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            Chapter One

         

         
            The more I know of the world, the more I am convinced that I shall never see a man whom I can really love. I require so much!

            —Sense and Sensibility, Jane Austen

         

         I blame Colin Firth.”

         Charlotte Jane Rodriguez, MD, PhD, and self-proclaimed total badass, stood in the center of her living room, weaving only slightly from the four shots of tequila she’d downed in the last hour—one for each month she’d dated Jerkface Jeff—and glowered at the stern, brooding face currently occupying her television screen.

         It was all Colin Firth’s fault.

         At the tender—and romantically precocious—age of nine, Charlotte had seen the BBC version of Pride and Prejudice for the first time. Colin Firth had smoldered onto the screen, and Charlotte had fallen hopelessly, irrevocably in love.

         Other little girls could keep their Prince Charmings. She was devoted to Mr. Darcy.

         Charlotte had always seen herself as the heroine of every story. Her father was very easily imagined as Mr. Bennet, calm and intelligent and kind—and while she only had two sisters rather than four, she still felt a definite kinship with Lizzy. She, too, was from a small town filled with gossip. She, too, was far too clever to be wasted on a Mr. Collins—even if her mother had made the unconscionable blunder of naming her after Charlotte Lucas. And she, too, had a mother who frequently took to her bed—though it was chemo and not the vapors sending her there.

         One might argue that Charlotte’s feelings for Mr. Darcy bordered on pathological. When examining her fixation, her therapist might point to the fact that the BBC miniseries was the last thing she ever watched with her mother—who was herself a Jane Austen aficionado—and say Charlotte was using her obsession in an attempt to avoid processing the trauma of her mother’s death when she was a girl. She might say that Charlotte’s lifelong quest to date a Darcy was unrealistic and problematic.

         She might be right.

         “Don’t blame an innocent actor,” argued Magda, one of Charlotte’s two very-best-friends-in-the-whole-wide-world. She slumped with her legs crossed on the floor, having sunk there after taking four sympathy shots. Magda, sadly, lacked Charlotte’s ability to turn alcohol into manic energy. “Blame Darcy,” Mags advised. “Or better yet, blame Jane Austen. She created him.”

         “I’m sorry.” Kendall, Charlotte’s other very-best-friend-in-the-whole-wide-world, raised a single index finger in dissent. “Jane Austen didn’t make you date a series of assholes. You did that all on your own.”

         Charlotte swung her glare to Kendall, who had an unfortunate tendency to call her out on her bullshit right when she wanted to have a good wallow. “She gave me unrealistic expectations of men.”

         “You just keep picking the wrong men,” Kendall insisted. “Smug assholes aren’t all Mr. Darcy under the surface. Sometimes a brooding, self-important dick is just a brooding, self-important dick. You gotta listen when people tell you who they are.”

         Charlotte narrowed her eyes even more. “So I was supposed to know that Jeff was going to cheat on me on Valentine’s Day?”

         She hadn’t even found out about it until today, over three weeks later, when the idiot had posted about it on Instagram.

         It had been quite a day.

         Surprise! Your boyfriend of four months has a secret second girlfriend! Surprise! Your boyfriend has a separate Instagram account he’s been using to post photos with that other girlfriend for six months!

         Which technically made Charlotte the other woman. Which was squicky for all sorts of reasons. She didn’t want to think about how long she would have continued dating Jeff if he hadn’t forgotten to log out of the account she followed before posting gushy I-love-my-girl stuff with Valentine’s photos of the wrong girlfriend.

         Who posted Valentine’s pictures in March anyway? It was practically St. Patrick’s Day.

         Kendall had the grace to wince. “Well, no, not that specifically. But you already knew he wasn’t worth your time.” She met Charlotte’s eyes with her usual brand of tough love. “You didn’t really like him, did you? Or else you wouldn’t be pissed off and blaming Colin Firth. You’d be heartbroken and sobbing.” She waved a finger in a circle to encompass Charlotte’s righteous irritation. “This is no Warren.”

         She might have a point. There had definitely been sobbing with Warren. But Charlotte refused to be derailed by Kendall’s logic. She tilted her chin up indignantly. “I am perfectly capable of being heartbroken and pissed off at the same time. I contain multitudes.”

         “Has anyone else noticed the room spinning?” Magda asked from the floor. The four shots had undeniably been a bad idea, since Mags almost never drank, but she’d insisted on throwing them all back in solidarity.

         Charlotte might need to change her break-up ritual—or start having shorter relationships—just for Magda’s sake. During the Viking funeral for her relationship with Warren, they’d watered down Magda’s sympathy shots, but tonight Charlotte hadn’t had time to prepare, and they’d all been drinking the hard stuff.

         She headed to the open-concept kitchen to grab Mags a glass of water without interrupting her discussion with Kendall. “I’m processing my grief over the death of my relationship. This is how I process.”

         “Yes, I know. By doing shots, torching everything he ever gave you, and watching Pride and Prejudice. By the way, are you keeping those ruby earrings as your memento mori? Because if not, I want to claim them before they go into the charity pile.”

         Charlotte paused with Magda’s water in her hand, frowning as Kendall’s words penetrated, carrying with them a galling realization.

         Kendall was right.

         This wasn’t a ritual to deal with her pain anymore. It was a routine. A habit.

         She didn’t feel heartbroken.

         She didn’t feel…anything. Except irritation. And maybe, if she was being completely honest with herself, a tiny little bit of relief.

         She’d dated Jerkface Jeff—so dubbed by her sister, Elinor, who had the annoying tendency to be right about Charlotte’s boyfriends—for four months. She’d poured all her energy—and Charlotte had a lot of energy—into making the relationship work. She’d accommodated. She’d bent over backward. She’d made excuses and allowances. She’d done what she always did.

         But she wasn’t sure she’d actually cared.

         After Warren, it had been hard to get her hopes up again. Hard to believe the fairy tale she worked so hard to spin for everyone else. She’d thrown herself into the relationship as much as she could, but she had disappointment fatigue when it came to men.

         It wasn’t Mr. Darcy’s fault. It was Warren and Hunter and Landon and Bridger and freaking Jerkface Jeff. It was all the men who weren’t worth her time, but whom she kept giving it to, over and over again. Kendall had dubbed them the Darcys, but not one had turned out to be hero material.

         “Are you going to give Mags that water?” Kendall asked. “Or just stand there like one of those living statue people until we tip you?”

         Charlotte jolted back into action, shoving the water into Magda’s hand. Then she took a step back, facing her best friends—and Jennifer Ehle, who was now on-screen—and squaring her shoulders to declare “I’m doing it. I’m swearing off men.”

         Magda’s brows pulled together in a puzzled frown.

         Kendall cocked her head. “Is that a yes on the ruby earrings?”

         The reminder of the earrings catapulted her into motion, and Charlotte charged down the short hall in her cozy little two-bedroom condo.

         She hadn’t had time to gather all the things Jerkface Jeff had given her. The Instagram incident had escalated quickly, and they’d been officially broken up less than an hour after his accidental post. She’d texted Magda and Kendall while still angrily messaging with Jeff and her friends had come over right away—which, since Kendall lived a short walk and Magda lived a short drive away, meant Charlotte hadn’t had time to do more than change her relationship status online.

         She snatched the ruby earrings off the dresser, along with an Hermès scarf and the ugliest heart pendant in the history of heart pendants, which he’d given her as an apology for being busy on Valentine’s Day—apparently busy with his real girlfriend.

         Charlotte started out of the bedroom—and paused, her gaze catching on the open door to her walk-in closet.

         On impulse, she darted into the massive walk-in, which had made her fall in love with the condo in the first place, and snatched a small decorative box off the top shelf. The box was light, just cardboard, but in the shape of an old-fashioned hardback edition of Pride and Prejudice.

         She carried it out to the front room, where Kendall and Mags waited.

         The memento mori, as Kendall called them, were the solitary items from each of Charlotte’s past relationships that she kept tucked away after she’d evicted every other trace of her exes from her life.

         Charlotte set the box, along with the remnants of her relationship with Jeff, on the coffee table and stared down at them, coming to a long overdue decision.

         “I’m getting rid of all of it.”

         “Really?” Kendall asked, her voice rife with skepticism.

         “Even the box,” she declared.

         “It isn’t the box’s fault,” Magda protested.

         “It’s tainted by the bad memories,” Charlotte insisted. And the good ones.

         The good ones were always harder to let go.

         Charlotte flipped open the lid, and there they were. Remembrances of boyfriends past.

         The silk scarf Bridger had gotten her. Landon’s locket. The pearl earrings Hunter had bought her because all the women in his family had them and his future bride needed her own pair—though he’d never proposed, and he’d broken up with her as soon as he realized she wasn’t going to quit med school to be his trophy wife. And then there was the diamond tennis bracelet. The one she’d woken up one morning to find fastened to her wrist, with Warren smiling down at her, his stupid Colin Firth–esque brown eyes glinting.

         And now Jeff’s contributions.

         All gifts that had more to do with her exes and who they wanted her to be than they ever did with her. Because none of those men had ever bothered to know her.

         She’d tried so hard to make things work, but she was the only one trying. For years she’d worried that she was too needy, too demanding, that she wanted things too much. That she wanted love too much. She’d only ever wanted to be someone’s whole world, to be the person that mattered most to them, but she needed to reset those wants.

         She tossed Jeff’s gifts into the box and snapped it shut, then shoved it across the coffee table toward Kendall.

         “Give it all away. I don’t want any of it.”

         Kendall eyed the box. “You don’t want me to pawn them? I’m pretty sure the tennis bracelet alone is a mortgage payment. Maybe several. You suffered through dating Warren. You should at least get something out of it.”

         “Pawn it, give it away, whatever. I need to stop holding on to things. I’m swearing off men.”

         Charlotte ran through her memories of her relationship and felt foolish for all the times she’d believed Jeff. She should have known. Even Elinor’s dog, Dory, who loved everyone, had hated Jerkface Jeff. Dogs always knew.

         “I need to get a dog.”

         As soon as she said the words out loud, the sheer genius of them seeped into her. The absolute rightness.

         “A dog?” Magda echoed.

         “In lieu of a man?” Kendall drawled sarcastically—but Charlotte wasn’t joking.

         “Exactly.” She bounced a little on the balls of her feet. She loved dogs. She’d always wanted one, but while completing med school hadn’t felt like the right time, and then she’d been dating Warren, who never wanted to share her attention with anyone. But now…

         “It’s time I directed my affection at someone who actually deserves it, someone who will love me back, unconditionally.” God, it was brilliant. “I’m getting a puppy.”

         Her best friends stared at her.

         “You know, that isn’t a terrible idea,” Kendall said after a pause.

         “It’s genius,” Charlotte insisted, her enthusiasm expanding to fill the room. “We should all do it. Swear off men and adopt puppies.”

         “I don’t have any dating prospects to swear off, and okay, yes, I’d love to get a dog, but I’m pretty sure a puppy in my kitchen would be a health code violation,” Magda, Pine Hollow’s star baker, protested.

         Charlotte waved away her concerns. “So you keep him away from the ovens and don’t let him lick any of the baked goods.”

         “Magda doesn’t need to swear off men,” Kendall argued. “She needs to go wild.” Magda glared at Kendall, who shrugged. “Well, you do.”

         “I can’t go wild without the entire town knowing about it. The first time I open the bakery late because I don’t make it home in time from my walk of shame, I’ll be the star of the Pine Hollow Newsletter for months. My whole family, from my grandmother on down, will hear about it. And, shockingly, not many men want to go wild with me on a schedule that lets me be home in bed by nine so I can start baking at five a.m.”

         “But dogs like it if you wake up early.” Charlotte spread her hands to indicate the perfection of the plan. “Elinor’s always complaining about what an early riser Dory is.”

         “You’re really hooked on this dog thing, aren’t you?” Kendall eyed her suspiciously, as if trying to see through to the hidden reason behind her determination.

         Charlotte made exaggerated pleading eyes at Kendall. “It’ll be more fun if we all do it. You said you wanted to get another dog after Darby, and you’re always saying dating in a small town is an exercise in futility. Why waste our energy worrying about that nonsense? Come on. Puppies. Everything is better when we do it together,” Charlotte coaxed.

         “And you hate doing things alone, I know. But I don’t have time for a puppy right now any more than I have time for a relationship,” Kendall reminded her. “My job never lets up.”

         “That’s precisely why you need a dog!” Charlotte waved her hands in a gesture to say obviously. “Something to distract you from all that. And the ski season’s almost over. You’ll have a break.”

         Kendall shook her head. “My dad wants to expand the summer business—he’s trying to get a bunch of conferences and events to book the resort during the off-season, which means all the staffing headaches of the ski season, only year-round.” Kendall had been working at her family’s ski resort ever since her athletic career suddenly ended—and her voice always had that pinch of stress when she talked about her job. She needed something in her life that just made her happy, and Kendall had always loved dogs.

         She needed this.

         They all did.

         “We’re making a pact,” Charlotte declared. “Right now. A Puppy Pact. No more wasting time on men who don’t deserve it. No more throwing our feelings at guys who take them and give nothing back.” She met Magda’s eyes first, knowing exactly who Mags would be picturing when she said those words.

         A grim determination settled on Magda’s face as she nodded. “Okay.”

         Charlotte turned her gaze to Kendall. “No more putting ourselves last. No more killing ourselves for thankless jobs. We only give our love to adorable puppies who are pure and perfect and deserve our devotion. And one another,” she amended, then added, “and our families.”

         “Forever?” Kendall asked dubiously. “That sounds very…celibate.”

         “Fine. For…” Charlotte waved a hand, pulling a number out of the air. “Six months. A man detox. No more dating jerks.”

         Kendall arched an eyebrow. “Does it count as dating if it’s just a convenient booty call?”

         “I don’t even have that,” Magda muttered.

         “No more feeding the jerks,” Charlotte insisted. She thrust out her hand, and Magda dropped her hand on top of it. “We are too good for them, and we respect ourselves too much to waste another second on them.”

         “Do we though?” Kendall asked.

         Charlotte narrowed her eyes—and Kendall caved, slapping her hand onto the pile.

         “Fine, yes. No more jerks.”

         “Only puppies,” Charlotte declared triumphantly. “Trust me. This is exactly what we need.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         
            Where the heart is really attached, I know very well how little one can be pleased with the attention of any body else.

            —Northanger Abbey, Jane Austen

         

         Well? How did it go?”

         George juggled his phone as he unlocked his front door, marveling at his sister’s eerily perfect timing. “How did you know I was home? Your psychic powers are uncanny.”

         The lock released and he bent to greet Duke, who was waiting, as always, two inches inside the door, wriggling with euphoria at his return. “Hey, buddy.” He stroked the Bernese mountain dog’s silky head until Duke went to fetch his current favorite oinking pig toy for George to admire.

         “I still have your Ring password from that time you went camping and wanted me to be able to keep an eye on things from afar,” Beks answered blithely—as if that wasn’t deeply stalkerish. His closest sister—both in age and affection—went on cheerfully, “Though I’m not sure what you wanted me to do if you got robbed. I’m three thousand miles away.”

         “Twenty-one hundred,” George corrected absently. He didn’t need it to sound any farther than it was. He already felt like he was in a bubble on the other side of the world.

         Moving to Pine Hollow, Vermont, had seemed like such a good idea eighteen months ago. A fresh start. Full of possibilities. But now…

         “So how was the date?”

         “The same way they all are,” George muttered, the phone held away from his face as he stripped off his jacket and hung it up.

         “What was that?” Beks demanded.

         George sighed, putting the phone back to his ear. “It was fine.”

         They were always fine. And never anything more.

         “Well, crud,” Beks said, understanding perfectly. “No sparks?”

         “Oh, there were sparks.” He toed off his shoes. “I’m pretty sure that after she told me she hoped we could be friends she went back to get the bartender’s phone number.”

         Beks groaned. “Okay, that’s not ideal.”

         “It’s just frustrating,” he said. “I thought things would be different here. Small town. Get to know people face-to-face. Build connections organically over time. No more apps where everyone is looking for insta-love in five profile pics or less. But now I’m still on the apps, only with a smaller population base.” He opened the patio door to let Duke out to pee, since the Berner had been cooped up for hours while George drove halfway across the state for his date. “I’m literally running out of options.”

         “Literally?” Beks challenged. She had strong feelings about people misusing that word.

         “I got a message the other day that my app didn’t have anyone left to show me. I didn’t know it was possible to get that message until I moved to Vermont.”

         He propped a shoulder against the doorjamb, keeping an eye on the white patch of Duke’s fur in the darkness as he sniffed for the perfect spot. Usually George took him to the greenspace behind the complex, but it was thirty-eight degrees and raining—Duke would have to make do with the swath of grass in front of the patio tonight.

         “You could always move back to Denver,” Beks reminded him, a singsong lilt to the familiar refrain. “I never understood why you ran away to Vermont when I’m here and I’m awesome.”

         “I didn’t run away. I just needed a change.”

         He’d been treading water in Denver, stuck in a series of relationships that never seemed to go anywhere. Then, two summers ago, his girlfriend had dumped him, and he’d decided to take the romantic hiking vacation through New Hampshire and Vermont they’d planned on his own. He’d tripped across the Pine Hollow Fourth of July celebration and fallen in love with the charming little town.

         It had seemed like the kind of place where people took time for one another, where there was more of an emphasis on community than convenience. Long after he left, he’d found himself daydreaming about the kind of life he could build there.

         When he’d gotten home, he’d looked up job listings in Pine Hollow on a whim. The ad he’d found for a physical therapist seemed like a sign. A chance to change one crucial variable in the ongoing experiment that was his love life.

         “That’s the definition of insanity, right?” he said. “Doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results?”

         “You’ll get different results,” Beks assured him. “You just haven’t found the right person yet.”

         George made a noncommittal noise. As he waited for Duke, his gaze drifted across the courtyard of the complex to a certain third-floor balcony in the building opposite his. Lights shone through the curtains.

         Charlotte was awake.

         “This isn’t about the hot doctor, is it?” Beks asked, reading his mind as she had the awkward tendency to do.

         He should have known his sisters would never let it go once they realized he had a crush on Charlotte.

         He’d been fascinated by his neighbor and coworker since the day they met, when she’d read him the riot act after he mistakenly assumed the physician RODRIGUEZ, CHARL on a chart was a Charles. Her rant about internalized misogyny had reminded him so much of his sisters he hadn’t been able to stop smiling, which had only made her rant more.

         He’d been calling her Charles ever since. Which now made her roll her eyes and smile.

         But they were just friends.

         “She’s unavailable,” he reminded his sister, putting in his earbud to free his hands to dry off the wet dog as Duke came back to the door.

         “I didn’t ask if she was suddenly single,” Beks said dryly. “I asked if she was the reason you were feeling so frustrated about your dating prospects. I don’t want you wasting your time pining for her.”

         “Not pining,” George assured his sister as he crossed to the kitchen to fill a glass of wine from the box on the counter.

         Even if she hadn’t been dating someone else, Charlotte had made it clear that she wasn’t interested in anything romantic. She’d even tried to set him up with her sister. And her best friend.

         “I just worry that you’re giving off friend-zone vibes to everyone else because you’re fixated on this unattainable woman in some kind of romantic defense mechanism,” Beks said.

         “Are you reading relationship psychology books again?” George settled onto the couch, and Duke immediately flopped on his feet, pinning him in place.

         “Fine, don’t listen to me. This wasn’t why I called anyway. Have you talked to Dave lately?”

         “Not since last week.” His best friend Dave, who was married to one of Beks’s best friends, had moved to Western Australia a few years ago, and it had made keeping in touch more of a challenge. Spurred by the mention of Dave, George eyed the bass guitar he never remembered to practice.

         “I just got off the phone with Sophie,” Beks said. “They’re thinking of moving back.”

         George froze in the act of reaching for the bass. “Back to the States?”

         “She’s applying for a job in Denver, and if she gets it, they’ll come home. I just thought, you know, you could too. Move home.”

         Home.

         The word resonated surprisingly sharply.

         Beks jokingly badgered him to move back all the time, but this wasn’t the usual teasing—and George found himself actually considering it. His lease was up in six months. The two-year contract he’d originally signed at the Summerland Estates retirement community also expired at the beginning of September. He didn’t have any long-term commitments. There was nothing really keeping him here.

         When he’d moved to Vermont, he’d thought he’d be settled by now. He liked his job—but he hadn’t magically found the sense of community he’d imagined, and he was starting to miss the things he’d left behind. His family. That feeling of home. Being able to be there for them. Three of his four sisters were still in the Denver area.

         It was funny, but one of the things he was realizing he missed most was being needed by someone.

         He’d loved Pine Hollow from the day he arrived—but he still felt like an outsider half of the time. He wasn’t really a part of things here. After a year and a half, he was still the new guy.

         He’d actually gotten an email this afternoon asking him if he could help out at the parade tomorrow, and he’d been excited at first, thinking it was finally an overture from the town. A sign that he was being accepted as one of them.

         Until he scrolled down and saw the rest of the email chain, where the organizer had begged for help from half a dozen people before someone finally suggested she try the “new guy.”

         He wasn’t needed here. And he hadn’t found true love and domestic bliss. The marriage and 2.2 kids he’d been hoping for.

         “Maybe I should come back.”

         He didn’t even realize he’d said the words aloud until Beks yelped, “Really?”

         George chuckled at the happiness in her voice. “I don’t know, maybe.” Then self-preservation prompted him to add, “Don’t say anything to the family, okay? I want to think this through without Maggie and Lori going berserk on the group text.”

         “My lips are sealed,” Beks promised, barely suppressed excitement beneath the words. “And I know I always tell you what to do, but I’m not really telling you what to do. You know that, right? I support your decision whatever it is and all that crap. But selfishly, I would love it if you—” Her giddy voice broke off. “Oh, crud. I just heard a crash. I need to make sure the kids are still alive. Talk later?”

         “Yeah. Go.”

         “Love you, Punk Face.”

         “Love you, too.”

         Beks was already shouting, “You better not have broken any—” as she disconnected the call, and George grinned, feeling that tug of home again.

         He picked up the neglected bass and sat with Duke at his feet, absently thumbing a bass line and letting the idea of going back to Colorado roll around in his mind.

         Home.

         Part of him still wanted to stay, but that might just be stubbornness. A refusal to admit defeat.

         If nothing was going to change, maybe it was time to move on.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         
            The very first moment I beheld him—my heart was irrecoverably gone.

            —Northanger Abbey, Jane Austen

         

         It was love at first sight.

         Charlotte hadn’t been entirely sure she believed in the concept—that it was possible to completely lose your heart in an instant—and then she looked into those liquid black eyes and everything changed.

         He was perfect. And tiny.

         “He won’t be ready to leave his mother for at least another month,” Ally said. The proprietor of Furry Friends Animal Rescue was playing with the rest of the litter inside a sort of modified playpen while Charlotte acquainted herself with the love of her life.

         Charlotte had woken up this morning brimming with enthusiasm. She’d bounced out of bed, thankful for the metabolism that meant she was never hung over, even after multiple celebratory toasts of their pact. Her body processed alcohol as energy, and she had a lot of it, so she threw on her running gear and laced up her sneakers.

         Kendall lay passed out facedown on her couch, so Charlotte paused long enough to set a glass of water and a pair of Advil on the coffee table beside her.

         Last night, they’d poured Magda into a Lyft since she had to be up ungodly early to open the bakery. Charlotte had decided on impulse to return Magda’s car and then jog the half dozen miles back to her place—it was too beautiful a morning not to, even if there was a layer of frost on the car door handle and her breath fogged in the air.

         But then, as soon as she’d parked the car behind the bakery and used her spare key to drop Magda’s car keys inside—sneaking back out because Mags hated being interrupted when she was baking in the morning—Charlotte had started thinking about the Puppy Pact again.

         She’d trotted through town, her muscles loosening pleasantly. Pine Hollow was perfectly still around her, before even the early birds were stirring, and she queued up her Girl Power mix, lengthening her strides as the music took hold.

         Sometimes her genius ideas—particularly those midwifed by alcohol—didn’t turn out to be quite as genius in the light of day, but last night’s revelation seemed even more inspired the more she ran.

         The Puppy Pact was brilliant. So brilliant, in fact, that Charlotte veered away from her favorite forest path, the most direct—and hilly—route back to her condo, and headed instead along the road toward Furry Friends.

         She’d known they probably wouldn’t be open—most people didn’t wake up at dawn on foggy Saturday mornings—but fate had been on her side. Right as she’d been bounding up the driveway, she’d seen Ally emerge from the farmhouse, where she lived with her family, and start across the gravel driveway toward the barn that housed the animal shelter.

         Five minutes later, Charlotte had met the love of her life.

         “He’ll have to be neutered,” Ally went on now. “He’s purebred and from an AKC champion line, but the stitches around his eyes are from a birth defect—his eyes didn’t open on their own, something about an extra ligament.”

         Charlotte gazed into the most perfect eyes on the planet, set in a little golden face with the black stitches making him look like he was wearing mascara.

         “He had to have surgery, and one of his littermates was born with a benign cyst. Apparently this is the second ‘imperfect’ litter this mom has produced, so the breeder wanted to rehome both her and the puppies as quietly as possible. He could have sold them as family pets—golden retrievers will always sell—but he was worried if it got out he had a history of birth defects in his litters it would hurt his reputation, and his prices. So here they are.”

         A golden retriever.

         Charlotte felt like sunshine had burst through the clouds inside her chest and was pouring out of her skin, the sheer rightness of the moment enveloping her. She couldn’t have picked a better breed if she’d been picking out of a puppy catalog. Sweet, smart, cuddly—Kendall’s parents had a golden retriever when she was a kid, and it was exactly what Charlotte had pictured when she’d envisioned the ideal puppy to receive all the devotion she wouldn’t be giving undeserving men.

         The puppy leapt onto a ragged rope with what was probably supposed to be a fearsome growl—and came out more like a squeak. Charlotte was grinning like a fool, but she just couldn’t stop. “He’s perfect.”

         “They’ll go fast,” Ally warned. “Goldens always do. We haven’t even advertised we have them yet and already all but the two with birth defects and the mom have been claimed. If you want him, I’d recommend getting in your adoption application and deposit this morning. I have a feeling they’ll all be spoken for by this time tomorrow.”

         Charlotte gazed down at her puppy—he was definitely hers—and marveled at the rightness of it all. “It’s fate. I am meant to have this dog.”

         If Jeff had idiotically posted the wrong photos to his Instagram account even one day later, her puppy would have been claimed already. He would be the love of someone else’s life. It was almost too perfect, how everything was falling into place. Like the universe was rewarding her for finally seeing the writing on the wall and swearing off men.

         Even the fact that her baby wouldn’t be ready to come home with her for another month was perfect. It gave her time to puppy-proof her condo and read up on the responsibilities of pet ownership. She wanted to do this right.

         Her puppy tripped over his own feet, tumbling onto his side, and Charlotte took the opportunity to tickle his little belly. He twisted his head around to look at her upside down—and her heart flipped.

         Ally grinned. “You know, I think you’re right. Sometimes the universe knows what we need before we do.”

         Charlotte met Ally’s smiling eyes. “Where do I sign?”

         
              

         

         The application only took ten minutes to fill out, and Ally promised to process it right away. Charlotte wanted to stay and play with her puppy all day, but he’d fallen asleep, and she knew Ally had her own day to get to. Instead she volunteered to come back later and help with the Furry Friends float in the Fire and Rescue Appreciation Day parade.

         Ally had said the application was practically a formality in this case—it probably helped that Charlotte’s sister Elinor was one of Ally’s best friends—but nervous energy still pulsed through Charlotte’s veins as she jogged down the long driveway away from Furry Friends.

         She queued up the Girl Power mix, but even the feeling of the miles disappearing beneath her feet couldn’t entirely dispel her agitation. She wanted her sweet golden puppy so badly. And when she wanted things this badly, they had a tendency to blow up in her face.

         Impatient to tell someone, as if that would make it real and less likely to be snatched away from her, she paused the Girl Power mix and called Elinor.

         Surely her oldest sister, who adored her own dog and had made no secret of her dislike for Jeff, would want to hear the good news.

         “Hello?”

         Charlotte had forgotten that it was still early, even after her dawn visit to Furry Friends. Her oldest sister’s groggy voice reminded her that most people didn’t wake up with the sun on Saturday mornings, but Charlotte had too much energy to be deterred.

         She started with the news Elinor would probably like the most. “Jeff and I broke up. Actually, I broke up with him.”

         The words resonated with power. It was the first time she’d ever been the break-upper, rather than the break-uppee. The fact that it had taken catching him in the act of two-timing her with another girlfriend to get her to break up with him probably said unfortunate things about her tendency to cling, but she was focusing on the positive. Look at her! Powerful! Independent! Adopting a dog!

         “Charlotte?”

         Charlotte knew Elinor generally took a while to process things when she was first waking up, so she repeated the headline. “I broke up with Jeff. I’m swearing off men and getting a dog.”

         “Swearing off and getting…” Elinor muttered sleepily. “Are those things related?”

         “Yes,” Charlotte declared definitively, her sneakers thumping a satisfying rhythm as she ran. “They are.”

         “Okay…” Elinor mumbled—and Charlotte had to shove down a flicker of childish disappointment. She’d expected a little more fanfare from the woman who had been quietly campaigning against Jeff for months.

         Then the deep voice of Elinor’s fiancé rumbled something in the background, reminding Charlotte that she might have called a tiny bit too early for a Saturday morning. Other people still had love lives.

         “I’ll let you go,” Charlotte chirped, since Elinor clearly wasn’t listening anymore. “Give my love to Levi. See you at the parade!”

         Elinor muttered something unintelligible and disconnected the call as Charlotte’s running shoes thudded onto the packed dirt of the mountain path. Tree roots snaked across the trail, but Charlotte knew them like the back of her hand and placed her feet with expert precision, falling into the automatic, unthinking rhythm of the run.

         She’d always been terrible at yoga and meditation. Sitting still with her thoughts invariably felt like someone had poured a bucket of ants all over her body, but running…running was heaven. Especially in nature, when everything in her seemed to expand to fill the vast open spaces of the outdoors. When the breeze through the trees felt like her breath and the birds singing their morning songs like the music of her thoughts. This was her Zen. Her happy place.

         The fact that she was this happy the morning after breaking up with Jeff doubtless said something unfortunate about her supposedly blissful relationship and how deeply deluded she’d been, but that was a reality to be faced on another day.

         Today was about who she was becoming, not who she’d been.

         She was still bursting with energy and the desire to tell everyone about her bright new plan for a bright new life when she emerged from the forest path. Packed dirt gave way to paved sidewalks, and the towering trees ceded to the landscaped lawns and gardens of the recently developed area near the ski resort.

         The NetZero Village condo complex was reasonably large—four multistory buildings with rustic stone accents and architecture that would have looked right at home in the Alps, surrounding a pond which became a skating rink in the winter and contained a small fountain in the summer.

         With the proximity to the ski resort, most of the condos were empty vacation homes owned by weekenders from New York and Massachusetts who were looking for someplace to park their extra money. Which meant the fitness center, parking lots, and geothermal-powered hot tubs got crowded on the weekends during the high season, but the rest of the time the complex was nearly abandoned, with only a quiet little cluster of full-time residents.

         As she jogged into the complex, she spotted one of those residents playing with a big black-and-white-and-brown dog beside the pond. At the sight, Charlotte’s heart lifted, and she immediately bounded in that direction, an automatic smile spreading across her face.

         She knew that figure. The mussed-up sandy hair. The Clark Kent glasses. The crooked smile with that one lopsided dimple.

         Exactly the person she wanted to share her news with.

         “George!”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         
            I may have lost my heart, but not my self-control.

            —Emma, Jane Austen

         

         George was unprepared for the sight of Charlotte Rodriguez bouncing toward him in head-to-toe skintight spandex on a Saturday morning.

         He hadn’t been expecting to see anyone near the pond where he’d brought Duke to play, but the sight of Charlotte, looking like she’d stepped right out of one of the fantasies he absolutely was not supposed to have about her, nearly had him swallowing his tongue.

         He’d seen her in work clothes. He’d seen her dressed up for New Year’s Eve, or for some night out with whatever guy she was currently dating, and he’d occasionally seen her from a distance in jogging gear—but none of that had prepared him for the full impact of the swinging ponytail, sunshine smile, and skintight everything as she bounded over to him.

         “You’re up early,” he managed in a reasonably normal tone.

         Duke intercepted her while she was still six feet away from George, the Bernese mountain dog nearly bowling her over with his delight. Charlotte laughed, bending at the waist and cooing, “Hello, baby! Who’s a good boy? Who is?”

         George silently reminded himself of his favorite slightly revised commandment. Thou shalt not get turned on by thy in-a-relationship, only-interested-in-you-as-a-friend coworker.

         He knew Charlotte liked to look good. She made jokes at her own expense about her vanity all the time and had a seemingly endless supply of cute little dresses, but he most frequently saw her at work, where she tended to wear tailored slacks, glasses she didn’t need, and a white lab coat. She’d once explained to him that some of the older residents at the Summerland Estates retirement community would only listen to a doctor in a lab coat and glasses. He knew she was nearly thirty, but she looked more like a perky college student than a practicing orthopedist. Especially when she was dressed like Track Star Barbie in pink-and-black Lycra with her thick brown hair in a high ponytail.

         She continued to coo baby talk at Duke, who shamelessly lapped up the attention, until George cleared the blockage in his throat and asked, “How is it someone who loves dogs as much as you do has never gotten one?”

         Charlotte looked up at that, her big brown eyes wide with the manic enthusiasm she got when she was on a mission—like when she’d set him up with her sister.

         “I am getting one!” She gave Duke’s ears one last ruffle and then closed the distance to George, beaming at him. “I broke up with Jeff.”

         The words were a mule-kick to the chest.

         She sounded so proud of herself that he didn’t think condolences were in order, and he somehow doubted his unfiltered reaction of Thank you, Jesus would go over well. Still, George couldn’t help the little surge of hope at her words.

         She was single. Maybe it was time to finally do something about this crush. Not that he would ask her out right away—he didn’t want to be the rebound guy—but eventually…

         He kept his expression mild as he searched for a neutral response. “Jeff didn’t like dogs?”

         “For all I know Jeff has a dozen dogs with his other secret girlfriend, but that is no longer any of my concern.”

         “Ouch.” George winced sympathetically, pointedly ignoring the way his heart rate was accelerating eagerly. Not a good time. Wait a decent mourning period…

         Duke whined at the loss of Charlotte’s full attention, and George bent down to grab the ball the dog had abandoned. He flung it across the courtyard, sending Duke leaping after it.

         “He never deserved my time,” Charlotte declared.

         George kept his wholehearted agreement silent. He’d made it a policy never to comment on Charlotte’s love life. Duke returned with the ball, and George received the slobbery offering, winding up to throw it again.

         “But none of that matters now. I’m in love.”

         “Oh…” Shit.

         The ball flew out of his grip, somehow hurtling in the right direction. Duke took off after it.

         It was bound to happen, wasn’t it? Charlotte never stayed single for long. He hadn’t even found out she’d split up from Warren until she was already dating Jeff.

         “Wholly, completely, ridiculously in love. He’s perfect,” Charlotte gushed. “I just met him this morning—”

         Seriously? It wasn’t even nine o’clock yet and already she’d managed to fall in love?

         Duke raced back with the ball.

         “You should see him, George. He’s so cute. And smart. I just know it’s the best decision I’ve ever made. I should have gotten a puppy months ago. Years!”

         “A puppy?” This time the ball slipped from his fingers, barely going three feet, though Duke didn’t seem to mind, pouncing on it with his tail waving.

         “A puppy! A golden retriever! Ally still has to okay the paperwork, and he can’t come home with me for a month, but you should see him, George. He’s everything.”

         A puppy. She was getting a puppy.

         She’s single.

         “That’s awesome.” His heart was racing without his permission, but it wasn’t like he could ask her out right this second. Duke bumped his foot—reminding him that the ball had been retrieved and placed against his shoe to be thrown again. He bent to pick up the gooey mess. “Congratulations, Charles.”

         “Thank you! Elinor didn’t seem nearly excited enough when I told her I was swearing off men and getting a dog, but I think I woke her up.”

         He paused in the act of winding up for a throw. “You’re…what?” He couldn’t have heard that right.

         “My gravestone will read: Charlotte Rodriguez: Terrible taste in men, excellent taste in dogs,” she declared, making a banner with her hands and radiating pleasure at her decision.

         “So you’re…”

         “Giving up dating and lavishing all my affection on the four-legged love of my life. No more men. Ever. Or at least six months. Total detox.”

         “Oh…” Shit. “Wow.”

         Duke whined at the delayed throw, but George could only stare at Charlotte.

         She was gorgeous. She was funny. She was bossy and mercurial and impatient, but also gentle and endlessly kind. She would do anything for her friends, her family, and her patients. When she loved people, her love was a huge, all-consuming thing, which was why he’d never understood why she insisted on dating men who didn’t seem to appreciate how incredible she was.

         She drank her coffee black but never seemed to need it to fuel her endless reserves of energy. She was always out and about early, even when she stayed out late. Her mind was terrifyingly quick, and she would boast about her genius so exaggeratedly that he was never sure if it was ego or insecurity talking—though she was, undeniably, brilliant.

         She loved hiking and dogs…

         And he’d had a crush on her ever since she’d taken him mini-golfing.

         He’d still been new to the Estates then, new to working with seniors who ranged in age from their sixties to nineties. One of his favorite clients had been put on hospice care, and it had hit him hard. Charlotte had seen that and declared she was taking him out to cheer him up. He’d been expecting a commiserating drink at the local pub, but instead she’d driven nearly an hour to take him to the closest mini-golf place with a roof because it had been pouring rain.

         She’d invented ridiculous rules, declaring whoever won each hole got to dictate how they played the next one—eyes closed, legs crossed, hopping on one foot. When she got a hole-in-one—with her eyes closed, no less—she’d run a victory lap around the course, pumping her arms over her head like Rocky. On one hole, she’d promised him a “creemee” if he won, and then nearly fell over laughing at the look on his face when he’d mistakenly thought that must be something much dirtier than Vermont soft-serve ice cream.

         She’d made it fun. Light. Making him laugh on a night when he’d been sure he wouldn’t.

         He’d walked off the course grinning, while Charlotte accused him of bribing the mini-golf gods to make the trick hole at the end repeatedly spit out her ball and secure him the win.

         On the drive home, they’d talked about anything and everything. First, the helplessness of losing patients to brain cancer—which he as a physical therapist and she as an orthopedist could do nothing to stop. Then why they did the work they did. And how rewarding it was to be able to help someone get back some mobility or independence they thought they’d lost.

         When they’d gotten back to Pine Hollow, he’d felt a kind of peaceful acceptance—and she’d thanked him for listening, since her boyfriend at the time didn’t like it when she talked about her work.

         George, though not a violent person, had wanted to smack that boyfriend with a mini-golf club.

         And he’d had feelings for her ever since.

         What did you do when the woman you were secretly half in love with declared she was swearing off romance?

         If you were George, you smiled and supported her.

         So that’s what he did.

         “I think that’s a great idea.”

         
              

         

         Charlotte beamed at George, irrationally delighted by his stamp of approval. “Right?” She bounced a little, her enthusiasm pushing through the soles of her sneakers. “It’s all about the puppies.”

         “So you’re getting a golden retriever?” He’d paused in his throw, but he released it now, his shoulder muscles flexing beneath his coat. The ball flew all the way across the courtyard to the far path, bouncing high in the air, with Duke racing after it.

         “You have to see him. He’s an angel. Ally said he would have been taken if I’d waited even one more day. It’s destiny.”

         “You can’t fight destiny.”

         Charlotte grinned. “I always enjoy it when the universe decides to validate my choices. Don’t I, Duke?” The last was directed at the dog who had returned, triumphant, with the ball. Charlotte knelt to admire his ball-retrieval efforts. “I feel like the universe has been trying to tell me to do this for a long time, and I was just slow to spot the signs. Sometimes you’ve gotta listen when life keeps shoving your nose in your fate.”

         She glanced up to find George was watching her with a slight frown on his face. The expression was so foreign on him that she nearly frowned too—but she was in too bright and shiny a mood for anything to bring her down. “Everything all right?” she asked.

         For a moment something seemed to pass in his dark eyes behind his Clark Kent glasses, but before she could decipher it, it was gone. “Yeah.” He collected himself. “I was just thinking about the parade. Are you going?”

         “As of this morning, I’m volunteering with Furry Friends. You?”

         “I’m helping with the Estates float. Last-minute request. That’s why I was trying to get Duke’s energy out before I have to leave.” Duke had flopped down on his belly, panting, and George pointed over his shoulder toward his building. “In fact, I should probably get going. I need to get Duke settled before I head to the Estates to pick up the residents who want to be in the parade. You know how they are. On time is late.”

         George reached down, clipping on Duke’s leash.

         “Right. Of course,” Charlotte agreed, hating the bereft note in her voice. She didn’t need his company. She just liked it. George was always so easy to be around. “I’ll see you there,” she confirmed.

         George lifted one hand in a wave, already turning back toward his apartment. Something in his posture snagged at her instincts, and Charlotte watched man and dog walk away—until an alarm went off on her Apple Watch and she remembered she needed to get going herself if she was going to shower and change and get back to Furry Friends before the parade.

         Today was all about her puppy.
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