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And for my stepmom Alta, who sparked my love of reading and cheers me on as a writer.


 

“Best love story I have ever heard. Not one of them is perfect, not one of them is easy, but the good ones are always worth it.”—Room 212
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Dean

Now

“Dean, Dean Martin!”

The pain was instant as I turned to look in the direction of the voice. It wasn’t the person shouting my name that made it painful—but the memories it recalled. Rob, an old frat buddy of mine, was approaching on the street. He was far from the drunken, disheveled mess he was in college. Though he was dressed for business, he looked out of place on the streets of New York—like he didn’t belong—yet he strode up to me with an air of confidence as if he owned Manhattan.

“Hey, man,” I greeted with a handshake and half-hug. “Apparently, New York didn’t get the memo to keep your Texan ass out.”

He gave me his signature ‘I know shit you don’t know’ smirk with his reply. “Dean Martin, did you really think you would be the only good-looking, successful, rich man to come out of Austin?”

“No, but I knew you damn sure wouldn’t make the cut—at least in the good-looks department.”

“Ahhh, but what are looks when you can buy affection?” he sighed, patting me on the back in condolence. “To me, you had it the worst because they wouldn’t leave you alone. When you are only semi-good-looking, it’s not an issue.”

We walked for a few minutes as he caught me up on my other old frat buddies and their progress. I hadn’t bothered to accept their invitations to catch up on annual trips. I’d been too busy trying to finish medical school when they were starting their careers.

We stopped at a coffee vendor as Rob told me he was only in New York to pitch an idea for his ad agency back in Dallas.

“You do remember Dallas, right? The place that you fled from?”

It was an instant tear, a recognition that life hadn’t stopped back home because I’d left there. His presence alone felt like a confrontation of what I’d left behind—a confrontation I’d avoided for so long, I could no longer ignore it. Though that slap in the face had already occurred twice in the last few years, having Rob in front of me shook me to my core.

“I’ve been back once or twice. But I had plans, bro. Unlike you, slacker. Did you say you were in advertising?”

“Nope, I said I owned a firm. It’s small but growing. This campaign, I decided to land myself. It really could be a big break for me.” He looked slightly winded as he spoke, and I secretly hoped it worked out for him. Rob was a good guy, always had been. He looked up at me and shook his head before looking around the crowded street.

“You know, as much as you talked about coming here, I always thought you would stay back home, marry Dallas, have kids, the dog, that kind of thing.”

His words were like razor blades tearing into my resolve, provoking that sinking feeling I thought I’d rid myself of. The mention of her name paralyzed me with guilt and awareness. I shrugged my shoulders, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Yeah well, we were young, and she’s probably doing all that right now.” I walked faster, trying to mask the sting in my chest.

“No, she isn’t,” he said, throwing his cup in the trashcan beside me. “I saw her last month at a restaurant. Jesus Christ, she is fine as hell, and no band on her left hand. She’s working at Memorial.”

Every single fiber of my being lit up in recognition as I stared at him as though he told me Santa was, in fact, real and it was Christmas Eve.

Rob’s brows lifted as he gave me his famous grin. “And I can see you weren’t interested in that information at all.”

“She’s good, then. That’s good.”

Jesus, Dean, your heart is pounding.

“Yeah, man, she’s really good.” He gave me a careful look as I stayed motionless on the sidewalk. “So, let’s go have a beer after my meeting and after your day?”

“Yeah, sounds good,” I replied, knowing it wouldn’t happen. My whole world had just been rocked by what he’d told me. I felt my pulse skyrocket as I pushed through a hasty goodbye, giving him my cell number, then headed toward my building. Every muscle in my body was suddenly weak, my movements were pushed and deliberate.

Unrelenting shocks of pain and recognition coursed through me as I heard her voice in a whisper through my racing thoughts.

“I’ll still love you.”

Those words tore through me for the hundredth time as I tried to take a calming breath. I stopped mid-stride down the corridor between patient rooms as I tried to slow my heart rate.

“Dr. Martin,” Lori, my nurse, addressed me. I raised my hand in protest and averted my eyes so she could not see the panic on my face.

“Lori, cancel my next two appointments—no—” I swayed on my feet as I reached reception, feeling the cold sweat as it seeped from my every pore “—cancel my day.”

“Dean,” she questioned in alarm as I gripped the counter, “are you okay?”

“I’ll still love you in a week, in a month, and in three years. I’ll still love you for the rest of my life.”

“Yes,” I gritted out as my chest constricted.

Fuck, was I having a heart attack?

Without thinking, I looked to her in question as if she knew my racing thoughts.

“Oh, God, Dean. You are white as a sheet. Sit down right now.” Unable to get it together, I let her lead me to one of our patient rooms.

I felt the squeeze on my arm as she took my vitals.

“Jesus, Dean, your BP is off the charts. Look at me,” she commanded. “Any pain?”

“No, I mean, not really,” I answered as cold sweat covered me.

“Yes or no? Let’s get you to Dr.—”

I shook my head before she had a chance to finish. “No, it’s not a heart attack.”

She looked at me with her jaw set. “You don’t know what it is.”

“Yes, I do. I’ll be fine. Just give me a few minutes, and please just cancel the appointments.”

She looked me over as I began to come down, then eyed me with concern.

We both knew it was a panic attack, but she wanted to save my dignity. I rewarded her by ordering her to leave the room.

When my heart slowed faintly—and I was able to walk—I stumbled out of the building and out into the unforgiving streets of New York. My shoulder met with another, then another, as I tried and failed to find stable footing. The pedestrians I crashed into gave me gracious ‘fuck yous’ with their glares in lieu of concern.

Racing across a sea of concrete and crossing into Central Park, I kept walking until I was finally close to alone. I had no destination, and that was the problem. I had done everything I had set out to do. I no longer had a compass.

Wandering aimlessly through the park, I was flooded with memories I could not process—words, whispers, smiles, and touches that rocked me with every desperate gulp of air. I had been working toward this last year of my career my whole life. It had come and gone, yet nothing had changed. The emptiness I’d felt for years suddenly resurfaced with aggressive vengeance, determined to take every single sense of accomplishment away from me.

I’d lived the last few years of my life buried in regret. My purpose had been simple, my goals were singular in nature, and I’d gotten it all wrong. Exhausted and perplexed, I sat on a park bench, watching the world shift as I sat still in my torment.

I’d done nothing…nothing to deserve her loyalty, yet in my racing heart, she still belonged to me. In my mind, she was still there, reminding me to breathe and that I still breathed for her.

Could she still feel me the way I still felt her? In my bones, in my blood, in the very depths of who I was, she remained.

My dad always used to tell me he didn’t remember his twenties. He’d said that he’d been so damn busy trying to prove himself to a world that didn’t give a shit about him that he’d forgotten to live, to look around him. I had lived my twenties the same damn way. Even with his warning, I’d foolishly followed his path, and now I was drowning in a similar fate. I ripped my tie from my neck and pocketed it as I ran my hands through my hair.

You cannot go back, Dean.

“Fuck,” I muttered as I fisted the sides of my head, wishing for one more minute with my dad. Just a gesture, a knowing smile, something, I needed…anything.

But it really wasn’t my dad’s words that I needed—it was her words I needed to believe.

“I’ll still love you.”

It was her, had always been her, and would always be her.

You cannot go back, Dean.

Hours passed as I sat in the freezing park, welcoming the cold into my lifeless bones to numb me. I had the world I wanted. The world I’d worked so fucking hard for. It was all there. The career I’d dreamt of was waiting for me just a few blocks away, and yet I couldn’t move to get back to it. I couldn’t shake the thought that it meant absolutely nothing.

This was empty. This was nothing.

Ignoring my vibrating phone, I mindlessly watched the faces of those who walked by, wondering if they were happy. How much could you tell about a person by watching them in a park?

When they glanced back at me, did they see the successful lie I had become? Or did they see the broken shell of a man who no longer had any desire at all—not in my career, my life, or in love?

No, it was a craving that fueled me now. I had to know. My whole being wouldn’t let me rest another minute until I had the answer to the question I so desperately needed to ask.

But I was going back.

I had to know for her, for me, for my sanity.

“I’ll still love you.”



 

“I hate being a grown-up.”—Laura (Room 212)
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Dallas

Now

Not again! I ran to the bathroom, relieving myself for the fifth time today. I knew what this was. I knew it. I’d deal with it later. I was late for rounds and was already so far behind. Damn it, this would not look good. I waved to Beatrice—my favorite nurse on staff—and she ushered me toward the rest of my group.

“Dr. Whitaker, good to see you again. Will you be joining us for the rest of rounds?”

“Sorry, Dr. Pierce,” I said, avoiding eye contact.

This was bad, not that I couldn’t deal with getting called out in front of the other doctors. I just knew what frequent pee breaks meant. I had dirty dick disease! Damn it, of all the times to get a bladder infection! Josh would never hear the end of this, for sure. If only he would stop sexing me every day and give me a damn break. I couldn’t hide my smile and knew he wasn’t really to blame. Still, I was irritated, and I already felt the tugging of my bladder. Only fifteen more patients and I could go attempt to pee. I felt a small pang of guilt when I thought of last night in bed when Josh had practically begged me to move in with him. He had been trying so hard with me.

“Dally, please,” he rasped out while lying on his side, sliding his manipulative fingers down my shoulder.

“My name is D-a-l-l-a-s. You know, like the city we live in? Find a new pet name. I hate that one,” I barked, my hands clasped under my pillow.

“How about Lucifer?” he said without any humor in his voice, but I could hear the smile on his lips.

“Sounds much better than Dally,” I said, adjusting my pillow and folding it in half just right so I felt supported. When I couldn’t get comfortable, I gave it an all-out fit, pulling it out from under me and punching it a few good times. It was a peeve of mine.

“I love you, Dallas. Please talk to me. Why won’t you move in?” He wrapped his arm around me, stroking my skin underneath my T-shirt.

“We’ve only been dating a year,” I noted, my back still to him in a vain attempt to keep the conversation at bay.

“A year is long enough. I already know what a pain in the ass you are. Why won’t you go all in with me?”

The hurt in his voice tugged on my heartstrings. As long as I stood my ground, I knew I would have a good chance at keeping the inevitable conversation away for just a bit longer.

“I’m not ready for it, Josh. Now hush. I need my sleep.”

He pulled my arm around and flipped me so I was straddling him. His fearless blue eyes let me know he was intent on having this conversation.

“I’m going to die of sleep depravity,” I bitched as he leaned up, grabbed my bottom lip with his teeth, and sucked it gently.

“And I know what a demon you can be. Look, Dally…Lucifer…” He grinned, and I returned it. “I love you. Please just move in. You already stay here practically every day, anyway.” He gave me a hopeful look.

“Josh, I have this illusion of a grand gesture, and you’re totally fucking it up for me.” I sighed as he kept me planted where I was with his hands on my hips.

“Grand gesture?” he said, squeezing my hips as he ground his against me.

“Something over the top, you know?” I said, feeling the pull of what he was doing. “Never mind, I think I heard that in some movie.” He paused, looking totally lost. I couldn’t blame him. I had no idea what I was looking for, either. But what I did know is that my last few months with Josh have been a struggle. The connection was lacking, and I was fighting the loss of it. “Forget it. Look, it’s a good idea in theory and would save us both some money. We get along well, and I am over here all the time. I gave you monogamy. Let it be enough for now, okay?”

His sexy smile told me I was off the hook, for now, but only with the conversation. “Okay, well, can I at least have a kiss goodnight?”

“Yep.” I pecked his lips, and he quickly moved in, capturing my mouth, his intention clear.

“You’ve really got to stop this, Josh. You’re a sick, sick man.” I moaned and tilted my head back, enjoying the feel of him.

“I want you every minute of the day.” His blue eyes bore into mine, and I was defenseless against them. I let him do whatever he wanted when he looked at me that way. It was the eyes that got me every time. He had the most beautiful dark blue eyes and long thick black lashes. It was incredible what they could do. His skin was porcelain perfection, and I couldn’t help but touch every inch of his broad chest in appreciation. Josh was beautiful. I was a tall, leggy, longhaired brunette with green eyes and a nice smile. While I had my fair share of compliments, I was never really sure why I had his attention.

“I love you,” he confessed, staring up at me as he slid my T-shirt over my head. “I love you,” he repeated heavily beneath me as he stroked my face. I smiled at him as he came to meet my lips and whispered back, “I love you too, Josh.”

Still, as I said the words, I felt the same thing I’d always felt when I said the words back…guilt.

I walked into Mr. Carson’s room and waited for his wife to end her phone conversation. I was making rounds with Dr. Pierce again this morning. Pierce was a grimy old bastard of a veteran who had horrible news for the Carsons. I stood and quietly watched Mrs. Carson fall apart at the diagnosis that her husband’s cancer was back and inoperable. The light in her face went completely dark, and for the first time in years, I felt moisture on my cheeks.

What in the hell? I do not cry! I never cry!

I braved a glance at Dr. Pierce, who wasn’t looking in my direction, as he explained the ins and outs of Mr. Carson’s worsening condition. I quickly wiped the wetness from my face before excusing myself. I couldn’t lose composure in front of patients! And I damn sure couldn’t cry! What the hell was going on? I quickly walked to the nearest bathroom and washed my face. Having overslept again—something I rarely did—I’d not had time to put makeup on that morning, my exhaustion evident in the tiny bags under my eyes.

My my my, Dallas Whitaker, you look like shit. Okay, doc, what is going on? The flu? I have the flu!

I quickly walked to Dr. Pierce’s side when he left the Carsons’ room. I knew it was the worst possible time to approach him.

“Sir, I believe I’m sick.”

“Oh, Dallas, what are your symptoms?”

“Fatigue, nausea, frequent urination, and I’m sleeping longer than normal.”

“Better go get a urine test.”

“Sir?”

“I can’t believe I have to point this out to you, Dallas,” he huffed in indignation as he walked away, his head down, his attention on his charts.

I stood in the middle of the hall and watched him, incredulous. He turned the corner and eyed me carefully in the hall, musing as the realization washed over me. My knees damn near buckled, and I felt sweat pool at the top of my head, then creep down my neck as fear swept through me.

Please, God, no!

“Just take the test, Dallas, but before you do, let’s go see the rest of our patients.” At the sound of his voice, I pulled myself together and quickly caught up to him to finish our rounds. He never once engaged me with prognosis questions. It was completely atypical of him, too. Usually, he would use this as an opportunity to really put his punishment skills to work. I still needed a constant chaperone starting as a second-year resident, but I had a hand in all departments until I decided my specialty. I would be starting a general practice in a few years and needed to get my feet wet anywhere and everywhere. I gave him a nod of thanks as we finished our day and quickly ran to my car. I had dinner with Mom and Dad tonight, and while normally I would be excited to see them, I was no longer looking forward to it. I buried my head in my hands, terrified at the possibility. No, no, no. This isn’t how this is supposed to go. Josh was officially dead to me. I hated him and his dirty dick …

Bastard.

I would kill him if he ruined my career before it even started.

I could kiss my practice goodbye if I had to put my life on hold for a baby.

Baby.

Fear choked me, making it impossible not to think of how far I’d come. Against all odds, I had survived eight years of school, only to stifle my own career before it had even really begun.

I hadn’t thought about the possibility of a family or anything related to some semblance of a personal life in years. I no longer had any desire to go that route at all. I closed my eyes, willing my waking nightmare away.

Baby.

More tears slipped from my face as I pushed them away with my fingers, willing my body to stop betraying me. I’d worked too hard to get to where I was. I tried in vain to shake off the blanket of dread that began to cover me and buckled my seat belt, both literally and figuratively.
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Pulling up to my childhood home, I was thankful to see Rose’s SUV. I hurried inside and saw Rose and my parents chatting at the kitchen table. I said a quick hello and ran upstairs to my old room, letting them know I would be right down. I grabbed the test and quickly emptied the two water bottles I’d just downed on the ride over onto the stick. I heard the bathroom door handle jiggle and then saw Rose before I had a chance to react.

“Rosie, get out!” Shrieking the words repeatedly didn’t do a damn bit of good. True to her nature, my sister walked in and made herself at home against my protest.

“Oh, please. I’ve seen it all, and you—” She stopped, eyes wide as she picked up the test box and studied me.

“Dallas, why in the hell are you taking a pregnancy test?”

“Because I’m one hundred and fifty percent confident in my birth control, Rose. Why in the hell do you think I’m taking one?” I deadpanned.

“Oh, my God, Dallas, you’re kidding me!”

I watched my sister hyperventilate as I grabbed the test and let out a long, loud breath. “Negative, thank God. No more sex, ever.”

Rose, who was my favorite person on the earth, hugged me with her whole being while I was still on the toilet. Only Rose, I mused and hugged her back. She pulled away and crossed her arms. “Why would you do this at Mom and Dad’s?”

“I was feeling sick earlier, and I thought maybe…I don’t know. I had to know.” Keeping my head down, I washed my hands as she eyed me. I didn’t want to tell her how insanely terrified I was at the possibility of a baby.

“Would you have been happy if it had been positive?”

“No.” I was quick with my answer. It came easily. “I don’t even know if I want kids at all. That is so far away from now, as far as I’m concerned. We’re so close to starting our practice. It would’ve been a disaster.”

She glanced at me briefly as she tossed the test in the trash. “If it’d been positive, I would’ve started it. The practice will be ours, anyway,” she said confidently.

I felt a pang of anger at the thought. “Rose, I want to be the one to start it, you know that. Besides, you have years before you’ll be able to fully join me. It would delay everything.”

“Did Josh know you were taking the test?”

“No, and I won’t tell him. He has been pressuring me to move in, and now I’m even more convinced that I don’t want to set up house.” I sighed, holding my hands palms up in the air.

“Do you love him?” She looked up at me expectantly, and I couldn’t help but notice the subtle changes in her features. Rose had gone from a tall, gangly ginger into a gorgeous, auburn, classic beauty. With a heart-shaped face and beautiful green eyes, she was by far the prettier of the two of us, at least in my opinion. I weighed her words about my affection for Josh.

“Not like that. I mean, not yet. We’re good together. He’s so worth it and treats me so well.” It was the first time I’d actually admitted it to myself. “Rose, we are so close to our dream, and I almost screwed it up.” I exhaled in relief.

“The hell you did. Listen, Dallas, I really like Josh and would’ve been thrilled to be an aunt. So, while I’m relieved for you, I’m also a bit disappointed. We’ve already given a ton of time and energy to our careers, and they’ll be even more demanding when we open our practice. So, enjoy your personal life too, or before you know it, we’ll be rich old maids with nothing to look forward to,” she warned. I raised my brow in response. “Says the girl who hasn’t dated in years.”

“I’m still in med school. There’s my excuse,” she offered quickly, dropping the subject and turning to walk out of the bathroom.

“Oh, no you don’t.” I tugged her arm, stopping her retreat, so she was forced to face me. “You can’t keep hiding behind your books or school, either, Rose. David doesn’t deserve your faithfulness. It’s time you broke the seal.” David was Rose’s first and only love. She had dated him all through her first four years of college. Personally, I couldn’t stand him and told her every chance I got. It was no big surprise to me when he let her down in the worst way. Still, it was horrible watching her go through the breakup.

“Drop it, Dallas. I’m fine,” she muttered, refusing to meet my eyes.

“He dates you for four years, doesn’t bother to put a ring on it, and then cheats and marries six months later. Yeah, I’ll drop it. I’m pretty sure your vagina’s mourning period was over long ago.”

“You are such a dude, Dallas,” she said, shaking her head back and forth with a grin.

“No, I think like one. It’s much easier, I promise,” I reminded her. “Come on, let’s quit this feelings fest. I’m starving.”

We hurried downstairs to find my parents in their usual kitchen standoff. They were both in their sixties and acted absolutely nothing like the sexagenarians they were. I think that was what I loved about them most.

“Seth, stop it, damn you! This is a pan-seared fish, not flambé!” My mom shrieked as she shook her head at my dad, who was standing at the stove. She held out her hand for the spatula, which he refused to give. “Laura, I’ve got this! Go set the table or something.”

She glared at his back as she continued. “I bought the shit to make it. I planned this dinner. Our babies probably desperately need a home-cooked meal, and you’re burning it!”

“Baby, I love you, but would you please shut the hell up?” He chuckled, digging the spatula in the pan as he tried desperately to hide the fact that he couldn’t separate the burnt fish from it enough to turn it over.

“Damn stubborn ass man, I swear I’ve never—” She spotted me at the foot of the stairs. “Dallas, come here, baby. Tell your dad the fish is burnt!”

“Hey, Daddy.” I smiled at him as I walked over to glance over his shoulder at the fish he had so clearly burnt. “It’s okay, really. I like my fish extra crispy.”

“Hey, angel.” He greeted me with his usual bear hug, then kissed my cheek. I had to rip myself out of his hug like always. My mom grabbed a couple of casserole dishes, set them on the table, and ushered for us to sit.

“Anything new going on with you two?” she questioned, looking between Rose and me.

“Five minutes ago, I thought I was pregnant with Josh’s baby,” I blurted out as my dad dropped the spatula on the kitchen floor, his mouth open in shock.

Great, Dallas, you have officially lost it.

My mom laughed loudly at my dad’s reaction. “Seth, she’s almost twenty-eight years old. I’m pretty sure that ship sailed years ago.” My mom chuckled as she gave me the stink eye for being so forthcoming.

“Yeah, well, I thought you’d be more upset that I might’ve had a baby out of wedlock,” I muttered carefully, still silently cursing my mouth.

It never failed. Whenever I was nervous about anything, I was instantly sarcastic about the situation. It had proved to be a nightmarish flaw over the years and was no less mortifying now. If all else failed, my brain was convinced sarcasm and denial were my best defense.

“When the hell did you or Rose ever do anything conventionally?” my dad pointed out as he picked the spatula up and walked to the sink to rinse it.

“So true,” my mom said, eyeing me with a smile. “As a matter of fact, your dad and I placed a bet a year ago on which one of you would get pregnant first.” My mom nodded at me, and my jaw dropped. “So you picked me, Mom?” I snapped, offended.

“And I was close, wasn’t I?” she said with a wink and smiled at my dad.

“You chose me, Daddy!” Rose shrieked, now equally as irritated.

“Girls, please, you’re both plenty old enough to have kids,” my mom piped happily.

“What the hell is wrong with you people?” Rose said, eyeing us all. “That’s not the way of things. It goes love, marriage, children,” she huffed, scolding us all.

“Ah,” my mom said, eyeing my dad. “So, you’ll set the example for us all. Well, that’s a relief,” my mom added, her voice dripping with sarcasm as she added a few more casserole dishes to the table and gestured again for us to sit.

“Maybe I will,” Rose said smartly, refusing to meet my mom’s eyes. My mom was the complete definition of a liberal. She hated what the world considered ‘the norm’. She always encouraged us to live out loud and resist conformity when it was a bad idea. My dad, on the other hand, was a conservative man. They made for an interesting parenting combination, leaving Rose and I to muddle through their conflicting advice our entire lives. Still, somehow…it worked. I grinned between the two of them and could see the wheels turning at the idea of a grandchild. They would have been thrilled, both of them.

“Can we change the subject?” I begged, bored with the conversation. “Disaster averted.”

“Babies are not a disaster. They’re an absolute blessing,” my mom said, grabbing my hand. Lowering my head as my mom said grace, I ignored the tugging feeling threatening me.

You have come too far, Dallas.

My mom spoke her following words with one eye open. “And Lord, if possible, I would love to be a grandmother sometime this century. Amen.”

“I’m sure Dad will win the bet, Mom,” I added, circling my fork around my burnt fish. “I have no interest in any of that.”

“Don’t you dare put that burden on me,” Rose choked out through a sip of her water. “I don’t need that right now, either.”

“Lightning will strike for you one day, Dallas. You, too, Rose,” my dad assured us.

“Lord, Dad, what are you harping on about now?” my brother Paul said, waltzing into the kitchen, all smiles with his wife Hilary by his side as he took turns hugging each of us. We all stood to exchange greetings with a shy Hilary, who gave us all warm smiles. She was 5’1” and one hundred pounds soaking wet with hazel eyes and classic features. She had worked hard to chip away at Paul’s resolve to never settle down. But according to Paul, it took him ten minutes to fall in love with her.

“Your sisters just indirectly told us we would never be grandparents. For now, your bet is safe.”

Paul smirked as he looked straight at me.

“Great, you too? Who did you bet on, Paul?” I asked, knowing I was the one he had wagered on.

“I had to weigh in, Dallas. I practically raised you with them.” Paul was twelve years older than I was and fourteen older than Rose. He had done it all for us and with us. As far as big brothers went, Rose and I had been incredibly lucky. My brother was the spitting image of my dad with strawberry blond hair, striking jade green eyes, and fair skin. Their likeness was unmistakable.

“How’s business, son?” My dad addressed my brother as he sat, eyeing the fish with distaste before loading his plate with sides.

“Great, Dad, but could you please come back a day this week and stomp Jose’s ass? He won’t listen to me again.”

“It’s all yours, my boy. He is the best foreman in the state of Texas, but he’s a mean old bastard. You will just have to figure out a way.”

“Seriously, Dad. I will fire him before I deal with him much longer,” he said, forking some potatoes.

“No, you won’t. You’re too smart,” my dad mused.

They gave each other a grin. My dad was immensely proud of his son for taking over his construction company. My dad had been the best architect in Dallas and still dabbled in designing buildings but had given his son the other half of the business when he retired. He now used all his free time to drive my mom insane. I watched my dad take my mom’s hand, as he often did without noticing—but she did. She looked down at their hands and smiled at him while he surveyed the table.

“Why don’t you harp on Paul about having kids?” I nudged my brother next to me. “He is old as dirt, married, and hasn’t produced a Whitaker heir yet.”

Hilary instantly froze, a wave of unease crossing her features. Paul gave me a weary look before spurting out, “All good things,” and taking her hand to squeeze it tightly, then whispering softly into her ear. I seemed to be the only one to notice the exchange and made a point to ask him about it later.

“Mark my words. Lightning will strike you, dear daughters. There is no stopping it,” my dad said confidently, eliciting a round of groans from me and my siblings.
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After dinner, I watched my mom tie her hair up in her famous no-nonsense bun before clearing the table to start the dishes. Standing behind her, my dad plucked her perfectly tucked hair so it fell down around her shoulders. She looked back at him with annoyance until he swept her hair away from her neck and kissed it while he wrapped his arms around her, taking a dish from her hands and washing it for her. She smiled and leaned into him as he did the dishes with his arms around her. I heard him whisper to her, “I love you, baby.”

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I heard Rose whisper next to me, just as mesmerized by my parents as I was.

“I can’t even be sarcastic about them, Rose. How in the hell do you get it that good?”

“I don’t know, Dallas, but I want it too,” she whispered in a daze, watching them closely and with envy, the way she had her whole life. I knew that feeling because I had done the same.

I hugged my family goodbye with a promise to call my mom more often. I got in my car with a heavy heart—a familiar pain I’d grown used to. Long ago, there’d been a time that I was sure I’d found the same love my parents shared. A time when I was so naïve that I believed that fairytale had a place in every person’s life. A time when I would’ve welcomed a baby with open arms and coveted being a mom. It took years to finally convince myself that although what my parents had was genuine, they were the ones who were naïve to think it could happen to everyone. I didn’t have the heart to tell my baby sister it was a myth. I would just have to be there for her when she found out for herself.
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Dallas

Now

Help. Help.

The whirring continued around me as I opened my mouth, unable to get the words out. My screams were soundless, my pleas for help lost on the torrent of wind. The clouds circled me with the promise that trouble was coming. I watched the silent lightning strike the ground once…twice…. And then strikes littered the sky as the wind whipped around me, warning me they were coming.

I watched in sheer terror as the cloud directly in front of me began to stretch and sink slowly toward the ground.

I awoke paralyzed with fear instead of relieved at a good night’s sleep. Calming myself with deep breaths, I brought my heartbeat down enough to throw my drenched covers off me.

Damn dream, always fear. I knew where this one stemmed from.

I had damn near ruined my career because of casual sex and would make it a point to get seen today so that it would never happen again. The constant nagging of my bladder let me know it wasn’t going away. I stared at my reflection. I had to start taking better care of myself. My light green eyes had deep purple half-moons underneath them. My skin was pale from lack of sun, and in mid-June in Texas, that was a bad sign. I was working longer hours than I should, and though it spoke volumes to my colleagues, I was clearly pushing too hard. I took a scalding shower and made it a point to put on some makeup and a formfitting dress under my lab coat. I brushed my long brown hair and resigned to get a cut soon. I favored my mom and had her prominent sleek nose, large eyes, and full lips. Pleased with the effort I’d put into my appearance, I grabbed the keys to my small condo and headed out.

Today was my day to give all possible prognoses, and I had studied all the charts of the new patients. It was vital that I delivered my findings as a confident doctor who had graduated first in her class. Not the overworked, over-sexed mess that I was becoming.

Aside from the constant need to use the bathroom, I muddled through most of the rooms with success. My answers seemed to please the majority of the residents, as well as the impossible governing doctor. I finished with Mr. Carson, which I thought was cruel and unusual punishment. He was in this teaching hospital to receive the best, most cutting edge and affordable care for his condition—still, I had a horrible time repeating his worsening condition.

“Lance Carson, forty-six years young, stage four inoperable brain tumor.”

“Treatment, Dr. Whitaker?”

I quickly looked to Dr. Pierce, ridding myself of the burden of studying Mr. Carson’s reaction.

“Meds to keep him comfortable,” I said in a low, defeated voice. I had no desire to drag this case out.

“Lost cause, Dr. Whitaker?” This time I had no choice but to look at Mr. Carson, who was clearly unaffected by the whole conversation. I, however, was furious about his question being in poor taste and glared at Dr. Pierce, challenging him.

“No such thing, sir,” I snapped, clearly having lost my mind. Gauging his reaction, I realized that, yep, this was going to be bad.

“Excuse me?” I saw the entire fleet of med students stiffen at his incredulous tone and imaginatively bent over and kissed my ass goodbye. Well, if I was going to go all Captain Destructo today, I might as well go all in. I lifted my chin for a standoff.

“There is no such thing as a lost cause, in my opinion, sir. Death is the only definite. Everything else we can fight,” I said confidently.

“Are you hoping for a medical miracle, Dr. Whitaker?” I looked to the source of the person speaking and saw it was a smiling Lance Carson. “Come on, Dr. Whitaker, let’s hear your opinion,” Lance requested, leading me deeper into the hole I was quickly digging myself into.

Shut the hell up, Dallas!

I saw a mini-me in the corner of my mind, holding the shovel and waving, and I flipped the apparition off. I watched every white coat in the room lean a little further in to hear the end of my short career.

I hesitated with my answer, now altogether avoiding Pierce’s murderous stare.

“Okay…It’s the art of practicing medicine, Mr. Carson. There are plenty of facts and a ton of theories. We have to keep practicing to make theory a fact in all sciences.”

“Answer me without a bunch of philosophical bullshit, Dr. Whitaker,” Lance said, his stare heavy on me.

I heard a med student chuckle and glared in his direction for a split second before continuing.

Floor is all yours now, idiot. Eight years of college, and you were a doctor for ten minutes.

I continued anyway, my insides churning. “They have been trying to cure this disease for far too many years, and I am telling you there is only one. The only cure for cancer is to fight and survive. There are more advanced treatments available every day. Dr. Pierce thinks you can’t survive the fight. I say you can. I say we can shrink it enough to operate, get it out, and keep you fighting. You will be very, very sick. This is very close to a lethal dose, but it may work. They want to keep you comfortable while you die. I want you to fight death.”

“Dr. Whitaker! Don’t you think if I thought that was an option, I would’ve suggested it?” I heard Pierce growl my name and turned to him.

“It is an option, sir. An option you didn’t suggest because of the risk of losing what time he has left. Mr. Carson wanted my honest opinion. Well, now you have it,” I said, addressing Mr. Carson while sweat gathered on my forehead.

“I am his doctor, and mine is the opinion that matters,” Pierce said, dismissing me, my whole spiel circling the drain.

“I asked her, Todd Pierce. Don’t pull that shit with her when I asked her,” Mr. Carson barked.

I looked between the two and quickly realized this was a debate I wanted no part of. They were obviously good friends, and I immediately saw the small amount of sadness in Pierce’s eyes that he let show. “False hope breaks hearts, Lance. You know that.”

“Hope is all you have when you’re dying,” Mr. Carson shot back.

“This could kill you the first day,” Dr. Pierce said in a low, rushed tone.

“And it could save me, couldn’t it, Dr. Whitaker?”

“It could,” I answered quickly. “I could give you the probability and—”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I just want to fight. It’s pretty much die or die anyway at this point. You told me to fight, and I’m listening.”

“You won’t survive,” Pierce said emphatically, his words coming out harsh.

“I wasn’t going to, anyway,” Mr. Carson shot back, meeting him with an equal measure of tenacity. “So, Dr. Whitaker, when do we start the fight?”

“Today,” I said, watching my tone carefully so there wasn’t a trace of victory in it. I was walking a very fine line.

“Good,” Lance said enthusiastically, looking at me as he nodded. “Give me the treatment, order it now. And, Pierce, not a word to her about this entire conversation. This was my decision.”

“I won’t say a word to her about it, Lance. You have mine. Go on, Whitaker.” Pierce sighed on an exhale, not meeting my eyes.

“Yes, sir.” I turned on my heels and gave the orders.
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I did a small strut down the hall, quickly felt my nerves get to me, and returned to my new second home to empty my bladder. I knew I hadn’t suggested the treatment to Lance Carson just to one-up Pierce. I prayed then it would work. I brushed off the sickness with fresh new excitement and walked to my tiny closet-sized office. I picked up the phone immediately to dial Josh and tell him about my small victory but decided to text Rose instead. Josh never took a real interest in my career. He didn’t understand my passion for my field. While he was somewhat supportive, it was a lacking factor in our relationship. One that I was sure would only wear on our connection as time progressed. In one of our few fights, he’d gone so far as to mention that he was tired of my endless rants about work and that I needed to find a hobby or a new outlet.

I hadn’t looked at him the same since.

I was writing up charts when Dr. Pierce poked his head in.

“So, are you pregnant, Dr. Whitaker?”

“No.”

I looked up to see him leaning in the doorframe. I could tell in his formative years that he’d been one hell of a lady killer. He had salt and pepper hair, and his eyes were a beautiful rich brown. He was a handsome older man, though I couldn’t stand more than a few hours at a time with his brash personality. I saw a trace of a small smile grace his lips.

“Good for you.” He turned on his heel and walked away, leaving me stunned. In the last two days, he had shown concern for my well-being. And I was even more taken aback that he’d kept his word to Mr. Carson by not handing my ass to me. I knew then he’d probably taken to my idea to treat his friend. I’d spent the last thirteen months under his watch and was finally seeing a tiny hint of humanity in him.

It seemed to be the collective thought amongst most doctors to shed our human skins at the hospital. Those who thought we were simply cold-hearted, money-seeking machines were sadly mistaken. In the long run, it was easier to be a doctor if you thought of yourself as an uninvolved part of a well-oiled machine. Things would always get a little gray at times, but getting involved with patients led to nothing but an aching heart and the inevitable need to flee the career itself. Keeping your emotions in check was vital to a long career. Or so I was taught.

I willed myself to finish my charts as my fatigue set in early. I looked at the clock and realized I was ten minutes late for my OB appointment.

Your health first, Dallas.

“Okay, I’m going,” I said to my subconscious ranting in my head. I quickly made it to the right floor and saw the room was packed with pregnancy. I caught the eye of a woman who looked like she was having triplets and saw the devastation on her face. I said a silent prayer of thank you and walked to the receptionist.

“Dallas Whitaker checking in for my one-thirty.”

I filled out the paperwork, handed it over, then took a seat for the entire thirty seconds they made me wait and quickly scrambled to my feet when my name was called. I scanned the tiny room they placed me in and was met by my new doctor as he opened the door, reading what I assumed was my chart, and looked up. I blinked, and so did he as we both froze in place.

No fucking way.

“Dallas.”

The room shrank by half its size, and I suddenly needed air. There was no air. A thousand emotions ran through me as I pushed out my usual greeting.

“Dean! Dean Martin!” I laughed as I threw my arms around him. He chuckled at my usual poking at his name.

“Dally.” He lifted me off the floor in a long hug, then stood back, taking in my appearance. “How long has it been?”

“Seven years, and there is no way you’re looking at my vagina. I need to be reassigned.” I laughed through my request, as did he.

“I’ve seen it all, baby.” He took his stethoscope off his neck and arrogantly circled it through the air like a lasso.

“Very funny. Last time I checked, you were getting married,” I said randomly.

My mini-me took a gun out and shot me.

That seemed to sober him completely. “Yeah.” He lifted an eyebrow at me, and I quickly soaked him in. He wore a black three-piece suit and a blood-red tie underneath his jacket. He was a full foot taller than me and had the most ridiculous set of perfect white teeth that shone in contrast with his naturally olive skin and crystal blue eyes. His black hair was combed back—not a hair out of place—and I could see he was perfectly fit.

Oh, God.

I couldn’t shake the images of our past flooding my brain as his smell invaded my senses. We stood stunned for a moment until I broke the silence.

“Seriously, Dean, is there someone else? This is too weird, even for us professionals.”

“Yeah, I will go get Margaret. She’s great. So, you’re here at Dallas Memorial?”

“Yep, just started my second year. Rose is almost done, and she is going to start a surgical program while I start our practice. I can’t believe this. Why haven’t I seen you?”

“I just moved back from New York last month and started this week. Hey, congrats on the baby. Who is the lucky guy?”

“I’m not pregnant,” I told him quickly, and could see his visible exhale. “Though from the looks of the waiting room, you will be a very busy man,” I joked, absently straightening the thin disposable table cover as I avoided his gaze. His eyes were covering me, and I couldn’t help the slight tremble that started at the weight of his stare. The initial excitement of seeing him for the first time in so long was over, and I couldn’t stop replaying the memory of the last time we had seen each other. I looked up, noting that my bravery in doing so was stupid. It seemed he was thinking the same.

“Let me take you out tonight to eat?”

“I’m exhausted, Dean. How about a rain check?” I said, making a lame excuse—anything to get myself together before we were forced to make more small talk.

“Sure, it’s so good to see you, and you’ll be a wonderful mom someday.” I felt the change in the air as we stared at each other. I felt both the familiarity and the distance between us. It was odd and uncomfortable, yet I couldn’t tear my eyes away. I felt a stir from a place I had long ago forgotten and cleared my throat quickly to keep myself from entertaining it.

“How about you? Any kids?” I asked, desperately trying to draw in air as slowly and inaudibly as I could. He reluctantly let go of our connection, his perfect full lips turning up at the corners in a knowing smirk.

“None. Are you kidding? I’m not falling for this crap.” His eyes twinkled with his chuckle. I grabbed the plastic pillow from the exam table and threw it at him.

“It’s so good to see you, Dally,” he whispered as he closed the small distance between us and kissed my cheek, pulling back an inch away from my mouth. I stood stunned at his proximity. He traced my jawline with his thumbs and pecked my lips softly. I jumped at his kiss, and he quickly came to, seeming to catch himself.

“Sorry, horrible bedside manner. I do it with all my patients.” His joke fell on deaf ears. He noticed my demeanor had changed and quickly spoke up.

“I will go get Margaret, but I can stick around to ensure she is thorough,” he joked.

Still unable to shake his soft kiss, I looked up at him but couldn’t utter a word. Dean knew every look I had. He had touched every inch of my body. He was so familiar, and yet so much time had passed. I knew nothing about his life now. He was engaged, though his kiss tried to deem that fact unimportant. I felt the burn in my throat as I made a joke to keep things light.

“Yeah, why not? Bring in the other doctors, too, and a bucket with butter.”

“Still a sarcastic, sassy spitfire, huh, Dallas?”

“Still just the way you like me, Dean,” I said without thinking through my words.

His eyes flashed with recognition as he swiped his tongue over his full bottom lip. “See you in a bit, Dally.”

I quickly realized I was clutching my chest with both of my hands as I stared at the closed door. Of all the damn OBs offices in all of the great state of Texas, he and his perfect hair had to come waltzing into mine. I groaned as I buried my head in my hands. Engaged. He was engaged.

And I had Josh.

So why did his absence from the room already make me feel cold? He had been a closed chapter in my book since I had heard the news from his old frat brother Rob that he was engaged to another doctor in New York. I never thought I would see him again. To me, Dean was off in some foreign land, never to return.

Why had he come back?

It sure as hell wasn’t for me.

I lay back on the table as all thumbs Margaret poked around my pelvis.

“You’re a doctor. I’m guessing first year?”

“Second,” I said, baffled at the conversation. I in no way wanted to talk while she was staring at my nether region.

“So, you’re here for more birth control and a possible bladder infection?”

“Yes, I had a scare yesterday, and I want to take away the possibility. I have no time for that,” I stated simply. Not to mention the thought of carrying a child terrified me to no end—I wasn’t equipped.

“I can tell you right now—this isn’t looking pretty. You know as well as I do that we’re so busy looking at other people’s symptoms to notice our own most of the time. It’s time to shorten your work days, reduce your caseload and stress and keep up with what weekday it is, or your career won’t last long.”

I nodded though she couldn’t see me. It really was time to make my health a priority.

Margaret was older and graying and wore huge black rimmed glasses. She had an endearing smile, and I immediately decided to keep her as my OB. She continued to make small talk as I kept my inner grunts inside and answered her uncomfortably with thoughts of Dean whirling around in my head.

I had only spent a year being Dean’s significant other—that year had changed everything between us. The last time we saw each other had completely ruined us. It was seven years too late for an apology. I knew he thought the same thing when he looked at me earlier—seven years and so much had changed.

When I had my prescription—and another firm lecture from Margaret to take it easy in the bedroom and take time to heal—I gathered my purse and jacket from reception as Dean rounded the corner, stealing my breath. I saw the receptionist eye him and shook my head in amusement. The man was a walking magnet for any female in a ten-mile radius. He was simply the most beautiful man on the planet. His confidence was unbeatable, and charisma oozed from every pore in his body. He was a ladies man and always had been.

“Dinner tomorrow, Dallas?” Dean offered again as I put my jacket on.

I paused only for a second before nodding. “Let’s do it. I’m on floor six. Pick me up at eight?” I saw Margaret’s lips twitch with a smile as she walked past us. “See you soon, Dallas,” she offered in goodbye.

“Thank you, Margaret,” I replied, turning back to Dean, whose stare was on my lips. I stood stunned as he kept his gaze there through his next question.

“Are you working under Pierce? I heard he is the worst,” he finished, flicking his eyes to mine. I recognized what I used to know as heat.
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