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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


In the doorway of Heather Rourke’s office
stood the last man in the world she wanted to see. She glanced up
questioningly, masking her speeding pulse with an air of cool
professional detachment.

“Now that we’re colleagues, Doctor, I hope we
can put the past behind us,” said Jason Carmichael.

Green ice, that’s what had formed his eyes in some
glacial age when Neanderthals stalked the world, Heather thought.
In this case, the Neanderthal had a degree from Harvard Medical
School, short dark hair and a lean build beneath his expensive
business suit. His collected manner failed to assuage her opinion
that he was a semi-savage male who probably ate his steak
sandwiches raw.

“As far as I’m concerned, there is no past,”
Heather told the new head of the Fertility Clinic.

The latest addition to the Doctors Circle
complex, the clinic was in the final stages of remodeling and would
open officially in April, two months from now. Jason had arrived
earlier this week but had been so busy that, until now, he and
Heather had exchanged only brief, impersonal greetings. She wished
they could keep it that way.

Ever since his appointment had been announced
last fall, rumors had spread about her supposed dislike of him.
They’d been right.

A few fellow staffers attributed Heather’s
attitude to professional jealousy. Since she’d worked as an
obstetrician at Doctors Circle for three years and had handled most
of the fertility cases, she might have expected to be promoted to
the post.

Others guessed that there was a personal
conflict in their backgrounds. No one knew the truth, that she’d
nearly made love to this man more than a year ago after meeting him
at a convention. What a disaster that had been!

Heather hadn’t confided the story even to the
friends with whom she’d shared her other secret, that she’d
relinquished a baby for adoption when she was fifteen. Although her
daughter had reappeared in her life and, along with a baby
granddaughter, was now very dear to her, Heather saw no reason to
spread that information around Doctors Circle. In her opinion, the
more private she kept her life, the better.

“Did you get my email?” Jason said. “I
expected a reply by now.”

“I’m not sure. Which email was that?”

“I’ve only sent one.”

“Then no, I haven’t seen it,” Heather
said.

Jason gritted his teeth. “I don’t see how you
could miss it. I sent it twice.”

“I’m sure it’s in the queue.” She gestured at
the computer screen that dominated the scattering of files and
medication samples on her desk. “I clear it every Friday.” Today
was Wednesday.

Annoyance twisted his mouth. “You’ll find I’m
a stickler for organization, Doctor. That includes keeping up with
your messages.”

“I’m a stickler for being on time with my
patients, even when that leaves me with a messy desk.” Heather
checked her watch. “Why don’t you simply tell me what the message
said? And why don’t we drop this ‘doctor’ nonsense and call each
other by our first names?”

Judging by his frown, Jason wasn’t accustomed
to being addressed so cavalierly. He’d better get used to it.
People in Serene Beach, California, didn’t stand on ceremony.
Especially her.

“Very well, Heather.” He emphasized her name.
“I wrote to suggest that you and I walk through the new facility,
unfinished as it is. I’d like to consult you about our
planning.”

A blush heated her cheeks. Heather colored
easily when embarrassed.

And she was embarrassed. She’d been
giving Jason a hard time when his goal had simply been to discuss
the plans for the clinic. Although she hated paperwork and
therefore hadn’t coveted the post of department head, she did
deserve a say in how they set up staffing and scheduling.

So far, the two of them were the only doctors
assigned to the clinic, although others would be arriving soon. His
request was an appropriate professional courtesy.

“My four o’clock staff meeting got canceled.
I could join you then,” she said. “Would that work?”

“Certainly.” Jason cleared his throat.
“Listen, that isn’t the only thing I’d like to discuss. We have
unfinished business to clear up.”

Uh-oh. “Which business would that be?”

“Atlanta,” he said.

Heather definitely did not care to discuss
the medical convention in Georgia where they’d met fifteen months
earlier. That unpleasant experience was best consigned to the scrap
heap of memories.

What on earth had possessed her to go up to
his room and throw her inhibitions out the window? Thank goodness
he’d fallen asleep before they could consummate a passion that, in
retrospect, struck her as incomprehensible. His crankiness the
following day had proved what a close call she’d had.

“That business is finished. You dotted the
i’s and crossed the t’s very succinctly the next morning.” She
closed the file she’d been reviewing.

“I wasn’t at my best that Friday,” Jason
said. If she hadn’t known him better, it might have sounded like an
apology.

“Being hung over is no excuse for
rudeness.”

“I can be difficult when I have a headache,”
he said. “Who isn’t?”

“You must get a lot of headaches. You’re
famous for your curt manner.” Heather lifted her coffee cup,
discovered that it was empty and set it down again. “You reduced
your assistant to tears yesterday, I heard.”

Usually, the efficiency of the grapevine at
Doctors Circle drove Heather crazy. Once in a while, however, it
proved handy.

“I didn’t expect her to react so strongly.”
Jason ducked his head, and a well-shaped head it was, too, for a
Neanderthal, she reluctantly conceded. “When I arrived, Coral had
already unpacked all my books and papers from Virginia. I suppose I
overreacted, but she’ll have to repack everything when we move
across the courtyard to our new quarters.”

“You’re the one who requested an assistant be
hired before your arrival. In any case, you could have sent her
instructions, since you’re obviously a whiz with email.” Heather
got to her feet.

“I assumed she would liaise with my assistant
in Virginia,” Jason said.

Heather decided it would be impolitic to
mention how much she hated bureaucratic words like liaise. “Coral’s
new and I’m sure she was trying to please you.”

“I hope she’ll learn not to take things
personally.” He shrugged. “I focus on my work. As a result, I don’t
always register the impact of what I’m saying.”

“By the way, I believe Edith Krick has been
assigned as your nurse. You’ll like her. She’s highly competent and
she has a thick hide where cranky doctors are concerned.” Heather
started for the doorway, but Jason was blocking her path.

Should she elbow him out of the way? Sidle
past? The prospect of brushing against him sent a tremor through
Heather.

She didn’t like being attracted to this man.
It had been a big mistake when they met, and she never repeated a
mistake if she could help it.

“Who did Edith work with before?” Jason
asked, apparently unaware of her desire to exit the room. Typical
of him to be clueless.

“An obstetrician who left last fall. I could
tell you all about his divorce and why he decided to move to
Connecticut, but I won’t. The story is as long as your arm.”

“Thank you. There’s enough gossip around here
already, I’ve gathered.” The man smiled. Heather couldn’t believe
how human it made him look. Maybe Jason had a few strands of Homo
sapiens DNA in him, after all.

“I wouldn’t say people gossip at Doctors
Circle. They just take a friendly interest in their coworkers,”
Heather commented with more than a trace of irony.

“How much of an interest?”

“They want to know every move you make and
every word you say.”

“Then I’ll be careful how I move and what I
say.” Jason straightened. For a moment, Heather thought he would
finally shift aside, until he planted himself even more firmly in
her doorway. She glared.

“Is there a problem?” he asked.

Good heavens, was the man being playful or
obtuse? “Nothing a well-placed kick to the solar plexus wouldn’t
solve,” she said.

“Are you hinting that I’m in the way?” A
sparkle flashed deep in those ice-green eyes. He was definitely
joking with her. That, or he’d perfected the art of being a royal
pain.

“It’s more than a hint. Put it in gear,
please,” Heather said.

“I’ll be happy to if you’ll answer one or two
questions about that past you claim we don’t have,” Jason
murmured.

“You didn’t have any questions the next
morning.” Heather hoped no one overheard this conversation. She
hated to imagine the speculation it might provoke.

“I told you…”

“You had a headache,” she finished for him.
“Correction. You were a headache.”

“I might have been a touch abrupt,” Jason
admitted.

She refused to grant him the satisfaction of
letting him know how much his coldness had bothered her. “That was
nearly a year and a half ago. I scarcely remember what you said.”
Mischievously, she added, “Or what you did, either.”

“You concede that I did something?” He
appeared torn between curiosity and something that, in an actual
full-blooded human, might have been described as vulnerability.

“I concede no such thing,” she told him. “As
I’ve mentioned several times, you fell asleep. Don’t ask me if you
snored. I didn’t stick around.”

“I passed out,” Jason said ruefully. “Jet lag
and a couple of drinks will do that to you.”

“Not to me,” Heather answered. “Well, if you
don’t remember what happened, why don’t you accept my version of
it?”

“You haven’t offered me a version.” Up close,
the man was taller than she remembered, most likely because she
herself barely cleared five foot two.

“I told you, nothing happened. That’s as much
of a version as I can muster.”

“Then why did I find your earring in my bed?”
Jason demanded.

Behind him, someone cleared her throat.
Heather’s blood ran cold. She felt like a kid caught with her hand
in a cookie jar.

Jason must have had the same reaction,
because he paled. Against his black hair, the high cheekbones and
classic jawline stood out in stark relief.

“Dr. Rourke?” came the voice of Cynthia
Hernandez, her nurse. “There’s a patient waiting in Room C.”

“I won’t delay you.” Jason shifted backward,
careful not to bump the nurse behind him. That wasn’t easy, since
Cynthia, six months pregnant with twins, nearly filled the hallway.
“See you at four o’clock at my office.”

“I’ll be there.” Heather took the patient’s
chart from Cynthia and read the cover page. As soon as Jason was
gone, she said, “What did you overhear?”

“Nothing, and I wouldn’t repeat it if I had.”
The nurse strolled with her down the hall. “If your earring ended
up in Dr. Carmichael’s bed, I’m sure it was perfectly
innocent.”

“Yes, it was.” Heather hoped Cynthia kept her
word. She’d always been trustworthy until now.

Heather also spared a moment to wonder how
long Jason would go on refusing to take her word for what had—or
rather, hadn’t—happened. She hoped she wouldn’t have to tell him
the whole truth. After the way he’d behaved the next morning, he
didn’t deserve to know.

Now that they were colleagues, they’d soon
put it all behind them, she figured. It hadn’t been a big deal.
Doctors always let their hair down at medical conventions. They
didn’t always take their clothes off, of course.…

She entered the examining room and smiled at
the woman sitting on the examining table. Rita Beltran beamed back.
Pregnant with triplets after two years of fertility treatments,
she’d been floating on a cloud for months.

Heather shoved Jason Carmichael out of her
mind. Her heart belonged to her patients, and success stories like
Rita’s validated all her efforts.

*

From his temporary, second-story office in
the Obstetrics and Gynecology Department, Jason stared across the
courtyard. Even in late February, people lingered at the small
tables around a fountain. For midwinter, the Southern California
weather was remarkably pleasant compared to what he’d grown up with
in Boston.

The courtyard connected a trio of buildings:
the three-story Birthing Center to the north, plus two curving
Spanish-style wings, including the west wing where he stood. At the
plaza level, a couple of workmen were carting boxes into the facing
east wing. He assumed the cartons contained acoustical tiles, since
that’s what the men had been installing yesterday when the center’s
administrator, Dr. Patrick Barr, had shown Jason around.

His own clinic. Even stripped to raw flooring
and taped windows, it had been gorgeous.

Although he’d loved his work in Virginia,
Jason knew he’d reached the right decision in coming here. At the
larger, better-established facilities where he’d trained and done
research in reproductive endocrinology, he’d earned a name for
himself. Although he’d enjoyed the prestige, what he loved most was
helping eager couples have children.

Established by Dr. Barr’s late father,
Doctors Circle had significantly improved infant and maternal
health in the community. Now it was about to move on to the cutting
edge of fertility treatments. Jason treasured the opportunity to
put his signature on this new clinic.

Heather Rourke’s presence had had nothing to
do with his decision to accept the job. Nor had it discouraged him
from taking it, either. She had an excellent reputation and they
should work well together, as long as she was willing to accept
Jason’s leadership.

He intended to keep their relationship
strictly professional in spite of that irrepressible spark in
Heather’s eyes. In spite of a feminine way of moving that even a
white coat couldn’t disguise. In spite of a figure that, while
petite in the right places, was also lusciously rounded in
others.

In the past, Jason’s experiences with romance
had ended in unhappiness and anger. That kind of turmoil threatened
to interfere with work, which was and always would be his
number-one priority. Some men might be cut out for marriage and
children, but not him.

A tap at the door drew his attention. George
Farajian, chief of the Ob/Gyn Department, poked his graying head
into the room. “Okay to enter?”

“Of course.” Jason shifted away from the
window.

“I can’t believe how organized you’ve got the
place already.” The obstetrician indicated the neatly labeled file
cabinets and alphabetized shelves of books.

With a twinge, Jason recalled how he’d chewed
out his assistant for unpacking his boxes. If she hadn’t, he’d have
spent the next month or so stumbling over them and cursing because
he couldn’t find whatever he was looking for. He owed the woman an
apology.

“I have to credit Coral,” he said. “She’s
done a good job.”

“Glad to hear it. I believe she was hired
specifically with you in mind. Now I’d like to introduce you to
your new nurse.” George stepped to one side. “Jason, may I present
Edith Krick.”

The center of gravity in the room shifted as
the woman entered. Not literally, although she was heavyset, but
emotionally. Dark-skinned, possessed of an inner certitude that
bespoke years of experience, Edith had a confident gaze that swept
him assessingly.

They exchanged greetings and shook hands. All
the while, Jason felt himself to be under critical scrutiny.

“Edith’s one of our best nurses,” George
said. “She requested this assignment.”

“I wanted to work in the Fertility Clinic
because I had one baby and never could have any more,” Edith told
him. “I like to see women have as many as they want. It gets the
love to flowing. You can’t ever have too much love in this world.”
From her tone, it sounded as if she were challenging him to
disagree.

“Heaven forbid I should stem the flow of
love,” Jason said dryly.

“I expect I’ll work real well with your
assistant,” Edith went on. “Sometimes when a staffer is new in a
place, she needs extra encouragement.”

So that was the problem. Obviously, Edith had
heard about or witnessed Coral’s tears and didn’t intend to let
Jason escape unscathed. Was this entire medical center full of
hard-nosed women, he wondered, or was it just his luck to run into
two of them on the same day?

George glanced from him to Edith and back.
Clearly, he hadn’t missed the undercurrents. “Is everything
okay?”

“No problem,” Jason said.

“If you don’t mind, then, I have emails to
answer. Let me know if you need anything.” With a friendly nod,
George departed.

“You play golf?” Edith asked.

“Occasionally.” Although the change of
subject surprised him, Jason tried not to show it. “Do you?”

“No, but Dr. Farajian does. Plays every
chance he gets,” said the nurse. “Sometimes with Dr. Sentinel. He’s
our younger obstetrician.”

“How about you? How long have you worked at
Doctors Circle?” Although Jason preferred not to imply this was an
interview, it seemed important to take control and shift the
balance of gravity back in his own direction.

“Ten years.” Apparently, Edith had no
interest in talking about herself, because she went on to say, “I
suppose you know you’ve got patients scheduled starting on
Monday.”

“That’s right.” Although the clinic might not
be officially open, Jason intended to begin screening patients and
setting up treatment plans.

“One of them is Loretta Arista,” Edith
continued. “She’s the public relations director here, and if she
doesn’t get pregnant soon, she’ll give up on having babies
altogether.”

“I presume Dr. Rourke already did a workup on
her?”

“She’s tried everything she knows,” Edith
said. “It’s your turn.”

“I’ll do my best.” Jason smiled, pleased by
the woman’s obvious concern for her patients. Being a mother hen
was a useful quality in a nurse. Less so in a doctor, however. He’d
learned the hard way to keep a tight rein on his objectivity.

“We sure will.” Edith nodded as if he’d
passed inspection. “I’ll be honest with you, Doctor. People say
you’re difficult to work with.”

“I set high standards and I’m impatient if
they aren’t met,” Jason told her. “With fertility, time is the
enemy. That’s why I hate wasting it. Sloppiness, making assumptions
and failing to follow directions won’t be tolerated. I’m sure you
agree or Dr. Farajian wouldn’t have recommended you.”

Edith’s grin made her face shine. “You’re
tough because you fight for your patients. I like that.”

“I can see that we’re going to get along.”
Jason remembered Heather’s comment that Edith had a thick hide.
Good. He wouldn’t have to worry about accidentally wounding her ego
if he snapped at her under pressure. Most likely, she’d bark right
back at him the moment they were alone. Fair enough.

An almost subliminal scent tantalized Jason’s
nostrils. Heather must have arrived for her tour of the new clinic.
His subconscious made the connection even before he saw her.

“Hello, Dr. Rourke. How’s everything going
with you?” Edith asked the smaller woman hovering outside in the
hall.

“Fine. It’s good to see you.” Briskly,
Heather came inside.

An auburn curl straggling along one cheek was
the only sign of weariness despite what must have been a long day.
Having shed her white coat, she wore a dark skirt and a tailored
beige blouse that sketched her generous curves.

Jason tore his gaze away. He had the
uncomfortable sense that both women had noticed where he was
looking.

“We plan to check out the clinic,” he told
Edith. “Care to join us?”

Meaningfully, her chocolate eyes fixed on
Heather and him in turn. “Like my mother used to say, three’s a
crowd,” said the nurse. “Right now, this office is so small, I can
hardly breathe. Guess I’d better make sure the Records Department
has updated those patients’ charts. I know how you hate
inefficiency.” Fanning herself with one hand, she stepped outside
and closed the door behind her.

Heather’s cheeks flushed an appealing pink.
“She’s not very subtle, I’m afraid.”

“About what?” Faced with potential
embarrassment, Jason had learned that the best response was to
pretend you didn’t get the point.

“Forget it.” She brushed a speck of lint off
her blouse, seemingly unaware of how the action emphasized the
shape beneath the clothing. Jason struggled to keep his breathing
regular.

From the moment they’d met, during
registration at a convention hotel in Atlanta, he’d felt the same
powerful pull toward her. It was hard to believe that, even
jet-lagged and having consumed a couple of drinks, he’d blacked out
as quickly as Heather claimed. Not with such a powerful yearning
coursing through him.

Something had happened that night. Jason felt
like an idiot for not being able to remember, but that was no
excuse for her keeping him in the dark. Heather’s earring hadn’t
landed in his bed by remote control.

Even though it might take a while to pry out
the information, he was determined to get an answer. How he
responded once he received it would depend on what he learned.

“I’ll buy you a cup of coffee at the kiosk on
the way over.” Jason opened the door for her. “Unless you’ve had
too much caffeine today.”

“There’s no such thing in this profession.
Now that you mention it, if I don’t get some more, I may keel
over.” Heather was so short, she walked under his outstretched arm
and cleared it by an inch.

With hardly any effort, Jason could have
drawn her against his chest and buried his face in her hair.
Rejecting the image, he decided he needed that coffee even more
than she did.

 


 


 


CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Heather had avoided the ground floor of the
east wing since the remodeling began, due to the noise, the sawdust
in the air and the hazards of struggling through construction
clutter. With Jason as her guide, however, she quickly became
fascinated.

The work had progressed much further than
she’d realized, transforming the area formerly leased to an outside
group of pediatricians. The altered layout of the walls showed
Heather a state-of-the-art facility, with examining rooms and
surgical suites plus an extensive laboratory where they’d be able
to offer the whole alphabet soup of new technologies.

The pace of research had intensified to the
point where Heather spent her free time catching up on medical
journals, reading research papers and attending conferences. No
matter what people thought, she was grateful to have Jason on staff
with his advanced training and experience.

She was less grateful for the man’s
overwhelming physical presence, not to mention the impulsive way he
picked her up and lifted her over a row of boxes blocking her path.
His large hands proved surprisingly gentle on her waist, the thumbs
clamping lightly across her rib cage, the fingers nudging the skin
below her breasts.

Ripples of desire flowed through her,
speeding up Heather’s breathing and spurring a sharp, full-color
memory.

When he drew her onto the hotel bed, heat slammed
into her, so intense it was almost painful. Holding him eagerly,
Heather caressed his thick, black hair with a sense of delicious
disbelief. She’d only met this man today. What was she doing? And
how many times could they do it again during a three-day
convention?

“The director’s office is this way.” Jason,
seemingly unaffected after lifting her, led the way past the
examining rooms. “You can pick which of the other offices you’d
prefer.”

“I’ll take one as far from yours as
possible.” Had she said that aloud? Heather managed a smile. “I’m
kidding, of course.”

“It’s up to you.” Surely that was studied
indifference on Jason’s handsome face, not the real thing, she
thought, then wondered why she cared.

They stepped through an anteroom into his
future office, which consisted of bare walls, rough wooden flooring
and a curtainless window. From where they leaned against the
baseboards, Jason hoisted a couple of sketches washed with
pastels.

“Dr. Barr asked what I thought of his
commissioning a mural for the hall, a motif that would carry
through the examining rooms.” He handed her the samples. “Here’s
what the designer is proposing. What do you think?”

The artist had a clever touch with babies,
Heather mused as she examined the drawings. Each sketch showed a
lively youngster, its face alight with precocious emotions. Rounded
and full of life, the infants nearly leaped off the paper and into
her arms. They reminded her of photographs her friend Amy Ravenna
Ladd, Doctors Circle’s resident psychologist, had installed in her
office.

“From your expression, I gather you like
them,” Jason said.

“They’re marvelous.” Heather held them up,
imagining how they might figure into a mural. “Still, some patients
find it painful to be constantly reminded of the babies they can’t
have.”

“Maybe we should post drawings of ancient
fertility symbols,” he teased.

“I suspect they’d prefer male movie stars,”
she said. “That ought to put them in a fertile mood.” Although she
didn’t intend to tell him so, she doubted anyone would require
pictures of movie stars with Dr. Jason Carmichael around.

“Some of our patients are men,” he pointed
out.

“I’ll allow a few photos of beautiful women,”
Heather said, adding, “In the men’s bathroom.”

“I’m impressed by the statistics on your
success rate,” Jason said. “Of course, even if I hadn’t read the
documents, I could tell just by looking around Doctors Circle.
There seem to be a lot of pregnant staff members.”

Heather handed the sketches back to him. “I
don’t deserve all the credit. Some women manage fine by
themselves.”

“I noticed that your nurse is pregnant,”
Jason said. “Isn’t she uncomfortable, working close to her due
date?”

“She wants to save as much leave as possible
for after the twins are born,” Heather admitted. “Since she’s a
single mom…” She stopped, not wanting to reveal more of Cynthia’s
situation than necessary.

“I see.” Jason frowned. “As the single mother
of two infants, she could have trouble keeping up with your
schedule. Perhaps she and the father will prefer that she switch to
a less rigorous schedule.”

“The father’s out of the picture entirely.”
She pressed her lips together.

“I’m sorry to hear it, for everyone’s sake.”
He shook his head. “She’ll be exhausted and distracted. If she
starts making mistakes that affect patient care, she’ll have to be
transferred.”

“She’ll be fine.” Heather wasn’t sure why she
bristled at his tone, since she shared the same concerns. But after
providing excellent assistance for several years, Cynthia had
earned her loyalty. “She loves working with me. She doesn’t want
any other position.”

“I just hope she’s thought things out
carefully,” Jason said.

How dare he criticize Cynthia when she
already had enough problems? “Are you blaming her for having an
accident?”

“No.” Jason seemed briefly at a loss for
words. Finally, he said, “As an obstetrical nurse, she surely has
the knowledge to prevent this kind of situation.”

“People can get carried away by their
passions,” Heather said. “Not that I need to mention any
names.”

She saw by the way his eyes widened that
she’d hit her target. “You’re changing your story? It’s no longer
that nothing happened. Now it’s that we got carried away by our
impulses?”

“We went part of the way before you fell
asleep,” Heather said. “That’s all.”

“I’m willing to believe that in my
less-than-optimal condition, my memory lost what must have been a
delicious experience.” Jason moved closer, looming over her.
Heather fought the impulse to step backward. “But you’re saying
that I fell asleep in the middle of making love to you? I’m
thirty-six, not ninety-six.”

“What’s the difference?” she snapped.
“Whatever we did, it’s over.”

“I’d like to know where I stand.”

“A little too close for comfort,
frankly.”

“Sorry about that.” He eased back. “The two
of us should spend more time together. That might help restore my
memories.”

“My memories don’t need refreshing.” Heather
had to tilt her head to meet his gaze. “Since you made it clear the
next morning that you had no interest in pursuing the matter, I’m
surprised you keep harping on it.”

Jason reached out and brushed an errant curl
off her temple. His touch shivered straight into parts of Heather
that she considered off-limits to him or anybody else. “In my
hung-over condition, I may have muttered something less than
gallant. For that, I apologize.”

“Your exact words, as I recall, were,
‘Whatever happened last night, I trust I’ll hear nothing further
about it.’ ” A slight tremor undermined Heather’s tone. Darn it,
she hated to show vulnerability around Jason.

She’d finally opened up to a man, only to
have him throw it in her face. It was none of his business that
he’d wounded her.

If she’d had different life experiences, she
might merely have considered his attitude churlish and dismissed it
from her mind. To a woman who’d been abandoned as a teenager by the
man she’d loved and trusted, however, his rejection had struck her
like a physical blow.

“Did I really say that?” Jason asked.
“Ouch.”

“Those were your exact words. I already
explained that there’s nothing wrong with my memory.” Heather broke
off as he focused on a spot behind her.

She turned, aware that there was only one
person at Doctors Circle who could approach that quietly on bare
floors. Coral Liu possessed an inner calm that had impressed
Heather from the moment the young woman started work in January.
Even though she was probably quaking inside at facing her
curmudgeonly boss, her smooth, intelligent face showed only
respect.

“I hope I’m not interrupting.” Coral held up
a catalog of office furniture. “Mrs. Barr asked me to show you
this. I thought it might be helpful to make your selections while
you’re in the new office, so you can picture how things would
fit.”

With an impatient expulsion of breath, Jason
accepted the catalog. “I don’t have much of an eye for interior
design.”

Coral bit her lip. Jason’s slight sign of
impatience bothered her, Heather could tell. It was too bad such a
rough-edged man had been paired with a sensitive assistant. Still,
Human Resources had interviewed a number of applicants before
choosing Coral.

“I took the liberty of drawing a floor plan,
if you’d care to look at it,” the assistant said.

“Sure.” Jason didn’t lift his eyes from the
catalog as he flipped through.

Coral handed Heather a sheet of paper.
Although the markings had been sketched with a tentative hand, the
young woman had done a careful job of arranging the desk, a couch,
chairs and filing cabinets. “Looks good to me.”

Jason glanced over quickly. “Might work. I’ll
give it a more thorough going-over later.” He handed everything to
Coral. “Put these on my desk, please.”

“Yes, Dr. Carmichael.” She swung away,
disappointment clouding her eyes. Apparently she’d hoped her floor
plan would draw a more positive response.

“Oh, Coral. One more thing.”

She stopped, her slim back rigid, and turned
to face him.

“On second thought, I realize it was a good
idea to unpack my books and papers,” Jason said. “We won’t be
moving for at least a month, and I’d have hated not being able to
find things when I needed them. In future, just check with me
before doing something like that, okay?”

“Yes, sir.” After producing a shy smile,
Coral retreated. Her shoulders, Heather noticed, had relaxed.

“What were we talking about?” Jason asked
after Coral had left. “Something important, I recall.”

Heather refused to resume the discussion of
their ill-starred encounter in Atlanta. “We were reviewing the
mural. I approve of it.”

“I’ll tell Patrick. As I said before,
decorating isn’t my strong point.” Despite his well-known dislike
of wasting time, Jason appeared in no hurry to move on. “The rest
of our new staff should be on board before April. I’ll forward
their bios to you, if you’re interested.”

“I’d like that.” She decided to escape before
he recalled what they’d actually been discussing. “Thanks for
showing me around. I have appointments.”

“You haven’t chosen your office.”

“I’ll leave that to you,” she said. “I hate
to keep a patient waiting.”

Although technically she was finished at five
o’clock, fertility patients had to be seen during their optimal
times of the month, which weren’t always predictable. Since some
women also contended with rigid work schedules, Heather kept hers
flexible.

“I’ll see you later.” Jason didn’t suggest
walking across the plaza together, to her relief.

Once she was out in the fresh air, Heather’s
spirits rose. With luck, they had put that entire Atlanta business
behind them. With a little more luck, the sensual awareness
vibrating between them would abate as familiarity bred boredom.

She marched across the courtyard, her pumps
clicking confidently against the pavement.

*

“Tell me again what was wrong with this one,”
Rob Sentinel said as he and Jason emerged from the third apartment
building they’d visited.

Jason appreciated the young obstetrician’s
offer to spend part of Saturday ferrying him around town. As a
recent arrival himself, Rob knew the ropes of apartment
hunting.

“There was no built-in microwave,” Jason
said.

“That’s what I thought you said. I just
didn’t believe it. They sell microwaves at stores, you know.” Rob
sounded impatient, which was understandable, considering that he’d
given up a chance to play golf with George today.

“I’ve already accumulated too much stuff.”
Jason supposed he had an excessive dislike of loading himself down
with material possessions. Still, with only a few clothes and a
minimum of electronics, he’d been able to ship everything easily
from Virginia.

If he had good financial sense, he’d buy a
place, his mother had advised in a phone call from Boston. Being a
real estate agent, she figured he was foolish for not investing now
that he appeared to be putting down roots.

Certainly Jason didn’t plan to change jobs
any time soon. Possibly not for many years.

Yet in the past there’d been times—one in
particular, after his engagement had fallen apart—when both his
personal and professional lives had benefited from his ability to
pack up and move on short notice. He wasn’t ready to relinquish
that freedom yet.

“Hold on.” Rob paused next to his car and
folded his arms. “Didn’t you ask me earlier whether any of the
apartments allowed dogs? A dog isn’t exactly what I’d call a minor
acquisition.”

“It was an idle question.” Jason had always
dreamed of owning a dog. His
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