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	For Virginia Zamora Cano, lady in whom I based on to create

	the future Mrs. Sanders.

	D.B

	 


«Destiny does not rule without the secret complicity of the

	instinct and the willingness»

	Giovanni Papini (Italian writer)

	 


Prologue

	 

	Ogallah (Nebraska) June, 2014.

	 

	Just as Sanders had been doing since some months ago, he ended up sitting in front of the bar, drinking his fourth or fifth whiskey… 

	He looked away from the mirror and stared at his glass. He hated watching himself in the mirrors. In fact, he hated everything that reflected his face and showed him the misery in which he had become. Without looking up, he drank the whiskey at once and slid the glass to the right so it would be filled again. Suddenly, just when he was about to ask the waitress to start another bottle for him, the main door opened.

	Thomas was still staring at the empty glass, thinking how long it would take him to finish it this time, when the noise from the people who went in caught his attention. Slowly, he looked up until his eyes reflected on the mirror that showed him the fucking reality. He looked away from his own image and focused on the little group of girls who interrupted his pitiful moment. Four girls were laughing about something he didn’t care. He frowned, angry about the fuss the were making. He imagined that bar would be quiet and he could keep drowning his sorrows with no interruptions. He was wrong, just as he had been with almost everything in the past. His look went back to the glass. He tried to get back to the thought he had before they arrived, but their laughter did not let him do something so easy. He clenched the left fist tight when he remembered that Amanda, the woman he thought he would live the rest of his life with, used to laugh like them. Happy, cheerful, amused… An exceptional young lady. «Exceptionally son of a bitch», thought Thomas, clenching ever harder. If he wasn’t wrong, while he was killing himself little by little, she would keep smiling confirming she had met her goal: to destroy him.

	He swallowed and his Adam’s apple went up and down.

	In spite of all the warnings from all of them he considered his friends, he didn’t listen and he married Amanda, who got until the last penny he kept in his pocket. Luckily, his lawyer was careful and did not let him destroy the little he had inherited from his parents.

	His lawyer was intelligent. He, an asshole.

	He set his eyes again on the line of bottles that were in front of the mirror. Which one will be the next one to empty? While he was deciding for one, the waitress set next to him a new glass with ice and took away the old one. For some seconds, she waited for him to reject the glass. Thomas did not do it. He needed it.

	Another glass…another binge…another attempt to forget how foolish he had been to fall in love with a woman who only wanted his money.

	“Hello! Can I have four tequilas?” said one of the young ladies who had walked in.

	“Fuck…” mumbled Thomas.

	She had all the bar available and could sit on the far end. But no, that troublemaker had decided to stand less than a meter from the only person who didn’t want to have anybody next to him. 

	Because he didn’t want anybody… 

	He wanted to destroy himself in solitude… 

	Without taking his eyes away from the drink and hidden under the hat, Thomas wanted to go unnoticed, but didn’t achieve it. Who would be able to not notice the figure of a man who was about two meters high, wearing a blood-colored check shirt and a huge leather hat?

	After ordering, the young lady turned towards him, took a look at him, put the right elbow on the metal bar and, without ceasing to show the sexiest smile in her repertoire, caught the attention of he who didn’t want company.

	“Drinking alone?” she asked.

	“Better alone than in bad company, don’t you think?” he grunted without taking the eyes off his glass.

	“I don’t consider myself bad company,” answered the young lady without ceasing to look at him. “Actually, I think I’m the person you were waiting for,” she added, still smiling.

	Why didn’t they ask her to do bungee jumping? No, of course not! That would’ve been too easy for her. That’s why, those who she called friends, proposed a challenge she couldn’t overcome. And there she was, hundreds of kilometers from her dear hometown, trying to keep a conversation with the nastiest guy on Earth, standing his bad temper and his fierce stare. But she had to get it… She’d never lose a bet!

	“Are you a hooker looking for her next client?” said Thomas without looking at her.

	«If you don’t run away with this, I’ll be surprised», he thought while his lips twisted to make something resembling a smile.

	“No, I’m a newly graduated from Kansas looking for fun,” she answered, challengingly. 

	“Ok. And you think the best way to get it is annoying the people who want peace?” He raised the brim of the hat and let her discover what was hiding below it.

	“I don’t want to annoy you, I just want you to invite me a drink,” she answered without erasing her smile.

	However, when that guy showed his face, Virginia froze. The eyes, the bags under his eyes, the thick and sloppy beard… He wasn’t a cowboy looking for peace, but a tormented man. Despite that reflection and feeling of sadness because of the situation he was living, she didn’t cease her commitment. The main objective was to win the bet and leave that place with the head held high, showing that nothing and no one could defeat her.

	Thomas looked at her for a while in silence. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five years old and he had to admit she was a pretty attractive girl. The jeans were perfectly tight around the curves of her legs, and the t-shirt, knotted above her belly-button, showed a generous pair of breasts. What the hell was she doing there? Why had she approached? He looked back at his glass, stretched his left arm, took it and drank it all at once.

	“Where are you trying to get, little one?” he asked without looking at her. When he tasted the liquor, he clicked his tongue and put that new empty glass on the bar.

	“I want you to invite me a drink,” she insisted.

	“A bet?” he asked, as the tip of his fingers touched the glass up and down.

	“Something like that…” she admitted.

	“Well, I propose you one thing. If you win, your victory will be double,” he expressed, turning towards her.

	“Two victories in one day? Sounds interesting,” answered Virginia, mockingly.

	“Do you want to forget this day or do you pretend to remember it forever?” he insisted, looking at her in the eyes.

	“Tell me your proposal, cowboy” she said, challenging him with the stare.

	“To fuck” he bluntly said.

	“Without inviting me a drink first?” she protested after recovering from that punch to her self-esteem.

	“If I do it, the only winner will be you, because you’ll achieve the challenge, they had set you” he said, pointing at her friends with the chin. “But if we fuck first, not only will you get you goal but also, I’ll get mine.”

	“And that is...?” asseverated Virginia raising the eyebrows.

	“Giving you the present, you deserve for getting your degree,” whispered Thomas after slowly leaning towards her.

	That’s it! The absurd conversation had finished! The girl would not take long to turn around and walk away. He could read it in her eyes and her skin started to release the characteristic odor of fear. Although, he had to concentrate a lot in catching that special essence, since her soft and fruity perfume, far exceeded the other one.

	“Why are you so sure that fucking with you would be a gift for me?” said Virginia abruptly, after her pulse had appeased.

	“Because you’ve been a smart girl, and you have come up to the only person you knew would fuck you like no one else” he answered, pointing with the eyes at the young man who was sitting at one of the tables.

	“That’s not my type,” she stated shrugging. 

	“I see…” he said, placing both soles of the feet on the ground.

	Once he stood up, Virginia could see his titanic complexion. She had supposed, because of his broad back, that he was corpulent, but she didn’t think he would be more than 2 heads taller than her. To look him in the eyes, she had to tilt the head back. How could she have been so stupid for choosing Goliath’s twin brother?

	“What?” said Thomas, when he saw her so amazed. “Have you decided to run away to your other alternative’s arms?” 

	The smile he showed left her astonished. Was she going mad for not running without looking back? Why was her blood boiling? Was it because of excitement or anxiety? 

	“That I’m in silence doesn’t mean I’m afraid of you.” Seeing that he raised an eyebrow in a taunting way, she added: “I’m thinking about that alternative. It’s been a while since I heard myself screaming with…”

	“Look, little girl” he interrupted her and reduced the distance that was between them. “You’re tempting fate.”

	“You call this fate?” she abruptly said, without blinking.

	“You decide whether you take it or leave it” asseverated Thomas.

	“Drink and shag…” whispered Virginia noticing how her skin crawled.

	“No. Shag and drink” he corrected, whispering in her ear. Next, turned his back on her to give an end to that absurd conversation.

	Virginia remained so quiet, that for a moment she thought she had gone mute. With her lips closed tightly, she took the drinks and walked towards her friends. They, as seeing her coming back with such an unfriendly face, started teasing her.

	“You must accept the defeat!” exclaimed one of them before drinking the bitter liquor at once.

	“Sometimes you win… and sometimes you lose” said another one, patting her on the back.

	“Start getting used to, Virgi” another one intervened “Life has just taught you, that you can’t always get what you want.” After that, she brought the little glass to her lips and drank it without breathing.

	While her friends were talking about everything, she wouldn’t get in her profession just for being a woman, Virginia was incapable of taking her eyes off that rough cowboy’s back. He was talking to the waitress and they seemed to be coming to an agreement. Did he propose the same as her? Angry, she tried to concentrate on the new conversation they started, but she didn’t hear anything. Her senses were focused on that man who, unfortunately for her, had stood up and was walking towards the back door of the bar.

	“What?” asked one of them. “Are you still thinking about how to get that drink? Seriously, Virginia, give up. Things don’t always… Where are you going?”

	“I’m not like you” stated Virginia after drinking the shot. “I never abandon a battle” added while standing up.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	He was sure she wouldn’t go to the back of the bar, but he didn’t care. Everything he had done had a purpose: showing her that he was a guy she shouldn’t mess with. He leaned on the wall, tilted his head back, making the hat to rise a little bit more, and put the sole of his left boot on the wall. He will give her a couple of minutes. Then, he will go and forget about her. It wouldn’t be hard for him, because that was what he always did after a drunken night. His mind remained blank, although his pocket weighed less and less. He was about to leave when a song started. He wrinkled the forehead trying to not think about the memories that were brought to him by Tim McGraw and his I need you. In a past, very far away from him now, he would have shouted those love words from the highest peak of a mountain. 

	Love? Necessity? From whom or to whom? The best was to live alone and protect oneself from the world. Emotions, happiness, and all those things’ singers used to praise after falling in love, were overrated. The best option was singing to loneliness, the evil of the people and that suffering that appeared after being looted by the person who supposedly loved you. But it was logical, no singer-songwriter was going to record a hit referring to the most pitiful part of life. 

	With a smile that would kill a unicorn on the spot, Thomas ended up setting the foot on the ground. It had been too long and he wanted to go to another bar to keep getting drunk. However, just when he looked at the exit door, he heard how someone was walking towards him. Just as he had been whipped on the back, he turned around and found her.

	She had appeared. She was there. She was looking for him.

	“Hello, cowboy…” she greeted him.

	“You’ve come.” He tried not to show the surprise her arrival caused him. But he was afraid his tone of voice had given him away. He took a deep breath, searched for the rough man he loved to be and added: “Are you here looking for the drink or the fuck?”

	Virginia smiled in such a warm way that Thomas’ drunken heart stopped beating. Without looking away, he observed her approaching in a strange but relaxed and self-confident way. Shouldn’t good girls run away from bad boys? So, why wasn’t she running? Why was she looking for him?

	“You’re still in time to regret…” he warned her with a strangled voice.

	“Same to you…” she replied.

	Virginia stopped in front of him. She stood on tiptoe, approached her mouth to his and caressed his lips with her breath. 

	“What’s your name?” he asked in his hoarse whisper.

	It had been so long since the last time he was with a woman…

	It had been so long without wanting one close to him…

	“No names, cowboy” she answered, placing her hands on his broad and muscular shoulders. “They are not needed for that thing I want.”

	“What do you want?”

	“What you’d promised” she expressed, with such a sexy voice that it made Sander’s skin crawl.

	“Are you sure? Maybe I’ll trick you and you won’t wind up with that drink” he warned her.

	“Oh, the cowboy says one thing and does another…” she replied amusingly, moving her hips close to his.

	“One… two…” murmured Thomas.

	“Three” answered Virginia before kissing him.

	Thomas took some seconds to react. Yes, that little brat had left him so surprised that his mind wiped out everything he had learned in years. With eyes wide open, without being able to move his lips, he observed her for an instant. What should he do? Did he have to accept what destiny was offering him or push her away?

	“Wow, I see you’re not as horny as I thought. Maybe I should’ve chosen the other one” she commented sarcastically stepping back.

	“If I wanted to, you’d never forget this day” he grunted desperate and angry, because that contact, despite being quick, had caused him the biggest emotion of his life.

	“Come on, you must say that to everyone” said Virginia while turning around.

	“I warned you” answered Thomas after grabbing her arm and pulling her towards his body. “Welcome to the world of I’ll never forget you, cowboy” he added before kissing her.

	Without taking his lips off hers, he took her by the waist, he turned her and made her walk backwards until she was against the wall. The kiss was getting harder and harder, as he wanted her to get scared and ran away. It would be the best for her. It would be the best for him. But neither of them ran away. Where Thomas waited for a reproach, a negation or a moan of regret, he got the opposite.

	She had her eyes opened, so did he…

	“Run away, girl” he whispered when his lips started touching her neck, breathing that divine scent while his hand was placed onto her naked belly. “Run before it’s too late…”

	She didn’t move away. The rascal, when she felt that hand caressing her belly and slowly going to her breasts, sighed raggedly, anxious to feel more. Thomas noticed how her breathing became thicker, heavier. He slowly set aside his mouth from her throat, where his lips had felt her heartbeat, and looked at her mesmerized. Those thick black eyelashes tried to join by the weight of pleasure and her cheeks, tender and soft like from a little innocent girl, started to show an intense red, as her lips. Speechless by her beauty, he opened the palm of that hand that was touching a breast, covering it with all of its magnitude. To triple the erotism of the moment, Sanders discovered that she was wearing one of those lace bras without that horrible cup. With his middle and index fingers, he circled the little nipple to press it between both. That tough act made her wind up closing her eyes, groaning and raising her hips even more.

	 “Fucking shit!” he boomed before his mouth rammed hers, devouring it, catching it, dominating it, tasting every delicious spot.

	When both tongues met, Sander’s tremor escalated. The breathing sounded raggedly. The groaning sounded even louder than the second or third song that was coming out of the speakers.

	“Little one…” murmured Thomas once he moved his mouth away from hers.

	“Cowboy…” replied Virginia.

	When she observed the doubts that his face showed, as if he couldn’t face the runaway he was asking, she relaxed. That cowboy wasn’t as fierce as he wanted to show. Maybe he was acting like that for a reason… From her mind, the bet, her friends’ teasing and the objectives that had taken her to him, had disappeared. That stranger, who looked at her as if she were the first woman he had seen in his life, made every absurd objective disappear from her head, transforming it in a present passion.

	Decisive and surprised by the new version, she set her hands free, and put them on the cowboy’s belt, unbuckled it and smiled when she saw him tilting his head back, laughing at her desire. Without taking her eyes off that face that showed such frenzy as hers must, she put her right hand inside the clothes and touched what she was looking for…

	Big, strong, hard.

	Just as she felt when both hips joined. There wasn’t any doubt that what he was hiding under his pants was consistent with the proportions of his body. When she touched with her fingernails the smooth skin of his member, he stood still and closed his lips tight, sealing them so she couldn’t hear the words he desired to say. Very slowly, Virginia watched him carefully and maliciously smiled by being aware of the power she exercised. She had never felt such attraction towards a man and vice versa. All of him, since that masculine scent till the physical complexion, got her excited. After inspecting him and getting delighted by what she observed, she fixed her eyes in his. Black. As black as coal or a moonless night. She focused on that darkness trying to decipher what they wanted to transmit, as she was sure they would express everything the mouth wasn’t able to tell her.

	The moment Sanders felt the stranger’s hands caressing his member, he lost all will power and started breathing raggedly. Could he stop time? Could he stop it so she kept touching him without showing repulsion? Why did she want him? What was so special about her? What was so special about both of them? Why the hell did destiny make him stop in that fucking bar if he pretended to continue his path? He tightened his lips. He didn’t want to break that ideal moment by asking her why the hell he hadn’t met her years ago, right when he had gotten on his knees and cried without consolation. It was better to remain silent and be delighted with the touch of her fingers. A thousand questions, no answers, a girl and a situation he never imagined. The rest… who cares? He moved his hands slowly to the girl’s face and caught it tenderly. That strange little girl made him feel very special, almost unique.

	With a lot of care, he approached her lips and kissed them so tenderly, that he was about to cry.

	“Cowboy…” the girl murmured.

	“What?” he asked doubtfully, since he thought that the last kiss would’ve been too sweet and intimate.

	“Fuck me!”

	Thomas looked at her for a moment, surprised by her passional outburst. If he had thought she would run away and leave him with an erection that would go down even covering it with ice, he was wrong again. Not even Amanda, who he had kept a five-year marriage with, showed such a beautiful face, seductive and erotic, as the stranger’s face. Without hesitating, he took his fingers to the girl’s pants, undid the button, pull them down until they reached her knees, turned her around and bent her waist to him. Once there was no escape, he took out a condom from his pocket, bought just before coming out of the bathroom and walking to the warehouse, put it on and, without giving her time to change her mind, he rammed her eagerly. It was the first time he went mad for being inside a woman. It was the first time he needed to feel cuddled by someone. It was the first time his heart beat so strongly it could have gone out of his chest…

	Showing the excitement of that instant, he grabbed her strongly from the hair and pulled so deep, that her round feminine buttock toucher his hairy pelvis. 

	“Is it okay for you, little one?” he whispered in her ear.

	“I’m sure you can do it better…” she challenged him.

	He pulled so hard from her jet-black hair that he could see how her throat moved to swallow saliva. The free hand clung to her succulent waist and squeezed hard. If she was looking for passion, he wanted her even more. Vigorously, he penetrated her again and again. Each blow to the hip caused a paused and long groan between them. He tried. He really tried to extend that moment, but when he heard near his ear how she reached her orgasm and her pussy was soaked by the sexual juices coming out of it, he convulsed. His huge body started to shake with no control, producing during those abrupt moments, slight electric shocks. Both would end up carbonized… dead for having touched hell together.

	Breathing leisurely, he opened his eyes slowly to make sure he wasn’t living a hallucination.

	Exhausted, he placed his palm onto the feminine back and caressed her neck while whispering the words of the tattoo. He stored in his brain the softness of that delicate skin and held in his pupils that little expression that meant so much. After a long sigh, he came out of her, removed the condom and threw it somewhere in the warehouse. He pulled his pants up and, before she reached out to do the same, he helped her to get dressed.

	«Hope, liberation, surviving, she, my angel», those where the words that kept coming on and on in Sanders’ mind while he observed how she fixed her hair and button her pants. Was that the moment to ask her for her phone number?

	“I… well…” Virginia started saying as seeing that he wasn’t moving from her side. “You have done it, cowboy. You’ve made me scream with pleasure.”

	And if that was true, why was her mouth talking that absurd way? Why did he feel his soul just went down to hell and back to his body to make him burn? What was he pretending, to ask her for her phone number to meet another day? Meet as friends with benefits?

	“And you have gotten the two things I promised. The waitress will be waiting for you to give you your drink.” 

	Thomas looked for his hat, which flew away at some point. He walked slowly towards it, took it, dusted it with the pants, put it on his head and walked towards the exit door. He had to get out of there, he had to leave as soon as possible. However, something inside him made him turn back to her. As he looked at her swollen lips after being kissed, those cheeks still red because of the passion and the sparkle in her eyes, he couldn’t control himself and went back next to her. Very slowly, he put both hands on her soft blushed cheeks, caressed them with his thumbs and raised her face until their eyes met. Was he going to tell her such stupid thing? Wasn’t it better to put an end to that encounter? What possibilities did he have to make her happy? He was an alcoholic, a loser, a man who has lost the will to live. What could he offer? He’d just drag her to his shit… The best for both was to forget what happened and put as much distance as possible. A woman like her couldn’t be with a guy like him. 

	“Thanks, little one…” he ended up saying after everything he had thought. He kissed her tenderly on the lips and walked away without looking back.

	While she was looking for a rational answer to that absurd gratitude, Goliath’s twin walked away. Virginia saw him leave. She moved the lips slightly, trying to say something to make him stay, but it was the first time she was speechless. She was surprised, mesmerized and… wondered. No man had offered her so much pleasure, nor had made her wish to touch the sky holding his hand.

	Confused, she finished fixing her hair and tried to show the image she had had before the encounter. She didn’t get it. Although, physically she was the same, she had transformed inside. There was nothing left of the woman who had entered the bar laughing with her group of friends, and she wouldn’t look for another challenge to achieve either.

	Could she ever forget him? Would her mind store what she lived in some part of her brain? She hoped that, because otherwise, she would have just stepped towards her destruction. 

	“What?” One of her friends said when she saw her appear.

	“You’ve won. There’s no drink nor fuck…” answered Virginia reluctantly.

	“Let toast for the defeat!” exclaimed one of them.

	While she was drinking the beer, she looked at the waitress. She poured a drink and left it on the counter. She had won the bet, but it didn’t matter anymore. Her eyes looked back at the warehouse door. Would he come back? Would the cowboy come back for her to take her hand and take her to a place far away from the rest of the world where they could repeat that encounter for the rest of their lives?

	But the cowboy didn’t come back…

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	The devil will never be on your side.

	 

	Columbus (Ohio), August, 2019. Whasgon hospital.

	 

	It was the fifth time she heard the phone. Like the other times, she was going to let it ring. She knew who she would find on the other side of the line and she didn’t want to talk about something she’d put an end to the week before. She didn’t want to waste any time talking about something that didn’t have a solution. Everything had ended. Everything! She took the papers scattered on the table, took a look to them again and stood up. She just needed to focus on the meeting that would be held when she went to the meeting room. She couldn’t give up at the last moment and lose the project she had worked on for two years. Nothing could upset her, specially him. She opened the drawer and took out the glasses. She only wore them when she wanted to offer a formal and wise appearance. She dusted her pants reluctantly and after taking a deep breath, she went out of her office with the firm idea of coming back victorious.

	“Good morning, Virginia, how are you?” asked Estela joining her in the hallway.

	“Good morning, fine, as always” she answered sure of herself.

	“Nervous?” The questioning continued.

	“No. I know the project is good and I’ll fight tooth and nail for it.” She admitted firmly.

	“I envy you; I really do. If I were in you place, even my eyelashes would tremble.”

	“But I have faith in me, Estela. This work has taken two years of my life and I have checked even the slightest detail. If they don’t accept it, I wouldn’t have any other choice but to offer it to another hospital” she exposed, drawing a half smile.

	“Would you be able to leave us?” said Estela abruptly and shocked.

	“Yes” stated Virginia without hesitating.

	The walk silently until they arrived at the place where the meeting would be held: in the director’s huge office. They both took a breath before opening the door. Both released the air when all the eyes were on them.

	“Gentlemen, these are Virginia Wallace, out chief nurse, and Estela Katson, president of the company’s committee.” The hospital’s director, Virginia’s ex-boyfriend, explained, while he pointed at the seats they should take.

	“We’re anxious to discover that perfect plan Alan has told us about for so long. I hope it’s as formidable as I think,” the eldest associate said.

	When Virginia saw that that man was saying one thing, but the expression on his face said another, she knew something was not right. Why did she have the suspicion that the meeting was a charade? Have they made a decision yet? But if that was true, why would they ask for the meeting? In spite of feeling worried, despite her suspicion about her absurd presence, she took a deep breath and started explaining her project.

	“Good morning. Before I start, I want to thank you all for offering me this chance. I think that what I’m about to present will be very interesting,” she said. Then, she opened her binder and kept talking. “Please, open the dossier you have on the table. As you have seen, what I’m trying to offer is a simple way of cutting costs, which are affecting us at the hospital, without having to reduce the number of admissions or eliminating services.” She turned to the screen, looked at Estela and nodded so she started the slideshow they have prepared the afternoon before. “During these last times, the admissions of patients with chronic diseases have increased nearly a seventy percent. Our hospital doesn’t have enough means to pay for the treatments which, sometimes, end up in an inevitable failure. For this reason, the project you have on the table is the best alternative to said demand.”

	“Yes, but what you recommend us is to create another wing inside the same hospital to continue with those expensive treatments. As you have proved, we cannot take care of the cost of the new infrastructure if we want to keep the treatments that, for the moment, we’re offering” one of the partners said.

	“We wouldn’t start from scratch,” clarified Virginia. “The building next door belongs to the town hall and they could give it to us.”

	“Do you know something we don’t? I assume you have a good reason to count on that building,” the eldest associate intervened, who stared at Virginia without blinking.

	“Of course,” she affirmed with a smile. “Last week I met the mayor and I informed him about our needs and shortages. Since the first minute, he decided to help us and he wants to give the building to the hospital so we can work in it.”

	“Awesome!” one of the partners exclaimed with sincere admiration.

	“Amazing!” another one said.

	“I didn’t know you have already gotten together with the mayor” said Alan, giving her a look that should’ve sacred her, but didn’t.

	“I arranged the meeting on one of my free days. I supposed I don’t have to explain what I do on those days, right?” she replied.

	“Of course. You can see and meet anyone you want outside the hospital” intervened the eldest associate.

	“Let’s imagine his words are true and he’s going to give us the land” expressed Alan, setting the closed dossier apart. “Do you think it would be enough with that? To build a hospital, miss Wallace, we need a building and services to take care of the sick people. How do you expect not to spend money to get them?”

	“Recycling” she answered, having Estela continue with the slides until she reached the one, she needed. “I’ve also been able to get together with several companies which supply us the machines and all of them have decided to offer us those that are obsolete. I think the technicians you hired for this hospital can take care of those machines in order to update them.”

	“Recycling of sanitary machinery” said one partner, rubbing his chin. “It’s an excellent idea, miss Wallace. Not only could we inform that we would be able to take care of more sick people, but also that our hospital makes a good job in favor of the environment by recycling.”

	“That’s what I thought” said Virginia, drawing a shy smile.

	“Even if it sounds like an interesting and futuristic project, we must study and consider all the benefits and losses we may find in the future. These kinds of decisions aren’t made in one day” said the eldest. After his words, everyone looked at each other and nodded while they pushed the binder to the center of the table.

	“Of course,” replied Virginia, noticing how her insides twisted. “I understand you need to review everything I’m proposing. However, I want to remind you there will be elections next year and, if the party who wants to collaborate with us doesn’t win, the opportunities will be down to zero.”

	“I wouldn’t be so sure” stated Alan, who still kept his apathic character when he had to perform his role of jerk director. “Any government would be interested in doing their bit in a project that would give them a good social repercussion. Politicians are always willing to cooperate when it comes to show the voters an important accomplishment as this one.”

	“We’ll deliberate about the matter” the eldest concluded the subject, setting the right palm on the table. “As soon as we have an answer, we’ll let you know, miss Wallace.”

	“Thank you very much” she answered, picking up the documents. Then, she indicated Estela to go to the door.

	“I’m sure you’ll have news from us very soon.” Alan said while she walked towards the exit.

	“I’m sure about that” she answered with a huge smile.

	Next, both went out silently. Virginia thought about everything that had happened in there and every step she took she was more and more convinced that it had been a trap. Alan knew about the project and he always said it was perfect. However, now he would deny it. What had changed? In their work, nothing; in the relationship they had, everything.

	“You’ve tried…” whispered Estela, putting her arm around her shoulders to hug her.

	“Yeah, but it seems that it hasn’t been enough” she answered hiding her anger.

	“Give them time. Those miserable people only look after the money they have in their pockets and don’t care about what will happen to the patients.”

	“But I do. We are the ones who live first-hand the pain the suffer and I don’t think it’s fair that, for some miserable dollars, they continue resting on mattresses full of money while the rest suffer from unnecessary shortages,” she explained reluctantly.

	“Money and power are what they have. They have always decided to protect their wide navel…” She walked away from her, and after giving her a kiss on the cheek she added: “I give a damn about the answer we may get. The only thing you must understand is that you’ve defended an awesome project and, if they’re not capable of appreciating it, maybe another director might be”.

	“I know…” she sighed. “But I wouldn’t like to leave this one.”

	“If I were in your place, I’d change everything to be away from that asshole” Estela said, gripping her right shoulder gently.

	“You’ve noticed too?” she asked surprised.

	“Even a blind could have seen that” assured Estela.

	“Then… we’ll know the board’s answer” said Virginia sadly.

	“Except if you invite him to your bed again, we’ll know it.”

	“That won’t happen” said Virginia firmly. “In that case, the refusal is your only answer” she concluded before giving her another kiss and returning to her position.

	 

	[image: Image]

	 

	Two months later, Virginia was in her office, picking up her personal belongings and putting them in a small box. She couldn’t stop crying. She had done it since she heard the news. No matter how hard she looked for a logical answer, she couldn’t find it.

	She looked at the letter again, which was still on the table, and held her breath. Transfer… She was offered a mandatory transfer to some place on earth which she had never heard before. They didn’t want her in the hospital or, better said, he didn’t want her there. The oath he had made her before leaving her apartment had come true. Away from her life, from her patients, from her friends, from her city… That had been the sentence after proposing her project. Why? Except the fact that he didn’t want her there, she couldn’t find another explanation.

	“May I?” asked Jonas, the only man in the hospital who had been honest to her.

	“Yes” she answered without looking.

	“I don’t like the good-byes, honey, but you’re a very special person for me” he said while he approached her. “Believe me when I say that I have done everything to avoid your transfer. I even told the asshole of your ex-boyfriend I’d blow him for free if he readmitted you. But he didn’t want” he added so Virginia would laugh at that, but she didn’t. “It’s no time for depression, dear. Hold on the time you are in that town. I promise it won’t be long and I’ll look for the way to get you out of there. You know I have a lot of important contacts” he insisted.

	“Jonas, don’t do anything if you think your job will be in jeopardy. You know well how Alan reacts when someone doesn’t do what he says” she said, putting in the box her old stapler.

	“He won’t find out, I promise” he said reaching out to her. When Virginia let him hug her, his friend gripped her tightly. “That stupid smug has kept your project, but he will never be able to direct it as you would. I bet my whole year’s salary that you’ll soon have news from him asking you to come back. If you’re smart, you won’t. If you’re stupid, you will come back.”

	“I won’t” stated Virginia, walking slowly away from him.

	“Because you’re a smart girl.”

	“Because I’m a woman with principles” she asseverated, taking the box and leaning it against her waist.

	“A woman I adore and who will soon live the life she desires” expressed Jonas happily. “Expect the fax, Virginia. I’ll sed it to you as soon as I talk to Fidel. I’m sure he…”

	“I’ll expect for it and I’ll be grateful to you for the rest of my life” she said after giving him a kiss on the cheek.

	“Don’t give up, Virginia.”

	“I won’t” she answered before leaving.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	A ghost from the past…

	 

	Virginia parked on the side of the road. She had been driving for more than four hours and she deserved a little break. She took off the seatbelt, opened the door and went out. Once out, she put her hands on her back, leaned back and heard how some of her bones crunched. It hadn’t been good for her to drive without resting nor stay overnight in a hostel whose mattress was harder than a wooden board. She walked around the car and leaned on the hood, crossed her arms and watched everything around her. The landscape was very different of what she had thought after knowing where she was headed. Wherever she looked, her eyes only found green fields and groves. That place contrasted with everything that she supposed she’ll find in a zone in Texas. Would they talk about that strange phenomenon in the tourists guides? No, of course not. She was afraid no one except the locals knew about that beautiful rest stop. She crossed her arms and sighed thinking about Old-Quarter, the town where she’d live until Jonas got a new destiny for her. How would it be? Would she adapt to the zone? She was a city girl and maybe she wouldn’t fit in as well with those people. 

	“It would be a month tops” she said to herself while she put her arms down. Then, she walked towards the passenger door, took the map, spread it over the car and pointed the road she had marked blue before starting the journey. “If I’m here, I have to continue until the crossing and then turn right.”

	She looked away from the map and looked at the landscape. If her calculations were right, she would find the crossing in about ten minutes and then she’d find the town. Anxious for finally getting to her destination, she wrinkled the map, went back to the car and threw the map sloppily to the passenger’s seat. She sat down, buckled the seatbelt, started the engine and went back to the road. While she was going on that long and lonely paved road, she reached for the radio and turn it on. It was a while until she reached a station that didn’t have interference. The radio speaker was talking about the temperature they’ll have, the new offers at the supermarket and praised the life the Texans have. Then, after a short silence, in which she thought the reception was lost again, a song started. At the beginning, she didn’t recognize it, but when the voice of the singer appeared, her body tightened. How long had it been since she listen to it? Five years? Too many days, weeks or months so those forgotten feelings go back…

	With her eyes staring at the road, she focused on not driving too fast while she hummed the song. The timid whisper with which it had begun transformed into rhythmless screams. Who has such willpower to not surrender to the song Coming Home from Gwyneth Paltrow? Even though it evoked an episode in her life she thought forgotten, dead and finished, the words that composed that song provoked hat all the images of him went back to her head, as if everything just happened.

	But it had been five years ago…

	Virginia got mad when she felt her heart beating fast. What the hell was going on with her? Why was the fucking cowboy coming back to her life? Was it because of the song? Whatever that was, the excitement disappeared and that sadness she thought she’ll never have again since the day she went back to the bar with the hope of seeing him returned. The cowboy had left her behind while she couldn’t stop thinking about where he had been.

	«Welcome to the world of I’ll never forget you, cowboy».

	And she hadn’t forgotten, that was her damn problem with men. That goddamned stranger left her marked and shattered. How many times did she think she saw him by her side? How many times did she feel him next to her? And… how many times did she know it was fake?

	Virginia hit the steering wheel and shouted an insult to the cowboy’s mother. Because of him, her love life was a shit. For her, all men where ridiculous shadows of a ghost, because that’s how she ended up defining him: a ghost that showed up in her life just to screw it up. «Where’s your passion, Virginia? Have you lost it on your way home? ». Those two questions were asked by Garrett every time they were in bed and she didn’t answer, doesn’t matter how long she looked for them, she’d never find the answers without thinking about that giant. That cowboy took, when he left, all the passion she has before meeting him.

	Luckily, the radio presenter changed the tune and decided that his listeners be delighted with Justin Bieber. He wasn’t a singer she liked, but anything seemed good if it stopped evoking the ghost.

	Once she got to the intersection, she stopped the car. The traffic signs indicated to yield, but the visibility was null, since the wild bushes reached a pretty considerable height. When she was sure the road was still deserted, she turned the blinker on, set first gear and… she slammed on the brakes. 

	“Asshole!” she yelled at the driver who, at great speed, had appeared to her right.

	«These country people don’t know how to drive», she thought after watching how the car that didn’t even noticed her drove away.

	After the little scare, she continued her way. The radio presenter commented about the last single of another country music singer. He referred to the traffic accident he suffered last summer and, due to that, the artist delayed the release of his new album. Logically, the radio presenter asked people to look for him in social media and hit the like button so he could feel the support of his fans. After the explanation, the music started. Virginia admitted that his voice was warm and pretty soft. She paid attention to the lyrics. He thanked his loved one for giving him another chance. He admitted his mistakes and insisted in having corrected them. The chorus: «don’t go away, I can only be happy with you», was so catchy that it wasn’t long before she started singing. But she tightened her lips when she heard the same phrase Garrett had said before picking up her stuff: «I only ask you to forget about what happened, baby. You know together we will get the future we dream of». Forget? How was she going to forget that, for the last three years, she had lived a lie? Even after discovering that he had slept with half the staff she supervised at the hospital, he didn’t stop screaming that he loved her and that those affairs didn’t mean anything to him. Then the reunion came, the transfer, the revenge, the hate… and Texas.

	She was so out of her mind that she didn’t realize she had run a stop sign until she ran into a tractor. She stopped suddenly while the other driver made a forced move so he wouldn’t hit her. Her car didn’t take any damage, except the burning of the tires when she stopped. However, the other vehicle went straight into a tree that was by the road and stopped by crashing with it. Virginia was so scared that she didn’t notice the small bump she had on her left eyebrow after hitting the steering wheel. With her heart beating a thousand miles per hour, se unbuckled the seatbelt, reached for the glove compartment and took out the insurance papers. Before the other driver could get out, she was already out of her vehicle.

	The sun was shining directly on her eyes, leaving her so blind that she could barely see anything around her. She stood up, next to the door, waiting for the other driver. For a moment she thought about going back and grab the sunglasses, but she didn’t considerate it appropriate, in case that man would think she was running away. With her hand shaking, because of the fear, she remained relaxed, waiting for that who would call her anything but precious to show up. But it wasn’t like that. The driver went out backwards, took a look at his tractor, rubbed his hair under the straw hat he was wearing and turned to her, giving such long steps that he didn’t take long to introduce himself.

	“What the hell were you thinking, woman?!” he yelled moving his arms up and down as if he tried to create a hurricane with his movements. “Haven’t you seen the stop sign? Because even a blind person could see it!” he added angrily.

	“I’m sorry… I was… distracted” said Virginia, reaching the hand in which she had the papers.

	“Distracted? I could’ve killed you!” the stranger continued yelling. “If I hadn’t turned so abruptly, you wouldn’t be breathing right now.”

	“Relax, cowboy” said Virginia covering the sun from her eyes with her hand. “Give me your information and fill up a part. My insurance policy will cover all the expenses.”

	For some seconds she waited for him to returns to the tractor and brought with him the papers, but he didn’t do any of that. The driver stood in the middle of the road, watching her, o that’s what she thought, since the sunglasses covered his eyes.

	“If you don’t have papers, that’s okay” she said assuming that, as some farmers do, half their vehicles are not insured. “I’ll give you my number and you can send me the bill when…”

	 “Are you okay?” he asked in such a soft voice that Virginia was like petrified when she listened to him. “Do you have any injury?”

	“I’m perfectly fine” she answered, stretching her arms and turning around to confirm she wasn’t lying. “Thanks to your dexterity, I haven’t had anything, not even a scratch” she praised him before smiling. “But don’t worry about me. Right now, we must focus on your tractor” she added, pointing at the vehicle. “Really, give me your phone number and we talk when you’ve fixed it” she insisted.

	“I’m not going to give you my number because you won’t take care of the repair” he said, changing his tone. It was so hard that Virginia doubted about what she had said. Maybe her compliment to him hadn’t been fun. “Where are you heading?” he asked before pushing his hat even harder against his head.

	“Old-Quarter” she announced, without taking her eyes off him.

	She must have suffered an even harder hit in her head than she thought at first, because her mind was offering a hallucination. She froze, watching him up and down. How many times had she thought she had found him? How many times had she found out it wasn’t like that? Well, that was another of those thousand suppositions. That man, as tall as a giant and strong as Hercules, stared at her through his aviator sunglasses, with staggering tranquility. Without saying a word, he scratched again his hair below the hat, relaxed the shoulders and puffed.

	“Continue straight and on the next crossing” he marked, “turn left. Don’t pay attention to the sign that indicates the wrong direction, someone changed it to confuse the ones who want to visit the small place.”

	“Are you sure?” she insisted raising the papers, to which he answered with a tiny movement of the head. “Don’t you want us to fill…?”

	“Have you hit your forehead?” he interrupted her. He stepped forward, then took a step back.

	“It’s nothing” she answered, putting her hand on the eyebrow. There was no blood and she’ll get just a tiny bump. With a little of anti-inflammatory cream, it would disappear in a couple of days. “The important thing is that you’re fine and that I can get to the town as soon as possible. Did you say at the crossing turn right or left?”

	“You aren’t turning anywhere. The only thing you’re doing is following me” he said after an awkward silence.

	“I don’t want to make you waste your time. I’m sure you have a lot to…”

	“Has the hit affected you hearing, girl?” he asked right before stepping on the first step of the tractor.

	“Is everyone who lives in these places as rude as you?” she yelled while she walked towards her car, opened the door angrily and sat down.

	“No” admitted Thomas without knowing what to think about the fucking game the destiny was playing with his life.

	When Virginia put the hands on the steering wheel, these shook so much that they made it vibrate. The question was easy, were they shaking because of the almost crash or because of that rude behavior of the cowboy? Why hadn’t he let her go if he wasn’t going to ask for her papers? Cursing the rude character that both cowboys she had met in her life showed her, she started the engine and drove behind him. She drove for a while. The music continued, but she didn’t pay attention. She was really busy recovering from the scare and accepting the rude character of the one who had saved her life. She raised the chin slowly and set her eyes on his back. She could tell he was a cowboy. Only they can hide, under light cotton shirts, those strong bodies. If she hadn’t thought that the hit had disturbed her, she would have sworn her cowboy and that guy were the same person. But, as years ago, it was only a product of her imagination. Her stranger had long tangled hair, and his beard touched the neck of the shirt. That guy was perfectly shaved and the hair he hid under the hat was trimmed, as a soldier during two months of permit would have it. Suddenly she heard the sound of a horn. She sharpened her hearing just to discover that the grumpy guy was letting her overtake him by turning the left blinker on, so she hit the gas and overtook him. However, just when both drivers where next to each other, she looked at him, but the sullen didn’t look back. His aviator sunglasses shone when the sunrays hit the crystals and his chest, covered with a white t-shirt, was stiff as a board. Virginia hit the gas while another song started to sound. This time she recognized the singer-songwriter: Brad Paisley. How many times did she listen to him in her room while checking the mobile and waiting for the ghost to call her? But that was in the past, five years ago. Now she must focus on her new destiny and her new job until somebody sent her the fax she was expecting.

	Just as he had indicated, the sign showed that Old-Quarter was on the right. Was that why he had turned the left blinker on? So, she wouldn’t forget what to do? Angry, so much that her eyebrow hurt when she folded the forehead, she turned the wheel to the correct side and, after honking the horn to say good-bye to the insolent (and to confirm him that she had heard divinely) she continued her trip.

	Before even thinking about what the town would be like, she was driving across it. Just by entering, she was welcomed by a collapsed and burnt church. Had the Oldquaterians burnt it? Do they act that savage way when they get angry? After that, driving more slowly, she got to what she assumed was the main street. However, she wasn’t convinced, since there were only two. She looked left and saw a huge sign that read Post Office. That showed her that at least the small village could communicate with the rest of the world, even thought it was with signals from the past. Didn’t anyone know internet existed? Possibly…

	She hoped that, at least, the town people, when they listened to the engine of her car, went out of their houses, but that didn’t happen either. She looked forward and read another sign that read hospital. Very slowly, as slowly that you could’ve gone out of her car without tripping, she drove on the street until it ended. There, where there was only field, she found a white building. If that was a hospital, she had to assume that the bump on her head had been even bigger than she expected, because no one could define a building with those dimensions that way. Asking herself again if her mother had been right and she had made a very precipitated decision, she parked in front of the main door, turned off the engine, leaned the arms on the steering wheel and stared at that place. She didn’t go out until she felt prepared for what was coming, and that took her around twenty minutes. She pushed the remote control’s button, and the sound it made when the car locked echoed in the town. Nobody. There wasn’t even a small mouse. The town was very quiet or maybe it had come the time when all the people had decided to lock themselves in their houses.

	That the town remained desolated didn’t seem so scary as checking that no one was at the front desk. Where the hell was everybody? They hadn’t become a zombie town, had they? Because that was what was missing to keep adding catastrophes to her life. In silence, and after proving the computer was on, she took a look around. The waiting room… deserted. Since when hadn’t she witnessed such thing? Restless, she continued looking at everything in front of her until she found a door at the endo of the hall. She walked towards it and almost jumped with joy when she knocked and someone answered.

	“Come in” answered a man’s voice.

	“Good afternoon, I wanted to talk to someone about…” She was speechless at seeing a blond angel wearing a white robe and offering her the most beautiful smile she had ever seen. «If everyone is like him», she thought, «I’m going to send a thank you letter to the asshole who made me transfer here temporarily». “Excuse me if I interrupt, but there’s no one at the front desk and I didn’t know where to go…” she continued talking at the same time she turned her head towards the exit.

	“I imagine Miah has taken a break.” He spoke with such sweetness, that Virginia forgot how to think. “How can I help you?” he stood up and walked towards her.

	“My name is Virginia Wallace, I’m the…”

	“Shit! Are you the new nurse?” And all that charm disappeared. “Did you arrive today? I’m sorry, the fax didn’t let us know about the day of your arrival.” He stretched his hand to greet her and she accepted. “I’m Mathew Thompson
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