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Chapter One




Oaklee Collier was so sick of attending bridal and baby showers she was thinking of developing a chronic and convenient illness just so she wouldn’t have to go. 

Saying no just wasn’t an option. Not for sunny and upbeat Oaklee, who ran the town of Darling’s social media and knew exactly what was going on, where, and when. She’d been present at so many events that she’d been given the office nickname—unoriginal at that—of Social Butterfly. Of course she’d been naïve back a few years ago when she’d started interning with the Darling Town Office during the summers. And oh, so smug, like she had the world by the proverbial tail. Flitting from event to event had suited her just fine. Brides and babies had her oohing and aaahing appropriately, because she’d figured she was well on her way to both events, and in that order.

She wasn’t smug anymore. And she was sick and tired of pasting on a smile when faced with happy-ever-after when she knew for a fact such a thing didn’t exist.

She hit the gas and turned onto a backroad, heading toward the lake just outside the town. This last shower had been a double whammy. The bride was a co-worker, and she was also expecting a baby. Double the celebration, since the wedding would happen in September and the baby was due in February. Rebecca was blissfully happy with her blissful husband-to-be and their blissful home, and in six and a half months she’d give birth to a blissful little baby Becky or Darren.

Blech.

And it might have been easier to stay cynical and annoyed if she hadn’t felt the sting of tears at the back of her eyes, clogging her throat.

Damn Jeff anyway. Damn him for ripping out her heart by leaving her standing at the chapel altar. The only consolation was that they’d been eloping in Vegas, so her humiliation hadn’t been witnessed by a church full of family and friends. It was one of the best-kept secrets in Darling—no small feat.

Thank God for small miracles. Being left at the altar was not an event that would ever have been forgotten in a town the size of Darling. Especially not when the bride was a former Homecoming Queen and the groom was her high school sweetheart, and both were the tender age of twenty-two. Thankfully Jeff had disappeared across the country to a new job, and she didn’t have to face him ever again.

She was twenty-four; young, just embarking on her career and with a world of options ahead of her. But tonight, at the fifth or sixth shower since spring, she’d felt much, much older. And tired.

The lake never failed to make her feel better, though. It was mid-August, and the brash heat of July had faded just a bit, taking the humidity with it. Days were hot with a clear, blue sky; evenings were cool and peach and purple, all soft around the edges. She parked away from the public beach, wanting to avoid people. Instead she took off her flimsy sandals and walked away from the evening stragglers who marred the smooth sapphire surface with their splashing. She followed the slightly rockier shore a few hundred yards east, and then stopped and stepped into the cool water.

It surrounded her toes, curled around her ankles, washing away the hectic pace of the day and the constant ache from her impossibly high heels. She let out a sigh and waded deeper, but not up past her calves. She didn’t want to get her hem wet, then have it itch the whole way home. Instead she stood there, soaking in the last of the sun’s rays, letting the lake water wash away the stress of her daily performance. Oaklee Collier. Good for a laugh, plays on the internet as her job, never has to worry about money because her brother’s a big shot. Oaklee Collier who has it all. And oh, by the way, how’s your love life? The reality was far more boring, so she never bothered to set anyone straight. The truth was, she worked damned hard, and she refused to let her big-shot hockey-playing brother pay her way. Her love life? Hah. Nonexistent.

A powerboat sped by, quite a way from shore, but close enough she heard the catcalls from the guys on board. In a few minutes the wake would create gentle rocking waves that made the lake sound remarkably like the ocean. Oaklee waited and smiled a little as the first little curl chased her calves. The rhythmic laps of the waves broke on the gravelly beach, and Oaklee took a step back. When she did, her foot landed on a rock—a slippery rock that put her off balance. She stumbled and instinctively reached out to steady herself, only there was nothing to grab on to. Instead she took half a dozen awkward steps, splashing in the waves and soaking her skirt in the process.

“Dammit!”

She made her way back to the dry shoreline and assessed the damage. The back of her skirt wasn’t too bad, just a little damp. But the front, where she’d tipped forward, was soaked halfway up her thighs. It was a white skirt, and she supposed she should be grateful that it hadn’t got wet farther north. She still had to walk back to her car. The last thing she needed was to be practically exposed. No one needed to see what she was wearing beneath her skirt. She wondered if people would be surprised to find she preferred plain cotton underwear instead of cute lacy and silky panties.

So much for peace and quiet and equilibrium.

Still out of sorts, she started for Darling and home. Home consisted of an apartment, the end unit of a four-plex in a new development close to the golf course. She lived there alone. Her folks lived across town in the same house they’d lived in as she was growing up. There were days she seriously considered taking her talents and moving elsewhere, but she had a good job and in the current economy that wasn’t anything to sniff at. Besides, Darling was home. Maybe it wasn’t perfect, but there was still something comforting about it. She could always count on Darling to stay exactly as it had always been.

She was halfway back to town in the purple twilight when her phone buzzed. She ignored the sound, but a few seconds later it buzzed again, and then again. Sighing, she reached over to the passenger seat and grabbed it. She hit the power button and looked down, only for a second, and when she glanced up again she gasped and hit the brakes as hard as she could.

But it was too late.

Her heart pounded as she sat for a few moments, numb. Oh God. She’d hit…something. Had it been a raccoon? A bear cub? A dog? She didn’t want to go look, but knew she must. Throat tight, chest cramped, she got out of her car and ventured carefully toward the front of the vehicle.

It was a dog, and it lay on the road, chest heaving, head resting on the dirt. His—or her—tongue lolled out of its mouth, and tears spurted into Oaklee’s eyes. “Oh God,” she said, stepping forward. “I’m so sorry. Oh God.”

The dog whimpered, tried to get up, but fell back down again. She couldn’t see much blood, but she knew she had to do something. She couldn’t just leave it here to die. Tentatively she reached out a hand to pat its head, and it nuzzled at her wrist, giving the pad of her thumb a lick.

The damn thing was licking her hand after she’d just hit it with her car. Stupid thing. How dumb and trusting did you have to be to do something like that? Why wasn’t it angry or afraid and snapping at her?

She went back to the car and found an old beach towel in the mess that was her backseat. “Come on, then,” she said, wondering how she was going to possibly move it. At her best guess, the animal weighed at least fifty or sixty pounds. She was in good shape, but that was still a hefty dog to be lifting into a car.

It took another five minutes of struggling and sweating before Oaklee had the dog half on the towel. It had yelped several times, and she was crying now, hating that she was hurting it but unable to do anything else. Why had she thought taking the backroads would be a good idea? There hadn’t been another car since she stopped. There were no houses, either. She couldn’t even stop and ask someone if they owned the dog.

“Lift with the knees, Oaklee,” she reminded herself, squatting down and gathering the dog in her arms. She got her hands beneath shoulders and hips, beneath the towel, and hefted upward. The dog cried out and struggled briefly, then sagged in her arms. The change in momentum sent her staggering toward the car, fighting not to fall down or drop the dog, causing more injury.

With sweat, tears, and a lot of dirt, she got the animal into her backseat, shoving over a grocery bag full of garbage and a couple of jackets she’d thrown in there and hadn’t taken out yet. The dog was panting more now, and its eyes were a bit wild. She stopped and patted its head awkwardly. “I’m going to take you to someone who’ll make you all better,” she promised. She’d never been much of an animal person, particularly dogs, but she wasn’t cruel. Her heart ached knowing how much it must be hurting, and that it was all her fault. With one last pat, she shut the door, got back in the driver’s seat, and headed toward Darling.

This was turning out to be one hell of a day.

It was past nine thirty when Rory heard the tires in the driveway and the slam of a car door. He went to the window of his apartment—the living space above the veterinary clinic where he worked—and peeked outside. After-hours calls were supposed to go through the answering service. The hazard of living onsite meant that people knew he was there and sometimes stopped in at all hours.

Generally he billed them accordingly. Once word got around that an after-hours call cost mega dollars, the drop-ins stopped—for the most part.

But not tonight.

A woman got out of the car. She looked familiar, but in the semi-dark and from the angle of his small kitchen window, he couldn’t quite make out her features. He could hear her loud and clear, though, as she banged on the glass door to the clinic. “Rory? You in there? I’ve got a dog down here.” Bang bang bang—a flat palm on the glass. “Come on, Rory!”

Unless he was mistaken, that voice belonged to Oaklee Collier. A complete and utter pain in the ass. She’d never let him and Cam alone when they were kids. He’d been best friends with her brother, and with nearly two years of an age gap, it was enough to drive them crazy. When she was fourteen, she’d followed him around with puppy eyes.

He opened the window. “Oaklee, is that you? What the hell?”

She looked up and he caught his breath. Oaklee never looked anything but one hundred percent together. But right now he could see her tawny, blond hair was a tumbled mess, her eye makeup was streaked around her eyes à la Alice Cooper, and her outfit had once been white and was now streaked with brown and red smears.

Shit.

“I hit a dog, Rory.” Her voice broke…another bad sign. “It’s in the backseat. I need you to come take it and…and look after it.”

He sighed. “I’ll be right down. Hang on.”

It didn’t take more than thirty seconds for him to shove on some shoes and go down to the clinic and unlock the door, but by the time he did she was pacing in front of the entrance. “You say the dog’s in your car?”

“In the backseat. I didn’t know what else to do. I was out by the lake and coming into town the back way and he just…jumped out in front of me.”

Her gaze skittered away, and she sniffed.

He went to the car and opened the back door on the passenger side. There was a dog in here, all right, though he shared the space with an astonishing amount of female clutter: shoes, a pile of clothes, what looked like a handbag though he couldn’t be sure, and a few fast-food paper bags. The dog was a mutt from the looks of it, with the beard and eyebrows of a terrier and the size and coat of a lab. The poor thing looked half starved and right now was laboring to breathe. “Hey, buddy,” he said softly, giving him a once-over with gentle fingers. He scooped his hands beneath the towel and lifted, cradling the animal in his arms as he stepped back and headed straight for the clinic doors.

“Hey, open this, will you?” The dog was heavy and was dead weight, limp as he was. Oaklee rushed to open the door, then stepped aside as Rory went through to the first exam room and put the dog down on the table.

“I looked up and he was just there,” she said, her voice shaking. “I didn’t know what else to do. I came the back way from the lake, you know, along Frontage Road? But there wasn’t a house close or anything. He doesn’t have a collar or any tags. He’s going to be okay, right?”

Her voice broke on the last syllable. He knew people always felt horrible after a hit-by-car.

“Shh, and let me examine him,” he said gently. “Why don’t you wait in the waiting room?”

She shook her head. “I’ll stay. In case you need help.”

Well. He looked up at her briefly, found her mouth set in a stubborn line. Oaklee had been dramatic as a teenager, and had this sort of sorority girl appearance about her, complete with perfect smile and perky attitude. He tended to forget that she was also completely bullheaded and had a tendency to get what she wanted. He didn’t want to waste time arguing.

“Fine. Put on a pair of those gloves, then.” Not that he’d have much for her to do; she had no idea how to look for internal injuries or assess cuts. The most she could do was sit by the dog’s head and keep him calm, and possibly help irrigate some of the lacerations so Rory could see if they needed stitching.

She was tougher than he expected, though, and followed his directions without question as he gave the pup a thorough exam. She held his paw just so when he put in an IV, and even donned an apron and helped with the X-ray, which proved there was a broken front leg that would need to be set and cast.

They cleaned the cuts, but he noticed her paling when he took out the suture pack to stitch up the worst.

“I can do this,” he said gently. “You don’t have to stay.”

“Yes, I do. It was my fault, and you’d normally have someone to help, wouldn’t you?”

Not always, not on an after-hours call, but he didn’t argue with her. If anything, he was impressed she’d lasted this long. And even more impressed she’d followed his orders without question. That wasn’t the Oaklee he knew.

She looked away when he put in the sutures, but stroked the dog’s head. At this point the dog was very sedated and lay quietly on the table, his tongue hanging out of his mouth. Once Rory looked up and saw a tear sneak out of the corner of her eye, and his heart softened a bit. Oaklee was known around town as a real go-getter. Seeing her a bit emotional reminded him of the cute girl she’d once been.

A cute girl with a softer heart than she let on most of the time. But Rory had seen. And he’d been the one who’d had to step in and play big brother when Cam was away playing in the junior leagues.

When he set the leg, he sent her out. He was pretty sure that as stalwart as she’d been, the process of setting the bone might be a bit too much.

By the time it was done, it was midnight and Oaklee was on a stool just outside the room, looking as if she might tip over at any minute. But she’d held up well, better than he expected. Apparently sheer force of will wasn’t a thing to underestimate.

Rory sighed and peeled off his gloves. “There. He’ll rest for tonight. He’s going to be fine, Oaklee. A little worse for wear, but he’s going to make it. Don’t worry.”

She smiled a little. “Okay, then.” When she took off her latex gloves, the sound echoed through the silent hall. She tossed them in a garbage can and shrugged out of the white lab coat she’d put on when she got cold. “This has been an experience, Rory. But I expect I look like a bag lady. I need a shower and my bed.”

As soon as she said it, dual images popped into his brain and lodged there. There was no denying that Oaklee had always been pretty. There’d been a girlish beauty to her in her teen years, but she was more stunning as a woman, with sexy curves and a bit more knowledge behind her big blue eyes. The idea of her taking a hot shower and crawling beneath the covers of her bed did weird things to his head. He shouldn’t be thinking of her this way…

“You don’t need anything more from me, right?” Her words brought him back to the present and he frowned. Of course. She was back to her regular, practical self now. Oaklee was the type to clock out at five and head blissfully for home, no worry about taking work home with her. She probably lived in a super-stylish apartment with some sort of trendy décor. That wasn’t Rory. The apartment upstairs was Spartan by most standards. The fact that he’d lived there with his brother until the last month or so hadn’t changed anything, except that he didn’t have to go behind Aiden and pick up dirty clothes and dishes.

Blond strands of hair had slipped out of the knot at the back of her head and cascaded around the sides of her face. She did look tired, and her makeup was smeared from her earlier crying. The sight of the always-put-together Oaklee in such a state made him want to put his arms around her and assure her that everything was going to be okay. He’d never, ever acted on those impulses, though. Even if he’d wanted to, Rory had always known Cam would play the big brother and kick his ass for touching his baby sister. Oaklee had first caught his attention in her sophomore year of high school. Rory remembered because Cam had caught him looking at her chest and had decked him. For just looking. Of course, Cam wasn’t in Darling anymore, and Rory hadn’t seen him in a couple of years. Once Cam had been drafted and made it to the NHL, he’d lived in the team city, and didn’t really come back in the off-season, either. Rory’s contact with him was strictly through the odd e-mail. Maybe a Facebook post, but he wasn’t really into social media much and never had been.

Didn’t matter, though. Oaklee was still his best friend’s little sister, and that made her Off Limits.

“You go ahead,” he said quietly. “I’ll get this boy settled for the night.”

She looked up at him with those big eyes. “You’re leaving him alone?”

“He’ll be KO’d with the pain meds for a good while, Oaklee. And I’m right upstairs.” He looked at the clock. “Besides, I’m due back down here in about six hours anyway.”

“Oh. So early?”

He nodded, wondering why she kept talking, why she didn’t just go. It would definitely make it easier on him. The same urge he’d had when she was sixteen came roaring back: he’d do anything to stop her from being upset. To make her feel better. His voice was tight as he answered her question. “When you’re the junior vet, you get the shit schedule. Plus I live upstairs and the rent’s a steal. It’s a trade-off.”

“Well, okay. If you say so.” She gave the dog a last, sad look and reached out to touch his silky ear—the only soft bit about him. He was terribly malnourished, and his coat had suffered, too. It was wiry and rough.

“Thanks for your help,” he added.

“You’re welcome. Thanks for opening up for me.”

“Oh, don’t worry. It’ll all be on the bill.”

A look of shock flattened her face. “Oh God.” Then she pasted on a nervous smile. “I mean, of course. Do we have to do this now? Or can you send a bill?”

He shook his head. “We can do it later. When the office staff is in and the computers are booted up.” As it was, he’d be up for a while writing up the chart for their Fido Doe.

He was sure he saw relief cross her face. “Okay, then. I guess I’ll…I’ll go.”

Her gaze lifted and caught his. It was after midnight, they were both covered in blood and dirt, and he was exhausted. But in that split second, Rory was utterly aware that he was a very single man all alone with a very single woman who happened to be incredibly attractive—even at her worst.

And at her worst just happened to be when Rory found her most approachable. He imagined what might happen if he stepped forward, curled his hand through that mess of blond hair, and pulled her lips to his. As the thought raced through his mind, her lips parted, just a bit—a silent and unconscious invitation.

He swallowed tightly and clenched his hands into fists inside the lab coat pockets. This was Oaklee, for God’s sake. Cam’s little sister. A nosy, flirty little pain in the ass and not his type. No sir, not his type at all. Been there, done that.

“Drive safely,” he said instead, and took a step backward.

“You too,” she said, then her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. He only had to climb a flight of stairs. “I mean…”

“I know what you meant.” Rory had the upper hand again, and he relaxed a little. “You can stop in anytime to settle up.”

“Thanks. Bye, Rory.”

“Bye. I’ll lock the door behind you.”

He locked the door and cut the lights in the reception area but waited until she was in her car and driving away before he turned back toward the surgery.








  
  
Chapter Two




When Oaklee saw her face in the mirror the next morning, she held back a scream of horror. 

Mascara and eyeliner ringed her eyes so that she looked like a raccoon. Her hair was tangled and flat on one side, and there was a brownish streak along one temple. Gross. Was that dirt? Or blood from the dog? She’d been so tired when she got home last night that she’d stripped off her skirt and top, pulled on an oversized sweatshirt, and fell into bed, leaving the shower for the morning.

She brushed her teeth, then turned on the shower.

Twenty minutes later she felt more human, though she couldn’t really get the events of the previous night out of her mind. Not just the dog, but Rory.

As a teenager she’d had a horrible crush on him. He didn’t have the same red hair as his brothers and sisters. His was a rich brown, like his mother’s, and with just the right amount of curl without it being too long. His eyes, too, were deep blue and thickly lashed, and when he’d fixed them on her face last night before she left, her stomach had lifted with a weird, fluttery sensation. When he’d hung out with Cam, he’d been a little smaller. More…boyish. Now he’d filled out into manhood. He’d lifted the dog as if he weighed nothing at all, his muscles flexing as he carried the animal from car to clinic. She’d known all this, but since she didn’t have a pet and they had very different jobs, they didn’t cross paths often.

Until last night. And then she’d been reminded in a big way.

She slipped into a sheath dress the shade of ripe cantaloupe and reached behind her to zip the back. Today she had a meeting about the new tourism initiative, and she needed to look sharp. She had ideas for social media campaigns going right through to next summer’s tourist season. She’d been on staff for over a year, but she was twenty-four. Easy to dismiss. So she tried to make up for her age—which she couldn’t help—by working hard and looking professional.

Last night she’d looked anything but. As she stepped into her favorite neutral heels, she thought about Rory and how gentle and competent he’d been. They way he’d touched the dog, so bloody and dirty, and spoke to him in a calm, soothing voice. And yet his tenderness hadn’t kept him from doing what needed to be done, without a single flinch.

Her respect for him had gone up several notches.

Now there was just one problem. She’d have a hefty vet bill to pay and it was another week until payday. She lived alone. By the time she paid rent, insurance on her car, and the other necessary bills, she really didn’t have much in savings. Like…a few hundred dollars. She loved her job, but it wasn’t making her rich. As it was, Darling was small enough that she walked to work most days. It meant not having to find a parking spot and saving gas. Not that she’d admit that to anyone. Oaklee had an image to uphold. That image, the one that showed she had it all together, was the only thing that gave her credibility, until results—and experience—spoke for themselves.

She stopped at The Purple Pig on the way to town hall, craving one of Willow’s raspberry scones and a very large coffee. She tucked the scone into her case, slid the strap over her shoulder, and sipped her coffee on the short walk from the café to the office. Anytime she considered leaving Darling, it was this main street that kept bringing her back. Lined with mom-and-pop businesses, with welcoming doors and a profusion of blooms everywhere, it was both stunningly gorgeous and warmly inviting. Darling was the perfect example of small-town America, and Oaklee’s job was to help bring in both tourists and business.

She was early to the meeting, so she found a place at the conference table, took out her scone, her laptop with her presentation, and a pad and pen. Then she took a moment to send out a tweet.

@OakleeC_Darling: Eventful night. Hit a dog on Frontage Rd but he’s going to be okay. No tags. Contact Darling Vet if yours. 1/2

@OakleeC_Darling: Thank God he’ll be okay. Scared me big-time. Great care from Dr. Gallagher. 2/2

She sat back for a moment and pondered that last bit. Dr. Gallagher. It was hard to think of Rory in those terms. It made him sound so grown up and accomplished. Eight years of school and now he knew how to set broken bones and do operations and, well, be a doctor. And what did she do? She played with social media for a living.

She was good at it. Oaklee knew that. But somehow, this morning, it seemed of lesser importance.

Frowning, she booted up her laptop and opened up the town’s Facebook page. “This morning’s meeting means having fun making plans for this.” Below it she attached the two publicity photos they were incorporating in their campaign: the first a twenty-year-old shot of a flower girl and ring bearer kissing on the town’s famed Kissing Bridge, and the second of a bride and groom in the exact same pose. Both pictures were of Aiden Gallagher and his new wife, Laurel. It gave an amazing bit of symmetry and inspired the town’s new slogan: Kiss for a moment, love for a lifetime.

“Good morning, Oaklee. You’re here early, I see.” Brent Mitchell, the mayor, stepped into the conference room, carrying a mug of coffee and a file folder.

“I wanted to get my first morning posts done before we got into the campaign,” she said with a smile.

Brent sank into his chair at the head of the table. “You always seem on top of it, that’s for sure,” he replied, and Oaklee felt a surge of both pride and relief.

Other staff started filtering in, so Oaklee grabbed her phone and sent out another quick tweet, making sure to tag the town account.

@OakleeC_Darling: Working on our new tourism campaign today. So excited! #loveforalifetime #kissingbridge @TownofDarling

She retweeted it from the town account and then put down her phone and focused on bringing up her slideshow presentation of possible promotions, timing, hashtags, and themes. The head of publicity, Ryan Woodward, would look after the press releases and other print and media plans. The social media strategy was her baby.

And damned if she wasn’t going to knock it out of the park.




      [image: ]Even though Oaklee knew she couldn’t pay the vet bill until payday, she felt obligated to go by the clinic and see how the dog was doing. His injuries were her responsibility, and she couldn’t just abandon him there and pretend he didn’t exist. At the very least, she wanted confirmation that he was doing better. That he was still going to be okay.

The clinic was different in daylight. The reception area was brightly lit, a woman in scrubs sat at the front desk in front of a computer monitor, and there were two people waiting. One had a cat carrier where a pitiful meow erupted every few seconds, and the other had a fluffy white dog on a leash. The dog trotted in a semicircle, the leash taut, and sniffed at everything.

“Hi, I’m Oaklee Collier. I wanted to see how the dog that was brought in last night was doing.”

The girl behind the desk smiled. “Oh, you’re the one. Buster’s fine. Or he will be. But I’ll let you talk to Dr. Gallagher.”

Oaklee’s stomach did a little jump. She hadn’t planned on seeing Rory at all. Not that it hadn’t been a possibility. But she hadn’t come seeking him out. It was about the dog. She didn’t just feel guilty about the accident, but the why behind it. She’d never admit that she was checking her phone at the time of the accident, because she was horribly embarrassed and ashamed. She knew better.

“Buster?”

The girl grinned. “When Rory…I mean, Dr. Gallagher came in this morning, he walked into the kennel room and said, ‘Hey, Buster, how’s it going?’ So ‘Buster’ kind of stuck.”

It suited the dog. Big, not too handsome…

“I’ll be right back.” The girl stood and Oaklee made out her name on her nametag. Christy.

She was back in thirty seconds. “Dr. Gallagher’s just finishing up with a patient. He’ll be out soon.”

Oaklee’s stomach turned as she asked the next necessary question. “Um, do you have a bill for his—for Buster’s—care?”

“Sure. Give me a moment to bring it up.”

A printer whirred and Christy handed Oaklee a sheet of paper. So many items. She skimmed down the list of treatments and saw the total. She nearly passed out. Payday be damned. The only way she could pay for this would be to charge it on her credit card. Something she tried not to do unless she absolutely had to.

“Oaklee! Hi.” Rory came through the door behind the desk and smiled at her. She was momentarily dazzled. Last night he’d looked sleepy and had shoved his arms into a lab coat, looking a little ragged around the edges. Today, though, he looked every inch the professional. Tan pants and a collared golf shirt beneath a starchy-looking white coat, his hair perfectly groomed, his jaw freshly shaved that morning and just showing a teeny hint of shadow. The only thing completely the same was his damnable eyelashes. Top and bottom, he had obscenely long, think lashes that could make her weak in the knees.

“Hi.” She smiled, feeling off-balance both by her reaction to Rory and the reaction to the hefty bill for Buster. “I stopped in to see how the patient’s doing.”

“He’s getting there. Come on back for a minute and you can see him.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yep.” He looked over at the cat lady. “I’ll be right with you, Mrs. Jones.”

Christy popped up from her chair. “I’ll take Mrs. Jones and Buttons back to the exam room.”

Oaklee followed Rory through the door into the back of the clinic. Last night she’d been too tired and wired to notice the facilities, but now she saw that the exam rooms were on the right and the surgery, X-ray, and lab facilities were on the left. Toward the back was a huge tub, a small room that she assumed was a staff bathroom, and a tiny corner with a fridge and a few cupboards . . . a kitchen? Rory led her past it all to a separate room. When he opened the door, barking and meowing started and she was hit by the smell of several furry animals occupying a small room at the same time. Not bad, necessarily. But very doggyish.

“Here he is, right on the bottom.” Rory knelt in front of a large kennel. “Hey, Buster.” He looked at Oaklee. “He’s still resting. I’m guessing he’s pretty sore. But he’s been drinking water, which is good, and while his appetite isn’t great at the moment, one of the girls was handfeeding him little bits earlier. He’s a tough customer.”

Oaklee knelt down, aware that her dress slid up her thighs as she did so. “Hey, big guy,” she said quietly. The dog’s eyes were wide and slightly unfocused. “He’s on pain meds?”

“Yeah. And we’ll try to get him out to the bathroom tonight, get him moving a bit. He’ll have to get used to the cast.”

Guilt piled up again. “I’m sorry, Rory. I should have been paying better attention.”

“Accidents happen. Animals pop up out of the ditch all the time. And you got him help. At least you didn’t leave him by the side of the road.”

“And let him suffer?” She put her fingers up to the kennel, touched when Buster reached out and gave her a little lick. “I’m not that cruel.”

“Some people are. So don’t beat yourself up.” He stood and she followed suit. “I’ve got to get back. He’ll be here another day or so, but we can’t keep him indefinitely. He’ll have to either be claimed or go to the shelter by Wednesday.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. I’m hoping his owner will step forward before then.”

They left the kennel room and when they reached the door to the front office, Oaklee hesitated. “Rory? I hate to ask, but is there a way I can pay his bill in installments? It’s, well, an unexpected expense for me.”

She hated admitting it. And she wasn’t trying to get out of the bill, just spread it out a bit.

“I guess so,” he said, but he hesitated. Of course, they were running a business. If everyone put off paying their bills, the clinic would struggle.

“Just maybe in thirds, one each payday. It’d all be paid off within six weeks.”

He paused with his hand on the doorknob. “Things a little tight for you, Oaklee? You doing okay?”

His face expressed concern. In a completely brotherly way. She frowned.

“My salary covers my expenses,” she said, “and I don’t have any worries there. But I’m not rolling in it. That’s all.”

Neither of them mentioned Cam. They both knew that if she asked, Cam would make sure she wanted for nothing. And she was pretty sure that Rory knew her well enough to know she was too stubborn to take a handout. Even from a big brother.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” he assured her. “Right now I’m just hoping that his owner comes looking.”

“I’ll ask around and put it up on social media.”

Rory nodded. “That’d be great. I think the animal shelter has a lost dog account on… I don’t know. Maybe Facebook. You could try them first. A picture helps. Sometimes people recognize a neighbor’s dog or something.”

She went back and took out her phone and snapped a quick pic. “Will you guys do that, too?”

“Um, I don’t know. I don’t think Victoria’s made social media a priority.”

“So you don’t have a Facebook page or twitter account? What about Instagram?”

“I don’t think so. If we do, someone else manages it.” He shrugged and sent her a lopsided smile. “I’ve never much been into that stuff, to be honest. Too much of a time suck.”

Oaklee’s brain kicked into drive again as the seeds of a plan began to sprout. “I know you have to go. I’ll be in touch about Buster, okay?”

“Okay. Thanks for stopping in.”

“You bet.”

He opened the door for her, but instead of following her through, he disappeared back into an exam room and a waiting Buttons the Cat. Oaklee smiled at Christy. “I can put a few hundred against the bill today. Is that okay?”

“Certainly. Let me bring up the bill again, and we’ll get this started.”

Oaklee sighed and reached for her wallet and credit card. But an idea was forming in her mind. There might just be a way for her to do an exchange with the Darling Veterinary Clinic. Because despite Rory’s degrees and expertise, there was something she knew how to do that he obviously didn’t.

Convincing him couldn’t be too hard, could it?

She got home and changed out of her dress, leaving it in a heap on the bedroom floor as she searched for clean jeans and a T-shirt. After a quick supper that consisted of a frozen entrée, she threw the container in the garbage and piled her glass and utensils in the sink of still-dirty dishes from yesterday. Instead of tidying, she booted up her laptop and sat on a bar stool at her kitchen counter. She brought up the clinic’s website. It was okay, but bare and without any bells and whistles. There was a homepage with their location and hours of business, and a brief “our staff” page, but that was about it. Maybe they felt they didn’t need a stronger online presence, being the only clinic in Darling. But Oaklee saw opportunity. Where was the outreach? The community spirit? Pictures? She sighed. Everyone loved cute cat pictures. Or ones of happy dogs smiling around floppy tongues. Hell, even pictures of Rory would go a long way to making the clinic inviting.

With the town strategy well in hand, Oaklee was looking for a new challenge. Doing up a proposal for the Darling Veterinary Clinic would fit the bill perfectly.

She’d just started a tentative plan when her phone rang. It was Rory’s sister, Claire, who also interned at the town office in the summer. At twenty-two, she had one more year of school and she was closest to Oaklee in age at work. They’d become better friends this summer, particularly as they often found themselves working side-by-side.

“You wanna hang out?” Claire asked. “I’m going crazy here at home.”

“It’s a Monday night,” Oaklee said, laughing a bit. “The weekend just ended.”

“Yeah, and you went to Becky’s shower and I stayed home and did laundry and hung out with Ethan’s kids.”

“I think I would have traded you.” Oaklee already knew that Claire had felt slighted, not being asked to the shower when nearly everyone else in the office had. It sucked being the youngest one, on top of being an intern.

“So…let’s go to the Suds and Spuds. I seriously just want some chili fries and a beer.”

Oaklee’s lemon chicken entrée hadn’t exactly filled the hunger hole, and the suggestion of the Spuds’ chili cheese fries had her stomach rumbling. She checked the time. It was only seven thirty. Surely she could pop out for an hour or so.

“I’ll meet you there in twenty? I’m just finishing something up.”

“Sounds good.”

They hung up and Oaklee typed in a few more lines, completing her thought. With a deposit made on the bill, all she had to do was sell Rory and his boss on this proposal. Then maybe she could convince them to let her work off the balance in exchange for a consultant fee.








  
  
Chapter Three




The Suds and Spuds was not a high-class establishment by any standards. The inside of the pub was plain and functional: heavy wood tables and chairs, plain painted walls with some beer signs and boards to take away the bareness, and the staff wore plain jeans, comfortable shoes, and simple T-shirts sporting a logo of a foamy beer mug and a smiling potato. In fact, Darling was in need of a trendier bar in the style of something a little more “après-ski” or post-golf game. The Purple Pig wasn’t licensed, and Papa Luigi’s served beer and wine but nothing else. Still, the Spud served the best fries in Vermont, in Oaklee’s opinion. Plain, with gravy, chili cheese, bacon and cheddar, and her personal favorite, pulled pork. What it lacked in ambiance and variety, it made up for in taste. 

Claire was already waiting inside when Oaklee arrived, and right away Oaklee noticed a look of consternation on the younger girl’s face.

“What’s wrong?”

Claire rolled her eyes. “I ordered a beer. Unfortunately, my big brother also happens to be here. I’m legal. I don’t see what the big deal is.” She flounced her strawberry blond hair, which made her look younger than she was. Oaklee chuckled at Claire’s cute pout. Claire was smart and always showed up to work looking professional. She didn’t gossip and she did her job with a smile. In a lot of ways, she reminded Oaklee of herself, just a year ago when she’d started working for the town full time. But Oaklee also knew very well how dealing with an older brother could be infuriating.

Oaklee scanned the small space. Sure enough, over in the corner, was Rory. He was sitting with a woman she didn’t recognize, and the woman seemed to be hanging on every word out of his mouth. As if he sensed he was being watched, he glanced over and caught her staring. A slow smile tipped his lips and he inclined his chin ever so slightly in greeting.

Only two hours ago he’d been kneeling in front of Buster’s kennel, every inch the caring professional. It was a Monday night, for Pete’s sake. Who had a date on a Monday? Ugh. From serious doctor to flirting Lothario in no time flat. He turned back to his date and treated her to a brilliant smile. Oaklee grit her teeth. She was not jealous. That was ludicrous.

Claire lifted her mug and took a sip. “Sometimes I think Darling is a little too small for six Gallaghers. We trip over each other.”

Oaklee laughed, determined not to pay any more attention to Rory. “Where’s Cait?” Cait was Claire’s twin sister.

“At home trying to convince Mom and Dad that she should switch her field of study.” She laughed. “Me having a beer is small potatoes. Don’t mind the pun.”

Oaklee grinned. “Have you ordered anything else?”

“No. I was waiting for you.”

Oaklee tried her hardest to avoid looking over at Rory as Claire ordered her chili fries and Oaklee opted for loaded skins for something different, as well as a mug of tap beer. Ignoring him was hard, though, since there weren’t many people in the place and he had the obnoxious gall to laugh as if he were having the time of his life.

“So. New girlfriend for your brother?”

Claire raised an eyebrow. “Rory doesn’t do girlfriends. He does dates. How he gets away with it, I don’t know. But he hasn’t had a girlfriend since he was in vet school.”

Hmm. Curious.

“Maybe he’s been busy with the job and everything.”

Again with the eyebrow. “The number of dates he’s been on, he’d have time for a girlfriend if he really wanted one. I’m not saying he’s a player, but he’s sure not looking for anything serious. It’s kind of funny that he’s so laid back in his personal relationships, really, because his apartment is like weirdly clean. Seriously. He’s some sort of neat freak.”

Oaklee looked over at Rory. He seemed so easy going. “Maybe it’s just a bachelor’s apartment. Not big on décor.”

Oaklee’s beer arrived and she took a long drink, then let out a satisfied sigh.

“It’s not that,” Claire persisted. “There’s like nothing out of place. Not a glass left on a table or a sock on the floor. It kinda freaks me out.” She grinned. “Aiden said he used to leave things lying around just to piss Rory off.”

She shook her head a bit as she laughed, and then lifted her glass again. It was nearly empty. Oaklee hoped their food arrived soon.

Wouldn’t Rory have a field day in her apartment? She was in no way, shape, or form, a neat freak. Oh, once a week she’d muck out the apartment, out of necessity. Clothes had to be laundered. Clean dishes to eat off of. But she’d never understood the logic in making a bed when you were just going to climb back into it again.

She snuck a glance at Rory again. His date was reaching over and selecting one of his fries, her raspberry-red nails gleaming as her dark hair curled over her shoulder. Ugh. So obvious. And he was grinning right along, leaning forward, as if everything she said was so very interesting.

“Oaklee. Dude. Sit back a bit.”

Claire’s voice brought her back to the present and she realized the waitress was waiting to put down her platter of potato skins. “Oh, sorry,” she said, moving aside to give room for the hot plate. A bowl of sour cream came on the side of the skins that were loaded with cheese, crumbled bacon, and green onion.

Rory’s date laughed, a tinkling little sound and Oaklee looked up at the waitress. “May I have another beer, please?”

Claire ordered a second one as well. “So what’s got you uptight tonight?” she asked innocently.

The same thing that’s got you in a knot. Rory. She didn’t say the words, nor would she. There was no reason why seeing him out on a date should irritate her at all. She’d known him for years. She’d got over her teenage crush long ago. If anything, she should be mad at herself. He’d looked into her eyes last night and she’d gone all gooey inside. Thought about kissing him, for Pete’s sake. He was just being Rory. She was the one being ridiculous.

She smiled and let out a big breath. “Oh, I just need to wind down. I’ll be fine.” She dug into the skins and changed the topic to the new marketing strategy. Claire had done great work helping with the new town rack cards that were going to be placed all over Vermont in tourist centers.

They were halfway through their food when Claire posed an interesting question. “So, do you think there really is anything to the Kissing Bridge thing? I mean, no one’s really ever come up with a consistent story about why it’s supposed to be good luck.” She shrugged. “It’s worked for Aiden, I guess. But Ethan...”

Ethan was the oldest of the Gallagher brothers. He’d lost his wife to cancer a few years back and was now a single dad of two boys. Lately he’d been seen out and about with Willow Dunaway, the owner of The Purple Pig.

“What about Ethan?”

“He and Lisa kissed on that bridge. And look what happened to them.”

It had been a sad day for Darling when Lisa had passed. Oaklee had come home from school and went to the funeral with her mom and dad. Truthfully, the stark, grief-stricken look on Ethan’s face had always stuck with her.

Cam hadn’t been able to come home, but Oaklee also remembered seeing Rory that day. He’d also come home from school for a few days, and he’d been dressed in a dark suit with a tightly knotted tie that had bobbed at his throat as he swallowed, fighting back tears.

She was surprised she remembered all that. But then, she’d always been pretty aware of Rory.
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