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Chapter One




Emily Janssen stood at the bottom of her driveway and stared at her front step. Even from fifty feet away, she could see that the black-and-brown lump blocking her front door was a dog. 

A big dog.

A big, hairy dog.

She wasn’t afraid of dogs, though she always took care when approaching one she didn’t know. That was just responsible. She was just…confused. Why on earth would a dog choose her front step? There was nothing to entice a pup to her townhouse. No other dogs—or cats, for that matter—or treats or toys or kids looking to play.

More was the pity, but who had time for all that, anyway?

The dog finally noticed her, sat up, and let out a deep woof accompanied by a swooshy, waggy tail.

She sighed, but couldn’t help but be charmed..

“Well, hello to you too,” she said starting up the driveway. “And who might you be? Aren’t you pretty?” 

The swishy tail swished faster as the dog stood, and its back end started to wiggle. She recognized the breed easily. Bernese Mountain Dogs were lovely, but large. If this guy decided to jump up to say hello, she’d find herself on her butt.

Woof.

Okay, so he was definitely adorable. And hairy. And friendly. As she approached her step, she noticed the dog was on a leash…and the leash was tied to her railing. So that was why he hadn’t already jumped down to say hello.

Who would tie a freaking dog to her railing? This made absolutely no sense and clearly ruled out a random wandering onto her step. She wrinkled her eyebrows into a frown and held out her hand. “Look at you! Who’s a handsome boy?” 

A wiggle and a sniff followed, and Emily sank her hands into the soft, thick fur, enjoying the pats despite herself. “What a good doggo. You like pats, huh? Oh, does that feel good?” He wiggled closer, leaning up against her legs, writhing with the pleasure of being scratched. She laughed.

“Where’d you come from?” she asked, though of course not expecting an answer. “You’ve got a collar and a leash and everything. But no tags.”

The dog turned in a circle, getting twisted in his leash, but the movement revealed a large shopping bag.

Emily nudged the dog aside—no small feat—and peered into the plastic bag. There was a large Ziploc of dry food, a couple of toys, a bundle of poop bags, and a plain envelope.

Her frown deepened. Someone had delivered the dog here deliberately—and obviously got the wrong house. Hopefully the letter would give her some clue about where he was supposed to be.

“Scootch over,” she said firmly, clasping the envelope and sitting on the top step. The dog nudged her shoulder and she nearly fell over. “Sit,” she commanded, and to her surprise, he obeyed. “Good sit,” she murmured, tearing open the flap.

Dear Emily,

Oh Lord. This wasn’t a mistake, was it?

Meet Rex! I know, original name, right? He’s a great goof and you’re going to love him. I got him two months ago but I’m moving—oh Em, you need to meet this guy, he’s so amazing—anyway, the new apartment doesn’t allow dogs and I thought you know who needs a dog? My cousin Em! I know you’ll take good care of him. He’s due for some vaccinations soon and I left a little food for you to get you started. Sorry for the short notice but did I mention the new apartment is in Minneapolis?

Em stared at the paper in horror. Megan? Megan had done this? Megan her cousin who was sweet but so incredibly irresponsible she’d never finished anything in her life? Megan was moving to another state with some guy and just dropped off her dog like…like he was some hand-me-down sweater? 

Megan had owned him for two months. Where had he been before that? How old was he? 

I couldn’t find his registration papers but he’s a purebred. The guy I got him from told me so and gave me an envelope…I’ve probably packed it in my stuff. His TuffDuck is his favorite toy. He’ll be a good boy for you.”

Thanks so much! Wish me luck!

Megs

Emily looked over at the dog. “Sorry, Rex. Another casualty of Meg’s grand plans, huh?” She sighed. There was nothing she could do right now besides take him inside. There was no way she’d turn him over to animal control. He didn’t deserve that. She’d call Rory Gallagher, the local vet, and see if he knew of anyone looking for a dog. She certainly wasn’t, especially with the size of her little townhouse. Though she did suppose the landlord was amenable enough. Oaklee had fostered a dog when she’d lived here, before Em had taken over her lease… 

At the sound of his name, the dog whined, then leaned over and licked her face.

“Blech,” she said, but didn’t really mean it. Her soft heart was already a bit taken with him. Not that she thought she could keep him. A night or two was one thing. But with her work schedule, and living alone, caring for a dog was a big deal. 

She was finished early today—four p.m. wasn’t generally late to be arriving home from work, but she started at five-thirty every morning. Which meant a four fifteen alarm. Normally she got home around six, sometimes seven. It all depended on the staff levels at The Purple Pig and how busy the after-work traffic was. Darling was growing in size, and the café was busier than ever. As manager, she ended up putting in longer hours than most. A dog couldn’t be left alone for over twelve hours. Not without being let outside, or fed…

It wasn’t that she minded the long hours, really. She loved her job. But she had a terrible propensity for saying yes to everything. To taking on more than she should. Case in point: an unwanted pooch on her front porch, because Megan knew that Em wouldn’t be able to say no. 

“Let’s get you inside and find you something to use as a bowl.” Who knew how long he’d been outside on her step? “And water. You’re probably thirsty.”

She reached for the leash and unlooped it from the railing. At the same time, a rabbit streaked by, hopping swiftly on its little brown-and-white legs. Rex took one look, gave a woof, and headed in pursuit, ripping the nylon lead out of her hand and leaving a lovely rope burn on her hand.

“Rex! No!” 

Em jumped up and raced after him in time to see him chase the bunny through the neighbor’s newly planted annual bed and into the shrubs surrounding the house. “Rex! No!” she shouted again. His deep bark penetrated the air as he focused on a spot between two boxwoods. “Stop! You’re going to frighten the little guy to death!” She charged over just in time to see Rex plant both paws in the soft dirt and start digging, sending dirt and half-grown tulips flying everywhere.

She was going to kill Megan.

Emily pulled on his collar, trying to drag him away from the garden, but the beast had to be close to a hundred pounds and he was on a mission. Oh God, her neighbor was going to be so pissed. “Rex! Come on!” She gave another tug, her fingers slipped on the collar, and she felt back onto her ass while the damned dog kept digging.

“What on earth is going on out here?”

Emily looked up and couldn’t answer. While the man’s hair was flattened on one side and he wore sweats and a faded T-shirt, there was no denying the truth. He was sexy as hell, with broad shoulders, muscled arms, and long legs. 

He was also Ben Stone. Even if she hadn’t recognized his picture from the news, she would have immediately noticed the resemblance to Laurel Stone, owner of the Ladybug Garden Center. It was in the caramel-colored hair, the blue eyes, and the long, elegant shape to his nose. Not to mention soft but not overly full-looking lips. All in all, he made a nice package. She might be embarrassed to death, but she wasn’t blind.

But his looks didn’t impress her much. For instance, he’d moved in just after Christmas and never said thank you for the welcome gift basket of baked goods from the café. He also never seemed to be outside. She hadn’t even known it was him who’d bought the house. 

So she was shocked that he’d exploded from his front door just now after months of being a hermit. She was even more shocked that he looked positively livid. Like apoplectic angry…at her and Rex.

“Can you please control your dog?” he snapped.

“He’s not my dog. I mean…it’s a long story.” She scrambled to her feet. “Rex! Leave that rabbit alone!”

Furious and embarrassed, she yanked on the collar, surprising Rex, and then grabbed the dragging leash, putting her hand through the loop and gripping it fast, wincing as it bit into the rope-burned flesh at the base of her thumb. “I’m so sorry,” she apologized. Maybe he was being short with her, but she was still in the wrong. “My cousin dropped him off this afternoon. I was just going to take him inside when the rabbit dashed— Oh, never mind.” She stared at the carnage in the flower bed. “I’ll pay for the damages.”

He scowled, then let out a heavy sigh. “Don’t worry about it.” The words were possibly meant to appease, but there was a strained look around his eyes as he glowered at her. “It’s just tulips. They don’t matter.”

The flat emotion in his voice had her staring at him again—if they didn’t matter, why was he so angry? 

What was Ben Stone doing living here, in a little bungalow in the newer area of Darling that was mostly made up of young families? It was a well-known fact that he’d lived in Montpelier for years, working for the state government. In fact, during the governor’s last campaign, he’d been quite visible as a policy advisor. His name had been in the news quite frequently. Surely the capital was where the action was. 

“You’re Ben, right? Laurel’s brother?”

He gave a brusque nod. “Yeah.”

She kept a tight hold on the leash, tugging Rex along as she approached Ben’s front step. She put the leash in her left hand and held out her right, belatedly realizing it had bits of grass and dirt on it from her topple, as well as the pink friction stripe. She lifted her chin. “I’m Emily Janssen. I’m the manager at The Purple Pig.”

He nodded, then shook her hand, ignoring the dirt. “Willow’s place.”

His hand was warm and surprisingly rough, as if he used it for more than…well, being a political advisor wasn’t exactly a get-your-hands-dirty type of job. She reluctantly pulled her fingers from his grasp as his gaze clung to hers. “Yeah,” she said, her voice suddenly hoarse. “I’m, uh, the manager there.”

“So you said.”

Could she look like more of an idiot today? Barely a sentence from his sensual lips and she was suddenly awkward as hell.

“I’ll just take this guy home and see what I can figure out. I promise he won’t get into your flowers again.”

Ben’s features softened slightly. “As I said before, they’re just flowers,” he replied, giving a shrug. “It’s fine.”

But clearly it wasn’t fine, because he’d come charging out of his house like a man possessed. Maybe Rex really was just that cute, and Ben couldn’t resist his cute doggy face, which now looked appropriately contrite. Or maybe Ben felt bad for yelling at her in the first place. As he should.

“I live next door,” she explained, hooking a thumb toward the townhouse. She was in one of the recently built four-plexes, while his house was detached with a single garage. Clearly politics paid at least a bit better than food service. 

“I see.”

“I guess I’ll be going.”

“Right.” He turned back toward the front door. “Keep that dog on a leash,” he advised. “I don’t care much about my lawn, but some other neighbors might.”

Her cheeks heated and she turned away, tugging Rex behind her. “Come on,” she said, her voice low. Of course, now that he’d created a mess, he was more than happy to trot along next to her. She heard Ben’s door close behind her, then led Rex up her steps and unlocked her door, grabbing the shopping bag and getting everything inside with a complete absence of grace or finesse. She put the bag on a counter and stared at the dog. 

“Well, thanks for that,” she grumbled. “And tell me this, Rex.” The dog stared up at her as if hanging on her every word. “If he doesn’t care about his yard, why on earth is it full of flowers, huh?”




      [image: ]Ben closed the door and then rested his forehead against the cool steel. He forced himself to take deep breaths, trying to slow his heartrate and ease the adrenaline pumping through his system. It didn’t take much to set him off these days. A siren, sudden loud noises, someone calling out in distress…

His next-door neighbor had shouted at the dog, not once, not twice, but three times. The first time he’d startled. The second time he’d jumped up, unable to stay still. And the third time…

Well, that was the funny thing. Normally Ben retreated when he was triggered. But this time he’d gone to the door, opened it, and had gone outside. Because now, looking back on it, he’d responded to what his brain interpreted as a need for help.

He started counting to ten. Got there and started over. 

He’d moved toward what might have been danger. Was this progress? He supposed he should bring it up in this week’s therapy session. 

Calmer now, he stepped back from the door and made his way to the kitchen, where he got a glass of water from the fridge dispenser and took a long drink. It would be a while before the effects of the adrenaline and cortisol pumping through his system wore off. But it would be okay. He’d be okay.

Except he’d yelled at his neighbor. Emily.

His sister, Laurel, was sure to know her, as Laurel had married Aiden Gallagher, and Aiden’s sister-in-law owned the café.  Then again, everyone knew practically everyone else in Darling. Sometimes he’d wondered if coming home had been the right thing, after…

Ben swiped a hand over his face. Home—Darling—had been the only place he wanted to be in the days after he left the hospital. Home was where his family lived. Where he felt…safe. Or at least safer.

And for the most part he’d done just fine, keeping to himself, working from home. But tonight, he’d snapped at a perfectly innocent mistake and at a perfectly nice person. He knew exactly who she was. She’d sent the welcome basket back in January, and he hadn’t even said thank you. Maybe her dog did a number on his tulips, but he was the one who’d acted badly.

He should apologize.

But he didn’t. Instead, he sat at his kitchen table for an hour, then mustered up enough energy to make himself what could loosely be called dinner—a grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup. Because to apologize meant explaining. And explaining was something he just wasn’t able to do. Not yet. Maybe not ever.
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