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The tiny bell on the front door of the store tinkled portentously in the quiet calm of the room as it announced the arrival of a new customer. Finishing the careful stroke on the canvas in front of her, Erica Townsend turned to her small, mostly-elderly class.

“Using the same brush, continue your vertical strokes, adding more tree trunks to our scene.” She motioned to the enlarged photograph of a sylvan landscape, which was clipped atop her own wooden easel. 

As several of her students nodded, Erica pointed to a rotund gentleman with a tartan beret in the back row. “No need to go overboard, Hamish. Less is more at times, remember?”

He touched the tip of his hat in salute, while the others continued in their work. 

Beside him, a ginger-haired woman wearing a blotchy smock pointed her paintbrush in Erica’s direction. “I’ll keep an eye on him for you, sweetheart.”

“Thanks, Jocelyn.”

Winking at the older woman, Erica climbed to her feet and rounded the wall of open shelves separating her store, Unique Art Boutique, into two individual spaces. Leaving the classroom behind, she entered the gallery and purchasable art supplies part of the shop. It still gave her a warm feeling, seeing her dream fulfilled. She had wanted to establish a place where her passion for art—creating it, teaching it, displaying it—could be enjoyed and shared by all. Then five years ago, needing to escape Brisbane after her mother’s passing and another failed relationship, she’d come to the idyllic little town of Montville in the Sunshine Coast Hinterland in Queensland, and done just that. 

Erica smoothed her hands over her white apron, now mottled with different hues of dried paint, hoping to remove the residue of green goop on her fingers before it ended up on her denim shorts or gray tank top. She didn’t have many clothes left which weren’t in some way stained by her profession. 

Approaching her customer from behind, taking in the baby pink dress draped over the feminine figure, Erica smiled. “Can I help you?”

“Yes.” The young woman turned, her familiar emerald eyes brightening. Her delicate features and light-blonde pixie-cut made her look even younger than her twenty-something years. “I need a canvas and some acrylics.”

Moving behind the counter to the rack of small paint tubes against the wall, Erica gestured to her wares. “What size were you after? I have the acrylics in two ounces all the way up to sixty-four”—her hand waved toward the shelving on her left—“and the canvases come in square, rectangular—our smallest being the four-by-four inch. I think the biggest I have left in-store is a thirty-six-by-forty-eight, but I can always order in larger, even smaller if you’d prefer.”

“Do you have the biggest canvas nearby? I’d like to check it over first, see if it’s big enough.”

Erica nodded. “In the storeroom, out the back.” She looked closely at the young woman, noting a familiarity. “You work down the road, don’t you? At Forrest’s Organics, the fresh produce store? It’s ... Lauren, isn’t it?”

The blonde woman grinned. “Yes, Lauren Perry. We’ve crossed paths a couple of times. You used to come into the store all the time a few years back.”

“Yeah. When I first came to town, I started on a fitness kick. I was only buying organic, eating fruit and veggies, trying to keep up with the local health fanatics. It didn’t last long though. I couldn’t live without pizza and chocolate ... or wine. Out of everything from back then, yoga is the only thing I’ve stuck to.”

Lauren’s eyes lit up. “Did you know we have organic chocolate and wine in-store? Even organic, nonalcoholic wine.”

“Trying to save me from the dark side, are you?” Erica chuckled.

As she shrugged, Lauren’s smile remained sweet and kind.

With another laugh, Erica motioned for Lauren to wait. “I’ll be back in a moment with the canvas.”

She headed for an open doorway to her right, flicking on a light switch inside the narrow room as she entered. Labeled brown cardboard boxes were stacked against the wall nearest the entrance, while tall, static shelving, full of inventory, hugged the parallel walls, tapering the room even tighter. At the very back, plastic-wrapped canvases of varying sizes rested alongside each other. Reaching them, Erica dug around, propping some aside to get access to the bigger ones. 

Distracted by thoughts of her class, of completing the landscape painting, Erica moved a little faster. Once she’d made enough space to retrieve the largest canvas, she grabbed the thick frame and hauled the huge item up and out from the wall. Careful to clear the others she’d stacked beside it, she spun around but connected with the shelving structure to her right. Although it was bolted to the floor, it shook slightly, and she heard a couple of large thuds against the wooden floorboards.

She growled her displeasure and mentally scolded herself for attempting to move the gigantic item, instead of just taking Lauren into the storeroom to inspect it. 

Sighing, Erica lowered the monstrosity to get a better look at the obstructions in front of her. She’d recently received an order of gesso—a white mixture used to prime the canvas before painting—and had restocked the shelf until the front two tubs sat slightly over the edge. Now those round containers were on the floor beyond her left foot—one on its side and one on its lid. 

At least nothing breakable had fallen. Lifting the huge canvas higher again and holding it to her right, Erica stepped over the first obstacle. When she lifted her left foot over the second, the sound of footsteps entering the room had her gaze drifting upward.

Lauren let out a high-pitched squeak. “Are you okay?” 

Erica nodded as her foot came down and clipped the edge of the circular tub. The container rolled, taking her heel with it, and she raised the canvas in the air struggling for balance. A garbled sound—part squeal, part yip—left her lips as she hit the floor hard on her right knee. Her bare skin skidded along the coarse wooden floorboards as her foot continued its ride. A split-second passed, something Erica experienced in slow-motion, and the tub popped free of her ankle before skittering across to the doorway. In her desperation for stability, she lowered the canvas and smacked herself in the face. When the ordeal was finally over, she was stretched across the floor, one leg in front, one behind, feeling sore, stupid, and sorry for herself, but so grateful her love of yoga had saved her from pulling a hamstring or breaking bone. 

“Oh my God!” Lauren ran over to her. “Did I do that?”

Lowering the canvas to the floor, Erica rested it alongside the static shelves beside her. She brushed a loose lock of dark hair from her eyes before taking Lauren’s outstretched hand. 

“No. No.” Erica shook her head, feeling everything ache as she stood. “Just me. My bad luck, really. I can be clumsy.” 

The thudding of more footsteps drew her attention to the storeroom’s entry as she released Lauren’s hand and brushed her own on her apron. 

“What’s happened?” Jocelyn’s announcement was audible before she’d even entered. 

When she came into view, her freckled cheeks were pinker than usual and her curly red-hair was gathering a frizz from her briskness. Erica smiled at her reassuringly as she adjusted the chocolate-brown bun atop her own head.

“Nothing to see here, Jocelyn. I had a little trip but survived the journey.” She gestured at the large canvas, which was now sporting a slight indentation from where her nose had bashed into it. “Not sure I can say the same thing about the canvas.”

“Oh, it’s fine,” Lauren said quickly, waving Erica’s comment away with a flick of her wrist. “It’s perfect. I’ll take it.”

Erica frowned. “It’s damaged stock now. I can order in another.”

Lauren shook her head. “It’ll do, really.”

As Erica opened her mouth to argue the point further, Jocelyn interrupted.

“Ladies!” It was almost a shriek.

“What?” Erica noticed the horror in the older woman’s eyes and followed the direction of Jocelyn’s outstretched index finger.

It was aimed at Erica’s knee, the one that had dragged along the rough floorboards as she’d skidded ungracefully into the splits. There had been a slight stinging sensation, a constant ache, but Erica hadn’t realized the damage she’d inflicted upon herself until now. Dark, garnet-red blood was thick in the grooves of the mutilated skin, while congealed snail-trails of scarlet crept down her shin. 

Although the pain was distracting, she noticed it was only a flesh wound and bound to be a minor one once she’d had the time to clean it up.

“Oh dear.” Lauren gasped.

“I’ll call an ambulance.” The concern in Jocelyn’s tone was enough to have both of the younger women looking up at her again.

“No, Jocelyn—” Erica reached out in an effort to stop her, but the ginger-haired woman had already retreated inside the main room of the shop.

Fighting back the urge to limp, Erica hurried after her. She found her at the display counter, the cordless phone to her ear.

“Put the phone down.” It was an order, said with only the slightest hint of menace. 

Just the thought of having to explain herself to a pair of highly-skilled paramedics if Jocelyn was successful, was enough to have dread sitting heavily in Erica’s stomach. She could already imagine their looks of displeasure.

Yes, sir. ... It’s just a skinned knee, sir. ... Yes, I understand what an emergency is. ... Yes, I know I’m taking your services away from someone who really needs your help, but you see, my friend here, she called you.

“Jocelyn.” She offered her another warning.

“Don’t use that tone with me, Erica.”

She lifted her own dark eyebrow in challenge. “I am not going to the hospital over a scraped knee.”

Jocelyn’s eyes narrowed. “You’re such a stubborn young woman.”

Erica took that as a compliment, but then noticed the older woman’s expression change, her gaze flickering across the shop as though concentrating on something only she was privy to. 

“Yes. We need an ambulance.”

Erica tried to snatch the phone away from Jocelyn’s ear. “No, we don’t.”

“What’s going on in here?” A male voice interrupted the jostle of hands. 

Both of them glanced along the wall of open shelving, noticing the interest from those still seated in the classroom on the other side, before seeing Hamish striding over to them, his usually jolly countenance now full of concern.

Erica looked back at Jocelyn, giving her an opportunity to explain, but as the milliseconds passed, the attractive older woman’s gray-green eyes became even more defiant. 

Erica placed her hands on her hips. “Okay, what do you want?”

Jocelyn grinned smugly and covered the mouthpiece. “You don’t want an ambulance, don’t want to go to the hospital, fine. Then you let me take you to the doctor. I know what you’re like, Erica. You’ll patch this up yourself and wait for it to get infected before you even consider going to see a professional.”

“I will n—” Erica would have finished her retort had Jocelyn not removed her hand from the bottom of the phone and dared her to continue with that twinkle in her eye. “Fine.” It was said through gritted teeth. “I’ll go to the doctor. Now, hang up and let them help someone who needs it.”

“Sorry,” Jocelyn spoke into the mouthpiece. “False alarm.” A button beeped as she ended the call. Placing the telephone back in its cradle, she turned to Erica. “All right, let’s go.”

Erica raised her hands stopping Jocelyn’s forward momentum. “We’re not going right now?”

Jocelyn frowned and reached again for the phone. 

“Okay, okay. We’re going now.”

Erica looked over at Hamish, who was stroking his chin thoughtfully, then at Lauren, who had carried the gigantic canvas out of the storeroom without falling over like a klutz, and finally across to her dedicated class of elderly citizens, who were trying so hard to appear as though their concentration had returned to their work. 

“What am I going to do about the shop?” Erica gestured toward the classroom. “The lesson?”

“Hamish will take care of the store while we’re gone, won’t you, Hamish?” 

Hamish was obviously startled by Jocelyn’s announcement but didn’t argue with her. 

He nodded. “Whatever you need, Erica.”

She gave him an appreciative smile as Jocelyn continued.

“He can serve this young lady”—she waved a hand toward Lauren—“and we can reschedule our lesson for another time.” Jocelyn peered through the open shelves at the people on the other side. “Isn’t that right, everyone?” 

Unanimous nodding and a few muffled whispers seemed to be all Jocelyn needed in response. She grabbed Erica’s hand and led her out from behind the counter. 

“I’m so sorry, guys.” Erica’s voice was a pitch higher than usual as she addressed those in the class. “I’ll give you all a call later to see if there’s another day this week that will suit everyone.” 

Passing Lauren, Erica offered her a helpless look of apology, before being dragged closer to Hamish. There, Jocelyn released her while she ducked into the classroom to retrieve her handbag. 

Once Jocelyn was behind him, Hamish’s concerned expression flashed to humor. He tilted his head in the older woman’s direction, and his eyes widened, then rolled.

Erica stifled a hoot of laughter with a cough. “Hamish, could you please give Lauren a discount on the canvas when you ring it up?” She noticed Lauren raise a hand as if to dispute, but refused to give her the opportunity. “Don’t let her talk you out of it. The canvas is damaged, and she deserves it, having put up with all of this.” Erica motioned around the room, to the canvas, her knee, and then pointed a thumb at Jocelyn who had re-entered behind Hamish.

“Oi,” the older woman quipped. “You should be thanking me. I’m just looking out for you, missy.”

There were a few playful thank yous from the other room, which swiftly became giggles.

“Come on, my girl.” Jocelyn snatched up her hand. “Let’s go tackle your fear of doctors.”
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An ancient wrinkled woman—with more hair on her top lip than on her eyebrows—pointed once again at the pus-filled hole in her lower jaw where one of the last of her few teeth had previously resided. The portly middle-aged man with thick black hair sitting beside her wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

“No, Mama. I told you before. He is a doctor, not a dentist.” 

Matt Garrick offered his patients a warm smile from where he sat across the desk in his cozy, brightly-lit office. Tearing another completed prescription from his pad, he fought the urge to peek at his wristwatch a third time. 

“Mr. Agnelli, Mother Agnelli, is there anything further I can personally help you with besides, say ... a referral to a good dental clinic?”

Mr. Agnelli shook his head. “Thank you, Dr. Garrick. That’s very generous, but we already have a family dentist. The renewed prescriptions should be all for today.” 

As Matt handed him the final piece of paper, Mr. Agnelli nodded a non-verbal thanks before helping his elderly mother to her feet. She muttered something in Italian and slapped at his hand. He smiled sheepishly at Matt, who had come around his desk, manila folder in one hand, to open the door for them. 

“Until next time then,” Matt told him, “take care of yourself.” He bent lower to address the wizened, white-haired woman already exiting the room. “You too, Mother Agnelli.”

She waved a hand at Matt, dismissing him, and then shuffled into the quiet waiting room. Matt followed them out, slipping his free hand around the fabric of his white coat and into the side pocket of his black slacks. He watched them quarrel mildly in Italian, attracting the attention of a modest, middle-aged couple seated beside the reception desk. On the other side of the counter, Melina grinned up at the Agnellis, deep smile lines creasing her face while her brown eyes sparkled behind her horn-rimmed glasses. She noticed Matt looking their way and gave him that sweet, motherly wink he was becoming accustomed to.

“Matt.” 

The hushed masculine voice had him glancing across the corridor toward the second and only other office in the small house turned family practice. Even though the entire premises had been refurbished, it still held the intimacy and quaintness of the old turn-of-the-century building.

Doctor Nathan Lewis stepped next to him, his white coat swaying over his designer checkered shirt and navy trousers as he thrust his expensive smartphone in front of Matt’s face. 

“Speed-dating is on again tonight in the town hall. Are you keen for a round two?”

Matt raised his eyes from the screen, away from details of the event and the persuasive photo of an attractive couple kissing, to stare at the slightly taller, rangier man. “I’m starting to think you need to find a new wingman, Nate.”

“What?” He yanked the phone back. “Last week wasn’t a total flop.”

Matt frowned at his longtime friend, the man who had become a buddy back in college over twelve years ago and who had recently talked him into becoming a partner in his practice in the peaceful country town of Montville. When he’d agreed to the change, having needed it after tiring of the pressure, the people, and the busy lifestyle in Brisbane city, Matt hadn’t realized getting back out into the dating scene would be part of the deal. 

“For you maybe,” Matt quipped as he headed over to the reception desk, “but within the absolute whirlwind of single women that flew by that night, I had two marriage proposals, an offer to take part in creating a brood of eleven, and one woman who just stared at me for our full two minutes.” 

Following him, Nate shrugged. “Being part of a small community means you get lumped with the lot, castoffs and all. You’ve got to sift through them to find the gold.”

“You go dig for your treasure then.” Matt placed the Agnelli’s file into his out-tray, glancing at his empty in-tray, before looking back at Nate. “But, I’ll wait until you find an alternative to speed-dating before I click back into wingman mode.”

Melina chuckled, her platinum-blonde bob swaying with her movement, as she gave Mr. Agnelli his receipt. 

Grimacing, Nate scratched at his neat auburn beard, his angular features giving him the appearance of a handsome movie villain. “What else is there? I’m not ready to try it online.”

Mr. Agnelli risked a look in their direction and leaned a little closer, ensuring his arm still remained securely around his mother’s shoulders. “You can try the local bushwalking group,” he suggested shyly. “Or Unique Art Boutique on Main Street offers nighttime life drawing classes.” His bold features brightened. “That’s where I met my Cathy. We’ve been together three years this June.”

Mother Agnelli mumbled something, which sounded rather scathing in Italian, and Mr. Agnelli returned to her, ushering her toward the front door as he waved a friendly good-bye.

Matt watched Nate, noticing his interest in the older gentleman’s ideas as Melina gave them her full attention. 

“I’ve heard good things about that place, too. My Samuel’s there now for his regular Tuesday acrylics course.” Seeing she’d gotten their interest, Melina smiled slyly. “But, you know, if you’d really like to meet a nice girl, I know plenty of available young ladies.”

Nate snatched the top file from his own in-tray. “Not another set-up, Melina. The last one barely said a word to me the entire night.”

Melina scowled at him. “She was a nice church girl. Besides, I didn’t mean for you, Mr. Eternal Bachelor. I was talking to Matthew.” She gave Matt a wide, encouraging grin.

Nate rolled his eyes.

As he freed his hand from his trouser pocket to run it through his thick, dark hair, Matt cleared his throat. “I’ll have to think about it, Melina, but thank you.”

When Melina opened her mouth to continue, the front door burst open drawing everyone’s attention.

“We need to see a doctor,” a mature, ginger-haired woman announced enthusiastically as she entered the waiting room dragging a long-legged beauty into the room behind her.

“There’s no urgency,” added the exotic young woman, her attractive coffee-brown eyes shooting a fierce glare at the redhead. 

“Jocelyn?” Melina stood, hurrying around the counter to greet the older woman as Nate and Matt inched closer to the action. “What’s happened? Are you okay?”

“It’s not me, it’s Erica.” Jocelyn pulled the shapely brunette forward in front of all of them.

The young woman—Erica—gazed up at Nate, a light blush coloring her cheeks mixing exquisitely with the mocha undertones of her skin as she swept a chocolate lock of hair from her eyes. 

“I’m fine, really,” her sweet voice reassured them. “It’s just my knee. I had a little fall.”

All eyes dropped to her long, slender legs. At the sight of her right knee, all torn flesh and congealed garnet, Matt took a step forward, eager to help.

“You’re Erica, Erica Townsend, right?” Nate stuck out a hand.

As the gorgeous creature shook it appreciatively, offering his friend the goddamn-sexiest smile he’d ever seen, Matt mentally cursed his best buddy. Nate had always been quicker on the draw when it came to beautiful women.

“You own Unique Art Boutique?” Nate didn’t wait for her answer. “That’s so funny. We were just talking about you. About your shop.”

“Only good things, I hope.”

“They’re looking for somewhere to meet nice girls,” Melina informed Jocelyn, earning her a glare from Nate. “Mr. Agnelli told them about the life drawing class.”

“Oh.” Erica was surprised but quickly recovered. “I was serving a nice girl earlier this morning. I’m not sure if she’ll be there on life drawing night, but I know plenty of other single ladies who often attend.” 

As Matt watched, Nate upped his charisma, attempting to hide his obvious discomfort with a confident-sounding chuckle. “If they’re anything like you, Erica, we’ll find ourselves lucky to be in the same room with them.”

“You always thought you were a charmer, Nathan,” taunted Jocelyn. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind taking care of the patient.” 

She pushed Erica closer to him, making something heavy drop into the bottom of Matt’s stomach. 

How was Nate always the chosen one?

“Sorry, Jocelyn, but Dr. Lewis has another patient.” Melina gestured to the mature couple seated beside the counter, keenly observing the whole interaction. 

The woman offered them a satisfied nod before straightening her perfectly starched, pale yellow dress, while her husband’s nose rose higher.

Nate opened his mouth as if to protest, but Melina waved a hand in his face and grabbed Erica by the arm, dragging her in front of Matt.

“Dr. Garrick is free. He will take good care of you.”

Again, the stunning brunette blushed. 

“Dr. Garrick, I presume?” She smiled that sexy grin at him, gripping his heart and igniting his blood. 

Didn’t anyone else notice the sensuality of that look, the raw heat behind it, or was it just him? 

Trying to keep the appearance of professionalism, Matt raised a hand and motioned in the direction of his office. “Shall we go get you cleaned up?”

When she moved away, following his silent instruction, she left an intoxicating scent in her wake. Strawberries and vanilla. Matt almost groaned. Was there nothing about this woman that wasn’t perfect?

Jocelyn and Melina began chatting quietly as Matt followed Erica, meeting Nate’s eyes as he passed. Although undoubtedly disappointed by the missed opportunity, Nate’s secretive thumbs-up of encouragement said enough. If he couldn’t get to know this ravishing beauty himself, then he considered Matt the next best man.
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Closing the door to his office had never felt so final, never given him such a feeling of intimacy as it did now. Matt was all alone with the most alluring woman he had ever met. No matter how macho he liked to pretend he was, how suave he tried to remind himself he could be, nerves were still getting the best of him.

“Do you want me on the table?”

Matt spun around, his voice catching in his throat. “Pardon?”

“Is it easier for you to check my knee if I sit on the examination table?”

He released a deep breath. “Good idea. Yes, thank you.”

Erica gave him a quizzical look but went to the back of the room.

As her hips swayed, Matt caught himself staring at her ass, then quickly forced his gaze upward when she turned around. He continued to watch while she did a little jump to position herself on the table, admiring how her generous bust jiggled with the movement. 

God, he was going to Hell.

Matt swallowed. “So, what brought you here today?”

She tilted her head as she stroked a loose strand of hair behind her ear again.

He coughed. “I mean, how did you hurt yourself?”

“Oh.” Erica glanced down at her knee, stretching the tanned skin around it as though trying to get a better look at the damage. “A really big canvas knew my weakness.”

Matt opened the cabinet opposite his desk to retrieve a packet of alcohol-free wipes and a bottle of saline solution. “And what’s that?”

“I’m a bit of a klutz.”

He chuckled, closing the cabinet before snatching a new pair of sterile green gloves from the box on his desk. “Is that so? Do I need to handcuff you to the table so you don’t fall off?”

Erica smirked at him and something sparkled in her fascinating eyes.

Matt froze, his breath caught sharply.

Shit. He’d said handcuff, he’d meant to say strap. Geez, that wasn’t much better. Talk about Freudian slip.

He cleared his throat and continued over to her. “Sorry. Terrible joke.”

Her grin widened and she chuckled at him. “I thought I was supposed to be the nervous one. I’m the one who’s afraid of doctors.”

As he lowered the items to the thin, sheet-covered mattress, Matt stiffened. He’d given himself away. What an idiot. It was nerves one, suaveness zero. Then something Erica had said resounded in his mind.

His eyes widened. “You’re afraid of doctors?” 

She shrugged as he moved his office chair in front of her. “You’re the bearers of bad news. You poke and prod people with nasty instruments ... and I’m afraid of needles.”

Matt nodded in understanding and took a seat. “Ah, the needle thing.” He slipped on the green surgical gloves. “You’re not alone in that fear. I know a few big, manly men who faint at the sight of them.” He pulled an alcohol-free wipe out of its packet. “Luckily, this shouldn’t require anything so serious.” 

When he moved to touch the wipe to her skin, he noticed her hands clenching around the mattress on either side of her slender thighs. Pausing, he looked up at her.

Propped on the examination bed as she was, she sat substantially higher than him. Though Matt was tall enough, six-foot-one on a good day, Erica was only slightly shorter, which presented a different stance than the other patients he’d had in a similar position. His eye-level was dangerously close to her breasts, and gazing up along the supple line of her neck didn’t help much either. 

Would it be so wrong of him to wrap his hands around her waist and drag her down to his lap? To feel the softness of her curves against his body? To kiss her until the only pain she felt was the ardent hunger, the suffocating desire to screw his brains out?

A giant yes like a thunderclap from God echoed inside his head. Yes, it’s wrong.

He looked up into her beautiful eyes, suddenly noticing the concern in them. “It will be okay,” he reassured her. 

“It’s going to hurt, isn’t it?” She winced. 

The corners of his lips quirked upward. “Don’t tell me—you’re scared of pain, as well?”

Erica nibbled at her bottom lip, unconsciously enticing him, making him wish he could nibble it for her. 

“I’m not a huge chicken,” she began. “I can handle most things, but the stinging of an open wound, especially having it cleaned, is not one of my favorite pastimes.”

“Luckily the wound doesn’t look too serious, so I’ll try to make it as painless as possible.”

“I’d appreciate that.” She stared at him, her gaze drifting down deep into his, the gleam in her eyes making his heart somersault.

He noticed her inhale deeply and hold it as he tried again, touching the wipe to her broken skin. When it connected, her breath hissed out, but then she calmed, her limbs relaxing as he continued. 

“See, you’re tougher than you give yourself credit for.” Matt added saline solution to the cloth to make it a little easier to clean the wound. 

“It still hurts, but I’ll do my best not to cry bloody murder.”

He laughed. When his eyes met hers, nerves got the better of him, and he was suddenly at a loss of what more to say. Swallowing, he stood and headed back over to the cabinet.

“Um ...” Damn it! He felt his face flush with heat. He’d had to make it even more obvious that he was feeling like an anxious teenager. “So, the life drawing classes?” He gathered his courage and glanced up at her as he grabbed a pair of scissors, some gauze, and a roll of sticky bandage off the shelf. “Would you recommend them?” Matt wanted to slap himself in the forehead. What a ridiculous question! “For us, I mean. Nate and I. Sorry, Dr. Lewis and me.”

He fought the urge to leave the room before he made even more of a fool of himself, and instead, headed back over to her. Erica was just smiling at him, that devilishly sultry grin that made him wish they were both naked.

“To meet women?” Her eyes glimmered curiously.

Matt did his best to hide the audible gulp as he swallowed once more and took a seat in front of her. “Yes. I guess.” He shook his head. “It’s more Nate’s thing. He’s looking for the one, you know, and I’m his wingman.”

“So, you’re just along for the ride?”

He cleared his throat as he measured out the gauze. “Pretty much.”

“You’re not keen to find your Miss Right then?” 

Her teasing tone enticed Matt’s gaze upward, and he found himself stuck, captured by her mesmerizing eyes.

“We do have some lovely young ladies who attend. Some of them even pose for the class. Are you sure I can’t tempt you?”

Matt was frozen, he knew he was and couldn’t help it. His hands were still poised holding the gauze above Erica’s injured knee, and all he could do was stare at her. 

Her words rang in his ears. Are you sure I can’t tempt you?

Was she flirting with him? God, he hoped so. 

She giggled. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“No.” Matt shook his head, unfreezing the rest of his body with that one movement. “No, you didn’t.”

“Good. I was worried I’d terrified you into a lifetime of bachelorhood.” 

He forced a smile. What would she say if she knew he’d felt the opposite, that maybe he didn’t want to meet all those other women, because maybe she could be his one? 

She’d probably say he was an idiot, which he probably was. He’d never even believed in love at first sight, had been pretty certain it was all a fairytale—but now? Lord, he was screwed. 

“You’re not ready then? Not ready to settle down?” Erica watched as Matt fiddled with the materials in his lap.

How could he answer that? I wasn’t ready fifteen minutes ago, but then I met you, and now I just might be. Yeah, that would go down well. What in the world was wrong with him?

Using the scissors, Matt snipped the gauze down to size before resting it over the damp wound, using sticky bandage to secure it.

“Sorry, I’m not usually so nosy.”

He looked up at her, but she was still watching his hands, his thumbs smoothing the bandage over her skin. “It’s okay. Really.”

Her brown eyes met his. “Thanks. I guess I hoped you might be a kindred spirit. Someone else who wasn’t so caught up in the hype of true love, searching for a partner, the perfect marriage to complete them. I’ve dated my fair share of toads and never once did I stumble across a Prince Charming. That’s sort of why I came here. I decided to choose my passion over—” She giggled. “Well, another kind of passion.”

The warmness of her smile had him mirroring it. “Sounds like we’ve had a similar experience in the dating pool. Only my toadettes weren’t the main reason I left Brisbane behind. I needed a change of scenery, a change of pace, and when Nate called me about this opportunity a couple of months back, well, I couldn’t turn it down.”

“You didn’t get a chance to read the fine print though, right?” She grinned at him, making his insides swirl. “Wingman wanted.”

“Yeah. I missed that.”

“It doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy yourself though. Come to the life drawing class. I promise I won’t introduce you to anyone if you don’t want me to, but I think I’d kind of like your company. Especially if Dr. Lewis decides to try to turn my class into the next big dating scene.”

“I’d love to.” His heart swelled. 

Had she just asked him out? Maybe not in so many words, but surely this invitation was the next best thing.

Surprise widened her eyes for an instant. “Great. Our next class is at seven o’clock on Friday night.”

With his heart now beating out a bongo rhythm, Matt took a calming breath. He gazed down at the neat dressing he’d finished applying to her injury and cleared his throat. “You’re all good to go.”

“Really?” She glanced down at her knee. “Well, that was more painless than I expected.”

“See, not all of us doctors are terrifying.”

“Not all doctors are like you, Dr. Garrick.”

His cheeks heated, and, as he realized he was blushing, Matt became even more embarrassed. “You should probably call me, Matt.”

Her expression warmed.

“Since we’re going to be spending more time together, you know,” he explained unnecessarily. 

“Of course. Well,” she drew out the word as she pushed herself off the examination table and onto her feet in front of him. “Until Friday then, Matt.”

It took a moment for him to shake the incredible daydream that held him captivated. As she’d moved to stand, he’d hoped—God, he’d even prayed—she might just have fulfilled his fantasy—her smooth, long legs wrapping over him, straddling him as her lips found his.

Matt stood up abruptly, putting himself uncomfortably—or rather too comfortably—close to Erica. When their eyes met, his lips twisted in a nervous smile. Her pupils widened, and she breathed deeply, her ample chest thrusting out to meet his. 

Matt knew he should move. His body tingled with the need to fight off this awkwardness, to either pull her into his
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