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            Chapter One

         

         Sophie Daniels checked the clock as she straightened the clothes on the racks in her boutique. Today she was leaving work early to get ready for the wedding of two of her closest friends. Not only that, she had a date with a guy who met all the qualities of her potential Mr. Right.

         She headed back to the counter where her mom was sitting with a crochet needle and a ball of yarn. “You’re sure you don’t mind closing?”

         Her mom didn’t skip a beat with her crocheting as she looked up and smiled at Sophie. “Of course not. Give Jack and Emma my best.”

         “I will.” Sophie grabbed her purse from below the counter and leaned in to kiss her mother’s cheek.

         It was going to be a small wedding, including only Jack Hershey and Emma St. James’s closest friends and family. Sophie was pleased to have made the guest list and to have narrowly missed the bridesmaids lineup. That meant she was free to wear a dress of her choosing from her own boutique. One with a hemline that swung well below the jagged scars on her left leg, a reminder of her climbing accident when she was eighteen.

         “Good luck on your date.” Her mom winked. “I hope this one has some sense.”

         Sophie laughed, easing some of the tension she felt coursing through her body. She hadn’t had time to do her normal yoga routine this morning, which usually helped to ease the cramping in her leg muscle—another remnant of her injuries.

         According to the town, Sophie was the girl who’d survived. She’d spent thirty-six hours on the side of a mountain, praying for rescue. And sometimes she felt like she hadn’t fully escaped that cliff. Sometimes, even in a crowded room, she felt all alone.

         Yeah, that would probably sound silly to some. Sophie had a lot of friends in town. She also had her family. But no one understood exactly what she’d been through. The girl who’d climbed up that mountain so many years ago wasn’t the one who’d come down.

         Sophie narrowed her gaze at her mom. “And by having sense, you mean that you hope my date falls madly in love with me?”

         Her mother’s gaze flicked from her crochet work to Sophie’s eyes. “Any sane man would. What’s not to love about my daughter?”

         “You’re my mother so you have to say that,” Sophie said.

         “But it’s also the truth.”

         Sophie shook her head, laughing as she walked toward the boutique’s door. “Bye, Mom. No half-off discounts while I’m gone,” she said, only partly teasing. Her mom loved to mark down clothing for her friends. And everyone who came in was considered a friend by the time they left the store.

         “Have fun tonight,” her mom called as Sophie stepped onto the sidewalk of Main Street. Sophie waved again as she stood on the other side of the glass door. Then she turned and breathed in the springtime air. This was her favorite season. All things were new in the spring, and the thrill of possibilities always invigorated her this time of year. Instead of turning right toward her car in the parking area, she turned left and followed her craving for a hot tea from the Sweetwater Café. She’d be up late tonight, and a little caffeine would go a long way.

         Tonight’s date was a high school history teacher. That meant he had a job and liked kids. Check, check. She also knew that he had a house, which implied that he was responsible and didn’t live with his parents. Another check. And he was an indoor kind of guy. That hadn’t always been her type but given that it took thirty minutes of yoga every morning to tease out her muscle stiffness, a guy on the less active side—one she could actually keep up with—was preferable.

         Sophie pulled open the café’s door. Since Emma was the bride tonight, she wouldn’t be working the counter today. Neither would her longtime employee Nina, who was one of the bridesmaids. Instead, a newcomer to town, Diana, greeted Sophie as she walked in.

         “I’m afraid I haven’t memorized everyone’s drinks just yet,” Diana said, talking about Emma’s talent for knowing exactly what her customers wanted before they ordered. “What can I get you?”

         Sophie ordered a hot tea with honey and waited patiently. Once Diana handed her the drink, Sophie paid and then turned to leave, when she noticed the couple at one of the tables against the wall. The man looked familiar but it took a moment for Sophie to process that he was her date tonight. It didn’t make sense that a guy who’d be picking her up in an hour and a half would be sitting with his arm draped around another woman.

         Sophie stood frozen, watching the happy couple and wondering what the appropriate response was. Confront them? Leave? Pour her hot beverage over his head? She was fairly sure the latter was a criminal offense and would land her in jail instead of at a wedding this evening.

         She should probably feel angry but, instead, she felt relieved. She was tired of dating guys who, like her mother said, had no sense. Or were just plain rude. There was also the fact that she already knew every man in town. If The One were here, surely she would have realized it by now.

         Deciding to do the mature thing, Sophie continued walking out of the café. When she got outside, she texted her would-be date and canceled their plans. Then she walked to where she’d parked her car this morning. She got in and sipped her tea as she drove down Main Street, taking a left on a connecting street and another right onto Dragonfly Lane, where she lived in her own home, sans her parents and purchased by way of her responsible job. She didn’t work with kids but she liked them, and her best friend Trisha’s son thought Sophie was the world’s best babysitter.

         If Sophie were a guy, she’d be her own Mr. Right. Maybe that was a sign that she was meant to be alone. Some people were perfectly happy living single after all. Perhaps she should get a pet to keep her company. A fish was low-maintenance.

         Sophie carefully climbed her porch steps. She walked inside and headed to her bedroom. After taking an extended hot shower, she pulled the long, elegant dress she’d purchased for tonight from her closet. It was in a color called passion fruit, which was all the rage for spring. She slipped it over her body, loving the feel of silk against her skin. Then she turned to look at her reflection in the mirror. Her mood lifted just enough to make her release a pent-up breath.

         Just like when she was eighteen and everything about her life had felt wrong, she stepped into a piece of clothing and her world righted just enough. That’s when she’d fallen in love with clothes. She’d felt helpless, unattractive, and out of control after her climbing accident. She’d felt the pressing weight of everyone’s expectations to lift her chin high, put on a smile, and get well.

         She hadn’t felt like smiling though. And back then, even though it had been during a spring much like this one, hope had been so far out of reach that she couldn’t even conceive of the possibility that things would ever get better.

         Clothes had become a kind of armor. They gave her confidence. They hid things from the outside world that she didn’t want others to see.

         Sophie swept her hair into an updo and slipped her feet into a pair of flats. Her days of wearing heels were long gone. Most days, she barely even had a limp. Ten minutes in a pair of high-heel shoes, however, would overstress the weak muscles in her left leg and ensure she couldn’t even walk for the rest of the night.

         Grabbing her keys off the counter, Sophie headed back out her door. She hurried to her car and started driving, distracted only a little by the question that had been plaguing her all day. Was Chase Lewis on the guest list? And truthfully, that was the reason she’d wanted a date to tonight’s wedding in the first place.

         Chase had returned to town three months ago but she’d done a fairly good job of avoiding her first love so far. And when they had run into each other, she’d managed to smile politely and excuse herself as quickly as possible. After over ten years, he still had the power to make her heart skip a beat. Too much had happened between them though. Some things couldn’t be undone, like the boulder that had crushed her lower leg when she’d fallen off the face of a mountain. And some words could never be unsaid.

         Sophie sighed, hoping she wouldn’t have to dodge Chase tonight. Then she screamed as something darted in front of her car, and she slammed the brakes too late. Her bumper tapped against whatever it was with a jolting thud.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Chase had fully intended to leave the veterinary clinic early today so he could prepare for Jack and Emma’s wedding. But it was one of those days where it literally seemed to be raining cats and dogs in his reception area. Then he’d needed to perform an emergency surgery on a patient of his, a retriever with a fancy for swallowing sweaty socks.

         He’d known being the only vet in town would be hard when he’d accepted the job in late December. He couldn’t work a normal schedule so plans were always getting fumbled. But if Chase hurried, he’d make it to the wedding on time, watch his longtime friends exchange their vows, and wish them the very best.

         Chase stepped into a pair of leather shoes that he seldom wore and glanced at his reflection for a quick moment. At first, he didn’t recognize himself. He was much more used to the scrubs and the dark five o’clock shadow that filled in after a long day at the clinic. Or a wet-dry tee and pair of athletic shorts, which was his typical climbing gear.

         A suit, on the other hand…

         He turned from the mirror and hurried toward the front of the house, slowing at the sight of a chew toy that still rested by his back door where Grizzly used to lay. Now Chase’s beloved dog was gone.

         Chase swallowed past the ache in his heart. Grizzly had been with him in college, his first job in South Carolina, and his return to his hometown a few months ago to take over the old veterinary clinic here. Grizzly had been a faithful companion through many tough times and could never be replaced. Chase had considered getting another dog but now he wondered if he ever would.

         He stepped over the chew toy, grabbed his keys off the hook on the wall, and jogged out the door, his restless muscles reminding him that he hadn’t had time to go for a run in two days. Maybe this weekend the clinic would slow down enough to give him a chance to satisfy his need for adrenaline.

         As if on cue, his phone rang with an incoming call as he got into his truck. He checked the caller ID before holding his cell phone to his ear. “Hey, Will.”

         Will Marritt was a longtime friend and fellow outdoor fanatic.

         “Hey, man, just wondering if you were free tonight. I was going to get some wings and a few drinks.”

         “I’m afraid I already have plans,” Chase said. He pulled out of his driveway and onto the road.

         “Hot date?”

         “I’m going to Jack and Emma’s wedding tonight.” Chase wasn’t surprised that Will wasn’t invited. The guest list was intentionally kept small, and Will was older than Chase’s high school friends. He and Chase had reconnected over their mutual love of the great outdoors since he’d been back home.

         “Right, right,” Will said. “I forgot. Man, I hate to eat wings alone but I like going to weddings alone even less.”

         Chase felt his lips pulling into a frown. He didn’t enjoy going to weddings alone either but worse than that was going with someone he wasn’t really into. “Actually, I’m taking Amelia Dover,” he confessed.

         “Oh yeah? You two dating?”

         Chase hesitated. “This’ll be our first date. Kind of.” And he wished he were just going alone. Amelia was nice and they had a lot in common but there were no sparks. And she wasn’t even good friends with Jack or Emma. She was only attending as Chase’s date. “We’ll get together another time,” Chase said, veering the subject safely away from his dating life as he turned onto a neighboring street.

         “We need to plan a climb. You free tomorrow?”

         Chase wanted to say yes but his clinic schedule was unpredictable. “As long as no pet emergencies come up. I’ll let you know.”

         “Sounds good, bud.”

         They disconnected the call, and Chase slowed at the sight of a car pulled to the side of the road. He recognized the sporty yellow vehicle. Sophie Daniels had made it clear since he’d been back in town that she didn’t really want to be friends. Who really stayed friends after a messy breakup anyway? At least after sharing the kind of young love they’d had. The kind of heartbreak that never truly healed, in his experience.

         Unable to leave her stranded, he slowed and pulled behind her car. He got out, noticing that her hood wasn’t up. He walked up to the driver’s side window, preparing to knock until he realized that she wasn’t sitting inside. Then he heard her quiet voice near the front of the hood. Her sniffles got his attention.

         “It’s okay. I’m so sorry. I just didn’t see you,” she said.

         Chase quickened his steps and rounded the front of her car. “Sophie?”

         She startled as she looked up at him, tears streaming down her flushed cheeks. Her reddish-brown hair was pulled back in a fancy clip at the base of her neck. “Chase! Oh my goodness. I’m so happy to see you.”

         He froze. “Are you okay?” Because the Sophie he knew these days seemed to avoid him at all costs.

         “Yes, I’m fine but I hit this puppy.” Tears made black rivers of mascara run down her cheeks. “He’s still breathing. I didn’t mean to hit him. He just appeared out of nowhere and I tried to stop but I still tapped him, and now he’s just lying here.” Her words ran together as she spoke quickly.

         Chase trailed his gaze over the dog. He knew this puppy. It was a patient of his at the clinic.

         “Please, help him,” Sophie pleaded.

         Chase headed over and knelt on one knee, dirtying the pants leg of his suit. So much for polishing up nicely. “Hey, Comet,” he said, gently rubbing the top of the pup’s head.

         “How do you know his name?” Sophie asked with surprise.

         Chase slid his gaze to meet hers. Even in an emergency situation, his heart managed to squeeze at the sight of her. “He belongs to Mrs. Dozier.” Mrs. Dozier was an elderly woman in town who lived alone and thought a pet would serve as a good companion.

         Sophie covered her mouth with one hand. “Oh no, she’ll be so upset. Is he going to die?”

         Chase looked for any sign of injury on the dog. There was no visible blood but Comet’s hind leg wasn’t positioned right. “Best-case scenario, he could be in shock,” Chase told her, hoping she wouldn’t ask the next obvious question.

         Sophie’s light-green eyes widened as they filled with fear. She lowered her shaky hand from her mouth. “And the worst case?” she asked.

         Chase hesitated because he knew Sophie wouldn’t like the answer. “Let’s not think about worst case just yet.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sophie had never stepped foot into a veterinary clinic before. She’d never had a reason to until now.

         The first thing she noticed was that the building had a distinct odor. Like wet fur and bleach. It wasn’t necessarily bad but it wasn’t a place where she’d want to work day in and day out either.

         Sophie went up on her toes to see Chase and the limp black-and-white puppy better from where she was standing against the wall in the examining room.

         “You don’t have to stand way over there, you know.” Chase glanced over his shoulder. “You can come closer.”

         “No, that’s okay.” She pressed her shoulder blades into the wall behind her. Her dress had an open back so her bare skin met the cold surface. A shiver ran through her, as much from the temperature as from the situation she found herself in. “I’m fine right here.”

         Chase was using a stethoscope to listen to the dog’s chest and stomach as it lay on the table. Sophie guessed from her Grey’s Anatomy television education that he was checking for the sound of something foreboding.

         Please let the puppy be okay.

         She watched Chase inspect Comet’s leg next. The dog whined a little, and Sophie couldn’t bear to watch another moment. This was all her fault. How had she not seen him run in front of her car? What was he doing out there all alone? Where was Mrs. Dozier?

         Sophie turned and headed out of the examining room, needing air. Whatever she had to do to make things right with the little dog in the examining room, she’d do. She’d pay the vet bills and even go to Mrs. Dozier’s home if necessary to care for him. It was the least she could do.

         Sophie’s stomach clenched but she kept walking, unfamiliar with the building’s layout or where she was going. She just needed a moment and some room to move her restless muscles. She found a bathroom down the hall and stepped inside to wash her hands and wipe off the faded black trails of mascara from where she’d been crying. Then she stepped back into the hall and followed it a little farther down.

         Meow.

         The sound of a cat got her attention. Welcoming a distraction from her current state of panic, Sophie turned toward the sound and saw a room full of kennels, some empty and some with cats and dogs. Without thinking, she headed in that direction.

         She stopped to say hello to several animals before standing in front of a kennel with a handwritten sign that read MINNIE. “Hey, sweetheart. How are you doing tonight?”

         The black cat pressed its nose against the cage trying to sniff her hand as she held it out. It meowed softly again. “I bet Dr. Lewis took very good care of you, and you’re going to be just fine.”

         “I appreciate your faith in me. As a doctor, at least.”

         Sophie whirled to face Chase, who’d walked up behind her without her hearing him. He held Comet in his arms. “Oh. You’re done with the examination already? How is he?”

         “Well, he’s not bleeding internally. But he does have a broken leg. I’ve stabilized it for right now, and I’ll keep him here overnight.” Chase bent down to gently lay Comet in one of the empty cages. It was lined with a large navy blue pillow that looked comfortable at least.

         Sophie blew out a breath as she watched. Chase was definitely dressed for some kind of formal occasion. And he looked good. He was clean-shaven, and his honey-colored brown hair was combed neatly, curling slightly at the ends. She cleared her throat, focusing on the reason she was here. “Did you reach Mrs. Dozier?”

         Chase nodded as he stood and faced her. “I left a message and told her that Comet was fine and that she could call my cell phone. When she does, I’ll arrange for her to come see him tomorrow.”

         “On Sunday?” Sophie grimaced. “I’m guessing that’s usually your day off.”

         Chase folded his arms in front of him. “One thing I didn’t anticipate when I took over this clinic is that I’d rarely get a day off. Not without calling in one of the vets I know in Whispering Pines.”

         Whispering Pines was the next town over. The knowledge that Chase would be back here again in the morning because of her only compounded Sophie’s guilt. “Thank you so much for helping. I know Mrs. Dozier would be heartbroken if something had happened to Comet.”

         “No need to thank me. I was glad to help. That’s what I do.”

         Sophie realized that they were alone in this building, aside from all the animals watching them. The building was only half-lit and strangely quiet aside from the sound of claws tapping along the cage floors and scratching at fur. “I’ll pay for the bill. I was the one who hit Comet after all.”

         Chase shook his head. “I don’t need to be paid. I’ll count this as my good deed for the month.”

         Sophie’s hands fidgeted in front of her. “I want to make things right. What can I do to help?”

         Chase shrugged. “Right now, there’s nothing else to do. Comet is sedated, and he’ll stay here tonight and rest.”

         Sophie felt helpless as she nervously turned to look at Comet. “He’s a beautiful dog. A border collie, right?”

         “That’s correct. You know your breeds.”

         She turned to him. “You sound surprised.”

         “I’ve just never known you to be interested in animals.”

         She wanted to tell him he didn’t really know her anymore at all. Instead, she looked around the room, anywhere but at him, and said, “A neighbor of mine used to have a border collie. He was such a gorgeous and smart dog.”

         “It’s a good breed,” Chase agreed. “Comet is a mix. He probably has a little retriever in him too.”

         Sophie listened as she took a step backward, needing to put some space between them. “Well, I better get going. I’m sure you have things to do with your evening.”

         Chase gestured between them. “Based on how we’re dressed, I’m guessing we’re both going to the same place.”

         “You’re going to Jack and Emma’s wedding too?” She was hoping there was some other fancy event in town tonight.

         “Now you look surprised,” he teased. Then his grin fell, and he slapped a hand to his forehead. “Oh no.”

         “What?” Without thinking, Sophie stepped toward him. “What’s wrong?”

         He pulled his cell phone from his pocket and looked at the screen. “I was supposed to pick up my date for Jack and Emma’s wedding. I completely forgot.”

         The d word got Sophie’s attention. Why wouldn’t he bring a date though? She was supposed to be going with someone tonight too. “You had an animal emergency come up. I’m sure she’ll understand.”

         “If she ever speaks to me again,” Chase muttered. “I’ve missed three calls from her already.” He blew out a breath. “I’ll call her back after I lock up here.”

         “I’m sorry.” But some part of Sophie wasn’t sorry at all. She watched Chase fill a food and water bowl for Comet. “So, who is she?” she asked. “Your date.”

         Chase paused in what he was doing, glancing over his shoulder to meet her gaze. “You probably wouldn’t know her.”

         Sophie folded her arms in front of her, tilting her head and narrowing her eyes. “If she’s from Sweetwater Springs, I’m guessing I would. You’re the one who’s been gone for so many years. Not me.”

         He paused for a long beat. “Amelia Dover.”

         Sophie straightened a notch. “Oh.” Amelia was younger than her by maybe five years. She was tall and curvy in all the places that a woman wanted to be. And she was undeniably gorgeous. She was also one of those genuinely nice people who you couldn’t speak poorly of even if you tried.

         “Well, she is someone who would definitely understand missing your date because of needing to rescue an animal.”

         Chase led the way down the hallway toward the front reception area. “You’re probably right. I should have at least texted or called to let her know I wouldn’t make it. I got distracted.”

         He turned to face Sophie in midstep, causing her to bump into him accidentally. His hands braced her arms, and her face reflexively tipped back to look at him. It’d been years but this position felt entirely too familiar. She didn’t breathe for a moment. She just stared into his brown eyes, getting lost in the best kind of way.

         “Sorry,” he finally said, voice low. But his hands were still on her arms, and he didn’t step back. Neither did she.

         Her heart knocked hard against her ribs. “My fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” For the second time tonight.

         “I turned on you too soon,” he said.

         “Because you had something to say. What was it?” At this close range, she could see the scar on his cheek from the time he’d fallen off his mountain bike on a ride with her. It’d been a nasty fall, and he’d gotten nine stitches that afternoon at the ER. She’d been there with him the whole time.

         He held her gaze captive. She could barely blink as she waited, her heart thumping erratically. This was why she’d been avoiding Chase Lewis since he’d returned to town. She couldn’t do this again. Wouldn’t. They had nothing in common anymore. The only thing between them now was baggage.

         “I can’t seem to remember,” he said.

         She felt her lips pull into a slight smile. “Distracted again? I never pegged you as the inattentive type.”

         His hands fell away from her arms but he didn’t budge otherwise. “Not when it comes to something I’m interested in.”

         Sophie pulled more air into her lungs as the room seemed to shrink, pulling her and Chase into their own tiny world. It was just the two of them—no one else. The way it used to be when they were inseparable and in love.

         Then someone knocked on the glass entry door.

         She and Chase both turned to look. It took a moment for Sophie to process the tall, curvaceous, gorgeous woman on the other side.

         Amelia Dover.

         Chase quickly stepped away. Sophie could imagine how this looked to an outsider looking in. And for a moment, she wondered if the way it looked was deceiving—or if it was all too real.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Chase quickly walked to the door, not knowing what he’d say to Amelia when he opened it. He’d been mere inches from Sophie. There weren’t a lot of good excuses for standing so close, and he wasn’t one to lie. Except he didn’t know what the truth was. Were he and Sophie about to kiss?

         Either way, he shouldn’t feel like he was cheating because he’d never even been on a date with Amelia. She was just supposed to accompany him to tonight’s wedding. When he’d run into her at the park and had lamented about going alone, she’d offered to be his date. She was doing him a favor, and this was how he repaid her.

         “Amelia,” he said as he opened the vet clinic’s door, “I need to explain.”

         Amelia’s eyes were wide, like she was the one who’d been caught doing something wrong. She shook her head quickly, looking between him and Sophie. “No, you don’t. I just…Well, when you didn’t pick me up, I tried to call but you didn’t answer. And it occurred to me that you might have had an emergency come up at the clinic so I thought I’d meet you here. That way we weren’t late to the wedding.” Chase noticed Amelia’s satiny dress. She looked nice, and he felt like a big jerk.

         “I did have an emergency. Sophie hit a dog this evening on the way to the wedding. I stopped to help her.” He gestured back at Sophie, wondering again what would have happened if they’d had one more second alone together.

         Amelia’s hands flew over her mouth. “Oh no. Is the dog okay?” she asked, worry wrinkling her brow. Chase knew she was a huge animal lover. On paper, he and Amelia should have been a perfect match.

         “Comet is going to be fine. He has a broken leg.”

         Amelia’s eyes were suspiciously shiny, no doubt on the account of the dog and not him, but Chase felt guilty anyway.

         Sophie stepped up beside him. “Amelia, I’m so sorry for holding Chase up. This is all my fault.”

         “Don’t worry about it,” Amelia said. “I completely understand.”

         “We’ve probably missed the wedding by now,” Chase told her. “And I’m afraid after working on a dog, it probably wouldn’t be advisable to dance with me.”

         Amelia offered a slight smile. She hesitated, which confirmed that she’d seen him standing too close to Sophie just now. She shook her head. “I’m not in the mood for dancing anyway. We can get together another time,” she said nicely.

         Chase appreciated that she wasn’t making a huge deal out of this, even though he deserved her anger. “Thank you. Again, I’m sorry.”

         “Well, the dog needed you. And Sophie did too.” Amelia took a retreating step. “I’ll talk to you later. Nice to see you, Sophie.”

         Chase released a breath once Amelia was gone. Then he turned back to Sophie. “Was that as bad as it felt?”

         Sophie grimaced. “You did stand her up. But it was for a good reason.”

         “And she caught me with you,” he pointed out.

         Sophie appeared startled by the comment. “We weren’t doing anything.” She narrowed her green eyes. “Were we?”

         “Not exactly.” Not yet.

         “So you’re fine. You can reschedule your date for another time. I’m sure she’ll agree.”

         “Right. The thing is I wasn’t looking forward to our date tonight anyway.” Chase shrugged. “Amelia is nice but there aren’t any…”

         “Sparks?” Sophie asked.

         “Yeah.” And he felt a whole lot of sparks standing near Sophie.

         “I can relate.” She folded her arms in front of her, as if guarding her heart. Did she still blame him after all this time?

         Chase stepped away from the door. “Well, I won’t keep you any longer. I just need to lock up and then I’ll be on my way out too.”

         “We missed the wedding but, if we hurry, we can still make it to the reception,” Sophie said.

         Chase narrowed his eyes. “We?”

         Her mouth fell open. “Not together, of course. That’s not what I meant. I just meant we’re both friends of the bride and groom, and there’s time to wish them well.”

         “Right. I guess I could freshen up here. Do you need to do the same?”

         Sophie shook her head. “I already washed my hands when you were examining Comet. I don’t plan on dancing with anyone anyway.”

         “Doubtful you’ll succeed with those plans. All the single guys in the room would be crazy not to line up for a dance with you.” Him included, except he suspected she’d turn him down.

         Sophie looked down at her feet. She was wearing a pair of shiny flats in a pink color that complemented her dress. Back when they’d dated, she’d never been one to dress up. She’d been more of a tomboy—the prettiest one he’d ever seen. “I’ll see you at the reception,” she said.

         Chase nodded. “Yeah.”

         “Thank you for everything, Chase. Really. I don’t know what I would have done had you not driven up.”

         “I’m glad I could help.” Chase released a breath as he watched her step out onto the sidewalk and head toward his side parking lot. He turned and headed down the hall to wash up in the bathroom. When he was finished, he locked up the clinic and drove to the wedding reception.

         Better late than never, Chase stepped inside the large, open room full of music, friends, and family. Or actually, he was only supposed to have two family members here tonight. He didn’t see Trisha or Petey but knowing his young nephew, who was a lot like his father at that age, Petey would make himself seen within a few minutes. If Chase had anything to say about it, Petey would be a far cry from what his father was like these days though.

         Pete Senior was serving a lengthy sentence in a state prison two hours away. That was why Chase had moved back to Sweetwater Springs to begin with. He had grown up without a father or any real male influence but his young nephew didn’t have to. Chase wanted to be close by to take Petey fishing, camping, and every other activity that boys enjoyed.

         “Uncle Chase!”

         Chase saw flashes of Petey as the boy weaved between the crowd and came barreling into his legs. Reflexively, Chase laughed at the boy’s excitement. Then he looked up and saw Trisha watching them. She waved from the other side of the room, an easy smile sweeping across her face. Sophie was already sitting next to her at a round table with a floral centerpiece.

         While Trisha had fallen for Chase’s brother in high school, Chase had fallen for Sophie. The four of them had been inseparable for a time. Neither couple had found their happily ever after though. He guessed Trisha and Pete had for the last few years. But ultimately, they’d all been left with battered and bruised hearts—victims of bad choices and bad luck.

         Petey tugged on Chase’s arm, leading him to the table where his mom and Sophie were sitting.

         “I was worried you weren’t going to make it,” Trisha said, standing from the table to give Chase a hug. Trisha was beautiful, smart, and one of the nicest people he knew. Chase had always felt like her real brother instead of only a brother-in-law. “Sounds like you and Sophie had quite the adventure tonight. She’s been telling me all about it.”

         “I’d hardly call hitting and nursing a dog an adventure,” Sophie said, sharing a look with him. Their idea of an adventure had once taken them to the highest peaks in the Carolinas. They’d chased one adventure after another together, getting as high from their thrill seeking as they had from their love.

         “I’m happy to say that Mrs. Dozier’s dog is resting comfortably,” Chase reported, “and I got here just in time for the fun. I’m assuming Emma wasn’t a runaway bride.”

         Trisha laughed as she sat back down at the table, placing her hands on the white lacy tablecloth. “No way. She and Jack are two people in love if I ever saw it.”

         “Glad to hear it.” Chase shifted back and forth on his feet, trying to decide if he should stay or find another place to sit.

         “We saved you a seat.” Trisha gestured at an empty chair.

         “Thanks.” Chase started to head toward it but Petey was still holding on to his arm.

         “I’m going to dance with my mom. You dance with Sophie,” the boy ordered. It wasn’t a question. Petey was a born leader just like his father.

         Trisha stood and took Petey’s hand, letting her son lead her onto the dance floor.

         Chase looked at Sophie. She didn’t budge from her seat. He didn’t breathe. Then his instincts took over, and he did the only acceptable thing he could do in the moment. The only thing he wanted to do. He offered his hand, feeling vulnerable suddenly because she still had the power to crush his heart. “May I have this dance?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sophie stared at Chase’s outstretched hand. How could she say no to the man who’d helped her save the dog she’d hit an hour ago? Without Chase’s help, Comet might still be suffering on the side of the road.

         “I promise I won’t step on your feet this time,” Chase said when she didn’t immediately answer.

         She laughed softly. He’d always been an awful dancer. High school dances left her feet swollen with dark-blue bruises but she’d never minded back then. “That’s good because these are new shoes.” She slipped her hand in his, ignoring the tingly sensation that zipped through her body as she stood.

         “I guess that’s the perk of owning your own clothing store,” he said, leading her onto the dance floor and turning to face her.

         Her mouth fell open. “Only a man would call my boutique a mere clothing store,” she teased as he placed his hands on her waist. She resented the way her body reacted to him, with a racing heart and rush of blood. “Owning my own boutique has its drawbacks too. I can’t take the goods home if I want to turn a profit.”

         “Ah. That is a dilemma.”

         The music was a familiar, slow tune that Sophie couldn’t quite place. Not when she was too distracted by Chase’s touch and the warmth of his breath on her cheek. She hadn’t allowed him to hold her since before the accident. The feel of his arms around her was as familiar and unfamiliar as the music streaming through the speakers.

         She made the mistake of looking up into his brown eyes. There was so much history between them. But he’d been gone long enough that she didn’t know the man he’d become. Trisha had filled her in on some of the details, of course. He was still active, spending every free moment chasing another spike in adrenaline. He ran, biked, and climbed at every chance.

         “Do you recognize the song?” Chase asked. “What are the odds?”

         She drew her brows together in question as she listened a little closer. Then Chase began to hum along softly, the vibration tickling her skin.

         Her heartbeat picked up speed.

         “You don’t recognize it?” he asked, looking slightly disappointed even though the corners of his lips were curling softly. “They’re playing our song, Soph.”

         Her lips parted as the song registered in her memory. “Did you ask them to play this?” She regretted her defensive tone but she couldn’t help it. Her guard was up whenever he was around. It was the only way to protect her heart from falling for him again. She’d believed they were made for each other once upon a time but she didn’t think that was true anymore. People changed. She’d changed.

         Chase chuckled. “I just got here, Sophie. How would I have had time to talk to the DJ?”

         “Right.” It was just a coincidence. Sophie took a breath, trying to recapture control of her thoughts and emotions. Then her left leg buckled. It was a quick loss of control that might’ve landed her on the floor if Chase weren’t there holding her up.

         “You okay?” he asked, concern wrinkling his brow.

         She stood on two good legs. Sometimes she just lost control when she was tired. Or when she was hyperfocused on something other than standing. The damaged nerves and muscles had never fully healed after the traumatic break when the boulder fell on her leg. They would have if she’d been taken to the hospital immediately. But thirty-six hours on the mountain had allowed infection to set in. She was lucky to be alive. Lucky to still have this leg, according to the surgeon who’d operated on her after she was rescued.

         “I guess you made me go weak in the knees for a moment,” she joked, trying to ease the tension.

         “Are you sure you’re okay?” Chase asked a second time.

         “I’m fine.”

         Chase seemed to accept this answer although he was holding on to her more tightly now. They were quiet for a moment but Sophie’s thoughts were loud inside her brain. Memories of being held by Chase a long time ago surfaced. They’d had their own song, a million adventures, and a bright future that they were looking forward to.

         The song ended, and Sophie stepped back. Their futures had gone in different directions, and she’d always believed it was for the best. No reason to second-guess that belief now.

         “Thank you for the dance,” Chase said. “I hope your toes are okay.”

         Sophie nodded with a small smile. “They’re fine,” she said. Much better than her heart.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The next morning, Chase’s stomach growled painfully as he stepped into his clinic. Until last month, he’d had a veterinary assistant who would come in on the weekends. Now, he and his office assistant, Penny, took turns handling all the nonemergency animal care. It was Penny’s turn but Chase would’ve had to come in today regardless in order to check on Comet.

         Chase walked down the hall, flipping on the lights as he entered the room of dogs and cats. Comet’s eyes were large as Chase approached. Even after what he’d been through, his tail thumped happily on the pillowed floor of his cage.

         “Hey, boy. How’re you doing? Don’t worry. Mrs. Dozier will be here to bring you home soon.” Chase squatted and extended his index finger through the holes in the dog’s kennel, laughing as the pup lapped a wet tongue across his skin. Then he checked on the other animals before walking back to his office.

         He grabbed an energy bar from his desk drawer to temper his hunger, finishing it off in four bites. When he was done, he grabbed his phone. He was surprised that Mrs. Dozier hadn’t contacted him yet. He dialed her number again, relieved when she answered this time.

         “Good morning, Mrs. Dozier. Did you receive my message about Comet?”

         “Oh yes. I did last night. I’m so relieved,” she said.

         Chase wondered why she hadn’t called him back. “I’m at the clinic right now if you want to come by and visit Comet. I’ll probably keep him one more day for observation.”

         “No, that’s okay, Dr. Lewis,” the older woman said. “I’m on my way to church. I’ll just see Comet tomorrow. Is it okay to come by and talk to you in the morning?”

         Chase glanced at his schedule on his laptop. “My eight thirty spot is open.”

         “Perfect,” she said. “I’ll see you and Comet then.”

         Chase said goodbye and sat at his desk for an awestruck moment. Most pet owners would have rushed down here at the first opportunity. But Mrs. Dozier was in her eighties. She had a routine, and he understood that.

         Chase had a routine too. On the weekends, he traded his scrubs for athletic wear and did anything that worked his muscles to capacity. He brought up Will’s contact in his phone and tapped Call. “Still interested in that climb?” he asked in lieu of hello when his friend answered.

         “Always,” Will said. “Meet you at your house in half an hour?”

         “You’re on.” Chase disconnected the call and got up, walking through the clinic toward the front. Sophie was the one he used to call. She was the one who’d gotten him into climbing in the first place. She didn’t climb anymore though. And even if she did, she wouldn’t with him. Once again, he wondered if she still blamed him for her accident. He should have been there with her on the day of her fall. She’d asked but instead he’d opted to go off with a friend to ride horses.

         Sophie had said she’d find another friend to climb with. Instead, she’d gone up that mountainside alone. After her rescue, which had seemed like a miracle because many had started to fear the worst, Chase had rushed to her side. But she’d wanted nothing to do with him.

         Chase stepped out of his clinic and headed to his truck, remembering last night. For a moment, he’d thought that he and Sophie might kiss in his clinic’s front room. Was that his imagination? Did she still want nothing to do with him? Or had something shifted between them?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Early Monday morning, Sophie changed into her swimsuit and a cover-up to wear until she got to the indoor community pool. She was the only person here this early. Even the lifeguard wasn’t on her stand just yet.

         That was fine with Sophie. A couple of laps would ease her body and hopefully her mind too. Her sleep had been restless on Saturday and last night, too, thinking about the little dog she’d hit. That had stirred up memories of when she’d injured her own leg.

         Hopefully the little dog’s recovery would be easier than hers had been. It was all she could do not to check on Comet yesterday because that would’ve meant contacting Chase. And after that near kiss and too-close-for-comfort dance they’d shared on Saturday night, she’d wanted a little space from him.

         Sophie pulled off the cover-up and left it draped over the bench along the wall. She slid off her shoes and then she pulled some goggles over her eyes before stepping to the edge of the deep end. She felt a small tremor in her left leg but she ignored it.

         Instead, she inhaled deeply and dove into the crystal-blue water. The sensation of water shocked her body momentarily, freeing her thoughts. Everything inside her focused on swimming. That was one reason she loved this exercise.

         She moved her arms quickly, cutting through the water’s surface until she reached the shallow end of the pool. Then she somersaulted underwater just like an Olympian and headed back toward the deep end. She somersaulted again. And again, going back and forth until her mind was focused on nothing other than the opposite end of the pool.

         She was on autopilot, working to physical capacity the way she used to before her accident. She had never returned to climbing mountains, blaming her injuries. Her friend and former coach Denny Larson had tried many times to lure her back out there, saying amputees and even the town’s wheelchair-bound mayor climbed. Sophie’s injuries were minor in comparison. If they could scale a mountain, so could she.

         Just the thought caused a swirl of anxiety and fear in her chest though. Her body tensed, which only increased the cramping in her left leg. Swimming and yoga were safe. They kept her on the ground. They didn’t require a partner, and they didn’t remind Sophie of Chase.

         Focus, Sophie. Focus.

         She swam faster and harder, lifting her head on every third stroke to take a breath. Sophie’s head popped above the water’s surface, and she gasped for air.

         “Are you okay?” a voice asked from the edge of the pool. It was the lifeguard who’d shown up without Sophie realizing it. She was watching with concern wrinkling the skin above her brow.

         Sophie stopped swimming and took a moment and another breath. “Yeah,” she said, a little breathlessly, “it’s just been a couple days since I’ve been for a swim. I’m off my game a little bit.” She took several deep breaths.

         “I wondered where you were last week,” the lifeguard said with an easy smile. “It’s good to see you.”

         Sophie nodded. “Thanks.”

         The lifeguard took her seat on her stand.

         Instead of returning to laps, Sophie leaned against the wall of the pool, closed her eyes, and tipped her face back. Her body followed until it floated on the water’s surface. She breathed in the chlorine smell that had become soothing to her over the years. She needed to soothe her nerves before the next item on her to-do list. She couldn’t avoid the inevitable any longer. Today, as soon as she got to the boutique, she needed to make a call and check up on Comet. Which meant checking in with Chase.

         
            *  *  *

         

         At five minutes to eight, Chase unlocked the back door to his veterinary practice and walked inside. The muscles of his arms pulled tight as he straightened them. His legs were tired too. He loved the feeling of being pushed to his physical limits in a climb. His muscles usually ached the following day but it was a feel-good kind of pain that reminded him he was alive.

         He carried the stack of mail that he’d pulled from the mailbox, thumbing through it as he walked to his office. His fingers paused on the familiar white envelope of a personal letter. A state prison’s address was stamped at the top left-hand corner. He got one of these letters every Monday morning without fail. His brother, Pete, was persistent—he’d give him that.

         Chase sat at his desk and quickly stashed the letter in the drawer with a dozen others. One letter for every Monday since he’d taken over the clinic. Their mom must have given Pete the address. Chase had thought that a one-sided conversation couldn’t possibly go on for long but it had. What was Pete telling him in the letters? Was he talking about his days? His weeks? His prison friends? Was he asking about Trisha and Petey?

         Chase heaved a heavy sigh. He didn’t care what his brother was saying. Pete had said everything with his actions. His brother wasn’t a violent person but he’d hurt so many people, betraying his clients’ trust and embezzling money from their accounts, leaving many of them in financial ruin. His brother had also left Trisha and Petey to fend for themselves. How could Pete let his son grow up without a father the way they had? It was unforgivable in Chase’s mind.

         Chase headed back down the hall toward the back area where he kept the animals overnight. He needed to check on Dory, the Lab pup that he’d operated on Saturday afternoon. He approached her cage, and her tail thumped happily against the floor.

         “Having a case of sock regret?” Saturday’s tube sock was the third that Dory had scarfed down in her short life. There was evidently something about a sweaty sock she couldn’t resist.

         Dory stood up as if nothing had happened and barked in response.

         Chase chuckled, checked her vitals—pleased to see that they were good—and refreshed her water bowl. Next, Chase checked on Minnie, the black cat he’d spayed on Friday. She’d stayed longer than usual because her owner was out of town, and being a small-town vet, he obliged the extra days. Then he checked on Comet. The puppy seemed oblivious to his broken leg as he balanced on his cast, barking a soft hello at Chase.

         “Don’t worry. Your owner will be here this morning, buddy,” Chase promised. “I bet she misses you as much as you miss her.” Those words rang hollow in Chase’s gut. Mrs. Dozier hadn’t seemed overly eager to check on Comet when Chase had spoken to her yesterday.

         Chase petted Comet a couple of minutes longer and then cared for the basic needs of his other patients. When he was done, he washed his hands one last time and headed back to the front door. He flipped the OPEN sign to face out in the window, his gaze catching on Mrs. Dozier as she rounded the corner.

         Maybe he was wrong. Maybe she was eager to get her dog back.

         Chase hurried to open the door for her, his muscles reminding him again of how hard he’d climbed yesterday with his buddy Will. “Good morning, Mrs. Dozier.”

         Mrs. Dozier stepped inside the clinic. “Good morning, Dr. Lewis.”

         “I just checked on Comet. He’s doing great, and he’s all set to go home.”

         Her kind face crumpled into a tiny frown. “I’m so glad to hear he’s okay. He got away from me the other night, and I couldn’t catch up with him. I tried; I really did.”

         Chase held up a hand. “Young dogs can be a lot of work. He’ll calm down as he matures and he’ll start to take commands better.”

         “I hope so.” Mrs. Dozier was still frowning. There was something apologetic in her eyes. “For the next owner’s sake.”

         Chase wasn’t sure he understood. “What do you mean?”

         “I can’t keep Comet, Dr. Lewis.” She held up a hand as if Chase was already arguing with her.

         “What do you mean?”

         “He’s too much work. I bought a book to help me train him but I must not be doing it correctly. He barks at night, and I have to get up and take him outside at all hours. Then I can’t get back to sleep. I toss and turn and…” Mrs. Dozier shook her head. “When I was younger, losing sleep wouldn’t have been a big deal but if I don’t sleep at night now, my days are just miserable. And Comet loves to go for walks.”

         Chase nodded. “Puppies have lots of energy to burn off. That’s normal.”

         Mrs. Dozier’s chin quivered. “I thought that would be good for me. To motivate me to get outside and soak up the sunshine. But it’s a struggle to keep up. He pulls against the leash, and I pull back.” She rubbed her forearm. “I’m getting pain from holding on to the leash so tightly.”

         Chase listened as she explained. “If this is about the vet bill, don’t worry about it. It’s covered.” Sophie had offered to pay but Chase didn’t need reimbursement. He just wanted Comet to be healthy and return home.

         “It’s not about the bill. It’s about me.” She folded her arms across her chest. “I love that dog but I’m afraid we’re not a good match.”

         “You’re giving Comet up.”

         “Believe me, I feel terrible about this. But I think it’s what’s best.”

         “I see.” Typically, Chase didn’t agree with owners giving up their pets. A pet was a commitment, like having a child. You couldn’t just go back on that responsibility. But in this case, he understood. The growing dog could do a lot of harm to Mrs. Dozier if she wasn’t careful. And Comet had already gotten hurt because of her inability to handle him.

         “Will you please find him a good home?” she asked, her eyes pleading as she took a step backward.

         “Of course.” That meant that Comet would be under Chase’s care for a while longer. At least until Chase could contact the local rescue that he dealt with.

         “Thank you.” Mrs. Dozier looked relieved. “He likes bacon treats. And if he sees a squirrel, you need to make sure you have a good hold on his leash,” Mrs. Dozier warned. “He’s a runner. He got out of my control another time, and my neighbor had to go after him for me.”

         Chase nodded as he listened. It was obvious that she cared about the dog.

         “He won’t come back if you call him. Maybe he can’t hear or he just doesn’t listen.” She shrugged. “But he’s a good dog.” She held up a finger. “Oh, and he likes to watch The Golden Girls.”

         Chase couldn’t help but smile at this. He’d heard a lot of things but that one was new.

         “Will you make sure to tell his new owner for me?”

         “I will,” Chase promised.

         Mrs. Dozier nodded. The color was back in her cheeks, and she was smiling faintly now. “Thank you, Dr. Lewis,” she said before turning and walking out of the clinic.

         Chase sighed and then turned toward his receptionist, Penny, who’d arrived while Mrs. Dozier was giving up her dog. Penny was in her midfifties and had been working at the clinic for years under the previous veterinarian. Chase guessed she’d seen it all when it came to pets and their owners too.

         “Know anyone who might be looking for a dog?” he asked Penny.

         She shook her head. “No. Do you?”

         Chase hesitated, some part of him unwittingly contemplating volunteering himself. But he wasn’t ready for another dog after Grizzly.

         He shook his head as guilt formed a knot in his belly. “No.”

         “That’s too bad,” Penny said as she shuffled items on the counter and prepared for the day ahead.

         Chase agreed. “I’ll call the rescue at lunch.” Until then, his schedule was full. There was no time to think about rehoming puppies with broken legs or nearly kissing long-lost loves who didn’t want to be found again.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Sophie checked her phone for the millionth time as she sat on the floor of her boutique. She’d called Chase twice today and had left one voicemail for him to call her back. It was now late afternoon, and he had yet to call back. The suspense of how Comet was doing was driving her a bit crazy.

         She groaned at her phone’s blank screen. Why wasn’t he returning her call?

         She reached for one of the unopened boxes on the floor beside her and grabbed a pair of scissors to open it with. She’d gotten a big delivery of new clothing today, which had required unboxing and steaming before hanging each piece on a rack for display. She loved new shipments and new lines but it was also exhausting. At least today it had served to distract her from her mostly silent phone.

         Sophie lifted the items out of the box as a giddy excitement reinvigorated her. The spring line for her boutique was going to fly off her racks. Her gaze moved over the newly hanging fabrics and rush of colors, stopping on the last of the items she’d ordered.

         She stood and walked over, running her hand down the small section of gowns she always kept in stock. There wasn’t a ton of demand for such fancy evening clothes. That’s why it was genius for the women’s shelter to have a black-tie affair instead of the annual spaghetti dinner this year. Sophie’s best friend, Trisha, ran the shelter, and they’d come up with the idea together. It would give people a reason to get dressed up and hopefully bring in a lot more money to cover repairs and renovations for the shelter.

         Speaking of Trisha, Sophie’s cell phone rang, and her best friend’s name flashed across the screen. She quickly connected the call. “I was just thinking of you. We need to get together soon. I didn’t feel like we had much time to chat at Jack and Emma’s wedding reception.”

         “Could that be because you were too focused on my ex-brother-in-law?” Trisha asked.

         Sophie felt her cheeks burn. “We’re old news,” she said. “There is nothing between us.” It was only a small lie. There was something there, a tiny spark, a buzz of awareness and remembrance of closer times. But Sophie had squashed it.

         Trisha made a humming sound on the other end of the line. “If you say so. Catching up sounds good but that’s not why I’m calling.”

         “Oh? What’s up?” Sophie asked.

         “Well, I have a client here at the shelter who will be going on a couple job interviews soon. The problem is she doesn’t have anything to wear and can’t afford to go shopping. Appearance is half of that first impression, as you always say. And I really want to set her up for success.”

         “Of course,” Sophie said, still admiring the gowns from where she stood. “What do you need from me?”

         “I was wondering if I could send her your way later this week? So you could work your fairy godmother magic.”

         Sophie kind of liked being compared to a fairy godmother. She’d never felt like the princess but she loved helping other women, especially those who were down on their luck. “Of course you can. What size is she?”

         “She’s an eight or ten,” Trisha said. “She needs some shoes too. Size seven and a half.”

         Sophie grabbed a pen and notepad and wrote the details down. “Let me see what I can find. I’ll give you a call back midweek?”

         “Perfect. Thank you so much, Sophie.”

         “You know you can call me anytime.”

         “I do,” Trisha said. “I never want to take advantage of our friendship though.”

         “This is not a favor between friends. This is my job, Trisha.”

         “No, your job is running a fancy boutique. That fairy godmother back room of yours is going above and beyond to help women in need. You give them more than clothes. You give them confidence, and that goes a long way. But you know that better than anyone.”

         Sophie was speechless for a moment. She did know that. That’s why she’d started the back room to begin with.

         “Anyway, I’m sure my client will also be grateful. She’s working really hard to get back on her feet.”

         “We all need a little help every now and then,” Sophie said, her eyes suddenly burning. She’d needed more than a little help in her life, and this town hadn’t let her down. The people of Sweetwater Springs had rallied around her after her accident and during her recovery. And when she’d opened this boutique, half the town had showed up, buying her full stock on the first two days. She’d had to order more right away.

         “I’ve also gotten a shipment of gowns,” Sophie told Trisha before hanging up. “For people to wear to your black-tie affair next month.”

         “Oh, wonderful. I can’t wait to take a peek,” Trisha said excitedly.

         “And to get your own dress,” Sophie said. Trisha wasn’t one to dress up in fancy clothing since her husband had been arrested. Trisha purposely dressed down as if to prove to everyone that she had not benefited from his crimes. “The whole point of your event is for people to be as fancy as possible, you included.”

         “Right,” Trisha said, her tone notably more subdued. “I can’t believe I was the one who came up with the idea.”

         “There was wine involved,” Sophie reminded her. “And it was a great idea. That’s why I pushed you to go for it.”

         “Remind me never to agree to anything under the influence of wine again,” Trisha teased.

         They talked a few more minutes and then hung up. After that, Sophie went to search her back room for clothes that might work for Trisha’s client. The room in the back of her boutique looked worse than Sophie’s closet at home. There were donated clothes from previous seasons and returns due to fabric flaws or damage.

         Sophie shuffled through the things, finally finding a nice blouse and pair of pants that might work for the woman at the shelter. She had a size large blazer too but it might be too big. Sophie set the things aside. She still needed shoes but since Sophie wore the same size as the woman in need, she could find a pair from her own closet.

         When she was done, she headed back to the front area and paused as she looked at the rack of gowns, excitement swirling in her chest once again.

         “Wow, you look excited over something.”

         Sophie hadn’t even heard the bell over her entry door jingle with an incoming customer. She looked up and smiled at a familiar face. Kaitlyn Russo-Hargrove owned the bed and breakfast on Mistletoe Lane. Sophie sometimes saw her around town but Kaitlyn didn’t shop at the boutique.

         “I am excited,” Sophie shared. “I just put out new gowns for the black-tie affair that the women’s shelter is putting on this year.”

         Kaitlyn had only been in Sweetwater Springs for a couple of years but she was already a pillar of the community. “I’m excited about the event but I must say I’ll miss the annual spaghetti dinner.”

         “Really? You’re not getting tired of it yet? You don’t think they should do something new and exciting?”

         Kaitlyn shrugged. “I don’t know. There’s a lot to be said for things that are familiar. Especially in Sweetwater Springs. The people here really love their traditions and charities, don’t they?”

         “You’re one of us now. No talking like you’re an outsider looking in.”

         Kaitlyn laughed as her gaze wandered around the store. “I guess that’s what brought me in. Everyone I know shops at your boutique so I thought that I’d join your long list of customers.”

         “You moved here with all of your New York wardrobe. You haven’t needed to do much shopping, I’d guess.”

         “That’s true. But every time I rave over something that a friend of mine is wearing, they tell me they got it here.”

         “Well, you’re in luck,” Sophie said, “because I just got the new spring line on the racks today. You’ll be one of the first to wear the pieces. You can be a walking advertisement for me.”

         Kaitlyn smiled. “Perfect.”

         Sophie returned to the counter as Kaitlyn shopped for the better part of an hour. When Kaitlyn was done, Sophie rang her items up and said goodbye. Her phone started to ring as soon as her boutique was empty. Sophie glanced at the caller ID and felt her heart flutter. She held the phone to her ear. “Hello?”

         “Hey, Sophie. Sorry it took so long to return your call.”

         “No problem. I was calling earlier to check on Comet. Is he okay?”

         “Yeah, he’s doing great, actually.”

         Sophie blew out a breath, so relieved that her eyes teared up.

         “You can come see for yourself if you want,” Chase offered, his voice going low, making her wonder if he was suggesting more than just a friendly visit to see an injured dog.

         Sophie hedged. Then she looked at the clock. It was still fifteen minutes until close but it was doubtful anyone else would be walking through her door this late in the day. “I’d love to.”

         “Great. I’ll be here for the next half hour at least. Take your time.”

         They disconnected the call, and Sophie walked up front to turn the sign in the window to CLOSED. Then she headed out of her boutique, locking the door behind her. Her car wasn’t in the parking lot, because she’d walked to work today, which wasn’t unusual. Chase’s clinic was one road past the route she normally took to get to her home on Dragonfly Lane. It was slightly out of her way but her leg wasn’t acting up right now and a little extra exercise and fresh air would be good.

         She needed to see for herself that the little black-and-white dog was okay. Even if it meant that she’d have to see Chase as well.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Chase felt the air become charged the moment that Sophie walked into his clinic. He turned and headed down the hall toward the front of the building to see if it was in fact Sophie and found her talking to Penny at the front desk.

         Sophie looked at him as he approached, and he saw her quick intake of air.

         “You came,” he said.

         She smiled. “I told you I was coming. You didn’t believe me?”

         He shrugged a shoulder. “I was just hoping nothing would hold you up, I guess.”

         She shook her head. “I walked today. I usually take Peony Road but Blossom Street also connects to Dragonfly Lane. It’s just an extra block.”

         Sophie wasn’t telling Chase anything he didn’t already know. He wondered if the extra distance was a problem for her leg though. He knew Sophie still had issues with it, although he wasn’t sure to what extent. Sometimes she had a subtle limp, but other times there was no visible evidence of her injuries. At least not with the long pants and skirts she wore. He’d visited her in the hospital right after her rescue but he’d never seen her scars.

         Chase nodded as he stared at Sophie. His mind had suddenly gone blank, overrun with so many competing thoughts, all about her.

         “You were going to let me see Comet,” she prompted as the corners of her lips curled into a small smile.

         “Right. Yes, I was.”

         Penny gave Chase a strange look as she watched the two of them.

         Chase cleared his throat. “Comet is back here.” He gestured to the back area where he’d taken the dog on Saturday.

         “I’m surprised that he’s not home with Mrs. Dozier already,” Sophie commented as they walked.

         Chase blew out a breath as they approached Comet’s kennel. Immediately the little puppy stood to attention, balancing on the casted hind leg. He barked at Sophie, and she lowered to her knees to reach her hand through the cage and pet him.

         “Here, I’ll open it for you,” Chase said. He released the latch, freeing Comet to come toward her. The little dog wasted no time getting the attention he was due.

         “Is it okay that he’s walking?” Sophie asked, looking up at Chase.

         “I couldn’t keep him from walking if I tried. That’s why I casted his hind leg so well. It’s stable. No need to worry.”

         Sophie nodded, running her hand down Comet’s marbled coat and talking in a sweet voice that made Chase’s heart squeeze.

         “You two seem to like each other,” he noted, as an idea seemed to take root in his mind. Sophie seemed to like Comet as much as the little dog liked her. “Mrs. Dozier isn’t coming to take Comet home.”

         Sophie met his gaze again, a small divot forming between her brows as she looked at him in question. “What do you mean?”

         “Well, Mrs. Dozier has decided that she can’t handle Comet. She’s giving him up.”

         Sophie’s mouth dropped open. “No, she can’t do that. Comet needs her.”

         Chase leaned against the kennel, folding his arms over his chest. “Usually, I would agree but in this situation this is probably what’s best for the both of them.”

         Sophie shook her head. “How could giving up someone you’re supposed to love be best?”

         Chase was tempted to call her out on the hypocrisy of that question. After her accident, Sophie had broken up with him, saying it was what was best for both of them. Chase was going to college, and she had a year of rehab ahead of her. When that hadn’t worked to push him away, she’d revealed the truth. She blamed him for her injuries. He hadn’t been there for her when she’d needed him most.
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