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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

While my books are all rom-coms, there are still some themes in this story that may be triggering for some readers. If you feel trigger warnings are spoilers and you don’t need them, please skip the next paragraph and jump right in.

This book contains detailed descriptions of someone with advanced dementia. There’s mention of a cheating spouse of a side character, mention of past child abuse both physical and emotional. Mention of animal abuse, cruelty, neglect, and death. There’s a scene where a dog is in peril. (The dog doesn’t die. The main character’s dog will NEVER die.) Sudden off-page death of a side character with a heart condition.




To Lilia.

We will never forget you.
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XAVIER

“YOU WANT ME to do what?” I asked.

The middle-aged woman stood on the other side of the exam table, her dog between us. He was looking back and forth at our faces like he understood the conversation. For his sake I sincerely hoped he didn’t.

“I want you to put him down,” she said.

“He’s healthy,” I replied.

“I know,” she said, peering at him forlornly. “My mom took real good care of him before she passed.”

“Then why?”

She breathed out a dramatic sigh. “It’s what she wanted. She didn’t want him to have to live the rest of his life without her. He’d miss her too much.”

“He can bond with someone else.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. He’s too old.”

“He’s four.”

She looked me in the eye like she was about to argue with me over taking an expired coupon. “Look,” she said. “I’m gonna level with you. Me coming here was a compromise. My husband wanted to take him out in the woods and shoot him to save us the three hundred dollars. I told him that’s not humane, and that Mom would have wanted him to go peacefully, so here we are. But if you won’t do it, he will—and he’s not a very good shot. Might take a few tries.”

I stared at her blankly. This is why I hated humans. They were the worst animals on the planet.

The dog looked up at me with sad eyes. “It’s four hundred for euthanasia,” I said flatly.

It wasn’t. It was three hundred. For everyone but her.

She agreed to the cost, and I took the dog and did what I had to do.

An hour later I was sitting in the back room, charting the visit, more irritable than usual by the event.

Tina, one of my vet techs, was standing there glaring at me with her arms crossed.

“What?” I said, without looking up.

“You know what.”

I shot her a look.

“What am I supposed to give her when she comes back for his ashes?” she asked, cocking her head.

“Do you have a fireplace?” I asked.

“No.”

“A charcoal grill?”

She twisted her face thinking about it. “I think it’s gas.”

Maggie, my other tech, opened the cabinet and put a file away. “Didn’t we cremate that one rescue dog that didn’t make it? The St. Bernard mix?” she said. “We can give her those.”

“Fine,” I said. “But give her half. It’s too much.”

Tina was scratching the very not-dead dog’s chin. “What are you gonna name him?” she asked.

“I have no idea,” I mumbled, standing.

I was getting a headache. Clenching my teeth.

“I need you to cut his hair,” I said. “Give him a schnauzer cut or something. Make him look different.”

“But he’s so cute fluffy!” Tina said.

I made pointed eye contact with both of them. “I don’t think I need to remind you that I could lose my license for what I just did.”

Tina looked at me adoringly. “We know. You’re such a hero.”

Maggie was biting her lip and nodding.

They were smiling at me. Beaming actually.

It made me more irritable.

“Do not take any pictures of this dog,” I said. “No social media. Don’t call him by his name. We don’t breathe a word of this to anyone.”

“We’ll take it to the grave,” Tina said, clutching her hands at her chest.

“I’d lie for you in court,” Maggie said. “Hand on the Bible and everything.”

Tina nodded emphatically.

“I know you don’t like to hear it,” Maggie said. “But you are truly one of the best people I know, Dr. Rush. It’s an honor to work for you.”

I frowned at the compliment. I didn’t like flattery or praise.

I did like dogs, though. I liked all animals, but especially dogs. We didn’t deserve them—and some people deserved them less than others.

“You have one more patient in room six,” Maggie said. “And God bless you, Dr. Rush.”

I gave her one more flat look, then I grabbed the tablet she handed me as I walked out. They smiled after me.

They’d never tell anyone. I trusted my team with my life—or in this case my license. But I didn’t need all the fawning over me.

I walked into room six reading the chart. Patient was an abandoned kitten, found a few hours before in a wood pile.

“I’m Dr. Rush,” I mumbled, coming in without looking up.

I went to the sink to wash my hands. I shut off the water, took a paper towel, and turned to look at the woman sitting there. Instant jolt of surprise when I saw her.

She was beautiful. My age, maybe twenty-eight, twenty-nine. Long black hair, brown eyes. Curvy.

She had the kitten in her bra. It was tucked in her cleavage sleeping, its chin balanced in the V of her shirt.

“Hey, doc,” she said, standing. “Hold on, let me get her. I think she’s a her? I’m not really good at looking at little kitty bits.”

She pulled the white-and-brown fluff ball out and set her on the table between us. It was purring.

I’d probably be purring too if I’d been in there.

I cleared my throat and started my exam.

“About five weeks old,” I said, my voice low.

The kitten’s gums looked good and pink, eyes were clear. It was underweight. No fleas. Looked in its ears. Mites, but not too bad. I felt the abdomen. Bent its legs and ran my fingers down its spine to check for abnormalities.

The woman was watching me. I couldn’t explain why, but it made me self-conscious.

Nothing made me self-conscious.

But for some reason her eyes on me made me wonder whether I’d shaved this morning.

I could smell the kitten. It smelled like her. Like flowers.

“Are you keeping it?” I asked.

She leaned on the exam table. “I mean, yeah. You don’t turn down the cat distribution system.”

The corner of my lip twitched.

“Did you check around?” I asked, listening to the kitten’s lungs. “Make sure there weren’t any others?”

“Yeah. Just this one.” She gazed at me through thick lashes and smiled.

My heart picked up. My God this woman was gorgeous. I did my best to act like I didn’t notice.

I put my stethoscope around my neck and went to take the kitten’s temperature, trying to act like I was unaffected by her watching me.

When I lifted the tail, I froze.

I raised my eyes to the woman, and she peered back at me. “What?”

“I’d like to get some imaging.”

A half an hour later the scans were done, and I was there to deliver the bad news.

“The kitten has a congenital condition,” I said. “It’s called atresia ani. It’s when the rectum and anus don’t fully develop.”

She blinked at me, then at the kitten back in her shirt. “I’m sorry. What?”

“She doesn’t have a functional anus or a rectum.”

She stared. “You’re saying this kitten doesn’t have a butthole.”

“That is what I am saying.”

She pulled the cat out of her bra and lifted its tail. Her eyes went wide. There was a little fleshy bald spot where the anus should be, but barely a pinprick of an opening. It was easy to miss if you weren’t looking right at it.

“But…but she poops,” she said. “She’s used the litter box.”

“She’s developed a rectovaginal fistula. She passes feces through her vulva. She has stomach parasites, so her stools are watery. This is likely the only reason she’s survived as long as she has. There’s a surgery that could potentially correct this. I don’t do it. She’d need to be seen by a specialist, a board-certified veterinary surgeon.”

She nodded. “Okay. How much is that?” she asked.

“It runs between five to ten thousand dollars.”

Her mouth fell open.

“My recommendation is to put her down,” I said.

She studied the floor a moment before coming back to me. “But…but she’s happy. She’s a happy baby. I’m not putting her down.”

“Miss—I’m sorry, what is your name?” I asked.

“Samantha. Diaz.”

“Miss Diaz, one of two things is going to happen here. She will become impacted, she will suffer, and she will die. Or she will get an infection, she will suffer, and she will die. Even with the surgery, the prognosis is guarded at best. She’ll need round-the-clock care until she’s recovered—”

“I work from home. I can do that.”

“There’s often further complications that will require additional investment. If you’re not able to or interested in getting her the surgical procedure, I strongly recommend euthanasia.”

She clutched the kitten to her breast. “I can’t.”

“So you’d like the referral to the surgeon?”

“I don’t have that kind of money. Is there a rescue that could help?”

“It’s kitten season,” I said. “The rescues are inundated. And they can save a hundred kittens with the funds it would take to maybe save this one. You could certainly reach out to a few and ask, but I think it’s unlikely they’ll be able to help. I recommend putting her down,” I repeated. “Immediately. Before she’s in pain. Do you have any more questions for me? If not, I can give you some time to say goodbye.”

She stared at me. “I will not be putting this cat down.”

Maybe the knee-jerk annoyance I felt was an overreaction. Maybe it was just the end of a rough day at the end of a very long week and I was already frustrated by the dog situation from earlier, but I couldn’t contain my irritation.

I crossed my arms. “Why bother to come ask for my expertise if you don’t intend to take my advice?”

She blinked at me. “There have to be other options—”

“There aren’t. So what is your plan?”

“I…I don’t know…”

“So it’s the suffering then. Got it.”

She gawked at me. I didn’t care.

I had seen every evil known to man walk through these doors but most of all I was tired of the selfishness and general stupidity I witnessed on a daily basis. The animals that should live, they want to put down, the ones who will suffer, they want to keep alive. They neglect and abuse them, they don’t spay and neuter so the shelters overflow, they dump them, get tired of the responsibility, and abandon them. Well-intentioned stupidity is still stupidity. She was going to prolong this animal’s misery. I hated it and for some reason I also hated that it lowered my opinion of her. I think out of everything, that was bothering me the most.

“Anything else?” I asked. “Or are we done?”

Her eyes flashed. “Has anyone ever told you your bedside manner could use some work?”

“As a matter of fact, they have,” I said. I pushed off the exam table. “Let me know when she stops eating, her stomach distends, and she’s in enough agony for you to make the hard choices that come with pet ownership.”

I walked out.

She followed me.

“What makes you think that I can’t fundraise this money?” she said to my back.

I scoffed. “Human nature?” I said, handing a wide-eyed Maggie the tablet on my way to the office.

“People are inherently good,” she said after me. “They want to help.”

I turned and pinned her with a stare. “People are inherently assholes.”

“Yeah?” she said. “Well, so are you.”

She stood there, her cheeks pink, the kitten’s head poking out of the top of her cleavage. Sexy.

I don’t know why that’s what I thought of in this moment, but sexy was all I could process.

“Fair enough,” I said.

I went to my office and closed the door.
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SAMANTHA

“YOU ACTUALLY DID it,” Jeneva said.

“Nothing motivates me more than being told I can’t do something.”

My sister chuckled.

It was four days after the visit with Dr. Asshole. The GoFundMe had almost nine thousand dollars in it.

Pooter was playing with the jingly cat ball I got her in my living room. She’d swat it, then chase it across the floor and pounce on it. I smiled at her on my way to the couch.

“Did you know it was going to go viral?” Jeneva asked.

I shrugged. “I mean, I can’t always be sure. But sort of. Cute baby animal in need, clear call to action, catchy slogan.”

“‘Pooter Needs a Poop Chute’ was genius…”

“It’s what I do.” I plopped onto the sofa with my iced coffee.

“I hope he sees it,” she said.

“I hope he sees it too. Dick. You know what’s even worse?”

“What?”

“He was like, seriously fucking hot. When he was being mean to me, he actually got hotter. Why am I like this?”

Jeneva clinked dishes around. “Did you write him a bad review?”

I dragged a throw blanket across my lap. “Nah. Honestly, I picked him because he had such good ratings. The reviews actually warn you that he’s all brilliant and crabby, some moody animal whisperer or something.”

“We do love a cranky king,” she said distractedly.

“I mean, I could see where he was coming from, he just didn’t have to be rude about it. I never get why white men are grumpy. Like, we’re living in a patriarchy. You’re the most privileged class on the face of the earth. You’re not walking to your car with your keys through your fingers like wolverine and you’ve got bodily autonomy, why the bad mood?”

“What did he look like?” she asked.

“Like if Rhysand from the ACOTAR series were a real person,” I said, putting my straw between my teeth.

“No…”

“I swear to God. Hold on, I’ll google him, see if I can find a picture.”

I put her on speaker and typed Xavier Rush veterinarian into the search bar and hit images.

A picture of him holding an award popped up on the American Veterinary Medical Association website. He’d been recognized last year for some gargantuan amount of volunteer hours treating rescue animals.

He looked irritated, like he didn’t want to be there. Handsome, but definitely a hostage situation.

“Here,” I said, sending her a screenshot.

I sipped my coffee while I waited for her to look at it.

“Oh yeah…” she said.

“If he doesn’t do the bat wings, tattoo thing for Halloween it’s a seriously missed opportunity,” I said.

“Do you think he smiles at the dogs at least?”

“Probably not.”

“My toxic trait is thinking I could change him,” she said.

“Ha. My toxic trait is not caring if I could change him.”

She laughed.

I could hear Mom come into the room in the background.

“Tell her hi,” I said.

“Samantha says hi.”

“Who?” I heard Mom say.

“Samantha,” Jeneva repeated.

Silence followed. Mom didn’t say hi back.

I stared at Pooter while I tried to get my feelings about this to flatten.

“How is she?” I asked.

“Fine.” Then to Mom, “I’m making you dinner. We’re having pasta. No, you don’t need to help, I got it.”

I reached under the sofa and pulled out my laptop to check the Pooter funds. This was the core source of my serotonin this week. Well, the kitten too. But the GoFundMe was a multipart success for me. It meant I could save my baby, it renewed my already high faith in humanity, and it meant Dr. Asshole was wrong, which was a petty kind of joy, but a solid one nonetheless.

The page loaded and I smiled. Almost ten thousand now. I was close enough that I felt comfortable scheduling the surgery. And just in time too. I was heading to California in six weeks and I’d have to take Pooter with me, so the sooner she started healing the better.

“I’m excited for you to see the house,” Jeneva said. “We’ve done a lot of repairs.”

I heard Mom again.

“We’re having pasta, Mom,” Jeneva said. “Yes, I’m making you dinner. No, just sit, you don’t need to help, I got it.”

I moved the phone away from my mouth like she could hear my expression. Then, instead of letting the knot in my throat thicken, I hit refresh on the donations page.

Someone just donated $500.

I sat up.

Most people gave twenty-five. Maybe fifty. I’d gotten a handful of hundred-dollar donations. Nothing this high. I looked at the name and my eyes went wide.

Jeneva must have heard the gasp. “What?” she asked.

“The grumpy vet,” I breathed. “He just donated all this money to my GoFundMe.”

“Really?”

“Yes!”

I read the note. My three favorite words: You were right.
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“THIS LOOKS TERRIBLE,” I said.

Tina shrugged. “You told me to make him look different. He looks different.”

My dog smiled up at me with the goofiest haircut I’d ever seen. He had the beard of a schnauzer and the shaved legs of a poodle. He’d be embarrassed if he cared.

I blew a breath out. I guess ugly was better than dead.

“Still no name?” Tina asked.

“No. I’m waiting for something to speak to me,” I said.

It had been over a month since his “death.” The lady had come in and collected the St. Bernard ashes weeks ago. I figured she wouldn’t have any reason to come back to the clinic, so I’d brought the dog to work so he wouldn’t be home alone. That meant he needed the haircut now that he was out and about—and he needed a new name. I’d been calling him by his old one this whole time, but that wouldn’t work if he wanted to make public appearances.

“So are you definitely keeping him?” Tina asked.

“I think I have to. I can’t exactly put him up on an adoption site.”

“None of your friends can take him?”

“No.”

She scratched behind his ear. “He’s a good boy.”

“They’re all good boys,” I grumbled.

My stomach growled. I looked at my watch. Two o’clock. I’d worked through lunch again.

I was the only doctor at my practice. If a patient needed a last-minute visit, I didn’t like to send them to the ER vet if I didn’t have to. It meant I didn’t always get breaks—in fact most days I didn’t.

Tina must have read my mind. “We brought you some chicken enchiladas. They’re in the fridge.”

“Thanks,” I said.

They were always feeding me. It happened so much I’d started paying them for the groceries.

I opened up the laptop to respond to emails while my dog sat with his chin on my thigh.

“So you’re going with Chris tonight to the thing, right?” Tina asked, leaning in the doorway.

“That is the plan,” I said, not looking up.

“Is he still single?”

“As far as I’m aware.” Chris, Mike, Jesse, Becca—they were all my best friends, practically family.

“You should ask him if he wants to meet my sister,” she said. “She just broke up with that youth pastor?”

“Chris is too busy for dating,” I said, skimming an email about a vaccination clinic for the rescue. “And I am too busy to be in the middle of it.”

“What about Mike?” she said, going on unfazed. “Although he might be too muscly. Not sure she’d like that. Too bad Jesse isn’t single, he’d be perfect. They’re both in finance, you know? But Chris is a pharmacist, that’s really good too. Also, he likes to read and she likes to read. I bet they’d get along, you should ask him.”

How these women managed to glean this much about my friends from the handful of times they’d come in here and the limited information I provided them was beyond me.

Maggie burst into the back. “Dr. Rush!” She was panting. “That lady is here!” she hiss-whispered.

I blinked at her. “What lady?”

Her eyes were wide. “The butthole cat lady.”

I froze. Samantha.

After I’d sent the donation last month, I got a generic thank-you email—not that I expected anything beyond that. I didn’t send it in the hopes she’d reach out, I sent it to help and to apologize. But so much time had passed…

“What does she want?” I asked.

“An exam?” Maggie said. “Says she’s flying with the cat and she needs a health certificate and a sedative.”

Why would she come to me?

I’d been reliving that entire encounter in my head on a loop for the last six weeks. I couldn’t let it go.

I’d acted badly. My behavior had been unprofessional and uncalled-for. The culmination of exhaustion and the general fatigue of dealing with other human beings, but I’d atoned for it and usually that was enough for me to move on.

But I couldn’t shake this and I didn’t know why.

No. I did know why. It was her.

Normally things people said about my personality didn’t bother me. I was dry. I’d always been dry. She had every right to say what she did and call me what she had. She wasn’t even the first person to do it. But coming from this woman it had hit differently for some reason. It bothered me that I’d let her down.

It had made me work more these last few weeks to be softer with people. Like she’d somehow know if I was short with someone and it would disappoint her, which was ridiculous on a thousand different levels, but I was doing it nonetheless.

And now she was here.

I went to the bathroom to check my hair. Then I was mad at myself for checking my hair because she wasn’t here to look at me, she was here for me to look at her cat. I came out and went straight to the hallway to go get this over with, then immediately turned around. “What room?”

Maggie was waiting for me. “Two.”

I left again. Then I came back.

“Tablet,” I said.

Maggie was standing there smiling, holding it up, like she’d known I was coming. I narrowed my eyes at her, took it, and left. Again.

When I opened the door to room two, Samantha was in the same place as last time, cat in her shirt.

“Hello, Dr. Rush,” she said wryly.

Beautiful. Even more than last time.

“Miss Diaz,” I said, my voice low.

I went to the sink to wash my hands, mostly to buy myself time before I had to talk to her.

When I turned back around, she was smiling at me. “Would you like to see my kitten’s butthole?”

I snorted. Then I straightened and tossed the paper towel in the trash. “I actually would like to see that.”

She pulled the cat out of her bra and handed her to me.

I set her on the exam table and lifted her tail. Then I raised my eyebrows. “That’s an excellent-looking butthole.”

“Riiiight?” She grinned.

I had to work to keep my face straight.

“The surgeon said the deformity was more minor than we thought,” she said, watching me examine Pooter. “She came through it great, she’s not incontinent or anything.”

“Are her bowel movements normal?” I asked, feeling her stomach.

“Yup.”

“How many a day?”

“Two to three,” she said.

“How do they look?”

“I brought you a picture because I just knew you’d want to see it.”

She took out her phone and swiped and then held it out to me. I nodded sagely. “Perfect.”

I felt her watch me as I checked the kitten’s teeth and eyes.

The cat smelled like her perfume again. Again I liked it.

She put her phone back in her purse and leaned against the wall. “I accept your apology by the way,” she said.

I glanced up at her. “I was wrong. I can admit when I’m wrong. I underestimated the people of the internet.”

“No, you underestimated me and how funny I can be, which is worse.”

She got a small smile out of me.

I took out my stethoscope and listened to Pooter’s heart and lungs.

“You raised more than you needed,” I said. “What did you do with the rest?”

“I donated it all to Bitty Kitty Brigade.”

I wrapped the stethoscope around my neck. I liked that.

“I think she’s in good shape,” I said. “I can clear her to fly. I’ll give you something for the trip.”

“Thanks.”

Then she waited, giving me a Well? look.

Well indeed.

“Would you like to go on a date with me?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” she said without even thinking about it. “But you have to take me tonight. I leave tomorrow.”

“Pick you up or meet you somewhere?” I asked.

“Pick me up.”

“Six thirty?”

“Sounds good,” she said. “My number’s in Pooter’s chart.”

I handed her the kitten, took the airline health certificate she brought for me to fill out, and I left.

I saw Tina in the back. “She needs a prescription for gabapentin and proof of vaccinations. I’ll fill out the health certificate before I leave.”

I was talking to Tina but looking through the tablet for Samantha’s number.

“Oh my God, he’s smiling,” Tina said.

My head jerked up. “What?”

She was looking at me with wide eyes. “You’re smiling.”

“He is smiling.” Maggie’s mouth was open. “Is it her? Do you like her??”

I didn’t get to answer. Tina gasped and started bouncing. “He likes her!”

“Stop it. No I don’t.”

Maggie made a circling motion with her finger. “Yeeeessss you dooo! We can tell.”

I stared at both of them flatly. Then I turned toward my office and shut the door. I stood in front of my desk and wiped a hand down my mouth.

I felt bad that I said I didn’t like her. It wasn’t true.

I came back out.

“I do like her. We’re going on a date tonight. I don’t want to hear anything else about it, it’s not a big deal.”

Apparently it was a big deal. They started screaming.

“This isn’t my first date,” I said defensively.

“Oh, we know,” Maggie said, beaming. “But this one is different.”

“Why?”

“She called you an asshole.”

I snorted.

“Normally I would tell you not to be all scary and serious, but I think she’s into it,” Tina said.

“Thank you, but I do not need your advice. I do not exactly have a difficult time finding people to go out with me,” I said.

I didn’t. I don’t know why they were so excited.

“You go on dates with a very specific kind of woman,” Maggie said.

“Do I,” I said, unamused.

“Your girls are always A-type personalities,” Maggie said. “They’re all Ivy League grads with perfect clothes and zero sense of humor. You’re intense and brooding and she’s always mad and texting furiously into her phone because she’s a CEO or a lawyer or something with a super tight bun—”

“Yeah! The bun!” Tina said. “They always have the bun!”

“The last one did not wear a bun,” I said, annoyed.

“No. But she had bun energy,” Tina said.

“You need someone who will argue with you,” Maggie said. “And loosen you up.”

“Someone nice but not like, too nice,” Tina said. “You’re too scary for too nice.”

I scoffed. “I am not scary.”

Both women looked at me with their awwww, bless your heart faces.

“You don’t smile a lot, sweetie,” Maggie said.

“Also, you’re very tall,” Tina said. “You can’t frown and also be tall. It’s intimidating.”

“Where are you gonna take her?” Maggie asked.

“It should be a public place,” Tina said. “You’re too big and frowny to take her somewhere secluded on the first date.”

I gave her a look. “Is my face really this much of a problem?”

They both sucked air through their teeth.

“Sort of?” Tina said. “Like, conceptually it’s fine? In a romance novel you’d be an alpha-male vampire,” Tina said, matter-of-factly. “That’s really good.”

“A werewolf,” Maggie corrected. “He’s sort of growly.”

“A werewolf,” I deadpanned.

“No…” Tina said to Maggie, not to me. She paused dramatically. “Rhysand.”

Maggie gasped. “Yessssssss! Because he’s all cold and handsome and dangerous looking.”

“He even looks like him. Like if Rhys were human?” Tina said.

“Oh my God, totally,” Maggie said.

They kept going on about it and I watched them, highly unamused.

“While you two figure out which fictional monster I am, I’m going to get back to work.” I gave them a pointed glance. “It’d be nice if you also resumed working at some point.”

They continued on, talking about faeries with bat wings.

I retreated to the office again before they could ask me any more questions, and I started second-guessing my plan of where I wanted to take Samantha.

It didn’t help. Then I second-guessed my second-guesses.

Usually I made choices quickly and confidently, and they tended to be the right ones. But for some reason with this, I wasn’t sure.

I don’t know why, but I felt like I was only going to get one shot with Samantha. The shot felt important. Maybe because the entire date was a second chance to begin with?

And what did they mean I don’t smile? I smile.

I looked up over the desk at a photo Maggie had framed of the three of us at the grand opening of the clinic two years ago. One of the happiest days of my life.

Okay, maybe I didn’t smile.

I should work on that.

I blew a breath through my nose. Then I called Jesse’s girlfriend, Becca. She answered on the second ring. She sounded like she was in a drive-through—a muffled voice was telling her to pull forward to the next window.

“Xavier?”

“Hi. Can I ask you a question?”

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“Am I intimidating?”

There was a beat of silence.

“Hello?” I said.

“I’m trying to figure out how to say this nicely.”

I rubbed my temples.

“You are very tall, and you don’t smile very much,” she said. “You can come off a little grumpy. I think you are a little grumpy, actually.”

I squeezed my eyes shut.

“Why? Do you have a date or something?” she asked.

I felt like a dark cloud. “I do.”

“Do you want my honest opinion?” she asked. “Like honest, honest?”

When I didn’t answer she went on.

“Be yourself. If you’ve gotten this far, she’s probably got an idea of how you are already. And you’re not scary once someone gets to know you.”

“Great. Thanks.”

“I’m serious. You’re not. You’re not charismatic. Or charming or extroverted or fun or—”

“Okay, I get it.”

“No, let me finish. You’re other things. You’re dependable and loyal. You’re stable and hardworking and kind. You always do the right thing, and you have a ton of integrity. That’s the stuff that matters.”

I softened a little.

“You’ve never cared before what anyone thought,” she said. “This must be a big date.”

I didn’t respond.

“Hold on, I have to pay for my coffee.”

“That’s all I need. Thank you for the feedback,” I said.

“You got it.”

“Don’t tell Mike or Chris I called you,” I said. “Or Jesse.”

“Okay, I won’t, I promise. Just lean into the smoldering romance hero thing you have going on. Embrace your inner Rhysand.”

Sure. I had no idea what that meant. I was thinking I should probably google it since it was the second time I’d heard the name in ten minutes.

“Good luck,” she sang.

I hung up and stared at the photo on the wall. I wasn’t going to force it. I was going to be myself.

Hopefully that’s what she liked.
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“I’M GOING ON a date with the guy.”

Jeneva gasped. “The vet? How did that happen?”

“He asked me at Pooter’s vet visit.”

I did a final swipe of mascara and stood back to look at myself in the bathroom mirror. Not bad considering the late notice. I was in a sundress and sandals. I had sunglasses in my purse and a hat I wore to the beach. I didn’t know how “outside” we were going to be.

“Are you done packing?” she asked. “Do you have time for this?”

“Totally packed. I had nothing to do tonight. And honestly, I could use the distraction.”

“Where’s he taking you?”

I rummaged for my favorite lipstick. “I don’t know. He asked me if I like boats. I didn’t want to ask too many questions. I kind of like the thrill of the unknown.”

“Yeah, well the thrill of the unknown is what gets you murdered. Text me when you get to where you’re going. Is he picking you up?” she asked.

“Yeah. Figured why not save the money on an Uber.”

“Oh God. It’s like you’ve never seen Dateline.”

I smacked my lips. “You know, I tend to have pretty good instincts about people. I think you should give me some credit.”

Pooter rubbed her face on my leg, and I picked her up and set her on the sink.

“Well, provided you don’t become a missing person, I’m excited to see you tomorrow,” Jeneva said.

“What about Mom?”

There was a pause. “I think once she sees you it’ll be fine.”

Another pause. “Yeah.”

Though we both knew it probably wouldn’t be fine. It hadn’t been for a while.

Our mom had dementia. She was only fifty-four.

It started a few years ago with problems focusing after a small head injury. She thought it was just the concussion taking longer to heal or menopausal brain fog. But then it turned into other things. Repeating questions, getting lost—crashing the car into a palm tree outside of a Whole Foods in Pasadena because she’d gotten the pedals mixed up.

Now she didn’t know my name.

That was the catalyst for me going to California this week.

I hoped when I got there it would be better. It had been almost eight months since I’d been home, so she hadn’t seen my face. Maybe that was it? She just needed the context—she had to be in the same room as me, then it would all come back.

At least that’s what Jeneva and I were hoping.

“How is it, living at Grandma’s?”

“Weird,” she said. “But Braden and Holden love the house.”

“The house is nice,” I said, petting my kitten. “Have you found any of the jewelry?”

“Not a single thing. I searched for weeks. I offered the boys five bucks if they find any of it.”

“Are they actually looking?” I asked.

She scoffed. “No. Maybe I should offer them Roblox cards instead. Might renew their sense of urgency.”

Mom had lost all the family jewelry in the months before Jeneva moved in. Great-Grandma’s wedding ring and heirloom locket, the diamond tennis bracelet that Dad had given her for one of her birthdays, her diamond earrings, her engagement ring, her wedding ring—irreplaceable memories somewhere in the house and our best hope for recovery were an eleven-and twelve-year-old with ADHD. That scavenger hunt would be the first thing I started when I got there.

“I wish I would have thought of hiding that stuff,” Jeneva said.

“We didn’t know what we didn’t know.”

I misted my makeup with setting spray.

My sister went quiet on the other end.

“I need to tell you about something before you get here,” she said.

I lowered my hand. “Don’t tell me you’re back with your ex…”

“What? Ew, no.” She stopped. “I shouldn’t say that, that’s my babies’ daddy. But no.” I pictured her shuddering. “Dad had to put child locks and alarms on all the doors,” she said.

My face fell. “For Mom? Did she take off again?”

“She did.”

I let out a puff of air and sat on the closed lid of the toilet.

She’d done this a few years ago during a visit here to see me. It was the first time we realized things were worse than we thought. She’d had a UTI we didn’t know about and it had exacerbated her symptoms. She was disoriented and didn’t know where she was and she’d wandered out of my apartment. Some strangers found her at a bus stop.

She hadn’t done that since. But now her condition was progressing. We knew it would. But the scary things were happening now. The dangerous things were becoming more common.

“Do the locks help?” I asked.

“Sort of? She can figure them out, but it takes a minute. Most of the time they frustrate her and she just gives up, but I still have to watch her constantly.”

“Is there a GPS tracker we can put on her?”

“She takes it off. Dad tried necklaces, bracelets. He hid an AirTag in her shoe, but she doesn’t always put on her shoes. Or put on both.”

I squeezed my eyes shut at the visual of my beautiful, sophisticated, young mother leaving the house barefoot.

I let out a long breath. “I’ll be there soon and you guys will get a break.”

A message came through. It was Xavier telling me he was outside.

“He’s here,” I said. “I have to go.”

“Text me the whole time.”

“I will.”

I hung up and sat there for a moment, just to gather myself.

After the incident with the bus stop, every time I saw a missing person alert on the news, I thought of Mom. Wandering off, getting lost, getting hurt, getting kidnapped. It was like she was a full-grown toddler who had to be kept from accidentally killing herself.

She kind of was.

Dad worked. He couldn’t be home with her all the time. They’d moved in with Grandma for extra help, but then Mom became too much for her too and Jeneva moved in next. Three grown adults there and I was still worried it wasn’t enough to keep her safe. And a facility wasn’t an option.

We’d talked about this as a family early on, with Mom while she could still give us her thoughts. We wouldn’t be putting her in memory care.

She wanted to be home. We wanted her home. We wanted her with people who loved her in a place she’d remember as long as she possibly could. She grew up in that house, it was familiar to her. Her long-term memory would be the last to go and being there would be comforting. So we had to make this work. We had to figure it out. I needed to help figure it out.

But I couldn’t think about this now. I’d think about it tomorrow when I saw her. When I was there and it was in front of me.

For now I wanted to forget.

I got off the toilet seat, spritzed myself with perfume, and went to meet my date.

When I got outside, Dr. Rush was standing there looking very serious and holding a small succulent.

“Hi,” I said, putting my back to the door.

“Hello.”

I nodded at the pot in his hand. “Is that for me?”

“I wanted to bring you flowers, but you said you’re going out of town.”

“Awwwww. So you brought me something that can survive long bouts of absence and neglect instead? That’s really thoughtful—and also completely appropriate for my gardening abilities.”

The corner of his lip twitched.

“You look very nice.” He said it like it was his duty to inform me. It cracked me up.

Xavier was dry. He spoke in matter-of-fact tones. Sort of brooding.

Extremely, alarmingly handsome.

He was wearing a navy button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. He really leaned into the blue thing—he’d been wearing navy-blue scrubs both times I saw him at the office. He must know it brings out his eyes. He had these really piercing crystal-blue irises. They reminded me a little of a kaleidoscope. Darker on the outside and then clear and pale.

It was sort of a shock to see him out of the white veterinary jacket and scrubs, but a good shock. He definitely knew how to dress. Also, he smelled amazing.

Smart, successful, gorgeous, good with small vulnerable creatures. This man must get so many women, my God.

He gave me the plant and I held it up. “Thanks. Let me just put this inside and grab my purse.” I squeezed back through the crack in the door, put the plant where Pooter couldn’t knock it over, got my bag, and came out.

“So where are we going?” I asked, letting him walk me to his large black SUV.

“A sunset cruise on Lake Minnetonka.” He opened the door for me.

“Is there going to be food?” I asked, getting in. “Because if not we need to stop and get me a milkshake or something.”

He closed my door and got in on the other side. “There’s going to be food. And puppies. It’s an adoption cruise for Midwest Animal Rescue.”

I stared at him. “Did I just get invited on the perfect date right now?”

Amusement etched the corners of his eyes as he started the engine.

I looked around the vehicle while he pulled away from the curb.

The SUV was clean. Sort of. The front half was fine, but when I looked over my shoulder the back looked like a dog transport. It probably was a dog transport. The seats in the third row were down and two large animal crates were in the trunk. He had seat covers on the two captain chairs, but they were coated in dog hair.

He saw me looking.

“I didn’t get a chance to clean it before picking you up. I do a lot of animal rescue stuff,” he explained.

“I know, I googled you,” I said. “I saw the award you won.”

He didn’t respond, but his jaw ticked the tiniest bit. I wondered if praise made him uncomfortable. He gave me that vibe. That’s good. At least he wouldn’t spend the night bragging about himself. I’d been on that date. Many times.

“Are you hot?” he asked. “Do you want me to adjust the air?” He angled the vent toward me.

“I’m fine. Thank you. So tell me, Xavier, what do you do for fun?” I asked, launching into my first-date questions.

“I did a spay and neuter clinic last week.”

He said this completely unironically.

I grinned at the side of his face. I couldn’t help it. “While I’m sure that was rewarding, I’m not sure that was fun,” I said. “You know, fun? That thing that makes you laugh and have a good time? Typically removing balls is not involved.”

This got him. His smile cracked and his whole face changed.

WOW.

What a beautiful, glorious thing. I was instantly addicted to it.

“I like the volunteer work. I do have fun doing it,” he said. “I go up north with my friends twice a year. But mostly I work.” He got onto the freeway. “So what do you do for a living?” he asked.

“I’m a social media manager for a mustard brand,” I said. “Murkle’s Mustard. Basically they pay me to abuse their customers.”

“I think I need you to elaborate…”

“Okay. I reply to social media comments with witty, biting repartee. I make graphics,” I said. “Write the newsletter, plan campaigns. I execute them and manage the comments and DMs. It is my perfect job. I get to work from home and be on the internet all day.”

“So you have a marketing degree?”

“Yes. But it doesn’t teach you how to do what I do. I mean, it does a little, but you have to ‘get’ people to be able to do it.”

“And you get people?” he asked.

“I do. You can’t sell someone something if you don’t understand them.”

He glanced at me. “I can see that. You can’t be a good vet if you don’t understand animals.”

“Is it hard to understand patients who can’t talk?”

“Not at all. They talk to me fine.”

I smiled at this.

When we pulled into the parking lot across from the lake, he came around and opened the door for me. Then when we paused to cross the street to the dock, he put his arm in front of me while he checked for cars.

“So do they do this every year?” I asked when we got to the marina. I knew which boat it was immediately because there were dogs being led up the ramp. It was a huge yacht.

“Third year.”

He stood back and let me go first.

The weather was perfect. Warm, a slight breeze, the sun was out in full force. One of those ideal Minnesota days you waited all year for. Kind of sad I was leaving tomorrow. It’s always better to bail on Minnesota in the winter.

My phone vibrated halfway down the dock to the boat. “I’m sorry, I have to check this,” I said, rummaging in my bag. It could be Jeneva. Probably just a spam call, but also a decent chance it was about Mom and no phone calls about Mom should ever be ignored at this point.

I pulled it out, caught a glimpse of my sister’s number—and then knocked my phone into the strap of my purse, out of my hand, and right into the lake.

I watched in horror as it swiveled down into the depths, still ringing.

“No…” I breathed. “No, no, no, no, no!”

Xavier peered around me. “What?”

I set my purse on the dock and got onto my knees to look into the water. “I just dropped my phone in the lake.”

This was literally my nightmare.

That was everything down there. My ability to work, the Uber I’d need to get to the airport, my plane tickets—Apple Pay. I couldn’t even call my sister and tell her what happened. I didn’t know her number by heart—she’d think I’d been thrown into a trunk on this date.

“I have to get it,” I said, standing.

It was at least six feet down.

It sat there on the sandy bottom, staring up at me still lit with the call notification and fish swimming around it.

I was going all the way in. Hair, makeup, dress—everything was getting wet. This fabric was probably see-through. Didn’t matter. I needed the phone.

I started to take off my sandals, resigned to my fate.

“Don’t,” Xavier said next to me. “I’ll get it.”

I looked over and he was already unbuttoning his shirt.

“I…no, you’ll be soaked.”

“It’s fine,” he said in an end of discussion tone.

Then he peeled off his shirt and my eyeballs dropped to his chest and exploded out of my head.

Holy SHIT.

This man was sculpted.

It was like one of those cologne commercials where everything’s in slow-motion black and white. I stood there wide-eyed while he finished undressing, oblivious to his shock factor.

He took his phone and wallet out of his pocket, put them in his shoe. I got a glimpse of an equally muscled back when he bent down. Someone whistled from the direction of the yacht and he shot an annoyed glance to the bow. Then he jumped in.

I don’t think I could have been any more turned on than if this man was saving my baby.

He came up a second later with my phone in his hand and cheers came from the boat.

“Thank you so much,” I said, on my knees. “You have no idea.”

He handed it to me. “You’re welcome. I hope it’s waterproof.”

“It is.”

He nodded back to the shore. “I can’t get back up from here, it’s too high, I have to swim out.”

I ran to the boat to ask for a towel while he made his way to the beach. The bar staff gave me four clean rags and I sprinted back to meet him as he climbed out of the lake.

“Thanks,” he said, taking the towels.

“Do you want to go home and change?” I asked.

He shook his head, wiping down his magnificent chest. “No, we’ll miss the cruise.”

“But your shorts are soaking.”

“It’s okay. It’s no different than sitting around in wet swim trunks. I’ll dry.”

I slumped. “I’m sorry…”

“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “It was an accident.”

“Looking good, Dr. Rush!” a woman’s voice called from the yacht behind me followed by a group of female giggles.

He didn’t look amused.

The man was literally glistening. His hair was tousled, he was tan.

I crossed my arms. “Okay, but can you blame them, though?” I said. “You’re out here on this beach looking like paparazzi photos of Chris Hemsworth.”

He snorted.

“How much do you work out?” I asked.

“Enough. I need to be able to carry any sized dog.”

“Of course.” I tilted my head. “What if this was just me trying to get your shirt off?”

“You could have done less.”

I laughed. This man was so unintentionally funny.

I let out a deep breath. “My mom is sick,” I said. “That was my sister calling. That was really nice of you to get my phone.”

“Did you call her back?” he asked.

“Not yet.”

He nodded at my purse. “Call her.”

He left me on the beach to grab his clothes on the dock and I stood in the sand dialing Jeneva.

“Hey, what’s up?” I said when she answered.

“Nothing. Just checking to see if you need an emergency Get Out of Date call.”

I scoffed. “No, definitely not. I just saw him half naked.”

“Ooooh! What was that like?”

I glanced over my shoulder at him while he buttoned up his shirt. “It’s giving Greek god vibes,” I said. “I have to go.”

“Have fuuuuun.”

I hung up and met Xavier mid-dock. He was fully clothed now. “Everything okay?” he asked.

“Fine. False alarm.”

“Good. Shall we?” He motioned for me to go first.

There were two floors—an upper cabin with an enclosed restaurant-style seating area and an outside deck with tables and chairs. Downstairs had another dining room with more booths, a cherrywood bar, and a buffet. There were volunteers stationed around the boat with rescue dogs you could pet.

He knew all the dogs’ names.

Passengers were still arriving, so Xavier took me to the bar to get a drink. He ordered us the signature cocktail. A salty dog. He ordered his as a mocktail.

“You don’t drink?” I asked
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