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To all the women who have had their hearts 
broken . . . don’t give up.

Sometimes heartache leads to happiness.

Sometimes love shows up when you least expect it.

Sometimes everything you ever wanted is right 
there in your grasp.

Xo Laura

‘His words were a balm on my tattered heart.’
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Nash

“I feel fine, Pops. I don’t know why we have to go back to see Doc Dolby,” Cutler said, as I pulled my truck into the parking space in front of his pediatrician’s office.

“It’s just a follow-up, buddy. And then I’ll drop you at camp. I want to make sure your breathing is back to normal this morning.”

My son had been rushed to the hospital after his baseball game this past weekend when he’d had the worst asthma attack he’d had to date. It had scared the shit out of me, and I was trying hard to keep it together so I didn’t scare him.

“But I am back to normal. And that was the best game ever, wasn’t it?”

I put the truck in park and came around to help him out of his booster seat. “Yeah. You killed it. That was an amazing hit.”

“And I still can’t believe the Ducks won the championship.” I took his hand in mine and led him to the entrance.

I had zero excitement about the Ducks winning the fucking championship because I’d watched my boy struggle for air, unable to speak after the game.

I’d never get that image out of my head.

I hadn’t slept much the last two nights because we’d spent the first night in the hospital as a safety precaution. Last night we’d come home, but I’d decided to sleep on the chair in Cutler’s bedroom to make sure nothing happened while he slept.

“It was a great game. You should be very proud of yourself. You worked hard this season, and you hit a home run in your final game. That’s something special,” I said, as I pulled the door open, and we stepped inside.

I’d been coming to Doc Dolby’s office since I was a kid, and not much had changed, aside from the few updates his wife, Rose, had made to the front office. There was a fresh coat of paint on the walls, and over the years she’d traded out the toys that were here for patients to play with while they waited.

“Hey there, Cutler. How are you feeling?” Lana asked as she smiled at my son.

“Hi, Miss Lana. I’m feeling all better. I told Pops I don’t know why we’re bugging Doc Dolby today.”

She chuckled and turned to look at me, and she had all the empathy in the world when her gaze met mine. “Hey, Nash.”

I nodded as I signed Cutler in on the clipboard. “Morning.”

“I’m sure your daddy is just wanting to be safe. You gave us all a big scare this weekend. But I heard you hit a home run,” she said, as she handed the file to Petra, the nurse.

“I did. I hit it out of the park.” Cutler waved his hands around, proud as hell.

My chest puffed up with pride because my boy was a rock star. But right now, none of that really mattered. We needed to figure out his breathing issues so that it didn’t happen again.

Last night, I’d thought about all the scenarios that could have happened while I sat in that chair, dozing in and out of consciousness.

What if I hadn’t been there when it happened?

What if he’d been at camp and they hadn’t reacted quick enough?

These are the thoughts that haunt me now. 

“Come on, Superstar. Let’s get you in the back. Dr. Chadwick is almost ready to see you,” Petra said, and my shoulders stiffened because I didn’t recognize the name she’d used.

“Dr. Chadwick? What are you talking about? We’re here for Doc Dolby.” My words had a lot more bite than I’d intended.

“Oh. Oh, my. I’m sorry. I thought Doc had already spoken to you because I knew he’d come to see you this weekend. Um, he’ll be right in to explain.” She fumbled over her words.

My gaze narrowed when I took the seat beside Cutler, and Petra looked away from me.

I scrubbed a hand over my face. I was exhausted and knew I was being a dick. I had a full day of work ahead of me, and acting like an asshole wasn’t going to help things.

“Pops, you’re being real grumpy today.” Cutler raised a brow, and Petra chuckled. I took in my boy, who was wearing a light blue tee that read: Call the vet because these puppies are sick. There was a cartoon photo of a muscled little dude flexing his biceps with a smirk on his face.

“Your dad’s just worried about you. I get it. Doc Dolby will be in shortly.” She clapped me on the shoulder before she stepped out of the room.

“You know I’m not big on surprises,” I said to Cutler as I cleared my throat.

“Doc probably has a friend in town he wants us to meet. And I love surprises.” He shrugged as he moved to the chair with wheels on the bottom and started sliding in each direction.

The door opened, and in walked Doc Dolby, a man I’d known my entire life. He was more gray now, and I teased him constantly about the fact that he appeared to be getting shorter every time I saw him. There was a woman right on his heels who I’d never seen before. She was probably in her late twenties, around my age. She was much younger than any doctor I’d ever met. All the doctors I knew were old. She was petite and lean, with brown hair pulled into a knot at the nape of her neck. She wore a white lab coat over what looked to be a skirt and blouse, and her gaze focused on my son.

“Nash, Cutler, good to see you both,” Doc said as he dropped the file he was carrying onto the counter, and my son rushed to hug him. They’d shared a bond for as long as I could remember. But Cutler had a way of attaching himself to the people in this town. The kid was all heart.

Cutler Heart. 

“I feel fine, Doc. I don’t know why Pops brought me here. I should be at camp right now. But maybe it’s ‘cause you’ve got a new friend you want us to meet.”

Doc smiled and then patted the examination bed, motioning for Cutler to jump up and sit. “I asked him to bring you down here. And you’re right, I wanted to introduce you both to someone.”

“Your friend is real pretty,” Cutler said as he waggled his brows, and the woman chuckled but then quickly straightened her features when she looked up to see me watching her.

“Cutler, this is Dr. Chadwick. She’s just moved to town and hasn’t even settled into her new place yet, but she wanted to get started today and was looking forward to meeting you both.”

“Hi, Cutler. I’ve heard lots about you from Doc Dolby. It’s nice to meet you,” she said.

“I just gave her a quick breakdown about what happened this past weekend. We haven’t had time to catch up yet because we had a sick baby over at the hospital early this morning, so I apologize that I didn’t get in here first to speak to you.” Doc was looking at me now.

I narrowed my gaze. “I hope the baby’s all right.”

“Yes. Everything is fine now,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest, as if he were preparing for my wrath.

“So what is this? You’re taking on a partner?”

Dr. Chadwick raised a brow at my question, her plump lips forming a straight line. There was a little spackle of freckles over her nose, and it was the first time my gaze had locked with hers, finding her jade-green eyes watching me now.

“This is a conversation that I’d planned to have privately with you, but with Cutler going to the hospital this weekend, there just hasn’t been time to sit down and do that.” He cleared his throat. “I’m stepping back from the practice, and Emerson here—er, I’m sorry, Dr. Chadwick is going to be taking over things for me here. Magnolia Falls is really lucky to have her. She’s just completed her residency at one of the top children’s hospitals in the country.”

“Not sure how lucky I feel with you springing this on me when we need to get this sh—stuff figured out with Cutler.” I made no attempt to hide my irritation.

My boy could have died.

We didn’t have a plan, and now we were changing doctors.

Someone who didn’t know him, didn’t know us, was going to be deciding what to do moving forward.

“Nash, I’m not abandoning anyone. I’ll still be around for Dr. Chadwick to lean on any time she needs me. I hadn’t found a match to take over my practice, so I was holding out, which is why I hadn’t said anything. And then her application came through, and I jumped on it. She has trained under some of the best doctors in the world during her residency. She’s far more equipped and educated on new cutting-edge medications and procedures than I am. This isn’t something that you need to be worried about. Cutler will be in great hands, and she knows how important he is to me, so she’s agreed to keep me abreast of everything.”

“Pops is being a big grumpleton today. Sorry about that,” Cutler said, smiling up at Dr. Chadwick before glancing at me with this look that told me to stop being a dick.

The kid was six years old.

He didn’t have a fucking clue what was happening.

He saw a pretty lady and wanted to focus on that.

I need a fucking doctor to make sure my boy is okay. 

And how good could this woman be when she was just out of residency? Barely old enough to even be here.

“Cutler,” I said, my tone even, but I shot him a warning look that let him know it wasn’t the time or place to try to be funny.

“How about this,” Doc Dolby said. “What if Cutler comes with me, and we go run a few tests down the hall to check his oxygen levels, and I let him pick out a few stickers from the treasure box while you two chat for a bit? Would that be okay?”

“I’ll pick out a sticker for my new doctor, too,” Cutler said as he hopped off the table.

How was he so cool about this? He’d known Doc his whole life. He didn’t know this woman.

I sucked in a long breath, giving Doc a curt nod before he walked out the door with Cutler’s hand in his and shut the door behind him.

Dr. Chadwick stood with her ass pressed against the examination table that Cutler had just been sitting on, her feet crossed at the ankles as she stared at me.

“I understand your concern. What happened this weekend must have been terrifying. I’d like to come up with a plan that we can put into action moving forward. But I’d prefer to meet with both you and Cutler’s mother so we can all be on the same page. Is your wife available to meet as well, or can we get her on the phone while we chat?”

This was why I didn’t like change. I didn’t feel like explaining my situation, nor was it anyone’s business.

“I raise Cutler on my own,” I said, my words coming out harsher than I’d planned once again.

Her cheeks pinked the slightest bit, and she nodded. “Okay, no problem. We can move forward with just the two of us then.”

“Obviously. Not sure why we’d invite anyone else to the conversation about my son.”

She reached for the folder and read over a few things before looking back up at me.

“Listen, Mr. Heart, I’m not the enemy. I understand that being caught off guard about your doctor leaving is upsetting.”

“You aren’t from here, so I wouldn’t expect you to understand why this is a big deal.”

“Well, he’s retiring. He’s worked far longer than most; you can’t be that surprised.”

Who the fuck is she to tell me how to feel about it?

“And you know this how? You’ve been here for all of five minutes.”

“I’m just saying, doctors retire all the time. It’s part of life. And I am more than qualified to treat your son, so I’m just asking you to hear me out.”

“It doesn’t seem like I have much of a choice, does it?” I said, knowing I was being a dick but unable to stop myself because I was just not up for much at the moment.

“You always have a choice. If you want to take him somewhere else, and you think someone is better suited than I am, that is your choice.”

“Well, we live here, so it’s kind of important for Cutler to have a doctor in town. Especially with all that’s going on.” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees.

“Fine. So we agree on something.”

“We agree that I need a doctor and you happen to be one.”

“Great. Looks like we’re off to a fabulous start,” she said, oozing sarcasm as she forced a smile.

This was not the way I saw this morning going.

And I was not happy about it.
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Emerson

I’d experienced pushback from parents during residency.

Being a woman.

Being young.

If I had a nickel for every time I was asked if I was a real doctor, I’d be a very wealthy woman.

But this guy—he was a close-minded prick.

He’d judged me before I even spoke.

I understood being worried about his son, but he didn’t need to be an asshole to me. I was here to help.

I’d come here to Magnolia Falls—the last place on the planet I’d expected to be.

But you know what they say . . . when life gives you lemons, pack up your shit and get the hell out of town.

Maybe I’ll make that the new saying. 

I let out a long breath and stared down at Cutler’s file. “I suggest that we start by putting together an asthma action plan. I’m assuming you had one of sorts with Doc Dolby because you knew what to do when Cutler had that asthma attack after his baseball game. But this would be far more specific.”

“All right. What would that entail?”

It’s progress. At least he isn’t growling at me anymore.

“I’d like to get you a peak flow meter, which will let us know how well the lungs are working. This is a handheld device that you can use before you notice symptoms. It’s a helpful tool to know when to adjust the treatment, or it can give us a heads-up if a flare-up might be coming.”

He nodded. And his lips twitched, which I guessed was the closest I’d get to a smile from this grump of a man. “I can do that. We’d use it daily?”

“Yes. I think it will help with peace of mind, as well, because you’ll know how his lungs are doing each day.”

He cleared his throat and started to speak but stopped himself.

“What is it?” I pressed.

He shrugged. “I’m fucking nervous that this is going to happen when I’m not there. That it’ll happen at summer camp or at school, and the teachers and counselors won’t know what to do.”

“I get it. You have every reason to feel that way. So, we come up with an asthma action plan, and everyone in Cutler’s life will be aware of what that entails. Everyone needs to know what to do if this happens again.”

“Okay. I can get on board with that.”

It was the first time I’d noticed his steely gray eyes. His chiseled jaw was peppered in day-old scruff, and his dark hair was shorter on the sides and longer on top. The man looked like he’d just stepped off the set of a magazine photo shoot with his effortless good looks and broody demeanor.

I’m sure women drooled over his presence, but lucky for me, men were not on my radar. I’d officially sworn off all men two months ago—and even the hottest man on the planet wouldn’t get a reaction from me right now.

“We have a lot of different options for medications. I know you have an inhaler now, but Doc Dolby and I discussed running a few tests and then deciding where to go from there. There are other meds that we could try, and I’d be happy to go over those with you now.”

He let out a long breath and sighed. “All right.”

“I want to make sure you know that I will do everything in my power to provide the best care for your son. I may not be from Magnolia Falls, but I promise you, I’m here to help.”

At least for the next six months, which is the contract that I’ve accepted.

I’d needed to get away to somewhere I could think and figure out what I wanted to do with my life moving forward.

After all that had happened, I’d never been more lost.

And somehow, I ended up here.

We spent the next thirty minutes discussing different options such as the inhaled corticosteroids he’d already been using and combination inhalers that would offer two types of medications at the same time, as well as filling him in about biologics, which are shots that target certain parts of the immune system.

He listened, and we agreed the best plan would be to start slowly and change the inhaler Cutler was currently using with 
a stronger medication before we try a different option. He agreed, and I saw the fear and exhaustion there, and I actually felt bad for the guy.

At least for the moment.

Doc Dolby walked back into the room with Cutler, who happened to be one of the cutest kids I’d ever met.

“How’s it going in here?” Doc asked. He was a nice man, and when I’d met him over Zoom after I’d applied for the position, I’d warmed to him immediately.

“I got a breathing treatment, Pops,” Cutler said, walking over to stand by his father.

Nash rumpled his hair, and it was endearing.

But most endearing was the way that Nash Heart looked at his son.

You could see the love, the concern, the fierce need to protect his little boy, all in that gray gaze of his.

So, I’d give him a pass for being a bit of a dick to me, because it was coming from a place of concern.

“Great. We’re going to try a few new things, too,” Nash said.

“I wrote out the prescription for a new inhaler with a stronger medication, and you can pick up the peak flow meter at the pharmacy, as well. So we can start with these right away.” I handed him two pieces of paper.

“Well, if you have any problems with the new meds, you’re in luck. Dr. Chadwick is renting the house from Winston and Mary Hall right next door to you. She moves in this weekend. They had a holdup with getting the utilities turned on, so she’s been stuck at the Magnolia Falls Inn for now,” Doc Dolby said.

What are the chances that this guy who already didn’t like me was my new neighbor? And why the hell was Doc telling him where I was going to be living? That was none of his business. I’d shared the fiasco about my move with him this morning because I’d had to have the movers hold off on delivering all my furniture while I was holed up at the hotel in town over the weekend. But I certainly didn’t need him telling patients about it, even if he’d eventually figure out that I was his new neighbor.

“She’s moving next door to us?” The man sounded like he’d just been told a serial killer was moving in next door to him. My new neighbor clearly didn’t care for me. “That house has been empty for years, aside from a few summers when the Halls used to come down for the weekend.”

“Yeah, I spoke to them when she accepted the position, and they agreed to rent it out to her for the six months that she’s staying.”

Nash’s face hardened. “Six months? Seems tough to provide this phenomenal care you keep promising when you’ll just be passing him off to the next person in a few months.”

Who the hell does this guy think he is? 

I squared my shoulders. “It’s a six-month contract. I will provide the best care I can during my time here.”

Nash pushed to his feet, surprising me, as he had to be at least six foot two inches with the way he towered over me. “You couldn’t find someone more permanent, Doc? I don’t like the idea of switching doctors every six months.”

Doc clapped him on the shoulder, and it was clear they had a close relationship. “You worry too much, Nash. Plus, I think she’s going to fall in love with Magnolia Falls and extend that contract of hers.”

Wishful thinking.

This was temporary.

I just needed some time to figure out how to rebound from the dumpster fire that was currently my life.

I cleared my throat and bent down to meet Cutler’s gaze. “It was nice to meet you, Cutler. I’d like to have you come back in a few weeks so we can see how the new inhaler is working. Would that be okay?”

“Yes. And now that we’re friends, you can call me Beefcake. That’s what all my friends call me. And if we’re going to be neighbors, we should be friends for sure. You can even be my girl.”

I chuckled at the unusual nickname and the fact that a six-year-old appeared to be hitting on me.

Hey, my self-esteem is in the shitter, so I’m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. 

“Cool name, Beefcake. And we can definitely be friends. How about you call me Dr. Emerson instead of Dr. Chadwick? Since we’re friends and all.” I winked before pushing back up to stand as I turned to his father and raised a brow. “And do you have a nickname that I should be calling you?”

Nash’s lips twitched in the corners before his eyes hardened again. “I don’t think you’re sticking around long enough to be using nicknames, Dr. Chadwick.”

He took his son’s hand in his and led him out the door as Cutler turned around and waved at me.

The little guy had his dark hair slicked back with a ton of gel, and his cherub cheeks were pink and adorable.

“Well, that went well,” I said, not hiding the sarcasm as I reached for the file once they made their way down the hall.

“He’s just a protective dad, but he’s one of the best men I know. I can promise you that. Nash has never cared for surprises, and I should have spoken to him first. I assumed his friends had filled him in because I’d talked to them at the hospital. But with everything that’s been going on with Cutler, I’m guessing it just didn’t come up.”

“Nothing like being neighbors with a guy who clearly can’t stand you,” I said, shaking my head as I followed him out of the room.

“He’ll be a great neighbor once he gets over the shock of me leaving.” He reached for his water bottle and took a sip. “He’s a contractor, so that’ll come in handy if you have any problems at the house once you move in. And I like the idea of you being next door if Cutler has any issues.”

I gaped at him. I certainly wouldn’t be going next door to ask the man to change my lightbulbs, and I wouldn’t expect him to knock on my door every time his son got the sniffles. He clearly noticed my surprise at the way I’d reacted to what he’d said.

“I thought you told me you grew up in Rosewood River. Aren’t you a small-town girl at heart?” he asked me.

I shrugged. “I did, and I am. But I’ve been living in San Francisco for the last decade while I attended school there and did my residency at UCSF.”

“But you know small towns, Emerson. Everyone knows everyone, and we look out for one another.”

I didn’t want anyone looking out for me. I wanted to be alone. I came here to get away. To start fresh.

“Yeah, but I don’t live here, and I’m not from here. I’m very capable of doing my own handiwork around the house.” I glanced down at my phone when it vibrated to see a text from my brother.

“I’m not surprised. You mentioned that you have a large family, right?”

“Yep. I’ve got four brothers, one being my twin, and two cousins who grew up next door to us, also boys. Let’s just say that I know my way around a toolbox and a car engine.”

“Impressive. Not only a doctor but a woman of all trades, huh?” he asked, as Petra called out to him that he had a phone call. “You can take a break while I take this call.”

“You got it.” I made my way down to my new office and sat at my desk as I pulled out my phone.

Easton

What’s up, girl? How’s the first day as a small-town doctor?

Well, the first kid I saw was adorable, but his father was not pleased to have a newbie on staff. So that was fun. [image: Emoji: Wondering face]

Easton

You know how small towns are. They need time to warm up to new people. That’s why I told you that you should have just come back home instead of picking some random town to go to.

Oh, sure, I could come home and 
have everyone in town talking 
about poor Emerson Chadwick. 
Being a jilted bride sucks as it is. I certainly don’t need everyone gossiping about it. At least no one knows my story here.

Easton

Need I remind you that we’re Chadwicks? We don’t give a shit what anyone thinks of us. And if anyone so much as looks at you wrong, you know you’ve got backup.

I needed to go somewhere new for a while, you know? Take some time to figure out what I want to do with my life. I’ve been so set on how my whole life would play out for so long, and now it’s just—a mess.

Easton

You’ve never been a mess, Em. You are rock fucking solid. Always have been. You just picked an asshole of a man who never fucking deserved you. And if that piece of shit shows his face in this town anytime soon, I promise, he won’t live to see another day.

 That’s a bit dramatic.

I chewed on my thumbnail, fighting back the lump in my throat as I thought about all that had happened over the last two months.

Easton

What Collin fucking did to you requires all the dramatics I can muster. He better stay the fuck away. And we all feel that way, so if he knows what’s good for him, he won’t show his face for a while.

Gee. I wonder why I wanted to go somewhere new. [image: Emoji: Laughing Face]

Easton

Just know we’ve got your back. Always. And if you change your mind and want to get the hell out of Magnolia Falls, just say the word. We’ll get you moved back home in no time.

I signed a six-month contract, so I’m locked in for at least that long.

Easton 

Hey, I know a good lawyer who’s great at getting people out of contracts. [image: Emoji: Wink]

I chuckled. My brother was an attorney, and a ruthless one at that. He may have chosen to open his practice in the small town we grew up in, but he was highly sought after and often commuted to the city for trial cases.

Love you, E.

Easton

Love you, Em. Remember, we can activate these twin powers of ours anytime, so if you need me, I’m there. You know that, right?

Yes. But I’m good. I promise. Get back to world domination and stop worrying. 

Easton

[image: Emoji: Heart]

I sighed and tried to push away all the thoughts that were flooding my mind when my phone vibrated again.

Unknown Number

Hey, it’s Collin. Please unblock me, Em. It’s been so long, and I miss you. I want to explain things.

I blocked this latest phone number, just like I’d done to all the numbers he’d tried to reach me from since our relationship imploded.

There was nothing to explain.

But his arrogant ass thought he could talk his way out of this.

He was definitely giving himself way too much credit.
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Nash

Why does one think it’s okay to move into a home on a Saturday morning when the sun is barely even up yet?

Romeo

Early bird gets the worm?

King

Hey, I’m a morning guy. I like to start the day out right. I always like to please my lady before the sun comes up. 

Hayes

Are you fucking kidding me right now, you dicksausage? I will beat your ass if you talk about pleasing your lady on this group text.

I barked out a laugh. Kingston was dating and now living with Hayes’s sister, Saylor. They had hit some bumps in the road when it initially happened, but everyone was happy about it now. But Kingston loved to push the envelope with his comments, and Hayes wasn’t having it.

King

Relax, you overbearing grump. I made her pancakes in bed. [image: Emoji: Wondering face]

Well, after I pleased her, of course. [image: Emoji: Wink]

Romeo

Do you have a death wish, King? [image: Emoji: Laughing Face]

River

It’s the new doctor moving in next door, right? It might be nice having her there if anything comes up.

Yeah. The doctor who is staying for six months and then we’ll get another doctor. It’s bullshit. I cannot believe Doc is okay with this. 

River

Maybe the next one will stay long term. Or who knows, maybe this one will change her mind. 

She’s a big-city doctor. She probably gets some sort of extra credit for doing some time in a small town. It pisses me off.

King

I don’t think they do extra credit once you’re out of school. She’s a goddamn doctor. She clearly just wanted to come here for a while. 

Why? Who moves for six months?

River

Someone running from the law.

Romeo

Maybe she murdered someone and needs to lie low for a few months. [image: Emoji: Laughing Face] 

King

Oh, like secret witness protection type of shit. Or maybe her family is in the mob and she’s hiding from them. You know, she woke up with a horse head in the bed and ran to Magnolia Falls. 

Hayes

Are you eating more gummies, King? You get crazier every day.

King

It’s called being in love and happy, brother.

Well, this has been zero help. I came on here to bitch, and you all took it to crazy town. So, fuck you very much.

River

Maybe go offer to help her with the move. It might be a good thing to be friendly with the doctor. For Beefcake’s sake.

Not looking for new friends. If Cutler has an issue, I can go to Doc Dolby’s. Retired or not, he’s our doctor. 

King

Very mature. 

Romeo

Demi said the new doctor came into the coffee shop yesterday, and she likes her, so maybe don’t be a dick and give her a chance. 

That means nothing. Beans likes everyone.

Beans was the nickname that we called Romeo’s wife, Demi.

There was a knock on my door, and I startled before setting my phone down and climbing out of bed. It was a miracle that Cutler was still sleeping with the loud moving truck out front, and I was pissed that I wasn’t doing the same.

I pulled on a pair of joggers and made my way to the front door, ready to rip someone a new one for knocking on a man’s door this early in the morning on a Saturday.

But standing before me was Emerson Chadwick, wearing a pair of jean cut-off shorts and a white tank top. Her long brown waves fell down her back and over her shoulders, and she held her hands up in apology.

“I’m so sorry. I know it’s early,” she said, as her eyes raked down my bare chest before they snapped back up to meet my gaze. “We have a little situation.”

“And that requires you knocking on my door this early in the morning?”

“Ummm, yes. When that someone has their truck parked in the street in front of my house, so the moving truck can’t get close enough.”

“Fuck,” I said under my breath, remembering that I’d left the truck on the street because I was planning to stain the concrete on the driveway today. “I’m guessing that’s why the asshole honked his horn a few times. Let me get my keys.”

As I turned to move to the kitchen, a giant ball of fur sprinted right past my new neighbor and into my house. It was large, with black, white, and brown fur.

“Oh, my God! No. Winnie, get back here,” she whisper-hissed.

“What the fuck is that?”

“That’s my dog, Winnie.” Emerson was now chasing after the dog, who was currently running down the hallway.

Happy fucking Saturday to me. 

My eyes trailed over her perfect ass and long, tan legs as she jogged down my hallway like she owned the place.

“Winiford Chadwick!” Emerson was still whisper-shouting, but Cutler was all laughter now, because apparently, the big horse-dog had gone right to his bedroom and jumped in bed with him.

Only my kid would have no issue with a strange dog jumping into his bed and waking him up.

I stood in the doorway as Emerson frantically tried to pull her beast off his bed, and Cutler was hugging and loving on the large dog.

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Welcome to the neighborhood, Dr. Chadwick.”

The dog fought her off as it continued to climb all over my son, who was enjoying every minute, and Emerson covered her face with her hands. “I’m so sorry. I did not want to start off this way. I just needed you to move the truck. I thought I’d secured her in the fenced area on the side of the yard.”

“How about this? You stay here for a minute with Cutler and your horse dog, and let me go move my truck.”

She nodded. “Yeah. Of course. Thank you. And just so you know, Winnie is hypoallergenic.”

I chuckled, because that was the least of my concerns at the moment. “Good to know.”

I walked back to the kitchen and grabbed my keys before slipping on my flip-flops and jogging out to my truck. There were two guys with their backs to me, standing there, obviously waiting for me to move out of the way so they could get their truck closer to the house.

“She’s hot as hell, man. Did you see those legs and that ass? I’d like to tap that, if you know what I mean,” one of the dipshits said.

I’d noticed her legs and her ass, but I wouldn’t be standing out here talking about her that way. And it pissed me the hell off at hearing them act like a bunch of assholes.

“Yeah. But she’s got an edge. She glared at me when she caught me staring,” the other dickhead said. “Like she could read my mind about how badly I’d like to bang her. But I get the vibe she’ll cut my balls off if I stare too much more.”

Good girl.

She shouldn’t take that shit for one second. 

They barked out a laugh, and I cleared my throat before they both whipped around and startled when they realized I was standing there.

“Do you think it’s appropriate to be sitting out here talking that way about a woman who hired you? I doubt the owner of your company would be okay with that.” I crossed my arms over my chest and shot them a warning look.

“And who the fuck are you?” Dipshit number one said.

I moved closer, towering over the little shit. “I’m your worst fucking nightmare. So I’ll be watching you closely, and you better keep your eyes and hands to yourself. Do you hear me? And if you speak one more fucking word about her, you’re going to find my fist in your throat.”

They both straightened, and the other guy held up a hand nervously. “We didn’t realize you were with her, dude. No disrespect intended.”

This was the kind of shit that pissed me off. “Listen, asshole, she doesn’t need to have a boyfriend for you not to stand out here like two fucking horny assholes talking like that. Show some fucking respect. She’s glaring at you because she can tell you’re looking at her like a bunch of fucking pariahs. But unless you want to eat your teeth for breakfast, you best put your heads down and get the job done without another word.”

They nodded. Dipshit number one looked more irritated than remorseful, but the other guy looked mortified by what had happened.

I still didn’t trust them, so my Saturday had definitely just gone from bad to worse.

Because there was no way I was letting her go back into that house with these two scumbags.

I jumped into my truck and pulled into my driveway before jogging back into the house. There was laughter coming from down the hall, and I stopped in the laundry room and grabbed a tee and pulled it over my head.

I made my way down to Cutler’s room, and my eyes widened at the sight of Emerson Chadwick lying on the floor beside Cutler, while her giant dog climbed all over both of them and licked their faces.

“I love Winnie,” Cutler said over a fit of laughter.

I let out a loud breath, and Emerson shot up, sitting forward. “Oh, hey. Okay, let us get out of your hair. I’m really sorry about messing up your morning.” She pushed to her feet and snapped her fingers, and her dog shockingly decided to listen this time. “Winnie, let’s go.”

“Cutler, get dressed. We’re going to go fix Dr. Chadwick’s fence.”

Cutler was on his feet, excited, as he ran to the bathroom to brush his teeth.

“What? No. I don’t need you to fix my fence,” she said, as she tried to move past me in the doorway and paused when her chest bumped into mine.

I didn’t step back. “Listen, I’d like to fix your fence. Consider it my welcome to the neighborhood gift.”

Her gaze narrowed, and she shook her head in confusion. “You don’t need to do that. I can fix it myself.”

“You got us out of bed way too early on a Saturday morning, and your horse-dog came storming into my house. I’d like to make sure that doesn’t happen again, and maybe I don’t trust you to get the job done.” I smirked, letting her know I was kind of kidding but wasn’t taking no for an answer.

“Fine. Do you think you can move your hulk of a body out of the way so I can get back to my house to let the movers get things unloaded?” The corners of her lips turned up the slightest bit, and I took in that little spackle of freckles over her nose.

I nodded and stepped back. “Hey, Chadwick.”

She turned around, Winnie on her heels. “Yeah?”

“Leave the front door and the back door open while they’re unloading, all right?”

She stared for a long moment before nodding. “You do realize I came here from a big city, and I’m very capable of taking care of myself?”

“Can you just do this without questioning it?”

“Fine.” She huffed. “All the doors will be left open, your majesty.”

I laughed as she stormed out of my house.

“Let’s go, Cutler!” I yelled down the hallway, and I had to cover my mouth with my hand not to laugh when he came walking out of his bedroom.

He wore a pair of jeans, a white tee, and the brown leather tool belt that I’d gotten him for Christmas strapped around his waist. He had on gold aviators, and his hair was slicked back with enough gel to make the top of his head look like a hard hat.

“I like Dr. Emerson, Pops. And Winnie is real funny.”

“Well, they aren’t staying long, so don’t get too attached. She’s just here for a little while.” I handed him a banana and a granola bar. “You can eat this while I work.”

“I’m going to help you because Dr. Emerson is my girl now.”

I chuckled as we stopped at my truck so I could grab my toolbox before walking next door. I pulled out my handsaw and made eye contact with both of the dudes who were coming out of her house and heading back to the moving truck for another load. I used two fingers and pointed them at my eyes and then back at them, all while holding the saw up for them to take notice.

I’ll be watching, assholes. 

As we moved toward the backyard, I looked up to see Emerson Chadwick watching me while she stood on the side of the front porch and rolled her eyes. I’d been in this house dozens of times over the years, helping the Halls fix one thing after another.

“You’re a bit of a Neanderthal, huh?” she said, keeping her voice low so only I could hear the comment. Cutler ran out to the yard with her dog.

“I’ve been called worse.”

I moved past her and made my way to the fenced area and set my toolbox down, including the saw that wouldn’t be necessary to fix this, but I’d known it would intimidate the dickhead movers. I chuckled as I took in the portion of the fence that Winnie had easily taken apart. None of these yards were fenced because they led down to the lake, and no one wanted to disrupt the view. But a few of the homes had dog runs on their side yards, which the Halls had put in years ago. It just hadn’t been kept up.

“Thanks for doing this,” she said as she followed behind me.

“It’s the neighborly thing to do,” I said, as I reached for my hammer.

“Well, thanks, neighbor.” She chuckled. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“We’re fine. Just be sure to keep that door open, all right?”

I heard her grumble something about me being a caveman, before she said something sweet to Cutler as he made his way over to me.

Emerson disappeared into her house, and her wild dog decided to lie down in between me and the fence like the giant pain in the ass she was proving to be.

Cutler dropped to sit down beside her and eat his banana. “I like having someone live next door to us, don’t you?”

“I prefer the quiet, so I was fine when this house was empty,” I said, as I hammered in some support stakes that I had in my toolbox.

“Haters gonna hate,” my smartass kid said.

“Who told you that?”

“Uncle King,” he said over his laughter.

“Hey, just because I don’t like being woken up first thing in the morning and having a dog barrel through our house, does not make me a hater.”

“I think you’re pretending to like it quiet. I think you like having a new neighbor just like I do, Pops.”

I rolled my eyes and kept working.

But he was right. Maybe I liked it a little bit.




4

Emerson

“It’s so fun having your pup here,” Lana, the office manager, said. I’d liked her the minute I’d met her, but the nurse, Petra, was a different story.

“Yeah? Doc said it was fine to bring her. He thought the kids would love seeing her here. And with the yard out back, it’s really nice that she can come to work with me.” I rubbed the top of Winnie’s head as she sat next to Lana’s chair in the front office. Doc Dolby had apparently brought his chocolate lab, Sadie May, with him to work for years until she passed away a few months ago. He said the kids loved to go out back and play with her after their appointments.

“See? Small-town life isn’t too bad, am I right? I bet you can’t bring this big girl to work in the city.”

“You’re definitely right about that. She lived in an apartment with me in San Francisco.”

“So, no backyard for her? How did you manage that?”

“Mabel, in apartment 3B in my building, was a dog walker, and she took her out a couple times a day for me.” I laughed.

“Oh, wow. City life is so different. Do you miss it?” Lana asked. She was a few years older than me, married with a two-year-old little boy from what I’d learned over the last two weeks.

“I hate to break up this riveting conversation, but with Doc not coming in today, I’m going to need Dr. Chadwick to be on her game this morning.” Petra crossed her arms over her chest as she scowled at us.

Lana gazed around the waiting area and then raised a brow. “Well, seeing as we have no patients here at the moment, I think she’s doing just fine.”

The office had been open for all of five minutes, and I’d actually arrived over an hour ago, long before Petra and Lana had gotten here. I was up to date on the charts for the patients I’d be seeing today, and I’d had a phone call with Doc Dolby last night when he’d called to say he wouldn’t be coming in this week, and we’d gone over things then.

It was clear that Petra didn’t care for me, and I didn’t like how uncomfortable she made things every time she entered the room.

“Petra, how about you and I go grab a cup of coffee and chat for a minute,” I said, before motioning for Winnie to follow me. “You’re going outside for a bit, girl.”

Petra sneered as I opened the back door and watched my pup run out and lay under the big tree. She loved it here. Loved being outside instead of being couped up in that apartment all day.

We both stopped in the break room at the end of the hallway. This office had originally
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