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      Within weeks of my thirty-ninth birthday, I lost my thirty-ninth patient and all feeling. I was certain it would pass, only it continued into the next day and the weeks after.

      In order to treat my patients, I needed to feel something. Without feeling, I couldn't stay. Not in oncology and not in Baltimore.

      So, I'm back in Dallas after more than twenty years gone. Home, my mother keeps saying with happiness.

      Happiness I still can't feel more than four months after that day. I'm beginning to accept feeling isn't coming back.

      Until the moment I walk into an exam room and look into her eyes. All at once, feeling comes rushing back as suddenly as it disappeared.

      She’s my patient. It’s all kinds of wrong to want her, no matter what television portrays. Add in the fact she’s running from an abusive husband. I should be staying far away from her, not taking her and her daughter home with me.

      But I can’t walk away from her. They’re living in a crappy motel, barely surviving. I have a room, a safe place for her to recover and heal. She needs time and patience before she's strong enough for me to tell her the way I feel.

      I'll give it to her. And hopefully, she'll grow strong enough to trust in me and fall in love with me the same way I've fallen for her and her baby daughter.

      ***Trigger warning for domestic violence on page. I apologize in advance to all those who’ve gone through abuse (I have as well, and it hurt like heck to write.). This will break your heart. But I promise it will be put back together by the end.

      Another warning for my long-time readers. I’m sorry to say this is a slow burn. Nothing else made sense after all she’s been through. But I promise, it’s still a me story, and once we get there…it’s all there. All the yummy bad/goodness you expect to find in every story I write.
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      I sigh with relief as my mother and grandfather leave. Rafe chuckles as the door closes behind them. Damn, he looks different. He’s no longer wound so tight I worry he’ll have a heart attack before he hits fifty.

      Javi laughs. “Why the hell did you do that without warning us?”

      “What, I wasn’t supposed to ask if Mom was finally going to divorce Dad now that she and Abuelo are getting biblical? It’s a valid question, considering they’re now three years in. Especially since she and Dad are more than twenty years legally separated.” I shrug.

      “Yes, it’s a valid question. However, you only asked so they’d leave. That’s what makes you an ass.” Rafe sends a dark eyebrow up. “You want us to leave too? It was a long flight from Baltimore to home.”

      Typical Rafe, calling me on being an ass while giving me an out for my behavior. I always knew he was going to be a great father. Since he was one to us growing up, even though he was only two years older than me. He was a better father than our actual father.

      I shake my head. I’m not ready for them to leave—to be left alone with the emptiness.

      Am I home? My mother kept going on and on about me being home. It’s why I said what I did, aware it would send her running. I wasn’t sure how I felt yet about being in Dallas after more than twenty years gone.

      Over the years, there were times I thought of Dallas as home. Only because my family is here. After almost fifteen years in Baltimore, it’s hard to think of anywhere else as home.

      “You sure?” Javi asks as he eyes me.

      Running a hand over my face, I nod. I’m up at the window that looks out over an enormous pool and a large green grass area residents were assigned and could use for a garden, but no one uses for much of anything.

      I shake my head again. “I should be asking you for the number of a therapist, not…”

      “Talk to me.” It’s an invitation spoken softly yet also a demand. The iron hand in the silk glove Rafe has down to an art. “You left Johns Hopkins weeks before you called me to tell me you were coming back to Dallas.”

      I shouldn’t be surprised he knew. The last thing I want to do is talk about it. And maybe that’s why I should. “I lost another one. Nine years old, the sweetest thing you’ve ever had the misfortune to encounter as a doctor treating her for leukemia. As cancers went, her case should have been a walk in the park—a gloomy as fuck park, but nothing I couldn’t handle. I did everything right. And she still died. I’m standing over her calling time of death, and I didn’t feel a thing.”

      Even now, the memory of that day is fucking with my head. “Almost fourteen years I’ve been doing this. My thirty-ninth birthday was two days before she died. She was the thirty-ninth patient I lost. I couldn’t feel a thing. No sadness, no anger at myself for losing her. Not a damn thing… I was positive it would come back. It had to. I needed it to do what I do.”

      Rafe and Javier share concerned looks I pretend I don’t see.

      “Except it didn’t come back.” Unease is still in me at the lack of feeling, even now. “After a week, I gave in to what I had known in the back of my mind as I walked away from the hospital—I was done. I sent an email with my notes on my cases and told them I wasn’t coming back. Then I laid in bed for a week while I tried to figure out what to do next.”

      “Just a week?” Javi’s eyebrows are up. “It’s okay if it was longer than a week.”

      “It might have been a little longer than a week,” I admit.

      It was more like a day in bed and two weeks on the couch trying to figure shit out. “I was lost on what is there for me if I’m not doing oncology. Since the only reason for me to be in Baltimore was Johns Hopkins, it didn’t feel like there was anything left for me there. I’m hoping a new environment will jumpstart the desire for me to do something.”

      “You don’t have to do anything. Not a fucking thing.” Rafe is firm. “What you did day in and out is going to leave cuts no one can see. If you never want to set foot in a hospital again, there’s no shame in that. If you want to come by the office and see if you’re interested in having one of your own in the building, we’ll welcome you with open arms. And I have the number of a great therapist.”

      The idea appeals as much as running a cheese grater over my face.

      Rafe doesn’t miss a thing and chuckles. “I get it. I’m sure Abuelo would love it if you took over the running of the charity he started. I don’t know if you were aware it went from focusing on breast cancer to a broader stance on women’s general health. The women’s center here in Dallas is also an option. I’ve heard rumblings about the current administrator. I know they would welcome you immediately. It’s a warning, so you can brace yourself for him to ask. His focus has moved to mom, so they’ve contacted me for direction and attention.”

      I consider it. “Are you sure you aren’t soft asking me to ensure they no longer contact you?”

      He chuckles. “Maybe.”

      “I’ll take those calls. It might help fill the days.”

      “Come on, let’s cut into the enchiladas my wife had me bring you. I had to beg her to make more so we could have some for the house. She’s an awesome cook.” Javi licks his lips as he opens the refrigerator.

      I sit down at the table, separating the living area from the kitchen. Javi waxes lyrical about his wife and two kids. Although I came back to Dallas for Rafe’s wedding a few years ago, I couldn’t get time off for Javi’s wedding last year since there was so little warning—only a week before the day.

      Rafe gets in on showing me pictures. I’ve yet to meet their daughter, Elena, or their newest daughter, Stella. Carrie has sent me pictures of them over the years. I have better text conversations running with her than I did with Rafe. She kept me updated on what was happening in our family, like my mom and Abuelo, Rafe taking the weekends off, and when Ava appeared in Javi’s life.

      Guilt hits me. How had it been so long since I was with my family to see what it became? It’s been years since I came home for Christmas or any holiday. Since my patients were so young, I hated leaving them alone on holidays—some of them didn’t have parents who could spend time in the hospital with them.

      About eight years ago, I got caught with a patient who wasn’t stable enough for me to leave for longer than a day, let alone the week off I planned. Once I went into the hospital that Christmas Eve and saw the listless, sad faces of my patients and others in the pediatric oncology ward, my conscience wouldn’t let me leave them at Christmas. At the time, I didn’t regret missing out on time with family to be with my patients. Now I wonder what it cost me in my relationships with my brothers.

      Rafe’s glance at his watch is only the flick of his eyes. “Go on. Carrie is probably wondering where you are.” I order Rafe. “You too. Leaving your wife alone with a new baby.” I mockingly shake my head at Javi. “You’ll be lucky if she lets you back in.”

      “Whatever, she’s going to yank me through the door so fast my head will spin.” Javi is glowing.

      After they’re gone, I go onto the massive rooftop deck to look over downtown Dallas. I’m grateful Javi is letting me stay here until I figure out where I want to live. My mother made it clear she wished I was staying with her, not in Javier’s place. I love my mother, but the idea of living with her, even briefly, is not something I could bring myself to do.

      Do I want a condo or a house? If I had a house, do I want to fill it with anything? A wife, maybe a couple of kids.

      Over the years, my relationships were mainly with nurses and other doctors. They understood I didn’t have regular hours, and making plans often ended with me getting called away. The women were selected because of convenience. We both knew it was nothing more than the need to scratch an itch.

      I wasn’t willing to give up time for anything besides my work. A wife meant getting home at a decent hour. A baby meant midnight feedings. A child meant parent-teacher conferences and dance classes or soccer games. If I gave time to them, there wasn’t enough to give to my patients.

      Do I want what my brothers have? I don’t know. It doesn’t feel like I know anything right now. Rafe said I didn’t have to know. Except the lack of a plan—a purpose—is fucking with my head. I’m hoping like hell once I create a new purpose, the feeling will come back.
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      Scanning the restaurant, I find Rafe and Javi in the corner of the elegant dining room. The hostess guides me toward them. Javi’s eyes are hopeful. Rafe’s are concerned.

      “What do you think?” Javi prompts me the second my ass hits the seat. “You want to take over running the center?”

      I shake my head, and his eyes dim. Rafe doesn’t look surprised. “I’m not ready to sit behind a desk. And that’s what running the center would require.”

      “But it helped you recognize what you want.” Typical Rafe, it’s not a question.

      “Yes. I want to open a clinic like the women’s health center—for everyone. We can do X-rays and fill some prescriptions at no cost. I also want to include mental health so it’s more like a community health center.”

      Javi loses his smile. “You’re going into a shitty area, aren’t you?”

      “Where else do they need regular health care more? Ninety-five percent of low-income clinics are a revolving door of doctors going in to get their internship out of the way before moving into a practice. Patients do better with regular doctors who give a shit about them, not someone coming in to get their time and get out.”

      Rafe sighs. “You’re going to fund it completely and work fourteen hours a day, seven days a week, as penance for leaving oncology.”

      His words hit hard because they were exactly what I admitted to myself it would become. The hours were going to be eight to eight, and, of course, we would be open on the weekend for greater availability. It would be my duty.

      I must make up for not doing the work of the life I left behind. I’m a billionaire because of my family’s wealth. I didn’t earn that money on my own. Therefore, I needed to pay for it by giving back in other ways. It wasn’t enough to give away what I could—my grandfather restricted what I could donate to charity. He knew I would give it all away if I could. Besides, giving it away was too easy.

      “It doesn’t have to become that.” I force the words out.

      “No, it doesn’t. You paid every due there could be. It’s okay for you to stop and enjoy life.” Rafe almost sighs the words.

      “If I stop, I don’t know if I can get myself to begin again,” I admit.
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      The blow sends me off my feet. Pain radiates through my whole body, and I fight not to vomit. I’m not sure if the urge to be sick is because of him hitting me in my stomach or if the pain is that bad. I can’t breathe through the pain, and I’m grateful because if I do, I’m positive I’ll be sick.

      “What have I told you? You stupid, fat bitch. Keep the brat quiet. Fucking waking me up and shit.”

      Layla screeches in fear. An unintelligible pleading for comfort I can’t give her.

      I watch helplessly as he turns on her. No. No. He can hit me all he wants, but not her. She’s only six months old—a baby. Fear sends a shot of adrenaline through me to get to her first. I cover her with my body. “I’m sorry. Please. I’m sorry. I’ll keep her quiet.”

      I feel him looming over us.

      Please. Just this once, answer a prayer. I’m begging a god I lost belief in decades ago as I clutch Layla to me.

      With a final curse, he swipes a rough hand at my head without any of the power of his previous blows. He learned not to hit me in the face, not because he cared if anyone saw my bruises—the bone hurt his hand with how hard he hit me.

      “Stupid bitch.” He mutters. “I’m going to Jack’s to get some sleep. His woman knows how to keep her kids under control. Clean this place up before I get back.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I don’t move until he slams the door behind him. He was going to do it. Danny was going to hit Layla. If he had, he would have broken something in her small body. At almost six feet and a former construction worker—only not working because he hurt himself at work—he’s strong with thick meaty hands.

      It’s almost every day now. He used to only hit me once or twice a week. But over the last few months, Layla couldn’t breathe without him losing his temper and hitting me. I tried so hard to keep her quiet, to please him. I’ve gotten so stressed out I’ve dried up, unable to breastfeed Layla the way I wanted to. The way I needed to because formula is insanely expensive.

      Layla pats my face with tears in her own eyes. How could I have been so stupid? This is what I grew up with—a father who yelled and screamed and hit my mother. Then he moved on to me and my two older brothers. I promised myself I would do things differently. That I would never end up with a man like my father.

      For the first two years, there was the typical male lack of empathy, like forgetting birthdays, not getting me anything for Christmas, and never cooking or cleaning, but he always half-heartedly apologized and promised to do better. The way he would tease me about going to school and how hard it was for me to read and study with dyslexia. He would ‘joke’ about what I ate and my weight.

      The abuse started slowly, only after we moved in together. I didn’t see it as abuse. After all, it was minor things like the joking and teasing that became meaner—mocking and belittling my weight and dyslexia, throwing a dish when he hated what I made for dinner. Gradually, there were fewer apologies and more accusations I was too sensitive.

      But I was never afraid of him.

      We were both shocked when he slapped me for the first time. I wanted to leave then. Except I was seven months pregnant, and he was on his knees begging for forgiveness.

      I also had nowhere to go or money to do it with. I hadn’t found a job after our move to Waco. He told me that I didn’t need a job and didn’t want me working when the baby we planned for came anyway. The reason we moved to Waco was so he could earn more money for me to be a stay-at-home mom, he reminded me.

      There was no family for me to run to. My older brothers fled our home and didn’t look back after my mother died from an overdose when I was fourteen. I had few friends in the small town we left. We weren’t close enough I felt comfortable asking them for help. I had no friends at all in Waco.

      Stupid. I shouldn’t have stayed after the first time he hit me. I should have paid attention to how quickly he stopped caring about me or the baby after he found out it was a girl.

      At the time, I was so excited. All I was focused on was my pregnancy and preparing for the little girl I always wanted. I’d heard about dads not being excited over having a girl and then falling in love with them when they were born. Of course, he would love her when she got here.

      Then Danny got hurt at work when I was six months pregnant. There was no money coming in, so I had to go back to waitressing.

      I worked up until the day before I went into labor. He drove me to the hospital, dropping me off at the ER entrance. His promise of going in after he parked the truck was a lie. He never came.

      Even when the nursing staff called him to tell him that I needed an emergency cesarian and wanted him there with me because I was terrified. My calls and texts were ignored for the almost three weeks that I was in the hospital with an infection. Layla should have gone home after only a few days. But since he wouldn’t come get her, she stayed with me in my room.

      Danny wouldn’t even pick us up to bring us home. One of the nurses took pity on me. She gave me a ride home and the car seat and baby carrier she no longer needed.

      I was terrified he wouldn’t even let me into the apartment. Thankfully, my key still worked.

      When he walked in, he was surprised to see me but acted like it was any day. He shrugged off my questions and ignored Layla.

      From the day I got home, the verbal abuse was constant. He didn’t want me breastfeeding because it was gross. But we couldn’t afford formula, so I hid with her in the bedroom—keeping her out of sight. He treated Layla as though her presence offended him.

      The first time he hit me with intent was two weeks after I was home from the hospital. He ordered me back to work because there was no food in the house. I was astonished he thought I could work. There was no way. I was recovering from a cesarian and in pain. He’d taken my pain pills and threw a bottle of Tylenol at me when I begged him for them. How could he tell me to go to work?

      The words were barely out of my mouth when he backhanded me. I was stunned, unable to speak or even move. Then he did it again and again until I was on the floor. None of it made sense. It wasn’t happening, it was a bad dream.

      Except it wasn’t. He was standing over me, threatening me with a worse beating if I didn’t go to work the next day and bring home money and something to eat. Or I could leave, pack up my shit and the brat and get the fuck out.

      All I wanted to do was do exactly what he said: pack up our things and leave. But I had nothing and nowhere to go. As I lay there, I promised myself it was the last time he would hit me.

      It was a promise I couldn’t keep, but I made another promise to myself: I would go back to work and, with the money I earned, leave him. Except he took all my money. The minute I walked out of the restaurant, he demanded my apron.

      I’ve managed to squirrel away nine hundred dollars, hiding tips in my bra—I didn’t need to worry about him seeing me taking my bra off. Ever since I was six months pregnant with Layla, he thought I was too fat for him to touch.

      I’ve taken it all these months and would have continued to endure it until I had enough money to leave. What I have saved is almost laughable. I have no idea how far I can go on it. I wanted more money to escape with. The plan was for two thousand.

      Except I don’t have time. He would have hit Layla. Deep down, I know next time he will hit her.

      Danny didn’t care about her. Sometimes, I think he hates her. He’s never held her once. I don’t understand it. She’s a good baby, calm and smiling, only crying when she was hungry or needed her diaper changed. I had to pay a girl next door to watch her when I was waitressing because I was too scared to leave her alone with him.

      Rocking Layla, all I can think is that I’m failing her. I’m failing at everything. In a week, I’ll be twenty-seven. The only good thing I have to show for my life is Layla.

      I spot the keys to his truck on the table. It’s more than ten years old, with almost a hundred thousand miles on it. The truck is in my name because when he wrecked his after a night of drinking, I was the only one who could be financed for it. When my car died, there was no money for me to finance another. Yet I was never allowed to drive it—not even for a late-night run to get formula or diapers. Despite the age and miles, I know it could get me out of here, away from Danny.

      Layla cries in fear when I put her down on the couch. For the first time, I ignore her cries and run to the bedroom. Packing up her stuff takes less than ten minutes. My things take about the same time as I jam everything into two suitcases. I grab the miserable nine hundred dollars. It’s not enough, only there’s no more time left to get more.

      Putting the truck in gear, I squeal out of the apartment complex and head for I-35. I don’t know where to go. Right takes me south to Austin, left takes me north to Dallas. Indecision has me slowing down. Fate decides for me. There’s a wreck on I-35 South, so I turn left, north to Dallas, and pray it isn’t worse than what I’ve left behind.
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      Almost three months later, I’m not sure if this is better than what I left behind.

      When I drove into Dallas, I didn’t know where to go. I chose the exit for downtown. My first stop was at a convenience store to get gas and ask the cashier if they could tell me somewhere I could rent that wasn’t too expensive.

      She looked me up and down with dull brown eyes and shrugged. I tried again at a small grocery store down the road and had better luck.

      Looking around the tiny motel room, I’m not sure the word I should be using is luck. I’d managed to get a job as a housekeeper at the place in exchange for a tiny salary and a place to sleep. The only good thing about it is I can bring Layla with me while I clean.

      Whatever luck I had, I’m now out of it. I’m sick. I’ve tried telling myself over the last week that I was wrong. It’s allergies. Except my sore throat has gotten worse every day, and the fever that started four days ago tells me I’m wrong. Since I didn’t need to clean yesterday, I spent all day in bed—hoping it would help me get better. It didn’t.

      The owner of the place eyes me as I go in to collect the cart and towels. “You sick.”

      He’s not exactly a warm guy. Somewhere between fifty and eighty, his eyes don’t miss much. I shrug. “I think so.”

      He sighs heavily. “There’s a new medical clinic opened up a few weeks ago down the street. A walk-in place. They don’t charge nothing. Hours are eight to eight. When you get done, head on over there. I don’t need you getting me or anyone else sick.”

      I nod as I try to focus on staying on my feet. Putting Layla on the cart, I keep my eyes on her and remember she needs me. This should only take five or six hours. As soon as I’m done, I’ll go. I don’t want to get Layla sick, too.

      Three hours later, the room swims around me as I try to straighten from bending over to make the bed. Layla claps and speaks gibberish to me. I work to focus on her. I’m almost done. I repeat over and over to try to keep going. It doesn’t help.

      The owner is in the open doorway of the room shaking his head. I’m not sure how I came to be on the floor. “Go on, get to the doctor. I’m docking this from your pay. The place is two blocks up and to the right.”

      Closing my eyes, I repeat the instructions until they’re in a loop, even if I don’t understand them. Two blocks? Two blocks from where?

      Layla squeals. The sound pulls me from the dark. I just want to sleep. I’m so tired. Everything hurts, especially my throat. Two blocks up and to the right. Once I go two blocks and turn right, I’ll feel better.

      Oh god, I almost drop Layla in her car seat carrier. She laughs, thinking it’s a game as she plays with my purse. Two blocks up and to the right. I make it to the truck and strap Layla in. She pats my cheek. I grasp her hand and hold it against my cheek, grateful for the cool touch.

      Two blocks and to the right. I find it. It’s busy. In the time it’s taken to get here, Layla’s car seat has somehow become ten pounds heavier—I almost drop her again. All I can do is drag her seat. It’s too heavy to carry.

      The receptionist’s eyes go wide when she sees me. “Are you okay?”

      I shake my head and run my hand over my throat. “Hurts.” I croak out at her.

      “Do you have a fever?”

      I nod. Talking hurts too much.

      “Let me get you into a room. We don’t want you out here getting others sick.” She’s around the desk, taking the car seat from me. “Got you, sweetie. Let’s get you and Mommy to a room.”

      Everything happens from far away. She helps me onto an exam table, readjusting the pillow beneath my head and pushing the table a few inches so it’s pressed against the wall. “We don’t want you falling off. I’ll tell the doctor you’re in here.”

      I made it. It’s safe here. I could hear it in the woman’s voice. Everything will be okay. It’s my last thought as I let the darkness overtake me.
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      “Doctor, I put a patient in room five. She’s probably got strep. The poor thing is out of it. She has a baby, too. Might want to check her and make sure she’s not sick also.” Willow informs me as I pass her in the hall.

      “What?” I’m trying hard to keep my temper. “Why didn’t you let Camilla triage?”

      The procedure is supposed to be that a patient gets checked in and tells Willow or Amara why they came in and if they have an appointment. Then Camilla or Lupe triages. If symptoms indicate it could be a case of strep, they get a culture for a rapid strep test. It’s worked for the last three weeks.

      I have one other doctor, Diane, who is off today. I also have two nurse practitioners, Tomas and Imani. Imani is also off today. Camilla is an RN who can handle a patient as well as me or Diane. Lupe is an LPN working toward her RN and has already left for the day.

      Two of our lab techs are also out sick today. There are four techs total to handle laboratory testing. I was able to get the X-ray machine I wanted, and there are three techs for it. With one of them out sick today, I’m realizing I need to hire another.

      Since I have to hire techs and a radiologist for the CT machine, I was able to purchase and will be delivered by the end of next month. It’s going to be easier if I can find a tech who also has X-ray certification since it’s a common step up to earn more than an X-ray tech salary.

      The last few weeks, everything ran smoothly, but today it feels like the whole neighborhood is sick with either strep throat or the flu. There’s also the fact Christmas was two days ago, and people were still getting together even when they were sick and spreading it.

      She shrugs. “The lady was about to keel over. The baby is a sweetie. She was asleep almost as soon as her momma.”

      Shit. If nothing else, it’s good they’re both asleep.

      Two hours later, it’s time to close the doors. Even though there’s another half hour before the clinic closes, we’re not going to be able to see anyone else for the day. As it is, we’re going to be here late, clearing people out.

      Cleo stops me on my way to a patient waiting. “Doctor, I had a pharmacy tech come over to let me know we’re running lower on amoxicillin than they thought. I’m not sure we’ll have enough if even six more patients need it. We’re getting a delivery first thing Monday, but it’s good we’re closed tomorrow.”

      I sigh and nod. To get Rafe off my back, the clinic isn’t open seven days a week. We’re closed on Sundays, and we’re only open today on Saturday from ten to seven instead of the eight to eight we are during the week. “Let Tomas and Camilla know to give penicillin shots to those who are willing to take one. Remind them to tell the patient it hurts like hell, but it will resolve the illness sooner.”

      While there’s also a pharmacy within the building, I don’t usually need to interact with the three pharmacists and their techs. We talked earlier today, and they let me know they placed another order for antibiotics.

      I’m just grateful my pharmacists are on top of things. The pharmacy is always as busy as we are—sometimes more. We contacted local hospitals and clinics to let them know they could send their patients to us. The medications we offer for free are basic and high-cost treatments: antibiotics, steroids, inhalers, insulin, immunosuppressives, and HIV and AIDS treatments.

      It’s almost eight o’clock, and everyone else is already gone. As I walk the last patient out, Cleo stops me. “We have a problem.”

      “What?” I run a hand through my hair as I fight not to yawn.

      “There’s a patient in room five. She’s asleep and there’s a baby in there with her, also sleeping.” She hands me a file.

      “Are you fucking serious?” How the hell could a patient be forgotten?

      Cleo gives me the stink eye I deserve. “If you’re done. Tomas got a throat culture from her. It came back as strep, but the woman was dead to the world when he tried to find out if she was allergic to penicillin. He told Camilla to see her. However, Camilla didn’t.”

      Sighing. “I apologize. I’ll see to her now. Go home. I’ll close up.”

      I’m also going to talk with Camilla later. I can’t believe she didn’t complete patient care. I will note that.

      “All right. Have a good night, and take the day off tomorrow. Don’t be coming in here to work.” It’s an order.

      I’m grateful as hell that Cleo is my manager. The woman’s hard work kept me from living here the way I thought I would. Because of her, I didn’t need to. However, there were things, such as charts and some paperwork, that only I could do. I often came in on Sundays to finish everything I hadn’t completed for the week to start Monday off right.

      Reviewing the file, I see she also has an ear infection. Tomas noted the fever had lasted four days, and she was in so much pain from her throat she wasn’t even aware of her ear infection. This is exactly the kind of patient I opened the clinic for—people who needed to be seen and were afraid of going to the emergency room because they couldn’t afford it.

      I open the door to room five and find a woman curled onto her side.

      “Ma’am?” I say loudly as I close the door behind me. Damn, she is dead to the world.

      The woman’s olive skin is flushed from fever. Her features are delicate. A heart-shaped face with a small chin is tucked into her chest. Her mouth is full and wide beneath a cute, upturned nose. Long, pitch-black hair is in a frayed braid.

      I study her. Her black leggings, which cling to her short legs, are worn. The plain black shirt she’s wearing swamps her. Small holes are scattered throughout the shirt, and the hem is worn. Her small hands are rough from work, and her inexpensive shoes are more worn than both her shirt and leggings.

      A little sigh pulls my attention to the baby in the carrier at my feet. On my haunches, I study the baby. She’s adorable, her mother in miniature down to the thick black hair. I run a hand over her forehead, checking for a temperature. There isn’t one. I’m glad she’s not sick too.

      The baby is wearing a faded yellow sleeper, slightly stained. A large black purse is gaping open in the baby’s lap. There’s a lone diaper, a baggie of wipes, a tired wallet, a bottle, and another baggie, this one half-full of formula. A thick bundle of yellow folded paper catches my eye, I take it out. They are receipts for a room at the weekly motel a few blocks away.

      The place is a shithole. Only people who were desperate lived there. She’s definitely living there because there are multiple receipts dating back ten weeks.

      What’s worse, and tells me she’ll be trapped there, are the receipts showing as housekeeping. She’s trading housekeeping for a place to live. The pay would be so little that she would barely exist on it. It wouldn’t be enough for her to save to leave.

      There’s a burner cell phone. I turn it on. Thankfully, it isn’t locked. Not everyone remembered to add in the ICE—in case of emergency. I’m not too surprised to find hers empty. Only there’s no one in her contact list to call in an emergency at all. There are no entries for mom, dad, or even the name of a friend—someone who cared she was here and needed help. All the contacts are for staffing agencies.

      Is she really all alone? Where is the father of the baby? The only way to find out is to wake her up and ask her.

      Louder, directly above her. I try again. “Ma’am. Hello. Ma’am.”

      I’m relieved when she blinks blearily up at me. She pushes up from the bed. It takes a few attempts for her to sit up completely. If the wall weren’t behind her, I have no doubt she wouldn’t be able to stay up in the position.

      “Who are you? Oh.” The words are barely a whisper.

      Her eyes are dark chocolate. I feel them as heavy as a touch as they run over me. They widen at the sight of my white coat and the stethoscope around my neck.

      I’ve never been able to leave the lesson of dressing professionally from my grandfather behind. I wear a suit every day and leave the jacket off once I begin seeing patients. Today, I’m wearing a dark blue button-down shirt, a light blue tie to go with my navy wool suit, and a blue and silver checked vest where my tie is tucked to stay out of my way.

      Meeting those dark eyes head-on sends a frisson of electricity down my spine. For the first time since my patient died more than four months ago, I’m feeling something. Something I don’t understand.

      The electricity has shocked every cell in my body to life from a long-dormant sleep that I had no idea they were in—or maybe it’s they are alive for the first time. Whatever it is, those cells need to be fed. A fierce hunger claws at me from deep inside, desperate to get out. They recognize she is the reason they’re awake. Everything in me longs to touch her, to taste her, to consume her.

      This is nothing I’ve felt before. My libido—even before the loss of feeling—would embarrass most men. Sex was like my other appetite, it didn’t happen often. Once it was satisfied by a woman or my hand, I rarely thought of it again for another few weeks or even months.

      She runs a hand over her face, breaking the connection. The loss of it is abrupt, and I immediately want it back. When her mouth opens only to close again, it’s clear her attempt to speak causes her pain. The thought of her in pain yanks me out of the chaos rioting within me and causes a tug to my chest. What the hell is that—any of what’s happening to me?

      A hand goes to her throat. Pain, she’s in pain. I need to fix it. Forcing it all down, I go into doctor mode of professional and polite. “Hi, I’m Matteo Castillo. I’m a doctor here at the clinic you came to. Your culture came back, and you have strep throat. I’d like to give you a penicillin shot. Are you allergic to penicillin?”

      Shaking her head. “No.” Is croaked out.

      Relieved, I nod. “Good. Is it okay if I give you a shot? I need to make sure you know it’s going to hurt. However, even if we weren’t running low on pills, I would want to administer a shot. It will help you feel better in only a day or so. The best place would be your hip, which should help with the pain—for some patients. If you don’t feel comfortable with that, I can write a prescription for an oral antibiotic.”

      Some patients were afraid of needles, and when it came to the penicillin shot, it was understandable. The solution is thick, so a bigger gauge needle is necessary. I’ve found the pain was less if given on the hip—not the buttock the way some still gave it.

      She considers the question.

      “I’m sorry there’s no one else to administer the shot. Everyone has left for the day.”

      Her eyes widen. “It’s not. Pain.” She shakes her head. Pointing to her throat, “I want a shot. No pills.”

      “Ah, you were more worried about the pain of the shot than me being the one to give it to you.”

      She’s nodding before I finish.

      I make the decision—it’s not something I usually offer, but I hate the idea of the shot hurting her. “Are you allergic to lidocaine?”

      Another shake of her head.

      “Good. I’m going to add a little lidocaine to help with the pain then. I’ll be right back with the shot.”

      Her eyes are on her daughter. “Is she okay?”

      I nod. “She’s good, no fever. I’ll be right back.”

      Closing her eyes, she lets her head fall back against the wall. “Okay.” Is nothing more than her lips forming the word.

      Her eyes slide closed, and I hate it. I want to see her beautiful eyes again, to feel them on me. What the hell is the matter with me?

      Prepping the shot takes a few minutes. I should be ecstatic I’m feeling something. Except it’s wrong. Because a patient made me feel it, patients are off limits. Whether I’m treating her once or on a regular basis. As in, I could be facing sanctions if I do anything my body is begging me to do.

      Back in the room she’s managed to fall asleep again. Unable to take my eyes off her if I wanted to, I spot the thin line of sweat along her hairline from her fever. While the shot can work as quickly as eight to ten hours, she let it go too long. It’s unlikely she will recover soon enough to be up to take care of herself—let alone her daughter as soon as the baby needs her to.

      The plan solidifies. It’s not because of the weird feelings thrumming through me. I’ve taken patients and their families home with me when they had nowhere else to go. She’s no different from any of the others. I can give her a safe place.

      My home as a safe place has to come without strings. And it will. All I want is to give her a place to recover. I’ll take care of the baby while she does. She doesn’t need to worry about anything but herself, which will make it easier for her to get better. At least Javier left all the furniture in the place. There’s even a crib for the baby. It’s just until she’s strong enough to find something else.

      “Ma’am, it’s best if you lay back down so I can give you the shot.”

      Her eyes pop open, meeting mine without searching. Chocolate disappears as her pupils dilate. I read it as clearly as I feel it in my bones—she felt the crazy feeling, too. She blinks, and it’s gone.

      Nodding, she lays back down and pulls down her leggings and plain white cotton underwear several inches past mid-hip.

      I focus on finding the perfect spot, not on the skin on show. Rubbing the site with the alcohol swab to clean it, I remind myself that she’s off-limits.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, hating the idea of hurting her as I depress the plunger. I’m ready to hold her down if I need to.

      All she does is moan and whimper.

      When I remove the needle, she goes to touch it.

      “Hold on. Let me get a band-aid on it.” I show her the little round band-aid I stuck to my thumb. Placing the band-aid in place, I rub gently, and she sighs. Trying to ignore the way the sigh slides down my spine, I cover her again.

      “Being a baby, sorry.” The words clearly cause pain as she swipes at her throat.

      “Don’t apologize. It’s a painful shot. I’m going to get the car seat out of your car and put it into mine. Give me a few minutes.”

      Her eyes pop open wide. “What? Why?”

      “Because you don’t have anyone to take care of you and watch your daughter while you’re sick.”

      Double blinks and her mouth opens wide, then slams shut, confirming it. “What makes you so sure?” The words are nothing more than a croak.

      I send an eyebrow up. Daring her to lie to me. “I checked your phone to get the number of an emergency contact I could call to come get you and your daughter. There are no contacts besides staffing companies. Which tells me there’s no one to call. I found the receipts for the motel you’re living in. It’s not a good place for you or your daughter, even if you were healthy.”

      She pushes off the exam bed. Once her feet hit the floor, she sways. It takes everything in me not to grab her. Her hand is already on the bed to keep her standing before I can get to her. “I can take care of myself and Layla.”

      I’ll give her points for trying. Both eyebrows up, I run my eyes over her. She’s not quite as small as I thought, five foot three, maybe five-four. Still almost a foot smaller than my own six foot two.

      “I’ll tell you what. I won’t argue with you. I’ll even drive you back to the motel myself if you are able to stand on your own for longer than sixty seconds.” I bring up my watch to time her. “Push away now.”

      Sweat collects along her brow. She tries. More points for trying. She falls back. Her hand goes down to catch herself. “I can take care of myself.”

      I shrug. “Maybe yourself, but not your daughter too. This isn’t charity. It’s also nothing I haven’t done for other patients before. My first time since I’ve been back in Dallas. However, it’s far from the first time. You will each have your own room, and they come with locks on them.”

      Tension eases in her ever so slightly when she hears the lock thing.

      “Don’t cut off your nose to spite your face. That’s only allowed when it comes to you. Right now, this is about your daughter and what she needs.”

      My words hit home. Her eyes fall to her sleeping daughter.

      “Or I can take you to a shelter.” I offer. Despite the fact that I don’t want to. Shelters are no place to recover, and sure as shit, no one will take care of her there.

      She flinches and shakes her head. “Okay, your house.”

      “Good. Can I get your name now?”

      She blushes and nods. “Amy.”

      “Hi, Amy. I’m going to grab some diapers and other things for her. What size is she, and which formula does she prefer?”

      It’s hard for her to speak as she gives me the information. The baby is nine months old? She seems too small for her age.

      I grasp her arm to guide her to the chair beside the bed, worried she’ll keel over without support. Holy fucking shit. This is worse than I thought. The hunger is back—I’m desperate for more of the feel of her skin beneath my fingertips.

      She jumps at my touch. Fucking hell. This is not good. Not good at all. I don’t dare let her see it, keeping my face as bland as I can.

      “I’ll be right back. Let me get your keys to grab the base of the car seat.”

      “Wait.”
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      I sigh. “I thought we covered this.”

      “We did but… I don’t have the base. My ex—he broke it to keep me from leaving.” Her eyes are down, ashamed.

      It’s bullshit she’s ashamed when he’s the one who should be. An ex who wasn’t a contact in her phone. A man who tried to trap her with him. Everything in me clenches tight at what she had to have gone through for her to flee him with a small baby. That it was so bad a place like the motel she’s at was better than staying with him.

      “We have car seats. I’ll grab one. Have a rest. It will be a minute.” I assure her.

      She nods and lays her head on the exam bed next to her.

      I go into the freebie room. Everything was donated. There are cans of formula, baby food, diapers in every size, bottles, pacifiers, a few sleepers, white shirt onesies, and a few plain white shirts. Snagging a large pack of diapers, I fill a diaper bag with five sleepers and as many onesies, along with odds and ends for the baby.

      After studying the car seats, I grab one and took it along with the bag to my car. All my vehicles are purchased with safety as the most important thing in mind. After several months of working a rotation in the ER, I saw more deaths from car accidents than anything else.

      I’m now regretting my decision not to go with the safest vehicle, which was a luxury vehicle. Because of my height and the need for comfort, I stayed with an SUV. However, I was concerned about how it would appear to the patients coming to the clinic to see me arriving in a vehicle that was more expensive than what most of them would make in a year.

      After today, I’m going to use the luxury SUV my mother purchased for me—she was aware of the only criteria I previously used. I don’t give a shit what anyone thought if it meant Amy and Layla would be as safe as they could be.

      I find Amy asleep again in the room. The baby is awake, though. She studies me with dark brown eyes like her mother. “Hi, sweetheart. Have a good nap?”

      She chuckles as her hands go up to her mouth, and she begins sucking on them. “Hungry? I’ll get you home and a bottle real soon. I promise.”

      Her chubby baby hands clap at the news. I unfasten her from the car seat. Damn, she needs to be changed. Snagging the lone diaper and the wipes, I set the baby girl on the exam bed. Layla—she said the baby’s name was Layla.

      “Hi, Layla. I love your name.” She chuckles around the fingers in her mouth.

      I unbutton the sleeper from the bottom up and scoot it out from under her, only to find her diaper leaked onto the sleeper. It’s a good thing I grabbed some sleepers for her, too bad they’re now in the car. She’s got a little white shirt on.

      I find the wipes are actually damp paper towels. Layla doesn’t seem to mind, as I clean her with them. I put on the new diaper and pick her up to take the sleeper off.

      Carrying her with me, I go back down the hall to the freebie room. She’s so light. The first thing for her will be a complete workup to confirm she’s healthy. It’s to the point I’m studying sleepers for six months. There are dozens of sleepers. She reaches for them.

      “What do you think? How about this one with ladybugs on it? Do you like ladybugs?” It’s brightly colored, and her little hand opens and closes for it.

      Lady bugs it is. I grab it and take her back into the exam room. “Mommy is sleeping. You’re going to be a good girl for me, aren’t you?”

      When I lay her down, she shows me a gummy smile. “Yeah, you’re a good baby. Sleeping away so Mommy doesn’t have to take care of you.”

      “Mama,” she chuckles.

      “I’m so proud of you, talking at only nine months. You’re so smart.” I talk to her as I get her dressed in the sleeper. I decide to take her outside first in case I need to help Amy out of the clinic.

      Settling her into the car seat, I’m relieved when she only gives me a wave when I tell her I’ll be right back with her mommy. What a good baby, I marvel as I go back into the clinic.

      Back in the room I find Amy is still asleep. I hate waking her. Except the sooner I can get her home, the sooner I can get her into a comfortable bed where she will sleep better. “Amy, I’ve got Layla settled into the car now.”

      She stirs, then blinks a few times. “Layla?”

      “She’s in the car. Can you make it to the car by yourself?” I ask as she attempts to stand.

      Nodding, she straightens and takes a step away from the chair. She would have gone down in a heap if I weren’t as close as I am. I don’t let it happen.

      Catching her to me, I lift her in my arms. And my world comes crashing down around me. It’s a thousand plates, a million glasses, all shattering around me at once. The sound is so loud and real to me that I run my eyes over the ground, wondering if I’ll step on something.

      I blink again to confirm there’s nothing broken around me. My heart is pounding too fast, heat rushes over me, and my palms feel sweaty. I don’t understand. What the hell was that?

      “Doctor?” Is a croak from Amy.

      Words are too hard to string together. My chest is heaving as it works to get air into my tight lungs.

      Her eyes are wide in surprise. Blinking a few times, she sighs. I see her hand moving, yet the touch of her small hand to my cheek shocks me. She runs her hand down my cheek. Closing her eyes, she sighs. Then snuggles into me and promptly goes back to sleep.

      I’m not a man who cuddles—ever. Yet the way she snuggles into me has that damn tug thing happening in my chest again. It isn’t only the weird sensation in my chest. My skin is hot and tight. I want to hold her closer until there is nothing separating us—until I can inhale her into not only my lungs but beneath my skin. Nothing in this world has ever felt more right than holding her.

      I shake my head as I try desperately to understand what is happening. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and exhale slowly as it all becomes clear. This woman is mine. It doesn’t matter that it makes no fucking sense.

      I’m a doctor. A man of logic. Twelve years of education at the best universities in the country combined with another fourteen years of continued education and reading research. I don’t have faith in…anything.

      I don’t believe in what I can’t see and touch. While there have been things that I wouldn’t believe were possible. I believed in them because they happened. The why doesn’t always have to be explained.

      Looking into Amy’s eyes, I was lost in her. In touching her, holding her in my arms, every cell in my body recognizes her as mine. The woman who I will care for until I take my last breath.

      It didn’t matter that I don’t believe in destiny or fate. Those things didn’t need me to believe in them to exist. The date on the first receipt for her checking into the motel was the day I purchased this building—when I finally felt like I was where I should be.

      I was meant to be here when she needed me. For the first time since my patient died, I feel again—for Amy. The how or why of us coming together doesn’t matter. It simply is.

      A little sigh comes out of her that reminds me so much of Layla—shit.

      Once I have Amy in the car, an odd relief comes over me hearing her soft snoring and Layla babbling behind me. It feels like it could be any day driving my family home.

      Family? Home…the word feels different from when my mother declared me home—from even an hour ago. Now home means Amy and Layla.

      My head is spinning on the fifteen-minute drive. The building is in Deep Ellum, an area of downtown Dallas known for its hip, almost bohemian vibe—a vibe completely at odds with the slick, monied veneer most of Dallas wore.

      Javier’s condo, where I’m still living, takes up the whole top floor. I appreciate the quiet of the place. There are only three other floors of condos and only two per floor. It’s peaceful for a place in the middle of the city.

      Pulling into the garage I park as close to the elevator as I can. I look down to see Amy blissfully asleep and decide to take Layla upstairs first.

      When I open the door to her, Layla gives me a smile and her little arms go out for me to lift her up. Her smile has my heart expanding until I wonder if it will burst out of my chest. She cuddles into me just like her mama, burying her face in my neck. Damn, there’s that twisting in my chest.

      I tell her everything that’s going to happen, how I’m taking her upstairs, then I’ll come downstairs to get her momma. Once I have Momma settled into bed, I’ll get her a bottle. When the elevator moves, she startles and clings tighter, yet she doesn’t cry.

      “Mama.” She nods.

      “Yes, I’m going to get Momma. Once, I have you in your crib where you can’t escape. Then I’ll make you a bottle.”

      “Baba. Baba.” The words are adamant.

      She might be small in terms of growth, but her ability to speak so clearly and with understanding places her months ahead in her development. “Yes, I’ll get you a baba.”

      Once the elevator doors open into the foyer, I have to unlock a door into the condo.

      “We’re home.”

      A little eyebrow goes up at the statement. She looks around curiously as I close the door behind me. Her sigh is small as she lays her head on my shoulder. The trust she has in me humbles me. That trust sends me into my office.

      I scan the resumes I tucked into the corner in case the people I hired didn’t work out. They were all sent to me through a healthcare staffing company that already screened them as having good references and passing drug tests.  I find the resume I want.

      It’s for a physician assistant, Sasha Herndon. She answers with surprise clear in her voice. Her happiness with the pay isn’t something she hides.

      Every member of staff in the clinic earns twenty-five percent more than the average annual salary for the Dallas-Fort Worth area. They also have sixty days of PTO per year that I want them to use, plus their medical insurance is excellent and paid for by me. I want people happy to come to work and benefits are as important as salary.

      She hesitates when I tell her I need her to start Monday full-time. I’m not leaving Amy on her own. Just when I think she’s about to turn me down, she accepts. I’ll call Cleo and have her work Sasha in to cover for me.

      Hanging up, I look down at the baby in my arms. “It’s easy to be home when there’s something worth being here for.”

      I get her settled into the crib, wincing when I see there aren’t any sheets on the mattress. I’ll make it up once I get Amy into the guest bedroom. At least those sheets were changed a week ago. A former colleague from Baltimore was in town for a job interview at a hospital here in Dallas.

      Layla frowns when I tell her that I’ll be right back. I’m grateful there are no tears as I walk away. She’s a really good baby.

      In the guest room, I pull back the covers so I can easily put Amy in bed.

      Getting her out of the car isn’t as easy as getting her in. There’s no way around it—I need to wake her up.

      “Amy, we’re here.”

      Nothing.

      Remembering how she wakes and sharpens each time I mention Layla, I try again. “Amy, I have Layla upstairs.”

      Works like a charm. Warmth floods me. I might not know nearly enough about her, but I know she’s a good mom. She hadn’t wanted to depend on anyone else. Until I reminded her it
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THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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