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Cupid's Gift

Melanie Peterson’s peaceful existence is shattered the moment a four-footed ball of fluff named Maddox invades her office. 

Like Melanie, the dog's owner knows about heartbreak. Even with his sister's wedding coming up on Valentine's Day, Bryce Nevers has sworn off commitment. 

That's until Maddox blasts his way into Melanie's life, which forces Bryce to take a second look at his hermit-like existence.

Can these two jaded souls put aside their fear and distrust and allow Cupid to bring romance back into their lives?
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Monday, December 29, 5:15 p.m.

Melanie

The man standing in the doorway was perfect, except for the diamond stud in his ear.

Then the wind chimes jangled, and a roar shuddered through my body. I spun in the chair, one hand pressed to my chest.

A wheat-colored monster tore into the clinic, past the man holding the door open. If that thing didn't cut its speed, it would either run straight into the desk or jump over it and topple me to the floor. 

I got ready to bolt out of the seat, if necessary, but the man stopped the giant torpedo with one command. "Maddox, sit."

The idiot dog stopped short of the desk and sat on his haunches, panting so loudly it was impossible not to hear him from where I sat. 

"Sorry about that." The man walked into the reception area to stand beside the dog. "Maddox gets a little excited when he's away from home."

"That's what you call it?" I said, clutching the thong at my neck. "I thought he was going to lay me out flat on the floor."

The stranger smiled, forcing me to pull in a sharp breath. 

He was mega-gorgeous. Bitter-chocolate dark with a set of teeth so even, I thought they might be dentures. Tall and slender. Not drop-dead handsome, but delicious eye-candy. Perfect, I thought again, minus the earring.

He caught me looking at the diamond glinting in his earlobe and one of his eyebrows did a little lift, as if he were asking what part of my business it was. Ignoring what his expression conveyed, I put on my professional face and let go of the death grip I now had on the pendant I wore. "Can I help you?"

"It's okay, Melanie." Matthias, my boss, walked past me and gripped the man by the hand. "Bryce. Good thing you called because I was gonna leave ten minutes ago."

I wondered about that since the switchboard had been silent for the last hour, which meant Bryce had to be a close friend or associate. He'd probably called Matthias on his cellular.

They did a weird grip that started with a regular handshake and ended with clapping each other on the back.

It was all I could do not to roll my eyes. As I had many times before, I wondered if my boss had lost his mind, but Matthias had so many sides to him, it was impossible to keep track of whatever he was up to at any point in time.

The two of them continued talking and I got busy with the appointment schedule onscreen, trying not to listen to their conversation.

It was clear they were at ease with each other, and I wondered about the identity of Matthias' visitor.

He reminded me of someone, but I wasn't sure who. I searched my mind. Had we met before? If we had, it was probably in passing, since I would have taken note of a man wearing an earring if I'd met him before. This one was interesting enough for me to remember him from a previous meeting. Still, I was almost sure this wasn't the first time I'd seen him.

"This boy needs some attention," Matthias said, bending to scratch the dog at the back of his neck.

I hoped the disgust on my face wasn't obvious as I glanced at Matthias.

The dog's coat was matted in places, an indication that it was in need of a good brushing. That thought made me glance at Bryce. If he couldn't take care of his dog ...

He caught me looking at him, and the pleasant expression slid from his face, leaving one I couldn't read. I wanted to squirm in my seat, but forced myself to stare at the screen before me.

So I was guilty of judging, but given the condition of the dog, I could be forgiven for thinking this man looked good, but only knew how to take care of himself. His polo shirt and jeans were crisp and clean and the hint of musk wafting toward me said he also smelled good. While I inhaled his scent, I reminded myself the condition of his dog was none of my business. 

The phone rang and I grabbed the handset, grateful for the distraction.  Since luck had never been my strong suit, within thirty seconds I realized the caller had the wrong number. I put the phone back in its cradle and continued studying tomorrow's appointments. The afternoon was crammed back-to-back with four-legged patients.

Another long day, but I didn't mind. The animal clinic had been my place of employment for just over four years and I liked the variety of people I met, plus the four-footed characters that passed through the doors each day. The extended hours kept me busy, leaving me little time to think about my personal situation and everything missing from my life. Not that I'd tell anyone I wasn't happy with the way things were right now.

A wave of mellow laughter hit my ears and I turned just a tad and got another view of those pearly whites that sucked the air from my lungs when Bryce first smiled.

Again, his gaze fell on me and I wanted to crawl under the desk. I hoped he didn't think I was trying to get his attention. That thought made me want to get out of range and that's what my brain commanded my feet to do. A second went by before I decided it was a wrong move.

The dog scrabbled around the desk and parked himself in front of me, wearing what I thought was a smile. I moved to get past him, but another round of laughter drew my focus to where Bryce and Matthias now stood. They had moved closer and were watching the dog, who got to his feet and poked his nose into my hand.  I yanked my hand away, but not before he got in a couple of licks.

Eeewww.

"I think he likes you."

I looked up, wanting to glare, but only the fact that Matthias signed my paychecks stopped me.

Matthias and his friend were in the middle of a chucklefest when all I wanted to do was wipe the dog's slobber off my hand. I did the next best thing, which was to pass my hand over his forehead toward the back of his head, hoping his fur wasn't crawling with vermin. The condition of his coat did not inspire confidence and now my palm was itching, but the dog stood in front of me like some kind of bodyguard and feinted left when I moved in that direction. His tongue came out and I swore he wanted to lick me again, but I wasn't having any of it. I mustered my sternest voice. "Maddox, move."

To my surprise, the big ball of fluff did exactly that, and to my right, Matthias and his friend bent over laughing.  When they finished enjoying themselves, Bryce turned his smile on me. "Now I know he likes you." 

I said nothing and made my way down the passage, fuming. 

Although Dr. Matthias Laing was an easygoing employer, I was also conscious that I had to be on my best behavior with the pet parents. Using my shoulder, I shoved the bathroom door open and attacked the liquid soap container over the basin.

If luck was on my side, by the time I returned to my desk that dog and his owner would be gone, or at least out of range of my work station. I reminded myself Lady Luck never smiled on me, which meant I'd have to grin and bear whatever was in store with the chocolate god and his overenthusiastic sidekick. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


Monday, December 29, 5:40 p.m.

Bryce

Matt followed me to the door where we shook hands. "Thanks man, we appreciate your help."

Maddox barked, as if to endorse my statement.

"No problem. Just do your best and the groomer will take care of the rest."

I patted the card resting in my pocket, which Matthias gave me earlier, and nodded. "Sure thing. We'll get him all fixed up tomorrow." 

I opened the door and Maddox ran ahead of me. A quick look at Matt confirmed he was thinking the same thing as I was. We both wiped the smiles off our faces as we went into the outer office. 

Matt told me his assistant had been with him for a while and how efficient she was, and yeah, I was just a little bit fascinated with her. 

All that hair I couldn't figure out—whether they were twists or braids. Her fine features that seemed at odds with all the curves she owned. When she stood earlier, I'd had the hardest time keeping my focus. My lips curved and settled into a smile when I remembered her command to Maddox.

The thought of him had me regaining consciousness. He'd settled next to Melanie's seat with his tongue hanging out. Kind of the same effect she had on me.

She didn't seem impressed by him, I guess because of the state of his coat and his lack of discipline. I'd bet she saw better behaved dogs all the time and the way she grimaced at Maddox said she wanted him gone.

Maddox had other ideas though, because he stretched out his front paws and kept panting while keeping his eyes on her.

She met my eyes, glanced at the dog and then back at me, clearly wondering why we were still in her space. As her gaze slid away, she fingered the thong around her neck, pulling my attention. When the pendant fell against her skin, I realized it was made of two intertwined silver hearts.

Matt and I went past her and stopped at the front door, which he held open for me.

"Tell Toni I'll see her on the weekend," I said, referring to my sister.

"Why don't you tell her yourself?" Matt asked.

"You're seeing her this evening, aren't you?"

"Yeah, but—"

"She'll understand."

"Whatever, I guess you'd know better than I."

"Trust me, I do."

Matt's receptionist shifted as if she wanted to get out of her seat, but didn't stand. 

A streak of mischief came over me and I said, "Maddox, say goodbye and come."

He got to his feet, woofed a goodbye at Melanie and trotted through the doorway.

I waved at her on my way out, and her smile was pinched, which told me it was the last thing she was inclined to do. In fact, my mind told me the only reason she acknowledged me was because Matt still stood in the doorway.

I was only messing with her though because for now, women were off limits. My ex-wife was a real piece of work and had soured my outlook on females. As of right now, my sister, Antoinette, and my mother were the only females who were allowed within range that would cause any kind of damage and I knew my heart was safe with them, so that was okay.

Maddox trotted to the CRV with me and I let him into the back. When we were together, Denise would have had a fit if I had the dog inside the vehicle, but who cared. I'd been free of her now for nearly a year and had no plans to surrender my freedom any time soon to any other woman. The seven-year-old dynamo I was raising was enough to keep me occupied full-time.

The dashboard told me it was nearly six o' clock and time to pick up Romaine. He was with Mom, who had probably crammed his stomach full of more food than he could digest. With Christmas just past, Mom still had tons of dishes she'd stored from our family feast. That woman had never learned how to throw away extra food and was an expert at making delicious meals out of leftovers. I didn't doubt she'd have a packed container or two for me to take home when I collected Romey.

I pulled into the driveway, which set Maddox barking. His carrying on was enough to deafen me and only got louder when Romey burst through the front door.

Less than a second after I had the door open, Maddox bolted out of the van to greet Romey, jumping and barking as if it had been a week since they saw each other. While they did their thing, I went inside the house, where my father sat in the living room reading the paper.

"Hey, Dad, where's Mom?"

He ruffled the newspaper, looking at me over his glasses. "In the kitchen, probably packing everything in sight for you to take home."

"I heard that," my mother said, coming to stand by the kitchen door.

"It's not as if anything I'm saying isn't the truth," Dad said.

"Mind your business," Mom said, shaking her head.

I followed her into the kitchen holding on to laughter. My parents were experts at exchanging borderline rude remarks, but I didn't doubt their love for each other. Their marriage had lasted forty years and was going strong. At thirty-six, I had already flunked in the marriage department once and had no intention of taking that particular journey again. Raising Romaine and providing for him were enough to occupy me for now.

Mom put the expected containers into my hand and pulled my head down to kiss my cheek. "Make sure you're here for dinner on the weekend. You know I hate these stopover visits."

"I may have to work."

"Well, bring Romey over and you can pick him up on your way home."

"Denise may want to take him this weekend."

"We'll see," she said, "but I bet she'll probably be working too."

"Yeah, I'll talk to you about that on Friday evening."

Although I was way too old for half the things she did for me, Mom didn't give a hoot. She claimed I was still her baby and so when I sat in the van, she was still giving last-minute instructions outside the window. "Make sure Romey brushes his teeth before bed and get some rest."

Giving in was easier than arguing, so I kissed her cheek and pulled out of the driveway. I tuned the radio to a station playing lovers' rock and listened to Romey's story about how his day had gone. Since he was on holiday, I dropped him off at my parents' house in the morning before work and picked him up in the evenings. I didn't like the idea of stressing my parents with keeping him, but if I allowed it, Mom would have him living over there full-time.

It wasn't long before we were parked in our own driveway and Romey jumped out with his knapsack. Maddox followed him out of the car and did a mad dash around the house. I didn't fool myself thinking he was doing a security check. That dog had more fun and games in him than a two-year old.

I got the house open and started the job of cleaning the inside of the van. Maddox had done a job in the back seat, shedding all over the place. The sooner I could get him to that groomer, the better off I'd be.

Despite Romey's attachment to Maddox, Denise had decided to keep the dog. The result was that Romey had been moping after Maddox, which made for some gloomy days at home. 

I hadn't asked any questions a couple of days ago when Denise called and told me to pick him up. One look at the poor animal told me she'd given up on doing anything to keep him looking halfway decent.

Typical.

Denise was all about getting ahead in her career and everything else, including Romey and me, came in a distant second.

While I brushed the seat covers, the music changed to She's Royal by Tarrus Riley. Soon, I was humming to the music, my head filled with thoughts of the woman who'd looked down her nose at me this evening. The realization stopped me short. 

I did think she was royal, but in contrast to the song lyrics I definitely didn't want her in my life. The deejay switched to another song, which suited me fine because it was stupid of me to be thinking about things I didn't have, didn't need, and didn't want.
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Wednesday, December 31, 2:30 p.m.

Melanie

This heart-stopping freak show was becoming a habit.

A beige lump of fur shot through the door before I had time to process the music from the wind chimes. Maddox skidded to a stop before my desk, his tongue lolling from his mouth.

When I turned my eyes away from the dog, his owner stood by the door, holding it open for a boy.

My mouth opened, but before I got a word out, Maddox—and what a fitting name he had, mad as anything and built like an ox—shot around the desk. I put my hands to my waist and cocked my hip a little bit. I wasn't afraid of him, but didn't want him to get any ideas about licking me like the other day.

A door shut down the corridor and Natalia came running toward me. No matter how long or short the distance, she insisted on running everywhere. At the sight of the dog, she stopped and her eyes went round.

Maddox gave an ear-shattering woof and trotted to her. 

Natalia's eyes opened wider and she shrieked. "Mommy!"

Matthias' door opened wider and he appeared in the doorway. "What's going on?"

"Maddox!"

Bryce, the boy, and I shouted the dog's name together and he looked over his shoulder then back at Natalia, who was now howling. Maddox whined and moved toward Natalia.

I brushed past Maddox and picked up Natalia. "It's all right, hon. He won't hurt you. He's just a big, stupid dog."

She dropped her head to my shoulder, and I patted her back on the way to my chair. I sat with Natalia on my lap. She wiped her cheeks with both hands and turned curious eyes on Maddox.

He whined and tilted his head to one side as if trying to reassure her everything would be okay.

Since I knew he was too stupid to be thinking any such thing, I sucked my teeth and shook my head. "Dumb as a post."

"You're gonna hurt his feelings if you keep saying he's stupid." Not even Bryce's smooth-as-velvet voice muted my irritation.

"Well, he must be stupid to keep trying to frighten people to death. Maybe you should teach him to act like he has some sense when he's in public."

Bryce tapped the side of his leg. "Maddox, come."

The dog moved to stand beside Bryce, acting as if he hadn't just nearly given my four-year-old child a heart attack.

I don't know what the dog's obedience was supposed to prove, but I wasn't impressed.

Bryce's lips widened into a smile, and I wanted to hit him. When he'd had his fill of showing me his teeth, he said, "You're unkind."

I rolled my eyes and looked at Matthias who was also grinning. Natalia had stopped crying and was watching Maddox as if he hadn't just nearly sent her to the grave.

Instead of saying what came to my lips, I dragged out my professional smile and addressed Matthias. "Sorry about the noise. Maddox can be a little enthusiastic ... with life-threatening results. Nats was the victim this time."

My comment started the two men laughing again, and Bryce took the boy by the shoulder and led him into Matthias' office. The child waved at me—his smile a replica of Bryce's—and I returned his gesture. They left the door open and their good humor drifted over me, dissolving my sour mood. They certainly knew how to enjoy their jokes.

Natalia still sat in my lap, and I wiped her tears with my thumbs. "You all right?"

She nodded and got off my lap to stand at one corner of my desk where she'd left her crayons and the coloring book in which she'd been making jagged lines before her bathroom visit. I turned the chair so I could see her while I filed medical reports. I was looking forward to the holiday tomorrow and wanted to leave the office in good order, so I wouldn't have any extra work on my return.

I had picked up the last batch of files off the desktop when Bryce, Matthias, and the boy came out of his office. The boy came to stand at the outside edge of the desk watching Natalia. He smiled, and I hoped he wasn't about to mess with Natalia for coloring outside the lines.

When she looked up, he rested his hand on Maddox, who now stood by his side. "He wasn't going
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