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          XANDER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New Years Eve

      

      

      Everything was changing. I didn't have a good feeling about it.

      I leaned an elbow on the bar, nursing my lukewarm beer. On the dance floor, Eli was dancing with Scarlett. When the door opened to the ballroom, Oliver walked in with his new girlfriend, Carolina. Both my brothers were happy because they'd recently met the loves of their lives.

      Now Eli and Scarlett were living together in his penthouse apartment, and Oliver moved Carolina from Maine to Colorado and into one of the family's condos in the lodge. I still rented an apartment above a little shop in town that smelled like fresh donuts every morning.

      My brothers were settling down, and I had no way of knowing what that meant for me.

      The music notes drifted off, and Eli led Scarlett in my direction. I straightened, checking to make sure my tie wasn’t askew. No matter what I looked like, he'd probably have something to say about my attire or my performance. I couldn't do anything right when it came to my family. According to my brothers, I was immature, irresponsible, and didn't take anything seriously.

      Eli stopped in front of me. "It's almost time for the ball to drop. We're going outside."

      Everything inside me tightened. I was by myself despite the few women who'd stopped by to talk. I didn't want to watch everyone else kiss their significant other at midnight, but my presence was required apparently. "Be right out."

      Scarlett smiled, but Eli's expression was stoic.

      The crowd filtered outside and onto the large deck that showcased views of the mountain. Tonight, there would be fireworks, and no one wanted to miss them. I just wanted to go home and sleep.

      I drank the last drops of beer, slammed the bottle on the counter, then followed the tail end of the guests heading outside. I found a spot at the end of the railing where I'd have a good view of the fireworks, but with any luck, I could slip out before the show was over.

      I heard someone counting and others joining in. Usually, I would have talked up a girl all night, and it would have been a no-brainer to kiss her, but tonight, I wasn't interested. I had a certain reputation of being a ladies' man. But I hadn't taken a woman home in a long time. Not that anyone would believe me.

      There was a murmur as someone tried to make their way through the crowd. I was interested only because I wanted to make sure that whoever it was wouldn't impede my pending escape.

      When the crowd parted, a blond woman appeared, her gaze intent on me. My stomach dipped. "Tori Clark?”

      Tori grinned as she wrapped her arms around me, and I was able to exhale for the first time all night. "The one and only."

      I held her to me. "What are you doing here?"

      "I'm home for the holiday, silly," she said into my chest.

      "Ten. Nine. Eight."

      Tori looked up at me.

      "Kissing at midnight is good luck," I said.

      "Seven. Six. Five."

      "If you're in a relationship," she pointed out.

      We were not. She'd been my best friend since we were kids, and I'd crushed on her since I was a teenager.

      "Four. Three. Two. One." Cheers erupted through the crowd.

      I kissed her on the cheek, because how could I not? My best friend was home, and she was in my arms. There was a roaring in my ears, drowning out the crowd noise and the start of the fireworks.

      "You never said you were coming home."

      Tori pulled back and gave me a look. "You haven't exactly been open to communication lately."

      Ever since she’d started dating a surgeon, I distanced myself from her. I didn't want to hear about how happy she was, or that they were getting engaged soon. I looked over her head, wondering why her boyfriend wasn't the one kissing her at midnight. "Where's your boyfriend?"

      Tori looked away from me. "He's working."

      In other words, her boyfriend was still in New York, and he'd let her travel home for the holidays without him.

      Feeling someone's gaze on me, I looked up to find Eli watching me from where he stood next to Oliver and Carolina.

      I lowered my gaze to Tori. "What are you doing here?"

      "I wanted to see you while I was home." I heard the hurt in her voice, but I couldn't bring myself to apologize. "Things haven't been the same between us."

      "What did you expect? You went off to school and never came back." Not like she promised she would.

      She blinked. "I texted. I visited. But you're always busy. I miss our friendship."

      I rubbed the pain in my chest. "I miss it too."

      "You want to get a drink and talk?"

      "Sure." I led her over to the side of the deck, away from the curious looks from my brothers, where a fire was roaring in the hearth. "I'll be right back."

      My mouth was dry. I asked the bartender for popcorn and two drinks. Then I carried them through the crowd, who had mostly reconvened inside to dance to the live band and drink. My brothers weren't around. I assumed they'd both retreated to their respective rooms for alone time with their women.

      Outside, I set the tray on the coffee table in front of the couch. I grabbed a throw blanket and draped it over our laps before handing her the glass.

      "You look good," Tori said to me.

      "You do too." She'd always looked good. She was beautiful, not that I'd ever tell her that. She was my friend. My best friend. And friends didn't notice how attractive they were, not when they valued their friendship.

      Tori was the one person who believed in me, and I wouldn't do anything to mess up that connection. Not for an inconvenient crush. I'd gone this long without acting on it; I wouldn't do anything to mess up our friendship now.

      "What have you been up to?" Tori asked.

      No one asked about me. Not really. Everyone knew I worked at the resort. Nothing had ever changed in that regard, and it wouldn't. "I work here."

      She looked at me like she cared what I had to say, as if working at my family's resort was some kind of accomplishment. They let me work here because it was expected.

      "Are you happy?"

      That question hit me in the gut. No one ever asked me that. They just assumed I was. "I don't know."

      She laughed softly, and the sound wrapped around my heart, conjuring all kinds of childhood memories, like hiding in the lodge from my brothers while playing hide-and-seek. She always had trouble being quiet. She'd start giggling and wouldn't be able to stop. "You're working on your family's resort. That's what you always wanted to do."

      "True." According to my brothers, I didn't have ambition to do anything else. It was just expected that I continue organizing the ski lessons and other outdoor activities. "How about you? You enjoying living in New York?"

      Her shoulders dropped. "To be honest, I'm a little tired of the city. It's noisy and big. I feel lost sometimes."

      "Things with the boyfriend are good though?" I asked, even though I didn't want to know the details.

      "You mean Hugh?" At my nod, she added, "We're fine."

      Fine wasn't great. But I refused to be interested in what that meant. Even if Tori wasn't happy with Hugh, she wasn't going to break up with him to go out with me. She didn't even know I harbored this crush on her.

      "Do you remember that pact we had when we were kids?"

      I shook my head even as my mind ran through the details of that day. We'd been seventeen and worried about what we'd do with our lives. To be fair, Tori was more worried about it than I had been. Her dad was a doctor who owned a practice in town. He expected her to return and run it with him. My family didn't expect much from me, so I kind of went along with the flow. But that day, Tori had felt the pressure.

      We'd skied on the one trail that flattened through the woods. It was one of Tori's favorites because it wasn't a straight slope. We wandered off the path to a tree where I had helped Tori carve in our initials. "You said if we're not married by the time we're thirty, we'd marry each other." I hadn't been worried about the vow because thirty had seemed so far away. "It looks like you're off the hook because you'll be marrying your doctor."

      "But what about you?" Tori asked, concern etched in the lines on her forehead.

      "What about me?" No one expected me to get married. I was the good-time guy.

      She lifted her chin. "Are you seeing anyone?"

      I gave Tori the smile, the one that charmed more women than I could count. "You know I don't kiss and tell."

      Tori leveled me with an even look. "You're not seeing anyone seriously?"

      I shook my head and looked away. My charm had never worked on Tori, and maybe that was how we’d become such good friends. She wasn't interested in me that way. I felt differently when I was around her, like I could be myself. I didn't have to put on a front. "No desire to. You don't have to worry about the pact; you're with Hugh."

      "I don't know."

      "You don't know if he's the one?" I wasn't sure why that possibility was attractive to me.

      "We work all the time. We don't really spend time together, you know?"

      I nodded, even though I didn't know what a doctor's life in the city was like. I could imagine long hours, sleepless nights, and late-night dinners and drinks at trendy restaurants. That life might appeal to some people, but I preferred to spend my time outdoors. "Are you having second thoughts about him?"

      Tori shrugged and attempted to smile, but it didn't quite reach her eyes. "I'm questioning everything lately."

      "I thought your dream was to work in a small-town doctor's office?" It was the one thing that had always bothered me about Tori. Why hadn't she come home after her residency? Why had she stayed in the city? When I heard about her surgeon boyfriend, everything clicked into place. Who wouldn't want to marry a doctor? They were rich and successful, so much more than I'd ever be.

      "It was, but plans change. Dreams change."

      "Right," I said, even though I couldn't relate. I'd always wanted to be in nature. I wouldn't have been happy cooped up in an office.

      "Everyone says I'm living my dream life, but it doesn't feel like it. It's all work, and I realize I have an important job. Hugh too. But⁠—"

      "You want more?" I asked, desperate to find the old Tori under the makeup.

      Tori pursed her lips. "I'm just tired. I worked a long shift yesterday, then got a late flight here."

      "Christmas was last week. You're a little late for the holidays."

      "I couldn't get away for Christmas. I try to let the doctors with families spend that time with them."

      I couldn't fault her for that. "When do you go back?"

      Tori grimaced. "Tomorrow, actually. I'm working."

      "A quick trip." But I was positive her parents were happy to see her.

      "It was nice to be home though. My parents were thrilled."

      I shifted on the couch, trying to ease the tension in my neck. "How are your parents?"

      Tori turned so that she was facing me. "Dad's talking about retiring."

      "Wow. I can't imagine him not working." But he was getting older. They'd had Tori in their early forties, so that made him in his late sixties now.

      "He wants to sell the practice."

      "You don't want to take it over?" That had always been her dream. She'd go to school, then come home and take over the practice. I'd given up on hoping it was reality. Instead, she'd stayed in the city and rarely made the long trek home.

      "He didn't ask me to. I think he assumes I'll marry Hugh and stay in the city."

      "Isn't that the plan?" I couldn't stop myself from asking. I shouldn't care, but hope flared in my chest.

      Tori shrugged. "I think so. We talked about getting married eventually. But our jobs are so busy. In the city, people don't get married and have kids as young."

      "Is that what you want?" I'd always thought Tori would want kids, a family. Those are the things we'd talk about when we were stuck in a hiding spot for too long. What did we want to do with our lives? Did we want to leave Telluride? Stay? Be close to our families? For me, I wanted to stay, and I always thought Tori would come back. When she didn't, it was a shock, and I wasn't over it yet.

      "I don't know what I want anymore. I was hoping coming home would give me some clarity."

      I didn't know what to say to her. I'd never been one to be particularly motivated or goal oriented. I enjoyed my current job. I liked being around my family. It made sense to work at the resort.

      "It's getting late. I should get home." Tori stood, folding the blanket.

      I stood with her, knowing I'd clear our table later, after she was gone.

      She pulled her jacket tight around her shoulders. "It's colder here somehow."

      "The snow on the ground keeps the air temperature colder."

      "In New York, the snow turns black."

      I'd never had any desire to go to New York. All those buildings, the smog. I shuddered just thinking about the sheer number of people.

      I opened the door to go back into the lodge. There were very few people in the room. The party had mainly cleared out. It was late. I kept a hand on her lower back as we walked slowly through the lodge to the lobby. "Did you drive, or should I call you a car?"

      "Would you mind driving me? I don't want to make small talk with strangers."

      "Of course." I wouldn't deny Tori anything.

      Outside, I nodded toward the valet who took off for my vehicle. We kept ours in a garage so we didn't need to worry about snow and ice.

      When it pulled up, I opened the door for Tori. I waited while she gathered her skirt and climbed inside. I closed the door behind her, struck that we'd done this many times before. We'd gone to school dances together as friends, and I'd driven her to school every morning.

      In the cab, the heat was blaring, and Tori fiddled with the radio. I pulled from the curb while she settled for a holiday tune. "I’m so happy to be home. I enjoyed seeing everyone, and my parents are happy."

      "I bet." Tori was their pride and joy. They hadn’t been sure they could have kids, and when they finally had her, they spoiled her. I didn't blame them.

      "I just don't want to let them down."

      "How are you letting them down?" Her father always bragged about his daughter, who was a doctor in the city, saving people's lives in the emergency room and dating a surgeon. She could do no wrong in his eyes. "You have to live your life. This is your dream. Not your parents'."

      "I guess."

      I wasn't sure what was bothering her. She said she was happy with Hugh. Maybe it was the idea of letting go of her childhood dream and the pact we made. "You know, you don't have to do what you said you'd do at seventeen. We grow up and make different dreams and goals."

      I hadn't, but I didn't think that would help her. I parked in front of her parents’ house. It looked as if it had a fresh coat of paint since I’d last visited, and there was new shrubbery under the windows.

      "You're right. I'm just feeling nostalgic. It's silly." Tori made a move to open the truck's door, and I reached over to stop her with a hand on her leg.

      The heat seared my palm, and I quickly withdrew. "You're not being silly."

      Tori smiled at me, but it didn't quite reach her eyes. "Walk me to my door?"

      "Of course." I was hoping we had an extra few minutes to talk in the warmth of the cab, but she was already getting out.

      I hustled around the truck so I could assist her walking down the sidewalk. We'd gotten some fresh flurries during the party, and the concrete was covered in a fine coating of fresh powder. "I wish I had time to go skiing."

      I chuckled. "You'd have to stay longer than a day or two for that."

      "True," she said as we stepped onto her porch. The light was on, and I felt like a teenager taking her home. I wondered if her parents still waited up for her.

      We stopped in front of her door and turned to face each other.

      "I should get inside. I have an early flight tomorrow."

      "It was good seeing you. I'm glad you stopped by," I said, my mouth dry. Why was I so nervous? This was Tori. I'd walked her to her door a million times when we were teenagers. Why was this time different? Was it the mention of the pact? The idea that I could be with Tori?

      She tucked a chunk of blond hair behind her ear, her skin translucent in the dim lighting. Then her arms came around my neck, and she was hugging me, her body pressed against mine. After a few seconds, my arms banded around her waist. I held her tight to me.

      She was obviously working through something. That's why she'd come home. But I didn't hold out hope that anything would change. She'd go back to New York and fall back into her amazing life with Hugh. They'd get married and have a couple of kids. Her life was there, and mine was here.

      Every time she'd come home, I'd lose her all over again.

      With a quick press of her cool lips on my cheek, she opened the door and slipped inside. "Good night, Xander."

      Then she was gone. The door shut. I'd lost my opportunity. My opportunity to do what? I couldn't tell her she was making a mistake in walking away from her childhood dreams. I didn't even know who she was now.

      I shoved my hands in my pockets and hunched my shoulders against the cold night air. There was no way she took that silly marriage pact seriously. Tori was destined for bigger things than me or this small town.
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          TORI

        

      

    

    
      Ever since I returned to New York, something was off, as if I'd missed something important but I couldn't figure out what it was. I quickly fell back into my routine of working long shifts. Even though I lived with Hugh, I rarely saw him.

      It was an endless stream of work and take-out. The winter had blended into spring then summer, but nothing had changed. I felt unsettled, as if I wasn't supposed to be here. Yet the city was my chosen home, and I was happy with Hugh, wasn't I?

      How many times had a nurse remarked on how lucky I was to be dating a surgeon, as if that was everyone's end goal? He never failed to mention that to me, that he had an important job when I asked when we could see each other, and spend time together.

      If I wanted to see my boyfriend, I'd have to go to him. Maybe I could cook him a meal to take to him on his break. I called and talked to the nurse on duty. She gave me a good idea of when he'd be free, so I cooked a casserole and packed it in a container to take to the hospital.

      For once, I was taking things into my own hands. We didn't have to schedule time together. A spontaneous meal was just as good. I was positive he would appreciate it, and I'd get us back on track. There were no stolen kisses in the closet at work or flirty texts. But that was normal when you'd been seeing someone for a while.

      I chalked it up to being busy at work, but I wondered if it was more than that. If the pressure to succeed was too much.

      At the hospital, I set the container in the kitchen, then went to search for Hugh. I figured he'd be trying to catch a few minutes of sleep in one of our rooms that were reserved for the doctors. I opened the door to his preferred room. The lights were off, but I heard the rustling of sheets. "Hugh? Is that you?" When I heard a grunt, I flipped on the lights without thinking about whether I was disturbing another doctor’s sleep.

      Hugh was laying in bed, his hand on the hip of a woman who was straddling him. A very naked woman who looked a lot like one of the nurses we worked with.

      Her wide eyes met mine as she scrambled off my boyfriend and gathered her clothes from the floor.

      "I don't understand." My brain couldn't catch up with the fact that this woman had been fucking my boyfriend.

      Hugh didn't seem to be in any hurry to get dressed.

      The woman slipped past me and mumbled a quiet sorry I didn't bother to acknowledge. My hands were curled into fists. "What is this?"

      Hugh folded his hands behind his head, not making any effort to cover his bare chest. "I was having a good time."

      "How long has this been going on? Is she the only one?" I asked, my throat tight. Why did that make it so much worse?

      "Tori, I'm a surgeon." His voice was patronizing.

      I ground my teeth so hard I was worried they'd crack. "How can I forget?" He reminded me every time I talked to him that he was big and important surgeon, and I was just an emergency-room doctor.

      "This is expected."

      "Does everyone know that you're sleeping with the nurses behind my back?" Anger finally seeped into my tone. He hadn't said it, but I sensed that this woman wasn't the only one.

      Hugh smirked. "This is the life of a doctor. You know what you were signing up for when we started dating."

      "I expected you to be faithful. I had no idea you were cheating on me." I forced myself to keep my voice level. I didn't want the nurses listening in on our conversation.

      Hugh chuckled as he slowly got out of bed, his naked body on display as the sheet fell away. Usually, I would have admired how he took care of himself on so little sleep, but he disgusted me now. "Don't be naive. Everyone wants to marry a doctor. That's where I thought we were headed."

      It's what I wanted him to say before I walked in on him naked with another woman. But now I was questioning everything. I'd always wanted to take over my father's practice when he retired. I'd done residences in pediatric and emergency medicine to keep my options open. The only thing holding me back was Hugh, but now there was no us, and we didn't have a future together.

      "We can still be together. This doesn't have to change anything." He'd pulled on his scrubs as if he didn't have a care in the world, shrugged on his white jacket, and slung his stethoscope over his neck. I used to think he was so handsome and kind. But now, I couldn't stand to look at him.

      "It changes everything."

      Hugh's gaze shot to mine. "Don't be ridiculous."

      The shock and rage gave way to a deep sadness for the time I'd wasted on him. I wasn't getting any younger, and I'd always wanted a family of my own. I worried that with our lifestyle, it wouldn't be possible for a long time, and one of us would have to work less hours to make it happen. But now, none of that mattered. I'd never stay with anyone who cheated on me. I was positive rumors were already running through the nurses' station. There was no getting around hospital gossip. It was worse than a middle-school cafeteria.

      He reached for me, and I stepped back.

      "We need to figure out the apartment."

      His lip curled into a sneer. "The lease is in my name."

      "I thought you were adding me to it?" I asked.

      "I never did."

      I swallowed hard. "So I have to move out. Of course. I didn't know how big of an asshole you were until now."

      "I'm not the asshole in this situation."

      I snorted. "I caught you fucking another woman, and I need to find a place to live. Until then, you can stay at the hospital." He did most nights anyway. Without another word, I turned on the heel of my sneakers and walked out, leaving the dinner I made for him in the break room for the others to enjoy. I couldn't believe I'd come here to share a meal with my boyfriend and he'd been fucking someone else. I couldn't believe I hadn't known, especially when my coworkers did.

      Humiliation and shame washed over me. Everyone would be talking about me behind my back and wondering how stupid I was not to know about what was going on right under my nose. A few probably thought I just wanted to marry a surgeon and the rest of it didn't matter. But it did.

      I'd always admired my parents' relationship. I wouldn't settle for anything less, and if Hugh knew anything about me, he'd know that. But he hadn't known me at all.

      When I got home, I felt like I was in a fog. I couldn't cry, yet I couldn't seem to wrap my mind around what I'd just seen and the callous way Hugh had handled it. He'd acted entitled, as if that's just what surgeons did, and I needed to deal with it.

      Every time I remembered the look on his face, the pit in my stomach grew larger. I needed to talk to someone. But my friends were other nurses and doctors at the hospital, and right now, I didn't trust anyone not to be on Hugh's side.

      I called my mom, needing to hear her voice.

      "Hello." Mom's voice had my heart constricting, and finally the tears stung my eyes. "Tori, is everything okay?"

      A sob erupted.

      "You're scaring me."

      I gulped in huge breaths of air. "I'm okay." Or at least I would be. Mom waited for me to calm down enough to speak coherently. I explained what happened, the PG version of it anyway, and the callous way Hugh had handled the situation.

      "Oh, honey. I'm so sorry. I know you hoped that he might be the one for you."

      "I think the worst part was that he expected me to be okay with him cheating so he could continue to do it."

      "What are you going to do?" Mom's voice filled with concern.

      "I need to find a place to live." I looked around at the modern apartment that was just as cold as the hospital.

      "You aren't happy in New York. You haven't been in a while."

      I blew out a breath. "I know."

      "Maybe it's time to consider where you want to work and live."

      "I think you're right." It was time to go home. It was what I'd always planned on doing. Working side-by-side with my father in his clinic. He wasn't getting any younger, and the thought of working with him felt good. The idea of staying at this hospital, where everyone knew about the cheating, was the last thing I wanted to do. "I need to wrap up some things here first."

      "Of course. Will you be okay?"

      The thought of going home, of being surrounded by my family and childhood friends, made me feel better. "I will be. I think going home will be good for me." I was starting to feel suffocated in the city. It hadn't been the lifestyle I wanted when I went to med school. I'd let Hugh steer me in a different direction, but it was time to live the life I wanted. Not the one he'd talked me into.

      "I hate that he cheated on you, and you're going through this."

      "Maybe it was just the thing I needed to remind me of who I am and where I'm going." I wasn't this girl. One who lived in her boyfriend's apartment waiting for him to come home while he's fucking someone else. I needed to take charge of my future.

      Satisfied I had a plan, I fell asleep in the guest room. The next morning, I packed my things and arranged for movers. Then I scheduled a meeting with my boss. The entire time I explained that I always wanted to work in my father's practice, she had a sympathetic look on her face. She knew what happened and why I was quitting, and the crazy part was that she felt sorry for me. But Hugh had done me a favor. It was the catalyst I needed to remind me of my dreams and what I wanted out of life. I was finally going home.

      I gathered my things from the locker room, eager to get out of the hospital. Then the door opened. I was surprised to see Hugh standing in the doorway. "You can't be in here."

      "One of the nurses said you'd be here."

      "I'm just clearing out my things. The movers are scheduled on Friday. Then you'll have your apartment back. I'll leave my key on the counter."

      "So that's it. You're just quitting?"

      I smiled as I slung my bag over my shoulder. "You did me a favor. You reminded me of my dream, and it wasn't to work in an emergency room."

      Hugh's lip curled into a sneer. "You want to move to your hometown and work in your father's clinic?"

      "Yes."

      From the look on Hugh's face, I knew he thought that was a fate worse than death.

      "It's what I've always wanted, and I lost sight of that."

      "You don't have to go. You can stay in the condo for as long as you need. We could go out to dinner and talk about it."

      How many times had I asked him to go out to dinner or to grab drinks, and he was always too busy? "It's too late. Besides, I'm excited for the next phase of my life. Good luck, Hugh."

      He sputtered as I slipped past him and out the door. I felt the eyes of the nurses at the station on me as I walked. I smiled but kept going. These women were never my friends, especially if they knew Hugh was cheating on me and didn't say anything. I couldn't trust anyone here. It was one more reason to go back to the place where honesty and friendship meant something.

      I felt lighter than I had in a long time. Hugh had done me a favor. He'd made me see that I wasn't being true to myself. The thought of moving home to Telluride was exciting. It was a slower pace, where I could get to know my patients. It was what interested me in medicine when I was younger. I wanted a connection to my patients. I wanted to follow up with them and see their progress. And I was looking forward to spending more time with my parents, and even my childhood friend, Xander.

      I'd gone to his family's lodge on New Year's to see him. It had been a long time, and he'd stopped answering my text messages. I wanted to know that he was okay and our friendship intact. I hadn't asked why he'd been so distant. Instead, we'd talked about what we were doing, and the marriage pact that had been on my mind more often lately.

      I was turning thirty in November, and we'd made a pact to marry each other if we weren't married by then. It was a silly agreement, one no one would insist we fulfill. But I couldn't help but think the idea had merit.

      The thought of marrying my best friend set off a fluttering in my stomach. He'd been this charming, flirty guy to all the other girls, but to me, he'd just been Xander Wilde, my best friend. The one person I could always count on to be there for me, outside of my parents. But I'd always had this awareness of him.

      Why was the idea of walking down the aisle to him pulling such a strong reaction from me? I wasn't even sure we were friends anymore. His responses to my texts had been fewer and farther apart until I'd given up on communication entirely.

      If the feelings in my body were an indication of the direction I was going, I'd made the right decision. I was antsy to get out of New York and away from the toxic culture of the hospital. I wanted to get back to small-town living. Where everyone knew everyone's business, but they wouldn't knowingly hurt anyone.

      In Telluride, I could make a difference in a way I couldn't here. Hugh cheating on me was the best thing that could have happened. I think I would have confronted him eventually about the status of our relationship, but it could have taken months or even years to get to the truth.

      It hurt that I didn't have the relationship I thought I did. But if I was being honest with myself, I suspected something was wrong for a while. I was just in denial or too scared to go looking for answers.

      Now I had my answer, and I could move on to a different chapter. The one I always wanted to live.
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          XANDER

        

      

    

    
      I'd heard that Tori had moved home. The gossip mill was churning out theories, but the prevailing story was that she broken up with her surgeon boyfriend and came home to nurse her heartbreak. The reasons for their breakup were varied, and I wouldn't believe any of them until I talked to her. Tori always wanted to come home, and I was secretly pleased that she had.

      I knew I'd run into her at some point, but I wasn't in a hurry. When we’d last spent time together, she'd brought up the marriage pact. We were inching ever closer to our thirtieth birthdays in November. Would she bring it up again?

      Did she want to get married? It was a silly kids' pinky promise, not something to commit my life to. But I couldn't completely dismiss the idea. Especially not when I was sitting in a conference room with my brothers, and they wanted to know what my current goal was for the business. The problem was, I didn't have one.

      I shifted in my chair. "I figured we'd keep offering the lessons in the winter and the usual outdoor excursions the rest of the year. You know, hiking, zip-lining.

      "The opening day for the cabins is this weekend. What can we offer our new guests that's different and unique?" Eli asked, looking from me to Oliver.

      "I'm not sure where I come into this." I was a ski instructor, not the manager or some marketing expert. Those were Eli's and Oliver's jobs while Killian was traveling around the world snowboarding. "You talked about opening a spa."

      "We can't have another large expense like that right after building the cabins," Oliver griped, and Eli shot him a disgruntled look.

      Eli inclined his head in deference to Oliver. "We want to build a spa, but that might have to wait a year or two. We were thinking of something⁠—"

      "Less expensive," Oliver interjected.

      Eli was the guy with the ideas, and Oliver was the money guy who shot him down at every turn. For me, it meant a lot of uncomfortable business meetings. Especially when I didn't have an opinion.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, not used to being the center of these business discussions. "What do you need from me?"

      Eli's brow furrowed. "You said you wanted to be more involved in the business, and we'd like to hear your ideas."

      I did say that, but I wasn't sure I had anything to contribute. "I think we've expanded all we can with the hiking and zip lines in the warmer months.”

      "If you want to take on more responsibility, this is your chance," Oliver added.

      My stomach twisted because I had no idea what more I could offer. That's why I stayed out of these conversations. Eli had all these amazing ideas, and Oliver was good at the finance aspect. I was the athlete, and around my brothers, I felt dumb. Not that I'd ever admit that to them.

      Oliver dropped his head into his hands. He was usually so even-keeled. He never got upset at anything we did unless it was spending the resort’s money. Since he'd met Carolina, he was happier than I'd ever seen him. I liked her too, especially because she was amazing with my nephew, Joey. "I'm a little tired of you giving your ski lessons to the snow bunnies, and generally having a good time, but never taking any ownership of the business."

      I swung my gaze to Eli, hoping he'd have my back, but his brow was furrowed, as if this conversation was painful for him. "He's right. You don't take anything seriously."

      "I take my job seriously. And I give ski lessons to everyone, not just women." I hated that they called the women that talked to me snow bunnies. I was nice to everyone. I couldn't help that my version of nice was mistaken for flirting.

      Eli's expression was grim. "Oliver's right. We need you to step up."

      "Or what?" I unfolded my arms and leaned my elbows on the table.

      Eli cleared his throat. "Maybe this isn't the right position for you."

      I leaned back as if he'd pushed me. "You'll let me go? I'm a Wilde."

      "That doesn't give you a free pass. We can find anyone to give ski lessons," Oliver said quietly.

      I rose to my feet, frustration surging through me. "The guests take ski lessons because I encourage them to, because I'm a good teacher. You have no idea how much it matters that I'm the one in charge of the outdoor activities."

      Oliver gave me a pointed look. "Killian could do it, and you know it."

      "The fuck he could. Killian is a good athlete, but he has the personality of the snowboard he rides. He's not a good teacher." I'd seen the way he interacted with people. He was short on words, and if someone misinterpreted him, even the media, he never corrected them. He didn't care what anyone thought of him.

      "High-school kids could do the job," Eli added.

      "Now I know you're just being jerks for no reason." My jaw tightened to the point I thought I might crack a tooth.

      Eli leaned back as if he didn't have a care in the world, and he probably didn't because he'd just moved into a huge house that he'd built with his beautiful fianceé, Scarlett. "We've been talking about this for a while. Mom and Dad tasked us with carrying on the business, and we’d like you to contribute more."

      My heart was racing because this place was the only one where I'd ever worked, and I assumed it would continue.

      Oliver shook his head. " Mom and Dad are enjoying their retirement. They don't need to know what's going on here."

      "I wasn't going to do that. I'm not a child."

      Oliver raised a brow, and I wanted to smack the patronizing look off his face.

      "Why do you think I'm not invested in the business?" I asked evenly.

      Eli gestured around us. "You don't have any opinions on anything around here."

      "That's your job. I handle the outdoors activities." That was the way it had always been. I wasn't sure why anything needed to change now. I wasn't good at school, so there was no way I could talk numbers like Oliver did, and I hadn't gone to school for business to talk about marketing like Eli.

      Oliver threw his hands in the air. "You don't seem committed to the business, to your job, to anything really."

      Eli nodded. "You go through women like—I don't know what."

      "I don't go through women." It just looked like I did. I talked to them. Made them feel like what they had to say was important, but I rarely took any of them home. My brothers didn't know what was really going on in my personal life. Everyone just assumed they knew me or guys like me. I was sick of being judged for something that wasn't even true. I turned to walk out, pissed at my brothers, the world, everyone.

      "This is what we're talking about. When things get tough you just walk away." Eli's voice stopped me in my tracks.

      Oliver frowned. "When we need you, you're not there."

      That hurt because I didn't like that they felt as if they couldn't depend on me. "Tell me what you need me to do."

      "That's the thing. You should already know what needs to be done. Especially if you were more involved in the business side of things."

      My head throbbed from this conversation.

      "You can't commit to anything or anyone. You float on the surface, not really doing anything meaningful," Oliver said bitterly.

      "I've been talking to Tori." That was a lie because I hadn't talked to her since New Year's Eve, but they didn't have to know that.

      "Oh?" Oliver asked.

      "We've always been friends. You know that." Except for the last few years, when I couldn't bear to hear about her surgeon boyfriend. I was worried that she'd marry him and stay in New York. But now she was back, and I felt like I had a chance at something, but I wasn't sure what. If my brothers didn't think I was worthy of working as a ski instructor in the family business, what would Tori think of me? I always fell short. I had nothing to offer anyone, much less her.

      "Is there something else going on between you and Tori?" Eli asked, and I sensed that if I could prove I was committed to someone, that they'd let up on this ridiculous crusade for me to do something amazing in the business.

      I blew out a breath. "There's always been something there. At least for me. But I've never told her. I didn't want to hold her back."

      Oliver shook his head. "That's messed up but at the same time mature."

      "I'm not immature." I was irritated that my brothers would forever see me as their younger brother who couldn't handle any responsibility. They'd been tasked with a lot as the eldest. It had given me freedom to relax, and I could see now that it had caused a chasm between me and my oldest brothers. One that Killian didn't have to worry about because he was never home and didn't have any involvement in the family business. Although I was sure that my brothers appreciated the notoriety his snowboarding success gave the resort.

      When Eli and Oliver leveled me with a look, I threw my hands in the air. "I don't know what you want from me."

      "We want you to commit to something. Anything. Show us that you're in the game. That you care if the family business is successful."

      "I care." The implication that I didn't hurt. A stabbing pain shot through my chest.

      Oliver leaned forward. "I have to say, I like Tori for you."

      Eli chuckled. "She's a doctor, for God's sake. She's hardworking and disciplined."

      "If you're saying she's too good for me, then you'd be right," I couldn't help but add. This was the reason why I'd always held back telling Tori I liked her. The threat of rejection was high.

      "Don't sell yourself short," Oliver said.

      "You've spent the last ten minutes telling me I don't measure up. I'm going to prove to you that you're wrong." I turned and walked out of the room, a fire in my gut.

      They seemed surprised by my interest in Tori and that I'd held back on telling her how I felt over the years. If they knew, the stories of me hooking up with lots of women were wrong, that my failure to commit was really just not finding anyone who could measure up to Tori, then they'd have to roll back everything they said about me.

      But that reputation had been good to me. No one expected much of the guy who was easygoing and charming. I flew under the radar, but now my brothers wanted me to step up. The only problem was that I didn't know how. How did you prove that you were smart when you hadn't gone to school and you'd never had any good business ideas?

      I was good with people. I had a way with them. I could coax a five-year-old who was fearful of falling to go down a slope. I could convince a stuffy business man that skiing was the sport he had to learn if he wanted to advance in his field. But convincing my brothers I was worthy was an impossible feat. I had no idea what they wanted from me.

      I was a ski instructor at my family's resort, and now I was being told I was easily replaceable. It hurt. But there had to be a way to show my brothers that I brought something unique to the family's business. But what?

      The one perfect thing in my life had always been Tori Clark. Now she was back, and I was convinced she was the key to my dilemma. She'd brought up the marriage pact. Now I had to gauge how serious she was because there was nothing that screamed commitment quite like marriage.

      I pulled out my phone and scrolled to her name. The last message was her reaching out to me. I'd resisted because I couldn't bare to hear how perfect her life was or how she was never planning to return to Telluride.

      My fingers hovered over the keys unsure what to say. Should I invite her out to dinner, drinks? Would she even be interested in a night out in Telluride? It had to pale in comparison to New York City.

      Then I remembered our favorite thing to do together—skiing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Xander: I heard you're home.

      

      

      

      

      

      Lame. I couldn't believe I hit send on that piece of literary genius. Wasn't I the one who was known for my charm? Surely, I could do better than that.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tori: I am.

      

      

      

      

      

      Emotions tore through me. Was she okay? Did she go through a messy breakup? Was the move temporary or permanent?

      
        
          
            
              
        Xander: You want to do a little nighttime skiing?

      

      

      

      

      

      It was our special thing. I never took another woman skiing at night unless it was a group thing and I was getting paid to do it. I'd only ever been alone with Tori. The night was usually quiet, and the time felt sacred. I'd thought many times about kissing her when we'd gone off the beaten path and were hidden from any stray skiers. But I never had. Because I knew the truth. Tori was destined for greater things than me or this small town.

      So I had no idea what it meant that she was back. I'd heard that she was working with her father, but that didn't mean she was taking over his practice or planning to stay. If her surgeon boyfriend snapped his fingers, she might go running back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tori: I'd love that.

      

      

      

      

      

      Warmth filled my chest.

      
        
          
            
              
        Xander: You need gear?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Tori: I'll dig out my old stuff.

      

      

      

      

      

      Shock reverberated through my body.

      
        
          
            
              
        Xander: You haven't been skiing since you left?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Tori: I didn't have time, and it didn't seem right.

      

      

      

      

      

      She'd learned how to ski with me and my brothers. But when we were teenagers, we went by ourselves. It was almost intimate, at least for me. I'm guessing she hadn't felt the same because I never saw a spark of interest in her eyes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Xander: Friday night? Meet you in our usual place.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Tori: Looking forward to it.

      

      

      

      

      

      I skied for the athleticism of it but also for time to myself. There was something about being out in nature. But nothing could compare to my evenings on the mountain with Tori. They had a magical quality to them, or at least my memory of them did. I was curious to see if being with her as an adult held the same allure.

      I had a couple of nights to prepare for our evening together, and I wanted to make it special. I dug out some lights, took them to one of our spots we went to when we wanted to be alone, and got to work.

      I'd convince Tori that she'd done the right thing by coming home and that she shouldn't leave. She didn't belong in New York. I just had to convince her of that. And I couldn't lose sight of my brother's ultimatum. I needed to figure out a way to be an integral part of the family business before I was kicked to the side.
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          TORI

        

      

    

    
      I had shadowed my dad at his practice the last few days, getting a feel for the place. It was well run after so many years of honing his skills, but he could use more doctors. The only problem was that he preferred to run everything himself.

      He cleaned out a second office for me. I was drifting through my days, trying to find my bearings. Several times a day, I wondered if I'd made the right decision. It was such a big change to move from a big city's emergency room to a small-town practice.

      Today, Dad finally gave me a few patients to handle on my own. I was used to seeing sick kids in the E.R. so I wasn't worried about my abilities, but I think my dad was worried I'd get bored and want to return to my old job.

      The first patient was a little boy named Joey Wilde. My heart skipped a beat at his name. Which one of the Wildes had a child? I talked to Kylie occasionally but couldn't remember her ever mentioning a nephew.

      Was it Xander's? He had the reputation of a ladies' man. It wouldn't surprise me if he had a kid. But we weren't that far estranged that he wouldn't have told me if he did.

      When I opened the door to the exam room, Oliver and a little boy were sitting in the two black-cushioned chairs we provided.

      Oliver's face softened when he saw me. "I heard you were back."

      "I am." Then I crouched to Joey's level on the chair. "How are you, little man?"

      He jumped to stand on the chair. "I'm not little."

      "Sit down," Oliver prodded.

      Joey jumped to the floor instead.

      "Wow. You have a lot of energy. I'm guessing we're not here for a sick appointment."

      Oliver gave Joey a look. "It's his annual exam."

      "Perfect. Then we'll have plenty of time to get to know each other."

      Joey frowned. "Why do we need to do that?"

      "I want to get to know you so that the next time you come, it'll be like we're old friends."

      Joey considered me for a few seconds, then nodded.

      "So how are you doing? Are you sleeping? Eating enough? Getting exercise?"

      I sat on the rolling stool and turned my attention to the laptop where I'd record his answers.

      Joey was all too happy to recite his daily routine, ticking them off on his fingers. It was adorable and not something I ever had time for in the ER.

      "Sounds like you're sleeping enough, eating a variety of different foods, and you're very active."

      Joey nodded seriously.

      I stood and patted the thin paper resting on the exam table. "You want to hop up?"

      Oliver lifted him onto the table.

      "Do you have any questions for me?" I asked Oliver.

      Oliver pursed his lips. "I don't think so."

      "Do I have to get a shot?" Joey's shoulders raised.

      "Not today. As long as you've had a flu shot, you're good to go."

      Oliver nodded.

      "Perfect. Now what should I look at first, your ears or your mouth?"

      "Sometimes Dad says I have a frog in my throat."

      I nodded seriously. "I'd better take a look at that."

      When he opened his mouth wide, I shined a light in it. "No frogs."

      "Seriously?"

      "You seem disappointed," I observed as I moved to his ears. There was the usual buildup of wax. Nothing that should bother him, and his ear canals were clear.

      "Are those marshmallows?" Joey asked.

      I laughed as I followed his gaze to the jar of cotton balls. "My dad doesn't allow any candy in here. It's not good for your teeth."

      Joey frowned. "Your dad?"

      "Her dad is Dr. Clark," Oliver said.

      Joey considered that for a few seconds while I listened to his heart. I wanted to ask where Joey's mother was or, more importantly, who she was, but I didn't.

      "Are you back for good?" Oliver asked me.

      "That's the plan." I'd gotten more than my share of questions about that this week.

      "It's good to have you back."

      I smiled at Oliver. "It's good to be back."

      "Have you been out on the slopes yet?" Oliver asked.

      "No. But Xander invited me out tonight."

      "You two kept in touch over the years?" Oliver asked as I motioned for Joey to lay down and swing his legs onto the table.

      "Not as much as I would have liked." I suspected that Xander was upset I hadn't returned home like I'd promised. But plans change when you go to college, then medical school. I was resentful that he'd chosen to break off our friendship, but I was hopeful he wanted to resurrect it now. I could use a friend. "I planned to take over my dad's practice but got sidetracked for a bit. I learned a lot in the emergency room, but I missed this one-on-one attention. I want to have a relationship with my patients."

      I helped Joey sit up so I could test his reflexes with my hammer.

      Each time I tapped his knee, Joey giggled.

      I couldn't help but feel that this was what I was meant to do. It was a slower pace in a private office, and here, everyone knew who I was. Not because I was dating a surgeon or that he was sleeping around with the nurses behind my back. Now that I was following my heart's desire, I was hopeful that my life was turning around.

      I just had one unresolved issue, which was Xander Wilde. Hopefully, tonight, we'd resolve our issues and move forward together as friends.

      "You're fit as a fiddle," I said to Joey, knowing my dad always ended an exam with that saying.

      Joey jumped off the table. "You sound like Dr. Clark."

      "That's my name too."

      Joey's nose scrunched. "But you're a girl."

      I couldn't help but laugh at his obvious confusion. "I'm his daughter. We have the same last name just like you and your daddy."

      "Oh," Joey said, but I was positive he was still confused. "Mommy doesn't have the same last name."

      I mouthed, "Sorry," to Oliver.

      "You ready to get your ice cream?" Oliver asked.

      "Yes!" Joey said, putting his hand in his dad's, and my heart warmed at their sweet interaction.

      "We're happy you're home, and I hope we'll see you around," Oliver said to me.

      "Thank you, Oliver."

      They walked out of the room, and I let out a breath. Dad popped his head in while I was finishing my notes for Joey's appointment. "Can you do lunch in my office?"

      "Of course. Be right there." The staff took a lunch break at the same time. That way, we didn't have to worry about squeezing in breaks around appointments, calls, and deliveries. I appreciated the time because nothing ever slowed down at the hospital.

      I finished my notes, grabbed my packed lunch from the refrigerator in the break room, then headed to Dad's office. His name was written in script on a plaque outside his door. I couldn't wait until my name was up too. It was just a matter of time, because this was always our plan. I'd work with Dad until he retired, and then I'd take over the practice.

      I closed the door, then sat in the chair across from him. "What's going on?"

      "Are you planning on working here while you're home?" Dad asked, and I looked up in surprise.

      "Of course. That was always our plan."

      Dad winced, and I got a bad feeling. "'That was our plan when you were finished with your residency, but you stayed in New York. You said that was your dream now."

      "I changed my mind. I know this is where I'm supposed to be." Maybe Dad wanted to give this a little time, or he thought that Hugh would try and convince me to return to New York. There was no chance of that, but I could be patient.

      "I made other arrangements when it looked like you wouldn't be returning home to run the practice."

      My stomach dropped. "What do you mean?"

      "I put out feelers for buyers. I got quite a bit of interest, and the money is good."

      I opened my mouth, then closed it. "I thought nothing had changed. That I could walk back into the practice and pick up where we left off. But I guess I was presumptuous."

      "I'm happy to have you home, and it's good to work together, but I'm counting on the sale to add to my retirement."

      I couldn't afford to buy him out. I'd been paying off my student loans and not saving nearly enough to buy his practice. I didn't bother unwrapping my sandwich. I'd lost my appetite. What would I do now? It wasn't fair to ask my dad to change his plans, not when I'd thrown everything off course years ago. "I understand."

      "I'm really sorry."

      I smiled, but it didn't reach my eyes, and I couldn't hide my disappointment. "I'm enjoying being back."

      "Maybe whoever buys the place will want to keep you on."

      There was a roaring in my ears. I planned on at least having a job here. What would I do if it wasn't a possibility? I'd be traveling to a hospital to work? That wasn't what I had in mind when I moved home.

      "I know this isn't what you wanted to hear⁠—"

      "If you're worried about me changing my mind, I'm not going to. Hugh and I are over."

      "It's not about that. The plans are already in motion. I have several buyers interested."

      "Are you sure they'll keep the practice open?"

      Dad nodded. "That's what I'm going to talk to them about. I'll have them tour the place, and we'll sit down and talk numbers. They know that I want the practice to continue to be open. We're the only one in town. Urgent care centers pop up, but most people prefer going to their doctor versus an emergency room."

      I had dreams of my name on the door. Now that wasn't a possibility. I'd lost my boyfriend, my apartment, and my dream job in the span of a week. When would things start to go my way?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I saw a bunch of emergency appointments that afternoon, and it was a whirlwind of tests and prescriptions for antibiotics. When I finished work, I felt like I'd made a difference. Parents preferred to see a doctor in a small practice rather than to drive to an urgent care center where they might wait for hours. I was pleased that I was able to handle more of these appointments.

      I rushed home, reheating dinner since Mom and Dad already ate, then changed into warm clothes. I couldn't wait to see Xander again. When we talked on New Year's Eve, it was good to reconnect.

      He'd been the one to stop all text communication before that, and I wasn't sure why. Was he angry because I reneged on my vow to return home after my residency? Was he upset I was dating Hugh? I didn't share much about my relationship with Hugh other than to say we'd moved in together, and my plan was to stay in the city.

      I drove my rental to the lodge, knowing I needed to buy something now that I was living in a place where I could easily own a vehicle. I parked in the visitor space, then headed to the back of the lodge where I used to meet Xander.

      I paused, looking around for Xander in his signature red ski-instructor jacket. He was seated at a picnic table talking to a woman who held her skis in her hands.

      I was used to this scenario. Women flocked to him.

      When he saw me approach, he jumped up to grab my skis, shooting the woman an apologetic look.

      He turned my skis this way and that, then dropped them in the snow. "I can't believe you haven't updated your equipment."

      "I haven't skied in years, so take it easy on me."

      Xander shook his head.

      "Is it so hard to believe that my lifestyle changed so much?" It felt good to talk with someone like this. When I was with Hugh, our conversation revolved around hospital stuff.

      "You loved the snow and the outdoors. I never understood how you could live in the city."

      "It was an adjustment, but I spent most of my time inside a hospital. It wasn't like I had much of a social life outside of work."

      "Are you ready to get out there?"

      "I can't wait." I also hadn't worked out much, so this was going to be interesting. I hoped I could keep up with a man who spent most of his time outdoors partaking in athletic activities.

      We got on our boots and clicked them into place, then made our way over to the lift line. I knew without asking that he would take me to our favorite path. The one that meandered through the woods. It had always been a magical place for me, and the slow pace allowed us to talk to each other with ease.

      We got on the lift. Then we were carried up. For the first time since I'd been home, I felt the tension in my body easing. "It feels good to be here like this."

      "On your favorite mountain⁠—"

      I touched his shoulder with mine. "With my favorite person."

      Xander's expression was tight. "Now I know that isn't true, or you wouldn't have left me for so long."

      "I'm sorry, Xan. Is that why you stopped responding to my texts? You were upset that I changed my plans?"

      Xander was quiet for a few seconds, then nodded tightly. "Yeah."

      "I'm sorry. But you know that things change, right? We grew up and wanted different things. Besides, I'm here now, and I'm really missing my best friend."

      He smiled, wrapping an arm around my shoulder. "I missed you too."

      "No hard feelings?"

      "Mmm. Maybe you should make it up to me." Xander turned on the charm.

      I huffed a laugh. "How can I make it up to you?"

      "Let me think about it."

      I closed my eyes, resting my head on his shoulder. "It's good to be home."

      A few seconds later, he touched the end of my hair. "We're descending."

      I lifted my head, and he moved his arm so that we could disembark without getting tangled up in each other. I was pleased I remembered how to land on my feet and glide to the side so that the chair continued on its path. I remembered the way to our favorite trail. It was one that wasn't used often, especially in the evenings when it was dark.

      But this time, as we skied over the familiar path, there were lights on the trees, guiding the way. "How long have these been here?"

      Xander glided effortlessly next to me. "I just put them up."

      "You did?" My mind was racing with possibilities. Was it related to an event at the lodge, or had it been for me?

      "I wanted to make tonight special. It's not every night your best friend comes home."

      I couldn't form a response because I couldn't imagine how long it would have taken him to hang these lights. It wasn't an easy project, especially if he was doing it himself.

      "You want to go off-road?" Xander asked with a wink.

      "Of course."

      He led me through the woods. This part I didn't remember as easily. It was Xander who knew these woods like the back of his hands. He'd spent all of his time when he was a teenager exploring the property.

      He didn't stop until we were at a clearing with a lookout. He'd even added lights to the trees here. I could see the lodge and, below that, the town itself. It seemed so far away, so small.

      We unclipped our boots from our skis, and sat on a rock that was covered in a light dusting of snow. "This is gorgeous."

      "I wanted to make tonight special for you."

      "Are you afraid that I'll leave again?" I asked.

      "It seems surreal that you're here at all. I'm sure your parents feel the same way."

      "I suppose they do." I'd just have to prove to everyone that I was here to stay. There was no reason for me to leave. But the fact that Dad was planning to sell the practice had hovered on the edge of my brain all day.
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