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            Prologue

          

          Dominic

        

      

    

    
      The pilot timed out.

      That was the phrase Marcus used. Regulatory timeout — the FAA-mandated rest period that grounded the crew before they could fly. My chief of staff delivered the news forty minutes after I'd closed my last patient, still in scrubs, still running on the particular hollow energy of a fourteen-hour surgery that had gone sideways twice and right only because I refused to let it go any other way.

      I stood in the scrub room and said nothing.

      I was flying commercial.

      Phoenix Sky Harbor at midnight smells like recycled air and bad decisions. I moved through it fast, direct, radiating enough keep moving that people stepped aside without knowing why. My hands ached deep in the tendons the way they always do after long surgeries. I ignored them. I have always ignored them.

      First class. Small mercy.

      I found my pod, stowed my bag, sat down. Pressed two fingers to the bridge of my nose. Five hours to New York. I needed four of them unconscious.

      I closed my eyes.

      Then I heard her exhale.

      Not loudly. She wasn't performing. Just a woman settling into the pod beside mine, releasing a slow breath like someone who had been holding something heavy for a very long time and had finally, briefly, been allowed to set it down.

      I opened my eyes.

      Dark hair first. Loose around her shoulders, the kind of dark that caught the dim cabin light and held it. Then the rest of her — small, maybe five-four, with curves that her clothes tried to minimize and failed completely. A sweater soft from years of washing, not from expense. Jeans with a tear at the knee. She was tucking her feet beneath her with the complete unselfconsciousness of a woman who had decided she was alone, and the ease of it, the total absence of performance, landed somewhere in my chest before I had authorized it to.

      She pulled a book from her bag and opened it without looking at me once.

      I looked at her hands. Paint under the nails — faint, scrubbed at and given up on. The hands of someone who made things. Who couldn't entirely hide what she was even when she tried.

      She turned a page. Her mouth almost moved. The very edge of something — not quite a smile, not quite a laugh, bitten back before it fully formed like the book had caught her off guard and she'd thought better of showing it. Her mouth was the kind that looked like it kept things. Like there were words behind it that she'd decided, long ago, weren't safe to say.

      That almost-smile.

      I am a surgeon. I understand the mechanics of attraction — the neurological cascade, the dopamine response, the logic of what draws one body toward another. Fourteen years of medicine. I have held lives in my hands and I have not flinched once.

      She almost smiled at a book in a midnight cabin and something in my chest moved without my permission.

      I looked at my hands. The ache in them.

      I looked back at her.

      She still had not looked at me. Not a glance, not the reflexive social check most people perform in close quarters. She was simply elsewhere — sealed inside whatever the book had given her, entirely unaware that the man beside her had just felt something shift in a place he kept locked.

      Her boarding pass had slipped from her bag when she settled.

      Ivy.

      I closed my eyes. Ran the argument — the rational one, the accurate one. Complications. Cost. The controlled life I had built with deliberate intention and considerable sacrifice.

      I am not a man who acts on impulse.

      I am, however, a man who knows when something matters.

      She still hadn't looked at me.

      She would.
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            A Note for International Readers

          

          Some places, institutions, and terms in this story are specific to the United States.

        

      

    

    
      Title I school

      A US public school in a low-income area that receives additional federal funding. Teachers often spend their own money on supplies. It means Ivy's students arrive hungry, angry, and overlooked — and she stays anyway.

      

      FAA regulations

      Federal Aviation Administration — the US body that governs flight safety. Pilots have strict legal limits on how many hours they can fly without rest. When Dominic's pilot 'times out,' he's hit that limit and the flight cannot legally continue.

      

      JFK

      John F. Kennedy International Airport — the main international hub serving New York City.

      

      Goodwill

      A US charity chain that sells second-hand clothes and household items at very low prices. For Ivy, shopping there isn't a trend. It's the only option.

      

      Manager's special

      Grocery items marked down because they're close to their use-by date. The last rack before the bin. Ivy knows it well.

      

      DCM

      Dilated Cardiomyopathy — a serious condition where the heart muscle weakens and enlarges, reducing its ability to pump blood. Progressive. Manageable, but not reversible. This is what's killing Ivy's father slowly.

      

      P.S. 147

      New York City public schools are numbered rather than named. P.S. stands for Public School. Ivy teaches art at P.S. 147 in Brooklyn.

      

      Student loans

      In the US, university tuition is expensive and most students borrow from the federal government to cover it. Those loans follow graduates for years. Forty-five thousand dollars is not unusual for a master's degree.
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            Ivy

          

        

      

    

    
      Forty-seven dollars.

      The number sat on my phone screen without apology. Forty-seven dollars and eighteen cents—I'd stopped counting the cents sometime around October, when the gap between what I made and what I owed stopped being something I could arithmetic my way out of.

      Four years of teaching. A master's degree. A school in Brooklyn where the federal government sends extra money because most of my students show up without breakfast, and somehow that still doesn't cover the paint I buy myself every September.

      And there’s five days until Friday. So that means, I have forty-seven dollars to cover subway fare, ramen, and maybe—if the universe was in a generous mood—one coffee to keep me upright through first period with the class that once released a frog in the supply closet.

      I was a fraud in this leather seat.

      First class was warm towels and champagne poured before you asked, a world where I’m almost certain no one checked the price before they ordered. Meanwhile, I was a woman with paint under my nails and thrift-store boots held together by stubbornness and winter, sitting in a pod that cost more per hour than I made in a shift.

      And I had the seat because my father had saved his miles.

      Henry Brooks had spent twenty years as an aerospace engineer—conferences in Tokyo, Cape Canaveral, Munich, back when he was the kind of man who designed things that left the atmosphere. He'd saved those miles during a life that felt, now, like it belonged to someone else. Someone who didn't need to rest twice on the way to the mailbox. Someone whose hands didn't shake at absolutely any turbulence in life.

      Yet, yesterday morning I'd tucked a thin hospital blanket around his legs and listened to the oxygen monitor keep its patient, indifferent count. His hands were in mine—and underneath the antiseptic, underneath whatever the hospital had done to them, there was still something I recognized. The smell of the garage on Sunday mornings. The smell of a man who fixed things. I held on longer than I needed to.

      "You're going to be a star in New York, Ivy," he'd said, rationing his breath the way he rationed everything now. "You deserve to fly like one."

      I'd smiled and told him I was thriving. That New York was everything I'd dreamed. That I was saving money, loving every minute, doing great.

      All of it a lie.

      The truth is more like I have forty-five thousand dollars in student loans. Twelve hundred dollars a month sent home to Phoenix, routed directly to the hospital and the pharmacy so my parents never see the statements. My mother thought my father's prescriptions were covered by some assistance program she'd been lucky enough to qualify for. She had no idea her daughter was walking forty blocks twice a week to save the subway fare, skipping lunch on Tuesdays and Thursdays, and sleeping in a coat because she hadn't gotten around to asking the landlord to fix the radiator.

      I was drowning. I had just gotten very good at making it look like floating.

      I should have stayed longer. But I'd burned through every sick day I had, and the substitute covering my classes had sent three emails with increasing desperation about Marco Reyes. Ten years old. The most talented kid I'd ever taught. The substitute was probably making him sit quietly, which was the worst possible thing you could do to a boy who needed to draw his way through whatever was happening at home.

      I couldn't fix my father. But I could get back to Marco.

      And that was the math I lived inside.

      

      The sound of expensive shoes on the aisle carpet made me look up.

      The man stepping into the pod beside mine moved the way certain men move. It’s like the space already belonged to him and he was simply arriving. Tall, broad through the shoulders, a navy suit so well-cut it looked less like clothing and more like an argument. A watch at his wrist that I recognized as a Patek Philippe—I knew because one of my student's fathers wore one, and I'd Googled it afterward in horrified fascination. When he stowed his briefcase overhead his jacket pulled taut across his back, and I made myself look at the window.

      But then he turned around. And I couldn’t help myself.

      His dark hair swept back, and threaded silver at the temples. It wasn’t gray but silver, earned the way a scar is earned. A jaw that could cut glass. And a thin white scar along it, barely visible, just enough to suggest the man had history. His eyes swept the cabin the way a person sweeps a room when they're used to knowing where the exits are.

      They landed on my phone for exactly one second. On the number glowing there.

      Then he sat down, opened his briefcase, and didn't acknowledge me at all.

      The plane climbed away from Phoenix. Somewhere below, in a hospital room with a window facing a parking garage, my mother was probably still holding my father's hand, telling him about the restaurant they used to go to for their anniversary. It was the one with the courtyard and the Christmas lights strung year-round. They'd gone every year until the diagnosis. They hadn't been back.

      I pressed my forehead to the glass and told myself the stinging in my eyes was the recycled air.

      An hour in, the cabin had gone dark. Most passengers were asleep or sealed inside headphones, blue light from screens turning their faces the color of ice. I'd been staring at the same paragraph of a library book for twenty minutes when the floor dropped.

      Not a dip. Not the lazy sway of mild turbulence.

      A violent, bone-deep shove from somewhere below the aircraft — like the sky had made a fist. The plane screamed, metal and rivets and overhead bins all arguing at once. My library book hit the wall. My stomach hit my throat. I locked both hands on the armrests and thought about how forty-seven dollars was a humiliating amount of money to die with.

      The plane lurched again. A sound came out of me I hadn't planned.

      Then a hand covered mine.

      "Look at me."

      Not a suggestion. Not even close. A low, certain command from the man who hadn't acknowledged me for an hour, and my head turned before I made any conscious decision about it.

      Up close, his eyes were hazel, an unsettled color, shot through with flecks of green that caught the dim cabin light and held it. They were fixed on me with the kind of attention you get from someone who has decided, fully and without reservation, that you are the only thing that matters right now. His hand was enormous over mine. His grip said, I have you.

      "Breathe," he said. "In through your nose. Out through your mouth, Ivy."

      "How—" The plane shuddered. "How do you know my name?"

      One dark eyebrow went up. "Your boarding pass. When you were trying to hide your phone." His thumb made one slow stroke across my knuckles and heat shot straight up my arm. "I'm Dominic. You're not going to die tonight. I have a surgery scheduled tomorrow and I have a near-perfect attendance record."

      A laugh came out of me. Startled and real and completely inappropriate for thirty thousand feet of terrifying altitude. "A surgery."

      "Trauma surgeon. This turbulence is violent but it's not dangerous. The aircraft is built for much worse than this." The corner of his mouth did something that wasn't quite a smile. More controlled. More interesting. "In approximately four hours, you are going to walk off this plane and tomorrow you are going to be annoyed that you were scared."

      "You sound very certain of that."

      "I'm always certain."

      "That must be exhausting."

      Something shifted behind his eyes. It wasn’t offense, but rather something that looked more like surprise, and then, quickly, something he shut down. "Keep breathing," he said. But his thumb had slowed.

      And so, I breathed. I matched the rhythm he was tracing against my skin without meaning to, and slowly, my heart rate remembered what normal felt like. The plane kept shaking. It stopped feeling like dying.

      When the captain came on to apologize and promise clearer skies, Dominic didn't let go.

      I didn't ask him to.

      The next four hours were the strangest I'd spent in years, and I'd spent one of them in a hospital bathroom quietly calculating whether I could defer my loan payment without my parents finding out.

      The privacy pods created a small, sealed world. The red-eye dark made it feel like time had agreed to pause. He ordered whiskey. I ordered tea and then remembered, with a small flush of embarrassment, that first class included everything—a fact I'd forgotten in the forty-eight hours of airport anxiety that preceded this seat.

      We talked in low voices while the rest of the cabin slept. It shouldn't have been easy. He was the kind of man who wore his net worth on his wrist. I was the kind of woman who Googled net worth out of horrified fascination and then couldn't sleep.

      But he asked about my students, and the rest of it fell away.

      I told him about P.S. 147 — a Title I school in Brooklyn, which means the federal government decides the neighborhood is poor enough to warrant extra funding, which means half my kids come to class without eating and the other half come ready to fight the day before it starts. I told him about running out of supplies in October every year and buying them myself in November. About Marco, ten years old, who drew with a precision and a feeling that made me genuinely sad he'd been born into a life that kept trying to extinguish it.

      "You see the world in brushstrokes," Dominic said when I'd run out of words. "But you live it in red ink."

      I stared at him. "That's exactly right."

      "Art holds what language can't carry," he said. "The fact that you understand that—that you give them somewhere to put the things they can't say—means you're not failing them. Even when it feels like you are."

      My throat did something complicated. "What about you? What do you give?"

      His jaw tightened. "Nothing I can't afford to lose."

      His hand tightened on mine. I didn't believe him for a second.

      He told me about the surgery—fourteen hours, a seven-year-old named Jack, a drunk driver, a shattered pelvis and a hemorrhaging spleen. He talked about it the way surgeons talk: precisely, flatly, with the practiced distance of someone who has learned to hold catastrophe at arm's length so they can function inside it. But underneath the flatness there was something else. The particular hollow of a person who has given everything they had and is sitting in the after of it.

      "You spend your life putting broken people back together," I said. "What happens to your broken parts?"

      His eyes cut to mine. "I keep them locked away."

      "That sounds lonely."

      "It's controlled."

      "Same thing," I said.

      He looked at me for a long moment. Then his gaze dropped to my mouth, and every nerve in my body lit up at once—not a metaphor, not a feeling, a physical fact happening somewhere between my stomach and my ribs. The two feet between us went charged. Like the moment before a storm breaks, when the air pressure changes, and your body knows before your brain does.

      "You give too much of yourself," he said. His voice had dropped. "I can see it. The way you hold yourself. Like you've been carrying something so long you've forgotten there's any other way to stand."

      I should have deflected. Made a joke. Moved back. Something.

      "Maybe I have," I said instead.

      His free hand came up to my face. His thumb traced the dark circle under my eye—just that, just the pad of his thumb, slow and deliberate, and the gentleness of it landed somewhere I hadn't expected it to. There was no performance in it. No angle. Just his thumb and my face and the dark quiet cabin around us.

      "Let someone else carry it for a while," he said.

      Under the blanket, his other hand began to move.

      From my knuckles to my wrist. Wrist to the inside of my forearm. The soft skin at the crook of my elbow, which apparently had nerve endings I'd never known about. Then his palm flat on my thigh through my jeans—steady, unhurried, the heat of it staggering. Like being held by someone who understood weight and wasn't afraid of it.

      "Tell me to stop," he said, "and I will."

      I should have. I was a sensible adult woman with responsibilities in Brooklyn and a radiator that needed fixing and a father in a hospital bed who thought I was thriving. I was not a woman who did this.

      But I was so tired of being strong.

      "Don't you dare stop," I breathed.

      "Don't you dare stop," I breathed.

      His eyes went dark. He moved his hand up, his fingers slow and deliberate as they grazed the sensitive skin of my inner thigh. I bit the inside of my cheek as he found the button of my jeans, undoing it one-handed without ever taking his eyes off mine.

      "Eyes on me," he commanded softly. "I want to watch you."

      He slipped his hand beneath the lace of my panties, his long, surgeon’s fingers parting my swollen folds with a slow, methodical confidence. The contrast of his cool skin against my slick, pulsing heat made my head swim. I was drenched for him, the silk of my own arousal coating his knuckles as he mapped me with terrifying precision.

      He was agonizingly slow, sliding two fingers deep to test my stretch while his thumb found the sensitive, hooded peak of my clit. He circled it with a heavy, practiced pressure that turned my vision to static. He watched every flinch of my thighs, every hitch in my breath, his gaze tracking the way my body clamped around him as I grew wetter with every heavy stroke of his thumb.

      "That's it, Ivy," he murmured. He increased the pressure, his fingers tracing through me, reading each response like a map. I was gripping the armrest, my back arching off the seat as the pleasure built in long, rolling increments.

      His thumb circled, pressed, and I lost the ability to think in sentences. I could only feel the friction of him, the scent of the peppermint and cedarwood filling my senses, and the predatory focus in his gaze. When I finally broke, it was a silent, bone-deep shattering. I buried my face in the crook of his neck, the scent of him—now mixed with a hint of sweat and the dark, spicy musk of his skin—filling my lungs as he held me steady through the aftershocks.

      When the pilot announced the descent, he withdrew his hand and brought his fingers to his mouth, holding my gaze as he tasted me.

      "Have breakfast with me," he said. "Please."

      I thought about my empty apartment. I thought about my forty-seven dollars. I thought about the smell of antiseptic on my father's hands and the miles he'd saved so I could sit in a seat I didn't belong in and meet a man who looked at me like I was the only thing in the cabin worth looking at.

      "Okay," I said.

      He offered me his hand. I took it.

      And I had no idea what I was walking into.
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      His driver was already waiting at arrivals—a black Mercedes at the curb, a man who didn't blink when Dominic opened the door for me. He just nodded, pulled smoothly into the pre-dawn airport traffic, and didn't ask a single question the entire ride.

      I sat in the back seat beside a man I'd met four hours ago and thought about how this was either the best or worst decision I'd made in a year of exclusively bad decisions. The leather smelled expensive. The city outside the window was still dark, the skyline beginning to suggest itself rather than announce itself. My whole body felt loose and warm and wrong in a way that wasn't wrong at all, which was exactly the problem.

      He didn't touch me in the car.

      He sat close enough that I could feel the heat of him, and he looked out the other window, and the silence between us wasn't uncomfortable. That was the part that worried me. Comfortable silences with strangers didn't happen unless they weren't really strangers anymore, and I couldn't afford what that meant.

      His building had a doorman who said "Good morning, Dr. Ashford" without any particular emphasis, which meant either this happened often enough to be unremarkable, or he was extremely well-trained. The lobby had the specific quiet of a place where the floors were real marble and the art on the walls had been chosen by someone with a serious opinion. An elevator that opened directly into his apartment, which told me everything I needed to know about the square footage before the doors even parted.

      The penthouse was the size of my entire floor. It was like a cathedral of glass and cold marble.

      It made me feel the holes in my thrift-store boots. Floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides, the city laid out below like something that owed him a favor. The kitchen alone had more counter space than my bedroom. I stood in the entrance hall with my carry-on bag and my thrift-store boots and the specific awareness of a woman who has found herself somewhere she absolutely does not belong and cannot figure out how she got there.

      "Tea," Dominic said. Not a question.

      I hesitate. "I should go."

      He was already at the kitchen, Dominic shed his jacket, rolling his sleeves to reveal forearms corded with muscle. "You should. You won't."

      He made tea without asking what kind. Earl Grey, loose leaf, in an actual teapot—not a bag dropped in a mug, but a real teapot, which told me something I filed away. He set the mug in front of me and poured whiskey into a glass for himself and leaned against the counter and looked at me like he was picking up a conversation we'd been in the middle of.

      He set a mug of Earl Grey in front of me and leaned against the marble island, his presence taking up all the air in the room.

      "That's presumptuous."

      "It's five in the morning. The subway doesn't run well at five in the morning."

      "I can get a cab."

      "You have forty-seven dollars." He said it without cruelty. Just information. The way he'd told me about the turbulence—unpleasant, not dangerous, here's what we're going to do instead. "Sit down, Ivy."

      I sat down.

      Not because he told me to. Because my legs had been making their feelings clear since somewhere over Ohio and the stool at his kitchen island was right there, and if I was honest—which I was trying very hard not to be—I didn't want to leave yet.

      "Your father," he said.

      "What about him?"

      "You left him in a hospital bed. Yesterday."

      I wrapped both hands around the mug. The tea was too hot to drink, and I held it anyway. "He's stable. He'll be stable for a while. Then he won't be." I heard how flat that came out. "DCM doesn't reverse. It just—progresses. We manage it. The medications, the monitoring, the—" I stopped.

      "The bills," Dominic said.

      I didn't answer.

      He watched me for a moment with those hazel eyes, the green in them quieter now, something more careful in them. Then he said, "He doesn't know."

      "That I'm paying? No."

      "That you're drowning?"

      The word landed somewhere it shouldn't have. I looked at the city through his windows—the lights coming on in a thousand apartments, a thousand people waking up to ordinary days—and I thought about my father's face when I told him I was thriving. The particular brightness of a man who needs his daughter to be okay.

      I wrapped my hands around the mug, the heat stinging my palms. "He needs to believe I'm okay."

      "Are you?"

      "I'm sitting in a stranger's penthouse at five in the morning, so."

      
      Something shifted in his face. The corner of his mouth—not quite the smile that wasn't a smile from the plane, something less guarded than that. Something that cost him slightly more.

      "You're not a stranger," he said. "Not anymore."

      And that was the moment. That was the moment I should have stood up, thanked him for the tea, called a cab with the last of my forty-seven dollars and gone home to my fifth-floor walkup and my broken radiator and my completely manageable life.

      My eyes filled instead.

      I didn't plan it. I never plan it—I've spent two years not crying in front of anyone about any of this, not my mother, not Mei, not the wall of my apartment at three in the morning when the loan statements come. But something about the tea and the quiet and the way he'd said not anymore like it was simply true broke something loose that I'd been holding very tightly.

      I turned my face away.

      Too late.

      He came around the island without making a sound. His thumb found the corner of my eye—the same gesture as the plane, the same impossible gentleness from the same impossible man—and he caught the tear before it went anywhere.

      He didn't say anything.

      That was what undid me.

      If he'd said something comforting, something practiced, something that lived in the vocabulary of people who know how to handle crying women, I could have pulled back from it. I've had practice pulling back.

      But he just stood there with his thumb at the corner of my eye and waited, and the silence said, I'm not going anywhere. Take whatever time you need.

      I took a breath. Then another. The city kept going outside his windows, indifferent and endless, and I let myself have thirty seconds of being someone who didn't have to manage anything.

      Thirty seconds. That was all I allowed.

      Then I looked up at him.

      The space between us in his kitchen was nothing. Six inches. Less. He was still in his shirt and his trousers, his sleeves still rolled, and up close in the kitchen light I could see the particular exhaustion of a man who had been awake for twenty-four hours and wasn't feeling it yet—that second-wind stillness before the body sends the bill. His eyes were on mine. Steady. Waiting.

      "You should probably not look at me like that," I said.

      "Like what?"

      "Like you're trying to figure out what I need."

      The corner of his mouth did the thing again. "That's not what I'm doing."

      "What are you doing?"

      A pause. "Trying to decide if I'm allowed to kiss you."

      I should have said
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