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For lovers of Marion Lennox and Fiona Lowe comes a sweet, touching novel about secret desires and second chances, set in the intriguing world of sleep medicine.

Dr Cameron Lewis has been running from his past for a long time, so when a career opportunity opens up in his hometown of Brisbane, he takes it as a sign to move home and pick up the pieces of his life. But his vow to never have a child remains steadfast — it’s the one thing he can’t compromise on.

Nurse Stacey Carter has always craved a family of her own, and, following a bitter divorce and the death of her mother, she finally decides to make her dreams come true. She doesn’t need a man to help, but she can’t help thinking that the new doctor in the Sleep Medicine ward might be the ideal alternative. . .
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Chapter 1

it’s just an ordinary day, Cameron Lewis assured himself as he stood outside the entrance to St Mary’s Children’s Hospital, trying to work up the courage to step inside.

But he didn’t believe it for a second.

Because, if he was honest, he had to admit this really was no ordinary day. Not by any stretch of the imagination. Today was the first day of his new job. He’d been appointed Senior Paediatric Respiratory and Sleep Physician, a promotion he’d been working hard for.

That is, he would have the position if he actually walked into the hospital.

People rushed by him on the footpath; cars zoomed by on the busy South Brisbane street at his back, but he didn’t notice. He was focused solely on taking that final step into the hospital. He knew once he was in there he’d be fine. Well, he assumed he would be. It was the final decision to accept the position that was plaguing him.

When his old mentor had approached him with the idea, Cameron had been flattered. He hadn’t expected to achieve a senior position for at least a few more years. And safely ensconced at the conference centre in Florida, he hadn’t given it a second thought. Buoyed by the confidence of presenting at the conference, Cameron had accepted the position. He’d thought he was ready.

After all, it had been six years. Six years of running, of hiding. Six years since he’d returned home. It was time.

But now he was here, he wasn’t sure six years was long enough.

No, he knew six years wasn’t long enough.

It’s a fresh start, he told himself.

But that wasn’t entirely true, either. He’d completed his training in Respiratory and Sleep Medicine here. This place had made him a doctor.

But the building, the hospital, held more memories than just those of his training years. And it was those memories that were stopping him from taking that final step. Those same memories were why he’d quit working here six years ago, why he’d left Brisbane, his home town, to work in the States all this time.

He’d buried the memories, had tried not to think about what happened. It was the only way to survive.

Yet here he was, about to open the lid on them.

Maybe he didn’t have to. Maybe, if he concentrated hard enough, he could keep the lid closed. He knew now he wasn’t ready to open it. He didn’t think he’d ever be ready.

He had to keep moving forward with his life, though. And this promotion was everything he’d been working towards.

He could do it.

He just needed to breathe.

And maybe close his eyes as he stepped over the threshold. Cameron closed his eyes and took the final step through the doors. Immediately, the hot sticky heat of the Brisbane summer was replaced by cool, crisp air conditioning; the noise of the street replaced by a quiet hum.

He took a deep breath, inhaling the familiar, faintly sterile smell, common to all hospitals.

It was done.

Bracing himself, Cameron opened his eyes and looked around. This wasn’t what he remembered. The ageing linoleum, cracked paint and hideous fluorescent lighting of the old hospital were gone.

The hospital had received a facelift while he was away, he realised, a smile spreading across his tense face. The walls almost glowed with the slightest hint of pink; dark, plush carpet had replaced the linoleum. The entire floor plan had been redesigned. With a new sweeping staircase, conveniently placed sofas and a hidden bank of elevators, the place was almost unrecognisable.

He could definitely handle this. Cameron moved towards the elevators with a sense of purpose.

This was the right step to take.

He scoured the hospital map to identify where he needed to go. He was meeting with the hospital administrator and human resources to fill in the necessary paperwork before he commenced practicing. He pressed the call button and the doors to the waiting elevator slid open.

Cameron stepped inside and felt a calm come over him as the doors began to slide shut.

This was going to work.

He could feel it in his bones.

‘Stop! Hold the doors!’

The panicked, high pitched screech ripped him from his moment of calm. His arm automatically reached out, pressing against the closing doors to keep them open.

‘Thanks,’ said a muffled, soft, clearly female voice from somewhere behind a pile of boxes as she rushed into the lift.

‘Here, let me give you a hand with that,’ Cam offered when the boxes began to shift precariously.

‘No, I’ll be fine,’ came the strained reply from somewhere behind the moving boxes. The woman made several fruitless attempts to reach the call button before giving up.

‘On second thoughts, would you mind hitting the button for level three for me? I don’t think I can reach it,’ she explained.

‘Of course,’ Cam replied, as the woman shuffled backwards. He stretched past her, his shoulder accidentally bumping against the boxes in the process.

‘I’m sorry,’ Cam said as he depressed the button.

‘It’s okay, it’s okay. I’ve got. . .No!’

Cam automatically turned around, launching himself at the boxes as they finally slid out of the woman’s control. He caught them just before they hit the ground.

‘Oh my gosh, thank you so much,’ the woman gushed breathlessly, hopping up and down next to him.

That’s al—’

‘Here, let me take them,’ she said, cutting him off and sliding her arms around the boxes before he had a proper chance to respond. ‘It would have been such a disaster if I’d dropped all these cakes on the floor. The mess would have been horrendous and the boss would have sent me out to buy them again.’

‘Well, I’m glad I could help,’ Cam said, smiling down at the woman. She had small, pixie-like features, smooth, creamy skin and dark, chocolate eyes. Her brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, with strands of it spiked up around her head, as though they were electrified. The woman was pretty, in a girl-next-door kind of way, though there was nothing all that extraordinary about her looks. Still, there was something about her. . .her. . .but Cameron found himself suddenly distracted by the brush of her fingertips just below his belt buckle.

‘I’ve almost got them,’ she said, moving her hand further along the bottom of the box—and his pants— as she tried to get a firmer grasp. Cam knew the exact moment she realised what she was rubbing against, because her peaches and cream complexion turned a bright, tomato red.

‘Oh gosh, I didn’t mean to. I’m sorry, I-’ she burbled out, horrified, ripping the boxes from his hands and backing into the furthest corner of the lift. ‘I wasn’t trying to feel you up or anything. I wouldn’t do that. I’m not like that, I’m-’

‘It’s alright,’ Cam assured her.

‘I can’t believe I just did that,’ she said, almost whispering the words to herself, her chocolate eyes wide.

‘So, that’s a lot of cakes,’ Cam changed the subject abruptly, trying to distract her.

‘What? The cakes? That’s right, the cakes,’ she repeated, diving on the topic like a lifeline. ‘There not all for me. Gosh no, I’m just delivering them. Not that I’m normally the delivery person. I’m a nurse but I was starting late this morning, so I was roped into picking up morning tea. Not that the boss normally shouts us morning tea. It’s more for a function. Well a welcome party, actually. There’s a new doctor starting in our department today. The party is a waste of time, I think, but nobody asked me. They just sent me to buy the food.’

Just shut up! Stacey Carter ordered herself, but she couldn’t seem to keep her mouth shut. She just kept on opening it and words kept flying out. First, she almost spilled half a bakery on the poor guy, then she practically groped him and now this! At least he’d seemed amused initially, but now he was looking at her with something akin to horror. Yet, still, she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

‘He’s some over-rated hotshot from America. This big sleep guru or something. Big fuss over nothing, really.’ An errant lock of hair fell in front of her eyes and she quickly blew it up, out of the way.

‘At least I got to pick the cakes. They even had my favourite – passion fruit slice -at the bakery today, so that’s one positive, I guess.’ Stacey continued on with her monologue, unable to stop until finally the elevator dinged.

‘Oh, good, this is me. Well, um, have a nice day,’ Stacey said as she bolted out the doors as fast as she could without unseating her precarious burden again.

What just happened? Stacey asked herself as she made her way along the corridor towards the Respiratory and Sleep Unit. Yes, she was chatty by nature, but she’d never suffered uncontrollable motor-mouth syndrome before.

It had been something to do with that guy. He’d been H-O-T. He had a tall, lean build; dark, almost-black hair; high cheekbones and to-die-for lips. But it had been his sharp, electric blue eyes that had done it to her. When he’d stared into her eyes over the boxes her brain had turned to complete mush, and she’d been so distracted she accidentally groped him!

Out of the lift and away from those penetrating blue eyes she felt almost normal again, she realised with relief. Once she reached the entrance to the Unit she turned her back and pushed open the door.

‘Morning, Shirley. Where should I put these?’ Stacey asked the receptionist.

‘I think they’re having the morning tea in the lab,’ Shirley said, referring to the room where the scientists analysed the polysomnographic studies. At night, the room was used by the nurses as they monitored the sleep study patients. ‘Just set them down in there and Teegan or Matt can do the rest.’

‘Thanks,’ Stacey said as she moved behind the reception desk, down the hall past the consulting rooms, before turning right into the lab.

‘Here’s the party supplies,’ Stacey called out by way of greeting to the two scientists sitting at computers, busy analysing their studies.

‘Excellent. What did you get?’ Teegan asked, glancing up from her screen. ‘Whoa! What happened to you?’ she blurted out before Stacey had a chance to answer her first question.

‘What do you mean?’ Stacey asked, relieved to finally plop the boxes of pastries down on the bench. The lock of hair that had been coming loose all morning fell in front of her eyes again. She blew at it, but this time it was determined to stay in place.

‘I think you’d better just go check yourself out, Stace.’

A growing sense of dismay overtook Stacey. She raced down the corridor to the staff bathroom and inspected herself in the mirror. The dismay became fully fledged as she looked back at her reflection.

No wonder that guy in the lift had been horrified.

Teegan was right. She looked a mess!

What had been a neat ponytail this morning had somehow drooped and all sorts of strands of hair had somehow gained a static charge, sticking out in all directions. That would explain why she’d had hair falling in her eyes all morning. On top of that all her makeup seemed to have sweated away. Her cheeks were bright pink and there were faint circles under her eyes where her mascara had run.

Thankful she hadn’t put her bag in her locker yet, Stacey pulled out her hairbrush and emergency makeup, doing a quick repair job. Once finished she looked back in the mirror, pleased with the effort. She’d never make a glamour model, but at least now she looked normal—efficient and professional.

Stacey packed her supplies back in her bag and left the bathroom. She felt a twinge of regret deep inside that she’d looked such a state when she’d met him this morning.

Geez, one cute guy and all her plans went out the window.

Well, okay, so that was a bit of an exaggeration. It was a long time, a very long time since she’d felt a spark of attraction that strong. In the four years since her marriage broke down, she’d given up hope of ever finding a man she had that much spark with again. So it was understandable that it had thrown her a bit. It wasn’t like she was ever going to do anything about it, though. She doubted she would ever see him again. And if she did, well, it wouldn’t matter because all her plans were set now.

A small thrill ran through Stacey at the thought. She’d seen the specialist this morning. It was why she’d organised to start late. The news had been very promising. She had no health problems, nothing to stop the plans she’d set in motion six months ago from coming to fruition. All that was left was to wait another six months and then her long-held dream would become a reality.

‘What’s wrong, Claire?’ Stacey asked her patient an hour later, as she entered the hospital room. She moved behind the bed automatically, and switched the nurse call button off.

‘I’m having. . .a little. . .trouble. . .breath. . .ing,’ the girl wheezed the words out.

‘It certainly sounds like it,’ Stacey said, keeping her voice even to mask her concern. The last thing Claire needed to do right now was start panicking. Stacey flicked the oximeter on and slipped the oxygen probe onto Claire’s index finger.

‘How long have you been feeling like this?’ she asked as she waited for the machine to calculate the oxygen content in Claire’s blood.

‘Um. . .it was tight. . .for a while. . .but only just. . .started. . .five minutes. . .maybe. . .not. . .sure. . .’

The machine beeped and Stacey glanced over. Eighty-six percent. Way too low. She needed help.

She picked up the phone on the wall and buzzed the nurse’s station.

‘I need a doc, now,’ Stacey informed the nurse who answered. ‘Who’s on-call this morning?’

‘It’s the new guy, but I haven’t seen him yet.’

‘Can you page him, then? I need him in room four.’

‘Consider it done.’

‘Thanks, Tara.’

Stacey raced down the hallway and grabbed the spirometer. She measured the girl’s peak flow, documenting the results on the chart. With a thirty per cent drop in peak flow, it was clear the girl was in the early stages of an asthma attack, which could increase in severity at any moment. Not wasting any time, Stacey pulled the nebuliser from the cupboard and began setting it up beside the bed.

Hurry up, hurry up, hurry up, Stacey urged the doctor in her mind.

‘Hi, what have we got here?’

Stacey jumped, the sound taking her by surprise. She whipped her head around and her heart skipped a beat as she recognised the man in the doorway as the same hottie from the elevator this morning. He looked even better now, though, if that were possible.

Yet what he was doing walking into this particular hospital room she wasn’t sure. She was certain she’d met all of Claire’s relatives, and he wasn’t one of them. But the only other person she was expecting was. . .

Oh! Gosh! No!

Please don’t let him be the new doctor.

He approached the bed confidently, picked up the chart and flicked through the pages.

There was no other explanation. He had to be the new doctor. The one she’d been whining about in the elevator. What had she said? Stacey couldn’t bear to think about it.

‘Ah,’ Stacey floundered for a second, mortified, but she recovered quickly, pushing her feelings aside to look after the patient. She pulled back from the girl and moved towards the end of the bed so she could update the doctor.

‘Claire is ten-years old, diagnosed with asthma two years ago. She was admitted four days ago with pneumonia. Her medications are currently under re-evaluation. She is suffering from a suspected asthma attack, her first since being admitted. She’s had tightness in her chest for the past hour, progressively worsening, and she is now struggling to talk. Peak flow has dropped by thirty per cent since this morning and blood oxygen is down to eighty-six per cent.’

He nodded a brief acknowledgement at Stacey’s words, but his focus was on the patient. As she watched, he pulled the stethoscope from around his neck and spoke to the young girl.

‘Hi, Claire, my name is Cam, I’m a doctor and I’m here to help you get better. I need to listen to your chest for a moment to make sure I know what’s happening. That way I can make sure we give you the right medication to help you breathe better,’ he assured her as he moved towards the bed.

‘Can you take a deep breath for me?’ he asked as he pressed the base of the stethoscope to the girl’s chest. ‘And again,’ he said, moving the stethoscope to another space before turning back to Stacey.

‘There’s no fluid in the lungs, but the wheezing is severe. It sounds like a text-book asthma attack.’

‘I’ve got the nebuliser set up already.’

‘Excellent.’ The doctor picked up the girl’s chart and flicked through it, presumably checking when and what type of bronco-dilator she’d already been using. ‘Okay, she needs two mg of beta2-agonist, administered through the nebuliser over a five minute period.’ Stacey nodded. ‘I’ll grab that now,’ she said, racing down to the drug lock-up.

Breathe, Stacey, just breathe.

‘Here you are.’ Stacey said as she returned to the room a moment later. Cam— at least now she knew his name she could stop thinking of him as “that hottie” – looked up, his eyes locking with hers as she held out the small vial for him. He took it, his fingers accidentally scraping against her hand. A small jolt travelled up her arm, as though she’d been electrified. She saw him shake his arm quickly, and her eyes flickered to his face.

‘Must have picked up a static-charge somewhere,’ he muttered to himself, but she could see the confusion in his eyes. She knew how he was feeling because the jolt that raced up her arm had felt nothing like a static charge.

’Claire, we’re going to need to give you some medicine from the nebuliser. Have you used one before?’ he asked the patient as Stacey valiantly pushed away the questions bubbling in her mind. She needed to keep her mind on the job, to concentrate on the patient.

Just like he was.

The girl nodded, holding up four fingers.

‘You’ve used one four times?’ he clarified, as Stacey passed him the oxygen mask she had already attached to the nebuliser. When the girl nodded again, he continued. ‘You should know the drill by now, then. I’m going to sit this mask over your nose and mouth and it will run for five minutes. It should provide some instant relief from your symptoms, and the relief will grow over the next twenty minutes or so, until your lungs are fully dilated again.’

He plugged the vial into the machine, before looking back over at the patient. ‘Are you ready?’

At her answering nod, Cam placed the mask on her face, pulling the elastic around the back of her head. He made sure it was secure, then turned back to the machine, double checked the vial was in place and contained the right amount of medicine, and then flicked the switch.

The machine started whirring. He checked the mask for any air leaks around the girl’s face, and clearly satisfied there were none, he picked up the chart and started jotting down his notes. Stacey could feel his presence as she moved about the room. Her eyes were compellingly drawn to him with an almost magnetic force, but through sheer will power she resisted, concentrating on the tasks at hand.

The silence was playing on Stacey’s nerves, though. The words she’d said in the elevator— the bitching and griping about picking up the cakes for the party for, well, him in the end— continued to repeat over and over in her mind. She almost cringed with embarrassment. And not to mention what she’d done. . .

Maybe he wouldn’t remember her, or what she’d said. Just because their brief conversation was etched so sharply in her mind, didn’t mean it was in his as well. After all, she’d been talking to a tall sexy stranger that had set butterflies fluttering in her tummy.

But he’d only been talking to her. Plain, little Stacey.

Stacey didn’t have self-esteem issues, she was just honest. And realistic. An ordinary, five foot tall nurse did not stand out to men like him and this one time, that might just save her neck.

She busied herself tidying the room, putting the spirometer away, checking Claire’s mask for leaks. Once she’d finished those tasks, she stood there, tapping her fingers on the hospital tray, waiting. Finally the whirring of the machine changed to a buzzing, indicating the vial was empty.

‘You’re all done, Claire,’ she told the young girl as she turned off the nebuliser and removed the oxygen mask from her face.

The doctor moved towards the other side of the bed, pulling the stethoscope from around his neck and positioning it so he could listen to her breathing again.

‘Just breathe normally for me for a moment,’ he instructed the young girl. His face was taut as he listened closely to the sound of the air moving in and out of her restricted lungs, relaxing, visibly pleased with the improvement he could hear.

‘That’s sounding pretty good to me,’ he grinned down at the girl. ‘How does it feel to you?’

‘It feels. . .a little better.’

‘Well, you’re getting a few more words in with each breath, at least,’ Stacey said, smiling down at Claire as well, pleased to see the colour starting to return to her cheeks. Stacey glanced over at the oximeter screen. ‘Oxygen is back up to ninety per cent.’ she informed Cam, before picking up her chart to document the results.

‘Excellent. It will take a little while for everything to return to normal, but so far I’m pleased with the results,’ he told Stacey, before turning back to his patient. ‘I have to go see some other patients now, but I’m going to have your nurse here check up on you every few minutes to make sure your breathing continues to improve, okay?’

The girl nodded.

‘Now, is there anyone you need us to call? Maybe you’d like to have your mum or your dad here with you? Asthma attacks as bad as that one can be pretty scary.’

‘No. Please don’t call Mum.’ The girl’s eyes shifted to encompass both of them. ‘She needs to work, and she’s already had too much time off looking after me. I’ll be fine.’ Stacey watched the girl firm her chin, drawing on her inner strength to deal with this crisis. Claire was a tough little nugget. She’d been in and out of the ward a number of times since her asthma diagnosis two years ago. Hopefully she’d have a break once they got this bout of pneumonia cleared up.

‘We’ll leave you to it then.’ Cam said, catching Stacey’s eye and tilting his head towards the door, indicating she should follow him out.

‘I’ll be back in a minute, honey. You just sit tight.’ Stacey gave the girl’s arm an affectionate pat before she followed the doctor out the door.

‘I need you to stay in the room with her for the next ten minutes. Attach an end tidal carbon dioxide monitor to her. If her blood oxygen hasn’t reached ninety six per cent or her transcutaneous carbon dioxide reading is outside her normal limits, page me. After that, I want ten minute obs for the following hour. Conduct a peak flow test at the end of the hour. If her lung capacity isn’t back to normal by then, or if there is any deterioration in her condition, page me. I should be back to check on her within the hour, but I may get caught up elsewhere.’

‘Yes, doctor.’ Stacey pulled her little notebook from her pocket, writing down his orders.

‘That was nice work in there, Nurse. . .?’ Stacey looked up from her notepad and found herself caught like a deer in the headlights, blinded by the intense bright blue stare she hadn’t been expecting. It stunned her momentarily, and she just stared back into his eyes, lost in another world until he repeated the question.

‘Nurse. . .?’

Eventually she realised he was asking for her name. She felt colour flood her face, hating to be caught out as a fool again by this man.

‘Nurse Carter, Stacey Carter.’

‘Nice to officially meet you, Stacey,’ he replied, though he didn’t offer his hand for her to shake. She was glad of that. She didn’t want to risk touching him after that weird electric jolt had run up her arm before. It made her feel entirely too skittish.

‘I’m Cameron Lewis,’ he continued, deadpan, ‘but you can call me Cam. Or that over-rated hot shot Doc from the States – whichever you’d prefer?’

Cameron watched colour flood through Stacey, from the tips of her toes to the ends of her hair. She smacked her hands to her face, trying to hide behind them. He could almost see her heart sinking all the way to the floor, heavy with her mortification.

Eventually she managed to peak a glance at him from between her eyes. ‘So you remember.’

It was more a statement than a question, but Cam answered anyway.

‘Of course I remember. I met you less than an hour ago.’ Cameron tried his hardest to suppress his mirth, but the corners of his mouth were fighting their way up. Stacey was so open, her emotions flying across her face as soon as she felt them. She was so clearly mortified, and he couldn’t help but tease her.

He hadn’t teased anyone in years.

He’d forgotten how much fun it could be.

‘But when you didn’t say anything. . . it didn’t even look like you recognised me. I just assumed you’d forgotten.’

‘Well, you were wrong. You’re pretty unforgettable, Stacey.’ Her colour was beginning to normalise, but he couldn’t resist the urge to tease again.

‘It’s not every day I get put in my place so succinctly by a complete stranger.’

’Oh, geez. I’m really sorry about that,’ the mortified look instantly returned to her face, flushing her cheeks a rather bright, tomato-red shade – and Cam hadn’t even mentioned the groping. It might be best if he pretended to forget that had ever happened.

‘I didn’t mean any of it. I was just making conversation, I-’ even to her own ears that had to sound like a seriously lame excuse. She must have realised he didn’t believe a word of it because she changed track quickly. ‘Okay, well, maybe I meant a teeny little part of it,’ she showed him a tiny distance between her index finger and thumb to emphasise the point. ‘But that doesn’t mean I-’

Something went twang, deep inside his gut as he watched her try and wriggle her way out of the awkward situation. He didn’t want to move, didn’t want to blink, didn’t want to do anything that would mean missing a moment of watching her -

Oh! Fuck!

This was a complication he did not need.

Not now.

Not ever.

‘What?’ her explanation halted abruptly, her hands dropping from her face. ‘Is it something I said?’

Her words filtered through, tugging at his mind as he wrestled for control of his emotions. Thankfully, he’d become an expert at suppressing his feelings over the years, so it only took a few seconds for him to push the fanciful thoughts aside.

‘It’s alright, Stacey. Honestly, I don’t mind.’ Maybe it would be best if he left the teasing alone – for his sake, as much as hers.

‘It’s not a big deal. I’d have been grumpy too, if I’d been you. And at least it gave me a heads-up about the welcome party. Which I appreciate, by the way, because I don’t like surprises, and I really didn’t want a fuss made about me today.’

And wasn’t that the truth. He’d just wanted to slide in and lose himself in the work today. It was what he did most days. It was how he’d survived.

As he looked at Stacey, he remembered what it was like to do more than just survive. Looking at the life in her eyes, he wanted to try, just for a moment to do more than that.

He wanted to start living again.

But the moment disappeared as quickly as it arrived. Which was how it should be, he reminded himself. He didn’t deserve to do more than just survive.

‘Ah, there you are, Cameron,’ a voice boomed from behind them, thankfully providing a distraction from the downward spiral of his thoughts. He looked up to see Ed, his former mentor and the current Director of the Respiratory and Sleep Department, pounding down the corridor towards them.

‘Nothing like jumping right in, I say. And you’ve met our Stacey. Excellent. She’s been with us almost two years now, but I don’t know how we got by without her before that. Stacey’s the backbone of this place, my boy. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask her. She’s involved in every facet of our operations; and so helpful too. Always happy to do that little bit extra.’

Stacey felt the receding colour start to rise up in her face again, both in response to the undeserving compliment, and to the grin spreading across Cameron’s face as he watched her reaction to his boss’s words.

Oh, geez, Stacey thought as she felt her head spin a little looking at him. Nobody should be that good looking. The butterflies began fluttering in her stomach again, but this time they had the opposite effect, rendering her speechless rather than turning her into a motor-mouth.

‘We’d best get going now, Cam. Everybody’s waiting to meet you. Are you joining us, Stacey?’ Ed asked, turning to her briefly as he started off down the corridor. The question managed to pull her from her reverie.

‘Oh, um, no. I’ve got a patient I need to keep an eye on.’

‘Thanks again for your help, Stacey,’ Cam said. A delicious scent, musky and masculine wafted in her direction as he briefly leaned in to her on his way past.

‘And don’t worry, your secret is safe with me,’ he whispered conspiratorially before striding briskly down the corridor.

Stacey stood there for a moment, watching him walk away.

That man was going to be trouble.

Trouble with a capital “T”.

And that kind of trouble was something she didn’t need in her life.

Not now.

Not ever.

The past four years had given her enough pain, enough heartbreak and humiliation to last a lifetime. But she’d learnt her lessons, and she wouldn’t be signing up for a repeat again.

Dragging her gaze away from Cameron’s retreating figure she moved back into the patient’s room and started getting on with her tasks.

As she worked through the next hour occasional bursts of laughter would filter through from the party going on across the hall. She found herself straining her ears at these times, unconsciously trying to hear for one deep voice in particular. After catching herself at it a third time she moved down to the far end of the ward, away from the noise, and began checking the stocks in the supply cupboard.

‘How’s our girl going?’

Stacey’s heart jumped into her throat as the voice she’d been straining so hard to hear only moments before spoke suddenly from somewhere behind her. She turned quickly and came face-to-face with Cameron, standing at the other end of the cupboard, one firm shoulder leaning against the corner.

‘She’s doing well. Her spirits have returned and she’s busting to get up and go for a walk down to the recreation room, actually.’ Stacey couldn’t help but smile as she remembered the way Claire had pleaded with her over the issue.

‘Well, I’d best get in there and check her over, give her the all-clear. Have you conducted the peak-flow test yet?’

‘Yes, everything’s back to normal.’

‘Excellent.’ Cam turned to make his way over to the patient’s room. After he’d taken a few steps away from her he turned back.

‘By the way, that’s for you,’ he said, indicating the small plate he’d placed on the bench in front of her. Stacey reached down and picked up the plate, bringing the piece of slice up for closer inspection.

‘Is that passion fruit slice?’

‘It’s your favourite, right?’

‘Yes, but-’

‘It didn’t seem fair after all your efforts buying the cakes, that you should miss out on morning tea.’

Before she could even formulate a response he was halfway down the hallway and turning into the patient’s room.

Stacey stared in disbelief at the space he’d just occupied. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had done something so thoughtful for her. Something began to melt, deep inside her. Something that had been frozen for a long time. Something she wanted, needed to keep frozen.

She looked at the slice, lying casually on the plate, tempting and teasing her and knew she wouldn’t be able to resist taking a bite.

Oh, yes. Cam was going to be trouble.

Chapter 2

Cameron strolled confidently down the corridor, his royal blue tie swinging with his gait. It was the start of his second week on the job, but so far everything was working out. It just felt right, being here. And he hadn’t been plagued by memories, as he’d expected.

After storing his briefcase in his office, he made his way to the nurse’s station to commence morning rounds. A cluster of people — women, mostly; nurses to be exact, were bunched together in a tight circle behind the nurses’ station. A zing ran through him as he recognised the bouncy brown ponytail and curvaceous figure of the nurse behind the counter. He’d barely seen Stacey since he’d given her the passionfruit slice a week ago. Whenever he’d been doing his rounds or been called in with a patient he’d seen her flitting around the ward, always super busy. And, to be honest, he hadn’t gone looking for her. He was still a little disturbed by the way she made him feel — the flutters in his stomach, the electricity racing through his blood at the mere prospect of being in her presence. He felt like a teenager, in the throes of his first crush.

‘He’s so gorgeous, Maria,’ Stacey gushed to her companion. So, that’s why all the nurses were huddling around. They were listening to Stacey recount some wonderful tale of her new beau.

His stomach clenched at the adoration in her voice. Why he cared, he wasn’t sure. It wasn’t as though he liked the woman, or had any claim to her. Yet it still took him considerable effort to unclench, to not care.

‘Excuse me, ladies,’ he said once he had himself under control, and was feeling sufficiently nonchalant.

Stacey spun around instantly, clutching a bundle tight against her chest. It took one glance at the bundle in her arms to know he’d been wrong. To know that his tension over her supposed new lover had been unnecessary.

‘Oh hey, Cam. Would you look at this? Isn’t he just the most gorgeous thing you’ve ever seen?’ She asked, beaming at him as she unfurled her arm to angle the new-born baby towards him. Ever so gently, she eased the blanket away from his tiny face, running a loving finger down his cheek. Instinctively the baby rolled his head towards her finger, caressing it. Her heart visibly melted with the gesture.

Cam’s gut clenched ten times tighter than it had before.

Oh, why couldn’t she be gushing over a new lover?

Stacey glanced up from the baby’s face to share the moment with Cam but his was shuttered, his eyes as hard as icicles.

‘I didn’t realise this was a neonatal ward,’ Cam commented, his voice so stiff Stacey couldn’t tell if he was joking. The other women laughed, though, so she joined in. But she wasn’t fooled – his eyes remained hard as they drilled into her.

‘Don’t worry, he’s not a patient,’ Stacey assured him, trying to gauge where he would go next.

‘He’s yours?’ he asked, his eyes piercing hers, almost accusatory in their intensity.

‘Oh, no,’ she laughed again, trying to lighten the mood. ‘I might be dedicated, but even I would draw the line at returning to work three weeks after giving birth.’

‘Well, that’s a relief,’ he smiled, some warmth returning to his eyes.

‘He’s Maria’s. . .oh, you wouldn’t have met. Well, this is Maria,’ she said, turning easily to the woman at her side and making the introductions. His gaze briefly shifted to the wan-looking woman next to her, politely nodding his head. ‘Maria works here—or at least she did until this little one came along’.

‘Congratulations,’ he managed before abruptly changing the subject. ‘Who’s doing rounds with me today?’

The words slid in one of Stacey’s ears and out the other as her attention was drawn back to the beautiful boy she was holding.

‘Stace, you’re up,’ one of the other nurses clicked their fingers in her direction, trying to grab her attention.

‘Oh, that’s right,’ Stacey answered reluctantly. She pressed little Charlie up against her face, sniffing his delicious new-born scent.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll go,’ Bree, one of the younger nurses offered. ‘I’ve had my cuddles.’

‘Oh thanks, Bree. I owe you one,’ she said, cuddling the baby close again.

‘Don’t forget to give him back,’ Cam’s voiced pulled her back to the group of adults around her momentarily.

‘I won’t,’ she answered, but the smile beaming across her face begged to differ.

‘So, what’s he like?’ Teegan asked as Stacey finally sat down at a computer in the scientists’ lab. She’d been caught up doing respiratory tests for the last couple of hours.

‘Who?’ Stacey asked without looking up from the polysomnogram she was opening.

‘The new guy, Dr Lewis? You’ve been in the ward with him the last two weeks; you must have worked with him a bit.’

Well, not if she could help it, Stacey thought wryly. She’d actually managed to avoid him fairly successfully, and now she was in the lab for the rest of the week she shouldn’t see him again until next Monday.

‘Oh, you mean Cam. Um, he’s okay.’

‘Listen to her, would you, Matt — “you mean Cam”. She’s on first name basis already. Surely you know enough to describe him as more than “okay”?’

‘What do you want to know? He seems to be a good doctor.’ Stacey knew she was avoiding the question, but she couldn’t help it. She didn’t want to talk about him. It was bad enough he kept popping up in her thoughts. Every so often she’d find her mind wandering and his face would appear in her head, his gorgeous smile shining down at her. She hadn’t told anyone about the morning tea incident. She didn’t want to make a big deal about it, though it still warmed her insides whenever she thought of it.

‘Of course he’s a good doctor; otherwise Ed wouldn’t have given him the job. No, what’s he like?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘How can you not know? Have you even talked to him?’ Teegan demanded in the whisper version of a screech. Stacey was glad they had to keep the volume down in here, or else she’d probably be deaf by now.

‘A little, I guess. Mostly about the patients when he’s doing his rounds.’

‘Seriously? Man, Stacey, if I were you, I’d be chatting him up any chance I got. He is super-fine. And he’s single.’

Stacey felt her heart jump at that tit-bit of information, but clamped down on it quickly. She needed to stop reacting like this. She wasn’t interested in him, or whether he was available. She couldn’t be. Her future depended on it. Despite knowing this, she couldn’t help checking the veracity of her source.

‘How do you know? I didn’t think you’d met him.’

‘I only saw him at the welcome party. He wasn’t wearing a ring, so I assumed he was single.’

‘I didn’t notice,’ Stacey said, shrugging her shoulders. The presence or absence of a ring didn’t mean anything. She really didn’t want to talk about Cam. She’d been looking forward to her shifts in the lab so she could get away from all things Cameron. The nurses in the ward hadn’t stopped gushing about him. She’d been going nuts. It was all: “Cameron’s such a good doctor”; “Cameron’s so wonderful with the patients”; “Cameron’s so nice”; and, her least favourite, “Cameron’s so hot”.

Of course he was nice and wonderful with patients. That was the makings of a good paediatrician. And she had two eyes and a pulse; she could see how attractive he was. They didn’t need to keep going on about it.

‘You really need to get out more, Teegan. You’re starting to go batty.’

‘I get out plenty, thank you. It’s you who needs to get out more. You should come out with us Friday night. It will do you good.’

Stacey didn’t even look up from the study. She’d gotten well practised at turning people down. She just didn’t feel like partying these days.

‘Can’t. Working Friday night.’

‘Saturday night, then,’ Teegan persisted.

‘No. I—’

‘Stacey, you need to move on. I know it was hard when your mum died, but that was eight months ago. It’s time to stop grieving.’

A stab of pain shot straight through her heart at the mention of her mother. Teegan didn’t know what she was talking about. Oh, her intentions were good, but she didn’t understand what Stacey had gone through, what she was still going through.

Estelle had been Stacey’s only family. Her father had died when she was two and though her mother had married again, five years later to a divorced father of three, it wasn’t the same. Her step-family had never accepted her, the children always wanting “exclusive family time” on the weekends with their father.

Rejected throughout her childhood, Stacey had longed to be part of a big family and she thought she finally was when she met Brian and his family.

But you can’t choose your family, and you can’t marry a family.

You can only be born into family.

Stacey had learnt that the hard way.

It wasn’t something she wanted to get into with her work colleagues, though, so Stacey pushed past the pain and forced a smile to her lips.

‘Thanks for your concern, Teegan, but I’m fine,’ she replied, as convincingly as she could before turning back to the study she was scoring.

They continued to chat for the next half hour, moving onto safer topics. Once it hit three-thirty Teegan and Matt started packing up.

‘Same time tomorrow, Miss C?’ Teegan called from the door.

‘I’ll be here,’ Stacey answered, giving the guys a wave as they walked out. After they left, Stacey sat back in her chair, stretching. She finished analysing the study and hit the key to generate the automated report. While she waited for it to load she flicked open an internet browser and logged into Facebook. She scrolled down the news feed, paying little attention to the ads and random status updates by the regular users. Her finger paused mid-scroll as she found the photo she was looking for.

A deep longing throbbed through her as she looked at the photo of her nephew, Patrick, as he blew out eight candles on his birthday cake. Okay so, technically he wasn’t her nephew. He was Brian’s. But she’d known him since he was born. She’d helped plan his baby shower. She’d baked his first birthday cake, knitted him booties, been there as he learnt to swim. She’d babysat him when his younger brother was born. She’d patched up scraped knees, kissed away his tears and shared hours of laughter with him.

And now. . .nothing.

With the click of a button she expanded the album so she could view all the photos from his special day. They were all there—Miriam and Joseph, Alana and Mike, Patrick, Carly and Stewart, Philip and Beth. And there, in that last photo, was Brian. Brian, his new wife and their baby.

The baby that should have been, but never would be, hers.

‘Hi guys, sorry to interrupt, but do you know if. . .oh, Stacey. I didn’t realise you were working today.’ Cameron fell silent when he saw Stacey sitting alone in the room, tears pooling in her eyes. He cursed himself for barging in unannounced as he watched Stacey blink rapidly as she tried to disperse the tears. Concern for her burrowed deep inside him, more than it should have for a colleague he’d only known a couple of weeks. She looked so sad and lonely; emotions Cam had no trouble identifying with. Yet he’d not expected to see them on her. It was such a difference from the chirpy nurse he’d seen flitting around the place.

‘I do a couple of days a week in the lab,’ Stacey tried to be cheerful but he could hear the tear-soaked pain in her voice.

‘Are you okay?’

Maybe he should leave, Cam thought. She probably wanted to be alone but for some reason he couldn’t do the polite thing, so instead of backing out of the room, he continued walking into it, taking a seat next to her.

‘I’m fine.’ Stacey said, smiling. But the smile didn’t reach anywhere near her eyes, and Cam saw straight through it.

‘Well, clearly you’re not. Do you want to talk about it?’

‘No thanks,’ she replied. As he watched, she hastily logged out of Facebook and clicked on the report that was ready to be filled in. When he continued to look at her with concern she put more effort into making the smile real. ‘I’m just having a bit of a girly moment. So, what was it you were after?’

‘Alright, well, if you’re sure?’ But still he hesitated. He didn’t like the idea of her being sad, not over anything. And didn’t women like to talk out their problems? Amber certainly had. It had been one of the things that had driven a wedge between them after. . .No, he wasn’t going to think about that. This wasn’t about him. This was about Stacey and whatever she was crying about.

He couldn’t force her to talk, though.

‘I’ll be fine. Really. Now what brought the great Cameron Lewis out of his office and all the way over to the sleep lab?’

‘Are you making fun of me?’

‘No. Of course not. Would I do that?’

Cameron threw her a suspicious look, but was inwardly pleased to see her spirits picking up. ‘I don’t know. Would you?’

‘Me? Never. I’m a very nice person.’

Cameron cracked a smile at her faux haughty expression before she got down to business.

‘So, what can I help you with?’

‘I’ve got a patient coming in tonight with severe supine sleep apnoea and I was wondering if we have the new positioning device to trial?’

‘Yes, we do. If you leave a note in their file, I’ll pull it out and set them up with it.’

‘Oh, are you on tonight?’

‘Just till nine. I do the afternoon set-up shift, co-ordinating the night-nurses when I’m over here.’

Cam’s pager went off then, indicating his next patient had arrived.

‘I’ve got to go but the offer still stands. If you need to talk to someone, you can come and find me.’

Two hours later, having finished his rounds on the Respiratory Ward and about to walk out the door, Cam somehow found himself wandering over to the sleep lab instead. He was just going to check on her, he assured himself. He hadn’t been able to scrub the image of Stacey, alone and crying, from his mind. It had been a shock when he’d walked in and found her in that state and he wanted to make sure she’d been telling the truth when she’d said she was over it. He wasn’t sure why he cared so much, but he didn’t like seeing her upset.

‘Hi, again,’ Cam said as he walked into the lab.

Stacey was sitting down at the computer, scoring another study. The television monitors on the shelves above her head were on and he could see there were patients in two of the bedrooms being set up by the evening nurses.

‘Oh, hi,’ Stacey said.

She glanced at him briefly before getting straight back into her study. Not sure what to do next, he stood around looking useless for a few minutes. Maybe this had been a mistake.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, keeping her eyes focused on the computer in front of her.

‘I, ah, just thought I’d stop by.’

She flicked a suspicious look over her shoulder.

‘You’re not checking up on me are you?’

‘No, of course not. I—’

‘Because I told you I was fine. It was just a momentary weakness—’

‘Stacey. Stop. I’m not here checking up on you.’

‘Then what are you doing here?’

‘I. . .ah. . .I wanted to go over some studies from last night,’ Cameron claimed as inspiration struck.

‘Can’t you do that from home? That’s what the other doctor’s do.’

‘Yes. I can. But I find the refresh rate is a bit slow.’ It wasn’t, but he couldn’t think of any other excuse.

‘Oh, well. Okay. Do you need me to set you up on a computer or something?’

‘No, I think I can work it out.’ Cam plonked his jacket and briefcase on the bench, pulling out the chair next to Stacey’s. He realised if his lie about not checking up on her was to be convincing, he was going to have to stay here for a while.

Cameron could feel her eyes on him as he logged in and opened up a study. As he scrolled through the page, he felt the tension ease out of the woman seated beside him. He knew his guise had been successful when she returned to paging through the screen in front of her.

The silence, normally something Cameron craved, began to get on his nerves. He cleared his throat, racking his brain for some way to open the conversation that didn’t include asking her why she’d been crying.

‘You seem to be really good with kids,’ he finally said.

She shot a wry look across at him before focussing back on the study. ‘Isn’t everyone here? It kind of comes with the territory.’

‘Babies, especially,’ he added, giving her a sly, sideways look.

‘Are you suggesting something?’ Stacey shot back, one eyebrow arched imperiously.

‘Nope, just making an observation,’ he answered, a smile quirking at the edges of his mouth. ‘You look like you’ve had a lot of practice, that’s all. It makes a man curious.’

‘Well you know what they say about curiosity,’ she returned with another pointed look.

‘Alright, point taken. We don’t need any cat funerals tonight,’ he responded with an easy laugh.

‘I never did thank you, by the way.’ Stacey said as she turned back to Cameron, a playful smile lighting her face. Cam sucked in his breath as he felt the full force of her smile. It changed her from pretty to gorgeous, and there was a coquettish glint in her eye causing all sorts of havoc with his libido. Was this really the same woman he’d been sitting next to this whole time, who had been brusque and professional with him these last few days?

‘What for?’ he managed to croak out, confused by both her words and her manner.

‘For the morning tea you brought me on Monday. It was delicious and the gesture was very sweet and much appreciated.’

It was Cameron’s turn to flush now. He wasn’t used to women thanking him like this, mostly because he usually wasn’t sweet or thoughtful. Acting like that gave women certain ideas—ideas about relationships and futures. Ideas that had no part of Cam’s life, and hadn’t for a long time.

There was something about Stacey, though. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it but he was finding himself acting out of character around her. He wasn’t sure if he liked it.

Not that he seemed to have a choice in the matter. He was quickly becoming addicted to being around her, to how he felt just being in her company.

‘It was no trouble,’ he said, brushing away her thanks.

‘Maybe not, but I’d still like to make it up to you.’ Cam’s heart rate spiked at the throaty offer, and his eyebrow rose, landing somewhere close to his hairline.

‘Cam! I didn’t mean it like that!’ Stacey clapped her hands to her face, turning an almost familiar shade of tomato-red.

Cameron burst out laughing at the look of complete horror on her face.

Slowly Stacey’s hands dropped away from her cheeks, Cam’s deep rumbling laugh easing away her embarrassment.

‘I just meant I could buy you a slice or something.’

‘I don’t really like slice. I don’t have much of a sweet tooth.’ Cameron answered once his laughter was under control. Quietly, he was a little relieved. He hadn’t pegged her as being quite that forward.

‘Oh, well I guess you’ll just have to miss out, then.’

‘Now, hold on a minute. Maybe I can think of something else I might like.’

‘It has to be something clean.’

‘I know. I may need a little time to think about it though. Don’t want to waste my favour,’ he said with a wink before turning back to the study he was reviewing.

They worked side by side for a while, chatting occasionally, flirting a little. It felt comfortable to sit there, quietly working away together. Cameron was relaxed, more so than he normally was with his other colleagues.

Maybe it was Stacey. The façade of constant chirpiness that usually emanated from her was gone. Maybe, because he’d seen her at her worst she didn’t feel the need to hide from him what she clearly hid from the whole world. Yet she didn’t seem to be sad. She seemed almost, truly. . .happy?

And he’d done that.

He’d made her happy.

A thrill ran through him at the thought. And he realised the lonely ache in his heart wasn’t all that noticeable right now.

Cameron was in the middle of regaling her with stories of some of his patients in America when the outside intercom buzzed, indicating the arrival of the next patient. Stacey raced out to the reception area and greeted the patient and her family through the speakerphone, and Cam heard a distinct buzz as she depressed the button that allowed night time access to the ward.

‘This is my set-up now,’ Stacey informed him as she came back into the room.

‘Oh, I didn’t realise you did set-ups as well.’

‘Yeah. I do a bit of everything here. I like the variety,’ she hesitated in the doorway, as though she didn’t have to leave. Cam didn’t want her to leave. ‘So, um, you’ll probably be gone by the time I finish with them, but, ah, thanks for tonight.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’re not that good a liar. I know you were here to check up on me.’ She held up a hand to halt the denial forming on his lips. ‘But it’s okay. It was nice, having company. And I think maybe I did need it today.’

Cam could tell there was no point denying it now, so he just nodded, accepting her thanks.

‘Okay, well, I’ll see you around then.’ She gave him a little wave and moved away, over to where her patient was standing inside the entrance waiting for her. Cam heard her greet the family and move down the corridor. He closed the study he’d finished reviewing quite a while ago. Slowly he packed up his gear and walked out of the hospital and down to his car. He didn’t want to go home to his empty apartment. For the first time in years, the idea of being alone held no appeal at all.

Chapter 3

Maybe he shouldn’t do this, Cam thought as he paced around the living room of his riverfront apartment in New Farm. He sidestepped the coffee table, reached the LED television mounted on the wall, then turned around and paced back to the stainless steel kitchen, all the while gripping his mobile phone in his hand.

Of course he should. There was nothing wrong with asking her to join him. They were friends. Well, almost. And this could cement their friendship. Besides he didn’t know the first thing about shopping for kids.

He would have.

He should have, if life had turned out as he’d planned.

But it hadn’t, so he’d put the past in the past and moved on with his life.

He didn’t technically need to go shopping. A gift card would suffice for his niece. It’s what he normally bought her for her birthday. If he was really honest, he would admit he was just using it as an excuse to see Stacey again, this time out of work. It had been two days since he’d seen her. He’d been working at the hospital for a few weeks now, and it had become a habit to spend Wednesday and Thursday afternoons in the scientist’s lab, reviewing studies and chatting to Stacey. Those afternoons had quickly become the highlight of his week, but now he felt like they weren’t enough. He couldn’t wait another two days to see Stacey again.

The thought scared him a little, and was one of the reasons he shouldn’t do this. He should back away now.

But he couldn’t.

The emptiness of his apartment was eating away at him. He’d already been for a jog along the river, had a swim in the complex pool. He’d even reviewed his studies for the weekend.

And it was only eleven o’clock.

He could go over to his sister’s, visit his parents, or try catching up with some of his old friends. But he didn’t want to. The only person he wanted to see was Stacey.

He’d logged into the contact list in his work email and found her phone number. He had his excuse for calling, for seeing her. The number was keyed into his phone. All he had to do was press the green call button.

His thumb hesitated over the button, but he couldn’t do it. He put the phone down on the kitchen bench and threw himself on the sofa, turning the television on and flicking through the sports channels.

He wasn’t sure why he was hesitating. He wasn’t asking her to marry him. He shuddered at the thought. He was just asking her to come shopping with him. And if things went further than that, well, he wouldn’t complain. It had been a few months since his last casual liaison had ended. And he was attracted to Stacey.

But there was the crux of the problem. He knew Stacey wasn’t the casual type. He could sense it, even after having only spent a brief amount of time with her. He also knew his attraction to her was a lot more than just physical.

Which was why he should be running for the hills.

Now he was being silly. All he was doing was asking the girl to shop. And he wanted to get Kaidee a nice present this year. It was her first birthday party he was going to attend, after all. If he wanted to get her a good present, he was going to need some help.

Having gained some perspective, he moved back into the kitchen, picked up his phone and dialled the number before doubts assailed him again.

Cameron waited, tension building within him as the dial tone beeped in his ear.

Stacey was rolling around in her bed, sound asleep and enjoying the most erotic dream about a certain handsome doctor she worked with when the persistent buzzing of her phone woke her. She reached out a hand and grabbed it off the night table, pressing the answer button and holding it to her ear without opening her eyes. Maybe she could palm the person off without really waking up.

‘Hello?’

‘Hi, Stacey. It’s Cam.’

Stacey’s eyes flew wide open at the sound of his voice, her face flushing, and her pulse rate skyrocketing as she remembered what she’d just been enjoying in her dream. Okay, calm down, she told herself. He didn’t know what she’d been dreaming about. He couldn’t. He was just calling her to. . .well, why was he calling her?

‘Cameron Lewis, from work,’ he clarified when she didn’t answer.

‘I know who you are, Cam. What’s up?’ she asked, her voice still husky from sleep.

‘I, uh, you sound different. I didn’t wake you up, did I?’

‘You did, actually. I work a night shift on Friday’s. I only finished at seven this morning.’

‘That explains why you’re never around on a Friday.’

‘Aw, did you miss me?’ Stacey asked, a smile spreading across her face as they fell into the same casual, flirtatious rhythm they enjoyed in person.

‘Absolutely, darlin’,’ Cam answered in an exaggerated Southern drawl. ‘But seriously, I’m sorry for waking you. I can just hang up and let you get back to sleep.’

‘No, that’s okay. I’m wide awake now and I don’t like to stay in bed all day anyway, it throws my routine out too much. So, what did you want?’

‘You. . .in bed. . .’

What?!

That couldn’t be right. She must have misheard.

‘Cam?’ When he didn’t respond, she pulled the phone away from her ear and examined the screen. The call was still connected, and her signal strength was fine. ‘Are you still there, Cam?’ she asked as she put the phone back to her ear.

‘Sorry. . .I. . .’ again he paused, but not for as long this time, though his voice sounded strained when he continued. ‘I didn’t know you worked night shifts.’

‘That’s what I meant, when I said I did a bit of everything.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘But I don’t think that’s why you rang me today.’

‘No, I, urn. . .’

He sounded nervous. But why would he be nervous? Unless he. . . An electric stab of excitement pierced Stacey’s belly, turning it to a gooey bubble of nerves. He wouldn’t be asking her on a date, would he?

‘What do you have planned today?’

Stacey’s breath caught in her throat at what sounded very much like a pre-date question. It was hard, but somehow she managed to keep breathing. Just.

‘Well, I was going to be sleeping, but that’s gone out the window.’

Did her voice creak? Did it give away the building tension inside her?

She really, really hoped not.

‘I am so sorry,’

‘No, I was kidding.’

Phew! She had to stop letting her imagination get away from her. He wasn’t asking her on a date, he just wanted to know what she was doing. . . oh, it was useless. Her stomach was a mess of nerves.

She needed to concentrate. And answer his question. Stacey thought about her usual Saturdays—grocery shopping, reading a book, picking up a movie to watch by herself at night. Another lonely night in. She hadn’t made a lot of friends outside work and most of her colleagues were either partnered up or out partying.

‘I don’t really have many plans today. Why?’

‘Well, I’ve been thinking about that favour you owe me.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘And, well, it’s my niece’s birthday. I have to get her a present and I was wondering if you might help me pick it out. I’m not really au fait with what five-year old girls like. You don’t have to, of course. I’ll be able to struggle through, if you can’t, but. . .’

Stacey thought about it for, oh, maybe a whole two seconds before answering him. She loved shopping for kids. Not that she had any nieces or nephews of her own, but she missed shopping for Brian’s nephews. Sometimes she missed being a part of his family more than she missed him.

‘I’m in. An excuse to go toy shopping sounds great to me.’ Not to mention spending the day with Cameron, though she brushed the thought aside quick smart. She wasn’t interested in men anymore. She wasn’t!

‘Really? Great. You’re a lifesaver, because the party is tomorrow.’

‘What?! Nothing like leaving it ‘till the last minute.’

‘I know. I’m probably the worst uncle in the world. When can you be ready?’

‘What’s the time?’

‘Elevenish.’

‘Can you give me a couple of hours? We could maybe meet up at, say, one?’

‘Sure, but I’ll come pick you up.’ They got into the details, exchanging information. Stacey told him the easiest way to get to her place.

‘One thing though, Stacey.’

‘Yes?’

‘Just to be clear, this isn’t a date. It’s just two friends-’

The squiggly mess of her stomach solidified into one hard lump at his words.

‘Going shopping, repaying a favour, absolutely not a date,’ Stacey replied around the lump, recovering quickly.

‘Definitely not.’

‘Good,’ Stacey answered, though whether she was talking to the lump in her stomach or Cam, she wasn’t sure.

It’s not a date. It’s not a date. It’s not a date.

Stacey repeated the mantra in her mind as she prepared for her shopping trip with Cam. She pulled on her favourite jeans, and teamed them with a fitted white camisole and a lemon over-shirt which she left open. She’d carefully selected the outfit, going for a casual non-date look, although she couldn’t resist leaving her hair loose and lightly applying some make-up.

This was just a way for her to repay a favour.

But if it wasn’t a date, why was her stomach still tied up in all sorts of knots?

It was silly, really. She shouldn’t be nervous. She was just helping out a friend.

The intercom near the front door buzzed. Stacey quickly checked the video image.
 
She could tell it was Cam despite the dark, wire sunglasses covering his eyes. Stacey picked up the receiver.

‘Hi, I’m almost ready. I’ll be down in a minute.’ She definitely didn’t want him coming up to her apartment. That would be too date-like.

‘Is that a man’s almost ready or a woman’s almost ready?’

‘What?’

‘Should I go park the car or wait here?’

‘Oh,’ Stacey let out a small giggle as she realised what he’d meant. ‘No, you’re fine to wait there. I just have to lock up.’

‘Okay, see you soon.’

Stacey hung up the phone, a smile playing around her lips. She raced around her small one-bedroom West End flat, making sure the windows were locked and the iron was off before scooping up her handbag. She checked the contents, ensuring her wallet, keys and phone were inside. Check. Check. Check.

The butterflies started up again inside her stomach as she made her way to the front door and pulled it closed. She took a deep steadying breath before moving towards the lift. She had nothing to be nervous about. She was just helping out a friend. By the time the lift reached the ground floor, Stacey almost had herself convinced.

That was until she walked out the front doors of the apartment complex and saw Cameron. He was leaning against the hood of his two-door sports car, sunlight glinting off his casually tousled dark hair, looking like he’d stepped straight out of the pages of a magazine. He was dressed in dark jeans and a white and blue striped polo shirt which hugged his broad torso. This shirt revealed a lot more of his body than the business shirts he wore to work.

Mmm-hmm. The man had muscles.

As she walked towards the car, he bent his arm to look at his watch. She saw the exposed biceps below his shirt sleeve flex with the movement and her mouth went dry. The butterflies melted to liquid desire inside her. She’d never felt such an instantaneous physical response to someone before. She wanted those arms around her, pulling her close, reminding her of what it was like to be a woman.

Stacey pushed the image away.

Okay, so he was one fine male specimen. But they were just going shopping. They’d both made it clear that it wasn’t a date. Nothing was going to happen between them. She needed to stop with the fantasies – right now.

‘I have to say, I’m surprised. You’re right on time,’ Cam took the sting out of the teasing words with a grin.

The smile lightened his face, and made her heart do a strange little flip-flop. Not a good sign. Somehow, she kept walking towards him at a steady pace, even managing a nonchalant tone as she answered him. ‘Of course I am. I said I was ready.’

Cam shook his head in feigned amazement. ‘When most women I know say they’re ready, it means at least another half an hour.’

‘You’re hanging out with the wrong type of women, then.’

Oops. That came out more flirtatious than she intended. She couldn’t see Cam’s eyes through his glasses, though, so she wasn’t sure how he took it. Best if she pretended she hadn’t said anything.

Stacey stepped up to the passenger door and pulled it open. She paused before sliding in, looking at Cam over the top of the door. ‘Are you ready?’

Cam nodded and reluctantly peeled his eyes off Stacey as he walked around to the driver’s side. He did up his seatbelt, glancing over to make sure she was done up and almost groaned. The belt was holding her over-shirt open, allowing him an unimpeded view of her spectacular cleavage.

He pulled his eyes away, kicking over the engine and moving out of the parking spot. ‘Where would be the best place to go? I haven’t been shopping in Brisbane for over five years.’

Stacey named a big department store in the centre of the city. He pulled the car out into the busy city street, pleased he remembered how to get where they needed to go.

They chatted away on the drive through the city. Stacey was glowing today, clearly excited about the shopping trip. Despite himself, he kept flicking a glimpse over her, sometimes lingering on her mouth looking so glossy and kissable, or the swell barely hidden beneath the shirt he just wanted to rip off her. But mostly he was taken by her eyes. They were sparkling today, a far cry from the sad tear-soaked one’s he’d seen his second week here.

And he’d done that. He’d put this sparkle in her eye and he wanted to find ways to keep it there. Something moved inside his chest, warmth spreading over him at the thought.

Stacey was prattling, moving into hyper drive, jumping from one topic to another and he was having trouble following it. He had no problems tracking her movements, though. Each time she rested her hand on the console between them, her fingertips right there, only centimetres from his thigh, an explosion of sensation would course down his leg. Each time he changed gears, his hand would hover oh-so-close to her jean-clad thigh. The temptation to slip off the gearstick and run his hands up those legs was almost too much-No, he had to stop thinking like this. He had to stop picturing it. This wasn’t what today was about. He couldn’t want this.

He felt her eyes on his face as he paused at a set of traffic lights, her gaze lingering on his mouth and his breath caught. She looked up, her eyes meeting his, scorching him with an answering heat. Everything disappeared – the sunlight, the car, his plans. Nothing mattered, nothing, but -

Beep!!

The sharp sound of a horn pulled him back to reality.

‘Light’s green,’ Stacey laughed huskily at him as he struggled to get the car into the right gear.

Thankfully they reached the shops only a few moments later. Cameron deftly pulled into a park on a side street and sprang from the car, eager to get out of its close confines.

‘What did you have in mind to get her?’ Stacey asked as they walked towards the main shopping mall.

‘Isn’t that why you’re here?’ Cam grinned down at her, glad he’d asked her to come shopping with him. He genuinely enjoyed her company. And as long as they stayed away from enclosed spaces, there’d be no issues with his not-a-date rule.

‘Are you serious? You don’t have any idea what to get her?’

‘None whatsoever,’ he replied, not sure what the issue was.

‘But she’s your niece. How could you not?’

‘I told you I’ve been in the States her whole life,’ but the words didn’t remove the reproach from her eyes.

‘What does she like, then?’

His confusion must have been clear on his face, because she started throwing ideas at him.

‘You know, does she like fairies? Or princesses? Or cooking? Is she a tomboy?’

None of her suggestions helped.

‘Seriously?!’

Her tone was light, but he could sense the serious undercurrents in her voice. He didn’t like disappointing her. He didn’t like the way it made her look at him. He didn’t like the way it made him feel. ‘Look, I know I’ve been a slack uncle. There are extenuating circumstances-’

‘What circumstances could possibly make such a usually caring paediatrician have so little interest in his own flesh and blood?’

The colour drained from his face at her words. ‘I. . . I. . .’ but he couldn’t tell her. Not the truth. He couldn’t face that himself. ‘I think she likes The Wiggles. I vaguely remember Nat saying they went to a concert a while ago.’

‘Every kid likes The Wiggles. That won’t do. This has to be a special present. One she will adore. It has to make you the big hero-uncle.’

‘I think you’re exaggerating a little there.’

‘No way. You asked for my help, and this is what you’re getting. Now you’ll have to ring your sister and find out what your niece is into at the moment.’

Cam pulled his phone from his pocket and quickly called his sister. Once he got through the shock and the jokes about him actually going shopping, he got the information they needed. By the time he hung up they’d reached the store.

‘So? What does she like?’

‘Apparently Kaidee likes something called “Petshop” and “Furry Friends” and she’s also really into crafts at the moment.’

‘Sounds like you have an animal lover on your hands there. We should be able to find something decent with that. I know a new range of “Furry Friends” have just come out. Oh and there’s this pretty cool kit out now where you can mould and colour sand.’

‘How do you know that?’ Cam asked, surprised at her knowledge.

‘I saw an advert for them on TV.’

‘I haven’t seen that one.’ He said, pushing his sunglasses up into his hair as they walked into the store. ‘In fact, I don’t remember seeing any ads for toys on TV. What were you watching when you saw them?’

Stacey flushed a delicate pink. He’d seen her go this colour before. Whenever she was embarrassed, she seemed to colour up. This should be good.

‘Oh, um, I think the kids had some cartoons on the other day.’ Cam felt a stab of disappointment at her casual reference to children. Her children. Of course she had kids of her own. If someone adored children as much as Stacey, it was a natural part of life. But it did confirm what he’d suspected. She wasn’t the type of woman to have a casual liaison. This meant she was strictly off limits to him.

‘How many kids do you have?’

‘What?’

‘How many kids do you have?’ He was actually surprised this was the first time she’d mentioned them. In his experience mother’s liked to brag about their children endlessly.

‘I don’t have kids. Not yet, at least,’ Stacey replied. Pure relief shot through Cam’s veins at that titbit of news. He shouldn’t be this happy. It didn’t change who she was. Yet, somehow it did.

‘Wait there. If you don’t have kids, then who was watching the cartoons?’

‘Um,’ Stacey said, hesitating. ‘I meant the kids at work.’

‘You had time to sit down and watch them. Wow. There must have been quite a lull that day,’ Cameron teased. He could tell from the way she was staring straight ahead she was lying. And whatever the truth was, she was embarrassed to admit it.

‘Okay, fine, you caught me. I was watching them at home. I like to keep abreast of what the kids are watching. It helps at work.’

Cameron shot her a doubtful look as they stepped onto the escalator, riding it up to the next level.

‘Well, that’s at least part of the reason. I swear. So I like watching cartoons. It’s no big deal.’ She shrugged her shoulders as they stepped off the elevator and led the way to the toy section of the store.

Cameron felt the laughter bubble up inside him, but managed to contain it. Only the corners of his lips tilted upwards, giving away a hint of his amusement.

‘You like to go toy shopping and watch cartoons. Next you’ll be telling me you have a secret Barbie doll collection you bust out and play with after work.’

Stacey turned to face him, opening her eyes wide. ‘How did you know?’

Cameron couldn’t contain the laughter any longer.

‘Why are you laughing? I was serious.’ Stacey continued, deadpan. That stopped him short.

‘Really?’

‘No. Of course not. I’m not a child, you know.’

Cam’s eye flicked briefly down to the creamy swell of her breasts peaking though the gap in her shirt. Her nipples hardened beneath his gaze, straining against the fabric containing them. A shot of pure desire ripped through him.

‘Don’t worry. I know you’re not a child,’ he replied hoarsely. He raised his eyes to hers, unable to mask his passion. She seemed to be as trapped by this desire as he was, her gaze fixed on his, her body moving infinitesimally closer to his.

But this wasn’t what he wanted. For a moment he couldn’t remember why, he just knew this was forbidden to him.

He moved his arm towards her, needing to touch her, needing to feel her skin beneath his. His hand stopped just short of her cheek, hovering. If he did this now, if he touched her, kissed her, there would be no going back. She tilted her head ever so slightly, and his palm tingled in anticipation of the contact.

‘Stacey, I. . .’ Cameron started to say, but then fell silent, not sure if he should continue. The intensity of this attraction scared him. He needed to fight it. Because, though she may not have kids now, it was clearly something Stacey wanted in the future. And if he did this, if he pursued her, then she might want kids with him. And that was something that was never going to happen.

He pulled back, dropping his arm back to his side.

‘Which way to the toys?’ he asked, changing the topic back to something safe.

His words broke the spell she was under. He watched the hope change to hurt, the foggy cloud of desire disappearing as she shuttered her feelings away from him.

She turned away, zoning back into their location. Registers beeped, kids were screaming, people were rushing by around them. The bright golden shop lights reflected off the tiles.

‘From memory, I think it’s a little further down, and around the corner,’ Stacey finally replied, no hint of anything in her voice. She started walking in that direction and he had to rush to keep up with her.

‘Here we are. I knew this place had an awesome toy section. They had a shop like this in Sydney. It’s where we used to buy all the boys’ presents.’ She was saying all the right words, clearly trying to fall back into their easy rhythm, but Cam could tell it was a struggle.

‘Are these real boys? Or were you buying presents for yourself?’ he asked, trying to bring the sparkle of amusement back into her eyes. Her glow had dimmed when he’d pulled back. He felt like a heel, but knew it would be much better to give her a little disappointment now, than a big one in the future.

‘Real boys. My nephews. Well, not my nephews,’ Cam was looking at her, rather confused. He saw a flicker of pain in her eyes, but she beat it down and finished the explanation. ‘My ex-husband and I used to shop for his nephews there.’

That explained it, then. He’d been wondering how she hadn’t been snapped up yet.

She had. But then let go again. Whoever he was, he must have been crazy.

‘I didn’t know you’d been married.’

‘Yeah, I was,’ she flicked him a baleful look from beneath long lashes. ‘And no, I don’t want to talk about it.’

He held his hands up in the universal sign of surrender.

‘I didn’t say a thing.’

‘But you wanted to. I could tell. Plus, you seem to be insatiably curious.’

‘Only about you.’ The words slipped out his mouth before he had a chance to stop them.

Fuck! Why did he say that?

Stacey stared at him for a moment, and he thought she was going to say something, but she let the moment slide.

‘So, toys. Let’s find the girls’ section,’ Stacey said, moving off in that direction.

They spent the next hour combing the toy aisles, comparing the various products. Despite his reservations, Cam found he enjoyed himself immensely. It was more Stacey’s company than shopping itself, but there were no painful memories or hidden wishes taunting him, either. And Stacey was so excited as she picked the items out; it was a pleasure to watch. If he hadn’t been there, she probably would have bought the whole shop. They finally settled on some sort of pet wash for the “Furry Friends” and a sand moulding product Stacey liked.

With his arms full they made their way towards the counter at the front of the store.

‘Oh, do you mind if we just stop by here?’ Stacey asked but she was already turning off the path.

‘Where is here?’ he asked, though he continued to follow her.

‘The baby section. I love coming in here. The clothes are just so cute!’

Cam stopped still, looking around. He was standing in the middle of rows upon rows of baby clothes.

‘Oh, wow, you have to look at this one!’ Stacey had run ahead and was holding an outfit up for his inspection, but he didn’t see it.

In her place he saw Amber, eight months pregnant, saying the same thing as they stocked up on clothes for their little bundle of joy. Then, he’d been just as excited, even picking out a few items himself. He’d been so sure of his life, his future with his soon-to-be wife and soon-to-be son.

Just breathe, Cam. Just breathe.

He tried to calm himself down, but it didn’t work. The lid he’d kept tightly secured on his memories was coming loose, unwittingly pried open by Stacey. He could feel the pain tearing his heart apart as his mind flooded with images: setting up the nursery; holding his son for the first time; going shopping with him in the pram because Amber insisted he still didn’t have enough clothes. They were all there, as though it had only been yesterday. And through it all, Stacey was standing there, pulling out more outfits and holding them up for inspection.

He couldn’t do this. He couldn’t handle it. The pain was too much.

It wasn’t fair. Life wasn’t fair.

Stacey must have seen something in his expression because she dropped the outfit she was holding and came rushing over.

‘Cam? Cam, are you alright?’

‘I. . .’ Cam tried to answer, but it was hard. Hard to get through the pain, through the memories.

There he was, his Tyler, lying on the change table as Cam dressed him for his first visit to his Grandparent’s. So innocent, so happy. They’d been so happy; not knowing it would all come to a tragic end far too soon.

‘I have to go.’ He spat the words out, before he realised his arms were loaded down with presents. He pushed them towards Stacey.

‘Here, can you get these? I need to go. Now.’ She was looking concerned. She’d probably try to come with him, but he couldn’t handle that. Not now. He needed to be alone.

Think, man, think.

But it was hard to think rationally through the onslaught of memories shifting through his head. He pulled his phone from his pocket, and looked down at it. That would work.

‘I. . .um. . .I just got an urgent page. I need to give the hospital a call and sort something out. There’s no reception in here. I might be a while, so you just take your time and we’ll meet up afterwards.’ He pulled his wallet out of his back pocket and handed her a wad of cash. ‘That should cover the presents. Sorry about this.’

‘No worries—’

He didn’t hear the rest of her reply as he hastily retreated out of the baby clothes section. Once he was sure she couldn’t see him he started running, weaving past the customers and out of the shops. He ran faster and faster, down to the river, through the botanic gardens, and away from the memories. He ran so hard and so fast there was no space left for thought. All he could do was concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other.

Stacey watched Cameron disappear. Whatever had happened at the hospital must be serious; his face had been ashen when she’d looked over at him. She hadn’t even heard his pager beep.

She’d been too distracted by the baby clothes. For a second she’d thought it was something she’d done that had disturbed him, but a work issue made a lot more sense. She briefly considered following him, to see if there was anything she could do, but realised he probably needed to concentrate on the patient. She’d just be standing around, doing nothing.

Whereas, if she stayed here, she could continue shopping. . .hmm. . .she looked around at the tiny little clothes, waiting to be purchased and worn by precious little bundles of joy. There really was no contest.

Okay, so technically she didn’t have a reason to be shopping for baby clothes. Not yet, anyway. But she loved perusing the aisles, and she hadn’t been in here since Maria’s baby shower. Ooh, maybe she could get some clothes for little Charlie. As she picked a little sailor outfit off the rack, she couldn’t help remembering another little sailor’s outfit. She’d managed to drag Brian to the store, ostensibly to buy a Christmas present for Patrick, but secretly she’d hoped that being surrounded by all things baby might have triggered his paternal instinct. It hadn’t worked. Not with her, at least.

Stacey shook her head, forcibly brushing the memory from her mind. It didn’t matter that Brian had left her. It didn’t matter that he’d crushed her dreams in one fell swoop when he told her he and Emily were having a baby.

No. It didn’t matter one iota anymore.

She was over him. She was moving on. She was going to make a family of her very own – one that no one could take away from her!

An hour later, laden down with more shopping bags than she should have, Stacey made her way out into the mall. There were fewer people here than there’d been when she walked into the shop, but some die-hard shoppers were still traipsing around. She looked around for Cam, expecting him to be seated at a bench outside the shop entrance, but he wasn’t there. She hoped he hadn’t needed to go into the hospital.

She set the bags on the ground and pulled out her phone, checking for calls.

Nothing.

A little concerned now, considering the amount of time that had passed since he’d left her in the shops, she dialled his number. She really hoped it hadn’t been anything serious with one of their patients. He picked up on the third ring.

‘Hi, Stacey, sorry about bailing earlier,’ he said, before she could get a word in.

‘That’s okay. How’s the patient?’

‘The patient? Oh. . .they’re fine. Just a minor problem, really. Nothing to worry about.’ There was something a little odd about the way he answered, but Stacey couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

‘Oh-kay. Well, then, where are you? I’ve got a few parcels here that belong to you.’

‘Great. Thanks for that. I’m in a little café down by the river.’ He named one of her favourite cafés that had a spectacular view of the Story Bridge as it arched over the Brisbane River.

‘Do you want to come down and join me? The least I can do is buy you a coffee to say thanks.’

Stacey hesitated, not sure what was going on. Why had he gone to a café, by himself, instead of coming back into the shops? And why hadn’t he called her when he’d finished dealing with the patient? It didn’t make sense.

‘We don’t have to have coffee. I can just take you home if you have other plans this afternoon,’ Cameron said into the silence.

‘No. No other plans. Coffee sounds good. I’ll be there in a couple of minutes,’ she finally replied. She didn’t know him well enough to start drilling him, and she didn’t want to nag.

She picked up the shopping bags and made her way down to the little café by the river.

‘Whoa! I didn’t think we had that much picked out.’ Cameron greeted her with a grin and a little laugh when she dumped the bags on the table in front of him. He was sitting at a round corner table inside the café, so they could appreciate the view without contending with the intense afternoon heat.

‘Well, that’s what will happen when you leave me alone in the shops with too much money,’ Stacey replied, sitting down next to Cam.

‘I’ll keep that in mind. What do you want to drink?’ Cam asked as he called the waitress over, and Stacey found her concerns at his odd behaviour this afternoon melting away. There really was something about this man that put her at ease.

Settling in to the seat, Stacey didn’t bother looking at the menu – she already knew what she wanted.

‘Iced chocolate for me, please,’ she said to the waitress before turning back to Cam. ‘Okay, I know we agreed on the presents, but I thought about it, and it just wasn’t enough. Especially if you haven’t bought her an actual present before. That’s just disgraceful.’

‘I’ve bought her presents, they were gift cards.’

‘For a child? Why?’

‘I’ve been in the States all her life.’ It was the same line he’d been feeding her all day. It sounded reasonable. But there was something – some hint in the way he avoided her eyes when he said it – that made her suspect he wasn’t telling the whole truth.

‘And you never came back for a visit?’

‘No. I. . .no. I didn’t.’

When he didn’t elaborate she started pulling open the bags, showing him the presents she’d picked out. If he wanted to tell her what was going on, he would, in his own time.

She was learning.

Stacey found herself moving closer to Cam as they sifted through the pile of presents. He must have moved towards her as well, because they were almost touching now, from shoulder to hip. Awareness shot through her body at the proximity, but she didn’t pull away. Neither did he, which gave her an added thrill.

Her iced chocolate arrived as she got to the last bag. Oops. That was hers. No need to show that one. She shoved it to the side and pointed to the rolls of wrapping paper lying on the table.

‘I figured you probably didn’t have any wrapping paper, so I picked you up some, as well as tape and scissors, oh and a card. I hope that’s okay,’ she asked, reaching across him to pull out the birthday card she’d selected.

The musky scent of his cologne invaded her senses with the closer proximity, and she inhaled deeply. Her breasts accidentally brushed against his arm, sending fireworks shooting through her body. His sharp intake of breath at the movement did nothing to stem the tide of desire rising inside her. She fought the urge to nuzzle deeper, to rest her head against his chest, to press her body against his. She should move away, put some distance between them, but she couldn’t. He was bedazzling her and she didn’t want it to end. He was consuming her, pushing every sane reasonable thought, every painful memory, from her mind.

From somewhere deep inside she found the strength to pull away, sitting back in her chair holding the card out for him to look at. The fire in her veins dimmed once they were no longer touching, turning from a raging inferno to a slow burn, enough to allow basic thought processes to return.

‘Are you sure that’s it? What about that bag?’ he asked, pointing to the small one she’d pushed to the side before.

‘That’s mine. It’s nothing, really.’ She looked away, grabbing the bag and holding it under the table. The content of the bag was something she was most definitely keeping to herself.

‘Aw, that’s not fair. You can’t tease a man like that.’

She grinned up at him, a wicked glint in her eye. ‘I can and I will.’

Desire flared in his eyes, and she felt an answering kick inside her, the slow burn in her veins flaring up.

‘You’re not going to make me beg, are you?’

‘Now, that’s something I’d like to see,’ she answered throatily. He leaned forward in his chair, clearly enjoying himself as much as she was.

‘So, if I say please, you’ll show me what’s in your little bag?’

‘I didn’t say that!’

‘But you will,’ he answered confidently. He folded his hands, steeping them in front of him on the table. ‘Please, Stacey, will you show me what’s in your bag?’

The denial already forming on her lips, Stacey looked down into his mock-pleading blue eyes and paused. What would happen if she gave in and showed him her purchase? She’d have to explain why she bought it, and she wasn’t sure she was ready. Explaining why she bought it meant telling him about her plans for the future—her closely guarded plans she hadn’t shared with anyone.

No. She wouldn’t do it. She couldn’t open herself up like that, expose herself to his judgement.

But then again, she was going to have to tell him eventually. She was going to have to tell everyone one day soon. So maybe she should start now. Cam could be a trial run. He was the one person in this place that really seemed to get her, so he’d be a good person to start with.

Besides which, she was really excited about her purchase. It would be fantastic to share her news with someone who would understand and be pleased for her.

‘Fine. Here you go, look to your heart’s content,’ she said, handing over the bag. Cameron grabbed hold of it, sliding the solitary item out, unfolding it. As she watched, the desire in his eyes dimmed when he realised there wasn’t enough material for it to fit Stacey. He held it up between them. The material was soft, and pale yellow with little birds all over it. The amusement, the curiosity she’d anticipated failed to materialise. Instead, he stared at it in horror. It was clearly the very last thing he’d expected to see.

‘Isn’t it the most gorgeous little all-in-one you’ve ever seen?’

‘Yes, it’s very cute,’ but the playful excitement was gone from his voice.

‘I saw it, and I just couldn’t resist.’ Stacey reached over and touched the fabric, running her hands lovingly over it. Okay, so his reaction wasn’t all she’d been expecting – but really, she had kind of led him to believe it was something else. A little time to adjust to the surprise was understandable.

‘Is it for any baby in particular? Or is this a bit like your cartoon watching?’ He asked, his eyes guarded; his tone half-mocking, half-wary. Stacey let out a nervous giggle.

‘A real baby, of course.’

‘But whose baby?’

Stacey felt his eyes on her, automatically dropping to her belly, looking for the tell-tale little bulge. Of course there was nothing to see – not yet! But soon! Soon! It felt as though she was almost bouncing off the seat in excitement, and she couldn’t help the massive smile she knew was lighting her face.

‘My baby, Cam. I’m going to have a baby!’

As Stacey stared at him expectantly, the colour drained from his face, his jaw dropped open; his eyes blinked rapidly as though he was in shock. He threw the baby outfit at her so fast, it was as though a hot coal had burned him.

Okay, so she knew it was going to be a surprise. But she’d never have thought her news would induce such horror in the man. Anyone would think she’d just confessed to murder.

Maybe he hadn’t heard her properly.

‘Uh, well, congratulations,’ he gasped at her between deep breaths.

‘Thanks,’ she replied, sucking deeply on her drink, her eyes carefully trained on him. What was going on? He looked like he was in the middle of a panic attack – all pale, and clammy and hyperventilating.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked, starting to get worried. His eyes flicked to hers briefly, then down to her stomach. He visibly flinched before looking away – out the window, across the restaurant, at the toys strewn across the table. Anywhere but at her.

‘Cam! Cam!’ Stacey snapped her fingers in his face, trying to get his attention. He blinked once, twice. His hands gripped the edge of the table as he seemed to finally get control of himself, taking a couple of deep, steadying breaths.

‘Sorry, Stace, that. . .uh, you kind of took me by surprise.’

‘No kidding,’ she scoffed, trying not to let it show how much his reaction had hurt; so much for the awesome trial run.

‘So, uh, how far along are you?’ he asked.

‘Oh, I’m not pregnant.’

‘But, before. . .you said you didn’t have kids. If you don’t have kids and you’re not pregnant, then how is this for your baby?’ he asked indicating what he clearly considered an offending garment lying in the middle of the table.

Stacey put her drink down and turned to face him. She clenched and unclenched her hands in her lap, nervous. It was crunch time, and after his initial reaction she wasn’t sure she wanted to tell him the rest.

But she couldn’t stop now.

‘So I’m not pregnant, yet. But I will be. Soon. Well, soonish. I-’

‘I didn’t know you were seeing someone.’ Cam interrupted, moving away from her, and if felt as though he was putting a mental and physical distance between them.

‘I’m not.’

‘Then. . .what? I don’t understand.’

‘If you’d let me finish then you would.’ Stacey grizzled good-naturedly. She was perversely pleased that he was upset at the thought of her seeing someone.

‘Alright. I’ll shut up.’

‘I’m going to use an anonymous sperm donor.’
 
Cameron’s eyes went wide, as he stared at her, his jaw dropping open – again. When he didn’t comment, simply sat there staring at her, she continued.

‘There’s a twelve month wait, otherwise I’d probably be pregnant now. I registered six months, three weeks and four days ago. So, only just over five months to go, then I can start making a baby,’ she finished, smiling nervously at him.

Her smile started to fade as he continued to stare at her. Interminable minutes dragged by without a word.

‘Okay, you can start talking again anytime now,’ she prompted hopefully.

‘I. . .um. . .I really don’t know what to say.’

‘You could say “Hooray!” or “Congratulations, Stacey. You’re going to make an excellent Mum”.’ She laughed a little at her own enthusiasm but it petered out as Cam continued to stare at her, a mix of horror and disbelief on his face. Stacey looked down at the table, stirring the straw in her empty glass, all the wind knocked out of her sails.

‘Have you really thought this through? Raising a child is hard work. Especially when you’re on your own.’

‘Excuse me?’ Stacey asked, not quite believing what she’d heard. She saw his lips move and form the words, but she couldn’t believe he’d actually said them.

‘There are plenty of single mother’s out there. And yes, they do it tough, but they still do it. They still have and raise a child they love. Why shouldn’t I?’ She continued without waiting for a response.

‘But I’d say most of them don’t choose to be a single mum. Certainly not from the start, before they even have the baby.’

‘So because I’m realistic and realise that relationships rarely work I shouldn’t be allowed to have a family? Only couples who believe in some imaginary thing called love have the right to have a baby? Then what about accidental pregnancies? Contraception fails all the time. There would be thousands of babies each year conceived outside of a loving, family relationship. Would you be saying the same thing to those women?’ Stacey demanded, trying, but failing, to stay calm.

‘Quite possibly. Raising children is hard work. But in their situation, the deed is already done. That’s not the case with you. You are actively choosing to raise a child in a single parent household.’

‘So what? At least my baby is planned. I will be prepared.’

‘You can never be prepared enough to handle a newborn baby. It’s more than just a cute little bundle to cuddle. They cry. A lot. And you can’t give them back. You often won’t even know why they’re crying. You can’t share the burden, either, if you’re alone. And they don’t like to sleep; they spit-up, and poop. And if they get sick, you just feel so utterly helpless.’ He explained, his lips twisted in a bitter-sweet smile.

‘How would you know all that?’

‘I. . .’ but he didn’t say whatever was in his mind. It was like he decided he’d already said too much; a shutter came down on the burning passion in his eyes. ‘I see the parents of our patients every day. They all have a hard time, especially if the child is sick. But the single parents—mothers and fathers—they have it so much tougher.’

‘Of course they do. I’m not saying it’s going to be easy—’

‘Then why put yourself and your child through it? Why not wait until you find yourself another man? Then you can settle down and make yourself a nice little happy family with a good support network.’

His words turned her stomach, and she didn’t even try to hide the derision in her voice. ‘Get with the times, Cameron. I don’t want the fairytale. I tried that and I ended up not so happy ever after. I don’t need a man to make my life complete. And now, thanks to technology, I don’t need a man in my life to give me a child, either. I’ve been there, done that. Brian promised me a child. He promised me a whole brood of children, so I waited. For years I stayed in that marriage, waiting to have the family I always wanted, and then he went and—ugh. No! I am not waiting around for another man to give me a family.’ Anger made her voice harsh as she bit out the words.

This was exactly why she hadn’t told anybody of her plans. The judgement, the assumptions. . .but she’d thought Cam was different. She’d expected. . .well, she didn’t know what she’d thought he’d say when she told him, but it hadn’t been this.

She should have just kept her big mouth shut.

‘You’re wrong. Clearly you’re still hurting from this break-up, but that’s no reason to have a child. It’s just being selfish.’

Stacey glared at him, white-hot fury shooting from her eyes.

‘That is NOT why I’m going to have this child. You have no idea what you’re talking about, and you have no right to tell me how to live my life!’ She picked up her solitary purchase, shoving it into her handbag and stormed out of the café.

‘Stacey, wait,’ Cameron called, following her out onto the street. ‘At least let me take you home.’

‘Are you serious? I’m not getting in a car with you! I can’t even look at you right now! Just leave me alone!’ She yelled at him.

Turning she strode away, anger emanating from every step. Soon, though, the anger died away and the tears arrived blurring the footpath in front of her.

Telling him had clearly been a mistake. She’d thought they were. . .Oh, it didn’t matter what she’d thought anymore. She’d been wrong. He didn’t understand, and he mustn’t know her at all if he thought she’d made this decision lightly.

Chapter 4

‘I bought this for you.’

Stacey studiously ignored the voice, even as it sent shivers down her spine. Instead, she kept her head down and continued writing her notes in the patient’s chart. She was still mad at Cam, but the white hot fury from Saturday had dulled a little.

But not enough to forgive him, even if he was persistently sliding a piece of passion fruit slice in front of her.

Minutes passed and he stayed right next to her as she kept writing. Surely he could take a hint? Eventually she gave in, signing and closing the chart with a flourish so that he would understand that she was only giving him attention now that she’d finished what she was doing.

Her heart did a little flip-flop as she looked up at him. As hot as he’d been in the casual outfit on the weekend, there was something decidedly sexy about a man, especially this man, in a suit. The cream shirt accentuated his olive skin, and the blue tie matched his bright blue eyes that were sparkling with good humour as he pointed down at the slice again, shoving it towards her.

‘For you,’ he repeated.

‘For?’ she asked, eyebrows arched. She refused to be a push-over.

‘To say thank you for buying Kaidee’s presents. She loved them, and I think they may have elevated me to favourite uncle status. My brother is extremely jealous. And it’s all because of you,’ he finished with a grin.

‘Is it for anything else?’ she asked. He was acting as though their fight had never happened. But it had. And she wasn’t going to make nice with him until he apologised. No matter how gorgeous he was in his excitement over his niece.

‘Like?’

‘Like an apology for what you said?’

He shook his head. ‘I didn’t say anything wrong.’

‘Yes you did. You were-’ Stacey broke off as another nurse walked into the nurses’ station. She flicked a curious glance their way before continuing on to the medicine lock-up. This was not the time or place to have this out. Stacey could feel the fury building up inside her veins again, but she couldn’t lose it. Not like this, at work. When she was here, she was a professional. There were sick children that needed looking after. They didn’t need to see two adults fighting.

Stacey took a deep breath to calm herself. She was above this. She was.

She toyed with the plate of slice in front of her, spinning it in a circle.

‘Don’t you have work to do, doctor?’ she reminded him, turning away and picking up the next chart.

‘Of course, I just-’ Cam was still standing next to her, hesitating.

She tilted her head to the side, an eyebrow arched in query. Still he hesitated. She made a shooing motion with her hand.

‘Just go.’

He glanced down at his watch. ‘Alright, but thanks for the presents. They really did. . .’ but Stacey had turned back to her charts and was no longer listening. She heard his voice peter out, and then he turned and strode down the corridor towards the consulting rooms.

‘Cam,’ Stacey called out when he was half-way down the hallway. He spun around instantly, and stood there, waiting.

Stacey held up the plate with the slice.

‘This is what I think of your thanks,’ she said, tipping the plate so the slice slid into the bin at her feet. His face blanched and he turned on his heel.

Take that! She might not be able to vent her anger properly at work, but she could still get her point across.

It was a victory, of sorts, so Stacey smiled at his retreating back. The smile faded as she realised that though she’d won that little tussle, she wasn’t actually happy. Inside, all she felt was empty.

‘I’ve got a five-year old boy with Duchennes MD in respiratory failure. I need that ventilator set up yesterday.’ Stacey heard Cameron call out as he pushed the doors to the respiratory ward open.

‘Room two is set up and waiting,’ she called back, grabbing the full-face mask and tubing for the NIV. When she went into the room, Cameron was bagging the patient, watching the little boy’s chest intently to ensure it rose and fell in pace with his squeezes. There was a woman, presumably the boy’s mother, standing on the other side of the child, holding his hand and whispering in his ear.

‘I thought he was stable,’ Stacey whispered as she connected the mask and tubing to the machine.

‘He was,’ Cam replied glancing up at her momentarily. ‘He stopped breathing in the elevator on the way up.’

‘Okay, we’re all set up here. What settings do you want?’ Stacey asked, looking over at Cam. The woman lifted her head then, and Stacey recognised her as one of their regulars. Her heart sank as she realised the patient was Toby and he must have had another relapse. She’d really been hoping he’d last longer than this before needing to be re-admitted.

‘Eight on inspiration and four on expiration. Resp rate needs to be-’

‘Wait. This isn’t his first time on a ventilator. Do you want me to grab the file?’

‘Yes. Now! Go.’

Stacey didn’t need to be told twice. She raced down the hall and pulled Toby’s chart from the file cabinet. She checked the masking details and grabbed the style that suited Toby best before returning and holding the file up for Cam to read.

‘Are you right with these settings?’

‘Yes,’ Cameron nodded.

Stacey moved to the machine and keyed in the details. She pressed the start button and once she could feel air blowing through the mask she moved it towards the child’s face. Cameron lifted the Ambu bag off and Stacey placed the mask over Toby’s face, gently lifting his head and sliding the headgear that would secure the mask, behind him. She pulled back; adjusting the mask to ensure no air was leaking out the sides and then stepped away.

They stood there, next to the bed, waiting. It was only seconds but it felt like minutes. Finally they saw his chest rise and fall with the air pressure from the machine. Stacey got to work, pulling out and attaching the oxygen probe and taking his blood pressure. She noted down the results on his new admittance chart.

‘Can you get the CO2 machine out? I want his end-tidal CO2 monitored as well.’

‘On it,’ Stacey said, retreating from the room to grab the machine.

When she returned Cam had pulled out his stethoscope and was listening to the boy’s chest. His eyes met hers across the bed, and the relief in them let her know that everything was working as it should.

‘Everything is working well now, Mrs Minor. I know it looks scary-’

‘We’ve been through this before, doctor,’ the woman interrupted him, her voice tight with suppressed emotion. ‘You don’t have to give me the drill.’

‘Alright. As you wish.’

‘He’s never stopped breathing before though. Not completely. Will that do any more damage?’

‘We were able to bag him immediately, so the lack of oxygen from this particular incident won’t have done too much damage. But the fact that he did stop breathing completely indicates a deterioration of his condition. We’ll run some tests to assess the extent of this muscle loss. It may be temporary, but you should prepare yourself for the possibility that this is permanent.’

Stacey watched the woman’s face crumple at his words. This was one of the parts of the job that she hated.

‘Is there anyone I can call for you? Your partner, maybe?’ he asked.

‘No, it’s just me and Toby. It’s—oh, Stacey!’ the woman cried out crumpling towards her.

‘It’s okay, Lila, it’s okay.’ Stacey said, pushing the trolley with the CO2 machine in Cameron’s direction and heading straight for the distraught woman, wrapping her arms around her. As soon as she pulled the woman close for a hug, huge sobs began to shake her frame.

‘It’s okay, Lila, just get it all out.’ Stacey said, patting the woman’s hair. She looked over at Cam above the woman’s head to let him know she’d get to the CO2 monitoring in a minute, but she needn’t have worried. He was already prepping the site and applying the probe himself. He glanced up then, meeting her eyes, understanding that she needed to be here for this woman right now. He went about completing the tasks of both nurse and doctor as the woman cried out her pain and exhaustion, until finally she seemed to recover.

‘I’m sorry about that, Stacey. It’s just so hard sometimes. I’m exhausted. I don’t know how much more I can take.’

‘There’s no need to apologise. You do a phenomenal job with Toby, and you’re allowed to get emotional sometimes. You need to take some time out and have a break occasionally. Why don’t you go down and get yourself a cuppa and I can sit here with Toby until you get back.’

‘Thanks, Stacey, but I want to stay here in case he wakes up. I’ll be fine now. But I might take you up on that offer later.’ The woman moved away from Stacey, back towards her son’s bedside. Stacey looked over at Cam who was putting the finishing touches on his notes. He motioned her outside with a tilt of his head.

‘His pulse oxygen rate is still only ninety-two per cent so I’ve added two litres of oxygen to his mask. His transcutaneous CO2 level is normal for now, but if it goes up by more than two milligrams we need to titrate his oxygen down, half a litre at a time.’ Stacey took the chart off him as they reached the nurses’ station.

‘You did well in there, with the mother, but you can see what I mean now, can’t you?’

‘What you mean?’ Stacey asked, at a loss; her thoughts still on Toby and his poor, lonely mother. She would give Lila the number for a respite service again, though she knew the woman was averse to using such a facility.

‘About how difficult it is as a single mother. It’s too hard to be something you choose to do. If circumstances cause it, it’s one thing, but choosing it, right from the outset, is entirely different.’

Was he really still harping on about this? It had been days since their argument and, aside from the attempted peace offering, they hadn’t spoken since. She’d ended the discussion when she walked away on Saturday. She didn’t want to talk to him about it anymore. Didn’t he get that?

‘Okay, you need to stop, right there. What I told you wasn’t an option, a decision I’m thinking of making and wanted your advice on. It was a decision I have already made. End of story.’ Stacey stated as firmly as she could whilst whispering. She didn’t want anybody to overhear their conversation.

‘But you have no idea what you’re getting yourself into. You saw that woman there. She’s all alone and struggling to cope. You might assume now that your child will be different, that yours will be healthy. Just think for a moment how your life would be if he was ill, mentally or physically.’

‘Why do you care so much? It’s my life, not yours.’

‘I just want you to see the truth. You’re looking at parenthood through rose-coloured glasses. Sure there are good times as well as bad, but you’re not seeing both. If you were just patient, then maybe you’ll realise that there is someone out there for you that you could share this family you want with.’ Cameron argued his point passionately, his eyes beseeching hers.

‘Do you know anyone that would be interested?’

The question seemed to throw him off kilter.

‘No, I just—’

‘So you’re not volunteering for the job yourself?’ She wasn’t really asking him to take up the job. She just wanted to work out why he cared so much.

His horrified expression was all the answer Stacey needed, but he felt the need to verbally reject the notion as well.

‘No way. I’m. . .No. There are no kids in my future.’

The disappointment Stacey felt at his words confused her. She didn’t want him to father her children, to be in her future. That wasn’t her plan. So his answer shouldn’t have hurt her, but for some reason it did.

‘Then you don’t get an opinion on this.’

‘But—’

‘No buts. Do you really think, no matter how exhausted she is, that Lila would wish she’d never had Toby? No. No matter the pain, the work, the effort, having your own child is worth it. Even if you’re alone. Especially if you’re alone. Let’s get one thing clear: I am not looking for a man, now or in the future. But does that mean I don’t deserve to have children?’

Chapter 5

Stacey’s words reverberated around Cameron’s head for the rest of the day.

They continued to plague him for the rest of that week.

He hated being wrong, but maybe in this instance he was.

He sat back in his office chair and rubbed his hand across his forehead. He hadn’t talked to Stacey since that last argument. Even when he’d stopped by the scientists’ lab on Wednesday and Thursday, sitting down next to her to review his studies, she’d maintained a stony silence, completely ignoring him.

He hadn’t broken the silence, either. He knew the only words she wanted to hear from his lips was an apology, but he wouldn’t give her empty words. When, if, he apologised, he wanted to mean it.

Cameron packed up for the day and headed down to the car. He was supposed to go home and have a rest before coming back for a few hours tonight, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep today.

Instead he found himself driving across the city, taking the turns on instinct until he wound up travelling down a road he hadn’t been on in six years. He pulled up in front of the cemetery, getting out of the car, his feet automatically moving down the path imprinted in his head, stopping when he reached the tiny headstone.

TYLER JAMES LEWIS

20th APRIL 2005 -17th SEPTEMBER 2005

TAKEN TOO SOON

BUT NEVER FORGOTTEN

WE WILL ALWAYS LOVE YOU

Cameron felt something unravel inside him.

‘Oh, Tyler,’ he groaned as he sank down to his knees next to the headstone. Cameron hesitantly ran his hand over the smooth black granite. He wasn’t quite sure what to do. He hadn’t visited the gravesite since the day of the funeral. He’d been unable to face what had happened, how he’d let his son down.

The pillar was clean and had fresh flowers in front of it. Daisies. Amber had probably put them there. Or maybe his mother. He suspected she visited here frequently, though she never said anything. She’d learnt early on never to mention Tyler to him.

When he’d watched them lower the tiny white casket into the ground, he’d made a vow to his son that he’d never replace him. How could he? Tyler was irreplaceable.

Though she may have no idea about the true burden of parenthood, Stacey was right about one thing. No matter how much it had hurt to lose Tyler, he wouldn’t trade those five precious months with him for anything. Cam moved his fingers to his cheeks and was surprised when they came away wet. He hadn’t cried in years. Probably because he’d avoided thinking about the past, keeping himself busy so his thoughts never broke free. There was no avoiding it now. As Cam sat next to the headstone he purposefully removed the lid from the box of memories that had been sealed so tightly in his mind.
 
It was time to remember.

Stacey swiped her security card and let herself in to the building. She loved wandering the hallways of the hospital at this time of night, being awake when everyone else was just going off to sleep. There was something strangely peaceful about watching other people sleep, watching their brainwaves relax as the EEG lines scrolled across the computer screen in real time. It was what had gotten her hooked on sleep medicine when she’d been a student, working night shifts to pay her way through university.

She pushed open the door to the sleep lab and walked through to the observation room. Two nurses were sitting at the desk. One was talking into an intercom, directing a patient through a series of physiological calibrations, whilst the other was watching the EEG displays on the two computer monitors in front of her.

‘Hey, Stacey, what are you doing down here?’ Betty, the nurse watching the patients greeted her.

She glanced down at her watch. Nine o’clock. She was only a half hour early.

‘I’m working tonight. It’s Friday, isn’t it?’ she responded.

‘Yeah, but you’re not down here tonight. You’re up in oncology.’

‘What? Why? Oh, no. Did something go wrong with Tamara?’

‘Afraid so.’

Bugger. Tamara was a fourteen-year old girl with leukaemia. She was undergoing a bone marrow transplant in a couple of weeks and was currently residing in one of the isolation units in the oncology ward. Earlier this week the night nurse in the ward had observed the girl suffering several apnoeic episodes in her sleep. As she was not well enough to be transported to the lab, Stacey had fitted her with a portable monitoring device which had revealed she was suffering from obstructive sleep apnoea. Yesterday Stacey had fitted her with an automatic CPAP machine to combat the problem, but something must have gone wrong.

‘Do you know what’s happened?’

‘Nope, but it must be something pretty bad. That new Doc’s had Teegan up there all afternoon rigging it up so you can perform a full study on her tonight. I think he might still be there.’

Stacey felt her heart skip a beat at the mention of Cam.

‘Okay, well, I guess I’d better get up there,’ Stacey said, backtracking out of the lab.

Her body was on edge as she made her way over to the oncology ward, almost humming with anticipation.

This was stupid. She hadn’t spoken to the guy since Tuesday, when he’d refused to apologise to her. She didn’t like him, not since he’d morphed into this judgemental, opinionated jerk. But her body didn’t seem to care. It still craved his touch whenever her thoughts strayed to him, which had been far too often over the last few days.

Stop stressing, she instructed herself. He’s probably gone home already, anyway.

And if he hadn’t, well, she’d just have to figure out some way to handle being around him without appearing like a mare waiting for her stud.

Maybe Teegan was right, maybe she did need to go out and meet a man. Not to form a relationship with, but just for the pure physical release. The last time she’d had that kind of release was almost two years ago! No wonder her body was on edge.

Stacey paused once she reached the oncology ward, washing her hands before pressing the intercom button. The nurse buzzed her through within moments and Stacey moved through the quiet ward until she reached the isolation zone.

It was a ward within a ward, with four beds for patients undergoing bone marrow transplants. For the new bone marrow to take, the children had chemotherapy to wipe out all their existing bone marrow. As a result, their immune system became non-existent. Until the new bone marrow took hold, the children were extremely vulnerable—even the common cold could be fatal for them. With such severe consequences, there were strict rules and protocols to ensure infection did not enter the unit.

Stacey pressed a button, opening the door to the decontamination room. She washed her hands again before pressing the intercom button for entry.

‘Hi Tessa, it’s Stacey.’

‘Come on through,’ the nurse responded, buzzing open the door.

‘They’re in the supply room,’ Tessa informed her after they’d exchanged the usual pleasantries. Bugger, that meant they were both still here. She walked to the end of the ward, sliding open the door. Cam and Teegan were crammed up one end of the narrow room. A shelf had been cleared of supplies and they were sitting hunched over a laptop that had taken the place of the supplies on that shelf. Both looked over at the sound of the door opening.

Teegan was dressed in the same uniform as Stacey—black pants and a maroon fitted blouse. Cameron was in his usual business suit, this time wearing a blue shirt. In concession to the late hour, perhaps, he’d removed his tie and undone the top buttons. Stacey’s eyes were drawn to the small expanse of olive skin that was visible through the opening, with a few dark hairs peaking up above the blue material of his shirt. It was the most she’d ever seen of his body and she felt as though she was seeing something forbidden.

A stab of desire raced through her body at the sight. An image of herself leaning across him, slowly undoing each button, gradually exposing the rest of his toned, olive torso flashed into her mind and she felt her temperature go up a notch. Thankfully, she was still in a relatively dimly lit part of the room so they shouldn’t be able to see the blush that was no doubt staining her face at these thoughts.

‘Hi, Stace, come on over, you can share my chair for now,’ Teegan said, sliding across her seat, squishing herself up next to Cameron, which, from the look on Teegan’s face was a definite treat. Stacey wanted to barge over and squeeze herself between the two of them, but somehow she restrained herself.

‘Is she asleep?’ she asked, moving into the room and dropping her bag under the desk.

‘For about five minutes, now. She’s trying to enter slow-wave, but is having a little trouble,’ Cam answered, and she could feel his gaze on her, grazing over every inch of her face. She was supremely conscious of stray wisps of hair that had come loose from her ponytail and were floating around the sides of her makeup free face. If she’d known he would be here, she would have made more of an effort. Not that her rather natural state seemed to faze him – there was no dimming of the heat that was scorching a path across her cheeks. His hands clenched into fists in his lap, but his gaze stayed glued to her face. She supressed the small smile of pleasure his reaction gave her.

He’d missed her.

Had it really only been two days since they’d spoken? Less than a week since she’d told him her plans? It felt like a lifetime had passed.

‘So, what’s going on? Why the third study? I thought she was going to be fine on CPAP.’ Stacey asked as she sat down next to Teegan.

‘CPAP failed,’ Cam answered, their eyes locking. ‘Her RDI was 22.7 last night. I think there must be a central component to at least some of her events.’

‘But I scored the study myself. She was mostly having hypopnoeas, with only the occasional post-arousal central.’ Stacey continued, her eyes still locked with his. She couldn’t look away. She’d forgotten how intense the blue of his eyes were.

‘You use piezo bands for the portable kit, right?’

‘Yes.’

‘They aren’t as sensitive and won’t pick up paradoxical breathing during the hypopnoeas. If paradoxical breathing is occurring—which I suspect is the case—it would suggest the events are caused by a failure in the respiratory drive rather than a blockage in the airway.’

‘Okay, so what are we doing tonight?’

‘We’re doing a split study—DSS and treatment. I think we’ll be using a bi-level machine, but I may prefer ASV mode. We’ll just see how the diagnostic portion goes, first.’

‘So that’s why you’re still here. How long are you staying?’

‘As long as I need to,’ he answered. They were still staring into each other’s eyes, neither willing to break away.

‘I think you two have it under control then,’ Teegan interrupted, standing up, breaking their gaze with her body. ‘I might head home.’

Stacey felt colour flood her face. Had she made a fool of herself, staring at Cam like that? She’d completely forgotten Teegan was there, they’d even been sharing a seat!

‘Thanks for all your help setting this up tonight, Teegan,’ Cameron said easily.

‘No worries, Cam. It’s all part of the job,’ she answered, heading towards the door. Stacey turned back to the computer, taking her first solid look at the screen. Big, wide waves now scrolled across, indicating that Tamara had entered the deepest stage of sleep.

‘Stace.’

Stacey flicked her head over her shoulder. Teegan was still standing at the door.

‘Can I have a word?’

‘Oh, yes, of course,’ Stacey answered, jumping up from the seat and scooting out the door. How could she have forgotten to do a proper hand-over?

‘Am I just unhooking everything in the morning and taking it back down to the lab?’ Stacey asked, determined to be on the ball from now on.

‘Yes. Leave the machine and the mask up here, but everything else goes down. Treat it like usual. The plan is for her to use the same mask you fitted her with yesterday.’

‘Anything else I need to know?’

‘Cam should be able to fill you in on the rest. Then, maybe next week you can fill me in,’ she said with a waggle of her eyebrows. ‘You’ve been hiding things, you naughty girl. What’s going on with you two?’

‘With who?’

‘Don’t play dumb. I could have sliced the tension in the air in there and fried it up for breakfast. It felt like I’d completely disappeared.’

Stacey looked down at the ground for a moment, not wanting to go in to details. Teegan might be a friend, but there was a reason Stacey kept her personal details to herself.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. We work together, that’s all,’ Stacey said, looking back up at Teegan’s eager expression, hoping to convince her.

‘That is so not all. And you will tell me next week. Oooh, I can’t wait,’ she said, clapping her hands together in excitement. ‘But I’m holding you up. Go on, get back in there girl. Have fun tonight,’ she said with a final saucy wink before heading off.

Stacey closed her eyes and banged her head lightly against the door jamb. This was the last thing she needed.

‘Is everything alright?’ Cameron asked her. She opened her eyes to find he’d moved from his seat and was standing in front of her, concern in his eyes. Her eyes dropped to the expanse of exposed chest again and she gulped.

No, everything was not alright, but she couldn’t tell him that.

‘Fine,’ she answered, straightening up and walking past him to take her place in front of the computer. Wide, slow waves still streamed across the screen, and the girl’s respiratory signals showed a slight hint of flow limitation though her saturation levels were good.

Cameron closed the door and Stacey felt as though all the air had been sucked from the room. She was intensely aware of every inch of Cameron’s body and exactly how far away it was from her own. When he squeezed himself between the wall and her chair she had to hold her breath, bracing against the delicious sensations that flooded her body as his stomach brushed against her shoulders.

Eyes forward, eyes forward, she chanted to herself until he was safely ensconced in the seat next to her. Although that was only marginally better. He was still way too close for her sanity. How she was going to tolerate this for any length of time was beyond her.

‘Why are we in the supply cupboard?’ Stacey asked, determinedly looking at the screen.

‘It was the only available room, with easy access to the bedroom. Why?’ he asked, watching her closely. Stacey could feel the intensity of his gaze burning into her skin.

‘It’s just very small.’

Too small.

‘You’re not claustrophobic, are you?’ She could hear the smile in his voice and couldn’t resist a peek. Her heart skipped a beat as his brilliant white teeth grinned across at her teasingly, his eyes glinting with humour. The way they had before the argument. It would be so easy for her to be sucked in by his charm, to fall back into their easy pattern, but that would be a mistake. A very big mistake.

‘No, I just. . .’ Stacey trailed off, pulling her eyes from him and looking around the room. Anywhere but at the huge presence sitting next to her.

Remember, he’s nothing but a judgemental jerk, she told herself once she was no longer sucked into the vortex of his gaze.

A jerk you have to work with, so focus on that. Work.

‘Never mind. It’s fine.’ She shrugged, looking back at the screen.

‘That’s not a phrase I like to hear coming from a woman. It always seems to get me into lots of trouble,’ Cam tried again, and she knew what he was doing—trying to lighten the mood. Trying to return their friendship to where it used to be. But she wasn’t playing ball. She couldn’t.

‘What’s the plan tonight?’

His eyes were on her lips, and she knew he wasn’t thinking about work. He was as distracted as she was. All she wanted was for him to close the distance between them, to use his lips instead of his eyes to caress her.

But kissing was definitely not in the plan for tonight, and she had to keep them on track. So she repeated the question, drawing his attention away from her and back to the task at hand.

They discussed the details of the patient, reviewing her previous study together and compared the respiratory events between the two studies. Cam outlined his strategy for the night, and she went through his orders and making sure she was clear on what he wanted. It was pure torture sitting so close to Cam. She studiously ignored the intoxicating aroma of his cologne that wafted over her as they bent over the laptop together. There were only centimetres between them but it could have been metres, because it was clear that Cam had no intention of closing the gap.

Once they were both satisfied that they were on the same page they sat back and watched the girl sleep, chatting occasionally.

‘Yay! REM!’ Stacey exclaimed as she watched Tamara’s EOG signals snap across the screen, mimicking the rapid eye movements of what was commonly referred to as the “dreaming” stage.

‘REM’s my favourite stage to watch. So much variation, and when the REMs burst across the screen I try and imagine what they’re dreaming about.’ Stacey babbled, forgetting herself in her excitement.

‘There’s too much risk in REM. Breathing becomes unstable, heart rate increases, events can become more severe. And don’t forget about REM sleep disordered behaviour. No, I much prefer slow-wave sleep. It’s so calm and peaceful. Barely anything can affect the steady parameters when you are in that stage.’

Stacey glanced at him over her shoulder.

‘Really? But that’s so boring, playing it safe. I wouldn’t have pegged you for a—. No, wait there,’ she paused, thinking about it for a moment. His reaction to her plans made sense if she thought about it in that light. ‘I guess that kind of is you, isn’t it?’

‘I like to think of myself as more of a steady, stable bloke than a boring one, but otherwise that’s probably true. And I guess that means you’re a bit of a courageous risk taker?’

Stacey dropped his gaze, looking down at her nails, almost shy.

‘I wouldn’t say that.’

‘I would.’

Stacey looked up as Cam’s voice deepened, losing its humour.

‘What you plan to do, Stacey, takes a lot of courage. It is a huge risk, but with the potential for the biggest payoff around. To attempt it at all, let alone by yourself, takes a lot of guts, and I really do admire you for it. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you that straight away. I’m sorry about everything to do with how I reacted. I was totally out of line and you were right to call me on it.’

Stacey blinked furiously as her eyes began to water. It felt as though a small hole in her heart healed with his words. His opinion, good or bad, shouldn’t matter this much to her.

But it did.

And she was glad she had her friend back.

‘Thank you, Cam. That means. . .so much to me.’

‘You should have had it from the start. I just. . .I’ve just been in a very strange place, for a very long time, and sometimes it can warp your thinking.’

‘What do you mean?’ Stacey asked, her curiosity piqued.

Cam looked away from her then, focussing on the brain waves scrolling across the screen. He was silent for a long time. Stacey watched various emotions chase themselves across his face—grief, fear, uncertainty. His face finally cleared and it looked as though he was ready to tell her, whatever it was.

But then a loud sound emanated from the laptop, a rustling as the girl woke from her REM period and rolled over.

‘It’s time to get in there,’ Cam said, finally looking over at her. Stacey stood up reluctantly, wishing the girl had slept for a little longer. She’d been so close to getting a glimpse of the man beneath the mask, but the moment had well and truly passed. Stacey grabbed a torch and slipped from the room, knocking quietly on the girl’s door before entering.

‘Hi, Tamara,’ Stacey whispered as she moved towards the bed, shining the torch in front of her so she didn’t trip on anything.

‘Is that you, Stacey?’ Tamara asked, her voice still clogged with sleep.

‘Yes, it’s me. Hope you’re not too disappointed.’

‘Is Doctor Cam still here?’

‘Yes, he is. Do you want me to get him?’

In the pale torch light Stacey detected a faint blush staining the adolescent’s cheeks.

‘No! Don’t do that. I, um, he hasn’t been watching has he?’ she asked.

‘Yeah, he has,’ Stacey said, nodding her head.

‘Oh, okay. It’s just. . .you can’t actually see what I’m dreaming through all these wires, can you?’ she asked, gesturing to the electrodes attached to various spots over the top of her scalp.

‘No, we can’t. All we see is a bunch of squiggly lines that can tell us when you are dreaming, but not what you are dreaming about.’

It was an unusual question, and it took Stacey a moment to realise why the girl was concerned. She stifled the chuckle and sat down next to Tamara, assuring her that whatever she’d dreamed was still completely private.

After that the girl relaxed and Stacey pulled the nasal cannula and oral-nasal thermistor off her face, replacing it with the nasal CPAP mask that sat securely over the girl’s nose. She switched on the machine and waited until Tamara was comfortable with the new settings, then left her to get back to sleep, returning to the make-shift observation room.

‘Is everything alright in there?’ Cam asked as she sat back down.

‘Yeah,’ Stacey answered distractedly. She was busy documenting the changes to the study.

‘What was all that talk about dreams?’

A grin split her face, but she wouldn’t look at him, continuing to type up her notes.

‘Just, ah, girl stuff.’

‘What kind of girl stuff?’

Stacey attempted to cast a haughty look over her shoulder, which didn’t quite work as she was still fighting the urge to giggle.

‘The kind nosy male doctors aren’t to know about.’

‘But—’

‘She just wanted to make sure her dreams remained private, which is a fairly reasonable concern, I would think. I certainly wouldn’t want anyone to see the dreams I’ve been having lately.’

Too late she realised she’d said too much. Cam’s antenna must’ve been pricked, because he picked up on the slip immediately.

‘Really? What have you been dreaming about?’

Though the words were drawn out slowly—almost as though he didn’t care—it did nothing to stem the tide of Stacey’s embarrassment. She couldn’t help it—her face turned a bright, tomato-red.

‘Oh, just standard dreams,’ she answered, not meeting his eyes.

‘I wouldn’t think standard dreams would illicit such a delicious shade of red. You only turn this colour when you’re embarrassed, and the only kind of dreams that would embarrass you is. . .oh.’

‘Mmm-hmm,’ Stacey answered finally meeting his gaze, confirming his summation. She’d dropped her guard for an instant, exposing herself, and he gasped beneath the intensity of her desire.

She pulled the guard back into place almost immediately, returning to the smooth professional image she’d managed to maintain all night. But she realised the damage was already done when Cameron shifted awkwardly in his seat. A quick glance revealed the increased pressure she’d put on his pants, and her mouth went dry at the evidence of his desire.

‘She’s off to sleep now,’ Stacey said, valiantly drawing her attention back to their patient. Together they watched as she moved into slow wave sleep. Stacey tweaked the settings to improve the girl’s saturation levels, but there was not a lot to do while she was in a stable sleep period.

She felt his eyes on her constantly, but she refused to glance at him. She dug her teeth into her lips worriedly, forcing herself to concentrate intensely. She tucked loose strands of hair behind her ear endlessly as they continued to fall forward, and was almost pleased to have something to do with her hands; something that didn’t involve touching him.

Soon, she became lost in her work, focussing on resolving each respiratory crisis as it occurred. As her success grew, and the girl’s breathing stabilised, she felt her pride swell.

‘How come you don’t want a man in your life?’ The sudden sound, and the words themselves caught her by surprise. Stacey whipped her head around to face him.

‘Are we really going there again? What’s the point in apologising if—’

‘No. That’s not what I meant,’ he clarified quickly. ‘Obviously you’re interested in men, and in relationships, otherwise you wouldn’t have gotten married. Did your ex really do that bad a number on you that you’ve now given up all hope?’

Stacey had managed to work here twenty months without her failed marriage ever coming up in conversation. At least this time she wasn’t bursting into tears at the mere mention of it. Maybe she was finally getting over it. At the very least, she was strong enough to talk about it now.

‘Yes and no,’ she answered, still deciding how much to tell him.

‘What does that mean?’

‘Short answer: Yes, he did do that bad a number on me; no, that isn’t the reason I’ve given up on men.’

Should she continue? She’d already opened herself up to him, exposing her most closely guarded secret. Maybe if she gave him her story he might understand why she was having a baby on her own.

‘And the long answer?’

Stacey stared at the computer screen, keeping an eye on their patient so she wouldn’t have to watch his reaction. She didn’t want to see the pity in his eyes—she’d had enough of that in Sydney—from her friends; from his family; but most especially from Brian himself.

Here goes nothing, Stacey thought, bracing herself, and then began to talk.

‘Brian and I started dating when we were in high school—. Love’s young dream, his Dad used to call us. But it wasn’t just Brian I fell in love with. It was his family as well. You have to understand, my childhood. . .wasn’t pleasant. I wasn’t abused or neglected, really, I just. . .was never part of the “Newman” clan. But the Tallia’s. . .they welcomed me with open arms. I felt like I’d finally found where I belonged. Mum was happy for me too. I know she always felt bad that I didn’t fit with Vince—my step-father’s—children, but she’d never been strong enough to force them to include me. Once I met Brian, though, everything seemed to fold out like a dream. We went off to uni together, we bought an apartment, got married and planned to have a family. But Brian was never ready to take that final step. He kept putting off our baby plans. “Just one more year, I promise I’ll be ready in a year,” he would say. But the year would come around and he still wouldn’t be ready.

‘Finally, the last year rolled around, and when I broached the subject again he told me he’d changed his mind. He didn’t want to have children now – and not for a very long time. He had too much “living” still to do. But, he assured me, he knew how important having children was to me. So, for my sake, he thought we should get a divorce. He wanted me to move on and find a man who would give me the children I deserved.’

‘What a coward,’ Cam declared in disgust.

‘I know that, now. But then. . .I thought he was being noble. I decided to give him time, to wait until he was ready. I was so certain he would come running back to me within a month, then within two, then three. And I wasn’t alone in this belief. His mother encouraged me to wait. Until, all of a sudden she changed her tune. She started encouraging me to date other men, to try to move on, or, at the very least, to make Brian jealous. I didn’t understand at first, but then I found out that Brian was dating someone. He’d probably been dating her all along, but he’d kept it quiet those first few months. I tried to move on after that. I tried. . .but it wasn’t the same. None of them compared to Brian.’

No one but Cam.

‘Then, one day, completely out of the blue, Brian asked me to lunch. Finally, I thought. Finally, he’s coming back to me. But I couldn’t have been more wrong. Instead of repairing our marriage, he’d come to terminate it for good. He asked me to sign the divorce papers there and then. He needed it to go through quickly so he could marry this Emily before their baby was born.’

She heard Cam gasp beside her but she ignored it, lost in the memories; in the pain.

‘Fool that I was, I went to see his mother. I thought she’d be on my side, I’d hoped she’d talk him out of it. But I’d forgotten-you can’t join a family. You can only be born into it. And a new grandson trumps an ex daughter-in-law any day of the week. So that was that, all my dreams shattered, and my new family swept away from me in one fell swoop,’ Stacey finished with a bitter little laugh.

Cam was silent for a moment, but Stacey dare not look at him. She was scared. She’d never opened up to anyone, never revealed so much of herself before. If he crushed her now. . .

‘That just plain sucks,’ he said finally.

Stacey felt Cameron lift a comforting hand to her shoulder, patting her gently and the breath she was holding escaped in a relieved sigh. She turned to face him, quickly shrugging away from his touch.

‘Don’t feel sorry for me, please. I don’t need it – not anymore. All I’ve ever wanted in this life was to have my own family. And I’m going to have that. I just won’t have a husband. My happiness won’t depend on a man who can walk away whenever he wants.’

‘But instead—and don’t shoot me for saying this—’ Cam held up his hands as if to ward off her attack, ‘—you’ll be dependent on a child for your happiness. That’s a huge burden for them to bear. And it might not be all that healthy—for either of you.’

‘Oh, but Cam, I’m not expecting the child to perform for me, to entertain me. It’s just that I will finally belong to a family. To my family. And no one can take that away from me.’

‘And you’re happier this way?’ Cameron asked but she could tell it was more a statement than a question. Finally, he seemed to be realising that she knew what was best for her future.

‘Yes. I really think I am.’ She answered, smiling over at him.

They sat in silence for a while after that, watching as Tamara drifted peacefully through her sleep stages. Stacey stifled a yawn and was about to get up and make a coffee when Tamara momentarily aroused and rolled onto her back, drifting back into stage two. The k-complexes disappeared from her EEG and her EMG amplitude dropped away.

Almost immediately she started having trouble breathing, her nasal flow dropping in amplitude for several breaths and her oxygen saturation plummeting, only resolving with a brief EEG arousal. Within moments the tell-tale rapid eye moments commenced.

Stacey sat forward and saw Cameron do the same. They were both intensely focused on the screen as Stacey started manipulating the settings. They worked together to stabilise her breathing, sparking off each other. Stacey was glad he was there to help. As more complex breathing issues arose, his wealth of knowledge became invaluable. She’d never titrated on a patient undergoing chemotherapy before, but Cam had whilst he was in the States, and was aware of the complications involved.

A half hour after the REM period started, Stacey sat hunched in front of the laptop, her fingers unconsciously crossed as she waited to see if this latest pressure change would make the difference. The previous ones had made improvements, but the girl was still waking every thirty seconds. They’d taken a gamble this time, increasing the delta pressure beyond the normal limits, but Cam assured her that it was safe. She really wanted this to work for the girl she’d grown so fond of.

The lines flowed across the screen, maintaining their amplitude. Oxygen remained steady at ninety-eight percent. Her snoring had ceased, which were all good signs. There hadn’t been a rapid eye movement during the last five minutes of stability, though, which could suggest that the REM period was over and they wouldn’t be able to check these pressures until she went into this stage again.

There it was. The flicker in the EOG leads. She was still in REM. Stacey let go of the breath she hadn’t realised she was holding, and felt the tension ease in her chest.

Yes! They’d done it!

She looked over at Cam, and saw the same relieved grin she couldn’t move off her face, on his.

‘Nice work, Nurse Carter,’ Cam congratulated her, leaning back in his seat and running his hands down his thighs, stretching out.

‘Couldn’t have done it without you, Doctor Lewis,’ she mimicked his formal tone nodding her head towards him, but she couldn’t maintain the formal tone, and a grin split her face in two.

Stacey turned back to the computer screen, taking in the beautiful sight of Tamara’s even respiratory pattern. She inhaled and exhaled deeply, content. With the most severe period of sleep—supine REM—under control, Tamara should be able to sleep through with barely a problem.

Now that she didn’t need to concentrate as intensely on the patient, she became overwhelmingly aware of the man sitting beside her. They must have moved their chairs closer together without realising it, because their knees were almost touching beneath the desk, their body’s side-by-side. She shifted in her chair, infinitesimally putting more distance between them. The chair squeaked slightly as she moved it, grating in the quiet room. Stacey glanced across at Cam and found him staring at her.

‘What?’ she asked, tucking her hair behind her ear self-consciously.

He stared for a moment longer, his eyes roaming over her face before he shook his head.

‘Nothing. I just. . .it looks like you have everything under control here now.’

‘I think so,’ Stacey said, glancing back at the screen. ‘Fingers crossed we have smooth sailing for the rest of the night,’ she continued, holding up her crossed fingers to show him.

He nodded his agreement and looked back at the screen, tapping his fingers lightly on the desk.

‘Even if you don’t, you know what to do now. You don’t need me here anymore. So I guess I should get going then,’ he said, though he still didn’t move. Stacey felt a stab of disappointment at his words. Of course he was right. It was amazing he’d stayed as long as he had, because doctors weren’t usually around for the acquisition of the study. Stacey was extremely glad he’d been around tonight, but she couldn’t expect him to stay any longer.

‘No, these pressures seem to work for her. You should go home and get some sleep.’

‘Yeah, it’s been a long day,’ he said, rubbing a hand over his face. When he pulled it away she could see the fatigue lining his eyes that she hadn’t noticed before.

‘Have you been working all day?’

‘I took a break this afternoon,’ he answered, leaning his elbow on the table and resting his head in his hand, angling around so they were looking straight at each other.

‘Did you sleep?’

‘No. I. . .no I didn’t sleep.’ ‘You must be exhausted,’ she said, empathising with the feeling.

On impulse, she leaned forward and ran a finger lightly across one of the lines creasing out from his eye, trying to smooth away the tiredness. He closed his eyes, and she savoured the feel of his smooth skin beneath her cool fingers. His head turned, burrowing in to her hand. She cupped his face, her thumb stroking his cheek. He opened his eyes and she found herself staring, losing herself in the oceanic depths of his. He reached out and cupped her face, the same way she was touching him. His head rose towards hers, moving ever so slowly, giving her a chance to pull back if she wanted to. But she knew she wouldn’t. She couldn’t. Not when she could see the same desire she felt swirling inside his eyes.

Finally his lips brushed hers. Tentatively at first, tasting. He felt firm, but pliant— everything she’d imagined and more. He pressed deeper, slowly, as though he was controlling himself. She wanted him to crush her to him, she wanted to close the gap between them, to press every centimetre of herself to him. But she didn’t want to scare him. He slid the hand at her face around to the back of her head, burying it in the silky softness of her hair, holding her to him, like he was scared of losing her. He moved the other around to her back, finally pulling her tighter.

Stacey lost control. She ran her fingers through his hair, pulling him closer as his mouth plundered hers. Her body was alight, sensations like she’d never felt before searing through her. She ached with desire. Her breasts were tingling in anticipation, every part of her screaming out, wanting to be touched by him. She arched her body towards him, needing to feel his body against hers. It was awkward sitting in separate chairs and she couldn’t get close enough.

She stood and moved towards him, her hands on either side of his head, gripping his lips to hers. His chair swivelled and she stepped between his legs, leaning into him. He ran his hand down the length of her body and she melted, falling into him. His hands were beneath her legs, guiding her and before she knew it she was straddling him. She felt his firmness through the material of their pants and grinded herself against him, needing to be closer.

His hands were at her waist, one sliding beneath her shirt whilst the other secured itself around her buttock. Her breasts were heavy with want. Finally he reached them and she pulled her mouth back from his, groaning in pleasure against his lips. She arched into him, pressing her breast into his hand, her pelvis rubbing against his.

He trailed kisses down her neck as she leaned backwards. She shuddered, never wanting him to stop. She grabbed on to the shelf behind his head to help her get better leverage, but whatever she grabbed wasn’t stable. She opened her eyes as she began to wobble, her knees instinctively digging into him. Cameron’s hand slid from her breast to wrap around her waist, pulling her back towards him. They rocked for a moment, but managed to remain upright.

‘Are you alright?’ he asked, his voice ragged.

‘Yeah,’ she said, leaning her face against his to catch her breath. Gradually reality began to filter back in. They were at work. She was in the middle of a study. And she was straddling her colleague.

Not the best idea in the world, but damn, it sure felt good.

She wriggled around, enjoying the feel of him against her, and heard him groan. His hands trailed along her back, ever so lightly and she sighed. This felt nice. But she couldn’t stay here forever.

Reality abruptly returned when she opened her eyes and found herself staring at a row of green bedpans.

Eurgh! Definitely the wrong place to be doing this.

Reluctantly, she pushed herself off Cam, and began to tidy herself. He stood as well, running a hand through his hair.

‘So. . .,’ Cam began.

‘Yeah,’ she nodded. There were no words to describe the intensity of what had just passed between them.

‘I guess I’d better head off,’ he said, running his hands along the back of the chair.

‘Probably,’ Stacey said, vaguely nodding in agreement. Her body was still buzzing, alive after so long.

He took a step towards her, trailing a finger down her arm.

‘So, I’ll give you a call, yeah?’ He murmured into her hair.

‘Mmm-hmm,’ she agreed, nodding.

He picked up his briefcase and moved towards the door. She followed him, not wanting to say goodbye. He stood looking at her for a moment before leaning down, his lips caressing her ear. Shivers coursed through her body. She knew if he wanted her now, he could have her.

‘You might want to fix your hair,’ he whispered, and she could hear the smile in his voice.

‘What?’ she asked dazedly, her hand automatically moving to her head as he waved goodbye, closing the door behind him.

‘Argh!’ she screamed when she realised random clumps of hair had come loose from her ponytail and were sticking out at odd angles from her head.

She sat down in front of the computer, pulling a brush from her bag, re-doing her hair and replaying the kiss in her mind.

Her body had never, never, felt like this before.

She was all giddy inside.

Stacey felt her excitement bubble to the surface. Jumping up from the chair she did a little dance around the small room. She didn’t pay attention to the little voice telling her to stop, warning her that she was getting emotionally attached. She didn’t care. She felt fantastic for the first time in a long, long while. And this was only the beginning. She couldn’t wait for his call.

Chapter 6

He didn’t call.

Stacey was buzzing with excitement for the rest of her shift, looking forward to the weekend ahead. She kept checking her mobile phone, wondering if maybe Cam might even text her when he got home.

He didn’t.

She wasn’t sure she’d be able to sleep when she got back to her place that morning, but she managed it, crashing out almost as soon as her head hit the pillow. She awoke feeling groggy. Sunlight streamed around the closed blind in her bedroom, so she knew it was sometime in the afternoon. Her hand shot out to grab her mobile phone where it rested on her bedside.

No missed calls.

He was probably just waiting to make sure he didn’t wake her, she assured herself as she showered, taking care to wash her hair and shave her legs. Even though she hadn’t heard it ring, she still checked her phone as soon as she was out of the shower.

No missed calls.

He was just a very considerate person, she thought as she plucked her eyebrows. She grinned at herself in the mirror as she dressed. Hopefully that consideration would be evident in his lovemaking skills tonight.

She pottered around the house, keeping herself busy, trying to fool herself that she wasn’t sitting around waiting for the phone to ring.

It wasn’t that she liked him, she told herself. It was just a physical thing. She wasn’t breaking any of her new, self-imposed rules, if she kept it that way. And this urgency she had to see him was only to sate the physical desire he had awoken in her.

As afternoon turned into night and she still hadn’t heard from him she came to the realisation she’d be eating alone. Ignoring the disappointment she set about cooking herself a quick dinner. She hadn’t realised how much she’d been counting on his company.

After dinner she pulled out a book but couldn’t concentrate. She sat in front of the television, staring but not seeing, replaying every moment of last night. She shivered as she remembered the feel of him pressed against her, their mouths locked together, his eyes heavy with desire.

He was definitely going to call.

Stacey fell asleep on the sofa, waiting. Sometime after midnight she roused herself and staggered to her bed. She checked her phone again, but there was nothing.

When she still hadn’t heard from him the next morning, she considered calling him. But he’d specifically said that he would call her. She decided she needed to do something. She didn’t want it to seem like she’d been sitting around waiting for him when he finally did make contact. She rang a girlfriend and they went shopping. Stacey continued to check her phone every half hour, or less, to no avail.

Maybe there’d been some sort of accident, or an emergency at the hospital. Maybe he’d lost his phone. As the excuses ran through her head that night, Stacey knew she was clutching at straws. She just didn’t know what else to do.

Stacey was checking on a patient when Cameron walked into the room on his rounds the following morning. Her heart jumped into her throat when she saw him, her lips instinctively forming into a smile.

Surprise flickered in his eyes when he saw her. His gaze drifted down to her lips. She saw desire flare and felt the answering fire ignite inside her.

It didn’t matter that he hadn’t called. If this was just to be a physical fling, he didn’t need a reason, either. As long as he still wanted her, that’s all that mattered. Because, boy, did she want him.

Before she knew what was happening, a shield came down in his eyes, turning the molten desire into an icy gate, harsh enough to send a shiver down her spine. He nodded to her briefly in greeting before turning to the patient. When he’d finished with the check-up he curtly gave her his orders and left the room.

What was that all about?

She pondered the issue as she stood at the nurses’ station, completing some paperwork and watching him walk in and out of each patient’s room. Once he’d completed the rounds he came over to the nurses’ station, ignoring her and giving the rest of his orders to one of the other nurses before walking away.

Stacey shook her head in disbelief. Had that really happened?

She couldn’t believe the change in him, but she refused to spend any more time wondering. She ran down the corridor until she caught up with him just before he walked into the consulting room.

‘Cam!’ she called out before he closed the door.

‘Yes?’ he asked, turning around but keeping the door half closed, so only his head poked out.

‘Can we talk?’

‘I’m a little busy right now. I’ve got patients to see this morning.’

‘Consults don’t start for another half hour.’

‘I need to review the data,’ he said, but she could tell it was just an excuse. He was practically closing the door in her face. She’d never known him to be so rude.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked, a little concerned now by the complete personality change in him.

‘Yeah, I’m fine. Just busy.’ The words sounded reasonable, but the tone was anything but.

‘Oh, okay, well, I just, um, I just wanted to talk about Friday night.’

‘You did a great job. I checked on her over the weekend and Tamara is doing well.’ So he’d been in to the hospital. Well, that wasn’t too bad. Maybe he’d been caught up here.

‘That’s good to hear. But, ah, that wasn’t what I wanted to talk about. I, we—,’ but Stacey was cut off when Ed, the director of the sleep lab, walked over to them.

‘That was a fine game yesterday, my boy,’ the genial older doctor said as he reached them. ‘We’ll have to have a rematch soon, though. I think I must be a bit rusty.’

‘What? Did you guys—’

‘We played a marvellous game of golf yesterday. A little spur of the moment, Cameron rang me Saturday to tee it up,’ the man laughed at his own pun. Cameron joined in, though the humour didn’t reach his eyes.

Stacey couldn’t laugh. She felt sick to the stomach.

Instead of ringing her, he’d organised a game of golf with his boss.

Really?

Stunned, Stacey had trouble believing it. As the two doctors continued to chat about different aspects of the game, though, she realised it was true.

Cameron had chosen golf with his boss over sex with her!

How could he? Was she really that bad? Had he been faking? The questions raced through her head. She tried to block them out, but couldn’t.

She’d been rejected.

Again.

Not here! Not here! Not here!

She chanted the words to herself in an attempt to stop the tears that were forming in her eyes. She needed to get away, fast.

Stacey made her excuses, keeping her voice cordial all the while her eyes shooting daggers at Cameron. She back pedalled out the door, somehow maintaining a controlled pace until she rounded the corner, and then she bolted for the bathroom.

As soon as she had the door locked tears started to trickle down her face. Only a few and she wiped them away, quick smart. This, he, wasn’t worth her tears. No man was.

She shouldn’t be upset. Whatever had been going to happen, wasn’t supposed to be emotional. She knew he liked to keep things casual. He may not have specifically told her as much, but when one person wanted a child and the other didn’t, a long-term relationship together wasn’t exactly in their future.

Maybe he didn’t know she felt that way. What if he’d assumed she’d want a commitment? But he knew she was off men. She had said as much that very night. . .and then. . .

Oh, no!

Shame spiralled through her as she remembered. Less than an hour after telling him she never wanted to get involved with a man again, she’d thrown herself all over him. Oh, how could she?

No wonder he was running scared. He probably thought she’d changed her mind about being a single mum and was now pinning all her hopes on him becoming her baby’s daddy. Nothing could be farther from the truth—but how would he know that?

Maybe she should tell him she didn’t want anything serious; that she wasn’t looking for a father for her child, but just for a good lay. Then he might change his mind.

No! She couldn’t do that. That was pathetic and desperate. And she might be completely wrong—if he’d changed his mind for another reason and she came along offering herself like roast pig on a platter. . .A shudder ran through her at the horrifying, humiliating thought.

If he didn’t want her anymore, then that was up to him.
 
Something flickered in her mind, an image of Cameron from this morning. His eyes. This morning, when he’d first seen her, there had been a spurt of desire in his eyes before he’d retreated behind his wall. He still wanted her, but something was stopping him. Maybe she was right, maybe she should. . .

No! It didn’t matter why he hadn’t called; what his reasons were. She didn’t need the hassle of sorting through whatever hang-ups he had.

But she did need a guy. Stacey could see that now. She didn’t need a boyfriend, or a husband, but her body needed a man. She’d been naïve to think she could live a full, sexless life.

And she had Cam to thank for that—for making her aware of this physical need within her. Well, maybe she wouldn’t thank him, because he’d left her wholly unsatisfied. But she could do something to rectify that situation. She just needed to figure out what.

‘Saturday night is going to be awesome.’

The words filtered over Cam’s head as he made himself a coffee in the staff tea room. Two of the scientists – Teegan and Matt – were having lunch and discussing their weekend plans.

‘I know. Have you asked Jimmy yet? I think he’d be great for Stacey.’

Cam’s ears pricked up when he heard her name. His head straightened, tense, but he made a conscious effort to relax and keep stirring his coffee. Stacey was not his concern anymore. He’d made sure of that.

‘Nah, Jimmy’s band is playing at the Opal ‘till ten—’

A rocker? Stacey wouldn’t like a rocker.

‘That’s perfect. We’ll get there about nine and catch some tunes. There’s nothing hotter than a guy who can sing.’

Cameron’s hand clenched tight around his coffee mug, so tight that if it had been Styrofoam he would have crushed it. He shouldn’t be listening to this. He needed to pick up his coffee and take it back to his office as planned. But he couldn’t. Some masochistic part of him had to stay here and listen. So he stood with his back to the table, stirring his coffee, pretending not to listen.

‘I don’t want to hear that.’

‘Aw, Matty. I’m sure you get plenty of action without having to sing.’

‘Not as much as Jimmy does. Are you sure you want to set Stacey up with him? She’s too nice for the type of hook-up Jimmy is into.’

‘I know. But she swears black and blue she doesn’t want a relationship. She just wants a causal fling.’

Casual? Stacey? That was never going to happen. It was one of the reasons Cam had not pursued her. His life depended on keeping things casual. And nothing with Stacey would ever be casual. No matter how much she denied it, Stacey was the relationship type.

‘But—’

‘But nothing. That girl has been through her own special kind of hell these last two years and she deserves to have some fun. And who knows, maybe Jimmy will fall for her.’ Something twisted inside Cameron at the thought, but he ignored it.

This was a good thing, he said to himself. It’s what he wanted to happen. It was why he hadn’t called her.

But if it’s what he wanted to happen, then why did the thought of Stacey having fun with someone else hurt so much?

‘Not likely, but I guess if she’s just after a bit of fun then he’s the guy to go to. So, did you watch that DVD I lent you?’

As the conversation drifted to a new topic, Cameron picked up his mug and left the room, deep in thought.

He’d been trying his hardest to forget about Stacey all week. So far he’d been supremely unsuccessful. He couldn’t stop thinking about her—her smile, the feel of her as she’d moved on top of him that night. He’d wanted her so much—too much. He still wanted her. He’d even started dreaming about her.

Countless times over the weekend he’d picked up his phone, searching for her number. He’d had it up on the display, his thumb hovering above the call button. But each time he’d put the phone back down.

He liked to think he was doing the noble thing—and protecting Stacey. But deep down, in a place he barely acknowledged, he knew he was scared.

Because he liked Stacey.

He really liked her.

And if he spent more time with her, if he took things further, then he might start wanting things. Things he shouldn’t even think about, like love, marriage, children. And they were things he could never, ever have.

Music blared from the speakers near the stage. Bodies throbbed on the dance floor in the dim lighting, the smell of sweat and alcohol overwhelming. At a nearby table a group of women shrieked with laughter. The pub was packed, and everybody seemed to be having a great time.

Everyone except Stacey.

She glanced discreetly down at her watch again. Only ten thirty. There’s no way Teegan would let her go home yet, but if she played her cards right, she might be able to slide out of here by eleven, and be back home in bed by eleven thirty.

Come on eleven!

Coming out had been a mistake. Stacey had known that almost as soon as she’d walked into the pub an hour ago, but Teegan, Matt and a couple of other girls from work were all here. They were so excited she’d joined them that she didn’t have the heart to walk straight back out.

So now here she was, sitting at a table near the dance floor, waiting for Teegan and Matt to come back from the bar with their drinks. The others were up on the dance floor grooving away. They’d left her alone with Matt’s friend Jimmy who’d been playing in the band when they first arrived. Although she appreciated the intention, Stacey really wished they’d hurry up and come back.

Though he wasn’t conventionally good-looking, Jimmy definitely had the brooding rocker-look down pat with his dark chin-length hair, two-day stubble, and dark, deep-set eyes. She should be happy. This is what she’d asked for, after-all. But Jimmy just didn’t do it for her. There was no spark, no skipping of her heart, like there was with Cameron.

Forget about Cameron, she ordered herself sternly. That was never going to happen. He’d certainly made that clear enough by avoiding her whenever possible at work this past week. He hadn’t even come by the lab to look over studies in the afternoon. Even when they’d been fighting over her baby, he’d still come by. Whatever had been between them, even the friendship, was over. She needed to move on.

Just not with Jimmy.

‘Do you want to dance?’ Stacey jumped, startled by the throaty whisper in her ear. She flinched as Jimmy’s lips lightly brushed her skin and his breath, potent with alcohol, invaded her senses.

‘No, thanks.’ Stacey said, moving her head away. ‘I’ll just wait for the drinks.’ Thankfully he pulled back, shrugging his shoulders as if to say “your choice” and leaned back in his chair. Stacey was relieved until he moved his arm up to rest it over the back of her chair. Her skin crawled where it brushed against his arm. She leaned forward in her seat, shrugging his arm off her back and scanning the crowd for her friends.

It was all Cameron’s fault she was here, Stacey thought, a burst of anger spurting through her. She wouldn’t be in this dark and noisy pub if he’d called her. Instead, they’d probably be somewhere together right now, preferably in bed.

Why hadn’t he called? He still wanted her. She could see it when he looked at her, she could still feel the attraction. It just didn’t make sense for him to pull back. And on top of that, he’d ignored her all week.

Well, okay, so maybe he hadn’t ignored her as a work colleague, but he’d refused to enter into any sort of personal discussion with her. Any time she’d tried to broach the topic he’d shut her down, telling her it wasn’t the time or the place for such a conversation. It was a cop out. He’d just left her high and dry with no explanation.

So now she was here, pretending to like the music, being hit on by slimy guys and she just wanted to leave.

‘Hey, sorry we took so long. There was a massive line-up,’ Teegan called out, as she pushed her way through the crowd, setting her and Stacey’s drinks on the table before pulling out the chair opposite Stacey. A moment later Matt sat down next to her, placing his and Jimmy’s drinks on the table.

‘How are you guys going?’ Teegan asked, a hopeful look on her face.

Oh, dear. Teegan really wanted things to work out between her and Jimmy. There was no chance of that, but Stacey didn’t have the heart to disappoint her friend. Soon, just not yet.

Instead of answering, Stacey ducked her head and focused on her drink, sucking deeply on the straw of her vodka and orange juice. Maybe she’d taken the wrong approach. Maybe alcohol would help relax her a little.

‘Great,’ Jimmy answered, finally removing his arm from the back of her chair as he reached for his own drink. ‘We’re going to have a dance after we finish up here.’

Stacey’s head shot up, first looking over at Jimmy, then back at her friends.

‘I didn’t agree to that,’ Stacey denied quickly.

The smile on Teegan’s face dimmed a little. Instantly Stacey felt bad, but the simmering anger inside her, fuelled by the alcohol she was guzzling, squashed that feeling pretty quickly. If Teegan was so interested in the guy, she should hook up with him herself. Stacey swallowed the words, and focussed on her drink again.

‘But you will soon,’ Jimmy said, smiling assuredly. Stacey saw him wink at Teegan and her stomach rolled again.

She couldn’t do this any longer. She’d have to make it up to Teegan some other time. She sucked the remains of the drink through the straw and placed the glass back on the table.

‘I’m going to have to head off, guys,’ Stacey said as she leaned down to grab her bag from under the table.

‘Aw, no, Stace. Stay, please,’ Teegan begged.

‘The night’s barely started,’ Matt chimed in.

‘No guys, I’ve really got to go. Can you say goodbye to the others for me?’ She asked, rising from the table.

‘Yeah, sure. Have a good night.’

‘Thanks,’ Stacey waved a hand in the direction of the table as she moved towards the door.

‘Was it something I said?’ She heard Jimmy ask the guys once her back was turned.

Yes! Stacey wanted to scream at him as Teegan rushed to assure him it wasn’t. But to be fair, it wasn’t just him. If she looked at it objectively, it wasn’t that he was bad looking, or all that creepy, really. He just wasn’t Cam.

The simmering anger burst through again as she made her way to the taxi rank. He’d managed to ruin her night without even being here. He had no idea what he’d done to her, awakening her sexuality, giving her the briefest glimpse of how good sex could be, and then snatching it away without a word.

Well, it was about time he found out.

‘I win again!’

Cameron looked up from the television screen towards his brother, Brad, who was standing in the centre of his lounge room pumping his hand in the air in a sign of triumph. He threw the controller onto the coffee table in disgust.

‘Although I have to say you were never this easy to beat before. Is everything alright?’

‘Yes!’ No!

“Cos you haven’t been the best of company tonight, either.’

Cameron ignored his brother, getting up off the sofa and moving into the kitchen to grab a beer from the fridge. His brother was being unusually perceptive tonight but Cam didn’t want to talk about it. He didn’t want to think about it, either, but he couldn’t seem to stop the thoughts. Nothing was holding his concentration, not even a drag racing championship on his beloved Play Station. All he could think about was Stacey, out meeting guys, smiling at them, touching them, kissing them.

Ugh! This had to stop! He held the beer to his eyes, hoping the chill of the glass would wipe the images from his mind.

‘Another?’ he asked Brad, reaching into the fridge automatically. At his nod, Cam grabbed the beer and popped the lid.

‘Do you want to go another round?’ he asked as he sat back down on the sofa, stretching his legs out in front of him, and taking a swig of his beer.

‘Nah, I don’t think it’d be right to knock a man when he’s down, which you clearly are. Are you going to tell me her name?’

‘Whose?’

‘The broad that’s put you in this mood. Even for you, it’s pretty sour, and that’s saying something.’

‘There’s no woman.’ Yes there is.

‘Is it that Stacey chick? You know, the one who helped you buy those presents for Kaidee?’

‘No!’ Cameron bit out, jumping off the sofa and storming out to the balcony. He leaned against the rail, looking out over the inky blackness of the Brisbane River. He could see the bright lights of the city around the bend in the river and, again, thought about going out. He knew where she was. Teegan had tagged her in their location on Facebook. He could just turn up. It wouldn’t look that weird, especially if he brought his brother. Just two guys, on a night out, bumping into some friends from work.

But what would he do once he was there? Sit and stew? Because there was no way he could put the moves on her now. He’d completely destroyed any chance of that. Not that he would go there; his reasoning for backing away was still completely valid. Even if he was having trouble remembering exactly what that reasoning was.

‘Geez, don’t bite my head off, mate,’ Brad said, following him out onto the balcony.

‘I’m sorry, man. It’s not you, I just. . .I’m really screwed up.’

‘So what’s new?’

‘Huh, yeah, I know.’ Cameron looked back out at the river and took another swig of his beer. ‘Your right, by the way, about Stacey.’

‘I always am.’ Cameron snorted with laughter at his brother’s superior tone. ‘So, what happened?’

‘Nothing, really. I started something I shouldn’t have. I stopped it, but—’

‘Why’d you do something stupid like that?’

Cameron looked over at Brad, an eyebrow arched.

‘You’re not still punishing yourself for what happened with Tyler, are you? I know what happened was tragic, painful and all manner of horrible adjectives, but you are allowed to have a life.’

‘I’ve got a life.’

‘A real life, man. Not this shadow of a life you’ve been leading. You need to have some fun, and maybe even think about settling down again one day and—’

‘Don’t even say it. I am not EVER going to have another child.’

‘Okay. Okay. Geez, don’t shoot me for having an idea,’ Brad said, holding his hands up in surrender. ‘You could still, you know, date a woman occasionally.’

‘And what? Give them false hope that I’m looking for a future with them, a future that might involve children? No, man. It’s better all round if I stick to casual, fly-by-night semi-relationships. That way no-one will get hurt.’

Cam stared back out at the river, watching a ferry glide past, and took another swig of his beer.

‘So what’s with this Stacey, then?’

‘She wants a kid.’

‘What? With you?’

‘No. With. . .ah, it’s complicated. It doesn’t matter, anyway. I don’t think she’ll ever talk to me again. Not after this week.’

It still cut Cameron to the quick, remembering the pain in Stacey’s face when she realised he’d been out golfing on the weekend. He could be a right bastard sometimes and he didn’t deserve anyone as special as Stacey in his life, even for a moment.

‘Ah, well, them’s the breaks, I guess. Do you want to go another round?’ Brad asked, nodding his head towards the television.

‘Sure, why not compound the misery. It seems to be the night for it.’

Cameron drained the last of his bottle, casting a final glance towards the city lights before heading back inside.

Two rounds later and Cameron’s form was finally starting to improve. They were partway through a circuit when his intercom buzzer rang.

‘What was that?’ Brad asked, pausing the game.

‘The door, but I don’t know who’d be coming around this time of night. You didn’t order more pizza, did you?’ Cameron asked as he made his way towards the intercom.

‘Nah, man, it wasn’t me.’

‘Hello?’ Cam asked as he depressed the button.

‘We need to talk.’ His heart thudded in his chest as he recognised Stacey’s dulcet tones.

‘Stacey! Hi, uh, what are you doing here?’

‘As I said, we need to talk. Now we can do it out here if you want the entire street to know what a complete-’

Buzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

Stacey was cut off by the sound of the buzzer as Cameron unlocked the door.

He heard her push open the door, and felt a little thrill go through him that she was here, even if she sounded mad. Because if she was here, yelling at him, it meant she wasn’t out somewhere, doing God knows what with another man.

He turned back to the living room and saw his brother stretched out on the sofa.

‘Out. Now.’ Cameron pointed his finger at his brother, then the door.

‘So that’s Stacey, ay?’

‘Yes. Now go.’

‘She sounded pretty mad.’

‘Go.’

‘Maybe I should stay, use some of the Lewis charm that you seem to have forgotten, to smooth things over for you.’

‘No.’

‘Don’t I even get to meet her?’

‘No. Now go.’

‘Geez, that’s no way to treat the brother that gave up a Saturday night out partying to cheer up his big bro.’

‘Now.’

‘Yeah, yeah, I heard you. No need to get your knickers in a twist.’ Brad put the controller on the coffee table and grabbed his things.

‘Thanks, man.’ Cameron said as his brother made his way out the door.

‘No worries. Just. . .’

‘What?’

‘Well, I was going to say, “Don’t be stupid”, but I think that’s pretty much a lost cause with you.’

‘Gee, thanks, your faith in me is astounding.’

‘Anytime, man, anytime,’ his brother said, saluting him as walked out the door. The elevator dinged and the doors whooshed open. Cam watched as Stacey raced through, not noticing Brad giving her a curious look as he got in the lift she was exiting. She stormed down the corridor towards him.

‘Come on in,’ Cam said, opening the door wide.

She barely acknowledged him, thundering past him through the open door to his apartment.

Cameron sucked in a breath as Stacey brushed past him in whirl of red silk. He followed her into the living room, his gaze fixated on her shapely legs. He realised he’d never seen Stacey’s legs before. She always wore pants at work. He didn’t know why, because she had some of the sexiest legs he’d ever seen. He wondered whether they’d be as silky to touch as they looked.

No. He needed to concentrate. But then she turned around to confront him, sucking in a deep breath as she prepared to let rip. This, unfortunately for Cameron’s state of mind, had the effect of pushing her chest up, drawing his attention. Her breasts looked larger than he remembered. He wanted to peel away her dress and cup them in his hands. He could almost feel them now.

‘I can’t believe you didn’t call me. How old are you, fifteen? Did you really think we’d never see each other again? We work together for crying out loud!’

The pain in her voice ripped Cameron’s attention away from her body.

‘Stacey, I—’

‘No. You listen to me! I don’t care if you changed your mind. It was late at night, you were exhausted, you weren’t thinking straight. Those are excuses I can handle. They’re weak and gutless excuses, but at the very least you would be acknowledging what happened. To just ignore it; to completely blot Friday night from your memory and then to withdraw your friendship and treat me like I’m the crazy one for wanting to talk about it is unacceptable. We’re adults, Cam. Let’s deal with this like adults.’

‘What do you want, Stacey? Do you want to know why I didn’t call?’

‘Yes! That would be a good place to start. Then you can move on to why you’ve been ignoring me all week.’

Cameron thought about distracting her, skirting around the issue. But she was right. Again. They were adults and he should at least have the decency to be honest with her.

‘The truth is I couldn’t call you, Stacey, or talk to you, or be near you, because if I did I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off you.’

‘So what? If you recall anything from Friday night, surely you realise that’s exactly what I want.’

She said “want”, not “wanted”. Even after all this, she still wanted him. He clamped down on the excitement that shot through him with that realisation. Nothing had changed. They still couldn’t do anything about this attraction.

‘Don’t you understand? It would be a mistake for us to do anything. We’re too different. I can never give you what you really want. When we’re apart I can see all this. But when I’m near you, that all goes out the window. All I want to do is touch you, to be with you. I didn’t trust myself to call you, or talk to you about this, because I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stick to my guns. Even now, standing here, listening to you yell, all I want to do is rip that dress from you, drag you into my bedroom and make love to you all night.’

Stacey felt an erotic shiver pass over her at his words. She looked at him properly for the first time since coming into the apartment and saw the hunger in his eyes. His gaze was roving over her, clinging to her breasts one moment, before shifting to her legs, then roaming back up to her mouth. She slipped her tongue out to moisten her suddenly parched lips and heard his breathing become ragged.

She felt liquid heat run through her veins. Her anger vanished, replaced by molten desire. But her confusion remained.

‘Then why don’t you?’ She asked huskily.

She saw hope flicker in his eyes briefly, in response to the challenge in her voice. Oh, God, how she wanted him.

‘I can’t,’ he bit out, between gritted teeth and she knew he was fighting the urge to do just as she asked.

‘Why not?’ Stacey persisted, moving towards him, pressing her advantage.

‘I told you, we want different things,’ he managed to say, but his eyes told a different story, hypnotised as they were by the sway of her body as she moved in front of him. ‘You want a child, and I don’t.’

‘I don’t want a child from you. I’ve already got that sorted.’ Emboldened, Stacey stepped closer. She’d never felt so brave, or so sexy before. She wasn’t sure if it was because of the alcohol or because of the way Cameron couldn’t tear his eyes from her, and quite frankly, she didn’t care. Tonight she was going to be reckless. She was going to have fun. She was going to have Cameron.

‘And I don’t want a future with you. I’ve already got my future sorted.’

Cameron stood still. He looked like he was frozen. He stared at Stacey as she inexorably made her way towards him. She watched him try to suck in some air as she stopped, only millimetres away from him. He failed.

‘All I want from you is this,’ she ran her finger along his hardness where it jutted out against his pants, ‘deep inside me,’ she finished, enclosing him in her hand.

She felt him shudder beneath her touch and new she’d won.

With a groan he swooped down, his lips finding hers and plundering them. He plunged one hand into her hair, crushing her to him. There was no softness tonight. The need was too strong.

Stacey sank into the kiss, leaning her body into his, her hands drifting to his head. The desire that had been sparking in her since she’d entered the apartment—no, since she’d met him—went into meltdown. She didn’t have the strength to stand as she dissolved with need. Her body thrummed in anticipation. She felt his free hand slide down her back, sparking fires everywhere it touched before settling on her derrière. He pulled her close and she moved against his hardness, trying to get closer. She felt him groan into her mouth as he pulled her in deeper, if that was even possible.

Stacey was in free-fall. She’d never felt like this before. Every part of her was alive; his fingers finding places she hadn’t even known existed. She moved her hands to the bottom of his shirt, tugging, lifting, needing to touch skin. He broke away from her momentarily to pull the shirt off completely, but found her lips again almost instantly.

Cameron’s fingers ran down the side of her dress, searching for a zip. She agreed – there was too much material between them. She shifted slightly to give him access but he gave up and began bunching the dress up, dragging it over her body. She shimmered and helped him pull her free. She was rewarded by the feel of his fingers on her bare skin. Shivers ran through her as her breasts brushed against him. His hands slid up her waist until he reached her breasts, cupping them through the red lace of her bra. Stacey’s nerves went into overdrive. They swelled beneath his touch, the nipples tingling as he brushed them lightly with his thumbs.

She felt a stab of disappointment as his hand left the warmth of her chest, but it was only momentarily. He deftly unhooked her bra and his hand returned once he pulled the barrier free. His lips trailed kisses down her neck, following the curve of her shoulder until he found his goal: nibbling, kissing, tasting the sweetness of her breasts. She pushed his head closer, burying his face in her chest, wanting to be consumed. His fingers drifted south, burrowing beneath the scrap of red lace, sifting through the tightly wound curls until he found the heart of her. Her body twitched convulsively as he rubbed his thumb against her. He slipped a finger inside her. She was moist and warm and ready to explode.

Stacey pressed herself against him, driving herself down, mindless with want. She threw her head back and groaned.

‘God, you’re beautiful,’ he said, pulling his head back and looking down at her, his eyes heavy with lust. He trailed his other hand down her chest and she shuddered beneath his watchful gaze. She was almost at her limit.

Somehow, he seemed to know. He slipped out of her and scooped her up, carrying her into his bedroom. He stretched her out on the bed and slipped his pants off before joining her. She reached down and grabbed him, pushing him onto his back and making her way down his body. She felt wave after wave of shuddering pleasure roll through him as her hot little hands moved over him and then her mouth engulfed him. His hands clutched desperately at her head, and she knew he’d almost lost it.

Stacey could have stayed down there forever, but there was an ache, deep inside her that needed to be filled. She replaced her mouth with her hand again and moved back up his body, enjoying the feel of his skin against hers.

‘I need you now,’ she whispered in his ear and felt him tremble.

He stretched an arm over the bed, opening a drawer and producing a condom. Quickly he sheathed himself and then she was on him, slowly sliding down and engulfing him. She arched above him and he ran his hands over her body, caressing her breasts as they swayed above him, taunting his lips. His hands travelled down, encircling her waist before coming to rest on her hips, guiding her as they moved together, as one.

Stacey stared down into his eyes, lost in a world of blue, even as her body continued to grind against him, harder and faster. Somehow, somewhere, in the middle of all this she was catapulted into another level, something far deeper than the physical joining of their bodies. She leaned down, sinking her mouth onto his, so their tongues mimicked what they themselves were doing. Her breasts slid across his chest, electrified by the rhythm of their movements.

His smooth hardness filled her, stretching her. She moved up and down, squeezing around him, allowing him to fill her. Stacey moved faster and felt Cameron plunge deep within her, over and over again. And still she couldn’t look away, couldn’t stop sharing this moment, this link with him.

Her body began to shudder and spasm. Finally she closed her eyes and gave in. From some place distant she heard Cameron cry ‘Oh, God,’ and then Stacey fell over the cliff and forgot everything.

Chapter 7

Slowly, but surely, Stacey drifted back to earth. She was lying, collapsed, really, on top of Cameron. His arms were wrapped around her and she snuggled down, enjoying the intimacy before she would have to move away.

‘That was good,’ she stated, her voice partly muffled by the smooth muscles of his chest.

‘That’s one word for it,’ he answered, and she could hear the smile in his voice.

‘Well, how would you describe it then?’ she asked playfully, pulling back so she could look into his eyes.

‘Spectacular. Mind-numbing. Earth shattering.’

‘I suppose they would suffice as well,’ she answered, looking thoughtful.

‘You suppose!’ He exclaimed in indignation.

‘Maybe we’ll have to try it again sometime,’ she said, running her fingers across his chest. ‘If you’re still talking to me of course.’

She kept the words light, but she was nervous just the same, tweaking his hairs while she waited for his answer.

He captured her hand in his, trapping it against his chest and waiting till she met his eyes before he answered her.

‘I’m sorry about this week, Stace. I was trying to protect you, and me, in some abstract way. And then I ended up hurting you anyway, which was never my intention. I won’t be that stupid again.’

‘Good,’ she said, leaning down to peck him on the lips before jumping out of bed. ‘In which case, I’d better go,’ she said, searching for her panties.

‘Why?’ Cameron asked, propping himself up on an elbow, unabashed in his enjoyment of the view.

‘I told you I don’t want a boyfriend.’ Stacey said, finding her underwear and sliding the little red thong up her legs before moving out of the bedroom in search of the rest of her clothes.

‘What does that have to do with anything?’

‘I may not have done this casual fling thing before,’ Stacey explained as she hooked her bra in place. ‘But I’ve seen the movies, I know how these things work,’ she continued as she shimmied into her dress.

Once her head was clear, she glanced over at Cam. He was leaning against the wall, naked, his arms crossed against his chest. A shiver ran through her at the memory of that body against hers, inside her. She couldn’t wait to feel that inside her again, but men were different from women. They needed time to recuperate.

‘And how exactly do these things work?’ Cam asked suspiciously.

‘No sleep-overs, no dates, no breakfasts, no talking about emotions or the state of the relationship, no cuddling, no plans for the future – just pure, unadulterated sex, whenever we feel like it.’

‘You seem to have it all worked out,’ Cam said, but she couldn’t read the expression on his face. ‘What about exclusivity?’

Stacey was reaching for her clutch purse, but her hand hovered over it. The thought of Cam doing what they’d just done with someone else didn’t sit well with her. But she couldn’t let him see that. This thing between them was not supposed to involve any emotions. If she let him know she cared, even a jot, he’d be running for the hills.

‘Well, exclusivity probably isn’t all that important. But I think, in this day and age, full disclosure would be appropriate. And, of course, safe sex definitely needs to be practised.’

‘Of course. That goes without saying.’

‘And in the spirit of full disclosure, I should tell you that I won’t be sleeping with anyone else. It’s not a commitment thing, so don’t freak out. It’s just a bit of an ‘ick’ factor. The thought of doing, you know, with more than one person at a time, just kind of grosses me out,’ Stacey said, looking anywhere but at Cam. ‘That’s just me, though. It doesn’t mean you have to be the. . .’ her voice trailed off as she saw the room properly for the first time. There were empty pizza boxes on the table, and beer bottles on the kitchen bench—too many for just Cam.

‘And you’re not, obviously,’ she finished, picking up her purse and moving towards the door, trying to hide the sudden burst of anger. She shouldn’t be mad. Cam could entertain whoever he wanted.

But just the thought that he’d been. . .intimate. . .with someone else, in the same night as her made her skin crawl. She needed to get out of here before she was sick.

‘I’m not what?’ Cam asked, following her to the door.

‘Exclusive,’ Stacey said, gesturing towards the living area as she stalked down the hallway.

‘Maybe next time you could let me know if you’ve already been with someone. I don’t really want to be the encore performance.’

She was almost out of the apartment when Cam moved past her, closing the door and leaning against it so she couldn’t leave.

‘What are you talking about?’ Cam asked again, confused.

‘Fine,’ Stacey huffed, leaning back on her heel. If he wanted to go there, they would go there.

‘The pizza boxes, the beer bottles, clearly you had company tonight. And, I mean that’s fine. I only came over here on a whim. But I’m not quite that casual yet, and—’

‘Alright, stop, now,’ Cameron said, holding a finger up to her lips. ‘I’m not that casual, either. It’s true, I’m not into commitment, but I’m not promiscuous. I don’t have a different woman every night of the week.’ She felt Cameron’s hands move up to her head, cupping her face, and she melted into him, just a little bit. After all, he was saying all the right words.

‘If you noticed the beer bottles and pizza boxes, then I’m surprised you didn’t see the controllers on the coffee table and the game still paused on the television screen. My brother was over earlier, we were having a games night. But I kicked him out when you arrived. So there was no one else tonight. And there was no one else last week, and there won’t be anyone else next week. Just you. While we’re doing, whatever it is we’re doing, there will only be you.’

‘Oh, okay, that sounds. . .good,’ Stacey said, trying to sound like rivers of joy weren’t bursting through her veins. She couldn’t stop the smile spreading across her face, though. His fingers brushed along her cheekbone, and she saw an answering smile on his face. His head drifted down and his lips brushed against hers, strong and powerful, brushing away all her doubts. She dropped her purse as she melted into the embrace, running her hands up into his hair, gripping him to her.

‘Just good?’ he murmured against her lips, pulling back slightly, his eyes heady with desire.

‘No. It sounds very good. Excellent, even.’ Stacey said, coming back to her senses. She slipped free of his arms, and picked up her purse. She reached past him, opening the door and slipping free of the apartment.

‘And make sure you call me, when you want to do this again,’ she called out, waving her purse towards him in farewell as she made her way down the corridor to the bank of elevators.

Stacey bounced up and down on her heels as she waited for the lift doors to open. Tonight had gone well. No. Tonight had been spectacular. Her body was still buzzing from the fantastic sex. It had never been like that with Brian. Maybe it was the no-strings element. She didn’t need to worry about what it meant, there was no pressure to please, just pure enjoyment.

The doors to the elevator closed behind her. Stacey glanced at her reflection in the stainless steel wall. It was a good thing no-one else was sharing the lift with her, because they might be tempted to call the loony bin. She was grinning like an idiot, her hair was a mess, her cheeks flushed, and she was still bouncing around, buzzing with excitement. Okay, so maybe they wouldn’t send her to the loony bin. Maybe they’d know that this was what someone looked like after great sex. She’d just never looked like this before.

The doors dinged open and she walked into the paved gardens. As soon as she was cleared of the lift, she felt her purse begin to vibrate and the familiar ringtone of her phone began to chime. She pulled the phone out and looked down at the caller ID. Cam.

She pressed the answer button and held the phone up to her ear.

‘Hi,’ she answered.

‘So this is me, calling you.’

‘Well, obviously,’ Stacey said, laughing huskily.

‘I hadn’t finished,’ Cameron reprimanded lightly.

‘Sorry, go on,’ Stacey said as she walked through the gardens towards the front gate.

‘I want to do this again.’

‘Good, I was hoping you would. Maybe even tomorrow night,’ Stacey said, grinning.

‘No. Now. I want to do this again, now.’

‘What?’ Stacey asked, stopping in her tracks.

‘I want you, now.’

‘I heard you, I just. . .Are you sure? I mean, can you?’ Stacey asked doubtfully.

‘What do you mean, “Can I”? Of course I can!’ Cameron sounded affronted by her doubt.

‘Really?’

‘Yes. If you want to, of course.’

Stacey didn’t need to think about her answer.

‘See you in a minute.’

‘What happened to you Saturday night?’ Teegan asked her as soon as she arrived in the lab on Wednesday. Images from that night flashed into Stacey’s mind and she prayed her face wouldn’t flush scarlet and give her away.

‘Oh, nothing. I just went home. I was really tired,’ Stacey answered as she pulled out a chair and sat down facing a computer.

‘Well you missed out on an awesome night. Things really heated up after you left.’

They certainly did, Stacey thought, a small smile playing around her lips, but that’s not what she said to Teegan. On Sunday morning, as she and Cam cooked brunch together, they’d agreed to keep their little liaison a secret. It’s not like they were actually having a relationship, so there was no reason to mention it at work.

‘What happened?’ Stacey asked, though she wasn’t really paying attention. Her mind was drifting back over the last few days—nights, really. She hadn’t had a night away from Cameron since they started sleeping together. According to Cam, they didn’t need to stick to the rules she’d seen in movies. They were allowed to eat together and sleep together, as long as they both knew that there was no future, no expectation of more than they currently had.

This worked well for Stacey, because once she started the in-vitro procedure she no longer wanted a man in her life. She would be one hundred percent committed to her child.

But that was still more than four months away. Plenty of time to enjoy all the commitment-free sex she could handle with Cam. And she intended to take full advantage of that time.

‘You don’t mind do you?’

Somehow, the hesitant tone in Teegan’s voice penetrated through the lust-filled haze in Stacey’s mind.

‘I’m sorry. I was distracted for a moment. What were you saying?’

‘Geez, here I was, worried you’d never forgive me and you weren’t even listening.’

‘I’m sorry. Wait there, what wouldn’t I forgive you for?’

‘For hooking up with your man.’

Stacey felt her stomach drop. No. It couldn’t be true. Cam had said he wouldn’t be with anyone else, even though she’d given him the green light, so he had no reason to lie to her. Besides, they’d spent every waking, non-work hour together. He wouldn’t have had a chance to sleep with anyone else. On top of that, Teegan didn’t know about her and Cam. No one did.

Stacey let go of the breath she’d been holding as she reasoned through the fear, though she still had a twinge of anxiety as she questioned Teegan.

‘Who’s my man?’

‘Jimmy, of course. I know I’m a really slack friend. I picked him out for you, set you guys up, but after you left, we kind of just. . .Oh, please, please, please forgive me?’ Teegan begged.

As the remaining anxiety disappeared, Stacey let out a relieved laugh.

‘Jimmy was never my man, Teegan, so there’s nothing to forgive.’

‘Really?’ the woman asked, hopeful.

‘Really. There was no chemistry whatsoever. It was one of the reasons I left.’

‘That’s so good to hear. I thought that might have been the reason, but I wasn’t sure, and then today—’

‘It’s fine. You can stop stressing.’

And so could Stacey. Cam was too honest. He’d never promise her a family and then give it to somebody else.

Something new unfurled deep inside Stacey as the realisation sank in. It was something she’d never experienced before, and it took her a moment to figure out what it was – contentment.

Time flew as she found her nights as full and fun as her days. Stacey and Cam spent almost every night together, exploring each other and enjoying themselves. Stacey loved it. She didn’t spend her days worrying about the hidden meaning in his words, wondering if she loved him or if he loved her, and when he would say it, because that was forbidden. This wasn’t about love. This was two friends, enjoying companionship and sex without commitment. She wasn’t sure why she’d never tried it before.

And what was more brilliant was that she didn’t have to stress about her ticking body-clock, either, because she had her baby making all set as well. Life really couldn’t get more perfect as far as Stacey could see.

‘Hey, you,’ Cameron felt the now-familiar quickening of his pulse as he saw Stacey standing in his office doorway. ‘How did the appointment go?’

‘Pretty good,’ she answered moving into the room and closing the door behind her. Cameron leaned back in his chair as she bolstered herself up onto his desk. His eyes were drawn to her legs as her skirt slipped above her knees with the movement. He couldn’t help the small smile that sprang to his lips – his casual suggestion for a change in uniform was close to one of his best.

She wriggled back, settling into a comfortable position. He caught a glimpse of white lace as her shirt stretched across her breasts and almost groaned. Two months in to this fling and she still managed to stir his blood as no-one had before. Maybe he should violate their no-touching-at-work agreement. He dragged his eyes away from her body and looked up into Stacey’s eyes.

Or maybe not.

Stacey didn’t look like she was in the mood to fool around.

‘What was this one, again?’ he asked, saving his work and closing the file so he could concentrate on her.

‘It was a repeat counselling session, to make sure I know what I’m getting into.’

‘And you told them you did, right?’ If he’d learnt anything over the last few months, it was to be fully supportive of Stacey’s chosen life plan.

‘Yeah. It’s just hard when even the professionals are trying to throw all these doubts your way. No. Not doubts really, because I know this is what I want. But when they point out all the hang-ups for the child, using this method, and then throw other options into the equation, it can eat away at my conviction a little.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, they keep going on about the psychological effects for the child in not knowing who their father is. In theory, I can see their point. But should one hang-up prevent this child from having a life? Just because they don’t know their father, would they rather have never been born? I didn’t know my dad, but I turned out fine.’

‘Of course you did.’

‘Then again, I at least knew who my dad was. He may have died when I was only two, but mum kept his spirit alive. That was one thing she was good at. I know they loved each other when they made me, and I got to see photos of him, and know a little about my heritage. All my child is going to grow up knowing about their father is a list of characteristics.’

‘That will be difficult. But they will know and be loved by you. They will know that they were so important to you, that you had to use the only method available to have them.’

‘Well, that’s just it. It’s not—’ but Stacey didn’t get to finish her sentence because Cam’s intercom buzzed then, interrupting her.

‘Your one-thirty is here, Doctor Lewis. Rory Masters.’

‘Thanks, Shirley,’ Cameron said into the speaker.

‘I better let you get back to work. I’m starting soon anyway,’ Stacey said, sliding off the desk.

‘Are you alright?’

‘Yeah, I’ll be fine.’ Stacey shrugged away his concern. ‘I’ve just got some things to think about.’

Cameron felt unsettled after Stacey left. She’d always been so sure of her decision, so confident it was the right one. To see her doubting that troubled him. He was still concerned that Stacey was biting off more than she could chew with this single parenthood idea. The only thing that gave him any peace of mind over it was her confidence. If that was gone...Oh hell! Cameron pressed his fingers into his eyes in concern.

There was nothing he could do about it, though. Stacey didn’t want his opinion on the matter. She’d always been clear on that point. It was her decision; and her decision alone.

Cameron pushed his concerns to the back of his mind and went through to the reception area to call in his next patient.

A frazzled looking woman stood up, giving him a little wave of acknowledgement before bending down and shaking the shoulder of a young boy who was running a toy car along the carpet. Reluctantly the boy stood up and followed his mother towards the consulting room.

‘Hi, I’m Doctor Lewis. Please, come in and take a seat,’ he said as he ushered them in.

‘Hi, Doctor. I’m Sheila Masters and this here is Rory,’ the woman said as she sat down, gesturing to her son who parked himself on the floor at her feet, his mop of dirty blond hair the only part Cameron could see.

‘What brings you here today?’ Cameron asked the woman.

‘Rory’s been having some trouble sleeping.’

‘What kind of trouble?’

‘Well, he has no problem going to sleep, but he wakes up in the middle of the night screaming. I go in and try and calm him down but he’s not awake. It’s like he can’t hear me, there’s no acknowledgement, nothing. And then he just stops, rolls over and goes back to sleep. I know it doesn’t sound like much, and I thought it was just a phase or something, but it’s every night, and it’s been this way for months now. I just. . .I just don’t know what to do anymore. I’m not getting any sleep when he wakes up like that. It scares the living daylights out of me,’ the woman finished on a half-sob. Cameron silently handed her a box of tissues as she dabbed at the tears staining her cheeks.

‘Am I going crazy, Doc? Sometimes I think I must be imagining it, because Rory has no recollection of it in the morning.’

‘No, you’re not going crazy. It sounds like Rory is suffering night terrors. It’s a fairly common parasomnia in a boy of Rory’s age. I’d like to do a diagnostic sleep study on him, though, to confirm my suspicions, and rule out any other sleep-related disorders. Then we can work out an action plan.’

‘So there are other kids that go through this?’

‘Yes, there are lots. Though for these to be occurring every night is a little unusual. Are you sure it’s every night?’

‘Like clockwork. Sometimes it’s even twice a night.’

‘And when did these start?’

‘Three months ago. On the twenty-sixth of January.’

‘That’s a very precise memory.’

‘Oh, it’s easy to remember the date. That was the day he started school, as well.’

‘Ah, now we are getting somewhere. It’s probably something to do with going to school that has triggered this behaviour. Don’t worry, it’s probably something minor,’ Cam rushed to assure the aghast mother, ‘and after the sleep study he will probably need some counselling with our psychologist to get to the root of the problem.’

‘Is that really necessary, Doc? He’s not crazy, is he?’

‘No, he’s not crazy, but talking to the psychologist and dealing with his issues should resolve the problem sooner.’

‘Oh, okay. Well, anything that can do that is worth a shot.’

‘But first we’ll do the sleep study. I’ll just give bookings a buzz and see when the next available appointment is,’ Cameron said, picking up the phone and keying in the extension line for the bookings department.

After speaking into the phone for a few moments he held his hand over the receiver and spoke to Sheila.

‘There’s been a cancellation on Friday night. Do you think you could make it in for then?’

‘This Friday?’ Sheila asked incredulously.

Cameron nodded his head in confirmation.

‘Yes, we’ll definitely be here,’ the woman hurried to assure him.

‘Excellent,’ Cam said before taking his hand off the receiver and confirming the booking.

Once he hung up the phone he turned back to the boy and his mother.

‘I’ll run through the procedure with you and Rory now, and then we’ll schedule a follow up appointment after the sleep study.’ Cameron waited for the woman’s nod of assent before hunkering down so that he was on eye level with the boy.

‘Hi, Rory, my name is Cam. I was wondering if you might be able to jump up on this seat next to your mum so I can talk to the two of you.’

Bright green eyes shot up at him from beneath the mop of dirty blond hair.

‘Why?’

‘Well, your mum says you’ve been having some trouble sleeping and we want to find out what’s going on.’

The boy looked between his mum and Cam before giving up his game with a sigh and sitting up on the chair next to Sheila. Cameron proceeded to explain the procedure to them. He pulled out a demo headbox and showed Rory the wires that would be attached to his head, letting him have a feel of them so they wouldn’t be too strange on the night of the study. He ran through the other leads that would be attached, ensuring they knew exactly what to expect.

‘So that should be all of them. Do either of you have any questions?’

The mother shook her head, but when Cam turned to the boy he gave just the slightest nod.

‘What do you want to know, Rory?’ Cam asked gently.

‘Are you my daddy?’ the boy whispered, looking straight into Cam’s eyes as he asked the question.

Stunned, Cameron was momentarily speechless. Before he had time to formulate any sort of response, the mother was already scolding her son.

‘Oh, geez, Rory. How many times do I have to tell you that you can’t ask people that question? When, and if, we ever see your father, I will tell you. But until then, you must zip it.’ She slid her hand across her mouth to emphasise the point.

‘I’m so sorry, Doc,’ Sheila continued, turning to Cameron now. ‘His father’s never been in the picture, and that hasn’t been a problem until recently. Ever since he started at that school, he’s been asking random strangers if they’re his father. Between that and the night terrors, it’s no wonder I’m almost batty.’

‘That’s quite alright, Sheila. You took me by surprise there, Rory, but your mum is correct. I’m not your father. Do you have any questions about the sleep study?’

The boy shook his head.

‘Well, then, I think we’re done here.’ Cameron stood up and led the way to the door.

‘Thanks, Doc. It’s just a relief to know I’m not the only one.’

Cameron closed the door behind them, leaning against it, and rubbed his hand over his face. The similarity of this woman’s situation to the one Stacey was preparing to embark on were uncanny, and brought all his concerns for Stacey dead centre.

Was this what her future held, going batty trying to deal with the psychological trauma of her child not knowing its father?

There had to be another way.

Stacey snuggled down into the corner of the couch, coffee in one hand, her tablet device in the other. She took a sip out of the steaming mug before setting it down on the coffee table and focussing back on the document she was reading. She’d already read through it earlier in the week, but she needed to review it again, just to be sure. It was the first—and only—official study on the psychological impact of anonymous sperm donation on a child. And the results weren’t all that positive.

They were bearable, liveable even, if there were no other options. Life was always preferable to never existing. But if there was another option, a way to have the child so that they could know their father, and have at least some form of connection with their biological past, well, that was the way to go.

Stacey didn’t need the official results of the study to know the truth, though. She’d seen the impact first hand last night, with little Rory Masters and his quest to find his father. He’d asked Matt, the scientist who’d set him up, if he was his father. And apparently that wasn’t the first time he’d asked someone.

Then, during the night, when he’d woken screaming in terror, the sound had ripped straight through her soul. To think his poor mother had to listen to that sound from her child every night, and be helpless to stop it, was terrible. Even worse was knowing that it was most likely caused by the deep seated psychological fear of not knowing his father.

And she could be subjecting her own child to that pain. She’d expected there to be some questions as they grew up, some curiosity about their identity when they were a teenager, but five years old? She never, in any of her wildest, worst-case scenario imaginings, thought that a child would be psychologically traumatised by not knowing a parent by the age of five!

She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t go through with using an anonymous sperm donor. She couldn’t subject her child to that pain and uncertainty.

Not when there was another way. She placed the tablet device on the table and picked up the brochure she’d received from the counsellor at the IVF clinic:

Using a Known Donor

She bit her fingernail nervously, staring at the cover, building up the courage to open it.

When she’d first approached the IVF clinic, they had suggested this option. They’d said it was the preferred way of having a child through sperm donation these days. But she’d instantly dismissed the idea. There had been no man in her life she’d have felt comfortable asking.

But now there was.

Cameron would be the perfect man to donate sperm for her.

The perfect man to father her child.

He was adamant that he never wanted to have a child of his own, which worked perfectly for her, because she didn’t want to share parenthood. She didn’t want to pin the stability of her child’s future on fickle romantic associations. They could make the baby together and then part as friends. She’d been planning on ending their fling once she fell pregnant, anyway, so this didn’t change the plans all that much.

Who was she kidding? This would change everything.

But hopefully in a good way.

Finally, she opened the brochure and began to read.

When she finished reading, she couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. This could work. It really, really could work.

Now she just had to convince Cam.

Stacey checked on the roast in the oven before darting back into the bedroom. Cameron would be here any minute now. She gave herself a quick once-over in the mirror to make sure she still looked okay. She’d had a hard time deciding what to wear tonight. She’d discarded all the sexy options pretty quickly because tonight wasn’t about that. She wasn’t going to seduce Cam into giving her a baby.

She’d settled on a long, paisley skirt and a fitted cotton t-shirt. It was what she liked to call her “mother” outfit. She was doing her utmost to exude a motherly vibe tonight, which was why she had the roast cooking as well. She knew she was being silly, but she was desperate for him to agree to her plan, and she was willing to do almost anything to convince him that it would work.

The buzzer rang as she was putting the finishing touches on her makeup and she ran out into the hall to let him up. Once she’d buzzed him through she flitted about the lounge room, plumping cushions and fiddling with the curtains. In a small, reasonable part of her brain she knew she should stop. Cam had been to her place tons of times in the last couple of months. The cushion arrangement on the sofa was not going to impact his decision at all. But she couldn’t stop. If she stood still she was sure she would just burst apart.

After several interminable minutes she heard a rap on the door. She bolted down the hallway and pried the door open.

‘Cam,’ she gasped as the door flung open.

‘Hey, Stacey,’ he answered, smiling.

She stood frozen, gripping the door as though it was her last link to earth.

‘Can I come in? I have wine,’ he said, waggling the bottle up under her nose.

‘Of course, come on in,’ she said, his words breaking through her reverie. Honestly, what was happening to her? One moment she couldn’t stop moving, the next she couldn’t start. If she didn’t get a hold of herself Cam would think she’d gone crazy, and then he’d never give her a child.

‘I’ll take that,’ she said, grabbing the wine bottle from him and leading the way into the kitchen. Maybe a glass of wine was what she needed to steady her nerves.

‘Mmm, what smells so good?’ Cameron asked as she pulled a couple of wine glasses down from the cabinet.

‘Roast lamb,’ Stacey answered, gesturing towards the oven before grabbing a corkscrew from the cutlery draw and attacking the cork.

‘Looks delicious,’ Cam said as he popped the oven door open and took a peek inside. ‘What did I do to deserve this?’

‘Oh, uh, nothing, I just, uh, felt like cooking,’ Stacey said nervously, throwing in a laugh to try and cover her tracks.

‘I’m very glad. And you look gorgeous too. There’s something different about you, though. You look very. . .motherly,’ he said, clicking his fingers as he settled on the right word.

A smile beamed across Stacey’s face, easing some of her tension.

‘That’s the look I was going for.’

‘Well you’ve definitely achieved it. Though I have to say, you look sexier than any mother I’ve ever seen,’ he said, sliding the bottle from her hands and slipping his arms around her waist. He leaned his head down and brushed his lips across hers. She leaned into him and he deepened the kiss, sliding his tongue past her lips and running his hands down over her buttocks, holding her firmly against his growing manhood.

‘Hello to you too,’ Stacey said when they came up for air. Before he could come in a second time and kiss her senseless she slipped from the embrace. There were more important things to think about right now than just sex. She reached for the wine bottle again and began wrestling with the cork.

‘Are you okay?’ Cam asked, looking at her uncertainly. Stacey had never rebuffed him before.

‘Yeah, I’m fine,’ she said. ‘Why?’

‘I don’t know,’ he shrugged. He couldn’t very well say there was something wrong with her because she didn’t want to kiss him, so he settled for something more ambiguous. ‘You don’t seem yourself tonight.’

‘How so?’ she asked, but the innocence was clearly faked.

Cameron pursed his lips together, but decided not to pursue it. Stacey had been a little distracted all week – ever since that counselling session at the IVF clinic.

‘For one, you seem to be having a real struggle with that wine bottle there. Why don’t you give it here?’

Stacey passed the bottle over wordlessly then started tapping nervously on the kitchen bench. The cork slid from the bottle effortlessly under Cam’s steady hands but instead of filling their glasses he set the bottle down on the bench and covered her hands with his own.

‘Seriously, Stacey, what’s wrong?’

‘Nothing,’ she said, shrugging out from under his touch and reaching for the bottle herself.

‘Does this have something to do with the IVF clinic?’ Stacey’s hand slipped at his words and she spilled red wine all over the counter-top.

‘What makes you think that?’ she asked sharply as she grabbed some paper towel to clean up the mess. But her eyes were darting around the apartment, frantic. Cam took the paper towel from her and cleaned up the mess.

‘You haven’t seemed yourself since then,’ he said, his concern growing. ‘And you were looking after Rory Masters last night, weren’t you?’ Stacey nodded wordlessly.

‘It’s making you doubt your decision, isn’t it?’

Again, she just nodded.

‘It’s a terrible quandary for you. No one, and I mean no one, deserves to be a mother more than you do, Stace. I’ve been wracking my brain this week, trying to come up with an alternative solution for you.’

‘You have?’

‘Yeah, but I can’t think of anything that will give you a child in the near future. I think your only options are to go ahead with it as is—’

‘That’s not an option for me anymore.’

Cameron grimaced at her words. That only left one option, and it left a bad taste in his mouth, just thinking about it.

‘Then I guess you’ll have to wait for your happy ever after. We’ll have to end this, what we have here so you can start seriously looking for a man to have a future with.’ It hurt more than he was expecting to say the words out loud, but he knew it was the only option. It was the best course of action—for Stacey, at least.

He looked away from her before she had a chance to respond. He didn’t want to see the relief on her face as he let her go. He didn’t want to know that she would be happy with another man. A man who could fulfil her dreams in a way he never could.

He grabbed the glass of wine and took a deep swig. If he was really honest, he would acknowledge the part of him, deep inside, that was hoping she wouldn’t let them part. That she would give up this desire for a child and then they could continue on the way they were going forever.

But he knew that would never happen.

All he could offer Stacey was what they had now: explosive, mind-blowing sex on a very regular basis. He couldn’t offer her love or marriage. And he definitely couldn’t offer her a child. That wasn’t a part of who he was anymore. And sex, no matter how mind-blowing, could never compare to what she could get from someone else.

So he had to let her go.

He took another deep swig of the wine, trying to remove the bitter taste the words left in his mouth.

‘You want to end this?’ Stacey asked, and he heard the confusion in her voice.

‘So you can find another man to make a baby with,’ Cameron answered without looking at her.

Silence followed his words. But it was a heavy silence, thick with her shock and pain. He spun around to gauge her reaction only to find her backing away from him, her arms clenched around her belly.

‘I can’t believe you just said that.’

‘Why?’ Cameron didn’t understand why she was staring at him as though he’d just told her he’d killed someone. ‘It makes sense. It—’

‘It is the exact same reason Brian used when he left me.’

Her words were like a sucker punch, the pain in her eyes the knuckle rings.

‘Oh, Stacey. I didn’t mean. . .I’m not. . .’ Cameron cursed himself for being so thoughtless. So forgetful. ‘I’m sorry. You know I’m not like him. I don’t want to break up with you. That’s the last thing I want to do! I only said it because, well, once you take anonymous sperm donation out of the equation; it’s the only option you have left.’

‘No, it’s not,’ she whispered, and some of the pain eased out of her eyes.

‘What did you say?’

‘It’s not the only option I have left,’ she said, her voice firmer. ‘There’s another way.’

‘How?’ Cameron demanded, his voice rough with surprise.

Stacey grabbed her wine glass and took a deep sip, as though she was building her courage.

‘It’s this thing called the Known Donor Program.’

‘The what?’

‘The Known Donor Program. Instead of using sperm from an anonymous donor, you ask someone you know to donate for you. Then you can work out between you the amount of contact the child has with the donor—whether it’s just knowing their name, seeing photos, and knowing through the mother the type of person their father is; or having an actual relationship between the father and child. The mother—me—would have sole guardianship. I would be responsible for all aspects of raising the child—financial, emotional, legal, and so forth but they would know their father. Possibly even have a relationship, if he was so inclined,’ she finished, looking at Cameron expectantly.

Her joy was palpable. With every word she’d spoken, her glow had brightened and her pain had dimmed. It was clear to Cam that as far as Stacey was concerned, this was her chance.

‘That sounds uh—’ Cameron stuttered, unsure what to think. Not that it seemed to matter. Stacey was so excited she cut him off before he had a chance to say anything.

‘Fantastic, doesn’t it? I know. It solves everything. It’s just perfect.’

Stacey was simply glowing, her excitement flushing her cheeks a delicate pink, her eyes sparkling. There was something about her now, the way she looked. Content. And it suited her. He’d never seen her look more beautiful.

She carried her wineglass out of the kitchen, and Cameron followed her down to the sofa.

‘So, what do you think?’ she asked purposefully this time.

‘Well, as you said, it seems to solve all your dilemmas,’ Cameron answered cautiously, setting his glass down on the coffee table and settling back into the cushions so he was facing her.

‘I’m so glad you agree. And the brilliant thing is, we could start trying straight away. No waiting period. Well, if we used the IVF clinic there would be a waiting period, but I don’t think there is any need for that. We can just use the natural method – you know – sex. It’s not like I actually have fertility problems so I shouldn’t have any problems falling pregnant.’ Cameron felt his stomach drop at her words. So, they did have to end things after all. When she’d said there was another option he’d thought. . . Oh, it didn’t matter what he’d thought. What he’d hoped. Stacey was going to get the child she’d always wanted.

‘So you’ve got a donor picked out already?’

Stacey looked at him as though he was an idiot. Well, if she was using the word “we” then obviously she already had it sorted.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’

‘Uh, no,’ Cameron answered, frowning at her.

‘It’s you, Cam. I want you to father my child.’

Chapter 8

All the blood rushed from Cameron’s head. He tried to breathe but he couldn’t get enough air in. He started seeing spots in front of his eyes.

Breathe. Just concentrate and breathe.

In. Out. In. Out. In. Out.

Slowly the spots began to fade and the tightness in his chest eased.

He must have hallucinated the words because Stacey knew that he didn’t want children. He’d been very clear about that from the start.

So she couldn’t have said those words to him.

But when he looked over at her, the beaming, expectant smile beginning to dim when he didn’t answer her straight away, he knew she had.

I want you to father my child.

His chest tightened up again and the spots reappeared in front of his eyes as he replayed her words in his mind.

‘So I guess this was a bit of a surprise,’ Stacey said, her full wattage beam dimmed to a nervous smile. He watched her run her hand up and down the stem of her wineglass as she waited for him to respond.

‘I. . .ah. . .yes,’ Cameron managed to get out as he focussed on his breathing again.

Just don’t think about it.

But how could he not? She was sitting there, waiting for him to answer her.

‘Look, I know it’s a shock. The idea might take a little while to get used to, but you’ll see that it’s the perfect arrangement. We were going to finish up when I fell pregnant anyway, so why can’t we just stop using protection and carry on the way we are until I fall pregnant?’

‘Because we’d be making a child together.’

‘Exactly!’

‘But I don’t want a child, Stacey. You know that.’ Cameron said, trying to make her see reason.

‘You wouldn’t be getting a child. I would. It would be my child, Cam. Not yours.’

‘You don’t understand, Stacey. I would still be the father. And I can’t ever be a father. I swore I wouldn’t do that again.’ He said, running his hands through his hair in desperation.

‘So a relationship with the child is out of the question. Fine. I did okay without a father. But you could still—wait. What did you say?’

‘I said I don’t want to be a father.’ Cameron answered, looking at her from between his fingers.

‘No, after that. You said “again”.’

Cameron sank back into the sofa, covering his face with his hands. ‘Cam?’

‘Yes,’ he half-groaned from beneath his fingers.

Stacey moved so that she was sitting right next to him. Gently she peeled his hands away from his face.

‘Cameron?’

‘Yes?’ he said, straightening his head and looking her in the eye.

‘Do you already have a child?’

‘No, I don’t have a child,’ he answered, shaking his head, still trying to deny the pain, to run away from the past.

‘But you did?’ she pressed, holding his hand between her own. He wanted to keep running, but she wouldn’t let him. He closed his eyes as the grief flooded through him.

‘Yes,’ the word slipped from his lips, barely a whisper.

With that one, simple word, Cameron felt a floodgate rip open inside his heart. He’d thought he’d made his peace with the past, but obviously not. The pain he’d kept hidden for so long poured out. The memories were flashing through his mind like a slide show, and there was nothing he could do to stop them. Tears started to drip from his eyes and he was vaguely aware of Stacey sliding onto his lap and wrapping her arms around him. He buried his face into her chest as sobs racked his body.

Burned into the back of his eyelids was the vision of Tyler lying in his cot that horrible, horrible morning.

So still.

So cold.

And there was nothing he could do.

Nothing anyone could do.

He shook as he cried out the pain, the horror of that morning. After six long years, he couldn’t avoid the truth any longer. Here, with Stacey, he felt he could finally let it all out.

Stacey wasn’t sure how long they sat there, holding each other. She gently ran her fingers through his hair over and over again, making soothing noises. Slowly she felt the sobs begin to ease. She could hear him start to breathe, big gulping breaths of air. His grip on her body loosened, and he sat back, one arm still around her as he used the other to wipe his face. She leaned back with him, cocooning herself against his chest, listening to him breathe.

‘His name was Tyler.’

His voice startled her. It was a hoarse sound, cloaked in pain and memory. Cameron wasn’t looking at her as he spoke, just staring into the past.

‘He was a surprise. Amber and I hadn’t been together long when she fell pregnant. But there was never any doubt that we wanted him. We both loved him from the first moment we knew he was there. It felt like fate. We moved in together and built ourselves a home in preparation for our son. When he was born, he was so beautiful; so tiny and fragile and dependent. There is nothing in the world more special than that.’ Stacey smiled at the wonder in his voice, drawing patterns across his chest with her fingers as she listened to him.

‘I never knew you could feel so much love for one being. It didn’t take long for him to grow, though. Over those first few months he put on weight rapidly. And he started to smile, and gurgle, and I know he recognised me. His eyes would light up when I’d get home. He loved his bouncer. Amber would put him in it during the day, and he would stay there for hours and hours. The nights were a killer, though. He’d only sleep for a couple of hours at a time. For five months we were continually getting up during the night with him. That kind of sleep deprivation does funny things to the brain. I craved sleep. All I could think about was sleeping, each night hoping that this one would be the night where he slept through, but it never happened.

I stopped setting an alarm for work, because Tyler was always up by four. Then one night he actually did it—he slept through. At the time I didn’t even realise that my wish had been granted—I just slept, and slept, and slept. I woke up feeling groggy and disoriented. We both did. There was sunlight streaming through the window. I reached over and grabbed the alarm clock. It was ten. We jumped out of bed and ran into Tyler’s room, but it was too late.’

‘Oh, Cam,’ Stacey whispered against his chest.

Cameron looked down at her then, as though remembering she was there for the first time.

‘Yeah. . .’ Cameron exhaled the word out. ‘We called an ambulance and they brought him in to the hospital, but there was nothing they could do. Too much time had passed.’

Her heart went out to him. To the pain he must have felt. The pain he was still feeling.

‘I still. I just think, if only I’d set an alarm. If only I’d gotten up and checked on him. He might still be alive. If I’d caught him sooner. If I’d realised he had breathing problems, that that’s what had probably been waking him up. . .’

‘Oh, Cam. You can’t do that to yourself. It was a terrible, horrible, tragedy, but it wasn’t your fault. Even if you’d done all of those things you still may not have saved him.’

‘I know. I know in my head that you’re right. But here,’ he smashed a fist into his chest, over his heart. ‘In here, I wish I’d done more. Somehow there must have been some way I could have saved him.’

Stacey laid her head against his chest, silent tears coursing down her cheeks. She stared out at nothing, imagining a young Cameron finding his baby like that. Trying to deal with the grief and move on with his life. How could he move on, though? How could anyone ever get past something like that?

‘I wish I could take away your pain, somehow, Cam. I wish you’d never had to go through that,’ Stacey said, rubbing her hand in circles around his chest.

‘But that’s the thing,’ he said, abstractly smoothing the hair away from her face. ‘If that’s all the time I could ever have with Tyler, I’d do it all over again, in a heartbeat. Those five months mean more to me than anything else in this world.’

‘But if you had another child, you’d have that time again, and maybe longer. You could watch this child grow up and experience the joy you felt in those five months for years.’

‘That’s what Amber thought. She wanted to start trying for another baby almost straight away. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t do that to Tyler because what would that do to the memories of Tyler? How does five months compare to fifteen, twenty, forty years? It doesn’t. If I had another child, would I just forget about Tyler? Forget how precious my time with him was?’

‘You wouldn’t forget,’ Stacey said, pushing herself up on his chest so she could look him in the eye. ‘Your heart would just expand. You have a massive heart inside here, Cameron,’ she continued, running a finger over his chest. ‘You have so much love to give. I can see it at work, how dedicated you are to those children. But now I realise it’s more than that. Tyler has a special place in here that would never be taken, but you would have room for others.’

‘You can’t be sure of that. No-one can be sure. And I can’t take that risk.’ ‘It would be different with me, though. You wouldn’t have to have a relationship with my child. There would be no risk of my child taking Tyler’s place in your heart, because they wouldn’t have a place there.’

‘How could a child, any child of mine not have a place in my heart? Even if we stopped seeing each other out of work, I would still hear about the child, see photos, and watch it grow up—even if it was from a distance. I’d either resent the child for having the life Tyler never did, or I wouldn’t be able to stay away and then my time with Tyler would fade from my memory, replaced by this child.’

‘But, Cam—’

‘No, Stacey. I can’t. If there was some other way I could make this happen for you, I would. But I just, I can’t. I promised Tyler that I’d never replace him. That’s a promise I have to keep.’

He was wrong. She knew he was wrong. How could someone as kind, as caring, as loving as Cam not have room in his heart for more than one child?

But she could tell he’d made his mind up and it was so frustrating that there was nothing she could do to change it. He’d been crippled by the loss of his son, and had no intention of trying to recover from it.

All she could do was accept that this idea she’d had, which had seemed so perfect, would never come to fruition. Cameron would never give her a child.

The pain of this loss was so intense. Too intense. She hadn’t realised how much she’d been banking on his agreement. It had only been for a day or two, a week at the most that she’d been thinking about it. But she knew, now that the option had been taken away from her, that it was what she wanted more than anything.

She couldn’t have it, though, and there was nothing she could do to change that.

‘I’m so sorry, Stacey. I want you to be happy. I want you to have a child, to experience the joys of parenthood. But I can’t give you that child.’

‘It’s okay, Cam. I understand. I really do. I didn’t know, otherwise I wouldn’t have asked.’

And I wouldn’t have pinned all my hopes on it.

But she didn’t say those last words out loud, because that would be too cruel. It wasn’t Cam’s fault she’d made assumptions she shouldn’t have. They’d set down the guidelines of their relationship from the outset, and it hadn’t involved children.

‘What are you going to do now?’

‘I don’t know,’ Stacey answered despondently. ‘Maybe I should keep going with the anonymous donor.’ It wasn’t ideal, but if it was her only option. . .

‘You can’t do that. Well, you can, but maybe you should wait. You’re still young. You have plenty of time left to fall in love, and have children with the man of your dreams.’

‘I doubt it.’

What were the chances of falling in love a third time, anyway?

Wait!

She’d only been in love once, right? With Brian.

But even as she thought the words, she knew they weren’t true.

Had she really been that stupid? How could she have gone and fallen in love with Cameron?

She couldn’t have. They were only having a casual fling. She’d sworn to herself that she would never, ever, be so stupid as to fall in love again.

She looked up at his chiselled face, looked deep into the blue eyes that were engraved in her heart and knew the truth.

She loved him.

Somehow, over the last few months she had fallen head over heels in love. And now, instead of being content to have a child through an anonymous donor as she’d planned, all she could think about was having his baby.

How pathetic!

‘What is it? You’ve worked it out, haven’t you?’

‘What? Worked what out?’

Surely he couldn’t have read her mind?

‘How to have your child.’

‘No. I. . .I realised I need to get that roast out of the oven before it burns,’ Stacey said, jumping up from his lap and racing into the kitchen. She had to get away from those perceptive eyes before she gave too much away. The worst possible thing that could happen would be for Cam to find out she loved him before she wanted him to. She needed a plan. She needed to know what she was going to do with her future, with her baby, with her. . .Cam.

She yanked open the oven door and pulled the lamb out. It was a little crispy on top, and she hoped it would still be edible on the inside.

A bit like her heart.

She’d thought it was done and dusted after Brian. But somewhere, deep inside, there’d still been a part of her that was capable of falling in love.

This time, though, it wasn’t the soft, gentle glow of first love. It wasn’t rolled in with affection for his family, joy at acceptance, at finding a place that felt like home.

This time it was deep and strong, woven into every fibre of her being. This wasn’t a love to be trifled with, a heartbreak she could recover from.

It almost felt like Brian had been a trial run, preparing her for the real deal with Cameron.

How could she continue to keep things casual now that she knew she was in love with him? Maybe she should end things now. Send him away before her love for him made her do something stupid, like give up on her desire for a child.

She started slicing into the lamb.

She’d never give up on her dream for a child. The very thought was anathema to her. No. She wouldn’t. She couldn’t.

But if she didn’t, she would lose Cam.

Her heart broke at the thought. Maybe Cameron might fall in love with her and change his mind about having a child.

No! She couldn’t think like that. It was clear that his pain, his grief at losing Tyler was so deeply ingrained that he would never change his mind. And to think otherwise would just be giving herself false hope.

It would have to be her. If she wanted this to work, if she wanted to spend her life with Cam—which she did, she could see that now—she would have to give up on having a child. On having a family of her own.

Pain ripped through her at the thought. She didn’t know if she could do that. She didn’t know if she should.

But neither did she know if she could face the consequences of not giving up on the child. Of losing Cam.

The lamb took a battering as she fought with the thoughts in her mind.

‘And we’re supposed to be eating that?’ Cameron asked with a laugh, startling her from her reverie.

Stacey looked down at the lamb and realised there were no nice, juicy edible slices. The meat had just flaked away under her knife.

She looked up at Cam, his eyes alight with amusement, a smile upon his face.

Oh, God, how she loved him.

She was never going to have a family!

She felt the tears well up in her eyes.

‘Hey, hey, it’s alright. We’ll just get some take-out,’ Cam said, pulling her into his arms and cradling her against his chest.

‘It’s not the lamb. It’s, it’s—’

‘I know. I know. And I wish things were different and I could do this for you.’

Stacey looked up at him, confused for a moment. Was he talking about her love?

No. He wasn’t.

He was talking about the child he couldn’t give her.

She felt as though she was finely balanced upon a precipice. She could go one of two ways. She could give in to the tears and cry out all her pain right here and now, in front of him. Or she could push them back, deep inside her, and enjoy the night with Cam. She knew, without a doubt, that if he knew how much it cost her to give up her dreams, she would lose all chance of a future with him. And then she really would have no one.

So she pushed the tears down, deep inside and pasted a watery smile on her face.

‘Take-out sounds good.’

Chapter 9

Twenty minutes later they were sitting at her dinner table, chopsticks in hand, sharing some honey prawns and satay chicken.

‘How about Matt?’ Cam asked, looking up from his dish.

‘What about Matt?’

‘As the donor. You’re friends with him, right? Maybe he would do it for you.’

‘Oh, gross,’ Stacey said, wrinkling her nose. ‘I would never sleep with Matt.’

‘But you wouldn’t have to sleep with him. You could just use the IVF procedure.’

‘Oh, well, in that case,’ Stacey tapped the chopsticks against her forehead, as though she was giving the matter some deep thought. ‘No.’

‘Why not?’ Cameron thought it was a good option. He was trying his hardest to think of a way for Stacey to still have this child, but she was rejecting all his ideas.

‘It would be too weird. What, am I just supposed to walk up to a colleague and say, “Can I have your child?”?’

‘But you’re friends,’ Cameron protested.

‘Not that close. Not, “I want us to have some form of link between us for the rest of our lives” close.’

‘You said yourself that there didn’t have to be any contact between donor and child.’ ‘I guess. But it would still be weird. Five years from now I’d look down at my child and see Matt’s eyes shining up at me. I don’t want that.’

‘So looking into your child’s eyes and wondering where they came from is preferable to knowing they came from a friend?’

‘I see your point. But, Matt? Is that the best there is?’

‘You could always ask Ed,’ Cameron answered with an impish grin.

Stacey choked and bits of fried rice flew all over the table.

‘Alright, so maybe not Ed, but there has to be someone.’

‘There’s not. This is why I dismissed the option initially. There is no one else in my life that I would ask.’

Cameron fell quiet for a moment as another person occurred to him.

‘What about your ex?’

‘Brian?’

‘Yes, him.’

A maelstrom of emotions flickered across Stacey’s face. It shouldn’t, but it pained Cam to see how much of a hold this Brian still had over her. She was still hung up on him. That’s why she didn’t want to face the thought of making a family with another man. She was still in love with Brian.

‘No. No chance.’

‘He promised you a child. Surely he owes you that, at the very least.’

‘No.’

‘But if you did that, you could have a child born from a man you loved.’

‘Geez, Cam, stop pressing the issue. I will not now, nor ever, have a child born of Brian’s seed. He is a waste of space, a man I was a fool to fall in love with and I wish I hadn’t wasted ten years of my life with him. I don’t want to be reminded of that every time I look at my child. Now can we stop talking about this? I just want to enjoy what’s left of tonight.’

‘Alright, I’ll stop. I was just trying to—’

‘I know what you were trying to do. And it’s sweet, but I don’t need it. This is my problem and I can figure it out on my own.’

‘Fine,’ Cam answered, trying not to be hurt as she swiftly cut him down to size. She was right. If he wasn’t going to contribute what she really wanted, then he shouldn’t be contributing at all.

He just wanted her to be happy.

He wanted to make her happy.

But he couldn’t. He just couldn’t do that one thing for her.

‘Are you going to eat that last prawn there? Or can I steal it?’ Stacey asked, pointing her chopsticks towards the dish in front of him.

‘You have it,’ he said, pushing the container towards her.

‘Don’t be like that, Cam,’ Stacey said, as she picked up the last prawn.

‘Like what?’

‘All sulky. I’m going to be fine. I’m a big girl, and I had these plans in place well before you came along. I’ll figure something out.’

‘I know, I just—’

‘Nope. No more seriousness tonight. I want to have some fun.’

‘Alright,’ Cam said, though he wasn’t feeling the same vibe. ‘What did you have in mind?’

She didn’t answer him, just smiled a deliciously saucy smile that kicked a shot of desire straight through him. Then he felt it, softly, hesitantly at first, her toe brushing against his foot. When he didn’t push it away she became bolder, sliding the foot up his calf and over his knee. He felt himself tingle in anticipation as her toes crept up his thigh, until there she was, her foot pressed against his manhood. She rubbed against his pants and he grew, pulsing to life, straining at the fabric containing him.

And all the while she kept the saucy smile on her face, an eyebrow raised in query.
 
He felt himself sinking into the chair, his hips drawn towards her foot.

But it wasn’t enough. He wanted to see her, to touch her, the way he had so many times before.

Now, tonight of all nights, he needed her.

Cameron blinked his eyes open. Something had woken him. Weak sunlight streamed through the blinds, so it must be morning, but very early. Stacey was sprawled out across the bed, an arm and leg pinning him beneath her.

Bzzz-bzzz.

There it was again, the noise that woke him. It was his pager.

He carefully slid out from underneath Stacey and hurried into the living room, picking the pager up off the kitchen bench where he’d left it last night. He quickly read the message, before phoning the hospital.

Toby, his patient with muscular dystrophy, had been re-admitted through emergency. He gave instructions to the overnight registrar before hanging up the phone and slipping back to the bedroom to get dressed.

Cam looked over at Stacey as he buttoned up his shirt, his breath catching. She looked so peaceful, sleeping there, her dark hair curling around her creamy shoulders. He wouldn’t wake her. They must have only had a few hours sleep before his pager rang.

There had been something different about Stacey last night. They’d made love for hours, which was not unusual in itself. But Stacey had been insatiable, with an almost desperate need to lose herself in him. And he’d responded with equal force. Cam shivered at the memory.

He scribbled a note for Stacey, telling her he’d had to go into the hospital and he placed it on her bedside table. As he put the piece of paper down, he noticed the brochure lying there.

Known Donor Programme

Against his better judgement, he picked it up. Maybe he would have a read of it. He wasn’t breaking any promises by reading it, was he?

He didn’t have time now, though, so he shoved it into the pocket of his pants and leaned down to brush a gentle kiss across Stacey’s forehead. He locked the apartment on his way out and headed down to the car. With so little traffic on the road, he made it to the hospital in record time.

Adrenaline pumped through his veins as he ran up the stairs and through the ward doors, but as soon as he entered the room he knew it was too late. The registrar was standing next to Toby’s body, physically checking for a pulse even as the ECG signal on the monitor continued the monotonous buzz of asystole.

‘How long has he been down?’ he demanded as he walked in.

‘Ten minutes in here. But he arrested at home first. The paramedics managed to regain a pulse, but it remained weak. They put him back on Bi-Pap in the ED and moved him up here. Then he coded again, just after I got off the phone from you.’

‘Then what are you doing? We need to start compressions,’ Cameron whipped out at him, moving to the side of the bed and pumping up and down on the patient’s chest.

‘But he’s DNR.’

‘No, he’s not.’

‘Yes, he is,’ a watery voice, choked in tears spoke from behind him. He turned to see the boy’s mother, Lila Minor crumpled up in a chair against the wall.

‘But Lila, there’s still more we could do for him, we could—’

‘No. No more treatments, no more pain for my boy. He’s been through enough. If you kept working on him now, it would be for me, not him. I’ve been selfish, not wanting to say goodbye. What kind of life has he had? And if you managed to resuscitate him now, what type of life would he have after that? He’d be permanently hooked up to a machine, that’s what. He’s had more than enough of that for his short life. No. Stop what you’re doing and let my Toby go in peace.’

‘Are you sure that’s what you want?’

‘I’m sure. It’s time to let go.’

Reluctantly, Cameron took his hands off the child’s chest and stepped away from the bed. He called time of death, and watched as Lila took her son in her arms one final time. Cameron pulled all the tubes and wires off him, and Lila climbed into bed with her son, cuddling him close to her body.

The registrar started to discourage her, but Cameron shook his head, halting the words in the young man’s mouth. The mother needed her time to grieve.

They left her alone, walking out into the corridor where Cameron gave the registrar final instructions about calling the morgue, before he sat down and completed the death certificate himself. It wouldn’t have felt right, otherwise.

Cameron left the hospital after that, but he didn’t go back to Stacey’s. Not right away. Instead, he wandered down to the river and walked along its banks. Something Lila had said struck a chord, deep within him. It was a thought that had begun to emerge last night, when he was denying Stacey her request.

Was he being selfish? Was he clinging to the brief life—and death—of his child, hiding behind it so that he didn’t have to face life?

No. Instantly he denied the claim.

He was living life. Maybe not the traditional view of life with a wife and two point four kids but he was happy with what he had. He didn’t need a wife and child to make his life complete.

He was hiding behind his vow to Tyler, though, because Stacey had been right.

If he gave her a child, then removed himself from their lives and had nothing whatsoever to do with the child, then he wouldn’t be replacing Tyler in his affections. He’d be keeping his promise to his son, and making Stacey happy at the same time.

He pulled the brochure from his pocket and started reading through it.

If he did this, if he gave her what she most desired, he would lose her.

He wasn’t sure he was ready for that. He wasn’t sure he’d ever be ready.

Yes, he’d known their relationship wasn’t permanent. He’d known it would end the moment she fell pregnant. But somehow, along the way, he’d forgotten that.

And now, selfishly, he was hiding behind his vow to his dead son, denying her the child she wanted, all so he could keep her in his life on a casual basis.

That wasn’t good enough. Cameron, being happy at Stacey’s expense, was not good enough.

It was in his power to give Stacey what she wanted.

And somehow, making Stacey happy, had become the most important thing of all.

Stacey woke to a cold, empty bed. Cam must have left hours ago. Her stomach dropped, a fearful shudder running through her.

This is what it would be like if she chose her child, her family, over Cam. She would wake to a cold empty bed every morning.

The autumn sun was beaming through the blinds, the bright light illuminating the emptiness. She stretched her arm towards the bedside table to pick up her alarm clock when her fingers brushed against a slip of paper. She picked it up and held it in the air, blinking a couple of times until she could focus on Cameron’s distinct scrawl.

Called into the hospital. Will be back soon with breakfast.

A giddy sense of relief washed over her. He was coming back.

She rolled out of bed and checked the time. Twelve thirty.

Okay, so maybe not breakfast. But still, some form of meal.

Stacey hopped in the shower, letting the pounding heat of the water wake her up properly. Last night had been delicious. Her body still tingled from the memory.

Then she remembered why last night had been so delicious.

She loved Cam.

But she still didn’t know if she was willing to give up her future child for a chance at forever with him.

She didn’t have to make a decision today, though. She still had three months of waiting for her anonymous sperm donation appointment. Three months to think, to enjoy, to find out if he could love her too.

And then she would decide.

She heard the intercom ring as she was stepping out of the shower. She raced out to the hallway to buzz Cam up before throwing on a soft, green jersey dress.

Cameron breezed through, the smell of freshly baked bread wafting in with him.

‘I know it’s more like lunch than breakfast, but I’ve got croissants.’

‘Ooh, yummy,’ Stacey said as she felt her stomach begin to rumble. ‘I’m starved.’

‘Excellent. You just sit back and relax, and I’ll bring it out to you.’ Cameron ordered, then set about preparing lunch, completely at home in Stacey’s kitchen.

‘So, what did I do to deserve this?’ she asked as Cameron brought down a tray loaded with all manner of baked goods and a large chocolate milkshake from her favourite café.

‘You need to ask?’

Colour suffused Stacey’s face as highlights of the night before flashed into her mind. Okay, so maybe she’d been a little over the top. But it had clearly been appreciated.

‘Don’t worry, this isn’t just payment for a night of pleasure,’ Cam assured her laughingly. ‘This is a celebratory breakfast as well.’

‘What are we celebrating?’

‘Your child.’

‘That’s not funny, Cam.’ Stacey said, a pastry half-way to her mouth.

‘I’m not trying to be funny.’

‘Then what are you talking about?’

‘I want to make you happy, Stace. I’m going to give you what you want.’ Stacey felt her heart slow down for a moment, one loud thud reverberating throughout her body, before speeding up into over-drive. Could he mean it? Could he really mean what she thought he did?

‘I’m going to give you a baby.’

‘Really?’ Stacey asked, all the hope in her heart shining through her eyes. This was more, so much more than. . .it was the answer to all her dreams!

‘Yes, really. I thought about what you said, and you were right. As long as I don’t know the child, have absolutely nothing to do with them, then I won’t be breaking my promise to Tyler.’

‘Oh,’ was all Stacey could get out around the lump in her throat. He was giving her what she wanted, what she said she wanted—last night.

But that was before.

Before she realised she loved him.

Before she’d realised that having his child, alone, was not what she wanted at all.

Yes, she wanted to have children with him, and grand-children, and great grandchildren, if they should be so lucky.

But most of all, she just wanted him. In her life. Forever.

‘I won’t be able to stay here, of course. That would just be too. . .No. I’ll be moving back to the States.’

Stacey’s heart sank at his words. If he wasn’t in the country, how could he grow to love the child?

‘Wait there, how would you go back? I thought you left your job-’

‘I’ll be able to find another job. That won’t be a problem.’

‘But I thought you liked it here.’

‘I do. I love being back here with my family, and I’m enjoying the work more than I thought I would. But I couldn’t give you this child if I stayed here. There’s no way I’d be able to live in the same city as a child of mine and not acknowledge them.’

Stacey’s heart melted at the sacrifice he was making. Surely that meant he loved her?

But even if he did, what difference would that make? He still didn’t want a child of his own.

Oh, how she wanted to have his child—to have her own little piece of Cameron. To have this family he was offering her; this baby that no one could ever take away from her.

And maybe, someday, Cam might change his mind and come back to them. Maybe if they went through with this, the idea would grow on him and he would decide to stay with them. The child could be the key to holding onto Cam forever.

No! What was she thinking? Using a child to lure the man in? Aghast at her thoughts, she knew she wouldn’t be able to accept his offer.

Because no matter how much she wanted his child, she would not, could not, use her child like that. And if she accepted his offer, she would end up doing that. As much as she would try not to, she knew somehow it would end up like that.

‘And, if you wanted, of course, we could tell my parents. I’m sure they’d love to be a part of the child’s life. And then this baby could have grandparents as well, and cousins, and aunts and uncles.’

Stacey held onto the fantasy for a moment longer, imagining the future Cameron was painting for her. It was more than she’d ever dreamed of for her child. More than she could supply if she did it all alone. There was one person missing, though. A person so vital that without them, the happy family he talked of would always seem empty.

‘But they’d have no father.’

Cameron paused, and looked at her, his confusion apparent.

‘That is your plan, though, Stace. All this time, you’ve been planning to have a child without a father.’

‘I know. I know that’s what I said. But I can’t have your child without its father.’

‘What do you mean? This is what you want. You asked me for this very thing last night.’

‘Stop, Cam. I know. This offer. . .it’s so incredibly generous of you. I know what it must have cost you to make it. But—’

‘But what? It’s everything you want.’

‘Not anymore, it’s not.’

‘Why? What could possibly have changed?’

‘I love you.’

Stacey closed her eyes after she blurted out the words, wanting to block out the horrified expression she knew, she just knew, would be on Cam’s face.

No, she had to face it. She had to give him the whole sorry reason that she couldn’t accept the most amazing gift that he was offering her. She needed to see his reaction. She needed to know, for certain, that he could never give her what she needed.

‘I love you, Cam. And yes, I still want your child. I would love to have ten kids with you. But I don’t just want the child. I want the fairytale. I want it to be you and me, raising the children together, living happily ever after. All of it. I want all of it.’

And as she’d expected, Cam was drawing back from her, almost unconsciously moving down the couch away from her as though whatever had possessed her might be contagious.

‘Stacey, I. . .I can’t give you that. . .I. . .’

‘I know, Cam. I know I can’t have you and the children. I can’t have both. So I choose you.’

‘What?’ Cam gasped, staring at her.

‘I choose you, Cam. I want you—always. I know that means I’ll never have a baby of my own. But you could be my family. You and I.’

‘But—’

‘No, no more buts. Say yes, Cam. We could do this.’ Stacey could feel all the love inside of her beaming through her eyes. She knew he could see it, could feel it. She knew he loved her. She knew it.

‘I care for you, Stacey, more than I thought I would care for someone again. But I can’t love you. I can’t—’

Stacey closed her eyes against the pain.

‘And it would never work. You know that. Deep down, you do. You might think you could give up your family now, that you won’t regret not having children. But you would. It’s part of who you are, Stacey.’

‘But—’

‘No, Stacey. I could never live with myself, knowing I’d denied you your chance to have children. I couldn’t. It’s that simple. You and me—we would never work.’

Silence reigned. Thick, pain-filled silence, as Stacey fought with his argument, tried to deny the truth. But she couldn’t. She wished, oh, how she wished she could. But she couldn’t.

‘I know, Cam.’ Finally, she whispered her understanding.

‘If things were different, if I was capable of giving you this, I would. You deserve everything in the world.’

‘Just not the one thing I want,’ Stacey said, her mouth forming a painful grimace. Cameron flinched as though she’d hit him.

‘I’m sorry, that was a low blow. I knew what I was getting into in the first place. It’s not your fault I want more than you ever offered.’

Even after her apology Cameron still looked green around the gills. She wasn’t sure he’d be able to move, but he was going to have to, because she’d reached her limit.

‘If you don’t mind, Cam, I need to be alone right now.’

‘Of course,’ he said, shaking himself out of his reverie.

Slowly he gathered up his belongings and made his way down the hallway to the front door. Stacey followed him down.

Cam opened the door then turned around, hesitating.

‘So, I’ll call you, then,’ he said, but she could tell he was only saying it because he wasn’t sure what else to say.

‘I’d rather you didn’t.’

His face blanched at her words.

Stacey stood in the open doorway and watched him walk out of her life. When he’d rounded the corner she closed the door, leaning against it, and finally the tears began to flow.

Chapter 10

Cameron left Stacey’s apartment in a daze. He got in his car and somehow, miraculously, drove home without incident, all the while wondering what had just happened.

He walked into his apartment, the emptiness closing around him like a cloying second skin. He sank down on the couch and lay there, staring at the ceiling. He pressed his fingers into his eyes when they began to sting.

Stacey’s face kept flashing up in his mind, her words echoing in his head, repeating in her husky, pained voice, over and over again.

I love you.

I love you.

I love you.

He tried plugging his ears with his fingers, but that didn’t block out her voice. He got up and turned on his music player, blaring loud rock music through his speaker system, but his mind was throbbing with her words.

He went down to the gym and started pounding away on the treadmill, running faster and faster until finally he managed to block out her voice. He kept running until he could run no more. He returned to his apartment, showered and collapsed into bed, exhausted.

But there was no peace in his sleep. He dreamed her dream that night. He saw them as they could be, together, their child running around laughing, a girl with long brown hair and deep chocolate eyes. He saw himself picking his daughter up and spinning her in circles, her laughter filling his heart with joy. Then he saw her lying on the ground, her eyes blank, her skin deathly pale. He tried to wake her, shaking her, rubbing her chest, but she wouldn’t respond.

He was too late.

He tossed and turned, trying to get away from the image, but it kept coming back, haunting him.

He woke the next morning exhausted, his pillow soaked in tears.

Somehow he pulled himself together and made it into work. Stacey was there, her eyes slightly swollen, her composure looking as fragile as his felt. She gave him a tight little smile in greeting and then proceeded to treat him as she would any other doctor, as though what they’d shared had never been.

He got through the day, losing himself in his work—just as he had when he first lost Tyler. Work was the only thing that provided any lasting peace.

But that shouldn’t be right.

Because he didn’t love Stacey. He cared about her. He cared a great deal about her, but love?

He stayed at work as long as he could, but eventually he had to go home. As soon as he stepped through the door, the lonely emptiness swamped him, as it had the day before. He tried to ignore it, fixing himself some dinner and staring blankly at the television, but it was still there, a constant companion.

That night he dreamed the same dream again, the image of his dead daughter’s face haunting him through every sleep cycle.

The days began to blur together, each one the same as the next – working to the point of exhaustion, coming home to the lonely empty apartment. Occasional glimpses of Stacey, watching her laugh with a child, working next to her when she was in the ward, were the high points of his week.

The nights blurred together as well. One long, constantly repeating nightmare haunted his sleep—a constant see-saw from unimaginable happiness to the depths of despair.

Weekends were different. Not better, just different.

His family would drag him out of the apartment to some fun-filled event or other, usually a barbecue in the park. He would sit there and watch Kaidee playing with her toys and would imagine his own child, his daughter sitting there playing with her. Stacey would be by his side, or maybe she’d be sitting with his sister, chatting over a glass of wine. He had no doubt that she would fit right in with his family.

But he couldn’t have that life. He’d promised Tyler.

‘Where’s Stacey today?’ Cameron asked the charge nurse one morning.

‘She’s off for the week,’ the woman replied with her usual brusqueness.

Cam’s heart sank. All week he looked forward to the two days they worked together in the respiratory ward.

‘Is she sick?’

The nurse looked at him archly.

‘No. She’s on personal leave; she booked it in months ago. Now, about Braeden—’

Her words were drowned out by the sudden whooshing of his racing heart. There could be only one reason for Stacey to take this time off. Of course she was still going through with it. Stacey was going to have her own child, just as she’d always planned. He should be happy for her. They could both go about living the lives they’d chosen for themselves.

Who was he fooling? He didn’t have a life. He was lonely and miserable and desperate to have Stacey back.

And now it was too late.

Or was it?

Pop!

Stacey left the omelette on low heat while she grabbed the piece of toast that had popped out of the toaster and spread it with butter. She grabbed the mini fry pan and slid the omelette onto the toast, then sat down at the table for breakfast.

She looked down at the plate in front of her and knew she wouldn’t be able to stomach a bite. She was too heart sick to get anything down.

Today was the day.

The day she was to make a baby.

At least it would have been if she hadn’t gone and fallen in love with Cam and realised she didn’t want just any child. She wanted his.

But she couldn’t.

Maybe she should have gone ahead and used the anonymous donor, but she didn’t want to “settle” for a child. When she had a child, she wanted it to be born of love, of joy, not from heartbreak.

Who was she kidding? She was never going to have a child.

. . .She would not pay attention to that little voice in her head, the one that came out late at night when she was lying in her cold, lonely bed. The voice that wanted her to wait a while; to give Cam time to change his mind; to come to his senses and realise they could have a forever, together.

Grr!

When would she learn? She’d done the same thing with Brian. She’d waited, she’d given him time, and he’d gone and had a baby with someone else. And his reasons had been pathetic! Cam, on the other hand, had very serious, very real reasons why he didn’t want to have children. And those reasons were never going to change. She needed to remove that man from her mind. Three months had passed since they’d broken things off, and he seemed to be doing just fine.

Well, what had she expected?

She may have thought he’d loved her, but he’d never said that. He’d said the exact opposite, in fact. And obviously he knew his own mind.

In the days after they’d parted she’d hoped he’d come back. She’d hoped he would miss her as much as she was missing him, but that clearly hadn’t been the case.

For days she’d waited by the phone, hoping he would ignore her final words and ring her anyway. She’d been so desperate to see him and would have happily taken him back in whatever capacity she could.

But he didn’t ring. And at work he’d been so cold and distant, not the warm generous man who’d offered to give her a child. She’d given up hope of ever hearing from him again.

She was done waiting. It was time she put her life back on track, to find a way to make herself happy. Not through having a baby, not through being with a man, just through—

The intercom rang as she was tipping her uneaten breakfast into the bin. She walked over to see who it was and felt her heart jump into her throat.

She depressed the speakerphone button.

‘What do you want?’ she demanded, the shock making her voice harsh.

‘I need to talk to you.’

Hearing his voice still sent shivers down her spine. She didn’t need this—not today. It was too late. She was just starting to become happy again. Why was he coming here to ruin it?

‘I don’t want to talk to you.’

‘Please, Stacey, just for a few minutes.’

She couldn’t resist him when he begged like that. Knowing she was a fool, she pressed the buzzer and let him into the building.

Re-tying the sash around her robe, Stacey opened the door but blocked Cameron’s entrance into the apartment. She couldn’t have him in here. There were too many memories.

‘What’s this about?’

‘Can I come in?’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea.’

‘Please,’ he begged, sagging against the doorframe. She noticed the dark circles beneath his eyes, and the pale tinge beneath his olive tan.

‘Fine, come in, but this better be good.’ She led the way back into the apartment. ‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ she said, shooing him into the living room whilst ducking into her bedroom. She quickly disrobed, pulling on jeans and a bulky sweater. No way was she going to hang around her apartment with Cameron in just a robe. He may claim innocence, but it was herself she didn’t trust.

‘Okay, what’s this about?’

‘So, uh. . .today’s uh. . .today’s the day,’ Cameron said, looking nervous. She’d never seen him fidget so with his hands before.

‘Today is what day?’ Stacey played dumb.

Cameron’s eyebrows rose incredulously. ‘The day. The one where you make a baby.’

‘What business is it of yours?’ Stacey crossed her arms across her breasts, her message clear.

‘It’s not, of course it’s not. But still. . .Are you sure this is what you want?’

‘Oh, Cam!’ Stacey exclaimed in frustration. ‘I’m really not going through this again with you.’

‘I know. It’s just. . .I was just. . .’

‘Spit it out, Cam. Whatever it is, just spit it out and leave.’

‘Alright. Here goes. I was wondering if, maybe, you might still want the fairytale. You know, you, me, a couple of kids, growing old together?’

Stacey stared at Cameron in shock.

‘Why would you ask me that?’

‘It’s just. . .I think I might want it too.’

‘What do you mean you think you might want it too? Either you do or you don’t,’ Stacey said, a little unsteadily.

‘I do. I want to have the fairytale. . .with you.’
 
Stacey sat down on the couch as her legs began to wobble. Was this really happening?

‘But what about Tyler? What about your promise to him?’ Cam sat down opposite her, holding her hand in his. Sparks shot up her arm at his touch but she blocked them out. She needed to concentrate because this was very rapidly turning into the most important conversation of her life.

‘I’ve been having this dream, this nightmare, really. A horrid, horrid, thing,’ Cameron shuddered as the image of his dead daughter flicked up in front of his face again.

‘The thing is, this dream, it’s made me realise the promise I made wasn’t about remembering Tyler. It was about keeping me safe, to stop me from ever caring that much about someone, because I’m not sure I could survive that pain again.’

‘Of course not. I don’t know how you’ve managed to live through it the first time,’ Stacey said, her heart going out to him.

‘Well, that’s just it. I haven’t lived through anything. I’ve been running scared, hiding from life these past six years. But I can’t do that anymore. I want to live again. I want to live the rest of my life with you. With you and our children.’

Tears began trickling down Stacey’s face.

‘Stacey, Stacey, don’t cry. I didn’t mean to upset you. If you don’t want that anymore, if you’ve changed your mind—’

‘No, Cam, I do,’ Stacey managed to get out. ‘I want that too. More than I ever realised I could want something. But are you sure? You’re not going to wake up one day and realise you made a mistake—that you don’t really want to be with me or. . .or. . .our child?’ she gasped, hardly believing such a future—a child together—was even possible.

‘I’m not ever going to change my mind, Stacey. I want to be with you forever,’ he assured her.

It was true. There could be no doubt how he felt about her. Not when he was looking at her with such love in his eyes. It warmed her through to her soul.

They stared at each other, their hearts in their eyes, an unbreakable connection forming between them.

‘You haven’t told me yet,’ Stacey said when she was able to form words again.

‘You know the truth.’

‘I’d still like to hear it.’

‘Well come over here and I’ll tell you.’

Stacey scooted across the lounge so she was sitting next to him. Cameron leaned against the sofa, looking into her eyes.

‘Stacey Carter.’

‘Yes?’ She replied.

‘With all my heart, I love you.’

Closing the distance between them, Cameron took her lips with his, sealing his words with a kiss. Moments, long, endless moments later, they came up for air.

‘How about we try and make ourselves a baby?’

‘What? Really?’ Stacey asked, her heartbeat off the chart. ‘You want to make a baby? Now?’

‘I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t, Stace. I told you. I want the fairytale.’

He leaned down and kissed her again. Before she could say another word, he scooped her up and carried her into the bedroom where he showed her just how much wanted to give her a family of her own.

Epilogue

Seven Years Later

Just a little more. . .there. Stacey leaned back, resting on her knees as the bright spring sunshine glistened down, and inspected her handiwork. Excellent, she’d managed to clean all the mud from her mother’s headstone.

Mum would be pleased.

Who was she kidding? Her mum never cared about a little bit of mud traipsing through her house. All Estelle had cared about was love.

Stacey had never understood that blind devotion before she met Cameron.

But now she did.

She glanced up from the headstone and looked over at the kids. Aiden, her six-year old son and his three-year old brother Jack were running in circles, shrieking with laughter as they played a game of tag with their father. Laura, Aiden’s twin sister, stood solemnly to the side watching the boys with disdain, a bunch of flowers clutched protectively to her chest.

My family.

Stacey’s heart swelled at the thought. She’d waited so long to have her very own family, but they’d been worth it. She treasured every single minute of her time with them. Her only regret was that her mother wasn’t here to share it with her.

‘You were right, Mum. Love really is everything. Wherever you are, I hope you found Dad, and the two of you are sitting around watching us, so you can see I found my happiness too.’

Stacey raised her fingers to her lips and then pressed them against the stone, before pushing herself to her feet. She gave one final look at her mother’s gravesite before moving towards her family.

‘Are you done, Mum? Are you done?’ Laura asked, her long brown plaits sliding over her shoulders as she raced over to Stacey.

‘I’m done.’

‘Yes! Now we can go see Tyler. I picked these flowers just for him,’ she said, holding the bunch of purple tulips up for Stacey’s inspection.

‘Very nice,’ Stacey admired the flowers. ‘Where did you get them? I didn’t think we had tulips at home.’

‘Don’t you remember, Mum?’ Laura asked with the exasperation only a six-year old could show. ‘Daddy took me to the shops this morning just so I could get them. He wanted to get the white ones, but I told him Tyler wouldn’t like them. They’re way too boring. Purple’s much better.’

‘That it is,’ Stacey said as she met Cameron’s questioning eyes over the top of Laura’s head. She nodded once, indicating she was ready to go.

‘Alright, boys, game’s over,’ he called out to the two boys still running around in circles.

‘Awe, what? No fair! I was winning,’ Aiden exclaimed, but did as he was told. Jack was another matter. He continued to run in circles until Cameron leaned down and picked him up.

‘Come on, Aiden. We’re going to see Tyler, that’s much better than a stupid game of tag,’ Laura informed her brother.

‘Laura, watch your language,’ Cameron told her sternly.

‘Sorry, Dad.’

They started walking across the lush green grass towards the other end of the cemetery, a trek they’d taken together many times before. Stacey watched the twins walking in front of her, their heads bent together conspiratorially.

‘One, two, three, go!’ Aiden exclaimed and the twins broke apart, charging towards Tyler’s gravesite a hundred metres ahead of them.

‘Put me down! Put me down!’ Jack demanded, pushing himself out of Cameron’s arms. Cameron placed him on the ground and he raced after his siblings, determined not to be left behind.

Stacey stood next to Cameron, watching their children race ahead. Aiden reached the gravesite first and started jumping in the air, fist raised in triumph.

She looked over at Cam, meeting his amused gaze with her own, and they burst into simultaneous laughter.

‘Everything’s a competition for that boy, isn’t it?’ Cameron said.

‘I wonder who he got that from.’ Stacey quipped.

‘Ah, well, the boy does me proud. They all do. We make good kids, don’t we?’ Cam asked as he slid an arm around Stacey and they started walking again.

‘The very best,’ Stacey said, leaning her head into Cam’s shoulder. Maybe she should tell him now? But before she could form the words, Cameron was talking again.

‘Have I thanked you yet?’ Cameron murmured the question into the top of Stacey’s hair.

A smile formed on Stacey’s lips in response to the familiar words. It was his little ritual. Every day without fail, Cameron said them.

‘Not today,’ she answered.

‘What? And it’s already ten o’clock? I’m getting a little slack.’

‘Never,’ Stacey answered, rubbing her hand over his back as they walked towards the kids.

‘Still,’ Cameron said, coming to a halt and twisting Stacey around so he could look into her eyes, ‘Thank you, Stacey, for bringing me back to life. For giving me my boy back. For. . .’ Cam glanced over at their children, Laura bending down to tuck her flowers into the waiting pot. ‘I don’t ever want to imagine what my life would be like if I hadn’t met you.’

‘Then don’t,’ Stacey said, wiping the tear from her cheek. She reached her arms up, sliding them around his neck, moving her face towards his. Cameron bent his head, meeting her half way. Their lips brushed and Stacey felt the very familiar zing course through her body at his touch. Seven years and their passion was as strong as ever.

‘Ooh, gross!’ Stacey heard Aiden call out as they started to pull apart.

‘I think it’s sweet. I can’t wait till I meet my Prince Charming,’ Laura informed Aiden dreamily.

Cameron closed his eyes and pressed his forehead against Stacey’s. ‘Please let that day be a long way away,’ he groaned.

‘Don’t worry, there’s a lot of living to be done before then,’ Stacey replied laughingly. ‘Including. . .’ but she trailed off, looking towards the kids. She shouldn’t be so nervous but she was. They’d agreed on three children. They were happy with three children.

‘Including?’ Cam asked, intrigued.

‘How would you feel about another child? Since we make such fine specimens of them?’

Cameron blinked in surprise. She knew it wasn’t something they’d discussed before. She watched him weigh it up—all the late nights, the crying, and the dirty nappies. He looked at his son’s gravesite and she saw the fear and pain flicker into his eyes again. But then he looked at his other children and she saw his fear turn to joy and knew he would do it again.

‘Another child might work, maybe if we start trying in another year—’

‘No, that’s too far away. I was thinking more like eight months.’ Stacey looked at Cameron expectantly.

‘Eight months? Until we start trying?’

‘No, silly. Eight months until we have another baby,’ Stacey said, the smile bursting from its banks.

‘You’re pregnant?’ Cameron asked, his eyes wide in shock.

Stacey nodded her head enthusiastically.

‘So, are you okay with that?’

Cameron looked from Stacey to the kids and back again and an answering grin formed on his face.

‘Of course, Stacey. With you by my side, I can handle anything.’
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From our favourite short story writer comes a debut full-length novel about sand, sun, small towns, and surfing. . .

Zane Carlton is a World Champion surfer. Molly Georgiou is a shy, small-town girl. They have nothing in common except an instantaneous attraction and an impossible quest for a rare, endangered Australian marsupial. But Zane is determined to make it work, and invites Molly to take a step into his world. But Molly isn’t ready for the spotlights and attention — she loves her town, its quirks, its characters. Opposites attract, but can two such different people find both a woylie and forever?
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Awakening

by Lara Morgan

For two thousand years, the serpents of Salmut and their riders have kept the people of Saranthium safe — but the pact between human and serpent is failing. Rogue serpents are attacking villages, and rumours abound that the banished god of the serpents, Azoth, has returned to resurrect his empire of slavery.

Orphan, thief and survivor Shaan works in the serpent yards of Salmut and wakes from dreams of blood and death. The surprising discovery that she can speak with Nuathin, the oldest serpent of the yards, brings her to the attention of sept leader, Balkis. Handsome, arrogant and seductive, Balkis is also a man with powerful and dangerous alliances and Shaan becomes the target of the city’s most feared arms men: The Faithful.

Meanwhile in the deserts, a young man named Tallis defends his clan against rogue serpents, driving them off with supernatural force. When he faces becoming an outcast because of his power, the truth of his birth is revealed and he embarks on a journey to understand the strength locked within his mind.

Drawn together, Shaan and Tallis become ensnared in the resurrection of an ancient conflict, but on whose side will they stand — that of the serpents or the people?
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by M.A. Grant

Breathtaking action, startling originality and polished story-telling combine in this futuristic Sci-Fi novella about a rough mercenary, a pampered daughter, and the lies they both believe.

Blue-blood Emmaline Gregson survived one of the most brutal mining accidents ever recorded in the Republic, but she’s never been in a firefight. So when unknown assailants circle the family estate, the only man she can rely on is Peirce Taggart. A former Lawman turned mercenary, Peirce has a simple job: protect Emmaline until her father can collect her and sell her to sex trafficker Richard Stone to pay off his debts. But when Arthur Gregson tries to cheat his way out of the contract, Emmaline seizes the opportunity to hire Peirce for herself, regardless of how crude, dangerous, or appealing he may be. Given the chance for redemption, he promises to help her escape both her father and Stone. But Peirce soon realises that hiding her in his apartment until the storm has passed may be more dangerous than looking down the barrel of a gun. . .
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