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      COLIN

      Being rejected by family hurt like hell, but I kept my head high, left my toxic relatives behind, and moved across the country to Gaynor Beach, CA. Luckily, I have great furry company. My French bulldog puppy, Widget, was dumped on me for not meeting my parents' ridiculously high standards either, so we're comforting each other. With a nice rental house and a new job, Widget and I were ready for a fresh start—until I got a devastating diagnosis. I can't take care of Widget properly while trying to save my own life, and I expect a long, hard road. I'll have to break both our hearts and put her up for adoption, for her sake. Right?

      JAMES

      I’ve wanted a pet forever, but my family circumstances didn’t allow it. Now I’m away from my masses of relatives and on my own, and I’m ready to take on a furry companion. My friend, a guy who never says no to an animal in need, introduces me to Colin and his beautiful puppy Widget. I’m horrified Colin feels he needs to give her up just because he's sick, but I’m happy to take Widget as a temporary foster. I’m also happy to offer support to the new guy in town who is so very alone during a time of crisis. Helping someone in need comes naturally to me. But what if that temporary help turns into me wanting a forever relationship?

      

      This is a gay romance slow-burn novel about new beginnings, found family, unconditional love, and a puppy named Widget. This middle-angst story has a guaranteed happily ever after.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          JAMES

        

      

    

    
      I sat in my new home, across from my best friend Arthur, vibrating with excitement. With a grin, I flung my arms wide. “Mine. All mine.” I wanted to add exclamation points, but I didn’t need to. He knew. He knew what having a place of my own meant. Of finally, after twenty-seven years, moving out of my parents’ home.

      And about damn time.

      Arthur gave me the smile I found so endearing. He was a bit older than me—but not by much. He was shyer than me—by a lot.

      And he was adorable, though I’d never use the word to his face. Kind, sweet, a big teddy bear. I’d had a crush on him for a millisecond when we first met, but there was no chemistry. He was just my best friend, and the person I wanted to help christen my new home, since sadly, I wasn’t feeling chemistry with anyone else right now, either.

      He glanced around my place. “You’ve done okay for yourself.”

      “I know, right?” I stroked my black, faux-leather sofa. “I mean, Mama got to hold onto me for nine years past my high school graduation, but that meant I could save enough for a down payment on my own house.” A little house in Riverdale, one of the middle-class suburbs of Gaynor Beach. SoCal living all the way—just steps from the beach, the boardwalk, the pier, and the ocean. Oh, and also one of the friendliest LGBTQ towns around. And, best of all, my family was in Huntington Beach. An hour away— close enough to visit, far enough to have a little privacy at last. And hopefully they’d stay there.

      “Mama would’ve kept you in her nest forever.” This time, Arthur’s grin consumed his entire face. “Although you’re the middle child, she treats you like the youngest. All the spoiling⁠—”

      “Hey.” Said only half in admonition. Because he had Mama nailed. I was the middle child of seven. In my mind, that should’ve meant a shove out of the nest at eighteen. Instead, she’d convinced me to go for a computer-science degree from a state university that allowed distance education. I’d earned a bachelor’s degree while sitting in my comfortable bedroom. Which happened to be a space carved out for me in our large basement. Because, honestly, sharing a bedroom with Danny and studying would’ve been just a bit too much. Daddy had carpenters create a space for me, and I studied my ass off to get my degree. Which, truthfully, mattered less than the fact that my advisor liked me and tapped me to work on one of his big cybersecurity projects. That experience and my name below his on the papers opened doors for me.

      “How’s your job going?” Arthur actually sounded interested.

      He was a smart guy, but his eyes would glaze over when I talked about my cybersecurity contracts for local businesses. The great thing was, I had all the work I could handle, and about ninety percent of it I could do from my house.

      I looked around with glee.

      My house.

      One bedroom, a den, and a bathroom. Nothing to write home about, as some would say, but the place was all mine, and I was on track to pay it off sometime within my natural lifespan. Hopefully.

      “Work’s going great. Just landed another contract to upgrade the internal network security for one of the hotels in town. They’re worried about what a data breach could do to their business. That hotel down in San Diego got hacked, and their entire system was held for ransom. Although, in that San Diego case, a reservations clerk found a USB key lying around on the front desk and was ignorant enough to plug it in to see what it was. Even the best security isn’t proof against stupidity…”

      Sure enough, Arthur’s sparkling-blue eyes had glazed over.

      I cleared my throat, deciding I’d bored him enough. “Things are good. How are you?”

      He rubbed his eyes. “Overrun. The rescue group got called out for another injured feral cat. We managed to rescue her litter of seven kittens, but the mother got away. She looked skinny as hell, but we hope that without babies to feed she can heal up and survive. The homeowners have live traps out. So far, they haven’t seen her.”

      “That’s rough. And the kittens?”

      He offered a smile. “They were in tough shape, but they’re growing like crazy now. Today’s the first day I’ve left them alone. I’ve been bottle-feeding for a couple of weeks, but they’re just about ready for solid food.”

      It was just like Arthur to take on seven babies. We’d met during a 5k run for a local animal-rescue charity nearly three years ago. We still laughed about it because we’d been two of the stragglers. Had to say, neither of us were great runners. He’d been up every two hours the night before, bottle-feeding another litter of kittens. I just wasn’t into that kind of physical activity. We were, however, both animal lovers. Oh, and both gay, although we hadn’t discovered that until the first time we’d gotten together in a non-charity setting.

      “So that’s your excuse for not helping me move in?” I tried to give him the evil eye, but that just wasn’t me. Instead, I smiled. “Have you found homes for them yet?”

      “I have feelers out. Kittens are definitely easier to find homes for than adult cats, but I’ve pretty much saturated all the people I know. Everyone without allergies has at least one cat. I’ve started telling people two cats are easier than one. I wish I had more space.”

      “You can’t keep them all.”

      “I know.” He scowled.

      In return, I arched an eyebrow.

      “Well…there’s one with a crooked leg who’ll need special care⁠—”

      “And I’m quite certain you can find that kitten a forever home.” I sighed. “If you keep him⁠—”

      “Her.”

      “—her, then you won’t have room for the next animal.”

      He winced. “You’re…right.”

      I sat up straighter. “I’m always right.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      I rose from my couch. “Would you like something to drink? I should’ve offered right away…”

      “No worries. You were excited to show me your place. I get it.” He rose as well, following me into the kitchen.

      I loved the airy feel with the huge window overlooking the backyard and the open-concept house, where I could see into the living room from the little kitchen table. The place was too small for a dining table, but that wasn’t a bad thing. Less opportunity for Mama and the crew, as I called them, to stop in and decide to stay for a meal. I also loved my family, but really needed my independence.

      “Soda?”

      Arthur nodded. “Yeah, cola, if you’ve got it.”

      I handed him a can and grabbed one for myself. “Why don’t we head into the backyard and relax?”

      He eyed me dubiously.

      Despite my resolution to be an adult, I laughed. “Arthur, darling, I know you have the baby’s-ass white skin of your Nordic ancestors, but even you won’t sunburn in the span of fifteen minutes.”

      “It’s not that, James.” He deadpanned my name. “It’s the fact it’s not even sixty degrees out there.”

      This week was ridiculously cool for October in Gaynor Beach, but I had to give him a hard time. “You know, for a Midwestern boy, you whine a lot about the cold. I’m from SoCal. If anyone should be complaining about the chill, it should be me.” I laughed again. “And it isn’t even that cold.”

      “The wind off the ocean⁠—”

      I opened the sliding glass door, shoved him out, then followed myself. I handed him my can and went over to the shed where I retrieved two cushions that we could place on the chaise lounges.

      He eyed me for a long moment before finally relenting and offering me a smile. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “I’m encouraging you to get some sunshine. Despite living out here all this time, you’re barely tanned.”

      “Skin cancer’s a thing.”

      “Sure. But, like, don’t humans need sun?”

      “A little, for vitamin D. Not getting that today anyway.” He indicated the cloudy sky and faked a shiver.

      “The sun will make an appearance shortly.” I didn’t actually know this for a fact, but I’d play along.

      He huffed. “Are you at least wearing sunscreen?”

      I chuckled. “You think Mama lets me out without the stuff?” I eyed my dark skin, which folks might think meant immunity, but Mama made very sure I knew better. “Uncle Donald got skin cancer, and Mama’s been on a crusade ever since. Anything that’s preventable, she’s on it.”

      “Which one’s Uncle Donald?”

      “He’s married to Aunt Trudy.”

      “Ah.”

      No missing the amusement in his voice. While Uncle Donald could blend into family events and go unnoticed, Aunt Trudy was…vibrant. Yeah, vibrant. Because calling her loud and brash would get me a swat to the back of my head.

      “How are your aunt and uncle doing? They’ve got, what, two kids?”

      “Yep. Marcia and Marvin.”

      “Ever wonder why they and your folks picked such similar names?”

      I grinned. “Felicia, Leticia, Grace, Whitney, Martin, and Danny.” Arthur knew this, of course, but I just loved seeing how quickly I could spew out my siblings’ names. “No clue. Marvin and Martin hate it, though.”

      “How’s Leticia’s pregnancy?”

      A giggle escaped me as I thought about Leticia telling Mama how careful and pampered she was supposed to be in her first trimester, like Mama hadn’t birthed seven children. “You’d think no woman had ever been pregnant before.” I turned to him. “Felicia just announced she’s expecting as well.”

      Arthur’s eyebrows shot up. “Your twin sisters are expecting at the same time?”

      “Yeah, but I suspect Felicia only got pregnant because Leticia did. She’s only two months along, while Leticia’s nearly six months.”

      “Man, I’ve lost track. How many nieces and nephews are there now?”

      “Felicia’s got three, Leticia’s got three, and Martin’s wife, Shondra, is expecting their second.”

      Arthur snorted. “You think watching their older sisters populate the earth will make Grace and Whitney run the other direction or get baby cravings too?”

      “Both too young.” I scowled. “And neither married. Mama would take a piece out of their hides. And Danny’s still in college, and not interested in anyone.” I scratched my elbow. I had a feeling my little brother was somewhere in the Qs—queer, questioning— but it wasn’t my place to say so till he did. “Mama laments that it’ll be tougher to get grandbabies with me being gay and Grace an out-and-proud lesbian.”

      “She needs more grandbabies? Anyway, lesbians have babies all the time.”

      I chuckled. “Oh yeah. But Grace insists she’s not dating anyone, and Mama wants us all in firmly committed relationships first.” Which was gonna be a problem for me, given how few guys seemed interested in a tall, skinny, Black computer nerd. Maybe moving to Arthur’s hometown would let me meet some new men.

      Arthur sipped his cola. “I’ve never asked…do you want kids?”

      I glanced over at my house. Do I? Yeah, despite the zoo at Mama’s, I really do. “Well, it’d be a tight squeeze. Oh, and I might need a husband first. Mama may be progressive, but she’s a firm believer in two-parent households.”

      “She does realize that fifty percent of marriages end in divorce?”

      “Oh my God, never quote that statistic to her. She’ll lose her ever-loving shit.”

      Arthur nearly choked on a swallow. “Did you just…swear?” He pitched the question low—as if Mama were hiding in the bushes.

      I’d spent my whole life watching my tongue so I wouldn’t slip up around Mama, and coming out with the words now felt forced, but I jerked my chin up. New life, new rules. “I’m twenty-seven-fucking years old. I think it’s about time.”

      He gazed at me for a long time. “If you want to. You’re in your own space.” He swung his legs over the lounger so he faced me. “But there’s nothing wrong with not swearing. There’s nothing wrong with still respecting your mother’s preferences. You’re lucky to have a mom who cares what you say or do.”

      I felt a tinge of shame. Arthur hadn’t come from a large and boisterous family. He hadn’t been surrounded by dozens of people who loved him just the way he was. He’d known pain I couldn’t even begin to fathom.

      I turned so I sat directly across from him. “If you prefer I don’t swear around you, then I won’t. I was just…” I arced my arm around my overgrown backyard that was badly in need of attention. “Testing my wings.”

      “Your wings are fine.” He leaned over and scratched my beard. “Even if some of them are ugly. Still takes getting used to.”

      I shoved his hand away. The beard I was kind of proud of. It was still growing in, but I thought it made me look more mature, even if it sometimes itched. Part of the new, independent me. By contrast, I continued to keep my hair cut close to my scalp. Controlling it when I let it grow long was just too much effort.

      I glanced over at the man I’d grown very fond of. “While your beard’s the epitome of style, right?”

      He twirled an end of his extravagant mustache. “Totally.”

      His beard and mustache had grown a bit more than I was used to, and I wasn’t sold on the whole handlebar thing. It reminded me of villains in movies. He said he liked it all long, since his beard still held some auburn. His hair was shaded brown, but he liked to tell me it’d been flaming red when he was a child.

      Yeah, I could see that.

      These days, that straight brown hair reached below his shoulders, and he usually tied it back with a thong. I asked him why he didn’t just get it cut, and he’d go on about whichever animal he was tending and didn’t have the time to abandon.

      I’d scoff. Taking a few hours, or even less, for a haircut shouldn’t be seen as abandoning his animals. Heck, we could get together and chat at the barber’s.

      Sadly, he didn’t want to spend any time and money on himself. If it might take away from his fosters and foster fails, he wouldn’t consider it. He was lucky the overgrown look suited him so well.

      The sun emerged from behind the clouds.

      “There’s your vitamin D sunlight, as promised. Care to lie in it for a minute?” I hadn’t grabbed my sunglasses, but my regular glasses had anti-glare coating.

      He snagged his phone from his back pocket and checked the time. “Sorry, man, I have to go.”

      Drat. I’d hoped to coax him to stay so I could cook my first meal in my new house with a guest.

      Still…kittens…

      We rose.

      Arthur was a tall man—around six feet.

      I had four inches on him.

      My height was always a consternation for me. I was Black and tall…therefore I must play basketball.

      Ugh.

      Two left feet. Or whatever expression fit. I refused to step onto the court.

      Both Felicia and Martin played in college. And were damn good. Martin was a grade-school teacher now, and those kids looked up to him in more than one way.

      My family included a few gentle giants.

      I tried to be one of them. I held out my arms.

      After a familiar slight hesitation, Arthur stepped into them. He always took a moment, as if checking the veracity of my gesture.

      His indecision didn’t hurt, since I knew where it came from. Or rather, it hurt that someone had made this sweet guy so careful.

      I would never push. But I liked physical contact. That was my jam. Luckily, I was surrounded by a massive family who were also big on hugs, pecks on the cheek, and slaps on the back.

      Mama would never let me get away without one of those hugs where she held me against her for, like, a minute or more. She’d claim she gave us life and if she wanted affection, we owed it to her. Felicia might complain, “Enough, Mama,” but I never did.

      Might’ve in my teen years, but after almost losing Uncle Donald to cancer, the importance of family’d really been driven home.

      As Arthur pulled back, I grinned at him. “Now, as a homeowner, I’m ready to foster a cat. Or adopt a hamster. Or…whatever. No reptiles, though, okay? I want Whitney to visit occasionally, and you know after that snake bit her⁠—”

      “Yes, I remember.” He cocked his head. “Are you sure? Animals are a lot of responsibility. You need to be completely dedicated to them.”

      “I know.” He was aware I hadn’t grown up with pets.

      Too chaotic, my mother maintained.

      I couldn’t have argued then, as a child, and now, as an adult, I wouldn’t argue either. I still marvelled at how she’d raised seven relatively decent human beings. But it was one more bonus of finally moving out. “I’m ready. Really.”

      “Well, I don’t have anyone right now who needs a foster home, but you know that won’t last. I’ll be looking for permanent homes for the kittens, but that won’t be for another month or six weeks. Maybe more.”

      “Would you like me to take the lame kitten?”

      “She’s got an appointment to see Dr. Louisa at the Gaynor Beach Veterinary Clinic on Monday.” He winced. “Sometimes, even giving them all the love in the world, it’s cruel to keep going. I have to prepare myself.”

      His blue eyes flashed genuine pain.

      He straightened. “Even if she’s going to be okay, she’ll need extensive vet visits and a vigilant owner.”

      “I can do that.” I wasn’t offended he was trying to put me off. I got it. I was only just starting to adult.

      “We’ll see, okay? If another opportunity arises in the meantime, I’ll keep you in mind.”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      He offered his shy smile. “Seriously. You’ll be at the top of the list.”

      After seeing him out, I did another pass through my house.

      Compact.

      Cozy.

      All mine.

      Well, and the bank’s. It was going to take a long time to pay off the mortgage.

      I cooked a large pot of spaghetti with mushrooms and meatballs—so I’d have plenty of leftovers for the week—and settled in to watch my favorite football team kick ass. A phrase I could even say out loud, here in my very own living room.

      Pretty damn sweet life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          COLIN

        

      

    

    
      As I eyed my French bulldog, Chambord, who lay placidly dozing in the passenger seat, my heart seized.

      I can’t do this.

      I can do this.

      I have to do this.

      I don’t want to do this.

      The swirling thoughts in my head didn’t provide me with any new insight.

      Dr. Jezebel Milson’s words resonated through my head.

      Liver transplant.

      When I wasn’t obsessing about the doc’s horribly chosen name—and I’d thought my parents were mean—I was replaying our conversation over and over.

      Chambord snuffled in her sleep.

      My heart clenched.

      She was my last connection to my parents.

      Although not in a good way.

      After announcing I was moving as far as I could get from New York, I’d scooped up the puppy and had walked out of our Long Island estate forever.

      Our butler had tossed a bag of food, two bowls, and Chambord’s bed into my trunk.

      I’d had room to spare.

      I’d packed almost nothing. Just clothes, a few mementoes, and some books.

      When I stopped the first night, after frantically searching for a motel that accepted pets, I’d discovered her paperwork had been tossed in as well. I silently blessed the butler for his foresight.

      Because as I’d cuddled with her on the motel bed, reading her medical history, I’d realized just how many chronic health problems she had.

      What had my mother’s last words been?

      She’s as defective as you.

      Ouch.

      “We’ll find a good doctor,” I’d told her that first night. “For me and for you. California, here we come.”

      I’d spent the past month enduring the taunts, jeers, and horrible names. Listening to my sister wailing that her husband’s precious political career—which had yet to get off the ground—would be ruined by having a gay member of the family. And one with Hepatitis C, no less.

      Graciously, I hadn’t shoved back in their faces that medical diagnoses were private. God almighty. I’d passed out at work, and my father arranged for me to see his private doctor. The man charged a fortune, and I’d never liked him. The correctness of those feelings had been confirmed when, after I shared my history with him, he turned around and told my father not only that I slept with men, but that I had Hep C. Apparently doctor-patient confidentiality meant nothing, and if I’d had the strength, I would’ve reported him for a HIPPA violation. By that point, however, I just wanted to deal with the diagnosis. With a different doctor.

      Quitting my high-pressure job at Dad’s investment firm seemed the prudent thing to do. Not only because I was too exhausted to work those long hours, but because I knew my brother, the wonderful Robert Junior, had spread the word of my illness. Only my assistant Lily had helped pack up my things and given me a hug when I cleaned out my office. Everyone else gave me a wide berth.

      Given I’d hated every moment of that job, I hadn’t been sorry to leave it. Leaving the family compound a month later had been the sanity-saving next step. And also what they’d wanted. For self-preservation, I’d gone.

      Undoubtedly, they’d erased me from the family archives by the time I hit the New Jersey turnpike.

      At first, I hadn’t known where I was going.

      West.

      Simple enough, right?

      Yeah, so not. I drove through the headache and fatigue, farther west each day, and Googled during the ten minutes before I walked and fed Chambord and crashed each night. The needle finally landed on Gaynor Beach, California. Last stop before the ocean. I heard the place was gay-friendly.

      But driving across the country while so ill and just starting new meds had strained me.

      When we arrived in Gaynor Beach, I’d crashed for three days, only rousing to take the dog out to pee. The hotel bed sucked, but it was horizontal, and that was all I cared about. Chambord really needed more exercise, but luckily she was happy to hang out and cuddle, and didn’t resent me hugging her to make her stop scratching herself while I wanted to sleep. I gave her the meds the butler’d included, and they helped. Some.

      Day four, I finally had the energy to think about more-permanent housing.

      Although I’d made quite a bit of money over the past few years, much of it was tied up in long-term investments. Also, although I was due my share of the family trust, I didn’t believe I’d get that money. And as much as I wanted to be permanently settled, buying a house felt precarious.

      I’d connected with a realtor, Liz Campbell-Waite, and asked for a rental, but she’d found me a rent-to-own property that fit my needs. I could move right in, and my willingness to pay cash would aid the sale if I wanted to buy. Yeah, having my own place would feel like a sanctuary.

      She and her lawyer friend, Wynn Cavanah, were shepherding the sale through with due haste. Then she’d arranged for furniture to be delivered. It still smelled new when I walked in the door with her. Sure, maybe I should’ve gone slower, not trusted strangers, done due diligence, saved my money. But I liked Liz and Wynn at first sight, and time was not on my side. If I got screwed over later…well, I just wasn’t going to worry about that.

      The house was in a decent-looking neighborhood with neat lawns, obvious signs of children, and a general sense of well-being. Still, far removed from the gated palatial estate I’d lived in the last month while recuperating at my parents’ home—a home I’d always detested. When I was growing up, it felt cold. As an adult, I saw how every detail and priceless accessory had been chosen. Not to show any personality, but to show off the wealth and opulence of the estate.

      A place I was no longer welcome.

      Nor was my fellow escapee.

      I glanced over at her.

      My pooch.

      Not for long.

      My chest constricted as if all the air had been sucked out. As if my heart were being crushed in my mother’s favorite flower press.

      A knock on my window startled me.

      I turned on the engine and rolled down the window before shutting it off.

      The man leaning over had kind blue eyes. A smile I’d term shy. His hair was trimmed at the sides and pulled back into a ponytail, and his arm was inked with the coolest tattoos.

      I recognized some of the symbols from my own heritage.

      I’d contemplated getting inked a time or two.

      Keeping in line with family expectations always kept me from doing it.

      How about now?

      Too dangerous.

      Right.

      Hep C.

      Shit.

      For just a fraction of a second, I’d forgotten.

      Cute guy held out his hand. “I’m Arthur Bjornsson.”

      I blinked.

      “Call me Arthur.”

      “Great.”

      Chambord snuffled again in her sleep.

      I shook his hand. “My name’s Colin Carruthers.” After he released my hand, I indicated my companion. “This is Chambord, named after the liqueur.” My mother’s favorite. I supposed I could change it now, but it felt like too much effort to come up with something better.

      “Adorable name.”

      I gave him my patented what the fuck, dude? look. The name was just so…frou-frou. Chi-chi.

      So not me. Now I was a plain old Joe.

      Your family’s loaded, though.

      Arthur bent to look in the open window. “May I meet Chambord?”

      She roused at her name. After blinking several times, she sat up, shook her hairs into place, and gazed up at me.

      In my mind, she knew. Knew I was abandoning her. Knew she’d never see me again.

      Which was ridiculous, because five-month-old puppies were barely house-trained, let alone capable of understanding the world around them. At least she’d travelled well. I couldn’t imagine making the drive from New York to California if she’d gotten carsick or frantic.

      I opened the driver's door and eased out.

      Chambord hopped to my seat, then squeezed behind me.

      I grabbed for her. “She’s an escape artist.”

      Arthur easily caught her and held her in his large arms. “She’s adorable.”

      I winced.

      “Why don’t you get her leash, and we can take a quick walk.”

      I didn’t want to walk. I wanted to dump all her stuff, including her paperwork and meds and sweetness and problems, and drive away. This was torture.

      Still, he was my best hope for finding her a good home, so I’d do what I could. I snagged her leash and attached it.

      He gently eased her to the ground.

      Immediately, she started to pull.

      And choke.

      Arthur stepped in front of her.

      She stopped short and snuffled around his shoes, which he didn’t seem to mind.

      “I’d recommend getting a harness.”

      Duh.

      “Sure.” I scratched my hair. “Time and energy, right?”

      Arthur caught my gaze. His expression held quiet acceptance more than curiosity, which helped me keep going.

      “Most days I can barely get out of bed. I’ve had her to the vet to get her ear infection taken care of, but now…” I swallowed. Finally, I couldn’t hold his gaze. “I have Hep C, which would be bad enough. I started treatment, and I understood it’d be a few months…” I swallowed again, hard. “I just saw a specialist up in LA. I was undiagnosed for years, and my liver’s toast. I need a transplant.”

      The guy’s breath caught.

      “Right. Shit. Sorry.” I met his gaze. “It’s just…even if I get the surgery, which is questionable, I’m facing a long recovery period. I’ll barely be able to take care of myself, let alone a sick dog. And Chambord needs a solid twenty-minute walk twice a day so she’ll, um, poop. Or else she gets uncomfortable. I have a really tough time with that much walking.” We’d figured that out on the drive across country, and it was one of the reasons I’d needed two weeks to make the trip.

      “Maybe a different diet?” Arthur sounded helpful, not judgemental.

      “She’s on a special allergy food so she doesn’t scratch herself raw, and most allergy foods aren’t okay for growing puppies.” The vet had emphasized that to me. “She’s a good girl, a real sweetheart.” I looked down at the cute bundle of energy prancing around Arthur’s feet. Damn, I’ll miss her, but I have to do the right thing. “She needs a dedicated owner who’ll put her needs first. Dr. Louisa at Gaynor Beach Veterinary Clinic has her records. I think—” My breath hitched. “I think Dr. Louisa considered taking her. So did the vet tech, Oscar. Such nice people.” I eyed Chambord. “But she’s a lot, and they have their hands full. They sent me to your rescue.”

      “Only five months old?”

      I nodded. “My family bought her when she was ten weeks old, and…I don’t think they vetted the breeder or asked for health certification. After one vet visit where she already had a bad ear infection, they tried to track the breeder down—intending to return the defective dog and get their money back—but the guy was gone.” I gazed down at her. “They’d done a big announcement on social media about the darling new puppy, so there would’ve been questions if she’d immediately been dropped off at a shelter.” I winced. “My leaving coincided with their limit of patience, though, and I was afraid if I didn’t take her, they’d dispose of her.” I chose not to repeat the defective comment they’d made about me. They’d meant both my sexual orientation and the disease ravaging me. They’d meant the poor dog who’d had three ear infections in the span of just two months and had been licking her feet raw.

      “And now you need to give Chambord up?”

      Yet again, I nodded. “Yeah. I need to go up to LA regularly, and I can’t leave her alone in the rental house. I suppose I should’ve looked for something closer, but I didn’t want a big city, you know? Gaynor Beach was the right size in the right location. Of course, I hadn’t realized how bad—” My voice broke and I couldn’t go on. I struggled to keep my emotions tamped down. This should’ve been easy. I’d barely had the dog two weeks. We weren’t bonded. Not really. So I’d find her a new home, and⁠—

      “Sounds like you love her, though.”

      “Which means giving her up. For her sake.”

      “There might be an alternative.”

      I blinked several times before meeting Arthur’s gaze. The day was unusually cloudy, so I hadn’t worn sunglasses, and the light was making my eyes water. “I don’t understand…”

      “What if I found someone to help you out? Who’d come and take Chambord for walks? And watch her when you go to LA for treatment?”

      My head swam. “That could last months. Years, if I don’t get a transplant. Or I might die.” There, I’d said it. Admitted my greatest fear. I’d always believed I’d be brave in the face of death, but I was only thirty-two years old. I wasn’t ready to die.

      You might not have a choice.

      Doesn’t mean I can’t fight.

      Arthur placed a comforting hand on my elbow. “I have a friend. Great guy. He’s been wanting to foster, but I think he’s a little commitment-shy, if you know what I mean. He’s never had a pet, so he’s not sure he wants all that responsibility, but he loves animals. When he comes over to my place, he’s happy to hang out with them. Okay, except the snake.”

      “You have a snake?” That felt vaguely alarming to me.

      “No, I had a snake. Someone abandoned one in a rental house when they took off. Landlady knew me and asked me to take care of it. Poor thing was in need of some care, which I provided. He now lives in a house not too far from here. Great family. Responsible kids.”

      Responsible. Like I needed to be. “So you have a friend who likes hanging out with pets? Hardly seems fair that he’d do all the work and leave Chambord with me the rest of the time.”

      Arthur eyed me. “I’ll be honest. I was going to start him with a cat. But I’m full up at my house. Pam, the rescue supervisor, begged me to meet with you, but I just can’t take Chambord, and I don’t know anyone who’s up for fostering another dog right now. I might be able to find a teenager willing to help you out instead⁠—”

      “So your friend…” Somehow, I didn’t like the idea of a teenager coming into my house. Probably because of the shocking pedophilia accusations my sister had made—even though I had never, and would never, go near a child like that. Her ignorant groomer comment hurt. And I understood she was parroting right-wing talking points, but it cut to the bone that she thought I might be that way. Thirty-two years. Did she not know me?

      “His name is James.” Arthur smiled. “Smart, funny, great sense of humor…and I sound like I’m trying to set you up on a date. I’m not. More that I think you’ll get along.”

      Most days I didn’t feel like I had a sense of humor. I certainly wasn’t funny—unless someone wanted to laugh at me. Smart, I could own. I hadn’t made it this far as an investment banker without having at least a modicum of smarts. Or cleverness and a feeling for how to read trends. “You think he’d want an arrangement like that? Helping me out but not getting to keep the dog?”

      “Fostering means you don’t keep them. Well, usually.” For a moment, he seemed to avoid my gaze. “Truthfully, James works a lot. He’s got his own business, and I think he needs to get out more. Take more breaks. He’s always at his computer.”

      “Ah.” Something I could relate to. I’d put in more than a few sixteen-hour days and slept on the couch in my office way too often. I’d been expected to excel. And I had. I’d also been fucking miserable, and as bad as my diagnosis was, I wouldn’t trade to get my old life back. I still wasn’t certain how I’d gotten the virus, but I’d carefully contacted every partner I could remember as far back as I could. All claimed to be negative, and most were surprised I’d even bothered to reach out. Which made me wonder how cold I’d come across, back in the day.

      “Look, why don’t I call my friend and talk to him, and…” He trailed off as a sleek SUV pulled up behind my out-of-place luxury sedan. I needed to replace the thing. Something electric. I’d been glad I didn’t have to find charging stations during my trek, but I sure as shit wasn’t going back, and yeah, I didn’t have kids to leave this crappy world to, but I could still put in the effort.

      The owner of the SUV stepped out. Tall. Like, really tall. Black beard that matched his black hair. Dark skin, glasses, wearing an actual suit, with a killer smile that lit his face when he spotted Arthur.

      He held up his hand in greeting. “Hey, you said you’d come over…” He caught sight of me, finally.

      I’d sort of stepped behind Arthur, wanting to make myself inconspicuous.

      Story of my life.

      “Hey.” He offered a broad smile and an outstretched hand.

      As I offered mine, Chambord glanced up—way up—and started barking her little head off.

      My first horrifying thought was this guy was going to think my dog was racist. Because, to my consternation, she only lost her shit around people with darker skin colors. I couldn’t imagine my family’s prejudices had rubbed off on a puppy, but what if I was wrong? What if I needed to deprogram her or something? “Chambord, shush.” I knelt to her level, keeping a tight grip on her leash.

      She was straining and starting to choke herself again.

      “I can leave—” The handsome man eyed me and my insane dog.

      Embarrassing heat raced up my cheeks. Great, and now you’re blushing, and he’s going to think… Huh, what would he think? I couldn’t begin to guess.

      Arthur pressed a hand to the man’s arm. “It’s okay, James. I think you startled the puppy.”

      Yeah, okay, we’ll go with that. Better than being a racist.

      Just hand over the leash and drive away.

      Then I looked down and met Chambord’s big puppy-dog eyes.

      Couldn’t do it. Truly, couldn’t. The backs of my eyes burned. Jesus fucking Christ, get hold of yourself. You don’t need to cry.

      Arthur crouched down beside me and met my gaze. “We can help, I promise.”

      I bit my lip. Somehow, against all odds, I believed him.
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      What’s with the nutso little barker? Dogs usually liked me. Well, friendly dogs. Mama’s back-fence neighbor’s dog hated everyone.

      Arthur cupped the puppy’s shoulders so she wasn’t choking on her collar and beckoned to me. “Here. Squat down with us. You’re so big, I think she’s intimidated.”

      I lowered myself, and sure enough, the volume of her barking softened.

      “Hold out your hand. Let her sniff it.”

      “You sure she won’t chomp me?”

      I’d been teasing Arthur, but the other guy’s pretty green eyes flashed. “She’s gentle. She would never bite anyone.”

      Arthur said, “Words to always take with a grain of salt, but in this case, I think it’s true. She’s more overexcited than protecting herself. Go slow.”

      I held out my hand, bit by bit.

      The puppy wiggled and panted, but didn’t growl. When my fingers were within reach, she sniffed me thoroughly up and down, then licked me.

      I laughed at the tickle.

      She licked me again, then tried out a sharp little tooth on my forefinger.

      “Ouch!”

      Her eyes went big, and she sat back on her butt.

      “Yes, good.” Arthur nodded. “Yelp like another puppy if she’s too rough. It teaches her to be careful with her teeth.”

      “I thought you said she wouldn’t bite,” I teased. She hadn’t come close to denting my skin.

      “You smell like a sausage,” he teased back. “She’s playing and you know it. Now stand back up. Slowly.”

      The puppy’s head tipped back and back, following me. As I reached my full height, she gave a brief volley of barks, then stopped and began scratching her neck, ignoring me.

      “Good girl.” Arthur rubbed her ear. “Good job. He’s a friend.” He stood, and the other guy slowly got up too. “Now let me introduce you. This is Colin and his puppy, Chambord.”

      Chambord? Seriously? A little pretentious. Well, maybe a lot. And the guy’s name was Colin. As much as I’d noticed the cute dog, the cuter man really caught my attention. A bit shorter than myself— no surprise— with coppery red hair, great cheekbones, and looking like he really needed a good meal. Pale, too. He either wore gobs of sunscreen or he hadn’t been in SoCal long.

      Perhaps I’d stared a bit too long, because Arthur gave me a funny look. I offered a grin in return, turning on the charm.

      He rolled his eyes.

      Ah, all was well in the world.

      “I’d invite you into my house, Colin,” Arthur began.

      “But it’s full of creatures,” I offered helpfully. I eyed the dog. Maybe I was mistaken, but I suspected that little thing would wreak havoc. And this wasn’t going the way I thought it would. I hadn’t thought about fostering a dog. And definitely not a snorty-breathing dog with a scrunched-up face that made her look like she
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