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Dedication

 

To the Collies who have supported me in this life.


 

 

~ Chapter One ~

 

Francesca Durand dropped to her knees beside the freshly dug grave.

The wind whispered through the weeping willow trees near the pond, and raindrops fell against her face, mingling with Chessie’s grief.

The rocky hills nearby that Grandfather cursed as not being fit for growing anything sported bright splashes of orange poppies. A rushing stream tumbled over a rocky ledge as a misty waterfall, forming a shallow pool before circling the family cemetery and winding its way through the remaining acres of the small farm where Chessie had lived since her birth.

Just a dog. Harshness carved a deep vee in Grandfather’s brow as he refused to pay for surgery that might have saved Chap’s life. Then he mocked Chessie and her mother for burying an animal among their human ancestors after the dog died saving the life of a neighbor’s boy.

“He’s an angel and he’s in heaven, but you won’t ever go there because you’re mean.” Chessie’s angry words earlier that day opened another emotional chasm between her and a grandfather who seemed as cold and hard as the stones he had once used to build rock walls separating this small farm from neighboring properties.

The dog was a hero, the boy’s parents said. Chessie would rather Chap be alive than be a hero.

But the little boy would be dead. Chap sat on his haunches next to the home-made cross that marked his grave.

“Can’t you both be alive?” Tears stained Chessie’s face.

Not this time.

Chessie longed to rest her head on Chap’s soft fur and inhale his doggie scent, as she had done at bedtime when he was alive. “I miss you.”

I’m still here. I’ll always be here.

“It’s not the same.”

Maybe it’s better.

Chessie stared at the dog who had shared all eight years of her life, his beloved features imprinted forever on her heart. “Is that one of the things I’ll understand when I’m older?”

Chap seemed to grin at her. If he was still alive, he would have given her a big, sloppy kiss. But he wasn’t. He was dead and all she had left of him were memories and a crooked cross marking a fresh mound of dirt where his body had been laid to rest.

“Francesca!” The sound of her mother’s voice carried faintly through the late afternoon stillness.

“I have to go now. Will you be here when I come back?”

I’ll try to be. I’m not sure how all this heaven stuff works yet. Chap shimmered and disappeared as Chessie stood up.

“Francesca, dinner is almost ready!”

Chessie walked slowly back to the old farmhouse, her heels dragging puffs of late summer dirt behind her. She wished her daddy would come home again. He always read her a story at bedtime, then hugged her and said he loved her. He would understand about Chap.

She paused at the white-painted, wooden screen door and wiped a fist across her eyes. No way was she going to let her mean old grandfather know she had been crying.

She reached for the door handle, but paused when she heard her mother’s stern voice. “Leave the girl alone.”

“She needs to learn life isn’t fair.” Through the screen, Chessie saw Grandfather sitting in his wheelchair scowling.

“A girl never forgets her first love, and that dog was her first love.” Marlise mashed potatoes in the bowl that was Chessie’s favorite shade of blue.

“Bah. Is that why you stayed married to that no-account—”

“Do you want to have the discussion of why Mother left as soon as I turned eighteen?”

If possible, Grandfather’s scowl deepened. “That is not a topic for discussion.”

“Neither is my husband nor my little girl grieving the best friend she’s ever had.”

“It’s just a dog—”

“Do you want to find yourself on the street?”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“When I was growing up, you made sure I knew life wasn’t fair. My obstinate streak may not surface very often, but you made sure I have that too.”

The steel in my mother’s voice was obvious. She would throw my grandfather out and he knew it.

He spun his wheelchair around and rolled rapidly toward his room.

Cautiously, Chessie pushed open the door and walked to the sink to wash her hands. Then she silently started setting the table—a solid wooden one her mother had rescued and refurbished from a neighbor’s junk pile. Occasionally, she threw a wary look at her mother.

“I won’t bite you, baby.” Marlise set the bowl of potatoes on the table and tipped Chessie’s chin up to look into her eyes. “But sometimes your grandfather needs to be reminded I will snap off the end of his nose if necessary.”

Marlise opened her arms and Chessie tumbled into them, grateful to have a champion.

“It’s okay to cry when something hurts,” her mother whispered. “Then dry your eyes, stiffen your spine, and get back in the game of life.”


~ Chapter Two ~

 

Ten Years Later

 

Setting off for college was both sad and exciting for Chessie. She wouldn’t be able to visit her Collie’s grave every day, but she was starting the journey to be a veterinarian. In her heart, she believed Chap’s life could have been saved if her grandfather would have paid for surgery. She vowed no other dog would die because their people wouldn’t pay for or couldn’t afford surgery.

While in college, Chessie relied on the fact she didn’t need to visit Chap’s gravesite to communicate with her beloved Collie. She simply needed to tune in and he appeared in her thoughts. Communicating with Chap kept alive her determination to help dogs live long and healthy lives.

College also brought Chessie’s first close female friend into her life. Someone so different in personality they probably wouldn’t have connected under normal circumstances.

Chessie had settled in a corner of the lounge to study. She was deep in mathematical equations when a young woman hurried up to her and said, “There you are! I thought I’d missed you.”

Startled, Chessie looked up into a stranger’s eyes. Then the woman leaned over and hugged Chessie as if she had known her since childhood, whispering, “This guy has been following me and he’s really creeping me out.”

So Chessie played along. “I haven’t wasted time. Ate a whole bag of chips trying to figure out these math equations.”

The guy who sidled by truly was creepy. When he disappeared out the door on the other side of the lounge, the young woman heaved a sigh of relief. “Thanks.”

“Sure. You want a soda or something?” Chessie didn’t know why she asked. She rarely talked to anyone but family. However, she was homesick. Missing the farm, missing her mother, and even missing her stern old grandfather.

The young woman’s hands shook as she dug through her backpack. “Whizzers. I left my card at the house and don’t have any cash.”

Chessie handed her a five-dollar bill. “Buy a sandwich too.”

The young woman really looked at Chessie. “You don’t have to do that. The guy is gone.”

“He might be hanging around outside. I have half an hour before my next class, so I can walk with you whichever way you’re going.”

With a glance at Chessie’s text book, the girl said, “Thought you looked familiar. I’m in that math class too. Forgot my book.”

“Do you want to go get it?”

The other woman shook her head. “I don’t want creepy-face to know where I’m staying.”

When she returned with her sandwich, the young woman stuck out her hand. “I’m Kiki.”

“Chessie. Glad to meet you.”

 

~ * ~

 

The creepy guy showed up again after class, so Kiki asked if she could hang out with Chessie for a while longer. As they walked toward the residence hall, Kiki asked, “Is he still following us?”

“All the outside doors of the hall are locked, and we can always call security. Is this guy a student here?”

“I’ve never seen him before, but with over twenty-thousand students, who knows.”

Chessie picked up her mail before she and Kiki walked to her room.

“I should have moved into a dorm.” Kiki looked around the room. It was small but contained the basics: bed, desk, chair and a place for clothes. “I really need to quit wasting time and money, and get my study act together. I wasn’t going to blow away my life like my mother did being controlled by her religion. But I’m letting parties control me. I don’t want to end up old and trapped. I want an education so I have options.”

“Well, you can have my place in this room.” Chessie’s current roommate trudged through the door, pulled a suitcase out of the closet, and started tossing clothes into it. “I’m going home. I just can’t take this.”

“Beth, what happened?” Chessie asked.

“I had another run-in with professor math-is-my-life. There’s no way I can pass his class, which puts my scholarship in jeopardy. My parents can’t afford to pay for college and I’m not making enough with my part-time job and my sister is sick again…it’s just too much.”

“I’m sorry. Can’t you even finish out the term?”

“What’s the use? I’m miserable anyway, and my family can use my help at home.” Beth zipped her suitcase closed. “My dad is picking me up tonight. Sorry to desert you.”

“Don’t worry about it. You gotta do what’s best for you and your family.”

“We’ll be back this weekend to pick up the rest of my stuff.” Beth’s shoulders slumped.

Moved, Chessie hugged the other girl. “I hope things work out.”

Beth sniffed and nodded. Chessie and Kiki were silent for a moment after Beth walked out the door.

“That’s sad,” Kiki said. “I don’t want to have to drop out. I really need to get my act together.”

 

~ * ~

 

After Kiki moved into the dorm room, their differences became more obvious. However, Chessie was so glad to have cheerful company, she didn’t judge Kiki’s choices. If she was hung over, Chessie let her sleep in and was extra quiet, leaving aspirin and a glass of water before she left for her first class.

And Kiki didn’t hassle Chessie about studying most of the time. In fact, she tried to follow Chessie’s example. However, saying no to parties was hard for her. Many times on Friday nights, she would leave Chessie studying while she went to a nearby house and not come back until early the next morning. Parties weren’t a temptation for Chessie. She came to college with one focus: to become a veterinarian and save dogs like Chap.

Whenever her determination wavered, she called on Chap. Just talking to him renewed her resolve. But sometimes she totally understood why her first roommate called it quits and went home. Those were the times Chessie really leaned on Chap for support.

Kiki came home early from a party during one of those times. “Who are you talking to?”

As she closed and locked the door, Kiki peered at Chessie.

“Sorry.” Chessie sniffed and rolled over in her bunk.

“Hey, are you crying?”

No one was supposed to see her cry. She learned that from her grandfather.

Kiki’s weight settled beside Chessie. “Hey, girlfriend, tell me what’s wrong.”

“Weird dream.”

“I’m callin’ BS on that one. I thought we were friends. Friends care about each other.”

Chessie sat up with her back to the wall, then looked—really looked—at Kiki. A slow, sad smile turned up the corners of her mouth. “I didn’t have any close friends on the farm. Just my dog, Chap.”

“What happened to him?” Kiki rearranged herself to sit beside Chessie.

“He died saving a boy from getting hit by a car.”

Kiki flinched as if she felt the impact of the metal against Chap’s body, just as Chessie had so many years ago. “That’s rough. I’m sorry.”

She squeezed Chessie’s hand. “What kind of dog?”

“Collie.”

“Like on the TV show?”

Chessie nodded.

“They’re beautiful!”

“Yeah.”

“And you still cry when you think of him.”

“I still cry when I talk to him.” If Kiki was going to think she was crazy, she might as well know the worst of it.

“Talk to him like you’re talking to me?”

“Well, it’s mostly telepathic, but sometimes I talk out loud when other people aren’t around.”

“Get out. How can you do that?”

Chessie shrugged. “I’ve always been able to talk to animals.”

“That’s amazing. Wish I had a gift like that.”

“You don’t think it’s crazy?”

“I’m jealous! Tell me about your dog.”

So Chessie did. How he came to them as a puppy shortly after she was born. How she slept with her head on his belly when she was a toddler. How he waited for the school bus to bring her home after grade school…until the neighbor boy chasing a ball darted out in front of a car and Chap jumped between the car and the boy.

Kiki pulled Chessie into a hug and cried with her, the first time anyone but her mother understood what Chap meant to her. That he was more than “just a dog,” and that was why she wanted to become a veterinarian—so she could save other dogs from dying like Chap did.

The incident cemented their friendship in spite of their differences.


~ Chapter Three ~

 

Near the end of her first year of college, Chessie’s plans were nearly waylaid by the twinkling eyes of a biologist with fine-fitting blue jeans. As Chap predicted, the hormones she had sidelined since the beginning of high school provided as big a challenge as preparing for finals.

“Come party with us,” her roommate insisted. “You never have any fun.”

“I didn’t come to college to have fun. I came to be a veterinarian.”

“You refuse to come to my birthday celebration because of a test next week?”

“Finals are important.”

“You’ve been studying all year. One night off isn’t going to make you fail your classes. Some friend you turned out to be.”

Kiki was right, and she truly had been a friend. Though she was a party girl where Chessie was serious and studious, she tried to include Chessie in social events to make sure she actually pulled her head out of a book every week or so. “Come on, you know I’ll go with you.”

“You will?” Kiki shrieked and danced Chessie around in a lop-sided circle. “You’ll have fun. I promise!”

Chessie forced a smile—and tucked the notes for next week’s finals in her purse.

The house was like many others in this college town. A grand, older two-story with some brick facing to accent the wooden lap siding. Nothing appeared unusual on the outside.

However, when Chessie followed Kiki through the red front door, the change from the sedate neighborhood cradling similar houses became apparent. Rock music pulsed throughout the rooms. Not loud enough to alert the neighbors to call the police, but enough decibels those in attendance had to raise their voices to talk to each other.

Someone shoved a can of beer into Chessie’s hand as she followed Kiki in a serpentine path through dozens of their college peers and into the kitchen.

“Surprise!” the crowd shouted, as if Kiki didn’t realize this was a party for her birthday. The central counter supported a cake in the shape of a tropical island, complete with hula girls and candles shaped like thatch-roofed houses.

Kiki laughed with delight, immediately at ease as the focus of the party.

Chessie stayed toward the edges of the crowd as they chanted, “Blow out the candles!”

Kiki took a deep breath and extinguished them all in one blow. Amid cheers, one of the hosts cut the cake as others looped several leis of plastic flowers around Kiki’s neck. Another popped the cork on a bottle of champagne and handed it to Kiki. She took a deep swig, then swiped a few stray drops off her chin.

Knowing she was off the hook until Kiki needed an escort home, Chessie began her search for the quietest place to study. All of the bedrooms hosted groups of students engaged in lively discussions, and she knew the bathrooms would be busy later on.

She finally discovered the utility room and settled on a stool near the dryer. No one would be doing laundry tonight. She pulled her test notes out of her purse and settled in to study.

Her head had barely started to ache from the numbers dancing in total confusion on the page when a deep voice interrupted. “Do you always party with—”

He tipped the piece of paper far enough toward him that he could see what she was reading. “Test notes for calculus?”

Ensnared by the humor dancing in eyes the color of a storm-tossed sea, a moment hung suspended between them before Chessie tugged the papers from his fingers.

“Your roommate thought you might try to sneak off and study. So, she enlisted me to make sure you had fun.”

“Studying is fun.” Chessie raised the notes higher to try to block out the appeal of the guy’s carved cheekbones and strong jaw.

“I aced that class. Want some help studying?”

Chessie narrowed her eyes. “Are you telling the truth?”

“Cross my heart.” He drew an “X” over his chest.

Remembering her experience with hormone-driven boys in high school, Chessie wasn’t going to drool all over this guy—at least not openly. But if he could help her ace her math finals, the evening wouldn’t be a total loss. Then she could make sure Kiki made it home safely and never face this particular temptation again.

 

~ * ~

 

However, the next day, Chessie nearly plowed into this mystery man as she was hurrying toward her calculus class, silently repeating theories in her head.

She stumbled and he caught her; strong hands firm on her arms. As she stared up into the same blue-gray eyes that filled her dreams the night before, he smiled but didn’t say anything. Chessie thought she smiled in return as he made sure she was steady, then dropped his hands and walked away, disappearing down the hall.

The bell reminded her where she was and what she was supposed to be doing, though she had already taken another step to follow him. As she slid into a seat at the back of the room, his encouraging explanation of mathematical theories from the evening before returned to her mind, as clearly as if he sat beside her.

The following day, he was leaning against the wall by her classroom. He straightened as she approached and came to a stop in front of him. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Peter. Peter Stravel.”

“Chessie Durand.” She held out her hand and he took it firmly in his own calloused one. Not overpowering but protective somehow.

The bell once again nudged Chessie to remember her goal of graduating and becoming a veterinarian. “Nice to meet you, Peter.”

“See you tomorrow.”

 

~ * ~

 

That evening, Chessie questioned her roommate about Peter. Where did she meet him? How long had she known him? Where was he from?

Kiki shrugged. “He was at the party and seemed like a nice enough guy. I figured you were smart enough not to have sex with him. Did you?”

Chessie frowned. “Of course not.”

“Oh.” Kiki seemed momentarily disappointed, then went back to texting on her phone.

The next day, Chessie arrived early for her math class. Peter was already standing by the door and watched her approach. His gaze made her somehow more aware of her body. Of how she carried herself when she walked. Of how she angled her head when she looked up at him. “What class do you have now?”

He smiled that slow smile. “No class.”

Chessie considered skipping calculus to see if he wanted to go for coffee, but decided she couldn’t afford to miss any classes if she wanted to keep her grade point average up. “Well, see you tomorrow?”

He hesitated. “Unless you want to meet up later. I could help you study some more for that final next week.”

“I’ll buy you a cup of coffee if you’re going to act as tutor.”

The dimple in his cheek seemed to wink at her. “Where do you want to meet?”

She named a small cafe downtown and a time.

“See you then.”

Chessie watched him walk away, noticing he filled out his blue jeans in a fine way.

 

~ * ~

 

Studying turned into talking, which turned into a leisurely walk. As usual, Chessie’s internal radar for animals in distress led them to a mixed breed terrier huddled under some bushes. Hey, little one, do you have a home?

I used to.

An image of a large house appeared in Chessie’s mind. She clearly read the street number on the front. What do you mean used to?

They threw me out.

“Jerks.” Indignation flared in Chessie and the little dog shrank away. Sorry, I’m upset with the humans, not with you. Do you want something to eat?

Yes, please.

“Are you talking to that dog?” Peter asked.

“Yes.” The admission came reluctantly. This was where people usually remembered something urgent they had to do.

“That’s really cool.” Peter’s smile was genuine. “What’s his story?”

“Her story. Her name is Mitzi and she was thrown out of her home.”

“You’re right. They are jerks.” Peter bent down in front of the dog. “Let’s get you something to eat, little one.”

The dog wiggled her way into Peter’s arms, and the man’s integrity rating went up another notch in Chessie’s mind. A dog was a good judge of character and this little terrier approved of Peter.

They ordered take-out pizza, then walked back to Peter’s apartment to eat.

“I’m not supposed to have pets here,” Peter said. “What shall we do with Mitzi?”

“I’ll take her home to the farm.”

“Just like that?”

“Well, sure. I’m not going to toss her back on the street.” Had Chessie been wrong about Peter?

“I wasn’t suggesting that. I’m impressed you can just take her home—no questions asked. And I guess a bit envious.”

Chessie stared at Peter, a dozen questions popping into her mind about his childhood and the life he now lived. What would she have done without her Collie and all the other animals on the farm?

“Don’t feel sorry for me. I’ve had many adventures.”

“Like what?”

“Traveling the galaxies. Dodging enemy starships—”

“You’re teasing me.”

“I’ll arm wrestle you for this last piece of pizza.”

“I’ll let you and Mitzi split it.”

The little dog sat up on her haunches with a pleading look in her eyes that needed no animal communicator to interpret.

Peter laughed and broke the pizza into small bites for the dog. “Is your car at the dorm? I’ll walk you there.”

“Or I could stay here?” Chessie couldn’t believe the words fell out of her mouth.

Sadness filled Peter’s eyes. “I won’t take a gift I can’t honor.”

“Sorry.” Chessie lowered her gaze, looking everywhere but in Peter’s face.

“It is I who am sorry.” Peter’s hand gently cupped her chin and slowly lowered his mouth to hers, giving her plenty of time to turn away if that was what she chose. When their lips met, a heartfelt sigh relaxed his body against hers.

As he deepened the kiss, stars spun through Chessie’s entire body and curled her toes in sensual delight.

Too soon, he lifted his head, regret bracketing lines around his mouth. With the
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