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THE BEST THERAPIST has fur and four legs...

Aimee Price thought she had everything in the bag.

Then she found out that her ex had stolen her work, sold it, and trashed her reputation on the side. Suddenly things didn’t look as rosy as she’d thought.

Luckily, she’s not facing this on her own. Morgan Clarke, her brother’s best friend and her new flame, is willing to stand next to her as she fights for what is right, including going with her to New York to fight for her reputation. Except now, she’s got a whole new bag of troubles. The company that bought her stolen work wants to hire her—but only if she moves to New York.

Meanwhile, Morgan has plans of his own... that don’t include moving to New York City. He’s planning to stay in Long Neck with his new contact Gracie to open up a dog-training business. 

To complicate matters even further, Aimee’s parents announce that they’re selling the family farm to a land developer and moving out of town. Aimee’s brothers come up with a scheme to save the farm, but it will only work if Aimee invests in it. And stays home. Staying home would mean risking her shot at a big career and a move back to the city she once loved. That would mean leaving behind the man she’s come to love and losing what she’s been building with him. It would also mean turning the family farm over to a developer who will raze the family home.

Aimee knows what her heart wants, but she’s not sure she’s ready to listen to it. After all, she’s been burned by love before. The question is, will she choose Morgan, her family, and her home? Or will she run back to the city, take the big job, and move on with her life? The answer lies somewhere in the middle... if Aimee can find it. And if she can convince Morgan to wait for her.
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MORGAN 
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I WAS IN THE DARK AGAIN, only it wasn’t actually the dark. It was the night. Nighttime on a deserted road in the desert, and the only light came from the stars above us.

Above me.

Because the man I held in my arms was dead, or so close to it that it didn’t matter anymore.

I looked down at his face, which I knew almost better than I knew my own, and when he didn’t look up at me, didn’t laugh at me with those blue eyes of his sparkling with humor, I knew that nothing would matter ever again.

My best friend in the world was dead, and it was all my fault.

And... and...

My thoughts were interrupted by something wet and scratchy moving its way across my face, and I frowned. Dream Me frowned, and then Real Me frowned, and with that second action, I realized that the night sky, the stars, and darkness... None of it was real.

It was a dream.

My eyes came open, and I saw bright light and the ceiling of the room I shared with Aimee, and a moment later a gray blur, followed by more wetness on my face. More roughness.

Wait.

Echo, I remembered. Echo, my dog. My new best friend. And he was—

“Echo!” I shouted, sitting up so abruptly that it made my head spin. “What are you doing? You know you’re not allowed on the bed!”

The dog gave me an anime-eyed look that told me he wasn’t at all sorry and didn’t actually agree with that rule in the first place, and then he squirmed toward me, letting his tongue loll out as he did. The dog had gotten enormous, and there was barely enough room on the bed for me, Aimee, and him, and if he got any closer, he was going to crush the humans who were actually allowed on the bed. I reached over and shoved him off but cracked a smile as I did so.

The dog was incorrigible, and I loved him for it. He didn’t care how bad a day I was having or whether he was following the rules or not. He lived the way he wanted to, and I had a lot of trouble disagreeing with that. 

Even when it meant I woke up with dog slobber all over me.

I glanced over, thinking I’d find Aimee sleeping soundly despite all the noise Echo and I had been making. The girl could sleep through anything, and I’d had a long conversation with myself a few nights ago about whether or not she’d wake up if someone came into the bedroom with a shotgun and started shooting it.

Based on the fact that she’d mostly managed to sleep through everything—except Gizmo and Echo racing across the bed—I was guessing she would in fact sleep through a gunshot as long as it didn’t hit her.

Which made it all the stranger that she wasn’t in bed right now.

I frowned and grabbed for my phone. It was pitch black outside, and I didn’t remember her getting up, so I must have been sleeping pretty hard myself. A quick glance at my phone told me that it was four in the morning, and though she got up early to work sometimes, she never did it before the sun was up.

Where was she and what was she doing?

I slipped out of bed, felt around until I found the slippers Aimee herself had bought me, and then shuffled through the door and into the hall, not bothering to put anything on over the boxers I slept in.

Hey, if anyone was here this early, they deserved the eyeful they’d be getting when I happened upon them.

I looked down the hall and saw the glow of a light coming up the stairs, and shuffled in that direction. Echo followed me like he’d accomplished whatever goal he’d had, and I wondered if he’d woken up with her, gone downstairs for whatever she was there for, and then decided that I needed to know what she was doing. Honestly I wouldn’t have put it past him. The dog had started off not trusting her, but these days, they were the best of friends.

Or at least he thought they were. I wasn’t so sure about where Aimee stood on the issue.

I got to the stairs and peered down them like I was going to be able to see her from here. I couldn’t, of course. I could see the glow of the kitchen light and hear her typing on her laptop, but nothing more than that. I tipped my head, though, wondering. What was she doing up this early, and why had she moved all the way down to the kitchen to do whatever it was she was doing?

Had she not wanted to wake me?

Or did she not want me seeing whatever she was doing?

I crept down the stairs, trying very hard not to be suspicious or nervous or anything like that. I didn’t like to borrow trouble, but I’d also been trained for years to do exactly that. See the enemy before they saw you. Figure out what they were going to do before they even came up with the plan. Put your defenses up. Protect yourself from whatever life was going to throw your way.

But I wasn’t overseas, and I wasn’t fighting for my life. I wasn’t in any imminent danger. I needed to give Aimee the benefit of the doubt like any normal human being would do.

I needed to stop being so scared all the time.

With that thought in mind, I squared my shoulders, lectured myself firmly about being such a baby, and walked quickly down the stairs. It was just Aimee down there, and I already knew how she felt about me. I didn’t have anything to be anxious about here.

I walked into the kitchen to find her facing away from me, her laptop open and her search engine presenting her with a range of choice New York apartments. My eyes slid down the list, taking in the neighborhoods and the price ranges, and I felt all the confidence I’d managed to build up on the staircase fly away from me.

Apartments in New York. She was up at four in the morning shopping for apartments in New York. And, no doubt, hoping I wouldn’t catch her at it. Because even though we’d agreed that the job she’d been offered was a terrific opportunity and she should go for it, we hadn’t talked about it since. We certainly hadn’t had any conversations where she said she was definitely doing to do it.

And I hadn’t had a chance to tell her that I really, really didn’t want her to go.

Not that I would have said that part out loud.

Still. I knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t want me to know she was shopping for an apartment without talking to me first. The fact that she was doing just that tore something apart inside of me.

Something I didn’t want to look at too closely.

I leaned against the wall, crossing my arms and trying to make myself look as casual as possible, while trying to force myself into something that felt more casual. Then I cleared my throat.

Aimee slammed her laptop shut and turned to me, eyes wide with surprise. Poor thing, she looked exhausted. She looked like she hadn’t slept since we’d gotten back from New York, and that might be the truth of it. She glanced from the laptop to me, like she was wondering whether I’d seen what she was doing, and the tension around her mouth became even more pronounced.

I wanted to tell her that it was okay, that I understood, but I kept my mouth shut for a moment as I tried to get a handle on my emotions. Of course she’d have to move there if she was going to take the job. It wasn’t like she was going to be able to commute from here into the city and back every day. It made sense for her to have an apartment. Did that mean I wanted it?

No.

But I wasn’t going to tell her that. This was a great opportunity for her, and I wasn’t going to stand in her way. Hell, I didn’t even know what I was going to do with the rest of my life. I couldn’t exactly ask her to stick around while I tried to sort it out.

And there was a large part of me that said I didn’t deserve to keep her, anyhow. I’d done a lot of bad things in my life, and if karma was a real thing, I definitely didn’t deserve Aimee.

“Anything good?” I asked, choosing to tell her that I had in fact seen what she was doing—and that I wasn’t upset.

She snorted. “I found a place that takes both cats and dogs, so I guess that’s something.”

I walked to the table, shaking my head, and dropped into the chair across from her. We hadn’t talked about her moving at all, which meant we also hadn’t talked about me moving with her—or the fact that I’d never be able to do it. The city had been hard enough on me when we were there for a short time. I couldn’t imagine having to deal with that much noise every day. I wouldn’t be able to handle it. And I was betting she knew that as well as I did. She’d seen me in the grips of a breakdown, and she knew how hard I had to work to keep myself together in the face of anything too stressful.

She’d never ask me to move to the city.

Which meant she also wouldn’t need an apartment that took dogs.

“Come back up to bed,” I said quietly, sliding my hand over hers. “Nothing good happens at four in the morning.”

She lifted an eyebrow and gave me a sly look. “Nothing?”

I returned the look, my lips twitching in the start of a smile. “Nothing in the kitchen, at least. In bed, on the other hand...”

She flipped her hand so we were palm to palm and threaded her fingers through mine, the touch something like a request and something like a promise. “I’ll come back to bed if you’ll hold me and tell me it’ll all be okay,” she whispered.

I reached over, grabbed her by the hips, and pulled her into my lap, tugging her against my body and reveling in the warmth of her. It was the solid feel of someone who wanted to be right here with me and who cared about me almost as much as I cared about them. “It’ll be okay,” I told her softly, breathing into her hair and trying to memorize how she smelled. “We’ll get it figured out. But right now, let’s go to bed.”

She murmured something that I didn’t understand and burrowed into my chest, her face damp with the tears she’d cried at some point.

And I let her sit there. I’d let her stay for as long as she wanted.

Though I was starting to think she wouldn’t want to stay nearly as long as I wanted to have her. Because the city was already calling her name, and it had a much bigger voice than I did.
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AIMEE
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I STARED AT MY CLOSED laptop for a long time after Morgan left to go for his morning run, trying to get my head around the whole thing. I’d been cheated on by my boyfriend, and that same guy had then not only stolen my work but sold it to people I’d already been working with. He’d stolen one of my designs for his own company. And when I’d gone into the city, hot on the idea that I was going to stop him, I’d fallen right into the job offer of my dreams. A salary bigger than anything I’d ever imagined and a position I would have killed for.

If I moved back to the city.

If I gave up on Long Neck and everything I’d built here.

Because while all of the above was happening, I’d also fallen into a situation with a man, and though I hadn’t ended up here on purpose, it had turned out to be one of the best things I’d ever experienced. The farmhouse, the country, and routine of waking up every morning with Morgan and Echo and Gizmo...

I wasn’t sure I was willing to give any of that up. Even for the opportunity that had fallen in my lap.

The more rational part of me, though, was demanding that I at least think about it, and that was why I’d been up this morning before the sun, looking at apartments in the city. No, I hadn’t woken up to look at them when Morgan wouldn’t see, though I was betting it looked like I had. The truth was, I’d been so busy thinking about the decision, going back and forth on what I wanted to do, that I hadn’t slept a wink.

At four, I’d finally decided to get out of bed and do something, rather than tossing and turning and making myself miserable.

I got up, made myself a cup of coffee, and walked out onto the porch, where I dropped into my favorite seat and stared at the courtyard between the house and the barn. The barn to which Morgan had retreated after he’d seen me naked in the upstairs hallway.

The barn where I’d found him in a ball, his PTSD pushing him into a panic at the sound of thunder outside.

He’d gone back to his room in the house after that, and before long, he’d moved into my bedroom. And he hadn’t left.

I didn’t want him to leave. and based on the way he’d been looking at me this morning, I didn’t think he wanted me to leave, either. Though neither of us had said that part out loud.

Suddenly a flash of gray flew by, and I started paying attention to the real world again, my eyes tracking the blur and giving it a name. Echo. Echo was home, and that must mean... I swiveled my gaze to the right and saw Morgan jogging through the pre-dawn light, his steps sure and confident, his eyes unfocused. He’d taken his shirt off for the run, and I paused for a moment, unabashedly admiring the wide shoulders and trim hips, the defined abs. The man was so glorious my mouth watered at the sight of him, and that was just on the surface.

Inside, he was more than I’d ever thought he would be. Sensitive and brave and incredibly possessive. Kind and generous to a fault, though he would have hated me for even thinking about it. Damaged and broken, and yet he’d found a rhythm here on this farm. 

And with me.

He looked up then and saw me watching, and a crooked, very cocky grin spread across his face. I did my best to match the grin, but I knew mine was weaker.

I had too much on my mind to give him a real smile. Morgan, the job, the city, and the bomb my parents had dropped... I felt like things had been going so well, and then my life had exploded into a million fragments. I didn’t know how to put them back together again, and even if I did, I didn’t know what sort of picture I wanted to make.

Things had gone sideways on me in New York, and I’d come back here to pick myself up. I’d hated that River had invited Morgan to stay here too, but then we’d spent enough time together that we’d become... more. I’d started to feel settled. Safe. Happy.

And now the universe had pulled the rug out from under me again.

Morgan jogged up the stars of the patio and dropped into a chair next to me, his breathing even despite the fact that he’d just run however many miles he’d run. I wanted to hate him for being able to run like that, but I couldn’t.

I couldn’t hate anything about him. I’d tried, believe me, but it hadn’t stuck.

“Get any sleep after I left?” he asked quietly.

I just shrugged. The answer was that I had not, but I didn’t think he’d actually want to hear that.

He took my hand, squeezing lightly. “Look, I know what you’re thinking. Or... Well, maybe not. But I know what I’d be thinking if I was in your shoes. If I was the one looking at moving to the city, I’d be trying to figure out whether you would come with me. I’d be looking around us at what we built here and thinking that I wanted to take that—take you—with me. And I guess I’m hoping you’re thinking that way. I’m hoping you care enough about me to want to come with you.”

His voice cracked, and he paused for a moment like he was trying to gather himself. When he continued, his voice was sad, somehow. As if he’d come to a decision he didn’t like.

“If I was a different man, I’d do it in a heartbeat. I’d drop everything and come with you, and we could just figure it out when we got there. But I can’t do it, Aimee. I’m just figuring out how to handle the PTSD, and I’m afraid that if I left—if I went to a place as big and noisy as New York—all the work we’ve been doing here would fall apart. And then I wouldn’t be the man you’ve fallen for. I’d be a weak, broken thing. And I won’t ask you to take care of me like that.”

I wanted to open my mouth, tell him that I’d love him no matter what. I wanted to tell him that it didn’t matter what he went through, because I’d be right there helping him.

I wanted to ask if he’d at least try. If he thought I was worth that much.

“Besides,” he said, forcing his voice to be lighter, “we have Echo to think about. He’d never fit in as a city dog.”

I bit my lip and tried to keep my face still. He was doing his best to be honest with me, and I didn’t want him to see that my heart was breaking in real time right now. He was going through enough. He didn’t need to feel guilty for hurting me, too.

So I just nodded and kept my mouth shut.

“And you’re not going to be that far from me,” he continued. “A couple hours, at most. We can see each other all the time.”

All the time. But not every day, and nothing but every day was going to work. I’d had him at my beck and call for weeks, and I still missed him whenever he was gone. I didn’t even want to imagine what it would be like to be separated from him for days.

Somewhere in the last couple of weeks with him, I’d stopped wondering what I was going to do with my life. I’d seen a path forward and a way to live a life that set my soul on fire. And he’d been a big part of that path.

I wasn’t sure what life looked like without him in it.

Before I could say any of that, though—or decide whether I wanted to say any of it—River pulled up in a cloud of dust, his big truck taking up most of the space behind the house. He jumped out and came up the steps with his usual light grace, wearing clothes that definitely didn’t belong in the small town where we’d grown up.

“Look at you,” I joked. “You’re the one who should be considering moving to New York. You look like you just stepped off a movie set.”

He made a face, but I could tell he was secretly pleased at the compliment.

River had never been able to resist someone who told him he was handsome.

“I think that’s my cue to go have a shower,” Morgan muttered, glancing down at his running gear and grimacing. “I’ll see you two in a bit.”

River watched him go, then turned to me. “So? When are you moving to the city?”

I mimicked the expression Morgan had made.

“What?” River asked quickly. “What’s with the face?”

I didn’t want to tell him all the thoughts going on behind the face, but it didn’t seem like the worst idea to tell him at least a little bit. After all, he was my big brother. He was good for things like advice.

“I’m just not sure I want to go at all,” I admitted. “I haven’t decided what I’m going to do yet, or when.”

He scoffed. “Don’t be stupid. This is the biggest opportunity you’re ever going to get. You’d be insane to turn it down, Aimee.”

I didn’t answer that, either. Because he might be right about that.

But he might also be wrong. Because he didn’t know all the factors.

“What are you doing all the way out here, anyhow?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

He was, it turned out, going over to our parents’ house to talk to them about their news and see whether there was any way out of it. Briggs and Dawson had been blowing up his phone, and the three of them had cooked up some plan to buy the farm.

“But they’ve already signed a contract with someone else,” I pointed out. “Won’t that be a problem?”

River shrugged like that part didn’t really matter. “Oh sure, they’d have to ghost on that contract. But if we were giving them enough money to pay the fees to do it, I don’t see the problem. The real question is whether we can come up with enough.” 

He pinned me with a stare, and I could feel the question coming before it hit me.

“Think you’d want to pitch in?”

My stomach dropped right through the wood deck under my feet, and I had to physically stop myself from cringing. Save my parents’ farm? Yes. Save the place where we grew up? Absolutely. I’d been having nightmares about someone tearing it down ever since my parents had shared their news.

But I didn’t have nearly as much money as my brothers did, and I’d have even less if I moved to the city. I’d have to use my small savings to get an apartment and furniture.

So what I was facing was one more choice. Help my brothers buy my parents’ land and save it...

Or move to the city and follow my dreams. Without Morgan.

The decision that had already felt so crushing had just become even bigger. And even worse.
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MORGAN 
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AS SOON AS I WAS OUT of the shower, River grabbed my arm and steered me out of the house.

“Where are we going?” I laughed, looking over my shoulder at a miserable-looking Aimee and wondering what River had said to her.

“To my parents’,” he answered sharply. “I need your help.”

I climbed into his truck and glanced at Aimee again, thinking I’d rather be staying here to figure out what was wrong with her than traveling with her brother.

Yes, it occurred to me how much things had changed. River had always been my best friend and my lifeline, and now I would have been more than willing to ditch him in favor of his baby sister.

But here we were.

“What do you need my help with, exactly, and why are we leaving Aimee behind if we’re going to your mom and dad’s?” I asked when he got in behind the steering wheel.

He cast an annoyed look back at the house. “My sister has some serious thinking to do, and she won’t do that if we bring her along,” he said vaguely. “And I need your help looking at the property. I want to know what sort of shape it’s in.”

Well, that seemed weird. He’d lived there most of his life and still went to see his parents on a weekly basis. Surely he’d seen enough of the property to know what sort of shape it was in
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