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Chapter One


“Dr. Phillips, what do you want me to do with all
of the messages from Dr. Thorpe?”

Chloe Dutch, the medical
support assistant for the orthopedic clinic, asked. She held up a
stack of papers.

“You can throw them in the
trash can for all I care,” Nikki answered.

“What? Why?” Nurse Corina
Eggleton asked, a look of confusion on her face. “What did he do
this time?”

Nikki didn’t
answer.

“He said it was urgent,”
Chloe replied. “Maybe you should call him back.”

“Mind your business,” Nikki
replied. She snatched the messages from Chloe’s hand. She rushed
into her office and slammed the door behind her. She didn’t bother
reading them and tossed them in the trash can. Dr. Winston Thorpe
had nothing she wanted to hear.

Nikki paced to and fro,
twisting the two-carat diamond engagement ring on her finger.
Winston had been calling, leaving voice and text messages, since
she’d walked out on him last night.

The cellular phone in her
white lab coat vibrated. She looked at it and read another text
message from Winston. We have to talk.

She deleted it. “Talk? We
don’t have to talk,” she said to herself. “You said everything you
needed to say last night when you told me that you were not ready
to marry me.”

Nikki walked around her
desk and sat in the large chair. She tossed her red headband on the
desk. Morning rounds were going on; she had to get herself
together. She couldn’t believe her five-year relationship with
Winston had come to this. How did they get here? She still couldn’t
wrap her mind around all that had transpired in the past
twenty-four hours. All she knew was that she and Winston had been
arguing nonstop the past couple of months. It seemed they were
drifting further and further apart. Dr. Nichole Phillips and Dr.
Winston Thorpe were considered the ideal couple. Both were smart,
attractive, and successful. Both were orthopedic surgeons. Everyone
thought they looked good together and knew one day they would be
announcing their wedding day. They’d met at Duke University,
Durham, North Carolina, School of Medicine. It was her first day of
her residency when Winston walked into her exam room by mistake.
She didn’t mind. For Nikki, it was love at first sight as her hazel
eyes took in all five feet ten inches of him.

Winston smiled. Her heart
dropped into her stomach. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know anyone was
here.”

“That’s all right,” the
female patient said. “Are you my doctor?” she asked him, looking
him up and down.

Winston’s brown eyes locked
with Nikki’s. “No. It seems like you have the best doctor in…” He
looked down at her name tag. “Dr. Phillips. I’m sure she will take
good care of you.”

“Thank you, Dr…” Nikki
stole a look at his name. “Thorpe.”

“It’s no problem, Dr.
Phillips, but if you need help, I’ll be in the room next
door.”

Nikki watched him until the
door closed behind him.

“He was yummy,” the female
patient squealed. “Wow. He can examine me anytime.”

Nikki didn’t answer. She
nodded in agreement. She hoped to run into Dr. Thorpe
again.

The next morning, Nikki got
her wish. On her way to get breakfast, she was waiting for the
elevator. The doors opened. Winston and three other residents were
getting off on her floor. Their eyes met. He smiled.

“Good Morning, Dr.
Phillips,” he said in a warm tone.

Nikki decided to play it
cool, but seeing him again, she felt butterflies in her stomach.
“Good morning, Dr. Thorpe. It’s good to see you again.”

“Same here,” Winston said.
“Where are you headed?”

“I’m about to grab
breakfast.”

“How about I accompany
you.” Winston made a U-turn and got back on the
elevator.

“It’s time to start
rounds,” Dr. Morris added.

“Cover for me,” Winston
said. “I’ll be right back.”

“Look—” Dr. Morris
began.






“I covered for you
yesterday,” Winston reminded him. He pointed at him. “You owe
me.”

“Ten minutes,” Dr. Morris
answered then followed the other doctors into the
clinic.

Winston glanced at Nikki.
“We’re on our first date.”

Nikki leaned back. “Date?
It’s the hospital cafeteria for breakfast. I don’t consider that a
date.”

Winston pushed the down
button. “Then we need to do something about that, don’t
we?”

Nikki smiled to herself as
she recalled their first real date. Winston had taken her to Le
Bouche, an upscale French restaurant in Washington, D.C. It was the
first of many nights there for them, and also where he’d proposed
to her.

In the beginning,
everything between them was beautiful. Nikki continued turning the
ring on her finger. She guessed it was how all relationships
started—flowers, candy, fancy restaurants, and hours of hot, steamy
sex. They couldn’t get enough of each other. Inseparable. When you
saw one, you saw the other. These days they couldn’t be in the same
room five minutes without fighting. How had things changed between
them so much?

Nikki stood. She strolled
over to the window, looking out at the D.C. skyline. The Washington
Monument stood in the distance. She loved this city and hoped to
settle down here with Winston. Now she wasn’t sure that was going
to happen.

“You can’t go in there!”
Nikki heard Chloe exclaim.

The door flew open. Nikki
found herself staring in the face of her fiancé, Dr. Winston
Thorpe.

* * *

“I left you a dozen
messages,” Winston snapped. “Why didn’t you call me
back?”

“Call you back? Why would I
do that?” Nikki fired back. “You said everything you needed to say
last night,” she emphasized. “There’s nothing left for us to
discuss.” She walked over to her desk and sat down hard in the
chair.

Winston looked down at the
floor. He stuck both of his hands in his white hospital coat. “Why
are you acting like this, Nikki?”

Nikki jumped to her feet.
“You know why.”

“No. I don’t,” Winston
said. “Enlighten me.”

“Are you going to play
dumb?” Nikki asked. “I’m not playing,” Winston said.

“So, you are dumb?” Nikki
threw back. She noticed a twitch at his lower jawline. He was
trying his best to remain calm. She’d hit a nerve.

“See, there you go,”
Winston pointed out. “That mouth of yours. You never think before
you speak. Last night, you ran out of the apartment. We didn’t get
a chance to finish talking. We have been together too long to play
games.”

“Yes, we have,” Nikki said,
coming from around the desk. “So why don’t you tell me what brought
about this new attitude about marriage? We talked about getting
married; you proposed to me.”

“I know I did.”

“Then what?”

“Why don’t we meet later? I
will drop by your place after work, and we will finish
talking.”

“Tell me now,” Nikki
insisted.

“This isn’t the time or
place,” Winston said.

Nikki couldn’t help the
ominous feeling flowing through her. Winston was unable to look her
in the eyes. Something was going on. He was hiding something. She
didn’t like feeling left out.

“It’s as if you have bad
news,” Nikki said. “Why won’t you tell me now?”

“Because I do not want to
discuss it here.”

“Then why did you
come?”

“Because you wouldn’t
answer my calls or my texts, and I wanted to see if you were all
right.”

“I hate it when you do
this,” Nikki exclaimed. “I can take it, whatever it is. Good news.
Bad news.” She was on the verge of tears. “Just tell
me!”

“I don’t want to hurt you,”
Winston said. “Last night I…” His voice trailed off.

Nikki closed her eyes. She
had a feeling what he had to tell her was going to be
bad.

Winston clasped his hands
together; she could see hurt written all over his face. What he was
trying to tell her was difficult. She was even more
uncomfortable.

“There is no easy way to
say this, Nikki, so I’ll just say it.”

“Winston. You are scaring
me. Just tell me, please.”

“It’s over, Nikki,” he spat
out.

The words hit her like a
ton of bricks. She stumbled back. Her mouth gaped. She couldn’t
believe what she was hearing. It explained the reason he hadn’t
wanted to discuss marriage. He was dumping her.

“Bastard. We have been
together five years.” Nikki placed a hand to her chest. “Five years
I have invested in this relationship, and now you’re telling me
it’s over. Without warning. Without a reason.”

“What about me?” Winston
threw back. “You’re not the only one that invested in this
relationship. I have also given my time and energy. I can’t do it
anymore.”

Nikki sniffed. “You can’t
do it anymore. That’s rich.”

“You are making me out to
be the bad guy,” Winston said. “In case you haven’t noticed, we
haven’t been getting along. Arguing nonstop.”

“Winston, all couples go
through rough patches,” Nikki replied. “But they work through them.
They don’t just call it quits.”

“We are way past that, and
I think you know it,” Winston answered. “We have been growing apart
the past couple of years, but the last six months have been the
roughest. It’s time to end this.”

This?” Nikki repeated in
disbelief. She couldn’t believe how arrogantly and nonchalantly he
referred to what they had. “You called it a ‘this’?”

“There is more.” Winston
cast his eyes down. “Much more.” Nikki gave him a look of disdain.
What was he going to tell her next? He’d fathered a child? He was
married. Gay? “What else could there be?”

Winston took a deep breath.
“I’m getting married,” he mumbled. “To someone else.”

Nikki felt like someone had
kicked her in the solar plexus. She snapped her mouth shut. “Wait.
What? Did you just say you were marrying someone else?” She covered
the small space between them. “Who the hell are you
marrying?”

“You don’t know her,”
Winston quickly added. “She’s a friend of the family.”

Nikki placed her hands on
her hips. “Which family? Yours?

They know we are together.
Why would they?”

“My family never liked
you,” Winston said.

Nikki blinked. “This is the
first I have heard of it.”

Winston tilted his head to
one side. “I never told you.”

“Oh really? Looks like
there are a lot of things you never told me,” Nikki
exclaimed.

“The wedding is next week,”
Winston managed to get out.

Nikki rocked in her pumps.
“Next week?” Her head was spinning. She was telling herself that
this wasn’t happening.

Maybe she was being punked.
Because there was no way that the man she loved for the past five
years would tell her he was getting married in a week to another
woman.

She swallowed the lump in
her throat. “You’re standing there telling me that you are marrying
another woman next week? Who is it? Be a man and tell me who it is
right now!”

“Fine, if you want to
know,” Winston barked. “It’s Aliessa Coffer.”

Nikki tilted her head to
one side. She was sure she’d heard the name before, but she
couldn’t remember where. “Wait a moment.” It was as if a lightbulb
went off in her head. “Isn’t she the daughter of the Bartholomew
Coffer that is on the board of directors for the
hospital?”

“Yes, that is the one,”
Winston said. “Her father is the CEO of Dandelion
Pharmaceuticals.”

Nikki’s heart dropped into
her stomach. She remembered where she heard the name Aliessa
Coffer—her name was always mentioned in the society section, and
the paparazzi followed her all around D.C. She was a successful art
buyer who owned a trendy gallery. She remembered Winston taking her
to a couple of exhibits. She couldn’t help but think maybe that was
where they met or maybe were meeting each other. Why wouldn’t he?
She was beautiful, rich, younger, and now she was becoming Dr.
Winston Thorpe.

“You bastard!” Nikki
exclaimed.

“Keep your voice down,”
Winston hissed. “People will hear you.”

“I don’t care,” Nikki
yelled. “The staff should know what kind of asshole you are.” Tears
that she was holding back began to fall. “How could you do this to
me?”

Winston stepped forward.
Nikki stepped back. “I’m sorry, Nikki. I didn’t plan for any of
this to happen; it just did.”

“How long?” Nikki clenched
her fist. “How long have you been seeing her?”

“Why?” Winston asked. “What
good will it do for you to know?”

“I asked you how long,”
Nikki replied. She was trying her best to act like a lady, but
looking at him, she wanted to punch him in the face.

Winston closed the small
space between them. “Nikki, let me—”

Nikki’s hand found the
right side of his face.

Winston closed his eyes.
“I’m so—”

Nikki found his face again.
She wanted to kill him.

“I deserved that,” Winston
said.

“Damn right.” She raised a
hand to hit him again.

Winston caught her hand in
midair. He placed it in a vise grip. “I know you are hurt. But
let’s be adults about this.”

Nikki dropped to a
crouching position as if she had been hit in the stomach. She let
out a loud wail.

“Nikki, please
don’t.”

A moment later, the door
opened and Dr. Patrick Penn rushed in with a bewildered expression
on his face. “What is going on in here? The staff, not to mention
the patients, can hear you all the way down the hall. This is a
hospital.”

Embarrassed and devastated,
Nikki rushed out past Dr. Penn. She rushed down the hall and out of
the clinic. “Nikki!” she heard Winston calling behind
her.

Several hours later, Nikki
let herself inside the apartment.

She didn’t remember how
long she’d sat in her vehicle. She returned to the clinic only for
Dr. Penn to urge her to take the rest of the day off. He
volunteered to cover the rest of her patients for her.

Nikki headed straight into
her bedroom. She didn’t bother removing her clothes. She threw
herself across the queen size bed. Looking up at the ceiling, she
felt wave after wave of despair wash over her. She flopped over
onto her side. She grabbed and punched the pillow over and over
again. The thought that Winston had cheated and was marrying
another woman was tearing her heart apart. She felt like her life
was over.
















* * *

BAM! BAM! BAM! Nikki heard
the loud knocking through a foggy haze. She glanced over at the
clock. It was 4:00 p.m. It had only been three hours. She didn’t
remember dozing off. She stretched an arm over her head.

“Nikki! You’d better open
this door,” she heard David Combs yell. A good friend since medical
school, David was a classmate to both her and Winston. A fellow
orthopedist, David was a hand specialist.

“I know you’re in there,”
David said, resting on the doorbell.

He knocked
again.

Nikki threw her long legs
over the side of the bed. On wobbly knees, she made her way to the
door and opened it.

She came face to face with
a bewildered David, and next to him was Corina. Both were wearing
worried expressions on their faces. They brushed past
Nikki.

“Are you okay?” David
asked. He threw his hands up in a surrendering gesture. “That’s a
stupid question.”

“We stopped by to see how
you were,” Corina said. “To see if you need anything.”

Nikki walked over and sat
on the sofa. She folded one leg under the other. “Don’t worry,” she
answered in a somber tone. “I’m all right.”

David sat next to her.
Corina sat in the chair across from them. Nikki ran a hand through
her hair. “I’m…I’m still in shock. I never saw it coming. How could
I not know there was another woman?” She was babbling. “I didn’t
see the signs. Nada. Nothing. I know we were arguing more than
usual the last couple of months but still I…I…” Her voice trailed
off.

“Never thought,” Corina
finished for her.

“He’s getting married,”
Nikki continued. “Can you believe it? I waited for his sorry ass
five years, and he had the nerve to tell me he’s marrying someone
else. Someone whose younger and richer.” She was seething with
anger and humiliation. “I guess I couldn’t get him where he wanted
to go.”

“Yeah, like running the
hospital,” Corina said.

“It hurts.” Nikki drew her
legs together. She laid her head on her knees. “How could he?” She
started crying again. “How could he?”

“Maybe it’s for the best,”
David said.

“Dr. Combs,” Corina
exclaimed. She moved next to Nikki and placed an arm of comfort
around her. “Can’t you see she’s devastated? Don’t pay attention to
him. He’s a man. What does he know?”

David flashed Corina a
look. “I know that was stupid,” he murmured. “I
apologize.”

Corina returned his look
with one of her own. She refocused on Nikki. “When did sorry ass
say he’s getting married?”

Nikki wiped the tears on
the sleeves of her shirt. She sniffed. “Next week.”

“Next week?” Corina
repeated. She handed Nikki a tissue from the box on the end
table.

“Who knows how long he has
been seeing her.” Nikki dabbed at her eyes.

“Winston isn’t the type to
do anything without thought,” David said, then, looking at the
women’s expressions, wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

“You mean, Winston isn’t
the type to do anything that doesn’t benefit Winston,” Corina
replied.

“He isn’t like that,” Nikki
defended.

Corina’s mouth gaped.
“You’re defending him?”

Nikki looked away. She
couldn’t believe that she was protecting him. She looked at the
wall as if she could find the answer to her dilemma written
there.

“Winston humiliated you. He
broke up with you in front of the entire clinic,” Corina explained.
“By now I’m sure it’s all over the hospital, and you’re defending
him.”

Nikki sniffed. “Go ahead.
Make me feel more humiliated than I already am.” She laid her head
on Corina’s shoulder.

“I wasn’t trying to do
that,” Corina said, giving her friend a hug. She focused on David.
“You’re quiet.”

“I received an invitation
to the wedding,” David said nonchalantly.

Nikki’s head popped up.
Corina gave David a look that could kill.

“Why are you staring at me
like that? I didn’t say I was going.”

“You knew?” Nikki launched
from the sofa. “Didn’t you?”

“He knew,” Corina chimed
in. “That’s his boy.” She folded her arms across her chest. “I know
men.”

“You mean you hate men,”
David replied.

“Only the ones that are
two-timing cheats and their friends that cover for them,” Corina
said.

David stood. He stuck his
hands into his pockets and rocked on the heels of his suede
loafers. “I knew. I found out a month ago. I wanted to tell you but
didn’t know how.”

“What do you mean, you
didn’t know how?” Nikki exclaimed. “You just open your mouth and
tell me.”

“It’s not that simple,”
David replied.

On one hand, Nikki felt
sorry for David. She was sure he was in a perplexing predicament.
He was a friend to both her and Winston. It must have been hard for
him to keep something like that from her. She didn’t want to lose a
friend. But on the other hand, she was furious. He should have told
her.

“David, how could you keep
something like that from me?” she yelled. “I’m your friend.” Her
voice choked. “At least I thought I was.”

“You are, Nikki,” David
tried to reassure her. He shook his head. “I just couldn’t tell
you.”

“Couldn’t?” Nikki inquired
“Or wouldn’t?”

“That’s not fair. You don’t
know how many times I wanted to tell you.”

“That’s not good enough,
David,” Nikki said. “If you cherished our friendship, you would
have told me. Instead, you made me look like a fool.”

David leaned back in
surprise. He blinked. “What? What are you saying?”

Nikki marched over to the
door and yanked it opened. “I am saying that I want you to
leave.”

“Now wait a minute, Nikki,”
David protested. “I know you are upset—”

“You heard her, Dr. Combs,”
Corina echoed. “She asked you to leave.”

David’s face fell. “Fine.
If that is the way you want it.”

“I do,” Nikki said. “Get
out!”

Without another word, David
turned on his heels and strolled out the door.

“Some friend he turned out
to be,” Corina said.






* * *

“I had to get you out of
the house,” Corina said a week later. “I refuse to let you wallow
in pity.”

“Is that why you have
dragged me to every antique store in town?” Nikki picked up a vase.
“All of this is not necessary. I’m fine.”

Corina took the vase from
Nikki and picked up a green ashtray. She frowned. She put it back
and moved over to an antique desk. “No, you’re not. I haven’t heard
or seen you all week. You haven’t been to work, answered any of my
calls or texts. I was beginning to get worried, so I showed up on
your doorstep.”

“You embarrassed me by
laying on the doorbell.”

“I wasn’t leaving until you
opened the door.” Corina waved a well-manicured finger at Nikki.
“In time you will get over Winston, and one day you will meet the
right man for you, someone that is caring, loving, and who will
appreciate you for the beautiful and intelligent black woman that
you are.”

Nikki sniffed. She was
still heartbroken over the breakup. “I wish I was as optimistic as
you are.”

Corina opened the top desk
drawer. “All in due time, my sistah.” She cast her a worried
glance. “I’m glad you decided to take the week off to rest. It is a
start to the rest of your life.”

“You call this resting?”
Nikki flipped the switch on the antique lamp atop the
desk.

Corina put an arm around
her waist. She gave her a tight squeeze. “That’s what friends are
for. I can’t let you stay cooped and feeling sorry for
yourself.”

“I’m thinking of returning
to work,” Nikki announced. “I have to keep busy. Keep my mind off
Winston.”

“When are you thinking of
returning?” Corina asked.

“Tomorrow,” Nikki replied.
“The sooner the better.”

“Nikki, the wedding is
Saturday,” Corina said. “Why not wait until after it is over? They
are going on a two-week honeymoon,” she said. “Dr. Penn is fine
covering your patients.”

“You spoke with Dr. Penn?”
Nikki asked in a surprised tone.

Corina smiled. “Don’t look
so shocked. Everyone in the clinic cares about you. They are all on
your side. Whatever you need to do to get your head straight, we
are behind you one hundred percent.”

“I know,” Nikki said.
“That’s why I need to be working and not lounging on my sofa. I
just lay there and think about Winston and his socialite. I still
did not get an answer to why he cheated. I want to know. I need to
know.”

Corina decided on the desk.
She waved the sales clerk over.

She paid for it and set up
a delivery date.

Thirty minutes later, they
stepped out into the bright sunshine. It was humid. Nikki shield
her eyes with her hand. The temperature was in the high
eighties.

Both put on a pair of
shades.

“He cheated,” Corina said.
“Why do you want to know? Will that change anything?”

“I don’t know,” Nikki said.
“Maybe I just want to know what I did wrong. Why he felt like he
had to go outside the relationship.” She sighed. “I never saw it
coming. I thought we were okay.” She locked her arm in her friend
as they strolled casually along the sidewalk. “We’ve been arguing a
lot lately, but all couples do. They don’t just throw everything
away. Five years, Corina. Five years.”

“I know. You still love
him,” Corina said. “But you did nothing wrong. What happened,
Nikki, wasn’t your fault. Don’t beat yourself up over it. That’s
why I think you need to take some more time off. Go on vacation.
Recharge yourself.”

“Recharge
myself?”

Corina laughed. “You do
remember what the term means? When was the last time you took a
vacation?”

“Vacation?” Nikki
repeated.

“Yes. Vacation. When was
the last time you took one?” Corina repeated.

Nikki’s mind went to
Winston. The last time they’d taken a trip together. It was three
years ago. They decided to go skiing in Colorado. They enjoyed the
snowy slopes during the day but did things to make the bearskin rug
blush at night.

“Three years ago,” Nikki
said.

“You are long overdue,”
Corina said. “I think it’s time to call a travel agent.”

* * *

Later that day, Corina
dropped Nikki off in front of her apartment building. Nikki refused
Corina’s offer to escort her to the door. She strolled into the
elevator and rode to the fifth floor. She exited, walking the short
hallway to number 505.

As soon as she slipped the
key into the lock, her cell phone began to ring. She quickly
unlocked the door and rushed into the living room. The phone
continued ringing. Nikki reached down inside her large bag and
pulled out her phone. She glanced at the number. It was her mother,
the last person she wanted to speak to. Her mother was persistent;
if she didn’t answer, she would continue to call.

Sophie Phillips was a very
loving and caring woman to everyone in the small town of
Montgomery, Texas, but when it came to her one and only daughter,
she was meddlesome and overbearing. Everything had to be her way or
no way. Nikki loved her mother; they got along well, as long as
they were not in the same town and spoke to each other as little as
possible.

Nikki took a deep breath
and answered the call. “Hello, Mother.” She set the bag on the
dining-room table. “How are you?”

“What took you so long to
answer?”

“I’m just coming in the
door, Mother. What can I do for you?”

“Do you have to answer like
that?”

“Mother, I am not in the
mood.” Nikki wanted her mother to get to the reason she’d phoned.
She was sure Winston had informed her that their relationship was
over.

“Can’t a mother call to see
how her daughter is doing?”

“Most mothers, yes.” Nikki
headed into the bedroom. She sat down on the edge of the bed. While
juggling the phone, she removed one clog and then the other. “But
you, no. You spoke to Winston.”

“How are you doing, dear?”
her mother said in a soft tone. “I’m so sorry.”

Just as Nikki thought, her
mother had spoken to Winston. “How do you think I am, Mother?”
Nikki inquired. “We were going to get married.”

Sophie cleared her throat.
“I know you are disappointed. But in time, you will forget about
Winston and meet someone new.”

“He never should have told
you,” Nikki said. “I’m sure you are ecstatic; you never cared for
Winston.”

“I am not ecstatic. Why
would I be?” Sophie said. “That is the most ridiculous thing I have
ever heard you say. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I didn’t want to
hear ‘I told you so.’”

“I wouldn’t have said
that,” Sophie said.

“I know you, Mother,” Nikki
said. “Whenever you get a chance, you love to tell me I am wrong,
and you are right.”

“That’s because I usually
am,” Sophie boasted.

Nikki bit her lips. “That’s
why I didn’t tell you.”

“Nikki, you can think
whatever you like. I am tired of putting up with your condescending
and nasty attitude. Think what you want.”

“I think you want to run my
life. I’m in control, not you.”

“Yes,” Sophie snapped. “You
are in control and look where that got you—dumped by your fiancé.
He’s marrying someone else.”

“It’s true. I was dumped,”
Nikki admitted. “I’m hurt. I’m going through a difficult time.
You’re my mother; you’re supposed to call to offer words of
encouragement, and not kick me while I am down.”

“That is why I called, not
to argue,” Sophie said. “I want you to come home, spend time with
your father and me.”

Nikki rolled her eyes
toward the ceiling. The last thing she wanted to do was spend time
with her parents. It had been five years since her last visit to
Montgomery, Texas. As far as she was concerned, that wasn’t long
enough. “No. I can’t,” Nikki said. “I’m busy. I have a heavy
schedule at work,” she lied.

Silence fell between
them.

“I understand,” her mother
finally said. “If you change your mind, we miss you and want to see
you.” She ended the call.

* * *

“I think you should go,”
Corina said the next day as they met for lunch. The weather in late
March was damp, breezy, and rainy. Flowers were blooming but today
the sun had managed to break through. People were taking advantage
of it, rushing in and out of the trendy shops in downtown,
Washington, D.C.

“You don’t know my
parents,” Nikki said as they strolled into a coffee
shop.

“We can’t choose our
parents.” Corina said. “None are perfect and all have issues. Yours
is no different. But five years is a long time not to visit them.
I’ll have a caramel macchiato,” she said to the cashier.

“I don’t think it’s long
enough. I’ll have a white-chocolate mocha.”

Corina gave Nikki a look of
concern. “That’s nothing to brag about.”

“Who’s bragging? It’s
frustrating and drives me crazy. My mother has this ‘always right’
attitude; my dad never stands up to her.” Nikki accepted the
coffee, paid, and thanked the cashier. She led the way to a booth
next to the window.

“Did something happen the
last time you were home?” Corina took the seat across from
her.

“My mother and I had a big
blow-up the last time I was home,” Nikki answered.

“What was it
about?”

“Me choosing a
career.”

“What about it?” Corina
said. “I would think your parents would be proud to have a doctor
in the family.”

“My father is okay with
it,” Nikki replied. “My mother raised me to believe that I should
get married, have babies, and take care of the home.”

Corina took a sip. “I can’t
see you being Donna Reed.”

“I’m not,” Nikki replied.
“But a lot of women in Montgomery are, including my
mother.”

“I thought you were from
Houston.”

“I’m from a small town
called Montgomery. It’s about a hundred miles outside of Houston.
Population around twenty thousand,” Nikki explained. “Cowboy
country.”

“Cowboy country,” Corina
replied. “You left it for the hustle and bustle of the
city.”

Nikki shrugged. “I wanted a
different life. I fell in love. There are no cowboys in
Montgomery.”

“You stayed away because of
Winston?”

Nikki nodded. “Yes.
Winston.”

“Any regrets?” Corina
asked. “I mean, you could have been waking up every morning in the
arms of a tall, hunky cowboy. Riding the wide-open spaces. Two or
three little cowboys or cowgirls on your apron strings. But
instead, you’re working twelve to sixteen-hour shifts, on call at
any given time, and performing nonstop surgeries. I could go on and
on.”

“Please don’t. I love what
I do.”

Corina gave Nikki a
quizzical look. “If I ask you something, do you promise not to get
angry?”

Nikki returned the look.
“It depends on what it is.”

“Could it be that you don’t
want to go home because your mother was right? You’re trying to
save face?”

“No. That’s not
it.”

“Are you sure?” Corina
inquired. “I know you, and just like your mother, you don’t like to
be wrong.”

“That is true, but I wasn’t
meant to be a cowgirl, either.”


Chapter Two


“Next up is Ross Kincaid,” the rodeo announcer
said. “He is currently third in world standing. In the bull-riding
competition, he has been an all-around champion for the past two
years. Kincaid is the man to beat tonight.”

A round of applause and
whistles drowned out the rest of the announcer’s
sentence.

“Folks, Ross is in first
place and has a chance to ride away with the
twenty-five-thousand-dollar purse. All he has to do is stay on old
Delila for eight seconds. Ross is no stranger to riding. He was
born in a cowboy family. Yes, sir, riding is in his
blood.”

“I bet it is,” a young
woman said to her friend. They both giggled.

“I’d like to ride him,” the
other woman chimed in.

Ross threw his long legs
over the saddle. The large, black cowboy hat moved up and down as
he listened to instructions from his brothers, Junior and
Blake.

“Delila is a tough ole
girl,” Blake said. He hit Ross in the chest. “You are tougher. You
are a Kincaid.”

“Just relax. Concentrate,”
Junior added.

Ross took a couple of deep
breaths to calm the adrenaline pumping through his body. He’d
ridden the bull hundreds of times, but still gets a little nervous
each time. Three years ago, he’d suffered a spinal cord injury and
been out for an entire season. He was lucky. The fall could have
ended his career, or he could have been stomped to death. He’d
known many riders who’d died on the rodeo circuit.
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