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Chapter 1

He was wearing a Minnesota Vikings ball cap, a plain white tee, and khaki shorts the first time she saw him. He had grocery sacks in hand. She focused in on his ugly purple hat. She was a Green Bay fan and grumbled at the sight of the Vikings logo. “Cute guy. Too bad he likes the wrong team,” she said to her Yorkie Mickey as she made her way back into her apartment, next door to the new guy who liked the wrong team, after a long walk. She filled Mickey’s water bowl and hopped into the shower. She thought of her new neighbor again…Vikings hat guy was cute. She had a curiosity, which surprised her. She was freshly out of a bad relationship and had sworn off the opposite sex for a long time. She shook the thought of him off. Cute, but already a red flag? Come on, Allison. Get a grip. No guys for a while, especially dumb Vikings fans. Nope. Not going there. Not happening.

She saw him again the next morning as they were walking out of their apartments at the same time. This time, he noticed her.

“How’s it going?” he asked casually.

“Good,” she answered.

He put his hand out to shake hers. “I’m Jeremiah. Just moved in. Nice to meet a neighbor.” He smiled at her. He had perfect teeth. As they shook hands, she noticed his hands were really rough.

“I’m Allison,” she said in return. “It’s nice to meet you.” She smiled back. A few seconds went by and she was still smiling at him like a crazy person. “Well, running a bit late to work, but see you around,” she said.

“Sure thing,” he replied.

When she got into her car, her heart was pounding. She looked at her reflection in the rearview mirror. Her face was beet red. Get a grip, Allison. It’s not a good time. And he’s your neighbor. You CANNOT get a crush on anyone right now, especially a neighbor! Hooking up with a neighbor would be very bad!

She turned her music up loud. She had a thing for classic rock in the morning, so she played a Led Zeppelin CD every morning to wake her up on her commute. It made the hour go by so much quicker. She noticed new apartment construction off of the highway as she was exiting to get to the hospital where she worked. Maybe she would check them out next year when her lease was up. She was getting tired of having such a long drive to work. She hadn’t planned on working so far away from home, but shortly after graduating nursing school, the opportunity had arisen to work in the emergency room in a new hospital, so she took it. She knew the economy wasn’t great, and she feared what others had warned her about when it came to finding a good job. She was grateful to be doing what she had always wanted to do.

Allison parked her pearl white Volkswagen Jetta in the employee parking lot and walked happily into the hospital. She smiled as she greeted her coworkers. Allison was a people person. She loved talking, she loved listening, she loved being noticed, and she loved noticing other people. She loved nursing. She’d known since she was five that she wanted to be a nurse. Her favorite aunt was a nurse, and she had always admired her. It really did feel like a dream to be in the hospital every day, despite the inevitable stress that came with the job. It was hard. Sometimes it was heartbreaking. But she loved it all the same.

Her parents were proud of course. She was an only child to a high school principal, her mother Ruby, and an attorney, her father Robert. They always said they loved their careers too much for other children, so they stopped after Allison. This made for a quiet childhood that was lonely at times, but Allison was a social butterfly and made friends quickly. She had always been always a good kid, did what she was told the first time, and made good grades. She’d gone through a tiny bad girl phase, one she blamed on a boy she had mistakenly thought cared about her who introduced her to underage drinking. Her parents had noticed her slipping grades and put an end to that relationship. She never really got off track again. Allison’s flaw was her self-regard. She was an only child to two hardworking parents. They had the best of intentions for her but were frequently absent while she was young and tried to make up for it with gifts. Anytime she wanted anything, she got it. They never really told her no. She was accustomed to getting what she wanted, when she wanted it. The world revolved around Allison. She never saw this as a flaw, however. In her mind, putting herself first was what really mattered in life.

Now she was twenty-three, living in her own apartment, working in an ER, and content. She loved her job, her car, and her dog. She had recently broken up with someone she had dated for six months. His name was Billy. Billy Stone. William Austin Stone. She had seen his name on a business card before she met him. Billy was a musician. He taught guitar lessons on the side, and that is what was on his business card—his full name, a picture of a guitar, and a phone number. He had black hair and piercing blue eyes. He was a gym junkie, so he was very fit. He had a deep voice with a slight southern accent. It had been a setup by a college friend. The relationship ended because he became a possessive and jealous person. He started getting into her Facebook account and questioning all of the male friends she had. She frequently caught him looking through her cell messages. He had hacked into her e-mail a few times. She didn’t understand the behavior because she had never strayed or even thought about being unfaithful to Billy. One afternoon, she went to lunch with a male nurse at a sandwich shop, and he just showed up, sitting in the parking lot, staring from his car. He threatened the friend she was eating with. And that was the end. She just knew that it couldn’t work after that. It was hard, because at one time she had really believed he could be the one for her. She would picture them married, with children. The jealous behavior was a deal-breaker though. She couldn’t get past it, and he wasn’t changing. He took it hard, of course, and accused her of being with another man. He called and texted her several times a day for a couple of months. Finally, he backed off. She swore she was done with dating for a while. Too much heartache, too much of a mess. She wanted a simple life of enjoying her work and enjoying her sweet dog Mickey. She didn’t want anything more, not for a long while. She was really happy being single. She really enjoyed putting all of her focus on her wants and her needs, not anyone else’s.

One of the new nurses at the hospital, Maya, was leaving for home after a night shift as Allison was coming in to start her day. The two ran into each other and started making small talk about a new movie that had just come out. Maya pulled her keys out of her bag, and Allison noticed a Vikings keychain. Ugh, I hate the Vikings. Then she was reminded of her new neighbor with the Vikings ball cap. Jeremiah, with the perfect smile. She thought of how rough his hands were. She imagined he had some manly job in carpentry or some other masculine job she wasn’t sure of yet. She thought of how his sandy blond hair peeked out from under the ball cap. He had a tiny dimple on his cheek. No! No. You are NOT thinking about this guy anymore! Get it together, Allison! Geez!!

As much as she tried, she kept having reminders of him in her head that day. She tended to a patient whose husband shook her hand in gratitude for helping his wife. His hand felt rough, just like Jeremiah’s.

She couldn’t shake it. She tried to avoid thoughts of Jeremiah but failed. She kept thinking of this new attractive guy who lived next door. He was in her head all day.

She was exhausted after her shift. Her feet hurt. Time for some new shoes. She looked forward to being in her apartment, snuggled up to her dog with a bowl of chili and some root beer. Immediately after parking, she noticed a Ford Ranger pull up next to her. You’ve got to be kidding me. This is not happening. Of course he would be getting home at the exact same time. Of course she would have to say hello, and he would see her looking like hell after a long shift in her oldest scrubs. Of course. Wait…maybe this was good. She looked ugly. She looked tired. She looked her worst. This was good. She didn’t need to look cute for him. She needed the opposite of the cutest guy she had met in a long time thinking she was cute, too. Good. Great. She took a deep breath and got out of her car.

“Hey there, Allison. Good to see you,” he said.

“Hi, Jeremiah. How’s it going?” she said back.

He was in a suit. Wow. He looked even better sans the ball cap she had been seeing him in. He really knew how to wear a suit. She wondered for a moment if she smelled bad. She was coming off of a long shift, and she was sure it showed.

“Just getting home from work. Looks that way for you, too, right?” he said.

She just nodded, hoping it was enough. Hoping he would just go into his apartment and she into hers and that would be the end of it. But it wasn’t. He continued to talk.

“I just went by the animal shelter and adopted a dog,” he said. “I’ve seen you with yours. I don’t want to be too forward, but I’d love to get to know a new neighbor, and my new pup could use a friend. We should take our walk with them together this evening, if you don’t mind,” he said. “Do you have time for that?”

Just a walk. Okay. Don’t let it turn into anything else. Just two neighbors taking a walk with dogs.

“Uh, sure. That would be fine,” Allison said. Should have made up an excuse and said no, idiot!

“I just need to get out of this suit, if it’s okay,” he said. “Can I meet you outside of your apartment in ten?”

“Ten minutes it is,” she replied. He smiled at her. They made their way up the stairs and into their side-by-side apartments.

She quickly changed into some running shorts and an old tee shirt. She put her hair up in a messy bun. She rinsed her mouth out with Listerine. She looked tired. There were dark circles under her eyes, even. But it didn’t matter. She told herself that this was just a walk, and she wouldn’t allow it to turn into anything else.

She met him outside. He was changed into jeans with a hole in one of the knees, sneakers, and a plain white tee shirt. She couldn’t help but be attracted to him. She focused in on the dog at his feet. It was a medium-sized, tan-colored mutt. Cute dog, she thought.

“This is Sue,” he said. “I just rescued her. So far, she’s a great apartment dog, already housebroken, listens to me really well…” he said. Mickey sniffed her.

“This is Mickey. He’s a little over a year old and was a present from my parents after I graduated nursing school,” Allison said. They began their walk.

“So…nursing school. I assumed you were in that line of work, with the scrubs and all,” Jeremiah said.

“Yeah, I’m an RN at an emergency room in Frisco,” she said.

“Frisco? That’s kind of a drive,” he said. “You drive an hour to and from every day?”

“Well, four days a week,” she replied. “I work twelve-hour shifts.”

“Ah,” he replied. “Still, that’s a long drive. Does it get old?”

“I guess I’m mostly used to it,” she said. “It isn’t awful. What do you do, Jeremiah?”

“I’m in accounting. I’m a CPA. It’s not nearly as interesting as what you do. But it pays the bills, I suppose.”

Accounting. Made sense for his earlier attire, but during his handshake, she noticed how rough his hands were. She had assumed he worked with his hands. She had imagined him as a builder or something.

It was quiet for a couple of minutes. Allison was enjoying this, walking on a nice night with a cute guy and their dogs. She was trying hard not to enjoy it, though. She was determined to ignore the attraction she felt toward Jeremiah.

They continued to walk, occasionally sharing small talk, until they had gone around the apartment complex twice. They talked about the weather. They talked about some teenagers they saw lounging around at the neighborhood pool and how loud they were. For some of the walk, they were silent, both looking down at their dogs.

“Well, this was nice, but I had a really long day at work and am in for another long day tomorrow,” Allison said.

“It was nice,” Jeremiah said. “Thanks for the walk.”

Done. She had gotten away with a walk with no flirting, no future plans, just friendly small talk among two neighbors and some sniffing from two dogs.

She sighed as she closed her door. She felt proud of herself. Then she heard a knock.

Of course it would be Jeremiah.

“Sorry to bother you again, Allison,” he said. “I just had to ask, would you be available this Friday night for dinner? I’d love to take you out.”

Dang it! Say no! Make something up! JUST SAY NO! It’s a terrible time for a relationship! Don’t you remember the last nut job you went out with? This guy could be just as crazy!

“I’d love to,” she said. It was as if she had lost the ability to say no.

“Great, I’ll meet you at your door at seven, if that’s okay,” he said.

“Seven is perfect,” Allison said.

After exchanging a simple good night, she closed the door again. She looked at Mickey. “I’m in trouble, boy,” she said. “Big trouble.”

She was mad at herself for saying yes. But deep down inside, although she didn’t want to accept it, she was excited. Anxious. She went to sleep that night smiling.



Chapter 2

He was promptly at her door at 7:00 sharp that Friday night. He had chosen a hole-in-the-wall Mexican place for dinner. Taqueria Juarez. A cute but really small place.

“I have to ask this, out of curiosity,” Allison started as they were sharing chips and queso. “Are you a Vikings fan?”

Jeremiah smiled. “Funny you should ask,” he said. “Die hard. Love them. Have since I was a kid. I grew up in Minnesota, actually. What prompted that question?”

“I noticed your ball cap a few days ago,” she said.

“Ah. Okay, so what about you, then. Are you a Vikings fan, too?”

“Nope. Hate ’em. With a passion. I’m from Wisconsin.”

He shook his head. “No way. I would have never guessed. I definitely noticed the absence of the southern accent I’m getting used to around here, but I didn’t hear anything telling me you’re from that area of the country. Wait… Tell me you aren’t a Packers fan,” he said.

“Of course I am,” she answered. “They’re the best. I love them. Have since I was a kid.” She smiled at him.

“Ah, well, we may as well end the date now,” he said.

“Yes, may as well,” she said. They both smiled at each other. She could tell he was as attracted to her as she was to him. She felt a bit of defeat, but she didn’t care. At that moment, she knew it was all over. She wouldn’t try to fight it anymore. She liked this guy. She liked this guy a lot. She couldn’t help it. She forgot about wanting to be single for a while. He was simply too cute, and she would have to give in. That was all there was to it.

She found out during that dinner that he had moved to Texas to go to college in Austin. She had also graduated from the University of Texas, so she was pleased to know they had that in common. He had found his accounting job in Dallas, and that was how he ended up in an apartment in Bedford. His family was still up north. She found out he regularly volunteered with Habitat for Humanity, building homes for people who needed them. It was a passion of his, working with his hands. That explained how rough they were. She told him how she had been transplanted from Wisconsin when she was in middle school because her mother helped open up a high school in the Dallas area. Her parents had loved the idea of moving to a warmer state, but it had worn off. The school thrived, but her parents missed home. When she left her parents’ place for a college dorm in Austin, her parents moved back to Wisconsin. She never did. She fell in love with Texas and never planned to move back north. She was also a volunteer, for the Humane Society. She loved dogs. She would help walk the shelter dogs so they weren’t kenneled up all day. Allison could tell Jeremiah admired her for her volunteer work. And she admired him for his. There was never a lack of conversation on their date. They were both having fun. Allison hadn’t enjoyed herself that much in a long time. It was so unexpected, but nice. They were laughing, talking, eating. Laughing more. Flirting. Smiling. Keeping eye contact all night. They ordered dessert, not wanting the dinner to end. They stayed for an extra drink after dinner. Allison wanted the night to last forever.

“Hey, we should walk Mickey and Sue together when we get back,” she suggested.

“Sounds like a great plan,” Jeremiah answered.

They walked for longer than either of them had realized. It was almost midnight when they reached their side-by-side apartment doors, dog leashes in hands. They both lingered at the door a moment before it was finally awkward and one of them had to say something.

“I had an amazing time with you Allison,” Jeremiah said as he reached in to give her a hug. He smelled so good. His shoulders felt broad as she embraced them. She wanted the hug to last longer than it did, just so she could breathe in his cologne some more.

“I did, too,” she replied. “Thank you for dinner.”

They pulled away from their embrace and looked into each other’s eyes. Allison wanted to kiss him, but she didn’t want to seem too fast. Jeremiah wanted to kiss her, but he didn’t want for her to think he had the wrong intentions.

“Good night,” he told her.

“Good night,” she said back as she turned into her apartment with Mickey.

She was beaming when she closed her apartment door behind her. She leaned up against it, leash in one hand, the other hand over her rapidly beating heart. She sighed. She knew that she was in for it because she already had such strong feelings toward this guy she had known only a short time. More than in for it. This was it.

And she was right. Jeremiah had felt it, too. He hadn’t planned on a relationship at this time, either. He had casually dated but was more interested in his work and his volunteering to put effort into something serious. He knew he wanted to marry, but he also knew he wanted to wait until he found the perfect girl, and he just didn’t think it would happen all that quickly. Until Allison. Two months after the first date, he told her he loved her. She said it back and felt relief because she had wanted to say it since the third date. Four months after the first date, they made plans to meet his parents and took their first trip together to Minnesota. His parents welcomed her and made her feel more comfortable than she could have imagined. She loved his brothers and his sister-in-law. She loved the house he grew up in. Everything felt so right.

Five months to the day after the first date, Jeremiah traveled back to Minnesota on what he told Allison was a work trip. What he really did was take Allison’s parents out to dinner and ask their permission to propose. Ruby and Robert were ecstatic. They loved Jeremiah and were thrilled to know he would be their son-in-law. It was exactly what they had envisioned for their daughter. He was attractive, stable, and came from a good family. And Jeremiah, he had never been so sure of what he wanted until then. Two weeks later, he took her back to Taqueria Juarez, the same small restaurant where they had shared their first dinner together. In the middle of eating chips and queso, he got down on his trembling knee and asked for her to be his wife and love him forever. She said yes. She felt like she could fly.

The other nurses in the ER couldn’t help but notice the new ring on her finger the following Monday morning at work. The attention didn’t bother Allison a bit—she loved sharing stories about Jeremiah
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