Jillian's at work. I don't expect her for another hour or so.”

      A flash of guilt nagged at him. He hated dragging his brother from his family. Alec and Jillian were doing their best to make their opposite schedules work. “Don't rush, you can wait until Jillian gets home. See you later.” He disconnected the call and pulled into the parking lot of Children's Memorial Hospital.

      “We’re here, Joy.” Unbuckling the car seat was almost as complicated as getting it put together. “Don't cry, everything's going to be fine.”

      Adam was relieved he could admit the baby to the hospital where he and the nursing staff could keep a close eye on her. And it would only be a matter of time before social services and the department of child protective services got involved. In a safe haven situation, there was usually not an attempt to track the mother. But in this case, because the mother made it sound like the issue was financial, he wondered if they could make an exception. The public health department had a variety of programs, as did Children's Memorial Hospital. Maybe Joy's mother didn't realize the resources that were available to her.

      He wanted to reunite Joy with her mother. Unless of course her mother was unfit related to drug or alcohol abuse.

      Either way, his first job was to identify the source of Joy’s fever.
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      “Admitting just called with a new patient. This one is yours, Krista.”

      “No problem.” Krista glanced up from the computer and the chart she was reviewing. Emily, charge nurse for Six South, had taken the last admission, so indeed this new patient was hers. She didn't mind. She liked this unit, where patients were newborn infants up to the age of about two years. She was relatively new in her role, but learned something every day. “Where is the admission coming from? The emergency department?”

      “Nope, Dr. Monroe is bringing this one over as a direct admission. The patient is a six-week-old baby girl with a fever of unknown origin. Put her in bed 618, as it's directly across from the nurse’s station.”

      Krista momentarily froze. Dr. Monroe? As in Adam Monroe?

      “Krista?” She glanced up to see Emily frowning at her. “Is something wrong?”

      “No, of course not,” she lied. Logging off the computer she stood. “I'll make sure the room is set up.”

      Ducking into the empty patient room, she leaned against the wall, trying to calm her racing heart. Over the past six months, since she'd started this job, she'd never had to take any of Adam's patients. She'd seen him on the unit now and then, but so far he hadn't recognized her. He’d simply nodded or said hello before going on his way.

      She'd known this day would come but fell woefully unprepared for it now. Talking to him after a full year, would be awkward.

      Why on earth was he bringing a direct admission in himself? She swallowed hard. Maybe he wouldn't stay long, simply drop the patient off and leave.

      Pushing away from the wall, she managed to pull herself together. She went to the supply room to fetch an LP tray, knowing that babies with fevers usually needed a lumbar puncture procedure. When she returned, she set the equipment near a small procedure table.

      She sighed, forcing herself to admit that dropping the baby off wouldn't be Adam Monroe's style. He had a reputation for being extremely thorough. Everyone liked him. Nurses had been known to seek his attention.

      She couldn't blame them—if circumstances were different, she might have sought his attention, too.

      After making sure there were enough sterile drapes in the drawer of the procedure table, she stepped back and tucked a stray strand of hair that had fallen from the from her ponytail behind her ear. There was no reason to worry. If Adam Monroe hadn't recognized her by now, he wasn't likely to. She had grown out her badly bleached short hair and let her natural dark brown color shine through. She'd also had laser surgery for her near sightedness as her eyes hadn't been able to get accustomed to contact lenses. The laser surgery had been something of a necessity. On her second day of orientation, an eight-month-old boy had grabbed her glasses and tossed them to the floor, forcing her to wear the broken glasses for the remainder of her shift.

      Regardless of why she'd slightly altered her appearance Krista knew she looked different compared to a year and a half ago, when she first met Adam. He had dated her older sister Danielle, the two of them becoming engaged after a short period of time. She hadn't seen him since last Christmas, after Danielle had broken off their engagement and moved overseas.

      She'd only spoken with Adam a couple of times, having been away at college for much of the time he and Danielle had dated. Did he even remember she'd been enrolled in a nursing program? Her most vivid memory was of the night he'd picked up Danielle while her Aunt Beatrice had been there. Krista had been concerned when the woman had lost her balance, twice. She'd asked Adam to take a look and between them they'd examined Bea, quickly coming to the conclusion that she had a minor stroke.

      Those moments they'd worked together had proved she'd made the right choice in becoming a nurse. A good thing, as she’d only had one more semester to go before graduating.

      She crossed over to smooth the sheet over the crib mattress. She pulled out an extra blanket and set it at the foot of the crib. Glancing around, she noted everything was ready. There wasn't anything more for her to do.

      Except to stand there, anticipating Adam's arrival. Hiding in her patient’s room. How pathetic. Hadn't she changed at all over the past eighteen months? More so than her outward appearance, she'd been striving to become more self-confident, more outgoing and assertive.

      Enough time had passed for her to get over her secret crush on Adam Monroe.

      Danielle wouldn't have hidden in an empty patient room. Her older sister had always reacted a little differently to things than she had. When they'd been shuffled from one relative's house to the other, Danielle had only gotten into more trouble, while Krista had become quieter and even more well-behaved. She loved her sister, had really missed her since Danielle had moved to take a job in London.

      “Which room?” She heard a deep male voice ask.

      “Right behind you in 618.” Emily's voice was clear. “I think Krista is in there, getting things ready.”

      “Thanks.”

      She barely had time to turn around before Adam walked in, cradling a baby against his chest with one hand and carrying the infant carrier with the other.

      For a moment their gazes locked, his mesmerizing green eyes, holding her captive. She almost took a step back from the impact. Instead, she forced herself to stand her ground.

      “Krista? Krista Vaughn?” He stared at her, recognition dawning in his eyes. “How long have you worked here?”
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      “I—uh, about six months.” Adam had recognized her. She couldn't believe he'd recognized her. A secret thrill warred with disappointment. Obviously, she didn't look as different as she'd hoped. She cleared her throat, willing herself not to say something stupid. She stepped aside to give him access to the crib. The sleeve of his leather coat brushed against her arm as he sent the infant seat aside then gently placed the baby on the mattress. His musky male scent, intermixed with leather, clouded her senses.

      Bringing back memories she found impossible to ignore.

      Focus on their patient, she told herself sternly. He stepped away just as she moved forward and they bumped into each other. His hand came up to grasp her arm, steadying her. She hoped her reaction to his touch wasn't too noticeable as she asked, “Who is this little girl you have here?”

      “Joy Smith, for lack of anything better.” Adam let her go and took a step back. She could still feel the warm imprint from his grasp on her arm. Her cheeks burned as she quickly busied herself with the baby.

      Then his words registered. “For lack of anything better?” She frowned, unzipping the baby's sleeper. “Don't you know her name?”

      “Her first name is Joy, but I don't know her last name.” He tunneled his hand through his sable colored hair, leaving it mussed. “She was left in my waiting room. I'm assuming as a safe haven baby.”

      “You’re kidding.” Her initial discomfort faded. Adam had recognized her but hadn't mentioned or asked about Danielle. Did that mean he'd gotten over her sister? She sincerely hoped so as Danielle was dating somebody else. And from what she could tell, her sister's relationship was serious. Her gaze dropped back to the crying infant. A safe haven baby? She had never cared for one before. “She feels warm.”

      “Yes, her last rectal temp was 103.4 degrees. I need you to start an IV and draw blood cultures. Once that is finished, we'll need to do a lumbar puncture.”

      She picked up the baby, who immediately quieted against her. “I’ll call for the procedure team, I'm sure there's a resident available to do the lumbar puncture.”

      He frowned, shaking his head. “No. I'll do it.”

      “You?” Krista couldn't hide her surprise. The hour was late, eight-thirty at night. There had to be dozens of other things Adam would rather do on a Tuesday evening. Danielle had broken off their engagement after the car accident. Surely he'd begun to date again in the year that had passed.

      “Yes, me.” He raised a brow at her incredulous tone. “I'll enter a series of admission orders in her medical record while you get started.”

      “Of course.” To her relief, Adam chose not to use the computer in the room but left to head to the nurses station. She stared at the empty doorway for a moment, remembering the time he'd rescued her from a second date gone bad
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