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For Jude—

the best Christmas present I’ve ever received.
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Prologue

Dr. Gene Saltzman, the seventy-year-old veterinarian at Valley Veterinary in Blue Dog Valley, Wisconsin, was just closing up for the night when he noticed the red pickup truck pulling into the parking lot.

He sighed heavily but waited as the man behind the wheel parked, got out, and walked up to him with an expression that was something akin to anger but not quite.

Not yet.

“Evening, Cohen,” Dr. Saltzman said. “What can I do you for?”

“I heard a rumor,” Cohen said. “Word is that you’ve sold the clinic to a woman vet in California.”

Cohen Gable didn’t like surprises, and, boy, had he been surprised when Ruby down at the diner told him Dr. Saltzman was selling the clinic to some outsider from Los Angeles and moving himself down to Florida to retire. Cohen had to go right over and find out for himself if it was true.

In the truck, Cohen’s cairn terrier, Peanut Butter, yipped through the cracked window, begging to be let out. Peanut Butter didn’t like anybody having a conversation without her.

“That’s not a rumor,” Dr. Saltzman replied patiently. “It’s fact, and she’ll be here sooner rather than later.” Dr. Saltzman had known Cohen the boy’s entire life, and he’d always been serious—too serious for his own good. “She’s going to be a great addition to this town. She’ll liven the place up.”

“We don’t need livening up,” Cohen said. “We need a reliable vet.”

“And you’ll have one.”

“How do you know?” Cohen asked. “Do you know her?”

“I know her enough,” Dr. Saltzman replied. “I have all the confidence in the world that she will settle right in.”

“How do you reckon a vet from L.A. is going to settle into the valley?” Cohen asked. “She can’t possibly understand us here.”

“About as good as that dog of yours settled in on the farm—in time. You need to have some faith, my boy,” Dr. Saltzman said. “I’m counting on you to make sure she feels welcome.”

Cohen snorted.

“I’m serious,” Dr. Saltzman said. “I’m also going to need you to pick her up from the airport in Milwaukee.”

“That’s a two-hour drive, one way!” Cohen said.

“Then I suggest,” Dr. Saltzman said, patting Cohen on the back, “you learn how to drive and talk at the same time.”





Chapter 1

Goldie McKenzie watched the pet carrier circle around on the conveyor belt and disappear into the bowels of the Milwaukee airport. There was a cat inside the carrier. She knew that, because she’d watched a man—probably about her age, in his forties—walk up beside her as she waited for her luggage, chattering into a Bluetooth headset attached to his ear like it was 2004.

“What am I looking for?” he was asking. “A cat? You’ve got to be frickin’ kidding me, Brenda. A frickin’ cat?”

The first time the carrier passed by them, the man did not make a move to pick it up. Instead, he folded his arms across his chest, listened for a moment, and then said, “You didn’t tell me nothin’ about pickin’ up a frickin’ cat.”

The carrier made another trip around the belt.

“Well, if you don’t even want this frickin’ cat, why am I here to pick up a frickin’ cat?”

Goldie looked down at her phone, pretending to read an email while she listened.

“I can’t believe I paid to park just to pick up a frickin’ cat,” the man continued. “Cost me ten bucks. Why didn’t your sister tell you she was sendin’ your dead mother’s cat on a frickin’ airplane? Of all the ridiculous . . . What? No. I don’t want the frickin’ cat.”

By this time, Goldie had picked up her own bags, the carrier was nearly the only thing left on the belt, and a crowd of people had come and gone. She only had two suitcases; the rest of her belongings would be arriving later, sent to her new home in Blue Dog Valley, Wisconsin, once she got settled.

Next to her, the man sighed. “If I leave it, won’t they just send it back?”

Goldie flicked her eyes up to the man. Surely, he wasn’t just going to leave the cat at the airport. Was that even a thing a person could do?

Apparently, it was something a person could do, because the man turned around and walked away, vanishing into the thick onslaught of people who’d already claimed their luggage. All around her, people were hustling and bustling, meeting loved ones, embracing, and grabbing their suitcases, until it was just Goldie and the cat and the low hum of the belt as it continued to circle.

She stood there so long that it must have started to look suspicious, and she jumped when she felt a tap on her shoulder. Behind her, there was an airport security guard, and he looked concerned.

“Everything all right, ma’am?” he asked. “You need help with something?”

Goldie blinked. Did she need help? She didn’t even know where to begin. For starters, she was in Wisconsin, which was an entire solar system away from Los Angeles, where she’d spent nearly her entire life. And then there was the small matter of that life, the one she’d left behind, which was currently in total shambles.

Obviously.

Because why else would anyone come to Wisconsin on purpose? Clearly, she was having a complete and total breakdown, and she doubted very much that the pubescent security guard could help her with that.

“Ma’am?”

“What?”

The security guard cleared his throat. “Are you all right? Can I call someone for you?”

“Oh,” Goldie replied, shaking her head. “No, no, I’m fine.”

“Are you sure?” He didn’t look convinced. “That your pet taxi there on the belt?”

Goldie turned her attention toward the cat. “Uh, well . . .”

“I swear to Father Christmas, if that’s another abandoned animal, I’ll lose my crackers,” the guard said. “That’s the third one this month.”

Goldie tried not to laugh. So far, she hadn’t heard a single curse word uttered since landing in the Midwest. She wondered if the people here were physically incapable of using bad language. As she’d been exiting the plane, she’d heard the flight attendant mutter “cheese and rice” under her breath when the businessman who’d been flying next to Goldie in coach asked the flight attendant for her number.

When the security guard reached out to grab the pet carrier, Goldie stopped him. “No,” she said. “No, it’s my cat. I’m sorry. I’m just tired. It’s been a long day.”

“Cat?” The guard bent down and peered inside the carrier. “It’s one of them hairless cats? Lady, you need to get that cat a sweater. Do you know how cold it’s about to get here in the city?”

Goldie hid her surprise at finding out that this was a hairless cat—a Sphynx cat to be exact—and said, “Well, I guess it’s lucky I’m not staying in the city.”

“Oh yeah?” the security guard asked. “Where you headed?”

“Uh, Blue Dog Valley?” Goldie replied, annoyed that her response came out as more of a question. “Have you heard of it?”

The guard lifted up his stocking cap to scratch his head, looked Goldie up and down, and then said, “In that case, I think you’re both gonna need to be wearing more than a sweater.”





Chapter 2

Blue Dog Valley, Wisconsin, had not been in Goldie’s five-, ten-, or even fifteen-year plan. At no point when she was growing up in suburban Los Angeles or attending the University of Southern California or, later, veterinary school at UC Davis, did Goldie envision herself as a forty-year-old West Coast transplant in the Midwest.

In fact, if anyone had told her even a month ago that she would be holding an abandoned cat carrier and standing at the entrance of the Milwaukee International Airport waiting for a ride from some farmer in a red pickup truck, she would have laughed.

But right now Goldie wasn’t laughing. She was shivering in the jacket she’d thought would be warm enough and cursing herself for making rash decisions like buying a crumbling veterinary clinic, sight unseen, after a night of one too many bottles of wine.

“You should have left him a long time ago,” Goldie’s best friend, Alex, had said to her when Goldie showed up at her apartment in tears, mascara streaming down her face, holding the broken heel of her favorite pair of pumps. “I mean, like ten years ago.”

“He gave me my first job out of veterinary school,” Goldie replied, pushing past her friend and flailing onto Alex’s couch. “I was grateful.”

“So you repaid him by wasting a whole decade on his narcissistic ass?” Alex replied. “That hardly seems fair.”

“I wasted a decade on him because I loved him,” Goldie said, trying her best not to wail. Alex hated when she wailed. “The job was just a perk.”

“Yeah, for him,” Alex said. She sat down beside Goldie. “You deserve better.”

Goldie rested her head on Alex’s shoulder. “I know,” she replied. “I know, but I just kept thinking it would all work out.”

“That’s always been your problem,” Alex reminded her. “You’re way too optimistic for L.A.”

“I’m so over L.A.,” Goldie said.

“You can always come with me to Kenya,” Alex said. “They need veterinarians as much as they need doctors.”

Alex was a top-notch dermatologist and something of a celebrity after a video of her draining a Guinness World Record–breaking cyst on an elderly patient went viral on YouTube. Now Dr. A, as Alex was fondly known, had her own YouTube channel with three million subscribers worldwide. For the past several years, she’d been making the trek to Kenya with her film crew to shine a spotlight on the dangerous infestation of a sand flea that burrows into human skin and lays eggs. She’d saved thousands of lives and raised countless donations for the families she helped.

It was a noble cause, and Goldie admired her.

“I can’t just uproot my entire life and run off with you to East Africa,” Goldie replied. “Besides, when do you leave? I don’t have time to get my passport and everything ready.”

“Not for a little while,” Alex said. “You can stay here as long as you want.” She stood up. “You know, Goldie, your whole life doesn’t have to be here if you don’t want it to be. Los Angeles isn’t the center of the universe.”

“I won’t tell anyone you said that,” Goldie replied, giving her friend a genuine smile. “I don’t think the other natives know.”

Alex laughed. “Don’t answer his calls.”

Goldie nodded. She had no intention of answering his calls. Deep down, she knew that he probably wasn’t going to call her, anyway. When he did, it would be about dividing the contents of their house and to nicely, condescendingly tell her that she needed to find another job.

Dividing their stuff wouldn’t be so hard, Goldie knew. They were already sleeping in separate bedrooms, and she and her fiancé of nearly a decade, the veterinarian Brandon Burrows, were living entirely, absolutely separate lives.

They had been for a long time.

Everyone else knew it, too, although they were at least polite enough to talk about it behind Goldie’s back. They had an unspoken agreement, she and Brandon. He cheated on her as often as he liked, and Goldie pretended not to notice. She didn’t like the fighting and the making up and the broken promises to never do it again. It was easier to act like everything was fine. It was easier to ignore it, to go on with life as it was, and Goldie didn’t know what happened that changed it all, what broke inside of her.

Well, actually, she did know. It was that damn bulldog, Brutus.

The back end of Brutus the bulldog was much less adorable than the front end. The front end of Brutus was the famous face of one of California’s most expensive and gourmet dog foods, even though Brutus routinely rummaged through the trash and would eat anything put in front of him. When this happened, Dr. Marigold McKenzie was responsible for handling whatever happened at the back end of Brutus.

Brutus the bulldog was a millionaire, and Goldie was his ass doctor.

“Okay, Brutus,” Goldie said, pulling on a latex glove and snapping it against her wrist. “You know the drill.”

Brutus snorted as Goldie lifted his little corkscrew of a tail and cleaned underneath it. Sometimes she thought that if she had one wish, it would be to never see another tail pocket as long as she lived. But that would mean not seeing Brutus, and she had to admit, she did love him, despite his snorts and farts and wrinkles that needed constant cleaning.

Goldie motioned to the wide-eyed vet tech standing next to her. “Have you ever expressed a dog’s anal glands before?” she asked. “It’s gross, but it’s a fairly simple procedure.”

The vet tech shook her head. “No,” she replied.

“All right.” Goldie threw the cloth she’d used to clean the tail pocket into the trash and motioned for the vet tech to come closer. “I’ll walk you through it.”

The vet tech, whose name was Romy, was hired by Brandon as a temporary employee while one of their regular vet techs was on maternity leave. Goldie knew that Brandon was sleeping with Romy. They hadn’t even tried to hide it.

It was pretty brazen, though, even for Brandon, to bring one of his other women to work with him. Goldie wondered just how stupid he thought she was. She knew it was maybe a little vindictive to make Romy express anal glands, but in Goldie’s own defense, it was what she’d ask any vet tech to do.

Just not for Brutus.

He had a bit of a temper.

And now he was starting to get restless. He gave a little growl to voice his displeasure.

Goldie was about to announce that she’d do it herself when Romy stepped forward, gloved and ready to go. “Okay,” she said. “Okay, I can do it. Show me.”

Goldie moved out of the way so that Romy could take position behind Brutus. “Now,” Goldie began, “lift his tail just a little and put the paper towel I’m going to hand you over his backside while placing your thumb and forefinger at four and eight o’clock.”

Romy did as she was told.

“Gently squeeze. You’ll know when it expresses.”

Romy closed her eyes.

“Don’t close your eyes,” Goldie said.

Reluctantly, Romy opened her eyes. She squinted. “I can’t tell that anything came out,” she said.

“Squeeze just a little harder,” Goldie replied. “Not too much.”

As she squeezed, Romy bent down to get a better look.

“No!” Goldie said, gasping. “Don’t put your face so close to his—”

But it was too late, and Goldie watched, as if in slow motion, as Romy recognized her mistake seconds after the stream of liquid shot out onto her face.

Romy stumbled back, knocking into Goldie, who reached out toward the stainless-steel table where Brutus was standing. When Goldie’s hand grazed Brutus’s backside, he let out a disgruntled bark, no doubt already irritated from the injustice he’d just endured, and leaped off the table and skittered out into the lobby.

“Brutus!”

Goldie ran after him. For a bulldog, he was fast. He ran past his unassuming handler, and in a split second, he was out the front door, which at the moment was being held open by Mrs. Griswold, an elderly woman who’d once been a chorus girl during Hollywood’s Golden Age, married quite rich, and now regularly brought in her Lhasa Apso, Benjamin, to be seen for depression, PTSD, and general anxiety disorder.

“Dr. Goldie!” Mrs. Griswold gasped, tightening her grip on Benjamin’s leash. “What is this ruckus?”

“Sorry, Mrs. Griswold,” Goldie said, rushing out the door after Brutus. “I’ll be right back!”

“Benjamin can’t handle this much excitement!” Mrs. Griswold called after her.

At that very moment, Goldie wished she were taking the same medication she’d prescribed to Benjamin. Instead, she was chasing after a renegade bulldog that was heading south out of the veterinary parking lot and straight for the busy street in front of them.

“Come back here!” Goldie screeched. “Your toenail is worth more than my life!”

Brutus paused for a split second to glance back at her, and Goldie could have sworn she saw him smirk. Just before he was within reach, he took off again, right through the crosswalk at the stoplight, causing a man on a Vespa to swerve out of the way, just missing a woman in a convertible who had her music up so loud that she didn’t even notice.

Goldie could feel her black pencil skirt straining against her stride, and it was a relief when it finally gave way and ripped, allowing her more room to run. It was an impractical work outfit, anyway. She just liked the way the skirt looked with her favorite pair of red heels, which were, at this very moment in time, incredibly impractical.

Brutus, deterred by neither Vespa nor person, continued on until he got to the construction site of a new hot yoga studio. Several men in orange vests watched as Goldie came barreling onto the lot, tripped on a pile of gravel, and went flying through the air, nearly doing a somersault, and landing prone right in front of Brutus.

Goldie wished the earth would just swallow her up whole. That would be preferable to whatever fresh hell was awaiting her when she finally willed herself to get back up.

There was a chorus of concerned voices hovering above her.

“Hey, lady, are you all right?”

“Do you think she’s knocked out?”

“Maybe she’s dead.”

“Nah, she’s breathin’.”

“Mumphulump,” Goldie replied. And then, turning herself over with a groan, continued, “Don’t let that dog get away.”

“He ain’t goin’ nowhere,” one of the construction men said. “Reggie is givin’ him some beef jerky.”

Another one of the men helped her to her feet and sheepishly handed her one of her heels. “I think you lost this, ma’am.”

“Of course,” Goldie said, staring down at the mangled shoe. The heel was hanging on by a thread. “Thank you.”

“You don’t look too bad. I guess you’re all right,” the first man said. “That your dog? He get away from ya?”

In the distance, Goldie could see Brandon running in her direction, waving his hands in the air, and shouting something.

“This dog look familiar to you?” said a man who Goldie assumed was Reggie from the metric ton of beef jerky he was holding in one of his hands. “I coulda sworn I seen him somewhere before.”

“Dogapalooza 4,” Goldie replied automatically. “He wore a pink tutu through most of it.”

“Oh, no shit?” Reggie asked. “Wow.”

By this time, Brandon was nearly to where they were, a look of concern tinged with anger on his face. Goldie sighed. “Don’t give him any more jerky,” she said to Reggie. “He’s a vegan.”

“He ain’t vegan,” Reggie said, shoving the jerky into his back jeans pocket. “What kind a dog is vegan?”

“The celebrity kind,” Goldie replied. “If my fiancé sees you feeding that stuff to him, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

Brandon jogged up to them, the tails of the white lab coat he insisted on wearing every day flapping behind him. “What in the hell happened?” he asked, looking first to Brutus and then to Goldie. “Mrs. Griswold is beside herself, Romy may need to go to the ER, and Brutus’s handler thinks you’re trying to steal him.”

“I’m fine, thanks,” Goldie muttered, shoving her broken shoe into Brandon’s chest. She turned her back on him and gave a small smile to Reggie, who released the grip he had on Brutus’s collar and sidled away with the rest of the construction crew. “Obviously, I’m not trying to steal the dog. He escaped through the front door, and I had to chase after him. We’re both lucky we weren’t run over in the process.”

Brandon leaned down in front of Brutus and clipped a leash onto his harness. When he straightened up, he turned his attention back to Goldie. “Did you roll around in a dirt pile?”

Goldie thought she might strangle him right there, in front of God and yoga. “I tripped,” she said through gritted teeth. “Trying to save this dog and our asses.”

“Romy said you made her do the gland expression,” Brandon continued, as if he hadn’t heard her. “What were you thinking, Marigold? You know better than to have a brand-new vet tech anywhere near Brutus on expression day.”

Goldie touched her tongue to the roof of her mouth and tried to remain calm. “I’m sorry,” she said, finally. “I didn’t know we were calling your twenty-year-old girlfriend a vet tech.”

A flicker of shock passed over Brandon’s face before he regained his composure and replied, “That’s not fair.”

“Fair?” Goldie snatched the leash away from Brandon and kicked off her remaining heel. “You want to talk about what’s fair?”

“What’s gotten into you?” Brandon asked. “Don’t make a scene, babe. Come on. We can talk about it later. In private.”

Goldie stared at him. “You want to talk to me about being private, when you literally brought the woman you’re sleeping with into our clinic?”

“It’s my clinic,” Brandon replied, looking away from her and toward the construction workers, who were pretending not to be listening to their argument. “You just work there.”

Goldie felt as if she’d been punched in the gut. For nearly the past decade, she’d been a part of every single decision made at the clinic. She’d been there during the hard days and late nights. She’d sat with clients after their pet died and they needed comfort. She’d not taken a salary for a year after they’d been sued by a client angry about the untimely death of their cat, because most of the money was tied up in lawyers. She’d celebrated with Brandon when they’d won the suit, largely in part due to her father’s connections.

But as far as Brandon was concerned, she just worked there. Goldie guessed she’d known it all along.

“Here,” Goldie said, returning Brutus’s leash to Brandon. “I don’t work for you anymore.” She turned around and began to walk back toward the clinic, trying to keep both her dignity and her one working shoe intact.

Brandon stood there for a moment processing what she’d just said. After a few seconds, he started off after her, but Brutus wouldn’t budge. Brandon pulled on Brutus’s leash for a second before sighing and picking him up.

“Goldie,” Brandon called after her, breathless after a few seconds of carrying the weight of the sixty-five-pound Brutus. “Goldie, come on. Wait. You know that’s not what I meant!”

Goldie pretended not to hear him. She knew if she turned around and looked at him, she’d go back. She knew if she said another word to him, she’d go back. She didn’t want to go back. It was too late to go back to anything—to Brandon, to their relationship, to the life she’d thought they shared.

It was over.

It wasn’t until much later that evening, after ordering more wine than she needed for herself alone at Alex’s house, when Goldie saw it—a listing for a veterinary clinic for sale. It had been posted in one of the veterinary groups she’d joined on social media. There were veterinarians from all over the world, sharing stories and pictures from their lives spent working with animals.

Even now, she interacted with people from all over. She had virtual friends in nearly every area of the United States and a good friend in Belize with whom she exchanged Christmas cards and birthday gifts. Brandon hated it, but Goldie liked the internet.

She always had. As a teen, back in the early nineties, she’d gotten a computer as a birthday gift one year from her bewildered parents. Even as neurologists who regularly used technology in their practice, they still didn’t understand Goldie’s need for the bulky and expensive computer. But Goldie, who was chunky (sturdy, her mother called her) and full of pubescent acne, found solace in the anonymous early days of the World Wide Web. It was also the only place where her parents weren’t keeping track of what she was doing. They simply didn’t know enough. So Goldie made friends and pen pals, and she posted regularly to message boards and spent entirely too much time in chat rooms where the first question was always A/S/L?

Goldie didn’t spend nearly as much time as she used to on the internet. For one, until very recently, she’d had a job, and a fiancé, and a life. Right now, however, what she had was the veterinary group, and as she scrolled through the latest postings, she stopped when she saw one posted by a friend, an elderly veterinarian in the Midwest—in Wisconsin, to be exact.

Dr. Gene Saltzman was a seventy-year-old third-generation veterinarian, and he really didn’t understand much about how social media worked. He tried, though. He’d recently gotten a smartphone, and he was forever taking pictures of the animals he worked with and posting them in the group, even though half of the time his thumb was covering the shot. He also posted funny captions with them, like Merry Pugmas! or I asked this cow to mooooove, but she wouldn’t.

Goldie’s personal favorite was an alpaca named Alice, who loved donning a cape and visiting the local nursing home as a therapy pet. She didn’t know alpacas could be therapy animals, but she had to admit, she’d not spent much time around alpacas. Most of her experience was with small animals. It was rare that the clinic was ever called to assist with anything much bigger that a potbellied pig whose owner had been ill-advisedly told that it would stay small. She had to deal with their shock when they awoke one morning to realize that their “micro-pig” was roughly half the size of a pony. Once in a while, they’d take on a bigger animal like a horse at a stable or another barnyard animal on the set of a movie, but in general, it wasn’t Goldie’s specialty. She couldn’t exactly call herself a veterinarian to the stars, but she did have a few famous four-legged creatures on her client list.

She’d struck up a friendship with Dr. Saltzman when she’d been the first to correctly identify a mystery diagnosis he’d posted to the group. Dr. Saltzman had been impressed, especially for a city doctor, as he often called her. They sent messages back and forth to each other, and Goldie got the feeling that maybe Dr. Saltzman was a little bit lonely. He’d spoken more than once about missing his sister. She’d moved to Florida years ago, and his practice in Blue Dog Valley kept him too busy to visit. He was a lifelong bachelor, and Goldie got the impression that he had been a bit of a rugged mountain man in his earlier days. She pictured him as being a little bit like Paul Bunyan, even though by the time Goldie met him, Dr. Saltzman was nearly seventy. Goldie didn’t identify with being a mountain man, but she certainly identified with being lonely. It was an odd feeling, Goldie thought, to have a life full of people and still feel alone. But Alex was gone all the time for work, Goldie’s parents were busy enjoying their retirement, and Brandon . . . well, even when he was home, he wasn’t really home. Despite the age difference and distance, Goldie considered Dr. Saltzman to be one of her closest friends.

Which was why she was surprised to see what the older veterinarian had posted earlier that day—that he was selling his clinic and retiring to Key West.

After reading through the comments on the post, Goldie sent Dr. Saltzman an instant message.

Are you really selling? Goldie asked. How come you didn’t tell me?

I meant to, Dr. Saltzman replied. But I was afraid if I said it out loud, I might back out.

Congratulations, Goldie typed back. Blue Dog Valley won’t find another vet like you.

You should buy the place, Dr. Saltzman replied a few minutes later. You’d love it here. It’s quite the change of pace from Los Angeles.

Goldie began to type a reply about how she couldn’t possibly buy his veterinary clinic but then stopped herself. Why couldn’t she? Alex’s words bounced around in her head like a beach ball. L.A. wasn’t everything. In fact, at the moment, it was absolutely nothing. Maybe she wasn’t going to Kenya, but Wisconsin didn’t require a passport.

She emptied her second wine bottle and thought about it. Then she typed a reply.

How much are you asking?

By the time Goldie was so drunk she’d passed out on the couch, she’d somehow managed to talk her way into her very own Wisconsin vet clinic.

By the end of the conversation, Goldie and Dr. Saltzman had worked out a deal. It was a gentleman’s agreement, as the older veterinarian explained, a trial run. Goldie would arrive in November and have until the new year to decide if she truly wanted to buy the veterinary clinic, and Dr. Saltzman would hold off on the sale until then. It made Goldie feel good to know that Dr. Saltzman trusted her so much. In L.A., there weren’t very many, or any, gentleman’s agreements. Well, at least she’d never made any. Pay up front. Sign a contract. Always have lawyers present.

So when Goldie woke up in a panic after her wine-fueled discussion, she called the veterinary clinic in Wisconsin, thinking the whole agreement had to be part of a fever dream. The receptionist, a woman named Tiffany who did not live up to the bubbly nature that her name promised, informed Goldie that Dr. Saltzman had sold the clinic to “some bimbo from California.”

Goldie did not tell Tiffany that she was, in fact, the bimbo from California, and merely asked if Dr. Saltzman was available to speak.

Dr. Saltzman, for his part, wasn’t the least bit surprised to be receiving a panicked call from Goldie.

“I was wondering when you’d call” was all he said.

“I didn’t sign anything, right?” Goldie asked. “I mean, virtually. You didn’t send me any paperwork?”

“No, of course not,” the older man said. “We have a gentleman’s agreement.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Goldie replied. “Did I buy your clinic or not?”

“Not quite,” Dr. Saltzman said. “We agreed that you’d give it a trial run first.”

Goldie rubbed her left temple with her free hand. “A trial run?”

Dr. Saltzman, who had every right to be annoyed by Goldie’s questions, merely chuckled. “We agreed you’d take over through the new year, and if you’ve decided that Blue Dog Valley suits you, well, then we’ll make it official.”

Goldie stood up and walked into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator, where she knew Alex kept an abundance of coconut water. Grabbing the first can she saw, she cracked it open, took a swig, and then said finally, “Dr. Saltzman, forgive me, but I just have to ask . . . why are you doing this?”

“Doing what?”

“Why are you giving me a trial run?” Goldie asked. “Why are you doing anything for me at all? I know your practice is successful, and you and I both know you could sell the clinic before the end of the year if you wanted to.”

There was a pause, and then finally Dr. Saltzman said, “It seems to me that we both need a change of setting. We can help each other.”

“I do need a change of setting,” Goldie admitted, picking up the Advil that were placed next to a sticky note that read, “Take me,” in Alex’s handwriting.

“Do you think I’m the right person for the job?” Goldie asked.

“I think,” Dr. Saltzman replied, a fair amount of humor in his voice, “that you are most certainly the only person for the job.”

Goldie’s parents, Cynthia and Marshall McKenzie, were the kind of people who’d had a child, one child, because they believed it was their patriotic duty. In fact, they did everything out of patriotic duty, even practicing medicine, which they’d both done for nearly four decades.

They were, more than anything else, absolutely in love with their child. But they were also bewildered by her. Marigold Malinda—Goldie for short—was nothing like they’d expected her to be. Cynthia and Marshall were both tall and striking and quietly thoughtful, with dark hair and dark eyes. Neither had been able to figure out Goldie, who had been born nearly six weeks early, with white-blond hair and the widest blue eyes, squalling as if she was deeply offended to have been evicted from the womb. She hadn’t shut up since.

Marshall, who’d always gone by the name Shelly, used to say that when Goldie was little, she’d been dropped off as an infant by the faeries, but a quick look into the family photo album revealed that she was actually the spitting image of her great-great-grandmother on her father’s side, a woman for whom Goldie was named but who had died long before Goldie was born.

Cynthia, for her part, told Goldie that, from the time she was born, she’d never met a stranger, a phrase Goldie didn’t realize hadn’t quite been a compliment until she was well into adulthood. Still, despite being loud where her parents were reserved, and despite being the apparent black sheep of the family, Goldie always felt loved.

However, the news that she was moving to the middle of the country where there was—shudder—snow did not exactly elicit a congratulations from either one of them.

“Wisconsin?” her mother asked. “Why?”

Goldie shrugged, even though her mother’s back was turned to her as she fought with the Keurig. The woman could read a brain scan, but she couldn’t work a coffee machine. “I don’t know,” Goldie said, finally. “I think I just need a change.”

“But does it really have to be Wisconsin?” her father asked. “It’s so cold there.”

“You want me to go back to the clinic and beg Brandon for my job?”

“Oh, God no,” her mother replied. “He’s a snake.”

“I’ve always thought that,” her father said. He shuffled over to help his wife. “Honey, you have to fill up the water first.”

Goldie smiled. She liked the way they helped each other—both in and out of their medical practice. “I’ve lived in California my whole life,” she said.

“And what’s wrong with that?” her mother asked, turning her back on the coffee machine to face Goldie.

“Nothing!” Goldie said, exasperated. “I just want to take a chance on something new. You know what I mean?”

Her mother, in fact, did not know what she meant. Her parents had lived in the same modest home for decades, despite recently retiring from their practice and selling it for a mint. They shopped at the same grocery store. Bought the same groceries every week. Traveled to the same resort every six months like clockwork, and they’d driven the same kind of car—a sensible Mercedes sedan, factory model only—ever since Goldie could remember.

“Never mind,” Goldie said.

Goldie’s parents both sat down across from her at the kitchen table. “We support you, one hundred percent,” her father said. “Don’t we?” He looked expectantly at Goldie’s mother.

Goldie’s mother made a face but finally relented and replied, “Of course we do.”

“That’s a relief,” Goldie replied. “Because I’m going to need your help packing up.”

Eventually, Goldie’s parents and Alex and everyone else came around to the idea of Goldie moving to Wisconsin, even if they were still confused about how a California girl like her was going to fit in, in the Midwest. Goldie had to admit she was more than a little concerned herself, especially because it was nearly November by the time she’d packed up her life, settled her affairs in L.A., and passed the licensing exam to practice veterinary medicine in Wisconsin.





Chapter 3

Goldie wished she’d worn a warmer coat. It hadn’t felt that cold at first, standing near the automatic doors in the airport, waiting for her ride to arrive. But now she was starting to shiver. She set the pet carrier down and squatted to look at the cat inside. It hadn’t made any noise at all, and Goldie hoped it was okay. She’d have to examine it the first chance she got.

“Are you all right in there?” Goldie asked.

Two huge eyes stared back at her.

“I’m sorry you’re having such a bad day,” she continued. “Believe it or not, this isn’t my best day, either.”

The cat scrambled to the back of the crate when Goldie tried to stick a finger inside.

“I know,” Goldie said. “Kinda wish I could hide in a crate right now, too.”

The cat inched a bit closer this time and sniffed Goldie’s finger.

“It’s just that my life is really complicated right now,” Goldie continued, encouraged by the finger sniff turning into a lick. “It’s less complicated than it is a complete disaster. Don’t get me wrong, it’s not as bad as being stuck on a luggage belt or anything. It’s just that, well, maybe I was stuck on a luggage belt, but now I’m freezing my ass off in an airport, so who knows.”

Somewhere off in the distance, someone cleared their throat, and Goldie looked up to see a man standing just inside the double doors so that they were closing and reopening and closing and reopening.

She stood up, too startled to be embarrassed by the conversation she’d been having with her feline companion. He was just standing there staring at her, his hands shoved down inside the pockets of a faded pair of jeans.

When he didn’t say anything, Goldie broke the silence. “Uh, hi?”

“Sorry, didn’t want to interrupt,” he said.

Goldie looked around. This part of the airport was practically empty. For a fleeting second, she wondered if she ought to be afraid. It wasn’t yet dark outside, but it was beginning to be. Maybe he’d mistaken her for someone else.

Goldie said, finally, “I’m waiting for . . . for someone.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Me. You that L.A. vet?”

His tone reminded her of Dr. Saltzman’s vet tech, and Goldie bristled just a bit. “I’m Dr. Marigold McKenzie, if that’s who you mean.”

“Great,” the man said, taking his hands out of his pockets and rubbing them together. “Let’s load up.”

Goldie stared at him. Surely, he didn’t expect her to go with him, just like that. He didn’t look like a serial killer or anything, but then again, neither had Ted Bundy. Maybe he’d killed Dr. Saltzman in the parking lot and was getting ready to knock Goldie over the head and drag her back to his white van.

Goldie shook her head. “I’ve got to stop listening to true crime podcasts,” she said. Accidentally. Out loud.

“What?”

“Nothing,” Goldie said. “Never mind. Listen, I’m not going anywhere with you.”

The man took off a faded Milwaukee Brewers cap to reveal a head of wavy, dark hair. Then, almost as if he didn’t quite know what to do with it once he took it off, he put the cap back on again. “Well,” he said. “It’s going to be an awful long walk to Blue Dog Valley.”

“I’m waiting here for Dr. Saltzman,” Goldie said. “He said he’d pick me up.”

“He sent me,” the man said. “He had to catch a flight this morning to Florida. Guess there was some issue with his new house. I don’t know. The doc said he called you.”

“I haven’t checked my phone,” Goldie admitted.

“Go ahead,” the man said. “I’ll give you a minute.”

Goldie reached down into her carry-on and fished out her phone, switching off airplane mode. Her phone began to chime furiously, alerting her to messages from both her mother and father, Alex, and, finally, Dr. Saltzman.

“So you’re . . .” Goldie said, trailing off.

“Cohen,” the man said. “Cohen Gable.”

Goldie tried not to feel embarrassed about the way she’d acted. Upon second examination, the man didn’t look at all like a serial killer. Or Ted Bundy. He looked a little bit more like Clark Kent at home on the farm with his parents—a little grimy, but underneath, well . . .

“So, are you ridin’ or walkin’?” Cohen asked. “It’s a two-hour drive from here, and I’d like to get on the road, and I’ve got Peanut Butter waiting in the truck.”

“Right,” Goldie replied. She had no idea what a jar of peanut butter had to do with anything, but she guessed maybe he didn’t want it to get cold. “Yes, of course.” She stepped out of the way to allow him to grab her two rolling suitcases.

“Truck’s in the lot,” he said to her, nodding his head at the security guard who’d reappeared to watch their interaction.

“Better get that woman a coat,” the guard said to Cohen. “She ain’t from around here.”

“No kidding,” Cohen replied, turning around slightly to look at Goldie before continuing on, out of the airport.

“You could have told me your name up front,” Goldie said, hurrying after him. He was walking at quite a clip.

“Would that have mattered?” Cohen asked. “You thought Doc was coming after you.”

Goldie gritted her teeth. This was not the first impression she’d wanted to make. She was also starting to panic a little bit about the fact that Dr. Saltzman wouldn’t be there to show her the ropes over the next few days. He’d promised to find someone to help integrate her to daily life if for any reason he couldn’t be there to do it himself. She doubted very much that this man, who seemed ambivalent about even driving her to Blue Dog Valley, was going to be doing any of that.

Cohen stopped when he reached a red Chevy pickup in the short-term airport parking lot. He threw both of her bags up over the side and into the bed of the truck. He turned and took the cat carrier out of her hands before she could protest.

“Hop on in,” he said to her, opening the driver’s side of the pickup. “The passenger’s side door is a little tricky. It’ll be easier if you just slide through. Watch out for Peanut Butter. It’s a good thing this cat’s in a carrier.”

“Peanut Butter is a . . .”

“Dog,” Cohen said, sighing. He pointed to the window, and as if on cue, there was a yipping sound from inside the truck. “You going to get in or not?”

Goldie stood there for a second, trying to figure out the best way to “slide through,” seeing as how she’d never actually done it before, and the truck was higher up off the ground than she’d thought it would be.

“You need a boost?”

“No,” she replied, even though a boost would have been helpful at that very moment. Instead, she grabbed the steering wheel and pulled herself up, plopping down onto the bench seat with a hyperbolic “oomph.” She slid all the way over to the far side of the truck feeling much less dignified than she had ten seconds earlier.

Cohen’s lips twitched just a bit, but he didn’t laugh. He simply loaded the cat carrier into the truck and pushed it into the middle before swinging himself up into the driver’s seat. He didn’t say anything as he paid for parking and left the airport parking lot, falling into line with the rest of Milwaukee traffic heading north along the interstate.

Goldie felt a little cramped among Cohen, the cat carrier, and the small, brown dog that was now staring at her from Cohen’s lap, growling.

“She won’t hurt you,” Cohen said to Goldie, taking one hand off the wheel to pet the dog’s head. “She just doesn’t like strangers. Or cats.”

“She’s cute” was all Goldie could think to say. In reality, the dog was so ugly that there was no other way to describe her except as cute. “How old is she?”

“Twelve,” Cohen said. “She’s mostly deaf, but she still sees okay, and she’s a good farmhand, aren’t ya, girl?”

Goldie smiled. At least this man seemed to like his dog.

She focused her attention out the window, trying to ignore the fact that the cab of the truck smelled faintly like a barnyard animal she couldn’t quite identify. She guessed she was going to have to get used to those smells, where she was going. And it wasn’t like she didn’t have any experience with farm animals, although it was mostly from working with the animals on some movie sets. Still, she knew she could do it. Surely, she could do it. She’d just planned on Dr. Saltzman being there to make the transition a bit easier.

The buildings and traffic melted away behind them, and eventually, the freeway became a two-lane road stretching out in front of them. Buildings disappeared and were replaced with long stretches of land with a few houses here and there. Goldie tried to pay attention to the markers as they passed, but it was useless. She had no idea where she was, and she’d never seen so much open space in her entire life.

“It turns from city to nothin’ pretty quick,” Cohen said, breaking his silence. “That’s the Midwest for ya.”

“I’ve never been to the Midwest,” Goldie admitted, unable to tear her eyes away from the window. “Well, that’s not true. I was in St. Louis a few years ago for a conference, but I didn’t leave the city.”

“St. Louis is all right,” Cohen said. “They’ve got the Cardinals and Budweiser.”

“I toured the brewery,” Goldie replied. “One of the other veterinarians I was with got so drunk, he tried to climb in with the Clydesdales.”

“I don’t imagine that went over too well.”

Goldie shook her head and turned to face him. “It did not,” she said. “He is not welcome back. I don’t know if he’s even welcome back inside the state of Missouri.”

“You can’t mess with the Clydesdales,” Cohen said, chuckling.

“He’s lucky they caught him in time,” Goldie replied. “I can’t imagine getting kicked by one of those things. It would knock you senseless.”

“It’d do more than that,” Cohen said. “Doc said you had a small-animal clinic in California. Do you have any experience with animals the size of horses? We’ve got a lot of them in the valley.”

Goldie sat up a little straighter and fidgeted with the seat belt. “I have a little,” she said. “I did some intern work at a couple of stables.” She wondered if she should mention the potbellied pigs. Did they even count?

Cohen shook his head. “That’s not exactly the same thing as a farm, though, is it?”

“No,” Goldie said. She squinted into the relative darkness of the truck. It had gotten a lot darker a lot faster once they were out of the city. “But Dr. Saltzman said that his practice was about seventy-five percent small animals.”

“There aren’t nearly as many farms as there used to be,” Cohen replied.

“How come?”

“They built a bypass outside of town,” Cohen said. “About fifteen years ago. People didn’t stop in the valley as much on their way to Milwaukee. We lost a few businesses. People moved off.”

“That’s sad,” Goldie replied. “Dr. Saltzman didn’t tell me about any of that.”

“Of course he didn’t,” Cohen said. His tone had shifted from friendly to polite. “I just wish I knew what he’d been thinking, moving off and selling his business to an outsider.”

Goldie stopped fidgeting with her seat belt and looked up. She wasn’t sure what she’d said to elicit that kind of a response. She’d thought they were having a pleasant conversation. She willed herself not to respond, to just turn her head and look out the window. They’d been on the road for a while. They had to be getting close to Blue Dog Valley by now. Still, she couldn’t stop the words from tumbling out of her mouth.

“Well,” she replied. “Maybe Dr. Saltzman didn’t know anyone else capable of taking over.”

Cohen didn’t hesitate. “Couldn’t find anybody sucker enough, is more like it.”

For the first time all evening, the cat inside the carrier between them let out a soft mew, and Goldie bit down on her tongue so hard she nearly tasted blood.

Fine. It was fine that this guy, this one person, didn’t seem to particularly like her, for whatever reason. She was sure she didn’t appear to be anything like what he’d been expecting, and that was a reality she was accustomed to. People often underestimated her. It was her greatest weapon, most of the time. She’d walk into an examination room, and a client would wonder who the pixie was in front of them, with her short, blond hair, wide, blue eyes, and five-two frame. She worked hard to look professional in heels and tailored clothes, but the truth was, her face gave her away. Every emotion played across it as if it were her first day on earth.

They nearly always came to respect her and her capabilities as a veterinarian . . . in time.

The problem, of course, was that Goldie didn’t have a patient bone in her body, and this was new territory. She hadn’t a clue how to charm her way out of this one, because what she really wanted to do was to tell this stranger, this unwilling taxi driver, that he could absolutely go fuck himself.

Instead, she clamped down on her tongue once more and turned her entire body away from him for the remainder of the drive, which was, much to Goldie’s dismay, much longer than she’d hoped.





Chapter 4

One stop at a Dollar General for cat supplies and two dirt roads later, Cohen pulled up to a small, saltine-box-shaped building with a gravel parking lot. The truck’s headlights shone on a fading, antique sign that read, “Saltzman Animal Hospital, est. 1955.”

“This is it,” Cohen said. “The cabin is just behind it, ’bout half a mile.”

“Cabin?” Goldie asked. She’d assumed the “stately living quarters” Dr. Saltzman had described were where she’d be staying. She’d seen pictures of the clinic, but not pictures of the house.

“Please tell me that old coot told you he lived in a one-bedroom cabin on the same property as the clinic,” Cohen said. “Saved all that money for retirement, I reckon.”

In fact, Dr. Saltzman hadn’t told her, but she wasn’t about to let Cohen know. “He did,” Goldie replied breezily.

“Good,” Cohen said, putting the truck into reverse. “I’ll drive you down. It wouldn’t be gentlemanly to make you walk.”

Goldie doubted very much that Cohen bothered with being a gentleman, but she was grateful he hadn’t abandoned her right there with her luggage, even though it sure seemed like that’s what he would have preferred.

“I do have a key,” Cohen continued. “If that’s something else Doc neglected to provide you.”

“I’ve got one,” Goldie said. “I’ve got keys to the house and the clinic.”

“House is pushing it,” Cohen said, cutting the engine in front of a weather-beaten structure that looked slightly lopsided. “Here we are. Casa de Saltzman.”

Goldie tried to keep her face impartial as she got out of the truck. There was a little front porch, and the light was on, but Cohen left the truck lights on while he fished her bags out of the back and followed her up to the front door.

The door was already slightly ajar when she went to put the key into the lock, but Cohen didn’t act as if that was anything unusual, so Goldie stepped inside. The cabin smelled clean enough, sort of like a mix between old leather and lemon.

It was furnished, as Dr. Saltzman had promised. There was a tiny kitchen off to the left with what had to be appliances from the 1970s. Everything was avocado-colored. A slightly larger room, the living room, was to the right. There, Goldie found a large, leather chair with an ottoman, a table by the window, and a very new, large flat-screen television set hanging on the wall above a fireplace.

Down the hallway in front of them had to be the bedroom and the bathroom.

“This isn’t so bad,” Goldie said, not realizing she’d spoken out loud.

“He’s done some work since the last time I was in here,” Cohen replied. “Patched that hole in the roof, for one.” He pointed up at the ceiling.

Goldie looked up. “Well, I guess I can check that off my list,” she said.
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“Feel-good fiction at its finest . ..”
—New York Times bestselling author Susan Wiggs on St. Francis Society for Wayward Pets
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