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      Welcome back, friend! Are you ready for this story? I sure am. I’m so happy you didn’t miss it. You must be a subscriber. No? Join now. I’ll wait.

      Romancing the Curves comes with subscriber exclusive freebies, sneak peeks, and a first look at everything Mary has to offer. Be the first to know about new releases and sales and all the curves ahead!
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      To anyone waiting for that best thing…I hope it’s everything you hoped it would be and more.
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      I stared at the man across from me and wondered how long I needed to stay there before I could leave without feeling like a complete bitch. He continued to drone on and on about himself and how smart and funny and wonderful he was. Seriously. Did the man not realize how boring and thoughtless he was being?

      I nodded and sipped my wine, trying to give him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe he was nervous. I understood that. Dating sucked. I hated it. The only problem was I really liked men, so I had to suffer through the dating part. Life would be so much easier if I found that one guy who was perfect for me, but…

      Nope, I wasn’t going there.

      I forced a smile as my date paused and waited for me to respond. I added a nod, and he smiled back like that was the only thing he was waiting for and kept talking.

      Dear God, there wasn’t enough wine in the world for a date like this one.

      Our server approached and offered me a sympathetic smile. It was bad when the waitstaff looked like they were trying to come up with ways to extract me. Maybe I should fake an emergency.

      Nope. That only spurred them on. I’d been there. One emergency, one uttered word of what I did for a living, and they all thought I was a saint. And they all wanted to bring a saint home to their mothers.

      I was too damn old for that crap.

      Brutal honesty would do the trick, but I liked this guy. I wanted to get along with him. Our chats online were good, great even. He was clever and funny and…not at all like the boring, self-absorbed man opposite me.

      “I’m sorry, but are you catfishing me?” I blurted.

      “Catfishing?” he asked. He slow-blinked as though trying to place the term.

      “Yeah. One person online and another live. Pretending to be someone you’re not. You just don’t seem like the same guy I’ve been talking to.”

      He shook his head. “No, it’s me. You’ve been talking to me.”

      “Hmm. Okay.” I reached for my wine glass, and he jumped right back in where he left off.

      Harry. His real name was Harry, not MoneyMan like he called himself online. He was in real estate. I wasn’t even sure what that meant because he was not a real estate agent. He actually laughed when I asked. So, I let it go. But I had no idea what he actually did.

      I tried to listen to him, but he was just so boring. With his equity and transactions and investments. My eyes could win Gold for all the rolls they did.

      “More wine?” the server asked. She had another bottle in her hand. Bless her.

      “Yes,” I said before Harry could object. I didn’t know if he would, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

      The server filled my glass up, nearly to the top. She winked at me and left the open bottle next to my plate.

      “…equity…” I took a drink. “…investments…” Another drink. “…equity…” Hmm, maybe the conversation was interesting.

      I snorted, which made Harry pause for two-point-seven seconds. I flashed him a brilliant smile that claimed I was invested—ha!—in whatever he was saying and he jumped back in.

      And so did I.

      I drank my wine and pretended to listen to Harry while we finished dinner. I offered to pay the check, or at least split it, but he insisted he pay. While Harry reviewed the receipt to make sure they didn’t overcharge him for all the wine I drank, I texted Elise for a ride.

      
        
          
            
              
        Did you make up another drinking game?

      

      

      

      

      

      She knew me too well.

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes. Best part of the date.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        LOL. And ouch. Sorry. We’ll be there soon.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Thanks.

      

      

      

      

      

      I tucked my phone away as Harry handed over his credit card and the receipt.

      “They didn’t overcharge me. I wasn’t sure since the waitress wasn’t super attentive.”

      “Really? I thought she was great.”

      He snorted. “She barely asked if we needed anything. She wasn’t around much. She would drop things off and leave.”

      “I don’t think she could get a word in,” I mumbled.

      His head tilted to the side like a dopey dog who couldn’t find the ball his owner never threw. Wow.

      “So, are you going to follow me home or do you want me to follow you?”

      “Why?” I was genuinely baffled that he thought I was up for anything beyond dinner.

      “We just had dinner. It was expensive. You drank almost two bottles of wine. I assumed…”

      “Wow.” I took a minute to collect my thoughts before I laid into him. “Do you know what I do for a living? Do you know where I’m from? Do you know anything about me? You spent the last two hours talking about yourself. Two hours. Maybe if you’d asked even one thing about me I would be open to…No. No, actually, I wouldn’t. This is our first date. I don’t know you. I’m not sleeping with you.”

      “Seriously? Why date if you aren’t going to have sex?”

      I just sat there. He was why dating sucked so much. Men who thought they were entitled to a spot between my legs simply because they paid for dinner. Um, no.

      “I’m dating because I’m looking for someone to spend my life with. Someone who cares about what’s in my head as much as he cares about what’s in my pants. If you’re just here for sex, you should have said so and saved us both a few hours.”

      I stood up and walked out, hoping Elise and Colin got there before the server came back with Harry’s card and he left.

      I was almost to the door when the server hurried over to me. “Are you okay?”

      I stopped and smiled at her. “I am. And I’m really sorry.”

      “Sorry? Why in the world would you be sorry?”

      “He was rude and is probably going to give you a bad tip. Let me—” I reached into my purse.

      “No, please. It’s not a big deal. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. Do you have a ride?” Her brown eyes were kind and concerned, more than my date’s had been all night.

      I nodded. “Friends are on the way.”

      “Are they here yet?”

      I glanced at my phone. “I don’t think so.”

      “I’m going to walk out with you. The owner is really big on safety. I’ll wait with you until your ride comes and then I’ll give him back his card so you don’t have to worry about him coming after you.”

      I sighed. “Thank you. You’re awesome. Seriously, Jane, can I give you a tip? He’s going to stiff you.”

      She shook her head. “I’ve already told my manager, who told the owner. He’s agreed to cover what my tip should be if it isn’t that. I’m good.”

      My phone buzzed in my hand. I glanced down at it. “My friends are here.”

      “Okay, good. Be careful.”

      “Thank you. I don’t think he’s violent, but I also didn’t think he would expect sex on the first date, so be careful.”

      “I will. Enjoy the rest of your night.”

      “You, too.” On impulse I hugged her then ran out to find Colin and Elise. Elise took my keys and drove my car home while I told her all about my date with Horrible Harry.

      Ugh. Men.
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        * * *

      

      I was so ready to get back to work Monday morning. When I was working, all my focus went into my job. I didn’t worry about the world outside the four walls of MacKellar Cove Cancer Care. I was zeroed in on my job and the patients I was treating and I didn’t have to think about dating or relationships or the fact that my chance of having kids was shrinking faster than the tumors in our craziest success stories.

      I pushed all thoughts about my dating life from my mind when I arrived at work. In the lounge, I put my purse in my locker and swept my unruly blonde waves into a ponytail and smoothed a hand over my scrubs. Dr. Allison didn’t require them, but they were comfortable. Plus, the ones I wore had a bunch of cute saying on them and gave me something to talk to the patients about.

      “Hey, Laura,” Ally said from behind me. “How was your weekend?”

      I shrugged. “It was okay.”

      “That doesn’t sound promising. I thought you had a few dates lined up.”

      I nodded and added lip balm then closed my locker. “I had three, but blah.”

      “Sorry. You’ll find someone.”

      I smiled at her perfection and asked, “How was your weekend? Did you guys do anything fun?”

      Ally married her high school sweetheart two years earlier. They were adorable in a way that made it impossible to hate them even though I wanted to on principle. Her husband worked at the local grocery store, like he had since high school. They were both painfully sweet and the most positive people I’d ever met in my life. They were perfect for each other.

      “We went to the movies then had dinner with my sister. I should introduce you two. She’s single, too. You can go out together or be each other’s wingwomen,” Ally said with a nudge.

      I smiled and shook my head. “We’ll see.” Ally was constantly encouraging me to widen my circle. It was funny coming from a woman who spent all her time with her family and didn’t seem to have a lot of friends herself.

      “I think you both could use it,” Ally continued. “My sister is fine, but she’s a little…distant. And you’re so friendly and outgoing. I think the two of you would compliment each other well. I mean, I guess I don’t know either of you all that well, but I think it’s important to have people in your life who matter.”

      “I do,” I told her, trying to ease the blow while not asking how she doesn’t know her own sister. “I have a group of friends, and they’re amazing. I would love to find someone like Spencer is for you, but I just don’t have the best of luck with men.”

      “Ahem.”

      I looked up at Dr. Allison standing in the door. My cheeks heated under his glare.

      “Good morning, Dr. Allison,” Ally said brightly. “How was your weekend in Syracuse?”

      Syracuse. Where his girlfriend or fling or whoever she was lived. Yes, I was jealous.

      “Fine,” he said, still glaring at me. “We have a new patient in the waiting room. Are you going to go get her?”

      Ally slipped out of the room around him, leaving us alone. I tried not to drink the man in, but he was impossible to ignore, and impossible for me to resist. His dark brown skin glowed in the soft lighting. His near-black eyes blazed into me. The stretch of his suit across his broad shoulders and chest made me want to burrow in and never let go. I’d never seen him in anything other than the suit he wore daily, but I could imagine, and had, what he was hiding beneath those clothes.

      “Nurse Kempis,” he said louder, breaking my reverie. “The patient?”

      “Ah, yes, Dr. Allison. I’m on my way now.”

      He didn’t move as I walked toward him, his eyes locked on mine until I was standing next to him. He stared at me, that same irritated look he always had lately.

      “Excuse me,” I said softly. I wasn’t tiny like Ally. I was a big woman with a lot of curves. And he was a big man. Standing next to him, the top of my head reached his chin. His stubborn, hard, bearded chin. I wanted to trail my fingertips over it. Lick him. Press him against the wall behind him and run my hands through his dark hair and find out if it was as soft as it looked.

      But he just turned and walked out, ignoring me yet again.

      I sighed and tried not to take it personally. I was an employee, and that meant I was only there to serve him and his patients. Time to get to it.
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        * * *

      

      “What does this mean, Dr. Allison?” Marie Kaufman had been referred to our clinic by her family physician. She lived 30 minutes north of MacKellar Cove and was young, mid-twenties, and alone.

      Dr. Allison wheeled his stool close to Marie. Her legs were crossed and her hands were wrapped around each other. It would all change when he did. Dr. Allison was about to become Nico. Dr. Allison was strong and smart and tough, but Nico overflowed with compassion and understanding and kindness. He had an uncanny way of making the patients feel as though there was nothing he couldn’t do, and in the four years I’d been there, I knew it was the truth. The treatments weren’t always successful, but we did everything possible to give every single patient the best possible chance at a good outcome. And the man who made that happen wasn’t the cold, distant Dr. Allison. It was Nico.

      Nico was the reason I moved to MacKellar Cove four years ago. I was drawn to him when I first heard about MacKellar Cove Cancer Care. The work he was doing amazed and inspired me. The man himself amazed and inspired me.

      It wasn’t long after I arrived that my infatuation with Dr. Allison’s skill set became an infatuation with more than just the work he did. Seeing him become Nico over and over again was what made me fall for him. Dr. Allison could be an ass, but Nico…Nico was everything I wanted a man to be.

      “Marie, I know this is terrifying for you. I’m not going to tell you not to worry. Cancer is an ugly beast. It’s the kind of thing that fights like hell to destroy you. But we’re going to fight, too. Nurse Kempis and I are going to make a plan for you. We’re going to look at every option. I’m going to call colleagues and make sure we haven’t missed anything. We are not writing you off. We have a very high success rate, and I have every confidence that you will be another one of those successes. This will not be easy. You will need people to help you. But we will be a part of that team.”

      Marie nodded and chewed her lip. Her hands no longer twisted together.

      Nico leaned back in his seat and dug a card out of his pocket. “This is my personal phone number. I don’t give this out to everyone, but I want you to have it. You can call me anytime. You are not alone.”

      She smiled up at him and took the card as tears ran down her cheeks. “Thank you, Dr. Allison.”

      He nodded and gave her a smile that made it seem like a date instead of a doctor’s appointment. “We will do everything in our power to beat this, Marie. This is not the end of your story.”

      Marie nodded. I struggled to pull myself together, but I stuffed down my emotions so she could have hers. She was more important than me, and I knew it. I also knew if Nico was giving her his personal phone number, it meant things were going to be tough for Marie. She was going to have more bad days than good. She was going to need support. And he was willing to give it to her.

      Once Nico left, I went through the next steps with Marie and asked her if there was anything else she needed from us before she left.

      “Can I ask you something?” She looked up at me like I had all the answers.

      “Of course.”

      “Does he really give his number to everyone?”

      I shook my head. “No. He doesn’t. I don’t even have his personal number. He’s a very private man, and he only gives his number to patients he has a connection with. Patients he knows are special.”

      “Really?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. You’re in excellent hands.”

      “Thank you. All this is a little overwhelming. I thought my family doctor was joking when she said I needed to come here. I never thought…” She sucked in a shaky breath.

      I patted her shoulder and squeezed it gently. “No one does. That’s one of the things that makes cancer so horrible. It comes out of nowhere. People who seem perfectly healthy, people who think they know why they’re sick, and even people who know there’s a high chance for it are all shocked. Cancer doesn’t care who you are. But Dr. Allison is the best in the area, and he’s going to do everything he can to bring you through this.”

      Marie smiled. “Thank you. I really…thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. We’ll see you soon.”

      I walked Marie to the front and told Tina at reception she needed to come back at the end of the week for her first infusion appointment.

      I grabbed a quick lunch then was onto infusion appointments for the afternoon. My first patient was a single father whose parents smoked when he was young. At forty-four, Lucas was fighting lung cancer, a battle I knew all too well.

      “You’re looking good today, Laura,” he said once he was seated in his chair.

      “And you’re as charming as ever. How are the girls?”

      Lucas chuckled the way he always did when I asked about his three daughters. They were everything to him. His oldest was in her first year of college but stayed home to go to a local school so she could help with her sisters in high school and middle school.

      “Carly reminds me of her mother every day. She’s running the show. She keeps everyone in line and tells us what we need to do. And as the youngest, her sisters don’t really love that,” Lucas said.

      I laughed with him and tied my gown. I adjusted my mask and opened my kit. “We all need someone like that in our lives. Someone to keep us in line.”

      “She’s it for me,” Lucas said, turning his head away while I accessed his chemo port. He winced then sucked in a breath and relaxed.

      I tested the access and taped the needle in place. “I have a friend like that. She’s a doctor, fertility specialist. She runs her business like a commanding officer, and her house is about the same. She’s a badass.”

      Lucas chuckled and nodded. “Sounds like Carly.”

      “How about the older two? How are they doing?”

      I worked while Lucas told me his oldest kicked ass in her first year of college and the middle one was starting to think about what she wanted to do after high school. By the time he was done, he’d taken his pills and his first dose of chemo was running in.

      “I can barely keep up with myself. I don’t know how you handle three girls.”

      Lucas chuckled. “Most of the time, they’re handling me. The latest is they want me to start dating.”

      “Oh, no. That’s dangerous.”

      He laughed. “Right? I told them I’m not interested, but I don’t know. It’s been six years since my wife died. The girls were six, nine, and thirteen. I’ve been buried in raising them and never thought about anything else. But all this…” He gestured to the room we were in, a room with nine other chairs with people receiving treatment. “Life’s too short to let it just pass me by.”

      “That’s very true,” I said. I patted his arm. “My friend designed a dating app, Book Boyfriends Wanted. You should check it out. Even if you don’t find someone else, dating and meeting new people can be fun. Your girls are getting older, and when they’re all moved out, you might want a friend if nothing else.”

      “A friend with benefits?” He waggled his brows.

      I laughed and shook my head. “You are trouble, Lucas.”

      “But you love me anyway,” he said.

      I nodded. “You know I do. I need to update your chart and get my next patient. I’ll be back to check on you in a few minutes.”

      Lucas nodded and closed his eyes as I stood. He usually took a nap during part of his treatment. Most patients did. The meds they took were powerful and knocked them out, so we kept the room quiet with soft music on to muffle any conversation that might distract them.

      “Nurse Kempis. A word,” Dr. Allison said as soon as I turned away from Lucas.

      My heart pounded in my chest and my pulse skipped. He was not happy with me, but I had no clue why.

      I nodded and said, “Give me just a moment.”

      He raised an angry brow and crossed his arms, glaring at me while I trashed my protective gear. I made a quick note to update Lucas’s chart, then followed Dr. Allison to his office.

      “Close the door.”

      I did as he asked and stood just inside while he walked around his dark wood desk and sat in the large black leather chair. Bookshelves surrounded him and his degrees hung above his head. His office could have been that of a college professor or a lawyer or anyone professional. There was nothing that said who he was. No pictures, no paintings, no indication of a personality.

      “Why were you flirting with that patient?”

      “Excuse me?” I blurted.

      “The patient,” he snarled. “Were you going to give him a lap dance, too? Because we might be a full service clinic here, but I expect you to keep things professional.”

      I drew back and tried to figure out what I did that was so unprofessional. “I apologize, Dr. Allison, but I wasn’t treating him any differently than I do any other patient. And I believe I was being very professional.”

      “Oh, so you tell all your patients about dating apps and offer to be their friend with benefits?”

      “What? I didn’t say that!”

      “You said you love him.”

      I drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out before my attitude got me in trouble. How dare he? I was not out of line with my patients. I was respectful and considerate. I asked about their lives and made small talk. I never once crossed a line. I did not give out my personal phone number to any of them. Not since Ms. Georgia. But that was different.

      “I love my patients, Dr. Allison. I love working here. I love seeing people get better. And you know a positive mindset is huge when someone is going through what every single one of these patients is going through. I talk to them and laugh with them and ask about their personal lives. I need to know who these people are so they trust me.”

      “No, you don’t. They need to trust you because you’re good at your job, but today…”

      “What are you saying?” I asked him, flabbergasted.

      “Twice today I’ve had to speak to you about personal matters in the workplace. Twice today I’ve overheard you speaking to someone about your…relationships. Do not let it happen again.”

      “Are you telling me I can’t ask my patients about their personal lives?”

      “No, I’m telling you you can’t fuck them!” he bellowed.

      I froze. I was paralyzed with fury. I’d never been so pissed off in my life. I wanted to walk across the room and punch him. It took everything in me not to.

      Four years I’d worked for that man. Four years I’d killed myself to follow his lead and treat the patients who came from all over to see him. Four years. And he thought I was using the clinic as my own personal brothel.

      I shoved down the anger and pain and fuck you.

      “Yes, sir,” I said with a sharp nod. “Is there anything else?”

      He shook his head.

      I pursed my lips together and turned and left his office. What did I ever see in that asshole?
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      Fucking hell. I closed my eyes and took a breath for the first time since I walked in and saw her flirting with the patient. A fucking patient. Red. It was all fucking red.

      Lighting into her…I couldn’t stop myself. As soon as the words were out, I knew I said the wrong thing. What the hell was I thinking exposing that much? I thought for sure she would call me out, but she didn’t. She just about crumbled. I wanted to reach for her. To comfort her. To hold her. Thank fuck my desk was between us or I might have done it. But then her face, that beautiful, heart-shaped face that I saw in my every fantasy, it turned again. To anger. Hatred. And that turned me on even more.

      Except for the fact that those emotions were directed at me.

      I thought about chasing her down, but what was the point? I didn’t want her fucking the patients. I didn’t want her fucking anyone. And after overhearing about her dates over the weekend, for months, and then listening to her flirt with a patient, I lost it.

      I took a deep breath and thought about calling for an emergency session with my therapist, but I could handle it. Usually I talked to her about work, but lately I’d been sharing more and more about Laura. She was becoming more of an issue for me, and it needed to stop.

      I turned my thoughts to other things, like another new patient I had coming in shortly, and managed to push Laura from my mind. I took a deep breath and focused on work. I had to compartmentalize. I was an expert at it, and it came in handy now.

      The consultation went well. The patient was understandably upset, but she was joking and talking instead of crying. She was ready to fight, and she had the support system in place to do it. She would be one of my success stories.

      I spent the rest of my day catching up on paperwork and meeting with the remaining clients. My schedule was getting busier than I could handle and I really needed to put plans in place to hire another doctor. That also meant finally going through with the plans I had to remodel the second floor of the building into a dedicated infusion center.

      The Margaret Allison Memorial Clinic.

      My mother would have adored Laura. Laura was exactly the kind of woman my mother wanted me to find. Kind, compassionate, tough. She also would have loved that Laura didn’t fit the definition of conventional beauty, although I couldn’t fathom why. She was stunning. Her curves, her smile, her long blonde hair that begged for my fingers to run through it.

      I cleared my throat and adjusted myself. I couldn’t let my mind wander when I was still at work.

      “I’m heading home, Dr. Allison,” Ally said with a knock on my open door. “Is there anything you need before I go?”

      I shook my head. “No, Ally. I’m all set. Is everyone else gone?”

      She nodded. “I think so. I haven’t seen anyone. I was just getting the paperwork ready for tomorrow. It’s another busy day.”

      “Unfortunately, yes. Cancer doesn’t stop.”

      She smiled sadly. “We’re all lucky you’re willing to fight it. Have a good night.”

      “You, too. See you tomorrow, Ally.”

      “Bye.”

      I waited until I heard the solid metal door swing closed behind Ally to get up from my desk. I walked through the offices and made sure the place was empty, then I turned off the lights and headed upstairs.

      The open space echoed with my footsteps. Ceiling panels dangled from the spots they should have filled. Wires snaked across the vinyl flooring. Overturned chairs and broken desks were scattered around haphazardly, as though tossed there in a fight.

      The abandoned office space had seen better days. There were times I thought the entire town had. I loved MacKellar Cove, but it was a little rough around the edges. A little worn in, or worn out depending on how you looked at it. I never felt like I fit in, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave.

      I heard my mother’s laugh in my head. She was always laughing, up until the end. She told me I didn’t fit in because I never gave others a chance. I told her it was because no one wanted to get to know me. She would have chastised me for the way I treated Laura, for embarrassing her. She would have said it was proving her point. Maybe it was. Maybe I wasn’t fair to her. But I couldn’t help it.

      From the first day she showed up in my clinic, she captivated me. So much so that I could barely speak to her. She was stunning. And the way she treated patients, even before her training was complete, made me wonder who she’d lost that she understood their pain so acutely.

      Ally told me more about Laura than Laura ever did. Laura’s mom died of lung cancer when she was younger. She knew the pain the patients felt. And she knew the pain their caregivers felt. It was a unique skill set. One I wish didn’t exist.

      I walked through the space and laid it out in my head. Three times as many beds for infusion. Four private rooms for patients who needed spinal access or couldn’t sit upright in a chair. I wanted to add large windows along the west wall so patients could look out over the water while they received treatment. Something beautiful so they weren’t left feeling trapped.

      I finally had the money to do it all and was putting it into motion. I hadn’t told a single person about it except Veronica. She knew everything about me, but that was her job as my therapist. She helped me see things I couldn’t see, and one of those things was that not doing this meant I was holding myself back. I needed a new challenge, a new goal. Something to keep my mind off all the things I was missing in my life.

      Like a woman to share it with.

      I took a deep breath and closed my eyes once more. I could see it, and I held on to that vision as I left the office and went home for the night. Alone, as always.
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        * * *

      

      I’d come to dread Thursday as much as Monday, but this Thursday was especially painful. Laura wasn’t speaking to me, not that I blamed her. She wasn’t even speaking around me. When I walked in the room or even near, she closed her mouth. I missed the sound of her voice. The sound of her laugh.

      She was working with me for the afternoon. Each nurse saw patients with me one morning and one afternoon every week. They handled infusion of those same patients so their care was consistent. It worked for me, until I had to spend the time with her. Then it was torture.

      My morning went by quickly with a few new patients and a few who were done with treatment. That was the cycle. We had patients at every stage along the way. It was always good to see some move on, but there was never a shortage of more waiting to start.

      I ate lunch in my office, grabbing a frozen meal from the mini freezer below my desk. It burned my mouth when I took the first bite, and the second was barely warm enough to not be frozen. I hated the things, but I didn’t take time to cook most days so I suffered through them. Another thing my mother would chastise me for if she were around.

      The alarm on my phone went off and I used my private bathroom and brushed my teeth, then went to the exam room to see our first patient of the afternoon.

      “Good afternoon, Robert,” I said as I walked into the room. “How are you today?”

      “Feeling good, Dr. Allison. Hoping for some good news.”

      I nodded and accepted the tablet from Laura. Our fingers brushed when she handed it over. A jolt of awareness burst through me, but she pulled back so quickly we almost dropped the device. I scowled and righted it, clearing my throat before I turned the screen to face Robert.

      “This was your last scan. We talked about it a few months ago. We weren’t sure what kind of improvement we would see in the first two rounds, but this…” I flipped to the second picture, “is your newest scan.”

      Robert looked up at me with tears in his eyes. “That’s good, right? It looks good, but I don’t really know how to read these.”

      “It’s very good, Robert. The treatment is working. Nurse Kempis is taking excellent care of you.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Allison. And you, Laura. Thank you so much.”

      “Of course. Now, we’ll keep you on the same treatment plan and keep going. We’ll do another scan in two more months. I’m very happy with how things are going, though. How have you been feeling?”

      “Good. As good as can be expected. I’m tired the day of treatment and I have a rough day on day three, usually. My wife is always trying to make me rest, but I feel the need to move. We go for walks every day just so we can get some fresh air.”

      “That’s always a good thing to do. Jump up here and let me do a quick exam and then we’ll get you on your way. Laura will get you set up with your appointments for the next month. I’ll see you soon.”

      Robert laid back on the exam table and followed my instructions. When he was done, Laura picked the tablet up again and held it in front of her chest like armor. She didn’t look at me. I wasn’t surprised.

      The rest of the day went pretty much the same. She handed me the tablet when I needed it, but practically threw it at me so our hands didn’t touch again. As the day wore on, so did my patience. By the time our last patient was walking out, I couldn’t hold back another second.

      “Can I speak to you, please?” I asked, my voice letting her know it was not a request.

      She looked up at me, her eyes narrowed and angry. She nodded once, still not speaking.

      I walked into my office and stood behind my chair. She closed the door and stayed directly in front of it, barely inside the space I spent most of my time in. She stared at me, waiting for me to speak first.

      “I would like to apologize for the way I spoke to you the other day.”

      She continued to glare at me.

      “Are you going to say anything?”

      “Was that your apology?” she asked.

      “You realize I’m your boss, right? And that I could fire you for insubordination?”

      She stiffened and straightened. “I apologize. I will go back to refraining from speaking so I don’t say anything inappropriate again.”

      “Dammit, Laura, that’s not what I want!”

      She simply stared at me.

      “Fuck. I’m screwing this all up. I’m sorry for the way I spoke to you the other day. And I’m sorry for making you feel as though you can’t speak freely. That was never my intention.”

      Again, she just stared.

      “Do you have anything to say?”

      “No, sir.”

      I growled. “I’m not a dictator.”

      “Just the first part,” she mumbled, low, but loud enough that I could hear her.

      I raised an eyebrow and she had the decency to look ashamed. Her cheeks pinked and the flush sank to her neck and below her scrub top. Her breasts rose with the sharp intake of her breath. My cock rose at the imaginary sight of her nipples pressing against her clothes.

      Too bad I couldn’t actually see them. And I never would.

      “Have a good evening, Nurse Kempis.”

      She nodded and left my office in a hurry. She probably figured I’d fire her, but then I wouldn’t see her anymore. I could handle her hating me better than I could handle her not being in my life.

      The only thing I couldn’t handle was her with another man.
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        * * *

      

      “How many dates do you have this weekend?” Ally asked.

      I was on my way past the break room and would have kept going, except I heard Laura’s voice. It had been another day without her speaking to me, and I was desperate for anything I could get from her.

      “Three, maybe four. I have been talking to this one guy who said something about meeting up, but we haven’t set a date yet.”

      Her casual tone tried to have me believe these dates were no big deal, but this was Laura. My Laura. And she was going out with other men. Men who weren’t me.

      “Three or four?” Liz said. “Where do you meet all of them? When I was single, I was lucky to find one guy to go out with.”

      “Book Boyfriends Wanted,” Laura said simply, like that explained everything.

      “The app? Seriously?” Bonnie asked.

      “Yep. There are definitely a lot of duds on there, but I’ve met some that were sweet enough that I keep trying. It’s a numbers game. I’m too old to wait forever for a relationship. I love my work and I love my friends, but I’d love to have an orgasm that involved another person once in a while.”

      I choked on my breath. I could hear the panic in the break room at being overheard, and I could feel the tension from Laura. I needed to get the hell out of there before someone walked out and saw me standing there like a creep.

      I turned the corner and went into an exam room. I had no reason to be in there, but it didn’t matter. I could not look Laura in the eye after what I just heard. Not without offering to give her all the orgasms she wanted. She didn’t need to try online dating. She just needed to drop her pants for me and I’d make sure she never had to touch herself again.

      My head spun with need. My cock was so hard I was sure it was going to split my zipper. Even my lab coat did nothing to hide the bulge tenting my pants. I just needed to wait until everyone was gone so I didn’t have to face them for a few days.

      Not that it would make the desire go away.

      “I don’t know where he is. Usually he’s in his office by now,” Ally said. Her voice was right outside the door. “I always check in with him. There’s no way he left already.”

      I slowed my breathing so they didn’t hear me. Maybe they would just leave.

      “Let me text him. Make sure everything is okay,” Ally said.

      I scrambled to dig my phone out of my pocket and made sure it was still on silent. I never turned the ringer on in case I got a call when I was with a patient, but I still checked. It buzzed in my hand a second later.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m heading out for the day. Is there anything else you need before I go?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m good. Thanks. Have a nice weekend.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You too.

      

      

      

      

      

      “He said he’s good. I still don’t know where he is, but he replied so at least we know he’s okay. Let’s go grab that drink. You can advise us all on how to snag dates,” Ally said.

      “You don’t need a date. You’re married,” Laura argued.

      “Yeah, but it never hurts to have ideas for dates with my husband. After all…”

      Their voices faded as they walked away. I stayed hidden until the back door slammed closed behind them and I knew I was alone.

      “Fucking hell,” I breathed.

      I finally left the exam room and headed back to my office. I spent another hour going over patient records and reading reports of the chemo sessions from the day. My phone buzzed with an alert and I turned it over. An appointment reminder for a call with Veronica. She suggested we try phone calls instead of asking me to drive down to Syracuse when we had a session. I agreed to try it.

      I added the meeting to my calendar on my work computer so Ally didn’t schedule something else in that time slot and was about to put my phone away when I paused.

      “Book Boyfriends Wanted,” I said out loud as I typed in the words. I read through the reviews and was surprised by how many of them were positive. They raved about the ease of use, the success of matches, and the creativity of the app.

      “Am I really signing up for a dating app?” I grumbled to myself.

      I tapped Install and sighed. Yep.

      It was official. I’d lost my damn mind. And it was all because of my beautiful, curvy, infuriating nurse.

      What were the chances we’d end up matched? High, I hoped.
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      “He’s just such an ass.” I rolled my eyes and groaned to hide the hurt.

      “Did you really expect anything different?” Elise asked.

      I was complaining to my friends about Nico. It had been on my mind since he spoke to me about the way I was with patients and I thought my friends would be on my side. I was wrong.

      “You think I was acting like a whore?” I asked her.

      Elise chuckled and shook her head. “No. Of course not. I know you, and I know you are friendly and affectionate and kind. You’re the kind of person who puts others at ease. It’s a part of why you’re such an amazing nurse. But I can also see why Nico would be upset by it. He’s not like that from what you’ve told me. He’s stoic and almost rude.”

      “It’s not that he’s rude,” Karissa broke in. “He’s just not as warm as you are, Laura. And for someone like him who is always keeping work and home separate, he doesn’t understand being friendly to someone if you aren’t getting personal with them.”

      “All I did was recommend your app to a patient. I didn’t give him my name and tell him to look me up,” I argued.

      “And even if you did, I don’t think it would be wrong,” Blake said. “I think the point is Nico will never understand who you are and why you do the things you do. Letting it stress you out and upset you will not make it better.”

      I sighed and leaned back in my seat. I tugged my hair from behind my back and tossed it over the edge of the chair. I looked around at my friends and their kind faces. I didn’t know what I would do without them.

      “You guys are right. He’s an ass, and it’s beyond time I move on. I’m too old to waste my time on people who don’t want to be a part of my life.”

      “Aren’t we all,” Sofia said with a grin. She raised her plastic cup in salute, and I nodded.

      “Have you had any dates lately? How are they going?” Trinity asked me.

      “I had two this weekend. I was supposed to have three, but one blew me off. I thought another guy I’ve been talking to wanted to meet up, but it’s been radio silence from him, too. Dating is hard,” I declared.

      Everyone laughed in agreement.

      “I’m not open to dating right now,” Finley said. “I’m happy to have a few minutes with a guy, but to actually sit down and have a conversation isn’t in my plans.”

      “Is everything okay?” I asked.

      Finley shrugged. “Mostly. I’m struggling a little with the store, and I’m not sleeping well. I don’t have time to dedicate to dating. I’ve pulled back from the couple of guys I’ve been chatting with so I can focus on making sure these doors stay open.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Karissa asked. Karissa and Finley had lived together since before I moved to town. All of them were close, but Finley, Karissa, and Blake had been friends for years and were like sisters.

      Finley shrugged. She looked at the floor, her brown hair hiding her face. “I don’t want you to worry that I won’t keep up my share of things. Or for any of you to feel like you need to do anything for me.”

      “It’s not charity to ask your friends for ideas,” Blake argued. She and Finley had been best friends for decades. After Blake married Ian, they actually became sisters. In-law, but close enough. “We all want to help. Maybe we can think of ways to advertise the store. Or you could offer other products. Book things. Not generic stuff, but products that a reader would love.”

      “I’ve thought about it, but I don’t know. It’s overwhelming. And we were talking about Laura’s love life, not my work life. There’s that balance Nico seems to have a handle on.” Finley smiled, but it didn’t reach her dark eyes. She was worried.

      “I don’t mind,” I told her. “My love life will always be a disaster. This place is home for us. We need to do whatever we can to save it.”

      Finley shook her head and forced another smile. “We’ll figure it out. How were the two dates you went on?”

      I could tell she was trying to change the subject and went with it. “The dates were okay. I’ve chatted with both guys and they’re nice enough, but they didn’t inspire any I-need-you-now desire.”

      “Do we need that?” Sofia asked. “Passion is great, but is it necessary for a relationship?”

      “I think so,” Blake said. “When I was with William, he was nice enough, but the passion wasn’t there. It was blah. Sex was always the same, our routine was always the same. I didn’t know how different it could be until Ian and I got together, and then I wondered why in the world I spent so long with William.”

      “Is there something in between? I don’t know if I can handle the emotional upheaval that comes with throw-you-against-the-wall-and-kiss-you passion, but boring sounds…boring. There’s nothing in the middle?” Sofia asked.

      “I think there are a lot of different degrees of passion, but it depends on what turns you on,” Elise said. “I’m not a throw-me-against-the-wall kind of person. If Colin did that, I would walk out, and he knows that. But I love when he gets a look in his eyes and chases me through the house. We end up falling into bed laughing.”

      “Maybe that’s why I don’t date,” Sofia said. “I don’t want highly emotional, all-consuming relationships. I want something simple and predictable.”

      “Like Sebastian?” I asked her.

      Sofia snorted and shook her blonde ponytail. “Not even a little bit. He’s like a brother to me. We speak the same language, but I don’t think of him that way. Plus, I don’t think he’s over Zoey. And if she moves here in a couple of months like she’s talking about, Sebastian is going to fall apart.”

      “You care a lot about him,” Trinity said with a grin.
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