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        She rescued a cat and gave the feline a furever home.

        Did she find her forever man in the process?

      

      

      

      The peaceful mountain town of Harbor Falls is the perfect place to start a new veterinary practice—or so new-in-town, Dr. Caleb Wyatt thinks—until the morning he opens the doors of his animal clinic.

      Mrs. Pierson’s poodle is looking for love in all the wrong places. A colicky calf keeps him awake. A yellow-tinged iguana, a cursing Lorikeet, and a bird-eating cat all seem hell-bent on wreaking havoc with his business.

      In short, chaos! Until the lovely and quite organized, Samantha Jamieson steps into his clinic.

      Sammi isn’t out to find a job. She wants a checkup for a rescue cat she’d given a furever home. But the disorganized veterinarian obviously needs help, and she’s off work for the summer from her job at the elementary school, so she agrees to work for Caleb—temporarily.

      The job quickly becomes more than a summer distraction, however. In fact, she fears she is falling for the man, something she swore she would never do.

      Time to retreat. And fast. Because Sammi doesn’t date—and for good reason.

      But Caleb has other ideas. Convincing Sammi to work for him was easy—convincing her that he is her forever man proves to be a bit more difficult. Can he do it?
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      A woman knows when a man is staring at her. It’s a sixth sense sort of thing. And Samantha Jamieson knew that the man behind her in the grocery checkout line at the Ralph’s Grocery Store was staring a hole through her back.

      Gulp.

      Stifling a sideways glance, she carefully placed her selected items on the counter: a half-gallon of milk, a soft drink, a square pack of American cheese slices, three cans of cat food, a box of tampons. A disconnected collection, to be sure, and she still had no clue what was for dinner. She nudged the tampons behind the milk, semi-hiding the box. Only then did her gaze drift to the left, toward his groceries.

      Interesting.

      A large hand placed a divider in front of his order. Whipping cream, butter, linguini, Parmesan cheese, fresh mushrooms, a small chicken, and a few items more her brain didn’t register, were set one after another onto the moving counter. Much more exciting than her choices. His hands worked back and forth—large, callused hands with long fingers. The items piled up. Her gaze traveled to his arms, to his chest, throat, face….

      Eye contact!

      She jerked back to stare at her own purchases. Sadly, they nicely summed up her life. Common. Plain. Boring.

      “That will be sixteen-ninety-seven, Sammi.” Cammy Hart, the checkout girl announced. Sammi snapped back to look at the bubble-gum smacking teenager and fumbled in her purse for the money. Handing over a twenty-dollar bill, she kept her eyes riveted straight ahead. Her thoughts, though, were definitely still stuck on the man creating a considerable amount of heated energy beside her.

      Stop it, Sammi. You don’t lust after men….

      Cammy thrust her change and receipt forward, popped her gum, and then bagged Sammi’s purchases. Risking one more peek to her left, Sammi watched the man take a step toward her. She observed him full-on as he concentrated on his items. His dark brown hair was shaggy, but not quite long enough to reach his collar. His blue jeans were dusty on his tall, lean body. His laced work boots needed a good swipe with a damp rag. She inspected him closer—he was tan, must work outdoors. Dirt showed under his fingernails—farmer? And perspiration stains on his shirt—hmm, maybe construction. He didn’t seem the kind of man to buy the ingredients for Chicken Alfredo.

      And what kind of man would that be, Sammi? Given your oh-so-limited experience with men? Hmmmm?

      But he was handsome. Dirty and sweaty, yes—and likely tired, if the bags under his eyes were any sign—but he was about the best-looking specimen she’d seen around Harbor Falls in quite some time. Must be new in town.

      List! Does he have a list?

      If so, then there was possible proof of a wife. One who had sent him to the grocery store for dinner ingredients on his way home from work.

      Drat.

      Sammi sneaked a closer look and noticed his hands were bare. No list, no ring, not even a thin circle of white where one would have been on that dark, tanned finger. And then she sensed, more than knew, that he was alone.

      Just like her.

      Quickly, and a bit startled where her thoughts were taking her, she took the bag of groceries from the clerk and left the checkout area. If she ambled along, the man would likely follow her out of the store in a few minutes, and perhaps she could sneak another peek….

      No, Sammi.

      Only after depositing her bag in the back seat of her Chevrolet sedan did she glance toward the store entrance. On cue, he stepped out. Their gazes clashed again. Sammi’s skittered off. Within seconds, she slipped into the driver’s seat.

      Fumbling in her purse, she groped for her keys, and then adjusted her rearview mirror as he stepped in front of her car. Again, their gazes collided, and his skipped off this time. She slipped her key in the ignition of the Chevy.

      He kept walking—past the Dodge minivan, an old Jeep Wrangler, the extended-cab pickup truck. He walked until he stopped almost two-thirds of the way down the row to an old flatbed truck.

      Sammi twisted the key in her ignition.

      Her brain spun. Farmer, landscaper, construction worker. One of those.

      He put his bag of groceries inside the cab and, in almost the same motion, entered the truck and gunned the engine. The old vehicle rumbled to life—rusty red and peeling, dented fenders, a few old feed sacks tossed on the bed anchored down with a stack of two-by-fours. He pulled out and drove toward her.

      Sammi fiddled with her purse again as he passed, then pulled her car out of gear and into drive. Turning the steering wheel and tramping on the accelerator, she fell into place behind him as they both headed out of Ralph’s parking lot.

      What am I doing? Following a perfect stranger? Why?

      “Because I want to know more about a man who looks like that, drives a flatbed pickup, and cooks Chicken Alfredo for Friday night dinner,” she mumbled. “Besides, what else do I have to do tonight?”

      They approached the intersection, and both turned left. At the next light, Sammi’s mystery man sped up and entered the right-hand turn lane. The left lane was the one Sammi needed to go home. A part of her wanted to follow. A part of her wanted to pull up beside him and say something cute like, “Need help with dinner?”

      But she settled for the part that made her slow her car, flip on her left blinker, and veer toward the lane that would take her home—home to her quiet little cottage on the edge of town that was perfect for a single, thirty-something spinster. It was the part that went right along with her mousy dishwater-brown hair, her plain but comfortable sneakers, her baggy sweatpants and T-shirt, and her fingernails chewed to the quick.

      He hit the accelerator again. Her mystery man turned right on red and headed toward the country.

      Sammi followed the line of traffic left and headed for home, thankful for the one bit of excitement at the end of her mundane day. Fully realizing that nothing exciting was ever going to happen to her here in small town Harbor Falls, unless she took a risk.

      Not tonight, Sammi.
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      The damn phone wouldn’t stop ringing.

      Caleb Wyatt grimaced and rolled face-first into his pillow. Couldn’t a guy get at least one uninterrupted night’s sleep around here? Something had disturbed his sleep every night for the past week.

      The call couldn’t be about Chuck Marshall’s mare. He’d delivered that foal this afternoon. He’d taken care of the Henrys’ colicky calf the night before that. Tuesday was the night Mrs. Pierson’s poodle got intimate with the husky next door. He’d had to calm Mrs. Pierson more than the poodle. And he believed it was Monday when Ryan Campbell’s iguana turned yellow, and the child went into hysterics. Seemed his older brother told him he had yellow fever and was going to die.

      Of course, the older brother had spray-painted the iguana. And the damn thing might have died if Caleb hadn’t gotten the paint off in time.

      Was there no peace?

      What emergency waited for him tonight?

      All this and he hadn’t even hung out his veterinarian shingle yet—of course, word traveled fast in small towns. He’d only put the ad in the paper yesterday.

      “Hullo?” The receiver barely reached his ear. Caleb glanced at his clock radio. Was it only eleven-fifteen? What early nights he was keeping lately….

      “Dr. Wyatt?”

      “Mmhmmmm.”

      “Sorry to bother you, but I saw your advertisement in the Harbor Falls Sun.”

      “Mmmmm.”

      “It’s an emergency.”

      He arched a brow. “Oh, umhmmmm?”

      “It’s my cat.”

      Caleb opened an eye. The woman sounded anxious. “What, uh…” He cleared his throat, then propped himself up on an elbow. “What seems to be the problem, ma’am?”

      “She’s… I don’t know. She seems to be choking.”

      “Did she eat something unusual?”

      “I don’t know!”

      “Swallow a coin, a bead, a paper clip?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Can she breathe?”

      “Yes.”

      “Describe what she’s doing.”

      “Well, actually, she’s sort of…gagging, and heaving. Her entire body is trembling. A raspy sound is coming from her throat. And uh, she’s spitting up a bit, and making this horrible sound, and…ooh yuck! There’s this slimy gray thing coming out of her throat!”

      “Mrs.…” Caleb groaned and burrowed deeper into his pillow.

      “Jamieson. Miss.”

      “Miss Jamieson. Your cat has a hairball.”

      “A what?”

      “A hairball.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s perfectly normal. How long have you had the cat, Miss Jamieson?”

      “About a month. She was a stray.”

      “Have you had her checked out?”

      “Uh, no.”

      Caleb pinched the bridge of his nose. “Bring her by tomorrow. She’s in no danger. We’ll run the gamut. Shots and so on, and I’ll give her something to prevent hairballs. Now if you don’t mind, it’s late….”

      “Of course. Sorry to disturb—”

      Caleb barely heard the click of the phone on the other end. His receiver never made it back to the bedside table. He didn’t care. There sure were some silly people in the world. This was the first time a damn hairball had interrupted a night’s sleep!
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      Sammi assumed she didn’t need an appointment. She hoped she’d be able to drop Dicey off at the vet early in the morning, leave so she could run some errands, then pick her up again later in the day. She called the cat Dicey because she was snow white all over, except for two large, perfectly round spots on her back. And the cat had grown so fat over the month she’d had her, that she rolled like dice when she tried to lick her belly.

      Sammi hated to admit it, but the cat was growing on her. She was smitten.

      She’d kept the cat on a whim, and from the urging of her friend, Emma Jo, to give the big girl a furever home, as she’d called it. It was a startling thought at first, being responsible for another living thing, but the idea grew on Sammi.

      She had hoped the vet would finish with Dicey by the time she’d finished her errands, so she could go home and relax the rest of the afternoon. After the laundry, of course.

      She’d figured wrong.

      First, she had a hard time finding the clinic. There was only a small, nondescript ad in the Harbor Falls Sun that had given an address. That’s where she’d originally found his number. Dr. Caleb Wyatt, it read. Small and Large Animal Practice. 2874 Grimes Mill Road. Then the phone number.

      There was just one problem.

      She was staring at a mailbox that bore the numbers 2874. The mailbox was rusty and in need of a coat of paint, and it looked as if someone had written the numbers there with a black permanent marker. She knew she was on Grimes Mill Road, about a mile out of town. This had to be it, but where was the clinic? No sign, just a small frame farmhouse and a barn against the hilly background of mountains. Nothing fancy, and not at all what she’d expected.

      The cat mewed in the seat next to her.

      “Oh, all right, Dicey. We’re here, so let’s see what we can find.” Sammi pulled off the main road onto the narrow gravel driveway that led to an area between the barn and the house and parked her car.

      She tried the house first, knocking on the front door. No answer.

      She debated whether to check the barn to find Dr. Caleb Wyatt or just run back into town where she could call a vet who actually had an office.

      And she probably would have done that, too, if it hadn’t been for the promise she’d made to herself the other day. The day after she’d chickened out, following her dream man out of the grocery store.

      Some women wouldn’t consider him a dream man, but she couldn’t help herself. She’d thought of him often the past two nights. She liked his lanky look and his tanned, weathered appearance. And that he worked outdoors.

      He was the total opposite of her. She was short, pale, and worked inside.

      That’s what made him so interesting.

      And well, sexually appealing.

      She’d vowed that she was going to spice up her uninteresting life, take some chances and do things a little differently. Take a risk now and then—assert herself.

      She would start taking chances.

      So, Sammi. Assert yourself.

      She looked at the old red barn, swallowed hard, and before she realized it, walked determinedly toward it. She clutched Dicey a little firmer in her arms—she needed to get a carrier—and the plump cat squirmed.

      The large wooden door stood ajar. She pushed it more fully open, and its hinges squeaked. She poked her head inside.

      A large, red-coated animal leapt across her line of vision. Sammi bumped into the door, which forced it to open wider. A small squeal ripped from her throat. A dog barked in the corner, then lunged. Something flapped overhead. Feathers and straw swirled in the dusty air. Dicey scratched and clawed and it was all Sammi could do to hold on to her, those back claws ripping into her shirt sleeves, until the cat wrenched herself from Sammi’s arms and went sailing into oblivion.

      A chicken squawked.

      The cat screeched from somewhere.

      The red beast bawled in the corner.

      Country music blared from… Somewhere.

      Sammi breathed in air that smelled like manure.

      Standing across the room from her, a man with a dumbfounded expression raised his voice over the cacophony. “Ah, hell. What did you have to go and do that for?”

      Balking at his question, Sammi took a deep breath and glanced about. She’d entered a small room at the side of the barn. Bales of straw sat in one corner next to an open stall. She noticed that the red animal bawling was a young calf. The chicken, now quieted, looked down from a rafter. And the dog, a large black Labrador, was panting happily next to his owner.

      Where is Dicey?

      “I’m… I’m so sorry. I was looking for Dr. Wyatt. Do you know where he is?”

      She got a good look at the man then. Shaggy hair, dusty jeans, strong hands. Mr. Chicken Alfredo himself. Sammi’s heart slammed against her chest, and she gulped.

      “I’m Caleb Wyatt.”

      Suddenly, her mouth was drier than an apple fritter-on-a-stick at the state fair. She stammered. “I… I have this cat. I called and now, well, she’s… She jumped out of my arms and she’s around here somewhere.”

      “I don’t recall any appointments this morning.”

      Drat. She knew she should have called. “You said last night. We spoke on the phone—”

      Recognition settled in his eyes. “Ah yes. You are the hairball.”

      Sammi nodded.

      “I mean, your cat had a hairball,” he corrected. “Somehow I forgot all about it.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll just find my cat and come back another time… Make an appointment.”

      Dr. Wyatt shook his head and glanced off behind the bales of straw. After a moment, he stalked across the room. Sammi watched those long, lean legs as he bent over and snatched Dicey from behind the straw. He held out the cat with a half-smile, and Sammi stepped closer to retrieve the animal.

      “Thank you.” She gathered Dicey into her arms.

      An awkward silence filled the barn room. Dr. Wyatt stared at her. Sammi averted her eyes and gazed at the dirt floor.

      “Didn’t I see you yesterday at the grocery store?”

      Shoot. “Um. Yes. I think.”

      “I thought so. I’m new in town.”

      Sammi nodded, averting her gaze. “And I’ll come back when it’s more convenient,” she offered quietly and turned to leave. So much for taking chances.

      The veterinarian laid a soft hand on her forearm. Sammi froze and stared at his fingers. “You’re here now. There’s no reason I can’t check your animal. Follow me.”

      He lifted Dicey from her arms and within seconds, he and her cat were gone, disappearing through another open door. Sammi bit her lip. She had no choice but to follow.

      Maybe taking a chance was on her agenda today, after all.
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        * * *

      

      Caleb had immediately recognized the woman. It wasn’t her voice, although he now remembered her desperate call from the night before. It was the woman from the grocery store a couple of days ago—the one who had caught his eye. The one who had sporadically and without warning crept into his head intermittently since then.

      She’d checked out in front of him. A half-gallon of milk, a soft drink, three cans of cat food, and some other stuff….

      He recalled the timid way she’d glanced at him. How her long, slender fingers had grasped the change from the checkout clerk. The way she had lifted her gaze to look at him with those big, puppy dog brown eyes as he crossed in front of her Chevy. More than once her soft and innocent profile had slipped into his mind.

      He wouldn’t call her a stunning beauty, yet her quiet quality and wholesome good looks attracted him right away. He’d never been drawn to flashy women, and this woman was anything but. Her eyes sparkled though, and he wondered if she knew it. Their gazes had skittered off each other a few times in that brief encounter, and it was the one thing that he’d taken with him as they’d parted ways—the innocent and intriguing energy in her eyes.

      He’d wondered if he would run into her again. After all, Harbor Falls was a small mountain town where everyone knew everyone else. Or so it had seemed to him. It was one of the appeals of moving to a close-knit community like Harbor Falls.

      The likelihood that he would run into her again was high.

      He hadn’t expected it to be this morning, though.

      Caleb ambled into the clinic, located in the main part of the barn. He knew she strolled along behind him, uncertain, he sensed. They walked through the waiting room and into one of his two examination rooms. Placing a calming hand on the quivering cat’s back, he scratched behind the feline’s ears. Lifting his gaze to the woman’s face, he registered the hesitation in those still twinkling eyes.

      The woman held a quiet beauty that had appealed to him days ago. And still did now.

      “I think she’s rid of the hairball,” she said tentatively.

      Caleb glanced to the cat in his arms. Turning back to his charge, he set the white animal with black spots on the table, leaving a steadying hand on her back. “There, there now, pussycat. You’re going to be just fine,” he crooned, then glanced up. “Name?”

      “Uh, Dicey. Her name is Dicey.”

      “No, I mean yours.”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh. Sammi Jamieson.”

      Caleb extended his free hand. “Caleb Wyatt. Nice to meet you.” He offered her a grin. She smiled shyly, then glanced away, but her hand stayed within his for a few seconds longer. Slim, soft fingers lay in his. He took notice of her ragged nails and wondered if she had a habit of biting them. Once again, he sought her eyes, but when she didn’t glance up, he quickly dropped her hand and turned to the cat.

      “How long did you say you’ve had her?”

      Sammi moved closer to the table and scratched under Dicey’s chin. “Oh, about a month. She’s sort of a rescue, I guess. She came to my house, I fed her, and she stayed. I guess I’ve given her a furever home.”

      “Furever?”

      “You know, like forever but furever, because, well, fur.”

      He chuckled. “I get it.”

      “Anyway, I guess I’ve adopted her.”

      “Or she’s adopted you.”

      Sammi’s eyes met his. “Perhaps.”

      “Cats usually choose their owners with care.” Caleb ran his hands over the animal, giving her a quick once over, checked her ears for mites, and looked in her mouth. “I’d like to give her all her shots—rabies, feline leukemia, and so on—then check her for worms and such.”

      “Oh,” Sammi answered, “that would be fine.”

      He picked up the feline and looked into her eyes. “Cats are great companions.”

      “I’ve never had one before.”

      “You’ll get attached to her pretty quickly.”

      “I already have.”

      “Especially if you live alone.”

      “I know.” She paused. “I do.”

      Caleb waited a moment before setting the cat down, looking into Sammi’s face. “You live alone?”

      After a moment, Sammi answered, “Yes. I do.”

      Satisfied he’d gotten the answer he wanted, Caleb turned toward the door leading to the back of the clinic and grinned. This was a switch. He hadn’t grinned about a woman in quite some time. He had business to take care of.

      He glanced back with what he hoped was a serious look on his face and this time, met her gaze full on. She held it. “If you’ll wait here with Dicey, I’ll be back in a minute with what I need to finish the examination.”

      She nodded, and he left.

      As he gathered his supplies, Caleb realized he was smiling again. It was a welcome change.
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      Dicey had fleas. Sammi was glad there wasn’t anything seriously wrong with the cat. She reached out to take her from Dr. Wyatt’s arms.

      He made some recommendations about the type of food to buy for the cat, then handed her something for the fleas, a tube of hairball remedy, and instructions for both their use. “If you’ll step out here, Miss Jamieson, then we’ll settle up.”

      She nodded. “Of course, Dr. Wyatt.” She risked a peek into his eyes. Hazel. She hadn’t taken the time to notice before. She reached for her cat, and he placed the fur ball into her arms. His hand lingering a bit on Dicey’s back, stroking. “That would be fine.”

      She followed him out of the examination room.

      The clinic was obviously not set up yet for business. The room used as the waiting area and office was recently partitioned off from the main barn—she could tell from the smell of fresh paint and the pile of two-by-fours and sheet rock in the corner—as were the two examination rooms. So maybe that’s why there wasn’t a sign. Dr. Caleb Wyatt was just now setting up his practice? New in town?

      One or the other. And since everyone knew everyone else in Harbor Falls, she suspected the latter. Dr. Caleb Wyatt was new in town.

      She watched him slip behind a counter and start shuffling through some papers on the desk. He turned and grimaced, then shuffled some more. Sammi stood with Dicey in her arms and waited.

      Dr. Wyatt rifled through more papers to his right. Then left.

      Sammi peered behind the counter at the messy desk.

      “Is there a problem?”

      He glanced up. “Oh, no. Just give me a second.”

      She mentally clicked off the equipment haphazardly placed around the small office cubicle—a new computer, an adding machine, a phone and answering system, a state-of-the-art printer/fax/copier/scanner combo, and two four-drawer filing cabinets. Reams of paper and a small bookshelf overflowing with manuals and loose papers sat beside them.

      Dr. Wyatt looked up again. “I’ll tell you what. This one’s on the house.”

      Sammi took in his puzzled expression. “Oh, no. I couldn’t do that.”

      “No. I insist.”

      “Oh, no. I’ve been a total inconvenience.” She was embarrassed.

      He scratched his head and glanced about at the mess. “Look, I’m just getting this office organized. I haven’t taken on a lot of regular patients. Just a few who I’ve run into in the neighborhood, or like in your case, an emergency.”

      “I don’t think Dicey’s hairball was an emergency.”

      “It was if you didn’t know what was happening.”

      “I woke you and everything. Let me pay you something. At least for the medication.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. Sammi Jamieson does the right thing. Always. “Here.”

      He looked at her but didn’t move. “No. I insist.”

      The look on his face said he wanted her gone. He didn’t care if she paid him for his time or not. Sammi felt her face flame. “Oh, well then. Thank you.”

      A little humiliated at that thought, she turned with Dicey in her arms and headed for the door. Something queasy roiled up in her stomach. This always happened around men. She would say something wrong and most of the time didn’t even realize what she had said. She assumed too much or the wrong things, and it turned men off. Obviously, he’d dismissed her so abruptly. What was it? Insulted his pride when she insisted on paying?

      Hell. Of course. Damned foolish pride. Will I ever learn?

      She’d taken only a few steps when he caught up with her. “Miss Jamieson, wait.”

      Sammi halted and looked at him standing to her left. He continued, “I’m not trying to run you off. This…” He glanced back to the office area, “this is a little embarrassing. I’ve been so busy the past few weeks trying to get the clinic ready that I haven’t taken the time to organize the office. I couldn’t find the proper paperwork. I haven’t even had it printed yet. I didn’t want to appear inept, so I just decided to not charge you for this visit. I hope you understand, and that when you need additional care for Dicey, you’ll bring her back.”

      Sammi took a breath. She wasn’t sure she’d heard a word he said. She was too busy watching his lips move. What had gotten into her? He wasn’t ticked off?

      She took a long look at his makeshift office. “Looks like you need some help.”

      Stepping back, he raked a hand through his hair. “You could say that again. Know anyone looking for a part-time job?”

      Sammi shook her head and turned away. Know anyone looking for a part-time job? Um, well, no. She moved through the door to the outside, looking to the ground as she headed for her car. Suddenly she felt uncomfortable again, out of her element. “Try the local high school,” she called out over her shoulder. “They may know of some business students looking for summer work.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      He was following her. She stepped quicker toward the car. “Talk to Caroline Jones. She’s the business teacher.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      “I’m sure they’ll know how to operate your new equipment.”

      “Do you know anything about computers?”

      She hesitated and slanted a glance at him. “A little.”

      “I’m a computer klutz.”

      “What you have there is pretty user-friendly.” She’d noticed the PC on the desk and a laptop cocked open on top of a filing cabinet.
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