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For Tiffany.


And for those of us living with chronic pain, I see you.


Prologue


Lillian
Lee didn’t believe in love at first sight, but she did believe in the
inevitability of hate. The data backed it. She’d felt it, hot and liquid,
coiling in her stomach the first time she’d locked eyes with Ivy Holden.


This
is it, she’d
thought, trying not to bounce on her toes or show any other outward signs of
excitement—or fear. Walking onto the Cornell University College of Veterinary
Medicine campus for orientation marked the culmination of years of hard work
and the beginning of many more. There were only thirty vet schools in the
States. Getting into one required top grades, dedication, a flawless interview,
and, in her case, a student loan larger than most mortgages. Lillian pushed
that last thought aside. This was her dream. Like all dreams, it required
sacrifice.


At
the moment, that sacrifice seemed to be of the human variety.


Everyone
knew team-building activities were par for the course for orientations. She grimaced
at her accidental pun as she surveyed the Hoffman Challenge Course looming out
of the grass ahead. Her palms left damp stains on her jeans. Impossibly tall
wooden struts supported equally improbable platforms, all connected by networks
of ropes she had a horrible premonition she’d be expected to climb. Her peers
milled around her. Some looked as daunted as she felt. Others laughed and
chattered in groups, already finding friends in their cohort. Her heart lurched.
I belong here, she reminded herself. These were her future colleagues.
She repressed the lingering insecurity their bright, confident laughter
inspired, and adjusted her glasses. Maybe the lenses were magnifying the
course. Nobody in their right mind would climb that high.


“This
looks like as much fun as a lobotomy,” said a tall girl with short dark hair to
her left. Lillian caught her eye and noted the nametag: Morgan Donovan.


“You
afraid of heights, too?” she asked.


“I
have a healthy respect for the division between humans and other primates. We
chose the ground.”


“Seriously.”
Lillian eyed the ropes. Even looking at the upper levels made her feel sick. A
warm breeze stirred the leaves of the trees in the distance. Trees that looked
just as tall as the ropes above her. A bumblebee hummed across the clover at
her feet. She’s got the right idea. Ground level was the level she was
most comfortable navigating. The insect zigzagged from flower to flower, and
she wished she, too, could fly away like the bumblebee, floating just a few
inches off the ground.


“Are
you allergic to bees?” 


She
looked up to find Morgan studying her. “No, why?”


“An
allergic reaction would get you out of this.”


She
laughed just as the leader began giving instructions. The sound caught the
attention of a slender girl with immaculate waves of blond hair, who turned
around with her glossed lips twisted in a moue of disapproval. Heat rushed to
Lillian’s cheeks. The girl’s green eyes flicked over her as if she could
catalog everything she needed to know about Lillian in the time it took for her
eyes to travel from Lillian’s braided hair and glasses down to her scuffed
sneakers. The result of her assessment, her smugly superior face said, didn’t
even merit pity.


God,
I hate blondes.
The sense of entitlement that came with their lack of proper pigmentation
baffled her, and this one, with her lululemon yoga pants and perfect eyebrows,
symbolized everything about the breed Lillian despised. She dug her toes into
her sneakers as she entertained a fantasy of Blondie shrieking as she fell from
the ropes.


“If
they make us partner off,” she said as she turned back to Morgan, “want to be
my partner?”


“Sure.
Nice to meet you, Lillian.” Morgan’s easy smile alleviated the shame still
prickling the back of her neck from the blond girl’s dismissal, and she allowed
herself to relax. Maybe things would be okay.


Partners,
however, were chosen randomly. Lillian knew what would happen long before the
orientation leader paired them off. Dread soured her mouth. Luck didn’t favor
the Lees.


“Lillian,
you’re with Ivy,” the leader said in a peppy voice.


“Next
time,” said Morgan as she drifted away.


She
turned to face Ivy, preparing to paste a smile to her face for the sake of
politeness. The smile curdled when she met the other girl’s sneer.


“Nice
shirt.”


Lillian
glanced down at her T-shirt, which she’d bought at the Cornell store—the first
off-the-rack item of clothing she’d purchased in years. Across the front, the
words Treating Magical Creatures Since 1894 circled the Cornell
veterinary school crest. The shirt had made her happy when she put it on this
morning. Arriving at Cornell, pursuing her dream—these things really had felt
magical. Now she felt stupid and childish, even though several other students
were wearing the exact same thing, and regretted spending twenty dollars on
cheap cotton. The shirt had probably been manufactured by child labor overseas,
anyway. Nothing magical about that.


“Thanks,”
she said, knowing she’d think of the perfect comeback later that night when it
was of absolutely no help to her.


“Didn’t
I see you in the kennels earlier?”


She
shrugged, aware of the blush creeping up from the collar of her shirt. Yes, Ivy
probably had seen her in the kennels, not that Lillian would have noticed, as
her first shift that morning had involved more diarrhea than should have been
biologically possible given the size of the dogs. She could still smell it
lingering on her skin despite her shower. “Do you have a problem with that?”


“I
didn’t realize you were a student.”


“Most
of the kennel staff are students.”


“How
provincial.” Disdain dripped from the word and from Ivy’s perfectly arched
brows. She stared around the field as if even the grass was more interesting
than Lillian.


Anger
built as they waited for more instructions. All the other pairings were making
friendly conversation. Morgan and a pretty girl Lillian thought was named Tysha
were chatting about something that, apparently, required Tysha to lean into
Morgan’s every word. Morgan’s grin suggested she enjoyed the proximity.


“Friend
of yours?”


She
jerked around. Ivy had startlingly green eyes. They gave her face a predatory,
almost feline, cast.


“Yes.”
She decided Morgan would, in fact, be her friend, because if the alternative
was girls like Ivy then she was going to have a very long and very lonely next
four years. Ivy made a noncommittal noise that managed to sound both bored and
also judgmental as hell. Lillian’s nails carved half-moons in her clenched
palms.


Don’t
let her see she’s riled you.
Girls like Ivy had teased her all through middle school, mocking her poorly
fitting secondhand clothes and thick glasses. The thrift stores near Bath,
Maine, rarely carried anything name brand, and her family hadn’t been able to
afford fashionable frames until her mom’s most recent promotion at Bath Iron Works.
Besides, she had better uses for her money than clothes that would just get
covered in dog hair and dirt. Jeans were jeans. The brand didn’t matter, as
long as it covered her ass—or so she told herself each time she rummaged
through her drawers.


She
did not need someone like Ivy reminding her of those childhood torments. Thus
resolved, she folded her arms over her chest and clenched her jaw.


The
first activity consisted of a low ropes course that hardly merited a harness,
according to the muscular guy in front of them. He proclaimed loudly to his
partner about how “into bouldering” he was back home. His partner, a girl with
long legs and an increasingly frustrated expression, edged away from him.


Lillian
thought he was probably Ivy’s type: blustering, generically attractive, and
brimming with the confidence of an average white male. He’d go on to make twice
as much money as his female counterparts for doing half the work.


Nerves
were making her bitter.


A
low ropes course was still far too high. Worse, the activity required teamwork
to traverse. She tried to pay attention to the rules, but the ringing in her
ears made it difficult, and by the end of the explanation she still had no idea
what was expected of her.


“We
did this for undergraduate, too.” Ivy sounded bored.


“You
went to Cornell?” She congratulated herself on managing to sound civil.


“Yeah.
You?”


“University
of Southern Maine.”


“A
state school?”


“They
have a good pre-vet program.” And an even better scholarship.


“Sure.”



Heat
exploded in her chest as Ivy drew out the word. “At least my parents didn’t
have to buy my way into college.”


Ivy’s
lips thinned, and the glare she fixed on Lillian was diamond edged. The arrival
of a staff member with a pair of harnesses, however, prevented her from
replying.


Point
goes to the scholarship kid.
She couldn’t help the smug smile that twisted her own lips.


“You
ladies excited?” asked the staff member. Either she was immune to the frostbite
radiating from Ivy, or she chose to ignore it. “I’m going to show you how to
put these on. You’ll be perfectly safe if you follow instructions.”


That
“if” had to be a joke.


Ivy
fastened her harness without help, a hint of angry color in her pale cheeks.
Reality slammed back into Lillian as the staff member placed the bundle of straps
and buckles in her arms.


“You
doing okay?”


“It’s
no higher than the ski lifts at Telluride,” Ivy said. “She’ll be fine.”


“Excuse
me?” Lillian rounded on her, aware sweat was dripping down her back and likely
staining her new shirt. How dare this girl speak for her?


“What?
It’s not a big deal. Unless you’re scared of heights?”


There
probably were activities for people petrified of heights. There was no shame in
that. All she had to do was ask, and she’d be left safely on the ground. But
Ivy was watching her with a hand on one hip, and so she raised her chin and let
the woman tighten the harness around her body.


“I’m
fine.” The harness cinched across her hips. She plucked at the thick nylon and
pulled her shirt free of the buckle. When she looked up, she caught Ivy staring
at her again through half-lidded eyes. Her stomach swooped. “What is your
problem?”


Their
helper inhaled in surprise at her tone.


Ivy
gestured at the harness. “Didn’t realize you had a waistline.”


“Ladies—”


“I’ll
go first,” Lillian said. Fuck Ivy. Fuck her entitlement and her judgment
and the way her skin itched beneath Ivy’s gaze.


“Good.”
The woman steered her toward the base of one of the massive posts with perhaps
a touch more force than was merited. “You’ll wait at the landing for your
partner, and then . . .”


She
tuned out the rest. Once the ropes were clipped to her waist, she set her hands
on the spikes that served as a ladder and hauled herself skyward. What did that
even mean, Ivy hadn’t realized she had a waistline? Just because she liked
shirts that fit comfortably didn’t mean she lacked a figure. Not everyone
needed to strut around in skin-tight athleisure. In fact—


“.
. . worst that can happen is your hand gets tangled when you fall,” Mr. Into
Bouldering was saying loudly from below. “A friend of mine broke his wrist that
way.”


Her
feet froze on the rung. She’d broken her arm when she was thirteen. It had
taken her moms six years to pay off the hospital bill. A broken wrist could end
her veterinary career before it even began. All her savings had gone into rent
and paying for the Cornell student insurance package, which she knew wouldn’t
cover nearly enough in an emergency. Maybe someone like Ivy could afford to
live carelessly, secure in the knowledge their safety net would catch them,
just like the nets that dangled below the ropes course, but Lillian knew
better. If she fell, she’d land on grass, shattered, and there would be no
second chances.


“You’d
have to be an idiot for that to happen.” The irritation lacing Ivy’s voice distracted
Lillian, and she glanced down.


The
earth spun dizzyingly, and a roaring sound pulsed in her ears. Her hands felt
glued to the rungs. Someone was saying her name, but their words seemed to come
from far away, and they echoed in her skull.


Ivy’s
emerald eyes were the last thing she saw before she passed out.


Chapter One


The
couch, the book, and the wine should have felt glorious after a long day spent
reasoning with anxious owners and dealing with a particularly feisty African
Gray parrot. However, as a cold September wind blew leaves against the window
of the farmhouse, she found it hard to buy into the opening of the historical
romance in her hands. The improbably endowed duke and his rival’s equally
improbably proportioned wife had just met for the first time, and both were
instantly infatuated. She took a sip of wine. Normally she loved the comfortable
formula of romance novels.


And
yet.


She
shut the book. Two weeks had passed since Brian had called things off. The fact
that it hadn’t come as a surprise didn’t help. She’d known their long-distance
relationship, sustained with intermittent visits between his graduate work in
South America and her schedule at the clinic, wasn’t enough for him, but she’d
hoped he could hold on long enough to finish his dissertation—which he’d been
dragging out for three years.


She
took a measured breath and counted to three. Breathe in, breathe out. At
least she didn’t need to have that fight anymore. Her Italian greyhound,
Hermione, opened one eye from her position curled up on Lillian’s chest and
glared her displeasure at the disturbance. Muffin, the larger of her two dogs,
was no doubt digging holes out in the yard.


“Sorry,
princess.”


Dogs
were better than people anyway. Brian could postpone finishing his dissertation
as long as he liked. It was no longer her problem, and it freed up time for
more pleasurable activities, like reading.


Not
that she was having much success. Maybe she needed a mystery novel. A few dead
bodies might make all the difference. Of course, that would require she move,
and Hermione’s visible slit of pupil suggested only monsters would commit such
crimes.


The
farmhouse door opened from the other room. She listened for the sound of
footsteps, trying to gauge which of her roommates had just returned home. The
clack of dog nails on the hardwood, followed by the hot breath of a sable
German shepherd in her face, indicated the new arrival was Morgan Donovan.


“Morgan,
I need your help.”


She
heard Morgan kicking off her boots in the mudroom, followed by the sound of
dirty clothes joining their brethren in the washer. A button clanged against
the metal side. Morgan appeared a moment later in clean garments, but a sprig
of hay clung to her short mop of dark curls and an aroma of horse followed her.



“Can
you grab me another book? I’m trapped.”


Silence.
She tilted her head to get a better look at her friend.


Morgan
stood in front of her with her hands buried in her pockets and her knees
locked, as if she wanted nothing more than to flee. The freckles scattered
across her cheekbones stood out against her flushed cheeks, and her slate blue
eyes avoided Lillian’s.


“Are
you okay?”


“I
need to talk to you.”


Lillian
scooped up Hermione and resettled her in her lap as she sat up. “Did something
happen with Emilia?”


“What?
No. She’s fine.” Morgan seemed fascinated by the patterns on the carpet.
“Danielle hired a new large animal vet.”


Danielle
owned the veterinary practice where both Lillian and Morgan worked, and they’d
been sorely in need of a new large animal veterinarian. Morgan had covered more
than her fair share of work for months.


“That’s
good news.”


“Yeah.
Um, listen. There’s something you need to know.”


Dread
coiled up from the springs of the couch and into her stomach. Something about
the way Morgan still refused to meet her eyes warned her change was
coming—change she wasn’t going to enjoy.


“Just
tell me.”


“The
new vet is Ivy Holden.”


That
couldn’t be right. She blinked, her forehead wrinkling. It sounded like Morgan
had just said Ivy Holden. Obviously she’d misheard, as that would be cruel even
by the standards of the cold and unfeeling universe, and her earlier
reminiscence had simply conjured the woman’s name like a bad smell.


“Who?”


“Ivy
Holden. From Cornell.”


Air
hissed out of her lungs. Her diaphragm filled, instead, with shrapnel. She
shook her head and willed Morgan to take back her words. Ivy couldn’t be coming
to Seal Cove. This was Lillian’s place. Ivy was in Colorado, safely far away,
and their story had ended six years ago when they had graduated and gone their
separate ways.


“I’m
sorry. She’s the best candidate we’ve had. You know how long we’ve been
searching for a new vet.”


“Right.”
Her voice sounded like it belonged to someone else. “Of course. You have to do
what’s right for the practice.”


“It
wasn’t up to me. Trust me. I tried convincing Danielle she wasn’t a good fit.”


“But
there were no other applicants?”


“None
I’d trust with my cases.”


Deserts
contained more moisture than her mouth. “When does she start?”


“End
of September.”


The
shrapnel pierced her diaphragm and burrowed toward her heart. “That’s next
week.”


Morgan
examined the ceiling. Lillian followed her gaze. The exposed beams did not
collapse, however, sparing her this conversation, and contrary late afternoon
sunlight illuminated dust motes and a few floating dog hairs.


“Lil,
I—”


“I’ve
got to go check on some plants.”


She
didn’t wait to hear Morgan’s protest, and made a beeline for her greenhouse,
which opened off the back of the house. A disgruntled Hermione trotted close
behind. Warm, humid air filled her lungs as she shut the door. Morgan didn’t
follow.


This
was her space. None of her roommates enjoyed gardening, and they could
generally be relied on to leave her alone in here. Living with three other
people made such arrangements necessary and she’d never been more grateful for
their unspoken rules than today.


What.
The. Fuck.


The
scream she’d stifled in the living room pulsed in her blood. To give her hands
something to do, she grabbed the hose and watered the nearest tray of plants. Thoughts
danced and died in the mist. She hung the hose on its hook when she’d soaked
the last of her hanging pots and seedlings and surveyed her domain. Hibiscus
grew in her tortoise Circe’s enclosure, and hanging plants provided shade over
the sandy floor. Growing tables and tortoise-friendly potted cultivars occupied
the rest of the greenhouse. Fuchsia dangled its purple flowers over a dwarf
lemon tree. Trellised tomatoes rebelled against their restraints near the door.


She
wished she could join them.


Ivy
was going to work at the clinic. At her clinic. She sank to the ground,
not caring that her pants would get covered in dirt, and buried her face in her
hands. Sunlight pooled around her, tinted green by her jungle. Hermione gave
her knee a cautious sniff.


“No,”
she said into her fingers, and shuddered as memories she’d suppressed for years
tore through her.


 


• • •


 


Ivy
Holden closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the seat as the plane
taxied toward the runway. She didn’t want to see Colorado fading to a patchwork
of fields and mountains beneath her. It was bad enough she’d gotten stuck next
to a toddler, who already had taken an interest in her that bordered on
demonic. He’d even run his toy train along her leg, something his mother had
definitely seen and chosen to ignore. Judging by the purple circles underneath
her eyes, the woman had lost the battle for control of her progeny some time
ago.


The
red light of her own eyelids, however, provided little relief. She heard Kara’s
voice: confused, heartbroken, demanding to know the real reason Ivy had decided
to leave. Kara would survive. One day, she might even see this for the favor it
was. That didn’t make Ivy’s current pain any less sharp. She’d planned on
staying in Colorado indefinitely. She loved the mountains and the way the aspen
trees turned yellow in the fall, nothing like the riot of reds and oranges back
east, but perfect in its own way. She loved, too, the equine practice she’d
left, where she’d worked since graduating from Cornell and had envisioned as
her professional future. Then there was her house with its view of the Rockies
and the creek that tumbled over the stones at the foot of the sloping hill of
her backyard, which her Jack Russell Terrier, Darwin, loved plunging into
during the summer. As if on cue he growled from his carrier beneath her seat.
The toddler shrieked and immediately leaned down to peer at him.


“Can
I pet?” the boy asked.


Darwin
growled again.


“He’s
a little scared right now,” she said, though in truth Darwin hadn’t been scared
of anything in his life. He’d defied Darwin’s law since she’d adopted him, hence
his name, and right now she suspected he would like nothing more than to snack
on this child’s greasy fingers.


“Can
I pet?” the boy asked again.


“The
lady said no,” said his mother in a voice suggesting she needed a stiff drink,
a vacation, and perhaps a time machine that would allow her to rethink the
wisdom of reproducing.


Ivy
didn’t like children. Specifically, she didn’t like children who were not
related to her or her friends, and she really, really didn’t like being stuck
in situations like this where she could not escape from the nasty neonates.
That was part of the reason she’d ended up in veterinary medicine. Animals made
sense. 


They
could also be confined to pet carriers.


A
spasm of pain contracted around her ribs and she held her breath, waiting for
the muscles to release their grip. The pain diminished after a few minutes but
did not dissipate entirely. She let it melt into the thrum of the plane’s engines
as the pilot prepared for takeoff.


She
couldn’t help opening her eyes to look out the window as the ground dropped
away. Home. The pain in her chest came from her heart now, and she wondered for
the thousandth time what her life might have been like had things turned out
differently.


Instead
she was headed east to a new job in a new town. Seal Cove was close to the
island where her family spent the summers, and moving closer to family, while
not something she had considered a priority before, was now a necessity.


Don’t
go there. Not yet.



Seal
Cove. A friend had told her about a practice hiring in Maine, and the position
was exactly what she needed: ambulatory in a mixed practice. Once again, she
blocked the doubts that kept her up at night. If worse came to worst, she could
transition to small animal medicine, and Seal Cove would provide that
opportunity.


Lillian
Lee’s face rose before her as clouds obscured her view of the landscape below. Lillian.
If Ivy had ever needed proof the universe had a twisted sense of humor, this
was it.


“Wait,
isn’t that the chick you hated?” her sister, Madison, had asked when she’d told
her about her connections to the Seal Cove staff.


Hate,
however, didn’t quite encompass the nature of their relationship. It was more
than hate. It had been enmity; the kind of fierce awareness of another person
that bordered on obsession and that had shadowed her entire veterinary school
experience. But as she had explained to Madison, who was the only person in the
world who knew the real reason she had decided to move, the job had been too
perfect in every other way to turn down. Besides. She liked Morgan Donovan,
despite her association with Lillian.


Several
layovers and an upgrade to first class later—why had she booked economy on that
first leg?—she landed in Portland, Darwin in tow. Her things should have
arrived already via moving truck, and Freddie, the horse she’d had since age
13, was on his way across the country via the VIP trailering service she’d
booked for him. The Portland airport was small and clean and thankfully easy to
navigate. She waited for her luggage with Darwin vibrating in his carrier,
eager to leap out and investigate—or terrorize—her fellow travelers.


“There
you are.”


She
grinned as her sister pulled her into a hug. Her hair smelled like Briogeo
shampoo, and Ivy breathed in the familiar scent as she returned the embrace.


“I
missed you. How long have you been waiting?”


“Not
long. I hit traffic coming from Boston. Is that your bag?” Madison pointed at
the duffel headed toward them and snatched it up at Ivy’s nod.


She
followed her sister to the parking garage. Darwin, who had tried to mark
everything he passed on his way, sniffed at the door of Madison’s BMW
enthusiastically. She scooped him up before he could scratch the paint.


“How
are you feeling?” Madison asked as she slipped sunglasses on over eyes the
exact same shade of green as her own.


“Like
I could sleep for a week.”


“Not
an option. We have things to do. Mom is thrilled you’re back on this coast and
is having a party on the island tomorrow.”


“She
couldn’t have waited another, I don’t know, day or two? I have to get
unpacked.”


“Pay
someone else to do it.”


“Things
go in a—”


“Yes,
I remember how anal retentive you are. Okay. What’s the address?”


Ivy
directed the GPS to her rental house and restrained Darwin from leaping out of
the window at a squirrel. Her sister chattered on about the latest island
gossip. Madison came up on the weekends with the rest of the crowd they’d grown
up spending the summers with. Like Madison and Ivy, most had gone on to law
school or med school, with the rest washing up in business school or living off
trust funds. She hadn’t been a part of that world for a while, and the thought
of reentering those circles gave her a headache. What she really wanted, more
than anything, was to curl up beneath her down duvet and go to sleep. The
movers should have at least set up her bed; she was certainly paying them
enough. She’d cancel on her mother, she decided as Madison pushed the upper
boundaries of the speed limit. Her eyes wanted to drift shut instead of taking
in the passing pines and autumn foliage, and she pulled her sunglasses out of
her purse. At least Madison wouldn’t be able to see how tired she looked with
shades on.


“This
is so cute,” Madison said when they pulled into the driveway of Ivy’s new home.
The cottage was set back from the road, and she could see the Damariscotta
River through the trees. Brilliant fall foliage surrounded the lot, and fallen
leaves piled up against the shingled siding. “You’re like a little elf, living
all alone in the forest.”


“Please
never call me a ‘little elf’ again.”


Madison’s
heels clicked on the paved driveway as she practically skipped up to the door.
Ivy released Darwin. He took off on a tour of his new kingdom, scattering
squirrels and leaves as he went while she dug the keys her agent had mailed her
out of her purse. After a brief struggle, the lock turned.


“Oh.
My. God.” Madison pivoted in a circle as she took in the hardwood floors,
picture windows, and the sweeping views of the river beyond. “It’s so gorgeous!
And rustic! Look! You have a woodstove!”


Ivy
looked. There was indeed a woodstove, as well as a fireplace on the opposite
side of the wall, and there was another woodstove in the master bedroom. That
had been part of the appeal of the house: warmth. She let Madison explore and
counted the exclamation points at the end of her sister’s sentences.


Boxes
filled the rooms. Her furniture, at least, was set up, though she would
definitely be rearranging things, and she collapsed onto her couch and groaned.
Her entire body hurt. Travel, stress, and lack of sleep tacked their grievances
onto the list of complaints her body had already issued. She fumbled in her
purse for her medication and swallowed it dry, grimacing as the pill stuck on
its way down.


Lillian
Lee.


She
stroked Darwin, who had curled up on her chest, and wondered if Lillian still
chewed on her pens or if she’d outgrown the oral fixation that had been the
cause of four years of torment for Ivy. Maybe she’d upgraded to syringes. The
thought amused her even as she discarded it. The violation of safety protocol
would no doubt drive Lillian crazy. She’d always been too good at following the
rules.


Don’t
think about Lillian.
Madison clicked back into the room, still wearing her heels, and immediately
began talking about interior design before plopping down on the couch and
kicking off her shoes. She couldn’t help one last thought from slipping in.


Darkness.
Loud music. Too much alcohol in her system and the smell of snow as she pushed
her way out of Natalie’s apartment and into the quiet Ithaca night, the scent
of Lillian’s perfume still clinging to her shirt.


 


• • •


 


Lillian
checked her appearance in the clinic bathroom one last time. Her maroon blouse complimented
her white coat and also, unfortunately, magnified the flush of angry color on
her cheeks. 


Today
was not going to be a good day.


Morgan
met her outside the bathroom, trailed, as always, by Stevie, her technician and
their third roommate. Stevie yawned widely. Her blond hair in its perpetual
ponytail bore a rumpled look, suggesting she’d napped in the truck on her ride
to work with Morgan. Lillian envied her. Sleep had evaded her almost
completely.


“Coffee?”
Morgan held a mug out, and Lillian took a robotic sip.


“What
time is she getting here?” 


“Danielle
told her to be here at 7:30.”


Lillian
glanced at the clock on the wall. 7:20. Ten minutes, assuming Ivy arrived
exactly on time, until her least favorite person in the entire world showed up
to ruin her life. Again.


“You
okay?” asked Morgan.


“Totally.
Like you said, I’m not the one who has to deal with her. I’ll hardly see her.
You’ll have Poison Ivy all to yourself.”


“Poison
Ivy?” asked Stevie.


“That’s
what we called her in school,” said Morgan.


Danielle
Watson walked into the break room before they could elaborate. Her curly gray
hair and weathered skin always made Lillian think of how Morgan would look in
another few decades. Today, however, she had no warm feelings for her boss.


“Please
come welcome our new staff member.”


“More
like staph infection,” Lillian said to Morgan under her breath as they left the
sanctuary of the break room. In the lobby, over the sound of a barking dog
getting dropped off for surgery, she heard a familiar voice.


Venom
pulsed through her.


“Hi,
I’m Dr. Holden,” Ivy announced to the receptionist.


Danielle
vanished through the lobby door.


“You’re
going to strangle yourself with your stethoscope,” Morgan said.


Lillian
hadn’t realized she’d been twisting it around her neck. She let it fall back
around her shoulders and sank her fists into the pockets of her white coat as
the door swung back open.


Ivy
Holden reentered Lillian’s life without fanfare. She wore a gray oxford shirt
over dark-washed utility pants that probably cost more than Lillian’s rent.
They hugged her athletic frame, and her blond hair hung loose around her
shoulders in the kind of casual wave only expensive hair products could
achieve. Lillian instantly felt underdressed. Ivy shook Morgan’s hand and
flashed her a smile filled with perfect teeth. As she did so, Lillian noticed
the first difference from the Ivy she’d known previously.


In
vet school, Ivy’s makeup had been flawless but a touch ostentatious. Now, she
wore only the faintest suggestion of product—another thing that was easier to
pull off with money—and the natural tones accentuated the contours of her
cheeks, her flawless jawline, and the full curve of her lips. She avoided
looking into Ivy’s eyes until the last possible second. When she did, the force
of that gaze made inventorying trace amounts of mascara and eyeshadow
impossible.


“Good
to see you again, Dr. Lee,” said Ivy.


There
was something about Ivy’s eyes that reminded Lillian of a cat. The slight
slant. The perpetually sardonic arch of her brow, as if she knew something the
rest of the world didn’t. And, of course, the shocking green of her irises.
That green had always seen right through her.


“Dr.
Holden, so good to see you, too.” She mimicked Ivy’s formal address. Ivy’s grip
on her hand was warm and firm, and she returned it, exerting a touch more pressure
than was perhaps necessary. Ivy’s lips curled up in a faint smirk. She
proceeded down the line of technicians and assistants, leaving Lillian to grit
her teeth.


“Dr.
Holden will mostly be working on ambulatory, but she’ll take cases here as
needed,” Danielle explained to the assembled staff.


Lillian
locked eyes with Morgan, who gave her a minuscule shrug, as if to say, “I
didn’t know she was mixed practice either.”


Ivy
in the barn was one thing; Ivy on her turf was quite another. Her very presence
violated the sanctuary of stability she’d built around her over the past few
years.


“I
didn’t realize you practiced small animal medicine.”


Morgan
stiffened at the snarl in Lillian’s voice, but she ignored the warning in her
friend’s eyes. She couldn’t afford to appear weak. Like her namesake, Ivy could
put a root into the smallest crack and, given enough time, crumble even the
thickest walls. She would not let that happen again.


“I’m
interested in getting back into it,” said Ivy, her voice smooth. Her hair
flowed over her shoulders, and Lillian, who had sat near her for four years in
lecture halls, entertained her old fantasy of hacking it off with a rusty
knife. “My last practice was equine, but I wanted a change.”


“And
our practice has expanded,” said Danielle. “This is the perfect opportunity for
us.”


“Of
course.” Lillian smiled through her teeth.


“Don’t
worry. Exotics are all yours,” said Ivy.


Was
she imagining the taunt in her words?


Danielle
led Ivy away to fill out paperwork, and Morgan pulled Lillian into an empty
exam room. Stevie followed.


“Did
you hear her? ‘Exotics are all yours,’” Lillian said in a low voice that
approximated Ivy’s pretentious mannerisms fairly well, in her opinion.


“Deep
breaths, Lil.”


She
tugged her arm out of Morgan’s grasp and paced the room. Her breath came too
quickly, but she didn’t care. All the old emotions had come crashing back
around her, as if she’d shoved them on a precariously high shelf and foolishly
bumped against it. She hated how inferior Ivy made her feel by just existing.
Her poise. Her expensive wardrobe. Her stupid fucking eyes.


Stevie
hopped onto the exam table and dangled her legs. “We could key her car.”


“Her
sister is a lawyer.”


“Then
I’m out of ideas.”


“She’s
just so arrogant.” Lillian stopped pacing and turned to her friends. Morgan
wore a carefully neutral expression on her face. “What?”


“Nothing,”
Morgan said a little too quickly to be convincing.


“You
think I’m overreacting?”


“I
didn’t say that.”


“Your
face does.”


Stevie
snorted.


“I
just think you didn’t exactly give her a chance before jumping down her
throat.”


Lillian
stared at Morgan in disbelief. “Give her a chance? Do you remember who this
is?”


“I
remember Ivy.”


She
hated when Morgan got like this. The only time Lillian had really seen Morgan lose
her cool was over women. Now that she and Emilia were together, however,
Morgan’s implacable attitude had resettled.


“Then
you know giving her a chance is like—” She cast around for an analogy. “Turning
your back on a tiger.”


“Rawr,”
added Stevie, rather unhelpfully.


Morgan
glanced at the door. “Just remember you’re the board-certified specialist, and
she and I are just lowly general practitioners.”


“True.”
She paused. Petty victories were better than none, but Morgan didn’t get it.
This went beyond one-upmanship. “Not the lowly part. Just . . . is it wrong if
that does make me feel better?”


“You?”
said Stevie. “Competitive? Not at all.”


“I’m
going to drug your food one of these days.”


“Malpractice.
I’m sure Ivy’s sister would love to represent me.”


A
smile twitched one corner of her mouth. Perhaps she was overreacting a tiny
bit. All Ivy had done was walk into the room. Things were different. She’d
grown, freed from the shade of Ivy’s influence, and this time she wouldn’t let
Ivy turn her into someone she didn’t recognize.


Not
that I’ve gotten off to a great start.


“Fine.
I’m not promising to give her a chance, but I will be polite.”


“Good,
because I do not want to get in the middle of you two ever again. Do you
remember when we were stuck in the same lab group?”


The
rogue smile twisted into a grimace. “Yes.”


“What
was that like?” asked Stevie.


“Literal
hell.”


“It
was her, not me,” said Lillian. “She questioned everything I said.”


“And
you never questioned her?”


“She
was wrong.”


“She’s
hot, though.”


“Thank
you, Stevie, for that edifying bit of knowledge.”


“I
don’t remember her being that gay,” said Morgan with a thoughtful expression.


“She’s
not.” Lillian did not want to have this conversation. Not now, not ever.


“Oh,
she definitely is. Did you see her swagger? And that handshake?” Stevie fanned
herself.


“Well
her personality sucks. And I hate blondes.”


“What
did we ever do to you?” Stevie stroked her fair head in wounded solidarity.


“Lil,”
said Morgan. “You’re freaking out.”


She
ran her hands through her hair and let out a long breath. “I know. I just feel
like I’m twenty-five again, and I hate it.”


“Yeah,
well,” said Stevie as she slid off the counter and clapped a hand on Lillian’s
shoulder, “with great age comes great wisdom.”


“Fuck
off, Stevie.”


“Ouch.”
Stevie shot Morgan a wounded look. “It’s not my fault I’m aging better than
both of you.”


 


• • •


 


Ivy
trailed Morgan through the Seal Cove large animal facility and tried not to
compare it to the state-of-the-art equine practice she’d just left. The barn
was clean and well lit, even if it didn’t have an equine surgery suite, and the
technician, Stevie, seemed pleasant enough.


“Who
are the other large animal technicians?” she asked Morgan.


“You’ll
get Shawna for now. She had a doctor’s appointment this morning, but she’ll be
in soon. She knows the ropes.”


Having
a technician she trusted was essential, especially now. Already she missed Max,
her preferred tech in Colorado, and she shot Stevie a covetous glance. “Any
chance you can spare this one?”


Morgan
laughed. She had a nice laugh: warm and rich, and Ivy allowed herself to relax
fractionally. She might have been friendlier at school with Morgan if it hadn’t
been for Lillian.


“If
you think you can handle her, sure.”


Ivy
tried to focus on the rest of the tour, but as Morgan pointed out the supplies
in the treatment area, her thoughts drifted back to Lillian. Some things didn’t
change. She’d seen the flash of anger in Lillian’s eyes when Danielle Watson
explained Ivy would be working both large and small animal shifts. She
suppressed a smile. Goading Lillian was too easy. It always had been, and she
recalled the angry flush on her cheekbones with satisfaction. She’d been so
worried about how she’d react to seeing her again that she’d forgotten how much
she enjoyed provoking her.


Other
things did change. Gone were the washed-out jeans and baggy T-shirts Lillian
had worn in school. The blouse she’d worn today, while partially hidden by her
starched coat, fit her properly, and the material looked like it was of decent
quality. Her slacks, too, fit—which presented more of a problem. Lillian Lee
had been cute at best in her baggy secondhand wardrobe with her glasses and her
tousled hair.


She
wasn’t cute now. Her hair seemed sleeker, her glasses trimmer, her style
cleaner, and her face . . . Her face hadn’t changed. Those large brown eyes, so
soft until they met her own—when they hardened into cassiterite—still gutted
her. Eyes like that could break a person open. She dropped her gaze. That
proved to be a mistake. Lillian’s full lips, quick to smile for everyone but
her,  made her want to bite something.


“Lillian
specialized?” she asked Morgan as they left the barn to tour the clinic truck.


“She
always liked exotics.”


In
school, both she and Lillian had been interested in surgery. She wondered what
had happened to change Lillian’s mind. “I didn’t know.”


“I’m
surprised you didn’t end up in a specialty.”


Ivy
remembered her parents’ horrified expressions when she told them she had
decided to go into equine general practice. “I fell in love with ambulatory
during my internship.”


Morgan
leaned against the truck and met her eyes. “Really?”


“Does
that surprise you?”


“Honestly?
Yeah.”


“Was
it the lip gloss?” She crossed her arms over her chest and met Morgan stare for
stare. Better we get this out of the way now. Stevie, she noticed,
looked like she needed a bucket of popcorn to match her enthralled expression.


“Maybe.”


“It’s
dangerous to underestimate a horse girl. I can do terrible things with baling
twine.”


“Truer
words were never spoken,” said Stevie.


“You
just seemed so set on surgery.”


“I
was.” She patted the hood of the truck. “And then I wasn’t.”


Morgan
nodded, and Ivy saw a glimmer of respect in her eyes.


Surgery
had been her parents’ dream. They’d wanted her to go into human medicine. When
she expressed an interest in veterinary medicine, they’d adjusted, but only on
the grounds she achieved a similar level of prestige. Equine surgery had seemed
like the best alternative for Ivy to get what she wanted, and she enjoyed
surgery—just not as much as she’d found she enjoyed being on the road, visiting
farms and talking to clients, and getting away from the pressures that had
shaped her entire life. That, however, was not something she was about to
confess to Morgan.


“You
mostly did horses in Colorado, right?”


“Yes.
Livestock will be a switch for me, but I’m looking forward to it.”


She’d
spent the past month reading over her notes from school and scouring veterinary
journals, trying to catch up on the last few years of research. While she
didn’t feel entirely prepared, she also knew that was part of the game. The
only way to really learn any profession was to do it, and she did, at least,
know how to handle clients.


“Most
of our clients are good people. Small farms. They won’t give you a hard time.”


Ivy
bristled at the implication. “Trust me, I can handle assholes.”


“I
bet you can,” said Morgan, and Stevie covered a “that’s what she said” with a
cough. Morgan gave her technician a quelling glare.


“What?”
Stevie glared right back. “That’s your job description. ‘I stick my hands up
animal butts for money.’”


“On
second thought,” Morgan said to Ivy, “if you want Stevie, she’s yours.”


 


• • •


 


Ivy
braced herself for Darwin’s explosive greeting as she opened the front door.
His routine consisted of a series of impossibly high jumps, interrupted by
pauses to spin in tight circles at her feet, before he shot past her to pee on
the nearest bit of shrubbery.


Opening
the door to her rental felt strange. She missed Colorado and her friends, most
of whom were her coworkers, and the easy familiarity of their banter cast the
awkwardness of her first day into sharper relief. Kicking off her boots, she
watched Darwin zoom around the yard, scattering leaves as he went until he remembered
her arrival signified his dinnertime and shot back into the house.


Ten
minutes and a change of clothes later found her sitting on her couch with a cup
of tea, wearing sweatpants and a cashmere fisherman’s sweater and staring out
at the water. Darwin curled on the couch’s back with his nose pressed to her
ear. Red and orange leaves drifted down in the evening light, and a few boats
made their way up and down the river. Maybe she’d get a kayak this summer, if
she hadn’t rethought this whole thing and slunk back to Colorado by then. At
least she could spend the winter skiing. The thought of skiing alone, though,
only worsened her mood. She also wasn’t sure she could trust her body on the
slopes.


I
could join a yoga studio,
she thought as a wave of nerve pain skittered across her ribs. Yoga wasn’t
really her thing, but she’d be around people who didn’t hate her for the person
she’d been in her early twenties, which was a plus, and it was also gentler on
her joints than running.


Steam
from her tea wreathed her face. She breathed in the mint fragrance. She
couldn’t blame Lillian for the way she felt. Neither, however, could she seem
to stop herself from falling back into old patterns. Something about Lillian
Lee had always made her want to push and keep pushing until one of them
snapped. Part of her welcomed it. At least Lillian was something tangible she
could fight, unlike her body, and it wasn’t like they could hurt each other any
more than they already had.


It
was many and many a year ago,


In
a kingdom by the sea,


That
a maiden there lived whom you may know


By
the name of Lillian Lee.


The
high school English teacher who’d made her memorize that Edgar Allan Poe poem
couldn’t possibly have imagined the depths of torture it would bring her.
Annabel and Lillian were too easily interchanged. 


Her
phone buzzed. She glanced at the caller ID, then ignored it and waited for the
voicemail to come through. Only then did she pick up. Kara’s voice sounded
against a windy background. “Hi. Just calling to see how your first day went. I
know . . . I know we’re not talking, right now, but I wanted . . . I just . . .
Anyway. Hope you’re doing okay.”


She
deleted the message. Kara was better off without her.


Chapter Three


Ivy
stepped off the ferry and into her mother’s arms. Prudence Holden was a classic
example of New England gentility. Blond, blue-eyed, athletic, and gracious, she
kissed Ivy’s cheek, wafting perfume with every motion, and then frowned.


“You
look tired.” She brushed her thumb across the tender skin beneath Ivy’s eyes.


“I
just moved across the country.”


Prudence
accepted the reply and launched into a lengthy update about the residents of
Rabbit Island while Darwin made threatening eyes at a nearby golden retriever.


Autumn
was Ivy’s favorite time of year on the island. Birch trees shed yellow leaves
while the grass turned golden and the hardwoods glowed red and orange against
the fierce blue of the October sky. The wind blew cold, briny air off the
water. She breathed it in gratefully as she navigated the sidewalks and
listened to her mother rattle off all the things that still needed to be done
before they closed the house up for the season.


Summer
cottages with large porches and shuttered windows lined the paths. She ran her
hand carefully over the Rosa rugosa, touching the rosehips and plucking a ripe
one. The tart flesh cleared the bitterness from her mouth as she contemplated
the reason for her visit. She couldn’t put it off any longer.


Their
cottage sat on a granite hill overlooking the Atlantic. Smaller islands broke
the expanse of horizon in soft brushstrokes of green, and whitecaps dotted the
sea. The porch wrapped around the house for a 180-degree view of the water.
Wicker furniture stood sentinel before window boxes full of dying flowers, and
as she passed through the creaking wooden door, she pictured the porch in
winter, snow mounting on its railings, the wind from the ocean driving ice
against the windowpanes.


Her
mother settled into an armchair in the living room and faced her, framed by a
driftwood sculpture and the large stone fireplace. Silence stretched between
them. Her mother wasn’t dumb.  Ivy’s refusal to discuss why she was moving had
set off alarm bells Ivy could practically hear in her mother’s voice every time
they spoke. At one point she’d even asked if Ivy was pregnant, which had made
for a good joke with Madison. She settled onto the sofa and pulled a wool
blanket around her shoulders.


“Talk
to me, Ives,” her mother said. “I still don’t understand why you broke up with
Kara. She was perfect!”


“Mom.”


“I
just don’t get it. The move, the breakup—it’s not like you.”


She’d
imagined this conversation a hundred times over the past year. It never went
well. She considered beating around the bush, but that would mean talking about
Kara, which she had no desire to do.


I’ll
tell her.


Her
mouth opened. Words queued behind her teeth. It was such a short sentence.
Three words. Four, if she spelled out her condition instead of using the
abbreviation. A few words, and her mother would never look at her the same way
again.


“Things
with Kara didn’t work out.”


Her
mother’s eyes softened as the lie trickled from Ivy’s lips. “Oh, sweetie. But
why?”


“I—”
I lied to her about everything? I left without giving her a chance? She
deserved better? She couldn’t say any of those things, and so she reached
for something—anything—that would convince her mother to drop the subject. “She
cheated on me.”


Prudence
sucked in a breath and pursed her lips in outrage. “She what?”


“Yeah.
It sucked. Can we not talk about it?”


“Of
course.” Anger lined her mother’s face, but she saw relief, too, that there
wasn’t a more sinister reason for her departure. “Something to drink? Your
father should be back soon. He took the boat out with John Fisher.”


“Sure.
I’ll get it, though.”


She
fled to the kitchen, where the lights assaulted her with knowing brightness,
and she leaned her head against the sleek black fridge, letting its hum dull
the ache of the lie. Kara hadn’t cheated on her. Kara was blameless, perfect,
and this was proof she was better off with someone else. Someone who, unlike
Ivy, was whole.


I’m
such a coward.


The
promise she’d made to herself, that she’d tell Prudence everything once she was
in Maine, pressed in on her from all sides. She wanted to call Madison, but her
sister would be working, and what would she say? I can’t do it. I’m scared
she’ll look at me with pity. I’m scared she’ll think I’m weak. I’m scared, so
fucking scared, this will change everything.


Soon.
She’d tell her mother soon. Opening the fridge, she pulled out a bottle of
Latour Chardonnay and poured two glasses. The amber-tinted liquid sparkled in
the sunlight filtering through the window, and she looked out over the ocean to
the low, treeless islands that were all that separated sea from sky. Wind
whipped whitecaps up over the rocks. She imagined the spray of the waves on her
face instead of tears and returned to the living room and her mother and the
lies she’d spun to cover up a truth she knew she needed to face soon.


 


• • •


 


Lillian
finished explaining to Jacqueline O’Malley that excessive handling was the
reason for her bird’s condition. It was always an uncomfortable conversation
for the client. Loving owners, unaware that too much physical contact created a
state of near-constant arousal in birds, lavished affection on their pets. She
didn’t fault them. Animals were easy to love. Much easier than people.
But the hormones stimulated by those innocent touches took its toll on avian
bodies—and inevitably on the client’s psyche once they realized what was
happening. No one wanted to think about their animals that way. Sure enough,
the woman’s face flushed, and she stared at her bird in horror.


“I
had no idea,” she kept repeating.


“It’s
a common problem. I see it all the time,” Lillian said with as much gentleness
as she could. “You can still interact with him.”


She
demonstrated the proper way to handle the parakeet and suggested the woman get
a second parakeet for the bird to bond with. Birds were social creatures. Who
could blame them for responding to touch. Didn’t the same thing happen to
humans?


Don’t
go there.


She
hadn’t seen Brian for several months before they split. Shame coiled in her
belly. She didn’t want to think about Brian, but her body had recently started
reminding her of its needs. As she excused herself from the room, she wondered
if she should consider dating—not that there were many options in Seal Cove,
and not that she particularly wanted to deal with the complications associated
with meeting new people. And what was the point? Eventually they would realize
she wasn’t good enough, and they would discard her, just like everyone else.


“Good
morning,” said the last person she wanted to see in her current state of mind. Or
ever. Ivy stood before her, impeccably dressed in a pale pink button-down,
white coat, and navy chinos.


“Good
morning,” she said cautiously. Ivy was supposed to be on large animal today,
monitoring inpatients and taking appointments for people who preferred
trailering their animals to the clinic to paying the farm visit fee.


“I
have one of your clients. Their horse is here with a melting ulcer, but they
had some questions about your treatment plan for Mabel.”


“The
bearded dragon?”


“Yes.
Would you mind taking a look at her chart? I can also tell them to leave a
message.”


“What
were their questions?”


As
Ivy talked, Lillian studied her. Ivy’s face had thinned slightly in the
intervening years, but other than that she looked almost the same as the girl
she’d traded barbs with across a lab table. Her tone today, however, was coolly
professional instead of needling, and for several brief moments she managed to
pretend this was like any other conversation with a colleague.


“Thank
you.” Ivy held her eyes. The pause stretched, and with it Lillian’s held
breath. Vines curled in the corner of her vision. She thought of the bird from
earlier; like him, she’d once mistaken attention for something else.


“No
problem,” she said, and tore her eyes away. It was harder than it should have
been.


Still,
Ivy had been almost pleasant. That in itself was remarkable enough for comment.


 


• • •


 


She told
Angie about the interaction later that evening as they sat around the
fireplace.


“Maybe
she’s matured,” said Angie. It was easy to forget Angie owned the house. With
her hair piled messily on top of her head and one leg flung over the back of
her chair, she looked more like the manager of a kombucha stand than
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