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Next Exit Home

After a tumultuous childhood, Harper Sims left her
hometown and never looked back. She’s a partner in a successful
veterinary practice and loves everything about her job and the big
city life she leads with her teenage daughter.

Addison Foster had big dreams, but life hasn’t turned
out the way she’d planned. Working as a veterinary assistant in a
rural clinic gives her the chance to raise her daughter surrounded
by the people she loves, but it’s not easy to be honest about who
she really is and what she really wants in a small town.

When Harper’s father becomes ill, she whirls into
town to run the clinic, and sparks fly between her and Addison in
more ways than one. Their attraction is undeniable, but Addison
isn’t ready to admit her desires, and Harper isn’t sure if she’s
willing to stay.

Home may be where the heart is, but is the journey
back worth the pain?


What Reviewers Say About Dena Blake’s Work

Kiss Me Every Day

“This book was SUCH a fun read!! …This was such a
fun, interesting book to read and I thoroughly enjoyed it; the
characters were super easy to like, the romance was super cute and
I loved seeing each little thing that Wynn changed every
day!”—Sasha & Amber Read

“Such a fun and an exciting book filled with so much
love! This book is just packed with fun and memorable moments I was
thinking about for days after reading it. This is one hundred per
cent my new favourite Dena Blake book. The pace of the book was
excellent, and I felt I was along for the fantastic ride.”—Les
Rêveur

“The sweetest moment in the book is when the titular
phrase is uttered. …This well written book is an interesting read
because of the whole premise of getting repeated opportunities to
right wrongs.”—Best Lesfic Reviews

“Wynn’s journey of self-discovery is wonderful to
witness. She develops compassion, love and finds happiness. Her
character development is phenomenal. …If you’re looking for a
stunning romance book with a female/female romance, then this is
definitely the one for you. I highly
recommend.”—Literatureaesthetic

Perfect Timing

“The chemistry between Lynn and Maggie is
fantastic…the writing is totally engrossing.”—Best Lesfic
Reviews

“This book is the kind of book you sit down to on a
Sunday morning with a cup of tea and the sun shining in your
bedroom only to realise at 5 pm you’ve not left your bed because it
was too good to stop reading.”—Les Rêveur

“The relationship between Lynn and Maggie developed
at an organic pace. I loved all the flirting going on between
Maggie and Lynn. I love a good flirty conversation! …I haven’t read
this author before but I look forward to trying more of her
titles.”—Marcia Hull, Librarian (Ponca City Library, Oklahoma)

Racing Hearts

“I particularly liked Drew with her sexy rough
exterior and soft heart. …Sex scenes are definitely getting hotter
and I think this might be the hottest by Dena Blake to
date…”—Les Rêveur

Just One Moment

“One of the things I liked is that the story is set
after the glorious days of falling in love, after the time when
everything is exciting. It shows how sometimes, trying to make life
better really makes it more complicated. …It’s also, and mainly, a
reminder of how important communication is between partners, and
that as solid as trust seems between two lovers, misunderstandings
happen very easily.”—Jude in the Stars

“Blake does angst particularly well and she’s wrung
every possible ounce out of this one. …I found myself getting
sucked right into the story—I do love a good bit of angst and enjoy
the copious amounts of drama on occasion.”—C-Spot
Reviews

Friends Without Benefits

“This is the book when the Friends to Lovers trope
doesn’t work out. When you tell your best friend you are in love
with her and she doesn’t return your feelings. This book is real
life and I think I loved it more for that…”—Les Rêveur

A Country Girl’s Heart

“Dena Blake just goes from strength to
strength.”—Les Rêveur

“Literally couldn’t put this book down, and can’t
give enough praise for how good this was!!! One of my favourite
reads, and I highly recommend to anyone who loves a fantastically
clever, intriguing, and exciting romance.”—LESBIreviewed

Unchained Memories

“There is a lot of angst and the book covers some
difficult topics but it does that well. The writing is gripping and
the plot flows.”—Melina Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo Library
(UK)

“This story had me cycling between lovely romantic
scenes to white-knuckle gripping, on the edge of the seat (or in my
case, the bed) scenarios. This story had me rooting for a sequel
and I can certainly place my stamp of approval on this novel as a
must read book.”—Lesbian Review

“The pace and character development was perfect for
such an involved story line, I couldn’t help but turn each page.
This book has so many wonderful plot twists that you will be in
suspense with every chapter that follows. ”—Les Rêveur

Where the Light Glows

“From first time author, Dena Blake, Where the
Light Glows is a sure winner…”—A Bookworm’s Loft

“[T]he vivid descriptions of the Pacific Northwest
will make readers hungry for food and travel. The chemistry between
Mel and Izzy is palpable…”—RT Book Reviews

“I’m still shocked this was Dena Blake’s first novel.
…It was fantastic. …It was written extremely well and more than
once I wondered if this was a true account of someone close to the
author because it was really raw and realistic. It seemed to flow
very naturally and I am truly surprised that this is the author’s
first novel as it reads like a seasoned writer…”—Les
Rêveur
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Dedication

To everyone who has ever felt different.

You are not alone.


Chapter One

Harper had her hands full when she pushed open the
door. Daisy, her recently adopted red, cocker spaniel barked and
sped around the corner, probably from Eden’s room. Daisy slid on
the hardwood floor as she crashed into Harper’s legs and sat on her
foot.

She laughed at the usual greeting. “Hang on, baby.
Let me put the food down.” She walked around her to the kitchen.
“Eden. I brought dinner.” She dropped the to-go containers on the
counter as well as her phone, then squatted to pet Daisy, who tried
her best to bathe her face with doggy kisses. She stood and went
back out to get the rest of the bags from the errands she’d run on
the way home, as well as her laptop from her Explorer in the
driveway. Her daughter, Eden, was nowhere to be seen yet, but Daisy
met her at the door again, with the same excitement, which made her
smile. At least someone loved her.

She was ready to drop. Her day at the clinic had
been busy and long, plus she’d had to make several stops on the way
home to pick up a few items she needed for their drive to
Blueridge. She probably hadn’t needed to wash the white Ford SUV,
but it was something she did before a road trip. She had no idea
how long she’d been running errands. It had seemed to take forever,
and the food wasn’t ready when she reached the restaurant.

Eden rushed into the room, took the top off both
containers, and settled on the chicken and broccoli pasta, her
favorite. That left the usual side salad and boneless hot wings for
Harper. She told herself that if she threw in a salad with her
fried foods, they would be healthier somehow. The ten extra pounds
she’d put on since her breakup with Vanessa this past year hadn’t
proved that theory.

After shedding her parka, which she hadn’t really
needed today due to this unseasonably warm February in Denver, she
dropped it on the kitchen chair. She filled Daisy’s empty dish with
dog food, and now, with all the evening responsibilities done, she
reached into the refrigerator and took out a vanilla porter. One of
the three left from the Breckenridge Brewery six-pack she’d bought
over the weekend. She wasn’t a huge drinker but did indulge in a
beer or a glass of wine on occasion. Since she’d found out about
her father’s heart condition last week, the occasion had become
more like routine.

Before she could sit down, her phone rang on the
counter. It was the clinic. She hit the green button and pressed it
to her ear. “What’s up?”

“Sorry, Dr. H, but an emergency’s coming in, and I
can’t reach Dr. V.” Jeremy wouldn’t have called if it wasn’t
absolutely necessary.

Damn it. “She’s supposed to cover tonight.
She knows I’m going out of town.”

“She’s aware. I reminded her myself earlier
today.”

“I’ll be there in ten.” Her ex-girlfriend, Vanessa,
always left the emergencies to her, since she lived closer. Even
when they’d lived together, V deferred to her whenever something
came up after hours. She hadn’t minded then, but now that they were
separated, split, or whatever they were, it was different. She
minded a whole lot, especially since V was aware of her plans.

She should’ve known better than to get involved with
V in the first place. She never failed to flirt with every pretty
girl in sight, including their mutual friends. At first, she’d
written it off as insecurity, constantly eliciting compliments from
anyone who would provide a boost to her ego.

After they got together, she suspected, on more than
one occasion, that something had gone on between V and another
woman. When she’d questioned V about it, she’d just blown it
off—acted like she was out of her mind—told her to get her jealousy
in check.

She’d gotten it in check enough to not see the
blindside when it hit her. She’d never suspected the affair that
was going on between V and one of their closest friends—neither had
her friend’s wife. It seemed V’s charm and money were hard to
resist.

She was still kicking herself for accepting V into
the clinic as her partner. Now it seemed she’d never be rid of her,
and she’d still be doing all the work to keep the clinic
running.

She slipped the porter back into the six-pack, then
slid the hot wings and salad into the refrigerator next to it and
headed down the hallway to Eden’s room.

“I have to go back to the clinic.”

“Okay.” Eden didn’t veer her eyes from the show she
was watching.

“Are you packed?”

Eden nodded as she twirled a forkful of pasta and
stuffed it into her mouth.

“Hopefully I won’t be long.” No response to that.
She turned and headed to the door. Daisy followed her, and her sad
eyes told Harper she wanted her to stay. She squatted, rubbed her
ear, and kissed her nose. “I’ll be back in a little while.” She
probably could take her with her, but she didn’t know what kind of
emergency she’d be walking into.

Harper paced the lab area of the clinic waiting for
the emergency to come in. She’d be the first to admit she’d drunk
way too much coffee today, as usual, and it was making her as
jittery as a jackrabbit running from a coyote. Given the amount of
caffeine in her system, she had no doubt she’d be able to outrun a
whole pack of them right now. She glanced at the clock on the wall,
then at her watch. It had been almost thirty minutes since she’d
received the call from Jeremy for the emergency. She’d already
pulled the dog’s chart and read that Birdie didn’t have any major
health concerns. Where the hell do they live? Is the dog better?
Worse?

“What’s the woman’s number?” she shouted to Jeremy
at the front as she reached for the clinic phone on the wall.
Before she received a response, she heard, then saw, the women as
they entered the clinic, a blonde and a brunette. They were
frantically describing the dog’s symptoms as they came farther
inside, their voices growing louder, echoing in the hallway as
Jeremy led them to the exam room. The brunette held the tri-colored
papillon in her arms while the blonde looked at Harper in
terror.

She stroked the dog’s cheek. “So what do we have
going on with little Miss Birdie here?” She could see the
skittering in the dog’s eyes as well as the disorientation right
away.

“I let her outside to go to the bathroom, and she
just fell over. Then when she got back to her feet, she did it
again.” The brunette looked terrified, her eyes wide like she was
remembering the incident. “I thought maybe something was wrong with
her leg. I checked, and it looks okay.” She started to cry.

As Harper continued stroking Birdie’s cheek, she
examined each of her paws, applying slight pressure to the pads,
which didn’t draw any kind of distress from the pup. “How old is
she?”

“Twelve, and we’re not ready to lose her.” The
brunette’s lip trembled as she spoke.

“She’ll be okay, baby.” The blonde rubbed her
partner on the back. “When we helped her up, she tried to stand,
but she fell on her side.” The fear in their eyes was palpable.

Harper patted the exam table, which she covered with
a towel to give Birdie some traction. “Why don’t we see if she can
stand now?”

The woman placed Birdie on the table and reluctantly
let go. She immediately fell to one side. Harper caught her with
one hand and gently let her rest on the table.

“Oh my God. Do you think she had a stroke?”

“I’m not sure.” It was definitely a vestibular
system issue, and she couldn’t rule out a stroke at this point. “I
don’t see in her records where she’s been sick lately. Has she been
shaking her head at all? Like maybe her ears have been bothering
her?”

The women looked at each other and shook their
heads. “Not that we’ve noticed.”

She took an otoscope from the drawer behind her,
fastened one of the smallest plastic cones on the end of the light,
and looked in Birdie’s right ear, and then the left. “Her ears look
good.”

“Then what is it?” The urgency in the woman’s voice
was clear.

She popped off the disposable cone and dropped it
into the trash before she continued to stroke the frightened pup
and gently feel the glands on her neck. “I need to take some X-rays
of her head, draw some blood, and run a few tests to make sure
something isn’t going on with her thyroid.” She leaned against the
counter and crossed her arms. “Is there anything she might have
eaten or gotten in to that might harm her? Chocolate, grapes,
raisins, macadamia nuts?”

“No. She’ll eat just about anything, so we’re very
careful about keeping those foods put away in places she can’t get
to.”

She tilted her head to make eye contact with Birdie.
“Has her head always tilted to the side like this?”

“No. Not at all. That’s new.”

“We need to move her to the back to get the X-ray
and take the blood. You can carry her if you’d like.” She hated
separating owners from their animals. All that did was make both of
them more anxious.

“You go,” the brunette said to the blonde as she
loved on Birdie. “I don’t think I can watch them take blood.”

The blonde nodded and waited patiently for her
partner to give the pup a kiss on the head. She gathered Birdie
into her arms and followed Harper through the door to the clinical
area of the office for the tests.

Jeremy came into the room and led them to the X-ray
machine in the corner of the area, where he guided the blonde to
lay Birdie on her side and keep her calm as she draped a protective
vest across the front of her. Once they’d taken the X-ray, they
moved her to the exam table. The pup appeared calm as Harper slid
the catheter into her front leg and drew the blood. Even though she
was shaking, Birdie seemed to understand she was trying to help
her.

“I’ll run some tests, and then we’ll know what’s
going on, or at least what’s not going on.” She smiled,
trying to reassure the blonde. Harper wasn’t sure at this point,
but she didn’t think Birdie was experiencing anything they couldn’t
control. They wouldn’t know that for sure until she finished the
tests.

Jeremy led the blonde through the door and back into
the exam room.

“What do you think it is?” Jeremy watched as she
prepared to test the blood.

“She’s an older dog, with sudden onset of peripheral
vestibular signs with no detectable cause—no signs of outer- or
middle-ear infection, ototoxicity, trauma, hypothyroidism,
infectious disease, etc.” She continued processing the blood. “I
think the blood will come out normal, but I could be wrong.”

Once the results were ready, Harper was glad to see
she was right. The only thing that was going to cure Birdie was
time. She went back into the exam room.

“Birdie has something we call vestibular disease.
Also known as old dog syndrome.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means something has gone wrong somewhere in her
nervous system, but we can’t quite pinpoint it. It’s kind of a
wait-and-see situation. What we can do is give her something to
help combat any nausea or motion sickness, but she doesn’t need
antibiotics since I don’t see any signs of infection.”

“What about steroids? Will they help?”

“There’s no evidence that they will, and I don’t
want to give her anything she doesn’t need. It might do more harm
than good.” She petted Birdie lightly. “The signs for vestibular
disease are usually most severe during the first twenty-four to
forty-eight hours, and many times the pets improve within
seventy-two. The head tilt might stay with her, but usually that
and the stumbling will resolve over a seven- to ten-day
period.”

“So, we should just let her rest?”

“Yes. Help her tonight when she needs to go to the
bathroom. I think you’ll see some improvement by tomorrow morning.
Just comfort her and be patient.”

As the brunette held Birdie in her arms, both women
seemed to have calmed down, but she could still see the concern in
their eyes. She took a clinic business card from the holder on the
small sink counter and jotted her cell number on it, then handed it
to the blonde. “That’s my cell. You can call anytime if you have
concerns.” She usually didn’t hand out her cell number but felt it
would make them feel better to have it just in case.

“Thank you.” The brunette slipped the card into her
back pocket. “We really appreciate you coming back in and working
late for us like this.” She opened the door, and they walked toward
the front.

“You’re welcome.” She stood in the doorway of the
exam room and waited as Jeremy unlocked the front door and let them
out.

“Hopefully she’ll be better tomorrow,” he said.

“Hopefully.” She glanced at her watch before she
took her key fob from her pocket. “I gave them my cell number, but
let me know if they have questions and call the clinic number
instead.” She headed for the back door. “I need to get home and
pack, so I can get on the road. I’ll call tomorrow.”

“Will do, Dr. H. Have a safe trip.” Jeremy closed
the back door as she got into her Explorer.

She fully believed Birdie was going to be all right,
though convincing her owners had been more difficult than she’d
anticipated. Nevertheless, this was not the way she wanted to start
her trip. Being out of town when one of her patients was sick
wasn’t relaxing. It only added to the stress she was feeling about
the drive to Blueridge. She was definitely going to get off to a
later start than she’d planned.

✥ ✥ ✥

After being greeted at the door by Daisy and giving
her a thousand pets, Harper went into the kitchen, pulled open the
refrigerator, and searched for the food she’d dropped off earlier.
Gone. “Eden. Where’s my food?”

One of Eden’s friends, a boy—not a
boyfriend—appeared from the hallway. “I’m sorry, Dr. H. I didn’t
know that was yours.” He held up a container. “There’s still some
salad left.”

She bit her tongue but screamed inside. She’d really
wanted those wings tonight. “It’s okay. I’ll find something in the
freezer.” She yanked open the door, took out a Lean Cuisine frozen
dinner, and popped it into the microwave.

She picked up the phone and called Pete, her best
friend since childhood, whom she still talked to weekly. Thank God
for unlimited call and text plans. He picked up on the first
ring.

“Are you sitting on the phone?” She smiled.

“Oh, that would be jarring—possibly exciting. A
definite new meaning for booty call.” Pete was always quick with
the jokes.

She laughed. “Stop. I will never call your
booty for anything like that.”

“What time will you be here? I have a nice bottle of
wine to share with you.”

Pete was sort of her welcome wagon whenever she went
to Blueridge. He had a way of easing her into the indifference of
it all since she’d detached herself from her hometown long ago.

“I’m afraid that will have to wait until tomorrow
night.” She sighed. “We had an emergency at the clinic, and I’m not
even on the road yet.”

“I hope the little bugger is okay.” Pete was more
compassionate than Harper sometimes.

“She’s fine. Just a little off balance.”

“Like me.” He chuckled. “Maybe you should bring her
to me.”

“Absolutely not. You have trouble remembering to
feed a fish, much less a dog.”

“You can’t keep judging me for something that
happened so long ago.”

“It wasn’t that long ago, and yes, I can.”

“Fine. No pets for me. I’ll just continue to love on
the ones at your dad’s clinic.”

She heard the cork pop through the phone. Probably
drinking the wine without her. “How are things there since Dad had
surgery?”

“Disorganized.” He sighed. “Your dad can only handle
so much over the phone. A couple people have actually gone out to
the house and avoided the clinic altogether.”

“Dad probably loves that.” That wasn’t good. The
doctor had specifically ordered no stress and lots of rest.

“You know him. He’s so easy.”

“Yes. I guess he is.”

“Anyway. Get your asses in the car and get on the
road. Let me know when you’re here. We’ll have breakfast.”

“Won’t your spidey senses let you know that?” This
was one of the never-ending jokes she’d used on Pete during the
past decade. He didn’t care much for them from others, but
tolerated them from her.

He laughed. “Haven’t heard that one in a long time.
My senses are nil when it comes to you at this point, but we’ll
remedy that while you’re in town. I want to hear everything about
what’s going and not going on with V.”

“I’m afraid that might be a longer and messier story
than you want to hear.”

“I have time and napkins.”

“Sounds good. I’ll check in when we get close.”

Peter Parker had been Harper’s best friend since the
second grade, when he and his family had moved to Blueridge. He
always said he’d get out of there someday, but then he met Olive,
the sweetest woman both of them knew, and found himself smitten. He
went where Olive went, and she wasn’t going anywhere out of
Blueridge. Her family owned the sporting goods store in town, where
Pete managed the business and Olive handled the books. Pete made
the best of small-town life and seemed to be doing a great job at
staying happy.

Harper could probably learn a thing or two about
happiness from him. The next coming weeks would prove that.


Chapter Two

It was just about seven when Addison got into her
Subaru Outback and headed for Happy Tails. She was thrilled she was
going to catch this morning’s sunrise as it crept over the
mountains. It was like fire dancing in the sky and made her wonder
what it was burning from—what was on the other side. She’d been to
the top of those mountains many times and already knew what was
there. Always a beautiful sight—one she didn’t want to ever live
without.

During both the summer and winter months, she’d
spent many mornings hiking up the mountains at sunrise to take in
all the serenity. Of course she never went up alone and, in winter,
always made sure someone with a snowmobile was waiting at the top.
She’d never been much of a skier and didn’t have time to improve
her skills. Skiing down the mountain after hiking up required a
ridiculous amount of endurance and mad skiing skills, neither of
which she had.

Addison parked behind the clinic and went inside.
She was the first one there, as usual. It had been a little lonely
since Jim had been home after his heart attack. With both him and
her mother at home rather than at the clinic, the usual social
interaction she craved had been missing. Her friend Gemma’s
daughter, Jessie, the part-time college student they employed,
didn’t usually arrive until around ten or eleven o’clock, at least
two to three hours after the clinic opened. Jessie had graduated
high school the year before and was taking several online classes,
some with morning lectures, but was usually there to work
afternoons and sometimes on Saturday mornings, if they needed
her.

The first thing she usually did, after getting
inside and locking the door behind her, was to relieve the night
watch and check every animal they’d kept overnight in the clinic,
whether it had come in for surgery or wasn’t feeling well from the
night before. Then she’d perform physical exams on each one, so the
information would be available for Jim, Dr. Sims, to create a
treatment plan and note any findings before the patient was
released to go home.

She took off her coat and scarf, then hung them on
one of the pegs on the wall. Besides her and Jim, they had several
qualified volunteers, but no one was there to relieve today. They
didn’t currently have any pets in for surgery or emergencies, which
was good, since Jim was still at home recovering from his heart
attack. If there were, he would insist on checking them himself.
The man never stopped working. She’d been able to handle the
routine visits herself, except for one that she’d called him about
last week, and he’d guided her through it. She still had so much to
learn.

She went to the office and turned on the computer to
check the message board for questions. She could check it from the
computer up front too, since all the computers had internet
connections, but if she sat down behind the counter in the
reception area, someone would probably tap on the glass door and
scare the living daylights out of her. There were only one or two
messages. She’d specifically set up the message board to field
questions for people who couldn’t make it into the clinic or didn’t
want to call. She was surprised at how many people didn’t actually
like to talk to people.

She glanced at her watch and headed out to the front
of the clinic to open the door. Mrs. Cooper, the first appointment
for the day, was already there, in her car outside. She opened the
door and waited as Mrs. Cooper gathered up Chester, her five-pound
Yorkie, from the front seat and came inside. Mrs. Cooper was always
dressed as though she was going out to a special event—long coat,
black slacks, and a silk scarf. Addison had never seen her wear
jeans.

“How is Chester today?” She smiled and gave him a
soft scratch on the cheek below his ear.

“Just here for his rabies shot.”

“And I’m ready for him.” She led the woman into an
exam room and patted the exam table. “Hold him right here for me.”
She read through his history and then took Chester’s vitals,
listened to his heart and lungs, and felt along his tiny body for
anything abnormal, like a mass or lump. “Everything looks good.”
She added her notes to his chart and flipped the folder closed.
“I’ll be right back.”

She went through the door across the room into the
lab area in the back, closing the door behind her, found the bottle
of rabies vaccine in the refrigerator, and took a syringe from the
drawer before she went back into the exam room. There, she held up
the vial for Mrs. Cooper to check. She always brought the vial with
her and showed it to the customer to prevent any unwanted mistakes,
a practice she would probably be more comfortable with in time.

“Chester’s so well behaved.” The dog sat perfectly
still on the exam table as she turned to the counter behind her and
filled the syringe with the appropriate dosage.

“Are you going to give him all that? He’s not very
big.”

“The dosage is the same for all breeds and sizes.”
She pinched the loose skin around his neck and administered the
shot. “I won’t give him several different vaccinations at the same
time, but don’t worry. He’ll be fine with this one today.”

Mrs. Cooper gathered Chester into her arms. “I
certainly hope so.” She petted his neck softly.

Addison opened the door and let Mrs. Cooper lead the
way out, not bothering to try to collect payment. Mrs. Cooper had
been a longtime customer and preferred to be billed, so that’s what
they did. She sat at the front counter and took out one of her
veterinary books. She’d had plenty of time to study while Dr. Sims
was recovering.

Her morning was going to be slow and repetitive, as
she was only doing checkups and vaccinations. She thought so,
anyway, until Kevin Ryan rushed through the door with his dog
Munch.

“What’s up, Kevin?”

“I think he ate a scraper. I was using it this
morning to bake a cake before I set it on the counter, and when I
went back to clean up, I couldn’t locate it.”

“How big was the scraper?”

He held his fingers about six inches apart. “It was
plastic with a rubber tip, and you know how he likes to chew
things.”

She did know that. Kevin had brought Munch in
several times before for the same issue. It was unlikely that he’d
swallowed it whole, since it was so large. “Okay. Let’s bring him
back for an X-ray.”

She led him to the corner of the lab area, where the
digital X-ray equipment was located, and he lifted Munch onto the
table without direction. He knew the drill. She took a vest from
the holder, slipped it over her head, and handed one to Kevin,
holding Munch while he put it on, then adjusted the camera. “Keep
him steady until I tell you it’s okay.” She went to the computer
console arm of the machine, adjusted the grid to the area of
Munch’s stomach, and clicked a few images.

She didn’t see any major objects, but she would send
the images to Jim so he could take a look at them. “I don’t see
anything that he wouldn’t be able to pass normally. Your scraper
might have ended up somewhere else. Hopefully not in the cake.”

His eyes widened. “Oh, shoot.” He chuckled. “At
least I was baking at home and not at the restaurant.”

Kevin owned the best Italian restaurant in town—the
only Italian restaurant in town. It was one of Addison’s favorites,
and she loved his special ravioli, which he always made for her
even if it wasn’t on the menu.

“I’ll send these to Dr. Sims to make sure, but I
think Munch has gotten a bad rap on this one.”

“Thanks so much for fitting us in.” He led Munch
back into the empty waiting room.

“You bet. Any time.” It had been the highlight of
her day so far. She watched him leave and stood by the front
window, glancing from side to side to see if anyone else was
pulling into the lot. The temporary veterinarian was supposed to
arrive sometime this morning and was scheduled to start tomorrow.
She was kind of excited at the thought of learning from someone
else, but she hoped they didn’t do things too differently. That
might cause problems with some of the patient care when Dr. Sims
returned.

After seeing several more patients, including a
miniature schnauzer with worms, a cocker spaniel that needed an ear
cleaning, and a pair of adult Labrador retrievers, she tended to
one with possible joint issues and another with several hot spots
that had appeared recently. In addition to that, she’d vaccinated
three different puppies, which meant she had almost completed the
morning appointments, and it was only ten thirty.

The afternoon schedule was very light, and Jessie
would be there to help out, which meant she’d be able to study
quite a bit. She was grateful to have the tech position at the
clinic. It gave her the opportunity to get hands-on experience.
When she’d gone back to school, she hadn’t realized how difficult
it would be—how much less her mind could absorb. Completing online
classes to get her veterinary-technician degree and working
full-time was taxing at best, and being a full-time parent in
addition made everything exhausting.

She planned to attend veterinary school at Colorado
State University in the future, if she ever finished her associate
degree. She hadn’t quite figured out all the logistics with living
in Blueridge, which was a solid seven hours away from the college
in Fort Collins, but when the time came, she would make it work
somehow.

Jim had offered to help her with her studying, but
that hadn’t worked out as well as she’d hoped. He was very good at
practicing veterinary medicine, but a lot had changed since he went
to school. If she posed the question to him in just the right way,
he usually was able to answer it. If not, she usually got a lengthy
story with an example from a patient about something that had
happened somewhere along the way during his career. Although
interesting, those stories burned up a lot of her study time, so
she’d learned to limit her questions.

✥ ✥ ✥

Harper’s knuckles were white as she gripped the
steering wheel. Her anxiety was going through the roof, and her
rumbling stomach was only making it worse. She thought she was over
her past insecurities, but everything had kicked in as soon as
she’d seen the town of Blueridge emerge in the distance. Even the
sunrise couldn’t calm her as it usually did. By the time she pulled
up in front of the clinic, she was ready to turn the car around and
get the hell out of town. But that wasn’t possible this time. She
tried to put the pain aside, compartmentalize it, as she always
did, and gain her courage. She hadn’t been back since her mom’s
funeral, and that whole trip had caused a cluster of feelings she
hadn’t wanted to experience, and clearly hadn’t dealt with.

Everything had changed so much since then. Her dad
had moved the clinic from the small space in the middle of town to
the edge bordering the highway that led to another isolated
Colorado ski-resort town, which didn’t have a veterinary clinic.
After he’d lost her mother, bringing in more business seemed to be
his focus, so being located next to the feed store didn’t hurt.

He worked more hours, which made him ignore his
health issues, which in turn had caused his heart attack. She’d
thought it was his way of coping for the loss until, in one of
their phone conversations, he’d mentioned his feelings for Patty
Foster. That’s when their contact had lessened. She hadn’t taken
that news well—it was too soon. Her mother had been gone for only a
little over a year when they got involved, and she couldn’t
understand how he could move on so quickly. Attending the small
wedding a year later was out of the question. No way could she see
her father marry someone else. She didn’t have it in her to watch
everything change—for him to move on from her mother.

Now she didn’t have a choice in the matter. Her dad
was sick, and she had to step up to help, whether she liked it or
not. That’s what her mom would want her to do, right?

She glanced over at Eden, who was fast asleep with
her cell phone in her lap and had been for most of the drive. Was
it normal for a sixteen-year-old to be so engrossed in social
media? So concerned about what others were doing—what others
thought about what she was doing? It had been the same when Harper
grew up in this little town, only social media hadn’t been
necessary. Gossip had spread like wildfire throughout the high
school, and no one ever had the chance for rebuttal. Her stomach
clenched as she thought about it.

She checked her reflection in the visor mirror. No
mistaking the dark circles under her eyes. If she’d stuck to her
original plan instead of leaving last night, they’d have been just
starting the drive about now. But she’d had that late emergency
call and drunk way too much caffeine to get her through it. By the
time she’d gotten home, she’d been wired up like a greyhound puppy.
Eden was already packed, but she had to do a load of laundry before
she could finish. Once that was done, she loaded the car, and they
got on the road.

Daisy leapt from the backseat onto her lap. “I guess
you need to get out again.” She was sure Daisy had to go to the
bathroom, since she’d had to stop only once on the way here. She
fastened the leash to Daisy’s collar, took in a deep breath, and
opened the car door. It was now or never.


Chapter Three

Addison watched from the window in front of her desk
as the white, late-model Ford Explorer drove up. “Who is that?” she
said to the empty waiting room as a woman got out. She was the most
gorgeous creature she’d ever seen. She vaulted from her chair to
get a better look and watched as she lifted a cocker spaniel from
the SUV. “Oh my God, she’s coming here.” She pulled a small compact
from her desk drawer, looked at her reflection, and tossed it back
into the drawer.

She sped down the hallway past Jessie, whom she
hadn’t heard come in through the back. “Thank God you’re here
early. I’ll be right back.” She rushed to the bathroom, tugged a
brush through her blond hair, and fastened it into a ponytail. Then
she straightened her favorite hoodie with the faded logo on the
front. Right about now she was wishing she’d taken a little more
time getting ready this morning. She pinched her cheeks, moistened
her lips, and went back out front.

“Good morning.” Really. Is that all you can think
of to say? The woman wasn’t wearing a jacket, so she couldn’t
stop her gaze from roaming from her red-and-black plaid flannel
shirt, tucked neatly in at the waist, to her form-fitting skinny
jeans. She was only a few inches taller than Addison, but the short
heel of her boots made the discrepancy seem so much larger.

The woman smiled slightly and said, “I’m looking for
Dr. Sims.”

“He’s not in yet this morning. Is there something I
can help you with?”

“No. Not really. Is he at home?”

“He doesn’t usually see patients at home.”

The woman kept eye contact as she nodded and pulled
her lips into a half smile. “That’s good to know.”

She craned her neck and looked around the woman to
the Explorer parked out front. “Do you have a pet in the car?” She
knew fully well she did. She’d seen her take the dog out before
she’d run to the bathroom.

“Thank you for your time. I’ll catch him later.” The
woman plucked her Ray-Ban sunglasses from her head, where they were
nestled in her thick, dark hair, and slid them on before she turned
and went out the door.

“But…” The woman was gone before she could say
anything. Was this the temporary veterinarian she was expecting?
From her last discussion with Jim, she’d thought the fill-in was a
man.

Addison’s feet seemed to be glued to the floor, but
then she noticed someone waiting in the car for the woman. She
immediately rounded the counter and sped to the window to get a
better look. It was a young girl—one who looked a lot like the
woman, but much more familiar. The car had Colorado plates, which
meant she was local, right? Blueridge was somewhat of a tourist
town, and they didn’t get many new locals needing a veterinarian
this early in the ski season. Her stomach dipped as the woman’s
electric-blue eyes flashed through her mind. Who was she? Who were
they? Why hadn’t she seen her around town before? And why didn’t
she bring her dog inside if she was looking for a veterinarian?

She rushed to the counter, picked up the phone, and
called her mother at the house. “Some brunette’s here looking for
Jim.” She fanned herself with a piece of mail from the desk. Not
just some brunette, a gorgeous one with dark hair and light eyes.
That perfect combination hit her hard.

“Oh, she’s early.” Patty’s voice became muffled.
“She’s here, Jimmy.”

“Mom—Mom! I can’t hear you. What are you
saying?”

“I’m sorry, honey. I had to tell Jimmy. We weren’t
expecting her until later this afternoon.”

“Who, Mom?” She dropped the mail and gripped the
counter. “Who weren’t you expecting?”

“Harper. Didn’t you recognize her?”

“Harper, as in Jim’s daughter?” She dropped into the
desk chair. That couldn’t have been Harper Sims. She was
too…perfect. “No way. She has a teenager with her.”

“Her daughter, Eden.”

This news was certainly going to throw a monkey
wrench into her life. “Why didn’t you tell me she was coming?”

“Well, we weren’t really sure she would. We planned
to bring in someone else, but after Jimmy talked to her, they
decided that she’ll help out at the clinic while he’s
recovering.”

“I’m taking care of the clinic just fine. I’ve been
working with Jim long enough to know how to do most everything he
does.”

“Yes. You have. But you’re not a licensed
veterinarian yet. There are some things you can’t legally do
without him there.”

“People are fine with putting off elective surgeries
for their pets until he gets back.”

“We need to be able to handle emergencies if they
arise, and Harper is licensed. She offered to help and Jimmy
accepted.”

“What the hell, Mom. She hasn’t been back in over
five years, and now you’re going to let her take over?”

“Listen. Jimmy misses her. He needs this opportunity
to make things better between them, so don’t get in the way of
that.”

She ground her teeth together. “Fine. But you
could’ve at least told me.”

“I didn’t think you’d care. You weren’t really
friends with her, were you?”

“No. But I’m keeping this clinic running.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. Maybe this will free up
some of your time for studying.”

“Yeah. Maybe.” The bell on the front door chimed,
and she glanced up to see the postal worker delivering the mail.
“I’ve gotta go. Talk to you later.” She didn’t wait for her mom’s
usual “I love you” at the end of the call. She was angry and didn’t
want to hear it right now. She hadn’t really been friends with
Harper when they were younger. In fact, she’d been crueler to
Harper than she could ever admit, especially to her own mother. She
dropped the phone into its cradle and paced the room. “I’ll be back
in a little while.” She brushed past Jessie and took off out the
door—she had to get out of this place and figure out what to do
about this development.

Her system was on fire, reacting the same way it had
so many years ago when they’d played Seven Minutes in Heaven at
Harper’s sixteenth birthday party. She’d been so pissed at Gemma,
her so-called friend, for throwing Harper’s name out there.
Everyone knew she was gay, and no one had volunteered to go into
the closet with her. It was cruel, and Addison hadn’t been raised
to be that way. Heat overtook her neck as the boys made shitty
comments. She crossed the circle of jerks, took Harper’s hand,
tugged her into the closet, and shut the door.

She closed her eyes as she remembered the encounter
and let the heat overtake her, just as it had then. Harper had told
her nothing needed to happen. At that time, Addison had dated boys,
and she’d never really considered dating girls. But she knew Harper
had a crush on her, and it was Harper’s birthday, after
all.

 


“Thank you for not making fun of me like everyone
else.” Harper backed up and leaned against the closet wall. “We
don’t have to do anything.”

“I know. I’m sorry about Gemma. She’s an
ass.”

“She totally is, and she has a big mouth.” Harper
laughed. “I doubt anyone will chance one second in this closet with
her.”

The sound of Harper’s unfiltered laugh did something
to her—made her want to tell everyone to fuck off and stop worrying
about what they thought. Not possible. They were all standing right
outside the door just waiting for juicy gossip to spread. “If they
do, it’ll be all over school.”

“In light speed.” They both giggled, and Harper’s
voice became soft. “Why do you hang out with her?”

“You know how long we’ve been friends. If I stop
now, I’ll be the target of all the lies she spreads.” She took in a
breath and couldn’t help but take in the scent of Harper’s
strawberry shampoo. She always smelled so good.

“I guess I can take the heat for you.”

“You shouldn’t have to take it either.” Sadness
filled her as she recognized the connection between them she’d
never acknowledged before. Insecurity wasn’t reserved for her
alone. She just wasn’t brave enough to face it. Not like Harper
did—every day.

“I’m used to it.”

She couldn’t see Harper’s eyes, only
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