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Prologue


Zoe reached into the backseat and pulled a faded black bandanna from her purse, snapping it like a lion tamer’s whip inches from Oliver’s face.
         

“Blindfold time,” she announced, her eyes glistening like dew on fresh-cut grass.

He choked softly. “I won’t be able to see.”

“Ya think?” She gave his arm a playful punch, lingering on his muscle, which of course he flexed for her. “You know, Dr. Oliver Bradbury, for a Mensa-IQ summa-cum-laude chief resident of Mount Mercy Hospital who got himself into college at sixteen…” She nudged him. “You’re not the sharpest scalpel in the sterilization tray. Turn and tie, them’s my rules.”

“As if you ever met a rule you couldn’t chew up and spit out.”

That made her laugh. “We are not getting out of the car and going past those trees until I’m one-hundred-percent certain you are blinded.”

“I am.” He leaned closer to her mouth. “By you.”

“Sweet.” She obliged, but the kiss was quick. “Now let me tie this.”

“You think I’m kidding?” He tossed one final glance at her, then complied with her order. “You’ve wrecked my life, Zoe.”

“Aw, thank you.”

“Everything was all orderly and simple and straightforward and—”

“Boring.”

“As hell,” he agreed. “And now I’m letting you blindfold me and take me into the woods at the crack of dawn to do…God knows what, but I think I’m going to like it.”

She was dead silent while she knotted the bandanna.

“I am going to like it, aren’t I?”

More silence.

“Zoe?” He dragged out both syllables of her name, his voice lifting the long e in a playful question.
         

As she adjusted the material, her fingers caressed his cheeks, scratching the twenty-four-hour-shift shadow. “You’ll like it if you’re ready to face your fears.”

He turned to her, and even though he couldn’t see her, he could imagine the smile he’d been admiring and exploring for a month now, the smattering of freckles decorating a slightly upturned nose, and those honey-silk curls brushing her cheeks and begging to be tangled in his fingers. God, he loved her, even when he couldn’t see her. And that, he admitted to himself, was the only thing that scared him.

“I’m not afraid of anything,” he lied, mustering his macho. Not of anything in those woods, anyway.

“Not a thing?”

An image so old and dark that he could barely remember details flashed in his brain, but he instantly erased it. “My only fear is losing you,” he told her, which was the absolute truth.

“Oh, you are freaking Shakespeare today. And you’re lying. You’re scared of heights and I know it.”

He didn’t like them, but…scared? “What makes you think that?”

“Ahem, first date? Skydeck of Sears Tower? Your excuses for not going up there were pathetic.”

“Those weren’t excuses. I wanted to get you home and in bed.”

“Mmm.” She leaned so close he could feel the warmth of her lips before they touched his. “Guess that worked.”

He closed the space and took the kiss. “Could work again. Let’s get out of here if you want to face some fears. I’ll scare the clothes right off you.”

She laughed. “We can do that later, but first…” Her voice trailed off.

“But first what? Survive your latest bout of crazy?”

“Yeah, you could say that.”

He tried to imagine what in the rural area outside of Chicago could be life-threatening. “Are you going to make me climb a tree or something?”

“Umm…something.”

“What something?”

“I’m going to tell you something.”

A little jolt of joy kicked his chest, making him lift the edge of the bandanna for a one-eyed peek. “Hell, yeah.”

She tugged the blindfold back over his eyes. “You don’t know what I’m going to say.”

Oh, yes he did. Three little words he’d been declaring and she’d been refusing to reciprocate.

“I’m going to tell you…something very important, very secret, and very…” For a second she hesitated, and he could hear her inhale a shaky breath. “Very revealing about me.”

This time her vague answer made him grin. “ ’Bout damn time.”

“Hope you’re smiling like that after I tell you.”

Of course he would be. She loved him. He’d be the happiest guy in the world. He might propose then and there. Who cares if they’d only known each other for a month? For the first time in his life he wasn’t following the expected course, and nothing had ever felt better.
         

“Just say it, Zoe. Move your lips and say I…” He kissed her mouth. “Love.” He nibbled her lower lip. “You.” He sucked gently, making a squeak. “Your turn.” Come on, Zoe.
         

“Or you could skip the preliminaries.” She sucked his lip right back, way noisier and with more gusto, then shoved him to the door. “Go.”

He let her lead him through the woods, along a trail he could see through the bottom of the blindfold, but he played her game and didn’t cheat. They spent a good ten minutes crossing a grassy field, holding hands. With each step, he inhaled the scent of pine and honeysuckle and thought about what he’d say after she finally admitted she loved him.

Zoe, will you marry me? No, too straightforward.
         

Zoe, make me the happiest man on earth and marry me. She’d howl at the cliché.
         

Ever since the moment I saw you, I knew this was inevit—
         

“Stop.” She froze them both in place. In the distance, he heard voices, a cry of something that sounded like a mix of terror and joy. Where were they?

She pressed against his chest, sliding up on her tiptoes to reach his lips with hers. “Will you do this for me?”

Do what? It didn’t matter. If this was her test, he’d pass. “Honey, I’d walk across fire for you and you know it.”

“Then this ought to be a piece of cake. Oliver Bradbury, you are about to conquer your fears.” She pulled off the blindfold. “And I’m about to face mine.”

Yellow. The only thing he could see was a giant, rubbery, blinding mass of yellow spilled over the ground like a sea of sunflowers; it took a full five seconds for it all to compute. “No fucking way.”

“Well, now, that’s the attitude.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him closer.

“A hot air balloon, Zoe? Are you nuts? I’m not getting on that thing.” Not in a million years.

Rounding the basket, she stood on her tiptoes and peered in. “Oh, the crew did everything just like I asked. We only need to blow her up and take her high.” She waved to a few people gathered near another balloon, this one partially inflated by a giant fan in front of it. “Climb in and meet the ground crew.”

“The ground crew? How about the pilot?” At her smug smile he closed his eyes. No. Oh, Christ, no.

“I’m taking you up,” she said, confirming his fear.

“You are.” He gave a dubious look to the deflated balloon and tiny basket barely big enough to hold two people, let alone enough extra tanks to make sure they didn’t run out of whatever it was that kept these things afloat.

“Want to see my license? I got it last week.”

Last week?
         

Her laughter floated off into the breeze, like they were about to. Except they weren’t.
         

“You want a lesson in how it works?” she asked. “Would that make you feel better? Those sandbags are—”

“I want a rain check.” He stepped back, glancing up to a morning sky that promised no rain as a handy excuse. A brightly striped balloon ascended, already nearly a thousand feet in the air. Aw, fuck it all. “It’s not happening, Zoe.”
         

She angled her head and looked up at him. “And thirty seconds ago you were going to walk across fire for me.”

“I still would. On the ground.”
         

For a long, quiet, seemingly endless moment, they looked at each other.

“How is it you can cut open a human chest and pluck out a heart and replace a stinking artery like a freaking car mechanic and you can’t go up in the air in a machine brilliantly designed to fly safely?”
         

He took a slow breath. “First of all, I only did that during my cardiology rotation, but in surgery, I’m in control.” He held up his two hands. “I operate these.”

“Well, I operate this.”

“No, Zoe, it’s powered by wind and—chance.”

She stepped closer, wrapping her arms around his waist, and gave him an irresistible smile. “Kind of like me, huh?”

He slid his hand into her hair and held her steady. “You’re uplifting, not flighty. There’s a difference.”

She inched back, her eyes uncharacteristically serious, and maybe a little scared. Why would she be scared? “I want to tell you something, Oliver, and I want to be up there”—she pointed to the sky—“when I do.”
         

“You can tell me right here, right now. Not two thousand feet in the air.”

“Three.”

Shit.

“I need to be sure you aren’t going to leave.”

He almost choked. “Leave? I’d never leave you. I’m attached to you. I changed my life for you, or did you forget?”

She shrugged. “Yes, you broke up with your girlfriend the day after we met. But”—she pointed a finger in his face—“you said yourself you didn’t really love her.”

Was this a test of whether or not he loved Zoe? Because if it was, Oliver wouldn’t fail. But, damn it, he didn’t want to take that ride. “This is crazy.”

“I’m crazy,” she assured him with a ridiculous amount of pride. “I’m a lunatic who loves to get up in the air and be completely untethered. And that’s where I want to be with you when I tell you…something.”
         

That something he needed to hear.

He searched her face, hating that he could already feel himself giving in. How did she do this to him? He couldn’t say no to her. One kiss, one touch, one laugh, one time, and he was gone. “God, I love you.”

“Is that a yes?” She tightened her grip. “Please say yes.”

“I know what you’re doing.”

She tilted her head, that serious look darkening her eyes again. “Actually, I don’t think you do.”

“You’re testing me. And you know damn well I have never met a test I didn’t ace.”

“I’m not testing you, Oliver. I’m testing me.” She put her finger on his lips, holding his gaze. “And I want to do it on my turf.”

“Which happens to be three thousand feet off the ground.”

“Think of it as three thousand feet closer to the sun. Please?”

It was just enough to push him over an edge he knew he’d tumble over anyway.

He gave up the fight as a few guys—who looked as young and inexperienced as Zoe—came over to greet them. During the next half hour Zoe was in her element, and Oliver was in denial.

The fan blew the massive nylon balloon up to four stories high, until they were all dwarfed by its magnitude. When it was big enough, they attached what looked like really rickety burners, which blasted enough heat that the whole thing started to bounce a little—like Zoe in her strappy sandals and ruffled skirt that danced around her ankles.

“Let’s go!” She grabbed his hand and they got into the basket, high-fived a few of their crew, and then there was more choreography of burners and sandbags and a great deal of waving and cries of “Good luck,” which he hoped to hell they didn’t need.

And then they were off, the ground drifting farther away, the gondola, as she called the basket, swinging like a heart-stopping pendulum, and the air thinner with each passing second.

Or maybe that was just Oliver having a tough time breathing.

He gripped the wicker rim, refusing to look down. Instead he watched Zoe fine-tune the burners and dance with the wind, as he tried to pretend he was paying attention and not mentally writing his last will and testament.

“Listen,” she whispered as she twisted a valve. “Listen to that.”

Silence. Complete and total silence.

“Nice,” he admitted, relaxing a little as a slight breeze lifted them over a golf course and toward a lake, the residential developments of suburban Chicago fading into a quilt work of farms in rural Illinois about fifteen hundred feet below.

Wordlessly, Zoe and Oliver came together, folding into each other’s arms like it was as natural as breathing.

“You okay?” she asked.

He nodded, lowering his face for a kiss. “Is this the part when we get to drink that champagne?” he asked, nodding toward the bottle that one of the ground crew had tossed in at the very last minute.

“Oh, that’s not for us,” she told him. “That’s in case we land on someone’s property. It’s tradition for the balloon pilot to offer champagne to the people to thank them for letting them land there.”

“In other words you don’t have any idea where you’re going to land.”

“That, my darling, is the story of my life.” She took a deep, deep breath and closed her eyes. “You ready?”

“For anything. Except jumping.”

“Well, you might want to when I tell you this.”

He searched her face, taking time to appreciate the fine bones and soft skin, the deep bow in her upper lip, the bottle-green eyes that tipped up at the sides and sparkled when she smiled. But it wasn’t Zoe’s external beauty that had wrapped around his heart and squeezed the life out of him. It was her spirit, her laugh, her willingness to give everything to every situation.

“Nothing you could tell me would make me want to jump,” he said.

“All right.” Her chest rose and fell with each strained breath. She eased out of his arms and steadied herself by holding on to the wicker edge, the rising sun silhouetting her. “My name’s not really Zoe Tamarin.”

He gave it a nanosecond of consideration. “Okay, what is it?”

“Bridget.”

Bridget? “I like that name, but Zoe suits you so much better. So much more alive and wild than Bridget.”

“Zoe means new life,” she said softly, the words spoken almost as if she’d memorized them or she was quoting someone.

“Is that why you changed it?”

Her knuckles whitened on the basket rim. “I didn’t change it. Pasha did.”

Her aunt was even crazier than Zoe, that was for sure. “Don’t tell me: a butterfly landed on her teacup and flapped out a new name in Morse code?”

She didn’t laugh. Instead, she bit her lower lip and cast her eyes down. “I was in the Texas foster care system as a child.”

“Really?” He tried to wrap his head around that. Why would she keep something so big from him? “You never told me.”

“Because I never tell anyone.”

On his belt loop the cell phone he was required to carry rang, jarring both of them.

“Whoops, I forgot to tell you that you’re supposed to turn that off up here,” she said. “FCC rules.”

He glanced at the phone. “It’s not a call, it’s one of those new SMS messages the hospital put us on instead of pagers.”

“Are you on call today?”

“No, but there’s one patient who started a new treatment yesterday and I asked the shift nurse to shoot me a message on his status.”

She nodded toward the phone when it rang again. “Then you’d better check it.”

“Hold your thought.” Pulling out the new hospital-issued flip-phone, he snapped up the cover.
         

Must talk. Very important!
         

He peered at the message, then the number, recognizing it instantly. Of course Adele would have access to every resident’s number. And use it to stalk him. She wasn’t going to let go of him that easily, was she? She’d been hounding him for four weeks, even though he’d broken up with her as civilly as he could and had stopped taking her calls.

He shook his head. “Not important.” He focused on Zoe and this conversation, since everything the woman he loved said was far more important than messages from the one he did not. “Why were you in foster care if you have your Aunt Pasha?”

“She’s not my aunt.”

“Great-aunt,” he corrected.

“Not that either. She was my next-door neighbor.”

Now he really scowled. “And she adopted you?”

“She…took me.” She gnawed at her lip and forced herself to meet his gaze, even though, he could tell, that wasn’t easy. “She saved me. I was in trouble when I was ten years old, I was in…” She searched for a word, then shook her head in frustration. “Trouble. And I had to get away from the trouble. So Pasha, the next-door neighbor, took me and—”

“Wait.” He didn’t understand. “The neighbor took you? How?”

“She ran away with me. I needed help and she…” Zoe reached for his arm. “Pasha saved my life, Oliver. She kept me and changed our names and we moved constantly from town to town, and she got fake IDs made so we could manage and we stayed off the grid and under the radar.” The words spilled out, each one a little harder to believe than the one before. “If you want to get technical about it, she kidnapped me.”

The basket buffeted by a gust of wind, the balloon suddenly dropping at least five feet while Oliver’s stomach felt like it plummeted another two hundred.

Zoe whipped around to adjust the valve.

“She kidnapped you?” How was that even possible? “And no one ever caught her?”
         

“Not yet.”

The phone, still in his hand, rang again. While Zoe worked the valves and the balloon bounced, Oliver read the next message.

I’m serious, Oliver! This is an EMERGENCY!
         

He stared at the words but didn’t really see them, his whole being waiting for Zoe to finish, his brain trying—and failing—to squeeze this new information into what he knew about her. She’d been kidnapped?
         

“That’s why we move so much,” she said, finally turning back to him, her cheeks pink from the wind. Or maybe that was shame. Which was crazy because she hadn’t done anything wrong.

Except go along with the insanity, bouncing through life with her crazy aunt-neighbor with as little stability as this balloon.

“Zoe, you have to fix this problem. It’s been, what? Fourteen years?”

“There’s no statute of limitations on kidnapping,” she said, her tone full of the authority of someone who’d done her research. “She could still go to jail.”

“What about you?”

“Me? I didn’t do anything, but I have to protect her.”

“What you have to do is—is fix this.” How could she not see that?

“Oliver, didn’t you hear me? She could go to jail. There’s nothing to fix.”
         

Of course there was. “How about your life and your future?” Didn’t she see that? He reached for her to make his point, the steps already clear to him even if the problem wasn’t. “Zoe, you get a good lawyer and you work out a deal, maybe pay a fine or—”

“No!”

Her vehemence shocked him. “What are you going to do, hide your whole life?”

For a long, silent moment, she stood uncharacteristically still. As each second ticked by, her eyes filled. “I don’t know, but I’m not going to do anything that’s a risk to her. I’m not going to do anything official.”

The phone rang again. “Damn it,” he muttered. “Let me turn this off.” He opened the cover to find the button, but the words on the screen assaulted him.

OLIVER I AM PREGNANT!
         

He snapped the phone closed with a crack, making Zoe startle.

“You’re angry,” she said.

“Not with you.”

Adele was pregnant? Seriously? He couldn’t even think straight enough to do the math, but he didn’t have to. They’d broken up four weeks ago. Adele could easily be pregnant.

Or she could be lying, just as easily.

Zoe backed away, her eyes already filled with tears. “I knew I shouldn’t have told you. I’ve never told anyone, and this is why.”

“No, no, Zoe. That’s not—” His logical brain felt like it was short-circuiting. “First things first,” he said, as much to himself as to her. “We get a lawyer and get her cleared.”

Her jaw opened. “It isn’t that easy, Oliver.”

“You can’t live your life like this, Zoe. You have to go to the authorities and—”

“Are you nuts?”
         

“Are you?” he fired back.

For a second she froze, staring at him. Then she turned back to the valves. “I’ll take us down.”

“Good,” he said, taking out the phone to make sure he’d read Adele’s message right. What would he do if she really was pregnant? He wouldn’t abandon her, but he sure as hell wouldn’t mar—

“Shit,” she muttered, twisting a knob with a grunt.

“What? A problem?”

She whipped around to him, the balloon falling a little too fast. “Yes, Oliver. There is a problem.”

“We’re going to crash?”

“We just did,” she said.

“Zoe, come on. Be smart about this. If Pasha—”

“No,” she said sharply. “You be smart about it. Do you have any idea what it took to tell you that? Any idea at all how I guard that secret? I’ve never told my closest friends, my college roommates. I’ve never told anyone but you.”

“I appreciate that, but—”

“No buts!” Tears splashed now, each one a little kick in his gut.

“Zoe, what did you think I’d say?”

“I thought you’d understand. I thought you’d step forward and tell me you love me anyway, despite my past. I really thought you’d be the one person I could trust.”

“Did you think I’d say ‘Oh, that’s cool, no big deal—we’ll live on the run the rest of our lives and that’s fine?” He hated himself for taking his anger at Adele out on Zoe, but how could he walk away from a baby? He wouldn’t, of course, he’d—

“I don’t know what I was thinking. It was crazy to think I could ever…stay.”

He reached for her, but she snapped out of his touch.

“Zoe, you can stay. You can do whatever you want. You have to clear up this problem.” And so did he.

“Sure.” She nodded, swiping her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“For what your aunt did when you were a kid? How can you be sorry about that?”

“I’m not sorry about that. She saved me, Oliver. I wasn’t going to survive that situation and she knew it. She swooped in and risked everything for me. She gave up her life for me.”
         

He didn’t understand how making Zoe disappear and live the life of a tumbleweed made everything all right, but this wasn’t the time to argue about that. His own life was falling apart faster than this balloon was heading for the ground. “Then what are you sorry for?”

Zoe manipulated the balloon, her hair flipping over her face. “For telling you. For being honest. For falling in—bed with you.”

“You were going to say love, weren’t you?” The phone rang again and he didn’t even bother to look at this message. “Weren’t you, Zoe?”

She flicked her hair off her face, doing something with the valves that made the basket drop and swing a little.

“Whoops!” She laughed playfully, that wind-chime giggle that he loved so much. Except there was something missing in the musical sound this time.

And just like that, her walls went up. He’d spent four weeks taking them down brick by brick, but now she was back to fun-loving, joke-making, carefree Zoe who kept everyone at a distance. Fuck. Could he be handling this any worse?

“We better get you home so you can take care of whoever is so desperate to reach you, Doctor.”

This was the wrong time, the wrong place. He’d fix this later. First he’d handle Adele, then he’d handle Zoe. “In a few weeks I’ll have this all fixed.”

She shot him a look. “ ’Cause that’s what you do, right?”

Right. “I better get…to the hospital.” Or to Adele’s house. “And then we’ll talk, Zoe.”

“Not much to talk about now.”

Like hell there wasn’t. “Zoe, you have to attack the problem logically. You have to do the right thing, even though…” He glanced at the phone in his hand, his chest suddenly hollow and cold. “The right thing isn’t easy.”

She nodded, saying nothing as she worked to get them down. “I’ll call the ground crew when we land and they’ll pick us up,” she said, all the joy and life that had taken them into the skies gone from her flat voice.

He pushed away the guilt. One problem at a time.

“We'll talk later?” he asked again.

“Oh, of course. We’ll talk. I’ll chat with my aunt and tell her what you think we should do. Then we can talk all you want.”

Her voice had a strange note, almost like she was teasing. But he couldn’t dig deeper into that now. Not with his phone exploding with bad news. “You promise?” he asked again.

But she didn’t answer; she was too busy with the balloon instruments.

“Hold on, now,” she finally said. “We’re about to touch down. Prepare to crash.” She winked at him. “Kidding.” They hit with a solid thud, enough to knock him off balance and both of them into each other, and he held her as tightly as he could.

“Do you promise we’ll talk later?” he pressed.

She made an X over her heart. “I promise.”

Less than twelve hours later he stood in an abandoned house on the south side of Chicago, every sign that Zoe and Pasha Tamarin had ever rented it wiped away. Her promise had been broken, along with his heart. And he had no idea how to fix that.




    

  
    
      

Chapter One

Nine Years Later



Run, Zoe, run.
         

Stuff it, Zoe fired back at the voice in her head. Running wasn’t an option this time.

It would be so much easier.
         

And, God, she loved her some easy. And there was nothing as easy as a mad dash when things got sketchy.

Well, things were about to zoom past sketchy and fly right into stupid. Or smart. Depending on how he reacted.

Zoe slid a glance across the wide boulevard that cut a swath through the exclusive business district of Naples, her gaze landing on a two-story Spanish hacienda–style building she’d spotted about six months ago on her last visit to Florida. Between her and that destination, heat shimmered off the road like burning coals.

I’d walk across fire for you.
         

The memory stabbed, and her finger lingered on the keys in the ignition. Just turn it and run.
         

The idea pounded as hard as the summer sun on this beachside city, slamming down on her rented 4x4, melting her into the scorching leather seat.

No! She. Would. Not. Run. Not this time.

Zoe had been raised on the altar of “signs from the universe,” and last night the universe had smacked her over the head with a billboard.

While all her closest friends had celebrated the birth of a baby who’d arrived with stunning drama during the Casa Blanca Resort & Spa grand-opening party, Zoe had played a part in a different drama.

Unlike everyone else in the room, Zoe knew the doctor who’d been pressed into emergency service to deliver Lacey and Clay Walker’s baby. He wasn’t just another guest at the event to her.

Calm and commanding, Oliver Bradbury had stepped into the role of lifesaver and baby-deliverer, unaffected by the chaos around him—until he saw Zoe, who had probably looked like a slack-jawed lunatic at that moment. But hadn’t his dark eyes flashed? Hadn’t he nearly stumbled over an order for everyone to leave the room?

Or maybe she’d imagined that. Either way, she’d followed that order and bolted down the hall, reeling. By the time the paramedics had whisked mother, son, and proud papa off to the hospital, the doctor had been on his way out. From the stretcher, holding her little bundle, Lacey had pronounced the man “an angel” and demanded to know his name.

Zoe stayed utterly silent, of course, admitting to no one that she knew far more than his name. Once, she’d known his heart.

She hadn’t slept at all last night. She couldn’t stop thinking about him and what he could do for her. It really was a sign from the universe, as her great-aunt, Pasha, would say.

All Zoe had to do was swallow her pride and beg. Maybe she had to make an offer he couldn’t resist.

Except that among the few things Zoe knew about Dr. Oliver Bradbury was that he’d been married for nine years. Which meant he must have basically left her on their last date and gone straight back to his ex-girlfriend. Who could blame him, after finding out about Zoe and Pasha? Which woman held more appeal: the daughter of the hospital CEO who came with blue blood and big promises of a rich future or the girl who’d been kidnapped, lived underground, and never stuck around in any place long enough to risk attachment?

But you left him, Zoe, before you ever found out which woman held more appeal. You ran. Just like always.
         

Because he would have turned Pasha in!

The little war of the voices in her head reminded her why she was here and why, as much as she hated it, Oliver Bradbury was the one and only man who could help her right now.

She yanked the keys out of the ignition and jumped out of the big Jeep Rubicon. Heat singed through her wafer-thin sandals as her feet hit the pavement. Squaring her shoulders, she pinned her gaze on the charcoal glass doors and jaywalked to find out her destiny.

Would he or would he not?

He had to. He was the guy who always did the right thing. The logical thing. He couldn’t have changed that much in nine years.
         

At the door, she took a shallow breath and ran her fingers over the elegant gold lettering that announced exactly what went on in this unassuming building tucked between an art gallery and a frozen-yogurt shop in the ritzy medical district of one of the world’s wealthiest cities.

Dr. Oliver Bradbury.
         

Oncology.
         

Now that right there was one ugly word, one that should—

Both doors popped open, shoved from the inside, forcing Zoe to jump back or get smacked with glass. A woman strode out, stopping to blink into the sun and throw open a giant bag covered with a designer’s initials. She whipped out a pair of sunglasses with the very same initials on the side.

But before she got them on, Zoe saw her face. It was one she’d seen the night before, milling about with the guests of the grand opening: Oliver’s wife.

A phone followed the sunglasses, thrust under silky black hair that brushed her shoulders. “Thank Christ,” she said, an amazing amount of sultry in the sarcasm. “I’m finally free and, honey, do I need a martini and massage.”

Zoe snorted. “Who doesn’t?”

The woman turned to Zoe, her eyes hidden by the sunglasses but her glare powerful nonetheless. Stark bones gave her angular face a hollow look, the aura of wealth and condescension clinging like a spritz of Chanel No. 5.

Zoe knew that face even before she’d spotted her walking out of Casa Blanca’s lobby doors with Oliver after the baby was born. And even before that, she’d seen Adele Townshend Bradbury, thanks to a search engine powered by a few glasses of wine served at a self-pity party. Zoe took a little consolation in the fact that Oliver’s wife didn’t look quite as perfect without benefit of Photoshop. But damn close.

Zoe gave her a tight smile, knowing that Adele hadn’t noticed Zoe the night before and surely had no idea who she was. “Excuse me,” Zoe said, reaching for the door.

“Of course, dear.” Adele stepped aside, switching the phone to the other ear. “No,” she said into the phone as Zoe went inside. “That was no one. I’m listening.”

No one. The door closed, blessedly shutting out the sun and the sound of the woman who’d married the only man Zoe had ever…No, that wasn’t love. But then how would Zoe know? She certainly had no guidelines for what love was or wasn’t. But they’d had something, and she was about to leverage whatever it was to get what she had to have.
         

Inside, cool air settled over Zoe as she took in the creamy white walls and icy marble floor. This was like no doctor’s-office reception room she’d ever been in. No mess of magazines on a cheap coffee table for Dr. Bradbury. No impersonal glass panel that slid open and closed like a confessional, either. No worn leather chairs, cheesy art, or canned video presentation.

Nothing but old money and elegant sophistication.

So, Mrs. Bradbury must have decorated the offices.
         

“Can I help you?” The question came from a striking redhead with a tiny headset in her ear who was seated at a glass table that held nothing but a sleek tablet computer and a space-age-looking phone. Her smile matched the surroundings, cold and impersonal, exactly like her Arctic-blue eyes.

“I’m here…” Zoe’s voice cracked. Great. Now she sounded like a teenage boy. She cleared her throat. “I’d like to see Dr. Bradbury.”

The faintest frown pulled. “What time is your appointment?”

“He’ll see me.” Especially now that his wife had just left.
         

“I’m sorry.” The woman angled her head, a practiced mix of pity and power in her expression. “You have to make an appointment, and that requires a referral, and, to be perfectly honest, Dr. Bradbury has absolutely no patient openings now. We can provide you with the names of—”

“He’ll see me,” she said, nodding to the phone. “Give it a try. That’s Zoe. No y, just Z-o-e.”
         

“I know how to spell.”

“But do you know how to dial?”

The young woman held up her hand. “If you don’t have an appointment, he will not see you. There are absolutely no exceptions to that rule.”
         

“I’m the exception. Zoe Tamarin.”

The woman didn’t move, leveling her icy glare in a showdown. “Would you like the list of doctors I mentioned?”

“Not unless one of them is Oliver.” At the woman’s surprised look, Zoe added, “I’m a personal acquaintance.”

The woman’s gaze lingered on the thin tank top stuck to Zoe’s sweat-dampened skin. The white cotton skirt that had seemed so whimsical when she’d picked it up at Old Navy suddenly felt like a cheap rag compared to the receptionist’s silk and pearls.

Red gave a mirthless smile and shook her head as she stood, nearly six feet tall in four-inch heels. “I’m very sorry for your situation, but you need to leave, now.”

“My situation?” She didn’t even freaking know Zoe’s situation. “Please call his assistant or whoever and tell him that Zoe Tamarin is waiting to see him.”
         

The woman tapered her eyes but touched her earpiece. “Beth?”

Zoe let out a soft sigh of relief. As soon as Oliv—

“We need security in the lobby.”

Zoe croaked out a cough. “Excuse me?”

The other woman completely ignored her. “Immediately,” she said into the air. Then, to Zoe, “We get a lot of desperate people wanting to see Dr. Bradbury, and—”

“Well, I’m not one of them.” Which was a complete lie, but she stepped forward anyway. “Just give him my damn name.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that.” She looked down at her tablet as if something more important had come up.

Zoe eyed the single door to the back, a nearly invisible slab of polished rosewood that blended right into the wall. But there was a slender silver knob that might not be locked. What the hell did she have to lose? With one more glance at Red, who was pointedly ignoring her now, Zoe lunged at the door.

“Hey!” the woman cried, but Zoe slammed down the handle and pushed.

The receptionist got her then, grabbing Zoe’s arm to yank her back to the lobby. “You will leave the premises, ma’am. Right. This. Minute.”

Zoe fought the fingers, wresting her body away with every ounce of strength she had, and suddenly the woman let go and Zoe stumbled toward the offices, tripping on the threshold strip, her hair falling over her face as her knees hit the floor.

“What in God’s name is going on out here?”

Oliver. She didn’t look up, but closed her eyes and let the sound of him reach all the way inside and touch her.
         

“Zoe?”
         

“You know her, Dr. Bradbury?”

“Imagine that,” Zoe murmured, only slightly appeased by the little bit of horror in Red’s voice. Finally, she lifted her face to meet his gaze.

But the sight of those bottomless dark chocolate eyes nearly flattened her again.

“Good God,” he said, dropping to one knee and reaching out a hand. “What are you—here, get up.” His hand enveloped hers, that strong, masculine, capable hand that healed and heated her with one stroke of his fingers. “What are you doing…”

She lifted an eyebrow as she stood to her full height, which was a few hairs shy of five-four; not as impressive as her adversary and only chest high with Oliver. But, oh, what a chest it was. In a zillion-dollar white shirt so soft and expensive she imagined it was hand-loomed purely to fit those incredible shoulders.

“Apparently it’s easier to get into the Oval Office without an appointment.”

He almost smiled, sparking a hint of burnished gold in his eyes. “You don’t need an appointment to see me.”

Zoe was dying to give a dose of “Take that, bitch” to the receptionist, but Oliver still held her hand and inched her a little closer, dizzying her with that clean, smart, crisp smell of capability—and Oliver. “You do want to see me?”
         

His whisper of uncertainty almost undid her.

“I do.”

I do. I do. God, how she had once longed to say those words to him.
         

Instead she’d said other words, and those had sealed her fate in a completely different way.

Someone had said those words to him, though. Someone with dark hair and designer bags and the stink of wealth—and family. Big, powerful, undeniable, real family. The one thing Zoe could never offer him.
         

Damn Google and its endless pages of more information than tipsy ex-girlfriends ought to be able to get their hands on.

She lifted her chin and his expression flickered, zigzagging somewhere between amused and amazed as he studied her.

“Come into my office,” he ordered with the sound of a man who didn’t know the fine art of suggestion. Authority sat well on those broad shoulders.
         

“Would you like some coffee? Water?” he asked, ready to send the receptionist on the errand.

“After what it takes to get into this place? Grey Goose, straight up.”

He nodded to Red. “Mr. Carlson is in room two. Have Beth tell him I’ll be a few minutes longer.”

Zoe blasted the woman with a fake smile. “Thank you so much for your help. Attila, was it?”

The other woman looked at Oliver, who bit his lip. “C’mon, Zoe. In here.”

He led her down a hushed hallway, staying one step behind as they rounded a corner wordlessly. Her sandals were silent on plush carpet, but her heart thudded against her ribs loudly enough to reverberate through the halls of Dr. Bradbury’s superplush, mega-exclusive, you-can’t-have-an-appointment-without-a-referral-from-God practice.

His office was large, of course, and bright from a bank of windows, everything so much warmer than the reception area. Zoe took a sniff of cherry, leather, and that hint of success. It smelled like a man in this room, a strong, substantial, still-so-stinkin’-hot-it-hurts man.

Her feet practically itched as she imagined whipping past him and dashing out the door she’d fought so hard to get through. Sorry! Made a mistake!
         

But she didn’t move, a testament to how much she loved at least one person in this world. She kept her back to him, taking one last inhale and reviewing her game plan.

Which didn’t exactly exist, since she’d left Barefoot Bay on a whim that morning, plan free. So now what? Plead? Demand? Barter? Whatever she did, she had to be strong and unyielding. She would not take no for an answer. She would not—

“Turn around.”

Melt.
         

Oh, no. Falling into his arms would be much worse than running out the door as fast as—and hopefully with more grace than—she’d entered. Because once she felt those arms around her, all bets were off.

Slowly, she turned, meeting the gaze of a man who looked at her like he hadn’t eaten in days and she was a human cream puff.

While his eyes trailed over every inch of her, she took her own visual vacation, lingering on the things about him that had kept her awake so many, many nights. Not his classically handsome face, with all those angles of raw strength, and not his powerful shoulders or silky black hair. Zoe hadn’t fallen for “the man with the teeth,” as her Aunt Pasha had once described his movie-star smile, or the prominent nose that hinted at Roman or Greek ancestors, no doubt Julius Caesar himself.

No, Zoe loved the unexpected surprises of Oliver. Thick, bottlebrush, black lashes that feathered out to the side when he laughed at something she said. The muscle in his neck that flexed and tightened when he leaned in to kiss her. The tenor and depth of his voice when he whispered in her ear, the jolt of music when he said her name, the way his eyes shuttered before a kiss as if he were about to taste a fine French wine.

His eyes were open now, though, and slicing right through her. “How is the baby?”

For a minute she couldn’t imagine what he was talking about. That was the thing about Oliver. He made Zoe forget her train of thought, her vows of secrecy, her common sense. He made her dream of things that couldn’t be and remember things she was better off forgetting.

Things that were so, so good. Like the time they’d done it on the kitchen floor of his apartment. And the time he’d—

“I assume mother and child are thriving?”

Oh, that baby. The one he’d delivered last night. “He’s perfect. Just, yeah. You left quickly and Lacey wanted to thank you.”
         

“Is that why you’re here?” A shadow of disappointment darkened his eyes, gone almost before she could grab hold of it.

Or you could grab that excuse instead and run with it, Zoe. Run fast and far.
         

Damn it, why did the only person who knew her secret have to be a doctor committed to saving lives, making it utterly impossible for her to run, hide, and pretend everything was fine?

Because everything wasn’t fine, and he was the answer to the problem that kept her awake and in a low-grade panic more nights than not.
         

“Is it?” he asked again. “Are you the new family’s thank-you committee of one?”

He was trying to be civil, even kind, and that gave her a little hope. Maybe their history was enough to get what she came for. Maybe she didn’t have to make deals with the devil—although she would have. Right now, she’d do anything.
         

“It was no big deal,” he said after a few too many seconds had passed. “I’ve done a few emergency deliveries in my career.” Then he took a step closer, dipping his head almost imperceptibly, searching her face. “Zoe?”

“Oliver, you are one of two people in the world who knows the truth about me.”

It was his turn to blink, silent.

“And once you said you’d do anything for me.”

He still didn’t respond.

“Do you remember saying that, Oliver?”

“Of course.” He crossed his arms in a classic power stance. “What are you asking me, Zoe?”

She took a slow, steadying breath. “My great-aunt, Pasha, is sick. Really, really sick. You know that she…she can’t exactly sally forth through the health-care system because she…” Is a kidnapper. “Can’t.”
         

He stared at her.

“I need you to treat her. And never report it.”

His eyes narrowed as her demand sank in. “You’re asking me to—”

“Do something illegal, yes. I know you are a big, important, successful doctor who shouldn’t take risks that would possibly hurt your booming business, but I don’t care, Oliver, because—”

“Stop.” He was in front of her in one step, one hand on her shoulder, searing her bare skin, already too close.

“Will you?” she asked.

He was near enough for her to feel his warmth and the scent of air and woods, reminding her of the last time they’d kissed.

Go ahead, kiss him.
         

He dipped his head a tiny bit, not more than a millimeter closer, as if the voice in her head was loud enough for him to hear. “How could I do that?”

“Quietly,” she said quickly. “Discreetly. Under the table, off the books, and away from the prying eyes of your witchy staff.” She raised her chin, hating that he could feel her tremble. Let him think that quiver was because she wanted his help and not because every cell in her was screaming kiss, kiss, kiss.
         

Man, this might have been a bad idea. But she powered on. “That’s how you could do it,” she finished. “And you will. Because you…” Loved me once. “Always do what’s right.”
         

“I can’t—”

“You will.”
         

“Be this close to you and not—”

“I think you have a wife for that kind of thing,” she said, wrangling out of his grip. “I need a doctor, and you happen to be in the area, in the right kind of practice, and conveniently the only medical professional who will agree to treat my aunt without reporting her to the authorities.”

He searched her face, his expression impossible to read. But that didn’t stop her from trying. And staring.

“That could jeopardize my practice,” he finally said.

“How about jeopardizing her life? Doesn’t that mean anything to you anymore? You used to care about people who were dying, Oliver.”

He flinched so slightly she almost missed it. “I still do.”

“Then help me!” She pushed his chest, fueled by frustration. He snagged her wrist and held it immobile.

“I’ll do what I can,” he said.

“What does that mean?” She shook off his fingers and he stepped back, sliding his hands into his trouser pockets as if to shackle himself.

His gaze dropped over her, as hot as his hands would be and sending just as many chills over her skin. “It means I’ll do what I can within certain parameters.”

“Certain parameters? So much for the Hippocratic oath.”
         

He let his eyes go lower, lingering on her chest, amber turning to ebony as he watched it rise and fall.

“Not to mention your marriage vows.”

He merely shook his head. “Those are broken.”

“Well, goodie for you, hot stuff. But I need a doctor, not a quickie.”

Ever so slightly, one brow lifted. “It was never quick with us, Zoe.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You are married.”

“I’m divorced. It was final last week.”

“You were with her at the grand opening last night.”

He shrugged. “Only as a favor. She’d been invited by some local socialite who backed out at the last minute and she didn’t want to go alone.”

Oh. Oh. “But I just saw her outside.”
         

“She dropped…” He inched back, casting his eyes down for a second. “Something off.”

A strange white heat rolled over her, along with the distinct and terrifying knowledge that the game had just changed. Oliver wasn’t married. Which meant she could—no, she wouldn’t. Never. Never, never, never.
         

Except…what exactly was Pasha’s life worth to Zoe? Everything. Anything. Even that.
         

She bit her lip and took a step closer. “I need help, Oliver. And I can’t get it anywhere else. I will do whatever you want.”
         

“What are you suggesting, Zoe?”

“You want me to spell it out? Three simple letters, then: s-e—”

He stopped her with a raised hand, taking a deep, slow breath and a long, hungry gaze over her body again. Every hair on the back of her neck stood up, electrified. As he looked at her breasts, her nipples popped against the thin material. As he stared at her hips, she grew warm and achy right between her legs.

When he got to her knees, those bad boys would forget their job completely and she’d be on the floor, like that night in the kitchen. But he never made it down that far.

“No.” He walked around his desk and sat in his oversized chair. “Why don’t you start by telling me what’s wrong with her.”

Holy hell. She’d offered herself as a human sacrifice and the son of a bitch turned her down.




    

  
    
      
Chapter Two


The rejection stung. Oliver could tell by the drop in Zoe’s shoulders, the way her mouth fought not to open in surprise, and, of course, by the flinch of pain that turned her emerald eyes more of a flat jade green.
         

Still pretty—God, she was fucking gorgeous—but when he turned down her offer, the light went out of her face.

He’d hurt her. Fine. They were possibly on the road to even, then. Maybe when she was sitting on the empty floor of a deserted house crying like a damn three-year-old, maybe then they’d be approaching even.
         

“What are her symptoms, Zoe?” he asked, taking out a notepad to keep his itchy hands busy. Just so he didn’t even think about how much he’d rather lean forward and thread his fingers through that mess of caramel-colored curls, all whimsical silk and sass that somehow never changed.

Corralling her cool, she dropped to the edge of a guest chair, pointing at the paper. “No notes. This is private. Off the record, completely. You may not make a file for her.”

He angled his head. “You may believe the worst in me, but I honor patient confidentiality. Tell me what’s the problem.”

“So she can be your patient?”

“Tell me the problem.”

On a soft sigh, she settled into the chair and tucked her legs under her, making the flowy skirt float over her legs and hide her feet like a lotus flower.

“First of all, I don’t believe the worst in you, okay? We ended badly, I know, but—”

“Badly?” He fired the word at her, making her flinch. “You call that ending badly?”

She stared back. “Yeah, that was bad.”

“Was it bad for you, Zoe?” He really needed to stop. She didn’t have to know what he’d gone through all these years later.

“Bad enough,” she said, far too cavalier for his tastes.

Really? Had she ached like he did? Had she wondered what the hell happened to him? Had she searched newspapers and bribed postal workers and haunted every hot air balloon field in the state of Illinois?

“It was pretty bad for me,” he admitted, the words like stones in his mouth.

“I noticed,” she said dryly. “So bad you got married five weeks later.”

He should have seen that one coming. “Which is why, when I saw you in that lobby store in the Ritz a few years ago, the first words I said were ‘I’m sorry.’ Do you remember that?”

“I remember.”

“You were buying condoms,” he reminded her, a fact that had stuck in his craw for days.

“For a friend. Can we talk about my aunt?”

For a long moment he looked at her, his whole gut ripped right in half. Here was the one woman he had never forgotten—not for a fucking day in nine years—asking him to do something she had to know he couldn’t do.

“Sure,” he said. “Why don’t we start with why you haven’t had her name cleared.”

“Why don’t we not, because if I needed help with that I’d see a lawyer. Last time I checked, you’re a doctor. An oncologist. And that’s what I need.”

At the little hitch in her voice, he put the past behind, instantly. “She has cancer?”

“We don’t know for sure that it’s cancer, but I’ve done a lot of Internet research—”

“You haven’t talked to a professional?”

She blew out a breath. “Damn it, Oliver, you know the situation. I can’t. But we did see this one guy who—it’s a stretch, but I suppose you could call him a doctor.”

He looked skyward. “Knowing your aunt, it was a psychic.”

“Actually, he was a healer in Sedona.” She sighed and gave an apologetic smile. “It was the best I could do. She doesn’t want to see a doctor, for obvious reasons, and she still puts a lot of weight in those signs sent from the universe.”

“Bad idea when the universe sends a tumor.”

Her expression grew serious. “That’s why I’m here, Oliver.”

Of course it was. Not because she was sorry he had his heart kicked in and missed her every day and still jacked off just thinking about the way she—

No, he’d stopped doing that years ago. Well, months.
         

“Anyway,” she continued. “This healer-doctor type made her swallow something awful—”

“Barium.”

“Yeah, and this endo…thing.”

“Endoscopy.”

“Then he suggested a…” She closed her eyes. “Biopsy, but that Aunt Pasha refused because we would have had to go into a hospital or surgeon’s office. That was a few weeks ago, and then we decided to come here so we could be in Barefoot Bay when Lacey’s baby was born.”

“And you decided to see me.”

“Well, I honestly never thought of you.”

“Not at all?” Damn it, he sounded pathetic.

“Well, other than the time I saw you at the Ritz and then, about six months ago, I was driving down this street with my friend Jocelyn, and I saw your sign on the door.”

The words hit low and hard. She had been here. Driving down his street. “But you didn’t come in.”
         

“She wasn’t sick then,” she said, as if any other reason for visiting would be unfathomable. “But last night, when you came in to deliver Lacey’s baby, I remembered you’re an oncologist and thought maybe I should…try.” Her voice cracked as she pushed herself up from the chair.

Zoe never stayed still for long; that hadn’t changed any more than her hair or clothes or her magnetic aura. All still there, torturing him. “So I decided I need you.”

Just like that. She needed him. In fact, she was willing to give herself to him, but not for the right reasons. And while that idea had incredible appeal, the motivation sucked. He’d had enough empty sex in his marriage, thank you very much.
         

“Tell me her symptoms,” he ordered.

She rubbed her hands together, pacing as if the office couldn’t contain her, already antsy from being in one room for ten minutes. “It started with heartburn, really bad, then she had trouble swallowing.” As she paused and the light hit her face, he noticed the shadows under her eyes and a slightly swollen lip from a lot of gnawing. “She gets really hoarse at times and can barely talk. Then she started to lose weight. Like, a lot of it.”

It wouldn’t take years of oncology experience to diagnose this, he thought glumly. Especially if a holistic doctor suggested a biopsy after an endoscopy. “Was she a smoker?”

“She doesn’t have lung cancer, he told us that. But, yes, she smoked and quit years ago, but…”

“How old is she?”

“Your guess is as good as mine, but I’d say eighty-ish.”

His eyes widened. “You don’t know how old your aunt is?”

“Great-aunt.” She swallowed visibly and stared at him. “And we both know she’s not really that, either. Let’s say eighty for argument’s sake.”

So she probably had no access to family medical history. He stood, coming around the desk to the door.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to get some information for you on esophageal cancer, which is my guess. And some names of specialists who—”

She grabbed his arm. “I’m not going to a specialist, Oliver.”

Closing his hand over her fingers, he pressed gently, fighting the desire to pull her into him and kiss all that desperation away. “I’m not the right doctor for someone who hasn’t had a single diagnosis yet. You need to understand something: I don’t treat cancer with standard procedures. I work strictly in a cutting-edge and unorthodox way, and many of my patients are undergoing experimental treatments, many as volunteers to research programs being done by a clinic I’m associated with. Believe me, cancer patients don’t come to me first. I’m a last-resort kind of guy.”

“Well, you’re my only resort.” She stepped back. “And I’ve always been a big fan of unorthodox. I’ll volunteer her for anything. Where do we start? What do you need?”
         

He almost laughed at the open-endedness of that unanswerable question. He searched her face, still not quite used to the impact of Zoe, so much brighter, bolder, and better in the flesh than in his imagination. His gaze dropped to her mouth, the bow over a hint of an overbite, the pout of a lower lip that could suck the common sense right out of a man’s head.

Hell, just looking at her he felt everything below the belt threaten to rise up and demand attention.

“I can read your expression, Oliver.”

He hoped not. “What does it say?”

“Something pornographic.”

“That’s your mind, Zoe.”

She shrugged, unfazed. “Whatever it takes to get some of that unorthodox, experimental magic.”

For a few seconds, he almost considered it. During that flash of time, enough blood rushed south, a reaction he’d had to Zoe from day one. Maybe he simply couldn’t resist her when he was thirty and willing to pay any price for the pleasure of her body, but now he was old enough to know that the price was too high for him.

“It’s not magic,” he said coolly. “It’s medicine, and it’s got as many risks as payoffs. There are a lot of things to consider, Zoe. I can’t take a patient that hasn’t been referred by a traditional doctor of—”

“She can’t see another doctor and you know it.”

“There’s no way, not even a clinic or some kind of an emergency facility?”

She gave him a look of disbelief. “She doesn’t even exist, for crying out loud.”

Emotion rocked her whole body, making him want to reach out and steady her, but he didn’t. Instead, he exhaled softly. “It wouldn’t be proper medicine for me to treat her and—”

“Fuck proper medicine!” She grabbed both his arms and squeezed, desperation rolling off her. “Or fuck me, if that’s what you want. I don’t care.”
         

That was the problem right there. She didn’t care.

“Will that work?” She pressed against him, surely feeling the bulge in his pants.

He put his hands on her shoulders, ready to push her away, but her breasts felt so good against his chest that he hesitated. “No,” he managed to say. “It will not work.”

She slid her hands around his neck, sending every hair there to full attention. “Are you sure? ’Cause it kinda feels like it might work.”

He lowered his head, giving in to the need to put his lips on her hair, her temple, her ear. He meant to just kiss her, but the words came tumbling out like they had a will of their own. “Why did you disappear?” he demanded in a harsh whisper.

Very slowly, she backed away, shaking her head. “You know why I had to leave.”

Like hell he did. “Leave? You evaporated. It was like aliens abducted you. Clothes, furniture; there was goddamn food left in your refrigerator—”
         

“You wanted me to do something I couldn’t, and since you’re the guy who always follows the rules and does the right thing, I really worried that you’d turn us in and—”

“How could you think that? You knew me, Zoe. You…” Loved me. Or had she?
         

“I had to go,” she said softly. “Pasha and I decided it wasn’t worth the risk.”

Love wasn’t worth the risk. He wasn’t worth the risk.
         

Wasn’t that the lesson he’d learned that dark day, as a child, when he’d trudged up the stairs, climbed into the attic, and learned that love—even unconditional love—might not be enough in this life? Especially not for a woman who’d rather quit than fight.
         

“Listen to me.” He reached for her face, cupping her cheeks, the shape of her jaw so familiar and fine in his hands. “Zoe, that—”

“Dr. Bradbury.”

They both leaped apart at the sight and sound of his receptionist in the doorway. “Excuse me, but Beth’s on the phone and couldn’t come here to tell you, but Mr. Carlson is very distraught.”

“I’ll be right there, Johanna.”

Her gaze flicked at Zoe. “Would you like me to show Miss, um, Tamarin out?”

“I’d like you to leave.”

The receptionist gave him a shocked look, then backed away and closed the door. Oliver turned back to Zoe. “But I don’t want you to leave. We have a lot to talk about.”

“Like my aunt’s treatment.”

Would a promise to talk about that keep her here? With Zoe, who knew?

“Stay here and we’ll talk after I’m finished with this patient.” He stepped away, hoping that was enough. “I’ll only be a few minutes.”

He walked to the door, wishing like hell he could lock it from the outside. But that was the thing about Zoe, the original flight risk. He couldn’t keep her. No one could. He couldn’t let himself forget that.

  


Zoe damn near fell back on the desk when Oliver left, boneless and spent from being that close for that long to a man she’d really hoped she was over.
         

So not over.

But would he help Pasha or try to ship her off to some other doctor? Sighing, she walked around the desk and folded herself into his big doctor chair, imagining his long, strong body filling it again.


        He isn’t married.
      
         

The words inflated her heart like a shot of propane fumes, lifting her into hope-filled skies. Hope-filled skies?
         

Pathetic. And the only hope she needed was for Pasha. There were no hope-filled skies in a world without her aunt. And there was nothing but thunder and lightning in skies with Oliver. How could she forget that?

He’d shown his true colors, marrying his ex-girlfriend within weeks of the day Zoe had left. But then, Adele had no problem getting a marriage license. Whereas Zoe? Hell, Pasha damn near had to sell her soul to buy the fake paperwork to get Zoe into college.
         

She’d have done anything for Zoe, and that was why Zoe had to get Pasha medical help. Unorthodox and experimental? Perfect. Zoe didn’t know much about medicine, but Pasha was old and frail. She’d never survive chemo and radiation, let alone the stress of going through some kind of health-care hell that didn’t take a patient without insurance, let alone no real identity.
         

Puffing out a breath at the familiar cycle of worry she spent so much time treading along, Zoe let her gaze drift over the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf behind her, scanning the medical tomes and landing on a framed photo of a little boy. Was that Oliver?

Shooting forward, she picked up the frame, a weird heaviness in her arm as she brought the picture closer and studied the face of a boy who could only be Oliver’s son.

No Internet search had ever mentioned a child. But then, he’d be the kind of man to take great care to keep his child out of the limelight, wouldn’t he?

She tried to swallow, but a lump of longing and dismay squeezed her throat. Oliver had a son. She’d have given anything to have been the woman to give him a son.
         

She guessed the boy in the picture to be five or six, missing front teeth, the last of lingering baby chubbiness around his chin. But there was no question what gene pool this child had been dipped in.

He had Oliver’s distinct intelligent gleam in his mahogany eyes, the same flat brows, and something about his lightly freckled cheeks hinted at a bone structure that would be strong and prominent once the right hormones and age kicked in.

It was a school picture, taken in a navy polo shirt with an insignia that read Cumberland Academy. A private school, of course.

Zoe had been homeschooled by Pasha.

The door opened and Zoe froze, not wanting to be caught ogling Oliver’s child as he returned to continue their conversation. Knowing her head didn’t even show over the back of the chair, she waited, completely still.

Maybe Oliver would think she’d left, and when he went out to find her she could replace the picture and he wouldn’t—

A sniff broke the silence. And another, followed by a full-blown sob.

Zoe bit her lip to not react.

That wasn’t Oliver. Probably one of his staffers having a breakdown because he’d yelled at her. Maybe it was Big Red. A splash of satisfaction warmed her gut. Bitch got what she—
         

“I hate this!” The voice was thin, broken, and frail. “I hate him.” A smack against the leather sofa underscored the emotion.
         

That wasn’t the receptionist or the secretary.

“It’s so not fair!”

That was a kid. Zoe slowly turned the chair, making it squeak and getting a loud gasp in response. As she lifted her gaze from the picture, she met the very same face in three dimensions. Maybe a year or two older, eyes brimming with tears, a Chicago Bulls tank top draped over skinny shoulders that shuddered with the effort to stop crying.

“Who are you?” he asked, eyes popping in surprise.

“Fairy Godmother.”

For a moment he tried to speak, but another shuddering sob came out as a half hiccup, half burp.

“Why the waterworks, kid?”

He swiped his eyes, a soft color rising to his cheeks. “Who are you, really?”

“Friend of…” She took a not-too-wild guess. “Your dad’s?”

“Are you another nanny?”

Her heart slipped a little at the mix of hope and dread in his voice. “Have there been a few?”

“Like, nineteen in two weeks.”

She almost smiled. “That’s a lot.”

“Okay, four. But since we got here and have to live in that stupid, ugly hotel, there’s like a different one every day.”

“What stupid, ugly hotel do you live in?”

“The Ritz-Carlton.”

“Oh, yeah, the stupidest and ugliest of them all.” Why did Oliver live in a hotel?

“I know, right?” He sniffed again. “I was glad all their dumb babysitters were busy and my mom had to bring me here all day.”

She dropped off…something. His son was a something? “Yeah, ’cause what’s better than hanging out at the cancer ward?”
         

He choked on a laugh he didn’t want to have but couldn’t help. “So, are you talking to my dad about the job?”

A job, not that job. “More or less. Are you looking for him?”
         

He shrugged, then shook his head. “I’m mad at him.”

“I heard.” She set the picture on the desk to lean forward, intrigued. “What’d he do?”

He sniffled one last time and wiped his nose, leaving it gleaming wet with teary snot. “I want a dog.”

“Probably frowned upon at the Ritz.”

He gave her a “Yeah, duh” look that only a kid his age could nail with such perfection. “No dogs at the Shitz-Carlton.”

She tried not to laugh at the name, so out of place on his little lips. “You allowed to talk like that?”

“Who’s gonna know?”

“Me.”

“Who are you?”

“I told you—”

“There’s no such thing as fairy godmothers.”

She put her elbow on the desk and pointed to him. “Now that, kid, is where you’re wrong. I’ve got one and she rocks.”

“Does she have a wand?” he asked, the question rich with childish sarcasm.

“Several. And a crystal ball. And”—she leaned forward and shifted her eyes from side to side, as if a nosy nurse could pop up at any minute—“a man-eating plant.”
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