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            SYNOPSIS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A small-town enemies-to-lovers romance.

      

        

      
        His face is imprinted on my mind from when I fall asleep to when I open my eyes.

      

        

      
        I thought leaving would be better for us…

      

        

      
        … turns out, I was wrong.

      

        

      
        Jake didn’t know this, but I loved watching him in school, taking a ride in his truck, even when he was sleeping. He was perfect.

      

        

      
        He would walk with such confidence and had those stunning ice-blue eyes; he had my heart long before we started talking.

      

        

      
        I understand now that the decision I made was selfish.

      

        

      
        It’s time to win him back and prove we were meant to be together.

      

        

      
        One problem: I need to break through nine years of anger.

      

        

      
        This may be my biggest challenge, but I’m ready to be wrapped in his arms again.

      

        

      
        Crystal Shores is a small-town romance series with recipes made by the characters in the back of the book.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Holland
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      9 years ago…

      “Crystal Shores is going to be so boring without you here.” Jake laced his fingers with mine and leaned in lightly to kiss the tip of my nose. “Are you sure you have to go?”

      “To college?” I burst out laughing and then quickly covered my mouth. “I mean,” I said around my fingers.

      He pulled my hand away and tugged me closer to his body. The moment my chest was flush against him, it felt like a magnet was pulling us closer together. I had to rest my hands on his chest to steady myself. “I’m kidding, Holly.” He reached up with one finger and moved a strand of hair away from my face. “Well, I say I’m kidding, but…”

      I placed my finger over his lips. “I know. Me, too.”

      We had three weeks until graduation. I struggled with the thought of leaving. There were moments I thought about just staying right here in Crystal Shores, with Jake. Yet, I knew in my heart I had to leave.

      “What should we do tonight?” Jake raised his eyebrows up and down.

      “Well, something tells me you already have plans with that look.” I laughed and brushed my index finger over each eyebrow.

      “Maybe.” He leaned into my touch.

      “Maybe nothing. Just tell me.” I slid my hands down and tickled his sides.

      “Hey.” He laughed as he pushed my hands away and jumped back. “I don’t have any plans. Milo did mention a party at the farm.” Milo was a classmate and Jake’s cousin.

      “Wait. His parents are okay with a party on their farm?”

      A party seemed so out of character for Milo. His family owned the Davis Family Farm about twenty minutes outside town. His parents weren’t strict, but they did have set rules, and some were even posted at the entrance to the farm. For example, no after-hours parties are to be held here on the farm. That was posted on a sign, word for word.

      “Okay, not exactly, but they approved it.”

      “Wow!” I slapped my hand against his chest. “Well, you know what that means, right?”

      “We’re going?”

      “Hell yeah.” He grabbed my hand, and I ran alongside him to his pickup truck. I reached my hand out to open the passenger-side door, but he was quicker. “Such a gentleman.” I leaned up on my tippy toes and kissed him on his cheek. “Thank you.”

      “Be good.” He chuckled and stepped back so I could hop up. Right before my ass met the seat, he slapped it, startling me.

      “Hey.” I plopped down and threw my purse on the seat next to me. As he ran around the front of the truck and slid into his seat, I tried to look angry but failed miserably. “You should be gentler. I’m a delicate little flower.”

      He didn’t say a word. Instead, he burst out laughing and tugged me closer to him. “Whatever you say, Baby.”

      I rested my head on his shoulder and wrapped my arms around his bicep. Fuck, I was going to miss this; I was going to miss him. For the last several weeks (basically, since I was officially accepted into the College of Veterinary Medicine at Michigan State University), whenever we were together, I tried to take a mental photograph of every inch of his body and enjoy all the feelings he stirred up every time he touched me.

      I snuggled in closer to him, and he rested his hand on my thigh. “We could skip the party and go somewhere else.”

      “Where?” I lifted my head. “Wait, you mean our spot?”

      “Doesn’t it sound like more fun?”

      I grabbed his hand and laced my fingers with his. “Maybe. It would be fun to see everyone together, though. There are only a few more chances before we all go our separate ways.”

      “How about this?” He squeezed my hand. “We go and make an appearance for about one hour and then sneak away. They’ll never know we left.”

      “You know I love you, right?” I turned in the seat to face him.

      “Yeah.” He pulled the truck to the side of the road and put it into park. “You, okay?”

      “Totally. Everything’s good.” I stared at him for the longest moment. “Sorry, I’m just feeling all sentimental, I guess.” I reached over, pushed the steering wheel up, and climbed onto his lap. “Jake West.”

      “Oh, I love it when you say my full name.” He rubbed his hands over my ass, and I moved my body back and forth against him.

      “Holland Simmons.” He placed his hands on my hips and stopped me from moving. “What’s going on? Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah.” I sat there for several long seconds staring at him. Drinking in every single curve, freckle, and small scar. “I am 100% good.” Then I rested my elbows on his shoulders and leaned in closer. When he kissed me, my body just relaxed—this man. God, I loved this man so damn much.
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        * * *

      

      The day before leaving for college…

      “Where are you off to already?” my mom asked, chopping carrots and throwing them into a big pot on the stove. “You got home late last night and now you’re leaving again.”

      “Mom, hey.” My attempt to leave undetected failed. “I was going to run over and see Jake for a few hours.”

      “Did you forget about our plans?” She set the knife down and rested her hip against the counter. “I’m making supper, and we’re going to spend the evening together as a family before you leave tomorrow.”

      “I didn’t forget. I just need to run over and see Jake for a few. I’ll be home soon, I promise.” I had my hand on the door handle, ready to escape.

      “Soon, please.” She shook her head and went back to chopping the carrots.

      My mom insisted we have dinner as a family one more time. My sisters and I tried to tell her life wasn’t ending because I was leaving for college.

      Well, except when I thought about Jake. That’s when I thought my world was crumbling around me. I had moments over the last few days where I questioned my career choices. The thought of being separated from him for eight years made me feel claustrophobic. I knew I could come home on weekends and holidays, but it wouldn’t be the same.

      “Okay.” I opened the door. “Love you.” My hand was still on the doorknob. I closed my eyes, threw my hand to my chest, and took in a deep breath before letting it out slowly. Then, I walked to my car.

      If I could spend every waking moment with Jake before I left, I would.

      Hell, I wanted to spend every waking moment with him, period.

      It took me about five minutes to drive to his house. As I slowly walked up the steps to his front door, I could hear Jake and his mom talking in the living room. It was a beautiful day; surprisingly, it wasn’t hot, but there was a warm breeze. Their windows were open, and I could hear everything they were saying.

      At first, it didn’t matter that their voices carried outside. Until Jake said he wasn’t interested in attending college. All he wanted to do was work at the farm and visit me on the weekends.

      I stopped on the top step. They still couldn’t see me.

      He had to go to college, we had talked about it since I was accepted into the College of Veterinary Medicine.

      We agreed; we both would attend college. He would finish first but still, that didn’t matter, we would get our degrees and then start our forever together here in Crystal Shores.

      Without thinking, I turned and ran back to my car. I didn’t know why I was leaving. The smarter thing to do would have been to walk into the house and talk to him, encourage him to go to college.

      Instead, I left.

      Something happened in that moment. I couldn’t explain it.

      I considered that we might be holding each other back.

      Our conversations over the last few weeks were minimal. We made love so many times I had lost count, and we talked over and over about how we would miss each other.

      We never talked about the future. We both thought by not talking about it, it would be okay. Clearly, that’s not the case.

      As I drove away from Jake and his admission to his mom, my mind reverted back to when I first knew I wanted to be a veterinarian.

      

      “Jen, what is that sound?” My sister and I were walking home from school. Mack wasn’t with us. She was still at school. We were almost home when I heard a faint cry that sounded like a cat.

      “Oh, that’s a kitten.” She stopped and tried to listen for where the sound was coming from. “Over there.” She pointed at a giant bush about five yards away.

      We ran over and crouched down. Sure enough, there was a baby kitten moving slowly around and crying. A few inches away were three more hiding under the bush.

      “Are you kidding me? Four kittens out here all alone.” We continued to check around the area to make sure we hadn’t missed any. We even tried to find their momma, but unfortunately, it looked like they were alone.

      The two kittens I held had discharge on their eyes, preventing them from opening them. We went home that day and gave them a bath, cleaned their eyes, and fed them.

      At the veterinary hospital the next day, I watched as the veterinarian took care of each kitten. He even allowed me to assist as he examined them.

      

      If Jen and I could help four kittens, which included finding them forever homes; I knew anything was possible.

      From that moment, I knew I wanted to go to college; and I had to become a veterinarian. It’s all I’ve wanted ever since.

      Leaving without saying goodbye to Jake, though. That felt wrong. All I could think about was what if I became more of a distraction for him?

      Hopefully, over time, he would learn to understand.
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      9 years later…

      “Hey, did you call Holly?” Milo knelt beside the goat, Henrietta, and stroked his hand over her belly. “She hasn’t been the same since she had her babies six months ago.”

      I leaned against the wooden fence and crossed my arms over my chest. “She’s eating. Are you sure you’re not reading into something? She is your favorite goat.”

      “Seriously?” He stood up and rolled his eyes. “I know what that means.” Then he pointed at my arms.

      “What means?” I uncrossed them and dropped my hands to my side. “All I said was, are you sure you’re not reading into anything because she is eating fine.”

      “No, you look pissed, and you’re trying to find an excuse so you don’t have to call Holly.”

      “Bullshit.” I finally exited the small stall and walked out of the barn.

      “Jake,” Milo said from behind me.

      “What?” I probably yelled that word a little too loud. “I mean–“ I turned to face him– “what?”

      “She is not going to go away magically.”

      “I know that.”

      “Do you?”

      I turned away and looked out at the field in front of me. My eyes wandered over the hay bales rolled up perfectly side by side. Milo was right; she wasn’t going to go away magically. Finally, I turned back to face him. “Yeah, I do, and that’s the problem.”

      “Just talk to her.”

      “No.” I pulled my baseball cap off and ran my hands through my hair. “Listen, I need to go feed Bessy.” I put my hat back on and walked away before Milo could say another word.

      I approached the thin wire fence and saw the black and white cow thirty yards away. “Hey, Bessy.” I rested my hand on the coiled metal. “Come here, Girl.” The cow slowly made her way over to me.

      Bessy was the only one who knew all my secrets. She had to hear me bitching, moaning, and sometimes even crying (but that happened on very rare occasions).

      “Hey, Girl.” She rested her head on my arm and looked at me with those sweet brown eyes. I ran my finger up and down the bridge of her nose. “Milo is trying to say I’m pissed. Have I been upset lately?”

      The cow quietly mooed and pushed her nose at my chest.

      “Exactly. I’ve been in a good mood.” I scratched behind her ears. “See, you’re the only one who understands.”

      At that moment, Bessy nodded, then stepped back and slowly made her way to the water trough.

      “Or she’s just sending me a subliminal message to get more water.” I tried not to laugh at the conversation in my head as I walked into the small barn where the hose was located. “Nah, she does get me.”

      “Talking to yourself again?” I jumped at the sound of her voice. Then, I accidentally turned toward her as the water started pouring out of the hose. “Shit,” Mackinac, Holly’s sister, yelped and reached over to push the hose away.

      “What the hell?”

      I quickly shut the water off.

      “A little warning next time.”

      “Nope, seeing you jump like a girl is much more fun.” She grabbed a small towel from a shelf.

      “Funny.” I turned the water back on and put a kink in the line as I made my way over to the trough. “What are you doing here?”

      “Is that a way to greet a good friend?” She was following close behind me.

      “Sorry.” With the hose in one hand, I leaned over and hugged her. “Now, what are you doing here?”

      “Fine.” She let out a heavy sigh, I glanced over. “No, it’s not about her. I have a favor to ask.”

      “Favors are taken up with Milo, not me.”

      “He sent me over here to talk to you.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I got a call yesterday from a farmer in Pleasanton.”

      “Oh no, it’s not what I think it is…”

      “Well, kinda, yeah.”

      “Nope.”

      “Jake, Bessy needs a friend. She’s bored.”

      “That’s your assessment. She’s fine; look at her.” I was still filling the trough with water but lifted my free hand and pointed toward Bessy.

      “Is she?” Mack walked over to the fence and held out her hand. “It’s been three months. It’s time.”

      I filled up Bessy’s water trough, put the hose away, and stepped beside Mack. Bessy walked over and placed her nose right in the palm of Mack’s hand. She seemed quiet these days, but I wasn’t ready to admit that information. The cow did interact with us whenever we were nearby, but I guess it was obvious that her demeanor was a little off.

      It took every ounce of strength, but after several long minutes, I finally said, “Fine.” It was not easy, but I had to do it for Bessy. After we lost Ben, the steer who had been on the farm for almost as long as Bessy, it felt weird to add to the animal family on the farm. Yet, I knew Mack was right; Bessy probably needed a companion.

      “What? Did you say fine?” She grabbed Bessy’s face and kissed her nose. “He said yes.” Then she jumped up and stepped closer to me and stopped suddenly. “You’re not going to change your mind, right?” When I didn’t answer right away, she slapped her hand against my chest. “Jake.”

      I placed my hand on my chest. “If I say no, you won’t hit me again, right?”

      “Only if you say a definitive no. One where I believe you.”

      “No, I will not change my mind.” I had my hand up like I was back in Scouts.

      She resumed jumping up and down. “Did you hear that, Bessy?”

      I shook my head. “I guess it’s decided.” I rubbed my hand over the soft fur on Bessy’s ears. “Does that sound good, Bess? You want someone here with you?” The cow mooed so loud. I knew I was going crazy, but it was her loudest in months.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Mack laughed. Then she wrapped her arm around my waist and rested her head against my shoulder.

      “Yeah, I think she is telling us something.” I squeezed Mack’s side and kissed the top of her head. “Thanks for being persistent.”

      “Thanks for helping the farmer in Pleasanton.”

      “So, what’s the story?”

      “No story, really; he just needs to find homes for some of his animals.” She straightened and stuffed her hands in her pants pockets. “He knew we only had one at the moment.”

      Right then, Bessy walked over and nudged her head against my chest. It’s funny how the cow just knew me so well. I was trying to be positive and ready for the change. Then, my mind took a moment to rewind, and I thought about the change I had to make years ago. I immediately wanted to change my answer and keep everything exactly the way it was at this very moment.

      It felt safer.
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      “Here he is.” Kaylee wrapped her hand around Brantley’s leash. The German Shepherd was scheduled to have a few tumors removed.

      “Hey, Buddy.” I placed my hands on the sides of his face and scratched behind his ears. “How were his parents for the drop-off?”

      “She cried, and he kept shaking his head.” She opened the bottom cage and helped Brantley into the small space.

      “So, no change from the other day?”

      “Exactly.” Kaylee ran to fill up a water bowl and placed it into his cage. “Do you think it’s bad?”

      I leaned against the wall of cages and attempted to cross my arms over my chest. As I lifted my arm a fraction, a cat started to grab hold of the sleeve of my lab coat. “Benson.” The small tabby had his body plastered against the metal bars and continued to try to attack me. “I guess you’re feeling better.” I beeped his nose.

      “Honestly–” I bent down, reached my hand into the cage, and grabbed his back paw– “I have no clue. He has been healthy and hasn’t shown any signs of decline. They could just be fatty tumors.”

      “I’ll cross my fingers and toes, that’s all it is. You’ll be okay, Buddy.” Kaylee bent down and kissed his head before latching the two doors together.

      “Have you heard from Mack?” I walked over to the prep table and opened Brantley’s file. “She was going to assist in the surgery.”

      “Nope. Last I heard, she needed to run to the Davis Family Farm.” She tucked her hands in the front pockets of the scrub top. “Do you need me to call her?”

      Kaylee was still new and had not assisted in any surgeries. Since the tumor removal was going to be a bit intense, I wanted Mack to help. “That’s okay. I’m sure she’ll be here soon.”

      It was still early. I didn’t need to start the surgery for at least another hour. For some reason, we didn’t have any more appointments, which was unusual. Actually, it was nice to have a moment of rest. I guess that was the perk of living in a small town; not every day would be filled with wall-to-wall appointments. I had worked at some veterinary hospitals during my rotations that were nonstop for the whole shift. Here, I actually had a life outside of the clinic. I knew my bunnies loved it, too.

      As I entered the small office, my hands were in my pockets. When I pulled my hands out of the white coat, it sounded like something had fallen on the floor. There was a shining piece of silver by my left foot. I bent down to retrieve it, and my heart sank.

      I was wearing my backup lab coat, which usually hung behind the office door. It was there in case I forgot mine at home, which I had done today. I held the small piece of jewelry with the initials J & H in my hand. When I received the gift, it hung perfectly on a silver chain. Jake gave it to me as a graduation present. He said he wanted me to have something to remember us while I went through eight years of veterinary school.

      On my first day of college, I placed the gift in a small box and tucked it away. Just looking at it made me feel guilty.

      The night before Snuggle-In opened, I was going through a few boxes and found the small box with the charm. I took it off the chain and put it in the pocket of my new lab coat. I missed what I had with Jake, and the charm felt like a way to have him with me on my new life adventure.

      Now, here I was, holding that little piece of jewelry again.

      I tried to remember the last time I had worn the lab coat. I forgot why I left the small charm in the pocket.

      I sat in the office chair and leaned back, staring at the initials J & H. Then it hit me: a cat was sick, and I had to change lab coats. The new coat had our updated logo, so I wore the new coat more and made the old one a backup.

      My mind wandered back to when he gave me the necklace…

      

      “We did it.” I jumped into his arms, and he spun me around in a full circle. My graduation cap flew off and fell on the ground.

      “Hey,” he whispered in my ear. “I got you something.” He bent slightly to let me down and reached into his graduation gown pocket. “Here.”

      “Jake.” I held the small gift in my hand. “I thought we agreed not to buy each other anything.”

      “I know. It’s just a little something.” He smiled. “Just open it.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice. I ripped open the wrapping paper and carefully removed the lid. There, sitting in the center, was a chain with a beautiful charm looped onto the silver rope. The charm had our initials in perfect serif lettering.

      “Jake.” I grabbed the chain and pulled it out. “I love it.”

      

      Whimpering brought me out of my reverie. I wiped a tear away and quickly hopped up to go check on my patient.

      “Awww, Brantley, I’m sorry, Buddy.” I looked at the clock and realized it had been an hour. I had let myself get lost in thought for so long, it was time to start prepping for his surgery. “I guess it’s just you and me for this one.” I made my way up front to find Kaylee. “I may need you to help with a few things. Do you have time?”

      I felt a sharp pain in my hand. The charm was pushing into my skin. I didn’t realize I was still holding it. Before putting it back into the pocket of the lab coat, I held it against my heart. It had been over a year since I arrived back in Crystal Shores. During that time, I tried to figure out how to talk to Jake. I was starting to believe it would never happen.

      On one occasion, when I found the courage to go and talk to him, he saw me approaching and left. That happened several months ago. I wanted to mend the wounds, but I knew it would take a lot more than just the words, I’m sorry.

      “You okay?” I jumped at Kaylee’s words.

      “What? Oh, yeah.” I went back into my office and grabbed the little lockbox of controlled substances.

      I shook my head and released the thoughts. Brantley required my full attention now, not a hopeless memory that could never be a reality.
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      Two hours later…

      “Jen, can you grab another towel for me.” I opened the bottom cage and squatted before the sleeping German Shepherd, Brantley. “Hey, Buddy.” I lightly ran my hand over his side and then rested my hand just behind his ear. “It’s time to wake up. Can you hear me, Brantley?”

      “How was the surgery?” Jenison, my sister, who runs Snuggle Inn Doggy Daycare right next door, knelt beside me and carefully lifted the dog’s backside to place the towel under him.

      “Thanks.” I carefully pulled up each eyelid to see if he was starting to come out of the anesthesia. “He did awesome. The procedure ended up being pretty simple. He only had three small masses to remove.”

      “Did you send a sample in already to check and see if they’re benign?”

      “They went out fifteen minutes ago. It’ll take about one to two weeks for the results.”

      “I hate waiting. Mr. and Mrs. Robinson love this dog so damn much.”

      “With all the spa treatment Brantley gets, I’m not surprised.”

      “Right?” Jen burst out laughing and then covered her mouth. “Sorry.” Her laugh echoed around the room and finally caused the sleepy dog to stir.

      “Well, we do need him to start waking up.” I held in my laugh and continued running my hand up and down his side. “Is Mack still at the farm? I thought she was going to assist with the surgery today.”

      “Maybe. She probably had to
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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