
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Synopsis

			Danielle Clark’s life is going according to plan. She’s in the middle of her surgical residency and she and her fiancé, Will, are the perfect match. At least that’s what everyone tells them. When Will brings home a rescue dog, it’s hard to tell who’s less enthused, Dani or her cat, Jinx. The dog wreaks havoc on the household and needs training, but who has time for that? Certainly not Dani.

			 

			In steps Kara Britton, owner of a successful kennel. When she picks up Dani’s dog for day care, sparks fly. The wrong kind of sparks. When a frazzled Dani forgets her own dog’s name, Kara is absolutely appalled.

			 

			The two women verbally spar at every opportunity, until a breathless, angry kiss rocks both their worlds. Surprised by their attraction, they make a conscious effort to keep their distance. But fickle fate and meddling friends seem to delight in throwing them together.
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			Lori G. Matthews had me laughing in public—exactly what I needed in these stressful times. She completely sucked me in! The characters were almost familiar, like friends I already have. The romance felt real, and I never doubted the motives behind Sam and Alex’s actions. I spent many years so hungry for representation that I’d read anything you threw at me, but I’m happy to say this book set the bar so much higher for me. A flirty, fun romp through Hollywood. 

			-MJ’s Reviews, Bookshop Santa Cruz

			#CassiNova is such a fun read. I pictured this title making its way into my beach bag for a fun, upbeat read in the sunshine. The language is trendy and at times edgy, giving the book a youthful, modern Hollywood vibe. The slow burn romance is tempered with humor that keeps the pace until the romance peaks. Keeping with great timing, there are also well written genuine and sincere moments. #CassiNova is a cute, funny, light read. I’d recommend it for any of my friends looking for a sweet, easygoing RomCom. 
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			Delightfully funny. I read this with a grin and outright laughter. I will look for future books from the author. 

			-Kaye C., NetGalley

			Omg, this was an amazing, funny and sweet book. You will laugh and cry and laugh some more. The main characters are meant for each other from the first meet. They are both goofy, with ideas out of this world. They make their relationship hot, and happy and don’t stop playing around. It looks so easy when you read this one and you root for their happy ending. Excellent book in my opinion. 

			-Kat W., NetGalley
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Chapter One

			A growl. A hiss. A swat.

			The house on Edgehill Street near downtown Seattle had been quiet, but now the dog and cat moved around the room like gladiators, poking and prodding, each looking for a weakness in the other. When the orange, long-haired tabby jumped to higher ground, the golden retriever grew frustrated and grabbed a pillow from the chair, shaking it back and forth. When that wasn’t good enough, he placed both of his paws on it and ripped at the fabric with his mouth. And continued ripping until stuffing floated around the room like snowflakes.

			“Oh my God.” Danielle Clark shot up from her seat at the dining room table and made a grab for what was left of the pillow. “No, no. Let me have it.” After a minute of scuffling around the room with their new addition to the family, Dani held up tattered remnants of the pillow to Jinx the cat. “Well. Another one bites the dust. That’s two in the last three hours. How can something so cute be so…destructive?”

			Jinx appeared equally flummoxed and did what any self-respecting cat would do when faced with such an existential question. He licked his butt.

			Dani collapsed back into the chair. I’m so not ready for a dog. With a deep breath to calm her fraying nerves, she continued typing patient notes into her laptop.

			Will had brought the dog home last night. Someone at his office had rescued it from the Seattle Animal Shelter but couldn’t keep it. After a lively discussion on whether they should adopt the dog, and against her better judgment, Dani had relented.

			Jinx took a flying leap onto the dining room table and stretched out, willing to supervise Dani now that his annoying adversary was digging at some imaginary spot on the carpet. From time to time, his meaty kitty paw would punch the keyboard and a series of letters would scroll across the screen.

			“I don’t think Mrs. Duncan will agree with your diagnosis.”

			He gave a soft mewl and rolled onto his back, placing both paws on the screen.

			Dani scratched him under the chin. “Don’t you have someplace to be? Aren’t there birds to stalk?”

			She squeezed her eyes shut as loud barking echoed around the room. The dog had grown bored with the carpet and was now busy chasing Jinx’s twitching tail that dangled from the table.

			With teeth bared, Jinx voiced his displeasure.

			The family fun was interrupted by the buzz of Dani’s phone. It was her bestie. “Hey, Zoe.”

			“Jesus Christ, turn your TV down. What are you watching, 101 Dalmatians?”

			“That’s not the TV. It’s our dog.”

			“A dog? When did you get a dog?”

			Dani sighed. “Last night. Will brought him home.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“We haven’t decided. Will’s trying to come up with the perfect name.”

			“You don’t sound happy.”

			Dani rubbed her temples. “I have no idea how we’re gonna take care of a dog with our schedules.”

			“Tell him it’s you or the dog.”

			In jest, Dani said, “He’d probably choose the dog.”

			“Good.”

			Dani frowned, regretting her quip because Zoey had never approved of the match. It was a battle they waged every so often, Zoey begging Dani to wait for true love to sweep her off her feet, and Dani defending her decisions. “We’re engaged, maybe you should accept it.”

			“You’ve been engaged for three years.”

			“It’s hard to find time to have a wedding.”

			“Or…you don’t want to marry him. Maybe you know deep down that you’re settling. You’re only thirty-three, you’ve—”

			Dani groaned. “I’m not settling. Listen. Not everyone can have what you and Jen have. You two are lucky.” Already on edge with the cat and dog fiasco, she tried to rush Zoey off the phone. “I gotta go, I’ll see you later.”

			“Wait! Come to the bar with us tonight. Jen, tell her to come with us.”

			Jen’s perky voice pleaded through the phone. “C’mon, Dani. You need a night with the girls.”

			“I’m swamped with paperwork.”

			“It’s Saturday night,” Zoey said. “Maybe you’ll meet Miss Right.”

			Dani rolled her eyes. “Will you stop.”

			“All right…”

			Dani’s shoulders sagged with relief, because today she’d won the battle.

			“…how about I find Miss Right for you?”

			So much for winning. “Hello? Ring on my finger.” She absently raised her hand and quickly put it back down. The ring was not where it should be. It was still on the shelf in the bathroom.

			“Leave her alone,” Jen said in the background. “Dani, ignore her. Just come out and have a drink with us.”

			Zoey refused to get down from her soapbox. “You know I’m a master matchmaker. I did introduce you to Suzanne in college.”

			The mention of her college sweetheart caused a twitch of pain near her heart. It was one of those regrets you learned to live with. One of those decisions you wished you could go back and change.

			The dog’s growl disrupted any further thoughts. Something had piqued his interest. His hind end was in the air and his head was under the couch. “I gotta go.” She disconnected the call while Zoey was in midsentence.

			Dani hustled over to see what had him so enthralled. It was her hospital badge. Shit. How did it get under there? Grabbing it, she wiped off the slobber and tucked it into her briefcase, which she then placed on top of the oak china cabinet. With a glance down at the dog and back to the bag, she calculated his jump radius. It should be out of reach. Hopefully. Dogs couldn’t jump as high as cats, right?

			Jinx continued to hiss from his perch on the table. “I know, Jinxy. Blame your daddy.”

			Dani plopped onto the couch, sinking into the soft leather cushions. She pushed a wayward strand of hair from her face. It was too short to stay in a ponytail, but long enough to fall into her eyes. A haircut was in order, but who had time for that?

			She jammed a fist into her lower back and rubbed at the knot above her hip bone. Fourteen-hour days were the norm, however this past week she’d worked three eighteen-hour shifts. But it was worth it. The lower back aches. The limited sleep. All of it. Her surgical residency would be over in a year, and she would have her pick of jobs at UWMC or any other hospital in the city.

			Her phone vibrated again with a text from Will.

			Sorry babe will be late tonight. Don’t wait up. Love you!

			Good. Maybe she could get all these notes done tonight. But as soon as she opened the next file, Zoey’s voice rattled around her brain and her fingers hovered over the laptop. Am I settling? Was there something more out there? Or someone?

			Stop it. Will was great. He was kind, and caring, and fun. They’d known each other for years, came from similar backgrounds, and both wanted to be doctors. What more could she ask for? They were perfect together.

			Aren’t we?

			A tinge of doubt nibbled at her psyche.

			Dani was afraid to answer.

			* * *

			Kara Britton leaned against the bar. She loved to people-watch here. She also loved the divey feel of The Rose, with its five-dollar microbrews, Taco Tuesdays, and themed dance parties. It was a welcoming space that packed them in on a Saturday night.

			Her friend Val Pisecki finished her beer and pushed the empty bottle away. “I’ll get the next round.” She waved a twenty-dollar bill at the bartender and ordered a couple of local IPAs.

			Someone tapped Kara on the shoulder, and she spun around.

			“Are you Kara Britton?” a petite woman asked.

			Kara didn’t recognize her. “Yeah?”

			“I’m Jen Rowe.”

			Kara bit her bottom lip and searched through her memory banks for a woman with warm brown eyes and a blond, curly, pixie haircut, but she drew a blank.

			“We went to high school together. I was a couple years behind you. We both played basketball…”

			“Oh, Jen, yes, now I remember. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you. How are you?”

			“I’m good. How about you?”

			Another woman stood close by and nudged Jen’s shoulder.

			“Oh. This is my girlfriend, Zoey. Zoe, this is Kara,” Jen said. “She was the star of the team back in the day. She made ‘The Shot.’” Jen used air quotes. “Her buzzer-beater won us the state championship that year.”

			Zoey, a couple of inches taller than Jen, had a mod messy ’do and crooked smile. With great fanfare, she extended a hand. “Howdy!”

			Kara liked her instantly. “Nice to meet you, Zoey. This is my friend Val.”

			“So do you play professional basketball now?” Jen asked.

			Kara grinned at the question. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard it. Usually when she ran into old high school buddies, it was the first thing they asked. Most people assumed that being good on one’s high school team automatically translated into a pro basketball career. “No. I don’t play professionally.”

			“Why not? You were so good. I heard you got a free ride to the University of Oregon.”

			“I did get a scholarship. But I tore my knee up senior year and missed the entire season.”

			“Oh damn, that must’ve sucked.”

			Kara briefly flashed back to that moment in time, the late nights in the gym, the countless hours of physical therapy. Pushing through the pain to try and get back to the team before the end of the season, only to come up short and then questioning if it had all been worth it. “It sucked when it happened. But after rehabbing…” She shrugged. “I found out I didn’t love it anymore. To play pro, you gotta love it.”

			“Yeah, I guess so.”

			“It turned out okay. I may not be on the Seattle Storm, but I got my business degree.”

			Val patted her on the back. “And now she owns her own business, Emily’s Tails for Trails Pet Resort!” She raised her glass. “The best dog kennel and day care in the city.”

			Kara gave them a wry smile. “Val’s my second-in-command, so her opinion is a bit biased.”

			“Who’s Emily?” Zoey asked.

			“My mom,” Kara replied. “She passed away eight years ago. When I bought the kennel, I named it after her.”

			“Oh, damn, sorry about your mom,” Zoey said.

			“Thank you.”

			A waitress arrived to let Kara know their table was ready.

			“Why don’t you guys join us?” Val asked.

			They sat down and ordered some appetizers.

			“Explain to me the day care thing because we have two monsters at home,” Zoey said. “I told Jen we could get one, but she insisted on two.”

			“They were brothers,” Jen explained. “I couldn’t separate them.”

			“Well, now it’s double the work and double the shit in the backyard. And there’s no room on the couch or the bed.”

			“They’re not that bad,” Jen said.

			Zoey’s eyes widened and her lip curled up at the corner. “Not that bad? Roscoe literally kicked me out of bed the other night. I was barely hanging on as it was, and he stretched and I ended up on the floor. Here, look.” She rolled up her sleeve, revealing a nasty bruise near her elbow.

			“Ouch,” Kara said.

			“And what about last night? The two of them decided to run a track meet from the den to the front door. For half an hour.”

			After a pause, Jen asked, “How does day care work?”

			“You can either drop them off or we come and get them,” Kara said.

			Zoey gasped. “You actually come and pick them up?”

			“Yep.”

			“And then what?” Zoey asked. “You bring them back? Or do you keep them? You can keep them.”

			Jen playfully punched her. “Hey.”

			“Ow.” Zoey continued, “I know, you pick them up and keep them, and bring back, like a cat, or a kitten.”

			Jen giggled. “Stop it. You’ll have to forgive her; she’s a cat person.”

			Kara made a show of rolling her eyes. “Ah. A cat person! Say no more. Why don’t we do this? I’ll pick your dogs up Monday, and you can see if you like it.”

			“Done!” Zoey said.

			The group ordered another round of drinks. “What do you guys do?” Val asked.

			“I work at Amazon,” Zoey said. “Been writing code since I was in diapers.”

			“And I work as a nanny for this couple over on Mercer Island,” Jen said. “Pays good until I figure some things out.”

			“How old are the kids?” Kara asked.

			“Five, two, and three months.”

			“Wow, they’re young.”

			“Yeah, don’t be surprised if she orders you a juice box from the bar,” Zoey said. “Sometimes she forgets she’s with adults.”

			“I do not.”

			“Yeah, you do. Last night you told me it was beddie-bye time and to put my jam-jams on. You’re losing your adult vocabulary.”

			“I am not!”

			Kara smiled at their banter. They sounded like an old married couple. “How long have you guys been together?”

			“Five years,” Jen said.

			“That’s great.” Kara felt a pang of loneliness. Will I have that someday?

			“What about you two? Are you together?” Jen asked.

			Kara shook her head. “No, just friends. Val has a girlfriend.”

			Zoey pointed at Kara. “Not you?”

			“Nope. Single right now.”

			“Who can we set her up with?” Jen tapped a finger to her chin.

			Kara held up a hand. “I don’t need to be set up. I’m on a self-imposed hiatus from women right now.”

			“Why?” Zoey asked.

			“Let’s just say, my last breakup was a little messy. I need a breather.”

			“How long ago was that?” Zoey asked.

			Kara did the math in her head. “About seven or eight months.”

			“You need to get back on the wagon. I know a redhead I can set you up with,” Zoey said.

			Jen’s eyes narrowed. “Stop it.”

			Zoey waved a hand dismissively. “She’s five foot six, shoulder-length hair, and blue eyes. She’s a doctor and—”

			“Zoey…” Jen warned. “Kara, ignore her please.” Jen rested her chin in her hand.

			“There’s gotta be someone we know.”

			Kara groaned. “Seriously ladies, I’m fine being single right now. If that changes, I’ll let you know.”

			




Chapter Two

			Dani leaned on the counter at the nurse’s station and picked up the chart for tomorrow’s surgery.

			“There’s my favorite doctor.”

			She recognized the voice and spun around with a smile on her face. “And here’s my favorite EMT. Don’t tell me you brought in some horrific accident victim who needs surgery.”

			Ethan Rowe, Jen’s burly big brother, gave her a hug. “No, just a broken leg. I haven’t seen you in a while. How’ve you been?”

			“Busy as usual.”

			“How’s Will?”

			“He’s great.”

			“Tell him I expect an invite to the hospital golf outing again this year.”

			After exchanging some small talk, she hugged Ethan goodbye and headed into the room across from the nurse’s station. “Hey, Mrs. Mitchell, how are you today?” She pulled up a chair next to her patient.

			The older woman gave her a wavering smile, and her frail hand clutched at the thin hospital blanket. “I’m doing okay.”

			“Good. We’re going to be running tests today to make sure everything else is fine for your surgery tomorrow. How’s your pain level?”

			“It’s manageable.”

			She nodded and made some notes on the chart. “Do you have any other concerns about the surgery? Any questions?”

			“I’m nervous.”

			Dani rested her hand on Mrs. Mitchell’s arm. “I know it’s scary. But I promise, I’ll take good care of you.”

			“I wish all my doctors were as sweet as you, dear. You know, my son will be in later today, and I told him he had to meet my beautiful doctor. Now, what time are you done?”

			Dani’s lips twitched in amusement. Her older patients always tried to set her up with their sons. “Well, that’s nice, but I’m engaged.”

			“Engaged? Where’s your ring?”

			She chuckled. “It’s an occupational hazard to wear it here.”

			“Listen, if it doesn’t work out with your man, you call me. My Thomas is handsome and fun.”

			“I will. Now you get some rest, and I’ll check back on you later today.”

			Dani walked into the hallway and checked her text messages. One was from Zoey. It was a picture of a van with a dog logo on it and something about Trails for Tails. Typical Zoey, vague with no explanation. She swiped to the next and sighed. Her mom wanted to meet for coffee in fifteen minutes. Already privy to what the conversation would be about, she groaned.

			When she arrived at the hospital cafeteria, her mom waved from a table in the corner. Dani weaved through the mostly empty tables and bent down to place a kiss on her mom’s cheek. “Hey, Mom.”

			“You’ve got dark circles under your eyes. Aren’t you getting enough sleep? You have to manage your schedule better or your work will suffer.”

			Dani rubbed at the offending orbs. “It’s been hectic. And the dog started barking at three a.m. and woke me up.”

			“When did you get a dog?”

			A young intern interrupted their conversation. “Dr. Clark, may I bother you for a quick second?”

			Her mom nodded and engaged with the young woman while Dani enjoyed a few seconds of welcomed peace, thankful that she wasn’t the Dr. Clark the woman sought.

			The intern left and the inquisition continued.

			“So when did you get a dog?” her mom asked.

			“Will got one the other day.”

			“That’s wonderful.”

			Dani tilted her head to the side. “We don’t have time for a dog right now. We’re both working late hours.”

			“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Her mom brought out her phone and pulled up the calendar. “Have you settled on a date yet?”

			As usual, there was no recognition of the strain Dani was under. She tossed out the first month that came into her brain. “September.”

			Her mom’s eyes widened. “Hooray! At least we have a month picked out.”

			“I don’t have time to even plan it.”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll plan it. Six months will be almost impossible to pull off, but I’ll manage. Any particular day? Or should I guess?”

			“I’ll…get back to you on that.”

			“What about your dress?”

			“Uh, I don’t know.”

			“There’s not enough time for something custom. You’ll wear something simple. I’ll call Margaret at Bellevue Bridal; she owes me a favor.”

			“Okay.” A dull pain began to throb in Dani’s temples.

			“We’ll need to book a date at the church.” She grimaced. “At this late date, I hope we can get something. I’ll probably have to call in another favor. Of course, Reverend Monahan will do the service.”

			“Of course.” Dani checked her watch and decided she’d had enough mom talk. “Crap, I have to go. I’ll talk to you later.” She gave her mom another peck on the cheek and hustled away.

			




Chapter Three

			“Yeah?” Dani rested the phone between her chin and shoulder as she rushed around trying to get out the door the next morning.

			“Why hello to you too, bestie. Why so pleasant?” Zoey asked.

			“I’m in a foul mood. I’ve barely slept. It’s my day to walk the dog, so I’m running behind schedule, and one of my patients had a reaction to some meds, and what the hell else is new in my life?”

			“I think you secretly love the chaos.”

			“I think you’re secretly a pain in my ass.” Dani pulled on her shoes, hopping toward the front door.

			“I solved your dog problem.”

			“My dog problem? More like a dog apocalypse. It’s been a few days and most of our furniture is destroyed. He ate the ottoman.”

			“That ottoman was ugly.”

			Dani blew out a frustrated breath. “Tell me how you solved my dog problem.”

			“Did you get my text?”

			“I don’t remember.”

			“Well, we met some chick at the bar on Saturday, someone Jen knew in high school. Next thing you know, they’ve Facebooked, Instagrammed, and Tweeted—”

			“I assume this is leading somewhere?”

			“This chick owns a kennel and doggie day care service.”

			“When do I have time to drive a dog to doggie day care?”

			“They pick up your dog, take them away for the day, and deliver them back to the house later.”

			Intrigued, Dani stared at the dog. He was chewing on Will’s favorite slipper. “Keep talking.”

			“That’s it, she’ll be there in five minutes.”

			“What? Wait…today? I can’t!”

			“Yes, you can. Get your pooch ready.”

			“Jesus, I don’t have time for this. I’m late already.”

			“She’ll be there any second. For God’s sake, it won’t kill you to be a couple of minutes late. Well, it might kill your patient. But it won’t kill you.”

			“Okay, okay. I’ll wait.” She ran a hand through her hair. It felt disheveled. Did I brush it?

			“Good. She’s been taking our two maniacs the last few days and they come home all tired and shit. It’s a beautiful thing.”

			“How much does this doggie chauffeur service cost?”

			“Just give her your credit card. You can afford it.”

			“All right, I have to go. The hospital’s on the other line.”

			“Oh, Dans!”

			“What?”

			“She’s cute.”

			“Why do I need to know she’s cute?”

			“Bye!”

			* * *

			Kara hopped from the white cargo van. The windows stayed open to allow air flow for the three dogs that waited not so patiently in the back. The two large ones barked their annoyance at stopping while the other one low-key whined. “Be good, boys.”

			She studied the house in front of her. Stately came to mind. It was a huge three-story brick home with black shutters and white trim around the windows.

			The landscaping had a professional feel, with tightly coiffed evergreen shrubs and strategically placed clusters of lavender and catmint, interspersed with glossy elephant ears and showy daylilies the color of buttercream. The oyster-shaped concrete birdbath was getting some action as two cardinals dunked and fluttered and flitted.

			When she rang the doorbell, a woman with a phone stuck to her ear threw open the door and glanced at the van in the driveway. “You here for the dog?”

			Kara nodded. “Yeah, Jen and Zoey told me to come over and get him.”

			The woman waved her in. She was shorter than Kara by an inch or two, and her wavy reddish hair fell even with her shoulders. It was thick. Or matted. Kara couldn’t tell. She passed a large, hairy, orange cat sitting on the arm of the couch and flinched when it gleefully took a swipe at her. Ugh, cats.

			The phone conversation ended, but the woman still didn’t turn around as she made her way to the back of the house. “He’s around here somewhere, chewing on something, I’m sure.”

			She wore light-blue scrubs. Was she a doctor? If so, it would explain the big house. Or they were pajamas. Maybe she was a bored housewife who had just rolled out of bed. Kara hustled to keep pace. “What’s his name?”

			The woman turned and her brows creased into a deep V. “Uh…hmm. Good question.” Her phone rang. “Sorry. I have to take this.”

			Kara was dumbfounded. Good question? It was a simple question. She didn’t ask about the theory of relativity. Or the space-time continuum. Or her thoughts on global warming. She’d merely asked for the dog’s name. How the hell doesn’t she know the dog’s name?

			Snapping fingers interrupted her introspection. The redhead pointed under the dining room table.

			Ambling over, she peered under. The dog in question rolled onto its back. White stuffing hung like drool from his mouth. He looked like a golden retriever, though not particularly large, probably around forty-five pounds, but he had the typical retriever coat, long, wavy, and strawberry blond.

			Kara waved to get the woman’s attention and mouthed, “Do you have a leash?” She was rewarded with another point. Kara followed the point into the kitchen. She walked in and stopped short as she glanced around with appreciation. It was a beautiful, open space, with top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances, creamy-colored granite countertops, and an island with a sink and barstools. A breakfast nook was off to the left and flanked with windows on three sides, making it the perfect space to have a cup of morning coffee. It was the kind of kitchen to drool over. Kara’s mom used to page through design magazines while in line at the supermarket and clutch at her chest with a dreamy expression in her eyes. Someday. Someday we’ll have a kitchen like this. Kara would smile, indulging her mom’s fantasy, knowing they barely had enough money for food, let alone a kitchen renovation.

			The leash and collar dangled from a hook by the back door. Grabbing both, she approached the dog. The aroma of the beef jerky treat in her hand was too enticing to ignore, and he loped over. At least he was food motivated. He gulped it down doggie style, with a slurp and a swallow, no chewing necessary, then pushed his nose into her hand looking for more. She slipped the collar on and attached the leash. Clearing her throat, she asked in a low voice, “How do you want to pay for this? We take credit cards, check, cash.”

			The woman continued her phone conversation while digging into a briefcase. Medical mumbo jumbo fell from her lips. In a flash, she yanked out a check, signed it, and handed it over.

			Kara cocked a brow. What kind of person hands some stranger a blank check? She was either stupidly trusting, or so rich it didn’t matter. Kara went with the latter. “I’ll bring”—she checked the dog’s collar—“Oliver back around five. Is that good?” Kara received a nod and figured she was dismissed when the woman turned away. She led the dog back toward the front door, mumbling, “Nice to meet you too. I’m Kara, by the way.”

			Once Oliver was safe in the van with the other dogs, Kara headed back to the farm. When she arrived, Val greeted her. “Hey, did they say when they’re dropping off the food delivery? The Hammonds need a bag.”

			“This afternoon.”

			Val grabbed one of the dogs and took him over to the play area. “Incoming!” When she came back, she pointed to Oliver. “Who’s this?”

			“New client.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“Oliver. Get this, the chick who owns him didn’t even know his name.”

			“How do you not know your dog’s name?”

			“Right? She’s some sort of doctor. Big house on Edgehill.” She shouted to one of the women in the yard, “Ellie, new dog, keep your eye on him.”

			Oliver shot into the enclosure and joined the other dogs as they ran around a large ten-acre space filled with trees and kiddie pools. Several employees, the “wranglers” as they liked to call themselves, moved through the yard keeping order and breaking up any scuffles.

			Kara’s chest swelled with pride as she watched the dogs romp around. Right after college, she’d gotten a job at the kennel as assistant manager. After a few years of hard work, she became manager. The previous owners, looking to retire, were only too happy to sell the business to their favorite employee. She was able to marry her business degree with her love for dogs. She’d renovated the house, converting it to a store, and moved into the small cottage behind the farmhouse. It was the perfect situation.

			Val removed her baseball hat and wiped the perspiration from her forehead. She was tall in stature, her ash-blond hair buzzed close, giving her a more masculine look. “What’s the doctor’s name?”

			Kara glanced at the blank check. “Ah…Danielle Clark.” As she read the name aloud, she experienced a feeling of déjà vu. The name tried to trigger a memory, and she searched but came up empty.

			“Why’s the check blank?”

			It took a moment for Kara to process the question. “Um…she was too busy to fill it out.”

			“Busy doing what?”

			“She was on the phone, talking doctor stuff. She kind of ignored me.”

			“Ignored you?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Was she cute?”

			“She had a nice ass.”

			Val pretended to be appalled. “You meet a new customer and that’s the only thing you came away with?”

			Kara laughed. “Her back was to me most of the time.”

			* * *

			Oliver was delivered home promptly at five p.m. by the same brunette who had picked him up earlier. Now that Dani wasn’t so rushed, she had time to check her out. Zoey was right. The woman was attractive. Her hair hung below her shoulders and had a natural wave, and her slim body moved with the grace of an athlete. Dark brows and lashes created the perfect frame for her green eyes.

			The dog calmly walked in the door. The woman took a treat from her pocket and made the dog sit while the leash was removed. He stayed put until told “Okay,” and then staggered over to his bed. Dani wasn’t sure she’d ever seen him lie down before, and she had to begrudgingly admit she was a bit impressed with the sit-stay.

			The brunette took the blank check from her pocket. “I brought this back since we didn’t talk about costs. I’m Kara, by the way, and your dog’s name is Oliver.”

			Dani, who had another hellacious day, noted the tone in Kara’s voice. She was being judged for not knowing the dog’s name earlier. And it rankled her. “We just rescued him and didn’t name him yet.”

			“We?”

			“My fiancé and I.”

			“Oh. Where’s your ring?”

			Dani was taken aback at the boldness of the question. “I don’t wear it to work. I’m a surgeon, and I don’t need to be losing it inside a patient.” She hoped her voice dripped with the proper amount of condescension.

			Kara smirked.

			Dani had half a mind to tell her to go pound sand, but then she glanced over at the exhausted dog. “He seems pretty tired.”

			“It’s called exercise. All dogs need it.”

			Dani glared and tried to convey her annoyance. In her head, she weighed the pros and cons of having to deal with this woman on a regular basis: getting judged every day vs. tired dog sleeping all night, getting aggravated by the brunette vs. not pulling things out of the dog’s mouth. “How much we talking here?”

			“The cost for pickup and day care is sixty-five dollars a day.”

			“Jesus Christ, is child day care that much?”

			“It’s a half hour ride to get him, and a half hour back to the farm.”

			“Yeah, but you’re already at Zoey and Jen’s, which is fifteen minutes away.”

			“Look, it is what it is.” Kara slipped the blank check onto the table in the foyer and opened the front door.

			Suddenly Dani had visions of chewed shoes, shredded pillows, and stuffing fluff all over the house. “Wait!” She grabbed the check. “How about I try it again tomorrow, and we’ll see how it goes.”

			Kara took the blank check. “Do you want to fill it out?”

			Dani called a truce in her head and tried to be nice. “No, you can fill it out, thanks.”

			“Your dog is food motivated, so he’s easy to train. If you take the time.”

			And…the truce was off! “I don’t have time to train a dog. I’m a little busy, what with doctoring and all.” The nerve of this woman. First the name thing, now the shaming for not training.

			“Oliver. His name’s Oliver. Maybe you should start with that.” She headed toward the van.

			“Very funny, Karen. I’ll see you tomorrow.” With a huff, Dani slammed the door shut.

			




Chapter Four

			The next day, Kara pulled into the Clarks’ driveway. With a chuckle, she recounted the banter from yesterday, and the way Dani’s eyes blazed with defiance when she questioned the cost of day care. Kara was never combative with customers, but Dani stimulated her. And it wasn’t unpleasant.

			She walked to the door and rang the bell. When Dani answered, she again had the phone glued to her ear.

			“Hold on a sec, Kyle.” She pulled the phone away from her mouth. “Hey. C’mon in. I, ah, lost track of him about a half hour ago.”

			Kara’s brows rose. Why couldn’t this woman keep track of her dog? “Where did you last see him?”

			Dani pursed her lips in thought. “In the sunroom. I was working in there and the phone rang, and I walked into the kitchen, and, shit, my briefcase! He’s already chewed my hospital badge once.” She took off running.

			Kara followed, giving a wide berth to the hissing, spitting, orange furball perched on the back of the couch. Upon entering the sunroom, she found Dani on her knees.

			“Kyle, I gotta call you back in a few.” Dani sifted through her briefcase. “Well, here’s the badge, that’s safe, but I feel slobber, so I know he was in here.” She directed a questioning glance in Kara’s direction. “Maybe you could help look. I refuse to be late for work again today. I’m never late. But this whole dog thing has me stressed out.” She continued to poke around the bag. “Oh, it’s my wallet. No!”

			Dani’s face drooped, and Kara swore her bottom lip wobbled. She almost felt bad. Almost. “Are you gonna cry?”

			“No, I’m not gonna cry.” She sat back on her heels. “I love that wallet. I’ve had it for fifteen years.”

			“Wow, fifteen years? Don’t you ever open it?”

			Dani narrowed her baby blues. “Are you suggesting I’m cheap? Is this because I said you charge too much for picking up a dog?”

			“If the shoe fits,” Kara mumbled as she left the sunroom.

			“I heard that!”

			Kara walked to the bottom of the staircase. Credit cards littered the steps like breadcrumbs. “I think he’s upstairs.”

			In an instant, Dani joined her at the bottom of the steps. “Crap, there’s my Visa.” She raised it in the air victoriously. “Not chewed!”

			“Congrats on the Visa, but Mister MasterCard has seen better days.” Kara picked up the mangled card.

			“I don’t use that one much.” Dani brushed past and ran upstairs.

			Kara sighed and checked her watch. She was already late for the next pickup.

			“Found him! Karen, in here!” Dani hollered.

			Kara rolled her eyes at the Karen thing. She walked into an oversized bedroom. Which happened to be bigger than her living room.

			Dani was on her knees peering under the bed, ass sticking in the air. “Come here, buddy. Please. Bring
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