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            Sis, Level Up

          

        

      

    

    
      Struggling with bland contemporary romance for black women written to identify with and please women who are not black?!

      Sis, Level Up…

      
        
        This bundle of 6 hot black woman + white man multiracial romance stories represents black women’s love lives leveling up physically, mentally, emotionally and sexually.

      

      

      
        
        You deserve the hottest, biggest dickest, most romantic, rich men on the planet dedicated to pleasing you and teasing you and providing for you to your heart’s content.

        You deserve the sexy pussy-eating white man of your dreams.

        Sis, Level Up and enjoy the alpha book boyfriends in this bundle of steamy standalone stories by international bestselling author, Jamila Jasper.
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            Description

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Austin Romero crash lands in Nereida Kelly's perfectly boring life.

        She's a typical RN working too many hours with a man who doesn't appreciate her.

        A patient on the verge of death comes into the ER and her heart stops.

        There's something magnetic about him... something alluring... something dangerous.

        She can't stop herself from wanting to be close to him.

        With her relationship falling apart, Nereida sets her eyes on someone else.

        Austin.

        Austin Romero has his secrets...

        His hot nurse, Nereida Kelly, risks getting too close and threatens to blow his past wide open.

        He should stay away from her at all costs.

        Yet, it's not every day a man's blessed with a thick, full-figured nurse like Nereida Kelly.

        His alpha male instinct takes over. She must be his... spiritually, emotionally, sexually...

        Secrets, bad blood, and danger be damned.

        He has to have a taste.

        Austin must turn this good woman into his naughty nurse.
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            Night Shift

          

        

      

    

    
      Nereida enjoyed the usual quiet of the night shift. In their small sleepy city that hadn’t yet been discovered by hipsters of gentrifiers, there wasn’t much to disturb the peace. But on rare occasions where some hurricane level disaster managed to puncture through their regular world, the hospital could shift from as silent as a graveyard to a bustling ants nest. There would be screaming, nurses running down hallways, doctors yelling.

      What was one peaceful would be thrust into furious chaos. Nothing could calm the angry energy except death -- the dull flatline of a heart monitor would be the cue for the chaos to stop. Out of respect. Out of defeat.

      On rare occasions, when there was a late night emergency, the noise wouldn’t just cease but it would slow down to a quiet simmer. When a late night emergency was accompanied by a little bit of luck and instead of a casualty, the hospital was blessed with a miracle.

      Nereida Kelly sipped hot earl grey in the waiting room with her closest friend on shift that night. She never rushed her tea. The rule of a place like this was that you had to steal what little joy you could. The two women enjoyed a rare moment of peace in the hospital -- something rarely afforded to nurses. Krista was going on and on about her recent engagement and Nereida was listening attentively, longing for the time when she would have something equally inspiring to share. She wasn’t sure it would ever happen with Rashad. She was thirty-two, he was nearly forty, yet he’d still shown no interest in making an honest woman out of her. She’d been hinting for years. Nereida had gone so far as to stuff his car with old wedding catalogs that were about to get dumped from the hospital waiting room. Rashad hadn’t even noticed.

      Nereida knew it wasn’t her looks that stopped him from proposing. Mahogany, red-boned, somewhere between dark and medium brown, her complexion was a perfect chocolate. Her kinky, curly hair was long and touched the middle of her back. At work, Nereida kept it pulled back in a ponytail for professionalism.

      With her hair pulled back you could see the bright round apples of Nereida’s cheeks which were further highlighted by the smile she wore plastered on her face. Nereida’s one way of spoiling herself was her french tip nails which she got done every two weeks like clockwork. Her eyes were a deep dark brown color that reflected the depth and darkness of her beauty. Nereida was most definitely beautiful and graceful whether or not she was aware of it. She had this near magical ability to make other people around her feel calm and safe with her. That’s why she made such a good nurse.

      Nereida’s listening skills had a dark side, evidenced by the fact that Krista blabbered on without letting her girl friend get a word in. She knew that it was cruel to talk Nereida’s ear off about this constantly, but she just couldn’t help that her friend was such a good listener. Krista had blonde hair — natural, and she wouldn’t let you forget it —  that fell down the middle of her back and giant bright hazel colored eyes.

      As Nereida tried to actually listen to Krista’s words, a message from her boyfriend Rashad flashed on her phone. He was angry with her — again. These days their relationship was more hate than love. Nereida thought he was tripping, but Rashad always found a way to make their screwed up relationship her fault.

      Maybe he’d change, Nereida thought, despite no evidence that he would. Krista kept telling her that she should jump back out into the dating world, but Nereida couldn’t handle the cesspool of online dating. Swipe where?!

      Rashad was a pain in the behind, though. That  much was true. He was constantly complaining that Nereida didn’t care about anything except her work. What was she supposed to do? Her dream had always been to have a great job where she could care for other people and nursing just happened  to be what had called her. Nereida couldn’t help that she worked night shifts; she wasn’t even sure what Rashad wanted from her since he didn’t seem to want to marry her. Well she knew but it just wasn’t practical. Rashad wanted her to quit work and just start having his babies and caring for him around the house — without a ring. Nereida loved him, but she just couldn’t give up her dream for him. Not to be his baby mama. Maybe with a ring…

      Her mother had always told her, “Don’t let any ain’t shit mutha-fucka control the money in your house, girl.”

      Nereida didn’t often think her mother had the best advice but that piece had stuck in her head. In her adulthood, she just knew that she couldn’t resign herself to being a servant to Rashad. Somehow, she knew that Rashad couldn’t support her on his own. He certainly thought he could but even now, Rashad made less moolah than she did. It was another sore point in their relationship. He couldn’t handle the thought and he was in denial about it.

      Nereida tuned in to what Krista was saying. That chick still hadn’t realized that Nereida had just track of her conversation. Nereida shook her head, another gesture that went unnoticed as Krista prattled on.

      “So, Nereida… What do you think? Should I let her come or should I just tell him that I don’t want his ex-girlfriend’s cousin’s ex-husband’s new girl at my wedding? And should I let them bring their huskies?”

      Before Nereida could give her input on Krista’s latest wedding planning drama, their beepers went off and the break cut short. Krista and Nereida leapt into action and made their way to the E.R. where two stretchers were going in.
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      “Kelly!” Dr. Allen called Nereida to his side and Krista took her cue to follow Dr. Hatfield. Nereida followed the stretcher that surged down the halls at breakneck speed as she prepared to stabilize the patient that had just been wheeled in. It all happened so fast. By now, this ritual should have been swift and automatic. Nereida could never calm her nerves, the adrenaline that pumped through her veins as she rushed down the hall administering shots and oxygen as the doctor on call barked commands at her. You had to keep a cool head. You had to forget about all your problems going on outside: no weddings, no Rashad.

      The patient had burns, pretty severe ones too that charred his skin and peeled away his flesh. The kicker had been two gunshot wounds. He might not have called 911 without them. Nereida didn’t think this one would make it. She’d seen cases less serious than this one where the patient hadn’t made it to the operating room in time before conking out. We have to save him. The thought intruded into her head.

      He was in pretty terrible condition and Nereida followed the doctor and yelled back information. The EMTs had managed to stop some of the bleeding but there was still quite a bit of work to be done before this patient was anything near stable. They moved him into the O.R. and everyone suited up to get to work on him.
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      It was well after two a.m. by the time the patient was stable. Throughout the surgery, Nereida learned that the patient’s name was Austin Romero. She wondered what on earth had happened to land him in the hospital with two gunshot wounds and third degree burns all over his body. She hadn’t even caught a look at his face but based on how well insured he was, there was no way he was a common street criminal or the type of guy you’d expect to be in here like this.

      Nereida’s fascination with this patient was beyond normal and she knew it. From the moment she prepared to leave the operating room, Nereida felt a pang of guilt at leaving him behind for another nurse to wheel into recovery. She couldn’t figure out why he produced such a strange response in her. Austin Romero. The name sounded like it belonged to someone famous, someone who didn’t belong in a small nowhere city like hers.

      Strange. Nereida was changing out of her operating scrubs in the locker room between the operating room and the hospital when she heard the surgeon on-call’s heavy breathing behind her. Dr. Finger tapped Nereida on the shoulder as she stood there in just her bra and her clean pants.

      “Yes doctor?” Nereida answered politely.

      Internally she was thinking, “Here we go again.” She knew that Dr. Finger didn’t have the world’s best established boundaries and he was constantly hitting on the younger nurses, even if he’d been married for over fifteen years.

      “Well that was some great work in there,” he said, breathing heavily like a caged ox.

      His eyes eagerly lingered on Nereida’s bosom. He licked his lips, not bothering to pretend that he wasn’t leering at her. She shot him a glare and threw her shirt on.

      “Thanks,” Nereida mumbled.

      She hoped that he would just leave her alone after that. She had a boyfriend and she was here to work… Not pick up guys. She knew that some of the younger nurses made the mistake in thinking that older doctors were “in love” with them and would eventually leave their wives. But it never happened quite like that. Nereida didn’t want a reputation at work. Or anywhere. And she didn’t want a creepy old guy leering at her like a piece of prime rib.

      “So Nereida… What are you doing after this shift?” He shifted his junk in his pants. Nereida resisted the urge to scream at him and risk getting her butt fired.

      “It’s two in the morning doc,” Nereida said.

      Did he really think that she would be so easy to get in bed? She struggled not to laugh in his face.

      “Uh, I know it’s two a.m. Nereida. You’re really filling out these scrubs well aren’t you. I like my women with nice bazookas. Great nipples too.”

      He licked his lips again. Nereida’s heart raced and her mouth went dry as she plotted her escape route. Even if she reported him, Dr. Finger was the best surgeon in the entire state. They’d never get rid of him so long as patients wanted his gifted hands working on them.

      Nereida glared at him again and tried to push past.

      “Not so easy miss. I’m not letting you leave until I get a date.”

      “Please… I have a boyfriend, Dr. Finger. Let’s just forget this happened and I’ll head home.”

      “Nereida. I’m very discreet. I know you’re seeing some young chap but can he really provide you with everything you want in life? I mean… I’m a doctor.”

      Nereida wondered for a moment if that line had ever worked. She was depressed by the fact that it probably had. Dr. Finger had probably convinced many poor nurses who were just looking to be cared for that he could change their situation or do something to improve their lives. Nereida had been around the hospital too long to even take him seriously. Who did he think he was? These doctors were too arrogant and all thought that someone owed them just because they happened to sit through school for a few extra years.

      “Dr. Finger, it’s late and I would really appreciate going home right now.”

      “So you’re playing hard to get?” He said. An impish grin broke out across his face.

      Nereida was getting frustrated and she was already exhausted. She was about to head home to a boyfriend who was likely waiting for her angrily and she didn’t need this.

      “NO! I’m not playing hard to get! I want you to get the hell out of here. I don’t give a damn how much money you have or how bad you think you are okay? This is unprofessional and I want you to let me leave!”

      Dr. Finger seemed taken aback. He wasn’t used to being rejected so flatly and Nereida could see a flash of anger blaze across his eyes.

      “Nereida. Let’s not forget I’m your superior here and I expect at least the basic amount of respect.”

      Nereida was about to lash into him again, fueled by anger at his entitlement when Krista knocked on the door and opened it.

      “Oh Nereida there you are. Is everything alright?”

      Krista shot Dr. Finger a dirty look. His perversion was well known amongst all the nurses. Nereida was just grateful that Krista had come in before anything had escalated out of control.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine,” Nereida said, flashing Krista a smile.

      Nereida was grateful Krista had stepped in. The last thing that she wanted was to get herself in some kind of stickier situation with a well known creep.

      “Let’s head home then. Good night, Dr. Finger!” Krista chirped, flashing him a grimace that did its best to pass for a smile.

      Nereida left the room and mouthed “Thank you” to Krista.

      “Good night, doc!” She called.

      As they walked towards the outside of the hospital Nereida felt the tension in her body unraveling quickly. She realized that she’d been carrying a lot of pain in her shoulders and body ever since they’d brought in that patient. She worried about him.

      “How’s your patient?” Krista asked.

      Nereida replied, “He’s fine. Stable last I checked. I hope he makes it through the night. No idea what the hell the situation was.”

      “Lucky. The guy we brought in was already dead I think. We tried our best to revive him but… He was just gone.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “Things like that happen sometimes and no matter how we try, there’s not much we can do.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Want me to give you a ride home?” Krista asked.

      Nereida nodded. She wasn’t particularly interested in the long thirty minute walk back to her apartment in the dead of night.

      “What did Dr. Creep want from you?”

      “He wanted to go out with me,” Nereida understated. Dr. Finger had obviously wanted more than that, but she couldn’t bear to admit it to herself.

      Krista snorted. “Yeah right. You know Jemma? The new intern last year? I heard from Dr. Shelby that he knocked her up and had to pay for the abortion. His wife almost found out too.”

      “Wow…” Nereida trailed off.

      “Yeah, you definitely want to avoid him. How are things with you and Rashad?”

      Nereida got into Krista’s car and buckled up. How were things with her and Rashad? Nereida was only certain of one thing: Things weren’t getting better between them.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Well do you still love him?”

      “Of course I love him.”

      Krista beamed. “Well my advice is you should marry him.”

      “Krista! It’s not that simple. Things are just complicated between us.”

      “I don’t see what’s so complicated. You two have been together for nearly five years and you love each other. What’s the issue?”

      Nereida started to wonder if all this wedding planning madness was getting to Krista’s head. She was just a tad too idealistic sometimes.

      “It just is. You can’t simply get married because of inertia!”

      “Then why do people get married Nereida? What great cosmic reason are you aware of that the rest of us aren’t?”

      Nereida was quiet for a moment. In a way Krista had a point, but Nereida still thought that she was all wrong.

      “Well maybe other people get married for the wrong reasons. When it’s time to get married, you just know.”

      “You’re such a hopeless romantic,” Krista teased.

      Nereida figured she should change the subject. The last thing she wanted was more pressure in her life when it came to Rashad. The fact of the matter was, she just couldn’t see marrying him, especially not right now. Things were okay between them but they weren’t great and the recent fighting was starting to wear down on her. She wanted to feel a little more free before she got married, not so damn trapped.

      “I’m scared Rashad is going to end things with me Krista,” Nereida blurted out, immediately breaking her vow to change the subject.

      “What?”

      “We’ve been fighting so much and all these late hours are just really wearing on us,” Nereida confessed.

      “Well that explains things…” Krista muttered.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You can’t deny that you’ve been a bit… testy.”

      Nereida knew she was right and she resented feeling so negative all the time. Arguing with Rashad was changing her. Love wasn’t supposed to leave you like that. Love should raise you up, not drag you down.

      Krista realized that Nereida was looking for a word of reassurance and she did her best to provide that for her.

      “You know what Nereida… If you have a good man, you should do everything in your power to keep him. Rashad doesn’t cheat, he’s got a job and he doesn’t spend up all your money. Work at it. In time, things will work out.”

      Nereida wondered if Krista was right. Rashad was probably the best she could find out there. He was tall, caramel colored with short wavy hair and a flawless body. He had his personal problems but overall, he was attractive and Krista thought he really cared for her.

      As Krista pulled her car into Nereida’s apartment complex, she leaned over and gave her friend a hug.

      “I’m going to go pass out right now but I’ll see you in a couple days.”

      Nereida had a much needed day off coming up and she couldn’t wait to do nothing but lounge in bed and catch up on Scandal.

      They said goodnight to each other and parted ways. Despite Krista’s attempts to reassure her, Nereida just couldn’t shake the sinking feeling that something big and life changing was going to happen.
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            Smokin’ Hot Patient

          

        

      

    

    
      Nereida’s ER patient was still in the hospital a week later and he was almost close to being discharged. Most of Nereida’s attention during the day was spent checking patient's’ vitals or running errands for Dr. Finger. He was on her case more than usual because he was absolutely furious about the fact that she’d turned him down. Nereida knew she shouldn’t let it bother her but she couldn’t help it. The way he treated her plain wasn’t fair. If there were any higher ups who would pay attention to her complaints, Nereida would have certainly reported him. Unfortunately, the ideal hospital situation wasn’t one that she dealt with.

      Nereida’s day at work was particularly harrowing because she’d just had a huge fight with Rashad before she got there. She couldn’t stop replaying the details of the argument in her head and wondering what on earth went wrong. Nereida knew that things were headed south fast but she still felt powerless to stop it. It was almost like she wanted the relationship to end. But Nereida was just tired. She was tired of fighting Rashad on everything. She was tired of compromising. She was tired of being the only one who cared about things working out between them. She wanted him to change for once. She wanted him to do something.

      He was always so worried about being “the man” in the relationship but how could a real man live in such a fantasy world? He thought a real man should make all the money, but he refused to hold down a job that would support both him and Nereida. He thought a real man shouldn’t have to do housework, but Nereida hardly had time to clean up after him she was working so hard. And to make matters worse, he felt like all the emotional work of the relationship was the woman’s responsibility.

      Nereida was at her wits end. Their most recent fight was about money again. Rashad was convinced that he needed to outfit his newest car with a nice set of rims. Nereida insisted they put more money into saving up for a downpayment on a house. Rashad accused her of trying to tie him down and embarrass him. Nereida insisted she was merely trying to be responsible. Things had spiraled out of control and the next thing Nereida knew, Rashad was accusing her of not allowing him to be a man.

      But what was she supposed to do differently? Nereida thought that she and Rashad shared goals in life but all of that seemed so false now. She wondered if Rashad had just lied to her like that to keep her with him. He certainly enjoyed her home cooked meals, her Sunday deep cleaning and the way she helped him organize his finances. Nereida was just stressed and she had no idea how to talk to Rashad about any of this. The pressures of work were building up on her and Nereida felt like eventually she would have to bite the bullet and pick one or the other.

      She was worried though. She was thirty two years old and her mother always warned her that being single in her thirties was “a terrible idea”. Nereida knew that she was attractive and she had way more to offer than her body. But she couldn’t help but feel self conscious about the fact that she wasn’t as youthful or as energetic as she had been at twenty five. Looking online and seeing those beautiful model types get rewarded for surgery and more surgery made Nereida feel like she was getting behind. Working double shifts all the time like she did, she barely had any time to get to the gym…

      Nereida wondered if today was Krista’s day off. She longed to catch her close friend in the break room and ask her for advice on how to deal with Rashad. Krista was so swept up in her wedding planning that Nereida wasn’t even sure if she could get through to her. Just as Nereida was about to make a sweep of the third floor for Krista, Dr. Finger stopped her.

      “Nurse Kelly! Can you please step into room 42 and change the patient’s bandages?”

      Nereida was on edge already. There was never an innocent request for a creep like Doctor Kelly. But with other ears listening in, Nereida had little choice but to reply politely, “Yes doctor.”

      “And don’t screw it up,” Dr. Finger added with a snide tone. Nereida knew he was just doing it to be an asshole. She had never messed up something that simple before her entire time working there.

      Nereida walked towards room 42. She peered into the glass window and took a look at the patient lying on the bed staring at the ceiling. He was the same burn and shooting victim from the night before. She hadn’t stopped thinking about him, not even for a moment. It made no sense. Nereida hadn’t even seen his face. There was just something about him. And he had that funny name… Justin? No it was Austin. Definitely Austin.

      Nereida remembered how dramatic that night had been for so many reasons. She wondered what this man’s story was. No one had come into the hospital to visit him at all. What type of guy gets into a situation like that and has nobody visit him? She tiptoed in and took a peek at this mysterious patient.

      He looked handsome sitting up in bed, his back propped up by three extra pillows. Of course these thirsty other nurses were treating him like a king. He had thick black hair and his eyes were a brilliant grey color, so grey that they almost didn’t look real. He hardly looked as if he was in pain. Nereida wondered what kind of pain killers Dr. Finger had him on. From his days in the hospital he sported thick stubble along his sharp jawline. It gave him a weathered, sexy look.

      Nereida figured she should stop staring and get to work before Dr. Finger walked by and berated her even more than he already had. Everyone had a shitty boss at some point, but Nereida had her mind made up Dr. Finger was the worst. Assholes like that never seem to get fired, quit or retire. Hell, that bastard didn’t even take sick days.

      Nereida caught herself wondering whether or not she looked okay in her scrubs as she walked past Austin Romero dressed in the pink ones. Her blue ones looked far better…

      “Hi! I’m going to be your Nurse today. I’m Nereida, Nereida Kelly. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m Austin. I feel like someone took a shit all over me,” He blurted out.

      What kind of person opens with a line like that? Nereida stifled a laugh. With a mouth like that, it made sense he was getting his butt into trouble.

      “Sorry. Shouldn’t say that kind of shit in front of a lady. I’m Austin and I feel like death.”

      “Do you know what pain medication Dr. Finger has you on?” Nereida glanced at his chart, trying to read through Dr. Finger’s impossible handwriting.

      “Not enough…” Austin muttered.

      Nereida smiled and said, “Well I’m going to change your bandages today Austin. It may hurt a little bit but we’ll take it slow.”

      “Great.”

      Nereida slowly began to get to work on Austin’s bandages. Austin winced as she started peeling off his old ones. He was in pretty bad shape. The entire right half of Austin’s body didn’t look like it was going to heal any time soon.

      “These people won’t tell me a fucking thing. But you seem like a nice lady,” Austin started.

      Nereida raised her eyebrows, indicating that he should continue the train of thought. Austin winced and she removed the final bit of bandage from his upper half.

      “Is it bad? Will these things ever fuckin’ heal or am I going to get stuck looking like some deformed lump of shit?”

      Nereida could tell that despite his casual attitude, he was genuinely concerned about the damage the burns had caused. Her curiosity about how he had ended up like this mounted even more.

      “I’m not sure. The burns on your lower half look pretty bad. Most cases like this, we rarely see complete healing,” Nereida replied honestly. She felt bad being honest. Giving bad news didn’t usually get under her skin like this. Being in front of Austin at all made her nervous. She could feel his steel eyes on her as she focused on his wounds. He had the intense wolf gaze that made you feel like he was soaking up everything about you, especially whatever you might want to keep hidden.

      She couldn’t figure out why the other doctors or nurses had spared him that information. It wasn’t like it was a secret. They were probably just too busy to really care about answering his questions. Austin seemed like a bit of a trouble maker anyways.

      Nereida dressed his wounds and then began to wrap them up in bandages again. Austin was still trying his best to make conversation with her.

      “So you’re my nurse for good now that I’ve woken up?” He asked.

      “It depends. I’ve got a day off in a few days.”

      “Huh. So you always wanted to be a nurse?”

      “I guess so. At first I wanted to be a doctor but my family didn’t really have doctor money.”

      Austin smiled, “A nurse is hardly a downgrade.”

      “Thanks,” Nereida said.

      She found his tone a little bit paternalistic. She didn’t need his encouragement to feel validated and proud of her career. She’d worked hard for this and only people who didn’t know a damn thing about the way the world worked would even think poorly about nurses profession.

      “So if you don’t mind me asking… Are all the nurses around here pretty as you are?”

      “Maybe,” Nereida blurted out.

      As soon as she’d said it, she realized that Austin had been trying to flirt with her. Really? She was still changing his bandages and he was barely healed from his accident or incident or whatever it was. How could men be thinking about romance at all the wrong times?

      “I was wondering… Do you live close to the hospital?”

      “Not really. I normally get a ride to and from work every day.”

      “Great. Got family around here?”

      “Just my boyfriend,” Nereida answered, hoping that he would take the hint.

      Austin just grinned as if Christmas had come early.

      “Boyfriend?”

      “Yes.”

      “How long have y’all two been together?”

      Nereida felt heat rising to her face. The last thing she wanted to do was answer questions about Rashad for this very attractive patient. She was worried that some of her resentment for Rashad might bleed through if she said any more about him. Their argument from that morning was still fresh in Nereida’s mind.

      “Around five years.”

      “And not married?”

      Nereida tried to hide her discomfort for the sake of bedside manner. She couldn’t believe that this guy was so bold…

      “No we aren’t married yet. And there’s nothing wrong with that.”

      Austin seemed amused.

      “Never said there was anything wrong with it.”

      Nereida pursed her lips and tried to hurry with the rest of her work. She had to record some information about Austin on the chart before the doctor came in and at the rate things were going, she wanted this entire experience with Austin to be finished quickly.

      “So why wouldn’t a man marry a pretty thing like you?”

      “Maybe I’m the one who won’t marry him,” Nereida retorted.

      Austin chuckled.

      “Now we both know that ain’t true,” He said.

      Nereida tried to avoid glaring at him again. She knew that he was trying to be funny by just thinking about Rashad was making her more and more upset. To make matters worse, her lack of focus was just slowing her down even more.

      “How would you know it isn’t true?” Nereida asked.

      Austin grinned and revealed a perfect set of white teeth.

      “I know because I can tell. You’re the marrying type.”

      Nereida wasn’t sure what the marrying type was exactly and how Austin knew that. But she knew that she wished Rashad saw that in her. She wished that Rashad could recognize her real wish to settle down with someone caring and loving and make things work no matter what.

      Austin didn’t mind Nereida’s quiet response to him.

      “What time do you get off shift?”

      “What’s it to you? Aren’t you trapped here?

      Austin smiled. “Maybe I am. Guess that means you can’t stop by after your shift and keep me company then? A man gets lonely.”

      “I’m sorry… I have a boyfriend.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Nereida couldn’t resist shooting him her best death glare that time. Now he had crossed the line from presumptuous to out of place. She didn’t like being tested on the clock.

      “Don’t question my relationship please. You don’t know a thing about me except that I just changed your bandages.”

      He was getting a rise out of her and Nereida hated it. Come on, could you really let an idiot like that get under your skin?

      “All right Miss Thing,” He teased.

      Nereida wasn’t sure why she was letting a patient get in her head like this. Maybe I have all the attitude ‘cause I’m flirting too, she thought. Nereida quickly banished the thought and tried to hurry the conversation along before Dr. Finger caught her and decided to exact creepy revenge on her for dawdling.

      “Maybe you can ask someone to bring you a book if you want company,” Nereida suggested.

      “Never been much of a reader.”

      “Oh yeah? So what exactly do you do for fun?”

      Nereida couldn’t help but eye his bandages as she asked the question. Austin quickly caught on to the fact that she was morbidly curious about his injuries. But what on earth could he tell her about them? She was cute, but she was still a stranger to him. Not to mention, he wasn’t sure what the whole deal was between the medical personnel and the police.

      “I’ll do anything for fun as long as it’s a good fuckin’ time,” Austin said.

      Nereida rolled her eyes and finished off his chart.

      “Maybe I’ll see you on my next shift. I’ve got to finish my rounds,” She muttered.

      “Good-bye pretty nurse,” Austin called after her as she left the room.

      Nereida felt tension being released from her shoulders as she left the room. Whoever this guy was, he was profoundly talented at getting Nereida to feel self-conscious. Perhaps it was the way his eyes roved all over her as he questioned her about her life and relationship. Perhaps it was the way he had cut through the bullshit and seen what she really wanted. Not even Krista really knew how desperate Nereida was for the real deal.

      As Nereida moved around to her coma patients and geriatrics, she couldn’t help but feel guilty for flirting with Austin or even entertaining his flirting. It wasn’t cheating on Rashad by any stretch of the imagination, but it still felt good. Or bad. Or some kind of weird messed up combination of the two. Nereida was even half tempted to stop by his room again after her shift. She was still curious about how he ended up in the hospital, and she enjoyed the fact that he had actually asked her questions about her life.

      Nereida knew in a way that she was treading on dangerous ground. She thought this man was attractive and there was a pretty good chance she was attracted to her too. The right thing to do would be to think nothing of it and remain strictly professional. After her rounds, before Nereida could ponder on whether or not to visit Austin, she got a call from Rashad.

      “Hey baby what you up to. Work’s through right?”

      Nereida didn’t hear a hint of anger in his voice, certainly not the anger that had colored his voice all morning. She was glad, but at the same time she was wary. She’d learned that Rashad’s moods could change in an instant.

      “Yeah I’m done, about to head home.”

      “Why don’t you come over to my place instead. I’ll cook you dinner.”

      Nereida resisted the urge to blurt out a reminder that Rashad didn’t know how to cook. She wasn’t sure what to say but she knew that it would be a bad move to throw the gesture in his face.

      “You really want to cook me dinner?” She said, throwing him an easy out if he wanted it.

      “Why not babe? You know you’re my number one. Yeah we fight and all that but it don’t matter. You’re my girl.”

      Nereida wanted to tear up. She did love Rashad but those words still stung. Their relationship had been in the dumps lately and she had forgotten how committed Rashad was to her. He was right: She was his number one. The thought of visiting Austin again had totally evacuated Nereida’s mind. She wanted Rashad. Just Rashad.

      “I’ll be over soon then. I’ll see if Krista can give me a ride. If I’ve got to take the bus I might have to wait.”

      “Do what you got to baby girl. I love you.”

      “Love you too,” Nereida whispered and hung up.

      She felt a pang of relief that Rashad was actually trying to fix things between them. Maybe he had wisened up. Maybe everything between them was on the mend.
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      Rashad had promised Nereida a good night and a home cooked meal. She was shocked that he was finally taking some initiative to improve their relationship. This was new. Very new. As Nereida hurried up and finished her shift, she wondered if maybe Rashad deserved another chance to prove himself to her. Nereida wondered if she’d been too harsh on him and too quick to give up.

      Hopeless romantic, my ass! There was hope after all. Nereida forgot all about her little crush on Austin Romero. He was dangerous. Rashad was safe.

      Krista had warned her not to take Rashad for granted and Nereida was questioning everything. She placed all her hopes in Rashad and on this dinner. This was it. Perhaps she wouldn’t have to go through the difficult decision to leave Rashad behind. Everything would be fine…

      After her shift, Nereida was exhausted. She was thrilled that she didn’t have night shifts that week but that didn’t make the work of being a nurse any less difficult. Krista couldn’t drop her off so Nereida was forced to wait a few extra minutes for the bus to take her a couple blocks down from Rashad’s place. Nereida still hated that they didn’t live together but she knew in her heart that living with Rashad would be far from idyllic. Whenever he came over to her place, he would consistently make the largest messes and he required constant care.

      When the bus dropped Nereida off, she enjoyed the feeling of the cool spring air on her face as she walked to Rashad’s apartment. For a while she felt light and airy. Their morning fight was behind them and they were on the way to healing their relationship. Nereida wondered what had changed Rashad’s mind. What had caused him to start thinking of her as a priority?

      When Nereida arrived at Rashad’s place, she knocked on the door and Rashad opened it. He looked terrible, not at all like someone who was preparing for a romantic dinner. He wore a wife-beater tank top and boxers. His business hung out of the hole in the front of the boxers, pointed at the entire street. Nereida’s mouth hung open in shock. If Rashad knew his business was hanging out, he didn’t seem to care. From the stink of malt liquor on his breath, Nereida knew why. Her lips stiffened and her brow knit together.

      “Nereida baby girl come in,” He said with a smile.

      Nereida came in and let Rashad kiss her on the lips. Instead of the scent of a delicious dinner, Nereida inhaled the familiar scent of a bucket of KFC chicken. Not only did she prefer Popeye’s to KFC, this was not what Rashad had led her to believe would be awaiting her.

      “What’s all this?” Nereida asked as she set her handbag on the table next to the grease filled buckets.

      “It’s dinner baby!” Rashad announced. He sat down at the table, clearly eager to get started on his food.

      “I thought you said that you were going to cook,” Nereida asked sweetly. She was trying her best to hide her disappointment. She felt like a fool for how wholeheartedly she’d believed that Rashad could actually change who he was.

      “Baby I said that? Naw I don’t think I said that. Sit yourself down and eat,” Rashad said.

      Nereida pursed her lips and sat down. She wasn’t sure if she should say something or if saying something would even help. Of all the meals Rashad could have brought, he’d picked fried chicken. This was only two weeks after he’d bullied her for her weight and suggested that she go on a diet. What in the hell was his problem bringing buckets of chicken? They weren’t even hot and a splattering of bones across his table suggested that he hadn’t even waited for her to get started…

      Nereida’s head hurt the second she sat down. She’d spent the last two weeks turning down her daily donut and eating the most meager salads because she thought that Rashad would stop hassling her if she could just lose five pounds. Now he was encouraging her unhealthy habits and criticizing her for her weight. There was no way she could win. Nereida was angry again but she was too exhausted to risk starting another fight. Would it be worth it to fight over this? Nereida wondered if she was justified or making a big deal out of nothing.

      “I can’t eat this Rashad,” Nereida said.

      “You allergic to chicken?” He teased as he bit into a hefty thigh.

      “No… Just last week I started my diet and you know that,” Nereida said.

      “Calm down baby, I didn’t know.”

      “You told me that my ass was getting too fat… And not in the good way.”

      “I said that?”

      “Yes, you said that,” Nereida reminded him.

      Rashad shrugged his shoulders in disbelief and continued to consume chicken without noticing that Nereida wasn’t eating anything. Nereida couldn’t believe how selfish Rashad was.

      “What do you have in the fridge?” She asked in a huff.

      Nereida was starting to regret being so foolish as to believe in Rashad and as her rage mounted silently beneath the surface, so did her will to end things. This was Rashad’s chance and he was blowing it.

      “All types of shit babe. Check it out,” Rashad said.

      He was already on his third leg. The only thing Nereida could find in the fridge that wasn’t moldy or extremely old was a half eaten carton of strawberry yogurt. She dug into it reluctantly. She was starving and she’d been expecting something more along the lines of a steak dinner. After she’d finished eating and made small talk with Rashad while he polished off the fried chicken, Nereida could feel her rage subsiding just a little bit. What else could she expect from Rashad? What was the sense in getting angry with him? She knew what kind of guy he was.

      Rashad smiled with satisfaction after he finished eating. His perfect white teeth in his mouth normally would have made Nereida melt. Now, she felt nothing but loathing for him. She had tried everything and yet again, she wasn’t getting through to him. Why did she bother? Nereida was frustrated and no one’s advice seemed to be working. She’d given Rashad enough chances.

      “Rashad… Don’t you think we should talk?”

      “Really baby, I was thinking we could do anything but talk,” Rashad side. His wide, dopey smile spread across his face again.

      “What do you have in mind?” Nereida said.

      “Get your fat ass over here,” Rashad said.

      At the word “fat” Nereida cringed. He probably meant it as a term of endearment that time but Nereida still couldn’t shake the sting. She was full-figured and she did have trouble losing those five extra pounds but she didn’t need Rashad making her feel like she was less of a woman for that.

      Nereida walked over to Rashad and he pulled her face close to his. As his lips pressed against hers, she suddenly remembered what it was that had kept them together for so long. Despite all the problems, her physical connection to Rashad was undeniably strong. He might not be there for her in so many ways but when it came to pleasure, he knew how her body worked perfectly. There was more to a relationship than that but by golly, it certainly helped.

      Rashad’s thick, soft lips pressed against Nereida’s as he started to grope at her curves hungrily. He might be rough around the edges but it was evident that he still wanted her. He was still interested. Then Rashad spread his legs apart and started to guide Nereida to her knees in front of him.

      Was he serious? Was he really going to do that after he’d already been so disappointing. Before Nereida knew it she was on her knees. She was complying with what Rashad wanted but she felt so disgusted with herself. As she acted the part of pleasing and alluring girlfriend, the most cruel thoughts ran through her head. Nereida was also guilty -- she was guilty that she didn’t have the strength to just tell Rashad what was on her mind. She felt guilty that she was so terrible at dealing with conflict. She felt guilty that she had played the role of the good girl for so long that she didn’t know how to ask for what she wanted.

      “Really?” Nereida asked.

      “Come on baby, I’ve had a hard day,” Rashad whined.

      Nereida knew that he was lying. She knew that his day couldn’t have been harder than hers. He barely worked and when he did, he would try to find the way to do the least amount of work. Meanwhile Nereida had spent all day on her feet caring for people who needed her. She’d changed a burn victim’s bandages. She’d helped a child with pneumonia get over a fever. She’d checked in on coma patients. She’d run around the hospital for over ten hours and Rashad had the audacity to make her get down on her knees at the end of the day.

      That was it. Nereida couldn’t take it anymore. It had been bad enough that Rashad had coerced her over here with the pretense of his caring and a home cooked meal. It was bad enough that he’d bought fried chicken when he knew she was on a diet. It was bad enough that he had her on her knees after a stressful shift of care taking sick patients. This was the last straw. Nereida couldn’t hold back anymore. She wouldn’t do this anymore. She wouldn’t live like this.

      She got off her knees and folded her arms.

      “Rashad!” She yelled.

      Rashad’s head snapped around. He looked genuinely surprised at Nereida’s tone.

      “What’s wrong babe?”

      “I don’t think I can do this anymore Rashad. It’s over. There’s nothing here for me anymore.”

      “What the hell are you talking about babe? Is it… that time of the month?”

      Nereida felt her blood boil.

      “IT’S NOT THAT TIME OF THE MONTH RASHAD. I’M OUT OF HERE!”

      Rashad looked shocked.

      “Don’t be all crazy Nereida. Just tell me what I did wrong. You can’t leave a nigga high and dry like this,” Rashad said.

      Nereida flinched at the sound of the n-word. She hated to hear it used so casually like that; she’d asked Rashad a hundred times not to do that too.

      “I’m not being crazy Rashad. You called me over here, promised me a home cooked meal and all I got was KFC. I’m just sick of this. I’m sick of the lies. I’m sick of the fact that my needs don’t matter to you!”

      “That ain’t fair baby,” Rashad said.

      He didn’t try to justify his actions or prove Nereida wrong. She couldn’t believe him. He had nothing to say in his defense other than call Nereida unfair.

      “I’ve given you ten thousand chances,” Nereida whispered.

      She was starting to cry. The realization that this might all really be over was finally starting to hit her. But she had to do something. She couldn’t live like this. She couldn’t resign herself to spending the rest of her life with a man who wouldn’t lift a finger to show he cared.

      “Nereida baby it doesn’t have to be like this. Don’t you believe in me?”

      “I used to Rashad but now I don’t know anymore. All I know is this isn’t working for me.”

      Nereida knew if she spent another second in that house she would be tempted to change her mind. Rashad knew how to pull all her strings and get her to stay. But she’d had enough. Nereida knew that she couldn’t take it anymore.

      She left and just said, “Good bye Rashad.”

      That was it. There was no more to say. It was dark when Nereida burst into the street. She wondered if she could even get a bus to her part of town. As she walked, Nereida began to sob. Leaving Rashad had been far more taxing than she thought. There had been no discussion about it, no plans to get his stuff moved back into his house and vice versa. All of a sudden it was over and Nereida realized what she’d done. She wouldn’t go back and she couldn’t go back but that didn’t cause her heartbreak to hurt any less. Nereida knew somehow that her life would be different. She’d taken a leap of faith and she trusted God to catch her in his protective arms and help her get through it all.
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      Work was more hellish than usual for Nereida in the coming days. She couldn’t shake the aura of sadness that trailed her after leaving Rashad. Knowing it was the right thing to do didn’t make it any easier. Nereida was accustomed to having Rashad over. She was accustomed to having him call. These days, Nereida could hardly pull herself out of bed. The realities of being thirty two and single freshly hit her. She thought that she would be married by now. She thought that she would already have a kid. She thought that she would have had more money.

      Nereida was in the midst of an existential crisis. And she was starting to have a hard time doing everything right at work. Nereida was making mistakes that she would not have otherwise made. Nereida was worried that people would start to notice but at the same time, she just couldn’t stop. She just couldn’t get herself up to do anything. Krista was noticing Nereida’s decline but she felt powerless to stop it.

      Nereida was in the waiting room pouring a massive amount of milk into her coffee while Krista sat at the table, ready and waiting to have an intervention with Nereida regarding her depression.

      “Nereida?”

      “Yeah,” Nereida mumbled as she sat down in the break room and stared deeply into her coffee.

      “I just think maybe we need to talk or something?”

      “Mm,” Nereida mumbled as she took a sip of her milky coffee.

      Krista looked Nereida up and down. She wasn’t one of these people who could wear heartbreak underneath the surface. Nope. It was quite clear to everyone that Nereida had gone through something. There were giant dark circles under her eyes. Her relaxed hair looked frizzy and a bit frazzled. Two giant pimples had broken out on Nereida’s forehead and her face was constantly swollen from crying in the break room. Even Dr. Finger had stopped bugging her so much. Still, Nereida hadn’t told Krista. Krista was getting married soon. She didn’t need to hear about Rashad and her depressing love life…

      “Nereida, you seem like you’re in bad shape,” Krista said. She pressed her hand to Nereida’s arm to connect with her. Just Krista’s touch was enough to make Nereida cry. She hadn’t been touched by another person since Rashad had left and even if it was just the soothing touch of a friend, Nereida was moved to tears.

      “I miss him… I know I shouldn’t but I miss him,” She sobbed.

      Krista’s face took on a worried expression. She had figured that Nereida would take the break up hard but she wasn’t exactly sure just how hard she would take it.

      “Nereida… I know it’s hard but don’t hurt yourself because you’ve lost him. We’re at work and I just would hate to see you lose this job too,” Krista said.

      She knew that big mistakes around the hospital weren’t exactly smiled upon and she knew that Nereida was compromising her job by taking her grief into work.

      Nereida kept crying and whispered, “It’s so hard Krista… I never expected it to be this hard.”

      “We never do dear. But you’ve worked hard to get here. Don’t let your sadness for him take it away,” Krista added.

      Nereida nodded. On one level she knew that Krista was right. On another level she couldn’t stop feeling destroyed by the fact that her partner, her lover and her family was no longer a part of her life. Nereida knew that it was for the best. Rashad had never shown her the appreciation that she deserved. Nereida knew that she should have a man who was willing to go the extra mile -- who was willing to make things work.

      “Do you think I messed up?” Nereida asked Krista.

      Krista shook her head. She knew that if Nereida had ended things with a man she’d been devoted to like that, there must have been good reason. Krista didn’t think getting back together with that guy was a good idea at all. Now that Nereida had ripped the band-aid off, moving on was her best bet.

      “I just wonder if I’ll ever meet someone again… I mean I am thirty two,” Nereida moped.

      Krista snorted.

      “Girl, just because you’re thirty two doesn’t mean the world stops! It’s ridiculous to think that there’s some kind of timeline or something,” Krista said.

      Nereida sighed and mumbled, “That’s easy for you to say Ms. Engaged.”

      Krista smiled.

      “Don’t be cynical Nereida. I promise you, you will be okay. You’re one of the most beautiful and most hardworking people I know. Now… I’ve got to get back to my shift or I’m going to get my ass handed to me,” Krista said.

      She got up and gave Nereida a hug. As Nereida expected, just talking to Krista made her feel at least a little bit better. She knew it would take a lot of work to move on from Rashad, but in the end it would all be worth it. It might take a while, but eventually she would be with someone who appreciated her. Nereida continued to drink her coffee and think about what she had to do after work. She would have to box up Rashad’s things and he would use his key to her apartment to get them while she was at work.

      It felt strange — knowing so certainly that things were coming to an end. This was a major change for Nereida. She had nearly forgotten what it was like for her to be single. She had nearly forgotten what it was like to be without obligation. Nereida wasn’t sure if she even knew what was attractive anymore. Nereida wasn’t sure she knew what men were looking for anymore. Did she work too much? Maybe that was the issue at hand all along…

      The realization that she was about five minutes late from where she was supposed to be rattled Nereida from her thoughts. She couldn’t spend all day moping in the break room without attracting attention that she definitely didn’t want. She tossed her coffee cup in the bin and then charged down the hallway towards the room where Dr. Finger was waiting with arms crossed.

      “Nereida. You’re five minutes late,” Dr. Finger said smugly.

      Nereida knew she was about to get chewed out and there was nothing she could do about it. Dr. Finger had been waiting for her to screw up ever since she’d rejected him and now she’d just given him a reason to unleash his terror upon her.

      “I’m really sorry doc. I lost track of time and it won’t happen again,” Nereida said softly.

      She wiped her eyes again to ensure there were no remaining tears.

      “You bet your ass it won’t happen again. Don’t you care about this job Nereida? This type of insubordination is absolutely unacceptable. We can’t have incompetent members on our staff. This week especially seems to be a week of mistakes for you. What kind of nurse are you?”

      Nereida didn’t think the question required a response. Seeing the forlorn look on Nereida’s face, Dr. Finger tore into her again.

      “Well listen Nereida. We can’t let this continue. You need to start doing better around here. We don’t allow any charity cases at this hospital. You can’t rely on affirmative action or whatever it is to get ahead,” He said coldly.

      Nereida nodded, fuming beneath her tears. If only they were outside the office where she could take her earrings off and show his ass who was the real charity case around here.

      Dr. Finger growled, “Well get to work then! The burn victim’s bandages still need changing.”

      Nereida turned around and went off to work. As soon as she wasn’t facing Dr. Finger any more, the tears started to pour down her face. Nereida was just glad she’d held off so he wouldn’t see her crying. His words had been so cruel and they were the absolute last thing Nereida needed. She was heartbroken and her self-esteem was at his lowest. She had unfortunately given him free rein to pick on her by not standing up for herself. The incident with Rashad left her too shaken and off her game.

      Nereida was sniffling like crazy when she walked into the room with her favorite patient — Austin Romero. Great, like she needed further embarrassment and humiliation…

      She had tried to push her tears back but it was still obvious that she had been bawling.

      “Hey pretty nurse,” Austin said, wincing as he sat up in bed.

      A broad smile broke out over his face as he saw Nereida. His expression changed when he saw that she’d been crying.

      “You alright pretty nurse?”

      “Yes, I’m fine. Just here to change your bandages,” Nereida said glumly. Even she knew that the lie was totally see through.

      She started getting to work on Austin’s bandages. He’d already healed quickly since he’d come into the hospital. Nereida had a feeling that he would be discharged sooner than he thought. His burns had permanently disfigured some of his body but somehow, his face had escaped the brutal attack of the flames he’d apparently encountered.

      Austin wondered what could have possibly upset Nereida and he was searching for an in to get a few moments with the beautiful and enigmatic nurse who was only sometimes assigned to him…

      “Are you sure you’re alright? I’ve been told I’m a good listener,” Austin said, breaking out into an awkward grin.

      Nereida looked into his face and saw that he was genuinely concerned. Perhaps her lonely mood had influenced her, but she certainly felt a lot more willing to talk to Austin than she had before.

      “I don’t know if I’m alright really,” Nereida said.

      Austin winced as she pulled off a particularly sticky bandage.

      “Well maybe when you’re done torturing me you could sit here a few minutes.”

      “I’ve already gotten myself into enough trouble today,” Nereida muttered.

      “And? I’ve been getting into trouble my whole life and trust me Ms. Good Girl, I think you’ll be okay if you sit with a patient for a few minutes.”

      “Fine. When I’m done changing your bandages then,” Nereida relented. He’d caught her at the right time. Any other day, any other mood and she would have said no. Any other day, she wouldn’t have been single and she would have turned him down. Nereida still didn’t fully trust herself around Austin, especially not around those steely eyes of his. When she was finally done, Nereida frittered around the room awkwardly.

      “Sit down pretty nurse,” Austin offered, gesturing to the foot of his bed.

      When Nereida sat down, she realized just how tired she was. Austin could see the wave of release across her face. It felt good to be off her feet. And better to be next to him. Nereida tried not to feel guilty about that. Even if she didn’t know him, she couldn’t believe that he was a bad guy.

      “How much longer do you have in the hospital?”

      “Not long. A few more days to a week,” Austin said.

      Nereida nodded.

      “Why are you so upset then?” Austin asked.

      “I just… I broke up with my boyfriend.”

      Austin’s eyebrows raised. He would never have denied that he was attracted to Nereida.

      “How could a guy let a woman like you go?”

      Nereida shrugged. She had wondered the same thing over and over again until she had convinced herself that she was
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