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            The Doctor’s Promise (Book One)

          

          A Doctor's Romance

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Noemi

      

      

      
        
        It was my fault that his fiancée died…

        That’s what I keep telling myself.  Yes, the car accident wasn’t my fault, but…

      

        

      
        Now Rafael Genova is back in my life, and I can’t stop thinking about him.

        His eyes.

        His dark, brooding gorgeous looks.

        …his body.

        Every single cell of me reacts when he’s near.

        My nipples harden, and the pulse between my legs beats so hard I feel I could cum there and then…

        And his lips…

        I want him so badly I can taste it, and the way he looks at me…

        I think he wants me too.

        I hope he wants me as badly as I need him inside me…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      No matter how many times Doctor Noemi Castor scrubbed in for a surgery, she never lost the thrill of the unknown, the challenge. She looked over at her colleague—her ex-boyfriend—Dieter Flynn and wondered if he felt the same way.

      Of course, Dieter had a God Complex, a trait Noemi had always disliked. For her, the challenge was helping the person before them on the operating table, not acquiring surgical bragging rights, but she knew she was the exception, not the rule, in the world of surgery.

      “You ready to rock, Noe?” Ally Roberts, her favorite scrub nurse and her best friend, grinned at her, and Noemi nodded.

      “Stephen all set? I hope he’s not too nervous.” Noemi peered in through the viewing window. Their patient, a fifty-five-year-old man, had been waiting for a heart and lung transplant for three years, but had a crippling fear of surgery. Noemi had carefully reassured him that she would do everything to make sure he came though safely.

      She heard Dieter make a disgusted noise. “Who cares? Dude will be out for the count anyway.” He pushed his way into the theater while Noemi shared an eyeroll with Ally.

      “Remind me again why I ever ever dated that guy?”

      Ally snorted. “A psychotic break, I’d say. Come on, Super Doc, your patient awaits.”

      

      Later, Noemi sat with Stephen in recovery, and when he awoke, she smiled at him. “Hey, slugger. You did good.”

      “It went well?” Stephen whispered, soft and raspy.

      “Perfectly. Now, your job is to make sure those organs don’t reject you, to wine and dine them with the best food this hospital can provide—which isn’t saying much, I know—and to sweet talk them with your meds. Can you do that for me?”

      Stephen, who she knew harbored a crush on her, grinned at her. “Sure thing, doc. And thank you… I mean it.”

      She squeezed his hand. “When your vitals are more stable, I’ll allow visitors. Muriel is in the waiting room. She won’t say it, but I know she’s relieved.” Muriel was Stephen’s fearsome wife, who would never confess she was worried, but had spent the past few hours knitting furiously. When Noemi stepped out to update her that Stephen was okay, her relief was palpable, and she’d even hugged Noemi—which was very out of character.

      

      Noemi went to the changing room and stripped out of her scrubs. It was late, almost ten, and she was ravenously hungry, but before she left the hospital, she stopped in on another patient.

      Thomasina Ballentine was awake and reading, and she greeted Noemi happily. “Hey, kiddo, how are you doing?”

      She was only five years older than Noemi’s twenty-eight, but because of her society position and her effortless grace and poise, Noemi always regarded Thomasina like a much older sister. The tall, willowy, delicately beautiful blonde had been admitted when she got too sick to be at home—her heart, damaged by a seemingly innocent bout of what turned out to be pneumonia, was failing, the result of an undiagnosed condition she’d had from birth.

      Thomasina, the daughter of one of Seattle’s most prominent society families, was entirely the opposite of who Noemi had expected her to be. Rather than taking advantage of her family’s position and vast wealth, Thomasina—Tomi—worked tirelessly for underprivileged kids in Seattle’s poorer neighborhoods. Noemi and she had bonded immediately, both sharing a goofy sense of humor. Thomasina had been fascinated by Noemi’s story: a mixed-race kid adopted by a middle-class white family who had repaid their love and kindness by being a straight-A student and paying her own way through college and med school.

      Now, having reached the position of surgical resident in cardiology, her favorite specialty, Noemi’s career was just taking off. Of course, her personal life was another matter. What personal life? she would often say to herself. She had dated Dieter briefly when she had first joined Sacred Heart Seattle, but she soon learned the cardiology resident was arrogant and only interested in her because she had been the shining star of her class at Stanford.

      Her real joy here was her mentor; Lazlo Merchant, Chief of Surgery and a cardio God, had taken Noemi under his wing, and he was like a surrogate father to her. He was certainly her champion, pushing her farther than the rest of the residents. Lazlo was also the sweetest man, and Noemi adored him.

      Now, she checked Thomasina’s charts. “I’m supposed to be asking you how you are doing, Tomi.” She looked around. “Rafa not here?”

      “He went to take Bepi to my mom’s. Bepi’s being fussy, wanting his dad to read to him if I can’t be there.” Bepi was Thomasina’s two-year-old son, an adorable curly-headed young boy. Bepi’s father, Thomasina’s fiancée, was object of a crush for every female in the hospital. Tall, dark, and devastatingly handsome, Rafael Genova was a quiet, thoughtful man who adored his fiancée and their son. Though a CEO of an international shipping company, the Italian billionaire was strangely shy. With Thomasina being the life and soul of any party, Noemi supposed, Rafa didn’t need to do anything but let her take the lead.

      Becoming close to Thomasina, however, didn’t preclude Noemi from finding Rafa sinfully attractive. He was gorgeous—all dark curls and bright green eyes. His smile, though rarely seen, lit up any room. Noemi could tell he was desperately worried about Thomasina, even if Tomi herself laughed off her condition, joking around that she’d have to find Rafa a new fiancée before she ‘kicked the bucket.’

      “Not going to happen,” Noemi would reassure them both with a mock-glare at Tomi. “Not on my watch.”

      There were a few occasions when Tomi was sleeping with Rafa sitting by her side, that Noemi would see his pain and seek to comfort him, reassure him—but it wasn’t her place to do it.

      Thomasina watched Noemi as she checked her vitals. “Noe, tell me, honestly. What are the chances of me getting a heart? Really?”

      “As good as anyone’s. You’re at the top of the list now.”

      “Which means I’m hovering on the verge of croaking.”

      Noemi shook her head. “It just means you’re meeting the criteria UNOS set out.”

      “And that means I’m really sick. I need you to be honest, doc.”

      Noemi sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. “Tomi… Yes. You’re really sick, or we wouldn’t be here. I can’t say definitively that you’ll get a heart, but by God, I’m praying you do. It’s an odd thing to say because it means someone else dying, and that offends all my good intentions. I can’t be biased, but I promise you this: the second we get that call from UNOS, I’ll harvest the organ myself, and I won’t let it out of my sight until it’s pumping in your chest.”

      Thomasina smiled at her. “I could get quite the crush on you, Dr. Castor.”

      “Ha, right back at you, sister. Now, get some sleep. Doc’s orders.”

      

      Noemi shrugged into her denim jacket as she walked out of the hospital. A fine mist of rain was falling, and the November night was bitterly cold. Noemi shivered as the breeze whipped around her. She walked briskly to her car, an ancient Volkswagen with intermittent heating and a rattle that Noemi ignored. She got in and tried to start the ignition. It faltered twice then died. “Oh, no, not now…” She tried again, but the car was dead. “Fuck, fuck, fuckety fuck,” she muttered, then jumped violently as someone rapped on her window.

      Rafa Genova smiled at her as she rolled the window down. Yes, her car was old enough to have manual windows. “Hey, Noemi… trouble?”

      “I’m good with hearts, Rafa, but not with cars.”

      He laughed softly. “Let me have a look. Pop the hood, would you?”

      Noemi watched him as he checked out the engine, seemingly oblivious to the rain. His dark curls stuck to his face as his hair got soaked through, and a small curl of desire warmed Noemi’s stomach.

      Stop it. He’s Tomi’s man, and you love Tomi. Stop it.

      Noemi looked away as Rafa stood back at up. “It’s completely dead, I’m afraid. I could try to jump-start you, but I’m not sure you’d make it all the way home.”

      “Oh, darn it. Well, I guess it’s the bus for me then. Thanks anyway, Rafa. I do appreciate it.”

      “Nonsense, I’ll drive you home. We can arrange for your car to be picked up too.”

      Noemi shook her head. “No, honestly, you’ve been kind enough.”

      But he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He called his assistant as they walked back to his Mercedes and arranged for her car to be towed to an auto shop.

      Rafa drove her home. Luckily, she didn’t live very far from the hospital, so she didn’t feel too badly for taking him away from Tomi. He asked her how Thomasina was doing.

      “She’s in good spirits, Rafa, and she finally ate an entire meal. That’s a really good sign. It means she’s getting stronger. Any little step like that means she’s more likely to survive a transplant.”

      Rafael nodded. “I know you can’t answer this, but…”

      “The chances of getting a heart are what they are, Rafa.”

      “I know,” he said softly, and her heart ached for him.

      “Is Bepi okay?”

      “He’s asking a lot of questions about his mom. I keep saying she’s going to be okay, but it’s getting to the point where I can’t lie to him.”

      “You’re not lying to him, Rafa. He’s two.”

      For a long time Rafa was silent before he looked over at her. “What if we lose her, Noemi? Then what do I tell my son?”

      Her throat closed, and she shook her head. “I can’t answer that for you, Rafa. I have never lost anyone that close.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “I wish I could advise you… Look, let’s not dwell on that—positive thoughts and all that.”

      Rafa smiled, and her stomach flipped. She looked away. “You mean,” he said, “that you doctors believe in karma? That old cliché?”

      “Hell, yes! We’ll take anything like that!” she retorted, and they both laughed.

      At her apartment building, she thanked him. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      “Least I could do. Goodnight, Noe.”

      “Goodnight, Rafa.”

      

      In the morning, she found a set of keys pushed through her door mail slot with a note: A loaner for as long as you need it. R.

      Outside, a brand-new silver Lexus was parked next to the curb.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Obviously I can’t accept it.” Even as Noemi talked to her sister Leonora on the phone, she was sliding into the driver’s seat. She groaned. “Oh, God, Leo… so comfy.”

      Her sister—adopted sister—laughed. “Yeah, you’re a goner. How does it feel to be driving a real car?”

      “I’ll have you know Penelope has been a loyal friend to me.”

      “You named your piece of junk Volkswagen Penelope?”

      Noemi grinned. “And I would name this little beauty… um… Agamemnon.”

      Leonora laughed. “You are quite insane, sis. Listen, I know you’ve answered this before, but you did remember to take some vacation the weekend of Dad’s birthday, right? No sudden emergency surgeries? He’s only seventy-five once.”

      Her sister’s voice carried a warning: Cancel and incur my wrath. Noemi smiled. “All vacation is approved,” she said in a robotic voice. “Orders have been followed.”

      She heard Leonora’s half-amused, half-exasperated sigh. “Good. Then I won’t have to kill you.”

      “Talking of people to kill, I have to get to work, so I’ll speak to you later.”

      

      Noemi steered the car through the early morning Seattle traffic. Outside, dark clouds packed the sky and the wind was freezing cold and unrelenting. She would call Rafael and thank him when she got to work, but there was no way she could accept this gift, even if it was only a loaner. What a sweet guy. Noemi was still smiling to herself when her phone buzzed again. She pulled the car over when she saw it was a 911.

      Dieter was on the phone. “Noe, where are you?”

      She told him.

      “Good. You need to get over to Tacoma right now. UNOS called. They have a heart for Thomasina Ballentine.”

      “You’re kidding?” Her own heart leaped. “Really?”

      “Really… and the helicopter is out of service because of the storm. You’re nearest.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      Oh, thank God, thank God. Rafael, this is the karma you made fun of last night… Smiling, Noemi turned the car around and sped out of the city towards Tacoma.

      

      Two hours later and she was stepping back into the car, her precious cargo strapped into the seat beside her. The hospital had been surprised when she turned up in her own car, not in an official vehicle, but luckily, Noemi not only had her medical credentials with her, but the cardio attending had given her privileges, all while trying to persuade Noemi to transfer to his program.

      “Aw, come on, Noe,” Finn Wilder said as she operated, “What’s keeping you in Seattle? We need you.”

      Noemi had laughed his request off, but she knew he meant it. She was one of the rising stars of cardio on the West Coast—and she’d worked damned hard to get there.

      “Finn… one day, maybe.”

      Finn had been a few years ahead of her, but they’d always had a flirtatious relationship, even in med school. Finn was a cute, dark-blonde boy from Texas with an ‘Aww Dad’ charm about him. Sexy, too, but Noemi was aware that he was a player and had put him squarely in the Friend Zone, although she did occasionally wonder what a fling with Finn would be like. Fun, hot—and uncomplicated, she guessed.

      He gave her his cell number as she left the hospital. “Just in case you feel like some fun,” he grinned, utterly confident in his charm. Noemi laughed.

      “I’ll think about it, Wilder.”

      

      She was still laughing as she pulled out onto the Interstate. She had to admit, it felt good to be flirted with. It had been a couple of years since she last dated anyone—even longer since she’d actually slept with anyone.

      Noemi went through a mental inventory of what she would have to do when she got to the hospital. She knew Thomasina would have been informed and was probably already in theater, ready for Noemi to arrive. Thank God, Tomi…

      She never saw the SUV that was trying to overtake her. All Noemi felt was the shuddering, world-changing shock of being hit—and rolling, rolling, rolling—her scream, her first thought for the precious organ in the plastic cooler beside her, the crippling pain, the smell of gasoline, and her own blood, not dripping, but pouring from her head and then…

      

      …nothing.
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      Her throat was tinder dry. That was the first thing Noemi registered as she crept back up into consciousness. She opened her eyes and saw a window. Bright sunlight. Too bright for winter. She closed her eyes again, smacking her dry lips together.

      “Here you are, honey. Ice chip.” Something small and cold was slipped into her mouth, and she sucked at it gratefully. Somebody took her hand.

      “Sweetheart? Noe?”

      Her adoptive mom’s voice. “Mom?”

      “We’re here, darling. Try not to move too much… your father has just gone to fetch Lazlo.”

      Lazlo. That name meant something, and yet another name was in the front of her mind.

      “Thomasina… is she okay? Did she get the heart?” Her voice was so rough—could they hear her?

      No one said anything. No, she wasn’t making sense. She struggled to sort out what had happened: Car. Heart. Pain.

      She blinked some tears away, then felt someone dab at her face. “Momma?” She hadn’t called Marian that for years.

      “Baby, I’m here. Lazlo is coming… Oh sweetheart.”

      Noemi could hear her mother’s muffled sobs. “I’m okay, Momma.”

      But she knew she wasn’t. There was a commotion, and then Lazlo’s kind face moved into view.

      “Hey, kiddo, decided to rejoin us?” A bright light was shone in her eyes, and she winced.

      “What happened, Laz?”

      “You were in a car wreck, kiddo. Drunk driver in an SUV blindsided you.”

      “Have you done a CT?”

      Lazlo half-smiled. “We’ve done every test, Noe, the full gamut.” He was feeling her neck, and she now heard the bleep-bleep of the machinery.

      “I didn’t have to have surgery. Good. Was it just cuts and bruises?” Her mouth felt like cotton wool. Lazlo glanced across her at her mother.

      He cleared his throat. “Noemi… no. It wasn’t just cuts and bruises.” He took her hand. “Kiddo, you were seriously injured—a traumatic brain injury. We had to operate to relieve the pressure in your skull, and you suffered three serious strokes. You lost nearly half of your blood volume.”

      He paused, and Noemi tried to understand what he was telling her. “I’m… How long?”

      Lazlo drew in a deep breath. “Five months, Noe. You’ve been in a coma for five months.”

      

      Slowly Noemi digested all the information they were telling her. Five months. Five months since that accident. Her long dark hair was gone, shaved off completely, but she didn’t care about that. When Lazlo told her the worst of it, she knew she would have much, much bigger battles to fight.

      They had no idea whether she could walk, and certainly she didn’t know if she would ever be able to perform surgery again. Her hands, although she could move all of her fingers, shook when she held them up, and her legs felt numb.

      “Thomasina…” She had asked again but, in her heart, she had known.

      Thomasina was dead. The heart that Noemi had harvested had been destroyed in the accident. “She simply ran out of time,” Lazlo told Noemi gently, but it didn’t help.

      Noemi sobbed for her patient, her charge, her friend, and for Tomi’s loved ones. For Rafa and Bepi. Marian held her daughter, as did her father Frank and her sister Leonora, but none of them could comfort her. The guilt was overwhelming.

      Dieter came to see her, and his usual arrogance was gone. “Oh, Noe… we nearly lost you.” He held her hand and kissed it, but Noemi couldn’t feel anything other than pain and loss.

      There was some minor brain damage, Lazlo told her, but it would be up to Noemi to gauge the severity. The therapist led her through some simple exercises, but Noemi only grew depressed and irritated as she struggled to make sense of everyday words and phrases.

      

      During one particular session, she sat morosely as the therapist took her through some new exercises. He kept prompting her until Noemi exploded, “For the love of God! I’m not a child!” She then angrily recited an entire surgical procedure to him.

      Jeff, the therapist, listened patiently to it all. “Impressive. Now I know how to transplant a heart, but can you tell me what day comes after Thursday—and do it while not being a jackass?”

      Noemi stared at him for a long moment, then burst out laughing. Jeff grinned. “That’s more like it. Now, I know this can seem like the worst kind of patronizing crap, but what I’m looking for isn’t the actual answer—it’s your reaction time.”

      Noemi sighed. “I know. I’m sorry, Jeff. I’m just frustrated.”

      “I know, but frustration is good. It means you’re trying.”

      Noemi studied him. “Tell me the truth, Jeff. Do you think I’m compos mentis?”

      “I absolutely do. It’s like anything, Noe. You were shut down for five months, and you have some catching up to do. Practice and you’ll get there.”

      

      After that, Noemi stopped complaining about her rehab and worked harder. She had been relieved that despite the numbness, she could still walk—if a little shakily—and that the tremor in her hands had disappeared as she got stronger.

      But she was obsessed with Thomasina’s death. When Leonora brought Noemi’s laptop from home, Noemi pored over every society page report of Thomasina’s funeral. She gazed at the photographs of Rafael Genova, his handsome face masked with pain, holding his son tightly. Dark shadows under his eyes, a half-grown beard… he was so beautiful, even in such terrible grief, that it seemed even more unfair. Noemi touched his face.

      “Oh, God, I’m so sorry.”

      She had asked Lazlo if she could contact Rafa, but he had dissuaded her. “I don’t think it would be healthy for either of you.”

      “I have to apologize.”

      “Apologize for what? You did nothing wrong, Noe. You got into a wreck with a drunk driver.” Lazlo, mild-mannered, sounded angrier than she’d ever heard him. Noemi knew that her colleagues had been forced to save the life of the man who hit her, and that it still rankled.

      But that was the oath they had all taken.

      Noemi felt useless. She gazed for hours at the photographs of Rafa and Bepi and knew there was nothing she could do to make this right. She read that Rafa took Bepi and moved to San Francisco and had set up a foundation in Thomasina’s name.

      While Noemi was in a coma, her parents sued the drunk driver who, it turned out, was a wealthy banker from New York. The man settled out of court with them, and Noemi was left with almost a million dollars.

      She gave it all to one of Thomasina’s foundations. As far as Noemi was concerned it was blood money. Her parents and sister tried to persuade her to keep it, and she offered to give it to them first—but in the end, they gave her their blessing. “It’s yours to do with what you want,” Frank Castor said, his hand on his daughter’s shoulder.

      Noemi didn’t hesitate. A month later, they allowed her to go home—to her parent’s house. Two weeks later, Noemi insisted on going home to her own apartment. Lazlo wouldn’t let her come back to work yet. “You need to heal.”

      

      Noemi stared at her reflection in the mirror of her bathroom. The apartment—her haven, her comfort for so long—rang with loneliness. In the mirror was a woman she didn’t recognize. Only her eyes, large, dark brown, and sad, seemed the same. Her dark hair had begun to grow out, but it would be months before it felt like her hair again. Her skin, usually such a rich caramel color, was yellow and wan.

      Noemi closed her eyes and sighed. The depression was beginning to drag her down, make her lose all hope of returning to her former life, and she desperately needed to do something to make herself feel human again. A vacation? No. She wouldn’t be able to enjoy it knowing that Thomasina was in her grave, her family shattered. Noemi kept seeing Rafa’s face as he stood at his dead fiancée’s funeral.

      It wasn’t until after she had been in rehab for a few months that Noemi suddenly realized what she had to do. While attending a group session with a bunch of people recovering from various injuries, she had started talking to a young woman recently returned from a tour in Afghanistan.

      “We needed doctors,” she told Noemi. “Everything was in such poor supply: drugs, docs, basic supplies.”

      It was then Noemi had the idea. Médecins Sans Frontières. Doctors Without Borders. Noemi went to Lazlo first who encouraged her to complete her rehab first.

      “You’ll need to be at your peak condition for that,” he warned, “but I understand why you want to go. Your job is safe, Noe. Just promise you’ll come back to us.”

      Her family were less understanding. “Stop beating yourself up for something that wasn’t your fault.” Leonora said, her face creased with worry.

      Noemi hugged her four-year-old nephew Jack close. The child wriggled in her arms wanting to get off of her lap, but Noemi needed to hug him. “I know it wasn’t… but something in me needs to do something to redress the balance.”

      “You and that damn karma.” Leo was pissed off, and Noemi felt badly for her sister, knowing it was because she was worried.

      “Leo… please. I need at least one of you to be on my side.” Noemi’s voice cracked, and Leo’s face softened.

      “Oh, sweetie…”

      

      They decided not to tell their parents until everything was settled, but to their surprise, Marian and Frank were stoic. “We knew something was coming,” Marian told her daughters, “so this isn’t unexpected. Do what you need to do, Noe. Just please stay safe.”

      “I will.”

      

      The day before she flew to Syria, Noemi asked her family to give her some time alone. She took a cab out to the cemetery where Thomasina Ballentine was buried and laid flowers on the other woman’s grave. “I’m so sorry, Tomi. You deserved better.”

      She stayed there for a time before turning to go. She looked up and froze. Rafael Genova was standing a little way behind her, watching her with an unreadable expression on his face. Noemi didn’t know what to say to him. The pain in his eyes was unbearable to see.

      “Rafa… Mr. Genova… words can’t express how sorry I am…”

      Rafa turned and walked away from her, stumbling a little. Noemi felt tears drop down her cheeks. “Oh, Rafa,” she whispered, “I’m so sorry…”

      

      The next morning, she got on a plane and flew to the Middle East, not knowing whether she would ever come back.
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      Two years later…

      

      Noemi shrugged into her white coat and shut her locker. There was no good reason why she should be so nervous—after all, this was her home, her hospital. But on this, her first day back at the Seattle workplace she’d known so well, she felt like a stranger.

      “Hey, kiddo! Come walk with me, would you?” Lazlo smiled at her as he appeared at the door of the changing room.

      Noemi smiled and nodded, joining her old friend and mentor as they walked through the hospital. Lazlo smiled at her.

      “Now… there’s something I didn’t tell you when you first came back, and I’ve struggled with how to share it with you.”

      “Lazlo, I told you—I don’t care that Finn is my superior now. I haven’t been doing much cardio surgery and I’m behind. We both knew that if I went to Syria, my training would suffer, and I’d have to catch up—and I have new skills now that we might find useful.”

      “It’s not that.” Lazlo stopped and fixed her with a steady gaze. “Rafael Genova is now on the Board of the hospital.”

      That she wasn’t expecting. “I thought he moved away.”

      “He did, but he came back. He told me he couldn’t be away from Thomasina, and that Bepi wanted to visit his momma’s resting place. Rafa told me if he couldn’t escape the pain, he wanted to at least face it head on and to do something positive. I thought you should know, Noemi.”

      She nodded, her emotions in turmoil. Noemi had counted on the fact that she wouldn’t run into Rafa again, that he was safely in San Francisco, or she might not have agreed to come back to Seattle. Don’t be a coward. “It’s fine, Lazlo. It’s not like I run in the same circles as the Board.”

      Lazlo nodded but Noemi sensed he wasn’t done. “And then there’s the clinic.”

      “The clinic?”

      “The Thomasina Ballentine Clinic for Cardiology.”

      It was a shock to her entire being. “What?”

      “And Rafa wants you to run it.”

      Noemi couldn’t breathe. “What?” Lazlo must have been aware of this way before she returned home—was she being punished? “Lazlo… I…I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can. Now, obviously, until you’re an attending, you’ll be supervised, but yes, I and the Board agreed—you are the person to lead this.”

      From his voice, Noemi could tell that her friend was nervous about pulling rank on her like this. “Are you trying to punish me?”

      “Far from it, Noe. You’ve had two years, and the moment you came back from Syria, I could tell you still hadn’t forgiven yourself for Thomasina. You still haven’t processed it.”

      “You don’t know what I saw in Syria, Lazlo.”

      “I can guess, and no doubt you’re blaming yourself for not saving more people. That is your Achilles’ heel, Noe. You are not God. You can’t save everyone. Until you learn that, you’ll never be the exemplary doctor I know you can be.”

      Noemi stopped walking. It was a lot to process all at once. Lazlo’s expression softened. “Noemi… I would not be pushing you like this unless I believed in you. I believe in you. The hospital believes in you. Rafael Genova is not punishing you for Thomasina’s death. He’s offering you the chance to honor her. Take it.”

      And Noemi had no idea how to say no.

      

      She walked into the new clinic, breathing in the smells of fresh paint and of new equipment barely out of its plastic. It wasn’t open yet, Lazlo had told her—a ceremony was planned for two days’ time, and Noemi knew that Rafa, Bepi, and Thomasina’s family would be there. Thomasina’s name was above the doorway, her photograph and biography framed at reception.

      Noemi read it through and half-smiled at the photograph. It was Thomasina laughing, radiant, and full of joie de vivre, and Noemi realized that she had missed the sight of her patient—her friend.

      “Hey, girl,” she murmured, touching the photograph.

      “Getting emotional?”

      Noemi turned with a smile. Finn Wilder grinned back at her. “Welcome back, honey.” He gave her a hug, then rubbed her back. “How’re the legs?”

      “Good. A two-year tour at the run-down hospital facilities in Syria will do that. Exercise was mandatory. So,” she added, narrowing her eyes at him, “Lazlo finally managed to poach you from Tacoma?”

      “What can I say? I’m a sucker for a pretty face.”

      Noemi laughed. “Well, it’s going to be good to work for you, Finn.”

      “With me, Noe. With. Anything else is just ego—we’ll make a great team.”

      Noemi shook her head. “You’re so different from what I’m used to.”

      Finn laughed. “You mean Dr. Dieter WonderDick?”

      “The very one.” Noemi suddenly felt disloyal. “Although, he was great to me, when… you know.”

      “You know that wasn’t your fault.”

      “Why does everyone keep saying that to me?”

      “Because, Noe, you carry this… Aw, hell, don’t worry about it. I’m sure you’ve heard all this before.” Finn sighed, knowing he’d opened a wound. “Let me show you around. Look at all the nice new toys we have. Genova gave us a huge amount, you know.”

      “I figured.”

      Finn showed her all the new equipment. “And we’ve funds for research too.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. The guy gave us a billion.”

      Noemi stopped. “What?”

      “Yep.”

      Noemi was stunned. “He gave a billion dollars to the hospital where his fiancée died?”

      “No,” Finn half-smiled at her. “He gave a billion dollars to the doctor he believes in, and who blames herself for Thomasina’s death. He gave a billion dollars to you, Noe. To your future.”

      

      Noemi’s emotions were in turmoil. Why would Rafa do this? Despite what Finn said, Noemi couldn’t believe Rafa’s motives were that pure.

      Later, at home, she mindlessly ate some cold pizza and took a long bath. Had it been a mistake to come back? Everyone seemed to be determined to make her face what had happened—hadn’t she been through enough?

      She went to bed but couldn’t sleep. Time ticked by, and at one a.m., having thought herself into a panic, she got up and threw her jeans on over her underwear, shrugging into a sweatshirt.

      She was on the road before she could talk herself out of it. Rafael’s mansion was well-known, nestling as it did along the shores of Lake Washington. Noemi didn’t know if she would be able to get past the gate, but she needed to try. She needed to see him, to ask him if he was just interested in torturing her. She knew she was overtired and stressed, but she didn’t care.

      To her surprise, the guard at the gate waved her through. “Mr. Genova has been expecting you, Dr. Castor.”

      His words merely fueled the anger that was building up inside her. She parked her car in front of the house and stormed up the steps. The door was open and she went in, but her courage abandoned her when she saw him.

      “Hi, Noemi.”

      Rafael Genova was waiting for her.
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      The sight of him made her stop and think about what she was doing. Noemi passed a hand over her eyes, her adrenaline deserting her. “I don’t know why I’m here.”

      Rafa came to her and offered her his hand. “To talk. If you don’t mind, can we go to the other side of the house? Bepi is sleeping and if you need to scream…”

      Noemi didn’t feel like screaming, but she let him lead her into another room. The room was obviously a study, his den, filled with bookshelves and battered old couches, it belied the opulence of the rest of the mansion.

      She turned to study Rafa. He had aged since she had last seen him, his handsome face now seemingly always masked in sadness, his green eyes ringed with dark lashes were wary and exhausted. Noemi knew instantly that Rafa wasn’t trying to take his revenge on her or the hospital; he was merely trying to find meaning in Thomasina’s death.

      Rafa made her some hot tea. She thanked him and took the cup. “They said you were expecting me.”

      He sat down opposite her, nodding. “I was. I have been. Actually, I expected you to come at me as soon as you found out.”

      “I thought you were tormenting me. Now, I feel stupid—and ashamed.”

      “Don’t. The whole reason I’m doing this is so that you will stop blaming yourself. Tomi would have hated it. The accident wasn’t your fault; Tomi’s illness wasn’t either. It’s just dumb bad luck.” He sighed, rubbing his eyes. “I wanted to see you. That day at Tomi’s grave… I should have told you then that I didn’t blame you. I called Lazlo the next day, but he told me where you’d gone. I should have… God, I don’t know, Noemi. I’m still trying to figure all of this out.”

      “How is Bepi?”

      Rafa smiled then and his face lit up. “My joy. He’s so resilient, you know? I wish we didn’t lose that as we got older. Got old. I got old.”

      Noemi wanted to touch his face. “You’re not old.”

      “I feel old. After Tomi died, I had to focus on Bepi, getting him through the grief…”

      “… and who helped you get through the grief, Rafa?”

      He didn’t answer. “Bepi is the priority.”

      Noemi, calm now, drew in a deep breath. “Rafa, what is it you want the clinic to achieve? I mean, we can treat cardio patients, research new methods and new protocols, but none of it will bring Tomi back. Why? Why is it your job to fund this?”

      “Because no one else is able to, at least not to the extent that I am. Look, I know nothing—nothing about medicine. What I know is shipping—as dull as that sounds. What I do have is money, and if I keep it all…. why? What else could I possibly want? As long as my son is happy, healthy, and secure?” His shoulders slumped. “Noemi… No. It won’t bring Tomi back. But it might prevent the kind of pain that—” He trailed off and let out a shaky breath.

      Noemi felt her heart go out to him. “I just don’t know if I’m the right person to lead it. I’m just a resident, Rafa.”

      “I just want you involved. Tomi loved you. She trusted you, and her death doesn’t change that.”

      “Do you trust me, Rafa?” The question came to her, and she already knew the answer. He smiled sadly.

      “I’m trying. But know this—I do not blame you in any way for Thomasina’s death. Perhaps, between us, we can make it so it wasn’t such a damn waste.” Rafa looked at Noemi with those startling green eyes and something deep inside her awoke. Hope. Reason. That’s what it is, she told herself, nothing more.

      “I can’t promise we’ll make any progress.”

      “Let’s just try. What do you say?”

      And looking deep into his eyes, Noemi knew she couldn’t say no.

      

      She found, over the next few weeks, that Rafa was a regular visitor to the clinic, always interested in what they were doing but never making them feel like he was questioning their methods. He took a genuine interest in the medicine and spent time talking to everyone about what they needed to make progress.

      He would often arrive as she was finishing her shift and ask her to join him for coffee. “If you’re not too tired,” he would add. “Or if you have other plans.”

      The truth was Noemi looked forward to seeing him. Sometimes he would bring Bepi with him, and the boy would entertain them both.

      As Noemi regained her confidence, she found working with Finn Wilder was inspiring. Unlike Dieter, whom she’d worked with before the accident, Finn had no interest in power mongering—he wanted to help Noemi reach her full potential.

      Noemi threw herself back into work, and to all outward appearances, she appeared confident and together. It was only when she was alone at night that the nightmares came—and now, they weren’t only about Thomasina.

      Noemi had yet to deal with what she’d experienced while working in Syria: the terrible hardships, the horrific things she had seen. Without thinking of the repercussions, she had often thrown herself into the most dangerous situations, frequently working under fire to help save the civilians trapped between warring factions.

      It had been the children, the orphans, who had affected her most: their confusion about why this was happening, why grown men were killing each other, their mothers, and their friends… they had haunted Noemi. She’d made some good friends out there but making friends was dangerous—on more than one occasion, she had lost someone. They had all lost people.

      She had to make herself numb to get through each day, and now that she was back in Seattle safe, she was surprised to find herself getting angry at the smallest things: the way people walked blithely down the street, not having to watch out for sniper fire or rogue bombs. Did they appreciate it? Noemi would stomp into work in a foul mood which she then had to struggle to control. Irrational mood swings plagued her now, but she kept them hidden, often disappearing into the stalls of the restrooms to practice deep breathing.

      Noemi told herself it would pass; she was just readjusting to being back in the States. But the only time she ever really found peace was when she was with Rafael Genova—and she didn’t want to even consider the reason for that.

      Rafael Genova picked his son up from his kindergarten, ignoring the admiring glances of the mommies present. He knew the effect his good looks had on women, but his shattered heart was only now healing itself, and he couldn’t even think of another woman yet.

      Except…

      He told himself that the reason why he was spending so much time with Noemi Castor was his investment in the hospital and the clinic. When Thomasina had been alive, his entire world had been her and Bepi, but even then, he had been drawn to the young doctor—although he would have never ever cheated on Thomasina.

      Noemi Castor reminded him of a time in his life when he too had been able to follow his passion: before his elder brother, Zani, had decided he wanted no part of their father’s shipping business and had taken his trust fund and disappeared to party in Europe—and Rafa had to take up the mantle; a time when he had wanted to go to college to study anything but shipping. There were several educational routes open to him: his 4.0 GPA saw to that. He’d been torn between art and science, but then Zani had let his father down, and Rafa knew he had to step up to the plate.

      Twenty years later, he’d guided his father’s enterprise up into the stratosphere, but it didn’t feed Rafa’s soul. He was aware that now he was living vicariously through his involvement with the hospital, and he knew that, selfishly, it was a link forever to Tomi.

      Thomasina had been his best friend, his romantic partner, his confidante. They’d met at a party held by one of his mother’s society friends. Rafa, ever loyal to his beloved mother, hated social functions, but when he’d seen the beautiful blonde sneaking a cigarette outside and looking as bored as he did, he perked up.

      Their friendship had been almost immediate, and their romance came later when they both knew they couldn’t live without each other, making each other laugh constantly and not taking their ‘positions’ in society seriously. Thomasina had survived the whole cotillion set with her mother and elder sister by embracing an irreverence that had landed her in finishing school in Switzerland—from which she got herself expelled, of course.

      Thomasina didn’t want to be lauded for her physical appearance; she had wanted to use her not inconsiderable intellect. Her mother, heiress to a newspaper fortune, disapproved of Rafa right up to the moment Bepi was born. Thomasina had gotten pregnant by mistake, but they both agreed: Bepi was the best thing that ever happened to them; it brought both families together. But Thomasina fell ill and everything changed.

      Rafael took Bepi to his favorite ice cream parlor, a weekly treat he knew Bepi loved. Thomasina had always taken him, and so Rafa continued that tradition. Today though, he noticed his son was quieter than normal.

      “What is it, slugger?”

      Bepi shook his head, not meeting his father’s gaze. He swirled the ice cream around in his bowl but didn’t eat any. Finally, Rafa pushed the dishes away.

      “Come on, sport. Talk to Pa.”

      Bepi wriggled, obviously uncomfortable. “Pa… why did Momma have to go away?”

      Rafa’s heart hurt. “We talked about this, kiddo. Momma was sick, and although she tried to get better, she couldn’t. You know what it means when someone dies, right? They leave their body and go to sleep forever.” He stroked his son’s hair back. “Why do you ask today?”

      “Mikey’s daddy is getting a new mommy for him.”

      Ah. Rafa hoisted his son onto his lap. “Well, maybe one day, I might meet a lady who will want to be your… well, not your Momma, but someone who will want to love you like Momma did.”

      Bepi nodded, but Rafa could see the tears in his son’s eyes. “Hey, buddy, we’re doing okay, right? You and me?” An idea came to him. “Listen… remember we talked about getting a dog? From the shelter?”

      Bepi immediately brightened. “We can go?”

      “Sure we can.”

      “Tonight?”

      Rafa laughed. Oh, what the hell… “If you’ve finished your dessert, we can go right now.”

      Bepi was off his lap before Rafa finished his sentence.
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      Noemi had been thinking about it since returning from Syria, and now she was absolutely sure it was the right decision. She crouched down at the door of the cage and offered her hand to the dog. The huge German Shepard, all fluff, sniffed her hand gingerly and then slunk out of the cage to her. Noemi wrapped her arms around the dog. “Hello, buddy.”

      The dog licked her face and Noemi giggled. She smiled up at the shelter assistant. “She’s definitely the one.”

      The assistant smiled. “Well, I’m very happy for you both. She’s an absolute sweetheart, but most people want a younger dog. Mouse here needs a loving home, and the good thing is she’s house-trained.”

      “I live close enough to the hospital that I can go back and forth so she doesn’t get fussy.” Noemi was beyond excited. When she’d come to the shelter a few days ago, she’d fallen for Mouse immediately—not least because of the incongruous name. Mouse was huge! Leonora had expressed doubts whether Noemi’s five-five frame could handle such a big dog. Noemi had no such qualms. The shelter had let her take Mouse for a few walks on her nightly visits, and she knew she could handle her new roommate just fine.

      Noemi signed all the paperwork she needed to and made a large donation to the shelter. She was just walking out with Mouse when she saw Rafael Genova and Bepi walking towards her. Bepi exclaimed and ran to her. Noemi hugged the little boy. “Hey, cutie pie.”

      Bepi hugged her back then turned his attention to Mouse, his eyes wide. “It’s okay, Bepi,” Noemi said gently, “This is Mouse. She likes to be petted.”

      Bepi put out an uncertain hand, and Mouse licked it. Bepi grinned and began to stroke the dog’s thick fur. Mouse rested her face against Bepi’s, and Noemi’s heart thumped. Dogs were a joy. Just utter joy and love.

      She looked up and smiled at Rafa. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “I’ve been promising Bepi a dog for a while… although I think he’s already fallen for your delightful mutt.”

      Noemi laughed. “Sorry, Bepi. But there are more puppies inside all needing a home. I bet you’ll find one just as lovely as Mouse.”

      “Will you come and help us look, Nommy?” Bepi was clearly not ready to let Mouse out of his sight just yet.

      “Noe might want to go home, Bepi,” his father said gently but Noemi smiled.

      “No, I don’t mind. It’ll be fun… if you don’t mind?” She met Rafa’s gaze and something undefinable passed between them.

      “No,” he said, softly. “I don’t mind at all.”

      Noemi felt her face burn and looked away from Rafa. She held her free hand out to Bepi. “Come on then. Let’s go find you a puppy.”

      

      Rafa tucked Bepi into his bed. It was past ten o’clock already, but the overexcited little boy wouldn’t settle as he talked nonstop to Rafa and Noemi. He had insisted that Noemi and Mouse come back to the house—Rafa suspected so that he could play with Mouse—and now, finally, Bepi had fallen asleep.

      Rafa went back down to the living room. Mouse was stretched out on the rug, fast asleep, and Noemi sat by her dog, running her hands through the dog’s plush fur.

      Lucky dog…

      Rafa smiled at her. “She is a beautiful mutt.”

      “Isn’t she? I’m so delighted with her.” Noemi smiled at him shyly. “I must go. I’ve stayed far too long as it is, but Bepi is such an adorable kid.”

      “Thank you. I think so, but please, stay a little while longer. It’s nice to have some adult conversation for once.”

      Noemi chuckled but nodded. “Okay, I’d like that.”

      Rafa sat down on the floor next to them. Mouse woke and sleepily shifted her head, so it rested on his knee.

      “She likes you. That’s always a good character assessment.”

      Rafa smiled at Noemi. Her hair, now grown even longer than before the accident, fell in soft waves past her shoulders. Her lovely face, with sweetly plump cheeks and shining brown eyes, was younger than her thirty-years-old. Without thinking, Rafa reached out and stroked her cheek.

      Noemi froze and jerked away, and Rafa dropped his hand. “God, I’m sorry… I don’t know what came over me.”

      Noemi’s face was bright red, and she scrambled to her feet. “I think I’d better go.”

      “Maybe that is for the best.”

      Noemi woke her dog gently. “Come on, Mouse.”

      He walked her to her car. “Look, I’m sorry. That was completely inappropriate, Noemi, and I’d hate to think a moment’s thoughtlessness ruined our… friendship.”

      “It’s okay, Rafa, really. I’ll see you around.”

      Rafa watched her drive away, remonstrating with himself. What the hell happened? On the face of it—no pun intended—I just touched her face. But it was the intimacy of the moment that had shocked them both… no way were they good enough, close enough friends for that.

      “Oh, God damn it.” Rafa pinched the bridge of his nose. He stayed outside for a few minutes, breathing in the cold night air.

      What with Bepi fretting about Tomi’s absence in his life… there was only one thing to do. He had to move on and get Noemi Castor out of his head. There were plenty of women lining up to console the bereaved fiancée—he would ask his assistant to set up a date with one of them. He would not fuck up his life, Bepi’s life, and Noemi Castor’s life by acting out a crush when it was so wholly inappropriate.

      Yes, he thought, going back inside. It’s time to move on.

      

      Noemi stripped out of her clothes and fell onto the bed. Mouse immediately followed her, and Noemi cuddled up to the large dog, pulling the comforter over them both. “You and me now, Mousie.”

      But her skin burned where Rafa had touched her, and as she relived that moment—that all-too-brief moment—her body felt warm, and a pulse beat frantically between her legs. It had stunned her, the tenderness of it, his beautiful green eyes on hers, but it had been so unexpected that she had pulled away when what she really wanted to do was kiss him. She had never been so attracted to anyone in her life, and for that split second, she would have thrown everything away.

      Because she and Rafa together would be a disaster. There was too much water under the bridge—too much guilt, too much shame.

      Noemi sighed now. She had to get over this… crush. That’s all it is: a crush. What red-blooded woman wouldn’t have a crush on Rafael Genova? The man was built like a Roman God, and that face—that gorgeous face with so much sadness etched into it…

      “Stop it,” she groaned and buried her face in Mouse’s fur. The dog grumbled a little, and she chuckled. “Sorry, boo.”

      But when she fell asleep that night, she dreamed of Rafael’s lips against hers, his skin on hers, his hands on her body, and his cock driving her onwards to that ultimate pleasure…
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      Lazlo called Noemi into his office a week later. “Hey, kiddo, I have some news. As you know, there’s a general surgeon gig up for grabs.”

      Noemi looked alarmed. “Laz, cardio is my…”

      He shook his head, grinning. “Not for you. It’s just I’ve been in talks with someone you might know from your time in Doctors Without Borders. Kit Vaughan?”

      Noemi smiled. “Of course! Ah man, Kit’s coming here? That’s great news.”

      “Well, he’s coming to meet me to discuss it at least. I was wondering if you’d help me try to get him to commit?”

      “No problem. When’s he coming?”

      “This morning.”

      Noemi chuckled, rolling her eyes. “Nothing like a bit of notice, Laz.”

      “I didn’t want to jinx it.” Lazlo grinned, unrepentant, and Noemi pretended to scowl at him.

      “For scientists, we sure are a superstitious bunch around here. No problem about Kit; just page me when he gets here. I won’t let him leave the place without giving you a yes.”

      Lazlo studied her, and although Noemi was about to leave, she sensed he had more to say. “What’s up?”

      “You know… it is within my power to make you an attending, Noe. You have the experience.”

      Noemi was confused. “Finn’s the cardio attending and honestly, I’m happy where I am. The clinic is my new baby.” She felt her face burn as she mentioned it, thinking of Rafa, but pushed the thought away. “I can treat patients and do research.”

      “I could make you a Research Attending.”

      Noemi chewed her lip. “It’s not that it’s not tempting, Laz, but I won’t feel as if I’ve earned it. What with being out of action for a year, then going abroad… I’d be stepping on some toes. Dieter wouldn’t like it.”

      “Pah, who cares what Dieter thinks?”

      “He thinks I’m not ready, and for once, I agree.”

      Lazlo sat back, sighing. “If you have one fault, Noe, it’s your staggering and unwarranted lack of self-confidence. That is the only thing holding you back. You don’t have the killer instinct, that arrogance that means the difference between you being the best surgeon I’ve even nurtured… and, well…you.”

      Noemi blinked, Lazlo’s observations coming out of nowhere. “I’m getting there, Laz.”

      He nodded. “But not as quickly as you should. Want a nickel’s worth of free advice?”

      “Always.”

      “Break the rules. Professionally and privately. Push the boundaries, upset a few people, and then don’t apologize for it. I want to see you soar, Noemi Castor. Remember that.”

      

      Noemi was still thinking about what Lazlo had told her as she sat in the cafeteria at lunchtime. Ally was moaning to Dieter about his behavior in surgery.

      Dieter was shrugging. “Got the result we wanted though, didn’t I?”

      “You can do it without being a total douche bag, though.”

      Dieter grinned at her, leaning his chin on her shoulder. Ally pushed him away and Dieter laughed.

      He nudged a toe at Noemi’s leg. “Hey, Spacecakes. You with us?”

      Noemi shook herself. “Sorry. Just thinking about stuff.”

      “Holy damnation and all that is glorious…” Ally suddenly sat up straight, staring over Noemi’s shoulder. “I have died and gone to heaven.”

      Noemi looked around to see who Ally was lusting after. An extremely tall, surfer-blonde God was stalking towards them, a huge grin on his face. Noemi gave a cry of happiness and leapt up. The God grabbed her and swung her around in a bear hug.

      “Noemi-bloody-Castor!”

      “Kit, you big lug! Put me down!” She was giggling furiously. Kit beamed at the table, winking at Ally. “Everyone, this is Kit Vaughan, General Surgery God, despot, man whore, slut! Ow, ow!” Noemi giggled as Kit tickled her. He stuck his hand out and shook Ally’s hand.

      “How you doing? … and you are?” His Australian accent boomed out over the cafeteria, attracting the attention of the other hospital staff, Noemi saw.

      “Ally... short for Available,” Ally said, and Noemi snorted with laughter.

      “Kit, you might have met your match with Ally. This is Dieter.”

      Dieter and Kit shook hands, sizing each other up. Noemi was relieved when Dieter didn’t start a pissing contest; he just nodded to them and moved away.

      Ally left them alone—reluctantly—and Noemi showed Kit around the hospital.

      “It’s my job to persuade you to join us,” she grinned at her friend. “And believe me, I’m going to go all out.”

      “I would expect nothing less after seeing what you did in Syria.”

      “How is everyone?” It was the question she was dreading asking and yet the one she needed to know. Kit met her gaze.

      “Everyone’s... alive. But sometimes, alive doesn’t mean everything is rosy, you know?”

      “It’s bad?”

      Kit nodded. “I think you got out when you should have. Some of the guys, Rick, Flynn, Sarah… they’re shattered, Noe. But we have to keep fighting to help people.”

      “I know. It’s been on my mind to go back, but before I do, I need to build a life for myself here.”

      Kit smiled. “How’s it been? I hear you got yourself a sugar daddy.”

      Noemi winced, and Kit put his hand on her shoulder. “Hey, I’m kidding. I meant the clinic. Lazlo wouldn’t shut up about it.”

      Noemi chuckled. “Let me show you around. Believe me, I’ll be needing some of your skills if I’m going to make a success of it.”

      They walked to the Thomasina Ballentine Clinic, and Kit stopped outside the front door, looking up at the signage. “You know, I used to know her stepbrother, Drew. He’s something in the church… I don’t know.”

      “I never met him. I met her fiancée, of course. They have the cutest little boy.”

      “Feeling broody, kid?” Kit grinned at her as always, flirting. Noemi laughed.

      “If the next line out of your mouth is about having my eggs fertilized…”

      “Gah, as if I’d be that unoriginal.” He hooked an arm around her shoulders. “But now that you mention it…”

      She pushed him away, laughing. “Dude, this isn’t Grey’s Anatomy.”

      Kit made a face. “What, no shagging in the on-call room?”

      “None.” She made a disapproving face. “So unhygienic.”

      “Says the girl who watches Dr. Mike’s YouTube channel religiously, but never with anyone else present.”

      Noemi giggled. “You have a filthy mind, Vaughan. Now, act doctorly, and come with me.”

      

      Kit’s arrival seemed to give everyone a boost. He signed a three-year contract with a delighted Lazlo, and Noemi helped him find an apartment in the city. He also made friends with Mouse, and Noemi would take Mouse over to his neighborhood to walk before her shifts.

      Within a couple of weeks, Kit had made himself at home. Despite his flirtatious manner, he was an exemplary surgeon, and Noemi loved to watch him operate.

      Dieter’s nose was only slightly out of joint. Even he could see Kit’s presence had lifted the morale of the staff. Still, he renewed his advances to Noemi, who very gently let him down. “Is it because of the blonde Australian?” Dieter asked her when she’d turned down his third invitation to dinner.

      No, it’s because of the dark Italian…

      Noemi couldn’t get Rafael out of her head. They hadn’t seen each other since that night, but every time she looked at Mouse, she remembered her dog’s head resting so peacefully on Rafa’s knee, how natural it seemed for them to be sitting together on his rug, spending time together. God, she dreamed about his lips on hers…

      “For the love of God, stop it.” She cussed softly as she sat in the ladies’ restroom, then jumped when she heard Ally’s voice.

      “You talking to yourself again, hon?”

      Noemi exited the stall and washed her hands as she heard the other toilet flush. Ally grinned at her as she joined her at the sink. “You okay?”

      Noemi hesitated, then checked they were alone. “Hypothetical.”

      “Okay.”

      “There’s someone I’ve been… He’s… a friend. Sort of.”

      “Before you go on, if you’ve fucked Kit Vaughan…” Ally said warningly.

      “Not Kit, he’s all yours,” Noemi laughed. “No, this is someone… not at the hospital. Kind of. He’s a friend of a patient, let’s say. We’re sort of friends. But, I can’t stop thinking about him.”

      “Then fuck him, if that’s what you want.” Ally shrugged, and Noemi wishes she too could be twenty-five and as confident as Ally.

      “But it would ruin our friendship.”

      “Are you really that good friends with him?”

      Again, Noemi hesitated, and Ally made a face. “See? Jeez, Noe, when was the last time you got laid?”

      “Three…”

      “Months? Fuck, get on it.”

      “… years,” Noemi finished. “Not since before the accident.” Not since before Thomasina died.

      Ally was flabbergasted. “Years? Three years, Noe? How is that possible?” She grabbed Noemi’s arm and made her look in the mirror. “Look at you. You look like a freaking supermodel, you have curves to die for, I want your boobs, and every man in this place would kill to fuck you. Jesus, Noe, after everything you’ve been through, live.”

      Ally seemed to realize she sounded angry and smiled ruefully. “Sorry, but you’ve been on a deathwatch for years now. You’re thirty years old and gorgeous. Go for him, whoever he is. Leap.”

      She patted Noemi’s shoulder and left her alone. Noemi stared at her reflection. Ally was right. Work was her passion, but she needed something else too.

      When Ally invited her to the bar with Kit, Dieter, and some other people that night, Noemi agreed. “I have to go home first to walk Mouse, but I promise, I’ll join you later.”

      

      When she got home, Mouse greeted her with wild abandon, and Noemi hugged her dog to her. “Gonna get a life, baby,” she murmured. She walked the dog for an hour, then went home to shower.

      Deciding what to wear, she chose a simple spaghetti-strapped mini dress, showing off her long legs for once, light makeup, and a simple gold chain which hung between her breasts. She left her dark hair down, clouding around her.

      

      Kit whistled, and Ally beamed at her as she made her way into the bar. “Damn, girl.”

      Noemi flushed pink and distracted them from all the compliments by asking what they were drinking. An hour later, a beer down, and she started to relax, enjoying the company of her friends. She and Ally chatted, then watched in amusement as Dieter tried to play power games with Kit at the pool table. Good-naturedly, Kit conceded every point to Dieter, and Noemi watched as Dieter gave up his games, and instead began enjoying the company of the other man.

      “So, you never really did that?” Ally nodded at Kit, and Noemi chuckled.

      “I really never did. I wasn’t exactly in the right headspace when I got over there, and believe me, sex was the last thing on everybody’s minds.”

      “Understandable. But what about now?”

      Noemi smiled at her friend. “I told you. You want to go for it, do it. Kit and I are firmly in the Friend Zone. Almost like siblings now.”

      “Eww, sexy sibs. Like Angelina and James Haven.”

      Noemi looked blank, and Ally rolled her eyes. “God, watch Bravo now and again. Or read The Enquirer. One or the other.”

      Noemi was amused. “Any other tips for this old lady?”

      “Yeah. You look a million dollars. Try to find someone in here to hook up with, would you?”

      “Baby steps, Al. Now, look. Kit’s on his own. Why don’t you go work your magic?”

      Dieter was at the bar, chatting to a pretty blonde woman, and Noemi took some time to check out the rest of the bar. Too many hospital folks here for any random under-the-wire hookups, and Noemi felt out of practice. When Dieter came back to the table, she excused herself and went to the restrooms. She splashed water on her face, feeling the effects of the beer. She was such a lightweight when it came to alcohol. She shook her head, smiling.

      Going back out, she walked along the dark corridor that led back to the bar. The men’s restroom door opened towards her and she froze.

      Rafael Genova stopped, blinked. They stared at each other for a long moment…

      … and then his lips were on hers.
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      Noemi barely had time to take a breath before they kissed, but she didn’t care. It was everything she had dreamed of: soft, then rough as they both moaned with pent-up desire. Rafael picked her up, and she wrapped her legs around his waist as he pushed out of the side-door and into the back alley of the bar.

      Noemi’s fingers were tangled in his hair, and she had no idea where he was taking her, but she didn’t care. She could not get enough of his mouth on hers, his fresh, clean cologne flooding her senses.

      Then, in a flash, they were in his Mercedes and driving through Seattle’s streets. Neither of them said a word, but their fingers linked. Rafa drove to Noemi’s apartment and, hand-in-hand, they walked up the stairs together.

      He followed her in, slipping his hand onto her waist. “Are you sure?” He said at last and she nodded.

      His lips were against hers again then, and she sunk into the kiss. With his broad build and height, she felt tiny in his embrace, and when he swept her up into his arms, Noemi found she couldn’t look away from his gaze. Oh, how I want you…

      She nodded along the hallway to her bedroom and Rafa walked quickly. In the bedroom, he set her down on her feet, and they embraced again, tenderly this time. Noemi’s fingers, trembling, moved to the buttons of his shirt. She pressed
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