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Chapter One


“Hey, Evan, long time no talk.” Chance Watson’s voice rang loud and clear over the phone.

“Hey, Chance. To what do I owe this call from my famous brother?” Evan hurried down the hallway toward the elevator, hoping it wasn’t full of visitors wanting to stop at every level. He was running late enough as it was, but that little boy in the emergency room couldn’t wait. It was only when he stabilized him that Evan became confident enough to leave his care to another doctor and head off to his meeting.

“Hold it.” He held his hand up and hurried through the closing doors, managing to squeeze in between a nurse pushing an elderly patient in a wheelchair and a man carrying a huge bouquet of flowers and a balloon that floated up against the ceiling. Evan hit the button for the top floor before giving his attention back to his phone.

“Thought it was about time. I wanted to let you know that Rory is getting married and we want you to come home for the wedding.”

“Huh? Really?” Wow, never thought I’d see the day. “Well, that’s great news. Look, I’ll have to call you back. I’m on my way to a board meeting at the hospital. I’m shortlisted for the job as medical director in emergency. Sorry, I have to go.” The elevator doors opened and he rushed out before anyone else could slow him down, his focus entirely on the glass doors of the boardroom at the end of the corridor.

“I wanted to tell you about my w—”

Evan hung up ignoring Chance’s next words and dropped the phone into the pocket of his white coat. He pushed open the double doors of the boardroom, noticing everyone already seated. His gut knotted up and he glimpsed the smirk of his competition already sitting opposite the person who would ultimately have the last word on which of them got the job.

“Late again, Doctor.” Head of the board, Dr. Sinclair raised his eyebrow and glared at Evan.

“Unavoidable of course, as I’m sure you’d understand, Dr. Sinclair. I was in emergency doing my job.”

“Yes, well that may be the case. I thought as a slightly more senior doctor you would have handed the case over to a junior resident and made yourself available on time. You knew this meeting was happening and I don’t like to be kept waiting.” Dr. Sinclair glanced at the blood spurt on the front of Evan’s coat, a sneer on his lips. Another cross against Evan’s name from the impeccably dressed senior doctor. “Considering the gravity of the outcome, I would have expected more enthusiasm for being on time just this once.” He continued to glare as Evan hurried to take a seat.

His heart sank with dread as he wondered if he’d ruined his chances by being late again. Evan listened to the doctors discuss the other matters on the agenda. He let his mind go blank to the hospital business and wondered when Rory was getting married. After the meeting, he’d call Chance back and see if he could arrange time off. It would be nice to go home for a visit. How long had it been since he’d had any quality time with his brothers? He tried to bring himself back into the conversation before Dr. Sinclair came to the reason he sat here.

“We have discussed this long and hard between ourselves and have made a decision.” He paused and looked at Evan and Jonathan Duggan, the other doctor vying for the position. They both sat forward in their chairs, eagerness suddenly overtaking the dread.

“We have decided to bring in an older doctor with more experience from outside the hospital, one that has the necessary skills to keep up with the administration side of the position. I know this will come as a blow to both of you, but hear me out. We appreciate the job you young doctors are doing, but we have agreed that someone with more experience and better time-management skills”—he glanced at Evan—“would suit the hospital and the members of the board better. Let me assure you both that this measure is temporary. We’ve offered a twelve-month contract which will be renewed if we feel it is in the best interests of the hospital.” He put down the papers he held and clasped his hands behind his back. “I would like you both to re-apply when you have, ah shall we say, broadened your skills with regard to the business aspects of the hospital.”

Evan bit the inside of his cheek and sat back in his chair, deflated. He’d thought this job was his and never for one moment did he think it wasn’t possible. The only saving grace here was that Dr. Duggan didn’t get this one over him. Jonathan sat stunned, his mouth working although no sound came out. Not like him to be lost for words. In Evan’s experience, you didn’t get anywhere at this hospital by constantly sucking up to management, and that’s all Jonathan had done since the applications came out. Meanwhile Evan methodically worked as he always did—with the hope that Dr. Sinclair would see how careful he was with his patients. Seems that time management would have been a better way to go. Damn it, it’s more about the patients, not the bloody money in my mind. Just as well I didn’t get it then. Dr. Sinclair would probably ride me every single day and make my life intolerable.

“Right, that concludes the meeting for today. Thank you for attending, gentlemen. I won’t keep you from your patients.” With that, Evan and Jonathan were dismissed.

They both walked out of the boardroom together, eager to escape the confines of the room. Jonathan stormed off with his hands clenched at his sides without a backward glance and hurried down the fire exit stairwell. Evan strolled to the elevator and pushed the button, giving the gloss on his black leather shoes more attention than it deserved. When the door pinged and opened, he stepped in and smiled half-heartedly at the lady pushing her IV pole. He turned his back on her and glanced at the shiny stainless steel doors of the elevator letting his mind drift.
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Maybe I’m just not cut out for the business side of things. Perhaps Dr. Sinclair’s right; I need to learn more about the business or stick to what I do best. But that would take away the time I give to my patients and I don’t think I’d like that. It’s not the reason I became a doctor.

The elevator gave a small shudder and stopped at the ground floor. Evan hurried out and headed back to his department. Instead of going into the triage station, he walked to the staff room intent on having a double shot of coffee.

The very beautiful and unattainable daughter of the head of the hospital board, Dr. Denver Sinclair, sat at a small table, a takeaway container of salad in front of her and an open laptop. She ran her finger over the mouse pad and concentrated on what filled the screen. After a moment, she scowled at it and slammed the lid shut, the look on her face turning to one of annoyance.

“Looks like we’re both having a shocker of a day, Doctor.” Evan held up a coffee mug in her direction, offering to make her one while he poured his own.

She paused and then nodded her head, her blonde, perfectly styled hair swaying with the movement. “Thank you.” She closed her salad container and placed the plastic fork on the lid, watching Evan make the coffee. He turned and put her mug on the table in front of her and went back to pour his own.

“Mind if I join you?”
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“Sure.” Denver took a deep breath. The last thing she wanted was company. She needed to read the email, digest it properly, and she couldn’t do that with another person sitting at her table. What she’d seen so far gave her the idea she might have the job, but there wasn’t a contract attached which had the possibility of ruining everything if she couldn’t meet the conditions. It looked as though she would have to wait until she got home or managed another break to see what the position was.

“So, Dr. Watson. Why the long face?” Denver took the coffee and lifted it to her lips for a sip. It was black and bitter. Just the thing for an overworked doctor who needed the caffeine to keep them on their toes through the long shifts.

“Call me Evan, please. It’s not like we’re strangers.” He gave her a lopsided smile. “We’ve worked alongside each other for well over two years now.”

“Fine, Evan then. What has you looking so down in the dumps?” Not that she really cared what the other doctors were up to, but since he’d been kind enough to make her coffee, being polite was appropriate. Denver focused so hard on what she was trying to achieve, everyone else at the hospital was placed just outside her peripheral vision unless they were a patient. Her job was all she was interested in. Not men. Not right now.

“I don’t really know what to think of it. I failed in my attempt to become the director of emergency.” He frowned and then shrugged his shoulders. “I have the qualifications, but unfortunately for me they wanted an older person with better time-management and paperwork skills. Told me to reapply next year when the contract comes up for renewal. Guess there’s not much I can do about that, is there?”

“I’m guessing not. At least they didn’t say you weren’t really suited to the job. Perhaps there’s a chance further down the track if you apply again.”

“Not sure it’s really my thing after all. Your father might have done me a favor.”

“I doubt he had that in mind when he turned you down. Father is all about what’s best for the hospital. We both seem to be in the same position, our contracts up for renewal.”

“Of course, we started at the same time. I wonder if they’ll keep us on.”

“A change could be in the air for more than one member of the hospital staff, I’m thinking.”

“Surely your father wouldn’t not renew your contract? You’ve done so well in the last couple of years.”

“I thought I had too but family connections don’t mean anything to the management team here, I’m afraid. I might be begging for my job the same as you.”

He looked at her and slapped his forehead. “Heck, I was supposed to call my brother Chance and I forgot. You just reminded me.” Evan took his phone from his pocket and thumbed in the number. “Sorry, back in a minute.” With a heart-melting smile, he stood up, walked over to the window, and looked out at the courtyard as he spoke.

Denver lifted the lid on her laptop and checked the email again while she had a moment alone.

Dear Dr. Sinclair,

It is with pleasure the board would like to inform you that you have made the short list for the position of Hospital Director of Marietta Regional Hospital. Interviews will commence shortly and we will advise you of the date we wish to see you and your husband for a face-to-face meeting as per the job requirements.

We look forward to meeting with you both when you arrive in town.

Sincerely,

Dr. P. D. Dunlop.

Denver closed the lid and sighed. She almost had the job, thank goodness. After reading the renewal stipulations in her contract for the next two years that had arrived in her email box last week, she’d been praying this job would come through. The first step in her ten-year plan to come back and be ready to take over this hospital when her father retired. Not that she would tell him that. No way. It was her secret and hers alone.

His constant reminder that she was a mere female had been like a hair shirt since she was a teenager. He had plans for her, plans that she rebelled against every chance she got. Denver knew he was trying to push her to the point that she would quit and do as he wanted – stay home, play the dutiful wife and daughter, and breed the next generation.

Medical school had been the first major battle they’d had. Father was determined that she become a society wife, preferably to someone he approved of. Denver had other ideas. She’d booked into med school and told him about it later. With no choice but to let her have her way or make a public fuss, he’d kept a tight rein on her career. Or so he thought. Behind the scenes, Denver had planned and plotted to get where she wanted to be and nothing was going to derail those plans.

The job in Marietta was merely the second step along the way to reaching her goal. When she came back to Seattle, it would be with the right experience to take over from her father.

Now all she needed was the proof she could be considered a local before she took over and things would be sweet. But being such a small hospital in a country town, they were bound to be easy to persuade to take on a single woman of her ability. Seriously, how many people with her qualifications would apply to go work and live in Marietta anyway? They’d be lucky to get her.

Evan dropped back into the chair and grinned. “Sorry about that. He called just as I was going into the meeting and I almost forgot. Looks like I’m going home for a wedding.”

“Congratulations.” Shame it’s not mine, but then I wouldn’t want to stoop to those depths for a job but it’s the only way this little black duck would tie herself to a man. “Your brother Chance is the rodeo rider you told us about a while ago, isn’t he?”

“You do have a great memory, don’t you? Yes. The wedding isn’t his though. It’s my other brother, Rory. He’s a town deputy and is finally getting hitched again. His first wife died in a terrible car accident. I’m very happy for him.” He gave her a wistful look triggering a warning signal in her brain.

“That’s wonderful. I hope you have a good time.” Denver grabbed her laptop and placed it under her arm, ready to stand up and go back to work.

“So what was the frown on your face when I came in?” He looked at her with such an earnest expression, Denver almost wanted to tell him. Dr. Evan Watson was one of the most empathetic doctors she’d ever met, and it would be too easy to open up and tell him all of her problems. Too bad she wasn’t that type of person.

“Oh, nothing worth worrying about.” She brushed the gloom aside and plastered a smile on her face, doing her best to be professional.

He looked disappointed and she regretted her answer for all of five seconds. He couldn’t help her, nobody could. This time she’d overstepped the confidence mark thinking her fantastic grades in med school and the research she’d done around premature birth and underweight babies as well as the hours she put in at the emergency department would be enough to tempt the board to give her the top job. She should’ve known better than to think she could avoid meeting all of the job requirements. Now to prove she was a “local,” and Denver had no idea how she would make that work when she’d never stepped foot in the place before.

“Hey, how about a drink tonight? Dinner maybe? Looks like we could both do with cheering up even if you’re not ready to share.” Evan gave her his normal winning smile and Denver melted just a little. “You keep turning me down when I ask for a date and I don’t know why. How about you take pity on me just once and say yes?”

“Yes.”


Chapter Two


It was all he could do not to fist pump the air when Denver agreed to a date. After two years, finally, she’d said yes to going out with him. Shame it hadn’t happened earlier but beggars couldn’t be choosers and after a crap day like today, he’d take whatever he could get if it meant spending time with the delightful Dr. Denver Sinclair.

He’d been attracted to her from the moment they met and, to his knowledge, she’d never dated anyone at the hospital.

“I’ll pick you up at your place around seven. Does that work for you?”

“Sure.” Denver gave him her address and walked away leaving him with what he knew was a stupid grin on his face. The gorgeous Dr. Denver was going out with him tonight. That might in some small way make up for the rejection he’d received from her father. He brushed it aside and downed the last of his coffee, his mouth pinching as the dregs of the bitter brew shimmied over his tongue. It really was time he got back to work as well and try to figure out what he planned to do now that he didn’t have the job he wanted. Should he sign on for another year here or try his luck in another department? The choice was going to be tough either way.

Evan pushed that decision aside and thought over the conversation with Chance. Rory was getting married again. He’d been gutted when Cindy died, as had the whole family. She was a sweetheart and they were a wonderful match. Both so full of life with energy he could only dream about. He was pleased to hear the news and couldn’t wait to get home for the wedding and to meet his brother’s new bride. It would be good for him to catch up with family again. It’d been far too long.
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Later that night he pulled his Dodge truck up to the neat and tidy apartment block where Denver lived. State-of-the-art security and a doorman seemed a far cry from the tiny townhouse he lived in. He gave his name to the doorman and waited.

“Miss Sinclair said to tell you she will be down shortly, Sir.”

“Thanks.” Evan walked to the door, stood with his hands in his pockets, and looked out at the night. The city lights twinkled and sparkled against the black of the sky, like bright jewels on inky velvet. He’d loved the fast pace when he first moved to Seattle, but lately he wasn’t feeling the love for the rush and bustle. The sheer vastness of the city sometimes made him long for the peace of his hometown. Although stunningly beautiful, the city had nothing on the quiet, serene small town he’d grown up in. The pang of homesickness shot through his gut, no doubt brought on by the thought of returning for the wedding.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Evan.” Denver walked out the elevator and sashayed over toward him, her bright white high-heel shoes clicking on the marble tiles. Evan looked at her, swallowed, and found his breath catching in his throat. She was simply stunning. Her black and white dress clung to her curves, leaving little to his overactive imagination. Diamonds glittered in her ears on display with her pale golden hair swept up in a waterfall of curls that fell down the back of her long, slim neck. The predatory glimmer in her eyes had him all but wanting to roll over and show her she could do whatever she wanted with him.

Get a grip, Evan. “Uh, you didn’t. It’s okay.” Evan suddenly found himself floundering as her date now that they were outside of the hospital. Denver was in a different league to him. She stood confidently in front of him, a smile on her lips glossy with shell-pink lipstick. Her eyes were bright as she waited for him to say something.

Toughen up and fake it till you get a grip on your hormones. Evan held out his arm. “Shall we?” She slid her hand through his arm and together they walked out the door being held open for them.

“Night, Doctor.”

“Night, Brian.” Denver smiled over her shoulder at the doorman.

Evan helped her into his truck before moving around to the driver’s side. They drove to the restaurant with only the merest of conversation between them. Funny that he never had trouble speaking to her at work. Tonight he struggled and it annoyed him.

“Where are we going?” Her soft voice swept over the rumble of the truck engine.

“Little Italian restaurant I heard of downtown, called Piccolos.”

“Sounds lovely.” She looked out the window and he tried to concentrate on the road ahead. When they walked into the restaurant, he placed his hand on the small of her back. The heat from her body warmed his palm and he kept it there as he followed her to their table. When she sat down he experienced a twinge of regret at losing the contact.

The waiter approached their table with menus and a wine list, then left them to choose before he came back. “What is your preference, wine or a cocktail?” He looked up, seeing the way she gazed at him, and a jolt of pleasure went to his gut. Could he have judged the gorgeous doctor wrong? Could she be interested in him after all this time?

Her lips curved showing the small dimples in her cheeks. “White wine please, not too dry.” She rested her elbows on the table and her chin on her hands, watching him as he chose a wine with the waiter hovering over his shoulder. Evan handed back the wine list and glanced across the table at her.

“So, how was your day? Did it get better after lunch?”

She smiled, a small laugh escaping her lips. “I was being particularly dramatic and I’m sorry. Really it was nothing, Evan. Certainly nowhere as bad as you not getting the job you had your heart set on.”

He shrugged his shoulders. The disappointment was still there. But he’d never been one to let things keep him down for long, preferring to move on with the next phase of his life and find something else to look forward to. “I’ve almost forgotten about it. More important things in life than crying over what you can’t have.”

“That’s a very pragmatic way to look at things.” She sat back and let the waiter pour her wine. Denver took a sip and nodded her head. “Perfect, thank you.”

“The way I figure it, there’s always going to be ups and downs in life. I prefer to roll with the punches and not let the negatives get to me. Besides, I have a wedding to go to.”

Denver put her glass down. “It must be nice having brothers that you can share things with.”

“Don’t you have any siblings? I seem to recall reading that there was a brother in the mix somewhere.” He noticed the way she dropped her gaze quickly so he couldn’t read her eyes and her lips tightened.

“Yes, although we don’t see much of each other, unfortunately. So, when is the wedding?” She picked up her glass and took another sip of wine, her gaze now focused back on Evan.

“Two weeks. Works out perfectly for me because my contract runs out then anyway, and I have to decide whether or not to sign on for another year or look for other work elsewhere.”

Denver tilted her head to one side. “What do you mean elsewhere, you love that job?”

“I do, but after today I was thinking a change could be in order and your father hinted that I’d have to do some severe groveling to keep the position I have now. I wonder if that’s a sign that I need a change.”

“Really? Evan, I’m surprised on both accounts. I didn’t think you would be interested in leaving.” A spark of interest showed in her eyes and Evan wondered if he could use her as a sounding board for what he wanted to discuss. His brothers had their own lives and therefore he didn’t feel right burdening them with his problems.

“I kind of feel like I’m at a crossroads in my life. I wanted a challenge, hence the push from some of the other doctors for me to take on the management of the ER. I see that might not have been the best move for me under the circumstances. Your father thinks I should be more interested in the administration side of things and I disagree.” He smiled at her, the pang of disappointment still in his gut. “I just think my sole purpose is to help sick people, regardless of where I work or what position I hold. I don’t see myself as a pen pusher but I did think I would be useful as the head of the emergency room. I feel confident managing a team and getting the best out of them while still doing my share of the workload. Let’s face it, how much good is a manager if they don’t even get in the thick of things—I can’t ever see myself putting down the tools, as it were? It’s the paperwork that throws me off. I could be dealing with patients instead.”

“Which is exactly the opposite of what I want to achieve. I’d love to drop the medicine part and work on the organizational side of things. How funny is that?” Denver licked her lips and smiled. “My problem is my father wants me to be more like you, not interested in the mechanics of hospital work. To tell you the whole truth, I know he would rather I stayed home and played the socialite role more than anything. Perhaps we should swap lives and see where that takes us.”

“Really? You want the whole paperwork and staff stresses of running a department? You know, Denver, I didn’t have you pegged that way. With all the extra shifts you’ve been doing with the specialists, I figured that was where you were heading.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Don’t get me wrong, I love everything medicine entails. My goal has always been to do the management side of things, which I believe you can’t do unless you start at the bottom and experience every facet of the job. And you’re not the only one who might be groveling to keep their contract. I got notified last week that mine needs to be renegotiated again.”
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She picked up her menu and opened it, scanning the main meals. Clam linguine, her favorite. The waiter hovered by her side and she placed her order before handing the menu back to him. Evan toyed with his decision and she watched him. His focus remained on the waiter who explained the difference between the dishes. The attention he gave the man was something she was used to seeing. Evan was nothing if not a dedicated person, in his work and apparently in everything he did. Including ordering dinner.

When he made his decision, he handed the menu over and then turned back to her. His rich brown eyes reminded her of a mug of hot cocoa on cold winter nights, warm and inviting. The memory of her brother and herself with their mother sipping on hot chocolate gave her a brief moment of nostalgia before she pushed it away. It was too painful to have out in the open for too long.

“So, tell me about the wedding. Where is it being held?” Denver watched his face light up with a smile as he started to talk about his family.

“Back home in Marietta. Little old church in town actually.” Evan leaned back in his chair, his easy grace and nice nature showing. “I’ve missed it, even though I couldn’t wait to get out of the place when I was growing up. It’s funny how you look back and wonder what made it so annoying then and now it’s all I think about, going home.”

Are you kidding? her brain screamed. Marietta, my new home if I can get over that one hurdle. She had to keep it together. “Tell me about the town. It must be fascinating if you’re so keen to get back there after living in Seattle.”

“The thing I remember and probably miss the most are the mountains. The snow on the peaks and wishing for a big blizzard so I could go out and make a snowman.” He laughed, and the sound made her stomach flip, the vision clear in her mind. “My father let me one day because I made such a fuss about it and he was sick of me whining. He stood at the window and watched me as the wind howled and the sleet stung my face. It was so cold I wanted to go right back inside and I knew I couldn’t. I stayed out and made it look like I was enjoying myself.”

“Did you?” She couldn’t imagine him having a stubborn streak.

“Hell, I hated it. By the time Chance came out and dragged me inside, my fingers and toes were blue. I could hardly open my eyes. I remember screaming my lungs out when he tried to put me into a warm bath as he cursed my father for being so damned stupid letting me have my own way.” He glanced at her, a small wave of sadness crossing his eyes before it was gone. “Chance was like my brother, mother, and father all rolled into one. I can’t wait to see him again, it’s been far too long.”

I wish I had half of what you seem to have. It made her miss her brother more than ever. She brushed it off and gave her attention to her date.

“Not a wonder you’re so excited to go back for the wedding. Sounds like you have a lot of catching up to do.” She sighed, wishing she had that relationship with her brother instead of the stilted one-way conversations they shared only when they needed to.

“You have no idea.” He blinked and a big grin lifted his face. “Why don’t you come with me? It’ll be fun, I promise.”

“We hardly know each other, Evan. Surely there’s someone else you’d rather take?” Please say no, please, please. But if there was one thing she knew after working with him for so long, it was that with Evan what you saw was what you got. He was the least pretentious, least secretive person she’d ever met.

“Are you kidding, hardly know each other? We’ve worked together for over two years. Seen each other at the highs and lows, covered each other’s backs during particularly rough patches in ER. Do you know how long I’ve waited for you to go out with me, Denver? There’s no one else I would like to take back home to the wedding than you.” He reached for her hand and grasped her fingers, winding his fingers around hers.

“Are you sure?” That would be perfect. I can approach the hospital and see how far I get. If I fail, I’ll already have Evan eating out of my hand, with any luck. Evan nodded his head. She thought quickly. “Let me check my schedule and see what I can do.” I’ll clear everything to go with you. I can’t let this chance go by. I must get that job.

“So that’s a yes, then?”

Nothing will stop me from coming with you and getting what I want. “Yes.”

“I can’t wait to tell Chance and Rory. They’ll be thrilled to meet you.” He let go of her hand as their meals arrived.

Denver watched him as they ate their dinner, small talk passing between them. He would be easy to live with from what she knew of him. You got to know people quite well working in the same hospital year after year and Evan was well liked by all, doctors and patients alike.

“Your brother is still a bull rider, isn’t he?” She remembered seeing the photos Evan had brought in of him riding in a competition not that long ago, proud of his big brother, and recognized him from the posters at the horse stables where she had her lessons when she was a teenager. Nurses and doctors alike had crowded around the table as he proudly displayed the photos of Chance Watson, bull rider extraordinaire wearing his latest belt buckle. Denver was intrigued and had peered over his shoulder at the glossy photos. Buckle bunnies clung to the bull rider, vying for his attention and it wasn’t until then that Denver noticed the similarities to the two men. Both blond, athletic, and very handsome. Having Evan by her side wouldn’t be a hardship.

“He used to be. Suffered a bad accident and broke his hip.” He pushed his plate away and wiped his lips with a napkin. “All he wants to do now is raise bulls and live on his ranch. I only managed a quick visit to the place last year, but I’ve heard all about what he’s doing with it from Tyson.”

“Who’s Tyson?”

“My other brother, one of them anyway.” He grinned at her and she found herself getting pulled into his family. “Chance is the oldest, then comes Rory, and me next. Tyson is the only one who never left when he grew up.”

“Why is that?” Denver thanked the waiter as he took their plates.

“Because he’s an old woman, set in his ways. Likes things the same. Drove us nuts as kids.” He laughed. “He gives Carol Bingley, the town gossip, a run for her money if you can believe it. I swear he’s going to take over from her when she passes on.”

“A man, vying for the position of town gossip. Well that’s a change for the books. Thought that was always the job of the next oldest spinster in town.” Denver smiled, shaking her head. “Bet that drove your parents mad.”

“Mom died when we were fairly young and Dad raised us alone.”

“The poor thing. Four boys must have been a bit of a handful. I don’t know what I’d do with one.”

“I doubt we were all that bad.”

Denver nodded her head, not sure whether to believe him or not. “So tell me what they all do. Will they be at the wedding?”

“Well, you know about Chance and Rory and me. Tyson has a ranch next door to Chance and he raises horses. I’m looking forward to a family reunion like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Something tells me it’s going to be a wedding to remember.”

“So, tell me more about you, Denver. What was it like growing up as the daughter of the eminent Dr. Sinclair?”

She sucked in a breath. Denver didn’t like talking about herself, but in this instance she felt she had no choice. “When my mother was alive, life was good. I had a charmed childhood as the daughter of two rather wealthy and forceful individuals.” She gave a nervous laugh. “My father adored our mother, thought he could change her from the outgoing career-mad woman she was to the perfect wife. She wouldn’t have a bar of it, refused to give up her work even when we came along. Somehow she managed to fit it all in regardless of how much he tried to get her to slow down and play lady’s. When we lost her, life as we knew it changed. My brother and I were virtually left in the hands of English nannies and au pairs while my father lost himself in his work. I saw more of the inside of the nursery room than you can imagine. I’ll never wish that on a child of mine.” Denver took a breath and risked a quick glance at Evan. He watched her with total adoration on his face. He was going to make the perfect husband for her, she knew it.

“Sadly I became a disappointment to him growing up showing my mother’s tendencies for overachievement. A little headstrong too, perhaps. Anyway,” she shrugged her shoulders, “I had my goals in life and I’m going to stick to them, no matter what.”

“How could you think you’re a disappointment? Any father would be pleased to have such a talented doctor as you for a daughter.”

She shook her head and smiled. “He didn’t want another doctor in the family, Evan. My father hates the limelight being taken away from his own accomplishments. I was supposed to step up and take the role my mother refused to do as hostess, hopefully being a little bit more flexible than she was. As you can see, that didn’t work for him and he doesn’t like his plans being ruined.” But that isn’t in my DNA. I’m more like him than he can imagine. Driven, possibly over-the-top ambitious, but I will prove to him and myself that I’m more than worthy to take over the top job. Mother never bowed to him and nor will I. Then I want to see his face when I do as good a job as he does, if not better.


Chapter Three


Denver lay in bed, her mind going over the different scenarios, disregarding them as she went. It would be perfect to go and visit the town in the guise of being there for the wedding. She could check out the hospital and pop in for an impromptu meeting. With any luck, she would be able to talk herself into the job. Her only problem had been finding a local husband if the hospital board couldn’t be convinced to hire her as a single woman, so she could claim ‘local’ status that way. If it all went pear-shaped and she had to prove her eligibility for the job, her choice was Evan.

She’d never really noticed how cute he was before tonight. Actually, she’d made a point of not noticing, which in itself spoke volumes. Perhaps being single minded and purposeful had paid off but, now that she might need to use him for her own gains, Denver had looked at him long and hard and liked what she saw. The way his eyes crinkled when he smiled, the dimple in his chin that gave him the “cute” factor. It wouldn’t be a hardship being seen on his arm.

It had hit her when he took her hand in his to help her into the truck for their date. Her stomach had tightened with anticipation, leaving her heart fluttering more than she had wanted. How long had it been since she’d had a sexual encounter that left her breathless? She had a feeling it would be all or nothing for Evan and the anticipation left her hoping it was soon. It would be so easy to fall for this quiet, unassuming man. He wasn’t loud, in-your-face sexy. It was a subtle vibe that hummed through the contact between them that had her keen to explore.

He was a local born and bred, and someone who was knocked back for the job he’d set his sights on which made him vulnerable in her opinion. Maybe he would be easy to convince to make the move with her. It seemed to be the most logical step and he was already infatuated with her, last night was proof of that. How well it had all come together. Nobody said they had to stay married once she got what she wanted either. Look how Blake had treated her. Wooed her, made her feel wanted until he got what he wanted then quickly dumped her. Not a wonder she steered clear of other doctors until now.

But perhaps he would be the perfect person to keep by her side. He wasn’t one for making waves or wanting to grab the attention like her last boyfriend. Easygoing and perfectly respectable. And, the more she thought about it, sexy as hell.

Her head ached with trying to figure things out. Denver turned over, punched her pillow, and looked at the bedside clock. There was less than four hours before the alarm would go off. She closed her eyes and willed herself to sleep. Everything would fall together, it would.

The jarring of the alarm woke her barely minutes after she’d fallen asleep. She rolled over and groaned, the pulsing behind her eyes reminding her how much she hated not sleeping well. How she got through her residency, she would never know. You survived on bad coffee and no sleep for the first few years until you became immune to both of them. Once you progressed along the food chain and got more regular shifts, the body clock became soft again. Sleep became her savior, the state where all of her problems disappeared and she woke fresh and determined. Usually.

Denver threw back the blankets and sat up, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. She couldn’t be late this morning. There was a procedure she needed to be on time for. A pregnant mother with complications had been admitted yesterday and required amniocentesis testing—one of Denver’s more enjoyable rotations had proven she had a knack and just the right touch for the finicky procedure.

Her steady hands and cool head under pressure made her the perfect person and the specialist often called her in to give her more experience as it was one of her areas of interest. She plodded on leaden feet into the bathroom, flicking on the shower before lifting her nightgown over her head.

Last night Evan escorted her to the elevator door and that’s where she’d stopped him. “It really is rather late and I have a procedure I must do that requires all of my attention span.” She smiled at him to soften the disappointment on his face. “I would like to invite you up for a coffee, but I think we talked ourselves almost hoarse at the restaurant and I need to sleep.”

He’d played the perfect gentleman and agreed, just as she knew he would. “I’ll see you tomorrow then at the hospital.” Evan cupped her chin in his hand and kissed her. Tentatively at first and, when she didn’t protest, he deepened the kiss.

Her heart picked up the beat, surprising her in its reaction. Normally cool and unflappable, Denver found herself off kilter for the first time in a very long time. There was a certain chemistry between them she couldn’t begin to understand, nor did she want to. They were total opposites. Evan wanted to work close with people, she wanted the challenge of administration. He came from a broken family in a small Western cowboy town and she was a city socialite with a large trust fund and a career plan that she didn’t intend to change.

Evan could have any nurse on duty if he so wanted because of his easygoing nature but Denver had rarely seen him with anyone and the rumor mill didn’t link him to anyone that she knew of. She, on the other hand, had plenty of eligible bachelors nipping at her heels, most she turned away claiming she was too busy with her work. She’d had the odd affair but nothing in the last few years no matter how hard her father tried to set her up.

Denver had been taken in with the last man her father had decided was perfect for her. And look how that turned out. He’d played the game until he got what he wanted, a position of power with the backing of the senior Dr. Sinclair. Then he’d publicly dumped her for another woman, one Denver was sure had been waiting in the wings for the axe to fall on her head. That now made her scared of commitment unless it was a stepping stone to where she was headed and she was the one in control of the situation.

Denver and Evan were worlds apart. She doubted a marriage between them would work even if they did fall in love because they had such different goals. She was more driven than him and that might have the tendency to scare him off.

She stood under the hot running water and let it soak her shoulders, easing the tension from her tired muscles. Apart from wanting, she needed this new job, and without a husband to take along, she would have to talk herself into it at her next appointment. If that failed, Evan fit the bill. Plain and simple. His kiss last night convinced her he would be perfect. They could live as husband and wife. She needed and enjoyed sex the same as any red-blooded woman did and she could divorce him any time she wanted to.

Convincing him to marry her and move back to his hometown was going to be the tricky part but Denver was up to the task. After seeing how keen he was to go home for the wedding, she could tell he missed living in the backward little town of Marietta. The question was, how on earth would she cope with it after the city?

Dating was one thing. Taking it to marriage and packing up home in a matter of weeks was another. She’d have to play the game right starting now just in case things didn’t go the way she planned at the meeting. If it did, she could count this interlude as just that: a quick affair she needed to have.
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Evan finished off the coffee, and grabbed his phone, keys, and wallet and let himself out of his townhouse.

He hurried down the stairs to the garage and flicked the key for his truck. When he slid into the seat and turned the engine on, his thoughts were with last night’s date. Who would have guessed that Denver would open up so much? Finally, he’d cracked through that hard shell she showed to the staff at the hospital. The impenetrable layer that kept her at arm’s length had finally shifted and he liked what he saw.

She wasn’t what he’d expected. She was warm and funny, as well as easy to get on with, unlike the professionally cool but still caring doctor she showed everyone at work. They’d talked over dinner and long after their plates were cleared away. It was close to midnight when Evan walked her to the door and as much as he would have liked to continue the evening, he understood why she backed off.

Humming to himself, Evan walked into the triage room, past the nurses’ station toward the closet, and pulled on a clean set of scrubs. He smiled at the nurse filling in patients’ records and grabbed the list from the last shift. Once he’d scanned it and caught up with what was happening in the department, he went to the first cubicle to deal with the latest emergency. Within minutes, he became lost in the routine he loved.

A warm hand snaked around his waist as he poured himself a coffee in the break room later that morning. The lingering smell of Denver’s exotic perfume gave her away before she could speak. “Dr. Watson. If you’re pouring, then the answer is yes please.” She walked away and he heard the scraping of a chair as she pulled it out.

“How did the procedure go?” Evan placed the coffee in front of her and sat opposite.

“I think it went well. Still waiting for the results from the lab, but I’m quietly confident the baby will be fine. Probably preemie. I expected that anyway.” She picked up the cup and took a sip, sighing as she swallowed. “I needed this.”

“Thank you for last night. I really enjoyed myself.” He watched the subtle pink stain her cheeks.

She blinked and met his gaze. “So did I. I have to admit I didn’t expect to. I’ve avoided all dates with hospital staff because I don’t think it’s a good idea. I’m glad I let my guard down last night, Evan.” Denver smiled and Evan’s heart soared. Last night was the best date he’d been on in a long time. She was easy to talk to, regardless of their different backgrounds, and he was keen to take it to the next level. Denver was just the kind of person he wanted to get to know better. Much better.

“Have you checked your schedule yet?” He could already imagine her as his date for the big day. Showing her around his hometown had been foremost in his mind when he fell asleep last night and he was looking forward to going home with Denver more than he thought possible.

“Yes. I rearranged a couple of appointments, and I have vacation time owed to me, so if the offer is still open, I’d love to come with you.” She leaned her elbows on the table and rested her chin in her hands, a small smile playing on her lips. “How long are you planning on staying?”

“How long have you got?”

“Hmm, I guess I could take five or six days at least. The country air might be a nice change from the city. It’d be great to get some walking or riding in.” She looked down at the table. “I’ll understand if you have to cut the visit short and get back here.”

Evan swallowed his excitement. “No. I’m pretty much a free agent after this weekend. I haven’t signed a new contract yet and I have leave to use up. A week would be wonderful. We can drive up in my truck if you’re happy with that. It’s a long trip but I enjoy it.” The thrill of seeing home and his brothers was almost unbearable. “The view of the mountains as we get closer to Marietta is well worth the drive, I promise you that.”


Chapter Four


“It’s so damned good to see you, Evan. It’s been too long.” Chance wrapped his arms around his shoulders and lifted him off the ground. Evan closed his eyes, knowing this was going to go the way it always did when he came home. A shout of joy followed by a head-spinning turn and then he was unceremoniously dumped back on the ground. He took a second to stabilize himself before he opened his eyes.

“Wow. You don’t grow up, do you? Still the same big brother with the same lame tricks up your sleeve.” Secretly he was pleased nothing had changed since the last time he was here.

“Yeah well, if I changed, you’d only worry.” Chance nodded his head. “Who’s the gorgeous lady?”

“Denver. Dr. Denver Sinclair.” He turned and waved her forward. She’d offered to stay in the truck while he greeted his brother, much to his amusement, and wouldn’t come out until they’d finished their back-slapping, man-hugging greeting. She seemed afraid of getting in the way of his reunion. “We work together at the hospital. She’s something else, beautiful as well as brainy.”

She stepped forward and Evan wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “Denver, this is my brother, Chance.”

She held out her hand and smiled. “It’s lovely to meet you, Chance. I’ve seen you on the circuit once or twice.”

“Really? Welcome to the ranch, Denver. It’s nice to see little brother bring someone home for a change. Usually we have to put up with his annoying habits. I can see this time we might actually have a bit of fun.” He looked down at the barn when a dog barked, a secretive smile on his face.

Denver stiffened beside him and clutched his arm. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

“Sorry. I tend to get a little wary around dogs. I got caught between a couple once when I was younger and suffered a nasty bite on my leg. Rather safe than sorry, I’m afraid.”

“That’s Sherbet. An Australian cattle dog. She won’t hurt you, I promise.” Chance stepped forward so he was between Denver, Evan, and the approaching animal.

Evan noticed the dog bounding around the legs of a denim-clad lady, her face shielded by her hat. Long legs encased in old dusty work boots strode the distance between the barn and the house with intent.

“Who’s that?”

“Callie. My wife.” Chance watched her walk toward them with a smile on his face.

“What? You never told me. Chance, what the heck is going on here?” Evan looked at his brother, Callie, and then Denver. Why wasn’t I told about something this important? Had he done something to annoy Chance? “How come you didn’t tell me that when you spilled the beans on Rory?”

Callie stepped into Chance’s arms and kissed him before glancing at the visitors. She smiled and held out her hand. “Hey, you must be Evan, the doctor of the family. I’m Callie, nice to meet you.” Her eyes sparkled with laughter and he liked her immediately.

“I did try to tell you. Seems you were in some god-awful hurry to an important meeting and didn’t listen. Not my fault, Brother.” He nodded at Denver. “This is Denver, Evan’s date for the wedding.”

“Nice to meet you. Welcome to the ranch.”

“Not from around here, are you?” Evan couldn’t pick the accent, but he could tell the sparks that flew between her and his brother were real love. He’d never seen Chance look this contented before. “Nice to meet you too, by the way. Regardless of my brother’s inability to make sure he repeated the news when I called back”—he glared at Chance and was rewarded with a head shake—“I have to offer my congratulations.”

“Thanks. He can be a bit of a tease at times, so I get the confusion. And yes, you’re right. I’m not from around here, I come from Australia.”

Denver held out her hand in greeting. “I just love that Australian drawl you have. What brought you to America, Callie?”

“This guy. He placed an advert I couldn’t refuse and here I am.” She smiled and looked between the two of them, lips twitching.

Evan swallowed his shock. “An advert. You placed an ad for what, a ranch hand, a worker, a cook, what exactly?” He reached for Denver’s hand and twisted his fingers through hers, craving the stability she gave him.

“None of the above. I wanted a wife.”
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Denver grimaced when Evan squeezed her fingers. Not that she could blame him considering the shock he’d just received. Fancy the man who ruffled the feathers of every red-blooded female in America advertising for a wife. Denver might be a society girl but like a lot of younger girls, she harbored a secret desire to be a cowgirl when she was a teenager and had taken up riding for that very reason. It hadn’t hurt that the lady that taught her was head over heels in love with Chance Watson. His posters were all over the tack room in the stables where Denver spent every Saturday learning to ride before she started med school. Her one vice the last few years had been reading the trashy magazines to help her brain unwind from a busy day and every now and then, Chance would be in there. He never seemed short of a starlet or model on his arm so why get a mail-order bride?

“Forgive me here; I know it’s none of my business…but why?” She couldn’t help it, Denver had to ask.

“Let’s go inside and get a bit more comfortable, shall we? You might want to see your room and freshen up after the trip.” Callie winked at her husband and led the way indoors. They had no choice but to follow.

Denver climbed the stairs after Callie and walked into the bedroom they’d prepared for her. “I hope this is okay. Evan’s room is next door and we weren’t sure if you wanted your own space or not. Don’t care either way; we’ll leave that up to you.” She walked over and opened a bathroom door. “Feel free to freshen up and come back down when you’re ready. Chance is probably lighting the fire in the lounge room.” She wiggled her fingers and left Denver standing alone.

“Um, where did you want your case?” Evan stood at the door, her luggage in his hand.

“Just on the bed is fine, thank you.” She licked her bottom lip and made a snap decision. “I thought we might be sharing and if you don’t want to, that’s fine, I’ll understand.” Her heart beat faster and she watched the expressions on his face go from disbelief to what the heck is she saying to hell yes.

“Really? I mean, sure, whatever you like. I didn’t want to rush you or anything, Denver. I mean to say, you know I’ve wanted to date you for the last couple of years. I don’t expect you to sleep with me straightaway.” His throat worked overtime and she almost smiled. “If you didn’t want to, that is.”

“You’re a very sweet guy, Evan, and I really like you, otherwise I wouldn’t be here this week. I want to be with you, in every way. I made my mind up about that before I accepted your invitation.” She took a breath and spoke again. “How about we sleep together, just sleep, and when I feel comfortable, we can progress to the sex side of the relationship? Does that work for you?”

“Sure. The last thing I want to do is make you feel uncomfortable.” He put the case on the floor and stepped over to her, cupping her face in his hands. “You’re so beautiful, Denver. You have no idea what you do to me.” Evan kissed her and she melted against him. It wasn’t going to be hard to have an affair with him because she was attracted to the man anyway. And that’s the reason she’d made up her mind he was going to be great husband material, however temporary that might be.

Rather than feel guilty over what she planned, she would consider it an arranged marriage and do her best to make it work. The least she could do was go into this with the intent of making Evan as happy as he could be if it was a conventional marriage. And if it was good enough for his big brother to advertise for a wife, well…


Chapter Five


“So tell me, why did you advertise for a wife? Why not just marry one of those bimbos you used to have hanging off of your arm?” He wasn’t used to pulling punches with his brothers and he wasn’t going to start now. Evan leaned against the fireplace mantel and looked at his brother reclining on the couch with his Aussie bride resting against his chest.

“That’s why. They were only out for what they could get and that didn’t appeal to me at all. I wanted a down-to-earth girl who wasn’t scared to get her hands dirty and loved the ranch life. All those girls ever wanted was the high life.” He ruffled his wife’s hair. “How was I to know a ‘jillaroo’ from down under would be the one who snagged my interest before laying claim to my heart?”

“That is so sweet. True love, you can’t beat it.” Denver clapped her hands to her cheeks and smiled. “Who would have guessed that it wasn’t love that brought you two together? You look perfect for each other.”

Chance burst out laughing. “We’re real cozy-like, you can believe that. Speaking of cozy, just wait until you catch up with Rory and his new lady. He’ll be here for dinner.”

“Where’s he living, in town?”

“Nope, bought a ranch that backs onto this one. Needed renovating so they stayed with us for a while until the place was livable and now they’re getting settled on their own. You can ride up over the back pasture and down the hill to their place if you have a mind to. Easier to get to it through town though, and eventually we’ll put in a road to save them the round trip. Be handy too if we get snowed in or flooded out.”

“It must be nice having everyone living so close.” Denver stood up and walked over to the window, looking out at the mountains.

“But you have a brother, Denver.” Her shoulders stiffened and her head dropped. What have I said wrong? He glanced at his brother and received a shrug for his effort.

“Sorry, let’s change the subject. So Tyson, how’s he doing?”

“Still as nosy as ever if that’s what you’re asking.” Callie laughed and slapped her hand on her denim-clad leg. “You should have seen his face when he found out I was a mail-order bride. Poor guy just about had a fit and then when Rory showed up here with Gina and Fisher, holy cow, it was hilarious.”

“What? Gina and Rory? You’re kidding me, right? Please tell me he didn’t place an ad too?” Evan stood stunned, his mouth hanging open in shock. Who did that these days? Surely that went out of fashion along with stagecoaches and highway bandits.

Chance and Callie roared with laughter, their bodies a tangle of arms and legs as they gave way to their hilarious mood. Evan glanced at Denver standing by the window. She watched the scene on the couch with a slightly raised eyebrow and a twitch of a smile on her lips.

I don’t get it? What did I say wrong? He walked over and placed his hands around her waist. “I’m sorry if that is a touchy subject. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

She leaned her forehead against his. “It’s not your fault. You don’t know the story. I’ll tell you one day when we have nothing nice happening. Don’t want to spoil the mood.”

Right. “These two are crazy. This is a side of Chance I haven’t seen before. He was always the strong silent type, never had much time for horsing around. Always kept his eye on the prize, I guess.”

“Looks like that’s one marriage that seems to be working well then. I could really go for a coffee. I can make it if you want to show me where everything is?”

“Sure.” He led her from the room, leaving his brother and wife cuddling on the couch. At the back door, Callie’s dog stood looking inside at the visitors, her head tilted to one side as they moved around the room.

He showed Denver the coffee machine and watched her pottering around the kitchen. Such a homely scene and not one I really had Denver in when I pictured my life in my head. I wonder if she would be happy with the kind of life I want. His heart beat ratcheted up a notch when she looked his way and broke into a smile. “What?”

“Nothing. I’m just watching you. Something about the very capable Dr. Sinclair standing in the kitchen got me to thinking.”

She passed him a mug of coffee and leaned on the counter, watching him. “Tell me.”

“I can’t believe you finally agreed to go out with me and coming here, well, that blows my mind.”

“I don’t see why, Evan. As you said, we’ve known each other for ages. I have this thing about dating people I work with and I guess you’ve worn me down over time. I do hope you aren’t regretting inviting me.”

“No. No way. I’m still thanking my lucky stars you agreed to come.”

Callie walked into the room and stood looking at her dog, whining now at the door.

“Let her in, don’t worry about me. I’ll stand behind Evan if she comes too close.” Denver gave her a wobbly smile. “It’s silly of me, I know. But this is your house and if she usually comes inside, please don’t stop her on my account.”

Chance walked in and leaned on the counter watching them as Callie let Sherbet inside and made her sit by the door. Eventually the dog started to make her move. She slid along on her belly looking for all the world that she wasn’t doing anything. She stopped when she got to within a couple of feet of Denver, staring up at her.

“Okay, that’s far enough, girl. Let me have a coffee and then we can think about dinner.” Callie opened the cupboard and took out a mug for herself.

“Gina said she’d deal with dinner since it’s such a chore for you. She called earlier while you were out riding the fence line.” Chance grabbed a coffee and sipped it black and hot.

“Thank goodness. I love that girl.” She placed a hand on her forehead and sighed dramatically. “That way I can play with Fisher and not have to worry about burning the food.”

“Hang on a minute. Now you two’ve had your fun with me, don’t you think you should fill me in on what happened with Rory? Like the little comment about him doing the same as you, placing an ad.” Evan sipped his coffee and waited to learn the truth about his brother’s marriage.

“He’ll probably tell you anyway, so the short story—he saw how happy we were and decided it was time to get hitched again and wrote an ad. Only thing is, he didn’t know she had a little boy and now he has a ready-made family. Kid’s the cutest thing out. You’ll see soon.” He gazed at his wife and winked. “Made this woman clucky as all heck. Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”
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Denver knew her cheeks were going red and turned away.

“I think we’re embarrassing her, Chance.” Callie laughed. “Sorry, Denver. You’ll get used to us. I promise we’re not really that bad. Just still very much in love, hey cowboy?”

Chance grunted as a car door slammed outside in the driveway.

“They’re here.” Callie put down her coffee, ran to the door, and hurried out onto the porch. Denver followed and watched as she opened the rear door of the truck. Callie reached inside to bring out a little boy. He wore denim overalls and a checkered red and white shirt with little red sneakers.

“Isn’t he just the cutest thing ever?” Callie walked back inside with him on her hip. “Fisher, this is Denver. Say hi.”

Denver looked into his big blue eyes and her heart melted just a little bit. She wanted children one day, she really did. But not until she’d made it to the top of her profession and proved to her father she was capable of being more than the society woman he wanted her to be. She brushed the thought aside and gave her attention to the woman walking inside with a covered dish and a big bag slung over her shoulder.

“Let me help you.” Denver reached for the dish, took it, and placed it on the countertop.

“Thanks. That was heavier than I thought. Rory tells me I always try to take too many things at once, but who can help it? Saves going back to the truck again and again.”

“I know what you mean. I’m the same with my groceries.” She held out her hand. “I’m Denver. I came with Evan. I do hope you don’t mind a stranger at your wedding.”

“Pfft. Not likely. It’s wonderful to see you and Evan. Chance told me he was bringing a date. I’m very pleased to meet you. I guess you’ve met the little guy here.” She tweaked his cheek and he turned into his auntie’s neck, his stubby little fingers clenching at her shirt.

“He is pretty cute.”

“I told Denver you wouldn’t mind her coming to the wedding but she’s fussing over it.” Callie blew a raspberry on Fisher’s neck and he burst into giggles.

Gina rolled her eyes. “I haven’t even met Evan yet so I wouldn’t worry about that. The more the merrier, in my mind.” She opened the bag, brought out a bottle of wine, and placed it in the fridge to chill. “I made coleslaw and have bread rolls too. I’m guessing you have potatoes in the pantry, Callie?”

“Sure do. Help yourself while I get my dose of loving here from Fisher. I’ve missed you, little man, since you left us.”

“I hear you’ve only just moved into your own house almost next door, Gina.” Denver watched as she worked in the kitchen with the ease of someone who was at peace in their surroundings.

“Yes, the other day. I’m so happy with how it all turned out. Rory was lucky with the builders, I tell you. They did everything we wanted and so fast, too. I couldn’t believe it. All the inside is done now, they just have to finish off outside and it’ll be perfect.” She placed a handful of potatoes in the sink and started to scrub them clean. “You’ll have to come and have a look. Callie can bring you over if Evan is busy. Come for coffee.”

“Oh, well, thank you. I’d like that.” She was lost for words. These ladies were incredibly friendly and Denver wasn’t used to that.

“Doggy.” Fisher turned and leaned down, almost wriggling out of Callie’s arms in his attempt to get to Sherbet, his squeals of delight making Denver wonder why she was so afraid of the animal when she arrived earlier.

Callie exchanged glances with Gina and a smile touched her lips. “How long have you known Evan?”

Here we go, the inquisition starts. “About two years I guess, maybe slightly longer than that.”

“How long have you been dating?” The Australian girl had no qualms about diving in and asking her questions, it seemed. She wondered if that was a trait from her country.

“Not that long technically. We work together so we see each other every day.”

“Uh huh.”


Chapter Six


“Rory, you old dog. Congratulations, Brother.” Evan slapped him on the back and then went in for a decent hug.

“Thanks. She’s a wonderful woman; we’re very happy.” Rory looked over his brother’s shoulder into the house. “I see you have someone with you. About time isn’t it?” He tipped his hat back on his head and eyed off Evan.

“You have no idea how long I’ve tried to get this woman to go out with me. We work together at the hospital.” He glanced in the window and saw her happily chatting with the girls. Seemed she fit in well, thankfully.

“So, how did you do with the job you were after?” Chance leaned on the hood of the truck and gazed at him.

“Uh, I missed out. Seems I’m not really admin material.” His lips turned down as he thought about the interview. “I care more about my patients than I do about the running of the hospital and profit lines to be of much use to them apparently.” He chortled. “Denver loves that kind of stuff though which I find rather amusing. You wouldn’t think so to look at her.”

“What are you going to do then? Sign on for another twelve months, or are you looking for a change?” Rory lifted his foot and rested it on the wheel of the truck, watching him.

“Not sure. I have to make up my mind sooner or later though. The hospital wants to know if I’m going to give them another contract or not. I’ve got to sort it out this week either way.” He glanced up at the mountains behind the house. “I’d forgotten just how beautiful this place is. Kind of miss it, being in the city.” He took a deep breath of the air. “Smells cleaner and fresher, too. I like it.”

“Well, move back here then.”

He looked at his oldest brother. “Not quite that easy. As much as I’m going to enjoy getting on a horse and chasing your cows this week, I doubt you’ll pay me to stay here and do that.”

“You know you’re more than welcome. I was thinking of a doctor’s office in town. They reckon they’re going to close it down due to lack of interest. Old Doc Hennessey’s been trying to bring in a new doctor, but since they pay more at the hospital, that’s where the good ones end up at, working in various departments including emergency.”

Rory nodded his head. “Which I don’t think is a problem if you don’t mind being a number and waiting your turn. Lots of people would rather get to know their doctor and be treated by the same person every time. That’s just my opinion.”

“And, since you’ve already done your time proving yourself in the city, why not take advantage of decent hours for a change? Surely you don’t want to kill yourself with shift work for the rest of your life.”

Evan looked between the two of them, his mind ticking over. Did he want to go into private practice and get away from trauma medicine? Professionally it would be a step down the ladder but still, the idea was tempting. The big city had lost its charm and appeal now that he was standing outside looking at the view with which he grew up. He hadn’t realized how much he missed being home. Could he come back for good? Would he be happy being in family medicine instead of an emergency room? It bore thinking about and, since he was here, he may as well check it out. “I’ll think about it. Might go into town and take a look. Cute kid, Rory.”

“He is, isn’t he? Had a bit of trouble with his grandparents. Luckily that’s sorted now thank goodness. We can move on with our lives. Tell me about your lady.”

“‘My lady’… That sounds pretty good actually. We work together and get on pretty well. Her father is the big boss at the hospital.”

“And she couldn’t help you with a leg in, then?” Chance shook his head. “Missed a golden opportunity there.”

“It’s not like that. I have the feeling that she doesn’t like to use that connection herself. She works so darned hard, doing extra shifts. Almost like she has to prove she’s good enough without falling back on Daddy.”

“Fair enough.” Chance slapped him on the back. “Let’s go and see how the girls are doing. See if they need a hand with anything.”

“Before we do that, I have a question to ask you.” He gritted his teeth and looked at Chance. “It’s about Dad. Are you guys talking yet, or is this going to be awkward?” He ignored the intake of breath from Rory and kept his gaze on his oldest brother.

“Silly old fool.” Chance kicked at the dirt before looking back up. “Insists on helping me out at the ranch. Reckons it’s the least he can do since I took over for him when Mom died and kept you kids from all going feral.”

Rory sniggered and covered it with a cough when Chance growled. “Claims I still need to rest my hip after breaking it. He’s nothing but a meddling old woman if you ask me.”

“I wasn’t, so that just about covers it I think.” Evan glanced at Rory and they shared a quick grin. “It’s good to see you back home, Rory.”

“About time too. Don’t see the point of you working somewhere else either when you can do the same job in town here.” Chance stared at Rory, although the look Evan saw wasn’t admonishment for working away from home; it was one of contentment now that his brother was back. This is what I miss, being around my brothers. Working back here could be a good thing.

“You know, Chance, I seem to recall Dad saying something similar when you said you were off to Canada to ride bulls.” Evan heard the beginnings of a laugh from the porch and looked up. Callie stood with Fisher on her hip, glancing at her husband. The smile on her face was directed at Chance.

“Oh baby, are these big bad brothers of yours picking on you? I can bash them up if you want me to.”
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Denver walked out to stand beside the Australian girl, feeling herself gravitate toward the larger-than-life, personality-filled character. She’d regaled the incident when the bull almost killed Chance, leaving the door wide open for Tyson to have a go at her. Callie didn’t seem to be scared of doing or saying anything, including ribbing her husband in front of his brothers.

Chance ignored the ribbing of his brothers and advanced on his wife. He reached out a hand to hold Fisher’s outreached fingers and slid one hand around Callie’s back, firmly gripping her butt.

“I’ll hold the baby while you whip some ass,” he whispered in her ear loud enough for Denver to hear. He winked at her over his wife’s shoulder. “Guessing they’ll be pretty safe considering there’s another doctor in the house.”

“I don’t know about that.” Denver stepped forward and raised an eyebrow at the two men. “I don’t fix stupid if I can help it. Might pay them to be nice instead.”

“Oh come on, this is how we are. Not sure I’d go so far as to call us stupid.” Evan clenched his fists dramatically. “We always settle out arguments like this, only Chance has never hidden behind a girl before. That’s a new development.”

“And ain’t she a pretty one too?” Chance winked at his brothers and then kissed his wife.

“How about instead you take me for a quick walk and show me some of the ranch before it gets dark? Then I won’t have to fix anyone’s bloodied faces and life will be peaceful, which is what it should be like considering we came here for a wedding.” Denver reached out her hand to Evan, keen to go and see the ranch and stay off the testosterone-filled moment.

“Sure.” Evan stepped over to Denver and wound his fingers with hers. “I could take you down to the barn and show you the horses if you like. If it’s nice tomorrow, we could go for a ride. Show you more that way.”

Denver ignored the look between Chance and Callie. “I like that idea of a ride tomorrow and a walk for now would be nice. After that long drive, a leg stretch would be very welcome.” And give us a chance to talk without your family listening in.

She squeezed his hand and Evan shoved his middle finger up, taunting his eldest brother. She leaned in against him, resting her head on his shoulder, and together they headed down toward the barn. She cast her glance over the stunning back drop that was Copper Mountain. “Those mountains are lovely. Just enough snow on the top to look like they should be in a calendar photo shoot. It must have been nice growing up here.”

“Yeah, I guess. It was a little bit different living in town though; we were always out exploring the hills. At the time I didn’t think it was so good and now, well, I rather find I miss it.” He glanced at her and dropped a kiss on her cheek. Denver turned her head and kissed him back. It was nice. He was nice.

“This was our grandparents’ place, they lived in that little cottage over there.” He pointed to the ramshackle building by the barn. “Chance built the big house a few years ago. We grew up in a little place in town. Dad still lives there. Guess you’re going to meet him after all.”

“What do you mean? It sounds as though you weren’t expecting him to be at the wedding.” She wondered how it would feel if her father wasn’t at her big day.

“I wasn’t. He and Chance don’t get on. When Mom died, Dad hit the bottle pretty hard and Chance, being the oldest, kind of took over raising us. He did a bloody good job before he took off on the rodeo circuit, now he can’t forgive Dad for not being there for us. Claimed he took the coward’s way out when we all lost her. At least that was how it was last time I spoke to him.” A sad faraway look appeared in his eyes that she could relate to. Both losing their mothers gave them yet another connection and she tucked it away for later on.

“Seems the old man has stepped up and insisted on helping Chance on the ranch since he broke his hip. I can see how he still moves stiffly and I guess that will pass with time.” He walked her over to a wooden railing topped fence and looked across the paddock. “See that big old bull over there?”

Denver followed the line of his finger until she spotted the big gray and white bull lying down in the long grass. “Yes, I see him.”

“That’s Terror. He’s the one that threw Chance on the rodeo circuit and tried to have a piece of him in this paddock. According to Rory, Callie rode in all sass and attitude and moved the cranky beast into the yards so she could help Chance.” He smiled. “She seems to be one amazing woman.”

“I like her. She doesn’t seem scared of anything, whether it’s speaking her mind or taking on you and your brothers.”

“Chance lucked out finding her; they’re a perfect match.”

“I hope I get that lucky.” She held her breath.

“You want to get married someday? I thought you were all career woman.” He leaned on the fence and looked at her.

“I want both and sooner rather than later. My mother did it regardless of how much my father tried to make her into the perfect hostess, so I don’t see why I shouldn’t either.” She bent down and picked at a wild daisy, the bright yellow flower cheerful and a good excuse to gather her thoughts before she stood back up and looked at him. “I’ve given a lot to my career and I love it, no two ways about it, Evan. I want what your brother has, actually what they both have. Someone to come home to at night. Someone who will stand up for me and fight for what I want. I want a hero too, someone that wants me for who I am and not someone who will try to change me.” Like my father keeps trying to do.

She laughed and looked away from his deep penetrating gaze. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to throw that one at you. Ever since you mentioned weddings it’s been on my mind. Please forget it. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable and think I was a mercenary looking for a husband.”

“I didn’t think that at all.” The look in his eyes was hard to decipher and Denver wondered if she’d spoken out too soon. The last thing she wanted to do was scare him away when he would be perfect husband material.

“I’ve shocked you and I’m sorry. The usual calm Dr. Sinclair has shown her true colors.” Forcing a smile, she continued. “Who would believe she’s a normal woman who wants normal things just like every other woman around? I didn’t mean to sound like I was coming onto you. It was a generalization only brought on by the fact we’re here surrounded by new wives and the cutest toddler I’ve seen in a while.”

“So you wouldn’t marry me if I asked you?” He squinted his eyes and watched her.

He’s not going to ask me, surely not. Her heart pounded. “Evan, we don’t even know each other. I wouldn’t do that to you.” Not unless you did the asking and then I won’t feel so guilty about using you.

“My brothers have just or are about to marry women they didn’t know. We’ve worked together for over two years.” He ran a hand through his hair and looked away. “I kind of think we know each other a lot better than they did.”

“Are you asking me to marry you, Evan?” She held her breath, wondering if this was all going to fall into her lap.

“I don’t know. It’s not a bad idea, but with everything that’s happened lately, I’m probably not a very good prospect.”

“I don’t follow. You’re a great guy, have a good job, and like kids and animals. What’s wrong with that?” She tapped the daisy against her chin, the soft petals stroking her heated skin.

“I don’t know if I want to go back to the city for work.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Something Chance said. The doctors aren’t staying in the clinic in town, preferring to go to the hospital or the city. I was wondering if it would be a good job for me.”


Chapter Seven


The look of shock on her face startled him and Evan mentally kicked himself. Should have kept your mouth shut for a bit longer. At least until you take a look at the place to see if you want to work there. Now she’ll run a mile and you’ve only just managed to get to know her after all this time. Idiot.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to spurt that out. I don’t want you to think I brought you here just as a fling, I didn’t. It wasn’t planned that I’d come back home to work. When Chance mentioned it just now, I started thinking. I would have told you once I saw the doctor’s office and thought more about it. It’s just that I have to do something since my contract renewal is coming up. You knew that part.”

Her throat worked as she swallowed. “Yes, yes, I know that. This is kind of unexpected, is all.” Denver bit her bottom lip and glanced over at the bull. “Well, you have to do what you think is best, Evan. If that means moving back home, so be it.”

“We’re just starting to get to know each other and your life is in the city.” Regret clawed up his throat.

“At the moment, yes it is, but who said it’s going to stay there? You’re not the only one with a contract up for renewal and being my father’s daughter doesn’t guarantee I get to keep my job either; if anything, I probably have to try harder. I don’t know if I want it anymore. Maybe a change is in the air for both of us.” She smiled and reached a hand out to touch him, her fingers skimming along the edge of his jaw before resting on his shoulder. “Let’s enjoy the wedding and see how things go. You might hate being with me, or I might find you have annoying habits I can’t stand. We can discuss our future, if we have one, later.”

“Good idea.” He held her hands against his chest. “I can’t wait to crawl into bed with you, Denver, and not just because I want to make love to you either.” He laughed and realized it was true. “I want to hold you while you sleep and watch as the dreams race through your mind. I want to hear the small sounds you make when you drift away into slumber and relax with none of the tension you carry around with you during the day.”

“I don’t.” She blinked and thought. “Do I?”

Evan kissed her lips softly, then the creases on her forehead. “Yes, you do. It’s like you have to be frowning when you think and, from what I see at work, you never stop thinking.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

“I can’t wait to hold you against my chest and feel your breathing slow and relax as you fall asleep.”

“Dr. Watson, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were a romantic at heart. That’s sweet.” She gazed up at him and he concentrated on the colors swirling in her eyes. They changed as he watched flickers of gold breaking up the sea of pale blue. Her pupils dilated and then she blinked, scattering the colors again.

“You have the most fascinating eyes I’ve ever seen.”

“Is that a line, Evan? Because you don’t have to use one with me. You already have me in your room tonight.”

“No, seriously you do. Haven’t you ever noticed?” He leaned in closer, concentrating on her eyes.

“Can’t say I have.”

“They flicker with specks of gold and then when you blink they go back to blue again. Seriously cool, Denver.” He leaned in and kissed her, nibbling at the edges of her lips before pushing between them with his tongue. A soft moan escaped her mouth and she pressed into his chest, her hands going around his waist to rest on his hips, her fingers hooked in his belt.

He tilted his head sideways and ran his lips along the line of her jaw. Denver lifted her chin giving him better access to her throat and he trailed kisses down the smooth expanse of pale skin. He paused at the small indentation below her ear, dipping his tongue out to taste and tease. The warmth of her breath fanned over his face and Evan fell just a little bit more for the outwardly cool, calm doctor.

The trick was going to be convincing her they made a good team and they should stick together. If he could get down to town and check out the doctor’s clinic, find out if they really did need him there, then he could start to plan. And as far as he was concerned, the woman melting in his arms right now was part of that plan.

The slam of a car door broke the spell and he lifted his head. Denver’s eyes were closed and a smile curved her lips. It took her a couple of seconds to realize he wasn’t burying his face in her neck anymore and she opened her eyes.

“Seems we have company. Let’s continue this later tonight.” He gripped the back of her head and planted a deep kiss on her lips before sliding a hand around her back. “My brother Tyson is here by the look of things. Best we go and see him before he comes down here spouting off and trying to find out all about you.”

Denver smiled and nodded her head, a soft pink tinge to her cheeks that sent a jolt of satisfaction to Evan’s gut. “Sure. Lead the way.”

Tyson stood on the porch watching as they walked back to the house. When they got closer, he stepped down and wrapped Evan in a rough hug. After a couple of casual back slaps, he stood back. “Man it’s good to see you. Looking pretty good too.”

“So are you, Brother. Let me introduce you to my girlfriend, Denver. We work together as well. Denver, my brother, Tyson.” He placed his arm around her and held her close as she greeted Tyson.

“So, you’re back for the wedding. Great isn’t it?” He wiped a hand across his chin and glanced sideways into the house. “Who would have thought, both of them getting a mail-order bride? Anyone would think this was the middle ages or something.”

“Takes all kinds in this day and age. Besides, didn’t I read somewhere that marriages built on mutual needs last longer than impulse ones?” Evan watched the glances he shot inside the house. “Who’s the blonde bombshell? Haven’t seen her before.”

Tyson coughed and looked away, his actions showing just how uncomfortable he was. “Uh, that would be Layla, the lawyer Rory got to sort out Fisher’s grandparents. Chance asked me to pick her up at the airport.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “You know the story?”

“Yeah, we got a brief rundown. That’s enough for us. So long as Rory is happy, I really don’t care what brought them together.” He squeezed Denver’s waist. His brother was acting weird all of a sudden and it annoyed him for no good reason. Tyson had a habit of gossiping more than was polite and Evan didn’t want Denver caught up in it. “Shall we go inside and meet her then?”

Tyson stepped up onto the porch and followed Evan and Denver inside. The blonde looked up and smiled. “So, there you are. I wondered where my favorite cowboy had gotten to. Come here and let me have a piece of you.”


Chapter Eight


Denver gripped Evan’s arm and waited for the woman to latch onto him. She strode toward them with a man-eating smile on her perfectly made-up lips and her eyes on the prize. “Tyson, you gorgeous man, what were you doing outside?”

She stepped past them and wrapped her arm around Tyson’s neck, pulling his mouth down to hers. She kicked up a foot, showing off a smooth length of leg and stunning shoes, and kissed him passionately.

Evan stifled a snort and moved over to the kitchen counter where the rest of the family stood staring at Layla and Tyson. “Is this new or what?” He kept his voice low while he watched the spectacle.

“I think she fell for him when she was here last and it looks as though the break has intensified her feelings. Poor Tyson doesn’t stand a chance against her.” Chance smiled and explained. “Layla is the lawyer I used for contracts and, shall we say, other things when I was on the circuit. We’re great friends but I’ve never seen her like this before. Once she gets an idea into her head, you may as well give up. For some reason she’s taken a shine to the little brother. Can’t for the life of me understand what she sees in him.”

Callie elbowed him in the ribs. “That’s just plain mean. He has to have some saving graces, surely.”

“And this coming from the person who wanted to put him on his ass when you first met him?” Chance put his arm around his wife, holding her close to stop the elbows connecting with his ribs again.

“He deserved it then, arrogant fool. Once you get to know him, he’s not that bad and if I didn’t have you, my darling husband, I’d look at him twice. He’s got the Watson genes. Hot cowboy material.” She laughed and gripped his chin, turning his face to her so she could plant a long sensual kiss on his lips.

“Guys, please. All this loving is going to scare Denver away. I don’t want her to think we’re a family of sex fiends around here.”

“And why would that be, Evan? Surely you don’t think I’m too ‘sensitive.’” She raised her fingers making air quotes. “Or too well bred to understand human chemistry?” She’d got it in one, she could see it in his eyes. “I’m not a fragile wallflower that needs protecting. Not from you and certainly not from your family.” She smiled, softening the bite behind her words. “I think it’s sweet how your brothers have ended up with their wives and seeing Tyson get hit on is kinda fun, admit it.”

“I like how you think, Denver. We’re going to get on just fine.” Callie winked at her. “How about a glass of wine, husband of mine, and we can sit and watch those two make out while pretending to help Gina with dinner?”

“I’m on it.” Chance let her go and walked to the pantry, disappeared inside, and came out seconds later with a bottle of wine in his hand. He held it up for inspection, receiving two thumbs up from his wife.

“There’s a bottle of white wine in the fridge to eat with dinner too, if you want it.” Gina tipped a bag of bread rolls into a cane basket and left it on the counter.

“You didn’t have to bring that as well as dinner, but thank you.” Chance leaned in and kissed her cheek before turning to Denver. “Denver, a glass for you?”

“That would be lovely, thank you.” She turned to the bride to be. “Gina, let me help. I can be pretty handy in the kitchen and I refuse to let you slave over that stove by yourself.”

Gina’s laugh rang out in the open room. “You don’t have to, but I thank you anyway. I love to cook. It makes me feel useful and this kitchen is one of my favorite places to do it in. Lean on the counter with your glass and tell me about yourself while I stir this mushroom sauce. Rory loves it over his baked potatoes.”
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Evan watched Denver talking with the girls and stood with his brothers as Tyson tried to act blasé about the sexy lawyer putting the moves on him. “Hell, if I hadn’t seen it for myself, I never would have believed it.” He accepted a glass of wine and took a sip.

“Tell me about the lady you brought to the wedding. Tyson can take care of himself.” Rory sat at the table and waited for Evan as he pulled out a chair. He looked up as the back door closed and Layla dragged Tyson outside away from their prying eyes.

“We work together.” And I’ve fallen hard if you want to know the truth.

“She looks nice and friendly.”

“She is. Dedicated, loyal, and hardworking too. The patients love her and she’s done some great work with premature births.”

“Sounds like you’re hooked to me.” Rory nudged him with his elbow. “About time you got yourself hitched. You’re not getting any younger.”

“I’m not that long in the tooth.”

“I didn’t mean you were but you put off so much to get where you are, with study and all. I think it’s time you started thinking about what you want out of life.”

Evan blinked and met his brother’s gaze. It was true, he was but didn’t think it showed. Stands to reason his brothers would notice because they knew him so well. “I guess so.”

“Did Chance tell you about the doctor’s clinic?”

“Needing a new doctor? Yeah, he did. I have to make up my mind what I’m going to do because my contract at the hospital is up and I’m not sure I want to go back to the city. I was just talking about it with Denver down by the barn. I’m going to go and see them and see what they’re offering. Then I’ll talk about it with her and see where we go from there.”

“Why can’t she apply too?” Rory looked at the girls giggling over the counter.

“She’s more into the management side of things. Wants to run a department or a hospital.”

Rory and Chance shared a look.

“What?” Evan put his glass down.

“The Marietta General Hospital Board is looking for someone to take over the day-to-day running of the hospital. Not as prestigious or as big a hospital as the one you’re at now. There’s plenty of room for getting stuck in and sorting the place out. It’s old and needs a bit of work, but you could tell her.”

His mind raced at the possibilities. What if she didn’t like it here? The town was small compared to Seattle, and even though Evan grew up here and liked the slower pace of life, Denver might not. A huge city hospital down to a tiny community one—he had his doubts.

“You should speak to her, let her make up her own mind.” Chance nodded his head in her direction. “Tell her now, before dinner.”

“Tell me what?” Her hand snaked around Evan’s neck and rested on his chest, her nails tapping a rhythm out on his shirt. The soft scent of her perfume floated down to his nose and panic set in. He hated being pushed into a corner. He’d much prefer to go and check out what was on offer first before he told her. Cover his own bases in another word.

“Guys were telling me about a job going at the hospital. Administrator.”

Her hand slipped from his chest and he heard the sudden intake of breath. Evan glanced around and reached for Denver. Her face paled and there was a hunted look in her eyes.

“Hey, what’s wrong?”

She swallowed and glanced between his brothers before looking back at him, a forced smile on her lips. “Ah, nothing. It’s okay, really. A weird sense of déjà vu or something. Not really sure.” She lifted her hand and brushed back her hair. “Could have been the long drive catching up with me too.”

“Do you want to sit down for a minute?” Evan stood and offered her his chair, waiting for her to sit down.

“Thanks.” She sat down and put her glass on the table. “So, tell me what you know about the job.”

Evan sat with her while Rory relayed what he knew. Being one of the town’s deputy sheriffs had its advantages. Not much happened that he didn’t hear about sooner or later.

“Why don’t you go in tomorrow when I go and look at the clinic? We can both get a sense of what’s going on and take it from there?” Evan reached for her hand, happy that the color returned to her face.

“Great idea. I was looking forward to going riding but we can do that another time. Why don’t we do that?”

“Stop in and say hi to the old man, too, before the wedding. He’d appreciate it.” Rory stood up, walked over to his fiancée, and took the silverware she held out.

“Sounds like a good idea. Anything you need me to do for you before the wedding?” He searched the room for direction. “Flowers, beer, or anything?”

“Thanks. It’s pretty much under control. After much deliberation, we’ve decided we’re getting married at St. James church in town and then having the reception up at the ranch. Gina has it all under control apparently.” He blew a kiss at his future wife. “Keeps telling me to keep out of the way so I don’t upset the caterers.”

“Wise move, too.” Chance laughed. “I’d rather be chasing down a herd of bulls than trying to organize all the whistles and bells that the ladies seem to go in for these days.”

“And that showed us big time in the way you got Elvis to marry you and Callie. I don’t want that for us.” Gina pointed her spoon in their direction. “I want romantic and pretty, not some guy dressed up grinding his hips to piped music.”

Evan watched as Denver tried to fight the giggle rising in her throat, shaking his head when she failed. Her laugh broke the tension he’d felt ever since they told her about the hospital job and her reaction to it.

“Let me guess, a Las Vegas wedding at the Elvis chapel?” The tears spilled over Denver’s lashes. She couldn’t contain it any longer and burst out laughing as he looked on.

“Yeah, my romantic man here is one of a kind, isn’t he?” Callie walked over and pinched his cheek, Fisher on her hip.

“He certainly is.” Denver wiped a finger under her eyes and smiled at Evan.
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The sun crept through the curtains and Denver stretched, then glanced at the man snuggled up to her, his hand casually draped across her stomach. He hadn’t even blinked last night when she chastely kissed him good night and turned over to face the wall. She sighed and rolled toward him, comfortable lying beside him. During the night, he’d reached for her and Denver had let herself mold her body into his as they spooned together. The heat between them had shocked her at first. Now that the initial hum had died down, she wanted to reignite it, sending the small flicker of desire into a torrid wave of fire and see if he could sate the sexual need that had reared its head.

Yes, she’d already decided to have sex with Evan. Why wouldn’t she? He was good looking and the man she wanted to marry would need to feel secure in the position as her husband otherwise he would start to question her motives and she didn’t want that. And it had been far too long since she’d let a man this close to her. Her body’s reaction had her wondering… But no, don’t go there, Denver. Stick to the plan and see if you can talk your way into the job first without a husband.

Her fingers crept up his chest, the smooth bumps of his ribs a tantalizing step of discovery. When her finger tips grazed his raised nipple and rolled the nub of flesh, a small gasp escaped his lips.

“You’re playing with fire, Dr. Sinclair.”

“I certainly hope so, Dr. Watson. Are you man enough to put the flames out?”

Denver let go a squeal as Evan flipped her onto her back, hovering over the top of her. “Try me.” He dropped his lips to hers, tasting what she had to offer. With her mind going into a flat spin, Denver let him plunder her mouth. Involuntarily, her thighs parted so he could rest his body between them. Her breath hitched when she felt the hard length of him against her. She resisted the urge to slide down further.

“Are you sure about this, Denver?” He looked down at her with concern in his eyes.

There’s nothing wrong with having sex with the man you’re thinking about making your husband. He’d expect it and let’s face it, you want it more than you want to admit it to yourself.

“Very sure, Evan. Stop talking and show me what you’ve got.” She closed her eyes as he pushed up her flimsy nightgown, exposing her flesh to the early morning air.

“You’re perfect, you know that, right?” Evan dropped his head down and took one of her nipples in his mouth. Denver arched against him, all but exploding with the sensation of his hot tongue on her skin. She cried out as his mouth moved away but sighed again when he lathered much needed attention on the other nipple.

Denver let herself be transformed by his touch, while doing some exploring of her own. She trailed her fingers down his back and slipped them underneath the elastic of his boxer shorts. His butt clenched as her nails scored a line across the skin. When he tried to ease down her body, she pulled him closer to stop him.

“I don’t think I can wait any longer.” She wiggled underneath him, trying to get closer. “It’s been too long already. Can we hurry this time and make up for it later?” Begging a man for sex? Fast, hot sex? Hell yes, I have no shame.

“If you insist, who am I to deny you what you want?” He winked at her and kissed her between the breasts as he reached a hand down and removed her panties before easing up her body again. “This is going to be fast, okay?”

“Please.” With frantic hands, Denver pushed his boxers down his thighs and guided him into her waiting body. She groaned with pleasure as he slid home. “Oh my goodness. Don’t move okay, just don’t move.”

Evan grinned a crooked strained smile. “Sure.”

She clenched her muscles around him, slid her ankles behind his, and then started to move her hips. It took mere seconds for him to start thrusting inside her, taking them both to an explosive orgasm that had been too long in the making.


Chapter Nine


Evan dropped Denver off at the hospital entrance the following morning. “I’ll pick you up in about an hour, how’s that suit you? If you get out of here earlier, I’ll be just down the road, near the sheriff’s office.”

“Thanks, Evan. If I do, I’ll text you before I leave so we don’t miss each other.”

He gazed at her face, marveling over the circumstances that finally threw them together. Was it fate or just good timing? Hopefully this would work out and they would both get offered a job that would enable them to stay together. After the hurried lovemaking this morning followed by a hot shower and a gentler coupling, there was no way he was going to let go of her. He needed to figure out a way to let her know without scaring her off. Who fell in love so quickly these days? It worried him what her reaction would be. Evan decided to cross that bridge when he came to it.

“Good luck.” She blew him a kiss and turned away to walk inside the doors, the white summer skirt swirling around her legs. He waited until he couldn’t see her any longer and put the truck in gear. Time to find out if he could get a job.

Evan left the hospital and drove through town, savoring the memories as he headed to the doctor’s office. Nothing seemed to have changed in the years he’d been away. The same poster boards were hanging outside the Get ‘n’ Go, no doubt advertising the same newspapers and magazines. The red stripes on the barber shop poles hadn’t been updated since he was in there last getting his hair cut. The flaking paint showed just how old the shop was and how much it needed updating. It gave him a sense of coming home that seemed to cement his decision even more in his mind. He was doing the right thing, he knew it.

Evan pulled up outside the doctor’s office and turned off the truck. He wiped his hands down the legs of his jeans, more nervous now than he had been applying at the hospital for a job. So much seemed to hinge on this interview.

Five minutes later, his nerves were settled as he spoke to Dr. Hennessey. “I’m so glad you came in, Evan. If we don’t replace the last doctor who left, the hospital board will close us down.” The old doctor frowned. “I’ve given this practice many years of my life and would hate to see it shut the doors to those most in need.”

Evan leaned forward. “Tell me what other alternatives there are in town if this place closes.”

“There’s Jack Gallagher’s practice and the hospital emergency department, that’s it. There used to be a doctor’s clinic in the hospital. They closed that down many years ago.” He rubbed a hand over his gray hair, patting down the fly away wisps. “Seeing the doctor on call doesn’t always sit well with some of the older patients, especially when they get pushed back to the end of the queue when an emergency comes in. They like the idea of seeing the same person at each visit. Sadly, that won’t happen if we have to close when I retire.”

“And when will that be?”

“If I get help, not for another six months or so, depending on my health. If I don’t get help, next month, I can’t keep going like this. Overworked and understaffed takes its toll on even the most dedicated of us.”

Evan noticed the tired lines around his eyes and made his decision. “Dr. Hennessey, if you want me, I’ll gladly join the practice. I want to work back home; that much is plain to me after being away for so long. I hope you’ll give my application consideration.”

A glimmer of interest sparked the older man’s eyes, giving Evan more than a twinge of hope. “I’ll consult with the board and get back to you in a day or so. That suit you, Doctor?”

“Yes. Thank you for seeing me without a prior appointment. I appreciate it.” He stood up and shook Dr. Hennessey’s hand, then turned and left.

[image: *]*

Denver watched Evan drive away and the guilt clenched in her gut, but only for a moment. She squared her shoulders, determined to make her mark on this little backward hospital. It shouldn’t be too hard. “Can I help you with anything?”

She turned and walked over, putting on her game face. “Yes, I’m Dr. Sinclair. I’ve been offered a job here and hopefully will be moving to town shortly. I happened to be passing on my way to a wedding and thought I’d take a quick peek at the hospital in an unofficial capacity if that’s okay.”

“Dr. Sinclair, why of course. How lovely to see you.” She stood up and straightened her skirt while walking out from behind her desk. “Dr. Dunlop is in the office, and the other members of the board aren’t here at present.” She held out her hand and looked Denver over. “I’m glad you dropped in.” When Denver withdrew her hand, she walked back around her desk and picked up the phone. “Dr. Dunlop, you’ll never guess who’s at my desk.”

A few moments later, a portly gentleman hurried out of the elevator, pushed past an orderly with an empty bed, and headed for Denver. He held out his hand before he reached her, the smile on his face making her feel justified in coming in. “Dr. Sinclair, what a pleasant surprise. I didn’t think we would be seeing you until your appointment date.” He pressed a hand to her back and guided her away, out of sight of the entrance.

“This is just a fleeting visit, Dr. Dunlop. Call it impulse if you will. I had to go through town to attend a wedding and I couldn’t pass without stopping, if only for a few minutes.”

“I completely understand.” He looked over her shoulder out the front door of the hospital. “Mr. Sinclair, is he with you?”

“Ah, no. No he’s not.”

“Such a shame. Never mind, we’ll get to meet him when you bring him over for the meeting then.” He guided her past the cafeteria and down a corridor. The signs pointed to the emergency room with another sign that led the way to the x-ray department.

“About that, Dr. Dunlop. Call me pedantic but I wonder if I could have a moment of your time to run something past you?”

“Of course my dear. What’s on your mind?”

“I don’t want to get this job because of my future husband. You see, I’ve worked hard to get where I am and I did it on my own too.” She hurried on as he raised an eyebrow in her direction. “Not that I have anything against marriage, of course. After all, I’m about to go down that path myself. What I wanted to do was try and secure the job on my own without relying on the fact that my future husband was born in this charming little town.”

Dr. Dunlop paused and looked at her. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, Dr. Sinclair. This idea was set down by the board to keep the job local. We aim to give our residents a fighting chance as it were. Normally we wouldn’t have considered you but since you are marrying one of our own…”

“I understand but still, I was hoping that in light of my experience and ability…”

“I’m sorry, no.”

Denver bit her tongue to stop the sharp retort slipping out. She would have to go through with the wedding after all. She only had to convince Evan and she doubted that would be too hard. “Yes, I’m marrying a local boy. You’ll get to meet him at the next interview. That’s if you want me for the job.”

“I like what I see so far, Doctor, and the other applicant may be pulling out their application. I’ve given them a few days to confirm, then I will set the time for you and your future husband to visit us.”

“Of course. I understand. Well, it was lovely meeting you. I hope I didn’t take up too much of your time.” Now to go and find Evan and start the ball rolling.

“It was my pleasure, Dr. Sinclair.”

“I wonder if you could give me the address of the house the hospital is supplying as part of my contract. Just so I can drive past, you understand.”

“Of course, Doctor.” He swept his hand wide as they stepped into the busy emergency ward. “Well, this is it. I must say I’m very proud of what we’ve achieved so far. I can’t wait for you to start, if you get the position that is. If there were more time, I’d give you a tour of the wards but never mind. There is so much scope for a doctor of your expertise to re-mold the hospital and bring it into the twenty-first century.” He rubbed his hands as he looked around.

“I’m looking forward to it, Dr. Dunlop. I hope I don’t let the board down.”

He looked affronted by her comment. “I can assure you, Dr. Sinclair, that you come highly recommended. There is no way the board would have looked at you otherwise if they weren’t sure you would do what is in the hospital’s best interest.” He took a breath. “So long as you can prove to the board that you meet the ‘local’ requirements, they will be happy with your appointment.”

“Yes I do. I will be a local as soon as I marry Dr. Watson. He grew up here and is also moving back home to work.” She mentally crossed her fingers. “As far as I’m concerned, that makes me eligible for the position.”

A gleam came into Dr. Dunlop’s eyes as he looked at her. “I think that will satisfy the board and I look forward to meeting the lucky man.”

“I appreciate the support. Now I really have to be going. Thank you for seeing me at such short notice and I’d appreciate it if my visit is kept quiet for now. Family members don’t know we’re moving back and I feel that should come from us.” She turned and started to walk back to the front of the hospital.

“Of course, I understand. I’ll just get Pauline to write down the address of the house. It’s empty at the moment, so feel free to wander around the property and peek into the windows if you want to. Before you move in we’ll have the place cleaned and freshened up.” He held out his hand once more. “Doctor, my pleasure. I look forward to seeing you again soon.”

“Thank you for making me feel so welcome. I think I’m going to like working here if I get the position. Such a bright and cheerful hospital.” She watched him say a few words to the receptionist and then hurry back to the elevator.

“Here you go, Dr. Sinclair. The house is on Bramble Lane and might I say that’s a very prestigious area to live in as befits the director of the hospital. Lovely older-style home with tons of character, set back from the road and very secluded too. If you go to Bramble House B&B, count down four houses and it’s the big white house directly across from Bramble Park. Lovely big trees in the back yard and it borders onto the river. I think there might even be a tiny jetty on the property.” Pauline gave her a conspiratorial wink. “Dr. Dunlop is looking forward to someone starting work. He wants to semi-retire and leave things in someone else’s hands. Pretty capable hands too, by the sound of things.”

“I might not get the job yet. There is another applicant.”

“My money is on you.”

“I’m glad you think so. Well, thank you for the welcome and the address.” She tapped the slip of paper in her hand. “I’ll be off then. Have a nice day, Pauline.”

“See you again soon.” Pauline smiled and wiggled her fingers in a cute wave, watching as Denver walked out the door. When she turned back to look over her shoulder, Pauline was still watching her, fingers moving.

She looked at the slip of paper in her hand and stepped out onto the driveway, wondering if she should call Evan or start walking into town when a toot of a truck’s horn scared her. Shit. She was so busy thinking about how to tell Evan what had happened that she almost walked in front of a truck. The driver waved his fist at her and then floored it, leaving her standing on the edge of the road, heat washing over her cheeks.

A door slammed, followed by the sound of running feet. “Denver, are you okay?” Evan reached her, a frown on his face as he pulled her into his arms. “I was waiting for you and saw it all. Did that jerk hurt you?”

She swallowed and swiped her tongue over her bottom lip, her mouth dry and pasty. “No. No, he just scared me is all. My own stupid fault.” She rested her forehead against his chest, comforted by his closeness and the familiar smell of his woodsy aftershave.

He held her close, rubbing a circle on her back as she calmed down. Denver took a deep breath and looked up into his face. “How did your appointment go?”

He grinned like a school kid given the day off. “I’m pretty sure I got the job. He’s going to let me know in the next couple of days. If he doesn’t get someone to take over, the place is going to have to close because he can’t deal with it all by himself anymore. How about you?” He kissed the top of her head and slipped his arm through hers. Together they walked over to where he’d parked his truck.

They stopped at the door and Denver looked at him, hoping she could pull this off. “They have a position. Rory was right. I have to send my résumé in as soon as I can. Evan, I don’t believe it, it’s like we were meant to come to Marietta.” Would he believe such a corny line?

“That’s fantastic! Imagine if we both got jobs here. We can be together, Denver. Do you see how perfect that would be?”

She smiled at him, guilt making her hold back just a little with her enthusiasm. The more time she spent with Evan, the more she liked him. “He even gave me the address of the house I’d get if I got the job. Just as well I have my laptop with me. My résumé is on there. I can do it this afternoon.”

“Brilliant. Let’s go and see my father first. I know he’d be dying to meet you.” He helped her into the truck and hurried around to the driver’s door, a new sense of energy making him look younger and happier than she’d seen him before. Perhaps they would be happy here in his hometown. Denver wondered if she was doing the right thing dragging Evan into this ruse so she could get the job she wanted. If he was happy and appeared to be leading the way for a romance between them, was what she was doing so wrong?


Chapter Ten


“That’s a pretty nice old house. I think you’d be happy there. Plenty of room to grow your family if that’s how you roll.” Jock winked at his son over the cup of tea as Denver finished telling him about their job offers and the house they were going to check out.

His father looked good. Clear eyes and fresh humor were a testament to his years of being on the wagon. It appeared working for Chance on the ranch was also doing him a world of good. “Boss gave me the day off to get sorted for the wedding tomorrow. Promised Pastor Davis I’d help clean the church this afternoon. Gina’s organized someone to do the flowers, and I want to make sure it’s all pretty for them.”

“I can’t wait to see it all done up. It’s a beautiful old building, Jock. Evan pointed it out on the way here.” Denver put her cup down and smiled at his father. She seemed captivated by his childhood home, ignoring the peeling paint and worn floor tiles. Although the house shone like a new pin, it was dated and could do with a bit of love. Certainly nothing like the home she lived in and that had worried him. But Denver didn’t seem to mind and for that he was grateful. She was so down to earth. His kind of girl.

“So, when are you two tying the knot?” He looked at them in turn, his gray bushy eyebrows moving like they had a life of their own.

“It’s not like that, Dad.” Please stop. This isn’t happening. Denver is going to freak out. I’m so damned embarrassed right now.

“Like what? I’ve got eyes, boy. They might be old, but even I can see the way you two look at each other.”

“Mr. Watson…”

“Jock.”

Denver forced a smile. “Jock then. It’s not like that between us. Evan is right. Even though we’ve known each other for some time, we’ve only started dating.”

“And since when did that mean anything?” He leaned forward, pushed his cup out of the way, and focused on her face. “Listen to me, the pair of you. I lost Evan’s mother without notice. No warning or anything.” He shook his head. “Woke up one day and bam! Gone. Just like that.”

“And your point, Dad, would be?” Traipsing down memory lane wasn’t going to help his cause with Denver. He had to woo her gently and with integrity if he wanted her to take the hospital job and live here with him. It was the only way. She wasn’t like Callie, forceful and loaded with sass and prepared to rush headlong into anything. She was more the gentle type who liked flowers and being wooed over wine and dinner, or watching the stars on a moonlit night. Look how long it took to get his first date. Marriage would be a long process, one he intended to do right. His father had it all wrong.

“Take what you can while you can.” He coughed to clear away the emotion Evan saw creeping into his eyes. It seemed as though the misery over the death of their mother never left his father. Even in the bottom of a bottle, he couldn’t shake the loss that devastated the entire family. “Life is too short and I know that. There were days when I wished I could join her, but that wasn’t God’s plan, ’cause I’m still here. And if you know you love each other”—he pointed his finger at Evan—“and you can’t tell me you don’t, do something about it. Don’t wake up alone one day and wish you could’ve chosen different ’cause it’ll be too late.”

His father sat back, happy now that he’d said his piece. “So, tell me what you’re doing for the rest of your visit, Denver. I hope this boy of mine is taking you for a ride up the mountain.” He winked at her and Evan held back a smile. He’d planned on taking a picnic up before they headed back to the city. An afternoon of clean fresh air and Denver alone on a picnic rug was high on his priority list. Once the wedding was out of the way of course.

“Well, now, that sounds like a swell idea. Guessing I should put all of those horse riding lessons my father paid for to good use and, looking at the view from Chance’s place, I know I have to insist on some time up on Copper Mountain with Evan.”

“We have the wedding tomorrow, so I was thinking of asking Tyson to borrow a couple of horses the day after since we made other plans for today. Chance only has his big beast and Callie’s horse.”

“Your brother has a heap of them right now. Brought up a whole lot of nags cheap. Headed for the glue factory they were. Rory took a couple for him and Gina, and he kept the others. He couldn’t bear to see them destroyed when they had plenty of life in them. Make good trail riders. I checked them out, healthy enough. Sure he could put you two on a couple.”

“Why doesn’t Tyson use them then, start doing trail rides? Not like raising bucking broncos takes all his time, is it?” Evan pondered the idea. “Might suggest it when I see him again. That’s if we can pry the lawyer off of him.”

“What lawyer? That boy gone and got himself into trouble I don’t know about?” Jock turned on him, a frown creasing his brow.

“The lawyer who helped Gina settle the custody of Fisher with. You know, the blonde from Denver who Chance brought in? She’s taken a shine to Tyson, goodness knows why.”

“Oh right. Well, he is a good looking kid, even if I say so myself. Bit of an old woman, but some people are just like that. Can’t all be the same, now can we?”
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“He’s a very handsome man, Jock. Must take after you.” Denver watched him blush. “Mind you, from what I’ve seen so far, all of your boys are capable of setting hearts a flutter.”

“What did I tell you, Son? Marry this woman before she gets away from you.”

Evan closed his eyes as if struggling for composure before giving her a quick smile. “Sorry about this. I thought we were coming for a cup of tea, not relationship advice. Please forgive my father.”

His mouth tightened and for a moment, Denver regretted encouraging Jock. If she was going to get her job, she needed a husband who lived locally and Evan was all she could ask for in a partner. If they were going to take the time and go down the dating ritual as he indicated he would like to do, she would still be interested, but time was of the essence here so a quick decision was important. He was solid, reliable, an all-around nice guy, and they had chemistry in spades. He made no secret of the fact he’d wanted to date her for the last couple of years and was handsome and charming. Plus, he was kind, considerate, and didn’t pressure her for sex—although giving into him wasn’t a hardship as she’d found out. Denver could eventually fall for him anyway.

“That’s fine, don’t apologize. I’ve loved every minute so far of our trip back to where you grew up. Things have a way of working out for the best so I’m going with the flow for now, wherever that may be.” I hope it’s what you want too because I don’t really want to deceive you. I really don’t but today’s meeting leaves me with no choice.

Evan looked peeved more than amused and she experienced a quick flicker of pity for him. Jock glanced between them and she had to smile at the old man. He’d done nothing wrong except give them his opinion. And he was right. Life was short, bad things happened to good people, and it was too late to cry over it after it’d happened.

“Right then, I suppose we’d better go and have a look at that house before we head back to the ranch. Rory wanted us to stop in and see his new place and I want to make sure he doesn’t need a hand setting up for the reception.” Evan stood up and pushed the chair in, and looked at his father. “You going to be at the church waiting in the morning, or do you want me to come down and pick you up?”

“Thanks for the offer; I’ll meet them down here. Gina said to be at the church waiting with Reverend Davis at two o’clock sharp.”

“Thanks for the tea, Jock. It was lovely to meet you.” She reached over and kissed his prickly cheek, cementing the bond she knew was building between the two of them. He was the father almost banished by his kids, fighting to make his way back into the family, and she was the newest girlfriend. They were both very much on the outside looking in as far as she was concerned.

Evan held her hand as he walked her out to the truck. She climbed in and did her seat belt up before waving out the window to Jock who stood and watched from the front garden. “Your dad is lovely, Evan.”

“Yeah, he seems to be doing well and that’s great. Went through a hard time there for a few years.” He turned on the indicator and pulled out into the street. “It’s Bramble Lane isn’t it?”

Denver nodded her head. “Yep, the big white house opposite the park.” She looked at the mailboxes as they drove down the quiet street. “There it is.” The house sat back from the street on a slight rise, looking over a rolling front lawn in need of a good mow. The path wound up to the front door and a small hedged porch. A love seat hung by the front door, the paint peeling and the chain hanging limp on one side.

She got out of the truck and shut the door, her gaze on the house. “This is beautiful.” Denver saw how wonderful this would be with a little bit of tender loving care and a family living there. Evan walked around to stand beside her, not looking as enthusiastic as she felt.

“Bit run down and overgrown. Guess if you get the job they’ll clean it up some.” He slipped his hand down and clenched her fingers, giving them a quick squeeze. “Let’s go take a proper look.” He drew her up the path, sparing a glance at the mailbox with old newspapers and pamphlets jammed inside and overflowing on the grass. They stepped up the wide steps, and Denver heard the boards creaking under their feet, but the sound only added to the charm of the old house for her.

The curtains hung open in the front room and Denver leaned down and looked in the window. “This must be the living room. I can see a fireplace just to the side.” The house sat unfurnished which made it appear more neglected and sad than it probably was. Carpet a dull shade of brown lay wall to wall, and Denver saw the door which she presumed led into the back of the house. It was shut, closing off the rest of the interior. She walked to the other side of the front door and around the half-collapsed porch swing and peeked in that window. The drapes were closed, spoiling her view of more than a sliver of the room. “This must be a bedroom, bit hard to tell. Seems clean enough inside, just very empty and unloved.”

Evan moved down the steps and around the front of the house. “Come around here. Might be able to see inside from the back of the house.” Denver hurried after him, a small thrill rising in her chest. This could be her new home. The excitement built as she caught up with Evan.

“Come on, there’s a back deck here with French doors we can peek through.” He held out his hand for her and when she reached for him, he gripped her fingers and pulled her up the back stairs. A large deck graced the back of the house, overlooking a fairly substantial yard dotted with large shady trees that rolled down to a small jetty on the river’s edge. An old rope swing hung from the lowest branch of the huge oak nearest the house.

The welcome door mat lay at an angle in front of the back door and Denver wondered if it was an omen. Was she doing the wrong thing in stringing Evan along for her own purpose? The more time she spent with him, the more Denver liked him. But she didn’t want to risk being hurt again, certainly not by a doctor. After her affair with Blake Lynch, the double-crossing cheating bastard, had ended with him throwing her over for a position arranged for him by her father at another hospital, she had stayed clear of anyone in her profession.

Denver had thought he was the one for her but in reality he used her to get what he wanted and tossed her off without a backward glance. She promised herself she wouldn’t go down that route again, not when it came to finding true love. And her career came first and foremost. Nothing was going to mess with her ten-year plan.


Chapter Eleven


Evan glanced at Rory, proud of what his brother had achieved. “This place is terrific.”

Rory held Fisher on his shoulders and walked around the outside of the renovated house, explaining to Evan as they went what work he’d done to make it inhabitable again.

“Yeah, it is, isn’t it? Mind you, when Gina first laid eyes on it she wasn’t that impressed. She’s pretty happy now though, isn’t she, tiger?” He bounced the toddler up and down and was rewarded with chortles of glee. Fisher waved his hands in the air, his little face showing just how much he enjoyed the ride.

“Must be pretty nice having a ready-made family.” Evan couldn’t be sure if it was jealousy nudging him in the ribs or happiness for his brother.

“Sure is, this little guy is perfect. When I first met him I was taken aback because I didn’t know about him. It didn’t take long for me to warm up to him. Planning on adding to the brood as fast as we can too. I can see Gina with a heap of kids around her feet.”

“Guess you got lucky. Both you and Chance seem to have found the women of your dreams.” He jammed his hands into his pockets and glanced up at the mountain behind the ranch. Snow caps gleamed white in the clear blue sky.

Rory put the wriggling toddler down on the grass and watched as he went straight for a daisy poking its head up through weeds at the fence line. “You and Denver seem pretty close. I sense something else. Do I detect a whiff of disharmony there?”

He stood with his hands on his hips reminding Evan of those big brother talks that came his way with uncommon regularity. Nothing much had changed between them over the years. Here comes another one.

Evan laughed, the sound bitter to his own ears. “Disharmony? No. More like I want to rush her off her feet but I don’t want to scare her away.” He kicked at the grass, frustrated. “I dropped her off at the hospital so she could check out that job you told her about while I had an interview in town, which I think went rather well by the way. Then after having a cup of tea with the old man we checked out the house that goes with the job, if she gets it mind you, at the hospital. Seems they were rather taken with her and asked for a résumé on the spot.” He glanced at the kitchen where Denver was inside with Gina. He wondered if they were talking the way women did given the chance. They’d seemed rather friendly since they met the other night.

“So what’s your problem then? If you’re both keen to work here and you seem cozy enough to me, why the long face?” Rory kept his gaze flickering over to Fisher exploring the garden while he listened to his brother.

“I want what you have, you and Chance.” It sounded weak when he said it. The picture was in the back of his mind already. The white house, picket fence, and the flower beds. And Denver sitting on a porch swing contentedly relaxing. Denver was the center of it all.

“So propose to her. What’s the worst that can happen?”

“I’ll scare her off. We’ve only just started dating and that took me two years to get her to agree to go out with me.” And I don’t want to have to start all over again if she freaks out. Or worse, lose her if I screw it up.

“Well it seems to me that you’re moving fast from there. Didn’t you share her bed last night?” Rory watched him with a grin on his face.

“Yeah, but having sex doesn’t mean she wants to commit to me. It’s probably because she was ready for it. Not like she wants to marry me or anything.” He huffed out a breath, annoyed with himself. Because it was what he wanted didn’t mean it stood to reason she wanted it too.

Rory slapped him across the shoulders. “Man, you should see your face. You’re looking like the world’s going to end. When the time is right, in bed or otherwise, I’m sure you’ll know. When she’s in a really good mood, ask her. Ask her if she wants to commit to you and a relationship. Doesn’t mean you have to get married. Perhaps letting her know you want to go exclusive will give you an idea if she’s ready or not.”

He thought about it, kicking himself that he’d never thought of it that way. “Yeah, I like the idea of exclusive. That shouldn’t be enough to scare her away. I can see if I asked her to marry me it probably would. Your way sounds much better. Thanks, Brother.” As usual, Rory came through with the goods. Always the reliable brother.

“I aim to help, even love-struck fools like you. One more string to my bow as deputy sheriff.” He stepped forward and hooked a finger in the little boy’s mouth, pulling out a long strand of grass. “You’ll choke on that, big guy.” He patted the little boy on the head and let him reach for another blade of grass. “Women give out signals, Evan. It’s just a case of timing it right.”

“Yeah, right.” Signals, did this get much more complicated? “You seem made to be a father, Rory. He looks like a great little kid.” Evan watched the two of them together and felt a pang of jealousy hit him hard.

“Sure is. As I said, once I got over the surprise, I couldn’t help but fall for this little guy. I know Gina can’t wait to give him a brother or sister.” Rory picked Fisher up and swung him around. The little boy giggled and reached for his shirt, clinging to his chest, eyes closed tight.

“Well, good luck. I hope you produce many kids and soon. I can see myself as an uncle.” He smiled at the picture his brother made with a toddler against his chest and tried not to let the stab of jealousy get any worse.
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“Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do?”

“I appreciate it, Denver, honestly. It’s all done. The caterer is organized, the garden is all prettied up out back, and the church is booked. Only thing left is to get my man there and make it official.”

“Sounds like you’re a wiz at organization then.” She glanced around the newly renovated kitchen. The smell of fresh paint still clung in the air, only slightly masked by the scent of vanilla candles. “I do like this kitchen. So much feeling of open space in a room that isn’t that big. Did you design it?”

“Yes. Rory gave me free rein in here since it’s my domain. I wanted what Callie has—a huge open kitchen with dining room. Sadly, that wasn’t going to happen in a space this small so I had to be clever and make the most of it.” Gina put the kettle on the old wood stove and smiled. “I turned the bathroom into a walk-in pantry and that gave me more space. We added a couple of bedrooms for Fisher and hopefully the next baby, with a bathroom between them to make up for what I took.” She grinned and dropped a hand down to cup her stomach, her eyes glazing over for a second and Denver smiled to herself.

“How far along are you?”

Gina opened her mouth and stopped. She swallowed and looked down, a tinge of pink staining her cheeks. “I haven’t told Rory yet. I want it to be a surprise between the two of us tomorrow night.”

Denver zipped her fingers across her lips.

“Thank you.” She tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear before opening a cupboard and taking out two cups. “I’m so lucky, I know that. Finding Rory was the best thing that could have happened to me. Tell me about you and Evan though. I know you two work at the same hospital but there’s more there. I can tell just by looking at you together.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.” Denver fidgeted under the close scrutiny.

“You can’t take your eyes off of each other, Denver. I’ve seen you looking at the man like you want to gobble him all up.” A smile lit Gina’s mouth.

“I didn’t think I was that obvious.” She leaned back against the counter and folded her arms. She realized she didn’t want Evan for the job alone anymore, at least that was her train of thought at the moment. She wanted him because he made her feel special and loved, and because he knew how to make her tremble with need even when he wasn’t around. How the heck that had crept up on her, she didn’t know.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you like that.” Gina slid her hand down Denver’s arm. “This family is pretty open about their feelings and I should have been a bit more sensitive because I know not everyone is like us.”

“No, it’s okay. You’re right. I do want him. This is all kind of new to me. In my family feelings are kept on hold until the time is right. No bursting into spontaneous outpouring of love.” She shook her head. “Being with your family has made me realize how cold that left me feeling.”

“Didn’t your mother…?”

“No.” Denver sighed. “She died when I was little. My father brought me and my brother up, or should I say, nannies did the job for him.” The thought of what she’d missed hit hard. “Life wasn’t so bad, I thought we were happy but I guess I wasn’t.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Don’t get me wrong, we survived well enough. But it was nothing like this where you guys are always touching each other and professing your love or lust for one another.” She hoped her outburst wasn’t embarrassing Gina and thought honesty was okay in this house.

Gina laughed out loud. The tears filled her eyes and she did nothing to try and control the amusement she obviously found in Denver’s statement. When the kettle whistled, Denver nudged her out of the way and picked it up, poured boiling water into a teapot, and placed the lid on, not sure the hysterical pregnant lady would cope without burning herself.

“Oh, my. That’s classic. Sorry, Denver. Lust—I get that. Who can blame me? Look at what I’ve got for goodness sake.” Her eyes shone in pleasure and a glow blushed over her cheeks leaving a rosy tinge on her skin.

“Yes, I know. And that’s what scares me. I have one of those good-looking Watson boys too, and my life has changed so much in the last couple of weeks since Evan took me out for dinner. Spending one-on-one time with him over a meal has changed my feelings for him enormously. I can’t believe I think I love him already. That wasn’t in my game plan.” She wiped a hand over her face, confused by her own feelings and wondering where to go from here. The idea of having a husband to get her job was falling way behind the idea of having the man she had fallen head over heels in love with. In her life as well as in her bed. The thought made her quiver with nerves. “Mind you, I have had two years to get used to him.”

Gina patted her on the shoulder and then reached for the teapot. “It will sort itself out. Enjoy the time you have here together and see what happens.” She poured them a cup of tea each and placed them on the small wooden table in the center of the room. As Denver took a seat, Gina stepped over to the pantry and walked inside, coming out seconds later with a tin.

She took a plate from the cupboard, placed it on the table, opened the tin, and artfully placed chocolate chip cookies in a circle, keeping one in her hand as she sat down. “If I say so myself, this is a good batch of cookies. Fresh baked this morning.” With a smile at Denver, she took a bite and leaned back in her chair, chewing happily.


Chapter Twelve


Evan watched Denver sleeping. Her eyelashes swept down over flushed cheeks and her lips were parted showing the tip of her pink tongue. Lips that kissed their way down his body last night, sending him wild with a passion that threatened to engulf him again. He knew he was ruined forever. They shared a magic in bed he didn’t want to let go of. Before this week at home ended, he had to make her his.

“Stop thinking so loud.” She opened her pale blue eyes, blinked, and looked up at him. “Whatever it is, it can’t be that bad to leave such deep furrows in your forehead.” She reached up a hand to wipe at his skin above his eyebrows. Her touch jolted all the way down to his groin and he sighed. Evan reached for her hand and brought it to his mouth. Lips grazed over her skin and the taste of her triggered something in his brain. She smiled and he needed no further encouragement.

He pushed her back on the pillow, her hand up above her head, and let his body cover hers. Denver all but purred under him as she spread her legs so he could rest between them. Evan kissed her deep and passionately, moving the angle of his head to deepen the kiss as the heat swelled in his groin. His erection nudged at her center and he grinned to himself when Denver moved under him to position him at her entrance.

“Someone is keen this morning. Didn’t I satisfy you enough last night, Dr. Sinclair?”

She laughed, a happy sound echoing in his ears. “Oh yes. You know what they say about one taste and you’re hooked?”

“I think I do.” He nipped at her top lip and wriggled his hips, pushing at her moist opening and backed away as she arched toward him. I want you to want me like I want you, Denver. It’s all I ask.

“Stop teasing me, Evan, and put out before I explode without you.” The pale blue of her eyes fogged to a steely gray.

“Put out? Oh baby, I’ll put out for you anytime.” He plunged his tongue into her mouth and at the same time eased his cock inside the warmth she offered, sinking into bliss. Her hands slid down his back and held onto his butt, pulling him in as far as he could go before she wrapped her legs around his. Evan gasped as her nails dug into his cheeks, almost sending him over the edge. He gritted his teeth and trailed his lips down her throat. He wanted to make it last as long as he could. The heat between them was more than he had hoped for and knew Denver enjoyed it as much as he did. Was it enough to make her stay with him, or would she need a long drawn-out relationship before she took the plunge into marriage with him?

Evan could feel the eruption building inside her as she panted and urged him on faster. Her muscles tightened and started to quiver around him and he stilled to try to make the moment last.

“No, Evan, I want it now, please don’t stop.” Her eyes were shut and her jaw tense as she teased the climax to its peak. “Faster, oh God don’t stop now.” She threw her head back on the pillows and clenched her jaw as Evan pumped into her, giving her what she demanded. Her body bowed and a low groan slid from her throat.

His own climax close, he fought the hands that gripped him, trying to hold him inside her and gave a final thrust of his hips to follow her over the edge of oblivion. He tensed all the way down to his toes, his back curling as he rode the crest of his orgasm. When the spasms slowed he rested his forehead on hers, his breath ragged. “Holy heck, what a way to wake up in the morning.” He kissed the tip of her nose and watched as she opened her eyes. They were hazy from lovemaking, the tiny gold specks vivid in color.
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Her hands slipped from his body and she lay there, sated, underneath him. Sex made her feel loose and at ease, and with Evan it was especially good. “Hmmm.” If she were a cat she would be purring. The thought raced through her mind.

“I take it you enjoyed that wake-up call.” Evan rolled off her and onto his back. He reached out a hand and gripped her fingers, twining his in between hers in a simple gesture. The contact pleased her enormously.

“Mindless sex first thing in the morning has a way of making me feel all loose and free. I could get used to it.” She closed her eyes and waited for a response, hoping it was the one she wanted.

Beside her Evan shifted and she opened her eyes and looked over at him. He rested his head on his hand, elbow dug into the pillow. His gaze appeared thoughtful, pondering.

“What have I said wrong?”

“Mindless sex, Doctor? I actually put thought into that, I’ll have you know. It took considerable concentration to make you purr like a kitten.”

Her lips twitched before she could control the urge to laugh bubbling up in her throat. It was no good. Peals of laughter filled the room.

“And now she laughs at me. What a blow to a guy’s ego.” He trailed his fingertip over her breast, toying with a now-pert nipple. “Even so, I’ll still admit you have a beautiful body, Denver, and I love to see you in my bed. Perhaps…” He bent down and sucked the tight bundle of nerves into his mouth, swirling his tongue around it before letting it pop out of his mouth again. “Perhaps I will have trouble letting you go after this week is over.” The heat from his mouth traveled straight down to her core making it almost impossible to keep still. “I think it’s something we should talk about after the wedding festivities have been dealt with.”

Denver watched as he gripped the sheet covering her lower body and ripped if off leaving her exposed to his hungry gaze. “Maybe we should try that again but slower to make sure we agree. What do you think?” He gave her a quick grin and leaned over, trailing his tongue from her breasts down her stomach.

She heard the soft chuckle as her legs opened for his mouth without any encouragement. Oh yes, this was going to be a good discussion. Right now she had other things to concentrate on. The hot tongue sliding between her folds was the most important. Denver closed her eyes, raised her hands above her head, and stretched out, giving over to the pleasure.


Chapter Thirteen


The music started and Evan looked back to the church door. His father stood there proudly with Gina on his arm. In front of them stood Callie holding a bouquet of flowers grinning at her husband standing at the altar with his nervous brother. The joy on the old man’s face hit Evan in the gut. For all the pain and grief he’d gone through after the loss of his wife, he’d managed to finally come out on the other side.

It’d hurt them all when she died. He and his brothers had gotten on with life while grieving in their own ways. None of them understood how it was for their father. At least Evan hadn’t until he was more mature. His profession helped in that regard. Understanding the psychology of death and the grieving process brought it all home, and he’d reached out to his father tentatively at first. Once Jock understood Evan held no grudge, he’d become more vocal and they’d kept in touch on a regular basis. Even Chance, who pretended to be grumpy around him, was softening thanks to Callie bullying him and showing their father the love she could no longer show to her own late parents.

Acceptance had been a long slow process for Evan, Rory, and Chance. Tyson had never blamed his father for the way he acted and stood by their father while they’d all turned their backs on him.

Rory stood at the front of the church with Chance by his side, watching as his bride made her way down the aisle. A hand reached into his and Evan wound his fingers with Denver’s. She leaned into him and whispered in his ear, “She looks beautiful. And Fisher is so cute in his little white tux.” The toddler sat in his newfound grandmother’s arms watching the proceedings. He played with the flower pinned to her dress, dribbling cheerfully as his grandfather did his best to keep up with the drool. It was plain to see they both doted on the little boy and Evan could understand it, having fallen under his spell himself.

He wondered if Denver would want children with him eventually. She liked Fisher well enough, and Evan wanted a family almost as much as he wanted her. It might be a battle getting her to go off the pill if she got the job at the hospital. Just another hurdle he was intent on climbing over when the time came.

Evan shifted his attention back to his brother. Rory smiled nervously at Callie as she took her place and then his gaze went to the woman he was taking for his wife. The normally composed deputy sheriff seemed to shift nervously on his feet as his bride walked toward him. Her face glowed with love as she reached his side.

“Who gives this woman to this man in holy matrimony?”

“I do.” Jock took Gina’s hand and passed it to Rory.

Jock blushed when Gina kissed his cheek and he ducked his head to hide his joy before taking his seat next to Evan. “Good job, Pop.” Evan patted his father on the shoulder as he sat down.

“Ain’t nothing to it.” He brushed the imaginary dust from the suit he’d pulled from the closet and had dry cleaned, and kept his gaze on the happy couple, a sheen of tears in his eyes.

“Friends, today we are gathered here to celebrate the union between Rory and Gina.”

Evan squeezed Denver’s hand. In response she leaned into him and sighed. He tried to concentrate on the service. His mind kept wandering and it was him and Denver standing before Reverend Davis, not Rory and Gina. He followed the whole service seeing himself holding his own bride in his arms.

“I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

He shook his head and tried to clear the fog, bringing himself back to the present.

Rory slid his arm around his new bride’s shoulders and leaned in for the kiss. Gently at first, he nipped at her mouth and then, encouraged by the arms around his waist, he went in for the kill. They looked as though they thought there was no one else in the room and lost themselves in each other until the whistles and hoots of laughter became too much.

“Sorry folks. Got kind of carried away. She’s so pretty I couldn’t help myself.” Rory cupped his hand under her chin and gave her a small peck on the lips. “I love you, Gina.”

“Love you too.” They laughed and held hands turning toward the congregation. Evan stood and started to clap as they walked down the aisle of the little church. He pulled Denver with him to the steps of the church and reached into his jacket pocket for the bags of confetti. “Let’s do this.” He handed one to her and opened his, slipping his hand into the paper bits.

He stepped over to his brother and lifted his hand high, throwing the confetti over the heads of the newly married couple. Denver let fly with her handful and the photographer snapped shots as they were rained on with the colorful tradition.
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The photographer clapped his hands and raised his voice over the chatter of the wedding guests. “Attention, people. If I could have all the immediate family on the steps with the bride and groom, please. Quickly now, we need to take advantage of this light while it’s so perfect.”

A pang of loneliness hit Denver as the family gathered around the newlyweds for photos only to flash away when Evan grabbed her arm and held her close. She was included and that went a long way to how she felt. “Don’t you want some family-only pictures, Gina? I don’t mind, honestly.”

Gina glanced at her and smiled, the briefest wink flashed at Denver. “You are family as far as I’m concerned. Get in there with Evan and stop being silly.” She grinned at Evan and then snuggled in with her new husband. They posed as they were directed, finding some of the requests from the photographer hilarious.

“I asked for something different as well as traditional. Looks like he’s taking me seriously.” Gina giggled as her husband picked her up in his arms and posed alongside his brothers who did the same thing with the woman in their lives. The girls kicked their legs in the air and laughed, enjoying the session.

When Evan put her feet on the ground, she turned to kiss him. “I think I’ve fallen in love with you, Denver. I hope that doesn’t scare you away.”

She sucked in a breath and looked into his eyes. “It should, but for some reason it doesn’t.” She leaned in and placed her lips on his, deepening the kiss as her hands cupped the back of his head. She lost herself in the heady romance of the moment, imagining being with Evan for life as Gina and Rory had just pledged to be. They could make a go of it, she was certain of that fact.

It was in that moment that she realized the job was no longer the focus in her life. Making a future with this man was more important and if she didn’t get the job and he did, she would stay and make the most of it. Someone would employ her or if all else failed, she could open her own clinic. She had the means to do it. An untouched bank account accruing interest from her trust fund would more than cover anything she wanted to tackle. Not getting the administrator job wouldn’t be the end of her ten-year plan. It would only require a little tweaking, of that she was convinced.

The heat between them sizzled and Denver barely registered the chatter or the clicking of the photographer as he walked around them, snapping off shots of them lost in each other’s arms at Gina’s instructions.

“Get a room.” Chance’s voice finally broke through the fog surrounding the two of them and Denver moved her lips from Evan’s. She kept her hands around the back of his head.

“I think I love you too. This is so unlike me, Evan. I don’t make impulsive decisions and I usually spend more time getting to know someone before I go to bed with them. I want you to know that.”

“I understand, Denver. I’ve watched you for years to get an understanding of how you are.” He kissed her forehead. “Seems like we’re making a spectacle here. Let’s go and make small talk. We can discuss our future later when we’re alone.”

“Sounds good.” She stepped back and glanced around at the guests. The photographer beckoned her to where Gina, Callie, and Layla were standing.

“Over here now please, love.” He posed them together and clicked off shot after shot. “Now, the men in the family please.” Denver watched as Rory headed over with Fisher in his arms looking as cute as can be. The other brothers sauntered over and amid the back slapping and manly comments, posed for photos.

“You’re very sweet, Gina, including me in the photos. Thank you.”

“I plan to cover all bases today. When it’s your turn you can do the same.” She grinned at Callie and they shared a knowing look.

“What’s going on here? Do you know something I don’t?” She glanced between Gina and Callie, not liking the way she nodded her head as if she agreed.

“Well, I do know how the Watson boys work and I’d say you’ll be next. Especially after the way you two were wrapped up in each other a moment ago. And I have the photos to prove it so don’t even think of denying the attraction. This isn’t a week away with benefits for either of you. I was just wondering how long it would take you to realize that.”

“Are we that transparent?” Denver knew the color was high in her cheeks and glanced down at her feet, trying to gather her emotions. The pretty pink shoes were a special treat for this wedding, along with the summery strapless dress she’d brought. When she’d found it in the dress shop, she couldn’t help but indulge herself with the hope it would impress.

“Well, kind of. I think it’s sweet. The boys fall hard and fast, that I can tell you and from what I’ve seen you seem to be the same. Tell me if I’m wrong.” Gina rested back on the wooden railing once used to tie up horses. It’d made the perfect place to pose for photos with the wild rambling rose bushes as a backdrop, their perfume hanging heavy in the air.

“No, you’re not wrong. I’ve never felt this way before.” She flicked a stand of hair from her face and looked the bride in the eye. “I’m usually more stoic with my decisions. Never make an impulse move unless it’s in surgery when I have to in a case of life or death. I prefer to work out the pros and cons of anything I do.” She gave a short laugh, trying to settle the nerves in her stomach. “My father will think I’ve lost my mind.”

“Well, maybe you need to do what you want, not your father. Now, enough analyzing the emotions for now. Here come our men. Ready to party, ladies?” Gina reached for her son and husband, kissing them both in turn.

Evan slid his arms around her from behind, and Denver sighed. She leaned back feeling the hardness of his chest against her. He nibbled her ear, sending thrills down her spine. She was happy and that was the main thing. At the back of her mind though was the thought of telling her father what she was doing and praying he didn’t try to hold her back from what she wanted because he knew better.


Chapter Fourteen


They gathered in the backyard of Rory and Gina’s home for the celebration. Champagne flowed freely and laughter reigned over the pretty ranch with the loved-up couple taking center stage. Gina held a wine glass filled with sparkling mineral water, which Denver had managed to switch with her as she was the only one who knew the secret she hid.

“I’m sure a sip won’t hurt you when you toast your husband, but I advise against it. If you get caught drinking this, just say you’re too thirsty to start on the bubbly. You’re saving it for tonight when you get your husband alone.”

“Good idea. I wasn’t sure how I was going to explain that one to Rory if he said anything.” Her eyes misted over and she lifted a finger to dab at the happy tears. “I want to tell him when it’s only the two of us. It can be our secret for a while until I get over the initial stage, you know what I mean?”

Denver leaned back against the wooden table and reached up a hand to brush down Gina’s arm. “Of course I do and I understand your thinking. But I have a good feeling about this; trust me and go and enjoy yourself.”

“Rory said you’re applying to the hospital for the administration job. Does that mean you’ll be moving here soon?” She plonked herself down next to Denver and turned to look at her.

“If I get the position, yes. You know Evan applied for the local doctor’s job, too. If he gets that I’ll gladly move here with him whether I get the hospital job or not. If he wants me, that is. I’m sure someone will give me a position.”

“Of course he’ll want you. Have you seen the way he looks at you? Just about devours you with his eyes. So damned sexy, but I kind of expect that from the men in this family.” She waved a hand in front of her face. “They are pretty hot. I’m sure I could combust with a mere look from Rory, and Callie and Chance are always tearing each other’s clothes off.”

Maybe that’s too much information. “I did notice they’re always making googly eyes at each other. It’s kind of sweet though.” She glanced around the small crowd. “What’s the go with Tyson and Layla? I really haven’t had much time to get to know either of them.”

“Well, Chance says she has her eye on him and I think she does too. Can’t seem to keep her hands off him. Poor guy looks right scared more often than not. I don’t think he knows how to cope with her. I mean, not being nasty. He’s a small-town cowboy and she’s a big-city lawyer used to living life in the fast lane. Who would have put them together? I sure wouldn’t have.”

“When it hits, it hits, I guess. Nothing you can do about it.” Denver sipped the champagne and let the bubbles dance over her tongue before swallowing the sweet golden liquid. It sparkled all the way down her throat, sending ripples of pleasure over her skin. By the time Evan suggested they go home, she’d drank more toasts to the bride and groom. When the fresh air hit her face, she staggered slightly but Evan was there to guide her to the truck. He helped do up her seat belt and she grabbed his face, covering it in kisses and promised him a night to remember. On the drive home, she gripped his hand, with every intention of showering him in love when they were alone.

When she crawled into bed that night, her head swam with information overload and too much champagne. She’d spoken to so many people and learned a lot about the family and the town locals, and enjoyed every moment of it. Moving here would make her very happy. She fit in with the family and the locals seemed to like her. All she had to do was get married and move into the white house with Evan. Things couldn’t get any better than that.

She watched Evan go into the bathroom and strip off his clothes. Of all the Watson boys, he was the most serious and she liked that about him. He could be fun one moment, acting like a schoolboy the next, and in the blink of an eye be the serious doctor dedicated to his job. His patients at the hospital loved him and so did the rest of the staff. He was reliable and considerate. Kindness was his middle name. And he had a body to die for, as she could see from her position on the bed.

What more could she want in a partner and father for her children? She closed her eyes and waited for him to come to bed.
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Evan rinsed his mouth and turned off the bathroom light. Soft snores came from the bed and he shook his head. Denver was asleep, her arms thrown out wide and her mouth open. He had wanted to talk to her about moving back home and getting married. And then he was going to make love to her—long and slow—and fall asleep in her arms.

Guess that will have to wait until the morning then. He slid under the sheets and reached to turn out the light. As he nestled down on the pillow, he pulled her into his arms, resting her head against his chest. She mumbled and then resumed the soft snoring he found adorable.

Evan closed his eyes and went to sleep with her in his arms dreaming about proposing to her tomorrow in the long grass by the river at the ranch with the horses eating grass close by. He’d take a picnic, a rug, and they would have time to themselves so they could talk. In minutes he became lost in the land of sleep.

When he woke the next day the first thing he did was reach for Denver. Her pillow was indented where her head had been and the sheets were cold on her side of the bed. He sighed with disappointment before he noticed the bathroom door closed and heard the shower running.

He threw the sheets back and vaulted out of bed, dropping his boxer shorts as he went. Evan opened the bathroom door and peeked in behind the shower screen. Denver shampooed her hair with her eyes closed as she stood under the spray of hot water. He stepped in and gently slid his hands around her waist.

She jolted and then smiled. “Is that a gun in your pocket, cowboy?”

He rubbed his erection against her bottom and leaned down to nibble on her neck. “I’m just pleased to see you.”

“That is such a corny line, but I couldn’t help it.” Denver ducked her head under the water. “Let me get the soap out and then I can look at you.”

“With what I have planned, you don’t need to use your eyes. We can do this from touch alone.” Evan groaned as her wet butt cheeks rubbed against his cock with every move she made.

“Well, it just so happens I like to look at you. Such a handsome man, it would be a shame if I couldn’t get my fill of you.” She did a final rinse and turned in his arms, pressing her breasts against his chest as she blinked the water from her eyes. “I’m sorry I fell asleep on you last night. I know you wanted to talk about us. Too much champagne and good company made me more tired than I thought.”

Evan nipped at her bottom lip. “That’s okay, we can make up for it now, talk later.” He cupped his hands under her butt and lifted her up. He pressed her against the shower wall, holding her there with both hands as he positioned himself at her opening. Carefully, he slid in and watched her eyes roll back in her head. She lifted her legs and wrapped them around his waist, taking him deeper again.

“Oh my goodness, that feels so damned good, Evan. I don’t think I can get enough of this.”

“Marry me, Denver. Marry me and I swear we will spend every weekend in bed.” He slid in and out of her, the sensations rocking through his body as she tightened around him. “Fuck, I’m sorry. I meant to do that later today when we were out.” He looked into her startled eyes and swore at himself.

“I’d like to spend the weekends in bed with you.” She groaned, let her head fall back, and clenched around him when he pushed back into her. A gasp came from her lips as Evan upped the pace. He pumped faster and harder, desperate to complete this lovemaking so they could talk. He wondered fleetingly if he wanted to leave his scent on her to let her know he wasn’t going to let her go. Mark her as his own.

She clawed his shoulders as her body started to tense. Her climax was so close. Another second and he would be going over with her. Evan pushed his feet solid on the floor of the shower for the final thrust and rested his head against hers as his body pulsed and pumped with the most intense orgasm.

He let the hot water of the shower wash over their bodies as they gathered their breath. When he could make a coherent thought, Evan spoke. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t a very good proposal. I had actually planned it all last night when you were sleeping. I want to take you on a horse ride today with a picnic and I was going to ask you to marry me then.” The water rolled over his head and into his eyes, but he kept his gaze on her face looking for a positive answer.

“If you’re sure it’s what you want, Evan, of course I’ll marry you. With sex like that on offer, what girl could refuse?” She smiled at him and wiped a finger under his chin. Denver lifted it up to reach his lips. She traced her tongue over his bottom lip and sucked it into her mouth. His body started to react again as she bit down on his mouth. The sensation was quick and painful, but so seductively sweet it left him wanting more.

Evan reached out and hit the tap to the off position. Without pulling out of her body, he walked them out of the bathroom and into the bedroom. He sat on the edge of the bed with her in his lap, kissing her fiercely. He moved his hands up to tangle them in her wet hair and pull her closer. Denver pushed him back on the bed and leaned over him, their mouths locked, their bodies fused.

She pushed his arms above his head and held them there and began to move. When she lifted her mouth from his for air, he grinned. “Taking charge, Dr. Sinclair. I think I like that about you.”

“Be quiet and concentrate, cowboy. The shower sex was to make up for last night, this one is your morning wake-up call.” She rode him hard and fast until they were both lying breathless on the bed as their skin dried with the heat from their bodies.


Chapter Fifteen


“I have the job if I want it. The other party pulled out.” Denver stood in front of him with a smile on her face and her hands clasped in front of her.

“Congratulations, Denver. That’s great news.” Chance reached over and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Now we only have to wait and see if Evan gets his job and you two are set. It’ll be nice to have you back home again, Brother.”

“I spoke to Doc Hennessey at the wedding. I can start anytime I want to.”

Denver turned a frown his way. “Why didn’t you say anything?” Her mouth turned down and he could tell she was hurt.

“Because I didn’t want to push you to move here unless you wanted to. I would have stayed in the city if you didn’t get the hospital job.” She rewarded him by launching herself into his arms, the relief obvious by the sudden grin on her face. She kissed him soundly on the lips.

“Now we have to go back to the city and pack up.”

“No, the first thing we have to do is go down to the courthouse and get a license. I want to marry you before we go home.”

“What?” She stood stunned at his words. It might seem unrealistic and Evan had given it a lot of thought. He knew her father pressured her to do things his way and she found it hard to fight him when she needed to. From now on she would have Evan to back her up and if he was to be taken seriously, he needed to be her husband when they faced Dr. Sinclair.

“I think it’d be a good idea. I know you struggle with your father from what you’ve told me and with me by your side, it won’t fall to you to tell him we’re leaving the city. It’ll be my responsibility, too. Besides, you said to me yesterday you didn’t want a big wedding. Did you mean it?”

“Of course I did. I’ve never needed those trappings to be happy. I only need you.”

“Prove it then. Marry me tomorrow at the courthouse. Chance and Callie can be witnesses. What do you say, Brother?”

“Hell yes. If you’re sure it’s what you want. Make sure the lady agrees though before you call it.” He looked between them and then glanced at his wife standing quietly beside him. “I didn’t need all of that either but each to their own.”

“No.” Denver wiped a shaky hand across her cheek. “He’s right. I did say that and as cowardly as it may seem, I’d rather go back to the city with my husband by my side when I face my father.”

Evan wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close. He could feel the wild patter of her heart against his chest. “It’s not cowardly to want someone by your side to back you up. You haven’t had anyone but your father for most of your life so it’s understandable he holds a certain amount of pressure over you. That stops now. You’re going to make your own decisions about your future, and you’ll have me beside you to back you up, okay?”

She heaved out a great sigh. “Okay.”

Callie clapped her hands and cheered. “Gina and Rory are going to be so excited. Can they come too? They’d be devastated to miss out since you’re here anyway.”

“If we’re going to have them as witnesses we’d better tell the old man too.” Chance shrugged his shoulders. “Or you could change your mind about us being there and just get the clerk to do it. Your call.”

“Denver’s call.” Evan kissed her hair and gave her a slight squeeze. “No pressure here; you let me know what you think.”

“I’d like your family there. It’ll be nice and intimate just as I imagined I’d want it to be.”

“So long as you’re sure.”

“Yes, I am. Honestly.” She leaned in against his chest and he heard her give a small happy sigh.

“I’ll call Rory and Dad then after we get the license. Let’s go to town.”
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Denver’s head spun with the rush of it all. Evan had taken over and told her not to do or worry about anything. All she had to do was make sure she was dressed and be ready to go by 11:00 a.m. the next morning. He’d organized a table at the Graff Hotel restaurant to celebrate their wedding and they would be returning home the following day to hand in their notice and work out their contracts before moving back to town. The meeting with her father was something she dreaded, so she pushed that from her mind and concentrated on what lay ahead with Evan instead.

The following morning shone bright and clear but did nothing to brush away the nerves she’d felt ever since she and Evan had applied for a marriage license. It had been remarkably easy. Proof of identity and it was theirs. She woke up with her future husband watching her, a serene smile on his face. “Is this going to be an ongoing thing, waking up with you watching me? Not that you creep me out or anything.”

“Probably. I keep kicking myself to make sure I’m awake and the gorgeous Denver has really promised to marry me; it isn’t a dream I’ve fallen into.”

She smiled. He was so sweet and romantic, she couldn’t believe she was prepared to use him for her own gain. Denver leaned over to kiss him and a knock sounded at the door.

“Come in.” Evan pulled the sheet up to cover her skimpy tank top and almost-naked body.

The door opened and Callie pushed in with a breakfast tray in her hands. “Hey, sorry if I was about to interrupt one of those moments. I figured you guys deserved breakfast in bed today. Sorry it’s nothing special and you know cooking really isn’t my forte. Toast and coffee is your lot.”

Chance stood at the door and watched, his lips twitching with amusement as his wife smoothed out the bedding and placed the tray between Evan and Denver. “I tried to talk her out of it, promise.”

“That’s very sweet of you, Callie. Thank you.” She glanced at the burnt toast and the black coffee, the fragrance giving her a caffeine jolt she desperately needed. “This looks great.”

“We both know it’s not, but I figure it’s the thought that counts. Anyway, the coffee is good ’cause Chance made that.” She wiggled her fingers at them. “See you downstairs when you’re ready.” She laughed when Sherbet pushed her way in the door, sidling over to the bed. Sherbet sat with her muzzle on the edge of the blanket, a whine coming from her throat. “You big softie.” Callie patted her dog on the head and whistled to get her to follow out of the bedroom but she gazed imploringly at the couple in bed.

“Leave her here, she’s fine.” Evan reached out and stroked her under the ears.

“Right, I’ll leave you two to wake up properly and get ready for the wedding. Be downstairs if you need anything.” Callie shut the bedroom door leaving them alone.

“We have so much to talk about. I mean, where are we going to stay when we get back to the city? How much furniture are we bringing, how much are we leaving behind? Should I—”

Evan silenced his bride to be with a kiss. He stroked her cheek with his fingers and gazed into her eyes. She knew she was stressing out over this, and she had to make sure he thought he was doing the right thing. “Breathe and stop stressing. You’re not on your own anymore, remember? We can work it out when we get back to the city. The house is big enough for everything I own and much more so it makes sense to bring the lot and we can store what we don’t need.”

“You haven’t seen how much I have. Come to think of it, you’ve never set foot in my apartment, either.” Denver huffed and blew a strand of hair from her forehead, watching it lift and fall back down again over her eyebrow. “Are we rushing things here, Evan?” She turned her gaze to him.

“I don’t think so, and you need to make sure it’s what you want to do, Denver. No point in me being the only one who thinks we should be getting married and have it all go pear shaped around us later on. You have to want me as much as I want you.”

“I do want you, really that should be obvious because I can’t keep my hands off of you. We don’t know that much about each other.” She reached for a piece of toast and took a small nibble, pulling a face before washing it down with a sip of coffee. She put the burnt offering back on the plate. “I’m worried you’ll find out something you don’t like about me and regret the impulsive decision to marry me now rather than have a longer courtship.”

Evan laughed, reached for her hand. “Oh, Denver, you make me happy, honestly you do. I love everything about you. You’re as perfect as I could imagine you’d be. Remember I’ve watched you for years and I think I’ve gotten to know you pretty well working side by side.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “I’m not worried. Chance and Callie didn’t know anything about each other when they got married and look how happy they are. Same for Rory and Gina. We’ll be fine, I promise.”

“If you’re sure.” She swallowed, still not convinced.

“Is there something specific you’re worried about?”

“Apart from my dysfunctional family, no.” And we have yet to talk about that.

“I can live with that if you can. Now, how about we get up and I’ll make you a decent breakfast before we go and get ourselves married?” He moved the tray out of the way and pushed down the blankets before sliding out of bed. She watched him walk toward the bathroom, her mouth watering as the muscles in his calves tightened with every step.

“I can feel your eyes on my manly body here, Denver. Care to join me for a pre-wedding coital session in the shower?”

“I thought you’d never ask.” She pushed off the blankets and hurried toward the shower.


Chapter Sixteen


It took them three weeks to pack up their respective homes and work out their contracts at the hospital. Denver leased her apartment and moved into Evan’s townhouse to see out their time in Seattle. The week before they left, Denver’s father invited them for dinner. The house itself was imposing enough and Evan wondered how she had grown up here in such a clinical white surrounding. The furnishing were cold and, in his mind, unlivable. More suited to a magazine shoot or a showroom, not a growing family. Nothing like the rough-and-tumble, hand-me-down furniture Evan was used to where you could casually lift a leg up on the couch and not get your butt whipped.

“Evan, how nice of you to make the time to visit before you left town.” Dr. Sinclair led them into the parlor and stood in front of a fireplace with his hands behind his back, his lips turned down in what Evan could only call a sneer. “I must congratulate you both on your wedding.” He gave a tight smile to his daughter and then glanced back at Evan. “Pity you didn’t see fit to let me know of the occasion. I only have the one daughter and had planned on giving her away in the traditional sense of the word.”

“We decided we didn’t want all the tradition trappings. Denver and I are quite comfortable with what we had. I’m sorry if that doesn’t meet with your approval, we’re both adults and it was our decision.” He noticed how pale Denver had gone sitting on the couch beside him, her hands in her lap as her father showed his displeasure.

“But as her father, I feel I have a vested interest in her life. Surely you can understand that?”

“Dr. Sinclair, let me make myself clear here once and for all. At work you are in charge but this marriage is between Denver and I and we are the ones calling the shots. What we do is our business and if she was happy to have a quiet, quick ceremony away from the city, I’m sure you’ll understand there were obvious reasons for that.” Evan reached out and touched his wife’s shoulder, willing her to stay strong.

“Of course. I do understand even if I don’t agree with you. Young people these days want things different than what their parents did.” He glanced between them, and Evan waited for another derogatory comment. “Understandable. Can I get you a drink, Evan?”

Denver stood up and brushed her hands down the front of her skirt. “Excuse me, I’ll pop into the kitchen and say hello to Nell. Won’t be a moment.” She hurried out without a backward glance.

Her father watched until she disappeared out of sight then he turned to Evan. “Evan, let me be frank. Talk to you man to man.” He walked over to the drinks trolley and poured them each a scotch. When he handed one to Evan he paused in front of him. “I love my daughter dearly, make no mistake about that. Was I disappointed over the wedding? Yes, I was. Am I disappointed she married you? Not at all.” He smiled again, a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes and Evan knew he wasn’t the doctor’s choice for a husband for his only daughter.

“I have always believed a woman’s place is in the home. Old fashioned I may be, that’s how I feel and there’s no changing that. I let Denver study medicine because she was so intent in following in my footsteps. I was sure it was only going to be something to keep her amused until she found the right partner and settled down.”

“And instead she has become a highly skilled doctor. I, for one, am proud of what she has achieved.” Evan watched the distaste rise in his father-in-law’s eyes. “As far as I’m concerned, Denver can have a marriage, a family, and a career. I will never tell her she has to stay home and play the little subservient wife and, no matter what you say, that won’t change.”

“I disagree, Evan. I’d appreciate if you kept this conversation to yourself. No point in upsetting everything so early into your marriage.” He pursed his lips before speaking again. “Now Denver is a married woman, I feel it is time to curtail her, shall we say, diversion into medicine. The girl needs to get pregnant and concentrate on what woman are born for—to create the next generation. After all, she only went into the profession because of me. She’s proven herself, but that should be the end of it.”

“I’m not sure I agree with you there, and as I’ve already said, she can have it all as far as I’m concerned.”

“Of course, I expected that coming from you. You grew up in, shall we say, different circumstances than my daughter.”

“If you mean poor, feel free to say so. I have nothing to be ashamed about.” He took a calming breath. “Yes, I did it hard but, thanks to my brother, not as hard as some. I’ll no doubt be paying off my school debt for years to come, but I’m prepared for that.”

“So, Denver’s wealth had nothing to do with the rather fast marriage then?” Dr. Sinclair sipped at his drink, eyes pinned on Evan.

“I take that you meant that to be an insult, Doctor. Because of who you are, I’m going to ignore it. I feel sorry for you. Stuck in your ivory tower, ruling the roost at the hospital as if it were your own personal playing field. I used to be in awe of you, wanted to be like you. I see how wrong that was and, I’ll be the first to admit, you turning me down for the job is the best thing that could have happened. It made me stop and look at what was important in my life.” Evan noticed the color leaching from the older man’s face.

“Practicing medicine is and always will be what is important to me. Not the control of a hospital or even a department. I’ll leave that to those who love that style of administration work. I’m going back to Marietta to be a family doctor, and that’s where I intend to stay doing what I love.”

“And you seriously think my daughter will be happy in some backward little town playing second fiddle to a local doctor? You don’t know her very well, Evan.”

“I believe I know her better than you do.”

“The fact remains, I know my daughter and she was only filling in time playing at doctor. I know she’s very good at what she does, and I’ll be the first to admit it. I still think I’m right in saying she’ll make a great mother.”

“Oh, I agree on that part. Why can’t she have both motherhood and a career? I’m more than happy to support her if that’s what she chooses. To tell you the truth, we haven’t even had time to discuss children. We want to enjoy each other first.” Evan took another sip of his scotch. “I’m sure you understand.” Bet you have no idea, you chauvinistic prude.

“Let me be frank here before Denver comes back. I doubt she will approve of her husband and father having words as it were. If you get her pregnant and she produces a living grandchild, the job you wanted is yours.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Dr. Sinclair looked at him over his glass, one eyebrow raised in question as if Evan crossed the line. “Ah, I hear Denver coming back. Remember what I said Evan. It’s yours.”
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Denver leaned back in the truck, resting her head as they drove away from her father’s house. “I’m sorry. He was a pig as per usual but at least it’s over now.”

“Yes it is. Now we get to move to our new life and get on with it and you don’t have to worry about anything.”

“I still haven’t told you about my brother. You haven’t asked either.” She glanced out the window, her heart hurting.

There was a moment’s silence before his voice reached her. “I figured you’d tell me when you were ready. We don’t have to talk about it now, Denver. I think you’ve dealt with enough tonight.”

She was touched and turned to give him a smile, then sighed knowing it wasn’t as good as she was capable of. “May as well get it over and done with while we’re on a roll of disillusionment. My brother is gay.” She looked back out the window as Evan drove them toward his townhouse. “He came out of the closet when he finished college much to my father’s disgust. He’d wanted Liam to be the one who followed him into medicine, not me. It was a great disappointment that Liam could never be exactly who our father had wanted.”

She remembered the night clearly when Liam stormed from the house, promising never to return. It was the evening when her heart was ripped in two all over again. “There was the predictable fight and he and my father haven’t spoken since. His room was cleaned out and everything stored away and the staff weren’t allowed to speak of him again. As far as my father is concerned, he only has one child. One child that will never live up to his expectations no matter how hard I try.”

“That’s sad. Have you spoken to your brother since?” Evan’s voice was calm and for that she was thankful. It would do her no good to have him as emotional as she felt right now.

“I get the odd post card. As far as I know he’s in Paris living in a small apartment with his boyfriend and loving life. Which is something he never would’ve done if he’d stayed here.” A tear trickled down her cheek unheeded. “I miss him.”

“I’m sure you do. I miss my brothers when I’m not around them too. Why not contact him then and see if you can catch up? At least have a phone conversation to ease your mind and find out how he’s doing.”

“I might do that. I lived in fear of my father’s disapproval and I know logically I shouldn’t have.” She reached out her hand and gripped her husband’s fingers in hers, the contact soothing. I’m so lucky I finally gave in and accepted that first date with him. And to think I was going to use him to get what I wanted. That was so shallow and callous of me. I’m such a lucky girl. “When I tried to analyze my feelings I put it down to around the time when my mother died. Suddenly I was the one he was grooming to be the perfect hostess to make up for her refusal to give up her job and bow to his demands.” She shuddered. “He didn’t understand why I wanted to be a doctor, not really. It wasn’t because he’d been one, it was because I wanted to help people, the same as he and my mother did. She managed to work around us children as a clinical psychologist and it worked well. I couldn’t bear the thought of being a society hostess. I wanted more out of life, Evan.”

“You can have whatever your want. With me by your side, you no longer have to worry about your father and what he wants, Denver. You’re your own person, never forget that.” He pulled into the parking space at his old townhouse and turned off the engine. “Let’s get you inside. You sound tired, it’s been a long day topped off by an unpleasant evening.”

“Thank you for understanding.” She leaned over and kissed him on the lips. “I love that about you.”

“There’s lots to love, let me assure you. I can find you something when we get upstairs if you want me to.” His wicked grin had her smiling again. He really was so good to her, understanding her moods and not letting them get her down more than he could help.

“I bet you could.” Denver climbed out of the truck and held his hand as they walked up the stairs to the front door of Evan’s town house. Once they were inside, she headed for the bathroom. “I’m going to take a quick shower before I crawl into bed.”

“I think I’ll join you.” He threw his truck keys on the kitchen counter and walked in after her, turning on the water as she stripped off her clothes. Once inside, Evan held her close while she let the water fall on her tense shoulder muscles. As the heat soothed her wound up nerves, her fingers began to travel down his body, exploring all the ridges and planes of his stomach before sliding around his back and cupping his butt cheeks.

“Asking for trouble here, you know that right?”

“Yeah, but I don’t consider it trouble.”

“Tempted to make you change your mind, Dr. Sinclair.”

“Did it worry you that I didn’t change my name, Evan?” She listened to his heart beating in his chest. They hadn’t really discussed it when she’d signed the register. He’d accepted it without question.

“No, why should it? I figured you’d want to keep it anyway. I mean, you have all those medical papers written and Sinclair is the name you have on them. Be a shame for you to have to explain to anyone who cared that you are the same person when you didn’t have to.”

“That’s another thing I love about you. So practical and easygoing.”

“Don’t see the point of being any other way. I can stand up for myself when I need to but why make waves when it’s unnecessary? I prefer the quiet life and I’m happy to leave the drama to other people.”

“I can’t wait to start our new life together.”


Chapter Seventeen


After the move to Marietta. settling into a new routine seemed easy for the both of them. Evan loved kissing his wife goodbye each morning as they went to their respective jobs—Denver to the hospital and him to the quieter-paced job as a family doctor.

Each evening over dinner, he listened to Denver telling him about her day. The challenges she faced and the plans she was putting in place. He was excited for her and fiercely proud of his new wife as he told Rory over a cup of coffee on his lunch break. “She is so keen to bring the hospital into this century. I think she’s got more work cut out for her than she realizes.”

Rory leaned back in his old leather chair and sipped his coffee, watching his younger brother over the rim of his mug. “Sounds like she’s enjoying it though. Happy wife, happy life.”

“Well, she’s certainly that.”

“How are you fitting in with the locals? Enjoying it?”

Evan smiled, thinking over his morning’s list of minor ailments and patients who wanted nothing more than an encouraging word from him or to scope out the new doctor. “I love it. Funny because I wasn’t sure I would. Going from a large city hospital to a small-town practice is a bit of a change, no doubt about it. I’m finding it’s interesting and the slower pace of life is rather nice.” He put his mug on the cluttered desk. “What’s the go with Tyson and Layla? Didn’t I see him leave your wedding with her?”

Rory frowned. “Did you? I didn’t.” He grinned. “Sneaky little beast. Knew there was something going on though. Soon as she laid her eyes on him you could see the spark of interest on her part and Chance did say once Layla sets her mind to something there’s no stopping her.” He chewed on his bottom lip. “Probably why she makes such a damned good lawyer. Like a dog with a particularly juicy bone.”

Evan snorted with laughter. “That’s no way to talk about Tyson. He’d have a fit if he could hear us now.”

“Yeah, well he can’t.”

“True. Well…” He stood and placed his empty mug on the desk and stretched out his body. “Best I get back to it so I can pick up my dear wife on time. Got a hot date planned for tonight.”

“Uh, Evan, something I want to tell you before you go.” Rory stood up and came around from the back of his desk. “Don’t let this get too far for now but, well Gina and I are having a baby. I wondered if you’d mind looking after her through the pregnancy for me.”

“Oh, wow. Awesome news, and of course I will.” He grabbed his brother and hugged him, slapping his hand on the back of the man he’d shared a room with growing up. “Congratulations, Rory. You make a great father. I’m very pleased for you.”

“Yeah, me too. I was over the moon when she told me. Best wedding gift ever. Couldn’t have chosen better if she’d asked me to.” He grinned and wiped his hand across his jaw. “I think Denver knows; she guessed at the wedding apparently.”

“We’ll have to have dinner to celebrate.”

“Sounds good.” He slung a casual arm across Evan’s shoulders. “You guys planning on kids anytime soon?”

Evan paused and looked up into the earnest gaze wondering how much he should tell Rory. “Actually, that’s rather a sticky point and not something we’ve discussed that much.”

“How come?” Rory folded his arms and perched on the corner of his desk.

“Well, the night we had dinner with Denver’s father, he made me an offer. It was quite obvious he doesn’t approve of his daughter’s job choice. Thinks she should be home breeding, even if it is with me, and being socially active, not saving lives and premature babies.”

“Guy must live in the dark ages and what’s wrong with you? It’s not like you’re a weird serial killer or something. You’re a valued member of society. Who cares if you were born without a silver spoon in your mouth?”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence but we aren’t in the same league as the Sinclairs. I can live with that but you’re right. He does live in the dark ages, the way he talks, and since her mother died I get the feeling he’s been grooming her to take over the entertainment side of things for him when I know she’s happier doing what she’s doing.”

“So what does that have to do with you guys getting pregnant? I don’t follow.” A frown line set on his forehead.

“You know that job I wanted but missed out on?” Rory nodded, the frown still in place. “Well, he, ah, offered me the job at the end of twelve months if I got Denver pregnant.”

“Are you kidding me? What a dick.”

“I figure he thinks she will suddenly turn into the perfect little hostess he wanted her mother to be and I’ll fall into line and do what he wants as well.”

“What does Denver say about it all?”

Evan shook his head. “I didn’t tell her. She was so upset that night with having to be there and all the innuendos that I kept it to myself. She had enough going on as it was.” He almost broke out in a sweat thinking about how upset she’d been after spending time with her father.

“Probably for the best, in my opinion. You’re not going to let that stop you though?”

“Not if I can help it. Nothing I’d like more than a couple of little ones running around the place. I want to give her time to enjoy the new job first though.” He stepped forward and opened the office door. “Let me know when we can catch up for a meal and we can decide where to have it. Kind of looking forward to having you all over to our place to christen it though.”

“I’ll get Gina onto it then. Catch you later.”

Evan waved a hand and walked out, nodding to the receptionist on the way out the door. He ran down the steps and paused on the sidewalk. Having a baby would be the icing on the cake right now. He had the wife he wanted, a cozy home, great job, and was back living close to family. What more could a guy ask for?
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Denver’s beeper went off as she washed her hands. She’d been down to maternity to catch up with staff and get to know them when a young woman came in with injuries from a traffic accident. She’d hurried down to emergency to see if she could assist. The screen showed a message and a telephone number for her to call. It’ll keep for another few minutes.

“Thanks for your help, Dr. Sinclair. We were rather understaffed this morning.” The bright young doctor pushed the dirty apron into the wash basket and soaped up his hands.

“Happy to help anytime. That’s what I’m here for. I planned to get down to see you anyway. I want to go over your rosters and see how the present staff-to-patient ratios are working. Any input from you would be great.”

Dr. Kinlay glanced up at her. “Really? That’s great. I’d love to be able to discuss it with you. We get so many non-urgent cases that take up our time that when an emergency comes in the beds could all be full, and it’s hard to shuffle things in a hurry.”

Denver leaned against the wall and watched him scrub. “What would you suggest to make things run more smoothly in that area then? I imagine you’ve given it some serious thought.”

“Funnily enough, I have. The last director told us we had to make do and we have, but the strain shows on the staff and it’s not an ideal situation.”

“I have five minutes now, let’s go and get coffee and we can chat about it. All right with you?”

“Perfect. I’ll tell the nurse where I am and then I’m all yours.” He ducked out the door and Denver followed at a more sedate pace. By the time she walked to the nursing station in ER, Dr. Kinlay stood waiting. Together they walked out along the corridor connecting the ER with the entrance to the hospital and the café. Denver ordered a black coffee and paid when her companion placed his order.

They stood back and waited for their drinks and then took them to an unoccupied table in the corner of the room. “What I had in mind was separating the emergencies from the daily doctors’ visits. Lots of people prefer to come to us for what their local GP could do for them for a number of reasons. Money, no insurance or whatever. If we had a dedicated clinic like the one the previous board closed down a few years ago, it would keep them out of the emergency room and free up valuable beds for us.”

“And why wouldn’t the last director do anything about this?” She picked up her cup and sipped, the hot strong brew jolting her senses into instant alert. She swallowed and put it down.

“He was close to retiring and I feel it was something he didn’t want to deal with.”

“Hmm, I can understand that. I rather like the idea myself. Of course we’d have to find a suitable area that would house a doctor and a waiting room if that previous space had been used for something else. I’m assuming it has?” He nodded his head. “I like the idea and I’m keen enough to put it to the board, too, once I’ve done some research on figures, etc. I’ll need to do a proper proposal for it. I like everything in order before I make a move.”

“I agree with that. I do believe there is a large enough space next to x-ray. Pathology used to be there but moved upstairs near your office when it became too small for them. Once their equipment was updated, they had to make the move and nothing’s gone in there as far as I know apart from some storage.”

“Thanks, Dr. Kinlay. I’ll check it out.”

“Call me Reg. It’s nice to have an approachable director for a change. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do to help. Best make my way back before the girls have to page me.” He stood up. “We’ll have to organize a cookout soon too, to welcome you to town. I believe your husband is working in the local clinic. I’d like meet him. If memory serves me right, we were at school together although I was a couple of classes ahead of him.”

“That’s very kind of you. I’d like that and so would Evan.”

“I’ll speak to my wife then. She loves putting these things together. Thanks for the coffee and the chat, Dr. Sinclair.” He smiled and walked away, hands pushed into the pockets of his white coat.

A clinic inside the hospital to ease the case load on the emergency department. What a simple but effective idea that would be. Even though Denver had the authority to go ahead and do what she thought was best for the hospital, she still thought she would like to advise the board of any major changes like this idea.

The buzzer in her pocket sounded again. Damn, forgot about it. She pulled it out of her pocket and read the message. The same number as before. Denver keyed the number in on her phone as she made her way back upstairs to her office. “Hello, this is Dr. Sinclair.”

“Dr. Sinclair, this is Dr. Dunlop. Thought I’d give you a call and see how you’re settling in to the place.”

“Oh, Dr. Dunlop. Hello. I’m loving it so far. Everyone is very friendly and kind, I have to say.”

“Wonderful, wonderful. Listen, the members of the board want to get together for a meet and greet if you don’t mind. It’s a shame they didn’t get to meet you when you came for the visit but with the other candidate dropping out and a few personal commitments, it didn’t quite go to plan. That’s neither here nor there because we can make up for it now. Bring your husband so we can get acquainted. Can we say six o’clock tomorrow?” He gave her directions and hung up.

Wow. She opened the door to her office and walked in, sagging down onto the couch under the window. They still wanted to meet Evan. Oh well, it had to happen sooner or later. At least they were married and it had been his idea to move here to work. It wasn’t as though she only married him for the job as she’d initially planned. She was desperately in love with him and the feeling was mutual. And she could float her idea to Dr. Dunlop as well. It would all work out fine, she just knew it. This was the best move she and Evan could have made. She couldn’t wait to tell him.


Chapter Eighteen


“Do we have to stay long?” Evan whispered in Denver’s ear as she tried to make conversation with one of the most boring people Evan had met. The only indication she gave was a small twitch of her lips. The old lady was a patron of the hospital and a member of the board, and had taken a shine to Denver the moment they’d met. She was probably very nice in small doses, but monopolizing his wife’s time was running a bit thin as far as Evan was concerned.

He felt a tap on his shoulder and turned his head. “Let me get you a fresh drink. Dr. Watson, isn’t it?” The man Denver introduced to him as Dr. Dunlop reached for his glass and Evan took the opportunity to walk away and seek more interesting conversation.

“She really is a lovely lady, but she can be a bit of a bore some days and I’m afraid today is one of them.”

“Hmm, thanks for this.” Evan took the glass and sipped the scotch, letting the alcohol slide down his throat like a trail of deliciously hot fire. “All part of the job I presume. Denver seems happy enough anyway.”

“I’m sorry we never got to meet earlier. I did tell your lovely wife in a phone call before she came in for that fleeting visit we would love to meet you and welcome you back to town. One of the requirements of the job actually.” He smiled serenely and a tingle raced up Evan’s spine.

“Not sure what you mean. Requirement for the job?”

“Well, yes. You were already planning on moving back when she applied so, I rather think it a moot point, don’t you?”

“Yes, I suppose it was.” He took another sip of his drink and looked back over his shoulder at his wife. She was still talking to the old lady and seemed to be enjoying herself. A few other board members were huddled in groups chatting away between themselves.

“Tell me, Evan, if I may call you that, how do you think your wife will handle restoring the hospital? It’s rather a large job to take on. There seems to be a fair bit of re-organizing needed to make the place flow as well as the hospital you both left. I’m afraid things have been let slide just a little and the last director wasn’t really up to the task.”

“Denver is more than capable at tackling anything she puts her mind to. Working with her in the city, it was easy to see how dedicated she is for her job and the people that rely on her.” Unless that person is me, then I seem to be left out somewhat from what you’re saying.

“As I suspected. When she applied for the job we were rather thrilled to read about all of her accomplishments. She’s done a lot of good research work too, which I hope will be put to good use here as well.”

“I’m sure it will be. She’s nothing if not dedicated.”

“And you, Evan, are you enjoying the change from hospital to small-clinic medicine?”

“Yes, I am actually, it’s a nice change of pace for me.” He was rather surprised himself about how much he did enjoy the change and how he wasn’t even missing the hospital.
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Later that night as they got ready for bed, Denver sat wiping off her makeup when Evan approached her. “When were you going to tell me the real reason you were so keen to get married and move here?”

Her hand stilled and she dropped the cleansing cloth. “What do you mean? You asked me remember?” She focused on a point over the back of his head in the mirror.

“According to the dear chatty Dr. Dunlop, he requested to meet me when you applied for the job. Seems he needed to be sure we were going to be living here as a married couple. Local job for local person. This all happened when we were still in the city before we came here for the wedding!” His breathing was ragged, the tension that had been building up since the conversation now finding its way out. “You knew that job was available because you’d already applied for it and had the initial offer.”

“Evan, I—”

“Save it, Denver. You used me. Hell, we’re more like my brothers and their brides than I could imagine. Here I am, the mail-order husband, made to measure. Lucky for you, me being so stuck on you meant you didn’t have to put an ad in the paper. I was already there ripe for the picking.”

“No, it’s not like that.” She turned around but didn’t meet his gaze.

“Bullshit. It’s exactly like that. You needed a husband who lived in town to get the job you wanted. The job that dear old Dad didn’t want you to have. And there I was.” He ran a hand through his hair as she sat there watching him. “The poor sap already half in love with you, just dying for a date. It must have made your day when I invited you here for the wedding and then made noises about moving back. How opportunistic that was. You could pretend you didn’t know anything about it and suck me in.”

“Evan…”

He held up his hand, closed his eyes for a moment. “No, let me finish. I loved you, Denver, so much I couldn’t wait to make you my wife. And you, you couldn’t wait because you wanted something different and, like the fool I am, I fell in with your plans. Like ants to sugar, wasn’t I? So easy to pull in it wasn’t even funny.”

Denver stood up, her gut churning. “I might have known about the job before we went to the wedding but, I swear, I didn’t marry you for it.”

“Why don’t I believe you?” The defeated look in his eyes gutted her. She’d wounded him to the core and she wondered if there was any way back from that. Evan was one of those people that wore their heart on their sleeve and his was breaking. It was all her fault.

“Please listen.” When he didn’t say anything she took a step closer but didn’t touch him. “It’s true I knew about the job beforehand. I’d applied for it and hoped they would give it to me on my experience alone. You know I’ve done some amazing things and I thought it would count.”

He glared at her and she could see the hurt in his eyes. “I worked hard to be able to apply for that kind of job.”

“Why didn’t you apply for the one in the city then? I’m sure your father would have given you that and you wouldn’t have had to lower yourself to marry me.”

“I didn’t lower myself. Just listen to me for a moment, please. I didn’t want to work for my father. You’ve met him, know what he’s like. I wanted my own life where he doesn’t have control and that’s why I looked away from the city.” She took a steadying breath. He was at least listening to her. “When I heard about this job it seemed perfect for me. The day you got turned down for the job you wanted was the day I got offered mine.” She gave him a small smile. His stare never changed. “They reminded me that the position was for a local person and it was between me and one other candidate. That’s why I was so annoyed and frustrated. I was hoping they would have overlooked that and given me the job on my credentials alone.”

“Look how well that worked out.” He snorted and she shivered. This was a side of Evan she’d never seen before.

“Anyway, I wasn’t sure what to do then you asked me out. It triggered something in my brain, an idea, an impulse. I decided it was worth thinking about so I went and you know the rest. What you don’t know is that I changed my mind.”

“Sure, sure. Heard that before. Don’t tell me, ‘Oh Evan, I fell in love with you after all.’” He scoffed and didn’t bat an eyelid when she gasped in shock. “You don’t seriously expect me to fall for that old line do you?”

It took a few seconds before she could speak. He was mocking her, calling her a liar. “It’s true. I did fall in love with you. Surely you noticed that. There was nothing put on about my whirlwind heady romance with you. Being together was the only thing that mattered. I even told myself I wouldn’t care if I didn’t get the job. If you got yours I’d move here with you regardless.” How was she going to get him to believe her?

“You don’t expect me to believe that, surely?” He laughed in her face before turning away. Evan walked over and sat on the edge of the bed. “I don’t, Denver. It will take more than you promising your love for me to believe it after what I’ve just heard.”

“Even Gina knows that. I told her I’d fallen in love with you. No, wait, she told me I’d fallen for you at their wedding. It was obvious to her we were infatuated with each other.” She tried to remember the conversation word for word. Evan didn’t appear to be listening to her.

“As much as I love Gina, she had stars in her eyes that day and would believe love was hitting everyone. It’s the way she is.”

“Evan, it’s true. I didn’t marry you to get the job. At first I was prepared to, but after we came out here, well, it changed everything for me.” She took a few steps and reached out to him. He evaded her touch. “What can I do to prove it to you? Tell me, I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Anything?” She nodded her head, keen to mend the quickly deteriorating fences that held them together. “Have my baby, now. Not later, now.” He looked up at her and she could see the need in his eyes along with the hurt still lingering.

“Evan, I’ve just started this job and—”

“You have your choice. Make it.” He stood and looked down at her. “Your call, Denver. A child or a divorce. Now you’ll have to forgive me; I feel in need of a drink. Don’t wait up.” He turned on his heel and stormed out of their bedroom. She stood frozen and listened as he slammed the front door behind him. The truck started up seconds later and Evan drove away, leaving her with the decision she wished she didn’t have to make.


Chapter Nineteen


The lights were on in the sheriff’s office and Rory’s truck sat parked out front. Evan debated about driving further, but changed his mind and pulled in to park beside the black and white truck. His brother had always been the one who managed to sort out his problems when Evan was younger. Perhaps now he would be willing to at least listen to him rant and curse about his first fight as a married man.

He ran up the steps and pushed open the glass door. A young officer sat at reception working on a desktop computer and looked up as Evan walked to his desk. “Deputy Watson around? I’m his brother.”

“Uh, just let me check.” He picked up a phone and punched in a couple of numbers and waited for a response. “Sir, your brother is out here. Want me to send him in?” He paused and listened before hanging up the phone. “You know his office? Said to go right on in.”

“Thanks.” Evan strode purposefully toward the office and reached for the door handle just as it opened. Rory stood there, a frown on his face.

“Everything alright?”

“Yes, no. Hell, I don’t know. I needed to talk to someone and you’re it.” He brushed past his older brother and threw himself into the chair opposite the desk.

“Have a seat.” Rory shut the door and casually walked over to the filing cabinet, reached for his pot of coffee, and poured two mugs. He put one down in front of Evan and walked around to his chair. Once he was seated, he took a sip and peered over the rim of the mug at his brother. “Well, spit it out, kid. Whatever it is seems to be chewing a mighty big hole in your gut to make you look that bad.”

“We had a fight.” Evan watched as Rory put down his coffee. A small twitch started in the corners of his mouth and, before he could stop it, turned into a full-blown grin.

“Welcome to the real world. Married people fight.”

The tone made Evan rethink his bad mood, if only for a second. “Not about this, they don’t.” He leaned back and rubbed a hand over his face. “She used me. Plain and simple.”

“Not sure I follow you. Used you what, for sex you mean?” Rory sniggered. “And you’re complaining?”

“She married me to get her job.” The coffee tasted bitter on his tongue and he put the mug down. “I fell for her like you wouldn’t believe. Honestly thought she loved me.”

“Any fool can see she does. Gina can’t stop talking about how much Denver is taken with you. At the wedding you two were all over each other. Even I saw that.”

“Gina’s wrong. It was all a show to get me to marry her so she could get the job at the hospital. It was all planned. She was offered the position before we came to the wedding.”

“I don’t follow you.” Rory leaned his elbows on the desk, a puzzled frown on his face.

“She applied for it and found out she was shortlisted for it the day I found out I didn’t get my job in the city. Then we had a date and she figured she may as well see if I was husband material and, as luck would have it, the wedding just so happened to be in the same town as her potential new job. More than a coincidence if you ask me.” He kicked the leg of the desk in frustration, rattling his coffee mug.

“Well, I’ll be. Don’t that beat all? Little Evan, the mail-order husband. Tyson will just about have a mental fit over that one.” He laughed and sobered when Evan growled. “Sorry. You have to see the funny side of it, surely?” He looked across the desk. “Right, maybe not. So, what are you going to do about it?”

“That’s where I think I may have made a mistake.” He recalled the shocked look in her eyes and wondered why he’d said what he had. It was stupid to bring a child into the world to solve a problem. It rarely worked and it was a terrible reason to produce a new life. “She promised to do anything to make me believe she’d genuinely fallen in love with me. Claimed she was even ready to ditch the job and move here to be with me regardless of where she ended up working.”

“So she really did fall in love with you then? Knew I wasn’t wrong on that score.” Rory nodded his head.

“So she claims.”

“Heck, Evan, even a fool could see the way that girl looks at you. Bigger eyes than my calves and that’s saying something. Darned sight prettier too, by the way. What did you do?”

Evan gripped his hands together and looked down at the floor. This sounded worse the more he thought about it. “I told her to give me a baby now, not later as we’d discussed.”

The groan coming from his brother proved it was as bad an idea as Evan had thought. “You should know better than that. A child isn’t the answer to fixing anything. I’m disappointed in you.”

Evan threw his hands up in the air in a gesture of defeat. “I know, but at the time it sounded right. I mean, think about it. If she loved me she’d do it, wouldn’t she?”

“You’re not twelve, stop acting like it.”

He jumped to his feet and prowled the small space, angry at himself and bitterly disappointed in his wife.

“What did Denver say?” The quiet steady tone brought him back to the present.

“Nothing. I left before she could think about it.” Evan rammed his hands into the back pockets of his trousers. “I don’t know what to do now.”

“I think you need to calm down before you say anything else. Do you love her? I mean really love her?”

“Of course I do. Stupid question. Wouldn’t have married her if I didn’t.” He looked at Rory and it took a few seconds before the meaning behind the question sunk in. “No way. It’s not the same and you know it. She told me she had to move here for this job. You don’t believe in coincidence any more than I do.”

“Did she act like a woman in love, or did she say all the right things at the right time to make you think she was in love? Think about it for a minute before you make up your mind. Go back to the sex. Was it forced, or was it really good and spontaneous?” Rory sat back in his chair with a small smile on his lips. “Surely even the clinical Dr. Watson can figure that one out.”

“Smart ass.” He thought about the early morning wake-up calls, the sex in the shower, and falling asleep in her arms. It didn’t feel as though any of it was put on or contrived. How was he going to make sure it wasn’t; that it was true love on her part? Would he have to bide his time and see what move Denver made next, or could he figure it out for himself if he took a breath and thought logically?
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Last night when Evan came home, Denver pretended to be sleeping. It was easier than trying to convince him he was wrong or give him a decision about having a baby. By the time he woke up and walked into the kitchen, she was ready to leave for work.

“Your breakfast is warming in the oven. I’ll be home about five thirty unless something crops up. We can chat then about what we’re going to do.” She held her composure as he walked toward her.

“Denver, I’m sorry I blew up at you last night. I was hurt and angry.” He wiped a hand over his face, catching a drip of water from his hair wet from the shower.

“I can’t talk about it now or I’ll be late. Tonight, Evan.” She picked up her car keys and walked out the door without giving him another glance. It took all of her composure not to break down in tears when she reached the relative safety of her car. She needed to be strong and work through this. She had to convince Evan of her love for him. The thought of losing him, so soon after finding the love she thought she’d never have, was too much to bear right now. Especially when she thought she was already pregnant.

She drove to work and headed straight to her office, shutting herself inside. There was so much to do, she didn’t have time for indulgent crying jags, and besides, the work would keep her mind occupied. Denver managed to lose herself in cost analyses for the new medical outpatient’s clinic until the knock on the door startled her. “Come in.”

The door opened and Gina popped her head around the door. “Hi, hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“Not at all. Come in.” It was nice to see a friendly face and Denver let some of the tension ease from her shoulders. Gina was easy to talk to and they’d struck up a fairly good relationship since their first meeting. “How are you?” She held out her arms for a friendly hug.

“Better now. I loathe morning sickness but it only lasts for a couple of hours thankfully.” She put down her handbag on the table and took out a white paper bag. “Something to have with a coffee if you have the time.”

Denver peeped into the bag. “Danish, my favorite. How did you know?” Her mood lifted another notch and she blessed Gina for coming in.

“Took a wild guess because they’re mine and, since I’m pregnant, I can eat anything I want to.” She took a seat in the comfy chair in front of Denver’s big black glass desk. “This is all rather posh isn’t it?”

“It is. Who would have thought I’d one day make it to director of the hospital? It’s a dream-come-true type of job.”

“About that. Rory said Evan came in to see him last night when he was doing the night shift. He suggested I come and see you. Thought you might need a girlfriend to load off on.”

Denver smiled. “Did he just? Well then, I suppose he told you what we fought about too.” She moved over to the small kitchenette and poured two cups of decaf coffee, then brought them back to the desk. She placed one in front of Gina and pulled a chair around to sit next to her, choosing not to have this conversation over the mound of paperwork covering her desk. She reached for the bag and ripped it open, took one of the Danishes and looked at it appreciatively. She didn’t let the thought of sugar or calories enter her mind as she bit into it, savoring the crisp flaky pastry and custard filling.

“I don’t believe it for a moment and if Evan has any sense he won’t either.”

“It’s true though.” She smiled as Gina’s mouth opened. “In the beginning anyway. When I applied for this job I knew they were after a local person, but I was so convinced they’d overlook that and take into account my research and papers as well as the work I’d done with preemie babies. I mean, it’s a small town and I come from the city and have started making a name for myself. That was my thinking, anyway. I must have been very arrogant because they insisted on meeting my husband and even checked to see if I’d ever lived here.”

Gina took a bite of her Danish, her gaze on Denver as she told her story.

“Evan seemed like the best candidate. He’d been trying to date me for years and on the day I found out they wanted a local, he was coming down from being rejected for the job he wanted. I guess he touched a nerve in me and I didn’t want to feel the pain he was feeling. So I said yes when he asked me out.” She took another bite and washed it down with a sip of coffee. It felt good to tell a girlfriend what was bothering her and she realized she’d never had that. Not when she lived in the city or when she started work as a doctor.

“We fit together like two peas in a pod. I was so taken with him. He was kind and thoughtful, caring and funny, I couldn’t believe I’d left it so long before I agreed to date him. He was exactly what I wanted in a husband.” She smiled thinking about the way he cupped her cheek in his palm before kissing her. How his skin felt against hers. “Anyway, I fell for him, totally.”

“I know. I could tell that before the wedding. It was so sweet to watch you two fall in love.” Gina wiped a finger under her eye. “Sorry, hormones already giving me grief.”

“I decided then and there that the job didn’t matter. If he got the contract in town and I didn’t because of their rules, who cared? We could still be together and I could do something, anything just to be with him. We both ended up winning and it was wonderful. Until last night at a dinner with the board members who spilled the beans about the contract conditions.”

“Oh my golly heck. And he lost it, right?” Gina wiped the crumbs from her lips, her gaze fixed on Denver.

“Like you wouldn’t believe. He was livid and I don’t blame him. Sadly, he didn’t believe me when I told him I loved him.”

Gina licked a flake of pastry from her fingers. “I guess that’s to be expected really. I don’t agree with him because any fool can see you two are head over heels in love but still. So what happens now? How are you going to solve it?”

“That’s the million-dollar question.” She grabbed the bag and screwed it up before throwing it in the trash.

“Meaning? Come on, Denver. You can’t tell me half the story and then stop. It’s not fair.”

She took a deep breath. “I swore I would do anything to prove I loved him and I would. What he’s asking isn’t fair.”

Gina sat forward, eager to hear.

“He wants a baby now, not later as we’d discussed.” She was encouraged when her friend frowned.

“I can see how that would make you stop and think, but you guys love each other. It’s wrong to try and force it upon you, although maybe it’s what you need to cement the relationship.”

“I think it’ll wreck things. You see, the problem is this: I’m already pregnant. At least I think I am.”

Gina jumped up and squealed in the most un-ladylike fashion. “That’s terrific news. Oh, you guys are going to make the best parents, I know you will.”

“I don’t want to tell him yet. Look, I haven’t even confirmed it and I don’t want to for a little bit longer. I know how often pregnancies can go wrong in the beginning.”

“So, what are you going to tell him? You’ll need more time to think about it or something?” Gina grabbed her coffee and settled back in her chair.

Denver twirled a stray strand of hair around her finger before tucking it behind her ear. “I’m going to tell him I need time to think about it and see if we can get things back to the way they were in the meantime. I don’t think it’s fair of him to expect an answer immediately. I have a lot to think about.” She looked around her office, mentally calculating the job she’d taken on and wondered how much she would get done before having to go on maternity leave.

“If you need to chat, you know you can count on me. My lips are sealed.” She tipped the last of the coffee into her mouth before putting the cup down and sighing. “Well, if that was my break away from Fisher, I’ve had it. I left him with Rory for half an hour. He’s such a sweetie with that little boy. Nobody would know Fisher wasn’t his own child.”

“He certainly is a good man. I know Evan is too, underneath all of this. It’s his reaction to it all that worries me. I’m going to try my best to make him see the truth.” She stood up. “I want what you and Rory have.”

“You will get it, wait and see. From what I know, all the Watson boys have this innate sense of responsibility that always comes to the fore. He won’t let you down. Might make you suffer a bit, but I think he’ll come through in the end.”

“Thanks for coming to visit. I appreciate it very much.” Denver accepted another hug and walked Gina to the door.

“Rory said something about you guys doing a dinner one night soon. Let me know if I can do anything to help, okay?”

“Sure. I’ll talk to Evan about it.” She held the door open and watched as Gina walked away, the small swagger that pregnant women seemed to get visible already. I’ll walk like that soon, all things going my way.


Chapter Twenty


Unsure how to approach Denver, Evan tried to act as if there was nothing wrong in the days that followed their argument. The mood in the house turned slightly cooler than normal, but he accepted it and tried to make things go as smoothly as he could. Hopefully she would make up her mind and share her decision before there was no hope of fixing what he was fast coming to realize was his mistake. A monumental blunder on his part.

He’d promised to love and honor her when they wed and in one awful night he’d managed to hurt her feelings, call her a liar, and leave her with the worst possible option to fix their marriage. If he’d been smarter, or even kinder, they could have talked it out like rational people, but he’d chosen to jump to the wrong conclusion after having words with a stranger. It was stupid and childlike. Of course he was hurt, but he knew she loved him. Knew the passion she showed him wasn’t contrived or false. What she’d said was true, they’d fallen in love and he only reacted badly to the idea she’d married him for the job because he’d been caught unawares. One day they would laugh this off and wonder why they fought over it.

But would he be able to take back the hurt he saw in her eyes?

“I don’t know how to fix it.” He looked over at his brothers and swallowed a groan of frustration. They were out on the back deck chatting over a cold beer while keeping an eye on Fisher running around the yard with Sherbet dogging his every step. The little boy squealed with laughter as the Australian cattle dog herded him back toward the steps.

“Just get down and grovel. I’m pretty sure that would do it.” Chance whistled at the dog and made her sit so Fisher could catch a breath. The toddler plopped down on his bottom, grabbed a fistful of dog fur, and snuggled against her.

“I’m not averse to that, believe me, and if it would make things happier in this house I would. I don’t know how to fix the hurt I caused her.”

“Hang on. Let me get this clear.” Chance stood up and put his beer on the table. “She originally wanted you for a husband so she could move to town and get the job, right? The job she already knew about and had been shortlisted for?”

Evan shrugged his shoulders. “Yeah.”

“So, in my humble opinion, even though she fell in love with you and said to ‘hell with the job,’ according to her, ‘I’ll go along with whatever Evan decides,’ shouldn’t she bear some of the responsibility of this argument?”

“I believed her when she said that. I have no reason to doubt her. The problem here is not what she was originally going to do, it’s how I reacted knowing damn well that isn’t why we got married. I hurt her, deeply.” He glanced inside the kitchen where his wife and sisters-in-law were chatting around the kitchen.

“So apologize.”

“There’s more to it, right Evan?” Rory spoke up, as Evan knew he would. He’d never let anyone get away with telling only half the story on anything.

“Hmm, now why did I know that was coming?” The eldest of them shook his head. “Spit it out, Brother. What have you done?”

His gut clenched and a bead of sweat broke out on his top lip. “I told her to make me believe her, she had to prove it.”

Chance only raised an eyebrow and glared at him.

“I told her to have a baby now, not later as we’d planned.”

Chance shook his head. “You really are an idiot sometimes. You know that, right?” He glanced around as the sound of laughter wafted out of the kitchen and blew a kiss at his wife before turning back to his brother. “I’d expect something like this from Tyson, not you. So, how are you going to fix it? I gather you’re keen to do the right thing?”

“I am, of course I am.” He shuffled his feet, feeling all of twelve again and under interrogation from his older brothers with no hope of slinking away to lick his wounds. “It’s just that she’s been really busy getting the hospital sorted out, and starting the new doctor’s clinic. I tried to talk to her last night but she was distracted so I left it.”

“You’re a wimp, Evan. Time to man up and sort it out before it goes beyond the fixing stage.”

“But there’s more. I’ve been thinking.” Evan felt the churning in his gut as he tried to talk to his brothers about what had been niggling him for the last few days.

“Oh this is going to be good.” Chance rolled his eyes.

“I wonder if she’s more like her father than I thought. You know how controlling he is? Maybe Denver is more manipulative than even she knows. I watch her sometimes and see her father in her eyes. It’s like she becomes a different person where work is concerned.” He hurried on when Chance snorted. “It’s true. It’s like she puts on a cloak and the Denver I fell in love with fades away. I wonder if she thinks she fell in love with me because of the ten-year plan she has.”

“What ten-year plan?” Rory tilted his head and waited for an answer. “You haven’t mentioned this before.”

“I know, she only mentioned it the other day at work in a meeting and it’s what started me thinking she might not be all she seemed initially. We were discussing the clinic and she laid out some of her plans for the future.”

“Right. What doctor’s clinic? I haven’t heard about that one.” Rory looked at him, interest sparking in his eyes.

“They have so many people coming into the emergency department, it holds up beds for the more serious cases. Denver figured if they had a dedicated clinic like the hospital used to have, the ER would run a lot smoother. She’s right about that. I saw how non urgent cases clogged up the department in the city.”

“What’s wrong with them going to see you? I don’t get it. We’ve tried so hard to keep that clinic open and they still insist on going to the hospital.” Rory had been instrumental in helping keep the practice open and Evan knew it would hit him hard as Gina had recently signed up for her pregnancy care with him.

“And according to Denver, the board will give her more money if she makes a profit with the clinic. She’s doing the right thing, I know that, but it hasn’t given us much time to talk about the elephant in the room—namely my stupidity. I’m kind of loath to bring it up when I know I’m the idiot here.”

“Going to have to sooner or later. No point tiptoeing around each other trying to cover up the damage when it’s still festering underneath. Better to get it over and done with and recover from there.” Rory hurried down the steps and pulled the strands of dog hair from Fisher’s mouth. He picked him up and walked him over to the tire swing in the backyard under the old oak tree.

“I want what he has. I didn’t realize how much until I gave Denver that ultimatum.”

“In my experience, ultimatums don’t work that well, especially with strong-minded women like your wife. Better you apologize and try to show her how wonderful it could be with a baby. Ease her into it gently instead of using the steamroller effect. That always works better.”

“Are you and Callie going to…?”

“Eventually. We’re more than happy enjoying each other for now. It’s been a long time since I’ve been able to be this selfish and she’s not in any hurry. Gets her maternal fix with Fisher and that suits her for now.” They watched Rory swinging his excited son. “It’ll come together if you love each other enough. If you don’t, you never stood a chance anyway.”
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“You must be so excited, Denver, that the idea is working out.” Gina rubbed her belly. The small mound was only now starting to show and Denver wondered how she was going to be able to keep her own pregnancy a secret from Evan for much longer. They needed to talk about things before she could comfortably tell him the news. This child would not be used as a bargaining chip by anyone for anything.

“It’s pretty exciting seeing it all come together. I wish I could talk Evan into heading the clinic; he’d be so good at it.” She tipped the salad out of the spinner into a bowl and placed it on the counter. “The only doctor who’s put their hand up to work there is young and doesn’t really have Evan’s bedside manner, which is damned good. He has a way with patients and I’d love him to take over.”

“Why won’t he?” Callie picked a lettuce leaf from the bowl and popped it in her mouth.

“He didn’t want to let Dr. Hennessey down because he’s retiring soon. Fair enough, I understand that, but still.”

“You guys talking now?”

Denver looked at Gina, trepidation crawling up her spine. “Oh come on, Callie picked it ages ago and spoke to me. She worried you were working yourself sick at the job. I didn’t tell her the details, promise, only that you two had a fight.”

“Like I’m going to say anything. Us girls have to stick together.” She picked at the speck of lettuce stuck on her front teeth and grinned. “Spill, sister-in-law.”

“Yes, we’re talking in a fashion. Avoiding all talk of that night and the argument. It’s a bit strange treating each other like this, but I’m not prepared to back down on what I said and neither, so it would appear, is Evan.”

“So, he doesn’t…”

“No.”

Callie looked between the two of them. “You’re holding back and that’s against the sister-in-law club rules. Don’t you two know anything about how that works? Sheesh, do I need to educate the pair of you?”

“I can’t say it now in case he hears me. You’ll have to wait until we can have a chat away from the boys.”

“Oh, I see, it’s serious girl stuff. Well then, we’d better make a coffee date during the week. I don’t know if I can hold out that long, but I guess I have no choice.”

Denver smiled, happy to keep the secret to herself for a little longer. She’d popped into the pathology lab today to have a full blood count done and a pregnancy test. The answer had come back before she left work.

“Congratulations, Dr. Sinclair. You’re going to be a mother.” She’d hung up the phone as nervous as she was relieved. This baby had come at the wrong time as far as her relationship with Evan was concerned. Being pregnant shouldn’t have come as a huge surprise to her. She was never one to remember to take her pill. She should have expected the result, especially since they had spent a lot of time making love while they were back for the wedding.

That didn’t stop her thinking she’d timed it all wrong. And as much as she wanted to end this argument with Evan, she didn’t want to use the baby to do that. Poor child deserved to be wanted for itself, not to prove her love for her new husband.

Gina placed a hand on her shoulder, offering support, bringing her back to the present. “I can see your brain ticking over. Let me in on what’s going on.”

“It’s okay. I think it’s time we served dinner. Do you want to call the guys in for me while I put the food on the table?”

“Sure.” Gina shared a concerned glance with Callie, but went to do as Denver had asked.

“What can I do?” Callie reached for the silverware Denver held and headed to the table. “Don’t be shy giving me jobs. I kinda figured we were over that now.” She set out the forks and knives and came back to the counter for the plates Denver took out of the cupboard.

“Yes, I know. Sorry, I don’t mean to be so controlling in my kitchen. Lots on my mind right now.” She gave a small smile to set Callie at rest. “If you could take all of these I can get the lasagna out of the oven and we’re set to go.”

“Sure.” She took the plates and came back for the serviettes and condiments, placing them on the table. Before she could do anything else, her husband swept her into a hug, giving Callie a sensual kiss that almost had Denver blushing. She looked over and saw Evan watching her, an unreadable expression on his face. She quickly averted her gaze and concentrated on the hot dish she was taking out of the oven. Carefully, she gripped it with two pot holders and walked it over and placed in on serving tray in the middle of the table.

“Smells divine, Denver.” Rory carried Fisher over and put him in the high chair they’d brought with them and sat down beside him. He sniffed again and grinned at his wife. “Looks like you have some competition, my love.”

“I don’t mind that at all.” Gina placed a bib over Fisher’s head and tucked it down so the food wouldn’t get on his clothing before sitting on the other side of him.

When Denver was seated, she handed Evan the serving spoon, blushing when their fingers touched briefly. “Care to do the honors?”

He glanced at her, a small twitch at the corner of his lips. For a moment their gazes were locked before she tore hers away and looked down at her plate. They really did have to sort this out. The chemistry was still the same but neither of them wanted to be the one to give in and end the stand off.

“Can I get anyone a glass of wine?” Chance held the chair out for Callie and then stepped over to the fridge, bringing out the bottle of white he’d brought with him.

“Not for me thanks, I have an early start and it will fog my brain. I’ll have water.” Denver reached for the jug on the table and filled up her glass before handing it to Gina who sat next to her.

“I hear the planning for the new clinic is going well. You must be happy with that, Denver.”

“Yes, I am. It was an idea from one of our doctors and I have to say I was keen to try it as soon as I heard it’d been done before, especially when I found out it only closed because they couldn’t find a suitable doctor to run it. The board approved it without any fuss at all. I know I didn’t have to run it past them, but I’m glad I did.” She put down her water glass and picked up her fork, poking it in the cheese topping. “They like the idea of it so much they’ve offered me more money on this year’s budget. Win-win all round if you ask me.”

Later that night as they dressed for bed, Denver tried to talk. “Evan we can’t go on like this. I hate that you don’t believe me.”

He turned, sadness marring his handsome face. “Seriously? Look I’m sorry for what I said, it was wrong, but Denver, you used me. Plain and simple. That’s the bit I can’t ignore.”

“I know and I’m sorry. But you have to believe me. I did fall in love with you.” She reached for him, ready to make amends, but he stepped away.

“You know, I think you really believe that but I wonder if you fell in love with the idea of getting one over on your father more. I know what he’s like Denver. He’s cold and calculated, only doing things that benefit him, leaving bodies in his wake to control his world.”

She lifted her head and stared at him. “And you think I’m the same, cold and calculated?”

“No. I didn’t say that.” He looked at her, his hands up as if ready to stall her thoughts.

“You all but implied it, Evan. If that is how you view me, how is it even an option to have a child together?” Dread settled in her stomach. There was no way she could tell him about the baby now.

“I’m sorry. It’s not what I meant at all, you took it all wrong.” Evan reached for her and this time it was Denver who moved out of the way.

“I don’t think this discussion is going to get us anywhere. I’m tired, Evan. I need my sleep.” She turned and walked into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. Denver leaned against it fighting back the tears. The chance to repair their fragile marriage seemed to be slipping away and she didn’t have the heart to fight him every single day when he so obviously didn’t trust or believe her. How much was he going to make her suffer for her mistake? Surely he could see that she loved him and it was all a terrible misunderstanding? Perhaps not, not now that she knew how he viewed her. If it wasn’t for that comment about her being like her father, she would have begged him to listen. She couldn’t do that now. How on earth would they be able to manage to live together, and then there was the baby?


Chapter Twenty-One


“I’m sorry, Evan, the doctor’s office has to close down at the end of the week. The hospital board decided it’s no longer viable now that they have the new clinic set up. They’re convinced if they streamline the services they offer, it will save money and make life easier. I tend to agree with them.”

“I have a contract. What the heck am I supposed to do now?”

“They want you to go to the clinic. Work out your contract there and, if you like what you’re doing, I see no reason why they won’t extend it.” The older doctor punched him playfully on the shoulder. “Not like you don’t have an insider to take up your case, is it?”

“I already turned my wife down when she offered me the job. I didn’t know they were going to do this to us though.” He turned to look out the window, anger building. Denver should have told him instead of leaving it to Dr. Hennessey to inform him. Just as he was getting the hang of being in a small-town practice, the bubble bursts. “Well, guess there’s no choice then. Are you coming over as well?” He looked at the older man and his heart ached for him. His whole life revolved around this tiny little hands-on clinic and it was all tumbling down around his ears just as he was set to retire.

“No. I was offered a position of course, but I’ve decided I may as well take my retirement now. That way the wife and I can get traveling and enjoy what time we have left.” He patted Evan on the shoulder, his touch firm belying his advanced years. “Don’t look so wounded on my part, Evan. I’m rather happy the way it’s all turned out to tell you the truth. I struggle to keep up now and I’m going to make the most of my retirement, make no bones about that.” He walked to the door. “If you want to go up and make yourself known to the hospital staff, feel free. The appointment book is rather lacking today.”

“Right, I might just do that. Thanks.” Evan watched him walk out and shut the door before letting out the deep sigh of frustration building up inside him. How could Denver not tell him what was happening? It didn’t make sense. Even if she was annoyed over his blunder, he would have thought she would take pleasure in informing him of the change. To say nothing was strange indeed. Perhaps it was her way of making him pay for being so demanding.

There was nothing for it, he needed to go and speak to her before things got out of hand and he lost his cool completely. After the last couple of weeks, it almost felt like they had reached an impasse. Both holding back on their tempers, being polite because they couldn’t agree on the solution to their problem and neither of them wanting to back down. This just about put the final nail in the coffin as far as he was concerned. Evan grabbed his truck keys and headed out only to be stopped by the receptionist.

“Dr. Watson, I have Dr. Sinclair on the phone for you.” She held out the receiver but he shook his head, his heart heavy.

“Tell her I’m not available at this time please.” So now she calls to tell me. Too late, Denver. He turned from her, ignoring the shocked expression, and walked out. When he climbed behind the wheel, Evan berated himself. That was childish and uncalled for. He excused it by telling himself he wanted to see her face when she explained why she’d failed to inform him of the change on plans. Plans that had an effect on how they looked at each other from here on in.

He parked in the visitor’s bay and strode into the hospital, walked past the receptionist to the elevator, and punched the button for the top floor with anger in every movement. When the doors opened he stomped in and turned his back on the other occupants, waiting for the doors to close and the elevator to rise. He wondered how she would react and what her excuses would be. Surely she would come clean and apologize. At least look as though she’d gone over the top without consulting him.

The doors opened with a ping and he stepped out and walked over to her office. Her receptionist knew him and nodded for him to go ahead. When he stepped into her room, she was on the phone having a heated discussion. Evan saw the resignation in her eyes and knew he had picked it right. This was payback for his ultimatum and bile burned its way up his throat. There could be no marriage if this was how they were going to treat each other.

Denver put down the phone and turned to him. “Evan, why didn’t you take my call?”
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She waited for him to answer, but it was the hurt and disappointment in his eyes that she noticed more than anything.

“Why didn’t you tell me? Seems to be a pattern with you lately.” He walked over and rested his hands on the back of the chair opposite her desk. His knuckles showed white and she knew he was angrier than his cold face showed. As she would have been too if the roles were reversed.

“I didn’t know until this morning.”

He raised an eyebrow and made a noise she could only describe as a snort. “Right. How convenient. And you being the head of the hospital, you seriously expect me to believe that?” He kept his voice low. “You knew what you were doing, Denver, you can’t deny it. I’ve lost my job because of what you put in place.”

“Evan, I’m sorry.” She walked around the table with the email in her hand and held it out to him. “I only found out this morning, the same as you did. I had no idea they would do this to you. You have to believe me.” She winced as he ripped the paper from her hand and Denver returned to the safety of her chair. While he read the letter that had gutted her first thing this morning, she tried to see things from his point of view. His job was the reason they’d moved here to begin with. And now it was all taken from him and it was indirectly her fault.

He threw the email on her desk and ran a hand around the back of his neck before looking in her direction. “I’m sorry. I thought it was your fault and you weren’t telling me because we fought again and aren’t really talking to each other. I figured it was payback for me being such an idiot.” He sighed before moving to sit in the chair. “We can’t go on like this, Denver. I love you and I’ve made a mess of things. I don’t know how to fix it between us.”

The tears welled in her eyes and she averted her gaze. Hormones playing up already. How on earth do people manage this thing called pregnancy? She wasn’t a crier, never had been. When things went wrong she turned in on herself and hid behind a mask of calm and disinterest.

Evan jumped to his feet and hurried around the desk toward her. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled her to her feet to snuggle her against his chest. That was when she really lost it and sobbed uncontrollably. The soft, smooth action of his hand rubbing circles on her back as he spoke soothing words in her ear took her back to childhood. Her mother had been the caring, nurturing type unlike her father. She missed the comforting arms when her mother died and left them in the hands of their work-oriented father.

Now she had Evan to look after her. It was a warm, loving heat that went straight to her heart. He was a good man and she’d hurt him by doing what she’d done. Perhaps if they’d talked it over at night instead of being evasive and caught up in their own sadness, this wouldn’t have happened.

Denver sniffed and tried to form the right words. “I’m sorry. If I’d known they were going to do that to you I wouldn’t have gone ahead with the clinic.” She listened to the patter of his steady heartbeat against her cheek, content to stay against his chest.

“I know it’s not your fault, the email proves that. Regardless, I should have trusted you and I didn’t. I’m sorry.” He kissed the top of her head before letting her go.

She glanced into his face. “We should have talked about it before I made the decision.”

“No, we shouldn’t have. It’s your job, Denver, to do what you want to do here. Including me in your plans might be nice but not necessary. Besides, if you’d asked, I would have said go ahead because I know it makes sense.” He wiped his thumbs under her eyes, drying the remnants of her tears. “I’ll gladly start work here next week if that’s what you want me to do.”

“I want you to head the unit, Evan. You have the knack for organizing people and making everyone feel good about themselves, and I’m not only talking about the patients. The doctors love you, too. My father made a mistake not giving you that job. Now I’m so grateful he didn’t.”

“Yeah, me too as it happens. Part of me is still pissed, although I’m loving being back home with the family.” He dropped a kiss on her lips. “Listen, about what I said about a baby.” He shushed her when she tried to speak. “I was out of line, way out of line. We talked about this already and decided to wait until we had time together for ourselves and I still think that’s the best way. We’re in no position to bring a baby into the world just now; it wouldn’t be fair. My pissy mood isn’t enough to make us change our mind. Let’s leave things as they were for now. No baby, not until we’re both ready. Let’s just concentrate on the two of us, okay?”

Any further protests were stayed when his lips met hers and he kissed her with such passion her brain went into meltdown. She’d missed their lovemaking these last few weeks while they’d been avoiding each other. Now her body reacted with a need that frightened her. Denver nibbled at his lips as her hips thrust against his pelvis. “Tonight, Evan. We have so much to make up for.” Her tongue delved into his mouth to play a game of catch and keep.

Evan pulled away from her, his breath ragged. “If you don’t stop that, we’ll be on your desk making up for lost time.” He kissed her gently and untangled her arms from around his neck. “I have to get back to work. Maybe when we’re working closer together we can organize a lunchtime liaison. For now I must leave you, as much as it pains me.”

Denver walked him to the door. She was prepared to tell Evan about the baby, but after his words she needed to think about it some more. He wasn’t ready so it was a case of how to make him think he was. It would bear some careful planning on her part, but it was early days and anything could happen. She had plenty of time.


Chapter Twenty-Two


After a few weeks on the job, Evan was happier than he’d been for a long time. The position was all he wanted and more. He had the responsibility of a small team of doctors rather than a large department in a city hospital and being a hands-on unit manager suited him more than he thought possible. He spent the better part of his day seeing patients and always finished it off by doing paperwork, and most of that he did in Denver’s office so they could spend time together. She set him up with his own desk and computer and neither of them seemed to encroach on the other’s work.

Things at home settled down and he was now a happy man. He’d mended the fences with Denver and their relationship was on an even keel once again. The couple of attempts she’d made to start a discussion about babies was quickly averted and even though he wouldn’t be upset if she changed her mind, the last thing he wanted to do was pressure her. Being the head of the hospital agreed with her. She sported a healthy happy glow he’d never seen in the city. Mix that in with the fresh country air, and it was bound to make a woman more beautiful.

He gathered up his papers and files ready to log into the computer and headed out to the corridor ready to go upstairs. “Hi, Evan. Long time no see.”

A tall red-headed woman walked over to him and matched his pace to the elevator. “Claire? Claire Banks?”

“Yep, that’s me. Local pathologist. Been meaning to come down and have a chat with you. I’ve been kind of busy upstairs doing my thing. Glad to see you’re here working alongside your gorgeous wife, too.”

“Worked out well, didn’t it? I have to say it’s a change from the city. Tell me, what are you up to? Married, kids?” He pushed the button for the top floor and glanced at her. She still had the freckles across her nose that he used to tease her about in school. And the pigtails he used to pull were now in a sleek ponytail down her back.

“Yes, two little horrors. You remember Tommy Hilderburg?”

“Nerdy Burg? The kid who always had his head in a book at school?” Evan waited for her to walk in before him and then he pushed the button for his floor.

“That’s the guy, my guy now.” She grinned and held a basket of blood vials in front of her. “Been married seven years next month. He’s a research scientist for the agriculture department.”

“Guess all that reading paid off then. That’s wonderful. I’ll tell Denver. We’ll have to catch up. Can’t wait to meet your kids.”

“They are pretty cute. Best thing I did apart from marry their father. You’re going to make a great dad too, Evan. Can’t wait to see you with a baby in your arms. When’s it due, about August, isn’t it?”

He must have blanched because the look on Claire’s face was almost comical. “Oh heck. I’ve put my foot in it, haven’t I?” She swallowed and looked down at her hands. “I do that, speak when I should shut my mouth. I’m sorry, Evan.”

He recovered quickly. “No, no, it’s alright. I didn’t think we were telling anyone until next month. I must have been mistaken.” His gut churned and he willed the elevator to hurry up and get to her floor so he could be rid of her and get his head around the latest news Denver hadn’t shared with him. “Yes, August it is. We’re both very excited.”

At last the elevator paused and the door dinged open. Claire rushed out with a backward glance at Evan. “Bye.”

“See you around.” He waved his hand willing the doors to close and trap him alone with the latest bombshell. He needed to think about this before he ran off at a tangent and made matters worse again. Why would Denver not tell him but tell Claire? It didn’t make sense, at least not to him.
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The following day was his morning off and he headed straight to where he knew he would find a sympathetic ear—his brother Rory. They caught up as the deputy walked the streets, doing his rounds of the town, talking to locals and keeping an eye on things. He stopped when Evan walked toward him, the expression on his face one of here we go again, what have you done? The look Evan was used to getting when he was growing up.

“What’s wrong now?” Rory paused and crossed his arms as if waiting for bad news.

“I need to talk to you. Can we go somewhere a bit more private?” He felt bad interrupting his brother’s day, but Rory was always the best person to bounce ideas off of.

“Let’s head to the park across the road. Nobody over there at the moment. I’ll even push you on the swing if it’ll take the sour look from your face.”

“Gee thanks. You’re too kind to me.” He knew the sarcasm would be lost on his older brother, but saying the words made him feel better, if only for a second.

Rory leaned against the fence and watched as Evan perched himself on a swing. “What’s up?”

“Denver is pregnant.”

Rory grinned, then paused. “Why aren’t you happy? I thought it was what you wanted.”

“I do. At least I did I think. Denver didn’t tell me though. Claire did yesterday when I met her at the hospital. She thought I knew.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh. I don’t get it. Do I see a pattern here?” Evan gripped the chain supporting the swing. “Why can’t my own wife tell me these things? Why do I have to find out from someone else?”

“The last time wasn’t her fault, was it? So you might be being a little bit dramatic. I’d be interested to hear why she didn’t see fit to tell you you’re going to be a father though. Unless she doesn’t want a baby. Have you thought of that?”

“Yeah and it scares the crap out of me. What am I going to do if that’s the case?” He let his legs fold under him and the swing moved forward. More by instinct than anything, he leaned back and forward, upping the momentum until he was kicking his feet over the height of his brother’s head. Only when a car horn tooted as it passed and a local gave him a cheery wave did Evan curtail his movements, letting the swing slow until his feet touched the ground again.

“You should be talking to her then, not me.”

“You always help me figure stuff out. It’s only natural I come to you first.”

“Not anymore, Evan. She’s your wife, you need to go to her.”
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Denver walked down the passageway to emergency to check on staff rosters when a sharp pain sliced through her abdomen, stopping her in her tracks. She doubled over and grasped her stomach, fighting the urge to cry out.

“Denver, Dr. Sinclair, are you okay?” The pathologist who took her blood and did her pregnancy test gripped her arm and eased her back to lean against the wall. “Tell me what’s wrong and I can get you some help.”

Denver bit her lip, the intense pain gripping her abdomen once again. “I don’t know. I think, ah—” She cried out and gripped Claire’s arm, digging her fingers into the flesh.

From a distance, she heard Claire call for a nurse. They bundled her into a wheelchair and hurried her along the passage to the emergency room. She was hustled into a private cubicle and up onto a bed before a doctor was called.

Claire held her hand. “Do you want me to call Evan?”

Biting her lip, she nodded her head, the tears starting to trickle down her cheeks.

“Hold on, Denver. It’ll be alright, you’ll see.”

The grip on her hand disappeared and the doctor took over asking her questions relating to her pregnancy. When he’d done a full exam, he wrote up a request for an ultrasound. “This will give us a better picture. From what I can see, there is a small amount of bleeding and, as you know, that in itself isn’t always a bad sign.” He signaled the nurse. “Take Dr. Sinclair down for this right away and tell them to call me with the results as soon as possible.” He patted Denver on the shoulder, smiling reassuringly at her as they took her down to the women’s health department.

Claire came running up to her as they pushed her down the corridor. “He’s on his way.”

“Thanks, Claire.”

“You hang on, Denver. I’m going with you until he gets here.” She reached for Denver’s hand and gripped it, lending her support which was appreciated.

The trip to the women’s health center only took a few minutes and then there was the hushed consultation with the nurse and ultrasound technician before Denver was wheeled in.

“Hi, Dr. Sinclair. My name is Rosie. Let’s see what’s going on here with this little one, shall we?” Rosie got a sheet and draped it over Denver before lifting her blouse up to expose her barely swollen belly. Once she’d turned on her machine, she got a bottle of gel and squirted it on Denver’s stomach.

“Sorry, it’s always a little bit cold, even though we try to keep it warmer.” She sat on her stool and keyed in some figures before asking the question, “How far along are you?”

“I believe around thirteen weeks.” Her gaze stayed on the screen waiting to see her baby.

“We can give you a confirmation of that anyway once we get started.”

The door burst open and Evan filled the frame. His gaze went to her exposed belly and then her face. Claire stepped aside and he took her space, reaching for Denver’s hand. She started to cry in earnest and he leaned down and held her. She reached her arms around his neck and sobbed.

“I’ll give you both a moment.” Rosie slipped out of the room with Claire, leaving them alone.

“Oh, honey, what’s going on?” Evan stroked her forehead, wiping her damp hair from her face. His look of concern pierced her heart. Was she about to lose the baby?

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. The time never seemed to be right somehow. And now,” she hiccupped a sob back, “now it might all be over for our baby.”

“Shh, we can deal with this, Denver. We’ll talk about the whys and why nots later. Let’s see what’s going on first, then we can talk, okay?” He looked so torn, and there was nothing she could do except pray her baby was okay.

The door opened and Rosie came back in. “Sorry, we really need to see what’s going on in here.” She sat down at her stool and picked up the wand attached to it. “Right, you know all about this so I don’t have to explain.” She rubbed the end of it in the gel and worked it around Denver’s stomach, pausing to take measurements and photos every couple of minutes. On the computerized screen, Denver could see the shape of her baby as it became clearer. Evan leaned forward and the grip on her hand tightened when he focused on their child. Rosie turned buttons and the sound filled the still room.

The audible sigh of relief came from the three of them when the baby’s heartbeat sounded loud and clear over the machine. “Nothing wrong with that heartbeat, Mama. Coming across loud and clear. Now what are you doing to your mother, little one?” Rosie concentrated on the screen in front of her, studying the baby from different angles and then doing a detailed search of the surrounding organs.

“Ah, I see it now.” Rosie zoomed her search in and took a few frames, each from a different angle.

“It’s the placenta that’s the problem, I can see that from here.” Denver pointed at the screen and explained to Rosie, “This was one of my areas of interest when I worked in Seattle. Can you zoom in a bit more please?”

Rosie did as she asked and sat back so they could both see.

“Placenta previa. Partial by the look of it.” Denver breathed a sigh of relief. “Not life threatening to mother or child so long as precautions are taken.”

“Thank goodness for that. Thank you, Rosie. That’s wonderful news.” Evan shook his head and looked at her. “You know what I mean.”

“Yes, I do. Don’t apologize. This little one will be fine so long as you look after its mother. Let’s get you cleaned up and back to the doctor so he can decide what to do with you. I’ll go and get an orderly to take you back.” She wiped the gel from Denver’s stomach and pulled down her shirt before leaving them alone again.

“I was so damned scared, Denver. You have no idea.” He ran a finger down her cheek and squeezed her hand.

“How long have you known?”

“Just a few days. Claire let the cat out of the bag. Unintentional, I know. I wish it was you who’d told me. I thought we’d sorted things out between us.” He stroked his thumb over her fingers.

Denver bit back the retort she really wanted to make. “You said you didn’t want a child. You’d thought better of it so I decided not to say anything until I’d thought about it more.”

“Oh, honey, there is nothing I’d rather do than have a child with you. I said that so I wasn’t putting pressure on you. I know how much this job means to you.” She saw the pain in his eyes and almost forgot the words she’d overheard her father telling Evan the night they had dinner together.

The door opened and the orderly walked in. “Someone in here need a chariot ride back to emergency?”

Evan held her hand as they walked back to see the doctor. He was on the phone when Denver was wheeled in and as soon as he hung up, he walked over to them. “Evan, sorry to catch up under these circumstances. Well, the baby is fine as you both saw. It’s only a partial placenta previa but still, it can be cause for alarm.” He picked up her chart from the end of the bed. “You know the risks with this, Denver, so I know you’ll be a brilliant patient. I want to keep you in overnight at least and monitor you, make sure things are okay. Then if you have no pain or bleeding, you can go home but I want you to rest.”

“I have a job to do. I can’t spend the rest of my pregnancy in bed, nor would I want to.”

“I’m not asking you to do that. I’m advising you to rest up for a week and then come back to work. I would strongly suggest you cut your hours back.”

“I’ll think about it. Thank you for the advice.” She ignored the look Evan gave her and spoke to the doctor again. “I think I’ll go home though. We’re only just around the corner and if anything happens, I have Evan there.”

“Denver, I strongly suggest—”

“Yes, I know you do, Frank and I respect your ideas. I’ve dealt with this enough in the city to understand how things will go. If I’m at home resting, it’s no worse than being in here and I know how to take care of myself. I have a doctor with me at all times anyway so it’s not as though I’m heading off into the mountains with no medical care in sight. Plus, we’re two minutes around the road if anything goes wrong.”

“Denver, are you sure you’re doing the right thing?” Evan gripped her hand. “I don’t want you to risk yourself or the baby with this.”

“Look at me, Evan. I did papers on this condition and preemie babies. I know all there is to know about the subject. Me sleeping in my own bed won’t cause me to bleed any more than I would sleeping in the maternity wing.” She pushed off the blanket. “Help me up please.”

He helped her sit up and found her shoes. “Let me at least get the wheelchair to take you to the car.” He hurried away leaving her with Frank.

“You might be the head of the hospital, Denver, but I’m your doctor on record at the moment. I will have no qualms pulling rank on you if you don’t take care of yourself and that baby.”

“I know, Frank. I appreciate it, really I do. I know what I’m doing. I’ll rest up and see you in a week or so.”

“Fine.” He watched Evan return with the wheelchair. “Call me if you need any backup support, Evan.”

“Oh, I will. Thanks, Frank.” He held her hand and supported her as she climbed off the bed and sat down. Then he wrapped a blanket around her knees. “Let’s get you two home.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


“Is she resting up?” Gina put the casserole on the kitchen counter for Evan to deal with later. She put the kettle on and made a tray up with tea cups and a plate of biscuits.

“Yes and no. She has her computer so you can imagine she’s working. At least she’s not getting out of bed unless she needs to. That’s something I guess.”

“I was terrified when Rory told me. He said you got a call and rushed off in a mad panic. Thank goodness things turned out okay.” She leaned against the kitchen counter, her hands clasped under her emerging baby bump.

“You knew, didn’t you?” Gina’s eyes widened and she blushed. “It’s okay, you don’t have to answer that one.” He was at least glad Denver had someone she could talk to.

“I’m sorry, Evan. It wasn’t that I wanted to keep it from you. It wasn’t my place to say anything.”

He picked a cookie off the plate and bit into it. Double chocolate chip, Gina’s specialty. “I know and I appreciate you being there for her. I guess we didn’t really know each other that well when we got married and she needs someone to talk to, I get that.”

“But?”

“I wish I hadn’t made such a mess of things. If I’d been honest with her from the beginning, none of this would have happened.”

“She was pregnant before you argued, wasn’t she?”

“Yes. What I mean is I would have known and she wouldn’t have been so scared going through it alone. I still don’t understand why she didn’t tell me though. Oh well, I know now and the baby is fine, so that’s the main thing.”

“Yes it is.” Gina turned off the kettle and filled the teapot. “You go on to work and I’ll stay with her for a bit.”

“Let me take that tray up to the bedroom first. Then I’ll go in and put in a few hours.” He reached for the tray and scooped it up. Gina led the way to the bedroom and he placed the tea on the dressing table by the door. Denver sat propped up in bed with her laptop on her knees and paperwork strewn over the blankets. Evan walked over and leaned on the bed. “I’m going in for a few hours. Behave and if you don’t, Gina will tell me.” He leaned in and kissed her, cupping her chin with his hands.

Denver leaned into the kiss sending the familiar sensation to his gut. He’d refused to have sex since the incident and insisted it was for the best, at least until they’d seen the doctor again and had another scan to make sure everything was fine. By the light in her eyes, she knew what she was doing to him. “I love you. See you later on.”

“Thanks for coming over, Gina. Don’t take any nonsense from her. If she plays up, call me and I’ll come home early.”

Gina walked over to the bed with a cup of tea for Denver and the plate of cookies. “Don’t you worry, Evan. She’ll be fine with me. I’m used to handling a toddler. I can deal with a bedridden doctor with attitude if that’s what she gives me. Go to work and stop worrying.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He kissed Denver again, smiled at his sister-in-law, and headed back down the stairs and off to work.

[image: *]*

“He’s so in love with you.” Gina perched on the edge of the bed with her cup of tea in her hand.

“I love him just as much. He is being rather overprotective at the moment and it’s kind of nice.” She sipped the tea before nibbling on a cookie. “Being pregnant is a good excuse to binge eat, right?”

“Sure is. Only thing you have to watch is the size of your butt getting bigger though. I hear it’s harder to lose with each baby.” She took a cookie and picked off the chocolate chip on top, popping it in her mouth. “I made you a casserole for dinner. Only needs warming up.”

“You’re so good to me. Thanks.”

“No worries. So, are you going to tell me why you never told your husband about the baby?” Gina took another nibble and looked at her friend.

“Get right to the point, why don’t you?”

“Easier in my mind. Don’t see the point in skirting around things.”

“Fair call. Well, I was going to but after our argument I decided I didn’t want this child to be used as a bargaining chip in our marriage. He had to want me for me and trust in me, too. Once we figured that out, I was going to tell him.”

“You guys did make up. Why didn’t you tell him then?” She went to take another cookie and then pushed the plate away, growling at herself.

Denver smiled. “You’re right, we did make up. Problem was, he came out and said he no longer wanted a child, he’d prefer to wait. What was I supposed to do?”

“Hmm, I understand now.” Gina put her cup on the side table and scrambled up on the bed, arranging Evan’s pillows to make herself comfortable before she turned around and nestled amongst them. “Men can be so damned hard to read sometimes, can’t they? And those brothers are so alike, some days it scares me.” Gina sipped her tea. “At least that way we can figure them out easier. I mean if one reacts a certain way, makes sense they all will.”

“True.” Denver smiled. It made sense to her too.

“When are you going back to work?” She glanced at the laptop and the paperwork lying over the bed.

“Next week is what the doctor said to me. Evan is being pigheaded about it.”

“Don’t blame him. This isn’t something to be taken lightly as you well know.”

“I understand that and it’s fine working from home. It’s not the same as being hands-on. I need to be in my office some of the time.” She huffed in frustration thinking of all the work she was going to have to catch up on. “I’m relying on Evan at the moment to bring me work and take stuff back to my secretary. So far it’s all gone fine, but it’s not the same as being there.” She glanced at Gina, not liking the look she aimed at her. “I’m not putting the baby at risk; I’m not that stupid or cruel.” She sighed. “Look, you know your own body better than anyone, right?”

“Yes, of course I do.”

“Me too. I’d never do anything to hurt this child, I want it too much, and no job is worth risking the tiny life growing inside me. If I don’t get back to the office next week, I’ll scream. I’m not the stay-at-home-laying-in-bed kind of person. I’m a doer and I need to get doing again.”

“I hear you, but you seriously need to learn to shut down and go with the flow.”

Denver grinned. “Evan told me the same thing. We were lying in bed last night…”

Gina covered her ears. “I don’t want to hear it.”

Denver batted her hands away, laughing. This visit was just what she needed. A break from worry and from work with her new best friend. “I wasn’t telling you that. Behave. We were talking about my job and how I’m going to manage it with a baby.”

“Why not take maternity leave? Surely you have that in your contract?” Gina picked up a photo from the side table of the two of them on their wedding day and looked at it with a dopy grin on her face.

“Yes and I want to keep my job. Evan suggested we do a job share. He’s already taking some of my workload on as well as looking after the clinic. I think it’s a brilliant idea. So much in fact that I’m going to put it to the board and see if they would approve it.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


The following week, Denver was at work on the phone when a tap sounded at her door. She covered the mouthpiece and called out, “Come in.”

Dr. Dunlop came in, glanced around her office before making eye contact with Denver. She invited him in with a sweep of her hand and finished up her phone call.

“Listen, I have to go. If you could send me all that in an email, I’d appreciate it very much. Thanks.” Denver put the phone down and went to stand up but Dr. Dunlop protested.

“Stay there, don’t go rushing around. We need you to take care of yourself, Dr. Sinclair.” He hurried over to her desk and took a seat.

“Can I get you a coffee?”

“No, no, that’s fine. I’ll only take a moment of your time.” He cleared his throat and she waited for him to talk again. While on bed rest, she’d done what she told Gina she would do—sent in a proposal for sharing the directorship with Evan to the board. It looked as though she would get her answer today.

“I looked over your proposal and wanted to put it to the board. Before I do that, I thought it only fitting to do a reference check on Dr. Watson.” He looked away from her, seemingly flustered and ill at ease.

“What seems to be the problem, Dr. Dunlop?”

“Your father tells me Evan is taking up the position back in his old hospital at the beginning of next year. I realize that is some way off considering you signed a contract with us but I would assume you are going with him. I’m wondering where that leaves the board. If we’re going to have to start looking for a new candidate then, I’d rather do it now than later.” He gripped the arms of the chair and met her gaze. “I have to say I’m disappointed in you, Dr. Sinclair. I can only assume you took this position and planned to ease your husband into it as a stepping stone for the position at Seattle General Hospital. I expected more from you.”

She sat stunned, scrambling frantically to gather a coherent thought. “It’s not like that. I would never do something so unprofessional.”

“Well, your father seemed certain Dr. Watson was taking the position. It stands to reason you as his wife would go with him.” He sighed and Denver frowned. She needed to talk to Evan and find out what the hell was going on.

“I need to get to the bottom of this. If you’ll excuse me, I must talk to my husband.” She stood and waited for him to rise so she could show him to the door. “I’m sorry, Dr. Dunlop. I will sort it out as soon as I can. I promise you, I haven’t been using my position as you suspect.”

He gave her a lukewarm smile. “I would hate to think I’ve made an error of judgment hiring you, Dr. Sinclair. The rest of the board wanted someone older, but I was impressed by your work ethic. Please don’t let me down.” He opened the door before she could reach for the handle and walked out, pausing to talk to her secretary.

Denver walked out of her office, smiling woodenly as she past the two of them chatting and headed for the elevator. So help her, she was going to skin Evan if this was what he had planned. She hurried downstairs and walked toward the clinic where she knew he would be working. A door opened and Claire walked out with a dish in her hand filled with blood vials.

“Hi, Denver. Feeling better I hope?” She paused and smiled.

“Yes, much. Listen, I didn’t thank you for helping me last week. It was very kind of you.”

“Hey, no problem. So long as you and bub are fine. I should apologize to you as well while we’re talking. I didn’t know it was a secret when I spoke to Evan.”

Denver grimaced. It wasn’t her most intelligent decision to keep it to herself. “All’s well that ends well. Have you seen Evan around?” The nurse’s desk was unattended and all the cubicle doors were closed, which meant there were patients inside.

“Yes, he’s in the first door. I had to do a set of tests for him. Guess he won’t be too much longer.” She licked her lips. “I was wondering if you guys would like to come and meet my family sometime soon. Have a barbeque and invite all the Watson guys and their new wives. We haven’t had a chance to catch up with them for awhile, it’ll be fun.”

“Sounds wonderful. Let me know when and what I can bring and I’ll let the others know if you like.” It was about time they started socializing. But not before this was sorted out. The door opened and Evan walked out an elderly man using a cane to support him. “Take those tablets twice a day for the next seven days, Mr. Keenan, then come back and see me. We’ll have the blood tests back by then and we can give you a more definitive answer.” He watched the old man walk away and then spied Denver. His face lit up and she experienced a fleeting wave of hope that Dr. Dunlop had it all wrong. Evan looked so at home here, so happy and relaxed.
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Evan smiled as he spied his gorgeous wife talking to Claire. “Should you be running around the hospital, Dr. Sinclair?” He sauntered over to her and kissed her on the cheek.

“Uh, I’ll leave you guys to it then.” Claire waved her fingers and headed off to her own office.

“Evan, we need to talk.” Her eyes were stormy rolls of dark gray waves and he frowned.

“You feeling okay?”

“I’m angry, in case you haven’t noticed. Can we go somewhere and talk uninterrupted?”

“Sure.” He took her arm and led her into the room he’d just come out of. He urged her to sit on the chair while he leant against the bed. “What’s going on, Denver?”

She wrung her hands together and her knuckles were white. “You know I put that proposal to the board for us to share joint directorship?” He nodded his head. “I had a visit just now from Dr. Dunlop. He did a check on you.” Her face paled and he suffered a twinge of panic.

“Are you feeling okay, honestly? Tell me, Denver.” He stepped closer to her and reached to hold her hand when she slid bonelessly to the floor in a dead faint. “Shit.” He opened the door and then reached down to pick her up in his arms. Evan carried her to the emergency room and walked into the first empty cubical he could find.

The doctor on duty was Frank and he quickly appeared by Evan’s side. “What happened?”

“She went pale and passed out. No pain that she told me about. I know she was upset, but I really haven’t got any idea what the heck happened.”

“I suspect she’s doing more than she should be. It can happen easily enough. I think we both know how much of a workload she has.” Frank took her blood pressure and she started to come around. When she tried to sit up, Evan put his hand on her shoulder and pushed her back on the bed.

“You need to relax for a moment. You passed out.”

She lifted a hand to her face and moaned. “Sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

“You’re doing too much. Admit it, Denver.” Frank undid the blood pressure cuff and wrote down the figures. “Your pressure is up. Any pain?”

She shook her head. “No, I feel fine that way. My head is a little off though, kind of foggy.”

“It’s back to bed rest for you and this time you’re staying here where I can keep an eye on you for forty eight hours, then if all is well I might let you go home.” She tried to protest. “It’s not an option this time, Denver. I’ll get the girls to organize a bed for you.” He walked away, leaving a frustrated Denver and a worried husband behind.

“I wish you’d tell me what’s wrong.” Evan gripped her hand. “I know there’s something going on and it’s not good if this is what it does to you.”

“My father told Dr. Dunlop that you were taking up the position of director of the ER in Seattle when it came due shortly. I want to know why you didn’t think to tell me this.” She lay pale on the white sheets and Evan stared, momentarily stunned.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He was rejected for the job he thought was his dream, told to reapply the following year, but he had no intention of doing so. His place was here, with Denver and their baby and the rest of his family.

“Perhaps you need to think things over for a while. Or have a talk with my father because he thinks you’re going to work for him again in the near future. A future that won’t include me or our child.”


Chapter Twenty-Five


Denver lay still in the bed ignoring the activity surrounding her. The nurses came in to check her blood pressure every hour and she let them do it without a fuss while she zoned out, her thoughts churning over and over as she tried to make sense of the last few days. Evan visited her and tried to plead his case, but she wasn’t in the mood to listen. It felt as though her father was winning again, organizing her life for her, taking control as he always had. One moment she and Evan were fine, the next they were on opposite sides of the fence.

For a time there after her hurried marriage, she’d thought things would work out well for her and Evan. He wasn’t the type to be bought by promises and glitter. He was a down-to-earth country boy with a good heart and an easygoing nature. Perhaps she’d judged him wrong. The directorship of the ER was what he’d wanted before she’d met him. Before they’d moved to the tiny town that was his family home.

She closed her eyes and tried to sleep. The staff moving around the hospital became a low drone that she pushed out of her mind. Her peace shattered as footsteps came thudding down the hallway, an angry voice boomed at the nursing station and her heart pounded in her chest. It can’t be, surely?

“Denver, what is going on here?” She opened her eyes and saw her father looming in the doorway, his face a mask of dismay.

“Father, what are you doing in Marietta?” She propped herself up in bed as he stepped into the room. His glance around the tiny space made her wince. She knew what he was thinking and it annoyed her. Nothing was ever as good as the hospital he ruled with an iron fist.

“I heard you were unwell, so of course I came. I’m going to arrange for you to come home. You need better care than you can get here.” He stepped over and picked up her chart.

She would have loved a hug from her father, but that was never going to happen.

“Why didn’t you call me when you found out you were pregnant? I had to find out about it from Dr. Dunlop when he called about your husband. You know I only want the best for you?” He flicked over a page and frowned. “They aren’t equipped to deal with this here. I want you at my hospital until the doctors decide you can go home, and then you’re coming back to the mansion. Your old suite will be ready for you and the child.”

“No. I’m not going anywhere. This is my home now and this is where I’m staying.”

He glanced over the clipboard at her, annoyance showing in his face. “Even when your husband takes up his new job?” He hooked the report on the end of her bed again and looked down at her.

“Evan has a job here, as do I.” Her heart beat wildly in her chest and she pushed the call button. She wanted her husband by her side, even if he hadn’t told her he wanted to stay in Marietta.

Her father smiled, a secretive nasty little smile that she knew bode no good will. He always had the ability to make her feel small and inconsequential and she could never bring up the reserves to fight him. “For now. Since you are pregnant, Denver, he will be given the job he wanted. It is what I promised him if he got you with child and it looks as though he’s delivered.”

“I heard that, Daddy, and you judged him wrong.”

“I think not, Denver. I’m a good judge of character and Evan will be taking over the position when it comes available.”

The stars swirled in her peripheral vision and she fought against the dizziness swamping her. “No. He wouldn’t do that to me, not now. He wanted a baby for us, not for you or the job. Evan wouldn’t do that, no matter what you try to say. I know him better than you ever will.”

Her father laughed and she could see the face of a worried nurse at the doorway before she ran back to the nurse’s station.

“You would be surprised how many people would put their own needs on hold to get what they want. Your husband is no different to many other young doctors with stars in his eyes, eager to do whatever it takes to curry favor from me. I thought you might have been easier to manipulate but if I can get to you through your husband, so be it.” He leaned on the foot of the bed, staring her down. “You will move back home if you know what’s good for you.”
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Evan ran down the hallway toward Denver’s room and heard the threatening tone in his father-in-law’s voice. He brushed past the elder man and hurried to his wife’s side. Her face was pale and she trembled, her pale fingers gripping the top sheet.

“Shh, it’s okay, I’m here.” He kissed the top of her head and held her against his chest, worried about her state of mind.

“Daddy said…”

“He’s wrong. I’m not going anywhere and neither are you. We’re going to stay right here and raise our child in this town surrounded by family that love us. Don’t you ever doubt that, Denver.”

“Sentimental bullshit. You have a brilliant career ahead of you, Evan. Wasted in this small backwater of a town. My daughter was only doing this for you. She’s used to much better than what you have here. I’ve made the arrangements. You’ll take up the job at the end of your stint here, three or four months, isn’t it? You and Denver can move into her suite of rooms at home and she will be taken care of around the clock.” He gave the room a cursory glance and looked back at them. “This place is lacking as far as I’m concerned. I’ll make the arrangements.”

Evan stood up but kept a hold of his wife’s hand, feeling her grip tighten. “I think not. I’m not taking you up on your offer as ill timed as it is. You might think this is a little backwater hospital, but it’s where we both want to be.”

“Evan, I did promise you if Denver got pregnant, the job was yours, and I have to say you’ve produced earlier than I hoped. Surely you’re not reneging on the deal?”

“Funnily enough I don’t remember a deal being made. You made the offer and I was too shocked that you would bargain with your daughter’s life and that of an unborn baby to make any sensible reply. I would never take up an offer like that regardless of what you thought.” The grip on his hand relaxed. “Denver and I will be staying and raising our child amongst family that love us.”

“You can have the job of your dreams if you come back. You can’t turn that down.” Her father looked horrified and it gave Evan a small twinge of satisfaction.

“I can and I have. The board decided to take up Denver’s idea of us doing shared duties as director even after the baby arrives. That’s if she still wants to do it that way.” He looked down at his wife. “What do you think, honey? Care to share with me so we can take turns looking after the little one when it’s born?”

“Yes. I’d love to. Thanks for visiting, Father. If that’s all you came for, you may as well leave. I’m not going anywhere.”

They watched as he mouthed quiet words, swallowed, and turn on his heel leaving them alone.

“Oh baby, I’m sorry about that. I didn’t realize he was here until the nurse called for me. The sleazy overbearing bastard. Fancy trying to get his own way like that.” Evan sat down on the edge of the bed and held Denver into his chest.

“I heard him offer you the job before we left the city.”

He looked down at her pale face. “Is that the reason you didn’t tell me about the baby? You thought I was going to do that to you?”

She tensed in his arms. “He has a way of getting what he wants; always has.”

“Denver, there’s no way I’d stoop that low. I thought you’d know that.” What could he do to make her see that?

“I do, but I was so scared he would win. It wasn’t that I was unsure of you and your love for me, Evan. It was more like I know how ruthless he can be.”

“Don’t ever doubt me again, honey. I’ll always be there for you and our baby. I want you to know that.” He leaned back on her pillows and pulled her across his chest. “Don’t worry about your father, he can’t hurt you while I’ve got you.”

She sighed and snuggled closer. “I know. I love you, Evan.”

“Love you too.”

The End
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