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~


This book is dedicated to Jill––and her alter ego Angela.

~












~1~


To this day, I don’t recall the whole of what happened that night. All I ever remember with clarity is copper-brown hair framing emerald eyes, and plump pink lips dangerously close to mine. One second, Lily was leaning over my shoulder to examine the file of the patient I’d seen outside the clinic earlier in the day. In the very next instant, her fingers were trailing along my arm, her scent flowing over me like a heady fog. I turned toward the heavenly aroma, the hair on my body standing on end as the sixteen-year-old locked eyes with me, desire burning between us with an intensity that begged me to devour her.
I stayed in that tidal wave of desire for too long. Drowning as it crashed over me, suffocating beneath the swell until the agonizing truth of what I was doing broke through the tempest. I was a twenty-eight-year-old man desperate to claim the mouth of a too-young girl. One I’d known her entire life. 
The day Lily Beller was born, I was twelve, a gangly boy sitting on the edge of her parents’ bed as her daddy’s big hands lifted a tiny red-faced bundle from the birthing pool. Before that day, I’d already known that I would follow in my father’s footsteps and become a doctor. Being part of Lily’s remarkable birth solidified my decision to also work in the medical practice Dad spent his whole life building. Few doctors get to experience the range of circumstances that come with being a concierge who caters to the whims of the wealthy, and fewer still get to do that while also operating a clinic that serves the general public. 
I worked hard to earn the right to be Dad’s partner at Mansfield Clinic. Then, in moments that stopped time itself, I looked into eyes as green as spring grass and watched all of my ambition go up in smoke.
My fall from being a near replica of the father I idolized to being an in-house doctor at a hospital that’s too big to put patient care above money, was five years ago. And I’m no more capable of controlling myself around Lily now than I was back then. A debilitating truth that surged through my chest like debris stuck in a tornado when she walked into Pemberton Medical last week and straight up to my med-surg floor. At twenty-one, Lily is even more beautiful than the memory I’ve spent every day of the last five years trying to forget.
“Doc, we hittin’ up the gym later?” Jeremy asks as he passes by on his way to draw blood from one of my patients. 
I peel my eyes from the nurses’ station where I’ve been glaring at Lily and her perfect little button nose. I don’t need her in my physical proximity to know how that nose sits perfectly above the curve of her lips. My brain has played her face on a loop, tugging on every rotten place inside me, every day of the last five years. “Sure, Jeremy. If you’re not going to wimp out halfway through the workout again.”
“I didn’t wimp out,” he scoffs. “I got tired of hearing you complain about the lovely Nurse Beller. So what if she left a coffee cup sitting on the desk? Jill caught it and tossed it out before anything got spilled.”
I shove my pen into the pocket of my jacket. Even at Lily’s now legal age, as the daughter of Dad’s wealthiest clients, she remains forbidden fruit. Not that she’d want me even if she wasn’t. I’ll always be twelve years older than her and there’s nothing either of us can do about that. But I can make her life miserable until she goes back to the rehab center she’s been working at. After all, leaving is the least she can do for me since the last time someone ran away, it was me. “Rules are in place for a reason, and no nurse should have to clean up after another just because one of them is carelessly leaving open containers sitting out where they’re not supposed to have any food or drink.”
Jeremy smacks his lips, eyes flashing like a strobe as he looks past me to where Lily is. “I’m not even single and I’m forgiving her for anything she does.”
I follow his gaze to where Lily is bending over to retrieve a pen that rolled off the cart next to her, her copper hair falling over her shoulder like a curtain of thick silk. I take hold of the pen from my own pocket again, as if touching the exact same type of thing that Lily is touching somehow connects us.
Grinding my teeth, I stuff the pen back into my pocket, ripping a hole through the center of the fabric and letting loose a curse I’m not proud of. Jeremy cocks a brow. “You okay, Darren?” 
No. I’m not remotely okay. Of all the clinics and hospitals in this world, why does Lily have to keep showing up in mine? The girl doesn’t even need to work. Yet every member of her family does, and Lily is particularly gifted in her chosen profession because she not only could memorize entire books at the ripe old age of four, but as a teen she interned with my dad, being his shadow the way I was once his shadow. 
I was a little surprised when she settled on becoming a registered nurse instead of going to medical school. She would have made it through as easily as I did. Or made it look so easy I’d feel like more of a chump than I already do. My only saving grace in this situation is that she works a late shift and I work days, so our paths only cross for a matter of hours. “Doc?” Jeremy nudges me.
I blink my eyes away from where Lily is placing the pen back onto the pushcart that everyone refers to as a cow. “Lily is an adult.”
He chuckles. “So are you. I think. But you might have a little something right…”
He reaches for the corner of my mouth and I bat his hand away. “I’m saying that Lily is old enough to be responsible for her actions and trained enough to know that actions have consequences. If she wants to flit about being irresponsible, she needs to pick a profession outside of the medical field.”
His voice deepens an octave, trying to imitate mine. “So her million-watt smile isn’t enough to melt the ice from around the Terminator’s cold heart? That’s a shame, because the attitude you copped when that beautiful creature strolled down this hall for the first time seemed like something you needed to lie on a couch to talk about. Or at her feet. Either would probably work.”
Frustration claws at my gut. I met Jeremy the first day I started at Pemberton, back when I already had a good amount of muscle on my body. He was much the same and we started working out together. But the only reason I now look like an overgrown ape and he doesn’t is Lily. These last five years have been brutal and the only thing that silences the call of desires I shouldn’t feel is exhausting my physical body until it forces my mind to shut down. “Jeremy, just go get me that bloodwork.”
He nods toward where I know Lily is, but I force myself to keep my focus trained on him. He wiggles his brows. “Pemberton might strongly discourage dating co-workers, but there aren’t any actual rules against it.” 
I fold my oversized arms across my chest, tense muscles threatening the seams of my shirt. “Lily Beller is too young for both of us, and you’re married. Bloodwork. Now.”
He shrugs. “I was just saying––”
“Bloodwork!”
“Fine,” he grumbles, walking away mumbling about Dr. Terminator being in a mood.
“Mansfield,” I correct. “That’s Dr. Mansfield to you, Jeremy.”
I haven’t shared any of my struggles with him because I’d prefer not to go to prison. I may be at the end of the statute of limitations but if Lily’s family found out that I was physical with her when she was sixteen, laws wouldn’t save me. I’d be in jail…or dead. And I’d prefer the latter because in admitting to taking advantage of one teenager, I’d destroy what’s left of my career. In the process, I break what’s left of my dad’s heart––having already let him down when I broke all the promises I ever made to him and left Mansfield Clinic.
I couldn’t tell him the real reason—that I was fleeing from the presence of his too-young mentee so neither of them would be robbed of that experience simply because I was a lust-filled monster. It was Lily who put her lips on mine first, but I was the adult, so I accepted the consequences and gave up on every dream I ever had. A choice that came easily when I nearly wrapped Lily’s body around me three days after I’d untangled from it the first time. All it took was her standing next to me, fingers trailing softly over my bicep again. So while Pemberton Medical might not be remotely fulfilling, it’s what I have. Lily doesn’t get to come into this hospital and turn me into a sick little drooling puppy who can’t see what lines he’s crossing because he’s blinded by the shine coming off of her copper hair. Lily is leaving Pemberton. Even if I have to force her out. 
Jeremy dips into a patient’s room and I turn in the opposite direction, making my way to the nurses’ station, or the fishbowl as the nurses call it. It’s round and in the center of an open space halfway down the main hallway. Jill, one of the registered nurses who started on this floor a couple of years ago, looks up with a bright smile. I give her a nod, the toe of my shoe slamming against the outside of the desk when Lily pops up from the floor behind Jill, another pen in her hand. “How many pens are you going to drop today?” I grumble to cover how startled I am by her sudden appearance.
Lily gives the pen to Jill. “I’ve dropped zero. But I’ve picked up quite a few. Why? Are we supposed to leave dropped pens on the floor in your hospital?”
Her nippy tone stokes my anger. I didn’t see her leave the cup of coffee on the desk but after Kassidy told me about it, I confronted Lily. She’s been snotty ever since. “If you have a problem following rules, maybe you should find another job. I’m sure the rehabilitation center you were working for hasn’t filled your position yet, you might be able to get your old job back.”
She reaches across the top of the counter and tugs my pen through the rip in my pocket. “My shift is ending so you’re going to want to watch out for all the pens on the floor. But if they trip you up, don’t worry, I’ll put in a good word for you at the rehabilitation center. I’m pretty sure my old job will suit you.”
Jill shoots up from her stool, eyes wide and cheeks flushed. “Lily is so funny, isn’t she? But enough of that. Did you need something, Doctor?”
I force my eyes from Lily’s challenging gaze. It makes me want to rip this counter from between us and make her regret looking at me that way. In a thousand indecent ways. 
I grind my focus into Jill’s striking blue eyes. They’re set in satin skin and framed by diamond-blonde waves. She’s a bombshell, and the opposite of Lily in every possible way. “Yes, Jill,” I answer her honestly. “I do need something. You. Will you have dinner with me tonight?”




~2~


Thanks to excessive parkour and calisthenics training, I can practically leap small buildings in a single bound. But I can’t sever the connection my body insists on having to Lily. She’s a virus written into my genetic material and short of having a lobotomy, I’m doomed to keep having knee-jerk reactions every time my eyes land on her ethereal face. Yes, Jill is an age-appropriate and beautiful woman, but I have absolutely no interest in taking her on a date. Yet in the presence of Lily Beller, the invitation to Jill rolled off my tongue with disturbing ease.
I’ve told myself that I asked Jill out to prove to Jeremy that I’m not attracted to Lily, but the truth is that I did it in hopes that it would bother Lily. As if she cares about me. In the days following the ruinous night in my office at Mansfield Clinic, she only spoke to me once, her touch as soft as my name whispered from her lips. I refused to even look at her and afterward, she acted as if nothing had happened. As if nothing had changed between us when for me, every single cell in my body had morphed. I haven’t been the same person since.
My identity was tied to the plan I’d discussed with my dad from the time I was a small boy. I wanted so badly to mold myself in his likeness, to become a husband, father, and doctor with the same compassion he modeled for me every day. But I’ll never be a man as great as him. I’m no longer his shadow, his partner, his protégé… I’m no one. Certainly not a predator. Before or since Lily, I’ve never had an attraction to anyone underage. Honestly, I was never much attracted to women before the night Lily obliterated my impulse control. I was always too driven, my aspirations keeping me too occupied to date. Since that night, it’s only been Lily. Always Lily. 
I run a hand down my face and knock on the door of the Tudor-style house Jill shares with her fraternal twin. Emelia Alice designs jewelry, and I recall overhearing Jill telling some of the other nurses about how the entire upper level of the home belongs to her sister, mainly serving as a studio and workshop space for the jewelry business, with a bedroom suite off to one side. I’ve met Emelia Alice a few times when she’s stopped by the hospital to see Jill, so I recognize her as the rustic door opens. “Good to see you again, Emelia Alice. Is Jill ready?” 
Emelia Alice sweeps her hand across the threshold, inviting me in with amusement tinging her voice. “She’s almost ready. Even though you asked her out without planning where you were going to take her out to.”
I move past Emelia Alice and off to the side, not really wanting to sit down in the living room while I wait because asking Jill on this date was much easier than actually going through with it. It didn’t even occur to me that I didn’t make a dinner reservation until an hour ago when Jill messaged to ask where we were going so she could dress appropriately. “Yeah, I put the cart before the horse with this one, so thanks for making the reservation for us.”
Emelia Alice runs her hand over my bicep, an annoyance I’m unfortunately used to. Women are always trying to get their fingers all the way around it even though it’s apparent that it’s a lost cause, even with two hands. I shift away from her, trying to politely let her know that it’s rude to feel a man up just because you think his muscles are a challenge for your fingers.
She grins at me. “I booked you two at the new brewery in town. I hear it’s fantastic. And lucky for you, they had a table available on short notice.”
I nod, feeling more awkward than I did that time in junior high when Mom forced me to go to a school dance with the daughter of a friend of hers. “Thanks, I really do appreciate you taking care of that for me.”
Emelia Alice sashays to the couch, sitting and crossing her legs, her eyes watching me expectantly. “What would you have done if I couldn’t find you a nice place to take my sister? Junk food from some drive-through? Or did you plan to offer to cook for her at your place?”
I give her a lighthearted smile, careful not to let her push this conversation past the already uncomfortable bounds. “All I really know how to cook are protein shakes and sides of beef, so you’ll never hear me offer to host dinner at my place.”
She laughs, hair swaying as her head shakes. Her hair is longer than Jill’s and two shades darker. She’s also a little shorter and rail-thin, but she has the same piercing blue eyes and light skin. Every time I’ve seen her, she’s been poised and polished, not a hair out of place or a nail chipped. Tonight is no exception. But it’s my age-appropriate date who is stealing the show. Jill emerges from a room on my left, stunning in a silver dress that hits slightly above her knee and dips a little below her collarbone. Everything in between is sleek and trim. She smiles at me. “I bet I could show you how to open a jar of spaghetti sauce and boil some noodles. If we ever find ourselves without a reservation again.”
Emelia Alice makes a clicking noise with her tongue. “Since I’m the one who showed you how to boil noodles, I think it’s only fair if you invite me along.”
Jill rolls her eyes. “Ignore my sister, she goes through men as if they grow on trees in the front yard.”
Emelia Alice winks at me. “Only because I didn’t know the tree himself was available.”
I resist the urge to run. The tinge of red creeping up Jill’s neck says she wants to get out of here, too. I open the door for her. “You are much too lovely for jarred spaghetti sauce, so let’s get going before we miss our reservation.”
~

Jill and I take our seats and order drinks, mine being water with lemon. We’re at a brewery but I don’t typically drink, and I’m driving tonight, so I’ll err on the side of caution and only have water. 
“You’ve been at Pemberton for a couple of years now, right?” I ask her, making more small talk because that’s all we seem to be accomplishing, though it feels like we should know each other better.
She nods, dark lashes framing her spectacular eyes. “Eighteen months. That’s why I was so shocked when Angela offered me the night supervisor position.”
“Supervisor?” I whistle. “For the med-surg floor?”
Jill tucks a carefully styled curl of hair behind her ear. “Primarily. I’ll be on our floor but I’m the only floor supervisor working nights, so I’ll be on call for the other floors if they need help.”
“Night shift,” I hear myself mutter, thinking of Lily’s familiar face and the knife slicing me open, sternum to navel, every time she shows up in my mind.
Jill’s breath comes out in a rush. “I know. I considered what my shift change would do to us now that we’re finally acting on our feelings for one another, but when Angela offered me the job, she also congratulated us. I think she realizes that us being on different shifts will keep us from being too handsy at work. And I’m sure we’ll be able to figure out how to see each other on our days off, if nothing else.”
Jill’s hand slides across the table toward mine and I replay what little I heard of her words. Us? I pretend I don’t see the move she’s making and busy my hands with placing a napkin in my lap. Then I give them some silverware to occupy them while I cut into the loaf of dark bread that’s part of our appetizer. 
If Angela, our hospital administrator, congratulated Jill on this date, it was definitely done snarkily. Angela’s job is to make the hospital money. Mine is to make people feel better. Those two purposes don’t always coexist easily and when push comes to shove, I’m adept at pushing. In a way that feels a lot like being shoved off a cliff. So Angela isn’t going to send any good wishes my way, and I don’t care to offer her any either. “Did you tell Angela we had a date planned for tonight? Or is the hospital’s rumor mill broadcasting the news?”
Jill picks up her knife and spreads butter over the warm slice of bread I placed on her plate. “I’m not sure who told her. She asked me to stop by her office before I left and our date was the first thing she brought up.”
Then Angela overheard the news. I only hope Jeremy keeps his mouth shut on his theory about my recent attitude problem being a product of unrequited feelings for Lily because I don’t need Angela to also overhear that news. It was hard enough to drag myself through the torture of every challenge in my home gym until I collapsed in a pool of sweat, punishment for having succumbed to the idiocy that beckons me whenever I’m in the presence of Lily. I don’t need the added layer of being seen as a two-timer. By Angela, of all people.
“Angela knowing we’re having dinner together isn’t a big deal,” I say for Jill’s benefit as much as my own. I obviously didn’t consider what Jill might think when a man asks her out, because I never intended to be having dinner with her. “I hope you told Angela that us sharing a solitary meal wasn’t an event in need of congratulations.”
Silence snakes its way across the table. I meet Jill’s eyes, wishing I didn’t see sadness crawling out of them. I was moderately flirty when I asked her to come to dinner with me, but I’ve never before given her a reason to think I was interested. And I for darn sure haven’t implied that I want to get handsy with her at work. “Did Angela say anything more about this meal between coworkers?”
Jill’s eyes drop to her plate. “No, she just offered me the supervisor role and I took it because I need the money. I was hoping you wouldn’t be mad.” She meets my eyes again. “I know we can navigate our way through working different shifts.”
I balance the silverware on the edge of my plate. “I’m not mad. Why would I be? We’re having one date, that doesn’t give me the clout to factor into your life decisions. I’m glad you got a promotion, and I’m glad you took the job based on your own needs and goals.” 
Her silver bracelets scratch over the table, her fingers circling the mug of beer she ordered. “I know this is our first date. I’m not trying to jump ahead and put expectations on you. But I feel like we’ve gotten to know each other pretty well over the last eighteen months and at the very least, I consider you a dear friend. One I don’t want to lose just because I took a different position at work.”
The only person I consider a friend is Jeremy, but my definition of what constitutes friendship is severe. I tend to place everyone into the acquaintance box. “Nothing at all is at stake, Jill. So let’s chat and have a good time because you’re a lot better looking than my usual date. Dad is getting on in years and he eats so early I normally end up raiding the refrigerator in the middle of the night after having dinner with him.”
The tension falls out of her shoulders and I search her relieved eyes, wishing I could find a spark in them that would ignite something inside me. But all I see in Jill’s depths is her own desire. I break the contact and let my eyes drift over her head. Behind Jill and to the right, on the other side of the restaurant, is a champagne-colored dress allowing for a show of entirely too much thigh. The lanky redhead next to Lily is enjoying every inch of that exposed skin. His palm wraps over her knee, fingers splayed up her thigh and moving higher. My body ignites, the sting of a thousand hornets lighting me up from the inside out. I bolt up out of my seat, bumping into a server carrying a flight of beer to a nearby table. I bite down and curse under my breath, grabbing the man’s beer paddle and placing it on my own table, fingers curling tightly around the first glass in the flight. I throw it back, letting the amber liquid crash down my throat without hitting a tastebud. I slam the empty glass onto the paddle and grab the next, repeating the process. 
Jill laughs. “I see you changed your mind about having a drink.”
I throw back two more and then set my sights on her. She might not carry the flame I want, but I need her to extinguish my urge to break every bone in that redhead’s body. “Do you want to get out of here?”




~3~


I’m swimming in turbulent waters with no land in sight. I can’t think about where I’m driving to or how under the influence I may be. I can’t focus on it being Jill who is draped over my console, her lips attacking my neck. Because if I kick myself out of this unthinking autopilot, I’m going to turn this vehicle around and head straight back to the brewery. 
I’m supposed to be a doctor, a healer, not a destroyer. But right now, all I want to do is rip this planet right out of orbit and smash it into the sun.
Jill’s teeth scrape against my skin. I take one hand from the wheel, fisting my fingers in her hair. I want to feel this. I want to be with a woman again, one who is real and solid beneath me. One who is my age and who could be a wife and mother. I want the life I dreamed of. The one that’s a carbon copy of the life my dad has lived. I want back what Lily stole from me five years ago.
I swing into Jill’s driveway in a haze of rage and seduction, the alcohol dampening my senses until I don’t care who I’m kissing. Her mouth is on mine and the more she gives, the more I take. I cup her bottom and pull her onto my lap, hands already opening the car door. I lift her up and out, staying attached to her mouth.
We crash through her front door in a tangle of limbs, stumbling backward until she’s underneath me on the couch, my hand trapped behind her as it fights with the zipper on the back of her dress. I need this off of her. I want to see her. Feel her. Touch her. I want to taste her until nothing else lives inside me except the sweet bliss of a woman who isn’t Lily Beller.
“Oh!” A gasp comes from my right. I look up, panting against swollen lips. Emelia Alice is redder than the hair on the punk kid who was with Lily tonight. Lily. No matter what I do, my every thought is about her.
I sit up and tug the straps of Jill’s dress back over her shoulders. She’s blushing just as much as her sister is. Emelia Alice laughs, pulling a plate from the microwave but keeping her eyes trained on us. “It’s okay, my sister doesn’t have anything I haven’t seen before. But you, you beautiful beast of a man, are still clothed. So carry on and let me have a little peep.”
I move to the edge of the couch, leaning my elbows onto my knees, dropping my head into my hands and cursing like a sailor inside it. Jill scoots next to me, taking an icy tone with her twin. “Em, leave him alone. This is just as embarrassing for you as it is for us.”
“You think?” Emelia Alice titters. “I’m all for naked men in the living room, but a little warning would be nice next time.” 
Jill rubs my back, Emelia Alice’s retreating footfalls growing softer as she reaches the stairs and heads back up to her room. “Let’s move this into my bedroom before my sister returns and starts filming us.”
I climb to my feet. “I’m sorry, Jill, but I don’t normally do anything like this and I didn’t…I don’t want this to happen.” I throw a hand toward the door. “I’m also sorry I endangered your life. I’ve never driven after having even one drink, so what I just did is…inconceivable.”  
She stands, smoothing down her rumpled dress. “Well, I don’t think you drank enough to be over the limit. And…” Her cheeks turn red again. “I’m still up for finding out just how much of a beast you really are.” 
I swallow. “I can’t, Jill. I’m really sorry for even making it seem like I could.”
~

I stare at the ceiling in the doctors’ lounge. After my behavior this weekend, I’m reluctant to face Jill. Even more so to come face-to-face with Lily. Who knows what I’ll do when I see her again? I’m liable to propose to Angela. And considering she already despises me, in addition to being thirty years older and married already, it would be best if I didn’t go rocking that boat.
I’m not sure how I turned out to be an utter failure of a human being, but if there were any doubts left about the integrity of my moral compass after what I did with a sixteen-year-old Lily, what I did to Jill clarifies my depravity. The fact that I can’t even remember the color of the dress that I nearly removed from her body but feel like I know every thread of that damnable champagne-colored minidress wrapped around a green-eyed girl who filled it out in a way that proved beyond all of my wildest dreams that Lily Beller is a fully grown woman now, dissolves all remaining illusions about the man I’ve tried to convince myself that I am. 
“Here you are,” Angela pierces me with a glare. I can feel it. No need to look at her for confirmation.
“Here I am.” I groan, pushing my chair forward and giving her the respect of eye contact. Because I’m real respectable these days. “What can I do for you?”
Her shoulders press up into the outdated shoulder pads of her jacket. “Your job, for starters.”
I tap the tablet in front of me. “I am doing my job. I’m in the doctors’ lounge working on patient notes. What are you doing in the doctors’ lounge?”
She glances at the table, my login screen displayed so she knows I haven’t been sitting here working on notes. “You haven’t started doing your rounds this morning, and I distinctly remember you insisting that you had to do that first thing every morning, so I came to make sure you were feeling okay. Do I need to find a replacement for you? Because it wouldn’t be that hard, I already have a list of candidates.”
“So you keep telling me.” I give her a resolute smile. “Just like I keep telling you that taking care of patients tops doing any press relations that you cook up for the start of every day. Now that we’ve settled that, again, care to explain why I’m really getting your special attention this morning?”
She shoves her proud nose skyward to look down on me because even seated, I’m nearly as tall as her. “I just told you the real reason. I was on this floor checking in with my new nurse and found your absence notable.”
I rest my forearms on the table. “The nurse you just put into a floor supervisor role? Or the one who is about five foot six and has a whole lot of dollar signs attached to her name?” 
Angela’s dark brows draw over her even darker eyes. “I personally sought out Ms. Beller for a position here, and you got your job because of who your father is. Keep that in mind the next time you decide to bully one of my nurses.”
The vein at my temple throbs. “If one of your nurses filed a formal complaint against me, we’ll take it through the proper channels. But just because you’re gluing yourself to Lily Beller in hopes that you’ll get a new hospital wing paid for doesn’t mean she’s above following protocol, and I’m not above making sure she does just that. So don’t ever threaten my job again because that girl and her money mean nothing to me.”
Angela flattens both of her palms onto the table and bends toward me. “Good, Darren. Because none of our nurses should mean anything to you, even the pretty blonde ones.”
I don’t respond. She pushes herself back to her full height, nose jutting a little higher this time. She sweeps out of the room as if she just put me in my place. Not even close. She may see an opportunity in having Lily here, but all I see is destruction. I’ve sacrificed, given up everything, and punished myself until I bled, with none of it mattering to any god I’ve prayed to. They’ve led Lily right back to my doorstep. And now, the object of a desire I don’t want is complaining to Angela about me? Well, if Lily doesn’t like me being a thorn in her side, she can take her pretty little self right back out of Pemberton’s door.
I check the time. Lily’s shift doesn’t end for fifteen minutes. I abandon the safety of my chair and follow the path Angela took, exiting the lounge with long strides. Lily isn’t in the fishbowl so I turn down the righthand corridor, finding her around the next bend. She’s outside Mr. Vass’s room, chumming it up with Jeremy, the fluorescent hallway light that makes everyone else look sallow dancing off her copper hair, casting an aura around her head like she’s adorned by the glow of a halo. My already sour mood curdles even further.
I invade their space, eyes trained on Lily in reckless courage. “Everything okay with my patient this morning, Nurse Beller? Or have you not found time to do your job in between flirting with married men.”
“Whoa,” Jeremy throws up his hands. “The only person doing any flirting around here is your patient, and Lily’s dealing with the old man like a champ, so wipe the piss out of your mouth and give her a medal.”
I glance into the room. Mr. Vass is asleep, his thin gray hair mussed and his wrinkled skin nearly translucent. “He’s harmless.”
Lily snorts. “Says a man.”
I narrow my eyes at her. “Says a doctor. Mr. Vass is still recovering from pneumonia, so he doesn’t have the strength to do much of anything.”
Jeremy rests a protective hand on Lily’s shoulder. “Vass has the muscle to flap his jaws, and he’s been doing plenty of that.”
My pulse rises, counting the seconds that Jeremy leaves his hand on Lily’s shoulder. I’m not mad that he’s touching her. I’m furious that I care that he’s touching her. “Vass isn’t the only one with a loose tongue. I need to speak to Nurse Beller. Privately.”
Lily bristles. Jeremy glances at her, then back to me. “If this is about coffee that didn’t spill––”
I remove his hand from her shoulder, shoving it toward him. “I don’t want to talk to her about coffee that could have spilled. I need to discuss another matter with her, and she doesn’t need you guarding her. She’s a big girl, and she already has a daddy.”
His jaw tics, bewilderment tracing deep in his eyes. He opens his mouth but I shake my head, silencing him before I take all my frustration out on him. “Don’t you have somewhere to be, Jeremy? Maybe calling your wife."
Lily presses a hand to his arm. “It’s fine, Jer. I’m sure Dr. Mansfield has a non-petty issue to discuss with me.”
The shortened pet name is acid in my veins. He sees it, shaking his head right back at me as he walks away. I resist the urge to yell. In all the years I’ve known Lily, she’s never called me anything endearing. She rarely even uses my first name. I’m only just realizing how odd that is.
Lily has always been older than her years, someone I could speak to like any other adult and though she never talked much, our conversations were always engaging. She doesn’t simply read books, she memorizes them, and I was continually intrigued by the concept of her being a walking library. Prior to that night, had I been forced to define my relationship with her, I would have most definitely called her a friend. But the way she just treated Jeremy is how she treats her friends, and I’ve never been the recipient of that type of familiarity.
Tongue suddenly heavy in my mouth, I look away from her inquisitive eyes. “I just spoke to Angela. Is there anything you’d like to say to my face?”
“No,” she answers flatly.
I force myself to look back at her, but find I can only stare at her lips. “Twelve years isn’t that big of an age difference.”
Her lips part, close, then move slowly. “Excuse me? Are you talking about the age gap between us?”
I flex my hands, breaking my eyes away so I can breathe again. “I’m talking about you running off to Angela like a tattletale. I remember being twenty-one, since it wasn’t that long ago, and by then I’d grown out of the stage where I needed to get someone else in trouble to make myself feel better.”
She pats my shoulder, two solid thumps. “Good for you. I never went through that stage but I’m glad you finally found some confidence. Anything else? If not, I need to finish my shift.”
My jaw clenches. “This isn’t a game, Lily. You went to the hospital administrator to complain about how I’m treating you when it was you who treated this entire hospital with disregard when you left an open container sitting in the fishbowl. And I’m not the only one who was bothered by that. I wouldn’t have even known it happened if one of your fellow nurses hadn’t told me about it.”
She nods. “I messed up. I not only admit it, but I’ve apologized for it and can give my solemn swear that I won’t make the same mistake again. I can also swear to you that I did not go to Angela about anything. So maybe you should stop being so high-minded with me, and instead go confront whoever it is that has a chip on their shoulder as big as yours. I bet it was them who told Angela that I left coffee sitting out and that you’ve made it your life mission to remind me of the error every single day.”
She moves to go past me but I thrust out my arm, blocking her. I lower my mouth to her ear. “Angela brought you here because she wants your family’s money. I say you keep the money and go find a job where you won’t have to worry about spilling your coffee, angel, because that halo of yours has a champagne-colored crack in it.”




~4~


Lily still smells exactly the same. Tangerines and orange blossoms, dusted with a hint of vanilla. This woman is nectar straight from the gods and I hate them for placing her in my life. Almost as much as I hate myself for making her beautiful eyes dull with sorrow.
“Lily, wait,” I beg as I fall in beside her, an image of that scrap of champagne fabric pulsing beneath my eyelids. “What I just said…I…” Can’t speak to her about her clothing without losing my mind. “If Angela recruited you, it was because of your money. So you really should find a different job, one where people will appreciate that you’re an excellently trained nurse. Any medical facility would be lucky to have you. Just not this one.”
She slides into the fishbowl. “Pemberton is lucky to have me.”
I move around the front of the desk, keeping myself in line with her. Jill is on the opposite side of us, throwing glances my way. I lower my voice. “Lily, I learned more at Dad’s side than I ever did in medical school and you had the same benefit, so don’t tie yourself down to this place. Go to a facility where you’ll be valued for more than your money.”
Her movements are sharp, a fierceness in their origins. She taps Jill on the shoulder. “Dr. Mansfield is worried about the well-being of the nurses. Could you address his concerns? I’m sure he mostly wants to make sure you’re okay, since he and Mr. Vass have both marked you as their favorite.”
“Lily,” I growl.
She ignores the sound. “I don’t have time to ease his mind because my shift is ending and I need to go make sure I didn’t leave any open containers anywhere.” 
She exits the fishbowl with deliberate movements. I want to chase after her but ultimately, this is the best outcome. She’s angry, and I haven’t proposed to anyone, asked random women on dates, or fell prostrate at Lily’s feet. If there’s any hope of ever deleting her from my brain, this is how I get there. I only wish insulting her, and being insulted by her, didn’t hurt this much.
Jill moves in my periphery. After the disgusting way in which I used her as an outlet for my despondency, I can’t leave her standing here to chase after Lily. Even if I thought chasing Lily was the right thing to do. Instead, I flick my wrist like there’s nothing happening. “You’re busy and I don’t need anything, I was just trying to clear up some misinformation, and Lily is the one who needs to do that for me.”
Jill moves forward, the tension rolling off of her matching my own. “Emelia Alice feels terrible about interrupting us the other night.”
I scratch the back of my neck. “I’m sure you told her it was good that she did. I’d feel even worse than I already do if we’d…gone further.”
She picks at the counter. “I told her, which makes her sulking worse. She wishes she waited a couple more minutes so she could have had the view of you she’s been dreaming about.” Jill makes a face. “I did mention we’re only fraternal twins, right?”
I chuckle, changing the topic. “What kind of trouble is Mr. Vass giving you?”
Jill leans against the counter with an exaggerated sigh. “He’s doing nothing that I haven’t encountered from male patients before. Some of them have nurse fantasies, and some of the nurses are happy to feed those fantasies.” She looks at me pointedly. “Maybe so said nurse can make a fuss about how they’re being treated.”
I cock a brow. “Are you telling me Lily is encouraging Mr. Vass to be crude?”
Jill tightly crosses her arms. “I’m saying you should start paying more attention to what’s going on around here because it isn’t hard to figure out who all the drama surrounds. And speaking of Lily, will you come to the party I’m hosting for her next Saturday night?”
“No.” The word slings out of my mouth with the tact of a derailed freight train.
Disappointment skitters across Jill’s face. “It’s just a small get-together to welcome Em’s and my new roommate to the fold.”
A chill as cold as the frost covering my windshield this morning snakes up my spine. “New roommate? As in Lily Beller is your roommate?”
Jill frowns. “I should have asked you about her before I rented her my spare room. You knew her before she started working here, right?”
My pulse thuds in my ears. “I know Lily very well and there’s no reason under the sun that she would need to rent a room in your house.”
Jill’s nostrils flare. “I’m aware that Lily comes from money, but it isn’t like I’m living in squalor. Em and I put all we had into that house and it’s really nice. You know, you saw it.”
I pinch my temples and drag my fingers across my closed eyelids. Jill’s neighborhood isn’t the greatest but her home is updated, unlike mine. “Your house being nice or not isn’t the point. Lily could buy your entire neighborhood without tapping a line of credit, so I don’t understand why she’s renting a room. Where has she been living?”
Jill slams her hands onto her hips. “I have no idea where Lily was living, I only know that she’s moving into my house today, and when I showed her the place yesterday, she didn’t stick her nose up about how much money she has. She said the room was nice and that she’d take it.” 
I ignore Jill’s ire because my words being twisted into insults isn’t important. Lily infiltrating my life is the urgent matter. There’s only one reason I can think of that would make her rent a room in Jill’s house: me. I asked Jill out in front of Lily, so now Lily is going to move into Jill’s house to…spy on me? Sabotage the relationship she thinks I’m trying to have with Jill? “When did all this nonsense with Lily renting a room come about? I was just at your house and no one mentioned anything about renting a room.”
Jill’s gaze narrows. “Emelia Alice has been working on getting the room rented. She delivered some jewelry to the hospital’s gift shop recently and happened to meet Lily. Lily then hooked Em up with a couple of new vendors––some of Lily’s family, I think. Now the two of them are like best friends.”
“Lily hasn’t worked here long enough to be anyone’s friend, let alone be a best one.”
All traces of amiability splinter and fall from Jill’s face. “They’re close enough that when Emelia Alice mentioned appreciating the new distributors because then maybe we wouldn’t have to take on a renter, Lily asked if she could rent the room. Em was ecstatic, and still is.”
I stare at Jill but she’s out of focus. “Is Lily the person who told Emelia Alice that the brewery would be a good place to eat?”
“Yeah, Lily made the suggestion. Why?”
It wasn’t happenchance that put Lily in the brewery. She sat in my line of sight intentionally, which means she knows exactly what she’s doing to me. If she knows it now, then she wasn’t innocent that night in my office. She wasn’t misguided. She baited me. She picked a scent made for seduction and then leaned over me so I had no choice but to get my fill of her. All the times I thought her lips landed on mine by accident, that I’d unwittingly been the one to move forward instead of her, were lies. She did this to me on purpose. And while I’ve spent these last five years trying to get over her, she’s spent them mapping out a new plan of seduction. That’s why I smelled the same scent on her today. That’s why she’s moving into the home of a woman she thinks I’m interested in. It’s why she came to Pemberton to begin with. 
But what’s her end game? Does Lily Beller have a plan to ruin me? Because she didn’t do the job thoroughly enough the first time?
“…for the games this weekend?” Jill’s voice slices into my thoughts.
I frown. “I’m not playing games.”
Her breath rushes out. “You already signed up! And I put you down as a lead volunteer, you’ll be in charge of the youth
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