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For my Aunt Florence Kamphausen       
who discovered romance novels later in life,
but who has always understood the power of love.








  
  Chapter One
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Staring out the kitchen window of his home, Nick Hanson didn’t know what to do next, a situation he hadn’t been in since he was fourteen. How had everything gone so wrong in such a short amount of time? Fortunately, he hadn’t liquidated his real estate assets when he gambled his financial future on some risky investments. If he had, he might be homeless as well as nearly broke. Instead, he was back in Fable Notch, New Hampshire, the town where he grew up, staring out the window and wondering how his life had become such a shit show. 
At least the house was gorgeous. He’d been imagining the Craftsman style home since he was a kid, sketching it and dreaming of the day when he’d have it built. When last year’s bonuses were more than double what he’d expected, he’d used the money to make this house a reality years before he’d planned. What he didn’t imagine was that his first visit would be because he needed to put as much distance as he could between himself and Wall Street.
Six weeks into a three-month suspension from his mergers and acquisitions job, he was finding the boredom and monotony beyond frustrating. The days had gone by in a blur of avoidance as he slept in, roamed the city from midtown north avoiding the Financial District, and went to his twice weekly mandated therapy appointments. Which weren’t doing any good. He didn’t need to sit on a couch and talk about what had led to the epic panic attack that sent him to the hospital. He needed to get back to the plans that would make him successful. This time, he’d keep his focus and not get distracted by the possibility of fast returns. No more cryptocurrency investments, no more venture capital. He knew how to make money for himself and his clients.
How he was going to get the partners at the firm to believe this was something he hadn’t figured out, but he would. Ever since he’d written his first five-year plan back in high school, he’d been able to meet—even beat—his original timeline. He could get that edge back. 
He had to. He would not accept any other possibility.
Twenty-four hours ago, he’d still been in New York. He’d woken up and decided it was Day One of the next five-year plan. He sat down with a pad of paper and… nothing came to him. He’d paced around his home office for hours without a clue of how to get his career and life back on track. A walk outside in the late July heat did nothing but make him sweaty and mad. He didn’t know how much time had passed until he found himself on Broad Street, standing in front of his office, three miles from his apartment. From a distance, he watched people come and go as his heart raced, and he hoped no one would recognize him. Picturing the bottle of Xanax pills sitting by the bathroom sink, he thought, I’ve got to get out of here.
Splurging on a cab back to his apartment—a few months before he’d taken them daily without a thought to the cost—he spent the rest of the day preparing to leave. The next morning, he waited for rush hour to clear before heading north. It had taken him less than six hours to get from the city to New Hampshire. It felt—as it always did—like a world away, which was exactly what he wanted. He had no idea how he was going to fill the time here anymore than he knew what to do in New York, but at least he didn’t have to see people getting on with their lives the way he was supposed to be. 
He decided not to tell anyone he was back yet. Tomorrow would be soon enough to reach out to his foster parents, Millie and Martin Sinclair, and his brother, Theo, who’d moved back in May. Once he spoke to them, he’d have to explain why he was here, and he wasn’t ready to say the words out loud: I failed.
He walked mindlessly around the house, stopping to look at the beautiful view of mountains and trees from the wall of glass doors that led to the back deck. The sight should have calmed him, but instead panic bubbled up. After all the work he’d done, all the plans he’d made, he was the worthless screw up his father always said he was. He closed his eyes and rested his head on the cool glass, trying to practice the breathing technique his therapist had taught him. In for four counts, hold for four counts. Out for four counts, hold for four counts. 
It wasn’t working. He was hearing howling.
At first, Nick thought it was the noise in his head, another part of the endless cacophony of judgment he’d been hearing since his suspension. Xanax helped with anxiety, not self-criticism. 
The next howl was longer and louder. He wasn’t hearing things. From the way it made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end, he was certain an animal was in trouble. Normally, he would have ignored it and assumed someone else could take care of it, but since his house was fairly isolated and he was happy to have anything distract him from his thoughts, he opened the back door and headed out.
He stepped off the back deck and into the soft ground. Two steps later, mud nearly sucked the shoe off his foot. Only years of skiing allowed him to correct his balance fast enough so he didn’t wind up on his ass. He pulled his foot out of the muck to see his leather shoes covered, probably ruined. He considered going back to change, then realized it didn’t matter. They were shoes, for fuck’s sake, and he had shelves full of them. 
He continued walking, this time more carefully, until another howl told him he was going in the wrong direction. Figures, he thought. More wrong turns. Before the animal could call out again, he found a beautiful chocolate brown dog leaning against a tree. As Nick approached, it took a step toward him, hobbled, cried out, and fell. That answered the “what was wrong” question. The dog’s right front leg was injured. Nick looked but didn’t see any blood, which he took as a good sign.
Nick approached the dog slowly, doing his best to maintain eye contact, speak in a calm tone, and keep his palms up and out. A former girlfriend had planned to become a veterinarian, and when they were dating, he remembered seeing her do this with a hurt animal. He hadn’t thought of her, or the way she’d broken his heart, in years.
It seemed to take forever before he was near enough to pet the dog gently and allow the animal to give him a sniff. “You’re hurt, boy. You have to let me take you to someone who can help. There’s a doctor in town, and I’ll drive you there. He’ll fix you up.”
Nick kept up a steady stream of conversation as he put his hands under the dog’s belly. For a moment, their eyes met, and Nick sensed the animal sizing him up, deciding if he could trust the human who held him. Whatever the test, Nick must have passed it, because he allowed Nick to lift him. Once in his arms, the dog rested his head on Nick’s shoulder and gave out a small, chuff-like sigh.
They headed back, and it wasn’t long before Nick was feeling the strain of walking through soft ground carrying at least an extra fifty pounds. His lower back strained with every step. He wanted to adjust the dog and make it easier on himself, but he was afraid any jostling would cause the dog to jump, which would increase the injury. “So much for my expensive trainer and gym membership, huh, boy? Now when I need those muscles I supposedly built up, where are they?”
The dog didn’t answer. That seemed typical for Nick these days. Lots of questions. No answers.
When he got to the car, Nick leaned back to take the weight of the dog more against his chest so he could free up a hand to open the back door of his Lexus. He gave a brief thought to the leather seats, then let that go as he got the dog settled. “I need to get my keys, pooch. Stay here. I’ll be right back.”
He shut the door gently, so he wouldn’t alarm the dog, ran inside, grabbed what he needed, and got in. “This shouldn’t take long. I know where Doc Wheeler has his practice, and assuming it hasn’t moved—and let me tell you, nothing moves in this town—we’ll be there in no time.” He received a short “woof,” which was good enough.
Nick drove out of the driveway and down his sloping street. He hoped someone would be available. Small town offices kept small town hours. For all he knew, the office closed early on Tuesdays, or they weren’t open at all. Once on the main road, it took him less than fifteen minutes and three turns to arrive at the veterinarian’s office. There were two other cars in the lot. He took it as a good sign. He parked as close to the main entrance as he could, went to the back and lifted the dog out, then pushed the door closed with his foot. 
Next came the challenge of getting into the building. Like most older businesses in Fable Notch, Dr. Wheeler’s office was in a modified colonial house and while it was handicap accessible, it didn’t come with an automatic door. Once again doing the chest balancing act, he managed to get inside, gratefully acknowledging this was the last time he was going to have to open a door with his arms full of dog. Soon the animal would be someone else’s problem. 
A bell over the door jingled as he entered. He stood there looking around the waiting area, noticing the bulletin board covered with pictures of happy animals and their owners. Flyers for the upcoming Dog Days of Summer Festival were tacked up between posters about flea and tick prevention. The last time he’d been here was the summer before college, and he’d been in love with… no, that was an old mistake. He had plenty of new ones to keep his thoughts occupied.
Before he could call out, a young woman with a name tag which read “Beth” came in. “Hello, can I help—” She stopped as she took in his situation, grabbed a clipboard, and stepped out front. “Okay, let’s go straight to asking what the problem is. Follow me to an exam room. What’s your dog’s name?”
“This isn’t my dog. I found him in the woods behind my house. He’s hurt his front leg. I didn’t know what to do for him, so I brought him here. Is Doc Wheeler around?”
“No, today’s his day off, but you can see Dr. Dani.”
Nick’s mouth went dry. Had he left one screwed up situation to walk into another? So much for not seeing anyone he knew. Wouldn’t that be perfectly in line with all the other shit going on in his life. “Dr. Dani,” he repeated. 
Beth laughed as she opened the door to a small room. As she helped him get the dog situated on the table, she said, “Her name is Danielle Vaughn, but she goes by Dani, and that’s what she’s asked everyone to call her. I think it makes her more approachable and puts people at ease, don’t you?”
No, at ease was not how Nick was feeling at all.






  
  Chapter Two
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Dani Vaughn checked the IV on one of her sweet, furry, but very sick patients. She gave the dog a gentle rub under the chin and had her gloved hand licked in response. Animals gave love easily and unconditionally. It was one of the reasons she enjoyed working with them. Show them kindness and attention, and you had a friend for life. So much easier than people.  
Seeing an improvement in Snuffles eased her heart, but Dani intended to stay in the clinic bedroom overnight so she could monitor them. When Snuffles and her brother, Pepper—their owner wasn’t going to win any naming awards—arrived that morning, both schnauzers were listless and unresponsive. As soon as Dani saw their eyes, she diagnosed distemper. Dani didn’t know why they hadn’t been vaccinated against such a contagious disease, but some people didn’t understand the risks until it was too late.
She made a note in the animal’s chart and went to check on Pepper. When the other dog showed similar signs of improvement, Dani breathed a sigh of relief. She lived in fear of the day when she had to give the first person end-of-life news. It would happen, and she’d done it before, but hopefully it wouldn’t be necessary until she’d been here longer. 
Dani ran through what she still needed to do, including walking and feeding her dog, Otis. She also needed the Yankee pot roast with mashed potatoes and buttered carrots from her Aunt Rosie’s diner. Her mouth watered. She looked at her watch and tried to calculate if she had time to go to the Kinsman Diner if she called in her order in advance. She was reaching for her cell phone when Beth poked her head into the room. 
“A really cute guy showed up carrying a dog with an injured leg. Says he found her in the woods. Looks like a hound. Female. I scanned for a chip, but there’s nothing. I’ve put them in room three.”
Dani attempted a smile and said, “Great.” She didn’t mean it. The current Hollywood heartthrob could be waiting with a dozen roses and a box of Godiva, and she’d be in no hurry to see him. Well, she’d take the chocolates. And a lost dog meant no vaccination history. Dani rolled her shoulders and refocused. Whoever was here, it didn’t matter what kind of day she’d had. An animal needed her help. “I’ll be right out.” 
It had been a long day, but even the toughest day in Fable Notch was better than any of her time at the pet hospital in Texas she’d left five months ago. She didn’t miss the large, more impersonal practice or the people. Especially the people.
She removed her gloves and the disposable medical gown covering her clothes, and washed her hands. She’d let Otis stay in the office. He was an enormous dog and sometimes overwhelmed strangers. Slipping the copy of People magazine from the stack of paperwork on her desk, she dropped it on the pile of magazines in the waiting area before heading to the exam room. Taking the clipboard from the holder outside the room, she gave a quick knock before stepping in. She was still looking at the paperwork when she said, “Hi there. I’m Dr. Dani.” As she held out her hand, she looked into the familiar blue eyes of the man who’d broken her heart. 
Eight years disappeared in a heartbeat, and any emotional distance she’d gained from that time evaporated. Oh, this cannot be happening. I’m not that unlucky, am I? 
Apparently, she was.
How could he be standing there? A thousand memories of Nick ran through her head, starting with the day she met him at Martin and Millie Sinclair’s house her first summer staying with Aunt Rosie, and ending with the last time they made love. Her body betrayed her by flushing when that image hit. Thoughts of being in bed with him, laughing with him, even arguing with him brought back old hungers and longings she would rather have kept in the past. Along with the pain of leaving him. 
Finally, she managed to say, “Hello, Nick.” Good, her voice sounded calm. “This is a surprise.”
“For me too, Dr. Dani,” he said, emphasizing her name and title. It sounded strange on his lips. She hadn’t been a doctor when she’d last seen him.
She couldn’t stop staring at him, noticing what was the same, and what had changed. His dark brown hair was a little longer than might be considered professional, which only made it sexier, and it was clear he hadn’t shaved that morning. And his eyes, as heartbreakingly blue as ever, had circles underneath. His black polo shirt hugged a strong and muscular torso. Everything he wore looked expensive and fit him perfectly.
It wasn’t fair. He had a desk job. He was supposed to get heavy and flabby. Maybe even have the beginnings of a receding hairline, although, she thought with more than a touch of bitterness, he could always pay for whatever cosmetic surgery would fix the issue. But no, he was as gorgeous as ever, and she hated that for a moment, her hands ached to reach out and brush his hair away from his forehead.
Unfortunately, she knew she didn’t look as good. He was seeing her at the end of a long day. By this time, she’d be wearing none of the minimal makeup she’d put on this morning, and her ponytail was probably off center. This is why it’s always important to look your best. Dani heard her mother’s critical voice. Not what she needed. Small talk. Dani had to come up with small talk, not think about her appearance. “I hadn’t heard you were in town.”
“I got here a few hours ago. It was a….” Nick paused, and Dani thought she saw frustration in his expression. “Spur of the moment decision.”
That was a surprise. Nick didn’t do things on a whim, especially not leave New York. There was something going on, but she couldn’t let herself worry or care. “And where did this dog come from?”
“I heard him howling. When I found him, he was limping.” Nick put his hands in his pockets and rocked on his heels. “I expected to see Doc Wheeler.”
Dani stiffened. That’s what most of their clients said when they saw her. They wanted the veterinarian who had been in charge for over forty years and were disappointed to have the “new doctor.” Every time it happened, she worked harder to make a good impression. No place had ever felt more like home to Dani than Fable Notch, and she was determined to be accepted. “Doc recently celebrated his seventieth birthday. I’ll be taking over his practice when he retires in the next year.”
“Seventy? That’s not possible.” She watched as he mentally did the math. She’d had a similar reaction. He made a soft whistle. “I take that back. It’s possible.”
There was silence. Neither of them were good at small talk. A small yip from the exam table brought her back to the present. Right, there was a dog who needed her attention, and it didn’t matter who brought her in. She would focus on the dog, not Nick. Not now, not ever. “Okay, sweet girl, let’s see where you’re hurt, shall we?” She turned to call Beth for help, but the young woman walked in as Dani reached for the door. Good. She hated to admit it, but she wasn’t comfortable being alone with Nick.
Beth put a hand under the dog’s head then stroked her flanks to keep the animal quiet as Dani examined the leg. They didn’t want the dog to become agitated and kick out, possibly injuring herself and others more. She spoke to the dog in a soft voice, explaining what she was doing. Dani believed talking helped them understand she was there to help. Continuing her exam, she asked Nick, “Was there a road near where you found her?”
“No, he was in the woods behind my house, up Prescott Hill Road. There’s only one other house even remotely close.” Nick always did function better alone. Better to execute his plans. “It was muddy and slippery along the slope where I found him. I almost lost a shoe a few times.” He lifted a foot, and she saw he was muddy to his ankles. 
Aww, poor dear, did you ruin your $300 shoes, she thought bitterly. He’d be able to replace them in no time, she was certain. “We’ve had a lot of rain the last few days which means more soft spots in the ground. People and animals end up turning an ankle or worse. From my palpitations and her relative calm, there isn’t anything to suggest a break, but her leg is a little swollen and warm. I’d say it’s somewhere between a Grade I and a Grade II ligament sprain, which is a good thing, isn’t it, honey?” 
“In non-doctor terms for the rest of us,” Nick said as Beth wrote the diagnosis in the file.
Dani took a treat from her pocket. The dog didn’t look malnourished, but from the way she snatched the food, Dani guessed it had been at least a day since she’d been fed. “It means she needs a leg brace and has a several week recovery period she’s not going to enjoy, but she doesn’t need surgery or a cast.” She brushed a hand across the top of the dog’s head between her ears, then asked Beth to get a large front leg brace. Dani kept her focus on the dog when she and Nick were alone again. “Nope, no surgery for you, only some anti-inflammatory medicine that we’ll put in a treat.” The dog’s ears twitched at the word “treat.” She may not be tagged or collared, but someone cared for her and was probably missing her. 
When Beth returned, Dani worked quickly to fit the brace to the dog’s leg, making certain it was tight enough to give support without causing more strain. “Let’s see how you do walking on this, girl.” Sliding her arms under the dog with Beth there for back up, Dani lifted her and placed her on the floor. The animal hesitated which, Dani thought, was likely a combination of worrying about the pain, and uncertainty about the brace. Pain and uncertainty. Dani understood both. She watched as the dog took a few steps, then a few more. Dani gave her another treat and some encouraging scratches. “Good job, sweetie. You’ll be better in no time.”
“Glad to see he’s in good hands.” Nick reached into his back pocket and took out a leather wallet. She recognized the Gucci logo. “Whatever the cost, you can charge it to me.”
Dani stopped petting the dog as her jaw tightened. She should have known he’d say that. Money—the universal problem solver. As soon as he had it, Nick used it whenever possible. She’d been running through a mental list of volunteers who could take an injured dog for a day or two, but when Nick assumed all he had to do was throw some cash at the problem, Dani changed her mind. “You think a ridiculously high credit limit is going to handle this situation?” 
“Don’t go there, Dani.” He sounded as annoyed as she did as he took out a plastic card. “I’d think you’d appreciate my help. This mutt is nothing to me. He’s a stray who needs care, and I’m willing to pay for it. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
“The dog—who’s a mixed breed with a strong presentation of hound—is a she who needs care and a place to stay while she heals.”
“Then let her stay here. I know there’s space for animals who can’t go home.”
“Except today. I have two dogs with distemper. It’s highly contagious. Since I have no idea if she’s vaccinated, this beauty is going home with you.”
The hand holding the card dropped to his side. “That’s not possible.”
She was not going to let him win this. “Why? Is your place unsuitable?”
He stiffened. It was a low blow, and she didn’t feel good about having said it. She knew the struggles he came from and how run down the house he’d grown up in was, but she was annoyed. Apparently, he was, too. She heard irritation in his voice when he replied, “No, it’s new and spacious, but I’m not a pet owner. I have no way to take care of a dog, especially an injured one.”
“Are you leaving tomorrow? The next day?”
He didn’t answer, and Dani didn’t understand the look that crossed his face before he said, “No, I’ll be here.”
“Then you and your credit card are in luck. I can sell you everything you need, from food, to bowls, to a toy to keep her happy while she’s with you.” As she waited for Nick to protest more, Dani pushed at the cuticle on her thumb, concerned she was making a mistake. He’d have to watch the dog for no more than two days, but as much as she wanted to show Nick money wasn’t the easy answer he wanted it to be, it was more important for the animal to get the right care, not for Dani to have some petty revenge. Then the dog in question lifted her head and nuzzled Nick’s hand. Dani chuckled. Guilt removed. “She likes you.”
“There must be another way.”
She continued as if he hadn’t said anything. “The brace will take her some time to get used to, but at least you won’t have to worry about changing or re-wrapping any bandages. Keep it dry. If it turns out you can’t handle her, call me, and we’ll see if it’s safe for you to bring her back.”
Nick rubbed his hands across his forehead as his eyebrows drew together. The gesture was so familiar, it made Dani’s stomach clench. “Guess I don’t have much of a choice.”
“I’ll help in any way I can. I’ll even come to check on her tomorrow.” Damn, that was stupid. She wanted to avoid him, not offer opportunities to see him. But the dog’s care came first.
“Fine,” he said, although it was clear from his tone it was anything but. For a moment Dani thought he was going to say something, but then it passed. “Tell me what to do.”
“She needs food, water, and rest. Pretty standard stuff. She’ll have trouble jumping onto beds and couches, so you may need to help her. Beth, could you get Mr. Hanson a starter kit, collar, and leash? And carprofen.” At Nick’s confused look, she said, “It’s for pain and inflammation.”
Beth made notes in the file and asked, “Three days’ worth?”
“Better make it five.” She saw Nick’s jaw drop a little. It was fun to play with him. She could get the dog from him Thursday, Friday at the latest, but she didn’t need to tell him. Instead, she took the credit card that was still in his hand, gave it to Beth, and said to Nick, “You can return whatever you haven’t used when you bring her back.” Before leaving the room, Beth took a picture of the dog that they would send to other clinics to see if anyone reported a dog missing. When they were alone again, Dani found herself too aware of Nick. The exam rooms weren’t large, but his presence made it seem smaller. After years apart—and too much time spent thinking about him—he was close enough to touch. 
Not that she would.
Even though she wanted to. 
Instead, she kept her hands busy petting the dog and encouraging her to take small steps. After too much silence, she looked at Nick to find him staring at her. She wondered if she had something on her face and wished she knew what he was thinking. Trying to stay focused on her patient, she asked, “Do you want to give her a name?”
“Me?” He looked surprised and sounded almost panicked.
“Who better? She’s going to be with you for a while. You should choose.”
He thought for a moment and then said, “She’s a hound?” Dani nodded. “Well, since she’s a girl, Elvis won’t do, so I guess it will have to be Presley.”
“What do you think?” she said, looking to the dog and rubbing under her chin. “Do you like Presley?” The dog stepped happily in response, or so it seemed. “She approves. Try to use it frequently so she knows you’re talking to her. The one thing new owners—even temporary owners—need to remember is not to overfeed. Start with a cup of food, then wait at least three to four hours before giving her more. Even if she asks.”
“Asks?”
Nick would learn soon enough that animals communicated. “Barks, pushes her bowl around. Howls. Hounds like to howl.”
“I heard that. It’s how we met.”
His words had her thinking of how she and Nick met. She looked at him and nearly got lost in his eyes. This was not good. She needed to finish this appointment. He needed to leave. “We’ll give you something to put her medication in so she takes it. Keep her water dish filled. She doesn’t look badly dehydrated, but she’s likely gone a while without drinking. I think that’s everything. Do you have any other questions?”
“Just one,” he said. Dani had no idea what the question was, but a moment later Nick closed what little distance there was between them, put one hand on the back of her head, and pulled her in for a kiss. She was better off not knowing what he was thinking.






  
  Chapter Three
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As soon as Dani walked into the room, all Nick could think of was kissing her. She wore no lipstick, nothing to make her mouth stand out, but it took willpower not to grab her as soon as she looked at him. Everything from the last six weeks—hell, the last six months—disappeared as he drank her in. 
She was as beautiful as she was the last time he’d seen her. Maybe more, if that was possible. She was at her “happy weight,” the extra pounds she carried on her frame when things were going well in her life. She got skinny when she was upset. Today she looked lush and irresistible. 
As they kissed, he breathed her in. He noticed the clean scent of the antiseptic soap she used for work, but under that was the smell he remembered. Something soft and welcoming, like honey. 
All Dani.
She fit perfectly in his arms as she always had, just the right amount shorter than his six feet so that when he held her, she was pressed against all of him. As her body shifted and she responded to his touch, he deepened the kiss, moving his tongue into her mouth, tasting her, and letting his mind fill with the memories of other kisses. Their first happened not far from where they were standing, the summer they were fifteen. After that, he couldn’t stop kissing her. There had been a time when he thought she’d be the last woman he’d kiss. 
Presley chose that moment to give a bark, startling them both. They broke apart, but Nick wasn’t ready to end the moment. He kept a hand at her back as she placed on one his chest. He couldn’t read the look on her face when she asked, “What kind of question was that?”
“I wanted to know if kissing you would still drive me crazy. It does.”
She gave a glance down to his crotch, then jumped as Beth came in with the supplies for Presley. He watched, aching, as she and Beth went through the box, making certain they hadn’t forgotten anything. It was so mundane he could have screamed. 
He wanted to kiss her again, make her moan and sigh against him. Her gorgeous auburn hair—he was always a sucker for that color because of her—was up in a high ponytail and his fingers itched to grab whatever was holding it back, pull it out, and run his hands through the long strands. He stood there remembering what it looked like spread out over his pillow when he kissed her in the mornings.
“I think that’s everything you need,” she said, interrupting his thoughts. Ha, laughed the voice in his head. Everything he needed? Not by a long shot. 
Presley, who had been seated at her feet, stood carefully as Dani attached the collar and leash and handed the end to Nick. “Beth will help you to the car. Remember, you have our number if you run into trouble or if she doesn’t seem to be doing well. Call if you have any other… questions. Have fun, Nick, and take care.” She stared at him a little longer than polite, as if she were about to say something else, then walked out of the exam room. 
He almost called her back, but he didn’t know what he’d say. Okay, there was still one more question to ask, but it would wait. Beth asked, “Are you ready?” and it took him a second to realize she was talking about the dog. 
“As I’ll ever be,” he said. She held the door open as he adjusted to walking with Presley by his side. 
Beth followed him to his car, carrying the supplies and keeping up a stream of chatter. “You’ve got enough food to get you through several days, but in case you go to the store, there’s a list of brands we recommend. We have a great pet store in town, Significant Paws, and they specialize in things for dogs. She may have a little trouble settling down after the trauma of the day, but there’s also a chance she’ll be exhausted. I gave you Dr. Dani’s cell phone number in case you need to reach her directly.” 
Her cell phone number. That piqued Nick’s interest. He wasn’t sure when he was going to use it, but there were things to talk about. As long as he was going to be in town, they may as well get things out in the open.
With a little help, Presley got into the front passenger seat, and moments later, Nick and his new roommate were on their way. He couldn’t believe the dog was still with him. After he helped her from the car, they walked in. Presley hesitated at the door, then entered the foyer, seemingly unsure about what to do next. He didn’t know if it was that the place was new to her or walking with the brace was weird. “Make yourself at home, girl. There’s more than enough room.”
He took off the leash, and she gave him a woof, then walked and explored, sniffing and rubbing. He could only hope she wouldn’t feel the need to mark anything. He probably should have asked. He’d had enough surprises. As Presley wandered, Nick went to the bedroom, opened his luggage, and changed out of the muddy shoes and socks. Looking at what he’d brought, he realized it wasn’t going to be enough for the time he’d be here. His credit card was going to get a workout after all. He sat on the bed and, needing things to arrive quickly, opened up the Amazon app on his phone. Not the best clothes, but they’d be quick to arrive and budget friendly. Shirts, jeans, socks. A pair of basic sneakers. He was annoyed he hadn’t taken the time to pack better. He didn’t have money to toss around anymore. Yet when Presley came in and gave him a nudge, he chose a few things for her, figuring he could donate them to the clinic later. Trying not to hear Dani’s voice about throwing money at a situation, he placed the order.
He stood and walked to the kitchen. Presley followed. “Hungry, girl?” She did a little dance in place as an answer.
He took out the things Dani had given him, put a place mat on the floor at the end of the island, filled the dog’s food and water dishes, and put them on top. Tail wagging the whole time, she ate almost everything in her bowl in moments. She left a little at the bottom, which Nick found amusing. 
As she drank her water, Nick went to the living room and stared at the boxes piled against the wall. The remnants of his life before leaving Fable Notch; the few things he’d wanted to keep. They’d been stored at the Sinclairs’, and Martin had brought them over when the house was done. Nick had planned to come up in the fall to unpack, see everyone, and maybe have a housewarming party. Another plan shot. 
He wasn’t up for unpacking anything more tonight.
Deciding to follow Presley’s lead, he went back to the kitchen to find something to heat for dinner. He stood there staring at the food he’d bought, unable to decide. 
“If anything moves, let me know,” said a voice in his memory, and he smiled thinking of Millie, the woman who was more of a mother to him than his own. He didn’t know how many times he’d open her refrigerator to look for something to eat, but, overwhelmed by the options, stood there staring. His mother had spent most of his childhood drinking. Cole, his oldest brother, managed the household money and bought the bare necessities to make sure they’d have enough for bills. At the Sinclairs’ there was always plenty of food. Nick had a long list of things he was grateful to Martin and Millie for, and while keeping him and his brothers out of the system was at the top of the list, what he remembered most about when they came into his life was finally not feeling hungry. 
He’d see the Sinclairs in the morning. He didn’t want them to hear about his arrival from anyone other than him. Damn, they were going to be disappointed when he told them what happened.
“The only one who’s disappointed in you is you.” This time he heard Martin in his head. It was his junior year in high school, and he’d choked on a chemistry exam. He’d worked hard, but for some reason, when he got to the test, he’d blanked out on everything he’d studied. That night at dinner, he barely ate. Martin took him aside, and Nick told him everything. “I’m disappointed for you. For me to be disappointed in you, you’d have to do something that went against who I know you to be.”
“What does that mean?” The question had come out snarky. Nick hadn’t wanted wisdom. He’d wanted a good grade so he could get the scholarships he needed for college. He’d already planned to ask the teacher what kind of extra work he could do to improve his grade.
“Well, if you’d cheated on the test, that would say something about the person you are. Instead, it’s a shitty situation, but it happens. Disappointment in the results is different from disappointment in a person. Do you understand?”
Nick did then. But now? He wasn’t sure.
A bump to his leg told him Presley was curious about what he was doing. “I’m trying to decide on dinner, girl.” He opened the freezer section, found a small chicken pot pie, and popped it in the microwave. It wouldn’t be as good as Millie’s, or Rosie’s over at the Kinsman Diner, but it would do for tonight. 
A few minutes later he was sitting on the couch, dinner on his lap while he channel surfed. Presley came over to give his meal a sniff and licked her lips. He promised to give her the leftovers. He ate without tasting the food, and barely noticing the television. Normally he’d be reviewing the day’s financial markets, even the ones he didn’t deal with directly, hoping to discover something he could bring to his bosses. Tonight though, his thoughts were a jumbled mess of memories combined with the awareness of how he’d fucked up his life. 
“Work can’t keep you warm. What good are your goals or your paycheck if there’s no one to share them with? You can be addicted to things besides drugs and alcohol.”
Damn, this time the voice was Dani’s. The empty house was getting crowded. She’d said it to him a few days before she’d left. He told her he wasn’t addicted to work. He loved what he did, and it was getting him what he wanted. 
That summer was supposed to be a chance for them to spend time together before she started veterinary school at UPenn in the fall. He’d graduated college in three years and had been in New York for the last year. The first weeks had been great, but he’d been working long hours. She’d been alone a lot and hated it. Soon he’d tense before walking into the apartment, wondering if he’d find her sulking, annoyed, or asleep. Nothing like that had ever been part of their relationship. He’d tried to make it up to her. When he received a bonus and a promotion, he’d bought her a simple but beautiful necklace from Tiffany’s. It was the most money he’d ever spent on someone. The next day he found a note: Good luck with your plans, the necklace next to it. 
He’d tried to reach her, but his calls went straight to voice mail. He checked with her Aunt Rosie, who’d said Dani wasn’t there. Even if Dani were in New Hampshire, he couldn’t take time to go to Fable Notch to find out. He’d texted Dani several times a day and called every night when he got home. After two weeks, he’d stopped texting. After a month, her phone number was disconnected. Message received. Plan revised. He’d put his focus and his time into what he could control.
So much for that.
And now he was here, and so was she. He wondered what she was doing. No, he couldn’t allow himself any distractions, even one as appealing as Dani. He was here to get focused, figure out how to get his career back on track, and return to New York, not start something with the first woman to steal his heart. The only woman.
Nick wished he could call his closest friend, Henry. Talk to him about this setback. Whenever one of them had a problem, the other could always come up with an idea of how to fix it, get through it, and, usually, come out better than before. Henry had tried to warn him about the investments he was making. By the time Nick had lost almost everything, Henry was gone. Nick would give anything to hear his friend say, “I told you so.”
A howl from Presley had Nick jumping. “What is it, girl? Are you okay? Did you hurt yourself again?” Presley went to the back door and got nose prints on the glass. Then she howled again. “You know what? That sounds like a great idea, but we’re not going back into the mud. Deal?” He got a woof for his answer.
He put the leash on the dog and stepped out into the warm night. They did a lap around the driveway so she could do her business, then walked onto the back deck. Presley sniffed around, barked at a squirrel darting past, then looked into the night sky, threw back her head, and howled. Nick watched and then did the same. For a moment the dog looked at him, and he swore she smiled before starting again. As Presley got louder so did he, and the release of the sound and stress brought him a moment of relief he hadn’t expected, but desperately needed.






  
  Chapter Four
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Dani did not need Nick as a distraction, not when she had to stay focused on her work as well as do a good job co-leading the silent auction for the upcoming Dog Days of Summer Festival. She wouldn’t let Nick being around for a few days throw her off. 
She’d gone home soon after Nick left to grab dinner along with the things she needed for her night at the clinic. After Beth went home, promising to come in early so Dani could have some time in the morning, she checked on the dogs, then went to her desk to do paperwork and inventory checks. Anything to keep busy and keep her mind off of Nick.
It wasn’t working.
Two hours after he’d left, Dani’s lips still tingled from his kiss. The worst part was, she wasn’t entirely upset about it. She couldn’t stop brushing her fingers over them, reliving the feel of his mouth, the taste of him. It was as though a part of her that had been asleep since she’d seen him last had woken up and was starving.
As she tried to read through a file, her thoughts wandered. She still found him ridiculously sexy. When he kissed her, her brain turned to liquid. Feeling the hard muscles of his chest under his shirt had her aching to touch his skin. All she’d wanted after Presley interrupted them was more, as if she didn’t know the world of hurt she was in for if she followed that desire. She’d made the right—if difficult—decision eight years ago to leave him to his plans for financial domination. She wouldn’t live in her mother’s world where the material was valued over the emotional. 
And still, if Beth hadn’t walked into the room, she might have grabbed him. Wouldn’t have that done wonders for his ego. Why did she have almost no control when it came to him, even after all this time?
Maybe because it had been so long since her last relationship. There was no one she’d been serious about since Nick, and she hadn’t made it past a third date in years. Could it be because there was still something unfinished between them? She didn’t like that thought.
Questions about Nick were still swirling through her head when she grabbed her tablet and crawled into the twin-size bed of the on-call room. One advantage of having a business in a renovated house was the space upstairs. Some was storage, one former bedroom was the office she and Doc Wheeler shared for doing paperwork and managing the business, and the smallest had a bed and nightstand for when someone needed to stay overnight. It was cozy; nothing like the sterile room of the city animal hospital in Houston where she used to work. 
She opened a streaming app to continue the series she was watching, but she couldn’t concentrate on that, either. All she noticed was how the leading man wasn’t as cute as Nick. 
At least Nick wouldn’t be staying long. He’d be going back to New York and his plans. Nick was all about following a schedule and making money, and he did both very well. 
He kissed very well too, damn him. 
Frustrated and realizing she couldn’t remember what she’d been watching, she switched to reading and tried to get comfortable. At least Otis was with her, snoring in his dog bed, the twin too small for him to join her like he did at home. She wondered if Nick would let Presley sleep on the bed with him.
Nick. Bed.
No.
She would not let her thoughts go there.
Too late. If only that kiss hadn’t been so incredible. If only leaving him hadn’t been one of the hardest things she’d ever done. If only she could keep her distance from him when he visited. As she drifted to sleep, her thoughts betrayed her one more time. 
If only he’d kiss her again.

      [image: image-placeholder]Dani woke early and not well rested, which wasn’t entirely because she had to check the dogs in the middle of the night. She poured herself a mug of coffee from the pot she’d set to start automatically and added plenty of the sweetened creamer she liked. She looked in on the puppies and was pleased when they perked up the moment she walked in. They might be ready to go home as early as tomorrow, which meant she could take Presley back from Nick. Good, one less reason to think about him. 
Beth came in at eight thirty, giving Dani ninety minutes to grab breakfast with her aunt at the diner. She needed Rosie’s comfort and understanding. As she parked at the diner, her phone buzzed. The number wasn’t familiar, but the text told her all she needed. 
Made it through the night. Presley says hi.
She was glad the dog was doing well, but she didn’t like Nick having her number. She assumed Beth gave it to him since Dani often offered her direct number to concerned owners. It would have been fine if it hadn’t been Nick. As soon as she got Presley back, she’d delete the texts and move on as if he’d never walked into the clinic.
She went into the diner and took a deep breath of the familiar smells—bacon, warm toast, coffee—combined with the sounds of things sizzling on the griddle and pans moving on stove tops. The diner was about a third full, typical for a Wednesday morning. Dani saw a few to-go bags ready for pick up. 
She made her way to the back corner booth with the U-shaped bench. Unless the diner was full, this was Rosie’s table. It was where she sat on breaks to balance the books for the day, or spend time with her three closest friends: Millie Sinclair, Valerie Stewart, and Leslie Franks, who came in for lunch every Thursday. Dani spent hours at this table every summer, even on the days when she worked waiting tables. 
“You need coffee,” Rosie said, coming over with a mug and a full carafe. 
“I do, thank you,” Dani said, taking a sip of the hot liquid, then nearly spitting it out again when she discovered she’d forgotten cream and sugar. 
As she doctored her coffee, Rosie sat across from her and put a hand over Dani’s. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” 
The list was long, but Dani only mentioned the dogs with distemper. Rosie sat waiting for Dani to say more. Usually she loved that her aunt knew her so well and cared so much. Not today. “Nick showed up at the clinic yesterday.” A last name wasn’t necessary. “He’s in town and found an injured dog on his property. He brought her in to see Doc Wheeler, except I was on duty.”
Rosie’s face softened, and she gave Dani’s hand a squeeze. “Are you okay? Is this the first time you’ve seen him since—”
“Since I left him in New York, yes. Am I okay? I don’t have an answer yet. Part of me still thinks it’s some stress induced hallucination.”
“Dani, you have got to stop with the stress. That’s one reason you came here, remember? To be where you belong.”
Dani took a deep breath and a sip of coffee. To be where she belonged. It was what she wanted more than anything. Fable Notch had felt like home from the day she arrived, but years of her mother’s criticism had her regularly doubting herself. All she could see was where she wasn’t doing enough or doing this right. “I know, but I can’t let Doc Wheeler down. And the Dog Days Festival is less than four weeks away. We still need a lot more donations to reach the goal, or the library isn’t going to get its new young adult room.”
“You know all of those things aren’t entirely on you?” Dani liked the sound of that, but believing it was a different matter. “It’s all going to be fine.”
Rosie walked away to pour coffee and take orders, leaving Dani to her thoughts. Her aunt was right. She needed to relax, but this mattered so much. As she sat there, she texted her best friend, Laurel Stewart. Nick’s in town. Saw him last night. She wouldn’t get an answer for a few hours because it was before ten in the morning. Laurel ran a brewery and restaurant and got to bed late. Dani would hear from her friend after lunch. By then, maybe she’d have a handle on what she was feeling about Nick and that kiss.
Yeah, like a few hours was going to make a difference.
She took out her notebook on the silent auction created by her co-chair, Nancy Douglas. This was Nancy’s third year managing the auction, and Dani was grateful for her experience. As she looked at what needed to be done in the next week, Rosie served her a bacon, tomato, and cheese omelet with home fries on the side. Dani hadn’t ordered it, but her aunt had a knack for knowing what someone needed. Diets and cholesterol be damned. Dani filled her mouth with eggs and potatoes and let the home cooking relax her.
“This is so good,” Dani said when Rosie warmed her coffee.
“You looked like you needed a little fortification, so I figured it was a morning for your favorite. Busy day ahead?”
“Nothing difficult, but a full schedule. And there’s a meeting tonight for the Festival. I think Nancy and I are behind on her timeline.” More stress, but at least she had help.
“I’m sure you two will figure it out. Don’t leave before I give you some food to take with you for later.”
“Thank you, Aunt Rosie,” Dani said. She was so lucky to have her aunt. Rosie couldn’t be more different from Cynthia, Dani’s mom. Cynthia was the younger sister and wanted nothing to do with Fable Notch or the family business. She would rather have someone else cook, clean, and take care of things—including her children. It was hard to believe the two women were related. Rosie got all the warmth. 
As she finished her breakfast, Dani decided that nothing about Nick’s being in town mattered. Not even her body’s reaction to him. She’d keep her focus where it made a difference. She’d managed without him for years. She could do it again. He’d be gone soon enough.
When she made her way to the door, Rosie handed Dani a bag of food and gave her a huge hug. She let herself relax into the strength and comfort of the embrace. One of the best things about moving here was the availability of hugs whenever she needed them. After her rough night, Dani couldn’t help but think of the first time Rosie hugged her. She and her brother, Xander, had arrived for their first summer and were confused and uncomfortable with the easy offer of affection. Her father’s way of showing love, especially after the divorce, was with large checks. Her mother hardly showed it at all, and never physically.
Dani thanked her aunt for the food and headed out, then turned around and said, “Nick got into town late yesterday. Please, wait before you call Millie. Give him a chance to see the Sinclairs first.”
“Danielle Angelica Vaughn.” Dani laughed. The outrage was feigned. “What makes you think I’m going to call her?”
These were the moments Dani wished she could raise one eyebrow. Instead, she stared at her aunt until





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
falling in love






OEBPS/images/88e51f72-6f83-4b1c-9312-237e257dd697.png
Books by Elena Markem

Fable Notch Series

Once More With You
Meant To Be His
This Time For Us





OEBPS/images/a764c4a3-296e-4c93-8602-21b7fdf6e6c5.png
Wewd 1o
Be ey

A FABLE NOTCH NOVEL
BOOK TWO

ELENA MARKEM






OEBPS/images/bf733b61-5723-42a2-b688-0506fc1f6c2d.png
[ FE\ )





OEBPS/images/e44cb9be-041c-4a52-aace-5d4229a652d3.png







