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Dedication
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For every woman who has lost a baby 


or their dream of one.











In loving memory of Aunt Gerry, Aunt Flo, & my angels.











  
  

Prescription for a Frozen Heart
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a Sweet Medical Romance





Workaholic, kid-shy Dr Charlotte ‘Charlie’ Kriel is a petite, fiery sports doc who’s built her life around two simple rules: men are not to be trusted and kids are best avoided.




Anaesthetist Dr Thomás Ribeiro is everything a woman could wish for: a skilled healer, a devoted father, and undeniably Dreamland’s most swoon-worthy doctor. Except love is not on his prescription pad or in his frozen heart. 



Charlie’s broken heart’s strong cage worked perfectly until she meets eleven-year-old Emilía and her delectable but irritating dad. It’s bad enough fighting the impossible yearning for a child of her own, now she needs to squash her debilitating attraction to the Arctic Iceman. 



Thomás is captivated—and frustrated—by Charlie’s fierce spirit and the glimpses of vulnerability he sees. But when she finds out he is keeping secrets from his daughter, she starts asking for the impossible: he must come clean with Emilía. 

He could lose everything…or win it all…



If you adore single dads, smart-mouthed kids longing for a family, and heart-warming romance wrapped in medical drama, you’ll fall hard for this emotionally charged tale of love, healing, and second chances. A guaranteed happily ever after awaits!








  
  

Review
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“A delightfully captivating medical drama filled with romance and that ever-elusive second chance.” 


 


 “As we all know, romance is a HUGE genre. Readers, it seems, just love the Pride and Prejudice plot – girl meets boy, they don’t get on (but there’s lots of chemistry), then things develop, and they end up getting on very well indeed! And that’s what is on offer here in this smartly plotted, well-written medical romance from the pen of talented writer, Jo-Anne Duffett.” 


 


If you happen to be on the hunt for a 


‘will they / won’t they / they probably will’ 


romance set in the world of medicine, this book is for you.” The Wishing Shelf
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Work hard, play hard is Jo-Anne’s motto. The only time she sits still is while reading, even then she sometimes spins. She’s an avid romance reader and had immense pleasure creating this novel. 

Prescription for a Frozen Heart, follows her debut novel, Surf n Turf. 

She is a medical doctor in Cape Town, South Africa. 
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When she’s not consulting or field-side, she’s out taking photos or concocting stories while running. She relishes anything outdoors and delights in travelling with her husband. When she’s not consulting or field-side, she’s out taking photos or concocting stories while running. She relishes anything outdoors and delights in travelling with her husband. 



For insider info and her newsletter, sign-up here: https://forms.gle/HjJZY1Uw23ygCMTV9








  
  

Chapter 1
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Dr Charlie Kriel had mislaid her ears. 

She wished it was the phone, or better still, the pesky parasite doing the rounds in the country at the moment. Her diary was jam-packed, and she needed to get started pronto. Today would be another relentless day. 

She patted her neck and pockets, threw open the drawers, checked the sphygmomanometer, and all the usual spots. As she laid her hand on her door handle, it opened, and she jumped back like a cat presented with a cucumber. Tebogo, a medic, held out her stethoscope.

“Phew. Thanks. Where?”

“The passage, I also found—” He ushered forward a young girl wearing a bright pink mask. Charlie blinked. “—your visitor.”

She gulped. Miaow! She had clean-forgotten about the pupil coming today to job-shadow. Or more like she’d been behaving like an ostrich, sticking her head in the sand. If she couldn’t see a kid, the child wasn’t there. 

Right. Gosh. She is so young!

She worked mostly with young adults and athletes, but this was a child. And children were anathema. Okay, maybe she was over-reacting…being a bit harsh. They just gave her a lump in her throat and an incurable ache in the heart. The problem was she liked kids, longed for her own, but, like waving a thick icing-coated-cupcake topped with a glazed cherry in front of a diabetic was a mean trick, so were placing children in her path. That ship had sailed. She would never be a mother to a human, only her fur baby.

Forced proximity with kids was mean. Cruel. Unkind.

She rubbed her chest, realized what she was doing, and rolled her finger on the diaphragm of her stethoscope instead.

It was much easier to simply avoid them. Except now, there was one in her office… For the whole day! If a child wasn’t sick or injured, she had no idea how to interact with them. But a menina who was job-shadowing deserved to see the best of a potential career, not be scared away by a kid-shy old maid. How was she going to survive this day without mucking up?

“Hello, Doctor. I’m Emilía. I’m here to experience your job to see if it’s something I might want to do one day.” 

Emilía stood with her hands twisted behind her, swaying rhythmically while gazing around. She inspected the charts on the walls and the models of joints on the desk. Dark hair was plaited into two long pigtails, a dusting of freckles peeping out above her bright pink mask. Her sapphire blue eyes came to rest on Charlie, and one eyebrow shot up. She gasped like she was going to say something, then snapped her mouth shut, making a popping sound.

Charlie had been forewarned of Emilía’s inquisitive nature by her colleague—Vickie Ribeiro, a biokineticist, had called the previous day with the strangest request for job shadowing she had ever received. Usually, these requests had to go through a process of application and approval by her boss, but somehow, this had been rushed in one day. An eleven-year-old! Surely, she was too young to be making career choices. 

But then again, Charlie had been eleven when she’d to select her subjects for high school, and way back then, she had chosen biology over accounting. Maybe having some idea of a future career so young did make some sense.

“Hello, young lady,” she said, bemused. “Did you want to ask something?”

The girl was almost as tall as she was. But then again, at barely over one-metre-fifty, she was teeny, petite. Nope, that sounded weak. She was a survivor, a fire-cracker. Dynamite comes in small packages. Emilía’s parents must be veritable giants.

Inquisitive blue eyes framed with dark lashes regarded her.

“How old are you?” Emilía asked.

It seemed the girl was fully expecting an answer. Was she being impertinent, or was she used to getting candid answers from adults?

Charlie frowned and waved at the wall where her qualifications were mounted. “Older than I look. You can work it out from the degrees.” 

“Bachelor of Medicine and Bachelor of Surgery,” Emilía read aloud. “That’s the one that makes you a doctor, right?”

Charlie could do this; she could survive a day in the company of a kid without getting emotional, or shutting down.

“Yes, the same as an American MD,” she said.

She took great comfort from the career she loved. Her work was her life. An escape from her empty heart.

“Master of Science with specialization in Sports Medicine,” Emilía continued.

“Mhmm. Not to be confused with Sport Science.”

“That’s what the bios do as their first degree, right?”

“Yes. Miss Ribeiro must have told you that.”

Emilía giggled and nodded.

Was the child nervous? She hoped the kid’s parents knew the risk they were taking sending a young child into a medical facility during an epidemic of a novel parasite. Her sports medicine practice should be fairly safe since the athletes were injured, not sick. At least the COVID pandemic had taught them about social distancing. Similar protocols had been implemented this time around. 

Emilía was wearing a school tracksuit as Charlie had recommended. She placed a label on the girl’s chest on which she scrawled ‘Dr Wannabe.’ It help explained her presence to the patients. Emilía’s eyes danced in delight.

“Now for some ground rules: we have to protect you from catching this new bug. I take it you are too young to have been vaccinated?”

Emilía nodded, her eyes wide open.

“Righto. So please keep your mask on all the time, and keep the length of a pool-noodle away from me and the patients. Fortunately, this office is big enough. You may only come closer if I invite you in, and super important, you may only touch a patient with their express permission. Everything a patient discusses with a doctor is confidential, so you can’t go tell your family and friends what you’ve seen today. Absolutely no names and vague enough details so no one can work out who you are talking about, understood?”

Emilía nodded. “Are you always so strict?”

Oh, horror! Had she come across as too harsh? She had zero experience with kids. Had she already managed to scare this one off? Kids hurt. 

She rubbed her chest with a clenched fist. Doctors had so little time with each patient that they tended to zoom in on the critical issues and not take the time for social niceties. Add this to her nervousness at being around a child, and she was a disaster waiting to happen. How was she going to survive the day?

But there was no time for a pity party. Patients were waiting.

“It’s not me, it’s the regulatory body which rules the ethics of doctoring. No one is allowed near patients without adhering to them, and that includes you, Dr Wannabe. Now, let the fun begin.”

“Fun?” Emilía’s eyebrows knitted.

“If you like your work, it’s fun. Do you like going to school?”

Emilía pulled her mouth to one side, making her mask scrunch, and she closed one eye.

Ah, it’s a yes, and no?

“You like something, but don’t like something else? Every job has its ups and downs. If I tell you what I like and don’t like about my job, will you tell me what bothers you at school?”

Emilía tilted her head and considered. “Mm. Okay.”

“I love seeing patients face-to-face, examining them and working out what’s wrong with them and how to help them. I hate this new parasite, and I hate telephone consultations.” Why did she own a cell phone, anyway? Ah, it was so when her ants-in-the-pants brother deigned to turn on a satellite phone and they could communicate. “Your turn.”

“I love learning, and I love my teachers, but I don’t fit in with the other kids. They think I’m weird, and I just can’t make myself join in with their silly stuff.”

Was it just peer pressure Emilía was talking of, or was there something more, like a broken family or social ineptitude? 

“A good friend once told me about her take on peer pressure. She said: ‘the silliest reason to do something is to do it because everyone else is doing it. If you’re going to try something, at least do it because you want to do it or experience it’.”

“I will think of that the next time they’re pressuring me, thanks.”

So, it was peer pressure, but right now, there was time pressure… 

“Let’s get started.” 

Charlie called in the first patient and explained Emilía’s presence.

Ralph, a field hockey player, had pulled his quadriceps muscle, but wanted to know if he would still be able to play the upcoming interprovincial tournament in two weeks. He let Emilía poke and prod him in mimicry of Charlie’s examination. Her eyes widened when she felt the tight patch in his muscle. 

Charlie was explaining the importance of the quads for all the sudden stops and direction changes in hockey when Reception called her to attend to an emergency. She quickly arranged to do an electronic referral to a physiotherapist later, and then she went to the sick bay, Emilía skipping along beside her. 

“Ralph” she called as she passed him. “Don’t despair. It will come right, and you will be playing in a jiffy.”

Francine had been barefoot running and had stepped on a bee. Her foot was swelling, and she was itching all over. She wasn’t known to be allergic to bees, but had also been stung a week back. Her voice quality was normal, she was still breathing okay, although a bit hard from the running, and her pulse was bounding. 

Charlie removed the sting with the poison sack using a flat card, and Emilía offered to get Emma some ice for the pain. Welts were starting to appear all over. Charlie explained to Emma the welts were a sign of fluid leaking from the blood vessels. While she was fetching the emergency cart, she asked Emilía what she thought they should do.

“Well, if it’s leaking like a tap, we have to shut it off, but how do you do that to blood?” 

“With medicine. Have you heard of the fight…”

“And fright response?” Emilía nodded, and Charlie chuckled.

“Flight. We would prefer to not have a fright, but it does involve a needle.” 

“Oooh it’s an Epi… Epi-something.”

“Epi-pen.”

“Blue to the sky, orange to the thigh,” Emilía sing-songed. 

“Why yes, how do you know that?”

“Someone in our class is allergic to peanuts, so her mother came and taught us what to do.” 

“That’s good. I will use the same ingredient. It’s called adrenalin or epinephrine and it closes the taps by tightening the blood vessels.” 

Charlie injected into the thigh muscle. Within a minute, the welts were disappearing. She gave additional medicines to prevent recurrence and prescribed the Epi-pen which was easy to self-administer. 

Emma needed to stay a few hours for monitoring. Emilía stuck her head in the room every time they walked by, to check she was comfortable and happy, albeit bored.

Lunch was spent processing laboratory results and consulting specialists while Emilía ate her sandwich in the park. The afternoon had a steady stream of more athletes. Between patients, colleagues popped in for advice and second opinions on ECGs and x-rays.

Dani was clad in leather. “Afternoon, Doc and Wannabe Doc. I am Dani, the Dino Girl. I plan on being a doc, too, just the PhD variety, and I need your help keeping me healthy in Madagascar.”

“Lemurs!” Emilía’s eyes lit up.

“Yup. However, I’m more interested in fossils. I will be studying coral petrifaction in the Tsingy. I’ll be working on my own a lot of the time; there’ll be rock climbing, and I may encounter bats. Ugh.”

“How long will you be there?” Charlie asked.

“One to two years. I’ve heard horror stories about the state of medical facilities there. I want every vaccine you think could be relevant.”

Charlie discussed boosters of childhood vaccines and some travel-specific ones, as well as safe eating and drinking. “If you can’t peel it or cook it, don’t eat it.” She also advised Dani to get some basic first aid training. 

“No problem there, Doc. I’m a paramedic. That’s how I’ve funded my studies.”

“Oooh.” 

“Excellent. Being on your own, do you know self-defence?” Charlie asked.

Dani chuckled. “I’m a bit of a nerd…I’m skilled in medieval arts.” She tilted her head to the side, watching for the reaction.

“Bows and arrows?” Emilía asked.

“And swords and daggers.” She twitched her eyebrows and pretended to draw a sword.

Emilía’s head dropped forward, and Charlie was sure below that mask, her jaw was hanging.

“Well, at least you will be prepared if one of those scary fossils comes to life.” Charlie chuckled. “What do you know about your micro foe?”

“They’re female and have wings.”

“Faeries?” Emilía gasped.

“Mosquitoes,” Charlie said. She described the symptoms of malaria and suggested Dani take a few testing kits, as well as treatment packs. “As an absolute last resort, make sure you know how to identify the Cinchona tree. When the bark is dried, it can be consumed for the quinine. Extract is still used to treat malaria in pregnant women, but it has its risks, too. Make sure you have the modern drugs on hand. Falciparum malaria still kills people.”

Dani sported a curious tattoo on her shoulder where the shots were to be administered. She lifted a matching pendant from her neck. “It’s an heirloom, and I was worried I may lose it in Madagascar, so I had the design copied onto my skin.”

Charlie shivered. “Dani, please don’t think I’m nutters, but I have this nasty feeling you’re going to need a tourniquet while there. It may not be for you, but please, won’t you devise a way to keep one on your person all the time.”

“And I thought I was the weird one. Sure, Doc, it is sensible advice. Those Tsingy are extremely sharp.”

The day ran away like a rock hurtling down the mountainside. Charlie took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Man, what a day.

She loved teaching medical students, but Emilía was just too young, and council rules tied her hands. “Well, it was really nice to meet you, Emilía. How are you getting home?”

“My… I will get a lift from the gym.”

“As long as you walk straight there, and don’t take any detours, you will be safe. Do you want me to walk with you?”

Mm, what was she about to say?

“Oh, no, thanks, but thank you, Doctor, for your time. It was very interesting. I can see why you say your work is fun.”

“Do I need to sign anything for you?” 

“No, thanks.” Emilía skipped off.

“Emilía, what is your last name?” Charlie called, but she was gone.

Oh, dear, she hadn’t even asked about her family—the day had been so hectic. Sweet kid. She was a sharp one, probably a loner, too clever for the other kids. Plenty of time to figure out what she wanted to do. Pretty, too. Her parents must be stunning, and it looked like she had some Portuguese blood in her.

Charlie had three more days of being the doctor on call for the epidemic. The emergency phone rang, and for the next two hours, she was tracing close contacts and quarantining people. At last, she was done, and she looked out the window.

Dark. Again. Missed run. Again.


      [image: ]Thomás Ribeiro was eager to get home to his sunshine angel, but the town was grid-locked. Again. It had been created with horse carriages in mind, not cars, bikes, tourists, students, scholars, longboards with stray dogs and Guinea fowl thrown in the mix. At last, he was free and whizzing through wine country. He breathed out a sigh and rolled his shoulders. 

Emilía’s school was closed for the week because a teacher had caught the parasite. His sister, Vickie, had taken it upon herself to keep the inquisitive girl busy as he couldn’t get out of his set anaesthetic lists. Life would be much harder without such an involved, loving aunty. But she had a mischievous streak, too. What would the two of them have gotten up to this time? 

As far as he knew, Vickie hadn’t taken leave. On Monday, Em had job shadowed her, and yesterday, she’d been with physiotherapists. What other professions did she have access to at her work?  Gym / yoga instructors? Em would have ants in her pants. 

Maybe an occupational therapist could keep her mind busy for a bit. He doubted something like engineering would be up her alley, but who knew. His only local acquaintances were doctors, and she had lifted her nose to his work. A pity because she was bright and caring. Maybe she would become an eternal scholar, or discover a new galaxy. The main thing was that she loved learning and loved life, and he would support her in whatever she decided to do one day. As long as it made her happy. 

He smiled to himself as he imagined her hopping from one foot to the other in expectation of his homecoming. How was he blessed with such a happy child born of such sorrow?

He waved his access card and entered his estate. Not that anyone knew he was the owner. They all thought it was a foreign conglomerate, but he liked it this way. Not even Vickie knew, although one day, it would all belong to Em. He wanted her to grow up as normal as was possible despite being motherless. She lacked for nothing, but wasn’t spoiled by a sense of entitlement. She was salt of the earth goodness. Like his mom had been.

“Hello, Anjinho, how was your day?”

He brushed his hand over his daughter’s head. 

Emilía’s eyes were sparkling. “I think I want to be a doctor when I grow up.”

“Really?” He rubbed his stubble. “I thought you didn’t like my work. Weren’t you shadowing the bios and the physios?”

“Their work seems a bit repetitive. I think I’ll get bored too easily, so Auntie Vickie arranged for me to shadow Dr Charlie Kriel today. Your patients are unconscious, and when they’re awake, they are confused, I don’t like it.” She curled her nose and shook her head.

Thomás could see why his bubbly daughter did not like people to be asleep: she couldn’t pepper them with questions… Too bad. It was an anaesthetist’s job to control pain and send patients to slumberland so the surgeons could work their magic. And it was true after administering a pre-med, they were often already dopey. Once he handed them over to the recovery room staff, he rarely saw them again. 

But that worked for him. No small talk required, because he was protecting her. Yet, she had inherited his inquisitive nature, and he was equally to blame encouraging her to look up things when he didn’t know the answers. As she got older, she would need to learn when to bite her tongue. “And?”

“Dr Kriel loves working, figuring things out, and making people feel better. What does c-u-m l-a-u-d-e mean?”

There was something wrong with the sentence’s structure, but Thomás couldn’t place his finger on it, and Emilía was topic-hopping as usual. Maybe she was just over-excited. “Cum laude–it’s Latin, a degree with distinction, the university equivalent of getting an A grade.”

“Oh, Dr Charlie is very clever then. And kind, and enjoys the outdoors. You would get on well together…” 

He was pulling on Tekkies.

“Sounds like hero worship, Anjinho. Well, I suppose it’s unlikely we will ever meet, but I’ll keep it in mind. Dr Charles Kriel, you say. Never heard of him.”

But Emilía had skipped off.

He shook his head. She was bustling with energy, yet she was pin-sharp and missed nothing. No ADHD there. At least this time, he was spared matchmaking. Couldn’t Vickie find more male colleagues? He had already mastered the art of applying an ice-mask for school moms to keep them at bay, but that was much harder to do with medical colleagues as he invariably had to interact with them. Vickie was a hopeless romantic, always introducing him to females. For once, it was a man. Thank goodness for small mercies.

He tinged the bell on Emilía’s bicycle, and she came careening around the corner sporting pink tights, rearing to go.    

“Vamos menina?” 

They hit the trails with him running and Em on her bike, pigtails taking off from beneath her pink helmet. The fresh air dispelled the hospital odour from his nostrils, and his head started to clear of hallucination-inducing gas. 

“Anjinho, woah there. Come see this. It looks like a pom-pom.”

“Oooh, it’s pretty. What is it?”

“No idea. You can look it up and tell me later.”

He was scheduled to work on Saturday, but maybe on Sunday, they could go to the botanical gardens to learn something about the local flora. It was so different to what he grew up with in Gauteng. 

How did other single parents keep their kids entertained? Homework never took her long. He daren’t ask the mothers at her school or they would start matchmaking again. That’s why he’d hired an au pair. To fetch her from school so he didn’t need to cross paths with killer heels, fake smiles, and painted faces. What was it with machinating mulheres and lasagna? Did they think he was Italian? Women! Vultures. Varmin. 

“Papai!”

“Sim.”

“Who are you punching? The sack is back at home.”

He closed his eyes and dropped his head.  She was too observant.

“Just warming up.”

“Leave some stuffing in for next time. You look ferozo.”

“I’ll race you to that tree. Um, Dois, Go!”

She did know he would never hurt her, right? And surely by now, both Vickie and Em must realize he wasn’t going to be bullied, cajoled, tricked, or other into a relationship. He was staying single. He had more than enough to keep him busy. Thank goodness Em was a skilled conversationalist.


      [image: ]It was seven-thirty, and patients were scheduled from eight a.m. Charlie was hoping for some down time to catch up on emails when the landline rang. She sighed. What now? The lack of time for outdoor exercise was getting to her.

“Doc, it’s Vickie. Thanks for the job shadowing. You were a hit. Doc, I know you love the outdoors. We’re going camping next weekend. Would you like to join us?”

Are you a mind reader? 

Vickie’s offer sounded like a prayer being answered. She had been burning the candle on both ends. She needed the outdoors—it was manna to her soul. But as a single lady, it wasn’t always safe to go places alone. And most people her age had kids, and she wasn’t prepared to torture her heart with longing. As far as she knew, Vickie was single and didn’t have children. So she was a safe option. But maybe she should check. 

“I’m thirsting for fresh air, but who is ‘us?’ I don’t want to be the third on a couple.” 

Vickie had only been around for the past year, but she was having a huge impact on patient care and preparing athletes for returning to their sport, fit and ready to compete after injuries. They had shared photos and talks of hikes, but this was a rather out of the blue request. A weekend with a colleague? Did Vickie have a boyfriend? She didn’t wear rings…or did bios remove them like the physios did?

“No, it’s a group. We’re going to the gramadoelas – no phone reception. Just how you like it.”

The middle of nowhere…so tempting. Blessed silence. No signal. No stalkers. Just grounding in nature. Feet in the sand. Birds, maybe some dassies, or a klipspringer if she was lucky. Just thinking of it, she could feel her shoulders leaving her ears and settling where they were meant to be. Crackling campfires. Stars. Satellite watching. Mmm. Bliss.

“I’m on call this weekend, but I am free next. Maybe, maybe…I’ll think about it. Send me the details.”

If the week was busy, the weekend was insane with epidemic-related calls. Charlie was desperate for fresh air. She needed to get outdoors if she was going to keep her sanity, even if it meant she had to socialize with a bunch of strangers over a meal.

“What do you think, Mr Darcy? It’s better than going completely on my own. At least, I will know Vickie, and she is easy-going.”

Her cat rippled his fur and stretched as she tickled his chin. Still, she prevaricated. She wasn’t keen on strangers and all the questions they invariably asked. 

‘Are you married?’ 

No. 

‘Why aren’t you married? You seem nice enough.’ 

She’d blink at them. 

‘Oh, are you otherwise inclined.’ 

Excuse me? 

‘Do you have kids?’ 

No. 

They’d shrug and shake their heads. ‘Your choice.’ 

My choice!  I chose to live, not die! But it’s got nothing to do with them. 

‘Why don’t you have kids?’ 

Like there is something wrong with me or maybe I’m a serial killer. 

‘Why don’t you adopt?’ 

Because I like my job, even all its after-hours, and as woman alone, I wouldn’t manage to do both. 

‘Do you (at least) have a dog?’ With a look that implied she was slimier than algae. 

Nope, I prefer claws that retract. ‘I’m a cat person.’ She’d give a cheshire grin and twitch her nose. Sometimes, she was tempted to respond that she owned a python. 

Snarky better than thou attitudes, as though she couldn’t possibly be a whole person if she wasn’t a mother to a human. Or folks of patients who thought because she wasn’t a parent, she couldn’t possibly be looking out for the best interest of their child. They hadn’t taken the Hippocratic oath. This was the twenty-first century—a woman shouldn’t be defined by her children or lack thereof.

Fur babies ruled. Especially ones with retractable claws. 

Monday came, and Charlie hadn’t yet made up her mind. Vickie provided further temptation with the enticement of a lamb potjie. Not the sort of meal one made for oneself; it took hours in a pot over coals. She licked her lips.

Her weekends were lonely with her brother being in Antarctica. Yes. She wanted potjiekos and the camaraderie which went with sitting around a fire.

She finally agreed and said she would bring marshmallows for dessert, but she would make her own booking. Having a goal in sight, the week flew by.

Who was in Vickie’s group? Family, friends, couples, kids? Scary stuff.

To protect her heart, she had isolated herself from children. She was too busy with patients to voice her questions to Vickie. What did she know about Vickie’s family, anyway? Nothing. Niks. Nada. Vickie had moved from Gauteng to the Cape—the sum total of her knowledge.

Oh, dear, what was she getting herself into?


      [image: ]Thomás was looking forward to the weekend away. He could have some down time while surrounded by family, no interfering females. He was relieved there wouldn’t be any of the nasty creatures camping with them… He’d rather deal with a mosquito…

Vickie and Emilía would entertain each other, his cousin would take care of the fire, and he could chill. Feet in the air, beer in hand. 

Pretend he had not a care in the world. 

Pretend he wasn’t a single dad who did not have a social life.








  
  

Chapter 2
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The route wound through winelands, mountains, orchards then stark barren beauty. But three hours of driving left Charlie exhausted. Peculiar! Her usual modus operandi would be to grab her torch and go exploring straight away, but tonight, she couldn’t keep her eyes open. She was grateful she was glamping and didn’t have to set up a tent. She could simply crawl into the lonely oversized bed. 

Her book fell from her fingers as though an intravenous anaesthetic had knocked her senseless.

She shook her head. It wasn’t as if it wasn’t interesting. On the contrary, it was a delectable romance, but why was she so tired? She was too shattered to analyse the cause. There was no cell phone reception, so she couldn’t let Vickie know she would only see them tomorrow. 

Oh, well. She switched off the lamp and snuggled on her side, her hand tucked under her cheek.

Joyful chirping and laughing children woke her. She glanced at her watch. Eight o’clock! Noooo.

She berated herself for not being up at five to miss the heat; she could already feel the sun beating down on the tent. She loved summer, just not heat while running.

She should have set an alarm. She had skipped so many runs in the past week due to working late. Usually, running energized her. Maybe it would solve her strange lethargy… Charlie needed her runs like a plant needs sunlight or the sea needs the shore.

After the long sleep, she felt fine. She wasn’t aching, she wasn’t feverish, none of the usual vaccine side-effects. The camp Reception had issued her with a sketch-map highlighting interesting places and the layout of the camp site. If she kept her jog easy, she could combine exploring her surroundings with her run. Where were Vickie and her friends camping? She would be sure to encounter them before the run was done.

She folded the map to fit her palm, and she hit the trails. The regular sound of her breathing and her footfalls mingled with chirruping birds and insects.

Bliss.

Running was oxygen to her soul.

The enticement of dirt trails and the excitement of what was around the next corner lured her away from the campsite. There was enough time to find Vickie et al. later.

Her curiosity was getting the better of her. Easy does it. She intentionally kept the distance down to an easy five kilometres, despite the intense longing to let go and pound out fifteen. She may be super fit, but twenty-four hours hadn’t yet passed since receiving the vaccine. So, she was a good girl and walked the hills to keep her heart rate down.

She relished the freedom of no people and no masks. It was achingly beautiful. They were in a valley between the Cederberg and the Groot Winterhoek Mountains. Both were arid ranges, but a stream ran through this farm, bringing with it a burst of life. She regretted not setting an alarm for sunrise photos; she would have to make up for it tomorrow.

It was already blistering, her smart watch saying thirty-five degrees centigrade. Maybe she could cool off in the river. Would anyone object if she were to jump in dressed in her running clothes, or should she change into a costume? She could pop down to the jetty to test the water temperature.

She descended the steps and stood gazing around her. The stream widened into a fair-sized swimming hole. The bright green plant borders, as well as the mountains, formed a symmetric reflection in the smooth water. A teenager on a stand-up-paddleboard splashed leisurely along. Someone was fishing.

Someone delicious. Oh, man!

All man!

He was chiselled and drop-dead gorgeous. He wore low-slung board-shorts and flops. His skin reminded her of a ripe wheat field at sunset, golden and rippling in a breeze. It had been lathered with sunscreen; who’d had the pleasure of applying it?

She chastised herself for taking another look, at the same time wishing him to turn so she could see more. Short-cropped black hair, broad shoulders tapering to a slim waist, strong legs.

No, it wasn’t just a look. She was ogling. How was this possible? 

She was immune to testosterone, wasn’t she?

She spent her days analysing posture and gaits in athletes with some pretty poster-boy physiques. Why did this one catch her attention? Mm. His traps were defined into a kite shape, and she could even make out his rhomboids bulging beneath. Nice anatomy lesson here…his supraspinatus was well-defined. His infraspinatus rippled as his arm moved. He was like a living sculpture. If his back was so impressive, what would he look like from the front?

If she were feline, she would unashamedly be rubbing up against his legs.

“Enjoying the view?” 

The voice came from behind her, but soon, Vickie was standing next to her.

Gulp. Oh, my word, did she see me staring? Was she referring to the scenery or the muscles? Vickie also worked with athletes, so she would appreciate a superb athletic figure, but maybe she meant the reflections? Charlie’s face flushed. Was that a wicked glint in her eye? Was she teasing? 

“Hello, Vickie. It’s spectacular here, what a treat. Which site are you at?” 

“Fish Eagle, and you?”

“The campsites were fully booked, so I’m glamping on top of the hill.”

Charlie forced her eyes away from the delicious man and focused on the other people on the jetty. A familiar figure was bent over a bait bucket, long black pigtails peeping out from under a straw hat. Emilía? What were the chances of finding her here? No, she must be imagining things…

“Emilía?” 

How? Why?

Emilía turned around and waved, a huge grin on her face. “Hello, may I come and see your spot?”

Charlie shook her head as if to wake herself up from a dream. “Sure, Emilía, you’re welcome.”

She shook her head again. Why was her vision blurring? It came right again—maybe she had something in her eye.

The living sculpture turned and locked eyes with her. His eyes were startling blue, like arctic ice. Cold and disapproving.

Whoosh. Suddenly, the world wasn’t quite right. It was…off-axis. Was it the effect of the disdain in the man’s eyes? No, she really felt off-balance.

She glanced at the pontoon—it wasn’t swaying, and the water was smooth. What’s happening? There was no railing to grasp onto. The world wasn’t spinning horizontally, so it wasn’t vertigo…

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost. What’s wrong?” Vickie asked.

Why did her voice sound so far away?

“I don’t know. Just give me a minute, I feel strange.”

A black sheet fell over her vision. Oh, no!

She plonked down. Drat, it was inelegant, but better than tottering into the water. She tried to blink away the fog. Come on, this cannot be happening.

She had never passed out after exercise, and she had already been standing for a few moments. What’s going on? She pumped her calves, desperate to return blood flow to her head, but she felt her muscle tone slackening… She lay back and drew up her knees while she still had a hold on consciousness.

Emilía was tugging her hand. Voices were buzzing in her head.

Arctic Ice—who would have guessed the sculpture would have blue eyes? And how could this happen in front of him?

It took some time to decipher the distant drone. Gradually, her hearing cleared.

“Meu Deus!” exploded in a deep, unfamiliar tone.

Ah, her vision was returning, too. She shielded her eyes from the sun with her free hand. Raising her legs had worked; she would be fine in a jiffy.

A large figure was bending over her. 

Oh, no! It was Arctic Ice. 

Her focus was returning, and he looked like thunder. One large hand was on her wrist pulse, the other feeling her carotid. She tried swatting him off. He did not let go.

“What’s going on?”

It sounded like he was booming. Why was he shouting? Was her hearing distorted, or had he found a loudspeaker?

“I’m fine, please leave me alone.” She felt dreadful, exposed, and vulnerable. She wanted to cry from mortification. Doctors never make good patients.

“Are you pregnant?”

She sat up and glared at him, but had to lie again as the dizziness returned.

“Is it your period?”

“Pleased to meet you, too.” She scowled at him. 

“Or are you just unfit? How far did you run?”

Charlie closed her eyes. How could somebody so beautiful be so brash? And could she look more delightful? Sweat-streaked. Dust turning to mud. Not as if it mattered. He was awful. The old medical adage flowed through her mind: ‘all women are pregnant till proven otherwise; all pregnancies are ectopic till proven otherwise.’ This man was some sort of medical person, albeit one without any form of bedside manner.

She heard Vickie, her voice frostier than she’d ever sounded.

“Unfit, no. Hard-core, yes. A few weeks ago, she ran a marathon on her own with no seconds.”

At least Vickie was on her side against Arctic Ice.

“Your pulse is sky high. Are you sick? Do you have a fever, nasal congestion, or body aches?”

His voice was more tempered, and despite his rudeness, now her hearing was returned to normal, he had the most delightful rumble in his tone.

“No to all of the above.”

Charlie emptied the last drops from her water bottle. Vickie refilled it from her own. She drained it while racking her brain for a cause. Dehydration was a possibility. She had been at the hospital for many hours the previous day and had not drunk much. Maybe she was behind in fluids. She guzzled a litre of water.

“Emilía, you can come with me to refill the bottles and bring them back? Thank you, sir, for your concern, but I can look after myself.” She drew herself up to her full five-foot height and tossed her head. Gosh, but he was tall and imposing.

One foot in front of the other. Focus! Mind-over-matter. You will not pass out again; fainting is for Victorian maidens in historical novels. You, Charlie, are a survivor.

There was a fierce exchange going between Vickie and Arctic Ice. They were trying to keep their voices subdued, but vehemence hung heavy in the air. Her head was now spinning.

“Como você pode deixar Emilía fratenizar-se tão de perto com seus pacientes?”

Arctic Ice’s whisper sounded more like a hiss. She translated slowly: ‘how dare you let Emilía fraternize with your patients?’

So, he knew Vickie, and Emilía…

“Ela é uma colega, não uma cliente! Ao menos tente ser civilizado, se não consegue ser legal.”

‘She’s a colleague, not a client. At least try to be civilized if you can’t be nice.’

Mm, they know each other well. 

Charlie had reached the ramp and was fighting to stay upright. Was Vickie married? She wasn’t wearing a ring. Friends? No, their interchange was too vicious. Exes maybe, family probably. Same language. 

Now she thought of it, Emilía looked a lot like Vickie in face structure and eye colour, except Vickie was blond. But the more pressing matter was to get away from prying eyes. There were other people on the jetty, and this was beyond embarrassing. She climbed the ramp, hanging onto the rail, but on reaching the grass, she sank to her knees.

How was she going to get up the hill?

She had experienced postural hypotension before, gardening in the sun and standing up too quickly, but this was a different kettle of fish. Movement didn’t stop it. Never before had she felt dizzy for this long. And it wasn’t just dizzy—she felt weak, like a new-born kitten unable to find its feet.

She glanced at her smart watch. Her heart rate really was high, inappropriately so.

Could it be this wretched new parasite?

No, all her face-to-face patients with suspicious symptoms this week had tested negative, and she was religious with her use of personal protective equipment at work. After hours, her only company was Mr Darcy. Could felines carry the parasite without getting sick? He visited the neighbours. By no stretch of the imagination had she experienced any suspicious symptoms over the past week.

With no warning, strong arms scooped her up. She squeaked, then hung her head in shame. He smelled of sunscreen and hot-blooded male. There was some citrusy cologne mixed in there. Her nose was working fine—definitely not COVID or the parasite. It must be pheromones. This could be no one but Arctic Ice.

“Tell me where we are going.”

His voice reverberated against her side. It was a command, not a request.

Defiance and self-preservation asserted themselves. 

“We are going nowhere. Put me down.” She struggled and was tempted to hiss at him.

“Luta como uma gatinha! Stop struggling, for goodness’ sake, and no biting and scratching.”

Who did he think he was? And biting and scratching? Like she was a feral animal or something? She squirmed, tried to get out of his grip, but he carried her like she was no more than a sack of potatoes.

Emilía ran ahead. 

“Is it this way?” she called, pointing away from the river.

Charlie nodded and mewed a feeble acknowledgment. She had no energy left to keep fighting. He turned to ascend the grassy hill.

“Much better, gatinha, relax. Retract those claws. You don’t want to break a nail now, do you?”

Confound the man! Calling her a kitten. How dare he? He probably didn’t know a Persian from a tabby. Grrr. Maybe I’m a piranha instead. Break a nail indeed. Clearly, he hadn’t seen how short hers were. Chauvinist! Not all women were about make-up and manicures.  It was like assuming because he was good-looking, he was an airhead. No one would ever consider calling a man such a name. Not that she was averse to a bit of dressing up, it just didn’t define who a woman was. She pitied the women in his life.

Being pressed up against him, she couldn’t help breathing. If she happened to inhale sunscreen overlying hot muscle which seemed to be releasing pheromones, such was life. How could skin smell so fascinating? No. These were not appropriate thoughts. He was a sexist. He was rude. 

She imagined him trying to walk on three-inch heels. 

He carried her up the hill without even increasing his pace of breathing. Snagging in a deep breath, she wriggled again, and he let her slip down but held her in place before letting go, searching her eyes…for what? She scowled. She was determined to stand on her own two feet. He swung around and turned to go.

Charlie dove for the keys she had hidden below a log, but she didn’t make it back up to unlock—she knew she would keel over. She groaned and rolled onto her back. The concrete felt cool and surprisingly comfortable. Emilía took the keys from her hand and unlocked. Arctic Ice was back, looming over her. Confound him!

“Did you eat breakfast before you ran?” he asked while he pulled off her running shoes and socks. 

He did nothing untoward, yet it felt startlingly intimate. Had a man ever touched her foot before? His finger lingered on her foot pulse then slid around to the one behind her ankle. It was an action she did every day on her patients. Did it feel so invasive to them? But they were coming with ankle injuries to be examined. And it was a plinth in her office. Not at her tent in her space in a beautiful surrounding. 

What would it feel like if his finger drifted higher? Oops! Stop right there. She didn’t shave last night.  He didn’t need to find that out. What was she thinking? He was the nasty guy.  Why were there chills running up her feet?  

He pulled up a bench and lifted her feet up onto it, making sure her heels were hanging off the end. Mm…thoughtful. Heels on a hard surface would have been uncomfortable, yet he was taking the time and care to ensure there was no pressure point. He swiped her swimming towel off the banister and folded it under her head. Maybe he wasn’t so bad. 

Charlie sighed. “No, there wasn’t time. Emilía, please get marshmallows on the second shelf, left.” 

“That’s not food,” he said, his tone dry.

She ate six before replying. “It’s quick-release sugar.” 

“Mph. What did you eat last night?”

She groaned. What is he going to think of me, and why do I care? “I stopped at a filling station and ate a medium ‘slap-chips’ and an ice-cream with caramel sauce.” And I snacked on biltong while driving.

“That’s also not food.”

“I didn’t ask for commentary.”

“Despite your claims, you clearly don’t know how to look after yourself.”

Well, I certainly don’t want you to take over, mister know-it-all Arctic Ice. “Emilía, please refill the water bottles. There’s cold water in the fridge.”

“Perfeita, there’s fruit and salad and vegetables in the fridge. What is this?” Emilía brought out an unlabelled bottle.

“Oh, you can mix me some. One centimetre in the bottom of a glass and top up with water, give it a stir. Have a sip. If you like it, make some for you, too. You can give anti-carb here a fresh lemon to suck. The lemonade contains sugar.”

“And what’s this? Home-baked bread, olive oil, nuts?” Emilía looked accusingly at the man.

The girl was on her side. She did a fist pump in her mind.

“Yes, made with stone-ground flour. Thanks, now you can take the water back to Vickie and leave me to my own devices. Take the rest of the marshmallows, too. There are skewers in the green bag.”

“Oooh, are you joining us for supper?” Emilía asked.

Charlie gave a withering glance at Arctic Ice. “Maybe, maybe not.”

Not if he was to be there.

“Oh, please come,” Emilía said as she glared at the man.

“You’re still on the floor,” he remarked.

“I need to shower, and I’m certainly not attempting to do so until you leave. Thank you for…” escorting me? No, it sounded dreadful. Carrying me, no, helping me, nah. “—er, assisting me.” But you can leave now. Please leave. 

He raised his eyebrows.

“I could always dump a bucket of water over you,” Emilía suggested, a gleam in her eye.

He scowled at her. “You scamper down the hill for Vickie to come up here. She can supervise the shower.”

“And leave you alone with her?” Emilía said, her hands on her hips. “Tsk, tsk.” 

“Scat and be quick about it, menina.”

Emilía rolled the water bottles down the grassy slope, like she was playing bowls, and cartwheeled after them. He strolled into the canvas tent and perused the contents. He lifted a snorkel and second skin, gave them a sniff, then examined the tread on her well-worn hiking boots. 

The sheer audacity of it! She wanted to storm and rage, but felt too weak, so she had to acquiesce with docility. But don’t imagine for a minute that if she were bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, that she wouldn’t lick him. Arctic Ice or not, she’d burn him, and he wouldn’t see it coming. Like a kitty that lies in wait around the corner for the pooch. Left, right, left, left, right. Bwam. And he would scurry away.


      [image: ]What was it about this woman which aroused his anger and his curiosity in equal levels, and why was his daughter on such friendly terms with her? Emilía hadn’t mentioned a pint-sized, fiery redhead, nor had Vickie. Not as if he would have listened to any talk about a woman…

Once trapped, forever shy.

He shut down anyone who tried to match-make.

But this ginger gatinha was a different kettle of fish. He had felt her gaze on him at the pontoon; the hair on the nape of his neck had risen. It was like her gaze had licked a path of flame across his shoulders to his waist, down his legs and back again. It had been devilishly disconcerting. He had no desire to be sensually awakened. A single dad with an eleven-year-old had no time for personal recreation.

He perused her tent looking for…something…to spark some colour back in her cheeks and something to satisfy his curiosity. When he’d first turned around on hearing Vickie, he had beheld a striking creature with flaming hair, escaped from The Avengers. She was a mirage, a fantasy. 

Realising she must be a female of the human species, he’d turned on his mask of ice. He would not tolerate having this weekend turned into a matchmaking scheme. What were the chances both Vickie and Em knew the same person at a random campsite hidden deep between two mountain ranges? It was a set-up. 

But he, too, could enjoy the view they were discussing. Her figure was caressed by Lycra. Her face was exquisitely flushed by exertion – or embarrassment at having been caught gawking.  He was freezing her with his glare when it worked, too well. Suddenly, her colour drained like a vampire had sucked out all her blood. And down she went. 

Her colour had not yet returned. He preferred the super-hero look. If it was pure vasovagal post-exercise, she should be better by now. He pounced on a pen and the book on her bedside, glancing at the blurb.

Perfect…

She would be blushing in no time at all… Even if she was blasé about reading saucy novels, having a complete strange man exposing her secret should be enough to elicit a physical response. Uhm. A return of circulation. 

Only. 

Nothing more. 

No encouragement.

She was still lying on the floor, her skin a wan ivory, arms folded across her chest as though she could protect herself. Her ankles were crossed, and she was glaring daggers at him. 

Mm, very curvy, but not good for the blood supply to her feet. He picked up her foot. Sparkly red toenails tempted him to drag his finger across her arch. He bit his lower lip. No. Inappropriate. He replaced it next to the other foot like it was a burning coal. Better to tease without touching.

“So, Charlotte…”


      [image: ]She scowled. Usually, she didn’t like her full name, preferring Charlie, but the way he pronounced it, meow, could she make him say it again?

Wait a minute… “How do you know my name?”

He twirled her pen in his fingers. Busted. It was engraved with her name. Her aunt who’d given it to her was the only one who called her by her full name, bless her heart.

“Let’s see what you are reading…” 

He tapped his finger on his lower lip. With a flourish, he produced the book from her bedside, pointedly looked at the title and publisher and raised an eyebrow, then he opened it at her bookmark and started to read aloud.

Oh, my golly. Of all places to start reading, a wedding night scene? Ground, please swallow me! Why did she not finish the book last night? Surely, he wasn’t going to read this—he was just threatening. Why was he reading from her book in the first place? He must be out of his mind.

The swooshing of her pulse in her ears was gradually drowned out by a sensual caress of his deep tones and inflections. Music to her ears. Was he doing this intentionally to rattle her, or did he have some other ulterior motive?

He continued reading without looking up. His face showed no expression, but his pupils were dilating, a dead giveaway of arousal. He was getting to the steamy bits, too. She herself was growing a little hot under the collar.

How old was he? He didn’t require reading glasses. Pity he had pulled a T-shirt on. Not as though it hid much—her imagination had enough to make do. The groom had just nuzzled the bride’s sleeve off her shoulder and was nipping, licking and kissing his way down her lace. She felt an urge to fan her face, but stoically kept her hands down. Was it a fever, was it the weather, or was it the innuendo? A hot flash, maybe? She was forty years old. Over the hill and far away. Was she getting menopausal? Mph.

“I grew up in a hot climate. This heat is nothing I can’t handle!” she said to herself.

“Really?” He quirked an eyebrow and kept reading in his sexy deep voice.

Oh, no, I spoke aloud, didn’t I?

Her cheeks were aflame. He looked at her quizzically, which mortified her even more. She must be as red as a tomato now. He emitted a low growl as he cut his gaze towards the hill Emilía and Vickie were ascending. And mercy of all mercies, he stopped reading well before they arrived. 

“Do you have some literature more appropriate for the curious Emilía to see?”

Rescued from death by embarrassment by the girl. Uau.

“There’s a whole bag full. The older books don’t have blurbs, so I don’t know their genre. I bought a boxful from a charity store.”

“This book, Charlotte, is going under your mattress.” His voice had become gritty, and he disappeared into her private domain.

Her name on his lips sounded…different, like a promise. 

A promise of what, Charlie? Pull yourself together. 

Tell that to her body, which had decided to behave like a teenager with a first crush. Her breakneck heart rate was more suited for the tiny body of a kitty. It should be under sixty since she was fit and currently at rest.  Her fingers itched to stroke him. Idiota!  She knew exactly what men’s skin felt like. Why would he be any different? But then the skin was the means to feeling the tone of the muscle beneath—she had never touched skin for the sake of its own texture before. Pull yourself together, Charlie girl. He was atrocious, she must not forget it.

You, Charlie dear, are a middle-aged spinster and staying so.

Forever.

The spinster bit, anyway. Maybe one day, Nathan would have kids, and then she could be the favourite aunt…

Arctic Ice came out with the paper shopping bag in hand and having obviously scanned the titles. “When she’s around, gatinha, you will read Sherlock Holmes.”

He tossed it on the kitchen table.

Who was this bossy stranger who had decided to take over her whole life?

“What is your name?” Arctic Ice, living sculpture, the hero of her book personified. Leaving out the personality, of course. That could do with some air-brushing.

He shrugged and twitched his lip.

“Make it a cold shower, Charlotte.” He’d dropped his voice an octave on her name. “Your colour is better now.”

With that, he strode away. She still had no clue who he was.

She scrunched her face and hissed at him. Great, now she was really enacting the cat. Confound the creature, why did he make her want to swear? She didn’t cuss! And who the bleep was he? He commanded Emilía and Vickie around. Did he do it to everyone he met? He probably expected women to be barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen. Patronizing paternalist, but patently potent. Grrr.

She bared her teeth at his retreating form. She did not like her response to him one little bit. Traitorous body. Why did he have to smell so nice and have such a delectable voice?

“Hey, Doc, what can I do for you?” Vickie asked.

Ah, a calm voice of reason. “Please help me to the outside shower. If you hear a thump, shut off the water and cover me with a towel. Whatever you do, don’t let that rude man back.”

“Sure thing. Can you get your sports bra off?”

“Aargh, no, my arm is too sore. Please help?” Things couldn’t get more embarrassing than they were already. Or no, they could, if it was him having to do it!

“Did you hurt yourself?”

“No, I had my shot yesterday. Bingo! We’re part of a vaccine trial, probably also why I overslept. I’m usually up at the crack of dawn exploring new places.” 

“Shouldn’t you go to the hospital to be checked out?”

“I’m going nowhere.” She fisted her hands. “I’ll spend the rest of the day reading. You can send Emilía later to see if I will come for supper. If I’m not up to it, I have enough to eat here. No melodramatics.”

“Eish, Doc, you’re a stubborn woman.” Vickie shook her head. 

“I’m a strong woman, a lone wolf.” A survivor.

“Wolves run in packs.” 

“Fine, then I’m a tiger.”

“Tigers are also social. Remember those photos you showed me of the family of tigers?”

Charlie rolled her eyes. It was true. She’d thought they were solitary creatures, but she had encountered a male interacting with a female and her cubs.

“If I’m stubborn, then you’re painfully persistent.”

“About right. It’s how I get my clients to exercise,” Vickie said with a grin.

“Emilía, please pass me my shampoo. Eeek! This water is cutting. I can swim in ice-water, but a thin streak of icy water trickling down my neck is torture, yikes.”

“At least you sound livelier. I was worried for you, Doc,” Vickie added. 

“Don’t!” Don’t feel sorry for me.

Vickie raised her hands in surrender.

“Sorry.”

Arctic Iceman had brought the worst out in her. Why was she so defensive? “Maybe it’s a good thing I’m here glamping– given the circumstances – with a proper bed and piles of cushions, rather than on a mat in a tent. But don’t get me wrong, I love to camp rough. The best views are through the flap of a tent and between a horse’s ears.”

“Ooooh, horses,” Emilía said. “They only have donkeys here.” Her shoulders wilted.

Mm, she needed to be more careful of what she said when the girl was around.

“Emilía, please place a jug of water on Doc’s bedside.”

So Emilía and Vickie got along respectably. No wonder, since Vickie had asked her to let Emilía shadow her.

“Do you want your bread fresh or toasted, and how do you like your eggs? Tomatoes and mushrooms?” Emilía called from the kitchenette.

“Gracious child, thank you. I like eggs any way, whatever you feel like making. Have you had breakfast yourself? Can you manage lighting the gas?”

“We have a gas hob at home, and yes, I’ve eaten breakfast, thanks.” 

“Ah, you must tell me about your home.”

“But first, you need to eat breakfast and rest quietly,” Vickie said. Emilía plonked herself crossed-legged on Charlie’s double bed. “No, Emilía, you can’t stay.” Vickie made a shooing action with her hand. 

Charlie dutifully read Sherlock Holmes until Emilía and Vickie had left. Once they were safely away, she whipped out the original book. Oh, my goodness, he’d revelled in embarrassing her. Who was he? They all seemed to be comfortable around each other. 

Was Emilia theirs? No, Vickie couldn’t be Emilía’s mother and him the father—they were too volatile. Anyway, Vickie was a dark blond, and Emilía’s hair was almost black, although they both had huge baby-doll blue eyes. Cousins? Definitely family. And if it was a Portuguese family, there was bound to be more of them tonight. Could be interesting listening in to the conversations when they thought she didn’t understand their language.

Arctic Iceman. Salt and pepper splattered in his hair. His nose had character, and she wondered what the story was—had he played rugby? He had the sort of face structure which would be attractive even when he was sixty. Dark hair and blue eyes, impossibly handsome, and impossible, period. Stop wasting your time thinking about him, Charlie.

She flicked to where he’d left off and continued to read. His warm tones in her memory coloured the pages with extra heat, if it were possible. It was steamy! The lover in the pages morphed in her mind’s eye into his chiselled features. He had a short designer beard this morning. She wondered how he would look clean-shaven. Oh, stop it, Charlie. The man was perfectly horrible, so she should stop fantasizing. She finished the book and hid it before taking a nap.

She woke to find Emilía sitting on the corner of her bed watching her.

What? She sent up a silent prayer of thanks she had hidden the book. Mercy! That was no material for an eleven-year-old.

“You look so beautiful when you sleep,” Emilía said, then she flitted around making a gourmet sandwich for Charlie’s lunch.

Charlie still hadn’t gotten over her sitting there and staring at her. Still, some of her wits returned as she watched the girl moving around.

“You mean I wasn’t snoring with my mouth hanging open and a fly dancing on my lip?”

What a precocious kid. She shadowed her for one day and now had invaded her space! But she was kind and considerate.

Emilía’s laughter rang like a bell. “Of course not. Your cheeks are a bit pink, and your hair like copper coils on the pillow. Pretty as a painting.”

“I hope you didn’t bring that odious man with you to spy on me while I slept.”

Emilía looked hurt. 

“Sorry, I am grumpy when I nap. I don’t like sleeping during the day. If I’m healthy, I never sit still, unless I’m reading.”

“Shall I bring your lunch to you in bed?”

“No, I don’t like crumbs in bed. I’m not an invalid, just under the weather. What have you been up to this morning?”

“Fishing and swimming. We’re going hiking after lunch.”

Charlie groaned.

“What?” Emilía asked, alarmed.

“Jealous. Sorry. You are seeing the worst of me today. I will have to come back here again when life is back to normal. Doctors make the worst patients.”

Emilía nodded.

Did she mean she knew as there was a doctor in her family? Charlie tilted her head to one side and watched her, but she revealed nothing further. 

“Take a slice of my bread and crumb it when you go swimming again. All the little fish will come around and nibble at you.” She ran a comb through her hair without looking in a mirror, glad the dress she’d packed had a naturally creased appearance, with these forward visitors eyeing her every move. “Now, tell me about your family.”

Emilía suddenly stood up. “Oops. I gotta run. See you later.”

Astonishing! Was she skirting the topic intentionally? The similarity between Arctic Ice and Emilía again came to the forefront. He had removed her shoes like it was the most natural thing in the world to do. He must be used to doing such things. Did he have a child? Was Emilía his? Were Vickie and him exes doing a ‘family’ weekend?

The sandwich was delicious, but if she were to attempt going anywhere, she still couldn’t face climbing back up the hill. She moved to the stoep and settled in a comfy chair with binoculars, a birding book and camera within reach.

The haunting call of a fish eagle teased her. It was the quintessence of wilderness—hopefully, she would spot one, more likely at dawn and dusk, though. A field mouse came to drink from a puddle. The happy sounds of kids playing wafted up from the campsites and mingled with the birdsong. A butterfly flitted past.

So beautiful, so peaceful. The pressures of patients and the parasite vanished into the distance. She sat until the sun started burning her legs, then she retreated to bed with another book, almost collapsing in the mere five meters she had to cover.

If she hadn’t just taken the vaccine, she’d have started to worry there was something terribly wrong with her. After what she’d been through—

A dog barked in the distance. She used to be afraid of dogs. Not anymore. Those huskies had cured her. Her wonderful aunt had orchestrated her recovery holiday in Lapland, deep in the Arctic Circle. She remembered having icicles on her eyelashes. Was that why she called him Arctic Ice? Because his startling blue eyes reminded her of glacial ice? But the area she visited was just snow and fell, no glaciers. There had been a husky with blue eyes.

With that thought at the forefront of her mind, she drifted off to sleep.


      [image: ]Thomás was marching, trying to clear his head. When last had a woman stirred him? Charlotte was sassy and sinfully curvy. He had to get a grip on his mind. He had achieved his goal of getting her to blush, but at the cost of his own sanity. Skimming further ahead than what he read aloud had been a catastrophic mistake. Now he kept imaging her as the character of the story, whose skin was slowly being revealed. The blushing bride. Not.

Women were not to be trusted.

His sister was the exception, but then again, what was she thinking inviting colleagues to a family weekend? 

Thinking of brides recalled Sabina. 

He furrowed his brows. All sweetness and big eyes until they were married, then ruthless and demanding. Money and jewels. She would not understand doctors were ethically limited in how much they earned and could not understand why he wouldn’t switch to her father’s business. But not just that—how could she just desert her baby?
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