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After a time, even the dog begins to compromise with the cat...

Aimee Price thought she had it all in the bag. An apartment of her very own in New York City, a thriving design career, and a hot boyfriend.

Then she got home and found her boyfriend cheating on her.

Desperate for a break from the city and the drama it brings, she heads for her hometown—and her parents. When her brother offers to let her stay on his rental property, she jumps at the chance for some peace and quiet and a chance to get her life organized again.
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Morgan Clarke is home from the Marines with scars on his leg and heart after an accident that left his best friend dead. He’s suffering from PTSD and doesn’t know what the future holds, but he knows that healing will start here, in his hometown. When his best friend offers to let him stay at the farmhouse he’s been renovating, he agrees and heads for the address he’s been given.

When he finds Aimee there—the girl who used to tag along after him in high school—he knows things are about to get complicated.

What he doesn’t know is that Aimee might just be the answer he’s been looking for... and that he himself might be the safe spot she needs to get her life back on track.
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I tapped my pen against the pad in front of me, trying very, very hard to contain my temper.

“I understand all that, John,” I said, striving for patience. “But what you’ve got to understand is that I can’t do any of that without a contract in place.”

A long silence from the man on the other side of the table told me exactly how he felt about that, and the tapping of my pen got more... well, frantic.

Look, I hate to say it was frantic, believe me. I wanted to be cool. Calm. Collected. The picture of professionalism. A designer that every famous person in the city wanted to use because their friends had already used her and found her to be completely delightful and incredibly talented.

Unfortunately, that hadn’t happened yet. So I was here, shopping for clients that wanted to underpay me and do work without a contract. Clients like John over there.

John, who was now pressing his lips together and looking at me like I’d just told him that the moon was actually made of Swiss cheese and was, in fact, for sale, for the low price of $3000. It wasn’t the moon I was selling, though. It was a full suite of work for his new company. I’m talking the entire range: logo, signature block, website design, list of font options, color wheels, you name it. I’d even offered to throw in a standalone shield logo as part of the package, just for giving me so much work. This was the sort of project freelancers like me dreamed of. The kind of thing you could build your resume on.

Unfortunately, John was also the kind of client that looked at something that was already half the price he would have paid for someone more established and then tried to cut the price even more. It was like they knew when they were dealing with someone too desperate to be picky.

“I just don’t see paying that much for what could only be a day’s worth of work,” he finally said, talking to me like he was talking to a child who really didn’t know what they were doing. “I mean this is all just an extension of the same logo. Once you come up with that—the fonts, the colors—it’s so easy to build everything else out. I bet I could do it myself if I had the time.”

The pen tapping was reaching a crescendo now, and I forced myself to stop. Sure, I was panicking, but that didn’t mean I could let him see that.

Professional, Aimee, I reminded myself. Be professional. If he knew that I was freaking out about how much I needed the work, he’d just take advantage. Even worse if he knew I was dealing with that nemesis of all freelancers: the fear that you were in fact charging too much.

“I guess I can cut the price a little bit,” I said, mentally recalculating how long I’d be taking on his project. “How about if we say $2500 for everything?”

He looked like that was still way too much and tipped his head back and forth. “How quickly can you have it done? We want to launch early next month and need the time it’ll take to do all the branding.”

Right. Timing. Realistically, this project would take three weeks. But if they needed it that soon... 

“I can do it in a week,” I said, knowing that Future Aimee was going to really hate me for agreeing to this. “How does a week from today sound?”

John grinned and stood up. “Sounds perfect. I’ll look forward to hearing from you then and arrange payment as soon as we have the designs in hand.”

He strode out of my office before I could remind him that there was a contract to be signed and a 50 percent deposit to be made on all work. And I watched the door close behind him, knowing that I’d not only just managed to lose a deposit, but also agree to do three weeks’ worth of work in one, and for less than I should have charged.

I was going to be pulling all-nighters all week. And I’d be losing money on the job.

Two seconds later, I made a decision. I was going to head home early today. I needed a quiet afternoon to prepare myself for the hell that was coming.
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By the time I’d made the thirty-minute walk from my small studio to the red brick building that housed my apartment, I’d realized a few things. I needed to stop begging for work the way I’d been doing, because although I was making ends meet and even renting my own studio, I was killing myself. I’d moved to New York from the Middle of Nowhere, NJ, at the ripe old age of twenty-one, right out of college, because I’d been sure that I was going to make it big in the city as a graphic designer. I’d had my new degree in hand and a million and one ideas, and I’d been so excited I could hardly think straight.

Fast-forward to seven years later and I was... making it, but by the skin of my teeth. Sure, I had the studio and the apartment, but I was working seven days a week and forgetting about living any life beside that. I had a boyfriend and a cat—and little else. No hobbies. Too few friends.

Zero weekends off.

The bigger problem was that it was starting to affect my creativity. I’d been leaning so hard on my creative streak for the last seven years that I could feel the pool starting to run dry. I spent too much time pulling from it and almost no time filling it back up again with fun things like movies, books, and vacations.

This was a dead-end road. And I needed to find a road that led somewhere.

I was positive that graphic design was the right place for me. I was good at it, and I loved working for myself. I’d also been successful enough that I could afford New York City, which was no small thing. But I needed a better way of doing it. Something that felt more fulfilling.

Definitely something that felt like I could keep doing it for more than the next week, which was about as far into the future as I could think right now. I felt like a wrung-out sponge, with no water faucet in sight. 

But at least I had a home. And a cat. And my boyfriend, Kyle, to go back to.

I smiled at the thought, already looking forward to a night in with a bottle of wine and maybe some Italian takeout, and pushed through the front doors of the building. Kyle was in marketing and worked too much as well, so I doubted he was even home yet, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t start planning our night. I wondered if I should text him and make sure he’d be home in time for a movie night in, but decided against it.

He hated when I bothered him during the work day. Said it distracted him from the important things he had to do at the office, and always responded that he’d see me when he got home. If I wanted a romantic night, the last thing I needed was him coming home annoyed that I’d bothered him while he was at the office. I’d just do all the work beforehand so we could order the moment he got home. After all, I had a whole free afternoon ahead of me. I was never home this early, and that meant I had a lot of extra time. I might as well use it to plan a date night.

I reached the elevator bank and hit the button, then entered the car and pushed the button for the seventh floor. The ride was short, thanks to some improvements the building had done on the elevators last year, and I was there quickly. The doors opened up into the at least relatively newly painted hallway, the walls a sage green that I actually quite liked, and I stepped out, smiling to myself. Chianti, I thought. I had a nice bottle of chianti on top of the fridge. It would go perfectly with Italian from the little place on the corner. And I’d pick some light rom com to watch so that we weren’t so involved in the movie that we couldn’t do other things during it.

It sounded perfect. Just what I needed after a rough day.

I went three doors down to the apartment Kyle and I shared, stuck my key in the lock, and turned. But when I pushed, the door didn’t open. Frowning, I unlocked the second lock and got the door to swing inward.

Weird. We never used that lock. Why would Kyle have locked that when he left this morning?

The minute I entered the place, I knew why. I hadn’t taken three steps when my cat came tearing into the foyer, looking well and truly stressed out. I looked from him into the apartment... and saw clothes strewn about the place. And not in that way you see in the movies when someone has robbed a place and thrown things all over in their efforts to find whatever they were looking for.

No, these were clothes that had very definitely been taken off in a hurry as someone was making their way toward the one and only room in the house.

Our bedroom.

My eyes shot to the door—closed—and my ears sharpened, trying to catch any sound from the inside. I’d seen jeans, shirts, and even a bra on the floor in the living room, so I already had a pretty good idea of what was going on, but I didn’t know for sure yet. Maybe there was an innocent explanation. Nothing serious.

Maybe Kyle had been doing laundry and had a basket full of clean clothes, then got startled and jumped and the laundry...

A loud moan sounded out from the bedroom, though, and the story I’d been concocting disappeared into thin air.

I was on my way toward the room before I could stop myself or tell myself why it was a bad idea. I hadn’t really come to grips with it yet—and hadn’t even said the words aloud in my mind yet, honestly. The only thing I knew was that I had to get to that room. Had to see what was going on.

Had to know whether my suspicions were correct.

I threw open the door, my breath stuck in my lungs and my eyes wide, and took in the scene before me.

It was actually even worse than I’d been expecting.

There wasn’t just one woman in there with him. There were two. One of them was lying on the bed, and one of them was on her knees in front of him. Both were naked. As was Kyle. And they were all facing away from me, which meant I got a real eyeful before they felt the draft of the open door and froze.

When Kyle finally turned around, it was to see me standing in the doorway, arms crossed and eyebrows lifted in question. I wasn’t screaming. I wasn’t throwing things or having a tantrum or even crying. Because the truth was...

The truth was, I wasn’t all that surprised.

I was, however, pissed as all get-out.

“What. The. Hell,” I snapped. My eyes turned to the women, and I stared daggers at them. “Get out.” When I looked again at Kyle and saw that he was only half as horrified as he should be, the daggers shooting from my eyes turned to laser beams. “You too. And don’t come back.”

I might have thought that I loved him. I might have thought we had a future together.

But I’d obviously been wrong. And right now, I didn’t want to see his face. In fact, I didn’t think I was going to want to see it ever again.
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MORGAN 
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I had to admit, if you’d asked me where I’d seen myself at the age of thirty, I never would have said ‘home from overseas because I was involved in an explosion that tore through my leg and attending support meetings in my hometown.’

And yet here we were. In Long Neck, NJ, where I was born and grew up, and where I’d never wanted to land again. It wasn’t a large town—never had been—but when I was involved in a roadside bombing incident in Afghanistan, where I’d been stationed with the Marines, and had been too wounded to stay there, this was where the military had sent me.

Back home. Where I didn’t have any family left and where I definitely didn’t have a future. 

I’d arrived last week and found a place to stay in the local motel, since we didn’t have any family here to lean on. We’d been getting our feet under us ever since. And by ‘we,’ I don’t mean some buddy of mine. No one I could lean on when times got tough or when I was lonely.

No, I meant the six-month-old Weimaraner puppy I’d inherited from the guy who was in the explosion with me.

I named him Echo, in case you’re wondering. Though I couldn’t have told you why. More than anything, it was because his name had been Frank before, and he deserved a better name than Frank.

Right now, the pup was sitting in that hotel room, probably tearing the place to shreds, because I wasn’t allowed to bring him into the clinic with me. Stupid, really. I was here for PTSD treatments, and if you asked me, few people deserved a support dog more than people with PTSD. But no, I’d asked, and they told me I couldn’t. They’d let rich housewives take terriers on planes as ‘support dogs,’ but a real live vet couldn’t take one to mental therapy with him.

Stupid.

“Morgan?” a voice in my ear asked.

I snapped back to the present, my mind scrambling as it tried to remember what we were supposed to be doing, and I looked up at the woman across the desk from me. She was looking at me like she’d asked me something, and like she’d asked it several times.

I’d been ignoring her.

Partially because I didn’t want to answer her questions, and partially because I didn’t think she was helping. She wanted to hear about the explosion that had ended up with me blacking out and waking up in a hospital with my legs torn to shreds and my anxiety screaming at me about how dangerous the world was, and I straight-up didn’t want to talk about it. I didn’t remember much about the explosion itself, but I’d heard enough about it to piece together the flashes of memory I did have. I’d been on parole with one of my best friends, Manny Harmon. We’d been through boot camp together and had, by some magic, ended up in the same company in Afghanistan. We’d fought to get on the same assignments and had watched each other’s backs through thick and thin.

We’d joked that he was my good luck charm and I was his.

And then the truck we’d been driving had run right into a guy who had a bomb strapped to his chest, and our good luck was over.

I’d come out of the situation with a newfound appreciation for my life and legs that actually started working again, and with Echo, the puppy Scott had rescued off the streets and had told me I was going to inherit if anything ever happened to him. I hadn’t thought anything ever would.

But here we were, in Long Neck, NJ, with Echo in my motel room and that damned doctor still staring across the table at me, waiting for me to tell her what I remembered about the explosion.

She had no right to those memories, and I didn’t want to share them. But I also didn’t want to be rude to a woman who was legitimately just trying to help me. It wasn’t her fault my CO had demanded that I start counseling to try to get my head on straight again.

“How about we start with something less complicated?” I asked quietly. “Something easier to answer.”

She smiled like this was the exact thing she was hoping to do—which was a lie—and shot me a question about what my family had been like when I was growing up.

I gave an internal sigh of relief at that and started talking. Dad had been in the Marines, Mom had been a stay-at-home wife, and I was their only kid. Easy. Good upbringing, lots of friends in school, nothing all that interesting. Graduated, followed in Dad’s footsteps.

Easy, lady. Nothing to hide, here. No big dramas to discover.

And I was happy to talk about it, as long as we didn’t go anywhere close to what had happened to me and Scott.

By the time our hour was up, she was making jokes about how functional my childhood was, and I was laughing right along with her. I’d told her that I knew I had some issues—panic attacks like nothing I’d ever experienced—but that I was figuring out how to control them on my own, and that I didn’t think I needed help. This was the requirement for getting back into service, and that was it. She’d given me a long look, disbelieving as hell, but had evidently decided it wasn’t a fight worth fighting, and had just gone on to schedule our next appointment.

I thought it was a waste of time. Honestly. But I was also happy for the truce and made the appointment without arguing. Too much. Besides, I was starting to get a feel for her now. Starting to understand what I needed to say to get her off my back and feel like I was making progress. Look, it wasn’t that I didn’t want to get better. I hated the panic attacks and how they made me feel. I really hated being out of control and not knowing how to get it back together. I needed to fit myself back into the box I’d built so I could get on with life.

I just thought I’d do that better if I was the one in charge of constructing said box, rather than depending on some new doctor to do it for me. I’d never been good at letting other people do things for me, and I didn’t see that changing anytime soon.

The doctor and I parted as friends, though, her hand warm in mine as we shook, and I hustled out of the office, my mind jumping ahead of me to the motel room—and what Echo might have done to it while I was gone.

I had never met a dog that was prone to chewing on walls, but Echo seemed to be the sort to break the mold. Three nights and he’d already acquired a taste for plasterboard and siding. The Marines were paying for the room right now, but I was going to have one hell of a time explaining how I’d made holes in the walls when it came time to check out.
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[image: ]


Halfway back to the motel, I remembered that I didn’t have any food waiting for me and decided to hit the grocery store. I didn’t need much, but I liked having snacks within easy grabbing distance—blame too much time on deployment, when food was often complicated—and the market was the best place for bags of chips, boxes of crackers, and my favorite sort of beef jerky. I walked the aisles quickly, grabbing what I wanted, and got to the checkout before I thought about how much I was going to spend.

I considered the food I had in the cart, trying to figure out if it was all worth it. The problem was, money was going to start getting tight pretty soon. I was on medical leave, but I wasn’t receiving a salary right now, and the Marines would stop paying for the motel next week. Between me and Echo, we were sailing through my savings pretty quickly.

And I didn’t have a plan for what we were going to do starting next week, when I’d have to start paying for my own room.

No matter what, though, Echo and I had to eat. I marched to the checkout and started scanning stuff, swearing that I was going to figure this out sooner rather than later. Echo was depending on me—hell, I was depending on me—and that meant there wasn’t any room to screw around. I was a man of the world. Surely I could find something in this town that I was at least partially qualified for.

And a room to rent. A room that would accept a getting-larger-every-day puppy. And preferably in a house that had access to either fields or forests or at least a big yard.

With luck, I’d find a place where I could spend a lot of time with just Echo rather than having to talk to anyone. Because if the appointment this morning had proven anything, it was that I wasn’t really ready to be around other humans just yet. My legs were healing okay, but my brain was going to take its sweet time deciding it could trust other people again. And I’d rather spend that time on my own than pretending to be social with a roommate.
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I hit fifth gear in the Mustang, pressed down on the accelerator, and flew down the New Jersey Turnpike, heading for home.

And by home, I don’t mean the tiny apartment in New York that I’d just thrown my now-ex-boyfriend out of. I meant Long Neck, New Jersey, the small township where I’d grown up, and which I’d escaped the moment I was able to rent an apartment on my own and had the money to do it. The town was one of those places so small you knew everyone and everything about the other people who lived there—including who was doing what with the people who lived only part-time in the mansions at the edge of town. Long Neck was one of those places that the wealthy had chosen as a ‘destination,’ which meant there were those of us who lived in town, in various small farmhouses and on a number of horse ranches and farms, and those who bought fifteen-room mansions with five-car garages... and then basically only stayed there for two weeks over the summer, when the kids were on summer vacation. They might come through for Christmas, on occasion, but that far out into the country, where you couldn’t get reliable Internet or coffee delivered to your door in the middle of the night?

Yeah, they weren’t exactly anxious to put themselves in that situation in the middle of a cold, snowy winter. So we mostly only had to deal with them during the summer.

I’d decided that the whole thing was too much for me at around twelve, when I started making plans to move to the Big City as soon as I could. I loved my family, and I adored my friends in town. I’d had a really great childhood and had even been Homecoming Queen in high school.

But that wasn’t the life I’d wanted. I’d had big plans about owning my own business and inserting myself into the hustle and bustle of professional life, and I’d been in love with the idea of a city that actually never slept, instead of one that rolled the sidewalks up at 8 sharp every night. 

I couldn’t believe I was heading back there of my own accord.

I grimaced, the thought bringing me back around to the thing I’d been working so hard not to think about. Kyle. Kyle, and what he’d done—what he’d been doing, if he had been telling the truth since we first started dating.

Basically, the moment the other girls left, he’d started browbeating me about how this was all my fault because I was never home and worked too much—which was rich, considering how much he worked—and how he’d actually been hooking up with other girls for our entire relationship.

“I didn’t even think you’d care,” he’d said, his mouth turned down in that signature pout that I’d once found so cute. “I mean, you’re never home. You’ve always got so much going on. I figured I was just crossing something off your list.”

“Crossing something off my list,” I snarled. “Give me a break.” I whipped the car into a right merge and shot toward the exit that would take me home, where I was hoping Kyle wouldn’t think to look for me.

I mean, not that I expected him to. With me gone, he’d be able to date as many other women as he wanted. Though he was going to have trouble making rent in that city all by himself. The thought brought a little smile to my face, and I allowed myself a quick moment of feeling triumphant. I hadn’t been paying all the bills, but I’d been paying a good portion, and I knew how helpless Kyle was when it came down to it. Great at ordering food, bad at actually making sure he ate it before it got cold. Hopeless in the kitchen. Incapable of washing laundry without shrinking half of it. And really, really bad at getting around without a guide.

Hell, we’d met because he’d stopped me on the street and asked, somewhat desperately, how to get to the address he was looking for.

Him trying to function in the city by himself?

I kind of wished I’d be around to see it.

I got off the highway then
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