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For Seth and Laura



 

To my wonderful and beautiful readers,

I’m so thankful for every single one of you. Thank you for taking a chance on my books out of the millions to choose from.

 

For all those who have been with me since ROOM 212, we have officially come to the end of an era together. We have laughed, we have cried, yelled, and grown together. Thank you for all the support.

 

To the ones who have just entered my crazy world, from the bottom to the top of my heart, I’m honored and beyond grateful. ❤️

 

We have many exciting and new things to come ;)

 

XO Kate



 

Jack

 

For the last ten years, I’ve roamed the globe, captivated by the world around me. I’ve seen the seven wonders and admired sunsets from every continent. I’d lived and loved, and that was enough for me. It would have to be.

 

I was content, satisfied with my collection of experiences . . . until a phone call led me down a road less traveled.

 

If I’d known my fascination would pique and be forever quenched only a few hundred miles from where my curiosity had been born, I may have never set sail.
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Rose

 

Stripped of the future I’d planned with the love of my life, my family and my career were now all that mattered. I’d lived and loved, and that was enough. It would have to be.

 

I struggled to move forward, to discard the part of me that held out hope for my obliterated heart. But I was bred a romantic, so it was easier said than done.

 

The chances of being struck by lightning are 1 in 960,000.

 

The odds of being struck twice are 1 in 9 million.

 

I risked those odds every minute, often cursing the dark sky, praying for static and a rumble of thunder, but it never came.

 

No, that second bolt hit me on a clear day.
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Enjoy music with your reading?

Listen to The Heart Spotify playlist


[image: ]

Jack

 

At a young age, I learned that I don’t think, act, or react like the rest of the world. It was either a result of my unique set of parents and their constant need to tell me what’s what or just the fact that I felt different about things than others. It was my curiosity and the need to figure out things on my own that kept me introverted. I had a million questions, but I never wanted to ask them. I wanted to discover the answers for myself.

In fact, I remember my aggravation at finding out about Columbus’s journey and the realization that the world was round. However, as I got older, I found it ridiculous. I remembered thinking a rite of passage had been stolen from me with that little piece of information. But as soon as I got it, I became hungry for more. The mysteries of the world around me intrigued me. Aside from the need to sail my own ship and find my own answers, I was fascinated by people and their emotions. My parents worried about me constantly, always encouraging me to get out and explore. But I knew better.

I didn’t look like the rest of the world, either.

Most days, I kept myself company with my thoughts and my questions. When my parents forced me out of the house, I would spend my time at the damp, hot playground, ignoring the stares of the kids around me while I asked my little black notebook question after question.

As I grew a little older, my curiosity never lessened. Tenacity and technology had ensured a wealth of knowledge at my fingertips. I studied it all—religion, philosophy, politics, and my true love, geography. By the time I’d outgrown that playground and looked up from that notebook full of questions, everything had changed, and the world around me became even more of a mystery. Everything was different, and so was I.

I started living and losing like the rest of the world, determined to do it better.

I failed.

And the questions came back.

If I had only known my fascination would reach its pique and remain quenched just a few hundred miles from where my curiosity was born, I might have never let my ship sail.

 

I couldn’t stop it. It was a simultaneous failure of limbs and brain cells. His lips touched mine softly, and I let out an unexpected moan. He pulled back and watched me, hands still on both sides of my face. “Did you feel that?”—Rose & Grant (The Mind)
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“If the Lord can create the world and all its inhabitants in seven days, you can get out of bed, Rose.”

 

“Clamps,” I barked as I gripped the bile duct with my forceps.

“I’m bored,” Dr. McGuire said. My hands froze as I looked up at him. His eyes were hard to read due to his frown lines being so prominent all of the time. Between his facemask and his surgical cap, I was at a loss.

My surgical tech, Jamie, and I looked at each other in confusion before I spoke up. “I’m sorry, sir, is there something—”

“No, Rose, it’s nothing you’ve done. It’s a fact. I’m bored.” He pulled off his gloves and motioned for another resident to step in. “Don’t kill the patient, and don’t make me regret this. Meet me in my office when you’ve closed up.”

I nodded, both elated and terrified that I was finishing a surgery without my mentor. I just hoped it meant what I thought it did—and I was pretty sure it did. I winked at Jules, the anesthesiologist, and she took my cue as Nicki Minaj’s “Moment 4 Life” started thumping through the room.

“Jamie,” I piped as I carefully disposed of Mrs. Carter’s useless gallbladder, “why don’t you tell us how it went with… ?”

Jules let out a small snort, and I knew the beans had already been spilled to her. I lived vicariously through the two J’s, and though they had dragged me out a night or two, I’d barely survived. I envied the two in that they were fearless in their pursuit of Mr. Right, or in their case, Mr. Always Something Wrong.

“I’ve gone on two dates with him. It’s time you learned his name,” Jamie shot back defensively.

“Forgive me,” I said with an eye roll.

“His name is Bart.” I pressed my lips into a line, though I was sure she could see my bubbling laughter.

“Parents can be so cruel,” Jules said as she checked Mrs. Carter’s vitals.

“Shut up,” Jamie snapped in Jules’ direction as she turned back to me with offended features. “Anyway, I like him for now. We’re kind of testing the waters,” Jamie said as she handed me the staple gun. I took my time fastening the skin as I quizzed my friend on her newest manventure.

“So, how is he?” I asked, knowing my question wouldn’t offend her. She had no issue with casual sex.

“Well, if it’s any indication, his name is Bart, and I’m giving him a third date,” she said with a chuckle, holding the skin as I angled the gun.

“Yeah, I’m thinking this is a good thing since you dumped the last guy for eating SPAM.” I chuckled, and Jules joined me.

“It wasn’t SPAM. It was a pickled sausage, and his breath smelled like shit. And he left the wrapper in my car! Do you have any idea what that smells like after a day in the Texas heat? It took two weeks for me to get rid of it. It smelled like vinegar and soured ass. No, no way… I was justified in getting rid of that guy.” She shook her head back and forth adamantly. “Nope, you just can’t trust a man who eats processed meat.” She puffed her cheeks out, then made a gagging noise.

Jules and I shook our heads with matching smiles on our faces. Jamie was a single mom who had two loves in her life—her little boy, Drew, and the men she dated—which she kept completely separate. I respected her for it. She was forced to raise a man alone and did it without so much as an occasional whine session. I’d hoped for Jamie’s sake that Bart might be the man capable of adding to Jamie’s life in a way that he would eventually be granted the gift of meeting her son. Though she truly felt she didn’t need the help, she deserved the love.

I smiled with pride as another successful surgery came to an end, then leaned in and whispered to Mrs. Carter. Once satisfied with my handiwork, I pulled my smock off and began to grow curious about McGuire’s sudden mood swing.

“What do you think he wants?” Jules asked, reading my mind.

“Who knows? I’m pretty sure I’m safe, don’t worry,” I assured her, pulling off my mask.

“Want to meet up with us in an hour?” Jamie said, looking at me, equally concerned.

“Yeah, let’s do lunch inside today. It’s too damned hot.” The two women nodded and went about their jobs as they always did. I was determined to take them with me to the center once I left Memorial. We worked so well together, and though they knew I was opening a center, neither of them let on that they wanted to come with me. I was hoping they were just waiting for an invitation— one I was most definitely going to give.
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“Come in, Dr. Whitaker,” McGuire barked as he threw a newspaper down on his desk. I took a seat opposite him. I didn’t have to look at the paper to know he’d been reading the article announcing the center’s opening.

“We’ve spent the last few years in surgery together. Should I be offended about this news not coming from the source?”

“No, sir, not at all. I just didn’t feel it was appropriate.”

“How would it be inappropriate? It’s medical-related, and it’s actually quite impressive. You’re months away from being a senior resident, and I have no doubt you’ll be named chief. I had plans for you.” He sat back in his chair, his hands on the armrests as he scrutinized me. “You were a shoo-in for my fellowship.”

I couldn’t help my slight eye bulge and broad smile.

“That can’t happen now, Dr. Whitaker.”

“No, sir, I’m aware,” I said, slightly disheartened yet elated at the same time. I sat quietly as he studied me.

“You’re wasting your time here. You know the ins and outs of the basics, and right now, it’s like a jail sentence to you. Aside from the limited rare cases that everyone fights for, there is nothing I can teach you that you haven’t already learned.

“Sir, we’ve done nothing but open technique. If I can just try my hands at laparo—”

“I’m aware that we haven’t operated laparoscopic. I’m not some dinosaur who believes I’ll be replaced by machines and afraid to adapt to newer, better, and less evasive procedures. I was the first to use that technique in this hospital. It’s important to learn both. I didn’t feel I needed to explain myself to you.”

“No, sir,” I said as I sank a little into my seat.

Teacher, student, McGuire, got it.

“While I commend you on your future plans, I must say I’m a little disappointed that I have no other candidate for my fellowship as of now. I’m sure someone will come along, more in tune, more attentive, and more talented than you, but until that day comes, I’m going to govern over your surgical education with good care. You and your sister have taken on one hell of a feat, and you need to be prepared. You being my priority, until I find someone else to mentor, I will have to insist you start standing in on some surgeries more involved in your new specialty.”

“Yes, sir,” I said, having a ridiculously hard time hiding my excitement.

“Good,” he said, standing and removing his lab coat before replacing it with a pea coat. “You’re on call for the next three days. Get some R & R. Actually, my advice to you is to live a little, Dr. Whitaker. And when you return, get ready to get uncomfortable again.”

I knew what that meant. I would be a bit clueless in the operating room like I was the first day of surgery and, the day after that, and the weeks and months that followed. No matter how prepared I thought I was or how confident, the skilled surgeons had made it their mission to rattle me to the core.

As I exited Dr. McGuire’s office, I was thankful for that damned article. In its own way, it was just the pat on the shoulder I needed to keep going.

“You know, Rose, I know you feel it, too. It’s okay to be a little afraid. But this is how the good ones start.”

“The good ones?”

“The great ones. This will be a great one.” – Grant
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“If a pilot can land a plane safely on the Hudson and save one hundred and fifty-five people, you can get out of bed, Rose.”

 

“Aunt Wose,” Grant said, tugging at my scrubs. “Aunt Wose!” He had been chasing the ducks for the better part of twenty minutes while I remained lost in thought. “Come on, Aunt Wose!” I watched Grant as he wiggled his little body onto the passenger seat of the golf cart, waving his arms. “Wet’s go, wet’s go!”

I grinned at him. “Okay, buddy.” This would be our fourth trip within the hour. I took one last look at the pond and jumped in the seat next to Grant as he clapped with excitement. “Okay, baby blue, let’s go,” I said, putting the golf cart into gear and making our way down the paved sidewalk and through the grounds. It was a hot August day, and I was thankful for the light breeze as we made our way from the pond back to the center. We were building one of the largest cancer treatment centers in Texas and had expanded it to the point of needing transportation from one building to the next. Not to mention the one-and-a-half-mile trek back to my house, which sat at the very back of the land. Some days, especially on hot days like this, it was too far to walk.

“Faster, Aunt Wose.” Grant giggled as we took a speed bump, arms flailing in the air, his face animated. I pressed the gas and took another, launching us into the air a bit just to hear the giggle I loved so much. When we made it back to the main building, I parked the cart, then grabbed Grant before he could get away, pulling him into my arms as I covered him in kisses.

“Aunt Wose, no! I big boy now.”

“Oh no you’re not! You’ll always be my baby,” I said, nuzzling his neck as he squirmed in my arms. He was only twenty months old but had assumed the role of the man in my life. Grant had a head of thick black hair and clear blue dazzling eyes like his father, Dean, but when it came to attitude, he was my sister, Dallas.

“Who told you that you were a big boy?”

“Mommy towd me. I pee peed in da potty today,” he said as he wiggled down onto the pavement.

“You pee peed in the potty!” I clapped excitedly, chasing him around the cart as he squealed and ran to get away from me. I caught him, then lifted him high above me. He started to protest when I again soaked him in another set of unwanted kisses. I checked for a diaper and was relieved when I could still feel the bulge of it in his pants.

I wasn’t ready.

I looked up to find we had an admirer approaching us. My instinct had me pulling Grant tighter to me, but when I got a better view, I almost dropped my precious nephew. The stranger was tall and hellishly built. His short hair scattered perfectly around his crown in varying shades of blond. His eyes were somewhere between blue and gray and were outlined with the thickest lashes I had ever seen. His masculine features were in perfect symmetry. His only flaw, if you could even call it that, was a faint white scar on the top of his lip. He was the whole fucking package, the second coming of Brad Pitt from the movie Thelma and Louise.

His smile seemed genuine, and I couldn’t help but take in the way his white dress shirt clung to his chest in the Texas heat.

“Aunt Wose, wet me go!” I snapped out of my daze, kissed Grant again, and then set him down.

“Can I help you?”

“You must be Rose.”

“Yes,” I said, curious as to how he knew who I was.

“You look a lot like your dad.” I ran through the scenarios of who he could be, then jumped a little in recognition.

“Jack,” I said with an easy smile. “My dad told me you were coming today. How was your trip? Alabama, right?”

“Louisiana, actually, New Orleans,” he said with a proper Cajun accent sliding off his tongue as he took a long look around the massive complex with a whistle. “You know, when your dad told me what he was up to, I knew I had to jump on board. This is going to be exactly what you and your sister imagined it to be. I’ll make sure of it.” He looked back at me and gave me a wink as little hands gripped my scrubs again, and the three of us walked through the entrance.

“Aunt Wose?” Grant asked, eyeing our stranger with caution and slight disdain.

“What is it, buddy,” I asked, having a horrible time ripping my eyes away from our visitor.

“Can I have an ice pop?”

“Sure, baby blue,” I said, looking down at him and then back at Jack. “Will you excuse me? I need to go find his mom and get an ice pop. We can meet you back here for a tour.”

“Of course.” He nodded as I took Grant’s hand, then went in search of Dallas. I found her in her newly finished office, roaming over paperwork with a fidgety eleven-month-old Annabelle in her lap. Much like Grant, her daughter looked nothing like her, either. I found it hilarious.

She addressed me before I had a chance to speak. “Have you seen a Spaniard around? Tall, gorgeous, and very close to being castrated?”

Before I could answer, Grant had a roundabout question of his own. “Mommy, Aunt Wose, ice pop?”

Dallas caught on, narrowing her eyes at me. She was all wrathy today, and I could feel it rolling off her.

“It’s just a little fruit juice,” I defended with a roll of my eyes as I walked across the hall to the half-finished break room and grabbed a pop from the freezer.

“I can’t believe Dean’s not here! I’m screwed. He was supposed to be here an hour ago before the subcontractor came!” she huffed in frustration.

“Jack is in the lobby waiting for us,” I confirmed with a wince.

“Shit,” she said, flustered as Annabelle ripped at her shirt with chubby hands. She stood and made her way to her office blinds to get a look at Jack. I saw her body stiffen before she turned to me with a slow smile spreading across her face. I hated that smile. It reminded me of the torturous antics I’d had to endure from her as a child. “Sorry, Rose, you’re on your own.”

“No way. Dad isn’t here, either, and I can’t answer all his questions! I’ll watch the babies. You go.”

Although I knew the basic plans for the center inside and out, I wasn’t as versed in the details as my dad, who hadn’t arrived yet, or Dallas, who’d been by his side handling everything while I spent the majority of my days completing my surgical residency at Dallas Memorial. I had a little less than two years to complete my residency. My days off were devoted to the center, but those days were few and far between.

“Sorry, I have the boobs this one needs, and as you can see, she’s starving.” I looked at a perfectly content Annabelle and narrowed my eyes at Dallas.

“He’s hot.”

“So what?” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

“He’s waiting, that’s what.” Dallas dismissed me, taking her seat behind her desk before waving me away as if that was the end of it.

I wanted to debate her on what was truly important in this situation, but I knew just how hard she was working to get the center ready. I couldn’t give her hell when I’d been more absent than present.

“Fine.”

Jack was in the lobby where I left him. The incessant noise of power tools kept him from hearing my approach. His back was to me, and he was peering through the glass behind what would eventually be an atrium. Instead of interrupting his assessment, I waited for him to turn around.

Okay, maybe I was staring at his ass.

After endless seconds of ogling his tall frame and sexy derrière, I finally spoke up. “How about a tour?!” I yelled over a newly running saw. When he didn’t respond, I lightly tapped his shoulder and caught his reflection in the glass. He’d seen me checking him out and was grinning from ear to ear.

Way to be professional, Whitaker.

Aside from looking the last year, I had done no touching. My heart still wasn’t in it, no matter who caught my eye. I was determined to get back on the horse—at least in the physical sense—but I was hesitant when it came to execution, not that I’d had many opportunities.

Jack turned to me as if I hadn’t just feasted on his perfect, jean-clad ass.

“Sounds good. I’ve already taken a quick tour of the main floor and can see your headache coming. Why don’t we tour the grounds first?”

“I don’t see how you can stand the noise,” I said, making my way to the double glass doors of the entrance.

“I love the noise. It lets me know I’m building something,” he replied. He started to ask questions right away, and I made notes of anything I couldn’t answer. As the queries continued, I caught his gaze on my lips more than once. I had a horrible time looking away from the eyes that seemed to be saying something else entirely.

As we made our way outside, I searched the parking lot for my dad’s truck but came up empty—I was completely on my own.

Jack and I made our way to the golf cart so I could show him the rest of the grounds. The tour became more intimate in our proximity, and I suddenly wished I had checked my appearance before jumping on the cart. Then again, it was so hot I couldn’t afford to give a damn. I fisted my wild mane through a hair tie on top of my head for some relief, knowing I probably looked like the adult version of Pebbles from The Flintstones.

“As I’m sure you know by the blueprints, this will be a full-service facility. Using a holistic approach, we’ll care for patients with advanced cases in-house through the course of their entire treatment. We want to do something a little different than pump them full of meds, send them home, and hope for shrinking tumors. We want to provide everything from initial diagnosis and treatment to aftercare, including diet, mental, and spiritual ways to help boost morale during recovery.

“Look at the alternative,” I said, turning the key to the cart before I shifted the gear. “You get your chemo in the local hospital, go home and throw up alone at night while trying to hide it from your spouse and terrified children, then go back to work a zombie without any strength. Dallas and I are all for the independent fighter, but we want to change the way this disease is looked at and treated. It’s strongly due to Dallas’s input and her experience as an oncologist. Ultimately, it was her idea to approach treatment as both mental and physical, and not just with a stick of the needle. And here we are.”

He remained quiet, and I began to worry if I’d sold him on the idea. Although his purpose was to prepare the facility, I was curious about his opinion.

“So, we grow our own food here to serve the patients. We’ll insist on a strict diet right away—a one hundred percent organic diet—and that’s non-negotiable for all our patients for obvious reasons. Most will feel the effects within the first few weeks.”

“I wasn’t aware of this,” Jack said, surveying our fields.

“It wasn’t in the original plans, just an afterthought. It will all be donated from me to the center because it’s technically my farm. We’ll ensure the food is tested regularly and meets USDA standards, but it cuts costs tremendously.”

“Rose, this is really incredible. What made you decide to open a center?”

“We thought we could do better than simply opening a general practice. It was a lot of things, really. A lot of things,” I said absently. “So, we did better, I hope.”

“That’s a coincidence. That’s my uncle’s motto,” he said as he continued his perusal of the never-ending view.

“What was?” I asked as I steered us down the path toward the rest of the facilities. I looked over at him for his response and gave pause when he gave me a heart-stopping grin.

“Do better.”

We took a speed bump at max speed due to my inability to tear my eyes away from Jack. I hit my head hard on the top of the cart and bit my tongue as Jack cursed and grabbed the wheel before we had a chance to abandon the pavement. I managed to stop the cart despite the blinding pain, then jumped out in an all-out fit—including tears in my eyes. I jumped around, hysterically flailing my arms, the pain so intense I was wailing new words. “Ghardam, mupherfuter, whatdem hell, owe.” Suddenly whisked into Jack’s arms, he sat down on the grass with me on his lap and stilled me.

“Talk to me, Rose. Is it your head?”

I put my fingers to my lips, recognizing the metallic taste.

“Spit it out, Rose. Let me see your mouth.” I spat out the contents of my mouth, then opened wide for him to see.

“Stick out your tongue,” he coaxed gently. I have no idea why I did what he was asking. Maybe it was the pain. Maybe it was because the initial humiliation wasn’t enough for me, and I wanted to make sure to finish myself off.

“Well, you bit the hell out of your tongue, but I think you’ll survive.” Noticing the pain-induced tears sliding down my cheeks, Jack whisked them away with his fingertips as we sat in the middle of my busy and budding complex. I took in his clean scent as my eyes remained blurred with the intensity of my injured tongue. When the pain began to subside, and I realized we were simply staring at each other—our posture incredibly intimate—I jerked back, then jumped from his lap, making quick work of resuming my seat in the cart. He slowly stood up, brushed the grass off his jeans, and then slid back into his seat, his lips pressed firmly together.

I took off again at a snail’s pace as Jack chuckled. I couldn’t bear to look at him. When I’d gathered some of my wits back, I stopped in front of a field and tried my best to speak a clear sentence.

“Obder der is the farlm.”

Jack looked at me with wide eyes and declared, “I think we’re done for the day.” There was no masking his hysterical laughter, and after a few indignant seconds, I joined in, then winced at the pounding in my head and my throbbing tongue. When our laughter dwindled, I glanced his way as he turned to look at me to make one last joke. “Sure you can handle a scalpel?”

I gave him a warning glare. “Wabt to pway cadaver?” Another bout of laughter kept Jack occupied as I turned the cart around and hauled ass back to the main building.

When we reached the entrance, my dad was waiting in the lobby. He profusely apologized to us both, saying traffic was hell. Shortly after, the flustered and out-of-breath Spaniard, who belonged to my sister, hauled ass into the lobby and straight past us with a quick hello. His ass was grass—traffic or not—and he knew it. I grinned as I thought of that confrontation and the inevitable make up. My sister and her husband were more than entertaining to watch.

“Seth, this is incredible,” Jack complimented, giving my dad a congratulatory handshake and pat on the back. It was odd seeing someone close to my age act so informally with my dad. I knew they had worked a few jobs together, but I wasn’t sure how well they knew each other until now. If my dad trusted him, then I trusted him. It was a simple decision.

Excusing myself, Jack gave me a distracted “Thank you for the tour” as I stepped away in search of medical help. I found her doing inventory in the supply closet. I looked around for a scorned Dean but could not find him.

“Dabas, heeelp,” I cried as she glanced at me with a look of alarm.

I stuck out my tongue, which I could tell was swelling, as she studied it with large eyes.

“What in the hell happened, Rose? So, you had that much fun on your tour?” The tears fell fast as she chuckled, then comforted me with a “Poor baby, I’ve got this.”
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Later that night—after passing on dinner with Jack and the rest of my family to tend to my bruised ego and swollen tongue—I spent my time looking around my empty house.

“How much do you own?”

“All of it. As far as you can see.”

“It’s amazing.”

“Glad you like it because we’re going to build our house today, Rose.”

“What? I’m not qualified to do that!”

“Neither am I. We’re just daydreaming here.”

I had built the ranch home Grant and I dreamed up that beautiful day on our pond—the day when my heart had found its home. I surveyed the large kitchen and the extra living room. I was the lone occupant of a house that deserved a family. Despite my dad’s protests to build something new, something different, I had insisted on building the exact home Grant and I had intended. And while I loved every square inch of it, it brought me little comfort. Honestly, it made me feel more alone.

My gaze drifted through the floor-to-ceiling windows onto the moonlit pond. I flipped the switch to the back porch, illuminating the large space with strategically placed lights. My back porch—along with the house—was nothing short of spectacular. The stone waterfall lit up at intervals in alternating shades of blue, the fire pit had never been used, and I couldn’t ever remember abusing the deck for a day in the sun. Sighing, I returned to my empty house, flipping the switch and ending my private party.

After draining a half bottle of white wine, I slipped into bed, thinking of Jack and his blue-gray eyes. Wincing at the twitch of my sore tongue, I remembered how quickly after I’d met him, I’d made a fool of myself. It had felt foreign, but at the same time, it was good to be in a man’s arms again—even if it was only for a brief moment.

“I want you,” he said as water cascaded around his perfect features. “I’ve had enough years of doing the wrong shit and being with the wrong women. I took one look at you, and a thousand memories we hadn’t made hit me in waves. I can’t explain it, and it may seem fast to you, but to me, it’s as natural as taking my next breath.”— Grant
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“If a seventy-three-year-old man can swim the English Channel, you can get out of bed, Rose.”

 

Three days at the center. Three full days!

I sat up in bed and stretched my arms and legs, feeling fully rested. Ready to give Dallas a much-needed break, I rushed through a shower and threw on some shorts and an old T-shirt. I raced to my cart, eager to get to the center and feel a little more involved in the goings-on and a little less guilty about my continued absence. I met Dallas at the double doors as she was walking out. She hooked her arm around mine and changed my direction as she pulled me toward the parking lot.

“Nope, not today or tomorrow. They’re delivering and installing all of the medical equipment, and it’s going to be way too crazy in there, even for us. Mom’s got the kids, and Dean and I are headed to Shreveport.”

“What?!”

“He’s on his way.” She clapped excitedly. “You know I’ve never been to a casino. I’ve never even been to Louisiana.”

“Yeah,” I said, disheartened.

Dallas looked at me, then pulled me to her in a brief hug. “It’s okay, Rose. No one blames you for doing what you have to do, like at all. You can’t be the surgeon we need you to be here if you don’t put in the time there. We’ve mapped this out for years. It’s all falling into place. We’re all proud of you. Just take a day, live a little.”

“Why does everyone keep telling me that!?”

“Because you need it!” she said, exasperated. “We all do. Even Dad is a little burned out.”

“Daddy’s burned out?” My shoulders slumped as I thought of how hard my dad was working on this project of ours.

“Jesus, Rose, get that guilty fornicating-nun look off your face. Dad’s home with Mom, and they are probably arguing about the remote or what to feed the babies. Just go home, sit on that amazing deck, and get some sun, or invite the J’s over and have a drink or six. Just do something other than work.”

“Yeah,” I agreed easily with a nod, knowing I’d do none of those things.

“Jack will need someone here or close by just in case he’s got any questions. He’s really got his shit together and knows what he’s doing, but I told him where to find you.”

“At home.” I smiled ironically.

“Yeah,” she said as she pulled her dark hair into a smart bun and fastened it on her head.

“That’s okay, right?” She eyed me with caution, still fearing I would break down at any moment. I hated that I made her feel that way at any point. I was almost sure those days were safely behind me.

“Of course,” I said as Dean pulled up and exited his sleek Jag to open the door for Dallas. Excitement danced all over his handsome features as he gave me a killer smile.

“Morning, Rose.”

“Morning, Dean,” I said as he pulled his wife to him for what looked like a promising kiss. I felt myself sink further into a pit of despair and rolled my eyes at my own selfishness.

Whatever, I can totally do time off.

Dallas turned back to me—a thought I was sure I didn’t want to be voiced crossing her mind. “You know Jack is staying at a motel just down the highway. He’s probably alone at night and could use a little company.”

“I’m not going to bone the subcontractor, Dallas.” Dean chuckled as he opened the trunk, fidgeting with their packed bags.

Dallas looked at me pointedly. “You could do worse.”

“Fine, so he’s hot as sin, but from what I could tell, he doesn’t have much of a personality. He’s all business behind that body, and I’m not into boring. I’m boring enough.”

Just as the words passed my lips, we heard the rumble of a motorcycle approaching, and the three of us looked toward it in confusion. Jack pulled up on a newer model Harley, completely unaware of his audience. His eyes were hidden behind aviators, and he was jean-clad with a simple white T-shirt. He was a wet dream as he tapped out his kickstand in old dusty work boots and killed the ignition. I stood stunned for a moment before my sister cleared her throat. Hesitant to look in her direction, both Dean and Dallas stared at me with amused expressions, Dean even more so as he tapped the hood of his Jaguar with a lifted brow.

“Yeah, I can see how you wouldn’t find him interesting,” Dallas said with a knowing smirk. “Now look, honey,” Dallas said sarcastically, “all the grown-ups are occupied this weekend. You’ll just have to find a way to entertain yourself.” She blew me a kiss before she joined Dean in the car. Just as she shut her door, he pushed an exaggerated foot on the gas and shot out of the parking lot like a bat out of hell, honking as they passed Jack. I laughed at them before I caught sight of Jack and fully drank him in.

I could still feel the rumble of that bike vibrate through me as he approached with a lady-killer smile. “Was that Dallas and Dean? They said they might take off. I bet they’ll love Shreveport. It’s no Nola, but it’ll do in a pinch.”

Jack stopped to stand in front of me. The bright, early morning sun made me squint as I looked at him. With his shades still on, it was hard to gauge what he was thinking, and I suddenly felt like a slob. Very aware my hair was still wet, an involuntary shiver danced through the top of my shoulders. I held my hand up to shield my eyes and tilted my head to get a better look at him.

“Ah, so it was your idea for my sister and her husband to gamble away my niece and nephew’s future.”

“Guilty,” he admitted with a slow grin.

“Well,” I said, “good for you. I guess a guilty conscience doesn’t bother you.”

“Not often, no.” He smiled fully. “Everyone’s got to roll the dice at least once.” He looked toward the way of Dean’s now invisible car, then back at me. “How’s that tongue of yours?”

I froze, completely affected by him and his clean scent—a mix of something heavenly with a little sun and sweat. Beads of perspiration knotted on the smooth white scar above his top lip, and I was tempted to wipe them away so I could get a better look.

“It’s much better. Thank you.”

Live a little. Ask him over for dinner. Something simple. You can make that four-step goulash. It will be informal. It’s just dinner. He’s alone. You’re alone—just a simple invite. You promised yourself, Rose.

Jack cleared his throat just as an eighteen-wheeler slowly climbed to the circular drive in front of the center.

“Well,” Jack said as he stole a glance at the intrusive truck before he turned back to me, “that’s my cue.”

And I’d just missed mine.

Still standing in front of him, gathering my courage, I went to speak as he lifted his hands to his sunglasses, sliding them off slowly so our eyes met before turning them to place them on me with the same slow precision. “These look better on you. How about you hold on to them for me.”

Stunned at the personal gesture and relieved at the renewed ability of sight, I drank him in one last time. “If you need me, you know where to find me.”

He nodded, tucked his full bottom lip under his teeth, and then scraped it slowly before releasing it.

“You’ll find my phone number on an extra set of golf cart keys in the break room,” I added, throwing my shoulders back, a move I often did when I was nervous and had no need to be. Except the minute I did it, my chest bounced slightly, and he noticed.

“Sounds good,” he said as the driver of the truck jumped out of the cab and walked toward us.

You’re running out of time.

“Thanks for the loan,” I said as I pointed to the glasses like an idiot. His full smile was my reply as I dismissed myself and made my way back to the cart on shaky legs.
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Jack

 

Loyalty is a bitch I would love to screw.

And as I watched Rose walk away, it’s what kept my feet planted and my lips off the pulse point that had jumped in her neck while she stood in front of me. Hair on fire—with help from the sun—her green eyes scoured me and made my chest raw. Her eyes weren’t so innocent in their assessment of me, either. Not once had she taken them away from my scar, but I didn’t hide it or shy away from it as I did years ago. I’d outgrown it. It had been a long damn time since I felt that strong of a pull for any woman. The minute I had her in my lap a few days ago, I’d wanted to close the gap, to taste and savor. Women were no easy feat for me, never had been. Looking at Rose made me want to forget that and dive in head first with no idea of how deep the water was. I’d ignored that urge and attraction enough times in my life to know I could handle it now.

But even as I thought that, I was reminded of why I was on Texas soil, sweating my ass off in the heat instead of being deeply lost in the Himalayas, a trip I’d planned six months ago.

I hid my grin as I took the clipboard from the truck driver, unable to keep from looking in the direction she left. Rose was in a league of her own. She was ambitious, determined, absolutely beautiful…and Seth’s daughter.

I would be in and out in a matter of days. My suitcase was packed. I would still make my trip, even if the most beautiful thing about Texas had nothing to do with the landscape.
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Rose

 

There are stupid things humans do and things that are the kind of stupid we convince ourselves we can’t possibly do. For instance, my inability to put myself out of my misery for fear of imbalance and upsetting the stupid rules I’d laid down for myself when it came to mourning Grant. It was at least a hundred degrees outside, and I refused to jump into the pond. It was one of the Band-Aids I hadn’t ripped off yet. I’d never been in there without Grant. And like many things that I’d decided were our things, that was one of them. I fell in love with him on a day just like today.

“I’m not giving up,” he said, cutting his eyes at me as I remained in the water. “I might be a little ticked off with myself right now—bearing my soul to you like this, saying all these things I never thought I would say to a woman and making a damn fool of myself—but I’m not giving up.”

“I don’t know what to say, Grant.”

“Stay with me, here, today. That’s enough.”

I looked up at our live oak tree—now encased by the deck—and glanced at the initials he’d carved in it.

“Not today,” I said to myself. “Today is about Rose.” I sat back and rubbed more SPF 50 all over as the sun made mincemeat out of me. Twenty minutes later, my mind racing with thoughts I didn’t want to deal with, I turned on my outdoor sound system and walked over to the running waterfall. The reservoir was far too small to take a dip in, but I pushed my hands through the running stream and splashed the chemical-filled water all over my body.

“You’re being ridiculous!” I said as I eyed the pond like a cartoon animal would a juicy steak. Larry, Curly, and Moe, my pet ducks, floated across the beckoning oasis in mocking as I splashed around the recycled water, desperately trying to cool off. Even the running water had no chance in this type of sun. It was lukewarm at best. I walked out to the edge of the water and dipped a toe in.

“Rose, maybe you’ve convinced yourself you’re incapable of love right now, or even worse, not worthy of it. Don’t let one dickhead cheat you out of what every single person on earth deserves.”

“And what’s that?” I whispered, completely leveled by his kiss.

“Love, baby, love. It’s your time to be loved, and I’m the one who’s going to do it.”

When I moved in, I’d promised myself that I would ask the family over, have barbecues, and teach little Grant and Annabelle how to fish. I swore I wouldn’t use the house as a museum or a shrine to the life I was supposed to live with the man who helped me dream it up. But those invitations to my family had yet to be sent. Grant and Anna’s fishing poles remained in the packaging untouched because I had failed to treat the house I lived in as anything other than the boneyard of dreams it was.

It was so fucked up because, in so many ways, I wanted the carpet stained a bit. I wanted a little wear and tear to show some signs of life in a house that was built with so much love and meaning behind it. I wanted to make it a home. In my mind, I could never leave it, but in reality, I couldn’t live fully in it… not yet.

I’d recently read in a book appropriately named A Love So Tragic that “just because the person died doesn’t mean the love does.” Those words had never been truer for me. And that’s how I’d lived for the past few years—in love without the object of my affection. Death had taken him away, but what I felt for him remained. At first, it was a type of safety net for me, a way of keeping the promise to myself that I would never forget him. I made a conscious effort every day to remember every detail of our relationship. It kept Grant and I close, yet he was impossibly far away. Now, it was a ritual I cherished. The emotions that went along with remembering how it felt to be with him and surrender to that type of love came with a pain so intense that it resonated with my breaths and bliss so unique it was impossible to explain.

I’d found something so rare with Grant Foster. It could never be replicated or replaced. Our life together was small in measure, though in my lifetime, it remained the most important piece. I hadn’t thrown my career or goals away when he died, and of that fact, I was proud. But as I lay on the deck, the thought occurred to me—as it did often—that I wouldn’t ever be whole unless I resumed the other part of living, the part that included a personal life, and one without Grant. It seemed a daunting feat even years later.

Unable to face the truth I’d presented to myself, I gave up on my pursuit of sun and took up residence on my bed, sorting through my Kindle, looking for a distraction—medical journals, romance…erotica. I browsed through the smut-filled pages as I thought of the sex toy Jules had given me for my birthday. She’d shoved it in my locker at the hospital with a large bottle of Maker’s Mark, my favorite poison. The toy was still wrapped in plastic, and for a brief moment, I entertained
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