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The Secret Poet

Morgan Thompson likes her life just fine. She has a
tight-knit family, two opinionated cats, and her job as office
manager for her brother Perry’s medical practice. Perry’s an
eligible bachelor, but his divorce left him gun-shy, so Morgan has
fun tweaking his responses to potential dates online, using her
affinity for words to make him sound impressive. When new
pharmaceutical rep Zoe Blake walks into his office, though, he’s
smitten, and he needs Morgan more than ever.

Zoe is beautiful and a little mysterious and doesn’t
seem terribly interested in Perry. Morgan decides she’ll need to
get to know Zoe before she plays matchmaker. But soon, she’s
talking books and movies and writing to her as Perry, and the more
she knows, the more she wants to know, until she begins to wonder:
Is she wooing Zoe for her brother? Or for herself?
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Dedication

To anyone who has loved from afar…


Chapter One

“I think it’s pancreatitis.”

“Let’s let the doctor figure it out.”

“Or it could be gallstones.”

“How about we—”

“What if it’s a subtle form of appendicitis? Is
there such a thing?”

I sighed, but quietly. Mr. Wilson was pushing
ninety. A very sweet guy, but also a hypochondriac since his wife
died a year and a half before. We saw him at least three times a
month. Still, the worry in his watery blue eyes was real, and I
reached across the counter, through the sliding glass window, and
covered his hand with my own. His felt so bony, so fragile and
delicate, and I had to hide my surprise, consciously lighten my
touch.

“Mr. Wilson,” I said gently, making sure to smile.
But not in a condescending way. If there’s one thing I’d learned
from working with so many elderly people, it’s that they’re often
treated like children. Know what else? They don’t like that. “I’m
sure it’ll all be fine. Let’s let Dr. Thompson worry about it, and
not jump to conclusions until he sees you, okay?” I shook my hand a
little on his, changed my tone so it was a little bit light and
teasing, and said, “You have got to stop googling.”

He chuckled, and I felt relief course through me.
“My damn grandkids taught me.”

I knew that. He’d told me multiple times, but I
grinned and shook my head like it was the first time I’d heard that
tidbit. My phone rang, thank goodness, and Mr. Wilson took that as
his cue to have a seat in the waiting area. I watched him as I
pushed the button on my phone to connect the call to my headset. He
was a tall man, all gangly limbs, and age had bent him like a
lamppost. I was reasonably sure he was lonely, and that’s why we
saw him so often. Something to do. People to talk to. An
appointment on his calendar to look forward to.

Anyway.

My name is Morgan Thompson. I work at Northwood
Medical for my brother, Perry. He’s the doctor here, and I am his
right hand. Or at least I tell him that all the time because I keep
his appointments, his files, and his life organized, and I will
never let him forget it. I consider that part of my job as the
little sister.

The waiting room had four people in it, which was
about average for a typical Wednesday at ten a.m.

“Here.”

I was on the phone setting up an appointment when a
cell phone clattered onto my desk. I looked up at my big brother
and raised my eyebrows in question as the woman on the phone gave
me way too much detail about why next Monday wouldn’t work for
her.

“Work your magic,” Perry said quietly and gestured
at the phone with his chin. He looked like a soap opera doctor
standing there in his white coat, stethoscope around his neck.

Perry was a super good-looking guy. Even as his
little sister, I could admit that. His sandy hair was cut short on
the sides and longer on top in what I was pretty sure was called a
fade, though what did I know about guys’ haircuts? His light brows
were thick and sat above eyes that were an unremarkable brown, but
the way they crinkled at the corners when he smiled made up for it.
He spent lots of time at the gym and on the tennis court and the
golf course and, at forty-three years old, was in the best shape of
his life. He was a definite catch, my big brother, but dating had
been hard for him after his divorce.

He said nothing else, just left to see his next
patient. I picked up his phone to take a look. His dating app was
open on the face of a blond woman whose profile said she was thirty
and the president and CEO of a home organizing company. I thought
she was kind of pretty, but in that super made-up way that made you
sure she’d probably look like a completely different person without
her makeup on. Perry seemed to like that. Since he’d decided he
should start dating again, every woman he’d shown interest in was
much younger than him and very, very made-up. Listen, I have
nothing against makeup, but I don’t put mine on with a putty knife.
Still, he was trying, so who was I to judge? It’s not like I had
women banging down my door.

Between calls, I did some quick research on this
Kimberly Winter, checked social media and Google, and found that
her organizing company consisted of a staff of exactly her, so of
course she was president and CEO. I couldn’t really fault her,
though, as I probably would’ve done the same thing if I had a
profile. How often do you get to be president of anything, you
know?

“Another profile?” Joanne asked. She and I shared
the same space behind the counter. My desk was right under the
sliding window, and I dealt with patients, deliveries, phone calls,
all that good stuff. Joanne was part-time and took care of the
files and odds and ends that I didn’t have time for. She was
sixty-eight and had retired, then came back when she got bored, so
she manned the desk farther behind me.

“Yeah. An organizer.”

“Well, she’s probably neat then. That’s a plus.” She
rolled one wall of files to the left so she could get to the next
batch. “What does he need this time?”

“Words, I think.”

“It amazes me that you two came from the same
parents.” Her shoulders moved with soft laughter. “You wouldn’t
have the first clue how to diagnose the flu, and he couldn’t write
a speech to save his life.”

“Hey, I could diagnose the flu. Maybe.” I grinned at
her. She wasn’t wrong. Perry and I looked similar enough to be
siblings, but it seemed like our brains were wired completely
differently. He was a science and numbers guy. Always had been.
Biology, physics, algorithms, chemistry. He loved it all, and he
excelled at it all.

Me? I’m a words girl. I’m the creative type. I’d
rather poke hot needles into my eyeballs than have to work on a
math proof. But give me a book of sonnets or some classic Emily
Brontë or the works of E. E. Cummings? I’d be in heaven.

It was another twenty minutes before I actually had
a chance to look at the profile and the back-and-forth that Perry’d
already had with Kimberly Winter. She’d asked him what he did for a
living, and he blurted right out that he was a doctor with his own
practice. I groaned.

“Did he lead with I have my own medical practice
again?” Joanne asked, which made me snort because she knew him so
well.

“How many times have I told him to be subtle about
that?” I shook my head. While I didn’t want him to lie or mislead
any woman, I also thought jumping right in with I’m a doctor
could attract for the wrong reasons. Call me cynical, but Perry had
looked out for me my whole life, so I felt it was my turn to do the
same.

Kimberly Winter had asked Perry what he liked to do
for fun. His answer was there, though he hadn’t sent it yet, and
thank freaking God for that.

I love football. Action movies. Go to the gym. Play
golf.

I shook my head some more as I recalled a meme I’d
seen fly around Twitter a lot. It said simply Why are men?
and it made me laugh every time. So true here. I deleted his
response and stared up at the ceiling as I searched for the right
way to say what he wanted to say.

I guess you could say I’m a typical guy in some
ways. I love Sundays at home on the couch watching the football
game, and I consider myself a connoisseur of pizza…I added a
winking emoji. I loved emoji and had to be careful not to overdo
them on Perry’s behalf. I’m also kind of typical in that I like
a good action movie. Pretty much anything Mark Wahlberg is in right
now, I’ll take a look at. I knew this about him and liked to
tease him about his man crush on Marky Mark. I try to get to the
gym regularly and I’ve played golf since I was in high school, so
that’s kind of my go-to sport. There. That sounded better. I
then remembered to do what many guys forget, including my lovable
lug of a big brother: ask about her. What about you? What do you
do when you’re not organizing the world?

I didn’t hit Send. I always let Perry approve my
messages before they got sent. He’d never really argued with me
because he knew words were my jam. I set his phone to the side and
went back to work.

It was after six by the time I locked up the office
and headed to my parents’ for dinner. I’m not a great cook. No,
that’s a lie. I’m not even a good cook. Because I don’t like to
cook. I wish I did. I don’t cook. I don’t bake. I do excel at
ordering food to go, but I’m not sure that’s something you get
points for. So, if I wanted a decent meal every now and then, I’d
go to my parents’, and my mom would make sure I had one.

Though that night, it would be my dad because it was
early spring, and if it wasn’t snowing out, it was warm enough to
grill as far as my dad was concerned. I could smell the burgers as
soon as I opened my car door, the scent carried from the backyard
to the front by the slightly chilly late-April breeze. I entered
the open garage, went out its back door, and sure enough, my dad
was standing at the grill, apron printed with the words Grill
Sergeant tied around his waist, long-handled spatula in his
hand.

“Hi, Pops,” I said and kissed his cheek. His Old
Spice was still detectable through the aroma of the burgers, and I
loved it. He was the only man I knew who wore it, so the scent
always instantly made me think of him.

“Busy day at the office?” It was his standard
question anytime he saw me on a weekday for dinner. I wasn’t even
sure he knew it, but I counted on it. If he didn’t ask me that
exact question, I would’ve thought something was wrong.

“Yeah, a couple last-minute appointments that
crammed up the day. How was your day?”

“Can’t complain.” Another stock response. My dad had
retired from forty years in the advertising business, so one-liners
were part of his existence.

“Mom inside?” He nodded, and I headed in through the
sliding glass doors off the deck. “’Tis I, your favorite daughter
and most revered child,” I announced loudly.

My mother grinned from her spot at the stove, which
was why I said it, of course. “Definitely my favorite daughter,”
she said.

Fun fact: I’m her only daughter, so…

I shed my jacket and toed off my shoes, then went to
stand by her where she was manning the deep fryer. Yes, deep fried
foods are bad for you, but my mom made the best French fries
on Planet Earth using her deep fryer. So good that she’d ruined me
for most other fries. She once offered to buy me my own deep fryer
for Christmas, and I snort-laughed at her, telling her not to be
silly because I certainly wasn’t going to make them myself, was she
high?

“How was your day?” she asked me, pulling a scoop of
fries out with a big mesh spoon thing and then adding a fresh
batch.

“Oh, you know—same old, same old. Answered the
phone, chatted with patients, used hand sanitizer sixty-three
times, helped Perry with his dating app.”

Mom moved toward the sink and grabbed a bottle of
cucumber melon scented lotion. It was brand new, and she handed it
to me.

“Are you keeping Bath and Body Works in business
again, Mom?” I teased. I knew if I went upstairs and opened the
bathroom closet, I would see a hoarding situation like no
other.

“Somebody’s gotta do it. Was this a new date for
Perry?”

“Yes and no.” I rubbed the lotion into my hands.

“Translation—different actual woman, but same kind
of woman.”

I touched my cucumber-scented forefinger to my nose.
“Bingo.” I put the lotion back, grabbed a fry, and had to blow on
it so it didn’t burn through my hand. “I did my job, edited his
I love football and pizza so he doesn’t sound like a
Neanderthal, but…” I sighed. “I think he’s losing interest.” The
thought had hung out in the back of my mind the entire afternoon,
especially after he’d left his phone with me for several hours,
returned to my desk to get it, and barely read my words before
shrugging and hitting the Send button.

“That woman did a number on him.” My mother said
that so many times, it was expected whenever we talked about Perry.
She was, of course, referring to Christine, his ex-wife. She’d had
more than one affair during the course of their marriage, but it
was the fourth guy that actually talked her into running away with
him. Perry had been devastated. Christine had asked for nothing.
None of his money. Not the house. She even left the convertible BMW
Perry’d given her for her birthday. She fought for nothing, which
is, I think, what broke my brother almost completely. All she
wanted was to run away with the new man, and that’s exactly what
she did, which wrecked Perry. His pain had been deep and crushing,
and it was brutal for all of us to watch.

That had been more than two years ago.

“It’s good that he’s at least trying, though,” I
said, in an attempt to pull my mom back from that dark and stormy
place she could slip off to when she thought about one of her kids
in pain. “He’s allowed to take a break if he needs to.”

Mom scooped another batch of fries out and dumped
them in the bowl lined with paper towel. “He is. You’re right.”

The sliding glass door opened and my dad came in.
“Burgers are up,” he announced. When I looked his way, he said,
“Extra cheese on yours,” before I could ask.

I had dinner with my parents, as I always do a
couple times a week. We chatted about everything and nothing, I
helped clean up, and I headed to my own house.

My cats, Ross and Rachel, made it known that they
had not changed their minds about my dinners away by singing me the
song of their very displeased people. I fed them before I did
anything else, sat on the floor with them while they ate,
apologized profusely for my complete ineptitude as a mother. As it
always happened, as soon as their little kitty bellies were full,
they loved me again, leaned into me, crawled into my lap, and
rubbed their faces against mine. People say cats are aloof, that
they’re not nearly as loving as dogs. I will agree that cats and
dogs are very different—and I love both—but my cats show me how
much they love me all the time. Sometimes too much, I
thought as Ross got particularly assertive in rubbing his
cat-food-scented mouth against my chin. I laughed anyway and kissed
his black-and-white head.

An hour later, I was all cozy in my favorite blue
flannel pants with the penguins all over them as I carried a glass
of sauvignon blanc to the spot in my living room I referred to as
my reading nook. It was really just a corner near the fireplace,
incidentally the thing I loved most in my entire house. I’d had a
gas insert put in when I bought the place, and sitting in my
rocking recliner near the fireplace with a good book, a glass of
wine, and my cats was probably the closest thing to heaven I
knew.

I sighed as I settled in, curled my legs up under
me, soft and fleecy blanket over me. The cats found spots—Ross in
the crook of my knees and Rachel on the back of the chair near my
head—and we all seemed to sink into the chair in relaxation. I
picked up my notebook, which I have several of all over the house.
This latest had a longhorn on the front. With swoopy bangs. He made
me happy, which is why I bought it. I opened to a blank page and
clicked my pen.

 


He has cracks but he hides them

Perfect presentation, nothing less

He jokes. He laughs. He heals.

He is broken, but no one sees

 


“Well, Jesus, that’s depressing,” I said to the cats
as I reread my words, the beginnings of the poem inspired by Perry.
I set the notebook and pen aside, picked up my wine, and let go of
a long, quiet breath.

I stared at the flickering blue flames, rocked the
chair just a bit so as not to send Rachel flying. I sipped and set
the glass back down, then reached behind me with one hand and
behind my knees with the other and scratched my cats. This was when
I was at my most content. I was warm. I was loved. I had a good
book within reach next to a lovely glass of vino. My life was good,
there was no denying it. I wasn’t rich, but I was lucky or blessed
or whatever description works for you. I had a nice existence. It
was simple, but full. And most of all, it was uncomplicated.

Man, was that about to change.


Chapter Two

It’s never not busy at my job. There’s always
something to do. Filing, emails, invoicing, paying invoices. And if
by some miracle of miracles all that stuff is done, there’s the
waiting room. Straighten the magazines, pick up the toys and put
them in the toy box in the corner, make sure nobody left coats,
gloves, hats, purses in the closet area. My point being, there is
always something to do.

However.

When you’ve worked there for nine years, you have
seniority, and the boss is your big brother, you kind of have the
freedom to let some of that stuff slide if you need a break.
Mentally or otherwise. And that Thursday, I just needed to lose
myself for twenty minutes.

People have lots of ways to escape, and my favorite
was with a good book. I read like crazy, I always had. I read just
about every genre, but classics, romances, and poetry were my
favorites. I never went anywhere without either a book, my Kindle,
or both. In fact I’d purchased a bag the previous year that had a
special pocket for my Kindle, so I never left the house without it.
Yes, I’m that nerdy chick at the pharmacy or the dentist’s office
who sits alone and reads a book instead of making conversation with
other people. My friend Adriana always rolls her eyes at me.

In addition to carrying my Kindle around, I kept a
small notebook with me. I dabbled in poetry, for no other reason
than I liked to play with words, and I found that writing them down
often made me feel better if I was dealing with something stressful
in life. Corny, but true.

I knew something was going to happen on that
Thursday. I can’t tell you why—I have no idea. I just remember that
I woke up with an odd feeling. Not a bad feeling. And I don’t want
to say that things felt off, because that kind of implies that I
was scared or worried, and I wasn’t. But something was definitely
different. By the time I decided I needed a moment to forget myself
in the latest Kristan Higgins—an actual book today, rather than an
electronic copy—the feeling had been forgotten, and I was my normal
self again.

“Morgs, can you call and make sure the pharmacy on
Dickins gets the revised prescription for Mrs. Curtis?”

I took a moment to finish the page I was on,
something I always did when Perry came at me with no greeting and
just demanded. Again, he’s my brother. I can be insubordinate and
get away with it. Sometimes. I carefully placed the bookmark and
closed the book, then looked up at him. “I’m sorry. What did you
need?” I smirked because I’d absolutely heard him, and he knew it.
I could tell by the way he cocked his head and pursed his lips. I
could also tell that he was in a bit of a mood today and maybe not
so up for playing the annoying little sister game, so I set the
book down and straightened up in my chair just as the front door
opened and he looked in that direction.

It’s funny when I look back on that memory now,
because I didn’t glance at the door. My gaze was on my brother, and
he was almost comical. His eyes widened just slightly, and his lips
parted, and I was kind of surprised to see some pink blossom on his
cheeks. Perry was not a blusher. At all. My big brother was most
often the epitome of calm, cool, and collected. When you sometimes
had to deliver bad medical news to people, having a poker face was
very important. But that day? Zero. He had zero poker face. Zero
coolness. Zero chill. His expression was just this side of being
dorkily cartoonish.

When I looked toward the door, I saw why.

Stunning.

I had read that word as a descriptor countless
times, but I don’t think I’ve ever actually seen a woman in
person—until then or since—who elicited that word from me the first
second I laid eyes on her. This one was brunette, and her hair was
the first thing that caught my eye. Dark waves of it. A lot
of dark waves of it. My fingers instantly itched to twirl it, dig
into it. She was a little taller than average and carried herself
with an air of authority, dressed in a smartly cut pantsuit that
was a deep blue with a lighter blue top underneath the jacket. She
shut the door behind her, turned to us, and smiled widely—and oh my
God. The cheekbones. The gorgeous, do-a-double-take-at-that-color
blue eyes. I swallowed some foreign lump in my throat as she
crossed the few steps to my counter and stuck out her hand to
me.

“Hi. I’m Zoe Blake.”

And right then, on that day, in that moment, in that
very second that I slipped my hand into hers, I somehow knew that
life would never be the same. I didn’t know how or why or when, but
I knew something was going to change. Forever.

“And you must be Dr. Thompson,” Zoe Blake said as
she shifted those eyes from me to Perry, removed her hand from
mine, and held it out to him. Only then did I notice that she held
a plate in her other hand.

Perry did that rapid-blink thing that you do when
you realize you’ve been staring for too long but quickly pulled
himself back into Doctor Mode, and he reached over the counter and
shook her hand through the window. “I am. It’s nice to meet you,
Zoe.”

It turned out Zoe Blake was our new pharmaceutical
rep with Calverson, a company we dealt with regularly. Zoe
explained how she was new to Northwood, but not Calverson.

“I just wanted to pop in and say hi, show my face.
And leave these.” She handed me the plate, which was piled with
about a dozen cookies. Oatmeal raisin, if I guessed correctly. “I
know it’s a little unconventional to bring something homemade, but
like I said, I’m new to town, and I’ve been a little nervous, and
when I’m nervous, I make cookies.” She lifted one shoulder in what
looked to be a slightly self-conscious half shrug and grinned, sort
of sheepishly, then added quickly, “No nuts in them, FYI.”

Her smile…God, what was it about her smile? I was
able to study her as she spoke with Perry, and there was something
there, something underlying—was it a sadness?—and I had a sudden,
almost irresistible urge to start asking her questions, get to know
her better. Like, right then. I bit down on my bottom lip.

My thoughts came to a screeching halt when I
realized that both Zoe and Perry were looking at me, and it was
like I’d been underwater, all sound muffled, and then broke the
surface where sound became startlingly clear.

Perry’s eyes widened at me, and he used them to
gesture behind me.

The phone was ringing.

Whoops.

I hit the button and spoke into my headset, beyond
disappointed that I couldn’t stare at Zoe Blake anymore.

Probably a good thing.

By the time I finished the call, the whole time
silently cursing Mrs. Jenkins for needing to set up an appointment
at that very moment, the plate of cookies was on the counter to my
left, and Zoe was heading out the front door. She looked back to
pull it shut behind her, glanced up at me, and shot me that smile.
It liquefied my insides. Instantly. Then she was gone.

Look, I need you to understand that I’m not a person
who objectifies women, and I realize that’s what it sounds like I
was doing because all I’ve talked about is what Zoe looked like.
But that’s all I knew of her at that moment. Her physical
appearance. And yeah, it was head-turning. It affected me. But know
this: Zoe Blake was so far out of my league, we were playing
different sports. A woman like her, should she happen to play on my
team—which I was sure she didn’t—would never look twice at somebody
like me. I knew it, and I was okay with it. It was my life, and I
was used to it. But I could look. There was no harm in that, was
there?

And my God, she made the best cookies I’d ever had
in my life.

✥ ✥ ✥

Perry had finished with his last patient and came
out to the front to grab one of the oatmeal raisin cookies,
probably his fourth. As the day had progressed, I had developed a
love-hate relationship with those damn cookies. They were the best
oatmeal raisins I’d ever had in my life, and they lived way too
close to my desk. I could literally reach the plate without having
to get up. And I did. More than once. Willpower is not something
I’m well acquainted with.

“God, take those home with you,” I said to Perry,
pushing the plate toward him.

“No way.” His mouth was full, and it came out more
like nowo. Joanne had packed up and gone home a couple hours
before, the patients had all been seen, and the phones had clicked
over to the answering service, which happened automatically at five
thirty if I didn’t do it manually first. It was just me and my
brother left.

Perry dropped into Joanne’s chair, still eating a
cookie, and I never really understood the phrase he chewed
thoughtfully until I saw my brother do exactly that.

I swiveled back toward my desk and waited him out,
folding invoices and sliding them into envelopes to go out with the
next day’s mail.

Finally, he spoke. “Speaking of the cookies, I liked
her.”

That felt a little out of the blue. “Zoe Blake?
Yeah, she seemed nice.” I swiveled my chair so I was facing him
again. His brow was furrowed and looked like he was thinking really
hard about something. “What?”

He swallowed, pursed his lips as if trying to figure
out how to tell me what he was
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