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For the team at Riverlands Animal Hospital and all who do the honorable work of taking care of animals. A heartfelt thank you for all that you do.










CONTENT WARNING



This story mentions the death of a pet, so please proceed with caution and care if reading about the loss of a fur baby is difficult for you. There are also mentions of infidelity and strained parental relationships.










CHAPTER ONE



Dumbstruck and unable to speak, Evie Williams stared into the open doorway of her bedroom, her brain tripping and stumbling as it tried to process the sight before her.


Everything looked and sounded familiar—the sunlight gleaming off the polished footboard of her mahogany sleigh bed, the melodic tick of the ceiling fan as it spun on its highest setting. Even the perfume she’d spritzed herself with before leaving this morning—Jo Malone Peony & Blush Suede—still lingered in the air.


And yet, everything was different. She knew with mind-numbing certainty that her world, as of this moment, would never be the same.


This could not be happening.


The words tumbled around in her head, over and over and over again. This could not be happening. There had to be an explanation.


Evie tilted her head to the side and continued to stare, trying to make sense of the senseless. The dark green satin sheets she’d washed yesterday partially shielded a perfectly tanned ass that pumped up and down in rhythm to guttural grunts. She knew that ass intimately. She’d seen it this morning, when her fiancé had walked from the shower to his closet while she stood at their bathroom mirror getting ready for work.


An impassioned cry rang out as a pair of shapely legs wrapped around Cameron’s waist. Manicured nails clutched his back. They were painted a bright pink that Evie would never have chosen to wear in a million years.


The sight of that garish nail polish gave rise to another bout of confusion. The color was the antithesis of her own style. The man she knew better than any other would never bring a woman who painted her nails such an obnoxious color into their bed, would he? Cam had his faults, but he would never cheat on her, despite what she could clearly see happening with her own eyes.


This could not be happening!


She had to get out of here. Maybe if she left the house, then came back, this alternative universe she now found herself in will have righted itself.


Evie backed out of the doorway. Time slowed to the pace of a garden snail as she turned and made her way up the hallway, past the open-concept living room and kitchen, and out the front door. It felt as if her body were moving through molasses, the movements seeming to belong to someone else. Her hands fumbled with the house key as she locked the front door behind her and headed for her car.


She had experienced this particular sensation only a few times before, but it had been enough to recognize it as her body’s response to shock. She needed time to process what she had just witnessed before she could deal with it.


Evie opened her car door but then stopped with her fingers on the handle. Her head snapped up.


“What is there to process?” she asked the slanted reflection staring back at her in the driver’s side window.


She knew exactly what was happening. Cameron was in their bed, making love to another woman. The same bed where he’d made love to her last night.


The sickening feeling in the pit of her stomach morphed into a searing rage.


Evie slammed the car door shut and rushed back up the walkway leading to the house. This time her fingers were steady as she slipped the key in the lock and opened the front door. She marched through the foyer, her blood pounding to an angry beat in her veins.


She’d just entered the living room when a buck-naked Cameron sauntered out of the kitchen with a bottle of water, his toned six-pack abs gleaming and semi-flaccid penis bobbing as he walked. He ran a hand through his dark blond hair and brought the bottle to his mouth.


His steps faltered the moment he saw her.


“Ev...Evie!” he said, choking on the water. He glanced toward their bedroom. “Ev, what are...Why aren’t you at...ah...at Ashanti’s? Is everything okay?”


No! she wanted to shout at him. No, Cameron! Everything is not okay!


But the words would not come. Evie could only stand there. She stared in disbelief at the man she’d planned to spend the rest of her life with. Those plans were gone now, shattered by his callous disregard for their relationship.


“Evie,” Cameron demanded in an irritated voice. “What are you doing here?”


“This is my house,” Evie finally answered, both surprised and pleased at the calmness she managed to maintain. “Am I not allowed to visit my own house in the middle of the day?” She crossed her arms over her chest. “A better question is, what are you doing in my house in the middle of the day, Cameron?”


Instead of answering, he said, “You’re supposed to be at work.”


“So are you,” she pointed out. “But you’re standing in the middle of my kitchen without any clothes on. Why is that?”


“Stop calling it yours,” Cameron snapped. “I pay half the bills here.”


For the briefest second, Evie’s eyes flashed to the knife block sitting on the kitchen counter next to the Keurig. But the satisfaction she would get from chopping Cameron’s dick off wasn’t worth the jail time.


He could keep his dick. She didn’t want it anymore.


“Are you going to answer my question?” Evie asked. “Why are you standing here naked in the middle of the day, Cameron?”


“I can already tell you’re jumping to conclusions,” he said. He set the water bottle on the counter and held his hands up. “I only came home to take a shower. The Rousseaus’ rott-weiler got caught up in some barbwire. He was filthy when they brought him in and my scrubs were a mess by the time I finished examining him.”


It was no easy feat to stop her jaw from falling to the floor. Was he attempting to lie his way out of this? Seriously? For some reason that made her more upset than when she first walked up to her bedroom and caught sight of his bare ass in her bed.


Evie didn’t say anything as she lifted her phone from her back pocket.


“Are you calling the practice to check up on my story?” Cameron asked. “You don’t trust me?”


She managed to hold in the hysterical laugh that nearly escaped. Evie swiped across the screen. Her fingers shook, a clear indication that the calm she’d managed to maintain so far was on the brink of dissolving.


She held up the phone. She was just far enough away that he wouldn’t be able to make out what was on the screen.


“Unless you want the video I recorded of you fucking your little side piece posted on every social media site I can think of, you will get out of my house right now.”


She was bluffing, of course. She had been too shocked to even think to record him, but she didn’t need video. Just the threat would be enough to send Cameron scurrying. If Charles Broussard II caught even a whiff of scandal, he would snatch his veterinary practice away, leaving his youngest son to fend for himself. Cameron wouldn’t survive a month without the practice he’d inherited.


“Cam?” came a feminine voice from the direction of the bedroom.


Evie froze.


“Okay, Ev,” Cameron said, glancing toward the hallway. “Don’t blow this out of proportion.”


“You have five minutes to get out of my house,” Evie told her fiancé.


Ex-fiancé.


“Evie, be reasonable.”


“You can come back for the rest of your things later,” she said. She had to strain to get the words past the lump of emotion that had suddenly lodged in her throat. The weight of this moment, of what it meant for how her life would progress from this point forward, overwhelmed her.


Cameron took a step toward her. “Come on, Ev. You’re being ridiculous.”


“Don’t you dare come near me!” Evie’s hand shot out in front of her, holding him back. “I told you to leave.”


“Ev—”


“Cameron, get the fuck out of my house!” Evie screamed.


He snapped back. The surprise on his face mirrored what she felt inside. She’d never shouted at him like that before.


“Cam?” the voice called again. A moment later, the blonde with the hot-pink nails walked into the kitchen wrapped up in Evie’s favorite sheets.


Great. Now she would have to burn them. That son of a bitch was buying her another set.


“Oh...no,” the woman said. “You’re the girlfriend, aren’t you?”


“Get out of my house,” Evie said again. If she had to say those words one more time, she would not be responsible for the actions that followed.


Cameron and his—what was she? His mistress? His girlfriend? An escort he’d hired?—hustled toward the hallway leading to the back bedrooms.


Evie folded her arms over her stomach and sucked in several deep breaths. Every square inch of her skin hummed with an irritating, prickly tingle, as if someone were jabbing her with a thousand tiny pins. She would have to google the stages of emotional shock to figure out exactly where this complex mash-up of tension, anger, and disbelief landed on the spectrum.


When would the numbness set in? That’s what she wanted right now. Give her the bliss that came with not feeling anything.


At least ten minutes passed before Cameron emerged from the hallway. He wore the blue Vineyard Vines sweater she’d bought him for his birthday last month, along with khakis. It was his typical attire on Wednesdays when he taught a class at Tulane University.


That’s where he should be right now. If she was in a steadier state of mind, she would have remembered that bit of information when he’d tried to feed her his bullshit story about the Rousseaus’ rottweiler.


He must have canceled his class today. Was this the first time he’d canceled so that he could engage in midday activities that didn’t require clothing? How long had this been going on?


His mistress, ironically, was the one wearing medical scrubs. The pants were pink and the top had little balloons on it.


For the second time, Cameron’s steps faltered when he saw Evie. “You’re still here?”


“This is my house!” Evie reminded him, her yell echoing off the pitched ceiling.


The blonde looked between Evie and Cameron. “My shift starts in a few hours,” she said before hurrying past Evie and out the side kitchen door.


And, just like that, a huge piece of the puzzle fell into place.


“The broken tibia,” Evie said.


“What?” Cameron asked.


Last Halloween, Angelique James had arrived at the veterinary clinic with her son Mychal and Spanky, their Jack Russell terrier. The dog had gotten into the Halloween candy before the family had the chance to welcome any trick-or-treaters. While they were still waiting to be seen, one of the vet techs brought the Edwards’s bullmastiff into the lobby, and at the sight of the huge dog, Mychal had run like the hounds of hell were at his heels. He’d slipped on the tiled floor and let out a cry that Evie could still hear to this day.


Cameron had embodied Superman, the character he’d dressed up as for the holiday, swooping in and carting Mychal and his mother to the emergency room at Children’s Hospital. The eight-year-old had broken his tibia. And, to Cameron’s relief, his mother had not considered suing the veterinary practice.


“You met her when you brought Mychal James to the ER last Halloween,” Evie told him. “Was she his nurse?”


“Ev—”


She put her hand up. “I don’t care. Just leave.” That painful lump had returned to her throat, and it pissed her off.


Cameron dropped his head back and sighed up at the ceiling. The condescending sound had her reconsidering jail time. Maybe it was worth it.


“Where am I supposed to go?” Cameron asked.


“Do you think I give a fuck?” Evie yelled. A dull ache began to throb at her temples. She rubbed them with her thumbs. “I’m sure your little girlfriend has a nice enough bed. Go there.”


The bastard had the audacity to look annoyed. With her! As if she had somehow inconvenienced him by catching him in bed with another woman.


Evie had never had to fight so hard against the urge to commit bodily harm.


Without another word, Cameron grabbed the keys to his Mercedes S-Class and left through the same side door his girlfriend had used.


Only now did it occur to Evie that she hadn’t seen his car parked on the street. Finding a spot in this neighborhood could get dicey in the evenings, but there was ample parking during the middle of the day. If his trip home had been as innocent as he’d claimed, there would be no reason for him not to park in front of the house.


“That cheating son of a bitch must have parked on one of the other streets and walked.”


She didn’t care enough to follow him and find out.


An oppressive exhaustion came over her. Evie stood in the middle of the open-plan living area, unsure of what to do next. It all looked the same, but everything felt different. Tainted. She hated feeling this way about a place she loved so much.


She’d bought the house from her grandmother three years ago, when she and Cameron were going through one of their “off” periods. There had been three of those during their ten-year relationship. She had moved out of Cam’s one-bedroom condo with a vow never to take him back. With her grandmother’s blessing, Evie had gutted this house, renovating nearly every inch.


She sometimes regretted the decision to renovate, but not today. She didn’t want memories of what had just transpired to mar the sweet memories she had of this house back when Rita Mayeaux still lived here.


Her grandmother would have cut Cameron’s dick off. No question about it.


Evie closed her eyes tight and covered her face with her hands.


Cameron was right; she shouldn’t even be here. She should be at her friend Ashanti Wright’s doggy daycare, Barkingham Palace, where Evie worked as the in-house veterinarian several afternoons a week. But she knew she wouldn’t be able to continue with her workday—not in the state she was in. She couldn’t even remember what she had come home to pick up; to examine anyone’s pet in her current condition would be tantamount to professional negligence.


There was one thing she must do. And right now.


She stalked out of the kitchen and into her bedroom. She plopped her hands on her hips and stared at the scene of Cameron’s betrayal. Maybe if she washed the sheets in really hot water and added an entire bottle of laundry sanitizer they would be okay?


“No, they won’t,” Evie said.


She stripped the sheets from the bed and carried them outside to the ninety-six-gallon trash receptacle. Garbage collection had taken place this morning. If she had been paying close enough attention, it would have registered that the garbage bin was in its spot next to the side steps and not at the curb where she’d dragged it before leaving this morning. Cameron must have brought it in prior to screwing the nurse.


There were always signs. She just hadn’t looked close enough.


As she made her way back inside the house, Evie’s steps faltered as reality set in. Her world had changed. It had cracked and shattered right here on her grandmother’s polished hardwood floors, the one thing she had not stripped from the house.


She dropped to the floor and sat cross-legged, burying her face in her hands and fighting against the onslaught of emotions that threatened to suffocate her.


What was she supposed to do now? There was no way she could continue working at the practice. It provided access to too many sharp objects, and as of an hour ago, she had developed a penchant for violence she hadn’t thought herself capable of.


But where else can you go?


She had only ever worked at Maple Street Animal Clinic, the veterinary practice Cameron’s father had opened forty years ago and, after retiring, had passed on to his youngest son. Evie had joined Cam at the practice the week after she finished vet school. She had continued to work there even after their last breakup. It had been a delicate, two-month-long exercise of walking on eggshells while around each other and engaging in perfunctory conversion when warranted.


But that wouldn’t work this time. There was no way she could practice alongside Cameron. Not after this. He’d crossed her red line. He knew infidelity was the one thing she could never, ever forgive.


Evie threw her head back and screamed at the ceiling.


“My God, Cam, how could you do this to me?”


She’d put more of herself into this relationship than he deserved. Putting her own reputation on the line when a patient sued him for negligence, even though she was never sure if she believed his account of what happened that day. Forgiving him when she learned he’d racked up over a hundred thousand dollars in credit card debt—and helping him pay it off. Always making concessions for what he wanted to do, where he wanted to travel, how he wanted to live!


And how had he repaid her? By fucking another woman in their bed.


Evie pressed her fist to her lips. The anger and hurt tightening her chest made it difficult to breathe.


“How could you hurt me like this, Cameron?” she whispered.


She doubted she would ever get an answer. Not that the answer mattered. She was done.










CHAPTER TWO



Evie pointed the remote at the television and fast-forwarded to the beginning of the scene in Jerry Maguire where Dorothy and Jerry decide their relationship is no longer working. She snuggled more securely underneath the crochet blanket she’d dragged from the closet and looked on as, with aching sadness, Renée Zellweger told Tom Cruise that it was her fault for believing she was in love enough for the both of them.


Evie tried to summon a tear—she always cried at this part—but she couldn’t manage a drop, not even when Dorothy cradled Jerry’s head and pressed a kiss to the top of it.


“Thank goodness,” Evie sighed.


Her muscles relaxed with the welcomed relief of realizing she had finally achieved that sweet nirvana she’d been striving for since she put Cameron out of the house yesterday: Numbness. Blessed, beautiful numbness.


She stopped the movie just before Jerry showed up at Dorothy’s house for the famous grovel scene and went in search of another movie with a meaty breakup. Maybe Marcus and Angela’s in Boomerang? Or what about Allie and Noah’s in The Notebook? The breakup scene when they were teenagers, not the second one when they were adults. If she didn’t stop the movie in time and had to witness that passionate kiss in the rain between Rachel McAdams and Ryan Gosling, she may spontaneously combust. That would ruin her grandmother’s beautiful blanket.


“Oh, this is a good one,” Evie said. She waited for the opening credits of La La Land to start, then skipped to the scene where Sebastian showed up late to Mia’s play.


“Asshole,” Evie whispered.


The past twenty-four hours had consisted of watching the breakup scene of every romantic movie she could find. But only the breakup; she refused to watch the couple get back together. She wasn’t in the mood for that bullshit, happily-ever-after propaganda. Happily-ever-afters were for fairy tales. In the real world, even when you gave your everything to a relationship, it wasn’t enough.


Evie rubbed her breastbone with her fist. It had to be indigestion causing the sudden sting there because she’d just established that she no longer felt any emotion at all. She’d attained the numbness stage of the grieving process, and she would cling to it for as long as possible.


Her cell phone started dancing across the coffee table. Evie reached for it, intending to decline the call, but when she noticed her best friend Ashanti’s name—this was the fourth time she’d called today—she decided she’d better answer.


“Hello,” Evie croaked, muting the television.


“Girl, where in the heck have you been? Why aren’t you answering your phone? Do I need to send a search party out looking for you?”


“I’m sorry,” Evie said. “I had my phone on silent.” She pushed herself up from her prone position on the sofa and pulled one leg underneath her. “What’s up?”


“I’m the one who should be asking you that question. Wait—are you sick?” Ashanti asked. “You sound horrible.”


Evie jumped on the excuse. “Yeah,” she said, punctuating her lie with a cough.


“Is it COVID?” Ashanti asked.


“I don’t think so.”


“Well, did Cam stay home to take care of you? Is he monitoring your temperature? Is he diffusing eucalyptus?”


“Cam isn’t here. I sent him away.” The words shot another jab of pain straight to Evie’s chest, proving she did indeed still have some feelings left in her bones. “I’m not sure if I’m contagious and I don’t want him to get sick.”


Another lie. She would hold a celebratory breakdance performance in the middle of Jackson Square if Cameron came down with the worst case of food poisoning known to man, complete with explosive diarrhea. But she wasn’t ready to talk about what happened yesterday, even with her best friend.


“Girl, I’m coming over,” Ashanti said. “I’ll wear a mask.”


“No!” Evie shouted. She added another fake cough that turned into a fit of real ones. That’s what she got for lying. She rested her head in her upturned palm and released a weary breath. “I’ll be fine, Shanti. I just need rest.”


“Are you sure about that? Didn’t you tell me years ago that you once suffered from asthma?”


“I haven’t had an asthma attack since I was in kindergarten,” Evie said, then reiterated, “I’ll be fine. I promise to check in with you tonight.”


“Nope. In an hour. And then every hour after.”


Evie rolled her eyes. “Exactly how am I supposed to get any rest if I have to check in every hour?”


There was a pause, then an exasperated, “Fine. I’ll call you later tonight. You get one missed call, Ev. If I call a second time and you don’t pick up, I’m coming with the fire department and we’re tearing down the door.”


“You know where I keep my spare key,” Evie reminded her.


“Duh. The fire department thing was for dramatic effect,” Ashanti said.


“Bye, Shanti,” Evie said.


“Call me if you need anything,” Ashanti said. “Love you, girl.”


“Love you too.”


Evie set the phone on the table and, for the first time since last night, when she’d cried into the pillow in the guest room, felt tears welling in her eyes. She held them back because the time for crying was over, even if they were happy tears.


Looking back on the maelstrom of emotions she’d battled over the past twenty-four hours, gratitude had not been one of them. But just a few minutes on the phone with one of her best friends reminded Evie of just how blessed she was when it came to the people who truly cared about her.


She picked up the remote and switched from La La Land to her problematic fave, Love & Basketball. Instead of stopping the movie after Monica and Quincy’s college breakup, she let it continue to play through Monica’s stint with the international women’s basketball league in Barcelona and to her eventual return to Los Angeles.


Just as the opening notes of Meshell Ndegeocello’s soulful “Fool of Me” began to stream from the surround-sound speakers, the front doorbell rang.


“Ugh. Why?” Evie said as she pushed up from the sofa. If this was yet another person inquiring about her interest in selling her house, she would scream.


She made a mental note to order a doorbell camera. Cameron had never wanted one, had said they were too invasive. After yesterday’s revelation, Evie realized it was more than likely because having the camera would have made it easier to catch him during one of his daytime trysts.


Goodness, she felt like a fool.


She opened the door and found a brown paper grocery bag on the front step. The top was folded over and stapled together.


“What the—” Evie said, hefting up the bag.


“Grocery delivery,” a young guy with shoulder-length dreads called from the sidewalk. “The person who ordered it”—he glanced at his phone—“Ashanti Wright, said you may be contagious, so I didn’t want to get too close. Hope you feel better. Have a good one.” He waved, then hopped onto a bicycle that he’d propped against her neighbor’s Little Free Library and pedaled toward Napoleon Avenue.


Evie brought the grocery bag into the kitchen. The moment she opened it, the tears she’d managed to suppress for much of the day began streaming down her face.


She pulled out yellow daisies wrapped in cellophane first. Next were several magazines, a COVID test, saltine crackers, and chicken noodle soup from the deli of the grocery store a few blocks away.


She grabbed her phone and texted Ashanti.


I truly love you.


A moment later, she received a reply.


Love you too. Feel better. Three ellipses pulsed on the screen before another text followed. I know you love the spicy lentil soup, but I thought chicken noodle was better given the circumstances.


Evie replied with several thumbs-up and heart emojis. She felt even worse for lying to Ashanti, but maybe she wasn’t lying after all. She had felt sick since the moment she walked in on Cameron and that nurse. And just the thought of cuddling up on the sofa with a bowl of that soup and this month’s edition of Essence magazine made her feel better.


Maybe the magazine could help with ignoring the other thing that had been bothering her for much of the day: the massive guilt over abandoning her patients at the practice.


When Gwyneth, the front office manager who had been at the clinic since Cameron’s dad opened it forty years ago, had called to ask why she hadn’t shown up for the scheduled tooth extraction on the Ruffins’ Boston terrier, Evie hadn’t even thought to come up with the excuse of being sick. She’d told Gwyn straight up that she was leaving the practice, without providing any further explanation.


It had been an awful thing to do, but who could blame her?


Still, her patients shouldn’t have to suffer because of her shitty mood and her ex-fiancé’s even shittier behavior.


“They won’t suffer,” she reassured herself.


Gwyn was superb at her job. Evie had no doubt she’d rescheduled the two procedures she’d had slated for today. Cameron would make sure the dogs were okay, if only for the sake of the clinic’s reputation.


None of that lessened the guilt she felt. Those were her patients, and she’d let them down.


This isn’t your fault. It’s Cameron’s!


She would remind herself of that fact every hour until it finally sunk in.


Evie transferred some soup into a bowl and ate at the kitchen island while flipping through the magazine. The meal was exactly what her soul needed. By the time she placed the empty bowl into the dishwasher, she was ready to do something more than just wallow on her couch watching rom-com breakup scenes. She needed to find something that would lift her out of this funk.


She clamped her hands on her hips and stared at the emptiness surrounding her. One thing was clear: She wasn’t getting out of this funk if she didn’t leave this house.


But where could she go? The one thing that brought her the most joy—being surrounded by animals—was out of her reach. She could not go to the clinic. She would scratch Cameron’s eyes out the moment she saw him. She couldn’t go to either of Barkingham Palace’s locations because she’d told Ashanti she was sick. Where was a girl to go to get some puppy love in her life?


Not even a second later, the answer popped into her mind. “Duh, Evie! Of course!”


The Sanctuary.


It was the perfect compromise. Not only was she guaranteed some quality doggy time, but also helping at the animal rescue would soothe a bit of the sting from her guilt.


Decision made, she put the container of leftover soup in the refrigerator and went into her bedroom to change.


She’d first volunteered at the animal nonprofit when she was in veterinary school and had continued volunteering several years after graduation. But when Ashanti asked her to become the in-house veterinarian at Barkingham Palace, Evie had had to cut back on her volunteer hours. They were now nonexistent. With a start, she realized she hadn’t been to The Sanctuary in over a year.


Evie peeled off the leggings and baggy T-shirt she’d been wearing since yesterday and hopped in the shower. After changing into jeans and a lightweight sweater, she headed for the animal rescue.


The Sanctuary was located near the Audubon Zoo, less than four miles from her house in the city’s Broadmoor neighborhood. Yet, because of afternoon traffic, it still took nearly twenty minutes to get there.


Evie smiled the moment she entered the nondescript building and spotted The Sanctuary’s office manager, Odessa Carter, sitting behind the reception desk.


“Hey there, stranger,” Evie greeted.


Odessa’s head popped up. “Evie!” She pushed back from the desk and rounded it, her arms open wide.


Evie hesitated a second before remembering that she actually was not sick and therefore did not have to worry about infecting Odessa with her make-believe illness.


“It’s so good to see you, honey,” the office manager said. “It’s been a while.”


“I know,” Evie said. “Life has been lifeing.” She gestured to Odessa’s short, natural ’fro. “I love the hair.” It had been dyed platinum blond and looked gorgeous with her dark brown skin.


“I gotta keep things fresh,” Odessa said. “Are you here to volunteer?”


Evie nodded. “I finally have some free time.” Understatement of the millennium.


“Well, we can always use a hand here. Doc is at lunch right now, but I know he would be grateful if you could finish up the vaccinations he started this morning.”


“How is Doc?” Evie asked as she followed Odessa into one of the rescue’s three treatment rooms. There hadn’t been much updating—make that any updating—since she was a student volunteer. The dingy yellow-green paint was peeling in several places and the stainless-steel worktables were dull and scratched.


“As hardheaded as ever,” Odessa answered. “I don’t even try to tell that man anything these days. He’s just gonna do what he wants anyway.”


“Hardheadedness is one of Doc’s most endearing qualities,” Evie said with a laugh.


Odessa huffed.


Before retiring last year, Dr. Frederick Landry had been the senior-most faculty member at LSU Veterinary School. One of his reasons for opening The Sanctuary—in addition to alleviating some of the strain on the city’s underfunded animal control services—was to establish a student mentorship program for those considering a career in the veterinary sciences.


Evie went through the paperwork that had been abandoned on the table—Doc was just old-school enough to want everything printed, even though Odessa had convinced him to convert to an electronic system a few years ago—and collected the vials for the DHPP and Bordetella vaccines. She prefilled a dozen syringes and lined them up for easy access.


She made her way to the animal pens and felt an instant dopamine rush at the sight of the dogs. They went into a frenzy when they saw her.


Evie burst out laughing. Why hadn’t she thought to come here sooner?


By the time she’d vaccinated the first three dogs, all adorable sibling mutts who, according to Odessa, had been found wandering the neighborhood together, much of the melancholy she’d been wrestling with since yesterday had dissipated. This is what being around dogs did for her. It had been that way since she’d found a stray while riding her bicycle in the park on her seventh birthday.


Evie smiled. She hadn’t thought about Popsicle in years. He was the first of six dogs she’d had while growing up, all strays. Her tendency to find and rescue the scruffiest dogs in all of creation drove her mother up the wall, but those were the ones she gravitated toward.


Evie brought the siblings back to their shared pen and retrieved the next dog on the list.


“Aren’t you a cutie,” Evie said, picking up the fawn-colored dog. His dominant breed was clearly pug, but he was mixed with something else.


“Hey, Odessa, any idea what the pug is mixed with? Looks like maybe a beagle?” Evie called.


“That’s what Doc thinks he’s mixed with too,” Odessa answered as she came into the room. “He was surrendered by his owner last week. The guy got him from a breeder as a gift for his girlfriend, but she wanted a miniature purebred pug and the breeder wouldn’t give him a refund.” She rubbed the dog behind the ear. “This one is a sweetie.”


“Does he have a name?” Evie asked.


“He didn’t come with one. He looks like an Oliver to me. Or maybe a Sam.”


“You know I hate when dogs have people names,” Evie said. As she scratched the top of his head, she took in his coloring. His light brown coat reminded her of Butterball, the Pomeranian she’d rescued in the eighth grade. But the dark brown face and ears were hallmarks of a pug.


“This brown spot on the top of his head is pretty unique,” Evie said. “What if we call him Waffles?”


Odessa plopped a hand on her hip. “So you’d rather name a dog after breakfast than after one of the greatest singers of all time, Sam Cooke?”


“No offense to Sam Cooke, but Waffles is the perfect name for this cutie.” Evie pointed to him. “Check out the shape of the dark brown spot on his head. It looks like a splash of syrup.


“You’re a cute little stack of waffles, aren’t you?” She rubbed her nose to his as she continued the head scratch.


“If you say so,” Odessa said, leaving the room.


“You like the name, don’t you?”


He tilted his head to the side and looked at her like she’d just grown a third eye in the middle of her forehead.


“It’ll grow on you,” Evie said. “Now, I’m sorry for what I’m about to do, but it’s for your own good,” she whispered to Waffles a second before administering the vaccine. “Good boy! You took that like a pro.”


She pressed a kiss to the top of his head.


“I wish I could take you home,” Evie said.


She missed having a dog in the house. She hadn’t had one since she and Cameron moved in together, because Cam never wanted a dog. He always said he got his fill at work; he didn’t need any pets in his home.


That should have been her first glaringly red flag. What veterinarian didn’t want to own their own pet?


“There were so many signs, Waffles,” Evie said. The dog barked.


She laughed. “Look at that, you’re already answering to your name. I told you it would grow on you.”


She really wished she could bring this cutie home with her.


Evie jolted, her head rearing back. “Wait a minute,” she said. “I can take you home. Who’s there to stop me?”


She snuggled Waffles against her chest and walked to the lobby.


“Odessa?” Evie called. “Draw up the paperwork. I’m taking this one home.”


“Just because you gave him a name? Well, heck, girl, go on and name the rest of them.”


She chuckled. “One is enough for now,” she said, nuzzling Waffles’s neck. “I think this little cutie is exactly what I need.”


Just then, the door to The Sanctuary opened and Evie heard Doc Landry’s jovial laugh coming from just over her shoulder.


“Evie Williams, is that you?” Doc said.


“It is!” Evie turned.


And her heart stopped.


“Well, if this isn’t perfect timing,” Doc said, his cheery voice taking on a muted quality as it battled with the sudden chaos that had erupted in her head. “Look who’s in town.”


He pointed to the tall, dark-skinned, outrageously handsome man who’d come in behind him. A man dressed in tailored navy slacks and an expensive-looking powder-blue sweater. A man she had not come face-to-face with in eight years.


“Bryson,” Evie whispered.


Bryson Mitchell.


The other man who’d broken her heart.










CHAPTER THREE



It had been a long time since something had taken Bryson Mitchell’s breath away in such stunning fashion, but that’s exactly what happened the moment he saw Evie Williams standing in front of him. It felt as if someone had reached into both lungs and yanked every bit of air from them.


“Evie,” Bryson said.


He hadn’t spoken her name in years. Just the feel of it on his lips sent an energized tremor catapulting through him. He was coping with an avalanche of emotions at the moment: shock, excitement, longing, regret.


More longing. Even more regret.


“Bryson,” she said, her voice soft, polite. Apathetic. “Hello.”


“Is that the world-famous veterinary surgeon?” Odessa Carter rounded the desk and captured Bryson in a bear hug.


“I don’t know if ‘world famous’ is accurate, but you got the other part right,” Bryson said, pressing a kiss to her temple.


“Oh, don’t you come around here being all humble,” Odessa said, giving him a playful tap on the arm. “Weren’t you just in Rome speaking at some fancy conference?”


Bryson glanced at Evie. That impassive expression was still there.


“It was Milan,” Bryson said to Odessa. “And I was only there for the food.”


“Nonsense.” Odessa gave him another slap. “You were there because everyone wants you as their keynote speaker.”


“You haven’t changed a bit, Odessa,” Bryson told her with a laugh.


“Neither have you. You still don’t like bragging on yourself.”


Barking broke out from somewhere beyond the lobby, and Odessa threw up her hands. “Let me go check on these dogs before they tear this place apart.”


“Well, you may not like bragging on yourself, but I brag on you enough for the both of us,” Doc Landry said. “In fact, I just sent the write-up on you from Today’s Veterinary Business to an old colleague of mine.” He patted his pockets, then looked around at the floor. “Dammit,” he said, snapping his fingers. “I left my phone in my car again. I’ll be back in a minute.”


And just like that, Bryson found himself alone with Evie Williams for the first time in eight years.


An awkward silence fell over the lobby and his clothes suddenly felt too tight, too itchy. That long-forgotten sensation of feeling uncomfortable in his own skin had made an unwelcome return. It shouldn’t surprise him. He’d turned into a tongue-tied mess the first time he’d met her.


Bryson jammed his hands into his pockets and squeezed his fists tight, trying to relieve the tension in his muscles and the knot that had formed in his stomach.


Evie glanced his way, then quickly averted her eyes to focus on the dog in her arms. Rubbing her thumb on the crinkly spot between the dog’s eyes, she said, “So, how are you, Bryson?”


“Alive,” he answered with a grin. But the smile died on his lips when she didn’t return it.


His reply had been a running joke between them back when they both volunteered at The Sanctuary. Whether it was after a late night of studying or, on the rare occasion, partying, they always answered the morning greeting in the same way. Given the rigor of Louisiana State University’s Veterinary Medicine program, they’d felt lucky just to live to see another day.


Maybe she’d forgotten about their silly greeting. Or, more than likely, she was uninterested in tiptoeing down even the most innocuous parts of memory lane where he was concerned.


“What about you?” Bryson asked. “How are you doing, Ev?”


“Fine,” she answered with the cordiality of someone speaking to a complete stranger about the weather.


After all these years with zero contact, they were strangers. They had only spent one summer together. But they’d shared so much in those months, it was hard to imagine they would ever find themselves in a place where they could barely speak two sentences to each other, where this cloud of unease hung over them.


That regret-filled knot tightened in the pit of Bryson’s stomach.


Both he and Evie turned at the sound of Doc opening the front door. Its squeaky hinges screamed for a shot of WD-40.


“How have things been going, Doc?” Evie asked.


“Good, good,” his mentor answered with the exuberant gaiety Bryson always associated with him. True to form, Doc seemed oblivious to the tension hovering in the air.


“It’s been a long time since you’ve dropped by,” Doc continued. “I gather things have been busy over on Maple Street?”


Bryson flinched at the mention of Maple Street. One of the reasons he’d pushed thoughts of Evie out of his mind these past eight years is because the thought of her working at Maple Street Animal Hospital with her boyfriend—no doubt her husband now—made him sick to his stomach. Literally. He would need to find the nearest trash can if anyone so much as mentioned that asshole’s name.


“Things are always busy there,” Evie answered. “And at Barkingham Palace.”


“I bet they are. That boarding place has been all over the news.” Doc turned to Bryson. “Remind me to show you the video with the poodle and the French bulldog. What’s their names again, Evie?”


“Duchess and Puddin’,” Bryson answered at the same time she did.


Evie looked over at him, her brows arched high over eyes that were even more beautiful than he remembered.


“I should have known you’d seen that video,” Doc said. “I watched it over and over for a week. Couldn’t help myself.”


Bryson doubted there was a single person in the country who hadn’t seen the footage of those two dogs that went viral last year. He didn’t realize Evie worked at the pet daycare center where it had been taken. Interesting.


There was so much he didn’t know about her, which was a damn shame. At one time his every thought had been consumed by this woman.


“That daycare—what’s the name? Barkingham Palace?—it seems pretty popular,” Bryson said.


“It is,” Evie answered. “I’m lucky to work there.” She turned her attention to Doc and, in a voice coated with ten times more warmth, said, “I had some free time on my hands and decided to drop in and see how things are going at The Sanctuary, but now I’m convinced fate brought me here.” She smiled a genuine smile and kissed the dog’s head. “As I just informed Odessa, I’m taking this little one home with me.”


“She already named him,” Odessa said, coming back into the lobby. “Waffles. I think Sam is a better name, but what do I know?”


“This one has been a bit skittish,” Doc said as he gave the dog a head scratch. “But I think he’ll warm up to you in no time.”


“He already has,” Evie said.


Bryson stood there with his hands in his pockets, feeling awkward as hell as Evie and Doc chatted about her new dog. Should he remind Doc that he’d followed him back to The Sanctuary after their lunch for a reason, or should he slowly back away and follow up with his mentor later?


He could smash through the wall like the Kool-Aid Man and he doubted anyone would notice.


“I’ve been meaning to ask, where are the students?” Evie said. “There hasn’t been a single volunteer since I arrived hours ago.”


“Uh, we can get into that later,” Doc said. “Besides, I only had a few vaccinations to administer. I didn’t really need any volunteers today.”


“It was more than just a few vaccinations,” Evie said. “That’s what I’ve been doing all afternoon. I’ll finish them up before I leave.”


Doc waved her off. “Don’t worry about those. I’ll get to them later. I have two of my best volunteers here. This is a time for visiting, not vaccinating.” He clamped a hand on Bryson’s shoulder and his other on Evie’s. “Now that I think about it, we can do both. Since I’ve got you two here, I might as well put you to work. It’ll be like old times.”


Bryson noticed the way Evie stiffened, her shoulders going rigid in a clear sign that she’d rather do anything but revisit old times.


“Uh, Doc, I have to—” Bryson started.


“You can spare a half hour to help out,” Doc said. It wasn’t posed as a question. “Come on, you two. Let’s bring this little reunion to the treatment room.”


Doc started for the rear of the building, not looking back to see if either of them had followed. There was no reason to doubt they would. As happy-go-lucky as he appeared, Bryson was willing to bet that not one of Doc’s former students would dare defy him.


He motioned to Evie to go ahead of him. “After you.”


“Thank you,” she said, her voice lacking any of the warmth it held when she spoke to Doc or Odessa.


Was he surprised by her chilly reception? No.


Did it hurt? Fuck yes.


Would he give anything—the shirt off his back, his favorite coffee mug, his signed copy of S. A. Cosby’s Razorblade Tears—to have Evie greet him with even an ounce of the excitement he’d felt upon first seeing her?


Again, fuck yes.


But it wasn’t meant to be. Not that he could blame her. He was the one who’d messed up eight years ago. She didn’t owe him so much as a smile.


It doesn’t look as if you’ll get one either.


The stomach knot tightened.


Bryson followed her into the treatment room where they used to perform routine spays and neuters back when they volunteered here. He wasn’t sure what he expected after nearly a decade, but it wasn’t for this room to look exactly the way it had all those years ago.


Same faded posters of the canine muscular and skeletal systems. Same corkboard with various business cards and takeout menus tacked to it.


He squinted. Those couldn’t possibly be the same menus that had been there eight years ago, could they? The room was like a time capsule.


What were the odds that the first time he returned to this place that had one of the biggest impacts on his life, he would find himself here with Evie, the woman who’d had one of the biggest impacts on his life? The universe had jokes.


Bryson knew when he’d made the decision to return home that he would eventually run into her. New Orleans was a big city compared to the little dot on the map where he’d grown up, but it was still small. And the veterinary community was even smaller. It was inevitable their paths would cross.


But after only three days home? Couldn’t he get a full week to settle in before having to face the one person from his past who could send his emotions into a tailspin?


Was it kismet? Fate? There had to be something more than coincidence at play. Visiting The Sanctuary hadn’t even been part of today’s plans. He’d only followed Doc back here after their lunch because his mentor had insisted on giving Bryson a lapel pin to wear at his speaking engagement on Saturday. What were the chances that Evie would be at The Sanctuary when it was apparent that she hadn’t visited in a while either?


Doc kept up most of the conversation as they all worked as a team, examining the dogs, then vaccinating, then soothing. Bryson fought his mind’s treacherous urge to journey back to those afternoons when he and Evie were here as vet students, with their mentor stepping in only occasionally to supervise.


Doc was always too wrapped up in grading coursework or handling the many fires that would arise in his role as the faculty head. It left way too much time for Bryson and Evie to get into the kind of things they definitely should not have been getting into while on the job.


He could not let his thoughts wander into that territory. Not right now. Not at all.


It was a long time ago. He was a different person. And he could only imagine that Evie had changed over the past eight years in ways he couldn’t even fathom. Bryson wasn’t sure he would ever find out. Based on the reception he’d received so far, he doubted there would be any reminiscing about the good times over a cup of coffee.


“—before Milan, Bryson?”


His head jerked back at the sound of his name being called.


“What was that?” Bryson asked.


“Where was it that you spoke before Milan?” Doc asked. “Was it Amsterdam?”


“Uh, no. Austria,” Bryson said.


“That’s it! I knew it was one of those places I’ve never been but always wanted to go. You ever been to Austria, Evie?” Doc asked.


“I can barely make it north of Canal Street,” Evie answered. “My life is tied to this area of the city.” She rubbed the head of a Chihuahua mix. “It must be nice to see the world and collect a paycheck for it.”


Bryson was pretty sure that was a dig at him, but because he couldn’t be sure, he said, “I never get to see much outside of the conference hotel when I travel for these things. It’s exhausting, if I’m being honest. I plan to cut back drastically on the number of speaking engagements I accept.”


“Well, I’m glad you finally accepted the LVMA’s invitation to speak,” Doc said.


Bryson had turned down the Louisiana Veterinary Medical Association at least a dozen times over the years. He’d always had a conflict, but he doubted he would have accepted even if he’d had space in his schedule. He hadn’t been ready to come back to New Orleans. This time, the timing had worked perfectly with his plans to finally return home.


“Evie, did you know Bryson was speaking at the LVMA’s quarterly meeting?” Doc asked. “I’m assuming you’ll be there. You don’t want to miss his talk about how 3D printing is the wave of the future in veterinary medicine.” Doc waved a hand at Bryson. “I personally think you young folks are out of your minds with this 3D stuff, but if anyone can convince me otherwise, it’s you.”
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