
  
    [image: FALLING FOR HER BOSS]
  


  
    
      FALLING FOR HER BOSS

      Small Town Scandals

    

    
      
        KAY LYONS

      

    

    
      Kindred Spirits Publishing

    

  


  
    
      FALLING FOR HER BOSS by Kay Lyons. Copyright © 2019 by Dorma Kay Lyons

      978-1-946863-13-3

      978-1-946863-14-0

      All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction, in whole or in part in any form. This story is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      For more information about Kay Lyons, please visit her website at www.kaylyonsauthor.com.

      @KayLyonsAuthor (Twitter)

      Kay Lyons Author (Facebook)

      Author_Kay_Lyons (Instagram)

      Kay Lyons, Author (Pinterest)

      SIGN UP FOR KAY’S NEWSLETTER AND RECEIVE UPDATES ON NEW RELEASES, CONTESTS, PRE-RELEASE BOOK INFORMATION, EXCLUSIVES AND MORE!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      WANNA PLAY DOCTOR?”

      Bryan Booker looked up from his computer and froze. Now that the latest agency temp had his attention, the woman gave him a smile impossible to misinterpret and sashayed over to his desk. She perched on the edge, fingering the stapler with suggestive strokes while she gave him another come-get-me glance.

      “I thought maybe I’d stay and keep you company this evening. I’m sure we could…get some things done.” She leaned closer, until her top gaped and he got an in-your-face view down the V-necked smock to her Victoria’s Secret bra.

      He swallowed a sigh. The fact he knew what brand of underwear she wore by sight alone was certainly indication that he knew too much about women’s lingerie—and not enough about hiring employees. “Tricia—”

      “Are you on a porn site?” Her tone chided, but her salacious expression stated all too clearly she wished he were.

      Bryan forced a tired smile. “Just e-mailing my parents. They’re touring Europe for their fortieth anniversary.”

      “How romantic.” Tricia leaned over even more and began to caress his arm. “Bryan, I was wondering…would you like to have dinner with me? I know you said we had to keep it all business during office hours, and I understand because of what a stick-in-the-mud Janice is, but she’s not here now, we’re officially closed—” she almost purred the words “—and I bought something special today at lunch that I would love to show you.”

      Frowning, Bryan carefully plucked her hand from his arm and got to his feet. In response, Tricia lowered the leg she had crossed, leaving him plenty of room to step between if he so chose, but instead he grasped her wrist and tugged her off the desk.

      After the invitation she’d just tossed out, she probably thought he was about to lead her upstairs to his apartment. He turned down the hall toward the reception area and waiting room, stopping in his tracks once he spotted the mess Tricia had neglected to clean up. A desk was under there somewhere.

      “You didn’t get the filing done?” he asked needlessly, pained at the sight of all the work he’d have to sort through before reopening his doors on Monday. He’d wanted to spend the weekend with his granddad, maybe take him out for a drive in the convertible since the weather was supposed to be mild. That wouldn’t be happening now.

      “No, not exactly. Between the patients and phones, and those horribly written notes you expect me to transcribe, I didn’t have time. But…how about you let me make it up to you another way?” Her palms found his shoulders and she pressed her ample breasts against his chest. “I promise you’ll like what I have in mind.”

      “You took a two-hour lunch.” The results of which were contained in a pink Victoria’s Secret bag sitting beside her purse. The knowledge that the nearest store was an hour away brought to mind his hellish afternoon of trying to keep up with patients, files and phones instead of the sensual pleasures advertised so prettily.

      “You missed me?” Her smile widened, and seconds later she held a handful of gauzy fluff. “It wasn’t easy making a decision in such a rush,” she murmured before holding it up in front of her. She bit her lower lip before sliding him a coy glance. “Come on, Bryan, say something. Do you like it?”

      He frowned again. “Tricia, I meant what I said about keeping relationships professional in this office.”

      Tricia’s otherwise pretty features pinched into a series of lines and grooves. “That wasn’t just for Janice’s benefit?”

      “No. You left me high and dry while you shopped, and you didn’t return when you were supposed to, knowing Janice wasn’t here to pitch in and cover for you.”

      His full-time R.N. had become a grandmother as of two o’clock that morning. A preacher’s wife, Janice had been married nearly as long as he’d been alive, but she was feisty and fun, and he didn’t have to worry about her coming on to him—or flashing him her lingerie. Janice’s timing sucked, though, because she’d requested two full weeks of vacation to help her daughter get back on her feet after giving birth. Vacation that had begun this morning.

      “I’m sorry about today, Bryan. Really.” She wet her lips. “Forgive me?”

      Firming his hold on Tricia’s elbow, he grabbed her belongings from atop the mess and headed for the door. “Tricia, I appreciate the, uh, effort, but I don’t think you’re quite right for the job as my office manager.”

      “Oh, but—”

      “I’ll call Sierra and let her know I won’t be needing your services any longer, but thank you for your time and… work this week.”

      She placed a hand on his chest and dug in her heels, stopping their progress. “But, Bryan, I can make you feel soooo much better about your breakup with Holly.”

      She was attractive, no doubt about it, but he wasn’t interested. Because he needed help with filing? Bryan bit back the curses on the tip of his tongue and escorted her the last two steps. “For the record, there was no breakup. Holly and I never dated exclusively.” He shoved the items he held at Tricia before opening the door and gently but firmly pressing a hand between her shoulder blades to urge her outside.

      Tricia blinked as if she’d only just realized her surroundings. On her face disappointment warred with fury, and her pink-coated lips peeled back in a grimace. “You mean…that’s it?”

      “’Fraid so. Take care of yourself and be careful driving home.”

      Her mouth dropped open, and her chest rose and lowered rapidly in agitation. “You’re firing me and turning me down?”

      He couldn’t quite believe it himself. Bryan eyed the negligee in her hand, but not a single flicker of desire stirred within him. “Don’t take it personally.”

      Tricia stood for a moment, huffing and puffing and visibly shocked that he’d said no to her considerable charms. Her mouth snapped closed, opened again and then she released an outraged shriek that rivaled any child who didn’t want a needle before she stalked off toward her car.

      Bryan watched her go. How had life come down to scenes such as these?

      He shook his head and was about to return to his computer when he noticed his neighbor standing on her porch not fifteen feet away. She snickered behind the hand covering her mouth.

      That was the problem with his practice. Located between two occupied homes, his patients didn’t have any privacy.

      And neither did he. “Glad I could add a little amusement to your day, Ellen.”

      Tricia left the lot, tires squealing, and the act incited another round of laughter from the Taylorsville social worker, this one louder than the first since she no longer made an effort to disguise her amusement. Tears trickled from Ellen’s eyes, and she nearly dropped the box she held clutched to her front in her bid to wipe them away.

      Reluctant, Bryan jogged down the wheelchair ramp and over to her porch to take it from her. “Where to?”

      “There.” She waved a hand to where her car was parked, trunk open. “Oh, my. Bryan, I needed that so badly.”

      With a smile on her face and eyes sparking, Ellen looked to be around his age of thirty-two rather than the six or eight years his senior he knew her to be. “Bad day?”

      She waved a hand in front of her as if she wanted to shoo away the question. “Nothing that time and patience won’t solve,” she murmured mysteriously. “But right now I’ve got some errands to run before heading over to the toy drive and barbecue at the police station. You’ll be there, won’t you?”

      Her tone suggested he’d better put in an appearance. “I’ve got a ton of work to do, but maybe I’ll drop by later.”

      Her brows rose in surprise. “You’re working on a Friday night? Again? What happened to Crystal? Or Lisa? Or—” her tone lowered a notch “—Holly?”

      “You know Holly and I never dated exclusively,” he repeated for what had to be the thousandth time. He promised himself there and then that he’d be more discreet in his hookups.

      “So she was another one hoping to change your wayward ways?”

      Bryan lowered the box into the trunk. “All I can say is that you women have a vengeful streak.”

      “Looked to me like she was more than willing to comfort you this weekend,” she murmured, gesturing to where Tricia’s car had been parked.

      He glanced at the blackened tire marks left behind. “My office is a disaster, and all Holly’s sister will send me from the temp agency are marriage-minded women too afraid to break a nail unless there’s a chance it might involve rough sex.”

      Ellen chuckled at his complaint, her expression telling him she didn’t sympathize much. “I take it you haven’t had any luck coming up with a fund-raiser then?”

      He closed the trunk with a scowl. “When have I had time? Besides, people will gladly donate toys and food, but when it comes to cold, hard cash, they still look at me like the new guy just waiting to take their money and run. It’s been three years and I’m still the outsider. I’m beginning to think the clinic will never happen.”

      Ellen clucked her tongue, the sound motherly. “Think positive—you’ll come up with something. And I’ll give some thought to your office manager dilemma. In the meantime, go lock up and come to the station for dinner. The work will still be there tomorrow.”

      “That’s the problem.” He glared at his office door and wondered how he’d be prepared for Monday morning the way things were now. If anything, Tricia had made more of a mess.

      “No,” Ellen corrected, “the problem is you pick the wrong women—something you’ve done as long as I’ve known you. If you want to change the way people see you, then you need to figure out why you’re keeping yourself from finding happiness.”

      “They won’t donate because they think I’m not happy?” He tilted his head in pretended interest. “Ellen, that’s farfetched even for you.”

      “Fine, make fun, but the next time you find yourself in the mood, pick a woman, not a girl, who makes your blood heat just thinking about her.”

      “Makes my blood heat. What have you been reading?”

      The woman gave him a good-natured swat. “You’re not listening to a word I say, are you? Be that way, but if you ask me, you’ve brought this on yourself.”

      Bryan held up his hands in surrender, walking backward until he felt the asphalt end and the grass begin. Three steps more and he grabbed the door of his practice. “I didn’t ask. Besides,” he added with a teasing grin, “if you’d agree to date a younger man, I wouldn’t have a problem.” He yanked open the door but didn’t make it far. Ellen’s laughter stopped him again, and even though he told himself to keep going, his body refused to obey his brain. “What?” he demanded darkly.

      Ellen shook her head at him, a patiently tolerant expression on her face. “Bryan, Bryan…oh, I feel for you. The moment you decide you’ve found the perfect woman, she’s going to treat you exactly the way you’ve treated all those women whose hearts you’ve broken. You wait and see.”

      

      MELISSA YORK DROVE around the back of the house she shared with her father and parked, her thoughts a chaotic mess filled with snatches of conversation listing all the reasons she wouldn’t be hired by the companies supposedly looking for employees.

      Groaning, she opened the car door and the August heat practically melted her in the five seconds it took to grab the bag of groceries from the backseat and hurry inside. After her checkup with her oncologist in Baxter, she’d spent the day making cold calls to the few businesses at which she hadn’t already left her résumé, then driven back to Taylorsville to do the same. Now she kicked off her heels, inordinately glad to be home.

      Heaven knows she wasn’t in the mood to cook, but since she was now well enough to help out, she figured healthy meals and a clean house would go a long way to repay her dad for the way he’d cared for her during the worst moments of her life.

      Organic chicken awaited in the fridge. Maybe a salad? Lots of veggies, anyway. Cancer supposedly hated vegetables. But loved her. She wrinkled her nose, relishing the memory of good, old-fashioned, high-fat junk food, and set the bag of fruit and vegetables on the counter before reaching into the refrigerator for the chicken she’d left marinating overnight. In her haste she managed to drop the hard plastic container on her unprotected toes. “Ow! Oh, shoot!”

      She hopped on one foot and held the other with her hand, rubbing hard and squeezing. Frustrated tears blurred her vision.

      Nothing had gone right today!

      Grabbing hold of the countertop for balance, she wriggled her brightly painted toes and glared at the Rubbermaid container on the floor. At least the lid had stayed on. She picked it up and slammed the large rectangle on the counter.

      “Must’ve been some day,” a voice murmured from behind her. “Anything you need to tell me?”

      She started at the sound of her father’s voice. So much for having dinner ready on time. She noticed her dad’s hair was messed up. “Why are you home so early? Are you sick?”

      Ruddy color filled his face. “Hello to you, too. No, I’m fine. I, uh, decided to come and get some paperwork done before a meeting.”

      “Oh.”

      “Well?”

      Remembering what he’d asked, she shook her head. “You know I would’ve called you if anything showed up. I’m fine.”

      “Doesn’t look like it. Bad day?” he asked, holding out his hand to keep the door between the living room and kitchen from swinging back and forth the way it normally did.

      She nodded and washed her hands in the sink before moving back to take off the container lid. “You could say that.”

      Heavily callused hands settled on her shoulders and turned her to face him. “It can’t be all that bad.”

      “No?” She reached up and smoothed his mussed hair, noting his cheeks got a little red again. “I think I’m wearing a big scarlet C on my forehead. I put applications in all over Taylorsville and Baxter, but suddenly the job market has disappeared.” She shook her head in annoyance. “All they see is a walking cancer ad.”

      He pulled her hand away and held it, kissing her knuckles. “You’ll find something, give it time. But why are you fixing dinner? Did you forget about the barbecue?”

      The barbecue? She had forgotten. But only because she hadn’t been asked to get involved. “Yeah, I…I guess I did. What was I supposed to bring?”

      Her dad chuckled. “Just yourself. Everything’s done. Came together smooth as silk. Ellen—remember me introducing you a while back at the station?—she’s done a great job. She’s, uh, in the living room now. We were going over some last-minute details when you got home.”

      For an event that would take place someplace else? Melissa eyed her father again. Was that lipstick on his mouth?

      He let go of her hand and rubbed the spot, making it redder.

      Just an itch. She shook her head at her imaginings, no doubt the aftereffects of paranoia brought on by being stared at like a leper during her job hunt. If she didn’t find a job soon, she’d climb the walls. A house could only be so clean.

      “Hal?” Ellen called from the other room. “I think I’ll head over to the station now.”

      Melissa wondered why the woman didn’t come into the kitchen to say her goodbyes. The brief meeting a few months back had left her with the impression of a well put-together woman with a warm smile, but little else.

      “I won’t be long! Tell Nathan to get the grill fired up before the mayor gets there and complains about the smoke.”

      “You need to go,” she murmured. “I’m sorry for interrupting your meeting.”

      Her dad lifted his hand and smoothed it gently over her too-short hair. Barely an inch and a half long because it was taking forever to grow, she’d recently had the fuzzy ends trimmed and the overall style looked very Peter Panish. Not exactly a style most women would pick, but better than no hair at all.

      “You vent anytime. Better out than in, you know that. Besides, taking your frustration out on a plastic container is a lot better than taking it out on a person like some people do.”

      Smiling at the truth of his statement, Melissa wrapped her arms around him and gave him a big hug. “I know,” she said, resting her head against his chest with a sigh. The steady beat of his heart soothed her frazzled nerves; the scent of him calmed. Her dad was the one person who’d never let her down.

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      She nodded again. “Yeah. But thanks for listening. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      He squeezed her tight. “You’d do fine, Mel. You’d do just fine.”

      

      I HAVE AN IDEA.”

      Bryan held the phone to his ear and leaned his head back against the desk chair. “Hey, Ellen. Shouldn’t you be at the barbecue setting things up?”

      “I’m on my way now,” she informed him, “but I had to talk to you. There’s no time to waste.”

      “Sounds urgent. What’s up?”

      “I know the perfect woman to be your office manager.”

      “Who?” Bryan sat forward, Ellen’s excitement rubbing off on him. As a caseworker for the county, Ellen knew a lot of people wanting to better themselves, find work. Had she thought of one of them?

      “Well, you know the, um, police chief?”

      Bryan stilled, his racing thoughts skidding to a stop. “Hal York has a job,” he murmured, deliberately misinterpreting and not commenting on the fact that he knew Hal York, mainly because the man parked his police cruiser behind his practice—and Ellen’s home—about every night.

      “I meant his daughter. Do you know Melissa?”

      Bryan pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, I know her,” he murmured, his mind locking on an image of Melissa York, her bald, turban-wrapped head bent, her shoulders shaking while she sobbed after learning the truth of her infant daughter’s death. He stood and paced around his desk. No way could he hire Melissa. “Does this mean you’re ready to ’fess up and admit you and Chief York are an item?”

      “Will it help? Hal loves me, but his daughter comes first. At least until she can focus on something else and stand on her own two feet.”

      Unease tightened his stomach. “Ellen—”

      “You need help,” she said, her voice taking on a pleading quality.

      “I can’t hire Melissa York.” She hadn’t talked to him after that day at her house. A glance here and there when they happened to meet up in town, a shaky smile before she quickly averted her eyes. He thought he’d done a good thing by telling her the baby she’d buried not long after birth hadn’t been shaken to death, but instead his research into the incident had left Melissa blaming herself.

      “Why not? She’s perfect!”

      Pulled from his thoughts, Bryan asked the obvious question. “Have you discussed this with her?”

      “Bryan, she needs a job to get back on her feet, and it’s always best to hire someone hungry for work. They make better employees, something you could use right now.”

      “I take it that means no?”

      Ellen paused long enough for a healthy dose of guilt to settle in. He’d caused Melissa pain, however unintentionally, and she obviously felt awkward around him now. Way different than when they were little kids spending their summers playing together on the street corner downtown while her dad and his grandfather worked. But that was a long time ago, and Melissa wouldn’t want to work for him any more than he wanted her to.

      “Bryan, please? Will you give her a chance? For me?”

      He hedged, trying desperately to think of a way out. “What does she know about running an office?”

      “I know she’s a smart, capable young woman who used to work as a teacher’s aid while taking night classes at college. Hal said she loved her job, loved being busy. An office would be a breeze for her. And, Bryan—” her voice lowered “—Hal also told me that she used to handle the fund-raisers for the station. I feel badly when I think of that. I wouldn’t have taken over the Christmas toy drive if I’d known. Especially since…”

      “Since what?”

      A weary sigh came over the line. “Well, Hal’s asked to marry me—”

      “Congratulations.”

      “—but I don’t want our marriage to begin with tension between us. Which means we can’t get married until Melissa is able to support herself again. She’s put in applications all around, but she’s had trouble getting hired because of…well, I think too many people know her medical history.”

      Yet something else for him to consider. Bryan fought his frustration. He hated being put on the spot like this. “You mean her cancer.”

      “Bryan, please. Put yourself in her shoes. She’s ready and able to work and no one will let her try. You’d be helping all of us, most especially yourself, because you’d have someone who actually wants to work instead of spending her days flirting with you.”

      He eyed the mess on the desk then thought about the reception area, her words pulling at his conscience. “It’s not a good idea.”

      “Why not? How many credible applicants have responded to your ad? You know very well there would be more, but a lot of husbands don’t want their wives working with you because of your reputation. Janice is an exception and if her husband didn’t have the utmost faith in her and their marriage, she wouldn’t be there even at her age. And do you really want to deal with Sierra’s temps week after week? Bryan, you need help and Melissa is a viable solution.”

      True or not, he wasn’t about to be sucked in by Ellen’s argument.

      “Think of it this way. You’re not going to find the right woman when you’re so busy shaking the wrong ones out of your bed and working overtime. Hire Melissa,” she ordered. “Do something good for her and for yourself.”

      “And you?” Silence met his words. He paced the room, swearing beneath his breath but knowing Ellen had him. If nothing else he owed Melissa for the hurt he’d caused her, and for the time they’d spent playing together as kids. He also owed Ellen for all the meals she’d provided as a neighbor. “Fine. I’ll do it.” A squeal erupted over the line and Bryan held the receiver away from his head, a rueful grin tugging at his lips.

      When the squealing stopped, he hesitantly brought the phone back to his ear. “I’ll give her an interview. We’ll see how things go from there. She won’t want to work for me, and when this doesn’t work out, you’re back to square one and I’m off the hook. Got it?”

      “Oh, Bryan! You’re the best! No wonder you’ve won so many of the awards in the Tribune.”

      He winced at the reminder. “Ellen, a piece of advice—don’t ever bring up the newspaper’s moronic contest.”

      Happy laughter came over the line. “You make it sound like being a small-town hunk isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

      “Ellen.”

      She laughed again. “I’ll see you at the barbecue. Melissa will be there and you can talk to her then.”

      “Tonight? But—”

      “Bye!”

      Bryan rubbed his eye with the flat of his palm and replaced the receiver onto the base with a mutter.

      Women. What had he gotten himself into now?
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      MELISSA PAUSED long enough for her eyes to adjust to the dim interior of the police station before making her way past the paper-cluttered desks and down the hall. Outside the small kitchenette, she skidded to an abrupt stop and clamped a hand over her mouth to stifle her choked gasp.

      She flattened herself against the wall out of sight, her shell-shocked brain struggling to process what she’d seen. No matter how many times she blinked, it was still there. Her father and the social worker. Their passionate embrace. Did he have his…tongue down her throat? Blood rushed past her ears in frantic gushes.

      “Did I tell you how much I missed you last night?” Ellen asked huskily.

      Melissa didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but her legs wouldn’t move. They were locked at the knees to keep her upright. Nathan Turner might be the station’s official grill master and quite good at the job, but no way on God’s green earth would she step foot into that kitchen to get the spatula he’d sent her after.

      “I couldn’t stay any longer. Melissa’s having a hard time of it and I hate to leave her alone so much. Just today she said she didn’t know what she’d do without me.”

      Her father discussed her with that woman?

      Closing her eyes, Melissa moaned softly. How could she not have realized what was going on? The late hours her dad had started working to catch up, the way he’d begun taking more care with his appearance. And the lipstick stain she’d dismissed as an itch?

      Is that why he’d stopped the swinging door? To keep her from seeing his…his girlfriend on the other side in some state of—

      She blinked, unable to imagine her father messing around in the living room in broad daylight and yet able to imagine it all too well after what she’d just seen. Why hadn’t he said anything?

      The sounds of more kissing ensued, and she wrinkled her nose, distinctly nauseous. No matter their age, no child wanted to see her parent in an openly sexual embrace. It was too…eww.

      “Oh, Hal, I want to tell people and show them the beautiful ring you’ve given me. Please, promise me you’ll talk to Melissa soon.”

      She straightened. What ring?

      “I should’ve made your proposal more romantic, but I couldn’t wait any longer. I can’t wait to wake up beside you every morning, Ellie. Kiss you every night. It won’t always be like it is now.”

      “No, it’s fine. It was beautiful!” The woman sniffled softly. “And I understand. Melissa’s in such limbo you can’t leave her yet, but maybe that’ll change soon.”

      She had been upset lately over not being able to find a job, but she hadn’t come across that pathetically…had she?

      A gusty sigh left her dad. “I hope so. I don’t want to wait, but we have to. Just a little while longer,” he promised. “Then we can start the next part of our lives and figure out what we’re going to do in our old age.”

      Melissa swallowed the lump in her throat and unclenched her hands, her short nails leaving crescent moons embedded in her palms. Without considering the consequences but knowing she had to do—say—something, she stepped into the doorway and cleared her throat.

      Her father jerked away from Ellen and clasped his hands behind his back. “Mel?”

      “Sorry to interrupt, but I had to come tell you my news.”

      “News?”

      She didn’t look at Ellen Morton. “I’ve got a lead on a job.” She laughed, but instead of happy and joyous, the sound came out high-pitched and strained, her smile nearly impossible to maintain. “Isn’t that great?”

      “A job with whom?” her father demanded.

      Floundering, Melissa opened her mouth, her brain scrambling for a response. “Uh…”

      “Me,” a deep masculine voice answered from behind her.

      Melissa whirled around, inordinately grateful her back was to her father when she realized Bryan Booker had come to her rescue. She stared at him in shock, her reeling senses in a time-stilled blur.

      “’Evening, Chief. Ellen.” Bryan dipped his head in greeting. “Melissa,” he murmured, his steady gaze meeting hers and holding for a long moment.

      What are you doing? She mouthed the question while sending him a suspicious glare, but other than a discreet wink, the handsome physician didn’t respond.

      Why would he say he’d offered her a job? Given their history, she couldn’t help but think it was because Bryan felt sorry for her.

      Her father cleared his throat, a sure indication that he was working up a lecture and fast losing patience, and even though she’d like nothing better than to pull Dr. Booker aside and demand to know what was going on, two seconds later she found herself nodding her agreement that she had agreed to interview for the position of Bryan’s office manager.

      “That’s certainly news. Ellen, if you and the doc don’t mind, I’d like to speak to Melissa alone. We have some things we need to discuss.”

      “Dad, now’s not—”

      “Of course, Hal.”

      So much for putting him off. Was her dad going to question her about the job offer or what she’d seen? Melissa gulped back a nervous laugh and worked up her nerve to step into the room. She had to get away from Bryan’s cologne. The woodsy, citrus scent teased her nose and caused an instant spike of awareness.

      She moved to the window and tried to gather her scattered wits, pulling a childhood memory of Bryan from her mind and concentrating hard to dissect the details. Shaggy blond hair, dirty, sweaty little boy. A cowlick and a purple mustache due to a seemingly endless supply of grape juice. Those things she could think of and smile about, but not the way he was now.

      “Ellen, would you like to go get something to drink?” Bryan extended his hand toward the woman, palm up.

      While the social worker gathered her things from the kitchen table, Bryan flashed Melissa a steady stare that made her think he’d support whatever story she told her father.

      Question was why? Maybe they’d played together as kids, but that was a long time ago.

      She didn’t want his pity, either, and after the mortifying scene in her living room late last summer, he couldn’t be backing her up for any other reason.

      Bryan and Ellen left the kitchen and their footsteps faded down the hall. Lacking another distraction, Melissa shifted uncomfortably and tried for nonchalance. “What’s up?”

      “How long were you standing out there?”

      “Out there? Oh, not—”

      “How long, Mel?”

      She shrugged her shoulders and sighed. “Long enough.”

      When her father’s gaze narrowed on hers, she felt much the same as she had at sixteen when she’d had to tell him she was pregnant. And unwed. The police chief’s daughter knocked up. Now there was a fun night.

      “You saw it all, didn’t you?”

      “Take it easy, Dad. I’m scarred for life, but after everything I’ve been through, what else is new?”

      His expression darkened even more. “That is not funny.”

      Neither was his marrying a stranger. “I stumbled upon you and was surprised so I…eavesdropped a little,” she admitted, lifting her chin. “I didn’t mean to, and I’m sorry. There, happy?”

      He seated himself on the metal table. “No, honey, I’m not happy. I’m the one who’s sorry.” His hand gripped the edge tight, his knuckles turning white. “You shouldn’t have seen what you did. Not only was it out of line considering our location, but I should’ve told you about me and Ellen sooner. Told you we’re a couple.”

      “Yeah, you should’ve. So why didn’t you?”

      “I wanted to, Mel. It just never seemed like the right time.”

      She walked to the cabinet and pulled out a glass, ignoring the tremor in her hands. “Or maybe you didn’t tell me because you think I’m so fragile I can’t handle the thought of you being with anyone but Mom.” She turned on the tap and filled the glass.

      “Melissa Ann—”

      “I can handle it.” The words came out sharper than she’d intended, plaintive. She tried again. “I can, I just—” Water sloshed over the brim before she realized the glass was full, and she dumped the contents, the force sending the water splashing out of the sink onto the counter. She ignored the mess and set the glass in the sink with a clatter, not caring that it toppled over when she swung around to face him. “How long have you known her? You can’t possibly be considering marriage!”

      A smile touched his lips. “It seems sudden to you, but we’ve seen each other about every day since she set up her office.”

      Taken aback, she blinked at him, the pain of being kept in the dark slicing deeper with his words. “But…that was months ago.”

      He nodded his agreement. “Six, nearly seven.”

      Her knees weakened and she leaned against the sink for support. The water she hadn’t cleaned up soaked into her clothes, but she didn’t move, didn’t care. Seven months and he couldn’t find the right time to tell her?

      “At first we met to discuss cases, ways the station could help the families in her care. Then it became more.” He looked up from his study of his callused hands. “I should’ve told you sooner. I regret that, but…I wanted to be sure of my own feelings before bringing it up.”

      “It’s too fast.”

      “I love her.”

      She sucked in a sharp breath.

      “And it’s not too fast. Ellen makes me happy. She’s a good woman, beautiful and kind and compassionate. When we’re together…well, we forget ourselves and it’s nice, Mel.”

      A smile flashed across her father’s face, one she hadn’t seen the likes of in a long, long time. “I see… Well, now I know,” she murmured uncomfortably, dazed from having to absorb the news all at once. “Still, y-you kept your relationship a secret and that makes me think you’re not sure of your feelings.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “No. You can’t be. Y-you’re lonely. That’s understandable, but, Dad, rushing into—”

      “I’m not rushing.”

      “Of course you are! Joe and I had dated a long time before I got pregnant, and you were adamant that we couldn’t get married!”

      “Joe was barely out of high school and you weren’t—there’s a big difference.”

      Her father’s expression revealed his vulnerability, his need for her to be okay with this relationship. But she wasn’t okay and she wasn’t sure why.

      “I love her, Mel. And I’m tired of being alone.”

      Her dad was lonely. She knew loneliness, lived in that deep, unfaltering, empty void that overwhelmed her when she least expected it. God knows she felt it every day of her life, endured it. Hated it.

      Sometimes in the middle of the night she couldn’t sleep, and she’d lie awake staring at the ceiling because she ached to have someone beside her. Someone to hold her, to share her nightmares and be her shelter in a storm of uncertainty and fear because she knew she’d never—never—

      “Melissa, sweetheart…please try to understand.”

      She blinked back tears, refusing to give in to them. Her father had found his companion. She should be happy for him.

      Shifting sideways along the sink until she stared down at the dirty dishes, Melissa found herself thankful for something to busy her hands. She grabbed the utensils and coffee mugs, putting them in the dishwasher, thoughts sliding in and out of her mind faster than she could identify them.

      “I should’ve told you. It’s come as a shock, huh?”

      “Yeah, it has. I guess I never thought of you dating someone else. There was just you and Mom.” She laughed softly. “That sounds really self-absorbed, doesn’t it?”

      “It sounds like you had your own problems to deal with.”

      Yeah, she’d had problems. And through it all, he’d taken care of her. But who had taken care of him? “I just never—”

      “Because it didn’t happen, Mel. Since your mama’s been gone, I haven’t dated anyone seriously.”

      She turned to stare at him in surprise. Her mom had been gone nearly thirteen years.

      “You’re thinking in terms of a relationship and that’s something I haven’t experienced since your mother. I’ve had a date or two, but nothing meaningful or long-term,” he admitted, head down. “I couldn’t because…I wasn’t ready.”

      “So all these years…”

      His eyes were bloodshot and filled with undeniable emotion. “All these years I’ve grieved, Melissa. I loved her and always will, but I’m done mourning now. I’m ready to move on and I want to do that with Ellen.” A bittersweet smile touched his lips before a dark scowl closed in. “What I’m not sure about is why you’d even consider working for that man. Honey, I know you need a job, but are you seriously going to work for that—for Dr. Love?”

      She wrinkled her nose at the nickname. When Bryan had first moved back to town, she’d been dating Nathan, going to college and working. Then she’d been diagnosed with breast cancer, and her focus changed to that of dealing with the anger and the fear and the fallout. She’d been drop-kicked into cancer hell and it had ruined everything.

      Life as she’d known it had ground to a halt. Cancer hadn’t allowed her to finish college, had ended her relationship with Nathan and required she quit her job because she just didn’t have the energy or ability to perform it. One after another the blocks of her life fell, tumbling beneath the weight of her illness.

      “Mel?”

      “Yeah,” she heard herself say, “I am.” She’d heard the gossip. It was impossible not to considering how much time she’d spent at the hospital undergoing consults and checkups. Treatments. The nurses, the doctors, the aids. Everyone had a story to tell about Bryan’s antics with legions of willing women who took one look at his model-beautiful appearance and melted at his feet. He was a player, a one-night-stand wonder. “He’s not hiring me because he’s interested in me, Dad.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “Seriously?” She pulled herself from her thoughts with a self-deprecating grin. “Get real. Bryan Booker has his choice of women fawning all over him. He wouldn’t want someone like me.”

      Moving faster than she’d ever seen him move, her father closed the distance between them, gripped her shoulders and slid one hand to her chin to tilt her face up to his. “You are a beautiful young woman. Nathan might not have been able to handle things, but your mother had the same surgery and we—”

      “Stop!” Melissa closed her eyes in a grimace and raised both her hands in a pleading gesture. “Stop, Dad, please. I mean it, do not give me any more mental images to deal with today. Walking in on you and the social worker was a sight I’ll never be able to obliterate from my brain. Besides,” she continued when her father released a gruff laugh chock-full of embarrassment, “you are a special man and what you and Mom had was special.” Opening her eyes, she blinked up at him. “Don’t you remember?”

      His hands dropped to his sides. “Of course I remember.” The scowl returned, making him look older. “The point is, there are men out there who’d understand what you’ve gone through if you’d only give them a chance.”

      She smiled drily. “We’ll just have to agree to disagree there. I think Nathan is a more accurate example of the male species.” She shrugged, looking away. “I understand why he backed off, and I don’t blame him.”

      “Mel—”

      “But it doesn’t matter because I’m not ready for that, and if I were,” she emphasized before he could interrupt her again, “we’ve both heard of Dr. Booker’s reputation. He’d be the last person I’d choose and I’m quite sure Bryan feels the same way about me. For pity’s sake, we used to dare each other to eat worms.”

      Her father studied her closely. “So long as you’re aware of the talk.”

      “I am, and you have nothing to worry about,” she stated firmly. “Who knows if I’ll even get the job, or accept it if I do? Now, can we get back to what caused these sudden realizations?” She raised a brow, hugged her arms around her stomach and tried to release the tension in her neck and shoulders because she knew it was bad for her. “You’re dating again… Are you using birth control?”

      “Mel!” Eyes wide and horrified, her dad turned away, his strides carrying him swiftly to the other side of the room. “You can’t talk to your old man that way.”

      She’d rattled him. Good. Maybe it would get his focus off her. “You’re only forty-seven. Everyone knows men can produce—”

      “I am not having this conversation with my daughter.” He groaned long and low. “It was bad enough when I realized I hadn’t had it with you. Now you’re trying to give me the sex talk?”

      She laughed softly, amazed at what time and distance could do to otherwise pain-filled memories. “Fair’s fair.”

      “Hey, Chief!” Nathan’s booming voice echoed through the building and bounced off the walls. “Mayor’s here! Mel, where’s that spatula? My burgers are burnin’!”

      Her father’s shoulders sagged with relief. “Thank you, God. Mel, we’ll talk more later. Duty calls.”

      She shook her head while watching him rush from the room. “Saved by the bellow,” she murmured, opening a drawer and retrieving the spatula Nathan needed. Gripping it tight, she smirked. Maybe she could hand it to him without slapping it upside his head. Then again—maybe not.

      

      BRYAN WOULD’VE LIKED to talk with Melissa more about the interview and position, but found himself back in his practice within moments of stepping outside the police station. A child running across the pavement had tripped and fallen, colliding with another on the way down. Both kids needed stitches and he’d instructed the parents to bring them to his office.

      He patched up the second child’s head one stitch at a time to minimize scarring and wanted the long day to be over. His stomach growled, reminding him he hadn’t had dinner…or lunch. “Almost done, buddy. You’re doing great.”

      The little boy sniffled softly, big tears rolling out of the corners of his eyes. The kid’s mom comforted the child, allowing Bryan to complete two more stitches before tying off the special thread. He added clear bandage cream to the top and straightened.

      “Done,” he said, winking. “And since you held still and allowed your friend to go first, I think you deserve a treat.”

      The boy looked to his mother and she smiled. “Don’t forget to say thank you.”

      “Thank you,” the kid repeated dutifully, knuckling his eyes.

      Bryan smiled and pulled off his gloves, moving to the cabinet across the room where he kept stickers and candy stashed on the top shelf. “Think you’ll ever forget to tie those shoelaces again?”

      The boy’s dark head jerked back and forth. “Stupid shoes.”

      A noise in the doorway drew his attention, and Bryan turned to see Melissa standing outside. An anxious expression crossed her face, her startling blue eyes solemn.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude. The door was unlocked.”

      “You’re not intruding. We’re done, right, buddy?” Bryan handed the boy a handful of stickers and a sour candy before lifting him from the exam table. After giving the mom a few instructions, the woman and child hurried out of the room and then he and Melissa were alone.

      She shifted nervously and shoved her hands into her back pockets, the move stretching the material of her loose T-shirt a little more snugly across her  chest. Bryan tried hard not to notice.

      What was her treatment? A lumpectomy? Maybe a mastectomy? It wasn’t any of his business, but having spent his residency in one of the top cancer-treatment centers in the country, the doctor in him was curious.

      “So…did you mean it?”

      His eyebrows rose. No niceties, no small talk. Definitely not a flirtatious tone. Just straight to the point though a bit shy. He liked it. Her behavior was quite a change from the norm, a reminder of the girl he’d known. “The job is very real, and so is my offer of an interview.” He began putting the medical supplies away. “How did the toy drive go? Does Santa have a big haul?”

      “The bin was filled three times at last count.” She moved over to where he stood and picked up the liquid numbing agent, handing the bottle to him. “But the, um, guys got called out on a domestic-violence run, and Ellen Morton left to take one of her elderly cases to the hospital.”

      He glanced her way. “Any names mentioned?”

      Melissa lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “My dad said something about Crimshaw Road. I…didn’t talk to Ms. Morton much.”

      After witnessing Melissa’s earlier surprise firsthand, Bryan wasn’t about to touch that subject. He finished putting the supplies away in a cabinet and yanked the paper sheeting from the table with a jerk. “Sounds like we’re all having a busy night. Does this mean you’re interested in the job?”

      She stared at him as though measuring his words. “Actually…I came to say thank you.”

      “For what?”

      A brief smile touched her lips. “Because you heard them,” she stated bluntly, “saw my not-so-subtle reaction and guessed my pride had me lying about the lead I mentioned—which I was. But you backed me up anyway. Thanks.”

      Bryan smiled. “What are friends for? Anyone else would’ve done the same.”

      “Maybe. The problem is that I don’t want a job offer because you feel sorry for me. So thanks, but I’m sure I’ll find something else soon.”

      “Melissa, wait.” Bryan caught her arm before she could leave the room. Maybe he did feel sorry for her, but he certainly wasn’t about to confirm it, not when pity was obviously the last thing she wanted. Acutely aware of how delicate she felt beneath his palm, he released her. “I feel sorry for me, okay? I just spent the last two hours patching up a couple squirming kids, and both parents left without paying me even though I saved them a trip to the E.R. in Baxter.”

      She blinked. “Really? They just left?”

      He put the last of the supplies away. “Yeah. Maybe they’ll stop by Monday to settle up, but who knows? It doesn’t matter because I don’t know how to enter payments into the computer system, and I haven’t had any luck with the temp agency.”

      “You sound desperate.”

      He felt the heat of her stare and noted how her eyes had narrowed and her arms were crossed over her front. Unease slid over him and he knew exactly what she was going to ask next.

      “So this job offer has nothing to do with you feeling bad about being the one to tell me how…my baby really died?”
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