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   Chapter 1
 
   Kendal
 
    
 
    
 
   I'd never seen Damon look so dejected, so fidgety, so lost. 
 
   "What can we do to fix this?" I leaned back in my chair and let my hands drop into my lap. We had ordered lunch, but it had yet to be served. Where I'd usually love to hang out with my best friend for an hour, today wasn't one of those days. I was sliding into a dark place in my own life, and watching Damon head-dive into depression wasn't helping much. 
 
   "Nothing." He glanced up from staring at his hands and shrugged. "I fucked up."
 
   "Everyone messes up, Damon." I reached for my water, enjoying the coolness of the glass in my hand. Life was a torrential accumulation of painful fuck-ups, but I thought it was only my life that told that story. It would seem that I was wrong. 
 
   "Right." He chuckled and let out a sigh as his eyes moved around the quaint restaurant in front of us. "All these women and any one of them would be mine with very little effort."
 
   "But you don't want any of these women." I took a quick sip of my water as I tried to think through the various ways we could get Bethany, Damon's ex-finance to forgive him, to see him in the light I saw him in. He might have been a shallow asshole from time to time, but deep down inside of his puffed up chest was a good man with a lot of hurt. 
 
   "No, I don't. I want my woman back." His shoulders stiffened as the waiter appeared beside us and set down our lunch. 
 
   I reached across and traded the grilled salmon in front of him for the burger in front of me. I ran every day so I could eat like shit... it was one of the only real pleasures in life that seemed to be constant. 
 
   "It's going to work out. You have to give her some time to think things through."
 
   "Is it?" He picked up his fork and pushed the fish around his plate. "And what if it doesn't? Am I willing to change? To soften? Can I even if I wanted to?"
 
   "I don't know." I shrugged and picked up my burger, pausing only briefly. "If Ana needed me to change all those years ago, I would have."
 
   "Bull shit." He lifted his eyebrow, challenging me. As much as I hated to be the center of his attention when he was in a foul mood, it was better to see him aggressive and moody than dull and non-responsive. 
 
   "No?" I spoke around a mouthful of burger. 
 
   "You didn't quit your job. That would have solved the problem, Kendal. The university couldn't have stepped in between the two of you because she wouldn't have been your student anymore."
 
   "No, you're right. I love my job, but don't let her off the hook that easily, please." I forced a tight smile, hating that the bastard was forcing me to go back to the most painful time of my life. 
 
   Misery loves company, even if it has to push its friends to the party. 
 
   Damon chuckled as his eyes darkened a little. "Do you miss her?"
 
   "Nope. I used to, but I'm over it." I lifted my napkin and wiped my mouth.
 
   "Then why aren't you dating, old friend?"
 
   "I haven't found the right woman. Unlike our college days, I'm not looking for a hot woman to bend over a bench somewhere. I want a relationship that matters."
 
   "Pussy." Damon snorted. 
 
   "That would be delicious as well." I took another bite of my burger and gave him a toothy grin. He could work to bait my emotions all he wanted to. I was used to him, and cared too much about him to let him push off his own hurt onto me. He wouldn't learn anything from doing so. 
 
   "She's going to be insanely pissed at you." He took a bite of his fish, but kept his brown eyes focused on me. 
 
   "And she should be." I shrugged and reached for the ketchup. "I set her up to have you run into us. It's no better than lying. The things I do for you, I swear."
 
   The tight line of his mouth softened a little. "I'm sorry about that. I know she's your TA. I shouldn't have-"
 
   "You didn't." I shook my head and reached for my water. "Stop being an emotional roller coaster and pull yourself together. You fucked up. Big damn deal. Get the girl back, or sell the ring and find another woman to worship you."
 
   "Worship?" He snorted and sat back in his chair. "Is that a joke?"
 
   "Nope. Look around. Half the women in this place are either staring at you, or pretending not to. It's disturbing." I laughed as a smirk lifted his lips. He needed to go after Bethany and soon. She was the kind of girl most men would trip over themselves to get to. Beautiful, young, incredibly brilliant and strong-willed. He'd almost felt something the first day she walked into his classroom not a month before. 
 
   The memory of their first encounter caused a laugh to bubble up inside of him. He stifled it and forced himself to keep his mind locked in the present instead of dipping into the past. Memory lane would quickly lead back to where it always did - to Ana. To her soft white sheets and caramel-colored skin. To the sound of her moaning his name as her back arched, her breasts jutted out. 
 
   "Hey. You here?" Damon thumped my arm as I came to.
 
   "Yeah. I was just thinking about the first day Bethany came in."
 
   "What about it?" Damon pushed his plate away, his food barely touched. 
 
   I chuckled. "She was considerate and nice, and I took it as a come-on."
 
   His brow pulled tight. "She came on to you?"
 
   "No, you idiot. Listen to what I'm saying and stop reading into it a million meanings. She was nice and I took it as a come-on because I'm hyper sensitive to women as I should be. I can't tell you the number of innocent looking college girls that basically throw their panties at me. It's disturbing."
 
   Damon's turn to laugh. "Wait, are you saying that all these women are attracted to you, and you, being the upright citizen that you are, turn them down?"
 
   "Of course I do, asshole." I picked up my burger. He was getting to me... though I promised myself he wouldn't. "It's not like I have a choice. I don't own my company, and my fingers aren’t stuck up my dad's ass, timing his pulse for the right moment to seize the opportunity."
 
   "Oh shit. I hit a nerve." Damon laughed and glanced around the room. "You assume these women are stealing glances at me, Kendal. What if they're not? What if it's you they’re looking at?"
 
   "It's irrelevant." I worked on my burger while he glanced around as if interested in truly assessing which of the two of us were being studied. Funny enough, he most likely hoped it was me, and I hoped it was him. Unwanted attention was a burden both of us were sick of sharing. 
 
   "Tell me about the first day my girl came into your classroom. How was she being nice?" He lifted his eyebrow and picked up the glass of red wine in front of him. 
 
   "We made small talk, and then she asked how old I was. The way she asked it left me concerned that she was busy calculating the math in her head between our ages." I shrugged as Damon snorted. "I gave her the speech."
 
   "Oh man, I haven't heard that in years. Give it to me."
 
   "You're a bastard, you know that?"
 
   "I do, and now make me feel better and give me the speech."
 
   "Having to recite my 'hands off speech' is much better than what we used to do in college every time one of us felt like shit." I shook my head as the images of sharing woman after woman came up. "At least I won't have to take a shower after this."
 
   "You might." He smiled and glanced around again. "You enjoyed all those orgies. Stop acting so fucking proper. It's me you're talking to."
 
   "Maybe, but those days are long gone." I brushed my fingers by my lips as my eyes locked with a pretty blond. She waved, and I smiled to be polite. Far too thin. 
 
   "Stop eye-fucking that chick behind me and give me the speech. Pretend I'm a horny college girl that is all over the idea of getting you in bed."
 
   I rolled my eyes. "I swear I hate you."
 
   "No you don't. Get to it." He glanced at his watch before giving me a smile. At least he was coming back to life a little. 
 
   "Fine, but don't give me shit over it."
 
   He lifted his hands in the air. "Never."
 
   "Right. Anyways, I'm not a model, nor do I care to be. I'm a guy that loves math, football and I'm an extreme stickler for the rules. I don't date students or TAs, so keep things staunchly professional between us, or I'll dismiss you." 
 
   "How about other professors?" He used the best female voice he could muster, which was fucking horrid to say the least. 
 
   I laughed and pushed my half-eaten burger away. "No one at the college. I'm going to have to join a dating site soon. I haven't taken a woman to my bed in two years."
 
   "Two years? Shit, man. Does your dick even work anymore?"
 
   "I can pee out of it. Does that count?" I reached for the bill when the waiter appeared with it. Damon might have been insanely wealthy, but paying for lunch had little to do with the size of our bank accounts. He was hurting over Bethany, and where I'd have given anything to help, my hands were tied. Lunch would have to do instead. 
 
   "I'd love to tell you where to find a great woman, but I've been searching since Christa myself." He picked up his wine glass and tossed back the rest of the contents before standing. "It's not like you want to hang out in a club or a bar at thirty-one."
 
   "Nope. I'd be the old creepy guy in the back. I have very little interest in that." I stood up and wiped my mouth as my phone buzzed in my pocket. I needed to get back to the university to wrap up a few things before heading out to the gym and yet another lonely night at home. 
 
   "Hey, man," Damon's expression softened, "I really do appreciate you trying to help me with Beth. Just redirect her if she starts talking about what a piece of shit I am around you."
 
   "I doubt that's going to happen, but you know I have your back. I'll do anything I can to help out, brother."
 
   "Good. You're my only friend." He reached out and gripped my shoulder, staring as if he had something else to say, but wasn't sure he could get it out. 
 
   "Stop being a pussy and walk to the door. All these women are going to think we're gay."
 
   "That might be our way out of being the center of attention." He lifted his eyebrow and released his hold on me. 
 
   "Fuck no. Your tits aren't big enough for me." I walked past him as he chuckled again. 
 
   The number on my phone was one I'd seen too many times in the last year. Memorial Hospital. 
 
   "Thanks for lunch, old friend." Damon extended his hand and smiled. 
 
   "Anytime." I shook his hand and turned to walk out to the parking lot as he moved toward the valet. We'd been given the same opportunities and yet had very different lives. Where he was a billionaire, I was living a little better than paycheck to paycheck, but happiness meant far more than money ever would. 
 
   "This is Kendal." I pressed the phone to my ear. 
 
   "Dr. Tarrington. This is Tinsley at Memorial Hospital. Amanda had another episode this morning. We need you to-"
 
   "I'm on my way right now." I tucked the phone into my pocket and ran toward my car. My little sister was all the family I had left in the world and with her MS getting more and more aggressive, it seemed like I'd soon lose her too. Fear wrapped around my heart as I fumbled with my keys and dropped them on the hot pavement. "Shit."
 
   She needed me and yet I couldn't provide the kind of care that would allow her to stay with me out at the house. She needed help twenty-four seven as her body began to give out. There wasn't a damn thing I could do about it either. 
 
   Hard emotions raged through me as I got in the car and started it before slamming my foot to the gas pedal. 
 
   "Why couldn't it have been me? Why didn't I get it instead?" I murmured the words I'd been mulling over for twenty-something years since Amanda got diagnosed with the degenerative disease. Where I couldn't seem to get life going, my sister would never get the chance to even try. Tears blurred my vision, and I shoved the thought away as I always did. The situation was what it was. All I could do was offer her comfort, my time... my heart. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
   Dana
 
    
 
    
 
   The loud crying that filled the hallway broke my heart. I quickly finished tying my scrubs and tugged my shirt over the top of my pants before jogging that way. Amanda Tarrington was one of my favorites on the floor, and I'd only been at the hospital for a few weeks. My internship with Memorial was turning out to be an overwhelming and eye-opening experience, if nothing else. 
 
   "It's okay. I'm right here, Mandy." The deep rumble of a male voice rolled over me as I stopped just inside the hospital room. Two nurses were standing on the far side of the bed, one giving the thrashing girl a shot while she wept loudly. 
 
   The handsome man leaning over the top of her had to be her brother. I'd yet to meet him, but the girls on the floor spend half the damn nights talking about how handsome and good-hearted he was. From what I could see from behind, handsome wouldn't exactly cover it. 
 
   I moved back out into the hall and took a shallow breath before turning and heading for the nurses’ station. I wouldn't be welcomed into the room with Amanda, though I knew I could settle her down without the use of sedation. I'd spent a lot of my time in her room, singing to her, talking to her... just being there. It fulfilled her need to have company and mine to take care of someone who was so beyond undeserving of the shitty card life had handed her. 
 
   "Dana. Come over here and tell me what this dosage is. I can't read this doctor's chicken scratch handwriting to save my life." Jackie handed me the clipboard as I paused in front of her. She was the other intern from UT Dallas, and we got along great, but fuck was I intimidated by her. Long blond hair, ruby red lips and the figure of Marilyn Monroe. I, on the other hand, was short, curvy and a little overweight. 
 
   "It's twenty milligrams." I handed her the clipboard back and turned to watch one of the nurses walk out of Amanda's room. "What happened with Mandy?"
 
   "She's not getting any movement in her arms today." Jackie shook her head as her expression fell. "I swear MS has to be one of the worst fucking diseases on the planet."
 
   "Agreed." I let out a soft sigh and picked up the clipboard with my rounds on it. The hardest part about working in the hospital was going to be my empathetic nature. I wanted to cure and heal everyone, which led me to believe that maybe my life would take a drastic turn after graduating from UT the next spring. Maybe that wouldn’t be the end of my education, but instead the beginning. Maybe med school was next. 
 
   I glanced up as Tinsley walked up to the nurses’ station, shaking her head. 
 
   "I swear I hate to see that girl in pain, but having her sexy-ass brother come running each time is almost worth it." She snorted. "He is honestly the hottest guy I've seen in years. I'm going to give him my number."
 
   "What?" I couldn't believe what I was hearing. Amanda being in pain was worth it because her brother came running every time something happened? How fucked up was that? "I don't think that's very professional."
 
   "Right, and no one asked you, did they?" She gave me a cocky grin and tapped the tip of my nose with her finger. "Keep your lips closed and get your ass in gear. People are close to death around here and need their meds. That's all you, intern."
 
   I forced the anger burning inside my chest to dissipate enough that I could breathe past it. She wasn't the only bitch in the group of nurses I was being forced to work with, but the head bitch for sure. I gathered the supplies I needed and started down the sterile hall in front of me. An odd peace settled on my shoulders as I started to stop by each room, greeting the patients and offering a little bit of hope where I could. 
 
   I saved my favorite for the last. Mr. Jackson. The grumpiest old man on the whole damn floor. 
 
   "Morning, Mr. Jackson." I checked the chart and picked up the small cup of pills before walking toward him. 
 
   "Morning yourself, fruit fly," he grumbled and covered his mouth with his hands, shaking his head. 
 
   "Come on, now. You know this will make you feel better. It always does." I reached out and brushed my fingers along his hand. 
 
   "Stop hitting on me. It's sexual harassment."
 
   "But you’re cute." I lifted my eyebrow and tried hard not to smile. 
 
   "This is true." He dropped his hands and took the cup from me. "You know these damn pills make me have to piss like a fire hydrant, right?"
 
   "Fire hydrants don't piss." I tilted my head to the side as a smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. He was close to ninety and still giving everyone hell every chance he got. 
 
   "You kids nowadays have no damn imagination." He huffed and popped the pills into his mouth, chewing them and swallowing. He grunted and leaned back. "Those taste like shit."
 
   I couldn't help but laugh. He said the same thing every day, did the same thing, and yet I wasn't able to keep my composure. 
 
   "Why don't you just swallow them with water like everyone else?" I took the cup from him and poured him a cup of water, which he refused. 
 
   "I need to know what's in them. If I don't chew them, I don't know." He shrugged and tugged his covers up toward his throat. "Now, get out. I'm in the middle of my favorite show."
 
   I glanced back at the TV to find it off. "I love this one too."
 
   "Silly girl. There's nothing on." He rolled his eyes and waved me off. 
 
   "Old people nowadays... no imagination." I turned and walked out to the sound of him cackling. 
 
   "I like you, kid. Stick around?" His voice followed me into the hall.
 
   "I plan to," I mumbled under my breath before dropping off my tray and walking out to the smoke break area. Where I didn't smoke, I still took a few ten minute breaks to get some fresh air and clear my head. I moved out onto the patio at the back of the hospital and pulled out my phone. Olivia would be at lunch, which meant I had a few minutes to catch up with my best friend. 
 
   "Hey!" The sound of her voice caused me to release a breath I didn't realize I was holding. 
 
   "Hey. How are you?" I found a bench on the side of the hospital under several large shade trees. September in Dallas meant it was still hot as hell. Summer had very little respect for fall or even winter some years. 
 
   "I'm good. I was just thinking about your offer to come visit." I let my eyes move across the bright green and blues that accented each other beautifully in front of me. 
 
   "New York in the summer isn't much better than Texas, I'm afraid." She chuckled. "But... I would love to have you anytime you want to come."
 
   "I'm thinking around Christmas unless you're coming back here to see your mom." 
 
   "I'm not sure what I'm going to do just yet. There is still a little bit of hope around Luke giving me a ring sometime soon." She huffed loudly. 
 
   "You don't even like him."
 
   "Yes I do." 
 
   "Liar. You haven't sounded happy since high school and you know it." I smiled at the memories we had from high school. Growing up sucked seeing that it took away your excuse for being a relationship-idiot. I was still floundering around on the topic of making a relationship work. It would seem I was handicapped in that area, as I'd always been. 
 
   "Don't start this again. Luke and I are going to get married eventually. It just works."
 
   "It? What's it?"
 
   "Him and me together." She cleared her throat. "Enough about me... how are things at the hospital? You started your internship, right?"
 
   "Yeah." I glanced back as the door opened and three nurses I didn't know walked out. "It's good. I love the work and the patients. The nurses are bitches, but I guess that happens to some people after years of working around misery. There has to be some way to protect yourself from feeling too much."
 
   "I can see how you might get emotionally wasted by it day after day."
 
   "I love it here." I stood up and lifted my free hand to the sky, stretching. 
 
   "And what about Cameron? How's that going?"
 
   "Ugh," I groaned and let my hand drop. "We're still together, but it's more like roommates who are borderline tired of each other. If he mentions me going to the gym one more time, I'm likely to drop-kick him in the balls."
 
   "Ouch. He's still doing that shit?"
 
   "Yes, and the other day, he packed me a bag of carrots and grapes for lunch." I shook my head and walked back toward the hospital. 
 
   "Just carrots and grapes?" She laughed. 
 
   "Yes. Obviously I need to shave. I look like a fucking bunny rabbit to him." I rolled my eyes and tried to ignore the glares I got from the three women puffing away to my left. Why everyone had to dump on the interns was beyond me. It would have made more sense that they support and help those of us just starting our careers, but that wasn't at all the experience I'd been given. 
 
   "You need to drop him, Dana."
 
   "Maybe, but being lonely is worse than being chastised all the time, or at least today it still is." I figured when I got fed up with Cameron's not so subtle hints about me losing weight that I would either lose the weight or tell him to fuck off. One or the other was soon to happen with the way things were going lately. 
 
   "Come here to New York when you graduate in May. We can get an apartment together and-"
 
   "You're getting married, silly." I pushed the door open and walked into the coolness of the hospital. "I gotta go. I'll call you later. Go make some money in that big investment firm you're sure to be running soon."
 
   "All right. Call me later though. It's all going to work out."
 
   "I agree. I just wish I could see around the edges of what's to come so I could prepare a little better."
 
   "Where is the fun in that?"
 
   "Very true. Love you." I dropped the call, slipped my phone back into my pocket and turned the corner to hear Amanda cry out again. The sound of her wailing filled the hall. "What the hell?"
 
   I jogged toward the open door, wondering why the sedatives didn't calm her down, but then again it was my assumption that she'd been given a sedative and not something else. I walked in to find Jackie standing on the other side of the bed, her face pale, eyes wide. 
 
   Amanda's brother was bent over the bed, rubbing her long brown hair back and trying to soothe her with his promise that everything would be okay, but it wouldn't... it couldn't... 
 
   "Move," I mumbled to Jackie and took her spot on the other side of the thrashing girl. She was a year younger than me, but she looked ten years older. "Amanda. Look at me."
 
   I reached out and gripped her chin, turning her and forcing her to look at me. 
 
   "Hey. Be careful with her." Her brother's voice was sharp, condescending. 
 
   I ignored him and smiled down at her. "Remember what we talked about yesterday? Old Mr. Jackson?"
 
   She panted as her eyes moved about wildly, but she stopped thrashing for a minute. 
 
   Releasing the tight hold I had on her, I leaned down and pressed my elbows to the bed beside her, leaning my chin on my balled up fists. "You should have seen him this morning. He chewed up those damn pills again."
 
   Her brother took a few steps back and let out a shaky breath. I wanted to glance up and get a good look at him, but she needed me to remain locked on her for a little while longer. 
 
   "No w-w-water?" She closed her eyes and took a deep breath as tears spilled down into her hair. "I'm scared."
 
   "I know, sweetheart." I leaned forward and pressed my forehead to the side of her head like I would do my older sister when life had dealt her a shitty blow. "I'm right here, though. Your brother is here, the nurses are here, hell, old man Jackson is still here. We're not going anywhere."
 
   A soft sob left her, and I glanced up and locked eyes with her brother, motioning for him to come closer. 
 
   He moved in and bent over, wrapping her in a tight hug and tucking her face into the side of his neck as she cried softly. The moment wasn't mine to have, so I moved back and wiped my eyes before moving out of the room. I wasn't sure I'd seen a more stunning man in my life. 
 
   Messy brown hair, strong shoulders, sensual lips and deep green eyes. My heart fluttered in my chest as I pressed my back to the closed door. 
 
   Of course he was gorgeous... As if I needed another thing to fantasize about. As if I had a choice now. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
   Kendal
 
    
 
    
 
   The dark-haired beauty that calmed Mandy walked out of the room, and I was grateful for the quiet. My baby sister slipped into a restful sleep as I brushed my hand down the back of her hair and rocked her as best I could. Every part of me hurt for her, longed for a way to transfer my good health to her and let me take on her disease for her. It wasn't going to happen, but it didn't stop me from wanting it. 
 
   I laid her down and moved back from the bed as my heart ached in my chest. She was the perfect replica of our mother at twenty-four. Long brown hair and green eyes, pale skin and a huge smile that pulled everyone in to see what she had to say. Too bad I hadn't seen it for the last two to three years. 
 
   I glanced over my shoulder, wanting to chase down the nurse that had the power to calm my sister. I needed to thank her, and truth be told, I wanted to study her unabashed. Her long dark hair was a beautiful accent to her tanned skin and hazel eyes. She had to have been a head shorter than me, but not petite. Her curves were feminine and thick. I took a shaky breath as my body reacted in ways that were less than appropriate in the middle of a hospital room where my sister was suffering. Shame crashed into me, and I turned and walked out into the hallway, just needing a minute to gather my thoughts. 
 
   "Kendal?" 
 
   I turned at the sound of my sister's best friend's voice. "Terri, it's good to see you."
 
   Lies. Terri was the last person on the face of the planet that I wanted to run into. She'd been Amanda's best friend since they were in grade school, and where I was more than grateful for her loving my sister, she wanted to love me too, and not in ways that I could return the favor. Having slept with her a few times over the last five years, she was hopeful that something would start between us, but that was impossible seeing that I planned to avoid her for the rest of my days. 
 
   "It's good to see you too." She extended her arms and I couldn't deny her a quick hug. "You look incredible."
 
   "You do too." I tried to ignore the neediness in her eyes. 
 
   "Thanks. I've been working out." She moved back and turned around slowly. 
 
   I gave her a tight smile and ran my fingers through my hair. "Mandy's having a hard day today. I left her in there sleeping, but she's losing feeling in her arms."
 
   "Oh no. That's horrible." She pressed her hand to the center of my chest. "I'm going to go in and spend some time with her unless you wanted a little more time to yourselves?"
 
   "No, I'm going to go up to the college for a while. I'll tell the nurses if they need me to just call." I glanced around, hoping to find the pretty girl that had the power to calm my sister with only a few words. 
 
   "I'm sure they know that." She chuckled as I turned back to her. The subtle shift in her expression let me know she was moving from a friendly encounter to asking me out... again. "I was thinking maybe we could have a drink sometime. You know... talk about what the plans are for Mandy after she gets back out of here?"
 
   There. The pretty brunette who had my stomach tightening walked toward me with a smile on her face. She was nothing less than stunning, and yet the way she carried herself told me quickly that she didn't think much of herself. 
 
   "I'd love to, but I can't." I licked my lips as a thought filled my mind. 
 
   "Why not? It's been two years, Kendal. We were so good together. Don't you-"
 
   "Hey, Terri, this is Dana." I reached for the nurse’s hand, grateful that her name tag was evident. "We've been dating for about six months. She's been taking great care of Mandy. Have you gotten the chance to meet her?"
 
   If the nurse was surprised, she hid it well. I wrapped my arm around her narrow shoulders and smiled down at her. Fuck she was hot. 
 
   "Um... no." Terri extended her hand. "I'm Mandy's best friend. Are you new here?"
 
   "Somewhat." She shook Terri's hand and slid her arm around the back of my waist as she glanced back up at me. "Did you get her to go to sleep?"
 
   "Yeah. She fell asleep while I was holding her. How did you-"
 
   "Well, I'm going to leave you two to it... whatever it is." Terri turned and walked into Mandy's hospital room. 
 
   I released the pretty girl and tried hard not to breathe in deeply. It would have been more than obvious that I was the creep of the century for trying to smell more of her perfume. 
 
   "How did you get her to calm down?" I turned to face her and let my eyes run down the front of her beautiful body as she glanced down the hall as if expecting someone to catch us in something inappropriate. 
 
   "What was that all about first?" She turned back to me and smiled. 
 
   My cock twitched in my slacks, and for the first time in a really long time, my pulse spiked. Ana. She reminded me of Ana more than I cared to admit. With the flood of hormones came the pain of loss. 
 
   "I just needed to get her off my back. She's Mandy's best friend and hits on me every time I see her. She's too young for me, and honestly... I'm not interested."
 
   "But you slept with her?" The girl lifted her eyebrow. 
 
   I laughed. "Why would you think that?"
 
   "It's obvious." She crossed her arms over her chest, accentuating just how full her breasts were. Need pulsed through me as my mouth grew dry. How nice it would be to make love to a woman and feel her body bend to my will, to touch her and taste her in ways that left her begging for more. There wasn't much I wasn't willing to do for the girl I took to my bed, but it had been too long, and I was almost too needy. Damon would have had a field day giving me shit over my sensitive nature should he have known about it. 
 
   "How so?" I slipped my hands into my pockets and tried to turn my attention to anything but her. I failed in my efforts and decided flirting wouldn't be a bad thing necessarily. 
 
   "I could just tell." She shrugged. "Your sister is a great girl. I'm sorry for all she's going through."
 
   My bravado waned a little. "Yeah. It's been a long life for her."
 
   "You as well." She tilted her head to the side a little. "Are you always having to fend off women?"
 
   I chuckled. "More often than I care to discuss with a beautiful stranger."
 
   Her cheeks colored pink as she glanced toward the nurses’ station. "I'm not a stranger. We've been dating for six months, right? Did I get that part right?"
 
   The desire to reach out and touch her face drove through my center. "Six months, two weeks, three days and two hours."
 
   "Wow. You're a romantic, aren't you? Do you bring flowers?"
 
   "Only if I want sex." I lifted my eyebrow and chuckled as she gave me a look. 
 
   "You're as corrupt as the next guy." 
 
   "Maybe, but I like to think not."
 
   "Well, it was nice to meet you, Mr. Tarrington." She extended her hand and studied me in a way that made me want to open up and share with her whatever she was after to find. 
 
   "Kendal. Nice to meet you, Dana." I gripped her hand softly and breathed in subtly. "How long have you been a nurse here at Memorial?"
 
   "Now you're just stalling." She laughed and pulled her hand from mine. "Have a nice day."
 
   "No flirting? No date? No hitting on me?" I couldn't help but tease her. 
 
   "Heavens no." She turned and walked down the hall, not looking back at me as I'd hoped she would. The thick swell of her ass filled up her scrubs in a way that had my body reacting violently. I needed to get laid. Here I was hitting on the youngest girl in the hospital like the idiot I was. For some reason I had a bend toward finding women that were all wrong for me in the worst of ways.
 
   "Why not?" I hated myself for asking. 
 
   "Because you expect me to, Kendal." She turned the corner as I let out a long sigh and pulled my keys from my pocket. I had no clue who she was other than her name, but for the first time in a long time, I wanted to. 
 
   I walked to my car languidly as thoughts of Ana filled my mind. It was going to be beyond unfair to every woman I took to my bed, because they all became Ana. Where I wasn't in love anymore, the memory of what might have been filled every part of my mind. I wanted a partner in life that I could adore, dote on, spend endless amounts of time with and still want more. One time would never be enough, one more kiss would fall short, one more dance would leave me yearning. Ana had promised to be all of that and more. 
 
   "Why? Why me?" I walked out into the sunny afternoon and paused to breathe in deeply. 
 
   "Kendal. You leaving so soon?" Tinsley turned from where she was perched on the side of the building smoking. The woman was pretty in her own right, but had a cattiness about her that drove me mad. 
 
   "Yeah. Amanda is sleeping and seems to be okay for now. I'd really love to get a call when you guys get the test results back from what's happening with her." I ignored the way the woman let her eyes roam freely over me. 
 
   "Of course. I always call you when something comes up." She bit her lip and glanced around. "How's work going?"
 
   Small talk. Great. 
 
   "It's good. Speaking of..." I smiled and spun my keys on my finger. "I gotta get up there. Thanks for keeping an eye on my sister."
 
   "For you? Absolutely." 
 
   I moved past her and bit my tongue to keep from commenting on the fact that watching out for Amanda had very little to do with me and more to do with a code of ethics she should have as a nurse. I didn't have the right to talk about ethics though, seeing that I'd thrown mine to the wind six years before and bedded one of my students. I hadn't had the desire to do the same to anyone since, but Dana might have changed that. 
 
   The sadness over Mandy was overshadowed for a minute by the idea of asking Dana out for a drink or maybe even dinner. I couldn't date anyone in my classes, and wouldn't dream of asking out another professor, but a pretty nurse at the hospital? Absolutely. 
 
   What were the odds that I might find the right girl for me standing over Mandy's hospital bed? She had to be kind and caring if she were willing to give up her life to serve others in the capacity that the medical field deserved. 
 
   "Stop it," I grumbled and got in the car before letting out a long breath. I was a hopeless romantic in search for the type of relationship that probably didn't exist. After all the shit I'd done in my past regarding women, I didn't deserve a good one. I deserved a Terri or Tinsley. The type of woman that would slut herself out for me for a few weeks and move on to the next man. The promise of sex was the initial hook, but when they soon discovered that I wasn't anything like my alpha best friend, they'd most likely go running for the hills. Love stories were a dime a dozen. 
 
   Too bad mine only felt worthy of pennies. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
   Dana
 
    
 
    
 
   "Happy hour!" Jackie bounced on her feet beside me as I tried to finish logging in my rounds for the afternoon. 
 
   "It's Monday. Where is there a happy hour around here?"
 
   "No clue, but we're going to find it, and if not, we'll flirt with the right group of guys to get a free beer or two out of the deal." She pushed her blond hair off her shoulder and gave me a warm smile. 
 
   "Maybe you can flirt your way into free liquor, but I've yet to learn that skill." I smirked before glancing down and trying to wrap up. It'd been a long day, and the encounter with Kendal had me second-guessing my relationship with Cameron. It was sad that meeting someone new would leave me recycling the same tired conversation in my head, but there it was again... 
 
   I deserved someone better. Someone that would see me for who I am and not pick at the extra fifteen pounds I'd gained. Someone who could appreciate me as a nurse and not see me as a student who needed to be coached through life. 
 
   "You want me to invite the other interns to go with us?" She lifted her eyebrow and leaned closer. 
 
   "Why? Is there a cute boy in the bunch?" I submitted the report and stood up. 
 
   "No, but there's a hot surgeon that's visiting for two weeks from New York's St. Mark's hospital. He's fucking blistering hot." She fanned herself and gave me a knowing look. 
 
   "Oh Lord." I walked to the locker room and glanced over my shoulder. "You slept with him, didn't you?"
 
   "Hell yes, I did. He's busy taking some other doctors out for dinner tonight, but I'm hoping he'll call after he's done."
 
   "You're corrupt." I pushed the door to the locker room open and walked to my locker, avoiding the older nurses around me. 
 
   "You're just jealous." Jackie moved up and pressed her shoulder against the locker beside mine. 
 
   "I really am. I have nothing to share that would even come close to comparing." I started to give her a smile, but yelped as someone tugged on a strand of my hair. I turned to find Tinsley standing behind me, hands on her hips. 
 
   "Just a word to the wise... When dealing with a patient, you never treat them like family. You're making a big mistake in doing that." She shrugged as if I was a dumb-ass and she was saving me from myself. 
 
   "That so?" I turned back to my locker and pulled out my jacket. "Thanks for the advice, though I'm not really sure how you would know how I treat patients unless you're watching the monitors late at night alone."
 
   She snorted. "They're talking about how nice you are, Dana. Our job is to take care of people, not care for them."
 
   "Says who?" I turned and ignored the 'shut-the-fuck-up' look I got from Jackie. I'd never been one to back down from a fight, and it wasn't starting now. 
 
   "Says our code of conduct." Tinsley shook her head and turned on her heel to walk back toward her group of friends. "Just do your job and stop acting like this place needs your soft touch. It doesn't."
 
   "I-"
 
   Jackie grabbed my arm and smiled. "Beer... on me. I'll flirt for us."
 
   "Fine," I grumbled and walked toward the door. Someone needed to put the rest of the nursing staff in their place, but as an intern it wasn't going to be me. I had a few more months of keeping my head low and just getting through the evaluation process. After that, I could get back to life and make some hard decisions. 
 
   Business or nursing? Or both?
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Here!" Jackie sat down and handed me a beer. 
 
   I glanced around the overcrowded bar and wondered where the hell all these people's spouses were. Surely there weren't that many single people in the medical center in Dallas on a Monday night. It was concerning. 
 
   "Thanks." I took the beer and took a long drink as my eyes scanned the crowd. 
 
   "Okay, so the guy’s name is Parks. He's got spiky black hair and deep green eyes, huge muscles, and his dick is-"
 
   "Whoa. Hold up." I lifted my hand and shook my head. "I'm not interested in talking about the size of anyone's dick. If I meet the guy, all I'll be thinking about is what you said about his man parts. No thank you."
 
   She laughed. "Fine, but he's so damn hot, Dana. I honestly think I'm going to try to get a job at St. Mark's when we graduate in May."
 
   "For him? You'd move to New York for some random doctor you've been sleeping with for what, three days?"
 
   "Two, and yes." She shrugged and took a long drink of her beer. "You haven't seen him."
 
   "Looks fade, and sex gets old after a while." I leaned back in my seat and stared at the menu, trying to decide if eating buffalo wings or potato skins would piss Cameron off more. To say he was controlling would have been a mild understatement. 
 
   "Whatever. I'm going to live while I'm young." She tapped the table in front of me, pulling my attention from my menu. "Unlike you. You need to drop that idiot you're dating."
 
   "We've been together for a few years now. It's not that easy." I shrugged and let the menu slide from my grasp. "Besides... he's a good guy. He's got a great job, a good family and he's trying to help me become a better person."
 
   "He's a controlling dick-wad who thinks you need to get braces, change your hair color and lose weight. What kind of boyfriend is that?"
 
   "One that cares? I don't know." I pushed the menu around and tried to find the will to fight against her accusations. Most of them were true, leaving my efforts wasted even if I did resurrect the desire to defend him. 
 
   "Bull shit. Are you guys having great sex or something? He's an okay looking guy, but you could do so much better. There has to be more to it. Is he black mailing you?" She lifted her eyebrow as she pressed her beer to her lips. 
 
   I snorted. "That's rich. No, he isn't black mailing me. He's just a good guy I met a few years ago in a business class. We hit it off, had okay sex and things just comfortably moved into the relationship we have now. He's controlling, big damn deal. I bet this Parks character is controlling too."
 
   "In the bedroom, yes." She sighed in a girlie fashion and giggled. "I'm so in love with him."
 
   "You're delusional. He's probably got a wife and kids back in New York."
 
   "He does not!"
 
   "And he's probably in his sixties." I smiled, enjoying myself far more than I should have. Bursting her bubble was a bitch-move, but someone needed to. She was professing love for some pompous-ass surgeon she'd been sleeping with for two days. The need to dump a bucket of ice water over her pretty head and scream 'wake-up' was almost overwhelming. 
 
   "He's thirty-one, which is no older than the sexy guy you were wrapped around in the hall earlier today."
 
   Her words stunned me. "Sexy guy that I was wrapped around? Oh... Kendal."
 
   "Right... Kendal." She wagged her eyebrows and giggled again. "Are you guys sleeping together?"
 
   "Is everything about sex with you?" I'd known her for four years since starting the nursing program together at UT Dallas. Everything was most certainly about sex for her, and from what I could tell, no one was going to be changing that anytime soon. 
 
   "I take that as a no." She sat back as the server appeared beside us and smiled warmly.
 
   "Ladies. Can I get you anything to eat tonight? It's happy hour in the bar, and I'm happy to give you those discounts if you want something." His eyes lingered on me a little longer than was comfortable, which was odd. Jackie was stunning, and I looked like a tired, overweight nurse with no hope for a good time anytime soon. 
 
   "Buffalo wings or potato skins?" I asked her and tried not to let the guy's stare unnerve me. 
 
   "Both." She handed the server the menu and waited until he was gone to let out a sharp laugh. "Did you see the way he was watching you? Did you know him?"
 
   "No." I turned and let my eyes follow him as he disappeared behind the bar. "He's cute, but not someone I know from anywhere."
 
   "You should hit on him. See where it goes."
 
   "I'm dating someone, remember? We just talked about this." I finished my beer in a few long pulls from the bottle and sat back. "Besides, I don't want a new relationship, Jackie. My old one sucks just to the point of me handling it."
 
   "That's stupid. You know that's no way to live. You need to get out there and find the right guy, not the safe one." She leaned forward. "We know better than anyone else that life can snatch your ass up in the blink of an eye. We see it every day in the hospitals, in our studies, fuck, you've had it happen in your own life."
 
   "Don't." I shook my head, warning her. My father had been killed by a drunk driver at the start of my freshman year in college, causing me to fail most of my classes and struggle like crazy to get back into the program. He'd been my hero, my rock, my everything. After losing him, the world darkened a little. Jackie was right though... life was too short to cling to people and situations that continued to let me down. It was just easier to think about it than actually have to do anything. 
 
   "I'm sorry. No more talking about sad shit. Forgive me." She reached across the table and squeezed my forearm. "How is your mom anyway? Last question about family and I'll leave you alone."
 
   "She's good. She's still living life as if she expects dad to come walking into the house any minute, but I get it, you know? She's not delusional that he will, but she's protecting herself from the truth."
 
   "That's not healthy, but I get it too." She pulled out her phone, glanced down and squealed. "Yes! He's free tonight. I want you to meet him, Dana. He's so damn hot."
 
   I laughed, unable to help myself. "I'm good, but thank you."
 
   "You're missing out."
 
   "He's your man, and newsflash, for the tenth time, I have a man."
 
   "You have an asshole with a stick up his ass and a collar dangling from his hand."
 
   "We said only happy things from here on out." I reached for her beer and took a drink before she snatched it back. 
 
   "All right, let's talk about Amanda's brother." Her smile grew wider. "I hear he's a professor at the college."
 
   "What? No way. He's in his late twenties. How in the world could he be a professor?"
 
   "I'd say he's early thirties. He's got this mature look that says he's past his twenties."
 
   "Is he married?" I shouldn't have asked. Fuck, I shouldn't have cared. 
 
   "No clue, but I can find out." She dropped her phone back into her purse and pushed her beer toward me. "Want me to?"
 
   "No. Yes." I sighed. "How would you go about doing this?"
 
   "I'm not giving away trade secrets. You want me to or not?"
 
   "Yeah, I guess, but only because you want to know." I finished the beer and tried not to let myself get excited. I was with Cameron and right, wrong or indifferent, I wasn't changing that anytime soon. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   It was after nine by the time I walked into the apartment. The smell of Chinese lingered in the air, causing my stomach to turn. Too many beers and greasy food wasn't helping much either. 
 
   The sound of Cameron snoring softly on the couch left guilt racing through me. He was a good guy by most standards. He was willing to provide for us, hold me at night and cared about my health. The sex was pathetic at best, and he was a little more condescending than I wanted to admit, but everyone had to take the good with the bad. 
 
   I walked toward him and forced the thoughts of Kendal out of my mind. I was being an idiot about all of it, and I knew it. I'd text Jackie later and tell her not to dig into the handsome professor. I was good where I was in life, and letting anything rock the boat would just cause heartache and trouble that I wasn't willing to deal with. 
 
   "Hey baby." I sunk down on my knees between Cameron's legs and ran my hands up his thighs, squeezing softly. 
 
   He jerked awake and inhaled loudly as his dark brown eyes moved about the room. 
 
   "Just me," I whispered and moved closer, pressing my breasts between his legs and leaning over to wrap my arms around his thin waist. He wasn't a hunk by any stretch of the imagination, but kept his body in good shape, though far too thin for me. Being around him made me feel about three times bigger than I was, or so I hoped that was the case. Maybe I was the delusional one, not my mother. 
 
   "Did you eat good tonight? I made you some brown rice and veggies." He ran his hand down the back of my head and dropped back down against the couch. 
 
   "Yeah, sure did." I turned and brushed my lips by the outline of his cock in his slacks. 
 
   "Not now, Dana. I'm tired." He moved backward, sitting up more and let out a soft sigh. "Did you exercise today yet?"
 
   "No. I just walked in the door from a work happy hour." I tried to hide the burn of rejection and climbed to my feet. 
 
   "You know how fattening beer is, right?" He grumbled under his breath something about trying to help me and me never accepting it. 
 
   "Yeah, I know." I walked to the kitchen and stood in front of the stove as tears burned my eyes. Veggies, brown rice and a diet pill. Fucking awesome. 
 
   "It's only nine. Get on the treadmill in the bedroom for twenty minutes while I take a shower and then we can crash. It'll do you good."
 
   I glanced over my shoulder and tried to remember why I'd decided to let him in my life. 
 
   "You love me, right?" I asked, hating how soft and needy my voice sounded. 
 
   "This again?" He ran his fingers through his hair and turned to walk down the hallway, calling after me, "Treadmill, Dana."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
   Kendal
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn't seem to shake the desire to make a stop by the hospital to check on my sister. Part of it was to make sure she was doing better today than she was the day before when she had her melt-down. The other part was the hope of running into her nurse, Dana. 
 
   Jogging up the stairs to the business building, I tried to let my wayward thoughts go and get focused on the meeting with Dean Durham I had in twenty minutes. He was a great guy, but a hard-hitter. He was the kind of guy that could look at someone and assess any situation in a matter of minutes. He was classy and the kind of guy I wanted to be when I got older. Running the accounting department was a dream I hadn't shared with anyone, not even Damon. It seemed too farfetched after being put under probation for two of my six years on staff. Getting tenure was at the top of my list of things to do just to ensure I could cover my ass should another false allegation arise. 
 
   "Kendal. You got a minute?" Eliza Turner moved up beside me as I walked toward my office. 
 
   "Of course, Dr. Turner. What can I do for you?" Eliza was the other cost accounting professor on staff, but she also had several of the master's courses on her plate. 
 
   "What is your schedule looking like for the later part of the fall?" 
 
   I held the door open for her and waited until she moved inside to join her. She was twenty years my senior and someone I looked up to as a mentor of sorts. There wasn't much I wouldn't do to support her, seeing that she'd supported me a few years back during my latest debacle at UT. 
 
   "It's the same as it is now unless something new comes up. I have my five cost accounting classes and that's about it." I smiled warmly and motioned for her to exit the elevator before me. "You need my help on a new project?"
 
   "No, though I might get you to review my work for the submission to the SEC on intangible assets."
 
   "I'd love to. You know I'm happy to help you with anything you have going on." I paused by the main door to the hallway of offices where we spent very little time. 
 
   "Thank you, but the other thing I need help on is teaching one of the mini-mester classes. It runs from October fifteenth through the holidays."
 
   "Oh." My heart skipped a beat. I was a nerd and a half when it came to teaching accounting classes. After two years of teaching basics I finally got to move to cost accounting, but the hope of teaching something more advanced was part of what kept me going from day to day. 
 
   "I'd love to, Eliza. Just let me know the subject matter and I'll spend my nights getting up to date on it."
 
   She chuckled. "It's financial statement analysis. Why is it so disturbing to hear that a handsome young man like yourself is spending your nights reading old dusty textbooks and not wooing some beautiful young woman."
 
   I smiled. "We know how well my track record is with women. Books are far more safe as far as I'm concerned."
 
   She reached up and touched the side of my head like my mother used to do. "You can't only live in here for the rest of your life, Kendal."
 
   "No? It's safe in there." I gave her a sad smile as she moved her hand down to my chest, just over my heart. 
 
   "Ah, but that's the beauty of loving someone. It's the thrill of the risk you take, the value of the hope you invest in. Live here before you forget how it feels to love."
 
   I cupped my hand over hers and smiled. "Better stop feeling me up, or everyone is going to start talking about us."
 
   "Please. My Fred's been dead ten years, and there are days when I miss him like crazy, but most days... I'm singing hallelujah for the quiet. The man was a horn-ball and a half." She grunted and walked toward her office, leaving me to stand in shock. She was as unpredictable as the wind. 
 
   "More than I needed to know, Eliza."
 
   "Dr. Turner to you, boy."
 
   I chuckled and walked into my office with just enough time to grab my files and march back up to Dean Durham's office. His secretary gave me a curt smile and nodded to the vacant chairs outside of his office. 
 
   "He'll be right with you, Dr. Tarrington."
 
   "Great, thanks." I sat down and stifled the desire to tell her that her hair looked nice. It did, but there was no way in hell I was giving out compliments. Everything I said got taken the wrong way, no matter how innocent my words were. Between falling in love with Ana six years before and having one of my junior students allege rape against me two years after that... I was blacklisted. Nothing I did or said was ever taken at face value again, no matter the fact that everything was cleared up and cleaned up in both situations. 
 
   "Kendal. Come on in, buddy." Mark leaned out of his open door and extended his hand to me as I walked into his oversized office. The large bull head sitting on the wall never failed to pull a chuckle from me. "You laughing at my talents?" He glanced up at it with pride in his eyes. 
 
   "It smells like a goat in here, Mark." I dropped down in the seat in front of his desk and smiled. "You been hunting lately."
 
   "Hell no. My wife is pregnant again. I swear I'm going to have to get both of us fixed to make this shit stop." He snorted and pulled out a file. 
 
   "Or stop being so active." I shrugged as he glanced up. He was the only other man in our department and to say we were close would be an understatement. His support was about all I had going for me outside of Eliza's trust and friendship. 
 
   "Fuck that." He opened the file. "Speaking of..."
 
   "I'm not talking about my sex life with you. That had to be the most uncomfortable hour of my existence last month. Leave it be." I rolled my eyes as he gave me a quirky smile. The bastard was a Kappa Alpha, and though he was ten years older than me, brothers were brothers for life in the fraternity. He honored that... and I did too. 
 
   "Fine, but my wife has a cousin that-"
 
   "No. Let's talk about this new master's class you guys are finally letting me teach."
 
   "Eliza told you? That old goat. I wanted to tell you." He got up and walked toward his bookshelf, pulling something off and handing it to me. "Here is the curriculum. It's electronic too, and I'll have Eliza unlock the files for you, but I know you like the smell of old shit, so there's the book for you to enjoy as well."
 
   I laughed and took the book from him. "What else am I here for?"
 
   A knock at the door resounded behind me, and I stiffened. 
 
   "We have a new financial accounting professor joining us seeing that Daisy Jackson decided to up and quit last week."
 
   "Daisy quit? Why?" I turned in my seat as he opened the door and glanced over his shoulder. His thick upper body blocked my view from seeing who was standing on the other side, but the shapely legs I could see had my attention. 
 
   "Family problems. You're going to mentor our new professor." He turned and spoke to the woman for a few minutes as I tried to figure out how I was going to nicely tell him no. Where we were close enough to talk sex, women and past failures, he was still my boss. 
 
   I stood up and figured I would suck it up and help him out until we found someone else to do it. No reason to deny him my help when I had the time and he'd finally come through on the promise to give me an advanced class to teach. Hopefully the woman's legs were no prediction of her body. I didn't need a fox beside me to tempt me into being the man I was in college. I'd buried him in the sand six years back, and fuck if he didn't try to poke his ugly head up from time to time. 
 
   "Kendal, this is Heather Turner. She's from UCLA and has been highly recommended for this new spot with us. You'll be her mentor until she gets her feet wet." He moved back, and I nearly choked. Not only was she ten steps past gorgeous, but I didn't need an introduction at all. Heather was the vice president of the sister-sorority that partied right alongside the Kappa's back in college. The number of times Damon and I had taken turns fucking the woman was embarrassing. 
 
   My luck couldn't have gotten any worse. 
 
   I extended my hand and gave her a warm smile. Maybe six years of life had forced both of us to grow up and move away from being the sluts we were in college. 
 
   "I'm Kendal. Nice to meet you." I'd have to feign ignorance about who she was. Hopefully I'd changed enough to get by on a wing and a prayer. 
 
   "Nice to meet you too. I've read up on you and your research on just-in-time inventory. Riveting stuff." Her smile was genuine. 
 
   I sighed internally. She didn't remember me, or if she did, she was playing it off really well. Good. Drunk sex in the back of a car or in a laundry mat or... I let my thoughts go. Whatever we'd done in the past was locked back there with every other stupid decision I'd made. 
 
   "Thanks." I turned to Mark. "All right, man. I'm off to teach brilliant young minds how to better balance their income statements. Need anything else from me?"
 
   "Just show Heather to her office and we'll be good." He patted my back and smiled at Heather. "Welcome, Dr. Turner. You're in good hands."
 
   She smiled. "Thanks. I'm sure I am."
 
   I held the door for her and moved up beside her as she glanced over at me with a smile on her pretty lips. Dark red hair billowed over her shoulders and down her back, silky hair that I'd gripped tightly too many times to forget. 
 
   "So why Dallas? California seems so much better." I pressed the button on the elevator and turned to face her. 
 
   "I was ready to come home." She took a step toward me as her eyes narrowed a little. Fuck. She was playing in front of Mark. "I'm quite thrilled to hear I'm not only in good hands, but ones that know exactly where I like to be touched."
 
   I swallowed hard and glanced over my shoulder. "Heather... that was the past. We're grown up now and I'm not interested in-"
 
   "Tough." She smiled and pulled a card from her purse. "You're not married, nor are you dating."
 
   "How do you-"
 
   "I checked." She tucked the card in my clasped hands and leaned in closer, breathing in deeply. "You know how many times I called out your name while I fucked myself?"
 
   "Heather," I whispered, lost to how much I enjoyed being a bastard with the beautiful woman in front of me. 
 
   "Right. You know, don't you?" Her dark blue eyes studied me, the look in them leaving my stomach turning. I was in deep shit - Again. 
 
   I moved back as she got into the elevator and let the door shut. I'd have to tell Mark that I couldn't mentor her in any way, shape or form. She was the same slutty girl I'd owned all four years of college when Damon wasn't busy owning her. I hated myself for being a part of something so vile - using women for pleasure and making them beg for the next round. 
 
   Bile rose in my throat as I walked down the stairs and pulled my phone from my pocket to call my best friend. 
 
   "This is Damon."
 
   "Do you not have my name in your phone? What the fuck?" I barked into the phone as I looked for a quiet place to sit. 
 
   "Oh wow. Someone's pissed in your cheerios. Let me guess, you're in love with your stepsister, who works for you, is at every fucking family dinner, and she's over you. That your deal? Oh no, wait... that's my dicked up life."
 
   I dropped down on a bench and let out a painful sigh as I pressed my free hand to my face. "I'm sorry. Fucking Heather Turner just walked into the accounting office as the new Accounting professor, and of course I'm assigned to be her fucking mentor. I can't look at her without seeing jizz all over her face and tits. I'm going to hell."
 
   "You're a man. Fuck the woman and make her beg for more, Kendal. She's a grown woman and isn't one of your students. Get laid and call me back."
 
   "You're an asshole, you know that?" I dropped the call and closed my eyes tightly. Why couldn't something work out? Anything? Fucking Damon. He deserved that shit with Bethany. She was too good of a woman for him anyway.
 
   I should know. Every woman on the fucking planet was too good for me. 
 
   "Piece of shit," I mumbled under my breath, hating myself more than I had in a long while. 
 
   Funny how the past could remind you of who you were trying not to be in the future. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
   Dana
 
    
 
    
 
   The smell of bacon and eggs woke me up the next morning, my stomach grumbling loudly at the idea of something beyond delicious to start the day. I rolled onto my back and let out a long sigh. Cameron's side of the bed was made already, his pillow in its place. What I wouldn't give to wake up to a man wrapped around me, his body hard and ready for another round of what happened the night before. Where I couldn't help but tease Jackie about everything in her world being about sex, the truth of the matter is that I was hella jealous. Love seemed a far off desire, incapable of being reached by the average commoner, but sex? Lust? They were waiting for a spin around the dance floor of life, and weren't choosy at all about which partners they got. 
 
   So why not me? I slid my hands over my breasts and down my stomach to linger at the top of my panties. How nice it would have been to lay there and enjoy the softness of my skin, the tight warmth between my thighs, but by the sound of things down the hall, Cameron was still there. He'd frowned upon the idea of masturbation a hundred times over the last few years, as if he was the only man on the earth that didn't give in to self-love. 
 
   "You need to get up," he hollered down the hall. "I'm leaving soon."
 
   "All right. You're right." I groaned as I rolled onto my side and moved to the edge of the bed before sitting up. I pulled on a pair of sleeping pants from the floor and worked my long hair into a ponytail before walking into the kitchen. There was no point in prancing around in my panties. That would only leave me turned on by the possibility of him being turned on, which wasn't going to happen. He was far too much of a practical kind of guy to allow for spontaneous sex. 
 
   "I usually am." He smiled over at me and got up with his empty plate in his hands. 
 
   I walked into the kitchen, half expecting to see cold eggs and bacon sitting in the pan for me. That would have been upsetting, but seeing nothing on the stove was disturbing. 
 
   "Did you not think I would want breakfast?" I turned to face him. 
 
   He brushed his napkin by his lips and tossed his trash before moving toward me and sliding his hands over my shoulders. 
 
   "You don't need bacon and eggs, baby. You're trying to stick to your diet this time, remember? You asked for my help, so I'm giving it. Don't give me that sad look. I'm here to help you like you requested. If you don't want my help, don't ask for it." He leaned down and kissed my forehead like a brother or father might. 
 
   I didn't have words as he released me, picked up a grapefruit and tossed it over his shoulder to me. 
 
   He didn't say another word as he grabbed his briefcase and whistled as he walked out of the apartment, leaving me standing there in shock. Where I had most certainly asked for his help in watching what I ate a few months back, he was going overboard with it - so much so that I wanted to crawl back under my covers and hide from the world. Surely it would be better for everyone if I did. 
 
   My phone buzzed, saving me from a torrential meltdown. I put the grapefruit back in the fruit basket and picked it up before sitting down on the couch and answering. 
 
   "Hi Mom," I mumbled as I leaned back and closed my eyes. 
 
   "Hi baby. I haven't talked to you in three days. Tell me everything. How's school? Work? Cameron?"
 
   The negative energy buzzing through me started to dissipate at the sound of my mother's voice. She was a strong Hispanic woman with a hard past and a great love story thanks to my dad. She didn't appreciate drama or too many tears, but then again, she'd been raised by a mother that felt the same way. 
 
   "The internship is great, but isn't really a job, Mom."
 
   "I know, but you're still getting paid, right?"
 
   "No, but they are helping to fund the rest of my semester. Being poor helps you get grants. Remember I was telling you about this financial aid stuff."
 
   "Yes, yes. How is your man? Are you cooking more often like I told you to?"
 
   "No, Mom. I'm working at the hospital a lot and trying to do most of my business classes by correspondence. I can't come home and cook a meal for Cameron morning, noon and night. Besides, he's a health nut. He wouldn't like what I know how to cook."
 
   "What?" She huffed. "What's wrong with the food I taught you to cook?"
 
   "It's either Mexican or southern fried food, momma. He's into woks and vegetables right now."
 
   "Did he Asian on you?"
 
   "Mom. Really?" I rolled my eyes and got up from the couch. "How is Kevin?"
 
   "Good. Being an ass. What's new?" She chuckled. My little brother was a big handful and always had been. Little was an understatement seeing that he was twice as big as any of the other men in my extended family. 
 
   "And my sister?" I walked to the kitchen and pulled out the bacon. The thought of frying it and pouring the bacon grease on Cameron's perfectly made side of the bed had me second-guessing my thoughts of wanting marriage and kids with the jerk. He hadn't started out so controlling and condescending, but after getting comfortable, it would seem the real him had come shining through. 
 
   No thanks.
 
   "How are your classes doing? Are you still thinking of double doing it?"
 
   "Double majoring?" I smiled as my mother cursed me in Spanish. "I'm graduating in May, momma. I'll have both degrees and finally be done."
 
   "And then we'll get married and have some bambinos?"
 
   "Yes, Mom." I turned on the stove and tried not to dive into a conversation over how much my heart hurt. It wouldn't be received well by my strong-willed mother. She was too old-school for talking about feelings. "I gotta go or I'll be late."
 
   "Never be late. It shows your unwillingness to finish anything."
 
   "Okay Mom." I rolled my eyes and dropped the call. There was no way in hell I was going to marry someone like Cameron. "So what are you doing with him now?"
 
   I had no clue. Protection? Apathy? Loneliness?
 
   The image of Amanda's handsome brother rolled through my mind. I couldn't imagine why he was alone, but maybe his story was similar to mine. Maybe he had a girlfriend that took him for granted, treated him like trash, acted as if his feelings didn't matter at all. 
 
   "What's your story, Kendal?" I turned to the stove and made a breakfast that would make Cameron cringe. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Why do you let him talk to you like that?" Jackie walked beside me as we finished making our rounds together. 
 
   "What exactly am I supposed to say? I did ask for help on watching my weight." I put my hands on my hips and tried to keep my voice down. 
 
   "Helping someone with their diet is different than demeaning them. You don't even need to be on a diet. You look great, Dana. So you have curves... kick-ass awesome. Most men would love to latch on to your hips or your ass while fucking you half the night. Don't you know how this works?"
 
   Heat burned my neck and face as a group of doctors walked through the hall, the youngest-looking one turning to look over his shoulder and smile. 
 
   "Ahh... you're so fucking embarrassing." I ran my hand over the top of my hair and tried to think of some way to get away from her. I loved Jackie like a sister, but she was far too open for me. My family was close, but we didn't talk about intimate things - ever. 
 
   "Dana! They need an extra set of hands in the ER. Go. Now." One of the older nurses, whose name I couldn't remember to save my damn life, yelled from the nurses’ station at me. 
 
   I turned and jogged toward the stairs instead of the elevator. Seven flights of stairs later, I was sucking wind like a freight train going uphill. I forced myself to jog toward the ER and swallow my need to lay down and beg for an oxygen mask. Cameron was right about one thing... I did need to get in better shape. Not for the way I looked, but for my job. 
 
   "Are you Dana?" A nurse jogged past me, not stopping to confirm the answer to her question. 
 
   "Yes." I turned and picked up my walk to a run to keep up with her. 
 
   "Good. Second room on the left. Public bus got flipped over in an accident. We have about thirty injured. We just need extra hands on deck. Assist Dr. Parks with anything he needs." She moved down the hall as I stopped and ducked into the OR room. 
 
   The handsome young guy washing his hands furiously glanced up and smiled. "Dana?"
 
   "Yes, Sir." I moved up beside him and washed my hands as well. "I'm just an intern."
 
   "Well, today you're going to be just a doctor’s extra hands like any great nurse would be. That sound good?" His smile was contagious, and I could see why Jackie was so ga-ga over him. He was sexy in a playboy way, but his warmth radiated around the room. 
 
   "Anything you need." I nodded, washed my hands and helped him with his gloves before we moved into the operating room. 
 
   "Great answer." He moved to the other side of the body on the table and started barking out commands. I moved to the sound of his voice, the message in his directives. Everyone did. He worked efficiently, and within a matter of minutes had multiple repairs done to the woman below us. 
 
   He glanced up and winked at me. "You ready for the next one?"
 
   "Am I with you for the rest of the day?"
 
   "Yep, and I bite, so watch out, okay?" He chuckled, and I couldn't help but smile. Maybe New York was a good move for Jackie, hell, maybe it was a good move for me. 
 
   "Don't make promises you don't keep." I went for ballsy and followed him and two other nurses out into the wash room. After scrubbing down, we reloaded for the next person that got brought in. 
 
   "Are you studying to be a nurse or doctor?" He glanced up and lifted his hands toward me. I helped him get into a new pair of gloves and followed him back into the room. 
 
   "A nurse for now. I'm graduating with a double major. Two bachelors next May."
 
   "Which two." He turned to the nurse on his left and barked out several orders. The room exploded with movement, but he kept his voice steady, his eyes on the dying man beneath us. 
 
   "Business and nursing," I murmured and watched in awe as he worked with incredible precision. 
 
   "Why both?" He glanced up and back down. Jackie hadn't been joking about how sexy the man was, though that wasn't what drew me to him at all. Sexy was everywhere, but the way he spoke to me like I mattered, like I was somebody... it was beyond attractive. I paid attention and realized that he did that with everyone in the room. Everyone was someone to him. 
 
   We finished up and scrubbed out one more time before walking into the hall. He patted my back and smiled down at me. 
 
   "Great job today. Did you see the way I patched up that tight curve in Mr. Sanders’ neck?"
 
   "Yes. I don't remember seeing that stitch in school."
 
   "No, you wouldn't unless you go to med school, which you should. You weren't fazed by anything in there today."
 
   "Why should I be?" I lifted my eyebrow. 
 
   He chuckled and crossed his arms over his thick chest. "You shouldn't, but most nursing students are. The resident cardiologist told me that you're his top intern. Ever think about moving to New York?"
 
   "Not until today." I laughed, deciding to leave shy at the door. I wanted a different future, a better one. 
 
   "Great answer. I'll give you my card before I go. You decide to head up that way, and I expect a call, all right? Deal?" He extended his hand. 
 
   "Deal." I shook it and watched him walk toward the cafeteria. Maybe Jackie and I could go up there together after college and share an apartment. Maybe med school wasn't just a pipe dream, but something I could reach for. Maybe, but probably not. I'd need lots of emotional support, which I didn't have anywhere in my life. 
 
   "Get over yourself," I mumbled and walked toward the elevator, letting the high dissipate before I resumed my normal course of business. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Kendal
 
    
 
    
 
   The hangover I was struggling with was well deserved after losing myself in a bottle of jack the night before. Between Damon being a dick, the situation with Heather joining the university, and my sister's condition worsening, I was lost. Emotionally I wanted to crawl in a ball in the closet and hide for a week or so, but it wasn't going to happen. Over two hundred students were showing up in the next few hours to learn about the weaknesses in inventory systems, and I was the guy teaching it. 
 
   For the first time in a long time, I didn't wanna teach anything. My passion was tucked behind the dark cloud of shit life was kicking my way once again. 
 
   "Hi Dr. Tarrington. How are you?" Jake opened the door and gave me a warm smile as I moved past him. Bethany's best guy friend from college was my second TA for the semester. The poor kid had been through hell recently. The other part of their friendship trio, Bethany's roommate Krista, had fallen in love with Jake and not taken it so well when he rejected her. The boy had multiple stab wounds in his thin chest to prove it. That he was up and moving around after a couple of weeks was a miracle itself. 
 
   The memory of having to walk through his apartment right after it happened washed over me, and my knees grew weak. Something about massive amounts of blood always left me crippled. 
 
   "I'm great, Jake. How are you feeling? You look good." I reached over and gripped his shoulder lightly as we walked toward the auditorium where my first class would be held that morning. 
 
   "I'm feeling better than I have in a few weeks for sure." He opened the door and walked into the oversized room. 
 
   I reached over and turned on the lights. "That's great news. Any more trips to the doctor’s office, or are you cleared now?"
 
   "Not just yet, but soonish." The boy walked toward the stage and slowly made his way up the stairs. I could see the struggle he was having, which he'd hidden quite well in the hallway. It still shocked the fuck out of me that love could cause someone to go ape and stab someone else, but it was on the news all the time. Having it hit so close to home was eye-opening. 
 
   "Well, let me know if you need my help." I pulled out my briefcase and emptied it before putting my glasses on. 
 
   "If you were offering help for my advance tax class, I'd totally take you up on it. That class is eating my lunch." He chuckled as I glanced up. 
 
   "You know that Bethany is a tax wizard, right? She loves all of that stuff." I wasn't trying to not help the kid, but rather put him in a situation where he felt more comfortable. 
 
   "Why are you telling my secrets?" She walked up to stand beside me, jolting me with her presence. 
 
   "I didn't even hear you come in." I smiled sheepishly. She looked good, almost too good, as if her breakup with my best friend wasn't dragging her in the dark hole it was him. 
 
   "I'm stealthy like that." She brushed her long brown hair off her shoulder and turned to face Jake. "You need me?"
 
   "I always need you." He wagged his eyebrows as she scoffed. 
 
   "Please... Let's talk taxes, which is the only thing we might have in common." She moved up to the edge of the stage, and I hated myself for listening to their conversation, but it was my classroom, and they were both aware that I was standing there. 
 
   "I think we could have more in common now that you dropped that jackass you were dating." Jake walked slowly to the edge of the stage, the poor guy obviously didn't know that I was Damon's best friend. 
 
   "Hey, I don't want to talk about that right now." She pressed her hands to the edge of the stage and hoisted herself up to stand beside him. She turned and glanced down at me. "I don't think of him as a jackass."
 
   I shrugged. "None of my business. I'm just glad you're still talking to me."
 
   She laughed. "This is true."
 
   "What are you guys talking about? What am I missing here?" Jake glanced between the two of us. 
 
   "Damon and Kendal are best friends." Bethany smirked as she poked Jake in the side. 
 
   "Oh shit. I'm so sorry, Dr. Tarrington." He lifted his hands. 
 
   "It's no matter. I'm rather pissed at him right now too. Jackass works." I smiled and busied myself with getting notes together for my lecture. 
 
   Bethany hopped off the edge of the stage and handed me a file as her expression clouded with worry. 
 
   "Why are you two fighting?"
 
   "We're not." I took the file and glanced down at it. "We've been friends for a long time. We don't fight. One of us acts like an asshole and the other ignores it. It's his turn this week."
 
   "So you're not speaking?" The softness in her voice left me not able to believe her 'everything is great' attitude. She was hurting... just like he was. 
 
   "Why does it matter?" I glanced back up and smiled. "He's not your problem anymore, right?"
 
   "He's still my stepbrother. He's family."
 
   "Right. In that case, no, we're not speaking." I closed the folder and moved around her to join Jake on the stage. The door opened to my right and Heather walked in, looking like sin in a black skirt and white button down. The woman was going to cripple me with lust if I wasn't careful. I didn't wanna be that guy anymore, but she was going to push and push until I broke. I could almost taste the depravity on my tongue. 
 
   "Dr. Tarrington. Are you all right with me sitting in today? I want to watch your lecture style." She gave me an innocent smile before introducing herself to Bethany and then Jake. 
 
   "Of course not, Heather. Make yourself comfortable." I turned and kept myself busy until class started. I was going to have to talk with Mark. Another strike on my record no doubt, but it was better than being caught half-naked with a fellow co-worker because I couldn't deny myself any longer. 
 
   I needed to find someone - anyone who could help me remain the type of man I could respect.
 
   I could be him... I had been since college. Damon and I both had been. 
 
   "And look where it has both of you," I mumbled under my breath before turning on my mic and starting the lecture. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Bethany was waiting for me when I walked to my car that afternoon, which surprised me. I needed to get up to the hospital, but I would delay the trip for a few minutes for her. 
 
   "Hey," she mumbled as she wrapped her arms around her chest. Her intelligent green eyes were filled with unshed tears. 
 
   "Hey." I reached out and touched the side of her arm before pulling my hand back. I couldn't be kind or loving toward anyone on campus. Everyone would start to talk. "You all right?"
 
   "Yeah." She sighed and pursed her lips as a tear dripped down her face. "No. I'm not."
 
   "Beth." I reached for her, not caring for a few minutes about myself. I wrapped her in a tight, friendly hug and brushed the back of her hair like I would Amanda. "You guys don't have to keep this shit up, you know."
 
   "He hired Christa's sister, Kendal. His ex-girlfriend's twin sister. Why would he do that?" She moved back and brushed her tears away angrily. "He hired Philip to come work for the firm. He knows Philip has feelings for me, that I would have feelings for Philip if it wasn't for him."
 
   "Maybe he didn't hire Delilah, Beth. Maybe your father did." I let my hands drop to the side as her hurt seared me. I hadn't known her for more than a month, but if she was hurting, so was my best friend. I'd given him the cold shoulder before, and he fucking deserved it now, but my timing was shit. He was suffering far more than I was. 
 
   "And what about Philip?"
 
   "You know anything I say is going to support Damon. You're putting me in a shitty situation." I slipped my hands into my pockets and glanced up at the setting sun. "He loves you and you love him. You both are being so damn stubborn right now. I would give anything for someone to love me."
 
   The softness of her fingers on the side of my face caused my heart to soften. 
 
   "You're going to find her. I promise." She brushed her fingers down my cheek, leaving me a little uncomfortable. 
 
   I gripped her hand tightly. "You know my rules."
 
   She laughed softly and pulled her hand free of my hold. "I'm in love with a bastard, Kendal. I'm not after you or anyone else. I belong to one man. I just wish I didn't."
 
   "Then let him go." I regretted implying that she was hitting on me. She was broken, like the rest of us. 
 
   "No way." Anger burned past her gaze. "Never."
 
   "Then what the fuck are you guys doing? You're just tearing into each other. Is that your purpose? His?"
 
   "No. I don't know." She pressed her hands to her face and let out a soft sob. 
 
   "Beth." I reached out and gripped her shoulders. "Look at me."
 
   She pulled her hands down, and my heart constricted in my chest. "It's over, but I can't let go. He's going to have to let go of me."
 
   "You gave the ring back."
 
   "I know." Her voice grew in volume. "It was my way of pushing him to grow up or give up. Sex doesn't heal everything. It's not the fucking answer to everything."
 
   "It's not?" I asked earnestly. "I can think of the times in my life when I was most broken, and sex would have been quite appreciated to bring the balm of pleasure. I can't think of anything that links two people together more than making love. Why would that bother you?"
 
   "Because, Kendal. Damon uses sex as a tool or a playing piece in his games. It's not the connecting of souls, which would be beautiful. It's dominance, control, ownership."
 
   "I see." I let my hands slide down her arms. "And you don’t want to be dominated, controlled, owned by a strong man?"
 
   "Fuck you for that." She closed her eyes and took a shaky breath. 
 
   "Love is messy, Beth. You know this. So do I. If Damon's love language is touch, then sex is all he understands. It is healing and right to him. It's the answer to every question where the two of you are concerned. You need to talk this through with him. Ignoring it in hopes of him smashing your heart is just pure ignorance, and selfish too."
 
   "Selfish?" Her anger was coming back. 
 
   "Yes. Communication is key in a relationship. Stop acting like it isn't."
 
   "Why am I talking to you? You're his fucking best friend."
 
   "Because you know that I've seen him since you gave the ring back. Ask your question. Get it off your chest." I was goading her, but she needed me to. She loved Damon with a fire I could only hope to find in a woman of my own. For either of them to let it die would be beyond stupid. 
 
   "How is he?" She pursed her lips again and glanced down at the ground as another wave of pain shook her shoulders. 
 
   "He's torn in half. He's devastated and has sunk down into being the bastard we both hoped he would never be again." I reached out and pressed my fingers softly under her chin to force her to look up at me. "If you're angry, hurt, lonely, curious... if you care at all - go find him and tell him."
 
   "I can't, Kendal."
 
   "Then lose him. It's your choice." I released her and walked around her to my car. 
 
   She'd see my words and actions as heartless, but I'd planted a seed that might save both of them from living a life of what could have beens. They deserved better. Hell, I did too, but I wasn't standing on the precipice of making the worst decision of my life, at least it didn't seem like I was. 
 
   I got in my car and drove to the hospital in complete silence. My thoughts moved through the past like a movie reel, never stopping on one thing and yet letting every ounce of it dry up my hope. 
 
   Why was I fighting to become someone that I wasn't? Was it to gain love or acceptance? To be able to look at myself in the mirror and not cringe?
 
   What did it really matter? 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
   Dana
 
    
 
    
 
   "Oh hell, you again, fruit fly?" Mr. Jackson glanced up from the paper he was reading and gave me a wry smile. 
 
   "Morning, Mr. Jackson. How are you today?" I set my tray down near the door and picked up the cup of pills I had ready for the ornery older man. 
 
   "I'd be better if you'd stop bringing by this damn poison." He huffed and crossed his arms over his frail chest like a small child might. 
 
   "You don't really believe that, right?" I extended the cup to him. 
 
   "What? That I'd be better off without you coming by?"
 
   I chuckled. "No, that this is poison."
 
   "It tastes like shit! Have you had these things? Here... I'll share." He extended the cup back toward me, still full of pills. 
 
   I laughed and pushed it back toward him. "You're the best part of my day. Did you know that?"
 
   He grunted and popped the pills in his mouth as I walked around and opened his windows. 
 
   "Your day must suck to high heaven." He snorted as I turned around and smiled. 
 
   "Nope. It's really an okay life. It's not great or anything, but it's okay." I shrugged and reached out to take the cup from him. 
 
   He only had a few weeks at most to live, and he wasn't willing to let his family hover over the top of him while he 'wasted away'. Having been a patron of the hospital, they made a special exception and let him stay there instead of an assisted living home. 
 
   "Why is it just okay?" His voice softened a little. 
 
   "Let's see..." I started to walk to the door. 
 
   "Dana, come sit here." Him calling me by my name was a little surprising. I didn't realize he knew it, even though the damn thing was printed on a name tag above my left breast. He patted the bed beside him as I turned. 
 
   "My boyfriend is an asshole who makes his side of the bed before I even wake up in the morning." I sat down on the edge of the bed and clasped my hands in my lap. 
 
   "Wait a minute. I thought you broads like to have the bed made."
 
   "Us broads don't really care about the bed as much as we do being held."
 
   "Ah, I see." He nodded at me. "Keep going. This okay life can't be all about the bed being made and nothing else, right?"
 
   I laughed softly. "He thinks I'm overweight and need to be on a diet and running on a treadmill all the time."
 
   "Hogwash. You're the prettiest thing in this whole damn hospital." His heart monitor beeped loudly, and I reached out, gripping his hand. 
 
   "Hey, no getting all hyper on me, fruit fly."
 
   He chuckled and cupped his hand over mine. "You gotta be who you are, youngin. Find a man that appreciates that."
 
   "You think he exists?" I glanced over my shoulder to see Jackie standing at the door with a smile on her face. 
 
   "I do. When you find him, bring him by here so I can make sure he's the one, or have your daddy do it. Us old farts know when we're dealing with a real man or a fake. Put him through the dad test." He released my hand and laid back, letting out a tired-sounding sigh. 
 
   "My father died a few years back, but I'll bring him by here if I ever find him." I smiled and patted Mr. Jackson's shoulder. "Why do you call me fruit fly?"
 
   "Because you're always buzzing around." He smiled and closed his eyes. "Better hurry if you want my help."
 
   "Why's that?" I pulled his covers up to his neck like he liked them. 
 
   "Because my time is almost over."
 
   "You don't know that." I rubbed his chest softly and watched him slip into sleep. 
 
   "Dana?" 
 
   I turned, realizing I'd left Jackie standing in the doorway. "Sorry. I was just taking care of Mr. Jackson."
 
   "So I see." She moved back into the hall as I grabbed my tray and walked out with her. "He's supposedly the hardest patient on the damn floor and you just worked him like a charm."
 
   "I didn't work anything. I acted like a human who cared to another human who needed care. I think all of us would go a lot farther in this place if we did that."
 
   "Some of the nurses do."
 
   "Very true." I stopped by the nurses’ station and glanced up to see Tinsley rushing into Amanda's room. "Oh shit. Let me see if I can help."
 
   "Okay, but I need to see you later." She gripped my arm softly. "I think I want to go to New York after graduation."
 
   I smiled and nodded. "I might just join you."
 
   "Really?" She bounced on her feet and released me. 
 
   "Yep, really." I jogged toward the room as the thought of living in a big city with all new people filled me with an odd sense of hope. Not only could I start over with a group of close-knit friends, including my childhood bestie Olivia, but I could possibly talk Parks into being my mentor. There was no real reason to stay in Dallas anyway besides my mother, who didn't need me thanks to my brother and sister being around all the damn time. 
 
   "It's okay. Just calm down." Tinsley moved in toward Amanda as she screamed and thrashed in the bed below. It would seem she had use of her arms again. She reached up and clawed at Tinsley's face, getting her good. 
 
   "Ouch! Dammit." Tinsley glanced up. "Get a sedative."
 
   "No." I moved to the other side of the bed and grabbed Amanda's chin tightly, forcing her to look at me. "Guess what I learned today."
 
   "What?" She calmed almost immediately as tears filled her eyes. "What did you learn?"
 
   Her speech was slurred thanks to the drugs mixed with terror. 
 
   "I'm getting a doctor." Tinsley walked away from the bed as I moved to my knees beside it and leaned in with a smile on my face. I moved my fingers from underneath Amanda's chin and rubbed the top of her chest softly like I would my brother's when he was scared. 
 
   "I learned why Mr. Jackson calls me a fruit fly."
 
   "I'm scared, Dana," she whispered and glanced around, her eyes growing frantic. 
 
   "Don't be. I'm right here, and Kendal will be here as soon as I can get ahold of him, okay?"
 
   "Call him, please?" She gripped my hand tightly and forced me to stop rubbing her. 
 
   "I'm here." He walked in and moved to the other side of the bed, dropping to his knees and placing his strong fingers around her hand and mind. "I'm right here. I was on my way up here. Were you throwing another fit just to see me?"
 
   "No." She turned her face toward me and let out a sob. "I don't wanna die, bubba. Please make it stop."
 
   Tears blurred my eyes as I leaned toward her and pressed my cheek to the side of her face. I couldn't look at Kendal, but the soft panting coming from his side of the bed let me know that he was hurting beyond anything any of us could heal. The results were back for Amanda's decreased use of her limbs. She was getting worse... fast. There was little they could do, but the doctor was hoping for a few more good months for her. No one had told Kendal yet, or not that I knew of. 
 
   "Fuck," he mumbled and got up, walking to the window and pressing his hands to his face as his shoulders shook violently. 
 
   I glanced up as Dr. Lewis walked in. "Hi there, Dana. You doing okay, sweet girl?"
 
   "She's worn out." I stood up, but kept my hold on her hand.
 
   The doctor glanced over at me and nodded. "Let's get you a good nap and then we'll grab anything you want from the cafeteria or get your unruly brother to run down to Burger King like you like. That sound good?"
 
   Amanda nodded and turned a little to look at Kendal. "I'm sorry, bubba. Forgive me."
 
   He turned and shook his head, walking to the bed and reaching down to brush his fingers by her cheek. "No, hush that. I'm just lost right now. I'd give everything I had to have me in that bed and you up here wasting your life on stupid shit."
 
   "What stupid shit?" she mumbled and closed her eyes as Dr. Lewis gave her an injection. 
 
   "Nothing, sweetie. Rest and I'll be here when you wake up."
 
   "You promise," she whispered. 
 
   He leaned down farther and kissed her forehead several times. "Promise."
 
   My heart ripped in two as he glanced up at Dr. Lewis with so much pain in his expression. "Save her, Nick. Find something that will slow this down."
 
   "I wish I could, old friend." He extended his hand toward Kendal. "You need to start preparing for end of life."
 
   "What?" He pushed Nick's hand back and walked around the bed, his expression crumbling in grief. "You save her. You promised my mother that you would."
 
   "I know, Kendal. I've done all I c-"
 
   "Well, it's not enough!" He walked out into the hallway and turned toward the cafeteria. 
 
   "I'm going after him." I got up and walked toward the door, half expecting the lead physician for the floor to tell me to mind my own business. He didn't. 
 
   I rounded the corner and saw him standing outside of the hospital in the small garden area out back. I pushed the doors open and stopped before going any farther. What the fuck was I doing? I didn't know Kendal and he was lost in a moment of grief. He had a girlfriend or maybe a mom or dad that he could call, right? Where was everyone?
 
   He turned and slipped his hands into his pockets as he glanced down at the ground. "I'm sorry."
 
   "What? For what?" I let the door close behind me and walked toward him, stopping at a comfortable space between us. 
 
   "I don't know." He glanced up and took a long breath. "Fuck me. She's all I have left."
 
   "Where are your parents?" I shouldn't have asked. It was none of my business. 
 
   "Mom's dead from MS and dad left us a long time ago." He shrugged and pulled his hands from his pockets to wipe at his face. "It should be me in there."
 
   "Why do you say that?" I reached out and touched his shoulder, knowing that I shouldn't but I couldn't help myself. I was an empath to a fault. 
 
   "Amanda would live her life to the fullest. She'd find someone to love and change the world beside him. I can't even match my socks most days." He laughed, but the sound fell flat. 
 
   "You wanna grab a cup of coffee? She's going to be resting for a few hours at least."
 
   He didn't respond right away, but instead searched my face as if looking for the meaning to life. I met his stare, unwilling to shy away for fear of seeing something I could come to covet. So much passion and life lay trapped behind the dullness in his eyes. The promise of losing someone had the power to overshadow all else. 
 
   "I'd like that." He moved around me and held the door open. "Help me get my mind off of all of this. I'm close to cracking for the first time in a long time."
 
   "Right. It's understandable." I swallowed my questions about his mother's bout with MS and walked beside him to the cafeteria. "I'm an intern here, not sure if you knew that."
 
   "An intern? Really?" His expression softened a little. "And you're studying to be a nurse or a doctor?"
 
   "A nurse for now, but I think I might move to New York next year and try to get into premed." I shrugged. "It's a pipe dream seeing that we're not exactly teeming with money, but who knows."
 
   "No boyfriend or husband to hold you here?" He opened the door to the cafeteria and moved back to let me through. His dark brown hair always seemed to be a little messy, which made me want to reach out and run my fingers through it. The man was dangerous. 
 
   "I have a boyfriend, but if we're not talking about any of your depressing stuff, we're certainly not talking about mine." I forced a smile and stopped in front of the coffee machines. I grabbed two cups and handed him one as he moved up close beside me, his shoulder brushing against mine. He was far too handsome not to be swept up in some fantastical love affair. 
 
   "Your boyfriend is a depressing conversation?" He smiled down at me. "I almost want to hear this story."
 
   "Misery loves company?" I laughed and pumped the coffee machine as I let my imagination run wild. 
 
   His phone rang and he pulled it from his pocket. "Damn. I need to get this. Rain check?"
 
   "Of course. Any time." I took the cup back and forced my disappointment to fade. It was stupid. 
 
   "Dinner? Friday night?"
 
   "Just friends?" I turned and lifted my cup to my nose, breathing in deeply. 
 
   "Of course." He winked, turned and walked back toward the belly of the hospital. 
 
   Could anyone be just friends with a man like Kendal? I doubted it, but I was determined to try. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
   Three Days Later
 
   Kendal
 
    
 
    
 
   Prepare for end of life? How the fuck did someone do that?
 
   I hadn't told Damon or anyone else about my conversation with Dr. Lewis. I just couldn't handle the sympathy that would come from such a conversation, especially from Damon. Bethany had ignored me on Tuesday when she showed up for her TA duties, which was fine. It was easier than having to talk about bullshit when the real stuff that mattered sat on the tip of my tongue. 
 
   I needed to get the dark emotions rolling inside of me out, but I wasn't quite sure how. 
 
   Having lunch with Damon and dinner with the pretty young nurse from the hospital would help. Maybe. 
 
   Eliza was waiting outside of my office as I approached that morning, a smug look on her face. 
 
   "There you are." She lifted her watch and tapped it. "Late. Late. Late."
 
   "I'm fashionably late." I shrugged and dangled my keys between us. "Move and let me open the door. You can come in and give me hell while I take a load off."
 
   "You do look like a man with a lot on his mind." She moved back as I got the door opened and unloaded my stuff. 
 
   I turned and motioned for her to take the seat across from my desk. "I'm a single thirty-one-year-old professor with a pretty face and a motorcycle. Why wouldn't I have a lot on my mind?"
 
   She laughed and dropped down across from me. "You missed our department meeting yesterday. Why?"
 
   "Ahh shit. Did I really?" I turned and looked up at my calendar. The meeting was written in red handwriting and circled four times. "Did I write that?"
 
   "No, I did." She chuckled. "Yesterday while you were out of your office, after you missed the meeting."
 
   "I did it on purpose." I gave her my full attention as I rested my forearms on my desk. "I couldn't handle another room of people staring at me."
 
   "I get that." She tilted her head to the side a little. "Tell me what's up with you and Heather. Are you seeing her?"
 
   "What? Hell no." I leaned back in my chair and tried to figure out where Eliza was going with the conversation. 
 
   "You should. She's beautiful, young, funny..."
 
   "We fucked in college. A lot." I blurted it out before I lost my nerve. "Like more than you'd want to know about. We're both pretending not to know each other, but I fucking can't stand seeing her, Eliza. It's like having someone dig up your worst memories and slash them in your face over and over."
 
   "Oh. Wow." She crossed her legs and stared at me for a few seconds before speaking again. "She talks so highly of you."
 
   "She wants to get together again."
 
   "Like, sex?" 
 
   "No, well, I don't know. Whatever she wants, I'm not that boy anymore. I'm a different guy altogether. That bastard was buried when I got my diploma." I brushed my fingers over my lips wondering why the hell I felt comfortable enough to blurt out my darkest shit to a colleague, especially an older woman like Eliza. She was all I had at the moment and it was eating me alive. 
 
   "I see. Have you told her all of this? That you're not at all interested anymore?"
 
   "Yes." I stood and slipped my hands into my pockets before I started to pace the small space behind my desk. "She's not going to take no for an answer."
 
   "She said that?" 
 
   I glanced over at Eliza. "Yes. She did."
 
   "Go tell Mark, Kendal. That's sexual harassment."
 
   I snorted. "Very funny. As if anyone would take my word over hers."
 
   "All of us would." She stood as well. 
 
   "No, you would, but no one else would. I have two strikes against me. One more, whether it's my fault or not and all my years of working hard to come teach right here at UT are gone. Lost." I started to pace again as I studied the carpet beneath me. "She's going to cut my legs out from underneath me unless I give in to her."
 
   "And you really believe this?"
 
   "Hell yeah. I'm half tempted to just give in, but some part of me believes in love. What she and I would have..." I pointed to myself and to the door, "it wouldn't be anything but two people using each other. I just can't do it."
 
   "Good for you. Most men would fall over themselves to get a woman like Heather to notice them."
 
   I snorted. "And they would soon realize the error of their ways."
 
   "Maybe." She walked to the door and paused. "You need to talk with Mark, Kendal. This isn't something to play around with."
 
   "Maybe so. I'll think about it."
 
   "Is there someone else? Another woman who has your attention?"
 
   Dana fluttered by my mind, but I released it quickly. She was a young nurse with a boyfriend who was headed halfway across the country in a year. She was off limits too. It was almost concerning how bad the idea of not getting to invest any of myself in her felt. She wasn't a pupil who needed training or instruction. 
 
   No, she seemed like a woman who needed a man. A good one. Something I wasn't. 
 
   "Kendal?" Eliza spoke softly. 
 
   "Hm? Oh, sorry. No, there is no one else. I'm not that lucky, my friend. Not yet at least."
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Wait a minute. You're letting this slutty bitch run all over you because why?" Damon pressed his hands to his face and let his head drop back. 
 
   The sun sat high in the sky as we lounged by the pool at the back of his bachelor pad. I could have spent the day laying there, doing nothing, but Damon seemed to be incessant on giving me advice. It must have been to keep him from taking any himself. 
 
   "Dude... she's not running all over me." I rolled my eyes and leaned back, closing my eyes and trying to remember why I'd come over in the first place. 
 
   "Yes, she is. Put her over your knee and spank her fine ass, or turn her in for being the slut she is." He was resorting back to being the asshole he was in college. Bethany's lack of influence on him was frightening. 
 
   "I'm not a twenty-year-old kid with nothing to lose, Damon."
 
   "Do you wanna fuck her?"
 
   "Yes, of course I do. I have a dick. Jeez." I grabbed it for good measure. 
 
   He busted out laughing and stood up. "Have I apologized for being so insensitive the other day?"
 
   "No, but there is no need. You're a jerk. I get it."
 
   "Come on, man. Don't do that." He turned toward me and rolled his shoulders. "I'm going nuts without her, Kendal. I need to get her back."
 
   "Then go get her."
 
   "She's gotta come back. Don't you know how this works? I'm not chasing her down after she left her damn ring on my nightstand. How desperate would that be?"
 
   "How desperate are you?"
 
   "Not that much." He walked toward the house. "I'm getting a beer. You want one?"
 
   "Yes." I let my eyes move across the perfectly manicured lawn and felt grateful that money wasn't the solution to my problems. Here Damon had everything and his life was just as fucked up as mine, just in a different way. 
 
   "Why aren't you sleeping with Heather again? The woman is willing to do anything in the bedroom."
 
   "You sleep with her." I took the beer as he growled. 
 
   "I'm not sleeping with anyone but Beth."
 
   "You don't have Beth."
 
   "It's temporary." He shrugged and popped the top on his beer. "She's going to come around."
 
   "You need to grow the fuck up." I tossed the top to my bottle at him. "She's not one of the usual whores you take home, Damon. She's a sweet girl with a great heart."
 
   "You getting sweet on her?"
 
   "And if I was?" I was more than willing to toss him around the yard a little if he wanted to get aggressive with me. It would do us both some good for sure. Even at thirty-one, we were both fit enough to give the other a run for his money. 
 
   "Shit. You'd be a better match for her." He lifted his beer to his lips. 
 
   "Then let her go." 
 
   "Never. Are you kidding me? She makes me feel alive, even now. I can't remember hurting this bad since walking in on my mother and that fucker she was cheating on dad with. Emotions... all of them are welcomed in my life. I hate the devastation of loss fucking me up right now, but it's still mine to own. I love her."
 
   "You guys are idiots." I drank deeply of the cold beer and closed my eyes. "I'm not sleeping with Heather."
 
   "And you're a good man for it. Now, who are you sleeping with?"
 
   "No one. It's been two years, and no one." I got up, not wanting to get in a discussion about sex with the king of cum himself. 
 
   "We need to take you out, man. Seriously? How are you surviving?"
 
   "Just fine." I shrugged and finished the beer.
 
   "You always have been a horrible liar."
 
   "Yeah, I know." I tossed the bottle in the pool just to hear him bitch about it. 
 
   "Come on, asshole." He got up as I laughed. 
 
   "There is this one girl. She's an intern at the hospital."
 
   "An intern?" He handed me his beer and picked up the pool net to fish out my bottle. "How old is this intern?"
 
   "I don't know. Twenty-four maybe?"
 
   "Cradle robber." He smiled over his shoulder. 
 
   "You've no room to talk."
 
   "I'm a single man. What are you talking about?" He tossed the wet bottle at me, spraying my button down and slacks with a handful of water. 
 
   "I deserved that." I finished his beer and pitched it into the pool and he growled loudly. Why pissing him off felt so good was beyond me, but boy did it. 
 
   "Tell me about this girl. Does she know CPR because I'm seriously considering drowning your ass if you throw another thing in the pool?" He worked on getting the bottle out as I sunk back down into my chair. 
 
   "She's beautiful, man. Long black hair, full lips, hazel-colored eyes, big round bottom and thin waist." I groaned loudly and closed my eyes. 
 
   "Don't come in my pool chair, dude. I've seen enough of your shit in my day. We're grown up now, remember?" He snorted as I smiled. 
 
   "You miss it." I tossed the bottle in my hand at him and he caught it. 
 
   "No, I miss my woman. I just have to move past my pride and figure out how the hell to get her back."
 
   I nodded and checked my watch. "I gotta get back. I need to grade some papers before my date tonight."
 
   "Hold up. Date tonight? The nurse?" He walked back toward me and offered me a hand. 
 
   I swatted it away and got up. "Yeah, the nurse."
 
   "Why’ve you been up at the hospital so much lately? Mandy not doing well?"
 
   "No, man. She's not." I shrugged. "Dr. Lewis said to start preparing for-"
 
   The air in my lungs left me as I struggled to make out the rest of my sentence. 
 
   "Hell no, Kendal. When did you talk to him?"
 
   "On Tuesday." I glanced down at my hands and took deep breaths through my nose. "I can't even imagine life without her."
 
   "Shit, dude. Why didn't you call me?" He gripped my shoulders tightly before dragging me into a tight hug. "We’ll get through this, okay? I'm right here. I'd do anything you need me to. You guys need more money? You can have all of mine."
 
   "No." I pushed at him and forced the hot lump in my throat back down. "We need more time. You got any of that?"
 
   "I wish, man. If I did... it would be yours." He gripped my shoulder and gave me a sad smile. "How long?"
 
   "I don't know. I didn't have the balls to ask."
 
   "I wouldn't have either." 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I spent the rest of the afternoon grading papers, grateful for the solitude. Diving into my work was the best thing for me as I tried to ignore all the shit swirling around above my head. It was only a matter of time before everything came crashing down. I only hoped that it wouldn't happen all at once. 
 
   Seeing Dana later that night was the small ray of light I needed in the day, though I knew where things would lead. I didn't honestly care that she had a boyfriend, or that she was moving. I wanted to make her laugh, to see her smile, to hear her story. She was nothing more than a stranger to me and yet her kindness to my sister had me wanting to push our awkward friendship into something more. 
 
   What did she taste like? Sound like when she cried out in orgasm? 
 
   "Stop it," I growled under my breath as my cock throbbed in my slacks. I reached down and pressed my hand against it. Pleasure shot through my center and embarrassment stained my skin. Even if Dana let me take her to bed, how long would I last? Not long seeing that I'd been denying myself the touch of a woman for fucking ever. 
 
   "You always talk to yourself?" Heather. 
 
   I was grateful the bitch was behind me as I worked from the opposite side of my desk. I pulled a folder into my lap and turned slowly, giving her a pleasant, professional smile. 
 
   "Hi, Dr. Turner. What can I do for you?"
 
   "Such a loaded question, Kendal." She moved into the office and pulled the door toward her before stopping. "Mind if I come in for a few minutes?"
 
   "Nope. Not at all, but make it quick. I have a date tonight."
 
   "A date. How fun." She closed the door and walked around to sit in my large black leather chair. "And who is this lucky girl that's going to get her first real fuck?"
 
   I pursed my lips and shook my head. "You haven't changed a bit, have you?"
 
   "Not in the slightest."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
   Dana
 
    
 
    
 
   Above everything else going wrong with my Friday, Mr. Jackson wasn't in his usual room. It seemed silly to ask around about him, when most of the catty women on the floor with me would have poked fun at me rather than just answering the damn question. I'd have to look into it later. 
 
   A text came through on my phone from Cameron, asking if I wanted to go to dinner. Guilt ran rampant inside of me as I walked to the break room and sat down at the nearest table. He was the one I should have been going to dinner with, not Kendal. Though it was supposed to be nothing more than two friends going out for a shared meal, I knew I wanted more. I wanted to take away his pain, and there was only a few ways I could think to do that... none of them appropriate for a woman in a committed relationship. 
 
   The phone rang and I answered it. 
 
   "Hey," I mumbled into the receiver. 
 
   "Are you not wanting to go because of us fighting over your food?" Cameron's voice was pinched with anger. 
 
   "No. I have plans already with an adviser from school, but if you want me to cancel, I will." I realized just how much I disliked him as I considered changing my evening around to suit his desires. 
 
   "No, it's fine." He cleared his throat. "I figured you were just pissed over me helping you, but remember you asked for help. I was fine sitting on the sidelines and quietly supporting you in your fight against your flab."
 
   "Fight against my flab?" I glanced down as tears filled my eyes. Was I flabby? Is that the word he used for my body?
 
   "Oh hell. Here we go again."
 
   "Nope. Here we don't." I hung up and set the phone down on the table in front of me. 
 
   "Dana, you all right?" Dr. Lewis. The older doctor reminded me a lot of my dad with his thin body, long mustache and kind eyes. 
 
   "Yeah. Just fighting with the significant other in my life. It's okay though. I'm good." I forced a smile and wiped at my eyes. "Drama just seems to follow me like a bad omen."
 
   "Well, that's because you're a good person." He patted my back as he stood beside me. "I appreciate all you've done for Amanda Tarrington. That poor boy, Kendal has been through hell. His daddy left when they were kids and his mother started to show signs of MS soon thereafter. Kendal's been in this hospital for most of his teenage and adult years, caring for Melinda and now Amanda."
 
   "And she died when?"
 
   "Melinda? His mom?"
 
   "Yes, Sir." I pushed my chair back and stood up. 
 
   "About six years ago." He shook his head. "Sometimes the worst part of our job is having to watch people suffer in an endless cycle of death. The boy deserves a good future."
 
   "He's not so much a boy anymore, right?" I laughed as Dr. Lewis' face softened. 
 
   "I guess you're right. He's not." He slipped his hands into his pockets. "Thank you again for caring. It's going to make you one of the best nurses in this hospital."
 
   "Thanks, doctor." I didn't comment on my date with Kendal or the fact that New York was looking more and more like a possibility in my life. I didn't know Dr. Lewis any more than I knew Tinsley. Everyone was just a name to remember and another person to impress. 
 
   Indecision raced over me about whether having dinner with Kendal was a good idea. I sure as hell wasn't going out with Cameron, but that didn't mean I wanted him to see me out with someone as good looking as Kendal. He'd never believe that it was just a friendly dinner, hell, I wasn't sure if I believed it. The only thing that gave me comfort was the fact that Kendal Tarrington would never fall for a girl like me. I wasn't nearly enough woman for him. 
 
   I couldn't go. Plain and simple. Pulling out my phone, I texted him quickly that having dinner would be great, but just didn't seem right since I was dating someone. Maybe coffee again sometime or a sandwich at the hospital. 
 
   It was a shitty move on my part, especially seeing that we were supposed to meet up in the next couple of hours. 
 
   I forced the ill feeling that was working its way up my chest back down and went in search of Jackie. She was my only friend in the hospital, and at times it seemed like the whole damn city. Olivia would understand my concerns and help walk me through what to do, but she was a zillion miles away and had her own problems. 
 
   "She's dating an asshole of her own," I grumbled. Luke Taylor was a douche bag and a half, and I'd yet to meet him. Just hearing about the way he treated Olivia had my blood boiling. Funny enough, I wasn't doing much better with my choices either. 
 
   I checked every nurses’ station on the fifth through seventh floor of the hospital looking for Jackie, but came up short. I remembered the small room she liked to sneak away to at the end of the eighth floor and headed there. I wasn't sure her advice would be any better than the shit running through my head, but it was worth a try. 
 
   The racing around left me winded, and I stopped outside the small room and tried to catch my breath as I panted loudly. It was embarrassing. Cameron might be a total ass, but he was right about me being a couch potato, which was his favorite nickname for me. 
 
   The panting coming from inside the room was louder than my own, which gave me pause. Was she?
 
   I pushed the door open and yelped. 
 
   Parks glanced over his shoulder, his shirt off and slacks down over the smooth curve of his ass. 
 
   "I am so sorry." I couldn't seem to take my eyes off of him and shut the fucking door. He had to be every woman’s wicked fantasy. His dark hair was spiked high on his head as if he was a rebel leader for a group of sex gods, his skin tan and stretched across miles of muscles. 
 
   "Hey. Stop checking out the goods." Jackie leaned around him, and I realized he was fucking her as she sat on the examination table. 
 
   "Oh shit. Sorry." I jerked backward and slammed the door. "Stop panting so loud. I can hear it out here."
 
   Worry raced through me as I glanced around. She was going to get caught. They both were. 
 
   How exciting. I groaned as I swallowed the need pumping through me for that type of thrill, to live a little beyond my comfort zone with someone like Dr. Parks. 
 
   By the time I made it to my car, my whole body ached for a strong, aggressive man to hold me down and lay waste to my two months of chastity. It wasn't by choice. 
 
   A groan left my lips as I pulled out into traffic and tried to clear my mind. Cameron was at home. I could just force myself on him and keep my eyes closed. I could pretend he was Parks. 
 
   "No. Kendal." Another groan as a dull ache rose between my thighs, quickly turning into a violent pulse. 
 
   Tears blurred my vision, but I wiped them away. Why did Jackie have thrilling sexcapades in the hospital and I didn't? I could come up with a few reasons, one being that I was a responsible adult, but sadly enough, the idea of her being beautiful and me being just me kept racing through my mind and throwing ice water on my lust. 
 
   By the time I made it to the apartment, all I wanted was a hot bath, a cold beer and a gallon of ice cream. Wicked-hot sex was for extreme people with naughty agendas and the balls to fuck where they wanted to. 
 
   That would never be me. 
 
   I parked the car and walked up to the apartment as dread filled my insides. I had a fight coming, not a long night of passion. Cameron and I had ended our conversation much like all of them had ended over the last years. One of us hanging up on the other. 
 
   "Baby?" I pushed the door open and walked into the dark apartment. After flipping on lights and trying to figure out what was out of place, I realized what it was. His stuff was gone. 
 
   "What the fuck?" I walked through the apartment and stopped to check my watch. We'd talked an hour before, and then he came over and took all of his stuff out of the house? Why?
 
   I dropped my stuff on the kitchen table and choked back a sob. It was a good thing that he'd ended the relationship. I wouldn't have had the nerve to, but for some reason, it didn't feel so great that he had. 
 
   Relief would come soon, but rejection seemed to be the only feeling worthy of my time in the moment. 
 
   I walked to the bedroom and stripped out of my clothes, not caring where anything landed. No one was going to bitch about me being a slob or not cleaning up after myself. No more badgering me over my food or how fat I was. 
 
   After taking a deep breath, I face-planted on the bed and let out a long scream into my pillow. It was a good thing that he was gone, but if so, then why did it sting so damn bad?
 
   Sliding my hands along the cold mattress, I brushed my fingers over a piece of paper. 
 
   "A note?" I sat up and moved to the edge of the bed in the darkness. Leaning over, I flipped on the light and unfolded it as my unhealthy lunch rose in my chest. 
 
    
 
   Dana,
 
    
 
   I'm sorry this is ending like this, but I just can't do this anymore. As a man who takes good care of my car, my office, my clothes, my body... I'm tired of hoping that you'll do the same. Hopefully through this loss you'll figure out how to start caring more about yourself. You're a pretty girl, but you've got a lot of growing up to do. I thought I could hang out in hopes of you doing it faster, but I can't. I left everything that we bought together as a gift. I know you're struggling financially. If you need help with the rent, just call and I'll spot you for a month or so until you figure out what you're going to do. Moving in with your mom might be a good choice, or not, seeing that she cooks the worst food in the world for you. Anyway, I'm rambling. 
 
    
 
   Good luck to you. Take care of yourself - like really take care of yourself. 
 
   Cameron
 
    
 
   "Wow." I let out a shaky sigh and forbid myself to cry. There was no way in hell I was going to shed another tear for that asshole. Take care of myself? Was I so fucking grotesque that having an ice cream or a beer from time to time was going to break me?
 
   Obviously in his jacked up opinion. I wadded up the note and pitched it across the room before flopping down on my back and pressing my palms to my face. My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I wrestled it out angrily to see a text from Kendal. 
 
    
 
   Kendal: It's just a friendly dinner between two people who care about Mandy. Don't leave me hanging unless it's going to mess up what you have going with your man.
 
   Me: I'm not sure I'm in the mood for company, Kendal. This day has been... so fucked up. 
 
   Kendal: Then come out with me. We'll get drunk and talk about the state of the world today. 
 
   Me: LOL. If you insist, but I'm getting in my pajamas and testing the theory that a gallon of ice cream will melt before anyone can fully eat it. 
 
   Kendal: Ha. I'd say save me some, but you seem hell bent on having all of it. Enjoy it then. Give me your address and I'll come by and shake your guy’s hand before I take you to dinner.
 
    
 
   I texted him my address, but didn't have the nerve to tell him that there was no man in my life anymore. Where it would free me up to spend the night in his arms if he offered, it was a stupid hope. It would only serve to crush me more when he patted me on the head and dropped me back off at the apartment later that night. Men like Kendal Tarrington didn't date broke, overweight girls like me. Those stories were reserved for fairy tales. 
 
   Besides, I couldn't even keep Cameron. 
 
   There was little to no hope for doing better. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
   Kendal
 
    
 
    
 
   I glanced down at my phone as it buzzed, and responded to Dana's messages as Heather sat across from me, watching me with interest that I couldn’t return. She was a huge contributor to the depravity Damon and I let ourselves get sucked into the belly of in college. Where I wouldn't change much, I sure as fuck didn't want to relive any of it. 
 
   A smile lifted my lips at Dana's confession of wanting to take out a gallon of ice cream. I'd have my man card taken if I mentioned that I'd done just that on several occasions. 
 
   "You like her." Heather's tone was almost playful. 
 
   I glanced up. "Yeah. She's a great lady. I'm looking forward to getting to know her better."
 
   "And she's aware of your appetites?" She licked her lips and lifted her eyebrows. 
 
   "I'm not who I was, Heather. I don't have appetites."
 
   "Shame, really." She reached toward my desk and slid a piece of paper around in a slow circle. "You're being stubborn for no reason at all. I know you're not seeing anyone. I'm not either. It's a damn shame to not take advantage of us being single together."
 
   "And why would we degrade each other by fucking like rabbits when we have no desire at all to be in a relationship with each other?" I tucked my phone into my pocket as I tried to work through how I was going to get out of the room unscathed. The woman before me had been such a good pet, such a plentiful whore to me only six short years before. 
 
   "What does a relationship have to do with any of it, Kendal?" She got up and walked around to my side of the desk before resting her perfect ass against it and lifting her beautiful leg as she dragged her foot up the side of my leg, under the folder resting on my lap and by my sack. 
 
   I grabbed her ankle and stifled a groan, biting my lip and glaring at her. 
 
   "Don't."
 
   "Why not?" She leaned forward, pressed her knee to my chest as I slid my fingers over the top of her heel and tried not to envision the night we could have together. I didn't want a woman beneath me for just a night. If I was going to try again, it was going to be something long-term, something pure and right that I didn't have to feel like shit over. 
 
   "Because, I'm not interested." I leaned over and put her foot back on the floor as she slipped her fingers through my hair and gripped tightly. 
 
   "I doubt that's the truth. You might be a little gun shy because of all the shit that's happened to you while you've been here, but you're interested."
 
   I swatted her hand away from me and stood to my full height, tired of her games. I reached out and gripped the base of her pretty neck and leaned against her. 
 
   "I would think you had grown tired of being a slut." I breathed in deeply, letting the scent of her perfume and arousal work its way down into my lungs. I wasn't with anyone. Dana was just a pretty girl I wanted to know, but it was futile, wasn't it? She had a man already. Who the fuck was I kidding anyway? She wouldn't want a man like me anyway. I was far too damaged for a hopeful young woman with the world laid out before her. 
 
   Heather’s hands slid down my sides and over my hips to grip my ass roughly. "I love being your slut. You know just where to touch me, how hard to fuck me."
 
   "Stop." I slid my hand down her chest, between her ample breasts and stepped back. Every part of me wanted to tear her skirt up her thighs and bend her over my desk for a long hard session of picking which hole would make her moan harder, but I couldn't. If I started down that path again, I'd be stuck there. I fucking hated that guy. "Get out."
 
   "What? No way." She reached for my belt and tugged at it while cupping me with her free hand. "You're hard as a rock."
 
   "I was sexting with my girl before you barged in. If you're here for a reason related to work, we can talk, but if you're here to offer yourself up, I'd rather you didn't bore me." I pulled her hand from my cock and walked around to the other side of my desk. "Close the door behind you."
 
   "Kendal. You're being ridiculous."
 
   "No, you are. You come into my place of employment and hike up your skirt like we're still fucking kids who act like nothing matters but our next high. I'm a grown-ass man. This is my life. This is what matters most to me. Not you..." I pointed to my phone as anger burned through me, "not her. Nothing. No one but this job. It's what I've wanted my whole life. If you're not here to respect that, then get the fuck out."
 
   She laughed and walked toward the door. "You just fucked up big time."
 
   "No, I didn't, but thanks for the threat. I already spoke with Mark today about your bull shit, so expect him to call you into his office soon. Sexual harassment goes both ways, Heather."
 
   "I call your bluff." She opened the door and paused to look over her shoulder. "You'd never call attention to me."
 
   "And why's that?" I put my hands on my hips, hating that she was right. I'd have to go to Mark now that I'd said I'd done it already. There was nothing worse than letting her know she got to me. 
 
   "Because that would fling wide the door to the past and the last thing you want is for them to dig just a little into the sorry bastard you were before you walked across that big ass stage and got your ticket to a cleaner life, right? You're still that guy, and I'm going to prove it." She slammed my door so hard that the pictures shook on the walls. 
 
   "Fuck." I ran my fingers by my lips and tried to swallow the need pulsing through me. I hated myself for wanting her, but it wasn't some longing for her specifically, but for someone - shit, anyone. 
 
   I was in no mood to try and play it safe around Dana tonight, but letting her down sounded far worse than suffering myself. I could get through the night. She had a man, and she was going to New York. I just needed to keep those two things in mind and we would be good. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I took the longest route offered to me from my phone to get to Dana. I needed a chance to cool down completely before I vomited all my dirty deeds in front of her. I wanted someone to tell me that things were different, that there was a chance to find happiness with someone else for more than just one night. Ana had been all of those things. She knew all about my past and was fine with pushing her limits in the bedroom with me. She accepted the parts of me that I was proud of, and those I hated most. 
 
   "And she's gone. Get over it." I ran my fingers through my hair as I pulled into the parking lot for Dana's apartment. The pretty girl who had been more than good to my sister didn't need any of my emotional baggage dragged in behind me, not even for a night. 
 
   I pulled the mirror down from above my head and checked my reflection. I put my glasses on and turned from left to right, trying to decide if looking studious was better. 
 
   "You freaking pansy." I got out of the car and let out a long exhale as I walked toward the apartment complex. Number three ten was on the third floor, and for some reason I figured taking the stairs would help me bleed out some of the piss and vinegar racing through my veins. I lifted my hand to knock on the door and paused. Was I making a mistake?
 
   It's not sex. It's just dinner. Shit.
 
   I knocked before I could talk myself out of it and walk back to my car, forgoing the night, which seemed to almost be what both of us wanted. 
 
   Dana looked beyond cute in her tank top and sleeping pants. I was taken aback by how much of a sex kitten she was. Her long dark hair danced around her shoulders as she gave me a sweet smile. Praise God she had a bra on. I'd not have survived otherwise. 
 
   "I told you it was a rough day. Where are your pjs?" She lifted her eyebrow and moved back, her gallon of chocolate ice cream held closely to her. 
 
   I reached out and took the spoon sticking out of it, slipping it in my mouth and nodded as she laughed. "I sleep naked." I tried to speak around the spoon, causing her to laugh more. I loved it. Simple. Beautiful. Sexy. 
 
   "Get in here." She reached out and grabbed the front of my shirt, pulling me toward her. She moved at the last minute to keep us from colliding, and I lamented over the lost opportunity to touch her. We were in deep shit, at least I was. 
 
   "Why the rough day?" I licked the spoon and went for another spoonful. She grabbed it from me and sucked on it as she turned her back to me and walked back into the living room. 
 
   "I don't want to talk about it."
 
   A groan lodged in my throat as I caught a perfect outline of her panties under the soft Bugs Bunny pants she wore. A tight little G-string from what I could make out. 
 
   "Why not?" I forgot why I was asking what I was, but it seemed to fit the conversation by the look on her face as she turned around and dropped down on the couch. 
 
   "Because. I'm tired of feeling like shit thanks to other people fucking me over. I'd rather just wipe my hands clean of the madness and move forward."
 
   "I like that." I sat down next to her and reached for a small white couch pillow to cover up my raging erection. I was acting like the nineteen-year-old idiot that apparently still lived in my head and controlled my dick. 
 
   "Good. You wanna watch a movie?" She cleaned off the spoon and dipped it back into the ice cream, offering me the spoon. 
 
   Where I was sure she expected me to take it from her, I decided to risk it and lean in. I kept my eyes on her as I opened my mouth and pulled the cold ice cream from the spoon. 
 
   She glanced down toward the bucket as her cheeks turned a pretty shade of pink. 
 
   Was she a virgin? Innocent still? Sure seemed like it. The fact that I wanted to know left me with one conclusion. We had to get out of the house or I was going to replace one treat with another. 
 
   "I'd rather take you to my favorite pizza place. You promised me dinner." I licked at my lips and glanced around the small living room, looking for evidence of a boyfriend. 
 
   Must not be a live-in, which was a point in my favor. 
 
   "Are you okay with me wearing my pjs?" She gave me a cheeky grin and got up. 
 
   "Anything you're comfortable with, I most certainly am." I leaned back and let out a long sigh, feeling a sense of peace that made little to no sense. "Wanna hear about the latest bull shit going on at my work?"
 
   "I'd love to." She walked toward the kitchen. "Talk loud so I can hear you though."
 
   The soft jiggle of her rear had my body aching far past anything Heather could have caused. What was it with this sweet little nurse that left my heart racing? It wasn't her. Surely not. It had to be me denying myself too long. 
 
   If that was the case, then Heather's attention would have left me coming on myself. It wasn't anything other than a carnal attraction to her. 
 
   She looks like Ana.
 
   She did in some ways, but all beautiful Hispanic women did, at least to me. Maybe it was my desire to see her everywhere I went. It had died down a lot, but there were still times where I would find myself searching for her, praying to catch just a glimpse of her again. 
 
   "Kendal?" Dana walked out of the kitchen and leaned against the doorframe. 
 
   My eyes dragged across her and I swallowed. "Yeah?"
 
   "What happened at work?"
 
   "Get dressed and I'll tell you in the car." I leaned back and closed my eyes as my pulse raced. I could get through a dinner with her and keep things friendly. I'd been pushing women away for six years. 
 
   Tonight would be no different. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
   Dana
 
    
 
    
 
   I tried to convince myself that I was being stupid as I walked to the bedroom. There was no way Kendal was undressing me with his eyes, and yet I'd seen the look on his face on plenty of men I'd dated before Cameron. It was the look I'd get just before I found myself naked, panting and pinned to a bed. 
 
   Pursing my lips, I let it go and found a cute blue sundress and sandals that would work. I checked my hair in the mirror and decided to leave it down, though it was still a little muggy this time of year. 
 
   "You ready to tell all?" I stopped by the couch and indulged in the sight of him. His dark blue button up brought out the tan of his skin. His dark messy hair was almost too much, but it was the need in his eyes to be accepted, to be cared for, that almost crippled me. I was most likely assigning him issues he didn't have, but either way, I wanted to know his story. There was more to him than he'd shared thus far, which was understandable. We'd had coffee once - sort of. 
 
   "You gonna open me up like a diary?" He got up and adjusted his slacks before walking to the door and holding it open for me. 
 
   "If you let me. I'd love to hear your story." I walked out into the hall and forced myself to not reach for him. It would have been so easy to slip my hand into his or wrap my arm around the back of his waist, but we weren't a couple. Shit, we were barely friends. 
 
   "It's a tragedy. You okay with that?" He waited for me to go down the stairs and then followed me. 
 
   "I'm sure there are good parts along the timeline, right?"
 
   "Yeah, of course. I love my job. Teaching has always been something I wanted to do. It just took for fucking ever to get my PhD so that I could teach." He smiled and reached out and grabbed my arm as I started to trip over an uneven patch of concrete. 
 
   "Thanks," I mumbled as I righted myself. "Jeez."
 
   He chuckled. "And I assume you love nursing as good as you are at it."
 
   Warmth filled me as I smiled. "I do love it. It's a good fit for my personality. I'm one of those sad souls that just wants to help everyone and I usually end up burned because of it." I shrugged as if it were really no big deal. 
 
   "I'm right over here. The white Lexus." He nodded toward the car and glanced over at me. "I don't think that's a sad situation at all. Thanks to you, my sister isn't having continuous panic attacks. I think her knowing that you're just down the hall has helped out a lot."
 
   "I care about your sister." I got in the car and watched him through the front window as he walked around to get into the driver's side. His slacks hugged his hips tightly, leaving the bulge at the front of his pants accentuated, or maybe not. Maybe he was a little bigger than I was used to. 
 
   As if that matters.
 
   "You look beautiful, by the way. Tell your man I said that if he forgets to compliment you tonight." He winked and started the car. 
 
   I chuckled and decided to leave that part of the story until later in the evening. Telling him that my boyfriend of two years dropped me like a sack of rocks with nothing more than a note didn't seem like a positive start to the evening. 
 
   "Thank you. Now... tell me about the situation you're dealing with at work. Maybe I can help."
 
   He reached up and turned on the air conditioner. "All right, but it's embarrassing. You up for hearing something a little too personal?"
 
   I nodded as excitement raced through me. "Absolutely. Spill all of it."
 
   "This coming from the pretty girl who blushed when I ate ice cream off the spoon she offered me."
 
   "What? I did not." I buckled up as he teased me. 
 
   "You did. It was cute." He glanced over at me and winked. "All right, I'll tell all, but no judging me. Promise?"
 
   I held up my fingers. "Scouts honor."
 
   "Were you a girl scout?"
 
   "No and you're getting off topic." I pushed at his shoulder as he pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
   "True, but I had to validate your scouts honor. You know it doesn't mean shit if you weren't actually in the scouts, right?"
 
   "Really? I thought it-" I shook my head. "Get back to the story."
 
   He laughed deep in his chest. I loved the sound of it, and wanted to find ways to hear it again throughout the night. His whole face lit up as he smiled over at me. How easily I could fall for someone like him. 
 
   "So my best friend in the whole world and I were head of Kappa Alpha for the four years we were in it."
 
   "Oh no." I groaned, having heard so many tainted stories about the KA frat. "They're like the worst frat house on campus."
 
   "Right, and we were too." He gripped the steering wheel tightly and glanced over at me. "You said no judging."
 
   "You're right. No judging. Go ahead."
 
   "So we had a little too much fun with our sister-sorority and did some things I'm not really proud of, but none of us were in our right mind back then. It was college, we were fucking stupid... enough said."
 
   "Please tell me this is going somewhere other than you getting herpes."
 
   He laughed again. "No, I deserved it, but I'm clean."
 
   "Good to know." I shrugged as if it didn't matter, which got me another quick chuckle from him. The man at the hospital I'd seen was overwhelmed with burdens, and not that this version of Kendal wasn't, but there was something suddenly lighthearted about him. I wanted to know what had changed. 
 
   "So one of the girls I slept with a lot-"
 
   "What's your best friend’s name?" I hated the thought of him sleeping with some random chick all the time, which was juvenile and stupid. I didn't even know him back then, and even if it were now, it was none of my damn business. 
 
   "Damon Bryant."
 
   "From McKenzie and Bryant? The accounting firm downtown?" I lifted my eyebrow as shock rolled through me. 
 
   "You know them? Or Damon?" His turn to lift an eyebrow. "You haven't slept with him, right?"
 
   "What? No." I shook my head and snorted. "There is no way I would sleep with him. He's like Dallas' most eligible billionaire bachelor, which means he's a whore. Sorry, but it's gotta be true."
 
   "No, it's true, or was. He's really a-" He shook his head and pulled into a small hole-in-the-wall Italian place. "Enough about him. So the girl I slept with through college was a real bitch, just a hooker and a half."
 
   "Sounds lovely." I got out of the car and smiled as he gave me a stern look. 
 
   "You promised no judging."
 
   "I lied?" I gave him a cheeky grin and opened the door for us. The place was packed, but Kendal pressed his hand to my lower back and moved us to the bar. 
 
   He leaned over and pressed his mouth beside my ear, speaking loudly. 
 
   "You good sitting at the bar?"
 
   "Yes." I turned my face a little, putting us too close together. 
 
   He moved his hand back as his eyes widened a little. "Sorry. I forget most women don't appreciate a man leading them around like he owns her."
 
   I moved toward the bar and waited until we were seated in a high-top table in the corner and addressed his comment. 
 
   "I think most women like a man who takes charge. I do."
 
   "Good to know." His eyes lingered on me a little longer than was comfortable.
 
   I'd have given a million bucks to look more like Jackie. He deserved a long, lean, beautiful girl to sit across the table from him and yet he was stuck with me. Just friends. Nothing to worry about. 
 
   "So the dean calls me in the other day, and guess who the new professor in my department is? And before you answer, let me add in that I've been set up as her mentor, you know, someone to guide her through the next year of her career."
 
   "Oh my God. Are you kidding me right now?" I sat back in shock. With everything going on with his sister, I wasn't sure how he could honestly handle much more. 
 
   "No, I wish I was." He picked up the menu as the server walked over. 
 
   "What'll it be, love birds?"
 
   "Oh, no, we're just-" I tried to save us, but Kendal cut me off. 
 
   "What are you having tonight?" He winked and handed me the menu. 
 
   Warmth raced up my chest and coated my cheeks, leaving me to realize that I was blushing around him. How fucking embarrassing. 
 
   "Bud light, please." I glanced up to find him studying me again. 
 
   "Me too." Kendal handed the guy the menus, but kept his eyes on me. 
 
   "Stop staring at me. You're making me uncomfortable."
 
   "What? Why?" He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. "Because you have a boyfriend?"
 
   "No, because it's just uncomfortable. I don't know." I shrugged and glanced around the bar, thinking it was a good time to go to the restroom. What was I doing? I was setting myself up for the motherlode of all heartaches. The beautiful man across the table wanted a friend and I was going to what, pretend to be one?
 
   "Why is it uncomfortable, Dana?" He leaned forward, forcing me to return my attention back on him. 
 
   "Because Kendal. I look like your ugly-duckling little sister. It is what it is, but it doesn't mean I want to dwell on it." I was making no sense. 
 
   "You're shitting me, right?" He reached for his beer as the waiter returned and lifted it to his lips. 
 
   "Whatever. So this woman... did she hit on you?"
 
   "Oh yeah. She's a whore and a half. I have no clue how I'm going to get her off my case. She's trying to blackmail me into sleeping with her." He chuckled. "Have you ever heard of something so ridiculous?"
 
   "No, I mean, I can see why she would, but still..."
 
   "Why would she? Because she's damn desperate?" The way he watched me left me feeling nude, bare, unraveled in front of him. 
 
   "Because you’re attractive."
 
   "Am I now?" He wagged his eyebrows. "Like what you see?"
 
   "And all of a sudden ballsy." I reached out and grabbed his beer, taking a quick sip. "Nope. No drugs in your liquor."
 
   He laughed loudly. "Because I'm flirting I have to be drugged?" 
 
   "Perhaps." I turned a little and lifted my beer to my lips, taking a long drink of it. "What kind of pizza are we ordering?"
 
   "What's your boyfriend's name?"
 
   "Why?" I glanced over at him, a little put off by how quickly he could leave me dreaming of something that had to be impossible. 
 
   "Because I wanna know who to apologize to."
 
   "It's Cameron. Apologize for what?"
 
   "For wanting to sweep you off your feet." He took another drink of his beer and ordered a large pepperoni pizza with extra cheese and bacon on it for us. 
 
   I laughed and leaned back in my chair. Was this guy for real? 
 
   "What's so funny? You don't like bacon?"
 
   "I love bacon, but it's horrible for your body." I glanced down at mine. 
 
   "I don't give a shit what it does to my body. It tastes like heaven, and I'm starving." He lifted his beer toward me and tilted his head to the side. "To Cameron and his last great relationship."
 
   I laughed loudly. "Stop teasing me. You fucking flirt."
 
   "I'm not usually, but I so wanna be with you tonight. The fact that you're running off to New York forces me to pull back."
 
   "And not the fact that I have a boyfriend?"
 
   "I'm not so sure he exists." He gave me a knowing look. 
 
   "Oh, he's exists all right." I glanced down at my hands. "He's an asshole and a half."
 
   "Get rid of him. You can do better. I promise."
 
   I wanted to believe him, and sitting across the table from him, I had some insane sense of false hope inside me that he would by my 'doing better’, but it was a pipe dream. A woman hadn't passed us that hadn't eye-fucked him ten ways to Sunday, and I couldn't blame any of them. I was doing it every time I got a chance too. 
 
   "I don't need to anymore. He got rid of me today." Tears burned my eyes more from embarrassment than from losing Cameron. I should have lied and let the night keep going the way it was, but it felt too wrong to keep up the facade. Besides, it was better to let Kendal know that I wasn't really worthy of whatever the hell he was up to. At least Cameron didn't think I was. I wasn't so sure where I stood on the matter anymore. 
 
   "Hey," he whispered and reached across the table to wipe one of my tears with the back of his fingers. "He's a fucking idiot and this is his loss."
 
   "Maybe." I shrugged and picked up my beer. "I'm okay. Seriously."
 
   "You like to dance?"
 
   "What? No." I glanced out toward the dance floor to see three people on it. It was an Italian restaurant. People didn't dance in the middle of a-
 
   "Come on, beautiful. Let's go jitterbug." He pulled me off the stool and kept my hand tightly in his as we walked on the floor. 
 
   "Kendal. No. I don't know how to do this."
 
   "Me either. Just follow my lead and we'll be good." He laughed and spun me around the floor. Pretty soon I didn't care who was watching or how well we were doing. I was lost to him and the feel of his strong hands gripping various parts of my body. 
 
   Worthy or not, I wanted anything he might offer. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
   Kendal
 
    
 
    
 
   "I'm stuffed." I leaned back from the table and took note of her barely eating one piece of pizza while I'd put away four. "You don't like it?"
 
   "No. I do. I'm just watching what I eat, you know, trying to be a little more health conscious." She picked up her half-eaten piece and took a small bite. 
 
   "Why? Do you have high blood pressure or something?" I picked up my fourth beer and drained it. The desire to get up and dance some more swelled inside of me, but I denied it attention. Dancing with a full stomach sounded about as good as fucking the pretty girl across from me against a wall with too much in my stomach. Though, I had no doubt that if she were up for it, I'd make all of it work. 
 
   "No. I just..." She glanced around and shrugged. 
 
   "Hey. Look at me." I reached across the table and ran my hand over her forearm as I let my eyes move across her in a way that she would know how beautiful I thought she was. Who the fuck told her differently. 
 
   "What?" She gave me a tight expression as if protecting herself. 
 
   "Eat the other half of this pizza and enjoy yourself. You're fucking hot and whoever told you that you weren't is a damn idiot."
 
   "Why would you think-?"
 
   "Did someone?" I shouldn't have pushed her. I was getting a little too comfortable and my guard was coming down. I almost felt sorry for her for having to deal with me. 
 
   "Yes, but he was right." She set the pizza down and pushed the plate away. "I'm honestly full. Two beers was past my limit."
 
   "He wasn't right. I promise." I reached across the table and picked up her pizza. "You're going to make me eat all of this by myself and throw up later. I hate wasting food."
 
   She reached across the table and snatched it from me. "Give me that. You're such a pain when you're drunk."
 
   "I'm not drunk." I glanced up at the ceiling and laughed. "I feel good for the first time in weeks, but I'm not drunk. I'd be professing my undying love to you and every other woman in this place if I was wasted."
 
   "Oh no. A lovie type drunk, hmmm?" She took a big bite and closed her eyes, moaning softly. 
 
   "Very much so." I licked the tips of my fingers and imagined her quivering beneath me. So perfect and soft. She might hate her curves, but I wanted to sink my fingers, my tongue, my dick into all of them. 
 
   Fuck. I was diving off the deep end. 
 
   "You okay?" She took another bite and dropped the crust on her plate. 
 
   "Yep. I'm just a little too relaxed." I forced a laugh and got up. "You wanna go walk down to the park at the end of the street? It's a beautiful night outside."
 
   "Yeah, absolutely." She wiped her mouth, took a quick sip of her beer and took my hand. 
 
   I led us through the restaurant, out into the street, before releasing her hand. She moved up beside me and smiled shyly. 
 
   "What?" 
 
   I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and pulled her into a side hug. 
 
   "You, that's what. That day you saved me from Terri, the man-eater, I knew we would be friends." I moved us off the main path toward the grassy knoll where the park was. 
 
   "That was like a few days ago." She laughed softly. 
 
   "And? When you know, you just know." I released her and sat down in one of the two swings moving back and forth with the pressure of the wind. 
 
   "I guess you're right." She sat down beside me and pushed off. Her dress fluttered up her thighs and gave me a quick glimpse of white panties before she yelped and slapped her hand over her legs. "Sorry."
 
   "Don't be." I pushed off and leaned back, feeling so fucking free for a few minutes. My sister was dying in a hospital, my best friend's life seemed ruined and mine was soon to follow, but for a few hours, I could just be carefree and let everything go. "Did you love him?"
 
   "Who?" Her hair flew behind her and caught my attention. 
 
   "Cameron." I reached out and let it run past my fingers as she flew by me. 
 
   "I don't know. I wanted to, but we're so different. He's reserved and quiet, picky and likes everything in order."
 
   "And you're messy?" I laughed as she slowed down and gave me a look. 
 
   "No, but I like to live. My mother was fine with fingerprints in the dust on the furniture. It meant we were living instead of cleaning."
 
   "Very true. I like things put up, but I'm not anal about it, or I don't think I am." I pushed off harder. "So if he was reserved and quiet, are you outgoing and wild?"
 
   "I wish I could tell you. After two years of being told what I'm not, it's hard to say what I am." Her voice lost the joy it held only moments before.  
 
   I slowed down and reached out, latching on to one of the chains that held her swing in place. She jerked to a stop and I pulled her toward me, causing my legs to spread as her knees pressed to my groin. 
 
   "I say you’re brave, empathetic, stunning and as wild as you wanna be."
 
   "You think I'm stunning?" She glanced down where her knees pressed tightly against me and took a shallow breath. 
 
   "Hell yeah I do." I reached out and ran my fingers through her hair as I memorized the soft curve of her lips, the regal slope of her nose. "Beyond beautiful."
 
   "You're just being sweet." She laughed, brushing my comment off. "It's the beer."
 
   I gripped the side of her head as warning bells sounded deep inside of me. 
 
   "No, it's just you." I pulled her closer and pressed my lips to hers as she whimpered. Every cell in my body woke up with a raging need like I hadn't felt since Ana was trapped beneath me. 
 
   She mumbled something against my lips just before I pressed my tongue deep into her mouth and lapped at her with indecent intent. I wanted her thoughts to force her into the naughtiest places where nothing existed but her cries for more and me giving it to her. 
 
   Her fingers ran through my hair, and it was my turn to groan.
 
   I broke the kiss, but gave her another one quickly as she panted softly against my mouth. 
 
   "Kendal," she whispered. "I'm not like those other girls."
 
   "I know. I'm counting on that." I kissed her again, taking my time to explore her soft lips, wet tongue. The strong pulls on my tongue as she sucked me deeper into her mouth left my body close to exploding. I pulled back and reached down to grip her thighs. 
 
   "Shit. It's been so damn long." I let my head drop as I tried to catch my breath. My body had gone beyond betraying me as cool and collected. My erection was thick and solid, stretched down my thigh like something from a porn movie. I reached down and tried to adjust myself. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to take it this far."
 
   "Stop." She reached out and gripped my hands. "I don't want anyone but the carefree guy who's letting himself breathe tonight. So what if you're turned on. I am too." 
 
   I pulled her in for one more kiss before standing and bringing her with me. It was hard as fuck not to let my hands explore, gripping and squeezing her hips and the top of her ass, but I held back. Public displays of affection had never been my thing, and I wasn't planning on changing that anytime soon. 
 
   "Come on, we should get you home." I touched her lips, brushing my finger across them softly. "Before I take our friendship to a place that would destroy any hopes of return."
 
   She laughed and moved back, saving me from myself.
 
   I was grateful. 
 
   "The pizza was great, by the way. You were right. Best place in the whole damn city." She walked toward the parking lot, pausing only briefly as I caught up with her. 
 
   "I'm usually right, but don't tell anyone about it. They'll expect me to start acting right too, and that's just out." I reached for her hand. "I'm sorry if I took that too far back there. I haven't been with anyone in two years." No fucking way was I telling her that Terri was the last girl I'd boned in an effort to shut the girl up from asking and getting a bit of release in the process. Women were strange, but I couldn't fault them too much for the offer of pleasure. Maybe I was just a bastard for taking them up on it. 
 
   "What?" She stopped. "Like haven't had a girlfriend?"
 
   "No, that's been six years." I ran my fingers through my hair and scanned the parking lot. A group of nerdy-looking fuckers were standing near the door to the pizza parlor, being loud and rambunctious. It was almost comical. Almost. 
 
   "So you haven't slept with anyone in two years?" The tone of her voice caused me to turn my attention back to her. 
 
   "No, why?" I tried not to smile, but it was a waste. Looking at her in the moonlight left my heart pounding harder than it should have been. So pretty and delicate. 
 
   "I don't know. That just seems crazy to me." She turned as one of the guys yelled something else. "Oh no. That's Cameron. What's he doing here?"
 
   Ice water raced through my veins as we moved into the parking lot and the tallest of the guys turned to face us. I'd let go of Dana's hand a few seconds before, but I honestly contemplated reaching out and taking it back. The bastard needed to be taught a lesson about how to treat a woman. 
 
   Yeah, cause you're the asshole to teach it.
 
   "Dana? What the fuck are you... who's this douche?" The guy walked toward us and kept his eyes on Dana, not acknowledging me at all. What a mistake. 
 
   "He's a friend, and you-"
 
   He reached out and grabbed her arm. "Whatever. You're coming home with-"
 
   "Hey. Let her go, mother fucker." I gripped his wrist and squeezed hard. I could take all four of them out without blinking an eye. Being raised on the poor side of town taught me more than I would ever need to know. 
 
   "Are you kidding me? Go find a blond bombshell to fuck tonight, frat-cock. This woman isn't at all your kind of girl. She puts out once a-"
 
   She slapped him hard in the face as I increased the pressure on his wrist. 
 
   "How dare you. How many times did I hit you up for sex only to have you fall asleep with your hand in your pants? Fuck you for being lame." She slapped him again, and I took advantage of the situation as he shifted. 
 
   It took a second to kick his feet out from under him, roll his lanky ass over and put my knee in his back. I almost felt sorry for the kid. He couldn't have been twenty-four years old. My six years on him wasn't much from a number perspective, but from living life? I was a man and he was a boy. 
 
   "Touch the girl again and you'll lose a few of your teeth, pretty boy." I pressed my hand against his head as he screamed out. 
 
   "My face. The rocks are digging into my face." He pushed against the ground. "Aren't you a professor at UT?"
 
   "Go get in the car, Dana." I reached into my pocket with my free hand and tossed her the keys as tears dripped down her pretty face. 
 
   "I'm your worst nightmare, asshole. That's what I am." I leaned over and pressed harder as he cried out again. "Don't come near the girl again. Got it?"
 
   "Yeah, yeah. I got it. Shit. Please. Don't hurt me."
 
   "I didn't plan to." I smacked him in the back of the head and got up, giving the other three goons with him a stern look. "That's what you get for being a pussy and trying to muscle a woman around."
 
   "Not me man," they muttered and lifted their hands. 
 
   "Right. Not you either, asshole." I pushed on his side with my foot. 
 
   "You won't see me again. She won't either."
 
   "Good answer." I turned and ran my fingers through my hair as I walked to my car. What a fucked up end to our night. The bastard knew I was a professor at UT. If one thing wasn't going to bust me, another was. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
   Dana
 
    
 
    
 
   "I'm so sorry, Kendal. You didn't have to defend me." I reached over and touched the side of his shoulder. My heart was racing inside my chest, not over the drama, but over the fact that he'd stood up for me. No one had done that before... no one. 
 
   "Of course I did." He started the car and gripped my hand before lifting it to his lips and kissing my fingers. "You're a woman and I'm a man. That's what we do. We protect women from assholes like your ex. Let's just pray someone protects you from me."
 
   I pulled my hand from his and let out a shaky breath. "Why would I need protecting from you?"
 
   "Because you're obviously not with your boyfriend anymore, and as much as I wanna keep talking about being good friends, I'm interested in far more than friends should discuss."
 
   He glanced over at me, and the preditorial look in his eyes blistered my insides with desire. I'd only been sexual with a few men over the years, and none of them were worth remembering. 
 
   "What do you want then?" I tugged at my seatbelt as the air grew harder to breathe. 
 
   "I don't know about tomorrow, but tonight I wanna hear you moan." He pursed his lips and turned back toward the front windshield as the leather under his tight grip squealed. 
 
   "Shit," I panted softly and turned to look out the window as he drove like a bat out of hell toward my place. I wanted to moan for him a million times, but sleeping with someone outside of a relationship seemed risky. Far more risky than I'd let myself be in the past. It was this damn heart. It got involved too quickly in hopes of having love, or at least building it. 
 
   He stopped in the parking lot of my apartment building and put the car in park. "We can end the night here. I don't wanna push you into something you don't want."
 
   I turned to face him, which was a damn mistake. His expression promised pleasure like I'd never experienced before and what his eyes weren't doing to me, the scent of his cologne was working to remedy. 
 
   "If you're just looking for a good fuck, that's not me. I mean, I am a good-"
 
   He pressed his fingers to my lips and smiled. "I know what you mean. It's all good. I'm so glad you let me take you out tonight. Seems like we both needed it, or I know I did."
 
   "I did too. I was so embarrassed about Cameron leaving me."
 
   "And now?" He ran his fingers over my cheek and sunk them deep into my hair, tightening his hold on me just enough to cause a moan to rip from my lips. 
 
   "And now I'm good with it." I reached out and pressed my fingers to the front of his shirt. "I'm not good enough for you, Kendal."
 
   "Why do you get to decide that?" He moved forward and pulled me toward him at the same time. 
 
   "Because you’re established and poised and so fucking hot." I brushed my nose by his when he got close enough. 
 
   "Let me take you upstairs and touch every part of you." He nipped at my lips, showing me a side of him I didn't think possible based on the nice guy I'd seen a few times around the hospital. "So much pleasure, Dana."
 
   Indecision raged inside of me. I was being an idiot. Not a few days back I was crying over not having sexcapades like Jackie and here one was being offered to me, and I was mulling over whether it was a good idea or not. I didn't deserve passion in my life, obviously. 
 
   "I can't," I whispered and closed my eyes. 
 
   "It's okay. I respect that big time. I wish I would say the same, but I'm not as strong as you." He leaned in and brushed his lips by mine. "I'll see you at the hospital soon?"
 
   "Yeah, of course." I moved back as the intense burn of regret drove down the center of my chest. 
 
   Do this. You're going to miss out if you don't take him up to your place.
 
   "You want me to walk you up?" He reached for the keys. It was another offer. A subtle one, but still an offer to reconsider. 
 
   "Yeah. That would be great." I got out of the car and smoothed my dress down. There was no hiding how turned on I was thanks to my nipples being budded like pebbles at the front of my dress. 
 
   "Is Cameron usually that aggressive? I mean, do you have anything to worry about by staying here? I have an extra room at my place. Grab some clothes and you can stay there until you can get the locks changed."
 
   "No, it's okay. He's really laid back. I have no idea what all that shit was about." I walked up the stairs and tried to catch my breath. This time from the excitement pumping through me. 
 
   "I don't like it." He stopped behind me and slid his hands onto my shoulders. "Just get some stuff. I'm ten minutes away."
 
   "We're barely more than strangers, Kendal." I walked into the dark apartment as a shiver ran through me. Was I safe? Of course I was. Shit, he'd left me. I didn't leave him.
 
   "We're friends, and we'd be lovers if you'd stop turning me down." He laughed and I couldn't help but smile. 
 
   "All right, but I'm not sleeping with you tonight." I walked to the back bedroom, hating myself for saying no again. 
 
   "Can we at least make out a little more? I haven't even gotten to-"
 
   "Don't say it, please. I'm already on the fence about saying yes to you."
 
   "That was the wrong thing to say." He stopped in the doorway to my bedroom and flipped on the light. 
 
   "Oh yeah? Don't like the truth?" I pulled out a duffel bag and quickly filled it with a few pairs of scrubs and some pajamas before gathering up my bathroom stuff. "Do you think I can get the lock fixed quickly?"
 
   "Oh yeah. That shouldn't be a problem at all. We'll call someone tomorrow." He moved back as I walked past him. "Are you working at the hospital this weekend?"
 
   "Yeah. I only have Sundays off every other week."
 
   "Shit. That's a lot, Dana." He moved into the living room and stopped behind me again, his fingers brushing down the back of my arms. 
 
   "You sure this chick at work isn't rubbing off on you?"
 
   "She definitely wants to rub something on me, but it's nothing I want." He shivered and walked to the door. "You ready?"
 
   "I guess." I walked back out into the humid night's air and tried to logically think through if I was making a huge ass mistake. Yes, I was insanely attracted to him and not just physically, but emotionally and mentally. I could see something great happening between us, but he had a lot of baggage, and obviously I did too. 
 
   "I'll behave as long as you want me to." He wrapped his strong arm around my shoulders and gave me a cocky grin that could melt panties. 
 
   "That's part of the problem. I'm not sure I want you to."
 
   "Well, then. All bets are off."
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "The kitchen is right over here. Help yourself to anything you want." He pointed to the various rooms as he gave me a tour of his large four-bedroom house. I couldn't help but wonder why he would have such a big place all to himself. 
 
   I dropped my bag off in one of the spare rooms and walked down the hall, stopping to look at all the pictures of him and Amanda. Several had an older woman in them as well, whom I assumed was his mother. 
 
   "There isn't much I wouldn't do to save her." He crossed his arms over his chest and pressed his shoulder against the wall. "I'd give up my house, my money, my nice car, my job that I've worked so damn hard for..."
 
   "Your life?" I whispered and turned to walk toward him. I hated his pain, and yet I understood it all too well. Losing my father gave me far more experience with pain than I would have ever wanted. 
 
   "Absolutely." He reached for me, gripping my hip and pulling me flush against him. "Why are you here?"
 
   "Because you said I wasn't safe in my apartment. Did you lie?" I ran my hands up his chest and leaned against him, loving how hard he was already. I didn't have plans to sleep with him, but knowing that he wanted me to was more than enough to drag my tattered ego from the dark depths where it lay shattered. 
 
   "I never lie." He brushed his hand down the side of my hair. "Why do you take such good care of Amanda? She has to be more than you're used to handling as an intern."
 
   "She needs me." I lifted my gaze up to his and cupped his sides as my stomach tightened and warmth pooled between my thighs. He was going to have anything he wanted from me... I had no doubt as to the lack of sticking power I had over my decision to walk away from his offer for a long night with him. 
 
   "What if I need you?" He leaned down and licked at my mouth as he dragged the back of his fingers over my breast, brushing by my nipple as I moaned loudly. "What if you need me?"
 
   "I don't," I whispered and lifted to my toes to press my lips against his. 
 
   "Doesn't taste like you don’t." He smiled against my lips before picking me up and forcing my legs around his waist. He pressed me tightly to the wall behind us and ground into me as pleasure raged through the center of my body. 
 
   "And what does need taste like?" I panted softly as he rolled his hips and massaged my softness with his body. 
 
   "Like you, Dana." He gripped my ass and turned to walk me toward his bed. "How about you just let me taste you tonight? No strings attached to letting me drink you."
 
   "Fuck," I mumbled and buried my face against his neck. A million thoughts drove through my mind, each more useless than the last. 
 
   "We can do that too, if you're up for it." He laid me down on the bed and ran his hands over my breasts, squeezing softly as he rocked against me. 
 
   "I'm not like these girls you keep talking about, Kendal." I pushed at his chest, far more scared of being judged by him than losing the chance at being taken violently by him. 
 
   "I agree." He leaned down and ran his teeth over my nipples, tugging softly as I arched my back and cried out. Maybe I was just like them. 
 
   "Why do you agree?" I whimpered as he pushed my skirt up over my legs and petted my sex rhythmically over my panties. 
 
   "Because I came after you, Dana. You didn't come after me."
 
   "I wanted to." I spread my legs wider, wanting to release myself to the fact that I was a whore if it meant being with him for the night. The strong independent woman in me was long gone as he continued to hover over me. 
 
   "But you didn't. That makes all the difference in the world." He moved down my body, kissing here and there as he pushed my skirt up to my belly button. 
 
   I glanced down as he slid his finger under the covering of my panties and dragged his finger through my wetness. 
 
   "I don't know if I can do this," I cried out and gripped the sheets. 
 
   "If you don't want me down here... close your legs, baby. I'm a grown man. I know how to take no for an answer."
 
   I reached down and brushed two fingers by his lips, letting him suck both of them into his mouth. 
 
   "I'm just scared." I pulled my hand away from him and tried to catch my breath. 
 
   "Don't be. Just lay back and relax. I just wanna taste you tonight." 
 
   A soft yelp left me as he tugged my panties to the side and pressed his mouth to the center of me. A deep grunt left him and slid across my wet skin, leaving my heart racing and pleasure dancing along my pleasure points. 
 
   "So fucking delicious, Dana. Come for me as many times as you can, okay, pretty girl?"
 
   I glanced down and moaned loudly as he sunk two fingers into me and lapped at me with an expression of ecstasy on his face. Between the sounds and smells of our sex, my body buckled within minutes, the cry leaving me far too loud and guttural for the little bit of work he'd done.
 
   "Mmmmm... Again, baby." He pressed his mouth back to my center and drove his strong fingers deep inside of me until I came again, and again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
   Kendal
 
    
 
    
 
   A huge part of me wanted to crawl on top of her and make love to her until she couldn't stand, but it wasn't right to do it. I'd just berated Heather and Terri for being whores, and here I was wanting to be one. Besides that, a one-night stand wasn't in the cards either. I was ready to try again, and Dana was the woman I was hoping to try with. 
 
   I left her a note the next morning on the night stand closest to her and changed into a pair of oxfords and a golf shirt. I had forgotten about scheduling a golf game with Damon and Matt, but thanks to the reminder going off on my phone at five that morning, I was on my way to see them both. 
 
   The taste of Dana lingered on my lips, and I couldn't seem to get the sound of her moans out of my head. It was like getting access to something new and exciting and having to play with it later. It was less than couth to think of her that way, but the old parts of me would forever be lingering around in the dark, hoping to come out and stretch from time to time. 
 
   "What are you smiling about?" Damon called to me as I walked up to the country club. 
 
   "A girl I took to my bed last night." I popped him in the chest and extended my hand to Matt. "Hey man. Long time no see. How are you?"
 
   "I've been better." Matt gave me a big brotherly hug and opened the door for us. "I have another girl you can take to your bed too."
 
   I laughed and walked into the country club. "Erica still have you?"
 
   "I swear, I'm going to wake up one day and find out that she's swallowed my dick whole." He shook his head and shivered as Damon chuckled. 
 
   "You're so damn dramatic. You'd be lucky to have a woman as hot as Erica Hall get near your dick."
 
   "True." I shrugged and pulled out my phone to see if Dana texted. The note for her asked her to let me know when she was up. I didn't want to leave her alone too long. 
 
   She's got a shift at the hospital. Stop being so damn protective. 
 
   "So who is this hot piece of ass that has you checking your phone every two minutes?" Damon tossed me the score card and the pencil.
 
   I jerked forward to catch them and growled at him. "Don't call her that. She's a great girl, a real sweetheart."
 
   "What's she doing with a chump like you, Tarrington?" Matt pushed the door open to the cart rental area and gave me a knowing look over his shoulder. 
 
   "I'm praying I've finally turned a new leaf. After two years of celibacy, I've earned another shot at a relationship, wouldn't you think?"
 
   "I do." Matt got on the back of the cart. 
 
   "I think you deserve far more than you give yourself credit for." Damon got in the driver's seat and patted the seat beside him. "Tell me all about her."
 
   "She looks a lot like Ana, but more curvy. She's twenty-four or so and is a nurse at the hospital."
 
   "Is this the intern?" Damon turned and pulled his sunglasses off his face. 
 
   "Yeah, why?"
 
   "Kendal. If she's an intern, then she's a student at UT, man. Aren't you banned from dating all students, or is it just yours?"
 
   Sickness pulsed through my stomach, but I tried to not overreact. "She doesn't go to UT, dude. There is a nursing school here too. Lots of them, actually."
 
   "Have you asked her?" Matt turned around as Damon pressed the gas and the cart lurched forward. 
 
   "No." I let out a long sigh. 
 
   "Good. Don't." Damon patted my chest and drove down the cart path as Matt hummed something in the back. I needed to change the subject. I was going to talk myself out of something with Dana before it really started. 
 
   It has started.
 
   "What's going on with Beth? Any news on that front that you wanna share?" I turned to face Damon as Matt bounded off the back of the cart. He was always first in line no matter what we were doing. Damon and I had gotten used to just giving him his way, especially when the fucker got bigger than us somewhere along the way. 
 
   "She's going to dinner with me sometime next week. That's all she'll give me." He ran his fingers through his hair and reached down to grab a beer from the cooler between us. 
 
   "You're drinking at seven in the morning? That's the sign of an alcoholic."
 
   "Right. You want one?" He offered me one and I took it. 
 
   "Of course. I'd not let you go down a dark path alone. What kind of friend would I be?"
 
   "A shitty one." He took one more drink and got off the cart. "I sent her flowers and told her after a meeting the other day that I missed her."
 
   "And? How did she respond?" I cringed at the thought of what happened. By the scowl on his face, it wasn't good. 
 
   "She said 'that's nice' and walked off. She's not interested anymore." He grabbed a club and shrugged. "She's got a few more weeks and I'm going to move on."
 
   "What? You're not moving on. You're in love with her. How many women have you ever been in love with?" Panic raced through me. I cared about Damon and Beth. They were too good together to let the newness of the relationship and all the extra bull shit that society wanted to sling at them fuck it up for them. 
 
   "One, Kendal. I've been in love with one woman. I've told several a lie, but this time I meant it." He shrugged and turned to walk toward the tee box. Damn. I was going to have to pull her aside and see what the hell was going on. After talking with her the week before, she seems to still be in love with Damon, but now... who the fuck knew. Women were so far beyond complicated at times. 
 
   As if we weren't. 
 
   "So how was the art show thingie?" I took Matt's club as he offered it to me. 
 
   "It was a private showing, and it went really well. Jonathan wants to pick up all that I've done and has a few ideas for some pieces that some of his clients are looking for."
 
   "That's great news. Are you moving up there or staying down here?" I pulled my phone out as it buzzed. 
 
   "I'm not sure yet. I know Erica wants me up there, but something tells me that if I do go that we'll end up together."
 
   "Because she'll force you into submission?" I lifted my eyebrow as I tried to imagine Matt Bryant being forced to do anything. He'd somehow circumvented his father from pulling him into the Bryant Empire and not fooled a damn person in the process. His childish act was an epic fail and we all knew it. 
 
   "No, because she'll tease me until I force her into it." He rolled his shoulders and stretched as Damon walked back. "You guys think I'm sweet and fruity because I love art. You don't know shit."
 
   "He's a beast in the bedroom. Puts us to shame." Damon patted me on the back as he moved toward the cart. 
 
   "Do I wanna know how you know this?" I mumbled and pulled my phone out to read Dana's text. She was on her way to the hospital and would get the new locks done hopefully that day. The beautiful girl was already trying to run out of my life and we'd not even gotten to really know each other yet. 
 
   I didn't wanna overreact, so I didn't. After hitting the ball past both of my friends’ balls, I got back in the cart and took a long drink of my beer. 
 
   "So what the fuck is up with Heather Turner?" Matt turned around and pressed his forearms to the back of our seat. 
 
   "She has a job at the college and is promising to ruin my life if I don't give her blow jobs from time to time." I smiled over at Damon. We'd spent four years jacking around with Heather in college and had agreed more than once that the woman had far bigger balls than we ever would. She was insatiable. 
 
   "So do it," Matt huffed. "Or have Damon do it. He's fucked up things with Sis and needs a bit of a release."
 
   "Fuck you too." Damon jerked the cart to a stop and waited until Matt was in the tee box to turn toward me. "You need to get rid of Heather, Kendal. You know that bitch is nothing but trouble. Where you might call her bluff, she's not going to call yours. She's mean and when she wants something-"
 
   "Did she come see you?" Realization rolled over me. He wasn't nearly as shocked about her being back in town as he should have been. Granted, I mentioned her being at the college to him when she first showed up, but even still...
 
   "Yeah. You know she was close to Christa and Delilah."
 
   "Speaking of the twins." I made sure to show my disgust on my face. "Why the hell would you hire Delilah to work for you? I swear you look for trouble, invite it in and fucking knit it a bed for it to sleep on."
 
   "I didn't hire her, you dick." He got off the cart. "My father did, not thinking anything about it."
 
   "Oh. Shit." I contemplated calling Bethany and decided against it. I could talk to her on Tuesday when she came in for her TA duties. "Why didn't you tell Beth that?"
 
   "Because, matchmaker, she should have already known that. I asked her to marry me, remember? I'm not a complete asshole."
 
   "True, but you mostly are." I lifted my beer to him as he sneered at me and walked toward the tee box. 
 
   Matt jumped onto the back of the cart and bounced on it, shaking the shit out of the rickety thing. 
 
   "Damn, man. Chill out." I swatted at him and caught him in the nuts, hitting home. 
 
   He groaned and dropped down into the seat behind me as he swatted me in the back of the head. 
 
   "What are we going to do about Damon and Beth? I can't handle this fucking tension at the house much longer." Matt groaned again and cupped his crotch. 
 
   I got off the cart and shook my head as I walked around to the back. "I don't know. They're just both being stubborn."
 
   "I get that, but one of them is going to have to bend a little or the whole damn relationship is going to break. That's not acceptable." Matt sat up and pressed his hands to his knees. "We gotta fix this."
 
   "We're grown men, and we're not fixing this. We're not in high school anymore or college. Life is what you make it, and if we patch this shit up for them, they'll just find a new way to tear it down." I was almost surprised by the words coming out of my mouth, but damn if they weren't true. Damon didn't need me riding in to save the day. I'd done that and hurt Bethany's trust and left Damon without his woman anyway. 
 
   "Maybe you're right," Matt mumbled as Damon walked up. 
 
   "Right about what?" He handed me the club. 
 
   "About you needing to get cock enlargement. I saw something on TV the other day." I pushed at his shoulder as Matt laughed loudly. 
 
   "That sounds like you, Kendal. Watching the home shopping network during porn hour."
 
   "That wasn't even funny," I called over my shoulder and positioned myself to smack the ball one more time. I didn't need to play like a pro. I just needed to beat the two knuckleheads I was spending my Saturday morning with. 
 
   "What ever happened to old what's her face?" Matt asked as I walked back to the cart and got on. 
 
   "Which what's her face are we referring to? I've been with a lot of women over the last few years, Matt."
 
   "That's a damn lie." Damon gave me a sideways glance. "You've been with one woman since college. What's her face?"
 
   "Oh. You're talking about Ana."
 
   "That's the one!" Matt bounced on the back of the cart as Damon growled and tried to keep it on the cart path. 
 
   "I have no clue where she is, and I don't want to." I rubbed my chest absently as thoughts of her resurrected in my mind. I wanted to push Dana into her place, but it wasn't the same, not in the slightest. It could be over time. I could see my relationship with Dana growing into something far better than what Ana and I had, but time was a cruel bitch who took far more than she gave. 
 
   "So you don't want me to hire her at M&B next?" Damon chuckled as I whipped my head around to pin him with a hard stare. 
 
   "You wouldn't dare do that shit." Had he seen her? Was she around?
 
   He laughed and stopped the cart. "No, I wouldn't, and I wouldn’t hire Delilah to hurt my woman either. You bastards are getting on my nerves with who you think I am. Haven't I proved myself trustworthy?"
 
   "Yeah, you have, buddy." I reached for him as he got off the cart. 
 
   "Good. Tell her that next time you see her."
 
   "I will. I promise. I will."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
   Dana
 
    
 
    
 
   I dropped my phone on the bedside table and let out a long sigh as I lay in Kendal's bed the next morning. The smell of him rolled over me and I flipped over to lay on my stomach so I could press my face to his pillow and breathe in deeply. I was class-A stalker material, and didn't give a shit about getting caught. Not that it would be him catching me. He was out playing golf with a few friends from what his note said. 
 
   After snuggling down into the covers for a few more minutes, I decided it was time to get my happy ass up and get to the hospital. I had another hour before I had to be there, but being in someone else's house without them there was less than comfortable. 
 
   The kitchen was stocked with all kinds of fruits and goodies, like Kendal had a private chef that came. Did college professors make that much money? 
 
   "Maybe so," I mumbled and made myself something quickly, cleaned up and changed into my scrubs. I realized as I walked toward the front door that I was stranded without a car. What the hell was I thinking the night before? I could have at least driven over to Kendal's place. I called an Uber and was grateful to have it pull up twenty minutes later. I was going to be cutting it close, but it was the best I could do. 
 
   I called the apartment complex and explained the situation about the locks on the door as I rode back into the heart of the city. The lady promised to get it taken care of by Sunday afternoon, which was better than I expected and yet not soon enough. Where the idea of staying another night with Kendal was beyond exciting, it felt like a burden I didn't want to put on him. What if he'd had enough of me the night before? The last thing I wanted to do was make things awkward for us. 
 
   His sweet note to call him when I got up was the only thing keeping my shitty thoughts at bay. 
 
   The Uber pulled up into the large overflow parking lot at Memorial Hospital and let me out. I paid the guy and walked into the building with a crowd of new residents. Their excitement was contagious, and I once again couldn't help but revisit the notion that nursing wasn't enough for me. Maybe I did need to push my education another few steps to become a full-fledged doctor. Surely some of my credits would transfer to the new degree. 
 
   The thought of another round of student loans left my chest aching, but they were a means to an end. I would pay them off before I died... hopefully. 
 
   I made my way to my assigned floor and stopped by to find Amanda sound asleep. Tinsley stopped beside me in the open door and gave me a scathing look. 
 
   "Why are you so concerned with this girl over all the other patients on our floor? Don't you know that it's unethical to have favorites?"
 
   I glanced over at her, not at all concerned with what she thought about me caring for Amanda. It was none of her business and if she thought it was only because of Kendal, she was wrong. I'd been stopping by to offer Amanda attention since getting the internship. The fact that she had a devastatingly handsome older brother that might be the love of my life eventually was a huge bonus, but it was just that - a bonus. 
 
   Turning, I walked out of the room without another word. The nasty huff behind me caused a smile to spread across my face. I wasn't a nefarious person at all, but if there was a way to bring our head nurse on the floor down just a little and offer her a great taste of humility... I was all for it. 
 
   I checked all of the normal spots for Jackie before walking down to her private hideaway with trepidation. The last thing I wanted to do was walk in on her and Parks again, but in an effort to get her on her rounds and keep her from getting in trouble with Tinsley, I was willing to take one for the team. 
 
   Pressing my ear to the door, I held my breath and heard something I hadn't expected to hear. Crying. 
 
   I knocked softly and pushed the door open as Jackie called out. 
 
   "No, don't. Someone is in here."
 
   "It's just me." I stuck my head around the edge of the door and after seeing that she was alone, I moved into the room and closed the door behind me. "What's going on? What happened?"
 
   She sobbed softly and pressed her hands to her face. "I'm a whore. That's what."
 
   "No you're not." I walked over to her and wrapped my arms around her shoulders as she cried harder. 
 
   "Yes I am. I thought maybe after spending a few days sleeping with Parks that I might mean something to him." She choked on a sob and pulled away from me as she started to cough loudly. 
 
   "Did he say you didn't mean anything, or are you assuming that because he had to go back to New York?" I reached out and rubbed her back softy. The poor girl was in a full-scale meltdown, and as much as I loved her, she had ten minutes before I turned into my apathetic mother and told her to pull her shit together and get up. 
 
   Nothing was worth getting bad marks on the internship, least of all a hottie from New York that probably slept with anything that looked good and walked on two legs. 
 
   "He didn't say anything, Dana. He just left last night on a red eye. I tried to get his number before he left, but he was really weird about it."
 
   My conversation with Kendal the night before raced through my mind. 
 
   "Did you go after him or did he come after you?" I put my hand on my hip and realized that it was a pretty fucked up time to test the theory that Kendal had used on me, but it was already out there now. 
 
   "What? Neither. He left without a word." She sobbed loudly again. 
 
   I reached for a handful of Kleenex and handed them to her. "No, originally. When he got here at Memorial. Did he hit on you first, or did you hit on him?"
 
   "I hit on him. Why? What does that have to do with anything?"
 
   Whore. I cringed at the thought. Was that some kind of fucked up alpha male code? Did they not like strong women that knew what they wanted? How shitty was that?
 
   "What? Nothing. I was just wondering where this all started. Come here." I reached for her again and wrapped my arms around her. "You're not just a piece of ass. He's either a bigger idiot than we thought, or he got called back to New York in a hurry. He seemed like a great guy when he was here. I'm going to vote on him getting called back and not having the time to call you or not wanting to because of how late it was."
 
   "He didn't have my number." She huffed and pulled away from me again before wiping at her face angrily. "It's just so fucking messed up. Every time I find a guy that I'm compatible with, poof, they fucking disappear. I'm obviously not worthy of anyone's time or emotional energy." She walked to the door. "I'll be fine. I've been through this a million times. Let's go do our shit and then I'm faking death."
 
   "How about just sickness?" I walked out of the room behind her and stopped short as they wheeled an empty bed out of the room near the end of the hall. Mr. Jackson?
 
   "That'll work too." She reached for me as I moved past her in a haze. "Hey. Where you going? Our rounds are back here at the nurses’-"
 
   "I know. I'll meet you there." I pulled from her and walked quickly to the room, pausing only as I reached the door. "Where are you?"
 
   I turned to find the hall empty. Where was he? Had he finally gone home to let his family offer their comfort until he passed? Had he gotten better? That had to be it. He looked great the last time I saw him. 
 
   After standing there for a few more wasted minutes, I turned the corner and jogged down toward the south wing of the hospital. For some odd reason, they were much more friendly to interns than anyone on my floor ever was. 
 
   The sweet older woman that glanced up from her computer gave me a warm smile. "What can I do for you, dear?"
 
   "I was looking for Mr. Jackson. He's usually-"
 
   "Oh yes. Such a nice older man."
 
   "Right. Did he go home?"
 
   "He sure did. Peacefully too."
 
   "Peacefully?" Confusion rolled over me, though it shouldn't have. "He went to his son's house?"
 
   "No, dear. He died in his sleep last night. He went to his final resting place." She stood and reached out to touch my hand. "Oh, you're Dana. One of our interns, right?"
 
   "Yes, ma'am." I tried to push past my shock. It wasn't as if I didn't expect there to be death in a hospital, but not getting to say goodbye left too many open wounds in my heart. It felt far too much like the situation with my own father. Abrupt. Unfair. 
 
   "He left you a note, dear. He delivered it a few days ago as if he knew the end was close." She turned and shuffled through a few things as I stood there in stony silence. What did it say? Why did it matter so much?
 
   Because I wanted to take Kendal by to see him, to let him pass the old father's test over Kendal and give me the nod of approval. I knew without a doubt that he would. How could he not? Kendal was the best guy I'd ever dated. 
 
   Were we dating?
 
   "Here you go, hon. Let me know if you need to talk to a grief counselor. Sometimes being new to all of this is a little overwhelming. Most of the other nurses will tell you that it's just better if you don't get emotionally involved with anyone, but I think that's hogwash. I love letting my patients know that they're cared about. It's too sterile in here in the first place." She sighed and dropped back down in her seat. 
 
   "Thank you. I appreciate it." I lifted the letter in the air and turned to go. I needed to find a quiet place to sit down and read the letter, but now wasn't the time. Even though my heart ached for my loss, there were things to be done. If Jackie could move past falling for a playboy doctor and being made to feel like a piece of ass and still get her rounds done, then I could too. 
 
   I made my way back to my side of the floor and stopped beside Jackie as she counted out pills. 
 
   "You okay?" She glanced over at me. 
 
   "Yeah, I think so. I just really liked that old man."
 
   Tinsley poked her head up and caught my attention. "This is why I told you not to get too connected with anyone. It's not because I'm an ass. It's because people die all the time around here. The diagnosis the doctors give is usually spot on." She shrugged and turned back to her computer. Lucky for her, her tone wasn't nearly as demeaning as it usually was. I was in the mood to smack someone around emotionally and she would fit the bill beautifully. 
 
   "I hate that part of this job. It's one of the reasons why I was determined not to be like my mother and become a nurse." Jackie pulled her long blond hair down and ran her fingers through it before pulling it back up. 
 
   "I'm still not sure if I'm going to stick with it or go farther."
 
   "And be a doctor?" Tinsley glanced up again. 
 
   "Yes, but this conversation is between me and Jackie. I'm sorry we're in earshot of you, but mind your own damn business." I turned back to find Jackie staring at me with her mouth wide open. 
 
   "You sure you're okay?" she whispered and stiffened as Tinsley moved to stand in front of me. 
 
   I returned my attention back to her, ready for a fight. Her words took the wind out of my sails and left me defeated. 
 
   "Good luck with being a doctor instead of a nurse. We might have to change the sheets when they die, but you don't have to stand in front of the family and give them bad news. Kind of like Dr. Lewis sort of, kind of did to Mr. Tarrington."
 
   "What do you mean sort of, kind of? He told Kendal to prepare for end of life for Amanda." Even repeating it hurt me. I wasn't sure how Kendal was getting through it, but avoidance and ignoring the truth of the matter had to be part of it. He hadn't really brought it up much more than to say he'd give up everything for his little sister. 
 
   "Nick is an old friend of Kendal's mom. He's uber sensitive about the whole situation, obviously." She huffed and turned to walk back to her desk. 
 
   "Nick?" Jackie leaned toward me and whispered. 
 
   "Dr. Lewis." I walked around the counter and stopped beside Tinsley’s desk. "Stop being so damn cryptic and tell me what you're getting at."
 
   "Go get Amanda's file and see for yourself. There's a timeline on it. Nick just doesn't have the balls to tell Kendal."
 
   "What?" Shock ran through me. "Is he required to tell him?"
 
   "Nope. He should. I mean, it's just good business practice, but I can see why he's not doing it. Would you be able to, Dr. Young?" She snorted. 
 
   Anger burned through me, and I backed up before I grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her up from her comfortable chair. She had no humanity inside of her. 
 
   "Where is the file?" I glanced around until my eyes stopped on Amanda's room. The file sat in the plastic file holder affixed to her door. Without thinking any more about it, I walked to stand in front of her room and plucked the file from the door. 
 
   "You sure you want to do that? You'd kinda feel obligated to tell Dr. Tarrington about his sister’s rapidly approaching end, right?"
 
   I coddled the file to my chest and turned to face her. "Have you looked at it?"
 
   "Hell no. I don't want that pressure in my life. I don't like very many people, but Kendal is one of the few. There is no way I could tell him that the last member of his family is headed out sooner than any of us might imagine."
 
   "How the hell do you know it's soon if you haven't looked at the file, Tinsley?"
 
   "Because, Dana, Dr. Lewis told Kendal to prepare for end of life. Doctors don't say that shit months in advance. It's usually weeks." She dropped back down in her chair and went back to typing. 
 
   I turned to find Jackie watching me with something like horror on her face. 
 
   "I wouldn't do it. You know you can't not tell him, Dana."
 
   I glanced down at the file. Kendal deserved to know. 
 
   "I can't hold the truth in my hands and not have the balls to tell him about it, Jackie." I opened the file and glanced down as I scanned the pages and pages of notes. The last few lines on the front page were almost unreadable, but the date grabbed me by the heart and squeezed tightly. "What's today's date?"
 
   Tinsley glanced up with sadness in her eyes. She knew what the fucking file said. 
 
   "It's the date on the file, Dana. She's supposed to die today.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
   Kendal
 
    
 
    
 
   Golf with my friends was exactly what the doctor ordered. Between listening to Matt whine about Erica being too much woman for him, and watching Damon mope around the fucking golf course all day, I was reassured that dating Dana was a great idea. I didn't wanna search for someone else who might be a little older, or look less like Ana. Neither of those things mattered seeing that the level of physical attraction I felt for her was off the charts. That combined with the fact that I loved her sweet spirit, her honesty and innocent persona, and I was sold. The thought crossed my mind to call the apartment and tell them to not fix the locks until Monday, but that would have been a dick move and knowing my luck, I would have been caught in the center of it all. I rarely got away with anything and usually got blamed for things that I had nothing to do with. 
 
   I walked into the house and called out to her, hoping that she was still there. "Dana?"
 
   Nothing. I realized after searching the house for her that I'd left her with no way to get to work. I growled at myself and walked back into the kitchen as the sound of a car driving up in my driveway stopped me in my tracks. 
 
   Dana.
 
   I walked to the front door and opened it in time to see her get out of her car and move toward the trunk. 
 
   "Hey there." I walked out of the house and let the smile that tugged at my lips force me into what had to be a goofy-ass grin. "I'm sorry about not thinking about you needing a ride this morning. How did you get to the hospital?" 
 
   She popped the trunk and leaned around the side of the car. "It's okay. I called an Uber and got there just fine. Jackie gave me a lift back to my house to get my car. Looks like the apartment complex is going to have the locks changed by tomorrow, so I should be good to stay in my own place tomorrow night."
 
   "Leaving me already?" I moved up behind her and gripped her shoulders, rubbing softly as I leaned down and kissed the side of her neck. I was far too familiar with her, but I didn't care. I was going to enjoy the feeling of being close to someone so right for me until she pushed me away. 
 
   "Gotta keep the chase up for a while, right?" She lifted a bag from the trunk and handed it to me. "I got some stuff for dinner. I figured we would make some pasta unless you have other plans."
 
   "Nope. I'm all yours for the night. Lucky you." I grabbed the other bag in her arms and walked back toward the house. Cooking with her almost sounded too intimate. I loved it. Damon would call me a puss for even thinking such a thought, but I found myself not caring much about what anyone thought of my upcoming love affair. It was damn time to make myself happy and something told me that the beautiful girl unpacking her car in front of my house was part of the equation for making that happen. 
 
   "I'd call that lucky." She closed the trunk and moved up behind me as I walked into the house. 
 
   "Did you say you went to the hospital today?" I walked into the kitchen and set the bags down before turning back to her and grabbing for the last one she had in her arms. 
 
   Her expression dropped, and something about the look in her eyes caused a mild flare of panic to rise up inside of me. Amanda. 
 
   "Yeah, I was there for my shift today." She moved past me, but I wasn't letting go of her wordless expression that spoke volumes. 
 
   "What's the matter? What happened, Dana?" I forced her to turn and face me before sliding my hands along the smooth skin of her neck and cupping her face in my palms. "Talk to me."
 
   "I just lost a patient that meant a lot to me today. Mr. Jackson. He called me fruit fly because-" Her eyes filled with tears and she pulled away from me. 
 
   "I'm so sorry." I wrapped my arms around her, not thinking anything of my wanting to offer her comfort. It had been so damn long since I offered myself to a woman, that the foreign feeling should have lingered far longer than it did, but I tried not to overanalyze it. 
 
   "It's stupid, I know. I'm a nurse and I shouldn't get close to people that are going to die."
 
   I chuckled and brushed my hand over her silky hair. "Everyone is going to die. Does that mean you don't get close to anyone?"
 
   She gave me a go-to-hell look and moved back over to pull random items from the grocery sack closest to her. "You know what I mean."
 
   "I do, but my little sister is going to die sooner than I want her to, and I love the fact that you care about her. Caring about someone in the hospital that you're watching over isn't a weakness. Those people deserve attention and love probably more than the rest of us do. Can you imagine those people who sit in those beds day after day and no one gives them attention or shows them love?" I kissed the side of her neck and stiffened as she turned to face me and gripped my sides tightly. 
 
   She froze in place as her eyes moved around my face. Concern took over her features as she blinked a few times, sighed and turned back around. 
 
   "Dana. What's going on? What aren't you telling me?"
 
   "Nothing. I just feel like shit over not seeing Mr. Jackson one more time before he died." She sniffled and picked up a handful of stuff before walking toward the stove. "Help me cook this spaghetti and let’s talk about something else. Tell me about your golf game."
 
   "I won, which isn't too rare, but still rare enough that it felt good." I opened the bottle of red wine she got and lifted it to my nose, breathing in deeply. "Both Matt and Damon are going through some shitty life experiences, so beating them wasn't nearly as joyous as it usually is." 
 
   "Matt and Damon are friends or brothers?" 
 
   "They're brothers. Matt is a few years younger than us and looked just like Damon's mother, who cheated on his father, but his father still doesn't know about it."
 
   "But Damon knows?" She grunted as she worked to open a jar of tomato sauce that appeared to be giving her hell. 
 
   I reached for it and opened it for her with ease. "Damon walked in on her during high school. It almost consumed him our junior year. He skipped school a million times trying to make sure she wouldn't cheat again."
 
   She lifted the jar and smiled. "I loosened this for you."
 
   "I know you did." I opened the ground beef and dropped it into the skillet she'd pulled out while I ogled at her rear in her scrubs. I was grateful for the opportunity to eat her out the night before, but I'd have much preferred her on her knees during the event so I could worship her ass at the same time. 
 
   "What?" I glanced over at her as my heart started to race in my chest. Dinner and then a long conversation and then sex. Sex could come later, although I wanted to say to hell with dinner and get to dessert - her. For some reason, Bethany's complaint over Damon wanting sex to heal everything continued to bounce around inside my skull. Was I as much like him as I thought? And would it be a bad thing if I was?
 
   "I asked if his parents were still married." She moved over to the counter beside me and started to work on chopping tomatoes and cucumbers for a salad. 
 
   "No. His mom died awhile back from cancer. About the time Damon decided he was going to tell his dad everything, his mom got sick and that ended his bravado." I shrugged and let out a soft sigh. "The poor guy just can't seem to catch a break either. He's never been in love before, but finally found the right woman."
 
   She turned and lifted her eyebrow. "Uh oh. Why does this feel like the good part isn't coming?"
 
   "Because it's not." I pushed the meat around the pan as my stomach contracted tightly. "He's fallen in love with his father's new wife's daughter."
 
   "Wait..." her eyes moved around my face slowly, "... his stepsister?"
 
   "Exactly, and things were fine between their family because they're not blood, but who knows what the hell went wrong. Beth is a young woman with too much fear over losing everything and Damon is a hothead who doesn't think he should have to explain himself. Their communication sucks and it's going to be the end of them."
 
   "How serious were they? Sounds like something that just started recently." She lifted a cucumber toward my lips and licked hers as I gripped her wrist and pulled her hand closer. I sucked at her fingers and ran my tongue over each of them, cleaning them before I let her go and chewed on the cucumber. 
 
   "Just a few months ago they met." I licked at my lips and gave her a naughty smile. "Stop being sexy, or dinner will grow cold while I take my time getting to know every crevice of your body."
 
   "You're so different than what I expected." She pushed the bowl of cucumbers toward me and laughed. "Get your own damn snack of you're going to threaten to take away my dinner."
 
   "Take away your dinner?" I laughed and dropped the spatula in the pan before moving up behind her and wrapping my arms around her. I cupped one of her breasts and leaned over and press my lips to her ear. "That was all you heard?"
 
   "Yep." She turned her face and I pressed a kiss to her cheek. "That and something about a wild night of me hearing you scream my name."
 
   I squeezed her again and released her. "You think you have the power to make me scream? This I gotta see."
 
   "Just because you're an old school slut does not mean you’ve still got your moves, Kendal." She picked up the various bowls of salad toppings and walked to the table, impressing me once again with the small things she was capable of. 
 
   "Oh, I still got my moves." I walked in behind her and waited until she put everything down to reach out and grip her hips tightly. "You wanna see them?"
 
   "Where is the strict professor with a tight smile and unassuming personality that I met a week ago?"
 
   "He's lost somewhere under this newfound comfort I have around you. Do you not like it?" 
 
   "I love it." She turned and slid her hands up my chest, clasping her hands behind my neck as I leaned down to devour her sweet mouth. We shared a long, sensual kiss before she pulled back breathless and shook her head. "Behave. I'm still not ready to sleep with you."
 
   "Lies. All lies." I released her and walked to the kitchen to finish working on the pasta. I quickly assembled it and turned to find her extending a glass of red wine toward me. 
 
   "Here. To me and to you. May we both find everything we're looking for in life." She lifted her glass. 
 
   "And hopefully a good handful of those things we'll find without having to look much farther than right here." I tapped my glass against hers and reached for her, wanting another kiss.
 
   "Give me this." She took my wine from my hand and set the glasses on the table in the other room before walking toward me with a gleam in her eye. 
 
   "I must say that I love that look you’ve got on your face. Looks like you’re starving for something that only I can provide." I brushed my fingers by her soft lips as my mind exploded with possibilities. 
 
   "Good, then my momma was right. I do wear my feelings on my shoulders and can't hide my desires to save my life."
 
   "Smart woman." I gripped the counter as she moved a step closer and worked to loosen the belt on my pants. They dropped to the floor and she pressed herself to the front of me, slipping her hand in between us and stroking my cock a few times as I closed my eyes and groaned. "What about dinner?"
 
   "Fuck dinner." She kissed me again before moving down to her knees and pulling my briefs over my hips. I tugged my shirt off to keep anything from getting in her way or making it impossible for me to watch her suck me off. 
 
   "My kind of girl." I grabbed a handful of her hair and forced her to look back up at me. "I'm a different man in the bedroom, Dana. I wish I wasn't but hear me clearly before we go any farther. I like you a lot and I think this thing between us could turn into something neither of us could survive without but-"
 
   "Hush." She leaned forward and ran her tongue over the sticky wet head of my cock before sliding her lips down my shaft and sucking far more of my dick inside of her than I thought possible. 
 
   I groaned loudly and gripped her head, holding her in place as I bent my knees a little and rolled my hips, working myself into her over and over as she took every inch and forced herself to reach for more. By the time I was dangling over the edge of orgasm, she had both hands wrapped around my cock and her pretty mouth was swollen from far more of a fucking than she expected to get. 
 
   "Just your mouth. I'm on the edge of coming." I didn't ask if she was interested in drinking me down. If she was going to be my woman, there was no question about her willingness to take all of me, just as I'd licked every drop of her pleasure from her taut pink lips the night before. 
 
   She glanced up at me, her pretty hazel eyes wide with the type of excitement I'd yet to see in my long life. She was more than what I wanted, and exactly what I needed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
   Dana
 
    
 
    
 
   The rest of Saturday night had been spent around the dining room table, eating pasta until our sides hurt, and telling stories until we knew each other better than we might have wanted to. We fell asleep snuggled up on the couch, and after a long kiss at the door on Sunday morning, I headed home. I wanted to get my life back in order and to make sure that I was still capable of breathing without Kendal snuggled up beside me. 
 
   I missed his warmth the minute I left. It wasn't until I woke up alone on Monday morning in my bed that I realized just how guilty I felt for spending the whole afternoon and evening with him on Saturday and not mentioning anything about Amanda. I just couldn't force myself to share an estimate that had turned out to be wrong. She wasn't dead or the hospital would have called him. I urged him to go up and see her a few more times in the coming week while we snuggled on the coach and he promised that he would, but of course questioned my reasoning for poking him to do so. I made something up, though I hated myself for doing it. 
 
   Knowing the time of someone's death did very little to prepare anyone, and I could see Dr. Lewis' reasoning behind not giving Amanda or Kendal a date. It was a death sentence in itself. 
 
   My alarm went off again beside my head, and I swatted at it before finally pulling myself up. I had to meet with my nursing adviser at UT before heading over to the hospital for a late afternoon, early evening shift. Knowing that I wasn't going to get to visit with Mr. Jackson had me feeling shitty and sluggish before my feet ever hit the floor. 
 
   The letter. I hadn't opened the letter from him. 
 
   I got out of bed and wandered into the living room in search of my bag from the hospital. I emptied it on the couch and pushed the various articles of clothes and random shit around until I realized that I didn't have it. It had to be in my locker if nothing else. I'd get it later. 
 
   My alarm went off again from the bedroom, forcing me to jog to the back of the apartment to turn it off. 
 
   "I hear you already. Shit." I turned it off and pulled my t-shirt over my head and shorts down my legs before mulling through my closet in search of real clothes to wear. I was so used to going from the hospital to the house and nowhere else really that scrubs were all I'd been wearing lately. That and pajamas. 
 
   I found my favorite pair of jeans and pulled them over my legs, feeling better than I had in a long time about how I looked. It had nothing to do with losing weight and everything to do with the handsome man who seemed to be sweet on me. How I'd gotten so lucky was a mystery, and one I was good leaving alone. I didn't want to fuck up anything where Kendal and I were concerned.
 
   A laugh left me as I slipped my feet into a pair of slippers and grabbed the only fresh thing sitting on my kitchen counter. The lone grapefruit that Cameron had tossed at me only a few days back. 
 
   "Asshole." I grabbed my keys and walked to the car, peeling the fruit as the events of the last week raced through my mind. It was crazy how when good things started happening, they really happened fast. Now, to get them to start happening was like pulling teeth. 
 
   I got in the car and took a few shortcuts to get to campus as fast as I could. I had twenty minutes until I was meeting with Nurse Barry, and she didn't mess around. If we were one minute late, we might as well not even knock on the damn door, because she wasn't opening it. Rule number one - respect other people's time and be on time. Period. 
 
   After finally finding a parking spot, I got out and jogged toward the campus. I had to weave in and out of several large groups of students, but was thrilled to make it to Nurse Barry's door three minutes ahead of schedule. 
 
   I knocked on the door and opened it as she called out from inside. "Come in."
 
   "Hi, Nurse Barry." I walked in and set my backpack on the floor beside me. I didn't need to carry it, but I'd always felt so odd not carrying a bag while on campus, like I was up to no good, or a shitty student that didn't care one way or the other about her classes. It was nuts, but just a habit I couldn't break. 
 
   "Hi, Dana. Have a seat and let's get started." She pulled a folder from the filing cabinet nearest her and opened it. "I have quite a few positive comments that have come in from some of the hospital staff as they are working with you or even evaluating you."
 
   "That's great." I leaned back in my seat and crossed my legs. "Any bad reviews or things that I need to work on?"
 
   "Not really. I have a comment from several doctors that you seem a little too involved with the patients, but from my point of view, that is a strength, not a weakness."
 
   "I'm glad to hear you say that. One of the nurses told me the other day that caring for the patients, or showing them loving-kindness wasn't appropriate." 
 
   "Really? Unless you’re doing something inappropriate like kissing or touching-"
 
   "Absolutely not." I shouldn't have interrupted, but I couldn't let her keep going down that line of thinking. I would never do anything with a patient but take care of them. Surely they knew that. 
 
   "Right. Of course not." She picked up her pen and scribbled a few things into the file. "Have you been thinking about your mini-mester classes? I don't think you have any more nursing classes that you need to take, but you're still a double major, aren't you?"
 
   "Yeah, I'm hoping to graduate in May with a degree in nursing and in business." 
 
   She smiled and shook her head. "You're looking to run a hospital one day, right?"
 
   "That's the current plan, but to be completely honest, there is a part of me that wants to throw caution to the wind and try for med school."
 
   "Really?" She glanced back down at the file. "I'd say with your grades that wouldn't be a problem at all. The only issue might be funding, but a lot of hospitals will support your educational goals if you pledge a certain number of years to them."
 
   "Interesting. I didn't know that." I glanced around to take in all the medals and awards she had on the wall behind her. "And do you know if Memorial does that?"
 
   "Oh no, we're talking St. Mark's in New York, Zion in Los Angeles. The bigger hospitals." She made a few more notes and handed me a list of courses. "Looks like you need to get in a marketing class and maybe something in economics or accounting."
 
   I scanned the list again and smiled as my eyes moved down to the master's-level accounting class entitled, Financial Statement Analysis.
 
   "What about this one?" I pointed to her and handed it back. "Who's this Dr. Tarrington?"
 
   "Kendal. He's a great guy, fantastic teacher. He's got a lot of baggage thanks to some less than ethical decisions he made earlier in his career, but from what I hear, the Dean of Accounting really has his back. 
 
   "Kendal? Interesting name for a man." I took the file from her and tucked it into my backpack as my heart swelled in my chest. How fun would it be to have the rest of the semester to stare at him from the front row? He would kill me for signing up for his class, but he would get over it. 
 
   Besides, it would be a fun surprise to just show up the first day the semester started. I could almost feel the excitement associated with teasing him silently like the bad girl I wasn't. 
 
   "All right, well, it looks like you're all set to go. Any questions for me?"
 
   "Nope. You can put me in for the accounting class with Dr. Tarrington and the only marketing class I have left."
 
   "Consider it done, kiddo. Have a great day, and keep up the good work."
 
   "I will." I got up and walked out into the early morning sunlight, pausing to take a deep breath and enjoy the warmth of the sun on my skin. 
 
   "Dana?" Jackie's voice surprised me simply because it was out of place. We were rarely on campus together since starting our internships. 
 
   "Hey. What are you doing up here?" A smile spread across my face as I walked toward my closest friend. 
 
   "I'm going to talk to Nurse Barry about transferring."
 
   "What? Where to?"
 
   "To NYU." She ran her fingers through her long blond hair and let out a tired sounding sigh. "I keep thinking I'm going to move past this thing with Parks, but I can't. I think I'm in love with him. Is that stupid?"
 
   "Yes. It is." I gripped her shoulders. "You can't transfer now. You have a few months and then we start our last semester. If you want to move up there in May when we're done with school, then I'll help pack you up and drive you up there myself, but not right now."
 
   "That's freaking eight months, Dana." 
 
   "Have you guys spoken since he left in a hurry?" Worry clouded my thoughts as I tried to figure out what it was about Parks that had my friend acting like a lunatic stalker. Surely he wasn't that great in bed. 
 
   "No. I told you that he didn't give me his number before he left me hanging."
 
   "And he doesn't have your number either."
 
   She didn't answer, but pinned me with a hard stare. 
 
   "Okay. Okay. Shit." I lifted my hands in the air. "What if we went up there over Christmas and tried to find him? Maybe it would be better if we visited first and then made the decision to uproot everything for this dude after you see if he's wanting a relationship."
 
   "And if he doesn’t?" Tears filled her eyes and my worry crept up another notch. She was close to going off the deep end. 
 
   "Then we'll find another guy who's way better for you, Jackie. You're not yourself at all. You need to get some sleep."
 
   "Maybe you're right." She pressed her hands to her face, and I took the opportunity to move up beside her and wrap my arm around her shoulders. I guided her back toward the parking lot and stopped beside my car, fumbling with the keys to get the damn thing unlocked. 
 
   "Let me take you back to your apartment and you can get some sleep. Does that sound okay?"
 
   "I guess. I'm so tired, but every time I try to get some rest, all I do is think about how much I miss him, or how good we were together."
 
   "I have some sleeping pills at the house. Let's just go back to my place instead. How does that sound?"
 
   "I like that idea too." She pulled me into a tight hug and pressed her cheek to my shoulder. "Don't let me turn into a lunatic."
 
   "I'm working on that, but you're not being much help in the matter." I forced a laugh and helped her into the car. 
 
   Cameron's red Honda was sitting outside of my apartment complex when I drew up, causing the morning to go from bad to worse. First Jackie acting like a psycho and then having to deal with Cameron? 
 
   Shit. Kill me now.
 
   I got out of the car and reached for Jackie's hand as she got out of her side and glanced around. 
 
   "What are you looking at?" 
 
   "Nothing. Come on." I helped her up the stairs and barely got her settled in the darkness of my bedroom when a knock resounded at the front door. "Get some rest. I'll wake you up for our shift later today."
 
   "Okay. Don't forget." 
 
   I closed the door and let out a soft sigh as the person knocked again. 
 
   "I'm coming," I mumbled and walked to the door, making sure to peek through the peephole in the door first. Cameron. Of course. Who the hell else was I expecting?
 
   I opened the door a little bit as a chill ran down my back. "Hey there."
 
   "Hi Dana. Can we talk for a few minutes?"
 
   "I'm kind of busy right now."
 
   "Is Jackie okay? I saw you almost carrying her up the stairs."
 
   "She's fine. Now isn't a good time."
 
   "Please? I'm not here to do anything but talk. I promise. I fucked up and I wanted to apologize. I don't know where we went wrong, but I take one hundred percent of the fault for it."
 
   "And you should." I slipped out into the hallway and closed the door behind me. "I was completely sold out on us being together forever."
 
   "I still am."
 
   "Right, well, that ship has sailed. You treated me like shit, made me feel like the most unattractive woman in the world and wouldn't make love to me if I begged you."
 
   The snicker from the guys that passed behind Cameron only caused my anger to burn brighter. 
 
   "I was a fucking idiot. You're a hard working woman, you're intelligent and so far beyond hot it's painful to think about never making love to you again. Give me another chance. Please. Two years shouldn't be thrown down the drain that fast without us trying to get it back. I'll do anything."
 
   "No." I shrugged and pressed my back to the door. It wasn't even about me finding Kendal and starting to dream about all that we could become. It was about me being unwilling to let the fucker in front of me weasel his way back into my life only to push me down again before I could blink twice. 
 
   "No isn't going to work. Maybe? Yes? Those are great, but no isn't what I'm looking for."
 
   "Fuck you then. You don't scare me, and you're not going to intimidate me. You walked out on me and left me trying to pay rent in this expensive ass place without any notice at all." I poked my finger into his chest. "You didn't even have the decency to call."
 
   My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out to see that the hospital was calling. 
 
   "Dana-"
 
   "No. I need to take this. We're done. Through. Leave me the fuck alone." I turned and walked back into the house, locked the door and dropped down on the chair nearest me. "This is Dana."
 
   "Hey. It's Tinsley." Never in a million years would I have expected the bitch on the other end of the phone to have an almost caring tone when talking to me. 
 
   "What do you want?"
 
   "It's Amanda. She just flat lined. They're about to call in Kendal. If you're anywhere near him..."
 
   "Fuck." I jumped up and grabbed my keys as horror raced through me. "Give me ten minutes to get to him. Please."
 
   "You have five minutes at most."
 
   "Thank you." I dialed his number and ran down the stairs, almost tripping three times before I made it to my car. It went straight to voice mail, which left me with no choice but to race from accounting room to accounting room in search of him. I'd never make it in time, but I certainly had to try. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
   Kendal
 
    
 
    
 
   I wasn't sure anything could get my mood down as I walked into the classroom on Monday morning, not even having to meet with Heather later that day. She could push and shove as much as she wanted to, but I had Eliza on my side, and I would soon be meeting with Mark to let him know what was going on. If she made it to him first, I would count my blessings and explain my side of the story. Though sexual harassment cases were rare with a male being the victim, it still happened. I would just start being smarter about my private interactions with Dr. Turner and would tape them on my phone from here on out. 
 
   "Bethany." I stopped at the opening to the large auditorium where I taught. 
 
   "Hey, Dr. Tarrington."
 
   I closed the door behind me, and almost told her to call me Kendal, but we both knew better than to be too casual with one another on campus. We could be friends outside of UT, and would be a part of each other's lives for a long time thanks to her being part of Damon's family now, but in the classroom, we were strangers. 
 
   "It's not Tuesday, right? I don't have my days mixed up do I?" I forced a smile and moved to take the seat beside her. 
 
   "No. I just wanted to stop by to see you." She glanced down at her hands and let out a shaky breath. "I went on a date last night with Philip."
 
   My heart almost stopped in my chest. Where she and Damon were technically apart, I knew my best friend. If she slept with this Philip character all bets were off. I tried to think through how to ask her and yet not be too crude about it. She trusted me and was there for advice from me. I couldn't deny her my thoughts or my attention, even if it felt like stepping on Damon's dick in some way. 
 
   "All right." I leaned back in my chair and dropped my hands into my lap. 
 
   "And all I could think about was Damon." She pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head. "He's not the right man for me, Kendal. I know he's not, but I can't get him out of my head. It's driving me insane."
 
   "Love does that." I swallowed hard and clasped my hands together. "Bethany, you didn't, you know..."
 
   She glanced up, her expression tight. "Didn't what? Tell Damon? Hell no. He would kill Philip with his bare hands."
 
   "No, you didn't sleep with this guy, right?"
 
   "With Philip?" Her incredulous tone let me know that there was no way in hell she slept with the other guy.
 
   Relief raced through me in large waves, leaving me panting softly as my heart tried to catch up to the news that my best friend still had a chance to make things right with his woman.
 
   "Thank God." I stood up and walked toward the stage. "He wouldn't forgive that."
 
   "I know that. I wouldn't forgive it either. We might be on a break, but he still belongs to me." The fierceness in her voice caused chill-bumps to break out along my skin. She still loved him. I wanted a woman to be that possessive over me. I wanted Dana to demand my time, my attention, but it was still too soon. 
 
   "And he believes that you still belong to him." I turned to face her. "He didn't hire Delilah. Kent did." 
 
   "How do you know that?"
 
   "We played golf together on Saturday and I asked him."
 
   "Was he angry about your asking? Did you tell him it was for me?"
 
   "No, because it wasn't for you. I wasn't even sure I was going to tell you what I found out." I sighed and rubbed my forehead. "You two are acting like fucking children over this thing, Bethany. You're not a young girl looking for your prince charming, and he's not a broken soul who can find healing in anyone but himself. You can't make each other complete."
 
   "Says who?" She took a few steps toward me and pressed her fingers into my chest. "Love has the power to do anything it wants to do."
 
   "And what does it want to do, Bethany? Save you both?"
 
   "I don't know, but I can't hold on too much longer." She pressed her free hand to her chest as her face crumbled. "I'm hurting so bad right here. It feels like someone has a fucking vise grip around my heart and I need him so badly."
 
   "Then go to him. Let him hold you and remind you how much he loves you. Stop fighting this shit and embrace it."
 
   "Then he wins." She pushed at my chest as an ugly cry rose up out of her pretty mouth. "If he wins he'll never respect me for who I am."
 
   "You don't know that." I gripped her hand tightly and pulled her toward me as a flash of color outside the window to the auditorium caught my attention. I ignored it and the buzzing in my pocket as I gave Damon's girl my full attention. "Stop speaking for everyone around you. You don't know what he has to say about his feelings for you or the reason he hired Philip. Maybe that was to show you that he trusted you to make the right decisions, but you're not doing that."
 
   "I'm not a fucking puppet." She pulled her hand from mine and walked toward the door. "Your class roster is on your desk. I'll see you tomorrow."
 
   "Bethany, go talk to him. I can't solve this for you guys."
 
   "I wasn't asking you to." She paused by the door and glanced over her shoulder. "What would you do for love? Would you give up your rights and become whatever your lover wanted you to?"
 
   "Is he asking that of you or are you forcing yourself to believe a lie to stay protected from possibly the greatest thing you might experience in this life." I hated to push her, but someone had to, and it wasn't going to be Matt or Jake. 
 
   "Would you change everything, Kendal? That was the question."
 
   I pulled my phone from my pocket and swallowed the worry that rose up my chest at seeing that both the hospital and Dana had called several times. 
 
   "Yes. I would change everything for the kind of love that promised to sustain me through loss and death, through fear and loneliness. There isn't anything I wouldn't give up for that."
 
   "Not even your rules?" Her eyebrow lifted and she had me. 
 
   "Perhaps that's the only thing." I smirked and shook my head. "Get out of here and go mend what you've almost let get broken. It's not worth all that, and if I stand correct, neither you nor Damon have rules."
 
   "Thank God for that." She patted the door and mumbled her thanks before walking out. 
 
   I dialed Dana's number and pulled the phone to my ear as my heart hammered in my chest. 
 
   "Dana?" I barked into the phone as someone answered it. 
 
   "Who was the girl, Kendal?" Her tone was ugly, her voice filled with a thick hurt I'd felt myself far too many times. 
 
   "What girl?" I glanced around. Was she on campus? If so, how did she find me and why was she looking for me? What was going on?
 
   "The pretty brunette you had pinned to your chest a few minutes ago."
 
   "No, baby. That was Damon's girlfriend, Bethany. She's my TA."
 
   "I know what I saw." She sniffed. "I'm outside. Come out here please."
 
   "Of course. Wait right there." I put the phone in my pocket and moved out into the hall as students started to file into my classroom. The phone buzzed again and I pulled it out as I side-skirted running into a handful of kids and finally got outside. 
 
   "Hey. Where are you?" I stopped and glanced around, unable to find Dana in the mass of people milling about. 
 
   "I'm at the hospital. It's Tinsley, Dr. Tarrington. We need you to come up here now."
 
   "Is it Amanda? Is she okay?"
 
   "Just get someone to bring you up here, Kendal. No rush, okay?" 
 
   "What? Why isn't there a rush? What the hell is going on?" I glanced around as white-hot fear filled up my insides. 
 
   "Did Dana not tell you what she and I discussed on Saturday?" Tinsley's voice was almost too soft to hear, or maybe I was shutting her out. Reason would ring true if they needed me up there, but if there was no urgency to it than my sister had lost her fight with MS. There was no fucking way I could accept that. I hadn't seen her in a couple of days and... 
 
   "What discussion with Dana?" I closed my eyes as my knees went weak. My latest obsession had been so adamant about me going up to the hospital to see my sister. Why? What did she know?
 
   The look on her face as she cried in the kitchen swam past my closed eyes. She knew something that night. She'd played it off as having lost her favorite patient, but it was more than that. Why the fuck hadn't I pressed her on it?
 
   Simple... I trusted her to tell me without having to push. 
 
   "The date of your sister’s prescribed end."
 
   "Prescribed end? What the fuck does that even mean?" I pulled the phone from my ear and glanced down at it as the world spun around me. "Is Amanda dead? Tell me."
 
   "Just come up here, Dr. Tarrington." Was Tinsley crying? It sure as hell sounded like it. 
 
   I put the phone in my pocket and jogged back toward my classroom as bile rose up in my throat. I was going to lose my breakfast the minute I bent over and took a deep breath. 
 
   Hold on. Everything is fine. Amanda is perfectly fine. You're overreacting and reading something into nothing. Chill the fuck out.
 
   I made it back to the classroom and walked toward my bag as some of the students greeted me. I nodded politely and prayed like hell that I didn't look nearly as bad as I felt. Not only was my sister quite possibly dead, but the woman I was hoping to start dating knew that Amanda only had a few days left and didn't tell me? Why? Was she trying to protect me, and if so, did that make it okay that she left me fucking waste the last few times I could get up to see my baby sister before she left me?
 
   Was it really Dana's fault or my own?
 
   I needed it to be mine. Something that important left me wanting to pull back and not let anything else develop between the two of us. I was being unfair and overreacting, but it was what it was. Holding myself in check was all I had the strength to do as I stopped by my desk and grabbed my bag and keys. 
 
   Jake walked up and patted me on the back before jerking his hand away. "Dr. Tarrington? What's wrong? You having chest pains?"
 
   "What? No." I glanced over at him. "Do tell Mark that I need a sub for today. My little sister just died."
 
   I wasn't sure of my own claims, or maybe I was and wanted to deny them. And where the fuck was Dana? She said she was on campus and then disappeared when I went to look for her. Had she come to confess about Amanda's death date or maybe offer me comfort when I got the news? What the fuck was going on?
 
   "Holy shit. You need me to drive you to the hospital?"
 
   "Hm? No. I'm good, just go tell Mark for me."
 
   "The dean?" 
 
   "Yeah. Thanks." I grabbed the registration list for my mini-mesters, my keys and my bag and walked for the door. I kept my eyes on the paper as a ploy to keep from having to acknowledge anyone around me. I made it to my car about the time I heard her call my voice from behind. 
 
   "Kendal. Wait."
 
   I turned and started to tuck the papers under my arm as something left me disturbed far beyond anything else I'd encountered lately. I pulled the paper back toward my face and scanned the names on the list of students taking my master's-level financial statement analysis class. 
 
   Dana Young. 
 
   "What the fuck?" I glanced up as my heart broke in my chest. 
 
   "Did they reach you? Did you hear about Amanda?" She reached out, but I stepped back as shock rolled over me. 
 
   "What the fuck is this?" I ignored the situation she was going on about and shoved the paper toward her. 
 
   "What? What is this?" She took it and scanned it before handing it back to me. "Snap out of it and get in the goddamn car. Amanda didn't make it through the night. We need to get up there. Who the fuck cares about the class schedule. It was supposed to be a surprise. Give me the keys to the car."
 
   "No." I gripped them tightly. She was going to be my student in seven days. My goddamn master’s student. As if her lying about the situation with Amanda wasn't enough... this was too much. I had rules. I'd made them to protect me and no matter what, I wasn't breaking them. 
 
   Not for her.
 
   Not for anyone. 
 
   Not even for love.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Want More?
 
   Bending the Rules
 
   The Rules, Book 2
 
    
 
   Pick up your pre-sale copy today!
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   With the need for affection… perhaps not all rules are made equal. 
 
    
 
   After losing his little sister, Kendal is more in need of a warm body in his bed at night to remind him that life isn’t one loss after the next, but his damn rules… How can he bend the very thing that keeps him safe and forces the past to remain just that… the past?
 
    
 
   Dana’s lost as to how to get through to Kendal, and even though changing her schedule for the fall seems like the best course of action, it would add another semester onto her graduation. Surely her and Kendal can move past the misunderstanding over his sister and sneak around right? It’s only eight months.
 
   
No one is that big of a stickler for the rules, especially when love is involved. No one but Kendal Tarrington.
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   Ali would love to give you a FREE Novella for joining her Insider Group. 
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Lizzy and Hunter have grown up together, but the decision to share an apartment their freshman year of college unlocks feelings they’ve always had, but never explored. Come enjoy this ‘coming of age’ novella. You don’t wanna miss out. 
 
    
 
   The insiders group gets updates on new releases, contests and upcoming events related to Ali’s writing. We’d never spam you. Fake ham is just gross and its hell to get out of your hair too. Not that we’d know. 
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