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PROLOGUE

TRAVIS SEEMED DISTRACTED, even as he trailed his lips down her throat. She’d noticed that distance when they first got together, and nothing had changed much five years later. But it wasn’t anything she could really put her finger on.

She closed her eyes and told herself not to let it bother her, tried to get lost in the feelings he was awakening in her. But for some reason, even as her body responded physically to his touch, something stopped her from rolling him onto his back and taking charge as she’d done in times past. Even though he seemed to revel in that…crave it even, with groans that urged her on.

His knee touched hers, and she opened her legs, doing her best to welcome him home, wincing slightly from the lack of foreplay when he entered her…another thing that her taking control of the pace of lovemaking would have fixed. But she didn’t want to have to take care of her own needs along with his. Not today. She wanted him to show her how much he cared about her. Needed that reassurance. She hadn’t been sure about having sex on the anniversary of his first wife’s passing, but he’d whispered that it was okay. That he wanted her. His body seemed to agree with that assertion. She just wasn’t so sure about his brain.

Where was he?

He kissed her, his lips parting hers, tongue thrusting forward as his pace quickened. She squirmed. She wasn’t ready. This was going too fast. She trailed her fingers down his spine and tried to slow her hips, hoping he would get the message and ease off a little to let her catch up. But he seemed lost in his own world.

His mouth left hers and moved to her ear, his hot breath washing over her skin in uneven spurts that said the end was near. At least for him.

“Oh, God, Larissa…yes!” He groaned the words as his body thrust into hers with a speed that shocked her, even as her mind froze in place. She felt his climax before he collapsed on top of her, his lips feathering soft kisses over her face. “I love you so much.”

The whispered words made her stomach roil with a nausea that threatened to overcome her, but she fought it. Fought the need to claw her way out from under him.

Thankfully he rolled off her, onto his back, separating them in more ways than one. The finality of the act wasn’t lost on her, even though Travis seemed totally oblivious to what he’d murmured in the height of passion. “Oh God… Larissa…”

Only Larissa wasn’t her name. Heartbreak washed over her, and she knew there was no coming back from this. At least not for her. Because she suddenly knew why his lovemaking always seemed a touch off. Why there was always an emotional distance even in their most intimate moments. It was because he wasn’t holding her—Analisia—in his arms. Instead he was making love to someone else in his head: his dead wife—whose name he had called out.

She slid out of his bed. He didn’t say anything because he was already asleep. Snoring softly. Contentedly. Dreaming of Larissa?

She swallowed hard as she looked down at him. She couldn’t stay. Not after this. So she quickly showered and packed a bag. Then as he lay sleeping in their bed—she held back a sob, no, it wasn’t their bed, it was his—she quietly left the room.

Scribbling a note, she let him know she was going to a hotel and would soon be on her way back to Greece. In her heart, she knew he would wake up and realize what he’d done, and she couldn’t bear to hear him say that he didn’t mean it. Because he did, and now he would realize the cat was out of the bag. She hadn’t helped heal him from his grief. She’d just provided him with a cheap substitute for someone who was no longer there for him.

But no more. As she signed the note Ana, rather than Analisia—which is what Travis preferred to call her—she told herself she was taking control of who she was once and for all. She vowed she was done trying to cater to other people’s needs…and she was done trying to fix people who couldn’t be fixed. Because this time, it was Ana who needed fixing. And to do that, she needed to go home and be among her family and people who understood her. And the sooner that happened the sooner she could put the last five years behind her.




CHAPTER ONE

DIMITRIUS ANDINO WALKED past the nurses’ station on his way to his office, which was just around the corner from the critical care unit, where the steady beeping of machines was the order of the day. Today, there was the added hum of a floor polisher that was slowly swishing back and forth across the already shiny surface of the tiles.

“Dr. Andino, can I see you for a second?”

Natalia, the floor’s head nurse hurried to move in front of him. She wouldn’t interrupt his normal routine unless it was something important.

He dragged a hand through hair that perpetually fell across his forehead. “A-me.” Why did the word yep always seem like such a shortcut for yes? In fact, a-me had an extra syllable in it.

It was then that he realized a second person was standing off to the side, just within his peripheral vision. His head turned slightly toward the figure, and the air rushed out of his lungs. He blinked. But she was still there, looking more uncomfortable by the second.

Natalia, seemingly unaware of his reaction, went on. “I wanted to introduce you to one of our new nurses, since you’ll probably be seeing her in some of the patients’ rooms as you do your rounds this morning. This is—”

“I know who she is.” The words came out a little more abruptly than he’d meant them to, and Ana visibly shifted, clasping her hands together. He forced his voice to adopt a softer tone. “Hello, Ana. It’s been a while.”

The last he’d heard of Analisia Xenakis, she’d moved to America and married a wealthy oil magnate. Dimitry hadn’t been sad. Well, maybe a little, but not really. There’s had never been a spark that went anywhere. Maybe once he’d thought it might. But with his childhood crush out of reach, he’d been able to move on with his own life. And that infatuation was now long gone. Eclipsed forever by his wife and baby girl.

And both of them were now gone as well. An ache settled in his chest.

“It has been. Five years, give or take.”

Although they’d graduated from high school a long time before that, they’d still attended parties of mutual acquaintances and occasionally ran into each other. Until her marriage took her to America. But that last real conversation between them as they sat side by side on the edge of her parents’ pool was still engraved in his memory. They’d been in their third year of high school, and Dimitry had been beside himself. He’d been distraught and confessed something that only he and his parents knew about. She’d covered his hand with hers and murmured how sorry she was. That she understood. His heart had tripped over itself, thinking that maybe this time…

Did she remember that conversation?

God. He hoped not.

No one spoke for a few seconds, then Natalia broke the silence. “Well, you guys made that a whole lot easier for me. I’ll leave you to get reacquainted.”

The nurse headed for one of the ten critical care rooms that formed a large U around the main desk.

Dimitry really didn’t want to be acquainted with her again. Not in the way he once had been at least. As far as he was concerned she would just be a generic staff member of the Anatole Draco Cardiac Care Center. Even if his reaction to seeing her again had been anything but generic. But that had been shock more than anything. Waiting to see if she had anything else to say, he stood there for a few seconds before finally breaking the silence. “Did someone show you around?”

Despite the word center in its name, Anatole was a world-class specialty hospital, which was inundated every year with requests from physicians who hoped to be given hospital privileges. Practicing under Anatole’s prestigious umbrella would be a boon to any doctor, cardiologist or otherwise. Despite his dad’s dire prediction, Dimitry had not only been hired by the hospital, he was now heading up its cardiology department. Thirteen subspecialties were represented at the hospital, aimed at all aspects of cardiac care—even when one wondered how—from rheumatology to oncology.

His dad’s warning had not come true, but it had sealed their estrangement once and for all.

“Natalia gave me a quick tour of this floor when I came up from completing my paperwork.”

“How long have you been back in Greece?”

“Three months.”

Glancing at his watch, he saw that it was still early, barely seven o’clock. He was surprised that HR was already here. “Did you all find an apartment?” He doubted she and her husband were staying with Ana’s folks, who lived just a block or two away from where he lived.

“I found a place to stay, yes.”

The slight emphasis on the first word of that sentence was telling. His eyes traveled to her ring finger. It was bare, although there was a slight indentation there. But that didn’t mean anything. Especially in a hospital where many—including himself—opted not to wear jewelry while working. But for some reason, he didn’t think that was the reason Ana didn’t have hers on. His next glance was to her lanyard, where her picture and, in bold letters, Analisia Xenakis were printed. Her maiden name. He took another shallow breath, telling himself that that didn’t mean anything either. She might have chosen not to take her husband’s name.

Giving a slight shrug, he decided to put a cap on the conversation. “That’s good. I’m sure your parents and family are glad to have you back in Athens.”

“They are.” She took a step to the side as if to let him go on his way. “Well, I’ve taken up enough of your time. It’s good seeing you again.”

Said as if this was a one-and-done meeting. But the second floor of the hospital contained a pretty tightly knit crew. They had to be. It was where the most critical patients were housed and where life-and-death decisions had to be made on an hourly basis. Personal differences had no place here, something Dimitry was emphatic about.

And if she brought up the past? He somehow doubted she would. At least he’d never confessed his feelings for her back then—although he’d come damned close. For that he was grateful.

“You as well. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to ask. I’m sure we’ll see each other on a daily basis.” With that scrabbling around in his head like an unwelcome visitor, he started walking again, his mind no longer as focused as it had been. But once he reached the inner sanctum of his office, he would get that back again. And then everything would go back to the way it had always been.





Her walk back to the nurses’ station was made on legs that were suddenly shaky. She wasn’t sure why that meeting had been so incredibly awkward, but it had been. Dimitry had been nothing but cordial and professional, not that she’d expected anything else. And while his voice had been deep and decisive, his words were selected carefully, as if she were a patient who needed to be treated with kid gloves. Well, she wasn’t. And it wasn’t as if they’d once been lovers. On the contrary, they’d been casual friends. They’d liked each other. They’d been part of a circle of school buddies who’d gone on outings together, but the two of them never hung out apart from that group setting, except for the few moments beside the pool years ago.

So why had the conversation just now seemed to carry intimate undertones? As if they’d once huddled under the covers and watched movies, their feet tangling together?

They hadn’t. But she felt shell-shocked, nonetheless. And she needed to figure out how to make sure she didn’t give off any kind of weird vibes around him. She’d been able to see the very edge of a tattoo peeking beneath the right sleeve of his knit shirt. Her eyes had followed its trajectory as he’d talked. That curve of dark ink seemed to cup his bicep and sexily hinted at what that muscle might look like when fully engaged. How hard it might feel under her fingertips.

Wow! How was she even cognizant of all of that? She certainly hadn’t been aware of her glance straying from his craggy features. But it evidently had.

Her face heated in embarrassment. Had he noticed?

He hadn’t acted like it. But just in case, she was going to avoid him, if at all possible, for the rest of the day.

Going over to her desk, she glanced at the white board where today’s surgeries were listed. Dimitry—er, Dr. Andino, as she’d better get used to calling him—was listed next to three of the five names. Thankfully she wasn’t a surgical nurse. But how likely was it that she could really avoid him? She’d known he worked here, but she hadn’t given it a second thought. She’d known him as Dimitry in high school. Knew that he’d decided not to attend his father’s choice of medical schools. And he’d called her Ana a few minutes ago—rather than Analisia or Ms. Xenakis—during that exchange with Natalia. But then the doctors she’d worked with both here and in the States had mostly called nurses by their first names.

And the way his tongue had curled around her name…

No. It hadn’t curled around it…or anything else for that matter.

Even thinking those words sent explicit images flashing through her head. Her nipples tightened in response. Why? She’d never had this reaction to him before. Maybe because he’d always seemed steady and reliable in a world that felt topsy-turvy.

“Down, girl. Haven’t you learned your lesson about relationships yet?”

Realizing she’d whispered those words aloud made her gaze dart around the room to make sure nobody had heard. But Natalia was still with a patient, and Eleni, the other nurse on duty this morning, was over at one of the supply closets making notes about what they needed to order. It had been fairly slow on the floor from what Natalia had said.

You wouldn’t know it from the way her heart was still ricocheting around her chest from her encounter with Dimitry. She needed to be careful.

Her immediate reaction when she’d met her ex-husband underlined how little her libido could be trusted. Tall and rugged-looking, that man had also sent shock waves through her, although she wondered if that hadn’t been due to his Texas drawl as he tried to pronounce Greek words. She’d found it charming and attractive. And when she discovered he was widowed, it had sent all of her protective instincts through the roof.

Something she’d always struggled with. Ever since Margo’s death. Her close childhood friend had committed suicide. Ana—who’d always prided herself on sensing people’s emotions—had felt Margo’s deep sadness days earlier and had blamed herself for not reaching out more. For not knowing something was going on with her friend. After all, she saw her every day.

School counselors, who’d urged students to let an adult know if someone threatened to harm themselves, only reinforced her sense of guilt. From that point on, she tried to be a “good listener.” The problem was, it was sometimes hard not to internalize others’ emotions and try to carry them herself. She’d always felt that if she could do that, maybe she could alleviate the pain people in her life carried.

Look at Travis.

Well, none of that was happening again. She was going to somehow make herself immune to the male species. Besides, Dimitry was undoubtedly married by now. From what she remembered, the girls always made eyes at him in school. He’d been a little bit of a loner, but even then he’d had a confident way of carrying himself that had made itself known among the female contingent of their class. Not so much to her, though. It wasn’t that the boy he’d been back then wasn’t attractive, but because of what had happened with Margo, Ana felt herself being drawn toward the underdog. Toward guys who were shyer. Or who had a hard home life. Or the ones who needed saving from themselves.

That had not been Dimitry. Despite what he told her about his father, he hadn’t needed saving. Not then. And not now. He still had that same self-assurance. Only he was no longer a boy with slim, angular features. He was now a man, as evidenced by his strong jaw and masculine build. And by that mysterious tattoo.

And maybe it was that very self-assurance—and not so much the ink on his skin—that was attracting her now.

Natalia came back and joined her at the desk. “So…you and Dr. Andino, eh. A little romántzo at one time, yes?”

“No! No romance.” Her eyes widened, and she made her words as emphatic as she could. “We knew each other in school and saw each other periodically over the years, but there was never anything except friendship between us.”

“Really? How disappointing. We all hope for more for him.” Natalia shrugged. “Oh well. So about the surgical schedule…”

As the other woman laid out the schedule and the part the nurses had in making sure everything ran smoothly, Ana tried to sort out why Natalia would have thought there was something between her and Dimitry. But she came up blank. Maybe it was just the weird awkwardness that had appeared between them.

And why was everyone hoping for that for him? Obviously she’d been wrong about him being married or no one would be hoping he’d have what would amount to an affair.

Suddenly something Natalia said skidded through her thoughts. “Can you repeat that, please?”

“Sure. You’ll be rotating through the surgical suite with the surgeons, along with the rest of us.”

“What? We’re not surgical nurses. At least I’m not.” Maybe some of them had dual training. Was it a requirement for working up here? If so, it hadn’t been mentioned until now.

Her brows went up. “We do things a little bit differently from other centers. We try to keep patient care consistent across the board. So it helps if we’ve been in surgery with them and are aware of problems noted during procedures: breathing problems, arrhythmias while under anesthesia and so forth.”

Of course it made sense, but Ana’s hopes of avoiding Dimitry as much as possible flew out the window. Hard to avoid him if she was thrown into an operating room with him. Not that his attention would be on her. It would be on his patient. And her attention? What was she supposed to do with that?

“We’ll have tasks while we’re in there, won’t we?” Her biggest enemy would be her thoughts if she wasn’t kept busy.

“Tasks? What do you mean?”

She was making the other woman frown now.

“Just that I wondered what our responsibilities might be—other than just observing.”

“We’ll help out wherever needed. That might mean swabbing perspiration from the surgeon’s brow or assisting with lab work during surgery. Every procedure is different, so it’s impossible to assign one task and not go beyond that if asked.”

She imagined stepping into Dimitry’s bubble and dabbing moisture from his brow. Imagined their eyes meeting. Holding there for a second.

She swallowed again. No, it was not going to be like that. At all. “Okay, I understand.”

But really she didn’t. Then again, she never imagined she’d have any difficulties working with an old classmate. Especially since he wasn’t someone she’d been involved with.

Glancing at the board for today, she saw those five surgeries with new eyes. Three of those were assigned to Dimitry. What if, even today, she was asked to assist in one or more of those surgeries?

God, she hoped not. “Will I be starting that today?”

“Probably not. I don’t want to scare you off.” Natalia laughed as if that was an impossibility, when Ana was already having second thoughts about being at Anatole. At least in this department.

The other nurse continued. “Today I’d rather you familiarize yourself with how we do things. Feel free to ask any questions on procedure or patient care, okay?”

“Okay.” She breathed a small sigh of relief. She’d just been granted a slight reprieve.

Natalia reached inside a drawer. “Here’s a tablet. How do you feel about going into the patients’ rooms and introducing yourself? It’ll give you a chance to see how our online portal works.”

Taking the tablet, she glanced at the opening screen. “Do I just type in the patient’s name?”

“Use the number on their wrist band. It should open up their chart, and you’ll be able to see where they are in the system. Most of the uncomplicated cases will be easy to decipher. It’s when there have been multiple surgeries or hospital stays that it might get tricky.”

She could see how it would. “Okay, I’ll let you know if I have any questions.”

“Perfect.” Natalia smiled. “I think we’re going to get along really well. Eleni—” she nodded at where the woman was still writing down things “—says she can tell she’s going to like you too.”

“Why thank you. I’ll certainly do my best not to let either of you down.” She headed toward the first room. Once inside, she spotted an older lady with a head of fading red hair. She was currently on a ventilator. Touching the woman’s arm so as not to startle her, Ana waited to see if the patient would respond. Nothing. She was unconscious. Twisting the wrist band so that she could see the number written there, she typed it into the blank on the opening page.

Up popped a name. Deloris Johnson, age fifty-six.

Ana blinked. That sounded… She scrolled down the sheet and saw a line stating Country of origin.

North American/United States/Texas/ Dallas.

Her heart cramped. She was from the area Ana’s ex-husband was from. She hadn’t expected to be quite so taken aback by that, now she was back in Greece. While she knew she’d needed to leave that situation, it still hadn’t been easy. Because when she invested her heart, she did it wholeheartedly. To rip herself away always left a hole. A hole that could be repaired, but still.

Transplantation. Oh wow. Usually, people went to the States for transplantation surgery, not the other way around.

Scrolling down and finding some of the information interesting, she relaxed. Deloris hadn’t been trying to skip through the process. She’d been on an extended vacation from the States. If they’d tried to send her back home in her extremely critical condition, she probably wouldn’t have survived the trip, much less been able to last while waiting on a matching donor. Her husband was here with her, and his first name, Omiros, definitely sounded Greek. With the way people moved around the globe nowadays, anything was possible. The door opened and a man who looked to be the same age as the woman strolled in. “Can I help you?” he asked.

His accent was flawless. She’d been right about him being Greek.

She introduced herself, letting him know that she was new at Anatole and was familiarizing herself with the hospital’s current patients.

“I didn’t think I’d seen you around this department.”

“No. Can you tell me what happened?”

He sighed as if he’d been asked this question repeatedly. “Dee started having chest pains two days after we arrived. We went to the nearest urgent care clinic, and they did an EKG and referred us here. After some testing, we found out that she had cardiomyopathy. A severe progressive form of the condition. They prepared us for the fact that she might not make it back to the States or survive the wait for a donor.” He paused and she saw him swallow. “Two days later she had to be placed on an ECMO machine.”

An extracorporeal membrane oxygenation machine was similar to the bypass machines used during open-heart surgery, but in this case, it had been employed to buy time until the heart could either heal or a donor heart became available. It was incredible that they’d found a matching donor so quickly. She glanced at the page again and blinked. Dimitry would perform the surgery. Although she knew that cardiothoracic surgeons could perform heart transplants, it was still a shock to see his name on the chart. Another reminder that they’d both lived full lives since they last saw one another. The fear that he might come into the room at any moment to check on Deloris spurred her to wrap up their conversation. “I’m glad they were able to find a suitable match.”

He reached out to grip his wife’s hand. “I just want her to wake up.”

She struggled to remain objective as she looked at the chart again. Surgery had been performed late last evening. So it made sense that she was under some form of sedation. “I know. The waiting can be the hardest.”

The reflexive movement of Omiros’s throat as he stared at his wife made her throw caution to the wind. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to provide some kind of comfort. “Is there anything I can get for you? Coffee? Tea?”

“No, but can you sit with me for a few minutes?”

She hesitated. Usually, she wouldn’t give it a second thought. But that was the old Ana, the one who always put her own self-worth behind others. And she was trying to make better choices for herself.

But this wasn’t that. This was one of those gray areas that any caregiver might struggle with. At least that was what she told herself. But Natalia had said that they were slow today, so what could it hurt?

And if Dimitry came in?

Then he came in. It wasn’t the end of the world. Although if the surgery had been performed late last night, he must be exhausted. It might explain their awkward conversation earlier. That thought alone helped her relax.

“Of course.” There were two chairs in the room. Omiros sat close to his wife’s side, and Ana lowered herself into the other chair. “You’re Greek?”

“Yes. And no. My mom is Greek, but my dad is American. I do know Greek, but I speak it so rarely nowadays…”

“You’d never know it. Your accent is excellent. I lived in Texas for five years before coming back home, and getting back in the habit of speaking Greek again was no joke.”

“We actually live in Dallas. My wife was born and raised there.”

They chatted for a few more minutes until she decided she needed to move on before someone came looking for her. Besides, she’d succeeded in not letting her empathy get the best of her. At least not this time. “I’m sure I’ll see you again before you leave. You know to just push the button if you need something?”

“I do. And thanks again for staying with me for a few minutes. I really do appreciate it.”

“It was no problem. Take care now.”

Natalia smiled at her when she came out of the room and made a rolling motion with her hands, indication she could keep doing what she was doing. By the time Ana reached the last room, it was time for lunch and Eleni gave her instructions on how to reach the hospital café.

She promised to be back soon. And she would be. Because the last thing she needed to do was sit down somewhere and think too much. Because she might very well start thinking of Dimitry again, and that might morph into wondering if this move back to Athens had been a huge mistake.




CHAPTER TWO

DIMITRY DIDN’T ACTUALLY run into Ana again until the next day. It gave him a chance to gain some perspective about the whole situation. Yesterday morning he’d been tired and probably hadn’t been thinking straight. Because for a brief second he’d wondered if she’d come to this hospital on purpose, knowing he was there. But she seemed as shocked to see him as he was to see her, so he put that thought aside.

She’d made no mention of that poolside conversation all those years ago. She probably didn’t even remember it, honestly. Which was, surely, a good thing.

He saw her just outside of a patient’s room and waved her over. “I noticed on one of my patient’s charts that you visited with them yesterday?”

“I’m not sure who you’re…” Her voice faded away, and he realized she had no idea who he was talking about.

“Deloris Johnson?”

“Oh.” Her eyes widened, and what might have been a look of guilt flashed through them. “I only stayed in her room because the husband asked me—”

“It’s okay.” It was clear from her hurried words that she thought she was about to be reprimanded. “Natalia gave you a glowing report, said that you showed compassion and a willingness to take your time and make sure the patient’s family felt heard.”

“Compassion. Well, that was nice.” Her lips pursed. “Was that what you wanted to tell me?”

“Kind of. I would like to get your thoughts on her.”

This time Ana frowned. “I didn’t really examine her. I mostly just looked over her chart and chatted with the husband.”

“Still…” He glanced at her for a moment. “I could really use a coffee. Do you have time to join me?”

“I—I don’t know. I need to ask…”

As if appearing out of nowhere, Natalia’s voice cut through the quiet of the floor. “Go. It’s time for your break, anyway.”

Ana didn’t look too happy about spending her break with him. So he reassured her. “It won’t take long.”

“It’s fine.”

She may have said the words, but if ever a woman looked unwilling to spend a few minutes with him, it was this one. It was kind of a blow to his ego, but he wasn’t going to let that bother him. It should be a relief actually. And he’d told the truth. It was always good to listen to new staff to see if they’d found any holes in patient care at Anatole.

Is that really your motive here, Dimitry? Or does it bother you that she doesn’t seem the least bit interested in you?

Just like when they’d been in school together.

Those days were long gone, and he didn’t think this had anything to do with the past. At least he hoped not. He actually did this on a regular basis when new nurses came aboard, although he was always really careful that it didn’t look like he was singling anyone out for special attention. And so far no one had taken it the wrong way.

There was always a first time. But heaven help him, he hoped Ana wasn’t that person. She seemed sensible enough. Especially from what Natalia had said about her. And from what he’d known of her while they’d been in school.

There was silence on the short elevator ride to the first floor. Once the doors opened, though, Ana said, “I’m glad they found a donor for her. Did she wake up yet? I haven’t made it into the room yet this morning.”

“She did. And her husband is thrilled.”

She smiled as they walked the few steps to the café, and they made their selections and found a nearby table. “He was pretty worried about her yesterday.”

“You should have paged me.” He gazed at her. “I don’t want anyone wondering whether something is normal. I wanted Deloris to spend just a little extra time on the ventilator since her body had been stressed to the max with the ECMO machine followed by surgery.”

“I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t—”

“You didn’t know. It’s okay. And obviously, if I’m in surgery or can’t be reached then it’s not possible. But aside from either of those instances, feel free to contact me directly if a patient or family member seems distressed to you.”

“Okay, I will.”

He glanced at her scrubs and couldn’t help but smile. She had the standard green pants on, but the top was white with red hearts all over it and the words Have a heart scrawled in English. The green lettering matched her bottoms.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“Just noticed your scrub top. Cute.”

She glanced down and then her eyes met his, and she smiled back. “I got them when I worked in Texas.”

“That makes sense. I didn’t think I’d seen anything like that here. Not even in Greek.”

“It’s my favorite.”

His smile faded, and before he could stop himself, he said, “You always did have a big heart in school.” It had been one of the things that had attracted him to her. And he wasn’t the only one. He thought about all the guys she had dated. The ones who’d treated her badly or had just plain broken things off. Never once—that he knew of—did one of those jerks put her first. He hoped like hell her husband did.

“Yes, I did.” She nodded. “Hopefully I’ve learned my lesson.”

The words were a stark testament that she hadn’t just shrugged off all of those wrong-doings. “So, what brought you back to Greece? Did your husband move here with you?”

“No. I’m actually divorced.” Her lips twisted. “Long story—involving the big heart. One I’d rather not get into.”

“Of course not. I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable.”

She wasn’t the only one he’d made uncomfortable. He was pretty damned irritated with himself at having asked that question. Even though her words yesterday about finding an apartment had caught his attention, he’d tried to brush it off as being all in his head. But evidently she wasn’t attached anymore.

But whether she was or wasn’t shouldn’t matter to him at all. And he tried to make himself believe it.

“You didn’t,” she murmured. “He did.”

She didn’t expand on those words, and he did his best to let them go. But he couldn’t help but wonder if the man had done something worse than those guys in school had. He could only hope not.

Divorce happened for all sorts of reasons so no need to jump to conclusions. He wasn’t married anymore either. But unlike Ana, who’d seemingly chosen to walk away, Dimitry hadn’t. Instead, his wife and child had been torn from him three years ago in an accident that haunted him to this day.

He wondered if Ana had regrets.

Because he sure as hell did. And he’d never quite gotten past them.

Shaking those thoughts off, he firmly moved the conversation to the patient and picked her brain about her impressions. “Sometimes people will open up to someone they know is new to the team. And I always want to improve how we care for our patients.”

“That makes sense. I don’t think he’s unhappy with anything. I think he was just having trouble keeping up with everything that happened. It’s not often you go on a vacation to celebrate your anniversary and your spouse ends up on ECMO needing a heart transplant.”

No. Some people spent their anniversary arguing, then parted on angry terms and ended up never making it home again. But he certainly wasn’t going to say those words aloud. No one else should have to bear the truth about his marriage except for him. It would have been one thing if she’d gone to the store to buy a few things and then died, but to have left because of a stupid argument?

Glancing at Ana sitting across from him looking very much alive, he gritted his teeth. There was no way he would wish what had happened to him on his worst enemy. Life had been hell for a year after Paulina’s and Kyria’s deaths, and he’d gone through all the stages of grief. Anger had been the one thing he hadn’t been able to banish. Not anger at Paulina. She may have contacted his father without permission, but she hadn’t purposely swerved in front of that drunk driver. And there was no way she would have wanted their baby girl to die even if she’d been furious with him. And she had been. Probably rightfully so. It was yet another instance where Dimitry’s careless words had taken a devastating toll on those around him.

Now Ana was frowning again, and he realized he hadn’t responded to what she’d said. He had to cast back through his head to remember what they’d even been talking about. Oh. The transplant patient.

“She was very lucky that a match came along when it did.”

“Her husband definitely knows that. And he’s grateful. He really is.”

“I’m glad. I’m hopeful that if everything goes well, she’ll be released in a couple of weeks. But I’d rather she didn’t travel right away. I want her close to a hospital for a few weeks after her discharge.”

“I think they will certainly understand that. It would be great if a couple of close family members could fly over to help them with the various aspects of traveling. Her husband is going to be exhausted. It would be nice to have someone else to lean on.”

He agreed. After he’d laid his wife and daughter to rest, he’d pretty much crawled into a mental hole and stayed there. He didn’t let anyone in, even his mom, although she’d tried contacting him several times. Oh he came to work and did his job, but his heart wasn’t in it. It had taken quite a while for that will to live to come back.

If Ana had been here during that time, would she have seen him as one of her lost boys and tried to drag him out of his mental exile? Would he have wanted her to?

He didn’t know. And going down that road wouldn’t do him or anyone any good. Hopefully she couldn’t see anything in him that suggested he was anything but whole—even though he doubted he would ever again be the man he once was.

He glanced at her and his head tilted sideways, and he realized he was looking for something. But he wasn’t sure what.

Time to cut this break short. “Well, thanks for letting me pick your brain, and I’ll see if I can broach the subject of bringing someone over to help them on the trip home.”

“It was no problem.” She picked up her empty coffee cup and stood. “So, I’ll see you back on the floor?”

“Yep. See you there.”

He made no move to stand up and join her. In reality, he needed a little bit of time to think. Think about how he was going to approach working with her. It would be easy to fall back into the role of casual friends, but something inside of him was uneasy about that prospect. Because when they were in school, the friend thing had been a cover. He’d liked her and had wanted to be in her inner circle in some way. That had never really happened. So unless he knew he could be friends with her without the ghost of the past raising its ugly head, then he needed to keep their relationship professional. Because at least then he didn’t have to worry about being attracted to her in ways he knew he shouldn’t be. The pain of not having Ana had once made him promise himself he would never get involved with anyone, ever. But then he had, and that too had only brought him and those around him heartache. More heartache than he could have ever imagined. And added to that the sense of incompletion Paulina’s death had brought. The premature termination of a life. Not only the life of his wife, but their child’s as well.

He closed his eyes as a sense of helpless rage washed over him. A rage aimed at himself. An anger that had been silent for the past two years and that he’d hoped was gone for good. Evidently it wasn’t.

And that worried him more than Ana’s reappearance in his life did.



“How did your talk go? Was it enjoyable? Did…” Natalia was full of questions, but Ana held up her hand.

Did the nurse really think they discussed personal business? Well, they had, but only superficially. “We talked about Deloris Johnson’s transplant and what her future might hold.”

The other nurse nodded her head. “That makes sense.” She grinned. “Just for the record, I didn’t think you’d talked about anything else.”

Hmmm. Ana wasn’t quite sure she believed her. After all, Natalia didn’t just hint that there might have been romantic feelings between her and Dimitry, she’d used that very word. And that was an idea she couldn’t allow to gain traction, or else it would spread. Not that Natalia would go behind her back and gossip about her, but in her experience these things never stayed secret for long. Which was why she didn’t want to have secrets where she and Dimitry were concerned. She’d been honest and said that they knew each other in high school and that they’d been friends. And that was the truth. All of the truth. He’d not been interested in her, and Ana hadn’t been interested in him.

And that conversation by the pool all those years ago? Could that have led to something more? No. Because she’d been involved with someone else at the time. And Dimitry had been in no state that day to show any interest. In anyone. Besides, they were teenagers; it was a long time ago. Far too long to still be remembering…

She wasn’t involved with anyone now. No, but if she were smart she’d keep things on an even keel professionally. And with her divorce reminding her of all the things that could go wrong when you let your emotions run ahead of your brain, it shouldn’t be too hard to leave romance off the table. And friendship? She and Dimitry had been friends all those years ago, but they were both different people now. She hadn’t come home to Greece to revisit old friendships. She’d come to lick her wounds and work on herself, right? Yes.

And Dimitry?

He was a wild card she hadn’t expected. But now they were colleagues, and she needed to figure out how to see him as one. Without that tantalizing tattoo—or anything else—getting in the way.



“You know Dr. Andino is widowed, right?”

Ana’s thoughts froze, and she struggled to process that information. Widowed? God. She hadn’t known. She’d assumed he was married. That he was still married. No one had acted like he was available. Except, Natalia had made that offhand comment her first day on the job.

Eleni went on, completely unaware of how those words had slammed into her like a truck. “His wife and baby girl died in a car accident three years ago.”

Three years ago. She shut her eyes for a minute, trying to derail the tears that were forming in the background. She’d been here a week, so it stood to reason that she was going to hear personal details about different staff members. But she couldn’t help but feel they shouldn’t be talking about this.

But somehow she couldn’t find the words to stop the conversation in its tracks. Maybe because the sense of shock was so profound. Or because she could almost feel the wave of grief that must have come over him when he’d heard the news. The sense of horror—disbelief. She couldn’t imagine losing not only your spouse but also your child. She hadn’t experienced anything like that. Not since Margo’s death. She took a deep breath and reopened her eyes. “I… I didn’t know.”

“You guys were friends in school, right? I’m surprised you didn’t hear about it.”

“Once school was over, we rarely saw each other. And then I moved to the States.” Why was she feeling like she needed to explain herself?

She didn’t think Eleni was trying to gossip about Dimitry, but they’d been talking about patients, and they had a new admission of a patient who was suspected of having what was known as broken heart syndrome. His wife of forty years had just died. He’d come in with all the symptoms of a heart attack: sweating, chest pain, and shortness of breath, but no blockage had been found. What he did have were elevated stress hormones and reversible weakness of the heart muscle. Dimitry had not handed down that official diagnosis, but they expected him to once the rest of the test results came back.

Did having a patient who’d lost his wife bring back memories of his own loss? Another sliver of pain wedged itself between her ribs, and the impulse to go find him and tell him how sorry she was flooded her system. That was what she would have done in the past. Would have rushed to provide comfort, whatever the cost. But that would help nothing. And her longing to help people had been what had gotten her in trouble with Travis. She’d never been able to fully sort out if it had been attraction or her caring nature that had determined how that relationship had developed. But once again—like so many times in the past—it had resulted in an emotional train wreck for Ana.

But not this time. Finding out that Dimitry had been hurt was not going to change how she treated him.

Clenching her jaw, she forced herself to stare at the screen in front of her, feigning interest in learning more about the patient whose surgery she would observe this morning. She was glad when Eleni was called away to help a patient, fairly sure that Dimitry wouldn’t be thrilled that they’d been talking about him. Especially since he hadn’t offered up that information on his own, even after she’d told him about her divorce. But then again, she hadn’t told him the circumstances of it. Mentally replaying that final scene with Travis only brought a sense of horror and embarrassment that she’d not realized the truth sooner.

Her ex-husband had tried to contact her repeatedly in the intervening months, but she’d stood firm in her belief that their marriage was over. At least for her. She could not stand in someone else’s shadow and be anything other than miserable.

She hadn’t asked for alimony or anything else from Travis, but he had put an obscene amount in an account for her. Fortunately, she’d never needed to touch those funds and didn’t plan to. If he died before her, the plan was to turn that money back over to his family, specifically his three children. Their texts after she and their father had broken up showed that he’d told them the truth, at least in part. They’d each been kind and expressed their affection for her.

She shook her head, trying to get her thoughts back to where they should be. A shadow appeared over her and she stiffened, hoping it was Eleni ready to take up where they’d left off in their conversation about their newest patient.

When she glanced up, she saw Dimitry’s face instead, and her stiffness turned into a kind of paralysis that kept her from being able to think of anything to say. He put a hand on the back of her chair, and it creaked as he leaned over to look at the screen. “Researching our surgical patient?”

Our patient. Her heart pounded at how close he was. Near enough that she could smell the clean, spicy scent of whatever soap he’d used that morning.

A wave of attraction—or maybe it was compassion—washed over her. Those two emotions tangled for a moment as if struggling for control. Oh boy, she was in trouble. She swallowed, trying to activate her voice.

“Yes, just trying to see what to expect. Our whiteboard doesn’t list anything but a patient name.”

“Privacy laws,” he said. “We can’t have that information displayed where others could see it.”

“I figured. But a valve replacement and a quadruple bypass surgery are worlds apart, and I just wanted to prepare myself.”

Should she offer up words of sympathy? No. Because he would wonder how she found out. Besides, that had been three years ago. She might have just learned about it, but Dimitry had had to live with that loss for a long time now. If he ever told her about it, that would be the time for condolences. But not now.

He took his hand from her chair and straightened. “Aerie is a teenager who has a ventricular septal defect. Her family immigrated from another country and are finally able to look into surgery to repair the defect. And she’s been more symptomatic as of late.”

A septal defect was basically a hole in the heart. Depending on its size, it could cause quite a few problems. “I’m surprised they let it go this long.”

“The hope was that it would fill in as she grew—the hole wasn’t massive at that time, so I can see why they may have wanted to watch and wait. But now that she’s going through puberty, the lack of perfusion is starting to affect her growth. So it’s time to fix it while she’s still young.”

“How big is the hole?”

All of this would be listed in the chart, but since he was here, she was happy to let him fill her in.

Actually she was afraid she might be trying to keep him here talking on purpose. Her eyes went to his left arm, but the sleeve of this shirt was a little longer and covered the edge of his tattoo completely. Something she should be glad of.

“One point two centimeters. Too big to be able to repair via a catheter. We’ll have to go in and tackle it surgically.”

A movement near one of the rooms caught her attention. It was Eleni, and her eyes were wide as she took in who was at the desk. Probably afraid Ana was going to relay some of what she had told her. Not likely. But there was really no way to put her fears to rest without Dimitry wondering what was going on.

He straightened. “I actually came by to see if you knew which surgical suite we’d be using. Natalia told me you were assigned to be there this time.”

“Room three. I’ll need to scrub in pretty soon.”

“I’ll take you since I just spoke with the patient and was headed to do that very same thing.”

Okay, she hadn’t thought he would come and walk over there with her. “Um…sure. I’ll just need to tell someone where I’m going.”

Eleni was still on the other side of the room, so Dimitry motioned her over. The poor woman looked like she was facing certain doom. But she headed their way with slow measured steps.

Ana felt for her.

Dimitry smiled. “Are you okay if I walk Ana over and show her where the surgical suites are? She’s going to be the one in there today.”

Eleni’s shoulders slumped, and Ana could only imagine her relief. She would have to reassure her later that she wouldn’t tell Dimitry anything about their earlier conversation. “Sure, that’s fine. I’ll let Natalia know. Phoibe is due to take your place on the floor at four o’clock. If you’re not done by then, you can just head home once surgery is complete.”

Phoibe was one of the other nurses that staffed the CCU. She was younger than both Natalia and Ana and was well liked by both staff and patients. She was energetic and optimistic with a genuine kindness that was evident to all who met her. Ana could see her becoming a good friend.

“That works for me.” She glanced at the other woman and smiled to try to reassure her. “If I don
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