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Chapter One

“Who leaves a dog whelping and does nothing? It’s
neglect. It’s criminal,” Kay said as she rolled her stiff, aching
shoulders with annoyance.

Dr. Lauren Cornish shook her head. “It’s not
neglect. She was a stray. The Palmers have been feeding her for a
couple of weeks, but she wouldn’t let them touch her. She didn’t
show up for dinner last night, so they went looking for her and
found her whelping. They’re good people and they brought Casey
here.”

“Casey? Isn’t she a stray?”

“They said she looked like a Casey.” Lauren
shrugged. “So, they named her. You’re really upset. I’ve never seen
you like this.”

Kay adjusted the hot water bottles so one was along
Casey’s back and one was against her chest. “I can’t stand to see
animals hurting, but I’m glad somebody cares about her.”

“They’re going to adopt her and pay the bill.”

“X-rays are ready,” Val said as she entered the
treatment room.

Kay tapped some buttons on the keyboard to pull up
the X-rays. “Sorry, I get it. It’s just—”

“Oh, the poor puppy.” Val stared at the X-rays in
horror.

Valerie Connor looked like she might cry, but as
head veterinary technician at Prairie Veterinary Services, or PVS,
Kay figured she’d seen worse. But then, Val had a big heart and a
soft spot for anything on four legs.

Kay inspected the black cockapoo lying on the exam
table and ran a gentle hand over Casey’s head. She studied Casey’s
X-rays displayed on the thirty-two-inch monitor. “Two puppies? Did
she have any already?”

Lauren shook her head. “Nope. No other puppies.”

Val pointed to the image on the computer screen.
“They’re huge pups.”

Casey was cold and lethargic and in poor shape. Kay
jammed her hands into the pockets of her lab coat and took deep
breaths until her pulse lowered and she could speak without
screaming in frustration. “Casey needs emergency surgery to remove
the puppies.” She petted Casey. “I’m surprised she’s still
conscious.”

“She’s a tough dog. After all, she survived a
Saskatchewan winter outside.” Lauren rested her hand on Kay’s
shoulder. “I told the Palmers that Casey was in good hands with our
new expert surgeon, Dr. Kay Gallant. I know you can do this.”
Lauren pocketed her stethoscope and turned to leave. “Well, I’d
better carry on with appointments or they’ll stack up. Call me if
you need any help. Good luck.”

“Thanks. Val and I’ve got this.” PVS was busy with
enough small animal clients that the receptionists booked Lauren
all morning doing vaccinations and medical appointments and Kay had
a full day of scheduled surgeries. It would be a longer day with
Casey to look after, but Casey was her responsibility now. “Let’s
get this done.”

Kay opened the drug cupboard and started to mix up
her premedication mixture of ketamine and other drugs. It would
knock Casey out so they could intubate her and put her on a gas
anesthetic. “Val, we’re on our last bottle of ketamine.”

“Really?” Val peered over Kay’s shoulder. “But we
had three last week.”

Kay laughed. “Now that you’re at university two days
a week you forget how busy we are. Lots of surgery these days. Can
you hold Casey while I give her the injection?”

“Three bottles. I’m sure of it,” Val muttered. “I’ll
put in an order right away.”

“Thanks. Okay, Casey, time to feel better. Good
girl,” Kay said as she administered the premedication. In the
surgery log under Casey’s name, she recorded the amount of each
drug she used, along with Casey’s name, weight, and her owner and
then got to work.

At seven p.m., Kay yawned and stretched her
shoulders yet again as her horrifically busy day ended. Casey’s
surgery had gone well and then she and Val spent hours taking care
of her after-surgery needs and checking on the new puppies.

Kay leaned against the counter and wrote notes in
the medical record. She glanced at Casey, who slept peacefully in
her kennel. “You’re a tough dog, Casey. Good girl.” She checked the
IV fluids and antibiotics. Her plan had been to sleep in the clinic
and keep an eye on Casey, but the two veterinary technicians, Val
and Minnie, volunteered to take turns checking on patients
throughout the night. Kay planned to be back at six a.m.

Kay focused on the gray schnauzer in the kennel next
to Casey. “You’re a tough dog too, Jackson.” Jackson had arrived at
PVS with a broken leg. She’d immobilized the fracture and treated
him for shock. No point in rushing him to surgery until he was
stable. Minnie and Val would have their hands full tonight. Val had
left earlier, so Kay sent her a quick text with updates on the two
dogs.

Ian Wilson, her boss, hadn’t scheduled Kay to work
the next day, but now she had Jackson’s surgery and she wanted to
see Casey in the morning. It would take her an hour and a quarter
to drive from Thresherton to her apartment in Saskatoon and the
same again to return. She hated all the driving but didn’t have the
money for a motel. If she cleaned off the back seat of her car,
could she sleep there?

Lauren stepped into the treatment room. “I’m headed
home now. Want to stay over at Poplarcreek tonight? I heard you
tell Val and Minnie you’re operating on Jackson tomorrow.”

“You could operate on Jackson, but since I’m here, I
can do it.”

Lauren shrugged. “I could, but you’re a trained
surgeon and I’m just a country vet. Nope, Jackson is better off
with you. Anyway, come to Poplarcreek. We have lots of room.”

Kay fiddled with her notebook. She’d only been
part-time at PVS for two weeks and was curious to see how Lauren
lived and to meet Callie Anderson. Callie dropped into PVS
occasionally, but the one time Kay had been there at the same time,
she’d been too busy with a complicated surgery to say hi. But
tonight, she’d meet Callie. She couldn’t possibly be as beautiful
as everyone said. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

“Want to follow me?”

“No, thanks. Give me your address, please. My phone
has GPS. I’ll only be another ten minutes or so, but I don’t want
to hold you up.” Lauren dictated her address and Kay entered it
into her phone.

“See you later,” Lauren said and left.

Kay did a final check of all the cages, talking to
the animals as though they understood her, and then verified that
all the doors were locked and turned off the lights, except a small
light left on for the dogs. She loved this peaceful time of day
when the only sounds were an IV machine and snoring dogs. She
rolled her shoulders and found the ache was gone. Her surgeries
were done for the day and her patients were doing well.

With a final glance to ensure the treatment room was
tidy, she collected her shoulder bag and computer and locked up.
Her GPS led her to Poplarcreek, and she parked beside Lauren’s
silver four-door pickup truck which dwarfed her rusty two-door
sedan. Her first purchase when she had the money would be a decent
car. Not the reject from the demolition derby she currently
drove.

Stiff and sore from a busy day, Kay gave her poor
knee a second to stretch as she exited her car. She glanced around
the property and took in the several barns and a huge house. At
work, Lauren told her that Callie raised crops, horses, and
purebred Charolais cattle. She pictured the family enjoying the
balmy June weather while sitting in the comfortable chairs on the
porch. It wasn’t her life plan, but she could tell it suited
Lauren.

She sighed and listened to the peaceful evening at
Poplarcreek. Only the buzzing insects and the quiet noise of
Callie’s animals broke the stillness of the air. She’d trade the
noise of the city for the peace of the country too as long as she
wasn’t too far from the action. Kay grinned. But Lauren didn’t live
at Poplarcreek for the property. She hefted her bags, walked up the
porch stairs, and knocked on the door.

“Hi, Kay, welcome to Poplarcreek. I’m Callie.”

Kay put her bags down as she accepted the proffered
handshake. Tall, with blond hair and model-perfect features, Callie
Anderson towered over her. Her tank top showed off tanned, finely
muscled arms as if she lifted weights every day. She was just as
stunning as everyone said.

“Sorry, to rush you, but dinner’s ready.” Callie
grabbed Kay’s bags and carried them both in one hand, as if they
weighed nothing. “I’ll show you to your room and we’ll have
dinner.”

Kay kicked off her shoes in the mudroom and hurried
after Callie.

“This is my farm office,” Callie said. “I only have
a fold-out couch in here. It’s not new, but the springs have
bounce, and I purchased the mattress last year. Next door is a full
bathroom. Will this suit you? I understand you prefer to avoid
stairs.”

“Thanks. Climbing upstairs isn’t the problem, but
coming down is painful.” Kay rubbed her left knee to ease the pain.
Her knee always hurt a little, but tonight after a full day of
running around at work it was hot and puffy and screamed for
rest.

“Kay?”

“Pardon?” Kay’s mind had wandered, and she shook her
head to refocus on Callie.

“I put fresh towels in the bathroom. Can I get you
anything else?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

“Great. I’ll leave you to it. Lauren’s gone upstairs
to shower and change. Dinner as soon as you’re ready.” Callie
tossed the last sentence over her shoulder as she strode from the
room.

Kay looked around Callie’s farm office. She examined
several books and discovered the shelves were full of old account
ledgers and books on animal husbandry, some over fifty years old.
Modern books and recent farming magazines were within an easy reach
of the desk and laptop computer. Callie kept a nice mix of the
traditional and modern.

Kay unzipped her overnight bag. She needed to curb
her curiosity and stop her bad habit of snooping because dinner was
ready. She quickly washed and changed her clothes. When she entered
the kitchen, she barely held back a gasp. Overflowing dishes of
food covered the table. “Can I do anything to help?” She asked out
of politeness, but in no way did Callie need her help.

Callie pointed to a chair. “Sit. Relax. I’ve got
this.” Callie placed several more dishes of food on the table.

Kay dropped into a chair and pressed her hands
against her stomach to smother the growl that announced lunch was
seven hours ago. Lauren came downstairs into the kitchen and sidled
up behind Callie. She rested her hands on Callie’s hips and kissed
her on the nape. Lauren’s tracksuit was tight through the middle
accentuating her significant baby bump that she disguised at the
clinic under a loose lab coat.

Lauren grinned and rubbed her abdomen. “You’re
staring.”

Kay dipped her head. “Sorry.”

“Callie and I’ve been for several ultrasounds. No
sign of twins. I’m just big.”

“Twins?” A girl bounced into the room and hugged
Lauren around the waist. “Are we having twins?”

“No twins, honey,” Callie said. “We were joking
because Lauren is big already.”

“Okay, Mom.”

Lauren lived with Callie and Callie’s ten-year-old
daughter, but Becky looked nothing like Callie, except in the
height department. Becky was almost as tall as Kay’s five feet
four. Val’s daughter, Gwen, followed Becky in and hugged Lauren.
Kay grinned. Gwen Connor with her red hair and blue eyes looked
identical to Val.

“Girls,” Lauren said. “Meet Dr. Gallant. She just
started at PVS.”

Kay shook hands with Becky and Gwen. “Just call me
Kay. I recognize both of you from the photos your moms show
everyone who comes in.” She only had a few pictures of her brothers
and their families on her phone. How long had it been since she’d
been home? Kay pushed away an unexpected longing for family and
shook her head to refocus.

“Thanks for putting me up tonight,” Kay said.

Callie sat down. “I’m just glad you’re here and that
Lauren can stop doing surgery.”

“We’re not sure if anesthetics would harm the baby.
It’s better with the new machines and scavenging systems, but we’re
not taking any chances,” Lauren said.

Callie kissed Lauren’s cheek. “We’ve got lots of
room and you have an open invitation to stay anytime you want.”

“Thanks.” Kay smiled into Callie’s genuine warm blue
eyes and could tell she meant every word she said. When was the
last time she’d sat down to a family dinner with her parents and
brothers? Had it really been over two years ago? Becky and Gwen
joked around like sisters, just like her brothers used to, but
without all the punching her brothers did at that age. A wave of
loneliness washed thorough her. She missed her brothers and that
shocked her. These days, the people in her life were clients,
colleagues, and casual hookups. And that suited her. She was too
busy with her career for family, but maybe in a year or two she’d
go home for Christmas.


Chapter Two

Dinner was a noisy affair. Gwen and Becky talked and
seldom required input from the adults. That suited Kay because she
didn’t have much to say. It had been a long day, and she was
worried about Casey and Jackson. Her phone vibrated in her pocket
and she checked for an update from Val. Kay sighed with relief as
she read the text telling her the patients were well. Jackson was
young and healthy, but Casey was in rough shape, even after a
successful surgery.

“Sorry, did you say something?” Kay’s brain
resurfaced to find the other four staring at her. Her mind had
wandered again.

“I told Gwen about the orthopedic surgery you’re
doing tomorrow on Jackson. I told her it’s a tricky one.” Lauren
squeezed Gwen’s shoulder. “Gwen’s going to be a veterinarian, and
if she didn’t have school tomorrow, she’d ask to watch.”

“A veterinarian? Aren’t you too young to be making
that decision?” Kay asked.

Gwen sat back and peered anxiously at Lauren. Lauren
patted her hand. “Don’t worry. I chose a career at your age or
younger. Sometimes you know what’s right for you and sometimes you
need time to examine your options.”

“Sorry,” Kay said. “I just meant the world is full
of wonderful opportunities.” She’d let herself be steered into a
career in the military, which nearly killed her. “Stick to your
dreams, if you can.”

“What would you be if you weren’t a vet?” Lauren
asked.

Kay tapped her lip and pretended to think. “A kept
woman or a lottery winner.”

Callie and Lauren laughed, but Gwen and Becky looked
confused.

Becky shrugged. “I haven’t decided what I’m going to
do. I love art, but I also like farming and basketball.”

“You have plenty of time to decide, honey.” Callie
draped her arm around Becky’s shoulders and kissed her cheek.

While Callie and Becky looked at each other, a wave
of envy flowed through Kay. She caught the love and easy
understanding between mother and daughter. She’d been so close to
her parents growing up, but they’d drifted apart. She felt no pull
to visit and had left them in Charlottetown, Prince Edward Island,
more than two thousand miles away. Unfortunately, her brothers
lived near their parents, and it was an expensive plane ticket to
go home for a visit.

“What is it?” Callie asked.

Callie and Becky, heads both tilted to one side,
looked at Kay. Kay smiled. They were undoubtedly mother and
daughter regardless of whether they shared genetic material.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to stare.”

“You think I don’t look like my mom,” Becky said.
“My other mom, Liz Anderson, had me. She was an RCMP officer and
died on the job when I was four.”

“Oh wow. How terrible for you.” She was surprised at
how easily Becky shared the information and wasn’t sure how to
respond.

“Knock knock,” a deep voice called from the
mudroom.

“Mitch!” Becky jumped to her feet and ran to the
door, with Gwen on her heels. Callie rose and followed at a more
sedate pace. Kay caught Lauren’s subtle eye roll. Whoever this
Mitch was, Lauren didn’t like him.

Becky and Gwen entered the kitchen with a tall RCMP
officer. “Kay, meet our friend Mitch. Officer Mitchell.”

Kay’s stomach flipped and her senses kicked into
overdrive. Mitch was a gorgeous, tall woman in an RCMP uniform with
short brown hair cut in an almost military style. She had bold,
hazel eyes that took in the room with one glance.

“Hi, Kay, pleased to meet you.”

Mitch stepped around the table to Kay’s chair and
stuck out her hand. She clasped it and watched Mitch’s hand engulf
her much smaller one. “Nice to meet you, but have we met before? I
feel like…” Kay gave her flirtiest smile.

Mitch shook her head. “I’d remember you.”

“I just heard myself.” Kay laughed. “That sounded
like a bad pickup line.” It was a bad pickup line, but still
intentional. No way would Officer Gorgeous get away without her
making some attempt to indicate her interest.

“No problem.”

Callie returned with cutlery, a glass, and a plate
and set them across from Kay. Mitch excused herself to use the
bathroom. When she reappeared, she dropped into her chair. “Sorry
to barge in on you at dinner.”

“Isn’t a free dinner the point?” Lauren mumbled.

Callie gave Lauren a sharp look.

Kay smirked down at her plate. Mitch must have done
something serious to annoy Lauren. She got along with everyone.

“How’re you doing, Lauren?” Mitch asked.

Kay sensed the slight stiffening in Lauren’s posture
as if she waited for a blow.

“Fine, thanks, Mitch. How are you?” Lauren replied
in clipped tones.

“I’m good. You look amazing. Pregnancy agrees with
you.”

Kay grinned. She enjoyed watching Lauren and Mitch
interact, and so did Callie who smiled down at her plate as Lauren
blinked, clearly stunned at the compliment.

Dinner picked up where it left off, except now Becky
and Gwen were quizzing Mitch about her job. She liked Mitch’s warm
ready smile and the relaxed, easy way she joked with the kids while
still imparting serious advice about staying out of trouble. She
had a natural way with children and was probably one of those women
who wanted a houseful of kids. How did a successful career woman
have the time for that?

After dinner, Gwen and Becky ran upstairs to play.
“You two are on kitchen duty tonight,” Callie called after
them.

“Yes, Mom.”

“Yes, Callie.”

“I can help,” Kay said.

Callie shook her head. “You’ve had a long day. I’ll
call them when we’re done in the kitchen and they can bang the
dishes around all they want. It’s good for them to do chores and
help out around the house and the farm.”

Kay sipped her milk. The others looked as if they
planned to linger at the table, which was good because she wasn’t
ready to go yet. She’d stay if she could stare at Mitch. “Are there
many lesbians in Thresherton?” It wasn’t exactly smooth, but she
tended to speak her mind and think later.

Callie waved her hands. “Thresherton is a real
hotbed. As far as we know, the gay community is us, Sonny Bishop,
she’s a CFIA veterinarian, and Val and Ronnie.”

“Ronnie? Minnie mentioned Ronnie the other day. I
assumed Ronnie was a man.”

Lauren gave a comical shudder. “Whew. Better not let
Val hear you say that. Because she wears makeup and feminine
clothing, some people, including other lesbians, mistake her for
straight.”

Kay grimaced. “I get that.”

Callie leaned toward Kay. “Ronnie is Sharon
Yakimoto. She teaches English at the Thresherton Public School. Val
and Ronnie fell in love last year after Val saved Ronnie’s
dog.”

“Bromadiolone poisoning,” Lauren said. “Val told me
Dover was in rough shape when Ronnie brought him to the clinic, but
he survived.”

“I’m glad,” Kay said. “So, are all of you from
Thresherton?”

Callie squeezed Lauren’s hand. “Lauren is from
Ontario, Ronnie Manitoba, Sonny Alberta and I grew up in British
Columbia. Mitch is from Saskatchewan but grew up in Regina.
Thresherton is Val’s hometown, and you’ll soon see what that
means.”

Kay nodded. “I have already. She knows everybody and
they all know her.”

Callie laughed. “When they go for a stroll after
dinner, Ronnie says people stop them all the time to talk to
Val.”

“You’re from Prince Edward Island, right?” Mitch
asked.

Kay smiled. She wasn’t surprised to find they’d been
talking about her. “I grew up in PEI.”

“It’s a beautiful province,” Mitch said. “Where did
you go to school?”

She anticipated Mitch’s next two questions and
answered those too. “I went to vet school at the Atlantic
Veterinary College in Charlottetown, and interned at OVC, the
Ontario Veterinary College in Guelph, Ontario. I’m in my third and
final year of the small animal surgical residency at the Western
College of Veterinary Medicine in Saskatoon and when I’m done, I’m
headed to the US. I’m hoping to land a job at Davis or
Cornell.”

“Davis or Cornell? Where’s that?”

“UC Davis is in California. Cornell University is in
New York State. I have lots of options, but those two are my top
choices.”

“Were you in vet school at the same time Lauren
was?” Mitch asked.

“Lauren was years ahead of me. I’m a little younger
and didn’t start university until I was twenty-four.”

“Where were you before university?” Mitch looked
contemplative, as if she were working on a puzzle.

Kay searched Mitch’s expression. “I was in the
military for a few years, but it was too structured. Too much yes
sir, no ma’am for me. You must get that, being a cop?”

“I do, but it doesn’t bother me. Our detachment
commander is a good leader.”

Kay waggled her eyebrows. “So, no family in
Thresherton? Are you all alone?” She wasn’t trying to be subtle,
but if Mitch were taken, she’d back off.

Mitch smiled warmly at Callie. “Not alone. Not with
such good friends at Poplarcreek. This is my family.”

Kay was about to make a joke but bit back the
comment. Genuine affection passed between Callie and Mitch, and
even Lauren added in a smile. She didn’t have any friends at the
college. There were lots of work colleagues she hung out with on
the job, but she’d turned down every invitation to meet their
families until nobody asked anymore. Friends, family, and love
would hold her back. And distract her from her job and her
goals.

“Kay?”

“Sorry.” Kay looked up and was struck again by
Mitch’s eyes that seemed to miss nothing. Kay wasn’t up for love,
but lovers was another option. She leaned closer across the table
and smiled. “I was just thinking about some patients.” Kay rested
her chin in her palm. “When do I get your life story?”

“What do you want to know?”

“Do you have a girlfriend?” Mitch hadn’t answered
that question. Now it was time to be direct.

“No. You?”

Kay smirked and shook her head slowly. This had
possibilities. Staying at Poplarcreek had been a good idea.

“Callie forgot Thomas and Marcus. They run this
amazing upscale restaurant twenty minutes east of here. They moved
from Vancouver for the quiet and are only open four days a
week.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, but I don’t eat out much.
I’m still a student and my budget is tight. My version of eating
out is having a packed lunch in the park.” She waited. Had
mentioning the restaurant been a segue to something more?

Callie squeezed Lauren’s hand. “We eat at Thomas and
Marcus’s restaurant twice a year, if we’re lucky. After last year,
I’m also watching my money. I had an expensive calving season and
I’m still paying the vet bill.”

Kay’s head spun with conversation and new
information. She never spent three hours chatting with a group of
lesbians. At a bar or club, there was minimal conversation until
she found a woman to take home. She didn’t have steady girlfriends
or close friends because they got in the way of her plans. She only
needed sex and surgery.

A job at PVS would give her excellent experience and
help her find a surgical position at a university in the USA. A
position at Davis had the added benefit of California girls, but
Saskatchewan had women too. It was clear from the dinnertime
conversation that Sonny and Mitch were single lesbians, and local.
Her time here was temporary, and she’d move on like she always did.
But that didn’t mean she couldn’t have a little fun in the
meantime. Life in Thresherton had become a little more
interesting.


Chapter Three

When they finished dinner, Kay stood. “Thanks for a
wonderful dinner, but I’m exhausted. I can hardly keep my eyes
open. Night, everyone.”

Mitch searched for some topic of conversation to
keep Kay at the table, but her mind drew a blank. Maybe she’d
chased her off? Kay had steered the conversation away from family.
Maybe she wasn’t that close to hers.

“Night, Kay,” Lauren and Callie said in unison.

Mitch rose when Kay did. “I should probably go too.
Callie, can I borrow your old binoculars? I dropped mine and
they’re in for repairs.”

“Sure. They’re in my office. Kay’s staying
there.”

“I can get them another time.” She didn’t want to
intrude.

“Get them now.” Kay headed toward the office and
looked over her shoulder. “Or later, if you want to tuck me
in.”

Mitch shrugged, attempting a look of nonchalance,
and followed Kay. “Thanks, I’ll be quick.”

She followed Kay into the office and with a glance
took in the fold-out couch and the clothes in a heap on the bed.
She scanned Callie’s desk and bookshelf and scrambled for something
to say. “Have you ever been to the Rainbow Club? It’s our local
queer club. I could show it to you.” Mitch forgot what she was
looking for when Kay laughed softly. Kay stood leaning against the
desk so close Mitch caught the scent of fresh soap.

“Oh, I’ve found the Rainbow
Club. Not sure I like the gay cowboy decor, but it’s a nice place
to meet women interested in a little fun.”

“That’s what you go there for? A little fun?”

“Don’t you?”

“Do you dance?” Mitch wanted to slap her forehead.
She loathed dancing because she was about as elegant as a drunken
polar bear. What was she doing? Inviting Kay to go dancing?

“My moves aren’t impressive so I dance as little as
possible.” Kay smiled and pointed to the top bookshelf. “There,
maybe?”

Mitch turned and grimaced as she spotted the
binoculars. They were in plain sight, yet she missed them because
she’d been thinking about Kay and not paying attention to her task.
“Yup, that’s them.” Thankful that she rarely blushed, she grabbed
the binoculars. “Thanks, and…well, thanks.” She stood rooted to the
spot. Had she invited Kay out? She wasn’t sure, so how could Kay
be?

Kay tilted her head and winked. “Is that all, or did
you want something else?”

Mitch blinked and backed up until her back hit the
doorjamb. “Have a good sleep.” She headed toward the kitchen as
Kay’s soft laughter followed her. Have a good
sleep? She shook her head. So
lame.

Callie was washing the milk glasses. Becky and Gwen
had already returned to do the bulk of dishes and gone to bed while
the adults lingered and chatted.

“I should go. Everyone’s gone to bed.”

Callie wiped her hands on a towel. “I’m headed out
for a final check on my animals. I’ll walk you out.”

Mitch followed Callie outside and dropped onto the
porch bench beside her when Callie sat.

“Interesting meal, tonight,” Callie said.

Mitch shrugged.

Callie playfully punched Mitch in the shoulder.
“Kay’s eyes bugged out when she saw you and yours did the
same.”

“Matchmaking again?”

“You know I’m right. Let me help. I pushed Val and
Ronnie together last year and look at them.”

“At the club, they’re plastered together on the
dance floor like some two-headed body.”

“They’re head over heels in love. Now, what about
you?”

“Not having the greatest luck. It’s safer on my
own.”

“Marion was a jerk. Don’t let one failed
relationship ruin you for life. Everybody has to keep trying.”

“I know. I shouldn’t have let her move in, but she
needed help. She seemed so scared and unsure of herself.”

“That’s the rescuer in you.” Callie held up her
hands. “It’s not a criticism. You were a big help to Becky and me
when we first moved to Thresherton. You’re a generous person and
can’t stand by when a friend is in need.”

“I didn’t expect to support Marion forever, just to
help her for a while, but I don’t think she worked more than six
months the whole three years she lived with me.”

Callie rubbed Mitch’s shoulder. “You’ll be more
careful next time. Enough about Marion. Have you been on any dates
lately or do you need help?”

“You’ll have an uphill battle to find anyone for
me.”

“You’re very loveable. I want you to find somebody
to wipe the loneliness from your eyes.” She brushed the hair off
Mitch’s forehead as she spoke.

Mitch fidgeted and looked away. “You see too
much.”

“I see my best friend. A kind, honest, loving woman
who doesn’t want to be alone and who would make a great wife.”

“Wife? Not so fast.” Mitch snorted but she secretly
liked the idea. She longed for what Lauren and Callie had.

“What about Kay? You think she’s beautiful. I can
tell.”

“Have to be dead not to. All those blond curls and
perfect features. And her eyes, blue like yours, but more…”

“More?”

“Wary. She makes jokes, but she’s tough. I’m not
sure how I know that. It’s just a feeling.” Mitch tipped her head
from side to side. “I can’t explain it.” A wounded person was
hiding behind all the flirting and talk of casual sex. Kay was
avoiding something.

“Well, Kay’s not rich, but one day she’ll have
money. And she’s independent. You won’t have to support her.”

“Maybe.” Mitch stood. “I should get going.” She
walked to her cruiser with Callie following. She leaned against her
cruiser and Callie leaned beside her.

“Well, you don’t have to wonder if she’s a lesbian,”
Callie said.

“No, you took care of that.”

Callie chuckled. “Yes, I did. Good for me. So, ask
her out.”

Mitch yawned. “Maybe. Thanks again for dinner.”

Callie handed her a plastic bag. “Leftovers, and I’m
about out of plastic containers. When are you planning to bring
mine back?”

Mitch raised her hand. “They’re washed and waiting.
Sorry.”

“Well, come for dinner Sunday night and bring my
containers back if you want me to fill them again.”

Mitch hugged Callie and smiled at the kiss on her
cheek. “You’re a good friend.”

“And you are too, Suzanne.”

“Callie.” Mitch didn’t hide the whine in her voice.
“Only my mother and sister call me Suzanne and that’s usually
followed by a criticism or a demand for money, which I usually end
up giving them.”

“That’s the rescuer in you again. Sorry your family
is such a problem.”

“You’re my family. You, Becky, and now Lauren and
the baby.”

“Yes, we are.” Callie pointed at her. “So, Lauren’s
family?”

Mitch grinned and rolled her eyes. “She is if she
wants to be. I’m trying to be friends.”

“Give her time. You were a little overprotective of
me when she and I first met, and she’s not forgiven you for trying
to run her off.”

“I promise to play nice. It’s true I wouldn’t have
picked Lauren for you, but nobody suits you better. I’m happy for
you both.”

“Ah, thank you, sweetie.” Callie kissed her cheek.
“I should get to my cattle and get to bed. Sunday, dinner.”

“Thanks, Callie. Night.” Mitch watched her sprint to
the barn. Callie was anxious to get to bed where love waited for
her. Mitch sighed and slipped into the cruiser. A cold dark house
waited for her.

As she drove back to Thresherton, she brought up the
image of Kay. She was beautiful, but something lurked in her eyes,
behind the flirting and jokes. Challenges didn’t scare her, and Kay
was interesting and hot in a petite, fit way. She was curious to
know more about the intriguing Dr. Kay Gallant, but women who had
secrets and hid behind walls weren’t her type. Not anymore. They
led to drama and complications she didn’t need. Maybe she should
ask Callie to fix her up with somebody else.


Chapter Four

Lauren tipped her head toward the bar. “Can I buy
you a drink, Kay?”

“No, thanks.” It surprised Kay to find herself at
the Rainbow Club in Saskatoon with the Thresherton crew. After the
dinner at Poplarcreek on Wednesday, Mitch had suggested going to
the club, and now they were all there together for women’s
night.

Kay seldom danced, and the pounding noise made her
jumpy. Often, she came to the club to find a lover for the night,
and it never took long, which meant she could avoid the noise and
crowd for the most part. Tonight, as part of a group, she needed to
socialize, for a little while at least, before finding company. It
was Saturday night, but she had to be at the college the next day
and needed her sleep.

Kay rubbed her left knee and straightened the
feminine, flowing slacks that disguised the wrap on her knee. She
straightened and scanned the crowd of attractive women for one who
might be interested in a little fun for the night. She smiled
encouragingly at Mitch when she looked her way.

Mitch walked over and slipped into the chair beside
her. “Are you having fun?”

Kay shrugged. “It’s a good crowd.”

“Would you like to dance?”

“I’m not a big dancer unless you have steel-toed
boots on.” The vision of being held against Mitch’s body made her
shiver and reconsider dancing. Maybe she’d take Mitch home with
her.

“You’re a people-watcher?”

“Sometimes. Who’s that woman talking to Callie and
Lauren?” Kay asked.

“That’s Rachel Popper. She and Callie met in
Saskatoon a few years ago when they were taking some computer
courses together. Do you think she’s beautiful?”

“Callie could be a model, no problem.”

“I meant Rachel.”

Kay laughed as she scanned the tall, curvy brunette
from head to toe. “Who wouldn’t? You and she date?”

“Callie?”

“No, Rachel. Lesbians, eh? Got to watch the
pronouns.”

“Rachel isn’t interested in me, not for anything
serious. She’s more into fun, no strings kind of stuff.”

Was this Mitch telling her she wasn’t into hookups?
That would be too bad, but there was Rachel. Kay grinned and
studied Rachel as she hugged Callie. “I like fun.” If Mitch didn’t
work out, she’d get Callie to introduce her to Rachel.

“So, I’m not clear. Would you like to dance? I don’t
fast dance. I move like a robot whose joints haven’t been oiled in
ten years, but the next song is a slow one. Oh, and I don’t do the
fancy steps like Callie and Lauren. I’m just a clutch-and-sway slow
dancer.”

Kay laughed at the description and the wry smile on
Mitch’s face. Callie and Lauren flowed around the dance floor
appearing almost glued together. They never stepped on each other’s
feet. “How do you know it’ll be slow?”

“The club’s pattern is eight fast and two slow.”

Rachel headed to the dance floor with another woman.
Kay shrugged. “Okay then, thanks.”

Mitch rose with the next slow song and Kay followed.
She looked up at Mitch. “How tall are you?”

“Five ten.”

Kay rested her head against Mitch’s shoulder and
enjoyed the hardness of the muscles flexing under her cheek. She
warmed under the heat of Mitch’s large hand against the bare skin
of her back. Kay’s short top showed off her midriff and defined
abdominal muscles. She’d not set out to build a six-pack, but she
started exercising as part of the physiotherapy program for her
knee and had kept going.

After the first song, Kay saw an attractive
twentysomething moving toward them. Was she going to cut in? Did
people still do that? And more importantly, who was she after?

Mitch whispered. “Don’t go. Please.”

Kay peered up at Mitch before resting her head
against Mitch’s shoulder again. The girl waved when Mitch glanced
at her, but Mitch drew Kay in tight and turned her back. When the
second slow song finished, Mitch followed Kay to their table.

“You don’t have to stay with me. That young thing is
hovering. I’m all right on my own,” Kay said.

Mitch grinned. “Please, let me stay. Protect
me.”

Kay winked. “Do you need protecting? I left my Ninja
skills in my other suit.”

“Yes, please. She’s cute, but only twenty-two and
has no conversational skills. She’s done nothing, seen nothing, and
experienced nothing. Plus, she’s incapable of putting her phone
down for five minutes. She texts her girlfriends in the middle of a
meal.” She cleared her throat and tossed her head dramatically. “I
have to answer this. Kylee is having a problem with her boyfriend
and I’m helping her.” Mitch reverted to her own voice and groaned.
“Then I get the play-by-play of Kylee’s relationship woes.”

“You’re too hard on her. She’s just young. How about
I buy her a drink and sacrifice myself to save you?”

“Stay, please.”

Kay laughed, a little intrigued by Mitch’s desire to
pass up company to stay with her. “Well, she’s leaving you alone
now.”

“They know I only dance slow dances.”

“They?”

“Her and her friends.”

Kay smiled and leaned toward Mitch. “Do you have
many admirers?”

“Sonny calls them my groupies.” Her expression a
little sheepish, Mitch fidgeted. “I’m here most weekends when I’m
not working. Sometimes my luck holds, and those girls don’t find me
in the crowd.”

“You’re like chum in the water being circled by
sharks.” Kay patted Mitch’s hand. “I’ll protect you. I’ve got your
back.” The chagrined expression on Mitch’s face was adorable and
Kay had the urge to caress her soft cheek. She didn’t care if Mitch
had a hundred girlfriends. But sleeping with much younger women
could be fun, and usually meant nothing serious would come of
it.

“Hey, Mitch.”

Kay scanned the tall blonde as she dropped into a
chair across from them, a bottle of beer in her hand. The newcomer
was no kid.

“Hey, Sonny, meet Kay Gallant, the new veterinarian
at PVS.” Mitch turned to Kay. “Kay, this is Sonny Bishop. Sonny is
a CFIA vet at the Thresherton District Office.”

Kay studied Sonny as they shook hands. So, Sonny
worked for the Canadian Food Inspection Agency. And, she was
attractive and single. Kay liked Sonny’s short blond hair,
intelligent blue eyes, and square jaw. “Hi, Sonny. Nice to meet
you.”

Sonny wore a dark blue suit jacket and Mitch a
charcoal gray one. They were both tall and fit and could be US
Secret Service protecting the president. Kay grinned as she
imagined these two protecting her, all night. When her mind slid
further into sexual fantasy mode, she straightened and focused on
Sonny. “Lauren speaks highly of you and planned to introduce us.”
Kay sensed Mitch stiffen beside her. Interesting.

“Lauren’s a good friend.” Sonny slouched over her
beer. “Are you enjoying the club?”

“The music’s a little loud for me and I don’t dance.
How about you?”

“I’m here to meet friends.” Sonny glanced at Mitch
and leaned back.

Kay glimpsed a ghost of a possessive expression on
Mitch’s face before it melted away. Promising. “Sonny, are you at the veterinary
conference next week?”

“I registered for the regulatory medicine lectures
on Thursday morning, but after lunch I’ll sneak into the equine
medicine and surgery ones.”

“I’m speaking Thursday afternoon in the small animal
surgery stream. We should have dinner afterward.”

Sonny glanced from Mitch to Kay and back again.
Kay’s bullshit meter shot through the roof when she caught Mitch’s
slight nod to Sonny, as though giving permission.

Mitch said, “Sounds cool.”

“I’ll look forward to it.” Sonny stood. “Lauren’s
got my phone number. Text me and we’ll set it up. Anyway, folks, I
need to talk to an old friend. Have a good night.”

“Bye, Sonny. Next Thursday then.”

Sonny approached a woman in her late thirties who
hugged Sonny and kissed her on the cheek. Another woman joined
them, shook Sonny’s hand, and slid her arm around the first woman’s
waist. It was a small community indeed.

Kay looked at Mitch and considered addressing the
fleeting proprietary look on her face, but before she could, Mitch
rose and held out her hand. “Will you join me in the lounge for a
drink?”

Did Mitch think she needed help to get up or was it
Mitch’s old-fashioned manners?

“Kay?” Mitch waited.

Kay smiled. A quiet chat could lead to more. She
gave Mitch her hand and stood. “Thank you.”

Mitch held Kay’s hand as she led her to a table in
the lounge, where the music faded to a light thump beyond the
doors. Mitch tipped her head toward the bar. “What can I get
you?”

“Just soda please. I don’t drink.”

“Be right back.”

Kay fiddled with her hair as Mitch walked away. Had
jeans ever fit a woman better? She scanned the couches and tables
of the half-full lounge for familiar faces and hoped to find none
of her old hookups. The calmness of the room attracted people who
wanted to relax and talk quietly. She’d done some serious flirting
and more in the dark corners of this room during the first three
years of her residency.

Mitch returned with two cans of diet soda and set
one in front of Kay, along with a glass half-full of ice.

Kay poured her soda into the glass. “You’re welcome
to drink alcohol around me. I’m not an alcoholic or anything. After
I got home from Afghanistan, I was drinking too much and decided to
stop before it became a problem. I haven’t had a drink in years and
don’t miss it.”

“Afghanistan? I heard it was rough.”

“I’ve had more fun.” No way was she going to get
dragged into a conversation about her tours in Afghanistan. She
leaned toward Mitch and turned on her flirtiest smile. “Are you
into fun?”

“Not tonight. I have to drive home, so I’m done. I
can take or leave alcohol, but I might be addicted to chocolate.”
Mitch laughed.

She played along with the joke and patted her flat
stomach. “Mine will be sugar if Val brings any more baking to the
clinic. She brought eight kinds of cookies last week.”

“Callie brought us cookies too. She works part-time
at the RCMP detachment office. Apparently, Val, Callie, Becky, and
Gwen made cookies for a bake sale and got carried away.”

“What rank are you in the RCMP?” she asked.

“A corporal for the last five years.”

“Five years?” Kay couldn’t imagine not moving up the
ladder more quickly. She’d go crazy.

“I know what you’re thinking. The RCMP isn’t like
the military. People don’t move up the ranks quickly in the RCMP. I
started as a constable twelve years ago. My detachment commander is
a staff sergeant. That’s typical.”

“And Callie works with you?”

“She does administrative and reception jobs. It
began as a way to get off the farm, but now it’s helping pay the
bills.”

Kay frowned. “She mentioned her huge vet bill from
last year.”

“And now she has eight horses as well.”

“Lauren helps with those, though, right? After all,
she adopted them after Val and Ronnie rescued them from that
burning barn.” Being part of a couple meant sharing the expenses
and responsibility. At least, that’s what she figured. She wouldn’t
know.

“Callie’s also saving to put a new roof on her
house, and eight horses are an expensive hobby, especially as she
doesn’t ride.”

“Ronnie’s going to teach Callie and
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