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  Chapter 1

Regan


“I’m here. Wish me luck,” I say into my phone to my friend Liz. 
“You’ll be fine. Call me later, after you’re settled in.”
“Okay. I’ll call you soon.”
Hanging up, I climb the ten cracked concrete steps up to my father's house, hesitant and uncertain. The nauseating feeling of dread of what I'm about to encounter washes over me as I take in the arched white doors with their peeling paint and brass knockers. His small two-story Victorian in Pulse Point, with its faded blue paint and white wraparound porch, brings back a flood of bittersweet memories that I've tried so hard to suppress. I haven't seen my father, with his scowl and demanding presence, since I fled for college in New York nearly eight years ago.
I press the worn brass bell with a trembling finger and wait for him to answer, my heart hammering loudly in my ears. The imposing white wood opens with a creak that seems to warn me to turn back. With his dark hair now streaked with silver at the temples, deep frown lines etched into his forehead, and thin lips pursed in that familiar expression of disappointment, he stands rigidly next to the door, widening it just enough for me to enter. I pull my black suitcase inside. “Dad. How are you?” I ask out of politeness.
“I'm good.” He peers down at his watch. “I thought you were coming an hour ago.” There it is, already bossing me around, hating that I'm late. 
“Sorry. I decided to take my time since I don’t start my residency until tomorrow.”
“I guess that's nice.” But his tone isn't light; it's heavy, and awkwardness settles around us. 
His tailored casual clothes of khaki pants and a button-down shirt make it clear he's made an effort, though the warmth stops at his attire.
“You're not working?” I ask.
He closes the door with a loud thump. “No, I thought I would take the day off to welcome you.”
Guilt prickles at the base of my spine for not planning to hang out with him all day, but I push through anyway. “Well, I was actually planning to head out and pick up a few things after I settle in,” I say carefully, not wanting to seem ungrateful. “I hope that's okay.”
“No, I could always take you,” he says insincerely. It makes me instantly resist. 
I shake my head. “No, no, I'd like to go alone,” I say as I squeeze the handle of my luggage tighter. Him following me in the store, directing which product to buy, and lecturing me on it sounds like a nightmare. Because he won’t treat me like a competent adult; he’ll treat me like a work project that needs managing. I’m twenty-six. I don’t need a babysitter. “Maybe some other day,” I say with a soft smile, trying to ease the tension between us. I’m going to have to live here for a year. I need to make it comfortable.
“Sure. Well, let's get you settled.” 
I catch the tightness in his body as I follow him down the hallway. He’s never been much for home maintenance; work always came first. The house feels generic, like anyone could live here. No family photos. No knick-knacks. Just old, basic furniture that's seen better days.
Dragging my suitcase behind me, I take a deep breath and step into my old bedroom.
Nothing has changed.
It’s like stepping back in time. Part of me expected him to box up my things and redecorate it into a guest room. Something to prove we’d both grown up and moved on.
The faded peach walls are still covered with the same teenage posters. Dusty high school soccer trophies line the shelf in perfect order. My old stuffed teddies sit neatly on the bed, untouched. It’s like he sealed the room off, keeping it frozen in time.
“I’ll let you get unpacked,” he says, before turning and walking away.
Leaving my luggage on the floor, I sink onto the bed. The old frame squeaks loudly beneath me. As I run my fingers over the faded floral duvet, my gaze drifts toward the window, where white lace curtains hang. Rising, I tug them open, staring out at the large garden filled with spring blooms.
Some days, I do miss the open spaces with greenery stretching as far as the eye can see. But I like my life in the city more. I like the buzz, the people, the sense of belonging I never felt here. I don't want miles of garden; I want noise and laughter and faces that light up when they see me… like my mom’s. Not this feeling of being a shadow in someone else’s home.
Turning back toward the room, I take in the quiet, empty space. No TV. The air thick with stillness. Sighing, I lift my case onto the bed and unzip it.
I definitely need to make some updates. But is it worth it if I’m only here for twelve months? Yes, I tell myself. I have to. I can't wake up every day surrounded by who I used to be. I'm not that girl anymore. I've grown, and my life should reflect that.
Pulling out my clothes, I fold them into the dresser drawers and hang a few things in the closet. I stack a couple of books on the small bedside table, already planning to spend my free time reading, working out, or exploring. Anything but staying trapped in this house with him.

      [image: ]Once I’m finished, I slide my empty suitcase into the closet and dust off my hands. It’s not much, but it feels good to at least get that part done. I step out into the hallway, heart thudding a little too fast as I go looking for Dad. I should probably spend some time with him before I head out. He did take the day off, after all. Maybe if I sit with him a bit, then I can leave without feeling like a complete bitch.
I find him at the kitchen table, the morning paper spread out in front of him, reading glasses perched low on his nose. His head stays bowed, eyes moving steadily across the page. For a second, I just stand there, unsure how to approach him, unsure how to be here again after so long.
Feeling a little awkward, I clear my throat. “Did you want a cup of tea?”
It’s a pathetic icebreaker, but it’s the only thing I can think of. Eight years of near silence doesn’t exactly pave the way for easy conversation. We were always busy, that’s what we told ourselves, but the truth is, we both avoided making an effort. I guess he resented that I moved away to live with Mom, and I hated the way every conversation with him left me feeling like I wasn’t enough.
He grunts without looking up. “Sure. Black. No sugar.”
Of course. Still closed off. His eyes stay glued to the paper, like I’m not even standing here.
I turn toward the kitchen, where everything looks exactly the same. Same floral tea towels, same rusty toaster, same chipped fruit bowl on the counter. Grabbing two mugs, I set the kettle to boil and pull down the sad box of generic tea bags he keeps in the cabinet. No vanilla cream for me, only plain old cream. The fridge is practically empty, and there’s no way we’ll survive the week without actual groceries. He must eat at the hospital cafeteria.
When the tea’s ready, I carry the mugs back to the table and slide into the seat beside him. He finally lowers the paper, but doesn’t say anything. Just lifts his mug and takes a slow sip.
I stare around the room, desperate for something to latch onto. The living room beyond looks untouched, with the TV blank and a thin layer of dust on the coffee table. At least we still have one thing in common: neither of us watches much TV.
The silence is brutal. I have to physically stop myself from gulping down the tea just to have an excuse to get up. I remind myself why I’m here, why I have to try. This is temporary, a chance to help get the new ward off the ground while building experience for when I return to the city hospital. It’s a stepping stone, nothing more.
I set the mug down carefully. “I’m looking forward to starting tomorrow.”
Dad hums into his tea. “Me too. Just don’t be late.”
Of course. Not a That’s great or a Glad you’re here. Just a jab. Same old Dad.
I press my lips together, forcing a small smile. He picks up the paper again, the barrier between us restored. The only sound in the room is the soft rustling as he turns the page.
So, I finish my tea in silence, the sweet taste lingering on my tongue. Taking my mug to the sink, I rinse it out, heart sinking a little heavier in my chest. So much for new beginnings.
Without a word, I retreat to my room, strip out of my travel-worn sweats, and pull on some clean activewear. 
Stepping into the hall, my footsteps echo in the silence. I adjust the strap of my leather bag over my shoulder, keys hanging loosely in my hand.
“I'm heading out now,” I call out, forcing a brightness into my voice I don't feel. I just want to escape before the awkwardness can thicken again.
Dad looks up from the kitchen table, lowering his newspaper just enough for me to see the familiar V-shaped pinch between his eyebrows. His brown eyes sweep over my outfit with a slow, critical scan. His jaw tightens, muscle ticking beneath his clean-shaven cheek.
“You're wearing that?” 
I blink, thrown, glancing down at myself… A pair of workout shorts and a matching tank. Pretty standard for leisure, last time I checked. “What’s wrong with this?”
He shakes his head, muttering under his breath, “Nothing. Just thought for a Thomas, you'd know how to dress better. It’s too revealing.”
I swallow the comeback that burns the back of my throat. How exactly does he expect me to dress to shop? 
I force another tiny smile. “Anyway,” I say, pushing past it, reaching for the door. “I’ll see you when I get back.”
“What time?” he asks, his arms crossed tightly over his chest.
I stop with my hand on the doorknob. “I don't know,” I tell him honestly, shrugging. The truth is, I’m not in a rush to return to this.
“You can’t just come and go whenever you want,” he snaps, like I’m fifteen again and sneaking out past curfew.
I turn back toward him, holding on to my patience with both hands. “What would you like then?” I ask, keeping my voice as even as I can.
He hesitates, then says stiffly, “Just... keep me updated. Let me know where you’ll be.”
I stare at him, my heart sinking a little lower. “I did tell you.” 
He exhales hard through his nose and snaps the newspaper back open between us like a wall. “Very well. I’ll cook dinner.”
I shift my bag higher on my shoulder. “You don’t have to. I can cook when I get back.”
“I have the time today,” he says shortly, not meeting my eyes. 
This is exactly what I was afraid of. Not yelling, not anger, just this cold, controlled disappointment that makes me feel like I’m failing at being the daughter he wanted. I have to survive twelve months of this.
“Okay,” I say quietly. “I’ll see you later.”
He doesn’t answer, just flips another page.
For a second, I stand there, the sound of the rustling paper filling the space where a goodbye should be. Then I turn and walk out, my chest tight, the door creaking behind me as I head toward my car, texting my friend Scarlet.
Me: I made it. I can’t wait to see you. Let me know when you’re free, and I’ll come over. We’re long overdue for an in-person catch up.


Scarlet: You’re telling me. How about tomorrow?


Me: Perfect. I’ll come by after work.


I drop my phone into my purse and hop into my silver Honda Civic, which feels more like home than my father’s house ever will. 
Inside, I roll down the windows, letting the warm spring air flood in.
With trembling fingers, I connect my phone to the car's Bluetooth and call Mom.
“So, on a scale of one to ten, how bad is it?” Her voice fills the car before I even say hello.
I let out a surprised laugh as the tight knot in my chest eases. “You didn’t even let me say hi.”
“I’ve been waiting by the phone for you to call.”
“Mom, it’s only a three-hour drive. You’re making it sound like I left and moved to Australia.” My frustration slowly disappears with her calm voice.
“Sorry. I’ll always want to make sure you’re safe.”
“Well, I’m safe and in a time capsule.” I shiver at the memory. “He’s kept the house, including my bedroom, exactly the same.” 
“Oh, God. Everything?”
“Everything,” I say. “I just want to get this year over and done with.” My fingers tap restlessly against the steering wheel. “So I can come back to the city. With you.”
“I know,” she says, understanding laced into her tone. “But it'll go fast. Try to enjoy it.”
I snort. “For someone who didn’t like this place and ran as fast as she could, you're very optimistic.”
She chuckles. “Maybe it’s changed. Different time, different people. It might be better now.”
“Then why didn’t you come back too?”
I don’t mean for it to come out so harsh, but my bedroom looked like I’ve never left, and my father’s already treating me like I need permission to buy groceries. Nothing’s changed. Not the house, not him, probably not this town. Mom’s optimism is sweet, but she got out and stayed away for a reason. 
“It’s not my life anymore,” she says gently. “You’re there for something different. Something you need.”
“I know, I know.” I rest my head back against the seat, closing my eyes briefly. “Okay, I should probably go buy some cream and pretend to be a functioning adult now.”
“Call me if you need me,” she says, sounding more serious. “But really… good luck tomorrow. You’ll be fine on your first day.”
“I will,” I promise. “I’ll keep you posted.”
Reluctantly, I hang up. I adjust my rear-view mirror and catch my reflection… Tired eyes staring back, blue like my mother’s, but carrying the same fierce intensity as my father’s.
Before I can change my mind, I shift the car into drive. I cruise down the familiar streets, rows of large trees lining either side, passing the old ice cream parlor where I had my first awkward date, the park where I fell off my bike at eight, the corner where I had my first kiss at sixteen. 
The radio plays something unfamiliar as my hands tighten on the steering wheel, the weight of an entire year here settling like a stone in my stomach. 
When I spot the store, I pull into the lot without thinking. I slam the door behind me and stride inside. The second I step inside, I breathe again as loud conversations fill my ears. The murmurs bring my first real smile since crossing the town line.
Here, at least, I can lose myself and let the noise drown out the silence.






  
  Chapter 2

Brant


I step into the store without bothering with a basket or cart. I’m only here for a few things for tonight’s dinner at my sister’s. It’s been a long morning at work, and tomorrow isn’t looking any quieter. 
Grabbing a big pre-made salad, I pick up some breadsticks too. We usually rotate, with one week at her house, the next at my parents’, and occasionally mine. I snag a lollipop for my niece on the way past the candy section, then head toward the dairy aisle. I ran out of creamer, and the stuff at work is awful. Bitter and burnt, like half the doctors actually enjoy suffering through black coffee. I can’t stand it.
When I spot the last two bottles of my favorite vanilla creamer, relief floods me. I reach for the closest one, but as my fingers close around it, the second bottle… which has been leaning against the first the whole time… loses its support. It wobbles, tips, and crashes to the floor. The cap pops off and creamer starts pooling across the tiles.
I stare at the mess, then at the remaining bottle in my hand, just as another hand clamps down on top of mine. 
“Hey, I need that,” I say, heat rushing through me as I try to tug it free.
“It’s an emergency!” A woman with bright blue eyes tightens her grip, her other hand joining the fight. Her mouth twists into a stubborn line. 
My temple throbs. “How could this possibly be an emergency?” I grit out, not letting go. 
“I take my coffee 80/20 creamer to caffeine ratio, and without, I can’t drink the liquid smudge,” she explains, like that settles it, snatching the bottle from me. 
I’m momentarily speechless when Dores, a worker I recognize from my usual visits, comes over with a mop and starts cleaning up the mess spreading across the floor. 
Before I get a chance to say another word, the woman turns on her heel and heads for the checkout. 
I’m not letting this go. I trail after her, trying to keep my eyes on the back of her head and not on her toned physique. She looks like she’s come from the gym. “I'm not following you,” I say when she glances over her shoulder, glaring. “I need to ask if there’s any more in the back.”
“Well, I’m not sharing,” she says, hugging the bottle closer like I might wrestle it from her hands.
“I didn’t ask you to,” I mutter.
The cashier, Mila, glances between us, clearly torn. Her eyes land on the bottle clutched to the other woman’s chest, then flick to me.
“Uh… can I help you two?” she asks carefully.
I straighten. “Yeah. Can you check if there’s any more vanilla creamer in the back?”
Mila nods quickly. “I’ll go check—”
Before she can move, the woman practically throws her items onto the counter with a loud clatter. “Actually, can you just ring me up first? I really need to get home,” she interjects, flashing a bright, fake smile.
I hold the other items tighter to my chest, grinding my teeth. “We all need to get home,” I say under my breath.
Mila hesitates, her hand hovering over the register. For a second, I think she might ignore her, but then she lets out a small sigh and starts scanning the woman’s things anyway.
My jaw tenses. She’s got more than just the creamer. There’s a basket full of other groceries, and now I’m stuck waiting while she gets the royal treatment.
Finally, she pays. Just when I think that’s the last I’ll see of her, she turns and tosses a chirpy, “Bye,” over her shoulder.
I grunt in response. 
Mila disappears into the back and returns a minute later, holding a fresh bottle of my creamer.
“Here you are.”
I nearly sag with relief. If I had to go home without it, the day would’ve felt ten times worse.
I pay quickly and head home, determined to shake off the strange encounter. A shower and some dinner with my family should do the trick.
Half an hour later, I pull into my sister’s driveway, only fifteen minutes from my place. My parents' house isn’t far either. We’re a close-knit family. It’s nosy sometimes, but I wouldn't have it any other way.
Her house is a cozy, green two-story with white trim and a bright red door that always makes me smile. The front garden is neat but bursting with color. Aria’s pink bike is half-toppled near the porch, and chalk drawings cover the sidewalk: names, flowers, and rainbows. 
I knock on the door. When I don't hear anything, I figure they must be out the back, so I walk around, slipping through the white picket gate and letting myself into the backyard.
It’s a decent spring night, the air carrying the smell of cut grass and some kind of flowers. The backyard looks like kid central: a wooden playset with swings and a slide, a trampoline shoved into the corner, and a sandbox with plastic buckets and shovels scattered around. String lights hang across the patio, where I spot Rocco at the barbecue, flipping chicken thighs over open flames.
“Hey, man,” he says when he notices me walk in, lifting the tongs in greeting.
“Hi.” I take in the spicy, sweet-and-sour scent of the chicken, which is his specialty. “Smells good. I brought the salad and some bread. Where’s everyone?”
“They’re all inside,” he says, wiping his hands on a towel tucked into his back pocket.
Before I can answer, a high-pitched squeal cuts through the air. “Uncle B! Uncle B!”
I spot Aria, my niece, barreling toward me from the side yard. I barely have time to drop the bag before she launches into my arms. Scooping her up, I fly her into the air, catching her as she giggles uncontrollably. Her laughter bubbles up into the night sky, and just like that, the tension from my day melts away.
“How's my favorite girl?” I ask, tickling her sides until she cackles and wriggles like a worm.
“Good! Good! Let me go, let me go!” she squeals between giggles.
I ease off and settle her on my hip. “I might’ve brought something for you,” I tease, raising my eyebrows dramatically.
Her hazel eyes brighten. “What is it? What is it, Uncle B?”
Grabbing the grocery bag off the patio floor, I carry her inside. The sliding glass door sticks a little, and I have to give it a good shove with my shoulder.
Inside, the house smells like roasted garlic. The walls are painted in soft neutrals, cozy and homey, with family photos lining the hallway: wedding shots, baby and vacation pictures. Toys are scattered everywhere: Barbies, coloring books, a doll stroller parked by the stairs. It’s messy, but filled with life. This is what a family home is supposed to look like. 
“Come with me. I’ll give it to you once we check with your mom. She might say no,” I tell her, making a big show of whispering.
“I might say no to what?” my sister, Bridget, calls from the kitchen, where she’s chopping vegetables at the island.
“I bought her something,” I say, setting Aria down.
I kneel, dig into the bag, and pull out the giant rainbow-colored lollipop I'd grabbed earlier.
Aria gasps, clutching her hands to her chest. “Please, Mom, can I have it now? I promise I’ll eat all my dinner,” she pleads as she puts on her best innocent face.
Half-laughing, my sister shakes her head at me. “You know, you're going to get payback when you have kids.”
I laugh too, but there’s a tightness in my chest at the thought. My sister’s two years older than me, at 37. We've always been close. I'd always imagined we’d have kids close in age, cousins growing up side by side, but life doesn’t always work out the way you picture it.
I'd love kids... but it’s not like I’m dating. Not even looking. Between the long hours and pushing for Chief of Pediatrics, it feels far away, like something meant for a different version of me. One who isn’t trying to prove he deserves to run the whole ward.
I head into the kitchen and spot Mom fluffing around, loading plates, and fiddling with the potato salad.
“Hey, Mom,” I say, leaning down to kiss her cheek.
“Oh, hi, love.” She beams up at me, brushing a hand over my arm. 
“Where do you want the Cobb salad? I've got a breadstick too… Just need to chop it and butter it,” I say, hoisting the grocery bag onto the counter.
“I've got it.” She’s already reaching for the salad and bread before I can protest.
“You know I can do it,” I grumble playfully.
She touches my cheek, her hands warm and familiar. “I know. But you go sit with Dad and Rocco outside. I'll bring it out.”
“Uncle B, will you play with me?” Aria puts her lollipop down and tugs at my hand, her small fingers curling around mine.
“Sure. What are we playing? Not Barbies again. I’m Barbie-d out.”
She giggles. “Okay. What about the swing?”
“I can do that.” I grin.
We head outside, the screen door slamming behind us. She tears off ahead of me, down the back steps, and straight to the swing. I shake Dad’s hand on the way through. He’s sitting back in a folding chair, a beer in hand.
“Hey, Dad. How’s it going?”
“Good. How are you feeling?” he asks, peering at me over his glasses.
“Tired, but good. Busy day. I'll be back, playing with Aria for a bit. Give me a yell when dinner’s ready.”
“Okay, will do.”
I push her on the swing carefully, trying not to send her too high. Every time I give her a push, my niece in her glittery tutu dress goes flying, her brown hair whipping around her face. She squeals with laughter, and I get caught up in the moment, forgetting everything else.
My sister and her husband have been trying for a second kid, but no luck so far. I don't ask. I just soak up every moment I can with Aria, knowing how precious it all is.
“Dinner's ready,” my sister calls from the patio.
“All right, dinnertime,” I say to Aria.
“Just a little more,” she begs, flashing me those puppy-dog eyes.
“Okay, five more pushes. That's it,” I say and hold up my hand.
She smiles, and I swear it lights up the entire sky. This little girl has my whole heart. I push her five more times, super slowly.
“Come on. I’m hungry. Aren’t you?” I ask.
“A little.”
“Come on then. I'll give you a piggyback ride.”
I scoop her up and carry her over to the outdoor table, lowering her into a chair. My sister has already plated her food: nuggets of barbecue chicken, a scoop of pasta salad, and buttered bread. The rest is spread out in the middle so we can help ourselves. 
Mom and Dad sit next to each other, like always. Mom still fusses over Dad, brushing his shoulder, checking he’s got everything he needs. It's so sweet, it’s almost painful.
Dad puts a hand on her arm and looks up at her. “I’m good. Sit down and eat.”
“I know, I know,” she whispers back, smiling like they’re sharing some old joke.
I look away, serving up some food onto my plate, feeling that familiar tug, the one that says, One day, maybe when I’m chief.
“You ready for tomorrow, son?” Dad asks, reaching for the tongs.
“Yeah, I guess so,” I answer with a shrug.
“Did they tell you a name yet?”
“No, no idea.”
I wonder again why it’s so secretive. My mind drifts. 
“Maybe it’s someone famous?” Rocco interjects.
I snort under my breath. “Doubt it. Don’t think anyone famous would end up at Pulse Point for their residency.”
“Maybe if you’re famous, you don’t want that lifestyle anymore,” Bridget throws in, grinning.
“Maybe.” I shrug again, popping a piece of chicken into my mouth. “Guess I’ll find out tomorrow.”
Sitting here, surrounded by my family with the fairy lights glowing overhead, the smell of grilled meat and garlic in the air, there’s a small ache deep down.
It would’ve been nice to share this with someone, too. Sometimes, I feel like the fifth wheel.
But honestly? I wouldn’t trade it. I love Pulse Point. I love my family. I love my job. And right now, nothing’s getting in the way of that… or my goals.







  
  Chapter 3

Brant


My alarm blares at four a.m. sharp. I sit up, already awake, and move through the dark, slipping into my walk-in closet and reaching for my running gear—compression tights, lightweight shirt, and my favorite shoes. Everything’s already laid out. Routine keeps me sane. 
I slip in my earbuds and hit play on a new pediatric neurology podcast just as the front door clicks shut behind me. The cool stillness of early spring wraps around me as I head out into the quiet morning. Ten miles before sunrise, that’s the goal.
As I run, I mentally scroll through today’s checklist. I need to finalize a few patient summaries, prep the teaching materials, and touch base with Dr. Mason Gould before handoff. The new resident is starting today, which means I’ll need to slow things down, explain more. Set the tone.
I make it back just as the horizon starts to glow. After a quick shower, I eat standing up—eggs, coffee, Greek yogurt, and berries between skimming my morning medical journal.
I pull on my navy-blue suit and knot my tie with practiced ease. Black briefcase in hand, I head out, parking in the staff lot.
Inside the hospital, the hallway is dimly lit with overhead fluorescents softened to a low glow. The walls feel sleepy, as if the building itself hasn’t fully woken up yet.
“You’re in early, Dr. Harrison,” Dr. Hayes says as we pass each other on my way to the pediatric wing.
“Yeah,” I reply, adjusting the briefcase in my hand. “New resident starts today. Figured I’d get a head start.”
“Any idea who it is?”
I shake my head. “No clue. I’m sure they picked someone perfect.” I keep my tone even, but there’s a flicker of skepticism. With the pediatric wing set to expand, and funding coming from a prominent local family, the Kings, everything's under scrutiny… including me.
In the break room, I stash my lunch and pop my creamer into the fridge, the container clearly labeled with HARRISON in thick marker. Small territory claims matter in places like the staff fridge.
After that, I head to the ward. That’s when I see Mason walking toward me, scrubs wrinkled, eyes tired. Night shift. 
“I hear you’re taking on the resident,” he says, leaning casually against the edge of the nurses’ station, one eyebrow raised in amusement. 
There’s something etched in his smirk that bothers me. We’ve known each other since med school, which means I can read him just as well as he can read me. And right now, he’s enjoying himself way too much.
I pause beside the counter, arching my eyebrow right back. “Is that so?”
He grins, pushing off the desk and stepping closer, the hum of monitors and distant beeps filling the hallway behind us. “Come on. We both know they’re trying to butter you up. Get you in line for chief.”
“I don’t think babysitting a resident is going to win me that title,” I reply evenly, crossing my arms across my chest. “I’d hope my record and dedication would speak for themselves.”
Mason crosses his arms to mirror me. “Well, I’m putting my name in too. I’m going to take on a few extra responsibilities; make sure they know I’m serious.”
I’m not surprised. Mason’s good, and we both know it. If he’s serious about this, then the promotion just became a lot less certain. I meet his stare without flinching. “Then I guess… may the best man win.”
He winks, and the corner of his mouth tilts smugly. Irritation flares in my chest. This was supposed to be mine. I’ve been working toward this for months, putting in the hours, building my reputation. Now I have to fight for it? Against Mason? I resist the urge to roll my eyes and turn back toward my chart.
“Any updates I should know about?” I ask, steering us back to what matters.
He nods. “Room six. Come with me.”
I follow, my shoulders tensing at the tone of his voice. As we walk, he fills me in. Eight-year-old girl. Sudden-onset absence seizures. No history, warning, or genetic history. They’ve tried a couple of meds, but nothing’s helping. My mind immediately starts flipping through all the possibilities. Absence seizures with no response to standard treatment? That’s not typical. We’re missing something.
When we reach the room, I go inside to meet the patient myself, to gather my own information on the situation before Mason clocks out. Mason leaves, and I spend the next fifteen minutes at the girl’s bedside, then at the nurses’ station, reading through her files, searching for anything we may have overlooked. Time slips by. It’s only when I hear my name echo through the hallway that I realize someone’s calling for me.
“Dr. Harrison?” It’s Dr. Thomas, the hospital director, his voice calm but clipped. He stands outside his office with one hand resting lightly on the doorframe, the other tucked into the pocket of his white coat. “Can you join me for a moment?”
“Of course,” I say, closing the file and slipping it away before heading down the hall.
As soon as I step inside his office, I freeze.
Dark hair. Blue eyes. A face I instantly recognize… The creamer girl.
My jaw tightens instinctively as I stop just inside the door. She’s leaning against the side of Dr. Thomas’s desk like she belongs there, one ankle crossed over the other, calm as anything.
She turns slowly, eyes locking onto mine with laser precision, and I swear there’s the slightest smirk on her lips. Like she’s already one step ahead of me.
“I’d like you to meet my daughter,” Dr. Thomas says, beaming as he walks to his desk. “Regan Thomas. Our new resident.”
No. No. No.
My stomach drops as the pieces lock together.
This is who I’m mentoring?
She doesn’t flinch. Just holds my gaze, arms loosely crossed like she knows exactly how much this is going to mess with my head.
I narrow my eyes. Game on.
I clear my throat, forcing my voice into something resembling polite.  “Nice to meet you,” I say, though it comes out a little too flat. “Again.”
Dr. Thomas remains oblivious to the tension crackling between us. “I trust you two will work well together. Regan’s top of her class. Stubborn as hell, but bright. Reminds me of someone else.” His eyes flick to me with that all-too-knowing twinkle, and I grit my teeth behind a practiced smile. 
Wonderful. Now I’m being compared to his daughter.
“I’ve assigned her to you for the next twelve months,” he continues, gesturing between us. “You’ll handle her rotations, give her teaching cases, and include her in all procedural briefings.”
“Twelve months,” I echo, the words sticking to the roof of my mouth.
“Twelve very educational months,” Regan adds, straightening. Her tone is almost innocent, but her expression says otherwise. “I’m sure I’ll learn so much from you.”
I don’t rise to the bait. Not yet.
“I run a tight schedule,” I tell her coolly. “You’ll need to be on time, know your charts, and above all else… listen.”
She nods. “Got it.”
Dr. Thomas beams. “Excellent. I’ll leave you two to get started. Regan, go ahead and get your badge and locker assignment. Harrison, I’ll catch you after your tour.”
Regan nods at her father before turning back to me with infuriating ease. “Lead the way, mentor.”
I exhale slowly through my nose, then turn and push open the office door. Her footsteps trail just behind mine as we step into the hallway. She walks beside me like she’s done it before… casual, confident, too comfortable.
“So, Dr. Harrison,” she says brightly, clearly enjoying herself. “Is this the part where you pretend not to hate me, or do we skip the formalities?”
I stop walking and turn to face her fully, the corridor loud with voices and the faint squeak of a gurney.
“You took my creamer, and now I have to train you for the next twelve months.”
She lifts her chin slightly, unfazed. “Right. But in my defense, I needed it.”
I stare at her.
She stares right back.
I inhale through clenched teeth and point down the hallway. “Lockers in the resident’s wing. Break rooms around the corner. Be on the ward in thirty.”
She gives me a smile, like this is all some kind of game.
And maybe it is.
But if she thinks she’s going to win… I’ve got news for her.

      [image: ]I head into the men’s locker room, needing a second to compose myself.
Mason saunters in like it’s his space, waving his phone in the air.
“Hot off the press,” he announces with a smug grin. “Looks like your protégé made headlines, Harrison.”
I frown. “Let me guess. Another conspiracy about budget cuts?”
“Oh no,” Mason says, opening his phone. “Much better. Listen to this…” He clears his throat dramatically.


Doctor’s Orders: A Thomas Family Affair? 

Our new resident, Regan Thomas, is causing quite a stir, and not just with her clinical skills.

Is it just a coincidence that the daughter of Fraser Thomas landed here? Or did someone pull strings?

Some say she’s undercover for the hospital board. Others swear she’s secretly married to a senior staff member.

The most delicious theory? She’s got a handler. And not just any handler… 

Dr. Brant Harrison himself.

Dr. Whisperer.



Mason finishes the article with a chuckle, shaking his head as he pockets his phone. “So, how long have you two been secretly married?”
I shoot him a look, already tired of this. “You’re kidding me.”
“You’ve gotta admit, it’s got a certain ring to it. Paging Dr. Daddy.” He grins.
I cross my arms and send him a glare. “You spend more time reading fake gossip than doing your rounds.”
“Hey, the people want answers.” Mason shrugs, totally unbothered. “And if I were the board, I’d definitely keep an eye on you two.”
I glance toward the hallway. “This place is insane.”
Mason leans in like he’s about to share a secret. “Just promise you’ll invite me to the wedding.”
“Sure,” Ethan, another doctor, says flatly, not even looking up from the chart in his hands. “You can be in charge of valet.”
I know Ethan’s just playing along with Mason’s joke, but it annoys me. This is exactly what I hate. Gossip, assumptions, everyone watching me.
Mason’s grin tightens, a little wounded. “See you, Doctor Daddy.” He spins on his heel and strolls off down the corridor to the exit, whistling a smug tune.
I exhale through my nose and murmur, “Think he knows who’s writing these?”
Ethan sighs, flipping the chart closed. “Not a chance.”






  
  Chapter 4

Regan


In the changing room, I find my assigned locker and pull it open. A fresh white coat hangs inside. Tucking my bag and spare clothes into the locker, I slip on scrubs and the coat. It’s stiff and pristine, the fabric unfamiliar. It still smells like starch, but feels like a new beginning. I tug it tighter around my body; it fits, but it doesn't feel like mine yet. After tying my hair up and giving my outfit a quick once-over, I head out. 
I collect my ID and pass, then walk down the corridor to the break room. The hospital sounds of pagers, squeaky wheels, and clipped footsteps surround me.
The break room is a decent size, with beige walls, overhead fluorescents, and mismatched chairs gathered around small tables. A muted TV flickers in the corner. A couple of nurses are perched on stools by the counter, scrolling their phones or mumbling into Bluetooth earpieces. No one looks up as I walk in. A small relief—at least no one’s connecting me to the last name stitched above my heart.
I head to the coffee machine, scanning the row of mismatched mugs and faded labels. Even here, the lack of upgrades screams my dad’s presence. It knots in my stomach, this constant reminder of him, like he’s in every corner, suffocating me. Grabbing a mug, I pour some coffee before opening the mini fridge, where I spot it. 
The creamer. 
His creamer.
I glance over my shoulder to check no one’s watching. With my heart thudding, I twist the cap and pour some into my coffee. Just a splash. 
He won’t even notice.
I take a sip, then stifle a grin behind the cup. Somehow, it tastes better this way, sweetened with a touch of mischief.
And apparently, he had some stashed here all along, while I had nothing.
When I stole the last bottle from him, I had no idea who he was. Just some uptight guy with a caffeine dependency and zero sense of humor.
Now? Now I know exactly who he is.
Dr. Brant Harrison. My new boss.
Of all the attendings at Pulse Point Medical Center, of course it had to be him. The guy whose creamer I’m currently stealing. The guy who looked at me in the shop like I’d committed a crime. 
Just perfect.
Sliding into an empty seat by the window, I pull out my phone and see message notifications.
Liz: Good luck on your first day. Call me afterwards. ;)


Mom: Good luck, darling. You’ve got this. I love you. X


I text them both back a quick thank you and a promise to call. Letting the warmth settle in my chest, I sip slowly, pretending this isn’t me being petty. For a moment, I feel… okay.
Eventually, I toss the empty cup and make my way out, feeling tense. Now, I’m officially Dr. Regan Thomas. New pediatric resident. 
And Harrison? 
He’s my supervising physician.
I push through the double doors into the peds wing. The air here feels different, louder, and more alive. Monitors beep in scattered rhythms, nurses murmur softly, and somewhere a toddler is crying. No one glances at me. I’m just another doctor in the mix.
At the nurses’ station, Harrison is tapping on a tablet, jacket off, sleeves rolled to his elbows, completely at ease in the chaos. He glances up. No smile, obviously.
“Good,” he says, checking his watch. “You’re on time.”
God forbid, I get a compliment for punctuality.
He hands me the tablet. “Room 12. Eight-year-old female. History of recent unexplained seizures. I want your initial impressions before I give you mine.”
I nod as I click on the file on the tablet. We move quickly down the hall, my footsteps in sync with his. “No family history. No prior symptoms until a week ago… first seizure was at home?”
“Correct.” He glances over at me, then shifts his gaze back down the hallway. “Her mom thought she was zoning out until she dropped. Frequency and severity have both escalated.”
I flip a few more pages, absorbing the details. “Medications?”
“We’ve tried levetiracetam, valproate, and lamotrigine. No effect. EEGs are unclear. MRI clean. Your turn.” He doesn’t break his pace, but there’s a subtle intensity in the way he speaks. Like he’s testing me. This is it, my first real chance to prove myself I belong here and wasn’t just handed this position because of my dad. I need to get this right.
I flick my eyes up briefly, scanning the hallway ahead as we approach the room. “Vitals stable. Reflexes slightly delayed on the left side,” I report after reading the notes. “I’d order another EEG, longer this time. Twenty-four hours. And a full blood panel.”
He gives me a quick, almost imperceptible nod, his fingers brushing against his stethoscope as he adjusts it. The shift in his demeanor is subtle, something like approval. Relief washes through me. I can do this. “Good start. Add genetics consult too.”
Damn. I should’ve thought of that. Of course he’d think of something I missed. Still, “good start” is better than nothing, so I’ll take it.
He steps toward the girl’s mom and explains everything with a calm, assured tone that immediately settles the room. She listens intently, blinking hard, her hand never leaving her daughter’s. The image in front of me has me reflecting on my mom’s text this morning. It makes me miss her so much more.
Once we’re out in the hall again, he glances over at me. His eyes narrow slightly, the corners of his mouth twitching. He leans in closer, his voice low in my ear, as if keeping the moment between us. “Not bad… for a creamer thief.”
I smirk, stepping back. “Technically, it wasn’t theft.”
He doesn’t know what I did during earlier, and I have no intention of telling him.Something shifts in his expression, not quite a smile but close enough. I’ll take it. After the tension with Dad and my nerves this morning, having someone look at me like I might actually know what I’m doing? It feels like a win.

      [image: ]“How was your first day?” Liz asks. I can hear the city sounds in the background. She’s walking to work. She’s about to start her residency at New York Hospital, where she’s doing an oncology fellowship.
“It was good.”
“You sound surprised.”
I hesitate, tapping the steering wheel. “I was, honestly. But it was a good first day.” I’d love to tell her about Shaina, the eight-year-old with seizures, about how Brant let me take the lead and actually seemed impressed. But explaining the whole dynamic feels too complicated right now. 
“See? You’ve got this. And then, before you know it, you’ll be back here with me.”
“I know. Are you excited for your first shift?” I ask, wanting to know how she’s feeling.
“Yeah, of course. I’m nervous about being the new kid, but I’m sure it’ll fade fast. It’s too big and busy for people to focus on me.” She pauses. “Oh, but there’s this guy in my Pilates class who is ridiculously hot. Like, I-nearly-fell-off-my-reformer hot.”
I laugh. “Classic Liz.”
“Hey, I’m just appreciating the scenery. Anyway, how’s yours treating you?”
“That’s the big difference here. Towns know your business, which means the whole hospital watches you all the time. There’s already gossip about me, and I haven’t even been here twenty-four hours.”
“What kind of gossip?”
I wave my hand, even though she can’t see me. “Oh, just speculation about me being secretly married or me getting the job because of Dad. You know the works.”
“Yikes. Is the guy you're married to at least—” 
“Don’t even finish that sentence.”
She laughs, and I hear the sound change. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know if I have any gossip.”
“Please do. I need to live vicariously through your drama-free workplace.”
“Drama-free? Have you met doctors?” she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice. “Talk soon. I love you.”
“Love you too.”
I hang up and call Mom and check in with her as I drive. The engine gives a tiny splutter I pretend not to hear, and I keep talking until I pull into Scarlet’s house. 
Scarlet lives on one of those sprawling lots just outside of town. Classic old money with a sloped lawn, sweeping porch; the kind of place that makes you feel underdressed just parking out front.
Half the reason I’m back here in Pulse Point, doing my residency, is because of her.
I step out of the car, inhale deeply, and make my way up the stone steps. My heart beats faster as I press the bell.
The door swings open with a burst of energy.
“Oh, my God! I can’t believe it.” Scarlet practically launches at me, arms flung wide.
We hug tightly, and for the first time all day, I feel myself exhale. Something about her untangles the knot in my chest.
“I’m so excited you’re here,” she says, pulling me inside by the hand. She looks exactly the same, with red bouncy curls and a big, bright smile. Marriage and motherhood suit her.
A little boy peeks out from behind her leg. Then, in a flash, he ducks back behind it.
“Dusty,” she coos, glancing down. “This is Regan. Mommy’s friend from school, remember? The one from the video calls?”
He nods shyly, fingers gripping the hem of her top. He’s bigger than he looked on my phone screen. The last time I actually saw Scarlet in person was over five years ago, when she was pregnant with him at her baby shower.
I crouch slightly, smiling. “Hi, Dusty. You’ve definitely got your mom’s eyes.”
He just blinks at me, then whispers something to Scarlet I can’t quite catch.
She laughs. “He wants to know if you’re staying for dinner.”
“I’d love to, but it’s been a big day. Next time, for sure,” I say, looking up at her. “But where’s Greer?” I ask as I stand up.
“At work,” she says with a shrug, then flashes a mischievous grin. “Even better. More time for us to catch up.”
She loops her arm through mine, leading me into the house.
The place is stunning, with herringbone floors, a massive country-style kitchen island centered like a showpiece, and touches of green in every corner, like it was staged for a magazine.
But it’s more than just the aesthetic. She has the husband, the kid, the life.
This is what I want to come home to someday, what I hope to find after stepping out from my father’s shadow and proving myself back in the city. Not the house, exactly. But the love and stability. The sense that someone chose to build this with you, not because they had to, but because they wanted to.
I shift my attention back to Scarlet, feeling a little jealous. She made it look so easy, staying here, building something beautiful. But then again, she didn’t have my father.
Scarlet moves into the kitchen, flipping the kettle on. “Let me make you some tea,” she says, already reaching for the cupboard and making us tea.
I sink onto a stool at the island.
“So,” she says, sliding a mug across the table until it bumps gently against my hand. “First day, how was it? Don’t hold back.”
I curl my fingers around the warm ceramic, grateful for something to do with my hands as I think. Where do I even start? The gossip? Brant? My dad? “It was… good. Overwhelming, honestly. I barely saw the new wing; they threw me straight into the deep end.”
It’s not the whole truth. I leave out the whispers about getting the job because of my dad, and the annoying feeling like I have to work twice as hard to prove I deserve to be there. But Scarlet doesn’t need all that yet.
She leans back against the counter, arms crossed, but a smile tugging at her lips. “Classic hospital moves. Welcome back, now go sink or swim.”
I chuckle, lifting the mug to my lips. “Exactly.”
Her eyes light up. “I’m so excited about the new cardiac wing. It’s actually happening.”
“Thanks to your family, seriously,” I say, lowering the mug. “It’s a big deal.”
She waves a hand, but looks pleased. “With all the travel we’ve done, and the different specialists with Dusty… I just kept thinking, Pulse Point could be more. Our kids deserve better. Real care. Not outdated monitors and five-minute checkups.”
I nod. She’s right, though it’s hard not to compare it to where I came from. The hospital in the city had the best of everything. But here? I saw outdated monitors, cramped exam rooms, staff stretched too thin. “It’s going to change everything.” For a place like this, it really will.
“They’ve been keeping me updated,” she says, blowing on her tea, then taking a sip. “When it’s finished
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