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Prologue




“Show me what you got, Pete!” A woman sat on a wooden bench above a dunk tank, waiting for a young teen to throw a softball at the target.

“You’re going down, Hannah!” Pete called right before he lobbed a ball in the direction of the target.

Dr. Clark Parks leaned against a tree with his arms folded across his chest to watch the festivities unfolding around him. The first annual fall picnic was well underway for Clear Meadows Rehabilitation Hospital, where he was the head rehab physician. He wasn’t expecting his department head of physical therapy to be the dunk tank heckler. Then again, he probably should have. When he hired Hannah McCallis, he expected big things from her, and so far, she hadn’t disappointed him.

The ball glanced off the target and rolled into the grass. Hannah clapped and cheered wildly. “Guess I’m not going down!” she yelled, but Pete wound up again, adjusting his aim for the right trajectory and letting the ball fly. He hit the bullseye harder this time, but not hard enough to sink the woman who convinced the boy every day that one more lap around the hospital would shorten his stay. Clark didn’t know if Pete believed her, but he still did that extra lap.

As Hannah climbed out of the dunk tank, Clark strolled over, his hands in the pockets of his scrub pants. She’d been working at Clear Meadows since April and had made many positive changes in the hospital. She’d also made positive changes in his personal life, but he preferred not to acknowledge those to himself or anyone else.

All it took was a look from her to remind him of the first time they touched. When they shook hands at her interview, he sensed something snap into place within him. That was the only way he could describe it, but he knew better than to do that. Describing it meant acknowledging it, and he had to stay hands-off when it came to Hannah McCallis. She was the most gorgeous woman he’d ever laid eyes on—and not just in beauty, but in mind and spirit—yet they worked too closely together to complicate matters with a personal relationship. His life was complicated enough without making it worse by entertaining the idea of dating a colleague. No, he had to remain cool, aloof, and hands-off.

“Miss McCallis,” he said as he approached the woman shrugging back into her jacket. “Break time?” he asked, his brow raised.

“Dr. Clark—errr—Dr. Parks,” Hannah stuttered when she turned to face him.

He bit back the smile at how she stumbled about with his name. She did it every time, and while he would usually be annoyed, he found it endearing coming from her. After admitting that to himself, he knew it was time to fight the good fight, so he plastered on his grumpy bear doctor expression and cleared his throat.

“Where’s your mutt?” His words were growled as much as they were spoken.

He heard the huff leave her lips as she bent over to grab her water bottle. “Frankie,” she stressed, lifting a brow as they started to walk toward a large tent set up on the hospital grounds. “Is a purebred miniature dachshund and he’s asleep in my office.”

Clark smiled internally. He loved to hassle her about the therapy dog she brought along when she was hired. Frankie was well-trained and made a massive difference in their patients’ lives at the hospital, but Clark would never admit that. It was too much fun to tease her about her companion, and if he were honest with himself, he loved her intelligent, sassy comebacks. He was man enough to admit that Hannah McCallis made parts of him come alive that hadn’t felt anything in a dozen years. Thankfully, he was also smart enough not to think with those parts.

“Are you having any fun, Dr. Parks?” she asked as they walked around the grounds, greeting patients and their families as they sat on the grass, benches, and in wheelchairs to gaze at the lake.

“It’s a beautiful fall day in Minnesota, Miss McCallis,” he answered.

“So that’s a no. Do you know how to have fun?” she asked before slapping her hand over her mouth. “Sorry,” she said from between her fingers. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

“You can say anything you’d like, Hannah,” he said, dropping his voice so only she would hear him. He noticed a shudder go through her, which brought a smile to his lips. There hadn’t been a time over the last six months when he hadn’t used that tone of voice and not gotten a shudder out of her. It was proof that she also felt the connection between them. “As long as you understand there could be consequences. Not from me, of course,” he said, putting his hand to his chest. “I’m not your boss, after all. I meant in general.”

“Of course,” she said, smiling congenially, though he would bet her teeth were clamped together in the back. “Have you eaten?” she asked, holding the edge of the tent back for him.

He strolled inside and was taken aback a moment. They had erected the white party tent in the center of the grounds near the walking path to the lake. That made it easier for the staff to push patients in wheelchairs and for patients who use mobility devices to move in and out of it safely. He wasn’t expecting the sparkling tiny lights hanging from the ceiling, the fall-themed table centerpieces, or the stage at the back set up for the entertainment to come. The tables were round and had seating for eight but arranged like a family dinner rather than a picnic.

“Wow,” he said, glancing at Hannah as they walked through the tent to the buffet. Their kitchen staff was busy with the grills and chafing dishes that overflowed with picnic food and desserts. “You’ve outdone yourself, Miss McCallis.”

“Oh, it wasn’t all me, Dr. Parks.” Her immediate need to downplay her role in spearheading this picnic was expected. She always did that with any good idea she implemented. “I couldn’t do this alone.”

“Maybe not,” he said, motioning for her to take a plate first. “But it was your idea to have a picnic for the patients to get out of their rooms and visit with each other. To get to know each other and share their struggles and victories. We wouldn't be standing here if you hadn’t gotten the ball rolling.”

“I hope our patients benefit by being outside in the fresh air and learning from others who have already gone through the same type of recovery. I know we can make them strong in body, but if we don’t do the same with their minds, they’ll never recover to their full potential.”

They sat at an empty round table with their plates, but he noticed she had hardly put any food on hers. Hannah, in his opinion, was perfect in every way, from her stunning blue eyes to her curves in all the right places. Not that he should be looking or having an opinion about her body, but he was a living, breathing male. Trying not to notice the beauty that was Hannah McCallis was impossible.

They ate silently, and while his food tasted good, he suspected kissing Hannah would taste delicious. It's too bad he would never know for sure. He couldn’t do anything to jeopardize either of their positions here at Clear Meadows. As a rehab physician, it had taken him a dozen years to find a hospital that believed in his whole-body approach to rehabilitation. Clark had worked in enough public hospitals to know he didn’t want to return to one. Not only did the administrator and board of Clear Meadows believe in his approach, but they helped him hire staff who believed the same thing.

Clark’s gaze drifted to the ground for a moment as he wiped his hands on a napkin. Hannah believed in the whole-body approach to healing because she had lived it as a patient. That was something else he needed to keep in mind whenever he lusted after his head physical therapist. She was good at her job because she was once the patient. Hannah had cred when it came to telling their patients that hard work and trusting the process would get them back to the life they wanted to live. She not only talked the talk, she walked the walk.

The tent was filled with patients with serious health concerns and injuries, but they were laughing, smiling, and enjoying the time with their families. The woman beside him was the reason why they could forget their problems for a little while and have some fun.

“I need to apologize,” he said, surprising the both of them.

“For what?” she asked, lowering her burger to the plate and brushing off her fingers.

“I gave you a hard time when you came to me about the picnic,” he explained, motioning at the patients gathered around the tables. “That won’t happen again.”

“You didn’t give me a hard time,” she said, leaning in to keep their conversation private. “You asked important questions and shared your concerns. I considered those as I planned the picnic and made sure to implement your safety concerns first and foremost.”

“I appreciate the grace you’re giving me right now, Miss McCallis, but I know I was a bit gruff in delivering those concerns, so for that, I apologize.”

“Already forgotten,” she said with a smile.

That smile hit him right in the gut, and he decided to call it a day before he did or said something to this woman that he shouldn’t. He pushed himself to his feet, much to her surprise if the look on her face was any indication.

“I better head back inside. Someone has to keep the place running while everyone else plays.”

Her grimace before she spoke made him feel bad. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he also had to keep her at arm’s length if this working relationship would continue on the straight and narrow. “Of course, Dr. Parks. You know my number should anything arise before the picnic ends.”

“I’ve got your number, Miss McCallis,” he agreed as he stalked away, forcing himself not to look back.

If he knew what was good for him, that was one number he would never dial.


Chapter One

Two Years Later

Hannah McCallis stood outside the door of room four and shook out her shoulders. As the Director of Physical Therapy Services at Clear Meadows Rehabilitation Hospital, she had a lot of tricks up her sleeve to help patients recover from their injuries. She’d worked at Clear Meadows for three years and had only a handful of patients who had stressed her out. The woman inside room four was one of them. Hannah always did the intake evaluation with a staff member and then assigned the patient to the team member with the most experience in rehabbing that particular injury. The system worked well for them unless the patient was, to put it nicely, less than agreeable.

She assigned the less than agreeable patients to herself. After all, that’s why they paid her the big bucks. Thankfully, most patients who stayed at Clear Meadows were there because they wanted to get better. Some, like Mrs. Lakeman, were there because their family had the money and would rather not deal with them at home. At least, that was the impression Hannah got on her first visit to room four.

Hannah pushed the door open and pasted on a smile. “Good morning, Mrs. Lakeman!” she exclaimed into the darkened room. She walked to the window and pulled the curtains open to let the sunshine stream in. “It’s a beautiful Minnesota spring day. You’re missing all the sunshine!”

“Shut those curtains! The sun hurts my eyes.” The woman in the bed grumbled while Hannah prepared the room for their therapy time. “I’m leaving this place today. A person can’t sleep a wink with people in and out of the room all night.”

Hannah rolled her eyes since her back was turned to the cranky woman. When a patient arrives at Clear Meadows, they no longer need acute care. Unless the patient called for a nurse, no one was in and out of their room all night. She knew that Mrs. Lakeman used the call button like she was a contestant on Jeopardy, which was why she ‘couldn’t sleep a wink.’

“Don't start with me, Mrs. Lakeman. You know you can't go home until you’re independent with daily living tasks again. That includes transferring from your bed to the wheelchair by yourself.”

“Fine,” the ornery, not even elderly, woman huffed. “Why are you so bossy? You must think that just because you're one of us, you can tell me what to do!”

“No, I can tell you what to do because you're paying me to help you become independent again after your amputation.”

“I most certainly am not paying you.” Her adamance made Hannah smile. “My husband is footing this ridiculous bill. I'm going to call him and tell him to get me out of this horrible place!”

This horrible place was the premier rehabilitation center in the state of Minnesota. As a small, private hospital outside Minneapolis, they never had an empty bed. Money was no object as far as their patients were concerned, as long as they had access to all the creature comforts of home while they recovered. Clear Meadows had seen its share of prominent Minnesota figures, including athletes and other celebrities, who preferred a more, shall we say, confidential aspect to their rehab experience.

Hannah didn't care how much money her patients had or how angry they were about their situation. She was there for one reason: to help them reach their full potential after an injury that had landed them in her care. Mrs. Lakeman, however, was determined to do nothing to help herself. That couldn’t continue, or Hannah would have to report her as noncompliant, and they’d ask her to leave.

She bit back the sigh that threatened at the edge of her lips and reminded herself that sometimes her patients needed more than physical therapy. Sometimes, they needed patience, understanding, and a whole lot of grace. If anyone understood that, it was her. Hannah pulled a chair over and sat, then popped a button on the side of her prosthesis and removed it, setting it off to the side. That small step put her on a level playing field with Mrs. Lakeman.

“I understand how overwhelming everything feels in the beginning, Mrs. Lakeman.”

“Would you please call me Harriet? I was a teacher for thirty-seven years. Whenever I hear someone call me Mrs. Lakeman, it makes me sad.”

Hannah smiled. She was getting somewhere.

“Wow, thirty-seven years. That's quite a career. Teachers have my greatest respect. Without them, I wouldn't be where I am today, that's for sure.”

That praise earned her a smile from the grumpy patient. Hannah took a moment to remind herself Harriet wasn't grumpy. She was sad, scared, tired, weak, and worried. She couldn't fix all those things today, but she could help Harriet rebuild her strength, which would help her sort out the other emotions.

“I loved my job. I taught kindergarten. The children are eager to learn at that age, but I had to retire when my leg got so bad.” She motioned at her left leg encased in a special limb brace to protect the wound.

“If I could help you walk again, would you go back? Maybe as a volunteer?”

“I've thought about doing the grandparent program, but I don't want to scare the kids.”

Hannah rubbed her knee while considering the best way to meet her patient at her level. “It might be scary for you, but kids are different from adults. They’re naturally curious about life, so unless someone tells them to be scared, they won’t be. They’ll ask insightful questions and be happy with your answers. Once you have a prosthesis and feel confident walking again, it could be a way for you to continue educating kids about different life experiences. We often forget teaching kids the ABCs is the smallest part of teaching them to be kind adults.”

“I suppose you're right. None of that matters, though. I'll never get a leg like yours.” She pointed at Hannah's state-of-the-art prosthesis, which sported puppy paw prints for decoration. It was still rudimentary in its design, as a below-knee prosthesis only had so many configurations. Hannah had tried them all before she settled on a system that allowed for adjustability throughout the day, which she needed due to how active her job kept her.

“I remember feeling the same way. I was only fourteen and was convinced my life was over. Before my accident, I played three sports. Suddenly, I couldn’t even get out of bed. I was worried I was never going to stand up again. They brought in a physical therapy aide who had been an amputee all her life. She came to my room every day and worked with me until I could do everything my head told me I’d never do again. I've learned since then that baby steps equal a mile the same way giant leaps do. Getting there might take longer, but that's not always bad. If you give your body time to adjust to each new step, it's better prepared to take the next one.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she pondered. “I used to do an activity in class where we measured a distance with the children’s feet and then measured with paper bunny feet. I taught them that there are different ways to measure, but the distance is the same no matter what you use to measure it.”

“See, you’ve got this, Harriet,” Hannah said with a smile.

Harriet smiled for a moment before her face fell. “You're years younger than me, Hannah. It's so daunting to think about relearning all the things I could do before without thought.”

“No matter the age, every amputee has been where you are right now.” Hannah reached over and took her patient’s hand. “Use the anger and fear filling you to your advantage. Prove those two things wrong. You taught kindergarten for thirty-seven years, so this will be a piece of cake. Teaching kindergarten is next-level sainthood right there.”

Harriet laughed, and for the first time since she'd arrived last week, the smile stayed on her lips.

“I love your smile, Harriet. I can picture it welcoming the little ones into the classroom each morning.”

“You are a smooth talker. For a second there, I forgot why I was here. Hannah, would you show me how you transfer from the bed to the wheelchair without your prosthesis? It's hard for me to visualize, and I get scared halfway through.”

“Absolutely.” She squeezed Harriet’s hand momentarily before she prepared to show her the transfer. They’d made some headway this morning emotionally, so now it was time to show Harriet she was safe with them.

The most important lesson she’d learned over the years was that sometimes, you had to show your patient their vulnerability could work for them instead of against them.

[image: Small dachshund chasing a butterfly as a scene break]

Dr. Clark Parks turned his face to the sun and enjoyed the warmth briefly before continuing his stroll. The sunshine made the air temperature of forty-five degrees feel downright balmy. Born and raised in Minnesota, he had thick skin, but even he got tired of the endless winter months. Once the holidays were over, there was nothing to look forward to except cold, snow, and the occasional freezing rain. Thankfully, it was the beginning of April rather than December, and for that, he was grateful.

He paused to watch some kids playing field hockey in the schoolyard across from the park. If you grew up in Minnesota, you loved hockey, but Clark was never allowed to play. His father was always worried about protecting the hands of the next Parks surgeon.

“I guess I showed him.” His rueful words were tossed into the wind with a carelessness he never let the world see. It was bad enough his father thought him a failure and a disappointment. There was no sense in broadcasting it to the world.

His shoulders drooped as he trudged up the muddy path toward the hospital. Disappointing his father was something he’d done exceptionally well his entire life. If it had been an Olympic sport, he would have won the gold medal every time. He always did what his father demanded but added his own twist. For instance, he was a Dr. but not the coveted cardiothoracic surgeon Dr. Clark Parks Sr. had wanted him to be.

A surgeon’s life wasn't for him, which meant he was lazy if you asked his father. The truth was somewhere in the middle of that murky grey mess. He loved medicine. He excelled in medical school and would have made a great surgeon academically and practically. His surgery rotation taught him things about the human body he would never have learned otherwise, but the biggest lesson it taught him was surgery didn’t excite him. It didn’t get his blood pumping or satisfy his desire to help someone heal from start to finish. Surgeons were a special breed. They were stallions. Clark was an old workhorse. Steady. Strong. Devoted.

He jogged up the stairs to Clear Meadows Rehabilitation Hospital. It was a stately building that butted up to the Clear Meadows Park grounds. The therapists took patients outside to walk the paths when the weather was warm. When the weather was typical Minnesota cold, they utilized the state-of-the-art therapy rooms to keep their patients active.

He pushed the door open and wiped his feet before entering. Whenever he walked through the hospital door, he brimmed with a sense of satisfaction he hadn’t experienced anywhere else in his career. He was lucky to be the head rehabilitation physician at Clear Meadows, and he knew it. When he applied for the position five years ago, he’d been looking for a change from big city life in Minneapolis. In the big city, the public hospitals had more patients than their doctors could see on any given day. At Clear Meadows, he had time to devote to each patient daily and felt he made a real difference in people’s lives.

The staff of Clear Meadows worked together to offer the patients proper care, nutrition, and therapy as they healed, which meant every patient had a successful rehabilitation and returned home prepared to continue their busy lives. He knew part of that was due to the team he’d put together, who always had the patient’s well-being as their only goal. It was a shame his father couldn’t, or wouldn’t, see that his job was just as important or more important than a surgeon’s. A patient may need surgery to start their recovery, but without the training and devotion of the doctors, nurses, and therapists caring for them after the procedure, they’d never get back to the life they used to live.

When Clark signed the contract at Clear Meadows, his world brightened. He had a reason to get up in the morning. There was a purpose for coming in early and staying late. The board had hired him when the hospital desperately needed a new hand at the helm. After adding new investors, they poured money into the aging building to make it the state-of-the-art rehab center it is today. Since then, he and his team have remained energized to change lives and make a difference.

He accepted his leadership role on day one and took it to heart. Together with the board of administrators, they’d fired employees who thought the old way was good enough and didn’t want to change. Then, they hired professionals who were invested in his new approach to healing. It had taken three years, but together, they’d turned Clear Meadows into the place to be for rehabilitation medicine.

Only one of those employees had indeed taken him by surprise. When they interviewed Hannah for the head physical therapist position, he wasn’t prepared for the woman who walked through the door.

Clark checked his list of candidates before he glanced at Dr. Hampton, the hospital’s administrator. “We need to keep looking. The last few have been qualified, but they don’t have the whole-body mindset we’re looking for.”

Dr. Hampton nodded as he pulled his glasses from his face. “As much as I hate to agree, I do. Who’s next?

“Hannah McCallis.” He handed Dr. Hampton a copy of her resume.

After taking a moment to read it, he looked up. “She’s had an interesting career,” he commented before he buzzed his secretary to send her in.

Clark sat expectantly, and when the woman entered the room, they both stood, though he didn’t remember giving his body the order to do it. The woman who walked in the door had stopped him in his tracks. She was tall and athletic, wore her golden blonde hair in braids not unlike Pippi Longstocking, had a smattering of freckles across her makeup-free face, and wore a pair of the bluest eyes he’d ever seen.

“Miss McCallis,” Dr. Hampton said, sticking out his hand. “Thank you for coming in today. It’s so nice to meet you. I’m Dr. Paul Hampton, the acting administrator of Clear Meadows. This is Dr. Clark Parks, our head rehab doctor.”

Clark stuck his hand out. The sensation of hers sliding into his threatened to tip him sideways for a hairsbreadth until her warm skin slipped away again. He could still feel the current buzzing between them from their short connection, and he was never more grateful than when Paul suggested they all sit.

“I was just commenting to Clark that you’ve had an interesting career per your resume.”

Hannah crossed her left leg over her right knee, and it all made sense when he noticed the below-knee prosthesis.

“I’ve been fortunate to work in several different hospitals and facilities over the years,” Hannah agreed. “To some, my resume may look like I’m a job hopper, but that’s not the case. They were all tied to a round-robin rotation I was involved in through the university.”

“That sounds like quite the opportunity,” Clark said when he found his voice again.

“It was,” she agreed. “I stayed on in my current position when I finished the program, but I’m ready to move on and find a hospital that emphasizes physical therapy for the healing aspect of it and not the money aspect. I was intrigued when I saw the posting for your position here at Clear Meadows.”

“Because?” Dr. Hampton asked, folding his hands as he leaned on the table.

“Your philosophy, while not defined in a statement, felt like the one I would love to implement. It’s simply impossible in a public hospital.”

“Our philosophy?” Clark asked.

He noticed her swallow nervously and grasp her prosthesis with both hands. “I would sum it up as quality care close to home. You want people to know there are alternatives to public hospitals for rehabbing an injury or building strength after an illness.”

“Write that down, Clark,” Dr. Hampton said. “Quality care close to home is exactly what we’re trying to build here.”

He didn’t write it down. He didn’t need to. He’d remember how she said it for the rest of his life. There was something captivating about Hannah McCallis, and she’d reeled him in hook, line, and sink—

“Good morning, Dr. Parks.”

Clark glanced up to see Bridget Hampton, their nurse care manager, sitting at the reception desk. “Good morning, Bridget. How is everything this morning?” He unwound his scarf from around his neck and stuck his gloves in his pockets while he approached the reception desk.

“So far, so good. The team is waiting in the conference room for the morning meeting. Mrs. Lakeman needs her incision looked at when you’re done there. She complained of pain to the therapist, so I looked it over, and there was a stitch pulling on the edge. You’ll need to address that first thing.”

“Absolutely.” Internally, Clark was groaning. Mrs. Lakeman had arrived at the center five days ago, and her surly attitude hadn’t improved with time, rest, or nutritious food. Kid gloves weren’t an uncommon requirement in a rehab center, but Mrs. Lakeman took it to the extreme. “I’ll get everyone set on their course for the day and then check in with her. You may have to assist if the stitch needs to be removed.”

“I’m ready, willing, and able,” Bridget said with a smile. It was one she flashed him a lot, and it told him far more about her desires than he wanted to know. To say Bridget Hampton had bedroom eyes was an understatement. She oozed sex from every pore whenever they were in the same room. If she had her choice, they’d already be married. Bridget wore her head of naturally red hair in a way that was meant to grab every man’s eye. She also had a personality that matched that fiery display in a way that made her not his type. She was a beautiful woman, and she knew it, but he preferred contemplative women who didn’t know they were sexy. In his opinion, that’s what made them sexy. Clark had made that clear about six months ago when Bridget put her hands on him at a work party. In return, she made it clear that she’d never give up the chase, but as long as she kept her hands to herself, he’d continue to ignore it.

“Your coffee and morning charts are waiting in your office.”

Clark forced his attention back to the job with a smile. “Thank you. I assume you’re staffing the desk during our meeting?”

She patted the top of it. “You got it. I read the cases and conferred with the therapists already. I’m ready when you are.”

The lift of her brows with an added wiggle made Clark groan internally. She was incorrigible. Rather than encourage her, he practically ran to his office at the end of the hallway. It was a converted patient room, but it had windows that overlooked Lake Clear Meadows, and that made it the perfect space for him. Minnesota is known for its lakes, and he always said you could throw a rock from anywhere and hit one, but that’s what he loved about his home state. The water was always a source of peace and relaxation for him, so having a view of the lake from his office offered tranquility when he needed it most.

He threw on his white coat, which wasn’t white at all. No one here wore white coats, suits, or ties. Instead, they wore scrubs and scrub coats to be comfortable working with patients all day. Each specialty wore a different color scrub, which made it easy for patients to know who was coming into their room for what. The physicians wore green at his insistence. Green is a restful color that symbolizes healing and renewal, which have been the principles on which this hospital has been based since its inception. He grabbed his travel mug and patient files and took a moment to gaze out over the water rippling with the light breeze. His work life here at Clear Meadows had become too complicated. He had one colleague dying to date him, but she wasn’t the woman he thought about day and night. That woman was across the hall waiting, probably impatiently, for him to start their daily meeting so she could get back to seeing patients. Somewhere along the way, Hannah McCallis had become more than just a colleague, and he had no idea what to do about it.


Chapter Two

Hannah tapped her pen on the table in a rhythm that could only be described as impatient and annoyed. If she had known Dr. Clark Parks Jr. would be late, she could have seen another patient rather than sit around and cool her heels. She snorted to herself when she cursed his name. Imagine living with the name Clark Parks. but then taking it a step further and naming your child the same thing! She liked Dr. Parks when he wasn’t annoying her by being late, which she’d admit was unusual. What she saw in him was simple. Clark hid his true self behind his doctor persona out of fear that no one would accept him for who he was. People’s emotions stood out to Hannah, regardless of the words coming from their lips, and Clark’s were easy to read. It was a gift she’d learned to hone and use to her advantage over the years.

When she took the time to sit quietly with a struggling patient, her intuition always took over. Like with Harriet this morning. A moment of silence was all she needed to see Harriet’s heart. She was an incredibly sweet lady who was too scared to take the next step.

And that was what she loved about working at Clear Meadows, and one thing she could give credit where credit was due. Dr. Parks insisted they take the time to get to know their patients. It was important to Hannah to learn what motivated each patient, and she never had that opportunity at her old hospital. The mentality there was get ‘em up and get ‘em out. Hannah preferred a more holistic, whole-body approach to therapy. It was always worth the extra effort, though she could never convince her bosses in the big hospitals of that. When you treated the body and mind as one, you had fewer readmits of patients who fell or were reinjured from a lack of rehabilitative care. Then again, her old bosses loved those readmits. It put more cash in their pockets.

The door opened, and Dr. Parks strode in, a coffee cup in one hand and a load of files in the other. “Good morning. Sorry to keep you all waiting.”

Hannah’s annoyance washed away with his presence, but frustration replaced it. His frustration. If she were a betting woman, she’d say he’d already dealt with Bridget Hampton this morning. The woman relentlessly pursued the good doctor, but Clark didn’t hide that he wasn’t interested. He wore his disdain for her loud and proud. It's too bad Bridget didn’t have any self-respect and chased after him anyway.

Clark wore his signature green scrubs and workout jacket with his stethoscope around his neck, which meant he was ready to work. Hannah perused his athletic form from top to bottom. Clark didn’t simply wear green scrubs. He wore green scrubs. It was no wonder Bridget panted after him like a puppy when his scrubs displayed his sculpted physique like a billboard. He wore them better than anyone she’d seen, including the company’s models.

What? She could appreciate the work he put into keeping his body healthy and strong. Give a girl a break already. There was nothing wrong with looking since she didn’t plan to touch.

“Earth to Hannah.” The voice was resonant and deep when she snapped her attention back to the meeting. “Are you going to join us in the discussion, Miss McCallis?”

Hannah cleared her throat before speaking, just in case a little wantonness had lodged there. “Sorry, Dr. Parks. I didn’t mean to be rude. I was thinking about Mrs. Lakeman.”

“I heard you had a breakthrough with her today. That’s excellent news.”

Everyone around the table nodded their agreement. It was excellent news, but she felt terrible using Harriet to excuse her lustful thoughts about Dr. Clark Parks.

“I would appreciate it if you’d accompany me to her room after the meeting. Bridget informed me that her incision has an issue. I’ll need some assistance.”

“But I’m not a nurse.”

“I know exactly what you are, Miss McCallis.” His tone was short and sharp, so she snapped her lips closed rather than look like a bigger fool. “I don’t need a nurse. I need someone Mrs. Lakeman trusts to be there for support, and from what I hear, you’re the favored one today. Bring the mutt.”

Her nod was as short and sharp as his words were. “His name is Frankie, and he is a purebred miniature dachshund fully trained as a therapy dog.”

“Fine.”

She held her eye roll but wondered what had crawled up his pant legs to bite him in the backside. It wasn’t even nine a.m., and she’d been yelled at twice. Her earlier high in helping Harriet with her breakthrough deflated and she plummeted back to earth. A cantankerous doctor and crabby patient did nothing to put her day on the right track.

Maybe you should take a moment to listen to what he’s not saying.

Fat chance of that happening. Dr. Parks had a way of smiling over the top of his inner turmoil, and nothing she said would break the dam he’d built around it. Nor did she want to. That’s not true. She wanted to learn why he was so complicated, but she was smart enough to know that the less time she spent with Dr. Clark Parks, the better. She’d been telling herself that for the last three years, but following that advice was becoming harder and harder.

[image: Small dachshund chasing a butterfly as a scene break]

“Come on, Frankie,” Hannah cooed, coaxing the dog out of his bed for the meet and greet with Harriet. She’d already introduced them when Harriet had first arrived, but her patient hadn’t taken kindly to the pooch taking up space in her room. After their breakthrough this morning, Hannah hoped Harriet would be more willing to try again. She might need a warm, furry body to cuddle with while Dr. Parks messed with her incision. It was time for the sutures to come out, which always brought anxiety and fear for the patient. Not to mention, her limb would still be tender, and the nerve endings were fresh, so Dr. Parks would need to be careful not to fire up any phantom pain as he worked on the limb.

As an amputee, Hannah understood how difficult and scary each new step was to overcome, and she didn’t want to set Harriet back after today’s breakthrough. Time marched on regardless, so it was essential to remind Harriet that she had a lot of living left to do. She slid Frankie’s therapy dog vest over his head and snapped it under his low, muscular chest. Frankie loved food of any kind, which meant Hannah had to work hard to keep him fit so he could do his job for the patients. It was surprisingly easy to convince someone to do a few more minutes of therapy when they had a funny guy like Frankie around to reward them with cuddles and kisses.

“Now listen, Frankie,” she said to the dog as they walked. “Harriet seems prickly, but underneath it all, she’s a real lovebug. Just be yourself, and you’ll make a new friend today. Watch out for Dr. Parks, though. He’s as prickly as a porcupine and not a real lovebug.”

She chuckled, pleased that she’d gotten a dig in on Dr. Parks without even trying. Maybe that wasn’t the most mature way to deal with the prickly doc, but she had to get her frustration out before she walked into the room to deal with him again.

“He doesn’t mean to be sharp,” she assured Frankie. “He just needs to get laid more often.”

“Who needs what more often?”

Hannah stopped muttering to herself and cleared her throat. “Nothing, Dr. Parks. We were just headed to meet you in Harriet’s room.”

That was a close one, but she could tell by the look in his eyes that he’d heard what she said. He often gazed at her like she was one he wouldn’t mind laying with, but that would be a life-imploding mistake if she’d ever heard one. While he technically wasn’t the boss at Clear Meadows, their administrator, Dr. Hampton, who happened to be Bridget’s father—giant eye roll—didn’t work onsite. That meant when it came to day-to-day situations, Clark was the acting administrator in the building.

“I’ll assess the incision while the mutt keeps her occupied.”

“Frank E. Furter,” she reminded him, “is up for the job.”

Hannah noticed him side-eye the dog as though they had an arrangement. It was as though Frankie let him be disrespectful in public if he got something in return in private. Wieners were like that. She snorted to herself at the catty thought.

“Fine. I’ll call Bridget if a nurse is needed, and you can step out.”

Wow, he truly never missed a beat. He was always professional, aloof, and precise, at least with her. She suspected it had to do with the underlying connection between them. She felt it but couldn’t explain it, which meant he probably felt it too. If they were in sight of each other, it was zinging between them the entire time they were together. It pulled her like a magnet, but she’d been strong enough to avoid a collision. It was wise to keep it that way, no matter how frustrating it made some work encounters.

He pushed the door open to room four to see Harriet sitting up in bed reading the newspaper. “Hello, Mrs. Lakeman,” he said, his friendly doctor smile firmly in place now that he’d got all his grumpy out with her. “I’m going to check your incision. Bridget indicated that it has been bothering you.”

“Good morning, Dr. Clark,” Harriet greeted him, setting the newspaper aside. “Please, call me Harriet.”

Dr. Parks lifted his brow at Hannah before turning back to the patient. “Of course, Harriet. I brought Miss McCallis along to help me with the brace.”

“I see she brought her companion as well. He is quite adorable with those floppy ears and tiny legs.”

Frankie, always the poser, flicked his ears, and Hannah watched Harriet fall for the pup in one fell swoop. “Would you like to pet him? He knows how to sit with a patient without hurting them.”

“Well,” Harriet said as though she needed to think about it. “I suppose he does need to be out of the way while you look at my leg. He’s welcome to stay by me.”

Hannah saved her smile for when she bent over to pick up the dog. Once he was settled next to Harriet, with her whispering sweet nothings in his ear, Hannah helped Dr. Parks remove the limb protector.

While Clark unwound the bandages from her incision, Hannah inspected the inside of the limb protector, noting what the problem might be. She set it aside while waiting for his opinion on the sutures.

“Harriet,” he said after checking the incision. “Your wound is fully healed.”

Hannah stood by the head of the bed so Harriet didn’t feel like they were ganging up on her.

“This one stitch is red and sore because it’s ready to come out. Would you consent to me removing the sutures today?”

“Oh, dear,” she clucked hesitantly. “I thought the surgeon had to do it.”

“Normally, you would see the surgeon to have them removed,” Hannah answered before Clark could. “But since you came to our facility, Dr. Parks has taken over that position unless something should arise that would require the surgeon to consult. Your incision looks well-healed, and Dr. Parks is more than capable of removing the sutures safely.”

“Thank you, Miss McCallis,” he said tightly, and she realized she had probably overstepped her boundaries. She took a moment of introspection to see if she cared. Nope, she didn’t. “If you’re agreeable, Harriet, I’ll ask Bridget to come in and assist.”

“Please, no.” Harriet’s tone was so frantic that even Frankie picked up on it. He nuzzled her hand until she started stroking him again. The action gave her an outlet for her anxiety and allowed her to communicate more easily with them. “I don’t like her,” she whispered, her gaze darting to the door. “She’s always knocking into things and being rough. She scares me when my leg is exposed.”

Hannah glanced at Clark with a brow up. Other nurses on the floor could help, so she was curious to see what he’d say.

“That’s no problem, Harriet. I’ll get a suture removal kit while Miss McCallis stays with you. Once I’m back, she can assist. It’s a simple procedure that won’t take long. You’ll feel like a new woman when I’m done.”

Hannah forced herself not to react. Why would she assist him with sutures? That was a new job description, but she would not dissent in front of a patient.

“That would be fine, Dr. Parks. While you’re gone, I’m going to contact prosthetics,” Hannah said. “Her limb protector is rubbing on that outside edge and needs to be heated and pushed out.”

The plastic limb protectors allowed for fine-tuning and adjustments as the patient’s limb changed after surgery. As the swelling went down, there were always spots that rubbed where they shouldn’t, so the team was used to making quick bedside adjustments.

“It does bother me right on that spot there,” Harriet said, flicking her hand at the area of her leg.

“I doubt that’s the case, Miss McCallis. The suture is irritated because it’s ready to come out. Once we remove it, the pain will subside.”

Dr. Parks left the room while Hannah held in another eye roll. At this rate, it would be the theme of a very long day.

“Well, I think you’re right,” Harriet said with a smirk.

Her transformation since this morning was quite remarkable. “I know I’m right, but we’ll let him take the sutures out, and then we can test the fit again. We want your limb to float inside the brace, not contact the sides. That’s why the end of the protector is in a bulb shape. Have you seen your incision?”

Harriet shook her head and immediately showered Frankie with affection as though Hannah didn’t exist.

“At some point, you’ll have to look at it, Harriet,” she said with a gentle touch to her shoulder. “I know it’s jarring to see your leg that way, but you need to know what the limb looks like to prevent a small problem from developing into a big one.”

“I know you’re right,” she said with a sigh and a stroke of Frankie’s head. “I can look at it in the brace, but seeing my skin end below my knee is too strange to wrap my mind around.”

“I can understand that,” Hannah agreed. “It is strange, but I found that after the first few times, it’s just you.” She gave her the palms up. “It’s your leg, short or long, and your brain assimilates that quickly.”

Frankie nudged Harriet’s hand to keep stroking his head while she thought it over. “I do know you’re right. I’m just scared. Golly,” she said, hugging Frankie around his neck momentarily. “This little guy sure does make it easier to say the things that I don’t want anyone to know.”

Hannah smiled at her pup, who didn’t care what Harriet said as long as she rubbed his ears. “He’s special that way, but why don’t you want anyone to know those things, Harriet?”

“I’m supposed to be the strong one,” she said softly. “I’m supposed to hold everything together and take charge. That’s what I’ve done all my life.”

“But you never could take charge of your foot,” Hannah said, and Harriet nodded.

“It did what it wanted, even when I told it not to.”

Hannah chuckled, but she understood what Harriet meant. “Our bodies are like that. Sometimes, even sheer will and determination can’t make it do something we need it to do. That’s not your fault. You tried your best to save it. Now use that will and determination to rebuild your leg stronger than ever.”

Harriet was nodding against Frankie’s head, but she still wasn’t looking at the limb Dr. Parks left open to the air. “I have changed my attitude.” How she said it made Hannah think of a little kid coming out of a timeout. “I called my husband this morning and told him he could start coming to see me again. I suggested that maybe he could help me with my therapy?”

“Absolutely,” Hannah said with a smile. “We’ll ensure you have exercises you can do together in the therapy room when he’s here. It’s a wonderful idea to involve your family in your rehab. You get out of here faster, and it teaches them how to help you at home.”

“That’s all I want. To go home and sleep in my bed. Therefore, I’ve decided to do anything you ask me to do. I’ll even look at my limb.”

Hannah could see the hesitation in her eyes yet, so she didn’t move from where she blocked the end of the bed. “I’m proud of you, Harriet. I knew that take-charge kindergarten teacher was hiding inside you. You’ve done so well today that looking at your leg can wait until the sutures are out and it isn’t sore.” She knew the decision was right when Harriet relaxed into the bed again and rubbed Frankie’s ears. “Baby steps still equal a mile, right?”

Harriet nodded and offered her a smile. “Thank you for doing more than physical therapy here. I needed someone to understand how I felt. That’s what helped me get past it.”

“You’re welcome. Frankie is here for you too, so don’t be afraid to ask for him. Once Dr. Parks removes the sutures and cleans the incision, we’ll wrap it up and let it rest. Tomorrow morning, I’ll bring one of our counselors in when you’re ready for therapy, and we’ll look at it together. How does that sound?”

“Perfect, as long as this little guy is part of the package.”

Hannah winked at Harriet but could swear Frankie gave her a grin.

Frankie - 1

Harriet - 0


Chapter Three

“Dr. Clark! I mean, Dr. Parks, wait up!”

Clark slowed his step for a beat, unable to decide if he wanted to wait up. He had a short lunch break today and didn’t want to spend it with Hannah McCallis.

Check that.

He wanted to spend it with her, but the intelligent thing to do was keep walking. She’d stuttered over his name comically and cutely for three years. He hadn’t figured out the underlying reason yet, but that made it no less adorable.

He turned as she ran toward him, her step-gallop gait indicating her below-knee prosthesis more than it should. “Stop running, Hannah. Your prosthesis isn’t made for that. You’re going to hurt yourself.” He realized too late that by addressing her, he now had to wait up.

That step-gallop was why he’d hired her over all the other applicants to lead the physical therapy department. As an amputee, she had been where their patients were now and could relate to what they were going through physically and emotionally. Both were important to address during rehabilitation, or the patient would never reach their full potential again. Hannah also offered hope. While she helped them build their strength, they watched her live a normal life, which showed them with hard work, they could do the same.

The larger public hospitals got that aspect of rehabilitation wrong time and again. Hannah was qualified to do her job because of her education and training, but her personal experiences with rehabilitation pushed her to the front of the pack. Whether the patient was an amputee, had a spinal cord injury, or had a sports injury, Hannah could meet them on a level that he couldn’t. Those were just the facts.

She slowed, and he walked toward her rather than away from her. Wasn’t there a saying about a moth to a flame? That described him and Hannah McCallis to a T. She was the flame, and he was the moth flying toward his inevitable death. A large part of him looked forward to the burn.

“Thanks for waiting,” she said, her breath coming in short pants. “I wanted to talk to you about Harriet.” She held out a bag that matched the one in her other hand. “I brought you lunch.”

Suddenly unsure of himself, he accepted the bag she held out. She brought him lunch. That was thoughtful and completely unexpected. “Thanks, I don’t usually eat lunch.”

“I know, so I asked the kitchen gals to make us a couple of brown bags. You haven't lived if you haven’t had their turkey, sprout, and avocado sandwich on homemade twelve-grain bread.”

Clark lifted the bag in his hand. “I guess I’m about to live then.”

They walked to a bench facing the water and sat, but Clark left plenty of space between them so they didn’t accidentally touch. He knew touching Hannah would be a big mistake, no matter how innocent the connection. To distract himself, he pulled out the sandwich that was bigger than his hand. “Wow. This sandwich is enormous.”

“I’m telling you. You haven’t lived,” Hannah said, taking a bite of hers. Her eyes closed, and she did a little dance in her seat that made his belly do things it hadn’t done…well, ever. It also made his groin do things it hadn’t done in some time, only to frustrate him more in knowing he couldn’t do anything about it. That was the reason he was stern with her. It was protection against the attraction that sparked between them whenever they were together. When she let out a squeaky moan after the first swallow, he bit back his own. Hannah had that effect on him, and he tugged the brown bag up higher on his lap, hoping to hide the evidence of said effect. “Until you’ve had this sandwich.”

She motioned for him to take a bite, so he did, the flavors exploding in his mouth so quickly it was impossible to name them before they melded back together. The bread was perfectly soft and yeasty to hold the goodness within. When he swallowed, he side-eyed her. “Holy Hannah, that’s a last-meal kind of sandwich right there.”

Hannah chuckled as she chewed, her head nodding along with his statement. “I see what you did there,” she said with a wink after she swallowed.

With a cheeky grin, he took another bite and they ate in silence, enjoying the lake and each other’s company. At least he was enjoying her company, even if he’d never let on that he was. He’d have lunch with her daily if he thought he could do it as friends and nothing more, but he knew he couldn’t. There was too much draw between them. If they connected, he was afraid they’d combust.

He tucked the parchment paper the sandwich had been wrapped in back in the brown bag and set it to the side while he drank from the box of water included in the lunch. He appreciated that the facility tried to be as earth-friendly as possible. Hannah set her bag aside, too, and rubbed her flat tummy.

“I’ll save the apple for a snack later.”

“I won’t be skipping lunch on turkey sandwich day anymore.”

She laughed, and the sound reminded him of sleigh bells at Christmas or a gleeful child in the park on a Sunday afternoon. “My job is to change hearts and minds.” She gave him the palms out, and he couldn’t stop the grin that lifted his lips upward.

“Your work here is done then, Miss McCallis.”

“Hardly,” she answered, and her voice had him watching her facial expressions. She went from happy and laughing to contemplative, so he waited to hear more. “I was thinking about Harriet this morning.”

“Which you mentioned during the meeting.”

Her rueful smile told him she was about to come clean about her daydream.

“Full disclosure?” He nodded rather than speak. “At the meeting, I was thinking about how hard it must be for you to deal with Bridget panting after you every day. Then I thought it might help your cause to wear scrubs that fit you like a gunny sack rather than—than—those.” Her statement ended with a Vanna White display of her hands at his body. Her cheeks had reddened to dark pink, and not from the cold. It was the realization that she’d taken her honesty a step too far, and now she had to admit she had checked him out in his scrubs.

He didn’t want to embarrass her further, so he winked and shrugged. “I can handle Bridget Hampton. She’s only working here because her father is the administrator.”

“Well, I just hope he’s not dead set on you marrying his daughter. If he is, you might have to take one for the team.”

He stared at her with disbelief until she shoulder-bumped him and laughed. “I’m kidding. Though, you might want to have a private discussion with him about his daughter if you haven’t already. To nip it in the bud, so to say. Anyhoo,” she said nervously, already knowing she was out of bounds by sticking her nose in his personal life.

Was she, though? He’d hired her because she was intuitive, insightful, and observant. Maybe he didn’t like being on the receiving end of those observations, but that didn’t mean they weren’t true.

“Did you know Harriet taught kindergarten for thirty-seven years?”

“I didn’t,” he answered without real thought. He was still hung up on her observation that he looked hot in his scrubs.

“Neither did I until this morning. After we talked, Harriet set the goal to volunteer in the classroom once she was healed and walking again. It’s her motivation to do the tough stuff now so she can enjoy the rewards later.”

“This is why I hired you,” he answered, turning to face her now that his lower head was behaving again. “You know how to understand a patient’s needs and develop a plan to make them a reality.”

“I’m just doing my job,” she answered, but she ducked her head to hide her face. He couldn’t tell if it was out of embarrassment or something else. “It got me thinking that a little motivation early in the game couldn’t hurt.”

Slowly, he tipped her chin up with his finger. His skin burned from the heat of hers, shooting desire straight through him. It was unprofessional as hell, but he couldn’t change it now, so he did the only thing he could: pretend he was unbothered. “I can’t hear you when you talk to the ground.”

“Sorry,” she said, sitting back against the bench. When her chin slid off his finger, he felt empty. “What would you think about inviting a small group of kids to the facility once a week? They could read, draw, or toss the therapy balls around with our patients. Each week, we could have different kids with different talents and interests. I know the kids would naturally gravitate towards the patients who need extra attention and love. We could make sure Jodie is here with the other therapy dogs at the same time to add to everyone’s enjoyment of the afternoon.”

“Speaking of, where is Frankie?”

“Asleep on his throne. He had no interest in spending time in the cold.”

“I guess you could say he's smarter than us then.”

“Well, he thinks his sweater isn’t manly and doesn’t like to be seen in it. As for me, I enjoy a sunny spring day at noon. You can only stay cooped up inside that building for so long before you have to break free,” she said with a tilt of her lips.

“That’s why I can’t wait for the sunroom to be finished at the back of the building. It will have a view of the lake, and with the warm sunshine filtering through it, the patients can get their daily dose of vitamin D while staying warm. Board games and cards will help pass the hours and keep them out of their beds.”

“I agree. The activities department is ramping up their plans since the room should be done next week, right?”

“That’s the last update I got, yes. That’s why I’m hesitant about your plan. While it’s an interesting idea to explore, I don’t think the activity department has time to take it on right now.” He delivered the statement gently since he could see she was gung-ho about the idea.

“It couldn’t hurt to ask them, right?”

“I’d rather not put more stress on that department right now, Hannah. I know you’re excited about this, but the truth is, it’s a big undertaking.”

“I know. It would involve all the departments, including legal, coming together and finding a liaison with the school, but I strongly believe everyone would benefit from it.”

Clark took a moment of silence to appreciate the woman beside him. She was beautiful in the sunshine as it glinted off her healthy sugar sand locks. Her eyes sparkled as blue as the lake water in the summer, and they held all of her honesty front and center. She never wore make-up, and he appreciated that she was her natural self all the time. Her skin was perfectly smooth, with just a smattering of freckles over the bridge of her nose. She was lean and fit but had womanly curves that he’d noticed more often than he should. Her accident had left her left pelvis twisted forward a bit, and he wanted to rest his hands at her waist and rub away the memories of the pain she’d suffered.

Forcing himself to break the connection with her, he gazed over her shoulder at the hospital beyond. He had to stop before he embarrassed himself on a bench in the middle of the day. “I’ll tell you what. If you want to spearhead the project, I give you my initial approval to explore it.”

“I don’t know if I have enough time to do that as well as my job, Dr. Parks.”

“Well, if you don’t, no one else does either.” Her sigh was heavy and frustrated. He was probably being a jerk about it, but everyone was already stretched thin, and it wasn’t fair to put more on them right now. “Or we can shelve the idea until we can get someone else to do the work.”

“I’m not afraid of the work,” she snapped. Clark could tell her patience was wearing thin. “You know what? Fine. I’ll do the legwork on this project in the evenings and on my days off.”

“If you think you can,” he said without commitment. “I’m happy to be your sounding board. Let’s plan to meet once a week so you can keep me updated on your progress. I’ll be your liaison with the administration and answer any questions anyone may have for them. Good enough?”

Why did he say that? He’d be kicking himself later but couldn’t take it back now. He just added work to his plate, but meeting with Hannah once a week might make it worth it.

Her nod was instantaneous. “Good enough. Thank you for volunteering. I don’t think setting up the program will take too long, though, and it will benefit everyone here.”

He slapped his hands down on his thighs and pushed himself up, then offered her a hand as well. They grabbed their brown paper bags and strolled back toward the facility. “I agree that it’s a great idea, Hannah. I’m looking forward to exploring it with you.”

“Who knew that Harriet would be the one to give me the idea? When I walked into her room this morning, I had steeled myself for a tongue-lashing. Instead, I made a lot of headway.”

Clark nodded as they walked along, one hand in his pocket and his gaze focused off in the distance. “I need to apologize.”

“For what?” she asked, glancing at him. He didn’t risk making eye contact. That would be a mistake if he ever hoped to keep his lips off hers.

“For being short with you in Harriet’s room about the limb protector. You were correct, and I should have remembered my place.”

“No,” she said immediately. “I understood where you were coming from.”

“I can tell you’re trying to keep the peace, Hannah, but sometimes, you have to stand up for yourself. I was wrong, and you can admit that.”

She chuckled, and he ate the sound up, tucking it away for later when he was alone in his giant but empty and sterile apartment. “Okay, you were wrong. Does that make you feel better?”

“Yes,” he said, smiling along with her. “And thank you for not saying I told you so when we put the limb protector back on and it caused pain. I appreciated not having to save face in front of Harriet.”

“I would never be unprofessional in front of a client, Dr. Parks.”

He stopped and grasped her upper arm, carefully turning her to face him so she didn’t tip. “Call me Clark when we’re not in the building, please. And I know you wouldn’t. I meant that I appreciate how upbeat you keep your interactions with our patients. They need positivity, and you have it in spades.”

“I don’t do much. It’s usually Frankie who wins them over.”

“Wrong,” he said immediately, still holding her arm. “I heard what you said to Harriet while I wasn’t in the room.”

He watched her search her archive for what he might be talking about, but she came up blank.

“When you were getting the suture removal kit?”

“Yes. I came back but I didn’t want to interrupt, so I waited outside the door.”

“We were talking things out, that’s all,” she said nervously.

“Maybe, but you also offered her this huge gulf of grace,” he said, holding his arms out wide. “She met you halfway, agreeing to look at her leg, but you saw she wasn’t ready. You still made her feel good about waiting by acknowledging her accomplishments. Don’t tell anyone I said this, but you are the most talented person in the building regarding patient care, myself included.”

Hannah blushed, and the look turned her into a porcelain doll before his eyes. “I’m just doing my job.”

“Wrong,” he said immediately, to which her eyes widened. “You’re doing your job from a place no one else in that building can or does.” He pointed to the old brick monastery converted into a brilliant medical facility. “What you do isn’t something you learn in college. What you do comes from a place of understanding and solidarity with the patient. Hannah, you’re so incredibly talented, but I love that you don’t know it. Let’s keep it that way, eh?”

He winked, and she smiled after giving him a short nod. They finished the walk to the building, where he held the door open for her. When he stepped in behind her, he realized the feeling in his belly was excitement. He got to see Hannah in his office once a week, and while the idea should terrify him, it no longer did. She soothed something inside him that he couldn’t name and didn’t want to. He wanted it to be what it was without explanation.

Everyone said work relationships never turn out well, which meant dating Hannah wasn’t worth the risk to his career. That said, changing their work relationship into something positive that he could look forward to had become more important to him after today. He stood there as she walked away, and he couldn’t help but think that having Hannah in his life would be worth the risk to his career.


Chapter Four

TGIF was the name of the game for Hannah after the day she’d had. Too bad it was only Wednesday. She snickered as she stowed the therapy balls back on the rack and straightened the resistance bands. She had plenty of assistants in the department who should have done those tasks, but they had all taken off before she’d returned to the therapy room after a new patient consult ran long.

“Come on, Frankie.”

Hannah whipped around to see Bridget in the doorway, trying to usher Frankie into the room. “What are you doing, Bridget? Frankie, return.” She whistled once, and the dog pranced over and sat on his hind legs like a goof. Frankie enjoyed messing with Bridget every chance he got. If you ask the experts, dogs know things about people, so maybe he knew more about Bridget than any of them. Maybe they should listen.

“I found your mutt wandering in the hallway, and I was trying to be nice. I didn’t want him to escape out a door and get lost.”

“First, Frankie is a purebred, and second, he doesn’t roam the hallway. He’s either with me in here or in my office … with the door closed.”

Bridget’s interference was for a reason that had nothing to do with Frankie and everything to do with a particular doctor whose name rhymed.

“I couldn’t help but notice that you and Dr. Parks were rather friendly today,” Bridget said, pretending to straighten towels by the changing room door. “I saw you chasing after him with a brown bag at lunch. Not going to lie; it made you look a little desperate.” She delivered the line with what Hannah figured was supposed to be a cute curl to her nose, but it only made her look piggish.

“We had a lunch meeting, as we’re both busy people, and I was running late. I was trying to catch up.”

“You needed a lunch meeting after spending an hour with Mrs. Lakeman?”

“Bridget, did you need something? I want to finish my work so I can take Frankie home.”

“I need to know why you were with Dr. Parks in Mrs. Lakeman’s room,” she answered snippily.

“Dr. Parks asked me to attend while he checked Harriet’s incision.”

“But you’re a physical therapist.”

“I’m aware of what I am, Bridget.”

“Then you know that physical therapists don’t assist with suture removal. That’s the head nurse’s job.”

“I wasn’t there to assist with suture removal—”

“Not what I heard.”

“Well, you heard wrong, Bridget. I took Frankie in to distract Harriet while Dr. Parks removed the sutures. He has a medical degree. He can handle removing sutures without assistance.”

Hannah could see her frankness had taken the wind from Bridget’s sails, but she couldn’t care less about office politics or whatever you want to call them in a hospital. Her time was better spent helping their patients. That was something Bridget hadn’t learned and probably never would.

“We’re here for the patient and not our ego, Bridget. I think it’s time you check yours at the door.”

Bridget’s chin went up, raising her nose along with it. “I don’t have an ego. I’m simply looking out for Dr. Parks. I would hate to see him lose his job because of an improper workplace relationship.”

“I’m sure he’ll be extra pleased to know you’re looking out for him. As for a workplace relationship, there isn’t one between Dr. Parks and me. That said, the administration doesn’t have a rule against relationships between staff members. As long as the couple keeps things professional in the hospital, there shouldn’t be any problem.” She was aware she was helping Bridget’s cause and hurting Clark’s objection to not dating her, but Bridget had backed her into a corner, and she wanted out. “Regardless, there’s nothing between Dr. Parks and me.”

Bridget glanced down at her leg and back to Hannah’s face. “No, I don’t suppose Clark would be interested in taking work home with him. Have a lovely evening.”

Before Hannah could respond, Bridget flounced back down the hallway with her long red hair swinging in the breeze. Hannah glanced down at Frankie, who appeared more bored than usual. The look he wore said, ‘Is she for real?’

“Unfortunately, she is real, a real pain in my butt.”

While she finished her work and shut down the lights, Hannah couldn’t help but wonder what Bridget would do if there had been a workplace relationship between her and Clark. Something told her it wouldn’t be anything good.
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“Frankie, could you be lazier?” Her dog was currently engaged in relaxation therapy. Considering his length, he was draped across his bed and spilling onto the floor of her office to use every square inch of sun before it disappeared. Hannah scooped up her bag and then grabbed Frankie's leash. He wouldn't be happy with her for disturbing his nap, but it had been a long week, and she just wanted to go home and relax. It had been a week since she'd talked to Dr. Parks about her idea, and she hadn't found time to make much headway. So far, she had a lead on a school contact, and the hospital’s lawyer was working on any legal issues that would have to be addressed, but she hadn’t had time to dig her teeth into the real meat and potatoes portion of the idea. Reading through the experiences, trials, tribulations, and successes other hospitals and nursing homes had while starting programs to bridge the generations was what she wanted to do tonight. She was looking forward to taking all those cumulative experiences, as well as her own, and using them to ensure their program got off on the right foot.

“Frankie, we're going home, putting our feet up, and researching via Google.” She coaxed the tired and pampered pup to his feet and then shut down the lights in her office. It was Friday night, and this was her weekend off, so she'd have time to research and list everything that had to be done next week. That way, she'd be ready to hit the ground running on her new project on her next few days off.

“Miss McCallis.”

Hannah glanced up just in time to avoid a collision with the good doctor. Unfortunately, she'd reached out to steady herself and got a handful of his chest. The sensation of his hard muscles under her hand left a trail of heat up her arm and into her face.

“I was just heading out, Dr. Parks. Did you need something?”

His gaze shifted around the space before he nodded. “Yes, but first, please, call me Clark when we aren't with patients. Dr. Parks makes me think of my father, and he's the opposite of who I'm trying to be.”

Hannah stopped the grimace before it escaped. Yep, daddy issues. That was a suitcase some other woman could unpack. She had enough baggage of her own to lug around.

“What's the second thing?” When he stared at her with confusion, she motioned at him. “You said first, which means there has to be a second.”

“Oh, right.” He laughed, but Hannah could hear a layer of nervousness in the sound. “Second, I need a date tonight.”

She blinked twice before she could get her lips to move. Was Clark asking her on a date? He was staring at her expectantly, so she pointed toward the reception area. “Did you want me to ask Bridget for you or?”

“Or,” he said, sliding her closer to the wall. “I need someone to accompany me to a gala tonight.”

Was the man concussed? Did he honestly think she was going into a social situation with him outside of work with three hours' notice?

“Oh, sorry, my gala wear is at the dry cleaners. You’ll have to handle this one solo.”

She patted his chest to make her point. That was a mistake. His chest muscles rippled under her hand, resulting in her pulling it back immediately. She knew he sensed the chemistry between them as she did, which probably explained the rippling muscles.

She shook her head to clear those thoughts. This had been going on for three years! Since the day she met him, there had been some chemical connection between them that was getting harder and harder to fight. Three years was a long time to work with someone you couldn’t have, despite the chemistry sizzling between them. She couldn’t, though. No, she wouldn’t. She’d lost enough people without inviting more opportunities to suffer. The last thing she needed was more guilt piled on the mountain she’d been carrying for eighteen years. Every morning, when she put on her leg, she relived that pain and loss. Chances were good she might not survive another round of it. She paused, her internal voice reminding her she could still enjoy a few rolls in the hay with the good doctor. For some reason, she added ‘right?’ to the end of that sentence.

No. No. The only thing she deserved was an incredibly typical, unassuming weekend before she returned to work to maintain an incredibly typical, unassuming work relationship with Dr. Parks. The man hired her and could get her fired with little provocation. She knew it and would do anything to keep this job, including staying far away from Dr. Parks.

“Dr. Hampton said he’d be contacting you.”

“Sorry, he must have changed his mind. I haven’t heard a word from him today.”

“Do you have your phone on silent again, Miss McCallis?” The question was asked in a way that said he suspected she did. She always kept her phone silent when she was with a patient and usually forgot to turn it back on when she was done. She haughtily removed her phone from her pocket and hit the power button to prove it to him. She groaned when there was a text waiting. She stuck her tongue out at him like a child when she noticed him wearing an ‘I told you so’ smirk.

She opened the text app to read Dr. Hampton’s message. I’m sorry this is such late notice, but Clark just informed me of your idea for the new project. It’s a great idea, and I’m behind it if you can gather the needed funding. It just so happens there’s a gala tonight that will open the door to your fundraising efforts. I asked Clark to take you along this evening as his plus one so you can get acquainted with the community’s philanthropists. Please keep track of your expenses, and you’ll be reimbursed. I appreciate you! Dr. Hampton.

She bit back a frustrated moan and met Clark’s gaze, which had gone a dark navy while she read. “I still don’t see why I need to go. You can handle it alone.”

“I could, but this opportunity is too good to pass up. A Clear Meadows board member, Steve Lancaster, is hosting the event and has friends in high places. When you have friends in high places, they have family members who will eventually need quality care close to home. When that care comes with innovative people and programs, they’re more than willing to open their wallets.”

She groaned internally. Now, he was wrapping the hospital’s slogan into it. Quality care close to home was something she’d said during her interview without intention. She was secretly pleased that they ran with it, but she was also less than pleased every time Dr. Parks used it to his advantage.

“You can schmooze them alone. You’ve done a darn good job of it so far. Have a great weekend, Dr. Parks. Come on, Frankie.”

Hannah tugged on the dog’s leash, but he’d stretched out on the floor in protest of his earlier nap being interrupted. He was not moving. Clark grabbed Frankie’s leash and held her in place.

“While I appreciate your compliment, if that’s what that was, it would be better if we both went and worked the room. We don’t have to stay long. Just long enough to sidle up to a few influential businessmen, mention our new programs, and drink some free champagne.”

She was not going to an event with Dr. Clark Parks! Especially not a social event, one disguised as work or not. That was a one-way ticket to trouble.

He tipped his head side to side. “We need a name. We can’t call it the new program all night. We have to capture their curiosity immediately.”

“I’ve been calling it Stronger Together.”

“Stronger together?” He lifted that sexy left brow at her. Why did that look always make her lose her train of thought? She shook her head to clear her thoughts, afraid she'd say something ridiculous and embarrass them both if she didn't. “It's a temporary name while I do the early legwork. I have to call it something.”

He was silent for longer than she was comfortable with, and she worried he would put a kibosh to the name. She secretly liked it and what it implied, not to mention the various ways they could use it in marketing campaigns. She didn't want it ruined by the doc, who was known to be too direct for his own good.

“Why not Grandma and Me or something of the like.”

“Clark,” she said slowly with her head tipped in confusion. “We have patients as young as fifteen. Do you think they want to participate in a program called Grandma and Me?”

“That's an excellent point. I was focusing on Harriet rather than the big picture. The more I think about it, the more sense it makes. It’s one of the fundamental elements in our mission statement for Clear Meadows. The entire staff works together to strengthen a patient's body and mind. I’m not the final voice on it, but if we call it that tonight and get a lot of buy-in, it would be hard for the administration to deny its marketability.”

“We won’t be calling it anything tonight. You may feel free to call it that tonight while sipping your free champagne. I’ll be at home in my comfy pajamas, drinking cheap wine and working on developing the program that needs funding.”

“That statement screams, I never get out of the house for social hour.”

“Can’t say that’s wrong, which means I have nothing to wear. Enjoy yourself, though,” she said, trying to spin away from him, but he gently grasped her elbow.

“I’m not asking as a friend, Hannah, and neither is Dr. Hampton,” he said, his voice cold enough to stop her in her tracks. “I was asking out of courtesy, but now I’m telling you I’ll pick you up at seven.”

“What if I already have plans? It’s a Friday night!” she exclaimed, remembering to lower her voice when he dipped a brow at her.

“I’m confident it won’t take much to cancel your Google and chill plans with Frankie.”

With a heavy and deep-seated sigh of resignation, she made eye contact with those blue eyes that thought they’d won. Maybe he’d won round one, but there were many more to go. “Fine. Tell me where it is, and I’ll meet you there.”

The slight shake of his head had her biting back an eye roll. Why did he aggravate her so much? Probably because he was pushy, bossy, and demanded things of her that he didn’t ask of others. Sometimes, that worked out in her favor, like the Stronger Together idea. Other times, like tonight, it set her firmly in the uncomfortable zone of walking a line between professional and personal that she could cross very easily.

“It’s at his private estate, and everyone is being brought in by car. Ours will arrive at your door at seven.”

“Private estate?”

“A large gated one on the other side of Lake Clear Meadows.” He motioned out the window behind her with his chin, but she refused to turn and look. “Not much room for parking, and it also assures no drinking and driving.”

“But seriously, Clark. I have nothing to wear for a private estate kind of gala and—and what will I do with Frankie? Look at him. I can’t leave him home alone!”

They both glanced at the dog simultaneously. Hannah shook her head as her wingman was snoring now, his tongue hanging out of his mouth and draped across the floor.

“I’m sure he’s going to miss you terribly.” The sarcasm that dripped off his tongue made her laugh despite the situation.

“Why don’t you ask Bridget? She’d do anything to hang on your arm all night.”

“And that’s why I’m not asking Bridget.”

A shiver went through him that had Hannah biting back a grin. He couldn’t make it more evident that he was so not into Bridget. It's too bad the woman missed school on the day they taught the lesson on spotting the obvious.

Terror gripped her gut when the picture formed, and she knew she was not getting out of this. Despite her misgivings about seeing Clark outside of work, she would have to take one for the team. Hannah resolved to consider it nothing more than a regular workday in fancier clothes. That was the only way she could think of it if she wanted to protect her already battered heart. Falling for Clark Parks would be a one-way ticket to destroying that organ for good.

“Since I’m not being given a choice, Dr. Parks, I’ll be ready at seven. I’m at 277 Huckleberry Lane.”

“I know where to find you, Hannah, but there is one rule that you must abide by tonight.” Clark lifted his brow and waited as though he expected some snarky, sarcastic quip about being told what to do.

To take the wind from his sails, she bit it back by grasping her bottom lip momentarily. “And what would that be?”

He cleared his throat before he spoke, whether because he was nervous or determined, she couldn’t tell. “You must call me Clark. In that circle, Dr. Parks has somewhat of a negative connotation.”

“Your father is that well-known? Or should I say infamous?” she asked in surprise. “I thought he was some highfalutin surgeon.”

“The fact that you don’t know who my father is gives me hope that you won’t judge me for being his son.”

“As though you can control who your parents are,” she muttered under her breath as her gaze dropped to the floor. She knew all too well what it was like to suffer the consequences of your parents’ reputation when all you want to be is your own person.

“All the same, many of the people at the gala tonight might, so I’d prefer if we avoided my last name as often as possible.”

“Fine. Clark it is.” This time, Hannah bent down and dragged her wingman to his feet. After Frankie gave her a dirty, though decidedly sleepy, look, she rose to her height of five-eight and looked Clark up and down. “I also have one rule for tonight.”

“No touching?” he asked, his brow up and wearing an expression hotter than a five-alarm fire.

“That,” she said with a twitch of her finger at him, “and you’ll call me Hannah. Miss McCallis makes me sound like a twenty-two-year-old third-grade teacher. Ta-ta, for now, Dr. Parks. See you at seven.”

“You’re not leaving until you call me Clark, Hannah.”

A tit for tat? Okay, she’d bite.

“See you at seven, Clark,” she responded, and this time, he let her go. She hit the front doors with a grin on her lips and a fist pump in her mind. She got the last word, even if he got the parting shot. She couldn’t ask for more than that when it came to Dr. Clark Parks. It wasn’t true, of course. Whenever he said Miss McCallis, certain lady parts she had neglected for too long tingled in a way she tried to ignore. After all, she was a woman, and he was a sexy-as-hell doctor with a voice as smooth as butter. It was the voice that did it to her every time. Low, smooth, baritone, and easy to imagine what it would sound like in her ear after a round of mind-blowing sex. The thought alone terrified her. How was she going to attend a party with him and not want to rip his clothes off by the end of the night?

The answer was obvious. Free champagne.


Chapter Five

The car pulled to a stop at Hannah's little bungalow on Huckleberry Lane at 6:59 p.m. Clark had heard through the work grapevine that she’d recently moved, and when someone mentioned how cute the name of her street was, he discovered that her new house was less than two blocks from his own. That was information he didn’t need if he were honest. Knowing she was so close made resisting her that much harder. As it was, he spent way too much time in a cold shower thanks to her. Then again, it wasn’t her fault he responded to her that way. She couldn’t have made it clearer that she wanted nothing to do with him over the last three years, not only with her words but with her body language. They were work-friendly, but beyond that, the no soliciting sign went up the moment they clocked out.

He hadn’t figured out why yet, but one day, he would, and then he’d…what? Call her out on it? Not likely. It was hard enough to toe a line of professionalism with her so they could work together in harmony. Calling her out on why she kept to herself would not be a smart move—especially coming from someone who does the same thing.

As lonely as he was, he was also exquisitely aware that he was good at two things: being a doctor and a disappointment. His father made it clear at every interaction they had that his namesake was a lazy and untalented man who couldn’t hack his surgical rotation, so he’d taken the easiest road. Part of him knew that wasn’t true. He’d been offered several surgical residency programs to join, but it wasn’t his cup of tea. His father didn’t understand the joy he got when a patient got up and walked out of the hospital because he had listened to and worked with them until all of their goals had been achieved. He liked to think that was what made him a good doctor.

That was also why he was a disappointment, at least in his father’s eyes. He'd often wondered if he went into rehab medicine because of his father and the things he was never allowed to do. It wasn’t a way to rebel but to achieve his private goals by helping others with theirs. Clark Parks Sr. would never understand that. He was too good at twisting any explanation Clark tried to give him into another reason why he was lazy. That reaction made Clark sure that the last thing he wanted to be was a disappointment to Hannah McCallis, so holding firm professional lines was a must tonight.

The driver opened the door, and Clark stepped out, ready to approach her door, when he came face-to-face with Hannah in a little black dress. He was immediately at a loss for words as she stood on the sidewalk, rocking a gown of silver glitter and black gauze. It flowed to her feet, which were capped with black Converse tennis shoes with glitter laces. She moved her left leg, and he lost all ability to think. The dress had a slit up the side to reveal her prosthesis decked out in black carbon fiber and iridescent glitter. The sight alone made his groin tight, but when he lifted his gaze to hers, he noticed it was the first time he’d seen her wear her hair down. Hannah always wore her hair in braids or a ponytail, and since the day he’d met her, he’d wanted to pull those bands out to watch her hair cascade down her back. He wanted to bury his hands in the silky locks and bring her lips to his before he laid her down and made love to her. She was the whole package, and she didn’t even know it, which made everything she did that much sexier.

Clark stared a beat too long before he found his voice. “Hannah, you’re stunning. That dress is wow.”

Heat rose on her cheeks, and Clark realized he'd embarrassed her, but no part of him cared. She was stunning, and she needed to hear it from someone who appreciated the effort she had gone to tonight. “Thank you. I wasn't sure what to wear so I decided you could never go wrong with black. It looks like you decided the same. You own the handsome bachelor doctor vibe tonight.”

“I’ve been told I clean up okay,” he answered with a wink as he snapped his lapels. “Our chariot for the evening awaits.” He’d just held out his arm to her when he noticed Frankie standing behind her. “Wait, you're bringing the dog?”

Hannah helped Frankie into the car without answering and followed him in. Clark steadied her waist as she brought her prosthesis through the slit in the dress to enter the car. The sight distracted him, and he knew he shouldn’t have touched her. The feel of her hips under his hands would drive him mad for the rest of his life, especially knowing he’d never have her. She was Pippi by day and Marilyn by night, yet completely unaware that she was either. She was Hannah McCallis without apology and deserved a man who could have the same level of care about what the world thought about him. That wasn’t him by any stretch of the imagination. When he thought about it, he realized that wasn’t true. He cared about one person's opinion in this world and shouldn’t. It should be the person he cared the least about, but no matter how often he told himself that, he couldn’t let his need to make his father proud go. It was a ship that had sailed long ago, but for some reason, he kept holding onto the anchor.

After a steeling breath, Clark followed her into the car. The driver pulled away from the curb once they were situated with Frankie between them on the seat. Clark side-eyed the dog only to encounter a return side-eye. The look said, don’t try any funny business with my girl.

“You said this is a big fundraiser for who's who in Clear Meadows, right?” Hannah asked, breaking into his stare-off with the dog.

“Yes. What does that have to do with Frankie? And is he wearing a bow tie?”

Hannah’s smirk was loud and proud. “He couldn’t go to the party without the proper attire, Clark. In answer to your first question, there isn't a person alive who can resist Frankie. Well, except you. Anyway, I plan to explain that he's one of our comfort animals for the hospital and how beneficial he is in helping patients with their rehab. He will sit and look cute, do a trick or two, and they’ll throw money at us faster than you can say please.”

“You’re diabolical. I’m impressed. Wait. Frankie knows a trick other than sleeping?”

“Har-har,” she said, but genuine laughter was on her lips. “You know he can sit up, beg, and shake hands, not to mention all the tricks he does during therapy with balls and bands.”

Clark had already popped the cork on the miniature bottle of champagne that awaited him when the car arrived, so he poured two glasses and handed her one. “To Frankie. May he be the one to bring in the big bucks.”

She chuckled as they clinked glasses and took a sip. “Oh, bubbly,” she said with a giggle. “It’s a little early in the evening to be drinking.”

“We’re not driving, and the host supplied the bottle. It would be quite rude not to drink it.”

“True,” she said, taking a bigger sip. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she was nervous. “You know what they say about amputees and alcohol, right?”

Clark cocked his head the way Frankie does when he’s confused.

“One drink too many, and you’ll have a literal falling down drunk on your hands.”

He laughed, nearly squirting champagne out his nose, but he recovered with a hand wave. “Warn a guy, would you?”

“Sorry,” she said, her laughter infectious. “It’s true, though. The first time I had too much to drink was at Summer Jam in the Twin Cities. We’d been there for hours when the band started playing Candle in the Wind. Everyone turned their phone flashlights on and swayed them in the air, but do you think I got my phone out?” She paused as though she wanted him to respond, so he shook his head. “That’s right, I did not. I took my leg off and started waving it in the air instead. The flashlights were bouncing off the carbon fiber like a mirror.”

“And you did this without falling?”

“Of course not,” she said, throwing her head back against the seat in laughter. Frankie whined and flopped himself over onto the seat. He gave Clark an eye roll that said, Here we go. You had to encourage her. “I fell over three times in the first thirty seconds. I finally got smart and held onto the back of the lawn chair. After that, I only fell two more times before the end of the song.”

“I’m laughing with you and not at you,” Clark clarified as he wiped his eyes. “But picturing that is priceless.”

“It gets better,” she said through her giggles. “The band couldn’t help but notice me since my leg kept throwing light into their eyes, so the next thing I knew, I was being escorted on stage to sing a rousing rendition of Sweet Home Alabama. That’s how you know I was tanked. I can’t carry a tune in the shower.”

“All this time we’ve worked together, I had you pegged as a straight arrow, Hannah McCallis. Who knew you had a little party animal in you after all?”

“I’m just good at hiding the curvy parts.”

He ate her up again from head to toe, taking in the swell of her hip that teased him from under her dress. “You had me fooled.” He lifted his glass to his lips and finished the rest as her cheeks flushed again.

He refilled his glass immediately. He would need a lot more alcohol to get through tonight if he had a hope of not trying to convince her to ditch the dress and the dog and wear his bed instead.
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When the car pulled up along the circular drive to the party, Hannah only needed one glance at the house to know she was out of her depth. House was an understatement. A mansion would work better. A castle wouldn’t be inappropriate. She started to understand why Clark said Mr. Lancaster had friends in high places. He had a turret!

It was cute how the security guy at the door insisted that Frankie was not invited to the party. It was cuter how Frankie cocked his head left then right before he hit him with some sad puppy dog eyes and hung his head. It was even cuter when she slipped her leg out of the dress far enough for the man to see her prosthesis. He immediately waved them through, but not before she noticed a grimace on his previously expressionless face. Maybe she was born with it; maybe it was Frankie’s service vest.

Hannah snorted to herself as if anyone here was interested in her except for possibly one person. Her disobedient gaze sought out Clark, who was standing across the room staring at her in a way she could only describe as lusty brooding. He’d worn that look since he stepped out of the limo and met a Hannah McCallis he’d never met before. In her defense, she did tell him he could handle this alone, and he refused to take no for an answer.

Did she leave work and immediately run to the store to buy a dress and then have her nails done? Only the shadow and Lee’s Nails on Main know the answer. In her defense, she wasn’t lying when she said she had nothing to wear to the party. Her life consisted of work, taking Frankie to the dog park, and more work. It felt good to get fancy, and she was enjoying the evening. She felt even better about it since it was for a good cause, even if the people gathered didn’t know she was there to sucker them into parting with a little of their good fortune. Okay, sucker felt too sleazy. She needed to reframe it. They were there to encourage them to part with a little of their good fortune for a good cause. There. She felt better about it now.

Admittedly, she enjoyed the men's interest as they chatted with her about Frankie. They’d take in the slit of her gown with a hungry gaze, and then the color would drain from their face when said gaze reached her prosthesis. Tonight was an excellent exercise in human behavior, if nothing else. It was also strangely great for her ego and hard on it simultaneously.

Do you know whose face didn’t drain of color when he saw her prosthesis? Clark Parks. Not unexpected, considering, but the exact opposite happened earlier when he spied her leg peeking out from under the dress. His cheeks had flushed, and it took him more than a minute to compose a sentence.

Her cheeks flushed red minutes later when he gripped her waist to help her into the car. She wasn’t hit with an electric shock when their bodies connected. It was more of a click. It was natural as though they’d finally completed a circuit and the switch could be flipped. Hoping he’d touch her again someday gave her something to look forward to and dread at the same time.

“Does Frankie like cookies?” An older woman had walked up to her while she’d been deep in thought and took her by surprise, making her jump.

“Frankie loves cookies, but only in moderation,” Hannah replied, smiling at her goofy dog, who was wooing another woman sitting at a table across the way.

“Well, it’s a party!” she exclaimed, throwing her hands up with glee. “Frankie baby! Auntie Mildred has a cookie for you!”

Frankie heard his name and galloped over, sliding on the hardwood floor as he came in hot for the cookie outstretched in Auntie Mildred’s hand. Adept at Frankie’s overzealousness, Hannah grabbed the handle on the back of his vest right before he mowed Mildred down like a bowling pin.

“Silly dog,” Mildred cackled, feeding him bits of cookies that thankfully, were devoid of chocolate chips.

“Hey! You can’t steal the weenie by bribing him with cookies, Mildred! That’s not fair!” The woman from across the room was now standing, clearly suffering an egregious loss thanks to Mildred.

“Can it, ya old biddy!” Mildred called back, all while cooing at Frankie. “Get your own cookies!”

“Well, I never!” shouted Enraged Ethel. “You better check that mouth at the door of your nursing home, or no one will change your diapers, Auntie Mildred!”

Hannah stepped onto the floor when she realized things were going downhill faster than Enraged Ethel's walker without brakes. “Who would like to see Frankie do some tricks?”

Two arms went up in the air and frantically waved as though this were a game show and she had to pick contestants. Hannah was worried someone would get smacked by the amount of skin flopping around, but no one else jumped in to save her. That made her suspect no one in their circle paid much attention to Ethel and Mildred anymore.

Slowly, a crowd gathered around the floor to watch, so she pointed at Frankie. “Work time.” Frankie huffed but plopped his butt down on the floor and awaited instructions. She walked over to Ethel, who sat next to her walker. “What’s your name, young lady?”

“Edith,” she answered, and Hannah had to bite her lip for a moment so she didn’t laugh—she was close.

“Would it be okay if I borrow your walker for a moment?”

“Of course, dear,” she said sweetly, as though she hadn’t just told Mildred to check her mouth.

Hannah pushed the walker to the middle of the floor and left it, then walked back to the center of the room. “Frankie, bring Edith her walker.”

Realizing all eyes were on him, Frankie stood and pranced to the walker, where he got it to Edith by pushing alternating wheels with his nose. When the walker was within reach of the patient, he turned and sat, awaiting his next command. The clapping didn’t faze him because Frankie tuned everything else out during work but Hannah's commands.

She held up her finger to the crowd and grabbed a chair, carrying it to the floor. She grasped the back and motioned for a waiter clearing the table to come forward. He set his tray down and walked over, to which she popped her prosthesis off and handed it to him. His eyes grew two times bigger as she held the artificial limb out. “Would you set that over by the fireplace?”

“Uh, how?”

Hannah looked down at his shoes and back to him. “With your feet?”

The crowd had fallen silent in the shock of someone removing a body part, but now they snickered. Hannah often used humor to help her move on from uncomfortable situations.

“I’m kidding,” Hannah said. “Do you know how I lighten up?” The waiter shook his head. “I take off my leg!”

The rest of the room roared as she bent over at the waist and giggled. There was nothing like a little self-deprecating humor to make a room work for you.

“Just lay it down in front of the fireplace.”

“As you wish, miss,” he answered. He carried the leg away from his body as though it were a bomb about to go off, which made her want to laugh even harder, but she resisted the urge. Not everyone was comfortable with the situations she found herself in daily. In fairness to the waiter, she hadn’t offered any warning. Her dad used to say new experiences build character. She agreed, but sometimes, they shouldn’t be a surprise. She reminded herself to apologize to the man before the evening was over.

“Frankie, Hannah can’t reach her leg! Bring Hannah her leg.” She pointed at her chest, and he popped up off his butt and galloped to the fireplace. Now came the good part. He could employ multiple techniques, and seeing which one he’d pick was always fun. At eleven pounds and six inches tall, you wouldn’t expect a dog like Frankie to be of much use as a service dog, but people always forgot these dogs were bred to hunt badgers. There was a will, so Frankie always had a way. It helped that most of those eleven pounds he was made up of were pure muscle. Knowing he couldn’t carry the leg in his mouth, he grasped the tongue of the shoe between his teeth and walked backward, the leg thunking along as he dragged it. He dropped it at her foot and then sat, his tongue out as though he were asking, “Am I a good boy?”

Hannah locked her limb back into the socket and patted his head. “Thank you, Frankie. You’re a very good boy. Who wants to give it a try?”

Hands went up in the air, and Hannah smiled to herself. She could do this all night if it meant cash flowing into the hospital for the following year. The bonus was that the longer she worked with Frankie, the less time she spent with the handsome Clark Parks.


Chapter Six

Clark leaned against the wall and sipped his drink, the band winding up in the other room for dancing now that dinner and the show were over. He hadn't expected Hannah to put on such a thorough demonstration of Frankie's many talents, but there she was, working the floor like a casino pit boss. He'd think she was avoiding him if he didn't know better. Chances were high that was precisely what she was doing, but he wouldn't allow it much longer. If they teamed up, they could work the room much more efficiently.

“She's quite the woman.”

Clark glanced to his left to see the host standing beside him. “Mr. Lancaster,” he said, shaking the man's hand. “Thank you for the invite. I didn't know I was bringing the opening act with me.”

Steve smiled and rocked up on his toes. “Hannah has always been personable at the hospital, but she owns the room tonight.”

“I apologize. I'll get Hannah to wrap it up, and we’ll leave you and your guests to dance in peace.”

Steve held up his hand. “Nonsense. I've never seen this many happy, rich people in a room where money wasn’t in sight before. Besides, exposure like this can only help the facility find new donors. Or is that the exact reason you brought Miss McCallis along?”

Clark reacted with immediate indignation. He had no plans for the scenario playing out before them. That was all Hannah. “I had no idea she was planning to bring Frankie when I asked her to come tonight. She loves educating people about how pivotal Frankie and the other dogs like him are to our work at the hospital.”

Steve waved his champagne glass between the two older women who had been arguing earlier. “I haven't seen Edith and Mildred do anything other than cuss at each other in twenty years.”

Clark couldn't hide his smile before he took another sip of his drink. “Hannah has the magic touch when convincing people to do things they don't want to do. Though, I'm sure Frankie plays a part.”

“The dog is cute, but Hannah is real. She's raw. She isn't afraid to meet people where they’re at, if you know what I mean.”

“I don't believe I do.”

He motioned at the floor again, where Hannah had Frankie in her arms as she kneeled beside a woman. They laughed together as they talked, but Clark noticed the woman's body language was reflective as she stroked Frankie's head.

“That's Susan Osterhein. She lost her eight-year-old golden retriever to bone cancer three days ago. She didn't want to come tonight, but her husband insisted she needed the distraction. Hannah didn't know that Susan lost her dog, yet she knew to bring Frankie to her. Make sense now?”

He thought back to the moment with Mrs. Lakeman when he scolded her for doing the same thing, and shame rocketed through him. “The glass is clear.”

The host slapped Clark on the back. “That's what I like to hear. I think you should go ask the lady to dance. I'm sure Susan would be happy to watch Frankie for you.”

“Oh, we're not together-together,” Clark clarified immediately, lest his boss find out and deem his relationship with Hannah inappropriate.

“You’ve made that clear. It’s a shame, though. She's wearing that showstopping dress, and you're hiding in the shadows with some old codger. I thought you had advanced schooling?” Steve held up his glass. “You know what, I'll show you how it's done.”

He strolled off whistling some jazz song and headed straight for Hannah.

“Like hell,” Clark muttered and then took off after him.
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Hannah could tell the woman holding Frankie was sad and lonely long before she brought Frankie to visit. With some help, Susan opened up to Hannah about losing her beloved show dog just days ago.

“Hannah.”

Hannah stood at the sound of Clark's voice and plastered a smile on her face. “Susan, have you met Clark?”

She made sure to use only his first name in the introductions and then watched with fascination as Clark charmed another unsuspecting woman.

“I wasn't aware I was bringing the entertainment for the evening.” His words were directed at Hannah, but she refused to grimace or make excuses for herself or Frankie.

“That is no way to refer to a colleague,” Susan scolded. “I’m not the only one here who enjoyed Hannah sharing sweet Frankie's talent. Tonight is the first time I've come to a stuffy old party like this and had fun.”

Hannah squeezed the woman’s thin shoulder. “Dogs make everything more fun.”

“I’m glad you’ve enjoyed yourself this evening, Susan. No offense to Hannah was inferred. I was referring to the star of the show.” He ruffled the dog’s ears, which made Hannah smile. “Would Frankie grant me one dance with his person?”

“He can stay with me,” Susan piped up. “Edith!” She shouted across the nearly empty room now that the band was playing. “Edith, do you want to dog sit with me? These young folks need to go cut a rug.”

Edith was off her chair, pushing her walker across the floor at breakneck speed. “Leave Frankie to us. He's in good hands. Go trip the light fantastic.”

When Clark chuckled, Hannah glanced up to see he was wearing her favorite smile. When his eyes reflected true happiness, his lips wore it well. When he wore that smile, he was dashingly handsome, but it was infrequent enough to make her wonder why it was so few and far between. Their conversation from this afternoon about his father returned to her, and she suddenly realized why he had always been unhappy. From the outside looking in, he had everything going for him, but Hannah knew things rarely were what they seemed from the outside. As it was in her case, it also was in his. Empathy filled her as she’d lived with those complications long enough to know how they took their toll on the mind and the body.

She spoke softly to Frankie for a moment before she took Clark's outstretched arm. “Thank you, ladies. We won't take advantage of your kindness.”

“Don't be silly,” Susan tutted, shooing them away. “Enjoy the dance.”

They walked arm and arm into the hallway, where Clark leaned down to whisper in her ear. “Do you think Frankie will be okay?”

Hannah couldn't stop the snort that left her lips. “Are you kidding? Frankie has them eating out of his paw. He’s basking in the limelight. I saw Edith sneak a cookie into her walker basket before she scooted over to Susan.”

“I’ll send them a gift basket for dog sitting. You see, a wise man reminded me that I’d brought the belle to the ball and hadn't danced with her yet.”

He led her onto the floor and pulled her in close to him. His firm hand at the small of her back spread prickling fingers of heat along her backbone and into her torso. His touch was innocent, but her body read the sensations as anything but. Tonight, his touch was more than an occasional hand-up or steadying grip. Tonight’s touch made her feel more. It gave her the sensation that they could be something more if they’d let their guard down and trust each other. Hannah poured cold water all over that thought the moment it crossed her mind.

Clark took her other hand with his soft, smooth, and warm one. They were healing hands. They were the hands of someone who cared about others, even if he tried to act gruff on the outside. After their conversation this afternoon, she knew it had something to do with the elder Clark Parks.

Let some other woman unpack that suitcase, Hannah, she reminded herself.

Clark started them out in a slow circle, swaying to an old Frank Sinatra song the band was playing.

“I'm not a great dancer. Take it slow. I have two left feet, and one isn't real.”

“Noted,” he said with a chuckle, but he was wearing that grin again.

Without thinking, Hannah traced the line of his lips. “You should use this smile more. When you do, even your eyes light up with happiness.”

“Thank you, but I reserve this smile for special occasions. I have to wear my growly bear smile at work.”

“Oh, was that part of your job description?” Hannah was enjoying the easy banter between them.

“It was number one on the list. The board said I was overqualified.”

“You certainly excel at it.” She added a wink before he danced her around to another part of the floor with fewer lights and even fewer people.

“I’ve been dying to know the answer to one question.”

“Which is?” he asked, swinging her around in a circle so suddenly that she almost lost her footing. His hand, still resting against her back, pulled her into him even tighter.

“Your middle name. I’ll tell you mine. It’s Madilyn.”

“I wasn’t expecting Madilyn.”

“Weird, right? Hannah Madilyn doesn’t exactly flow, but my parents argued over which of the two names they’d pick as my first name until it was time to fill in the birth certificate. A nurse suggested they use both, which is the story of Hannah Madilyn McCallis's birth.”

“Great story,” he whispered as the lights went down and a disco ball started throwing glittery light around the room. The music changed to a slower tune, and Clark tucked her into him, their legs nearly scissored as they rocked back and forth.

Hannah fought hard against the emotions rocketing through her. Pressed so close to him as they danced, nothing was left to her imagination, and her imagination had underestimated Clark. He was hard … everywhere. She forced her overactive libido to think of him as the Dr. Parks who liked to growl at her with disdain. He was still the same man she dealt with daily, well-tailored tuxedo or not. She glanced up into his eyes and wondered if that were true. He was different tonight. More relaxed. Kinder. Gentler. Then again, maybe that was just her perception of him knowing what she knows about his father now.

“You still didn’t tell me yours.”

He laughed, and it rang through her chest straight to her heart. He didn’t laugh enough; that was a mystery she wanted to solve. Dancing with Clark was becoming dangerous territory. It made her want to unpack that suitcase of his. It made her want to ask all those questions she had until she’d learned every little thing about him. He was a flame, and she was a moth looking to get burned.

“It’s Wilhelm.”

“Clark Wilhelm Parks. How distinguished. I could call you Willy if that makes things easier for you.”

“Please don’t,” he whispered, racing a shiver down her spine. “I’d have to punish you and I’d hate to do that.”

Cue a second shiver. This man was all spicy heat, and Hannah was worried she would combust if the song didn’t end soon. Not that there was any guarantee he’d let her go after the song was over.

With a need to extinguish the fire building between them immediately, she said the exact opposite of what she had planned. “That all depends on the punishment.”

No! Bad Hannah! Flirting with the boss is bad.

Technically, he wasn’t her boss. They both held the same level of authority at Clear Meadows, just over separate departments. He tended to take the head leadership role in the hospital, though. Most everyone went to him for advice rather than Mr. Hampton, the technical administrator. Ultimately, everyone saw Clark as the boss, which meant getting involved with him was a doubly bad idea.

“When you’re ready to find out, let me know.”

He held her gaze, and she worried she would go up in flames right before his eyes. They were only inches apart. If she leaned forward, she could take those sexy pink lips of his. She just needed one kiss to quell her curiosity. Were his lips soft? Did he taste of heaven or hell? Maybe a little of both? That’s all she wanted to know. Suddenly, it was a burning question that filled her head with smoke to keep her from thinking clearly.

You’re at a work event, Hannah, and the entire board of Clear Meadows is here! Behave yourself.

That voice was right, but holy hot doc was it hard to do. When she couldn’t think of Clark as the staunch and complicated Dr. Parks, she couldn’t fight the unusual attraction between them. She’d always been attracted to the man, but he was laser-focused, unyielding, and occasionally rude to everyone at work. That wasn’t the case tonight. He was gregarious and open, and, for some reason, the word possessive kept flashing in her mind’s eye. The way his hand splayed across her back essentially told every other man on the floor she was his and there would be no cutting in.

But maybe that was just the champagne talking?

Hannah wasn’t so sure. The way he had watched her all night, be it from near or afar, said something otherwise. His eyes shone with the same conflicting emotions she knew were in hers. Want versus need—hunger versus starvation. But there was something deeper there she couldn't put her finger on. There was a flash of it in his eyes when he mentioned his father. He had daddy drama, but there was more to it. Experience told her there was a lot more to it. Chances were good that even he didn’t understand it all. The one thing she had no trouble defining when it came to any mention of his father was the fierce determination that sparked in his eyes before he hid it behind a placating smile.

“Did Frankie loosen anyone's purse strings?” His baritone timbre stole her from her thoughts, and the music and chatter rushed back to her senses in full force.

Hannah cleared her throat so there was no leftover desire in it when she spoke. “Frankie always earns his keep. There will be several checks going to the board to pay for Stronger Together and several more who want to be, shall we say, long-term benefactors.”

He leaned back and lifted a perfectly sculpted brow. Either this man plucked or paid someone to keep those brows that sexy. “All because of Frankie?”

“Never underestimate the power of a cute wiener, Clark.” She ended the statement with a wink, but she meant every word.


Chapter Seven

After handing a cup of coffee and a Danish to her best friend Kristie, Hannah sat down at the small table to sip her coffee. The little café on a side street of downtown Clear Meadows was her favorite place to be on a Saturday. It was dog-friendly, and she loved to stop for a cup of joe after walking Frankie so they could do a little people-watching.

Kristie had been part of her life since their first year of college in Duluth. They were random roommates who ended up being closer than sisters. Kristie had a typical middle-class family with a mom, dad, brother, dog, and white picket fence. Hannah did … not. Kristie noticed Hannah needed love more than anything else the first day they met. When Hannah got to college, she was a foster kid with no family or friends to depend on. That was hard, but Kristie made it a little bit easier. She shared her family with Hannah on family day and took her home for the holidays. Now, Kristie’s family loved Hannah like a second daughter, and for that, she was lucky and extremely grateful.

This morning, it was late but early. She hadn’t gotten home until nearly two a.m., and then she had tossed and turned for two hours, going over every second of the night she’d spent in Clark’s arms. Correction. The night she’d spent dancing with Clark as part of a work obligation that meant nothing else.

She kept telling herself that, but she’d yet to believe it. Every time she repeated it to herself, she laughed hysterically until she rolled her eyes. The only revelation she had during her two hours of tossing and turning was, no matter how she cut it, last night had been her first date with Clark Parks.

“Wait. You’re telling me you begrudgingly went to a work function with Dr. Parks and didn’t get home until two a.m.?”

“I bought the dress and did my hair, so I figured I might as well take advantage of the moment, Kristie.”

“Did that moment involve Dr. Parks' hands on you at any time during the night?”

“Yes.”

Kristie squealed, and Frankie sat up and let out a loud yap.

“What he said,” Hannah grumped, pointing at the dog. “Get a grip. I meant we danced a few dances to make the host happy.”

“A few dances that stretched out until two a.m.”

“Well, we left the dance at one, but Clark asked the driver to take the scenic route so we could finish the complimentary champagne from the limo before he dropped me off.”

Kristie’s brow went up. “Now it’s Clark?”

“He insisted. Said when we weren’t at work, he preferred Clark.”

“Because he likes you and wants to date you,” Kristie sang like a teenager at a sleepover.

“Seriously? It was a work event. Frankie made a roomful of new friends last night. It’ll be interesting to see how many become benefactors over the next month. I’m going to guess at least six.”

Kristie ran her finger around in a circle in front of Hannah. “Nice try with your diversion techniques, but I’m not biting. I haven’t forgotten that you bought a new dress, got your hair and nails done, and drank champagne in a limo with Clark Parks. By definition, that is not a work event.”

“But it was. A board member was throwing a gala and Dr. Hampton asked us to attend. It wasn’t like I could wear jeans to his mansion.”

“But why you? Why didn’t he take Bridget?”

Hannah tried not to giggle, but she couldn’t stop herself. All she could think about was Clark saying he’d date Bridget over his dead body. “For starters, Dr. Hampton texted me and requested that I agree to be Clark’s plus one. Besides that, Clark’s not interested in Bridget at all. He’s smart enough to know that taking her to an event like that would give her ideas he is not interested in following through on. He knew what he was doing when he asked me to go. I worked the room with Frankie and made some new friends who will help support the Stronger Together program. We did good, didn’t we, Frankie?”

At the sound of his name, his ears went up, and he pranced over to Hannah, staring at her with his big brown eyes until she picked him up for a cuddle.

“While I’ll admit that wherever Frankie goes, a hoard of adoring fans follow, you’ve been smiling like you swallowed a canary since I arrived.”

Hannah forced her lips into a purse, making Kristie fall onto the table in laughter. “One doth protest too much,” she said between giggles.

“Kristie, you know why it’s a bad idea to consider last night a date. Bad, bad idea.”

“Because you might find that you’re both looking for someone who cares or maybe even someone who wants to be with you. Heaven forbid that were to happen!”

“No, because he can end my employment at a place I love to work.” Hannah bit back the eye roll at Kristie’s outburst because refer to the earlier statement about concluding it had been a date after all.

“You told me that you and Frankie made a haul last night. Do you seriously think the board will let you go just because Clark Parks tells them to?”

“I don’t know, but it’s a chance I’m unwilling to take. Do I like the guy? When he’s not at work, yes. He’s a great conversationalist, witty, and gregarious when he isn’t constantly worried about what other people are thinking or if he’s being judged. That doesn’t mean I want to date him. Work relationships are always, always, always a bad idea.”

Kristie held up her hands before she grabbed her coffee to sip. “Fine, but you wouldn’t be the first to get a little nooky in the supply closet. It could be what it is without you making it something it isn’t.”

Hannah swore her brain swirled that sentence around and spat it back out. “What?”

Kristie motioned at her. “You could enjoy someone enjoying you and leave it at that. Not everything has to lead to thee relationship of the century.”

“I’m thirty-two years old and an amputee. If I ever want a family, I have to start looking for thee relationship of the century and leave the nooky in the supply closet to the youngins. That said, I’m not looking for any of that. You know how I feel about getting involved with anyone.”

“It’s just another way to get your heart broken,” Kristie recited as though she’d heard it five hundred times. Which, in fairness, she had. “I want to know what being an amputee has to do with it?” She took a bite of her giant Danish and chewed while waiting for Hannah’s answer. By the time she swallowed and washed it down with coffee, Hannah still hadn’t. “Are you implying men don’t want to date you because you’re an amputee?”

“I’m not implying it. I’m painfully aware of it.”

“No, you’re paranoid about it because of Christopher.”

Hannah sighed, and the sound was more than exasperated. It held all the pain and trauma she’d gone through when she found out that her boyfriend of three years was sleeping with another woman because she was ‘whole.’ He swore he loved Hannah, but his libido couldn’t get over the fact that she was missing a leg. He was an insensitive jerk who wasn’t brave enough to tell her things weren’t working for him before he started sleeping with someone else. Blaming his moral improprieties on her missing limb was too much for Hannah, and she’d stopped dating entirely. That was not a situation or conversation she wanted to have ever again.

“Last night, I wore a gown that fell to the floor. Do you know how many men approached me with desire in their eyes?”

“Besides Clark?” Hannah nodded, and Kristie shrugged. “All of them.”

Hannah pointed at her with a pokey finger. “Yes. Do you know how many hung around after they caught a glimpse of the prosthesis?”

“One,” her friend said with a sneaky grin. “Dr. Clark Parks.”

“He doesn’t count. He already knew I was an amputee. My point is that dating as a person with a disability carries an entirely different set of rules and regulations. While it shouldn’t, that’s just the facts, and I don’t have time to worry about other people’s insecurities anymore.”

“What I’m hearing is that you’re willing to be alone for the rest of your life to avoid getting hurt again.”

“I’m not alone. I have Frankie.”

The dog glanced up at her as if to say, ‘Don’t use me as an excuse.’

“Besides, you can’t throw stones when you live in a glass house.”

Kristie lowered her pastry back to the table and glared at Hannah. “We aren’t talking about me right now. We’re talking about you. I don’t have any potential suitors on the horizon, but I would bet my Danish that you do.”

“You could have suitors if you put even the slightest effort into it. Everyone at the hospital adores you. It’s not a stretch to think there’s a guy out there who would too.”

“You were the one who just said work relationships are a bad idea.”

“I didn't mean for you to date someone at work. I meant you should get out and live a little. You never know who you'll meet.”

“I do, though,” she said around a bite of Danish. “He'll either be a city slicker who takes longer to get ready in the morning than I do or a Paul Bunyan wannabe with more brawn than brain. Either way, they aren't interested in a woman already in her thirties with a devotion to Danish.”

“You've got it all figured out, don't you?” Hannah asked, shaking her head. Kristie had always been insecure around men, but it seemed to be getting worse rather than better. If she thought Hannah hadn’t noticed, she was wrong.

“Lookie here, it’s everyone’s favorite physical therapist and her funny, fat friend,” an annoying voice said.

Hannah gasped, staring at Bridget dressed in an outfit that had every man in the cafe turning to ogle. Her yoga leggings were a size too small, and her jogging coat, while zipped to highlight her well-endowed chest, stopped short of covering the obscenity of her lady bits on full display through the pants. The woman was thirsty, and apparently, she was willing to drink from any cup.

“Bridget, that’s rude!” Hannah exclaimed in anger.

“I meant the dog, Hannah.” Bridget motioned at Frankie, who refused to give her the time of day. She wore a smile that said she knew her comment had hit the mark. Hannah glanced at Kristie, who just rolled her eyes. She turned her attention back to the sad and desperate woman before her.

“Can we help you with something, Bridget?”

“No, I was just surprised to see you out and about this morning in light of your late night. I heard you were the real life of the party.”

“A good time was had by all,” Hannah responded with a smile created by simply gritting her teeth together and nothing more. “Now that you mention it, I spoke to your father. Nice man. Too bad you weren’t invited; the food and champagne were second to none.”

“Oh, I was invited, but I didn’t want to spend the evening with old codgers. It’s not my thing.”

“A shame,” Kristie said, finding her voice. “From what I heard, you missed quite the party, not to mention the dashing duo.”

“Thanks, but I can see Hannah and her dog doing tricks any day of the week. It’s old news if you’re under eighty.”

“I meant Hannah and Clark. They showed those old codgers how to trip the light fantastic for hours.”

“You were there with Clark?” Bridget asked, her voice going up at the end in a lilt that made Hannah feel like she’d been naughty. It also made her want to laugh, but she knew better than to egg this woman on. Her father was the hospital administrator, after all, and while he seemed to understand that Bridget was a pain in everyone’s butt, she wasn’t going to test those waters.

“Clark asked me to attend the party with him as a work obligation. I had no choice.” Hannah added a shrug to the end of the sentence as though it meant nothing to her, but the look on Bridget’s face told her she didn’t buy it. All the same, she decided to leave out the part about the text she’d gotten from Dr. Hampton.

“He asked you to a party where my family would be in attendance?”

“He probably thought it would be awkward for you to go,” Kristie said without turning. “In light of the old codgers and everything.”

Kristie shoved a bite of Danish into her mouth while Hannah tried not to laugh at Bridget. If steam could come from someone’s ears, Bridget would set off the sprinkler system. She gave her friend a telepathic fist bump.

“Yes, well, you ladies have a nice afternoon. I’m off to finish my workout. Enjoy that Danish, Kristie. Ta-ta.”

“Ta-ta,” they both answered at the same time. As soon as she exited the building, they broke down into a fit of giggles that even Frankie seemed to enjoy.

“My goodness,” Kristie said as she wiped her eyes. “It was worth the insults just to put her in her place.”

Hannah took her friend’s hand and squeezed it. “No, it wasn’t. She’s rude and disrespectful, and something has to be done. She can’t treat people that way, most especially a colleague.”

“Who’s rude and disrespectful?”

Both women froze. They recognized that voice.

“Well, if it isn't Dr. Parks,” Kristie said with too much enthusiasm for it to be genuine. “Hannah, look who’s here. It’s Dr. Parks.”

Hannah’s smile was more like a grimace. Before she could speak, Clark pulled a chair away from another table and sat, a coffee cup in his hand. Frankie gazed up at him in wonderment that someone had joined the party without acknowledging him.

No one was more surprised than Hannah when he stroked the dog’s head and told him he was a good boy.

“Are you feeling okay?” Hannah and Kristie asked at the same time. They broke into a fit of laughter again while the good doctor looked on with amusement. He patiently sipped his drink, and when they quieted, he glanced between them briefly before speaking.

“I'm feeling fine this morning. How about you, Hannah?”

“Fine as frog hair,” she replied with a cheery smile. “Though it's afternoon.”

Clark checked the expensive watch on his wrist that could give him the time, date, season, and temperature from outer space, fry an egg, and fold his laundry. “Wow, I guess it is.” He turned to Kristie. “Someone kept me out until all hours of the morning.”

“That's the word on the street. Late-night limo rides, champagne, tinted windows, and all that.”

“Mmm, and all that. Do you know who is all that? Miss McCallis. I received a phone call this morning from the host himself. It seems Edith's and Mildred's families each made a sizable donation to the hospital for the new sunroom. We have an appointment to discuss Stronger Together with two other couples who would like to support it, and Susan made a donation that will keep our therapy dogs in dog biscuits for at least a decade.”

“Not bad, Frankie.” Hannah lovingly caressed the dog’s ears, but her hand encountered another warm one. Clark squeezed hers before he dropped it again as though nothing had happened.

“Nice try with the deflection techniques, but you still haven’t told me who is rude and disrespectful.”

Kristie glanced at Hannah and then shrugged as if to say, go ahead, so Hannah filled Clark in on the exchange. She noticed multiple emotions roll through his eyes as she finished the story. There was anger, worry, frustration, and fatigue, but something else. It was the same emotion she had noticed when they had been dancing the previous night. She just couldn’t put her finger on it. Well, she could, but it looked a lot like desire, so the less she thought about that, the better.

“I’m sorry, Kristie and Hannah, I’ll take care of it. She has no right to question or accuse either one of you. I won’t allow her to fracture our team. I need to put an end to this once and for all.”

“She’s gone on the defense where you’re concerned,” Hannah agreed, relating what happened in the physical therapy room the week before. “It may be better received if the administrator talks to her. I know he’s her father, but I’m afraid of what will happen to Kristie or Frankie if you rebuke her again.”

“You’re not worried about what she’d do to you?”

“No. I don’t care what happens to me. What matters is keeping Kristie and Frankie safe.”

Before she could change the subject, Clark swirled his finger around her face. “We will get back to that statement in a bit, but first, I’ll say the worst that can happen is she quits.” He shrugged, and it said he couldn’t care less if that happened. “We can hire another nurse.”

“But what about her father?” Kristie asked. Though she could hear the nerves in her best friend’s voice, she had only verbalized what Hannah was thinking. “If you slight his daughter, he might convince the board to fire us.”

“Incorrect. I spoke with Bridget’s father last night, and he’s aware that her behavior has gotten out of control. He won’t be the problem. My main worry is that she’ll take it out on you whenever I tell her no.” Clark squeezed Hannah’s hand, his gaze holding hers as though he’d forgotten Kristie was at the table.

Probably sensing the chemistry change between them, Kristie stood and tossed her garbage before grabbing her cup. She had to take the Saturday afternoon shift at Clear Meadows since Hannah was off. They’d been working together since college, but when Clear Meadows came calling for Hannah, she’d sung Kristie’s praises loud and proud. Since she was in charge of putting together a team of top therapists in the state, she finally repaid Kristie for her kindness by offering her a staff position at the hospital.

“Hopefully, that’s not the case, but I know Hannah won’t let her get away with it if she tries. Well, duty calls. Stay out of trouble now.”

A hair flip accompanied her finger wave as she sashayed from the shop. That left Hannah alone with the man who had been on her mind for hours. Today, he wore a puffer coat with a cable knit sweater peeking out from under the zipper. On his legs was a pair of black jeans that Hannah suspected were expensive and soft as butter to the touch. A pair of Adidas kicks graced his feet—white with black stripes. Of the entire outfit, his shoes threw her. They made him real. They said he was more than just a doctor. He was Clark, a man who had an excellent fashion sense. Of course, she knew he was more than just a doctor, but the outfit helped her separate the man from the job. That terrified her. If she couldn't think of him as Dr. Parks outside of work—at least in her head—how would she keep him at arm’s length?

He leaned forward and rested one arm on the table. “What are you and Frankie up to this afternoon?”

“We have a meeting with the school liaison for the Stronger Together program. She wants to meet and get all the specifics from me before she takes it to her colleagues.”

Well, it's a good thing I came along when I did then,” he pushed himself up and held his hand out to her. “I'll tag along.”

“No, no,” she jumped in while she struggled with Frankie's leash. Why couldn't anything go right for her today? “You don't have to come. You have much better things to do on a Saturday afternoon.”

Hannah inwardly groaned when he bent and untangled the leash from around the table leg. His jacket pulled tight across his back to reveal his strong shoulders, but it was the jeans that made her wanton with need. To say they hugged his backside like a perfectly hung hammock was accurate but not nearly descriptive enough to do that gluteus maximus justice. He was a fine, fine man, and she forced herself to remember he was also a colleague.

When he stood up again, he wore that happy smile she liked so much last night. Today, she took back everything she’d said about it. He shouldn't use it more often. Not since she’d come to understand that it always accompanied something slightly evil on his part.

“I insist on it,” he said, handing her the leash and holding the door until they were on the sidewalk. “It's like killing two birds with one stone. If I go with you, you don’t need to schedule a meeting to tell me about it. I'll already be in the know. Besides, you need a wingman.”

“Frankie is my wingman.”

Rather than argue with her, Clark smiled as they walked down the block side by side. As much as she hated to admit it, she realized he didn’t need to argue. He already knew he’d won.


Chapter Eight

Now, that had been an enlightening afternoon, Clark thought as they walked down the street, Frankie prancing between them like the little prince that he was. Secretly, he adored Frankie, but he didn’t want his beautiful owner to know that. If she saw him as a softie or a pushover, it might undermine his authority at work. That didn’t mean he wasn’t loving on Frankie when she wasn’t in her office. Frankie had agreed to the arrangement since payment was in treats and hugs. He was a simple dog that way, which Clark could appreciate.

When they’d met the principal of Clear Meadows Elementary at her home a few blocks from the café, she was a lovely woman whose home was absolutely gorgeous. Joannie was preparing for her spring gardens and had been thrilled to let Frankie run free in the yard. It was an insightful visit as he hadn’t expected Hannah's detailed plan regarding Stronger Together. Should he have underestimated her? No, but they hadn’t had any meetings about it yet, so he had been in the dark until today. Hannah had claimed she planned to schedule a meeting for this week after she met with Joannie, but he doubted her statement. Regardless, she had thought out the highlights and the pitfalls, and he could tell that Joannie was equally impressed. Together, they’d laid out a plan to benefit everyone involved once they got it up and running.

They? Clark couldn’t deny that he was suddenly on a team he hadn’t tried out for. Then again, he basically had by insisting Hannah report to him and accompanying her to the appointment, even if he didn’t want to admit it.

That was the problem with Hannah McCallis. It was easy to do things for her because she was eager and honest about her plans to change the world. Or, in this case, the little town of Clear Meadows. Hannah was always her true self, whether in a professional environment or her personal space. You never questioned her feelings or goals on any topic, including her private life. He happened to know when it came to her private life, that topic was off-limits.

In hindsight, Clark realized the program was a boon for the facility, and he, or the activity department team, should have thought of it earlier. Bringing kids in to read, sing, and play with the dogs benefited the kids and his patients. Filling the hallways and therapy rooms with laughter and singing would bring an immediate smile to anyone’s face, releasing endorphins and encouraging participation.

“I was surprised when Joannie came to the table with just as many ideas as I had,” Hannah said as they strolled down the block. “I could tell she wanted to make the program a success. Did you get the same vibe from her?”

“Absolutely,” he agreed, taking Frankie’s leash from her so she could slow her steps. He noticed she was limping slightly on the left side and didn’t want her to get hurt. His fingers brushed hers when he took the leash, and that ever-present tug grabbed hold of him again. It was the tug that made him want to be closer to her. The tug he had to ignore every day at the hospital. He transferred the leash to his right hand and slid his left hand into hers. “I noticed you’re limping. Are you okay?”

Hannah had glanced down at their hands when he’d connected them. Did she feel the same tingle of excitement that he did when they touched? He hoped she did because he’d started seeing her as two different people. He was man enough to admit that was scaring the hell out of him.

When she was Miss McCallis, she was an incredibly talented therapist who had turned their hospital into a rehab center known statewide. At the drop of a hat, she could flip into Hannah, the woman who loved quickly, shared laughter freely with anyone who needed a smile, and made his heart race every time he laid eyes on her. If he was going to continue to see her as the therapist and not the woman, he needed her to be more Miss McCallis and less Hannah. He’d have to face the truth he’d been denying if she didn't, and the truth was, he had a crush on her.

“I’m fine,” she said, drawing him from his musings. He shot her a smile, so she knew he was listening as they walked up the street hand-in-hand. It was a bad idea, but Clark wasn’t letting go. She wasn’t fine, and holding her hand might keep her upright until they arrived at her place. “I’m tired, and when I’m tired, I get a little hitch in my giddy-up. It’ll be fine by Monday. No need to worry.”

“I’m not worried about work,” Clark said with more growl than he intended. Is that what everyone thought of him? That he only cared about their work performance and had no empathy for anything else? He was a rehabilitation physician, for heaven’s sake. He understood that the human body didn’t always cooperate despite the orders the mind gave.

His professors always told him he had too much empathy in medical school. His response was always, can there be too much empathy in the world? Thinking about it now, maybe that’s what was missing in his life lately. When he thought about the last few times he’d experienced genuine empathy for someone, Hannah had first led with the emotion. Like the moments with Harriet that he’d observed from the sidelines when she had comforted the scared woman in a way that made Harriet feel seen but also respected. Or last night when Hannah had allowed space for Susan’s grief to rest between them without judgment. Not everyone could do that day after day. He used to think he could, but Hannah was proving him wrong.

That was when he realized his father’s disappointment had stolen more from him than his pride. It had stolen his empathy, and without that, he might as well hang up his stethoscope.

“Where did you just go?” Hannah softly asked. When he turned to glance at her, she wore the look he used to wear. Kindness. Empathy. Honest desire to help someone else feel better.

“I was just wondering if that’s what everyone at the hospital thinks about me. I know I run a tight ship, but I never want team members to think they're showing weakness if they take a day off for an illness or injury.”

She waved the hand he wasn’t holding, and it said a lot that she hadn’t dropped his other one either. “No one thinks that, Clark. My hesitancy to call in has to do with my insecurity as an employed disabled woman. I need to be at work, even when hurting, to avoid letting others down. That’s a me problem, not a you problem.”

“I don’t agree,” he said with a shake of his head. “If you feel that way, it stems from a lack of leadership. You always have a low level of pain that you deal with, right?” She nodded, but the half-shrug at the end told him sometimes it was more than a low level. “And that blends into the background of your everyday life. I get that, but if it ever crosses that threshold for you, I want you to come to me so I can evaluate it without you worrying about letting anyone else down. Got it?”

She gave him a jaunty salute that brought a smile to his lips. “Yes, Dr. Parks. I’ll admit that my hip is sorer than usual today, but only because of the dancing last night and the walking today. A little rest and it will turn around. It was worth it to make so much headway with Joannie. The chess club idea was brilliant.”

“Don’t forget the choir and art club.”

She smiled, and his heart expanded inside his chest. Making her happy made him happy. That was not what he’d expected to happen by spending more time with Hannah. He expected them to burn hot and then quickly run out of fuel. After last night and today, he was second-guessing that idea. Could Hannah help him find his true self again? Maybe if he followed her lead and opened up more, he’d spend less time sitting on the couch in his empty apartment with his head in his hands. Maybe he’d enjoy being with people again without fear of judgment or disappointment. Only time could tell him for sure, but for the first time in too many years, he wanted to try.

“I liked that she was willing to send kids in pairs from each interest group depending on the patients we have in the hospital that week. We have a lot of young people who rehab with us, but we also have a lot of patients like Harriet. They can teach the younger generations a lot when given the opportunity.”

“Yes,” she agreed with a nod, but he noticed her limp was becoming more pronounced and slowed his steps to match hers. It was a good thing they were nearly back to her place. He didn’t think she’d make it much further without needing to rest. “That was my main goal with this idea. To expose different generations to each other and let them share knowledge. We could have a fifth-grader come in and help a seventy-something patient learn how to use their smartphone better so they can send pictures and videos to their grandkids, and that same seventy-something patient could teach the fifth grader how to tie flies or do wood carving.”

“The possibilities are truly endless, Hannah. I’ll admit I was less than enthusiastic when you first came to me with the idea.”

Her gasp was comical when she threw her hand to her chest. “You don’t say? I never noticed.”

His grin said it all, even though he knew he looked ridiculous beaming like a third-grader who had just won a spelling bee. He didn’t care. Hannah was everything right now, and he wanted her to know he appreciated her. “Har-har, Miss McCallis. I’m admitting I was wrong if you care to listen.”

She bit her lip to hide the smirk, but little did she know how much that turned him on. The way her perfectly tiny teeth sank just so into that pink, plump lip had parts of him on fire. He wouldn't be able to walk if she didn’t stop doing that.

“As I was saying,” he said, clearing his throat to force his mind away from the tingle of desire electrifying his lower half. “I was wrong. You’ve approached it in a way that says you have a solid plan in mind and know the steps you need to take to achieve it. It’s shown me that I need to be more flexible when people come to me with ideas instead of shooting them down immediately because I think they’re too much work. What I consider too much work and what someone else considers too much work can be different. It depends on their life situation and work responsibilities.”

She pointed at him and nodded, but she was still biting her lip, and Clark was getting dangerously close to embarrassing himself.

“Little secret?” she asked, and he breathed a sigh of relief when she released her sweet lip to speak. He moaned but covered it with a cough as he motioned for her to keep going. “I’ve done this before.”

Rather than speak, he raised a brow, dragging a sexy-as-hell laugh from her lips that made him want to kiss her and draw that joy into him so he could experience it the way she did.

“At my old job in the city. I arranged for an after-school club from the local elementary school to hang out with kids on the pediatric floor. We also sent kids to the rehab floor to do activities with those patients there for longer stays. I had enough experience to know the program would work if we were organized and invested.”

Before he could respond, her left leg buckled, and she cried out as she started to fall. He grabbed her under her arms right before she hit the ground in what would have been an awkward fall to her twisted pelvis. He lowered her down, and she leaned back on her hands while taking a few deep breaths. Frankie was next to her immediately, whining and bouncing from paw to paw as he waited for orders.

“She’s okay, Frankie,” Clark promised the canine as he knelt next to the woman who had scared him half to death, even if he’d never admit that to anyone. “Can you make it home, Hannah?”

“I’ll be fine,” she promised, rubbing Frankie’s head to calm him. “I just need a minute. It appears I pushed things too far. I’ll admit I’m a little embarrassed.”

“Hey,” he whispered, tipping her chin up to hold her gaze. “Don’t be embarrassed. I’m just glad you didn’t get hurt. It sounds like that iliotibial band is locked up. I have a couple of techniques that might help you loosen it up and keep it that way.”

The look she gave him would have made him laugh if he weren’t smart enough to know that would be a mistake. Instead, he waited for her to speak.

“I’m a physical therapist. I know how to keep my ITs loose.”

He threw her a wink while he stroked one finger down her cheek for a reason he couldn’t explain. There was just something about the woman before him that held him in her atmosphere, and while he was there, he did things he’d never do at any other time. He wanted to touch her, hold her against him, and prove to her that not everything in life was painful. “Physical therapists are the worst patients. I know that from experience. Besides, my techniques are more massage and less exercise.”

Clark didn’t give her time to think about that before he stood and walked around behind her. “Okay, let’s get you up and home. It’s time for a little relaxation, Dr. Clark Parks style.”

When he slipped his arms under hers and helped her stand, he wanted to wrap them around her in a hug that would tell her that Clark, the man, was far more interested in taking care of her than Dr. Parks. Instead, he wrapped his arm around her waist and cupped her hip as they finished the short walk to her house. He could tell she was trying to be stoic and not grimace in pain with every step, but he wished she wouldn’t do that. Hiding pain long-term was never a good solution.

“Showing emotion isn’t a weakness, Hannah. You don’t have to pretend you don’t hurt when you do.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Clark,” she said between clenched teeth. “Showing emotion around you is absolutely a weakness. A weakness I’m afraid you’ll see as an invitation into my life.”

“Knock knock,” he whispered, helping her over a crack in the sidewalk.

“Who’s there?” The question was filled with confusion.

“Too late.”

“Too late, who?”

“Too late for you to uninvite me to this party,” he said with a wink as they approached her house.

She groaned as though the joke was too much, but he knew better. She thought about what he’d said and agreed that she had already let him in the door, even if it wasn’t on purpose. Did the last twenty-four hours complicate their lives even more? Yes. Did he care? Not even a little bit.


Chapter Nine




So, this was relaxation Dr. Clark Parks style, Hannah thought as she set her plate on the coffee table. She had to be honest; it wasn’t a terrible way to relax. He’d ordered pizza to her little bungalow and opened a bottle of chardonnay to sip on. What surprised her the most was how well he cared for Frankie.

Clark had fed him, made sure he got outside and even played tug with him when the mongrel refused to take no for an answer. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he liked her mutt. Little did he know that she had a doggy cam in her office that she left on when she wasn’t there. She was well aware of the stealthy visits Clark paid her dog when he thought no one was looking. The reason she didn’t say anything was obvious. Frankie was a comfort dog, and sometimes even Dr. Parks needed comfort. She wasn't about to make him uncomfortable if he wanted to do it quietly and without an audience.

“The pizza was delicious. Thanks for taking care of me, but I’m fine. I’ve taken up your entire afternoon and evening now. Don’t feel like you have to stay.”

“Leave before Netflix and chill?” he asked, his tone shocked and appalled, even as he smiled. “No way.”

“I don’t have Netflix.”

A gasp filled the room, and even Frankie lifted his head from his sherpa-lined bed. Only the best for Frankie. He was a prince, after all.

“You don’t have Netflix? What on earth do you do here? Summon demons?”

She couldn’t help but laugh hysterically at the question. This was a side of Clark she’d never seen before, and she wouldn’t lie; it was everything in her life at that moment. “I don’t have one streaming service option, and you immediately think of summoning demons? Are you okay?”

“I’m okay, but the question is, are you? Not having Netflix is a little suss. That’s all I’m saying. I’m starting to think you do weird things like … read.”

“Oh, my heavens, not read!” She was straight-up laughing now as they bantered back and forth. She was learning how wonderful it was to spend time with him when he was relaxed and unafraid to be his true self. She often wished he was more open to having fun at work as she had no doubt it would change the entire team atmosphere.

Baby steps, Hannah, she reminded herself. They’ll still get you the same distance even if it takes longer.

“If you must know, I don’t watch much television. I spend a lot of time at the dog park, which factored into my decision to buy this house. It’s close by, and when I don’t feel up to taking him to the park, he has a nice yard to romp in. Frankie works hard, so he deserves lots of playtime, too. When not mentoring at the hospital, I usually work online with the advocacy teams.”

“Mentoring and advocacy teams?” If he thought she hadn’t noticed him slip her left leg over his lap, he was mistaken. If he thought he could distract her from his probing fingers as they worked along the muscle of her thigh, he was downright loco. There was no way to ignore his warm hands as they prodded and massaged their way toward her hip, especially when she wore nothing but a thin pair of leggings. “I didn’t know you did that kind of work.”

“It’s volunteer work,” she explained, closing her eyes as his fingers probed closer to places they had no business being. “The hospitals call me if they have an amputee who may be struggling with their new reality. Often, it’s kids and young adults. I bring Frankie and give them a safe space to talk about their feelings without offering suggestions or giving them solutions.”

“You just let them talk about their fears. The same way you did with Harriet.”

“Like that, yeah,” she agreed, inhaling sharply when his fingers pushed a little too hard in one place. He backed off and rubbed it instead, which did nothing for the zinging trails of heat that settled in her most private part. His hands were magic, and while she wanted them on every part of her, there was no way she could allow that to happen here tonight…or any night, for that matter. Her relationship with Clark was complicated enough without adding more to it. The relationship that is work-related only, Miss Hannah McCallis!

That voice was yelling now, as though yelling at a woman had ever accomplished anything—serious mental eye roll.

“What kind of advocacy do you do?”

“I work with organizations who lobby the government to mandate that health insurance companies pay for prostheses under the medical portion of insurance, instead of durable medical equipment. I also work with groups with grants for equipment and prostheses for those in need.”

“You certainly keep yourself busy. I had no idea you did so much for the disabled community, Hannah.”

“I am the disabled community, Clark. I represent my friends, neighbors, and patients when I make a positive change for people with disabilities in the abled world. It’s purely selfish on my part since every piece of change I make also benefits me.”

“That doesn’t make it selfish, Hannah,” he insisted. “Plenty of people reap the benefits from the change you make without doing anything.”

“Yes, but I have the training to make the change successfully. Not everyone does.” She stretched her left leg out more, which gave his wonderfully talented hands more room to work. She wouldn’t lie; he was good at his job, but the fact remained that he had his hands on her in a way that screamed big mistake. They could cross a line one of two ways tonight. Clark could realize he isn’t interested in a woman in her situation and walk away, leaving things awkward at work. Or, he could keep kneading her body until they crossed the line to lovers. If that happened, things would still be awkward at work. Come to think of it, this was the real-life version of rock and a hard place for her. “If you think you’re distracting me from your less than-subtle perusal of my limb, you’d be wrong.”

His laughter was soft and sexy, with a hint of dirty thrown in at the end. It was entirely too dark outside, and the room was entirely too dim for the kind of fire he was playing with. He had one hand on the top of her thigh and one below, which put him dangerously close to her groin and her buttocks. He showed no signs of stopping. He hadn’t even paused when she called him out on it. Not much she could do but enjoy it, so she closed her eyes and rested her head on the pillow while he did his work. She could not sit there and look him in the eye when, essentially, he was feeling her up.

“Don’t you have a plant or a fish or something waiting for you at your apartment?” she asked, a moan ending the final word when he hit a tight muscle in her thigh.

“There might be some dust bunnies, but that’s all I can think of,” he answered, moving closer to her center with each passing second. “I rent one of the condos by the lake. It’s got a great view, but that’s about all it has going for it.”

“Not going to buy in case you don’t stay?” she asked, willing his fingers to stop moving, but they were doing their own thing regardless of what she wanted.

“I’m staying in Clear Meadows. I know I need to buy something, but I’m hardly home, so it’s never been a priority. Hopefully, I’ll find a little place like yours come summer.”

And then his deft fingers hit the trigger to send her leg into a spasm she couldn’t control. Hannah moaned while her leg shook from the miscommunication of her jumbled nerves. Frankie was by her side immediately, his nose under her hand until she smoothed it over his ears.

“I’m going to help you through this,” Clark whispered, kneeling with one leg on the couch as he massaged what was left of her limb. Slowly, the tweaking faded, and when the muscles were completely spent, her leg was finally still. He kept rubbing up and down the thigh to trick the nerves into not firing. “Does that happen a lot?”

“Not if I’m careful. I haven’t been careful,” she answered, finally drawing a deep breath. “I bet you’ve never gotten that response before when touching a woman’s butt.”

He chuckled, but she could hear it was forced. She heard the regret he had for causing her pain, even though it wasn’t intentional. “So, it’s not an iliotibial band problem. Those psoas muscles, on the other hand, are a huge problem.”

“A little massage, and I’ll be fine,” she promised, forcing her usual cheeriness into her tone. “They overreact sometimes. I’m sure you noticed my pelvis. The twist is the problem.”

“How do you massage it?” he asked, standing next to her now, his warm hand splayed across her hip as though he were afraid to let it go.

She would not admit to Dr. Clark Parks that she used a vibrator to massage her hip! Nopety, nope, nope, nada. She sat up and reached for her crutches on the floor where she’d put them when she’d taken her leg off earlier.

“I’ll take care of it,” she said, but he took her crutches and set them aside. “It’s late, and I can’t keep you here any longer, Clark. I appreciate dinner and all your help, but I’ll put some heat on it and stretch it out in the morning. I’m not new to this.”

He was smirking with his arms crossed over his sweater-clad chest. He just stood there staring at her like the creepy dude every small town had. Okay, so he was sexy as hell, but he looked like he’d swallowed a canary, and she didn’t like it. She was afraid to hear what was about to come out of his mouth.

“You use a vibrator, don’t you?”

“Excuse me?” she asked with instant indignation. “You have no right to ask me about my sex life!”

His arms fell to his sides and the smirk disappeared. “I meant on your hip, Hannah.”

“Oh, um, well, yeah, it works the best to get in all the tight crevices.”

The grin returned, and she wanted to crawl into a hole and die. “Funny thing about that.”

“Stop it,” she growled. “I didn’t ask for your help, Clark Parks. You may depart,” she motioned at the door with her arm, but unfortunately, the way he towered over her said he had no plans to go anywhere.

He bent and scooped her up into his arms, holding her firmly against his chest as he carried her to her bedroom. He carried her effortlessly, which freaked her out, considering they matched heights. “Good sir, you are out of bounds!” she exclaimed without thinking. “You can’t go manhandling women just because you think you know what’s best!”

She could see him biting back a grin, and by the time they got to her bed, she had both barrels loaded and was ready to fire. Then he lowered her to the mattress, and it molded to her curves perfectly, relieving the pain in her back and hip from the spasm. Hannah sighed and closed her eyes, completely forgetting why she was angry. When she opened them, and he walked back into the room with her crutches, she was too tired to yell at him.

“Better?”

“Yes, but we’ll talk about your inability to respect a woman’s personal space another time.”

His lips turned upward again, and he held up his hands. “Fair enough. I’m going to take Frankie for a walk. I would suggest finding—let’s call it your massager—and working out that kink before it gets worse. Do you need help finding it?”

“Finding what? The massager?” she asked with confusion. Okay, so maybe she had too much wine with the pizza. She could admit she was a lightweight, and she’d been drinking two nights in a row. That was so not Hannah McCallis behavior. She had always known Dr. Clark Parks was a bad influence, and the last two days had proved it. “Or the kink?”

His brow went up at the word kink. The look he shot her was smoldering as he stalked toward the bed and leaned over her like a hawk who’d found his prey. “I know all about the kink,” he whispered as his fingers trailed up her thigh. They tickled the crevice of her groin, and she realized through the fog of wine clouding her brain that she was not wearing panties. His thumb found and caressed the sore spot.

“You’re good at finding the kink.”

“They taught me that in medical school,” he growled, only it wasn’t his usual grumpy bear growl. It was a kind of growl far sexier and more dangerous than Hannah was prepared to tangle with tonight.

Before she could think of a comeback, he leaned in and took her lips with an unexpected fierceness that instantly awakened her center like no man ever had before. The kiss was all passion without an ounce of hesitation. He cupped her cheek for a moment before he slid his fingers into her hair to let it slide through them. His moan filled the room, and it said he would take her right there, right now, if she let him.

Hannah had no doubt he was that kind of man.

His tongue traced her lips, and she opened them without hesitation, thought, or question. She wanted Clark to own her mouth as hard as he’d owned her lips. But as soon as he broke the barrier to her inner sanctum, the kiss flared with passion. With her arms wrapped around his back, he slid his tongue alongside hers, and while she expected him to leave it there to cuddle, he didn’t. Instead, he stroked it in an arc from side to side until she was panting with wanton desire and pent-up sexual frustration.

Where did he learn to kiss like that?

The kiss slowed, and when he drew back, it was only enough to whisper against her lips. “The co-ed dorm taught me that.”

Then he stood, the evidence of his desire impossible to hide, and strode from the room, effectively ending their make-out session on his terms. Hannah stared after him for several minutes until she heard the front door close behind them.

Not only was he one hell of a kisser, but now he was walking her dog. Hannah had been brutally aware for years that getting involved with Clark Parks was a terrible, no good, very bad idea. That was before she kissed him. Now, she knew it was a life-imploding idea. After that kiss, she was afraid she’d never be able to tell him no.

Could she do no-strings-attached sex with the man she had to work with every day? Part of her said yes! The other part of her said not without losing her heart to the man who could crush it just as quickly as he made it fall for him.


Chapter Ten

Why hadn’t he dropped Frankie at the door and gone home? He knew the answer, even if he didn’t want to admit it to himself. Maybe it was time to do that and stop pretending that he could work with her for another three days, much less three years, by keeping her at arm’s length. Not after today.

Hannah had a hold over him in a way no one else ever had. That was evidenced by the way he walked into her house like he owned the place, unhooked Frankie from his leash, and checked on the woman who had kissed him senseless. Or had he kissed her senseless? The lines and time had blurred while his lips were on hers, but he knew one thing: life had changed since Friday at three p.m.

Taking Frankie for a walk was supposed to clear his head and make his lower half behave, and it had, until he laid eyes on her again. She was asleep, the massager having fallen to the bed when she’d slipped into dreamland. He’d shut it off and set it on the bedstand, then pulled the covers over her and forced himself to leave the room. That had been three hours ago. He could have left—should have left, but he’d stayed.

Her couch was ample for his frame, but he didn’t sleep. He couldn’t stop thinking that the woman he’d kissed like a man possessed was asleep in the other room, and he wasn’t in there holding her. He wasn’t kissing her, touching her, and making love to her the way he’d dreamed about since the day he met her. He understood the complications a personal relationship would cause in all aspects of their lives, but knowing and caring were two different things. Tonight, he didn’t care. Monday, when he had to be Dr. Parks again, he might.

Hannah is a big girl and can take care of herself. It’s time to go home.

It didn’t matter how often he told himself that; he stayed. Earlier, when he triggered her body to respond with pain rather than the intended comfort, he was forced to reevaluate everything he’d believed about being a doctor. She had bit her lip and quietly moaned, but he could see in her eyes the excruciating pain that she bore. It broke him. This happened regularly for the three years they’d worked together, and she didn’t seek help. Since help was available, the question was why? Why didn’t she find a better way to control the pain?

The emotion Clark had seen in her eyes was probably the answer, and he didn’t like it. Shame. For a reason he wasn’t privy to, Hannah believed she deserved the pain. She only ever referred to losing her leg as the accident, and since he didn’t have the right to pry, he didn’t. Now, he wished he had because her reaction to the condition of her leg wasn’t acceptance as much as it was acceptance of a punishment. He suspected all her advocacy and mentoring work was done to right a wrong she believed she had made.

The thought drove him to sit up and grab his phone. He was done referring to it as the accident without knowing exactly what took place. He opened a browser and typed in Hannah McCallis. Pages worth of results returned, which he should have expected after she told him about her advocacy. He did the math in his head. She’s thirty-two, so her accident was seventeen years ago. He typed in the year he thought it might be behind her name and waited for the browser. The first few pages still mentioned her from recent years, but there, on page four, was a reference to a court case. Noticing the date, he went to the archives of the Minneapolis paper and searched some more. That was where he found the story of Hannah McCallis’s accident. More like her brush with death, according to the news reports.

He clicked on an article from a Minneapolis newspaper and started to read. Hannah McCallis, fourteen, was in court today for her initial appearance for the deaths of Leo McCallis and Fran McCallis. According to the police, she was driving the victims home from a local bar on the night of October thirtieth when she collided with a tree. Besides losing her parents, young Hannah also lost her left leg. According to the judge, her first appearance in court will be her only appearance. Citing extenuating circumstances in the case, the judge has remanded Hannah McCallis to a monitored foster home until her eighteenth birthday, at which time her record will be expunged. The judge asked Hannah if she had anything to say to the court, and the young girl, seated in a wheelchair and still wearing her hospital bracelets, sobbed her way through an apology that left not a dry eye in the room.

When he glanced up again, an hour had passed, and it was nearly two a.m. Knowing what happened to Hannah all those years ago was a nightmare that would steal sleep from him tonight. From what he read, there was no reason she should blame herself for what happened. The adults in her life had let her down, and she paid the price for their immaturity. She shouldn’t be carrying the burden of their mistakes, but she was. He vowed to talk to her about it when the right opportunity arose.

Material brushed together, and he looked up to see Hannah crutching back to bed. She knew he was there since the light was on, and she had a straight-on view of the couch.

“You’re still here,” she said, lowering herself back to the bed. “You didn’t have to stay.”

He stood and walked to her bedroom door to lean against the frame. If he got any closer, he’d climb into bed with her, and that would be a tragically bad idea.

“I know, but you were out cold when I brought Frankie home. I didn’t want to leave until I knew you would be okay.”

“I’m always okay, Clark, but thanks for making sure. The hip feels much better now. It usually does after that kind of spasm.”

“It feels better after a spasm like that? I don’t understand.”

“I don’t either, other than to say it’s like the spasm finally allows the muscle to relax.”

He stepped inside the door and walked to the bed. “The tension builds up and builds up, and then it releases. Kind of like a spring?”

“That’s my theory after seventeen years.”

He sat on the bed and gazed at her, watching her face for cues she couldn’t hide even if she tried. “You don’t have to live like this, Hannah. There’s help available. You work in a place that offers the help you need.”

She waved his words away as though they were a bad smell. “It’s not a big deal. I’ve dealt with it for years, so there’s no sense dragging anyone else into the situation.”

Clark bit his tongue to keep from saying what he wanted to say. She wasn’t ready to hear it, so he’d let it go … for now.

“You should sleep. Give it more time to rest before putting the prosthesis back on.”

“Yes, Daddy.” Her words were tongue-in-cheek, but he scooted closer and leaned in.

“I assure you, I am not your daddy.”

“Trust me, I know,” she answered, focusing on his lips. His lower half reacted at the look, and blood pumped hard to his groin. He rubbed the front of his pants out of instinct, and her eyes dilated.

“Do you need the massager? I can leave the room for a few minutes, but I can’t promise I won’t listen at the door.”

Playtime over.

He grasped the front of her shirt and hauled her into him, his lips taking hers greedily when they connected. She tasted of mouthwash, making his tongue tingle when it stroked hers. She mewled low in her throat as she slipped her arms around his neck and held on for dear life. He read that move as her acceptance of what was happening between them, so he moved the kiss from fast and furious to slow and precise. He’d treat her body the same way if he had the chance. He would kiss every inch of it from head to toe without taking a breath if she’d let him. She was a goddess of a different kind in his mind. Beauty was one thing, but she had it all—brains, beauty, and bravery. The last one turned him on more than the other two combined. Not many people could go through what she did and remain so positive about life. She dedicated her life to helping others improve theirs and did it with a giving heart day after day, even when she suffered in silence.

Hannah was one of a kind, and Clark was tired of pretending otherwise. He could pretend that he didn’t want to lay her down on this bed, strip her naked, and taste every inch of her, but it would be pointless. The result was going to be the same, and that result was burying himself deep inside her and begging for the universe never to drive them apart.

“Clark,” she whispered, her lips still on his. “What’s happening right now.”

“I’m releasing three years of pent-up desire,” he answered before he stuck his tongue back in her mouth so she couldn’t respond.

He laid her back and followed her down, his hardness pressed against his zipper as it brushed her leg. He couldn’t stop himself from moaning his pleasure into the room.

“I want more,” he said against her lips before he grabbed the bottom of her sleep shirt. He looked to her then and waited. He wouldn’t take another step without her permission. She had to be as all in as he was, or this wouldn’t happen. The painful mass in his pants protested the thought, but it was true. He would never force Hannah to be with him out of guilt or misplaced devotion to the hospital. He had to see in her eyes that she wanted him on an elemental level.

When he did, he dove back to her mouth for another tangle of tongues while her wandering hands were under his sweater, squeezing and caressing his chest to the rhythm of their kiss. Grasping his hips, she slowly slid her fingers under the waistband of his jeans. He’d fantasized about her doing the same thing for three painfully long years. She was as intuitive in her private life as she was at work.

The thought made him hesitate, and she sensed that immediately, too. When she pulled back, he could read her expression. She was thinking the same thing.

“We can’t do this,” she whispered as though the words were painful. “We have to stop.”

“I don’t want to stop, Hannah,” he moaned, his lips back on hers to convince her it was safe to be together. Maybe he was trying to convince himself, but he knew he needed to be with her. Complicated or not, fighting the current between them had become impossible.

“I don’t want to either, Clark, but are we willing to risk everything for whatever this may be? Last night, you and I were nothing more than colleagues at a work function. Tonight, we’re this. We have to ask ourselves what changed.”

“Last night was never about work, and you know it. If it had been, you wouldn’t have stepped out the door in a dress that made me instantly hard. This draw, desire, and need for a connection has existed since that interview room when we first touched. I don’t know how much longer I can deny the truth. A job is one thing, Hannah, but this—you and me, my lips on yours, an insatiable need to connect—is something else. Something far more important than a job. Don’t you agree?”

“Yes,” she whispered, her hands buried in the hair at the nape of his neck. “But I’m scared. I’m scared I’ll lose my job, or you’ll lose yours. I’m scared I’ll get hurt.”

“I would never hurt you, Hannah.”

“Other men have,” she whispered.

Those three words broke his heart the moment they were uttered.

“Oh, baby, I’m so sorry.” He buried his lips in her neck and kissed his way to her ear to nip at the lobe before he stole away the sting with a stroke of his tongue. “My job is to heal people. I take that seriously.”

“I know,” she sighed, her arms around his shoulders. “I want to be with you, but it has to be the right decision for where we are in our lives. You most especially.”

He lifted his head and put weight on his forearms as he gazed at her. “Why most especially me? Our positions are equal at the hospital.”

“Not because of our jobs. Listen, I’m not a normal woman, Clark. Not like Bridget or Kristie, who can do anything they want without thinking about it. My life is … different. I’m different.”

“But I don’t want Bridget or Kristie. I want you. Different doesn’t mean bad, Hannah. Different is interesting. Different is unique. That said, I also understand that you’re scared. When we come together, I don’t want anything between us but passion and desire.” He stroked his thumbs down across her temples to her cheeks. “You’re so beautiful. I could stay here all night and never get enough of you.”

“Stay,” she said, running her hands through his hair at the top of his head. “Hold me tonight. Can you do that?”

Kisses trailed his fingers from her temple to her lips before he spoke. “I wouldn’t be anywhere else.”

Her unsure smile was all Clark needed to know he’d made the right choice. It wasn’t an easy choice by any stretch of the imagination. He wanted her, and his body reminded him of that with every movement, but he could be patient. He’d already waited three years.

Once he’d settled behind her and snugged her up against his chest, he pulled the blankets over them. She grasped his hands on her waist and squeezed.

It was enough.

She was enough.

He just had to prove it to her.


Chapter Eleven

This meeting was never going to end. Hannah was already exhausted and ready to get on with the day, but Dr. Parks had decided it was a great time to remind everyone that team and work were meant to be one word. Honestly, she almost audibly gagged, but she held it in. Bridget sat in the corner with her arms crossed over her chest in a stance that could only be interpreted as jilted. The nefarious glares she kept throwing at Hannah didn’t help her case.

It had been ten days since their showdown in the cafe and the same number of days since Dr. Parks had claimed to want Hannah but didn’t get her. She’d made the right decision, considering he’d been gone when she woke up on Sunday morning, and she hadn’t heard from him outside of work since then. Was he friendly and helpful at the hospital? Absolutely. Robot Dr. Parks at your service. He wasn’t emotionally available, though, and the last thing she needed was another one of those!

“That will be all for the day,” Dr. Parks said as Hannah heaved a sigh of relief.

She planned to refer to him as Dr. Parks from now on. The man before her wasn’t the one with bedroom eyes at two a.m. That was all Clark, and Clark no longer existed in her life. He lost the right to be Clark when he walked out without saying goodbye.

“Miss McCallis, I need to see you in my office for our weekly meeting regarding the new program.”

Everyone dispersed to start their day, including Bridget, who hung on Dr. Parks' arm on the way out the door and into the hallway. She spoke to him, saying something whiny, but Hannah couldn’t hear her words. Whatever he said back made the poor baby pout. Her lips turned down, and she batted her overly mascaraed eyes at the good doctor, probably hoping to change his mind. When it didn’t work, Bridget walked off in a huff, indicating that his answer wasn’t the one she wanted to hear.

Hannah couldn’t help but smile. Bridget had been carrying an eternal flame of hate towards her since their encounter at the cafe. The woman’s attitude told Hannah that Dr. Parks had done as promised and told her to knock off her bad behavior. The problem was all of Bridget’s behavior was bad. Short of reading every resource on the internet, the hope of her improving herself was nil.

With her iPad and files tucked under one arm, Hannah raised her other to knock on Dr. Parks' now-closed office door. When it opened, it wasn’t Dr. Parks standing there. It was Clark. All it took was one look in his eyes to know that everything had changed again somewhere between leaving the conference room and arriving at his office.

She stepped in cautiously, unsure what to say or do, but instinctively knowing this wasn’t a meeting about Stronger Together. She set her things on the chair, and the lock clicked behind her. Without a word, he pushed her up against the oak panels and pressed his lips to hers in a frantic kiss of desire. When he pressed himself the full length of her, it left nothing to her imagination about how desperately he wanted her.

When they came up for air, he kept her pinned to the door, his forehead on hers as his chest heaved. She rested her hand against it to soothe him the only way she knew how.

“That was unexpected,” she whispered, her breathing as jagged as his.

“I couldn’t make it another minute without tasting you again,” he murmured, his lips traveling up the edge of her jaw to her ear. “I’ve missed you every second of the day and night. I tried to put you out of my head.” His teeth nipped her lobe. “But you, your scent, your essence surrounds me daily. Maybe I’m a weak man, but seeing you every day and not putting my lips on you is torture.”

“I thought you’d changed your mind about wanting to be with me.”

He pressed his groin into her hip in response. “I couldn’t if I tried, beautiful. I even considered dating Bridget to force you from my mind, but the mere idea was so revolting I threw up in my mouth.”

Her soft laughter filled the room at the thought, and he pulsed hard against her hip.

“Do you understand why I’ve carried a file folder over my groin for a week now? Whenever we’re together, I can’t stop wanting you.” With his face buried in her neck, his laughter tickled her skin and made her shiver.

“I wondered about that, to be honest. I thought it was just another oddity of Dr. Parks.” Hannah wrapped her arms around his back and held him in a hug they both needed and deserved. “I missed you, Clark, but I don’t know where to go from here.”

“I don’t either, but I do know we have to go somewhere. I can’t keep pretending I don’t want to spend every minute with you.”

“We have to be so careful, Clark.”

He leaned back and smiled for the first time since she’d arrived in his office. It was the smile she loved the most. Something clicked inside her chest—acceptance of her feelings for him. She lowered her head to his chest to listen to his heartbeat. It was strong and steady, which were two things she struggled to admit she needed in her life.

“You mean that I can’t keep pushing you up against the door and having my way with you?” he asked, kissing the top of her head. “Because I kind of like doing that.”

Laughter made her shoulders shake, and he grinned when she gazed up into his handsome face. “I guess it can’t hurt anything as long as the door is closed, especially since Bridget is already making trouble for us. It’s not like we did anything to deserve it, either. At least nothing she’s aware of.”

His grin disappeared, and his lips pursed. “She wasn’t happy when I told her she had to stop insulting people. She was more unhappy when I told her she had to stop chasing me. I think she suspects there’s something between us.”

“Well, of course she does.” Hannah shook her head. “Did you notice how she glared at me throughout the meeting?”

“The only way not to notice would be to not be in the same room. She begged me to have lunch with her, and I told her again that not only wouldn’t I be having lunch with her, but she needed to put a smile on her face and be part of the team. Too much more of this, and she’ll have to discuss her behavior with the board. I’m technically not her boss, but the other doctors tell me she’s just as difficult for them. I can’t have her constantly questioning their orders or thinking she knows more than they do just because she’s been a nurse longer than they’ve been a doctor.”

“Did she say that to them?” He nodded, and she rolled her eyes, blowing out a breath. “She has a problem, but it’s not one I can fix, so I’m just going to avoid her. Unfortunately, I have an appointment, so I have to go.”

“Me too,” he whispered, kissing her lips again in a way that told her he’d rather stay right where they were, forget about their responsibilities, and make out all day. “You’re off this weekend?”

“Yes, but I have an appointment Saturday afternoon with the lawyer about the Stronger Together program. Once that meeting is done, we can plan for our first group of kids.”

“That’s exciting. I’m proud of you, beautiful,” Clark said, kissing her with a tenderness she wasn’t used to. He was proud of her, and that idea lodged unexpectedly in her throat and her heart. “I’ll go with you.”

“You will? You don’t have to, Clark.”

“I know I don’t have to,” he said, caressing her cheek with the tip of his finger. “I want to, and if I’m there, that gives us more time during next week’s meeting to make out.”

He winked, and she laughed while shaking her head. “You’re incorrigible,” she teased, pushing against his chest. He captured her hand and held it there so she didn’t pull away.

“I just want to spend time with you, Hannah. You make me smile and fill me with happiness I haven’t felt since I was a boy. Will you spend the evening with me on Saturday?”

“I’d love to,” she agreed, offering him a happy smile in return until she remembered. The smile fell from her face, and she sighed. “We can’t be seen together if Bridget is still out to get me.”

“We can be seen together with the lawyer since it’s official Clear Meadows Rehab business. After that, I’ll do anything to spend time with you. I’ll take you to the city for dinner, to a B&B for a night away, or to my place for dinner, wine, and Netflix and chill.”

“I’m a simple girl, Clark. Your place for dinner and wine would be wonderful.”

“Dinner it is,” he whispered, kissing her lips.

“Is Frankie invited?”

A sheepish grin lifted his lips before he spoke. “Full disclosure?” he asked, and she nodded for him to continue. “I secretly love that little dude. We spend a lot of time together. I would be upset if you left him home.”

She was grinning, which she knew was ridiculous, but she didn’t care. “Full disclosure?” He raised an eyebrow and waited. “I know how much time you spend together. I have a doggy cam in my office, so I can watch him on my phone when I’m not there.”

“Oh, no!” he cried with laughter. “We’re busted!”

Giggling, she leaned her face against his chest to muffle her laughter. “Why do you think I trusted you with him that night at my apartment? I don’t let just anyone take care of Frankie.”

“I know,” he said, his eyes shining with what could only be described as pride. “I’m glad you trust me with him. Maybe one day soon, you’ll know you can trust me with more than just Frankie?”

“Maybe,” she agreed, patting his chest. “The meeting with the lawyer is at two. Do you want to pick me up?”

He wrapped her in his arms and lifted her off her feet for a second. “Yes. I’ll always be there to pick you up.” He set her on her feet and attacked her lips, sliding his tongue alongside hers to rest there for a beat. It spoke of how tired he was. He was asking her to be his resting place.

She wanted to be, but then she remembered the look on Bridget’s face all morning. That woman was up to something, and Hannah suspected she’d be on the losing end if they weren’t careful.

Clark slid his tongue along her cheek and she forgot all about anything but the magic this man filled her with every time they kissed. She wasn’t looking for a relationship, but not jumping at a chance to get to know him better could be the biggest mistake of her life.
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When Hannah made it to the physical therapy room, she was five minutes late for her appointment, but she hoped one of the assistants had gotten her patient started. It wasn’t professional to be late for work because you were making out with the doctor, but she’d have to pay her penance later.

She glanced around the room but didn’t see her patient anywhere. Kristie was stacking weights back on the rack, so she approached her. “Did they take Harriet somewhere else for therapy?”

Kristie stood and gave her the palms out. “She didn’t come down, so one of the assistants went to her room. She’s refusing therapy today. Says she’s sore and won’t do it.”

“Did you go down and talk to her?” Kristie was an excellent physical therapist and was usually able to convince an unwilling patient to give it a try. Convincing them to come down to the therapy room was the hardest part. Once they arrived, they always forgot their earlier drama and got to work.

“Not yet. I just finished with a patient, and you’re only five minutes late. Dr. Parks again?”

Hannah bit her lip and nodded, but Kristie got the message. A smile split her lips, and she rocked up on her toes. “Well, well. Clark has returned for his Lois.”

She glanced behind her just in case Bridget was lurking before she answered. “I’m having dinner with him on Saturday night. He said he can’t keep pretending he doesn’t want me.”

Kristie took Hannah’s shoulders with determination. “You have to tell him the truth. If he doesn’t know about Christopher, he can’t reassure you about his intentions, right?”

“Maybe.” Kristie raised a brow, and Hannah sighed. “If it comes up, I’ll tell him. I need to grab Frankie and head to Harriet’s room to talk. If she doesn’t want to come down today, something must be bothering her. She’s been a joy the last few weeks and has progressed well.”

“I know. I’m worried about her too. Call me if you need reinforcements.”

With a salute, Hannah headed to her office. She’d collect her lazy dog, who had been snoozing since she’d left for the meeting an hour ago, and head down to Harriet’s room.

“Okay, my little beach bum, it’s time to work.”

Frankie sat up and stretched, his tiny weenie snout opening for a giant yawn while his ears flipped over on themselves. By the time he struggled out of bed and she got his vest on him, Hannah was giggling.

“You are seriously the biggest goofball on the planet. You’ve turned sleeping into an Olympic event, my little wiener, but it’s time to work now. Let’s find Harriet. She needs a little time with her buddy.”

They walked down the hallway, but as always happened, she was stopped multiple times by patients who wanted to say hello to Frankie. Clear Meadows Rehab Hospital could support seventy-five patients in different stages of their recovery. There were two floors, with fifty rooms on the second floor and a smaller therapy room for patients ready to start lower-level therapy. The first floor had twenty-five rooms, the admins' offices, and the largest therapy room. The basement held the cafeteria and the laundry. If patients felt up to it, they could go to the cafeteria to eat, which offered them an opportunity to socialize in a family meal setting. There was never a day without half a dozen patients sitting around the tables enjoying a meal. The new sunroom rounded out the facility. It had been well-used since it opened, and the games, books, and music available in the room would work well for the Stronger Together program once it started.

When they finally made it to Harriet’s door, Hannah wore a smile again. Her earlier worries about Bridget had vanished, and she was ready to take on the day. She didn’t need to knock because she could hear the arguing through the door. When she recognized the other voice, she steeled herself and stepped in.

“Why are you even here if you aren’t going to bother going to therapy?” Bridget shrieked at her patient. “Do you know how much it costs to stay here? You’re filling a bed someone else will gladly take if you’re no longer interested in our services.”

“Young lady,” Harriet’s tone of voice told Hannah she’d used it on a student more than a time or two in her career. “I will not have you speak to me that way. I know how much it costs to stay here because I’m paying you. Therefore, I’m respectfully asking you to leave my room. It’s time for me to call the administrator and inform him they’ve hired a girl-child rather than a professional!”

“Ladies,” Hannah said, skirting Bridget, who was beet red with her hands clenched in fists at her side. “I heard from Kristie that you weren’t feeling up to therapy today, Harriet. I’m sorry to hear that, but I brought Frankie down for you to cuddle.” Harriet was in her wheelchair, so Hannah lifted Frankie onto her lap before she turned to Bridget. “Let’s speak in the hallway.”

With a huff of anger, Bridget flounced out the door ahead of Hannah. Once in the hallway, Hannah raised a brow at the nurse, expecting an explanation. “Do I need to remind you that some of our patients require kid gloves, Bridget?”

A heavy eye roll preceded her scathing rebuttal. “What she needs is to stop feeling sorry for herself. You think you’re helping by coddling her with that mutt. Does she think someone else will do the work for her so she can lounge around all day? I will not stand for this absurdity any longer. She can do what she’s here to do or leave!”

Security stepped off the elevator and approached them. “Everything okay, Hannah?” Loren was young, fit, and built but also one of the sweetest men at Clear Meadows. He stepped between the two women, and Hannah had no doubt it was to protect her. Loren knew how volatile Bridget could be, and pushing Hannah could result in a fall that might hurt more than her ego.

“Everything is fine,” Bridget said with a huff. “I have better things to do than waste my time on people who aren’t here to get better.”

With that, she stomped down the hallway as though headed into battle. Loren turned to her and raised a brow. “It’s not often we get a phone call from a patient worried that a provider will be hurt.”

Hannah held up her hands. “I had to diffuse the situation between Bridget and Mrs. Lakeman. It won’t happen again.”

“I wouldn’t bet on that if I were you.” He tossed her a smile and a wink and returned to the elevator.

Hannah stepped back inside Harriet’s room and immediately noticed the tears on her face as she stroked Frankie’s ears. After pulling up a chair, Hannah sat and handed the older woman a tissue.

“I lost my temper.” She dabbed at her cheeks until Frankie gave her a giant swipe up one side to clean the tears. Harriet chuckled, hugging the sweet weenie around his neck. “I apologize. That was disrespectful to you and Bridget.”

“No,” Hannah said immediately. “You did nothing wrong. She can’t talk to patients that way. There is no such thing as tough love in a facility like this. We listen to our patients, and if you’re hurting and need a day to rest, there are other things we can do to keep you active and out of bed. We teach you to listen to your body, and if what you’re hearing says it needs a rest, that’s your right. For one day,” Hannah emphasized, holding up her finger.

“It’s just that all of the casting yesterday for the temporary prosthesis made my limb sore.” More tears fell, and Hannah leaned forward and took her hand while Frankie buried his nose in her neck.

“Tell me what’s bothering you, Harriet.”

“I’m worried,” she said between trembles of her lips. “If the casting made it this sore, how will I ever step on it? I’m too afraid to try now.”

Hannah checked her watch discreetly. She had thirty minutes until her next appointment, so she offered Harriet a smile and settled in for a different kind of therapy.


Chapter Twelve

Frankie romped around the dog park at a pace Clark had not seen him achieve before. He kept chasing a Labrador with a rope tug hanging from its mouth. Frankie would barely catch the tail end of the rope, and the larger dog would send him flying through the air.

After the meeting with the lawyer, Hannah wanted to let Frankie run some energy off so they didn’t have to worry about him tonight while they enjoyed dinner. They’d been there for an hour now, and Clark knew she didn’t want people to see them together in public. They were tucked away on a bench under a tree, but all the same, it was time to head out, especially after what happened at the hospital the other day. He couldn’t believe Bridget had not only been disrespectful to Harriet but also thought she could pull rank with Hannah.

He leaned in and tickled Hannah’s side. “We should probably go. The longer we sit together, the greater the chance we’ll be seen.”

She turned to face him. “After that little stunt Bridget pulled this week, I don’t care what she thinks. Do you?”

“Do I care what she thinks? Absolutely not, but I do care if she tries to stir up trouble for you. I don’t like that Harriet had to call security because she was that worried Bridget would hurt you.”

She shoulder-bumped him with a chuckle. “Harriet probably overreacted. I don’t think I was in any real danger.”

“I don’t know about that, sweetheart. I watched the footage of the two of you in the hallway, and she was a little too aggressive for my taste. I know you’re good on that leg, but it’s not hard to unbalance an amputee. Be careful around her.”

“I will,” she promised, and her eagerness to please him made him want to kiss her.

“I heard what you did for Harriet, by the way. Your old job has no idea what a gem they lost when you left.”

She side-eyed him and called Frankie to come over. “It wasn’t that big of a deal. Therapy is always multifaceted for our patients, and everyone is motivated by something different.”

“You’re saying Harriet is motivated by bulletin boards and construction paper?” He laughed as Frankie came skidding in for a landing at their feet. Hannah clicked his leash on him, and Clark held the gate so they could leave.

“Harriet finds comfort in the things she can control, like her classroom.”

“And you decided to give her a classroom,” Clark said as he beeped open his SUV. He insisted on driving them to the park rather than walking from Hannah’s house to protect her leg. He didn’t want her to overdo it again like last week.

“Originally, I planned to tell her about the Stronger Together program and how she had inspired me to start it. One thing led to another, and pretty soon, she was in the sunroom making welcome boards and game station banners.” Hannah gave him the palms out. “It kept her moving around in her wheelchair for the better part of the day, so she got in her therapy without realizing it. Yesterday, she lifted weights and discussed the program with the other gals in the therapy room. Hurdles are easier to jump if someone sees you struggling and gives you a hand.”

“Wise words, Therapist McCallis,” he whispered, throwing her a wink as he lifted Frankie into the back of the SUV and hooked his harness into the seatbelt. Was it ridiculous that a dog had a seatbelt? Not for a little guy like Frankie. In a crash, he’d fly into the windshield or get thrown around and hurt his back. Clark wouldn’t risk losing their best therapy dog at Clear Meadows. “It probably helped that you put her in charge of Frankie for the morning. She seems to thrive on responsibility and caregiving.”

“She was a teacher for thirty-seven years. It’s natural for Harriet to want to nurture and care for others.”

“Good point—”

“Isn’t this a cozy sight?” a voice asked, and Clark saw the shudder travel through Hannah before he could react.

He slammed the back door to the SUV and turned to face the last person he wanted to see today. “Good afternoon, Bridget. I see you’re out for a run. Lovely day for it.”

“It was,” she said, glaring at Hannah, who was already settled in the passenger seat. “Until I discovered two of my colleagues being so unprofessional. I’ll have to call Daddy and inform him that you’re seeing each other outside of work. It’s the right thing to do. After all, you assured me that was why we couldn’t date each other. You said we needed to set a professional example for the team.”

Clark leaned on the passenger door of the SUV to make a statement to the cantankerous woman. She’d have to go through him to get to Hannah. “Bridget, we’re on official business for the hospital. That information will be relayed to the team first thing Monday morning. It’s a new program that Hannah has spearheaded for our patients. That said, while I wanted to spare your feelings with the whole professional example thing, the truth is, I have no interest in dating someone shallow, entitled, and spoiled. Enjoy your afternoon, Bridget.”

Clark checked to make sure Hannah was clear of the door and then closed it with a wink. He climbed into the driver’s side and drove away, leaving Bridget in his rearview mirror.
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Hannah sat stroking Frankie’s belly, his breathing slow and even after spending so much time at the dog park this afternoon. He’d be down for the count now that she’d taken him for a short walk while Clark was in his office. They’d enjoyed a nice dinner of steak and potatoes, but Hannah was still nervous about what happened with Bridget. If she did call her father and stir up trouble, Hannah would have to leave the hospital. There was no way she’d let Clark leave when he was their best doctor and administrator. Losing him would be a much bigger hit than losing her.

Clark walked out with a smile, grabbed the bottle of wine, and brought it to the couch. “Time for this guy to sleep in his bed,” he said, lifting a sleeping Frankie and depositing him on a bed Hannah had made from old blankets. Clark rejoined her and poured them a glass of wine before he sat.

“I’ve thought about this a lot, and if Bridget starts trouble, I’m going to resign,” she informed him before she chickened out. “I’m easier to replace than you are since Kristie can step into my position easily. Maybe I’ll start a therapy clinic or—”

Clark’s finger came down on her lips to hush her. “No one is resigning. That phone call was from one Dr. Hampton. Apparently, his daughter walked into their house screaming bloody murder this afternoon. He got her side of the story and then called to get mine. When I filled him in on the situation and mentioned the altercation at the hospital the other day, he assured me he would take care of things.”

“He’s only one member of the board, Clark. Yes, he deals with employees, but everyone gets their say in less cut-and-dried situations. If Bridget can convince them—”

“No,” he said, breaking into her worry. He lifted her glass to her lips until she took a sip. She slowly relaxed back onto the couch as he continued the conversation. “Dr. Hampton will be watching the footage once security sends it over. After that, he will remind Bridget that she got that job because of his position, but she will lose it by her own volition. With any luck, that knocks some sense into her. If not, the only person resigning is her, according to her father.”

“I always knew she was going to be a problem. She might be qualified to do the job by education, but she isn’t qualified to work in a place like Clear Meadows. She doesn’t mesh with the rest of the team. That’s likely because of nepotism, but she also doesn’t try to be a team player. Her biggest goal is to catch someone doing something she thinks is wrong so she can hold it over their head or threaten to call her daddy.” Another large gulp of wine accompanied Hannah’s eye roll. Since she didn’t have to drive tonight, it would help her relax before she had an aneurysm.

When Bridget rolled up to the dog park this afternoon, Hannah knew it would be bad news, and she was right. Dr. Hampton says he’ll make her toe the line, but he doesn’t work at the hospital. He won’t know what his daughter is doing until after the fact.

“Hey,” Clark said, sliding his hand under her hair to caress her cheek. “Forget about her now. I won’t let her hurt you physically or professionally. I care about you, Hannah. I would never let anyone hurt you.”

“I’ve heard that one before,” she muttered before she finished the wine.

YOLO, she thought as she poured another glass. That was how she felt about this day. Her excitement about getting their lawyer's green light to start the new program faded after their encounter with Queen B at the dog park. If Bridget wanted to ruin her good vibes, she’d accomplished it well, but Hannah would never let on. Showing weakness to a bully ensures they’ll never stop.

“Hannah,” he said, grasping her arm. “I know you’ve been hurt by people who were supposed to protect you, but I’m not one of them.”

Heart pounding, Hannah stared at him with her mouth open. “I’m never talking to Kristie again.”

“Kristie didn’t tell me, beautiful. It wasn’t hard to find the information online.”

Righteous indignation filled her, and she flounced around on the couch. “You googled me? I would never do that to you!”

The fact that he just held her gaze without flinching or apology told her she might be in over her head with him already.

“Whenever I asked about your past or the accident, you changed the subject. You weren’t talking to me, so yes, I Googled you. I’m so sorry you went through that, sweetheart.” Rather than be angry at her outburst, he swept the hair back off her cheek and caressed her temple.

“I didn’t want to do it,” she whispered, setting her wine glass on the table. Suddenly, her stomach wasn’t feeling YOLO anymore. “I had a feeling, you know?” she asked, shaking her fist by her belly. “It was raining and dark, but they needed me. Honestly, I never wanted to be their designated driver, but I was, more times than I want to admit. Something inside me yelled no that night, but I didn’t listen. I was a fourteen-year-old kid who was scared to lose everything, so I got in the car and, in the end, still ended up losing everything. I learned a hard lesson: sometimes, when faced with those kinds of decisions, you don’t always make the right one.”

“You can’t put that decision on yourself, Hannah. Your parents didn’t give you a choice. They could have hurt themselves or someone else if they got behind the wheel. You knew that, and your empathy wouldn’t allow you to be the reason that might happen.”

“Look what happened instead,” she said with a shake of her head. “If I’d been smarter, I would have let them drive and then called the police.”

“It wasn’t about intelligence, sweetheart. It was about experience and maturity. The only experience you had was knowing that without your parents, you were alone. They were the ones who decided to drink and then ask you to drive them home.”

“In the end, I paid a heavy price for their decision then, Clark.” She motioned at her leg, and the cloak of shame she wore was one she shouldn’t still carry seventeen years later. She would carry it until the day she died, though.

“You did,” he agreed, and her eyes widened as she glanced up at him.

His statement surprised her, and she stared at him in silence. She tried to think of someone, anyone, who had seen what happened as outside her control. She couldn’t think of anyone other than Kristie, but even she believed Hannah had other options that day.

“What you went through at fourteen was terrifying, painful, life-changing, and wrong for your parents to have put you through. What you’ve done since the accident that took them and your leg is nothing short of miraculous.”

“Almost like a rebirth.”

“There were a lot of paths you could have taken. That’s all I’m saying.”

“It has crossed my mind over the last decade that had I not crashed the car that night, I don’t know where I’d be or what I’d be doing. Would I be a physical therapist? Probably not if I hadn’t been exposed to the people I met after the accident. All I know is I did what I thought I had to do to protect the people I loved. I still failed in the end, but at least I tried.”

“You didn’t fail.” She picked up her wine and sipped it, raising a brow above the rim while she waited for him to finish. “Not trying is failing. Trying is learning. When I see you working with a hesitant or scared patient, I see it. I see it every time you give them back the power to make their own decisions. Do I wish you didn’t have to suffer the aftereffects of the accident? Absolutely, but I also feel the accident made you who you are today.”

“Like anything, we take the bad with the good.”

“And what you’ve done with the bad has turned into good. Not everyone can say that about life-changing events like yours.”

“Thanks, Clark. I appreciate the understanding and the grace. I didn’t know how to tell you that I’d killed my family.”

“No!” he exclaimed, sitting forward and grasping her chin. “You tried to be a responsible adult at fourteen when the adults were irresponsible. Never, ever, say something like that in my presence again. The things I see as a rehab doctor can be atrocious, so knowing there are cases out there like yours is what gets me through.” He softened then and leaned in, kissing her lips while his fingers held her chin. “I’m sorry for yelling, but I can’t explain how it feels inside to hear you say that. You are the best human I’ve met in a very long time, Hannah McCallis. None of that stuff in the past was your fault.”

She held his gaze for so long that she was surprised he didn’t look away, but he didn’t. He let her take as much time as she needed to accept that someone didn’t blame her for the accident. Sure, Kristie understood her position that night, but Hannah always sensed that her best friend thought the same thing as everyone else. She shouldn’t have been driving. Hannah knew that much, but she also believed that until faced with that decision, a judgment couldn’t be made.

“I’m sure it’s hard to relate when you grew up with a renowned physician like Dr. Clark Parks. He must be incredibly proud of you. Do you see them often?”

A shadow crossed his face, and he glanced down into his wine glass. “He lives in Forest Lake, but I don’t see him.”

Hannah took his hand, sensing his discord, and rubbed the back of his fingers with her thumb. “You don’t have to share, Clark. I can accept the situation with your family the same way you accepted mine.”

He looked up and stared over her shoulder rather than meet her gaze. “About the only thing we have in common with each other as far as our childhoods go is the only child part. I had every opportunity you didn’t have and then some, yet I was still unhappy.”

Hannah listened to what he was saying but also what he wasn’t saying. “Because money doesn’t buy happiness.”

“It sure doesn’t. Ultimately, you can buy your kid everything, but if you don’t listen to them or let them explore life their way, you’re robbing them of everything.”

Sensing he didn’t want to keep talking about his father, Hannah set her glass on the coffee table. “I suppose I better get Frankie home. Do you want to walk with us?”

“I’ll drive you,” he said, and the relief in his eyes told her she was correct in ending the conversation about his father. He might have daddy issues, but she was starting to think she could be the one to help him not only unpack them but put them away once and for all.

“I don’t mind walking. It’s not far, and then Frankie won’t have to go out again until morning.”

“Let me get our coats,” he said, kissing her lips.

He’d been hands-off until just a few minutes ago, and she was starting to think the apartment was the reason. He’d been right when he said it was empty, cold, and sterile. He didn’t fit here, not even a little bit. His heart was anything but empty and cold. He was warm and engaging, and if his kisses were any indication, he liked things a little dirty.

She slid her hand into his locks and tugged his head to the side. It was the first time she’d taken control of one of their kisses, and Clark’s moan told her that he wasn’t against it. She toured his mouth, moaning when the taste of wine filled her head and teased her into believing they were made for each other despite what her good sense said.

He broke the kiss with his chest heaving and groaned as he took her face in his hands. “We have to stop if I’m going to walk anywhere. Let’s do that before I convince you of how nice my bed would feel tonight.”

He stood and helped her up, but she didn’t say anything in response to his admittance. As much as she wanted to find out how nice his bed was, there was lingering doubt in her heart about the desirability of her unclothed body. She could thank Christopher for that, but she hadn’t yet worked out how to move past it. When a man who is supposed to love you can’t bring himself to sleep with you because of the way you look, why would a man like Clark even be considering it?

Clark helped her with her coat and then hooked Frankie to his leash. She followed him out the door in silence, her heart pumping hard as she thought about how quickly this could end in embarrassment for her. After Christopher left, she swore she’d never get involved with another man, despite her claims to Kristie that she wanted a relationship and children. She didn’t, but it was an excellent way to get her best friend off her back about dating. Had it been three years since her breakup? Yes. Had the pain faded even a little bit when she thought about the things he said about her body? No.

Yet she was considering taking her clothes off for another man. Clark, the doctor, had massaged her limb and taken care of her when she was in pain, but Clark, the man, might feel completely different about it when it comes to making love to her. Introspectively, she was sure that watching Clark reject her would ruin her for life. She’d endured enough pain and rejection. Despite that, Clark thought he wanted to make love to her, so the smartest move was to let him try. It might destroy her to see that look in his eye as soon as she was stripped bare, but at least the end would come swiftly. Selfishly, she wanted to prolong the inevitable. She wanted to spend more time with him, enjoy his company, and bask in the sensation of being cared for by someone again. She knew, though, that in the end, she’d be the only one who would suffer from that decision.


Chapter Thirteen

What was she hiding? Hannah hadn’t said more than two words since they’d started their walk back to her place. Was she still worried about Bridget? He thought he’d made it clear they didn’t have to worry about her causing problems, but he had to admit even he was a bit nervous about what happened at the dog park. The woman was a wild card who didn’t follow the rules or respect authority, regardless of what her father believed.

Clark banished Bridget from his mind and concentrated on the woman next to him. He held her hand as they walked down the darkened street to her house, but he noticed she tried to pull away several times. She hadn’t been as relaxed at his place, but he’d expected that. His apartment didn’t feel like a home. He existed there, but he didn’t grow or flourish. He preferred the warmth of her home, but that may have more to do with the woman inside it than the structure itself. The last time he’d been with her there, he’d taken the coward's way out and left while she was asleep. Why? He was afraid that he’d wake her up and make love to her for the rest of the day if he didn't.

He would have to leave her at the door tonight, or he couldn’t say he’d be as strong. Considering her reaction to his earlier statement about his bed, said with all the respect in the world and assuming she was willing, she made it obvious that she wasn’t ready for the relationship to go that far. What their relationship was at this juncture, he didn’t know, but he could be patient while she worked through whatever trust issues she was having.

“I want to know why someone hasn’t snatched you off the market yet, Hannah. You’re beautiful, talented, and one of the kindest people I know.”

“I don’t date,” she answered through clenched teeth. “Not a lot of time between the job and my other commitments. I could say the same about you, Clark. You haven’t had a serious relationship in the three years we’ve worked together. Unless you’re that good at keeping your personal life private.”

She unlocked the door and turned on the lamp in the hallway while he unhooked Frankie from his leash. The dog ran off to find his food dish while Hannah hung her coat on a hook and rested her hand on his chest. “Are you staying for a nightcap?”

“Do you want me to?” he asked, his heart pounding under her hand. Her touch always made his heart race, even when it was an innocent touch.

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t, Clark. I’m not ready to let you go for the evening.”

After hanging up his jacket, he took her hand and walked into the kitchen with her. “I’m not either.” She busied herself opening a bottle of pinot, and they walked to the living room to settle on the couch. She handed him a glass, and he accepted it, sipping it for a little liquid courage.

“To answer your question, I haven’t had a serious relationship since I started working at Clear Meadows.”

“You don’t have to explain.” She lowered her glass to her lap. “I shouldn’t have said that. I was just upset that you questioned my choices on the dating front.”

“No.” He leaned forward and took her hand. “I wasn’t implying that at all. I was wondering how such a wonderful woman was still single.”

“I could wonder the same thing about you then, Clark. You’re a doctor. Why aren’t you dating someone like Bridget? You’d be the very definition of a power couple.”

“I’m not interested in being one half of a power couple. A power couple raised me. It’s nothing that it’s cracked up to be, trust me. I haven’t dated much over the last three years because I’ve been smitten with someone else. I tried dating, but it didn’t matter what woman I took out; I could never stop thinking about the one I wanted to be with. That wasn’t fair to the other women, so I stopped dating altogether.”

“And you’re implying …”

“I’m not implying anything. I’m telling you I’ve been smitten with you since I met you.”

Her mouth dropped open slightly as she stared at him. “I never would have guessed that, Clark. There’s always been a draw between us, but you’ve been gruff and cold towards me since day one.”

Clark set his glass on the table and rubbed his hand down his face. “I had to be, Hannah. Don’t you see? It would have broken my heart if I told you the truth and you laughed at me. We were also trying to build the facility into the best rehab hospital in the state. I couldn’t start by offending or alienating the woman I depended on to make that happen.”

“I would never laugh at you, Clark. That’s not who I am.” Her voice was gentle and went straight to his heart.

“I didn’t know you back then the way I do now, Hannah. I was insecure and stressed. Knowing you as well as I do now, I know I can tell you this, and you won’t laugh at me. At least you haven’t thus far.” He laughed uncomfortably, and she scooted closer, sliding her hand up his cheek to rub his temple with her thumb.

“I care about you too, Clark.”

“You care about everyone, Hannah. That’s one of the reasons I’m so drawn to you.”

“Maybe, but the way I care about you is different. Regardless, as much as I care about you, I would never pursue the idea that we could be together.”

“Listen, Hannah,” he whispered, taking her chin. “You don’t have to worry about losing your job at Clear Meadows. Your job is safe.”

“You don’t understand, Clark.”

“Then help me understand.” He held her hand to his face and turned his head to kiss her palm. “I want to understand what’s holding you back from exploring what we can be together.”

Hannah sat in silence, her gaze focused on his chest, so he waited for her to find a place where she could talk about it. When she didn’t, he bent to look her in the eye.

“A man hurt you, didn’t he?”

Her nod was barely noticeable as she kept her head down. “I’m terrible in bed, Clark. I know you think you want to have a little fling with me, but it won’t be what you’re expecting. Trust me, I know this for certain.”

With his finger under her chin, he tipped it up to force eye contact. “I don’t believe for one second that you’re terrible in bed, Hannah. The way you kiss me says more about your passion and desire than your words.”

“Listen, a girl doesn’t forget a man telling her he can’t get it up because her leg is grotesque.”

“He what now?” Clark’s soul filled with rage toward the faceless man who had hurt a woman who deserved nothing but tender loving care. “That sounds like a him problem, sweetheart.”

“Not if you ask him. We’d been together for three years when my best friend discovered he was sleeping with someone else. When I confronted him, he assured me I was nice enough, but he had to pretend I was someone else to be intimate, especially if he had to touch my leg.”

“Please, don’t tell me his name. I can’t promise that I won’t hunt the bastard down and hurt him.” Clark took a steadying breath before he spoke again. “Hannah—”

She shook her head as her eyes filled with pure anger. “Do not tell me he was just the wrong guy and the right one won’t care about my leg. That’s what he said, and look what happened!”

Clark pulled her against his chest and kissed the top of her head—anything to calm her racing heart and convince her to take some deep breaths. “I wasn’t going to say that, sweetheart. Was he the wrong guy? Obviously. Will the right guy be unbothered by your leg? Yes. Will it take you a long time to believe that? Yes. Will the right guy understand that? Yes.”

“You don’t know that, Clark.”

“That’s true. I can only speak for myself, so that’s what I’ll do. When I make love to you, and I will make love to you, I’m not making love to your leg.”

“I’m making love to all of you, blah, blah, blah,” she muttered, forcing him to let her go so she could sit up.

Her defense mechanisms were firmly in place, and he would have to work much harder to tear them down. There was only one thing to do. He stood and took her hand until she stood too and followed him to her bedroom.

“On the bed.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so.” He motioned at the mattress again, waited while she sat, and swung her legs onto the bed. She kept the heel of her prosthesis braced on the bed, and he motioned at it. “Take it off.”

“Absolutely not.”

So, she was going to play it this way? It was not unexpected, but he’d still get his point across. He sat beside her and had the prosthesis gone before she blinked.

“Hey!” Her voice shook on the word, and he didn’t know if it was anger or fear. He didn’t want either, which meant he had more work to do. “No one gave you permission to touch me or my leg, Clark Parks!”

He didn’t respond with words. He just slid both hands up her limb and caressed it. Her liner that held the prosthesis on was thin and silky, so his hands glided over it and allowed the heat of them to soak into her limb. Her knee was flexed but shouldn’t be, so he tried to rest it flat on the bed. It stayed flexed. No wonder she had to keep the prosthesis propped on the heel.

He glanced up to see tears on her face as he slid the heel of his palm under her knee, only to encounter the problem. “Sweetheart, why didn’t you ask for help when you developed this flexion contracture? I could have helped you.” He placed a kiss on her knee before he rested her limb on a pillow. When she sniffed, his heart broke. He’d upset her, and that wasn’t his intention.

“It’s my comeuppance for what I did, Clark.”

“No, sweetheart. Stop, honey. I know how much guilt you carry about the accident, but it wasn’t your fault, and this isn’t your comeuppance.” He wiped her face with his thumbs, absorbing her pain into himself. “Hey, I’m sorry I upset you. I just wanted to show you that I’m not him. You wouldn’t believe words, only actions, but I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

“I’m not ready to lose you yet.” Her lips quivered, so he ran his finger across them, tears gathering in his eyes too. “I’ve wanted this, us, for years, but as confident as I am on the outside, on the inside, I’m still a teenage girl afraid she’ll be alone forever.”

“If I had to guess, I’d say you think it’s still easier to be alone than have your heart broken over something outside your control?” Her nod did him in. The man who hurt her was scum, but karma would take care of him. Hannah was his now, and he’d protect her with his last breath, even if it took her years to believe it. He pulled her into his arms and held her but was surprised Frankie hadn’t come running the second he heard her sob.

He trusts you. The thought ran through his mind, and Clark shuddered.

“I care about you, Hannah,” he whispered. His smile grew when she wrapped her arms around him and squeezed. “Let me show you.”

He rested her back on the pillows and slid across the bed, his knee replacing the pillow and her hand coming down to hold the liner. “Just leave it on. It won’t hurt anything.”

Clark lifted her hand and brushed a kiss across her palm. “What you mean is, it won’t hurt you.” Frustrated by her pants and unable to take the liner off with them on, he lifted her bottom and pulled them off. Her surprised gasp was barely audible. “That’s better.” Her pink satin underwear with tiny white polka dots captured his gaze. Immediately, he wondered if she wore a matching bra, and for a moment, he forgot how to breathe.

There was only one thing to do. Kiss the entirety of her until she trusted him enough to show him what was under her shirt. He lowered his head and kissed her hip where the panties encircled her waist. Her sharp intake of breath made him smile, and he continued his trek downward, ignoring her center still wrapped in satin. He would unwrap her tonight, but this moment was for believing in someone and trusting them not to hurt her.

Following his kisses down her thigh, his finger traced a pattern that brought goosebumps to her skin. He paused when his lips encountered the top of the silicone liner. He had to approach removing it just the right way so she didn’t stop him before he could prove that he wasn’t like that other guy. Since it was made to roll on and off like a condom, he decided to roll it down with his chin as he kissed his way down. Her sharp intake of breath, when he kissed a jagged scar across the top of her knee, gave him pause. He worked the rest of the liner off with his fingers, using tender caresses to keep her from being scared.

“Clark,” she whisper-cried. “Stop. You don’t have to do this.”

He pushed the liner off and captured her limb in his hands, cradling it while he glanced up at her. There were tears on her cheeks again, and they chipped off another piece of his heart.

“Sweetheart, I can’t make love to you until I understand what holds you back from giving yourself to me completely. This,” he whispered, stroking his finger across a scar as he held her limb, “must have hurt like hell.”

Her limb was crisscrossed with scars. They went from her thigh to the precise one that brought an end to her limb just inches below her knee. “The accident did so much damage to this leg, and I can’t fathom how much pain you must have suffered at such a young age with no support. I wish I had been there.” He placed kiss after kiss on her limb, kissing his way underneath and resting it on his shoulder as he made his way back up her thigh. Her scent was calling to him, and he was ready. He was ready to prove to Hannah McCallis that taking a chance on him was worth the risk.


Chapter Fourteen

Hannah wiped her face of the tears that just kept falling. She wanted them to stop, but her heart pumped them out with every beat. This man was touching her, kissing her, caressing her skin in a way no one had before. Clark rose and captured her lips to suckle and tease while stroking her limb. The sensation drew a shiver of want and desire up her spine. Could she do this? Could she make love to this man without worrying about what might happen tomorrow?

With his groin pressed into her hip, his moan of pleasure filled her mouth, and she wanted to believe she could. Clark wanted her. She could feel that. He wanted her after he’d seen and kissed her entire limb, scars and all. “Want you,” he murmured against her lips when he broke for air. He took her hand and slid it down to the front of his pants. She inhaled a sharp breath when she touched him. He wasn’t lying about wanting her. When she stroked him to the rhythm of the kiss, it was his turn to gasp.

Clark sat up and grasped the bottom of her shirt, his gaze holding hers while he waited. She wanted to trust him, but could she? His patience never wavered. He wouldn’t remove her shirt until he was assured that she wanted it as much as he did. She could end this here and now. She could protect herself and never have to risk getting hurt again. Her brain reminded her that was the smart thing to do. Then, another little voice budged its way into her head. If you never risk your heart, you could miss out on the love of a lifetime.

Hannah squeezed her eyes shut for a moment and then nodded. Her heart was right. She owed it to herself to give and receive love. She already knew she loved Clark Parks. All she had to do was prove it to him. When her eyes came open, she gazed directly into his ice-blue ones. She was ready to give herself to him, so she lifted her arms above her head and waited.

Clark’s pupils dilated before he tenderly pulled her shirt over her head. The shirt fell to the bed, but his hand went to her chest, resting right over her heart, as he drank her in. He slid his other hand up her ribs, drawing a sharp breath from her when his hand cupped her breast in the satin bra.

“I wondered if you had a matching bra to those panties. You just did me in, beautiful.”

“I promise what’s underneath is even better.” Hannah wondered where this confident, flirty woman had been all her life. Had she always been there waiting for the right man to come along?

He trailed a finger across her rib and down over a jagged puckering of skin on her side. “The accident?” he asked, his gaze holding hers again. When she nodded, he lowered his head and kissed the scar with the utmost care as though he could heal all the damage the accident did to her with a simple kiss. Maybe he could. She was willing to let him try.

While he was kissing, his hands were roving behind her back to unhook her bra. Clark had the satin and lace gone before she blinked. His piercing gaze made her feel naked and vulnerable, but she refused to be self-conscious. He always made her feel confident and sexy, so rather than cover herself the way instinct told her to, she started unbuttoning his shirt. She pushed it out of the way and buried her hands in the light blond hair on his chest, his breath hitching at the sensation of her touch.

He claimed her lips without a word until her head was pressed back into the pillows. When they needed air, he kissed his way down her chest until they encountered her soft breast. She inhaled deeply, lifting her chest toward him until he captured a nipple with his lips and suckled. His expert massage of the other breast turned her into a quivering mass of need with no hope of release if he didn’t take her now.

“Pants,” she moaned, fumbling with his belt until she gave up. Instead, she unzipped them and stroked the still-trapped bulge through the fabric of his boxers. His deep, unabashed moan filled the room. “Want more,” she cried when he gently bit down on her nipple.

The immediate throb against her hand told her he did, too. With his lips still on her breasts, he pushed her hands away and rid himself of the hated trousers, then his boxers, until she could grasp his warmth in her hand. She stroked him, his tempered thrusts telling her he wasn’t faking it or thinking of a different woman to stay aroused. He was thinking of only her.

“You are incredible, Hannah McCallis,” he moaned against her shoulder as she stroked him. “I need to be inside you sooner rather than later.” He fumbled with his wallet and then pushed her hand out of the way to sheath himself.

His deft fingers removed her satin panties, and his moan of desire filled the room. “Hannah,” he whispered as he buried his fingers in her soft hair. “You take my breath away. I’ve never wanted another woman the way I want you.”

To make his point, he gently lifted her limb and placed it over his shoulder, stroking it gently as he lowered his head to her center. He buried himself there and tasted her for the first time, a deep moan rumbling from his soul to his chest. His tongue was languid but precise, and soon, she was closer to her release than she wanted to be without him inside her.

“Now,” she begged, grasping his hair in her fingers. “Please.”

He shot up and captured her lips while simultaneously sinking deep inside her. Her cry of ecstasy swallowed his sigh of satisfaction. His tongue reminded her he had control while his hips thrust against her in a rhythm she couldn’t hope to stay ahead of.

“Clark, I’m going to fall,” she cried, lifting her pelvis to meet his.

When he adjusted his angle to account for the twist in her pelvis, she lost the rest of her heart to Clark Parks.

“I’m going to catch you.” He framed her face with his hands and gazed into her eyes as his hips took her to a place she’d never been. As she fell over the edge with his name on her lips, he followed, his guttural moan of release filling the holes in her heart. She smiled when she opened her eyes, and he was holding her against his chest while tenderly stroking her little leg. He’d kept his promise, and now she had to ask herself what happened next.

[image: Small dachshund chasing a butterfly as a scene break]

The last forty-eight hours had been life-changing in a way Hannah didn’t expect when she invited Clark in on Saturday night. Did she want him? Yes. Was she ready to spend an entire day with him in her bed, besides short breaks to take care of Frankie? No. But that was what had happened. He’d loved her thoroughly and completely more times than she could count. He’d stayed until early this morning to take advantage of every last hour available for just the two of them. Before he left, he’d kissed her awake and took a long, hot tour of her body with his tongue.

Hannah had loved every minute of it until she woke up alone in bed. She didn’t like the loneliness that had lodged in her chest once he was gone. She bit back the words I love you so many times during their lovemaking sessions to avoid ruining the moment. The truth was, she was afraid those three little words would ruin more than the moment.

Did Clark care about her? Yes. He’d come right out and said that, but he’d also shown her in his tender caresses as he made love to her. No one had ever begun their lovemaking with her limb. No one, that is, until Clark. He’d not only eased her fears about him being turned off by it, but he proved that it was simply part of her, and that made it worthy of love.

“Banana! Wait up!”

A smile creased Hannah’s lips when she saw Kristie running after her with two brown bags. Had it only been a month since she’d done the same to Clark? It felt like only a moment and yet a lifetime ago.

Kristie reached her with a huff and held out a sack. “I saw you leave. Figured you were skipping lunch.”

“I needed to stretch my legs, so I was willing to give up lunch. Thanks, though, I’m hungry.”

“Turkey club with bacon and lettuce, no tomato,” she recited, knowing Hannah’s well-documented hatred of tomatoes.

A bench ahead was empty, so they parked their butts there to eat their lunch and watch the ducks on the lake now that the ice was gone. Frankie sat at attention, waiting for one or both to throw him a bone. Or, in this case, turkey and bacon.

“Word on the street is the good doctor was seen leaving your house at four-thirty this morning.”

Mid-chew, Hannah froze. Had someone seen him leaving her house? They planned to keep things quiet until Bridget accepted that Clark wouldn’t date her. Though Hannah was unconvinced that would ever happen.

“They must have been mistaken. Why would Clark be leaving my house at four-thirty in the morning? Nonsense.” Hannah took a huge bite of her sandwich, hoping Kristie would do the same.

Kristie’s giggle-snort traveled across the lake. “It’s been a good long time since I’ve had a man at my house at four-thirty in the morning, but not so long that I can’t do the math about what he was doing there. If I had to guess, I’d say he was leaving your house after a long night of shagging.”

“Shagging? Classy,” Hannah said with an eye roll once she’d swallowed. “Who did you hear this from, anyway?” She handed Frankie a piece of her turkey to avoid making eye contact with her best friend.

“It may have been me, myself, and I.”

“What were you doing at my house at four-thirty this morning? Are you okay? Did you need help?”

Kristie held up her hand. “I’m fine. I’ve started walking a few miles every day before or after work. Today was before since I have an appointment tonight. I wasn’t snooping, but my route takes me past your place.”

Hannah rubbed her forehead as though she had a headache. She did have a bit of a hangover from the weekend of loving, but she’d do it all over again, given half the chance. The things that man can do with his—

“Hannah, what’s going on?”

When she snapped back to the conversation, Kristie had given Frankie the rest of her sandwich and sat patiently waiting for Hannah to fill her in. She didn’t know where to start. She didn’t know if telling her that Clark had spent the entire weekend at her house was wise. Mostly in her bed but occasionally on the sofa and the kitchen table.

“I’ve done what I said I wouldn’t do,” Hannah finally answered her friend.

“You’ve fallen for Dr. Parks?”

Hannah nodded but then shook her head. “No, I’ve fallen for Clark. The problem is, he can’t know that.” The spring breeze whisked away her whispered admission so no one could overhear.

“You don’t think he knows and feels the same way? You didn’t declare your undying love for each other?”

Hannah playfully pushed her friend’s shoulder while she laughed. “No. He told me he cares about me, but that was as far as it went.”

“At least with words,” her friend corrected. “There was no reason he’d be leaving your house at that time of the morning unless he’d been doing other things with his mouth.”

“Kristie!” Hannah had to bite back a smile. He had been doing so many talented things with his mouth.

Her friend held in her giggles, and her entire body shook from the effort. When she could speak again, she held up her hand. “Did you sleep with him?” It was her whispered question this time that made Hannah laugh. It couldn’t have been more of a dirty little secret question if she’d tried.

“I lost count after eight.”

“Holy Hannah!” Kristie’s squeal traveled through Hannah’s ears and across the lake, scaring the ducks into flapping their wings.

“Keep your voice down,” Hannah scolded, hoping to avoid undue attention from any other colleagues out for a walk at lunch. “We’re keeping it quiet for obvious reasons.”

“Tell me you used protection.”

Hannah raised a brow at her friend. “A bit personal, don’t ya think?”

Kristie crossed her arms and stared at her, which was her typical honey badger response to Hannah refusing to answer her questions.

“Fine, yes, we used protection. He even had to run back to his place for more condoms when we ran out. We’re not looking to start a family.”

“I never thought you’d do it,” Kristie said, the shock and awe kicking in.

“Listen, I know it’s not ideal that it’s Clark, but it is what it is. We couldn’t keep ignoring it and pretending we weren’t drawn to each other.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Kristie said, standing and taking Hannah’s garbage so she could walk Frankie. “I was talking about Christopher.”

Hannah grasped her friend’s elbow to stop her as they approached the hospital. “I was giving Chris power over my life, but Clark refused to let that continue. Allowing him to see my limb, touch it, and kiss it was the hardest, most vulnerable thing I’ve done in years. It had to be done if I was going to move on with someone else, though. In less than ten minutes, he showed me that Christopher never loved me. If he had, he wouldn’t have treated me with such disregard. He would have accepted all of me.” Hannah paused and tipped her head to the side. “Or, in this case, less of me.”

“Clark loves you, so I’m not surprised.”

“Kristie! Keep your voice down,” Hannah scolded, glancing around the walkway, relieved that it was empty. She breathed a sigh of relief as they walked back to work. “I never said he loved me.”

“You didn’t have to. It was pitch black when I was out this morning, but it only took one look at Clark’s face for me to see the truth. He couldn’t decide if he should stay or leave. He’d fallen for the woman inside that little house on Huckleberry Lane and didn’t want to be away from her.”

Hannah shoulder-bumped her friend as they walked into the back door of the building without saying a word. On the inside, she wondered if her friend was right. Maybe she should admit she loves him. Maybe that would make him feel more comfortable about saying it in return.

But what if he doesn’t feel the same way, and what Kristie saw this morning was nothing more than a postcoital high? Hannah didn’t know the answer and didn’t have time to puzzle it out. She had to meet the man himself and prepare for their big announcement to the staff.

Butterflies took over her belly as she headed to Harriet’s room to drop off Frankie, but those butterflies had nothing to do with the big announcement.
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The last eight hours had been pure torture for Clark. Since he stole from Hannah’s bed in the dark of night, he couldn’t get her scent or the feel of her body under his hands out of his mind. His heart, either, for that matter. He thought it was hard to work with her when he couldn’t have her. Now that he’s had her, working together was downright impossible. He needed to touch her, hold her, kiss away any last lingering doubt that a man couldn’t completely love her for everything she is, not what she’s missing.

Cowards like her ex angered him. Maybe it was his work and the things he’d seen, or maybe it was simply the way he was programmed, but blaming your insecurities on someone else about something they had no control over was the definition of cowardice. All Clark could do was pray he’d wiped those thoughts from Hannah’s head over the thirty-six hours he’d loved on her. Head to toe and everything in between were his for the taking.

They took breaks from their lovemaking to eat and take care of Frankie, but they spent a lot of time in bed touching, kissing, playing, and, yes, loving. Clark was never more aware of his feelings for Hannah than when he was buried deep inside her while she called his name in ecstasy. What he was going to do about it was a completely different question. Loving her in private was easy. Loving her in public was more complex and required a planned, refined approach. They’d agreed to that, but Clark suspected she'd pull away if he waited too long to admit he had feelings for her. If a guy hides away a woman he claims to love for too long, they suspect you’re lying.

Clark blew out a breath and straightened his scrubs before running his hands through his hair. He’d hoped Hannah would stop in during her lunch before the big announcement, but she hadn’t. He tried not to read too much into that. They did promise each other they’d act no differently at work than they always had.

Hands off.

No bedroom eyes.

Show no weakness for the one woman who made him weak in the knees.

There was a soft rap on the door, and Clark pulled it open without hesitation. It was as though he’d conjured the woman he desired with his thoughts. She stepped inside without a word, and he closed the door, pushing her up against it with his hard body.

“This is getting to be a habit, Dr. Parks,” she cooed, trailing her finger down his chest.

He braced his forearm on the door and leaned in, his lips almost on hers. “You’re already a habit I can’t break, Miss McCallis.” To prove it, he dove into her lips—kissing, sucking, and teasing until he had to rub his hardness against her thigh to relieve the building pressure. He ended the kiss with a lick to her earlobe. “We have to stop. I don’t have any clean scrub pants with me.”

Her laughter was naughty when it reached his ears, but they were already ringing. She’d wrapped her warm hand around him and squeezed, knowing the exact way to stroke him after only a few days together. He loved and hated it at the same time. How had she taken control of his mind and body with such fervor? He’d resisted her for so long, but now he couldn’t. He couldn’t be away from her for a few hours without needing her to breathe.

“Hannah,” he hissed with his lips near her ear. “Seriously, if you don’t stop, I will wear wet pants for the rest of the day. I don’t want to explain that to my boss.”

She laughed as she tugged his pants down and glanced up at him with a gleam in her eye that said one thing—

“Hannah,” he moaned as she slid down the door and then slid him between her lips. Clark fell forward and braced his head against the door as he watched her pleasure him. He didn’t know which was hotter, watching his woman take him right there in his office without hesitation or knowing she wanted it as much as he did.

The moans from the back of her throat tickled his tip, and he thrust gently against her, his need for release building as she made him her dessert.

“Hannah,” he cried, forcing his hips to be still as his release came to a crescendo. “I can’t hold back, sweetheart.” He bit back the loud moan threatening to escape in case someone was in the hallway. The thought of someone overhearing their clandestine coupling should have killed the mood, but it only drove him higher into his release. She gripped his hips, holding him still while she accepted his absolution into her soul. “Don’t ever leave me,” he softly cried as he climaxed. “God, baby,” he panted, his breathing staccato and heavy. “What just happened?”

After cleaning him up with a towel, she tucked him back into his boxers and zipped his pants, tugging the scrub jacket back down over his waistband. “I was treating you to dessert before the meeting.”

Gazing into her eyes filled with teasing, laughter, and a touch of desire, he fell. With clarity, he understood it wasn’t lust driving his hips forward last night or this morning. It was love for a woman who would always care for others before worrying about herself.

This time, Clark gently took her lips, his kiss telling her how he felt for her in no uncertain terms. With his hand braced against her heart, he memorized the rhythm and stored it away for when he was sleeping alone one night and needed to feel close to her.

“I don’t want to sleep alone,” he whispered against her lips.

Her brow went up. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about you and me. I don’t want to sleep alone in my sad apartment. I want to be in your home, in your warm bed piled high with pillows, so I can hold you while you sleep.”

“The way you conjured the image in my mind tells me you find comfort in my space more than me.”

“Wrong,” he whispered, taking her lips again to prove just how wrong she was. He would make sure she sensed his feelings until the time came that he could tell her. “My bed, your bed, or any bed doesn’t matter. What matters is you. I want to wrap my arms around you before we sleep and prop your little leg on my knee so it’s comfortable while we Netflix and chill. I want to ravage your body and, seconds later, be out cold with you still wrapped around me. All of those things require you, not your house.”

She put one finger against his lips and her other hand against his chest with her eyes closed. “I understand, Clark.” When her eyes opened, what he saw there was the absolute truth. She understood and felt the same way, even if she was as scared to admit it as he was. “The problem is, Kristie saw you leaving my house this morning.”

“At four-thirty? What the hell was she doing, stalking you?”

Hannah laughed, burying her face in his chest to stay quiet. “No. She started an exercise regimen and goes out early when she has a busy day. I’m proud of her, but what are the chances she’d be there to see you?”

“What did you tell her?”

“I couldn’t exactly lie and say you’d stopped by for coffee.”

It was Clark’s turn to laugh, and he buried his face in her neck. He felt the shiver go down her spine when his breath tickled her skin. “I don’t care what Kristie knows. All I know is I will need to be buried in your center tonight, or I might perish before morning.”

“Keep making those promises, and I’ll let you stay forever.” The deep breath she took told Clark she realized what she said, but he wasn’t going to jump on it … yet. “I might know a way for you to come and go unseen, but for now, we have a meeting to run, and we’re going to be late.”

“Right,” he sighed, pushing away from her and straightening his clothes again. “For the record, I hate that we have to be responsible adults, but I know how important this program is to you. Are you ready?”

“I think so. I hope everyone is on board with the idea. I suspect I know one person who won’t be, but I can’t worry about her.”

Clark opened the door and ushered her through it. “I don’t want you to worry about that situation. It has been handled. Let’s get everyone together, be positive, and answer their questions. Once the first group of kids comes through, they’ll see the benefits to our patients, and in the end, the patients are the reason we’re here.”

“Right,” she said with a nod. “Teamwork. I’m looking forward to the first group the school will send on Friday. So is Harriet.”

“I bet she is. It’s too bad she’s so close to being discharged. As a former teacher, I bet she could help tons of kids with homework and reading.”

Hannah stopped in front of him and turned. “That’s something else I wanted to talk to you about, but in private.”

“My door is always open, Miss McCallis,” he said, his chest puffed out and his gaze over her shoulder to let her know they weren’t alone. “I’ll schedule some time each week, as I’m sure we’ll have kinks to work out.”

“Perfect,” Hannah said with a nod as she turned and followed several nurses into the sunroom.

“For the record,” he whispered near her ear from behind. “I’m so damn proud of you for following through with this program. It just shows how much you care about our patients.”

Her shoulders squared and her body language changed back to the confident woman he knew her to be. All she needed was to hear he was behind her one hundred percent. At that moment, despite how complicated the fact made his life, he accepted that he’d follow Hannah McCallis anywhere.


Chapter Fifteen




Hannah stood talking to the prosthetist while waiting for Harriet and her husband to arrive. Today was the day for Harriet to try on her new prosthesis. She understood how terrified she was, so she’d already been down to Harriet’s room with Frankie before lunch and talked her through the process. She wanted her to know what to expect and in what order things would happen. Thankfully, by the time she had left Frankie in her care after lunch and then picked him up after the meeting about the Stronger Together program, Harriet was much calmer. They had spent time in the hallway with Frankie on his leash to greet the other patients as they came and went, and Frankie enjoyed all the attention.

Hannah stole a little comfort from her dog when she picked him up after the meeting. The meeting hadn’t gone as well as she and Clark had hoped. Even though they’d laid the program out in concise and easy-to-understand terms, the rest of the team acted as though they were responsible for the entire thing. There was so much moaning and groaning that Clark finally had to step in and remind everyone again that Clear Meadows Rehabilitation Hospital was run as a collaborative team. Clark had chastised them for not listening to the explanations, which would have told them that the program wouldn’t add work to their already full plates. 

After his scolding, the team settled into a sullen silence as Hannah explained the program's merits. Once she’d explained that they’d work with the school district to bring in students with varying interests to keep the patients engaged each week, she led them through the form they’d need to fill out on the computer if they had a patient who would benefit from having a student visit them. The form was simple, requiring the patient’s name, room number, and interests. When one of the nurses complained aloud that to do that, they had to spend even more time getting to know the patient, Clark called the meeting over and sent everyone back to work. To say he was a bit hot under the collar was an understatement. He was livid, and they both knew where the dissension amongst the ranks stemmed from.

Bridget.

She already knew about the program as a department head, so she refused to come to the meeting. A meeting that was mandatory for everyone, including department heads. They both feared her lousy attitude had already filtered down among the other nurses and support staff who would have been enthusiastic about the program a year ago. The staff’s reaction today told her a lot about the team as a whole. This was more than unhappiness about a new program. This was a team fracturing from unhappiness in the workplace, which was the last thing they were trying to foster at Clear Meadows. They had built their reputation to the point that Clear Meadows was the hospital where everyone wanted to work, and they couldn’t allow one person to ruin that reputation.

The Bridget situation was a real problem that had to be solved, but that was above her pay grade. She would talk to Clark about it tonight in private, but she suspected all he could do was contact Dr. Hampton again. Hannah always knew that giving your kid a job based on their name and not their merit was never a good idea, but Bridget had earned her place as the poster child.

“I think Harriet is going to do quite well if she can get over her initial nerves about stepping on her limb,” Alan said just as Hannah noticed Harriet and her husband, Dennis, enter the therapy room.

“We’re about to find out.” She winked and stepped around him to wave at the couple. “You made it! Nice to see you, Dennis.”

“Good afternoon, Hannah and Alan.” Dennis parked Harriet’s wheelchair near the parallel bars before he shook their hands. “Thanks for taking such good care of my lady. She told me she had some Frankie time this morning and is ready to go.”

“Should we do this?” Alan asked Harriet, who, to her credit, gave him a thumbs-up, even though Hannah could see she was nervous.

Harriet was wearing her liner, which was a way to prepare the limb for the pressure of the prosthesis. Training the nerves and tissue to be used in a new way before stressing them was essential. It had taken Hannah a few times to demonstrate with her liner how it worked before Harriet could work up the courage to do it herself. She was pleasantly surprised when it didn’t hurt, and when Hannah checked back with her an hour later, Harriet had told her the limb felt better than it had without the liner. That statement alone told Hannah that they were on the right track.

Alan did the initial fitting of the temporary prosthesis while she hung back and looked for any obvious problems with the fit. For the next week, Harriet would only wear it in the physical therapy room while they taught her balance and the mechanics of walking on a prosthesis. Her limb would change quickly, so she would be here for a few more weeks until they could make her a permanent prosthesis to take home with her. Hannah was happy that Harriet would see a few groups of school kids come through the hospital before she left, but she was still puzzling out a way to keep her involved in the program once she went home. She knew how she wanted to do it, but convincing the powers that be could be a bigger challenge.

Movement caught her eye, and she noticed Clark against the back wall of the therapy room. He smiled and winked, telling her he had recovered from the frustration of the meeting and wanted to be here for his patient. That was what she loved about Clark. He cared.

Love? What was she going to do about that four-letter word? Stop. You don’t have time to think about that now, she told herself.

“Hannah, are you ready to get her up?” Alan asked, and Hannah sprang into action, feeling guilty for daydreaming while she should have been focused on her patient. The worst part was the knowing smile Clark wore as she grabbed her gait belt.

“Let’s do it.” She wrapped the belt around Harriet’s waist and patted her on the shoulder. “Whenever you’re ready, sweetheart. I’m not going to lift you. I’m just holding the belt for support. The first step is all you.”

Alan stood inside the parallel bars and showed Harriet how to use them to stand. Once she was up, still not putting weight on her left leg, Hannah moved to the side of the bars while she waited for Harriet to take a step.

“I’m not going to hurt anything stepping on my leg? You’re sure?” Harriet’s voice shook from adrenaline, and Hannah patted her hand that was gripping the bars like a lifeline.

“You aren’t going to hurt a thing. You’ll feel pressure, but the prosthesis is designed for your limb, so there won’t be any pain.”

“And if there is, then it’s pinching somewhere, and that’s my job to fix,” Alan said encouragingly. “You have to take the first step to find that out, though.”

Hannah held her breath until Harriet swung her left foot forward and stepped down on it.

Alan let her take that first step, backing up on his stool as he waited for her to take one with her right. She did, and her eyes widened to saucers when she made it through without falling. She paused midway through the next step on her prosthesis.

“It didn’t hurt!” she exclaimed, excitement filling the room.

Everyone had stopped to watch, as much out of respect for the moment as curiosity. Harriet took step after step down the parallel bars, and the room cheered when she raised her hands in victory at the end of the space. Hannah had to bite back tears as she tightened up on the belt to make sure Harriet didn’t fall before she grasped the bars again. When she looked in the mirror, Clark clapped along with the rest of the room, but his gaze was laser-focused on her. His expression was one she’d never seen before. There was pride, but not the kind of pride colleagues have for each other. This was vibrant, powerful, and all-consuming.

“I did it, Dennis!” Harriet exclaimed with tears running down her cheeks. “Did you see that? It was fantastic! First steps in ten years without pain. I’m just overwhelmed.”

Knowing his wife well, Dennis had followed her down the bars with her wheelchair. “I’m proud of you, baby,” he whispered, kissing her cheek. “I knew you could do it. You never give up.”

“Your chair is behind you, Harriet. You can sit and take a break,” Alan said. “I’ll check everything now that you’ve taken some steps.”

“But I want to walk back!” Harriet exclaimed.

Alan laughed and motioned for Dennis to move the wheelchair, then taught her to turn correctly so she didn’t fall. Hannah walked back with Harriet, using the gait belt and watching her technique to give her pointers once Alan had the prosthesis dialed in better.

Success like Harriet’s was the reason Hannah had become a physical therapist. To be there when her patients got the win they’d been working hard to achieve was like winning first place in a marathon. The endless walking up and down these bars would seem monotonous to some, but Hannah wouldn’t trade it for any other job.

Tired from so much exertion, Harriet sat in her wheelchair when she finished her walk and let Alan adjust the prosthesis.

“I’m so proud of you,” Clark said after he’d walked over.

He may have been squeezing Harriet’s shoulder, but he was addressing Hannah. She smiled, afraid to do much else and have everyone in the room dial in on their connection.

Harriet began to regale Clark with how wonderful it was to walk again, but Hannah barely registered the conversation. She was too lost in the blue eyes of the man who had stripped her bare and then reclothed her with garments of understanding, trust, and desire. Clark Parks had forever changed her life, and for the first time, she wasn’t afraid of that change. Hannah smiled at the thought that maybe the good doctor had healed her after all.
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Clark hadn’t lied when he said he didn’t want to spend a night alone. He’d been in her bed every night this week. They met up when she walked Frankie each night and then snuck down a patch of the yard between her fence and her neighbor’s. That was how he left every morning, too. It was working for now, but she planned to talk to him this weekend about his desperation to keep hiding it. She was starting to feel like a dirty little secret, which didn’t feel good. They didn’t have to hide their relationship to keep their jobs, but she suspected he was worried about Bridget making trouble if they were open about it. It was a rock and a hard place for both of them, even though it shouldn’t be. Everyone else at the hospital would be thrilled for them, so why were they letting one person ruin their enjoyment of their new relationship? Hannah thought back to their meeting about the Stronger Together program and wondered if the rest of the staff would be thrilled they had found each other, or if Bridget had poisoned all of them toward her, too.

With a sigh, she rolled her shoulders and tried to put it all from her mind. Clark had convinced her to go with him to a consortium this weekend where rehabilitation professionals would discuss new techniques for rehabbing spinal injuries due to disease rather than trauma. It sounded fascinating, and Hannah looked forward to it even before he’d told her to bring her little black dress. There would be a dinner and dance to end the weekend, and she looked forward to being in his arms on the dance floor again.

Before that could happen, she had to finish her workday here. The Stronger Together program was officially underway today. It had only been a month since she’d brought up the idea to Clark, and while that day seemed so long ago, she suspected her skewed sense of time had more to do with the years she’d been apart from the man who turned out to be the other half of her soul.

She was readying the snacks and juice boxes for the kids arriving any minute, which filled her with excitement. Hannah wanted to be the first to welcome everyone to the hospital since she couldn’t be sure how the rest of the staff would react. The last thing she wanted to happen was for the school to hear that someone was mean to a student. All she could do was pray that her and Harriet's enthusiasm for the program would be enough. Harriet had helped her set up the stations, and they had everything marked for the kids to find their favorite activity. They decided to keep it simple for the first day, so Joannie planned to send a group of kids with varying interests who were excited to participate. They would spend the first day visiting and coloring with the patients.

“All ready?” a voice asked from behind her, and she turned to smile at the man she loved. She still hadn’t said those three words to him but planned to this weekend when the time was right. Someone had to take the plunge. Since she could see the truth in his eyes and feel his love when he held her, she had to stop being afraid to be the first one to confess. Would it make their life complicated? Yes, but not saying the words while committed to their relationship also complicated their life. They may as well go with the complicated that made them happy.

“Everything’s a go,” she agreed. “Doesn’t it look great in here? This sunroom has already helped our patients in so many ways.”

“I don’t think it’s just the sunroom,” Clark said, giving her a wink. “It’s the woman who keeps pushing the envelope and advocating for her patients.”

Hannah had to resist the urge to touch him. There was no way she was getting caught on camera in an intimate pose with the good doctor. Bridget would use that to her advantage immediately.

“I think it’s in everyone’s best interest to keep our patients happy and working toward getting back to their lives outside the facility. I’ll do whatever is necessary to make that happen, Dr. Parks.” She gave him a smile that said more than her words, and he winked with a nod.

“Heard and understood. One thing I did want to talk to you about,” he said, drawing her closer to the wall away from the camera. “I learned we won’t be alone at the conference tomorrow.”

“I didn’t expect to be,” Hannah said. His words slowly sank in, and she saw the truth in his eyes. “Bridget.” His pursed lips were enough of an answer. “Maybe I shouldn’t go.”

“Absolutely not. We’re both going. I don’t care what Bridget Hampton is doing.”

“But you only got one room, Clark,” she hissed, leaning in so no one walking by could overhear them.

“Because that’s all we need, Hannah.”

“But Bridget—”

Clark put his finger to her lips. “It’s time we stop dancing around this with her. Do you agree? I plan to continue to see you outside of work in a romantic capacity, so she might as well know it and accept it now. We’ll deal with her this weekend if the situation arises. If it doesn’t, we’ll deal with it on Monday when we return. I’m done sneaking around just to be together.”

“But the board,” she said around his finger, and he just smiled.

“The board by no means cares about Bridget’s opinions. They care about their hospital, staff, and patients. If one of the staff members causes a problem, they will remedy that situation immediately, regardless of their last name. Relax now. I want you to have fun this afternoon. I’m almost done seeing patients, and then I’ll go home and grab everything we need before I pick you up after the program.”

Hannah loved how he called her house home now. She wanted to ask him to move in with her but decided to wait until after the weekend. They both had to be ready to admit their feelings for each other, so that was the first step.

“I’ll be ready at five. Kristie will take Frankie home with her after the kids leave.”

“I’m not comfortable with that.” He looked out the window momentarily before his gaze met hers again.

“He’s fine with Kristie.”

“Bring him with us, please? He’s never a problem, and now, with Bridget showing up, you might need him.”

She lowered a brow at him in confusion. “Frankie is a comfort dog, but he’s not my comfort dog,” she clarified. “I can handle my own business when it comes to Bridget.”

He bopped her on the nose before he took a step back. “I know you tell yourself that, but looking from the outside in, Frankie works here. This is his job, but you’re his person. He is always there to offer his support when you’re hurting, sad, or happy. You’re used to it, so you no longer recognize it.”

Hannah suspected Dr. Parks had fallen as hard for her dog as she had, so she acquiesced with a head nod. “I’ll bring him, but he’s not attending the dance this time. He’ll steal the show.”

“Not if you’re wearing that dress again.”

He departed with a wink, but his final comment told her she had much to look forward to this weekend.


Chapter Sixteen

Hannah was so beautiful. Her hair brushed her shoulders, her eyes were clear as the summer sky, and her breasts floated on the water bubbles. She was his goddess, and he was at a loss to explain that as they sat together in the whirlpool tub.

“You take my breath away, Hannah McCallis,” he whispered, trailing a wet finger down her cheek.

When he rented their room for the weekend, he hadn’t planned on getting a two-room suite with a hot tub in the corner of the bedroom. It was a gorgeous room, but the patio door was a bonus. They had the perfect place to take Frankie in and out, lowering their chances of running into Bridget. Out of sight was out of mind as far as he was concerned.

Hannah blushed and leaned back on one of the pillows. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

He felt under the water until he found her little leg and propped it on his knee. He was determined to loosen up the contracture with massage, but if it were too far gone, he’d convince her to consider revising the limb so she had a better range of motion.

She moaned softly and closed her eyes as he massaged. Her leg was used to the gentle movements he put it through after the last few weeks he’d spent with her. Had it only been a few weeks since he’d finally stopped worrying about what everyone else would think if they started dating? It felt like forever ago and just yesterday at the same time.

“That feels so good.” She sighed, and the sound went straight to his heart and gut. She was content because of him, and he’d do anything to keep it that way. He had to find a way to tell her how he felt before it was too late. So much was holding him back, but none of it was her. Every outside force told him he should be with someone the opposite of Hannah, but his heart wasn’t listening. For the first time in his life, he was entirely sure of something, and it was time he stopped letting the outside forces dictate his life. “I plan to be here to make things a little easier for you for a long time, Hannah.”

She opened her eyes and smiled. “You’ve changed me, Clark. I feel safe with someone for the first time in my life.”

“I don’t understand,” he said, his hands pausing on her leg. “Did someone hurt you physically?”

She sat up and rested her hand on his chest. “No. What I mean is I don’t have to hide anything from you. I can’t hide anything from you because you know when I’m in pain, sad, happy, or need my dog to get through the day. There are days when I’m smiling on the outside and a mess inside. My limb might hurt, or I’ve fallen and hurt something else, but I know I have to power through. You don’t expect me to power through. You let me be a mess when I need to be a mess. I’ve never been in a relationship like that before. I don’t know if we’re calling this a relationship, but that’s how I see it.”

“It’s a relationship,” he assured her. “I would never ask you to be someone you aren’t, gorgeous. I’ve been the person trying to please someone else and never quite measuring up. I would never wish that on anyone else. You can’t be strong all the time. Not when you’re living with a past that’s visible every day. You should come to me and let me hold you when you aren't feeling strong.”

Hannah scooted forward and slid across his lap to straddle him.

“You always measure up, Clark Parks, to me and everyone else.”

“Not everyone.” He shook his head because his father was the last thing he wanted to discuss tonight. So far, he’d kept him out of this relationship, and that was how he wanted to keep it. There was no need for that man’s negativity to cause a wedge between them. Clark knew what his father wanted for him, but he didn't want it for himself.

She stroked his cheek, her finger trailing water down his chin to fall back into the tub. “Anyone who doesn’t should have no bearing on your life. I can only assume you’re speaking of your father.”

His shrug was flippant, and he wished it had been nonchalant. He tried to pretend that his father’s ostracization didn’t bother him, but it still did all these years later. “I haven’t spoken to my father since my mother’s funeral four years ago.”

“Oh, Clark. I didn’t know she’d passed. I thought she was still alive.”

“No, she died of a massive heart attack four years ago. I think the stress of living with my father was the cause, but I’d never say that to his face. I was saying goodbye to my mother, who went to her grave trying to please him, and he was on the other side of the casket, reminding me that I was a disappointment to her.”

“Clark, no.” She wrapped her fingers around his and held his gaze. He could get lost in those blue eyes forever if she’d let him. “For whatever reason, your father is projecting his disappointment in himself onto you. I know those kinds of people. I grew up with them. The difference is mine weren’t high-profile doctors who saved lives. Whatever your father’s underlying issues are, they have nothing to do with you. He decided to make you his scapegoat to feel better about himself. It must have been hard to walk away from your family, but you made the right choice if it was changing who you were in here,” she said, tapping his heart.

“It was.” Clark nodded, and for the first time, he realized that was why he walked away. “Hannah,” he paused and shook his head slowly. “I left his house and never contacted him again, but I couldn’t tell you why. I didn’t know if anger, hurt, or the fear of continuing to disappoint him finally caused the split, but you just answered it for me. It was my heart. I mean, it was all those things changing my heart, but I had lost all empathy for my patients. I was drinking more. I was socializing with people I didn’t like to make him proud of me. After the funeral, when not even my mother’s death could bring us together, I finally listened to my heart when it said enough. I understand now that if I’d kept poisoning my heart with his vitriol, it would have no capacity to love the right woman when she came along. I still have regrets about my relationship with my father, and I always will, but you’ve made me see that those regrets are his fault and not mine.” He blew out a breath and shook his head. “Wow. My life just became so much less complicated.”

“You’re one of the best men I’ve ever known, Clark Parks, and I’m not just saying that because I’m sleeping with you.” His chuckle filled the room, but with the lights down low and this woman on his lap, he was never happier with life. “I’ve known that since the day we started working together. You have integrity, compassion, and empathy for your patients and the rest of the team. It’s time to listen to those who love you, not those who can’t love themselves.”

He brought her hand to his lips to brush a kiss across her knuckles. “Are you one of those people, Hannah? One of the people who loves me?”

The next nanosecond would define the rest of his life. He knew that without having the conscious thought. It was a feeling. It was a twining of their hearts as they sat together, bare to their souls.

“So much.” The two words were whispered, but she never broke eye contact. Her eyes said she was stepping out of the box and taking a swing, even though she was scared to death she would miss.

“Thank God,” he whispered, his shoulders sinking into the water. “I’ve been so afraid to admit I’ve loved you for years, Hannah.”

He took a deep breath when she rested her hand over his heart, silently counting the beats of the next minute in silence. “What were you afraid of, Clark?”

“Rejection. Disappointment. Pain. Not being good enough for you.”

“All those things your father left on your heart. I noticed you didn’t say losing your job.”

“I wasn’t afraid of losing my job, Hannah. Yes, in the beginning, maybe, but this last year? I would have walked away from Clear Meadows Hospital if it meant I could take you out one time. Just once would have been enough for me.”

“I feel the same way. I would walk away from Clear Meadows if that’s what it takes to have you in my life now, Clark. I love you more than I ever thought possible when we met three years ago. You intrigued me then, but now, you complete me.”

The tears in his eyes drove him to take her lips and wash away all doubts left in his mind that this woman was his forever. “Hannah,” he said around her lips as he kissed her frantically. “Stay with me, always. I love you.”

She didn’t answer except to kiss, suck, nip, and cuddle his tongue until he tore his lips away to travel down her neck. “I need to be inside you.” The words were moaned against her breast, and he thrust upward with his hips. “Need condom.”

“Tonight, I want nothing between us.” His gaze bore into hers at the idea of having nothing between them, and she nodded. “It’s safe. I love you. Show me how much you love me.”

He didn’t need to be told twice. He lifted her hips and slowly lowered her over him. She was always a perfect fit, but being this bare and open with her was a new level of love and ecstasy for him.

“You feel incredible,” he cried, thrusting once to fill her. “Hannah, Hannah …” His cries made no sense, but that was the beauty of this woman. She made him forget who he was without her.

“I know, baby,” she promised, kneeling over him now, his face in her hands as she took control of their lovemaking. “I love you, Clark Parks, all of you. I want every broken piece of you. I promise to hold you together until you feel whole again.”

He grasped her waist and held her to him, the sensations overpowering his mind and speaking only to his heart. “You already have,” he cried, falling over the abyss into the summer sun with her by his side.

[image: Small dachshund chasing a butterfly as a scene break]

The day had been a success as far as Hannah was concerned. She’d sat in on several roundtable discussions regarding therapy for patients with neurological conditions like multiple sclerosis, Parkinson’s, and Lewy body dementia. She had learned so much so quickly that she hadn’t even processed it all yet. She did have copious notes, journals, and contact information from experts that would be incredibly helpful as they added new programs at Clear Meadows.

The conferences were over, and it was time to let their hair down and have some fun. She had managed to avoid Bridget all day, which she was glad for, but dinner had been awkward when she sat staring at them from across the room. Clark kept her mind off the glowering woman with witty conversation, but she couldn’t avoid Bridget’s anger. Upon check-in Friday night, Bridget had found out they were sharing a room and hadn’t taken it lightly. She even went so far as to call her father and tattle to him about their sleeping arrangements. When they’d climbed from the hot tub after making love, Clark found a text from Dr. Hampton telling him it was about time he finally did something about how he looked at his head physical therapist.

They’d chuckled, but it told them they shouldn’t have been so worried about what everyone else would say or do if they started dating. From what she could see, everyone was cheering them on. Well, everyone except Bridget. She felt nothing but sadness for the poor woman. Bridget was extremely unhappy with her life, which hurt Hannah’s heart. All she could do was hope she eventually accepted that Clark was off the market. He was. He so was, she thought as she remembered the way they’d opened their hearts to each other the night before. The honesty that flowed between them during those moments were ones she’d remember forever. She’d use them as her guide for how to love Clark from here forward.

Staying true to her word, she’d made Frankie stay in the room during dinner. She wanted to focus on Clark without being torn between the two, but he’d insisted they check on the pup before the dance started and make sure he didn’t need to go out. They were headed to the room when he was stopped by a physician who had a question. She promised to meet him in the ballroom after she checked on Frankie.

She stood in the doorway of the ballroom now, searching the room for his sexy tuxedo-clad body. Considering the number of other doctors dressed in tuxedos, it was more complicated than she thought. She worked her way around the edge of the ballroom, keeping her eyes peeled for the man she loved.

Her heart raced whenever his tender words of love ran through her mind. He loved her, and she loved him. Nothing else mattered. As long as they remembered that, they could weather any storm. Last night, as they cuddled in bed, he asked her if he could start using the front door when he stayed at her place. Her smile had been the answer he was looking for, and he took to her lips to enjoy his victory. She wanted to tell him he should let his apartment go and move in with her full-time, but she held back. That had to be his decision when he was comfortable that their relationship was solid. Hannah didn’t want to force him to make a move and cause unnecessary friction between them.

She had no doubt that they’d fight about things in life, but she also knew the makeup sex would be worth it every time. Hannah thought back to the time she’d spent with Christopher. When she compared that to her time with Clark, it was easy to see she never loved Christopher. They were two people in the same space who didn’t share a connection. Right there, she forgave Chris for what he’d done to her. That wiped away the hatred she’d carried in her heart for him and let her start anew. There was no doubt what he did was wrong, but she could offer him the grace of at least knowing they weren’t right for each other before they made their relationship permanent.

The room was dim, and she was having trouble making out anything more than shapes at the tables around the room. Romantic music played through the speakers as a disco ball twirled lazily from the ceiling, throwing light sparkles across the dancers locked in lovers’ embraces on the floor. She didn’t see Clark anywhere. Maybe he’d taken a call or stepped outside for some air.

She pulled her phone from her pocket to text him when a flash of gold sequins caught her eye. Bridget. She had to give it to the woman. She knew how to grab a man’s eye and make it follow her anywhere. She’d done that tonight to every guy in the room. Well, every guy but one. Clark had eyes for no one but her.

Wait. What? She blinked her eyes twice to clear them in case what she saw against the wall was a mirage. Clark was in the shadows with the woman in the gold sequin dress in his arms as they swayed to the music.

Hannah shrank back into the shadows and waited. She could hear snippets of their conversation. I don’t love … She wished they were on the floor so she could see Clark’s face and read his expressions. The shadows in the room made it too hard for her to figure out what they were doing togeth—

Clark leaned down and whispered something in Bridget’s ear, but he never made it back to a standing position. Bridget pressed her lips to his at the crescendo of the chorus of Love Like Ours. Dammit, she always loved that song too. She’d seen enough, though. With tears burning her eyes, she ducked out the closest door and headed for the room. It was time to go. She couldn’t believe Clark would do this to her, especially knowing her past with Christopher! Why would he tell her he loved her while he took up with Bridget behind her back? This made no sense!

She burst through the door of their room and started packing, only to pause when she remembered she didn’t have a car. She could call an Uber, but she didn’t know if she could find anyone willing to drive to Clear Meadows so late in the evening. She’d call Kristie! Her best friend would come at the drop of a hat. Hannah didn’t want to wait in the room, so she grabbed Frankie’s leash and hooked the distraught dog to the lead.

Her tears fell when she dropped to her knee to hug him around his neck. “I hurt so much, Frankie,” she cried while the dog licked the tears from her face. “We have to go. Let’s go wait for Kristie.”

Hannah glanced around the room to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything, then zipped up their bags and headed to the patio door. She’d sneak out the back so no one noticed her leaving. She encouraged Frankie to hurry in case Clark decided to look for her.

Her life with him was over, but her heart was still in love. She would have to talk to him, but right now, she needed distance. She raised her phone to her ear and waited while it rang. That was when the truth hit her. If her life with him was over, so was her time at Clear Meadows Hospital. When her friend answered the phone, Hannah could do nothing but sob.
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Bridget had taken things too far. Clark was backed into a corner and had no choice but to dance with her or make a scene. He swallowed down the bile in his throat as Bridget smiled her wolf’s smile the moment he took her in his arms.

“Nothing turns me on more than a man in a tuxedo,” she cooed, running a finger down his neck to rest on his tie.

When Hannah did that, he went hard instantly. When Bridget did it, he wanted to vomit. “What do you want, Bridget? I’m waiting for Hannah.”

“Hannah.” The word was filled with venom, and the added eye roll told him exactly how Bridget felt about the love of his life. He jolted a bit at the thought. He could think that now, hell, he could say it and not fear losing her. The woman in his arms was the last complication to deal with before he could get on with loving Hannah for the rest of his life. “Let’s be real, Clark. I know you’re just playing with Hannah. We haven’t had time to explore our love, but once we do, you’ll know we belong together.”

“Bridget, have you lost your mind? I don’t love you.”

“You just haven’t given us a chance.” Her tone had turned whiny, and she pouted, her lips puckered in an attempt to look sad.

“And I’m not going to give us a chance. I love Hannah.”

He leaned down into Bridget’s ear to be sure she heard him. “I’m with Hannah now, and no amount of eyelash batting or fancy dresses will make me love you. I could never love someone with an ugly soul, and right now, you’re the very definition of one.”

He stood ready to be done with this woman and find Hannah, but before he could push her away, she planted her lips on his.

His mind froze. What was she doing? Was she kissing him? Repulsed, he pushed her away, holding her out by her shoulders.

“Stop.” His tone was sharp and angry. “You need to walk away now, Bridget. I am not interested in being with you now or ever. You need help. Don’t return to work until you’ve gotten counseling and are ready to be part of the team again.”

He turned away from the woman and instinctively wiped his lips on his coat sleeve. The thought of kissing Bridget made his stomach churn. Pushing the sensation away, he searched the room for the woman he wanted in his arms.

Where was she?

Clark walked the room twice, but she was nowhere to be found. He checked his phone and realized Hannah had been gone for over thirty minutes. He’d lost track of time dealing with Bridget and her nonsense. Thank God that was over. Well, it would be over once he had a long talk with Dr. Hampton.

Worried he’d miss Hannah in passing, he texted her rather than keep looking for her. Is everything okay? I’ve been waiting for you in the ballroom but haven’t seen you. Do you need help? If Frankie is being difficult, just put his vest on and bring him down. He can work the room while we dance the night away.

He dropped the phone to his side and glanced around the lobby, but he didn’t see her anywhere. He was about to go back in to wait when he noticed Bridget exiting the side door of the resort. He had a call to make, and it couldn’t wait. Bridget’s time at Clear Meadows Hospital was over. He hated to be the one to force her father’s hand, but he was done playing her games. There was no way he would let her come between him and Hannah.


Chapter Seventeen

The water was breathtaking, even as her heart broke in two. Hannah stood on the dock and stared out over the dark lake while Frankie stood by her side. He was the only one who ever really understood her. She thought Clark did, but what she saw tonight told her otherwise. She was a one-man kind of woman, and she thought he was a one-woman kind of man, but she’d been wrong. So, so wrong.

When she finally settled down enough to tell Kristie what happened, she insisted that Hannah had to be wrong. She wasn’t, though. She saw it. Kristie was on her way, and Hannah knew it was time to leave the lake and hide out so Clark didn’t find her before Kristie arrived.

Her phone beeped, and she squeezed her eyes closed. It was probably him. She pulled it from her clutch and read the message. Her heart contracted painfully in her chest. He was going to keep pretending he loved her. She couldn’t keep pretending, though. The tears on her cheeks would make dancing the night away with him impossible.

“Well, well, if it isn’t little Miss Goody Two Shoes.”

Frankie barked once, and Hannah turned slowly, her phone still in her hand. Bridget stood before her, wearing gold sequins and revenge like a fine silk cloak. “What do you want, Bridget? You already stole the man I love. What else could you possibly take from me.”

Bridget’s eyes dilated, and then a smile that could only be described as evil lifted her lips. “You saw that kiss? I’m sorry, but I couldn’t continue with the ruse. I love him too much, and I want to be the one in his bed. You don’t deserve a man like Clark Parks.” Bridget took a step forward, but Hannah held her ground. Frankie stepped in front of her, his lip in a sneer as Bridget moved closer to his person.

“You’ve got that wrong, Bridget. Clark Parks doesn’t deserve a woman like me. You two are perfect for each other. Liars and cheaters. I never thought I’d say that about Clark, but I had no doubt you were. Usually, I can find something good in everyone, but you’re a lost cause. I hope you and Clark are miserable together for—”

Hannah didn’t get to finish her final thought before her arms were pinwheeling in the air. Bridget spewed hateful words at her while Frankie barked frantically. Her leg hit the cold water, and then there was a sharp pain in her head, followed by weightlessness that carried her into the silent, blessed darkness.
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The phone rang, and Clark recognized the number. Kristie was covering the hospital for Hannah, so he answered immediately. “Kristie? Is something wrong at the hospital?”

“No.” The background noise on the line told him she was in the car. “I just talked to Hannah. She begged me to pick her up. She said she saw you and Bridget kissing.”

His heart paused in his chest. Hannah saw them. That’s why she never showed up at the dance! “That’s not what it looked like, Kristie! Bridget was trying to force something between us because she was jealous. Oh my God, where is Hannah? I have to talk to her.”

“I don’t know where she is right now. She planned to hide so you couldn’t find her.”

Clark jogged to the side door Bridget had exited and scanned the green space around the resort. “How far out are you?” he asked, spinning in a circle while he searched for the woman he loved.

“Probably fifteen minutes,” she said. “If you find her, approach her gently. The last guy who did this to her almost destroyed her.”

“I didn’t do anything to her!” he exclaimed, before explaining it to Kristie.

“I told her something was off about what she saw, but she refused to believe me. Then again, if you had seen the woman you love kissing another man, I suppose you’d jump to conclusions too.”

Clark ran his hand through his hair in desperation. “Absolutely. I have to fix this. Kristie, I told Hannah I loved her last night, and then she sees me with another woman tonight.”

He squatted, his heart squeezing painfully for the woman he loved. She had to be so hurt, sad, and angry right now. The silence on the line helped him register another sound. “Oh God, Frankie is barking!” Clark shot up and started running toward the sound. “Something’s wrong, Kristie. Frankie is frantic!”

“Find them! I’m on my way!”

The line went dead, and Clark ran in a full-out sprint toward Frankie’s distraught yelping. The lake came into view, and Frankie stood on the end of the lookout dock, his vest on and his leash dangling as he rocketed between the water and the woman backing up the dock in high heels and a gold sequined dress.

“Bridget,” Clark yelled, his breath heaving in his chest. “Where’s Hannah?”

“I don’t know,” she said, holding her hands up by her chest as she backed away from the angry dog. “I walked out here and found the mutt acting all crazy.”

“Frankie doesn’t act like this unless something happened to Hannah. Where is she?” He darted around Bridget and ran to Frankie, dropping to a knee to try and calm the dog. “Frankie, where’s Hannah?” he asked the dog, desperate for someone to answer him.

Frankie barked at the dark water, drawing Clark’s eye to the shimmering surface. Why were there bubbles? Frankie pranced back and forth with a whine in his throat that Clark had never heard before.

He whipped around to face Bridget. “Did Hannah fall in?”

Before Bridget finished her nod, Clark stripped off his coat and kicked off his shoes. “Get doctors out here now!”

He didn’t wait for her to leave. He jumped into the cold, dark water, desperate to get his girl.
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Why was she no longer weightless? Instead, she was cold and couldn’t breathe. Her chest was too tight and burned from the inside out. Hannah coughed, expelling rancid water from her mouth, the burn working from her lungs to her throat. She moaned and then coughed again, more water pouring from her lips.

“That’s it, baby,” a voice said. “Cough it out.” Someone rubbed her chest and back roughly, and she coughed again, if only so she could tell that voice to go to hell.

Another voice reached her ears, one she recognized but didn’t know well. “Clark, we need to assess her for other injuries. We’ll take care of her. Get a towel and dry off.”

“I’m not leaving her,” Clark said. “It’s my fault she was in the lake. She has to be okay.”

Hannah coughed again, and the flames of fire licking up her bronchial tube reminded her she had made it out of the lake alive. She remembered the fall and thought for a split second that the lake might be her final resting place.

“Frank—” She couldn’t finish the word without gagging on more acrid water.

While she gagged and choked, Clark held her over on her side and kept talking to her. “He’s right here, baby. He saved you.”

A cold nose nudged her hip, which seemed the only place someone wasn’t prodding on her body. Frankie helped her focus on what was going on around her. “What happened?” she asked as her teeth chattered. She was cold and wet. A moan escaped her lips when someone probed the back of her head.

“We need to move her inside. Her neck shows no signs of fracture or pain, but she has a huge gash on her scalp. She’s going to turn hypothermic if we don’t warm her up.”

“Hannah, does your neck hurt?” Clark asked, kneeling by her side.

She turned her head and could finally pry her eyes open to look around. Clark was dripping wet, and his teeth were chattering, but so much love and worry filled his eyes as he gazed at her. “Clark? My neck? No.”

Hannah tried to sit up but was stopped immediately by the doctor on her right. He wore a tuxedo, but she recognized him from the earlier roundtable discussion. “Dr. Robarge?”

“That’s right, Hannah. I’m glad you remember me. Hopefully, that means the knock to your head only did superficial damage. We’re going to take you inside to warm up. Your neck doesn’t hurt?”

She shook her head to clear it and show them that her neck was fine. Someone draped warm blankets across her then, and she sighed from the pleasure of something breaking the chill of the night breeze.

“I can sit up and walk,” she said, and Dr. Robarge finally allowed her to sit up slowly. Her head spun, and she struggled to lower herself to the ground again. “Dizzy,” she murmured, praying she didn’t throw up in front of everyone.

“She can’t walk. Her leg is at the bottom of the lake, but I couldn’t take the time to find it,” Clark said, grasping her hand. “Let’s get her inside.”

Why was her leg at the bottom of the lake? Her leg wouldn’t fall off unless the liner filled with water and slid off her skin. How long was she underwater? Strong arms lifted her before she could puzzle it out, and another doctor wrapped a blanket around her.

“Grab Frankie’s leash,” Clark said to Dr. Robarge, who spoke softly to the dog as he followed them into the resort.

“Bridget,” she whispered to Clark, who tenderly carried her in his arms.

“I know you saw the kiss, but it’s not what you think. I love you, Hannah. No one else but you.”

Hannah closed her eyes as her head started to pound and leaned it against his chest. She would have to talk to him but couldn’t keep her thoughts straight. She was cold, and her head hurt so much.

“He’s right,” Kristie whispered into her ear. “He loves you fiercely. Without him, you’d be dead.”

Hannah hadn’t even realized Kristie was there, but she opened her eyes again and gazed straight into his ice-blue ones. His eyes were filled with so much fear and love that she couldn’t look away. All she could do was mouth thank you and offer him a shaky smile before her eyes fell closed again.

[image: Small dachshund chasing a butterfly as a scene break]

Hannah struggled to get her eyes open to see the alarm clock. When she could focus, she saw that it was seven p.m. All she remembered was Clark bringing her home at four a.m. from the hospital with fourteen stitches in her head. Her chest burned with every breath, but the doctor promised that it would improve once she took the antibiotics and prednisone he’d prescribed. She’d fallen asleep as soon as Clark had put Frankie on the bed and snuggled them into him. She was too out of it to argue, but she hadn’t forgotten what she’d witnessed at the dance. Unfortunately, she needed help with everything, so she allowed Clark to come home with her … for now.

Paws clicked on the hardwood floor in the kitchen, and then a scoop of kibble fell into Frankie’s dish. Hannah smiled. Her weenie was never one to miss a meal, even when his girl was in distress. She was thankful Clark was here to care for him since her leg was still drying out in the shower from its dunk in the lake. Some kindhearted soul from the resort, who was also a scuba diver, had donned his gear in the dark and jumped in to save her twenty-thousand-dollar leg from a watery grave. Hannah was grateful because she was too dizzy even to attempt using crutches.

She struggled to sit up, but dizziness overtook her as Clark returned to the room. He grabbed her and held her to his chest so she didn’t fall. “What do you need, baby? The doctor said you can’t use those crutches yet. Remember? You’re too unsteady.”

“I know. I’m dizzy, but I need to use the restroom.”

He scooped her up and carried her to the attached bathroom, setting her down carefully on the toilet. She grasped the grab bar beside the toilet to steady herself. “You can go. I’ll call you when I’m done.”

“I don’t want to leave you. What if you get dizzy? You don’t have your leg on for balance.”

She raised a brow at him. “I will not pee in front of you.”

“I’m a doctor.”

She pointed out the door, and he sighed but did as she asked. She struggled through the motions of something as simple as using the toilet, but she refused to admit he was right. When she was finished, she flushed and called him back in. He brought her a warm washcloth to wash her face and hands and then settled her back in bed. Frankie was already there waiting, and Hannah hooked an arm around his neck and kissed the top of his head.

“I owe you one, little guy.”

Clark climbed across the bed and settled against the other pillow. “If I hadn’t heard him barking, I may not have found you in time. Kristie called and told me what was happening, and I stepped outside to talk to her. I’d never heard him bark that way before. When I reached the dock, Bridget was there. He was so frantic even she was afraid of him.”

Hannah tried to focus on what happened, but all she could remember was the kiss and then a bunch of foggy stuff that she couldn’t bring into focus.

“He never liked Bridget, and you know what they say about dogs knowing the truth about people. I can’t believe you like Bridget. You had me fooled.” She braced her hand on her forehead. She would not cry. Her heart might be smashed into smithereens, but she would not cry in his presence.

“Honey, I never liked Bridget.”

“Don’t lie to me!” she exclaimed as the tears started. She swiped at them angrily. Frankie rested a paw on her leg and his sad eyes said he wished he could do more for her. “I saw you kissing her!”

“No,” he said, running a hand through his hair. Hannah could tell by the tears in his eyes that he was suffering. Probably guilt for lying to her face while shacking up with another woman. More tears fell, and she couldn’t stop them if she’d tried. She rubbed her chest, the pain building there again, too. “Hannah, she kissed me.”

“But you were dancing with her. I saw you.”

“I was,” he admitted with a nod. “Bridget came onto me again, and rather than make a scene, I decided it was easier to have the conversation civilly if we had to have it. If you noticed, I wasn’t holding her close to me or whispering sweet nothings in her ear.”

“Ha!” She pointed at him. “I remember that you were. I heard you say you don’t love me, and then you bent down and whispered in her ear right before you kissed her.”

“No, no. You have it all wrong, Hannah. She told me I thought I loved you because I hadn’t explored the love between her and me. I told her that I didn’t love her, and then I bent down into her ear so she’d hear me when I told her that I loved you, and her eyelash batting and fancy dresses couldn’t make me love an ugly soul like hers. When I went to stand back up, that’s when she kissed me. I’ve done a lot of terrible things in my life, but kissing that woman made me gag worse than anything I’ve done as a doctor.” The shudder that went through him wasn’t forced. It was real. “Did you see me push her away and yell at her?”

Hannah carefully shook her head to keep from rubbing the stitches. “I left when she put her lips on you. It was too painful. I was losing the man I loved, and I had no control over it.”

“I told her she needed counseling and to stay away from work until she was ready to be part of the team. Then I went looking for you. Baby, you have to believe me. I already called Dr. Hampton and the rest of the board and reported her behavior. I was also honest about ours. I told them I love you and I’d leave the hospital before I let anything come between us.”

“Ours? But Dr. Hampton already knew about us.”

“He did, but the rest of the board deserved to hear it from me. Listen to me now when I tell you this. Are you listening?” She nodded, and he took her hand, brushing kisses across her bruised and scraped knuckles. They figured she probably banged them on the dock the same way she hit her head on the way down. “They were all happy for us. Apparently, after the gala at Steve’s, they saw something special between us and had already discussed how to handle the situation should it arise.”

“How will they handle it?” she asked nervously, biting her lower lip. “Especially after what happened this weekend.”

“They assume we’ll conduct ourselves like adults in the workplace, and it won’t be a problem.”

“I didn’t think it would be, but then—”

He put a finger to her lips to hush her. “But then Bridget kept causing problems. I called her father and suggested he help her find someone to talk to about her feelings. I don’t think she’s a bad person, but she’s struggling with something that’s taken control of her.”

“I think she’s lacking any kind of real love in her life,” Hannah said to finish his thought. “She’s desperate for someone to love her, but she’s going about it the wrong way. Bridget used to be so loving and gentle with our patients. I don’t know why that’s changed, but she does need help.”

“I knew you’d understand.”

He held her hands and rubbed his thumbs across the back of them while she closed her eyes and tried to focus on what had happened after she left the room. He mentioned Bridget had been on the dock and that Frankie had been barking at her. Hannah gasped and opened her eyes. “Bridget was there on the dock.”

“I told you that. She was afraid of Frankie and didn’t want to approach him.”

“No, she was trying to get away from him! Clark, she pushed me into the water.”

“What now?” He put his hand to her forehead to check for a fever, and she took it down, holding it in hers.

“I was on the dock with Frankie, waiting for Kristie. Bridget approached me, and I got upset. I told her she’d already taken my man and she should leave me alone. Then I called you both liars. She started shrieking about how she’d make sure you were hers one way or the other, and then I flew backward. She was shrieking, Frankie was barking, and then there was silence. That’s all I remember until I woke up on the grass.”

He ran a hand down his face while keeping his other hand under her little leg. “Baby, if that’s true, Bridget could be in big trouble.”

“I don’t want her to be in trouble. I want her to get help.”

“She tried to kill you!” He sucked in a deep breath and let it back out. “She didn’t tell me you were in the water until I asked her outright. She was standing there with a blank look on her face when she knew you were in the water!”

He grabbed her and pulled her to his chest, being careful of the stitches in her head. She melted into him, his strong arms taking away her pain so she could relax. “How do you want to approach this, Hannah? One way or the other, we have to talk to someone.”

“I can’t right now, Clark. It will keep until morning. I’m too tired.”

He gently rested her back against the pillow and caressed her cheek, his gaze holding all the emotions he couldn’t describe. She saw the pain, fear, love, and devotion in his heart, just waiting for her to accept it again.

“Do you love me, Clark?”

“So, so much, Hannah. I was so afraid I’d lost you that as I swam to the bottom of that lake, I begged the Lord to take me and spare you. You’re my love and my life now, baby.” His whisper was quiet in the room but resounding in her heart as it filled again with love-infused blood. “I would give up my life for you, Hannah. I know that you’re the true healer. You healed me, and I didn’t think anyone had the power to do that.”

“Can you seal that promise with a kiss?”

He leaned in and hesitated momentarily, mere inches from her lips. “Today, tomorrow, and always, Miss McCallis.”

When their lips connected again, so did their hearts. Their love was a bond. A bond she was now confident would never be broken. All the complications in their lives were gone, opening all the space they needed to build a life together forever.


Epilogue

The sun was out on the seasonably warm October evening, but Hannah didn’t mind. She was happily helping some young ladies from Clear Meadows Middle School prepare the ice cream for the patients’ dessert. It was a beautiful Wednesday evening, and five groups of kids from the Stronger Together program were hanging out with her patients under the party tent to enjoy fun, food, and recreation for the annual Clear Meadows Rehabilitation Picnic.

They’d played games, visited with each other near the lake, and then enjoyed a traditional picnic with all the fixings. It was time for ice cream sundaes while the Clear Meadows Community Band entertained everyone with a rousing evening of patriotic music.

The Stronger Together program had grown by leaps and bounds so quickly that not even summertime could keep the kids away. Of course, that might have something to do with the program's new director, Mrs. Harriet Lakeman. The board loved Hannah’s idea to offer their patients outpatient therapy and agreed to let Harriet be the first.

Then, once she had spent more time learning the program, Harriet accepted the director’s position and took it over seamlessly. She ran it better than Hannah could, considering her limited time. Now, six months after arriving at Clear Meadows, Harriet was completely healed and confident on her prosthesis.

Hannah had healed well from her unintended swim in the lake, even if her hair still hadn’t recovered from the fourteen stitches she’d needed in her scalp. That night when Clark promised they’d never be apart, he hadn’t been kidding. He’d returned to his place, packed his things, and let his lease go. Now, he resides at 277 Huckleberry Lane full-time.

As for Bridget, she was no longer employed at Clear Meadows Rehabilitation Hospital. Guilt-ridden by what happened, she’d turned herself in while Hannah was still in the emergency room. To her credit, she accepted responsibility for pushing her into the water. Her jealousy of Hannah was out of control, but she couldn’t live with herself knowing she’d caused harm to someone else. Hannah refused to press charges, instead requesting that the board reconsider her employment at the hospital and asking her father to get her the therapy and help she needed.

Last she’d heard, Bridget had moved back in with her family and was seeing a counselor weekly regarding a traumatic event she’d told no one about until now. Hannah was just glad she was getting the help she needed before anyone else got hurt. Bridget had sent a heartfelt apology to Hannah in June that tugged at her heartstrings, but not in a manipulative way. Bridget was hurting and was asking for forgiveness. Hannah had granted that easily and assured Bridget that putting in the hard work now in therapy would make it easier to put all of this behind her and go on with life. Once Bridget was gone, the staff slowly returned to normal, and everyone started working together as a team again.

Tonight, the patients and their families clapped along as the band played Seventy-Six Trombones. It brought a smile to her face. The picnic was always a lot of preparation and work, but it was worth it for the patients to enjoy the lake and feel like life was normal again. They got to visit with Clear Meadows graduates who had gone through what they had and were thriving. It helped their recovery when they understood they weren’t alone in their struggles and that everyone progressed at their own pace.

Arms went around her waist, and she smiled, accepting Clark's kiss on her cheek. “Frankie is in the office now. He’s not a fan of the tuba.”

She chuckled as she turned in his arms and kissed his lips discreetly. “He has an even stronger hatred for the clarinet. The poor guy. Thanks for taking care of him for me.”

“It’s the least I can do, considering he’s the reason you’re still with us. I love you so much.”

“I love you too,” she assured him. He almost vibrated with fear again, and she rubbed his back patiently. “We’re fine now, remember that. From now on, the only person I trust is you.” Clark had been seeing a therapist for a few months to help him work through his guilt, as misplaced as it was, about what happened. He still woke up in a sweat at night, thinking he’d lost her under the water. His terror was improving each month, and she was confident he’d eventually find a way to put it behind them. He leaned in and kissed her again as the band played the final note.

“What a great night to share music and laughter together, am I right?” the band director asked, and Hannah turned in Clark’s arms to face the band again and clap along with the rest of the patients. “Where is Hannah McCallis?”

She waved from where she stood near the tent, and he motioned her to come up. Clark walked her over and stepped back while she finished the walk across the grass to the band director.

“Hannah, we just wanted to thank you for organizing such a wonderful event.”

Everyone started clapping again as she brushed her hand at the crowd. “Actually,” she said, leaning into the microphone. “The applause belongs to the activity director, the director of the Stronger Together program, and all the young people here tonight who jumped in and helped me plan the best Clear Meadows Rehab Picnic yet!”

Another round of applause filled the night air as Hannah pointed out their directors, but they refused to join her. When the applause died down, the band director motioned at the band behind him, who opened into the beginning strains of a love song, which, if she wasn’t mistaken, was Love Like Ours.

She eyed the director, who smiled widely. “We heard from a trusted source that the last time this song played, some miscommunication resulted in quite the situation. Someone would like you to dance with him, but first, he wants to make sure there’s no miscommunication about how he feels.”

The crowd gasped, and Hannah slowly spun on her heel as her heart said her life was about to change. It was right. When she finished the spin, Clark knelt before her in the grass with the light of the setting sun glinting off the diamond ring he held.

“Hannah,” he whispered, and she stepped closer to hear him over the band, even though they played quietly. “Tonight, I wanted to tell you, and everyone here, how much I love you. I’ve loved you since the first time you slipped your hand into mine, and I saw my future laid out in your eyes. All the gruffness those first few years was me trying to hide my feelings from you so we could continue to work together. Little did I know that admitting how much I needed you would simplify it. Hannah, that day in the water when, for a brief moment, I thought I’d lost you, I was rendered motionless by the power of our love. A love like ours is a forever love. Maybe it’s only been six months since our first date, but six, twelve, eighteen, or more wouldn’t matter. The question would remain the same regardless of how many months I waited. I can’t wait any longer. Hannah McCallis, will you do me the greatest honor of my life and make this love of ours official? Will you marry me, my beautiful girl?”

Hannah dropped to her knee and took his face in her hands. His eyes were filled with fear, while hers offered nothing but love. “I thought you’d never ask,” she whispered, smiling as the crowd laughed happily. “It would be my greatest honor to become Mrs. Clark Parks.”

The nervousness in his eyes drained away, replaced by irrevocable love as he slipped the ring on her finger. He bowed his head to kiss her knuckles, then pulled her into him as he stood, swaying into a dance of love as the band played on.

“I love you, Clark,” she whispered, gazing up at him in wonderment at how her life had changed in such a short time.

“Not nearly as much as I love you,” he promised, then sealed it with a kiss that carried them into forever.
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A Note to My Readers




People with disabilities are just that—people. We are not ‘differently abled’ because of our disability. We all have different abilities and interests, and the fact that we may or may not have a physical or intellectual disability doesn’t change that. The disabled community may have different needs, but we are productive members of society who also happen to be husbands, wives, moms, dads, sons, daughters, sisters, brothers, friends, and co-workers. People with disabilities are often disrespected and portrayed two different ways; as helpless or as heroically inspirational for doing simple, basic activities.

As a disabled author who writes disabled characters, my focus is to help people without disabilities understand the real-life disability issues we face like discrimination, limited accessibility, housing, employment opportunities, and lack of people first language. I want to change the way others see our community by writing strong characters who go after their dreams, and find their true love, without shying away from what it is like to be a person with a disability. Another way I can educate people without disabilities is to help them understand our terminology. We, as the disabled community, have worked to establish what we call People First Language. This isn’t a case of being politically correct. Rather, it is a way to acknowledge and communicate with a person with a disability in a respectful way by eliminating generalizations, assumptions, and stereotypes.

As a person with disabilities, I appreciate when readers take the time to ask me what my preferred language is. Since so many have asked, I thought I would include a small sample of the people-first language we use in the disabled community. This language also applies when leaving reviews and talking about books that feature characters with disabilities. The most important thing to remember when you’re talking to people with disabilities is that we are people first! If you ask us what our preferred terminology is regarding our disability, we will not only tell you, but be glad you asked! If you would like more information about people first language, you will find a disability resource guide on my website.

Instead of: He is handicapped.

Use: He is a person with a disability.

Instead of: She is differently abled.

Use: She is a person with a disability.

Instead of: He is mentally retarded.

Use: He has a developmental or intellectual disability.

Instead of: She is wheelchair-bound.

Use: She uses a wheelchair.

Instead of: He is a cripple.

Use: He has a physical disability.

Instead of: She is a midget or dwarf.

Use: She is a person of short stature or a little person.

Instead of: He is deaf and mute.

Use: He is deaf or he has a hearing disability.

Instead of: She is a normal or healthy person.

Use: She is a person without a disability.

Instead of: That is handicapped parking.

Use: That is accessible parking.

Instead of: He has overcome his disability.

Use: He is successful and productive.

Instead of: She is suffering from vision loss.

Use: She is a person who is blind or visually disabled.

Instead of: He is brain damaged.

Use: He is a person with a traumatic brain injury.
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