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      Some men don’t just fall in love—they claim it, fight for it, and never let go.

      Inside this collection, you’ll find possessive, protective heroes and the strong heroines who swore they’d never believe in happily-ever-after… until him.

      

      Books in this set include:

      Until Rex

      Until Nash

      Until Remington

      

      Three couples. Three steamy, emotional romances. One unforgettable boxset.
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      She’s his the second he sees her. She just doesn’t know it yet.

      Emilia has no room for romance. Between working two jobs and raising her little brother, survival is her only priority. The last thing she needs is a bossy bartender with stormy eyes and a dangerous smile.

      Rex doesn’t care. The second he sees her, he knows she’s his. And Rex doesn’t back down from a fight.

      He’ll protect her. He’ll take care of her. And he’ll burn down anyone who tries to take her away.

      But Emilia has spent her life learning that love doesn’t last. Can Rex prove that some men don’t just stay—they fight like hell to keep what’s theirs?
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      Rex

      

      I get another round of drinks ready for Bambi as she leans against the bar in her club outfit. She’s supposed to be working a bachelor party with Violet but considering that Violet just stormed out with Jonas Mason hot on her heels, I’m guessing that Bambi will be working the party alone for the rest of the night, unless Scarlett can help her out.

      “Here you go, Bambi,” I tell her, finishing loading up her tray with drinks.

      “Thanks, Rex,” she says, but I notice that she still looks worried about Violet leaving so suddenly and looking so pissed off.

      “I’m sure she’s fine. You know that John wouldn’t let her leave with Jonas if he thought she was in trouble. She can handle him,” I reassure her.

      Bambi nods, giving me a thankful smile as she hefts her tray and turns to make her way back to the private room in the back of the club.

      Even though it’s a Wednesday night, the club is still packed. All of the stools along the long bar at the back of the club are filled with sweaty guys, their eyes locked on the girl gyrating on the stage. There are two poles on the stage and I look over to see that Skittles is in the middle of one of her routines.

      Hopefully Skittles forgets all about how Jonas blew her off for Violet. No one wants to deal with Skittles on a good day, but when she’s pissed or doesn’t get what she wants, she becomes a raging bitch. I’ve had to deal with her hissy fits often over the years, and I’m not looking forward to dealing with another one tonight if she’s still upset.

      The tables and chairs along the stage are all filled too, and I have a feeling that tips are going to be good tonight.

      I keep an eye on the girls in the mirrors that line the other wall, making sure that the guys in here are behaving themselves as I grab a few more drinks. There are security guards at the doors and one in the corner doing the same but it’s packed in here so I try to help out and keep an eye on everyone.

      “Hey, Rex. I need two Coronas,” Scarlett, the other cocktail waitress working tonight, says as she saunters up to the bar.

      “You got it, Scar,” I say, turning to grab the beers out of the cooler behind the bar.

      “Where’d the new girl go?” Scarlett asks, looking around as I pop the tops on the beers and slide the cold bottles across the counter to her.

      “I think she quit,” I say, grabbing a beer for one of the guys who’s standing by the bar.

      “That’s a bummer,” she says distractedly as she expertly dodges some drunk guy’s hands.

      She gives him a practiced smile before she nods at me and grabs her drinks.

      I nod back, getting back to work when a few more guys come up to grab drinks. Skittles is gathering her money and heading backstage while the next dancer comes out and wraps her hands around one of the polls.

      “Hey, man!” Nash, my best friend, says as he slides onto a stool in front of me.

      “Hey! What are you doing here?” I ask him as I pour a whiskey and pass it across to Scarlett.

      Nash eyes her for a second, his eye roaming over her and I can see the interest brewing there. For a second, I wonder if he came here to see me, or her.

      “Dude, she would eat you alive,” I tell him as I pass him a beer.

      “What a way to go though,” he says with a grin as he tears his eyes off her retreating back.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask again.

      “Bachelor party,” he says with a sigh, and I laugh when I see the less than enthusiastic look on his face.

      “You do know that it started hours ago, right?”

      “I had to finish up at work.”

      “Uh huh, and since when do you work until midnight?”

      “I also just really didn’t want to come. Bachelor parties and strip clubs really aren’t my thing.”

      I laugh, walking down to the other end of the bar to fill a few more orders. Bambi comes up, looking like she’s ready to punch some of the guys in the back room in the dick, and I instinctively take a step back from her.

      John saves me by walking up then and leaning over the counter.

      “I called everyone, but no one else can come in tonight. I’ll have to try to find someone to hire to take Violet’s place tomorrow,” he tells Bambi, looking apologetic.

      “I think I know someone actually,” Scarlett says as she comes up to the bar to join us.

      “Who?” John asks, scowling at some guy who tries to follow Skittles into the employee room in the back. Luckily, one of the bouncers stops him.

      “My roommate. Her name is Emilia, and I know that she was looking for another job. She works at the café with me, so she has experience passing out drinks.”

      “Is she hot?” I ask, giving her a charming smile.

      “Drop dead gorgeous,” she assures me right away.

      John nods, rubbing his chin as he weighs the impromptu resume in his head.

      “Alright, have her come in tomorrow. She can shadow you for part of your shift before we put her on the schedule. I’ll have Skittles help you out for the rest of the night,” John tells Bambi before he heads back to his office, mumbling about some new software that his daughter, Monty, installed on the computer.

      “Great,” Bambi says sarcastically with an aggravated eye roll as she heads back to the private room with the next round of drinks.

      I do my best to chat and catch up with Nash, grabbing drinks and counting out money as the night finally starts to wind down.

      Nash has been my best friend practically since birth. Actually, we’re more like brothers than best friends. We both grew up here in this small Kentucky town, and we were both raised by single mothers. Nash’s dad died in a car accident when he was just a toddler, and mine had left us before I was ever even born.

      We grew up at each other’s houses, spent summers hanging out every day all day, and even roomed together in college until we graduated, and Nash headed off to law school, and I moved back to town.

      There aren’t many jobs in this small Nashville town for an art student. There aren’t many jobs anywhere for an art student, actually. I got a job with the Mason brothers at their construction company, painting houses for them and working as a bartender at Teasers at night. I still paint, but sales of my art are few and far between.

      Nash moved back to town too, a few years after me, and while he’s busy being a hotshot lawyer, we still get together every week to catch whatever sports game is on TV and hang out.

      I spent most of my savings on my little house on the outskirts of town, and when Nash moved back, he bought the place right next door. There’s still about an acre of land between our houses, but it’s nice to have him close by again after being away for a few years.

      The club finally closes, and I help John count out the till and close up. I make sure the girls all walk out with a bouncer. They all know the rules, but I still like to double-check. I couldn’t stand it if one of them got hurt while I was inside.

      “Going home alone?” Nash asks, walking out to his SUV with me.

      “Nah, I’m taking you home,” I tease, throwing my arm over his shoulder.

      “You wish,” he says with a laugh, pushing away from me and waving as he heads across the lot to where his car is parked.

      I wave back as I head over to mine and slide behind the wheel. I flash my lights at Nash and pull out behind him, driving down the empty streets toward my house. I have to be up in a few hours to head over to the Stud Farm to start painting, and I sigh as I feel the ache in my shoulders intensify.

      At twenty-seven, I probably shouldn’t feel this damn old. My ma keeps telling me to find a new line of work, and I’m starting to think that she might be right.

      She’s always encouraging me to sell my art. She moved to Nashville when I went off to college and is always telling me about the art galleries there. I don’t think she understands how hard it is to get your art into a gallery or even to be selected to have an art show.

      I park out front and yawn as I head inside and toss my keys onto the counter. I know that I should take a shower and wash the smells from the club off me, but I’m too tired to care.

      Instead, I head into the bedroom, kick off my shoes, and fall face-first onto my mattress.

      I’m asleep before my head even hits the pillow.
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      Emilia

      

      “We’re late!” I shriek, jerking up in bed as soon as my tired, bleary eyes catch sight of the time on the old alarm clock sitting on my bedside table.

      I jump out of bed, tripping over my bag on the floor as I hurry next door to make sure that my brother Spencer is awake.

      “Please be up and dressed, please be up and dressed,” I mumble as I burst into his room. “Crap,” I sigh when I see that he’s still fast asleep curled up in his bed.

      “Spencer! You have to wake up. We’re late. Get dressed and I’ll go make your lunch,” I plead as I shake his shoulder.

      He grumbles but starts to sit up in bed, so I dash out the door and down the stairs into the kitchen.

      “‘Morning,” Scarlett, my roommate and one of my best friends, grumbles as she pours herself a cup of coffee.

      It’s a miracle that she doesn’t burn herself since I don’t think her eyes are even open yet.

      “We’re late,” I tell her, hip checking her out of the way to get to the fridge.

      “I know. I heard,” she jokes as she takes a big gulp of her coffee. “I need to go soon. I’m supposed to be relieving Carl at the café.”

      Carl is our lazy ass manager, so when Scarlet heads to the kitchen table with her coffee instead of back upstairs to get dressed, I just laugh. She’s always doing stuff like that, and yet somehow, she gets away with it.

      I can hear Spencer’s light footsteps moving around above us, and I hurry to finish smearing jelly onto his peanut butter sandwich. Normally, I meal prep and would have everything ready, but I’ve been so busy and stressed the last few days that I fell behind.

      I’ll have to find time to do it this afternoon.

      I make a mental note as I scramble to finish packing his lunch. I’m throwing baby carrots and a package of fruit snacks into his lunchbox when he comes down the stairs, his backpack hitting every step behind him on the way.

      “Hey, Scar!” he says excitedly as soon as he spots her at the kitchen table.

      “‘Morning, Spence. Want some coffee?” she offers and he wrinkles his nose in disgust.

      “Here’s your lunch,” I tell him, helping him stuff the lunchbox into his backpack before I run back upstairs to get dressed.

      I tug on my black skinny jeans, the ones with the hole in the knee because my nice ones are dirty and lying in the ever-growing laundry pile in the corner of my room. I have to search for my black café employee T-shirt and find one half hanging on a hanger in the closet.

      Score one for adulthood.

      I can’t for the life of me find any matching socks and I know that if I don’t get us out the door right now, that we will be so late that I will have to walk him inside his school and listen once again as the principal tells me how important being on time to school is.

      Like I don’t know that. Like I’m not trying my hardest.

      I worked hard in high school, graduating at the top of my class and earning myself a scholarship to NYU. If my mom hadn’t bailed on us, I would be at college right now, studying late nights and rushing to classes like a normal twenty-year-old.

      Instead, she ditched us, dropping my brother off with some random neighbor and promising to be back soon. She never came back, and I was forced to have to drop out and rush back to take care of him.

      I slide my feet into my worn Converse, grab my heather gray sweatshirt before I jog back down the stairs. I tell Scarlet that I’ll see her at the café in a little bit as I hurry Spencer out the door and into my old beat-up car.

      “Please start, please start, please start… Oh, thank god!” I almost shout with relief when the engine of my old Honda finally turns over.

      “You’re talking to yourself again,” Spencer informs me, and I stick my tongue out at him as I shift into reverse and back out of the drive.

      “All the cool kids talk to themselves,” I inform him as we narrowly miss hitting Lucy’s Volkswagen, our other roommate’s car, and take off down the road toward his school, going just a little faster than the posted speed limit.

      “I think you might be wrong about that,” he says as we brake hard for a stop sign and then take off again.

      “You’re speeding,” he informs me a few minutes later, and I have a sassy retort on the tip of my tongue, but then his school comes into view.

      I slow down for the speed limit then, sending up a silent prayer to the universe that we’re not too late and the bus monitors are still outside.

      We pull up out front and I let out the breath that I had been holding. Mrs. Clarst is still outside with her clipboard, that all too familiar disappointed prim grimace on her face as we pull up to a stop next to her.

      “Bye! I love you! Be good!” I shout as Spencer climbs out of the car and pulls his backpack on.

      “See you after school!” he calls back as he checks in with her and then heads inside.

      Mrs. Clarst gives me a dirty, condescending look, but I give her a big grin and a wave as I drive off, pretending that I didn’t see it.

      I’m doing my best, you cranky old hag.

      My drive to work is decidedly less stressful than the beginning of my morning. The traffic is never that bad in this small town, and I make it to the café before my shift. Scarlett is inside, waiting on Mr. Roby, a regular at the coffee shop. I can tell without looking that she’s about to make him his usual Americano and then warm him up a cinnamon coffee cake square. He’ll go sit in the comfy royal blue chair in the back of the café to read his newspaper and enjoy his food. Then he’ll leave and head down to the hardware store to talk gossip with the other old guys who hang out there.

      I know that I should go in, maybe grab myself something to eat and a coffee, or three, before my shift, but I can’t force myself to move. I’m weighed down by life.

      The pharmacy called last week and told me that Spencer’s medication price was going up. Again. I could barely afford it before, but there’s no way in hell that I’ll be able to now. Not without winning the lottery or finding another job.

      Unfortunately, there aren’t a ton of job opportunities around here. I was lucky to get this position at the café. I’ve been searching all week and have come up empty. It’s hard to find any job, let alone something to fit around my shifts at the café.

      I finally told Scarlett and Lucy about the call two nights ago. We had opened up a bottle of cheap red wine and ordered terrible Chinese takeout and I had just poured everything out to them.

      They had both immediately offered to help with the money, but I know that they’re both struggling too. Instead, I made them promise that if they saw any help wanted signs, that they would tell me right away.

      I’ve spent the last few days scouring the internet for job listings and applying to everything that I even remotely qualify for.

      There hadn’t been any callbacks or responses to my applications. Not until last night when Scarlett had messaged me saying that the strip club that she worked at, Teasers, was hiring. She had been working there last night and had overheard the boss saying that Violet had quit the night before, so they needed a new waitress.

      She had already told John, her boss, that she had someone who could take Violet’s old position and they had asked if I could work tonight. It will be a trial run and Scarlett assured me that I would be following her and passing out drinks, just like at the café, for most of the night. Only now it’s not coffee that I’m handing out, it’s alcohol, and instead of jeans, Converse, and a T-shirt, I’ll be wearing a corset and fishnet stockings. I guess all of those skipped meals might actually come in handy now since I’ve seen how small the outfits are.

      Lucy already said that she could watch Spencer on the nights that I have to work. I haven’t told him yet, because I know that he’ll be upset and blame himself when, in reality, this isn’t his fault. He didn’t choose to get sick or for his medication to be so expensive. He definitely didn’t choose for our mom to dump him so that I had to try to make ends meet.

      I sigh, resting my head back against the headrest as I close my eyes.

      The truth is, I’m nervous.

      I’ve never been inside of a strip club before and aside from some scenes in movies, I’m not sure what to expect. Scarlett and Lucy keep telling me that it’s going to be fine, but all I keep wondering is how this became my life. How did I get here?

      Sometimes, I really hate that this is what my life has become. That I worked so hard for so long, only to have it taken away from me. And okay, it wasn’t taken away from me because really I had a choice, a shitty choice, but still, a choice and I choose to leave, but what was I supposed to do? I love my brother and I would do anything for him so there was no way that I was going to let him be put into foster care.

      I thought I had everything under control but it feels like every single time I turn around, there’s something else going wrong or some other huge expense that I now have to figure out how to pay for. It’s like I’m swimming and I finally find a rhythm and am keeping my head above water only for a wave to crash over me, leaving me spinning, wondering which way is up.

      I wonder if this is why my mom walked away. If she had finally just had enough and couldn’t do it any longer.

      That still doesn’t make what she did right, but my mom has never been one to stick around when things got tough. She always takes the easy way out, the path of least resistance.

      I’ve always been the one to fight and work hard to turn things around.

      I try not to think about her, but every time that I do, I’m filled with a blinding rage. She was never going to win any mom of the year awards. She was way too lazy and self-centered to really care for her offspring, or for anyone else for that matter.

      Maybe that’s why I tried so hard to be the exact opposite of her. I never wanted to become anything like her. Someone who just gave up, or worse yet, relied on other people to survive and take care of her every need.

      My mom was—is—beautiful. Or at least she was the last time that I saw her. Tall and willowy with pale blonde hair, I used to think that she looked like an angel. She looked like every single good person that I had seen in my books or on TV shows. Like a calm and caring person who was going to lead you down the right path. Like the angel on your shoulder.

      Obviously, she wasn’t.

      Me? I look like the devil on your shoulder.

      I don’t look anything like her, so I must have gotten all of my looks from my sperm donor. Where she is tall and thin, almost to the point of it being alarming, I’m average. Five-foot-four and a comfortable size eight. I’ve got brown hair that is so dark, it might as well be black and eyes so light blue, they might as well be clear.

      I can’t tell you how often I was teased for those eyes. Kids used to call me albino or Casper the Ghost, which didn’t make any sense because I was tan, it was only my eyes that looked to be colorless.

      I started spending more time by myself after that. We moved around a lot, from one boyfriend’s house to another, so it was easy to get lost in one new school after another. I never had many friends to begin with and when I started to pull away, or when we moved, I lost the few that I had.

      I didn’t do many after-school activities, never played a sport. It’s not like we could afford either of those things anyway. I stuck to myself, hiding my body in oversized hoodies and T-shirts. I even went through a horrible bang phase where I left them long and hanging in my eyes, but that only seemed to draw everyone else’s attention to my eyes.

      My mom was the exact opposite. She showed as much skin as she could get away with, always having the most current haircut and clothes. She had to because she used her looks to get her way. Whether that was with men or arguing in stores to get a better price.

      I learned from a young age that looks can be a weapon. Maybe that’s why I’m having such a hard time with the idea of working in a strip club. I don’t want to earn money or anything because men like the way that I look.

      I’m going to have to get over that hang up quick though. Spencer needs his medicine, and if this is my only option, then I’m going to shimmy my butt into that skimpy uniform and play nice to get as many tips as I can.

      My alarm goes off on my phone, reminding me that I need to get my head on straight and head inside to start my shift. I bite back a curse, rolling my shoulders back and trying to pep myself up as I kick open my car door and grab my purse. I make sure the car is locked, although I can’t think of anyone who would see it and try to steal it, before I jog across the street and into the café.

      “Welcome to hell!” Scarlett calls out sarcastically with a big grin stretching across her face when she sees that it’s me who came in and not another customer.

      “Thanks.” I chuckle. “I’m happy to be here.”
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      Rex

      

      I’m washing the paint off my hands in the staff bathroom and trying to finish getting dressed the next night. It’s not a great combination. I overslept this morning and had to stay later at the job site to finish up. That only made me later for my shift at Teasers. The club opens in a few minutes and I should already be out there, making sure that everything is stocked and ready for tonight. Thursday’s can be crazy here, and I know that it’s going to be a long night before I even walk out onto the floor.

      I pass by John, Skittles, and a few of the other dancers on my way across the club to the bar.

      “We open in five,” John calls, and I nod as I hurry behind the bar.

      I’m loading beer into the coolers and making sure we have enough ice and clean glasses when the door opens and Scarlett hurries in, a pretty brunette hot on her heels.

      I almost give myself whiplash trying to get a better look at the new girl.

      This must be Scarlett’s roommate. The girl who is going to replace Violet.

      My heart starts to race, thundering in my ears, and it feels like a miracle that the whole club can’t hear it, even over the pounding music coming from the speakers.

      Fuck. Is this it?

      I’ve heard about the Mason Curse from Max and Jonas. I had thought it was a joke. I think they all thought it was a joke. And then Monty came to live with her dad and happened to run into Max one night and the whole town got to watch as he fell hard and fast for his now-wife. I remember how Jonas was following after Violet the other night and wonder if it’s happened to him now too.

      It seems crazy to me, but I can feel in that one moment that I saw her, that she’s the one for me. If Nash was here right now, he would be giving me so much shit. Who falls in love with a girl that they haven’t even met yet? Who they haven’t even really got a good look at? Who they don’t even know the name of?

      Me.

      This crazy asshole. That’s who.

      One of the bouncers unlocks the front doors and the first few patrons stumble in. It’s usually the regulars this early and I nod at a few as I keep my eyes locked on the staff door on the opposite wall, waiting for Scarlett and the new girl to come back out.

      I rack my mind, trying to remember if Scarlett mentioned her name or anything else last night, but I come up empty. All I remember is that she had said that she was drop dead gorgeous and now I can see that she had been underselling it. This girl is perfection. My fingers itch for a pencil or better yet, my paint brush and I know that I’ll be heading home to paint her face tonight after work.

      I don’t know how I feel about my girl working here but it seems like it might be way too early to bring that up to her or to tell her that she needs to find a new place of employment.

      The door finally opens and Scarlett comes out, her blood-red hair wild and hanging loose around her bare shoulders. She’s wearing the club uniform like usual, but I barely notice her. My eyes are drawn like a moth to a flame to the woman coming out of the staff room behind her.

      Her hair is pulled up into a high ponytail, exposing her slender neck, and my fists clench. Other men shouldn’t see her like this. They’ll get ideas of trailing kisses down the slim column and I can’t have that. I’m the only man who gets to fantasize about her.

      The black corset cinches tight around her waist, hugging her curves and plumping up her tits until they look like they’re ready to spill out of the material. My teeth clench and I feel my jaw pop as I watch her. She looks like every red-blooded man’s wet dream come to life.

      The black silk panties cling to her lush ass and I wonder how long it would take me to tear them from her and bury my face between her pale thighs. We could go into the back room right now and test it. Everyone else is already out on the floor.

      The fishnet stockings and four-inch stilettos draw my eyes to her long legs and visions of those thighs bracketing my head as I eat her out or her legs wrapped tight around my waist as I pin her against the wall and pound into her dance through my mind.

      I watch as Scarlett points around the room, showing her friend around the place quickly as more and more guys start to come in the front door.

      I want to growl every time someone comes up to order something and I have to look away from my girl, but I know that soon Scarlett will bring her over here and introduce her to me. I just need to be patient a little longer.

      Too bad that’s easier said than done.

      Four long, seemingly endless minutes later, Scarlett and my girl walk up to the bar.

      “Rex, this is my friend Emilia. Emilia, meet Rex.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Emilia says, looking around the place with wide eyes.

      She looks like she wants to bolt and I smile, thinking that it will be easier to convince her to quit than I thought.

      “It’s nice to meet you too. Emilia is a beautiful name,” I say with my most charming smile as I lean against the bar top. I see Scarlett give me a warning look out of the corner of my eye, but I choose to ignore her.

      “Thanks,” Emilia says but she seems distracted, her eyes looking around at the guys who are starting to take their seats by the stage.

      Does she not feel this thing between us too? Didn’t her world rock when she first saw me like mine did when I laid eyes on her? How can she even be interested in other guys or want to look at them instead of me?

      That won’t fucking do.

      “So you’re Scarlett’s roommate?” I ask, trying to start a conversation and get Emilia’s eyes back on me where they belong.

      “Come on, there’s another bachelor party coming in tonight and I need to show you the back and private rooms before they get here and things really start to get crazy.”

      Emilia nods and just like that, my girl is walking away from me without a second glance and I’m fighting the urge to leap over this counter, tear off my shirt and wrap it around her before I carry her out of here.

      Bambi comes up and leans on the counter, eyeing Emilia as Scarlett leads her into the back room where the bachelor party will be held.

      “Who’s the hottie?” she asks me and I send a glare her way.

      “She’s mine, so don’t you even think about it,” I warn her and her eyebrows shoot up.

      I’ve never had much of an interest in women around here and I’ve certainly never been willing to fight for anyone before, but with Emilia, all of my protective instincts are on high alert.

      “Mason Curse got you too, huh?”

      I ignore her, keeping my eyes on the door of the back room and looking for any sign of my Emilia coming back out.

      I wonder if she can feel this connection between us too. She didn’t really seem too but the first time in a strip club can be intense. Especially for women who have to fight off unwanted drunk male attention. I’ll talk to her on her break or after her shift and try to gauge how she’s feeling then. I’m sure that she’ll realize that we’re meant to be as soon as we have a minute alone together.

      With my plan in place, I get back to work, keeping an eye out for Emilia as I fill drink orders and keep the bar area stocked and clean.

      I try to ask Scarlett about Emilia when she comes to grab drinks, but she just rolls her eyes or gives me one-word answers before she heads back to the bachelor party. I need more to go on than these short, simple responses.

      “How’s Emilia doing?” I try again when she comes back up to the bar to place another drink order.

      “Good. Listen, Rex. I know that you’re a good guy, but Emilia has a ton on her plate. She’s dealing with a lot, so I don’t think that you hitting on her is really a good idea. Not right now anyway.”

      “What is she dealing with?” I ask, my fists clenching as I think about who or what could be giving my girl a hard time. I want to help her. Any way that I can.

      “It’s not my place to tell you her business. If she wants you to know, then she can tell you,” Scarlett says as she turns and heads back to join Emilia in the private room in the back.

      Nash comes wandering into the club a few minutes later and takes a seat at the bar in front of me.

      “Hey,” he says, his eyes scanning the club before they land back on me.

      “Dude, if you keep coming in here and talking to me instead of the girls, I’m going to start to get ideas.”

      “Get me a beer,” he retorts and I chuckle as I pop the top off one and slide it across the bar to him.

      “What are you doing back in here?” I ask after I get Bambi another round of drinks and look over to check on Emilia.

      There’s still no sight of her, and I realize that Scarlett must be keeping her in the back room so that she doesn’t have to deal with the rowdy guys out here too. She can’t keep her back there all night though.

      As if my thoughts have conjured her, Emilia steps out of the private room and my eyes zero in on her. She doesn’t look too overwhelmed by the club, and I’m relieved that none of the private guests seem to be giving her a hard time.

      Scarlett joins Emilia and looks over to me, rolling her eyes at me before she leans in and says something to her friend.

      I look over to see Nash’s eyes locked on Emilia too, and a flash of anger and jealousy hits me before I realize that he’s actually checking out Scarlett.

      “You and Scar, huh?” I ask him, resting my elbows on the wood top of the bar.

      “Who’s the new girl?” he asks, nodding to Emilia and trying to change the subject.

      “That’s Emilia. She’s mine, so eyes and hands off.”

      “Yours, huh? Does she know that?” he asks with a grin, taking a long pull of his beer.

      “Not yet, but I’ll be getting her up to speed on that soon.”

      “Good luck with that. I’m really looking forward to you having that conversation with her. Can I stay and watch?” Nash asks as he finishes off his beer and grins at me.

      “Fuck off. It’s going to be great. You’ll see,” I tell him as I watch Emilia finish talking to Scar.

      She wiggles around, tugging up the top of her corset. I almost come in my pants at the sight.

      “Dude, you’re drooling,” Nash informs me and I flip him off.

      “Who wouldn’t?” I ask him before I backtrack. “But don’t look at her.”

      “You got it, man,” Nash says, laughing as he takes another long drink of his beer.

      He’s grinning at me and I can tell that he’s enjoying this way too much.

      I just hope that soon I am too.
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      My feet are killing me and I’m starting to realize that I should have practiced walking in my new high heels before I worked a shift in them. I should have broken them in, or at least added Band-Aids to a few spots where they were rubbing me. I’m a little afraid to look down now that my shift is over, worried that I’ll see that I’m bleeding.

      I think that Scarlett knew that I was close to kicking off my shoes and bolting out of the front door, so she let me stay in the back room while she ran to get us new drinks. I felt bad that she was doing most of the work, but Scarlett didn’t seem to mind. Plus, it wasn’t like working the private room with the bachelor party was what I, or any sane person, would call fun.

      I’ve just gotten done helping Scarlett and Bambi clean up and wipe down all of the tables in the club and I am so ready to go home, take a hot shower, and then pass out for a few hours before I have to get up and do it all over again. I checked my phone on my last break and saw a picture from Lucy of the two of them having dinner in the living room. Spencer had looked a little pale but he had a big grin on his face. There was a message too, letting me know that she had put Spencer down for bed and that they had both had a fun night.

      Seeing his face had been the only thing that kept me moving in the painful shoes.

      Tonight was long. I lost track of the number of hands I had to swat away or from the pick-up lines and numbers that were slid my way.

      The bachelor party had started out alright, but as the drinks started to flow, I found myself dodging more and more hands. I lost track of the propositions that I received from drunk men. Even the groom offered to take me home with him. I had politely declined, not wanting to anger anyone before I got my tips.

      I haven’t counted them yet, but judging by the stack of bills that Scarlett had passed me, tonight might have actually been worth all of the pain and bullshit that I put up with. I might even be close to having enough for Spencer’s medicine this month already.

      With that thought, I straighten my shoulders, strengthening my resolve as I practically limp toward the staff door, my bag slung over my shoulder. Scarlett gives me a sympathetic look as she holds the changing room door open for me.

      “Are you doing alright?” she asks when I lean my head on her shoulder and try not to cry.

      I nod, blinking back the few tears that threaten to spill over onto my cheeks and trying to ignore all of the blisters that I know I got from these freaking heels.

      “I’ll drive,” Scarlett says as she grabs my car keys from my hand and hurries across the club floor to the front door. “Wait by the door! I’ll pull the car up front,” she says before she grabs one of the bouncers and jogs out into the dark night.

      “Hey,” Rex, the hot bartender that I met briefly earlier, says, appearing at my elbow.

      “Oh thank god,” I mumble, too busy searching for relief to be embarrassed by my actions.

      I wrap my arms around him and lean up on my tiptoes, trying to balance in my stupid shoes and relieve some of the ache in my feet. When the pain still doesn’t lessen, I kick off my shoes, whimpering as blood finally starts to circulate to my toes.

      He doesn’t even seem shocked by me holding on to him, but I can’t focus or worry about that right now. Not when I’m trying to hold back the tears.

      “Thanks,” I whisper as I start to loosen my hold on his shoulders.

      I don’t get far.

      “You’re bleeding!” Rex exclaims loudly, sounding pissed.

      The next thing I know, his arms are wrapped around me and I’m being swooped up off of my feet and cradled against his chest.

      “I know that I should tell you to put me down but honestly, it feels way too good not to be wearing those shoes anymore or to be on my feet right now,” I say with a sigh as I rest my head against his shoulder.

      “You should have said something earlier. I could have bandaged you up or run out to grab some new shoes,” he says, cuddling me closer to him as he starts to carry me to the front doors.

      “I’ll be fine. I just need to take a shower and get some rest.”

      He grunts but doesn’t look convinced.

      “When are you working again?” he asks as he sets me on top of the bar and heads around behind it, coming back with a white first aid kit box.

      “Tomorrow,” I say with a long, tired sigh.

      “Are you going to be able to grab better shoes before then?” he asks me as he gently wipes off my foot with a towel.

      I try to think about my schedule tomorrow and know that the answer is no. Even if I did have time to run to the store, I don’t have the money right now for new shoes. I look over to where my discarded high heels are laying in a pile in the middle of the club. I’m already dreading putting them back on.

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I say, trying to reassure both of us.

      He glances at me, and I can tell that he isn’t really convinced. To be honest, I’m not either.

      “I’m not working tomorrow,” he mumbles, and I’m not sure if he’s talking to me or himself.

      Rex grabs a tube of antibiotic ointment and twists the cap as I lean over, looking for some Band-Aids so that I can speed up this process and get home.

      “Stop that. I got it,” Rex says, rubbing some of the ointment over the cuts and blisters on my feet.

      I try to sit still and not wince too much as he finishes bandaging me up but the more time he’s bent over, his hands running over me gently, the more I realize that I’m practically naked in front of him and that he’s eye level with a certain part of me. A certain part of me that is starting to grow wetter by the second.

      I clear my throat, trying to shift back on the bar, but Rex frowns, reaching up to grip my hips.

      “Stay still,” he orders, dragging me back to the edge of the bar.

      “You’re not the boss of me,” I mumble and I can see Rex’s lips tip up at the edges.

      It’s been so long since I really checked out a guy, but now that he’s right up in my face, it’s hard for me to ignore him.

      His hair is thick and black, like coal. It’s slightly mussed and I wonder if he’s been running his fingers through it tonight. It looks soft too, and my fingers itch to touch it. He’s really tan and I wonder what he does during the day to have him seeing so much sun.

      He looks strong, but his fingers are thin and gentle as they brush over the arch of my foot.

      “You don’t seem like a bartender,” I murmur and he looks up at me, his pale gray eyes locking on mine.

      “No? What do I look like then?” he asks, putting a Band-Aid around the blister on my pinky toe.

      I study him further, my eyes running down his lanky body. Even though his biceps are toned, he’s pretty skinny so I can’t see him building homes or doing construction like some of the guys in town. If he was a lawyer or a banker, he wouldn’t need to work nights at this strip club. My mouth starts to water as I take in his muscled biceps and lean waist.

      His hands might be gentle, but I can feel calluses on the pads of his fingers. I had tried to learn how to play guitar when I was a teen and had calluses then too. It was one of the reasons why I had given up on it.

      “Hmm, I don’t know. Some kind of artist, maybe? A musician? Maybe a drummer or a guitarist… or a painter?” I ask when I spot the small flecks of paint beneath his ear.

      “Ding, ding, ding,” he says, smoothing the last Band-Aid onto the back of my heel.

      “Really?” I ask, sitting up straighter on the bar top.

      “Yeah, I paint. Houses for a living and canvases for me… and to try to make money,” he admits with a self-deprecating laugh.

      “That’s so cool,” I tell him honestly and he gives me a grin.

      “Thanks. What about you? Scar mentioned that you worked at a café with her?” he asks, putting everything back into the first aid kit and closing the lid of the box.

      “Yeah, during the day. I was in college…” I trail off, not wanting to get into my life story right now.

      “Yeah? For what?” he asks as he heads behind the bar to put the first aid kit away.

      “Marketing and graphic design with a minor in business.”

      He whistles. “Busy girl. What were you planning on doing after graduation?”

      “Hopefully, I can work for some corporation or I always thought that maybe I could start my own company. Offer branding and design services. Maybe I could learn some coding and design websites or something.”

      Rex nods, smiling at me in a way that makes me think that I could actually do it. When I had told my mom that when I was a teen, she had laughed in my face and said that I would never make it. That I wasn’t a good enough artist and that I wasn’t smart enough to pull it off.

      That was part of the reason why I had worked my butt off in high school. I had been determined to prove her wrong. To show her that I could do anything that I wanted. To prove that I was better than her. That I was going to make something of myself.

      The club door opens and Scarlett pokes her head in, looking around for me. When she spots me on top of the bar with Rex standing next to me, her eyebrows almost hit her hairline.

      “Uh, ready to go?” she asks me and I nod, making a move to hop down from the bar.

      “Easy,” Rex says, his hands around my hips as he lowers me to the ground. “I’ll carry you out to the car,” he informs me before he swoops me back up into his arms.

      “My shoes,” I try, but Scarlett is already headed over to grab them for me.

      Rex walks around the hood of my car and shifts me around so that he can open the passenger door and set me inside. He’s reaching across me to buckle me up before I realize it, and I sit there in shock.

      He’s so close to me now that I can feel his breath on my face. His eyes look darker, but it must just be the lack of light. It is the middle of the night and the only light is coming from the streetlights in the parking lot.

      His eyes are locked on my face and I swear it feels like the air changes, grows heavier, the longer that we stare at each other.

      Scarlett slides in behind the wheel a moment later, breaking our moment, and Rex leans back from me, searching my face one more time before he grins and nods at me.

      “I’ll see you soon, Emilia,” he says, and I can only nod as he closes the car door and takes a step back from the car.

      Scarlett waves as we take off out of the parking lot, but I can only stare out the window at him as we drive away.
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      Nash raps his knuckles twice on my front door before he just lets himself in.

      “Hey, man,” I call out to him.

      “Smells good in here,” he compliments as he joins me in the kitchen.

      “Thanks,” I say as I finish stirring the sauce on the stove. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, I was going to take Scarlett out tonight but...”

      “But she turned you down,” I finish for him.

      He chuckles, nodding his head as he grabs a beer from my fridge and leans back against the counter.

      “That is an accurate explanation of what happened, yes.”

      I laugh at him, turning off the burner and grabbing my tongs before I head out to the back porch.

      “Anyway, I figured that you must be over here licking your wounds and wondering what your girl is doing at Teasers, and I thought I would join you. Keep an eye on you so that you don’t go running off to the strip club to drool over her again.”

      I roll my eyes at him but he’s right, I was thinking about swinging by the club after I finished eating dinner. Part of me wonders if it would scare her off or make me look too eager, but let’s be honest, I am eager.

      “How thoughtful of you,” I say dryly as I head out onto the back porch to the grill.

      I flip the steaks over on the grill. I had planned on saving one for lunch for tomorrow, but it looks like I’ll be offering it to Nash instead.

      “Make mine medium, please,” Nash says before I can even offer it to him and I see him grin before he takes a swig of his beer.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I mumble, closing the grill lid.

      “So, how was last night?” he asks me after a beat and I smile, thinking back to after work last night when it was just Emilia and me in the club.

      She had seemed so comfortable with me. Her skin had been soft, her feet so fragile under my hands.

      I wonder if she has gotten my gift yet.

      I didn’t ask her what time she started today, so I had swung by Teasers on my way home from the job site and dropped off the new shoes that I bought her. They aren’t as high and there are fewer straps, so hopefully fewer places to rub against her feet. The lady who helped me find the right size assured me that they would be comfortable for her to wear for long hours.

      I left my phone number in the box too and I’ve been checking my phone like an addict all afternoon, waiting to see if she’ll reach out to me.

      So far, she hasn’t.

      “It was good,” I tell Nash as I take the steaks off the grill and plate them.

      I pass him a plate and we both head inside and into the kitchen. The oven is going off and I grab the oven mitts off the counter, pulling the roasted red potatoes out of the oven.

      “Help yourself,” I say as I grab the salad out of the fridge.

      We both load up our plates with salad, potatoes, steak, and au jus sauce before we head over to the kitchen counter. I slide onto the barstool next to him and slide him another beer as we both dig in.

      “The Predators are playing tonight,” Nash reminds me, and I shove another bite of steak into my mouth before I grab the TV remote and flip it to the right channel.

      “Do you want to talk about her?” Nash asks me once we’re both done eating.

      “I don’t really know enough about her yet to talk about her,” I admit, and he nods.

      We move over to the living room where we can see the TV better and both relax.

      “How do you know that she’s the one for you?” Nash asks after a bit.

      I bite my lip, letting my eyes trail up to the ceiling as I try to think of how to describe it to him.

      How does anyone describe love, much less the feeling of falling?

      I take a swig of my beer, stalling for time as I try to organize my thoughts.

      “Do you remember that book Charles Dickens?” I ask him.

      “No, dude. You’re the artsy type, not me. I’m not into the classics.”

      I laugh, taking another drink of my beer.

      “There’s this quote from it. It goes ‘She was more than human to me. She was a Fairy, a Sylph, I don’t know what she was—anything that no one ever saw, and everything that everybody ever wanted. I was swallowed up in an abyss of love in an instant.’”

      “Huh. I mean, it’s poetic and shit, but I don’t think that I really get it.”

      “It was just this moment. She looked at me and I knew. I was hers. She owned me from that minute onward.”

      “Like the Mason Curse?” he asks, and I nod.

      “Yeah, just like that.”

      “So you’re going to do that whole marriage and kid thing then.”

      “If Emilia will let me.”

      He nods, looking thoughtful, and I wonder if he’s thinking about Scarlett. I wonder if she makes him feel the same way that Emilia makes me feel.

      The game continues to play in the background, but neither of us are really paying attention to it. I’m not sure what’s on Nash’s mind, but mine is filled with thoughts of Emilia. She’s had me distracted all day. I almost painted the shutters of the house today the color that I was supposed to paint the siding. Luckily, Max had caught me in time before I had wasted the paint or had to redo anything.

      I wonder if she’s been thinking about me today too. I wonder if I’ve had her half as preoccupied today as she’s had me.

      “How’s work?” I ask him, trying to break the silence.

      He rolls his eyes and lets out a sigh.

      “That good, huh?” I ask and he nods.

      “There’s not a lot to do here as a lawyer. I’ve been thinking about moving to Nashville or maybe just opening my own practice there and I can commute,” he says, shocking the heck out of me.

      I mean, I knew that there weren’t a ton of cases around here, but I had no idea that he was thinking about leaving.

      “Damn, man. I’m going to miss you and shit,” I tease him, trying once again to lighten the mood.

      “Haha, very funny. I would only be like half an hour away. We’d still see each other all the time and I actually think that I would just commute so you’d still be stuck with me as your neighbor.”

      “Damn,” I say, deadpan.

      He flips me off.

      I think that we both know that it won’t be the same though. With him working here, we can grab lunch together or an early dinner before my shift. That won’t happen if he’s in Nashville. Although I can’t complain. Our dynamic is going to change now anyway, since I found Emilia.

      The game ends a few minutes later and Nash stands, getting ready to leave.

      “Are you headed home?” I ask as I grab my car keys off of the hook by the door.

      “Yeah, I need to get up early for a meeting tomorrow morning so I’m headed home to crash. Where are you headed?” he asks, staring pointedly at the car keys in my hand.

      “Just thought I’d go for a drive,” I lie and he laughs.

      “Yeah, a drive to Teasers.”

      I don’t deny it because we know that he’s right. I check my phone one last time but there still aren’t any new messages or phone calls.

      Nash waves as he walks along the path back to his own house. He’s already heading into his place by the time I’m in my truck and headed toward town.

      It’s late and the streets are dark and mostly deserted, but the parking lot of Teasers is packed. I wonder briefly if there was another bachelor party and I hope not. I was hoping that it would be dead tonight so that Emilia could get more of a break.

      I spot her car parked under a streetlight along the side of the lot and find an open parking spot nearby. The strip club should be closing soon and I debate waiting here for Emilia or heading inside.

      I decide that I can’t wait any longer.

      I hop out of my truck and head for the front door as a few patrons come stumbling out. I help one of the bouncers break up a potential fight and catch up with him for a minute before I head for the front door.

      My eyes lock on Emilia right away, and I smile as I see that she’s wearing the shoes that I bought for her.

      She looks tired, and I frown as I see the dark circles under her eyes. She’s helping Bambi clean up some of the tables and I nod toward Gregg, the bartender on shift tonight, before I cross the room and stop beside Emilia.

      “I see you got the shoes,” I say, helping her clear the table.

      Emilia starts, those clear blue eyes looking up to meet mine.

      “Hey,” she says after a minute, looking down to her shoes. “Yeah, I got them. Thank you, you really didn’t have to do that.”

      “I know. I wanted to.”

      She ducks her head but not before I see the blush spreading across her cheeks.

      “How are the feet today?” I ask, moving with her to clear off the next table.

      “Better,” she says, hefting the tray and heading back behind the bar so that Gregg can start washing the dishes.

      “Are you headed out now?” I ask her and she looks around the now empty club.

      “I think so. I should have been paying better attention to what we did at closing time last night. Do I need to help out with anything else? Scar just had me clearing off tables last night,” she says, biting that full bottom lip of hers as she looks around the club one more time.

      “No, waitstaff just has to help clean up the glasses and bottles.”

      She nods and waves at Bambi as she heads back to the staff room.

      “Yeah, then I’m ready to go home.”

      She sounds exhausted and I watch her head to the staff area. I walk Bambi to the door and make sure that one of the bouncers walks her to her car before I head back inside to wait for Emilia.

      John walks out of his office and does a double-take.

      “You know you don’t get paid if it’s not your shift, right?” he asks me, and I grin.

      “Well, I thought it was worth a try,” I joke and he smiles, mumbling about what a smartass I am as he passes me and heads for the bar.

      He says something to Gregg but I’m not paying attention. Not when Emilia has just come out of the staff room and is headed my way.

      “See you tomorrow,” I say as I pass by John with Emilia by my side.

      He gives me a knowing look and a small smile before he heads back to his office.

      I wave off the bouncers, walking closer to Emilia as we head over to where our cars are parked.

      “How was work?” I ask as we reach her car.

      Emilia yawns, her hand coming up to cover her mouth as she starts to sway on her feet.

      “Long,” she says, sounding exhausted.

      I wrap my arm around her waist, steadying her. She leans against me, her head resting perfectly on my shoulder.

      “Thanks for the shoes,” she says sleepily, and I brush my lips across the top of her head.

      “My pleasure,” I tell her honestly.

      I want to take care of this girl. I might not be able to afford a mansion, but I would do anything to make her happy, to make sure that she has everything that she needs. There’s no one who will ever love her more.

      “What are you doing here on your day off?” she asks as she pulls back slightly.

      I hate to let her go, so I keep my hands around her waist, pretending that I’m just making sure that she’s steady.

      “I wanted to see you again.”

      “And you couldn’t wait until our next shift together?” she asks with a small laugh.

      “No,” I say simply.

      Her eyes widen slightly and I see the blush stain her cheeks even in the crappy glow of the streetlamps.

      “I was hoping that maybe we could see each other outside of work,” I start and Emilia’s head jerks away from me as her teeth sink into her bottom lip once more.

      Not a great sign, but I still need to try.

      “What do you say, Emilia? Want to go out with me sometime?”

      I swear my heart ceases to beat as I wait for her to answer me.

      “I… I can’t,” she says, looking up at me quickly before she glances away again, but in that one moment, I swear I can see regret in her eyes before she turns away.

      “Okay,” I say easily.

      I want to know why she can’t. I want to know everything about her, but I won’t push her anymore. Not tonight, anyway.

      Besides, maybe if I get to know her, I’ll be able to figure out why she says she can’t go out with me.

      “Well, you have my number. If you ever need anything, just let me know. Alright?”

      She seems maybe a little shocked and a little disappointed that I didn’t push the issue more, but I know that she’s tired and needs to get home.

      She nods yes, and I watch as she pulls out her phone and shoots off a quick text. My phone buzzes in my jeans pocket and I try not to grin like a lunatic.

      “There. Now you have mine too,” she says with a shy smile.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow?” I ask her as I force my hands to release their grip on her hips.

      “I have tomorrow off, actually. I’m back on Sunday.”

      “Then I’ll see you on Sunday,” I say.

      I take a step back as she grabs her keys and unlocks her car.

      “See you then,” she says softly.

      I wait until she’s pulled out of the lot before I head over to my truck and slip behind the wheel.

      I head back home, wishing that I wasn’t going there alone.
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      “I don’t want to go. Let’s just go back inside and go to bed. Or maybe we can have a movie day,” Spencer pleads as I help him into the back seat of my car.

      He’s panting, slightly wheezing, and I know that today is a bad day for him. He looks so pale and my heart breaks as I watch his tiny body struggle to draw air into his lungs. I gave him his medicine when he first woke up this morning but it hasn’t kicked in yet.

      “I know, buddy, but we have to go see the doctor so that he can write you another prescription.”

      He sighs as he buckles himself in. I close the door and scrub my hands down my face. It’s Monday and I have today off from both jobs but that doesn’t mean that I’ll actually have the day off.

      I need to take Spencer to his doctor appointment and then drop him off at school, as long as his breathing is better, before I head to the grocery store. From there, it will be a day of running errands, paying bills, and meal prepping dinners for the rest of the week.

      I’m exhausted just thinking about my to-do list, and it’s only eight o’clock in the morning.

      Spencer begs me to stop at McDonald’s for breakfast, and when I see that we’re going to be early for our appointment, I relent and swing through the drive thru.

      Tips have been good the last few nights, but I’m still worried about affording his medicine. Even if I have enough this month, there’s no guarantee that tips will be this good next month, so I need to save every penny that I can.

      I order Spencer a sausage, egg, and cheese sandwich meal with orange juice before I pull around to pay.

      “You’re not getting anything?” he asks me and I shake my head.

      “I’m not hungry,” I lie.

      I finally told Spencer about the cost of his medicine increasing last night before my shift. He hadn’t taken it well, but I had promised him that this wasn’t his fault and that no one blamed him for this.

      I know that he only takes it this bad because our mother used to tell him that all of her problems were because of him and his illness. When he told me that she said that shit to him, I had almost lost my mind. I mean, who says that to a little kid?

      Since then, I’ve been doing everything that I can to show him just how amazing and loved he is.

      Sometimes though, I wonder if I’m failing or if my words are even making a difference at all.

      We park and I give Spencer a piggyback ride inside while he finishes his breakfast. He offers me the last bite of his hash brown and I smile as I open my mouth for him to pop it in.

      “Thanks, Spence,” I tell him and he grins, wrapping his little arms tighter around my neck.

      “Can you open my orange juice?” he asks and I nod.

      “Yeah, once we get inside.”

      I set Spencer in a chair in the waiting area with his orange juice as I head up to the counter to check him in for his appointment.

      “Hey there, Emilia,” Nancy says as she pulls up our appointment. “How are you two doing this morning?” she asks, making small talk as she clicks a few things on her computer.

      “Hanging in there,” I say, smiling as she passes me a clipboard to fill out.

      “Aren’t we all?” she says with a friendly smile.

      I grin at her before I grab a pen from the cup on the counter and head over to join Spencer.

      He’s busy sipping on his orange juice and watching some cartoon that’s playing on a TV in the corner. I start to fill out the form, nudging him to get his attention when I need to know an answer to how he’s feeling.

      His breathing is a bit better by the time Dr. Jack calls us back.

      “Hiya, Spencer!” he says cheerfully as we walk past him and down the sterile patient hallway to our room.

      “Hey, Emilia,” Dr. Jack says to me as he sits down at his desk and pulls up Spencer’s file.

      I’ve always liked Dr. Jack. He’s an older man with white hair and a physique that reminds me a bit of Santa Claus. He’s always in a good mood and has a knack for calming down kids. Maybe they can just sense how patient and kind he is.

      “So, how have you been feeling, Mr. Spencer?” Dr. Jack asks as he stands up from his chair and moves to wash his hands.

      I listen as Spencer tells him how he’s been feeling and correct him when he tries to play it off like he’s fine.

      “He was having trouble breathing this morning,” I tell Dr. Jack and he nods, listening with his stethoscope to Spencer’s back and chest.

      “We might have to up your dosage.”

      At my shocked look, he assures me that it’s normal.

      “Medicine dosage can change based on symptoms or if the patient gains weight or grows. There’s nothing to worry about. It doesn’t mean that he’s getting worse, just that he’s going through a growth spurt.”
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