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      Ken Coleman has a problem.

      

      He’s the town doctor in Cherry Falls, which is normally a pretty fun job. Only his nurse just retired and now his easygoing routine is shattered and he’s desperate to find someone to fill the position.

      

      He’s focused on keeping his clinic running smoothly, but a certain raven-haired beauty is wreaking havoc with his concentration.  

      

      Gracie just might be the solution.

      

      Gracie owns the local flower shop, and she lives to create the perfect bouquet that can brighten someone’s day. When she notices how stressed out Dr. Coleman is, she decides to do what she does best and send him flowers.

      

      The two of them grow close, but with work commitments and Ken’s too-high standards, it might just be too much for them to overcome.

      

      Will she be able to convince him to slow down and smell the roses?
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      Gracie

      

      “Hey, can I get a large pumpkin spice latte?” I ask.

      The barista nods, taking the twenty that I hold out and passing me back my change. I drop three dollars in the tip jar, smiling as I head over to wait for my order.

      Cherry Tree Coffee is packed, but I don’t mind. I like people watching while waiting for my order. Cherry Falls is a small town so I recognize pretty much everyone, even though I only moved to town eight months ago.

      It’s Monday and everyone looks half asleep as they wait for their caffeine fix. I spy Heath Winters over in the corner looking like he’s about to fall asleep standing up and I smile as I head over to join him.

      “Does Caroline know you’re here getting coffee instead of at her diner?” I tease and he grins.

      “I’m here for her. She’s craving the cream cheese danishes lately. I’m here almost every day since it’s the only thing that she can keep down in the morning.”

      I nod sympathetically. Caroline is Heath’s fiancée and they just found out she’s pregnant.

      “I heard about these suckers that are supposed to help with morning sickness. Maybe that will help?”

      Heath nods, yawning as his order is called.

      “Yeah, we ordered them. They’re supposed to come in today or tomorrow, I think. Hopefully they help.”

      “Let me know if you need anything,” I tell him and he nods, leaning over and giving me a side hug.

      “Thanks, Gracie. I’ll tell Caroline and Charlotte that you said hi. Charlotte has been asking when you’re going to come back and hang out with her.”

      “Anytime,” I say with a smile as I think about Caroline’s cute little niece.

      Caroline adopted Charlotte when her brother and sister-in-law passed away and they just moved to town around the same time as me. We became fast friends and I try to stop by The Virgin Street Diner that she owns for lunch a few times a week to catch up.

      Heath waves as he grabs the pastry bag and heads for the door. I wave back and then go back to people watching. My eyes snag on the town doctor, Ken Coleman, and my heart starts to race. His dark hair and closely shaved beard do something to me. My hands grow clammy and pressure blooms in my lower belly, causing my hips to tighten.

      I have the same reaction every time I see Ken. I have since the first time that I laid eyes on him. Who could blame me? The guy is a total babe with his dark brown hair and deep brown eyes, framed with thick lashes that soften his otherwise sharp angles and hard planes. Even exhausted and stressed out, he makes my stomach drop like I’m on a roller coaster.

      If I’m being honest, the reason I came to Cherry Tree Coffee was to see him. My flower shop is right next door to the coffee shop, and I see Ken walk past my window on his way inside almost every day. I try not to gawk at him when he floats past the window of my shop, but I fail most days. It’s just a little crush, though. Nothing good can come from it.

      Today, however, I wanted to get a closer look at him, just to see how he was doing. I hoped I could casually bump into him here at the coffee shop and strike up a conversation.

      Ken has looked more and more stressed and disheveled over the last few weeks. Even with wrinkled clothes, bags under his eyes, and stiffness in his movements as if every muscle has been tense for weeks, he’s still stupidly handsome. But seeing Ken so lost looking and frazzled tugs at my heart. I just want to do something nice for him, something to try to brighten his day.

      That’s the best thing about owning my own flower shop. I can pick out the perfect flowers or combination for a bouquet and brighten someone’s day.

      I’ve always had a green thumb, and I loved to spend hours gardening in the summer. It was my happy place, my way to de-stress and seeing something that I nurtured grow always made me feel proud.

      Growing up, it was just my dad and me. He hardly ever talked about her, but from what little I’ve gathered over the years, she left soon after I was born. I heard one of the nannies gossiping to our cook when I was ten. She said my mom left because she couldn’t handle my father’s overbearing perfectionism. I didn’t know what that meant at the time, but I sure do now.

      Secretly though, I’ve always wondered if she left because of me. It’s no coincidence she took off soon after I was born. And if my father drove her away, why didn’t she take me with her?

      “Gracie!” the barista’s voice rings out across the café, and I snap back to the present, smiling as I head to the counter to grab my latte.

      I can’t help but steal one last look at Ken as I turn to make my way back to my flower shop. He’s busy on his phone, glaring at the screen. The light from his phone splashes across his face, highlighting his strong brow and angular nose. His lips are pulled down into a grimace, and I wonder what it would take to make him smile.

      Oh well. A mission for another time. I sigh as I head next door to my shop.

      I had never even heard of Cherry Falls until I got a letter from a lawyer about my Great-Aunt Linda’s will. Turns out that she had passed and left The Flower Patch and the little apartment above it to me.

      I hadn’t even known that I had a great-aunt. My dad always said we were the last two people in our family. I wish I had known about my aunt when she was still alive. Maybe having other family to visit every once in a while would have made living with my dad more bearable.

      My father is a perfectionist through and through. That much of the gossiping nanny’s story was true. I’m not exaggerating when I say nothing I did was ever good enough.

      If I got a good grade on a test, he asked why I’m not doing that in all of my classes. If I made him dessert, it was always too sweet, too dry, too something for his tastes. Heck, I got him a gift for Father’s Day a few years ago and he reprimanded me for needlessly spending money on such a trivial thing.

      He’s nitpicked every choice I’ve ever made and I could feel myself wilting like a flower the longer I stayed there with him.

      So, when the unexpected chance popped up to start a new life away from all that negativity, I was ecstatic. I’ve grown a lot in the short time I’ve been here in Cherry Falls. When I first arrived, I second-guessed everything I did. I constantly heard my dad’s disapproving voice in my head, scoffing at me. That has faded over time, and slowly, I’ve become more confident in who I am.

      I take a swig of my coffee, washing down the memories and getting focused for the day. Setting my coffee aside, I turn on the lights. I have a few orders that I need to fill today and I get to work arranging the bouquets and checking the flowers that are out for sale in the fridges.

      “Hey,” Caroline says as she comes into my shop and I grin at her.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?”

      “I came for more cream cheese danishes,” she admits with a slight blush and I laugh.

      “They are good.”

      “I know, right?”

      I laugh as she looks over some bouquets.

      “How’s Charlotte?” I ask and Caroline smiles softly.

      It’s obvious that she loves her and I feel jealous that she’s about to have two kids and a husband. I always thought that I would be married and settled down by now. I try to stay positive, to remain upbeat, but I can’t help but wonder when I’ll find my happily ever after.

      “How have you been?” Caroline asks and I take another sip of my latte.

      “Good, keeping busy. I got these new bulbs and I’m excited to grow them. I think they’re going to be a bit hit. They’re lilac and like this deep navy blue and they kind of look like irises.”

      Caroline smiles as she leans on the counter, smelling the bouquet that I just got done with.

      “Who are these for?” she asks and I look at the note attached.

      “Uh, they’re for… Glory from Corby,” I say, reading off of the order form.

      “They’re pretty.”

      “Thanks. Want me to make you a bouquet? I can do one for you and another for Charlotte,” I offer.

      “That’s so sweet of you, but you know who I think could really use some color in their life?”

      “Who?” I ask, finishing up the second bouquet.

      “Ken Coleman.”

      My stomach drops at his name and I look up at her. I’m not surprised that she’s caught on to my crush on Ken, but it still feels like the secret is out now.

      “Oh yeah?” I ask casually but I can feel the blush staining my cheeks. My whole face feels hot and I can feel Caroline studying me. I swear she can read my thoughts. Thankfully, she doesn’t call me out on it.

      “He’s been maxed out for weeks. He needs to find a nurse soon or he’s going to burn out.”

      I nod, agreeing with her. Sometimes I wish that I was a nurse so that I could help him out a bit but blood grosses me out. I’d be more of a burden than a help in his office.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I murmur and I see Caroline grin out of the corner of my eye.

      “I should get to the diner. Heath dropped Charlotte off at school this morning so I could sleep in a bit.”

      “I’ll try to stop in later and we can catch up more,” I promise and she leans over, hugging me before she heads for the door.

      I watch her leave, mulling over her words. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I should send Ken some flowers.

      It can’t hurt, right?
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      Ken

      

      “I’ll put in your prescription now, Mrs. Pierce. You should be able to pick it up shortly.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Coleman,” she says as she heads past the front counter and my receptionist, Juniper.

      I let Juniper check her out as I rub at my temples, wondering if I have time for a nap in between my patients today. Not that I’d get any sleep anyway. I’d probably just lie there and run through a list of all the things I have to do and how I don’t have time to take a nap. It’s a miserable cycle, and it’s starting to wear on me.

      I’ve been trying to do everything around here for weeks, and I’m not sure how much more I can take. I’m tired all of the time, relying way too much on caffeine, but I don’t have another choice really. I need to find a nurse as fast as I can. I have a feeling that if I don’t, I’m going to burn out fast.

      Between the increased patient load, an unusual amount of babies being born, and updating our filing system to be completely digital, I’m stretched to my absolute limit. And yet, there’s no end in sight.

      I wipe a hand down my face and silently tell myself to get my shit together as I head back to my office. I enter the prescription for Mrs. Pierce in the system and disinfect the room for the next patient. My eyes blur as I stare at my computer screen and I sigh.

      Damn, I’m tired.

      It’s just exhaustion or stress. I’m just… weary. Down to my bones. I don’t know any other way to describe it. I feel like I’m waiting for something to shake me up, and the longer I go without it, the more restless I get.

      But that’s crazy talk. I just need to get my head in the game, get through these patients, file paperwork, authorize prescriptions, and…

      “Fuck,” I mutter. It takes a great deal of effort to pull myself back from the edge of panic.

      Finishing up in the exam room, I head back up front to file Mrs. Pierce’s chart. I look around the waiting room to see if we’ve had any walk-ins or emergencies but it’s empty. It’s also messy with old magazines spread across the coffee table and end table, someone’s old coffee cup on another end table and the toys that we have for the kids scattered in the corner.

      I make a mental note to clean up when I have a chance and smile at Juniper when I head past her desk.

      “Pretty flowers,” I comment, spying the big flower arrangement on top of her desk. “From Jacob?” I guess and she frowns and shakes her head.

      “No, actually they’re for you.”

      I freeze, wondering if I misheard her.

      “For me?”

      “Yeah, that’s what the card says anyway,” she says as she stands and grabs the bouquet to double-check.

      I blink a few times and then close my mouth, not realizing my jaw was hanging wide open. Clearing my throat, I get myself somewhat together and slip the chart I was holding back onto the shelf. When I turn around, I expect Juniper to say they are actually for her.

      “Yeah, they’re for you,” she confirms, giving me a knowing smile. I frown, not sure what to make of this.

      It has to be some kind of mistake. I barely have time to eat, let alone date someone. Who could be sending me flowers? They are beautiful, though. There’s no denying the talent and work that went into creating this arrangement. The centerpiece is a breathtaking light-peach dahlia in full bloom. Other little flowers fill in the vase with a few colorful daisies to add another pop of color.

      The flower shop must have messed up. Whoever was supposed to get this arrangement must be someone special, so I’m sure they’ll appreciate me returning them. Luckily, there’s only one flower shop in town so I’ll just pop over and straighten the whole thing out.

      I check my watch. My next appointment isn’t for another hour and my stomach growls, reminding me that I skipped lunch. I debate what to do before deciding that I have enough time to return the flowers and then head to Bella’s Bakery to grab a quick bite to eat.

      “I’ll be back in a little bit,” I tell Juniper and she nods, reaching over to answer the ringing phone.

      I grab my phone, car keys, and the bouquet and head for the door. The Flower Patch is only a block away and it’s nice out so I decide to walk. I could use the fresh air after being cooped up in my clinic for the last few weeks.

      My phone dings in my pocket and I pull it out, surprised when I see Graham’s name on the screen. He’s an old friend from when I was still in the military. He was with the CIA or some other three-letter agency and saved my life once.

      We’ve kept in touch over the years but when he got out, he moved up to some tiny town in the mountains, Fallen Peak, and he rarely comes to town.

      He sent me a text message, asking me to call him when I get a chance and I add that to my to-do list.

      I push open the door of The Flower Patch, looking around at all the different colors and kinds of flowers that are artfully set around the room. There’s more in the coolers behind the front counter and I inhale deeply, smiling at the sweet scent. I realize I don’t remember the last time I stopped to smell the roses, or any other flower for that matter. It’s nice. I make a mental note to appreciate flowers and their smell and beauty when I hire a new nurse and have free time again.

      Looking around the shop, I see there’s no one in here. Reality comes careening into my peaceful moment. I don’t have time for this. Rolling my eyes, I sigh, growing frustrated that this is taking longer than I thought it would.

      I set the flowers down on the counter, dropping them a little harder than I meant. I’m startled when a squeak comes from behind the counter.

      “Oh! Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in,” Gracie apologizes as she straightens from where she was bent over, dusting some shelf.

      She looks like a dainty pixie among all of her flowers. She’s curvy and precious, and practically glowing with the sun coming in from the windows. She’s like a modern-day Tinker Bell and my heart does something funny at the sight.

      I’m a doctor, and I know my heart didn’t really just skip a beat. But tell that to the organ rioting against my ribcage. Bright blue eyes blink up at me, and for a crazy moment, I have the urge to reach across the counter and plant my lips on hers. Need courses through me at the thought of claiming her, feeling her soft curves, her heat, her skin on my skin as we move together, seeking our end.

      I must be more sleep deprived than I thought.

      I shake my head, trying to clear those thoughts as I remember why I’m here in the first place.

      “Hi, these were delivered to my office by mistake,” I explain. She frowns, the tiny smile that was on her lips slipping.

      “Um, actually, these were for you,” she whispers, nibbling on her bottom lip.

      “What?” I ask with a little too much shock. Her shoulders stiffen at my sharp tone, and I want to kick myself for being a brute. “I mean, who sent them?”

      The prettiest pink blush stains Gracie’s cheeks and she gathers her long black hair up, slinging it over her shoulder and twisting the strands, almost as if she’s nervous. When her gaze meets mine once more, I have to hold in a groan. She looks so sweet, so pure in this moment.

      “I did. I saw you this morning at the coffee shop and thought you could use something to brighten up your day and maybe make you smile.” I’m too shocked by her words to form a response. Her blush turns from pink to crimson, and I realize I’ve embarrassed her. “I can see now it didn’t work,” she says, mumbling that last part as she looks down at the bouquet that I just brought back.

      “Oh,” I say lamely, trying to think of something else to say.

      It’s the single most thoughtful thing anyone has done for me in… God, I can’t even remember. She really just thought I could use cheering up? How do I even handle someone that precious? I’m too much of a scatter-brained mess to figure out something to say, but I’m saved by my phone ringing. I give Gracie an apologetic look as I answer it.

      “Dr. Coleman.”

      “Hey, it’s Juniper. Mr. Miller is here. He cut his hand and I think he needs stitches.”

      “Okay, put him in the exam room. I’ll be back in ten minutes.”

      “Got it,” Juniper says before we hang up.

      I shove my phone back into my pocket, already regretting that I didn’t grab lunch. My stomach growls again and Gracie looks down at it then back up to me.

      “I missed lunch. Uh, thank you for the flowers. That was really nice of you,” I say as I awkwardly grab the bouquet and head for the door.

      “Um, Ken?” Gracie calls as I pull the door open and I turn back to her.

      She heads my way and I can’t help but admire the way her round hips sway with each step. Don’t look at her chest. Don’t look at…

      Too late. My eyes drift there momentarily before I reel in my inner caveman. She’s perfection. Big, round breasts, hips I want to grab onto, and thick thighs that would feel incredible around my neck as I lick her until she’s screaming my name.

      “Here,” she says, startling me from my dirty thoughts. Gracie passes me a box from Cherry Tree Coffee Co. “It’s pastries. I was going to give them to Caroline since she’s craving them but I think maybe you need them more. It’s not the best lunch, but it’s something,” she says, a rose color staining her cheeks.

      “Thanks, Gracie,” I say sincerely. Seriously, how is she this kindhearted? I’m nobody to her. I realize quickly, I want to be something to her. I want to be everything. And I will, once I have more time.

      She just nods, helping me with the door and I give her one last smile before I hurry back to my clinic.

      I spend the rest of the afternoon trying to get the pretty florist out of my head but she keeps popping up.

      I close up the clinic, waving goodbye to Juniper before I head back to my office to catch up on paperwork. My eyes snag on the flowers sitting on my desk and my heart does that weird racing thing again.

      Must be stress, I think as I force thoughts of Gracie from my head and get to work.
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      Gracie

      

      I keep replaying when Ken came into my shop yesterday to return the flowers.

      His hair was slightly messy, as if he’d been running his hands through it all morning. I got the crazy urge to run my fingers through his hair, maybe massage the tension from his neck and shoulders too.

      The look on Ken’s face when I told him the flowers were for him nearly broke my heart. He was so surprised and I was happy that I could do something nice for him. His reaction was almost like no one had ever done anything thoughtful for him in a long time, and that nearly brought tears to my eyes.

      It also just made me more determined to do what I can to brighten his days. It makes me sad to think of him being alone and so stressed about work. Especially the kind of work he does. Ken takes care of the sick, the wounded, and the occasional hypochondriac. It has to be draining, both mentally and physically, and even more so without extra help.

      I’m alone, too, but I’m surrounded by all of this beauty and get to do what I love every day. I can go hang out with my friends after work or catch up with Caroline at the diner anytime that I want. Dr. Coleman doesn’t seem to have a lot of friends or have much of a social life outside of his practice.

      The thought of Caroline has the usual jealousy flooding my body. I want what she and Heath have so bad. I’ve made a nice little life for myself here in Cherry Falls but at the end of the day, I’m headed home to my empty house. There’s no family to celebrate holidays or special occasions with. No one to cheer for me over an accomplishment. Then again, I never had a lot of praise growing up, and I don’t know what I’d do if someone celebrated anything in my life.

      I shake my head, clearing away the self-pitying thoughts.

      I was thinking about Ken, I remind myself.

      He does so much for this town and I just want to repay him in some small way. That’s what I tell myself anyway. The truth is that I also just want to have an excuse to see him and maybe talk to him a little more. I think our conversation yesterday was the longest one we’ve ever had and it only lasted seconds.

      Still, I was alone with him and had his undivided attention for a bit. It was addictive having those dark brown eyes on me.

      My gaze drifts over to some sunflowers. They remind me of his eyes. The deep, warm brown in the middle with the circle of gold inspires me, and I smile as I get started on another arrangement for the good doctor.

      I grab the sunflowers and a few pink roses to add a splash of color. Some baby’s breath helps soften it up and I grab a pink ribbon to tie around the vase, twisting it into a perfect bow.

      I grin as I step back, studying my latest creation.

      It’s perfect. The Ken Coleman arrangement.

      I check the time, seeing that it’s just after one and I bite my lip. Poppy, the girl who helps me out at The Flower Patch, just got back from her lunch and I know that I could ask her to drop them off, but it’s so nice out. Besides, I should grab something to eat and maybe I should get Ken something too. I’m betting that he skipped lunch again today.

      “Hey, Poppy?” I call and she pokes her head out of the back with a smile.

      “Yeah, boss?”

      “I’m going to go deliver these and grab something to eat. Can you watch the front for me?”

      “Of course.”

      I grab my phone, keys, and the flowers and head out the door. I set the flowers on the floor in the back of my old Ford Escape and climb behind the wheel. I send up a silent prayer that the old car starts as I turn the key in the ignition. It coughs and sputters but starts and I let out a deep breath.

      “Good job,” I say, rubbing the dash with a smile as I pull out of my spot and head toward The Virgin Street Diner.

      I don’t want to leave the flowers in the hot car so I call ahead to place my order. Caroline answers the phone and I know that she’s going to have questions about why I’m ordering so much food for just myself.

      I park outside of the diner and head in, smiling when I see Heath sitting at the counter, his eyes locked on his fiancée.

      “Hey! Your food just came out,” Caroline says as she sets a plastic bag with my food on the counter.

      “Thanks so much. What do I owe you?” I ask as I pull out the cash in my pocket.

      “It’s on the house. I still owe you for babysitting Charlotte the last time.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” I argue.

      “I want to,” Caroline says with a smile.

      “Well, thank you.”

      I grab the bag and smile, waving goodbye to Heath and Caroline as I hurry back out to my car.

      Ken’s clinic is only a block away and I park in the lot a minute later. The lot is empty and I hope that I’ve caught him in between patients. I grab his food and the flowers from the back seat before I head inside.

      Ken is at the front counter alone, working on some paperwork, and I hesitate, wondering if I should interrupt him. He looks so serious, his lips twist into a scowl as he scribbles something down. My dad always hated when I interrupted him, and I would hate to cause Ken more stress.

      I start to doubt if the flowers would be a good idea after all but before I can back out, he looks up, pinning me in my spot with those eyes of his.

      I can see his emotions warring in those deep, dark depths. It’s obvious he doesn’t want to stop what he’s working on, but also I can tell he craves contact with someone who isn’t a patient and who isn’t looking for something from him. I square my shoulders and decide to move forward with operation Brighten Ken’s Day.

      “Hey,” I start, shuffling forward and setting the flowers and food on the counter next to him.

      “Hey, what’s all of this?” he asks, his eyes bouncing back and forth between the food and the flowers.

      “I went to grab lunch and thought maybe you could use something too.”

      He licks his lips, opening the takeout container and he grins as he sees the burger and fries inside.

      “Thanks, I did miss lunch today. The flowers are beautiful too,” he says before he pops a french fry into his mouth and studies the bouquet.

      “No problem. I know that you’ve been busy with work lately.”

      “Yeah, we really need to find a new nurse,” he says with a sigh before he takes a big bite of his burger.

      He finishes it off in about two seconds flat and I wonder if I should go grab him the burger that I grabbed from myself from the car.

      “Have you had any luck with finding someone?” I ask as he grabs his water bottle and takes a drink.

      “No, not yet. We have a few more interviews lined up soon though.”

      “I hope that you find someone soon. I’d offer to help but the sight of blood…” I say, trailing off as a shiver works its way down my spine.

      “Yeah, not a fan?” Ken asks with a laugh as he wipes his hands and tosses his trash in the can next to the desk.

      “Not at all. I’m way better with flowers.”

      “Yes, you are,” Ken says, looking over to the arrangement.

      “Thanks,” I say, trying to will the blush from turning my face into a bright red tomato.

      “How’s the shop going? You inherited it from your great-aunt, right?”

      “Yeah, she passed a year ago and I moved out here from Chicago to take over. Things have been going well.”

      “Cherry Falls must be quite the change of pace from Chicago,” he comments and I nod, leaning against the front counter.

      “It is, but I love it. I like the slower pace, how everyone knows each other. There’s just more of a sense of community here, at least for me.”

      Ken nods, thinking about something, and I want to ask him about himself. Where is he from? Did he always want to be a doctor? Does he have any family? I want to know everything about him.

      He studies my face like he’s seeing me for the first time. I could swear he’s about to say something, to ask me out, but before he can, the clinic door opens and his next patient walks in.

      “I’ll let you get back to it,” I say, trying not to show my disappointment.

      “Thanks for the food and the flowers,” Ken says and I smile as I turn to leave.

      I sigh, trying to look on the bright side as I head back to my car and make the short drive back to my flower shop. I got to talk to Ken and it seems like just maybe, he’s as interested in me as I am in him.
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      I try to calm my racing heart and clear the lingering images of Gracie bent over the exam table in my office. God, I can practically hear her little whimpers of desperate desire as I tease her over and over, never quite giving her what she needs.

      It’s been a long damn time since I had a sex dream and even longer since I had one as dirty as that one.

      I wonder what brought it on. I’ve seen Gracie around town before of course. It’s not very big and everyone in Cherry Falls knows everyone else. I’ve bumped into her here and there but I’ve never had this reaction before now. I suppose I’ve seen more of her in the last two days than I have the entire time she’s been here. Maybe that’s why I can’t stop thinking about her, even in my dreams. Gracie is much more potent when she’s the only one looking at me, her big blue eyes practically beg me to rip her top off and suck on her hard little nipples.

      Stop. It.

      Maybe I’m dreaming about her like that because of my schedule. I’ve been so slammed lately that I’ve hardly had time to sleep, let alone date someone. I can’t remember the last time I was with a woman, dating, sleeping, or otherwise. I’m not into one-night stands, so that’s out of the question.

      If Gracie were offering though…

      I shake my head, throwing my legs over the side of the bed and heading into the bathroom. It’s early but I need to head to the clinic and finish up paperwork before we open for the day.

      I step into the shower, my mind going back to the dream as I let the warm water wash over me. Maybe that dream was my body’s way of telling me that I need to get some kind of stress relief.

      I shouldn’t. I really shouldn’t. But my hand slides down my stomach and I hiss as I wrap my fingers around my throbbing dick. I imagine fisting her long, black hair and pulling her head back so I can bite at her lips and devour her hot little mouth. 

      In my fantasy, after she’s shaking and out of breath from our kiss, I guide her down on her knees and tell her to open her luscious lips for me. I squeeze my cock harder, increasing my speed, rubbing my dick raw as I think about the way she looked at me when she came into my office yesterday.

      My balls draw up tight as I jerk myself faster, harder, fucking my hand and wishing it was Gracie’s pussy wrapped around me instead. I picture her back bowed off the mattress, her nails scoring my back as she claws at my skin, her face twisted up in ecstasy as I tear her in two with my huge fucking cock.

      I growl when I feel the base of my spine spark and tingle with the first signs of my orgasm. It crawls up my back and steals the air right out of my lungs. I choke out a roar as a deliciously painful jolt of pleasure shoots out of my dick, making me spray my heavy load all over the shower wall. I keep coming, my cock twitching and spurting more cum than I thought possible.

      “Fuck,” I spit out, still gasping for air after my incredible orgasm. I mean, shit.

      But I shouldn’t have done that. I really shouldn’t be thinking about Gracie or my love life. There’s no doubt she’d be a thousand times better than my own hand, but I need to get my clinic sorted out. I need to hire a new nurse and get my hours under control. Then I can worry about my dating life.

      Juniper texts me as I step out of the shower, reminding me that I have an interview with a nurse first thing this morning. I groan at the thought of sitting through another one of these damn interviews.

      Every single one is worse than the last. Some have no experience or very little. The ones that have experience didn’t have good references or lived an hour away and had trouble arriving at the interview on time. That didn’t bode well for them working for me.

      My time in the military means that I’m always early and I have a hard time dealing with people who are always late. I want to find someone who is perfect for the job so that I never have to go through this again.

      I finish getting dressed, grabbing my phone and a banana and granola bar from the kitchen before I head out the door. This was about the only food that I have left in the house and I add grocery shopping to my never-ending to-do list.

      I park outside of my office, growing hopeful when I see that the applicant is already waiting for me. I let us both in, making small talk with her as we head inside.

      “So you just moved to Sin City?” I ask as I look over her résumé and she nods, smiling politely.

      “Yeah, it’s a bit of a drive but I couldn’t find anything closer.”

      I nod, noting that she just got out of nursing school. I wish that she had more experience than the few internships, but she was on time and seems professional.

      I’m about to tell her that I have one more interview lined up but that I’m sure I’ll be inviting her back for a second interview when she scrunches up her nose, glaring across the room at the bouquet of flowers on my desk.

      “Is something wrong?” I ask her and she pastes a smile on her face.

      “I’m just allergic to flowers. Do you have them in the office often?” she asks.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      She frowns and I stand, wrapping up the interview and tossing her résumé in the no pile.

      “Another dud, huh?” Juniper says sympathetically as I stop at her desk.

      “Yeah, maybe the next one will be it.”

      She gives me a smile, handing me the mail from yesterday as I head back to my office. I flip through it, throwing out the junk and setting the rest aside.

      I look over to the flowers, wondering if I just tossed aside a good candidate for Gracie’s flowers. Even if I did, it was worth it. I plan on keeping flowers in every room of the clinic if it means that I get to see Gracie.

      I swear under my breath, pushing those thoughts aside before I can get sidetracked by them again. I force myself to focus on the paperwork from last night and crossing that off of my to-do list.

      It takes me close to an hour and when it’s done, I stand, stretching out the sore muscles in my back and shoulders. I should hit the gym, work off some of this tension.

      I head out to the lobby, intending on dropping off some things I need filed but I stop when I see Gracie standing there, a bouquet of flowers in her hands, an adorable smile curving her lips, and a bag of pastries from Cherry Falls Coffee under her arm.

      God, she’s so fucking sweet. Visions of my filthy dream and even filthier fantasy in the shower flash across my mind, but I manage to get it under control. Barely.

      “Hey,” I say, stepping over to her to help with the things in her arms. My fingers graze her skin and she shivers, goose bumps traveling up her arm. I bite back a groan at how warm and soft she is.

      “‘Morning,” she murmurs, taking a step back. “I went to grab myself something to eat and was worried that you were going hungry.”

      “I grabbed a banana but that can’t beat the coffee shop’s pastries. Thanks for thinking of me.”

      “No problem,” she says and I take the flowers from her, leading her back to my office and adding the second bouquet next to the first.

      The words come tumbling out of my mouth before I have a chance to think them all the way through. “You know,” I say slowly, “with all of the food that you’re buying me, it’s probably only fair that I buy you a meal in return.” I shouldn’t be asking her out. I don’t have space in my life for a relationship, but one look in those clear blue eyes and all my doubts fall away. I can’t let this precious little fairy slip through my fingers.

      “You don’t have to do that. I’m happy to help any way that I can.”

      “I want to,” I insist and she starts to blush.

      She shifts on her feet, her hips swaying slightly and I can’t help but picture my fingers digging into them as I pound into her from behind. With her in my office, this is starting to remind me a little too much of my dream last night.

      “What do you say, Gracie? Want to go out with me sometime?” I realize I’m starting to come off a bit desperate, but that’s where I’m at. Possessiveness roars through me at the thought of her turning me down because she has another man in her life.

      “Yeah,” she says shyly and I grin.

      Thank fuck.

      “Let me get your number.”

      She pulls out her phone and we exchange numbers before Juniper pages me to let me know that my first patient of the day is here.

      “I’ll let you get back to work.”

      “Yeah, thanks for the flowers and the pastries. I’ll call you later,” I promise and she smiles and waves as she heads for the door.

      This might be a terrible idea, but Gracie is too sweet and thoughtful for me to be able to resist her. It looks like I’m just going to have to get better at making time for myself.

      I head up front, smiling politely as I nod at a few patients in the waiting room. I call the first one back, sighing as I think about everything that I need to get done today and wondering just when I’ll have time to call Gracie.

      Man, I really need to find a nurse.
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      Gracie

      

      “I’m so excited for you! Do you know where he’s taking you?” Caroline asks over the phone.

      “No, just that we’re going to dinner. I was more worried about what to wear.”

      “Oh! Good point! What are you going to wear? Something casual?”

      “I don’t know. I’m still going through my closet trying to find something.”

      “How about that maxi dress? The deep red one? It’s casual but looks dressier.”

      “Good idea,” I say as I start to dig through my closet trying to find the dress she’s talking about.

      My hands shake and I have to remind myself to take a deep breath. I haven’t had much experience with guys, dating, or romance in general. At my age, I know it’s a bit of an anomaly to still be a virgin, but I’m not ashamed of it. That doesn’t mean I’m not anxious as hell at the idea of telling Ken. Will he think I’m silly? Will he laugh at me? Will he assume it’s because I’m undesirable?

      “What about shoes?” I ask, trying to distract myself from the train wreck waiting to happen. Snagging the dress from the back of my closet, I toss it on the bed before going back for shoes.

      “Remember those gladiator sandals?”

      “Yeah.” I nod my head as I grab the shoes and throw them on the bed as well.

      “What if this is a mistake?” I ask her as another wave of doubt hits me. I can’t keep anything from Caroline.

      “It’s not,” she assures me. “You’re just having first date jitters. You two are so cute together and I just know it’s going to be perfect.”

      I take a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart. It just feels like tonight, this date, it’s really important. I want everything to be perfect, but a familiar thread of insecurity wraps around my lungs, squeezing them until it’s hard to breathe.

      “Okay,” I say, letting out a rush of air. “I’ve got to go get dressed. He’s supposed to be here in twenty minutes.”

      “Text me if you need anything and have fun! You’ll have to fill me in on all of the details tomorrow.”

      “I will,” I promise with a smile as I hang up and hurry to get dressed.

      I pull the dress over my head and zip up my sandals. I don’t wear a ton of makeup so I just put on a coat of mascara and some lip gloss and call it good.

      Looking at myself in the mirror, I try not to pick out every single one of my flaws, but that’s easier said than done. Especially since I grew up with painful awareness of each one. My father never failed to mention my weight, how I’d be so pretty if I lost a few pounds or ate a salad every once in a while. I look down at my wide hips and then suck in my stomach. Maybe the stretchy material of the maxi dress wasn’t a good idea after all.

      My hair is a little on the dry side, and the ends could use a trim. I have a little freckle on the right side of my chin that my dad always hated. I briefly consider covering it up with concealer, but then I remember who I am and why I moved out here to Cherry Falls in the first place.

      “You’re beautiful just the way you are,” I tell myself, combing my fingers through my long black hair. “Your worth isn’t based on your weight. You have so much to offer the world.”

      The mantras may sound lame to some, but they’ve been really helpful for me as I strip away the negativity and shame instilled in me by my father.

      I smile at myself in the mirror, a real smile this time, and square my shoulders. I’ve got this.

      I’m just making sure that I have everything in my purse when the doorbell rings. My heart starts to race again, and I repeat my mantras in my head to calm my nerves.

      “Hey,” I say as I open the door.

      Wow. Ken always looks good in his slacks and crisp white shirts, but he’s dressed a little more casually tonight. With dark-gray chinos and a light-blue button-up with the top two buttons undone and the sleeves rolled up, Ken is absolutely mouthwatering. His muscles pull against the fabric, outlining the dips and curves of his biceps and broad chest. I want to curl up in his arms and bury my face against his neck, soaking up his warmth and minty scent.

      “Gracie, you look beautiful,” he says as his eyes run up and down my body. My skin prickles with awareness, and Ken’s dark eyes shine as he drags them up to meet my gaze.

      “Thanks,” I breathe out with a smile as I pull the door closed behind me and lock it.

      “I thought we could go over to the Fireside Grill and Bar for dinner. Is that alright with you?”

      “Sure, I haven’t been there before.”

      “Really?” he asks, surprised.

      “Yeah, I usually go to the diner or just cook at home.”

      He opens the car door for me and I slide in. He asks me about The Flower Patch and where I learned to garden as we drive the short distance to the restaurant. When we arrive, Ken helps me out of the car and guides me into the restaurant with a hand at the small of my back.

      It’s such a simple touch, but I feel the heat of his hand everywhere. My stomach tightens as a wave of arousal breaks over me. Good Lord, if this simple touch is affecting me so much, I can’t even imagine what it would be like to kiss him.

      Ken slides his hand to my hip, curling his fingers around my flesh and tucking me into his side. Every single place we’re touching sends sparks shooting up my spine.

      When we get to the table, the host pulls out my chair for me, indicating I should sit down. Before I even have a chance to thank him, Ken is right next to the man, taking over chair duty. I swear Ken even growls softly. The host raises his hands in surrender, though there’s a tiny smirk on his lips.

      I’m not sure what that was all about, but I sit in my chair as Ken pushes it up to the table. He bends down, his lips brushing my ear.

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous, sweet Gracie. I didn’t realize I was a caveman until I saw another man trying to take care of you. I want to be the one to do that.”

      He seals his whispered secret by pressing his lips to my temple and breathing me in. I shiver at the contact, closing my eyes and tilting my head to the side. I’m barely aware I’m even doing it until Ken ghosts his lips up and down my neck, nipping my sensitive skin.

      “Delicious,” he murmurs, placing one last kiss on the side of my neck before taking his seat across from me.

      It takes me a moment to gather my wits about me. I know my face is flushed from all of his attention, and I have to take a few measured breaths to get my pounding heart under control.

      Ken looks hungry, but not for food. He’s hungry for me. That knowledge is both exhilarating and terrifying. I have no idea what I’m doing, but I want to please him. I want more of whatever he’s offering.

      He must sense my nerves, because Ken reaches across the table and takes my hand in his, holding it gently while he rubs his thumb over my knuckles.

      “It’s just us,” he says softly. “You set the pace.”

      I nod and swallow thickly. I appreciate that he’s giving me control, but it’s also dangerous. If I set the pace, I might sprint right into bed with him if I’m not careful.

      “When did you move to Cherry Falls?” I ask, clearing my throat and looking over the menu.

      “I moved here after I got out of the military. My parents and I used to go camping over here during the summers a lot when I was growing up. The small-town vibe was exactly what I was looking for when opening my practice. And the eclectic characters in Cherry Falls meant I’d never get bored. Plus, there’s no denying the beauty of this place. I always loved it here.” The way his eyes sparkle and his lips curl into a wistful smile, I know he truly loves this town. Ken’s brow furrows and a different look steals over his features. “I didn’t have any family to go back to when I got out,” he says more quietly. “My parents passed away during my last deployment. Car crash. Died on impact.”

      I squeeze his hand, hoping to show my sympathy and support. Ken’s eyes meet mine and everything in me melts for the man who has lost so much and yet continues to give back to his community.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

      “Thanks. It was unexpected and left me aimless for a bit. But I rallied and decided to use my years in medical school and my experience as an army medic to open my own practice. I couldn’t think of a better place to do it than Cherry Falls.”

      “That’s incredible. I had no idea this place was so special to you.” I smile and squeeze his hand again.

      “It is,” he agrees. “Though right now, I wish I weren’t in such a small town. The options for help are somewhat limited.”

      “Yeah, I know you’ve been having a lot of trouble finding a nurse.”

      The waiter comes to take our order, breaking up the conversation. When he leaves, Ken continues.

      “I was hopeful when I first posted the job online. I had six candidates right away. Unfortunately, none of them were what I was looking for.”

      “Oh?”

      “I had a few no-call, no-shows, followed by a guy who could never file the paperwork correctly. We lost some important patient files that took me all day to locate,” he mutters, as if the memory annoys him. “It was always one thing or another. They couldn’t show up on time or they’d fuck up and I’d end up doing more work redoing what they had already done.”

      I nod along, trying to sympathize with him. Truthfully, though, a pit forms in my stomach. I don’t know the whole story behind the nurses he’s hired in the past, but I get the sense Ken is particular when it comes to the people he wants working for him. Does that mean he’s going to nitpick everything I do, too? Will he keep a log of my wrongdoings and then give me the boot when I’ve reached my limit?

      “Hey,” Ken says, breaking me out of my downward spiral. “I’m sorry, I got caught up in talking about work. That’s the opposite of what I wanted tonight to be about.” His smile is bright and genuine, like he really wants to spend time with me.

      “It’s alright,” I say, swallowing down my nerves. We’re mostly done with dinner, and I’m not sure what comes next.

      “Would you like to come to my place for dessert?” he asks. My anxiety spikes just thinking about the implications. “Or not,” he’s quick to say. “I thought things were going okay, but—”

      “It’s not that,” I blurt out, wanting to save him from rejection. “I… I do, very much want to, um… spend time with you. I’m just… I’m not very experienced with all of this,” I murmur, gesturing all around us. I hope he understands what I mean without me having to spell it out for him.

      Ken tilts his head at first, his brow furrowed. Then it clicks. His eyes go wide, but then they turn tender as he stands up and steps right in front of me, holding out both of his hands. I rest my hands in his, looking up into those espresso eyes.

      “Gracie, I meant when I said we can go at your pace. As long as I don’t make you uncomfortable or repulse you—”

      “Not at all!” I insist. “I just don’t want to disappoint you.”

      “Disappoint me?” Ken tugs me up so we’re standing face-to-face. One hand cups my cheek while the other slides down my back, keeping me close. “I want whatever you’re willing to give me, whenever you’re willing to give it. Not a moment sooner, okay?”

      I nod, once again amazed by the man in front of me. He truly cares and is attentive. Ken smiles at me, then kisses my forehead before tossing a wad of cash on the table. He loops his arm around my waist, tucking me into his side as we walk out of the restaurant.

      Once in the car, Ken holds my hand, lacing our fingers together. He asks me more about my shop, what I like to do in my free time, and who my friends are. I wish the car ride was longer, but I’m glad he’s respecting my wishes and not pressuring me for more.

      The problem isn’t that I’m afraid of going further with him… I’m afraid I won’t be able to stop, and I’m not going to be the kind of girl who gives it up on the first date. Not that I’m judging those who do, but it’s not who I am.

      Ken opens the car door and holds his hand out. I grab it and pull myself up, right into his arms. He holds me for a moment, our bodies pressed together as we breathe in tandem.

      Far too soon, Ken steps back and leads me up the stairs of the flower shop to my front door. I fumble for my keys and Ken wraps his hand around mine, calming my nerves. He gently turns me toward him, and my eyes meet his rich brown ones.

      “May I kiss you good night, Tinker Bell?” he murmurs into the shell of my ear.

      “Tinker Bell?”

      Ken chuckles, the low, soft sound traveling through me and making me clench my thighs together. “That first day in the flower shop, I saw your petite, curvy body surrounded by bright flowers. Framed by the glowing sun, you looked like a little pixie with blue eyes. My little pixie. My Tinker Bell.”

      I gasp at his sweet words, then turn my head, pressing my lips against his.

      I’m not sure what I’m doing, and I freeze at first, feeling foolish.

      But then Ken groans, combing his fingers through my hair and tilting my head up to deepen the kiss. His lips move against mine, coaxing breathy whimpers from somewhere deep in my chest. He licks his way into my mouth, his tongue dragging against mine slowly, seductively, as if he’s savoring everything about this moment.

      I fist his shirt, pulling him closer as I fall into everything he’s making me feel. Ken tightens his hold on my hair, angling me right where he needs me. His other hand slides up and down my curves, leaving a trail of fire in their wake.

      When his knuckles graze over my breast, I break our kiss and tip my head up to gasp for air. “Yes,” I breathe out, shamelessly pushing my chest out, asking for more.

      “So damn sexy,” he groans, dipping his head to my neck. Ken kisses and nips his way up my slender column while both hands slide up to my breasts, cupping them and kneading my sensitive flesh through the fabric of my dress.

      My knees shake with the intensity of his kiss, his touch, his obvious need for me. I can feel the solid thickness of his erection pressing against my stomach. I don’t even realize I’m grinding against it until Ken grunts and snaps his hips forward.

      After what feels like forever and still not long enough, Ken breaks our kiss, resting his forehead on mine.

      “Holy shit, Tink,” he says, breathless.

      I grin at his name for me.

      “Yeah, holy shit.” I laugh softly.

      “You’re incredible, Gracie. I can’t wait to take you out again.”

      “Yes, please!” I say enthusiastically.

      Ken gives me a chaste kiss on the lips and then one on my forehead. “I have a few interviews lined up this week. I’m hoping one of them will stick, then my schedule will be wide open.”

      I’m a little disappointed that we can’t go out again tomorrow night, but I know I’m being ridiculous and clingy. Of course he has a career, and a demanding one at that.

      “I’d love that,” I say as I unlock my door. Turning to face Ken, I give him a bright smile, which he returns.

      “Sweet dreams, Tinker Bell.”

      I blush and nod, then close the door before I pull him inside and beg him to kiss me again. I think my dreams are going to be steamy instead of sweet, but I’m okay with that.
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      Ken

      

      I lean back in my chair, pinching the bridge of my nose with one hand while I dial up Graham with the other. What a crazy fucking week. It feels more like a year, and that’s mostly due to not seeing enough of Gracie over the last seven days.

      “Hello?” Graham says as he answers the phone.

      “Hey, sorry it took me so long to get back to you. Things have been insane here,” I say as I lean back in my desk chair.

      “No worries. How are things going at the clinic?”

      “Busy, but I hired a new nurse today so hopefully things get a little better.”

      “Good, that’s good to hear.”

      “What’s going on with you?”

      “I’m getting married.”

      I almost tip back in my chair at that sentence. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I think you’re supposed to say congratulations,” he says dryly and I huff out a laugh.

      “Congratulations. When’s the wedding?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t actually asked her yet.”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “Okay, so how long have you been having these kinds of hallucinations?”

      “Ha ha.”

      “I’m being serious.”

      “I’ve seen her and I know that she’s the one for me. I just have to officially meet her and all of that.”

      “Right, so just the most important part of the relationship.”

      “Yeah.”

      I laugh at his logic. Things have been going well today and I’m in a good mood for what feels like the first time in years. We hired a new nurse and today is her first day. I’m relieved to have some help, but I’m more excited to have free time to spend with Gracie.

      Everything has been going well between us, but it’s not enough. She’s dropped off two more bouquets this week, and each time I see her, I want to throw her over my shoulder and take her to a secluded cabin so I can have my way with her.

      “I met someone too.”

      “Oh, yeah?” he asks.

      I grin, picturing my Tinker Bell. “Yeah, I’ve talked to her and everything.”

      “Show off.”

      I laugh, checking my watch when I see that it’s almost time to close up for the day.

      “When are you coming back to Cherry Falls?” I ask him as I stand.

      “Probably next week. I need to get supplies before it starts to snow in a few weeks.”

      “Well, let me know when you’re headed this way. I’ll meet you for lunch or something.”

      “Sounds good. You can bring your girl.”

      “Maybe you can kidnap yours and bring her too,” I joke. He laughs and hangs up.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket as I step out into the lobby. I pull it out to see a new text from Gracie. My heart does this little flippy thing when her name flashes across the screen. Yeah, I’m pretty obsessed with this girl. Before I can read it and reply, however, a gasp draws my attention away.

      “Shoot,” Marie complains and I look up to see that she’s somehow managed to knock over an entire stack of patient notes that needed to be entered into the computer and filed.

      Juniper looks like she’s about to cry, and honestly, I kind of want to join her. I haven’t been able to do much besides text and call Gracie before bed this whole week. I like knowing that I’m the last voice she hears before she goes to sleep, but I need more. And soon.

      Today was supposed to be a light day so I could train Marie and finish work early. The plan was to finally take Gracie out on a second date. Unfortunately, Marie showed up late this morning, took a longer lunch break than she was supposed to, and seems to be a slow learner.

      Now this?

      I’m so frustrated. I thought that I was finally catching a break and I just can’t handle feeling like I’m taking two steps back now. The devastation on Juniper’s face says it all. Those notes will take hours to reorganize.

      “Why the hell would you put them there?” Marie snaps at Juniper. That’s it.

      “You’re fired,” I bark from behind her. Marie spins around to face me.

      “What?”

      “You’re fired.”

      She glares at me, her nostrils flaring. I stare back at her and she huffs as she grabs her purse from under the front desk and stomps out the door.

      “I’ll take care of this Juniper. Go on and head home,” I say as I bend and scoop up all of the papers.

      “Are you sure?” she asks and I nod, forcing a smile. It’s not her fault I hired another dud. This is my practice, so I should be the one to right the ship.

      “Yeah, I got this. Have a good night.”

      She leaves and I lock the door behind her, dragging my hands down my face as I collapse behind the front desk. The familiar throbbing starts behind my eyes, pounding, pounding, pounding against my skull until I’ve worked myself up into a migraine. Perfect.

      I let out a forceful breath and grab my phone, calling Gracie.

      “Hey!” she answers, the excitement in her voice tearing at my heart. I hate that I’m about to disappoint her.

      “Hey, Tink. I’ve got bad news. I have to stay late tonight at work.”

      “Oh.” She pauses, the silence saying it all. I let her down, and I hate myself for it. “That’s okay,” Gracie follows up. “I understand.” She’s trying to be cheerful and nonchalant, but I can hear the disappointment in her voice.

      My chest grows tight and my stomach sinks. I don’t like being the reason she’s upset. Maybe I should say fuck it to cleaning up this mess and go to her instead. For the first time in my life, I’m sorely tempted to ignore my work.

      One look at the sheets of paper fanning out around me, however, brings me back to reality. At this point, I’m drowning in unfinished paperwork. I have these notes to organize and enter, and now I have to start the search for a new nurse all over again.

      “I’ll make it up to you,” I promise, though I know my words aren’t sufficient. I can picture her forcing a smile, and I feel like an asshole.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” she says.

      “I’m really sorry, Gracie.”

      “It’s okay. I get it. I’ll see you,” she says before hanging up. Her voice is small, though I know she was trying to be upbeat. Did I just make a huge mistake? I guess I’ll have plenty of time mulling it over while organizing all of this shit.

      I get to work, entering in the stack, paper by paper. It’s close to nine before I have it all done and organized. I debate trying to call Gracie but the few times I messaged her throughout the evening, she seemed off. It took her nearly an hour to answer my first text, and even then, it was a one-word response. It doesn’t sit right with me, but I don’t know what I can do about it tonight.

      She’s probably asleep by now anyway. Plus, if she was uncommunicative through text, I can’t imagine she’d want to see me in person. At least, that’s what I tell myself as I gather myself and head out to my car. Maybe I’m just being a coward.

      The streets are deserted as I make my way home. Cherry Falls shuts down, for all intents and purposes, around eight in the evening. At that point, people are inside, spending time with their families. That never bothered me before, but now that I’m about to walk into an empty house, I feel empty.

      Making an out of character, spur-of-the-moment decision, I do a U-turn and head to the store instead of my house. I pick up hot chocolate and pastries and scramble to think of some way to apologize as I make my way to Gracie’s apartment.

      A sense of panic washes over me. Did I fuck everything up before we even got a chance to explore what this is between us?

      When I pull into the lot, I see there’s still a light on in her window. I park and climb out, growing more and more nervous with each step.

      Raising my hand, I knock on her door and wonder why it feels like this is a mistake.
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      Gracie

      

      I’m about to head to bed when someone knocks on my door. I yawn, wondering who that could be so late at night.

      I’m surprised but happy to see Ken standing there. He’s in his typical doctor uniform with dark slacks and a white button-up. The collar looks wrinkled, and a few buttons are undone at the top and bottom of his shirt, making him look even more disheveled. It’s obvious the guy is drowning in stress.

      “Ken,” I say, blinking rapidly, suddenly wide awake as I see him standing at my door. “What are you doing here?”

      “I just wanted to see you. Can I come in?” he asks with a boyish smile. The exhaustion melts away when he looks at me like that. I nod, opening the door wider for him.

      “I got you a hot chocolate. I’m sorry that I couldn’t make dinner tonight.”

      “Oh,” I say in surprise as I take the warm, sugary drink off his hands. “It’s okay. I know you’re busy.”

      I tell him that but I’m not sure that I believe it. At least not the part about it being okay. He canceled on me an hour before we were supposed to meet. I was so looking forward to seeing him and talking to him face to face instead of through text. But then he canceled and I may have thrown myself a little pity party.

      I can’t help but wonder if this is how being with Ken is always going to be. I’m okay with coming second to work sometimes. I understand he’s a doctor and there will be emergencies. But he canceled tonight to catch up on paperwork. There will always be busywork or administrative tasks that need to be done. Coming in second place to data entry doesn’t feel great.

      “The new nurse didn’t work out and I had to fire her,” he says as he sets the pastry bag on the kitchen counter.

      “Oh no! What happened?” I imagine her messing up shots between patients or leaking private information or something equally offensive.

      “She was late for starters.”

      I stare at him, praying that things are worse than just the girl being a few minutes late on her first day. I nod, encouraging him to continue.

      “Then she took over an hour on her lunch break and right before we were about to close, she knocked over this stack of patient records that needed to be entered into the system,” he says, rolling his eyes and letting out an annoyed huff. I wonder if he’s joking.

      “That’s it?” I ask, trying not to show him how upset I’m getting. His reasons for firing the nurse sound harsh and I can’t stop the doubt from creeping in. How long before he realizes that I’m not perfect and doesn’t want me to keep me around either? What if I’m a few minutes late or knock a stack of papers over?

      “That’s it?” he scoffs. “It’s kind of a lot of mistakes.”

      For a first day?

      I nod, not meeting his eyes. My heart plummets and I blink back tears.

      “What’s wrong?” Ken asks, his voice soft and slightly confused.

      “Nothing,” I say way too fast. I can feel my nose starting to get red, the same way it does every time I lie.

      “You know you’re a terrible liar, right?” he asks, stepping closer to me. Ken tips my chin up with his finger, then cups my cheek.

      “Yeah,” I sigh. He cracks a smile, and even with my confusing emotions, it makes my belly flip to see it.

      “So, what’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      “I’m just a little afraid,” I admit, my fingers twisting together nervously. I know I have to tell him my concerns, but it’s freaking hard standing up for myself. Especially when my childhood was filled with my father tearing me down every chance he got.

      “What are you afraid of, my sweet Gracie?” he asks, concern coloring his words.

      I take a deep breath and shore up the courage to say what I need to say. “I’m afraid that I won’t measure up. How long before I stop meeting your standards?”

      Ken always seems unflappable but I seem to have shocked him with my confession. He stares down at me, looking a little heartbroken and I swallow hard. Those brown eyes hold a mixture of guilt and sadness, and I want to kiss both feelings away. I can’t help it. Everything in me wants to take care of this man who takes care of everyone else.

      “That will never happen,” he says, his voice low and determined. I look away, not really believing him, no matter how much I want to. How can he be so sure? “I mean it, Gracie. You’re perfect for me.”

      I shake my head no, but really, I want him to prove it to me.

      As if reading my thoughts, Ken chuckles and leans down, his lips hovering an inch above mine. “You don’t seem to believe my words, so why don’t I show you how much I want you? Let me worship you, my perfect pixie.”

      I barely get the chance to agree before his lips are on mine. The kiss is slower than the one we shared last week, more deliberate and focused.

      Ken slips his hands under the hem of the large T-shirt I'm wearing and teases me with light, barely there touches as he sips from my mouth, drawing out a soft moan from somewhere deep inside of me.

      “Please,” I murmur, giving myself over to him. I can’t get enough of his touch.

      He continues trailing his massive hands up my body, inching my shirt up as he goes. Ken brushes his thumbs across the underside of my breasts, causing an unexpected shiver to run through me. 

      I forgot I’m only dressed in my sleep shirt, a fact that Ken seems to appreciate.

      He groans into our kiss, the vibrations running through me and settling in my lower belly, creating an intense pressure. His tongue slowly drags across the roof of my mouth, making me whimper as he pulls away. I automatically follow him, wanting more of this slow burn.

      He smirks at me, his eyes growing dark and heavy with desire. “Do you trust me, Gracie? Is it okay for me to kiss you everywhere?”

      “Every-everywhere?” I stutter out.

      Ken growls, the rough rumble of his voice so primal and possessive. “Can I taste the sweetness between your thighs? I’ve been dreaming about how you taste.”

      His words boost my confidence. He’s been dreaming about going down on me? I think I can help him make that a reality.

      “Yes,” I practically whine. “I trust you, Ken,” I whisper. He breathes me in before placing a sweet kiss on the side of my neck.

      Ken continues to inch my shirt higher and higher until he finally lifts it over my head. His lips immediately latch on to my bare breast, sucking at my nipple and rubbing his tongue on the sensitive peak.

      “So beautiful, Gracie,” he whispers before pulling away.

      My world turns upside down—literally—as Ken tosses me over his shoulder like I weigh nothing. I shriek and then laugh, kicking out my legs.

      My caveman tosses me down on the bed, making my extra weight jiggle. I cover up my belly, even though he’s already seen it. How could I possibly measure up to the shredded god of a man standing before me? I hear him growl before he kneels over me with one knee on the bed. Ken grabs my wrists and pins them above my head with one of his massive hands, while the other hand slides down my body, tracing the contours of my chest, my torso, and my rounded belly.

      “You’re perfect, Gracie, my sweet Gracie,” he murmurs.

      I think he’s going to kiss me, but instead, Ken rubs his nose against mine before trailing his lips and nose down my neck, over my collarbone, between my breasts, and lower, lower, lower…

      He nips at the soft flesh of my belly, sending a jolt of electricity to my throbbing clit, followed by a warm rush of wetness dripping out of my pussy. Ken takes a deep breath and lets go of my wrists, sliding the rest of the way down my body so he can focus on my pussy.

      Ken slides my panties down my legs, and I squirm, equal parts fascinated, turned on, and a little nervous.

      “I fucking smell how much you want me,” he grunts, spreading my thighs apart and running his nose up and down my slit. I close my eyes, not sure what to do with his attention. Some animalistic sound rumbles out of him. I can feel his need as it vibrates through me, making my nipples and clit ache. My channel clenches as more of my arousal leaks out. 

      Ken growls hungrily as he slides his tongue up and down my pussy, parting my folds. I force my eyes open and look down at his muscular back, rippling and flexing as he devours me. It feels like his tongue is everywhere at once—in my entrance, traveling through my folds, swirling around my clit. It’s everywhere, and it’s consuming me completely. It’s all I can focus on. The intense feeling. The wet, smacking sounds. The pressure and heat. 

      It makes me even hotter knowing he’s loving this. The greedy way he’s grabbing my ass, the hungry, desperate moans, the eagerness for more. It’s all showing me how much pleasure he gets from this. His rough palms slide to the back of my knees and he shoves my legs open wider, pinning them to the bed so he can sit back and stare at me. Ken growls and dives back in, licking me with fury, pushing deeper, harder, faster.

      I reach down and tangle my fingers in his hair, pulling him closer. Ken lifts his head briefly, locking his gaze on mine. God, he looks possessed. Feral, even. Did I really do that to him?

      He dips his head back down, this time sinking his teeth into my inner thigh, first one, and then the other, before licking away the sting.

      “Oh, god…” I breathe out, spreading my legs wider for him.

      “Feel good, Tinker Bell?”

      “So good,” I pant, wiggling my hips.

      Without warning, Ken throws one of my legs over his shoulder, and then the other, before flattening his tongue and licking every part of me. My back bows off the bed as I shove more of my dripping, needy cunt into his face. I can’t help it. The way his warm, soft tongue laps at my wetness and then circles my clit has me practically fucking his face.

      His hands slide under my ass and grip me there, his fingers digging in deeper with each rough stroke of his tongue. He’s helping me find my rhythm as I rub my greedy pussy against his mouth.

      “K-Ken, please…” I gasp, clawing at the sheets and snapping my thighs around his head.

      He grunts and focuses his attention on my clit, rubbing tight circles around my swollen button with his tongue. I can’t stop the breathy moans falling from my lips repeatedly, each one louder than the last as my muscles lock up and my pussy quivers around his tongue.

      I teeter on the sharp edge of ecstasy, wanting to savor the aching pressure as it builds. When Ken scrapes his teeth against my clit, pleasure slices through me, unleashing my pent-up need in one vicious explosion. 

      I cry out and lift up off the mattress, unable to contain the painful bliss rippling through every cell in my body. Wave after wave crashes into me in such rapid succession I don’t have time to catch my breath before I’m drawn under once again.

      Ken pushes me back down onto the bed with one large hand spread out over my belly, making me take all of what he’s offering. My skin burns between my thighs where his beard is scraping me, but it only serves to heighten the pleasure taking over my body.

      Finally, I start to come back down. I’m a shaking, sweating puddle of satisfaction. My legs fall from Ken’s shoulders as he stands up and pulls out his dick.

      Holy fucking fuck. I mean, just…

      “We’re not having sex tonight,” he chokes out. “But I… fuck, I need this.” He looks like he’s going out of his mind with lust. For me. That thought emboldens me. I want to give him what he needs.

      I nod my head and spread my legs open for him. Ken groans and stares at me, jerking himself off to my naked, exposed body. I watch in awe as his massive shaft grows even longer and then swells up. Ken hisses and throws his head back, pumping his fist furiously.

      When he tips his head back down to look at me, his eyes have gone completely black. He bares his teeth and clenches his jaw before stepping closer and pressing the tip of his cock against my clit.

      I gasp at how amazing it feels having his hot, hard dick rubbing against me. Ken lets out a roar as he comes on my pussy, releasing his seed in forceful jets against my clit. An unexpected orgasm rips through me. It’s short but so damn intense I see black spots in the corners of my vision.

      “That’s it, that’s so fucking it,” Ken groans as the last of his pleasure fades.

      He falls on top of me, catching himself on his forearms so he doesn’t crush me completely. His lips are on mine, giving me a taste of my own release, even as I feel his drip down my pussy. When Ken pulls back, I see his beard glistening with my cum, which makes me lean up and kiss him again. 

      “I could kiss you all night, Tink,” he whispers, pressing his lips to my forehead. “But I think we both need some rest.”

      Ken leaves my side briefly, then comes back, fully dressed, and holding out a wet washcloth. I hold my hand out for it, but he snatches it away, urging me to lie back down. Ken drags the cloth across my skin, washing the remnants of our orgasms off of me. It’s hard to believe the man who growled at me and ate me out until I came harder than I ever have is now tenderly cleaning me up.

      I must have fallen asleep, because I’m woken briefly when Ken tucks some hair behind my ear. “Get some sleep, my beautiful girl,” he murmurs. I nod and close my eyes again, drifting off into blissful sleep.
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      Ken

      

      “Would you like some wine? I have red or white,” I offer Gracie as I stir the garlic and prosciutto in the pan before it can burn.

      “Sure, white is good. Do you want me to get it?” she offers but I shake my head no.

      I want to spoil her. I’m still trying to make up for canceling our date a few days ago. Every time I think about that night, I get hard. Every time I grab a pastry from Cherry Falls Coffee or some pie from The Virgin Street Diner, I get hard because it reminds me of how sweet Gracie had tasted.

      I knew after that night that I needed to step up and hire someone before Gracie got frustrated or started to doubt me again and gave up on me. Now that I’ve found my Tinker Bell, I can’t give her up. I need her in my life so that I don’t turn into a workaholic with no friends or social life.
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